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BOOK II: SHATTERED HOPE

Extended Edition

SAVANAH FRITTS

“The burn inside her wasn’t loud. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t a scream or a cry or a plea. It was a whisper. Keep going. She followed it.”

Copyright © 2026 Savanah Fritts

All rights reserved.

Content advisory: This book contains material related to addiction, substance use, homelessness, mental health crisis, suicidal ideation, trauma, and heart disease. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

For the girl who kept walking when she had every reason to stop.

For the grandma who never stopped loving her, even when the world did.

For the brothers — Marcus, Russell, Owen — whose absence carved a hollow in her chest that never fully closed.

For every person who has ever lived in the woods, on a couch, or in the space between survival and disappearing.

You are not forgotten. You are not done.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Book II picks up where Book I left. She is thirteen years old, a runaway, a girl who was a mother at six and a ghost by eleven. This book covers the years between that first night of running and the collapse that nearly ended everything — the cycles, the streets, the substances, the grief, the fights, and the stubborn, maddening refusal to die.

Some names have been changed or omitted. Some details have been compressed. The emotional truth of every word remains unchanged.

A NOTE BEFORE CHAPTER ONE

She was thirteen the night she left. She stepped off her grandpa’s porch and into the dark and the dark swallowed her whole and she let it.

Her brothers were gone — Marcus, Russell, Owen — taken by the system that had finally decided to notice them. Their absence didn’t leave a gap. It left a dimension. A piece of the world that had simply stopped existing.

Her biological mother, Elena, had come back into her life, and this brought not safety but a different kind of chaos. Weekend drinking around a kitchen table that welcomed her like an adult. Her two uncles sometimes there. Liquor passed around with the ease of people who had decided that warmth was warmth and that a child sitting at the table was better than a child sitting alone in the next room. Freedom and neglect looked identical from a certain angle. She had not yet learned to tell the difference.

Her grandpa had already begun his unraveling by then. The baby-blue Indian motorcycle — the one that had gleamed like a promise in the driveway, the one she had once believed was the most beautiful thing in the world — was gone. Mufasa was gone, the baby-blue talking parrot with his bright feathers and his borrowed words, perched on a rod in the bait shop like a small miracle. The bait shop itself was gone. The properties were gone. All of it sold off before the 2010 prison sentence came down — cocaine, sold to an undercover officer, the kind of ending that should have felt like a surprise and somehow didn’t. She had watched the mythic world of her early childhood dismantle itself piece by piece. By the time she left, there was almost nothing left to leave.

Almost.

Her grandma was still there. The woman who had always shown up — who bought her school clothes, who appeared with school supplies like an act of faith, who loved her without conditions and without keeping score. Her grandma was still there, still steady, still the one light that didn’t flicker.

She carried all of it with her when she walked out that night. She carried all of it for years. The motorcycle. The parrot. The brothers. The grandma. The table full of adults who let her drink with them. The porch she had just stepped off. The dark road stretching ahead.

She carried all of it. And she kept walking.
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CHAPTER ONE
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DAWN ON THE EDGE OF TOWN

The sun rose slow and pale over Delphi.

She had been walking all night.

Her legs ached in the deep places — not the surface ache of tired muscles but the bone-deep throb of a body that had been asked to keep going past the point of reason. Her stomach was a tight, coiled thing. Her hoodie was damp from the morning air, clinging to her shoulders, smelling of wet grass and night. The sky had been black and then charcoal and then a pale, uncertain gray, and now it was bleeding gold at the edges, the way skies do when they haven’t decided yet what kind of day it wants to be.

But the burn inside her chest kept her upright.

It had been there since she stepped off the porch. It wasn’t rage and it wasn’t courage and it wasn’t even hope exactly. It was something older than all of those things. Something pre-verbal. Something that lived below the part of her that could name things.

Keep going.

So she did.

— — —
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DELPHI WAS WAKING UP around her in the slow, country way — the way of places that don’t have to hurry because nothing they’re hurrying toward is going anywhere. A dog barked from behind a chain-link fence. A porch light clicked off. A truck engine turned over somewhere down a side street, coughed, settled into its morning rhythm. The smell of someone’s coffee drifting through a screen door she passed without looking at.

No one looked twice at a small girl walking alone at sunrise.

That was the thing about small towns. They had a talent for not seeing what they didn’t want to see.

She kept her eyes forward. She kept her jaw set. She had learned this early — that a person moving with purpose was harder to question than a person who looked lost, even if both of them were walking the same road to the same nowhere. She moved like she knew where she was going. She had no idea where she was going. She only knew she was going away from here.

Away from the porch.

Away from the empty house.

Away from the boys who weren’t there anymore.

— — —
[image: ]


SHE THOUGHT ABOUT THE motorcycle.

She didn’t mean to. It arrived the way the most specific griefs do — sideways, uninvited, at the exact moment when there was no space to hold it. The baby-blue Indian motorcycle. Her grandpa’s. She could still see it in the driveway the way a person can still see an image burned into the backs of their eyelids after staring at a light too long. That particular blue — not sky blue, not navy, but something in between, something that felt like a color no one had named yet. The chrome catching the sun. Her grandpa’s hands on the handlebars, easy and sure, the way men hold the things they love when they believe those things will always be there.

It was gone. Had been gone for a while now.

Everything was gone.

The bait shop with its smell of river and metal and bait tubs humming with cool water. The properties her grandpa had accumulated in the slow, proud way of a man who believed you built something one piece of land at a time. Mufasa — God, Mufasa — the talking parrot with his baby-blue feathers that matched the motorcycle like they had been chosen to match, like the whole world her grandpa had built had a color scheme and blue was it. Mufasa with his voice that shouldn’t have belonged to a bird, the way he threw words back at you like he understood them, like he was keeping score.

All of it receding behind her now. All of it already past tense. The bait shop sold. The motorcycle sold. Mufasa gone to somewhere she didn’t know. Her grandpa going to prison in two years’ time, though she didn’t know that yet — she only knew the slow collapse had already begun, that the myth of him was already fraying at the edges, that cocaine had a way of eating things from the inside while the outside still gleamed.

She walked and tried not to think about it and thought about it anyway.

— — —
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HER GRANDMA WAS THE one she couldn’t stop thinking about.

Not her grandpa, with his mythology and his blue things and his slow fall. Her grandma. The woman who had shown up. Always. Without being asked. Without keeping a ledger. The woman who appeared at the beginning of every school year with bags of supplies — notebooks, pencils, folders, crayons when she was small enough to need crayons — and who never made it feel like charity because it wasn’t charity, it was love expressed in the language of practical things. The woman who knew that a child needs to show up to the first day of school with something in her hands, something of her own, and who made sure that child always had it.

She thought about her grandma’s kitchen.

She thought about the specific sound of her grandma moving through a house — the unhurried, steady sounds of a person who belongs somewhere.

The ache of it was enormous. The ache of walking away from the one person who had never once made her feel like a burden. The one person who had loved her cleanly, without agenda, without terms.

She walked faster, like she could outpace the ache. She could not outpace the ache.

— — —
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THE LAST FEW MONTHS with Elena had felt grown-up until they didn’t.

Her biological mother returning had carried a particular kind of electricity — the electricity of possibility, of finally, of maybe this time. And there had been good moments. Real ones. Moments at a kitchen table with her uncles and the warmth of adults who included her, who passed her a glass and called her honey and let her stay
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