
        
              
            
            
        






The torture was meant to break her, but it was the truth that made her heart bleed.
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PREFACE

This edition of Deeply Broken is vastly different from the one I first published in 2018. It has been almost entirely rewritten and expanded—with many changes to the plot and how it’s executed—and hopefully is a much more enjoyable read for you, the reader. 

If you have read the first, I hope you will give this version a try and love it as much as I do.

With love,

A. R. Wile








INTRODUCTION

DEEPLY BROKEN IS BOOK two in the Broken series trilogy, and it picks up exactly where the first book left you hanging on the edge of your seat.

If you haven’t already, you can get the first book, Tragically Broken, at one of your favourite retailers by going to the link below.

https://books2read.com/tragicallybroken








SYNOPSIS

SHE LEFT THIS WORLD believing she wasn’t my everything.

It’s the thought that replays in my head as I stare at the image of the life gone from her body, her tangled brown hair fanning around her face as it hangs, listless. I didn’t get to tell her that I didn’t knowingly betray her before she was killed. That I still loved her. Now she’ll never know, and the whispered words on her last breath will never belong to me, but to the man she grew to love in my place.

He teeters on his knees next to me. Inconsolable.

Both of us are in pieces on the floor. And the only thing that keeps us from completely crumbling is the promise of finding her killer and making him pay.








DEDICATION

To everyone who survived a storm
and came out stronger in spite of it.








ONE

GAVIN

HANNAH LEFT THIS WORLD believing she wasn’t my everything—that I willingly betrayed her.

It’s the thought that echoes in my head as the projector fades to black, the image of her beaten face lingering behind my eyes.

Every outline. Every colour. Every shade of her pain. 

“NOOOO!” I roar into the small metal room as my heart hemorrhages, lungs seizing. I’m crumbling into pieces on the floor, destroyed by the realization that Hannah—my world—is truly gone. 

Forever.

“Did she… Did she just…” Ryan folds over, bracing his hands on his knees, gasping for breath, as if he’s just been speared in the stomach. His entire body shudders, and then he falls to his knees, joining me on the concrete, getting slammed with the same truths.

We couldn’t save her—because Matt fooled us, fooled me. Again.

He shot her. He fucking shot her!

“She’s dead,” I admit hoarsely, desperately wishing the words scraping from my throat weren’t true. But it’s like a veil’s been placed in front of me to torture me, forcing my mind to repeatedly see the moment she took her last breath, and I wish more than anything I could unsee it. Because, God, it’s too awful to bear—too excruciating.

I can only imagine the horrible things she suffered under that bastard’s hands. And I have to go on knowing they were all piled on top of the blow I delivered first.

“No! No! That had to have been staged. She can’t be gone!” Ryan turns to denial to cope. But if I’ve learned anything in my life, it’s that the worst-case scenario is usually what’s real, what’s absolute. It’s a foregone conclusion, and everything leading up to it is like a damn tease—a taunt of what will never be yours.

I slowly look at the broken man beside me, seeing a sad reflection of myself. 

Of anyone, he’s the one closest to knowing my pain. But even with everything he feels and how intensely he might feel it, I’ve felt it more—probably two seconds before, and two times more deeply. 

Because no one loved Hannah like I did. Like I do. And where he gets to hold on to her last words and cherish them, I get to hold on to what she didn’t say—and that makes my pain so much worse, so much more debilitating.

Swaying on my knees, I screw my lids tight, trying one more time to squeeze out my current reality as my ribs compress, feeling like the weight of a thousand elephants is bearing down on them. Like they’ve been cracked wide open, and my heart has been ripped clear from my chest.

It’s a pain like no other.

I tug on the collar of my shirt as if it can stop the constriction in my throat. Eyes welling, everything goes in and out of focus around me, all of it blurring except for the memory of her last words.

She said she loved him—him. Loved him.

I never even considered that Ryan might’ve already replaced me, that he’d claimed Hannah’s heart before I could tell her the truth about Gabby, about being drugged. But he did. He fucking already did.

Sinking my fingers in my hair, I fist it, needing to get out of this nightmare. I tug and tug and tug and tug—but it’s just not working. I’m not waking up.

My fist flies before I have the chance to think better of it. It punches the cement below, needing to purge the unfairness of it all. 

Once. Twice. Three times. 

I feel the crunch, my skin breaking as the force reverberates up my forearm into my shoulder. It gives me a place to shift my pain—at least temporarily. It turns it into something more bearable, something I can physically punish, like I’m somehow making amends. 

So I punch it again. 

And again. 

And again.

“Stop.” Ryan’s weak voice barely finds my ears as I continue pummelling my enemy, relishing in the release. “Stop,” he repeats. But I don’t listen. I can’t. It’s the only way to purge the pain of losing her.

Punch.

Punch.

“Stop!” he barks, shoving hard at my shoulder, launching me onto my side. “That won’t bring her back!” His voice fractures, and his breathing stutters. “Nothing will.”

With nothing left but the sharp cut of his words slicing deep in my chest, I heavily roll to my back, flatten my palms over my face, and fight a war against my emotions, struggling to contain them.

I keep getting hit with the image of Hannah’s face—battered and bruised—the gunshot ringing out as her head slumps forward, tangled brown hair spilling around her.

It nearly breaks me.

“We thought we were close,” Ryan speaks again, his anguish bleeding through every word. “But he played us. He can’t get away with this.”

I scrub my hands over my face, feeling my resolve spill over into my veins—right before my need for revenge throws a match on it. 

And so help me, I let it burn.

“You’re right.” Turning over, I push up on two unsteady legs, staggering slightly before righting myself.

An eye for an eye. A life for a life.

Ryan looks up at me with bloodshot eyes. “Where are you going?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’m sure as hell not sitting around here, waiting for the cops to do something. If they had, Hannah would still be alive, and we wouldn’t be falling apart on the damn floor. I’m taking matters into my own hands.”

He surges to his feet and swipes at his face. “Not without me, you’re not.” 

I scoff, eyeing the pretty boy Hannah fell in love with. 

The ache in my jaw is a solid reminder that he knows how to throw a left hook, but there’s no way he’s willing to go to the lengths I’m willing to.

“When I find him, it’s not for a slap on the wrist. He won’t be walking away from this.” And he won’t. If I find him, the only way he’s leaving is in a body bag, bled out like the fucking mangled heart he left me with. 

“Then stop teasing me with your words and let’s go get him. Because if I have my way, he won’t be breathing either.”








TWO

RYAN

I’M PISSED. PISSED AT every hell Hannah had to go through. Pissed that someone stole her from me. And even more pissed at myself for not saving her when she was right there in front of me. I’m ashamed to admit I feel nothing but hatred and disgust—a rage like I’ve never known, and it’s choking the grief I refuse to feel. Because if I lose the anger, I have to face the emptiness of losing her. And I’m not ready for that.

I want justice—justice for Hannah, for me, for everyone who has to live without her. Because without her here, everything is ugly. Stripped of colour. Cast in shadows. There’s a heavy cloud that no amount of tears can wash away. And now…now I’ll only ever get to experience the beauty she brought to this world—her love—through the last words she spoke to me.

I scrub a hand over my jaw as my eyes burn, struggling to tear them from the picture of her—her wide grin, the couple of terriers licking her face. She was so happy that day, when I took her to the pet shelter to volunteer. I can still hear her laugh, smell her perfume, feel every touch. That’s when I knew—I was completely gone for anyone else.

Fuck, why does life have to be so fucking cruel?

I finally got the love I’d always wanted, only to have it ripped away seconds later. Hannah loved me the way I loved her—but it was too late. That fragile thread, the start of our relationship, was ripped away the instant she died.

And now I’m unravelling.

I glance around my room, the walls I swear are closing in on me, and wrinkle my nose at the stench of stale coffee and old food—reminders that I haven’t slept or eaten since she died. I can’t stop thinking about all the times we shared, every stolen touch, even the smallest ones. A brush of my fingers. A hug. A kiss.

I’d take anything I could get.

Every time we spent together, she burrowed herself deeper inside my chest. Every laugh. Every smile. She found her way into a place I never knew existed—somewhere uncharted, untouched. I was a high school boy again, infatuated with his first crush.

Honestly, from the moment I first laid eyes on her, I was so infatuated with her I was willing to wait for a miracle. In the beginning, I thought I was about to get one. Then she made it perfectly clear she’d chosen someone else, and I realized my time for miracles had come and gone. It was a fantasy I had to let go.

But I couldn’t. Before her, I didn’t know what it felt like to fall—the pounding heart, the exhilaration, the weightlessness. Once my feet were firmly planted on the other side of the line that separated friendship from love, I knew there was no going back. My heart had already found its home. And it didn’t want to be anywhere else.

I’ve had plenty of girlfriends before, but I’d never felt a fraction of what I felt for her. Every minute we spent together, I needed to be closer—not only in proximity but in something deeper. I wanted to be more than just friends, more than lovers. I wanted everything. I wanted to completely own her heart, the way she’d already owned mine. When she kissed me for the first time, it only cemented what I knew to be true—that I was lost in a freefall, and I was terrified I wouldn’t survive it. Because I needed more. I needed her to fall, too.

What if she wasn’t ready to let go of Gavin, the man always standing between us? What if she wasn’t ready to move on—care for me the way I needed her to?

But during these past several weeks, I could feel the shift, the turning point telling me she was ready. She’d worked through Gavin’s betrayal. Accepted it. She healed the scars it left behind and opened her heart up to me like I’d hoped. She trusted me the way she’d trusted him. Only with me, her faith will never be taken for granted.

When I saw her on that screen two days ago, I knew my world was about to be thrown off its axis. What I didn’t know was how or to what extent. I didn’t know that I’d finally get to experience the thrill of hearing those three magical words for the first time, only to have the chance of hearing them ever again ripped away from me a second later.

That asshole stole everything. He never gave a shit about who he ruined. And I won’t let him walk away from this, let him live on his own terms. Not when my world is in pieces. I want him to suffer for what he’s done. Slowly. I want to steal this bastard’s last breath, the way he stole hers.

I’m willing to accept the consequences of my actions, but is he? Or will he cower the second he’s not the one holding all the power?

He’s a coward—a fucking coward who doesn’t deserve to exist if Hannah can’t be here. She’s the one who should still be breathing, not him. She should be here with me. So why isn’t she? Why does someone so despicable get to live and experience life? When all of that has been taken away from someone so innocent?

I miss her—God, do I miss her.

I can’t stop the silence from being haunted by her ghost, and I don’t know if I’ll ever reconcile her death in my mind. It hurts too damn much. I can’t imagine a world without Hannah in it, and I sure as hell am not ready to walk through it without her. But that’s what I have to do. I have to move forward—pretend I’m not hollow.

And I’m not the only one.

Gavin has to live knowing Hannah died without ever hearing the truth. It’s a weight he’ll carry for the rest of his life—one that will never be lifted.

After he told me what really happened, the anger I had toward the guy faded a lot. He was still an ass for leaving her, but he had no control over what followed. Despite my general dislike of him as a person, pushing jealousy aside, he did love her. And just like me, he’s lost without her.

I keep replaying the livestream in my head, painfully combing over everything I remember for answers. My gut tells me there’s a hidden clue there somewhere—somewhere in the background, somewhere in my memory—but I just haven’t found it yet.

The problem with the feed, though, is there’s no video to replay—nothing to confirm or deny anything we say about Matt. There’s only the projector and the desperate testimonies of two heartbroken men. 

So far, there isn’t a body to confirm Hannah’s death, and the knowledge of this has me grasping onto the possibility that things might not be as they seem. 

I know what I saw. I know what I heard. But there’s still a part of me that clings to the insane hope she’s out there. Somewhere. It’s the only way I know how to survive—by burying myself in anything but grief.

Once I get put in that hole, I’m scared I’ll never claw my way out.








THREE

HANNAH

MY LASHES FLUTTER AGAINST my cheeks as a bright white glow forces my eyes open. Squinting, I shield myself from the worst of it as the flickering light above comes into focus, followed by the hard surface beneath me. It’s smooth and cool to the touch—metal.

Groggily, I pivot my head to the side.

Where am I? And how did I get here? 

Memories trickle in—Matt getting shot, Gabby turning the gun on me. The hit. The bang. The blood. 

My blood.

Patting my chest, I expect to feel agonizing pain, dampness—anything. But there’s nothing.

I tuck my chin to look down. Dried blood paints the front of my white cover-up, melding it to my skin. I tug at the fabric, but it pinches. When it finally releases, I lift it above my bikini top to take a good look. 

I run my hand over my torso and stomach, trying to find the wound that should be there, but there is none. Confusion seeps in, cold as ice water in my veins, as I rub the stiff material between my fingers. 

This is blood—isn’t it?

I lift the material up to my nose. There’s the pungent, coppery scent I expected, but also…paint. Baffled, I scrunch my face and let it fall back into place. 

What the hell is going on?

The air is thick and stale, clogging my nose as I push up on my elbows, slowly sitting up. I swing my legs over the side of the table, and the room spins like a carnival ride. I sway, woozy. I force my eyes wide to focus on a spot on the floor as warmth creeps up my neck, bringing a cool sheen of sweat. 

My stomach churns, and I pitch forward to throw up. But with God knows how many hours since I last ate, there’s very little to come up. After several unproductive heaves, I spit out a small amount of bile and grimace at the foul taste. While smacking my lips and tongue, I take inventory of the rest of me.
 
At the point where the base of my skull meets the top of my neck, there’s a large, throbbing lump beneath my hair, matted and sticky with more blood. 

A flashback of Gabby swinging the heel of a gun resurfaces, and at least I remember where that came from.

Bringing my hands around to my face, I can feel a spattering of speckled blood.

Matt’s.

I dry heave again, remembering the moment it painted me. The loud bang of the gun. The gurgling sound in the back of his throat. The splat when it hit me. I frantically slap away what I can as I choke on a sob, hissing when the pads of my fingers scrape a large gash beneath my eye.

The skin around it is puffy and tender to the touch. 

More dried blood trails down my cheek, meeting my split lip. It’s pillowy, too. But thankfully, not nearly as swollen as my eye. 

I continue scanning my body, again seeing the stained cover-up but also a massive bruise spreading over my shoulder—black, blue, purple, and yellow bleeding into one another.

It must be from dislocating it when I fell.

With my head swirling in a strange fog, I use my flattened hands to shift on my bottom, feeling my muscles tighten in protest. They’re achy and stiff, not ready to test out another change in altitude, but I ignore them. I take advantage of the lack of restraints and climb down, leaving the table that’s functioning as my bed.

Despite the fairly warm temperature in the room, I shiver when my feet hit the floor. It’s cold. Cement. My toes dig into the coarse surface when weakness floods into my limbs, and I struggle to stay balanced. Every movement drains me. 

My heart throws itself into a frenzy, warning me it’s too much, too soon. 

I do a full sweep of the small area. The outer corner walls match the concrete floor, and the inner walls are roughly drywalled with unfinished seams. A small, wooden-framed window, only large enough to let light in, sits at the top of the back wall, above the table. In the middle of the opposite wall, there’s a brown slab door—my only way out. 

I try the knob.

Locked.

It’s what I expected, but I let out a huff of disappointment.

There has to be a way to get this open.

Installed backward, the tiny pinhole of the privacy lock is facing inward. My eyes scroll around the room for anything I can use, anything pointy enough to jimmy the lock. But it’s entirely empty besides the stainless steel bed.

I try to think back to all the TV shows and movies I’ve watched with this same scenario. 

What did they use?

Where did they find it?

My first thought is a bobby pin, but I didn’t put any in my hair. I have nothing that could double as a pushpin except—

I tug my cover-up over my head. 

Knowing now isn’t the time to worry about modesty, I untie the strings of my top and feel along the fabric for the underwire. I gnaw like a rodent until it tears—again and again—until I have both pieces.

“Yes!” I yip, but then slap a hand over my mouth, not ready to face Gabby just yet.

I quickly pull out the curved metal pieces and stick them between my teeth while I re-tie my top. Careful not to knock them free, I slide my cover-up back over my head and pull it in place, leaving no sign that anything has changed. 

I rip my contraband from my mouth and ram one of them in the hole, pushing and jiggling until I feel a click. 

A wave of relief rolls over me. 

I’m just about to turn the knob when it turns on its own. I stumble back, watching with horror as the door swings in.

“You’re more resourceful than I thought.” Gabby’s eyes narrow on the metal wire stuck in the door, then on the one still in my hand. She raises a brow, her mouth tipping with something between amusement and respect. “You thought of the one thing I didn’t consider.”

“You better get used to it. I’m full of surprises.” I don’t know why I feel the need to taunt her, to test her limits, considering the position she’s put me in. But I can’t seem to help myself.

“I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

“Yes, we will.”

We stare each other down, the air crackling with contempt. Then Gabby’s mouth twists into a serpentine smile as she holds her palm out in front of her.

“You don’t think I’m letting you keep that, do you?” 

“I was hoping,” I say frankly.

She wiggles her fingers expectantly.
 
“This is my ticket out of that door.” I curl my fingers tighter around the wire until it nearly cuts in. “So either you show me something to change my mind, or I’m walking out of here.” 

Despite knowing better, I keep provoking her, knowing she didn’t hesitate to kill Matt, but I’ve reached my limit. I’m tired of playing the role of victim. 

Physically, we’re evenly matched. But if Gabby really thinks that I have no fight left in me, I’m more than ready to show her otherwise.

She rolls her eyes and reaches behind her back, pulling out my incentive, the only thing that would make me hand over my chance at freedom. My throat locks mid-swallow. Bravado gone. When she aims the barrel at my forehead, my pulse thunders, rattling my teeth.

“Does this change anything?” she asks, quirking her brow, daring me to try her.

I chew on the inside of my lip. 

“I just wanted to see what my options were. Now that I know…” I cautiously step forward, dropping the underwire doubling as a pathetic homemade shiv into her hand. 

She laughs. “What were you going to do with this? Claw my eyes out?”

“If I had to.”

She stares at me again as if sizing me up. 

“You’re not at all what I expected. You must have given Matt quite the fight.” 

“You haven’t seen anything yet.”

“I look forward to it,” Gabby smirks, turning to leave. When her hand grasps the doorknob, she hesitates, then spins back around, not done with our salty banter yet. “Where was this spunk when I stole Gavin? Wasn’t he worth the fight?”
 
“No, he wasn’t,” I say evenly. Bitterly. But even after everything he’s done, the judgement doesn’t sit right. It pinches my lungs so hard I have to rub the centre of my chest. I opt to ignore it, but it’s becoming increasingly clear I’ll have plenty of time in the future to analyze the feeling. Steeling my voice, I add, “He’s all yours.”

“He is, isn’t he?” Her grin stretches wider, overly pleased with herself.

“Yeah, he is. So why the hell am I here? You two can go ride off into the sunset for all I care. I’m with Ryan now. I want to be with him.”

“This is payment for what you put me through. For stealing what was mine.” 

“I’ve already paid it. Now let me go!” 

Her tongue clicks before she laughs darkly, the sound sending a chill down my spine.

“You’ve only just begun.” 

She tips her head, almost curious, like she’s imagining all the ways she can break me.

“I may have changed my mind about killing you…for now. But that’s only because you’re the best supporting actor of the show. Don’t worry, though, you’ll learn your lines soon enough.”








FOUR

GAVIN

IT’S BEEN OVER A week, and the police are no closer to finding Hannah. There are no traces of the video Ryan and I both saw. No other witnesses. No fingerprints. No blood. Not a fucking thing to help them track down where Matt had taken her, and I’m losing my damn mind, having to sit here and twiddle my thumbs while he’s out there, smugly getting away with murder. 

If it weren’t for the detective’s detailed threat, outlining all the ways he’ll be watching me, making my life hell if I interfere, I’d be out there right now, doing what I promised to do—go biblical on the piece of shit, making sure Hannah gets avenged. 

An eye for an eye.

But like every other time Matt does something unthinkable, he’s getting off free and clear, without so much as a slap on the wrist, or anything to make him question doing it again. 

It’s getting sadly predictable at this point. 

He’s like fucking Houdini—escaping every time. One perfect illusion, and he’s added to the growing list of the wrongfully acquitted. Smiling. Waving his middle finger in the air. Saluting the joke we call a justice system, while laughing at how easily he fooled them all.

Even with the undeniable fact that his disappearance is questionable, no one’s even batting an eye. No one’s suspicious that there have been multiple charges brought against him by Hannah—assault, obsessive behaviour. All because every single one of them has been swept under the rug by shitbag lawyers, proving the theory that as long as your pockets are lined in green, your “innocence” can always be bought.

If only victims could buy theirs back as easily.

With no signs of foul play, it’s as if Hannah vanished into thin air. She’s now a missing person, thrown into the pile with thousands of others who disappeared without a trace, never to be seen again.

It’s why I’m having such a hard time pressing this damn button. 

Shortly after Ryan and I gave our statements, Hannah’s parents started calling. They’ve left countless messages, asking if what they’re being told is true. They wondered why I hadn’t contacted them and begged me to give them something—something to make this all a lie. 

They’re desperate. 

Terrified of the worst. 

Though every time they call, I can’t bring myself to answer. 

Guilt for not protecting the woman I love keeps me from picking up. The truth weighs heavy on my hand. Because I know they weren’t given all the details, and it’s up to me to tell them. 

But how do I tell them that the hope they’re grasping onto, the belief they’ll find their missing daughter alive, is impossible? That she was murdered while I watched in horror? 

Yet despite the unthinkable situation I’ve been put in, I know I can’t avoid it forever. They need to know the truth. 

They need to know she’s gone. 

Slouching into the pillowy back of the sofa for support, I force my fingers to make the dreaded call, struggling to hold back my own emotions as it connects. 

Only seconds separate me from destroying their world, too. 

After one ring, Richard Coleman’s gruff voice hastily answers, “Gavin? Tell me you know where she is!”

My eyes brim, but I can’t let the tears fall. I need to be strong. 

For Hannah. For the Colemans. 

For me.

I always need to be strong. 

Clearing my throat, I struggle to find my voice but manage to scrape out, “I’m sorry, Richard. I—can we meet somewhere? I don’t think we should talk about this over the phone.”

“I need to know now,” Richard pleads, breaking me down with every word. “Whatever you have to say, I have to hear it.” 

My throat tightens. 

“Gavin?”

“I’m sorry…but she’s been shot, sir. Matt shot her.”

A gruelling silence stretches on—each second strangling. But then he finally chokes out, “How can you say that? The police said—”

“It’s a story they’re giving you because they couldn’t find her. But Ryan and I… We both saw it happen.”

“How? If you saw it, then where is she? Which hospital? Dammit, Gavin, tell me where she is!”

“She’s—she’s dead, Richard. Matt killed her.”

His breath catches, and I swear I can hear the sound of his heart breaking before the line goes quiet again.

Several more seconds pass, and I begin to wonder if he’s hung up. Then, a faint shuffling resonates through the speaker. 

“Gavin?” Hannah’s mother, Emily, takes the phone, her voice begging—frantic. “What did you just tell Richard?” she presses.

“Matt…shot Hannah.” My voice breaks at the end, my emotions shredding my composure. “She’s gone. I’m so sorry. I’m so deeply sorry.”

A raw, agonizing sob rips from her throat as time stands still. I listen helplessly to her cries through the earpiece, allowing them to rip me apart from the inside out. 

Eyes burning, I tamp down a shudder as my bottom lip quivers. “Emily?” 

She composes herself enough that she can speak. “That—that can’t be true. The police… They said she’s missing.”

I hate myself for being the one to deny the hope she’s been given, but I can’t let her hold on to the lie. 

“Ryan and I both saw it happen.”

“Then why didn’t you help her? Why didn’t you help our daughter?” Her voice is pleading—accusing. 

She doesn’t think I tried?

A rush of air escapes me, and I crumble under the unbelievable weight of her words. 

Emily blames me.

She thinks I let this happen.

The self-hatred is something I’ll always have to live with. But I tried. I tried so damn hard to find her. 

I push down the self-deprecating thoughts, needing to assure her, yet my voice breaks, hammered with self-doubt. 

“I did everything I could.” 

“I don’t believe you. She can’t—” Emily gasps, stifling another wail. “She has to be out there. Somewhere. You’re mistaken.” 

“I wish that were true. But I saw—”

“No! I don’t believe you!” she cuts me off. “Hannah can’t be dead. The police say she’s missing. Missing, Gavin! How can you be so cruel?”

“I’m not trying to be cruel,” I plead. “I thought you’d want to—”

“They will find her. They will find Hannah. Don’t you ever call us again!” The line goes dead, and it’s followed by a slow, pulsing beep. I stare at the darkened screen in my hand, numb. 

“Will they ever forgive me? Will you?” I speak to the empty room, my voice catching, wondering if Hannah can hear me.

Leaning forward, I brace on my elbows and cup my face in my hands. 

“Come back to me. Please. I can’t breathe without you,” I repeat the words that were somewhat of a mantra between us, a raw representation of what we meant to each other.

As if to magnify the truthfulness of them, my lungs lurch in my chest, shuddering before a few tears finally manage to fall. 

“Please help me breathe.”








FIVE

GAVIN

SURROUNDED BY DARKNESS, I sit where my sanctuary once was. I watch sand slip through my fingers, carried by the wind. Just like the woman I loved, it drifts on the breeze—taken to a place I’ll never be able to go, floating away as if I never held it at all.

I used to rely on the crashing waves in front of me to wash away my troubles. I’d let them roll past me. I’d listen to their ebb and flow, take comfort in the calming white noise. Use them to focus, to find answers whenever I needed to sift through my head. Now, the roar only sounds harsh. Admonishing. It rumbles over me, reminding me of what I’ve lost, without offering any more clarity or comfort than I came with.

Two seconds—that’s all it took for Hannah’s life to be taken. 

Two minutes of watching it fade away.

Two hours before the cops left the storage unit. 

And now, two more weeks have gone by, and I can’t bear the pain anymore. 

I watched her die.

I watched her fucking die.

And although I’m still breathing, I died right along with her.

I’m not living. I’m going through the motions—from morning to night, day to day, week to week. Depression’s hollowed me out, and I don’t know how to break the cycle.

Anger. Injustice. I’m fluent in those. They can be solved with a fist or venom-filled lips.

Grief, though?

My heart may be shaped like it’s ready to fight, but it’s already taken too many blows.

That’s why Ryan watches me, follows me around like a babysitter follows a child. He waits for the crash after the tantrum, then scolds me like he’s doing any better. 

I reach for a shell and toss it into the water, hearing the tiny splash before it’s swallowed by a much bigger one. It’s ironic—how much we have in common—because when Hannah died, I very much felt the same. Like I was being swallowed. Drowned. That’s why I had to dam everything up. I needed time before I grieved. Even now, I’m not ready to face it. Yet Ryan wants me to think back to the livestream and relive it?

I can’t do it.

My mind’s already blocked the nightmare because it’s too damn much.

I promised to protect Hannah. I promised I wouldn’t let Matt hurt her again. I failed her—again and again. Then I crushed her more by sleeping with another woman. My lies paved a road I can’t come back from, and I can’t just wish it away. The betrayal. I can’t just make it all better. Being drugged doesn’t erase the fact that I put myself in that situation—one that could’ve easily been avoided. Now I have nothing left.

I grab another shell—this one larger, this one a bigger splash. I keep hoping to distract myself, even though it’s time my heart accepts what my brain already knows. But it’s one stubborn son of a bitch, and it refuses to let go.

It keeps telling me she’s still here, still breathing, still loving me the way I love her—truthfully, deeply, and completely.

The salt air stings my eyes, the wind tangling my hair.

She was my everything. With her, I knew the path I wanted to take. It led to a blissful future where she was mine, and I was undeniably hers. Now, where do I go from here? How do I deal with the memories every time they rush in and pull me under?

It’s like they’re coming in with the tide.

And they’re crushing.

There’s not a second I don’t miss her. She didn’t deserve the life she was dealt. She was hunted. Stolen. And as long as Matt walks free, there’s no justice. His freedom says her life meant nothing. But she’ll always live and breathe in every one of my thoughts—never far, never gone.

She lives beneath my skin. In my soul. She was the future I finally had at my fingertips. Someday, I wanted her to be my wife, the mother of my children. I wanted to grow old with her. By my side. Now I can only dream about what could’ve been because Matt killed that life.

Hell, it hurts to think about it. Because she’s still such an enormous part of me. Everything feels upside down—where the good die too soon, and the guilty are left to wreak havoc on the rest of us. 

I’ll never understand why life has to be so hard, though I’m told to accept it. Learn from it. Grow from it.

I finally push up to stand, brushing the sand off my shorts, then stare at the endless dark sky.

You know what I learned from the almost quarter of a century I’ve lived? Every hardship thrown my way? Every hell I’ve endured?

Life can fucking suck. 








SIX

GAVIN

IN THIRTY MINUTES, I’M supposed to be on the field for my morning drills, to keep the Bruins team spirit alive. But I’m finding it hard to give two sweet shits about that, and I’m not even sure I’ll go.



OEBPS/images/DeeplyBrokenLogo.png
Broken





OEBPS/images/DeeplyBrokenCover.jpg
The torture was meant to break her, but it was the truth that
made her heart bleed.

‘






OEBPS/BebasNeue.otf


OEBPS/Portmanteau_Regular.otf


