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  Dedication 



For those that know that the monster under the bed is 

less terrifying than the one in the light.








  
  Trigger Warnings


Listen, we all know that we are bad bitches who love to read about the darker side of romance. But mental health is important, especially in a book that is heavy on emotional damage. 
If I missed one, PLEASE email me at vicravenauthor@gmail.com so I can add it to this list.
Take care of your brain, it's the only one you get, and fixing it is expensive.
Full List of Trigger Warnings for Even If We Shatter
Mention of addiction
Physical abuse (on page)
Emotional abuse (on page)
Narcissistic behavior (on page)
Gaslighting (on page)
House fire (on page)
Medical trauma (on page)
Death (on page)
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  Chapter 1

Rowan





It’s the end of another shift with another memory to be tucked away in the recesses of my mind. Thankfully, though, this is a good memory.
We hadn't run anything all day, and then at two in the morning, a mom called because her baby wasn't breathing. We jumped in the ambulance and hauled ass, both of us silently praying that this wasn’t a dead baby.
While we were on our way, I was going over pediatric drug dosages and the what would I do if's. I pulled on my gloves and got started on my report. 
We made it to the shitty, drug-infested apartments just outside town. We’ve run everything from overdoses to shootings there, and I was hoping that we weren’t going to add a pediatric code to the list. 
When we pulled up, with the fire department right behind us, the mom was standing outside in the cold with the baby bundled up in blankets. I jumped out of the truck and walked up to the mom. When I pulled the blanket aside, I fully expected to see a dead baby.

Instead, I found the most adorable puppy. I started laughing and canceled everyone, explaining that the “baby” was a puppy. There were chuckles and giggles over the radio as everyone went back into service.
Even dispatch, who is notoriously serious, gave a small chuckle.
We stayed on scene for another minute, calming the mom down. While I don't know much about dogs—since I wasn’t allowed to have any growing up—I could tell that this puppy was probably fine. He was licking my face, and his gums were nice and pink.
It's not the first time I've been called out for someone's baby, only for it to be a puppy, a kitten, even a baby squirrel once, and it wouldn't be the last.
I explained to the mom that we only handle human emergencies, but that I would have tried my damnedest to help this baby.

We cleared the call and got back to the station. My partner and I were laughing and joking. There really isn't a good way to release the tension and anxiety of the job, but taking a minute to laugh is the best we can do while still on shift.

I change out of my boots and pants and get back into bed. This really is the weirdest job. One that I am thankful for, but it is still weird.

I get paid to sleep at work. I hold the privilege of being called for the worst day of someone’s life. My schedule allows me a ton of flexibility to do the things that I want to do on my off-days, and we aren’t a crazy busy county, so I can get a lot of stuff done at work too. 
But it also gives me nightmares. It keeps me from dating like a normal woman. It’s given me anxiety and PTSD. In short, it is the best job I’ve ever had, but some days, I don’t want to do it anymore.
I leave work that morning with a plan to go hiking and maybe camp if I can find a good spot. I have two days off to myself, and nothing to keep me tethered.

I make the trip to my house between Crescent and Franklin. It is a small cabin with a couple of acres tucked into a valley between two mountains. I have always found peace in my mountains, and today, a little peace is necessary.
I pull up to my cabin and get out. I take a deep breath of mountain air. It’s cool and crisp, settling deep in my lungs.
I grab my bags out of the bed of my truck and head inside.
I have adopted a ritual for decompressing when I get home. One that my therapist, Tessa, encouraged me to start. When I get home, I take a deep cleansing breath. Drop my bags in the laundry room. Take a shower. Then I sit on my front porch with a cup of coffee or water and just be still for five to ten minutes.
At first, I thought it was a crock of shit. Who has time for that?
But I did it, because it couldn’t hurt to try. Obviously, doing nothing but letting the rage continue to grow inside me was working so well. 
I was getting short with patients, rookies—really everything. I was getting anxious going to the store. My normally even-ish temper was getting the best of me. In short, I was miserable.
But I decided to give Tessa’s idea a shot. And initially, it felt weird. But after a couple of months, I started to feel better and better. Now, if anything upsets my after-shift, morning ritual, my entire day is off kilter.
I have just finished my shower, and am getting a cup of coffee, when my phone rings. I let it go to voicemail because whatever it is, it can wait until I am done.
As I walk out onto the porch, my phone rings again. But again, I ignore it. I take a seat on the front porch steps and take another deep breath. As I am holding it in and counting to five, my phone rings again.
Now, I’m pissed.
I stomp into my kitchen, where I left my phone, to see who’s calling.
It’s Jake.
“Jake, you know not to call me for the first hour I’m home,” I scold him. I shouldn’t, but damn it, this is the only time I get that is truly mine. I walk back out to the porch, determined to soak up some sunshine.
“I know, Ro. I’m sorry, but I had to call. Mom’s in the hospital again.”
It isn’t abnormal for Mom to end up in the hospital. She has a history of falls and other medical issues that pretty much keeps her a permanent resident at the hospital.
“Okay?” I hate sounding so callous about it, but she’s got five other children that can handle this. It’s rarely serious, and she always ends up discharged in a couple of hours.
“It’s bad, Ro.” His voice cracks.
My heart plummets to my feet. “What happened this time?”
“According to Kory, Chief got drunk again. Mom was walking into the kitchen when she accidentally knocked over the trash can. Chief went ballistic and shoved her. She hit her head on the counter.”
I’m already up and headed for the kitchen to get my book bag and keys. “I’m on my way.”
That's all I need to say. We all know what this could mean for her. My mind takes me back to that fateful day twenty years ago.
My mom can’t get Jake to stop crying. He’s only a couple of months old, but he has been fussy from day one. Mom and I are trying to get him calmed down before my father—sorry, Chief—blows a gasket.
She hears Chief holler from the living room and shoves me and a crying Jake towards the stairs. She ushers the rest of the kids up after me. She tells me to keep Jake quiet, that she will handle Chief.
I hand off Jake to Kelly, my younger sister, when we get upstairs. I shove all my siblings into the nursery and turn up the radio as loud as it will go. I tell them to lock the door behind me. I know it won’t keep him out, but it will slow him down.
I silently creep back down the stairs, hoping that he won’t beat my mom again. But hope is useless in the Quinn house.
He is standing over her. His face is red and his fists are bloody. My mom is on the floor, not moving. I scramble for the phone and call 911. He comes at me like he is going to start on me next, but I am already talking to the dispatchers on the phone.
He snatches the phone from me with a growl and starts telling the dispatchers that he is Chief Quinn and that his wife had fallen and hit her head on the counter. Can they send an ambulance?
I stare at him with all the hatred my twelve-year-old body can feel. Which is a surprising amount.
The ambulance comes and takes my Mom to the hospital.
I stay home with my siblings for almost two weeks while Mom is in the hospital. I get Kelly, Clare, and Kory off to school, and I stay home with Morgan and Jake. Kelly will bring home my schoolwork, and she will take in what I finish.
Chief goes to work like nothing even happened. When the department or church offers him help, he declines. He can take care of his family. And of course, he has me at home.
The church ladies step up, bringing casseroles and other treats for us. I heat them up and make sure that the kids are fed, bathed, and put to bed. And the whole time, I dodge my father’s fists.
Because my mom is in the hospital, there is no one else to take the beatings. And I gladly take them if it means that my siblings are safe.
When Mom came home from the hospital, she was different. Her words were slower, her gait shuffled. I know now that she had a massive brain bleed, but then? Then, I only knew that my father had done this to my mother. And that my mother tried to protect us.
I snap back to the present when I hear Jake calling my name.
“Which hospital, Jake?” I’m already jumping into my truck.
“Crescent Memorial,” he tells me with a sigh.
“Crescent?” I repeat.
“I know, Ro. I begged him to transfer her to the trauma center in Franklin, but he refused. Chief said that Crescent has all her records and she will be fine there.”
“Yeah, Crescent is the hospital that has been covering up his bullshit for the past thirty years,” I snap.

I’m met with silence. He knows this as well as I do. He had his own records that Crescent hid. So did I.

“Are you okay, Jake?” I ask. He is a momma’s boy, through and through. Being the baby of the family, he didn’t know Mom before her TBI. But he has his own trauma when it comes to our father.

Jake is too “sensitive” to be a Quinn man. According to our father, Jake is a pussy and needs to man up.

He doesn't care that there is nothing wrong with Jake. He prefers to read than to work on cars. He prefers to build models than to build his muscles.
But that isn’t good enough for Chief Quinn.
“I’m okay, Ro.” Jake’s voice trembles. “I went to a meeting this morning.”
“Good. I’m on my way. I should be at the hospital in about an hour.”
“Okay. I’ll let the nurses know you’re coming.”
I hang up with Jake and start heading toward the hospital. It’s not long before I pass the old Peterson farm and the property where Lana and Lucas live. I live further up the mountain than they do, but their property is gorgeous.
Lana had lost her husband Lex years ago now. After a few years, Lucas finally made his move. It wasn’t long after that James Peterson died. I had taken the day off work to help care for my mom, or I would have been the one to take James from those boys.
But whenever I see Lana at the hospital, she seems really happy. Even with all the bullshit life has thrown at her, she has managed to find peace.
My ride to Crescent passes quickly, my truck tires eating up the miles. I think back to how it was growing up in the Quinn household. The constant terror, the endless hopelessness, the knowledge that no one could save us.
As I make the drive into Crescent, I am dreading this trip to the hospital. There’s no telling how bad it actually is. Jake isn’t medically trained, so his version of bad could be a hangnail.
But if she really did hit her head on the counter, and not my father’s fists, then we could be looking at another bigger bleed, vegetative state, or even death.
I spend the rest of the drive trying to get my anxiety under control. It doesn’t work, but at least it gives me something to do.
When I pull into the Crescent Memorial Hospital parking lot, I find Jake sitting on the bench out front, smoking a cigarette.
“Those things will kill ya, you know,” I joke as I walk up to him.
He chuckles. “Ro, if this is what takes me, then I haven't lived hard enough.”
It is a running joke between us. The reality is that Jake has already overdosed twice, the last time nearly taking him. His addiction is pills, and it doesn’t matter what kind. Uppers or downers, he would pop as many as it took to feel something.
Me? I prefer being numb.
“Is she still in the ED?” I ask him.
He just nods and takes another drag.
“Okay, I’ll leave you to your cancer sticks.”
I walk through the doors and up to the reception counter. I don’t even have to give the nurse at the desk my name. She knows me, and not from being a paramedic. She tells me my mom’s room number, but there’s a sadness in her eyes when she grabs my hand.
“Rowan, I don’t know what Jake or Chief told you, but it’s bad.” She swallows sharply. This is the same nurse that helped set my broken arm not once, not twice, but three times as I was growing up. Not to mention all the times my mom has been brought in. “She’s in T2.”
She had sent every report and called every person that could have helped. But no one wanted to go up against Chief. She was told to leave it alone because Chief is too powerful to take on and the hospital wouldn’t back her.
“Thanks, Macy.” And I am grateful. If Macy tells me it’s bad, it is pretty fucking bad.
She buzzes me back. As I walk through the halls, I see them through the eyes of my younger self. Clutching my arm, holding a rag to my head, and bringing Jake here.
But I also see them as a paramedic. Crescent Memorial isn’t a bad hospital, it’s just a small one. Because I work in Franklin, most of my patients end up at the bigger hospital. But some of the older residents want to go to Crescent because the hospital has been around since the seventies.
I turn the corner and start walking towards Mom’s room. It’s one of two trauma rooms that this hospital has. If Mom is in there, and has been since last night, I need to prepare myself for what I'm about to walk into.
As I stand in front of the doors going into the room, I take a deep breath. I do all of the things that Tessa has taught me to deal with anxiety and my childhood. But none of it matters when I open the door and slide back the curtain.






  
  Chapter 2

Rowan





Everyone thinks that hospitals should be quiet, a place of healing and cures. But they’re not. 
At least not in the emergency department, and definitely not in Mom’s room.
There’s the hiss of the vent breathing for her, the ticks and clicks from the pumps, and beeps from the monitor keeping track of her vitals.
I can tell right away that this is my father’s handy work. Unless she repeatedly bashed her own face into the counter, a counter didn’t do this.
She’s got a laceration that runs the length of her forehead, two black eyes, and it looks like her jaw is either dislocated or broken. And that’s just her face.
I know that if I were to pull the sheet back and roll her over, there would be a size fourteen boot print on her lower back from him stomping on her. One or two of her ribs would be cracked or broken, depending on where he kicked her.
She needs to be transferred immediately. 
I look over at the board to see who her nurse is and see that it's Kenzie. Thank fuck for small favors.
I walk out of the room and start towards the nurses’ station. I see Lana standing at the desk talking to Kenzie.
“Hey, Lana." I wouldn’t normally push into their conversation, especially because it is clear that Lana is bringing in a patient. But I don’t have a lot of time before Chief shows up. "Kenzie, can I talk to you for a second?” 
“Actually, I want to talk to you, too,” Lana says. She hands her tablet over for Kenzie to sign before looking at me. “I was the medic that brought Marie in. A neighbor called Kory to let them know that y’alls dad was going nuts. Kory was on duty last night and went to check it out. Rowan, it looked like a crime scene.”
As she's telling me what happened, I can't help the frustration that comes over me. We have tried for years to get Mom away from Chief, but she won't leave. I rest my elbows on the edge of the desk and let my head drop. This isn’t the first time this has happened. And if I were to guess, he overrode Lana’s decision to take Mom to Franklin, where the trauma center is.
“I knew she was bad off. But Chief Quinn refused to let me take her to Franklin. I tried, Ro, but he wouldn’t let me take her anywhere else. It was either sit and fight with him on scene, or get her to the hospital. I chose to get her to the hospital. I’m so sorry.” Lana looks like she’s ready to start a brawl she’s so mad.
“Lana, it’s okay. No one is going to be able to talk him into Mom going anywhere else.” Unfortunately, Chief is always going to get his way, and one of these days, it's going to kill her.
“I just wanted you to know, I’ve put in calls to every place I can think of and reported this. What he’s doing is wrong.”
My heart clenches at the thought of Chief making her life hell. I shake my head. “Don’t, Lana. He’s gotten more medics fired for interfering than I can count. You’ve got those boys to think of.”
I know she wants to help, but I also know that there’s not much that can be done. My mom won’t leave him. And since we’ve all moved out, he’s allowed to do whatever he wants to her.
I’ve offered multiple times to have her move in with me. Kory has offered, too, but she won’t do it. Being raised a devout Catholic in a small town has some downsides. But I can’t help but think that he has something he’s holding over her head. I can’t imagine her staying for any other reason.
I look over at Kenzie. “How bad is it?”
Kenzie looks like she wants to vomit.
“I think the shorter list would be to tell you what’s not wrong with her.” She slides behind her computer and signs in. “First and foremost, I want to tell you that we have already talked to your father about transferring her to Franklin multiple times. Dr. Forrester has already contacted Adult Protective Services. But Chief is on the board here at the hospital. Our hands are tied, Rowan.”
“I know.” And I do know. It’s why Mom’s head bleed twenty years ago ended up going from something small and fixable to a life-long battle. “Just tell me how bad it is.”
“Okay.” Kenzie takes a deep breath. “She’s got a grade five bleed in her brain. Her jaw is broken in two places. She’s got a punctured lung from a broken rib. Her left wrist is broken for the fourth time. And it looks like her spleen is lacerated.”
Every injury she lists feels like a punch to the gut. Macy warned me that it was bad. Jake warned me it was bad. But it's totally different hearing it from the nurse taking care of her. A nurse that I have brought patients to for years. A nurse I trust.
I'm still reeling from how hurt Mom is when I hear the thudding of those heavy size fourteen boots. My heart is back at my feet. For a split second I’m twelve years old, listening to those boot steps coming to hurt me and trying to dodge drunken fists. 
But I take a deep breath and center myself. I know what’s coming. My father is here to bullshit his way out of this.
Kenzie quickly clicks out of Mom’s chart and spins to face Lana, talking to her about the patient Lana brought in. Because I’m her daughter, she can tell me what is going on. But it’s a tricky line because Chief could have told her not to talk to me about Mom.
“Rowan. I didn’t expect to see you here.” My father walks up and gives me a hug. I quickly back away from him. “Girl, when your Daddy gives you a hug, you return it.”
“Maybe I would, if my father was worth a damn.” I am practically vibrating with rage. My mom is laying in a hospital bed, potentially brain dead, and he’s more concerned about himself.
“Now, Rowan, you know how clumsy your Mama is.” He gives me a hard look before turning to Kenzie. “How’s she doing?”
I step in front of him. “She’d be doing a lot better if she went to a hospital capable of taking care of her, Chief.”
“Rowan, this hospital is just as good as Franklin. They’ve got a new CT machine and plenty of capable doctors. Mama doesn’t need to go to Franklin.”
“She’s in a fucking coma, Chief.”
“Excuse us,” he tells Lana and Kenzie. He grabs me by the arm in a biting grip and hauls me into the family waiting room. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that. I am your father, and you will respect me.”

“No, I won’t, Chief. You’ve gone too far. Everyone knows that you beat the hell out of her every chance you get.”
“Rowan, I don’t know why you keep painting me like I’m a monster. Your Mama is a fall risk and has been since Jake was born. I don’t know why you keep trying to say that I’m the one doing this to her.”
“Do you really think that I’m that stupid? That I would believe your lies over my own memories? My own pain? My own fucking scars.” I shove up the sleeve on my Henley, showing him the scar to set my second broken arm. “I’ve been a witness and recipient of what you’ve done to this family.”
“Rowan, I’m only going to say this once. That is my wife, and I will take care of her how I see fit. I am her husband, and I make the decisions. She’s not going to Franklin.” He turns on his boot heel and opens the door to leave, but not before his final parting shot. “If you push this, I will make sure that you never see her again.” With that, he storms out of the family waiting room.

I walk over to one of the chairs and sink down into it. I drop my head into my hands and think about my next steps. Crescent is a small town, but it’s also the center of the county. He knows everyone. He’s got the entire town on his side, at least the ones that make the hard decisions.
I look up when I hear the door open again, and Dr. Forrester walks in. He sits next to me and puts his hand on my shoulder.
“Rowan, I’m so sorry.” I know what he’s going to say next. It’s the same discussion we’ve been having for the better part of ten years. “I’ve contacted APS, but they won’t do anything. I contacted the sheriff, and he laughed me off. The next thing I can try is to have an emergency guardian appointed.”

I look over at him. This is the same doctor that patched me up over the years. He's patched up Mom and Jake. For over thirty years, he has been trying to fight a system that protects monsters.
“I appreciate it, Doc.” I let my head hang back down. “What is going to happen if we can’t get her transferred?”
“Well, given that is the likely scenario, we will send her to the ICU. She will be on various medications to control seizures, clots, and reduce swelling. We are going to try everything we possibly can to get her through this, but there isn’t much else I can do here in the ED.”

“What do you think her chances are?”

“Honestly, given the bleed twenty years ago, and with the systemic abuse she has sustained since then, she probably has less than a five percent chance of returning to her old normal. The more likely outcome is that she will be in a coma or vegetative state. My hope is somewhere in the middle.”

It’s not what I want to hear. As horrible as it sounds, being a vegetable may be safer for her. Then she would be in a facility that would care for her, and she wouldn’t be at the mercy of my father. But I know that’s not what she would want.

“Have we talked to the county judges yet? Didn’t a new one get elected?” I ask, hoping that maybe there is some way to get around Chief.
“Unfortunately, he’s blocking me at every path. I know you see a monster every time you see him, and he is, but the town doesn’t see the same. They see a beloved hero who ran into a burning building and saved all those kids thirty years ago. They see the church-going man with his family.”
“I know. No one batted an eye when I was pulled from school to be homeschooled. Everyone thought it was so I could help my mom take care of the kids. But I dared to talk to my teachers about what I had seen when he put her in the hospital the first time.”

“I don’t know what else to do, Rowan. My hands are tied.”

With that, he rubs my shoulder one last time and walks out. I sit in the family room for a few more minutes before I get up and walk out into the hall. I see Jake standing outside Mom’s room. I walk over to him, putting my arm around his waist and leaning my head on his shoulder.

Inside, they are packaging up Mom to take her to the ICU. Chief is in there, playing the somber and concerned husband. One of the nurses drops a folder, and Chief bends down to pick it up. A smile is painted on his face. He’s probably telling her not to worry, accidents happen.
The monster wears a good mask.

“It’s going to be okay, Jake,” I tell him, rubbing his back.
“No, Ro, it won’t.”






  
  Chapter 3

Rowan


It’s been two weeks since my mom was admitted to the ICU at Crescent Memorial. Two weeks of fighting with my father. Two weeks of watching my mom’s health continue to decline. Two weeks of trying to find some way to get her transferred out of Crescent and to a specialized neuro hospital. 
I’ve worked on ambulances and in emergency departments long enough to know when the doctors are giving up. You can hear it in their voices, the careful way they say “quality of life” or “comfort measures,” the way their eyes cut to the family like they’re too fragile to understand…and sometimes we are.
A couple of the doctors in the ICU tried to discharge my mom to a nursing home. Their thoughts were that if Chief isn’t going to listen to them, Mom’s care can be continued at a nursing home. One of those doctors is now looking for a new job.
It's beyond frustrating the way that Chief can so easily ruin a career because of his own actions. How can people not see what is actually happening? How can people allow one man to destroy an entire family? Putting his wife and kids in the hospital multiple times, but they do nothing.
Since I was old enough to understand the consequences of Mom’s silence, I have been terrified she would end up dead. The only time she ever did anything against the abuse was to shield us as much as she could. But once we left, she never spoke back, never raised her hand, never did anything but absorb the blows; emotional, physical, all of it. Death has always seemed like the inevitable outcome.
Instead of being dead, she is stuck in a situation that is going from bad to worse. And quickly.
The last update I got from Dr. Forrester was both good and bad. As of this morning, Mom is out of the coma but is barely functioning. She is having seizures daily, and yesterday they found a blood clot in her brain despite being on two different blood thinners.
He said that as it is right now, she is falling into the in-between he’d mentioned. She won’t return to her old normal, but she isn’t brain dead either. But because Crescent isn’t a neurological facility, and there aren’t any neurologists on staff, there really isn’t any way to determine where she will fall on this range.
And now, there is a really good chance she won’t be able to function on her own. She will need around the clock care.
According to Kory, Chief has already volunteered Kelly to take care of Mom. Kelly, who has four kids of her own to take care of. Kelly, who is already dealing with enough shit. Like how her husband has just cheated on her for the seventh time.
But Kelly wouldn’t dare leave her piece of shit husband. Nope. Being a Quinn means you can’t divorce. Being a Quinn woman means that as soon as you are married, you are to stay home and take care of your husband and family. Being a Quinn man means that you can do whatever the hell you want.
It's the reason I've remained single. I’m not willing to tie myself to someone and not be able to escape. Logically, I know divorce is an option. But I’m not willing to risk the fallout if a marriage doesn’t work out.
Thankfully, Kelly put her foot down and told Chief that she can’t take care of mom and four kids under four. Not to mention the amount of care that Mom would require, and that Kelly isn’t qualified to give.
Chief called Claire, the next daughter in line that could take care of Mom. He demanded that she quit her teaching job and move home. I thought for sure that she would cave to his demands, since she's the peace-keeper of the family. 
But I was so proud of her when she said no. She finally stood up for herself and what she wanted, and I couldn't be happier for her. 
Then I got a call from Morgan, the wild child of the six of us. Morgan gives no fucks about what Chief says we should be and do. She got the hell out of Crescent as soon as she graduated high school and never looked back. 
Apparently Kory called her to give her a heads up that Chief may or may not call her about Mom. I could have told him that wasn't going to be a problem. Chief would never call Morgan. I’m pretty sure that he is scared of her, though he would never admit it.
After an hour-long rant about how Kory wasn't doing enough, I finally had to explain to her for the millionth time that Kory is doing everything he is legally allowed to do. That there are people higher than Kory and me that stopped every report, citation, judgement call, and anything else we’ve tried to do.
Not to mention Mom won’t leave him. She is actively choosing to stay in a situation that is hurting her.
But Morgan doesn't want to hear it. In her eyes, you see abuse, you stop it. Period. But she’s never worked in public safety. She’s never had to deal with the politics, the rules and regulations, or the chain of command. 
She is a baker in Tennessee with her girlfriend. And while I love that for her, it makes dealing with her and her ideas about justice exhausting. Because it's not as simple as making a call, writing a report, or arresting the potential abuser. 
Thankfully, none of who's going to care for Mom questions are pressing. She isn’t stable enough to be discharged from the ICU anyways. But the time is coming, and figuring out what to do with Mom is already creating more chaos.
Still, Chief demands that Kelly come to their house to take care of Mom. Bring the kids, he says. Like Kelly would dare to bring her babies to her abuser. 
But that's when Kory steps in.
Chief’s favorite. The golden boy. The only son he ever brags about in public.
Kory tried to argue for Mom in the beginning. We thought he convinced Chief that maybe—just maybe—a nursing home would be better for her than living at home. That if Mom is falling as often as she is, then she isn't safe at home. A nursing home would have someone there to watch her around the clock. 
Chief seemed to really think about it. But when the time came to actually make the decision, Chief said no. The conversation about Mom's safety ended in slammed doors and shouting so loud the neighbors called the cops, but for a moment, Kory almost won.
Kory is the only one of us that can actually stand toe-to-toe with Chief and not end up beaten. He was supposed to be a firefighter, supposed to follow the family script. Instead, he became a cop. He said someone in the family needed to hold Chief accountable, and it might as well be him. For a while, I thought he could pull it off.
Then the call came.
The neighbor that had been our greatest ally growing up called the cops because she heard Chief screaming and yelling. Kory showed up in uniform and called for an ambulance because Mom "fell" getting out of bed. She could barely breathe, but kept saying she was fine. Lana convinced her to go to the hospital because she suspected broken ribs.
She was right. Mom spent three days in the hospital with four fractured ribs. 
Kory wrote the report, filed it, and by morning it was gone. And just like that, the system bent the knee to Chief again.
That broke something in Kory. He stopped talking about justice like it is something you can reach if you just stand tall enough. Because he realized the only one who could save Mom was Mom herself.
But he never gave in, not completely. 
He stayed with his high school girlfriend, Jade, refusing marriage even after almost a decade together. Another rebellion. They lived together, raised dogs instead of kids, and laughed at Chief’s pointed questions during holidays.
Jade had a way of looking Chief dead in the eye, her smile sweet but sharp enough to cut. At Christmas last year, when Chief asked—again—when they were getting married, Jade set her fork down and said, “Why would I sign up for a prison sentence?” The table went silent, forks midair. Kory laughed until he choked, and for one fleeting moment, someone was able to stand up to Chief.
I envied him. For carving out his own life, even if it is imperfect. For finding someone that is
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