
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


This Book is Dedicated to My Gram Norma Jean
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You were never afraid to stand out. You spoke your mind when others stayed quiet, and you walked forward when the world tried to hold you back. Bold. Unapologetic. Strong. That was you.

You were the one I looked up to, the one I measured myself against, the one who made me believe I could be more than what life handed me. You were my hero long before I understood what that word meant.

I miss you with every ordinary day and in every milestone, but I carry your fire with me. This book is for you, Gram. 

I love you. Always.

[image: ]

Let Her Go


They Let Go. She Did Not.
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Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds
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Lucy was never supposed to be here.

Not in this city. Not in this moment. Not in this life.

She was born too early, too small; a fragile heartbeat in an incubator while her mother prayed to a God she did not trust. The doctors called her a miracle. Her father called her a mistake. She grew up in the shadow of that truth, a ghost in her own family, the child born of silence, and never welcomed in their arms. 

She was twelve when she lifted the lid of her parents’ record player and lowered the needle onto a battered copy of The Stranger. The opening crackled to Billy Joel’s voice, steady and alive, and the room seemed to shift. She sat cross-legged on the worn carpet, studying the sleeve like it held a secret only she was meant to find. Every piano note carried her further from the quiet life she knew. Slowly painting a world of yellow cabs, crowded sidewalks, and lights that burned long after midnight.

She had never even set foot in New York City, but she could hear it all in those songs, the pulse, the grit, the rhythm that felt like both promise and invitation. In that moment, her love affair with the city began. It was not just music. It was a doorway and behind it waited; the life she had not yet dared to imagine.

She liked Texas well enough, but she never fit in. Most of the kids her age wore Future Farmers of America jackets, speaking the language of livestock and rodeos. She found herself more at home with a pen in her hand or beneath the school stage lights. While others measured their worth in ribbons and belt buckles, she chased stories and characters, always searching for a place where her voice might belong.

With every tragedy that followed, it felt almost familiar: the fever at six, the accident at thirteen, the night she woke on the bathroom floor with her mother’s pills scattered across the tile. She never questioned why she was still alive. She only knew every breath felt borrowed.

Maybe that was why the city’s pull felt less like a choice and more like destiny, a warning written in the stars. Not the bright kind sung in ballads, but the quiet kind that moves like tidewater slow, steady, and certain. Destiny had never been survival.

Survival was lonely and fought for in silence. Destiny was the moment someone decided you were worth keeping the way their life intertwined with yours, the way their voice lingered like a promise almost believed. But tides turn and shadows grow. A hand that pulls you close can just as easily guide you to the edge. She had not yet realized some descents began long before the cliffs, and that love was the first step into the abyss. Until the day she finally fell.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Endless Summer Nights
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They were young in the way that they still believed in forever. The kind that made promises under stars without knowing how cruel the sky could be.

Lucy lay in the bed of Lane’s rusted red pickup, her head against his shoulder, their legs tangled in a blanket that smelled like bonfire and gasoline. He had taken her to the drive-in, but she barely watched the movie. She was too busy memorizing the lines of his face and the way his thumb traced hearts and circles on her wrist. “Marry me,” he said. Just like that. No ring. No grand gesture. Only moonlight, honesty, and the heart of a Texas boy too full to hold it all in.

She laughed, not because it was funny, but because it was Lane. A boy with soft eyes and calloused hands, with dreams that shifted between football scholarships, open roads, and the wild idea of working on a crab boat in the Bering Sea after watching his favorite show.

“You would never survive New York,” she teased, glancing down at his muddy boots. They were built for dirt roads, not subway stairs.

“I would go,” he said. “I would follow you anywhere. Even Broadway. Even if I had to pretend to like musicals. Hell, I would wear a tie if I had to, Lu.”

They had been friends since elementary school. He called her Lulu until his father butchered the family pig with the same name. After that, he settled on Lu.

Lane had the look of a lead in a teenage romance show. Lucy used to laugh when girls tried to catch his attention, but none of them ever could. He once told her his mama said every day that he looked like a character from her favorite show named Dean. He would laugh it off, but Lucy never did. To her, it was a simple truth: he was the most beautiful man she had ever known, and being near him was like finding the one place in the world where she finally belonged.

Lane had a way of looking at Lucy that made her forget the noise of the city around them. To him she was not the girl with scars, not the one carrying shadows too heavy for her age. She was his anchor, the one who laughed at his silly jokes, the one who never treated him like the boy every other girl wanted. When his eyes found hers, it was steady, certain, and almost fierce, as if he knew even then how much she could break him and chose her anyway.

To everyone else, Lane was the typical Texas boy: jeans, flannels, and cowboy boots in summer. To Lucy, he was perfection. His hair curled into sweaty little rings at his temples, his eyes the rare shade of blue she once promised herself she would paint her apartment walls to match. He was polite to everyone, steady in a way that made her trust him without question. She knew it was nearly impossible to meet your soulmate in the first grade, but somehow, she had.

They were sitting on the courthouse steps after school one day, the spring air buzzing with girls who lingered just close enough for him to notice. Lucy smirked, half amused, half exasperated, and muttered, “Your audience is waiting.”

Lane did not even look at them. He tossed a pebble into the street, shoulders loose, eyes fixed on her. “Let them wait.”

The laughter behind them rose, then faded when it was clear he was not looking. For Lucy, that silence said more than anything else ever could.

She turned to face him then, really looked at him, because she realized he was not joking. His voice carried the kins of steadiness she trusted, the same tone he used when he told her to breathe before auditions, before tests, and before every moment she wanted to run.

“I would go, you know,” he repeated, softer now. “Because it is not about the place, Lu. It is about you.”

It was not a yes, but it was not a no. She reached for his hand and clung to it as if it held the whole of her existence. Her eyes found him steady and unflinching, as if to tell him that this was all she could give and all she could take. In that grip was everything she had ever wanted, and everything she feared losing. To her, his hand was not just a promise. It was the universe itself.

For one night in the bed of a truck, under a sky that promised more than it could ever keep, she believed forever might be real. And her perfect Texas boy had just asked her to marry him.

The night air carried dust and fried food from the concession stand, the scent of every football game in town. The crowd had gone home, but Lucy and Lane lingered at the edge of the field, their laughter echoing against empty bleachers. Lane reached into his jacket and pulled out something folded beside his can of chew. He placed it in her hands. Silk slid between her fingers, gleaming red under the stadium lights.

“A scarf? In Texas?” she teased, shaking her head. “You do know it hardly ever gets cold enough to wear this.” Lane’s smile softened. He stepped close, wrapping the fabric around her neck as though he was claiming a moment he refused to lose. “The cold finds you in more ways than weather,” he said quietly.

Her teasing died. She felt the silk against her skin, the warmth of his hands tucking it in place. That scarf became more than cloth. It became a promise, an unspoken vow that when the world turned harsh, she would not face it alone.

Lane never gave her a ring. He was not the kind of boy who planned grand gestures or saved for promises he could not yet keep. But that night, he gave her the red scarf. Simple. Soft. Worn. Carrying his scent of cedar and bonfire smoke. He kissed her cheek and leaned close, lips brushing her cheek, his voice steady in a way that felt carved into stone. “I will never let you go. I love you.” It did not sound like a fleeting confession. It sounded like a vow.

Lucy turned to him, her eyes burning with the weight of it. “Then I will never let you go either,” she whispered. “I love you too.”

The words settled between them, heavier than youth should have carried. They had been bound since kindergarten, two kids sharing crayons and secrets before either of them knew what forever meant. Now, sitting side by side, it felt as if their lives had been leading to this promise, spoken aloud, binding them as soul mates. But promises like theirs had a way of daring the world to break them. 

To Lucy, the scarf meant more than diamonds ever could. It was his way of saying she belonged to him, not through vows or gold, but through something that carried warmth, memory, and a piece of him she would never let go.
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Have You Ever Seen the Rain in Texas?
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It had rained before. Plenty of times. But never like that. Not the night her entire world fell apart. The thunder rolled in like it had something to prove, rattling the windows and shaking the ground beneath Lucy’s feet, its deep growl daring the world to challenge its arrival. The sky then cracked open right around the same time Lucy slammed her bedroom door. She had been fighting with her parents again. About college. About money. About dreaming too loud in a town that taught girls to stay quiet and small. Her father told her to stop acting like she was better than everyone else. Lucy’s father had always hated what New York stood for. To him, it was filth and corruption, a place that chewed people up and spat them out. When she talked about leaving Texas, he yelled, not because he feared losing her, but because he could not stand the thought of her choosing anything beyond his narrow world. His rage was not love disguised as worry. It was proof of how little he cared that even her dreams were something for him to break. Her mother, distant as ever with her head buried in a Bible, had offered no comfort. The book lay open to Proverbs 31, the passage about a virtuous woman. She read in silence, lips moving over the words, never looking up once. The Bible gave her comfort, but it left Lucy with only silence, as if wanting more was a crime too heavy to forgive.

Lucy never knew what offense had marked her so deeply in their eyes, but their hatred was unmistakable in every look and every silence.

That night was only another round in the endless fights between Lucy and her parents. She could not remember what words she screamed back, only the moment her hand reached for the phone.

She called Lane because she had always called Lane. Since childhood, he had been her answer to everything she could not carry alone. When she forgot her homework, when her father’s rage echoed through the house, when her mother’s Bible slammed shut in judgment, Lane was the one she turned to. He never asked why. He never hesitated. He simply came. He had always been her lifeline, her hero, her best friend, and her fiancé.

That night was no different. Her voice broke when she whispered his name, but his reply was steady: “Breathe, Lu. I am on my way. He spoke it like a vow, like the kind of promise you do not live long enough to repeat. Lucy held the red scarf against her neck, the one thing he had given her, and for the first time it felt heavier than cloth. Lane’s truck tore down the backroads of Texas, headlights cutting anxiously through the dark. Every mile carried him closer to her, closer to the danger he had not yet seen. He drove as if nothing could stop him, as if love alone could bend the night to his will. But the night had already chosen its sacrifice.

It was raining so hard the world seemed to vanish behind the glass, the wipers thrashing uselessly against the flood. The road shimmered like black ice, every line blurred, every shadow stretched long and menacing. Lane gripped the wheel tighter, his knuckles pale, his chest pounding with the only thought that mattered: Lucy was waiting. He knew he should slow down. Any sane man would have. But that is the thing about young love, it consumes you. It convinces you that nothing is stronger than the pull between two hearts, no distance, no danger, not even the storm raging against the windshield.

The tires rumbled over the slick asphalt, skidding for the briefest moment before catching again, as if warning him. Still, he pressed harder on the gas, chasing the faint glow of the next mile marker, chasing her. Thunder cracked overhead, sharp as a warning shot. Lightning ripped the sky wide open, and for a moment the road was clear, every curve and dip etched in silver fire. Then it was gone, engulfed again by the dark. The rain fell faster and harder, each drop like a stone hammering the truck, drowning out even the roar of the engine. His breath fogged the glass, and his pulse drowned reason. He leaned forward, eyes strained, heart already with her, blind to the way fate had narrowed the road to one inevitable turn. The storm was not just weather anymore, it was something larger, something merciless, and it was closing in with every mile.

And still, Lane drove on. Lucy would remember the silence just before it happened, the way the air itself seemed to be still around her, charged and waiting. She would remember the shudder in her chest when she realized that calling him had sealed his fate. Lane had come for her, just as he always did, but this time he would not leave.

The storm covered the road whole. Lane leaned forward, as if force of will should have been enough to cut through the sheets of rain. His hands were locked on the wheel, shoulders tight, heart pounding with Lucy’s name. He told himself if he could just get to her, nothing else mattered. The truck tires screamed when they hit the standing water. For a moment, the world shifted sideways, weightless, the ground falling away beneath him. The headlights spun across the trees, across the jagged edges of guardrails and ditches, until the road disappeared altogether. Time stopped. The rain became a thousand needles striking glass. The red scarf burned in his mind; Lucy’s face etched behind his eyes. He thought of her laugh, her hand in his, and the way she had always called for him. He thought he would always answer. Then the impact came. Metal shrieked as the truck slammed into the embankment, the windshield fracturing into a spider’s web of light before shattering. Glass and water exploded around him. His body lurched forward, his breath stolen mid-gasp, and the night overwhelmed everything. The rain kept falling as if nothing had happened. It hammered over the wreckage, relentless, uncaring, and permanently erasing the last trace of the boy who had been her lifeline. Lane had been driving to save her. And in the end, it was the drive itself that took him away. Lane had died there on that road coming to get her. Her hero, her best friend, her fiancé. And from that moment forward, every breath she took carried the weight of his absence, the truth that love had saved her one last time by destroying itself. She never saw the truck. Only the aftermath. Red and broken against a tree off the Three Sisters curve. Glass scattered like diamonds across the wet asphalt. They told her he died on impact, and the words lingered in the room silent as if no one wanted to be the one to hand them to her. As if easing them down slowly would make them hurt less. They said it like mercy... like the absence of his scream was a gift she should be grateful for.

But the room had already gone too quiet, and the pain branded her, searing itself across her soul.

Somewhere deep inside, she heard him anyway... not in sound, but in the shift of the air, but in the way her own pulse seemed to stop.

It was not silence that met her.

It was the echo of him leaving, wrapped in the lie they called mercy.


And she had been falling ever since.



She believed, for years, that she had killed him.

With her voice. With that phone call. With needing him too much.

She thought she may be cursed. Lane once told her, “I’ll never let you go.” He spoke the words as if making a solemn vow, one that went beyond the bounds of young romance. His promise was not simply about love; it encompassed every aspect of life, including all its complexities and challenges. Lane’s commitment was steady and unwavering, persisting through the tangled, difficult moments just as much as in the ordinary ones. His devotion was steadfast; meant to endure every struggle and every uncertainty they faced together.

Lucy began to believe that the vow was now another lie. Because the rain came but her hero never did. Lucy was left with nothing but guilt and ghosts. The boy who had been her lifeline was gone, and all she had left of her perfect man was a red scarf that still carried his scent and a notebook filled with the future they dreamed of but would never have. His last name written beside her first, repeatedly in the ink of young love, now nothing more than a memory pressed between pages. Yet in the years that followed, she wondered if he had kept his promise after all. Maybe he had never truly let her go. Maybe he never would.
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Leaving Lonestar
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The Greyhound station smelled like diesel and cow fields. Lucy sat with her bag clutched to her knees, the kind of bag you pack when you are not sure if you are leaving for a week or forever. Texas closed in from every angle: familiar voices at the ticket window, heat rolling through the cracked doors, and air heavy enough to suffocate her.

She had loved this place once. Austin was not New York, not the lights of Broadway she dreamed about, but it had been home. Texas to her was cookouts in backyards, two-stepping in worn boots, and beautiful skies that stretched wider than any dream she could imagine.

But after the night Lane’s truck wrapped around a tree, none of it felt the same. The sunsets she once cherished cut too deep. Old friends’ laughter sounded like echoes from a life that no longer belonged to her. Even Main Street felt haunted, but the phantom brush of his hand was always at her side.

So, she bought the bus ticket without telling a soul. No goodbyes. No questions and no chance for anyone to stop her or beg her to stay. She did not want comfort. She wanted out. Out of the horrid silence smothering her house, and out of memories suffocating her until she could hardly breathe.

The bus groaned awake, gears grinding, and lights flickering. She climbed the steps like someone trespassing into a life that was not hers. Collapsing into a window seat, she pulled her knees close and pressed her forehead to the glass. Texas slid past in streaks of rain and shadow. The fields unraveling into nothing but road.

She did not know what waited for her in New York. She only knew it was not here. The city had always burned inside her like a dream, a promise of bright lights and strangers who would never see her as Lane’s fiancé, Lane’s girl, or the way they blamed her. Maybe there she could start over again, even if starting again meant breaking herself down to nothing.

The bus rattled on into the dark. Tears stained her cheeks, and she let them fall. Outside, the glass blurred with rain, but every reflection carried a piece of him: Lane’s eyes, Lane’s smile, and the ghost of his promise. She held the red scarf tight to her chest, wishing it could take her back one more time.

As the Texas night slipped away, she understood. leaving did not mean escaping him. Lane lived in every mile, every shadow, and in every heartbeat. She was leaving, but he was coming with her.

Lucy sat by the window. Everything she owned fit into one case, but it was the scarf around her neck that made her feel she had carried Lane with her. She pressed the silk to her lips as the bus moved north, the red catching in the faint dawn light. She remembered teasing him about it, how unnecessary it seemed in the Texas heat. Now the city’s wind cut sharper than anything she had known, and she wrapped the scarf twice, then three times, tucking her face into its warmth.

On crowded sidewalks where no one noticed her, on subway cars where she was invisible, the scarf became her constant. Its color quietly setting her apart. 

Its texture reminded her she was not as lost as she felt. It was Lane’s hand on her shoulder, and his voice telling her to hold on. She wore it until it no longer smelled of him, until the silk carried only her own tears, her sweat, and her breath. By then it had become more than a gift.

To her it was proof. Proof that even in a city determined to erase her, she had roots. Proof that she carried something worth holding close.
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In the Shadows
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Lucy was five the first time her mother said it aloud.

She stood in the hallway, one foot in shadow, the other bathed in gold light from the kitchen, when her mother dropped the dish towel and whispered, “Get out of her... in the name of Jesus, you let her go.”

Lucy did not flinch. The shadow did not move. Only the refrigerator buzzed in protest.
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