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Chapter One

The house was dark when she got back from court. Not that she had expected any differently. It was the middle of December, after all, and now that she lived here alone...well, she’d have been significantly more freaked out if even the porch light had been on. Marie’s hands shook as she pulled her keys out of her purse and the key tremored as she entered it into the lock, turning it and wincing at the thunderous creak as she pushed the door open. 

Her head had been pounding since noon, nearly five hours ago now. She had forgone her usual morning painkiller in favor of keeping a clear head, only to find the task next to impossible. Every word her lawyer had uttered sounded like nails on a chalkboard and the judge’s had been worse. Even Jeremy’s voice, which had once soothed her through panic attacks and serenaded her into a puddle, only served to hammer the nails in at the base of her skull. By the time court was adjourned for the day, Marie’s fingernails had made sharp little crescents in the heels of her hands that had not yet lost their sting.

Taking a deep breath, she walked silently through the house, willing her legs to keep moving through the pain as she made her way up the stairs and down the hall to the bathroom. She didn’t even bother to turn on the light as she reached into the medicine cabinet for the familiar little bottle of pills; oxycontin. It had been refilled far more times than necessary, despite the doctor’s wishes, and then more after he’d refused to prescribe it for her. She’d taken to buying it from a neighbor kid down the street who sold them to pay for his college education; she often joked with him about how he should remember to thank her in his valedictorian speech for how much money she had funneled to him behind her husband’s back.

Ex-husband, her mind supplied as Jeremy’s appeared. They were about to get a divorce. Ten years of marriage—of love and late nights spent dancing and watching movies cuddling on the couch; of dancing to no music at all and bickering over what they would have for dinner; of arguing over where they would spend the holidays and what they would name the children they never even had—was all about to come crashing down. That’s why she needed these pills, she told herself. That’s why they were completely necessary. It wasn’t about the injury she’d sustained last winter when she slipped in the icy driveway and hurt her back; it was about the way her heart ached whenever he was around. The way the very sight of him reminded her of things she would never be able to have with him around.

Marie poured two pills into her hand and—not for the first time—imagined what would happen if she downed the remainder of the bottle. Would her heart stop beating instantly or would she fall asleep and her breathing stop slowly as she lay on the bathroom floor, curled up next to the sink? She’d thought many times about doing it in the last year since her accident had left her bedridden for close to ten weeks, her spine leaving her temporarily paralyzed while also sending pinpricks of pain up and down her back. The doctor had prescribed her oxy, intent on having her wean off of it over time, but she hadn’t been able to—especially after Jeremy had made his “decision”.

Just the thought of it filled Marie with anger and she plucked another pill from the bottle and reached for a glass. The pills fell easily down her throat with a single sip of water and Marie breathed a deep sigh of relief as she made her way back up the hall to the master bedroom. The bed was blissfully empty as she dropped her body heavily down on it and climbed under the covers, fully clothed. Closing her eyes, she allowed the oxy to drag her down into the depths of a dreamless sleep.

Chapter Two

When Marie’s eyes opened, her mouth felt as dry as the Sahara and her back ached. There was also a familiar pressure in her bladder and she pushed herself into a sitting position, groaning as her muscles protested the movement. Removing her clothes piece by piece, Marie stood and made her way to the attached bathroom, ignoring the chill that moved from her bare feet, all the way to the top of her spine. 

Her eyes were barely open as she went through the motions; relieving herself, washing her face, brushing her teeth, and popping a couple more pills to get rid of the headache that was already starting to creep up the back of her skull. When she returned to her bedroom, she flopped blindly back down onto the bed and shrouded herself in the warmth of her 1,000-count Egyptian cotton sheets. She took a deep breath and allowed her body to relax, feeling the oxy start to pump through her veins and take all the pain away.

“Stop hogging the sheets, Mar,” a deep, groggy voice said in her ear and Marie nearly launched herself from the mattress, turning with wide, horrified eyes at the man on the other side of the bed, her breath frozen in her lungs. 

“Jeremy?” she huffed, narrowing her eyes at him. Her head felt light and her body was numb, but she could still feel anger coursing through her. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Uh...sleeping?” he grunted in reply, turning over onto his back. Marie was taken aback by how youthful his face looked. The beard he’d begun sporting over the last several months was gone now, as were the bags that usually sat just under his eyes. He furrowed his brows at her, his eyes squinted in confusion, his mouth twisted to one side. “Are you okay, babe? You don’t look so good.”

“What...why...why are you here?” Marie stuttered, feeling her legs begin to shake underneath her. “We’re...you...why?”

“Babe, you’re slurring,” Jeremy said, his voice filled with concern, his hand reaching out for her as he sat up. “Sit down before you fall and hurt yourself.” Marie did as she was told, but only because she couldn’t bear to hold herself up any longer. She fell to the bed with a sigh, her mouth still gaping open as she stared at her ex, who was giving her a look that she almost didn’t recognize. Jeremy’s dark brown eyes shone with concern and his large hand reached out to stroke her cheek, the pads of his fingers softer than they’ve been in the last decade. 

Marie laid her smaller hand over his and closed her eyes, breathing him in, allowing his once-familiar scent to envelop her, the heat of his skin against hers warm her body, and the soft stroke of his thumb to lull her into a sense of contentment that no amount of pills has ever been able to give her. Surely she was just having a drug-induced dream and the second her eyes opened, he would be gone and she would find herself lying on her side in bed, alone. She might as well soak it all up while she could, right?

Marie counted to ten in her head, as slowly as possible, telling herself that once she reached the last number, she would open her eyes and be done with this hallucination. It took nearly a full minute to do this and another to work up the courage to finally allow her lids to lift up until...

But when her eyes opened, her husband was still sitting in front of her, that concerned look still etched on his beautiful face. Marie screamed.

Chapter Three

Marie sat, prone, in the corner of her bedroom, her knees pulled up to her chest, body shaking and aching all over, her head pounding, mouth dry, and eyes wide with fear. This could not be happening. Her husband—or rather, a younger version of her husband—could not be standing there, looking at her like she was insane, his brown hair ruffled and much thicker than it had been as of late. Marie remembered running her hands through it, remembered brushing her fingers over his chin, her fingers tingling with the scruff at his jaw. She loved that scruff.

Or, at least, she used to love that scruff. Lately, it had been annoyance for both of them. Jeremy had taken to letting it grow for a week at a time and then shaving it all off when it became too itchy for him to bare. It no longer looked ruggedly handsome on him. Instead it made him look like a homeless person, and Marie had told him that more than once. Perhaps that was why he’d decided to stay at the office so many late nights. Maybe she had been the one to push him into the arms of that slut he’d divorced her for.

The thought incensed Marie to the point that she found herself giving this younger version of Jeremy a deathly glare, which only served to confuse him further.

“Mar?” he said. “Are you okay? Seriously, you look terrible right now. What the hell happened?”

“You happened,” Marie growled at him, the sound ripping from her throat. It hurt just to speak, but the anger threatened to burst forth from her lips, her fists clenching at her knees. “You did all of this.”

“Wha—how?” Marie pressed her lips together, still glaring at him. Jeremy stepped forward and she pressed herself against the wall. He got the hint, his movement halting. “What did I do? Why are you so angry at me? Why are you being like this?” He motioned to her prone body, in the corner, pressing herself further against the wall.

“You should know what you did,” Marie snapped. “It happened less than a year ago!”

“Obviously, I don’t,” Jeremy sighed. “Could you please just tell me?”

Marie pressed her lips into a think line again, then sighed, rolling her eyes. Her body didn’t relax any further, her muscles still taught, her joints still locked up in this position. Still, she forced herself to meet his eyes, to look up into the face of the man who’d ruined her life, though he had absolutely no idea how.

“I was pregnant,” she said, at last, and Jeremy’s eyes widened.

“Y-you were?” he gasped. “When? We’ve only been together a little over a year! How—when? Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“I did tell you,” Marie said, losing patience and feeling the pain in her back double. She had to stand, had to get to her medication. “You were thrilled.”

“I was?” Marie nodded. “Then what happened? Where’s the baby?”

Marie felt the dread and sadness start to well up in her, causing the all-too-familiar ache in her heart. Her hands shook and the need inside her grew—to escape, to have her pills, to be okay again. But she wouldn’t be, she knew. She would never be okay again. She opened her mouth, the words dry on her tongue.

“She died.”

Chapter Four

Marie remembered her last day without pain like it was yesterday. 

It was the middle of December, early morning. She had told Jeremy just last month that they were expecting their first child. At their most recent sonogram, they learned that they would have a daughter—a little girl who would, without a doubt, be just as stubborn as her mother and have a smile as charming as her father’s. They were overjoyed with the news and
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