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  Prologue

  
  




What’s Been Happening 

Mary settled into her usual chair across from Laura, her therapist. She’d been going there for ten months now. Ten months of talking about things she didn’t want to say out loud, things she didn’t think she’d ever be able to get past. But here she was, a little better, still not whole, but better. 

“So,” Laura said, her voice calm and patient, “how’s everything going?”

Mary shrugged, the weight of it all still heavy but a little more manageable now. “I’m better, but I’m not healed. It’s hard to explain, really. Like, I don’t feel like I’m drowning anymore, but I’m still treading water.”

Laura nodded, listening carefully. She had that steady, encouraging way of getting Mary to open up, never pushing too hard but always asking the right questions. “It’s been ten months since you started therapy,” Laura said, a small smile on her face. “What’s changed since then?”

Mary sighed, rolling her eyes slightly. She had heard this question a few times by now. “You ask me this every time a month passes, you know that, right?”

Laura just smiled and nodded, her pen tapping gently on the paper. “I do. So, what’s changed, Mary?”

Mary took a deep breath, her fingers tapping the edge of her chair. “Well, Mitch took the scholarship, and he’s in college now. He’s doing good, better than I thought he would, actually. He comes to see me a lot. The college isn’t too far, so I guess it’s easier than I expected. It’s just… strange, you know? Like he’s out there living his life, and I’m still here. But it’s okay. It’s actually better than I thought it would be.”

Laura nodded, her expression thoughtful, encouraging her to keep going.

“Senior year’s been okay, I guess. People still talk. It doesn’t bother me as much anymore, but it’s there. You can feel it in the hallways, in the whispers. But Mitch… he makes it easier. I don’t care as much when he’s around.”

She ran her hands through her hair, thinking about the rest. “Christina and Mark are doing good. Baby Matthew is almost a year old. He’s… he’s a little bundle of happiness, and Christina’s a great mom. It’s hard to believe she’s got a kid now, you know? But she’s doing well.”

Mary smiled a little, but it faded quickly. “And me? I’m just trying to figure out how I fit into everything. How to deal with all the stuff I’ve been through. It’s still a lot, but I’m not… where I was. I’m not as lost.”

She paused for a moment, her hands now resting on her knees. But then her expression changed, her brow furrowing slightly.

“I still haven’t found my way yet,” Mary admitted quietly, her voice trailing off. “I keep having this feeling like—” She stopped herself.

Laura leaned forward, her voice gentle but insistent. “Continue, Mary. Don’t close that door. What feeling?”

Mary hesitated, biting her lip as she searched for the right words. “I’m not sure,” she said slowly, her voice lower now. “But something’s wrong. Like… like something’s about to happen, and I don’t know what it is. It’s just this nagging feeling, like I’m waiting for something, or maybe I’m missing something.”

Before Laura could respond, the alarm buzzed, signaling the end of the session. Mary flinched at the sudden noise.

Laura gave a small smile, her tone reassuring. “We’ll pick up next week, Mary. Write in your journal. Continue that project you’ve been working on because it’s been keeping you centered and focused.”

Mary nodded, standing up. She felt a strange mix of confusion and unease, like there was something she should be seeing but couldn’t quite grasp. As she walked out of the office, she felt that familiar, unsettling feeling in her chest,  a feeling that she couldn’t shake, no matter how hard she tried. 








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Mitch honked the horn when he saw Mary walking out of the therapy building. It was Friday, their day. No matter how busy the week got, no matter how exhausted he was from school and practice, this was the one thing that never changed. 

Mary pulled the car door open and climbed into the passenger seat, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she settled in. The faint scent of coffee clung to her clothes from the waiting room, mixing with the familiar warmth of Mitch’s cologne.

Mitch’s face brightened the second she was beside him.

“How’s my girl?” he asked, smiling at her.

Mary leaned over to kiss him, their lips meeting in a soft, lingering touch before she pulled away. “Good.”

Mitch pulled out of the parking lot, one hand on the wheel, the other reaching over to rest lightly on her thigh. “How was your session?”

Mary shrugged, her gaze drifting to the window. “It was okay.”

He didn’t push. He never did. He just nodded, letting her sit with whatever she wasn’t saying.

They drove in silence until Mitch started talking about his week at school. “It’s hard, but I’m loving it. The classes are tough, but I’m getting through it. I missed you, though. It’s nice to come back home every weekend.”

Mary nodded, listening but also not. Her fingers curled slightly against her lap as Mitch’s hand rubbed her leg. She flinched just a little, barely noticeable but it was enough.

Mitch’s eyes flicked toward her, concern flashing across his face. “What’s wrong?” he asked gently.

Mary forced a half-smile, shaking her head. “Nothing,” she said, her voice soft as she reached up, brushing his shoulder in reassurance. “I’m just tired, I guess.”

Mitch hesitated for half a second before nodding. “Alright.” He didn’t seem convinced, but he let it go, shifting his focus back to the road.

A moment later, he laced his fingers with hers, lifting her hand to his lips for a soft kiss. Mary glanced at him, feeling the warmth of his touch, the way his thumb brushed over her skin.

“You’re quiet,” he murmured, stealing a quick look at her before focusing back on the road.

“I’m just taking it all in,” she admitted.

Mitch smirked. “Taking in how ridiculously good looking your boyfriend is?”

Mary rolled her eyes, but a small laugh slipped out. “Something like that.”

He squeezed her hand before letting it go, turning up the music. The familiar melody of an old love song filled the car, something soft and slow, matching the easy rhythm of their time together.

“So,” Mitch said, drumming his fingers on the wheel, “I was thinking we could go to the diner.”

Mary smiled. Their spot. Friday nights at their booth, sharing food, talking about anything and everything. It was simple, but she loved it.

“I was hoping you would say that,” she said.

Mitch grinned. “It’s like we’re meant to be or something.”

She shook her head as he pulled into the parking lot, but before she could open her door, he leaned over, cupping her face. His lips found hers again, slow and lingering, like he never wanted to let go. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against hers for just a second before exhaling.

“Come on,” he murmured. “I’m starving.”

Inside, the familiar scent of coffee and freshly baked pies filled the air. The low hum of conversation blended with the clinking of silverware, making the place feel warm. Without thinking, they made their way to their usual booth the one tucked in the corner, where the light hit just right.

Their waitress, Denise, walked over with a knowing smile. “Well, look who it is. Y’all getting the usual?”

Mary and Mitch both nodded.

Denise jotted it down. “Alright, lovebirds, I’ll be back with your drinks.”

As she walked away, Mitch reached across the table, taking Mary’s hand again. His thumb traced slow circles over her skin, like he was memorizing her. Mary smiled, tilting her head.

“You seem happy,” she observed, watching the way his eyes lit up at her words.

Mitch lifted her hand to his lips again, pressing a slow kiss to her knuckles. “How could I not be? I’m with my girl.”

A warmth spread through her chest, but before she could say anything, Mitch continued. “College is hard, but it’s good. Coach is pushing us to our breaking point, but I can handle that. So yeah, I am happy.”

Denise returned, setting their drinks down.

Mitch smirked, taking a sip. “You know you’re happy with me.”

Mary raised an eyebrow, but before she could answer, Mitch chuckled. “I knew you would see it,” he teased, his eyes shining with playful confidence.

She shook her head, laughing softly. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of admitting it out loud. Not yet. But the truth was, he wasn’t wrong.

After dinner, Mitch drives them to the basketball court by the park, their spot. The one place that always feels like theirs. He parks, letting the music from the radio hum softly between them as they talk. Mary leans against the seat, listening as Mitch tells her about practice, about how his coach is relentless, but it’s worth it. She smiles, watching the way his face lights up when he talks about basketball.

Mid-sentence, Mitch reaches over, brushing a strand of hair from her face. Before Mary can react, he leans in, pulling her into a kiss tender at first, then deeper. It catches her off guard, but she doesn’t pull away. She moves closer, shifting onto his lap, her hands resting against his chest.

Mitch’s fingers trail down her back. The kiss intensifies, and for a moment, Mary lets herself get lost in it. In him. She wants this she does. She tells herself that as she presses against him, her fingers tangling in his shirt.

But then just for a second she hesitates. A tiny shift, a slight pullback before she kisses him again.

She gently pushes herself off his lap, her breath a little heavier than usual. Mitch looks at her, confused, but she forces a smile. “That was… different,” she says, voice low, eyes still avoiding his.

Mitch gives her a small grin, running his fingers through her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “I was feeling it.”

Mary bites her lip. “I could tell.” Her eyes flicker downward, and Mitch laughs, shaking his head.

“That’s what you do to me.”

Mary blushes again, but this time, he catches something in her expression. His smile softens. “What is it?”

She shakes her head quickly. “Nothing. I’m just… happy to be here with you.”

Mitch studies her for a second like he’s about to call her out, but then he just smiles, pressing another kiss to her lips lighter this time, easy. “Me too.”

After a few minutes, Mitch pulls back, his hand resting gently on her cheek as he looks at her. “God, I love you.”

Mary’s breath catches at his words, and for a second, she just stares at him, the warmth of his affection washing over her. She smiles shyly, her heart beating faster than before.

Then, like flipping a switch, Mitch grins and nudges her. “Come on, let’s play.”

Mary rolls her eyes as he hops out of the car, already dribbling a ball from the trunk. “You’re really gonna make me do this?” she teases.

“Hey, you know the rules. We come here, we play.” He winks. “Unless you’re scared to lose.”

Mary huffs, stepping onto the court. “You wish.”

Mitch moves around her effortlessly, his energy infectious. He’s in his element here, teasing her, making exaggerated plays. Mary plays along, smiling, laughing and keeping up. But even as she plays her part, her mind is somewhere else.

This is normal. This is good.

Mitch grabs her waist mid-spin, making her yelp as he steals the ball. He kisses her cheek quickly before sprinting away.

He loves me. I love him. I’m okay. I’m okay.

Mary breathes in the cool night air, watching him, forcing herself to hold onto this moment. To hold onto him. To believe that this is enough to keep the past away. Mary wins the game and they make their way back to the car. 

The drive back to Mary’s house is quiet, but the tension between them is thick.

The energy from the game should have lightened the air between them. The playful trash talk, the way she had laughed when he missed an easy shot, the way he had pulled her into a quick hug after she won the game should have helped.

But it didn’t.

Not after that kiss.

Not after the way her lips had clung to his before the game, the way she had let him feel her before pulling back and pretending everything was fine.

Mitch pulls into her driveway, shifts into park, but doesn’t turn off the engine. His fingers flex slightly around the wheel before he exhales and looks at her.

His dark brown eyes are locked on hers. “Hey.” His voice is low, steady. “I know that got intense back there, but I wasn’t trying to push you into anything. You know that, right?”

Mary blushes, fingers grazing her shirt. “No, it was fine. It was… intense, but good.”

Mitch watches her carefully. He doesn’t miss the way she won’t quite meet his gaze.

“Mm.” His hum is quiet, almost as if he doesn’t believe her. “You sure?”

She nods. “Yes, Mitch. It’s fine.”

And that’s when he moves.

Before she can process it, his hand grips the back of her neck, pulling her into him. His lips crash against hers but not rough, not aggressive, but hungry.

His desire takes control.

His mouth moves over hers, deep and slow, pushing past the careful restraint he’s always kept with her. His other hand finds her waist, gripping firmly before sliding up her stomach, his touch more powerful and sexual than before.

Mary lets him.

She kisses him back, lets her hands press against his chest. But there’s a hesitation, a quiet stiffness in her body.

Mitch deepens the kiss, his body shifting slightly over hers, pressing just enough for her to feel him. His fingers skim higher, pushing up her shirt, his palms flattening against her bare skin as they move near her bra.

Mary’s breath hitches. Her body tenses but just barely but he feels it.

And that’s when he stops.

Not suddenly. Not harshly.

But because he sees what he needed to see.

His lips still against hers before pulling away, his forehead resting against hers. His hands linger beneath her shirt for a second longer, his thumbs grazing just under the fabric of her bra, his touch still heavy with everything he could do but won’t.

Then, he exhales, a quiet smirk tugging at his lips.

“Nice try, Mary.” His voice is low, deep. “But I taught you how to make things believable, remember?”

Mary’s stomach flips. She opens her mouth, but no words come out.

Mitch just watches her. 

He lifts her chin, forcing her to look at him.

His gaze is sharp. Knowing.

“But you can’t fake it with me,” he murmurs, “and I don’t want you to.”

Mary swallows hard, forcing a small smile. “I know.”

She reaches for the door handle, pausing just briefly before stepping out of the car.

Mitch watches her go.

She’s lying.

And they both know it.  

Mitch watched Mary slip inside the house before pulling away from the driveway. His eyes flicked to the rear view mirror, but she was already gone.

Still, he couldn’t get over the fact that she had just lied to him. 

Once Mary walks inside the house she sees Christina, holding baby Matthew in her arms, looks up from the couch with a smile. “How was your date with Mitch?”

Mary gives a small smile. “It was great.”

Christina nods, glancing down at the baby. “I’m glad you had a good time.”

Mary leans over and nudges Matthew’s little arm playfully. He giggles in his sleep, and she smiles softly before turning to head to her room.

As soon as she closes the door behind her, the air feels different, a stillness settling in.

She freezes.

There, in the far corner of the room, stands David.

He’s not entirely solid but more like a figure caught between this world and the next. His eyes are dark and hollow, his mouth twisted into an unsettling smirk that doesn’t reach his eyes.

Mary’s breath catches. She doesn’t move.

David tilts his head slightly, watching her. “You were a terrible liar before,” he muses, his voice smooth, almost amused. “But in my absence… you’ve gotten worse.”

Mary swallows hard. She doesn’t answer.

David drifts closer, his movements too smooth, too unnatural. His feet never quite touch the floor.

“Oh, Mary,” he says, his voice dipping into something almost affectionate, but it’s wrong and twisted. “Mitch doesn’t believe you. You know that, right?”

His words hang in the air, a little too heavy, lingering longer than they should.

Mary’s heart stutters. Her chest tightens. She wants to argue, to say something, anything but she can’t.

David steps even closer, his form flickering at the edges. His smirk widens. “Mitch doesn’t believe you at all.”

His voice is teasing, but there’s an edge to it, something both mocking and knowing.

Mary’s fingers curl into fists. Her body feels locked in place, trapped in his gaze.

David watches her, his dark eyes studying every reaction. Then, just before he begins to fade, he exhales a quiet chuckle.

“Oh, Mary,” he sighs, shaking his head as if deeply amused. “This is going to be fun.”

And then he’s gone.

The room is silent, but the weight of him lingers, pressing into her chest like a heavy hand.

Mary slowly sinks onto the bed, her breath coming fast, uneven.

David was never really here. She knows that.

But the doubt he left behind? That’s real.
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Mitch slowly comes down the stairs of his family’s house, the familiar scent of chocolate chip pancakes and bacon greets him. It’s Saturday morning, and the house feels warm and comforting, like it always does on weekends when he’s home from college. 

His mom, Lisa, is at the stove, humming a soft tune while expertly flipping pancakes. When she hears him enter, she turns around, her face lighting up with a smile.

“Well, look who’s up,” she says, glancing over at him. “I didn’t hear you come in last night, sweetheart. How was your date with Mary?”

Mitch gives her a smile of his own as he walks toward the table. “It was great, Mom.”

Lisa beams at him, clearly happy to hear that. She turns back to finish plating his food, adding a few more pieces of crispy bacon to his plate. “That’s wonderful. I’m glad you had a good time.”

Just then, Greg, Mitch’s dad, enters the kitchen, his phone pressed to his ear. He gives Mitch a quick hug, his voice muffled as he continues his work call.

“Hey, buddy,” Greg says quickly before walking out to continue his call in another room.

Lisa finishes putting Mitch’s breakfast in front of him and sits down at the table, watching him dig in with a pleased look. “So, what are you going to do today?”

Mitch takes a bite of the pancakes, savoring the familiar comfort of his mom’s cooking. “Spend time with Mary,” he says, his mouth half-full.

Lisa chuckles, shaking her head a little. “You two. You sure can’t get enough of each other, huh?”

Mitch shrugs, a small grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Yeah, I guess.”

Lisa’s smile fades slightly as she looks at him more seriously. “I just hope you’re not moving too fast with her, Mitch. You know she’s been through a lot.”

Mitch rolls his eyes, but he knows his mom’s only looking out for him. “No, Mom. We’re not moving too fast.”

Lisa watches him closely, knowing he’s grown up fast and is a good kid, but she can’t help worrying about Mary. Over the past 10 months, she’s gotten to know Mary more and more, and she’s seen just how much the girl has been through. Lisa looks down at her hands, then back up at Mitch, her concern evident.

“I can’t imagine what she’s been through,” Lisa says softly, her voice filled with empathy. “I just want to make sure you’re both ready for whatever happens.”

Mitch takes another bite of his breakfast, his brow furrowing slightly as he thinks about it. He swallows and looks at his mom, trying to reassure her. “I know, Mom. I know she’s been through a lot,” he says. “But we’re not moving too fast. I promise.”

Lisa gives him a long look, reading him carefully, then sighs, knowing he’s speaking the truth. She smiles, though it’s a little less bright than before. “Just be careful, Mitch. You know what I mean.”

Mitch groans, trying to hide the discomfort in his voice. “Mom, stop, please. I know all about protection and being careful. Can we please just not have this conversation?”

Lisa laughs softly, but there’s still a touch of seriousness behind her smile. “Alright, alright. I just want you to be smart about it.”

Mitch nods and continues eating, grateful for the moment of lightness despite the undercurrent of concern. He looks forward to spending the day with Mary, but for now, he’s happy to enjoy a quiet morning at home with his family.

About two hours later Mitch pulls up to Mary’s house and rings the doorbell. Mark, Christina’s husband, opens the door, holding baby Matthew in his arms. “Hey, Mitch! Come on in.”

Mitch smiles and steps inside. “Thanks.” He heads toward the living room, where Christina is sitting on the couch. She looks up and stands, wrapping Mitch in a quick hug. “Hi, Mitch. How’s it going?”

“Good,” Mitch says, smiling back. “How are you?”

“Good…good.” Christina says, sitting back down on the couch. “Matthew’s growing so fast.”

“I know, right? Time’s flying,” Mitch says with a grin as he heads down the hallway to Mary’s room. He knocks softly before entering but doesn’t hear a response. The music is loud, and he sees Mary standing in front of her mirror, towel wrapped around her as she picks out clothes from her dresser.

He stands there for a moment, watching her before stepping forward, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her back into him.

Mary jumps, startled. Mitch presses a soft kiss to her neck and asks in a playful tone, “How’s my girl?”

Mary blushes, “I’m okay,” she replies, her voice a little breathless.

She leans in, and they kiss, the kiss deepening as they grow closer. But Mitch pulls away after a moment, a smile tugging at his lips. “Get dressed,” he says softly, “I’ll be in the living room.”

He walks out of the room, leaving Mary standing there, a little flustered.

In the living room, Mitch settles on the couch next to Christina, who is still watching Mark with Matthew. Mark is holding Matthew, who’s trying to stand on his own. Mitch can’t help but smile as the baby takes a few unsteady steps toward him.

“Look at him go,” Christina laughs.

Mitch leans forward, grinning as Matthew tries to stand again, taking a few wobbly steps. “You’re getting so big, huh?” Mitch says, his voice warm.

Matthew giggles and reaches out toward Mitch. Mitch lifts him carefully into his arms, smiling down at him. He sways gently with Matthew, who laughs as Mitch rocks him back and forth.

“Alright, little guy,” Mitch says softly, helping him stand
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