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    Dedication
 
For the men and women who search for love in all the wrong places.
For those who crave it so deeply that they settle for lust,
mistaking temporary comfort for lasting connection.
 
This story is for you—
a reminder that true love is patient, safe, and worth waiting for.


    

Introduction – 

The Beginning of the End

The buzz of the grocery store’s fluorescent lights hummed louder than the chatter of customers. Ariana tied her apron tighter around her waist and forced a smile as she bagged the last woman’s groceries. Her feet ached, her shoulders stiff, and the smell of mop water clung to her clothes. Senior year wasn’t supposed to look like this—wrinkled uniforms, cheap tennis shoes, and clocking out with barely enough energy to finish her homework.

Her classmates worried about prom dresses and senior trips. Ariana worried about the rent envelope tucked in her mother’s Bible at home and whether she had enough money left for gas. She told herself it was temporary, that after graduation she would breathe easier. Still, the weight of being grown before her time pressed down on her like a second skin.

Graduation came with cheers, photos, and promises of forever from people she barely trusted. Ariana had her tassel, her cap, and a scholarship to community college, but nothing about life after that first summer felt like freedom. Classes stacked on top of bills. Rent. Books. Bus fare. Scrubs for clinical labs. She worked two shifts at the store, then picked up hours tutoring on the side, but the numbers never stretched far enough.

It was in that space, between hunger and ambition when she met Tay.

Tay wasn’t the first man to smile at her, but he was the first to make her believe survival didn’t have to feel so hard. He had a way of talking like the city bent to his will. He moved with a confidence Ariana had never seen up close, like he owned the air he breathed. He didn’t offer flowers or fairy tales—he offered relief. Quick money. A way to stop choosing between groceries and textbooks.

“It’s easy,” he’d told her one night, his grin sharp under the streetlight. “In and out. Just a bag. Don’t think too hard about it. You got bills, right? You got dreams? Let me help you float.”

She said yes.

The first time, her hands shook so badly she thought the bag would fall from her grip. But when she handed it off and slid the envelope into her pocket, relief bloomed in her chest like sunlight through a crack. Rent was paid. Groceries bought. For the first time in months, she didn’t fall asleep calculating numbers in the dark.

Tay became a habit. Dangerous, addictive, irresistible. He knew what to say to make her feel like she was more than another girl hustling to stay alive. He called her smart. Loyal. Different. And Ariana wanted so badly to believe him that she let herself forget he was also reckless, unfaithful, and cold when it mattered most.

By the time she realized, it was too late.

The pregnancy test sat on the bathroom counter, two pink lines screaming louder than her own pulse. Ariana pressed both hands against her stomach, tears stinging her eyes as she whispered, “Please, God, not now.” She had dreamed of being a nurse, of healing, of building a life her younger self could be proud of, but not like this. Not tied to him.

When she told Tay, his reaction carved a scar she would never forget.

“That ain’t mine.”

His laugh had been cruel, his denial absolute. No hesitation. No tenderness. Just a shrug that told her she and the life inside her meant nothing.

That night, Ariana curled on her bed, sobs ripping through her chest. She pressed her palm against her belly, whispering promises she couldn’t keep. You deserve better. You deserve more than this.

Days later, she found herself in a clinic waiting room, the air too cold, the silence too heavy. Her name was called, and her legs carried her forward even as her soul screamed for mercy. She signed the papers, laid on the table, and let them take what little hope she had left.

When it was done, she walked out into a world that hadn’t changed. Cars still sped by. Birds still sang. People still laughed in the street. But Ariana was no longer the same girl who had walked in. Something inside her had cracked and caved.

Back in her apartment, she slid under her blanket, the emptiness in her womb echoing against her ribs. She whispered one final vow into the darkness:

“Never again.”

It wasn’t just a promise about Tay. It was about survival. About reclaiming herself from the ashes of a love that was never love at all.

She didn’t know it yet, but that vow would become the first brick in a new life. One built not on quick money, reckless men, or broken dreams—but on the kind of love that healed instead of hurt
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Chapter One – The Reunion
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The gym still smelled like floor wax and old trophies. Streamers drooped from the rafters, clinging to heat and memory, and the DJ kept sliding from a slow jam into something that used to make the hallways explode with screams. Ariana paused just inside the double doors, her hand tight around the strap of her purse, breath catching as laughter rolled toward her.

You don’t have to prove anything, she told herself. Just smile. Walk.

She walked.

Eyes found her anyway. Quick glances. Longer looks. Whispers that didn’t quite stay whispers. That’s Ari, right? Didn’t she—? Mmm, you know she used to— A glance at her dress like it didn’t belong here, like she didn’t belong here. The past gathered around her ankles, heavy as wet sand.

A banner stretched across the back wall: Welcome Home, Class of 20__. The last two numbers sagged under a balloon arch that had already started to wilt. Poster boards lined the walls, snapshots of pep rallies, prom nights, and district wins. Ariana’s eyes caught on one photo—her arm wrapped tight around a girl with big hair and a bigger smile. Bree. They were laughing so hard their eyes had disappeared into crescents.

Ariana reached out and brushed the glossy edge. If you tilted it toward the light, you could almost see the years that had passed—every unanswered phone call, every excuse, every night Ariana carried their friendship like a burden while Bree disappeared into her own world. Love had once been loud between them, but neglect was quieter, like a door left cracked until the wind blew it wide.

Look who finally walked in.

The voice spun Ariana around before she could brace herself. Bree stood a few feet away in a deep-green jumpsuit, hair pulled high, gold hoops catching the gym light. Same dimple. Same sharp eyes.

Hey, Ariana said carefully. You look... good.

So do you. Bree’s gaze dipped, then swept Ariana from head to toe—not cruel, just measuring. Been a minute.

Yeah. Ariana tucked a curl behind her ear. A long one.

They stood there with history breathing between them. The DJ changed tracks. Someone shrieked near the punch bowl. The gym kept moving like time didn’t care about two women who used to be sisters.

Bree broke first. You didn’t call back.

I called back for years, Ariana said, softer than she felt. Then one day, I realized I was always the one calling.

Bree’s mouth tugged. So you just—what—cut me off?

I stopped cutting myself open to keep you warm, Ariana said, surprising even herself with the steadiness of her tone. I needed peace.

The words stung. Bree blinked, like a truth had slipped under her skin. I had things going on, she muttered.

You always did. Ariana’s voice wasn’t unkind. I’m not mad anymore. I just... learned.

Before Bree could answer, the principal—older now, heavier—waddled over and
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