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To my real-life Max—

You sent emails after being blocked, still demanding answers.

Still asking for the truth.

Still wondering how I could possibly justify my actions to myself.

You wanted closure.

But only if it matched your narrative.

Only if it painted you as the victim.

You asked for the truth?

This book is the answer.

Not the version you were hoping for.

Not the lie you carefully curated.

But the truth I tried to explain more times than I can count—

The truth you refused to hear.

The truth that didn’t make you the hero.

I don’t owe you a justification.

I don’t owe you softness.

I don’t owe you silence.

My only mistake was falling in love with a dark triad.

You wore charm like cologne, masked cruelty in “I love you’s,” and called it passion when it was poison.

You won’t like this truth.

But now?

You can’t ignore it.

You wanted an audience to witness my shame.

To side with you.

To help you prove that I was the villain.

The unstable one.

The problem to be fixed.

But now?

The audience is watching you unravel.

They will see your mask fall.

They will hear what you did.

They will understand exactly who you are—

Even if you never do.

You once said someone should swab my body for DNA.

The only thing they’d find?

The imprint of my soul—

Bruised.

Fractured.

Shattered by Satan wearing a human face.

You used my love as a weapon.

My compassion as a leash.

My loyalty as a cage.

You threw ChapStick at my head and called it “nothing.”

You shattered my windshield with your fist—

because it was the only thing between your rage and my face.

You tried to silence me—

But you underestimated my courage.

You tried to control me—

But you underestimated my strength.

You tried to gaslight me—

But you underestimated my brilliance.

You tried to destroy me—

But you underestimated my survival.

You don’t get to rewrite the ending.

Not this time.

You didn’t realize...

You were in the presence of a fucking miracle.

And I hope this book helps someone else become one too.

Xoxo.

––––––––
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Note to Reader:

This book is a true story—told through memory, emotion, and moments of fiction woven in for narrative depth.

It is a journey through trauma, survival, reclamation—and love.

Not just romantic love, though that may appear.

But the kind of love that is born when we choose ourselves after being broken.

The kind of love that holds our hand when no one else does.

The kind that grows in darkness and blooms anyway.

Every moment, every chapter, has a heartbeat.

Some are jagged. Some are tender. Some are hard to hold.

But all of them are mine.

This is not just a story.

It is a reckoning.

It is a remembering.

And if you’re reading this...

Know this: You are not alone.

This is for the ones who stayed too long.

The ones who doubted themselves.

The ones who kept going, even when it felt like there was no end in sight.

And the ones who are just beginning to see the light—

A light that was always inside you.

Even when it flickered.

Even when it dimmed.

Even when someone tried to snuff it out.

You’re still here.

And that means the story isn’t over.
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Chapter 1: Through the Cracks
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Josie sat in her Toyota Tacoma, hands trembling slightly as they gripped the steering wheel.

The cracks that spiderwebbed across her windshield weren't just physical—they were memories.

Even though it was a replacement, her mind still saw the ghost of the old damage—a fist-shaped imprint from the night he exploded. That rage. That helpless terror. That moment she realized escape wasn’t about a clean break, but surviving with splinters in her soul.

It wasn’t just glass that shattered that night. It was the part of her that still believed he would never hurt her. The part of her that still thought love was stronger than rage.

The drive home had been longer than usual.

Not in distance, but in the quiet paranoia that stalked every turn.

He still lived nearby. She knew exactly where—his parents’ basement, a place she’d stood in far too many times.

And it was close. Too close. Seven minutes away.

Close enough that sometimes her body would react before her brain did. A knot in her gut at a green light. A flinch at a certain left-hand turn. Muscle memory born from survival.

They shared roads. Shared history that showed up in her chest every time a black Chrysler 300 passed her.

Her eyes scanned every vehicle that came up behind her. Every intersection felt like it could be the moment she saw his headlights in the rearview mirror.

She’d rehearsed what to do. Which gas station to turn into. Where the local fire hall was.

What to say if she had to run in barefoot and bleeding. What to scream. Who to trust.

She took the long way home. She always did now.

Less chance of crossing paths. Less chance of panic attacks on the shoulder of the road.

But the anxiety still clawed at her ribs with every turn, every stop sign.

Every parked car looked like a threat. Every driver’s silhouette wore his shape.

When she finally pulled into her parking pad, she sat still for a moment, staring up at the house.

Her house. New locks. New cameras. New routines.

But still shadowed by his ghost.

She didn’t feel ready to go in. Not yet.

The truck was safe. Contained. Still.

Out there, she had to look over her shoulder.

But in here... she could pause. Breathe.

Pretend her nervous system hadn’t been rewired to expect war.

Pretend the fight wasn’t living in her bloodstream now.

Her heart pounded as she stepped out, gravel crunching beneath her boots like glass.

The cold air bit at her face, and her keys jingled in her shaking hand.

Every movement felt too loud.

The porch light flickered—again.

She made a mental note to replace the bulb, even though she already had. Three times.

Maybe it was him.

Maybe it was just bad wiring.

But in her world, the difference between paranoia and intuition had blurred long ago.

She stood at the door, keys in hand, for a moment too long.

Her eyes scanned the shadows. Her breath fogged in front of her face. Her gut twisted.

Nothing.

Probably nothing.

She entered, locked the door behind her, and leaned into it like it might hold her up.

The house smelled like lavender and melted wax.

She’d lit a candle that morning.

The scent calmed her, reminded her of safety, of softness.

But it didn’t erase the way the air still felt heavy with him.

His presence had soaked into the drywall. Lingered in the vents. Even silence felt like it belonged to him.

She changed into sweatpants. Tied her hair back. Poured herself iced tea she wouldn’t drink.

And tried. Again. To sleep.

But the creaks were louder tonight. The shadows deeper.

Every gust of wind against the window sent her pulse racing.

She checked the cameras. Twice.

Rewatched the last few minutes of the front porch feed like it might show her something she missed.

And then her phone buzzed.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: Did you change the door code?

Her breath caught. She hadn’t given the new code to anyone.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: You always said we should talk when things calmed down.

She opened the security app.

Porch—empty.

Backyard—empty.

But her heart knew better.

Her heart was screaming.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: I miss you. I know I screwed up, but you weren’t perfect either.

She swallowed hard.

Classic.

Deflection.

Gaslighting.

Pulling her into guilt, into chaos.

She turned off the phone.

No response.

Not this time.

She took a breath. Another.

She told herself she was safe. She’d done everything right.

And then—a knock.

Soft. Measured.

She froze.

No camera alerts. No message.

Just the sound.

That sound.

She reached for the drawer beside the door.

The stun gun was there. Cold. Familiar.

She had practiced.

Rehearsed.

Planned.

Another knock. Louder.

She looked through the peephole.

Only shadows.

Another knock.

"Who’s there?" she called, voice steadier than she felt.

Silence.

Then: a low, familiar chuckle.

"Come on, Josie. I just want to talk."

Ice bloomed in her chest.

"Go away."

"You owe me a fucking conversation."

Owe.

As if she hadn’t paid enough.

Her finger hovered over 9-1-1.

"If you don’t leave," she said, voice like steel, "I’ll make sure you regret it."

Another pause.

Then retreating footsteps.

The motion light blinked on—just in time to catch the back of his coat.

And just before he disappeared into the shadows, she heard him mutter, low and bitter:

"You can’t lock me out forever."

She didn’t cry.

Didn’t shake.

She just stood there.

Breathing.

Not broken.

Not this time.

Not the woman he left behind. Not the one he thought still needed him.

This time, she was going to win.
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Chapter 2: Before the Cracks
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Before Max, Josie was whole.

She was well-adjusted, happy, energetic, strong.

Not perfect—but grounded. Capable. Herself.

At 24 years old, her son, Reece, still lived with her.

He has debilitating mental health challenges including severe anxiety and agoraphobia.

Some days, just getting him to eat was a victory. Other days, they sat in separate rooms, both pretending not to worry about the other.

Josie was trying to support him to get him on disability, so that he could become more independent.

Keeping up with his appointments, therapy, and preparing the application that would finally get approved was a lot of work, and took a lot of time.

But she loved still having him close.

They had a good relationship, even though he rarely came out of his bedroom.

But they texted. Checked in. Shared memes. Gave each other space and quiet loyalty. That counted too.

They respected each other’s space, and sometimes had some good talks and some laughs.

He was kind, and good, and Josie was proud of him, even if he didn’t have a job and keep the house spotless.

She didn’t need him to be perfect. She just needed him to know he was loved. And safe. And seen.

She liked to have fun and be around people.

Her friends leaned on her, and she leaned right back.

She had some great friends, most of them since her school days.

Friendships with roots deep enough to survive years, distance, and every hard season.

Her friendships were not short term.

She was loyal to a fault, and everyone knew it.

Josie was kind.

Compassionate.

The person who would drop anything to help someone else.

She didn’t know how to say no back then.

She didn’t realize how much it would cost her later.

She was a people-pleaser to her core—

but even that felt like a kind of power.

If she couldn’t control who stayed, at least she could control how well she loved.

It meant that despite every wrong turn in love, she still believed someone out there would choose her the way she always chose them.

She was responsible. Careful with money.

She clipped coupons and skipped luxuries. But her fridge was never empty, and her bills were always paid.

Even when the economy stole her career and jobs were scarce, she always made sure Reece and her were okay.

She worked hard.

She loved harder.

She hoped hardest of all.

She was unlucky in love—

but she would never give up on it.

There was Carson, the charming disaster.

He had kind eyes and a smile that seemed safe at first.

But within weeks, he had moved himself into her house without even asking, dragging in addictions and darkness that she hadn’t seen coming.

He drank.

He used.

He raged.

And he hurt her dog. That was the worst part. The unforgivable part.

She should’ve kicked him out the moment it happened. But shame is a slow knife. And fear makes excuses.

He had hurt others before her too.

She only found that out after he was gone. After the bruises had faded. After the neighbors started talking.

When his life spiraled out of control, he disappeared into the night without a word, leaving her to pick up the pieces he never intended to keep.

Then there was Chase, the long-distance mistake.

They had worked together, built something sweet—something she thought was solid.

When he moved provinces to live with her, it felt like a fresh start.

A new hope.

But the jealousy came quickly.

The criticisms.

The weight of his resentment.

Her body, her friends, her independence—

all became offenses. All became too loud, too threatening. Too much.

When he couldn’t find work, he went home, leaving her in limbo.

Two days before a major surgery, he dumped her—

only to take it back, dangle false promises for six more months, and finally replace her without a second thought.

She didn’t even have her stitches out before he was in someone else’s bed.

But even then—

even after all of it—

she was still standing.

She was bruised, sure.

Battered by disappointment.

But her heart?

It was still open.

Still beating.

Still believing.

Still hers.

She was ready for love.

And that’s what Max saw.

Not someone broken.

Not someone bitter.

But someone with a heart still shining after everything.

He wanted that light.

He craved it.

He wanted to stand in its warmth—until it threatened to expose him.

And in the beginning, he made sure she never doubted how much.

The attention was intoxicating.

The calls, the texts, the declarations.

He didn’t just want to date her—he wanted to be near her all the time.

It felt like everything she had waited for.

She thought the smothering was passion.

She thought the neediness was devotion.

She thought his jealousy meant she was finally worth fighting for.

She didn’t know yet that real love doesn’t need chains.

She didn’t know yet that the greatest danger often feels like the greatest safety at first.

And that’s how it started.

That’s how he got in.

Because when you’ve fought your whole life to keep your heart open—

you don’t see the storm until it’s already at your door.

She stayed because she believed in the good.

She stayed because she saw flashes of the man he pretended to be.

She stayed because she thought love was supposed to be hard sometimes.

She stayed because she had been taught to weather storms, not run from them.

Her whole life had been about surviving the hard things—

Not knowing she deserved the soft ones too.

She stayed because the cracks didn’t show all at once.

They splintered slowly.

Softly.

One by one.

Until finally—

everything shattered through the cracks.
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Chapter 3: The Honeymoon Phase
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It didn’t begin like a whirlwind.

It began with a message—from Max, her ex from when she was fifteen years old.

He said he’d just moved back to town and asked if she still lived here.

She said yes.

They quickly realized they lived near each other.

Too near, as it would turn out.

He was staying in his parents’ basement.

He said his dad was showing signs of Alzheimer's and his mom needed help looking after him.

But his dad was fine—sharp, present.

The story never added up, and Josie noticed.

She just didn’t question it.

Not yet.

It felt good to be needed. Even if the reasons didn’t make sense.

Josie was content, but lonely.

She liked her life, but she wanted someone to share it with—

someone who loved her the way she loved others.

Someone who stayed.

Aside from her son and her parents, no one ever really had.

She invited Max over for pizza that night after work.

He came.

They talked.

Laughed.

Remembered.

And then... it just kept going.

Texts every day.

Visits at his parents’ place.

A birthday dinner.

She helped him unpack boxes, old memories, and storage units full of forgotten pieces.

Boxes full of dust and regrets. High school photos. Childhood toys. Records he swore he'd listen to again.

And somewhere between the shared Slurpees and deep conversations,

between hugs and late-night laughter,

it shifted—from friendship to something more.

There was no formal beginning. Just a steady drift—

until she couldn’t remember where friendship ended and the relationship began.

One day, she was single.

The next, he was everywhere.

In her day, her plans, her thoughts.

When he told her he loved her, she believed him.

He called her the love of his life—on Facebook for everyone to see.

Told her he wanted to marry her.

They even planned where the wedding would be.

He said he’d never felt this way before. That he knew she was “the one” after just a few days. That their love was fate.

He bought her peanut butter cups—huge ones.

Knew exactly how she liked her Slurpees...

until he decided the calories were too high and convinced her to stop.

So she did.

She thought it was love. Thought it meant he cared. She didn’t realize it was the first edit to her autonomy.

He took her out for dinner.

He didn’t seem to drink much—not at first.

They went for walks in the park, and he carved their initials into a tree.

They hiked. Camped. Built fires and told stories under the stars.

He said he could finally breathe with her.

That she understood him.

That she saved him.

Josie believed him.

There was something in his broken-boy vulnerability that made her want to protect him.

She knew what it felt like to be overlooked. She knew what it meant to be someone’s safe place. She thought maybe—just maybe—that was what love was supposed to feel like.

It didn’t start with fireworks.

It started with warmth.

With the echo of a teenage love and the hope that maybe, this time, it was real.

She didn’t see it for what it was.

Not when he still smelled like comfort.

Not when he still looked at her like she was magic.

Not when he was still pretending to be the man she needed.

But the cracks were already there—

small, silent, spreading.

It wasn’t all bad.

That was the hardest part.

Because there were moments—

undeniably beautiful moments—

that made her feel chosen.

Adored.

Seen.

Their dates to the science center, petting zoo, cheese-making class, zoo, and pottery studio—

those were moments she had always wanted.

The kind she thought only happened to other people.

Moments where it felt like the entire world was theirs.

That they were the only two people in it,

and their love was the only thing that mattered.

Moments like lying in the tent, fly removed,

staring up at the stars wrapped in each other’s arms,

their heads pressed together.

She memorized the sound of his breathing that night. Thought it might be the safest sound in the world.

When nothing seemed like it could come between them.

Moments that would later haunt her.

That would twist like barbed wire in her ribs

when she tried to remember which parts were real...

and which were the bait.

The beginning was a dream.

Max had a way of making her feel like the most important person in the world.

Texts every morning.

Calls every night.

Memes.

Updates.

Always checking in.

Always reminding her she was on his mind.

At first, it felt like romance.

Like the kind of attention she’d always longed for.

He wanted to see her every day.

Be part of everything—work events, weekends, lazy Sundays.

They cooked meals.

Watched bad movies.

Laughed so hard they cried.

They had inside jokes.

Stupid ones.

Sweet ones.

He called her his girlfriend.

Bragged about her to coworkers.

Told her she was out of his league.

He said, “I can’t believe you chose me.”

And Josie—

who had spent years trying to be enough for people who couldn’t love her properly—

believed him.

She told her friends he was different.

Sweet.

Thoughtful.

Safe.

She felt lucky.

Even his stories about exes made her feel special—

like she was the first to truly see him,

understand him,

love him the right way.

He was always touching her—

her knee, her hand, her hair.

She once joked she could never get a break from him.

He laughed.

“Because I love you so much,” he said.

“I never want to let you go.”

And at the time, it sounded like devotion.

It didn’t feel like possession.

Not yet.
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Chapter 4: Things She Should’ve Seen Sooner
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It wasn’t one moment.

It was a hundred.

A thousand.

And they all looked like love—

Until they didn’t.

It was how he made her feel like she belonged.

Before making her feel like she could be taken away at any moment.

It was the way he insisted on sitting beside her.

Always beside her.

Never across. Never apart.

As if distance meant disinterest.

As if space meant betrayal.

She used to think it was sweet.

That maybe he just couldn’t get enough of her.

But now she wondered if he just couldn’t bear not watching her.

It was the way he needed to know where she was going,

who she was talking to,

what she was doing—

Even when it was innocent.

Especially when it was innocent.

Once, he accused her of picking someone up just down the street from his house—

because she took too long getting home.

She laughed at first, thinking he was joking.

But he wasn’t.

And suddenly, her whole evening was on trial.

What route she took.

What time she left.

What songs were playing in the background.

It was all evidence. And she was the crime.

The more she tried to defend herself,

the guiltier she felt.

He had a way of turning his insecurities into her crimes.

It was the jokes that didn’t feel like jokes.

The compliments with hooks.

The smirks that made her question if she was being adored—or inspected.

It was the constant criticism that left her wondering if he even liked her at all.

The way he always found something—anything—to correct.

The way she did the dishes.

Washed her hair.

Spoke—soft, but somehow still too much.

The way she dressed.

Cleaned.

How he’d say she ruined his clothes,

yet still demanded she do his laundry.

The way she existed.

It was like she needed a permission slip just to be herself. And he never signed it.

He said he was just trying to help.

Said he liked things “a certain way.”

But over time,

she stopped feeling good in her skin.

Stopped trusting her instincts.

Started wondering if maybe he was right—

Maybe she really was doing everything wrong.

He demanded copies of her bank statements—hers only. Never his.

Told her what she could spend on her own son.

Took control of her finances,

then played the hero when she paid off debts he had nothing to do with.

He wanted to be seen as generous—while making sure she knew she owed him.

Even when he gave, it came with chains.

It was how he sulked when she went out without him.

How his silence stretched like a wire pulled tight across her chest.

How her phone would light up with texts that made her feel guilty for enjoying anything without him.

He didn’t have to tell her not to go.

He just had to withdraw affection.

And she’d cancel on herself. Every time.

It was the way he shared just enough pain to make her stay,

but never enough truth to let her breathe.

It was how he played the victim in every story.

How every ex was crazy,

a liar,

a prostitute.

How every ending was someone else’s fault.

She thought she was the exception.

But now she knows—he was handing her a script.

And she’d been cast as the next villain.

It was how the dates Josie had planned—

visits to the science center,

the petting zoo,

the cheese-making class—

were always met with judgment.

The weather sucked at the petting zoo.

The ingredients didn’t work at the cheese-making class.

The science center had “too many land acknowledgment speeches.”

It was the way he said she never did anything for him—

like those dates didn’t count anymore,

because they were in the past.

It was the photos he snuck of her

while she was popping French fries into her mouth—

photos where she looked terrible.

They laughed about it that day.

But he shamed her for it for the next year.

Threatened to send it to people to embarrass her.

And made sure to show it off.

Weaponized laughter.

Mockery in disguise.

Every memory sharpened into a blade.

It was how they “weren’t living in the past” if she brought up something that had upset her two days ago,

but he could bring up something two years later.

How the way he treated her would never have been acceptable the other way around.

Love was conditional.

It was the long hugs that once felt safe—

until they started to feel like traps.

The touches that lingered too long when she needed space.

The way he always needed more of her.

More time.

More proof.

More pieces.

It was how she stopped saying no.

Stopped making plans.

Stopped laughing quite as loudly.

Her joy didn’t disappear.

It just started asking for permission.

And eventually... stopped asking.

It was the way he made her feel like she was home—

only to turn her into a prisoner there.

And it wasn’t that she didn’t see it.

It’s that she saw it—

and called it love.

Because when you learn that love has sharp edges,

you don’t flinch when it cuts you.

You flinch when it doesn’t.
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Chapter 5: The Session
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Josie sat in her computer chair, the hum of her laptop kicking on breaking the stillness. Her basement was quiet—too quiet—except for the occasional creak of the house settling and the rhythmic tick of the furnace.

They were sounds that used to be background noise.

Now they felt like warnings.

Like reminders that something could snap at any moment.

She wrapped the throw blanket tighter around her legs.

It was the one with stars on it. The one she used to keep on the couch when Max lived there.

Back then, it was comfort. Now it was armor.

The loading screen flickered to life, casting pale light across her face.

Her reflection stared back for a moment—hollow-eyed, familiar, but fractured.

She looked like someone she used to be.

Or someone she still wanted to find.

The anxiety was already building.

These therapy sessions helped—but they also peeled back skin she’d tried to grow over scars.

It meant remembering.

It meant letting herself be seen.

This was her first video appointment.

The last three had been chat only.

She had waited to feel safe enough.

Waited until his computer was gone.

Waited until the surveillance paranoia quieted enough for her to believe—just maybe—she wasn’t being watched.

A soft chime announced the connection.

And then Brandi appeared.

Warm eyes. Steady voice. The calm of someone who had seen pain before and wasn’t afraid of it.

“Hi Josie,” Brandi said gently, her voice calm like a warm mug held between steady hands. “How are you doing today?”

Josie forced a smile, her fingers tightening around the edge of her blanket.

“I’m... still having panic attacks. I jump at sounds. Like earlier—the delivery guy knocked, and I hit the floor like there was a gunshot.”

Her voice cracked. “I can’t even leave the house without this pressure building in my chest. I don’t know how to make it stop. I just want it to stop.”

Brandi nodded slowly, her expression kind but serious.

“That fear is your brain trying to protect you. It learned that the world wasn’t safe. But I want you to hear this clearly—none of this is your fault. Your body is responding to trauma. That means it survived something it never should’ve had to.”

Josie blinked hard, the sting behind her eyes rising too fast.

“It wasn’t always like this. When he came back into my life... I thought it was fate. I thought it was the universe giving me a second chance. We met when I was fifteen. And when he moved here for his father... I thought, why not catch up?”

She exhaled slowly, voice catching.

“We had pizza that night. Talked for hours like no time had passed. It was easy. Familiar. He smiled the same way. Said all the right things.

It felt safe.

Or maybe I just wanted it to feel safe.”

Brandi’s voice softened, eyes patient. “What do you remember about how things changed from there?”

Josie looked down, her voice quieter now.

“It got intense really fast. We were together constantly. He’d make dinner. Call every night. We FaceTimed when we had COVID—even from bed.

It felt romantic.

Like something real was forming.”

Her hand found the sleeve of her hoodie and twisted it anxiously.

“But one night, I stopped for takeout. I told him I was already home—just so he’d go to sleep.

And he called me before I got there.

Found out I lied.

And he... lost it. Screamed at me. Accused me of sneaking around.

And I—I didn’t know what to do.

It felt like such a small thing. But it spiraled so fast.”

Brandi nodded, her tone calm but firm. “That’s often the first shift. Small things become weapons. And suddenly you’re walking through a minefield with no map.”

Josie’s voice thickened.

“Then came the jealousy. We were at the hardware store, and this teen—he couldn’t have been older than nineteen—helped me with a battery exchange.

And Max accused me of flirting. Said I was trying to get his attention.”

She gave a short, breathy laugh. “He was just a kid. I was older. My son was older.

But Max was so serious.

He looked... betrayed.”

She shook her head slowly.

“I told a friend, and she was worried. But I just thought it was cute. That he was protective.

I thought that meant he really cared.”

Brandi gave a small, understanding nod.

“You saw love. But what you were feeling was control—wrapped in concern. That’s how they do it. That’s how they get in.”

Josie nodded slowly. “It didn’t stop.

New Year’s Eve, he found a text message on my phone. I hadn’t even responded to it.

But he went off.

Screamed. Called me names I don’t even want to repeat.

I begged him to stop.

Begged him to forgive me.

And then he moved in.

Just like that.”

Her voice trembled.

“The drinking got worse.

Then came the drugs.

And the anger. So much anger.

If I spoke too soon, if I laughed too loud, if I said the wrong thing... it was all my fault.

And he’d twist everything around.

Tell me I was crazy. That I needed help.”

Brandi leaned forward slightly, voice a tether.

“That wasn’t love, Josie. That was manipulation. Abuse. It doesn’t matter how soft the beginning was—it ended with trauma.

And none of this was your doing.”

Josie let out a long breath, her throat tightening.

“He made me drive him to dealers.

Made me feel responsible when he didn’t have money.

If I said no, I was selfish.

He made me feel like I owed him... for loving me.

For staying.

But I was the one who kept showing up.

Who kept fixing things.

And he kept tearing them apart.”

Brandi’s voice dropped to a low, grounding tone.

“What he did to you wasn’t just emotional abuse—it was criminal.

He manipulated, gaslit, and isolated you.

And I know it feels heavy right now.

But naming it is the first step to releasing it.”

Josie nodded, tears spilling silently.

“I just want it to stop.

The memories. The fear. The guilt.

I want to stop dreaming about him.

I want to stop thinking I hear his car.

I want to walk outside and not look over my shoulder.”

Brandi met her eyes through the screen, her voice a balm.

“You’re already doing it, Josie.

Every word you speak is a step forward.

You’re not frozen anymore.

You’re healing.

It’s slow. It hurts.

But you’re doing it.

And you’re not alone.”

She paused, her voice soft but steady.

“One thing I do want to suggest is booking an appointment with your doctor.

Your baseline anxiety is high—completely normal after trauma like this—but it looks like your body is staying in fight-or-flight.

Some short-term medication might help lower the volume while we do the deeper work.”

Josie hesitated.

Then gave a slow, shaky nod.

And for the first time in weeks—

She let herself believe it.

Just a little.

Enough to breathe.

Enough to begin.
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Chapter 6: The Doctor’s Visit
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Josie sat in the exam room, legs swinging slightly from the edge of the padded bench, her fingers knotted in her lap. The familiar smell of disinfectant and paper masks didn’t bother her like it used to. These days, it was the silence that got to her—the waiting. The part where her brain had too much time to spiral.

This wasn’t her first time seeing Dr. Tang—he was her son’s doctor, too. He already knew about Reece’s anxiety. And Josie suspected he knew something was off with her the last few times they came in. But this was the first appointment for anxiety that was just for her. No Reece this time. No more excuses.

The door opened with a soft knock, and Dr. Tang walked in with his usual gentle expression and a tablet in hand. He paused when he saw her, gave a small smile.

“Josie. Good to see you. How are you doing?”

She offered a nervous chuckle. “Depends on the hour.”

He gave a soft nod, pulling up the stool beside her. “I figured as much when I saw the appointment was for you this time. What’s going on?”

She took a breath. “My therapist thought I should come. I’ve been... struggling. With anxiety. Panic attacks. Nightmares. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. Sometimes I can’t breathe. And I know this isn’t just stress.”

Dr. Tang’s expression sobered, but stayed kind. “How long has this been going on?”

“Since I broke up with my ex. It was an abusive relationship. My therapist called it complex PTSD. She thinks I need meds to help get my system regulated again.”

He nodded slowly. “Yes—complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder makes a lot of sense. It’s different from a single traumatic event. It’s what happens when the trauma is ongoing. Repeated. Especially in relationships where you were manipulated or controlled over time. It wires your nervous system to stay in a constant state of alert, like you’re always bracing for the next blow—even when you’re safe.”

He nodded again, gently. “You’re describing exactly that.”

Josie took a breath, encouraged to continue. “I didn’t see it at first. He seemed amazing. Thoughtful. Romantic. He was my ex from when I was fifteen. We reconnected, and it felt like fate. But it got dark fast. There was gaslighting, accusations... he made me take a lie detector test.”

Dr. Tang raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “He said I was cheating on him, and that if I wanted him to stay, I had to take a polygraph to prove I wasn’t. I passed with flying colours. He still said I probably just knew how to beat it.”

Dr. Tang made a sarcastic noise. “Of course. Because you’re clearly a trained spy with advanced interrogation skills.”

Josie let out a surprised laugh. The first one in days. “Exactly. It got worse. He also recorded our phone calls without telling me. Told me he’d use them to prove I was cheating.”

Dr. Tang shook his head, disbelieving. “Jesus. That’s not just paranoia—that’s CSI-level obsession.”

She shrugged. “I know. My therapist said it was all classic narcissistic abuse. I just... didn’t see it when I was in it.”

“You’re not supposed to,” he said. “That’s the trap. It’s built that way.”

She nodded, eyes stinging. “It feels like I’m crawling out of a hole that keeps shifting beneath me. But I’m trying. I’m in therapy. I’m showing up. I’m just... so exhausted.”

He tapped something on his tablet. “Okay. Let’s talk treatment. Based on what you’re describing—nightmares, panic, flashbacks, anxiety so high you can’t function—I’d recommend a combination approach. I’ll start you on a low dose of anti-anxiety meds. Something for panic, something for sleep, and something long-term for PTSD symptoms. We’ll go slow. Monitor closely.”

Josie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Okay. Thank you.”

“I’m really glad you came in,” he said. “This stuff is hard. And a lot of people never get help. But you are. That means something. You’re doing all the right things—even if it doesn’t feel like it yet.”

She looked down at her hands. “It still feels like it was all my fault sometimes.”

He leaned forward slightly, voice quiet but firm. “Josie. It wasn’t. Not even a little bit.”

She nodded, blinking fast.

“We’ll do a follow-up in a few weeks,” he said. “We’ll adjust as needed. And if anything feels off, you call me. I want this to help—not fog you out.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Really.”

“You’re welcome. And Josie?”

She looked up.

“I’m really glad you’re out.”

And for the first time in a long time, she believed someone meant it.
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Chapter 7: The Polygraph
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The TV flickered in front of her, its blue light casting shadows across the living room walls. Josie sat motionless, curled beneath her favorite blanket—the soft one, the one that used to symbolize comfort and Sunday naps and safety. Now it felt like armor. Thin, useless armor against memories that never asked permission before barging back in.

She held the remote, thumb gently pressing through channels like her body knew what to do even when her mind didn’t. There was a buzzing under her skin. That low-grade hum of dread. Not panic. Not yet. Just the warning tremor. The tremor that came when the past wanted to play.

She landed on an old crime show. The scene was familiar. A suspect, sweating under pressure, squirmed in a chair. A polygraph technician leaned over, adjusting wires. The detective leaned in.

“Do you swear to tell the truth?”

Josie didn’t even blink.

Her thumb froze. Her body followed. A wave of cold moved through her bones. The remote slipped from her hand and hit the floor with a dull thud. But she didn’t move to pick it up.

Because just like that, she wasn’t in her living room anymore.

She was back in that office. Bright fluorescent lights. Sterile white walls. Cold chair under trembling thighs. Wires around her chest. Tape on her fingers. The sensation of being watched—judged—not just by the examiner, but by the machine itself.

And Max.

She remembered the way he looked at her when he scheduled it. Like she was a suspect. Like he was the righteous detective in his own fantasy—determined to catch the criminal he invented in his head.

It hadn’t started as a joke. None of it had.

He’d been drunk that night, the smell of cheap beer hanging in the air between them. His voice slurred, lips pulled back in a sneer, eyes full of rage and pain and something far more dangerous than either.

“You’re fucking lying to me. I know you are. You think I’m stupid?”

He screamed it at her. Over and over.

Josie had stood in the hallway like a ghost in her own home. Frozen. Wanting to run but too tired to move. Too hollow to argue. Too used to this fight to even raise her voice.

This was their routine now. This was what love had become.

The accusations weren’t new. They had started long before the label “boyfriend” was ever official. Back in November 2021, when they first reconnected after thirty years. When fate wrapped them in nostalgia and he moved to town. When the story still seemed romantic.

Back then, his jealousy had felt flattering. Like he cared so deeply, like he just couldn’t bear to lose her. Now she knew better.

There were warning signs early on, but they wore the disguise of intensity.

When he moved in, the control came with him. Quiet at first. Then loud.

He had set up cameras in the living room. Not to catch burglars. To catch her.

He secretly recorded their phone calls. Downloaded audio editing software. Spent hours isolating static—twisting it into imagined background conversations. Imagined lovers.

He told her she was never alone. Even when she was.

One time, she had rushed out to the mall to grab something—alone, because he said he didn’t feel like going. She sent him pictures. Receipts. Proof.

He zoomed in on a photo of her passenger seat.

“That’s not your car. Whose car are you in?”

Another time, he stared at a close-up selfie and fixated on the tiny reflection in her pupils.

“What’s that? Is that a person behind you? Is that someone sitting next to you?”

It was always like that. Every detail became evidence. Every silence became a threat. Every breath was another moment she had to defend.

One night, after yet another impossible interrogation, she snapped.

“What do you want me to do, Max? Take a goddamn lie detector test?!”

She said it sarcastically. Desperately. Hoping it would end the madness.

But Max didn’t laugh. He didn’t blink. He picked up his phone and started looking.

And just like that—it was booked.

The night of the test, Josie barely spoke. She sat curled against the passenger door like she was trying to physically distance herself from the man behind the wheel.

Tears slid down her face. Quietly. Steadily. She didn’t bother to wipe them away.

He acted like everything was normal. Told her he loved her. Played music. Held her hand at a red light like it was any other night.

But it wasn’t.

She was on her way to be interrogated. By a stranger. In front of the man who claimed to love her.

The office was clinical and too bright. She could barely lift her head when the examiner greeted her. He was kind. Soft-voiced. But even kindness couldn’t stop the storm in her chest.

Her hands were clammy. Her stomach flipped. Her pulse thundered before they even hooked up a wire.

When they strapped the sensors to her body, Josie felt like she was being put on trial for her own sanity. Every breath measured. Every muscle twitch documented. Every micro-movement suspicious.

She cried through the entire test.

Not sobs. Not hysterics.

Just silent, unstoppable tears. Streaming down her face while she tried to stay still enough to convince a machine of her innocence.

“Have you been unfaithful to Max?”

No.

“Have you lied about your location in the last month?”

No.

The questions weren’t hard. The answers weren’t lies. But her body screamed anyway.

She was terrified the test would misread her panic. That her anxiety would look like guilt. That even in telling the truth, she’d still be punished.

When it was over, the examiner removed the wires gently, like he was aware of how much pain she was in.

“Innocent people are crushed by this experience,” he told her quietly. “It’s devastating. You’re not alone.”

But it didn’t help.

Because she was alone.

She went home with the same man who’d demanded the test. Slept beside him. Ate beside him. Tiptoed around his moods.

And waited.

Two days later, the results came.

She passed.

99.58% probability of truthfulness.

No deception indicated.

Josie had stared at the numbers, her heart pounding. Not with pride. Not with joy. With hope.

Hope that it would finally be over. That he would believe her. Apologize. Let her breathe.

Instead, he read the report in silence, then muttered:

“You probably just figured out how to beat it. Or they didn’t ask the right questions.”

Josie blinked. “What?”

His eyes were cold. “I still think you’re hiding something.”

That was when it hit her.

It was never about truth.

Never about trust.

It was about power.

He needed her to be guilty. Because if she wasn’t, then he’d have to look at himself.

He never paid her back, either—despite their agreement that if she passed, he’d cover her half. He claimed he “forgot.” That she “owed him.” That “it wasn’t about the money.”

But it always was.

Every promise had a loophole. Every kindness came with a cost. Every inch she gave, he twisted until she was folded into shapes that didn’t even resemble a person anymore.

The sound of a commercial jolted her back.

Josie blinked. The crime show had moved on. The polygraph scene was over. The detective was gone. The suspect had cracked.

But she hadn’t.

She reached down, picked up the remote, and turned off the TV.

Some wounds don’t bleed. They echo.

Some moments don’t pass. They stay.

And some truths, no matter how hard you scream them, will never be enough for someone who needs you to stay small.

But Josie was done being small.

And even if the past clawed its way up sometimes, she was learning to stop apologizing for surviving it.
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Chapter 8: The Space Between Me and Everyone Else
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Josie had been thinking about reaching out.

To Ashley—her bold, hilarious friend and former coworker. The one who always saw through the bullshit. Who knew, almost from the beginning, that something wasn’t right.

To Jenna—who knew Josie’s heart better than almost anyone. A friendship over thirty years deep, built on scraped knees, whispered secrets, and surviving every version of life together.

To Wanda—who never stopped worrying. Who kept sending messages long after the silence had set in, not because she expected a response, but because she couldn’t stop caring.

To Tina—who tried to help, who saw the warning signs, who stayed kind until the very end. Another casualty of Max’s campaign. Quietly cut off. Muted. Erased.

Even just a simple “Hey. I miss you.” Something small. A crack in the silence.

But every time she picked up her phone, something inside her locked up.

How do you reach out to people who think you ghosted them? Who might still be angry? Who maybe stopped waiting?

How do you explain that you weren’t ignoring them—you were disappearing, piece by piece?

Not by accident. Not because life got busy.

But because someone made you.

Josie didn’t drift away from her friends.

She was isolated from them.

Systematically. Deliberately. Quietly. Painfully.

It started slow—almost gentle. Like concern.

“You seem different after talking to her.”

“She’s always in your business.”

“She’s not really a good influence.”

Josie used to push back. “Ashley’s always been protective,” she’d say. “Jenna and I go way back.”

But Max was patient.

He didn’t have to force her to cut anyone off—he just had to plant enough doubt.

A look.

A shrug.

A perfectly timed sigh.

Then came the comments. The “confessions.” The faux vulnerability.

“You deserve to know.”

“I just want to protect you.”

“I can tell who’s real and who isn’t.”

He made himself look like the honest one. Like the one who truly had her back.

Even as he pulled her life apart behind the scenes.

When whispers didn’t work, he escalated.

One night, Josie came home from the hospital. Her mother had nearly died, and Josie had spent the day beside her—fielding calls, coordinating updates, sitting in a stiff chair watching machines breathe for the woman who birthed her.

She walked into their home exhausted. Fragile. Ready to collapse.

Max barely looked at her.

Instead, he sniffed the air.

“You smell funny,” he said, like an accusation.

She blinked. “What?”

“You smell like a man.”

Her stomach dropped. “I was at the hospital. With my mom.”

But his eyes were already dark.

“You expect me to believe that?”

She tried to explain—the train, the disinfectants, the crowded hallways—but it didn’t matter. Nothing ever did.

“It’s not the soap,” he said, inching closer. “It’s you. You reek of it.”

It was never about the smell.

It was about control.

And control doesn’t scream. It whispers. It drips like poison into every corner of your life until you can’t remember how it felt to breathe freely.

He started checking her phone. First with jokes. Then with rage.

He read every message. Questioned every emoji. Demanded screenshots.

If someone texted her something too familiar, they vanished.

Blocked. Ghosted. Buried in silence.

Sometimes he gave a reason.

Sometimes he just made one up.

He’d say, “They don’t like me.”

Or “They’re trying to break us up.”

Or “She’s using you.”

And Josie, worn down and walking on emotional eggshells, started to believe it. Or at least stopped fighting it.

She stopped talking about him to anyone. Stopped venting. Stopped reaching out.

Not because she didn’t need to.

Because it felt safer.

But silence didn’t save her.

One night, after a brutal fight, Max shoved her phone into her trembling hands. “Call your mother,” he hissed. “Let her hear how crazy you are.”

So she did.

Her mom answered, voice soft with concern. Josie tried to sound okay. She really did.

But Max stood inches away, yelling loud enough to pierce through bone.

“She’s a terrible mother!”

“She’s ruining her son!”

“She refuses to let him grow up!”

Josie’s stomach clenched. She tried to shrink, to vanish, to hold herself together while the person she trusted least tried to dismantle her in front of the person she trusted most.

And then her mom said, “Honey, do you want me to come get you?”

Josie almost said yes.

But Max was staring.

Smiling.

And Josie—battered, confused, and still trying to survive—hung up instead.

Later, she stared at herself in the mirror. Didn’t recognize the reflection. Just a body. Hollowed out. Haunted.

Still, she defended him.

“He’s trying.”

“He’s going to therapy.”

“We’re working on it.”

She believed he loved her. She didn’t know about trauma bonds yet. Didn’t understand how abusers create dependency, how love becomes currency, how your brain starts confusing survival with affection.

Jenna and Ashley had both tried.

Ashley let her stay over after a night of slurs and screams. Josie cried in her arms, shaking, apologizing.

Ashley said, “This isn’t love. This is abuse. You need to get out.”

Josie wasn’t ready. She still believed she could fix it.

When she got home, Max had suspended her phone service. Punishment.

Then came the lies.

He told her Ashley had offered to let him move in. That she’d flirted with him. That she’d badmouthed her.

Josie didn’t want to believe it. But Max didn’t need belief. He only needed confusion.

And Ashley was gone.

Jenna met him once—with her boyfriend, Sean. It should’ve been a happy night. But Jenna saw him for what he was. The charm didn’t work.

And Max knew it.

“They’re jealous,” he said. “They want to keep you all to themselves.”

Josie tried to argue. “They’ve known me my whole life.”

He shook his head. “And they still don’t know what’s best for you.”

Eventually, even Jenna faded into the silence.

Max didn’t stop there.

He texted Josie’s mother behind her back. Long messages, pretending to care. Saying Josie was unstable. Emotional. Irrational.

It worked.

Even her own mother started asking questions.

Josie found out too late.

When she confronted him, he just laughed.

“You can’t prove it,” he said. “I deleted the messages.”

Then, grinning:

“It wasn’t me trash-talking you. It was your own mother.”

That was the moment she understood.

He wasn’t just trying to isolate her.

He was trying to erase her.

Bit by bit. Voice by voice. Until no one saw her clearly anymore—not even her.

The invisible cage had become a coffin.

And she was running out of air.

But somewhere deep inside, something sparked.

A flicker. A rebellion.

A whisper of the girl who used to laugh without permission.

She opened her phone.

Scrolled through the blocked list.

Name after name.

Coworkers. Old friends. People she’d trusted. People who had never wronged her.

Gone.

She hadn’t blocked them.

He had.

Whenever someone liked her photo too many times. Left a comment that wasn’t bland enough. Dared to message something kind.

He used her phone while she was asleep. In the shower. Distracted.

Afterward, he’d say:

“You don’t need that attention.”

“I’m protecting what’s mine.”

“He was definitely into you.”

She used to think that was love.

Now she knew better.

She opened Jenna’s contact. Typed:

“I’m sorry.”

Then deleted it.

She opened Ashley’s. Typed again.

“Hey. I miss you.”

This time, she hit send.

And the light found her.

Jenna answered.

Ashley answered.

They had been waiting.

They forgave her.

They still saw her.

And Josie remembered who she was—

Not broken.

Not ruined.

Still loved.

Because love doesn’t isolate.

It doesn’t burn bridges or build cages.

It doesn’t shrink your world down until it fits in someone else’s palm.

And Josie had finally stopped bleeding for the kind of love that demanded she disappear to keep it.
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Chapter 9: The Present – When Echoes Become Shadows
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A couple months had passed, but Josie couldn’t escape the feeling that time had only made things worse. The house—her house now—was supposed to be her sanctuary. A place to rebuild. A place to heal.

But it wasn’t.

It was a prison made of old memories and broken trust. A haunted house with clean floors and lavender candles that couldn’t mask the scent of fear. His ghost lingered in every room, clinging to the furniture he had insisted on, the gifts he’d given, the things they’d bought together. His presence was etched into the very walls.

The couch—that couch—was still there. The one they’d cuddled on. The one he’d screamed from. The one she’d cried into, alone, while he raged in the bedroom. The coffee table she didn’t want but said yes to anyway. All of it. Still here.

She had meant to replace it. Meant to purge it all. But time was slippery. Money was tight. And maybe... a part of her wasn’t ready to let go. Because letting go of the furniture felt like admitting it was real. That it all happened. That he really was gone. That he’d really done those things. That she’d really survived.

Josie sat with her legs tucked under her, fingers twisting in the hem of her sweater. The day had been ordinary. Work. A visit to her mom. A polite smile to the barista. But now, back inside this house, the walls felt like they were leaning in.

It was too quiet.

The furnace kicked on with a soft hum. She jumped.
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