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      To my family who knows me completely and loves me anyway, I’ll love and appreciate you forever and always.
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        Saving Eva

        ~Brynn

      

      

      I wasn’t dead.

      I knew that after all I’d been through, I should be, but I wasn’t. I’d wished for death, but I was alive in some strange existence I didn’t understand. Living had taken on a dream-like state, presumably from the medication they had me on that dripped through the tubes that were connected to me and into my veins, a result of the accident that nearly took my life. But even though I yearned for the peacefulness of death, a small part of me was grateful that I survived at all.

      The scene plays before me repeatedly.

      The big F150 headed toward me with no time or space to move. My reaction time slowed by my swollen, pregnant belly, and disbelief as to what was taking place before me. I was so excited for the trip I was taking and on my way … somewhere important. I was headed somewhere life-changing ...

      But I didn’t make it.

      Instead I ended up in the hospital for months, or years, I’m not even sure. I know the time I lost would never be regained, but I was grateful to be alive because it all simply could’ve ended at impact. From the appearance of my car, a mangled and twisted mess of blue metal, it should have.

      But being alive after the accident was lonely, and the existence I thought I should have has eluded me completely. Time passes like a movie that’s set on slow motion and only the time I’m able to spend with my daughter, Eva, makes sense. When I’m with her, it’s as though the world is bright with every single color of the rainbow. The world is alive with beautiful music. With Eva, I am awake and alive and my life unfolds before me, exactly the way it should.

      I remember the day she was born as though it was yesterday, with Adam by my side, begging me to push. After the accident, he was terrified that I would die, but I knew that I needed to live for Eva. I knew that I had to hold on so she could breathe her first breath and take her first steps. She needed my body for her own life, and I didn’t have a choice but to keep breathing. I knew that I wouldn’t let her go, even though the pain was sharp and endless, and the effort was excruciating. I held on tight long enough to hear her cry for the first time. When I heard the sound of her tiny cries, like the mewing of a small kitten, I let myself go into the bright light that absorbed me with warm comfort.

      For the first time I could remember, I was at peace.

      I knew that I had to be dead and I accepted it, but when I opened my eyes again, I was alone in Eva’s nursery and somehow I had been spared. The pain from the accident was gone and as I picked her up, gently and carefully, she fixed her large blue eyes on me. She knew that I was her momma and I held her close, breathing in the smell of her fresh, soft skin. This was the moment I had waited for my entire life. This was the brief moment I had with my first-born, Sophie, before she died. With Eva, I knew there would be so many more moments like this and I reveled in the thought of living a life where nothing mattered except absorbing her sweetness and watching her grow.

      The years have passed by quickly with no sign of Adam or anyone else that had been important in my life. I don’t know where they’ve all gone. The accident took them away and I wish I had gotten a chance to say good-bye. They have abandoned me, and my heart aches for a day when they might return. Nothing makes sense other than Eva, not even this house that I put so much of my heart and soul into. When I look through the rooms there are no windows or doors and no way in or out of this place that I loved so much. Even my sweet half-brother, Noah, who I was entrusted to care for, has gone, and so has my beloved grandmother. I’m sure Adam has moved on and so have my best friends, Kelly and Jane. The only person I get to see is Eva, but there is no one in the world I would rather be with than her.

      Though it’s lonely when she is gone, I’m thankful I get to live in this strange and disjointed existence. The world is a different place than I imagined it would be, but I can’t complain because I should have been killed.

      Every day, I realize that I’m exactly what I’ve always wanted to be. I’m awake and alive and able to be what I’ve always wanted more than anything.

      Eva’s mother.
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        The Bride

        ~Eva

      

      

      

      I awaken slowly to see Eva standing at the end of my bed, dressed in white and beautiful, even in the haziness of sleep. She is small and breath-taking, her long, dark hair soft against the whiteness of her dress. Her blue eyes are bright and she instantly brightens when she sees that I’m wake.

      I rub my eyes, waiting for the drowsiness to fade as I take in her floor-length gown and long veil. Her outfit doesn’t make sense to me and I strain to remember what I must have forgotten.

      At age ten, the thought of Eva getting married is ridiculous, yet the dress seems to fit her perfectly with its long train and fitted bodice. It seems that her age never matters because her personality is always the same, her mind mature, as though she is the adult and I’m the child.

      “What are you doing, Love?” I ask, sitting up slowly so I won’t get dizzy.

      “I’m practicing, Momma,” Eva says, smiling with her beautiful, full lips and perfect, white teeth.

      “What are you practicing for?” I ask, confused.

      “I’m practicing for when I get married. I want to make sure that I look good in all white and that my dress fits me well.” Eva looks at me as though this makes perfect sense as she stands up slowly and makes a few twirls around the room.

      I sit up completely, my back screaming, and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I rub my neck trying to ease the painful tightness that never goes away. The accident has left me broken and suffering in ways I never imagined, but I’m determined to get up every day for Eva.

      “Well, Love … by the time you get married you’re going to need a larger dress because you’ll be much older and this one will be too small,” I say, aching to reach out and touch her long dark hair.

      Eva stares at me, her cheeks turning red with embarrassment. “Oh … well, I thought I would practice. I mean … I’ve never worn a long dress before and … I just thought I would practice so I wouldn’t look silly.”

      I look at her small. dainty feet in her clean, white shoes. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that, Love. You’re beautiful and will always look good in anything.”

      Eva smiles at me, a strange expression on her face that is a mixture of sadness and something else that I can’t decipher. Unexpectedly, I watch as tears well up in her beautiful eyes.

      “What’s the matter, Love? Why are you crying?” I grab her and pull her in as close as I can, enjoying the soft fragrance of flowers that seems to emanate from her silky hair.

      “I miss you, Momma. I just … want you to be here when I get married.”

      “I will always be here for you, Love. Don’t miss me. I’m here for you now.” I take in her sadness and am confused by her words.

      Eva is quiet as she continues to cry, wiping the tears from her face., She never takes her big blue eyes from mine.

      “Momma … but … you aren’t always here,” Eva looks at me earnestly as she says the words gently.

      “I know that the medicine makes me confused and tired, Love, but I’m doing the best I can. I can’t help it sometimes, but I promise that I will be here for you when it matters the most.”

      Eva sniffles and looks as though she wants to continue crying, but she pushes back her tears for my benefit. “I know, Momma. I know that you could’ve died and left me. I know that. Sometimes, I just want to be selfish and be like the other kids … and …“

      Eva is quiet as she looks at me shyly.

      “And what … Eva?” I ask, unsure of where she is going.

      “Never mind, Momma. It’s okay.” Eva sniffles again as she wipes the tears from her eyes. “I’m happy you are with me now.”

      I reach for her and she falls into my arms and I know that nothing in the world will ever stop me from being there for her every day of her life. Nothing will stop me from being at her wedding. Absolutely nothing.
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        The Wedding

        July 15th, 2016

      

      

      The young woman sat at her vanity slowly brushing her long, dark hair. She stared into the mirror for a long moment, her pretty face a mixture of excitement and sadness.

      She tried to hold the tears back, but she couldn’t no matter how hard she tried. This is a happy day!

      She reminded herself that it was supposed to be a joyous day; the happiest day of her life. Sadness didn’t belong, although, she knew that it would be there no matter how hard she tried to fight it. It had been there her entire life. It was there on her first day of school, when she got her first bra, when she left for her first date, at her senior prom, at both of her graduations, and it was here now. The sadness was a part of her no matter where she went or what she did. And she knew that it would be there on her wedding day, alive, and as palpable as ever.

      Will it ever go away? She sighed.

      She had asked to be alone. Too many people were milling about, in and out of her room, trying to be too helpful. There was too much noise and no time to think. She needed to think. She needed to reflect. She needed to feel her here.

      She knew that she couldn’t do that through all the noise.

      She walked to her window and looked out into the garden. There were a lot of people, mostly her family, friends and those who were obligated to be there because of her name, but there were none of his. This was part of their bond … their loneliness. She held her breath. So many people!

      I just want to get through this without crying, without ruining my makeup.

      There was a gentle knock on the door.

      “Eva, Are you ready?”

      “Almost,” she said straightening up. She reached up and felt her floral headband to make sure it was still firmly in place. She took a deep breath and opened the door.

      It was Aunt Jane who had come back for the big day. Eva was happy that she was there, but sad that she would have to leave immediately after the wedding. Eva missed her so much, but knew that Jane had her own family to take care of now.

      Jane’s eyes immediately filled. “Oh sweetheart, you look so … so …”

      “It’s okay, Aunt Jane,” Eva smiled. She knew what she was going to say because Eva had been thinking the same thing, too. Except for the color of her eyes, she was nearly the spitting image of her Brynn. “I look like my mother.”

      Jane nodded, choking back the tears. “Yes.”

      “Shall we?” Eva said motioning toward the door where she knew the staircase was waiting to take her to her groom.

      “Oh, yes,” Jane said trying to compose herself. “I told myself that I wouldn’t cry, but I just couldn’t help myself. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Eva hugged the older woman who had been so much like a mother to her. Eva had begged her father from the time she could remember to let go of her mom and find another wife. She desperately wanted a mother, but he refused. Even now he just said that he was too old, even though he wasn’t. She just wanted to see him happy once in her life.

      They started down the long, winding staircase. Daddy was standing at the bottom of the stairs waiting for her.

      “I’m going to sit down, Sweetie. I’m sorry that I can’t stay after the ceremony, but I have to get back home. Call me after you settle in.” Jane hugged Eva firmly but gently, planting a soft kiss on her forehead like she used to when she was a little girl. “I miss you and I love you.”

      Eva blinked back tears and whispered, “I love you.” She had promised herself that she would do her best to only cry happy tears today.

      “Oh, Eva,” Adam whispered, his deep, blue eyes sparkling and wide. He was seeing what she had seen in the mirror. “You’re a vision, you know that, right?”

      Eva nodded. I wish she were here with me!

      Eva had never known Brynn, but yearned for her with an endless ache. Even though she visited her every day, she had never heard her voice or looked her in the eyes. Her mother had been taken from her in a violent car accident with a drunk driver. It had been a horrific accident, and Brynn had been kept alive for a couple of months afterward solely for the purpose of allowing Eva to continue growing in Brynn’s womb. Eva had been told many times that she was lucky and easily could have been killed in the accident. But being without a mother was so lonely that there were days she wished she had.

      Nobody understood the emptiness she felt without her mother.

      Nobody. Until she met Chris.

      “It was a miracle that you lived and were healthy after all that you went through,” Daddy had been telling her for as long as she could remember. He wanted her to understand how lucky she was and to live her life to the fullest. The mangled picture of Brynn’s car was burned into her brain. The twisted blue metal, the shattered windshield, and the bloodstains that nobody thought she could recognize. They stayed with her like a bad memory, haunting her when she closed her eyes, reminding her that she should feel lucky even though she didn’t.

      Nobody understood the echo that resounded deep within her without her mother there to guide and love her. She loved Adam, but living with him was like living with a ghost. She grew up in the big, empty house virtually alone with Daddy, and for a short time, Uncle Noah.

      She knew that she had loved Uncle Noah even though she could barely remember him. Adam told her that he died so that he could be with Grandma Amy, who had died of a broken heart after Brynn’s accident. Eva hadn’t known Grandma Amy, but she hoped wherever they were now that they were together and no longer lonely without the ones they loved.

      Now that she had Chris in her life, she wasn’t lonely anymore. He had come into her life out of nowhere and pulled her out of the depths of darkness, truly sweeping her off her feet. He hadn’t even pushed her into sleeping with him and was always a gentleman, keeping a respectful distance. He knew she was an inexperienced lover. The first time they had given into their longing for one another, he had seemed almost embarrassed about it afterwards. They had fallen in love quickly, and Eva was a mess of emotions when she realized she was pregnant. The baby bonded their rapidly growing relationship and, within a couple of months, they became engaged, with an entire life planned out for them. Eva was relieved not to be alone any longer and she seemed truly happy for the first time in her life.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Eva said looking at her dad who looked handsome in his tuxedo. For a moment, she could see him as he had been as a younger man and sadness crept into her heart. The gaunt, aged man who stood in front of her reminded her that she hadn’t been the only one who had lost. She took a deep breath and gave him the biggest smile she could.

      “I’m ready,” Adam said, smiling back at her. It was a rare, but genuine smile that made her want to cry with happiness. He had suffered so much and it hurt her heart to see the permanent sadness etched into his face. His smile was like seeing the sun for the first time, and she felt herself instantly lighter as she gripped his arm tightly.

      Normally, she thought he resembled Eeyore from her Winnie the Pooh stories, his hair more white than the dark hair of his youth, his blue eyes lost and unfocused, and his words slow and often dismal. But today, she saw a little bit of the man he must’ve been, the one who had captured Brynn’s heart as he stood in front of her, combed and polished in a tuxedo that fit his slender build, his blue eyes bright with excitement. As they stood, prepared to make the walk down the aisle, she took a deep breath, trying to exude enough joy and happiness for the both of them.

      The walk down the aisle was breathtaking. The backyard of The Harper House had been transformed into a beautiful scene for their wedding, the sweet smell of orchids in the air. Many of the elite had come to wish her well, even though she had never met most of them. It was the cost of being a descendant of James Harper, founder of Harper Enterprises, and heiress to a very large fortune. She felt beautiful, like a princess with her handsome prince waiting for her. Chris was wonderful and she tried to imagine that her mother would approve of him. Eva often talked to Brynn, telling her about Chris just as she had spent her entire life, telling her mother every detail and secret, even though she didn’t know if her words were ever heard. It made Eva feel better to tell Brynn anyway because nothing seemed real until the words had come out of her mouth and fallen into Brynn’s ears.

      The moment that Eva met Chris, her loneliness began to disappear. He was larger than life and filled her days and nights with laughter and happiness. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have met him and she hoped that the child growing inside of her would have her blue eyes and his beautiful blonde hair. She envisioned a house full of tow-headed children running around creating chaos and joy, finally bringing The Harper House to life the way it deserved; the way James Harper had hoped it would one day be. As she walked down the aisle she thought about those things, happy to have met someone to spend the rest of her life with, promising her that she would never be alone again.

      The ceremony was as beautiful as Eva hoped it would be. Their kiss was full of affection and passion, and everyone in attendance stood up and cheered as they walked down the aisle Mr. & Mrs. There had been whispers about how quickly Eva had fallen for her handsome, young gentleman, but when anyone saw the love between them, there was no question that they were meant to be. Chris was clearly smitten with Eva, holding her, touching her, and taking care of her every chance he got. He was the perfect, doting young husband, and it was clear that they were deeply in love.

      As they walked up the long staircase preparing to dress for the reception, Eva held Chris’ hand and told him that she needed to make a stop.

      “I’ll be quick,” she said kissing him sweetly on the cheek.

      He nodded at his beautiful bride knowingly. “Do you want me to come? I don’t mind at all.”

      “No, later,” she said kissing him gently once more, her lips lingering on his as she allowed herself to bask in the love that passed between them.

      He smiled at her, his beautiful hazel eyes sparkling as he gazed at her, his lovely bride. She felt special and cherished in his eyes and she hated being apart from him even for a few moments.

      Eva walked down the quiet hallway to the room at the end.

      She opened the door and peered in. Kelly looked up at her and smiled. “Are you official now?”

      Eva nodded and Kelly hugged her tight, a guilty look passing over her pretty face as she pulled the bride to her. “Congratulations! I’m sorry, Honey. I wanted to come down, but I would have felt guilty leaving her all alone.”

      “I know.” Eva smiled. Kelly had been there nearly every day of her life for as long as she could remember. She had taken care of Uncle Noah, and then after Brynn’s accident, she had stayed to take care of her. Even though Kelly was married, she was devoted to the Michaels family as though it was her own. With a husband she rarely talked about and children who were grown, Kelly had become more family than she was an employee. Before the accident, Brynn and Kelly had become close, and Kelly was as devastated as everyone else. Eva couldn’t remember a day without Kelly in it, and loved her almost as much as the mother she missed every day. “How is Mom today?”

      Kelly looked down at the bed. She shrugged and gave Eva a small smile.

      “She’s the same … as every day,” she said sadly.

      Eva sat on the side of the bed, careful with her long gown. She kissed Brynn’s scarred cheek as she held her lifeless hand. “I did it, Mom. Chris and I are married now. The ceremony was beautiful and you would’ve loved it. I wish you could have been there and seen it.”

      Brynn’s body was still except for the up and down of her chest rising from the breathing machine. Eva hated that she had to live like this, but Daddy refused to let her go. Brynn had never changed him from being her Power of Attorney when they divorced, and he always had the final say. Eva hated watching her lie so still and helpless like this. She had never known her mother, but she knew enough about her to know that she would hate this existence! Aunt Kelly and Aunt Jane had told her that she would rather have just died, but neither of them could convince Daddy to let her go.

      “She’s a shell, Daddy! She shouldn’t have to live like this. Why can’t you just let her go?” Eva had begged him time and again, the frequency of her pleas increasing as Eva grew older.

      “I can’t let her go! I need her and what if there’s a small chance that she’ll wake up one day? I can’t let her go, Eva. It’s not that easy! You just don’t understand what we’ve been through!” Adam argued with her and anyone else who fought him. “She could come back. It happens! There’s activity on the brain monitor from time to time, which means she’s in there somewhere. I’ve abandoned her before, and I’m not going to do it again!”

      They had nearly lost her on several occasions, her body and organs atrophying with lack of use, but every time Adam made them bring her back, hoping she would fully return to him, though it was clear to everyone but him that she never would.

      Brynn’s body lie small and motionless on the bed. Her muscles had deteriorated in her arms and legs with lack of use, even though Adam insisted that Kelly massage and exercise her limbs daily. Although the scars on Brynn’s face had faded over the years, her cheeks were sunken in and she was barely recognizable against the pictures that Eva had seen of her. Eva was proud that her mom had been breathtakingly beautiful and was thankful that she resembled her.

      Brynn was full of tubes for feeding and monitoring, the big machine next to the bed taking every breath for her, but Eva had learned to tune the noise out. She had been coming to talk to her nearly every day of her life, even though there was a part of her that knew it wasn’t really her mom lying there. Brynn’s body was simply an empty shell, a faded vision of the beauty that she once was in a lifetime Eva had never known. Eva was ashamed to admit that all her life, part of her wished that Brynn had just been taken away permanently when the truck hit her car. Watching Brynn lying in the bed, wasting away and helpless, was sometimes more than she could bear. It was torture to have her mother there beside her, but not with her.

      “I wish that he would just have let her go,” Eva said quietly, more to herself than anyone, as she had so many times. Kelly thought about how beautiful Eva looked in her wedding dress and how Brynn would’ve been so proud of her. She tried to ignore the pain in her own heart as she gazed at Eva, her big, blue eyes overwhelming the face that reminded Kelly so much of Brynn’s beauty.

      “I know. I do, too,” Kelly said, trying to disguise the anger from her voice as she always did when Eva brought it up.

      The monitor hooked to Brynn’s brain waves blipped and both women looked at the same time.

      “That’s why,” Kelly said shaking her short blonde bob. “He thinks she is still in there, waiting to come out at any moment.”

      “What do you think?” Eva asked again, a question she often asked Kelly, even though she already knew the answer.

      “She’s been gone since the moment that truck hit her,” Kelly said soberly. “You know that, Eva. We’ve talked about that many times before. You’ve got to let go, too, Honey.”

      They sat in silence, the world outside of the doorway moving rapidly without them, preparing for the large reception.

      “Don’t you have to get to your celebration?” Kelly asked finally shaking herself out of her reverie, and shuddering deeply as though trying to dismiss a sad memory.

      “Yes,” Eva sighed, slowly getting up but wishing that she could stay. It made her feel morbid, but she liked sitting here. She liked hiding with her mom. She hated it every time she had to leave and this time was no different. “I suppose that I should go now and get ready for the reception.

      “Bye, Mom. I’m going to my reception now. I’ll stop back and visit before we leave for Europe. I know that I’ve said this before, but we’ll be gone for two weeks,” Eva said, bending over to kiss Brynn’s forehead. She smoothed Brynn’s faded brown hair across her forehead gently, allowing her fingers to graze her skin.

      She hesitated for brief moment and then leaned over and whispered something in her ear so that Kelly couldn’t hear. Kelly thought it was strange that Eva would feel the need to whisper when she knew that Brynn couldn’t hear her. Eva usually told Kelly everything and she felt the slightest pang of jealousy. She shook it off, reminding herself that Brynn was Eva’s mother and not her. Kelly had children of her own that she adored, but she smiled softly, thinking not for the first time, that she would’ve loved having Eva as a daughter.

      Eva stood holding Brynn’s hand, unaware of Kelly’s admiration for her in that moment. She hated leaving Brynn like this, but she knew that she had to ... she had been leaving Brynn all her life, but this time when she left, she knew that it would be for good. She was a married woman and would have a life of her own waiting for her when she got back. She knew she should be happy, but something about it seemed empty without her mother.

      Eva walked slowly toward the door and opened it.

      “I love you, Mom,” Eva said trying to make her voice sound happy. If there is a chance she can hear me, I want her to know that I am happy.

      She closed the door behind her and leaned against it for a long moment as she took a deep breath.

      She heard the music playing down the hall and knew that her guests would be waiting patiently and wondering where she was. Eva didn’t want to keep them waiting, but she felt guilty walking away from the room. With a heavy heart she forced herself to do it.

      Eva turned around and walked toward her new groom, her new life, and her new happiness. She knew that is what Brynn would have wanted.

      Kelly watched the door close behind her and sighed. Her heart hurt for Eva every day. It was sad watching her grow up without Brynn. She had tried to help as much as she could, but she knew that she could never fill the void in Eva’s heart. Kelly could’ve left a long time ago, but she couldn’t leave Brynn. She spent hours with Brynn, talking to her, reading to her, watching the lines on the monitor and praying for a miracle. But she had given up on miracles a long time ago.

      She stood up and cracked her back feeling every bit her age. The room was too dark and she walked over to the curtain to let some light in. “Well, Brynn, your baby is married. You should be very proud,” she said staring out the window wishing her friend understood what she was saying.

      Suddenly, Kelly froze.

      She could tell that someone was in the room with them. She could feel it.

      The hairs went up on the back of her neck and she turned around slowly. She scanned the room, feeling as though someone was watching her. She stood stock still, not daring to move. Time passed slowly and the sensation eventually disappeared.

      She chuckled at herself for her foolishness and sat back down in the chair next to Brynn’s bed. This house is getting old and I’m getting old.

      “Brynn, we’re getting old, girl,” she said glancing over at the lifeless body of her friend, knowing that she wasn’t going to answer. She looked at Brynn not believing what she was seeing.

      “Oh my God, it can’t be!” she whispered, jumping up out of her chair, her heart racing wildly in her chest.

      When Kelly looked at Brynn, all she could see were her huge, brown eyes staring right into hers.
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        The Flashback

        ~Nick

        April, Ten Years Earlier

      

      

      Nick had never been able to get Brynn out of his mind completely no matter how hard he tried. Even his therapist couldn’t explain it or help him, and he had all but given up on the idea that he would ever be able to forget her.

      The night he was supposed to meet with Brynn ten years prior continued to haunt him, even in his dreams. Even years after he had moved on past that tragic night, divorced his first wife, Melanie, and then remarried once again he was never able to purge Brynn from his mind. He couldn’t forget how he had waited for hours at the winery where they had their first date, anxiously watching for her to arrive. When she never did, he called her phone repeatedly, getting nothing but her voicemail. And when he finally drove to The Harper House at eleven thirty that night, knowing in his gut that something was wrong, he was alarmed to see that most of the lights in the main house were on. He rang the doorbell, a knot in the pit of his stomach, and was greeted by a sweet housekeeper who introduced herself as Beth. He noticed immediately when the older lady opened the door that her eyes were puffy and rimmed with red, which filled him with immediate dread.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” she had asked politely, seemingly unfazed that it was 11:30 at night.

      “I-I-I was hoping to see Brynn,” Nick said, barely able to get the words past the huge lump in his throat.

      “And you are …”

      “Nick. I’m Nick. I’m a friend ... of Brynn’s.”

      At the mention of Brynn’s name, Beth let out a quiet sob and backed away from the door, putting a well-used tissue up to her face as she let Nick in.

      He walked in the door and immediately felt sick to his stomach.

      “Please, sit,” Beth said, leading him into the kitchen and pouring him some tea without bothering to ask if he wanted any.

      “Where is Brynn?” Nick asked, anxiously waiting for Beth to talk. He thought about the last time he had been with Brynn, both of them holding one another, healing each other, and barely able to let the other go.

      “I’m s-s-sorry,” Beth said, sniffling and wiping the tears from beneath her glasses, reminding him of his favorite aunt. “It’s just that … I’m not good at this, and I don’t even know if I’m supposed to be telling you anything …”

      “Please, tell me. She was meeting me tonight and she never showed up and I’ve been calling her cell phone all night, so please …”

      “Oh, you’re Nick!” Beth said as though seeing him for the first time. “Oh, goodness. I’m so sorry.”

      Beth tried unsuccessfully to stop herself from crying.

      “Please,” Nick grabbed the older woman’s hands. “Please tell me, where can I find Brynn?”

      “Brynn is in the hospital. It was a horrible car accident … and she m-m-may die, her and the baby …” Beth continued to cry. She didn’t notice when Nick released her hands.

      “The baby?! What baby?” Nick said, his voice barely audible as the words sunk in.

      “Oh. You didn’t know about the baby?” Beth said, her gray eyes wide with alarm. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you didn’t know that she was pregnant …”

      “Should I know? I mean … do you know if I should know? Is the baby mine? Did Brynn say anything about the baby being mine?”

      “Please, you have to talk to Kelly, or to John Palmer. I shouldn’t have said anything about the baby.” Beth was even more upset now than she had been when Nick rang the doorbell. He worried that she might pass out.

      Nick sat down in a chair at the kitchen counter with a thud, his head spinning with a thousand thoughts that he couldn’t put into words.

      Beth’s voice was suddenly close in his ear as she leaned toward him, concerned about the expression on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes … I just … I … need to get to the hospital. I need to see Brynn.”

      “Oh … Okay, but … I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I mean, you’re welcome to go if you’d like but …”

      “But what?” Nick was running his hands through his hair in frustration.

      “Well … it’s just that … Adam … her hus … ex-husband will probably be there,” Beth said, her face red.

      Nick had never met Adam. All he knew was that Adam had broken Brynn because, before him, Adam had been her only love. Nick wanted to pummel Adam for hurting Brynn the way that he did, but he knew that confronting him in the hospital wouldn’t help anything. He wasn’t even sure if Adam would know who he was and what he meant to Brynn. Telling him in the face of such tragedy would be cruel.

      Nick debated about whether or not he should go to the hospital, and while he did that, he realized he felt more lost than he had ever been, even in his own disastrous marriage. Ever since he had met Brynn, she’d changed him and he found himself thinking about doing things that he never would’ve imagined doing before.

      He looked at Beth for a moment, unsure of what to do and hoping that the kind, older woman would be able to give him some kind of answer. Her face was full of only sadness and no wisdom. Nick hugged Beth quickly and walked out the door. He sat in his car for a long moment. He was unsure about which direction he should go and tried to decide if he was brave enough to go to the hospital and make his claim over Brynn, even during the worst moment of her life.

      Determined, he drove toward the hospital, remembering how he had passed it on his way to The Harper House. He knew that if he didn’t go to her now that he may never. As he drove he imagined facing Adam and an uncertain future with Brynn, and he felt his resolve waver as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. As the exit for the hospital began to appear he suddenly switched lanes, his car careening dangerously off the opposite side of road, his heart pounding in his ears. As he sped toward the airport, he picked up his phone and booked a flight home, his voice shaking as he felt a strong sense of self-loathing and disgust for his cowardice.

      A week later, unable to think of anything else, he called The Harper House and asked for Beth who eagerly told him about Brynn’s coma. Even though she knew she was giving him far more information than she should, the older woman had seen how heartbroken Nick had been. He made it a monthly habit to call and talk to Beth who was always willing to tell him as much as she could until one day, there was nothing new to tell. The story became the same month after month, and he finally stopped calling altogether.

      His decision to walk away from Brynn haunted him day after day.

      After his disastrous divorce from Melanie, and then losing Brynn, Nick met and married a sweet woman who loved him more than life itself. Despite the fact that he was never able to return her affection at quite the same level, his sweet wife, Fiona, loved him with all of her heart, even giving him a beautiful daughter, Amanda. Nick gave it every effort to completely love his wife and daughter, but he couldn’t escape the coward that stared back at him from the mirror.

      He could never truly forgive himself for abandoning Brynn and hiding inside a life and a love that he never felt he deserved.
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      The years passed slowly and painfully for Adam Michaels. There were moments when he ached for the courage to end it all so he could finally have the peace he longed for. If it hadn’t been for Eva, it would have been easier, but he knew he couldn’t leave her.

      He had raised her the best way he knew how, though he was admittedly lost and unsure of himself in every way. But he had made a difficult decision a long time ago to be there for her and he knew he had to do everything he could. He owed it to Eva and to Brynn. Adam knew he would’ve made a complete mess of it if it weren’t for the help of Brynn’s best friends, Jane and Kelly. Thank God for them was his daily mantra as they were always available at a moment’s notice to help with any womanly crisis that Adam didn’t know how to handle.

      Jane had raised two daughters of her own, and ran the restaurant that had been Brynn’s. She had done it so well, expanding it into a mini-chain, each restaurant unique, each one successful and bearing Brynn’s signature passion for food and hospitality. Brynn had saved Jane when Jane was a single, young widow with two young girls and nowhere to go. And in turn, Jane had saved Brynn when Adam had left all  those years ago and Brynn had nobody else to turn to.  Jane was still saving Brynn, by helping to raise Eva while building a thriving business that continued to grow. Jane knew that Brynn would have been so proud of her and she missed her friend daily. As Eva grew, Jane saw more and more of her in the little girl, which pleased her. Jane loved Brynn like a sister, and had developed a soft spot for Eva, the girl who had fought her way out of the womb to live. She loved Eva nearly as much as she loved her own daughters.

      Kelly had been the one Adam called when Eva started to become a woman and had questions about boys and her body. A nurse and caregiver, Kelly was gentle and nurturing, and was able to ease Eva’s fears. Kelly was like family, agreeing to stay on in the huge Harper House to take care of Brynn, even long after sweet Noah, Brynn’s half-brother, had passed away.

      Ellie, Brynn’s birth mother, had reappeared in Brynn’s life and urged her to meet and care for Noah, but Brynn had been reluctant and untrusting. Ellie had abandoned both of her children on separate occasions, replacing her love for them with her incessant need for the drugs and alcohol that consumed her. Ellie finally succumbed to the drugs that ultimately destroyed her, leaving Brynn to care for Noah.

      Noah had been slow to develop from birth, but had the heart of an angel and Brynn had instantly loved him. He had the sweetness of a child in a grown man’s body and they formed an immediate connection. The adjustment to life in The Harper House had gone surprisingly well, brother and sister bonding as though they had known each other all their lives. Noah had not lived a long life, but Brynn had filled it with happiness until the accident. She filled the void in his life that Ellie never could.

      With Ellie, the sole heir to the Harper fortune, gone, The Harper House was passed down to Brynn, as well as the majority of the fortune from Harper Enterprises. Run by a trusted family friend, John Palmer, Brynn was free to rebuild her relationship with Noah and her grandmother, Amy.

      But after the F150 plowed into Brynn’s car and Brynn was left in a coma, Amy and Noah’s health deteriorated as well. Brynn had been their rock and their purpose and without her, neither was able to hold on for very long. Amy died first, followed a few years later by Noah. Adam felt guilty, knowing that Brynn would be disappointed in him for not being able to save them, just as he hadn’t been able to save her.

      Daily, Adam recalled the last time he had spoken to her. Brynn had been pregnant with Eva, and had refused to acknowledge that the baby she was carrying was Adam’s. He had been angry as he stared into Brynn’s dark eyes, more strange and distant from him than he had ever seen. He knew that he had betrayed her trust and love so many times that he no longer had any right to expect her to love him, though he desperately prayed for it every day.

      Brynn had even gone so far as to try and convince him that she had slept with someone else, but Adam hadn’t believed her at the time. He was convinced that Brynn had never been with anyone other than him. Adam had been her love since they were fifteen years old and there had never been another. Adam had done the math and knew that the timing worked with the last night they had been together. Their passion and pain had fueled their need for one another like nothing they had ever experienced together before, but when it was over, she had pushed him away, this time for good.

      He knew the baby had to be his and he was excited and desperate for her to acknowledge it. He knew that he should’ve admitted to her that he’d never signed the divorce papers, but he was afraid. He had been the one to initiate the divorce. He’d been the one who left her, after he swore to her that he never would again. His drinking had changed him into a man he never imagined himself to be, but even after they sat at the lawyer’s office and divided everything up, signing most of the papers, he hid the last paper that he was supposed to sign, refusing to make it real.

      When he realized Brynn was pregnant, he knew it would be a good time for him to finally admit it, but he couldn’t. Her big, beautiful eyes had always disarmed him. That time had been no different, even as she stared at him coldly and told him the child she carried wasn’t his.

      Adam couldn’t blame her for her fear. After they lost their first child Sophie as a newborn, Brynn was never the same. She separated herself from him almost completely. He had gotten lost in his drinking until Brynn was completely out of reach. The drinking had been a deal-breaker in their marriage, the love between them dissipating because of it. Adam knew that no matter how much he drank, or what he did, he could never get Brynn out of his heart.

      Adam had been walking down the stairs to Eva’s reception when he heard Kelly shrieking from the hall. His heart froze and he wondered for the hundredth time if he was about to lose her forever. He raced back up the long staircase, nearly barreling Kelly over outside of Brynn’s doorway. Kelly grabbed his hand and dragged him down the hall to Brynn’s room where she suddenly froze.

      “I-I-I’m sorry, Adam. I don’t want to ruin the reception. If it’s not
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