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USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms, finishes her tale about a young man and the sensitive artist who has changed his life.

Bryan McBride is basking in the glow of his newborn son. Despite the recent trouble erupting his wife’s checkered past, they are now living happily together in their new house. She’s tired, but happy, and he’s continuing to do good work at the charitable foundation.

Soon Hailey’s exhaustion leads to a dark path. She decides a few pills here and there won’t hurt. She just needs a little help with sleep, or so she convinces herself.

When her little nighttime aid turns into a full-blown addiction, Bryan is thrust into a nightmare: drugs are beginning to destroy his wife, just as they helped destroy his brother.

Hailey’s love pulled him back from the brink of the abyss, but now he’s not sure if he can do the same for her.

Fans of Nicholas Sparks will love this sweet-with-heat love story EVERY TIME.
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Bryan

IT WAS DARK. DARK AND quiet. There were no birds chirping or breakfast cooking. There were no sounds of the shower or the dull roar of the bathroom fan. Little Johnny wasn’t crying, and the moonlight wasn’t shining through the windowpanes of the room.

There was nothing. And it was disorienting.

Stretching out, I slid my hand over toward Hailey. Something felt wrong. Off. Like the dead of silence held the deepest of secrets. For the first month of Little Johnny’s life, I had dealt with nightmares, recurring ones of my brother spiraling on his drugs. I kept dreaming about the first time I’d ever seen him high, how he stumbled into my bedroom with his bloodshot eyes and his glassy stare. I kept dreaming about the first time my parents ever found out. My father had grabbed him by his arm and yelled in his face, trying to pull him out of his drug-induced haze with his voice.

It was like talking to a wall of Jell-O.

I had terrifying nightmares, dreams of my son growing up and following in those same footsteps and dreams of what my son might look like in his teenage years, stumbling home from a drunken high school party. I had nightmares of looking down at my son and seeing a miniaturized version of my brother with a needle sticking out of his arm and blood dripping from his eyes.

It was always the sound of my infant son crying that pulled me from my nightmares, but tonight was something different.

It was the loneliness that pulled me from my slumber.

My arm slid across the spot where Hailey should’ve been. Instead of finding her warm, comforting body, all I felt was cold. The sheets had cooled, and the comforter hadn’t been bothered. I rolled over to snuggle into her pillow to try and find slumber again, but I couldn’t smell her.

Had she even lain down for the night yet?

Neither of us was getting much sleep. Little Johnny was an eater, waking up six, sometimes seven, times a night just to feed. I was thankful for the time Ellen had given me off work to help with caring for Hailey, because she was worse off from her surgery than we all could’ve imagined. It was hard, thinking that a caesarian section was major surgery. In my mind, during the whirlwind hours of our son’s birth, the only thing that ran through my mind was that she had given birth, not that she had undergone major surgery.

But even with as tired as I was, Hailey had it worse. I tried to get her to pump bottles for me so I could take over some of the feedings, but her body wasn’t agreeing with it. She could feed Johnny just fine, but when she pumped, she was lucky to get an ounce at a time. I took maybe three feedings throughout the course of a week, but the rest fell on Hailey’s shoulders.

Neither of us was getting the sleep we needed but Hailey especially. She needed the rest to recuperate from everything her body had been through. She needed to be able to sleep more than two consecutive hours with Johnny on her breast. She needed to be able to close her eyes, get into a deep sleep, and awaken with a renewed sense of vigor.

All of this was wearing Hailey down, and I could see it in the way she carried herself.

I figured Hailey was up feeding the baby, so I rolled over to try and go back to sleep. But as I listened out for the baby monitor, there was nothing going on. Whenever I woke up from a nightmare and Hailey wasn’t there, the soothing sounds of her singing to our son over the monitor would always lull me back to sleep. It would always put a smile on my face and remind me that things weren’t as bad as they were in my dreams. Hailey’s motherly singing voice would always give me hope that Johnny would live up to the positive aspects of his namesake and not the negative.

But tonight, there wasn’t any singing.

Grunting, I sat up in bed. Opening my eyes was like trying to unearth a manhole, but once they were open, I got to my feet. I wanted to go check on them and make sure everything was okay. Hailey tended to fall asleep while feeding Johnny, which always made for a pleasant sight. However, it didn’t always make for a safe place for Johnny to sleep, and the last thing we needed was him rolling out of her arms and onto the carpeted floor of his nursery.

I reached for my robe and threw it around my shoulders. The clock was ticking by at half past two in the morning. I shuffled down the small hallway and stood at our son’s door, smiling before I entered. This room was always so peaceful to me. With Hailey’s painting on the wall and our son safe in a crib I had made with my own two hands, it brought a comfort to my soul I’d never experienced before. Having a child had changed me in ways I could have never imagined, and Little Johnny was only a month old.

I could only imagine the changes to come as he continued to grow into the man he was destined to become.

I expected to see Hailey snoozing in the rocker recliner. I expected Johnny’s little lips to be latched around her nipple with milk dribbling down his chin. But instead of finding the decadent sight that always filled my heart with joy, I found nothing.

Well, not nothing. Johnny was sleeping in his crib, and the rocker recliner was vacant.

I walked over to my son and patted him on the head. He was cool, which meant he probably hadn’t woken up in a little while. He wasn’t warm from being cradled against Hailey’s body, which meant she hadn’t been in here recently.

So where in the world was she?

I was worried about where my wife had gone. A thousand things could have happened to her. She could’ve ruptured a stitch and been bleeding on the floor somewhere. She could have fallen in the bathroom and not been able to call out for me. She could have gone downstairs and choked on something she was eating in her exhaustion-induced stupor. My heart was hammering against my chest, but I resisted the urge to call out into the house.

The last thing I needed was to wake our son.

I inched out of Johnny’s room and closed the door behind me. I made my way down the stairs, my eyes darting around the floor level of the house. I walked around the kitchen, looking for any signs of distress. I went into the living room, thinking maybe she had come downstairs, made a snack, and fallen asleep. I even checked the dining room, just to make sure she wasn’t sitting there and staring off.

I had caught her doing that a couple of times recently.

When I couldn’t find her downstairs, I made my way back upstairs. I checked all the rooms and threw open all the bathrooms. But the moment I was staring at that door, I should’ve known.

It should’ve occurred to me that Hailey would’ve been painting.

A faint light glowed from underneath the door of her studio. I approached the door, a small grin pulling against my cheeks. I opened the door silently and found Hailey sitting on a stool, her back straight with a paintbrush in her hand.

Hailey was in her zone. Her artistic zone where she knew exactly what she wanted to pull from the canvas. The paints sloshed onto the foundation of the picture as she tilted her head, looking at it from all angles. I leaned against the doorway and crossed my arms, taking in the view in front of me. She was perched right at the french doors that looked out onto the most beautiful view the entire house had to offer. I knew she would love it, and watching her sit right in front of it filled my chest with so much joy and pride.

She was so alive when she painted. So animated and full of joy. She painted with the whole of her body, swaying her back with every stroke she took. Her legs would tense, and her arms would move, conducting the picture to life as her head bobbed and weaved. It was like watching a symphony come together in harmony, working for the greater good to provide context to nothing but some squiggles on a sheet of paper.

It was Hailey’s giggling that pulled me from my trance.

“Sorry,” she said.

“For what?” I asked.

“For not coming to bed after I put Johnny back down,” she said.

“Nothing to be sorry for. I wanted to make sure you were all right,” I said.

“I know, I know. I’m still in that risk zone for another couple of weeks. It’s just that there are so many emotions with this, you know?”

“I know,” I said as I approached her.

“And all those emotions, both good and bad, are too inspirational to waste.”

“I know,” I whispered.

Wrapping my arms around her, I took in the painting in front of me. It was basic. Simply an outline in Hailey’s imagination. But I could already tell what the picture was. I could already tell what the focus of this painting was going to be.

I kissed her neck slowly. Delicately. With all the tenderness in the world so I could draw in her scent through my nostrils.

“That going in John’s room?” I asked.

“You think he’ll like it?” Hailey asked.

“I think he’ll enjoy the family portrait, yes,” I said. “But I’m worried about you.”

“Why?”

“I’m worried you aren’t getting enough sleep. It’s almost three in the morning. You really should come to bed.”

“They just need to get out onto the canvas, Bryan. And I promise I’m making it up during the day. You know, sleeping whenever the baby sleeps,” she said.

“Well, the baby’s sleeping now. Doesn’t that mean you should be sleeping?” I asked.

“You know if I lay my head down on that pillow with all these ideas, I’m not going to be able to get to sleep anyway,” she said.

Then, it dawned on her.

“You had another nightmare, didn’t you?” she asked.

She placed her paint and brushes down before she turned to face me.

“Which one was it this time?”

“The fight I had with John in my home about a month before he died,” I said.

“The one where you tried to convince him to come stay with you,” she said.

“Yep. When I tried to hire him and all that jazz.”

“You know that just because we named our son after him, it doesn’t mean he’s going to miraculously lead the same life,” she said.

“Hailey, he doesn’t have our eyes,” I said. “They look like John’s.”

“I know,” she said, snickering. “I see them every time I look down at him when I’m feeding him. And I don’t really know how it happened, but I guess that’s how genetics works sometimes. But it’s going to get easier to look at him and see a piece of John there.”

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. I could taste the exhaustion on her skin. I could taste the fact that she hadn’t brushed her teeth in a couple days. She was neglecting herself again. I had to keep reminding her to do basic things like shower and eat and brush her teeth. She was so wrapped up in her painting and in tending to Johnny that it was like she stopped being important.

“Hailey?” I asked.

“I know, I know. It’s been a couple of days since I’ve brushed my teeth. I’m sorry. Johnny’s cluster-feeding, and it’s been a mess,” Hailey said.

“You know I’m only trying to look out for you. Someone’s gotta make sure you’re taken care of. You’re still healing from a massive surgery. You’ve still got wounds with stitches. That’s serious,” I said.

“And I’m staying on top of everything. I promise. I’m sleeping during the day with Johnny, I’ve got reminders going off on my phone to eat, and I’m keeping the wounds and everything clean,” she said.

“I really wish you would come to bed.”

“I gotta get this out. Not the whole thing, but the colors I see. All the colors floating around. It’s all so grand and so beautiful and way too much to fall asleep with on my mind,” she said.

I looked into Hailey’s eyes and saw the bags hanging underneath them. She was so alive and joyous when she was painting, but the moment she stopped, it was like reality set back in on her face. Her blinking was becoming slower, and her skin was matte and pale. She didn’t have the life behind her eyes she once had before our lives had forever changed. I took her hands in mine and brought them to my lips, kissing them to try and breathe life back into her body. I watched the smallest of sparks ignite behind her eyes, illuminating them for a millisecond before it passed away.

“You need to take care of yourself,” I said.

“One more hour, just through Johnny’s next feeding. Then I’ll be to bed, okay?”

I leaned forward and captured her lips one last time before I relented.

“One more hour,” I said.

“And Johnny’s feeding.”

“Then to bed. With me. So I can hold you and remember what the beautiful love of my life feels like,” I said.

“So dramatic,” she said cheekily.

“Only for you, sunshine.”

I stepped away from her and watched her get back to work. I backed up toward the door, watching her body come alive again. It was like her artistic world was the only fuel that kept her going, and I hated pulling her from it. But I needed to make sure she healed properly so nothing else slapped us in the face. I needed to make sure she was taking her medication when she needed it and not pushing through the pain. I stood there and watched her before I closed the door, keeping it cracked a tad so she could hear Johnny if he woke up.

I needed to take care of her because I needed everything to be okay. I needed this life we had built to solidify itself in the foundation I had laid for us in this house.

Because if something else happened, I wasn’t sure if we were strong enough to make it through it.

Not right now, anyway.
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Hailey

ROCKING IN THE ROCKER recliner, I held Johnny to my breast. My eyes were fluttering closed with the soft motion of the chair, my head bobbing back and forth. My days were exhausting. So much so that I was falling asleep in the middle of feedings. I’d latch Johnny onto my breast, and the next thing I knew, he was crying for the other one. There had been a few times where he had fallen asleep in my arms and had woken up between my legs. Those moments terrified me, which prompted me to start walking him around to feed him.

But today I just couldn’t do it. My arms were so sore from painting at night that I couldn’t even hold my own son to my body.

And again, I was nodding off in the damn chair.

It was strange. The only time my inspiration hit me was in the middle of the night. I’d wake up for Johnny’s first nighttime feeding, and during the entire thing, my muse would kick in. Lavish colors and beautiful portraits and sceneries and memories would bloom within my memory. I’d look down into Johnny’s sleeping eyes and reminisce on the good times I had experienced with Bryan’s brother. Nightmares of what our son could stumble through were plaguing Bryan throughout the night, but it was the positive memories that bloomed in our son’s eyes that kept me afloat and kept me inspired. They kept me painting.

But getting to sleep during the day was rough. He hated being fed on the couch, so much so that he could cry hard enough to make himself sick. I couldn’t lie down in bed and flop my breast out for him to suckle on because we weren’t moving. So I would have to pick him up and walk him around for him to eat. I would try to wrap him close to my body and hold my nipple out for him so he could eat as I painted, but he wiggled around too much for my hand to steady itself.

So I was stuck with either rocking him or walking him, and rocking him had begun to scare me.

Getting sleep while Johnny was sleeping was hard enough as it was. We had a small swing downstairs that he loved napping in, but whenever I laid my head down to rest, my mind would explode. There were always dishes to do or the gallery to check up on. There were wounds to keep clean and a body I had to shower down. There was grocery shopping to do, and I had to fight Bryan off to get a moment’s peace to myself.

I never thought grooming or eating or even being around Bryan would become such a chore until I had Johnny.

The only recompense I got, at times, was to sit and stare at a wall. While Johnny was sleeping, I would make my way into the dining room. It was closed off from the kitchen, so I couldn’t see how dirty it was. It was closed off from Johnny, so I wasn’t worrying over him, but close enough to where if he cried out, I could hear. In the dining room, there was no sound, no nature whistling by and no wind howling by the windows. There were no birds chirping or crickets doing whatever the hell that sound is they do.

It was just silence. Peaceful, unadulterated silence.

I still couldn’t get to sleep. Sometimes, I would’ve been fine slumped over on the table, drooling onto the wood. But my mind was always reeling with something, always thinking about something or debating about something. Arguments I had lost to people years and years ago would suddenly be won in the confines of my imagination. Ideas I’d had as a child were suddenly philosophical points of view that had to be broken down in that very moment. In those peaceful, tranquil moments of silence, I was painfully aware of the dust on the walls and how they now needed to be soaped up and scrubbed down.

I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but I was over it.

I could feel my head nodding off as I rocked Johnny in the recliner. It was time to switch him to my other breast, and I was at a point where my eyes hurt so much, I was keeping one closed to give it a rest. I needed something to keep me awake through this next leg of the feeding. Otherwise, I was going to fall asleep with him in my arms again.

And if I wasn’t careful, he’d end up on the floor.

Pulling my phone from my pocket, I decided to call the gallery. I had been stopping by on the weekends to check in, but I called during the week. The only reason I could get out and get a trip to the gallery was if Bryan came with me, and he was relegating me to the house so I could recuperate. And I got it. I really did. I had a massive surgery that not only resulted in our son being born but resulted in me having my uterus removed.

I still didn’t know how I felt about that, but it was what it was.

Even though this house was sprawling, it still felt like a prison. And if the only way I could get to the gallery was to bring my overprotective man-child along, then that was what I was going to do. I knew he was trying his best to protect me and take care of me, so I tried to overlook the fact that I wanted to punch his dick whenever he hovered.

“Good morning and happy artistic expression day. This is Kelly speaking. How may I help you?”

“Happy artistic expression day?” I asked.

“Miss Hailey! Hello! How are you doing? How’s the little one?” she asked.

“Why didn’t you say the name of the gallery?” I asked.

“You told me you were tired of always hearing the gallery name whenever I answered the phone. So I switched it up,” she said.

“Right. Yes. Well, is today some sort of holiday I don’t know about?”

“Why can’t every day be a day for artistic expression?” she asked.

“Good point.”

“You sound exhausted, Miss Hailey. You just wake up?”

“I wish. How are things at the gallery today?”

“Going really well. I’m glad you brought in those paintings you did a couple of days ago, because if we keep having the business we’re having, we’ll need them before the weekend happens.”

“Wow. That’s really good. Any reason for the uptick in customers?” I asked.

“That event with the diner is this week,” she said. “You know, the one where they’re showcasing their new foods and handing out twenty percent off coupons for stuff over here?”

“Shit. I totally forgot about that,” I said.

“Don’t worry. It’s been drumming up a lot of business. I have a few things I do want to ask you about, though, when you have some time.”

“I’ve got time now. Shoot.”

“No offense, but you sound really tired. I don’t want to overload you.”

“Kelly. I’m fine. What are your questions?” I asked.

“A lot of people who have come in are wondering about the miniature prints and the pumpkins? I’m not sure what they’re talking about.”

“It was something I did my first year to try and drum up business,” I said. “If anyone asks about the miniature prints, tell them those will be the Christmas feature this year. I’ll start putting them out just after Thanksgiving. And the pumpkins I carved and painted will start being set out at the beginning of October.”

“Got it. Okay. One last question. I’ve had a few people wonder if you’re doing another Saturday night showcase anytime soon,” she said.

“I haven’t gotten around to thinking about it, no,” I said.

“Which brings me to my next question. Would you be okay with me setting up a showcase?”

“Depends on who you want to showcase,” I said. “We’d have to sit down and talk about it.”

“Which would be fine. It’s just that your art classes are fully booked now, so if we want to do the whole donation thing we talked about, we need to get a showcase on the books to bring in donations.”

“That’s right. Yeah. Okay. Um, could you come over Sunday? I know it’s your day off, but I’ll cook us up something, and we can get on that. Especially if the classes are fully booked. All three of them?” I asked.

“Yep. All three. I’ll put a meeting for us
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