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I would like to dedicate this book to anyone who has experienced pain, abuse, trauma, or loss.

I am deeply sorry.

I need you to know this story is fiction, but the hurt it represents is very real for many people.

I want you to know that no matter how dark life may seem, hope still exists.

Keep believing.


Keep fighting.


Keep moving forward one step at a time.

Because if you truly believe, anything is possible.

And no matter what you’ve been through, your story is not finished yet.

––––––––
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I don’t know about you, but I love running at night.

There’s something freeing about it when it’s just you and the quiet. You and nature. The world feels different after dark. Softer in some places. Sharper in others. The air feels cooler on your skin and the streets empty out. And for a little bit, it feels like nobody needs anything from you.

I’ve been running a lot more lately because it has helped ease my mind.

And I needed that.

I loved the life I had, two amazing boys and a small business I ran from home. On the outside, everything looked right.

My oldest was fourteen, at that age when he acted like he didn't need me anymore. But he still hovered in the kitchen when I cooked, acting like he wasn't waiting for me to give him something to eat. He already had his father's height, but thankfully not his attitude. Not yet anyway.

My youngest was eleven and still very much my baby, even if he would argue otherwise. Every night, he gave me a quick hug and kiss before sprinting back to his room like he had somewhere more important to be.

But he never forgot.

Not once.

They were my whole world.

Which is why it hurt so much knowing they were starting to notice things I had tried so hard to hide.

My marriage.

Now that was different.

Seventeen years of love doesn't just disappear overnight. But lately, it felt like watching sand slip through my fingers. Quiet arguments. Forced conversations. Long silences that somehow say more than yelling ever could.

And no matter how hard we tried to hide it from the boys...

They noticed.

Kids always do when a house stops feeling warm.

After homework, dinner, laundry, answering a million questions, and pretending everything was okay, I was exhausted in a way sleep couldn't fix.

I needed that run.

That freedom.

That escape.

That night, after everyone finally went to sleep, I stood in the hallway longer than usual.

The house was quiet, but not peaceful. It was the kind of quiet that pressed up against your chest.

I checked on my boys first.

My oldest was sprawled across his bed, with one arm hanging off the side. He still had his headphones on like he had fallen asleep mid-song. His TV glowed in the corner, lighting up the disaster that every teenager somehow called a bedroom. Watching him sleep like that, he still looked little to me.

My youngest was uncovered, with one stuffed animal smashed against his cheek. He slept holding it every night, whether he admitted it or not. His nightlight cast a soft glow across his face while his hair stuck up in the back.

Looking at him hurt in a way I couldn’t explain.

Kids sleep differently when they feel safe. They sleep deeper. More Peacefully. Because they are unaware of how cruel the world can be, they trust that someone is protecting them.

For a second...

I almost stayed.

Almost.

But my head was too loud that night.

I pulled the blanket back over my youngest, brushed the hair off his forehead, and stepped away.

Then I slipped into the laundry room, threw on sweatpants, and pulled my hair back into a loose ponytail.

I didn’t grab my phone.

I didn’t stop to think.

I opened the front door, and the cold air hit my face first.

And right then...

A van flew past my house.

The roar of the engine shattered the silence hard enough to make me jump. Headlights flashed across my yard before disappearing down the road.

I stood there frozen in the doorway, watching the taillights vanish.

“Get it together,” I whispered to myself.

It was just a van.

Just noise.

I stepped outside, shut the door quietly behind me, and started running.

I always ran the same route through my neighborhood. I knew it like clockwork.

The Mollies shut their porch light off at 9:03.

The Bells at 9:09.

The Ties around 9:18.

If I kept a normal pace, the Judys down the next street would switch theirs off around 9:35.

Everything was predictable.

Everything was normal.

But not that night.

Earlier that day, I overheard my husband. He was on the front porch talking to a woman on his phone.

I didn’t mean to listen.

I was about to walk away.

Then I heard him say he missed her.

And he couldn’t wait to see her again. 

Something inside me dropped.

I confronted him right then and there. And instead of explaining or even trying to fix it, he began to apologize to the woman on the phone. Then he told her that he would still meet her for lunch tomorrow.

After he hung up, I asked him who she was.

“She’s just a friend,” he said.

I told him exactly what I heard.

He shrugged it off and said, “She is my friend. Of course I miss her.”

I remember staring at him, waiting for sympathy.

Regret.

Anything.

I told him, since she is such an important friend, that I've never met. I should come and meet her. 

He looked at me dead in my eyes and said, “No. We don’t need you around us.”

Us.

That word cut deeper than anything else.

That was the moment I knew.

No screaming.

No dramatic fight.

Just the realization that my husband was cheating on me and didn’t care that I knew.

The rest of the night felt like torture.

I sat through dinner, pretending everything was normal. My youngest told me stories about school, waving his little hands around as he spoke. At times, he would stop and just smile at me, completely unaware that my world was collapsing right in front of him.

Meanwhile, my husband sat next to me, eating his dinner and drinking wine as if he hadn't shattered something inside me earlier that day.

I smiled through homework.

Through dishes.

Through bedtime.

By the time I tucked my boys into bed, I felt sick from pretending.

So, I ran.

I ran hard enough that thinking became impossible.

My shoes slapped against the pavement while my breathing came out uneven and shaky. Tears blurred my vision, but I didn’t slow down.

I wanted my head to stop for a little while.

I don’t remember my first lap around the neighborhood.

Or my second.

I must have looped the streets twice without realizing it. By the middle of my third, my legs were burning, and my chest tightened each time I inhaled.

I was nearing the dead end when I slowed to a stop. I bent forward with my hands on my knees, struggling to catch my breath.

That’s when I noticed it.

The night felt still.

The houses were dark.

The trees stood motionless.

Even the air felt frozen somehow.

The neighborhood I knew better than anywhere didn’t feel familiar anymore.

It felt empty.

I caught my breath, shook it off, and started walking toward home.

I wasn’t far when I heard something.

A small sound at first.

Enough to make me freeze.

I lifted my head, listening so hard I could hear blood rushing in my ears.

There was nothing.

Just silence.

I let out a shaky breath and laughed at myself.

I was emotional. 

Overtired. 

Paranoid.

That was all.

I started jogging again.

Then I heard it.

An engine turning over somewhere behind me.

My heart dropped.

Headlights washed across the road, stretching long shadows over the pavement.

My body reacted before my brain could.

I broke into a sprint.

The engine roared louder.

Closer.

I glanced back as it came flying past me.

Too fast.

The wind whipped against me hard enough to make me stumble sideways.

Then it was gone.

Like I wasn’t even there.

I stopped running immediately, gasping for air so hard my chest hurt. My whole body shook while tears streamed down my face.

I was scared.

Not normal scared.

The kind of fear that settles deep in your stomach and tells you that something bad is about to happen before your mind can even understand why.

I couldn’t run anymore.

So I walked.

Slow.

Shaky.

Trying to calm my breathing.

Up ahead, I could see my house at the end of the street.

So close.

One porch light glowed in my driveway, warm against the darkness. 

Seeing it made my heartache ache.

My boys were inside.

Safe in their beds.

That thought kept me moving.

One step at a time.

Then.

Out of nowhere.

BAM.

Something slammed into the back of my head so hard it felt like lightning exploded through my skull.

My body jerked forward.

The world twisted sideways.

My hearing went muffled and distant like I had been shoved underwater. White flashes burst across my vision while the ground beneath me disappeared completely.

The last thing I remember seeing was my house.

Right there.

So close.

The porch light blurred first.

Then everything else followed.

The lights stretched and smeared together like wet paint.

And then...

Nothing.
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VROOM.

VROOM.

The sound of motorcycles revving tore through the air.

I opened my eyes to darkness.

Pain ripped through my head so hard it stole my breath.

And when I say my head hurt, I knew immediately something was very wrong. This wasn’t a normal headache. This was deep, crushing, throbbing pain that felt like my skull had split open from the inside. Every heartbeat made it worse. Every breath hurt. Even blinking sent sharp pressure stabbing behind my eyes.

And the sound.

Oh my God, the sound would not stop.

If anything, it kept getting louder.

The motorcycles screamed outside over and over, engines revving high. The noise vibrated through the walls, through the floor, through my body. Every time an engine roared, agony ripped through my head, making my vision blur. 

The sound swallowed everything.

Thought.

Breathing.

Reality.

I wanted to scream.

I tried covering my ears, but it didn’t help. Nothing was going to help.

There was hardly any light around me, only a thin beam of light coming through a small dirty window near the roof. Dust drifted through it while the rest of the room stayed buried in darkness. My vision blurred with pain; the shadows around me seemed to move and warp as if the room itself was breathing.

I tried to sit up.

THUD.

Pain exploded through my head as I slammed into something above me. A cry escaped my throat before I could stop it. I dropped back down, grabbing my skull while nausea rolled through me; I thought I was going to throw up.

The space around me was tight and tiny.

The ceiling slanted so low it pressed over me like the room itself was trying to crush me alive. Old wood boxed me in from every side. The air smelled thick and stale. It was full of dust, mildew, and something sour underneath it all.

I slid lower and tried again.

Slower this time.

The pain hit hard.

Outside, the motorcycles screamed louder, engines revving so aggressively. Somewhere far off in the distance, thunder rolled across the sky. Even through the pain, hearing it brought me the smallest flicker of relief.

It didn’t last long.

The pain was unbearable.

I dropped back down onto the thin mat beneath me. Sweat clung to my skin while chills crawled across my arms. My stomach twisted every time the engines roared outside.

I felt hot, dizzy, weak, and nauseous.

And I was completely trapped.

My pain pulsed in sync with the motorcycles, every rev rattling through my skull worse than the last.

Louder. 

Closer. 

Relentless.

This was torture.

After what felt like years, the sounds began to fade, but not completely. A couple of engines still revved somewhere in the distance, circling like sharks in dark water. The silence afterward wasn’t silence at all. My ears rang, and every distant rev still sent pain through my skull.

That’s when I heard it.

Voices.

Muffled.

Distant. 

I could hear people moving around somewhere below me.

I didn't know where I was, but I knew I couldn't just lie there. I had to get up, even if it killed me.

The mat beneath me was so thin it barely qualified as a bed. It felt more like old stuffing tossed over splintered boards than anything meant for comfort.

I forced myself up again.

This time I made it halfway.

But the second I sat upright, the world spun. The room tilted sideways so fast my stomach lurched. I dropped back down and began to dry-heave. Tears filled my eyes as another motorcycle revved outside.

The sound made me flinch.

I couldn’t do this anymore.

I didn’t know if I was dying.

Then the door flew open.

Light flooded the tiny room so fast it blinded me. I threw my arm over my eyes as pain ripped through my skull all over again.

A dark figure stood in the doorway, nothing more than a shadow at first because the light behind them was so bright.

“Hello?” I croaked. My mouth was so dry that I didn’t sound like myself.

No one answered.

The figure stepped forward. Old wood creaked beneath their feet with every step. Through blurred vision, I watched them set down a bucket, a bottle of water, and a small towel.

Then they turned around and walked right back out.

The door shut behind them.

Just like that.

No explanation. No words.

I sat there for a moment just staring at the water.

My mouth felt like sandpaper and my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. My hands shook as I grabbed the bottle and twisted the cap off. I drank too fast, desperate and sloppy, water spilling down my chin and soaking into my shirt.

Within seconds, my stomach twisted.

The water came right back up into the bucket.

The sound echoed around the cramped room while tears streamed down my face from the force of it. My body couldn’t handle it. I sat there shaking over the bucket, spit hanging from my mouth. My head was pounding; I thought I was going to black out.

Outside, another motorcycle roared to life.

The sound ripped through the walls like thunder. I squeezed my eyes shut as the vibration shot straight through my skull. It felt like the engines were inside my head now, revving harder and harder just to torture me.

I poured a little water onto the towel and put it against the back of my head.

For one tiny second, it helped.

Then the pain came rushing back.

Nothing lasted. Nothing helped.

The pain was too deep.

Too heavy.

Too much.

I laid back down onto the mat and curled into myself.

Eventually, my head injury and the exhaustion must have pulled me under because everything went black.

I don’t know how long I was out for. 

Hours.

Maybe days.

It felt more like days.

When I woke up again, the motorcycles were gone.

Thank God.

The silence felt wrong after all that noise.

Heavy. 

Unnatural. 

My ears still rang from the engines like my body expected them to start screaming again at any second.

For a while, I laid there staring into the dim light, listening to nothing.

No revving.

No vibrations.

Just silence.

And somehow...

That scared me too.

I spent hours in that room laying down with my eyes closed. I was just waiting for God to take me home.

The next time I opened my eyes, it was from hearing the door creak open.

Light poured into the room, and I turned my face as the light sent a pulse of pain through my head.

The same figure stood there again, but this time it spoke.

As my vision cleared, I realized it was an older woman, Small-framed. Gray hair pulled tightly back against her head. Deep wrinkles lined her face, but there was something calm about her.

Comfortable.

Like this entire situation is completely normal to her.

She moved towards me.

Without rushing.

Without fear.

Without concern.

She stepped beside me and lifted my head gently before sliding something underneath it.

A cloth.

Ice cold.

The shock hit me.

I gasped.

The cold spread from the back of my skull and down my neck so fast it made me cry. The pounding in my head didn’t disappear. It dulled just enough for me to breathe without feeling like I was going to throw up.

She placed two pills into my shaking hand and said, “This will help the pain.”

Then she set a small tray beside me.

On the tray was broth, bread, and water.

The broth smelled salty and thin, like it was cooked too long and made without care.

“Eat up,” she said, “you’ll need your strength.”

“Ma’am...” My voice barely worked. “Where am I?”

She turned toward me almost cheerfully.

“Oh honey,” she said. “I forgot to say, welcome to Alabama.”

My heart dropped.

Alabama?

I lived nowhere near Alabama.

Panic crawled up my spine.

She started walking back toward the door.

“Ma’am...” I said louder this time. “Why am I here?”

She didn’t answer.

She opened the door, glanced back at me, and said, “Just eat up.”

Then she walked out.

The door shut behind her with a hard click.

I stared down at the pills sitting in my palm, turning them between my fingers.

I didn’t trust them.

I didn’t trust any of this.

But the pain decided for me.

Fuck it!

I swallowed both of the pills before forcing myself to sip the water slowly this time. My hands still shook as I picked up the bowl of broth and drank it. I tore the bread apart piece by piece. I made myself eat every bite, even though my stomach still rolled with nausea.

Every swallow felt heavy.

But I forced it down anyway.

Not long after, I laid back down.

The pills were already starting to drag me under.

My body grew heavier by the second.

The edges of the room blurred.

Even the pain started fading into the background.

And once again...

I drifted back to sleep.
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When I finally woke up again, I felt better.

Not good.

But better.

My head still hurt, but it wasn’t blinding pain anymore. The pounding had dulled into a deep ache sitting heavy behind my eyes. Whatever those pills were, they had definitely done something. I could finally sit upright without the entire room spinning out of control.

That’s when I heard something again.

Voices.

But this time they sounded further away.

They were coming from outside.

I needed to see where I was.

Using the walls to steady myself, I managed to pull myself up. It wasn’t easy. My legs shook underneath me like they didn’t trust my body anymore. Waves of dizziness hit me, and more than once I slipped and had to stop myself from crashing onto the floor.

Every movement made my head throb.

But I kept going.

Finally, I managed to stand.

I dragged the little table across the floor beneath the window with my foot. The wood scraped loudly through the tiny room, making me freeze instantly. 

I listened carefully.

There was nothing.

No footsteps were coming.

No voices outside the door.

I slowly climbed onto the table and lifted myself up high enough to peer through the small window.

From what I could see, I was inside an old gray house sitting at the top of a hill, standing completely by itself. The wood outside looked weathered and tired, like the whole place had been left to rot years ago. Somehow, it still refused to collapse as the porch sagged downward. Most of the paint had peeled long ago, leaving splintered wood exposed underneath.

Beyond the yard stretched trees for miles.

Nothing but trees.

And beyond it, the day looked beautiful.

Bright sunlight.

A soft breeze moving through the leaves.

Too beautiful.

Too normal.

Like the world kept moving forward without realizing mine had completely stopped.

The sky was painfully blue while slow-moving clouds drifted lazily overhead. Sunlight poured across the property like it was any normal summer day. The grass below looked patchy and uneven, overgrown in places like nobody cared enough to keep up with it.

Somewhere farther down the hill, I could hear people moving around.

Talking.

Laughing.

Living like nothing was wrong.

Living like I wasn’t trapped in some hidden room.

I stood there frozen at the window, trying to understand how the world could still look so normal.

That’s when I heard it.

A loud mechanical roar somewhere in the distance.

My body locked up.

The sound grew louder as it got closer, and panic slammed into me again. My mind flashed back to the motorcycles and the unbearable pain in my skull. I braced myself for it all over again.

But this sound was different.

Lower.

Heavier.

Still loud.

But not motorcycle loud.

A riding lawn mower.

This wasn’t some normal lawn mower either. This thing was a massive monster. It was lifted high off the ground by its huge tires. This thing had enough power to sound more like a race car than something meant to cut grass. 

Loud. 

Aggressive. 

Dangerous just sitting there.

I watched as it came flying over the hill so fast that dirt and grass exploded behind it in huge clouds. The engine screamed while the mower bounced across the uneven yard toward the house. Whoever was driving it wasn’t slowing down at all. The machine slammed over the mounds on the ground so hard that I thought it might flip.

But it didn’t.

The guy driving it whipped around trees and fences recklessly. He was tearing through the property like he had no control.

Or maybe worse.

Like he didn’t care.

Then I heard something I had never heard before.

A scream.

But not a normal scream.

Sharp.

High-pitched.

Piercing enough to freeze the blood in my veins.

The kind of sound that buries itself deep inside your brain after you hear it.

At first, I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from.

Then I realized.

The man on the mower wasn’t just driving around.

He was chasing pigs.

Actually, chasing them.

Trying to run them over.

For fun.

My stomach dropped.

I thought I was going to throw up right there. The pigs tore through the yard, squealing in terror, while the mower screamed behind them. Dirt sprayed everywhere. They slipped through the mud, crashing into one another as they scrambled to escape.

The screaming...

Oh my
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