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CHAPTER 1



The next morning, I wake up to someone banging loudly on my door. If I had the energy, I’d pull the pillow over my head to drown the sounds out, but instead I just lie in my mother’s bed and stare into thin air, hoping whomever is downstairs will just go away.

Yesterday, everything was a blur. I vaguely remember heading to the assisted living facility to see my mothers body. And I vaguely recall calling up her brother who lives in London to tell him that his older sister died. I think he said something or another about he and his wife coming to her funeral this Saturday, but I can’t be sure. I was sobbing the entire time I was on the phone with him.

Jack has called me a dozen or so times and has texted me more times than I care to count. But I don’t want to talk to him. I mean, what’s the point? I eventually blocked him so I wouldn’t have to be reminded of how much I miss him.

Of how much he hurt me.

I called Tom and told him that my mother passed away, and he ordered me to take the rest of the week off. However, I’d rather go to rehearsal instead of sit here and think about how shitty my life is right now and be tempted to drink myself into oblivion at the thought of how shitty my life is right now. I need people around me. Not my own thoughts. I need noise. Not silence.

By two o’clock, I manage to drag myself out of bed and get showered and dressed for rehearsal. On my way out the door, I catch a glimpse of the huge rose bouquet Jack got for me. I throw the whole damn thing into the outdoor trash bin beside my house. It’s best to not have any visual reminders of the cheater.

I drive in a numb state to the theater and mechanically go through the motions. I know Tom notices how I can barely even manage to half-ass everything, but he doesn’t reprimand me, only gives me a look of pity every now and then.

Thank God, Jack doesn’t show up at The Golden Apple Theater. I mean, I shouldn’t be expecting him. He did say he was going to be away in San Francisco to attend his father’s funeral and take care of things there. I don’t know what I’ll do when he returns and he hunts me down, which he will. He won’t let go of the deal so easily. Not when his relationship with Belinda, his self-proclaimed soul mate, is on the line. I can’t imagine ever standing in his presence without wanting to rip his balls off. Or cry.

After rehearsal, Naomi comes back with me to my place, her new Maltese dog, Zuko, trailing after. I still can’t believe she was so spontaneous and got a dog even without her landlord’s permission. But then again, ‘spontaneous’ is her middle name.

We sit and talk about everything and nothing under the sun. Everything except for my mother, that is. And I avoid talking about Jack at all costs. I haven’t told her what happened with Jack and me. I guess I’m kind of too embarrassed that I didn’t listen to her and stay far away from him, and I’d rather my relationship with the asshole die a silent death than have to tell her again that I was stupid for not taking her advice. When she asks me about the bruise on my face that Belinda gave me, I just tell her I walked into a cupboard.

While we’re sitting on the couch, drinking red wine, I hear a loud crash right outside my house.

Naomi’s eyes widen in fright and Zuko growls.

“It’s probably just the neighbor’s cat,” I say.

“It could be a burglar,” she says. “I heard on the news that there have been tons of burglaries around here lately.”

Fuck. Now she has me thinking it’s a burglar. I grab the mace can from the cupboard in the kitchen and head into the hallway.

“Don’t go outside,” she hisses. She picks up Zuko And pets him. “Don’t you know that in horror movies whenever someone goes outside, they always get killed?”

“Please. I’m sure it’s just the neighbor cat,” I say, although I can’t deny that my heart rate is rising.

“I’m calling the police,” she says, grabbing her phone.

Carefully, I open the door, mace can in hand, my finger on the spray button. I swallow hard and I get an uneasy feeling in my gut. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all. But I’m too curious not to go look.

“Hello?” I say into the dark night. No answer. “Hello?” I say, a little louder this time. 

No answer.

There’s another loud crash coming from the side of the house. I jump and turn around, my heart jolting into overdrive. I peek around the corner but can’t see clearly. It’s too dark.

My eyesight is blurry. But then I see the silhouette of a man. And it looks like he’s holding a… gun?

I step back in horror.

My heart beat is in my throat.

He steps closer. Too close. 

I’m panting. Sweating. Terrified. In an instant, I become convinced the stranger is about to assault me. I aim the mace can toward the stranger.

“Lindsay?” says a deep voice I recognize as Jonathan’s.

 But it’s too late. My finger has already pressed down on the nozzle for just a millisecond, and a small amount of mace sprays out.

Jonathan lets out a cry. He sinks to his knees. 

“What the hell did you do that for?” he yells.

It’s then I snap out of it. Oh shit. Seeing him in so much pain immediately pulls me out of my fear. I throw the mace can into the grass, and stoop beside him.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I… I was scared. I thought you were trying to break into my house!”

“Aaaah! Fuck that burns.” He sways back and forth, still holding his hands in front of his eyes.

“I—I don’t know what came over me.” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

“Shit, Lindsay, why did you have to do that?” he cries.

“Here, let me help you into the house.” I reach around his shoulders and help him stand. 

All the way to the front of the house he moans and swears, though he doesn’t curse me out like he should. Hell, if he did that to me, I’d call the cops and have him arrested.

“I’m so sorry,” I keep repeating. I open the front door and guide him into kitchen. “Sit.” 

“What happened?” Naomi says, storming into the kitchen her phone pressed to her ear. Zuko is barking and snarling.

“This is Jonathan.” I give her an accusatory glare. “Not a burglar.”

Her jaw drops open.

“But someone made me believe that there was a burglar outside, so I sprayed him in the face,” I say in an accusatory voice. 

“Sorry.” She grimaces. “Hi Jonathan.”

He doesn’t respond, only moans.

“I need your help,” I say, not having a clue about what to do to make Jonathan feel better.

She gets off the phone with the officer. “I’ll do a Google search to see what helps.”

I have no idea if water will help, but I have to try to ease his agony somehow.

“Jonathan. I’m going to get some water. I’ll help you rinse it out,” I say.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He makes a guttural noise.

I squeeze my eyes shut, guilt roaming through me. Then I find a bucket, put it in the sink, and fill it with water.

“You really thought I was going to attack you?” he asks.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you. And what the hell are you doing here snooping around my house anyway?” I ask, remembering that the last time I saw him, he kicked me out of his place because I asked him to be my pretend boyfriend.

“Shit, Lindsay.” Tears are running from his eyes down his cheeks.

I place the bucket on the table, and he starts rinsing his eyes out. 

“Is it getting any better?” I ask after a minute.

“No!” he snaps.

“It says here to add a tablespoon of dish soap into the water,” Naomi says, reading on her phone. She picks Zuko up, and he calms down.

I locate the dish soap beneath the sink and find a tablespoon. Once the soap is in the water, I gently stir it.

Naomi runs into the bathroom, returns with a washcloth, and hands it to Jonathan.

“Jonathan,” she says, hunching in front of him. “You need to sink your head into the bucket for ten to fifteen seconds at a time. It’ll help dissolve the oils in the pepper spray, so the effects will wear off sooner.”

“Ok,” he says, eyes closed, with an agonized expression, more tears streaming down his face.

God, I feel like the worst person on the planet right now. Although he still hasn’t told me why the hell he was snooping around my house. He’d better have a good explanation for that.

I set the bucket onto the tabletop, and for the next few minutes, at fifteen-second intervals, he submerges his head into the soapy water.

He’s going to hate me after this. I hate me after this!

Naomi fetches a few more towels and sets them on the table.

“I seriously cannot believe you sprayed fucking mace in his face,” she says.

“I’m sorry,” is all I can say.

It takes roughly twenty minutes, but finally the burn in Jonathan’s eyes subsides enough to where he no longer needs to submerge his head into the soapy water. 

Hesitantly, I invite him to sit in the living room, and he follows after me.

“Can I get you something to drink or eat?” I ask.

“Will it be poisoned?” He gives me a mean look, his eyes still red, his hair wet. Then he squints. “Holy hell. What happened to your face?” he asks.

Oh. That. The bruise Belinda gave me.

“It’s nothing,” I say, not wanting to think about that night or any night that has to do with Jack. “I just walked into a cupboard.” Best keep my lies consistent since that’s what I told Belinda.

He looks at me as if he’s not quite buying it.

“Listen,” I say. “I’m really sorry I overreacted. If you never want to see me again, I understand.”

He stares at me with swollen eyes. I sit down next to him, and place a hand on his knee. It doesn’t feel foreign or strange, just comfortable.

“Really. I’m so, so, so, so sorry,” I say.

His face grows stoic and when he speaks, his voice is soft. 

“I came to apologize earlier, but you weren’t home,” he says.

Oh, so he was the one banging on my door earlier today.

He continues, “And I peeked into your garage to see if your car was there. That’s why I was at the side of your house.”

“Why did you even come?” I ask. “You threw me out of your place, remember?”

He gets a bothered look on his face. “I’m sorry about that,” he says. “I guess I was just offended. But I mean, can you blame me?”

I suppose I can’t really. I mean, when Jack proposed the dirty deal to me, I nearly ditched him and thought he was bat shit crazy. And he was even offering me one million dollars if I accepted. I offered Jonathan nothing.

“The least you could do was make sure I got home safe,” I say.

“I just… I wasn’t thinking,” he says. “But the reason I’m here is because I heard that your mother passed away. I wanted to offer my condolences. And apologize for being a dick.”

“Thank you for the condolences,” I say, feeling a lump grow in my throat. “And thank you for the apology.”

“Can we be friends now?” he asks. 

“I want to be your friend,” I say.

He takes my hand in his. “And I want to be your friend, too.”

“So tell me about this other guy,” he says. “Maybe I can help you.”

“She’s ditched the dick,” Naomi says, entering the living room with Zuko.

Jonathan looks at me. God. I can’t handle talking about Jack right now. I know I’ll lose my shit.

I think for a moment, wondering how little I can divulge for Jonathan to be satisfied. I guess I don’t have to tell him everything.

“It’s ok. You don’t have to tell me. But if I can help in any way, I’d love to,” he says.

His expression fills with…remorse? Pity? I don’t want anyone to look at me that way. It will make me feel weak, and the only thing I can allow myself to feel right now is strong. 

“Hey, you guys want to watch a movie?” Naomi plunks down onto the couch on the other side of Jonathan.

“Do you want to?” I ask Jonathan.

“As long as I get to hold the pepper spray,” he says with a crooked smile.

I smile a tad, but I still feel a little too much guilt to laugh.

Five minutes later, we’re watching Mission Impossible.

I pull out cold beer from the fridge and microwave two bags of popcorn. Feeling the need to get more comfortable, I run upstairs into my room and slip into one of my super soft white T-shirts and a pair of pink pajama bottoms.

When I get back downstairs, Naomi and Jonathan aren’t paying attention to the screen at all. Naomi is flipping her hair and Jonathan is telling jokes, smiling. When they notice me, they stop, and we all cram together on the couch.

“How are your eyes?” I whisper, leaning over to Jonathan.

“They sting a little, but they feel much better,” he says.

“Do you hate me?”

He glances over at me. “No. I’m just a little afraid of you now, that’s all.” He smirks and nudges my elbow with his.

“I promise I’ll never do it again.” I wonder if he’ll ever even speak to me after tonight. He could just be hanging around until the pain goes away.

“You’d better not, or I’ll have to punish you.” He hands me a cold beer.

“Does this mean you won’t shun me from now on?” I ask.

He leans in. “How could I? You’re one of my besties!” He nurses his beer as he shifts his attention to the TV. But then I notice he steals a glance at Naomi, and she smiles back at him.

Oh. My. God.

As I focus on the movie, I’m quickly drawn into it, the intensity of the action helping me forget about my pain for a few precious moments. When the love scene starts, I try my best to ignore the pain in my heart, my longing for Jack. But I find myself swallowing again and again, trying to keep the tears at bay.

Fuck. It’s too damn depressing. Should I just head upstairs and lock myself in my bedroom and have a good cry? 

Thankfully, shortly after, the action returns, and I am again drawn back into the thrill of the story.

When the movie is finally done, I say good bye to Naomi and Zuko. Jonathan stays for a few minutes longer, helping me tidy up. I get the feeling he’s hoping that I talk to him about Jack, but that wound is still too raw, and I don’t want to start down that path.

A few minutes after Jonathan heads out, there’s a knock on my door. Did he forget something perhaps? I swing the door open, and
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