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​To Jesus- my Lord and Savior
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For God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son, 

that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.

John 3:16
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If I could fly out of here, I would have done it twenty minutes ago, rather than being stuck between evaluating my life choices—why I thought of posting on social media a photo of my half-eaten burger with a caption about how its calories could feed the world—and sitting in front of a man who was shooting daggers at me. I snatched my phone and notebook off the table and stuffed them inside my bag faster than the speed of light.

"Are you breaking up with me?" Liam asked, his fork clattering against the plate.

I blinked, my gaze sweeping over the nearly empty cafeteria. The table next to ours grabbed my attention—a battlefield of empty pop cans, crumpled napkins, and mangled plastic wraps. Honestly, it looked like a crime scene. I sighed, dragging my focus back to Liam. His face was as blank as a freshly erased whiteboard, a stark contrast to the tension in his voice.

"I think so," I said, forcing the words out and resisting the urge to gnaw on my nails.

Liam’s fist tightened, his glare slicing through me like a laser. Every instinct screamed run, but I couldn’t. The longer we stared at each other, the heavier my feet felt, as if someone had glued them to the floor. As much as I wanted to salvage this thing between us, I couldn’t shake the truth—I didn’t see a future with him.

"You think so?"

"I want space," I said, firmer this time.

"Hi, Abigail!" a cheerful voice interrupted. A blonde girl I didn’t recognize waved as she walked by. I mustered a smile and waved back because, you know, manners.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Liam grabbed my hand. His grip was tight—too tight. "You already said that," he spat. "Are you kidding me?"

"I'm serious, Liam." I yanked my hand free and rolled my eyes. "You should have seen this coming."

His jaw clenched. "Normal people don’t end relationships without a valid reason."

The way he held me captive with his stare prompted me to stand up. I jutted my chin and raised an eyebrow while Liam ran his hand through his dark blonde hair, a familiar gesture while trying to process the thoughts in his head.

"Don't psychoanalyze me. I'm doing you a favor, can't you see?" I said.

"Elaborate." Liam pushed the food around his plate while I figured out how to get out of our conversation. "Sit down."

I bit the inside of my cheek, stopping myself from letting out a groan at Liam's subtle attempts to change my mind. Over the years, he became an expert at turning tables.

"This isn't working out, Liam," I said, plopping down the chair.

"Hey, Abigail, I like your shirt." Another blonde girl walked by.

"Thank you," I said, giving her a small smile.

Liam pursed his lips, his breathing heavy. He fixed his gaze on me, as if weighing the truth in my words. I thought about sparing him the pain and humiliation, knowing this separation would be hard on me too, but I just couldn’t keep pretending.

"I’ve known it all along, Grace. You never needed me," he said through gritted teeth, his cold gray eyes fixed on me.

I frowned, taking a deep breath as my mind reeled at how quickly Liam was twisting everything against me. He knew, too, how much I hated my middle name.

"I don't know what you mean."

“Climb down from your pedestal, Grace,” he shot back. “You’ve built these walls so high, you don’t let anyone in—not even your so-called best friends. You don’t know how to love anyone but yourself. If you think—”

Liam's words stung, each one cutting deeper, leaving me at a loss for a response. This person, who once felt familiar, now seemed like a stranger, projecting all his pent-up frustrations onto me. Maybe, because of everything we'd shared, he felt justified in passing judgment, but his words only left me spinning.

“If you see me like that, then maybe you never really knew me,” I said, my voice barely steady.

"Well, you don't really matter," he replied, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. “Without me, you’re just a nobody.” With that, he stood up and walked away with not so much as a backward glance.

As I watched him go, my mind went blank, and even as I opened my mouth to correct him, just to have the final say, no words came out. Then a flurry of memories surged, making me feel sick. With my knees wobbling, I stood up and picked up my bag, but suddenly I couldn't breathe, my chest feeling tight. My heart raced. The walls seemed like they were closing in on me, so I grabbed the edge of the table for support. I closed my eyes, still unable to breathe, trying my best to control my body but failing when a pair of strong hands pulled me upright.

"Are you okay?"

It took me a few seconds to gather enough will and strength to glance at the source of the voice, still trying to catch my breath. My gaze landed on a pair of blue eyes with specks of green around the irises, reminding me of my grandparents' garden during summer—the cool, gentle breeze against the warmth of the sun—and right there and then, it was as if he had breathed fresh air into me.

"Just breathe," he mumbled while showing me proper breathing techniques. "Are you dizzy?" he asked again.

I nodded, my throat still feeling tight. He pursed his lips, looked around, and helped me sit down.

"Is there something you can take to calm your nerves?"

His deep, reassuring voice helped ease the tension. His gentle smile drew me in, not with curiosity but with a quiet reassurance I desperately needed, as if he understood without judgment. I shook my head and managed a seat, my breathing steadying under his calm watch. He sat beside me a few moments in silence, and even with my eyes closed, I could feel his gaze on me, steady and grounding.

"Thank you," I said.

"Are you sure you can manage on your own? I can take you back to your dorm," he said.

He looked at me with concern, his eyes piercing but warm. Taking a deep breath, I stood, meeting his gaze.

"Yes. Thanks. I appreciate your help."

Then I grabbed my bag and walked away, ignoring his stare and the few people inside the canteen. Clenching my teeth, I lifted my chin as high as my fragile confidence would allow.
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A week had passed since I last saw Liam, but it felt as though his presence was woven into every corner of my day. His words still echoed in my mind, and blocking them out took more effort than I cared to admit. I couldn’t let anyone see how much it drained me. After my first class, I found myself wandering the campus, my feet moving without purpose. The weight of ending our two-year relationship still hung heavy in my chest, and the unease refused to fade.

We had been friends for over ten years, and when Liam confessed his feelings in our first year of college, it felt like the natural next step. Saying yes hadn’t been hard. But somewhere along the way, things had shifted. What had once been comfortable now felt confining, suffocating.

I paused as I passed a small group of students near the entrance of J. Hanson Hall. At the center of the circle sat a man with a smile that seemed like it belonged to him, permanent and easy. He was listening intently to a student beside him, and for a moment, I was struck by how he appeared to radiate calm in a way I hadn’t felt in days. His medium-length brown hair was swept to one side, framing his face, and his blue eyes were bright, almost too bright. His lips were full, though they didn’t seem out of place on him. He had the kind of presence that made people want to lean in, to hear what he was saying.

I recognized him instantly—the man who had helped me during my panic attack in the cafeteria. Something about him had drawn me in then, a steady warmth that made the chaos in my head feel a little less overwhelming. He had this way of making you feel like you mattered like you weren’t just another face in the crowd.

I’d never seen him on campus before, so the sight of him now surprised me. What caught me off guard, though, was the sight of one of my professors joining the group. They spoke as if they were old friends, laughing together in a way that seemed so... effortless. I studied him more closely. He didn’t look like a typical student—he was older, more composed, and his confidence undeniable. I wondered if he might be a professor himself, though I had no idea who he was.

“Abigail!”

The man’s head turned in my direction, his gaze locking onto mine. A wave of panic surged through me, and heat crept up my cheeks as I hastily looked away. Following the sound of the familiar voice, I saw Erica—one of my best friends—striding toward me with a look of determination.

“Hey,” I said, clearing my throat to cover the awkwardness.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you and Carlene,” she said, slightly out of breath, like she’d been running to catch up.

It hit me then—I’d completely forgotten about our dance practice in thirty minutes. I glanced back at the stranger, drawn to him for reasons I couldn’t fully understand. He was still chatting with Sasha, one of the cheerleaders. His smile was disarming, almost magnetic. I could see why people flocked to him. A flicker of curiosity stirred inside me, but Erica tugged at my sleeve, pulling me back to reality.

“Yes?” I asked, my mind still lingering on the man, but before I could focus any further, my phone buzzed from my bag.

“You’re a million miles away, aren’t you?” Erica teased, her voice light, but her eyes narrowed with playful concern.

I forced a smile, pulling my phone from my bag. My heart sank when I saw the name on the screen: Lara, my father’s assistant.

“Yes, Lara?” I answered, my voice automatically slipping into its professional tone.

"Doctor Thorne wants to remind you about the charity dinner tonight. He also wants to know if you've already bought a dress for the affair." Her voice was mechanical, as always.

I rolled my eyes, a familiar frustration bubbling up. My father, the chairman of the Charleston Foundation for Abused Children and Women, had made it clear that he expected me to uphold my ambassador role. I loved the attention it brought me, but the constant reminders from his assistant—especially about something as trivial as a dress—always felt like a hollow task.

“Yes, Lara. Please let him know I’ve got a dress,” I replied, stifling a sigh.

“Very well, Ms. Thorne. Have a nice day.”

I hung up and looked at Erica, who was now pouting in mock impatience. Her exaggerated expression made me laugh, easing some of the tension in my chest. As I started walking away, Erica caught up, poking me in the side.

“Have you seen him?” she asked, her voice low, as if she were sharing a secret.

“Who?”

“That guy,” she said, gesturing subtly with a quick flick of her lips. “He’s hot.”

I grabbed her elbow, dragging her away. We only had fifteen minutes before practice, and if we were late, Shelly—our vice-head cheerleader—would have our heads. Erica stumbled a bit but quickly regained her balance, glaring at me as I laughed. Together, we sprinted toward the gym.

"He's gorgeous alright, but I don’t think—"

I froze in the doorway.

Liam and Carlene—my other best friend—were tangled up in a kiss as if the world didn’t exist around them. My heart slammed against my ribs, the sharp, unexpected pain of it almost too much to bear. The room around me seemed to tilt, blurring into a haze as I stood rooted to the spot.

“What’s going on?” Erica’s voice seemed distant like she was speaking from far away, though she was right beside me.

I couldn’t speak. The words wouldn’t come, even as a dozen questions screamed in my mind—had they been seeing each other behind my back? Had I missed all the signs?

I blinked, fighting the sting of tears, and tried to steady myself. Liam looked at me, his expression smug and almost triumphant, as though he was relishing my pain. Carlene—her cheeks flushed—avoided my gaze, her face a mix of guilt and something else I couldn’t name. Despite the breakup, I had never imagined she would pursue Liam so soon. She was my best friend.

Erica took a step forward, her fists clenched, ready to confront them. But I gripped her arm tightly, my voice barely a whisper. “Erica, don’t. It’s not worth it.”

Liam sneered his words, cutting through the air like a knife. “Yeah, we’re not worthy of your precious time, just like you’re not worthy of ours.”

With that, he grabbed Carlene’s hand, and they walked out, leaving me standing there, hollowed out and stunned.

Erica’s gaze flicked to me, her eyes filled with sympathy. But I just shook my head. Deep down, I had known. Liam had always been too good to be true. He had shown me what I wanted to see, not what was real.

I took a shaky breath, trying to pull myself together, but the pain was sharp, and it seemed to sink deeper with every passing second.

"Hey, Abigail, cool shirt," a passing brunette commented, offering a friendly nod as if nothing had happened. Her casual remark cut through the fog in my mind, a reminder that life didn’t stop just because mine felt like it had.
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Liam and I both moved in circles of well-known professionals, politicians, and other influential figures—the "high and mighty," as others often called us since we were related to them. It was natural for people to see us together—whether at school, the mall, or social events. He had become my escape, my refuge, when the weight of attention—or the lack of it—became too much to bear.

Breaking up with him just days before a charity event we were supposed to attend together was, in retrospect, a terrible idea. The occasion had slipped my mind entirely, and now, as I tried to think of a backup plan, my mind felt like it was spinning. Life had a way of throwing unexpected curveballs, and I had yet to figure out how to catch up. So in times like these, the only thing I could do was wear the mask of the "perfect girl"—the one everyone expected to see. No one knew about the scars that haunted me at night.

I stared at my reflection in the huge mirror inside the ladies' room, trying to banish the negative thoughts swirling in my head. My brown eyes seemed too large, too exposed, as I blinked away the threatening tears. I fought to keep stray tendrils of my dark brown hair from falling into my face. My evening dress wasn't crinkled, but I smoothed it down anyway, as if willing myself to believe that I could pull it together, that tonight could be a night I’d enjoy. I sighed heavily, trying to breathe away the unease before I turned to exit.

"Abigail, you look so lovely," Faye’s voice came from behind me, catching me off guard.

She kissed my cheek before pulling me into a warm hug, her presence both comforting and unexpected.

Faye was the epitome of timeless beauty, her red Grecian-type gown flowing effortlessly as she moved. Even at her age, she was the kind of woman who turned heads without even trying. I admired her—especially the way she carried herself with grace and poise, no matter the pressure. I had helped her organize countless events, and in all that time, I had never seen her flustered. She smiled constantly and had an uncanny ability to make everyone feel like they mattered.

"Thank you, Faye. But not as lovely as you," I replied, my smile a little more genuine than I felt.

"Hush, child," she teased. "If you aren’t Liam’s girlfriend, I’d introduce you to Josiah Carter. He’s such a handsome and charming young man." She giggled, her eyes sparkling. "But don’t you dare tell Liam I said that."

I grinned to myself, thinking about Liam’s excuse for not telling his mother about our breakup. I had no intention of informing her myself, but the idea of how he’d spin it made me almost laugh. Just thinking about how much I enjoyed spending time with her, how easy she was to be around, made me miss her company already—more than I would ever miss Liam’s friendship.

I was about to say something to Faye when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Liam and his father approaching. Liam’s gaze locked onto mine, and I felt an uncomfortable chill race down my spine. I couldn’t help but stare back, matching the coldness in his eyes. The memory of what happened earlier at the university flashed before me, and I fought the urge to gag at the sight of him.

Liam glared at me, and I snorted, unable to suppress the bitter laughter rising in my chest. I took a deep breath, forced myself not to snap at him, and resisted the urge to slap him or call him out in front of his parents. Instead, I put on a smile, the kind I had perfected over the years, hoping it would mask the hurt that I could feel creeping up inside me.

"Thank you, Mr. Rosenberg. You look dashing yourself," I replied, my voice steady, though I could feel the weight of the words as they left my mouth.

"It's William, dear," he chuckled, his hand resting comfortably on Faye’s waist. "Excuse us for a while. We need to make a few rounds." He flashed a bright smile before turning away with Faye.

As soon as they walked off, I didn’t wait for Liam to say anything. With my head held high, I strode toward my assigned table in my most comfortable silver stilettos, their heels clicking confidently against the marble floor. The shoes matched my gray Venus-cut evening dress perfectly. Carlene had helped me pick it out, and I remembered exactly why—we’d fallen in love with the intricate beaded pattern along the waist, the delicate detail that made it feel both elegant and personal.

But before I could take another step, I felt a cold hand grip my elbow, spinning me around too quickly. I nearly stumbled, but Liam’s arm shot around my waist, pulling me against him. His musky scent filled my nostrils, and for a fleeting moment, it almost took me back to when I had found it comforting.

I shoved him away as gently as I could, trying to avoid attracting unwanted attention. Liam glared at me, his grip tightening around my elbow, but I met his gaze with a smile—falsely sweet, hoping it would sting.

"Why haven’t you told my parents you’ve already dumped me?" he asked, his voice a low whisper only I could hear.

"Excuse me. It’s not my place to tell," I replied, my tone clipped, though my insides were anything but calm.

And then there was silence, thick and suffocating. For the first time since we started dating, I didn’t find comfort in how we locked eyes. Instead, I felt a gnawing emptiness, as though the very connection that once held us together had unraveled in a single moment.

I wanted to forgive him for kissing Carlene, but the truth was that I didn’t have it in me to do so—not when he hadn’t asked for my forgiveness yet.

"May I join you at your table?" Liam asked, his voice low and somber.

I bit my lip, holding back the words I wanted to say. After a moment, I nodded and turned away, hoping the ache in my chest wouldn’t show. He placed his hand lightly on the small of my back, guiding me to our table. I wouldn’t stop him from sitting beside me; it was his assigned seat after all. But I couldn’t help wishing he would stop acting like we were still a couple.

"I'm sorry," he started.

I turned to him, my head snapping at the sudden shift in his tone. But when I saw his gaze flicker behind me, I raised an eyebrow in confusion. That’s when I turned around and saw my father, scanning the hall like he was doing a headcount before settling into the seat next to mine. I stood up, ready to greet him, but before I could kiss him on the cheek, he had already taken his seat.

"Liam, Abigail," he said, his voice cold, barely looking at me as he spoke.

His eyes lingered on Liam for just a moment longer than they did on me. A tight smile formed on his lips, and the pang of being ignored hit me like a sharp, familiar stab. I pushed back the old, bitter ache. With my father around, there was no room for vulnerability. I had long ago learned to bury it deep and act like I was fine. 

"Be mature," I told myself. I had no other choice but to act like everything was normal, even though the space between us felt as vast as it ever had.

"Good evening, Doctor Thorne," Liam said, his voice polite but strained.

"Good evening," my father responded, turning to face him more fully. "How’s college so far?"

"Political science is challenging, but I enjoy it, even with sleepless nights. I’m already preparing for law school," Liam said, flashing that charming smile I had once found so endearing.

"Kiss ass," I muttered under my breath, my irritation bubbling up.

Liam smirked, his eyes flashing with an arrogance that made me want to punch him in the nose. I swallowed the urge, forcing myself to stay calm, even as his presence grated on me.

"I'm sure you’re going to be as great as the DA," my father said, his tone approving but distant, as though he were simply commenting on a well-constructed project.

I clenched my fists beneath the table and exhaled slowly. My father's indifference felt like a weight on my chest. It wasn’t just the coldness in his gaze—it was all twenty-one years of it. Doctor Thorne had ignored me for as long as I could remember. I was his only child, yet I couldn’t recall a single conversation with him that lasted more than a few monosyllabic words. If he had anything to say to me, he had his assistant deliver the message. I couldn’t even remember if he looked at me when I was younger. Nana Tessa was the one who raised me, not him. I had often asked her why my father ignored me, but she constantly changed the subject, never offering a plausible explanation.

Feeling the weight of the years of neglect, I excused myself from Liam and my father, who had both found their own little bubble of conversation without me. I walked away, feeling the sting of my father’s silence cutting deeper with each step. I needed to find Faye.

My instincts led me backstage, where I found her giving last-minute instructions to the master of ceremonies. She glanced up, and when she saw me, she smiled warmly. I waited for her to finish before stepping closer.

"Need any help?" I asked, hoping the distraction would keep my mind off the ache of the evening.

"Nothing I can't handle," Faye said, her eyes sweeping over me. "Don’t tell me you’re nervous," she added with a playful smile, pressing her hands into mine.

I let out a soft laugh, hiding the unease I still felt. "Fine, I won’t tell you," I teased back, a smile tugging at my lips despite the heaviness in my chest.

Faye had asked me to prepare a speech for the event. I couldn’t say no to her, and when I showed it to her two days ago, I had seen the spark in her eyes as she read it over—pride mixed with something else, something I couldn’t quite place. It reminded me of the pride I’d always longed to see in my father’s eyes. The same pride he never seemed capable of showing. I shoved the thought aside, forcing my attention back to Faye as she guided me to the hall, now full of guests.

"I’ve got it, Abigail. You’ll be fine," Faye reassured me, her voice steady, though I could feel her concern.

I nodded but didn’t respond, the weight of the evening pressing on me with every step. I wanted to ignore the tightness in my chest, to forget that my father was still here and still incapable of even looking at me. But I knew I couldn’t. I would speak, I would smile, and I would pretend everything was fine. I had to.

Biting my lip, I decided not to return to my seat until after I delivered my speech, choosing instead to avoid my father and Liam, who were absorbed in their conversation. Even though I was already standing on stage, the sense of being invisible in their presence gnawed at me. I often told myself that his approval didn’t matter anymore, not when so many others seemed proud of me, but the sting of his indifference was a constant reminder of the distance between us.

Pushing the pain aside, I forced myself to gather the courage to return to the table. As I walked, the pounding in my chest intensified with each step. I couldn’t tell if it was the simmering anger I felt toward Liam for stealing my father’s attention during my speech—or the anxiety of being forced to sit next to him again. The two of them, so comfortable in their little bubble, only made the tension between us feel sharper.

Seating myself beside Liam and my father felt like stepping into a room full of smoke. I couldn’t breathe.

I forced myself to smile as I took my place, though it was a hollow gesture. The comfort of calling my father "Doctor Thorne" in those rare moments when we interacted felt like a shield—a way to distance myself from the man who had never quite been a father to me. He never seemed to mind when I called him that, though I couldn't shake the feeling that it was all just a formality, another hollow form of respect that didn’t reach beyond the surface.

And so, I sat there, heart racing, battling between the resentment I still felt for Liam and the hollow ache of being ignored by the one person whose approval I had craved most of my life.

"That was a fantastic speech, Abigail," William beamed at me, his praise warm and genuine.

A few other congratulatory words followed from the people seated around our table, but, as always, none came from my father. He didn’t even glance in my direction. It was as though I wasn’t there at all. His gaze remained fixed on his wine glass, untouched by the moments happening around him. There were times I wondered if he ever regretted having me. Tonight, it felt like the answer was clear.

Despite being sandwiched between Liam and Doctor Thorne, I managed to get through the night with a bit of help from Faye. After dinner, she enlisted my assistance for the auction, and I welcomed the distraction. It was better than sitting in silence, being ignored like I didn’t exist. When pushed to the edge, I could wear the mask of indifference just as well as anyone else.

Needing to catch my breath after running around to help, I excused myself from the table. Stepping outside into the quiet, I found the glass garden at the side of the building. I had passed it many times but never had the chance to sit and appreciate it. Tonight, it felt like the perfect escape—dimly lit, serene, and completely isolated.

I sat on one of the benches, grateful for the solitude. The cool air helped calm my nerves, and I closed my eyes, trying to push the swirling thoughts out of my head. In just two years, I would graduate, and I couldn’t help but dream of running as far away as possible from everything here. My father’s expectations. The never-ending tension. The memories of my mother’s death and the loose ends she left behind.

My father had always pushed me toward medicine, but I refused. I couldn’t bear the thought of living my life always waiting for his approval. I had worked hard—earned good grades, taken on leadership roles, and even landed an internship at one of the top marketing firms in the state. Spencer and Hill, Inc. had already offered me a job when I graduated, but I couldn’t commit to that just yet. I needed to keep my options open.

Carlene thought I was arrogant for not accepting the offer immediately, but when I told her the real reason—Duncan Spencer hired me because he was my Uncle, my mother's brother—she understood. The world has a way of setting expectations for you, even if you don’t ask for them.

I was lost in my thoughts when a voice shattered the stillness.

"A penny for your thoughts?"

My head jerked around, and I saw Liam standing in the garden’s entrance. My first instinct was to turn away, to shut him out, but exhaustion had already drained me. I didn’t have the strength to argue anymore.

He walked toward me, his footsteps echoing softly across the garden. I clenched my jaw, trying to ignore him, but he didn’t stop until he was sitting just inches away from me.

"What do you want, Liam?" I asked.

"What happened to us?" His question was soft, almost pleading.

"We broke up," I answered without hesitations.

He flinched, a small but telling sign that my words had hit their mark. For once, I didn’t feel guilty for it.

"What happened to you?" he growled.

"You tell me," I shot back, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice. The image of him kissing Carlene flashed in my mind, sharp and painful. The betrayal twisted like a knife.

"I’m trying here, Abigail," he said, his hand dragging down his face.

Though the garden was dimly lit, I could feel his eyes on me, and could almost sense the quiet desperation in his posture. I stood up quickly, putting distance between us. I needed space, needed to regain some control.

"Trying?" I scoffed. "That wasn’t what I saw when you were kissing Carlene. Tell me, Liam, was that the first time?"

"Yes," he whispered, his eyes finally avoiding mine. "I didn’t mean for it to happen like that, Abigail."

I could feel the weight of his gaze, the hesitation in his voice, but something inside me wasn’t ready to believe him. Every part of me screamed that there was more to the story than he was letting on.

"Really?" I pushed. "Because the way you two were all over each other made it seem like it had happened many times before."

His silence was deafening. The only sound was the rustle of the wind and the distant chirping of crickets. I turned to walk away, but then I froze. He was staring at me, and in his eyes, I saw a conflict I hadn’t expected. He was torn, and unsure, and it made my heart race.

"Right," I muttered, refusing to back down. "When, Liam? When did it start?" I raised an eyebrow, daring him to answer.

My heart raced wildly, each beat echoing through my chest as if it could betray me at any moment, sending me into a freefall of panic. I had known the truth would come, yet the terror of facing it was suffocating. The weight of my own anger pressed down on me like a vice, and I was unsure how to cope with the storm raging inside.

"I'm sorry, Abigail. It’s been going on for a year," he confessed, his voice barely audible.

In my mind, I began counting, trying to steady myself—one, two, three. The numbers did nothing to calm the chaos. A sob caught in my throat, and my chest constricted painfully as if my own body was betraying me too. Anger surged through me, raw and unfiltered. I wanted to scream, to let the fury tear through me like a hurricane. I imagined myself punching him, driving back to the apartment, yanking Carlene by the hair, and forcing her to feel the agony they had both inflicted on me. Every part of me screamed for action, for release.

But despite it all, I made a choice—one that surprised even me. I walked away. It wasn’t strength; it was survival. I had no idea what else to do, so I chose silence instead of violence.

I reached the table, but my father was gone. The guests, too, had dwindled, and it felt like the room itself was exhaling, a signal that the night was ending. I turned to leave, to escape the suffocating weight of everything that had just shattered in front of me. But as I moved toward the exit, my father appeared out of nowhere, his presence looming like an unwelcome shadow.

"Follow me," he commanded, his voice laced with an anger that was impossible to ignore. His eyes blazed with something darker, something cold, and I could feel the heat of his fury even from a distance.

My mind raced while I followed him silently, trying to find some logic, some explanation for his behavior. But then I remembered Liam. I had left him out there, alone in the garden, probably wondering where I had gone. A sickening feeling crawled up my throat as I closed my eyes and prayed he had already left. Taking my phone from my purse, I pretended to text someone, using it as a shield to hide the frantic tremor in my fingers.

When we reached the garden, he glanced around, checking for eavesdroppers as if he were about to reveal some dark secret.

"You broke up with Liam?" His voice was tight, controlled—but I could see the fury simmering just beneath the surface.

"Yes," I said, the word falling from my lips with practiced indifference, though my heart was pounding in my chest.

"Why?" The question came, sharp and demanding, but I could hear the strain in his voice, the desperate attempt to keep his rage from spilling over.

"I just don't see him as someone I want to spend the rest of my life with," I said, the words feeling hollow in my mouth.

He chuckled, but it wasn't a laugh of amusement. It was dark and twisted. For the first time in my life, I heard him chuckle, and though part of me wanted to feel a rush of triumph, all I felt was a sickening sense of dread. The gleam in his eyes turned my blood cold, and a surge of terror gripped me—I suddenly wanted to run, to escape the tension that hung between us like a blade poised to fall.

"You just couldn't do anything right," he sneered, shaking his head as if he were disappointed. "Pathetic."

His words hit me like a slap, each one carrying a weight I had long tried to forget. I stood there, frozen, my mind struggling to comprehend what I had just heard. For years, I had dreamed of a moment like this, of having a real conversation with him, of earning his approval. But now that it was finally happening, all I wanted was to erase it, to rewind time and take back everything. My heart felt like it was breaking all over again, and the tears that had been threatening to fall for so long now burned behind my eyes.

I had spent my whole life hoping for his love, his validation—but in this moment, I saw it would never come. His cruelty shattered whatever fragile hope I had left.

"Wow," I said, my voice a cold, vicious whisper, "If I had known that breaking up with Liam would get your attention, I should have done it long ago."

The words tasted like acid, and I could feel them ripping through the air between us. Without another word, I turned and ran—not walking, not hesitating—but ran like I had never run before, desperate to escape the suffocating weight of his words.

I didn’t stop until I was safely inside my car, doors locked, and the engine roaring to life beneath me. I let go then. I did what I do best in moments like this—I cried. I cried until my lungs burned, until there was no more air left in me, until I was choking on the depth of my pain.

​
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