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Matthew Donnelly

Warehouse, January 25, 2019, at 11:00 PM

AS I RUN FROM THE WRECKAGE, my hand locked tight in the trembling, soot-stained fingers of the girl beside me, I decide, for a few seconds, to glance over my shoulder, to face the destruction we’ve left in our wake. The haunting memories, along with the feelings of fear, dread, helplessness, and hate—so much hate—from just minutes ago, twist my mind into something far more vicious and cruel than usual. Because I can twist the wounded corner of my lips into a small, cunning smile, heavy with pleasure, as I watch in a kind of delicious slow-motion the flames devouring the warehouse after the explosion—consuming the sons of bitches inside, probably already turned to barbecue—lick and crackle across my irises with the same intensity as they do the old abandoned lot. The yellow flames dance, spreading, causing irreparable damage as they follow their customary, righteous path. Because burning in the fires of hell is exactly what they all deserve, after the ambush and the torture they inflicted on us.

I won’t be a hypocrite; I deserve a seat on the devil’s lap as much as they do. But as Frederick Donnelly, my father, likes to say: as long as you can prolong your reckoning, do it. It’s fun to leave the devil anxious and scared, waiting for the one who’s about to take his place.

And holy fuck, I came damn close to sitting on the throne of hell tonight.

If I hadn’t been strategic, quick, and smart in cooking up a plan while they had me tied with those goddamn ropes binding my hands—thanks to my quality time as my father’s right-hand man in the affairs of the southeast Florida coast mafia—we’d be dead, or damn near it. And certain parts of our bodies would be getting wrapped in little gift boxes right now, ready for immediate delivery as a warning to Fred, one of those worms’ mortal enemies, who’d do anything to hurt him.

But then, I can’t fail to mention the huge help I had in getting us out. Jordyn Jensen. Yes, JJ. The pink-clad, Chanel-and-Prada-drenched princess from St. Rose Academy, who also happens to be the ex who shattered my heart and turned me into a true animal. She clearly didn’t think twice before balancing perfectly on her six-inch heel and taking down one of the guys, just to give me backup and cover so we could get out alive from the chaotic, blood-soaked scene they’d thrown us into. Even after discovering who was behind the kidnapping and the bizarre threats we’d been getting since we got close again, and even though she was shaken and terrified that her theories were right about who might be seeking revenge against us both, the sight of her surprising them all was so beautiful and fatal that, if I hadn’t been so fucking wired from having to approach silently and only announce my presence later—utterly terrified of losing her or letting her get even more hurt than she already was—it would have turned me on to see her holding a fucking gun in her hand while she reaped the life of a miserable, dying man. Without blinking. Without fear. Even facing that traitor she’d once been afraid of, having no more fear and finally doing what she always should have done: putting one or two bullets between his eyes.

It’s funny, I always feel like I’m in a movie, like one of those Godfather types, because my life slides so easily into that kind of shit, seeing as there’s nothing normal about me or my family’s illicit business. But this was the first time I officially felt like I was in something closer to a real-life Mr. & Mrs. Smith.

Is it wrong, given the catastrophic situation we’re in, to arrive at the realization that together we make one hell of a team?

Fuck if it is. That’s the goddamn truth.

Jordyn Jensen and Matthew Donnelly are so much bigger as allies than pretending to be enemies, or even pretending we haven’t gone back to the beginning of it all. The last few months have proven that pretty damn well. It’s a shame she’s so stubborn and hard-headed about admitting what’s crystal clear. Who knows, though, maybe at some point I can change that. I’ve already changed a lot between us, and she knows it. The moment of her confession is close; I feel it pulsing in my veins alongside the adrenaline.

“Faster!” Jordyn seems to gasp as she decides to pull me even harder down the deserted, unpaved street. I leave everything about to turn to ash behind me and focus on what’s ahead: the dense woods we’ll have to cross if we want to reach the road. My once-white sneakers, now filthy, leave prints in the mud and lead us toward the concentration of green surrounding us. “I can’t believe we went through all that and we’re going to get out alive. I can’t believe it was him all along and that I killed him. For real. Holy fuck!”

Yes, all the anonymous messages, all the macabre moments, all the threats, the whole stupid game involving blood... it was all him. It was always him, and I didn’t believe it. It was too absurd to be true that, after that night, he’d be back and hunting us.

But the nightmare was over. His body was dust now, charred, and that satisfies me so deeply I could dance and celebrate on his ashes like the madman he knew I’d become. The only reason I didn’t drive my knife into his heart myself was because I knew the moment was Jordyn’s, not mine. The son of a bitch had fucked up so many times, countless times tonight and before, that I wanted to slice off his hand piece by piece, rip his fingers off and make him bleed, just so he’d know what happens to those who dare even look at her wrong or bother her. Unlike before, I hated him. I hated him so much I could spend the rest of my life just torturing him, but I left that pleasure to her and to the badass pose she was rocking. I focused on killing his accomplice, savoring the sight of them all laid out on the ground.

Now that we’re out of sight, we slow our pace, but we’re still walking fast, hand in hand, afraid something else might appear to surprise us, the same way it happened when we were both in the car earlier. I look from side to side, my heart hammering hard against my ribs, and sharpen my hearing, listening to the distant screech of owls while a slight pain settles in the center of my chest. Catching your breath becomes an extremely complex and challenging task when you’re in despair. I bite the dead flesh of my lower lip and massage the spot where I have a spider tattoo—basically to cover the scar I got as a kid.

This... this strange pain has never happened before. And I’ve been through some shit, and my heart has never failed me after a fight.

Oh, right. My heart did try to bail on me once.

Metaphorically speaking, it’s not much to write home about, but literally speaking, the poor thing is almost worthless. To summarize the whole story: I was born with a congenital heart defect. The doctors believed my case wasn’t serious, that I didn’t need to go into surgery so young; after all, I just needed medication and time for the problem to close spontaneously. It even seemed like that would happen for a few years. But at three, my condition worsened considerably, and I had to be rushed to the hospital for surgery—a therapeutic catheterization. Neither my mother nor my father knew how I could have inherited something so serious and severe. But about eight years after the surgery, when I was around eleven, the answer to that question came clearly and took us all by surprise: Mom died in the bathtub at home from a heart attack. She had a different type of condition, and even though she spent most of her time dealing with and worrying about me, she never had time to check if her own heart was working as perfectly as we all imagined. Since she felt no symptoms, she believed she was in peak shape in her early twenties. Unfortunately, these diseases sometimes appear silently. And if I was already spoiled by my father, after losing his beloved wife, that’s when he really started treating me like an invalid. I had to work hard to get Mr. Donnelly to abandon, at least a little, the terror he feels just imagining losing me too. Luckily, things were already fixed inside me. I’m as good as new, and he knows that now. Or at least he forces himself to believe it, because I’m not a child anymore, and he doesn’t have that much power over me. I burst that protective bubble a long time ago. I’m a man as strong and invincible as he is.

I draw in as much air as I can and ignore any kind of twinge. My heart has never stopped me from doing anything; it’s not going to start now. I’m Matthew Donnelly. There’s not a fucking thing that can make me stop.

“Better not count your chickens before they hatch, printesa mea,” I tease a little while later. “My princess” in Romanian, the official language of my ancestry, used to come out of my mouth just to irritate her. Now it comes out so naturally and spontaneously, it surprises me. Well, it’s the truth. She is my princess. She always was my princess. I was so blinded by bad feelings, I didn’t notice. But now I do. She’s mine. Forever. “You still have your phone on you?”

She lets go of my hand just to check the pockets of her blazer, feeling every inch. When she seems to feel the device, her chin bobs in a quick confirmation as she pulls it out. I look at her chest and see it rising and falling as much as mine. A few leaves whip Jordyn’s face as we push through the dense woods, but she doesn’t seem to care. She turns on the flashlight, illuminating our path at least a little.

“My God, there’s a tiny bit of service here,” she says, surprised. She unlocks the phone, runs her fingers over the screen, and starts typing something. I can’t see a damn thing. After a few seconds, she celebrates and searches for my hand again, lacing her fingers with mine. It makes me smile inwardly, even though I’m curious about what she just did. “The message I sent to Colt and Love with our location was delivered. Come on, we need to keep running. They’ll see it any second, and I don’t want them getting lost looking for us. And I also want to make a whole triumphant appearance. Gun in hand, lipstick on, high heels, and a good ‘Did you miss me, bitches?’ after coming out alive from a kidnapping.”

I arch an eyebrow.

“A Pretty Little Liars reference right now? Seriously, Jordyn? We are literally running for our lives. Why the fuck are you thinking about that?”

I hear her huff and try, with great effort, to strangle a laugh. It’s impressive that even in moments like this, when we’re both completely fucked, she manages to be so... her.

“Because it’s what Alison DiLaurentis would probably want me to do.”

I shake my head, half-incredulous and half-amused, and keep going without saying another word. We fall silent and continue, right now, breaking into a run, dodging branches on the ground and leaves trying to obstruct our vision.

If it weren’t for the noise of animals in the background, our footsteps, and our ragged breathing, silence would reign. It’s as if it’s just the two of us here tonight. I know we’re running another risk because this place is obviously dangerous, but nothing and no one would be able to lay a hand on us. Let’s just say we’re, uh, very well-stocked in the ammunition and preparation department.

So we run, and run, and run. And our hands never come apart during the journey that seems to take hours.

The center of my chest pumps blood faster and faster, my pulse feels completely out of rhythm, and the vein in my neck aches from throbbing so hard. It feels like I’m about to explode from adrenaline.

I don’t even know how I’m still standing. I feel like I’m not even breathing. There’s something pushing me forward, and I know it’s my survival instinct. Or at least, my instinct to make sure she survives.

As soon as we come to the end of it, the road giving us a glimpse and the sound of tires skidding forcefully now and then sounding very close, we both let out a kind of collective sigh of relief.

I gasp heavily and wet my lips, which have suddenly become far too dry.

“Ha! We made it. Bonnie and Clyde are, at this very moment—” She pushes up the sleeve of her uniform a little and checks the time on her rose-gold watch studded with little stones. “—rolling in their graves with envy.”

I don’t know if it’s because I’ve stopped after so long in motion, or because I let out a loud laugh at what the girl beside me just said, but the pain I was feeling returns, even stronger and more intense. I dig my nails into the trunk of the first tree in front of me, steady myself, and look at the ground, trying to control my breathing and what I’m feeling. Jordyn immediately runs toward me because, in the distance, I hear her calling my name and see the brightness of her flashlight aimed at me. I close my eyes against the strong light hitting me unprepared and, trying to make the pain stop as if that were even possible, place my hand on my chest, wanting to show my heart confidence and calm, to make it be okay.

“Matt?” My princess’s worried voice floats to my ears. She positions herself behind me and puts a hand on my shoulder, but I’m too lost in the stabbing sensations to move or even look into her eyes. “What’s happening? Talk to me! Is it your... your... heart?”

No, printesa mea! It’s not my heart!

I had surgery. It’s fine. It’s been fine for eighteen years. I’m not going to die now. I’m not going to die like my mother. This is just from the pressure and everything that happened earlier. My heart is just trying, in its own way, to deal with the fucking tragedy we had to witness and enact in that warehouse. With those men. With those bloody, lifeless bodies.

Or not. Maybe it’s none of that, because I collapse the next minute.

I fall to my knees; it’s too unbearable to stay standing.

Jordyn falls with me, beside me, cradling me in her arms.

“Talk to me.” I hear her mumble again. I wish I had the strength to smile, just so she could see it now, because I know she’s nervous, I know she’s holding herself together to keep from crying. I know everything about Jordyn Jensen. I’ve been in her life since we were six years old. I was her best friend, her first boyfriend, her first enemy, her first everything, so I know how to decipher every tiny detail in her. And now, for the second time tonight, she wants to stay strong to avoid showing she still loves me. That every fiber of her beats and pulses for me. That there is no world for her where we don’t coexist, even indirectly. But I know. This here is my confirmation. “If you’re joking, if this is just some stupid prank of yours, I’ll take that damn gun you gave me and pull the trigger with the barrel against your stupid head.” I don’t know if I’m seeing it or just delirious from the pain and the sudden weakness hitting me, but I observe, under my half-closed eyelids, that she shakes her head from side to side and that I slump even more against her body. “Fuck, I won’t do it. I’ll be so goddamn relieved if you tell me you’re joking and that you’re perfectly fine, better than ever. Get up right now, Matthew Donnelly, and tell me it’s a joke! Do it now, I order you!”

I part my lips with some difficulty and, even if I try, I can’t move my hand from my heart. I can’t speak either. My body trembles and all I see and feel is pain. Yet, something wets me and I know, for some reason, even as I’m losing consciousness bit by bit, that they are tears.

Jordyn Jensen keeps talking and ordering me to move and say it’s a tasteless joke, that it’s all just an act meant to pry out every one of her closely guarded emotions, meant to affect her and make her confess, to say what I’ve always wanted to hear. Amid desperate screams, she places her hand over mine and feels my heartbeat losing its rhythm more and more, horror and fear flashing in her eyes.

Not even when we were trapped was Jordyn Jensen as terrified as she is now.

“They’re coming, Matt. I know they’re coming. Hold on.” Jordyn brushes the golden curls from my eyes and all I see are those emeralds trapped within her irises. Green like the forest. Green like hope. I’m not religious, nor do I believe that if I really die, I’ll have a good place guaranteed, but still, I ask forgiveness for my sins and ask that the place that receives me be a garden full of green, or roses, because I’ll be able to remember her for eternity. “You’re not going to leave me. You can’t leave me, do you hear? I don’t know how to live without you, Matthew Donnelly. That’s the fucking truth you wanted to hear and I’m giving it to you. I’m giving you power over me again. I’m confessing, throwing all these years I pushed you away in the trash, tossing all my rationality, my pride, and my self-respect into the void, because it was always you. Since I was little, when I found you in that cemetery, I knew you had been sent to me, I knew I would marry you. Pretending to hate you and keeping up that feud between us was the worst thing in my life, I died every day because of it, because of that whole farce. But you knew something was wrong and you came to me, crazy for the truth, until you found out. And here, under the moon, I ask for your forgiveness once more. Forgive me for fucking you up, your head, us. Forgive me for separating the two of us, forgive me for making us lose so much time, and above all, forgive me for saying, one day, that the world would be a much better place without you. Hold on for us. Hold on because we’re going to have many more adventures like this. Hold on because I, your princess, am going to make your life hell for a long time yet. Me and the little brats we’re going to have. We have a legacy to inherit, remember? You need to take over your father’s business. He’s waiting for you and he needs you.”

My father...

Ah, fuck, my father!

He’ll fall apart without me, his right-hand man, his prodigal son. And I’ll fall apart in a place without him. I need to live. I need to live for me, for him, and for Jordyn. I need to get back up. I need to stand up and tell her that yes, I also always knew she would be mine the moment I first laid eyes on her. I need to say I forgave her a long time ago, that the things we went through are behind us, that it’s all buried.

“I...” A weak whisper, drawing her attention. Jordyn cups my face with her hands and more tears fall. “I love... you.”

“No!” she screams. “No! I don’t want to hear that now! This isn’t a goodbye. Save it for later, because you’re strong and you’ll tell me later, at another time. You’re going to hold on. You’ll hold on because you’re invincible. Your heart is mine, I know it, so make it beat for me.”

Ah, I wish I could.

I don’t know if I can, but I try to shake my head. My life is draining away.

I think it’s already too late for me. Or for both of us. I feel weaker and closer to paying my debts. Deep down, I always knew this would be my fate: to die young. Maybe in another life, who knows, we’ll make it work. But in this one, unfortunately, we didn’t. There were too many things in our way. We lived through things that two kids our age shouldn’t have to bear. No couple could get back up after so many fights, humiliations, lies, thoughtless actions, and... crimes, yes, crimes. Because what happened in the warehouse wasn’t the first atrocity we committed together. And now there will be nothing left. We’ll just be memories. I will be hers, and she will be mine.

Jordyn will be an actress, exactly as she always dreamed, she’ll have fame, power, friends, fans, and a perfect family. I’ll just be the wrong boy from her past. The mistake she loved making. The dead boy who taught her to love and to hate. A distant, forgotten past that won’t hurt anymore after a while. She’s strong and no matter how much she thinks she can’t handle it, she will handle it and she’ll live a beautiful life without my dark presence.

It’s me who won’t be able to live in a place where she doesn’t exist.

My eyes fill with tears just thinking I won’t have her anymore. Wherever I am, I won’t have Jordyn. I won’t have Jordyn for many years, because she’s going to live a long and extraordinary life, unlike me.

I’ll never have my best friend, my girlfriend, the woman of my life again. I’ll never smell her perfume, touch her soft skin, feel the texture of her long hair, taste her lips, or look into her big, clever, bright eyes again. I’ll never know, even a little, what it’s like to be close to paradise. And it doesn’t matter if I’m up or down, it doesn’t matter if I’m in the worst or the best place, nothing will make sense, because my certainty of a happy and full life will be here, on earth and out of my reach, completely untouchable.

And I never worried much about death, I’ve been by its side so many times that I got used to it, but if there’s one thing I know about it, it’s that when you come face to face with it, a movie of your life plays right before your eyes. Curiously, I think that’s happening to me right now. Playing before my eyes, like the best movie of my life, is Jordyn, as graceful as the day my destiny intertwined with hers. So bossy, so determined, so beautiful, so perfect, so... mine.

I wanted to resist, I wanted to be stronger. If I could do anything, I would resist. I’d resist until my last second. For her. To be with her. It’s just not enough anymore. And in this second, regardless of where I am when I close my eyes forever, I will live in an eternal purgatory. I will live in pain and bitterness, because I will never accept my departure and the fact that I was separated from what I believe is my other half. I will live in limbo and punishment. I will be sacrificed and sentenced to hell. And that must be what I deserve, in a way. That must be the price for reaping so many lives. That must be the price for choosing the wrong side. That, definitely, must be the price for being a huge son of a bitch for pretty much my whole life.

“Please, stay with me. You said you’d never abandon me. You promised me you’d never die, remember? We made a pinky promise, Matthew. Pinky promises can’t be broken, they’re the strongest. And you assured me, on the day I lost my parents, that I would never mourn your departure. So why am I doing it now?” She cries uncontrollably while trying to hold me, her voice completely choked. “If you go, who will be my prince? If you go, who will love the real Jordyn, the one I hide from everyone?”

I blink very slowly.

My eyelids weigh a ton, incessantly begging for rest. Incessantly begging me to cooperate and leave, because, just like Mom, I’m having an acute myocardial infarction.

When I no longer have the strength to fight my destiny, nor my weak heart, I let them close, blackness taking over my entire consciousness. But, before I completely disconnect from the world I’m in, I finally hear her confess:

“I still love you with the same intensity as when we were just kids,” JJ breathes out with my last breath.

And then I am no longer here.

I am leaving with the certainty that our love, however dysfunctional, never died.

​
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Jordyn Jensen

Flashback

Kurt Hall Cemetery, August 1, 2006, at 10:10 AM

I DON’T THINK I CAN understand what death is. No matter how hard I try, I can’t grasp what it really means to die. I can’t understand how a person can be here one moment and gone the next. I can’t understand what it means to leave—not just a place, but an entire existence. To evaporate like smoke. To stop breathing, to really stop breathing, not like when you try to see how long you can hold your breath underwater. To stop smiling. To stop loving. To stop... living. To stop simply being in this reality and to embark on one that’s completely unknown and empty, one that no one can really explain how or in what way it exists.

My parents, for example, were here with me, but now they don’t exist anymore. They died several hours ago. Both of them together. And other people too. In a plane crash. The aircraft hit something, broke apart, and shattered on the ground into a million impossible-to-mend pieces.

Jovanni Jensen, my older brother, along with the other people who were at the funeral just a little while ago, said it was a huge tragedy. A tragedy that killed Mom, Dad, the pilot, and all the passengers aboard that flight bound for Hawaii.

I have no idea what a tragedy is. Just like I still have no idea what death is. But honestly, I don’t think I’m supposed to like either of those words. They don’t sound nice. From what I’ve been told, they’re what tore my parents away from me. They’re not coming back. I’ve been told they’re going to live in heaven forever. That I’ll never see them again. That I’ll never feel my mom’s arms around me again and I’ll never get to ride on my dad’s back like I’ve loved doing since I was three. It’s all their fault; death and tragedy, two heartless things, incapable of caring about the feelings of a little girl who is very, very sad.

Because of them, the only things I know how to do now are cry and wonder: What is it like to die? What is heaven? Did they feel pain, did they suffer, did they think of me before they left? Are they laughing and jumping on the clouds right now? And if they are, are the clouds really like cotton candy? Do the little angels look like me? And why did things have to change so fast?

Well, what I do know is that I was my parents’ little angel, they told me that every night before I went to sleep, and now, overnight, they’ve magically become mine. At least that’s what everyone started telling me when they stood in front of me.

Yes, my parents became angels, I get that. The plane, instead of landing on the runway, landed in God’s arms, I get that too. It just doesn’t make much sense. This shouldn’t have happened. I believed that mothers and fathers loved their children very seriously, that’s what Lilo & Stitch taught me when Stitch said, “Ohana means family. Family means nobody gets left behind or forgotten.” So why did my family, of all families, have to leave me behind? What kind of family leaves forever with a “see you tomorrow, sweetie” instead of a “this is goodbye”? What kind of family lies, deceives, and chooses a new home, leaving everything most important behind? If that line were really true, like I always believed, Mom and Dad would have taken me and Jovanni on that adventure with them. It might even have been fun to play in a new place. But no, that didn’t happen. They packed their bags, got on a plane, left us alone, and went away, making it very clear how it’s possible to both leave behind and forget at the same time.

Ugh, Stitch was wrong all along. And I wish I were grown up and could understand every one of these questions. I wish I were grown up and could understand all the feelings that are making me sweat, tremble, and have that sharp stomachache. I wish I were grown up and could understand why missing them hurts so much, more than scraping your knee after falling off a bike. I just wish... I understood. It’s all so confusing and hard. There isn’t a single place in my brain capable of processing each event clearly. My mind feels foggy, housing little lead soldiers that all march at once in one spot, and of course, my heart is shattered, while I sit on the grass, staring at the headstone in front of me. My elbow is propped on my leg, my chin resting in one hand, and my lips won’t stop trembling from the recent crying that consumes every inch of my body.

I sniffle a few times and sink my front tooth into the cracked flesh of my lower lip.

I ran away from all those strange people, walked through the cemetery, walked a little more, and decided to hide here, near a woman named Mary Anne. I was afraid of ghosts and of starting to witness some kind of horror movie if I stayed alone with so many dead people, but now I don’t feel anything anymore. I think I finally realized, fortunately or unfortunately, that from now on, I don’t have to fear the dead, nor be scared of them. My parents are part of that world now too. They’ve become ghosts and will wander around aimlessly.

I startle when a doubt hits me.

Will they appear to me at some point?

Oh, crap, more questions. I’ve never felt so curious and so without answers as I do now.

When another question pops into my mind, I blink and freeze immediately upon noticing movement in this lonely part of the cemetery. My whole body goes stiff. I hear footsteps behind me and leaves being crushed underfoot at my back. My heart rate triples and the oxygen seems to vanish from planet Earth all of a sudden.

I. Can’t. Breathe.

Is it Mom? Dad? Or both of them coming to get me?

“Finally found you.”

I startle again, put my hand to my heart, and turn to find the owner of the voice with impressive speed.

A puff of air escapes through the gap between my lips, and I’d bet it’s from relief as I finally see what has reached me. It’s not some ghost trying to scare me.

It’s a boy, obviously. A boy exactly my age, or a year, or a few months older. He’s dressed all in black, just like me and everyone else who frequents this place, and he’s wearing dress clothes, his hands buried in his pockets. He looks like a mini-adult, staring at me with concern. His golden hair, with beautiful little curls at the ends, is the first thing that catches my attention. He looks exactly like an angel. It goes with his brown eyes, pale skin, and naturally pink lips. He’s... beautiful. And I don’t know why, now in his presence, my pulse stops for a second, only to race at full speed afterward, leaving me dizzy and with my stomach hurting more than usual.

I don’t really know him, but I can remember, after the initial shock, that we’re not strangers. He’s my neighbor, lives in one of the mansions in my gated community, and came, along with his parents, to attend the burial. If I’m not mistaken, he kept staring at me for a while, as if he wanted to understand what I was feeling, like some kind of study. The moment I decided to throw flowers on the coffins, I noticed that he, hugging his father, looked as sad as I was. It was brief, but it was as if the boy was putting himself in my place. I couldn’t pay proper attention because, obviously, I was surrounded by sadness, pain, and despair. Nothing in front of me mattered. That’s why, a few minutes later, I escaped. I think he kept an eye on me and was the only one who noticed my quick getaway from the place.

I swallow dryly and, even feeling everything inside me churning, I manage to ask in a weak, low voice:

“What’s your name?” The boy approaches as he arches one of his fair eyebrows. “And, for God’s sake, what are you doing here?”

Without saying a single word, he shrugs and sits down beside me, extremely close. His eyes stay connected to mine the whole time. I almost get scared when, in a way that catches me off guard, he decides to brush his thumbs across my cheeks, wiping away the tracks of my tears.

I feel embarrassed by his gesture and the intimate contact, but I manage to return the kindness with a half-smile. A half-smile that could very well turn into a big one, just from the way he attentively observes every inch of my face, which continues to be caressed by his agile fingers.

“My name is Matthew. Matthew Donnelly,” he replies as he straightens his shoulders and removes his hand from near me, seeming to realize that we’re still acquaintances, not friends. “And I’m here because I noticed you disappeared. I was afraid something might happen to you, since you seemed so, so sad. I ran out and looked for you in every corner, I even went into something that looked a lot like a cave. I knew this wasn’t a good place for kids, right?”

“And who told you that, Matthew Donnelly?” I fire back, crossing my arms, sounding ironic as I pronounce his full name. “This seems like a great place for kids to me. This is where my parents are going to live now. And I’m safe anywhere they are.”

His eyes shift away from mine the second he hears me. I feel I made him sad by mentioning my parents or for some other apparent reason. But I didn’t even say anything that could depress him. At least I don’t think so. I just spoke the truth I’m feeling in my heart. I didn’t lie when I said there’s nothing more to fear around here. I need to connect with Mom and Dad in a different way, and maybe this is the place, maybe this place here is what connects the whole world to heaven. However, the blond boy lifts his head again a little later and confirms my words with a nod.

“I heard my dad and my mom saying that to your brother, so I think I should say it to you too. It’s probably what a polite little boy from a good family has to do.” I bite my lower lip and notice him squirming from side to side before whispering: “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what happened to them.”

Oh my God, he said he’s sorry for the tragedy. What am I supposed to say, thank you?

“Why? You didn’t even know them.” From the look on Matthew’s face, that probably shouldn’t have been what escaped my mouth. I shrug my shoulders. “And it’s okay too. I think it’ll pass eventually. Hurts come, they hurt, and they go away. Isn’t that what adults always say?”

Matthew sighs, saddened.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

For some unknown reason, or maybe because there’s nothing else to say, I go back to staring at the headstone in front of me. Mary Anne was born in 1985 and died in 2002. I don’t know what that means either. I can’t do the math to know if that was a long or short time living. I don’t have paper or a pen either. Honestly, I’m tired of feeling stupid and thinking about these things. I can’t take any more of this pressure inside my head. It feels like it’s going to explode any minute if one more question about life pops up. Or about death. Better to just let it go.

“You didn’t ask, but my name is Jordyn Jensen,” I’m the first to break the silence, because it ends up making me nervous and I definitely don’t like that feeling. I change my position, lean my back a little, prop myself up on my elbows, stretch out my legs, straighten the ruffles on my dress, and stare at my feet, which swing from side to side in my polka-dot flats. “Oh, and I’m six. Almost seven.”

Matthew looks at me over his shoulder, and it’s the first time he smiles at me. It’s like watching the Teletubbies sun appear for the first time in every episode; it lights up everything around and can make any kid our age happy. It would make me happy too, if I weren’t so overwhelmed by everything that’s happened to me in the last few hours.

“I didn’t ask because I know that,” he says, sounding convinced. “I know everything about you. Or almost everything, Jordyn. If you played more with the kids in the neighborhood and were part of the groups, then I’d know you totally.”

I twist my face into a grimace.

“I prefer my house. I like watching cartoons and having afternoon tea with my dolls.” I return to my previous position, getting close to him again. “And why? Why did you want to know so much about me?”

Again, Matthew shrugs, indifferent.

“I don’t know the question for that answer. I just wanted to. You seemed cool when I first saw you, so I made sure to find out some things about you, just to satisfy my curiosity.”

“And what did you find out?”

“I found out your name, your age, that your favorite color is pink, that you don’t like to mix in, that you’re clingy, annoying, and boring. Only I didn’t believe any of those last three things. Looking at you now, they seemed made up. You really are cool. And pretty.”

Great, a block of ice just took up residence in my stomach, just because a boy told me he thought I was cool and pretty. What a weird day.

However, that’s when an idea occurs to me, because I’m really liking all of this. Including his company.

“You seem cool too, Matthew. I think we can be great friends. You can come to my house every afternoon and play dolls. Or action figures, if you prefer to bring yours. We’ll put everything together and do something different each day.”

The smile doesn’t leave his face.

When I notice, I find I’m smiling just like him.

“That’s a good idea. But I don’t want to be your friend. I want to be your best friiiiiend.”

A funny little laugh escapes my throat.

“It’s decided. Matthew Donnelly is going to be Jordyn Jensen’s best friiiiiend for life.” When I realize what I said, I drop the smile immediately and let my head fall to the side. “But, there’s a condition.” I make a fist and raise my pinky finger. “You have to promise me you will never, ever die. I don’t want to grow to love you and lose you like I lost my parents. I don’t want to feel that pain again.”

The boy shakes his head, tossing his curls away from his face, and smacks his lips, rolling his eyes, as if to show that my condition is a piece of cake.

“I promise.” Matthew hooks his finger with mine, sealing the first of many promises. “I promise I won’t die, Jordyn. I promise I’ll be your best friend forever.”

After that, Matthew and I lay down on the soft grass, side by side, fingers still linked, and looked at the sky in silence. Then he got up, gave me his hand, pulled me up, and walked with me through that place, which I now know was so morbid. However, everything seemed clear and good to the two of us. No one would be able to break that promise, a promise made in pain and, above all, hope. We would be best friends from that day on. The pain of loss even eased in that moment and in many others, because, like it or not, someone up there, right on my worst day, decided to put someone in my life who would complete and fill my emptiness.

Someone up there gifted me with Matthew, with our friendship, and with our love. But, at a certain point, I didn’t know how to properly value the treasure I had in my hands. I destroyed it deeply years later.

And everything we built together was broken. Including the promises. All of them.

Because when fate decides to act, not a single word is saved.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Jordyn Jensen

New York, December 17, 2018, 8:30 PM

VISITING NEW YORK ALWAYS recharges me somehow. I think it’s the sophisticated air that snakes through the entire Big Apple, surrounded by all those skyscrapers. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s because I actually start to feel like Blair Waldorf in the middle of Manhattan. I’m almost thinking about feeding the ducks in Central Park after a shopping spree. Better yet, I’m almost thinking about launching a city-wide manhunt to find my Chuck Bass—maybe that’s the only way I’ll get lucky in love. Maybe that’s the only way I’ll find a man who’d trade a hotel for me without a second thought.

Sorry, dear Blair, but that joke is irresistible.

All jokes aside, when Principal Fallon announced to almost the entire St. Rose Academy—one of the best private schools in Florida, where I go—that we were taking a trip to NY just to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I was thrilled. After all, I’m part of the school’s theater group, I dream of being the next Hollywood star, and I love anything involving art, especially if it helps add to my knowledge. Not to mention I immediately pictured the new clothes I’d buy and the new photos I’d post to update my social media.

Yes, it’s all about balance. Who said a rich girl who likes frivolous things can’t be smart?

We students landed in the city that never sleeps at 3 PM. We’re all staying at the Chevalier Hotel, which belongs to the parents of Dariel Chevalier—a long-haired, blue-eyed blonde who’s completely worshipped at that school, along with his two equally problematic friends, Colt Carver and Matthew Donnelly, who hates me, by the way. Girls are rooming with girls and boys with boys. Except for Dariel, who’s enjoying his luxurious private suite, the size of an apartment, on the top floor.

I have zero contact with the girl I’m sharing my room with. I don’t even know her name. If she said it at some point, I wasn’t paying attention. Besides, it’s almost 9 PM and the creature is already in a deep sleep. Snoring like a rusty car engine. I confess it’s getting on my nerves, especially since I’m tired of scrolling through my phone while staring at the room’s extremely white walls. I hate this stupid rule that we have to stay in our rooms every night, like we’re caged animals. New York is way more fun in the dark, when no one can recognize you. And here, in this room, I’m recognizing myself way too much. The boredom mixed with impatience is making me restless and utterly unable to stand myself or the practically deceased girl next to my bed.

You know what? I’m not going to lose my mind in here. Screw the rules.

I swing my feet out of bed, slip my glittery heels back on, get up, and walk to the mirror. I undo my bun and let my hair fall down my back—the brown, slightly wavy length, thanks to the earlier updo, reaching my butt. It gets bigger every day. I confess my hair is my charm, my trademark, and one of the things I love most about myself. It seems to match perfectly with my dark green eyes, my slender nose, my small, full mouth, and, of course, my beautiful light brown skin. It’s also a major statement when combined with my height—5’9” to be clear—and my slender frame, currently wrapped in a long-sleeved pink cropped top with a knot tied between my breasts, paired with a matching skirt from the same set.

I look hot as hell. Actually, I don’t just look it, I am hot as hell. I may be extremely tall, skinny, with no curves and no generous assets, but I think I’m beautiful and I love myself. I may have gotten some offensive comments in my life—Olive Oyl, anyone?—but I never cared about any of them. I don’t think I’d ever change anything about myself. At least not aesthetically. I like being this way. There’s nothing wrong with not having much in the chest, butt, or thigh department. I’m lacking in all of the above, and I’m not even exaggerating, yet I still wear and flaunt short, low-cut clothes. And high heels, too. Because when you wear them often and realize it, everyone is tilting their heads up to stare at you as you walk by. It’s like a sign you needed, confirmation that you’ll always be way above all of them.

Smiling at my reflection, I blow a kiss to my image and spin on my heels, intending to grab my bag and stash my phone inside. I tiptoe to the door and open it with extra care, peeking into the hotel hallway. Luckily, there’s no one on watch on this floor. So I close it and sneak quietly to the elevator, pressing the button as soon as I get close.

Once inside the metal box, I purse my lips thoughtfully and weigh my options. I’m not sure if it’s really right to leave the hotel and enjoy New York’s nightlife. I don’t want to risk being suspended or barred from tomorrow’s tour. I don’t want to rely on luck, which is almost never on my side. I’d better dial it back, see what this place has to offer, and explore downstairs.

In a hotel as big and luxurious as this one, a lack of things to do probably won’t be an issue. Boredom isn’t a word you’d easily find in the Chevalier family dictionary. Well, at least that’s how it seems. This place is fucking enormous. I bet there are even hidden things. Illegal things, maybe.

The doors slide open again before I have a chance to change my mind, so I toss my hair back, lift my chin, and walk as if I’m doing nothing wrong, like a free and unencumbered adult. I blend in with the other guests and start wandering with no particular destination. I take in all the gold covering the hotel and the reserved areas. It’s when I’ve drifted away from everyone, after passing the makeshift mini-bar in the back, that a specific place catches my interest.

“Club” is what’s written on the cream-colored door when my heels come to a stop in front of it.

A men’s club. I bet it’s a men’s club. I bet it’s huge and has lots and lots of interesting things for my eyes to feast on.

I shrug and touch the icy doorknob. Nothing can go wrong. If they catch me red-handed, it might even make their little party and gathering more, let’s say, entertaining, in a way. A woman like me is quite the attraction.

I open the door a crack and check the movement through the small gap. At least the entrance seems clear enough for me to hide among these many lockers. And that’s exactly what I do, a second later. I slip into the club and slink between the lockers. A wave of hot steam embraces me, and the smell of whiskey mixed with tobacco greets my nostrils, which itch and wrinkle in a grimace. I shake my head from side to side, trying to disperse the scent, and blink my long lashes, trying to focus my vision on what’s happening. I walk a little further, and guttural, obviously male laughter erupts in the air along with commanding voices. I see, from a distance, men of all kinds. Young, middle-aged, and older. It’s as if they’re chatting at the nearest table after coming out of the sauna.

I swallow dryly and hold my breath when my eyes land on a person in another corner of the club. A person who’s separated from all the other men, accompanied only by his solitude. A cigarette dangles between his tattooed fingers, black-painted nails contrasting with the drug. The spiral of gray smoke near his face dissipates slowly, like a movie scene where his face, to impact the audience, is only revealed a few seconds later. And the way it happens leaves me disoriented. It’s always hell having to face that face day after day, fully aware of how it only becomes more unbearably beautiful, sick, and sadistic.

Yes, him. Matthew Donnelly, the boy I mentioned earlier. One of the problematic ones in that trio, the golden trio of St. Rose Academy. The boy who was once my best friend. The boy who was once my boyfriend and my first love. The boy who is now, without a shadow of a doubt, my mortal enemy.

Yeah, loooong story.

I push the thoughts aside for now and exhale with a certain precision when Matthew, wrapped only in a towel around his hips, leans against the wall, spreads his legs slightly so one of his thick, sculpted thighs is visible, and crosses his arms over his tattooed chest, dotted with fat beads of sweat, making the whole area glisten and stand out even more under the prominent light of the room. His golden hair is now darker, wet, and the small curls at the ends fall into his light brown eyes, which are closed. His sharply defined and damnably sculpted face, usually stoic and frozen in a cold, emotionless expression, strikes me as stormy. Tormented. As if he’s struggling to escape the purgatory he’s trapped in within his twisted mind.

Everyone at school knows him this way: bad, violent, brutish, despicable, volatile, with few friends, completely closed off, and who openly nurtures a hatred for all women in the world. He hates the female species so much that, according to rumors, he’s incapable of having casual relations, or any kind of contact, with one of us. He’s a complete ignoramus ready to mistreat and humiliate, without mercy or pity, any girl who dares to approach. Several girls at St. Rose have tried to sink their claws into him because they crave danger and attention from a good old bad boy—they just forgot that Donnelly is on a whole other level from what they believe a bad boy to be. He’s simply beyond saving. The scum of humanity is entirely ingrained in his rotten, pungent system. His soul was sold to the devil a long time ago. His scruples no longer exist. Matthew lives in another reality. A reality no seventeen-year-old boy should live. A reality that frightens, terrifies, and, unfortunately, molded him into this kind of monster, because he lives amid terror, amid the underworld.

However, the reality of his life wasn’t the only factor that made Matthew Donnelly what he is today. I, Jordyn Jensen, have my share of the blame, and I can’t exempt myself from it. I broke him three years ago, when we were around fifteen or sixteen. I broke and destroyed him in a disturbing way. I initiated the death of that genuinely good boy I met at the cemetery, at my parents’ funeral, because Matthew wasn’t always bad as I described. He was incredible, a sweet boy who carried a kindness and a light without measure. He was full of dreams, plans, love, and empathy, capable of doing anything for those he loved and trusted. He quickly made me his world, and I made him mine. I was his princess, and he was my prince. We were sure we were soulmates. We were sure that, although young and with many saying we didn’t know what love was, we were meant for a lifetime.

Our connection was always huge and explosive. Our romance always seemed predestined because he appeared to me in a moment of pain and agony and was able to make it bearable and full of faith. But we were wrong the entire time. We were nothing but two foolish, deluded children. We were nothing but two ticking time bombs set to explode.

Especially me.

I was the one who stained my soul with sadism long before Matthew Donnelly ever had his switch flipped. But, of course, I had to pull him down to catch a glimpse of the hole I was in. And, of course, I immediately had to kick him to the curb. So he exploded afterward, and we became what we are now: just wreckage. Ashes. A seemingly imposing structure, dismantled by the flames of our choices. A past erased and buried six feet under. A bond ended with destruction, one that will never, ever be able to rebuild itself and overcome the barriers of hatred, bitterness, hurt, and resentment. Two stories that are nothing but an eternal failure plunged into limbo.

No one imagines it, but yes, he and I are alike in the bad temper department. This rich girl right here has a past and a history of actions as rotten and cruel as the declared bad boy of the Fort Red Knights, the school’s lacrosse team, which he’s a part of as one of the defenders. That must be why our anger only grows over time. It’s as if we’re competing for first place on the podium of worst person in the world. We were always very competitive.

It takes less than a minute for Matthew to open his eyes, his expression changing drastically as he sniffs the air like an animal. I’m not joking or speaking metaphorically—he actually inhales the club’s fragrance like a wolf in the middle of the forest, recognizing and ready to attack its prey. His eyes narrow to slits as the boy with hair as golden as gold turns his head from side to side, stretching his neck, suspicious. Then, reality hits me like a bucket of cold water. The psychotic idiot isn’t doing this for nothing; he’s sniffing out and identifying my sweet, cloying perfume amid all the strong, woody scents.

Even with several steps separating us, he knows I’m here.

I grip the locker in front of me, look down at my feet, balance as best I can in my shoes, and prepare to get the hell out of here. However, before I can make any move to vanish like a shadow, a strong, tall body positions itself in front of me, silently pinning me against the metal at my back. His hand grips my arm firmly, and the other covers my mouth with precision, preventing me from speaking or making any sound. There’s nothing delicate about his actions. It’s pure adrenaline and furious instinct taking over. I can see the feelings dueling as they dance uncontrollably and chaotically in his irises, which house pupils that expand as they dilate while he stares at me. I can feel it in the pain starting to throb where he presses his fingers, but I gather all the courage and determination I have within me to remain motionless, unshakable, cold, and as threatening as he is.

I look into his eyes and glare.

Only in his dreams will Matthew Donnelly, or anyone else, think they can scare me. I may be trembling inside—after all, I know very well he’s capable of killing me and making my body disappear easily—but I’ll never let it show or falter. I’m an actress, for God’s sake; I have my tactics and tricks for dealing with certain situations.

And, seriously, how did this thing get here so fast?

“What are you doing here, Jensen?” The deep voice is a controlled whisper as his lips decide to approach my ear. Even trying to feign calm and familiarity, what drips from every syllable is nothing more and nothing less than revulsion. Disgust and contempt in its rawest possible form. My surname, for instance, seems like poison on his tongue. I’m sure he can taste the bitterness lingering there right now. “I could even warn you that this isn’t a suitable place for women, I could even say how capable it is of damaging your image of an untouched girl, if you’re caught here, but well, first I’d have to care. And then, for a scandal like that to occur, you’d have to be a little more, let’s see, honorable. And that’s in as short supply as your good sense. We can tell that just from the goddamn porn-star outfit you’re wearing.” Matthew snarls as he moves even closer, our faces mere inches apart. I clench my fist and feel my whole face flush with anger. He can say whatever he wants about me, but not about my clothes! I ordered this from Milan, for God’s sake. I didn’t spend a considerable amount of money for some stupid brute like him to compare it to a porn star’s outfit. If he let me go right now, I swear I’d sink my nails into his neck. “Answer me. Answer what you think you’re doing here, invading my space. Answer what you think you’re scheming by watching me from the shadows. Answer me, damn it!”

Without thinking, driven entirely by rage, I close my eyes and deliver a precise knee between his legs. He howls in pain, stumbles back abruptly, and falls to the floor, writhing as he calls for help. Seizing the moment while all the men rush to see what just happened to Matthew, I pivot on my heels and run out of the room before something much bigger happens to me. I grip the strap of my bag and leave the place without even closing the door or looking back. I move with some speed and return to the hotel lobby, making my way to the elevator, which soon lights up green and opens for me.

I lean against the metal rail near the mirror, push a strand of my hair back, touch the center of my chest, and try to steady my breathing.

Before I left the room, I said luck wasn’t on my side. I said it! And I should have listened to myself and stayed locked inside; I’m sure listening to the engine’s hum would have been far less harmful than provoking the beast. And it wasn’t even my damn intention. I had no fault in this. I didn’t even know he was in there. I wouldn’t have entered if I’d known.

But shit, Matthew started it. I don’t have the best temper. I’m impulsive and completely lose my head when I get angry. And the bastard deserved it. He should have picked on some other girl.

I just hope my thoughtless act doesn’t have major consequences, because I don’t want him in my life. I don’t want us to have to break the promise we made when everything fell apart years ago. I simply cannot and do not want people to find out what we had. I simply cannot and do not want people to find out about us.

It’s all buried. And I intend to keep it that way.
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New York, December 19, 2018, 3:10 PM

THE TRIP TO THE METROPOLITAN Museum of Art just happened; it’s only been a few minutes since we returned to the hotel. And I absolutely hated it. Hated it because I couldn’t pay attention to anything, much less absorb what the teacher was explaining. Matthew Donnelly spent the entire event staring at me. And he made no effort to disguise his venomous, murderous gaze. The bastard just stood there, arms crossed, hair falling over his forehead, his light irises focused on sending me a message.

“You’re going to get what you deserve, bitch!” was stamped in the coldness of his gaze for me, and everyone, to read.

Matthew Donnelly won’t let this slide. I entered his territory in a way that made it seem like I was spying on him, and I hurt him in the most humiliating way possible. This isn’t something he’ll let pass, especially coming from me. Everyone who knows him is aware of his calculating, vengeful temper. He’s just waiting for the right moment to strike back, and I fear it will be a thousand times worse than anything I can imagine.

I draw a large amount of air into my lungs and close the bathroom door in the suite, trying to wash away all the negative energy in the shower. I won’t think too much about what comes next. Whatever it is, I’ll be ready. I also don’t believe he’ll make a big scene out of it; Matthew hates me, he truly hates me. And he liked the idea of us pretending we never, ever had any contact in our lives. I doubt he’ll want to blow everything up right now, after so long immersed in a farce. Not after we’ve fooled everyone, pretending to be strangers to each other.

I let the robe I’m wearing fall to my feet, tie my hair in a bun, and step into the bathtub, sinking into the hot water little by little. Every inch of my skin tingles from the warm contact, so I close my eyes and rest my head against the edge. I play with the foam between my fingers, inhale the scent of rose cologne, and try to calm my now-agitated insides.

A few minutes later, after setting the stress aside to enjoy the bath as much as possible, I wrap myself in the robe again, leave the bathroom, and go to my suitcase, thanking the heavens that my roommate isn’t here, so I can be in silence without feeling extremely uncomfortable.

I find my clothes and dress quickly. Then, I sit on the edge of the bed and start putting on my Gucci heels. And here’s a valuable tip from JJ: the more the universe tries to trip you up, the higher your heel should be. That’s why I choose the tallest pair I have this time.

Yes, like a defiance. A beautiful defiance to show that no threat of a fall can touch me. No one balances on heels better than Jordyn Jensen. Being up high, enjoying the view from the top, is without a doubt what I’m most accustomed to doing. It’s my best quality.

When I stand up, I frown as I watch the curtains sway fiercely the moment an atypical wind invades the room, causing the entire atmosphere to change and a negative energy to settle over the space. At the same time, I hear the creak of the door being opened slowly, as if someone is being cautious, as if they don’t want to be noticed or announced prematurely. My intuition tells me it’s not, by any means, my roommate. Besides, the footsteps are different. The sound of the sole of the sneaker of whoever is walking is unmistakable; I’ve heard the same noise echoing from one side to the other in certain classes at St. Rose Academy, enough to have it etched in my memory. It’s a slow, low, agonizing noise, full of feigned self-control, and it brings with it that desperate feeling of imminent danger. A deafening noise that no one in the world wants to hear or have so close.

My chest rises and falls as I feel him approach, and my brain seems to have melted as I try to think of what to do.

My only solution is to crouch down to retrieve my phone from among the other clothes, intending to call for help. However, when I stand up and push the hair from my face, I startle and nearly fall backward as the figure appears before me, having visibly run to get here faster. My eyes widen as I notice there’s a knife in his hand and a twisted, diabolical half-smile at the corner of his lips. He looks ready to attack me. His bloodthirsty eyes leave me no doubt about that. His eyes bore into me and hurt me in an almost unbearably painful way.

Yeah, the people who say that are completely right; the eyes are indeed the mirror of the soul. And now I can see very clearly what lies inside him: pure malice and cruelty. But well, that’s never been news to me. It’s something that exists and always will exist within him. It’s something that just surfaces and coats his entire heart. There isn’t a single good part inside him. If there is, Matthew Donnelly makes sure to hide it very well. He makes sure to be and become the worst version of himself.

And, with the same speed he arrived, he manages to immobilize me by positioning himself behind me because I didn’t even have the strength to move and try to defend myself. He doesn’t hold me as tightly as he should; instead, he gets me in a headlock and brings the tip of the knife to my neck. Matthew moves it up and down over my pulsating jugular, playing and delighting in my fear. His heavy breath warms my ear and makes every part of my body twist in disgust and agony.

“Come on, Jordyn, fight back.” There’s a strange animosity present in his voice. I try to struggle and escape his grip, but it’s obvious that his physical strength and build make it so he doesn’t even budge. He’s like a damn rock. “Where’s your bravery now? Come on, show me, hit me again if you have the courage. Show me what it’s like to be a strong girl. In a moment like this, in a moment when you really need to be something better, you can’t be anything, huh? I bet you’re about to cry, and it’s no use pretending; I can feel your body trembling in fear. I also bet you’re about to scream and beg for your life because, like it or not, you, more than anyone, know that I have the strength and the power. You know that only I can end this in the blink of an eye, especially since I have no problem killing in cold blood. Men or women, no one escapes my fury and Artemis, my favorite knife, so well-handled and prepared that it could start cutting on its own.” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to hold back the scream of horror in my throat as he presses the cold metal even harder against my vein. A laugh reminiscent of the Joker’s escapes his lips as soon as he notices me swallowing hard. Everyone knows, and deep down, I still doubted it, but this fucker is truly insane. Matthew is completely out of control and ready to punish me, like the dangerous boy he is now. We’ve never had a confrontation like this; he always gave me plenty of space and took our agreement very seriously all these years about not speaking to each other, but now it’s different. Now his patience has reached its limit, exploded, blowing up right in my face. “Speaking of women, because of you, I hate all of them. The female specimen is a complete disgrace, and I feel revulsion when I have one this close. If you weren’t here, the world would be a less terrible place. How about if I start cleaning up the planet? How about if I begin this work by putting an end to you, the worst of them all?”

If he wants to end my life, let him. I’d rather die than hold my tongue.

“Then why don’t you go ahead?” I manage to voice my venom in a thread of a voice, my breathing rapid, sweat already dotting my forehead and chest. “Why don’t you just end our feud and kill me once and for all? Come on, show me your power, Donnelly. Show me what a boy raised and molded in the underworld is capable of doing to the one who wounded him.”

A laugh, now humorless, reverberates behind me.

“Because death would be too little. What I really want is to see you suffer in life. Until the last day of my life, Jordyn Jensen, I want to witness this whore’s kingdom of yours turning to ashes. You never had any pity on me, so I’m just returning the favor.” Before I can say anything, he releases me and spins me around brutally so I’m facing him, my chest colliding with his. “It’s a toy.” He raises the knife in the air and waves it in front of my face, the sadistic smile slithering back across his mouth. I curse myself mentally for, in the midst of panic, not realizing the object wasn’t real. Damn it. I dig my nails into my palm and try to fight the anger bubbling in every molecule of my being. “Stay out of my way,” he snarls through clenched teeth. “This is a very serious warning. Next time, I might not be so generous; I might not bluff and actually carry out my threats, so be a smart girl and don’t play with luck—it doesn’t come twice. I’m simply fed up with having to put up with you in silence, consenting to your presence as if it were normal to have you back, ready to, as if fucking with my sanity wasn’t enough, now fuck with the only people I care about. I’m simply fed up with seeing you infiltrate my life and the lives of my friends without being able to open my mouth and say everything I know about you and everything you put me through. If you still want to have any relevance, if you still want to walk around with a damn crown on your head, don’t provoke me and don’t misstep. I may be quiet and keep to myself most of the time, but don’t think, not for a second, that I’m not watching you. If you act suspiciously and threaten any of my friends, I will kill you, even if it’s the last thing I do in my life.”

I roll my eyes internally at his thinly veiled threat.

Donnelly is only saying this because, a few months ago, his best friend, Colt Carver, who is the leader of the lacrosse team, started dating Love Monaghan. And Love Monaghan, one of the best actresses we have in the theater—even though we had our differences and fought at the beginning, mostly because of me, since I couldn’t accept the fact that she always got the lead roles—is becoming a presence in my life after she helped me during a time when I needed a friendly shoulder. She endured all the childishness I sometimes carry and was the only one who listened to me and cared about me. We’re developing a friendship. So, because we’re closer now, I end up, eventually, being part of the same circle of friends as Matthew, close enough that he can’t pretend he doesn’t know me. The guy simply can’t stand the fact that he shares the same air as me; he’s always making jokes, throwing jabs, tearing me down in front of friends, and being stupidly rude out of nowhere. When they ask what he has against me, he makes things up. He creates stories about me being no good and can’t, even if he wanted to, tell the truth.

Everyone knows he has an ex-girlfriend who messed with his head, but no one, absolutely no one, knows it’s me.

We planned to enter St. Rose together. We planned it for years; after all, we wanted to do our high school there and, consequently, study together for the first time. Matthew aimed for the lacrosse team, which has always been the best in Fort Lauderdale, our city. And me, well, I always wanted the theater. We had everything planned and dreamed of the moment we would walk hand in hand through the halls, but we fought and made our promise months before we entered. No one ever even imagined that two people so different could have such an ugly and tragic past. The lie always seemed better. That’s why we managed to hide it from everyone for so long. No one would ever suspect.

And honestly, right now, I don’t give a fuck about any of it. I don’t give a fuck about the promise, about what anyone else will think, or even about what I always believed was best, since he clearly didn’t care about it either when he showed up here, full of insults and ready to start a war. What just happened was the last straw. My hatred just blinded me, and I won’t—I can’t—let him win.

It’s over.

His stupid game and his threat, now more serious than ever, have gone beyond what’s acceptable. And I’m going to play at his level. Actually, I’m going to play much worse; I’m going to do the exact opposite of what he asked. He’s going to see, in practice, what it means to be brave and what it means to be the worst kind of woman.

If Matthew likes to hide, I like to be seen. If he hates an audience, I like to summon the whole damn circus. And that’s exactly what I do when I wrench myself from his grip and slam my heel hard against the floor. I slip past his body, run out of the room, dash through the living area, and fly toward the door. To my surprise, the useless bastard follows me, but I don’t let it scare me or make me want to turn back. I stride down the enormous hallway, where almost everyone from school is staying, and I don’t even glance back as I start pounding on door after door, raising the most unholy racket. Soon his shouts, telling me to stop and calling me crazy, fill the air, but I’m so furious I just kick off my shoes and hurl one at him, stopping him from getting too close.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” he yells, so loud I don’t know how the whole hotel doesn’t shake. “You must have lost your mind!”

What am I doing? Oh, darling, I’m making a scene.

When a few doors open and curious faces peek out, including our friends Colt and Love, I square my shoulders and get ready to lay it all out for them.

“Forget I exist once and for all, Matthew! When are you going to grow up and get over the fact that I dumped you when we were fourteen?” I shout back, making everyone flinch at the unexpected revelation. Perfect, that’s exactly what I want. I hope someone’s filming this, so they never forget this moment. “You’ve been harassing me for years, and I’m tired of pretending, tired of playing this game where we don’t know each other and don’t have a past.” Exhausted, I throw my other heel in his direction, and he ducks to avoid it. Bastard. “We do have a past, and it’s over. Get over it. I didn’t love you the way you loved me, and that’s fine; it happens all the time. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last man to have his heart broken by a woman. Deal with it and leave me alone!”

Matthew moves considerably closer and looks like he’s about to fly at my throat. At least that stupid toy knife isn’t with him anymore, to make him look even more pathetic. It must have fallen in the room when he decided to run after me.

“Let’s see how you deal with it when I start making your life a living hell for real. Learn to be more resilient, because I’m going to fuck up your life, JJ,” he threatens, then turns to our schoolmates and raises his hands. “Yeah, this girl right here, your little princess, is the ex-girlfriend who turned me into this.” He points at himself, eyes blazing. “Go back to your rooms. Move. The show’s over, and the clown is leaving the ring.”

And Matthew really does walk away, heading off the floor, but not before turning over his shoulder to give me one last look. A look that, while saying a lot, says absolutely nothing at all. A complete enigma frozen on his face, his teeth gritted and his jawbone bulging.

But it’s too late now.

I’ve just unleashed chaos on New York. And it’s going to follow us all the way to Fort Lauderdale, destroying everything and everyone in its path.

From now on, it’s every man for himself.

[image: ]

Jensen Mansion, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, December 20, 2018, at 12:37 PM

AS EVERYONE KNOWS, my mother and father died in a plane crash exactly twelve years ago. My older brother, Jovanni, who’s taken care of me ever since, has been missing for three years, as if what happened to our parents wasn’t enough. And the worst part is that no one knows his whereabouts or what really happened to him. His disappearance is a mystery in Fort Lauderdale. We organized campaigns, marches, mobilized all of Florida along with the authorities and the media, and we never got any favorable results. The police believe he might be dead because of some debt or involvement with the wrong people. There are several theories; everyone believes what they want. And over time, I stopped hoping for concrete news. I just went on with my life as best I could, because it was clear that without my parents’ influence, no official would bother to do their job properly and bring my brother home safe and sound.

And if I already felt alone before, after that, loneliness and my own company became my most faithful allies, since they never left my side for a moment. I gained things, of course—the entire mansion was left to me, along with my parents’ fortune and the collection of expensive cars that fill our garage. But not just that; the weight of the whole world was left on me, and me alone. I guess that must be the law of life: the more you gain, the more you lose. Still, I can’t be ungrateful and forget the most valuable things in my life: Guadalupe, my second mother, the woman who was my nanny when I was born and who continued, and continues, to take care of me after all the tragedy that shook my family; and, of course, Lady, Coco, and Odin, my Rottweilers. I can say with all my heart that they are my family. They are everything I have and everything that makes me want to fight, day after day, for my dreams. They are, without a shadow of a doubt, my life and my faith.

Even while trying to deal with my endless traumas, insecurities, and an extremely complicated personality, they, along with theater and my goal of becoming an actress someday, are the reasons I don’t want to give up on breathing, on trying, on moving forward, and on... living. On living while there’s still time.

That’s why my smile stretches from ear to ear when I open the mansion door and wheel my suitcase inside after the trip. Lady, Coco, and Odin, sounding like three hurricanes destroying everything, bark from the back when they sense my presence and come barreling toward me with exaggerated excitement. Coco, always the most animated of the three, jumps on me with her enormous size and knocks me to the floor, laughing. Lady and Odin soon come to show their happiness too, each licking one side of my face. I try to squirm and escape the puppy pile they make on top of me, but of course it’s completely unsuccessful, because I’m definitely no match for them.

“Mommy missed you too, babies,” I say, petting them as best I can. In response, my babies bark even louder at me, their eager tongues lolling out. With great effort, I manage to sit up. Lady, Coco, and Odin back off a little and sit down too. The rhinestone collars I ordered a while ago are still on them, in three shades of pink. Even Odin, who’s male, didn’t escape his owner’s obsession with the color. One has hot pink, another a slightly lighter shade, and the other baby pink. Their names, on a kind of pendant, are in the middle of the collars. “Who wants to go for a walk in a little while?”

As expected, they go wild as soon as I say the word “walk,” and I just melt. I simply can’t understand how there are people in this world capable of mistreating or prejudging this breed. Rottweilers, even though they’re big, strong, and have that typical tough-guy look, are very loving and extremely attached to their owners. It all depends on how they’re raised and how you treat them. Mine, at least, are here to defend me and to be very, very loved and cared for. They really are my children. Lady, Coco, and Odin have only the best of everything. They even have three little houses full of stuff for them out back in the garden, and a small closet that holds their clothes.
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