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Chapter One

Waking up in your own vomit sucked. For Ian Fisher, sleeping facedown in the previous night’s dinner was more the norm than not. He had lost count months ago how many times he’d been jackknifed over a toilet as the sun came up, regurgitating the pain of the day before. Every single time, he remembered exactly how shitty his life had become and how bad he had fucked everything up. As last night’s brew rumbled in his gut and he started to come around, things sure as hell smelled like any other day.

The rancid stench of stale beer that had stewed in stomach acid all night; the sour smell of piss-soaked pants, still warm against his crotch; the chalky taste of God knows how many different drugs clinging to the walls of his mouth. The all too familiar odors crept up his nose and down his throat, and Ian pulled himself off the floor. He stepped over people he didn’t even know as he hugged the wall to the bathroom, ignoring the merry-go-round he could never get off. He had to piss. And puke. No time to choose so he did them both at once. Warmth snaking down his leg and the putrid stink slapping him in the face only made him heave harder into the toilet. Chunks of—shit, what had he eaten?—something plopped in the grungy bowl, the rot and funk watering his eyes. He shut off his brain like always, letting his body fend for itself until the torture ended. After emptying his gut, he slid to the floor and curled into the fetal position; the tiles cool against his skin.

What the fuck am I doing?

He had asked himself the same question before, hundreds of times over the past year or so. Each time, no answer. Just silence. This time, if he closed his eyes tight and blocked out the nausea and the pain and listened close, he could hear a faint voice, a whisper, repeating over and over in his head:

Stop, stop, stop.

He opened his eyes. The carnival ride that had become his life had begun its last revolution, the spinning slowing to a manageable speed. He gripped the bowl he’d just poured his guts into and pulled himself up. He rested against the rim, the chill of the porcelain blanketing his back in goose bumps. He wasted a quick second wondering where his shirt had disappeared to before shaking the thought from his head. No doubt the shirt was trashed, sopping wet with his own sick.

Though he took longer than last time, Ian somehow managed to stand. His newborn-like legs threatened to give him one last fuck you as they shook and wobbled. He braced against the vanity, eyes focused on a half-squeezed toothpaste tube, an old Tampax box, a couple of empty condom wrappers, anything to stop the urge to say “fuck this” and dunk his head in the toilet again. Once he had his center of gravity back on track, he raised his head.

Big mistake.

His reflection in the scum-streaked mirror hanging over the sink scared the hell out of him. He had aged well beyond his 24 years. Like something straight out of The Walking Dead. Like he had been rotting for, well, a year. Because he had. A slow, painful one. A deliberate one. A rot from the inside out. The decay had started deep, quiet and stealthy and hidden, but had begun to show around the edges, reaching the surface so others could see what he had known all along. He couldn’t ignore this anymore. Time to choose: stop the rot, or let death consume him.

He slid achy hands over the faucet and gave the chrome fingers a slow turn before scooping up the cool water and drenching his face. Over. And over. And over. More water. Deluges of water. His eyes burned like a son of a bitch, but he kept up the onslaught. He scrubbed and scrubbed as he splashed, more desperate than ever to be clean. He needed a shower.

Nope. A shit idea if ever he had one. The room still spun like a top, and his legs were itching to give out on him. He kept drowning his face at the sink instead until his brain worked again. Well, as good as possible since he still floated in a cloud of crap left over by whatever the fuck he had ingested last night. A couple more handfuls of water before he picked up a towel and pressed the cotton against his face. He lingered over his eyes, scared to see his haggard reflection again. Every cell in his body wanted to turn around, walk out, and get drunk again. High again. Mind-numbingly wasted again.

No. Fuck that. Do it.

He dropped the towel and stared at himself. Stared hard at his reflection. The deep-set, blackened eye sockets. The sunken, pocked cheeks. Chapped lips. Greasy hair.

“Fuckin’ loser,” he eked out, his voice a jagged rasp, wedged between a whisper and early morning smoker’s growl. He punched the mirror. Again. Again. Over and over until glass crawled deep under his skin and pushed blood from his veins.

He couldn’t do this anymore.

Shit. He couldn’t remember the last time he had thought those words. Not in the past year, for sure. He hadn’t wanted to think dick in the past year. Just get drunk. Stay drunk. Get high. Stay high.

But now…

Ian shook his head. Crammed his hand in his pocket and pulled out salvation.

“Fuck it.” One last glance at himself as the drug-of-the-moment skated over his mind and wiped out thoughts of fixing anything.

*

He woke up to the sound of bohemian music. A low melody thrumming in the background. The rhythm soothed him, kept him tripping on whatever he had fished out of his pocket. And 100 percent warped out of his mind was how he wanted to stay, numb and too fucked up to care or even think about anything. Ride the wave, let euphoria take him away from the shitty life he lived. The life he had created.

“Wanna go again?” Hands accompanied the deep, raspy voice vibrating in his ear. They massaged his pecs. Tickled his abs. Gripped his hard cock. He moaned and smiled, opened his eyes as a random guy went down on him. Ian grabbed a handful of black hair as the mouth worked magic on him, bringing him to the brink of orgasm. “Fuck, don’t stop.” Between the drugs and the blowjob, he experienced heaven. He started bucking his hips, ready to explode.

The mouth left his cock and traveled up his body, dipping into his abs and circling his nipples, sending him further over the edge than the drugs had already taken him, before crushing into his lips like a freight train. Ian shoved his tongue into the guy’s mouth, tasting him. Cigarettes and whiskey, a flavor combination he had gotten used to over the past year, enveloped him. The odors were repulsive and magnetic at the same time, drawing him in deeper and deeper. He kissed with a fury he had never possessed before, like this would be his last. The guy kissed back with the same desperate want and need. They were in sync as much as two people high out of their minds could be, each knowing just what the other craved.

“Fuck me,” the guy said, breathy and slurred when he pulled away from Ian’s mouth. Ian stared into his eyes, deep pools of green so brilliant they were hypnotizing. Ian kissed him again, tugged on his plumped lips, and sucked his tongue into his mouth. The more the stranger moaned under his assault, the more Ian forged ahead.

He flipped the guy onto his stomach, trailing his back with his tongue. Gripped his muscular ass and buried his face there until the guy bucked beneath him, begging to be taken. And Ian did. He fucked him right there in the middle of whatever seedy motel he and his “friends” had the money for. Other people, Ian didn’t know how many, littered the room but he didn’t care. His could only focus on getting off. Something primal had taken over his senses, an animal instinct he couldn’t control. He thrust into the stranger under him over and over as the guy moaned and cried out for more. Ian gave his all, getting lost in the drugged haze and sexual euphoria until he came and collapsed. Hands crawled up his chest and lips pressed against his as the drugs took over again, and he blacked out.

*

One second Ian rode the mother of all waves, fucking his brains out. The next he lay face down on puke-soaked carpet, hands twisted behind his back before being dragged out to the street like garbage. He could feel everything happening to him. Hear voices screaming out words his brain was too far gone to make out. Pain snuck into his high. Shattered the drug-induced reality. Left him alone in the dark.

He woke up who the hell knows how many hours later, his head throbbing so hard his stomach turned. He tried to move, sit up. Clearly the biggest mother fucker on the block had used him for target practice. He tried lifting his head instead. Nope, wasn’t happening. He settled for opening his eyes. Well, one eye.

“What the fuck?” His throat ripped with every syllable like razor blades lined his esophagus. Jesus, he felt worse than death.

“Holy shit, man, we thought you were dead.” Ian could hear the voice. Could half ass make out a shadow standing over him. “You okay, dude?”

He blinked over and over until the face came into focus. Long dark hair pulled into a tight pony. Tan skin muddled with scars from years of bad acne. Toothy grin. Ian thought he recognized the guy staring down at him. Andy? Archer? Who the fuck cared. Ian just wanted him to back the fuck up.

“Where are we?” he asked. Blood seeped into his mouth when he spoke. Shit.

“Jail, man. Fuckers got us, Fisher. They finally fucking got us.” Andy/Archer/Whatever slumped to the floor next to Ian’s head, and Ian couldn’t tell if the sickening BO came from him or his own filth.

“Damn.” He found the energy to sit up and leaned against the wall. Fucking merry-go-round ran top speed again.

“Yeah, man. Sucks big dick.”

“I gotta get outta here.” Ian closed his eyes and rubbed them. Kaleidoscopes of psychedelic colors and patterns spun in the darkness, and he had to stop before he puked all over the place.

“We all do, dude. None of us belong here.”

“No, I mean out of this…shit.” The word wasn’t strong enough to encompass just how much Ian’s life sucked. But it perfectly explained what he had left. Jack shit.

He had drunk and smoked and swallowed away everything. Apartment? Evicted. Job? Fired. Friends? Good ones were gone. Sam?

Fuck.

His head flooded with images and memories and feelings so fast his stomach flipped. Things he hadn’t thought of or felt in two lifetimes took over his mind, his senses. Sam came rushing back in like a fucking freight train, ripping through the heart Ian had worked so hard to bury under too much drugs and alcohol.

Sam, Sam, Sam.

“No. No, no, no, no,” Ian repeated, smacking his head against the wall behind him, hoping the pain of impact would crush the pain of remembering.

“Dude, you’re gonna get locked up with the crazies, you keep this shit up.” Andy/Archer/Whatever’s voice barely registered.

“What?” Sam still lived there in his mind, his bright blue eyes Ian never wanted to stop seeing. The smile that always hit him hard right in the chest. Mother fucking smile. Sam’s smile was Ian’s Achilles’ heel.

“They’re gonna psych your ass for seventy-two, you keep on, man.”

He thought about those words, what they meant. Hell, maybe getting three days of suicide watch would be a good thing. Free room and board. Good sleep. Crazy good drugs to help him not think of Sam.

Fuck no.

He had to get the hell out of there. Get drunk. Get high. Wash away Sam the old-fashioned way. But…God, he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to forget about Sam.

Did he?

Had someone asked him yesterday, he would’ve said, “Sam who?” Now, all he could think about was Sam’s perfect fucking smile, and how he’d give a nut to see him again.

Yeah, he 100 percent had to get out of there.

Had to get to Sam.

“Hey!” Ian mustered enough strength to pull himself off the floor and stagger wobble-legged over to the bars keeping him and the world he hated so much apart. “Yo, guard!” A lanky man who had seen better days cut eyes at Ian from the waist-high counter he busily held up and raised a brow. Prick. “I want my phone call.”

*

The room the guard dragged Ian to appeared twice as big as the holding cell he and about fifteen other guys were crammed into like stoned sardines, and if he tried, he bet he could reach out and touch two walls at the same time. A small table with a black box-style phone covered in buttons sat against the far wall, a round, backless rolling stool shoved underneath. The rest of the room sat sad and empty.

“Dial nine,” Lanky Cop spouted. “You got three minutes.” He stood in the doorway and stared at Ian. Ian wanted to walk over and knock his horse teeth down his fucking throat. He ignored the urge and shuffled over to the table. He used a foot to pull the stool from underneath and eased down onto the cushioned top. His head spun on the carousel; his body far past ready to throw in the fucking towel but… Sam. He’s what kept Ian going, made him pick up the phone. He gave him the courage to call the one person he said he’d never ask for help from again the day he left town.

Well, the second person.

Three rings, then she answered. Ian swallowed. “Rach?” he said, trying his best to sound sober. “Rach, it’s me. I fucked up.”


Chapter Two

Ian tapped his fingers on the table in the empty room they stuck him in after lunch. He hadn’t eaten the food they brought him, not like you could even call the shit on a plate food; pigs were fed better. His stomach stayed too wound up from the drugs and alcohol. Being in fucking jail didn’t help either. His eyes danced around the room. Dull gray walls, bare and scuffed, paint chipping away in places. Years—decades—of filth packed into the corners of the floor. Half the ceiling tiles brown from leaks gone unnoticed.

How the hell did he end up there, so damn far from where he thought his life would take him? Sure, he’d had his share of beer and cheap liquor back in high school. He even took some X and oxy and all the other shit kids could buy on every corner in America. But he never thought he would end up sitting behind fucking bars. His life had become all so…overwhelming. There’s a perfect damn word. He was overwhelmed by his life.

He yanked on the handcuffs chaining him to the table. Panic settled in. He needed to get up, walk around, bash his head on the fucking wall until darkness swallowed him up, took him away. His chest tightened as if being crushed by the ever-shrinking room trapping him. If he didn’t get the fuck out—

The door buzzed, and he snapped back. He smiled when she stepped inside. He wanted to cry, but the Andy/Archer guy had told him to stay strong, so he did. He couldn’t help but be so damn glad to see her even though he never thought he would again.

“God, Ian, are you okay?” Rachel sat across from him and placed her hands on his.

“No touching,” the guard who escorted her in said, his voice dry and stern, his eyes staring at the wall behind Ian. Rachel glared at him over her shoulder. He stood an average height, lanky, with hair too wispy and thin for someone so young. Ian figured he probably took this job so he could have power and control in his life or some other dumb bullshit. Rachel rolled her eyes but pulled her hands back.

“Jesus, Ian, what happened?” she asked.

Ian shook his head. “I don’t know. I just—I messed up. Bad.” He fought back tears as his sister stared at him, her own eyes welling up. God, even after a year of not seeing or speaking to her, the disappointment on her face still fucking killed him. To know he let her down over and over tore at him like a pack of rabid dogs. She was all he had, and he acted like he couldn’t have cared less. “I’m so sorry,” he added.

Rachel gave him a smile which carried up into her round green eyes. “It’s okay. Don’t cry.”

Ian blinked. Tears streaked his face. “Fuck.” He leaned forward and wiped his eyes with his shackled hands. “Been in here fuck knows how long and now I cry?” He smiled back, hoping to reassure her he was fine, which he wasn’t. He hadn’t been “fine” in a long fucking time. Didn’t know if he ever would be again. “It’s just, seeing you…” He stared at her, her sad eyes, and shook his head. “I shouldn’t have called you. Not like this. This shouldn’t have been the first time I called.”

Rachel swiped at her own tears. “No,” she agreed, “but I’m so glad you did. God, Ian, I’ve been so worried about you. I thought you…” She shook her head. More tears she had to brush away. “I’m just glad you called.”

Ian glared at the ceiling. He took a deep breath and exhaled to get rid of the stress devouring him.

Stop crying stop crying stop crying.

He repeated the words over and over until he regained control of his crazy fucking emotions.

“So, what happens now?” Rachel asked. She wiped her runny nose on the sleeve of her shirt. Ian shook his head.

“Don’t know,” he said. “Public defender is supposed to be here around one.”

“No way,” Rachel protested. “We’re getting you a real lawyer.”

“Fuck no. I don’t have ‘real lawyer’ money. And no way in hell you’re paying a penny on me. And besides, the PD is a real lawyer.”

“Yeah, who doesn’t give a damn about you or anybody else he supposedly helps. All they care about is getting in and out as fast as they can.” Ian smiled and sat back in the uncomfortable metal chair, and Rachel’s brow rose. “What?” she asked. “Why are you smiling?”

“No reason,” he said. “I’m just glad to see you.” His sister had always been there for him. From bullies on the playground to fights with their parents when he became too much of a handful to bear, Rachel had been his unofficial bodyguard when they were growing up, always ready to bust a nose or black an eye to protect him. Nothing changed when he grew up.

Rachel smiled. “Ditto,” she said, and Ian’s nerves settled a bit. The panic choking him went away. His stomach stopped doing somersaults. He knew now, no matter what happened from then on, he would be okay, would survive because of her. “Okay,” she went on, “so we’re going with a public defender.” She nodded like she had to convince herself. She glanced down at her watch. “I see being on time isn’t his priority.” Ian rolled his eyes as the door buzzed again, and a woman lugging a briefcase and a stack of papers rushed in.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry I’m late. I’m normally on time for everything. Even early. But traffic was terrible. Are you Mr. Fisher? I’m Rita Sanchez. I’ll be your public defender. Shall we get started? Wait, who’s this?” She rambled so fast Ian only caught about half of what she spouted off in the five seconds since she walked in the room.

“Holy shit, lady. You okay?”

“What?” Rita asked, turning her attention toward him. She flashed a smile, but it disappeared faster than her words. “Oh, yes, fine, fine. You’re Ian, right?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m Ian.”

“I’m Rachel, his sister.” Rita glanced and smiled, and Rachel’s eyes were almost screaming what the fuck? at Ian across the table. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “You seem…stressed.”

Rita slid a chair from the corner and sat at the end of the table. Flipped through the stack of papers she’d carried in and pulled out one. “I’m fine,” she said again, a little more attitude in her voice than before; okay, a lot more attitude. Ian saw Rachel’s neck turn red and her eyes squint. Oh yeah, she was about to—

“I’m sorry if our concern bothers you,” Rachel snapped. “But when you charge in here like a linebacker and start spewing at the mouth you kind of freak me out a little. I mean, if there’s somewhere else you need to be, please don’t let my brother’s life get in your way.” Rachel crossed her arms over her chest and stared Rita down.

Rita stopped reading over the paper she’d plucked from the pile when Rachel spoke, sitting back in her chair and clasping her hands in her lap. After Rachel finished, she sat quiet. “Oh. Rachel, right?” Rita asked after realizing someone had just spoken to her. She leaned back up to the table. Rachel nodded after several seconds of quiet staring. “Well, Rachel, I apologize for bursting in so rudely. I never meant to make my client nor anyone else feel uneasy, or think I am not competent at my job. I assure you, I am very good at what I do. I love what I do. I pride myself on working hard and focusing on the best interests of my client. I am here for whatever either of you may need.”

“Well, thank you,” Rachel said. Ian winked at her when she turned to him, and she mouthed, “Shut up,” and he had to bite his tongue not to laugh.

“You’re very welcome,” Rita said, picking up the paper again. “And there is nowhere else I need to be right now.” Ian doubted Rita’s smile was genuine. Rachel’s either. “Now,” she said, her eyes locking on Ian’s, “let’s focus on getting you out of here.”

“Hell yeah,” Ian said. “Best fucking thing I’ve heard all day.”

*

Time sped and nearly reached four in the afternoon before they let Ian out. Rita worked her ass off, just like she had said she would, and Rachel posted his bond. Ian was pissed off more at himself than anything because, once again, his sister had to swoop in and save him. But he didn’t argue when she insisted she didn’t mind. He thanked them both the second they walked out of the jail together.

“No need to thank me,” Rita said, fighting to keep hold of the loose papers in her arm as the three of them crossed the parking lot. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Well, you’re very good at what you do. So, thank you.” Rachel surprised Ian and Rita both with her words. She had sat quiet almost the entire time back in the holding room when Rita detailed what Ian faced as far as the charges and possible punishment, only speaking if she didn’t understand something. To hear her commend Rita on a job well done came out of nowhere.

“You’re welcome, Rachel,” Rita said with a smile Ian would bet she meant this time.

“So, what now?” Ian asked, opening the passenger door of Rachel’s sedan.

Rita shifted the files in her arm. “Now, I go to bat for you. Try to get a lesser charge.”

“You think you can?” Rachel asked. Rita eyed her. “I don’t mean can you,” she corrected. “Just—is there a chance they’ll reduce his charges?”

“First-time offender, wrong place wrong time. I’m very confident I can get this dropped to a misdemeanor.” Rita’s eyes locked on Ian’s. “As long as you stay out of trouble.”

“No worries there,” Rachel answered. “I’ll chain him to the wall if I have to.”

“There will be probation at the minimum,” Rita went on, “so make sure he’s ready for whatever happens.”

Ian raised his hand. “Uh, he is standing right fucking here. And he’s an adult and can take care of himself.” Rachel and Rita both gave him the evil eye. “You know what I mean. I can stay out of trouble. And if I get probation, I’ll make sure I don’t fuck up again.”

“Not if,” Rita said. “Jail time is almost always followed with probation. But let’s not worry about the possibilities right now.” She pulled a set of keys from an open pocket on the side of her briefcase-bag thing and depressed the key fob. An alarm beeped, and the lights of the Lexus next to them blinked. “I’m heading to the district attorney’s office now to file the appropriate paperwork; see if I can get in to see the prosecutor assigned your case.” She opened the back door of her car and emptied her arms. “I have your number, Rachel.” She opened the driver’s door. “I will call the minute I know something. Shouldn’t be more than an hour at most.”

“Holy shit.” Ian’s stomach dropped. “An hour?” Before he knew if he’d be charged with drug trafficking. Fucking drug trafficking.

“Relax, Ian,” Rita said, her voice calm for the first time since they’d met. “Like I said, I’m very good at my job.” She gave them a smile, climbed in her car, and drove away.


Chapter Three

Rachel stayed quiet the first half of the drive home. Ian kept his mouth shut, scared to death to speak because he knew he didn’t have the right say dick. He had been a fuck-up most of his life but never this bad. Never to the point he could maybe face some serious jail time. Even prison. He’d gone too far this time. Rachel wouldn’t forgive him. How the hell could she?

Every few minutes he would steal a glance over, focus on her face, try to see if she secretly hated him and wouldn’t express her true feelings until she thought no one would notice. He worried since he was out and safe, and she knew he hadn’t ended up dead in a ditch somewhere, she would lay into him. Her wrath would happen sooner or later, he knew. He hoped for later. He’d had a shitty day. A shitty week. A shitty year. Rachel unleashing her fury about what a loser he had become would only make the day suck more. Even though he couldn’t imagine feeling much worse than he already did. He had to call his sister to bail him out of fucking jail. They were going to charge him as a drug trafficker like some piece of garbage drug mule. And since he came to on a concrete bench in a damn jail cell, he couldn’t stop thinking about Sam.

Fucking Sam.

Ian hadn’t thought of Sam in months. Fought hard not to. Sam had always been the one thing he missed most about home. The only thing, really, besides Rachel. He didn’t wanna go back. Had every plan to stay as far away from Chicago as he fucking could. The place held bad memories for him. His entire body hurt just thinking about the life he’d been living back then. After his parents died, he felt so empty, so fucking empty, being there. Like the city had nothing left for him.

Except Sam.

“Shit.” He elbowed the window in frustration. He just wanted Sam out of his fucking head.

“Jesus, Ian!” Rachel reached out and smacked his arm. “You scared the crap out of me.” She took a few deep breaths, and her hands gripped the steering wheel. “What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry,” Ian said. “Nothing.” He didn’t want to have a conversation about Sam with her. Hell, he’d rather her go off on him about the fucking mess he had gotten himself in. Rachel loved Sam, loved Ian with Sam; if she thought for a second Ian wanted him back…

Did he? Want Sam? Want him back?

Fast as a flipped switch, Ian felt the heart-pounding, stomach-twisting feeling he hadn’t had in forever. Not since he first met Sam. Since he fell in love with him. The memory swept over him, right there in the fucking car, like a wave. Drowning him in fucking feelings.

“Don’t ‘nothing’ me.” Rachel’s voice made him jump. He had been so deep in the I-want-Sam pool. “You look like somebody kicked you in the shins.”

“More like the nuts,” Ian said, staring out the window.

“Okay.” Rachel shifted in her seat and tightened her grip on the wheel. “Wanna talk about it?”

“Nope.” Last fucking thing he wanted. Ever. He didn’t wanna talk about Sam or think about Sam or fucking miss Sam. Jesus.

“Fine,” Rachel said. “Food then.” She yanked the wheel, and the car shot to the right, flying up the exit ramp just inches from the guardrail.

“Shit!” Ian dug his fingers so deep into the dashboard, he knew there’d be indentions.

“Calm down,” Rachel said, taking a left at the top of the exit. She floored the gas and slid in front of a Chevy Tahoe, who blew their horn. “When did you get so dramatic?”

“Uh, about the time you became a fucking psycho behind the wheel.” He took a few deep breaths and pried his fingers from the dashboard. “Why are you in such a damn hurry?”

“I’m not. I’m just hungry. Ooh, look, a Denny’s. Your favorite.”

Ian laughed. “You’re a terrible liar, Rach. Seriously. Awful.” She smiled and ignored him. “And I haven’t eaten at fucking Denny’s since I was a kid.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not your favorite.”

Ian shook his head but couldn’t hide his smile when they pulled in and parked.

He did love Denny’s.

*

Ian sucked down two cups of coffee like water once they sat down at a booth in the corner. He’d still had cottonmouth from last night, and there wasn’t a chance in hell he would drink a drop of anything while in lock-up. God only knew what kind of rancid shit they’d serve in jail. Hell, he’d bet even the water would kill you.

He eyed Rachel as he sipped on a third cup of straight black coffee. She seemed impatient. Sure, she tried hard not to, tried even harder to appear right as rain sitting in a random restaurant on a random exit off the interstate on her way home with her loser brother she’d just bailed out of jail, but Ian knew better. He may have disappeared for the last year, ignoring the shattered pieces left of his family by killing himself with drugs and whiskey and sex with strangers, but one thing he hadn’t been able to drown out was how well he knew his sister. He’d been born with the ability to see right through the walls she would put up. Her fake smiles. Her attempts to keep the peace when he knew she really wanted to lash out. And right now, he knew without a doubt she itched to tear into him. After the waitress refilled his cup and left, she couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Talk,” she said, sipping her own steaming cup of coffee and glaring at him from across the table. Ian took his time with his third cup, adding in creamer and a couple packets of fake sugar from the pink wrappers crammed into the little glass bowl on the table. “If you think I won’t leave you here, think again, little brother.”

“God, please do.” He stirred the coffee and took a sip, the warmth a nice contrast to how cold he felt. The temperature had dropped to about forty degrees outside—and at least another ten degrees colder in jail.

Rachel flung a pink sweetener packet at him. “Talk,” she repeated.

“And say what?” Ian asked. He drummed his fingers on the Formica tabletop. Could’ve been the coffee he’d guzzled on an empty stomach, but he would bet he stalled because he had no fucking desire to get into the unavoidable argument-slash-overbearing lecture with her in the middle of a restaurant.

“Don’t play dumb with me. What have you been doing all these months? Where did you go? Why didn’t you come home, or at least call me, so I’d know you were alive?”

“Jesus.” Ian moved to get up.

“Sit down, Ian.”

“You’re not my mother.”

“I don’t care. Sit.” Ian locked eyes with her, unmoving for several uncomfortable seconds before giving up and slinking back into his seat like a scolded puppy. “You’ve been running for over a year. You’ve run far enough.”

Ian laughed. “Not even fucking close.”

“No? Oh, okay. Then tell me… Where do you think you can go where your problems can’t find you, huh? The bottom of a bottle of booze? Or pills?”

“Booze?” Ian said with a laugh. His skin crawled, and he wanted the conversation to stop. “What are you, a hundred?”

“Stop making jokes and answer me.”

He shrugged, frustrated. “I don’t know, Rach. Maybe.”

“Oh yeah? And how has drinking yourself to death been working out for you so far? Your life all good now? Problem free?”

“Fuck you. What’s your deal? Trying to make me feel shittier than I already do?” Ian slumped back in his seat and folded his arms across his chest. “Stop wasting your fucking time.”

“I’m just trying to get you to wake up, Ian. To see how running away doesn’t solve anything.”

“I didn’t run away.”

“What would you call disappearing in the middle of the night?”

“I didn’t disappear. I left a note.”

Rachel laughed. “You’re kidding, right? ‘See ya, sis’ is not a note you leave when you’re gonna take a year to run off and screw up your life. Look at me. Look. At. Me.” Ian huffed but lifted his head and stared at her. “I love you, okay? It’s the only reason I’m so hard on you. Before and now. Because I love you. I want you to…grow up already. You’re twenty-five years old. Past time to get your life together.”

“What do you care?”

“Really? You’re gonna ask me of all people why I care?” Ian widened his eyes and nodded. A childish, dick move he knew, but he had gotten too pissed to give a damn. Rachel sat back and went stone quiet. Didn’t speak, didn’t move. Just sat there. Ian wanted to apologize—knew he should have—but kept quiet too. Rachel’s entire demeanor all of a sudden changed. She went from pretty pissed off to almost sad in less than two seconds.
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