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As I stood there, slowly watching the bus creep into the apartment complex, I sighed. Parents were filtering out of their apartments, walking down stairs with their bodies wrapped in robes. Some of the women still had curlers in their hair. Some of them were men, who looked just as worn and haggard as I felt. Bone tired, with my feet encased in lead.

Watching Bella’s bus pull up, I gazed at the children that filtered down the steps.

I felt like I’d been going from crisis to crisis. And not fires, either. All my life, it was one hurdle after the next. Traversing this life while trying to create a stable home for Bella and myself to flourish. There had been so many obstacles along the way. So many bad decisions made on my part just to try and carve out a bit of rest and happiness.

But I didn’t want to live that way anymore.

I couldn’t.

I’d moved away from Maine to get away from the drama. Away from the death of my grandparents. From the useless bullshit of my own parents. From Reid. From Bella’s biological father. Away from all the harsh memories of sleeping in my trunk, marrying the wrong man and being laughed out of the Fire Academy the first time around. I wanted a career that allowed me to help people, but not at this price.

Not at the expense of sacrificing myself.

I’d done that enough in my life.

Maybe I shouldn’t have thrown away my stripping career after all.

Tears rose in my eyes as Bella stepped off the bus. She ran for me, jumping into my arms. And I was so tired I couldn’t even pick her up. I had to crouch down and hug her instead of taking her into my arms like I’d always been able to.

Too tired to hold my own damn daughter.

I had left Maine to make my life better, but it had only gotten worse. My ex was stalking me, I was in danger of losing my job, and the one man who I thought wanted me, really wanted nothing to do with me at all. At least, he made it clear he didn’t want anything further than what had already happened.

My life was a bigger shit show now than it had been back in Maine.

How ironic.

“Mommy, are you okay?” Bella asked.

I kissed her forehead. “I’m okay. Just a bit tired. Why don’t we order some pizza and have a movie night.”

“You don’t work tonight?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I work tomorrow, but not today or tonight.”

“Good. Because I miss you.”

Her words broke my heart as I grunted while trying to stand up. I held my hand out for her and looked around one last time, making sure Reid wasn’t about to pop up, or wasn’t watching us in any way. He hadn’t followed through on this threat. I’d gone to the police days ago with what happened, and no tape had surfaced. As the days passed by, a part of me wondered if he even had a tape at all.

Though, another part of me wondered if he was simply biding his time, waiting for the worst possible moment to strike.

Quickly, I walked Bella into the apartment and closed the door. I signaled for her to go wash up and I pulled out my phone, getting our dinner ordered. I hated that I couldn’t make her home-cooked meals like GeeGee could. But, the idea of doing anything other than falling onto the couch made me want to weep.

“Mommy, can I wear my footie pajamas?” Bella asked.

“Of course, you can. I’ll put on my pajamas, too. We’ll make it a pajama party,” I said.

“Yay! With The Little Mermaid, too?”

“Of course. What else would we watch?”

“Yes,” she hissed.

I walked into my room and managed a smile. That movie was her favorite, and hearing her sing it tonight would bring a joy to my heart that I needed pretty badly. So far, I’d fucked up everything I’d set out to do. In one way or another, I’d found a way to careen Bella and myself off the path I wanted for us. The path I had dreamed about for so long. And as I got dressed, I found myself thinking about my stripping career. About the money I made, the stability it brought me and the normal routine I had.

I snickered as I reached for my robe, wrapping it around my shoulders.

Never in a million years would I have thought things would get so bad in my life that I’d consider stripping again. But, in a city that was supposed to provide me a new life, I found myself thinking about my old one.

I hate this so much.

At least back then, everything made sense. I showed my boobs, I got some cash, I tipped the security guard jar three percent of what I pulled, two hundred flat for the stage rental that night, and I pocketed the rest. So long as I didn’t fall for the men that promised me the moon during their paid-for lap dances, I had been set. I had a schedule of nights where I performed. Nights I could count on. Customers that came back regularly and offered me a third of their paychecks for a night of private dances. Outfits I interchanged to keep it spicy. And I had my routines memorized. It had become second-nature, and had I kept at it I could’ve had Bella and myself in a house by now.

Maybe a few more years working things out, and I could’ve taken legitimate time off to spend with her. Years of time off to help her get through school, if I kept grinding away at it.

You had to go and fall for a guy, though, didn't you?

I snickered as I made my way out into the kitchen where I made up drinks for us, then walked them over to the side tables. It was insane, the crazy thoughts whizzing through my head. Just like I’d failed us then by falling for my ex-husband, I was failing us now.

By falling for my fucking Lieutenant.

“Is the pizza here yet?” Bella asked.

I looked up and saw her zipping up her pajamas as she came walking toward me.

“Not just yet. Probably in fifteen more minutes,” I said.

“Can I get a snack?”

“Yes, but if you get a snack, you don’t get to have some of the cinnamon bites I ordered,” I said, grinning.

She gasped. “You got dessert, too?”

“You know it.”

She leapt into my arms and the two of us fell to the couch. I tickled her and she giggled like crazy, bringing a smile across my cheeks. I knew one thing, I’d never be too tired to spend time with my daughter. I’d never be too tired to smile whenever she was happy. She placed her head on my shoulder as we laid there, with my hand rubbing up and down her back.

I pulled a blanket over us from the back of the couch, cherishing these few minutes of snuggling before the doorbell would interrupt us.

“So, how was your day at school?” I asked.

“It was good,” Bella said.

“Good? Just good?”

She nodded. “We did arts and crafts. And we got to play outside an extra fifteen minutes. And I finally got 100% on my math test.”

I kissed her head. “I’m so proud of you, princess.”

“Me, too. I got a sucker as a reward.”

I smiled as she continued rattling on about her day. No matter how bad of a day I was having, my daughter could always put a smile on my face. I held her closely, listening to her talk about her friends and her frustrations. How nervous she was for going up a grade and having to tackle things like writing in cursive and multiplication. I listened to her carefully, priding myself on the fact that Bella felt she could speak so freely with me.

It was something I hoped would continue throughout her teenage years.

“What about you, Mommy? How was your day?” Bella asked.

She tilted her head back to look up at me and I wasn’t sure what to tell her. I didn’t want to lie to her, but I didn’t want to completely tell her the truth.

“I did a lot of sleeping. I’m super tired from work. These shift hours are hard to get used to,” I said.

“Maybe you could sleep at Grandma Georgina’s place. Her beds are comfy. I sleep really well there sometimes,” she said.

“You do, huh? Maybe I’ll have to buy you a bed like the one she’s got there.”

She gasped. “Really!?”

“We’ll see. For your birthday, yeah?” I asked.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you! You’re the best ever, Mommy.”

I smiled and took the compliment while I could get it before the doorbell rang.

“I think the pizza’s here,” I whispered.

“I’ll put in the movie,” Bella whispered back.

We got off the couch and I made my way for the door. I checked through the peephole of our front door twice before I determined it was safe to open. I took the pizza from the delivery guy and thanked him for his time, then handed him a tip I had stashed away in my pocket. He smiled and walked away, counting his money as I closed the door.

And just as I turned around, I heard the opening credits of The Little Mermaid strike up.

Bella was sitting on the floor, cross-legged, staring at the screen. I giggled as I walked into the room, setting her small pizza down beside her. I wasn’t going to fuss with plates tonight. I opened it up for her and watched her mindlessly grab a slice of her pineapple pizza to eat. I shook my head at it, wondering how in the world she could put fruit on her pizza.

But, she liked it. So, I always ordered it.

I sat back down on the couch and put the cinnamon bites off to the side. I flipped my own pizza open, taking in the smell of the three-cheese-three-meat pizza. I pulled a slice from the pie and went to town on it. I hardly paid attention to the first part of the movie, I was so hungry. I had to get back up and get us some napkins, and refill our drinks every once in a while. But, Bella was fully immersed in her movie, singing and speaking along with the dialogue like she always did.

A sound that warmed my heart every time I heard it.

As the movie went off, I watched Bella pick up her mess. She closed her pizza box and put it in the fridge like a big girl, then put her cup in the sink. We hadn’t even opened up the cinnamon bites. But, I figured we could heat those back up whenever we decided to finish our leftover pizza. I got up and followed her movements, placing everything in the fridge before cleaning up my own mess.

“Mommy, can you read me a bedtime story?” Bella asked.

She had pizza sauce all over her face and her hands, causing me to giggle.

“Go get cleaned up, then sure. I’ll read you one,” I said.

Ten minutes later, we snuggled down into her bed together. She handed me her favorite bedtime story, Goodnight Moon, and together we started to read. I’d read a page, then she’d read a page. And as we read the story together, I realized just how much of her life I was missing. I understood how easy it was to forget these moments in favor of dwelling on the bad things going on. I was missing Bella’s life, dwelling on all this shit.

I couldn’t miss another minute of it.

Kissing my daughter goodnight, I tucked her in. Turning off the light, I left her door cracked with the hallway light on, just in case she got scared. Then, I made my way to my own room and closed the door.

I gazed upon that empty bed, reluctant to slide between the sheets.

Because I knew once I did, the loneliness would settle in.

Finally, I caved, after staring at my bed for a few minutes. I slid my robe from my shoulders and crawled underneath the sheets, knowing damn good and well what was about to happen. And as I closed my eyes, it happened. Images and memories of Wes bombarded my mind, keeping me awake. Keeping me from resting, just like they had for almost two weeks now.

Two weeks without seeing him. Two weeks without working alongside him. Two weeks without hearing from him.

It was just as unnerving as two weeks without hearing from Reid.

Just as I felt myself slipping into slumber, my phone started buzzing on my bedside table. Hope ignited within me, thinking maybe Wes was finally getting in touch with me. Texting me to apologize and tell me he’d finally figured out a way for us to be together.

But, as I brought my phone to my face, I didn’t see Wes’s name on my screen.

Instead, I saw a number I didn’t recognize.

I furrowed my brow as I opened up the message. It was a picture. A picture, clear as day, of Wes and Riley sitting at a bar. Looking rather friendly, with smiles on their faces. Riley had her arm around Wes’s chair and he had a bright smile on his face. His knees were turned toward her, and he was fully immersed in whatever it was she was saying.

Tears leaked into my ears before I even realized I was crying.

“Fucking hell,” I hissed.

I slammed my phone back down onto the bedside table and rolled over. I knew exactly who sent that message. I knew exactly what he was trying to do. And this time, I let him do it. I let him destroy any hope I had at getting back together with Wes. But, that didn’t mean I was going back to Maine. That didn’t mean I was going back to him.

It just meant Wes had moved on.

And easily, apparently.

Why do you even allow yourself hope anymore, Ash?

But, really. Why shouldn’t he move on? As I turned over onto my side in bed, I gazed out my window. I mean, Wes had every right to move on. Every right to find someone that made him happy. It wasn’t his fault I couldn’t move on. It wasn’t his fault I’d fallen in love with him.

Even still, that picture broke something inside me. Something I no longer had the energy to fix. If this was going to be my legacy in Boston, the least I could do was try to make the best of a shit situation. For Bella’s sake. For the sake of my bank account. For the sake of my sanity, at this point.

Especially since my life was apparently going to be shit for the rest of the time I was alive on earth.
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