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			Chapter 1
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			Marissa could feel the zip ties digging deep into her wrists as she wriggled and twisted, trying to force them off. All she successfully did was make them tighter, cutting off the blood flow to her hands. Maybe she already had. She couldn’t feel much in her hands anymore, just the raw scraping of the zip ties. Her skin was so cold. She pulled against whatever they had tied her to, some kind of pole—something structural, more concrete. Nothing she could break. 

			Sinking to her knees, Marissa tried to focus. How long had she been there? The pain in her stomach made her feel like it was at least a day or two, but honestly, everything was a blur. She was so tired. She knew eventually sleep would win out, but she was actively fighting it, afraid of what would happen if it came. 

			She wasn’t sure if anything could be worse than what she had already endured. Her eyes were always covered, but they had violated every inch of her in ways she had never thought possible. She just wanted so badly to sleep… Just as she considered it, she felt a hand caress the back of her head, and the smell of sweat filled her senses. 

			Marissa sat upright in a flash, scrambling from beneath the covers, ready to jump up and run as she came to full consciousness. She didn’t realize she was screaming until Ellie tried to cry over her screams, crawling into her lap. As the screaming subsided, she felt his hand on her arm, and with shallow breaths, she looked over at him, meeting his gaze. He moved toward her in one motion, pulling her into his arms and holding her close; all the while, Ellie stayed glued to her lap. The shallow raspy breaths had turned to sobs as she buried her head into his chest. 

			This was more than a regular occurrence. It had been almost nightly before Mac’s arrival. Now, between Mac and an army of new medications, it was happening less and less. Hopefully, the new therapist would help too.

			“Hey, hon. I’ve got you.” Mac spoke to her gently, still holding her very close. “Here, you need one of these.” He reached over to the nightstand and, with one hand, grabbed her pill bottle. While she worked on opening it, he handed her the glass of water that was now always there for her. He made sure that they were ready for one of these episodes every night. And this was how she fell asleep most nights now. Safe in his arms, too tired to dream about anything as the Xanax took effect. He would just hold her, and he wouldn’t let go. 

			As the morning came, she knew he woke up earlier than she did, but he stayed there with her, just holding her. Marissa shifted slowly and opened her eyes as a bit of sunlight peered through. She sighed and groaned, her head heavy, like it was filled with lead. Mac sat up a little straighter, his hand on her back. “You okay?” 

			Marissa nodded slowly. “I just have a headache,” she said quietly, smiling at him. Despite everything, it was a sight she had grown used to waking up to. “What time is it?” 

			“It’s a quarter to eight.” The early hour made her groan, one that Ellie matched. The large black shepherd still sprawled out across Marissa’s legs. “We should get moving. We’ve got a ferry to catch.” 

			Mumbling under her breath, she let Mac get up, then laid back down on the bed, her head on her pillow as he got to his feet. “Can’t we just … stay in bed and pretend that we forgot?” 

			Mac gave her a smile that caused a flutter inside despite all the stress and darkness. Shaking his head, he reached over to the chair by the window and grabbed his shirt. “As tempting as that is, no. We can’t miss either of these appointments.” 

			“We should schedule these things later in the day, damnit.” Marissa stretched out before she curled back up into the blanket with no enthusiasm for the day to come. 

			“I’m going to start the coffee. We’ll head out, twenty minutes?” 

			Marissa sighed and nodded, watching him pull his shirt over his head. Once he was dressed, he came back over, grabbing his phone from the nightstand and giving her one more smile. “I’ll see you downstairs.” 

			She watched him leave the room and took a deep breath. A month and a half ago, the simplicity of this kind of morning had felt impossible. Marissa uncurled herself, letting go of the blanket and shifting her legs over the bed before looking over at Ellie, who was looking at her impatiently. “Go on. I’m just going to the bathroom, and I’ll be down.” Ellie grumbled at her, pushed her nose into Marissa’s arm, double-checking. “I promise Ellie, I’ll be right down. Go on. Get breakfast.” 

			Ellie leaped off the bed and followed Mac’s path downstairs, knowing he’d let her outside and give her breakfast. He always gave her extra in her breakfast. 

			Marissa pushed herself off the bed and made her way to the bathroom. She still saw a stranger when she looked in the mirror. Dark circles were still under her eyes, but her hair was no longer quite the tangled rat nest it had been a few months ago. She was less pale, although she still didn’t look well. She was at least on the road to recovery, even if it was slow. 

			Once she was finished with her business, she washed her face and attempted to brush out her hair. But her arms hurt, and pulling at the morning knots was too much for her at the moment, so instead, she just threw her hair up into a messy bun. She put makeup on her face to cover up the dark circles and to add a touch of color. She grabbed clean clothes from her closet, wincing and stretching her body out as she dressed, feeling that familiar tingling and burning. Her body always fucking hurt. 

			After what felt like forever, Marissa finally made her way down the stairs. Mac was already moving quickly. Ellie had her vest on. There would clearly be no talking him out of playing hooky on the day. “Come on beautiful. I’ve got your coffee. Your jacket is over here, and your shoes. And I’ve got your meds.”

			Marissa just shook her head as she grabbed her four medications from him, popping them into her mouth and taking a sip of her perfect coffee. “You know, I am an adult. I can take care of myself.” She almost laughed at the horrified look on his face. 

			“I’m overstepping, aren’t I?”

			Shaking her head, she laughed softly. “Not in the least.”

			“You know you can tell me if I am overstepping, right?” The concern on his face had not faded. “I just want to help.” 

			Despite the heaviness of being on her feet, she couldn’t hold back a smile. “I promise. I will never be able to repay you for all your help.” 

			That seemed to be enough. The concern slipped away from his expression, replaced with that lopsided grin that made the butterflies in her stomach flutter. 

			“Let’s go.” 
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			The ferry ride was quick, and before they knew it, they were sitting in Marissa’s therapist’s office. The waiting room was bare, with a few chairs and a tv on the wall with some HGTV show playing. She was staring at the fish tank when her name was finally called. She glanced anxiously at Mac, who gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be right here,” he said softly. Marissa nodded, and Ellie followed her back into the office. 

			It was much bigger than Dr. Seaver’s office, and a lot more comfortable—the feeling and the furniture. She sat on the giant couch, immediately swallowed up by its pillows. Across the way, in a big, comfy-looking white chair, sat a quiet, kind-looking woman. Dr. Bailey had long auburn hair, blue eyes, and a pointed nose. Her entire demeanor was welcoming. 

			“Good morning, Marissa. How are you feeling today?” 

			“Good morning.” She relaxed her shoulders, sitting back. This was their second meeting but her first session. They had done an intake, but this would be the first real in-person appointment since Dr. Seaver. “I’m doing okay. A little tired.”

			“It is pretty early.” She smiled kindly. “How are you sleeping?” 

			“I’m sleeping a little better than I was before. But last night, I had a nightmare. Woke up screaming and flailing.” 

			“What do you dream about?” 

			“I dream about what happened. Sometimes, I dream about Allison.” She paused sadly. “Last night, I dreamed about when I was kidnapped.” She sighed and shifted uncomfortably, which Dr. Bailey noticed. 

			“Right. As I told you in our intake, you do not need to talk about anything you don’t want to right now as we get to know each other. This is a safe space, and if putting it into words is too much, don’t do it. Eventually, I want you to feel comfortable enough to. One of the biggest steps in healing is being able to face it.” Marissa nodded, grateful. “Let’s approach this from a different angle today. What happens when you wake up from a nightmare?” 

			“Well, now Mac is there.” 

			“That is Agent James Mackenzie, right?” Marissa nodded. “Does he help? Does he handle it well?” 

			Marissa actually laughed. “He is amazing. I don’t know how I did it without him.” It was the honest truth. He had known exactly what to do. “He waits until I’m conscious enough to recognize him, comes over, and holds me. Gives me a Xanax. And he just holds me for the rest of the night.”

			“That sounds amazingly comforting.” 

			“It is.” 

			“So, are you two officially in a relationship?” Marissa paused and shook her head as Dr. Bailey looked through her notes. “When we spoke last, it was before your birthday. You kissed him and said you wanted to talk when he came back.” 

			“Not exactly.” She hesitated. “When he came back, I asked if we could just see where it went. No labels, no pressure, no rules, and no expectations.” 

			“That all seems reasonable.” Marissa nodded in agreement, although she wasn’t sure how sincere the comment was. “How is that working out for you?” 

			Marissa was quiet for a long moment. “Honestly, it’s been like a real relationship.” She admitted. “He is still technically staying in the house across the street, but he stays over nearly every night.” 

			“I’m curious. Why did you put that in place? No labels, pressure. What else was it? Expectations and rules?” 

			Marissa was quiet for a really long moment, looking down at the floor. “Because when he inevitably needs an out because the danger is back or when I become too much for him or because I have too much baggage, I don’t want him to feel stuck.” 

			Dr. Bailey studied her expression as Marissa made eye contact. “Is it really him that needs the out, or is it that you do?” 

			“Does it matter?” She sighed. “The fact of the matter is, there is a real danger. There is a crazy murderer out there who will not leave me alone. And I am a complete mess. And I come with a stupid fucking amount of baggage. I’m not in the position to be with anyone.” 

			“You don’t think they will ever catch this stalker? Or that you will ever get better?”

			“Honestly?” Marissa asked dryly as Dr. Bailey nodded. “No, neither. I don’t. I think I am a magnet for terrible things to happen, and I don’t know why or what I did to deserve such karma, but I don’t want to bring anyone down with me.” She sighed heavily. “Especially Mac. I care about him so much.”

			“And how are things going with the ex-husband? Or the family?” 

			Marissa snorted and shook her head. “Things aren’t going. I haven’t spoken to anyone.” 

			“So it’s been, what? Six weeks?” Now she sighed as Dr. Bailey took notes. 

			“Yep.”

			“And this is okay with you?” 

			Marissa paused to really think about it. Okay wasn’t really the right word, but it was something like that. “I think it’s better this way. Melanie asked me to stay away in no uncertain terms.” She had left no room for interpretation. “Jared has moved on. He’s getting ready to have a baby. He has made it clear he wants nothing to do with me.” Again, she paused. “I miss the girls, but I’ve seen them twice around town. Eventually, I’m sure we will work something out. And hopefully, Brian will reach a point where he isn’t mad at me anymore. But honestly, I kind of think it’s all worked out for the best.” 

			Dr. Bailey was attempting to keep her expression neutral, but Marissa could see the woman was not in the least bit convinced. “That is a lot left unresolved.” Marissa nodded at the obvious statement. “How can you expect to move forward with so much still in need of a resolution?” 

			Marissa thought for a long moment, letting her shoulders slump back, and started tapping her foot anxiously. Ellie noted the behavior, lifting her head and giving Marissa her attention. “I don’t see that I have much of a choice?” 

			Dr. Bailey watched her for a long moment before finally letting out a long breath. “That is quite a difficult position you’ve put yourself in.” Again Marissa nodded. “Let’s switch gears a bit. I want to talk about Laura Seaver if we could for a moment.” 

			Just the mention of her name caused an involuntary shudder through Marissa, and her stomach flipped. Despite all that, she nodded in agreement. 

			“How has that all progressed?” 

			When Laura Seaver was arrested on three counts of murder, amongst other charges, Marissa had assumed it would be over. And then she received her stalker’s birthday present. Flowers and a letter. A letter that, despite leaving her in a constant state of anxiety, also made the point to mention how he had detained the good doctor to help with her arrest. He had been face to face with Laura Seaver, and she knew who he was. Marissa had seen her weekly since her arrest, but Laura knew the importance of leverage. Marissa had none. Plus, she seemed to get some kind of sadistic joy out of the frustration it caused Marissa every week. 

			“It hasn’t. She still has no interest in talking.” Marissa huffed. 

			“And you have received no pictures or letters since your birthday, right?” 

			“No.” That was some kind of relief, at least. This had been the closest thing to normal Marissa had experienced in almost three years. The calm was unsettling, and Marissa was just waiting for the other shoe to drop. She felt like she needed to be on high alert all the time, even still. 

			“How are you coping with all of this? That is a lot to have on your plate.” She tapped her pen on her pad, watching Marissa thoughtfully. “I recall there was a pattern of self-harm…” She let her words drift off. There wasn’t much more that needed to be said.

			Marissa ran her fingers across the top of her scar just below the neckline of her shirt. It wasn’t the only harm she had done, but it was the most obvious. Swallowing the discomfort of the moment, she shook her head.

			The rest of the session went by faster than she had expected. Talking with Dr. Bailey was easy, something she hadn’t experienced with Laura Seaver. Marissa walked back out into the waiting room, smiling as Mac got to his feet. Even Ellie was excited to see him waiting for them, her mouth hanging open in a happy pant as she wagged her tail. “What do you think about breakfast?” he asked, taking her hand.

			Marissa smiled, sighing softly as she let any lingering questions from the session go. “Sure. Do we have time?” 

			Running his free hand through his hair, he nodded as he pushed the door and held it open for her. “We have a little time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			It surprised Marissa they hadn’t thrown her into one of the interview rooms, although she was grateful for the comfortable office chair, slouching all the way back and spinning back and forth while she waited. Clyde Bennet was already waiting at the front desk, wearing what Marissa could only describe as a smug grin. He was flirting with the receptionist when ADA Gorden appeared, wearing an expensive-looking suit and a weary expression. Despite that weary expression, his body language was tense. He was flexing his fists and, even as he came to a stop in front of them, seemed to keep moving them. Walking alongside him was a slightly older man, maybe in his fifties, looking much more natural in his suit and a lot more laid back. He rested his hands in his pockets and leaned an elbow against the counter. 

			“Good morning.” The older man addressed Bennet and Mac before turning his attention to Marissa. “You must be Detective Ambrose.” He flashed her a smile. “I’m Nickolas Walker, their boss. I’m sure they’ve complained about me plenty.” He smiled and shook Marissa’s hand. “So, the boys get to go with ADA Gorden here, and if you would meet me in the Captain’s office, he has been kind enough to let me borrow it for the time being. I’ll just be a moment. I just need to make sure all these boys are on the same page.” Something about the look he shot the ADA made her think he was also there to make sure he played nice. 

			“Of course.” She smiled at him and glanced over at Mac before making her way to Captain Cooper’s office. Her old captain was sitting just outside the office, his arms crossed across his chest, looking displeased. He nodded at Marissa and gave her a small smile. “Good to see you.” 

			“Good to see you too,” she said, stopping before walking into the office. 

			“You look like you’re doing better,” he commented. 

			“I am.” She felt better. She felt significantly better than the last time she had been at the station. “How are things going here?” She lowered her voice.

			Shrugging his shoulders without unfolding his arms, he whispered back. “Slow. Fryer hasn’t said a word to anyone. His information about Jenna Spheres checked out. They found her remains. So the FBI is back on the case.” She nodded, and he continued. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re asked back on the case too. The stubborn son of a bitch keeps taking meetings just to tell them he won’t talk to anyone else.”

			Marissa sighed. It definitely wasn’t something she felt great about. “What can you tell me about Walker?” 

			“I like him a lot better than Gorden. The first thing he did was put that man in his place, and he’s been like a dog with a tail between his legs ever since.” Cooper glanced at Ellie. “No offense.” 

			Marissa stifled a laugh. “I’ll let you get back to it.” She smiled at him. “It’s good to see you.” 

			“You too, Ambrose.” 
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			She had been sitting there for almost forty minutes. Ellie passed out at her feet, complete with snoring. Marissa was sure it was some kind of test or meant to unsettle her, but despite everything, her mood was still pretty good. Therapy was a lot, but it hadn’t been nearly as scary as she had worked up in her head. Seeing someone she didn’t know on a personal level made a huge difference. Her meds were working, and she was in a stable place. She was still too timid to admit it, but she was almost happy. As she leaned back, daydreaming, she heard a knock at the door, bringing her back to an upright position. 

			“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.” Agent Walker shut the door behind him and smiled at her as he took a seat behind Cooper’s desk. “Our ADA had made quite the stack of paperwork for us.” 

			“No worries.” She straightened herself up and put her feet on the ground to keep the chair from spinning again. 

			“So, this is more of an informal meeting. I just want to talk about some stuff and see how you are feeling about the whole thing. We’re not here to dig into any uncomfortable history, just get a read on the present. How does that sound?” Marissa nodded as he shuffled some papers around in front of him until he found what he was looking for. “So. You have received nothing since that birthday letter, correct?” 

			“Correct” She nodded and handed over the copy they requested her to bring. He quietly read it over a few times before nodding and looking at her. “And there were flowers?” 

			“Forget-me-not and Red Salvia. Meaning, ‘Don’t forget me, forever mine.’” Saying it out loud caused her to shudder. Ellie appeared from the ground to rest her head on Marissa’s lap. 

			“I can see why Mac is concerned.” He mumbled, looking it over once more. “And there has been no word in over a month?” 

			“None.” And it was not comforting. 

			“And do you have any thoughts or gut feelings about who this could be?” Marissa quietly shook her head. Walker nodded, looking her over. He seemed to size her up at that moment. She sat there quietly, not particularly fond of feeling on display but with no intention of showing weakness. Whatever conclusion he seemed to reach, he seemed good with it, nodding his head. “Okay, I’m going to be honest with you. It’s likely that you are going to be asked to return for interviews with Daniel Fryer. Do you think this is something you would be comfortable with?” Marissa nodded. “Do you think you could remain objective and focus on the case at hand? Even if that means forgoing information on whoever has been leaving these for you?” Again Marissa nodded. “And finally, do you feel that Agent Mackenzie and Agent Bennet are a sufficient team for surveillance and protection?” 

			“I do.” 

			“I’m not sure if you realize, but you would be well within your rights to sue this precinct for everything that they put you through. I want to make sure that we do not let you slip through the cracks like they did.” Marissa just blinked, but he continued on. “Well then, Detective, I think that’s everything.” He got to his feet and shook her hand again. “It was an absolute pleasure to meet you. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other in the future.” 

			Marissa left him in the office, shuffling through more paperwork. Cooper was nowhere to be seen, and neither was the ADA, but she saw Mac and Clyde. They appeared to be arguing. Mac’s face was scarlet red, and Marissa could see Clyde Bennet’s jaw clench from where she stood. 

			Clyde actually spotted her before Mac and stormed out of the precinct. Mac shook his head as though shaking off a bad chill and waited for her before they headed out. He took her by the hand and pulled her around the corner fast enough that Ellie had to do a double take to follow. He pulled Marissa into a kiss she was not expecting, but one she was feeling. It was a kiss of urgency. As he pressed against her, she could feel how much he needed her just then.

			“We can’t do that here. What if someone sees us?” Marissa reluctantly pulled back to ask. 

			Mac pressed his forehead on hers and let out a breath as though he had been holding it. “Sometimes I wish I could just scream it from the rooftops. You should never be someone’s secret.” 	

			Marissa blinked. It may have been the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her. But as she searched his eyes, she saw a flicker of something else there. “What’s wrong?” 

			Mac sighed and pulled back farther but held on to her hand. “We should probably head back.” 

			“Hey.” Marissa planted her feet. “What’s wrong?” 

			Turning to look at her, she saw conflict in his eyes. After a moment, he let out a sigh. “It’s nothing to worry about. At least not right now. Trust me?” 

			Marissa frowned at him. She wanted to keep prying; she was sure she could get it out of him. As he looked at her with those big, dark eyes, she nodded reluctantly. “Okay.” He did not know how hard that had been for her. 

			“Are you ready to head home?” he asked, giving her hand a squeeze. 

			Nodding, she squeezed his hand back, more than ready to head back home. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Marissa had grown used to sharing the bed again, so when she woke up to find the other half empty, she panicked. “Mac?” It wasn’t quite dark anymore, but it wasn’t morning yet either, and the clock on the nightstand said it was only 6:20 a.m. Her heart was in her throat, and before she could even focus her eyes, she could feel a cold sweat breaking.

			“Hey.” He came back in from the bathroom with a glass of water. “Are you okay?” 

			She didn’t want to admit that she had been afraid he had left, so she nodded as Ellie crawled up her legs to reassure her everything was fine. Climbing back into bed, Mac wrapped his arms around her. “Hey.” He pulled his head back far enough to look at her. “What’s the matter?” 

			Despite the calm face she was trying to present, she realized he could feel her body shaking and her heart pounding. This wasn’t the normal nightmare behavior he was used to handling; this was completely different. “I just… I thought you left.” Rather than see his reaction, she buried her head into his chest. She didn’t know where it had come from, but for a few moments, she had been absolutely certain that he had left. Had that been a dream too?

			She felt him sigh and run his fingers through her hair, stroking her gently. “I’m not going anywhere unless you want me to.” He whispered and kissed her forehead, easing the worry and fear back down, replacing it with a different nervous flutter in her stomach.

			Leaning up, she met his lips and kissed him; the rest of that fear eased out of her as his arms tightened around her. She shuffled her leg, effectively shoving Ellie to the bottom of the bed, and sat up further to be at eye level with him. Turning her body to face him, she pressed against him, but Mac gently took her by the shoulders. “Marissa.”

			“But I want to.” She leaned down and whispered, kissing him just below his jaw, giving him permission. More than permission, she was asking for more. She felt him shudder under her. His hands slid down her waist, and he pulled her up to his mouth. She slid her leg over him so she pressed on top of him, encouraging his mouth to continue exploring down her neck. She felt her body react with excitement, but as his hand slid lower, that excitement shifted, and she felt her stomach drop. Alarm bells screamed in her eardrums, and her heart all but stopped, every hair on her body standing on edge. The panic had reemerged as the overwhelming need to tear at her skin encompassed her. She pulled back, inhaling a sharp breath, as Mac let her go instantly, pulling his hands back. “Hey. It’s okay.” She could see past the concern in his eyes, the disappointment. 

			Marissa rolled off of him in a swift movement and curled into the smallest ball she could manage on her side of the bed and turned, facing away from him. “It’s not okay,” she mumbled. 

			“Rissa…” He laid back down beside her and wrapped his arms back around her, holding her close, though he moved slowly. “It is okay. There’s no pressure here.” She nodded without turning to look at him as hot tears were falling down her cheeks. “Marissa.” It almost made it worse, the gentleness in his voice. Because he meant every word. He was willing to give up his comfort and his wants to make her comfortable. “Look at me.” He guided her to roll her back over to face him as she quickly wiped her eyes. 

			“It is okay. I’m willing to wait as long as it takes.” He gave a kiss on the nose and flashed that charming smile. “I’m not giving up on you. You shouldn’t either.” 

			Marissa sighed heavily and let her eyes rest on his, her heartbeat slowing down. She placed her hand on his chest, leaning into him, and closed her eyes. He seemed content with her actions as he rested his chin on her head, holding her close till she was nearly back asleep. After some time passed, he kissed the top of her head, letting his lips linger before whispering to her. “I’m going to take a shower, and then I’ve got some work to do. I’ll be back around noon, okay?” 

			Marissa nodded, leaning up to give him a kiss before he left the bed. She pulled the covers close and tried to let her frustration slip away. 

			She listened until she was sure she heard the door close behind him once he eventually made his way out. He had made himself some coffee, fed Ellie and Wicket, and what she could only assume, futzed around the kitchen before finally heading out. For once, she was sure she would not get back to sleep; there were far too many loud thoughts swirling around her mind. She pushed herself out of bed and forced herself to head downstairs. 

			Marissa wrapped her sweater tightly against her body, grabbing the tea Mac had left for her on the counter before she slid her back door open, letting the shepherd out before stepping outside. It was still early, but the sun was already up in the sky. In the distance, there were gray rain clouds. Marissa headed over to the bench, with every intention of sitting down, when she realized Ellie was barking over by the large tree just beyond her porch, her tail wagging frantically, occasionally looking back at Marissa with what felt like urgency. 

			Cautiously, she made her way across the porch to see the small figure hiding behind the tree, letting out a big sigh of relief when she recognized her niece, Brianna. 

			“Bree? What are you doing out here?” She blinked, glancing around. It was easy enough to get into the yard, but when did she get here? She needed to get a fucking security system in place. “Why aren’t you at home? Does anyone know you’re here?” 

			The little auburn-haired girl shook her head, slowly coming out from behind the tree and rushing over to Marissa, wrapping her arms around her. Kneeling down, she pulled her in close for a hug, feeling her shiver against her, her skin cold like ice. “Okay, let’s get you inside.” 

			Straightening back up, she took Bree’s hand and closed the sliding glass door once Ellie followed in behind her. She led her to the kitchen and gave her a full once-over. “Are you okay?” 

			“Yes.” She finally spoke, trying to hide the fact that her teeth were chatting from the cold. 

			“Bree. What are you doing here?” The twelve-year-old was fully dressed in jeans, white sneakers, and a black hoodie, her hair mostly a tangled mess from the wind and cold of what Marissa assumed was probably the overnight weather. 

			There was a long pause before tears started rolling down her cheeks, and the floodgates opened. “I just don’t want to be there anymore. All mom ever does is scream and yell. She’s always so angry. All the time,” 

			“Honey…” Marissa pulled her into a hug and let out a heavy sigh. She needed to call Mel. It was likely she did not know Bree was even missing yet. “So, what was your plan?” she asked gently, putting off calling her sister. 

			Bree buried her head into Marissa and shook it. “I don’t know!” The little girl was hysterical. It broke Marissa’s heart. “I just didn’t want to be there anymore. So, I snuck out the window. And then…” She hesitated. “I was going to go back, but I didn’t want to get in trouble. I couldn’t climb back up to my window. And it got so cold.” It was still very much the middle of winter. Cold didn’t describe it. “And I just started walking. I’ve missed you so much…” Well, if Marissa’s heart felt something a minute before, it was in pieces now. 

			“Oh, honey, I’ve missed you too.” 

			“Why don’t you come around anymore? Are you mad at us? At mommy?” 

			Marissa shook her head without hesitation. “No, sweetheart. I just haven’t been feeling too good, that’s all.” She got down to eye level with her niece. “And I’ve missed you too. But you know, you could have called me, right? Anytime you need to, you can just call me.” She sighed, glancing up at the clock on her stove. “Chances are, Mom and Dad would be a lot less upset if you had gone straight back home.”

			“You aren’t going to call her, are you?” The big, teary-eyed face that looked up at her caused her physical agony. She wanted to do whatever she could to make that little girl smile. But she also knew she had to call Mel. 

			“I’ll make a deal with you. I will make you some hot chocolate, but then I have to call your mom. She’s going to be worried to death.” 

			“She’s just going to be mad. Too mad to be scared.” 

			“No, honey, she’ll be mad because she’s scared. You, your sisters, and your dad mean the world to her, and she would be so sad without any of you.” 

			Tears started falling from the twelve-year-old’s eyes again. “Okay. Hot chocolate. Then we call your mom.” She pulled Bree into a big hug before heading over to the teakettle and lighting the stovetop. It was then that she heard the pounding on the door. And frantic yelling. 

			So much for calling Mel before she found out. 

			Marissa ran to the front door to see her sister standing there, pale, frantic, and pregnant. “Have you seen Bree? She wasn’t in her bed this morning!” 

			“She’s here. We were just about to call you.” She let her sister storm past her to the kitchen, where she scooped her daughter into her arms. As Marissa turned to close the door, she saw Clyde Bennet sitting on the front porch of his house across the street. Marissa sighed, watching the scene unfold before heading into the living room, feeling she had no place to interrupt or watch. 

			Nearly ten minutes passed before they emerged from the kitchen, Bree coming straight over to Marissa, arms open wide for a hug. “Love you, Aunt Rissa.” She whispered to her. 

			“Love you too, kiddo.” She gave her a big squeeze, having not realized how much she had missed those hugs until that moment. 

			“Alright, honey, get in the car. I need to talk to Aunt Rissa for a second.” Bree nodded and hurried out the door, shutting it behind her. It was then that Marissa noticed Mel’s body language as she stood in her entryway. 

			“How could you not fucking call me?” She snapped before Marissa could get out a word. “It should have been the first fucking thing you did.” 

			She stared at her sister, her mouth hanging open as she tried to gather words and thoughts. Both seemed like a far-reach. “I just got her inside. I was about to call you. I was also trying to get her to calm down.” 

			“I don’t give a shit if she was calm or not. You should have called me immediately! I was fucking worried sick.” Just like Marissa had watched the hysterics build in Bree, she was watching them do the same in Mel now. “You do not know how it feels to wake up and not find your child in their bed! And you get to be the fucking fun aunt they come running to when mom is stressed out.” 

			“Mel—”

			“You do not know what it is to be a parent! You have no sense of what it is to be responsible for anyone else but yourself—to think about anyone but yourself.” Marissa dug her nails into her palm as deep as she could muster, forcing herself to stay quiet. “I don’t want you near my kids, Marissa.” 

			When she said nothing, Mel walked out the door and slammed it closed behind her. It wasn’t until the door closed she let out the breath she had been holding and loosened her fist. At any other point in her life, Marissa would have fought to be heard. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been about to call Mel to tell her where Bree was. She didn’t know what it was to be a parent, but she sure as fuck wasn’t being selfish. She had put distance between all of them to keep them safe. But now, Mel didn’t want her near her nieces. Hearing the words come out of her sister’s mouth brought a physical ache to her chest. 

			She knew Mel would be upset, but she really wasn’t sure how it had turned around so quickly on her. Ellie whined gently, nudging her legs. “Hey, pretty girl.” Marissa processed. Something she had noticed was how tired Mel looked. She was only six months pregnant, but the exhaustion seemed like more. And according to Bree, Mel was still really struggling. 

			Not that she would accept Marissa’s help. That was not going to fucking happen. She sat down at her kitchen island, holding her warm cup of tea around her now sore palm. She wasn’t entirely out of ideas. She glanced at the time and did quick mental math before grabbing her phone and scrolling through her contacts. 

			It only rang twice before she heard Madilyn on the other line. “Rissa? Everything okay?” 

			“Hey. Yeah. Sorry to call.” Phone calls were not exactly something they often did. In fact, when they wanted to talk, they would text. Mostly they sent TikToks to each other every so often. “Is this an okay time?” 

			“It’s as good a time as any. What’s up?”

			“It’s about Mel…” Marissa gave Madilyn the abridged version that left out her secrets and lies, but really pushed the urgency of Mel’s state and severe anger directed at Marissa. 

			“So, do you think it’s doable?” Marissa hadn’t been sure when she picked up the phone, but the longer she talked to Madi, the more it seemed possible.

			“I don’t see why not. Let me check in on a couple of things on my end, and I’ll get back to you in a couple of hours?” 

			“That would be great.” Marissa felt some relief, like it was slowly released. 

			[image: ]

			Madilyn called her back less than two hours later. Relieved, Marissa called her mom and made all the arrangements. Now she needed to talk to Brian. They hadn’t spoken since shortly after her birthday. He was probably pissed too. So first, a trip to the liquor store for a peace offering. Then to Brian. 

			But before Marissa could make her way downtown, her phone started ringing in her pocket. Pulling it out of her pocket, she stopped walking and fought off a sigh, adding some pep to her voice. “Hey, Lydia, what’s up?” Every time she heard her voice or saw her face, there was always a pang of guilt, remembering that Tom Disher should have been there standing right next to her. 

			“Hey, Marissa.” she sounded good, at least. “So I wanted to let you know Ev and I are going to make that move in with my mom over in Ellensburg. Her health isn’t really improving, and I want her to get to know Evelyn as much as possible.” 

			She had known this was coming. They had briefly touched on the possibility a few months ago when Marissa had spent the night at the condo. “I’m sorry she’s not doing any better.”

			“Me too.” Lydia sighed. Marissa knew she had already been through so much. It wasn’t fair. “I wanted to make sure I gave you enough notice to take care of the condo and to say thank you again. You really have been a lifesaver.” 

			“You don’t need to worry about anything. Just let me know if there is anything I can do to help, okay?” She didn’t feel like a lifesaver. That would have been trading places with Lydia’s husband, Tom. Tom, whose death stopped him from seeing his little girl growing up. 

			They chatted while Marissa walked back home before Lydia had to go. She suddenly wasn’t in the mindset of such a serious conversation with her brother-in-law. Marissa walked through the door, letting Ellie run ahead of her and closing it behind her. Locking it, she leaned on her back and huffed heavily, hitting her head gently on the door, feeling absolutely defeated. She pushed off the door and was about to walk toward the kitchen when there was a gentle knock behind her. 

			She wasn’t sure what or who she expected, but she let out a breath of relief when she saw it was Mac. But before she could say anything, he frowned. 

			“What’s wrong?” 

			“Nothing. Nothing is wrong,” she said in a rushed huff. His frown only deepened, so she turned and walked toward the kitchen as he followed in tow. “I was going to go see Brian, but I ended up just coming back. I was going to tell him his oldest daughter ran away to my house this morning, and before I had the chance to even pick up my phone to call Mel, she stormed in and screamed at me like it was my fault.” 

			“When did that happen?” 

			“Maybe ten minutes after you left this morning?” Marissa shrugged. “She was hiding on the back porch. Ellie went running straight to her.” Marissa shook her head, leaning on her kitchen island. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Mel so angry. Or tired. But she has so much resentment and anger toward me right now.” 

			She looked down at her glass of water and sighed. “My plan was to tell him what happened and let him know I paid for my sister Madilyn to fly in and stay with Mom for the next few months. She was going to come when the baby was born anyway, but I figured this way, Mel can get help where she needs it. While they still get to keep their space. Plus, my mom can focus on what Madi is doing with her life.” That last line was more of an afterthought, but ever since Marissa’s notable absence at Christmas and all the following gatherings, her mom had been calling and making regular appearances more than normal. She took a long drink of water, her mouth feeling dry as ever. “And then Lydia called. She and Evelyn are moving out to Ellensburg to be with her mom, who isn’t doing well. Because they needed life to throw more shit at them.” Mac nodded in understanding, knowing full well who Lydia and Evelyn were by name. “I ended up just coming back home. I’ll send him a text or something.”

			A long moment of silence passed before she looked up. Mac was staring at her intently, his eyes full of a concern she had grown familiar with the sight of. “What?” she asked softly.

			“You don’t think maybe your sister just needs you?” 

			Marissa shook her head. “What’s changed, Mac? What can I say? Sorry I haven’t told you the truth… I still can’t. For both your safety and just because it’s full of things you should never have to hear? She’ll accuse me of treating her like a child.” 

			“Do you think maybe you are?” Marissa shot him a look. The expression that followed on his face made her think he regretted it. 

			“Not even a little.” She let out a shaky breath. “It’s just easier to let everyone assume I’m the girl who came out on the other side of a near-death experience as an unfeeling, selfish bitch. It’s fine.” 

			“Okay.” Mac leaned against the kitchen island across from her, meeting her gaze in a challenge. “But what about you, Marissa?” 

			“I’m just fine.” She barely managed the words, turning away from him. “I’m going to get some air.” Opening the back door, she let Ellie out, who took off across the yard and sat on her back porch swing, curling into herself.

			Rocking slowly beside Ellie, Marissa rested her cheek on her knee as she pulled her legs close to her chest. She could feel her heart pounding in her throat. She didn’t even turn her head as she heard Mac step out onto the back porch.

			“Marissa,” he said gently, sitting on the swinging bench beside her, carefully putting a hand on her shoulder. She flinched involuntarily, and for a moment, she felt him pull away before his hand came back. “Hey. I just want you to listen to me, okay? You don’t have to say anything; you just have to listen.” He waited until she slowly nodded without turning to look at him.

			“I know you have a tremendous amount of guilt that you’ve carried with you over the past two years. Guilt because you are still here. I know that every time you look in the mirror, you ask yourself, ‘Why you?’ Why not someone else who had more to offer? Why not your partner with the wife and baby? Or the young couples before you? I know survivor’s guilt all too well. It’s something I understand all too well.” He paused. “Derek Chapman. He had been my partner for six years. We were escorting a prisoner. There was a protest in the court, and he used the diversion to catch me by surprise and overpower me. Got my gun. Shot us both. I’m still here eight years later. He’s not.” 

			She heard Mac breathe deeply through his nose, as though trying to keep his composure as he talked to her. Only then did she realize how soft his voice was and how gentle he was as he spoke. “But you know what I realized?” He
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