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Content Warning
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This novel includes frank, and sometimes graphic, depictions and references to the following topics. Reader discretion and self-care are strongly encouraged:


	Domestic violence/intimate partner abuse

	PTSD, trauma responses, nightmares, and flashbacks

	Sexual violence
(alluded to, not graphically depicted)

	Suicidal ideation and mental health crisis
(directly mentioned and discussed)

	Trauma therapy and recovery

	Murder and homicidal violence

	Organized crime and vigilante violence



Other recurring themes include: 

substance use (alcohol, cigarettes), imprisonment/incarceration, childhood abuse, loss of autonomy, guilt, grief, and survivor’s guilt.

This novel directly addresses cycles of abuse, complex trauma recovery, and interpersonal violence in detail. Caution is strongly advised for readers who may be sensitive to any of the above topics.

For a detailed, chapter-by-chapter content map and additional support resources, visit: rayeanderson.com

Additional resources are available at the end of this book.

If you are experiencing distress or crisis, please know you are not alone.
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Hello Again — Zoe Wees

Breathin’ — Ariana Grande

Deep End — Birdy

Honest — Dermot Kennedy

Drown — Bring Me the Horizon

Sycamore — Dermot Kennedy

Often, Lately — Dermot Kennedy

Free — Ejae & Andrew Choi

Sun — Loveless

Thousand Miles — Tove Lo

Light Me Up — Ingrid Michaelson

Clean — Taylor Swift

For the ones who made it out, and the ones still searching for a way.

Your courage—whether loud or silent—matters. 
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Chapter One
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Brynn

Fog rolls in as I leave Alabama in the rearview. I roll the window down as the tires cross the state line and toss a coin out the window. It’s the last thing I brought with me from the past. Chilly air seeps through the crack, whipping my hair into my face. The shiver that works its way through my limbs is one born of either fear or freedom.

Please, I beg the universe, let it be the latter.

Hands back on the steering wheel and the window closed, I adjust my grip, well aware my hands are sweating and it’s not from exhilaration. The road quiets as my twin headlights cut through the gloom and disappear a few feet from the front of the car. Over the engine sounds, the voice in my head whispers its usual question when the road gets too quiet.

When the worst thing you’ve lived through ends, what comes next?

Fear used to be monsters under the bed. It grew into boys lingering in hallways and then men who promised forever and memories that refuse to let go. I thought leaving California would banish the fear. The thing about fear, though, is that it never really goes away.

It changes shape.

The voice quiets, gives way to memories as the fog thickens, swallowing the dotted yellow lines. Something inside me—instinct, trauma—screams: get off the road!

I listen to that voice I once ignored and peer into the fog for the telltale lights of a hotel. Ten minutes later, the glow appears. I pull into the parking lot. The tang of rain hangs in the air as I kill the engine and open the door. Mist clings to my skin as I sling my duffel over my shoulder and cross the parking lot, ears trained for sounds that don’t belong. The only echo that comes back is my footsteps, and I shiver, not entirely convinced I’m alone.

It’s exhaustion, I tell myself—not the memories I’ve spent the last year trying to bury.

Inside, the lobby smells of mildew and loneliness. The man behind the counter startles when I enter, offering me a careful smile. My pulse spikes for reasons I’d rather not examine right now. I force a smile onto my face, ask for a room.

Credit card.

Key.

Transaction complete.

Sharp exhale and scurry away.

Upstairs, in the doorway to the room, I flood it with light before entering. Demons can’t hide in the shadows if there aren’t any. My reflexive laugh is bitter. So is my wishful thinking.

Dropping the duffel on the bed, I stumble to the bathroom, exhaustion clinging to my skin. Repeat the same routine.

Undress.

Avoid the mirror.

Shower.

Under the spray, I stand there as the hot water needles my skin until I remember I’m safe. My knees knock together as I force myself to wash, rinse. The bubbles circling the drain catch my attention. I pretend they’re the past, and once they disappear, so will the memories. One by one, they vanish until all that’s left is steam and wrinkled fingers.

When I turn the water off, the shuffling of footsteps sounds, soft, deliberate. My breathing doubles. For a long beat, I stand there, dripping water and listening, pulse thundering in my ears.

There’s nothing. Only the hum of the AC and paranoia instilled over the course of five years married to a monster of a man then a year navigating the aftermath of the hell he put me through. Six years total of existing in shadows and truths whispered into the dark.

“Fuck you, Evan Ford,” I whisper as I wrap the towel around me. The words linger on my tongue; sweeter than the pralines I tried near the Texas-Louisiana border. Clutching the towel tightly around me, I check the door. Locked, of course, swing bar secure. Exactly as I left it. Relief makes my limbs weak as I let out a half laugh, half sob and stumble my way back to my duffel waiting on the bed and grab a cleanish truck-stop tee shirt. It declares I’m a bad mother trucker.

The lights hold vigil as I slide into bed and shoot off a text to my parents.

Made it to Pensacola. Alive. Exhausted.

Mom replies immediately. Dad doesn’t. He’s probably already snoring on the couch. As usual.

I reply to mom then replace the phone with the television remote, flicking through the channels until I land on a familiar movie.

Stardust.

Magic, stars, and second chances.

Somewhere between the halfway point and the credits, I debate turning off the lights and decide tomorrow I’ll start over.

Tonight, the lights stay on.
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Golden sunlight spills across the sheets when my eyes flick open. The early summer rays warm my skin, encourage me to roll over and go back to sleep. Surprisingly, last night was the best rest I’ve had in a year. No nightmares, no suffocating silence.

Florida’s already working its magic, I decide as I throw the covers back. Or it’s been a long road getting here. Either way, I send a silent thank you to the universe and slip out of bed to start the day. A quick rummage through my duffel for something clean to wear and discover I’m out of options. I guess yesterday’s shorts and my bad mother trucker shirt will have to do.

My mom will hate it, but it makes me smile.

With that, I stuff my things back into my bag, send a text to my parents, and hit the road.

The engine hums under my palms as I queue up my playlist and shuffle through the songs, settling on Ariana Grande’s ‘Be Alright,’ letting it fill the car with hopeful lightness. Everything I want to be.

Then it’s me and an open stretch of I-10. The hours pass in a blur of billboards and sugary pop choruses I know by heart. Halfway to North Beach, I stop to fill the tank and lower the top of the candy apple red Camaro my dad bought for the trip.

By the time I reach North Beach, fatigue sets in. My back aches and my butt hurts from sitting for so long. When the townhouse comes into view, I release a sigh of relief and pull into the driveway behind my parents’ rental car, taking a few minutes to take in my new home. Not even ten seconds later the door opens and my mom rushes out. Chanel No. 5 greets me as her arms wind around me gently, her hug a comfort I’d missed for years. “You’re finally here! How was the drive?”

I huff a laugh and release her. “Long. I saw the world’s largest ball of yarn, potato, and pig. None of which lived up to the hype.”

“Sounds...unforgettable.”

I snort. “More like un-recommendable.”

When I start for the door, she rests a hand on my arm. “Before we go in, I should warn you. Your father might have gone a bit...overboard.”

“Please tell me he finally caved and bought me that horse I always wanted.” I lean around her to peer over the fence at the small backyard, pretending to look for the telltale shape of a horse.

Ava lets out an indelicate snort, murmuring that my sarcasm isn’t as endearing as I think it is. I don’t fight my unrepentant grin as I follow her up the walk.

“Decorating,” she clarifies. “Spoiling you as usual.”

The door opens, fresh paint and coffee rushing to greet us. I pause in the foyer, glancing around. It takes a moment to remember the once-boring room that no longer exists. The once beige walls are now an inviting sage green that instantly grounds me. In the open living room, a saddle-brown sofa runs the length of one wall, with a heap of blankets draped over it. I note mom’s touches in the soft prints decorating the walls, the fresh peonies perfuming the air, their blooms a pastel hue adding to the décor on the coffee table. Dad’s touch shows up in the comforting touches. Blankets, rugs, television mounted at just the right height for movie watching.

Before I can digest everything, mom pats my arm. “Come see your room.”

The sage green continues up the staircase into the second-floor hallway. At the closed bedroom door, Ava hesitates, anxiety flickering across her face. She takes a deep breath. “For your room,” she begins, voice thick with emotion. “I wanted to make it a refuge. Somewhere that brings you peace on the harder days.”

Without further fanfare, she opens the door and gestures for me to enter. The first thing I notice is the sunlight. It spills through the window, illuminating the plants on the sill. The gauzy curtains dilute the light throughout the rest of the room, setting the cream-colored walls aglow. The green from the hall continues into the room, showing up in the linens and the plants. I take a step into the room, glancing around, but it’s the chair that stops me. Soft, overstuffed, tucked next to the window.

I press a hand to my mouth, laughing through tears. “A chair?”

“You haven’t stopped talking about wanting one,” she says, smiling.

My chest cracks open. Over a chair. It’s a silly thing to get emotional over, but I’ve always wanted one—somewhere for rainy days, coffee, a book to hide inside. That she remembered—after years of not being heard—undoes me.

“Thank you. For remembering. For... all of this.”

“No thanks needed, honey. You deserve some peace.”

“Everything okay in here?”

Dad’s voice startles me. I jump, hands clenching at my sides as mom’s eyes flash over my shoulder, chastising.

My eyes burn with unshed tears, shoulders aching from the burden of everything I’ve tried to contain this past year. Blinking the tears away, I turn to my father and hug him too, burying my face into his shoulder, breathing in the steadying scent of the cologne he’s worn my whole life.

“Thank you, Dad. This is...it’s perfect.”

“Glad to hear it, Butterfly.” He releases me and steps back to give me space. His eyes studying mine, seeing everything I’ve tried so hard to hide. He nods, more to himself than me, and tucks his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “Dinner is ready.”

We eat in the sunny kitchen, quiet conversation filling the spaces between bites of food and sips of coffee. The walls here feel closer, but comfortingly so. As if the house were cradling instead of crushing me.

After dinner, while my parents fuss over the dishes, I slip upstairs again. The chair calls and I curl into it, drawing my knees to my chest while I stare out the window at the swaying palms.

On the other side of the window, the early evening haze is thin and bright.

Not fog, exactly, but close.

Only this time, it doesn’t feel like it’s swallowing me.

It just feels quiet.

Is this what peace feels like?
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Chapter Two
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Brynn

Standing at the door, I raise my hand, waving as my parents’ rental car backs out of the driveway. This past week with them has done wonders for my battered mind. Their presence kept the nightmares at bay and my mind occupied. As the car rounds the corner, I close the door and turn to face the empty house, curious about what comes next.

Before I can think on it too long, I head for the stairs, glancing at the memories of my childhood adorning the wall. Midway up, I pause. There’s a medium-sized photo in grainy color hanging there, featuring me at eight with my grandmother. We’re sitting side by side on a floral sofa, brightly colored lengths of yarn wrapped around our fingers. Gran is smiling and beside her, I’m frowning, my lower lip wedged between my teeth, a look of supreme concentration on my still babyish face.

My hand raises, tracing the lines of her face. It’s been ages since I’ve seen a photo of her, and longer still since I thought about the months that came after. It’s funny; after all this time, I still remember that day with stunning clarity. We—my parents and I—stopped by to visit, and gran was in her usual seat on the far end of the couch, The Young and the Restless played quietly from an ancient television. She handed me a hot pink ball of yarn and a cold metal crochet hook and announced it was time I learned.

This continued for years. Me slowly understanding the mechanics of how my hands worked, and one day, it clicked. Muscle memory took over, and I was whipping granny squares out as if I’d been doing it my whole life. I had eight more good years with gran, before she forgot everything. Her whole life was just...gone.

Our last visit had nerves twisting my stomach into knots. What do you say to someone who no longer remembers who you are? Turns out, Gran and I shared a language that required no words. The moment I stepped into her room, she handed me a ball of yarn and told me to get to work. I protested. It’d been at least three years since I last touched a crochet hook, but the second the hook was in my hand, my body took over. My muscles remembered even if my mind long since forgot.

The thought follows me as I grab my car keys and head out, tired of being cooped up for the last few days. The drive through the city reminds me of how the body remembers things our minds haven’t. Hits me again as I pull into the parking lot of what was my favorite bar and place to hang out.

The Rose, a squat building near the college, looks the same as it did the last time I was here. I sit in the car, staring at the graffitied wall as a rush of memories washes through me. Nights spent here with my college best friend, Lark, and her then-boyfriend, Nate. Every one of those memories floods back in as I make my way to the door, wondering what else is the same.

The moment I open the door, I see drunk nights clustered around the pool tables at the back, Lark’s laughter ringing in the air. When I blink, it’s another night, Lark, Nate, her friend Kellan, and even Evan sitting around a table, a pitcher of beer soaking the table as our laughter permeated the air.

Another step into the bar and it morphs into Lark and me at the bar, drooling over the cook. A tall, dark, and mysterious man everyone called Rooster. We’d go back to our tiny apartment after last call, more than a little drunk, and make up stories about him.

A crowing voice cuts through my reverie. “Holy hell, look what the wind blew in!”

I jolt, the present sharpening into focus. Heads turn in my direction, watching me warily. All except one. Vinnie, the old bartender, stands there, hands on his hips, the same towel tossed over his shoulder. His eyes sparkle as I make my way over on shaky legs.

“How the hell have you been, girlie?” he asks when I slide onto a vacant stool far enough away from the men holding court at the far end of the bar.

I paste on a fake smile and give him a lazy shrug. “Hanging in there. How about you? Life been good to you, Vinnie?”

“Oh, can’t complain too much.” He whips the towel from his shoulder to wipe at a nonexistent spot on the bar top. “Are you passing through or back for good?”

My heart speeds up at the idea of sharing too much, on the off chance... I shake my head. Evan doesn’t have spies everywhere; I remind myself, then turn my attention back to Vinnie. “Back for now.”

The older man gives me a strange look, there and gone. “Well, it’s good to see you again. What can I get for you?”

I ask for a burger and a soda. As he pours, Vinnie fills me in on all the gossip I’ve missed in my time away. When he mentions Lark, my eyes flick up. He slides the glass across the bar and leans down. “She’s been through it the last few years.”

When I ask what he means, Vinnie’s eyebrows shoot up. “You guys don’t talk?”

My answering head shake is the only response I can muster. I lost so much over the years—things I didn’t even notice were gone until just now. Like Lark. We were best friends, and now we’re strangers, living two very different lives.

That’s what he did, my subconscious chimes. That’s how abuse works. It isolates, takes until there’s nothing left but him, the world he creates and traps you in.

Knowing that doesn’t stop the blooming ache from spreading through my chest when he informs me Lark’s husband passed away, leaving her a widowed single mom to a little boy. The words clutter my throat until I clear them and ask in a whisper who she wound up marrying.

“Kellan,” Vinnie tells me with a sad smile. “The two of them—” He shakes his head, glancing away. I don’t miss the telltale glimmer of emotion in his eyes. When he turns back, his eyes are clear, voice steady. “They got married after Lark got pregnant, had a few good years until the accident. I don’t see her much anymore, but from what I hear, she’s doing better now. Nate’s been around; he’s been helping her out. He makes sure she’s taking care of herself.”

A disbelieving laugh leaves me. So she got her guy, and then the universe had the nuts to steal him away from her. I latch onto the bit about Nate and ask what he means. It doesn’t surprise me; Nate always loved Lark more than she loved him. I don’t blame or judge her for it. She was in love with Kellan; he was her one and only. Hopefully, when she’s ready to move on, she’ll give Nate the shot he deserves.

I stop the thought with a shake of my head. My life was hell too, just in a different way. And I did what I had to, to protect the people I cared about and myself.

Vinnie hands me a napkin as tears roll down my cheeks. I take it, turning away to compose myself. After drying my eyes, I whisper an apology. “She and I lost touch after I got married.” Bitter laughter escapes my parted lips as my eyes flick to my bare ring finger. “It didn’t work out for either of us, I suppose.”

Vinnie’s eyes glitter with curiosity. “Oh?”

I meet the older man’s gaze. My tongue loosens, desperate to unload this mental burden on someone else for just a moment. There are so many things I want to say, if only I could take advantage of the whole bartender-therapist thing he’s got going on right now.

No.

The moment I touched back down on American soil, I swore to put the past behind me and never talk about it. So I give Vinnie the only thing I can. A half-truth wrapped in an easy lie. “Long story short? I married a piece of shit and have regretted it every day since. I left the first chance I got.”

From the way the older man narrows his eyes, I’m willing to bet every cent in my bank account he understands exactly what I’m not saying. He reads right between the lines and parses out every unspoken word. He cements it with a quiet, “Good for you, honey.”

There’s nothing I can say to that, so I nudge my now-empty glass toward him, a silent request for a refill.

If only I could tell him just how much that chance cost me. The people it cost me. And how, even now, a year removed, I still wonder if it was worth it. On his side of the bar, Vinnie silently refills my glass as I look around. From the kitchen comes a clatter, metal on metal that sounds like someone tearing through the space. My body involuntarily jerks back, curling around itself.

Danger! My mind screams. The air thins, icy dread locks my limbs while heat flares in my legs, demanding I run.

I’m rooted in place. Unable to run. Unwilling to stay.

Evan, my brain screams. He’s found me.

Vinnie’s low voice breaks through the noise, calming my riotous thoughts. His hand creeps across the bar, reaching for me. I flinch, a strangled whimper eking out of me. He stops halfway between us, glances over his shoulder.

“Easy, kiddo,” he soothes. “It’s only Rooster.” His hand retreats, then rises. He jerks his thumb over his shoulder as the indistinct murmur of conversation seeps back in. Heat rushes to my cheeks, stains my skin as Vinnie continues, oblivious to my shame. “I told him that rack needed to be moved. Said he was gonna wind up walking into it and he refused to listen.” The older man chuckles, tapping the bar with the flat of his hand before straightening. “Guess I was right after all.”

Despite his practical explanation, the fear lingers. It’s like that sometimes; a loud sound startles me and the fight-or-flight takes over, lingers like a set-in wine stain so I do what I’ve learned this past year to do. I laugh it off. Fake that I’m fine and hope one day I will be.

Then I apologize. Explain that it caught me off guard and startled me. The older man’s lips twist, his eyes narrow. But he doesn’t call my bluff; instead, he smooths his face into its typical jovial expression and hums his agreement. “Let me go check on Rooster. And your burger.”

The second I’m alone, I release my first full breath and remind myself, again, Evan is still stationed in Japan. My dad’s friend in the military who’s been keeping an eye on him would have let us know if Evan travelled stateside and so far, we haven’t heard anything. Nor does he know I’ve moved out of my parent’s house in California.  

At least I hope not.

Movement in the kitchen draws my attention, distracting me from the fear rolling around in my head, and I catch my first glimpse of Rooster in six years. Even after all these years, he still wears his favorite scowl. But what shocks me most is that he’s still as beautiful as he was before. His gaze meets mine, and I drop my eyes to the bar, flinching.

Seconds tick by. It’s a distraction. That’s it. Something, someone to focus on that isn’t Evan or my racing thoughts and all-consuming fear. He’s not looking my way when I glance up. I study him as he traipses past the window, muttering under his breath, noting the changes.

His features have matured into something harder. He now has a face that would have made younger me look twice. Now it makes me want to find the nearest exit. Before I can leave, Vinnie sets a plate on his side of the bar, nudging it slowly toward me. My thank you dies on my lips as I feel eyes crawling over my skin and glance up.

Rooster’s staring at me, with a guarded expression. He studies me, head tilted slightly, eyes seeming to ask, what the hell are you doing here?

Vinnie wanders off, summoned by the men at the far end of the bar, their empty glasses lined up before them like hollow soldiers.

I drag the plate toward me, vowing to eat quickly and get the hell out of here. I lift the bun to remove the tomato and gasp in surprise when I find lettuce, a pile of pickles (exactly the right amount), and an onion but no tomato.

Why is there no tomato?

They changed the way they make it.

Or they ran out. That it’s missing means nothing.

Right?

What the hell is happening? And why am I so hung up on a stupid tomato?

I glance up and find Rooster watching me again, the strange expression replaced by a smug smirk. He winks and wanders away wordlessly.

It’s been six years since the last time I was here. There’s no way he remembered after all that time that I don’t like tomatoes. It’s muscle memory, same as the drive that led me here. Just something his hands remembered long after his mind forgot.

It’s freaking me out.

Then I remind myself I’m overthinking it. As usual.

I shouldn’t have come back here. There are a million ghosts haunting this place. Each one reminding me of the version of myself I’ll never be again, and if I’ve learned anything the last few years, it’s that no matter how much you wish you could go back and change things, you can’t.
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Chapter Three
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Luca

“So, the one that got away has returned, huh?”

From the opposite side of the boxing ring, my closest (read: only) friend, Trystan, grins at me. His heterochromia eyes glitter with either mirth or malice. With Trys, it’s sometimes damn near impossible to tell the difference. At my answering shrug, he raises his water bottle, takes a long swallow, never breaking eye contact. And me? I’m leaning against the ropes, trying—and failing—to digest the last few hours.

The thud of fists hitting bags around us dulls as I replay the moment her voice drifted into the kitchen. It was smoke on a breeze that curled around me. Today wasn’t the first time I thought I’d heard her voice warble its way into the kitchen like a whisper of a life that slipped through my fingers before I ever had a firm grasp on it. The moment the sound trickled in, I brushed it off instantly as nothing more than my mind playing tricks on me.

Across the ring, Trystan clears his throat as I lean down to grab my water bottle. His mismatched eyes follow the movement, his weight shifting with impatience. Straightening, I give him a one-shouldered shrug, and Brynn’s dull emerald eyes and cinnamon curls choose that moment to flash in my mind. My grip on the bottle tightens, the sturdy metal resisting my attempt to crush it.

The earlier interaction replays for the hundredth time in my head. The way she sat at the bar, a specter of her former self. Old Brynn was vibrant and bubbly. Present Brynn was a pale imitation. The moment my eyes landed on her, I’d wanted to storm across the bar and demand the name of whoever hurt her, whoever stole her light.

Red stole over my vision at the visual reminder of my own past, blinding me. I’d walked right into that rack Vinnie kept reminding me to move. Her audible gasp matched my own muttered curse.

Trystan’s voice pulls me back, cutting through my riotous thoughts. “A shrug? That’s it? Come on, man.”

My thoughts spiral as I lower the bottle, glaring. What does he want me to say? Should I lament how I’d spent months hoping she’d come back? Or does he want to hear about how every time I hear a voice that sounds like hers, I rush to see if she’s come back?

He’s not off the mark calling her the one that got away. She is. Even if I never had a shot with Brynn, there will always be that one fleeting moment I’d let myself hope.

Not that it matters now.

Wish in one hand, shit in the other, and all that.

“Not much else to tell,” I retort. “She left. Now she’s back. End of.”

Trystan drops his bottle, letting it clatter to the floor outside the ring. “Fuck that. Don’t forget I know you better than that. You don’t show up here, ready to kill me unless something’s eating at you. And it’s been a while since something chewed you up, brother, so spill it.”

I snort at the moniker. We’re not related, but Trystan is the closest thing I have to a brother. We’ve seen some depraved things together over the years, and he’s earned the title. When we met, he was some punk-ass eighteen-year-old kid with a mountain of anger threatening to consume him. I instantly recognized the fire raging in his eyes. We started boxing, trading punishing blows that left both of us bruised and bloody more often than not, but it forged a bond between us. He’s had my back more times than I can count, and without it, there’s a good chance I wouldn’t be alive today.

I release an annoyed sigh and skate my hands through my hair, Brynn’s face flashing in my mind again as I sag against the ropes. “Man, she looks...” I shake my head—like some horrible creature stole all her smiles, every ounce of her joy. Once, her grin could bring the harshest man to his knees. Now? It doesn’t reach her eyes—more grimace than grin. Seeing that timid smile she gave Vinnie hit me harder than a punch to the gut. Brynn wasn’t meek. She had spitfire, sass, and a grin that hinted at secrets I wanted to hear. I catalogued every one of those smiles, pulled them out frequently after she vanished. And now? Not an ounce of that girl remains.

Trystan’s face shifts from jovial to something far more deadly. The air crackles between us, my hands curling into fists at my sides.

“Something happened to her while she was gone,” I grit out, each word ripped from my lips. Uttering those words aloud tears at my chest. Wakes an old protective urge I thought was dormant. “Someone hurt her.”

The chains break and release a primal rage I’ve fought long and hard to keep caged. Fury in his eyes, Trystan stalks across the ring as if he can breathe death into my chaos.

I shake my head, trying to dispel old urges that desperately want to live again. My breathing goes ragged, and my vision narrows to pinpricks.

“Breathe, brother,” my best friend commands. His hands grip my shoulders, shaking me roughly. “Focus and breathe.”

My eyes find his through the red haze blurring my vision. “This isn’t who you are anymore. What would she do if she saw you this way? You think she’d run to or away from you?” He shakes his head, releasing my arm. “C’mon man. Think. You’re smarter than this anger.”

My limbs tremble, old habits surging toward the surface, my grip on them tenuous at best.

“Rein. It. The. Fuck. In.”

Trystan studies me, watching as I grapple with my own emotions. “I get it, Luca, you liked her and now that little lizard brain of yours is demanding you protect her. It’s your nature, but if you don’t get a handle on your emotions, the next time you see her, you’re gonna go off half-cocked, like a rabid bear, and scare her off, and she’s gonna run, brother. Far the fuck away as fast as she can, and then what? If she runs, are you gonna follow?”

I would.

Trystan mutters under his breath, disgusted, and smacks me across the back of the head. His eyes are hard as he gives me his back, crosses the ring, and sags against the ropes. “You always do this,” he grumbles. “You act. Never think. Never consider the consequences. You ever think she doesn’t need or want help—maybe her damage isn’t what you think it is. Did that ever cross your mind? She could’ve hurt someone, and what you’re seeing is guilt.”

His words drive into me, undoing the coil of anger squeezing my chest. My shoulders sag as the fight drains out of me. Is it guilt dimming her light, or is my gut right? I don’t know, but I know Trystan’s right. I can’t go off demanding answers from her. She doesn’t owe me a thing. I stumble back against the ropes opposite Trystan and sigh. I’d give anything not to be this way, not to have this overwhelming anger fueling my every decision. But these demons have been with me for a long time, ingrained in me since I was a child. I don’t know how the hell to stop, to step back and let fate run its course. When I mutter as much, Trystan shrugs, his parting advice another fist to the gut.

“I don’t know either. But, Luca, you can’t save the world if you’re the one setting it on fire.”
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My tenuous grip on my temper rubs against me as I leave the gym. Follows me home and only relaxes when I’m in bed for the night, staring at the shadows as they dance across the ceiling. My first easy breath leaves my parted lips, and a sense of calm washes over me as I let my mind wander. Of course, that bastard skips past today’s earlier events and right back to the last night I saw Brynn.

The memory, hazy at first, sharpens the farther I fall through space and time until I land on a summer night similar to this one. Notorious B.I.G.’s “Hypnotize” is the first detail to trickle in. The bass of it reverberates through my bed, and I swear I can hear it as easily as if the unit below mine is playing it right now. Raucous voices and the clatter of glass beer bottles layer over the beat.

Violence seems to shimmer in the air, alive and waiting for a spark to engulf the bar until chaos reigns. Over the last three hours, I’ve broken up at least five fights. And it’s only ten p.m. When Vinnie calls for me again, I storm out of the kitchen, irritation wrapping itself around my fists.

At the far end of the bar sits Brynn, her best friend Lark whispering in her ear. As I pass by, Brynn glances up, her eyes crinkling as she shoots me one of her smiles. The kind that fucks with my head.

Not now, I tell myself. Normally I’d shoot her a smile back, but the chaos of the bar calls to me. Marching into the fray, I separate the drunk idiots hell-bent on fighting. Escort them out of the bar.

Back inside and desperate for a cigarette, I make a beeline for the kitchen and said cigarettes. Brynn glances up as I approach, alone now, her emerald eyes track my progress. For her, I soften my scowl until it resembles a smile. The way her cheeks redden when I make eye contact, flushing the same color as the tomatoes she hates so much, makes my smile grow.

I slow, studying her. The way her eyes track my movement, and a pink hue stains her cheeks. In the low light of the bar, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. And when she smiles at me again, I let myself wonder, what if?

What if I were a better man? Didn’t have the baggage I carry around, and she didn’t have a boyfriend. Could we...I don’t know, be something? As I stare, I wonder if she suspects I lie in bed some nights, almost desperate to claim her as mine and never let her leave my side.

Hand on the kitchen door, I stop and wonder what’s stopping me from doing just that? It’s obvious she’s got a crush on me, and even though she’s got a boyfriend, it doesn’t stop her from flashing those flirtatious smiles my way. Before I can act on my errant thoughts, Vinnie’s thundering voice snaps me out of it. Before I turn, I shoot her a quick wink and head back into the fray. It’s crazy in here tonight, like someone spiked all the drinks.

I take an elbow to the gut that spikes my anger. I grab the person responsible with more force than necessary, drag him outside, and toss him onto the sidewalk.

Problem solved.

Now I can breathe. The only thing on my mind is lighting up a cigarette—until Brynn’s emerald gaze stops me cold, pleading silently for help.

She’s pinned between the bar and the nearest pool table, some drunk asshole pawing at her. I watch for a moment, hoping he’ll fuck off, but when he grabs his dick through his jeans, my vision goes red. Stalking through the bar, he’s all I see. “Hey! Asshole! Fuck off.”

The drunk asshole turns to me, leering, as Brynn scrambles to my side and cowers behind me. Malice shines in the man’s eyes as he peers around me toward Brynn.

“Fuck you, man,” he slurs, stepping forward.

With my gaze locked on this asshole in front of me, I don’t look at her as I say, “Go to the bar, now. Do not move. Understand?”

She doesn’t respond. I glance down at her over my shoulder. She sucks her lower lip between her teeth, and, fuck me, I want to reach out and pop it free. Brynn nods as I tilt my head toward the bar.

Turning back to the drunk, I grab his forearm. “Time to go home and sleep it off, buddy.”

He doesn’t put up much of a fight, which surprises me as I drag him out of the bar and toss him on the sidewalk. “If I see you here again, I will rearrange your face.”

He rises, dusting himself off with a scowl, and flips me off as he walks backward down the sidewalk. Back inside, Brynn waits where I told her to, sitting with elbows propped on the bar, chin resting on her bridged hands. In my absence, her eyes have taken on a glassy, faraway look. Fucking hell, is she drunk too? When I approach and ask—let’s be honest, I don’t ask, I demand. “Where are your friends?” Brynn gives me a goofy grin, her voice lilting, songlike. “There’s a good chance she’s in the bathroom having a threesome with Nate and Kellan.”

My lips twist in disgust. Brynn smirks and informs me it could be fun. “With the right partner,” she tacks on, smiling as she bats her eyes at me. Jesus fuck, the things her suggestion does to me.

“Wait here,” I mutter. “I’m going to call you a cab.”

As I walk away, she calls after me, “Can I have another drink while I wait?”

Turning around, I shake my head and point at her. “You’ve had more than enough drinks tonight. Water, okay? You can have water.”

Her lower lip pokes out. “Party pooper.”

Ten minutes later, with not a cab available in the entire city, I grab my keys and usher a very drunk, very sleepy Brynn out of the bar. She grabs my arm as I put her in the passenger seat, her half-open eyes finding mine.

“Why are you so nice to me? Is it ‘cause you think I’m ugly? Or is it ‘cause you think I’m pretty? Am I pretty, Rooster?”

I have to fight the urge to grin and keep my face serious. “Sure, darlin’, you’re beautiful.”

She smiles to herself before asking me if I’m lying. Seatbelt fastened, I lean out of the car and away from the golden, amber, and saffron scent of her, squatting down so we’re eye level.

“I’m not lying, Brynn. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

Her face turns a pretty shade of rose at my words. “Rooster?”

“Luca,” I correct quietly. “My name is Luca.”

She repeats my name, turning it over on her tongue as if tasting it, and damn, it  does something funny to my head. Even more so when she lifts her hand to cup my cheek. “You look like a Luca.”

This girl is gonna be the death of me. That’s all I’m thinking as she lowers her hand, a mediocre diamond sparkling on her ring finger. My stomach plummets. Well, there goes that dream. I set her hand on her lap, thank her, and close the door.

All I have to do is get her home and get my ass gone. I pry her address from her sleepy lips and head that way, struggling to keep my eyes on the road and not on her. Beside me, Brynn rambles. She asks me the meaning of life. I don’t have an answer, so I shrug and listen as she moves on, talking about regrets and wishing she could change.

I want to tell her she could change if she wants to, choose a different path, a different person. Instead, I listen to her husky voice murmur in the car’s quiet. When she drifts into silence, I turn on the radio. Sugary pop music fills the car. As I go to change it, Brynn grabs my hand and asks in a soft voice if I’ll leave it.

Staring at her hand, there’s a moment when I consider rotating mine, weaving our fingers together so that for this instant, I can be a guy in a car with a pretty girl. Have her hand in mine as she asks me to play the song she likes. For right now, I’m just me. No past, no trauma, only the present and a brand-new future unfurling before me. I want to hold onto this stolen moment as long as I can.

Her engagement ring catches the light of a passing street lamp, and I pull away, reminded that she’s not mine and I’ll never be hers. My hand finds its way back to the steering wheel as I remind myself that she doesn’t want me and I’ll never deserve her. I’m trouble and trauma wrapped in pretty packaging, and inviting her into my world would only leave her heartbroken. If there’s one person in this world who doesn’t deserve that, it’s Brynn. She must pick up on the direction of my thoughts as she returns her hand to her knee and hums along to the music.

Even though I’m no good for her, I don’t want this night to end. But of course it does, far too soon. Before I know it, I’m outside her apartment. I half expect her to thank me, jump out, and disappear into the building. Instead, Brynn sighs, staring out at the darkened building. And me? I’m impatiently waiting for her to get out before I do something I can’t undo—back out of this space and whisk her away whether she wants to go, for example.

Brynn sighs again and turns her whole body to face me. “If you could go anywhere in the world, right this second, no questions asked, and money wasn’t an issue, where would you go?”

My first thought is: back to the Rose where you aren’t. I swallow the words before I breathe life into them and hurt her precarious feelings. When I shrug, she giggles, her finger darting out to poke my side. As loath as I am to admit it, I yelp like a kicked puppy, which only makes her giggles grow louder.

“Humor me, Luc,” she whines when her laughter subsides. “Play along, only for a second.”

I’ve never had a nickname. As a child, my mom gave me one, but that didn’t count. She was my mother. But for Brynn to shorten my already short name implies a familiarity that, frankly, we don’t have.

But I fucking love it.

She reaches out to poke me again as I run my hands through my unbound hair.

I glare. “Don’t you dare.”

Brynn works her lower lip between her teeth, and I swear to Christ, the look she gives me—she knows what she’s doing.

“Fine,” I huff, exasperated. “Italy. My great-grandmother immigrated from Naples with her oldest sister back in 1914. She was only thirteen and left behind everything she knew after their parents died. I want to meet whatever family I still have there.”

Brynn beams, poking me again. She giggles when I growl at her and reach for her hand, snatching it away like we’re playing the world’s most confined game of keep-away. Probably for the best that she snatched it back. I’d grab it and never let go. When she reaches to poke me a third time, I catch her hand, wrapping it in mine as Brynn’s laughter fades.

Her hand is warm in mine. Her perfume wraps around me, sinking into my skin. Summer sun and whatever shampoo she uses. It fills the air, invading my lungs until it’s all I can smell, taste.

Something that should be awkward but isn’t fills the car. A knowing silence that warns us we’re careening headlong into something if one of us doesn’t put a stop to it now. And then I blink, and when my eyes open, Brynn’s leaning across the center console, her lips a butterfly’s wing caressing mine.

Instinctively, I jerk back and snap, “What are you doing?”

“Experiencing life?”

I shake my head, my words firm. “No, you are not. You’ve been drinking, Brynn, and you’re not thinking straight. This...it’s not a good idea.”

She sighs my name, pleading notes coloring the syllable a dark violet as her husky voice begs for a single kiss.

“You have a boyfriend—”

“Fiancé, actually,” she cuts me off.

“Whatever. You aren’t mine to kiss.”

Then she breathes one word: please. One word and I’m undone. Knowing full well this is wrong, I tilt my head and lean in. Pull her closer. Run my fingers along her jaw before letting them dive into those curls I’ve wanted wrapped around my fist for years now, and when my lips meet hers, I do not care who she belongs to. Right now, Brynn’s mine.

Her hands scrabble for purchase, her body held back by the seatbelt. Once freed, she climbs across the car, never once breaking the kiss as she straddles me in the driver’s seat. There are warning bells ringing in my head, telling me this is the worst kind of mistake. I can’t find it in me to care.

My girl wants a kiss? I’ll give her one she’ll never forget. One she’ll feel anytime that douchebag fiancé of hers kisses her. He’ll press his lips to hers, and she’ll think of me. Fuck the consequences.

Brynn’s hands find their way into my hair. She tugs, pulling my head back to gain unfettered access. Her lips hold the flavor of the cheap whiskey and sweet cola she’d been sipping all night, and I hate that I want more. My hands find her waist before my mind can stop them, her breath catching against my lips. For a second—a heartbeat—the noise in my head goes quiet. Gone the moment headlights from a passing car illuminate the dark interior. Guilt crashes in, cold and sharp.

Brynn jerks back with a shocked gasp. “I-shit-um-I-sorry, Luca.”

I should have stopped her. Stopped me. I knew better and took what wasn’t mine, anyway. Brynn’s halfway out the door before I find my breath. And then she’s gone, the only good thing I ever touched, slipped like water through my hands.

That was the last time I saw her. My eyes blink away the burn, the ceiling coming into focus above me. I didn’t know that night would be the last time. If I had, I would’ve memorized her smile better, gone after her, pleaded with her not to go. But I didn’t. Instead, I watched and waited two weeks for Brynn to come back. Spent half my days expecting to look up and find her staring back at me, but she never came back. In the years since that night, I’ve spent far too many nights replaying that brief kiss in my mind. Wishing she hadn’t left, then berating myself for thinking I deserved someone her.

And now, with all the sins staining my hands, I don’t deserve her.
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Chapter Four
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Brynn

Sleep comes easier than I expect my first night alone in the house. Until something breaks the fragile peace. My eyes shoot open, dread pinning my arms to the bed. Turning my head slowly to the left, I search the shadowed corners of the room, certain that’s where the noise came from.

Silhouettes dance across the wall. None of them human-shaped.

I trace the walls with my eyes. Nothing stands out.

The urge to run burns through me, but I’m frozen with fear, unable to move. I know better than to fight the feeling; my body will remain locked until it isn’t. I turn my head, scanning the rest of the room, ears trained on the silence, searching for the sound that doesn’t belong.

Outside my door, the top stair tread creaks. A shuffling sound, feet dragging across carpet, creeps toward me.

My pulse thunders in my ears, drowning out the sound. Beads of cold sweat dot my forehead. He’s coming and I’m trapped.

Nowhere to run.

Nowhere to hide.

Above the roar in my ears, the shuffle sounds again. Stops outside the door.

Adrenaline breaks through the fear, floods my body. With shaking hands, I throw off the blanket. Tumble out of bed. My knees slam into the plush carpet. A jolt of pain shoots up my thigh, propels me, bolting for the bathroom. I’m in the doorway when the bedroom door flies open, Evan’s murderous face illuminated by a single shaft of moonlight filtering through the sheer curtains.

A scream tears its way up my throat, followed by a surge of fear as Evan stomps toward me. For the first time, it’s laced with anger. I backpedal, falling into the bathroom and kicking the door shut. My body’s running on adrenaline-fueled autopilot. I watch my hand reach up, flick the lock. Turn and search the counters for something I can use to defend myself.

Flat iron?

Blow dryer?

A shudder runs through me, then: how did he get past the alarm? Did I forget to set it?

I was distracted when I got home, but I clearly remember locking the door and immediately turning to the illuminated panel on the wall. Entering the code. The drone of the robotic voice announcing that the system was armed.

Behind my back, the door quivers in the frame, Evan’s fists—or possibly feet—jarring it. I slip and fall as the door splinters. Shards of wood fall around me—leaves falling from winter trees. A whimper leaks through my parted lips as the door slams open—

My eyes fly open, taking in a silent room shrouded in darkness. The thudding of my heart and ragged breathing are the only sounds. I blink back tears, a soul-deep weariness settling over me like a second skin. Haven’t I suffered enough? I’m exhausted—mentally and physically—tired of waking covered in panic and cold sweat and standing under the shower spray until the water runs cold.

The ritual repeats tonight—shower, check the alarm, curl up on the couch where I force myself to think about anything but the nightmare. I’m so tired of carrying ghosts that refuse to die.

With the television on and tuned to a sitcom rerun, I let my brain wander. It immediately returns to the nightmare. I shake my head and force it away.

Remind myself it was only a dream.

Think of something else.

On the screen, the goofy father stands at a grill, tongs in one hand, beer in the other, flipping burgers, which takes me back to the Rose and the question that plagued me until I fell asleep. It’s a stupid thing to fixate on, but it isn’t Evan or the nightmare, so I grab hold of it and let the weirdness of it remind me that the Rose—and Rooster—are the past and therefore best if avoided.

I can’t shake the feeling of a hidden motive lingering in the simple act of removing the tomato. No one, and I mean absolutely no one, remembers something so mundane after six long years.

So why is it bothering me so much? Why does it matter?

The thought follows me as the sun rises and while I make coffee.

Trails my heels as I head to the grocery store in search of something to help me sleep through the night.

My mind boggles at the selection the store offers. Pills, plants, supplements. I grab one of each, certain I’ll face pushback at the register, and breathe a sigh of relief when I’m handed my bag and receipt.

I start that night with a pill.

Swallow it dry and pass out thirty minutes later.

The nightmare comes. Vivid, ultra-realistic. I wake with a scream and end with a shower.

Melatonin the next night. I fall asleep in the middle of an episode of Bridgerton, certain that the lightheartedness of the show will follow me into dreams.

Joke’s on me.

Night after night, I’m plagued by nightmares. Then something vital snaps, shatters. Tonight’s nightmare sends me bolting for the toilet. The sleeve of Oreos I downed before bed splatters black goo against the pristine white of the toilet bowl. My stomach clenches, my throat burning and eyes watering as I heave.

When it’s over, I lean against the wall and draw in lungfuls of fresh air. Bile and chocolate linger on my tongue as I blink through the tears and wish for a way to stop the constant fear and worry.

The idea starts as a whisper that grows into a shout I can’t tune out. It’s a familiar one I’ve had before. The type of thought that screams when the exhaustion is unbearable. It shouts now, encourages me to grab the sleeping pills on the counter.

Pop the top, it suggests. Swallow a few.

When I hesitate, that voice in my head sings to me, tells me about the blissful release waiting on the other side of that decision. Peace, it says, and all you have to do is swallow. Nirvana waits on the other side.

I dump a pile of pills into my palm. Nirvana sounds peaceful. No more fear. Never having to fear the day Evan comes for me. Or the nightmares. Looking over my shoulder. Flinching at loud noises.

Suicide dangles a sort of freedom. Evan can’t come for me. Kill me if I do it first.

The pills in my hand glitter. The voice grows louder in my mind.

Go on, it urges. Swallow them.

I raise my hand—

And stop.

My gaze shifts, landing on the pothos plant on the counter. Who would water all my plants? The orchids and spider plants, snake plants and peace lilies? If I went, who’d tend to the herb plants growing in the kitchen while my corpse rots, waiting to be discovered? Do my plants deserve to die as well?

Why that jolts me out of this stupor, I’ll never know, but I jolt forward, drop the pills into the toilet, and stare as they swirl and vanish.

Sorry, turtles.

With weak limbs, I push off the floor, gather the remaining pills, and flush those too. As they vanish, I tell myself there will be no more pills or potions. What I need is help, therapy. I can’t heal from this trauma alone.

My mind bucks at the thought and reminds me I’m managing.

I let out a derisive snort. No, I’m not. What I’m doing is burying my head in the sand and hoping that if I ignore the trauma, it’ll go away.

But it’s not. My past lingers, a set-in bloodstain. No matter how many times I wash it out, it comes back in vivid sounds and dull colors. Random triggers. Car horns and whiffs of familiar cologne. When it comes back, it drags me into memories where the only thing that’s real is the pain.

I keep waiting for time to make it easier, to dull the ache of the past and allow me to breathe easier, to steal the fear and let me move on. Instead, I’m stuck in this weird limbo where I’ve convinced myself Evan won’t leave me alone, that he’s going to come for me, and when he does, he’ll finish what he started that fateful last night.

Part of me hopes he will because I deserve to suffer for the part I inadvertently played that night, for staying all those years, for believing he’d change.

I let Evan leech the colors from my life—take everything, even the pieces that were mine alone.
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