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      Agony ten times worse than any withdrawal symptoms I’ve ever suffered sears through me, gutting me open and flaying me alive with the knowledge that I have to come clean now.

      There is no more hiding what I’ve done.

      My vision blurs, hot tears filling my eyes as the alcohol burns in my gut. “I have two things to tell you.” The first one pulls my lips into a sad smile because this is the worst possible time, the worst possible place, the worst possible circumstances to be saying it. “One will make you hate me; the other…will make you despise me.”

      Ivy’s tear-filled eyes narrow on me, consumed with so much confusion and concern—and a warmth I never thought I would see there after I told her the truth behind what had caused my rift with Drew.

      I never believed she could forgive me for what I did, and the time I’ve gotten to spend with her, the past few nights, was more than I ever deserved.

      Even after everything I just told her, she still cares so much it fucking hurts because I’m the last person she should care about, the last person she should be feeling anything for but hate.

      She sets down the doll and starts to push to her feet. “I could never hate you, let alone despise you, Cam.”

      I want so badly to believe her, to be able to luxuriate in the fact that this woman feels so much for me that she believes it when she says it.

      But it isn’t real.

      Her declaration is only made because she doesn’t understand. She doesn’t know the depths of my depravity or what it cost both of us.

      Holding up my hand to stop her from coming to me, I shake my head as a sob tears from my chest. My next sharp breath draws her honeysuckle scent into my lungs, making this a thousand times more painful. “You don’t know what I’ve done.”

      She clutches her fists to her chest, confusion furrowing her brow as she shakes her head, sending her dark hair floating around her. “There’s nothing you ever could have done that I can’t forgive, Cam.”

      Those words are another twist of the knife driven into my heart today, the one that’s left me wounded and bleeding out here on the floor, desperate enough to find a way to end the pain that I resorted to things I swore I would never touch again.

      I offer her a sad smile, knowing what she said isn’t true. Some things are unforgivable, even for someone whose soul is as beautiful and generous as Ivy’s, and this is one of them, which makes this confession a thousand times harder. “I’ve been in love with you since the moment I first laid eyes on you…”

      Finally saying those words should be a relief.

      I’ve waited so long to tell her. Held it inside for years while I tried to drown those feelings any way I could—with booze, drugs, women. Seeking out anything to kill that soul-deep need for the woman I only met once, who I barely knew, who I shouldn’t want. Because it had already cost me Drew, and I knew it was costing me so much more each time I shoved a needle into my arm.

      But all I feel is agony that even the copious amount of whiskey I’ve drunk can’t alleviate.

      Ivy’s brow furrows, soft eyes searching my face for some explanation she won’t find there because she could never guess something this horrific. “Why would I hate you for that?”

      Because it ruined everything.

      Because it’s why we’re here like this—both suffering.

      Because it’s why Drew isn’t here.

      “Because”—I heave in a breath, tears falling down my cheeks in endless waves—“it makes the second thing seem…calculated.”

      Ivy trembles, still kneeling in front of me, the damn G.I. Joe lying on the floor between us as if Drew himself is sitting here and waiting for me to finally confess everything. Fear now coats her gaze, mixed with the other emotions I saw earlier. “You’re scaring me…”

      Good.

      Finally.

      All the warnings I’ve given her to stay away, assurances that she wants nothing to do with me or my life, will finally make sense.

      Because it’s time she knows the truth.

      All of it.

      “You should be scared, Ivy.” I swallow thickly, forcing down the ball of emotion clogging my throat, but it refuses to budge. “Because I’m the reason Drew is dead. I killed him.”

      Ivy recoils at my statement.

      Her already pale skin goes ashen as she drops back on her haunches. What I wouldn’t give to know the true color of it or of those expressive eyes that hold so many emotions all the time. Drew’s description of her from before I went and blew everything up allow me to try to visualize it, but after so many years of only seeing black, white, and varying shades of gray, his description of peachy skin that darkens when she blushes and amber eyes that sparkle with flecks of gold doesn’t mean a whole lot to me.

      The only color I really remember is red.

      The color she made me see again.

      “What?” Those perfect lips I’ve kissed and tasted and loved so much open and close a few times as she shakes her head. “What the hell are you talking about, Cam?”

      I clench my jaw in a fight against another sob threatening to climb out of my throat.

      I’ve known agonizing pain in my life.

      Physical.

      Emotional.

      The kind of soul-crushing torment that leaves lasting scars.

      Yet, having to look at Ivy and say all of this is ten thousand times worse than anything else I’ve suffered.

      I knew I would eventually have to tell her, that I’d have to come clean, that I’d have to confess everything; I just thought I’d have more time. That there’d be a better way to do it, a less painful way for her, for both of us.

      But I was wrong.

      There is no way to explain that I killed Drew without crushing her completely. And watching her face crumple at my words, hearing her confusion over my admission, I know she won’t ever recover from this.

      She was barely hanging on as it was after losing him, and any lifeline she thought I gave her was just cut, leaving her floating alone on that dark water where we spread his ashes.

      And there’s no way for me to reel her back, to get her back on solid ground.

      All I’m going to do is push her farther under the roiling waves.

      Holding her gaze while I tell her this makes the alcohol threaten to come back up, but I swallow it back. “I told you I thought the wedding invitation was from him, that it was him gloating that you were his.” My hand tightens around the bottle at the memory of receiving it. “It pissed me the fuck off. It’s why I came back…”

      Ivy narrows her eyes, so much uncertainty in them that they can’t seem to focus on me. “I…thought you came back because Drew died.”

      I shake my head, refusing to look away from her, even if it would be so much easier if I did. “No, Ivy. I came back for you.” More tears slide down my cheeks. “It’s always been about you.”

      Her entire body trembles, her skin taking on an unmissable deathly pallor that’s evident even without the benefit of seeing its true color.

      “When my mom told me that Drew had proposed to you…” All those feelings rush back—the anger, the jealousy that gave me an irrational ire toward him simply because she loved him. “It made me realize I couldn’t live without you. It made me understand that I had to get my shit together if I had any hope of ever having a chance with you.” I give her a sad smile. “It’s why I went to rehab, Ivy. Because I knew I was a mess, and I wanted to be the person you met that night, not”—I wave my free hand over myself, the bottle, and the drugs lying beside me—“this.”

      She buries her face in her hands. “I don’t understand, Cam. I⁠—”

      “I didn’t come back because Drew died. I’ve been back in Philly for almost six months, Ivy.”

      Her back stiffens, her hands falling away to reveal her wide eyes and trembling lips. “What?”

      I motion toward the box. “The invitation came, I don’t know, a week or so after you mailed it, and I was so fucking pissed.” Shoving my free hand through my hair, I shake my head. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you and what had happened that night and how he was shoving it in my face that he got you. And I said ‘fuck it’ and flew home with every intention of fighting for you, of telling you that it was me in the garden before you could make a huge mistake and marry him.”

      She presses her hands over her chest as I take another drink and let the bottle dangle from my fingertips. I stare at it. That familiar dark liquid that has always been my favorite now makes me want to vomit, but I can’t stop drinking it.

      “But I had barely been clean for six months then, and one of the things they tell is in rehab and in NA is that getting into a relationship during that first year of sobriety isn’t a good idea.” I lift my gaze to meet hers. “Because people replace the high from drugs with that intense emotion and euphoria of a new relationship. So…I waited…”

      “You’ve been here for six months?”

      Six. Long. Agonizing. Months.

      I nod, watching her struggle to process what I’m telling her.

      “But—”

      “I didn’t tell anyone.” I take another drink, hoping maybe this one will tip me over that line and into finally feeling nothing. “I just bided my time…and watched you.”

      Her mouth falls open. “You…watched me?”

      A sad smile pulls at my lips, remembering all those times I sat outside her house or the garden center, waiting to catch even a glimpse of her. “I couldn’t stay away.” I let my shoulders rise and fall. “And the day I hit a year, I called Drew…” My heart lodges in my throat, and I gulp to clear it. “I told him that I was planning to approach you, to tell you what happened, and that I was in love with you. And he flipped. This place”—I motion around us—“was where I lived before I moved back to London. I rented it out to other people while I was gone. But no one was occupying it at the time I came back, so he knew where to find me…” I take another long drink of liquid courage I’m going to need to finish telling her this story. “He came here that same night I called to confront me.”

      Shaking hands clenched in her lap, Ivy watches me with tears streaming down her cheeks. “What night?”

      Her voice breaks because she already knows the answer.

      I can see it in the darkness creeping into her gaze.

      Choking back a sob, I force myself to say the words I know will destroy her. “The night he died. One year to the day I got clean…”

      Her mouth falls open on a silent gasp, and she scans the loft as if she’s going to see evidence of something. “Wh-what happened, Cam?”

      “We argued.”

      I take a sip of the whiskey, letting the burn of the alcohol down my throat warm my gut, when my entire body has felt ice cold since the minute I opened that box from Drew.

      No amount of alcohol is going to relieve that.

      Nor will the drugs sitting beside me that I’ve been fighting with myself over for the last several hours.

      I knew that when I called my old dealer. I knew it when I opened the door for him and took it. I knew it when I popped open this bottle and took my first swig.

      But I was so desperate not to feel that I did it anyway.

      The only thing that’s kept me from sticking that needle in my vein has been how badly my hand shakes each time I try to pick it up, and my sponsor Dale’s words echoing in my head, telling me not to do it.

      I rest my forearm on my knee and let the bottle dangle between them. “I told him he was an asshole for sending me what he sent me…”

      Ivy’s hand flies over her mouth, and her eyes dart to the package on the floor at the G.I. Joe doll lying at her knees. His peace offering. An olive branch. “Oh, God, no…”

      She knows.

      She understands the ramifications of what I said to him.

      How everything got so twisted.

      My eyes drift to the doll, too. “Of course, I didn’t know he had sent that. I was referring to the invitation.” The one she sent. “He flew off the handle like I’ve never seen him before. We were screaming at each other, and I told him that you deserved to know the truth before you two got married.”

      Her tears flow freely down her cheeks, and she struggles to swallow. “Wh-what did he say?”

      The corner of my mouth quirks up, despite me fighting it. “He said I was ruining everything, but that it wouldn’t matter, because you would choose him. But he was scared. I could see it in his eyes. And I was happy he was scared because I was so pissed…about something that, turns out, wasn’t even true.”

      She shoves her trembling hands through her hair, tightening her grip on it. “Oh, God…”

      I finger the bottle, brushing my thumb across the lip. “I was brutal. I was ruthless. I let my anger take over, and I told him the only reason the two of you ever ended up together was because of me, and once you knew the truth, you’d call off the wedding. He told me to go to hell and left.”

      “Wh-where was he going?”

      His words that night still ringing in my ears as if he had just said them, I offer her a half-shrug. “I assume home to you to try to cut me off at the pass and tell you everything before I could.”

      Her entire body shakes violently as she waits for what she must know is coming, and I have to muster up all the courage I have to get the words out, including some more of the liquid variety.

      I chug the whiskey, wincing this time as my head spins from the alcohol now coursing through my bloodstream. My vision blurs staring at the mostly empty bottle. “As soon as he left, I felt terrible about it. I ran out after him, but he had already pulled away from the curb, and there was no way I was going to catch him on foot.” I release a little snort. “I even tried running after him for the first block or two, but he wasn’t stopping for me. He was driving like a bat outta hell…”

      I raise my eyes to meet hers.

      It’s all I need to do to confirm what happened.

      “Oh, God.” She presses her hand over her heart as a hiccupped sob steals her breath. “The stop sign he ran…”

      I nod slowly. “Two miles from here.”

      “Oh, my God.” Ivy sucks in a sharp inhale as her chest starts rising and falling rapidly. “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.”

      She repeats the words over and over and over, then covers her mouth with her hand and gags.

      “Shit, Ivy—” I try to push up, but the room spins violently, and I crumple back onto the floor. My head slams back against the bricks again, and I squeeze my eyes closed long enough to get the world to stop its rotation, then open them.

      Ivy turns away from me and crawls to the wastebasket next to the kitchen island and dry heaves over it.

      I shift up to attempt to get to my feet again, but she holds out a hand to me.

      “Don’t. You. Come. Near. Me.”

      Her words are like another sharp slice from the knife lodged in my heart, but I drop back onto my ass and let my head fall against the bricks. This time, the sharp bite of pain is more than welcome. It isn’t anywhere near what I deserve. “I told you that you would hate me.”

      “Did you—” She heaves again, gasping for air as she tries to gain control of her body. Her hands tremble, clutching the edges of the wastebasket, her eyes clench closed, and her lips quiver. She finally glances over at me. “Did you know he was in the accident?”

      I shake my head “No.” Tears burn my eyes, blurring my vision of her, and I swallow back another sob. “I was going to call him to apologize the next day. Give him some time to cool off, but then my mom called that night…”

      Ivy heaves again as I fight the desire to do the same fucking thing.

      Reliving that moment, hearing Mom say those words and knowing I had caused it—all of it threatens to drag me even deeper into the dark abyss of despair I’ve already dived into tonight.

      “It was my fault, Ivy, all of it. I killed Drew. If I hadn’t kissed you that night, if I hadn’t come back, if I hadn’t fought with him, if I hadn’t said those things and made him leave that angry, he’d still be here. Everything would be how it’s supposed to be. He’d still be alive, you two would be married, and I’d be back in London…”

      Ivy settles back on her ass and leans against the kitchen counter, watching me warily, her face pale and clammy looking. She wipes her mouth with the back of her arm as her tears continue to roll down her cheeks.

      The way she looks at me—like I’m a complete stranger instead of the man she’s been sharing a bed with—destroys what’s left of my heart. That knife so deeply embedded in it finally tears away the final pieces so that nothing is left except my guilt and agony.

      I swallow back the desire to beg her forgiveness because there’s no way to ask for that from her.

      Not with what I’ve done.

      What I’ve caused.

      “Did you go back to London?”

      There it is.

      At some point, she was going to realize it was a full month after Drew died before I showed up on her doorstep, and she was bound to want an explanation. It’s the least she deserves.

      I shake my head. “No. When my mom called and said he had died, and I realized what I had done”—I take a sharp inhale and chug on the bottle again, taking several long swallows and hissing at the burn—“I couldn’t leave her.” I meet Ivy’s gaze. “I couldn’t leave you.”

      “But—” She shakes her head. “You didn’t come to the funeral. Your mother says she hasn’t seen you in years. I don’t…”

      I press my lips together, trying to control the emotions warring inside me. Ivy needs answers, but the more I give her, the worse I feel. The more confident I become that there will never be an end to this torment. “I couldn’t face her knowing what I had done, that I was the reason she had lost Drew. I couldn’t face you, but I made sure you were both okay as much as I could.”

      Her brow furrows again as she narrows her eyes on me. “What do you mean?” After a few seconds, her eyes widen slightly. “Why did you come to my house that night—that specific night?”

      I suck in a deep breath and release a heavy sigh. “Because it was supposed to be your wedding day. I watched you sign for that delivery, and I knew what it was because my mom told me they were supposed to be delivered that weekend. I knew it was his ashes, and I knew it was undoubtedly the most excruciating day of your life. I had already seen how distraught you were, and I was worried about you. I wanted to⁠—”

      Shit.

      It doesn’t matter what I wanted to do that night or any other time.

      None of it matters.

      Nothing will ever make this okay for her.

      She bolts back up onto her knees and heaves over the trash can again, tears dripping down her face as her body revolts against the information I’m giving her.

      And that need to explain, even if it doesn’t mean anything, overwhelms me.

      “I needed to make sure you and my mom were all right, but I couldn’t tell you guys what I had done. What had happened. I couldn’t—” I choke on a sob. “You asked me why I ordered a beer at the bar, if it was to test myself.” I shake my head. “I don’t do it to test myself, Ivy. I do it to torture myself because I deserve it. I deserve every ounce of agony I suffer staring at that pint of beer or double shot of whiskey sitting on the table or bar in front of me. I deserve it because it is nothing compared to what he suffered in his last moments…because of me. Because I was selfish. Because I wanted something that wasn’t mine. Because I took a taste of it, knowing I shouldn’t and couldn’t have it. I sit and stare at that drink I can’t have to remind myself what one taste of you cost me.”

      She whips her head toward me, and the pain and hatred in her eyes are enough to make me recoil. “I thought he was having an affair.”

      I clench my hand around the bottle. “I didn’t know you would think that. I had no idea. I would’ve told you sooner if I had⁠—”

      “Fuck you, Camden.”

      With her body trembling, she rights herself and struggles to stand, grabbing the counter to keep herself steady.

      “Ivy, please⁠—”

      I somehow climb to my own unsteady feet, hand pressed to the brick wall to keep myself from tumbling over. The whole room spins, her beautiful face a black and white and gray kaleidoscope. I squeeze my eyes closed until it stops. When I reopen them, she’s already on the move toward the door.

      Doing exactly what I knew she would when she found out the truth, leaving me without a look back.

      “Ivy, please, I’m so sorry.” A strangled, desperate sob slips out. “I⁠—”

      She stops and whirls to face me, her hands fisted at her sides. “You don’t get to apologize to me. This is all your fault, Cam, all of it. You took Drew from me. You tainted my memory of him, of what we had. All for what? So you could prove that you could take me? What kind of sick fucking game is that? One I want no part of but you put me at the center of it anyway.”

      Her steps move her toward the door, but then she pauses for a moment and turns. A second passes where I can physically feel her hatred, rage, and anguish rolling off her. Then she stalks toward me and bends to scoop up the needle and heroin that have been sitting beside me for hours. With her eyes locked on me, she closes the final few steps between us and snatches the bottle from my hand.

      With it clenched tightly in her trembling fist, she eyes it and then her gaze drifts to the drugs in her other hand. “But I’m also not going to be responsible for you killing yourself.”

      She turns and storms out the still-open loft door.

      Her heavy footsteps on the metal staircase ring in my ears as I slide back down the brick, not even caring about how it bites and scrapes my bare skin.

      I thought losing Drew was going to kill me.

      But I was wrong.

      It’s this.

      Seeing how badly I destroyed Ivy and obliterated everything good in her life.

      Losing her is what’s truly going to do it.
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      I thought I knew darkness.

      I believed I had lived in it after Drew’s death and become old friends with that place in my head where nothing and no one could penetrate the gloom.

      I understood it, had even embraced it at times.

      It became familiar.

      Just the new way life was going to be.

      Yet what sucks me in now is something new.

      An inky blackness so thick, so heavy it steals my vision, my breath, my soul.

      Pure, impenetrable onyx.

      I should be fighting it.

      At least attempting to swim and struggle against the riptide of anguish that wants to consume me and drag me down to those inescapable depths.

      But I don’t have it in me anymore.

      I’ve fought too hard for too long to stay afloat.

      Those obsidian waves that finally tugged Drew away from me can take me now, too.

      As long as they bring me to him.

      Because there is no light left.

      No hope.

      Nothing to keep me from embracing that which I’ve battled for months.

      It was all a lie.

      An obsession that led to this agony.
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      The smell of coffee and harsh sunlight falling on my face jerk me awake.

      A sledgehammer instantly pounds against my temples.

      I release an agonized groan, rolling to the side of my bed, my stomach immediately roiling badly enough that I fight to swallow back bile that threatens to make me heave.

      Fuck.

      A heavy cloud of pain and regret envelops me, and I try to bury my head under my pillow to keep out the world longer so I don’t have to remember how I got into this state.

      Because it’s bad.

      Very bad.

      I haven’t felt like this in so long that I forgot how awful it can really get.

      Fuuuuuuuck…

      My brain refuses to fire. It just flat-out declines to get on board with this whole waking up thing, but my gut continues to revolt, making me choke back its contents rather than have to leave bed to crawl to the bathroom and retch. Which I apparently did already at least once, given the taste in my dry mouth.

      Something clangs across the loft in the direction of the kitchen, and I finally lift my head from beneath the pillow to attempt an investigation.

      I freeze, both because my stomach doesn’t appreciate the movement, nor does my head, but also because Mom stands at the counter, pouring coffee out of the carafe into two mugs.

      What the fuck?

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I reopen them in case I’m hallucinating, but she’s still there.

      Her eyes flick over to me, and she presses her lips together in a firm line, giving me “the look” I always dreaded as a child—the one that screams disappointed, which is far worse than her mad look. “About time you woke up.”

      “Mom?”

      The word comes scratchy from my raw throat, as if it, too, can’t believe she’s here in my studio.

      How the fuck?

      I struggle to remember anything about how she got here…

      But all I see is her.

      Bits and pieces of my conversation with Ivy flash through my head so rapidly that it makes the room spin again and my nausea exponentially worse. But not because of my epic hangover. The roiling in my stomach comes from what I can remember…

      I cringe, squeezing my eyes closed, and drop back into the bed, releasing another groan as I curl in on myself, pressing my hands over my revolting gut. But that sweet floral smell still clings to my sheets—her.

      Us.

      “I bet you feel like shit.”

      Mom’s voice is closer this time.

      So is the scent of the coffee.

      I peel one eye open to find her standing at the side of the bed, a mixture of concern and confusion in her gaze. “I…don’t feel great…”

      She holds out a mug, pursing her lips. “I would imagine not, given how much you apparently drank last night.”

      How does she…

      My head spins, my sluggish brain trying to process what happened to get her here, but I’m clearly still half-drunk. And the half that isn’t still lit is deep in a wicked hangover already.

      I cautiously manage to push myself up onto my elbow and reach a shaking hand up to take the mug from her as my brain thumps against my temples viciously. “Thank you.”

      She inclines her head slightly and watches me take a tentative sip. I wince at how hot it is, the harsh liquid searing my mouth and my throat, and my stomach twists brutally, not appreciating it, either.

      The acidic black coffee doesn’t help the nausea situation, but Mom just stares at me expectantly. “Drink all of it.”

      I know that tone, and I am not about to argue with her in my condition. Especially when I have no idea why she’s here, let alone how she found out where I was. “Okay…”

      Did I call her last night after Ivy left?

      Everything is a blur of tears, pain, and really horrific decisions.

      Mom retreats from the bed and takes a seat on one of the stools at the counter in front of the other mug she poured, pointedly turning on it so that she’s facing the bed and watching me.

      I shift up until my back meets the headboard, running my free hand through my hair to keep it off my face. The pounding in my head only increases the more vertical I am. The sledgehammer has now become a fucking jackhammer drilling against my skull relentlessly. “What are you doing here?”

      A dark brow rises at me, the reprimand already there without her saying a word. She toys with the mug handle as she keeps her assessing gaze on me, almost as if she’s waiting for me to volunteer something. “Ivy called me last night…”

      Shit.

      I freeze with the mug halfway to my lips, watching her over the rim.

      Her eyes narrow on me. “Imagine my surprise when she told me you were in town.”

      “Yeah, about that⁠—”

      She holds up a hand to stop me. “She was hysterical. I tried to get her to calm down, to tell me what happened, what was wrong…” 

      Everything is wrong.

      Literally everything.

      I swallow thickly, really wishing I hadn’t taken that sip of coffee, as it now threatens to come back up. “What did she tell you?”

      Mom holds my gaze, unwavering, cripplingly intense, the way it always was when I was a child and she knew I had done something wrong but was trying to get me to come clean without having to reveal she already knew the truth. “Not much. Just that you were back, that you were at your studio, and that I needed to get over here as quickly as possible. She said that…” She sucks in a sharp breath, her throat working hard to keep her emotions in check. “That you weren’t in a very good place, and she was concerned you might do something stupid if you were left alone.”

      Fuck.

      Ivy wasn’t wrong.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to breathe in through it and out through my mouth so I don’t pass out, or worse, throw up.

      The incessant, driving pain in my head doesn’t even seem that bad when I consider what might have happened last night if Ivy hadn’t appeared.

      If she hadn’t cared enough, even after everything I told her, to take the heroin from me…

      A shiver rolls through me, the acidic bile that now tastes vaguely like coffee climbing my throat again.

      I fight it down and force myself to take another sip of the scalding-hot liquid, as if it might shock my system into some semblance of being able to process. “Is…that all she said?”

      Or did she reveal all my secrets?

      I don’t look up at Mom as I ask it, but I hear her shift, the clank as she picks up the mug and sets it back down on the counter.

      “No. She told me to tell you that it’s your story to tell, not hers.”

      Shit…

      It would be so much easier if she had just told Mom everything. If the truth were already out there and I didn’t have to explain it in excruciating detail to the woman who always loved us and cared for us so deeply, without reservation. No matter what we did. No matter how bad things got. None of it mattered. She was always right there with open arms and a warm hug. Even if she was mad. Or worse, disappointment.

      This is going to hurt her more than it does me.

      I’ve been living with the agony and the regret for so long, letting it eat away at me, letting it drive me to do things I knew I’d regret the instant I did them. Everything I fought so hard for could have gone down the drain last night. I was this close to throwing it all away.

      How do I begin to tell her?

      I don’t even know what happened after Ivy left.

      All I remember is the world spinning, feeling like it was crashing down around me, like everything was coming to an end. Like I couldn’t breathe.

      And then, darkness.

      Mom clears her throat, and I finally lift my head, opening my eyes to find her brow furrowed deeply above her anguished gaze. “I found you passed out over there.” She points to the corner near the windows where Ivy left me. Where I had set up, intent on trying to wash away the pain with the things I had sworn to never touch again. “You smell like you bathed in whiskey last night.”

      I scrub a hand across my face with a groan. “I did.”

      The mere thought of the taste going down is enough to make me gag.

      Mom definitely notices. “I need you to explain what’s going on. I need you to tell me why you’re here, why you didn’t call, and why you look like you just got hit by a damn truck.”

      It’s how I feel, too.

      Like Jack Daniels himself drove right over me last night…

      And it’s only going to get worse.

      So much worse.

      This isn’t going to be an easy conversation, and it’s one I’ve been putting off for far too long. Both because it was too painful for me but also because Mom doesn’t deserve any of this. She’s better off not knowing what I did and what’s happened in the last four years or having to live with the fact that I caused Drew’s death.

      But last night was a tipping point in more ways than one.

      I slowly nod and throw back the covers, then slide my legs off the side of the mattress and onto the worn wood floor. The movement makes my stomach slosh, and I grit my teeth and gulp back its contents.

      Fucking hell…

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I inhale a few long breaths, then allow my lids to flutter open and push myself to my feet, stumbling slightly, using my free hand to catch myself against the brick wall.

      Definitely not sober yet…

      I stumble toward the kitchen with Mom watching every step I take. Her keen gaze tracks over me, taking in what is undoubtedly disheveled hair, a face that hasn’t been shaved in days, my bare chest, and the rumpled pants I slept—or more accurately, passed out—in.

      Each step hurts as my entire body screams in protest.

      But I can’t stay in bed anymore.

      I can’t hide under the covers while she’s sitting right here, waiting for an explanation she more than deserves.

      The sunlight streaming in from the windows makes me wince, and when I finally reach the island, I intentionally choose a seat that will allow me to settle with my back to the window, facing her, trying to give myself a little reprieve from the pounding in my head however I can.

      I set my coffee on the counter and slide onto the stool, releasing a long, heavy exhale filled with all the things I haven’t been able to say to her over the last four years.

      Some, I still don’t want to have to.

      Some, I’ve wanted to so badly that keeping them from her has been as excruciating as my rift with Drew.

      Even one of the things I have to reveal will break her.

      But all of it?

      This is going to destroy her the same way it did Ivy.

      She’s already worried. The crinkles around her eyes, the furrow of her brow, and the hard set of her mouth all beg for answers. But nothing I tell her is going to assuage her fears or ease her distress.

      Far from it.

      I take another sip of my coffee, wincing when it hits my stomach. “There are some things I need to tell you.”

      Her head bobs slightly. “That’s what Ivy said, and given the fact that she was apparently here with you, it seems like there are a lot of things you haven’t told me.”

      “There are.”

      I nod.

      Where do I even start?

      It all spiraled out of control so hard, so fast. And I spiraled even harder and faster. Caught up in a hurricane of emotions I didn’t know what to do with. Drowning in self-loathing, obsession, and guilt that only made it that much harder to find something solid to cling to.

      But ultimately, there’s only one place I can start to attempt to explain to this woman why I’ve lied to her, why I’ve abandoned her, why I’ve let myself become someone I don’t even want to look at in the mirror anymore because all I see is him.

      I have to start at the beginning. “Your birthday party four years ago…”

      Her brow furrows even deeper, her eyes narrowing. “What about it?”

      Rubbing the nape of my neck, I avert my gaze. “I was there.”

      She jerks back slightly. “You were? I never saw you. I thought you had a show and couldn’t⁠—”

      I hold out a hand and drop it onto hers, squeezing it tightly, examining how much smaller it is than mine, rather than having to look at her. “I know. That’s what I told you and Drew. I wanted it to be a surprise, but”—I release a little mirthless laugh, but all that does is make those knives stab into my temples—“I didn’t make it inside.”

      “Why not?”

      Cautiously, I allow my gaze to meet hers again. “Because I met Ivy.”

      Her eyes widen slightly. “What do you mean you met her?”

      I clear my throat and pull my hand from hers, instead wrapping it around the mug. And once again, I find myself unable to look at her, instead focusing on the black liquid I’m forcing myself to drink. “She was out in the garden, under the willow, getting some air, I guess.” My throat tightens at the memory and how one single decision on my part caused such a catastrophic result for all of us. “She thought I was Drew…”

      A moment passes before I hear her sharp inhale.

      “Oh, God.” Mom’s hand comes to rest on my bare shoulder, and I can feel her trembling. “Cam, what did you do?”

      And there it is…

      The accusation in her tone, in her question, because this woman knows me too well, understands how often I let my heart lead instead of my head. How often I leap without looking. How often I fail to see the potential consequences of my actions…

      And that’s exactly what I did that night.

      I leaped, and I fell.

      Fucking hard.

      For a woman who could never be mine.

      I squeeze my eyes closed. “Something that shouldn’t have happened.”

      The details don’t matter.

      And given the lack of them, Mom certainly knows it went way too far.

      She makes a little choking noise in the back of her throat. “Drew figured it out…”

      I nod, remembering that text he sent me, those five words.

      “I know what you did.”

      Even now, they send a shiver through me. Knowing what they led to, knowing what I caused is enough to make my chest tighten and my body scream for some relief from the pain.

      Silence lingers between us for a few moments.

      I force my eyes open and look at Mom to gauge her reaction.

      She examines me like she’s seeing something she never has before.

      And she is, in a way.

      It’s been almost five years since we’ve seen each other in any way but a video call, and I know she sees how I’ve changed—not just physically, but the darkness that has clouded me for far too long.

      She lifts a hand and rests it on my cheek. “What happened, Cam?”

      I shake my head, her hand falling away. “I knew he’d never forgive me, and there was no reason he should, so I went back to London on the first flight out, tried to pretend none of it happened, but…”

      “But what?” Her voice wavers, and I can already see her starting to crumble with the reality of what’s happened, of what’s been hidden from her for so long, of the lie Drew must have been telling her and Ivy.

      “I couldn’t forget her, Mom.” My voice cracks, and I swallow through the emotions clogging my throat. “And I couldn’t forget what I’d done to Drew and how I ruined our relationship forever.” Staring into my coffee, I remember those days, months, years, and all the horrible things I did during them. “I tried to drown myself in anything and everything to deal with the guilt and the…obsession…I had with her.” I swallow thickly. “Booze, women”—I meet her gaze—“drugs.”

      She flinches as if I’ve slapped her. “No.” Her hands tighten into fists on the counter, and she shakes her head. “You didn’t…”

      I nod, rubbing at the back of my neck where my skin suddenly itches with the memory. “What had been occasional recreational use turned into something else before I even realized it.”

      Mom’s bottom lip trembles as she assesses me. “Your father was an alcoholic…”

      My spine stiffens. “What?”

      She gives me a sad smile. “You two were so young, and he was away training or on deployments so much that I was able to shelter you from the worst of it most of the time. I’m surprised you don’t remember something, though.”

      Memories of my early childhood rush back.

      Days spent on the beach with Dad.

      Trips to Max’s for cheesesteaks.

      Playing catch in the yard.

      Swimming and splashing.

      But a few others push their way to the forefront…

      Dad “asleep” on the couch and being unable to wake him.

      Mom telling us we had to get out of the house for a while because Dad needed some “alone” time.

      And thinking about it now, with the benefit of my own experiences, I know what those mean, and it puts so many events of my childhood into a new light.

      “I…I didn’t realize anything was wrong back then.”

      She presses her lips together. “Your dad struggled with what he saw and did during his deployments. He didn’t know how to handle it in a healthy way.” Her hands twist together in front of her. “He was a good man and a great father, but he had demons, Cam.” She chokes back a sob. “I had hoped you and your brother wouldn’t go down that same road, but⁠—”

      Her head shakes, and she lifts her hand to cover her mouth, unable to finish her statement.

      “I had no idea.” I run a hand over my face, my temples still throbbing and my mind reeling with this new revelation. “I don’t think knowing would have changed anything, Mom. I spent years like that, moving through life like a zombie, looking for any way not to feel any of that anymore, but they were all I could think about. And then you told me they had gotten engaged.”

      Her breath catches, as if she’s anticipating where this is going and can already see the crash before it happens.

      “And I realized I couldn’t let her marry him without knowing…”

      “Knowing what?”

      I lift my shoulders and let them fall. “Knowing if it would have changed anything if she had known it was me that night. But I also realized what a fucking disaster I was; that I didn’t stand a chance at getting her if I went to her the way I was. So, I went to rehab.”

      She places a hand over her heart, like it hurts badly enough that she physically needs to try to keep it together in her chest. “You were in rehab?”

      I nod as the tears stream down her cheeks.

      “And you never told me?”

      A sob slips up my throat, remembering how alone I felt, how hard it was to go through all of that without Drew and her or really anyone to support me.

      I shake my head, the tears threatening to spill from my eyes. “I couldn’t because then I would have had to tell you why and…” I swallow back another sob. “I just couldn’t. So…” I clear my throat. “When I got out, I knew I had to start wrapping things up in London. I found someone to run the gallery for me, made plans to ship everything back here, but then the invitation came.”

      Her brow furrows. “What invitation?”

      “To the wedding.”

      Mom blinks rapidly, her eyes wide. “Drew invited you to the wedding after all that?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Ivy did. But I didn’t know that until last night, when I got this…”

      I climb from the counter and walk over to the wall where the box sits on the floor. Mom was probably too worried about me to even give it a second glance when she got here last night.

      What would she have thought if she had seen it?

      My hand trembles as I reach in and pull out the doll. She sees me approach the counter with it, and more tears well in her eyes. Her hand covers her mouth again.

      When she finally lowers it, her lips part on a surprised little huff. “He sent that to you?”

      I nod.

      She knows exactly what it meant to him, what it means to me, what it would have meant if I had received it. It could have changed everything between us.

      “He sent it the same day Ivy sent me the invitation, but it didn’t get to me. It…” I shake my head, staring at the doll in my hands that suddenly feels like it weighs a thousand pounds, carrying the weight of all my mistakes. “It got lost or stuck in the mail, I guess. But I came back as soon as I got the invitation.”

      Guilt skates across my skin about how I spent those six months.

      Painting and obsessing over her.

      Planning my approach and how I would win her from my brother and my best friend.

      “I watched them, Mom. For a long time.” I look up at her from the doll. “NA tells us to wait at least a year before diving into a relationship, and I knew I was still too unsteady to go to her. But seeing her again? All it did was make my longing even worse. She’s like a drug to me. The worst fucking kind because I can’t go to rehab for it.”

      Mom purses her lips, examining me as I struggle to move forward in the story because the next part will tear her apart. “What happened, Cam?” She pulls my free hand into hers and squeezes. “Tell me.”

      I set the doll on the counter, staring at it as the memories of that night bombard me like a horror movie playing on repeat. “I called and told Drew I was in town, that I was going to tell her everything, that she deserved to know the truth. He showed up here, and we argued.” I glance at her, pulling from her hold, unable to accept any form of comfort or affection when the guilt eats me alive. “It was really fucking bad, Mom. And we both said things we shouldn’t have, and he left.” I swallow the sob that tries to climb up my throat. “He drove off pissed and worried that he was going to lose her to me, and he ran that stop sign and⁠—”

      It’s her sob that cuts the silence.

      And I finally let the tears fall.

      She drops her head down, burying her face in her hands, and I let her cry.

      Because the last thing she wants right now is for me to touch her or to comfort her, not when I’m the reason she lost him.

      Each breath I try to take is more of a struggle the longer I watch her.

      Her pain permeates the air, makes it heavy, impossible to draw into my lungs fully.

      It takes a few agonizing moments before she finally lifts her head and looks at me with tear-stained cheeks and puffy eyes. “Is that why you didn’t come to the funeral?”

      “I couldn’t.” I choke on the words. “How could I when I was the reason he was dead? How could I⁠—”

      She climbs from her stool and steps up to me, only, instead of slapping me across the face like she would have every right to, she tugs me into her arms, wrapping them around me and holding me like she did when I was a child and skinned my knee.

      And I let her.

      I cry.

      I finally cry the way I’ve wanted to.

      My anguish pours out of me in waves so heavy I soak her shirt, burying my face against her shoulder. Now that she knows everything, it feels like a giant weight has both been lifted from my shoulders and has resettled on my heart because she’ll never be able to forgive me.

      All of this is my fault.

      Every last bit of it.

      I don’t deserve forgiveness for this from her or Ivy.

      And I won’t ever ask for it.

      I’ll take this moment to fall apart, and then I’ll let her leave like I’m sure she wants to. But when she finally pulls away, she looks up at me not with hatred, but with so much love in her gaze that it steals my breath.

      She swipes at her eyes, then wipes away my tears and takes a step back. “Go shower and get cleaned up.”

      “What? Why?”

      A long, heavy sigh falls from her lips, and she forces a tight smile. “Because I’m taking you to a meeting.”
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