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This book is dedicated to

the girl who dreamt of this life but had no grasp on reality.

The woman who then lost herself in reality and forgot to dream.

The person I call my former self.
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[12:43 A.M. January 27 Subject: To do]


-  Pay for another week at the hotel

-  Give front desk new number

-  Find new bank

-  Transfer funds 



[9:12 P.M. February 3 Subject: This is weird]




Former email address –

Last week I accidentally sent you my to-do list. Due to the discarding of my phone, I changed all contact info. But fortunately, my to-do list could be retrieved from my sent messages.



However, when I realized I sent that message, I had a weird feeling inside of me. Like I had sent it to my former self instead of just my former email. Like past Harper was getting a glimpse into her future.



Here I am, just over a month past death, and seemingly in a new life. Oak trees changed for palm. Winter traded for summer. And one week with not a drop of alcohol. You read that right. One week. You can’t see it, but I’ve backed spaced on most of the words because I’m shaking so much. Part of that is my body missing the alcohol—the other is the weakness of my hand since getting my cast removed yesterday.



I had detoxed in the hospital while unconscious but started binge drinking about a day after arriving in California. However, after going to a bar, getting plastered, picking up a stranger and returning to my hotel room, I remembered what I had left Michigan to do. Unfortunately, my epiphany came with a panic attack. I stopped mid undressing with the stranger. Threw a bottle at him. Watched it (luckily) miss him. And then watched him (luckily) leave.



And then, Caleb called, so I shattered that too—hence the new phone. I couldn’t take hearing his voice. I couldn’t take the reminder of what I had done to the ones I love.



So, here I am, like I said, just over a month past death, and seemingly in a new life—and newly sober. It’s not better yet. But it could be. I’m going to give it a little more time to see for sure.



[6:08 P.M. February 6 Subject: Still weird]




Former email – 

When I arrived in Studio City I was so hungry and tired, stupidly trying to push through the last little bit of driving. I just wanted my fresh start to begin. But when I got here, it was too early in the day to check into a motel, so I had to wait. And I did so at a diner.



The food was good, and the regulars kept to themselves, so when I got a weekly rate at a motel up the street, I started going there for late breakfasts. I minds well call it what it was lunch —being practically lunch by the time I actually got up each day. And with the hangovers, still fucked up hair, and a dwindling supply of clothes (and a lack of energy to wash the ones I had), I just did takeout.



That was until the morning after my final straw. The morning after I had thrown a bottle at another human being who’s only mistake was being equally as drunk as I was and making the stupid decision to say yes to my invite back to my place. The morning after Caleb’s final phone call to me. That next morning, I had decided things really needed to change. That I couldn’t bring my Michigan bad habits to California. So, I went inside instead of doing takeout.



That’s where I met Ness. Waitress by day, actress by any moment possible. She was excited to finally talk to the new regular that had been ordering every day for pickup. She had seen me and I her but had never been the one to cash me out. She was just as sparkly and wonderful in person as her voice had been on the phone. The Harper before that morning had cringed at her sparkle. But the Harper after, had been infatuated by it—by her. I’m happy to report that I had made my first friend in Cali.



[6:20 P.M. February 6 RE: Subject: Still weird]




I forgot to mention that new friend saw to getting my hair fixed. Of course she had a person. What actress doesn’t? That’s what she said anyway. But it was her ex-girlfriend, so I’m not sure if that’s common or not. However, she said she doesn’t trust anyone else with her hair, so I should trust her with mine (if she couldn’t tell by my DIY haircut, anyone would have done).



[5:17 A.M. February 8 Subject: Feeling kind of hurt—but well deserved]


Former Harper –

I don’t know what to do.



I emailed Serena when I first left Michigan, so they knew that I was alive. I sent her another when I arrived in Cali (without that information being given). And I messaged her again before I got a new phone.



I’m not sure if she responded or not, as I’m not checking your email. But I wrote her again the other day. I apologized again. But I think I could apologize every day, and it wouldn’t make up for what I did to any of them—but especially her—even more so now that she told me she didn’t go, and isn’t going, back to Florida.



After my email, I figured at most I would get a short, confirmed, reply as I know she likes the confirmation of life. However, I got much more—again—deserved. She wrote about what it was like for them when I was in the hospital, and how much they loved me (therefore how much what I did hurt them). And even though she said she hated me, her words weren’t hateful.



She also mentioned Caleb. Typing his name hurts just as much as reading it. But neither hurts as much as seeing the words ‘I think he is through the worst of it’. Not because I don’t want him to be through it, but because I had put him through anymore in the first place. I truly hope that space and time will help him. Selfishly—if I’m allowed to have any more selfishness—I hope that space and time will help me too.



[12:31 A.M. February 10 Subject: On the mend]


Former Harper –

I started taking walks a week or so ago to help with the withdrawal symptoms. I think I’m at the tail end of them or maybe that’s just positive thinking. But I have to say, even if it’s the latter, that’s pretty impressive for me. When have I ever ridden the positive thinking train?



Ever since I arrived, even in the drunken blur of my first couple of weeks, I had this odd sense of hope. Like even though I immediately hit the bottle, and even though I’ve been slowly coming out of a fog, it’s like for the first time in years, I can breathe.



Hence the walking. Hence the email updates. Hence the positivity.



I also started going to the Studio City Branch Library. It’s not too far from here. I had passed it a few times while driving, but now it’s a place I stop by on my walks. The interest began when my sobriety started, and my sleeping ended. I found that without the distractions of everyday life, I could burn through books relatively quickly. It was a small escape from my escape. A way for me to have a little human interaction, even if it was just through the conversations I read on the pages, and the kind words from the librarians when checking out.




A new hobby to go along with having a new friend. Sarah would be so proud—if I wasn’t still too full of shame to tell her. Regardless, it’s progress.



[6:00 P.M. February 15 Subject: Big day – yet wishing it was small]


Former Harper –

I said yes to something last week that I’m now regretting. My new friend Ness invited me to her boyfriend’s art show. With trying to take Sarah’s fix Harper advice, I said yes to something new—to going out—to having friends. But now that I’m sitting here staring at the dress, I’m terrified. 



One, I don’t know her boyfriend. She’s a beautiful actress and he’s some up-and-coming artist who’s been held up in his studio and unable to meet the stray his girlfriend found. Two, I’m a stray from Michigan who ran away from her past and is living off the insurance money of her burnt down home. How could I possibly think that I would blend in even a little at an event where people naturally sparkled? 



But regardless of the reasons not to go, the main reason why I said yes was because of Ness. Not because of some excitement of her potential stardom, or incredibly helpful connections to haircare and immaculate clothing at a discount. It’s because she reminds me of the two amazing friends I left behind. She has Lizzy’s positivity and complete girls-girl energy, while emanating Serena’s confidence and fierce sense of self. My belief in fate has dwindled over the years but something about California has brought it back. There’s a reason I stopped at that diner. There’s a reason I met her. And with enough time, I was certain that all the why’s would be revealed.
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Chapter Two
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[6:15 P:M February 15th Subject: How was your Valentine's Day?]

Serena—

|

The cursor blinked while I stared at the screen. Was I really writing to her about Valentine's Day? We hated the hallmark holiday. We always avoided it by watching horror movies and drinking wine. We had been each other's guaranteed dates every year. But I guess nothing was guaranteed in our friendship anymore.

I had still spent my Valentine's Day the way we always did, minus the wine. I shouldn’t have started drinking again when I got to California, but the thoughts of everyone—of Caleb—kept my mind in a dark familiar place.

I glanced up from my phone looking around my hotel room. Shards of broken glass appeared like a mirage on the floor. The silhouette of the guy I had picked up at the bar appeared across the room along with mine. They moved in tandem kissing each other, moving towards the bed.

I had tried to forget Caleb. To forget everyone back home. But like every other time. It hadn’t worked. I freaked out. I kicked the guy out of the bed. I cried.

The mirage from my spiral disappeared as my eyelids blinked it away.

I set the phone with my empty email draft on the nightstand.

Stop trying to force a friendship you ended, The Voice said.

I hadn’t ended it. Or that wasn’t my intent anyway. But I was trying to use email as a looking glass into my former life to see what kind of chaos I had left behind. Yet, it wasn’t fair to them for me to try and relieve my guilt that way. And really, it wasn’t fair to California that I was hanging on so tightly to Michigan.

I tossed the comforter from my legs knowing it was time to stop putting off getting ready. When I reached the bathroom, I grabbed a washcloth from the pile of fresh linens. After splashing water over my face, I rubbed cleanser around my skin in a circular motion.

I slowly inhaled and did the same releasing an exhale as I continued with the gentle touch around my eyes, and forehead. 

After plunging my face into water for a rinse and some attention to my lower maintenance haircut, I added a dash of makeup. Once all that was in place, I grabbed my newly acquired dress that hung by my bed and slipped it on. As the zipper ran along my back, I was reminded of the dress I had ripped myself out of after my Christmas work party. After everything had changed. 

The thought about knocked me on ass. But luckily the wall had been there to catch me, preventing my fall.

A knock at the door pulled my focus—saving me from a potential spiral. Being alone was still harder than I had hoped.

I looked through the peephole, Ness smiled widely into the lens just before I pulled open the door. Her beautiful blonde hair had beach waves that flowed past her shoulders and her blue dress matched her eyes. She was stunning. Though my self-confidence had been shot long ago, I felt like it was going to catch a few stray bullets that night.

“Oh my god! You look amazing!” she exclaimed.

The sincerity in her tone caused my mind to shift and stop my inner voice before it even began. 

“Thank you, you look—wow.”

“That’s exactly the reaction I was looking for,” she said, with her face practically glowing. “Sometimes producers make their ways to these things, and you never know who’s looking. Plus, I’m Austin’s arm candy.”

Typically, I would ask if that was a little offensive, but she seemed to love the limelight.

“I bought this dress specifically for tonight,” she continued. “I’ve been waiting months to wear it!”

“Me too,” I joked. “Well except I bought it last week when you invited me,” I continued with a chuckle as I grabbed my purse and flipped off my light. “I’m excited to meet Austin.”

She smiled, but then it wavered. 

“Yeah, so about Austin—” she began as we stepped out into the hallway. “Don’t take it offensively if he, like, brushes you off or anything. He’s been under a lot of stress, and now with the LA Times reporter coming, he’s kind of in overdrive.”

“That’s understandable.”

Ness had built Austin up so much that I wondered if he could possibly even live up to the man she had described. At least telling me he may be rude showed he was at least a little human.

Ness had accompanied me while Tara did my hair. So, I got quite an information dump about her and her life in California. She had talked about a role she was currently up for and then shared about Austin and bits and pieces of their relationship. From the sound of their past, they had been together a while. Her face lit up when she talked about his passion for his work and how he encouraged hers. She likened them to a power couple and by the way she described it, it sounded like they really were.

When we got downstairs, a warm California breeze blew through. The warmth made me confused at the month we were in. 

“Sorry, are you cold?” she asked, flipping her hair behind her shoulder to peer back at me.

“Not at all,” I replied with a grin. “Just thinking about how it’s probably snowing back home.”

“Oh, yeah... you’ll adjust,” she said with a laugh. “I miss it sometimes, but then I can go outside in shorts and flip flops, and then I don’t miss it so much anymore.”

My smile faded a little as she got into the driver’s side.

I exhaled before getting into the car as well. It wasn’t that I was missing the snow so much. It was more that I was missing the warm body that I would sleep next to on those cold nights. Something that was even harder to handle now that I wasn’t drinking—and therefore, wasn’t sleeping.

As we drove into L.A. I stared in awe at the big city around me. Grand Rapids was nothing compared to what I was seeing there. The sun was setting just behind the skyscrapers as we moved slowly through traffic. Pop music blared through the speakers. Ness sang along, swaying her body to the rhythm. She picked up my arm and waved it around in an attempt to get me to dance too. I gave a half smile and did a little dance move. She laughed before loudly launching herself into the chorus.

She’s too bubbly to be hanging out with you, The Voice said.

A nervous feeling crept into my stomach, planting an old familiar boulder on my chest. 

You’re going to mess up her life like you messed up Lizzy’s, The Voice continued.

I sighed. 

I had said yes to Ness’ invite, doing what I could to make an effort. But I had ignored the fact that with each new experience came the derogatory thoughts. The thoughts would push at my emotions. The emotions would look for a bottle. The bottle would be easily found—along with its bottom.

I shook my head in a short quick motion, like I was trying to shake something off of my head instead of from inside of it.

The music stopped as I prepared to explain my odd behavior.

“Vanessa speaking,” she said clicking her left ear that was just out of view. “Great!” she continued. “Great, yes—wonderful. I’ll be there Monday.” 

She clicked the ear again before her voice erupted in our confined space. “I got a call back! I’m going there Monday after work.” Her smile lit up her already glowing face. 

“Congratulations,” I said, hoping my true excitement for her showed.

The music rushed out of the speakers once more, and she twisted the knob, increasing the volume as she increased her speed.

When we arrived at the art show, Ness tried to snag a quick photo of the two of us for her social, but I successfully dodged it. With a small exchange and cheek kiss to the guy out front, we were able to skip the line as well. So far things were playing in my favor.

“Perks of being the girlfriend,” she whispered as he opened the door for us, and we walked past and stopped at another set of double doors. 

When I went to pull one open, she put her hand on mine, our eyes meeting.

“So, I’m not supposed to tell people ahead of time about the theme for the art show," she began as our hands fell. “He says that shock value is a part of the whole experience—the raw emotion it brings to people...” 

I nodded, but my stomach twisted by her description. Me and raw emotions weren’t very copoietic. 

“Austin’s work is a little—edgy.”

I nodded again.

“So, I just kind of wanted you to prepare yourself,” she continued with a smile. “But they are really beautiful pieces of art. He has a real talent for capturing authentic emotions in his paintings.”

“I’ll be fine,” I finally answered, trying to reassure her—and myself.

“Oh also, don’t mention my call back. I’ll tell him tomorrow. I want this night to be about him.”

I smiled. “Of course.”

Ness grinned and opened the door for the both of us.

When we stepped into the gallery it was much bigger than it had appeared from the outside. A theme that seemed to be forming for the places I had seen so far in California. It was probably the high ceilings, and the beautiful hanging lights that really opened it up.

We were handed a pamphlet as we walked a little further in. 

“Violence in all forms by Austin Merotti,” I read quietly to myself, before swallowing a lump.

“Austin!” Ness exclaimed. She pulled on my arm, and I followed behind her.

“Babe! Finally!” he said, greeting her with a kiss.

“Austin, this is Harper.”

“Nice to finally meet you Harper,” he said, extending his hand.

I shook it, doing my best to look like I belonged in a place, and around people, who seemed to be as elegant as they looked.

“I’m glad you were able to make it,” he continued.

“Me too. I’m excited to see your work.”

“Well, I hope you still say that after you have seen it,” he replied with a charming but short laugh.

Ness nudged him playfully. “I already gave her a little warning.”

“Austin!” a man bellowed from behind us.

“Sorry babe, work calls. Don’t go too far, okay? I’m sure the reporter will want a picture.” 

Their lips met again before he disappeared into the crowd.

“He seems really sweet,” I said, our eyes returning to each other’s.

“He is,” she replied, her angelic smile lingering as she grabbed my hand. “Now let's go see what he’s been up to.”

Her hand released from mine as we reached the first painting. The colors on the canvas showed two men fighting. Or two men that had been fighting, as one lay lifeless on the ground. It was outside a bar—the glowing neon blue and red sign said as much. The ripples in the puddles next to the deceased man indicated it was raining. A detail that somehow made the picture all that much sadder, and even more so, realistic.

We stood for a minute looking it over, seeing the brutality that erupted on the canvas before moving on to the next one. It was about half my size and depicted what I assume was meant to be a woman—possibly the mother—beating her child. The painting looked like it was from the view of the child. The angle showed the height difference, as the rage burned in the woman’s eyes. The subtle use of red in the painting suggested more than yelling was taking place.

“This was one of his earlier pieces,” Ness began. “I think he was eighteen or nineteen when he did it,” she added with a somber look. 

“Does he paint from experience?” I asked, hoping the question wasn’t too intrusive.

“No, he says the pictures just come to him. Like from something he sees or hears and it triggers an emotional connection.”

We strolled along to the next one, a few other attendees following shortly behind. 

Picture number three was different than the others, but just as disturbing. But a cat having been shot really did grab your attention and was eerily lifelike. 

I rubbed my arms to remove the goosebumps, yet the chill in the air and the sinister art kept them in place.

The cat reminded me of a stray I had found with my uncle Sam when I was around six years old. My mother wouldn’t let me keep it, so Sam found it a good home. I had named it Bagheera, since it was an all-black cat, and The Jungle Book was my favorite movie.

I sighed before we left my memory with the painting, keeping my arms crossed over my midsection.

When we turned the corner, a crowd had gathered, blocking a portion of the wall. Loud whispers were shared amongst the group. And as they moved on, Ness and I approached it.

My chest tightened as our eyes consumed the canvas. The frame was placed horizontal but was the full length of an average sized adult. The woman in the painting was lying naked, beaten, and one could easily assume, raped. 

The woman had blonde curls that had leaves matted into them. Her bra was torn on one side, but slightly still intact. Her other clothes were on the ground just before the painting ended. Her body was dirty, cut and bruised from a struggle that had undoubtedly ensued. The look he captured in her eyes made me feel like we were peering into the soul of a real woman.

A hand touched my arm, and I jumped.

“Sometimes his art is a little hard to stomach,” Ness said softly. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied, though my choked vocal cords gave me away. So, I cleared my throat and tried again. “His work is—breathtaking.”

“Yeah I know,” she said, shifting her demeanor as she smirked. “And he knows it too, that’s why he’s unbearable to live with sometimes.”

It had sounded like she was trying to give him a compliment, but I wasn’t sure if that was what I would call it.

The speakers in every corner of the room produced a loud click before a man’s voice followed. “If everyone could gather in the middle of the room, we’re going to unveil Austin’s newest piece in the violence collection.” 

Ness grabbed my hand and moved at a quick pace through the crowd. The lights dimmed and a spotlight radiated onto his covered canvas as we made our way to the front.

Austin stood grinning ear to ear in front of the sheet. The picture that was lying underneath was smaller than the last one, but not by much. I was nervous to see another image from his head. Ness had been right to give me a warning, but I felt bad for anyone who hadn’t received something similar.

But maybe they hadn’t needed it, maybe I was the only one having a harsh reaction to his unsightly work. Maybe they were like Ness, understanding of the work he did, and maybe even seeing the potential for beauty—even if they did depict some of the worst parts of the human experience.

“Is this one you haven’t seen?” I whispered. 

She nodded. “Yeah, he’s been working away at it for the past month or so now. He was really hoping to have it ready for tonight,” she said with a grin.

A man spoke for a minute on Austin’s behalf as Austin winked at Ness. 

She returned the intimate gesture by pursing her lips, blowing him a kiss.

A talented artist. A beautiful actress. They made having a relationship look so easy. She did her thing. He did his. And they fully support each other in the process. They really were a power couple.

And with my eyes on Ness, instead of the falling sheet, I witnessed her infatuation drop in a single moment to utter shock, and then just as quickly to a hollow but casual smile.

My eyes followed hers to Austin, who had either missed her initial reaction or didn’t care, because he looked to her for reassurance, and took her clearly forced smile as what he needed.

As I joined in with the crowd that was already clapping, barley making a noise with my own, I took the time to see what all the fuss was about.

The picture was of a faceless woman. She was standing in front of a full-length mirror showing her backside in the reflection. Her body was bruised in multiple places. Her long blonde hair did little to hide the finger marks on the side of her neck. And while it wasn’t the most gruesome of his paintings—I found myself relieved at the anonymity of the woman. I wasn’t sure I could take seeing into another victim’s soul.

As the clapping stopped and the crowd started to shift, I glanced at Ness. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah...” she said, seemingly coming out of a trance. “His work is breathtaking—just like you said.” She forced another smile, that time for my benefit.

But when our eyes met, the relief I had gotten at the anonymity in the painting disappeared, dread taking its place as I was certain I was now looking at the face of the anonymous woman.
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Chapter Three
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The lights came back up and everyone went back to the art they had been previously consuming.

“Austin, can we have a picture of you with your newest piece?” a man holding a camera asked.

“Definitely. Vanessa, join me in the picture,” he stated, extending his hand to her.

“That’s okay,” she replied, taking both Austin and I by surprise.

He let his arm fall back in place, taking the brush off in stride, and readied his smile to be captured to perfection.

Ness on the other hand seemed to lose the muscles to even create a smile, moments before beelining for the bathroom

With a healthy amount of concern for my new friend, I intrusively followed in behind her.

“Are you sure you're okay?” 

Ness tipped her gorgeous locks to the side, checking under the stalls. When she determined she was in the clear, she walked to the mirror just in time for the tears to flow.

“I can’t believe he painted that,” she said, resting her hands on the edge of the counter and closing her eyes.

“Do you know her?” I asked obtusely.

Her head turned to me just before her exhausted eyes opened, telling me I didn’t need to play coy.

I walked to one of the stalls and pushed open the door, tearing off a few pieces of toilet paper. When I reached her once more, I handed her the tissues and leaned against the counter.

“Thanks,” she said, dabbing just below her eyes to keep her makeup partially intact.

“When did he do that to you?”

She was silent for a moment, before glancing briefly over my way.

“He didn’t,” she replied, her reaction becoming more jittery than sad. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that. I was just mad he painted my body for his work without asking.”

“So, the bruises—"

“Not real,” she said, throwing the toilet paper away. 

“Ness—” I began as the bathroom’s wooden door creaked, stopping with an opening of only a few inches.

“Ness, you in there?” Austin voice trailed in.

“Nope,” she responded, her tone shifting again.

The door opened the rest of the way.

“Sorry Harper. Uh, can I have a second alone with Ness?” 

I looked at her as she nodded before rolling her eyes at him.

The door shut behind me, but I stayed close enough to hear through the wood.

“Why would you paint that?” Ness asked almost immediately after my departure.

“I thought you’d be flattered.”

“Flattered?” she scoffed.

“So, you can get practically naked on tv, but God forbid your boyfriend paints you that way.”

“This isn’t about the clothing, and you know it.”

“No, this is about your unwillingness to share the limelight.”

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” she exclaimed loud enough that I could have been a good ten feet from where I was and still heard her. 

“You’re overreacting,” he said, his lower tone leaving something to be desired.

“Overreacting?” she exclaimed again before quickly shifting to a lower tone. “You choked me and then painted it. I think this reaction is on point.”

How does it feel to be on the other side of things? The Voice questioned. Not the victim nor the liar?

It was a hollow victory to say the least.

“I said I was sorry,” Austin finally said, his tone low and almost sincerely apologetic. “I thought we had gotten past it.”

“We were past it,” she replied, a sob accompanying her words. “But then you painted it and put it on display in your fucking show!”

A woman walked up beside me as I stood in front of the door, doing my best to listen while blocking. She gave me a once over, surely about to read me the riot act, until she heard Austin’s voice from inside.

“I paint pain Ness, you know that...”

“But you had no right to paint mine!”

“It was mine too!” he exclaimed.

There was a sudden silence between the two as the woman’s expression shifted to confusion as I was confident she wasn’t hearing the actual conversation from her proximity. Regardless, she saw herself out of the situation with almost no hesitation.

“What are you talking about?” Ness finally asked.

“Don’t act like that night was one sided.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, did you end up so bruised you had to break contract and look completely unprofessional in your industry?”

“Don’t put that on me.”

“Who should I put it on? The bus boy you tried to fist fight because he wanted a picture with me or the cab driver who drove off without you, because you refused to get into the cab with your whore of a girlfriend.”

When no reply followed, she continued. “Because neither of them threatened my life or laid a hand on me. Both of them actually tried to help me. What’d you do Austin?”

“I lost my cool.”

“I’d say.”

“Yeah, you say a lot of things. That’s what gets you into trouble.”

“So, my talking caused this?”

“No, your inability to shut up caused it.”

I wasn’t sure what happened next, but again the silence came. But something felt different about the quiet that time.

“Austin you’re hurting me,” Ness said, her bitter tone mixing with nerves.

I nudged the door slightly ajar. “Austin, some reporter’s looking for you,” I said, doing my best to think on my feet. I stayed on the other side of the door, just out of sight, but able to see him release the grip he had on her upper arm.

He pulled on the handle, our eyeline meeting. “Thanks, Harper,” he said with a pleasant tone, like he hadn’t just admitted to choking and beating the women he claimed to love.

As he disappeared into the crowd, I barreled back through the door to Ness. “Are you okay?”

The irony of how often I was asking her that question was not lost on me. I was finally starting to understand why people had asked me so often.

She looked back at me through the mirror. “Yeah,” she answered with a light smile. “I was just being dramatic.” She took a deep breath, “I should be happy my boyfriend loves my body so much that he would paint it as a work of art.” 

If I hadn’t heard otherwise, I would’ve believed her. And the way she lied so easily told me that it wasn’t a first. Maybe a first for seeing her naked body painted on a canvas covered in the bruises. But certainly not the first time the bruises had been put there.

“You wanna take off?” she asked, after fixing her smudged mascara.

I had to stop myself from exclaiming absolutely at the top of my lungs. And instead, I opted for a semi-casual, “sure.”

As Ness and I made our way to the door, Austin stepped in front of us.

“Are you seriously leaving?” he asked.

“Are you seriously going to try and stop me?”

Both their tones were prickly and louder than I thought they would want in such a public setting. But only a few people nearby even glanced their way.

He pinched the top of his nose, releasing a dramatic exhale. “Will you be at home when I get there?”

She was silent for a moment, maybe even a moment too long as his eyes went to her, almost bearing a worried look.

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” she said, softer than I would’ve liked.

“Austin,” a man with a camera said gaining Austin’s full attention. “Thank you for having me,” he continued as they shook hands. “Can I get one last photo before I leave?”

Ness walked around Austin and who I’m assuming was the reporter she had been so excited to have attending. 

“Ness,” Austin said, almost like a command rather than a request.

She stopped, almost culminating in me summersaulting over her before she turned to look at him.

I watched their conversational exchange that happened only through their eyes.

The reporter had seen it too, but having heard nothing of the night between them, he didn’t know that anything needed to be made of it.

Ness grabbed my hand. “I’ll only be in it if Harper can be too.”

His annoyance seemed more at her stubbornness than the request itself, but it was still a little hurtful, even though I had zero interest in being photographed.

“Ness—” I began.

“Of course,” Austin said, livening up his expression and tone for the reporter. “Nothing like having two beautiful women by my side.”

I grimaced as Ness took my hand and pulled me toward the disturbing portrayal of his love. Her grip tightening as her eyes lingered on it.

“One on each side,” the man instructed as I clung to Ness’ arm.

I loosened my grip, my eyes meeting Austin’s before I let Ness go completely.

Straightening my posture, I walked to the other side of him, his arm extended, waiting for me to take my place.

The man readied his camera as he maneuvered into position.

“Come on ladies smile,” the man said. “It’s a big night for your friend.”

He was right, it was a big night for my friend. Just not the friend or kind of night he had meant.

***
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Her car pulled to a stop next to the curb in front of the entrance of my hotel. I glanced up at the couple of stories before looking back at her.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said. “And for the invite.”

“Thanks for coming,” she replied, taking a moment to look at me. “Next time we can do something a little less—”

“Breathtaking?” I asked trying and failing to hide my cynical tone.

She smiled. “I was going to say shocking, but breathtaking’s probably nicer.”

I laughed as I reached for the handle.

“Have you decided yet if you’re gonna stay?” she asked as our eyes met.

I released my grip, letting my hand fall as I took a deep breath. “Not yet. Still a lot of unknowns that I wanna try and wrap my head around first.”

She nodded as if she understood, although she knew very little of any specific details of what led me to California.

“I was the opposite when I left,” she replied with a smile. “I had everything planned. I just had to wait until I had enough money to leave.”

“And I had the money but no plan,” I replied.

“Two peas in a pod.”

I smiled, looking down at the scar on my hand—reminding me of the door I had smashed and subsequently the life I had demolished back home. I ran my fingers along the barely healed wound, wondering if it would permanently scar and I would forever be reminded of that night whenever I looked at my hand.

“Are you coming in for breakfast tomorrow?” she asked.

“What kind of regular would I be if I didn’t?” I quipped, trying to bring a lively tone back to my vocal cords.

Her brows rose. “The kind that doesn’t see she’s a nomad.”
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Chapter Four
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The next morning, my new sense of routine was in full force. It started the moment my eyes opened like a lifelong habit. No laying around and letting my mind wander. No skipping skin care. No skipping fresh air. And definitely no skipping breakfast.

My walk to Ness’ diner wasn’t as brisk as the mornings back home. The warmth hung in the air in a way that enveloped you but didn’t make you feel sticky. So, when the wind blew, it didn’t deliver the same relief, but instead kept with the continuity of the dry heat.

When I arrived, I pulled on the long metal handle and listened to the bell chime above me. I glanced around for Ness, yet instead found an older woman who eyed me back.

“Sit wherever sweetheart.”

My lips moved into a polite Midwestern smile as I chose the same spot I had been choosing for the last couple of weeks.

“What can I get ya to drink?” the older waitress asked while preparing her pad and paper.

“Oh, I’ll actually wait for Ness.”

She looked away from the paper and down at me. “You’ll be waitin’ awhile—girly didn’t show this morning,” she said with an exhale. “Carlos called me in.” She put her hand on her hip and gave a slight eye roll. “First Saturday I get off in a month and she flakes.”

“Oh...”

I didn’t know Ness enough to know if that was normal, so I didn’t want to jump to the worse conclusion. But I also didn’t want to eat breakfast and continue my routine if my friend was needing me.

You should have made her stay at your place last night, The Voice said.

Who was I to make anyone do anything?

“You still want to order?” the lady asked.

I glanced at the menu and sensed my appetite dwindling.

“Uh, no. That’s okay. Thanks anyway.”

She shrugged her shoulders in an apathic manner and walked over to another patron who had entered after I had.

I slid out of the booth, walking back to the door when I caught a glimpse of Ness’ boss.

“Excuse me, Carlos?”

He was standing in the doorway of what appeared to be a non-perishable storage space before approaching me.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

I almost laughed at my forward demeanor. I knew him from Ness’ stories and from her pointing him out on my second day in the booth. But Ness knew nothing about me. Nothing worth sharing anyway. She had no stories to regale about me, I was an unknown.

“I was told Ness didn’t show this morning.”

He eyed me curiously. “You her friend?”

“Why else would I care?” I asked, trying not to sound rude, but the tone wasn’t intrenched in kindness either.

He shrugged. “Crazed fan?”

I wasn’t sure if Ness was famous enough to warrant a stalker, but maybe actual notoriety had little to do with it.

“No,” I replied with a small grin. “You’re right... just a friend.”

He nodded, though skepticism still held firm in his eyes. “She didn’t show, so I had to call Bonnie in.”

“Is that typical?”

Shouldn’t a friend know her behaviors? The Voice asked.

“Not without her calling first. She usually gives me a heads up when her schedule changes.”

“Are you worried?”

“Should I be?” he asked with a raised brow.

“I don’t know... I just wondered.”

“As long as she doesn’t make it a habit, we should be good,” he said, grabbing a box from the edge of the counter. “But if you see her before I do, tell her to call me.”

Opting out of my newly formed routine, I let my stomach growl and headed back to the hotel for my car. I had only been to Ness’ place once before, as Austin used their spare room for a second spot to paint—as if a studio wasn’t enough. 

My thumb tapped impatiently on the steering wheel as I waited for the light to turn green. It was an odd role reversal to be the worried friend. To wish I had done something different to help her. To wonder if she was still alive.

I pulled up to her apartment building where her car was parked only a few spots over. The sight less comforting than I had hoped it would be.

When I reached the main door, I went to buzz for permission, but noticed it was slightly ajar. As I pulled it open, the rest of my comfort faded—even knowing that her missed shift and busted door were more than likely unrelated.

However, that didn’t prevent my thoughts from spiraling and the worse being envisioned. My feet listed to my head and all but leapt up the stairs at a comical speed, halting just outside of her door.

As I lifted my fist to knock, the door pulled in, leaving my hand midair.

“Hey, Harper,” Ness said, standing parallel with the open door so that I could enter.

“Hey,” I replied, complying with her invitation. “Sorry to just show up, but you weren’t at work—”

My anxious words were cut short as my eyes took in her disheveled appearance. I scanned her for bruises and signs that Austin was preparing another painting. But my eyes came up short, only seeing what appeared to be a demeanor of repercussions from copious amounts of alcohol.

“Yeah, I called Carlos as soon as I woke up,” she replied, extending her hand to the couch. “He told me you were looking for me.”

While I took a seat, she walked to the counter and picked up a mug, holding it like it was her life source.

“Yeah, I couldn’t remember my order without you,” I tried to joke. “And Bonnie wasn’t going to cut it.”

“Look at you learning all the names,” she said with a smirk that formed behind her mug.

“Yup, guess I’m really a regular now.”

“Guess that means you’ll have to stick around,” she replied.

She slowly sat down on the other end of the couch in a manner that was clearly done to minimize pain. While her eyes were anywhere but mine, I watched as every muscle tense up until she had found a comfortable enough position.

My mouth went dry, which was an odd feeling against a rush of nausea. My mind and body confused at the witnessing of pain syncing up with the remembrance of it. The sense memory palatable. 

Our eyes finally met, her expression masking her intention to either lie her way out or lean into a confession.

“I kicked Austin out.”

I stayed silent, not sure how or if I should respond.

“We got into it when he came home last night,” she continued, dropping my eye line. “I probably should’ve left it alone.”

“Left what alone?”

“The painting. I shouldn’t have brought it up again.”

“I mean, he shouldn’t have painted you without your consent.” 

She gave a passive smile. “Yeah, but it wasn’t worth the fight,” she said with a sigh. “Now when he moves back in it's just going to make things that much harder this time.”

“Moves back in? You just kicked him out.”

She laughed, it seemed genuine and to cause her some physical pain. “Yeah, but I can’t afford this place on my own. He knows that. That’s why he willingly left. He’s just letting me cool off. He’ll be back.”

“Ness, that’s not a good reason to get back with him.”

Her expression went flat. 

Who are you to be doling out thoughts on right and wrong behavior? The Voice asked. 

“Sorry, it’s not—"

“I know how it looks,” Ness interjected. “But Austin’s the reason I was able to stay and continue to pursue my dream. He helped me when I ran out of money and had no place to go but back home.”

“Okay... but at what point is that debt repaid?”

She exhaled. “I don’t know.” 

Was it that annoying for everyone back home to see the solution to my problems and watching me just blatantly ignore them?

Are you seriously asking that? The Voice questioned.

“You okay?” she asked.

I glanced at her, following her eyeline to my fingers where a cuticle had started to bleed. I hadn’t even noticed my anxious picking.

I wrapped my hand around the finger to dull the ache.

“When we met you asked me if I was running to something or from something...” I trailed off, awaiting her acknowledgment of the question which I received with an inquisitive expression and nod.

“The answer’s both.” 

She set her mug down on the coffee table. “What do you mean?”

“I had a lot of problems back home,” I replied, not knowing how much I was ready to divulge. “I was dealing with a lot of stuff, and I needed a fresh start—a place to clear my head.”

She smiled knowingly. “That’s understandable.”

I nodded. “It’s hard to start over. You obviously know that. You’ve done it before. Moved here not knowing anyone, not having anything—”

“Exactly,” she exclaimed as if I had just made her point about Austin. “I’ve done it already. And I don’t wanna give this all up,” she continued, her expression riddled with shame. “I don’t wanna fail.”

I understood the feeling better than most. Even sitting there, trying to talk someone out of their perceived failure, I couldn’t help but see my own.

“But you’ve done it once already,” I replied. “Why do you doubt that you can do it again?”

She shrugged, failing to respond.

I sighed, steading my voice for the main source of the subject we had seemingly been dancing around. “Is potentially failing worse than living with someone who hurts you?”

Our eyes met and when she again withheld a response, I pressed on. “I know you were mad at that painting for more than just your body being on it.”

She looked at the floor. And when her gaze rose once more, her blue eyes were filled with tears. “How could he take such an excruciating moment for me, and paint it like it was a fond memory?”

Her eyelash released a tear as the sleeve from her robe wiped it into nonexistence.

“Because he’s a piece of shit,” I replied. “And you deserve better.”

She laughed, finding my words absurd. “You don’t know me well enough to know that.”

“I know that no one deserves what he’s doing to you,” I said, shifting closer to her side of the couch. “And I truly believe that if roles were reversed, you would be saying the same thing to me.”

She closed her eyes, inhaling a long breath and then doing the same on the exhale. When she opened them again, the ends of her lips curled into a soft smile.

“You’re right,” she replied, extending her hand to my wrist that held the throbbing missing cuticle.

I wanted to ask what that meant. What being right would change for her. I wanted to know where her head was at. But before I could form the words to ask, she slowly stood.

“I’m gonna go get cleaned up,” she said, as if her disheveled mess of a self didn’t still look like a movie star.

In her absence from the room, I didn’t move. I didn’t want to appear to be snooping—and I didn’t want to accidentally snoop. So, I stayed planted in place, listening to her pull clothes from her closet, open drawers in her bathroom, and spit her toothpaste into the sink.

When she came back out, her demeanor had shifted. Her perk was back, and the woman that I had met weeks before looked ready to tackle the world.

The duality of the person who had gone into the bathroom and the one that came out was a whirlwind to grasp. I don’t think I had ever worn my ‘I’m fine’ demeanor with such plausibility before.

But maybe she really was fine. Maybe my words had really inspired her. Maybe she did see things as easy as I had presented them.

Or maybe it’s because you’re here and he’s not, The Voice said. You know better than anyone about going back.

“I hope Carlos isn’t too mad about my shift this morning,” she said, pulling me from my thoughts.

“He didn’t seem to be.”

“That’s good,” she replied, pulling out a case of eggs from the fridge and gesturing them to me.

I shook my head. “You don’t need to cook for me.”

“I owe you a breakfast.”

“I’ll be okay.”

“Of course you will, because my eggs are better than the diners anyway.”

She pulled out a pan, and everything else that she needed to prepare a meal.

“I like it there,” she said as I approached the counter, watching her crack the first egg. “Carlos has always been really good about working around my audition schedules.”

“Do you have a lot of them?”

“Depends on the time of year. Pilot season’s the busiest.”

“Doesn’t that get tiring?”

She glanced up at me as she began to beat the eggs. “Nah, the adrenaline keeps me pumped... the anticipation of the call... never knowing when your life will change...” Her eyes deepened as if that was possible in the sea that they already were.

“That sounds anxiety inducing,” I replied, pulling her mind back to my world.

“Yeah it’s not for everyone,” she replied with a laugh before a disappointed expression took over and her gaze fell to the eggs as she poured them in the heated pan. “But I won’t be able to make it to as many of them if I’m going to have to get another job.”

“Why would you get another job?”

“If I don’t take Austin back, I need to pay for this place somehow. I mean It’s not expensive comparatively for the area, but it’s more than I make... and with another eight months on the lease...”

“When’s rent due?”

“The first.”

“Could you get an extension?”

“Probably not,” she replied, shuffling the eggs around the pan. “We came up short a few months back and they were pretty clear that they run a business, not a charity.”

I nodded. “I have some money, maybe I could cover you until you figure things out?”

She stopped what she was doing and looked at me.

“We practically just met...” she began, shaking her head in disbelief. “And you would just give me money?”

“If it helped me know you were safe.”

“I can’t just take your money.”

“You aren’t just taking. I’m offering.”

“People typically offer breakfast to be nice,” she said, gesturing to the pan. “Not rent money.”  

“It could be a loan, if you’re more comfortable with that. Just until you get things figured out.”

“I see now,” she replied, grabbing a couple of plates from the cupboard as my brows furrowed. “You’re a loan shark,” she continued dryly as she plated our food. “Going town to town, luring in unsuspecting victims... and then when I can’t pay it back with fifty percent interest in thirty days, you’ll break my kneecaps.”

“You watch entirely too much TV,” I replied with a laugh.

She smiled. “Not watch, but I did play the role of the girlfriend to a man who got his knees broken by one.”

“Okay, well no breaking knees and no interest,” I said with a grin. “I just wanna help... you don’t need Austin or his money.”

She took a deep breath while she thought for a minute. “I can’t...” she replied, my heart sinking as I thought of her going back to him out of desperation. “But what I can do is let you pay half the rent.”

“Okay, that’s fine. Anything you’ll take—”

“But you have to move in and pay it.”

My mouth stayed agape for a moment as I rerouted my thought process.

“I know you don’t know how long you’re staying, but you don’t have to put your name on the lease or anything... It's just mine on their right now anyway... And if it doesn’t work out, you can go back to the hotel, or back to... well, wherever you came from.” She extended a plate of eggs to me with a smile as I took a moment to consider everything she had just said.

“Okay,” I finally replied, although the confidence in that answer wavered.

“Really?” she asked, her eyes lighting up with excitement.

“Yeah, I mean it’s a good deal,” I said as I followed her with my plate to her table. “No strings attached, no weekly hotel rates—”

“And a future movie star roomie!”
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Chapter Five
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When Monday morning arrived, I walked to the diner without fear of Ness’ absence. Not because I was staying with her yet, but because we had spent the weekend packing up the rest of Austin’s things while trash talking his art and all-around demeanor. She obviously had a lot more to contribute than I could. But having dated a narcissistic guy such as Ben before, I was able to add in a small amount of my own lore to the conversation.
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