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      The smell of disinfectant and bleach lingered in the air, a stark reminder of the environment Blake was about to enter. She slipped her arms into the sleeves of the crisp white coat, the fabric whispering against her skin. With a steadying inhale, she picked up her stethoscope and swung it around her neck, its weight a tangible symbol of what awaited her on the other side of the wall.

      After another deep breath, she opened her private office door. She stepped into the examination room, where a couple and their two children surrounded an elderly golden retriever lying on the examination table, his labored breathing and plaintive whine a haunting melody of distress and agony. The family’s faces were etched with grief, tears running uncontrollably down the cheeks of the two children as they tenderly ran their hands over the dog’s golden fur, now dull and thinning.

      Blake’s heart beat painfully against her chest as she approached them. She spoke softly, plastering on a sympathetic smile, “I know this is incredibly difficult, but you're doing the right thing for him. He won’t suffer any longer, and being here for him shows him how much you love him by letting him have the peace he needs.”

      The husband and wife nodded, tears glistening in their eyes. The children clung to their parents, trying to understand the finality of the moment. “We love you, Buddy,” the father whispered to the dog, his voice breaking with emotion. Their daughter reached over and buried her face against Buddy’s neck; her sobs muffled against the dog’s nearly motionless body.

      “Buddy, please don’t leave me,” she whimpered. Buddy let out a low yap, his tail lifting slightly off the table before falling back down with a slight thump. Her mother gently eased her up, and the little girl turned and wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist, burying her face in her stomach. “I don’t want him to go, Mommy,” she sobbed.

      “I know, sweetheart…but Buddy is in a lot of pain,” the woman replied, her throat working to speak over her pain. “He's been a loyal friend to us for so many years, but his old age and sickness are causing him so much suffering that we can't bear to see him in pain any longer. It's the most loving thing we can do for him now, to let him go peacefully and end his suffering.”

      The little girl looked up at her mother with tear-filled eyes, still clinging tightly to her. “But can't the vet make him better?” she asked, her voice trembling with hope as her eyes shot over to Blake.

      Her mother knelt to her level, wiping away tears from both of their cheeks. “Sweetheart, the vet has done everything she can for Buddy, but sometimes even the best medicine can't take away all the pain and discomfort. Do you understand?” The little girl’s head bobbed slowly. 

      “We have to say goodbye to Buddy so he can rest without suffering any longer,” her father stepped in to explain. “It's a difficult choice, but it's the kindest thing we can do for him now.”

      “I promise you, he won’t feel a thing,” Blake said before moving toward the medical table with the prepared items for Buddy’s transition. 

      The boy, who was the older of the two children, stepped away from his father to gently run his hand over the dog’s coat. “I’m going to miss you, Buddy,” he spoke with a sad smile and tears trickling down his face. Buddy, at that moment, opened his eyes and, with much effort, turned his head, pushed out his tongue, and licked the boy’s hand before finally laying his head back down and closing his eyes. 

      The family drew closer as Blake administered the injection. She couldn't help but feel the weight of the moment. Their sorrow mirrored her own, reminding her of the pain she had endured in her own life. Once the dog had peacefully slipped away, the family said their goodbyes and left the clinic, their grief still palpable in the air, even after their departure.

      Alone in her office, Blake sank into her chair and gazed at the photograph on her desk. It was a picture of her family—her husband and their young daughter, captured in a moment of pure joy. She traced her daughter's smiling face with a trembling finger before her gaze settled on her husband. A single tear trickled down her cheek as she whispered to the photograph, “How am I ever going to live without you?”

      A knock at the door pulled her out of her thoughts. “Come,” she called out.

      Her assistant, Shannon, popped her head in just then. “Dr. Summers, your next appointment is here.” 

      “Okay. Thanks, Shannon. I’ll be out in a minute,” she informed her.

      “Are you all right?” Shannon asked, her brows knitted in concern.

      Blake plastered on a smile. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” Shannon replied, her tone taking on a bit of uncertainty. “I’ll give them the paperwork to fill out in the meantime.”

      “Thanks.”

      Shannon nodded before closing the door. Blake sat for another two minutes, willing herself to be okay with finishing her rounds for the day. With a deep breath, she rose from her chair and stepped back into the main area to see her next animal patient.

      Blake left the clinic at the end of the day, the weight of the day's emotions still clinging to her like a heavy shroud. She navigated through the familiar streets, her mind drifting back to the painful memories she had been desperately trying to suppress. The loss of her husband still felt raw, the wound too fresh to fully comprehend.

      Arriving at her mother-in-law's house, Blake squared her shoulders and put on a brave face before knocking on the door. Holly, her mother-in-law, greeted her with a warm embrace. “Hi, dear, how are you?” The concern in her eyes was unmistakable.

      “I’m fine, Holly,” she lightly answered.

      After a brief pause, Holly asked again, "How are you really doing, Blake?" Her gentle voice was filled with empathy. "You can't keep pretending everything's okay."

      Blake's façade faltered, and she sighed, her shoulders slumping. "I'm trying, Holly, I am. But it's just so hard. I have to be strong for Ivy, and I don't have the luxury of falling apart."

      Holly took Blake's hands in hers, her gaze unwavering. "Blake, grieving is not a luxury. It's a necessity. You need to take the time to heal, for your own sake and Ivy's."

      Tears welled up in Blake's eyes, and she shook her head. "I don't know if I can. It's like... if I allow myself to grieve, it means accepting Gary is really gone. And I don't know if I'm ready for that."

      Holly’s eyes glistened with her tears, but in their blue depths, there was also understanding. Before she could respond, Ivy, Blake’s three-year-old daughter, came running into the room, her bright eyes wide with concern. "Mommy, why are you crying?" she asked, wrapping her tiny arms around Blake's legs.

      Blake knelt, hugging Ivy tightly. "Oh, sweetheart, Mommy's okay. I just... I miss Daddy a lot, that's all."

      Holly joined them, placing a comforting hand on Blake's shoulder. “Sweetheart, why don’t you follow me to the kitchen for that milk and cookie I promised you?” she asked Ivy.

      “Okay.” Ivy perked up with excitement. 

      “Let’s give Mommy a few minutes to herself.” Holly held out her hand to the little girl. Ivy looked back at her mother hesitantly. But Blake’s encouraging smile and slight nod were enough for her to allow her grandmother to lead her to the kitchen.

      Blake released a shuddering breath, causing her whole body to vibrate before reaching up to continue swiping at the tears that refused to stop falling.

      “It's okay to miss him, Blake. And it's okay to let yourself feel all of it.” Blake looked over her shoulder to see Holly standing in the kitchen’s arched doorway. 

      Abandoning her effort to dry her face, she turned to her mother-in-law with a small nod. “I want to, but I’m afraid if I let go…I won’t be able to pull myself back together,” she confessed, her blue eyes clouded with fear.

      Holly walked over to the couch and sat down before patting the space beside her. Blake slowly sank into the seat and turned her gaze to the woman.

      “When my husband, Bill, died, I felt like my world had died with him. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t even cry…” She paused as she swallowed deeply as if the memory was too painful to remember. “I was doing everything else, making sure everyone else was okay, but for myself, I was just on autopilot. One day, out of the blue, I just snapped. I was crying, screaming, and asking Bill why he had to leave me. I was in such a state that my sister had to take me to the hospital, and they even considered putting me on psychosis medication.”

      Blake’s eyes widened at the revelation. Holly placed a comforting hand over hers. “I’m saying this to say, if I had dealt with my grief and accepted Bill was no longer here, it wouldn’t have led to such an episode. I don’t want that for you, Blake…Greg does not want that for you. I miss him dearly, but I have grieved my loss and choose to continue living for you and my grandbaby because I know that’s what he would have wanted. Do you understand?”

      Blake nodded. “I know I can't avoid it forever.” She sighed. “I'll try, Holly. For Ivy's sake and mine,” she promised. 

      Holly squeezed her hand. “We'll get through this together. You're not alone in this."

      “All done.” Ivy came barreling into the room with cookie crumbs sticking to her rosy cheeks and lips and a triumphant smile.

      “That’s my girl,” Holly spoke proudly.

      “Come here, sweetie,” Blake beckoned to her daughter. Ivy quickly walked over to her, and Blake used a wet wipe to clean her face. “I love you, kiddo.” She smiled.

      “I love you too, Mommy.” Ivy hugged her.

      With Holly's encouraging words resonating in her heart, they left for home, the weight on Blake's shoulders feeling a little lighter. After putting her daughter to bed, she reached for the album she had buried in the back of her closet. Sitting on the floor, she carefully leafed through the cherished memories captured in her wedding album. A small manila envelope slipped from between the pages. Curiosity piqued, she picked it up and discovered a DVD nestled inside. Walking down the hall, she stepped into her living room, and with trembling hands, she inserted the disc into the player, watching the screen flicker to life. The video revealed snippets of her and Gary's wedding day, their love radiating from the screen. A small smile graced her lips as she looked at the couple's smiling faces and love shining through the screen.

      Then the footage transitioned, and an older Gary—a sick Gary’s smiling face filled the frame. Blake's heart clenched as she realized this was a message from him, recorded before his untimely passing.

      "Hey, Blake." Gary's voice filled the room, his familiar warmth washing over her. "If you're watching this, it means I'm not with you anymore. I don't want you to be sad though. I want you to remember all the happiness we shared together. The last six years of my life, married to you, were the best I've ever known. You made every moment worth living."

      Tears welled in Blake's eyes as she listened to his words, her heart aching with the longing for his presence.

      "I love you more than words can express, and that love doesn't end here. It will live on beyond the grave, and I'll always be with you, watching over you and Ivy," Gary continued, his unwavering gaze piercing through the screen.

      As his message continued, his words became a balm to Blake's grieving heart. "I want you to promise me something, Blake. Promise me that you'll live life without regrets. Find joy in every moment, and never let go of the love in your heart. You deserve all the happiness in the world, and I want you to embrace it, even if it means finding love again. I'll always be a part of you, but I want you to live a full and beautiful life."

      Blake watched, her tears flowing freely, as Gary's love and encouragement enveloped her in a comforting embrace. 

      "I'm only happy when you're happy, Blake." Gary's recorded voice filled the room once more, his eyes seeming to lock with hers through the screen. "Promise me that you'll be happy. For me."

      Tears cascaded down Blake's cheeks as she listened to his heartfelt plea. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she reached out toward the image of Gary on the screen, as if trying to bridge the gap between them. "I promise, Gary," she whispered, her voice filled with emotion. "I promise to be happy for you.
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      “Hi. Welcome to Denny’s. What can I get you?”

      “Hi, dear,” greeted the old woman with friendly brown eyes set in a deeply wrinkled face, her warm smile directed at Blake. “I haven’t quite made up my mind yet,” she said apologetically.

      “It’s fine,” Blake spoke up with a reassuring smile. “Take all the time you need. When you’re ready, just wave me over.”

      “Oh, thank you. You’re such a sweetheart,” the woman beamed her gratitude.

      “No problem.” Blake tipped her head forward, offering the woman another smile before heading over to the counter. 

      “Order for table seven.” Keith, the main chef, slid the two plates of burgers and fries across the counter toward her. 

      “Thanks, Keith,” Blake murmured before scooping up the plates and heading toward the couple sitting at the far back of the diner. “Here you go.” She smiled at the man and woman as she placed their food before them. 

      “Thanks.”

      “Thanks,” they spoke up, even though they hadn’t spared her a look as they stared at each other in what Blake could only describe as thick tension.

      “Enjoy,” Blake told them before walking off. 

      “What’s up with those two?”  Kathy, the other waitress, asked, jutting her chin toward the back as Blake walked up to her.

      “I don’t know,” Blake replied, looking over her shoulder to see they hadn’t touched the order she’d just brought to them and were still in a staring competition. She hoped it wasn’t anything serious. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought. The old woman signaled to her, and she excused herself to go to her.

      “Are you ready to order?” she asked, her tone light.

      “Yes, dear. Could I have the stir-fried chicken with rice and a serving of coleslaw?”

      “Sure thing.” Blake nodded. “Your meal will be out shortly.” With that, she walked over to the counter once more.

      After handing in the order, Blake wiped her hands on her apron and glanced at the clock. It was almost 3:00 p.m., and the lunch rush had finally slowed down at the diner. Exhaling softly, she felt some of the tension of the busy shift slowly dissipate.  “Keith, I’m taking my break after this order,” she announced.

      Keith poked his head out, his eyes scanning the dining area. Suppressing a small internal sigh, Blake resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Okay. But fifteen minutes,” he stipulated.

      “Okay,” she said simply. A few minutes later, Blake delivered the old woman’s order before grabbing her winter jacket. As she pushed open the heavy diner door, a rush of frigid air greeted her, nipping at her exposed cheeks and nose with a sharp sting. Her phone rang just then.

      Fishing the device out, she looked at the caller ID. Her heart skipped a beat, as it always did when she saw “Frank Walker, Attorney at Law” flashing on the screen. 

      “Hello?” she answered, her heart racing.

      “Blake, it’s Frank. I have some news about Dominic.” Her lawyer's voice cut through the line, his tone urgent.

      Blake’s stomach clenched. “What about him?” she asked, voice tight with apprehension.

      “He’s been granted early release due to good behavior. I’m sorry, Blake. He'll be out in a week.” Frank’s somber tone sounded through the receiver as he delivered the news.

      Blake’s mind reeled, and she struggled to process the information. Dominic, her ex-husband, the man who had made her life a living hell, would be free in a week. Panic surged through her.

      “I know this isn’t wha—”

      “I have to go,” she blurted out, ending the call abruptly. She rushed back inside, grabbed her purse, and headed for the door once more, leaving behind her bewildered co-workers. She needed to get to Ivy.

      The drive to the school seemed to take an eternity, and every passing second felt like a countdown to disaster. When she finally pulled up in front of the building, she practically leaped out of the car and hurried inside. Less than five minutes later, they called Ivy over the intercom to get to the principal’s office.

      As soon as her daughter walked through the door, Blake rushed over to her and took her arm. “Ivy, we have to go,” she said urgently, her voice strained.

      Ivy’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What's wrong, Mom?” 

      Blake looked at the concerned faces watching their interaction. “I’ll tell you everything in the car. Just trust me, okay? We need to leave. Now.” She quickly ushered her daughter outside, trying to keep her rising panic in check. 

      As the car backed out of the school’s parking lot, her sixteen-year-old turned to her. “Mom, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?” she pleaded.

      Blake glanced at her daughter’s worried face before turning her attention back to the road.

      Swallowing down the bile, Blake spoke, “We have to leave the state.”

      “What? Why?” Ivy asked in surprise, swinging her body to stare at her mother.

      Blake’s hands tightly gripped the steering wheel as she revealed, “They’re releasing Dominic from prison next week.”

      There was dead silence for a few minutes before Ivy spoke. “But why?”

      “The lawyer said they’re releasing him for good behavior,” Blake breathed out, her mind racing. “We have to get far away from here before he gets out.”

      Ivy’s expression darkened, and she crossed her arms. “But that means I’ll have to leave my friends, school, and volleyball.”

      “I know, sweetheart, but this is important. We’ll figure everything out, I promise,” Blake reassured her, even as uncertainty gnawed at her insides.

      Ivy mumbled something under her breath as she turned to stare out the window of the moving car.

      Once they arrived home, Ivy headed for her room and closed her door. Blake wasted no time. Fingers trembling, she dialed a number and brought the phone against her ear.

      “Kelly, it’s Blake. I need to talk to you,” she said as soon as her friend picked up.

      As she recounted the shocking news to Kelly, her voice cracked with emotion. “I don’t know what to do, Kelly. I thought we had more time. I was planning for a whole year, and now… now…I don’t…” She collapsed in the armchair. 

      “I’m on my way.”

      As Blake paced anxiously in her living room, the sound of a car pulling into the driveway drew her attention. She hurried to the window and saw Kelly stepping out of her car. A wave of relief washed over her. She practically flew to the front door and swung it open before Kelly even had a chance to knock.

      “Kelly, I'm so glad you’re here,” Blake said, her voice trembling with gratitude as she enveloped her friend in a tight hug.

      “Of course,” Kelly replied, returning the embrace with a reassuring squeeze.

      Once inside, Kelly wasted no time and got straight to business. “Let’s start packing. We need to get you and Ivy out of here as soon as possible.”

      Together, they raced through the house, throwing clothes, sentimental items, and essential belongings into suitcases and duffel bags. As they worked, Kelly spoke up, her voice tinged with urgency. “I know you’re feeling overwhelmed right now, but I think there is a place where you could go where Dominic would never think to look.”

      “Where?” Blake paused to look at her best friend expectantly.

      “Camano Island. It’s a remote coastal town in the Pacific Northwest. I visited it a few years back, and I fell in love with the place. It’s quiet and beautiful, and it would be unlikely that anyone would think to look for you there.”

      Blake considered Kelly’s words. “Camano Island… I’ve never heard of it. And you think it’ll be safe?”

      “I do, Blake. I really do. It’s far away from here, and it’s the kind of place where you can disappear if you need to,” Kelly reassured her, her gaze steady and supportive.

      As they zipped up the last suitcase, a sense of determination settled over Blake. “Okay, I’ll go. I'll do whatever it takes to keep Ivy safe, and if that means starting over in a new place, then I’m ready for it.”

      Kelly nodded. “It’s about protecting yourself too, Blake. I remember how Dom—” She looked at Blake with fear and pain. “Seeing you in the hospital that day… I wish I had paid attention to the signs and did more to help you before it came to that.”

      “Hey.” Blake placed a reassuring hand on her friend’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault, Kelly. I’m just happy you didn’t turn your back on me like the rest of the community or blame me for what he did.”

      “How could I?” Kelly asked, reaching up to take the hand on her shoulder and squeezing it. “You don’t have a single provoking bone in your body. Dominic was a monster—still is a monster.”

      “Well, I’m grateful that you’re still with me,” Blake smiled appreciatively. “Enough of this talk. Let’s go look at where I’ll be starting over and see to getting a room or something.”

      Kelly beamed. “That’s the spirit! I'm proud of you.”

      Sitting at the kitchen table with Blake’s laptop, Kelly scrolled through listings for guest rooms and rental properties on Camano Island. “Ah, here we go,” she said, pointing to a charming bed-and-breakfast called the Nestled Inn. “They have a guest room available for at least two weeks.”

      Blake nodded, a determined expression taking hold of her features. “That should give me enough time to get settled and maybe find a job and a more permanent place to stay. I’ll book it. I'm going to do this, Kelly.”

      “Booked,” Kelly informed her. “I put that you’ll be paying upfront. The less you use your credit card, the less likely it is to trace your whereabouts,” she rationalized.

      “What would I do without you?” Blake asked, her voice almost reverent.

      “I’ll always be here for you,” Kelly smiled. “So, where’s my goddaughter?” she asked, looking around as if expecting Ivy to magically appear.

      Blake released a heavy sigh. “She’s in her room. She’s not taking the news we have to leave well.”

      “I can imagine,” Kelly replied, her head moving up and down in slow motion, with a contemplative look on her face. “Let me go talk to her.” 

      Blake gestured to her daughter’s closed door. Kelly walked over and knocked. “Ivy? It’s Aunt Kelly. Can I come in?” Some seconds later, the door opened.

      Blake watched with a pained expression as her daughter, with tears in her eyes, fell into Kelly’s embrace with a sob. Kelly exchanged a look with Blake before Ivy’s door swung shut, blocking her view of the two.                                                    

      Blake, needing something to do, walked over to the kitchen and pulled the leftover meatloaf from the refrigerator before plopping it into the microwave. She stood there watching the numbers decrease as the dish rotated inside. She felt so helpless, exactly how she had that day when everything changed, and she couldn’t be there for her daughter like she wanted—like now. But she was determined to do everything in her power to protect her now. Ivy would definitely miss her friends and everything familiar to her, but this was for the best.

      Ten minutes later, her daughter’s door opened, and Kelly and Ivy walked through it. 

      “I made meatloaf,” she announced. “Well, leftovers, actually. I figured you’d be hungry.” She stared at her daughter, who did her best to avoid eye contact.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said simply. 

      “Ivy, is there something else you would like to tell your mother?” Kelly prodded.

      The two exchanged a look of understanding before Ivy turned to her with a look of resolve, and Blake felt a pang of jealousy at how easy it was for her friend to get through to her daughter. “I’ll go with you wherever it is you’re going,” she said simply. 

      “Okay.” Blake nodded as she sighed in relief eternally.

      “I’m gonna go pack,” Ivy said, turning back to her room.

      “Whatever you said to her, thank you.” Blake clasped her hands before her in gratitude as she stared at her friend. 

      Kelly returned her smile in response. “That meatloaf smells divine.”

      “There’s a plate with your name on it,” Blake informed her. The two women sat around the island consuming their meals and talking further about Blake’s imminent departure, to a place she’d never been before, to start over for the fourth time in her life.

      After Kelly left, the weight of the impending changes and the enormity of the situation crashed down on her, and Blake found herself overwhelmed with emotion. She sank onto the couch, tears welling up in her eyes as she grappled with the fear and uncertainty that lay ahead.
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      “You don’t understand. I need that money,” Blake implored, her voice tinged with desperation as she locked eyes with the stern-faced teller.

      “I’m truly sorry, ma’am, but as per bank policy, the amount you’re requesting exceeds the daily withdrawal limit,” the teller explained apologetically, her tone soft yet unwavering.

      Blake’s heart sank at the realization. “But it’s my money, and I have a pressing matter that requires immediate attention,” she pleaded, her voice quivering with emotion.

      Sympathy flickered in the teller’s eyes as she delicately folded her hands on the polished marble counter. “I understand, but the sum you’re seeking far surpasses the allowed daily limit, not to mention the monthly threshold without a valid explanation for the transaction,” she elucidated.

      Anxiety coiled in Blake’s chest, her mind racing for a solution. She drummed her fingers nervously against the cool surface of the counter, her gaze flickering between the teller and the digital display of the transaction. “May I speak with the manager, please?” she implored, her voice unwavering, despite the tumult of emotions swirling within her.

      The woman grimaced as her shoulders tensed. “Please have a seat by customer service, and I’ll get him for you,” the woman said. Blake nodded and went and sat down.

      After being escorted up the grand staircase of the bank, Blake emerged from the imposing building half an hour later, her shoulders slumped in defeat, carrying only a fraction of the much-needed funds she had sought.

      “Did you get it?” Kelly inquired eagerly the moment Blake slipped into the front seat of the car.

      With a heavy heart, Blake exhaled a weary sigh. “Half.”

      “Oh, Blake, I'm so sorry,” Kelly commiserated, her voice laced with concern. “But I can provide the rest for you.”

      Shaking her head, Blake hesitated, her gratitude and pride warring within her. “No, Kelly. I can’t let you do that. You’re already dealing with so much with the divorce and all. Your support means the world to me.”

      “Blake…” Kelly’s gaze bored into hers, earnest and unwavering. “You have to learn to accept help from others. I want to be there for you.”

      A soft smile tugged at the corners of Blake’s lips, touched by Kelly’s unwavering friendship. “Thank you. I truly don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “And you never have to,” Kelly reassured, her eyes filled with warmth and determination, offering a beacon of unwavering support in Blake’s time of need.

      A day later, Blake was on the road, on her way toward Camano Island and a new life. The radio played softly in the background, filling the car with a soothing melody as she drove. She glanced over at her daughter, who had been silent the whole time. Ivy was staring out the window with a distant look on her face. 

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” she asked, turning her head back to the road. There was no response for a while.

      “Mom, do we really have to do this? I don’t see why we have to leave everything behind and go to this... place.”

      Blake glanced at her daughter again, her brow furrowed with concern. “Ivy, I know this is a big change for both of us, but I promise it’s for the best. Camano Island will be a fresh start for us. More importantly, we’ll be safe.”

      Ivy let out a frustrated sigh. “I just don’t understand why we had to leave so suddenly. You don’t even know if Do-Dominic is still dangerous.”

      “That’s not a chance I’m willing to take,” Blake returned, her hands tightening around the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. “He still has connections on the police force,” she added.

      “I had friends there! A life…”

      Blake released her pent-up breath. “Ivy, I know it’s hard for you to leave your friends…to leave everything you know. But I’m doing this to keep us safe. There is no other option…” Blake said, her voice gentle but firm.

      Ivy turned away and stared out the window, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. The car fell into a tense silence, the only sound the hum of the engine and the rush of the wind outside.

      After a while, Blake spoke again, “Look, I don’t want to fight with you, sweetie. This is hard for you. I get it. But… I need you to try to make the best of it. We're in this together, and I promise things will get better.” She glanced over at her daughter.

      Ivy didn’t respond, but her shoulders seemed to tense even more, and she remained silent. Blake returned her gaze to the road.

      The car continued on its journey, the tension between mother and daughter hanging heavy in the air. 

      Blake made several stops along the way to stretch her cramped legs, while Ivy remained seething in the car. 

      Seven hours later, she stopped at a roadside diner in Cleveland that overlooked the harbor. The smell of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon in the air mingled with the sea air as they entered the cozy establishment.”

      “Welcome to Minnie’s. What can I get you two?” a chirpy waitress came up to their booth to ask.

      “Hi. I’ll have a chicken and ham sub and an iced tea,” Blake ordered, returning the woman’s smile.

      The woman nodded as she wrote down the order before turning to Ivy with an expectant expression.

      “I’m not hungry,” Ivy mumbled.

      Blake sighed internally. “You have to eat something, Ivy. We still have a long way to go.”

      “I’ll have a ham sandwich and a milkshake,” Ivy relented.

      “Alrighty. Your order will be out soon,” the woman informed them before walking away.

      Ivy remained mostly silent, her gaze drifting out the window. Blake tried to engage her in conversation, but Ivy’s responses were short and curt. It was clear she didn’t want to talk to her.

      After their meal, they continued their journey, making another stop at a small convenience store with an attached gas station, where Blake stocked up on snacks and fluids and filled the tank for the road ahead. Ivy barely said a word, and the tension between them seemed to grow with each passing mile.

      Finally, as evening fell, they arrived at a modest motel in Chicago, where Blake decided it was time to get some much-needed rest. The motel, though humble, had a certain charm to it. The neon sign buzzed softly in the twilight, casting a warm glow over the parking lot as they pulled in.

      After checking in, they entered their room, which was clean and cozy, with a neatly made queen-sized bed and a small table by the window. The soft glow of the bedside lamp illuminated the room. Blake retrieved her toiletries and headed for the bathroom. “I’m going to take a shower.” No reply came. 

      Fifteen minutes later, she returned from the bathroom feeling refreshed. Ivy sat on the edge of her bed, staring blankly at the wall. Blake felt a pang of sadness wash over her. She couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt for uprooting her daughter’s life.

      “Ivy?” Blake whispered into the darkness of the room when they’d finally settled in bed. The silence was deafening. “Are you asleep?” she attempted once more.

      A heavy sigh pierced the dark stillness. “I don't want to be here, Mom. I don’t want to start over. I hate this.”

      Blake reached across the bed, feeling for her daughter’s hand. “I know, sweetheart…” was all she could offer.

      Ivy didn’t respond, but she gave her mother’s hand a small squeeze, which was enough for Blake. A smile tugged at her lips. As the room grew quiet once more, the two of them drifted off to sleep.

      Blake woke in the middle of the night feeling the urgent call of nature. Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, she made her way to the bathroom. As she flicked on the light switch, her stomach twisted in knots when she found herself not in the motel’s bathroom but in the familiar living room of her old house—the one she had shared with her ex-husband.

      Panic clawed at her throat as she frantically scanned the room, her eyes landing on the barricaded windows and the locked front door. “No, no, no,” she muttered to herself, her voice trembling with fear as she rushed to try the door. It was indeed locked. “This can’t be happening,” she cried as she jiggled the doorknob with fervor. She hadn’t been back here in over four years, and the memories of that time still haunted her. What kind of sick joke was this?

      Just as desperation threatened to overwhelm her, a voice cut through the silence. “Blake,” it said, sending a chill down her spine. She spun around to see Dominic standing in the doorway leading from the kitchen, his presence sending a wave of dread crashing over her.

      “You can’t be here,” she gasped, her voice barely above a whisper. “You’re still in jail.”

      Dominic’s gaze bored into her, his expression unreadable. “I’m here for you, Blake. For you and Ivy,” he said softly, holding up a faded photograph of the three of them all smiling, as if nothing was amiss.

      Blake’s heart sank at his words, dread consuming her. She knew that smile in the photograph he held up—a picture of them together, laughing, pretending everything was all right. It was a façade; a cruel reminder of the toxic lies they had once lived.

      Tears welled up in her eyes as she shook her head. “No, this isn’t real,” she cried, her voice rising in hysteria. “We’re not a family. Not anymore.”

      But Dominic only advanced toward her, his presence suffocating her with memories she had tried so hard to bury. “We can be a family again, Blake,” he insisted, his voice laced with a dangerous fervor, coming closer as she pressed against the door with no way of escape. “Just like before.”

      With a sudden gasp, Blake’s eyes flew open, the nightmare fading away. She clutched her chest, feeling the rapid thump of her racing heart. It took her a moment to register she was back in her present reality, safe from the horrors of her dream. She reached over until her hand came in contact with her daughter, and air rushed past her lips in relief.

      Taking deep, steadying breaths, she pushed back the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed, the echoes of the dream still lingering in the recesses of her mind. She reached out a shaky hand toward the bedside lamp, her fingers fumbling for the switch. With a click, the soft light illuminated the room. A flicker of movement caught her eye, sending a surge of terror coursing through her veins.

      In a split second, she let out a blood-curdling scream, her heart pounding in her chest as she recoiled in horror. The figure in the corner of the room seemed to move, a looming presence that froze her in place.

      “Mom, what’s wrong? What happened?”

       Blake’s eyes adjusted to the light, revealing the truth—it was just her winter coat hanging innocently on the coatrack.

      Breathing heavily, she pressed a hand to her chest, trying to steady her nerves. 

      “Mom,” Ivy said impatiently.

      Blake turned to face her daughter; her own voice strained but steady. “It’s nothing, sweetie. Just a bad dream,” she reassured her, mustering a weak smile. “You should go back to sleep.”

      Ivy studied her mother for a moment, concern flickering in her eyes, before nodding slowly and settling back down under the covers. But her eyes didn’t close, not even when Blake returned from the bathroom and reassured her she was fine and she should go back to sleep.
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