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Marie.

Fretting, I twisted in my seat to look at Sana. “I don’t know what to say when I get there.”

Sana kept her eyes on the road, navigating busy traffic to get me to the hospital. Before we left, I’d asked her to put makeup on me, so I didn’t look so terrible from crying so much these past few days. She’d refused and told me that Jackson and I needed to talk our emotions out and not hide them.

“I’m not sure where you should start either,” Sana said, doing a shoulder check before merging into a lane. “Calm discussion is what’s needed though. No crying like the way you were last night. You should both apologize and work from there. It’s okay to cry as you talk, but no soul-rending tears, okay? The two of you had an argument. It was the first, it won’t be the last. Liam, Alexia, and I have had some doozie’s in the past. How couples handle arguments decides the quality of a relationship.”

Tired, I leaned against the window. I didn’t want the argument to have ever happened. She was right of course. All couples had arguments at some point.

“You both overreacted to some things,” Olivia said hesitantly. “You also both had some good points, so I think it’s important to discuss them calmly.”

I nodded listlessly, but it was all my fault. What could I say to make Jackson understand how sorry I was? For god’s sake, he’d only been trying to help me, and I’d blown up at him. My anxiety grew the closer we got to the hospital.

“Olivia sweetie, do you mind staying in the car in case Liam comes out before I do? He won’t know where we’re parked,” Sana said as she pulled into a parking space. A chunk of snow that had fallen off the previous car to occupy this spot crunched under the wheels.

“Sure. I’ll keep an eye out for him.”

Reaching over, I hugged Olivia. She gave me a tight squeeze. Grabbing my bag, I got out of the car. The wind was cold, but the closer we got to the hospital entrance, the slower my steps became even though I wanted to run in and see the man I loved and tell him how sorry I was.

Sana slid her hand into mine. “Marie, I feel like you’re trying to find the perfect thing to say. There is no perfect magical sentence. The two of you need to sit down and talk. It’s going to be okay.” Her foot slipped on a patch of ice, and I caught her.

“Are you all right?” I asked, wondering why the heck she was wearing high heels in winter.

“Yeah, thanks.” She cracked her heel down on the patch of ice a few times to break it up to prevent anyone else from slipping. Entering the hospital, she went to the front desk and got directions.

I felt like a little girl holding her hand and trailing half a step behind her, but I was also grateful for her reassuring presence. We found the correct wing, and Sana navigated the confusing corridors unerringly. She stopped a short distance before the nurses’ desk.

“Marie?” Sana asked, tapping my shoulder.

“Sorry, zoned out on you.”

She took both my hands in hers. “Why don’t you take a few deep breaths before going in? Remember that you both love each other, and things are going to be okay. I showed you Liam’s texts last night. Jackson disappearing wasn’t just because you guys had a fight. His past and his depression have been bubbling up for a while now. It’s something he goes through cycles of, okay? He’s still quite upset about what happened at the wedding reception as well. It’s a combination of things, not only one.”

Nodding, I took a few deep breaths and tried to look relaxed. “I’m ready.”

I should have seen that his depression was building up too much. I should have prevented all of this.

“Don’t forget his hands hurt.” Sana worried her lower lip between her teeth. We were all concerned about the frostbite.

Guilt welled in me. If I hadn’t yelled at him over something stupid, he would never have been outside for hours alone, walking aimlessly through the streets during a windchill. “I remember.”

We approached the front desk, and the man working there looked up Jackson’s name to make sure he was allowing visitors, then he went through my purse and bag to make sure there were no prohibited items. It was a good thing Liam and Sana had told me what to expect. I’d made sure to bring very little with me. Since she wasn’t staying, Sana had left her purse with Olivia in the car.

“I’ll have to keep these. He’ll get them back at the end of his stay,” he said, taking the bag of Jackson’s medication. Telling us we were cleared to visit, he let us know that Jackson wasn’t in his room but down the hallway and buzzed us in.

Embarrassed and confused about having it confiscated, I moved toward the door. I expected a harsh-sounding buzzer like at the hospital my grandmother had been in, but you barely heard this one. Of course. This was a fancy hospital. They wouldn’t want to disturb the patients who they understood needed peace and quiet to heal.

The magnetic door opened when I pulled on it and closed with a soft click behind us. Following Sana, I forced my breathing to remain even. My feet and lungs found a rhythm. Breathe in, two steps, breathe out, two more steps. I wouldn’t let myself start crying the second I saw Jackson. Clutching at the bag I held, which contained some clothes I’d packed for him, I held it against my chest.

“Here you go,” Sana said, stopping before a door.

“Thank you,” I said, “for everything.”

She gave my hand one last squeeze before letting go. “I was glad to be there for you. Now promise me you won’t take my husband's head off when you see him.” She winked to let me know she was kidding, but I felt bad.

“No. He was right. I’m sorry I yelled about him last night.” Wincing, I remembered how angry I’d been when Liam wouldn’t let me see Jackson. It was good that he hadn’t because I’d been way too emotional last night.

I owed Sana and Olivia a lot for getting me through the past two nights and having to listen to me cry endlessly. If Liam hadn’t stayed the night at the hospital with Jackson, I didn’t think I would have slept at all. Not that I’d gotten much sleep, but I’d at least had some.

I was about to knock on the door when it swung open. Seeing Jackson mid-twirl, I blinked in surprise. He’s beautiful when he dances.

From the look on his face and the fact that he froze mid-motion, he hadn’t been expecting to see me either. Every word I’d been rehearsing in my head fled my mind at the sight of Jackson’s elegance.

Liam held the door open. He looked at me with an expression I couldn’t name. I didn’t know what to say to either of them.

Jackson and I stared at each other. He moved first, dipping into a bow and stretching his hand out to me. Heart thumping a mile a minute, I reached out for him with the intention of leaving my hand open to prevent hurting his hand, but his fingers closed around mine.

He pulled me into the room. With a soft smile on his face, Liam took a half step back to get out of Jackson’s way. Moving to the music, Jackson stretched our joined hands out to the side, and his other hand came around me to settle on the small of my back.

Following when he twirled us, I did my best to move in sync with him. Looking up from my feet, I found him gazing into my eyes. The love I saw there took my breath away. My heart started racing again but for a whole different reason this time.

A flash of pain crossed his face, and he loosened his grip on my hand. Shit, I already forgot about the frostbite.

The music swelled, and my mind raced to catch up as he led me in a dance. Vaguely, my mind registered Liam and Sana talking in the hallway but my attempts to follow Jackson’s dance steps took all my concentration.

His hands gliding across my body as helped me into a pose, made me forget about the others. These past months, he’d become my whole word. He guided me through a few more moves, somehow helping me move as smoothly as he despite the fact that I knew nothing about dance. His hair trailed in his wake as he moved. The closing notes of the song faded into silence, and we came to a rest. I didn’t know what to do. My heart was full and I didn’t know how to tell him that he was the one who filled it.

A new song started, and Jackson sat me in a chair. The song was beautiful. He was beautiful. He danced gracefully, body speaking for him. Watching him, I fought against my tears. Neither of us had spoken a word, and yet, he was making me feel so loved.

A look of pain flashed across his face, and he flubbed a step. He held up a finger when I moved to get up to see if he was okay and continued his dance. I drank in the sight of him. He was favoring a foot now, but he was still grace personified and looked determined to finish the dance. He was panting with exertion by the end of the song.

I stood when a new song started. He was done whether he wanted to admit it or not. I didn’t know if it was exhaustion he was suffering from or pain from the frostbite, but he needed to rest now.

Taking my hands gently between his, he sat on the floor before me. “Sorry. I had one more song I wanted to do, but my foot hurts. I’ll dance it for you another day, okay?”

“That’s fine. Please rest now.” Scooting down to the floor to be level with him, I tried to think of what to say. He’d sweat just enough that some of his bangs were stuck to his forehead and I brushed the hair to the side.

“Would you sit like this?” he asked and spread his legs out in a V shape.

I did, and he tossed his long legs over mine, sliding forward until we sat face to face. Not only did his arms wrap around me tightly, but his legs as well. Wrapping myself around him just as tight, I felt his breath hitch in his chest.

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.” I rubbed my cheek against his, and we sat in silence for a few minutes, hugging.

“I should take you to my room. I’m guessing they’ll need this space for a patient soon.” Standing, he offered his hand to help me up.

The sight of the red on his hand made me hesitate. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I didn’t want to ignore that he’d reached out for me. Clasping his forearm, I let him pull me up and we headed down a long white hallway. “This is a nice painting,” I said, pointing to a landscape one.

“It is.” Standing before it, he admired it for a few moments. He didn’t look at me, but there was a soft smile on his face. He pressed his forearm against my palm, and I closed my fingers around it, holding it as though it were his hand. Leading me to the next painting, he gestured at it. “I don’t even know what it’s supposed to be.”

Looking at it, I blinked and tilted my head. Wondering if it was hung the wrong way, I flipped the image upside down in my mind, but it still looked like nothing comprehensible. A giggle escaped me. “I have no clue.”

“Yeah, nobody does.” A nurse chuckled and gestured at the colorful blobs of paint. “They should get a better one.”

“I wonder how hospitals get their artwork.” Holding on to Jackson’s arm, I followed him to his room. “I’m not a professional painter, but I could make something much more pleasant than that for people to look at.”

His smile made my chest tighten with emotion. “I’ll find out.” Entering his room, his face twisted in pain. Gesturing for me to take the chair, he sat down on his bed.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“It’s okay. The dancing hurt my feet, but it helped my head. The trade off was worth it.”

He swung his legs up onto the bed, and the way he carefully set down his left foot worried me. My hands automatically moved to his feet, but I hesitated to pull off his socks to check the injury. What if I accidentally hurt him?

“I’ll do it.”

The first sock came off, and I bit my lip when I saw his foot. The toes looked painfully red.

“It’s okay, Marie. This one hasn’t worsened, it’s fine.” His eyes creased, and he yanked off his other sock much faster than the first, but not fast enough that I didn’t see the stain on the side of it before he pulled it off. “Fuck.” There were two angry blisters on the bottom of his foot, one of which had burst.

No wonder he needed to stop dancing. “Do you want me to get a nurse?” I asked.

“Only if someone isn’t busy.” He dabbed at his foot with a tissue. “It’s not urgent.”

Leaving the room, I was thankful there were two people at the desk. Explaining the situation, one of them came with me. She cleaned the area and put a bandage over it.

“Take it easy on your feet the next few days. Let us know if it looks like infection is setting in. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were in the physical therapy room, or I would have told you it wasn’t a good idea. The nurse should have checked your chart before letting you in.”

Jackson cast her a pleading look. “Please don’t be upset with him. It’s only blisters, and my head feels much better. He wasn’t here yesterday when I came in. He didn’t know about the frostbite.”

She nodded politely at him, though the look on her face told me she was going to give the guy a talking-to. I didn’t blame her. The frostbite was obvious on Jackson’s face and hands even if you couldn’t see it on his feet because of his clothing. The angry red on his hands made me want to wrap myself around him to warm him up, but it would probably only hurt him.

Fuck, why did I have to fuck everything up the other day? His pain was my fault.
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Before leaving, the nurse told Jackson about a few different activities going in the hospital later today. Her tone of voice heavily suggested he’d better go to at least one of them. It irked me because exhaustion was clear on his face. I had to bite my tongue to keep from snapping at her, but Jackson took it in stride and politely thanked her for letting him know.

Once she left, the awkwardness between us returned. Once a full minute of it elapsed, we both tried to talk at the same time to fill the silence. On top of that, I tried to say three different things at once, and nothing but a weird noise came out of my mouth. Wincing, I tried to figure out which thing to say first.

Crooking a finger at me, Jackson patted the bed beside him. Hope that I could salvage things somehow crept into my heart, and I got up and sat on the edge of the bed. He put a hand on my knee, and I almost covered it with mine like I always did, but I remembered at the last second that his hands hurt and settled my hand on his leg instead.

“I’m very sorry,” he said quietly. His breath hitched with emotion, and he covered his face with a hand.

I didn’t want him to hide from me. Ever.

Grasping him by the wrist, I gently pulled his hand away from his face. “I am too. We should talk.” At his nod, a million words came to my mouth all at once. Not wanting to overwhelm him, I only let out one sentence. “I didn’t mean to break the glass.” I needed him to know I hadn’t thrown it in anger because I was sure that’s what it had sounded like.

“I know.” Resting his palm on top of my hand, he met my eyes for a moment before dropping his gaze to the bed.

The pain that filled his face had me reaching out to hug him. He accepted the hug, and my heart hammered in my chest when he put an arm around me. Moving closer, he laid his head on my shoulder.

“I know you didn’t throw it. The sound triggered a memory of my mom and I just . . .” Resting more of his weight against me as though he’d grown wearier in the past few seconds, he released a breath through his nose. The sad sound had tears threatening at my eyes. “I had to go.”

What did his mom do to him? He never talks about her.

I was glad when he didn’t apologize for leaving. He shouldn’t. “I understand,” I said. “Thank you for bringing me my sneakers before you left.” I would have cut my feet if he hadn’t. The damn glass had shattered into a ridiculous amount of pieces.

“I should have cleaned up the glass for you.” His hand drifted through the air nervously.

“No. I knocked it over, not you.”

Lifting his head from my shoulder, he pulled back far enough to be able to look at me. Anxiety creased his forehead. “You didn’t cut yourself, did you?”

“No.” I showed him my hands, and he sighed in relief.

“Can you put your hand on your leg, palm facing up?”

A little confused, I did as he asked.

“I want to hold your hand, but my fingers hurt. My own stupid fault.”

He rested his palm against mine, our fingers loosely touching. His touch steadied me in a way I couldn’t explain, and I longed to hold his hand properly, but I couldn’t until they healed. “Would you tell me what you spent the past few days doing?”

He nodded and started by telling me he’d left on foot after our fight. I felt stupid for not realizing that I hadn’t heard his car start up. Then again, it shouldn’t have even have gotten to that point. I should have run out to check on him and apologize.

Several blocks down the street—he wasn’t sure how many—he called a taxi because he got cold. He headed to Jeremy and Breanna’s but then changed his mind because he didn’t want to bother them when they’d just been through so much.

He went to Lyla’s instead but left shortly after without telling her anything was amiss. He’d gotten there to find her on a video call with Jayden. She’d been laughing and being silly with the guy to try and settle down his worry about his mother’s latest cancer treatment that had left her so weak that she’d slept almost a full day and he’d gotten a scare.

I was going to kick her ass for not telling us he had to leave to go to another city to look after his mother. Not to mention she still hadn’t even admitted she was dating anyone yet, for Pete’s sake.

“I told her I’d let her finish the call in privacy. It didn’t feel right to intrude on such a private moment. You could see she was sad, both at what he and his mom are going through and about the distance between them, but she seemed happy too.” He gave me a half-smile. “I think they’ll start dating when he gets back here to finish school. She’ll tell us about him then. Let’s give her some space for now. She has a hard time accepting love.”

I went to say something but fell silent as Jackson kept talking.

“He seems sweet. Didn’t get upset that a guy walked into her home and accepted the explanation that Lyla and I are friends. Devin says he’s met the guy, and he seemed very nice. I hope they get together.”

Lyla must be feeling down, what with the guy she was starting to develop feelings for having to leave under such sad circumstances. I’d make her supper and see if I could get her to talk about things soon. Even if she just wanted to talk about being worried about Jayden’s mother. Getting the feeling that Jackson was using Lyla as a distraction to avoid having the hard talk we needed to have, I guided him back to the original topic.

“Where did you go after that?”

“To a hotel. I just wanted to lie down for a while. To try and process what had happened and figure out what to do. I ended up staying the night, telling myself that I would be more clear-headed and the conversation between us would go better if I had some rest first. But I couldn’t sleep.”

His eyes drifted toward the wall, and I wished he had a view of the pretty garden in the courtyard. It must look nice in the summer when it wasn’t covered with snow.

“The next day, my brain swamped me with memories of my parents and Alice.” His head hung down like it was too heavy to hold up. “I couldn’t drag myself out of bed. But I should have called you to let you know I was okay.”

“You weren’t okay,” I said, tears burning in my eyes. “You should have called me, or had one of your friends go check on you.”

He nodded, and a tear ran down his face. “I should have, and I should have asked someone to bring me my medication. I’ve been so good at taking them for years now. I forgot how messed up I get without them.”

Guilt burned in me. We’d both forgotten to take our medication that first day we started dating. I’d seen then what happened to him when he missed a day's worth of meds. I should have been watching over him instead of letting him run out of the house. Hell, I should have noticed he hadn’t taken his medication the other day.

“I brought them with me, but they wouldn’t let me take them in for some reason.” I felt a little stupid. Liam hadn’t warned me about that, but maybe he assumed I wouldn’t have brought them. He’d only told me they would check my purse for security reasons.

“It’s kind of you to bring them. They’ll let me take them home when I’m discharged. The hospital will provide me with medication while I’m here. For future knowledge, if anyone you know has to go to the hospital for any reason, let the hospital know what they’re taking if they can’t remember or speak for themselves, but the hospital will provide them with their medication. Never give someone medication from their home. If they’re out of it, they might forget the nurse brought them some earlier and take an extra dose, or um . . .” His eyes drifted away from mine.

I fought against the panic in my chest as I thought about the day he told me he overdosed himself on sleeping pills when Eddie left him. Stupid, I should have known not to bring them. No wonder the nurse had looked at me like that. And of course someone ill or feeling sluggish might forget they took their medicine and accept another dose from someone who didn’t know the medication had already been provided.

“Okay. That makes sense.” It was getting harder to hold back the tears. What if he’d taken more pills that day? Could they have saved him at the hospital? Would the ambulance have been too late?

“Come here.” Gathering me in his arms, he pulled me close against him and rested his chin on top of my head. “I want you to know I didn’t try to kill myself, okay?” He held me tighter when a sob escaped me.

“Okay.”

He sighed, and it sounded so sad that my heart pulsed in empathy with it.

“I didn’t mean to make you and everyone else think something like that might happen. I just couldn’t find the strength to pick up the phone.” Looking like he was in pain, he rubbed at his temple. “Fuck. Liam. He was terrified.”

Tears streamed down my face, and I held onto Jackson. Olivia had told us about Liam’s brother, and I absolutely could not have lived with myself had the same thing happened to Jackson.

Jackson lifted sorrow-filled eyes to look at me. “Marie, there’s more trauma in Liam’s past than we thought.”

Fuck. What else had that poor man been through? “Okay, but tell me later. Right now, I need to know what happened to you because I’m worried.”

Jackson’s normally smooth chin scratched against mine as he nodded. A few days of growth had given him just enough facial hair to be able to feel it.

“The next day, I knew I had to call you and Grams. I decided to go down to the restaurant and eat. I couldn’t remember if I ate the day before or not, but either way, I knew I needed food to center me and root me in the present before I called.”

He quieted, and I let him gather his thoughts without pushing for him to continue.

“I ate part of my meal, but it was too loud in there, I had to leave. By then, it was past checkout time. I went to the lobby to look for a quiet place to call you from, but a tour bus had just pulled in and the room was full of impatient people wanting to check into their rooms and rest after their long trip to get here. To escape the mass of people and noise, I headed out the door. I ended up walking for hours. I don’t know why. I kept telling myself to turn on my damn phone and call.”

Feeling tears splash down the back of my neck, I squeezed him tighter.

He squeezed me back before letting me go and angled himself toward me. One of his hands rotated as though he were trying to keep a cramp from getting to his wrist, then his fingers stretched out toward me before he settled the back of his hand on his knee and looked at me.

“Most of the time I was gone is kind of a blur. I eventually pulled myself together enough to pull my phone from my pocket. I turned it on, intent on calling you, but something startled me. A car driving too fast maybe? I don’t remember. I dropped my phone, cursed when I heard it crack, and looked to see what had made the noise that startled me. It was then that I realized where I was.”

Hearing his breath struggle, I touched his chest to find it tense. He pressed his hands over his eyes but wasn’t fast enough to hide the pain that shone there. Fear about what he was going to say filled me. Liam had told me some stuff via text, but there were still things I didn’t know.

Spreading his fingers, Jackson looked at me through them for a moment before closing them again. “I was at the underpass.”

Another sob escaped me. He didn’t need to specify which one. Lyla and Jeremy had taken me to it a few days after Christmas. It had been hard going to the place where Jackson had almost lost his life. At the time, I thought they’d brought me there just to show me the mural that had been created.

I should have understood why they’d taken me there. Why had I been so fucking blind? They were trying to warn me that he might go back there if things got too dark in his mind. His friends had been scared that it was coming and coming soon, and all I did was talk about the beautiful art that filled a meager portion of the bleak area.

Jackson sobbed as well. He stroked my back and took a few slow breaths. “A massive panic attack hit me. My vision went. I crouched and felt around on the ground to try and find my phone. I was frantic with the need to call you. Bright colors caught my attention, and my vision came back into focus.” His head tilted, and he regarded me. “Did you tell Elena I was missing?”

“Yeah.”

He ground his bottom lip against his teeth. “She must be mad at me.”

“She was fucking terrified,” I cried. “I was terrified!”

“I’m so sorry,” he sobbed.

We held each other while we cried. I had no idea how much time passed. Eventually, I remembered Liam had said Jackson was dehydrated when he got to the hospital, and he needed to keep his fluid intake up.

Getting up, I got him a glass of water. “What happened then?”

“The mural shocked some sense into me.” Sniffling, he moved his body in a way that let me know he was sore. “Liam told me Elena had it made for me. It’s beautiful.”

“It is.”

“The sight of it let my panic attack ease off enough that I was able to see my phone. I picked it up and called an ambulance.” Rocking himself, he angled his head away from me. “I understood I was in a bad place and called for help. It freaked me out that I’d gone there. I checked my pockets to make sure I didn’t have any sleeping pills on me.” He said that part fast, but he met my eyes. “There weren’t. I don’t remember what I spent the afternoon doing other than walking, but I didn’t buy any pills. Okay?”

“Okay,” I managed to squeak out. My breath came in painful bursts. “That’s good.”

Jackson kept looking at me for a few more moments as though to make sure I believed him. He picked up my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, though it must have hurt him to have the raw red skin stretch. “I did not, and will not buy any.”

The strength and conviction in his voice threatened to open another floodgate of tears in me. Relieved tears this time, not ones of fear. But I held back. I needed him to tell me the rest.

“I found out Sergio hits like a fucking linebacker,” he said, managing a small smile. “He must have seen me on his drive home from work. I guess he panicked when he saw me checking my pockets and thought I was going to do something to hurt myself. He tackled me to keep me from reaching into my last pocket. It disoriented me. I hadn’t noticed him at all. When he heard the 911 dispatcher talking, he calmed down.”

“He wasn’t heading home from work, Jackson. Elena had someone sitting in their car at all times by the underpass in case you went there while everyone else was out looking for you. They care about you a lot.”

I wasn’t sure if they wanted him to know about their fear that he would go there, but my gut was screaming at me to get Jackson to understand that people cared about him. He wasn’t a burden because he suffered from mental illness. He was a wonderful person who brightened people’s lives.

Looking shocked, he spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear him. “Oh.” He broke down again and let me gather him into my arms. “I didn’t mean to scare everyone like that.”

I was terrified when Sergio told me where he found you. “I know.”

“He stayed with me until the ambulance came. The panic attack had wiped me out. I felt faint and it was like static in my head. I remember sitting down on the ground. Things get fuzzy after that. I thought I was tired from lack of sleep, but the doctor says it’s more than that.”

“What did he say?” My voice came out more forceful than I meant. I knew what the doctor had said, of course. Liam had told me everything in a text. But I needed to know that Jackson would tell me. That he would be honest about things, and that I could trust him to come to me the next time things got bad.

His forehead pressed against my shoulder. Anxiety had him squirming but I waited to see if he would tell me.

A nurse came in, saw that we were having a moment, and thankfully left.

“He told me I was dehydrated, disoriented, and weak from hunger and the cold. The last one confused me because I didn’t feel cold at all.”

“Windchills can numb people,” I said, remembering how my abuela had freaked out when I arrived at her place the day after a snowstorm. She’d been snowed in and couldn’t get her car out, and my parents had been too drunk to take me to see her. They’d spent all weekend partying and drinking with new friends.
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