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Burning Truth is told from two perspectives: Jonathan’s and Sadie’s.
Jonathan’s timeline is narrated chronologically, from December 2009 to May 2010.
Sadie’s story is not told in any particular order. It ranges from June 2005 until the Present Day.
Her Present Day is the same as Jonathan’s in the following chapter.
I bring this to your attention, so you can be aware of when/where you are as you move through the story.
Thank you for continuing this journey with me.
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I check the time on my phone, ignoring the string of notifications. I know. I’m late. But I’ll be there soon enough. Just have to do this one thing.
“C’mon, c’mon,” I mutter, drumming on the steering wheel. My eyes focus on the opening in the woods.
It’s easy to miss. Most people do. Pretty sure my father designed it that way. A driveway without a marker or even a mailbox, a quarter of a mile through the forest. It’s like he’s done everything he can to hide who he is from the world. I seem to be the only one who’s seen his true form. And now, Sadie.
Stay with me. Please stay with me.
Which is why I’m sitting here, covertly pulled over in the woods, stalking my family. Waiting for them to leave. When my mother dropped my suit off at Collin’s earlier this week, she told me they’re all attending graduation. I had to bite my tongue until I tasted blood to keep my mouth shut. I don’t want my father anywhere near me today. He made it perfectly clear we were done, threatening my life if I ever returned to this house. Which is why this is stupid. But I left something behind, and I can’t move on without it.
My mother’s convinced this is just another of our disagreements. Some stupid misunderstanding that fathers and sons have. That it’s nothing. Because we continue to protect her from the truth. I can’t bring myself to tell her how many times he’s punched me. Kicked me. Shoved me to the ground. And he’ll take it to his grave rather than reveal who he really is to the woman he loves.
Jonathan. Please, please… I need you.
I blow out a breath as soon as the silver SUV exits the driveway. Finally. When they’re far enough away, I shift the truck into gear and gun it down the drive, kicking up a cloud of dirt in my wake. Get in and out. I’m barely going to make it on time as it is. I can slip into my seat if they’re already on the field. The only benefit of my father attending the ceremony is knowing he won’t be here, so I can sneak into my room undetected.
I steer the truck around the island in the center of the drive and keep it running, not bothering to close the door as I jog to the side entrance of the garage. It’s unlocked. I hesitate for only half a second, a little surprised by this. My father’s meticulous when it comes to locking up. I should know, since I took the brunt of his annoyance every time a door or window was left unlocked. I had my key ready, prepared for it not to work, for him to have changed the locks the day I left. I don’t care why this happened; I’m taking advantage.
I promised never to return here, but it’s a promise I have to break. Probably won’t be the last.
My room appears untouched. I can guarantee he’s searched every inch. He did when I lived here. I’m surprised he’s put everything back. Apparently he’s still determined to go undetected. What I returned for is exactly where I stuffed it, between the mattress and the wall. I yank out the small purple stuffed animal and turn to leave, racing down the stairs.
I can’t do this without you. You have to stay with me.
I toss the purple monster into the truck. The friend Sadie gave me when she found me in the woods when we were six. I couldn’t leave it here, no matter the risk.
A sharp pain punctures my side. I turn my head to find my father’s menacing glare slicing through me, along with the small, double-edged blade tucked between his knuckles, which he’s stabbed beneath my ribs.
“I told you, if you ever came back here again, I’d kill you.”
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I startle awake, my eyes searching before they can really focus. My heartbeat begins to even out when I find Jonathan next to me. Asleep. Safe. Breathing deep breaths that whistle through parted lips when he exhales. I smile. I tell him he snores. He doesn’t really, but he gets all worked up over it every time I say it, like the thought of snoring makes him the worst boyfriend.
Fiancé.
Been engaged all summer, but I’m still not used to it. I extend my left hand. The ring’s not there. Of course it isn’t. I have to take it off sometimes. But only because I accidentally cut Jonathan with it when I slept with it on the first week we were engaged. I never want to take it off. But it’s safer for us both if I do—at least while we sleep.
Watching him whistle-snore with day-old scruff on his jaw makes me want to touch him. But I restrain myself. My heart is having a hard time catching up to this present moment, still stuck in the nightmare of watching the ambulance drive off with Jonathan in its bay. Leaving me covered in his blood, screaming after him while Collin tried to calm my hysterics and the police officer attempted to get some sort of statement.
Three and a half years later, I still need to assure myself Jonathan’s alive. Lying across from me in our bed, in our off-campus studio. Okay, technically, it started as mine last year when I was finally allowed to leave the dorms. It became ours when we returned this semester. I convinced him that we need to learn to be in each other’s space before we’re married, so he’ll realize I’m impossible to live with. Now he’ll know all of the peculiarities he’s stuck with for the rest of our lives.
He thought I was being ridiculous. Because I was. But he moved in anyway.
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I rip the blankets off me, searching the bed, like the nightmare I’m escaping has followed me here. I can’t find who I’m looking for. There’s no one here. I’m alone. Just like every morning. There’s only me in this bed. In this apartment.
I reach for my phone to stop my alarm, set to go off in forty minutes. The date lights up, reminding me that there’s nothing to count down anymore. To anticipate. It’s today. I run a hand down my face.
Sleep isn’t an option. And lying here is only going to make my thoughts turn into memories I don’t want to relive. My heart’s already pounding, so might as well go for a run.
My phone vibrates as I’m tying my running shoes. I hesitate before looking, knowing anyone texting this early is probably someone I don’t want to hear from. I look anyway.
Sadie: You okay? I had a feeling… I needed to check.
My heart still hasn’t calmed, and seeing her message on my screen is already making today worse.
“Dammit, Sadie,” I grumble at the phone. My thumb hovers above the delete button. I type, I’m okay, against my better judgment.
I lose all judgment when it comes to Sadie Prescott, which is why her number still exists, unblocked, on my phone.
I haven’t heard from her in months. Not since last spring. I know why she’s messaging. Not because we’re connected psychically or anything, despite her beliefs about being able to sense me. She’s always had a different way of living in this world… I can’t think about her. Not now. Not today.
The frigid December air burns my lungs in a good way. It numbs everything. And that’s exactly what I need, to be numbed. It’s been my default emotion for a while now. It keeps the fire at bay. And the pain. Only to find me in my sleep, when my guard is down.
I wake to the reminders every morning. So I repeat the routine, numbing myself with a run. A swim. A workout. Anything physical to get the thoughts out of my body. Out of my head. And as soon as my legs start moving, I release it.
There’s no reprieve today, no matter how far I run. I’m blindsided again when I get to the office and open my email to find a message from Collin.
“What the hell?” I mutter. I read through it quickly. It only requires a few words and a click before it disappears.
“Ready?” Carla asks from the doorway of our shared office. There are three of us in this space that’s not much larger than a dorm room. I can’t complain. It’s better than the open foyer where the interns sit—where I sat the year before last. No privacy. Lots of distractions. And in full view of everyone.
I gather the folders needed for the meeting and snap my laptop shut, sliding it into the computer bag that I sling over my shoulder. “Yeah.”
I follow her into the open studio of the architectural firm. The design is striking, with its clean lines, wooden beams, and original factory windows stretching from floor to ceiling. It’s cloudy, so the natural light is muted. Leather and metal furnish the interns’ workspace along with the reception area. A coffee station in the far corner is busy with last-minute cups to fill before we settle into work for the day. Several co-workers sip from their mugs and converse in low murmurs around tall tables. I’ve had enough caffeine at this point in the day. More would only make it impossible to sit still.
The office is busier than usual with both meeting rooms in use. The owners of LK Architectural Firm each have a presentation today. Our team is partnering with an engineering firm on a large-scale project. Lowell is working on several high-end residential properties. She’s the one Priscilla introduced me to when I was searching for an internship. They consistently work on projects together.
“Hello, Jonathan.” The mature, distinguished voice cuts through all stray thoughts and abruptly halts my steps.
I force myself to meet her eyes. The same clear, liquid-blue eyes as her daughter.
“Hi, Priscilla.”
She doesn’t say anything more. Her eyes assess me from head to toe, taking in every inch. She nods curtly and walks into the office where Lowell greets her.
I feel like I just got appraised for an auction block.
“Thank you for rescheduling for today,” Priscilla says, taking hold of Lowell’s hand. “I appreciate the accommodation.”
My shoulders release the tension that held me as still as steel. I’ve only seen Priscilla Prescott twice since I began working here as an intern nearly two years ago. Full-time upon graduating last spring. I’ve been afraid I’d see her more since she’s the one who referred me for the internship during my junior year at Penn State. I could say that she’s the reason I got this job, except I know I earned it.
I walk into the second conference room just as the teams seated around the table erupt with laughter at something playing on the screen. By the time I look, it’s gone, and the project title and logo are in its place.
“I’m so, so sorry,” comes from the back of the room. “I really didn’t mean to do that. I swear. I uploaded—”
“It’s okay, Rachel,” Gerald Malcavoy interrupts. He’s a partner at the Building Bridges engineering firm. And Rachel Walace is his assistant. Our teams have been meeting bi-monthly since July, preparing for this project to break ground in the spring. I wish I could say these mishaps are rare, but Rachel has a way of causing havoc.
She gives me a small smile, pressing her lips together to keep it from blossoming into something bigger. I tip my head in the slightest nod and take a seat.
“Didn’t expect to see you in today,” Kellan says quietly, gripping my shoulder. Does everyone know? Suddenly Priscilla’s presence doesn’t feel so random. He stands and announces to the group, “Let’s begin.”
Two hours later, I’m filling my water bottle in the break area while Rachel’s messing with the espresso machine. I try not to notice, but she’s talking to herself, or maybe the machine. I think she’s about to hit it like an old car that won’t turn over when it finally starts gurgling, and she lets out a sigh of relief.
“Everything okay?” I ask her, screwing on the top of my water bottle. We’ve exchanged small bursts of conversation the past few months. That’s as much as I can invest right now. Focused on keeping my head down and getting through each day.
“Perfectly terrible,” she admits, swiping the back of her hand across her brow to clear away strands of hair hanging in her face, leaving behind a black streak.
“You have something—” I point to her forehead. The mishap causes an unfamiliar spasm in my chest. I need to get my shit together. There’s no escaping with a run in the middle of the workday.
Rachel goes to wipe it off with the same hand. I catch her arm before she can make it worse. Her eyes widen at my touch. I immediately let go.
“Sorry. It’s just—” I nod to the edge of her palm that’s streaked with marker.
She examines it and swears so colorfully that I raise my brows, re-evaluating the comparison I subconsciously drew to all the times Sadie made a mess of herself, sometimes on purpose. Rachel’s response isn’t even close. Not sure if I should be impressed or wonder where in her life she needed to talk like that. Instead, I laugh. It was unexpected coming from this small, attractive woman. This gets her laughing too.
“Oh honey,” Lynette says from behind us, wetting a towel and squirting soap on it. “You’ve made a mess of yourself.”
“Per usual,” Rachel says when her laughter trails off. “Thanks.” She takes the towel, excuses herself, and walks toward the bathroom.
“That woman is an accident walking,” Lynette comments as we watch Rachel nearly concuss Carla with the door on her way in.
“You’ve known her a while?” I ask.
Lynette’s been Kellan’s assistant since the company started. There aren’t many people she doesn’t know in the industry. She’s a good person to befriend; I just need to bypass all the advice she tries to give me about every aspect of my life.
“Oh, don’t go there,” she warns. “She’s a cute little thing. But you’ll be bailing out your boat before you set sail.”
And she uses analogies that I have no idea what to make of most of the time.
“Not what I meant,” I assure her. I’m not going anywhere with anyone. I pick up my coffee and water bottle. “I’m heading back into the conference room.”
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Sadie! Wait up,” Bobby calls to me as I’m stepping onto the sidewalk in front of the courthouse.
I really want to keep walking. I don’t have small talk and fake laughs in me today. I barely slept last night, and I’ve been staring at my phone all day in hopes Jonathan will send another text. But I stop and plaster on my award-winning smile. Honestly, it should’ve won me some sort of award by now; I’ve been perfecting it for nearly twenty years. I don’t count the first three years of my life; I didn’t know any better and just smiled when they told me to. I guess that’s still the same, but when I was a toddler, at least I got candy for behaving.
“Hi, Bobby. What’s going on?” It’s an effort to keep my tone light and airy. Especially with the tears tightening the back of my throat. I’ve already escaped to the bathroom twice today to let them loose.
Bobby’s nearly out of breath from racing down the million stone steps descending from the courthouse. “Um, hi. I, uh, was just seeing if you had plans tonight? We’re headed over to the pub, and I wanted to invite you.”
The only positive thing that he said was “we,” so I know this isn’t intended to be a date. But the last thing I want to do is socialize right now.
My phone vibrates, drawing my attention instantly. It’s Collin, wondering where I am.
“I don’t really drink. And I’m driving home tonight for the holidays,” I tell him. Which is the truth. I don’t have the brainpower to lie after the day I’ve had. “But thank you.”
“Another time then? Maybe we could…” He looks uncomfortable. I feel uncomfortable. I’ve been dreading this. And not because Bobby is horrible. He’s actually very nice and extremely intelligent. He’s the best lawyer when working with young victims. He has a heart, and it shows in his work. But I don’t think— “… get dinner? Just you and me?”
I press my lips together to prepare for the letdown. But instead, I relent. The emotional exhaustion, as well as the physical, breaking down my barriers. “Maybe. Ask me after the holidays. It’s just a really busy time right now.” And I’ll be back to myself by then with all the excuses and kind remarks that evade me today.
He smiles. His green eyes twinkle. “Yeah, great. Next year then.”
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Jonathan,” Rachel calls to me before I can follow everyone out of the conference room. I hesitate before turning around, not sure I have the ability to carry a conversation. The meeting depleted me, and that was just providing information that I already know. “Thank you for earlier.” She points to her forehead. “I probably would’ve walked around with it on my head all day.”
“Someone would’ve said something.” I shrug dismissively. She keeps talking before I can walk away.
“You’d be surprised,” she says, filling a file box with folders and manuals. “I walked around for nearly an entire day with my skirt half-tucked into my nylons. And the only reason I discovered it was because I needed to pee after our morning meeting. So embarrassing.”
I cringe in secondhand embarrassment. “I’m sorry that happened.”
She smiles and waves me off. “You’re sweet. I give them something to laugh at. I don’t mind. I’m used to making a fool of myself by now. I’ve had—” She stops abruptly. “Many years of experience.”
“You don’t want to tell me your age?” I ask, completely unfiltered. But I have to admit, I’m curious why she chose to edit her age out of the conversation. The woman just used the word “pee” in a sentence. She openly self-deprecates. Why would her age make her uncomfortable?
Her cheeks flash with color. It’s not a slow rise of color like Sadie. It appears, then melts away just as quickly.
I catch myself. “Sorry. That was rude of me. My moth—I was taught better than that.” Why do I continue to torture myself? I need today to be over. I’ve let thoughts in that I’ve blocked off for a long time. My guard is down, and I feel too exposed.
She hefts the file box up and shakes her head dismissively again. She seems to do that a lot. Brush the uncomfortable away instead of acknowledging it. I’ve noticed it on occasion during our meetings when she provides incorrect information and then laughs at herself when she catches her mistake.
“I just have a feeling I’m older than you. And… well, I thought it might keep you from meeting up sometime… for a drink. Totally casual, I promise.”
I’ve had a feeling for a while now that this might happen. I’m good at reading people. It’s something I learned when I was young and is second nature now. Consider it a survival skill.
Rachel’s funny and beautiful. And I don’t think she’s that much older than me, at least not based on her looks—which is presumptuous, I know—and definitely not based on how she acts. Doesn’t matter because I can’t get involved with her. No matter how much older she is.
“Casual? Just for drinks?” she tosses out.
I lift a shoulder. “Maybe. Just not right now. This time of year—”
“Don’t like the holidays?” Her eyes are brighter. Shit. I don’t want to lead her on. I just don’t have the energy to put up my usual defenses.
I shake my head, not about to explain the loneliness that I’m bracing for this season. The pain that already ignited this morning. The slip-ups that have been invading my thoughts. I really don’t like the holidays, but that’s immaterial. December just happens to be the month my life ended. “I wouldn’t be very good company.”
“Alright. I definitely don’t want you killing my buzz, so maybe after the new year?”
“Ask me at the next meeting.” I make a turn to use the stairs instead of waiting with her at the elevator.
Relief floods me when I key in the code to enter my apartment building. I don’t socialize. Haven’t for… well, since I left Penn State. I can’t bring myself to care. Forget about meeting anyone new.
A small white envelope, the size of an index card, falls to the floor when I open my door. I scoop it off the ground before hanging my jacket and computer bag. It was hand-delivered since it only has Jonathan scripted elegantly across the front.
I kick off my shoes and collapse onto the couch, sinking into the cushions. It’s probably the best investment I’ve made since my motorcycle. This thing’s so comfortable, I could fall asleep on it. Only to wake in the middle of the night.
I pop open the envelope with a swipe of a finger. The thick stationery has PPW embossed in gold at the top, with scrolling leafy vines on either side.
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The tailor’s business card is included along with the appointment date. I pull my phone out of my pocket and add it to my calendar. What’s a couple more suits? We’re a business casual firm, except when we’re meeting with clients or have collaborative meetings like today. And Priscilla Prescott isn’t easily ignored.
I impulsively click on the text again. The one Sadie sent this morning. I’ve looked at it at least ten times today. I scroll up to the one before it, sent on April 7th, my birthday. I deleted every other message after this one. They were too painful to read more than once.
Sadie: You’re still here. And that’s what matters most. I’m still here too. Happy Birthday, Jonathan. I love you. Always and Forever.
I swipe the message app from my screen. Why can’t I let her go? It’s what she wanted. And what I need to do. Since the moment we became more than friends, she’s only ever been hurt. This isn’t healthy for either of us.
“Screw this,” I say to no one, because that’s who I talk to most. Myself. Whether out loud or in my head.
I climb the stairs to my loft bedroom to change and head back out into the harsh winds of coastal Connecticut. I thought it would be cool to live right by the docks with views of the harbor. But damn, it’s cold.
I don’t have far to go before I enter the warmth of the pub.
“Hey, Samuel.” I nod to the bartender, who may or may not be my friend at this point. I’m here when I’m not at work, the gym or my place. Sometimes I need to be around noise and other people. I don’t engage with anyone other than Samuel. It’s where I go to hold on to my sanity. Or humanity? Either way, there’s always cold beer on tap and sports on the screens.
“Whatsup, Jonathan? Whatcha havin’?” he asks, pointing at me like he’s been waiting for me all night.
“Just a beer,” I respond, taking my usual stool near the end of the bar and pushing it back to make room for my legs. I lean forward to set my elbows on the bar top and glance at what’s playing on the screens. Some low-tier college bowl game and hockey.
Hours later, I’m milking my second beer, and the hockey game has been followed by another. The pub’s transitioned from the after-work crowd to those ready for a Friday night out. This is most people’s first stop, before they go to a concert or a club. A few will hang here to play pool or darts. And then there are those who’ve already had enough and need to have that one more drink that’ll end up making the following day intolerable. And that’s who walks in when I’m settling my tab.
“Tell Erin I said hi,” I say to Samuel before turning around to come face-to-face with a group of girls dressed in various styles of red dresses and Santa’s hats.
“Where are you going?” a brunette asks, pointing at me from inches away and inadvertently poking me in the chest. “Excuse me,” I say, trying to sidestep her. But there’s another one. This one has short, blond hair and red lips as bright as her outfit.
“You can’t leave.” They’re bossy… and drunk. Which is most likely why they’re so bossy. They probably think they’re flirting.
“We need to be leaving,” the one behind them says, standing by the door. She’s sober and has apparently taken on the role of drunk-sitter. I feel bad for her. She has her hands full. “They’re not going to serve you. Let’s go back to Kelly’s place. She’s already there, waiting for us.”
The girl is tall with jet-black hair. Her brown eyes are sharp and bright when she gives me a small smile and nod of acknowledgment. I do the same in return. She has the door propped in an attempt to get her friends to leave.
“Are you coming with us?” a fourth asks. I spin around, having no idea where this one came from. They’re multiplying like gremlins—just add vodka. This one has black-framed glasses and a chin-length bob. She’s sitting on the stool I just vacated. She props her head up on her fist and smiles at me or tries to—she’s barely conscious.
“Uh, I am leaving,” I tell her. “If that’s what you mean.”
“Great!” the brunette exclaims, wrapping an arm around mine. The blonde on the other side leans against me. I’m afraid if I move away, she’ll fall over.
The sober friend, Terin, I think one of them called her, appears annoyed. “Leave the poor guy alone.” She bites her full lower lip and scrunches her nose. She’s definitely attractive. “So sorry about them.”
“Don’t apologize for us like we embarrass you,” the one with glasses says from the stool.
“You don’t embarrass me,” Terin replies softly. “But you can’t just accost a random good-looking guy at a bar and think that’s okay.”
“What’s your name?” the blonde, using me for balance, asks.
“Jonathan.”
“He’s not a stranger anymore,” the brunette declares. “Let’s go.”
I escort them all out the door that Terin holds open. She mouths, sorry, again. I just shake my head with a quirk of my mouth, figuring I can tuck them all in a cab and be on my way.
Except they keep walking. And they’re walking toward the pier—where I live. Great.
“You don’t have to walk us back,” Terin insists as the girls sing Christmas songs off-key and perform strange dance moves in a circle around us. Except the blonde, who I think is named Nicky. She’s still clinging to me with everything she’s got. Her eyes are slitted, and she sounds like she’s snoring—standing up. Impressive. I’m braced for the moment she falls over. So far, her feet still work.
“It’s okay. I live this way too.” I tell Terin, who’s keeping pace with me. Her shoulder brushes my arm, and I inhale the scent of something exotic and unfamiliar. Unfamiliar is good.
“Are you hoping we don’t walk into the same building as you?” There’s a glint of teasing in her dark eyes.
I give her a playful raise of my brows. “I’m not going to say it.” She laughs.
“We’re here visiting our friend, Kelly.” She points to the second building down. “Is that where you live?”
I shake my head. “I’m further down.”
“I bet you’re more relieved than she is drunk.” She nods to her friend. A chuckle escapes, surprising me.
When we get to the door, the girls proceed to buzz every button before the door finally disengages, with residents swearing and yelling at them to knock it off through the speaker. Terin offers to take the blonde, Dawn, off my arm. “You don’t want to come in, do you?”
I thumb behind me. “I’m gonna keep going.”
“I’m not staying here,” she tells me. “I rented a place in that building.” She motions to the one across the street. “I need my space. And… privacy.” She produces a smile of invitation.
We lock eyes. “Where are you from?”
“Kansas City. Only here for the weekend.” She studies me, trying to see past the fortress that keeps everyone out. Except it’s been crumbling all day, and the numbness subsided long ago. I need something, anything to distract me. To keep me from feeling too much.
In a silent exchange, we both recognize what this is and will never be.
“Meet you over there, in…”
“Ten minutes,” Terin finishes for me, weighed down by Dawn’s slumped body.
“Hey! Help me out here!” I hear Terin yell up the stairs as I saunter down the street, before crossing over toward my building.
I don’t do this. Not in… a very long time. And I was a teen then. But I need to get out of my head. Out of my heart—it keeps spasming like it’s being shocked with a live wire.
I need to be distracted. Desperately.
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I stare at the twinkle lights slowly flickering on and off in a random, mesmerizing pattern. I press my shoulder against Collin’s and squeeze his hand. “We need to go find him. He can’t be alone today.”
“You know where he is.”
I sit up. “Then let’s go.”
Collin’s eyes dip. I know that look. He feels sorry for me. He thinks I’m being pathetic and need to get a grip on reality.
“I don’t think you’re being pathetic.”
“Did I say that out loud?” I ask. Not the first time my thoughts have escaped my mouth.
“No. I know you. And that’s not why.” Collin sits up to face me. “Today isn’t only about Jonathan. You were there too. Are you sure you’re not deflecting?”
“Deflecting? Did you change your major and not tell me?” I’m sure I am deflecting. It’s easier to think of Jonathan and what he needs. It always has been. I only need him.
“Sadie,” he says with more emphasis, not allowing me to deflect. I keep staring at the ceiling, knowing if I look him in the eye, I have to confront what I’m purposely not facing.
Collin sighs. Stands. Then walks around my bed without tripping over a single thing. I’ve finally learned how to contain my organized chaos. He offers me his hand. “What are you doing?” I stare at his hand like I don’t know what he means by the gesture.
“Dancing with you. Get over here.” He yanks me up and into his arms. I give in. We begin to sway and step in time with each other.
“There’s no mus—”
“Ssshh. Listen to my heartbeat. It’s the bass.”
I lift my head off his shoulder and give him a puzzled look. He sets a hand on the back of my head and forces me to rest on his shoulder again.
“We’re just two people, dancing in a teenager’s bedroom, to music kept by our hearts, missing our best friend.”
The first tear drips onto his shoulder.
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My phone vibrates just as I’m walking back to my apartment in the pre-dawn hours. She didn’t ask me to stay. And I didn’t linger. It was an empty exchange for us both.
I open up the message, preparing for another of Sadie’s four in the morning texts. I don’t recognize the number. When I open it, there’s a link to a video of cats singing Jingle Bells.
“What the—” I chuckle lightly.
Rachel: This is the video I played at the meeting that made everyone laugh. Accident. I swear!
I laugh. It sounds strange to my ears. This is the second time today she made me laugh. I vaguely recall giving her my number. Or did I? I can’t remember.
I contemplate whether I should text her back, but considering the time, it’s not a good idea. I don’t want to be that person for her. The one she texts back and forth with when she can’t sleep or after getting home from the bars, even if she does make me laugh. I don’t want her depending on me to be there for her. I can’t be that for anyone. Not again.
As if on cue, my phone vibrates.
Sadie: I’m still here. You’re still here.
I stuff the phone in my pocket and suck on my teeth before the emotion has time to choke me up.
“I shouldn’t be,” I tell the hint of light on the horizon. My words form a cloud of proof. I’m still here. I’m still alive.
I’d hoped I’d be able to sleep through ‘til mid-morning, considering the sun was cutting through the ocean when I hit my bed. But the nightmare doesn’t give a shit if I go to bed at 9 pm or 5 am. It’s going to find me, no matter how tired I am. And now I’m so tired, I can’t function. I’d be a danger to myself and everyone else if I tried to leave this apartment. I stare at my ceiling—the wall that’s been protecting me for the past year has crumbled to dust. I’m too tired to fight back the pain in my chest. Blinking doesn’t keep the tears from my eyes. The screams from my ears.
I click on the wall-mounted television and flip through the channels until I find a black-and-white movie I know will bore me back to sleep. But weirdly, it’s good, and I’m so into it that sleep evades me.
Whatever. I don’t have anywhere to be. No last-minute gifts to purchase. Or pies to bake. Where did that thought come from? I’ve never baked—yes, I have. Can’t get away from it. From her. From that fricken town.
“Is it supposed to stick to everything like this?” I ask, scraping the dough from my fingers.
“I don’t know, I’ve never made pie before either,” Sadie says, smiling at me like I’m the best entertainment she’s had in a while.
“More flour,” Magda calls to us from across the kitchen. “Sprinkle more flour on the dough.”
I nod. Sadie giggles at me. Magda swore she wouldn’t interfere when Sadie told her we wanted to make an apple pie for my mother and brother, who are stopping by later today. But she keeps hollering over instructions. Telling Sadie to slice the apples thinner or warning me not to work the dough too much. I feel more nervous about disappointing Magda than I do about how it’s going to taste when everyone eats it. I hope Sadie remembered to buy the ice cream to cover it up if necessary.
It took a couple years to return to Hollis. Considering this is my last year at Penn State, I’ve been spending more time at the Prescotts’, so I can visit with Ryan before we go wherever we’re headed next. I wish we could take him with us.
I shake my head to delete the train of thought before it fully forms. Neither of my parents would allow it. It wouldn’t just be my father I’d have to contend with.
“What’s wrong?” Sadie asks. Something she asks a lot lately, in various ways. She’s a bad-thought detector, always aware when my mind drifts too far into the darkness. I can’t seem to escape it, no matter how many times she distracts me with a kiss or by doing something ridiculous to make me laugh. My mind always returns to that house of stone and steel across town.
Before I can dismiss her question with some lame brush-off, she rolls up a little ball of dough, tosses it in the air, and bats it across the kitchen with a wooden spoon.
I’m so shocked by her hand-eye coordination that it takes me a minute to realize what she’s just done. Until she does it again and yells, “Catch, Magda!” Who, without batting a lash, snags it mid-air. Sadie raises her arms in the air and hollers, “Out!”
There’s no containing the laughter. Collin may have the reputation, but Sadie is without a doubt the funniest person I know. I pull her to me and kiss her, leaving flour prints on her cheeks.
“Cut the shit, Reeves.” I reprimand myself out loud in the empty apartment. I’m losing it. Have to be. Why else would I continue to torture myself like this
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You can’t keep waiting for him,” Gavin scolds me from across the dinner table like I’m a love-struck teenager. I really want to throw something at him. A knife, preferably. But I’m twenty-three years old. I can’t keep letting him get to me, even if he’s memorized every one of my buttons.
My mother discreetly glances at the ring that I still wear on my right hand. Not discreetly enough.
My engagement ring isn’t a traditional design, which is probably why she hasn’t insisted I take it off. But she hasn’t told me what to do since I was eighteen. She’s actually been pretty good about allowing me to make my own decisions. And mistakes.
“Gavin, leave her alone,” my father interjects. “It’s none of your business.”
“None of my business?” Gavin argues, raising his voice. Something he’s never done to my parents, ever. Everyone stills. He points accusingly at me. “He left her. It’s been eight months and nothing. Yet she continues to wait for him like a fricken…” His frustration steals his words. “You know what he did. To me. To them. He’s a fucking—”
“Don’t you dare!” I scream. “Shut your mouth, Gavin Trenton Prescott!”
“What? You can’t face the truth? That the guy you were planning to spend the rest of your life with is a piece of shit! He’s not the only one who got hurt. But he sure as hell knows how to keep hurting you!”
“It’s my life!”
“You’re a Prescott!” Gavin stands and throws his cloth napkin on his plate. “Have some damn self-respect.” He sounds disgusted, like he doesn’t understand how I can look at myself in the mirror each day.
“Gavin.” My mother’s voice is low, but its strength could be felt across the house, forget about the table. She meets his darker blue eyes. Words aren’t needed.
“Excuse me,” Gavin finally says. “Merry Christmas.” He leaves the dining room. A moment later, we hear the front door slam.
“I’m sorry,” I tell my parents, my voice quiet and weak. “I didn’t mean to ruin dinner.”
“You didn’t, sweetie,” my father assures me, setting a hand on mine. Then removes it when he feels me stiffen beneath his touch. He clears his throat. But I can’t stick around for whatever he’s about to say. The tears are coming. I can feel them building in the back of my throat as it swells shut.
I shove my chair back and run out of the dining room. I slam my door just as the first sob erupts. I collapse onto my bed and let my pillow have it. Tears. Snot. And full gasping breaths.
And then I call Collin.
“Where is he?”
“Santa? I think he’s over France right now.”
“Collin!” I say, laughter crackling in my chest despite my determination to be sad.
His voice softens. “You know where he is. Every time you ask this, you know where he is. He’s where he’s been since he left us in April. He’s not far. And that’s a good thing. He’ll come back… when he’s ready.”
“You really think that?” I need to believe it.
“Of course,” he replies, the cocky tone returning. “I’m a genius. Have a certificate verifying it and everything.”
“You are.” I take a deep breath and blow my nose.
“Dude! Right in my ear!”
“Sorry.” I laugh. “Merry Christmas, Collin.”
“Eve. Merry Christmas Eve. We still have four hours until Santa arrives, according to the reindeer tracker.”
I laugh again, my heart already feeling a little lighter. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
As soon as I end the call, I pull up the messages I sent Jonathan after he left. All unanswered. I don’t know if he ever read them.
I delete the horrible ones. The desperate and pleading ones. I can’t bear to read them again.
I don’t recognize that girl. And I refuse to be her again, despite my tears and deep soul ache. I’m still living my life, even if he’s not by my side—right now.
Last week, he responded for the very first time. There’s hope. And I choose to hold onto that with both hands.
Me: Merry Christmas, Jonathan. xoxo
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I’ve always hated Christmas. Hell, I hate every holiday that required my family to gather together. There was no celebrating, not really. The day was filled with nothing but tension and anticipation. Tensely waiting for the pressure of expectation to become too much for Hal Reeves. Anticipating the moment he needed someone to take it out on. And I made the perfect punching bag.
Need to take out stress?
Sucker-punch your son as soon as he enters the room. Blindside him with a slap upside the head. Slam him against the wall and spray spit in his face as you scream at him, making sure he knows how absolutely worthless he is. Good times.
Merry fucking Christmas.
My favorite part of the holiday? Visiting my lawyer’s office. Messed up, I know. But it was where I’d get to see the tree Sadie decorated with all of the handmade ornaments she crafted over the years. A grade school picture framed in a felt star. Pipe cleaner snowmen and reindeer.
It became our tree when we moved in together our senior year of college. I wonder if she decorated it this year. I know I ruined Christmas for her too.
As if she can sense me and my thoughts, my phone vibrates, lighting up with Sadie’s name.
Sadie: Merry Christmas, Jonathan. xoxo
I shouldn’t have texted her back last week. It was a mistake. She’s holding onto the tiniest slice of hope. For what? She made her choice. And I made mine. There’s no do-overs. This isn’t a kickball game at summer camp. We don’t get to pretend the last year didn’t happen.
It can’t be erased like a text I don’t want to read. Or a bruise that heals with time. It’s permanent.
Hope doesn’t exist here.
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Why do you insist on torturing yourself?” Danika asks when we meet for coffee in the hospital cafeteria.
“I’m not,” I argue weakly. “I need to go shopping for New Year’s, and they have the cutest dress stores. Besides, coastal Connecticut is so cute during the holidays.”
“If you insist on driving nearly two hours to go shopping, you might as well go to the city. We know why you’re going there. Are you planning to stand outside his apartment so you can just happen to bump into him again?”
“Am not,” I argue like a five-year-old.
“Tell me this.” Danika crosses her arms and quirks a brow. “Where are you going for New Year’s that you need this dress?”
I open my mouth. Then close it. Crap. She knows I don’t have New Year’s plans.
She grabs my hand. “I know you miss him. I do. But don’t you think it’s time you—”
“If you say move on, I will scream. Literally scream at the top of my lungs in the middle of this cafeteria.”
She knows I will too. So she chooses her next words carefully. “Isn’t it time you had some fun? Let’s go out for New Year’s. We’ll wear ridiculous outfits with so many sequins we’ll look like we should be dropped in Times Square. We’ll dance. Sing at the top of our lungs. Hell, bring Collin if you need a security blanket.”
I press my mouth into a smile. I love her for this. And maybe she’s right. I can’t keep waiting on someone who doesn’t want to be found.
I’m lying. Of course, I’ll keep waiting on him.
But I can still live my life. I can still have fun. Isn’t that what I told myself over Christmas? That I wouldn’t wallow and shrink into that shadow-self? I have to try.
“Okay. Let’s do it. Just you and me.”
“No Collin?”
“He can sit this one out.”
What do you mean I can’t come?” Collin demands on the other end of the phone while I struggle with the side zipper. My fingers hurt from pinching the tiny, metal zipper and forcing it up the six inches I managed to close it. Screw it. Danika can zip me up when she gets here.
“You already had plans,” I remind him.
“A house party in Hollis is not the same as a penthouse party in the city, and you know it.”
“These are people Danika knows from the hospital. It’s not up to me.”
“It’s a party on New Year’s Eve, not a wedding reception. You can totally bring me with you. Unless you’re embarrassed to be seen with me?”
“What? No.”
“You are. I knew it!”
“Stop doing your mind fuckery on me, Collin Humphreys. It won’t work.”
“Look at you, Sadie Prescott, using big adult words.”
“Ask Danika. If she says yes, then you can come.”
I can’t believe you said yes,” I tell Danika while seated on the train amongst hundreds of others headed to the city to celebrate 2010.
“He offered to be the DD.” Danika lives with two other nurses in Queens, but she promised to take the train with me to the party. No one’s driving other than the conductor.
“But we’re—” I gesture at the train car.
“I know,” she says, arms crossed in a sulk. “He tricked me. I forgot until after I’d said yes. When I remembered, he said, ‘no backsies’.”
“We’re not in fourth grade. You’re allowed to change your mind anytime.”
“Yeah, well, he sounded sad. And I felt sorry for him.”
Collin isn’t even with us. He wanted to make an appearance at the Hollis house party before meeting us on the Upper East Side.
“He played you. Since when do you have a squishy heart?”
“I’ve always had a squishy heart; it’s just usually wrapped in barbed wire.”
I concede. “True.”
“Are you going to kiss someone at midnight?”
I immediately bristle at just the thought of it. But then allow it to sink in. I look at the ring. It doesn’t fit as snug on my right hand, but I can’t seem to take it off.
I can feel Danika wanting to say something. My eyes slide her way when nothing comes of it.
“Depends if there’s anyone worth kissing.”
She grins mischievously and squeezes me against her side. “Oh, we’ll find someone.”
Is that Collin… making out with…” Danika narrows her eyes, taking in the couple in the corner, oblivious to everyone else.
“Yup,” I say, sipping the champagne that’s meant for midnight. “He didn’t even wait ‘til 2010.”
“Go, Collin,” Danika admires, now blatantly staring.
I tap her arm with the back of my hand. “Stop.”
“What? They’re hot.”
I roll my eyes.
“Want a topper?” one of the hosts offers, tipping more champagne into my glass.
“Thanks.” I smile when I realize it’s Devin.
“Devin!” Danika shouts enthusiastically, throwing her arms around his neck, nearly pouring her glass of champagne down his back. “Sadie, this is one of the doctors I love to work with. This is his place.” She redirects her attention back to Devin. “I’ve been looking for you all night. Wanted you to meet my girl.”
He smiles at me. “I have. Been speaking with Sadie all night.”
“Where have I been?”
“Talking to everyone else,” I say, my cheeks even rosier when Devin winks at me. It’s been nice, if I’m being honest with myself. I didn’t actually know he was a doctor until now. Whenever we crossed paths, we’d engage in tangents of conversation that were far from the generic questions: What do you do? Where are you from? Who do you know here?
Our first
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