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Preface

Stories don’t end when the last word is typed. They linger—shadows in the corners of memory, whispers between the lines. For me, every book is less a finished work and more a door left cracked, its hinge groaning long after I walk away.

Final Chapter began as another idea scrawled in the dark, another “what if” that clawed until I set it loose. But somewhere along the way, the lines blurred. The horror I wrote on the page started pressing against my own life, demanding more than fiction usually asks of me.

This story’s roots stretch back further than most of my others. It was first written in 2012, no more than a fifteen-page quick story—raw, fast, unfinished. In 2018, I picked it up again, determined to expand its bones with deeper depth and broader scope. I managed three chapters before setting it aside, and it was swallowed into my scrap folder while new projects—the Darkness series, Simple, and others—took hold of my attention. But this one never let go. It lingered in the dark corners of my thoughts, scratching, whispering, demanding to be told.

For years it gnawed at me, until I finally pulled it from the depths and laid it back on the page. I always knew how it would play out, always saw the path its story wanted to take. It was only a matter of time before I surrendered, before I put it in ink.

This book is as much about family as it is about fear. It’s about the weight of success, the dangers of being seen too clearly, and the uneasy truth that the stories we invent sometimes refuse to stay where we put them.

Whether you read it as suspense, as reflection, or as a glimpse into the thin veil between a writer’s imagination and his reality, I ask only this: step carefully. Because once you open these pages, you may find the story doesn’t want to let you go.




Chapter 1


Kneeling low behind the rust-eaten barrel, I dare not move. The metal reeks of old rain and rot, its surface pitted with decades of neglect. My knees grind into the splintered planks of the attic floor, each jagged edge biting through denim, stinging skin. I ignore the pain because pain is nothing compared to the terror pressing down on me now. Every ounce of focus, every nerve in my body, is fixed on the shadow creeping closer.

It stretches long across the half-finished rafters, distorted and broken by the faint ribbon of light slipping through a crack in the boards. That sliver of light turns him into something less than human, more like a nightmare stretched thin and tall against the wood. The man is near. Too near.

I clamp down on my breath until my lungs scream for air, willing myself silent, praying the rise and fall of my chest doesn’t give me away. My palms are slick, sweat pouring from them, my fingers twitching against the rim of the barrel as though they want to claw through it. Droplets slide from my hairline, burning my eyes, blurring the world. The air up here is suffocating—stale, heavy, a furnace sealed shut with no escape.

My heart hammers inside my chest, wild, desperate, slamming against my ribs like it wants to break free. The prickle of panic curls inside me, thick and black as smoke, clawing up my throat. My head spins, the edges of my vision tightening, my throat closing like a fist has gripped it. Calm down, calm down, get it together, I whisper inside my mind, but the words are paper-thin, brittle things, ripped apart by the storm raging inside me.

Adrenaline surges anyway, cold and hot all at once, flooding my veins, burning my muscles. The choice claws at me: fight or die. There’s no middle ground, not anymore.

The shadow halts. For a heartbeat, silence reigns. Then—metal screams across wood. The barrel jerks aside with terrifying ease, the screech echoing like nails down a chalkboard. He’s found me. My cover is gone. I am raw. Exposed.

The man towers over me, massive, faceless. The hood of his black sweater is drawn low, swallowing his features in shadow. He doesn’t grunt, doesn’t breathe like a normal man—he is too quiet, too fluid, like something not bound by flesh. His arm shoots down with inhuman precision.

In one motion, he snatches me up as though I weigh nothing. Six feet tall, a solid one-eighty, years of my own strength behind me—yet in his grip I’m nothing but a rag doll, a child’s toy caught in a giant’s hand. His strength is monstrous, unnatural, and it terrifies me more than the hooded face I can’t see.

He hoists me high, then hurls me like I’m nothing more than a sack of grain tossed from a truck bed. My body smashes into the corner of the room, the unfinished wall catching my skull with a sickening crack. Stars explode in my vision, bursting like fireworks behind my eyelids, my sight fracturing into shards of light and shadow.

I fight to gather myself, clawing for control, for focus. The attic spins around me, but I blink hard, forcing clarity, forcing sight. My gaze drags across the dark space, searching for anything, any anchor, any weapon.

There—in the far corner—two wooden sawhorses stand like skeletal frames, their sharp lines jutting into the shadows. And beside them, gleaming even in the dim, dusty light, rests a chainsaw. Its teeth catch the sliver of light, glinting like a predator’s smile.

He follows my eyes. He knows.

A low dread coils in my stomach, twisting like barbed wire as he steps forward. Each footfall rattles through the wooden planks, the vibrations shivering into my bones. He’s closing in—slow, deliberate, a predator tightening the circle before the kill.

Blood trickles down my temple, warm and sticky, threading through the sweat that already drenches my skin. The sting burns my eye, but I shove the pain aside. Pain is nothing compared to the primal scream inside me that demands survival.

His towering figure looms over me, blotting out what little light creeps in from the cracks above. Instinct fires before thought can catch up. My leg jerks forward, heel aimed with every shred of strength left in me. It slams into his groin.

For the first time, the man falters. He folds halfway, silent but twisted, his body betraying the pain he refuses to voice. That crack in his armor is all I need.

I hurl myself across the floor, stumbling, half-blind, driven by desperation more than strength. My palms skid over the rough planks, splinters stabbing skin, until they slam against cold metal. The chainsaw.

Fingers trembling, I yank the cord. Once. Twice. The machine coughs, sputters. My heart surges with each failure, sweat spraying from my brow. Three times—nothing. Behind me, he straightens. His breath—silent. His footsteps—closing. The distance shrinks with a predator’s certainty.

On the fourth pull, the machine roars awake. The scream of the engine fills the attic, a jagged thunder that rattles the rafters, the vibration tearing up through my arms.

I lift it high, the weight trembling in my grip, but my will is steel. He lunges, shadow and flesh colliding with fury, and I swing.

The steel teeth catch and bite, tearing into his shoulder. The chainsaw chews through flesh and bone, ripping it nearly to the core. His arm dangles grotesquely, tethered only by a strip of skin stretched thin, straining like torn fabric in a storm.

Sound erupts from him at last. A scream. Raw. Guttural. It doesn’t belong to a man. It’s a beast’s howl, ripped from the depths of something feral. The noise swells and crashes, filling the attic, vibrating the air itself until dust rains down from the beams above.

He staggers backward, blood spraying in thick arcs, painting the air, soaking his clothes until they shine black. Each step shakes the floorboards. Each roar shakes the marrow in my bones.

I don’t hesitate. I drop the saw—it clatters, snarling on the floor—and sprint for the trapdoor set into the boards. I wrench it open, wood groaning under my grip, and plant one foot on the ladder below.

Then I freeze.

Something in me forces my head to turn, to look back at him.

He sways like a giant tree just before it falls. His body leaks red rivers, his knees buckle, but he refuses to collapse. He stumbles closer to the window. Closer still. Within four feet of it, blood dripping in heavy splats across the floorboards. Teetering on the brink.

A rage rises in me, raw and consuming, boiling up from someplace deeper than thought. Rage for what he has done, for what he almost took from me. It roars through my veins hotter than fear, hotter than pain.

I surge forward, every muscle burning, vision narrowing to a single point, and slam into his back with all my weight.

His body lifts—weightless for a split second—then sails. The glass erupts around him with an explosive shatter, shards spraying out like icy rain caught in a windstorm. The sound splinters the attic into chaos, a violent percussion of breaking and release.

The impact below thunders up through the air, a dull, meaty crash that rattles my bones. A beat later comes the tinkling scatter of glass as it settles against the floor, a sound like hail hammering rooftops in a sudden summer storm.

His body rolls, limp and awkward, tumbling down the backyard incline. Gravity catches him, relentless, hurling him over the cliff’s edge. Then he’s gone, swallowed by distance.

I bolt down the ladder, my boots slamming against the rungs, and sprint through the half-built house, walls unfinished and echoing like a hollow drum. The open-air hits me like a slap. My lungs drag in ragged gulps of breath as I skid to the cliff’s edge.

Below, the river churns in violent rapids, foaming and snarling, a living thing tearing at itself. His dark figure bobs in the current, rolling like driftwood, carried away into the depths.

It is over. At last, it is over. The monster who hunted me, who wrapped me in his silence and shadow, is swallowed by the water. The river claims him, dragging him into its eternal current.

The River of Souls has taken him.

The End.

 

Leaning back in my chair, I stare at the computer screen. The glow casts the room in cold light, the only thing keeping the shadows at bay. My eyes lock on the blinking cursor that sits after the words, The End.

Another one in the books. This one took me six long months—five and a half months of silence, of staring at a blank screen that refused to come alive, and half a month of feverish, sleepless nights where the words poured out as though they’d been waiting to punish me for keeping them locked away.

I tap the keys, the sound echoing sharp in the quiet room, and tab down two more lines. The moment hangs there, heavy, final. The silence after the storm.

Time to put my name stamp on it.

My fingers hover over the keyboard, lingering before striking the letters, deliberate and slow, each keystroke feeling like a chisel against stone.

John Riley – 2025.

The name stares back at me, stark against the page, black letters on white, a stamp of finality that feels more like a question. It’s a reminder that the story is finished, yes, but the ghosts it carries will never really leave. They linger between the lines, whispering in the quiet, daring me to believe the work is truly done when I know better. Stories don’t end—they haunt.

There we go, I think. This one is officially done. Minus the editing, and my proofreading. The thought drifts through my head with the same hollow satisfaction you feel after closing a door you know you’ll have to open again. The latch clicks, but you already know your hand will be back on the knob.

Clicking the save icon, I hear the soft metallic ding echo through the still room, louder than it should be, like the sound is bouncing off bare walls instead of plaster and paint. My hand slides to the mouse, opening a new email. The white of the screen burns against my tired eyes, harsh and unyielding, while I drag the file into the body of the message.

Off to the editor you go, I tell myself. The words are silent, but they settle heavy in my chest. In the subject field, I type a single word—completed—and just sit there staring at it. The word doesn’t feel final. It never does. Nothing ever does.

With a long, measured breath, I click send, and watch as the file vanishes into the ether, carried off into the internet’s endless dark. A digital message in a bottle, cast into waters I’ll never see, hoping it washes up on the right shore.

This one is special to me. The first few I wrote belonged in the novella category—quick bursts of story, flashes of fire enough to scratch the itch but never enough to fully drain it. This is different. This one crosses a line. It stretches its bones long, sprawling past two hundred pages, past three, running beyond five hundred. A full-bodied beast, not just a shadow of one.

My last book, Carnage of Hounds, clawed its way into the hands of more than one hundred thousand readers, just like the last seven before it. The number still stuns me when I let myself linger on it. A hundred thousand. I’ve gathered around eighty thousand fans who stick with me, loyal as old dogs that refuse to leave the porch light, always waiting for the next story. The other twenty thousand—they drift like ghosts. Some pick up a book and hold it close, others let it fall away, and when one fades into silence, another takes their place. That balance keeps the wheel turning. Always.

Of all my novels, there is only one that didn’t land the way I had hoped. Road of Weary. The critics sharpened their teeth on it the second it hit shelves, tearing it apart piece by piece. They called the ending a betrayal, said the storyline staggered under its own weight, that I wavered too many ways and let the indecision bleed onto the page. Their words left scars I pretended not to feel, but I did. Every one of them.

The story was about a woman and her daughter being kidnapped. Toward the end, they clawed their way out, broken nails and raw throats, tasting freedom in gulps, their lungs filling with air that felt too sweet to be real. For a heartbeat, it looked like salvation waited for them on the other side of the page. A clean horizon. A sunrise worth believing in.

But then I twisted the knife.

The killer found them again. He killed the man who tried to save them—snuffed out that brief flicker of hope like pinching a candle flame. Then he turned on the woman and her daughter. No redemption. No miracle. No cavalry storming in at the last minute. Just blood, silence, and a door closing with finality. The killer walked away, never caught, his shadow stretching across the last line like a scar you can’t scrub away.

Critics were merciless, sharpening their knives the moment it hit shelves. And the public—the ones who did read it—didn’t like it either. The numbers told the story clearer than I ever could. Readers who might have picked it up backed away the second they saw the ratings bleeding across the page. The book sold less than twenty percent of what my newest titles bring in. It stung deeper than I cared to admit, deeper than I wanted anyone to know. After those reviews, I made myself a promise: that was the last time I would ever let the bad guy win.

In between my full-length novels, I’ve built an ongoing series titled Agent Benedict. It follows an FBI agent and the daily missions he’s forced to endure, each case darker than the last, each villain more twisted than the one before. That series breathes Atlanta—big city, bright lights, and shadows that stretch longer than the skyscrapers themselves.

But one thing has always remained constant in my novels outside the series: every story is grounded here, in the area we call home—Baldwin County, Alabama.

The book I just finished closed on a final scene set in a two-story house that clings to the banks of the Magnolia River. It’s only three miles from where I live. I’ve always loved that area, the way the builder has it perching above the water as though it’s guarding secrets too heavy to share. But I’ve told my wife, Jayne, that when it is finished, I would never want to own it. The backyard drops off nearly thirty feet—a sheer, unforgiving fall to the water below. There’s no climbing down, no dipping your feet in, no chance to feel the current slip around your ankles.

If we ever buy a house on the water, I want one where I can walk down and touch it—let it remind me it’s alive. Not just stand above it, staring down into the void from a cliff.

That’s the reason I’ve always written my stories around this county. Every street, every corner, every weather-beaten porch and flickering light is burned into my memory. They live inside me. I see them as I write because they’re the same places I drive past every single day. They’ve shaped me, carved me, claimed me. And when I set them on the page, they don’t just exist—they breathe.

My eyes drift from the computer screen to the photograph sitting on the desk beside it. The frame catches the light, the glass reflecting the glow of the monitor like a second, quieter flame. It’s the one from the photo shoot Jayne set up three months ago. Her friend Susan had just stepped into her new career in photography, chasing it hard for over a year until she finally opened her shop. Before that, she had worked out of her house, turning spare rooms into makeshift studios. We were the first ones to step into her new space, her trial run—you could say we were her practice patients.

In this particular photo, Jayne sits between my legs as I sit on the floor, knees pulled up, elbows resting on them, my arms wrapped snug around her waist. Her long, flowing brown hair kept whipping into my face, strands brushing across my eyes and mouth with every sweep of the ceiling fan. I remember blinking through the mess, laughing quietly while she tried to hold still. Susan had to stop the session, grinning as she clicked the switch. The fan blades slowed, the air went still, and in that pause the shot became ours. The moment settled into the glass.

On either side of us, our boys—Billy and Brayden—sat with squared shoulders, already too big for the space we tried to fit them into, growing faster than the camera could freeze them. Billy at sixteen, Brayden at fourteen. The older they get, the heavier it sits on Jayne’s shoulders. She knows what’s coming, the inevitable shift, the hollow echo of an empty nest when their voices no longer fill the house. She feels it sharper than I do, though I see it too, that truth drawing nearer with every tick of the clock.

We’ve always made a point of keeping the photos updated, tracking their growth the way rings mark a tree trunk—each picture a record, each smile another season etched in ink and light. It’s our way of holding on, even as the years slip through our fingers like water, we can’t cup tight enough.

When Jayne and I married, we made the decision to start our family early. That was the choice—children first, years of chaos and love and noise poured out at the beginning. Then, once they’re grown and gone, a chance to reclaim time, to be with each other again in the quiet, walking hand-in-hand into that next season. Some call it empty nesting. To us, it’s just another chapter waiting to be written.

You can do it the other way, of course—spend the first years of marriage to yourselves, take the trips, soak in the silence. But that path pushes the empty nest far into the horizon, a quiet that won’t come until much later in life.

For us, it came fast. Less than a year into our marriage, Jayne was pregnant with Billy. Two years later, we had Brayden. After that, I got the snip, and that was it—our family complete. Jayne and I had been together since the tenth grade, never once breaking up, never once turning away from each other. Every step, every year, every hardship and every joy—we walked them side by side. Together, always.

Now, with both of us sitting at the age of thirty-six, even if one of the boys lingers at home a little longer than expected, we’re still looking at an empty nest by the latest at forty-five. The thought hangs over us like a horizon—close enough to see, still far enough away that the sound of laughter and slammed bedroom doors hasn’t faded yet. The echoes are still alive, warm in the walls, but the quiet is waiting out there, creeping closer with every passing year.

For now, the boys are still home. Baseball fills our spring, the sound of cleats on dirt and the crack of aluminum bats echoing into our evenings. Football fills our fall, shoulder pads clashing under the Friday night lights. Vacations thread themselves through the years, leaving behind seashells and snapshots, and daily fellowship stitches the rest of our days together. Around the dinner table. In the car on the way to practice. In the simple passing moments that never feel like much until you realize how quickly they’re gone.

In the middle of it all, I’ve learned to manage my writing time against family time. When an idea strikes, when a scene or a twist sparks alive, I can hold it in vivid detail until I reach a computer or even a scrap of paper. I lock it away in my mind like a photograph, sealed tight, until my next appointment with the keyboard. Still, there are times when something cuts sharper, more urgent, so alive I can’t risk losing it. Those are the moments I reach for whatever I can—paper, a napkin, the notes app on my phone—just to scratch it down before the ink of memory fades.

I’ve come to feel that I manage my time well. When the boys are at school, I shut myself in the office and let the stories pour out, one line at a time, until silence itself feels like a partner in the process. The quiet of the house is a gift, and I squeeze every ounce from it. Even though Jayne doesn’t have to work, she chooses to. She’s never been one to sit still, never the type to drift idle while the days marched past the window. She’s always needed a purpose beyond the walls of our home, and I respect that. Truth is, I couldn’t do it either—just sit around, waiting for life to pass by.

Now, she’s the head health inspector for our area. Not only did she choose to work, but she carved out a career that stands tall on its own. A position that can pay every bill we have and then some. That eases my mind more than she’ll ever know. When writer’s block comes—and it always comes—I don’t have to drown in fear that the words won’t return. Jayne’s strength, her salary, her drive—they give me room to breathe. They give me space to stare at the page without the weight of panic pressing down on my chest.

This last book had more than a few of those episodes. Days where the words barricaded themselves behind some invisible wall, refusing to come no matter how hard I hammered at the keys. I’m sure while I sat here in the office, pacing circles or leaning over the pool table, racking up balls in frustration, she was out there in her occupation—moving through restaurants, checking sanitization scores, ticking boxes, and making sure kitchens ran tight to code. She carried her burden while I wrestled with mine.

One thing that helps me write—more than I think she realizes—is that Jayne loves reading. As I finish chapters, she comes behind me, picking them up fresh, following me step for step through the story. She is my personal cheerleader. She doesn’t suggest changes, doesn’t bend the narrative toward her own vision. She says that would be infringing on my work. If she doesn’t like the way a chapter unfolds, I’d never know. She keeps it to herself, letting me wrestle with the words in my own way. She calls it my art, and she refuses to alter it. And because of that, her presence—her eyes on the page—becomes a kind of anchor, steadying me when I feel like I’m drifting too far into the dark.

I don’t know if most people would even call what I do art. But she does. She calls me her handsome artist. Both of those things, if we’re being honest, are probably lies she tells to keep me feeling good. But they’re the kind of lies a man will take, the kind he’ll tuck into his pocket and carry like truth, because sometimes that’s what keeps you moving forward.

On occasion, Jayne would correct my misspellings, her finger tapping the page or her voice nudging me toward the right word. But as I kept making books, I started to pick up on them myself. Now, every so often, I’ll glance up at the computer screen, and when I see that red squiggled line dragging under a word like a teacher’s pen, I know it’s time to go back and fix it. I still write by letting it flow, letting the words fall onto the page unchained, like water spilling down a hill. But afterward—once the flood slows—I go back and patch the leaks. At least the glaring ones. The big red lines demand it.

Other than a few slips here and there, she wouldn’t change a thing. She left the rest for the editor—the one we pay more than we like to admit.

The quiet in my basement office breaks with the groan of hinges and the hollow thud of the front door opening upstairs. The sound carries down the stairwell like a signal. My eyes flick to the corner of the computer screen.

4:17 P.M.

“Jayne!” I yell, my voice bouncing off the concrete walls of my little dungeon.

“Yes, dear?” she calls back, slightly out of breath. I can picture it as clearly as if I were standing in the hall—her lugging that heavy purse of hers, the one that looks like it’s carrying bricks, stuffed with receipts and half the day’s mail.

“I’m done with the book if you want to come down and read the last chapter,” I tell her, leaning back in my chair.

“Give me a minute,” she shouts back. Then the house speaks in her place. The springs of the couch creak under her weight, that old furniture groaning in complaint. Two more creaks follow, sharper, lighter—I know the boys have dropped down beside her, crowding close.

“What do you think, Mama?” I hear Brody ask, his voice ghosting through the ceiling above me, young and eager, carrying the remnants of childhood that still cling to him.

And that’s when it hits me. Today is report card day. Their whole life—at least the part that matters to them right now—rests in her hands. Not their future, not their careers, not the weight of who they’ll be twenty years from now. Just the one thing every teenager breathes for: getting their phones back.

They’ve been without them for six long weeks.

Jayne has always been strict about their grades, and I back her up one hundred percent. If the grades aren’t right, the phones stay gone. It’s that simple. Around here, schoolwork comes first. The rest can wait.

Today is the day they’ve been waiting on, counting it down in silence, dragging themselves through weeks of homework and late nights, praying their grades stacked up high enough to finally pry those electronic bundles of light back into their hands.

“Both of your report cards are great, boys! Here you go—your electronic suspension is over,” I hear Jayne tell them, her voice carrying excitement of its own.

The floor above me erupts like a drumline. Thump after thump shakes the ceiling, boards rattling with the force of their celebration. The boys jump in joy, their energy pounding through the house, alive, contagious.

“Thanks, Mom!”

“Yeah, Mom, thank you!”

Their voices crash together in unison, pure excitement bleeding through every syllable. If a stranger walked up to our front door right then, they’d swear it was Christmas morning inside our house, stockings ripped open, wrapping paper flying.

Then comes the beat of silence—the kind that makes you lean in, waiting. Brayden’s voice breaks it, flat and disappointed. “The battery’s dead.”

Jayne answers without missing a beat, her voice steady, unapologetic. “Yeah, I didn’t keep them charging. I had them locked up the whole time. Take them upstairs and charge them.”

“Aw, man,” Brody groans, the sound of a boy who’s been handed freedom only to realize he must wait just a little longer to taste it.

Hearing the soft thump of footsteps hitting each step, steady and unhurried, I know Jayne is coming down to visit me in my dungeon.

I spin my chair around, leaning back in it like I’m some big shot who has the whole world balanced in his hands. “I finished the book,” I say, grinning from ear to ear.

“Move out of the way, I can’t wait to see how this one ends!” Jayne says, leaning down and pressing a kiss against me, quick and warm, before tugging on my arm to pull me out of the chair.

I get up and step aside, surrendering the throne. She drops into it with purpose, sitting straight, her face close to the glow of the computer. Before she came down, I scrolled back up to the beginning of the last chapter, setting the stage just for her.

While she reads my chapter, I always get a little nervous. The nerves don’t fade, no matter how many books I’ve written. I like having her as my reader—it’s instant feedback, raw and unfiltered. She never asks me to change anything, never tries to wrestle the words into something of her own. But she doesn’t stack them either, doesn’t put them in order on some invisible scoreboard, saying this one’s better than that one. She just reads, steady and quiet, and in that silence, I wait, wondering if this chapter, this book, will find its place in her heart.

As she reads, I wander over to the pool table, letting my steps drag just enough to feel the weight of the moment. Leaning against the left corner pocket, I scoop up the cue ball and swirl it in my hand, the cool surface rolling over my fingertips. My other hand rests flat on the table, and that’s when I notice a faint mark on the polished wood. Rubbing my thumb across it, I realize it’s nothing more than a smudge of dust. Must’ve missed it when I cleaned the other day, I think to myself, the thought dull and ordinary compared to the electricity buzzing in the room.

Too focused on the smudge, I lose my grip. The cue ball slips from my hand and clatters against the felt, bouncing twice before settling in a lazy roll. The sound cracks through the quiet like a misstep on sacred ground. “Sorry,” I blurt out, bowing my head into my chest, braced for the scolding that always comes when I interrupt her mid-read.

But Jayne doesn’t scold me. She doesn’t say a word. She just turns, cuts me that look—the one that says I’m in your world now, don’t pull me out—and then slides her eyes back to the screen. That look, sharper than any words, sends me moving quick to stop the cue ball before it rolls any further.

With the ball secure, I make my way to the couch, the leather sighing under me as I sink into it. This basement is my fortress, my sanctuary. My work/play/sports room all wrapped into one. In the far corner, my desk waits—my Mac perched on the left, my Windows rig in the middle, a second monitor glowing off to the right. Jayne is locked onto the Mac, reading the last chapter like its gospel.

Behind her, the rest of the room spreads out: the pool table, the couch, the sixty-five-inch TV looming like a theater screen. The surround sound lines the walls, ready to thunder with movies, college football, or the sharp staccato of gunfire when the boys and I dive into our war games. When Jayne’s gone, that system comes alive, shaking the room until the neighbors wonder if the house is coming apart.

“The story is great,” Jayne says finally, her voice pulling me out of my head. She swivels the chair around, her eyes bright, her smile unforced. “Have you sent it to get edited?”

“I just sent it a few minutes ago,” I say, fiddling with the TV remote that sits on the couch arm like a nervous tic.

“Too bad it isn’t going to be live for the book signing tomorrow.” She pushes herself up from the chair and walks toward me, each step measured but soft. Leaning over, she presses a kiss against my forehead, her lips cool against my warm skin. “I’m proud of you. This is going to do just as well as your others.”

“I hope so,” I tell her. I tug her down beside me, wrapping my arms around her waist, pulling her into the quiet gravity of the moment. Her hair brushes my cheek, a delicate tickle, and the faint scent of her shampoo lingers between us, clean and sweet.

Her blue eyes lock onto mine, unwavering, like she’s searching for something deeper than language, something only silence can answer. For that beat of time, the edges of the world dim. The room, the desk, the pool table, even the house above—all of it blurs. There’s only her gaze, pinning me, holding me still, drawing me closer without a single word.

“So,” I whisper, breaking the spell, “why don’t we go out to eat tonight?”

“Sure,” she says, brushing another kiss against my cheek. “Let me go and tell the boys.”

“Why don’t we just go? Make it a midweek date. We can bring them back something.” I pause, watching her reaction, searching for that flicker in her eyes that will tell me if she’s on the same page. “I love going out as a family, but sometimes I want a couple of hours with just the two of us. Plus, they’ve got their phones back. I’m sure they’d rather stay here and play on those while they charge.”

She studies me for a beat, her head cocked slightly, lips pressed together. Then she nods. “Sure. Let me go get ready and let the boys know. Seeing you in your golf shirt and slacks, it looks like you had this planned before I got home.”

“Yes,” I admit, feeling the corners of my mouth lift. “I got ready before I wrote the last chapter. I knew I’d finish the book before you got home, and we’d be able to celebrate.”

Her head tilts, puzzled, the way it does when she’s trying to catch me out. “How did you know you’d finish in time?”

“Because I had it all up here.” I tap my temple, the gesture slow and deliberate. “Forty-something pages waiting to spill onto electronic paper.”

Rising from the couch, I follow her toward the stairs, watching the sway of her hair as she moves.

“Let me go get dressed,” she calls toward the boys, her voice echoing up through the house. “Your father and I are going out for supper. What do you want us to bring back?”

Their voices answer in perfect chorus, a burst of excitement drifting down from the living room: “Burgers!”

I step into the kitchen and reach for my tradition—one glass after finishing a chapter, two after finishing a book. Since we’re about to head out, I’ll drink one here and the other at the restaurant. The cork pops like a muted firecracker. I pour the wine and swirl it slowly, watching the deep red cling to the sides of the glass like ink to a brush. Leaning in, I breathe in the fruit and alcohol mingling together, rich and warm.

Outside, the evening light is fading, shadows stretching long across the yard like dark fingers reaching for the house. Mrs. Jones is out there again, trying to coax her cat down from a tree. It’s become her ritual, like clockwork. If she’d do something about that mutt down the street, the poor cat wouldn’t be chased up there so often.

Through the glass, her muffled voice drifts in. “Fluffy, get down!”

The sight makes me laugh under my breath. She can’t be more than five feet, maybe five-two on a good day, and she’s pushing sixty-five. Yet there she is, arms raised like a conductor, reaching toward a limb ten feet above her head, trying to lure a cat down. “Daily entertainment,” I mutter, the words slipping out like a private joke.

I could go out and help her, but I don’t. She’s the same neighbor who yells at my kids whenever they play ball in the yard, the same one who complains to the HOA when our laughter carries too loud from the pool. So, I just watch, sipping my wine, amused as the little drama unfolds.

“You ready to go?” Jayne calls from the bottom of the stairs, her voice ringing through the kitchen like a bell.

“Just a minute—come here!”

She joins me at the window, and together we watch as the cat finally leaps from the limb onto the roof of her brand-new car. Mrs. Jones screams at it to get down, startling the cat into a wild scramble. Its claws rake the roof, leaving fresh scratches across the paint, bright silver against the dark finish.

I laugh, a low sound in my throat, and turn toward the garage. “She deserves what she gets.”

Grabbing Jayne’s hand, I stop mid-step. She’s changed into my favorite dress—the one that moves like water when she walks. The sight stops me cold, heat rising into my face before I can catch it. “You look beautiful, my dear,” I say, voice softer than I intended.

Her lips curve into a smile, small and warm. “Thank you, my handsome hubby.”
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