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This book is dedicated to my younger brother. We have our moments where we don’t talk or whatever, but I know you’ll always have my back and I’ll have yours. I wish nothing but the best for you in your life and the journey you’re on. I love you! 

~ Erin

While I don’t expect him to ever read my books simply because he’s just a tad over a year old, this series is dedicated to my youngest grandson, Austin Dakota Dean. Because of you, I’m once again a grandma and I look forward to watching you grow up, sweet boy. Gramma loves you to the moon and back and beyond!

~ Darlene
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Trigger Warning:

Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.
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Eighteen years old

As soon as I turned eighteen and got out of high school, I enlisted in the military. Yeah, I could have gone to college and gotten a degree in something I enjoy doing. However, my best friend, Jayce, decided he was going to enlist, so I joined him. We literally do everything together and this is nothing new. I just never thought I’d join the military. Oh well, it’s done now and there’s nothing I can do to change signing my name on the dotted line. I’ll honor my commitment, grateful my best friend is by my side.

Jayce has been my best friend since I moved to his hometown when we were in fifth grade. My mind thinks back to the first day I showed up in school and we saw one another again. I haven’t seen him since we played baseball together a year or two before my mom got sick. Jayce and I were on a traveling baseball team and spent our time on the field with my mom. Other than that, we never hung out away from the field except for one time my mom took us out. 

We lost my mom after a lengthy battle with cancer at the end of my time in fourth grade. It wasn’t long after when my dad packed us up, sold the only home I’d ever known, and moved us to a different town in Western New York. Every single trace of my mom was lost in the new house. The markings on the wall of my growth over the years, memories of impromptu dance parties in the living room while my dad was at work, and the last days of her life when she could barely open her eyes. The new house has no trace of the amazing mom I lost. Except for the lone picture I keep in my nightstand of my family in happier times, every other photo is now in a box stored out in the garage. 

My dad kind of checked out after losing the love of his life. He goes to work, comes home to make dinner, and then goes over my homework to ensure it’s done correctly and ready for the next day in school. There is no love, hugs, laughter, or anything else my mom made sure we had on a daily basis. I don’t know how to even talk to my dad about her. All I want to do is remember the time we had together, and he wants to forget. I just wish sometimes he’d recall that I’m just a damn kid because I feel as though I’ve lost both my parents.

The memory of seeing Jayce again assaults me as I get lost in thought. That day was the first day I saw a small fraction of light again. I had a friend. Someone who I could talk to and one day laugh with again. A person actually interested in my life for more than homework. 

I was sitting all alone on the playground at recess when he came up to me. Taking the swing next to me, we sat together in silence as my eyes roamed over the yard at all the kids in our class laughing and playing. There were groups of girls sitting in the grass and talking while boys showed off in hopes of getting their attention. I’m awkward as hell after having yet another growth spurt and I don’t know anyone here. So, I decided the best thing for me to do is stay alone.

“Why don’t you want to play kickball with everyone else?” Jayce finally asked me as we slowly swung back and forth.

“I’m not very good at games. I’d rather just sit here and watch as I swing,” I answered him, barely sparing him a glance.

“I’ll sit here with you then. They only want to play so the girls will look at them,” he informed me. “Why did your family decide to move so late in the year?”

“I don’t know. I just woke up one day and was told we were moving. Now, here we are. We’ve been here about a week and today is my first day of school after waiting for my paperwork to be accepted.”
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