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Blurb




I dated her best friend in high school. That makes her an automatic no-no. Don’t go there, right? 

Wrong. 

I can’t stop thinking about her. 

We’re friends. Best friends. She’s the one I can talk to. For a guy like me, in this life, that’s priceless. Especially since I just was discharged from the military with an injury that’s changed my life.

She’s precious to me, but I can’t go there. 

Right? 

The only problem is, I can’t stop thinking about her. 







Dedication



To all the men and women serving our country, past and present. To their friends and families who support them daily.
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Chapter 1 


Mandy







Not only do I love Oakside, but I love helping the people here. I've been here from the beginning, and helping Lexi and Noah set it all up and, watching it grow from what it was to what it is now is something I was so happy to see.

What I don't like are the late nights when we're having budget problems and trying to figure out how to expand and help even more people. I guess I should clarify when I say we're having budget problems. It's not that we don't have enough money. It’s that we just got a pretty big donation, and we're not quite sure the best way to allocate it just yet.

I've spent several late nights budgeting it out only to go back to work in the morning and everyone's decided to go a different way, and I have to redo it all over again. That's still on top of lining up all the events and doing my other daytime work of setting up events and bringing in not only a steady stream of income but awareness.

As I don't have anything to go home to I don't mind,  so having dinner in my office is no big deal to me. When Lexi and Noah built Oakside, they did this place up right, especially where the office is. Even though we are technically in the basement, it doesn't feel like it with as much natural light as they were able to bring in.

Sitting back in my chair, I stretch as my neck pops back into alignment. Then I turn in my leather chair and look at my bookshelves. These were the one thing that Lexi splurged on just for me, an entire wall of bookshelves. They're all in white, which makes the place even more beautiful, and while at the moment there aren't enough books to fill the shelves, I filled it up with pictures of my family and friends.

There are also a lot of pictures of different events that I’ve hosted here as well, like the Halloween haunted house we did a few months ago, and the huge Christmas celebration, Oakside's first Christmas event.

I'm so lost in thought, I don't notice anyone else is down here.

"Mandy?" I hear a voice call my name from the door. 

I glance quickly at the door, realizing it's a patient. If they needed anything they should have gotten it from their nurse upstairs. This man is in a wheelchair, so that means he took the elevator and knew that he was coming down here where we don't allow patients, especially this time of night. Turning back to my computer, I don't pay attention to who it is.

"Patients aren't allowed down here," I say. 

It's a general rule of thumb. Even though their offices are down here, Lexi and Noah are always upstairs. There are a few other offices down here, like the kitchen, an employee lounge, and a locker room with a changing area. But in general, it's all staff and we don't allow patients down here.

"I know, but I was trying to sneak down for a midnight snack," he chuckles. 

I glance up from the computer to tell him to go back upstairs and ask his nurse for a midnight snack. It's not that we don't want them to eat or allow them to; it's that for insurance purposes we don't let patients down here in the kitchen where they could hurt themselves. Especially patients who might be unsteady due to their injuries.

When I finally look at his face, I realize that I know him and not just because he's a patient here.

"Levi?" I ask. 

There is no way that this is the same Levi that I went to school with. The one that my best friend dated and went to prom with only to break up because he was going into the military, and she was going away to college. We also shared a lot of the same friends growing up because we’re from a small town.

"Yeah, I was starting to think you didn't recognize me." He chuckles and wheels himself into my office. "Why are you here so late?"

"Budgets. We keep changing them and it takes work to balance it on top of everything else I do. It's quietest after dinner and the best time to work with numbers," I shrug. 

"You work here?" he asks. 

"Yeah. I'm the charity coordinator, but being we are still pretty small, I take on a few other jobs as needed too." 

Those jobs include budgeting, accounting, event planning, or whatever else Lexi and Noah need me to do. 

Looking him over, I can see he's lost part of his leg from just below the knee down. I'm guessing that's why he's here, to learn to walk again with a prosthetic.

"After you and Rebecca broke up, I had heard you joined the military, but I hadn't heard anything about you since."

"Yeah, I was set to go to college after graduation, but I realized that wasn't the life I wanted. So, I joined up and was off to boot camp just over a week later, so very few people knew."

"What branch?" I ask.

"Army. Got this while on patrol one day and now here I am." He says, tapping his knee where he lost part of his leg. 

 I start to hear people stirring around downstairs, but still wanting to talk to Levi, I make a quick decision.

"Why don't you come in, close the door and keep me company?"

With a smile on his face, he comes in, closing the door with ease. He seems to have mastered being in the wheelchair, which means he's been here longer than just a few days. I normally know all the patients, but being so busy I haven't been upstairs mingling as much as I should.

"How long have you been here?" I ask, trying to remember the last time I was even upstairs.  

"They transferred me here just a few days before Christmas." 

"That was over two months ago," I say more to myself than to him.

"Yeah, I'm surprised I haven't seen you before."

"Normally I try to get upstairs and mingle and talk to patients at least once a day. But closing out the year, having to file all of our company paperwork, and with this budget, I just lost track of time. I hadn't realized it's been that long since I've been upstairs."

Levi offers me a smile and shrugs it off.

"Are you still friends with Rebecca?" he asks.

Not quite sure how to respond, since Rebecca is now married and they are expecting their first kid. If he's hoping to reconnect, I want to let him down lightly. But just the fact that he's asking about Rebecca makes my gut churn, and I'm not quite sure why.

"Yeah, we lost contact while in college since we went to different places, but we reconnected recently on Facebook. I found out she lives only about an hour away, so we've met up several times. Though she’s married now with their first kid on the way, and she's really happy." I say, watching his reaction. 

Either he's very good at covering his emotions or he really wasn't all that interested in her and was just trying to make small talk because I don't see an ounce of sadness or regret on his face. Honestly, he smiles more than I thought he would.

"I'm glad she's happy. I always felt bad about how we ended things because she wasn't overly thrilled with me going into the military and never wanted to be a military girlfriend. Can't blame her as I don't think she would have handled this whole thing very well if she was still my girl."

He's not wrong. Rebecca wasn't the type of person that did well in stressful situations, and she fainted at the sight of blood. She refused to step foot in a hospital, and she hated flying. So, if they were still together, getting the phone call that Levi was hurt would have gone pretty badly.

Not sure what to say and wanting to change the subject I pull out a Tupperware container of cookies that I have in my drawer for a snack. The sugar keeps me going when I don't want to drink coffee but need a little bit of a boost to get me through the rest of the night. Taking the top off, I hold it out to him.

"Would you like a cookie? Though I can't allow you to go into the kitchen, I can offer you these. I made them myself." 

He gives me another grin and wheels himself forward, taking a cookie. I notice he's smiling a lot in a place like this where everyone is working through their own injuries. One thing you don’t see is a lot of smiles. Mostly, you have a lot of angry people with a lot of cussing and even some crying, but smiles are few and far between.

We sit there for a few hours and chat, catching up on old friends that we used to hang out with. He talked about old times in school. 

"Did you ever keep up with your prom date?" Levi asks as he finishes off the last cookie.

"Who, Jeremy? No, prom was our first date, and he thought he was going to get lucky because it was prom. I ended up punching him in the face before the night was over and going home alone."

That has Levi laughing uproariously. 

"If I have known, he would have had more than just a punch in the face. Heck, any of our friends that we hung out with would gladly have had your back. He would have ended up with a few broken bones."

"I know. Though I had told Rebecca and made her swear not to tell anybody for that reason."

I fight off a yawn and realize it is much later than I realized. 

"Well, I need to get home and you need to get back to your room." I give him a pointed stare. 

"I'm on my way." He backs out of the room and heads back upstairs as I gather up my stuff.

"Hey, Levi?" I say before he leaves. He stops and looks back over his shoulder. 

"Yeah?"

"If you're interested, I’ll have more cookies tomorrow."

Another huge smile crosses Levi's face. 

"I'll be here."

He goes up to his room while I gather my stuff, heading out to my car to go home. On the way, all I can think about is how happy he was and how he seems almost too happy. While he seems completely okay with what's happened to him, I know what other patients have gone through and I have to wonder if it's an act.

If it is, then it's going to be that much longer before he heals, not just physically, but mentally. He might be completely okay with losing his leg and having to learn to walk again on a prosthetic, but that doesn't mean that his mind is all right with what happened and how it happened. Both have to be healed before they release him and if he's just covering up what's going on mentally with a bunch of smiles, it's going to be that much longer that he's here. 

Getting home, I walk into my empty two-bedroom cottage. It's my first home and the first place I was able to buy on my own. I got it at such a great price because it needed work done. Of course, Lexi volunteered her brother and her dad to help with the renovations on the house and they have been a godsend. Like when a pipe burst in the bathroom at two o’clock a.m., they didn't hesitate to send someone out to help fix it so that I could take a shower in the morning.

As I'm lying in bed, I’m still thinking about Levi. I remind myself to make a note to talk to Lexi. At the very least, she should be made aware that we know each other. The fact that we’re acquainted could either help or hinder his rehabilitation. We have seen it go both ways.

The thought of maybe calling Rebecca and telling her that Levi is at Oakside also runs through my mind. But Levi may not want to see her, and I know that if she knows he's here she would rush in to make sure he's okay. So, I decide to leave that out of the topics the next time that we talk.

Over the next week, Levi joins me downstairs for some cookies as well as keeping me company when I stay late. After a while, it becomes a little routine and one that I'm looking forward to.

Too bad I couldn't keep it to just that and had to push the envelope.








Chapter 2


Mandy







Every night we have cookies and we’ll sit and talk in between me getting some work done. We've spent the time just catching up on what everyone's doing, his time in the military, my time away at school, and even how I ended up here at Oakside and some of the events that I've helped with before he came.

We have been talking a bit about Lexi and Noah and their story. He was also curious about Easton and Paisley since Easton was a patient here and he knew Paisley growing up. I told him how their romance was fun to watch evolve. Now that they're married, those two are pretty much inseparable.

Easton is in charge of security here at Oakside and Paisley still works with patients who could benefit from therapy dogs. The two of them are always a hit when they're here because the patients love both of their dogs.

Paisley trained Easton’s dog, Allie, who is always at Easton's side. Paisley also trained her own dog, Molly. While Molly isn't Paisley's service dog, she's trained to help the soldiers, and Paisley takes her into the hospital and does volunteer work with her.

It's almost lunchtime and I'm sitting in my office, hesitating. Though I know I need to go upstairs and mingle, it’s hard to make myself do it. Today I made a lunch for Levi. He had mentioned that it had been a while since he had a home-cooked meal. Something inside me wanted to cook for him to make sure he didn't feel alone here.

When I told Lexi about me knowing Levi, she was really excited. I guess he hasn't had any visitors, and they were a little worried. I've been wanting to ask Levi about his parents, but keep hesitating because anytime the subject gets around to his parents, he changes the subject. I have a feeling that bringing it up wouldn't be welcome nor anything he wants to talk about.

Finally getting up the courage, I take my food container from my mini-fridge and make my way upstairs. It’s one thing for Levi to join me downstairs for cookies, but I haven’t been upstairs to his room yet so I’m not sure how he’ll take it.

As usual, Lexi is at the front desk. She sees me and gives me a huge smile. 

"And she emerges from her cave. It's been a while since we've seen you on this side,” Lexi laughs.

"I know, I know. If you guys would stop messing with the budget and changing where you want to spend the money, I would actually be able to step out of my office every once in a while." Even though she knows I'm just playing around, at the same time, it's the truth.

"So now would it be a good time to tell you that we've decided to go in a new direction?"

Lexi's voice is so serious I freeze. I'll work out any budget they want, but if they really did change their minds again, the chances that I would strangle her right now are pretty high. I take a deep breath, trying to decide exactly what to say. 

"I'm just kidding with you. I promise," Lexi says with a big smile lighting up her face.

I sag in relief.  

"You can't do that to me! I'm not getting enough sleep." I hold up the food container. "I decided to bring Levi some food and maybe try to talk to him a little bit. What room is he in?"

Since Lexi is always involved in everything that goes on here, as is Noah, she doesn't even have to look up Levi's room number. She just rattles it off the top of her head. It's on the ground floor because he's in a wheelchair so I go down the hallway off the lobby.

On this side of the building, the residents staying on the ground floor have their own private courtyard that isn't open to guests. As you walk down the hallway, one side is all glass windows overlooking the courtyard. Making sure Levi isn't out there, I glance out before heading on to his room.

When I find him in his room looking out his window,  I clear my throat to get his attention. He turns to look at me but doesn't offer me a smile or even ask what I'm doing there. 

"You mentioned the other day that you couldn't remember the last time you had a home-cooked meal. So, I brought you some of my meatloaf for lunch. Would you like me to warm it up for you?"

He just nods, so I turn, leaving the room and go to a small utility room that has a microwave, mini-fridge, and a few other things that the nurses might need. After warming up the food up and putting it on one of the plates, I grab a roll of silverware and go back to his room. 

He's still in the same spot, but he's turned in facing the doorway. So I slowly step into his room and place the food on the coffee table near him. He just watches every move that I make but doesn't say a word. Over the past week, he's let his beard grow just a little bit. Several times I thought that it looks sexy on him and then I've had to correct myself. We're just friends.

"Everything all right?" I ask as he slowly nods his head.

"Thank you for the lunch, but if you don't mind, I'd like to eat alone. Can you close the door on your way out?"

I nod, doing as he asks, and close the door on my way out. Even though I'm not quite sure what they were, I think that those were the first real emotions that I've seen from him. Then I have to wonder if he's like this all day and just happy-go-lucky when he comes to visit me at night or if he's just having a bad day.

Deciding to stop and ask Lexi about it before going back to my office, I walk up to the reception desk where she's sitting, and once again she offers me one of her huge smiles. Lexi is one of those people that love helping other people. It’s why she started Oakside.

"Did he like the food?" 

"I don't know. He wanted to eat alone, and it doesn't seem like he's having a good day."

"I noticed that too,” Lexi says. “He seems off but I'm not sure why. Even though I've asked, he won't talk, so I'm not pushing it. His doctors have been notified, so it's best to let them handle it."

"Well, I'm going to go eat at my desk and get some work done. I'll come back up and get his plate and check on him after a while. I have some cookies that might cheer him up."

I'm only sitting at my desk for a minute before my phone rings. Glancing at the caller ID, I see that it's Rebecca, and almost don't pick up. Though it's not her fault that I feel weird talking to her now, but I still don't think I should tell her that Levi is here or that I've recently run into him. 

"Hey Rebecca, how are you doing?" I answer. Then I get up from my desk, close, and lock the door, so there's no chance that Levi will come looking for me and interrupt this call.

"Things are good. Dale has some work in Savannah next week and I was hoping since I'll be going with him that maybe we can get together for lunch? I'd love to see Oakside."

Instantly I'm in a panic. I've always told her she should come down and check out Oakside. But what excuse could I possibly give her to keep her away, so she doesn't run into Levi? 

Thinking quickly, I say, "I’d love to meet you for lunch. It's been a while since I've been in Savannah so maybe we could do a little shopping too?" 

"Oh, I'd love that. I could really use some dresses as we go into summer and the warmer weather. Dale is really excited to see Oakside too, so we're going to set aside an entire day for it."

I had to stop myself from groaning. Any other time I would be ecstatic to show them around, but something in me didn't want to share Levi with her just yet. I feel like once they reconnect, they'll be no more reason for me to talk with him. Not sure why the thought of them reconnecting bothers me though. Something I'll have to dig into later.

"Actually, we're doing some construction here so we're not allowing visitors outside of those coming to see family. We just had a large donation, so we got right to work. We didn't want to waste time adding a few more rooms."

"Oh, that's great that you guys are doing so well! This won't be the last time that Dale is in Savannah as he picked up a new account there. Maybe next time we'll be able to take a tour."

I sag into my chair. Even though I hate lying to my friend, knowing that next time she should be able to tour makes me feel slightly better. She starts talking about everything that Dale is doing in Savannah, and a few of the restaurants they plan to eat at and my mind wanders.  

"Why exactly did you and Levi break up?" I ask before I can really think to stop myself. 

She laughs. "That was so long ago. Levi was a great guy but when he decided to go into the military instead of college, we talked, and even just between boot camp and training it would be months where we couldn't talk more than a few letters, and then after that we had no idea where he would be stationed. With me going off to college, it just seemed like the best idea."

"And if you hadn't broken up, you wouldn't have met Dale."

"Exactly. So I don't regret it."

"Did you keep in contact with him?" I ask, pushing my luck.

"I found him on Facebook about a year or so ago. He was stationed in Norfolk, VA, and getting ready to deploy again. But I haven't heard from him since. Why the sudden interest?"

Once again, thinking quickly on my feet, I feed her yet another lie. "We just got a guy in here that reminds me a lot of him, so I was just wondering." 

When we wrap up the conversation, I hang up and finish my lunch before heading upstairs to check on Levi again. On my way, I think about talking to Lexi about my dilemma of not telling Rebecca that he’s here. But I'm not sure I'm ready to talk about it to anyone, even though I know Lexi would gladly listen.

As I head into the lobby, she flags me down and I walk over to her.  

"Maybe you can talk to Levi? He's refusing to go to his therapy session today. He doesn't have to go, but even if we could just find out what's wrong would be a start. If we knew how to assist him, it would be a huge help, and you are the one he's most likely to talk to."

This worries me, especially since he's been nothing but happy and perfectly adjusted to his new life. He hasn't mentioned anything that is upsetting or would cause this kind of a mood.

"I'll try, but he wouldn't even talk to me when I brought him food other than to say that he wanted to eat alone." 

"Even that's not normal for him. Levi loves going into the dining room and interacting with people."

I nod and go to his room. Hesitating just outside the door, I try to think of what to say before taking a step into the room.

The door is cracked open like maybe a nurse had stuck their head in to talk to him and didn't close it all the way. Through the crack in the door, I can see Levi he's sitting in his chair in front of the same window he was at earlier, only this time he's silently crying into his hands. His shoulders are shaking, and the sight completely breaks my heart.








Chapter 3


Levi







I'm staring out the window with a million things running through my head when there's a knock on the door. I don't even turn to see who it is.  

"Go away."

"You know it's okay to not be okay. You don’t have to be strong all the time," Mandy says. 

I hear them tell me this all the time around here, but it's hard to believe when you were taught something completely different growing up. Show no weakness. You have to be stronger than anything that comes at you, so it can't be used against you.

"No, it's not to my dad." Then I clamp my mouth shut as I've already let out more than I wanted to. What is it about this girl that has me opening up without even realizing what I'm doing?

"Why is that?" Mandy asks. When I turn to look at her, she's a few steps inside my room. Moving my chair around so I can face her, she takes a few more hesitant steps.

"My whole life growing up all he kept saying was show no weakness. He's a pro at it. He’d never show any emotion not even to my mother, my brother, or me. When I was on the honor roll for having straight A’s, he never displayed any emotion, never told me he was proud. But he was great at letting you know when he was disappointed in you."

Yes, my father was a pro at punishing us. Once he caught me playing video games too late one night, and instead of taking away the video games, he turned off the Internet for the whole house. It didn't matter that I needed to do research the following day for a project that was due in just a few days. He simply told me to figure it out. 

"When I joined the Army, his way of showing me that he was disappointed that I didn't want to take over the family business was to cut me off. And not just him. I haven't heard from my mom or my brother and I know that it's his doing. They're too scared to stand up to him." 

Mandy doesn't say anything, but she looks like she's thinking as she takes a few more steps and then sits down on one of the leather chairs in my room. It's the chair that's furthest away from me, still giving me space. She sits on the edge of the chair, looking at her hands and then up at me.

 "Is being like your dad what you want?"

"Fuck no, it's not! I don't want to be anything like him. That's why I joined the Army."

"Then it's okay to show weakness. They can see right through your act here and until you accept it, and have a breakdown, they won't release you. Even if you are running marathons."

She stands and grabs the plate from the food that I ate and turns to leave, but I suddenly don't want her to go.

"Will you stay? I really don't want to be alone right now."

She stops and looks at me for a moment and then gives me a soft smile.

"Give me five minutes. I have some cookies in my office."

[image: image-placeholder]Mandy




I hurried out of the room to find Lexi and Noah. Even though I feel a little bit like I'm betraying his trust, I know that they need all the information to be able to help him. If he finds out that I'm telling Lexi and Noah what he just told me, I just hope that he understands.

In order to have privacy, I asked them to join me in my office, and I relay everything that he just told me about his dad. 

"I don't remember much about his father from when we were in school, but he always seemed like a cold person. Though no one really knew anything about him because he never talked to anybody," I tell Lexi and Noah.

"The best thing you can do is get him to talk to you. Doesn’t matter what, even if it’s something that might not seem like a big deal. Like the stuff with his father. But that could be what's holding him back. It's better for him to talk to anyone as opposed to no one," Lexi says.

"That’s the plan,” I say, agreeing. “He wants me to go back because he doesn't want to be alone right now. So hopefully this is a good sign that he's on the right path. Maybe he'll open up more after this."

I hesitate for a moment because I want to tell her about Rebecca, instead, I keep silent. Though I want someone to talk to about it, I don't think I'm ready to hear that I shouldn't have lied. Because if I'm honest with myself, I'm not quite sure why I did. Just the thought of them being together in the same room sets me on edge, and until I can work through my own feelings I don't think I'll be able to talk to anyone else about them.

After grabbing the cookies and my phone, I make sure that my computer is locked and go upstairs. I hesitate in his doorway unsure of what to do because he's back staring out the window. Shrugging my shoulders, I knock on the door frame and he turns to look at me over his shoulder. When he sees it's me, he moves his chair to face the seating area in his room like he was before.

Closing the door behind me, I sit in the chair that I was sitting at before, the one that is furthest away from him, giving him as much space as he wants.

"What do you have there?" he lifts his chin towards the Tupperware container that I placed on the coffee table.

"So fair warning, I stress bake. When I was up late last night, I made these new cookies. I've never made them before so I'm not quite sure how they turned out. It's two cranberry cookies sandwiched together and in the middle is Nutella. It’s a recipe I found online." I open the lid, offering him some. Wheeling over closer to me, he takes one from the container.

Then he looks over at me, then back at the cookie, and then back at me.

"What are you stressed about that you're stress baking?"

Maybe I shouldn't have told him that because I'm not ready to tell him that I'm stressing over Rebecca wanting to come and visit, and whether I want her to see him again. Maybe if I'm vague enough, he'll let it go. I guess if he pushes, I can always push him to talk and that should get him to drop it.

"I just have a few things going on with a friend," I tell him, keeping it as vague as possible.

"Do you want to talk about it? I'm a good listener."

"I don't know. Do you want to talk about all that's going on with your dad right now?" I ask, staring him down.

He holds my stare as he takes a few bites of the cookie before he nods. 

"Fair enough. I'll drop it."

"So, tell me about once you joined the Army," I say, racking my brain for anything to change the subject. His eyes go dark, and I almost wonder if he's not going to answer me.

"Or you can talk about high school," I say, giving him an out if he doesn't want to talk about his military time.

"Well, you already know that my dad was strict. I knew from an early age I didn't want to grow up to be like him, but somehow, I let him steer me into applying to business schools so that I could eventually take over the family business. There was a moment at prom that it all became crystal clear that it was not what I wanted."

He clamps his lips together and looks away from me as if he said something he thinks I might not want to hear. 

"What is it?"

"I don't know if I should say this since you're still friends with Rebecca."

"We don't talk all that much now that she is married and I haven't seen her in over a year. Though she's making plans to be in Savannah and wants me to come down for lunch."

He stares out the window, thinking. I realize that he may not want to tell me, and he might be trying to figure out how to switch the subject. Right then, I decide I'm not going to push and I only want him to talk about what he wants to talk about. I want him to be comfortable talking to me.

"Honestly, I'm sure you know that Rebecca and I lost our virginity to each other on prom night. She told you everything, so I'm not going to pretend that you don't know that. That night she started talking about our future and where she saw us in five to ten years since we were supposed to go to the same college together. When she started talking about me working with my father, I realized that was the absolute last thing I wanted."

"I knew you went your separate ways, but she never told me what you guys talked about. The only thing she said was it was personal. There were some lines that as friends we just never crossed."

“The next morning, I took her home and went straight down to the recruiter's office. I knew that there was no way I could choose another college or change my degree and that this would be the only way to get away from my dad. After I signed the contract that day, there would be no way he could force me out of it. I needed a permanent kind of way of getting out from underneath him."

"Rebecca told me she tried to be understanding, but even though she never really said it, I feel like she thought that she said something that pushed you towards it," I say.

"In a way she did, but it wasn't her fault. It was mine for not standing up to my dad sooner. I didn't tell him right away what I had done, and two days before graduation is when he found out. He discovered the signed contract in my room. For the next two days, he would not leave me alone, telling me that I needed to get out of it, that I couldn’t do it because I had already committed to college and him. I have never been so relieved as to go to school for graduation that day." 

"That’s also the day that you and Rebecca broke up. I told her not to do it at graduation, but she said that she needed a clean break. Since graduating was the end of high school, then it should also be the end of her high school relationship."

"I can honestly agree with her there. Her breaking up with me was exactly what I needed at the time. After graduation, I started packing my bags and my dad threatened to cut me off. Then I just shrugged, packed my bags, and left. My recruiter let me stay on his couch for two days before he took me to the bus. That was the last time I heard from my dad, my mom, or my brother. They never sent letters, emails, or care packages and I stopped sending them forwarding addresses."

"If you decide you want to reach out to your brother or your mom, Noah and Lexi are more than happy to help you contact them."
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