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      I twist the hair tie on my wrist nervously, my stomach knotted from uncertainty. I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know why I let a simple letter turn me upside down.

      I walked away. I let him go. So why, after all this time, do I feel like I’m running right back toward him? Toward the heartbreak and disappointment that comes as a package deal whenever Jace Matthews is involved.

      He had a choice. He chose drugs. And he nearly killed me with that decision.

      I can’t go back down this road again. I can’t let him reel me back in, the way that only he can. I won’t. There’s too much at stake this time around.

      He asked me to come. Said it was important to his recovery. And no matter what has transpired between us over the years, I want him clean. I want him to be happy and healthy. Though given this is his third stent in rehab in nearly just as many years, I don’t really hold that much hope.

      It's fine… I try to reason with myself. I’ll go in, hear him out, and then return to my normal life. A life I built despite everything Jace put me through.

      It wasn’t always like this. There was a time when my world began and ended with Jace. A time when I would have walked through fire for him. A time I would have given my life for his.

      He was that important to me.

      But things change. He changed. And eventually he got so lost not even I had the power to bring him back. Trust me, I tried. I almost lost everything trying.

      Accepting that I couldn’t help him was probably one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Realizing that he didn’t want the help falling second.

      I still feel guilty for leaving, for walking away how I did. But I had to. And I’ve never regretted that decision. Because now I have more to live for than I ever did before.

      The thought of Ellie brings a smile to my face. My daughter. My sweet, beautiful three-year-old. She is the absolute light of my life. A handful most days, but the best damn thing I’ve ever done in this world.

      She was the light I needed when everything else was dark. The one thing that gave me the strength to keep going when most days I felt like giving up.

      If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have the life I have today. A home. A job that I love. Friends I adore. And a boyfriend who puts a smile on my face every single day.

      Life is good. Or at least it was, until last week when I found Jace’s letter in my mailbox. I don’t even know how he got my address, although if I had to guess, I’d say he got it from one of my siblings. Yet both deny any involvement in it.

      It’s like the instant I opened the envelope, everything shifted. I was no longer the strong, independent twenty-three-year-old woman I have worked so hard to become. No, suddenly I was that same broken girl that fled town four years ago feeling like she had left part of her heart behind her.

      That’s what Jace does to me.

      He’s like a cancer. It starts small, then before I know it, it’s spread throughout my entire body, consuming me from the inside out.

      My phone pings, drawing me from my thoughts. I grab the device from my purse resting in my lap and swipe my finger across the screen.

      Lance: Just checking in. Have you seen him yet?

      Most boyfriends would probably be furious to know that their girlfriend was going to visit their ex in rehab, but Lance has been nothing but supportive.

      Sometimes I think he’s too good to be true.

      But I won’t lie and say that I feel the same fire with him that I used to feel with Jace. The all-consuming burn that would wash over me whenever he was near. But with that kind of passion comes a lot of complications. And a hell of a lot of hurt.

      Lance is simple. Safe. Uncomplicated. Being with him is easy. And coming from someone like Jace, easy is exactly what I need.

      I wasn’t ready to date. Not for a long time. But eventually I started to succumb to the loneliness that had lingered over me since leaving Jace. That’s when I met Lance.

      He works with my cousin, Keira, at a local insurance firm. When she told me about this nice, good looking guy that she thought I would like, I quickly dismissed the idea. But after a lot of convincing on her part, I finally caved and agreed to meet him. We hit it off instantly and the rest is history.

      But don’t get me wrong, as good as it is, I’m not hearing wedding bells in my near future or anything. Hell, he only just met Ellie for the first time a couple of months ago after eight months of dating. But if things continue to progress the way they are, I’m not ruling out the possibility of a real future with him.

      Me: Not yet. Still waiting. How’s work?

      I watch the dots bounce across the screen.

      Lance: It’s work.

      Another message quickly follows.

      Lance: Let me know when you’re heading home. Maybe we can meet for a late lunch if you have time.

      Me: I can’t today. I told Gianna that I would pick Ellie up early since I’m not working.

      Lance: Dinner?

      I hesitate to agree. It’s not that I don’t want to see him, I do. But after seeing Jace I don’t know what that will do to my state of mind. I might need a little bit to process everything. Then again, isn’t that exactly what I want to avoid? Giving Jace the power to turn my life upside down like he’s done so many times before?

      Me: Sounds good.

      Jace gets this. He gets me here. That’s all I’m giving him. And nothing more. When I leave here today, it’s back to my normal life. And dinner with Lance is normal.

      Tucking my phone back into my purse, I hug it to my chest. I swear the longer I sit here, the more nervous I become. I just want to get this over with. I need to.

      I jump when my phone pings again. Letting out a sigh, I pull it back out of my purse, seeing my cousin’s name on the screen this time.

      Keira: How’s it going?

      I roll my eyes. Knowing Keira, she’s probably already spoken to Lance, so why she feels the need to message me is beyond me.

      Unlike Lance, she wasn’t as supportive of my decision to see Jace. Probably because she was the one who was there to pick up the pieces of my life after Jace blew it up.

      She opened her home to me, gave me a place to live while I finished nursing school, and helped me with Ellie. She truly has been a godsend. She’s also the one person that saw firsthand how devastated I was four years ago when I left Jace in Parkview. She’s the one that had to deal with me when I was at my absolute lowest. The one who had to talk me out of going back to Parkview every time the desire to do so became too much to bear.

      Being only three years apart, we were always close as kids. And when everything exploded, she was the only person I knew who would give me refuge, no questions asked.

      Lord knows I couldn’t have escaped Jace if I’d stayed in Parkview. It’s a hole in the wall town where I’d be forced to see him every day. I knew I’d never have the strength to break away if I didn’t leave. And I couldn’t continue to watch him kill himself.

      My mom didn’t understand. She thought I was being dramatic. My twin siblings, Jax and Jocelyn, were only twelve at the time and really too self-absorbed to care. And my dad, well, I haven’t seen him since I was eight, so he didn’t have a say in the matter. He left when the twins were still babies. And when I say he left, I mean he fled town and never looked back.

      I guess it isn’t all that different from what I did. Although to be fair, where I’m not particularly close to any of them, I still talk to my mom and siblings every week.

      They all love Ellie though, and at the end of the day, that’s all I really care about.

      Me: Still waiting.

      Keira: Did I mention how bad of an idea I think this is?

      Me: Only about a hundred times.

      Keira: Well, I’m saying it again. I think this is a huge mistake. What if he tries to pull you back in? What if you see him and all the progress you’ve made is shot? You know his track record. You know he won’t stay clean. What about Ellie?

      The mention of my daughter pisses me off. Ellie has nothing to do with this. Jace doesn’t know I have a daughter and I have no intention of telling him. Ellie is my life, my present. Jace is my past. If I have anything to say about it, the two will never intertwine.

      Me: We’ve been through this. I can handle this. You have to trust me.

      Keira: I do trust you. But I feel like you’re playing with fire.

      Me: I have to go. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. Talk later.

      I lock my phone, ignoring her reply message as I drop the device back into my purse.

      Her fears are not without warrant. And while I know the Jace I left behind doesn’t deserve to have me here, I feel like I owe it to the boy he used to be. The boy I’ve loved since I was ten years old. Because I want him to get clean. I want him to be better. And I know his track record isn’t great, but this is the first time he’s contacted me. Maybe this time is different. Maybe this time he really means it. And isn’t that what I’ve wanted for all these years? To not have to worry about getting that phone call. To not have to attend his funeral and bury the person who once held my future.

      “Miss Pierson.” I look up when a dark skinned, middle aged woman enters the room. She’s wearing a muted purple pantsuit, her dark hair tied back from her face.

      “Yes,” I croak, my voice suddenly hoarse.

      “He’s ready for you.”
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        Nine years ago

      

        

      

      

      The sky is dark, the moon hidden behind thick clouds blocking out every star from view. I’m lying on my back in the unfinished treehouse in my backyard. The one my father started years ago but never completed in his rush to leave. It has a floor and three walls, with the fourth completely open to the wooded area behind my house, and there is no ceiling. It’s sits about fifteen feet in the air, and instead of a ladder, there are wood planks nailed into the tree for steps.

      It’s not the sturdiest thing in the world, but over the years it has become my sanctuary. The place I go when I want to be alone. It’s also where Jace likes to hide out when his dad’s been drinking. Most of the time when I come up here, I do in hopes of finding him here.

      He’s been my closest friend since he moved into the house at the end of my street nearly four years ago. And while I love him like he’s family, those feelings have started to take on a new meaning recently.

      “Oak.” I prop up on my elbows when I hear Jace’s voice.

      I knew he’d come here tonight. As of late, he’s up here more times than he’s not. And as happy as that makes me because I get to spend time with him, I also hate what it means. That his dad is on another tirade.

      Preston Matthews is not a good man. I learned that pretty early on. And I hate that Jace has to live with him. It’s no wonder why his mom left or why his brother, Tommy, took off the first chance he got. I just wish they hadn’t left Jace all alone with that monster.

      And while my home life isn’t great—my mother treats me and the twins more like nuisances than her children—at least I don’t have to be afraid to go home.

      “Hey.” I smile at him when his messy brown mop comes into view.

      Jace is changing. When I first met him he was a scrawny thing, but he’s filled out since then and grown several inches. His voice is changing too. I swear it gets deeper every time I hear him talk.

      “Hey.” He hoists himself up into the treehouse before crawling onto the blanket I have sprawled out on the floor.

      He lays back, tucking his hands underneath his head as he stares up at the sky. The small camping lamp I took from the garage offers just enough light that I can see the bruise forming right below his left eye. I cringe at the sight.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, lying back down, my face turned in his direction.

      “Yeah.” He blows out a heavy breath. “Dad was in a real mood tonight.”

      I want to ask him why he doesn’t report him. Why he continues to let him get away with this. But after the tenth time of suggesting it, and Jace never wavering in his response, I’ve kept such thoughts to myself. He doesn’t want anyone to know and I have to respect his choice to keep this quiet.

      People suspect, I’m sure. There’s no way they can’t. There are only so many times a kid can show up at school with a black eye or busted lip before someone realizes that there’s more going on than a teenage boy getting into neighborhood squabbles. And yet, no one says a word.

      It’s like an unspoken rule in this town. Everyone minds their own business and believes what they’re told to believe. Other than Tommy, I’m the only one that knows what takes place in the Matthews’ home. I tried telling my mom once, but she told me to stay out of it and refused to discuss it further. If I had any hope that she was going to help, she squashed it instantly.

      So it’s just me and Jace. Me and Jace against the world. I wish I could do more. I wish I could protect him. But really, what can I do other than be here for him the only way I know how?

      “You wanna talk about it?” I finally offer, my hand settling on top of his. He flinches at the contact and my heart sinks in my chest.

      “Not really.” He turns his face toward mine, his blue eyes impossibly dark. “I just want to lay here with you if that’s okay.” He forces a small smile.

      “Of course.” I nod, holding his gaze for as long as he’ll let me.

      Jace is very good looking. And while I’ve always thought he was cute, now he’s something much more than that. My heart beats faster every time he’s around. My palms sweat and my stomach does this weird fluttering thing that makes me feel like I’m about to take flight.

      I don’t have to wonder what it all means. I know what it means.

      Eventually, he turns his eyes back up to the sky, but I keep mine locked on the side of his face. Taking in the defined cut of his jaw and the profile of his nose, which has a small lump on the bridge from where his dad broke it last year.

      “Jace.” My voice breaks the long silence that has settled between us.

      “Yeah?” His head falls back in my direction.

      “Tell me it won’t always be like this.”

      Even though he’s the one hurting, it’s me who needs the reassurance.

      “It won’t always be like this,” he promises, wrapping his hand around mine.

      My stomach twists with excitement. It shouldn’t feel this good, doing something as simple as holding hands, but god it does. It feels right in a world where nothing else does.

      “One day we’re going to get out of this town. You and me,” he continues. “We’re going to leave all this behind.”

      “I can’t wait for that day.”

      “Neither can I.” He rolls onto his side and I do the same, our fingers still tangled together.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you, Oakley.” His voice is soft, barely above a whisper.

      “I don’t know what I would do without you.” And I mean it with everything that I am. My eyes slide to the bruise on his face before going back to his. “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?”

      He reaches out with his free hand, pushing my wild auburn hair away from my face. His fingers linger on my cheek just long enough for me to realize it’s intentional.

      “Actually, there is one thing.” He inches in closer.

      I swallow past the thick knot that settles in my throat.

      “Anything,” I whisper.

      “Kiss me.”

      I can hardly believe my ears. Did he just… Did he just ask me to kiss him?

      “Jace, I…” I have to stop myself from rambling the way I always do when I get nervous.

      I want to tell him that I don’t know how. That I’ve dreamt of kissing him a million times, but I’ve never actually kissed someone before.

      A low chuckle escapes his lips.

      “Relax.” His hand slides down the side of my face before his thumb darts out across my bottom lip.

      “I don’t know how,” I admit.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Before I have time to react, his lips press against mine. Warmth spreads through my entire body and I squeeze my eyes shut, relishing in the feeling. It’s hands down the best moment of my life and I never want it to end. Only it does, and way too quickly.

      Jace pulls back, his gaze locked on mine.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time.” He smiles in a way that reaches his eyes.

      “Me too,” I shyly admit, my cheeks heating pink.

      I’m not used to this. This uncertainty, this nervousness that suddenly happens whenever I see Jace. Things used to be so easy. So simple. But lately, nothing feels simple anymore.

      “Have I ever told you how cute you are when you blush?” He tips my chin up, forcing me to meet his gaze. And then he does something I don’t expect. He kisses me again.

      His lips are so soft and warm against mine.

      “Stay with me tonight,” he murmurs, pulling back.

      “Okay,” I agree, knowing my mom will probably not notice that I’m not in bed. It’s not like she makes it a habit of checking on me. If she did, she’d have noticed how many nights I spend out here rather than in my room when it’s warm enough.

      I guess that’s one good thing about living in the south. It’s almost always warm enough.

      “Okay.” He tugs me toward him, my head settling on his bicep as he drapes his other arm around my middle.

      I don’t know how long we lay like that. How long I listen to the sound of his breathing before sleep takes me under. All I know is that if tonight ends up being some wild and crazy dream, I pray that I never wake up.
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      She looks beautiful.

      Fuck. Was she always so god damn beautiful?

      Her auburn hair is shiny and longer than the last time I saw her. And even though she doesn’t meet my gaze right away, her eyes downcast as she crosses the tiled floor toward me, I can see the deep green with specks of brown as if she were looking right at me.

      It’s been four years since I’ve seen her. Four years since I’ve heard the sound of her sweet voice or felt the comfort of her touch. Four years that I’ve spent in a blur of drugs and alcohol. I wish I could say I’ve spent the last four years missing her as much as she deserved to be missed, but the truth is I was too high to really feel much of anything. And when the pain of her loss did manage to filter in, I’d go on another bender to numb it all away.

      A fact I’m not proud of. But then again, isn’t that the point of all of this? To right my wrongs. To do the steps. To apologize to the one person that deserves it more than anyone else.

      I didn’t want to invite her here. I didn’t want her to see how far I’ve fallen. How many times I’ve failed and continue to fail. But Dr. Bennett thinks that my unresolved past with Oakley is a big part of why I keep ending up back here. Up to this point, I have downright refused to make her a part of this process. She left me, and rightfully so. I didn’t want to pull her back in. I didn’t want to look at her again after what I did to her.

      The night of the accident is burned so vividly in my mind. It’s one of the clearest memories I have. And after seeing her laying on the side of that road, not knowing if she’d live or die, I swore to myself that I’d get clean. For her. I waited there with her broken body until I saw the ambulance lights before fleeing the scene, knowing I’d be arrested.

      Less than two hours later, I was sitting on some random couch with a needle hanging out of my arm.

      I haven’t seen or spoken to her since.

      I can only assume she never told the authorities that I was driving. That I was there. If she had, I probably would be sitting in a jail cell right now. I’m not sure why she protected me. Why she didn’t tell them what I had done. Even at my worst, she still fought to keep me safe and out of jail. Though if I’m being honest, jail is probably exactly where I should be.

      I’ve done some terrible things, unspeakable things, things I deserve to pay for. And in a way, I guess I have been paying for them. Maybe not in the form of courtroom justice, but I’ve been living in my own personal hell instead.

      When I heard she had left town, it was almost a relief because I knew that I wouldn’t be able to hurt her like that again. Hurt her the way I knew I’d keep hurting her. Because that’s what I do. Or at least, that’s what I did. I’m trying really fucking hard to get my life together, but it’s a struggle. Every single fucking day.

      I hold my breath, my lungs burning by the time she reaches the round table where I’m sitting, my arms folded in front of me. She sets her purse down before sliding into the seat directly across from me, Dr. Bennett taking the spot to her right.

      And then it happens. She looks at me. And fuck if the last thirteen years doesn’t hit me like a series of waves, each one taking me deeper and deeper under water until I feel like I’ll never be able to find my way back to the surface.

      Her staring at me as we made love.

      Her laughter.

      Her smile.

      The way she always used to twist her hair around her finger.

      Memories pound through me.

      The last time we spoke.

      The first time I saw her.

      The countless nights we spent in that old rickety treehouse, talking and laughing. Dreaming about what our future would be like.

      Dr. Bennett begins to speak, but my jumbled brain doesn’t process a single word of it. I’m too distracted. Too consumed. Too overwhelmed by the sight of Oakley after all these years.

      “Jace.” The doctor’s voice cuts through the fog and I glance up, realizing she’s waiting on me to speak.

      I clear my throat, willing the right words to come out.

      “Hi, Oak.” Once I’m able to address her, my voice is unfamiliar, like someone else is speaking.

      “Jace.” She gives me a curt nod, her walls so far up I can barely see her over the top of them.

      I can’t blame her. Hell, if the roles were reversed, I’d probably have built a fortress between us.

      My chest tightens.

      “Thank you for coming.” I clear my throat again.

      “You said it was important.” She fidgets with the strap of her purse on the table between us, her stare void of any real emotion.

      God, I remember a time when talking to Oakley felt as easy as breathing. Now it feels damn near impossible.

      “I did,” I confirm. “It is.”

      “Well, I’m here,” she says after a too long beat of silence passes between us.

      I look to Dr. Bennett for guidance, not really sure where the hell to begin.

      “Jace has come really far in his recovery.” She shifts her focus to Oakley. “He’s going to meetings, writing in a journal, and doing all the necessary steps to work toward a life of sobriety. As I’m sure you’re aware, this is not the first time Jace has been with us. But he’s more determined than ever to make this stick, which is where you come in.”

      “Okay.” Oakley’s gaze bounces between Dr. Bennett and myself.

      “Jace has some things he’d like to discuss with you.” Dr. Bennett gestures toward me to take over. “I’m going to give you two a couple of minutes to talk privately.” With that, she stands to leave and I feel like the safety net has been ripped out from underneath me.

      I swear I can hear the tick of seconds as they click by, even though there’s not a clock anywhere in sight. The air is heavy, pressing down on top of me like a thousand-pound weight.

      “How… How are you?”

      “I’m good.” She shrugs, seeming as unsure of herself as I feel.

      “You look good.” I shake my head. “Happy, I mean.”

      “I am happy. Really happy, actually.”

      The statement is bittersweet. Of course I want her to be happy, but knowing that happiness comes without me is a hard pill to swallow.

      I think a part of me had hoped she would be as miserable as I am. The selfish part of me anyway. Truth be told, all I’ve ever wanted was for Oakley to be happy. God knows she deserves it after everything I put her through. Doesn’t make it hurt any less though.

      Another long bout of silence stretches between us.

      Fuck, this is harder than I thought it would be.

      “How long have you been here?” she asks, breaking the awkwardness.

      “Seventy-six days.”

      “So you’re getting out in a couple of weeks then?” She does the math in her head.

      “Yep.” I pop my lips.

      “And what’s your plan? For when you get released? Are you going into some kind of sober living program?”

      “Actually, I think I’m going to go stay with my brother for a while.”

      “Tommy?” She pauses. “Is that… Is that such a good idea?”

      I’m not surprised by her reaction. Tommy has been battling some pretty big demons of his own for a very long time. But he’s finally got his life together. He’s doing well. He’s got a job and his own apartment. And truth be told, he’s probably one of the only people on this planet that has the power to keep me on the straight and narrow. Not to mention, he lives a good hundred miles from Parkview. And If I want any chance of staying clean this time, I need to break free and start somewhere new. Somewhere away from all the temptation and bad habits that I’ve fallen back into more times than I care to admit.

      “I know he’s had his issues, but he’s done the program. He’s been clean for a year. And I think it will do me some good to reconnect with him. Now that we’re both sober, that is.”

      I can tell she wants to say more, but for whatever reason she doesn’t. Honestly, I wish she would. It’s easier to talk about this than the reason I asked her here.

      Knowing I need to bite the bullet and say what I need to say, I pull in a deep breath.

      “There’s uh,” I stutter, glancing down at where my hands are folded in front of me on the table. “There’s obviously a reason I asked you here, some things I need to say. A lot I have to apologize for.”

      “Okay.” She shifts in her seat, waiting for me to continue.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter the one thing I should have said a very long time ago. “I’m so fucking sorry, Oak. And I know that an apology doesn’t change what happened. That it doesn’t take back what I put you through. But I’m hoping it’s a start.” I take another deep breath and square my shoulders, forcing myself to look directly at Oakley. “I’m sorry for the lies. For the manipulations. For all the times you had to come out in the middle of the night looking for me. I’m sorry for making you worry. I’m sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for disappointing you. And more than anything, I’m sorry for the accident. I never should have gotten behind the wheel that night. I wasn’t thinking. I knew I was high, yet I let you get in that car with me, all the while pretending I was in complete control. You trusted me and I betrayed that trust. And I nearly killed you.” I choke around the last two words.

      “Jace.” I watch her features soften. Watch the sweet girl I’ve loved for most of my life start to resurface before my very eyes. And I want to hate her for it. I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve her pity or her forgiveness, yet here I am, asking for it anyway.

      “I know I’m no longer a part of your life.” I push forward, knowing if I don’t get all of this out now I may never. “I don’t deserve to be. The truth is, you’re better off without me. You always were. And I know you think this apology is for me, and while yes, making amends is part of the program, I’m not apologizing to unburden myself. I’m apologizing because out of all the people I’ve hurt, you’re the person that deserves to hear this the most. You deserve to know that you did everything you could. Hell, you did more than you should have. And this,” I gesture around the room, “all of this. Where I am today. What I’ve done. This is all on me.”

      “So that’s what this is about?” she asks after a long moment. “You think I carry some sort of misplaced guilt for the path you chose? And what? You’re trying to rid me of that guilt?” Anger seeps out in her words.

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I just know…you just…you were the person who was always there. The one constantly trying to save me. And I know you. Or well, I knew you. And the Oakley I knew felt responsible for me, even though I was never her responsibility.”

      “I didn’t feel responsible for you, Jace. I loved you. Everything I did. Everything I endured; the ups the downs, it wasn’t just for you. It was for me too. For the future we always said we’d have together. I wanted that future. I fought for that future. Hell, I nearly died for that future.”

      “I know. And I’ll never forgive myself for that. I’ll never forgive myself for how much I hurt you. How much I hurt myself by hurting you. But I have to find a way to make peace with it. Because I want this, Oak. I need this. I need this to stick this time. If I keep going like I have been, I’ll end up dead. Hell, I’m shocked it hasn’t happened before now. And as much as I hated the thought of you coming here, of you seeing me still in the same hell all these years later, I knew there was no possibility of success unless I could at least apologize. So thank you, for coming here, for agreeing to see me. You didn’t have to, and I know it couldn’t have been easy, but you did it. You did it for me.”

      “No, Jace, I did it for me. Because I needed this too. I needed closure. I needed to know that I made the right choice when I left four years ago. Being here has reaffirmed everything I already knew. My life is better without you in it. And I’m not saying that to hurt you. But as long as you’re being honest, it’s only fair that I do the same.”

      “No, I get it,” I admit, even though her words feel like a hundred knives penetrating my chest all at once. “Whatever the reason, Oak, I’m still glad you came. You could’ve ignored my letter. You could have thrown it away without reading it. So thank you. Thank you for showing up for me when I needed you to, even if it’s the last time you’ll ever do it.”

      “It is.” She glances down at her lap, then back up to my face. “The last time,” she tacks on after a moment. “If you need my forgiveness, you have it. If you need to hear me say I don’t hate you for what you did, I don’t hate you. I want you to get clean and stay clean. I want you to have a life, Jace. A real life. I want so many things for you. But after this, I can’t be a part of it. I just can’t.”

      “I know.” I swallow, my throat feeling like sandpaper.

      “Just do me one favor.” She leans on her elbows, her gaze locked on mine.

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t use our past or anything else as a crutch or an excuse to fall back into old habits. If you really want to prove to me that you’re sorry, then stay clean this time. That’s all I ever wanted.” The legs of the chair skid against the floor as she stands.

      “Oak,” I blurt, pushing to my feet.

      I need to look at her for another moment. Study the lines of her face. Take in all the ways she’s changed. Commit all of it to memory.

      This is probably the last time I’ll ever see her, and while the thought guts me, I know it’s what’s best. Maybe not for me, but definitely for her.

      A sad smile slides across her lips, and when she blinks I catch sight of the unshed tears building in her eyes.

      I want to pull her to me. I want to wrap my arms around her like I have so many times before. Bury my nose into her hair. Reassure her that everything is going to be okay. But I lost the right to do such things a very long time ago.

      “Goodbye, Jace.” Her words are so soft they barely break the surface, yet they feel like a car slamming into me at a hundred miles an hour.

      I stand motionless, frozen, unable to say or do anything but watch the only person I’ve ever truly loved turn and walk away.

      If I thought I knew grief. If I thought I knew loss and pain before now, I was kidding myself. Because this? This hurts worse than anything else I’ve ever endured.

      Maybe it’s because I’m sober.

      Maybe it’s because I haven’t seen Oakley in years, and seeing her now opened up some very deep wounds that I had thrown a Band-Aid over and forgotten about.

      Or maybe it’s because for the first time in a very, very long time, I’m realizing just what I had and what I carelessly threw away.

      They say time heals all wounds. But in my case, it feels like time continues to reopen wounds that have been festering right below the surface.

      I guess before you can heal, you have to kill off the infection. I only wish I had realized how fucking bad it would hurt to do.
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      “Hey, you’re back early.” Gianna steps to the side to let me into the house.

      “Yeah, my appointment didn’t take as long as I thought it would.” I smile when I catch sight of Ellie running toward me.

      “Mama.” She slams into me, and despite her petite size, she nearly knocks me over, her little arms wrapping around my legs.

      “Hi, baby.” I reach down and scoop her up, holding her close.

      After the day I’ve had, this is the only thing that has the power to make me feel better. To make all of this feel worth it.

      One day Ellie will ask about her dad. One day she’ll want to know everything. And when that day comes, I want her to know that I did all I could to help him. I never plan on her meeting him. Truthfully, I didn’t think he’d be alive long enough for it to matter. And maybe this is pessimistic of me to say, but I still don’t.

      I know Jace. And I understand addiction well enough to know that you have to really want it. And truth be told, I don’t know that he does.

      This is a pattern with him. He gets clean. He falls off the wagon. Does something that lands him in jail, and then eventually, back in rehab. It is a complete, never ending cycle.

      I may have left four years ago, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t been privy to what’s been going on with him. Every few months I meet up with a mutual friend of ours from high school for dinner. At some point, Jace always enters the conversation. And as much as I claim to not want to know anything about what or how he’s doing, the truth is I do. I want to know everything. Because despite it all, I still love him. I think I always will. And I can’t see a day when I won’t want to know that he’s okay, or rather still alive.

      “You ready to go home?” I ask my daughter, kissing her warm cheek.

      She bounces in my arms, her auburn curls swaying as she does. Emotion clogs my throat. While she may have gotten my hair, the rest of her is all Jace. Her eyes. Her smile. Hell, even the way she laughs.

      “Can we go see Aunt Kiki?” She places her hands on either side of my face and squeezes. While Kiera is technically her second cousin, she’s always referred to herself as Ellie’s aunt. Probably because we’re more like sisters than cousins.

      “Not today.” I watch her expression fall. “But how about this. Maybe tomorrow we can go to the park and Aunt Kiki can come? How does that sound?”

      “I’m going to the park with Aunt Kiki,” she proclaims to Gianna, squirming in my arms.

      “Maybe.” I tap her on the nose before lowering her to her feet. “Now, go get your bag.”

      I smile, watching her scurry away moments later.

      “That girl is something else.” Gianna draws my attention to her. “You’re going to have your hands full when she gets older.”

      “Lord don’t I know it.” I laugh, shaking my head. “How much do I owe you for today?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Gianna, this is how you earn a living. I can’t not pay you.”

      “She was here for a couple of hours and played with the girls the entire time. You pay me enough each week. I think I can throw in a freebie here and there.”

      I study her for a long moment.

      For a mother of two girls, two and five, who has several other children in and out of her home most days, she really keeps up with herself. When I’m not working, I mostly live in my pajamas. Whereas Gianna looks like a million bucks every day. Her dark hair is always straight and smooth, and she always wears the cutest outfits. She makes me feel like a bum often. Of course it doesn’t hurt that she also has the most gorgeous brown skin, curves I would probably die for, and legs for days. For a woman in her early thirties that juggles kids all day, she’s got it going on.

      “You’re the best.” I smile, feeling so blessed that Ellie and I found her.

      Gianna and her family live three houses down from us, and I was beyond excited when I moved in a few months ago and found out that someone in my neighborhood ran an in-home daycare. The fact that we hit it off instantly was icing on the cake.

      I was terrified about leaving Ellie with a stranger at first, but Gianna has become like family. She keeps Ellie through the day so I can rest, while Kiera keeps her overnight while I’m at work. The joys of being a third shift ER nurse and all. Luckily, I work three twelves so it’s not that bad.

      I hate the long nights, but at the same time I love having four days off to spend with Ellie, so the positive outweighs the negative most days. And I know that I won’t have to do it forever. Eventually I hope to move to day shift, though that might be a while considering I’ve only been working there for a year. Seniority and all.

      “I do what I can.” She shrugs like it’s no big deal, both of our gazes swinging to Ellie as she comes running back into the foyer, her little backpack bouncing on her back.

      “Mama, you ready?” She takes my hand, tugging me toward the door.

      “Guess that means she’s ready to go.” I throw a small wave at Gianna. “Thank you again.” I allow Ellie to pull me out of the front door.

      “Anytime.” Gianna holds the door open by wedging her body in the frame. “I’ll see you on Thursday, Ellie.”

      “Okay!” Ellie waves excitedly. Moments later, the door closes behind us as we make our way down the sidewalk.

      “So, did you have fun today?” I ask her, holding her tiny hand in mine.

      “Yep.” She starts skipping.

      If there’s one thing I can say about my child, she never lacks energy.

      It takes us less than a minute to reach our ranch style home. It’s an older house, but the previous owners did a complete remodel on it before they sold it, so it feels new. The exterior has all new white siding with dark gray shutters and door. And the inside is even nicer. Wood floors throughout, which is perfect when you have a toddler who spills everything, a new kitchen complete with white cabinets and stainless-steel appliances, and it’s an open concept so I’m able to watch Ellie in the living room while cooking. All three bedrooms and both bathrooms are located at the back of the house. There’s even a small, furnished apartment attached to the backside of the garage. Although I’ve yet to really figure out what to do with it. With it being only me and Ellie, I don’t really need the extra space.

      I snag my keys out of my purse before unlocking the door. Ellie runs inside, dropping her book bag on the floor before heading toward her bedroom.

      I veer toward the kitchen, dropping my purse on the island before crossing to the refrigerator to grab a water. After the day I’ve had, I wish I had something far stronger than water right about now.

      Jace comes back to the forefront of my mind. He looked good. Better than I had expected. I don’t know why, but in my head I imagined him scrawny with missing teeth and sunken cheekbones, but that isn’t what he looked like at all.

      He looked… healthy. Lean like he always was, maybe even a little bulkier, if that’s possible given his lifestyle choices. His brown hair was trimmed short and the week-old scruff on his cheeks made him look like I’d remembered him. He’d be clean shaven for about two days, then scruffy for the next two weeks. Those last days before he shaved were always my favorite.

      I twist off the cap of my water and take a long drink, the ache in my chest growing as I recall our interaction from a couple of hours ago.

      I hadn’t expected to feel the way that I did. I knew it would be difficult to see him. I just didn’t expect for all those familiar feelings to come rushing to the surface the instant his blue eyes met mine.

      How many times have I stared into those eyes? Gotten lost in their depths? A hundred? A million? It’s hard to say. But looking into them again, I was not prepared for the onslaught of memories as they came pouring in.

      I wanted to be angry. I tried to be angry. But as I sat across that table, staring at the boy I’ve loved for over half my life, all I felt was sadness.

      Sadness that he had fallen so far. Sadness over the life we don’t have and will never get to have. Sadness that the one person I want to find solace in is the one person I can’t. Because he’s the one who did this to us.

      He broke us.

      He broke me.

      And no matter how badly I wish that weren’t the case, it is.

      The only thing I can do now is continue to move on with the new life I’m building and pray that maybe one day Jace will find his way.

      “Mama.” I look up as Ellie comes running into the room, her two favorite dolls in her arms. “Come play with me.” She narrows her gaze, letting me know it’s not a request in her sweet mind.

      I chuckle at her expression. Always the demanding little diva.

      “Okay. But just for a few minutes. We’re going to meet Lance for dinner in a little bit. Does that sound good?”

      “Mac and cheese?” She gives me a toothy grin.

      “Yes, we can go somewhere that has mac and cheese.” I giggle, setting my water on the island.

      “Now play.” She holds her hand out, impatiently waiting for me to take it.

      After my earlier meeting, my mind goes to how much she reminds me of her father. It’s something I’ve purposely avoided thinking about over the last three years, but every now and then I can’t help it. There is so much of him in her. So many little quirks and facial expressions that make me want to both laugh and cry at the same time.

      “Now play.” I smile, allowing her to pull me down the hallway.
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      “You seem quiet,” Lance observes, sitting across the small round table from me, a large plate of spaghetti in front of him.

      “Just tired.” I swirl my fork through my fettuccine, having barely touched it since the waitress sat it in front of me.
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