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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Strange how we decorate pain.” - Margaret Atwood

      

      

      I don’t often dedicate my stories to anyone, but this story is unique for so many reasons that I feel it necessary.

      To any of my readers who have struggled with substance use disorder, or loved someone who does, this book is dedicated to you. Living with addiction is a lifelong series of daily (or even minute-ly) choices, and I admire the effort and the attempt.

      The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Helpline is available 24/7 in the United States. It offers information and is completely confidential. 1.800.662.HELP is their number.

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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      Pirates on the page are awesome. In real life, not so much. If you obtained this book legally, either through purchase or as part of the author’s ARC team, thank you! If you’ve downloaded it anywhere else, you’re reading a stolen copy which puts the author’s ability to publish on at risk. Shitty move.
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        * * *

      

      Stealing ebooks isn’t a victimless crime, and if you’re downloading this book from anywhere but a licensed retailer or my ARC team, you’re an asshole. Knock it off.
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            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This book deals with the serious subject of substance abuse, mental health struggles, traumatic childhood events, and the struggle to maintain sobriety.

      There is no on-page drug use, child abuse, or flashbacks to previous trauma.

      If these subjects are upsetting for you, please put this one back on the shelf and grab one of my lighter reads.

      - All my love,

      Layne
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        Lucy Harper

      

      

      Some days, it’s really, really hard to be the person I want to be. With the doors of Arbor House Addiction Recovery Center at my back, today feels like one of those kinds of days. I expected graduating from the residential treatment program I’d been accepted into in lieu of a felony conviction for drug possession would feel amazing. Instead, it just feels terrifying. Behind those doors, I was surrounded by people keeping sobriety front and center in every decision made. Not just the other residents, but the counselors and staff who are there to support and cheer us on.

      Out here? Out here, there are bars and trap houses everywhere. The only one keeping me sober is me. My track record hasn’t been so hot. Obviously.

      I shift the strap of my duffel bag higher on my shoulder. The center has options for sober living homes, but my name’s so far down on the waitlist I might as well write Santa and hope he delivers me one come Christmas. The court’s diversion program only requires graduation from the in-patient program, so that’s all it pays for.

      Self-pity darkens the edge of my mood, adding its sour flavor to the apprehension that’s already bitter in my gut. My program-mates who went through the same ceremony I did to get our green sixty days of sobriety chips all had someone present in the room to clap for them. Excited and proud family members who waited to load up belongings and drive their loved ones home.

      The only person there for me today was my sponsor, Justine, and she had to rush back to her job at the insurance agency where she processes policy documents. It felt great to see a smiling face when the center’s director called my name, but it’s not the same as having someone who’s ready and willing to take me home and have my back because they love me.

      I’ve got a printout of a few women’s shelters I can hit up for a place to lay my head at night for a while, but most of them require checking in and out every day. Sorta like hotels for the hopelessly homeless. Justine says I’m not supposed to call it ‘homeless’ because that’s insensitive. Instead, the more gentle term is ‘unhoused person,’ which might work for someone who’s ever had a house to begin with. But that ain’t me.

      Justine’s been sober for four years now, and she swears it gets easier in time. Not easy. Never easy. Just easier. I hope she’s telling the truth, because right now, what I want more than anything is to find a mad hatter and ride the rails.

      I don’t, though. I won’t. People joke about being scared straight. Maybe, it doesn’t work for everyone, but the nine days I served in lockup, waiting for my approval into diversion, scared the shit outta me. Not because being in the crowded pod in the intake center of Grove County Jail was particularly frightening. There are no boogeywomen in the county lockup waiting to turn my life into an episode of Orange is the New Black or anything so predictable.

      It was the routine of it. The brightness of lights shining everywhere and noises nonstop. Jail’s never quiet. Even when the lights are out for bedtime and everyone’s in their pods, jail is noisy and lit up. Being around so many women hadn’t been a walk in the park, either. I might have been knocked around by men for most of my life, but it’s been the women I’ve known who truly hurt me.

      “Can we give you a ride somewhere, Lucy?” Jake was in the program with me, and his voice knocks me loose from my woolgathering. He’s leaning out of a beat-up sedan, his wife behind the wheel and three little kids in the backseat. My brain ticks through the weeks of group sessions to pull up details he’d shared with the rest of us.

      Opioids. That’s right. Jake was one of the unlikely addicts who comes from a solid background and, but for shit luck, wouldn’t have ever wound up in the gutter with the rest of us. A freak accident at work led to an addiction to painkillers that spiraled. His employer had paid for him to go through treatment and even held his position for him while he did it. Lucky bastard.

      His kids stare at me curiously from the crowded back of the car, and it makes me feel like a bug under a magnifying glass. They’ve probably never seen anyone who looks like me. I’m practically a walking tattoo and a polar opposite to the PTO president vibe their mom gives off as she side-eyes me from the driver’s seat. Yeah, something tells me she’s crossing her fingers, hoping I’ll say no.

      I don’t blame her. She knows her husband’s been in treatment for months with little to no contact. A lot of dudes view women in rehab like a buffet of broken, needy toys. Since they’re broken inside, too, it can make for a lot of crossed boundaries and messy complications. I certainly participated in plenty of it during my time at Arbor House.

      Not Jake, though. From the moment, he shared his story in the first group session, he had a single-minded focus on getting sober for her and the kids. If said kiddos weren’t sitting back there like little sponges, I’d probably tell her how devoted her husband is to her. How their love felt like something the rest of us could only dream of being worthy of finding for ourselves.

      “Nah. Thanks, though. I got some places to get to. You just take that fam home and celebrate.” He doesn’t need to know the only places I have to go are shelters. He’s a good guy, which is why we didn’t talk much during our time here. I wasn’t trying to bring anyone down to my level. Nobody deserves that.

      “Okay, well…” His voice trails off, and I know what he wants to say.

      “Yup. Progress not perfection.” It’s a mantra they drill into our heads at every meeting. I get the point, but in application, it’s not that simple. Either I’m actively using or I’m not. There’s no middle ground for a cocaine addict.

      For me, it’ll always just be a battle to keep myself on high ground.
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        Logan Grant

      

      

      I’m bored. We’re in that weird lull that happens every year when winter’s nearly done but spring hasn’t really arrived. Our inclement weather projects, mainly rehabbing old homes for people who see value in preserving history, are wrapped up. It’s still too cold and wet here in the Midwest to start on the custom home builds we do when the weather permits.

      Could we build homes when the ground is frozen and the skies are dumping snow on us? Sure. But that’s a miserable way to spend ten hours a day, and Porter and I swore when we struck out on our own as builders we weren’t doing things that make us miserable. We both have enough misery in our pasts. For different reasons.

      I grew up with an old man who used his fists more than his words, and Porter grew up the son of addicts, who put their need to get high over his need for clean clothes and food. From the moment we met as kids, we felt like brothers who could take on the world if we just stuck together. And so we have.

      Still, today, I’m bored. I need something new. Something more interesting than sketching out the schematics of the house Porter and I want to build for ourselves this year. I’m thirty-seven years old, and even though we’ve been custom homebuilders for nearly fifteen years, we’ve never made time to build our own. I’m tired of living in this cookie-cutter house in this bland subdivision.

      “Stop stewing over there. You’re oozing angst all over my paperwork.” Porter’s the more easygoing of the two of us. He doesn’t do anything deeper than a pint glass and gets pissy when I get too lost in my own head.

      “Don’t say ooze. It sounds like something you’d need a clinic visit and a shot of penicillin for.” There are just some words that don’t belong in daily use. Ooze. Moist. Curdle. Porter takes delight in finding all sorts of words that trigger that sensation of logomisia in me.

      “Fuck, Lo. Don’t be gross.” Porter nails me dead on with a balled up pamphlet from the stack of mail he’s sorting.

      “You started it. Fuck it. I need to get out of here for a while. Let’s grab lunch at Skippers.” The diner, like most places in Mariposa, is named for a variety of butterflies. This town’s a quirky cross between smalltown and up-and-coming city and a perfect fit for our company, LoPo Customs. The city straddles the line of being forward thinking and progressive while clinging to the past when it comes to the town’s buildings.

      “Fine, I could use a break. I’m still not sure why I’m the one stuck doing all the administrative grunt work while you get to run around job sites meeting with clients.” He fake pouts at me, but I know better.

      “Because I’m the one who doesn’t overpromise and land us in hot water. You spend every meeting flirting with the wives and agreeing to absurdly impossible requests. That’s why,” I say.

      “You’re never gonna let that go, are you? I’m driving.” That’s no surprise. Porter just got a new truck, and he wants to take it everywhere. Since he put a vinyl wrap on it that advertises LoPo Customs, I don’t mind.

      The drive to Skipper’s is a short one from our office just off Main. When we first opened up shop, it was tempting to office someplace closer to the lumberyard, but I’d insisted on being downtown for customer convenience. Watching and contracting to build the revitalization of Mariposa’s downtown has been an unplanned benefit.

      In the last few years, we’ve been able to watch from our offices as the buildings around us became home to everything from a top-tier tattoo shop to an art gallery. Even a handful of luxury spas and medical offices have joined us in the nearby buildings.

      I’m still chafing at the bit to get some space a little farther from the hustle and bustle that’s growing busier every day. We’ve modified the suburban rancher we share as far as we can. It’s time to focus on building the home we’ve dreamed of and maybe, find a way to take more time in our days to enjoy the success we’ve achieved.

      Maybe even find ourselves a couple of women and settle down. Sisters would be cool. Then we’d be more likely to convince them that sharing a big house makes sense. That’s the commitment Porter and I made when we were barely more than kids, and it’s one I refuse to back down on. We swore we’d have each other’s backs forever, and we’ve never let a woman come between us.

      “You grab us a table and get the food ordered. I gotta hit the head.” I hand my jacket to Porter then hustle to the restrooms at the back of the diner. We’ve been coming here for so long Porter and all the servers know what I’ll order.

      It’s only a moment to take care of business, but my mind wanders while I’m washing my hands. The people here really do know us. And we know them.

      The thought circles around and around in my head, gaining steam. How can I expect to find The One when the only faces I see are the same ones I’ve been seeing for years?

      Resolution settles in my gut as I tear a couple paper squares from the automatic dispenser. Drying my hands as I walk back to the booth Porter’s claimed for us, the same one we always grab, I make up my mind.

      I’m going to force Porter to get serious about building our house. Then I’ll convince him it’s time we start searching for our soulmates. Hokey? Maybe. But we won’t find our dream women sitting in Skippers day after day. That’s for sure.
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