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  Chapter one

CJ’s hand shook as she unlocked the door to her tiny New York City apartment. It wasn’t in the best of neighborhoods, but that wasn’t the fear making her hand tremble. She had just received the most life-changing news of her short twenty-three years. She was pregnant. Celeste Justine Cast—or CJ—dropped her keys on a cheap table by the door and stumbled into her apartment.  
“I need a hit!” 
Her mother, Helen, was due to come over, and she wasn’t ready to deal with her. CJ loved her mother and her stepfather, Jesse, but she needed to talk to David—her boyfriend and the baby’s father. She walked over to the avocado green phone hanging on the wall and dialed the seven digits she’d been dialing for the last four years. 
The door to the apartment opened, and Helen groaned as she pushed the door wide, shoving a mix of trash, clothes, and newspapers on the floor closer to the wall. “CJ! You need to clean up here! You’re going to get rats!”
“Oh, Mom,” CJ groaned and hung up the phone. “I’m a grown woman! I don’t need you to tell me what to do.”
“No, but you sure need me when you want money! I told you, CJ, you have got to stop doing drugs.”
“I can stop whenever I want.” CJ lit up a cigarette to calm her nerves. 
“What did the doctor say?”
“I’m pregnant.”
“Oh, Celeste Justine,” Helen whispered. 
“Don’t worry, Mom, you won’t have to take care of it. I’ll take care of it.”
“How are you going to take care of a baby? You can’t even take care of yourself!”
“I don’t need this now, Mom!” She stormed off to her room to be alone.
“CJ Cast, now we’re going to have to talk about this.” Helen followed her to the bedroom. “You need to straighten your act up! You need to get off drugs. You need to get out of here and get a good job. We can help. Do it for the baby, CJ.  Do you want to bring a baby up in this environment?” 
CJ looked around at the lava lamps and paraphernalia in the room and flopped onto her bed which had a spring poking out. 
“Honey, let us help you.”
“What can you do? I’m a total screw-up.”
“Honey, we need to get you clean. We need to get you away from David. Have you told him?”
“I haven’t seen him in a couple days.”
“Oh, I hate that man. Look what he’s done to my precious little girl.” Helen sat down next to her daughter, who had softened and was tearing up. 
“Should I give the baby up for adoption?”
“No, honey. We’ll work together and make sure it has a good life. We’ll get you cleaned up and get you in a better place. When are you due?”
“January.”
“A New Year’s baby.” Helen smiled.
“It’s a boy. I’m having David’s son.”
“Oh, honey.” Helen wrapped her arms around her daughter, and CJ laid her head on her mom’s shoulder. 
“Do you think he’d marry me?”
“You don’t want to marry David, CJ. He’s not worth it.”
“But I love him.”
“You love what he gives you, honey. You don’t love him. You love the drugs he plies you with. We need you to get clean, so this baby has a fighting chance. Jesse and I can help. We can get you into rehab and out of your dead-end job, and you can go to night school and make a life for yourself. Then you can find a better apartment and a better crowd to be around. Don’t you want that for your son?”
“Yeah, I don’t want him to grow up like this. He deserves so much more. I’m so scared, Mom.” She started to cry and hid her face in her hands. 
“It’s okay, baby. We’ll get you in a better place. You’ll be able to handle things better. I’ll talk to Matthew and see if he can help us. He respects Jesse and loves him. He’ll help us get through everything. Are you ready to quit the drugs?” Matthew was Matthew Patrick, Jesse’s stepson from his first marriage but no relation to CJ.
“Yeah, I have to do something. I don’t want the baby to live like this. It’s not fair to him. Do you think I can be a good mom?”
“I think you can be a great mom. You have to straighten out your act.”
“I want to do that, but I need help.”
“We’ll help you, baby.”
“I love you, Mom.”
“I love you, too.”  
CJ went to meet David at his apartment. He sat there with his white fringed shirt unbuttoned down to his navel. He had long, curly, blond hair and a blue bandana wrapped around his forehead. His jeans had bell bottoms that flared at the ankles as he sat cross-legged on his couch, smoking cigarettes and burning incense. Lava lamps in red, blue, and green were scattered throughout the house, their ooze floating up and sinking in a hypnotic rhythm. 
“Hey, baby. I haven’t seen you around in a few days.” David looked at CJ with his piercing, light grey eyes. “How have you been doing?” He stood up, took her hand, and pulled her back to the couch. 
“David, we need to talk.”
“I have just what you need right here.” He handed her a bag. CJ was tempted. She had been sober for a week, though, so she handed him the bag back and slowly pushed it away. “Hey, more for me if you don’t want any.” He took a long puff on his cigarette. 
“David, I’m pregnant.”
“Pregnant? Wow, what a bummer.” He took a drink of his beer. “Who’s the dad?”
“You.”
“I’m not the dad. You were on the pill remember?” He took another puff of his cigarette.
“Yeah, well, I’m pregnant. So what are we going to do about it?”
“Get it taken care of. There are clinics you can go to now. I know a guy.”
“I’m not going to have an abortion!”
“Give it up for adoption.”
“I’m not giving the baby up for adoption!”
“Babe, I don’t know what you want me to do.”
“I want you to be a man for a change and help me take care of this baby!”
“Sorry, man. That sounds like not a groovy thing to do. You have that mom of yours and those rich people she hangs out with. Have them take care of the baby?” He put his cigarette out and lit up a joint instead. 
“So, you’re not going to help me raise this baby?”
“I don’t care about no baby. You got into this mess; get yourself out of it.” 
Before she could even consider her actions, CJ slapped him, plucked the joint from his mouth, and put it out on his pant leg. 
“You bitch!” 
David grabbed her and threw her to the ground. He backhanded her across the face, and she doubled over to protect the baby. He grabbed her by the hair and yanked her towards the door. She punched him as hard as she could, but he blackened her eyes. Fearing that he would hurt the baby, she stood up as he grabbed her arm and threw open the door. 
“Get out of here, you slut! I don’t want to ever see you again!” She blinked as the door slammed right in her face. Tears flowing down her cheeks, she placed her hand gently on her belly and promised to protect her baby at all costs. She vowed then she’d try as hard as she could to take back the control she had given up to David.






  
  Chapter two


Several months later, as CJ lay dreaming of floating in a lake, with the ripples tickling her feet, a sharp, stabbing pain shocked her awake. She groaned, screamed, and realized the water wasn’t only in her dream. Her water had broken, and she was lying in a puddle. CJ panicked and called 911. The paramedics arrived quickly and rushed her to the hospital. Lucas James Ashton came out screaming on a frosty January morning. 
Helen smiled at her grandson as he looked up at her curiously. “He’s so precious, CJ.” She held him in her arms. “He’s perfect! He looks like you. Gorgeous with a full head of blond hair.” 
“I love him, Mom.” CJ was glowing. “Lucas is the reason I’m going to stay clean. We’re going to make a life for ourselves.”
“I believe you can, baby. You can do anything you put your mind to, Celeste. I’ll be here for you. Me and Jesse will be here for you.”
After several months, things had been going better for CJ, but she started to use again. 
“CJ, you have to do something! You can’t provide for Lucas keeping this up! Now, come on, straighten yourself out! Do you have any diapers for him?”
“Yeah, they’re in my bedroom,” she said. She was strung out and lying on the couch. 
Helen rummaged around, looking for diapers. She couldn’t find any and quickly grew frustrated, but what she found instead enraged herall kinds of drug paraphernalia. 
“That does it! I’m going to take this baby and raise him myself! You don’t care about him. If you did, you’d get yourself clean!”
“I’m trying, Ma. I’m trying.”
“You’re not trying! You’re sitting there thinking about your next hit. You’ve seen David again, haven’t you? Has he even been to see him?”
“He’s busy.”
“He’s busy getting high is what he’s busy doing! He should help you take care of his son instead of getting high and shooting you up with drugs.”
“Can we stop the sermon?”
“No! Now, you said you wanted to get clean.”
“Fine! I’ll get clean!” she snapped. “Let me have my son!” She pulled Lucas from Helen’s arms. 
“I’ve had it, Celeste! Jesse and I are going to Kentucky, and I’m taking Lucas with me. I can’t leave him here with you. I can’t risk it.”
“I’ll be fine!”
“Honey, please let us help you.” Helen pleaded.
“You don’t want to help me. I’m not worthy of help.” She turned away from her mother with Lucas in her arms. 
“Baby, you are so worthy of help. I will not give up on you. I love you. Would you give up on Lucas if something like this happened to him?”
“No, I love him. He’s my little man.” She held onto her son. “I don’t know what I’d do without my son.” 
Lucas looked up at his mom and smiled brightly. He bounced around in her arms and played with the rattle he loved so much. 
“Baby, let me get with Matthew and see if we can get you some help. He might be able to get you a job, and you can leave this place. We can all move—be a fresh start for all of us. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind. Will you do that?”
“What about David?”
“Baby, he uses you.”
“How would you know? You have a perfect marriage.”
“CJ,” she sighed, tired of having this argument with her. 
CJ looked at Lucas as he shook his rattle. She didn’t want to fight with her mother any longer. “I need to give him a bath.”
CJ headed towards the bathroom, tripping, and almost dropping Lucas.
Helen picked up the needle CJ had tripped over and shoved it in CJ’s face. “What if Lucas picked that up?? Huh?! Are you willing to risk it?” Helen threw the needle in the trash forcefully and slammed the door as she walked out of the bathroom. 
CJ, feeling defeated, wiped her eyes as Lucas looked up at her. He smiled his beautiful smile as CJ ran the water in the tub and set him in it. As Lucas played around in the bubbles, his mom washed him tenderly and sang to him. “I sure do love you, Luca. You’re my little man. I will always love you.” She sang the Dolly Parton song to her son. Lucas looked up at his mom and splashed around. “Luca, I don’t know who’s getting a bigger bath, you or me.” She laughed as he splashed her again. “Maybe Gigi is right. Maybe we should see about moving to Kentucky and getting away from here. You deserve so much better than me as a mom. I love you, baby. I love you with all my heart.” 
After putting Lucas to bed, CJ went back into the living room. The urge to shoot up flowed through her veins. The need, craving, and desire ran through her. She saw her old teddy bear that Lucas now played with. “What happened to me?” She held it close to her and cried. “I have to do this. I have to get clean,” she whispered, wiping the tears on her sleeve. She put the bear in Lucas’s crib and then returned to the living room. 
Moments later, David barged in the front door with some friends in tow. “Hey, babe,” he kissed her, “let's party!” He handed her a beer while everyone lounged all over the floor, lighting up and getting high. CJ’s resolve immediately evaporated. It just wasn’t the right time to quit yet.

When Helen came over the next morning, she could hear Lucas crying before she even opened the door. She found the bodies of David, CJ, and their friends, passed out and littering the entire living room. CJ’s ‘friends’ didn’t belong in the same home as her grandson. “CELESTE JUSTINE!” Helen screamed. “What the hell is going on here?! Get these people out of here!” She shook a black haired hippy and woke him up. “Get out of here!” Slowly but surely, she got everyone out of the apartment. “I’ve had it! I’m taking Lucas, and we’re going to Kentucky,” Helen said, exasperated. “Can’t you hear him crying? He needs changed! And I bet you spent the last bit of your money on drugs instead of diapers.”
“There are cloth diapers in the bathroom.”
“Oh, Celeste!” Helen marched off to tend to Lucas. “I thought you wanted to get clean?” she said, disappointed, as she walked back into the living room.
“I know. I screwed up.” CJ dropped her head down in tears. “Maybe you should take Lucas so he’s not a screw-up like me.” 
“We can get you help. You have to want to clean up.”
“Do you think Matthew will let me move down there and get a decent job? I’ll clean Evergreen.” Evergreen Estate was where the Patricks lived.
“Yeah, Jesse’s going to talk to him when we go down there. But until we get back, you have got to stay away from David.”
“I will, Mom. Thank you.”
“I love you, CJ.” 
“I love you too, Mom.” 
Helen picked up Lucas’s things and walked out the door. 






  
  Chapter three


Evergreen Estate was a grand palatial home that had been in the Patrick name for generations. The main family who resided there was the matriarch and owner, Mrs. Deidre Patrick, her grandson Matthew Patrick, and his wife, Dr. Melinda Heat Patrick, who was pregnant with their daughter. 
Matthew and his brother John loved Jesse. He helped raise the boys after their father died, and they considered him their father. Matthew, the older of the two, was CEO of Patrick Industries. He was a multimillionaire with connections all over the globe. Everyone held him in high esteem and referred to him as Mr. Patrick. He was a tall, brooding man with dark hair and broad shoulders. He had shadowy, menacing eyes, and his voice dripped with authority—never taking no for an answer. While he was an ambitious businessman, he was also so generous that people overlooked his temper, and those closest to him always knew one wrong word could make their life hell. 
“Right this way, ma’am.” The chauffeur opened the door and let Jesse and Helen out of the limo. He brought around Lucas’s stroller and helped Helen strap him in. 
“This place gets bigger and bigger every time I come here,” Helen admitted as she stepped out of the elevator at the top story. After getting settled in their room, Helen slipped off her shoes and changed into dinner attire. “I don’t know why we have to dress up; we’re the guests.”
“I know, but Matthew has a Representative from Connecticut for dinner tonight and wants us to dress accordingly.”
“Is he ever not having dinner with a Representative?”
“I understand, but remember why we’re here. We’re here to ask for help with CJ,” Jesse reminded her.
“I know.” She sighed again.
“Besides, he loves and respects you.”
“I know, and it will be nice to see Melinda.”
“Now, she’s one I’m not too fond of. He could do so much better than that gold-digging harlot,” Jesse grumbled.
“Jesse,” Helen admonished.
“Well, she is. He surely can see that she’s only with him so she can get her hands on this place.”
“Well, he’s not stupid. I’m sure he has an iron-clad prenup. Remember, he tried to get us to sign one.”
“I know,” he chuckled. “I said the only prenup I need is what’s in my heart, and that’s you, my love.” He kissed Helen. 
After changing, everyone went to the grand dining room for dinner. While Matthew and Representative Jackson talked business, Helen, Melinda, and Deidre retired to the drawing room. 
“Gigi!” Lucas waved and smiled. He held up his rattle to show her, shaking it with pure joy. The maid came into the room with tea. Lucas shook his rattle and giggled at her. He continued shaking it until she looked at him. Then he smiled and waited until someone else came in. 
“He’s going to be something when he gets older,” Deidre said.
“He already doesn’t take no for an answer.” Helen laughed as Lucas half-crawled over to Melinda, kissed her belly, and wrapped his arms around her. 
“Aww,” Melinda cooed. “You like the baby?” 
He nodded and kissed her belly again. 
“Oh, she likes you, too. I can feel her moving in my stomach.” She took Lucas’s hand and put it on her belly. The baby moved. Lucas laughed and bounced up and down with excitement. “Her name is Liliana. She likes you, too.” 
“Yes, I think it would be great for everyone—” 
Matthew entered the drawing room, speaking over his shoulder to Jesse. “… You know I’d do anything for you.”
“Thanks, son. I appreciate it.”
“What’s going on?” Deidre asked.
“We’re going to get Celeste into a rehab center and move everyone down here. The baby will have a friend to grow up with.”
“Oh, thank you, Matthew! Thank you so much. I’ll find a way to repay you myself,” Helen said.
“Don’t worry about it, Helen. I am happy to do anything I can to help. And how is this little one here?” Matthew leaned over to see Lucas on his level. “You’re going to grow up to be quite the businessman, I tell you. I hear no one can say no to you already.” 
Lucas flailed his arms at Matthew and waddled back over to Melinda, wrapping his arms around her belly and kissing it again. “Liliana already has a best friend, and she’s not even born,” Matthew laughed as Lucas wrapped his arms around Melinda. 
“I can see them growing up together. Liliana and Lucas. I think they are going to take the world by storm.” Matthew grinned at the little boy.
“That they are, Matthew. That they are,” Jesse said.






  
  Chapter four

After their weekend in Kentucky, the holidays came. Lucas was excited for Christmas but at his first birthday party he was thrilled to be the center of attention. He loved to make people laugh and have them coo over him. CJ handed him his cake then CJ, Helen, and Jesse sang “Happy Birthday.”
“Blow out the candles!” Lucas was so proud when everyone clapped for him. 
CJ took the candle off. “Eat it.” Everyone gathered around with Polaroid and took snapshots of Lucas sticking his fingers in the cake. Then he picked the cake up and smashed it all over his face before dropping it back on his tray. Everyone laughed and cheered; he was happy to make people smile.
Lucas’s party was a success. As she put him in his crib, CJ sang to him “I Will Always Love You.” That was their song. Lucas liked hearing her sing. CJ still occasionally liked to play her saxophone. Lucas loved it, especially when she played Sweet Caroline and did the “dun-dun-dun” noises. He would bounce around on the beat, which made her laugh.
A few days later, CJ had a rough day at work. Days like this made it hard to stay clean. Since she went into rehab, she hadn’t had so much as a beer. She was proud of herself. Clean for seventy-two days. But she needed something to calm her jagged nerves and wanted a hit in the worst way. 
Instead, she called her sponsor.
“Seventy-two days, CJ! That’s amazing. That’s something to be proud of! You can do it. You’re on your way, and before you know it, you’ll be reaching your ninety days, then your six months, then your year. You can do this. I know you can do this! Look how far you’ve come, and you don’t want to go back now. Soon you’ll be moving to Kentucky and starting your life over. Look what you have to look forward to. Look at your little boy. Think how much he means to you. Do you want him to grow up without you?”
“No.”
“Exactly! You can do this, girl. Just fight the urges. I know it’s hard, but that’s what I’m here for. Lean on me when it gets too hard. I got you.”
Seventy-two days.
A few days later, a man groped CJ when she was waiting tables. Caught off guard, CJ decked him and then stood there, aghast, for a few moments while the man’s wife yelled for the manager. The manager had seen the whole thing, but, instead of standing up for her, he apologized to the patron. 
“Eric! He groped me!”
“I don’t care! He is a customer!”
“I should file charges against you for assault!” the wife of the customer yelled, then Eric turned to CJ and told her to get out.
“What?”
“You heard me; get out of here!”
“Let me get my things and my tips.”
“No! You don’t get your tips. Take your coat and your purse, get out of here, and don’t come back!” 
Once again, CJ was out of a job, and rent was due the next day. She was counting on that night’s tips, too. On top of that, Lucas needed some milk, and she was sick of asking her mom for help. She already owed her from the last time she was fired. CJ was trapped in a hole with no way to get out. 
The blustery, icy wind pricked at her skin as she walked the five blocks to her apartment. Her legs were freezing below her thin waitress uniform, and she wanted to take a shower after having that guy put his dirty hands on her. God, what I wouldn’t do for a hit? Seventy-seven days. Keep remembering that; seventy-seven days. Desperate, CJ called her sponsor several times to no avail. 
Figures, she thought. CJ sat on her bed and cried. The heat was out again, and she began to shiver. Jesse had the magic touch, though, and she knew he could always get it working. She would ask him when she picked up Lucas, but right now she just wanted a bath, a long, hot bath. 
Seventy-seven days. Remember that CJ; seventy-seven days.
Jesse and Helen brought Lucas home, saving CJ the trip. After only a few minutes, Jesse was able to get the heater working, enough time for Helen to worm







