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      Hailey believed in three things: love, marriage, and Rose Publishing—her cherished publishing house. But when her husband drops his perfect mask, revealing his possessive and obsessive nature, Hailey finds herself trapped in a suffocating nightmare.

      Isolated and desperate, Hailey finds a glimmer of hope through a blog post that connects her to Danny, her romance author idol. Their friendship blooms quickly, offering Hailey a lifeline amidst her torment. As her marriage spirals further into darkness, Hailey's bond with Danny deepens, leaving her torn between the hell she knows and the tantalizing possibilities of "what if."

      With her husband's cruelty pushing her to the brink, and Danny's support becoming her only solace, Hailey must walk a dangerous path. As the tension escalates and boundaries are tested, a single question looms: Will Hailey find the courage to escape her nightmare, or will the shadows of her past consume her forever? The clock is ticking, and every choice could mean the difference between freedom and despair.

      

      Author's Note: Previously published as Our Afterlife Forever, this book has been extended, darkened, and now includes some bonus chapters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            HAILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The anticipation of a book release day has always been a thrill that courses through my veins. There's an undeniable magic in witnessing the birth of a new story into the world, knowing that I've played some small, almost invisible role in its creation. But this romance with the publishing world is a bittersweet affair, filled with dreams realized and nightmares endured.

      For years, the vision of my own publishing empire danced in my mind—a siren's call I couldn't resist. And now, after a relentless marathon of sacrifice and countless nights stolen by the whispering muses of ambition, Rose Publishing has blossomed into one of the top five publishing powerhouses in the United States.

      But for every high, there's a low, and nothing sends a shiver down my spine more than an author's frantic call at the ungodly hour. It's in these moments, pre-coffee and post-sanity, that I question my policy of the personal touch.

      I've been at this game since I snagged my diploma, but never have I encountered an author quite so...challenging. “The hell now?” I mutter to myself before picking up the call.

      "Hailey, it doesn't work. It's going to be a monumental flop. The color scheme, the layout..." Jack's voice crackles through the phone, laced with panic.

      "Uhhh, you do realize the sun hasn't even had the courtesy to rise yet, right?" I sigh deeply, exhaustion tugging at the edges of my voice as I cradle the phone between my ear and shoulder, walking to my home office to pull up his cover design, again—a masterpiece my team had painstakingly perfected over the past weeks.

      I had innocently given out my personal number when Rose Publishing first unfurled its petals, eager to cultivate trust with authors wary of a new player in the game. After all we do sign a limited new entry. It was meant as a reassurance, a direct line to the heart of the company when a fucking emergency strikes, but now it served as a direct line to my own sleep-deprived exasperation.

      "I printed it at home, and I simply detest how it appears," he grumbles.

      "You'll realize its perfection once you see the professional print. Please, reserve your judgment until then." My patience thinning like the morning mist.

      "And what time will you be gracing the office with your presence?" he inquires, a tremor of anxiety in his voice.

      A silent plea for mercy goes unanswered as I brace myself for the day ahead. "Eightish, but I'll be there sooner. We can visit the printer together, put your mind at ease." And maybe you’ll give me some freaking spite.

      "Alright," he concedes with a weary sigh.

      "Later, then," I end the call and walk down to the kitchen, where the scent of brewing coffee promises a semblance of normalcy.

      Jeremy's there, an aura of irritation hanging over him as he prepares the life-giving elixir.

      "Who was that?" His tone is as sharp as the knife that cuts through the tension thickening in the room.

      "Jack Lee," I respond with a mix of frustration and resignation as I hop on the counter and clutch the cups of coffee like life preservers. "He's convinced his book cover is going to be the end of him. Typical writer's angst, but sometimes they need to trust our expertise."

      "That's no excuse for a five a.m. wake-up call."

      I exhale, a weary sigh escaping my lips. "You can't grasp the weight of that moment, the pressure—especially when it's one of your top ten best-selling authors on the line. When they call, you answer. It's just how my business works."

      "And he calls you. Why not your assistant? What's wrong, not as charming as you are? Or does Mr. Lee have a penchant for married women?" Jeremy's words are laced with a venomous edge that I hadn't anticipated. Am I imagining it?

      "Jeremy, stop. You're being ridiculous," I chide, half-expecting a chuckle to reveal the joke as I place my hand on his broad chest. But his glare is steely, his anger palpable. Suddenly, his grip tightens on my wrist, pulling me closer.

      "Ow, you're hurting me!" I protest, attempting to wriggle free from his iron grasp, only to feel it tighten further.

      "I'm dead serious, Hailey. Don't play with fire," he hisses, his eyes darkening.

      "Jeremy, let me go!" He releases me instantly, and I hop off the counter and step back, rubbing my wrist, now marked by the pressure of his fingers. Fuck, I hate marks on me. Opening the freezer, I get an ice pack. "What's gotten into you?"

      "You know, when we have kids, you're going to have to leave Rose Publishing. There's no reason for you to work, why do you keep doing it?"

      "Is this my husband speaking, or the lawyer?" I counter, pressing ice against my tender skin, my heart races with a cocktail of anger and disbelief. "Jeremy, my entire life has been dedicated to building my own company. I can manage from home if it'll appease you, but I won't sell my dreams short." Finding relief I move the ice pack all around my wrist. "And why this jealousy?"

      "Because you're mine, 'til death do us part," he asserts, his voice sounds like a twisted serenade of possession. "You have a beautiful office right here. No more deadlines, no more stress. You'll have more time for books, us, and you can even join me on my business trips."

      "Oh, yes, what a thrilling prospect.” I roll my eyes, “You locked in meetings all day while I'm cooped up in some hotel room waiting for you." I can barely mask the sarcasm that drips from my words.

      "You wouldn't have to stay in the room," he says with a grin that doesn't quite reach his eyes, and then his lips are on mine, a kiss laden with frustration and unspoken threats.

      As he walks upstairs, leaving me in the chilling silence of the kitchen, I touch my lips, still stinging from his forceful kiss, and finish my coffee with a growing sense of unease.

      He signed with a big company and it’s like he switched a button. Since we settled back into the rhythms of our work lives things got even worse, the man I once knew has transmuted into someone almost unrecognizable. Sure, his affectionate gestures and attentiveness are still there, but they have become smothering, a cloak of possessiveness that has begun to suffocate me. His jealousy festers, a dark undercurrent threatening to erupt into violence—a side of him that I desperately wish would vanish.

      I ascend the stairs with a heavy heart, my mind preoccupied as I lay out his clothes, a ritual that feels increasingly like a peace offering. The sound of the shower ceases, and moments later, Jeremy emerges, his damp hair and the towel wrapped around his waist the only barriers between us.

      "Thanks, baby," he hugs me from behind, his lips brushing against my neck. "How about lunch together today?"

      The weight of his hands on my hips feels more like chains than caresses. "I don’t know if I can make it but will see."

      "Make the time," he insists with a hint of command. "We’ll be here for another month, then we’re off to Hong Kong."

      "We?" The word slips out, tinged with surprise. "Jeremy, I can’t just leave the office."

      "We'll discuss the trip over lunch," he states, as if it's already decided. "And it wasn’t a suggestion. You’re coming with me."

      His words are a decree, leaving no room for debate. "No, I can’t. My schedule is full of meetings."

      "You’ll come. Period." His stare is unwavering, searching for any sign of concession.

      "Jeremy," I exhale, my resistance wilting under the pressure. "You're too domineering, and I'm not sure I can accept that."

      "I'm not domineering; I'm being a husband. A wife should please and respect her husband." His definition of marriage archaic and suffocating makes me sick.

      "Submission isn’t a word I recognize, and neither is violence," I fire back.

      "I like to be in control of everything. What's wrong with that?" he challenges.

      "That's not control; that’s obsession," I assert. "It's something deeper, darker, and I don't like where this is going, Jeremy."

      His laugh sends a chill down my spine, a sinister sound that doesn't belong to the man I married. As he steps closer, his hands pin me against the wall with a force that expels the breath from my lungs, and a piercing fear crystallizes within me. "You have no idea how much you're consuming me. You're mine, and the sooner you accept that, the better it will be for both of us," his words are a poison-tipped arrow aimed straight at the heart of our marriage.

      "You scare me." The tremor in my voice betrays the fear that has rooted itself deep within me.

      "You should be scared," he replies coolly. "You're my wife."

      As he steps back and exits the walk-in closet, I feel my legs give way, and I crumple to the floor. What the hell just happened? With shaking hands and a mind swirling in chaos, I force myself to stand and compose my appearance. I can't let the world see the cracks, the fear—my personal life cannot seep into my professional one.

      Descending the stairs, I approach Jeremy to adjust his tie. "You look amazing," he comments, a smooth veneer over the tumultuous events of the morning.

      He leans in for a kiss, and instinctively, I recoil, but he's swift to close the distance, pulling me into a forced embrace, sealing our lips together with a possessive fervor. I play my part, masking my dread with a feigned passion, all the while feeling like a prisoner in his arms.

      We make our way to the door in a heavy silence, each step heavy with the weight of unspoken truths and suppressed emotions. As he opens the car door for me, he smiles, "Love you, Hailey. See you for lunch."

      "Have a good day, Jeremy. Laters."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moment I step into Rose Publishing's hallowed halls, I sense the electric buzz of anticipation and anxiety mingling in the air, a palpable energy that could only precede a major book launch. The walls, adorned with the covers of bestsellers past, seem to hum with the silent stories of triumphs and trials, each title a testament to the dreams and nightmares of the publishing world.

      Around me, the staff move with a frenetic pace, their faces etched with the concentration and stress of last-minute preparations. The air is thick with the scent of fresh ink and the subtle buzz of whispered conversations, punctuated by the occasional sharp ring of a phone breaking through the cacophony of background noise.

      As I walk through the maze of desks and busy bodies, I can't help but feel a surge of pride swelling in my chest. This empire, built on countless hours of hard work and dedication, stands as a beacon in the industry, a testament to what can be achieved with passion and perseverance. Yet, beneath the surface of this bustling activity, a thread of tension weaves its way through the office, a reminder of the conversation that had unfolded in the quiet of my kitchen just an hour ago. The memory of Jeremy's grip on my wrist, the possessive glint in his eye, and the sharpness of his words linger with me, casting a shadow over the excitement of the day.

      I shake off the unease, forcing my focus back to the task at hand. Today is about celebrating the birth of a new story, about welcoming a new addition to the family of books that have made Rose Publishing a household name. I steel myself, ready to face whatever challenges may come, armed with the knowledge that this, right here, is where I belong, no matter what personal storms may rage beyond these walls.

      Jack's there, a bundle of nerves, pacing like a caged animal. He spots me and relief washes over his face. We make a beeline for the printing department, where the air smells of fresh ink and paper, a scent that's become the lifeblood of our industry. Jack's face lights up as he unveils the printed cover with golden foil, his excitement so infectious that he pulls me into a hug. I immediately stiffen and retreat. The image of Jeremy's cold, accusing eyes flashes through my mind. The warmth of Jack's congratulatory embrace suddenly feels like a prelude to a catastrophe. I hastily murmur my goodbyes and retreat to my office where I dive into damage control mode, shifting meetings to Zoom with a frantic efficiency. I must keep working, even from the confines of my home, where I can control the narrative, and hopefully my life.

      A text disrupts my planning as I reach for the cell phone.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jeremy: Baby, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Okay, see you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Standing outside, the air is laden with the weight of the impending encounter. Jeremy's arrival breaks the tension, "Hi, beauty!" The kiss he plants on my cheek is meant to be reassuring, but it only serves to remind me of the chasm growing between us.

      “Hi. How was your morning?”

      “Same as usual, we prepared some contracts and then we had a meeting. And your morning? Was the cover finally approved by your author?” I don’t like the tone he uses but I’m not sure how to explain to him all the authors are important to me. Without them RP won’t exist.

      "Yes, he adored it, but I had no doubt, and my morning was pretty busy after since I had to move all my meetings to Zoom and it took a hell of a time."

      "Why's that?" the question seemingly innocent, but I can see the vein pulsing on his neck as he grips onto the steering wheel.

      "Because it seems I’ll work from home from now on." I’m not keen about it. I love my office. Lock myself in a total different world when I can finally be myself without fearing opening my mouth.

      He smiles, a conqueror satisfied, not understanding that this is my shield, not my surrender.

      

      Lunch unfolds in the warm embrace of our favorite Italian restaurant and apparently in Hong Kong, we’ll be attending a gala dinner for the company’s 50th anniversary.

      “Do they have a particular dress code, or can I choose any dress or color?”

      “I don’t know, I have to ask. But not something see-through or short,” Jeremy looks at me over the rim of his glass of wine.

      “I guess it's normal since it's a gala dinner. I won’t disappoint you.”

      "You never do, love." Then why do I have the feeling I do it all the freaking time? I bite my tongue to not let the question slip out of my mouth.

      As we make our way back to the car, his arms envelop me in a tender embrace, his lips gently meeting mine.

      "I'm sorry about this morning," he says, his voice a soft rumble of regret.

      Cupping his face, I brush my thumbs over his cheeks, "Talking things out is always better. Violence isn't the answer."

      "I know, baby, I never meant to lose my cool. Can you forgive me?" His eyes search mine, hopeful yet clouded with remorse. Once again I see the man I fell for.

      "It's okay," I whisper back, rising on my tiptoes to seal my forgiveness with a kiss. Everyone slips up sometimes, and with the weight of the world on his shoulders, it's no wonder he snapped.

      

      Back at work, time slips away from me as I dive into the manuscripts that have been submitted. Not a single one good enough or with an originality that whispers to me. It's only when I hear the knock at my door that I realize it's late.

      "Come in," I call out, picking up the incessant phone and gesturing for the security guard to hold on.

      "Hey, Jeremy. What's going on?"

      "Hailey, where are you?" There's a tinge of panic in his voice.

      "In my office, why?"

      "Baby it's ten p.m. You should be home, not still at work."

      "What? It's that late?" A curse slips out. "I'm on my way." I hang up, grabbing my bag and jacket, noticing the new guard's concerned gaze.

      "Sorry about the late hours. Did you need something?"

      "There's a man outside asking for you. Insistently."

      "Is he tall, with black hair, and looks annoyed?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "That's my husband. I'll be right out. Thank you."

      Outside, Jeremy's presence is a mix of exhaustion and worry. His embrace is a fortress, his hold telling me without words how scared he'd been. For what?

      "I thought something happened to you. He didn't let me in," he says, his voice tight while eyeing our security guard.

      "I'm so sorry, I just lost track of time. He's new; he probably didn't recognize you. Let's grab a pizza and head home. I didn't mean to worry you."

      He nods in response and I feel guilty for making him worry. That’s what happens when I dive into my passions: I lost track of time.

      We drive home, and as soon as we're through the door, Jeremy's affection floods over me. He lifts me up, spinning me around before claiming my lips once more.

      "I missed you, baby," he breathes out, playfully nipping at my neck.

      "I missed you, too." I feel the day's stress melt away in his arms.

      Perched on the kitchen island, I watch him, my heart full. "How did I get so lucky to have you?"

      I smile, tugging at his tie. "How about a shower before our pizza gets here?"

      "Fuck yes," he agrees, his hands already claiming me as he lifts me, throws me over his shoulders and heads for the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            HAILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The aroma of freshly brewed coffee does little to soothe the storm brewing within me as I awaken. I make my way to the bathroom, my mind still foggy from sleep, and spot Jeremy's discarded shirt on the floor—a memento from the passionate night before. A smile tugs at my lips until I see it—the damning smear of lipstick that isn't my shade and the unfamiliar hint of vanilla that clings to the fabric.

      Clutching the shirt like a piece of incriminating evidence, I storm downstairs, where Jeremy stands in the kitchen, the picture of domestic tranquility as he hangs up the phone. His smile widens as he greets me, "Good morning, love."

      But the words curdle in the air between us as I thrust the shirt at him, my voice a sharp accusation. "What is this?"

      He blinks, confusion etching his features as he grabs it. "My shirt?"

      "I know that, and there’s lipstick on the collar that isn’t mine," I snap, my anger boiling over. "And since when do you wear a vanilla scent?"

      I don't wait for his explanation, already retreating, the sound of my footsteps a staccato rhythm against the silence of his shock. His voice chases after me, a desperate plea that falls on deaf ears.

      All my life, I've heard the adage that men are cut from the same cloth, but I never imagined Jeremy's colors would bleed so vividly into the fabric of deceit.

      "Hailey, stop!" he demands, his voice slicing the air with an authority that causes me to wheel around.

      "Really? Jeremy, are you cheating on me?" The question hangs between us, a guillotine poised to sever what we've built.

      "No, and stop even thinking about it," he retorts, his anger flaring to match mine.

      "Are you fucking serious? Don’t deny the evidence!" I throw his own words back at him, the shirt now a flag of betrayal between us. "The red lipstick was left there on purpose. So, who is she? Claire, your assistant? Or are there others I don’t know about? Is it the first time, or has it been going on for a while?"

      Each question is a bullet, and I watch for his flinch, for any sign of the guilt that must surely be gnawing at him. But as he stands there, his anger melting into something that looks like desperation, I realize that this isn't just about lipstick and perfume—it's about trust, and once broken, it's the hardest thing to rebuild.

      Before I can even utter another syllable, the unthinkable happens. Jeremy's hand flies out, and the force of his slap leaves my cheek burning and my mind reeling. I'm frozen, staring at him in disbelief. The air between us is thick with unsaid words and disbelief.

      "You’re out of your mind," I manage to choke out, the taste of fear sharp on my tongue as I attempt to retreat. But he's there, his grip firm on my shoulders, pulling me into an embrace I no longer want.

      "Hailey, stop it. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to. Baby, I didn’t cheat on you," he pleads, his voice cracking with desperation.

      "Leave me alone," I whisper, the dam inside me breaking as I feel the tears begin to streak down my face. I hate that he's seeing me like this—vulnerable, broken.

      He finally releases me, but his eyes are still begging for forgiveness. "Baby, look at me."

      I lift my chin, and the pain in his eyes only twists the knife deeper. The man I thought I knew is a stranger now, and the reality is a bitter pill to swallow.

      "Love, I’m sorry."

      "Yeah, me too," I pull away from his tainted touch.

      His confusion is palpable. "What do you mean?"

      I don't dignify his question with a response. Instead, I retreat to my office, a safe place from the chaos, and shut the door. My mind races—how long has he been lying, and when did violence become his language of choice? This isn't the man I married, the man who promised to love and cherish me.

      The knocking on the door is persistent, insistent until the banging becomes louder. But I'm done, at least for now. "It’s open and stop it, I already have enough headaches."

      He enters, his presence filling the room with tension until he stops in front of me. With the wall behind me and the library on the other side, I feel trapped. "Baby, we need to talk."

      "Talk about what? Do you want to file for divorce? So you can be with any woman you want?" The accusation hangs heavy, and I see the shock on his face. For a moment, I feel powerful. “Am I not enough for you anymore, Jeremy? Is that why you’re looking elsewhere?”

      His anger is instantaneous, his fist colliding with the wall inches from my head.

      I can’t breathe.

      My heart stops.

      The proximity, the violence, it's suffocating. "Stop talking bullshit!" he roars, his voice laced with fury.

      Against my better judgment, I'm still concerned for him. I take his bleeding hand and guide him to the sofa. "You wanted to talk, right?" I mutter annoyed. "I’m listening."

      "I didn’t cheat on you.” His eyes follow me until I reach the first aid, and start to clean his knuckles. “Don’t even think about divorce. When I said 'til death does us part, I was damned serious." His words are a promise, or maybe a threat.

      "I wasn’t.” Or maybe I did, but I’m too scared of admitting it out loud. “At least we agree on that." I keep my voice steady but my head is a fucking mess.

      When he unexpectedly pulls me in, his words are a possessive claim that sends shivers down my spine. "And you are enough for me, Hailey." His kiss is meant to seal his vow, but the taste of it is bittersweet. "You’re only mine, baby, for eternity," he growls.

      I force a nervous smile, caught in the web of his embrace. "No more vanilla scent and lipstick on shirts," I try to regain some semblance of control but my heart in shattered already.

      “It won’t happen again,” and I want to believe him. I have to. But the seed of doubt has been planted, and from doubt grows a thorny vine that threatens to choke the life out of our marriage.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The relentless buzzing of my phone is like a beacon in the depths of my bag, the tenth call in an hour punctuating the afternoon bustle of shoppers around me.

      "Hey, what's up?" I feign a casualness I don't feel at all.

      "Hey, baby," Jeremy's voice comes through, laced with a cheerfulness that feels forced. "I’m done for today. We can go shopping together if you want to."

      "I'm already out shopping, but you can join me. See you at Urth Café. I’ll get there in five minutes."

      "Perfect. I think I can make it in ten. Love you. See you later."

      "Love you, too," I say, but the words are hollow, bouncing around the empty cavern of my doubts.

      Urth Café is a haven, a place where the aroma of roasted coffee beans promises a reprieve from the world. I settle at an outdoor table, my eyes scanning the digital sea of blog comments, seeking refuge in the anonymity of the internet.

      The familiar roar of Jeremy's Porsche 911 cuts through the chatter of the café crowd, and I manage to smile. There’s something about that sound—so assertive, so Jeremy—that's both comforting and unnerving. I tuck my phone away and wave.

      "Hey, baby. Have you already ordered?" he slides into the chair beside me.

      "No, I was waiting for you."

      "Have you been waiting long?" he inquires, settling back, his gaze too intent.

      "As if you didn’t know. You texted me every twenty seconds to find out where I was," I tease with a half-smile, but the edge of sarcasm is sharp.

      "What’s the problem? I want to know where you are," his smile never reaches his eyes. I take a sip of water, trying to ignore the tightness in my chest. Yeah, put me a gps on. After ordering our coffees, and a kiss that seems consuming and somehow sweet, the waiter bring them and retires with a smile. Jeremy is peering at me, but he seems miles away.

      "What are you thinking about?"

      "You."

      "What a sad life," I quip, aiming to clear the tension that somehow I feel. "What’s the use of thinking of me if I'm right here next to you?"

      "I was imagining you pregnant."

      The coffee I'm sipping nearly goes down the wrong pipe. "We’ll have time for children. We just got married. I’d like to enjoy you a little before we expand the family." And figure out the enigma you've become, I add silently. A baby is not in my plans. No way.

      "Why wait? We love each other, and you would be an amazing mother."

      "Thank you, but we have some things to fix first, then we can talk about kids, I promise."

      "Fix what?" There's an undercurrent of defensiveness in his voice now.

      "Toning down your temper wouldn’t be bad," I brace myself for his reaction. I can feel him tense beside me; the air charged with unspoken words. I shrug, quickly change the subject. "I need a dress and shoes."

      His smile returns, a little too eagerly. "Let's go, then. I can't wait to see it on you."

      "Or you can't wait to take it off?" I tease, trying to steer us back to familiar, safer waters.

      "Touché, baby," he winks.

      

      His kiss lingers, a sweet sensation that momentarily chases away the tension as we exit the boutique. The dress, a vision of elegance that draped over my skin like a second layer of confidence, is now neatly ensconced in its garment bag. We walk together, the rhythm of our steps a temporary echo of harmony, until his phone shatters the moment.

      The abrupt ringtone slices through the air, and I watch as Jeremy glances at the caller ID only to dismiss it, slipping the phone back into the depths of his pocket with practiced nonchalance.

      "You're not answering?" I ask, my curiosity piqued by the deliberate choice.

      "No, baby, today I have the day off. I don't want any annoyances. I'm all for my wife," his words dripping with a charm that feels like a veneer over something else, something deliberately kept out of sight.

      "What an honor, thank you," I allow a smile to curve my lips despite the flicker of doubt that tugs at my intuition.

      He seals the moment with another kiss, soft and reassuring, before escorting me to my car. A casual observer might see a picture-perfect couple, but the undercurrents of uneasiness ripple just beneath the surface.

      "I'll follow suit, see you at home."

      "See you later," I reply, the words floating back to him as I slide behind the wheel of my car.

      As I start the engine, I can't shake the feeling that today's tranquility is a precariously perched house of cards. And Jeremy's ignored call is a gust of wind threatening to reveal the hand we're both playing. I pull out of the parking space, the rearview mirror capturing Jeremy's figure as he watches me drive away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            DANNY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun dips lower, casting a warm glow that seems to mock the cold reality of my situation. Harper Publishing had been a gilded cage, and me, a willing captive enticed by promises of success. My trilogy, now complete, marks the end of my time with them. Sales and popularity came at the cost of my sanity. They pushed until I cracked, and ever since I handed over the last manuscript, my world has been eerily silent—no words, no stories, nothing.

      I take a long swig of my beer, the bitterness somehow comforting. As the horizon swallows the sun, I'm determined to start anew. There’s a whole world of publishers out there—someone will want my work on my terms. But first, I need to breathe, to heal, to find the spark that once made writing as natural as breathing.

      Zoe perks up, her gaze fixed on the door moments before the bell chimes. Drew's familiar face greets me, the bond we forged as solid as ever. He’s family, more than blood ever made us.

      “Hey, when did you come back?”

      "Landed a few hours ago. How's it going?" he asks, concern etched in the creases of his brow.

      "Meh," is all I can muster, the weight of creative emptiness a constant companion even if I try to pretend it’s not consuming me.

      He sinks into the couch beside me. "That bad, huh?"

      “I hit the wall. I tried everything but nothing came out.”

      "Take your time, Danny. Something will click, and you'll be back on track."

      I nod, wanting to believe. For now, I cling to the peace of this moment, the calm before the storm of creativity I hope returns.

      "Have you looked for a publisher that still accepts inquiries?" Drew's question pulls me back from the edge of my reverie.

      "The ones I looked up to, don't accept them anymore. Rose Publishing is what I was aiming for, but apparently they accept just ten each year and the term ended a month ago." The air in the room grows heavy, the weight of unspoken fears and missed opportunities pressing down on my shoulders.

      "I heard they rejected all the new authors this year, which means if they want someone new, they will reach out to the author. Their standards are super high." Drew's voice cuts through my disappointment.

      "Yeah, I know. That's why I want them," my determination flickers like a flame in the wind. "The problem is, I have no query to send to anyone since I have nothing new."

      "What about your older drafts?"

      "Nah, nothing salvageable there," I admit, the taste of defeat bitter on my tongue.

      "I'm sure you'll come up with something."

      At least one of the two is positive. "Yeah, but enough about me. How was Seattle? Did you happen to run into Taylor?"

      He flops his head back with a grunt. "Let's shift gears, okay?"

      "Uh-oh, what now?"

      "I mentioned Seattle, said I was headed there for Mike's wedding, but kept mum about the dates."

      "So she backed off?" I probe, trying to keep the mood light, but the air is already thick with tension.

      "Not exactly, at least not until I told her I wanted to meet her face to face. She got nervous," Drew admits, his discomfort palpable.

      "That's a red flag," A sense of foreboding creepes  in.

      "I know," he sighs, running a hand through his hair in frustration. "And even though we've exchanged photos, she's always too busy for a FaceTime call."

      "Have you seen her?"

      "Yeah, I spotted her at her favorite coffee shop in Seattle," Drew continues. "She completely panicked when she saw me. After finally calming down, she confesses she's seventeen."

      The words hang in the air like a storm cloud ready to burst. "Fuck off."

      "For real, I couldn't believe it either."

      "And now?" The question is loaded, the potential implications of his next steps heavy on my mind.

      "I like her, but not enough to risk my career for a teenager," he states firmly, drawing a line in the sand.

      "I'm sorry, pal," I offer, feeling the secondhand sting of his predicament.

      "It's okay, at least I'm luckier than you with women," he tries to joke, but the humor is lost in the seriousness of our conversation.

      "With all the troubles I had this year, they're the last thing I can think about."

      "Yeah, I agree. Do you want to come to Stages?" Drew suggests, a change of scenery pitched as a cure-all for my writer's block. A part of me knows he's right. "Oh come on, you know you want it. Maybe you'll get laid tonight," he teases, trying to lighten the mood.

      "I'm not that desperate," I counter, but the idea of stepping out, of letting go even for a night, is tempting. "But okay, I'll come."

      I leave Drew in the living room and head to my bedroom to ditch the shorts and T-shirt for something that won't scream 'mid-life crisis' at the club. Tonight, I'll try to forget the blank pages waiting at home, and who knows, maybe inspiration will find me in the pulsing lights and beats of Stages.

      

      When we got to the club we skipped the line since Drew is the owner's lawyer. The place is packed as always and we head toward the bar. The music relaxes me and after a few shots I spot a girl to dance with. I had a couple of fun hours with her but then all felt around again. I hate when it happens. I couldn't help it, so I gave up. She was a little disappointed and I was about to tell her I was too, instead I left the dance floor. I drank another shot and then left shortly.

      I should have stayed home, watching a movie as I planned. I’ve never imagined getting to the end of my career so fast.

      The clock strikes past midnight, and the world outside my window is shrouded in the stillness of the late hour when I step into the quiet of my home. Zoe's enthusiastic greeting is a bright spot in the darkness that has settled over me. Her leash in hand, I can't shake off the restless energy that keeps sleep at bay.

      I used to thrive in the silence of the night, the words flowing from my fingertips until the early hours, a time when the rest of the world was lost in dreams. But now, the night is no longer my ally. The once exhilarating journey of weaving narratives has turned into a grueling trek through a desert of creativity. Two paragraphs—two meager strands of thought—are all I can muster before self-doubt poisons the well.

      The ocean is my sanctuary, a vast expanse that understands the ebb and flow of inspiration. I sit there, the rhythmic crashing of the waves a soothing backdrop to my inner turmoil. A shooting star arcs across the sky, a fleeting beacon of hope, and I close my eyes to make a silent plea to the universe. Please help me find my inspiration again.

      I can almost hear my mother's voice, laced with that tough love that was her signature, chiding me for wallowing in this pit of despair. She was my rock, my cheerleader, my supporter long before my name ever graced a book cover. Now, her absence is a void no amount of success can fill, and I wonder what she'd say now, seeing her child lost among the waves, adrift and grasping for a lifeline back to the passion that once consumed me.
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