
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Believe in the Wish Story Description:

I buried my twin sister six months after she found out she had cancer. Her funeral was three months ago. Today is our birthday and it started with delivery of letters from her. 

It seems she didn’t trust me to move on after her death. She knows me too well. But how can I go on when my other half is just...gone? That’s not something I can recover from with a snap of my fingers. But I also can’t ignore her instructions even though I’d be perfectly content to cuddle up with my buddy, Johnnie Walker, and call it a year. 

She has a list of things for me to do and there are rules attached. 

There’s one major problem besides the fact it’s been three months since I left the house. I have to do all these things with her jerk of an ex, Hawk Simmons. He abandoned her shortly after she found out she was sick. If that wasn’t enough to make this a really bad idea, the fact that he makes an appearance in all my nighttime fantasies probably does. 

I don’t think I can do this, but I owe it to my sister’s memory to try.
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Thank you to Jay Aheer for the beautiful art you create and share with the world. I saw your fantastic cover and Emma, Ethan, and Hawk’s story just came to me.

You inspire. 

Thank you!
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Chapter One
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Ethan Roberts groaned in pain. The pounding on the door wouldn’t stop. He’d told the delivery boy last time to leave the fucking box outside on the doorstep. He’d get his groceries when he felt like it.

Finally, the banging ended, and Ethan buried his head into the back of the couch, seeking the oblivion of sleep. Sleep, that beautiful place where pain didn’t exist. Where memories didn’t exist. His goal in life now was to spend as much time in that space as possible.

The explosive pounding began again, this time punctuated by alternating ringing of the doorbell.

“Fucking hell,” Ethan growled and rolled over, falling flat on his ass onto the hard wood floor. Thankfully, the pizza box from dinner last week still lay there to break his fall. He groaned and dropped his pounding head into his hands. 

He needed more to drink. 

Where was that bottle? He opened a single eye and searched the mess on the floor. A shimmer of glass drew his attention, and he leaned across and snagged the bottle from under the fallen couch cushion. 

No. Empty. 

He dug his hands under the piles of clothes and papers, searching for another elusive Johnnie Walker shaped bottle. He found a hard, cold corner that felt right. Success! He grappled to get hold of the neck and held it up. 

Fuck, another empty.

Both eyes were open now, scanning the entire living room for any sign of life—or well, liquor—but that was his life now, so same difference. 

His eyes found several empties, but none held the liquid gold he needed.

Hell, he would have to open the door to the fucking stubborn delivery kid—who would not give the fuck up, that pounding continued—just to replenish his supply of alcohol since his last case seemed to be exhausted. 

Even considering getting to the door drained him. He knelt on the floor, his spinning head on his arms, his stomach roiling at the stench of something gone bad. But that smell could be coming from him. He didn’t even want to know. No, he just wanted more alcohol. More of the beautiful nothingness where he didn’t feel, didn’t know, didn’t hurt.

Crawling on hands and knees, he finally made it to the door. He grasped the handle and pulled himself to stand so he could unlock it. In a barely functioning part of his brain that cared, he knew he should be embarrassed by this, mortified even. He’d just crawled to the fucking door. But on the other side of the door would just be the high school kid that did the grocery store deliveries. He’d already seen Ethan in this bad of shape or worse over the last few weeks. He really didn’t care anymore. He didn’t have anything else to lose. 

Ethan pulled the door open. Sunlight streamed inside piercing his retinas with the bright light. He groaned and threw an arm over his face. 

“I told you, kid,” he growled, his patience non-existent. “Don’t ring the doorbell. Just leave the groceries on the porch. I already added your tip to the charge.”

“Bloody hell.” That feminine voice did not belong to the geeky teenager. 

No, that was the voice of a grown woman, a disgusted one from the sound of it.  Ethan squinted into the sunlight trying to see who stood there, but the combination of liquor, radiation-level sunlight, and a general didn’t-give-a-fuck, meant that he couldn’t see much more than a curvy silhouette.

She snorted. “No wonder Emma left instructions for how to handle you.” 

He stumbled back in shock at his sister’s name.  “Who are you?” he whispered.

She stepped into the house and closed the door behind her. 

With the direct sunlight gone, he could see her. She was tall, but that probably had more to do with her sky-high heels than her actual height.  She wore a fitted suit, her brown hair pulled back in a bun, and glasses perched on her wrinkled nose as she glared around at the disarray of his house.  

A briefcase strap was slung over her shoulder and she pulled the bag around to her front as she glanced over him, the expression of displeasure pulling her mouth down in disgust. “I’m your sister’s attorney.”

“She’s dead.”

For a moment, her expression softened. “I know. I’m sorry for your loss. But that’s why I’m here. She left instructions for me to give you. We have a meeting today that’s very important. I’ve been trying to get hold of you.” She held up a handful of mail that she must have pulled out of his mailbox. 

“Taking other people’s mail from their mailbox is illegal.”

“Go ahead and press charges, and I’ll have you committed as incompetent.” She glared at him. This did not look like a woman who would get pushed around easily. “I’m guessing you haven’t been checking your mail.” She glanced around the mess in the room. “How do you even have power anymore?”

“Everything’s on direct pay.” Ethan ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t awake or sober enough to understand this. He stumbled to the kitchen. If he couldn’t have alcohol, he’d settle for coffee. Whoever this woman was, she could either follow him or not. He didn’t care.

He popped a K-cup capsule into his Keurig, and within thirty seconds, he was inhaling the aroma of much-needed caffeine. He closed his eyes and took a deep swallow of the scalding liquid. While it burned his tongue, the shot of caffeine did a lot to get his brain functioning again. After three more deep swallows, he opened an eye to glance at the lawyer. 

She’d made her own cup of coffee while he’d been absorbing caffeine and was now in the process of cleaning off a section of his cluttered counter. 

“Sorry,” he muttered and grabbed a pile of trash out of her arms.

He glanced around his home. Emma would throw a fit if she could see what he’d done to the house she’d worked so hard to make homey. He’d completely trashed it since she died. Shame flooded him and tears filled his eyes. He turned away from the lawyer, not wanting her to see his sudden rush of emotion.  

“Are you okay?” she asked quietly.

He drew in a shuddery breath and dumped the trash he held onto the overflowing trashcan. He dashed at the tears before turning around. “Yeah, sorry. It’s all just been a bit overwhelming.” He pulled at his the hem of his shirt self-consciously. “I’m not usually such a mess. It’s just Emma...” Was gone. His whole world. The best part of him, and he didn’t know how to go on without her here. He sank down onto the floor, suddenly overwhelmed with just the simple task of living. 

This is why he’d begun to drink. Facing life sober and the realties of living without her wasn’t something he could even fathom. He was alone now, and he didn’t know how to do this without his twin.

“Well, shit,” the woman muttered as she crouched in front of him. “This is my fault. I’m sorry. I should have been here before now, but I didn’t really believe Emma when she told me that you’d need some help. Then my mother got ill.” She waved a hand in the air. “But that doesn’t matter now. I’m here, and we’re going to fix this. First thing, you need to go shower. Then we’re getting out of this house while I get a cleaning crew in here.”

He rubbed at his temples. Fuck, his head hurt. But he’d missed something important here. “I don’t understand. Who the fuck are you?”

She reached out a hand to him and as he took it, she tugged him off the floor with a surprising amount of strength for such a tiny thing. “It appears I’m your fairy godmother sent to you from your sister, Emma. But you can call me Katya Monroe. Shower first, details over lunch. I have some calls to make.” Then she turned her back on him and began searching through her cell phone contacts.

He had no idea what she was talking about, but he had to admit that he could probably use a fairy godmother about now. It was no secret that he was falling apart. Since Emma died he’d tried to stay sober Monday through Wednesday simply to keep E-Squared afloat. 

E-Squared was the graphic design business they’d created together, and most of their customers came to them online so he was able to manage the business without anyone really knowing what a mess he’d become. But in the last few weeks even that had been a struggle. He was sinking fast, and Emma would be ashamed of him if she were here to see how he’d lost it.

So even though he had questions and still felt like utter crap, he did what Katya had told him and went to take a shower.

***
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When Ethan got out of the shower, the challenge was to find some clothes that wouldn’t stand up on their own. Now that he was clean, he became aware just how bad everything smelled. Ugh!

He finally found a pair of jeans that weren’t too bad, mainly because they’d been kicked under his bed before he’d had the chance to wear them past the point of politeness. But as he pulled them up his hips, he had another problem. They literally fell off him. What the fuck? As someone who’d always been considered scrawny, he didn’t think it was possible for him to lose this much weight. He hadn’t had any extra padding to lose. Was it possible for his bones to shrink?

He dug under the pile of filthy clothing in the bottom of his closet and unearthed a belt, cinching it as tight as it would go. The pants were still way too loose, but hopefully they wouldn’t end up around his ankles. 

As he considered leaving the house, his stomach roiled. And that had nothing to do with his sudden switch to gangster-style clothing. No, the reason he’d settled into the oblivion of the bottle was because it hurt too much to see others going on with their lives, happy and smiling, when his world felt so empty, sad, and alone. It was easier to stay home and...well, wallow. 

Fuck, he needed to get a grip. Either that or man up and end everything for good. With the way he was headed he would be homeless and without a future anyway. He needed to find out what the lawyer wanted, and then he’d figure out how to do this living thing again.
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Chapter Two
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Ethan dipped one of his sweet potato fries into the ketchup on his plate and surreptitiously watched Katya take notes on a notepad. They’d been in the restaurant for twenty minutes, and she’d been on her cell phone for at least nineteen of those minutes. 

He still had no idea why Emma had hired an attorney. Everything with her estate should have been cut and dry. Her life insurance policy had been just enough to cover the cost of her funeral. The two of them had owned everything together—the house and the business. The only things they’d owned individually had been their cars, both of which were pieces of shit. They’d decided a long time ago that they’d invest in the house and E-Squared. 

Katya ended her call and promptly pushed the ‘away’ button for receiving phone calls. “I’m sorry. No more calls. They may not think so, but they can survive without me for an hour or so while we have our chat.”

Ethan’s stomach rolled over. That brought them to the question of the hour...chat about what? But he was almost afraid to ask at this point. Instead, he redirected. “Do you have your own firm, or do you work for someone else?” 

She raised an eyebrow at him, but with a slight tilt of her head she must have seen something in his expression because she answered, “I own my own firm. When I graduated from law school, I went into a partnership that was later dissolved when I bought my partner out. It’s all mine now, which keeps me very busy.”

He grimaced. “And that’s further complicated by hermits like me who refuse to answer phone calls or mail deliveries. Sorry about that.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s time for you to stop apologizing. This is a hard time for you and that’s okay. To a certain extent, that’s the way it should be...” She hesitated for a moment.  “At least for a little while. You’re allowed to grieve. But Emma knew this would be an issue for you, so she made plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

Katya reached into her briefcase and pulled out a file. She reached inside and pulled out an envelope that she handed to him. On the front was his name, written in Emma’s handwriting. Suddenly it was hard to breathe.

“What is this?” he whispered. 

“The first of your instructions. You need to open and read it.”

He didn’t want to. He didn’t know why, but he really didn’t want to. “I’d rather wait until I’m at home.” At his house, if he fell apart, he could do it without witnesses. 

She shook her head kindly. “No, that won’t work. She was very specific in how she wanted this all to go. I need you to open it now.”

Ethan swallowed against the huge lump in his throat as he tried to find air to breathe. His heart pounded in his chest. Surely, everyone around them could hear that.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “I promise.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He glanced up at her. “It’s never going to be okay again.” His voice cracked.

She lowered her lids, and her lips compressed into a tight line as if his grief was too much for her.

His hands shook as he turned the envelope over, lifting the sealed flap. It had to be his imagination, but he could have sworn that he smelled a faint whiff of the strawberry lotion Emma always liked to wear. 

For just a moment, he shut his eyes and tried to calm down his emotions going haywire. He didn’t know whether to be angry that she’d done this to him, sad that she wasn’t here to tell him whatever information this letter held, or scared at whatever Emma had cooked up for him. 

Throughout her life, she’d kept him hopping. As the exuberant, outgoing twin, she’d always dragged him into trouble when all he’d wanted to do was stay home. In that regard, this whole scheme of hers was very apropos.

He took a deep breath and pulled out the single sheet of paper and unfolded it. At the very first words on the paper, his eyes filled with tears.

Happy Birthday, baby brother.

He glanced up in disbelief at Katya. “It’s May fifteenth?” 

At her silent nod, he gazed down at the paper in his hands, his eyes filling with tears. It was their twenty-fifth birthday. The first birthday he’d ever celebrated without her. She’d only been twenty-four when she’d died. How unfair was that? To her. To him. To the world that missed out on everything she had to offer it.

Emma’s handwriting wavered in front of his eyes, but he continued to read, not knowing what else to do. His other option—sobbing in the middle of the restaurant—would be mortifying.

I’m sorry I’m not there to go out partying with you. Remember when we were little and you didn’t want to share your birthday with me? Now you get your wish. 

He’d been a horrible person. The tears overflowed his eyes. He’d made that wish more years than he even wanted to remember. How selfish was that? How could he have wished for a life without her in any way? She’d been his light.

Katya shoved a tissue into his hand. 

Right. He was in public. Time to get it together.

My bad. It was probably too soon for a joke like that.

I love you, Ethan. 

I know I didn’t say that enough—you know emotional displays and I didn’t mix—but beyond anything else that happens over the next few weeks, KNOW THAT. I love you, and if I could have figured out a way to stay, I would have...for you. 

But God obviously had different plans for me, so now I’ll just have to content myself with being your guardian angel for the next seventy-five years. I’ll have your back, bro. I promise. 

And in the interest of having your back, that’s why Katya is here. 

I know you. You’re stubborn, and right now, I imagine that you’re more than a little sad. I get that, but that doesn’t mean you stop living. My death means you have to live twice as much because you have to do it enough for both of us. I’m counting on you.

But, again, I know you, so I’ve enlisted some help from my friends just to get you going. 

Make a Wish, Ethan. Believe in it. It’s time to live.

~Emma

When Ethan finished reading, he took several deep breaths. The sobs had welled in his throat, and it was all he could just to hold them inside.

“You okay?” Katya asked.

“Yeah.” His voice sounded husky, but he’d managed to say the word, so he figured that for a win. 

“Then it’s time for step two.”

He looked up just as she held a flaming lighter to the candle on top of a cupcake. She pushed it in front of him. “Make a wish and blow. All you have to do is believe.”

As he sat there, looking at the flickering candle, it occurred to him at just how sad this was. His twin was dead, and he was at some bizarre birthday celebration with someone he’d never even met before. Even from the grave, Emma was working to pull him out of his shell.

So he closed his eyes and blew as he made his wish.

I wish I wasn’t so alone.

But when he opened them, nothing had changed. He was still sitting in a restaurant with a woman he didn’t know, mourning the twin sister who’d died. Not that he expected a miracle, but Emma wanted him to believe. 

Believe.

How was that even possible? She’d been the one who believed in the magic of things like wishes and fairy tales. What had that gotten her? She’d died before she’d even had the chance to live. What kind of magic could he possibly believe in with that kind of reality?

He glanced over at Katya, suddenly annoyed with her even though none of this was her fault. “So, now what? I get the feeling there’s more to this than just a cupcake.”

“Don’t you want to eat it?”

“No, I just need to be done with all of this.” His stomach rolled. There was no way he could handle eating a rich cupcake right now. 

A deep groove formed between her eyes, but she didn’t argue with him. Instead, she reached into her bag again and pulled out a legal document wrapped in distinctive blue cardstock. He’d seen wills over the years. His stomach went into free-fall. 

What had Emma done?

“When Emma was first diagnosed with cancer,” Katya’s expression filled with compassion, “she contacted me to make sure her affairs were in order just in case. As her treatment results changed, she decided to make some changes to her will, to add some stipulations.” Katya met his gaze with a hard look.

Suddenly Ethan knew that whatever she told him, he was going to hate it. He didn’t want to know. He shook his head and began to rise.

Katya grabbed hold of his arm. “Hold on. You have to hear me out, or you’ll lose everything.”

“I can’t lose everything. I own it.”

“No, you own half. Emma owned the other half, and if you don’t follow her instructions, you’ll have to sell the business and the house, and she’ll leave her half of the proceeds to the homeless shelter downtown.”

“You can’t do that.” Ethan felt like he’d taken a bullet to the chest. Why in the hell would Emma have done something like this to him? “I’ll fight you.”

“You can try, but I promise you, you will lose. I’m a fantastic lawyer, and the documents—including your sister’s will—I created are ironclad. I can guarantee you that.”

No fucking way. This couldn’t be true. Why would Emma do something like this to him?

Katya sighed deeply. “You need to know that she really debated whether or not to do this, but she did it with complete love and devotion, not to punish you. Remember the state I found you in earlier today? That was her greatest fear. She would have hated that. She doesn’t want you to stop living just because she did. She wants you to be happy and to go on. She knew that wouldn’t be easy, so she decided to provide incentive for you to do just that.”

“What kind of incentive?” Ethan was so glad he hadn’t eaten that cupcake since everything he’d just eaten was threatening to make an ugly reappearance.

“You have a series of tasks to undertake. Once you’ve done them all, then the ownership of the business and house will be signed over to you completely and freely. Your tasks will be revealed to you slowly. For now, you will only get the first one and the list of rules. You and I are going to be seeing a lot of each over the next couple of months as there are ‘proofs of life’ that you have to send me after each task is completed.” 

A laugh burst out of him. “Proofs of life? Like this is some low-budget kidnapping movie?” He was so stunned by all this. He had to laugh at the ludicrousness of it. Either that or sit down and cry about it.

She raised an imperious eyebrow at him.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He rubbed a hand over his face. He was too tired and hung-over to take this all in. “I need to order a drink.”

“No, you don’t.” Her tone was fierce and said there would be no further discussion about that. 

That voice reminded him of his father, back before his mother had booted him to the curb. And just like back then, he found himself sitting up straighter and paying closer attention.

“Okay, so ‘proofs of life’? Like what?” What could she possibly have in mind?

“It will vary from task to task and will be clear with each of your instructions.” With that statement, she handed him Emma’s revised will.

He stared at the folded document for a moment. He really didn’t want to open this can of worms. But he couldn’t ignore Emma’s last wishes, could he? 

Slowly he unfolded the document.

“What you’re looking for is on page four,” Katya said quietly.

He flipped the pages and then quickly scanned down to middle of the page.

On the day of Ethan Roberts’ twenty-fifth birthday, the offices of Monroe & Associates will deliver these papers to the benefactor. The twenty-five tasks must be agreed upon and fulfilled by the benefactor and approved by the Executor. There are six rules the benefactor must follow to complete the assigned tasks. If the benefactor fails to complete the tasks and provide proof to the Executor, then Century Street Shelter will be named sole benefactor.

Ethan kept thinking the shocks were going to stop, but they just kept rolling in. “Twenty-five?” he asked faintly.

“Yes, but it’s not as bad as all that. Some of them are fairly simple to do. In fact, coming to lunch with me for this meeting was number one. So now you have only twenty-four to go.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Yippee?”

She gave him a small, closed mouth smile that said he was more than likely pushing her patience. This was probably not the normal routine for her law practice...at least he hoped not for her sake. Only Emma could come up with something so crazy.

Then Ms. Monroe handed him a bright purple envelope—Emma’s signature color. Inside was a card made in Emma’s distinctive graphic style—modern grunge. The outside said: Take this card and tape it on your bathroom mirror so you remember every day what the rules are. I’d hate for you to screw this all up because you forgot the point.

Then he opened the card...

The Rules:


	You have to follow my instructions to the letter.

	Get out of your comfort zone.

	Listen to your heart not your brain. 

	Believe in The Wish, baby brother.

	Remember...I love YOU! Trust me in this. I know what I’m doing.

	
Hawk is your partner in crime for your tasks.



Hawk. 

Ethan shook his head before he even looked up. “No. No. No. I will not work with that man. Why would she even ask this of me?” He bit out the words. 

His hands grew numb where he’d clenched them so tightly. This made absolutely no sense. Had she been losing her mind at the end and he just didn’t see it? 

“No,” he said it again as fiercely as he could without actually standing up and yelling, although several of the restaurant guests glanced over at them worriedly so he must not have been quiet enough. 

Katya just sat there placidly, waiting for him to stop fighting.

His stomach gurgled unhappily. He truly was going to be sick.

“It’s either follow the rules or give up your business and home. Are you willing to do that?”

He wanted to yell that “Hell, yes, he was”, but he’d spent the last several months drinking his life away. He didn’t have the money in the bank to recover from that kind of devastating blow. 

As much as he wanted to be stupid, he just couldn’t. 

“Why would she do this? Hawk Simmons was awful to her. He broke her heart. I saw it. You don’t understand. She found out she was sick, and that bastard abandoned her. Who does that? What kind of asshole does that? And now she wants me to work with him? Please, there has to be something else I can do? You determine if I’ve followed the guidelines, right? Fix this.” 

He began to quietly muse under his breath, “I didn’t realize the cancer had affected her brain, but it must have. There’s no other explanation for why she’d do this.”

“Ethan. Calm down.” Katya reached across the table and grabbed hold of his hand to capture his attention. “I promise you, she had a completely sound mind when she decided all this. Now look down at the rules again and read number five.”

He tried to focus, but all he could see was Hawk’s name in number six. He’d never hated anyone with the pure venom that he hated Hawk Simmons. If only he had been the person who’d died, Ethan would have danced on his grave.

“Ethan, focus! Number five, not number six.”

Ethan dropped his gaze down the list.

Remember...I love YOU! Trust me in this. I know what I’m doing.

“I just don’t understand,” he whispered. He wanted to trust his sister, but why would she have asked this of him? 

“Your sister had an incredible heart and capacity to love. It’s going to be okay.” Katya’s cell phone chimed and she glanced down at the screen. “Well, how about that? Perfect timing. The crew at your house is through cleaning. Let’s get out of here. You still have a couple more things to get through today.”
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Chapter Three
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Ethan startled out of his daze when someone knocked on his front door. He’d been sitting on his couch—in the middle of his now spotless living room—staring at the paperwork Katya had left with him after lunch.

He didn’t understand why Emma had done this. Why would she make things even harder now...when she had to know how hard he’d take her death?

Katya had told him his second task would be arriving at two o’clock, but he didn’t want to answer the door. The last time he’d done it, his whole world had been turned on its head. He just thought life had sucked before. Now he was scared of what lay outside knocking.

The knock came again, this time closely followed by the incessant ringing of the doorbell.

Ethan reluctantly pulled himself off the couch. He took a deep breath when he grabbed hold of the doorknob and pulled it open. 

Hawk Simmons stood there. Part wary. Part defensive. Part disgruntled. All gorgeous. 

Like a dog smelling a steak, his dick perked up at the sight of Hawk. Fucking hell.

Hawk had some sort of Latin heritage in his background that gave him a sultry, swarthy appearance. With his chiseled jaw, highlighted by dark scruff, he gave new meaning to the phrase tall, dark, and handsome.

At six feet tall, Hawk was slightly taller than Ethan. Hawk had on old, worn-out jeans that cupped him in all the right places, not that Ethan was focusing on his package. No, not at all. 

He had obviously ridden his motorcycle given the black combat boots and black leather riding jacket he wore over his white T-shirt. He held a helmet in one hand and what looked to be another purple envelope in his other.

Ethan focused on the envelope. His stomach flipped over and his blood began to pound in his ears. Could he really do this? With this man?

Hawk radiated discomfort and his frown deepened. “I’m so sorry about Emma.” He swallowed and looked out across the overgrown front yard.  “It happened so fast, and I know you hate me for what happened a few months before, but...” Hawk swallowed again and seemed to bite off whatever he’d been about to say. 

That was fine with Ethan. He didn’t want to hear it. There was no excuse for abandoning Emma like Hawk had. 

Because of something that happened between them in high school, boyfriends had been the one off-topic between Emma and him, so he had no idea what really happened between Hawk and her. All he knew was that after her cancer diagnosis, Hawk went completely MIA. She’d been so alone when she died with only him by her side. To know that Hawk hadn’t been there for her, even if she wouldn’t voice that pain to Ethan? He couldn’t forgive Hawk for that.
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