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The problem with tomorrow is it never truly comes. It doesn’t exist. No matter how many times you fall asleep, tomorrow will always be there... just out of reach and always changing. Every decision changing the way tomorrow looks, and what it holds.

Katelynn Irwin thought she had everything, thought she was the happiest she’d ever be. But as the days moved forward, the things she was certain of seemed to move further and further behind her. When all was said and done, Katelynn quickly realized that today was the fall of tomorrow.
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“PLEASE...” I SOB, MY sentence trailing off. 

Grief hits me harder than I ever remember feeling anything ever doing to me before. It’s a physical force, knocking me off my feet and to my knees. Gripping my chest as a stabbing pain tears through it, my fist tightens as the pain increases. Huffing through the pain, I look up to the ceiling. Tears roll mercilessly down my cheeks and fall to the floor.

“Miss? Are you okay?”

Am I okay? This lady is seriously asking me if I’m okay when I just watched... I just saw... My head tilts down enough to get this woman in view. I glare. Though sadness runs thick through my veins, anger quickly becomes its sidekick. Forcing myself to stand, I take a menacing step toward her. She visibly pales and takes a step back.

“Am I okay?” I murmur darkly standing before her. “Are you seriously asking me if I’m okay?”

The lady nods her head, her eyes grow wide and she swallows down her fear. “Y-yes, Ma’am,” her voice telling just how afraid she is and she should be.

“No, I’m not okay,” I force out through clenched teeth. “You know, I have enough stuff going on in my head right now that trying to explain to you why I’m not okay is not at the top of my list. For your best interest, I strongly suggest you step away from me and do not approach me again. Are we clear?”

She nods her head and quickly moves to the other side of the room. Again, I resume pacing before the pain took me to my knees. Waiting. Every nurse that walks past, I beg for them to tell me anything, but no one can. 

I need to know something. Someone needs to tell me where my life will be tomorrow. Where will my heart be? My faith? Just then I hear the small voice of Daisy. 

Quickly, I turn to the door and see her run in on her tiny little legs. Kneeling down, she runs right into my arms. Holding her tightly to me, I stand and come face to face with one of the reasons I hate life. No matter how hard my mother pushes me, I just cannot not like them. Not... Not after all they’ve done. To me and to Trace.

“What did you bring her here for?” I hiss not hiding my disdain for this foul creature before me.

“Because she’s not my responsibility and I’ve kept her long enough,” she hisses right back. “The brat kept crying for you. I’m done.”

With that she turns her heavy body and leaves as quickly as she enters, leaving behind only the stench of alcohol and cigarettes.  My stomach turns. The very same smells have brought me nightmares for years since everything came to a head. But I can’t dwell on that now. Now, I have to be strong for me, and for my sister.

“Katie,” my little sister sobs into my neck.

“Shhh, sweet one. Sissy has you. It’s okay,” I rock her gently talking in a soothingly calm voice.

Of course, I feel anything but calm. If Daisy weren’t here right now, I’m pretty sure I’d be back on the floor again as my chest squeezed with fear, uncertainty and certain loss. But Daisy is here and I will not break down in front of her.

Moving over to a chair in this cold, lifeless, waiting room, I sit her in my lap. Lifting her face in my hands gently, I look at her beautiful face. Her eyes are a beautiful shade of brown. Though, right now, they are bloodshot and puffy from all of her crying. She has the cutest little button nose and freckles that dot across the bridge of her nose. Brushing her long, wavy, brown hair from her face, I kiss her little nose.

“What’s wrong with my beautiful orchid?”

“Bee-Bee scary,” she sniffles.

Daisy, the brainy little girl she is, heard us referring to my Grandma Bridget as a bitch. To keep her from cursing, we taught her to say Bee-Bee instead. Though my parents weren’t totally happy she was calling her that, it was a lot better than her cursing. They want Daisy to form her own opinion of them. Me, I’d rather her be nowhere near them to form an opinion. Sadly, I don’t have any say over the situation. I’m only the sister, not the parent.

“Did she hurt you?” My body immediately tensing at the thought.

Her little head shifts back and forth and I let out a relieved breath. If Bee-Bee hurts one hair on her head, I will go postal on her. Trace would be standing there holding them as I kick every last bit of frustration out on them. Daisy is only two years old. She didn’t need to have the experiences that Trace and I both have had to endure. 

To this day, Trace still blames himself for what happened, but I don’t. He couldn’t control their actions any more than I could control them against him. Yeah, sure, I came out of the whole ordeal worse for wear, than compared to him, but he still suffered. It is a sad bond that keeps my brother and I close even though he’s a few years older than me.

Smoothing her hair down with my hand, I kiss her tiny little forehead. “I know baby. You’re away from them now. So no need to be afraid anymore, okay?”

She nods her head and rests it down on my shoulder. Her fragile little body still shaking from her tears. Having my sister here calms me. It allows me to focus on something other than not knowing. Resting my head back against the wall, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Lifting it back up after a few moments, I lean down and kiss her head, whispering how much I love her. Daisy snuggles in deeper and I smile sadly. She has no idea what’s going on. What we face losing. All she knows is that her sissy has her and all is right in the world.

Looking across the room when I feel eyes on me, there’s a boy a little older than I am looking in my direction. When he sees I’ve caught him, he smiles. The only thing I can manage is a sarcastic smirk. Who in their right mind  sits in the triage waiting room... smiling? Well, I have nothing to smile about. 

The boy keeps looking at me. He has messy blond hair, big blue eyes, and looks to be tall. When I meet his eyes again, he mouths ‘hi’ at me. Again, I give him a sharp smirk and return my focus on my sister again. The boy is making me nervous. Very nervous. 

Instead of focusing on what he is doing, I put my head near my sister’s ear and begin to sing  quietly to her. She loves for me to rock and sing to her. Daisy will sometimes beg to go to bed just so this can happen. It is nice to not ever have to worry about her not sleeping though. 

Most nights, it is up to my brother and I to take care of her. Our parents work a lot trying to support us and their time home is limited. Since Trace left for college, though, it’s just been me. I don’t mind though. It helps my parents out and I love my sister. We are very close. That is something that’s a simple treasure in my life that sadly many people don’t have.

“What brings you in here tonight?”

My eyes snap up and meet the big blue eyes from across the room. Only now he isn’t across the room, he’s sitting right next to me, smiling. My heart skips in my chest. Reaching up he runs his hand through his messy hair, before smiling at me again.

“Let me start that again. Hi, my name is Jesse Irwin,” he holds out his hand for me to shake.

The nervousness fills his eyes the longer his hand hangs out there without mine in it. Taking pity on him, I roll my eyes and shake his hand.

“Katelynn Thatcher. And to answer your previous question, I’m waiting to hear what’s going on with my dad.”

His smile drops. “I’m sorry. Want to talk about it?”

He makes himself comfortable in the chair next to me, but still giving me his full attention. Belatedly, I realize he’s still holding my hand. Trying to remove it, he holds it firmly in his. When I bring my questioning eyes to his, he smiles softly.

“I have a feeling if you’re going to tell me what’s going on, you’ll need this comforting gesture. That and I just don’t want to let go of your hand yet.” He smirks, but doesn’t seem the least bit embarrassed.

Shaking my head, I close my eyes briefly. “My dad was just leaving for work. I had run to the door to give him a hug goodbye as I always do. Then I watched him leave. He always triple clicks his breaks for me when he gets to the stop sign at the end of our road. It’s our signal of ‘I love you’. He’d just given me my signal and starts to turn to head to work when he’s hit by a speeding semi. I watched as his body was thrown from the car and he slid across the pavement like some kind of toy or something. I don’t know what’s going on and no one will tell me anything because I’m a minor.”

I feel the tear fall down my cheek. What shocks me is his thumb there brushing it away. Turning my head in his direction, his eyes search mine and flick down to my lips before rising back up again. Swallowing, he clears his throat.

“I want to say something to help you here, but I’m sorry seems like an insult.”

Just then the doors open again and my tall, burly brother rushes into the room. Immediately, I stand carrying Daisy and run to my brother’s arms. Smashing a sleeping Daisy between us, he wraps me in his strong arms and I break. Sob after sob escapes me, but my brother holds firm, not letting me fall or drop Daisy. 

“It’s going to be okay, Sis. Dad’s too stubborn to let this get him. You know Dad. He’s the toughest guy around.”

“But T,” I sob.

Trace tightens his hold on me. “It’s okay. I’m right here.”

There’s a muffled groan. “Me too hot,” Daisy whines as she begins to squirm in my arms.

Trace takes her from me and holds her. Her laughter fills the quiet room. She loves our brother. It sucks that he lives a town over. We don’t get to see him nearly as often as I would love to, personally.  His dark brown – almost black looking in color – hair hangs down to about his shoulders, his bright grayish eyes seem to pop off his face. We’ve all been waiting for him to settle down, but that doesn’t seem to be happening any time soon. He is too focused on getting his bike shop off the ground. Women, as he puts it, just get in the way.

Whenever my brother does settle down, the woman will be luckiest woman alive. She will be so pampered and adored, if the way he treats my sister and I is any indication. 

“I’m going to take Daisy to May’s real quick.”

“May! May! May! May!” Daisy cheers happily.

May is our neighbor. She’s the sweetest old woman you’ll ever meet. There were many times growing up that she helped keep us company when our parents were away because of  work. She’s about sixty now, but still as feisty as she was all those years ago.

“Okay, I guess I’ll call Mom.  You haven’t called her by chance have you?”

“Yeah, I talked to her on the way over. Just sit down and call me if they come in before I get back.” He leans down and kisses my cheek. “Love you. He’s going to be okay.”

All I can do is nod my head. Honestly, I don’t want to just sit here and wait for news... alone, but Daisy needs to go to bed. So, I have to toughen up and be the big sister she thinks she has and sit down and wait. Kissing Daisy on the head, I tell her goodnight and Trace leaves with her.

Taking a few steps backwards on weak legs, I stumble into the closest chair without looking. Quickly, trying to stand back up, but I’m held firm.

“Mmm, your boyfriend might get mad for you sitting in my lap,” he whispers into my ear.

“Let me go,” I huff.

Releasing me as he laughs, I sit in the chair next to him and cross my arms over my chest. My eyes don’t leave the door. There has to be some kind of news. Something to put me at ease a bit. Something telling me that I didn’t just watch my father’s death.

“Do you still remember I’m here,” he says with laughter in his voice.

Turning my head to him, my anger returns. “Do you not realize where we are? Do you not remember why I’m here? Why in the world do you insist on acting as if we are on a damn date?”

The smile slips from his face. He stares at me a moment before swallowing. “I’ve not forgotten why you’re here, Katelynn. I’m trying to help you stay calm. Forgive me. I’ll just go back over and sit with my cousin. It was nice to meet you. Hopefully, we can meet again one day, under better circumstances.”

He starts to get up and I grab his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m scared and I hate being here alone. I know my brother had to take my sister to our neighbors, but I still hate being here alone. All I can see is the images of him...” my voice breaks off and I shake my head.

Jesse sits back down in the chair next to me. Kissing my hand, he keeps it held securely in his lap. Looking at me, with his free hand, he brushes my dark hair that matches my brother’s from my face. Smiling softly, his eyes flick down to my mouth again.

“Then talk to me. Let’s get to know each other. Until your brother gets back, which might I tell you I’ve never been happier to hear someone has a brother,” he smirks at me.

“Why?”

“Because from the moment you walked in here, I wanted to talk to you. Just be near you,” he shrugs.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen. How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“You have the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever looked into,” he whispers.

“And I’m sure you’ve looked in a lot,” I reply sarcastically, a sudden surge of jealousy coursing through me.

“No, actually I haven’t, but I could look into yours for a long time and never get tired. Did you know when you’re angry you can see these little brown specks? And when you’re jealous, there’s these almost green looking specks?”

Turning my head away, a slight blush heats my cheeks. “Are you always so forward?”

“Actually no,” he tips my head back in his direction. “But with you, I seem to be.”

Jesse continues to stare in my eyes. My heart rate spiking the longer he looks at me. Slowly, he begins to lean in closer. Licking his lips, his eyes dance between mine.

“May I kiss you, Katelynn?”

Licking my own lips, I nod my head. All I want to do right now is forget. If kissing this strange kid next to me is my ticket to do so, then so be it. Just talking to him over the last few minutes has helped me forget, even if for a brief moment, all of the pain and doubt that has been ripping through me from the moment I saw my father’s body thrown from his car.

His head dips lower and closes the distance between us. At first his lips are merely a whisper against mine. A sudden jolt shoots from my lips searing the very being of my soul.  Closing my eyes, I lean into the kiss. But just as his tongue touches my lips, I hear the door open. The reason I’m here comes swimming back and I jerk away from him and stare at the nurse standing in the doorway.

“Thatcher family?” The nurse questions.

Standing quickly, I nearly fall as I take a step to walk toward the nurse. Jesse is right there supporting me the rest of the distance. But as the nurse goes to speak, my brother walks in. Hurrying over to him, I hug him tightly, desperately needing his strength.

“She just got here to talk to us,” I inform him in a shaky voice.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jesse step back to the chair he just got up from. His eyes stay trained on me. Shaking my head, I lean into my brother. 

“Can we step outside in the hall for a little more privacy?”

Both of us nod our heads, following behind the nurse. The nurse begins to talk and I can’t understand anything that is coming out of her mouth. It’s all technical and bigger words than I care to pay attention to right now. It isn’t until she gets to the last part and I feel Trace’s hold tighten on me.

“Wait! What?”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am. We did everything we could. There was just too much damage.”

Before I can even react, I hear my mom’s name being said. Turning, to my horror, there on a stretcher is my mom. My last surviving parent. She...

I don’t think before I react. My feet are moving and I’m pushing through doctors and nurses to get to her.

“Mom! Mom!” I scream when I see her on the stretcher and they pull a blanket over her face. “MOM!” I scream.

My brother’s arms come around my waist as I try to get to her again. He holds me back, preventing me from getting to her. 

No, this can’t be happening! This can’t be happening! Not when we just lost Dad!

A scream rips from my lungs and my brother yanks me back toward the very room that I just spent hours in waiting to be told my dad died. Spinning me around to face him, he holds my face in his hands making me look at him.

“You need to stay here. I need to figure out what’s going on. Please, Kate. Please stay here.”

“Please don’t leave me too,” I sob.

“Never. I’ll be right back.”

Trace opens the door and pushes me inside before disappearing. My knees give out and I fall to the floor. Suddenly, warm arms wrap around me. Lifting my head, I see Jesse sitting next to me.

“What’s wrong?”

“My... dad... is... gone,” I say through sobs. “My mom... she was... I saw her... Oh, God!”

Jesse lifts me from the floor, carrying me over to a chair. Sitting down, he places me on his lap and rocks me back and forth. All I can do is cry. There’s nothing left of me. There’s nothing left. My parents... both of them are gone and on the same day. One leaving to support his family and the other to be there for her family. 

“I’m right here. I’ll be here as long as you want me here,” Jesse whispers over and over again.

Not long later, Trace walks in and I can’t even lift my head to look at him properly. I can see him staring at Jesse wondering who the heck he is no doubt.

“My name’s Jesse. I like your sister. I’m here to support her and you. Please don’t shut me out,” Jesse almost pleads.

Trace squats down next to me. “Katie,” he starts.

Sitting up quickly, I cry and beg him. “Please Trace, don’t say it. Please don’t tell me we lost Mom too. Please.”

When his face crumbles, I know that is exactly what he’s going to tell me. My heart beats its last beat and I fall to the ground. Trace and Jesse both catching me as my whole world dims and goes black. In this blackness, pain and sorrow doesn’t exist. In this darkness, my heart isn’t heavy and my soul is not shattered. There is nothing left of me now. What was there left with my mom and my dad. 

Trace told me that he got a hold of Mom when he left. But it was as the police found us in the hospital that we found out what happened.

“Are you here about my mom or my dad?” Trace asks the minute two officers walked into the waiting room. The hospital had us wait for paperwork and had mentioned that police would be in to see us shortly.

“Your, uh, mom, sir,” the young officer stutters through his response.

“We already know that she’s passed away. What more can you tell us? Will any of it bring our mom back?” I shout from beside Trace, the tears falling.

Trace wraps me in his arms and shushes me softly in my ear. This is my brother, always trying to be strong for everyone. Looking up at my brother, he gives me a soft smile. Cuddling closer to him for security, I let him talk to the officer.

“I, uh, thought that, uh, maybe you’d like to hear what happened... Maybe?”

The older more assertive officer steps forward and glared at the younger one. He turns to us and with an emotionless face he tells us everything that happened to our mother. How she’d been speeding from the looks of it, hit a patch of water from our recent rain fall on the road and hydroplaned off the road. It was a passing car that found her car in a tree, her body recovered several feet away.

“Could you be anymore heartless?” I fume. “We lost both our parents in the same day and both from some kind of accident. Do you even care that we sit here broken? Are you that callous that your stupid as-”

“Katie,” my brother warns in a stern tone. When I shut up and sit back down with my back to the officers, he turns his attention back to them. “Forgive her, we’ve gone through a lot today. Are you sure there was no foul play or anything?”

“Yes, but I have to ask this. Why would you be concerned with foul play?”

“Our father was t-boned by a semi-truck... I don’t know it just seems odd is all.”

“No, there was no foul play at the scene that was reported. Nor were there any other vehicles. As protocol, we’ll check the wreckage of your mom’s car to make sure nothing else is off. I’m sorry for your losses, but I think it was just a fluke accident.”

All I can do at that point is nod my head. Trace stands and walks the officers to the door. The young one stays behind and looks at me sadly.

“I am very sorry,” he whispers, sincerely.

Yeah, he’s sorry. He didn’t just lose everything. His life wasn’t upended in one single day, never to be the same again. My life, well, I don’t have one anymore. Tomorrow will be here for sure, but it won’t hold anything that I want. From today forward, I live for my sister and brother. The rest of me, well, the rest of me is dead. 
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THE MONTHS TO FOLLOW are the hardest. We had to say goodbye to our parents and explain to Daisy they were never coming back. Then Trace goes into court and fights for custody of Daisy and I. Thankfully Bee-Bee didn’t contest and we are able to stay with my brother. Unfortunately, that means moving. For me, at the start of high school, being the new girl, it’s never fun. 

Imagine my surprise when I walk into my first class and I see a familiar face. He smiles at me with the biggest grin. Honestly, I thought I’d never see him again. Yet, here he is. Sitting in one of my classes, in the chair next to me. It’s Jesse.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” he whispers.

“Disappointed?”

“Not at all. Let me see your schedule.”

Digging in my bag, I pull out my class schedule and hand it to him. His fingers brush mine briefly before he takes the paper from my hand. Smiling, I turn back to face the front. There’s silence from him for a little while. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I study him. His messy blond hair is a bit shorter now, but he is still as cute as he was in the triage waiting room. Tapping my shoulder, I look at him briefly to let him know I’m trying to pay attention. He nods his head and the class carries on.

When the bell rings, we stand and he’s right next to me. Shocking me, he takes my hand in his. Looking at him surprised, he gives me a sweet small peck on the lips and leads me out of the classroom.

“You didn’t tell me you were a senior too.”

“You didn’t ask my grade. You asked my age,” I smirk.

“Well, then let me ask you, can I take you to all the dances that are coming up this year?”

“Really?” I ask, stopping, suddenly in shock.

He pulls me out of the center of the hallway and pushes me up against the lockers. Gently, he cups my face in his tender hands.

“I’ve really missed you. Can I ask you something?”

Remembering the last thing he had to ask me, I nervously lick my lips, but nod my head. My breathing increases at the thought of feeling his lips on mine again. Honestly, it is that memory that is what got me through some of the harder days.

“Will you be my girlfriend,” he whispers.

It takes a lot longer than it should for the question to register. Shaking my head, I look up at him not sure I have heard him correctly.

“What did you say?”

Smiling, he repeats himself. “Will you be my girlfriend?”

Blushing, I break eye contact. “You want to date me?”

“Yes. I can’t get you out of my head. It’s got to mean something. Can we just date, get to know each other, and decide what it means for us?”

“Yes,” I breathe after a moment.

With that simple three letter word whispered from my lips, he leans down and kisses me softly. 

“Right on! Claim the new girl before Randy can. That’s brilliant,” a tall lanky kid from behind him says as he hit Jesse on the back. 

To be perfectly honest, this jerk just interrupted my kiss. It’s the second attempt at a kiss and once again it’s stopped. Maybe I’m not meant to kiss him.

Jesse mouths ‘sorry’ to me before turning around, placing his arm around my waist pulling me to his side. 

“She’s been mine for about five months. We just lived apart for a while. Seems she’s living here now. Randy can take his perverted ass as far away from my girlfriend as humanly possible,” he hisses possessively. 

The guy walks away laughing and once he’s out of sight I feel Jesse relax. Without saying another word he takes my hand and walks me to my next class. 

This school is so different than my last one. There are so many hallways, I begin to wonder if I’m inside some kind of maze game. Lockers line every wall with breaks for doors to what seems like endless amounts of rooms. Above each door there’s a number. The numbers blur as do the lockers and people we pass. My chest begins to tighten. 

Oh, no! Not now! I hate these damn panic attacks! 

Jesse pulls my arm as he continues to walk, but I’m unable to continue. It’s taking over me, consuming every ounce of oxygen left in my body. Leaving no vessel unturned it keeps moving through. Somewhere, in the far away distance, there’s a voice. I’m surrounded by endless white. Whoever speaks I can’t see. It’s only my imagination.

A breeze suddenly fills the endless white space around me. Lifting my head, I try to breathe in the fresh air. Try to claim some of the oxygen for my own, but my head falls back and my body begins to shake.

“Just take me with you, Mom, Dad. Please. I can’t live this life anymore,” I yell to the endless space of nothingness. 

The breeze stops just as suddenly as it came. There’s once again nothing. They’ve left me too. They left me all over again and that familiar pain long suppressed rises to the surface again as it did that day in the hospital. Just then darkness takes over the white. The peace the white offered is the same as the fear the black offers. The black is where he lives. It’s where all the nightmares play. No matter how I fear it, it’s coming all the same. Almost laughing as it takes over the innocence of the white.

“You don’t scare me, Ned!” I scream as the blackness approaches closer. “You can’t hurt me anymore than you already have! There’s nothing more that can be taken from me.”

Flashes fill the emptiness of the dark. Images of his hands on me. Images of her watching him touch me. Images of him trying to hurt Daisy. Anger fills me.

“You’ll never have her! I’ll never let you ruin her like you ruined me.” My voice echoes in the murky depths of oblivion.

The images keep coming, keep assaulting me with their horrendous, vile moments from my life. I thought when I told my brother what was going on and he and Ned fought that it would’ve been the end of it. Mom and Dad immediately ceased all ties for us to be there.

Then... Then they die and Daisy and I are forced back in their clutches. For five months while Trace fought to get us out of there, he was not allowed to see us. Daisy cried all the time, but I protected her with everything I had. He didn’t hurt her.

Tears fall down my cheeks. When he touched me again, my future disappeared. There’s not enough good out there that will overcome the horror I lived through for those five months. One hundred fifty-three days I suffered at the hands of a man that didn’t deserve to breathe. For that matter, nor did the woman that watched as he did it all. They are vile creatures and I pray that one day Karma knocks on their damn doors and takes them down deep to the depths of Hell where they belong.

A face appears just as the black almost consumes the light. This face makes me smile. When Hell is trying to swallow me whole, he gave me a moment to breathe. A moment to forget that my world was crumbling beneath my very feet.

“Jesse,” I breathe.

When we first met, there was nothing left inside of me. Only the images that still haunt me today. But Jesse made me believe there will be more for me one day. He gave me my faith. Through the hardest night of my life, he held me while I cried until my insides shriveled from dehydration and he didn’t complain once. Just held me on the porch swing of our old family home. 

Reaching out to touch the face that still fills me with so much strength. “You were always there even when you weren’t.” 

Another tear slips down my cheek as his beautiful face begins to fade away. I scream for him to stay, to not leave me too. But as his image fades away, so does the dark. Light filters through the void that had consumed me. Once again, Jesse saved me. Just his memory saves me from the overwhelming need to just end it all and be done with it.

“Goodbye Jesse. Thank you for saving me,” I breathe as the last of his face disappears.

Falling to the solid surface that seems to be beneath my feet, I cry. If he was love, if that is what love was, then I never want to be in love again. To only have that feeling when you are falling apart hardly seems fair or like anything I want to endure again. Closing my eyes, I give in to the irresistible desire to escape the pain.

[image: image]

OPENING MY EYES, MY head feels heavy. My vision is blurry and I can’t seem to make out where I am or what has happened, panic starts to grip hold of me again. Has Ned got me? It’d be something he’d do. I try to lift myself to a sitting position, but my body hurts too much. Groaning in pain, I flop back down.

“Katelynn?”

The voice is familiar. Where have I heard that voice before? My head’s pounding. Closing my eyes, I turn in the direction of the voice before opening my eyes again. Blinking rapidly, I meet the concerned face of Jesse.

“Jesse?”

His eyes glisten in the dim lighting. Moving closer to me, he takes my hand with one of his. With his other hand, he brushes it gently down my cheek. Laughter spills from his lips that form a sad smile.

“Yes, baby, it’s me.” He leans down and kisses my lips lightly.

“What are you doing here?” I pause for a moment before confusion fills me. “Where am I?”

His smile falls and he takes a deep breath. “We were walking down the hall at school. I was taking you to your next class when you suddenly stopped walking. You were pale and you had  your hand to your throat like you were working hard to breathe.”

“Oh, God, I had another panic attack. In the middle of school. In front of you. Oh, God,” I groan embarrassed as I push myself to a sitting position.

Jesse’s hands cup my shoulders and lowers me down to the bed. Tears threaten to spill from my eyes as I beg him to let me leave. One thing I’ve never wanted anyone to see are my panic attacks. They make me weak, or at least that’s how I feel. Now, Jesse knows that I have them. It’s only a matter of time before he sees how truly broken I am and leaves me too.

“Please,” I beg again, the first tear falling. “Please just let me leave.”

“No,” he says softly. “We’re staying here and you’re not leaving until I know for sure that you’re okay.”

“Why can’t you just let me leave,” I question, trying desperately not to cry in front of him .

“Because I... Because I care about you and I’m not letting you get up until I know you are okay.”

Looking at him, his face dancing behind the tears in my eyes. “You still want to be with me after... that?”

His face contorts in confusion before realization dawns on him. “You think you embarrassed me? That because you had a panic attack, I’m going to leave you?”

Nodding my head in shame. No one wants to deal with the shit I am still trying to deal with. Hell, I don’t even want to handle all this crap in my life and yet... yet I have to. Jesse doesn’t though. He doesn’t  have to be pulled down with me.

“You didn’t embarrass me. Scared me? Yes. I was terrified. But not once did embarrassment play into it. Not once did I think I need to leave you. But I am curious.”

“Curious?”

Standing, he lifts my head and shoulders climbing in behind me before resting me against his chest. Wrapping his arms around me, a soft kiss is pressed into my hair and Jesse takes a deep breath. Snuggling deeper into his hold, I, too, take a deep breath.

“How long have you been having them? What causes them? What started them?”

Unsure if I’m ready to walk down the path of what my life has been like in the short fifteen years of my life with a man that I don’t know too much about, but I also feel this all-consuming connection with, I answer the questions that I feel comfortable with.

“Since I was little and when I’m nervous or scared.  The unknown and being overwhelmed by new. I don’t know exactly. It’s a lot of things really,” I shrug slightly.

“Do you take medication? You know, to help with the anxiety?”

“No,” I take another deep breath. “No one knows I have them.”

Pulling me to the side, he tips my head up to look at him. “Not even your brother,” he sounds almost shocked.

“No, it’d kill him if he knew. You... You didn’t contact my brother, did you?” My breathing quickens as the fear surges through me.

My brother went through Hell and back when he found out what was going on
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