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  Content Warning:


This book opens with a mugging and contains a kidnapping scene and several where the heroine is confined. It also contains graphic sexual scenes and discussions of drug addiction and drug abuse. The main male character suffers from Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Agoraphobia.  However, the two characters ultimately join forces and, in the end, help each other heal. 
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  “Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.” 
—The Raven, Edgar Allen Poe








  
  1
Never More


January 12, 2023, Evening
I clutch the window ledge. She’s flat on her back, on the hood of a red sports car parked twelve feet below my studio. The man’s lying on top of her. “Stop, I’ve called the police!” I yell. Blasts of horns and squeals from brakes from rush-hour traffic bury my words. I do the only thing I can…I push nine-one-one into my cell. 
I count the seconds, waiting for someone to pick up.  The screams in my head get louder. The man’s got a tear tattoo in the corner of one eye, and headlights bounce off him as he holds a knife at her throat. I can’t make out what he’s saying, even though I’m only one flight up. If only he wasn’t wearing that blasted bandana, I could read his lips. I pop another white pill from the orange bottle on my worktable, my second in less than an hour.
Click. The operator picks up. “911, what’s your emergency this evening?” he asks. 
“Two men are robbing a woman at 2211 Chestnut Street, Philadelphia.” 
“Calm down, sir. I didn’t catch that. Repeat what you said, please.” 
What if she was someone he knew? “2-2-1-1 Chestnut Street,” I drawl. “Two men are attacking a girl.” The truth is, I don’t know her, but I feel like I do. Mrs. Lenore, my neighbor, said her name is Raven.
Did they fire shots? Is anyone down?” the operator asks. If I say yes, will the police come faster? I want to tell him to shut up and send someone, but if I do, he’ll likely hang up. I’m gulping down air after I answer each stupid question. Another operator in the background complains about how things are too busy for a Thursday night, and that it’s probably because of the full moon. I want to howl, but I rein myself in. The pill I’d taken earlier is finally kicking in and it’s like some of the other times, making me worse, not better. I pace back and forth in front of my window, sweaty, my heart racing. The sculpted angels on the church across the street stand in stark contrast to the hell unfolding below, seeming sometimes to move. Are they trying to fly away?
The second man, wearing a baseball cap over a hoodie, empties the contents of her backpack onto the sidewalk. Various books fly, with some landing on the sidewalk and others on the street. A bottle of water rolls to the curb as the man searches her stuff. Several people walk by and pretend not to see, glancing everywhere but at the crime. He finds what he’s looking for, her wallet, flips it open and hands the cash and a couple of IDs to the man with the bandana. I can’t determine how much he gets, but based on the thickness of the wad and the way he thumbs through it, it appears like a lot. Why is she carrying so much money? The man rips his bandana off and bends over Raven’s ear. I see just enough as a car’s headlights catch him. My older sister’s deaf, she’s taught me well.  “Keep your mouth shut,” he says. “We know where you live.” The metal in his mouth—braces, or is it dental crowns I see flashing? The man shoves Raven, making her slide off the hood of the wet car. She hits the ground. Both men laugh and high-five. The one with the bandana that had her pinned crouches next to her for a few seconds, saying something I can’t read until the other man calls to him, and then they both swagger down the street and disappear around the corner.
Raven’s lucky. It could’ve gone another way, like it did with my wife, Karen. By the time the police come, Raven’s attackers are long gone, and my neighbors have arrived to console her. A white SUV pulls up with yellow and blue stripes, the word “police” plastered on its side, with lights flashing but no sirens. Two officers get out and approach Raven. I open my window as wide as it can go. The evening traffic is waning. “I’m fine,” Raven tells the policewoman, “just shook up.” She keeps shoving her hands in her denim jacket nervously. Why isn’t she wearing a heavier coat? It’s the second week of January, for God’s sake. I spend a good deal of my time by this window. My worktable’s right here, so I can watch a world go by that I’m no longer a part of. There are times I feel like I’m part of hers.
“What did they take?” the policewoman asks.
"My rent money. I was making my way to the bank after my job to make a deposit. I walk dogs." She points to the Old-School House Luxury condos where I live. I'd watched her arrive an hour earlier to pick up Sammy, a large Saint Bernard. She rarely does him this late. But the wife is out of town, and the husband gets home later. The dog always pulls on the leash, and Raven's always patient. She never yells or drags him, like the last dog walker had. She stops and waits for him to settle down, and only when he does will she move forward again. If I had a dog, she'd be the only person I'd trust. "He took my license too."
“How about credit cards?” the policewoman asks.
“I don’t have any.” Raven’s body stiffens.
“Lucky,” the policewoman says.
“I guess. If you think being poor is lucky.” Raven crosses her arms.
“Do you require medical attention?” the other officer with a mustache asks, handing her a tissue.
“No, it’s only a scratch and I don’t have regular insurance, only student health insurance. I’m fine.” She wipes the blood away. Christ, the asshole cut her.
“You’ll need to come down and go through some mugshots, see if you can pick them out.”
“Ahh…I don’t know.” Raven shakes her head and runs her fingers through her spiky, fuchsia-tipped hair. I like the color and the way the front is styled to turn into horns.
“Did they threaten you?”
“Kind of…”
“Do you want them to do this to someone else?” The officer scowls, his mustache twitching.
“Of course not, but I live alone. They have my license and know where I live.” 
“You won’t help us?” the officer with the mustache asks, moving closer, causing Raven to back up.
“Let me think about it.” Raven checks her watch, picks up her backpack, and begins placing her things inside. Her backpacks are always full of sketchpads and books. When the weather was good, I used to watch her sit outside with the dogs after she walked them. She’d read and draw with her pencils. She’s different from the other young women around here. She doesn’t lose herself in her phone like all the others, ignoring the world around her.
She always wears a denim jacket painted with colorful designs, glitter on her eyes, a jewel pasted just to the side of the left one. Did the tattooed-eyed man notice it? She always wears combat boots, either tall black ones or short red ones. She needed them today, doing combat with the muggers. She has a muscular body, maybe because of walking the dogs, but sometimes I see her carrying a gym bag. She’s more in shape than I am, and that concerns me. I need to exercise if I want to… I pull my eyes away to the bench across the street while I’m thinking, and that’s when I see the other one. There’s a man sitting there, watching her. He has the same color bandana as the one with the metal mouth, but it’s wrapped around his head, not his face. I thought he was with the other two before the attack. He likely stuck around to make sure she keeps her mouth shut. Before she leaves, an unmarked dark sedan arrives, and a man and woman get out and approach her. The woman wears stilettos, and both wear suit jackets and talk in hushed voices. They hand her their business cards. I’m pretty sure they’re detectives, and I watch the man on the bench snap a picture, play with a phone, and then walk away.
After Raven leaves, I realize she never cried, but I do. I hadn't cried in seven years, not since Karen. I wipe my tears away and throw the collage I'm working on against the wall. If anything happens to Raven… I'm in a full-blown anxiety attack now. I go over, retrieve my work, and lay it back on the table. I scream, banging on the wall to no avail. My hand is bleeding. I count to a hundred, calming myself, and stare out the window. The rain's falling harder now. Colorful lights from the cars hit the black, shiny pavement covered with rain and spots of gasoline that leave swirls of purple, pink, and gold. The attack on Raven destroyed the scene's beauty, leaving it garish and obscene to me. Tonight provides the impetus I need to put my plan in motion.






  
  2
Snitches Get Stitches


Ring, ring.  I pick up my cell, afraid to speak, “Hello.” 
“Keep your mouth shut. Understand, bitch? Snitches get stitches.” The phone goes dead and I put it down, my heart racing. The call is a reminder that I’m alone. I tell myself I enjoy it, but it’s a lie I’ve forced myself to believe, because it’s easier than risking rejection. I wish I still used so I could mask these feelings bubbling up—fear, worry, panic, anxiousness, emptiness, and all the ones I can’t name.  I call Brian, because having the urge to use is something I can’t afford. I still have his number on speed dial, even though I haven’t called him in a long time. I let the number ring, but he doesn’t pick up, instead going to voice mail. I hang up without leaving a message, because I don’t know what to say exactly. 
I stare in the mirror in my bathroom and study the cut on my neck. The wound is minor. I clean it with peppermint soap, dry it off, dab on the antiseptic cream, and slap a covering over it. My throat feels tight like it did when the man with the gold tooth held the knife to it. Others will think it’s a hickey. I know people look at me and make assumptions because of my hair color and style, makeup and clothing. I pretend I don’t care, but I do, but not enough to change any of it. A bit of color and glitter hurts no one, and makeup makes me happy—and besides, it’s my armor, the only protection I have to keep people away.
I let myself go; fear and tears overtake me. I hate my life sometimes, scratching to make a few dollars to stay alive. But not the dogs. I love them. I look around my space. My place is a hole in the wall, neglected and dumpy, one of those basement “garden” apartments where you have to take steps down from the sidewalk to enter your front door. Down low fits me right now. I’m feeling very submerged these days. The play on words is the only thing that makes me smile. The best I can say about the place is that it’s got a lock on the door and it’s mine. I don’t have enough money to improve it much, though, and there are plenty of bad things to say about it. My biggest complaint is that it’s cold, damp and always gloomy. Most of the walls and ceiling are old plaster, so there isn’t one inch not cracked or peeling, and more cracks occur each month. Who knows what the place will look like when I finally move out? I worry about the paint having lead in it. It would be a simple thing to find out—I can purchase a kit—but the truth is that I don’t want to know. If the paint is lead, I’ll have to move, and I can’t afford anything else. I’m barely getting by now. Since I can’t even pay the rent for this place, how will I scrape together more for a better one? I can’t count on the landlord to give me my down payment back, either.
Ring, ring, ring, ring. My fingers fumble to answer the call. Should I? It might be the landlord demanding my late rent or the mugger. It could be Brian… I touch the answer call button. “What’s up? How are you enjoying your time off?” Jackie asks. I sigh with relief. We haven’t seen each other since the end of the semester. We attend the same college, but we aren’t the same major; she’s in fashion design, and they usually hang with their own kind. She’s truly a special friend. I’ve let her get close to me; in ways I haven’t been able to do with anyone else.
“I don’t know. I might be safer in school,” I say.
“Why? What’s going on?” Jackie’s voice worried.
“Someone mugged me today.”
“You? What are they, stupid? You don’t exactly give off the air of someone who has anything to steal.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“You know what I mean. You look like a poor art student, which you are. If they’re targeting art students, it must be bad out there, is what I’m sayin’. What did they take?”
“My rent money and my license.”
“Shit,” Jackie says with a sigh.
 “They know where I live, and they called my phone and threatened me. Told me to keep my mouth shut.”
“You’re going to, aren’t you?” Jackie asks, her voice shooting up two octaves.
“Yeah. I know better than to go to the police. I’m alone in this. Thank goodness the muggers weren’t into books, or I’d owe the library on top of everything else. They scratched my neck with a knife and knocked me down, too.”
“They pulled a knife on you? What the hell?! Did you resist?”
“No, of course not. And I didn’t break anything, which would’ve affected my ability to walk the dogs and take my studio classes. I’m thankful for that.”
“Were they young or what?”
“No, I don’t think so, but it was hard to tell. One of them wore a bandana on his face for a while. Even when he took it off, I was so scared that all I noticed was his gold tooth and his teardrop tattoo.”
“Shit, were they in a gang?”
“How do I know, Jackie? It’s not like I asked him.”
“What color was the bandana?”
“Green.”
“I don’t think that’s a gang color, unless it’s a new one. Do you want to stay with me and my family for a bit? Might be a good idea, since they know where you live.”
“Nah, there’s no room over there with five brothers in the house—”
“My mom will make room. There’s always the sofa bed. She’ll make my brothers sleep on it and give you a bedroom.”
“I’ll be alright. If things go bad, I’ll call you or one of my clients. I’d still have to come back here eventually. Once they see I’m keeping my mouth shut, they’ll likely let me be.” 
“Check your windows and doors,” Jackie says. “Maybe you can ask the landlord for an extension on paying the rent.”
“I’ll call tomorrow, but he’s not exactly the friendly sort. Or rather, his people aren’t. I’ve never spoken to him personally. We’ll talk soon.” 
I do as Jackie suggests; I draw all the shades so no one on the street can crouch down and look in, and I make sure everything’s locked. I’d love to cook something, but the apartment doesn’t have an oven, only a hotplate, and my toaster oven broke two weeks ago. I make do and eat a peanut butter and banana sandwich. If I could get my shit together, I’d start something in the morning in my slow cooker.
I check my text messages. Dozens from clients, wanting to make sure I’m alright. Aww. I send back a group response, assuring them I’m fine. Another from the jackass professor I modeled for then dated, who dumped me after he got me in his bed. I should have reported him. He’s probably working his way through the junior class. He wants to know how I’m doing. Really? I stopped waiting for a call one week after I slept with you, asshole. I delete it without answering.
Considering I spent the last thirteen years in the foster care system, I’m doing great. I’m what you’d call a success story—a survivor. After high school, I picked the wrong major, experienced a bout of depression and a…slip, but I got through it. The upside of being in foster care is that they pay for my college tuition until the age of 26, but the downside is only a small stipend towards room and board. Dog walking and occasional babysitting pay for that part. Next year, if all goes well, I’ll graduate just before my 26th birthday.
I finish my sandwich, sit at my drafting table, and work on one of my drawings. I have a whole series of them, but lately I’ve been stuck on the same specific one. Just these two haunted eyes. I keep doing them again and again. Some are in charcoal, some are in ink, and some are in both. My junior advisor hinted I needed to do something else, especially since my concentration is in functional sculpture. 
Ring. Ring. I pick up. “You called?” Brian asked.
“Yeah, I’m sorry. I hate to bother you this late, but I’m having the urge to—”
“No worries. It’s been awhile. What’s going on? Not the thing that happened, but the emotion you’re feeling.” 
“Ahh…fear. I’m afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Of everything. Being alone, being hurt, failing, being homeless, flunking out of college, making the wrong decision. You name it.”
Brian laughs. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh, but you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met. You’re a warrior princess, but if you say you’re afraid, I have to believe you. I’d be glad to come over and bring a bottle of—”
“Ah, no, it’s late, I just thought hearing your voice might help.”
“Come on, Raven. I’d be glad to.”
“No, it’s late and I have to work tomorrow, but thank you. If I still have the urge, I’ll call again.”
“Okay, up to you.”
“Thanks, Brian.”
“Remember, one second, one minute, one day at a time.”
“I know.”
“You’ve been clean for almost three years. If you change your mind…”
 “Thank you, Brian.”
“Later, Raven.” 
I check the time. 12:45 a.m. I remember why I stopped calling him. He was always trying to come over and treat me like a date. I try to sleep, but all I do is replay the man holding the knife against my throat, the way the sleeve of my jacket rolled up and
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