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  Dedication



To all my fellow public safety spouses and workers, this one is for us.








  
  Trigger Warnings


Listen, we all know that we are bad bitches who love to read about the darker side of romance. But mental health is important, especially in a book that is heavy on emotional damage. 
If I missed one, PLEASE email me at vicravenauthor@gmail.com so I can add it to this list.
Take care of your brain, it's the only one you get, and fixing it is expensive.
Full List of Trigger Warnings for Only If I Stay
-Talk of suicide/ suicide planning
-Suicide pact
-Alcohol
-Alcohol addiction
-Primal Kink (on page)
-Non-verbal consent not rape(on page)
-Loss of a spouse (on page)
-Loss of a loved one (on page)
-Physically striking another
-Depression
-ADHD/Autism diagnosis (or lack of)
-Parental abuse/neglect
-Narcissism
-Infant CPR/ Code
-Domestic Violence (off page)
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  Chapter One 

Lana


Why is everything so difficult? 
All I wanted was to live my life. I wasn’t hurting anyone. I wasn’t scamming, stealing, or killing. I was just trying to live. But I must have done something in my last life to piss off Karma because I couldn’t seem to catch a break. 
Everybody had something to say. How I dressed, raised my kids, the tattoos on my body, everything seemed to be up for discussion. Funny, I don’t remember asking for their opinion, but everyone is more than happy to let me know. 
My mother is the worst culprit. Since she watches the boys for me while I work, I am at her mercy. I don’t have a lot of options since I work crazy hours. But she was a single mother while I was growing up and now, I am a single mother, too.
It wasn’t like I planned it. It wasn’t like I woke up and decided that I didn’t want to be with him anymore. I was banking on forever.
I lost the love of my life four years ago and still can't shake it. I spiraled after he died. 
Spiraled hard. 
Thankfully, the life insurance and line of duty disbursement paid off the mortgage on the farm. Plus, it paid off the vehicles and allowed me to have a nice nest egg. That egg came in handy since I was almost completely incapacitated when he died. 
I couldn’t work, couldn’t take care of the house. If it hadn’t been for James, I’m pretty sure they would have taken my boys from me. 
But people don’t understand, we had been together since high school. He was my best friend, lover, and driving force. He made me want to be better and push through every hardship we faced. When he died, I couldn’t handle anything. 
The boys were a mess,  too. But we slowly managed to pull ourselves out of the rubble in six months. At least enough to be able to function. Granted, we didn’t function well, but we were able to function. 
Counseling helped them, not so much for me. I tried, really, I did. But most people don’t understand a love that is all encompassing. For most people, they know that they have an out. 
But for us, divorce wasn’t a choice. I always joked that I didn’t want to have to train a new dick after almost twenty years of being together. 
I never thought it would happen. Until it did. And it still hurts, even four years later.
I am on my way to pick up the boys from my mother after another long shift. I love my mother, but I don’t want to deal with her constant disapproval. She feels that I need to move on, and I am content to be single forever. There is no man that can ever compare to my love.
As I pull into her drive, the boys rush out. They look exactly like him. It’s painful, but they are the best. 
My oldest, Will, is exactly like him. Tall, lean, with black hair and blue eyes. Will could have been his twin, and we joked all the time that we were going to have to beat the girls off with a stick.  
My youngest, Spencer? That is my child. He may look like his daddy, but that personality is all me. And he took it the hardest when his daddy died. He didn’t understand what happened or why. He didn’t understand that sometimes accidents happen, no matter what you do. 
He has taken to becoming obsessive about checking everything. Are the doors locked? Are you wearing your seatbelt? Counseling has helped, but not enough.
I understand it. That was Dad’s job. Always making sure we were protected and safe. Saying I love you and be safe,  no matter if we are leaving for five minutes or five days. 
“Hey, guys! Were you good for Nana?”
“They were fine, just like they always are,” my mother answers. 
She has a scowl on her face. She is either about to get on to me about my job, lack of love life, or some other made-up infraction. I really don’t want to hear about it. Not today. 
“I was talking to them, Mom. I haven’t seen them in two days, and I know they can get a little much.” Spencer can get a little much, Will is too involved in his phone to get off the couch. 
Will rolls his eyes and comes to give me a hug. It’s hard to believe that he is fifteen. He is taller than me and takes great pride in it. He sees everything and makes sure that I am okay. 
He is definitely a mama’s boy, but I don’t tell him that.
“We had tacos and did all our schoolwork so we could spend time with you today. I made sure that Spencer got all his stuff done, too.”
Gah, this kid. Always the adult. I make sure that he knows he doesn’t have to be, but it doesn't matter. He has to make sure everyone is good. He takes great care of his brother, and really loves him. 
He’s impatiently waiting until he turns sixteen so that they can stay home instead of having to go to Nana’s. He doesn’t like the way she treats me since his dad died. He hates that she is constantly picking at me. 
When Lex was alive, he would run interference between my mom and me. Now that he's gone, Will has taken over that job. Not because I need him to, but because my mother ignores me when I tell her to knock it off.
“Mom, Will helped me with my fractions, and I was able to get everything done. Can we go four wheeling today?” 
“Lana! Are you still taking them out on those things?” my mother screeched. “They are dangerous! You know how dangerous they are!”
“Mom, they have been on four-wheelers since they were little. They always wear helmets. It’s fine.” Dealing with her is exasperating.
“Lex was hurt and killed! I would think you would make their safety more of a priority.” 
I see red. There are times I am glad that Will is as big as he is. He grabs my keys and my hand and takes me to my truck. 
“Mom, get in. I got this.” Will walks back to his Nana and gets Spencer.
Spencer is looking back and forth between me and his Nana, confused. I can hear the conversation, but I am unable to follow it. My heart is breaking in two. Lex did get hurt and killed,  but it was not because of this. He got hurt on the job. 
Spencer gets in the truck and looks at me. His eyes match mine, full of tears and heartbreak. 
“Momma, I don’t want to ride four-wheelers if it’s not safe.” How could this woman take away one of the few things we did to remember Lex? How dare she? 
“Baby, four-wheelers are safe. We have been riding them since we moved to the farm. We have always been safe and made sure that we wore helmets and our gear, right?”
“Yeah,” he doesn't sound convinced. 
“So why would this be any different? Because Nana doesn’t like them?”  
“I guess. I just don’t want to get hurt and die like Daddy.” 
Now he’s sobbing. Spencer doesn't understand why Lex will never come home. I tried to explain it to him but it didn't stick. You can tell that he is waiting for the day that Lex walks through the door, like this was all one big joke.
Instead, I gather him up and rock him as we wait for Will to get back in the truck. I know I should step out and make sure that he is being respectful to his grandmother, I just can’t find it in me today. 
The last forty-eight hours have been hell. Not just with lack of sleep, but the calls were awful. Even after four years, I’m not ready to be back at work, but I don’t have a lot of choice. That nest egg isn’t going to stay nice if I don't keep it going. 
“Will, let’s go. Mom, I’ll talk to you later.” She glares at me as Will walks back to the truck.
Will gets in truck and starts it. I am thankful that he has his learners permit, because it helps take the load off of me. He only has a couple more weeks until he turns sixteen, and then the dependency on my mother will lessen. 
Hell, to be honest, he is a better driver than I was at sixteen. Then again, he has been driving around the farm in various vehicles since he was eight. 
“You need to learn to let what she says roll off your back.” I tell him. 
“What's that saying? Pot meets kettle?” he’s not wrong. But I’m supposed to be the adult. 
“Yeah, well, she’s still your grandmother and you need to be respectful. This is how she’s always been.” 
“I guess. I just hate how she treats you.” He backs out of the drive and starts towards our farm. 
“I know, Kid, but it’s not something that’s ever going to change. It was better when your dad was alive. But since you guys have had to spend more time over there, she feels like she’s allowed to have something to say.”
He sighs. He sees way too much at fifteen. But I’m not going to get on to him for acting more like an adult. Since he was eleven, he's had to step up in ways that are not fair to anyone, but especially him. 
“How was work?” Will knows that as a paramedic, my job is hard. Not always physically, but mentally and emotionally. 
Since Lex died, I was able to switch my schedule to where I work weekends only. It helps with the farm chores and their schooling. Since my mother works a normal job, she is able to watch them on the weekends. 
But that is coming to an end soon, despite her protests.
“It was work. Same old, same old.” He knows I’m lying, but I refuse to put anymore on this poor kid. It’s bad enough he feels he had to become the man of the house at eleven. He doesn’t need to know the mental anguish of the job. 
“You know, I know you’re lying, right? I have seen the aftermath of your bad shifts. I remember Dad holding you. You still see me as a kid, but I know how hard the job is. I’m not stupid.” 
I stare out the window. I know he’s right, but I also know that I put too much on him and it isn’t fair to him. So, I keep my mouth shut and let him drive us home.
Spencer quietly hums to himself in the back. He’s thirteen, but he doesn’t act like it. We know that he is autistic, but there’s no need to have him evaluated. He has a pretty great support team of therapists that helps all of us with his needs. Plus, we homeschool him and go at his pace, which allows us to give him extra time and resources that he wouldn't get at a public school.
“What was your favorite part about going to Nana’s, Spencer?” I never ask how their day was. I know better.
“We got to eat tacos and play Xbox all weekend! I didn’t like having to do my fractions, but Will made it fun. I think Will let me win all the games. I don’t like staying at Nana’s. You’re always sad when we go home. I think you’re always sad.” Damn, that kid sees way too much. 
“I’m not always sad. I just miss your Dad. Plus, we have tons of fun all the time. You liked helping me pull goat babies a couple months ago. Did I look sad then?” 
“Well, no. But that was like one time. Most of the time you don’t smile.” I look back and see how serious he is. My sweet, sensitive baby. 
“I know I’ll be happy when I’m racing you through the woods!” I put on my biggest grin and made a mental note to at least hide some of my misery. 






  
  Chapter Two

Lana


As we pull into the driveway of the farm, James comes out to greet us. He has been staying at the farm since before Lex died. James helped keep everything going when our world crumbled. He stayed in the shop apartment, and to pay his “rent”, he helped out. 
As we pull into the driveway, my dog Ax comes out of nowhere and barrels for the truck. 
He always has to say hi to me before anyone else gets the chance. He is a Cane Corso that Lex got me the Christmas before he died. 
“Hey James!” The boys call in unison. Man, they love that old man, he is the grandpa they never had. 
“Hey, boys! Did you have fun at your Nana’s?” James knows about the tension between me and my mother, but makes sure not to voice it. At least, not in front of the boys. He loves the boys and has offered many times to keep them for me while I am at work. But he has his own job and has to work most weekends. 
“Great! We had tacos and played Xbox. Then Nana made Momma cry and now she’s sad. I don’t like it when Momma is sad. Can you help me get my stuff for the four-wheeler?” Spencer never just asks one question. He has to get all of it out at once. 
“That’s great, Bud. I’m glad you had fun. Are y’all riding four-wheelers today?” James asks. 
James and Spencer have always been close. Whenever Spencer has a meltdown, James is usually the only one that can calm him.
“Yeah! I can’t wait! Nana said it is dangerous and yelled at Momma. Momma said it’s fine and that we are always safe. Do you think four wheeling is safe?” 
“Yes, especially with your mom around. Four wheeling is absolutely safe. Why don’t you go put your stuff away and check on your animals? Then we can get everything together.” James turns and looks at me while Spencer rushes off. 
Will gives me and James a look and follows his brother into the house.
“Don’t start with me, I know.” I tell James. We've had this conversation a million times. James doesn’t hate my mother, but he doesn’t like how she treats me. He has voiced it every time the boys come home with a complaint that she has treated me badly. 
“I love those boys like my own. I would gladly have reworked my schedule for them to stay here. Why do you keep putting up with her, Kid?” James doesn’t understand why I don’t just let them stay at home with him. To be honest, I've never really understood why, either. 
Well, that’s not entirely true. We have no other blood family except my mother. Lex’s mother left when he was a kid, and his dad was never in the picture. His grandfather raised him, but died right after his eighteenth birthday. My dad was never in the picture and my mom has no living family either. 
If I left my mother, she would be alone. After losing Lex, I can’t do that to her.
“Because those boys and I are all she’s got. I think losing Lex really fucked her up and I can’t take them away from her, too.” 
James nods, he understands. He’s a confirmed bachelor and he was the only living member of his family. When we lost Lex, he was terrified that he would lose us, too. It was spotty there for a while. But he understands grief well and was there for us without question or demand.
I didn’t want to continue living this way, but I couldn’t leave my boys. After a few months, I realized that the world still went on. I couldn’t give up on my boys or the life Lex and I had built. At least not yet.
We met James when we bought the farm eight years ago. We shared a property line and met when one of his cows broke down the fence. A couple of years later, his house burned down shortly after we finished putting in our shop. We had put an apartment in the loft so that if someone needed to crash, they could.
Since his home wasn’t insured and he had nowhere to stay, Lex offered the loft and James stayed. That was seven years ago, and we all love the arrangement.
“Well, go get cleaned up and we’ll go four wheeling. I need to bring the chainsaw and some fencing. The storms that came through the other night dropped some limbs on the fence. Luckily, the bucks stayed on their side of the farm, but we need to get it fixed before they figure out the girls are not far away,” James says.
He’s always looking out for us and the farm. He still owns his own property and keeps his cattle there, but he has been a godsend over the years. He is an old country boy and knows everything there is about livestock, gardening, and fixing literally everything. 
Lex and I were city kids and had no clue how to do anything. James stepped in and taught us everything he knew, being the dad that neither of us had. How to put in a garden, how to run fences, and how to pull goat kids. He’s the best. 
“Alright. I need to get a load of laundry going. Work was hellacious.” I never wear my uniform home, especially after a rough shift. No one needs to be reminded of what I do to put a roof over our heads and food on the table. 
James gives me a knowing look and goes to get the stuff gathered for our adventure. 
As I walk up the porch steps, I look around. The goat barn needs a new coat of paint. The garden needs to be watered. The yard needs to be mowed. The list seems endless.
Lex and I had come so far in the four years before he died. We had always dreamed of a farm where we could have gardens, animals, and more. We wanted our kids to grow up differently than we had. Out here they could learn skills that would be far more useful than what they learned in the city and public school.
Once inside, I get laundry started and get in the shower. I start going through my mental checklist of all the things I need to get done today. I still need to pay bills, harvest the garden, and start canning. I also need to make sure the boys actually did their school work from their Nana’s house. I brace my head against the shower wall.
I am tired. I didn’t sleep much in the last forty-eight hours. Between the calls, restocking, and nightmares, I am exhausted. I try not to think about the calls. The debriefings after the worst of the calls help, but not enough. 
Sometimes, the most helpful thing is to just shove the skeletons back in the closet and run the next call. Unfortunately, in the ten years I’ve been a medic, I’ve had to build a couple more closets. 
Once I’m dressed and ready, I head out to find the boys and James ready to go. 
“We gassed up?” I ask them. They nod. Spencer is practically vibrating with joy, and Will has a shit eating grin on his face. “Well, let’s go!”
I need this. Ripping through the woods, landing jumps, and just hanging out with my family. 
Letting go of the last forty-eight hours, the trauma, losing Lex, everything disappears.
After a while, James motions for us to follow him and we find where the first tree had fallen. The boys hop off the wheelers and go to work. James and I handle the chainsaws while the boys move the limbs.
“This will make great firewood.” James says as we are fixing the fencing. “I think I’ll bring the trailer back here in a couple months to pick everything up. The boys can split it while you’re at work.” 
“Sounds good to me. Let’s stack it over by those two trees so that the goats don’t get any ideas about jumping on it and then over the fence.” 
“Boys,” James yells. “We’re going to stack this wood up over there and we’ll come back and get it for firewood.” 
“Okay,” they reply.
“They’ve got some great work ethic,” James says. 
“You should know, you make them work harder than all of us.” I laugh. James is old school. You work hard and play harder. But he never asks them to work any harder than he is willing to himself. I think that’s why the boys love and respect him so much. 
After we are done with those trees, we find a few more and clear them, too. We are finishing up lunch when the boys ask if they can go swimming in the lake. 
“I don’t mind. I think this old man will keep your Momma company. That okay with you, Lana?” 
Shit. He wants to talk to me about something. It’s never good when someone wants to talk to me without the boys around. Usually, it’s about moving on from Lex.
“Yeah, as long as you don’t want to talk to me about my love life,” I joke. When he looks away, I know I am in for it. 
We all get on our wheelers and head for the lake. It’s not a big lake, but when we bought the farm, we ended up having a tiny bit of access to the lake that the rich folks took over when they built the subdivision. 
It’s not much, and it tends to piss them off because we got a lake for free, but screw them. 
We love it.
After unpacking, the boys shoot off into the lake without a care in the world. I turn to James.  He motions for us to sit on the benches near the shore.
“Before you start, I am fine. I don’t need to move on. I am perfectly content to live my life here and alone.” I tell James.
“Actually, that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.” He seems to stall out. He stares out over the water and drops the bombshell. “I went to the doctors, like you asked. My results came back from all that testing you nagged me to get. I have end stage lung cancer.”
My heart stops. No. He can’t leave me, too. I knew that cough sounded bad. I have been hounding him for years to get it checked out. He always tells me it’s nothing. But I knew better. You don’t get to be a paramedic for ten years without learning a few things.
James had been in Vietnam when they were dropping Agent Orange. I had begged him for years to go to the VA and get checked out, but he had refused. I didn't know much about his time before we met him. He tended to keep things pretty closed up.
“What did they say? What treatments are they going to do?” My brain starts spinning. With my schedule, I can get him to his appointments, and we could move him into the house. Will would love to sleep in the loft.
“They didn’t suggest treatments. I’ve got probably three months before the pain sets in. Maybe another two after that. It’s in my liver, brain, and prostate, among other places. The PET scan showed tumors everywhere. They suggested I get my affairs in order.” He inhales a shuddering breath. “I’m so sorry.”
I lose it. Huge, body wracking sobs leave me. James gathers me up. Despite my hatred of people touching me, he is one of the few that I allow. How am I going to do this? I can’t live without him, too. 
What about the boys? They lost their dad and now their grandpa. I can’t do this.
“We’ll figure it out. You will not give up, though. You hear me? You are the strongest woman I have ever met. If I had been thirty years younger, I would have given Lex a run for his money. You will get through this.” 
The pep talk did nothing. 






  
  Chapter Three

Lana


As the week goes on, I notice that James seems to be moving a little slower. His cough seems a little worse. I know part of it is because I am assessing him with new eyes. 
But the other part is that he really does seem to be getting weaker. But I dare not say that to him. His pride would be on the line, and I don’t want him working any harder than he already is. He refuses to talk to me about the diagnosis, other than that he is fine right now, and he is going to live his life.
He seems to be having a hard time catching his breath and is taking more breaks. I make a mental note to talk to Will about him and I taking over some of James’ chores. 
Friday night comes and I am getting my bags together for another forty-eight hour shift when James comes into the dining room. 
“Hey, do you mind if the boys stay home with me? I just want to spend time with them. Teach them all I can before it’s my time to go.”
“Yeah, I think that is a great idea. Let me tell my mom.” This conversation is going to be fun. James steps back out and calls for the boys to help him put the animals up before bed.
I put the call in to my mom, briefly explaining the situation. She doesn’t like it, mainly because she doesn’t like James. But she understands and tells me to take care of James and be safe at work. 
I am finishing up packing my toiletry bag when Will walks into my bathroom.
“Hey, what’s wrong?” I ask him. He looks miserable. I’ve talked to him about what is going on with James.
“Not a lot, just happy to be staying here instead of Nana’s. Do you think there’s any hope for him?” There is my little boy. He may be more mature than I’d like, but underneath it all, he’s still a kid.
“If the cancer has metastasized to other major organs, then this is the end.” I don’t believe in sugarcoating the things that hurt. It never does any good. “The only hope that we have now, is that we will spend as much time with him as possible and make his end as peaceful as possible. We will send him off the way he wants to go. And that is with us.”
Blue eyes are coated with tears that Will refuses to shed. He is trying to stay strong. I lead him over to the bed and sit down with him. Years ago, I would hold him in my lap to comfort him. But he is bigger than me now and that isn’t really an option. So, I put my arms around him instead. I brush his black hair back.
“I’m so sorry, Kid. I know it’s hard. The best thing we can do now is love him and take care of him. We can send him into the afterlife knowing that he was loved and cared for. Death doesn’t hurt the dead. It only hurts the living.” 
“I know, it’s just that he’s the only grandpa that we have.” Will mumbles. “What are we going to do without him?” 
“We are going to do the same thing we did when your Dad died. We are going to mourn our loss, and then we will get our asses in gear and celebrate his life. We will continue on with this farm that he has helped us build. We will not give up. He wouldn’t want us to give up.” Will nods, gets up, and leaves. I sit there for a minute to collect my thoughts. 
I finish packing my bags. It’s crazy how much shit you need for a forty-eight hour shift. 
Spare uniforms, toiletries, food, and general odds and ends.
I put all my stuff by the door and sit back on the bed. Ax comes up to snuggle. This dog has been my saving grace. He was just a puppy when Lex died, and he was literally the only thing that got me out of bed some days. You can’t leave a Cane Corso puppy to their own devices. You’ll end up with a destroyed house in seconds. 
As I sit with him, I look around the bedroom. Lex and I had just gotten new furniture right before he died. His nightstand is still a mess, his hats still hanging on the wall, his boots still tucked under the bed. His closet still holds all his clothes and uniforms. 
If I go into the bathroom, I know I’ll find his cologne, shampoo, and body wash. I’ll find various medications; like the antibiotics for the sinus infections he would get every spring. 
I know I should probably clean everything out. It’s been four years. But I just can’t bring myself to do it. Maybe when I get off shift on Monday. But the reality is that I probably won’t. It can stay there forever as far as I’m concerned. 
Ax and I sit there for what seems like forever when I hear the front door slam. 
“Mom!” Spencer yells for me. 
“Yeah!” I call back. The kid has no sense of chill. It’s either an emergency or he has forgotten.
“The eggs hatched!” Spencer comes screaming into the bedroom. He has taken care of the chickens since he was old enough to not kill one by picking it up too roughly. 
“Well, let’s go look at them!” I call for Ax, throw on my boots, and snatch up a couple of my bags. “Hey, help me put these in the truck, okay?” 
He picks up my book bag and starts trudging out to the truck. I follow behind him, thinking about all the things that I needed to do now that we have fresh chicks. 
“Hey, Bud, go into the barn and grab the extension cord and heat lamp for them.” He runs off to do what I asked as I slowly follow with Ax trotting next to me.
I wait for him to come back, and then we start over to the coop, laying the extension cord as we go. He’s humming to himself as we walk. I soak in the moment and as we reach the barn, I find the hen who hatched her babies. She looks incredibly proud of herself and keeps tucking the wayward chicks back under her. 
“Hey, Momma. You did a good job. Let me see the babies,” I coo to her. She allows me to nudge her aside so I can get a head count on the chicks. It looks like all fourteen of her eggs hatched and all the chicks are dry and snuggled in.
“Mom, can we keep these chicks?” Spencer knows the deal; we sell any chicks that we don’t need. He hates it, but since he gets half of the sale as payment for taking care of them, he is mostly okay with it. 
“No, Bud. You know the rules. We have forty plus chickens as it is, we don’t need any more.” 
Seriously, we would be overrun with chickens if this kid had his way. “I’ll post these on Monday when I get home from
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Grief took everything.
Love wants to give it back
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