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      Paetyn

      

      Just when I thought I had been hit with the most gut-wrenching news that my boyfriend was given the ultimatum to leave me or be killed for loving me, hearing my mother doesn’t have long left to live is the cherry on top of an already shit cake.

      My vision blurs at the edges, and I’m unable to focus on the words coming out of Dr. Barney’s mouth through the phone. But I catch fragments of sentences, allowing me to put two and two together.

      Your mother… no longer… to the treatment.

      We don’t… long… she has… live.

      This can’t be happening.

      The last time I saw her, she was responding well to the chemo. She had the most skilled team in the hospital taking care of her, providing her with the best care and treatment possible. For the first time in a long while, hope shone in her eyes, mirroring what I had been holding on to since the moment she was diagnosed all those years ago. I held on to the idea that, with time, she would get better. If I threw whatever money I could at the hospital and got her the best treatment I could buy, she would live long enough to see me get married and have children.

      But that isn’t going to happen.

      And I’m fighting the urge to break down into a heap on the floor and sob until my body runs dry.

      Blinking back the tears forming in the corner of my eyes, I drag my bottom lip between my teeth. Ace’s blue eyes are intense, searing into the side of my face. It’s taking every ounce of my self-control not to tear my attention away from the wall, but I’m not sure if I’m strong enough to look at him. If I do, I definitely will crumble to a heap on the floor, both from the prospect of losing him and my mother.

      I can’t lose both of them.

      “Paetyn?” Dr. Barney presses, his voice soft. “Did you hear what I said?”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I squeeze my eyes shut. A lone tear slips down my right cheek, gliding over the curve of my jaw. “Y-yeah, I heard you. I, um… what happens next?”

      “Do you have time to come in now?” he asks. “I think it would be best to spend some time with her.”

      I wish I could spend the rest of eternity with her.

      Swallowing around the lump forming in my throat, I nod. “I can come in now.”

      “Great. I’ll see you soon.”

      The phone falls limply at my side, and I inhale a ragged breath. Lifting my eyes to where Ace lies on the bed, I shudder at the sight of him, bruised and bloodied, and in so much pain seeping into his features that runs deeper than anything physical. His hand clutches at his stomach, the signet ring on his finger illuminated by the lamp on the bedside table.

      “Pae,” Ace breathes, voice tight. “What’s going on?”

      Swallowing hard, I tear my eyes from his to my hands. How do I explain the chaos swirling in my mind right now? Between the beating from Enzo and the news of my mother not responding to the treatment, I’m teetering on the edge of feeling hopeless and so damn lost.

      After everything Ace and I have been through with Liam and his father, the last thing I want is to lose him. To see him live his life without me in it. But I know, if I stay, if I put my feelings for him above everything else, Enzo will kill him. He made that abundantly clear tonight. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something were to happen to Ace because of me. Not only would it cause my heart to split in two, but it would physically hurt me to the point I wouldn’t know how to breathe.

      I love him too much to see him get hurt.

      And that’s why I’m left with only one option.

      “I have to go, Ace,” I whisper, dragging my bottom lip between my teeth.

      I don’t need to see his face to know he’s confused.

      “Paetyn,” he murmurs. “Where are you going?”

      Tears sting my eyes as I lift them to meet his. Unshed tears collect in the ocean blue pools I have grown to adore these past few months. He blinks at me, waiting for an explanation. But truthfully, I don’t have one for him.

      I’m doing this because I love you.

      “Paetyn,” he rasps, pushing up onto his elbow. Messy strands of inky hair fall over his forehead, illuminating the pain shining in his eyes. “Whatever you’re thinking, you don’t have to do it. You don’t have to—” Sucking in a breath, Ace clenches his jaw. “Don’t leave. Please don’t leave me.”

      His words crack a piece of my heart, the shards splintering in my chest.

      I don’t want to do this, but I have no choice. We have no choice.

      “I’m so sorry, Ace,” I whisper, swallowing hard. “But I have to.”

      I turn on my heels and race out of his bedroom. My feet pound down the hallway in time with my racing heart, lungs gasping for air. Each step has my ribs groaning in pain. I know I should stop, to not put myself through more pain than necessary, but I can’t.

      “Paetyn!”

      Ace’s injuries should give me an advantage to leave before he can catch me. Before he can stop me from making this decision for us. But one of us had to. If we didn’t, I have no doubt it would end badly for us.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and a sob bursts from my throat as I sprint down the driveway to where my car is parked on the street. It’s cold when I slide inside. But at this point, my body is too numb to notice. I didn’t bother stopping to grab my coat or any of my belongings. If I did, I wouldn’t have the strength to leave.

      The engine roars to life, and I flick my eyes to the front door where Ace is slumped against the frame, clutching his wounded abdomen. Confusion and anger seep into his eyes as they hold mine, jaw clenched.

      I hope he doesn’t hate me for doing this. I hate myself enough for both of us.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, unsure if he can read my lips in the darkness of the night. But I had to say it.

      Pressing my foot on the accelerator, I tear down the quiet street, leaving Ace in my rearview mirror. My vision blurs with unshed tears, and my stomach twists painfully, knowing I might never see him again. Cracks form in my heart, something that might never be repaired. It only beats for Ace, but now that I’ve left him behind, I don’t know if it’ll ever recover. If we’ll ever be the same again without him.

      I just hope that one day he can forgive me.
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        * * *

      

      A shiver races down my spine the moment I step through the doors to the hospital. My hands move to my arms, covered only by a light cardigan. I’m grateful I was wearing it before Ace got home; otherwise, I would be freezing. And if my broken heart wasn’t reminder enough of what I left behind twenty minutes ago, Ace’s dried blood clinging to the black material has me wishing I’d left it in the car.

      Swallowing around the lump in my throat, I speed walk to the elevators, taking one up to the level where Mom’s room is located. The nurses offer sympathetic smiles as I pass by the front desk to the ward. Do they know about her condition? That she’s not going to make it? If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be looking at me that way.

      I reach her door to see Mom lying in bed with Dr. Barney lingering beside her. They’re deep in conversation, the words not reaching my ears. All I can focus on is the way her mouth tilts up as she listens to Dr. Barney, and how her fingers rub together in her lap, slow and deliberate. It’s hard to believe that her body isn’t responding to the chemo, not when she doesn’t look any different from the last time I visited.

      Has the treatment not been working this whole time, and the doctors are only just now starting to notice?

      Clearing my throat, I step into the room. Two pairs of eyes snap to meet mine, but my attention is locked solely on my mother. She smiles upon seeing me, and it’s like taking a knife to the chest.

      How can she be dying when her smile lights up the whole room?

      “Pae,” she whispers, hands stilling in her lap. Even in the dim lighting of the room, I can make out the dark bags hanging beneath her bright eyes and a pale tint to her slightly wrinkled skin. “You made it.” The doctor leaves us alone, which I’m thankful for.

      Does she know her end is near? If she does, she’s awfully calm about it.

      “Mom.” I rush to her side, scooping her hands into mine. Tears sting the corner of my eyes as I hold her gaze. “I’m so sorry.”

      I don’t know what I’m apologizing for. Not being able to save her? Not visiting enough?

      Mom’s bottom lip wobbles as her hand reaches up to brush the loose strands of hair from my face. The tips of her fingers are freezing, but I don’t flinch, knowing it’ll be one of the last times I get to feel them. Leaning into her touch, I exhale a sharp breath, fighting the tears threatening to fall.

      “Why are you apologizing?” she murmurs, her voice gentle.

      “For a lot of things,” I whisper, my throat tight. “I should’ve done more. I should’ve—”

      “You did everything you could, darling.” Mom smiles. My heart twists in my chest painfully. “You were there for me in ways no one else was. It was you who showed up when I needed you, whether it was taking me to my appointments, holding my hand when I had my head shaved for the first time, or even when I went into remission. Pae, you were there for it all, and I couldn’t be more grateful.”

      I sniffle, and my bottom lip quivers. “It wasn’t enough, though, since you’re—” Swallowing, I drop my eyes to her frail hands clasped between my shaking ones. “I can’t lose you.”

      “I’ll always be with you, sweetheart,” she whispers, her voice gentle and calm. “No matter what happens to me, I’ll be here with you.”

      A sob bursts from my throat, realization dawning on me that this is happening. Not only have I lost my boyfriend, but now I’m going to lose my mom, too. I lost Dad a long time ago, when he walked out on us, but that doesn’t count. In the back of my mind, I knew that maybe one day this would happen. But I held on to the hope that the treatment would work, and she’d go into remission again.

      And now that hope has been shattered.

      Mom smooths her hand over the sleeve of my cardigan. “What happened, Pae? Is that blood?”

      I swallow and nod. “It’s a long story.”

      Unshed tears shimmer in the corner of her eyes. “I know I don’t have much time, but I would love to hear the story.”

      I know she’s trying to lighten the mood, and I appreciate her attempts, but my heart is too fractured to crack a smile. With the clock ticking above her head, I know I should savor these moments and tell her everything I never could before. But the words are caught in my throat, and all I want is to hold her like this, knowing it’ll be one of the last memories we share.

      “Does it have anything to do with that boyfriend of yours?” Mom’s hand slips from mine, her cold fingers caressing the curve of my jaw. “Are you safe?”

      My phone vibrates in my handbag on my shoulder for what has felt like the tenth time since leaving Ace’s house. I know it’s him, and it pains me to ignore him, especially when he’s injured and needs someone with him. But I can’t be that person, not if it means risking both of our lives. I can’t do that to him or myself.

      No matter how painful it is, I have to let him go.

      “I’m safe now,” I murmur.

      Mom smiles and pats the bed beside her. “Jump up, sweetheart. We have a lot to talk about.”

      Doing as I’m told, I crawl onto the bed beside her, tears streaming down my cheeks. She wraps her arms around me protectively, like she has done my entire life. She smooths her hand over my hair, doing her best to calm me down. I hate that I’ll never get to feel her warmth again or spend precious moments together like this.

      Why does the universe have to be so cruel and take away the special ones?

      I need my mom more than anything right now, and with little warning, she could be gone.

      And then I’ll truly be alone.
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      Ace

      

      1 month later…

      

      I can’t fucking find her.

      And it’s driving me to the point of insanity.

      The moment Paetyn walked through the front door four weeks ago, it was as if she disappeared into thin air. I don’t know who called her that night, but I do know she left because she wanted to protect me. It’s the only explanation I can think of. She wanted to keep me from choosing her, preventing me from having to face Enzo’s wrath, which could see me in a body bag.

      Because of the injuries I sustained in the beating from Amos, I didn’t have the strength to jump in my car and chase after her. All I could do was call her like a pathetic idiot, hoping she would pick up the phone and come back to me. I wanted to talk about this with her and discuss our options, but she chose for me. For us.

      It took her less than two hours to switch off her phone, sending my calls to voicemail. I remember seeing red and punching a hole through the wall in my bedroom. The pain in my knuckles went away quickly, but the cracks forming in my chest haven’t left. It’s hard to breathe without Paetyn around, like she was the source of my oxygen and the light that lit my dark path. Without her, I feel so fucking lost.

      I need her back.

      The next day, I drove to Raya’s house, hoping I would find Paetyn there. Unsurprisingly, Raya didn’t want to talk to me and refused to tell me where my girlfriend is. I had to stop myself from barging into her house to see for myself, but I didn’t want to cause any issues, not when I had broken ribs and possibly a dislocated shoulder.

      Next, I visited the hospital where her mom was admitted. Surprisingly, the nurses informed me that Penelope Jones had passed away in her sleep overnight. It clicked at that moment that maybe the call Paetyn received the night she left was from the hospital. But then came the question of: where did she go?

      It’s a question that has haunted me every day for four weeks because I have no fucking clue where she is. She isn’t showing up at work, nor is she going to Raya’s house. Hell, the house her mother owned outside of the city stayed empty until all of the belongings were removed. I had hoped Paetyn would show up eventually, but that wasn’t the case.

      She is determined to keep me out of her life for my safety, but I think she has forgotten just how determined I can be. And I’m not stopping until I find her. I refuse to let her walk away from me. I know the consequences I face once I do find her, but I’m willing to risk it all for her.

      Fists clenched at my sides, I saunter into Enzo’s office. He’s sitting behind his desk with a cigar perched between his fingers. Strands of dirty blond hair are styled neatly off his face with far too much gel. Black eyes track my movement across the room and watch as I lower myself into the chair opposite him. He rolls his tongue inside his cheek, staring at me.

      Amos stands behind Enzo as one’s shadow does. His features are hard and his shoulders tense. This guy doesn’t know the meaning of fun, but he does pack a nice punch—something I would know all about.

      Silence settles over the room at an almost suffocating rate. I don’t move. Instead, I hold Enzo’s intense stare.

      Our relationship has been strained since he learned of my love for Paetyn. Even though she’s out of the picture now, as far as he knows, he still views me as a weak link in the gang. With Enzo, once a person betrays his trust, it’s almost impossible to get it back. Any other member of the gang would be on their hands and knees begging to be let back into his inner circle, but not me.

      If anything, I want to hurt this fucker for driving Paetyn away. But with the army of loyal guys behind him, I’m outnumbered. It would be a suicide mission if I tried anything right now. Instead, I’m biding my time until I have a better plan to execute.

      I refuse to let him get away with tearing the one person I love most in this world away from me.

      “Ace,” Enzo drawls. He brings the cigar to his lips, taking a long drag. Smoke fills the space around his head, coating the room in a thick scent that has me fighting back a cough. I can’t stand the smell of it. “Angelo Bonanno has been quiet for the past month since our warning. Have you heard anything on the street about whether he’s planning something?”

      My jaw clenches. “No, sir, I haven’t. His crew is steering clear of us.”

      Enzo hums, nodding. “Yes, it appears that way. But I know Angelo, which means he’s planning something that could start a war on the streets of New York City.”

      “If that’s the case, then we need to prepare ourselves for an attack,” I tell him, fisting my hands on my jean-clad thighs. “With the snow melting away and spring rolling in, he’ll be looking to strike soon, if your intuition is correct.”

      Enzo nods. “I know he’s still pissed about what we did to his shipment, so whatever he’s planning will be big.”

      I’m reminded of the guy in the three-piece suit the Bonanno gang met with that night. I’ve been in the business for several years, so I’ve come to learn many faces and names of anyone who could be a threat to the Gambinos, but he was someone I had never seen before. Nico referred to him as Antonio, but the name didn’t ring a bell. If I had to guess, he was looking to stake his name in the ground of a territory that doesn’t belong to him.

      “What about Antonio?” I question. My gaze briefly flickers to Amos, but he shows no reaction to my question. “What do we know about him?”

      “He’s a phantom, as far as I know.” Enzo takes another drag from the cigar, the smell crinkling my nose. “After talking with my informants, I’ve discovered that Antonio is trying to weasel his way into the gun trade, as well as trafficking. It seems he’s become buddy-buddy with Angelo to use him as a way into the territories.”

      “Of course, he is,” I mutter, running a hand down the side of my face. “What are we going to do about him and Angelo?”

      Enzo leans back in the black leather chair, eyes sweeping over my face. “We prepare and wait. It’s all we can do until we learn something about their plans. But for now, Angelo is keeping everything top secret.”

      I nod. While I’m pissed at Enzo for giving me an ultimatum, I still have love and respect for the group of men I’ve grown to call my family. I would hate to see any of them get hurt.

      “I’ve noticed you’ve been a little… distracted as of late, Ace.”

      My eyes lift to the black ones staring back at me. Enzo tilts his head, waiting for my response.

      After Paetyn left, it didn’t take long for word to get back to Enzo that my decision had been made. He believes I chose right, that I chose the family over the woman I love. But he’s sorely fucking mistaken.

      “I’m fine,” I say through gritted teeth. The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. I’m anything but fine.

      Enzo nods slowly, lips rolling. “I know it must’ve been a tough decision, but in the end, you chose right.”

      What he’s not saying is I chose not to die. But the truth is, I would risk it all for Paetyn, even if death came knocking at my door.

      “Yeah,” I mutter, my jaw clenched. “Is that all for today?”

      Enzo’s tongue rolls in his cheek, an amused smirk tilting up his mouth. “That’s all for today, Ace. Get some rest because we have a busy day ahead of us. Lots of guys owe me money, and I need my enforcer to collect those debts.”

      Another day, another beating.

      “You got it.” I stand and nod in his direction. “See you tomorrow.”

      I don’t wait for his response, instead turning on my heel and marching out of the room. The overwhelming urge to smash his smug face into the desk when he mentioned Paetyn was strong, and I knew if I were to stay any longer, I would’ve acted on impulse. And then I would’ve been a dead man.

      The sun is setting low in the sky when I step out of the house, casting the sky in shades of red, orange, and yellow, like a mosaic painting. Long gone is the winter chill, now replaced with a slight warmth in the air. I’m not one to get cold easily, so the weather doesn’t bother me.

      I exhale a sharp breath when I slide into the front seat of my car. The leather is cool, seeping through the material of my jeans and the thin black shirt wrapped around my torso. My hands find the steering wheel, gripping it almost painfully, knuckles bleaching white. If I don’t find a way to release the anger building inside of my chest, I’m going to lose my fucking mind.

      Life without Paetyn is torture. I didn’t know it would hurt this fucking bad losing the woman I love. Until her, I had never known these kinds of feelings existed within me. But she brought them out in a way that had my vision blurring and my mind racing. I’m obsessed with her in every possible way, and it kills me that she’s gone.

      My fist slams against the wheel, and a sickening crack echoes in the small space. At this rate, my knuckles are going to be permanently broken. At least the physical pain will numb some of the emotional agony seeping into my chest, even if only for a little while.

      I need to get home before I lose my shit.

      The engine roars to life, and the radio flicks on to a news station. Pulling out of the driveway, I huff a breath and lean back in the seat. I have another long night ahead of me trying to track down Paetyn. It’s become routine over the past month. Every day I wake up feeling confident that it’ll be the day I find out where she is, but when 1:00 in the morning rolls around, and I’m no closer to finding her, the crack in my heart gets a little bigger.

      Running a hand through my hair, I tug at the roots. “Fucking hell,” I grunt.

      A woman’s voice breaks through the haze in my head, drawing my attention to the radio. I frown, eyes flicking from the stereo to the darkening road.

      “Major news has just come in about the results of the local election. The polls are in, and although it was close, Liam Aster has been reelected to Congress. It comes after the scandal he faced several weeks ago with his ex-fiancée, Paetyn Jones. But despite that, Senator Aster has won over the people of New York, earning himself a seat in office.”

      Anger pumps through my veins. Is this motherfucker serious?

      I forgot about Liam Aster this past month with everything going on with Paetyn. But hearing that he got into office after what he did to her has my vision blurring red, mixing with the headlights passing by.

      How can he move on like nothing happened? Like he didn’t hire me to kidnap his fiancée and then have the audacity to cheat on her with his secretary? Pae released the footage of his affair to the media in the hopes it would ruin his reputation, but somehow, his father spun the narrative on its head and got his son into office.

      This is fucking bullshit.

      I was content with keeping my distance from Liam so as not to cause any issues for Paetyn. Keeping her safe was my number one priority, and if that meant leaving her dirtbag ex alone, then I was fine with doing so. But now that she’s gone, and I’m in need of an outlet to release the anger burning in my chest, there is nothing stopping me from hurting him the same way he hurt my girl.

      A cruel grin splits across my face as I picture all the ways I can make him cry and scream.

      Oh, this is going to be fun.

      He’s going to regret ever hurting Paetyn. I’ll make sure of it.
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      Paetyn

      

      I’ve grown to despise this city. Where I used to find joy in the small things, like the hustle of people rushing by, the scent of street cart hot dogs, and the anonymity of being among thousands of people who don’t know my name or story, now I can’t stand it. The people have become too much to handle, setting my nerves on edge, and the stench of hot dogs and mustard makes my stomach twist painfully. And I’m no longer entirely invisible after the scandal with Liam. It doesn’t help that I’ve been desperate to stay under the radar so my ex-boyfriend doesn’t find me.

      I hate New York City.

      The spring air melts into the exposed skin of my arms. I’m glad winter has left the chat. Spring has brought with it warmer nights and no need to carry around multiple layers so I don’t freeze to death. It’s been a welcome change.

      Sighing, I step off the sidewalk and through the front door of a run-down apartment building. The red brick has seen better days, and the strong stench of bleach in the hallway has me wondering if a murder took place before I moved in. With the neighborhood I’m in, it wouldn’t shock me. If anything, I’m surprised I haven’t witnessed a crime worse than mugging in the past five weeks.

      I keep my gaze on the dark green carpet as I climb the stairs to the third floor. Blood stains and other substances I can’t figure out seep into the worn material, making me shudder. It’s hard to believe that not even six months ago, I lived in a mansion with too many rooms to count, and now I’m renting a one-bedroom apartment in Harlem, where crime rates are high, and I’m living like I’m on the run and evading the authorities. My life has gone from zero to one hundred in the blink of an eye.

      My apartment door comes into view, the dark wood chipped in places, and I swear there is a gunshot hole in the top right corner. Sighing, I unlock the door and step inside, greeted by the scent of vanilla wafting through the small space. Frowning, I drag my eyes to the worn black leather couch where a familiar head of strawberry-blonde hair sits, eyes locked on the small TV. A news reporter on the screen reminds me that it’s just after 5:00 in the afternoon.

      “Finally, you’re back. I was getting bored shitless.” Raya spins to face me. Golden eyes sweep across my face, framed by a shield of sympathy I’ve grown accustomed to this past month. “Where were you?”

      I drop my bag on the small dining table in front of the kitchen bench. I’m not sure how old this apartment is, but it desperately needs a renovation. The wood cupboards are barely hanging on by the hinges, the dark green linoleum covering the countertops is peeling and stained, and the once cream walls are gray with what I can only guess is years of cigarette build-up from smokers who couldn’t be bothered going out on the small balcony attached to the living room.

      The apartment is a dump, but it’s all I can afford right now.

      “I went for a walk to clear my head,” I murmur.

      Raya’s eyes follow me as I walk across the brown shaggy carpet and flop onto the couch beside her. I was lucky that the apartment came fully furnished when I moved in. The thought of having to lug furniture up three flights of stairs into a shithole was not something I was keen on doing, even though most of this furniture is worn and gross.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, turning her body to face me with one leg bent beneath her. Raya has her hair pulled back into a high ponytail with tendrils framing her soft face. As always, she looks stunning. She’s wearing a white-and-pink checkered sundress that does wonders for her curves. “I know how shit everything has been lately.”

      That’s an understatement. I run a hand down my face, unable to meet her golden eyes. “As you said, everything has been shit, and I don’t think that’ll change anytime soon.”

      Raya worries her bottom lip between her teeth. “Have you been adjusting well to going back to work?”

      “Surprisingly, yeah, I have. My boss, Jasmine, has been super understanding about my… situation and is more than fine with me working from home. She even gave me a laptop to use since I left mine at… well, you know.”

      These days, I can’t even speak his damn name without wanting to burst into tears.

      Raya leans forward and rests her hand on my bare knee, offering a small smile. “You’ve got this, Pae. I know it might not seem like it now since your world is crumbling at your feet, but I have no doubt that you’ll be back on top soon. It’ll just take time.”

      “I know,” I murmur, rubbing my elbow. “It’s just hard, you know? Ever since Mom’s passing, it feels like I can’t breathe. Like no matter what I do or think, my chest is tight, and it feels like I’m drowning.”

      “It’s a natural part of grief.” She pats my knee and leans back, her eyes searching my face. “You know you’ll have me beside you every step of the way, no matter what. I just wish you would…” Raya gestures around the room, a grim expression twisting her features.

      I exhale a sharp breath. “Ray, you know why I can’t live with you. He’s like a bloodhound. As soon as he catches wind I’m in your house, he won’t leave.”

      How he hasn’t found me yet is shocking. I mean, I’ve done everything I can to fly under the radar—got a new bank account set up, I avoid using my card where possible, I got a new phone and number courtesy of Raya, and I try my best to blend in with the crowd—knowing he would do everything in his power to find me. I’ve learned what he is capable of, so I have no doubt he hasn’t stopped looking for me.

      It pains me every day knowing I walked away without so much as letting him have a say in the decision, but it’s better this way. He doesn’t have to worry about being killed for loving me, and I’m not in constant fear of being on the wrong side of Enzo Gambino.

      “I know,” Raya whispers. She exhales a sharp breath. “I hate seeing you live like this, in an apartment that was probably a murder scene and maybe a brothel at one point. It fucking kills me, Pae. And after everything with your mom and Ace—” She rolls her lips, her head shaking softly. “I just hate it.”

      “Me, too,” I whisper, tears stinging my eyes.

      I knew losing two of the people I loved most in this world was going to be hard, but I wasn’t prepared for how much it was going to fucking hurt. Mom died in her sleep, wrapped around me, the night I went to the hospital. It was as if she was waiting for me, knowing when the perfect time to go was. I wish she had held on a little longer, just so I could spend more time with her because I didn’t want to let her go. But she was in pain. So much pain. And now she’s free of that pain.

      Raya reaches over and takes my hands in hers, a small smile tilting up her mouth. “You’re so strong, Pae. I know I keep telling you that, but it’s not something I want you to forget. You’ve been through hell and back, and look at you. No matter what shit life throws your way, you’re still here, and you’re fighting. The light at the end of the tunnel is in sight.”

      I blink back the tears pooling in the corner of my eyes. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Ray.”

      My best friend smiles, squeezes my hands. “And you’ll never have to find out.”

      Clearing my throat, I pull my hand from hers to swipe under my eye. “Thank you. I really needed to hear that.”

      Raya chuckles and releases my other hand, leaning against the side of the couch. “Anytime you need a distraction, I’m always here.” She lifts her shoulder in a shrug. “Besides, you know I could talk your ears off for hours.”
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