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  One


I rocked out hard as I drove. 
In the future, affection will discover you
Shatter the shackles that confine you
A single evening will jog your memory 
Of the moments we shared before going our distinct paths
Tears rolled down my face as I sang and banged my head like I’d never heard of whiplash. I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles threatened to burst through the skin. My nails dug into the soft leather, then pushed it into my palms. I squeezed tighter, afraid I might lose grip from all the crying.
I stopped at the red light I could barely see, my vision was so blurred by tears and swollen eyelids.
“Fuck you!” I screamed.
The guy in the Charger next to me looked over and flipped me off. I nodded, swinging my chin up in acknowledgment. I didn’t care if he thought the screaming and cursing was directed at him. It wasn’t.
“Fuck you! And your love! And every good fucking memory you ever gave me!”
I bowed my head, crying harder.
“GodDAMMIT!” I slammed a fist on the gear shifter, pissed off at Dario for being him, and at the light for turning green.
I pressed the gas pedal, headed for the beach. I could cry in my Jeep there, and no one would look twice or stop to ask me if I was okay. These days, we lived in a world where people didn’t do those things anymore for fear that others would even breathe on them wrong.
"I loved you so much for so long, and what did you do?” I said, the venom dripping from every syllable.
The song ended and changed to an-all-too-familiar one. One I’d listened to so many times—for weeks—after we broke up.
As dust takes flight, I leave you far from sight
A stranded soul, in ice, lost, and alone
Once out of control, with no path to stroll
You're a memory, you don't existBefore life's thread is cut, think about this
Consider me when solitude's your only kiss
I forewarned you, don't forget my words
As stitches fail and crimson rivers gush in herdsRemember me
I turned left at the light and backed in to an empty spot, turning the volume up to the limit. After shifting into park and setting the emergency brake, I continued to rock out, head banging and singing.
The song ended on “Remember me,” and my voice cracked harder than it had the day I stabbed Dario in the heart.
My forehead hit the steering wheel, and I fell apart.






  
  Two


I didn’t know how much time had passed, and I wasn’t sure I cared. But my phone was ringing, waking me up from my tear-induced sleep. 
I looked in the mirror on the visor. My forehead had leather stitch marks embedded in it, and there was crust on my left cheek. A crust from which protein I didn’t know.
My phone kept ringing, and the name that showed on the touch screen in the dash was one I’d expected to see.
I didn’t answer in time to stop it from going to voice mail, and I was oddly okay with that. Under normal circumstances, I’d have raced to pick it up, but at this moment, I didn’t care about anything other than my pain.
I felt bad as I lifted my left hand to look at the beautiful ring on my finger. Stu loved me, and I loved him. But something about the finality of killing Dario hurt so much more than I could have ever imagined. I swore to Stu I was over that piece of shit. Why did my heart betray me like this?
My hands, eyes, and face hurt. I couldn’t go home looking like this, could I? How would Stu feel if he saw me? Would he be mad? Empathetic? Resentful? What would I tell him?
I sucked in a deep, steadying breath and returned his call.
“Hey, babe,” Stu greeted.
“Hi.” I sniffled.
“You okay?”
“Not really. I didn’t…”
Stu was silent. Was he mad? Disappointed? Feeling betrayed?
“Brit,” he started, “I need you to know I’m not mad. I know how much you cared for him. You may not have felt it recently—hell, since you broke up—but I need you to know it’s okay. You’ll be okay. We will be okay.”
I sniffled the runny nose and tears back.
“Brit, come home. Please?”
I nodded for too long before realizing he couldn’t see me.
“’Kay,” I responded, my voice barely a whisper.
“Drive safely, please. I love you,” Stu said before ending the call.
I turned the radio up.
Take your broken promisesAnd don't come back againIt's time to say bye-byeI gotta quit you where you sitTake your broken promisesIt's time to say bye-byeI gotta quit you where you sit, sitI gotta quit you where you sit

      [image: image-placeholder]I walked through the garage door into the kitchen, where Stu sat at the table, a beer in front of him. Across the table was an open bottle of red moscato and a glass poured just below the rim. The left corner of my mouth moved upward in a tiny smirk. This man knew me better than I sometimes knew myself. How was that even possible?
I dragged my feet as I walked to my seat across from Stu, pausing before pulling the chair out. I looked at Stu and forced a smile, making my puffy, tear-streaked face sorer. He stood and wrapped his arms around me.
I crumpled into a crying heap on the floor, Stu’s arms still around me. He just held me while I cried.
Gently, Stu pulled me up and walked me to the couch, where I slumped, still a mess. I managed to sit up enough to snatch the box of tissues from the coffee table. I was blowing my nose when Stu walked back in carrying the bottle and that same full glass. He set them down and went, presumably, to retrieve his beer.
When he returned, I was curled around a pillow on my side, Minion headbutting my face as I shook.
Stu sat down near my knees, on the edge of the couch, and rubbed my leg. I wanted to reach for his hand but lacked the energy to. I wanted to hug him, or even sit up to let him hold me as I felt my pain. Pain that felt so natural yet so foreign. Was I supposed to have emotions like this? Was I supposed to have emotions at all? I was a fucking murderer, for fuck’s sake. What were these internalized things doing and why?
If he ever hurts you
True love won’t betray you
You know I’ll still love you
Though we embraced and went our scattered ways
“Why…fucking WHY?” I strained. My throat hurt from all the crying, but I needed to scream, or be loud, or something—anything other than be soft. “I just... AH! What’s with these feelings? Why do I even have them? Killers aren’t supposed to have hearts—" I buried my face in the pillow, sobbing again.
Stu lay on me, his head on the side of my waist. He rubbed my back. I didn’t think it had anything to do with him not knowing what to do—he did, he even knew what to say, always. Was he simply letting me get it all out? Could I be so lucky to have a real human to be engaged to?
“Stu?” I mumbled into the pillow.
“Hmm?”
“What did I do to deserve a good and decent human like you?”
Stu scoffed. “Baby, I’m not the ‘human’ you think I am.” He sat up and gently stroked my exposed cheek. “I’m the sociopath the police force needs.”






  
  Three


For a moment, my brain froze. Then, I chuckled. 
“You’re a mess,” I joked.
“But I’m not. I can do things others can’t. I can compartmentalize and detach. No one else on the force can do that. Hell, they’ve even started calling me Socio-officer.”
I almost choked on a giggle at that, but I wasn’t sure if he was being serious. The Stu Jones I knew was a kind, empathetic, caring man. He couldn’t be the man he claimed to be. Could he?
“I'm serious, Brit. That’s what some of them call me,” he replied, half-amused.
“But why? You’re kind, and decent, and empathetic…”
“For you,” he swallowed. “For you I am all of those things. For them?” He took a swig of his beer. “I’m everything you’ll ever read about sociopaths, though I personally lean more toward Anti-Social Personality Disorder.”
I lay there, digesting what he’d just said. Anti-Social Personality Disorder? Who was he, fucking Dahmer, minus being gay and eating me? No, not my Stu. Not my sweet, sensitive Stu.
I cleared my throat. “Clarification?”
Stu took a deep breath, appearing to think about how to explain it to me—me! Of all people, me!
“I don’t think it’s an act, if that’s where you’re headed. I know I compartmentalize and detach. I leverage these things to my advantage, and they’ve made me successful at what I do. Could you imagine me in Criminal Investigations, Major Crimes, or Violent Crimes divisions? I’d be an asset, no doubt.”
I started to ponder what he’d just said but was interrupted.
“None of this means I don’t truly and genuinely love you. I do. More than anything or anyone I’ve ever loved before. Britney, you are my person. Nothing you could say or do could ever change that.”
Wanna bet?
If I hadn’t been crying already, I would have started right then. And I did. Again.
Stu inched around me and farther up the couch, lying behind me. I wrapped my arm around him as best I could, soaking in the love. He didn’t feel bad for me; he felt empathy. As far as I knew, he didn’t know what I was going through. He’d never killed the one person—the only person—he’d ever considered reproducing with. The one person who truly saw and knew the demons inside because they were shared demons. After all, I was still alive.
I wanted to speak, to say something, but I couldn’t. For the first time with him, I was at a loss for words. Okay, not the first time. I was speechless when he proposed. But that was the only other time I could remember.
We lay there silent for what felt like hours. I opened my eyes and finally spoke.
“Thank you.”
It was a simple sentiment, though I knew Stu would know what I meant by that without explanation.
He nodded, his cheekbone digging into my ribcage. “You’re welcome.”
Neither of us needed to say anything more. We understood each other on a level others could only dream of. That same level that Dario and I had once been on. It was as beautiful as it was infuriating.
Dario and I had this level of understanding—to a degree. Me and Stu? It was the entirety of our relationship, the foundation. People would kill for this. And here I was, having it twice. Sure, I’d killed the man I’d only somewhat had it with, but twice in a lifetime felt like cheating somehow. Or an absurd amount of luck. Not that I considered myself lucky at the moment. I’d killed Dario to spare other women from his narcissistic abuse. And here I was talking to Stu like he was my patient and I was his goddamned psychiatrist. Is this what Dr. Bedelia du Maurier felt when Hannibal Lecter talked to her? Fuck me.
I closed my eyes again, trying to regain some sense of self enough to go up to bed. Stu must have seen or sensed me, because he spoke and nudged me at the same time.
“Come on, let’s get you into bed.”
“But it’s only 7:30,” I whined after looking at the clock screensaver on the TV.
Stu began to tickle my sides lightly. I squirmed and rolled off the couch. I did try to be nimble but ended up ass down on the beer table, almost banging my knee in the process. I wanted to laugh, but all I could do was smirk half-heartedly. My heart hurt as though I’d rammed the knife into my own heart, not Dario’s. We stood slowly, facing each other. Stu reached his hands out to help guide me like I was drunk.
I felt drunk—from exhaustion instead of alcohol. I slunk up the stairs, holding the wall with one hand, Stu’s guiding hand on my hip with the other. Together, we got me undressed and under the covers. I shimmied and twisted, finally getting myself comfortable, my eyelids fluttering. Stu kissed my forehead, nose, then lips.
“Goodnight, my queen,” he whispered as he stood. He’d reached the door before I stopped him.
“Can you bring me my book or Kindle, please?”
Stu chuckled. “You’re half-asleep as it is.”
I smiled faintly. “I know, but I feel like I need the distraction to be able to actually sleep.”
He nodded, and vanished, returning shortly after, Kindle in hand.
“I figured this would be easier because it’s smaller,” he said handing it to me.
“Thank you.” I blew him a kiss. “I love you.”
“I love you, too. Now get some rest. If you decide to stay home tomorrow, I’ll stay with you if you want. I understand if you want to be alone, too, so don’t feel bad saying no.”
“Mm,” was all I could utter with the little brain power I had left.
He kissed me again, then turned back for the door.
“I’ll be up in a bit. I’m going to finish my beer first,” he said on his way out the door.
I didn’t respond, only opened my Kindle cover and swiped the screen to unlock it. My mind wandered back into the story I’d been reading. Something about a former elite soldier exacting revenge on his team for framing and leaving him to die in the Iraqi desert. It was short, but damn was it good. I’d already wishlisted all of the books it was the backstory for, and before my eyes closed at the end of a paragraph, I single-click bought all the available books in that series.






  
  Four


The next morning, I awoke to the smell of freshly brewed coffee and breakfast. My brain screamed at me to get out of bed as fast as I could, but my body screamed different things. Moving fast was not going to happen. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I had any sense of coordination. This was the worst hangover I’d ever experienced. And I’d barely finished a glass of wine! 
I rolled over and sat up and pulled my robe on. Attempting to stand was a fun challenge, but I pulled it off.
“Fuck me! Why does this feel worse than a tequila hangover?” I grumbled as I shuffled to the bathroom. “Stupid emotions.”
Like molasses in January in a Northern state, I got myself to a somewhat presentable form: teeth and hair brushed, slippers, and robe. Not that it mattered to Stu. He loved me regardless. I just wanted to feel more like myself.
When I reached the living room, I looked at the clock on the TV: 7:30 a.m. I nodded, continuing my shuffle into the kitchen.
Stu was working two frying pans, one for eggs and another for bacon.
“Smells great,” I commented sniffing the air.
“There’s coffee ready. If I’d known you were awake, I’d have poured you some,” Stu said, looking up at me as he tonged slices of crispy bacon onto a plate covered in paper towels.
I rushed to yank the paper towels from the plate just in





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A Britney Cage Novel

13 Reasons for M U rd er:






OEBPS/images/64484e76-62fb-4316-9d12-7b19cf1344df.png
c000000 000





OEBPS/images/658102b0-c893-4462-9800-f8e6f7967986.png
BLACKSHEEP
PRESS






