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Dedication
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For those who survived the fire and chose to become it.
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Chapter One
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I stared at the clock ticking away behind her head. Wasting her time, draining my wallet. “Lenora?” Her voice dripped with concern. A tone fabricated in graduate school for paying clients.  Caring about me was never high on anyone’s list of priorities. Therapists included.

“Where did you go just now?” she asked. She expected an answer. After seeing Molly for over a year, I had caught on to her idiosyncrasies. She expected an answer and assumed it would be different than the 50 other times we had this conversation.

I shifted on her gray leather couch. My legs peeled as I tried to move without drawing suspicion. “I went back to my life before.” I said nothing more about unattainable dreams. Time travel floated through my mind.

“Hmm. The impossible dream,” she noted. She was not being cruel, noting the obvious. Would I even want to? I looked down at my arm. I ran my hand over the tattoo covering my left forearm. A vampire stake, wrapped in roses and choking vines. Spiders and webs were caught between the leaves. I knew what it covered, though. Coordinates. A place that existed with the ghost of my memory. Where I had met Veronica.

“Why me? I’m asking rhetorically, of course.” I rolled my eyes. I knew she didn’t have an answer. When betrayal closed its cold hands around me, there was no closure. Maybe in death I’d get an answer.

“Have you heard from Roni?” Her words punched my gut. The childhood nickname for my friend of decades slid from her lips; a smooth sting.

“She clearly never thinks about me. I was nothing to her. She took my pain, my words crying for help and twisted them to make herself the victim. She’s a bitch. And she knows it. She would never dare show her cowardly face to me again.” I sat up straight in my seat, spitting the words in Molly’s direction. She leaned back, familiar with my outbursts. Her expression said, Oh great. Another one of these sessions.

“I want you to think about how much you have overcome. You’re still here. You are so resilient. This is not a bad thing, Lenora.”

I sneered. “Resilient? While Roni gets to live my life? Oh. How good for me. Resilience will buy me flowers, love me, and hold my hand while I die in a hospital from cancer somewhere,” I threw my hands in the air. “Incredibly resilient! Everyone, come and watch the freak show. Strong and alive while wanting to die. Wading through the wreckage of my life while Veronica and Kole get to raise the daughter who should be mine. How...lucky for me.” Hate was the only power I would ever truly have.

I abruptly stood up. “I have to get back to work. My boss doesn’t care about what I’m going through. She’s on my ass about being perfect and giving her the same quality of work I gave her before my life imploded.” Molly stayed seated as my shadow towered over her. All sixty-one inches of grief and vindictiveness directed toward the wrong person.

Molly never cowered. She was calm. A ship being manned by a seasoned captain. Waves had no power here. “I understand.” She nodded. “I’ll see you next week?”

“Sure,” I said while I walked out of her office. Resilient. I scoffed. The place my heart used to be housed was nothing more than ash now. The labyrinthine halls of Molly’s office building were a perfect place to hide while forcing back tears. Crying was weak and I refused to be weak anymore. I pictured Veronica, my ex-best friend cradling the baby she and my ex-husband had together. I cursed myself for caring about Roni, for giving her a place to live while she saved up money for a house. I pictured sleepovers, staying up all night, instead I got emotionally obliterated. How’s that for childhood besties?

Veronica and I always had a codependent relationship. Unfortunately, I’ve learned loyalty only goes one way most of the time. A memory hit before the elevator arrived. Tears came anyway. I wanted to surprise Roni and spend time together. But Roni and Kole were on my brand new couch.

Kole on top of Veronica, her legs splayed, one up and the other out. I screamed-at least I remembered doing it. The dogs watched on, unaware of the devastation happening under their very wet noses.

Their reactions were difficult to recall now (thanks EMDR), but I remembered Kole jumped up but Roni...she took her time. Her demeanor matched exactly what a homewrecking slut would do. Kole tripped, pulling up the pants I got him for Valentine’s Day.

Molly gave me some bullshit answer about how Roni was probably in shock. Nervous system crash. Did she honestly think they were not going to get caught?

“Oh! Lenora. You’re home early.” I watched her dress as Kole stumbled toward me, closing the distance between us. His hands reached and mine shoved. Blind with fury, rage, pain, I grabbed the nearest thing to me. A pumpkin we had just purchased at a patch together. I loved Halloween and could not wait until October to put them out. It sailed in a perfect arc and landed directly on Veronica’s head. She ducked too late. I watched her hit the floor, unconscious. I attempted to pummel her stupid face but Kole held me back, like he always had.

The EMDR made everything else feel far away due to the excessive amount of times we did it. Congrats! It’s my ten-month therapy anniversary, and I still hate myself.

The August heat slammed my face as I squinted, looking for my car. A safe spot. At least, I know nobody had fucked in it. Sadly, not even me.

Resilient? My ass. I received a text from Kole, maybe a week after Discovery Day (that’s what my support groups called it), I packed his shit up in a box, waited until he drove by and set it on fire as he watched. Veronica stood with him.

He charged out of the car and slapped me across the face, in front of all the neighbors. 10/10 would do it again. After they left, I warmed myself by the fire. Cruel and evil, like a witch from Salem.

Other women questioned why they weren’t enough. I didn’t. I knew who I was. Thanks, Dr. Molly. A positive statement I could believe about myself. I walked to my car and as I opened the door, a voice called to me. Startled, I dropped my keys as fingers closed around my shoulder.
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I whipped around, keys between my knuckles like women learned to do. I immediately felt stupid when on one was there. I rubbed my shoulder, still feeling the harsh pressure. Humpty Dumpty Lenora had a great fall. Now her yolk leaked out where a mind should be.

I grabbed my phone to call Roni—force of habit. She threw me away like trash when I was at least recyclable. My hands gripped the phone, weak. I wanted to crush it, have the glass cut my hands, feel the blood trickle down. Proof that I lived. It slipped from my graps and clatter on the sidewalk.

“What would you do with power if you had it?” A voice carried on the wind and slithered into my ears. My head swiveled, insides clenched. I knelt on the ground and placed my hands on either side of my head. A scream tearing from my throat, tinged with blood. I called for someone, anyone to hear me. But in reality, I simply bent over to pick up my phone while I sobbed silently.

“Are you okay?” the soft voice asked me. Full of pity. Sympathy. It oozed all the things I hated about myself. I swiped Dr. Molly’s hand away.

“Nope.” After fumbling with my key fob a few times I open my car door and glared at her. The door slammed before I could hear any other platitudes she wanted to hurl my way.

A loud slam caused my body to jolt. Her hand pressed against my driver’s side window. “It’s not a compliment. It’s the cruel mistress of life. I’m sorry you’re cursed with a strength you’d rather throw away.” Her hand slid down the glass, squeaking as it went. My last moor to humanity. The last helping hand, smeared across a barrier of my own making.

No response needed. I screeched out of the parking lot and sped home, not completely devoid of love. My pets waited for me. The only true love in the world. If they knew what Veronica was doing they would have attacked her.

“What a stupid name. Veronica. What is this? An Archie’s comic?” I scoffed

Roni had always been obsessed with boys. Obsessed with finding love from a man. She found it and I was no longer needed. Superfluous, if I were feeling pretentious.

I aggressively wiped my tears. Whatever. I was educated. Smart. Beautiful. Wickedly funny. I lied to myself so often I was not sure what was true anymore. Was I any of those things?

I made it home on autopilot, only realizing when I pressed the garage door opener. I got to keep the house. Kole had tried to get neighbor statements but nobody wanted in the middle of our mess after they witnessed my impromptu bonfire. Sometimes, when I was really sad (so basically everyday,) I wore the hoodie I had on when I set his stuff on fire. It smelled like tears and revenge.

I pictured myself as the neighbors had seen me: a main character, highlighted by flames. The wind twirled my hair around, mixing it with ash and mournful moans. My face was partially hidden in darkness. After that, everybody avoided my gaze, which I liked better. Main character or psycho, everyone eventually wrote their own story about me.

I killed the engine and a giggle drifted from somewhere in the dark recesses. I cautiously exited my car, scanning the area for...what exactly? I walked carefully to the entrance of  my living room, ripping the door open and rushing inside to escape the dark of the garage. My back prickled with imaginary ghosts watching out my car windows.

“What if that pumpkin had killed her instead? Would that fix you?” a voice whispered in the dark. I silently agreed, yes it would. Two large furry bodies knocked me down before I could process if the voice was real or not. Obviously, no. I sank to the floor and let them lick away tears I hadn’t felt fall. I was especially fond of my black dog, Rook. He was aggressive; a pit bull mix from the shelter. He fit every stereotype. I worked hard with him: I trained him, I loved him, and I was scared of him.

He looked at me, panting hard. One of his eyes had popped a blood vessel, the white flooded red. He paced back and forth. Hmm. Unusual. My hand went to the back of my neck, prickles appeared. The house felt wrong.

Unfortunately, Rook was the kind of dog that would kill other animals in the house. I locked my precious cats up in my office while I was away. Tonight, the door gaped open. Wide. Open. I choked on rising fear. Vision blurred. The hallway walls unfamiliar as my palms pressed against them for support. One of my cats was lying flat on his back, head turned toward me. His eyes caught the light but not me. He was gone. I knew I had shut that door. I knew it. Hadn’t I?

My phone buzzed. Kole. Hey. Just checking in. I know you have Rook. You’re probably safe. Just...I still worry. Fucking Kole. Salt rubbed in a wound he didn’t cause but knew was there.

The phone dropped from my hand, my scream ripping the house in two. A giggle swirled underneath the grief.
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A couple of days later, I stood in the vet I’d been going to since I got Rook at nine months old. A scrawny, skinny thing desperate for love and affection. The glass rooms showed dogs begging for love and affection. Pity squeezed my heart. I stopped at an empty window. Maybe one had gone to a loving home. A sudden slam against the window had me lean back.

An almost all black dog with large paws popped up. He was ugly, objectively. All legs, no body. Labrador head with not a single bit of lab DNA. I placed my hands on the window, mirroring where his paws were. A love connection.

“Excuse me? I want this dog,” I said to the woman walking by. She placed us in a room together and he ignored me the entire time. I loved him immediately. At home, he promptly attacked my older, resident dog over a piece of chicken. Understandable.

Training sessions, vet visits, biting incidents later...he was still my favorite, most obstinate thing in the world. He chewed through an entire door when he got accidentally locked out once. I never replaced it. And now, his circle of life had closed. The final vet visit. My hands absentmindedly brushed against his black fur.

I glanced up as Kole burst into the room. My eyes rolled in their sockets hard enough to hurt. “You.”

He sneered. “You thought I wouldn’t want to be here? They called to confirm the session with me last night.” Never took Kole off the pet parent form.

I turned away from him and bit my tongue hard, filling my mouth with blood to force myself to keep from wasting more words with him. My arms wrapped around Rook the same way they had around Smokey, the cat he murdered. The irony not lost on me how I continued to love the things that ripped me apart.

The vet explained the process but my brain filled with fog. Kole watched from the couch, keeping distance from Rook. Shame. I wished Rook would give him one last permanent reminder he existed on his stupid face.

Some part of my subconscious watched the vet administer the final shot. Had I said I was ready? I wasn’t.

His eyes focused on mine until they didn’t. His body released his soul. His weight heavy on my lap. A tear slipped down my cheek. A rush of hatred crawled up my throat like acid. Pathetic. Weak. Kole clearly enjoyed every second of seeing me in despair.

I glanced his way,his own eyes were misted with liquid. He had hated Rook. They never got along and were constantly at odds with each other. The house had been more peaceful and calm with Kole gone. Stupidly, I imagined Rook and I growing old together in harmony. A wave of grief struck the future I imagined and it shattered. The vet’s words of comfort burrowed into my ear, unwanted. Mercy. Behavioral euthanasia. Last resort. Best I could.

Someone scoffed. Best you could? I shot a glare at Kole. “Shut up.” He dabbed his wet eyes, confusion clouding his face. “I didn’t say anything.” The vet said we could spend as much time as we needed. “No!” I take it back!!  I gripped the dog’s empty shell harder. Maybe I could squeeze my soul into his. I no longer wanted it.

You’re pathetic. How is this mercy?

I watched everyone but no one’s mouth moved. Kole placed his hand on Rook’s head. The vet puttered around, cleaning up. I thought about my other dog, Holly at home. Willow, my other cat, missing her brother. Both would be alone now. Something we shared.

You don’t have to be alone.

I jerked my head around. Was I actually hearing a voice?  I shoved it out of my head, clearly noting it was not Kole talking. Nor the vet. Time to clock out, Lenora. My spirit left my body and floated above it.  How much could one person take? Truly? Death wafted into my nose but outside myself, I could no longer smell it. Rook’s full heavy weight crushed my legs and the sensation was lost on me. My body pulled me back in. Only limited breaks at a time, Lenora. Don’t get carried away. The vet shoved paperwork into my hands. Pay attention. No one cared about trauma unrelated to them. I nodded and stared at the white sheet of paper as words blurred and letters chased each other across the pages. This is for Rook, not Smokey. Hard to differentiate when traumas don’t give space to fucking breathe.

Kole watched me struggle. He offered no help. “You handled that better than I anticipated.” Passive aggressiveness masked as concern.

“You acted unlike an unfeeling monster today. I’m shocked, as well.” I continued to write what I hoped was sensible wording. Kole snorted. “You know why you’re alone? Because you’ll never change.”

“Fine with me.” I marked that I would be coming to pick up his ashes, along with my cat’s. Kole would never get the remains of my heart. Not before, not now.

I locked eyes with him and smiled. “Let’s play a game, asshole. Whoever looks away first is a little bitch.” Kole stared at me and then mumbled something about having to leave. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

“And you’re so very original.” I went to take a step and leave as well but my footfall sounded different than I expected. My head swiveled. Not in the vet’s office anymore. Where was the door? Was this even a room?

A light emanated from somewhere. I twirled around, desperately searching for the source. My feet echoed on the hard ground. Was this tile? “Hello?” I screamed. My voice bounced away from me. Hands out, trembling. Searching. Restless fingers twitched to hit a wall, a curtain. “I’ve finally lost it.” I whispered to myself.

“Lost what, exactly?” A voice asked from the dark.

I whipped my head toward the sound. Empty. Shadow. A low growl. A tapping of sharp nails. My feet stuttered forward. “Rook?”

“There’s no beloved thing here.”

“And where is here?” irritability overrode my fear.

“Where would you like it to be?”

“I’m done with this shit. If I’m not dead, I would like to go back.”

A breeze like a rush of bird wings fluttered my hair in a nonexistent breeze. Cold breath chilled my ear.

“Go back to what? Your pathetic life? Your lying, cheating ex? The best friend you lost? Your beloved dog who murdered your beloved cat?  I’d be in a real hurry to get back too, if I were you. And thank the fires of hell, I am not.”

“Ok, wow. Didn’t know hallucinations could be so rude.” My voice shook, betraying whatever bravado I assumed I had.

The same laugh I’d been hearing all night long echoed in the place, bleeding my ears.

I clapped my hands to my ears. "Wake up wake up wake up!"

"Lenora! Wake up!" I opened my eyes and stared straight into Kole’s. He shook me more times than necessary. I scooted away from him. He watched, faux concern masked his evil face. "Next time, let me die so I don't have to see you again."

A saccharine smirk dripped from his mouth. "There's that wicked wit I miss so much.”

"The wicked wit you traded for what I’m sure are incredibly intelligent conversations with Roni.” I said very loudly.

He paled. Having his dirty laundry aired in public had never been something he liked. Of course, it was my fault for mentioning it and not his for doing it.

"Roni has nothing to do with this. Sorry for caring about you." He reached a hand out to help me up. When I had fallen?

“Caring. Right." I slapped his hand away and picked myself up and turned to leave.

"You're such a bitch." He mumbled, quiet enough for me to hear but not for a passerby to realize he was a bunch of red flags masquerading as a person.

"You're not going to say anything to that?" A voice slithered up my spine.

"I've learned a long time ago to not even bother." I looked around, a bit unsettled that I answered the voice. Nobody noticed. Kole walked out of the building feeling triumphant he got the last word, unaware I let him have it this time.

No. Defending myself would not matter. I recalled many nights of circular arguments: why he was terrible, why it was actually my fault. I ended up crying myself to sleep next to a snoring man who genuinely believed he was a good partner. I was the problem; I was always the problem.

I made it through the parking lot and to my car without registering a single sensation. I opened the car door and noticed the empty leash and collar in my passenger seat. Rook had spent the whole ride with his head out the window, his mouth open, enjoying the breeze. His last ride. His last pup cup. I’d never again roll the window up in haste to prevent him from lunging at someone strolling down the sidewalk. I’d never feel his heat as he crawled all over me on the couch, comforting me and himself during a thunderstorm. His brown eyes used to reflect love. My last memory would be the unseeing look as they registered spirits only he could see.

I reached for my phone to call Roni-again. I was making this an embarrassing fucking habit. She wanted nothing to do with me. Fine then. She wouldn’t. She only cared about her fake family. The circle I was no longer included in. Everyone else could be forgiven. Invisible criteria I hadn’t met.

I breathed a sigh of relief Veronica had gotten pregnant. Finally free and rid of the monster that once stalked the halls of my home and made me hide in my bathroom until he left for work. He was solidly Veronica’s problem. I felt bad for the baby girl but honestly, not my problem.

I drove home to a half-empty house, devoid of love. My remaining pets greeted me at the door. Holly whined at the empty collar and leash. Willow hid in a corner. Wish I could, too.

I flopped on the couch and curled into the fetal position. A coma sounded good right now. Through love sprang only misery, and I was done with it all.
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Eyes watched me sleep. I felt them crawling on me, waking me upright. A giggle resounded in my room. Holly slunk away from the far corner and jumped onto the couch with me. Willow hissed and ran to hide somewhere. I could no longer blame this on me losing my mind. My mouth was dry, my throat ached. "Who's there?" Monsters in the dark always answered back.

"Who's there? Who's there?" a woman's voice replied. Young. Sing-songy.

"Who who who!" another voice answered hers. I knocked half the items off my bedside table trying to turn a light on and got nothing but more darkness. Holly still whined at my feet while Willow chose to hide.

“I am really losing it.” Every nerve felt raw. Exposed. Violated. Something broke in me during August’s summer heat. Summer came, with its promise of new life and trips to the lake. I stayed locked inside.

I walked to my fridge and shakily grabbed a bottle of water.

“You’re fine.” Did I say that for me? For the animals? For the ghosts of trauma that tiptoed and taunted from the shadows? A memory floods my nervous system—my kitchen, making dinner. Normalcy at its peak. Except for the unhinged psycho providing the soundtrack to my life.

“You’re lucky I didn’t cheat on you more! It was only one time! Get over it! I still want you. Who cares about Veronica? She’s a nobody! Nothing!”

I gripped the handle of the pan harder, stirred the sloppy joe faster. “I guess we have that in common.” I said it low, cautiously insubordinate.

Kole grabbed my shoulders as I grabbed the pan and smashed it upside his head. Or, I had wanted to. Instead, I flipped it up and flung the meat on the side of his face. The red, gelatinous mass slid down revealing his true face as I watched the unmasking. Pure rage and hatred shone through. He grabbed my throat and shoved me against the wall. The animals made an ignored cacophony.

He turned and yelled at Rook to shut up, his hand holding my breath, squeezing the base of my throat. And not in a fun way.

“Aren’t you excited?” His voice breathless. “You’re going to be my first, Lenora. But not yet.” He dropped me and I slid to the floor. He was going to kill me.

The present-day kitchen rematerialized as I opened a bottle of water and sputtered as the voice came back, unbidden.

“And you let him sleep in your bed? Pitiful.” The smell of honeysuckle filled my nostrils. There’s no memory attached to this smell but I felt a longing in my chest. “But you don’t have to be.”

A flutter of wings. A smell of...cigarette smoke? I covered my nose. Vile.

I threw the bottle. It bounced off the floor. Enraged, my arm swiped everything off the counter. Nothing breakable. Even my rage was contained.

“What are you? Why are you hiding? You coward!” Shoulders moved up and down. In fear? Anticipation?

The air shifted. A familiar charge in the air. “Kole?”

“Never compare me to that weak manchild.” A growl skittered across my right shoulder. Fear melted to curiosity.

“I can work with that.” A single feather fell into my hands. Black. Shining. Covered in blood.
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I slept fitfully that night. Haunted by owls hooting and mean girls laughing in school hallways. A strange, striking-looking man lurking in the shadows. At one point, I woke up and turned my nightlight on. The monster lurked outside the range of the light, cloaked in darkness.

Holly and Willow had joined me in the bed. Willow attacked my feet beneath the duvet and Holly snored. The intruders of the night quickly forgotten. I stretched across my king-sized bed as another memory, cold and unwanted, sliced its way through my consciousness.

“I like the bed, Kole. I only thought we were both going to be paying for it.” Kole glared at me. “You always do this! I told you I would try to help. Stop gaslighting me and twisting my words around.” Words of defense crawled up my throat, reminiscent of too many margaritas on a night out. Much less fun. More like the hangover filled with regret the next morning.

Kole stared at me, geared up for a fight. I deflated. Swallowed my words. Weak. I emptied my head of the trauma and took a deep breath. Hmm. The air smelled like it was missing something. My shoulders sagged before I registered what that could mean and swung my legs over the bed.

I slipped my feet into ratty slippers. A memory of Rook. I reached my hand out to where Smokey used to lie. Where Kole lied, in every sense of the word. A weight shifted into my hand. I grasped back, my body reacting before my brain could catch up. Something solid to hold onto. The madness was a companion I longed for.

The weight left my palm immediately. I sighed. Even my own mental breakdown abandoned me. I picked black hairs off the white duvet wishing it were that easy to pick memories out of the recesses of my gray matter. I dragged myself out of bed, needing something to combat the raw feeling of wearing skin.

“I could give you so much more.”

No one was there. Typical. I shrugged and went to make coffee. At this point I should be charging this voice rent. The scent of freshly ground beans cloyed in my nostrils. My body reacted with ferocity. I needed something to seep into my cracks. I imagined the brown liquid coursing through my veins, jump starting my heart. My phone beeped. I rolled my eyes at the therapy reminder.

“Therapy. Hmm.” Something huffed. This time, outside my head. Oh? Are you real? Kind of scary but I welcome the company.  I spoke to the empty kitchen, leaning against the counter. “You might as well come out. I’ve had enough of the cat and mouse shadow man routine.” I sipped my strong liquid courage. The black liquid matched my soul’s vibe.

“There she is.” A man walked out from behind the separating wall between my living room and kitchen. Even though I had anticipated him, even craved him, I was surprised he manifested. “Oh.” I choked on my coffee, but quickly recovered.

He took a step back and lit a cigarette. “Oh? Interesting reaction.”

“Not inside, please,” I started to say and then stopped when he held it out to me. I shrugged and took it, inhaling deeply. A laugh bubbled from my core. Maybe Kole had been right all these times. I was insane. Crazy. Abnormal. Disturbed. Should I apologize? Grovel?

“Well,” he said, practically salivating. He assessed me like a prime rib. “Aren’t you perfect?” He took the cigarette back, took a long drag. “That man didn’t know what he had. What a child. I would never waste my time with someone ordinary,” his words came out with the smoke. He took a step closer. I went back. A dance for the macabre. Morbid curiosity cutting the air between us.

His smoke followed me, curled downward and wrapped around my wrists like cuffs. I strained against them uselessly. Instead of fear, though...hmm. Something worse. The man lifted a single finger and crooked it. The cuffs dragged me unwillingly closer to him. A slight gasp dragged from my throat. Was it terror? Or thrill? Placed directly in front of him, he smiled. “Sorry for playing coy, earlier. I have to assess who deserves my power.”

I blinked. What had he said? Assess? But my mind landed on the word power. He crooked his finger again and my arms went above my head. I floated above the ground, my toes kissed the floor.

He leaned his face into mine. “That is what you want, correct? Power. Justice.” He dragged on his cigarette, breathing the smoke into my face as he spoke the last word. “Vengeance.”

The acrid smell of cigarettes and dying roses spread across my face; a shadow cloak. Instead of being repulsed, I breathed it in deeper, allowing the essence to fill all the hollow cracks, the broken parts of my psyche. Desperately wanting a glue for shattered pieces.

I paused, perhaps too long. He held my eye contact but, unlike with Kole, it wasn’t a game. He waited, patiently. Unbothered. Leaned against my wall like a young James Dean. Nowhere to be and not wanting to be. If I said yes, what would this mean for my soul? Images of crossroads and contracts in blood flashed through my mind.

He scoffed. “Oh, now you’re concerned? You won’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“You can read my thoughts?” I asked, leery.

He paused, considering something. “More like intentions, fear, worry. Emotions.” He said this as if he himself were devoid of them. As if the mere word on his tongue disgusted him.

“Then...” I said. “Yes, I want them.” The man snapped his fingers and my hazy restraints disappeared.

“Allow me to introduce myself, then. I’m Andras.
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Andras.

Andras.

Andras.

His name kept running through my head. As soon as he had introduced himself, he vanished. A man who knew not to overstay his welcome was refreshing. Hands trembled as I made my coffee. French press. Because I loved being pretentious. A deal he had said? Power, justice, vengeance? No terms agreed upon. No blood pricked. No contract signed. And yet...I knew I’d do it.

Vengeance. The word looped in my head. Revenge? Were they two sides of the same coin? Two names popped into my head. Roni. Kole. Same coin, different faces.

As long as Roni and I had been friends, I never would have thought she was similar to Kole. A narcissist in dead sheep’s clothing. Living with death made me nose blind. The smell infiltrated my hair, my clothes. The disguise made it easy to slip into my bed and pretend to be human.

After decades of true friendship, being there for her, loving her. Truly seeing her. I was left in the cold. Reminded of a dog she had once. She didn’t like dogs, I never knew why she had bought him. He became overwhelming for her. Too much for her already anxiety-riddled mind. She opened the door and simply allowed him to walk off into the sunset. She had done the same with me. Too much to handle. I twisted myself into the problem. I refused to heal. Tell me, Roni, how does one heal from their eviscerated insides dripping out from between their legs? Eating my heart in front of me was kinder than what she had done.

But Roni wasn’t a friend anymore. And my patience and empathy had dissolved along with any friendship or love I believed I had. I was the dog now. An unwanted thing taking up too much time, space, and food. Wanted for convenience, but when I requested something real, the door was thrown open. Displaced.

The last correspondence I had with Roni she ended the letter with...have a blessed day. I wanted to vomit the words on her anxiously cleaned carpet. I wanted the smell to invade her nostrils and remind her I was real.itself inside her brain, lying dormant until her mind ran rampant at night. Her worst nightmares coming to life in the vulnerability of sleep.

I wanted to be one of them. I wanted to claw my way out of the recesses of her mind, breathed to life by the fire of hatred and betrayal. A nightmare paralysis demon haunting her nightmares. Becoming them. When she looked in the mirror, I wanted her to see my brand across her skin. To know. To remember. To fear.

The last words startled me. I wanted my best friend of decades to...fear me?

The feeling left a taste on my tongue I relished. Like licorice. You either liked it or you didn’t. What was it like to walk down a street as people crossed the other side to avoid you? My skin prickled...with power? Too much of my life I had given to others. Roni. Kole.

In reality, I had the power. I controlled the fear. That’s why they fought me so hard; they tried to silence me, stop me. Turned my words and actions into a vendetta to keep me caged.

A memory flared behind my eyes. I sat down, hard. My mind was flooded with images. An EMDR session came to life without the light bar.

I pulled in and found two sheriffs in my driveway. The day had been good, regardless of the unfortunate events that had been orchestrated against me. The sun shone, the birds sang. Spring in all its glory. The sheriff asked if I had pissed someone off. I said no, if anything, I was the victim. He laughed and said well, seems like you did. He handed me a paper, smeared with lies and libel.

A restraining order.

From Kole. The man who punched me in the face, threw a bookcase on top of me, and placed his hands gently around my throat to claim I owed him my life. Twisted, gnarled words.  I was reduced to nothing more than a betrayed housewife with a score to be settled. Jealous that he moved on with his mistress.

Roni was included on this order. Her own ex had cheated, lied, scared her, and threatened her. I was there for her, I called the numbers and held her hand. She sobbed on my shoulder until my shirt was wet with tears; a prisoner of love, a cage without bars.

How quickly she became the predator.

And isn’t that how it started? Cross my heart, hope to die, I will never be the victim again. A chunk of ice hardened in my chest, cooling my veins.

I blinked. Back in my home, supposed safe space. The very kitchen Roni had helped me unpack when we had moved. The kitchen. The stove. The floor. All places they did unspeakable things. Uncaring. As cold as the linoleum tiles. What kind of person did things in a kitchen? I shivered. Unsanitary.

I swiped my hand across the table, breathing hard. touched my face, confused why my fingers came back wet. Were those tears?  Someone came up behind me. A hand encircled mine and held close to my side. With his free hand he grabbed my hair and pulled my head back.

“Tears are wasteful. Silent prayers that never reach the ears of God.”

I knew any sane person would be scared, but I wasn’t sane. Not anymore, maybe I never had been. I whirled around to stagnant air.

I reached down and plucked a raven’s feather from the ground. I used a technique I had learned in counseling to ground myself. 5 4 3 2 1. Five things I could see, feel...the feather was real. Therefore, he was real.

I’m sure when I was given this exercise, it wasn’t intended to be used to convince myself a demon in my kitchen was real. But here we were.

I should be happy that Kole was with someone else. Escape was a thing most victims were unable to do. Taste freedom. My freedom came at a price, however.

The feather twisted back and forth between my fingers. I’m surprised Roni fell for Kole’s manipulation. Then again, I considered myself to be smarter than most people, and I fell for it. My eyes closed, a hand brushed away strands of hair. It felt like a lover after an unforgettable night.

Adrenaline surged through my body in a way caffeine never accomplished. He was a demon, dumbass. This was no prince charming and I had to keep my wits about me. A two-way deal. Quid pro quo. I was used to this kind of deal. Grabbing my coffee, I went to sit at my table.

Chair legs screeched as a large form sat down next to me. I barely reacted but gripped my mug of pretentious coffee a little tighter. Andras’ hand reached over to pour creamer in. I held up my hand. “I really prefer black”

He laughed. “It’s not creamer.” He poured the contents in my cup. I saw the dark colored liquor bottle after the mug had already made its way to my lips, down my throat, settled deep into my core.

“Tell me all about it.” His beady bird eyes bored into my soul. I gagged. He poured too much in my coffee.

My eyes narrowed as I studied him. He looked back. Empty, bottomless pits of black. Still, more connection than I had ever seen in Kole’s. They reminded me of Rook’s eyes before he lunged. They transformed when they looked at me. Everyone got bottomless pits of hate but when he looked at me...I felt chosen. Andras reminded me of what it felt like to be special.
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I sat paralyzed in my seat, the eye contact too intense to disconnect. Andras probed my mind, my memories, my soul. The deepest, most vulnerable parts of me. He was a coroner, scalping. Cutting. Slicing. He weighed each organ with precision. Look, he would say. Here’s your liver. See that mark? That’s where Kole stabbed you on December 24th when you noticed there were no gifts under the tree with your name on them.

I imagined him seeing me, flayed open. Commenting on the texture of my liver being too tough from the alcohol indulgence. My heart too heavy, a stone. Studied, dissected, known inside and out. I hated how much I liked it.

I wanted to tell Andras it had not always been like this but the dark look on his face cut me off.

“Go ahead,” he sneered. “Tell me about how he was so good in the beginning. Tell me how he loved you, that it was more than a trauma bond.” His hands clasped together, he leaned forward, eager to participate in gossip.

“I...”, I sounded like car trying to start a lie because it’s one hundred precent broken. False hope. I didn’t want to be blamed for this catastrophe.

Andras leaned back to pour himself a drink. He sipped it. Could demons really sip anything? Was I actually talking to a demon? The break in reality was a welcome change of pace to feeling sorry for myself.

“I like what you
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