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PROGLOGUE

 Bryce

I’ve always
had goals to strive toward in life. Goals, that with hard work and
initiative were still achievable regardless of how remarkably high
they were set. But damn, it was amazing how quickly your lifelong
goals, aspirations, and priorities could change when faced with new
information—information that had the capacity to blow all plans you
previously had right out of the water. In my case, all it took was
the news I was about to become someone’s father.

The night
before, when Alexis had confirmed she was carrying our baby,
everything I had previously been working for my entire life seemed
meaningless in comparison to what my life held next. Leading up to
that moment, I had been hell bent on expanding and building my
family’s legacy—as a kind of tribute to my father. Now, I didn’t
only see it as a tribute to him, but also something I could pass on
to my family, and this new revelation excited the fuck out of
me.

***

As always,
when I stare at Alexis’ naked back lying before me, she fucking
takes my breath away and even more so now that she is carrying our
baby.

I gently trace
my finger down her back, careful not to wake her as she needs her
sleep. She had gotten up three times during the night to piss.
Three times! I can’t figure out how a person can possibly piss so
much. Although, I did have to chuckle to myself last night when the
bed dipped for the second time, waking me, and I heard her curse to
herself, and I quote, ‘pathetic bladder, you need to harden the
fuck up.’ Shit, she makes me laugh. My heart literally hurts at how
much I love and adore her, to the point where I think she somehow
has some form of supernatural hold on it, controlling whether it
beats or not.






The moment
Alexis confirmed that she had feelings for me, I knew that I would
do absolutely anything for her, and ever since, I have made it so
that my world revolves around the very spot on which she stands—and
I wouldn’t have it any other way.

She is just
everything I have ever wanted: beautiful, kind, smart, funny,
nurturing and feisty—my favourite part of the day being when she
challenges me. Of course, I know that I will always win, because
that is just something I cannot and will not change—she doesn’t
know that though.

God, just
thinking about her—let alone being in her presence—makes me so
bloody happy that my cheeks ache. I’m even sitting here right now,
staring at her and grinning like the fucking Cheshire Cat. I should
be ashamed of myself. Sometimes I think I need a good reminder,
telling me to man-up and stop acting like a fucking love-sick
teenager. After all, I am 36 years of age and have a fucking decent
set of balls between my legs.

***

When Alexis
confirmed that she was pregnant, I couldn’t say that I was shocked.
In fact, to be brutally honest, I had hoped she wasn’t on birth
control in the first place. It wasn’t something I had ever
discussed with her for a reason. Why?—because I hadn’t really given
a shit. She was the woman of my dreams, and I had fallen in love
with her from the word go, so the idea of her possibly falling
pregnant with my child was...well...fucking great!

Now I know
that sounds completely fucked up and bordering on evil, because on
paper she was still married and, she already had two wonderful
children of her own. But I make no excuse for getting the things I
want in life, and I certainly make no excuse for how I go about
getting them.

I made myself
a promise the day my parents and brother died, the very day my life
was ripped out from underneath me. I decided I would take care of
the ones I loved, and instead of wallowing in self-pity asking ‘why
the fuck me?’ I would make it my lifelong ambition to get what
I wanted. After all, I fucking deserved it.

I’ve never
been one to say that life will hand you what you want on a silver
platter or that fate will bring you what you deserve. No, I’ve
always said life is what you make of it. That you rule how your
existence in this world plays out; that no one else controls the
decisions you choose to make. When you think about it, it’s quite
simple really. The direction in which you head is determined by
your own conscious decision to go there, and no one can take that
away from you.

I wanted
Alexis. I’d never wanted anyone or anything more in my life. So I
knew I would do whatever it took to have her, regardless of what or
who I had to overcome. Yes, it was selfish and callous, but I
didn’t care. I knew only too well that life was too fucking short
to spend it wasting time accepting the second rate dividends we are
all handed out.

Essentially,
life is what you make it, and I have one more thing I need to
accomplish in order to make mine the best it could possibly be. I
want to marry Alexis, make her my wife, and make her the happiest
woman on earth. I want to wake up next to her every day, because
fuck, she makes me the happiest man alive. So, as soon as I get the
green light to do so, Alexis will become my
wife.









CHAPTER ONE

 Your body while incubating a baby
is capable of many amazing, miraculous, and...well...let’s just say
interesting things. Not only does it transform into a protective
cocoon, shielding your little unborn progeny from the outside
world, it also experiences some bat-shit crazy adjustments in the
process—both physically and mentally.

My body had
been experiencing these things in the two weeks it has been since
Janette—the City Precinct Nurse—visited the apartment to check me
over after being sick.

I remember the
moment when she pulled the test strip out of the cup which held my
hormone-affected urine and feeling as if she’d opened her mouth and
said in a low, deep, slow-motion voice...‘You’re pregnant,
Alexis’.

At first, I
hadn’t known what to think—apart from being incredibly shocked.
But, as the disbelief wore away, I found myself to be so angry at
my own stupidity for forgetting to take my contraceptive pill in
the first place. Yes, I had been a little preoccupied and
distracted by the crazy turn of events my life had taken during the
time in which my husband had confessed to having an affair. But I
had taken my birth control pill on and off for half of my life, so
to easily forget it like I had was completely careless.

 


I was having
another baby, and it was not something I had planned, nor had it
even been in my foreseeable future because, let’s face it, my life
had recently been turned upside-down. I had just left a marriage of
12 years after finding out my husband had cheated on me—then he
hadn’t cheated on me—then he had cheated on me. And, on top of his
infidelity, I had also found out that he’d spawned his own
offspring with the cheating bitch.

If that wasn’t
reason enough to feel that carrying a baby in my retired womb was
not such a great idea, then surely the fact that I had recently
fallen deeply in love with my new employer was.

Bryce Edward
Clark had pursued me tirelessly while I thought I was happily
married. He had also taken it upon himself to go behind my back—in
the form of an indecent proposal—and offer my husband an obscene
amount of money to—in my words—‘pimp me out’.

So, was
gestating, birthing and mothering another little human being at the
age of 35 something I had planned? Hell no! Remarkably though,
pregnancy hormones had a sneaky way of altering your thought
pattern, and it was these hormones, together with constantly seeing
the joy and elation Bryce displayed every time he looked at me,
that had somewhat changed my mind.

If I had
thought my Mr. Love-Smitten Clark had been absolutely and
undoubtedly in love with me before carrying his child, then I was
wrong. Because the way in which he looked at me now, and the way he
had been acting around me for the past two weeks, was nothing shy
of full-blown adoration and worship.

He kissed and
touched my belly every chance that he got. He rubbed my back during
the morning, and sometimes, noon and night sickness sessions. And,
he delighted in cooking fresh, organic meals for me. He was just
amazing and attentive, and I was so lucky to have him.

The thing is,
with all the beautiful, loving and sentimental gestures, came many
annoying and aggravating ones too, like demanding I let him give me
a foot rub nightly—which I was still dead against. He also
practically carried me around everywhere within the apartment—which
was getting beyond the joke. And, he had been sparse with the ‘I
need to be inside of yous’—because apparently, ‘having sex may be
dangerous’. Dangerous!...Ha, I will be the one who is classified
as dangerous if my Mr. Overprotective Clark does not have sex with
me within the hour. Lucky for me, this was a foregone
conclusion due to the fact that we were sitting together in the
waiting room of my obstetrician’s office. You see, I had every
intention in asking her to kindly inform Bryce that hot, loving,
penetrative sex during pregnancy was not only safe, but essential
in keeping the mother stress free and happy.

 


“Do you need
some water?” Bryce asked while draping his arm over my shoulder and
placing the other on my lap.

“No, I’m
fine.” I squeezed his hand with my own as I read an article
slandering Princess Kate for being too brazen in her choice of
sunbathing attire. I mean really, give the poor woman a break.
Stupid paparazzi. Get out of the bush you’re hiding in and get a
life. Grrr, they annoy me.

Certain things
had really upset and annoyed me lately, and I mean REALLY upset and annoyed me. Things I wouldn’t normally
blink at, like privacy-invading paparazzi for one. But, there were
other things, like road-kill, and Stephanie dying on ‘The Bold and
The Beautiful’ which had me turned into a blubbering mess.

“Do you need
anything at all?” he asked again. Apart from your long, glorious
love-wand to enter my abandoned, yet eagerly expecting
pleasure-tunnel? No...No, I don’t.

My frustration
turned to a smug inner smile as I thought of something I did need.
“On second thought...yes.” I replied.

He looked
ready to be put to task and perform his fatherly duties and
requirements. “What, Hunny?”

I lowered my
voice. “I want to fuck you in that bathroom over there.”

Without taking
my eyesight from the magazine, I pointed to the door with a picture
of a little man and woman on it. I had spotted the toilet the
moment I walked in—my toilet radar currently being on high
alert.

“Alexis, we’ve
spoken about this. I’m not making love to you until the doctor has
performed the ultrasound and given us the all clear.” He clenched
his fist and released it as it sat upon my shoulder.

“Bryce.” I
kept my voice calm but sarcastically sweet. “I know we’ve spoken
about this, and again I will tell you it’s perfectly safe to make
love to me.” I didn’t look at him as I spoke and kept scanning the
magazine I had rested on my lap. “Don’t get me wrong, I love your
tongue and all the mind-blowing things you do with it, but I need
to feel your cock inside me, and I need to feel it now.” I dramatically flipped the page in my magazine.
Seriously, what the fuck? There was a full-page
advertisement for KY Lubrication Gel with a picture of a naked man
and woman gloriously tangled around one another—I was totally
jealous.

I dropped my
hand to Bryce’s lap and slowly moved it up his leg without raising
my eyes from the pornographic picture in front of me.

He groaned and
stopped its wandering with his own.

“You’re
fucking killing me,” I whispered as I snatched my hand back. “I
need sex, and I need it now!”

He smirked.
“It’s your hormones, my love.”


“Hormones-Shmormones. I don’t care what it is.” I casually placed
the magazine back on top of the coffee table and leaned over him so
that my fuller than usual breasts brushed his arm. Then, pressing
my mouth to his ear, I whispered again, “Listen here. Your long,
hard, delicious cock will be in between my legs within the hour. I
guarantee it!” I discreetly bit down on his ear lobe then pulled
back and eyed him intently.

“Ms. Summers,”
Dr. Rainer called from the doorway of her office.

I removed my
hungry stare from Bryce, stood up and smiled sweetly at my
doctor.

Bryce sat
there for the smallest of moments then eventually rose from his
seat and relaxed his fist again.

***

We sat down in
front of a large, hardwood desk in Dr. Rainer’s office. She had
been my obstetrician during both my pregnancies with Nate and
Charlotte, and when I booked my appointment to see her, I had to
explain my current ‘situation’, that Rick and I were no longer
together and that my new partner Bryce was the father of my
baby.

“Hello,
Alexis. It’s been a long time,” she flicked through my file, “six
years in fact,” she finished.

“Yes, it has.”
I replied.

She held out
her hand for Bryce to shake. “And you must be Bryce, the
father.”

He obliged and
gave her an enormous grin. “Yes, that would be me,” he answered
confidently, but shifting in his seat just a little.

He had been
fidgety all morning and also more attentive than usual. Don’t get
me wrong, I love his devotion and thoughtfulness, but he had a
tendency to go just a tad overboard.

Dr. Rainer
motioned toward the single stretcher bed. “Okay, Alexis, hop up
onto the bed, and we’ll have a look at your baby.”

Bryce shot up
out of his seat and helped me as if I were his elderly grandmother.
Grrr, he is so adorably aggravating at times. I desperately
wanted to roll my eyes at him and refuse his over-the-top
assistance, but allowing him to fuss over me like this seemed to
calm his nerves. So I let him and swallowed the need to chastise
him over it.

Bryce walked
me over to the black vinyl-covered stretcher where I laid myself
down, while Dr. Rainer washed her hands at the basin. She dried
them with a paper towel then sat down on a swivel-chair and made
herself comfortable. Bryce moved around to the other side of the
stretcher to take hold of my hand.

“You all right
there?” I asked with a slight smile.

“Couldn’t be
better, my love,” he smiled back.

I was abruptly
pulled away from my loving gaze into Bryce’s eyes when Dr. Rainer
grabbed the bottle of gel and squirted it onto my lower abdomen.
Geezus! That shit is always freakin’ cold. Can’t they at least
microwave it for a few seconds, surely that’s not too much to
ask? No matter how many times I had experienced the application
of that bloody gel, I never once remembered to mentally prepare
myself for its cold shock. Grudgingly, I adjusted to the sudden
temperature change on the surface of my skin.

Dr. Rainer
switched on the monitor and moved the ultrasound wand over my
tummy, prompting Bryce and I both to simultaneously move our heads
a little closer to the screen while squinting.

Okay, let’s be
honest, I’ve never really been able to distinguish what was what
during an ultrasound. All I could ever make out was grey, black and
white swirling patches, and trying to distinguish what was supposed
to look like a jelly bean with a large head was pretty much
impossible for me. So, when the image appeared on the screen, I
made more of an effort to watch Bryce’s reaction rather than try
and figure out my baby’s head from its bottom. As long as I heard
that wonderful, amazing, ticking noise that was Baby Clark’s
heartbeat, I was going to be more than happy.

Almost
instantly, Dr. Rainer started calculating our baby’s measurements
on the monitor. I squeezed Bryce’s hand as he stared intently at
the screen. He looked down at my hand then up to my face, so I gave
him a knowing wink which prompted him to raise my hand to his mouth
where he placed a soft kiss.

“Okay. Your
baby measures 1.7cm, which would put baby at 8.1 weeks
gestation.”

“1.7cm?” Bryce
asked in confusion as he spread his thumb and index finger
apart.

“Yes. At this
stage in the pregnancy, your baby also has two arms, two legs and
eyelids,” Dr. Rainer replied.

“1.7cm?” Bryce
repeated a little louder, still looking confused.

“Yes,” I
giggled, “1.7cm.”

“How is that
even fucking possible?” he asked astonished. “Shit, I’m sorry.
Please excuse my mouth. I’m just slightly blown away here.”

“You’re
excused Bryce,” she offered with a smile and continued to record
the measurements. “Okay, let’s see if we can take baby’s heart
rate.”

She moved the
ultrasound wand and this time pushed it further into the base of my
abdomen, increasing my already increasing urge to urinate. Don’t
need to pee. Don’t need to pee. Who am I kidding? I need to fucking
pee! I willed myself to clench my pelvic floor muscle tightly
when a ticking noise sounded through the monitor, distracting me
from my desperate need for the toilet. Instantly, I gripped Bryce’s
hand as that wonderful repetitive popping—which made any doubt or
worry disappear into thin air—sounded throughout the room like
music to my ears.

I lifted my
head again to see the monitor of swirling shades of grey—which was
annoyingly useless because I couldn’t make out shit.

“Baby’s heart
has 165 beats per minute, that’s excellent,” Dr. Rainer informed
us.

I smiled—more
than smiled—I gleamed. I was pregnant again at age 35, my baby had
a heartbeat of 165 beats per minute, he or she measured 1.7cm and
had limbs, and the father of my little precious jelly bean was
standing next to me teary-eyed. Hang on. Back the fuck up. He is
teary-eyed. Oh my God, he is teary. Shit, now I’m teary.

He leaned down
and pressed his lips to mine, and a lone tear fell from his eyelid
onto my cheek. I placed my hands on either side of his face and
kissed him back.

He broke free
from my lips and rested his forehead against mine.

“I love you,”
he whispered.

“I love you,
too,” I replied softly.

Bryce stood
back up as Dr. Rainer turned off the monitor and wiped my belly
with a towel. We were staring at each other, both of us still
highly emotional and amazed by the little miracle growing inside of
me. It was just such a wonderful feeling.

“Okay. Now,
Alexis, seeing as your blood type is A-Negative, I would like to
give you an Anti-D injection, and then your next one will be at the
twenty-eight week mark of your pregnancy. I’d also like to schedule
another appointment and ultrasound for standard screening tests, in
say...three weeks?”

“Yes, of
course,” I answered.

“Now sit up on
the bed for me please while I get the Anti-D ready.”

She moved
across to a bench top to prepare the needle as I sat myself up.

Bryce stood
behind me and placed his hands on both my shoulders. “What’s an
Anti-D injection?” he asked with scepticism.

“Alexis’ blood
Rhesus factor is negative, Bryce. Therefore her blood does not
contain D antigen. Both Nate and Charlotte had positive Rhesus
factors. So, if their blood had mixed with Alexis’ at any stage,
antibodies would have been formed. Now, if those antibodies cross
the placenta and mix with your baby’s blood, it would cause serious
complications. The Anti-D in the injection destroys any trace of
Rhesus positive blood in Alexis’ circulation. That is why we give
it to mothers with negative Rhesus factors during and after
pregnancy. It’s precautionary.”

“Right...and
it’s perfectly safe?” he asked, his voice laced with worry.

“Bryce, I’ve
had it before. I had to have it during both my pregnancies with
Nate and Charli. So it’s fine,” I reassured him.

“Okay, I’m
just checking.” He moved to stand opposite me while Dr. Rainer
injected the Anti-D into my arm.

“While we are
‘just checking’ things, Dr. Rainer...” I looked at Bryce with a
smirk. Yes, Alexis now has a smirk of her own. “Can you
please inform Mr. Clark here, that it is perfectly fine to have
sexual intercourse during pregnancy?”

She laughed.
“Yes, it’s perfectly safe. Alexis has a mucus plug that seals her
cervix and helps guard the baby from infection. The amniotic sac
and her strong uterine muscles will also keep baby safe. So go
ahead, have as much sexual intercourse as you like.” She smiled at
Bryce, and he seemed satisfied, so I smiled at her. I love you,
Dr. Rainer. I then shot Bryce an ‘I told you so look’ as he
helped me climb down from the bed.

“Here is your
blood test referral, Alexis. If you have any other questions please
don’t hesitate to give me a call. I will see you in three weeks,
okay?”

Both of us
thanked Dr. Rainer and made our way out of the clinic.

 


***

I watched
Bryce very closely as we drove home from my obstetrician’s office,
having the incredible urge to launch myself on top of him. The
problem with that was we were driving, and placing myself on his
lap would prove not only to be dangerous but also slightly crazy.
So I had to sit there—as horny as hell—and wait. Maybe I could
just lean in and lick his one-day-old stubble, or nibble on his
juicy ear lobe.

Salivating and
pulsating from what I knew was not far away, I decided to utilise
the aggravating delay by carefully taking in everything about
him.

I spied what I
normally spied when I looked at him: his sexy blonde hair that fell
to his ears, his defined cheeks bones and jaw line, his soft thick
lips, and that short delicious stubble. However, this time I also
spied something new: a smile that was unlike his normal, fun-loving
and heart-stoppingly cheeky smile. No, this smile was a new one—an
excited one, an incredulous one, and an overall proud one. My sexy,
Mr. I’m-Going-To-Be-Daddy Clark was simply over-the-moon happy, and
he had the perfect smile to prove it.

I was already
incredibly turned on and horny as hell, but having to sit there and
look at him with that particular expression on his face, had my
sexual urge for him going through the roof. For the love of all
fucks.

I bit down on
my lip—because I couldn’t bite his—and then swallowed heavily.
“When we get home, I want a screaming orgasm, and seeing as I am
not allowed to drink alcohol, I’m talking about the non-liquid
version.”

I licked my
lips and waited for his reaction. He didn’t say anything, but I
noticed his eye twitch.

“When we get
home, I am going to have my screaming orgasm by riding the fuck out
of you in this Lexus.”

This time he
looked over slightly as I bit down on my finger nail. He returned
his gaze back to the road only to grip the steering wheel
tighter.

“You have
deprived your pregnant lover of the sex she has so desperately
needed, and she is not happy, Mr. Clark. Nor is she going to wait a
second longer once in your basement car park—”

He
interrupted. “Hunny, I did it for a reason.”

“Bryce, you
didn’t listen to me.”

“Hunny, I
wanted to be sure.”

“Bryce, you
didn’t listen to me.”

“Hunny, I
fucking love you and my baby so much. There was no way in hell I
was going to put my dick and its needs ahead of you both.”

“Bryce...” I
waited for him to look at me.

“What?”

“I fucking
love you and our baby so much too, so I forgive you. But...you are
going to have to make it up to me for the next 24 hours. Do you
understand?”

“Yes.” A small
smile appeared across his face as he pressed his foot on the
accelerator just a tiny bit harder.


 


CHAPTER TWO

 I was already unbuttoning my
shirt as we pulled into his garage.

He didn’t
bother parking the Lexus in its normal spot, instead, driving it to
a stop just short of the elevator doors. I wrenched off my seat
belt as he slid his seat back, clearly knowing I was about to climb
on top of his lap—so I did. I was desperate for the feel of him
inside of me, caressing me and stretching me. It had been almost
two weeks since I had felt that. Two freakin’ weeks!

Obviously, we
had indulged in other forms of sexual release, and I had enjoyed
all of them immensely, but the feeling I got when his rock hard
cock was sliding in and out of me could never be outdone. It was
not just the physical pleasure and sensation I felt when I
completely surrounded him. No, it was far more in depth than that.
Bryce and I shared an unbreakable and undeniable connection that
started at the very spot we both became one, and it travelled deep
within me until it reached my heart and controlled it entirely.

 


I placed my
hands on either side of his face and kissed him with passionate
force as he unclipped my not-so-sexy wireless maternity bra,
releasing my swollen and fuller-than-usual breasts into his waiting
hands. He groaned at their plumper feel.

They had been
tender of late, but what they were experiencing right at that
moment when he tongued my nipples was pure relief. I swear to God,
when you’re pregnant every single sense in your body is heightened,
and my sense of touch and feel were no exception.

The tip of his
tongue traced small circles around my nipple, then he gently tugged
at it with his teeth. Holy fuck. As his tongue continued its
delicious assault, his hand firmly squeezed and massaged my other
breast.

He swapped his
actions between both my breasts, giving them equal attention from
his hands and mouth. I loved it, and in response, I began to rock
my pelvis on top of his cock, which from its position underneath me
had become more prominent. He groaned at my movement while
continuing to worship my chest with his mouth, forcing me to drop
my head back and let out the moan I know he liked.

“Mmm, I
fucking love you,” he mumbled.

“Good.” I
arrogantly replied. “You should.” I brought my head back up,
smiling cheekily at him.

He growled,
then grabbed a hold of the back of my neck and pulled me forward to
meet his mouth, while I lifted my hips just enough for him to pull
down his jeans and free his mouth-watering erection.

“Mmm,” I
groaned as I wrapped my fingers around his warm, hard length.

“Fuck,
Alexis,” he slurred in response, as he pushed my skirt up around my
stomach, revealing my underwear. Before I could say anything, he
tightly gripped the top and swiftly ripped them apart with
ease.

The sheer
erotic look on his face as he released me from them nearly tipped
me over the edge. I will never get tired of watching him do
that. I moaned again and lifted higher, waiting for his
touch—which didn’t take long.

He slowly
trailed his finger over my clitoris, making my breasts even firmer
than what they already were and my head drop forward to meet his.
The feel of his finger as he dragged it back and forth was
sensational, making me pant and breathe heavily, causing the
windows in the car to fog over from my fierce exhalation.

“Put your cock
inside of me now!” I demanded, having now come to my absolute brink
after two weeks without it. “I’m not waiting a second longer,
Bryce.”

He smirked
salaciously and took hold of his erection, positioning the tip so
that I could lower myself onto it. I placed both my hands on his
shoulders and didn’t hesitate, dropping down, and instantly forcing
a groan to escape us both. My hips sprung to life, immediately
moving up and down his incredible length, the motion divinely
plaguing my body with a sensation so heavenly delightful. In that
moment I reaffirmed that yes, my heightened sense of touch was
definitely my favourite perk of pregnancy.

I gripped the
back of his seat for balance and placed one hand against the roof,
allowing me more control over my movements.

“You have no
fucking idea how much I have missed the feel of you, Alexis. I
belong inside of you.”

“Oh trust me.
I know,” I moaned.

Bryce’s head
fell back against the seat, revealing the sexy veins in his neck. I
leaned forward and dragged my tongue from his collarbone, over the
veins and up to his mouth where I savoured the taste of him. Then,
grabbing the back of my head, he pressed me into him and prolonged
our hungry kiss.

I broke away
gasping, my eyes now widened with the urge to bring us both undone,
so I replaced my hand against the roof and quickened my pace,
pumping as hard and as quickly as I could—facilitating my rising
orgasm.

I felt his
fingers grip my hips tightly, indicating he was right there with
me. “Are you ready?” I asked breathlessly. “I can’t hold off any
longer.”

“Yes, Hunny.
Now!”

Without
hesitation, I moved my hand from the roof and grabbed his head,
pressing him to my mouth as he stiffened and released. Fuck, I
have missed that.

After
screaming the relief of finally having a fuck-induced-orgasm, I
massaged his tongue with my own and slowed down my movements.

He released
his grip on my hips and placed his hands on my arse. “Mmm, I love
your arse,” he mumbled while gripping it tightly.

“You won’t for
long,” I mumbled back, as our tongues continued to caress one
another’s.

He pulled away
with a confused expression on his face. “Why?” he chuckled. “What
are you talking about?”

“You won’t
love it much longer because it is more than likely going to double
in size.”

My heart
started to pound at the realisation of what I had just explained
and from the knowledge of past experience that my body was soon
going to balloon. Oh shit. I am going to resemble a beached
whale. He is going to find me hideous.

Look, I know
they say you possess a radiant glow when you are pregnant and that
you are the essence of beauty when carrying a child. Well, excuse
me for bursting that incredibly bogus bubble, because when I was
last pregnant, I felt nothing but frumpy, moody, sore and highly
undesirable. Don’t get me wrong, I am not the type of person to
degrade myself or put myself down, but in the past during my
pregnancies, all self-esteem went out the window.

He noticed my
sudden dread and pulled my head in closer, kissing my neck as he
spoke. “You are the most beautiful and exquisite creature I have
ever laid eyes on. That is not going to change.
Yes, you are going to grow in size, but that just means there will
be more of you to worship and enjoy. And trust me, my love, I am
going to worship and enjoy every single bit of you.”

***

Bryce made
good on my request that he make up for refusing to have sex with me
for the past two weeks. Let’s just say the man has stamina and he
was eager to exploit that talent many times throughout the day and
night—my sexual deprivation being temporarily fulfilled.

 


Both of us had
made the decision not to inform anyone of my pregnancy, having no
plan to do so for at least another month. With so much happening in
our lives in recent times, announcing another addition to our
family at that point would probably be just a bit too much for my
children to have to comprehend. Deep down I knew they would be
excited, especially Charli. I just didn’t want to overwhelm them
any further for the time being, due to both of them having already
had to dissect and cope with more than enough change in such a
short space of time. My baby-bump was not yet visible, and the
vomit-express only visited me once a day. So there were no obvious
signs that I was harbouring a teeny-tiny human inside of me,
therefore spilling the beans that I was expecting was not yet a
necessity.

Keeping our
pregnancy quiet was terribly difficult though, because Bryce had
obviously wanted the whole world to know our exciting news. He
literally wanted to shout it from the roof top, and in fact, had
done just that the night after he found out I was pregnant. Bryce
had stood out on the balcony and shouted to the city skyline ‘I’m
going to be a fucking dad’. He was over-the-moon happy, making me
laugh as he repeated it over and over. But as excited as he was, he
also knew that keeping it a secret for the time being was the right
thing to do, which initially, had not been an easy task to
accomplish. We would get comfortable mentioning it to each other
when the kids were not around and then when they were in our
company, minor slips of the tongue were irrepressibly spoken.

 


Nate and
Charli had been spending Saturday afternoon till Tuesday morning
with Rick, their father, and Tuesday after school till Saturday
afternoon with me and Bryce. I had found this arrangement terribly
difficult at first, because I was not used to being away from my
children for such a considerable amount of time. But this
particular agreement wasn’t a strict schedule, and we could change
it up whenever we wanted. This suited me just fine, as the nights I
couldn’t tuck them into bed were absolutely dreadful, and I hated
it.

Being away
from my children for consecutive days on a regular basis had been
challenging, possibly even the most challenging thing I have ever
had to endure. But I continued to face life’s challenges, jumping
over the hurdles that were put in place before me and, because of
that, my hurdling skills were becoming world-class ranked. I also
had to allow Rick to have his quality time with the kids. As hard
as it had been for me—after finding out his sordid secret past—I
had made the executive decision to bury my feelings of anger toward
him for the sake of our children. The kids were innocent in this
entire life changing situation, and keeping the peace so that they
could adapt a little more easily was what I as their mother had to
do—whether I wanted to or not. At the end of the day, Rick adored
his children and they adored him back.

Nate, however,
still refused to meet his half-brother, RJ—Rick’s five-year-old
love-child. He had been so hurt and upset after finding out his
father had another son that he chose not to speak to Rick for days,
having refused outright to have anything to do with either of them.
During the past week though, Nate had relented just a little of his
anger toward his dad, but was still adamant he wanted nothing to do
with RJ. Charli, on the other hand, had met her half-brother very
briefly during a trip to a cafe for a milkshake. She had mentioned
to me afterwards that ‘he sort of looks like Daddy’, except RJ was
not as tall, and ‘he doesn’t have little bits of hair on his face
like Daddy does’. She had also said ‘he’s quiet’ and ‘he likes
caramel’. I stopped asking questions after that.

***

The kids no
longer had to go to before and after school care when they were
staying with us. Bryce had arranged for Danny to drive them to
school and pick them up whenever I couldn’t. At first this bothered
me a little, because Danny never signed up to chauffer my children
to and from school. But he never complained, and both he and the
kids seemed to get along really well, high fives being a regular
thing between them all now.

Nate, the
typical nine-year-old boy that he was, had requested they be driven
to school in the limousine—my response having been, ‘in your
dreams, bucko’. Yes, having a limousine at our disposal was
convenient and...well...let’s be honest, really cool. However, I
didn’t want that particular privilege adding any more unwanted
attention to my children’s lives. Rumours of my relationship with
the illustrious Mr. Bryce Clark were circulating our small
community thanks to the bitchiness that were the ‘Mummy Mafia’ at
school. And because of this, Nate and Charli had been the target of
some negative and truly horrid taunting from kids in the
playground. I hated to admit it, but apparently the troll-gene—that
some parents seem to possess—was passed down a generation to their
children.

When Nate had
requested being chauffer driven, I’d noticed Bryce give him a wink
shortly after I had said ‘no’, which made me think that he and my
son were in cahoots about the whole thing behind my back. Being
undermined where my children were concerned was definitely a big
no-no in my books. But, as Nate and Bryce had been getting along
really well, I was willing to let some things slide. It was just
such a relief seeing my son interact in a positive way with Bryce,
as I could have sworn Nate would have hated the idea of another man
being in my life—being a massive Mummy’s boy and all. Surprisingly,
Nate had acted quite the opposite and had really taken a liking to
him. Maybe it was because he could see just how much Bryce loved
me, but at the same time, I was not forgetting about that thing
Bryce had plenty of—money. I’d really like to think it had nothing
to do with the money, but in saying that, kids would be kids and I
honestly couldn’t rule it out.

Charli-Bear,
had adapted to our entire situation a lot slower than Nate. But
again, she was accepting it really well and had even asked me if
one day she would refer to Bryce as her second Dad. My answer to
that was, ‘one day, if you would like to, but for now just call him
Bryce.’ Second dads, step children, new babies, long lost
half-brothers—it was all just happening a bit too fast.

***

I had woken up
early this particular morning and had made my way out of bed before
Bryce—which never happened. It must’ve had something to do with my
body preparing for when I would be required to be awake for
feeding, and the times I would then be recouping those lost hours
of sleep. It was either that, or I was just simply excited that in
a few hours I would be seeing Nate and Charli again.

I decided that
as I was awake before Bryce—and that it was, in fact, a rarity—I
would make him breakfast for once. The problem with that idea was
that I prayed to God I’d be able to keep the contents of my stomach
exactly where they should be—in my stomach. Having a heightened
sense of smell was definitely not one of my favourite perks of
pregnancy. Touch...yes. Smell...no.

I swear I had
developed superhuman smelling abilities, and unfortunately, most of
the scents I picked up on sent my tummy into a state of nausea. A
client had come into the foyer the other day, and straight away I
could smell onions. I must have resembled a Customs Sniffer-dog,
sticking my nose in the air as he walked in and practically giving
the poor man an interrogation as to where the onion smell was
coming from. Mr. Onions had quickly revealed that he’d eaten a
salad roll containing them for lunch, and I’m guessing he’d hoped
that his confession was enough for me to drop the questioning. It
was. But, as soon as he entered Bryce’s office, I’d had no choice
but to run to the bathroom, only to be greeted with my
half-digested morning tea. Oh, hello banana and hot white
chocolate, nice to see you again. Urgh!

 


My plans for
breakfast were to cook Bryce some bacon and eggs with a fruit salad
as a side. Cooking this particular meal could prove to be a risky
move as eggs were definitely a vomit-express trigger, but I knew he
loved his eggs for breakfast, so I was willing to take that
gamble.

I decided I
would have a little work out on the gym set before breakfast. I
hadn’t exercised in such a long time, and quite frankly I felt very
blah, tight, and sore. Working out during pregnancy was perfectly
safe, and I knew from my past experience that moderate exercise
early on in your pregnancy could be extremely beneficial, not only
for weight control but also for mobility and the prevention aches
and pain.

I started with
a five-minute, warm-up walk on the treadmill. Ah, this isn’t so
bad. I felt good, so I eagerly moved across to the exercise
bike for a twenty-minute, fat-burning cycle on a low setting,
again, easing myself back into it.

After my
subtle fat-burning cycle, I figured I would try some light weights.
I was pretty sure my muscle mass had packed its bags and pissed off
elsewhere, due to having basically neglected to use my muscles for
anything of late, including sex, thanks to Bryce. So the loss of my
flexed biceps saddened me. I gave them a little jiggle. I’m
pretty sure they are not supposed to just wobble and flap like
that. I gave them another jiggle. I’m pretty sure I look
like an idiot.

I dropped my
arms self-consciously, glad that City Towers was one of the taller
buildings in the vicinity and that no-one else could see me
standing on the roof top with my arms out, wobbling my arm fat and
resembling some nutcase practising a new weird-arsed dance
move.

Disgusted and
embarrassed by my arm-flabbiness, I was now keen to get
reacquainted with the weight machine in front of me. I executed
some lateral pull-downs, chest presses and bicep curls then
switched to my lower body and carried out a couple of leg
extensions, abductor crunches and leg presses. Bryce also had a
cross trainer, so I opted to finish off on that, running at a low
level for 10 minutes. That was when he came out with a horrified
look on his face.

I smiled at
him, but his look didn’t change, so I slowed down my strides to ask
him what was wrong. “Is everything alright?”

“I don’t think
you should be exercising on your own. Why didn’t you wake me?” He
leaned up against the weight machine and crossed his arms over his
abdomen.

“Because you
were sleeping soundly, and I thought that since I need to get used
to waking at different hours, I’d get up, do a work out, then cook
you breakfast.” I slowed to a stop, took a long swig of my water
and stepped off the machine.

As I took that
final step down, my legs nearly gave way and I stumbled slightly
into Bryce’s waiting arms. “What the fuck, Alexis? Are you trying
to kill yourself and our child?” he yelled angrily.

“Of course
not. Don’t be silly,” I said a little shocked. “My legs just need a
second to remember how to work again, that’s all.”

“Exactly, you
haven’t worked out in a while. You need to take it easy. Should you
even be working out at all?” he asked with an accusatory tone. A
tone I did not like.

“Yes, it’s
fine. I just need to do a little, a little more often.”

“Well from now
on, you are not doing it without me, got it?”

“Bryce you’re
being ridiculous.” And annoyingly bossy.

“No, I’m not.”
He opened my water bottle and not so subtly requested I drink some
more. I snatched the bottle from his hands and released myself from
his grip.

“I told you,
exercising is fine. It’s perfectly safe, and I’m going to continue
to do it with or without you. I will not allow myself to undo all
the hard work I’ve put in over the past few years.” I walked past
him and headed to the kitchen.

“Alexis, I’m
just trying to keep you both safe.”

He followed
behind me, stopping at the other side of the bench. I’d pre-made
the fruit salad, so moved it toward him without saying a word. I
cracked a few eggs into a frying pan and toasted some bread while
the eggs cooked. Thankfully, the fact I was now pissed off
effectively distracted me from the possibility of vomiting.

“Alexis.”

“What?” I
still refused to look at him as I continued cooking breakfast.

I had placed
some bacon under the griller on low before I started my work out,
and it was now perfectly crisp. I pulled it out and arranged it on
the plate then scooped the eggs from the pan and placed them onto
the slices off buttered toast.

“Hunny, please
look at me.” His voice had softened so I looked up. “Maybe you
should stop exercising until we speak to Dr. Rainer?”

“So, this is
how it’s going to be, is it? You are going to completely ignore
everything I say until you get Dr. Rainer’s approval?”

He didn’t say
anything, so I shoved his breakfast in front of him and stormed off
toward our bedroom. I had suddenly lost my appetite.


 


CHAPTER THREE

 Reeling from Bryce’s blatant
disregard for my knowledge of what is and isn’t safe during
pregnancy, I turned on the taps to the shower and removed my sweat
dampened clothes. I didn’t appreciate being treated like a child. I
was not a child, nor was I a naive and inexperienced first-time
mum. I knew what I could and couldn’t do; I knew my limits. I also
knew that if I didn’t watch what I ate and stayed somewhat
physically active, I was bound to pile on the weight, ache all over
and become mentally depressed again.

After
Charlotte was born, I, like most women after having children, had
stacked on the kilos and struggled to lose them for months and
months. I had found myself sinking into a hole of misery and
depression, and I sure as hell didn’t want to find myself back
there. Being in that state of mind was horrible; I had felt shitty,
been bad-tempered, and I’d never slept well. I’d had no energy,
physically ached all over, ate nothing but crap, and made really
bad lifestyle choices. All in all, I was just downright horrible to
myself and the people around me. So I knew that if I didn’t
maintain the healthy lifestyle I had now become accustomed to, I
would head down that terrible path again, and I was not about to
let that happen. Bryce was just going to have to back the fuck off.
This was my body, my baby—okay, our baby—but my body, and I knew
how to look after it, not him. Well no, that is somewhat of a
lie. He does look after my body exceptionally well, especially when
he combines his hands and mouth...and...Stop it, Alexis.

I stepped into
the shower and, shortly after, Bryce appeared at the door holding
my breakfast and a cup of tea he had made.

“What are you
doing?” I asked him frustratingly.

“You didn’t
eat your breakfast.”

“I don’t want
it,” I hissed at him. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

“You are going to eat your breakfast, even if I have to come
in there and feed it to you myself.”

“Seriously,
Bryce, you are being an overbearing pain the arse. I’m not hungry
right now. If I become hungry after my shower, then I’ll eat.”

“Alexis, you
have just had a workout which you haven’t done in a while. You need
to replenish your energy levels.”

“Bryce!” I
yelled, and moved to the opening of the shower to glare at him.

He stepped
forward so quickly I barely had time to react to the piece of toast
he assertively pressed into my mouth while steadying me with his
arm at the same time. I choked, spat half the contents back out,
and freed myself from his grasp.

“What are you
doing?” I glared at him as I wiped my mouth, stepping back further
into the water and retreating into territory he would not enter due
to him being fully clothed.

“I told you I
would feed you myself, and I will, so I suggest you eat,” he said
firmly, displaying a slight smirk on his face and holding out some
more toast.

You
stubborn—overprotective—overbearing—sexy—domineering—son of a
bitch. If you want me to eat that then you will have to come in
here and do exactly what you threatened. I turned my back to
him and went to wash my hair, and almost instantly he had me pinned
up against the wall, holding both my arms above my head with one of
his own. He had on a pair of suit pants and a shirt which were now
completely soaked.

“You will eat
your breakfast, my love,” he said with a calm, low and incredibly
sexy authoritative voice.

Squinting my
eyes at him, I opened my mouth to take a bite of the toast.
Luckily, his shower was in fact huge, and where he had me pinned
against the tiles was not directly in the stream of water.

I bit down on
the toast and quickly consumed it. “Let me go,” I mumbled.

“No. Not until
you have eaten the whole piece.” I hate you right now, but you
are so fucking hot all clothed and wet, and the only thing I want
to eat is you.

I opened my
mouth for another bite, so he obliged by placing the remaining bit
of toast inside. He kept a firm grip on my hands while he pierced
me with his wanting eyes. I could see his desire for me and could
read him like a book, which was one of my favourite forms of
communication with him. I loved how we were both able to stare into
each other eyes and know what we felt, wanted and needed. Right now
he wanted me, and right now I wanted him. But I could be just as
stubborn, and until he promised to back off in relation to
exercising, I had no plans in giving in to his dick-tational
tease.

I opened my
mouth again, prompting him to lean forward.

“Do you want
this, Ms. Summers?” he whispered, as his lips delicately brushed
over mine. Yes, fucking hell, yes.

“No,” I
breathed, not breaking our stare and letting him know that I was
now in control. “I want more food.” I licked my lips very
briefly.

His eye
twitched and he pressed his body harder against mine, then slowly,
he let go of my hands and dragged his fingers down my arms,
stopping and hovering them just over the top of my breasts. He
quickly slammed both his palms onto the tiles on either side of my
shoulders and pushed himself back from the wall, fire and lust
burning in his eyes.

Running his
hands through his hair and smoothing away the wet strands from his
face, he turned and walked over to the plate he had placed on the
basin. He picked up a piece of bacon and the cup of tea he had made
me then stepped back into the shower. Slowly, he made his way over
to where I was positioned with my hands still above my head, having
deliberately kept them there with the sole intent to force him to
feed me like he had threatened. He must have understood my
intention, because he placed the hand holding the bacon back to its
original spot, resuming his hold above my head.

Gently putting
the rim of the cup to my mouth, he tipped it slightly so that I
could drink my tea. Some of it spilled from the corner of my mouth,
dripping down my chin and onto my chest. He quickly moved forward
and licked the drip with his tongue as it fell to my breast. I
swallowed the remainder of my mouthful as his tongue sensitised my
nipple, forcing my eyes to close momentarily then open back up
again. He looked up at me with a satisfied grin then tilted the cup
again, continuing to lick, suck and pull with his lips and tongue.
I took in another mouthful, deliberately spilling some more from
the opposite side of my mouth, in an attempt to have him please my
other nipple equally. He smirked at my not-so-subtle trick and
moved across my chest to do what I wanted him to, tantalising me
with his hungry mind-blowing mouth, right up until I finished
drinking my cup of tea. Best damn cup of tea EVER!

I continued to
bite my tongue, refusing to speak as he placed the empty cup in the
hand that held mine above my head—swapping it for the piece of
bacon he had picked up from my plate. He tormented my mouth with
the bacon, wiping it across my lips.

I stuck out my
tongue and tasted its saltiness, then bit down on it with a
stubborn scowl. He pushed his pelvis further into mine and kept
licking and kissing the edges of my mouth.

“I want more,”
I whispered. He groaned and kissed around my mouth with heightened
intensity. “No....more bacon,” I explained, trying not to smile and
raising my eyebrow at him.

He let go of
my hands and stepped back. “What else do you want?” he asked,
knowing I was not going to give in until he heard me out.

I put one of
my hands out to indicate he give me the bacon. “Give me the bacon
and I’ll tell you.”

He stepped
closer, lifted my hand back up to the other and placed the piece of
bacon in my mouth. “Well?” he asked, raising his eyebrows at me and
holding my hands in place.

“I want you to
back the fuck off and understand I have done this before. I know
what I am and am not capable of when it comes to carrying my own
child. You need to stop treating me as if I’m ignorant, because I
am not.” I bit down aggressively on the bacon, which was now
slightly wet and tasted like shit.

“Hunny, you
need to understand that I haven’t done this before, and the thought
of anything happening to you or our baby scares me to death. So,
will I back the fuck off? No. You are just going to have to deal
with it.”

“Well, you
will have to deal with me putting my foot down then.” I released my
hands from his and pushed him back so that he was at arm’s length.
I licked the last of the bacon’s saltiness from my lips and watched
as he looked down at them and licked his own.

“In what way?”
he asked with a smirk as he began to unbutton his shirt.

I went to
answer him, but I choked from the site of his now bare chest and on
the rogue bit of bacon that had been floating around in my
mouth.

His shirt
dropped to the floor of the shower. I looked at it then slowly
raised my gaze to his hands which were now undoing his pants. I
followed those as he pushed them to the ground together with his
underwear. Don’t look up Alexis. Whatever you do, don’t look
up.

“Well? How do
you plan on putting your foot down?”

Still looking
down, I noticed his feet take a step forward so that his erection
was now in my line of sight. I closed my eyes. Yeah, close your
eyes, Alexis, and pretend that Mr. Fucking-Sensational Clark with
his hard cock is not standing directly in front of you, tempting
you, teasing you and practically calling your bluff. I
swallowed heavily. Don’t let him call your bluff, tease him
back.

Opening my
eyes and smirking back at him, I put my finger in my mouth and
pulled it out again. His eyes were focused on my action so I pushed
it back in then retracted it completely, dragging it down my body
until it reached my clit. I slowly began to massage my sensitive
spot while watching his eyes stare hungrily. Revelling in his
expression, I pushed it further down until it was inside me. This
made him clench his fists in frustration and desire. Good. I
raised my leg and pressed my foot against the tiles while massaging
my nipple with the other hand, continuing to finger-fuck myself in
an attempt to make him cave. He seemed somewhat aggravated, but the
look on his face also said he was enjoying my tease—which was
great—but my intent was to torture him so that he would give in and
tell me he’d back off with the overprotectiveness.

I dropped my
gaze to his hands which were now placed at the base of his cock.
Mmm, I love watching him take hold of himself, his large hands
clenched tightly around his shaft. Stop it, Alexis. Torture,
torment, tease—remember? He slowly began to pump himself as he
watched my hands explore my own body. I let out a moan for him and
he growled in response. So I brought my finger to my mouth again,
licked it and went to insert it back inside me when he grabbed my
hand.

“Are you going
to back the fuck off?” I asked with a smile.

He paused,
while gently gripping my hand. Then, with his sexy-as-hell smirk,
inserted my finger back inside me as far as it would go, making me
gasp against his mouth. You sexy fucker, I hate you. He
slowly pulled it back out and placed it in his mouth, making me
shudder. Damn it! He slowly slid it out again, kissed the
tip of it then placed it upon his chest over his heart.

He leaned in
and put his forehead against mine. “I will never back the fuck off
where you are concerned. You are my everything and will remain my
everything for as long as I walk this earth.” He grabbed my face
and kissed me passionately then reluctantly pulled away. “Now, as
much as I like to watch you please yourself, quit it. It’s my
fucking job to bring you undone and mine alone.”







CHAPTER FOUR

 I hated giving in to Bryce, or
more to the point, I hated giving in full stop. But when the man of
my dreams had me pinned to the shower wall, telling me that I was
his everything and always would be and explaining that it was his
sole responsibility to bring me undone, then who was I to
argue?

I grabbed his
head and vigorously pulled it forward to mine so that I could taste
the inside of his mouth. He groaned wildly and lifted me up,
indicating I should wrap my legs around his waist—and like always,
I happily obliged.

He gripped my
arse as he held me perfectly in place to penetrate me with his
glorious cock, forcing my eyes to close and my head to tilt back as
he slid inside me. Then pressing his lips to my neck, he pulled
himself out to the tip and slammed back in again. I gasped at his
sexy ferocity, causing him to stop and pull back.

“Shit!” He
went to set me down. “Was that too hard? Are you okay?” he asked
with concern.

“Hey. I’m
fine.” I searched his panicked face.

“I’m sorry.
You just make me fucking wild.”

I grabbed his
hair, yanking it back and forcing him to look deep into my eyes.
“Don’t you dare go all soft on me, I’m fine and no, it was not too
hard. So stop worrying and fuck me. Fuck me hard, and do it
now.”

His eyes lit
up as he laughed. “You’re killing me, you know that right?”

“The feeling
is mutual, trust me.” I leaned in and kissed him, which very
quickly turned hot and desperate again as he re-entered me and
slammed his cock in to the hilt.

I could sense
a very slight hint of hesitation on his part, but I didn’t say
anything. He obviously had concerns, and I could see he was trying
to overcome them where he could. Plus, I was more than overflowing
with sexed-up hormones and probably putting far too much pressure
on him.

He continued
to drag his length out to the tip then slam right back in again,
until my nails were digging into his shoulder and my body was
shuddering against him. He too jerked, as he reached his own
release while gripping my arse with one hand and steadying himself
against the shower wall with the other. I moved my hands to his
head and wiped the wet strands of hair from his face so that I
could see his piercing blue eyes as he came down from his
climax.

“How did I get
so lucky?” I asked.

“I never used
to believe in luck,” he said as he smiled and regained his
breath.

I traced my
fingers around the edges of his face, studying his perfect profile.
I was now curious and a little bemused as to why he wouldn’t
believe in luck. “Really? Why?”

“I used to
think luck suggested you had no power over it. I believed that
we—ourselves—controlled the probability of our fortune and
misfortune. But...I had no control over you applying for a job at
my hotel, so how can I continue to believe there is no such thing
as luck? I’m the fucking luckiest man on earth, and you being here,
naked in my arms, against my shower wall and carrying my baby is
fucking proof of that.”

***

Bryce and I
showered properly after our argument and subsequent compromise-sex.
Come to think of it, I don’t recall a compromise having been
reached. If I recalled correctly, he seemed to have gotten his
way—as per usual.

We both headed
to our desks, having no choice but to get stuck into the pile of
work that awaited our attention. It was Easter this coming weekend,
and all three hotels were pretty much fully booked. I could see
with my own eyes just how much work was involved in the running of
the City Towers Precinct, but to have numerous hotels around the
world and plans for future development in other countries was
simply mind boggling. I knew Bryce had a large number of very
capable employees running his hotels abroad, but at the end of the
day, Clark Incorporated held his name and he was very much involved
in all its’ entirety.

I had plans to
pick the kids up from school, as I wanted to drop by my old home to
collect the last of my things. I hadn’t slept there for nearly two
weeks, and I did not plan on sleeping there again. Rick was coping
just fine, as far as I was aware, having accepted our separation
and coming to terms with the fact our marriage was over. Sadly, we
weren’t the best of friends anymore, and unfortunately, I didn’t
think we ever would be again. There was just far too much betrayal
and hurt for that. But so far, we were civil and supportive of each
other in our new lives, and we were there for one another,
especially where the children were concerned.

***

I drove my
Ford Territory into my driveway, having chosen my car over Bryce’s
collection for its rather generous storage capacity. I had to
collect the last of my clothes, shoes, toiletries and a few things
that I wanted from around the house. I unlocked the door and
stepped inside.

The house was
clean and tidy, an indication that Rick really was coping and
moving on with his life. I smiled at that notion then put my bag
and keys down on the buffet like I had for many years—second
nature, I guess.

Rick and I
hadn’t yet discussed dividing our assets, and as terrible as it
was, we just hadn’t had the time nor the desire really. I had
pretty much everything I needed at the apartment and
Rick...well...he had five million dollars in his bank account. So,
dividing up our bits and pieces was not a priority for either of
us. To be honest, I didn’t want the material things; I couldn’t
care less about the TVs, couches, caravan and household furniture.
What I wanted were the things that held sentimental value to me,
the things that made me smile and had happy memories.

I made my way
to the spare room, pulling out a suitcase and dragging it toward my
old bedroom when Claire walked out. We both screamed simultaneously
in shock, not expecting each other to be there.

“Geezus! Fuck!
You scared the shit out of me,” I said as I put my hand to my chest
and looked her up and down. I quickly took note that she was
wearing one of my dresses together with a towel wrapped around her
wet hair.

“Shit! Sorry,
you scared me too,” she answered with an instant blush of
awkwardness across her face.

“Are you
wearing my dress?” I asked—or more to the point—accused.

She looked
down at the dress and then back up to me. “Um...yes. I didn’t have
anything else to put on.”

 


I don’t really
know what came over me at that point. All I remember was seeing
red—as in screaming bloody murder red. I could only imagine it
looking like I was a bull in Pamplona’s infamous running of the
bulls race and Claire one of the shit-scared runners. I basically
chased her out of the house, steam surging out of my nostrils, and
if I’d had horns like one of those bulls, I could guarantee you
they would have pierced the bitch’s arse.

After yelling
at her to get out of my house, shoving her handbag into her chest,
snatching back my towel and slamming the door in her face, I
started angrily packing up everything I could see. How dare she
come in here and start wearing my clothes, eating from my fridge,
showering in my shower and more than likely sleeping in my bed.
Bitch!

I grabbed all
my clothes and shoved them in the suitcase. I picked up every last
bottle of perfume and every toiletry that I could find. I grabbed
my photo albums, pictures from the walls, potted plants, and even
my KitchenAid and Aldi coffee machine. I stomped around the house
looking for things I couldn’t bear for her to touch—like my
decorative couch pillows. Okay, so I only paid five dollars each
for them at K-Mart, but they were pretty and I liked them, and I
was not about to leave them there and let her get comfortably cosy
with them. Fuck her. I forcefully squished as much as I
could into my car and took off to pick up the kids from school.

***

Nate and
Charli had been excited to see me waiting for them when the bell
rang. But my presence at the school probably made the whole
gossip-about-my-love-life problem worse, as I was clearly in a
feral mood and my car was noticeably filled to the brink with all
kinds of shit. One could have easily mistaken me for living out of
my car, and I’m sure the rumour mill would soon reflect that.

Tash and Steph
had asked me what was wrong, but I was in no mood to elaborate, so
I promised them I was fine and that I would soon have them all over
for coffee and a tour of my new home.

***

My mind was
miles away as I drove toward the city, thinking about Rick, Claire,
my house and the fact I now wanted to speak to my lawyer—who just
happened to be my old boss. Charlotte had been talking non-stop
about her friend Addison’s sleepover party that was in a few weeks’
time. I hadn’t really been listening to much of what was coming out
of her overzealous mouth when my phone rang.

The Bluetooth
feature in my car automatically answered it.

“Hello,” I
answered out loud.

“Hi,
beautiful—”

“Hi, Bryce,”
interrupted Charli.

“Charli!” I
snapped. “Don’t interrupt.”

After a moment
of silence, Bryce’s voice came through the speaker again. “Alexis,
is everything all right?”

I didn’t
normally yell at Charli for something as minor and innocent as
simply saying hello and Bryce was fully aware of that. “Yes, I’m
fine. I’m just tired and I have a headache and—”

“She’s been
busy packing our house up into this car,” Nate interjected, looking
at the lamp shade that was poking over the back seat.

“Right. Where
are you?” His tone seemed softer and somewhat concerned.

“I’m about ten
minutes away,” I answered. “I’ll see you shortly.”

“Okay, Hunny.
But pull over if your headache gets any worse, and I’ll send
someone to come get you.”

He hung
up.

I put my hand
to the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Charli, I’m sorry for
snapping. Mummy’s head is killing her.” I looked in the rear-view
mirror and smiled apologetically.

“Well, you
should tell it to stop killing you.” She rolled her eyes, as if
that was simply the cure to a headache.

“Duly noted,
Sweetheart.”

***

I pulled into
the basement carpark where Bryce was standing, waiting for us. He
eyed the visible contents of my car as I stepped out and closed the
door.

Charlotte ran
up to him and hugged his waist.

“Hi, Charli.
How was school?”

“Good. I start
swimming lessons tomorrow. Do you want to come and watch?”

He looked
slightly shocked at her invitation. “Sure. I’d love to come,” he
smiled. Charli looked over at me then motioned for Bryce to lean
down so that she could whisper in his ear. Whatever she had said to
him provoked a smile to appear on his face, piquing my
curiosity.

He winked at
her then spoke to Nate. “Mate, can you take Charli up to the
apartment? I need to speak to your Mum in private for a
minute.”

Nate nodded,
and both the kids stepped into the elevator.

When the doors
closed, I wasted no time in questioning him. “What did Charli say
to you?”

“She told me
to make sure your headache didn’t kill you because she loves you,
and if it tried, could I please kill it first.” He raised his
eyebrows at me, and I smiled guiltily. “Are you feeling okay? How
bad is your headache? Do I need to kill it?”

I smiled and
scoffed. “It’s just a small one. I’m fine.” I lied. I didn’t want
him hauling me over his shoulder, bundling me into the Crow and
flying me to the nearest hospital.

I turned
around and opened up the tailgate to my car. Three bags and my
couch cushions tumbled out onto the ground. “Shit.”

“What’s all
this?” Bryce asked dubiously, obviously sensing my fragile
state.

“My stuff,” I hissed ever so slightly.

“Hunny,
there’s a vacuum cleaner in there.” He leaned in and pulled it
out.

I could hear a
very small hint of amusement in his voice, which helped snap me out
of my ridiculously angry mood. “I know. It’s my Dyson. It’s a good
vacuum.”

“So I’ve
heard...but...we have house-keeping. So...you...don’t...really need
it.”

I turned
around to find him cautiously smiling at me. “I know,” I conceded
“I just didn’t want her to touch it. These
things are mine. I worked for them, I chose them, I used them; they
are mine, not hers.”

“Hers?”

“Claire’s. She
was at the house when I showed up. She was wearing my dress and had
just taken a shower. I got angry and went a little crazy.”

“Oh,” he
smiled, stepping closer and wrapping his arms around me.

“I’m not angry
at her for being there with Rick. Really, it’s not that at all,
they can have each other, I honestly couldn’t care less. It’s
just...I don’t know...those things were mine, are mine,
and...and...she can get her fucking own. Anyway, I’ve decided I
need to see my solicitor. I’m going to make Rick pay me out for the
house—.”

“You don’t
need to worry about money, Alexis. What’s mine is yours.”

“It’s not
about the money, Bryce. I know you want to share what you have with
me, and I will let you do that eventually. It may take me some time
to get used to, but with that time, I’m sure I will get used to it.
No, this is more about...and I know this is petty...but,” I sighed
and slumped into his chest. “It’s just...he doesn’t deserve to get
everything we both worked for all our life. It’s a matter of
principle.” I blurted out, shrugging out of his grip to pick up my
cushions. I brushed them down. “Some of this stuff is special and
stupidly sentimental, and yes...some of it is obviously just
downright stupid, I get that. But what I want to do—what I
need to do— is see my lawyer and change my will,
divide our assets and put final closure on Rick’s and my life
together.

“I know we
have to wait a year before we can get a divorce, but finalising
these things first will help give some form of separation and maybe
help me deal with it all a little better. I have been civil to him,
and I have been pleasant. But it is getting increasingly hard to
keep that shit up.” I closed my eyes, willing the throbbing in my
head to dissipate. “If it weren’t for the kids, Bryce, I would have
unleashed hell upon him. I think I just need the formality of
separation from Rick as his wife. Maybe that will help with my
building anger.”

“It’s not
petty, Alexis. If that’s going to make you feel better, then do it.
It’s your call; your decision.” He turned his back on my car so
that he was facing me. “Speaking of changing wills, you should know
that I have already changed mine. I don’t want you to ever have to
worry about any of that.”

I looked at
him, shocked. “What do you mean you have already done that?”

“I had a
meeting with my lawyer the day after you told me you were having
our baby, and I sorted it all out.”

“Oh.” I
nodded, warily. I don’t know why I was dubious, it sort of made
sense he would do that. I guess I just didn’t expect him to do it
that soon.

“What’s this?”
he asked holding up a lop-sided ceramic mug.

“It’s
mine.” I snatched it from him while smirking. “I
made it in high school.”

“It’s lovely,”
he said sarcastically.

My mouth
dropped, and I smiled at his audacity. “Shut up. It’s art, kind of
abstract.” I rotated it in front of me, secretly thinking my
statement was bullshit.

He picked up a
photo of me and the kids which had been taken on my birthday the
year before. “When was this taken?” he asked, as he studied the
photo. “I like it.”

“Last year, on
my birthday.”

“I’m keeping
it,” he said matter-of-factly, continuing to look through my
stuff.

“Get out. Stop
touching.” I playfully shoved him out of the way then gathered up a
few things. He too grabbed my suitcase and a few things more. The
rest I would come back for later.

***

The elevator
doors opened to the apartment, and as I stepped out, the sight
before me had me frozen with fear.

“Alexis.
Bryce. Finally, I’ve been waiting for you.” Gareth or Scott—I’m not
really sure who and I didn’t really care—had been sitting on the
sofa casually chatting away to my children. How the fuck did he
get in here?

Bryce stepped
out in front of me. “Gareth, what are you doing here? Who let you
in?”

He gestured to
Charlotte. “This beautiful young lady here did.”

My heart
literally plummeted to the ground. Charli-Bear, how could you be
so stupid? You know about stranger-danger. Like every parent, I
had explained to Charlotte that talking to a stranger, let alone
letting one inside your house was extremely dangerous. Obviously, I
hadn’t done a very good job of it.

“Gareth, in my
office! Now!” Bryce said sternly.

“Now wait a
minute. You don’t need to be like that. I’ve come here to take my
meds in front of you just like you asked me to. I’ve been doing it
every day like you said.”

“Gareth,”
Bryce warned.

“Hang on and
hear me out. I want to apologise to Alexis, explain a few things.
We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot, and I want to make
things right, especially now that she and her children are living
here.”

I thought I
noticed the faintest evidence of fallacy, but I couldn’t be quite
sure. Then again, maybe this was Gareth and he was being genuine.
No, regardless of that, I wanted him as far away from Nate and
Charli as possible. He was unstable, and I did not trust him, not
for a minute.

I looked at my
kids who were still sitting on the sofa now looking nervous. “Nate
and Charlotte, please go to your rooms for a minute. I will be up
soon.”

Nate sensed my
unease and took hold of his sister’s hand, both of them making
their way upstairs very quickly. When they were out of sight and
the door to the bedroom had shut behind them, I addressed
Gareth.

“Okay, so
apologise.” I put down the items I still had in my arms and walked
over to the sofa my kids had been sitting on. Bryce did the
same.

“Look, I know
Bryce has explained my situation, and I’m glad he has. Hopefully
that will help you understand and be, um...forgiving of my flaws,
so to speak.” He seemed very calm and informative, but I couldn’t
help pick up on a tinge of arrogance in his expression. The whole
apology seemed forged. Then again, I had no experience whatsoever
with someone who had Dissociative Identity Disorder, so I couldn’t
say for sure that this wasn’t Gareth trying to make amends.
Regardless, I went along with his attempt.

“The day I
attacked you...well I didn’t attack you, Scott
did...” He seemed angry, angry with Scott, who was also Gareth, but
he wasn’t angry with himself. Oh my God, this is so surreal.
“The day Scott attacked you I had lost all control of myself. I had
no idea I had even seen you, let alone touched you. That was until
Bryce told me what I had done. I’m so sorry, Alexis, please believe
me,” he pleaded.

I wanted to
believe him, but deep down I just couldn’t.

“I have been
taking all my medication and seeing my doctor three times a week. I
have been fine. I feel fine. I really want to get to know you if
you’ll let me. If Bryce loves you as much as he appears to, then I
know I will love you too.” He smiled at me.

That smile,
mixed with those last words had me invisibly dry-heaving. I
couldn’t help it; it was all just a bit too much. My head was in no
state to be deciphering anything, let alone whether a DID alter was
currently putting on an Academy Award-worthy performance.

“Gareth, I
appreciate what you are trying to do, and I appreciate you wanting
to apologise for Scott’s behaviour and actions, but I’ve had a
horrible day and this is all just a bit too much for me to dissect
right now. Look, maybe if we spend a little more time in each
other’s company we might just be able to be friends. But for now, I
really need to go lie down, I have a horrible headache,” I stood up
quickly, feeling a little bit dizzy. Bryce noticed my slight
imbalance and shot up to my side.

“Are you all
right?” He searched my eyes for any signs of distress.

“I’m fine. I
just need to lie down and sleep off this headache. You stay here
and catch up with Gareth. I’m going to go upstairs.” I leaned up
and kissed his cheek while watching Gareth for any indication that
it was, in fact, Scott in his place. Gareth looked away
momentarily, making me think that it was Scott all along. But then
he offered me some get well wishes as I left the room. I slowly
climbed the stairs, watching the two cousins sit and talk. It was
clear Bryce somewhat held back in his interaction, but at the same
time, it was also clear that deep down he cared and respected
Gareth. It was terribly sad.


 


CHAPTER FIVE

 After checking to see if the
kids were okay and interrogating them as to what Gareth had said, I
decided a long talk needed to be revisited—a talk to remind them
both never to let complete strangers anywhere near them. Charlotte
had cried knowing she had done the wrong thing by opening the door,
and Nate, too, had sulked, knowing that he should have called my
phone the second Gareth had entered the apartment. I felt terrible
not having been there to stop the whole scenario, but instilling a
little fear into them about it had to be a good form of deterrence
in repeating the same mistake, right? Oh I hope so. I hate
deliberately scaring my kids. But this is for their own good; they
need to be on high alert where Gareth is concerned.

I planned to
speak to Bryce about the security of the apartment, especially now
that my children lived here for a better part of the week. I didn’t
like the fact that his family or company employees could have such
easy access to his office.

“Is he a bad
guy, Mum?” Nate asked as I was leaving his room. “You seemed really
scared of him. I know I should have called your mobile when I saw
that Charli had opened the door, but I thought he was okay because
he’s Bryce’s cousin and cousins are family, and isn’t Bryce going
to be in our family soon?”

“Oh,
Sweetheart, just because someone is family doesn’t mean you should
automatically trust them. Trust has to be earned. I know it’s hard
to understand but you don’t know Gareth, therefore you can’t really
trust him yet, right?” I searched Nate’s confused face. “Look,
Gareth is not very well in here.” I pointed to my head. “He gets
confused a lot, and when that happens he can be dangerous. That’s
why I looked scared, because I don’t know when he is going to get
confused, and it’s also because I don’t trust him. Listen, I want
you to stay away from him, okay? Never be alone with him, and
never let him inside this apartment, ever! I don’t want to scare you, it’s just better to be
safe than sorry, that’s all.”

I blew him a
kiss and left the room, heading directly for bed. My head now hurt
with conviction and I needed to rescue my mind from its state of
unrest and whisk it away to a place where it could relax and be
subconsciously entertained—my pillow helping that necessity.

***

The next
morning saw me recovered from the horrid feeling of a miniature
person having somehow climbed inside my head, unleashing hell and
pounding frantically against the inner confines desperate to get
back out. I think the terrible headache I had experienced was a
result of shock from Gareth’s appearance and apology, together with
the stress of having to divide Rick’s and my assets. Just lightly
touching on those two issues in my thoughts was spurring another
head pounding session. That, and the fact Charlotte was overexcited
that she had her first swimming lesson, and more so that Bryce and
I were going along to watch. Her motor-mouth was in overdrive as
she was explained her take on how humans float. I pinched the
bridge of my nose but couldn’t help finding her demonstrations
amusing.

***

As all four of
us drove toward the school in the Lexus, I found myself
unenthusiastically anticipating a rather excited—and let’s just say
floored—reaction to the sight of Bryce by the other mothers at
school. I was resigned to the fact that their goggling was
inevitable, but would I ever get used to it? I guess I was going to
have to.

 


The bell rang
just as we got to the school. Both the kids happily said goodbye
and ran off to class. “See you in a minute, Bryce,” Charli called
out as she ran off. Oh, yeah, don’t worry about me. Apparently
being your mother and allowing my stomach to be sliced open in
order for you to be born into this world means nothing anymore.
I’ll just hug and kiss myself, will I? I shook my head and
smiled.

“What are you
smiling at?” Bryce asked, after waving to Charli and looking back
to me.

“Nothing
really, it’s just...you seem to be a massive magnet to all
things.”

He smirked.
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It can be,” I
smiled truthfully.

Just as he was
about to add to our conversation, I heard my name being shouted
from a distance. “Alexis.” I turned to where Tash stood, beckoning
me. She quickened her pace and closed the distance. “Hey, how’s
things?” She gave me a hug. “Helloooo Bryce,” she sang adoringly as
she smiled at him. I raised my eyebrows and shook my head again.
I was saying?

My group of
friends were aware of the fact I was completely separated from Rick
and now living with Bryce. I had met up with them for a coffee date
and filled them in on the whole-truth-and-nothing-but-the-truth
scenario regarding Rick, Claire and RJ. With exception to adding
that I was pregnant, of course. That was just going to have to
wait.

“I’m great,
Tashy, how about you?”

“Yeah good,
Hun, it’s always good on my day off work.”

“You don’t
like your job?” Bryce asked, with a trace of concern in his
voice.

“Who
does?”

“I do,” both
Bryce and I answered simultaneously.

Tash scoffed.
“Yeah, I can see why.”

“Do you want a
job at one of my hotels?” he offered, without so much as a second
thought.

Tash smiled
sheepishly. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No. If you
want one, give me a call and I’ll see what we can arrange.”

“Really?
Oh...um...that would be good.” She looked at me warily.

I just
shrugged.

“Tash worked
in security for years, Bryce. She is a part-time events supervisor
now.” I explained.

Bryce looked
amused. “Security? Really?”

“Yes, really.
So if you do anything to hurt Alexis, I’ll kick your arse.”

I choked.
“Tash.”

Bryce laughed.
“Good, I’ll remember that. Maybe I could hire you as Alexis’
bodyguard.”

“Like fuck you
will,” I admonished in a hushed voice, glaring at him.

Tash tutted.
“I pretty much already do that for free,” she rolled her eyes
playfully.

The second
school bell sounded behind us.

“So, what are
you both doing here?” she asked.

“Charlotte has
swimming lessons this morning. We thought we’d come and watch
her.”

She draped her
arm around my shoulder. “Great! Thomas has his lesson this morning,
too. We can be spectator buddies.”

 


We all walked
past the gymnasium to the swimming centre. There were numerous
parents poolside, waiting to watch their children. A small group of
known bitch-faced mums were chatting quietly and quite obviously
stopped their—one could accurately assume—verbal diarrhoea, when we
walked in. As we passed them to take our seats, Bryce gently placed
his hand on the small of my back and acknowledged the women with
his sometimes annoyingly aggravating charm. “Good morning,
ladies.”

They were all
wide-eyed, and only two of them managed a ‘mornin’.

“You’re having
fun, aren’t you?” I asked him under my breath as we sat down.

“Yes, I always
have fun when I’m with you.”

“That’s not
what I mean and you know it,” I squinted my eyes at him.

“No, I don’t
know it. Now shhh, Charlotte just walked in.” He raised his
eyebrows at me and gave Charli a little wave. Tash spotted Thomas,
so we all gave him the thumbs up, too.

We watched
Charlotte’s entire lesson and how she over enthusiastically
volunteered for every demonstration. At one point when she
performed a torpedo stroke, she deliberately—I think—kept her head
down underwater for what seemed like close to a minute or more,
completely freaking me out.

When the
lesson finished I blew her a kiss before she skipped off to the
change rooms.

“She’s pretty
good,” Bryce said impressed.

“Yep, Charli
is definitely a doer, that’s for sure.”

“I’m seeing
that. She obviously takes after her mum.”

I laughed.
“You are soon going to find out that is not necessarily a good
thing.”

Tash leaned
in. “She’s a mini Lexi, Bryce. So you’re pretty much fucked.”

I playfully
shoved Tash out of my personal space while muttering, “Bitch”.

We stood up
and walked back past the staring women, and just when they thought
we were out of earshot, one of them spoke. “What is so good about
her? I’ve heard she’s a bitch.”

I tilted my
head to the side and closed my eyes. I’m a bitch alright. I’ve
had my bowl of bitch-flakes and glass of don’t-mess-with-me-juice
this morning. And if I weren’t at my children’s school right now, I
would be ever so gracious as to show you just how fucking
bitched-up I can be.

I was just
about to politely tell them to mind their own business when Bryce
gently removed his hand from my back and turned to the trolls—still
sweet, calm and as charming as always. “The word ‘good’ does not
even come close when describing this woman. So, to answer your
question, ladies, she is beyond ‘good’. She is exquisite,
sensational, and her very presence forms the air that I breathe. Is
that ‘good’ enough?”

One of them
nodded, and the others sat there stunned. He gave them a false and
obviously forced smile then replaced his hand at the small of my
back, directing us out of the building.

 


I was
astonished at not only what he had just done but also at the
beautiful words that came out of his mouth.

He ignored my
gobsmacked state and turned to Tash. “Okay, you are hired as
Alexis’ bodyguard. She obviously needs one.”

“Shut up,” I
said and playfully punched his arm before linking mine around it,
squeezing it tight and never wanting to let it go.

“I need to
warn you though, Bryce. I don’t use a subtle approach when it comes
to protection.” Tash continued, answering Bryce’s stupid joking
statement and ignoring me.

“That’s fine.
I’m more than happy for a more physical remedy when protecting
her,” he replied.

“Seriously you
two, shut up! I’m more than capable of looking after myself and if
you both don’t stop joking around, you’ll be the ones needing
bodyguards...not me!”

***

After a quick
goodbye and a promise to invite Tash over for dinner, we headed
back to the office. The Australian leg of the Formula One Grand
Prix was to be held in Melbourne the weekend after Easter, and as
City Towers Precinct was one of the event sponsors and the main
accommodation venue, the work that awaited our arrival was
enormous.

There was to
be a charity breakfast held in the Queen Victoria Ballroom on the
first day of the weekend event. I had been communicating with
Joyce: the Head Media Liaison, and Allison: the Events
Co-ordinator, to finalise the list of auction items for Ozkids
Melbourne Charity. Bryce had to sign off on the items list which I
would normally email him, but he had been in his office all day and
I had hardly seen him, so I thought I would take this opportunity
to deliver it to him personally, together with the chargrilled king
salmon and herb salad I had ordered for lunch.

I picked up
the list as soon as Sebastian pushed the food and beverage trolley
through the elevator doors. “Good afternoon, Sebastian.”

“Good
afternoon, Ms. Summers.”

“Just leave
that here. I will take it into him.”

As always, the
shy Food and Beverage Attendant hated when I broke protocol by
relieving him of his duty to take the trolley all the way in to his
employer. “I promise it’s fine, Sebastian,” I said reassuringly
while winking at him.

He reluctantly
smiled and went on his way. I gently knocked on Bryce’s office
door, and when he called out for me to enter, I opened it and
pushed the trolley through.

He looked up
from his computer, smiled for a split second then frowned only
slightly. “You really should let Sebastian bring in the trolley,
Alexis. It is his job after all.”

“Oh shush.
What’s the point when I’m coming in here anyway?” I stopped the
cart right next to the conference table. “Unless you don’t want me
to come in,” I said with a slight pouty voice as I turned my back
to him and placed the cloches on the table, deliberately hoping
he’d fall for my obvious ploy.

As expected,
he was behind me instantly, pressing his body against my back. His
hands had a tight grip on my hips and his lips were already kissing
my neck. “I’ve missed you, my love,” he murmured, as he trailed his
mouth down to my shoulder. I felt his fingers take hold of the zip
at the top of my dress then the unmistakable sound of him slowly
undoing it filled me with eager longing for his hard and delectable
cock.

I sucked in a
breath as he dragged his hands back up my bare back, pushing the
dress off my shoulders so that it fell to the floor, leaving me in
nothing but my black lace bra, G-string and garter. He walked
around to my front and eyed me from top to toe. “You’ve got new
underwear.”

“Yes, Clarissa
helped me find some maternity lingerie that was not hideously
ugly.”

“Hmmm.” He
stepped forward and unclipped the front of my bra at the strap, so
that it fell forward exposing my breast.

His face lit
up, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I like
maternity bras—easy access.” He bent down and tongued my nipple.
Holy fuck! I like them too. Reaching up, he unclipped the
other side then gently squeezed and rolled my nipple between his
fingers, compelling me to moan for him, which intensified his
actions. I gripped his head and flexed my fingers through his sexy
hair. He growled then let me go and walked straight to his office
door. What? Where the fuck are you going? Get back here now, God
damn it!

I was just
about to hurl abuse at him and jump on his back to prevent him from
leaving the room, when he locked the office door and turned around
slowly. Then, prowling toward me with a sexy-as-hell stride, he
loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. He is just so fucking
hot, I can barely breathe.

He laid his
shirt and tie over the back of the sofa in the middle of his office
then continued on to where I was standing. Reaching for my face, he
cupped my cheeks in his hands and he slammed his mouth to mine. I
grabbed his arse, pulling him into my pelvis and lifting my leg to
wrap around his waist. He reached down and secured it by placing
his hand behind my knee, and gently laying me down on top of the
table.

“Are you
comfortable?” he asked.

“Sure.”
Sexy and sweet, I’m luckier than a leprechaun.

I propped
myself up on my elbows and watched him disappear down my body until
he had his fingers hooked into my underwear, pulling them down. He
scrunched them up, and I watched him place them in his pocket.
Oh, I’ll be getting those back Mr. G-String Thief, so don’t even
think about it.

He rolled one
of the chairs from around the table in front of me then casually
took a seat. I smirked at him, amused at his position at the table.
Well, taking a seat does make sense, I guess. Grabbing both
my ankles, he placed each foot on the armrest of his chair and
leaned forward with a salacious grin before tongue-fucking my
clit.

My head fell
back and my nipples hardened. “Fuck...Bryce,” I exhaled.

“That comes
next, Hunny.”

“You’re so
ba—” he inserted his fingers in between licks of his tongue. “Bad,
you’re so fucking bad.”

Suddenly the
phone rang, and as casually as he would normally answer it, Bryce
reached over and hit speaker. “Bryce Clark speaking.”

“Bryce, it’s
Arthur. Have you got a minute?” Santa! Seriously, your timing is
impeccable.

“Sure, how can
I help you, Arthur?” he answered nonchalantly. I pulled my head
back up and mouthed ‘what the fuck’.

“I’ve been
speaking to the Corporate Partners Co-ordinator in relation to the
marquee at the Grand Prix...” Arthur said. Bryce leaned forward
again and dragged his tongue slowly across my pussy. I nearly
shrieked, but instead, I flinched and clenched my thighs together,
capturing his head in between them. He eyed me greedily.

“...The entire
proposal for the marquee’s function has been submitted...”
Geezus, Santa. Spit it out. “...Are you happy for me to okay
the specifics of the proposal? I’m sure you’ll be more than
satisfied.” Arthur asked.

Bryce stuck
out his tongue and flicked at my clit sending my body into a
subdued frenzy as my orgasm bordered explosion. I bit my lip.

“Bryce?”
Arthur asked a little impatient.

“Yes, Arthur,
that is fine. I’m happy for you to sign off on it.”

“Sorry, am I
interrupting you?”

“I’m just
eating my lunch,” Bryce answered while eyeing me devilishly. My
mouth fell open, and I sat up.

“Oh, sorry,
I’ll let you go then.”

“No, that’s
not necessary. Alexis is here with me though, and just to let you
know Arthur, you’re on speaker.”

“Oh. Hello,
Ms. Summers. Sorry to interrupt your lunch. I won’t hold Bryce up
for much longer.”

My face was
flushed, and my lips were pursed. Bryce had a vice grip on my hips,
knowing I’d try and leave.

“Hello,
Arthur,” I said through gritted teeth. “There’s no rush. Bryce is
the only one eating, and anyway, he is finished now.” I raised my
eyebrow which was the most stupid thing I could’ve done, because
almost instantly Bryce thrust his fingers into me with such force I
gasped. I quickly covered my mouth and glared at him while my body
thoroughly enjoyed his finger-fuck.

Bryce
continued on the conversation, mischievously smiling and placing
kisses down my thighs while continuing to pull his fingers in and
out of me. “So, Arthur, how is Geraldine now? On the mend?”

I mouthed the
words ‘I hate you’. He shook his head and mouthed the reply, ‘no
you don’t.’ Grrr, No, I don’t.

“She is much
better, thanks. I have booked a holiday like you suggested...,”
Arthur stated. Bryce pushed up from his chair and dragged me toward
him. He spun me around and gently pushed me forward so that I was
leaning over the table. Oh. Shit. Crap. Balls.

“We will be
going to Tasmania in three weeks,” Arthur continued
enthusiastically. “Ms. Summers, have you ever been there?”
Santa, I’m slightly busy right now.

“Yes, I have.
It’s beautiful. Have you been there?” Fuck, Alexis don’t ask him
questions. Bryce very quietly unzipped his pants and I felt the
unmistakable warmth of his crown push into my now overly wet pussy.
Fuck! I’m not a quiet fucker. I moan, and scream, and pant, and
howl. Fuck!

“Yes,” Arthur
answered. “A few times, but most of those were for business.”

“So how long
are you going for, Arthur?” continued Bryce, as he slowly began to
push into me. I dropped my head to the desk and placed my arm in my
mouth probably resembling a freakin’ dog biting a bone.

Bryce leaned
forward, removed my arm from my mouth and pinned both arms to the
table as he increased his pace. I hate him...but I love
him...Holy shit!

“We are hiring
a motorhome and driving around for two weeks. I’m really looking
forward to the wineries and dairy farms. Do you suggest we go
anywhere in particular, Ms. Summers?”

Please
Santa, Shut up! “Strahan,” I mumbled, between subdued
pants.

“What? Sorry I
didn’t hear that,” Arthur stated.

Bryce let out
a chuckle, and I swear I could’ve killed him.

“Strahan,
Arthur. Make sure you go to Strahan and take the Gordon River
Cruise,” I blurted out as quickly as I could. Seriously, Santa.
Fuck off and go and deliver some presents.

“Yes, I’ve
heard that is a must do. Thank you. Anyway, back to my original
reason for calling, I’ll sign off on the Marquee’s specifics and
send you a list of VIP attendants. Are you going to come this year,
Bryce?”

He was
pounding into me now, and the sheer will power I was desperately
clinging onto in order to pacify any sound escaping my mouth was
quickly leaving my grasp.

“I don’t know,
Arthur. Alexis, do you like the Grand Prix?”

I dropped my
head. You’ll pay for this Mr. Fucker Clark. He slammed into
me and I couldn’t help but let out a high-pitched “Yes.”

“Have you been
before?” Bryce asked, with a satisfied grunt, knowing full well
that I had. He slammed into me again.

“Yes.”

“Do you want
to come?” Oh, you fucking know I want to come.

“Yes,” I
practically screamed, losing it and tipping over the edge, my
orgasm rippling through me as I shuddered on top of the conference
table.

Bryce
followed, tightening his grip on my hands as he found his release.
“Yes, Arthur. We’re coming,” he said trying to sound normal and
less breathy than he actually was. “I’ll let you know my final
numbers later today.”

“Certainly,
I’ll wait to hear from you. Now, please continue your lunch. Good
day.” Arthur hung up.

I was still
slumped over the conference table. “Bryce Edward Clark. I fucking
hate you,” I declared, breathlessly.

He leaned
forward and kissed my cheek. “No you don’t. You fucking love
me.”

I cracked up
laughing. “Yes, I do.”


 


CHAPTER SIX

 I pretty much smiled for the rest
of the day as memories of Bryce’s and my lunch date floated in and
out of my head. God, I hope Santa didn’t hear my arse being
ball-slapped by Bryce. I will definitely be on the naughty list if
he did. I giggled to myself. The things Bryce had me do were
just so wrong, yet so God damn right.

Danny had
collected the kids from school as Bryce and I were kept busy with
his back-to-back appointments for the rest of the day. Most of them
were related to the Grand Prix, including the appointment with
Chelsea. Her annoying helicopter piloting skills were once again
required for VIP transfers to and from the hotel. The fact she
barely made any effort to acknowledge me during her visit to the
penthouse office only heightened my dislike and unease for the
stuck-up bitch. I had never met anyone quite like her, she just
didn’t get it—Bryce was no longer interested in her. I wondered if
he had ever spoken to her about setting her straight, like he
promised he would. She needed to be set straight once and for all.
She needed to know that she had absolutely no chance with him—she
needed to be told up close and personal that he loved me and that
she was just a friend.

Regardless, I
was no longer worried where she was concerned; I wholeheartedly
trusted Bryce, and I had no doubts about his feelings for me
whatsoever. I just didn’t trust her—that would probably never
change—even if he had already set her straight. I realised that it
still bothered me that she was alone in his office with him,
because I kind of felt sick. But only because she was a
lips-licking, devious, sneaky mole, and I hated her.

***

After we both
managed to pry ourselves away from the office, Bryce had
reluctantly taken a walk with Nate to McDonald’s to pick up our
dinner. We had stupidly asked the kids to make the choice of what
to eat and, of course, they chose that. I had to laugh at his
efforts to not only eat the Mc Greasy Burgers he was not very fond
of, but to also place himself in the vicinity of the Ronald
McDonald statue he feared terribly. Maybe the curly redheaded clown
was growing on him.

Charli hadn’t
felt like going along with them as she had been a little glum since
finding out we were going to the farm on the weekend for Easter,
and unfortunately because of that, she would have to wait to see
her dad. I had told her that she would see him on the Easter
Monday, but this being the first time we would be separated on a
celebratory day had obviously really upset her.

I wanted to
cheer her up, so I scrolled through my iPod and put on one of our
favourite Glee songs, turning it up as loud as I could.

Rachel’s
version of “Don’t Rain On My Parade” began to play, and Charli’s
eyes widened as a broad smile crept across her face. Grabbing her
hand, I started to sing the first line in the song, emphasising she
not ‘sit and putter’. This made her giggle, so I pulled her up to
dance around the room with me.

She performed
a pirouette on the spot and flung her arms out in an
over-exaggerated move which made me laugh. My daughter had just as
much of a love for music as I did, so I knew that getting her to
parade around the living area with me, would surely lift her gloomy
spirits. She happily followed me like a shadow, copying my moves
and singing along to the Broadway musical song.

There was a
part in the song that I knew was coming and it referred to a hat,
so I quickly skipped to the beat of the music and grabbed my sun
hat which was hanging on the hook near the entryway wall. As I sang
the words ‘Hat, Sir,’ I placed it on her head and curtsied to her.
Smiling, she returned my curtsy with one of her own and gracefully
nodded her head.

I took off
again but stopped abruptly after only a few steps which made her
bump into my back. She looked a little stunned but realised I had
done it on purpose so that I could tap my finger on the tip of her
nose while singing ‘or freckle on the nose’. She responded to my
nose tap by performing a cute little wrinkle and wipe of her own,
then ran around me and stepped up onto the sofa with her arms flung
out, mimicking a plane. I knew only too well what she had planned
because this was not the first time we had danced and performed to
this song. So, when she fell forward, I caught her and spun us both
around in a dizzying circle. Pausing for the smallest of seconds,
we gathered our bearings from my over-exuberant twirling.

While my head
deciphered which way was what, I figured I’d remain in character,
acting as if I was in the middle of a Broadway drama by draping my
arm across my forehead, over-exaggerating my exhausted state.
Charli laughed then joined in on the act and pretended to pat down
my head and fan her hands at me.

Keeping with
the dramatized theme, I sprung up unexpectedly and danced to the
kitchen, grabbing an apple as the song mentioned ‘life was juicy’
and having to have a bite. I pretended to take a bite of the apple,
but screwed my nose up at it and tossed to her. She completely
missed the catch and the apple hit the floor and rolled away. Her
smile faded to a look of shock and then ‘Ooops’. She is just so
adorably cute.

I danced up to
her, grabbed her hand and winked, then led her back into the living
area as I knew our favourite part was coming. I snuck a glance at
her getting ready for the move, and her excited face warmed my
heart. We both stopped dancing simultaneously and pointed our
fingers to each other like guns, shouting ‘BAM!’ As always, I let
her imaginary bullet get me by faking a clutching of my chest and
stumbling for a bit.

After a quick
recovery and a few more spinning leaps, the song was about to come
to an end where Rachel held the word ‘Parade’ for a long time. We
both belted it out, raising our hands to our invisible audience and
giving each other smiling glances to see who was going to run out
of breath first. I noticed her suck in another breath while keeping
her mouth open, pretending she hadn’t done just that. I couldn’t
help but laugh while still holding the note, so I pointed at her
accusingly making her giggle.

When the song
finished, we dropped our hands and flopped back onto the sofa
laughing and taking deep breaths.

“Feel a bit
better, Sweetheart?” I panted.

“Yep, thanks
Mum.” Her smile was genuine so I pulled her close for a hug.

Suddenly, we
heard clapping from behind us and spun around to see Bryce and Nate
standing at the elevator door, McDonald’s bags tucked under their
arms. Nate was shaking his head and rolling his eyes while smiling
and gently clapping—this performance was not a first for him to
have witnessed.

Bryce, on the
other hand, was clapping loudly with the biggest smile on his face.
“Wow! I’ve just found the two newest members of our band.” He
walked over and kissed my head from behind the sofa.

“Really? Can I
really be in your band?” asked Charli, excitedly.

“Sure.”

“Oh. My. God!
I’m so gonna go and practice now. Mum can I borrow your iPod?” She
was bordering on hysterical excitement.

My eyes
widened at her enthusiasm, so I grabbed her hands—holding them
still from flapping about. “Yes, but you ‘so’ need to eat
first.”

 


***

We sat
together on the balcony eating our burgers and fries. The kids and
Bryce cringed when I dunked my fries into the chocolate sundae—the
sundae I had subtly threatened he not return home without. What?
There is absolutely nothing wrong with potato deep-fried in oil,
sprinkled with salt and covered with vanilla flavoured soft serve
ice cream and hot chocolate sauce. I’m not seeing the problem
here.

I popped
another into my mouth and hummed.

Bryce
smirked.

Nate rolled
his eyes.

And Charli
scoffed her Happy Meal down like a hungry little piggy, then
grabbed my iPod and ran upstairs—she was bound to get
indigestion.

 


For the next
hour, all Bryce, Nate, and I could hear as we sat on the living
room sofa trying to watch TV, was Charli’s voice intermittently
coming in over the top of Rachel’s as she practiced singing more
Glee songs in her room.

Nate’s body
language suggested a high level of irritation as he endured it,
occasionally screwing up his face while looking over his shoulder
at his sister’s bedroom door. “Urgh,” he grumbled. “Now look what
you’ve done.”

Bryce and I
laughed. “Leave her alone, Nate. She’s learning to sing,” I said,
willing his compassion to surface.

“She needs to
learn faster.”

He huffed and
walked into the man-cave, I’m guessing he went for the sanctuary of
sound-proofed walls. Okay, maybe there is no compassion for his
little sister’s singing abilities.

Turning to
Bryce, who was comfortably seated next to me, gently trailing his
fingers along my legs which he’d laid across his lap, I posed him a
question. “You do realise you are going to have to let her sing a
song with your band now? She will not forget your promise.”

“I know. I
have every intention of letting her sing a song at one of our gigs.
In fact, we have one coming up in a few months. She can do it
then.”

I laughed.
“You’re crazy. You might want to run it past the other members of
Live Trepidation first.”

He scoffed. “I
don’t run things past anybody...you know that.”

“You are such
an arrogant fucker,” I teased him, while looking over the sofa to
make sure neither of my kids heard what I had just said.

“Yep and proud
of it.”

“Well, we’ll
see how arrogant you are on the weekend when you have to deal with
an entire house filled with Blaxlos. My family are not timid, you
know. You might not be so arrogant then,” I warned with a secretive
smile. He leaned over and pulled me onto his lap so that I was
straddling him.

“Bryce, stop
it. The kids could come back out here.” I tried to hop off but he
held me there.

“You ‘Blaxlos’
don’t scare me. You’re putty in my hands.”

“Ha, you
haven’t met my brother Jake, yet.” I pushed off him and got up,
making my way to the toilet for probably the tenth time that day
and looking over my shoulder at his still arrogant, albeit sexy
face.

***

The morning of
our trip to the farm, Bryce had all of a sudden become rather quiet
and slightly anxious. For the most part of the morning he seemed to
be lost in thought and distracted, to the point where I stopped
asking him questions because I’d had to repeat them again when he
didn’t answer me the first time. The kids had also been somewhat
miserable, knowing their Dad was not joining us, instead spending
the holiday with Claire and RJ.

On our way
down to the basement carpark, I asked Bryce which car we were going
to take. Again, he hadn’t been focused enough to answer me, only
giving me a ‘huh?’. So when the elevator doors opened, I gently
grabbed his wrist.

“What’s
wrong?”

“What?
Nothing, why?” he answered dismissively.

“Bryce, you’ve
been away with the pixies all morning, and because of that I have
been having conversations with myself.”

“What are you
talking about?”

“For example,
‘what car are we taking?’... ‘huh?’” I sarcastically mimicked him.
He looked out over the cars parked in the garage, let go of the
suitcase he had been dragging and scratched his head.

“I don’t
know,” he answered softly. “I’m not sure which one is best.”

All of a
sudden, I noticed just how nervous he really was. I looked between
his worried face and the kid’s sullen expressions and sighed. Ah
fuck it. Take one for the team, Alexis! “Actually, do you mind
if we take the chopper?”

Bryce shot an
astounded look at me, and Nate’s and Charli’s faces lit up.

“Can we?
Really?” They both glanced between me and Bryce.

“If it’s okay
with Bryce, and Poppa gives us the all clear to land without
spooking the cattle, then yes.”

Bryce appeared
a lot less agitated now. “Sure, if that’s what you all want to
do.”

I could see he
was trying to make out that he would fly us only because that’s
what we wanted. I could also see he was now over the moon at not
having to choose which car would impress my family the most without
it being over the top. Instead, the over-the-top arrival in a
helicopter could now be blamed on me, not him, which was exactly my
intention.

“Okay, let’s
head back up. I’ll ring Dad to find out where to land.”

***

We made our
way back up to the apartment, and while Bryce prepared the Crow for
departure, I called my dad to get the all clear and instructions as
to a suitable landing spot.

Mum and Dad
had over 60 head of cattle spread across their numerous paddocks.
They farmed beef cattle and always had mothers with calves or
pregnant heifers amongst their herds. Dad was a bit shocked at my
request at first, mumbling something about ‘what’s wrong with a
bloody car’ and telling my mum to ‘shhh’ as she stood in the
background and asked what I was talking about. It wasn’t until I
explained we were flying there as a way to cheer up Nate and Charli
over not being able to spend Easter with Rick, that Dad dropped the
annoyed and put-out attitude, instead instructing us to land in the
paddock next to the shed.

 


Bryce buckled
us all in and handed out the headphones. Charli automatically
started shouting in a tone that resembled a banshee, making my ears
curl up and cringe. Nate was using every word of the month he had
ever come up with, speaking in what sounded like and entirely new
language.

“Sick! I’m
stoked. This is gonna be totally epic!

As Bryce
prepared the chopper for take-off, I tried desperately to calm down
my kids. “Okay, Nate, please speak English. And, Charli-Bear, lower
your voice a little. The headphones do actually work, you
know?”

“Yep, yep,”
she squealed again and bounced a little in her seat as Bryce began
raising the chopper.

“Charli, quiet
down while Bryce brings up the collective.”

“This is so
sick!” Nate slurred with excitement. “What’s a collective?”

I
automatically answered my son, as I had secretly researched a
little of helicopter avionics. “It’s that stick thing Bryce is
pulling up in his left hand. It controls the squashplate—”

Bryce
interrupted with a loud laugh. “It’s called a swashplate. Not
squashplate.” He kept chuckling.

“That’s what I
said,” I snapped. I’m sure that’s what I said. Stupid
swash/squash plate/bowl helicopter lift thingamajig. I decided
to shut up after that, Bryce was in a far better position to
explain to my son—who now seemed very interested in piloting a
chopper.

Bryce had
looked over at me numerous times during the 40 minutes it had taken
us to fly to my parents’ property, obviously still amused at my
attempt to gain more knowledge of how helicopters fly. I had
stubbornly tried glaring at him in response, but the cheeky loving
grin he had on his face was hard to be pissed at. It wasn’t until I
pointed to the spot where he needed to land on the farm that our
facial expressions traded places. Now I was the one smirking smugly
at him, and he was the one displaying agitation, together with
wiping his palms on his jeans every so often and muttering under
his breath ‘friggin’ sweaty palms’.

As he placed
the chopper down with perfection, I waved to my family, who were
standing not too far from the shed. Bryce jumped out and gave a
kind but subtle wave in their direction, and as he did, I noticed
my mother’s wider than normal grin—she may have been 62, but she
was still a woman. I watched him walk around the front of the
chopper—his eyes meeting mine for a second—forcing a shy smile
across his face.

He opened the
back door and let Nate and Charli out. They ran towards my parents
and wrapped their arms around them while Bryce came around to my
door and unbuckled my belt. He shot a quick glance toward my family
which I found to be incredibly adorable. I placed my finger under
his chin and directed his face to look at me.

“Hey, I
thought you said us Blaxlos were going to be putty in your hands,
so why the nerves? Everything is going to be fine; they are going
to love you.” I leaned forward once my buckle was undone and gave
him a quick kiss.

He reached in
and placed both his hands on my hips then lifted me to the ground.
“I’m not nervous.”

“Liar. Come
on.” I grabbed his hand and led him to my smiling family.

 


As we
approached, Olivia was singing ‘riding in a copta...wocka wocka
wocka’. She put her arms out, so I took her from Jen as I kissed my
sister on the cheek.

“Hello Livy,
did you see the big copta?”

She excitedly
pointed to the helicopter. “Dere dere”

“Yes. And what
sound does a copta make?”

She bounced up
and down in my arms. “ Wocka wocka wocka.”

I laughed.
“Good girl.” I leaned in and gave a Steven a peck on the cheek too.
“Hi, Steven. Steven this is Bryce. Bryce, my brother-in-law
Steven.”

They shook
hands. “Nice to meet ya, Mate.”

“Likewise,”
Bryce said with a smile.

“And you
remember Jen.”

“Hi, Bryce,
it’s nice to see you again. So, it would appear you don’t like
driving,” she said with a silly grin. “I’m just kidding.”

Bryce went to
explain. “I could’ve—”

I interrupted.
“The kids wanted to fly, so we flew to cheer them up.” I raised my
eyebrows at her. “Anyway, why drive when you can fly?”

“Yeah, fair
enough,” she replied.

I gently
placed my hand back in Bryce’s, his grip tightening to let me know
he appreciated my closeness. We moved along the receiving line my
family had created while Olivia kept singing ‘wocka wocka’ into my
ear.

“Hi, Mum.” She
wrapped her arms around me, squashing Livy at the same time. I
pulled back after kissing her cheek. “Mum this is Bryce. Bryce,
this is my mum, Maryann.”

She
practically pushed me aside and wrapped her arms around him. “It’s
so lovely to finally meet you, Bryce. Alexis has told me so much
about you.”

You’re such
a liar, Mum. I haven’t told you SO much
about anything.

Bryce raised
his eyebrows at me, obviously pleased to hear of my so-called
‘bragging’. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Mrs. Blaxlo,” he
said.

“Oh, you’re so
sweet, but please, call me Maryann.”

I passed
Olivia to Mum and then approached my Dad who was still eyeing off
the helicopter. “Bryce, this is my dad, Graeme.”

Bryce shot out
his hand. “Nice to meet you, Graeme—”

“Please, call
me Mr. Blaxlo.” Dad said, in a stern and mildly intimidating
voice.

“Dad!” I
smiled at my father’s not so funny joke. “He’s kidding, Bryce,” I
said as I gave my dad a hug. “You’re not funny, Dad.”

Dad held out
his hand to Bryce while chuckling to himself. He shrugged his
shoulders. “Nice to meet you, Bryce.” They shook hands.

“Thanks for
letting us land the chopper in your paddock. I hope it didn’t spook
your cattle.”

Dad seemed
pleased with Bryce’s concern for his beloved bovine. “Nah, it’s all
good, although, you can do me a favour.”

“Sure, what is
it?”

“I wouldn’t
mind an aerial view of my property while your here.”

“Of course,
not a problem. Do you want to go up now?” Bryce asked
enthusiastically.

I butted in.
“No, not yet. Let us get settled in and then you can go
joyriding.”

***

After the
formal introductions were complete—apart from my brother who had no
sense of appointed time—we settled in. Bryce got better acquainted
with my family over a coffee and some of Mum’s scones. He was
impressed with her baked masterpieces, so much so that he asked her
what she had put in them. I watched her put her finger up to her
lips, indicating it was a secret ingredient, but then dragging him
into the kitchen to reveal what it was. I observed his expression
of disbelief which had me now wondering what it was too—she refused
to tell me...and so I did Bryce. I’ll remember that.

Mum had also
put out a platter of cheeses. I would normally dig in to the blue
cheese, but I knew it was on the
not-safe-to-eat-while-you’re-pregnant-list, so I avoided it and
selected the cubed cheddar instead. Unfortunately, blue cheese had
a powerful and God awful stench, and my super-human smelling
abilities had honed in on that stench, triggering my vomit-express
to leave stomach-station and begin its journey to its
destination—my mouth. In my panic, I quickly covered my nose and
mouth with my hand, then realising being sick was inevitable, shot
up and ran for the toilet.

I made it just
in time, but gagged every time I pictured or thought about cheese.
No, I love cheese. It’s not fair! I could so knock back a
freakin’ glass of gin right now! I sulked for a bit then opened
the door to the bathroom. Jen was standing just outside and as I
opened the door, she pushed her way in, locking it behind her.

“Hey! It’s
fine, I’m fine. The cheese just smelled awful. Could you smell it?”
My acting was far from Academy Award worthy.

“No, it
smelled fine, but then again, I’m not the one who is pregnant, am
I?” Jen placed her hands on my shoulders and pierced me with her
all too knowing eyes.

Look away,
Alexis. Look away. Fuck, she knows.

“No, you’re
not...,” I replied, “I am.”







CHAPTER SEVEN

 “Alexis Elizabeth Summers,”
was all Jen could say as she pulled me in for a hug—then pushed me
out again to search my eyes—then pulled me back in again.

“It wasn’t
planned, Jen,” I mumbled into her chest. “I completely forgot to
take my pill during that week I spent with Bryce. I know it’s no
excuse, but I was so head-fucked at that point that it just
completely slipped my mind.”

“Does he
know?” she asked, concerned.

“Who? Bryce?
Or Rick?”

“Oh shit,
Lexi! Whose baby is it?”

“Calm down,
Jen. It’s Bryce’s baby, and yes, he does know. He couldn’t be
happier. We are both really happy. Obviously, I had no plans at
this stage in my life to have another baby. But, it happened, and
we are both really excited about it.”

She stood
there stunned for a moment then smiled brightly. “Well, in that
case, congratulations.” She hugged me again. “How far along are
you?”

“Approximately
nine weeks.”

“Are you
planning on telling Mum and Dad anytime soon? Because if you keep
doing that...” she pointed to my hand which I had subconsciously
placed on my belly in a rubbing circular motion, “...then you are
going to give yourself away.” Oh shit!

“No, not yet.
We are going to wait a little while longer. The kids don’t even
know. Only you and Bryce do.”

“Okay, well in
that case stop doing that.” She pulled my hand away from my
stomach. “Oh wow, Lexi, you’re having another baby.” She took hold
of my other hand and held both of them in front of us. We both
beamed at each other and did a stupid little run on the spot while
squealing, just like we had when she found out she was having
twins. “You are seriously going to have one of the cutest babies
ever!”

I laughed. “I
know.”

Jen and I
composed ourselves before leaving the bathroom, and I suddenly felt
terrible for leaving Bryce alone for such a long time. My concern
about him feeling awkward without my presence, however, appeared to
be ridiculously unwarranted. Because, when I made my way back into
the Kitchen area, Bryce was in the middle of helping Mum prepare
the roast chicken. Well...help was probably the wrong word, he was
actually in control and giving her lessons in what appeared to be
the stuffing process. He looked up and caught me smirking at him
but that soon changed as I took in the sight of his hand inside the
carcass—my vomit-express threatening another departure from
stomach-station.

“Are you
alright?” he asked, trying to sound concerned but knowing very well
why I was sick.

“Yeah, I’m
fine. I think it may have been a bit of delayed motion or travel
sickness from the chopper ride. I felt a bit yuck when we were in
the air.”

“You’re
supposed to grow out of that, Alexis,” Mum grumbled. “We could
never take her anywhere when she was younger,” she explained to
Bryce.

I screwed my
face up at the molested chicken. “Um...I think I might go outside
for some air. Where are the kids?”

“Where they
always are...on the tractor with your father.”

I nodded and
pointed to the door, indicating I was hauling my arse out of there
and away from the gut-wrenching chicken.

***

After Bryce
had helped Mum in the kitchen, he offered to take both her and Dad
up in the helicopter for the aerial view Dad had requested. Jen and
Steven were sitting on the front porch with me, the twins were
still blissfully asleep along with Olivia, and Nate and Charli had
taken the quad bikes out in one of the paddocks. Sitting on Mum and
Dad’s veranda on an autumn afternoon was simply divine. Our
childhood home, which was a large, solid brick ranch-styled house
with a tin roof and a veranda that circled all the way around the
building, sat atop the highest point on the property, and being
that it was situated on a hill, allowed you to experience one of
the most stunning panoramic views of the valley. It really was
picturesque and peaceful. Well, peaceful until the loud hum of an
engine roared in the distance, getting louder as it approached the
house.

I knew the
sound of the engine did not belong to the quads or the chopper.

“Jake is
here,” I said, lifting my eyebrow while taking a sip of my cup of
tea.

“Is he alone?”
Jen asked, sarcastically.

“Can’t see,” I
replied, “probably not.”

My older
brother Jake was not married, and unfortunately I didn’t think he
ever would be; he was just not the ‘settling down’ type. He was a
truck driver and constantly on the road, not liking to tie himself
down to anyone or anything, and he seemed more than happy to have a
new girlfriend on his arm each time we saw him. And I use the term
girlfriend very loosely.

His Harley
Davidson Fat Boy roared up the gravel driveway alongside Nate—who
was on his quad—leaving a dust cloud behind them. Charli was on her
quad following, with her mouth closed and a not so impressed look
on her screwed up face. Jake jumped off the bike and removed his
helmet, then laughed at Charli who was choking on some dust.

“Now that is
what I call ‘eating my dust’, Kiddo.”

“You could’ve
waited, Uncle Jake. I had to close the gate,” she spluttered
between coughs.

He walked over
and patted her on the back. “If I had waited, I wouldn’t have won,
would I?” He smiled, gave her helmet a light tap with his hand then
headed in our direction.

“I didn’t know
it was a race,” Charli called out, unimpressed.

“Ah, there are
my two baby sisters.” He enthusiastically leapt up onto the veranda
then uncomfortably squeezed in between me and Jen, putting his arms
around our shoulders and pulling us in for an embrace. “Hey,
Steve,” he nodded towards Jen’s husband, who was reading the
paper.

“Jake,” Steve
acknowledged, in a brief and unperturbed manly kind of way.

“So, where are
your rugrats?” Jake asked Jen.

“Asleep.”

“Too easy,” he
replied, retracting his hands from us and crossing them behind his
head. Jen elbowed him in the ribs. “Hey, I’m kidding,” he winced
with a chuckle. “So, Lex, where’s that good for nothing, son of a
bitch husband of yours?”

“Jake, shhh,”
I hushed him, looking around to see where Nate and Charli had gone.
“Don’t speak about him like that around the kids.”

“It’s the
truth though,” he responded angrily. “I’ll fucking kill him.”

“No you won’t.
And regardless, Rick is still their father and they love him so
please be careful what you say around them. Anyway, he is spending
Easter with Claire because I told him to. I didn’t think having him
here while I was introducing you all to Bryce was a very good
idea.”

“Oh yeah! So
where is this Bryce?” He tilted his head back to look inside.

“Up there,”
Jen said as she pointed to the sky.

“What? On the
roof?” He stood up and walked to the edge of the veranda looking
up, confused.

My brother was
not the sharpest tool in the shed but he looked intimidating. He
was a big build—quite solid. He had tattoos up both his arms and
across his chest. His hair was a colour in between my blonde and
Jen’s brown, and he always had a few days growth of beard on his
face. But it was his kind, gentle blue eyes that gave away his
softer side.

“No,” she
mocked him. “In that helicopter flying around, Dad wanted an aerial
view of the farm, so Bryce has taken Mum and Dad for ride.” Jen’s
grin widened as she noticed Jake’s expression.

“Fuck off.
He’s flying that thing?”

“Yes,” I
butted in sternly. “He is a helicopter pilot. We flew here to cheer
the kids up, they were miserable about not seeing Rick.”

Jake pulled
the ‘not-bad’ face then put his hand to his forehead to shield the
sun’s blinding rays from his eyes. “So, am I gonna like the
guy?”

“I don’t care
if you like him or not. I like him a lot, and
that’s all that matters.”

“No it’s not.
You know you need your brother’s approval.” He pulled out a
cigarette from the squashed pack in his pocket.

“I do not need
your fucking approval. Now behave, it’s hard enough for him to try
and fit in as it is. It’s not easy having the stigma of billionaire
following you around.”

“Oh...poor
him,” Jake pouted with his smoke hanging out of his mouth. “Shit,
I’d just hate to be a billionaire, too.”

“Shut up,
Jake, you know what I mean. All I’m saying is he’s normal just like
you and me, so treat him that way.”

“Yeah normal
alright, just ignore the shit load of money he has,” he mumbled as
the chopper approached to land.

***

Watching Bryce
walk with my parents from the chopper as the rotor slowed down was
kind of heart-warming. It was clear Mum was a fan, not only from
her cooking lesson earlier but by how she let him hold her arm as
they walked, guiding her along. Dad seemed pleased as well, talking
non-stop, his mouth and hands moving in unison at a rapid rate.

I stood up and
grabbed my brother’s arm, gripping it tightly. “Please be nice,” I
said under my breath. I then turned my back to Bryce and looked
Jake in the eyes. “I’m in love with him Jake, I mean really in love with him.” I tugged my brother along as we
stepped down from the porch.

Mum patted
Bryce’s arm as an indication to let go so that she could embrace
her son. “Jake, Darling.” She pulled the cigarette from his mouth
and butted it out on the ground.

“Mum!” Jake
protested.

She completely
ignored him and wrapped her arms around her big boy.

Dad kept
walking past and slapped Jake on the back. “Good to see you, Son.
I’ll need your help in the stock yards in a minute, some of the
heard has pinkeye again.” Dad continued on into the house, I’m
assuming to prepare the ointment that he had to wipe into the cows’
eyes. Just the thought of it had my stomaching churning again.
Ewww, big cow eyeballs with oozy ointment. I gagged, and I
swear I spewed a little in my mouth.

“Are you
okay?” Bryce whispered, looking a little concerned.

I smiled at
him and whispered back. “Yeah, I’m just a little extra queasy
today.” I wrapped my arms around his waist, and he gently moved a
piece of hair away from my eye.

He leaned
forward and kissed the top of my head. “Do you need anything?”

Still
whispering, I answered, “Hmm, I could think of a few things.” I
smirked at him and his eye involuntarily twitched, making me
giggle.

“Ahem,” Jake
cleared his throat.

I turned,
squinting my eyes at my brother. “Jake, this is Bryce. Bryce, this
is my brother, Jake.” I kept my tight grip around Bryce’s
waist.

He reached an
arm out to shake Jake’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Jake.”

“Same. So, is
that your ride?” Jake motioned to the chopper.

“Yeah, is that
yours?” Bryce motioned to the Harley.

“Yeah, sure
is.”

“2010 Fat Boy
Lo, right?” Bryce pried my hands away from their comfortable
position on his firm sexy arse and started to walk toward Jake’s
bike. I pouted at the loss, but more so because I could feel my
massive sexual urge creeping up on me. I was terribly tempted to
sneak him into the shed and take him in amongst the hay bales.
Hmmm, that’s a thought.

“Yeah,” Jake
answered, impressed. “You like bikes? You’ve probably got a few,
right?”

“Just a
couple,” Bryce said modestly, obviously trying to play it down in
the hope he did not come across as boastful. I knew he had a couple
of motorbikes in his garage, although I’d never seen him ride them,
nor did he ever talk about them. I made a mental note to ask him
why at a later point in time.

 


Jake and Bryce
soon became embroiled in a heavy discussion about ‘Knuckleheads’
and ‘Ecosses’, so I left them to it, deciding to take a walk.

***

I had wandered
down the hill my parents’ house sat upon and across the creek into
the furthest paddock on the property. Nate had followed me on his
bike as far as the creek but decided to turn back when I said I was
heading to the hay shed. When he was younger, I had put the fear of
God in him, telling him the shed was full of snakes—which
technically, it probably was. He had refused to go there ever
since, so my not-so-false-lie had worked a charm. The hay shed
wasn’t really my destination though, the gum tree that was only ten
metres from the shed was. When I was younger, I would often climb
up it a few branches high and perch myself comfortably in the gum’s
inviting arms, reading my books for hours.

I always knew
it was time to head back to the house when I heard Mum’s voice echo
across the valley, shouting for me to return home—her voice
probably carrying for miles. I just loved it on the farm; it was my
one true home, and I loved that my children got to experience it as
well.

I made my way
to the gum’s large trunk and traced my fingers along the etchings I
had made during the years. ‘Alexis’ tree home 1987’; I scratched
that one when I was ten. ‘Mum and Dad suck’; I’m pretty sure I was
12 years old when I engraved that one. They’d said I couldn’t go to
the school disco, and that decision pissed me off. ‘I love Johnny
Depp’; yep, I was definitely 14 when I lovingly tattooed that to my
tree. And finally, ‘Rick and Alexis were here 1995’. I poked at the
letters as tears welled in my eyes, memories flooding back of the
two of us sitting in this very spot studying for our school
exams—my head on his shoulder as he quizzed me about the ‘Fair
Trading Act’. I wiped the tears away and moved around the trunk
some more, smiling when I got to the spot where I had marked Nate
and Charli’s birth dates.

The sound of
an approaching bike distracted me from my etchings. I looked out
past the shed to see that Bryce had jumped on Dad’s quad and was
making his way to where I was standing. I smiled at how quickly he
could settle in and feel at home, it made me happy seeing him so
comfortable, not only at my parents’ property but comfortable with
my family as well.

He pulled up
and turned off the ignition.

“Hey, you
gonna buy one of those now?” I asked, as I pointed to the blue
Polaris quad bike.

“I’m thinking
about it. I don’t have one of these,” he replied with a smile.

He jumped off
and walked toward me, his eyes speaking many things. Automatically,
my body started to react by tingling in the spots that wanted
Bryce’s touch.

“What are you
doing?” he said softly, as he cupped his hands on my cheeks and
pulled me in for a kiss. I started to answer but couldn’t as his
lips were pressed firmly against mine. One of his hands slid to the
back of my head, the other dropping to my hip, pulling me further
into him. I opened my mouth, inviting his tongue to caress my own
and when it did, I moaned with desire and went slightly limp in his
arms. He groaned in response, as his hard cock pressed into the
base of my stomach.

My body began
to express it needed Bryce desperately, as my pulse raced rapidly
and my breathing quickened. I pulled him around to the other side
of the tree and frantically pulled at his jeans, undoing them and
unleashing his erection in my hands. Closing my eyes, I surrounded
his shaft, feeling its warmth on my fingers.

He gently
stepped me up to the trunk of the tree and mouthed my neck. “Your
touch sets my body on fire, Alexis. The way you stroke my cock is
fucking sensational.”

I smiled as he
gently licked and nipped at my neck, adoring that my touch had the
same effect on him as his had on me. I brought my thumb to my
mouth, licked the tip then swirled it over his crown. He growled
harshly. Fuck! That sound never gets old. I love it.

He pulled away
and lifted my top, showing signs of frustration with it being
there.

I noticed him
grip it tightly in his hands. “Don’t Bryce, don’t you dare rip my
top. I can’t fucking explain that to my family when we get
back.”

He growled
again, aggressively yanked down my bra, and sucked my nipple into
his mouth, tugging it delightfully with his lips. Holy Fuck!
I gripped his head and dug my nails into his scalp.

Moving his
hands down to my shorts, he quickly unzipped them, forcefully
pushing them to the ground. Then, teasing me with not only his
hovering digit but his wanting eyes, he slid his finger along the
seam of my underwear. My mouth fell open and my head dropped back
at the anticipation of his touch.

“Open your
eyes, Hunny.” Oh fuck, not this again, I barely managed it last
time.

“No,” I said
firmly, but with a smile at bay.

He moved his
mouth to the side of my head and breathed hot into my ear. “If you
want me inside of you, you will open your
gorgeous fucking eyes.”

I flung them
open instantly and was rewarded when his finger slid deliciously
into my wet pussy. “Oh God!” I moaned.

“God isn’t
finger-fucking you, my love. I am.”

“Oh Bryce,” I
corrected myself with a giggle.

He chuckled
ever so slightly as well, but ceased the amusement when he grasped
my leg and wrapped it around his waist. I leaned in and kissed him
forcefully as he slid himself inside me.

For some
stupid reason, I suddenly had the tune of “Home among the Gumtrees”
in my head. What the fuck, Alexis. Shut up! I smiled with
smugness, thinking I was sort of sexually patriotic. I must’ve
started humming in between moans of pleasure while he was sliding
his cock in and out of me.

“Are you
humming?” he asked incredulously, in between thrusts.

“No.” I
answered quickly, delightfully lapping up his rhythm.

“You were.
What were you humming?” he asked as his breath spiked.

“Nothing. I
wasn’t humming anything. Either shut up, or talk dirty to me.”

He laughed. “I
know you were humming, and until you tell me what it was, I’m not
going to let you come.”

I looked at
him coldly. “You wouldn’t dare,” I sighed as he slowed right down,
unbearably dragging his length out to the tip. A bike engine came
to life in the distance, and my eyes widened at the prospect of it
being either Nate or Charli coming to look for us.

Bryce must
have been thinking the same thing as he begged the question again.
“So, what were you humming? You better hurry and tell me, it sounds
like we might get some company.”

I tried to
lean over and peek around the tree but he held me tight. “Please,
Bryce,” I moaned.

“Are you gonna
tell me, Hunny?” He pushed back in and slowly pulled out again
while groaning and making me gasp. His pace increased along with my
orgasm.

The bike
engine noise slowly got louder, indicating someone was definitely
heading in our direction. I was so close, my body heating and my
fingers clenching, when he stopped—just freakin’ stopped.

“Tell me,” his
gaze was intense, and the smallest sign of a smirk crept across his
face. He twitched his dick, persuading me further.

“Alright!
Alright!” I shouted. “It was fucking ‘Home among the
Gumtrees’.”

He practically
mashed his mouth to mine and thrust into me hard, deep and fast
until I was shouting again, only this time it had absolutely
nothing to do with a stupid song. Bryce, too, groaned with his
release as the bike approached only a minute or so away. He pulled
out of me and zipped up his jeans while I reached down and pulled
up my shorts, fastening them in no time at all.

He began to
laugh.

“What? It’s
not funny, you’re not funny. Don’t ever threaten me with not coming
again.”

“Home among
the Gumtrees’? Really? That’s fucking awesome.”

I couldn’t
help but laugh. “Shut up.”

Just as I
smoothed my hair down, Nate rounded the corner on his bike with
Charli on the back. Fuck, that was close...too close. He cut
the engine and they both climbed off.

“Hey, ratbags.
What you doin’?”

“Nanny said
that dinner will be ready soon.”

“Okay.” I
suddenly got an idea. “Hey, you two come here.” I motioned them
over to the tree. “Find yourself a stick like this,” I said,
holding up a pointy branch. “You too,” I instructed Bryce. He
frowned a little in question, but did what he was told.

I started
scratching my name into the tree trunk.

“What are you
doing Mum?” asked Charli.

“I’m adding a
new entry to my tree diary,” I answered. “Scratch your name here.”
I pointed to a spot close to where I had finished writing my name.
“You too,” I said to Nate and Bryce. All three of them stood there
and tattooed their name to my tree. I finished off by writing ‘were
here 2013’.

I smiled.

Charli
happy-danced.

Nate said,
“That’s kind of dumb.”

And Bryce
hummed “Home among the Gumtrees” as he kissed my head and subtly
placed his hand on my belly.


 CHAPTER EIGHT

Family dinner
at the Blaxlo house was always eventful, this particular night
being no exception. Every time Jen or Steve placed food in their
mouth, the twins would cry, having some kind of baby radar that
said ‘Mummy and Daddy are having me-time, quick intervene’.

Livy sent all
things that were a shade of green from her plate onto the floor,
and Nate unsuccessfully tried to roll his Brussels sprout onto
Charli’s plate unnoticed. Charli then vocally expressed that it
wasn’t hers and not so subtly tossed it back onto his plate. I had
to laugh when Dad performed the same manoeuvrer as Nate, rolling
his onto Mum’s plate. But unlike Nate, Dad succeeded then basked in
his victory—Mum was none the wiser. I honestly didn’t know why she
persisted in cooking the things, because Steve had passed his to
Jen—who grudgingly ate them—and Jake had also pushed his aside. Mum
and I were the only ones who actually liked them, together with
Bryce who happily ate three.

Jake—mouth
full and all—voiced his appreciation of Mum’s new style of roast
chicken. “Good chook Mum. What’d ya do, buy it from the shop
already cooked?” He gave her a teasing smile.

“No,” she
defensively snapped. “It’s Bryce’s recipe thank you very much. He
showed me how to do it.”

Jake stopped
his fork midway to his open mouth. “You cook?” he addressed Bryce,
a hint of a mocking smile creeping across his face.

“Yes, he
does,” I interjected before Bryce could answer, “and he’s very good
at it. Maybe you should get a lesson. You might actually succeed in
keeping a girlfriend if you too, possessed such a skill.”

Steve, Jen and
Dad burst into laughter.

Mum gave Jake
the ‘your sister has a point’ look.

Livy threw
another piece of broccoli on the floor; thinking we were laughing
at her.

“Olivia. No,
naughty girl.” Jen scolded.

And, the twins
began to cry again.

***

Not too long
after dinner, Jen and Steve took the kids to bed, clearly wanting
to get all three of their children safely to the land of nod.

“See you in
the morning,” she called from the bedroom door. “Don’t forget to
set an alarm.”

“I don’t need
to,” I answered. Then, registering her baffled look, I pointed to
my tummy, indicating that Baby Clark and my frequent toilet visits
were the reason why.

“Ah yes, baby
bladder,” she smiled.

“Jen!” I
whisper-growled.

“Sorry,” she
whispered back, then happy-danced and quickly closed the door.

I shook my
head and headed to my room.

Our family
home had three spare bedrooms, all of which belonged to us kids
when we had lived here. So Jen, Steve, and their kids slept in the
room that was once Jen’s, Jake slept in his old bedroom, and Nate,
Charli, Bryce and I accommodated mine. Bryce and I had been sharing
a room for quite some time now, so it was no longer awkward for
Nate and Charli to see us share a bed.

While the kids
brushed their teeth, Bryce and I got changed into our sleepwear, me
in my usual long satin nightie and Bryce in a pair of boxer
shorts.

“So, this was
your bedroom when you were young?”

“Yes,” I
replied, smiling after registering his adorably sneaky grin.

He looked
around, scanning the area and seemingly taking in every surface. “I
wish I’d known you when you were young. I would’ve snuck into your
room and had my fucking way with you.”

I heated at
that thought of it. “I’m not sure my dad would’ve liked that.”

“No...he
wouldn’t have.” Bryce winked at me just as Nate and Charli entered
the room.

“This is just
so cool,” Charli squealed, while jumping onto her makeshift bed on
the floor. “We are having a slumber party. I know, I know! Let’s
play truth or dare!”

“No. That’s
for you and your friends to play,” I answered while smiling at her
attempt.

“No it’s not,”
Bryce said with a smirk. “I’ll play.” He had an elated smile on his
face which was infectious.

“It’s your
funeral then,” I warned him.

Charli
happy-clapped and sat crossed-legged. Nate, who was now lying in
his bed, propped his head on his hand with an amused look on his
face.

“Well?” I
gestured to Bryce, “What will it be, truth or dare?”

“Dare,” he
said confidently, standing beside the bed in all his boxer short
glory.

Nate scoffed
and put his hand over his eyes. “You’re nuts, Bryce.”

Charli
happy-clapped again.

“Slap yourself
across the face,” I commanded, smiling with the knowledge that he
would do it.

He smiled back
and obliged, giving himself a decent whack. I burst into laughter
and fell back on the bed as he raised his eyebrow satisfactorily
then pulled back the bed covers, climbing in beside me.

“It’s your
turn, Mum.” Nate said, sitting up and crossing his legs like his
sister. Crap! How did I get roped into this again?

“Fine,” I
contemplated my choice for a split second then decided I would
follow Bryce, not wanting to be outdone, of course. “I choose
dare,” I huffed.

“Fart,” Nate
blurted out, my typical nine-year-old son seeming quite pleased
with his suggestion.

“No. I can’t,”
I shrieked, embarrassed and honestly telling the truth. Suddenly a
bottom rumble sounded within the room. Nate and Bryce looked at me,
their eyes widening. “That wasn’t me,” I exclaimed, hands in the
air in surrender. Bryce chuckled so loudly that I had to playfully
punch him in the arm. “It wasn’t me, I promise.”

“No, it was
me,” Charli chimed in. “I took Mum’s dare.”

“What?” I
asked astounded and now laughing as hard as Bryce. “This game is
stupid.”

“No it’s not.
If you can’t do a dare or tell a truth, someone else can do it for
you. So, I did it for you, Mum, us girls have to stick together.”
Charli was the only one deadly serious and not laughing.

“Oh...thanks
Sweetheart,” I choked out, trying to be as serious as she.
“So...what happens next?”

Quite proudly,
she answered. “You get another turn.”

“Oh, okay.” I
breathed in and looked at her purposely. “Fire away.” And I mean
from your mouth, not your rear-end.

“You have to
pick truth or dare, Mum.”

“Oh, sorry.
Truth then.”

Charli smiled.
“Are you going to marry Bryce?”


Charli-Bear, we’ve been over this. I looked at Bryce who had
placed both his hands behind his head, a smug smile protruding from
his face. “He has to ask me to marry him first.”

“Bryce, are
you going to ask—”

“Hey, hey,” I
interrupted. “That’s cheating. It’s not his turn yet, it’s yours.
Truth or dare, which one?” I successfully diverted her pending
question.

“Dare,” she
answered excitedly.

Nate quickly
jumped in again. “Fart.”

“Nate!” I
exclaimed. Charli let off another one. “Geezus, Charli!” How
does she freakin’ do that?

Bryce was
laughing hysterically while looking between me and the kids. I
placed my head in my hands, amazed at Charli’s now apparent talent
for breaking wind on cue.

“My turn.”
Nate shuffled on the spot. I had the urge to demand he fart, but
that would only detriment us all in the long run.

“Alright,
truth or dare?” I asked him.

“Truth,” he
replied confidently.

Excellent,
I may just like this game yet. “Did you eat that Brussels
sprout, or did you give it to Bryce when I wasn’t looking?”

He quickly
glanced at Bryce and answered “Noooooo,” in a very drawn out, slow
voice. I turned in Bryce’s direction, catching him frantically
moving his head from side to side and telling Nate to say ‘no.’

“Liar!” Charli
shouted and pointed to Nate. “You have to do it again.”

Nate
huffed.

“Okay.” I
looked at Bryce and squinted my eyes with a silent message that he
was about to get found out, then I looked back at Nate, opening my
eyes wide with warning that he better not lie. “Did Bryce say that
Danny could drive you to school in the limo?”

Nate’s open
eyes broadened then he screwed up his face.

“Nate?” I
probed.

He closed his
eyes then nodded twice.

I pointed to
Bryce. “Ha, I knew it. I knew it.”

He tried to
grab my finger in an attempt to bite it then winked at Nate. “My
turn and I choose truth this time.” He looked directly at Charli
with a knowing smile.

She didn’t
hesitate and quickly jumped in, asking the question she attempted
moments ago. “Are you going to ask Mummy to marry you?”

“Yes,” he
snapped out before I even had a moment to break their alliance.

“When?” she
blurted out quickly.

“Soon,” he
answered, just as fast.

“How
soon?”

“Charli!” I
interrupted. Nate laughed.

“Soon, soon,”
Bryce continued.

“Bryce!” I
poked him. He is just as bad as both of my kids.

“Are you going
to have a baby?” Charli continued. Whoa! Okay, game
over.

“I think
that’s enough of truth or dare for tonight.” I switched my tone of
voice to the game’s-up-I’m-now-serious one.

“Awww,” they
all whined.

“Maybe. Would
that be okay?” Bryce continued to answer Charli’s question,
ignoring my request that we end the game before the
baby-in-my-uterus cat was let out of the bag.

“Yeah. That
would be awesome,” Charli added. “I love babies, but only if it’s a
girl baby. Boys are crap sometimes.” She poked her tongue out at
Nate. He responded by throwing his dirty socks at her. “See what I
mean? They are disgusting. Yuck!”

“What about
you Nate? Would that be okay?” Bryce queried my son. Oh Shit! Do
I want to hear this answer?

“I guess...but
aren’t you too old, Mum?”

“No. I’m not
too old, and anyway, it’s bed time. Come and give me a kiss then
hop back into bed.”

Both Nate and
Charli climbed onto our bed and gave me a kiss. Charli even climbed
over to Bryce and placed a peck on his cheek then bumped fists with
him, in a modern high-five gesturing kind of way. I shook my head
at the realisation that he had successfully been able to infiltrate
my children’s brains in order to have them side with him and gang
up on me. I shot a baffled smile at him, turned off the light and
snuggled into to his chest.

He wrapped his
arms around me, lightly kissed my neck then whispered into my ear.
“I had a really great time today, thank you for sharing your family
with me.”

I smiled
although I knew he couldn’t see it. “What’s mine is yours,
remember?”

His grip
tightened.

***

Lying in bed
the following morning had me thinking about what Bryce said before
we had drifted off to sleep. I realised that the reason he’d
confessed to having such a great time the day before was because he
had missed out on having similar family experiences himself. Where
I took our family gatherings for granted or saw them as everyday
events and not giving them much emphasis, he had thrived on
them—enjoying that contented feeling he’d never had the privilege
to be surrounded by.

I hugged him
incredibly tight, loving him for being in my life; loving him for
having such a great relationship with my kids; loving him for
loving me, and loving him because he deserved it. My tight
squeezing stirred him from his sleep, filling me with joy at being
able to stare at him as he returned to the conscious world—usually
it was the other way around. I thoroughly enjoyed watching him
wake, watching his face come to life when his eyes met mine.

“Hey, Mr.
Clark. Fancy helping me be an Easter Bunny?” I whispered.

“Sure. As long
as we can breed like one?” he whispered back.

I giggled. “We
already have.”

He smiled with
his eyes closed. “Mmmm.”

“Come on,
you.”

 


We snuck out
of the room to help hide all the Easter eggs that Mum, Jen and I
had stashed away. Jen artistically hid foil covered chocolate
bunnies in potted plants, on chairs and under tables. Jake arranged
two chocolate bunnies on top of each other in a compromising
position, and Bryce and I tossed handfuls of little foil covered
chocolate eggs out onto the lawn. When we were all satisfied that
our Easter Bunny duties were complete, we sat down at the dining
table with well-earned cups of coffee and tea, then waited for the
sleeping children to wake up.

“Why is it
that on Easter, Christmas and birthdays our little rascals sleep
in?” Jen huffed. “I might as well go back to bed.” And on cue the
twins started crying. She stood up and stretched. “Ahhh, they are
just like clockwork.” She turned to Bryce and smiled at him,
raising her eyebrows. “Bryce, do you want to give me a hand?”
Jennifer, don’t you dare do anything stupid. I shot her a
warning look.

“Sure,” he
said.

Steve grinned
and leaned back on his chair, glad he had been let off the hook.
“Sweet,” he uttered, happily.

“Don’t tell me
you breastfeed too, Bryce,” my smartarse brother teased. I grabbed
an apple from the fruit bowl and launched it at him. He caught it,
and laughing, took a bite. “Thanks.”

I looked to
Bryce. “Whatever you do, don’t change Jack.”

“Who said
anything about changing them?” he answered, appearing to now regret
his acceptance.

“Come on.” Jen
put her hands on his shoulders and ushered him toward the waiting
bundles of cuteness—and their inevitable soiled nappies.

 


Moments later,
Jen returned to the room, smiling and holding the ‘blue one’. Bryce
followed shortly after, his face half displaying adoration of the
‘pink one’ and half distaste.

“Was that a
set up?” he asked me.

Jen cracked up
laughing.

“Was what a
set up?” I asked, slightly confused.

“Elise’s nappy
was far from clean,” he blurted out as he bounced her on his
hip.

“Oh.
Sorry...but shit happens...literally.” I giggled at my lame joke
and walked over to him, stopping to take Elise into my arms. “Did
you give Uncle Bryce a nice Easter present?” I babbled to my
niece.

The entire
room fell silent at my choice of words, and I very quickly felt as
though I had five pairs of eyes burrowing into my back. I looked up
at Bryce who was standing directly in front of me, his face
elated—thank goodness.

“Yes, she did.
So next time, I choose Jack.” He kissed me on the top of the head
and proceeded to sit back at the table, unperturbed at the fact I
had just declared him a surrogate uncle. My family, too, continued
their discussions and all was well.

 


Nate, Charli
and Olivia woke up shortly after and scoured the gardens
surrounding Mum and Dad’s house for treats the Easter Bunny had
left behind. When they were sure all traces of foil-covered
chocolate had been found, we all sat down and enjoyed another meal
together—this one just as entertaining as the night before. After
lunch, we sadly said our goodbyes with kisses to the cheeks, warm
embraces and promises to see one another soon. Jake had shook
Bryce’s hand and warned him—in a friendly manner—to take care of
me, and not because he would have to answer to my brother if he
didn’t. Instead, because he’d have to answer to me, as I apparently
was the scariest one of us all—Bryce tended to agree.

***

Easter Sunday
night was spent at the apartment with Lucy, Nic and Baby Alexander.
Bryce was once again so natural when it came to handling a baby; it
was an incredible turn on. I couldn’t help but formulate a picture
in my mind of him holding, hugging, kissing and fussing over our
baby. And as a result of this beautiful piece of imagery foresight,
I had a ridiculously large smile plastered on my face.

“You seem
happy,” Lucy smirked as she gave me a nudge while we made a cup of
coffee.

“I am, very
happy. Your brother is essentially all one could ever wish for in a
man, and I can’t for the life of me remember making that wish or
being lucky enough to deserve it being granted.” I looked up from
the bench while stirring the mug, noticing Bryce enthralled in a
game of peek-a-boo with Charli and Alexander.

“True love is
not the result of a wish, Alexis. It is found by those who have
open eyes. Unfortunately, so many people are blind—and because of
that—will never experience it.” She put her mug to her lips and
blew gently. “I will be forever grateful to you for opening your
eyes. My brother deserves the love he has found with you.”

I turned to
face her, a small tear in my eye. I also stupidly placed my hand on
my abdomen. Her eyes twinkled and her mouth opened, and that’s when
I realised what I had done. So I said the first stupid thing that
came to my mind.

“Oooh, I think
I have a bit of wind.” Nice, Alexis! After that heartfelt
declaration, the first thing she hears you say is you have
wind.

She squinted
her eyes at me ever so mildly then sipped her coffee. “Better out
than in I’ve always said.”

She picked up
Nic’s cup, smiled at me and walked back into the lounge area.
Shit! Crap! Balls! I picked up Bryce’s mug and followed her,
feeling like a bloody idiot with a flatulence problem. I handed him
the mug and sat down beside him on the sofa, red-faced and morbidly
embarrassed. Lucy was still smiling at me. Fuck, I think she
knows.

I diverted my
guilty you’ve-busted-me face and addressed my kids. “I hate to
break up your game, but Charli and Nate, your father will be here
bright and early in the morning to pick you both up. So it’s
bedtime. Say goodnight and get yourselves ready for bed. I will be
up to tuck you both in shortly.”

“Is RJ gonna
be there? Because if he is, I’m not going,” Nate said firmly.

“No, he’s not.
But you are going to have to meet him soon Nate. You can’t avoid it
forever, and besides, you will probably really like him.” I kissed
him on the head as he fist-bumped Bryce.

“I doubt it,”
Nate murmured.

“He likes
caramel and so do you. And he barracks for the Bombers like we do,”
Charli offered. I winked at her and gave her a kiss, again while
she and Bryce fist-bumped.

“Whatever.”
Nate shrugged his shoulders and headed upstairs after saying
goodnight to Lucy, Nic, and Alexander—Charli right behind him.

***

The next
morning, Rick was at the apartment at the crack of dawn like he
said he would be. I had barely registered the daylight when the
buzzer to the foyer sounded. Nic, Lucy, and Alexander were still
sound asleep. The kids were finishing packing their bags for their
stay with Rick, and Bryce was in the shower.

I opened the
door still in my satin nightie and robe. “Hi,” I said as I let him
in. “Since when did you become a morning person?”

“Since you
left me.” His response was flat, with a cutting tone.

I glared at
him. “Well, it doesn’t agree with you.” Bite me and I’ll bite
back.

“So what the
hell was that the other day?”

“What?” I
asked bemused.

“Kicking
Claire out of my house.”

Oh, yeah. I
forgot about that. I walked into the kitchen, motioning him to
follow me. I didn’t need anyone else hearing this conversation,
which was obviously about to get nasty. Once he was around the
corner and I was satisfied that we were alone, I answered him.

“For starters,
Rick, it is not your house until you pay me for
it.” He gave me a hostile look. “And secondly, she was wearing my
fucking dress. How did you expect me to react?”

“Oh, I don’t
know...maybe like an adult. You didn’t even let her get her shoes.”
Really? Oh! Bahaha that’s fucking funny. No, Alexis, it’s
not.

“She surprised
me, Rick. I was not expecting her there. I just wanted to get the
rest of my things.”

“You took the
couch cushions, Alexis. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Nothing, they
are my couch cushions. I chose them. I bought them.”

“You’re acting
like a child.”

“Yeah, well
you’d know all about that,” I yelled at him

“Are you
finished?” he asked quietly.

“With you?
Yes. I don’t even know you anymore, Rick.”

“I’m not the
one who has changed, Lexi.”

“Yeah I guess
you’re right. Maybe I just didn’t know the real
you in the first place.”

“Don’t label
us and our marriage as not ‘real’. You’re mad, I get that, but you
and I were ‘real’. You can be angry with me all you want—I deserve
it—but you can’t take it out on Claire like you did. You’ve moved
on—clearly. I’m just trying to do the same.”

I moved to the
kettle and switched it on. “Well, I’ve made an appointment to see
Berny. I suggest you find a lawyer as well. We both can’t truly
move on until we’ve legally gone our separate ways.”

“If that’s
what you want, Alexis, fine. I’m done.”

“Good. I was
done a long time ago. I just didn’t know it.”

Rick and I
were staring each other down when Bryce walked in with Nate and
Charli behind him.

“Hi, Dad,”
Charlie said with a small smile while looking from Rick’s face to
mine. We both snapped out of our showdown and switched
personalities.

“My Princess,
I’ve missed you.” He lifted her up. “Ready to go to Grandma and
Grandpa’s?”

“Yes,” she
said excitedly.

I blew Charli
a kiss and cuddled Nate. “Have fun. I’ll see you after school
tomorrow.”

“Wednesday,
after school on Wednesday if that is okay. I would really like to
have them for the extra day this week considering I missed out over
the weekend.”

I breathed in
deep and closed my eyes momentarily. Bryce came around behind me
and put his hands on my shoulders. I exhaled.

“That seems
fair,” Bryce added. He gave my shoulders a gentle squeeze. “We’ll
both pick you up after school on Wednesday. How does that sound?”
he asked Nate and Charli.

“In the limo?”
Nate suggested.

“No,” I said
at the same time as Rick. Hang on a minute, where does he get
off saying ‘no’ to the limo. I should say yes now! No,
Alexis you’re just being bitter. “We’ll see you Wednesday.” I
kissed Nate’s head.

As they walked
out into the foyer, I waved, then headed upstairs to my shower—my
emotion-venting, steamed-filled, head-clearing shower.







CHAPTER NINE

 Riding a rollercoaster of
emotional highs and lows had been a regular occurrence for me over
the past month—mainly riding the lows. Rick and I had continued to
take nasty stabs at each other which afterwards left me feeling
pained and angry, but more so incredibly hurt. The beautiful
relationship we once shared was gone, seemingly never to return and
it saddened me. I tried desperately to get back that calm, that
blah feeling I had felt in the beginning when I had found out the
truth about him and Claire, but for some reason I was just so angry
now. Surely it was my hormones, it had to be.

I hadn’t
properly spoken to him since our 14th wedding anniversary, which
had been one week ago when he sent me a text during that day:

What do I say to you
on a day like today? - Rick

 


My response
had been:

Nothing, what can you
say? - Alexis






I’d never meant it to
come across as nasty or harsh, instead, my intent had been more
like ‘it is what it is, so maybe not say anything at all’.






Rick obviously
took it the wrong way and replied with:

I can’t fucking win
with you. I don’t know why I bother. - Rick

 


It had made me
feel completely awful the entire day, having been pissed off to the
point where I had taken it out on Bryce which was completely
uncalled for. After I had explained the significance of the
day—which was no excuse for taking it out on him—we had made up
with fiery sex on the stairs. Needless to say, his sexual ability
to make my mind stop thinking about Rick and our anniversary was
incredibly successful.

 


Gareth had
also triggered my emotional rollercoaster ride, because during the
past week he had been unbelievably kind, and I guessed somewhat
normal. Normal, to the point that sometimes when he was in my
presence, I would forget that he suffered from DID in the first
place. I was starting to think that maybe his medication and visits
to Jessica were really helping him, which deep down I really wanted
because, regardless of Gareth’s alters, Bryce really did love his
cousin and felt that he owed him infinitely.

 


With all the
ups and downs with Rick, Gareth, and even Bryce to an extent—yes,
he had still been overbearingly protective and aggravating at
times—the main reasons for my feeling uptight, frustrated and angry
were mainly due to the fact I was fourteen weeks pregnant and still
keeping it a secret. It was increasingly stressful and difficult to
do, especially around the kids. Thankfully, the time for our baby
secret to be revealed had come. Tomorrow was my birthday, and Bryce
had organised a party for me at the apartment, inviting our close
friends and family. He had also organised hotel rooms for all of
them to stay in which was not only convenient but wonderfully
thoughtful. We planned to announce our happy news at the party, but
not until we had let Nate and Charli know that they were going to
have another brother or sister first.

I don’t know
why I was so terribly nervous about telling them, especially after
the positive reaction they gave us when Bryce had tentatively asked
them during that stupid game of Truth or Dare. I guess it was just
the thought that deep down inside there was a possibility that the
news could disappoint them in some way. Regardless, the time had
come, and we had come up with the best idea of how to reveal the
information.

“Nate and
Charli, come here. We need your help with something,” I called from
where I was standing at the bottom of the staircase. Both of them
came out of their rooms simultaneously. I motioned them down the
stairs. “Remember how we came up with that idea a couple of months
ago of a treasure hunt for children staying at City Promenade?
Well, we want to test it out on the two of you before we make it
into a permanent thing. So we thought we’d have a little practice
in the apartment. Does that sound good?”

“Cool! I love
treasure hunts. What’s the treasure? Is it gold?” Charli asked,
excitedly.

“Is it money?”
Nate queried, hope in his eyes.

“No, you silly
duffas, it’s just a practice. Here, this is your first clue.” I
handed them a card which Nate began to read.

“Say it out
loud Nate, I can’t read,” Charli huffed and put her hands on her
hips, frustrated that reading was a skill she was still learning at
school.

Nate slowly
read the note out loud. “Your first clue is feeling unfit. You can
find it on the place where you exercise while you sit.” He screwed
up his face, then instantly realisation dawned on him. “The
exercise bike,” he yelled, and then he took off.

“Wait for me,”
Charli called out after him.

Bryce and I
followed. “So far so good,” he whispered as he placed his hand at
the small of my back while walking out onto the balcony following
the kids.

Nate had
already torn the envelope from its sticky-taped position on the
exercise bike. He ripped it open and pulled out a photograph,
looking at it strangely.

Charli
snatched it from his hands. “It’s you and Bryce, Mum. It’s a
picture of you two.”

“Give the
photo to Bryce and he will give you your next clue,” Nate read,
from the instructions that were attached to the picture. Charli
skipped over to Bryce and handed him the photograph, he in turn
handed her another card. She passed it to Nate who again read it
out loud. “Go and play pool...but don’t get wet.”

Charli walked
over to the swimming pool and looked into the water for the next
clue. “How do you play in the pool without getting wet?”

“Not that
pool, the pool table,” Nate explained as he grabbed his sister’s
hand. They hurried off into the man-cave, only to come back out to
where we were standing in the lounge area shortly after entering,
Charli now holding a wooden letter R. She gave it to Bryce, who
once again handed over another clue. Bryce placed the letter R next
to the picture of the two of us. I smiled.

“Your third
clue is hungry and wants something to eat. Go to the place where
you’ll find something sweet.”

This time
Charli took off heading straight for the kitchen, yelling,
“Lollies. The treasure is lollies.”

Nate ran after
her. “Wait, we have to share.”

“Do not. Not
if I find them first,” she teased while looking over her shoulder
and screamed, noticing that he was gaining on her.

Bryce laughed
as I took a seat on the couch.

“They’re going
to be disappointed when they realise the treasure is not edible,” I
said, suddenly feeling like maybe I should’ve organised some form
of tangible-treasure.

They both came
back into the lounge looking a little glum. I laughed at them. “So,
what did you find?”

“A stupid word
that says HAVING,” Charli sulked as she passed Bryce the cardboard
card with the word having written on it. He placed it down next to
the letter R.

At this point
I thought Nate would catch on by reading the clues placed next to
each other—but he didn’t. Instead, he moved right along and read
the next card.

“This clue is
in a hurry and doesn’t want to go slow. You’ll find this clue
waiting for a ride on the Crow.” Nate threw the card and spun
around heading back outside. Charli grumbled and sat down.

I gently
squeezed her knee. “What, Sweetheart? Don’t you like this
game?”

“Yes, but I’m
too slow.”

“Don’t worry.
I reckon you’ll find the next clue before Nate.” I winked at
her.

Nate came
running back in, puffing and out of breath. He passed Bryce the
wooden letter A.

Charli
scratched her head. “Another letter?”

Bryce handed
Nate the final card then came and sat next to me, leaning back on
the couch in that sexy position that I love. I stared at him and
licked my lips. Crap! That was involuntary.

“Starlight is
asleep. Go wake her.” Nate took off again toward the
Observatory.

I fell back
into Bryce’s side. “I told you he’d go there.”

Charli
frowned. “You said I’d find the next clue, Nate probably already
has it.”

“No, he
doesn’t Charli. What did Nate just read out?”

“Starlight is
asleep. Go wake her.”

“Yes, now
think about it.”

She screwed up
her face, then her eyes widened and a large smile appeared.

“Ahhh, see? Go
and wake her up.”

Charli laughed
and ran upstairs to her room. She came back moments later holding
her baby doll, Starlight.

“I found it
Nate,” she called out as she handed Bryce the baby. Nate came
bounding down the stairs, and I cringed as I watched him,
predicting a stumble and one or two broken bones.

“Please don’t
run down the stairs, little man. You’re giving me a heart
attack.”

“What was it?”
Nate asked, ignoring my plea.

“Starlight, my
baby,” Charli answered. She looked from Bryce to me. “So where is
the treasure?”

“Read the
clues,” Bryce suggested.

I waited with
baited breath as Nate read the clues out slowly, trying to piece
them together.

“Photo, R,
word having, A, Starlight,” he said. “That’s just dumb.”

Shit! Crap!
Balls! That didn’t work.

“Who’s in the
photo?” I asked.

“You and
Bryce.”

“What’s the
letter?”

“R,” they said
together.

“What’s the
word say?”

“Having.”

Next
letter?”

“A”

“What is
Starlight.”

“A doll.”

Bryce cracked
up laughing.

“No, she’s a
baby. Now read those all out again.”

“Mummy and
Bryce, R, Having, A, Baby,” they both said together.

Nate’s eyes
widened, and I held my breath.

Charli said it
again still not quite catching on.

“Mummy and
Bryce, R, Having, A, Baby. A Baby...really? A real baby?”

I stood up and
rubbed my belly. “Yes. There’s a baby growing in here; your baby
brother or sister.”

Nate smiled.
Oh thank fuck. Charli stepped closer and touched my tummy.
“Can she hear me?”

“I think so,”
I answered.

“Hi, I’m
Charlotte, your sister,” she yelled like a banshee into my
stomach.

Bryce and I
laughed, and a tear of joy rolled down my cheek. Bryce leaned
forward and gently rolled up my top a little. I still wasn’t overly
showing, but when I was standing there with nothing to cover my
bump, it was visibly protruding—a little bit.

“You don’t
need to yell, Charlotte. Just talk like this.” He placed his lips
to my stomach and gave it a soft kiss. I swear I felt a little
flutter.

“How do you
know it’s a girl?” Nate questioned. “It could be a boy.”

“Are you a
girl or a boy?” Charli asked in a lower voice, smiling at Bryce as
she spoke into my belly. For some reason we all stayed quiet,
appearing to be stupidly waiting for an answer.

“We will find
out in just over a month if you have a baby sister or brother.”

“A month? Is
that when she’ll be born?” Charlotte was pirouetting in front of
me. “I can’t wait. Can I pick her name?”

“Settle,
Petal. No, we will find out if the baby is a boy or a girl when
Mummy has an ultrasound, then you can help pick a name.”

“What’s an
ultrasound?”

“An ultrasound
is a special camera that can look inside your tummy.”

Nate walked
over and hesitantly touched my bare stomach. “I can’t feel
anything.”

I placed my
hand on his head and gave it a gently rub. “You won’t be able to,
Sweetheart. Not yet anyway. Maybe in a few more weeks, you might
feel the baby kick.”

“Kick?” Charli
asked. “Why would the baby kick you?”

“Because there
is not a lot of room in there, so babies push and kick at their
Mummy’s tummies. You used to do it a lot.”

“That would be
weird,” confessed Nate. And he removed his hand looking slightly
distressed.

Bryce placed
both his hands on my belly. “I can’t wait to feel the baby kick.”
He flexed his fingers gently. I looked down at him, my eyes
suddenly piercing his with an ignited yearning. He registered my
gaze and twitched his eye. Fuck, I love this man. This
incredibly sexy, sweet, father of my unborn child. I want to
undress him and show him just how much I crave, lust, love and
appreciate him. I want to show him with my tongue, my hands, my
mouth, my wet, sleek—. My tummy rumbled, snapping me out of my
inappropriate head-porn. These hormones are driving me freakin’
crazy. One minute I’m horny as hell, the next I’m vicious, angry
and short tempered, then after that I could cry a river and eat
pickles with chocolate.

“Was that the
baby? Did she growl? Is she angry?” Charli blurted out, starting
intently at my stomach.

I laughed.
“No.”

“Are you
hungry, Hunny?” Bryce asked.

“Yeah a
little.”

He stood up.
“What can I make you?”

“Um...I could
go some of that yogurt you made the other day, the one with the
raspberry sauce.”

“Sure.
Anything else?”

“Um...yeah,
maybe one of those turkey baguettes with the Swiss cheese. Oh, oh,
and a chocolate brownie. I feel like a chocolate brownie with
caramel. Does the hotel kitchen make brownies?”

He raised his
eyebrow and smiled then kissed me on the cheek. “They will today,
my love.”

***

Bryce had
arranged for the hotel’s kitchen to make me a freshly baked
chocolate caramel brownie, together with a turkey baguette. He had
also organised for Sebastian to collect a hot white chocolate with
a marshmallow from Gloria Jeans—that was just lunch. For dinner, he
made a steak and mushroom pie with sautéed vegetables. I had
laughed when he dished up my plate, and as a side he had made me
rice cakes with peanut butter—Bryce, Nate and Charli passed on
those.

 


Bryce had
worked in his office after dinner, finalising paperwork from the F1
Grand Prix which had been held weeks ago, and while he worked, the
kids and I had cuddled in bed, watching the movie Madagascar
3. When the film finished, I tucked them into bed while all of
us sang ‘Afro Circus’ and laughed—that bloody song was going to be
stuck in my head for quite some time.

Completely
drained and exhausted from the constant stream of baby related
questions from Charlotte, I had a quick shower and laid down in bed
with my book—a new adult style story about a boy and girl in
college who were insanely perfect for each other, but just couldn’t
get their shit together long enough to be privy to this vital
detail. Oh, young love is so aggravatingly simple, or so it
seems when you are reading it.

I must have
unintentionally fallen asleep, because for a split second I entered
that realm where you were tentatively trying to distinguish the
difference between dreaming and reality. It wasn’t until I moved my
hand down to in between my legs and ran my fingers through Bryce’s
hair, that I realised I was in reality, but living my dreams—this
becoming strongly evident when his tongue slid up then down my
sleek clit. Oh! Hello, Mr Tongue Twirling Clark. My hips
instantly bucked, magnetising toward him.

I practically
purred. “Oh, fuck.”

“Did I wake
you?” he asked, wickedly.

“I don’t know.
I think I might be dreaming.”

He chuckled
then slid two fingers inside me, my eyes fluttering open while I
gasped. “No, I’m definitely awake.”

“Yes you
are.”

He deliciously
moved his fingers in and out as he twirled his tongue over my
sensitive spot.

“Did you
finish your work?” I moaned.

“No, not
yet.”

“Oh?”

“My work is
not done until you are coming all over me, Hunny.”

Oh
Fuck. I squirmed from the mixture of sensation and hearing his
dirty words. “Mmm, best you get to work then, Mr. Clark.”

He growled and
blissfully mauled in between my legs until I was clenching my
thighs around his head. He had turned the lights off and lit a few
candles, giving the room a sensual, amber glow. I gazed at his
hungry, sexy eyes as he released himself from my legs and prowled
slowly up my body, stopping to kiss my stomach. Propping myself up
on my elbows, I watched him spend a small moment bonding with his
baby who was none the wiser of what its parents were getting up to.
He continued on with a knowing smile stopping again at my breasts;
both of them eagerly anticipating his attention.

My head fell
back has he teased my nipples with his lips, tongue and teeth.
Holy shit, he is mind-blowing. He lifted his head the same
time I brought mine back up to watch him. Then suddenly, our lips
were together, his mouth pressing hard against mine, our tongues
reuniting after hours of being apart. I simply adored kissing him,
tasting him, feeling the wet warm roll of his tongue against
mine.

I nipped at
his chin and chiselled jaw line then dragged my lip back up to his
mouth, hungrily deepening my insatiable need to taste him and
groaning at my desperation to devour him entirely.

“Fuck, Alexis.
Your need for me is the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen and
felt.”

“Good, because
I need you; I need you in my
mouth now.”

An alluring
grin appeared across his face as he continued to crawl up my body
until he was kneeling directly in front of my face, his erection
prominent and gloriously close to my craving mouth. He placed his
palm at the base of his shaft and slowly dragged his hand up then
back down again. I’m going to come from the sheer sight of him.
Geezus! He is downright sexually dangerous.

Slowly, I
extended my tongue, lightly teasing his tip with my small swirling
action. The hand he had wrapped around his cock flexed, sending a
shock of excitement right through me. I opened my mouth and pressed
my lips onto his warm crown, a bead of moisture already
visible—evidence that I had the exact same effect on him as he had
on me. I sucked at it then ran my tongue over my teeth while
watching the fire in his eyes as he took pleasure from my
tease.

His hips
jerked involuntarily, igniting my core. Then, sliding my lips over
him and moving forward, I took him into my mouth, as much of him as
I could possibly take. He growled my name and his entire facade
tensed deliciously; his pecks, biceps, abdomen and that luscious V
shaped muscle at the top of his pelvis. I don’t know what that
muscle is called, and to be honest I don’t freakin’ care.

With my free
hand, I reached out and traced my fingertip along the defined V,
trailing it from his left hip, down into his groin, across the
front of him then back up the other side. Oh. My. God. That
thing is fucking insanely attractive. My eyes flickered,
aroused by the feel of him in my mouth together with taking in his
exquisite form.

“Fuck, I need
to be inside of you, Hunny. I can’t fucking watch you stare at me
like that anymore and not come.”

I opened my
mouth and he pulled away, moving back down the bed. He lifted my
legs, placing kisses up my calves until my heels were rested on his
shoulders. Tilting my pelvis, and angling it toward him, he eased
himself in slowly. I could feel the walls of my pussy clench around
him.

His eyes lit
up at the tightening of my muscles. “You like it like this, don’t
you?”

“Is it that
obvious?” I smiled.

“Yes.” He
began to rock into me with an amatory look upon his face, feeding
the journey my orgasm was taking. I bit down on my lip as I felt
him delve deep. He rocked in and out, in and out, gripping my hips
and flexing his fingers. “Fuck.”

He shook his
head at me and smirked as his rocking increased—my orgasm with it.
My fingers bit down into the bed sheets as the sensation of heat
rushed to my head. And, as he slammed his pelvis against my arse, I
let go; my orgasm rolling out of my mouth in the form of unmuted,
explicit, sexual filth. I fucking loved it...and I fucking loved
him.


 CHAPTER TEN

The next
morning, I woke up thoroughly sated and smiling constantly
throughout the day. I loved and hated how Bryce had that power over
me, the power to make me forget everything but him and how he made
feel.

My family and
friends arrived at City Towers for my birthday party; my actual
birthday not til the day after. Bryce had taken it upon himself to
organise the gathering—whether I had wanted it or not—convincing me
to agree by saying it was a great way for the special people in our
lives to see where we lived and how happy we were as a family. He
had also convinced me that it was the perfect time to tell them all
that we were expecting a baby. I tended to agree with him that one
big announcement was much more appealing than many small private
ones, with exception of my Mum and Dad, and of course, Rick.

Regardless of
the fact that my soon-to-be-ex-husband and I had been at each
other’s throats in recent times, and as much as I was still angry
at him for having an affair, I still felt he deserved to know about
my pregnancy in private—directly from me. Not in a room full of
people we all knew. I respected him enough to give him that
benefit.

Bryce had sent
all our guests text messages informing them to check in upon
arrival and make their way to the penthouse suite at 6 p. m.—I’m
guessing Lucy had a hand in getting Mr. Creepy-Research Clark all
the contact details. I had to hand it to them, the brother and
sister duo were well organised and a force to be reckoned with.

My parents
arrived earlier that day upon my request as I couldn’t wait any
longer to let them know about their newest grandchild. Mum had been
beside herself when we told her our exciting news, congratulating
us both over and over and rubbing my tummy every few minutes. Dad,
on the other hand, had been a bit shocked at first, smiling only
mildly and sitting in silence. It wasn’t until I explained to him
that I had no doubts that Bryce was the father and not Rick that he
seemed to relax a little. He hadn’t said much to me about Rick’s
and my separation and break-up, but I could tell he was furious
with his son-in-law for breaking his daughter’s heart. I could also
tell he was happy I had left him.

Dad had given
me a tight hug, saying he would have a nice number of little
grandchildren-farmers to help him with his jobs around the farm
soon enough, and perhaps he could retire early and watch them do
all the work for him. Bryce’s brow had furrowed when Dad mentioned
wanting to retire early, and I had a good idea of what Bryce was
thinking at that particular moment. I made a mental note to speak
to him about it at a later date. As much as Bryce had all the money
in the world and was more than willing to share it with me and my
family, my dad was still a very hardworking proud man, and I’m not
sure if he would take kindly to Bryce meddling in his private
financial affairs—good intentions or not.

***

The evening
rolled around quite quickly and deciding what to wear to my
birthday party had been somewhat challenging. Firstly, I didn’t
want to choose something that was over-the-top glamorous, as
wearing a label such as Versace to begin with was already singling
me out amongst my friends and family, which I didn’t really want. I
wanted this gathering to be intimate and comfortable, one where
regardless of our surroundings we could all feel relaxed and enjoy
ourselves. Secondly, I had to choose a dress that was not tight
fitting. Even though I was not obviously showing at this point in
time, a tight dress could reveal our secret, and having someone
guess my pregnancy before we made the announcement would kind of be
a buzz-kill.

Clarissa had
been a Godsend, helping me find extra pieces of clothing for my
wardrobe that were perfect for my soon-to-be swelling waistline.
She was such a wonderful help and we had become good friends in the
process. So, with Clarissa’s amazing fashion know-how, she finally
convinced me to wear a mid-length, black strapless Versace. It was
loose enough to inconspicuously hide my secret, and it was
perfectly simple and elegant. I loved it.

Being that the
dress was black, I could pair it with pretty much any shoe I
wanted, and I really wanted to pair it with the Gucci Sofia Étoile
Peep Toes that had been patiently sitting in the walk-in-stadium
waiting to be loved by my feet. I stared at them longingly every
time I passed them, fighting the desperation to put them on and
wear them just for the hell of it. The thing with these shoes
though, was that they had to be respected, and wearing them ‘just
for the hell of it’ was breaking that cardinal rule. Therefore, my
birthday being the perfect opportunity, I didn’t hesitate in
choosing the gold pailletted, beige heels. As I slipped them on, I
swear a heavenly beam of light shot down from the sky, illuminating
them at the same time as an angel sang ‘Ahh’ at me. Okay, maybe
not.

Charli was
also overly excited that we were having a party and had put on her
prettiest dress—pale pink chiffon with a layered tutu style skirt
and a rose on the lapel. She was also excited that Lil’s daughter,
Jasmine—Charlotte’s close friend—together with all my other
friend’s children, were coming along for the celebration. Bryce had
organised for the hotel’s nanny-service to be in charge of the kids
for the evening, supervising them at the arcade centre in the
Entertainment Precinct. He had even arranged for it to be closed to
the general public for the evening, making it a private event just
for the kids which Nate had said was ‘totes sick’, as it was gonna
be him and his ‘mains’??? I need a freakin’ Nate
dictionary.

All in all
though, with an amazing venue, children supervised, and
accommodation taken care of, we had the foundation set for an
incredible night.

I’d set aside
some extra time prior to getting ready to give both myself and
Charli mini makeovers, pinning her beautiful blonde curls into a
bun. I even let her wear some pink lip gloss—she looked gorgeous.
Nate had dressed as quickly as Bryce had, Nate in black trousers
and a navy shirt, and Bryce in a charcoal suit with a black
shirt.

Both of them
were waiting patiently for us in the lounge area looking incredibly
handsome when we appeared at the top of the stairs. Charli made her
way down first, taking slow steps like she was walking down the
aisle—the biggest smile radiating from her little face.

When she
reached the bottom, Bryce knelt down and handed her a single rose.
“A pretty rose for a pretty girl, Miss Charlotte,” he said.

She took it
from him and blushed, twisting her body from side to side. “Thank
you, this is my first flower from a boy.”

Bryce
chuckled. “Oh, well I’m glad it was from me then.”

I smiled at
them from the top of the staircase before I began my descent, Bryce
raising his eyes to meet mine. He stood up, gently patting Charli
on the head while continuing to eye me from top to toe as I took
each step closer to him. When I stopped at the bottom, he held a
rose in front of me and gently dragged it down the bridge of my
nose.

“Your beauty
flaws me, Alexis. It literally strips me of all cognitive function;
I’m absolutely useless.”

I smiled
seductively at him. “Oh, you are definitely not ‘useless’. I can
vouch for that...many times.”

He smirked at
my compliment and placed his hand at the top of my arse, passing me
the rose with his other hand and pulling me to him. “Happy
birthday.”

He pressed his
lips firmly to mine and I could feel the fire igniting and burning
in my core, so against all will, I doused it and pulled away.

“It’s not my
birthday yet,” I breathed heavily.

“I know. I
just wanted to be the first to say it.”

I lovingly
scoffed at his charm. “You, Mr. Clark, are too sweet. Thank you.
Oh, and thank you for organising this party for me and for putting
up my family and friends in the hotel. It’s the best birthday
present ever.”

He cocked an
eyebrow at me. “This is not your birthday present, Hunny.”

“Oh, well I
look forward to that present later.” I mirrored
his expression but added a naughty smile.

He looked
confused at first but then realisation spread over him. “No.
That is not your present either. That is inevitable. You will have to wait till tomorrow
for your birthday present.”

“Bryce. I hope
you didn’t get me anything.” Of course he freakin’ did!
“This party is more than enough. I don’t want anything else.”

“Yes, you
do.”

I looked at
him strangely, ready to question him further when the buzzer to the
apartment rang. My inquisitiveness changed to one of excitement at
the knowledge that my guests were beginning to arrive, so much so,
that I put his mysterious birthday gift at the back of my mind.

One of the
hotel’s catering staff politely opened the door and a wide-eyed
Carls walked through. “Well, Fuc...out,” she looked sheepishly at
Nate and Charli, “far out, far freakin out. This place is
incredible.”

I walked up to
her and gave her a huge hug. “Hey Carls.” I hadn’t seen her since
the week I’d spent at Mum and Dad’s house after finding out Rick
had lied about cheating on me, and that Bryce had offered Rick five
million dollars to let me spend that week with him. Carls had come
to my rescue and spent some time with me, helping me forget about
the pain and betrayal I’d felt at the hands of the two men. She was
my best friend and had been since we were young kids. I loved her,
adored her and at times like all best friends, could kill her.

“This place is
amazeballs, Lexi!” Amazeballs? Has she been speaking to Nate
again? Where the fuck she does come up with this shit?

I shook my
head at her and smiled. “Yeah, it’s not a bad little place to live,
ay?”

“Pfft, yeah,
you could say that.” She pushed me back to arms-length and looked
intently in my eyes, then drifted her stare down my body and back
up again. “You look amazing. Shacking up with a rich stud-muffin
does wonders for you. Speaking of the sexy stud-muffin, I need to
formally thank him for his hospitality.”

With her hands
still on my shoulders, she gently moved me aside and headed
directly for Bryce. He looked amused.

“As long as
you only thank him, Carls. That stud-muffin belongs to me.”

“Not until
there’s an engagement ring on your finger...Wait!” She paused and
turned back to me. “Show me your hand, is that why you are looking
so good?”

I rolled my
eyes at her. “No! There is no engagement ring on my finger.”

“There will be
soon,” Bryce confidently stated. Oh shit! Is that the present he
is talking about? I hope not. But...I do want him to propose, it’s
just a bit too soon. Shit!

Carls smiled
mischievously then continued on to Bryce, wrapping her arms around
him. “Thank you.” She hugged him tight and squeezed his
biceps...then squeezed them again.

He playfully
grinned over her shoulder at me. “You’re welcome, Carly.”

Pouting, she
reluctantly let him go and made her way back to me. “So, Lexi, the
soon-to-be-bigamist.”

“I am not a
fucking soon-to-be-bigamist.”

“Mum!”
Charlotte waltzed into the room. “You just F-Bombed. You know the
rules, now I get to bomb you.”

Ah crap!
Who made up this stupid game? Oh...that’s right, me. Stupid me.
“Um, I know, Charlotte, but you can’t bomb me. Not now.”

Without the
slightest inclination as to why I was not about to let her play
‘Stacks On’, she diplomatically replied. “A rule is a rule,
Mum.”

“Charli.” I
subtly tried to raise my eyebrow at her. “You can’t.” I exaggerated
the can’t bit. “You could hurt me. You don’t want to
hurt me, do you?”

She looked at
me strangely with her hands on her hips, suggesting she had been
cheated or swindled. Then, she caught on. “Ohhh, I could hurt the
baby,” she blurted out and slapped her hand to her head. “Okay,
Mum, I’ll let you off this time.” She walked up to Carly. “Hi,
Aunty Carls.” Charlotte and Nate had always referred to Carly as
their Aunty; Carls was like a sister to me anyway.

Staring at me
with her mouth wide open, a smile tugging at its corners, Carly
looked wonderfully stunned. She nonchalantly gave Charlotte a quick
hug, while keeping her amused expression fixed on me. “You’re
pregnant?”

“Yes, I am.” I
shot her a hold-on-a-minute look. “Charlotte, please don’t tell
anyone else. Bryce and I want to make it a surprise and tell
everyone later tonight.” Stupid me, I didn’t even think to tell
motor-mouth Charli to keep our baby news a secret.

“Oh, sorry
Mum.”

“It’s okay,
Sweetheart. But don’t tell anyone else, alright?”

She skipped
off. “Okay.”

I turned back
to Carly and smiled, while placing my nurturing hand on its
favourite spot—my stomach. “Yes, Bryce planted his seed.” I
smirked.

He came up
behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “What can I say, I
like gardening,” he explained.

I leaned back
into him and laughed.


“Wow...that’s...wow! I’m assuming it wasn’t planned.” Carly looked
at me hesitantly.

“No. It
definitely wasn’t planned,” I answered.

She looked up
at Bryce then her expression changed. Curious, I tilted my head to
glance at Bryce too. However, whatever had prompted her strange
form was lost on me, because he peered down into my eyes displaying
nothing but love and happiness, filling me with butterflies.

“So you’re
both happy?”

We both
answered her simultaneously, without removing our eyes from one
another. “Of course we are.”

“Well, in that
case, congratulations.”

With
impeccable timing, a waiter appeared next to us with glasses of
champagne on a tray. Carly grabbed two glasses and went to hand me
one. She paused at the same moment Bryce opened his mouth and
objected.

“Uh uh.” He
grabbed the slightly pink coloured glass that was still sitting on
the tray. “You, my love, get this one.” He handed me the drink.
“The pink glasses are yours. All waiting staff have been briefed
and know only to give you these ones.

“You’ve got to
be kidding.” I furrowed my brow at him “What is it?”

The buzzer to
the apartment sounded again, and the door was opened to allow the
members of Live Trepidation in. Bryce began to make his way over to
them when he answered my question. “No. I’m not kidding. I never
kid where you are concerned. You, my love, are drinking
non-alcoholic rose wine tonight.” Ah. Shit. Crap. Balls.

Carly shrugged
her shoulders, and rather than put one of the two glasses she had
picked up back down, she happily took sips from them both.

“Suffer,” she
said, with a childish grin.

I squinted my
eyes at her then smiled over to my newly arrived guests. Carly
quickly tilted her head down and lowered her voice, speaking into
the glass. “Who the fuck is that sex-on-a-stick?” She took an
inconspicuous sip.

I followed her
line of sight. “That is Derek, Bryce’s best mate. He’s also the
lead singer of the band. He was at the pub in Shepparton, remember?
When the band played “November Rain” and Bryce performed the guitar
solos for me.”

“Is that him?
Oh my God, he looks different.”

“Well you were
slightly occupied with the barman. Plus Derek has shaved his head
since then, maybe that’s why you don’t recognise him.”

“Fuck, Lexi.
He is beyond hot. His hotness factor is through the bloody
roof.”

I laughed at
her choice of words. “It’s funny you should say that, because he is
a firefighter.”

She grabbed a
hold of my arm and pretended to go weak at the knees. “Please tell
me he’s single, Alexis, because I have a fucking ferocious fire in
between my legs that he needs to put out.”

I cracked up
laughing. “Yes, Carls. He is single...as far as I know.”

Derek was
extremely good looking. He was the same height as Bryce,
approximately six foot five. He had tanned skin and clearly defined
biceps which by memory were artfully decorated with a few tattoos.
His eyes were a bright blue and his once upon a time caramel
coloured hair was now closely shaved to his head.

Bryce and the
rest of his band, which consisted of Derek, the lead singer and
guitarist; Matt, the bass guitarist; and Will, the drummer, all
made their way over to where Carls and I were standing. As they got
closer, she squeezed my arm tighter and dramatically said under her
breath. “Quick! Quick! My vagina in burning, please come to
my rescue.”

I laughed
again and murmured back, “Mr. Firefighter Derek, please douse my
friend’s fiery hole with your fire hose. Nobody likes a burnt
burger.”

Carly nearly
spat her champagne—she was good at that. With great difficulty, we
both managed to subdue ourselves and act like the adults that we
were by the time the men reached our position in the room.

Bryce placed
his arm around my waist securing me to him. “Alexis, you remember
Derek, Will, and Matt.”

“Yes, of
course I do. It’s nice to see you all again. Thanks for
coming.”

Carly giggled
at my choice of word, forcing a childish giggle from me too.
Carly Josephine Henkley, stop that.

“Happy
birthday, Alexis.” Derek handed me a small package. Oh God, a
present. How embarrassing. I really don’t need presents.

I sheepishly
took it from him. “You really shouldn’t have.”

He smiled and
shrugged his shoulders. Bryce looked at him in wonder.

“Is it your
birthday, Lexi?” Carly asked, knowing it was. “Because I didn’t get
you jack shit.”

I gently
shoved her shoulder. “Sorry, this rude bitch here is my best friend
Carly. Carly, this is Will, Matt and Derek. They are members of the
band Bryce plays in.”

“Yes, I know.
I saw you guys in Shepparton. You were all fantastic.” She pointed
her glass at Derek. “And you, have a voice to die for.” Oh God.
Carls the epitome of obvious.

I smirked at
her as I unwrapped my present, discovering a Live Trepidation CD.
“I love it! Thank you.” I really did love it. Now I could cruise
around in my car and listen to my sensationally talented sexy rock
god, play his guitar chords. I looked up at Bryce with a big smile.
“You didn’t tell me you had a CD.”

“We’ve only
just recently produced it. It appears you would be one of the first
to own a copy.”

“Oh, lucky me.
Can you all sign it?”

“I think track
four already has your name on it,” Matt said, as he took hold of a
beer from the tray a waiter before us was balancing.

“A track that
has my name on it?” I repeated, confused.

The buzzer to
the door sounded again, and this time the people entering seemed to
be never ending. Bryce quickly interrupted my train of thought and
excused us.

“Your family
is here.” He gently guided me toward to apartment entryway
door.

***

I spent the
first part of the evening as a tour guide, showing my friends and
family around the apartment, Tash being the only exception to the
welcoming expedition, having already visited after taking Bryce up
on his offer of a job at the hotel. She was due to begin her first
shift as an event supervisor starting this coming Monday.

Lil, Jade, and
Steph, together with their husbands also seemed quite impressed
with my new home. Honestly, how could you not be, this place is
a palace. I still feel like royalty when I am here and I love
it. I might make all my friends curtsy upon
entering.

My brother
Jake playfully tutted every time I showed him a new room, and
Jen...well she was just about ready to move in, having taken a
liking to Lucy’s room with the cot.

The evening
had gone rather smoothly, with every one happily talking amongst
themselves to low volumed background music. The kids were having a
great time at the arcade, allowing us parents to relax and enjoy
each other’s company together with food and drinks. Rick was even
contentedly mingling with our mutual friends, however, he was
clearly avoiding my family—especially Jake. Even Gareth had gladly
arrived with Samantha by his side and appeared to be enjoying his
surroundings and company. Seeing him and Sam look somewhat jovial
eased my concerns in regards to their relationship. However, I
still felt Sam deserved to know the truth about Gareth’s diagnosis,
so that she could decide for herself if his condition was one she
could overlook. I knew deep down I had to tell her. I think I had
made that decision the moment I became aware that Gareth suffered
Dissociative Identity Disorder, having had an apprehensive notion
in the pit of my stomach that told me one way or another I would
enlighten Sam. I just hoped it didn’t reverse Gareth’s clear
positive progression of late.

I knew the
time to make a speech and deliver our exciting news was fast
approaching, so I decided I would take the opportunity to speak
with Rick privately on the balcony. He was in deep discussion with
Dean, Tash’s husband, about the Grand Prix when I politely
interrupted.

“Excuse me,
guys. Sorry, but could I talk to you for a moment, Rick?”

He looked at
me sceptically. “Sure. I’ll be right a back, Dean.”

I motioned him
to follow me out onto the balcony and around the corner to where
the Crow sat silently in the night’s darkness. I led us both to the
balustrade, hoping the twinkling city skyline would provide a calm
and serene atmosphere. It didn’t seem to work, because I suddenly
felt nervous as fuck, knowing the news I was about to deliver was
going to hurt and anger Rick. And regardless of what he had put me
through, I didn’t want to hurt him.

“Um...so are
you having a good time? I know coming here, especially on your own,
could not have been easy. I appreciate that you did decide to come,
though. It means a lot to me that we can still share these types of
moments in our lives together, regardless of what has happened.” I
had made it clear that Claire did not form part of the invitation
and that his ‘plus one’ could be anyone else but her.

“Yeah.
Although Jake keeps giving me a death look, but apart from that
it’s been alright. No matter what we’ve been through, Lex, we were
friends before we became lovers then enemies, and friends are
something I want us to go back to...no matter what. I don’t want us
to be bitter anymore.”

“Good. I’m
glad you think that, because I don’t think you are going to like
what I’m about to tell you,” I looked at him as I bit the inside of
my cheek. He turned to face me, a look of unexpected angst on his
features.

I closed my
eyes for a split second to muster the courage, then opened them and
let it out. “Bryce and I are having a baby. I’m due in November. We
are announcing it tonight...shortly. I wanted to tell you in person
rather than spring it on you in front of our family and
friends.”

He blinked a
few times then turned to look back out over the city. He was deadly
silent for what seemed like minutes on end.

“Rick?” I
prompted him to say something.

“Could it be
mine?” he asked quietly, barely sounding his voice at all.

“No.”

“How can you
be sure? A November due date puts conception pretty fucking close
to when we were last together,” he hissed.

“No, Rick! You
are not the father of my baby. I’ve had tests
and conception was weeks after we had sex for the final time.”

“Had sex,” he
muttered angrily under his breath.

“Look, I knew
you’d be angry, but it is what it is. At least I didn’t fall
pregnant with Bryce’s baby while we were still together.” Shit!
I just can’t fucking help myself, can I?

He looked at
me with hatred. “I want a paternity test. The timing is too
close.”

“You know
what, Rick? Fuck you! You have no right to demand this. You cheated
on me. You had another child with someone else. This child is not
yours, it’s Bryce’s. You have two choices: either calm down and
realise I’m telling the truth and re-join the party, or continue to
act like a selfish prick who is grasping at straws that are no
longer embedded in the earth and go home. What’s it gonna be?”

He pushed off
the balustrade and in turning looked at me. “I want the paternity
test.” Then he walked back inside and exited the apartment.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

 After watching Rick storm
away from me, I turned back around, facing the still night air that
bounced off the surrounding buildings. The sounds of city traffic
echoed quietly from 43 floors below, capturing me briefly in their
humming lull. My focus shifted from the city ambience when I heard
footsteps coming my way.

I’m not sure
if it was the sound of his strides toward me made, or the sheer
probability that it was him who would be looking for me, or even
just the unmistakable feeling I got when he was in my presence.
Regardless, I knew Bryce was making his way toward me, and when I
felt his warm, strong, loving arms embrace me from behind, I felt
at peace again; calm, content, happy and relaxed.

He rested his
hands gently on my belly where our child was safe and sound. “Did
you tell Rick?”

“Yes. Couldn’t
you tell by the way he stormed out of the building?”

“Are you
okay?”

“I’m fine. I
knew he wouldn’t like the news, but I never expected him to think
the baby was his and then demand a paternity test.”

Bryce spun me
around to face him, nearly sending me vertically into the air from
sheer rotational lift. “He said what?”

“He wants a
paternity test. He said the timing is too close for him to just
take my word for it.”

“He’s fucking
lucky he has left the building. There is no way I will let him
stake his claim to my child.”

“Bryce, settle
down,” I said calmly. “No one will be staking claim to our baby but
us.”

He wasn’t
looking me in the eye, instead killing a focal point somewhere
beyond my head with his murderous glare.

I reached up
and touched his face. “Hey, look at me. This baby is yours. I am
one hundred percent certain of it. So regardless of Rick’s pathetic
attempt at whatever it is he is attempting to achieve by his
demand, it doesn’t matter. He is wasting his time.” I tenderly
rubbed his cheek bones with my thumbs, helping him let go of some
of his anger. “I’m yours Bryce.” I placed his hands back on my
stomach. “We are yours.”

He sighed
dejectedly. “You were once his.”

“You know
what? Looking back, I don’t really think I ever was Rick’s. I mean,
on the surface...maybe, and on paper...yes. But deep down, I was
waiting for you to come along and show me what it is to truly
belong to someone: mind, heart, body, and soul.”

He threaded
his fingers through my hair, gripping the sides of my face and
pulling me to him. The kiss he placed upon my lips and mouth was
just about the most passionate, emotional and possessive kiss I had
ever experienced, and after he pulled away, I literally had to be
forced back to the present moment.

I was standing
there, my head supported by his hands which were still firmly
placed on either side of my face, and my mouth was open, confused
by whether or not it still functioned. I slowly opened my eyes,
finding his equally impassioned expression.

“I love you,”
he whispered.

“I know,” I
whispered back.

He growled.
“Come on. The kids are on their way back from the arcade. It’s time
for your cake and for me to tell the world that I’m the luckiest
man alive.”

I smiled at
him. “Oh good, because I have been desperately waiting...waiting
for...cake.”

He raised his
eyebrow at me. “Cake? Is that all you have been desperately waiting
for?”

“Oh, Bryce,
you have no idea how much I love cake.” I stepped us up against the
balustrade and pressed my body against him, then hovering my mouth
just over his and breathing hot onto his lips, I continued. “I love
how sweet it is, how it rises, and I love it when it’s full of
cream.” I licked my lips.

His eyes
flared with desire. “That’s good. Because I have a huge cake for
you.”

I reached down
and cupped his erection which was now pushing against his trousers.
“How huge?”

“Fucking
enormous.”

I giggled as I
gently squeezed him. “Can you feed me your cake?”

His eyes
fluttered then closed. “Yes,” he groaned.

“When?” I
whispered into his ear.

He eyes shot
open. “Now.”

He was
lightning fast, scooping me up into his arms and making me squeal
as he walked briskly to the chopper. He opened the door and
carefully placed me down. I scooted backwards along the seat as he
climbed in and prowled toward me. Oh, Fuck. He is going to screw
my brains out in the Crow with all our friends and family only
metres away.

I would
normally object to such a high risk sexual encounter, but the look
in his eyes made it impossible to say no, together with the fact
that my sexed-up hormones were currently going crazy. He placed his
hands on my calves and dragged them up my legs, taking my dress up
with them. I pressed against the door opposite to the one we got in
by, panting with excitement, my chest rising and falling while
watching his passionate desperation for me. He reached my underwear
and paused looking up at me.

I didn’t
hesitate. “Do it. Do it now, Bryce. I want to feel you in between
my legs. I can’t wait.”

He growled and
tore my underwear apart, then leaned forward and stroked my damp
clit with his tongue. Oh, God. Yes! I pressed my hand to the
window and it slipped from perspiration. I giggled seeing what I
had just done.

He looked up.
“What’s so funny?”

“I just did a
‘Rose’ from Titanic.”

He looked at
my smudged hand print on the window and chuckled then mumbled
something about being ‘king of the world’. I laughed, but suddenly
swallowed the amusement as his tongue hit that perfect spot,
flicking away and sending luscious pulses right through me.

“Oh, fuck,
Bryce.” A sweet orgasm rippled through me, as he flicked his tongue
and sucked my clit. I reached for his head and lifted him to my
face, feeling and tasting my desire for him. Then leaning in, I
pushed him back against the seat and unzipped his pants. He
shuffled them down just enough to free his ready and waiting cock.
I grasped it between my hands, dragging them up to his tip then
gently massaged the moist crown with my finger before climbing onto
his lap and greedily engulfing him with my pussy. He groaned as he
gripped my arse and helped me pump his cock.

“You have no
idea how fucking happy I am right now,” he breathed.

“I think I
do.”

“No...you
don’t.”

I smiled and
kissed him, only to hear what I thought to be Tash’s voice. “Oh
Geezus! My eyes, my bloody eyes.”

Followed by
Jade’s, “Is that?...Are they?...Fuck me, where’s the popcorn?”

I quickly
glanced out the window and spotted Tash pushing a reluctant Jade
back toward the apartment, all the while giggling and cursing at
her. “Jade, get your arse out of here now.”

I didn’t care
though because I was having my cake and...cream, yes I was having
the cream too. Bryce jerked, groaned and gripped me tightly. Oh,
fuck. I really do love cake and cream.

Dampened with
sweat and giggling, I quickly climbed off him. “Oh my God, they saw
us. I’m never going to hear the end of this.”

“I hope not.
We just fucked in the Crow. I have wanted to fuck you in the Crow
since the day Alexander was born.”

“Really?
Little do you know I wanted that, too.” I sat for a small moment,
blissfully absorbing the peaceful, happy aura surrounding us, and
remembering that first time he buckled me into the front seat. “You
have no idea how hard it was for me to keep my legs closed that
time you were fishing for the set of headphones.”

“You have no
idea how hard it was for me not to have pried your legs apart and
kissed that sweet pussy of yours. I nearly fucking did, you
know.”

I laughed,
“I’m glad you didn’t.” I raised my eyebrow at him. “I’m glad you
didn’t, because that very first time I felt your tongue on me was
pure unadulterated bliss. I’ll never forget it.

“Neither will
I, Hunny.” He leaned over, grabbed my hand and brought it to his
lips. “Are you ready to do this?” He was staring at me, waiting
like a kid on Christmas morning.

“No,” I
replied. His smile plummeted, so I quickly added. “I need to get
cleaned up. I’m not going out there in front of my family and
friends, fully fucked and panty-less. I need underwear.”

He climbed out
of the chopper and helped me out the other side. “Come on then,” he
said as he playfully smacked me on my bum and placed his hand on my
hip, holding me to him as he led me to his office.

***

After a sneaky
trip via the private elevator to our bedroom to clean up, Bryce and
I re-joined the party and positioned ourselves behind a small table
which had been set up on the step that looked down into the lounge
area. The room had been decorated with hundreds of silver and blue
metallic helium balloons with matching spiralling twine that
dangled from each balloon’s securely tied lip. There were also
approximately twenty large bouquets of white and blue roses, placed
meticulously around the room. Trust Bryce to find a way to have
blue roses for me. I smiled at their brilliance, which was
nothing in comparison to the man standing next to me. The room
looked magical, but it was still very simple and elegant, and I was
grateful Bryce had stayed true to his word when he promised he
would not go overboard. I really did not want that.

I had been
appreciatively taking in the surrounding scenes, and had not
initially noticed the enormous three-tiered cake that had been
placed on the table before me. It was perfectly centred and looked
stunning and delicious. It also kind of looked like the Empire
State Building. No shit! It stood about one meter high with long
rectangular panels of white chocolate secured to each side of the
three square tiers, and each tier was topped with fresh
raspberries. It was simply stunning and looked utterly
delectable.

“I told you my
cake was huge,” he whispered to me.

I shook my
head at him and giggled. “You’re not wrong. You really are
something else, Mr. Clark. White chocolate and raspberries, you
honestly think of everything.”

He pulled me
into his side as a number of waiting staff quickly passed out
glasses of champagne to our guests. “I think of you, Alexis. You,
our families, and no one else.” He kissed the top of my head then
gently tapped his glass, in order to gain the room’s attention and
hush the verbal communication flowing around it.

When the
conversations passed to silence, Bryce began to speak. “Firstly, I
just want to thank you all for coming today, to celebrate Alexis’
birthday. We both really appreciate you all taking the time to
share this evening with us.” He let go of my side and placed his
hand on the champagne flute he was holding, peering into it.
“Look...I’ll start by addressing the elephant in the room by saying
that it is no secret Alexis and I found each other under somewhat
controversial circumstances.” He moved his gaze to me, a hint of
guilt flickering in his eyes. I winked at him, encouraging him to
go on.

“Controversial
or not, the truest crime of all would have been to ignore true
love. From the moment I laid eyes on this beautiful woman standing
next me, my heart decided to once again function as it was designed
to, and honestly, the feeling that came over me shortly after
meeting her for the first time literally shocked the shit out of
me.”

Everyone in
the room let out a chuckle which seemed to relax Bryce.

“So, there I
was, my heart going berserk, telling numerous parts of my body that
my true love—my soul mate—had just entered my life. And knowing
that it was criminal to ignore what I was feeling, I had no choice
but to act. To say that I deliberately pursued Alexis is indeed
correct. Do I feel guilty about that fact? Well...at that time yes,
yes I did. But, knowing that she too felt the same way about me,
but refused to let herself accept it, enabled me to push aside that
guilt. Look, I guess what I am trying to say is sometimes in life
you know you are going to do the wrong thing, that what you are
about to do goes against everything you stand for. But there are
also times in life when you have to ignore the morality of the
problem that faces you and go with your heart. Because at the end
of the day, your heart is what truly makes you happy. And Alexis is
my heart, entirely.”

The room was
completely silent, but the loud thudding noise my heart was making
as it pounded in my chest was deafening. I had tears streaming down
my face as I looked up at the man who fulfilled every part of my
being.

He noticed me
crying and gently wiped away the salty menaces that were trickling
down my cheeks. I helped him rid my face of the moisture and choked
back anymore tears that threatened to fall. I looked out over the
room of smiling faces, some of which were even crying—my mother and
sister being two of them—and some were playfully scoffing at
Bryce’s romantic declaration—my brother and Derek being two of
those.

I cleared my
throat. “Wow! I can’t really top that ca—”

“Yes you can,”
he interrupted, smiling at me.

I knew exactly
what he meant. “Actually, yes I can.” I took in a deep breath and
felt my face stretch into an enormous grin. “Tomorrow I turn 36
years of age, and during those 36 years I have experienced
a lot. I have learned what it is to be a
daughter, sister, friend, wife, and mother. I have learned what
entails commitment, devotion, loyalty, love, hurt, and loss. But I
think what I have learned most of all in my life’s journey, is that
no matter what difficult situation you face, there is always
reprieve, always a light at the end of the tunnel. Even if at first
that light seems dim and not worth trying to reach, there is a
light and it is worth reaching. It’s worth grasping and doing
everything you can to brighten it. All of you—my friends and
family—are my light, and I truly appreciate having you all in my
life.”

I placed my
hand around Bryce’s hip and leaned in to his shoulder. “As most of
you are aware, I have recently had to fight for reprieve during a
very wounding, lightless time in my life, but it was a fight worth
winning because the path that lies ahead of me now at age 36 is the
most exciting path I will ever walk. It’s a path I plan on taking
with all of you, with my two beautiful children, with this
wonderful amazing man who I now know to be my soul mate, and with
our precious little miracle that is growing strong as each day goes
by.” I gently caressed my stomach.

There were
gasps around the room and a couple of people even clapped. I sobbed
a little and continued. “Yes, Bryce and I are expecting a baby and
we couldn’t be happier.” I looked up at him, but he did not give me
time to focus before his lips were touching mine. I placed my hand
on the side of his face and savoured his embrace.

“Geezus, you
two. There’s already a bun in the oven, no need to try and make
another one.” My brother’s voice cut through the room, forcing a
laugh from everyone, including me and Bryce. We broke apart.

“I’m gonna be
a dad,” Bryce said to the room. He picked up Charli and sat her on
his hip, and I reached for Nate who was standing not too far from
my side. “We are going to be a family.” Bryce raised his glass to
the room. “To a life of fulfillment.” Everyone raised their glasses
and said cheers.

A waitress lit
the candles on my cake and everyone started singing happy birthday.
Bryce placed Charli on the ground next to me, so I knelt down to
her height and kissed her on the cheek. As I looked through the
candle flames out into the room, I spotted Gareth standing next to
Sam, his look eerily unreadable, and for the first time in a while
I had a chill go up my spine.







CHAPTER TWELVE

 I shook the eerie feeling
Gareth’s obscure expression had given me and focused on the rest of
our guests.

Lucy was the
first to greet us after our announcement. “I knew it! A little bit
of wind, my arse,” she exclaimed. I momentarily looked at her
dumbfounded then remembered my morbidly embarrassing cover up on
Easter night.

“I’m so
sorry,” I laughed, “I had to fake it. We wanted it to be a
surprise. I would never have forgiven myself if I ruined it by
admitting I was pregnant to you that night. Oh my God, ‘wind’ was
the first thing that came to my mind.”

Lucy shook her
head in amusement. “I didn’t buy it, you know.”

“Shit! I felt
awful. You had just finished opening your heart to me, and there I
was pronouncing I had wind.” I put my head in my hand. “Kill me
now.”

Bryce and Nic
both shrugged their shoulders, having no idea what Lucy and I were
babbling on about.

“On that
Easter night, Alexis not so subtly caressed her tummy when she and
I were making coffee and talking,” she explained to Bryce and Nic.
“I knew straight away she was pregnant, but she tried playing it
down to having wind. It was hilarious watching her face turn a
shade of pink.”

Lucy grabbed
her brother and hugged him tightly, saying something quietly into
his ear. I couldn’t hear it. He nodded his head at her, an
expression of triumph and self-satisfaction on his face and
answering her with a ‘thanks’.


“Congratulations! You both deserve to be happy...and Alexander
deserves a cousin his age to play with.” She bounced baby Alexander
on her hip. “How does that sound? A cousin to boss around,” she
said, in playful tone to her son.

Bryce smiled
as he let his nephew grip his finger. “Speaking of cousins, where
is ours?”

We all turned
our heads, scanning the room looking for Gareth. “He was here a
moment ago. I spotted him during our announcement.” I answered,
concerned for where he was at that moment, and even more concerned
as to his frame of mind.

“How did he
seem?” Bryce asked.

I didn’t know
whether to say good or not good. To be honest, I didn’t know if his
expression was in fact bad. It looked it though, and it had left me
feeling unsettled, like it used to months ago. “Honestly, I’m not
sure. He didn’t seem overly happy for us, but he didn’t seem
heartbroken either.”

“I probably
should’ve told him in private, like you did for Rick.” He looked
out over the room again while running his free hand through his
hair in exasperation. “Shit! I wasn’t thinking.”

“Bryce, don’t
worry, he’ll be around here somewhere. Go find him and talk it
over,” I offered, as he seemed quite concerned.

“Yeah, that’s
probably a good idea,” Lucy added. Alexander tried desperately to
put Bryce’s finger in his mouth, Bryce playing a little tug of war
with him. “We are going to head up to bed. Al needs a feed and a
sleep. I just need a sleep. Do you mind if we stay?” She was
looking at me when she asked.

“Of course
not.” Why is she asking me? I’m pregnant with Bryce’s child, not
ruler of his world. “Why would you ask that?”

“Because, this
is your home now, not ours. We don’t want to intrude,” Nic
replied.

“You’re never
intruding,” Bryce answered, finally freeing his finger from
Alexander’s tight grip. He kissed my cheek. “I’m going to find
Gareth.”

I watched him
walk away in search of his cousin. Shit, I hope Scott hasn’t
returned. Shit! I hope Sam is okay. Shit! I really need to tell her about his illness. I
hugged Lucy and Nic goodnight, while dreadfully contemplating how I
would inform Sam of Gareth’s condition. I wondered if she were the
type to take that kind of information in her stride, or whether she
would run for the hills. Unfortunately, I’m thinking
hill-running was more Sam’s style.

Just as I was
about to turn around and mingle some more, I felt a pair of arms
wrap around my shoulders, and an unmistakeable, unmelodic voice
sing Creed’s “Arms Wide Open” into my ear. I laughed, turned, and
gently pushed Tash back. “You’re an idiot, you know.”

“Geez, tough
crowd! If you’re not a Creed fan, I could try a little Ed Sheeran.”
She started singing “Small Bump”. Lil, Jade, and Steph joined
in.

I looked at
them all, amazed. “Shut up.”

Laughing, they
all embraced me into a big group hug, congratulating me.

“Thanks,
bitches. And I say that with love,” I said sarcastically, as they
all pulled away from me.

“That better
be your hormones speaking,” Jade playfully warned.

“Speaking of
hormones...” Tash said, lowering her voice. “Remind me to never say
yes to a ride in the Crow. I’m scarred for life now.”

“I’m not. That
was fucking hot, Lexi!” Jade winked at me.

“What did I
miss?” Steph asked.

“Lexi and
Bryce were—”

“None of your
business,” I interrupted, the smirk on my face betraying me. We all
lowered our gazes—kind of like a Western stand off—and sipped our
drinks. Hmmm this non-alcoholic rose shit ain’t all that
bad.

Lil broke the
stand-off. “How’d Rick take the news? Not well, I’m guessing? I saw
him storm out before your announcement.”

I closed my
eyes momentarily as I swallowed my drink. “No, not well at all. He
thinks the baby is his.”

“Could it be?”
she asked instantly.

I replied just
as quickly. “No.”

“Are you
sure?”

“Yes, Lil. I’m
sure.”

“Well, relax
then, Luv. He can think it all he likes. Don’t let it stress you
out. You don’t need stress right now.”

“I know. It’s
fine. I’m fine. I’m not worried about Rick. It will sort itself
out. I’m a hurdler, remember.”

Tash scoffed.
“How many hurdles can one jump in such a short space of time
though? Fuck.” She looked concerned.

I hugged her.
“Really Tashy, I’m fine. Hurdles were made to be jumped over. But,
if you can’t jump them gracefully, kick the fuckers down with your
foot and step over them. Either way, the hurdles are goin’ down.” I
motioned for a waiter to come my way when I noticed his tray was
adorned with macaroons. Pistachio macaroons. I’ll take about
four of those, thank you very much. I loaded my napkin up with
the delicious treats.

Jade raised an
eyebrow at me.

“What? I’m
eating for two, and I happen to know that baby Clark likes
pistachio macaroons.”

Jade put her
hands in the air. “I’m not saying anything.”

“Baby Clark?”
Tash questioned.

“Yes. Why? Got
any better names?”

“Well, since
you like collective names what about Bark?”

“No, Tash. No!
Definitely not.”

“I know, what
about Boaab?” she asked excitedly.

The rest of
the girls and I scoffed at the horrid name. “Seriously, Tash? What
the fuck?”

“BOAAB. Baby
Of Alexis And Bryce. BOAAB. Shit, I’m smart.”

I screwed my
face up. “How much have you had to drink?”

“Clearly, too
much,” Lil interjected. I agreed.

 


I quickly
scanned the room, looking for Bryce, Gareth, or both of them
together. There was no sign of either. I did spot Carls in the
middle of the lounge room though, clearly flirting as she spoke to
Derek.

I grinned and
then got a great idea. “Hey. Wanna help me stir up Carls? Bryce has
me drinking non-alcoholic wine, and it’s depressing me. I need to
punish someone. I owe Carls about a thousand paybacks, so she is my
victim.”

The girls all
smiled. “What did you have in mind?” Steph asked, while stealing
one of my macaroons. I gave her the mother of all deathly looks
which prompted her to gingerly place it back my hot little
hand.

Shooting
daggers at Steph one more time, I turned to Tash. “I need some
songs about fires.” I gave her a mischievous grin, knowing full
well my human-jukebox of a friend would come through for me.



After Tash
rattled off a few ‘fiery’ songs, we were set to put our plan into
action. Trying to keep a straight face and looking completely
casual and inconspicuous, I slowly walked past Carly while softly
singing “All Fired Up” by Pat Benatar. I stopped at the waiter who
was only a meter from where Carls and Derek were standing, grabbed
a glass of pink rose shit—or whatever it was called—then made my
way back to the girls, singing the chorus slightly louder as I
strolled past Carls. Tash then did the same thing, only her song of
choice was “Light My Fire” by The Doors. As she made her way back
to me, she raised her voice and danced while gently patting at her
snatch, as if it was alight. I cracked up laughing and noticed
Carly turn slightly in our direction with an unsure look on her
face. I quickly looked down desperately fighting back the hysterics
and trying not to make eye contact with her, knowing that if I did,
I would crumble.

Phase two in
the Let’s-get-Carls-all-fired-up game, consisted of all five of us
walking over to the waiter and staying put, this now giving us the
excuse to remain in Carly’s earshot so that we could continue to
sing rather than walk away. As we stood in a circle with our
drinks, I started us off by humming “Girl On Fire” by Alicia Keys.
Tash joined in moments after and hummed along with me right up
until the pause before the chorus. I nodded my head at her and the
other girls then we all sang the lyrics in the chorus together,
rather loudly.

Now, if you’re
not familiar with the song, the chorus is what you would describe
as a ‘belter’, meaning one: you have to be relatively good at
singing—which we weren’t. And two: you needed to belt it out really
loud—which we did. Needless to say, it got everyone’s
attention—mainly due to the fact we sounded awful.

Before I knew
it, Will had grabbed a couple of forks from a serving platter and
started drumming the beat on the top of the bar, assisting our
charade. I smiled at him as I laughed and continued to sing the
song—I think the drum beat actually helped our tone. Carls had
caught on to our game at that point and was pinching the bridge of
her nose and screwing up her face. Derek just seemed highly amused
at our apparent flash mob performance. This behaviour was not out
of the ordinary for us girls, so after we had finished, we received
a small round of applause then the room went back to its normal
small talk chit chat.

I hadn’t
noticed Bryce return until we had finished our sing-along. He was
standing next to Jake looking pretty comfortable and relaxed. I
walked up to him and wrapped my arms around his waist.

Jake shook his
head at me. “Are you sure you want her to have your baby?” he asked
Bryce, pointing toward me with his beer. “She’s slightly
crazy.”

Bryce kissed
my head. “I like crazy.”

I pulled away
and gently elbowed him in the ribs. “Did you find Gareth?”

“No. He’s
obviously taken off. I’ll speak with him tomorrow.” I shot him an
apologetic look. “Alexis, it’s not your fault, so don’t.”

“What’s not
her fault?” Jake asked.

“It’s nothing,
Jake. Gareth is just not a fan of me and Bryce as a couple.”

“Why? Does he
have a thing for you, Lexi?”

I scoffed.
Um, no not me...the sexy father of my child, more like it.
“It’s a long story Jake. I’ll fill you in another time.” Now was
not the time to enlighten Jake that Gareth was Bryce’s mentally ill
cousin who had an altering personality, one that was in love with
Bryce and wanted me out of the picture. No, now is definitely
not the time.

“Fair enough.”
Jake seemed to let it go, but knowing my brother, he would re-visit
it at some point in time. “I’m gonna hit the sack. I have a late
run up the Hume Highway to Sydney tomorrow. If I get my shut-eye
now, I will be able to do the round trip without stopping.”

“Drive safely,
okay? I hate when you do long trips.” I gave my brother a big
hug.

“Of course,
this little tacker in here...” he gently placed his hand on my
tummy, “must be dying to meet its uncle. I have no choice but to
stay safe, wouldn’t want to disappoint the little rugrat when it’s
born.” He removed his hand and shook Bryce’s. “Congratulations,
Mate.”

“You are so
full of yourself, you know that right?” I teased.

“Yep, full of
shit hotness! Don’t forget it.”

“Ewww. Go. Go
to bed.” I nudged him toward the door.

“Night,” he
called behind him.

“Night,” we
replied.

The kids had
already taken themselves to bed. Mum, Dad, Jen and Steve all
followed shortly after, leaving only Live Trepidation, the girls
and their husbands and kids—who were beginning to turn feral—and of
course, Carls. Carls, who was on a war path, heading directly for
me.

“Shit! I think
I’ll take you up on the security guard offer,” I said quickly as I
wrapped myself in Bryce’s arms for protection.

He seemed a
little concerned. “What? Why?”

“It looks like
Carls wants my head on a platter.”

She stormed
right up to me, her face desperately trying to hold tight. “You are
hilarious,” she said sarcastically.

“I know,” I
answered honestly.

“No. That
wasn’t funny. I was so fucking embarrassed.”

“Relax. He had
no idea.”

“Who had no
idea?” Bryce asked.

“Derek,” we
both answered.

Bryce looked
over at his lead singer, slightly confused. “What does he have no
idea about?”

I jumped in
before Carls had a chance. “He has no idea Carly has a burnt
burger.” I cracked up laughing.

“You’re a
bitch, Alexis Summers.”

“No, I’m not,
Carly Henkley. Your burger is burnt and you need it thawed out, I
was simply trying to begin that process.”

“I can thaw
out my own burger, thanks,” she hissed under her breath.

Bryce took a
step back. “I’m not fucking sure if you are talking about a BBQ or
something entirely different. Either way, I don’t want to know
about Carly’s burger, so please excuse me.” He headed toward the
other men in the room.

“There is
nothing wrong with my burger, Bryce,” she called out after him.
“Just so you know, it’s a good burger.”

“Carly!” I
playfully hit her on the arm. “Don’t offer your burger to my
man.”

“Why? Is he a
vegetarian?”

“No! God, no!”
I laughed. “The man is a carnivore through and through.” I bit my
lip as I remembered our encounter in the Crow.

“I hate you,
you know,” she admitted, while taking in my hungry expression.

“You should.
Every woman should. I’ve scored big time.”

“Good. I’m
glad you know it, Hun.”

“Oh trust me,
Carls. I know it alright.”







CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

 The next day our family
and friends checked out of the hotel at staggered times of the day,
most of them popping up to the penthouse to wish me a happy
birthday and to thank us and say goodbye. Mum and Dad took Nate and
Charli back to the farm with them as it was school holidays for
another two weeks. The kids were so excited. They adored the farm
and spending time with their grandparents.

Rick had
arranged to be off work for the second week of the holidays, so
that the kids could stay with him. I assumed that was still the
case, but after last night’s heated exchange, I couldn’t exactly be
sure. I would have to contact him sooner rather than later to find
out. I was still kind of reeling from his outburst and accusation,
feeling like I now had to prove my innocence—so to speak. That
feeling really pissed me off; I did not have to prove anything to
him. I did not have to prove my child was Bryce’s, and I did not
have to prove that I had done nothing wrong.

Anger over the
whole situation was simmering away deep within me, and I could feel
myself begin to get worked up, so I thought I would take out my
frustration and stress on the cross trainer. I quickly changed into
a pair of knee-length gym pants, a singlet top and a pair of
runners and made my way downstairs.

Bryce was
sitting on the lounge with his guitar, strumming some chords and
writing down what I assumed were notes. Fuck, he looks sexy
holding a guitar. Too sexy for his own good. I almost changed
my mind about taking my frustration out on the cross trainer,
instead thinking I could take it out on him—sexually. He just
looked so God damned tasty.

“Havin’ a
workout. Just thought I’d let you know in case you wanted to hold
my hand.” I gave him a sarcastic cheeky grin as I waltzed past
him.

He raised his
eyebrow at me and put his guitar down. I continued out through the
bi-fold doors and onto the balcony where the home gym equipment was
situated. As I stepped up onto the cross trainer, I watched him
casually stroll up to me with his hands in his pockets, stopping at
the weight machine and leaning up against it.

“Can I help
you?” I asked him, playfully.

“No.”

I began to
stride. “You’re not seriously going to stand there and watch me,
are you?”

“Yes, I
seriously am.”

“Bryce, I was
only kidding about the whole hold-my-hand thing. Go away.”

“Can’t do it,
Hunny.” He lifted one foot and propped it back against the machine,
hands still in his pockets and looking as comfortable and as sexy
as ever.

“This is not
funny. I’m not kidding, you know.”

“Neither am
I.” He pushed off the machine with the foot he had moved and walked
over to a chair. He slid it out from the table, spun it around and
sat on it backwards, facing me with his arms crossed on the back
rest.

He’s
fucking serious. I stopped my strides and glared at him.
“Bryce!”

“Don’t bother.
I’m not moving. You won’t listen to me and stop exercising on your
own, so I will make sure you are not on your own. I’m not going
anywhere.”

“You are
fucking unreal.” I started striding again, trying my damned hardest
to ignore him. It wasn’t working.

Even though I
was no longer making eye contact with him, I could feel his stare
bore into the depths of my body. It was arousing my sexual reaction
to his scrutinization and my heart pounded in response. Well,
you are exercising, Alexis. That could explain the increase in
heart rate. My nipples twinged, tickling and firming as I
moved. No, it’s Bryce’s stare, definitely Bryce’s stare.

A bead of
sweat trickled down my forehead, so I grabbed my towel which I’d
draped over the handle of the machine and wiped my brow while
catching a glimpse of Bryce who was smirking at me. “Are you
enjoying yourself, you overprotective arse?”

He laughed.
“Yes. I’m especially enjoying the view. You are fucking hot when
you sweat. Although, I like to be the one who makes you sweat.”

I squinted my
eyes at him. “Yeah, well best you enjoy watching me sweat. Because
it’s the only way I’m going to sweat for you if you insist on being
a domineering dick.”

He laughed
again. “Sorry, did you say I have a domineering dick?”

“No.”

“Yes, you
did.”

“No, I didn’t
I—”

“My dick likes
domineering your mouth and your—”

“Your dick
will be domineering nothing if you keep this shit up.”

He chuckled.
“You’re sweating again, Hunny.”

You
infuriating sexy son of a bitch. I slowed to a stop, wiped my
brow and stepped down from the machine. Bryce watched me intently
as I walked over to the exercise bike. He swivelled his chair
around so that he could continue to face and taunt me.

I dropped my
head back in surrender and groaned.

“I love it
when you groan. Do that again.”

I lifted my
head. “No. Piss off.”

He laughed and
rested his chin on his folded arms. “You’re sexy when you’re
angry.”

“Bryce Edward
Clark!”

“Fuck, I love
it when you say my name in full.”

He had an
amused cocky grin on his face. I rolled my eyes and groaned
again.

“Ah, that
groan, Alexis. It’s like you are fucking me from a distance.”

I dropped my
head to my arms which were crossed over the bike’s display monitor,
smiling behind the screen as I pedalled harder and faster out of
frustration. Frustration over him taunting me, but more so because
I was enjoying it and really wanted to go over and bite that
naughty mouth of his.

“Alexis, slow
down.” His voice was no longer playful. I ignored him and pedalled
harder. Who’s got the domineering dick now, ha? Um...clearly not
me! Um...never mind. “Alexis, I’m serious. Slow down.”

I raised my
head and looked at him. “No.”

He stood up
quickly, pushing the chair away and walked over to the bike.
“Alexis!”

“Bryce!” I
mimicked.

He switched
the power off, forcing the bike to lose momentum.

I gripped the
padded handles, squeezing them tight and screamed my irritation at
him. “Who do you think you are? You can’t boss me round like that.”
I stepped off the bike and poked him in the chest. “Back off, I
mean it.”

“Fuck, you
drive me wild.” He bent down and wrapped his arms around the base
of my arse, gently hauling me up and over his shoulder. Then he
turned to walk back inside.

I slapped at
his arse. “Put me down.”

“I will when
we get to the bedroom.”

“No. Forget
it, you bloody control freak! I’m not fucking you.”

“Yes, you
are.” He practically bound up the stairs, not showing any signs of
strain; my weight appearing to be not much heavier to him than a
feather.

“No. I’m not.”
Yes I am. Who am I kidding?

“Well, I’m
fucking you. You can just lie there and enjoy it.” He walked into
our room and gently placed me onto the bed. I went to get up, but
he grabbed me and held me down, pressing both arms firmly into the
mattress. He climbed over me so that he was straddling my hips, but
I noticed he was bearing his own weight so that he did not crush me
or the baby.

“Get off,” I
half-arsedly hissed.

“Do you really
want me to get off?” he asked seductively, then leaned forward and
dragged his tongue from my collar bone to just below my ear.

The warm wet
lubricated slide of his tongue made me shudder. “Yes,” I whispered,
blatantly lying.

He trailed
kisses from one side of my neck to my jaw, then across to the other
side of my neck, barely skimming my mouth. “Are you sure?” he
breathed again. “You can have a workout with me, now. I’ll make you
sweat like never before.” He trailed some more kisses across my
neck and back down to my collar bone, dipping further so that his
lips were pressing into the top of my cleavage. “Are you really
sure you want me to get off?” He dipped his tongue in between my
breasts. I moaned in response, letting him know that he’d won, and
that I wanted nothing more than for him to continue.

“I didn’t
think so, Hunny.”

***

After giving
in to Bryce and taking my frustration out on him in the bedroom, I
pouted for the rest of the afternoon, glaring at him every so
often. I found myself to be slightly bored and not having much to
do. It was a Sunday, my children were away, and I no longer had to
worry about housework. I never really minded doing my housework. I
used to get some sort of self-pride cleaning my house and my
things, it made me feel appreciative of what I had. Don’t get me
wrong, I didn’t love housework, and I was more
than happy with the fact that I didn’t have to do it any longer. I
just sort of felt a little useless now.

Bryce had been
in the man-cave for most of the afternoon, and I assumed he was
working on some songs. I could hear a faint beat sounding through
the walls but couldn’t make out what it was. It sounded very
different from the style the band usually played. I was tempted to
go and watch him, possibly even stalk and annoy him like he had me,
but I figured he was working on something important, so I left him
to it.

Instead, I
picked up my book and immersed myself into the fiction world. I was
about ninety percent finished with my book, where the two lead
characters narrowly cheated death in a school fire. I was
thoroughly engrossed and hoped to God that this second chance would
lead to them getting their shit together, when Bryce took my book
from my hands and placed it down on the coffee table. I watched it
change location from my hands to the table, like it had grown legs
and moved there itself.

He grabbed my
hands and helped me rise. “Come on, get up.”

“Hey, I was
reading that.”

“You need to
get ready. I’m taking you out for dinner, birthday girl.”

“Oh, where are
you taking me?”

“You’ll find
out soon enough. Go and get ready, I’ve laid something out for you
on the bed.” I smiled and got all excited. I loved when he picked
something out for me to wear; it was like a surprise present in
itself.

 


***

Bryce took me
out for dinner to ‘Seaspray’ which was a lovely modern
seafood-inspired restaurant by the beach at St Kilda. The head chef
was a friend of his and had somewhat been a mentor to Bryce over
the years, teaching him all he knew about cooking— my tastebuds
would be forever grateful to Chef Daniels and his exceptional
culinary teachings...forever grateful.

After our
delicious grilled rock lobster, seared Moreton Bay Bugs and VIP
treatment by the restaurant’s staff, we headed back home. As I
stepped into the elevator with him I latched my arm around his and
rested my head on his shoulder, smiling contentedly.

“Thank you for
dinner...for everything. You really do spoil me. But that’s not why
I love you, you know.”

“I know. You
love my domineering dick.”

I raised my
head to catch his arrogant smile. “I do love your domineering dick,
but no...that’s still not why I love you. I love your passion and
devotion, and I love how you love with everything that you have.
You’re incredible, Bryce, and what we have is incredible and I
thank my lucky stars for it every day. I’m kind of waiting for my
bubble to burst, though.”

The elevator
doors opened to the apartment. He stepped in front of me and
produced a blindfold from his pocket. “No bubbles are gonna burst,
Hunny.” He placed it over my eyes, his serious yet sneaky smile
disappearing as my vision turned black.

“What are you
doing?” I asked, taken aback.

“Getting you
ready for your present.”

“Bryce, I
really don’t need another present. You’ve spoilt me enough as it
is,” I said as he led me to the couch. I had my arms out like a
zombie, braced and ready for God knows what.

“Relax. Here,
sit down.” He guided me to a sitting position. “I have to give you
this present, Alexis. I kind of promised you.”

I furrowed my
brow, trying to remember a time where he had promised me
something.

“You have no
idea, do you?”

“No. None at
all.”

“I should just
let it go then. I really didn’t want to do it after I followed your
instructions and ‘Googled’ it.” He let out a regretful huff and
bound up the stairs. “Wait there,” he called back.

“I’m not
exactly in a position to go anywhere, Bryce. Where are you going?”
I yelled. He didn’t answer me.

The room grew
silent as I sat awkwardly on the edge of my seat, alone and in
darkness. I felt very self-conscious and slightly anxious at not
being able to see what was going on around me. Time felt longer
with a blindfold on for some reason.

It felt like
minutes and minutes before I heard him come down the stairs again.
“Finally. What took you so long?”

“If I’m going
to do this, I’m going to do it right. And trust me...I don’t think
I’ll be doing it again. My arse is very fucking uncomfortable right
now. I have a newfound respect for you, Hunny.”

“What?” I
laughed. “What are you talking about?”

“Shhh,” he
breathed unbearably close to my mouth, startling me as he dragged
his lips across mine, the sensation heightened because I could not
see it coming. “You’re about to find out. When you hear the music,
take your blindfold off.”

My mouth was
open, ready for his lips and tongue. I moved my neck forward
searching for his lips that were no longer there. Hang on, what?
Music?

The deep drum
and bass sounds of “My Pony” by Ginuwine filled the room. I jumped
in my spot at first, wondering what the hell the noise was, but
when I realised it was Bryce’s sound system playing the sexy
R&B song, I grabbed at my blindfold and tore it down from my
face. My eyes needed a second to adjust to the light that was now
streaming into them, but when they did, I found Bryce at the top of
the step, standing with his legs apart and his hands behind his
back, wearing a baseball cap, a hoodie, very baggy tracksuit pants
and white runners. Visions of Channing Tatum in Magic Mike
played across my memory, together with me telling Bryce after a bet
that he lost, that he would have to perform a ‘Channing’ for
me.

My eyes
widened as he rolled his neck around, in a slow, sexy and seductive
way. I gasped, throwing my hands over my mouth. Holy fuck, he’s
really gonna do a Channing. Realising what he was about to do
for me, I squealed then kicked my feet up and down on the
ground.

“Oh! My! God!
Bryce!” I shrieked.

He unzipped
his jacket as he took a step toward me, sliding my way to the beat.
I squealed again as he got closer, bouncing up and down on my seat,
my smile threatening to spread wider than the edges of face—if that
was at all possible.

He moved his
hips to the beat as he removed his jacket and dropped it on the
floor, a smirk appearing at the corner of his mouth. Fuck, where
the hell did this dancing God come from? He’s got moves!

He rolled his
body back a few times as he raised his eyebrow suggestively at me,
prompting an instant squeezing of my legs together. My pussy
abruptly woke up, beckoning his touch, a touch I wanted
desperately, but not until he’d finished Magic-Miking for me. This
was just too fucking good.

He slid my way
a little more then ran his hands down his chest which was covered
in a tight white singlet top. My mouth went dry and I swallowed
slowly. Oh, fuck. I’m about to sexually combust. I could
feel the blood rushing to my head as he got down on his hands and
knees and crawled toward me then he slid backward in a
dry-hump-the-floor kind of way. I laughed and threw my head back,
as that particular move was my favourite part of Magic Mike’s strip
tease in the movie, and Bryce just pulled it off perfectly.

He smiled at
me, then with ease, did a back flip. I screamed, unprepared for his
talented acrobatics and for fear he was about to land on his head.
He didn’t though. He landed perfectly on his feet then stripped off
his singlet triumphantly, revealing his delicious chest, abs and
that freakishly fantastic ‘V’ muscle.

I gripped the
edge of the couch, needing to restrain myself from tearing across
the room and clawing at him like a sexually crazed wild animal. I
couldn’t entirely rule that scenario out, the sight of him stirring
an uncontrollable heated primal feeling within me.

The chorus
kicked in, and Ginuwine sang about ‘riding his pony’ and as those
lyrics filled the room, Bryce thrust his cock and pointed at it
definitively, forcing my mouth to drop. Yes...it dropped to the
freaking floor, followed by the rest of my body. I was now on my
knees, sitting on the backs of my feet in front of the couch,
salivating. Fuck! I desperately wanted to ride his pony. I
wanted to freakin’ ride it immediately.

He did a
360-degree spin and stopped, standing over me, only centimetres
away. He pulled his tracksuit pants down at the front only slightly
revealing what looked like red underwear. No! He hasn’t...He
didn’t...Oh, fuck! I think he did. My eyes widened and I knelt
up higher to sneak a peek at what I thought was a red G-string,
just like Magic Mike’s.

He grabbed my
hand and twitched his finger at me as if to say ‘nuh uh’, then he
gently pulled me back up so that I was once again sitting on the
edge of the couch.

Eye-fucking me
heatedly, he slowly crouched down to his knees and placed his head
between my legs. I shuddered. Oh, holy fuck. Then, almost
instantly, he lifted me and stood up, my pelvis covering his face
and my legs wrapped around his neck. I screamed at my change of
elevation and because Magic Mike did the same thing to some random
chick in the movie.

He walked me
over to the step and gently knelt down, laying me flat on my back.
I laughed and covered my face with my hands.

“You’re
crazy!” I branded him over the music.

He didn’t say
anything, just pretended to dry-hump me as Ginuwine sang about
being horny. I couldn’t stop laughing at his smirking face, when he
hovered over my mouth and teased me with his lips. I tried to kiss
him but he pulled away and slowly crept down my body, eyeing me
devilishly and stopping momentarily to nip at the damp spot between
my legs. My thighs instantly closed around his head, holding him
tightly. But my strength paled in comparison to his, as he opened
them back up with ease, releasing himself to stand above me once
again.

“You’re
insane,” I giggled, as he waggled his eyebrows in response and
removed his shoes and socks.

Propping
myself up on my elbows, I eagerly watched him pull down his
tracksuit pants. My eyes widened, and I fell back and put my hands
over my mouth to subdue the laugh that was bursting from within me.
To my absolute delight, I had been right in my assumption that he
was wearing a red G-string, just like Mike.

“Happy
Birthday, Hunny,” he said with conviction.

I covered my
eyes, laughing hysterically, but peeking through my fingers at the
luscious eye-candy above me. I kicked my legs up and down with
excitement as I knew what he was going to do next. He crouched down
over me, facing my feet, then hovering his crotch over my face, he
pumped his pelvis to the music—imitating fucking my face. I
squealed again and tried to bite at his cock.

“Hey. Easy,”
he laughed.

I ignored him
and gripped his delicious arse pushing his package into my
face.

The music died
down and Bryce rolled off of me, while trying to pluck the thin
material from between his arse in an awkward fashion. I couldn’t
hold it in any longer and burst into hysterics.

“I can’t
believe you,” I said in between laughs and gasps for air.

Chuckling, he
finally replied, “Believe it, because I ain’t wearing this fucking
arse flossing, red piece of shit ever again.”


 CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

I’ve often
wondered that if you fell asleep with a smile on your face and woke
up with that same smile, had it stayed on your face the entire time
you were asleep, being the evidence of overpowering elation you
experienced before your mind went to rest? If that notion was at
all possible, then I was pretty sure the smile I had just woken up
with was the same smile I had when I fell asleep the night before—a
result of Bryce’s strip tease.

I hadn’t even
opened my eyelids, yet I was thoroughly beaming, remembering the
birthday present my Mr. Magic-Mike Clark had given me. Oh! My!
Freakin! God! He was hot.

I giggled then
snapped out of my euphoric state, opening my eyes completely to
scan my surroundings. Bryce wasn’t lying in bed next to me.
Instead, in his place were a blue rose and a note telling me he had
a mountain of work to do and for me to sleep in, take my time, and
come down when I was ready.

I picked up
the rose and sniffed it, still smiling from ear to ear then hopped
in the shower without hesitation. I wanted to go and see the sexy
dancing stud-muffin as quickly as I could and hoped that maybe,
just maybe, I could get him to do an encore performance.

Continuing my
pathetic adolescent school girl giggling, I started humming “My
Pony” while swaying my hips from side to side as I washed myself. I
realised that Ginuwine’s song, and the visuals of Bryce creeping
along the floor to me were going to be permanently etched onto my
brain and inner eyelids. Awesome! Best birthday present,
EVER!

Shaking my
head in disbelief at his devotion to please me—and the fact that he
was a pretty good dancer—I quickly showered and got myself ready so
that I could get to work and help him in any way that I could,
knowing that he had a tonne of work to do. I put on my purple
Versace jersey wrap dress, which adapted quite nicely to my
slightly thicker waistline, and paired it with my divinely gorgeous
purple Manolo Blahnik Kilis.

I hopped
along, putting my heels on as I walked to the top of the stairs,
making sure they were secured nicely before I started to make my
way down. As I took my third step, I felt a sudden surge of terror,
a feeling of imbalance and dread as if my senses knew what was
happening to me before my brain had a chance to convey the message.
My heart stopped beating, and my breath paused as I realised I was
falling forward rather quickly.

My first
instinct had me turning to the side to prevent tumbling face first,
while reaching out and securing the railing with both hands. But as
I gripped the safety rail, I felt a shocking surge of pain in my
ankle, forcing me to let go and slip further down, losing the fight
to stay upright. I slammed into the stairs, hitting my head and
instantly feeling really strange before all went black.


 


***

BRYCE

I really
needed to fucking hire more staff. Ever since Alexis strolled into
my life like an angel, I had been up to my fucking neck in work.
Why? Because she was just a major distraction in every possible
kind of way, and because of that, I kept pushing my work aside just
to spend time with her. I couldn’t help it, and it was only going
to get worse, especially when the baby arrived.

I didn’t want
to spend day upon day working while the love of my life and our
happy little family spent time with each other without me. No, fuck
that. I had every intention to back off work and devote more time
to what was more important. I had worked my arse off for a long
time and I was now ready to reap the benefits.

I picked up
the phone and dialled Arthur.

“Arthur
Gordon, speaking.”

“Arthur, its
Bryce.”

“Good morning,
Bryce. What can I do for you?”

“I need to set
up a board meeting. Topic of agenda will be making you Senior Vice
President.”

Arthur cleared
his throat. “That is certainly not what I expected you to say. Can
I ask why?”

“Arthur,
Alexis is pregnant. I’m going to be a father. I need to relinquish
some of my duties and free up some time so that I can be the best
father and partner I can be. I can’t do that without your
help.”

“Oh...well...I
see. Congratulations, Bryce. Good gracious, that was quick.”

I chuckled at
my late father’s best friend—my close friend, and the only man I
had ever looked up to apart from my dad. “Thanks. It wasn’t
planned, but we are beyond thrilled. I’m going to sign over an
additional 6% stake in the company to you, giving you 15% in total.
You will hold the title of Senior Vice President, Gareth will still
remain Vice President with his 10% stake, and his duties will go
unchanged. Your duties however, will increase. If you require a
personal assistant to help with the additional work load then we
will hire one. What do you say? I don’t trust anyone else, Arthur.
Please say yes.” I waited for his answer. “Listen think about it
and—”

“No Bryce. Of
course, I’ll do it. I am honoured, thank you.”

“No. Thank
you, Arthur.”

“So, you’re
gonna be a dad. I couldn’t be happier for you, Bryce, and I know
your parents are somewhere up above, incredibly proud and smiling
down on you.”

I almost
choked at the old man’s words. I respected Arthur and looked up to
him more than he’d ever know, and his kind words and thoughts of my
parents pierced my heart in a big way. “Thanks, Arthur. I hope
you’re right. Listen, I’ve got to go. I will speak to you about the
changes in a few days, okay?”

“Of
course.”

I ended the
phone call, stood up from my desk and walked over to the window,
taking in the view of Port Phillip Bay. Would my parents be proud?
I hoped so. I’d never really given much thought to the notion that
they could be smiling down upon me. I liked that idea though. I
liked the thought that they could somehow see me and Lucy all grown
up and happy with families.

I looked at my
watch and noticed it was past 10 a. m. Alexis, you little
sleeping beauty. The thought of her asleep on her stomach, her
bare back visible and longing to be touched, stirred my need to go
and see her. Fuck, the things she does to me. No wonder I am so
far behind in work. I honestly didn’t care though. She made me
so fucking happy, all I wanted was to be around her.

A devilish
smile appeared on my face as I made my way to the apartment door,
already running ideas through my head on different ways I could
wake her.

***

I walked into
the apartment and headed for the stairs. I didn’t register the
sight before me at first, because it was so fucking terrifying that
it just couldn’t be real. But it was.

“Fuck! Geezus!
Fuck! Alexis! No!”

I ran the
fastest my fucking legs could carry me and skidded to my knees
where her crumpled body lie at the base of the steps. “Please don’t
be dead! Fuck! No!”

Adrenalin was
coursing through me, and the first thing I did was check for a
pulse. “Thank God.” She had a pulse and she was breathing. Gently,
I lifted her head and noticed blood on my hand. “Fuck!”

She made a
murmuring noise, one of pain.

“Hunny, you’re
gonna be okay. I’m going to call an ambulance.”

I grabbed my
phone and dialled 000.

“You have
dialled 000 emergency. Do you need Police, Fire and Rescue or
Ambulance?”

“Ambulance, I
need an ambulance now. My girlfriend has fallen down the stairs and
she is unconscious. She is fourteen weeks pregnant. Her head is
bleeding, and... Oh fuck, I think her leg is broken.”

I’d seen some
pretty horrific shit in my life but the angle at which her foot lay
to her leg was not normal.

“Is she
breathing?” the operator asked, in a calm voice.

“Yes. Yes, she
is breathing. My name is Bryce Clark, and I own City Towers. We are
in the penthouse. I have a helipad. Please send a chopper,
now!”

Alexis
murmured again. I gently ran my hand down the side of her face.
“It’s okay, my love, I’m right here.” I leaned over her, wanting to
pick her up in my arms and hold her to me, but I knew not to touch
her. I didn’t know if anything else was broken, she could have
fractured her spine for all I knew.

I looked over
her with a bit more detail when I noticed the blood staining her
dress in between her legs. “Oh, God. No.”

The operator
was still talking on the other end of the phone, but I couldn’t
focus on a word she was saying. I stared down at Alexis and I lost
control, taking hold of her hand and kissing it, crying and telling
her that the paramedics were coming and that she was going to be
fine. After that, it was all kind of a blur.

***

Once at the
hospital, my incoherent state of mind still remained. All I
remembered was seeing her being wheeled away from me and into the
emergency department, then feeling like my life had once again
ended.

A nurse
lightly touched my arm. “Mr. Clark?” She guided me to a seat. “I’m
so sorry that your wife is hurt.”

I didn’t
correct her mistake of Alexis’ title. To me, she was my wife; she
was my life, and as soon as it was legally possible, I was going to
marry her. We just had to get through this first. We had to.

“Your wife is
stable and she will be fine.” Oh, thank fuck. “She is on her
way to Radiology to have an x-ray of her ankle which is clearly
broken. She will also have a CT scan to check the severity of her
head injury. Now, Mr. Clark...” she placed her hand on my shoulder,
“I’m so terribly sorry to have to tell you this, but upon
examination of your wife by the paramedics, they found evidence of
an incomplete miscarriage.”

I dropped my
head into my hands, already knowing that was the case. Seeing the
blood that had stained Alexis’ dress, kind of made it
unmistakeable. It wasn’t any less painful to hear though.

The nurse—I
didn’t even know her name—gently squeezed the hand she had placed
on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry. Is there anyone I can call for
you?”

I lifted my
head. “No. That’s okay. I will call Alexis’ mum. Thank you.”

“Okay then.
There is a waiting room, just down there.” She nodded down the
corridor. “Please help yourself to a drink. I will be at the
nurse’s station if you need anything. As soon as your wife is out
of surgery I will come and let you know.”

I thanked her
again then turned and headed for the waiting room, grabbing my
phone out of my pocket. I dialled Chelsea’s number.

“Bryce, hi.
It’s so nice—”

“Chelsea. I
need you to take a chopper and fly to the co-ordinates I’m about to
send you. I need you to pick up Alexis’ family then fly them
directly to the Royal Women’s Hospital as soon as possible.”

“Is everything
okay? Are you—”

“Chelsea, can
you do that for me? Please?”

“Of course,
I—”

“Thank you.
I’ll send the co-ordinates now and the clearance to land when I
have it.”

I hung up from
Chelsea and dialled Maryann.

“Hello?”

“Maryann, it’s
Bryce.”

“Hi, Bryce. Is
everything okay?”

“No. Alexis is
in hospital. She fell down the stairs.”

“Oh my
goodness. Is she alright? Is the baby alright?”

“She has a
head injury and a broken leg. I’m not sure if anything else is
broken or the extent of her head injury.”

“Oh my God.
Um...I—”

“A friend of
mine is on her way to pick you up in a chopper and bring you here.
I’m not sure the kids should come at this stage though. I...I
really don’t know if it’s a good—”

“No, you’re
right. We won’t mention anything to the kids. Bryce, is the baby
alright?”

I paused, not
knowing if I could actually open my mouth and say the words. I had
to though, so I sucked in a deep breath and said it out loud for
the first time. “No, Maryann. The baby did not survive the
fall.”

I heard her
gasp and subdue a sob. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Oh no, my poor darling
girl.”

“Chelsea is
the pilot’s name. I’ve sent her details to land where I did at
Easter. She should be there in approximately 40 minutes.”

I hung up the
phone and stood completely still, the past hour’s events only now
just having sunk in. My adrenalin levels had also plummeted, and I
felt the sudden urge to hurl my guts. I noticed an exit sign and a
door which led outside, and without hesitation, I slammed my hands
onto the glass panels and pushed it open. I took a few steps and
vomited into the garden.


 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I was almost
certain when I began to rouse, that falling down the stairs had
been a nightmare and I was simply waking up from it. I was almost
certain that the constant beeping sounds and white noises that had
been filtering in through my ears were all part of that unconscious
realm. I was also almost certain that the unpleasant aroma that had
been intermittently plaguing my sense of smell was again, part of
my dreamlike state. The thing was, I wasn’t dreaming and my brain
had only just now begun to decipher the reality that surrounded me,
decoding what was real as opposed to a delusion. The fact from
fiction became clearly apparent.

My foot was
throbbing in pain, and my head had the sudden urge to explode—that
was fact. I could hear voices and noises close by and in the
distance—fact, yet again. I could smell the unmistakable scent of
sterilizing lotion—that was also a fact. And I had a dry
scratchy-like irritation at the back of my throat, together with a
horrible metallic taste in my mouth —once again, fact.

I willed my
brain to force my eyelids open but instead my hand flinched,
grasping the hand that was placed underneath it.

“Alexis.
Alexis, it’s me, Hunny. I’m right here,” Bryce spoke, his voice
penetrating my ears, filling me with a sense of calm. “Maryann, I
think she’s trying to wake up again.”

His hand
tightened around mine.

“Jen, get the
nurse,” my mum said, her voice growing louder as she spoke.

I felt a
finger graze my cheek and it startled me, forcing my facial muscles
to twitch.

“Lexi,
Sweetheart. It’s Mum.”

My eyelids
were stubbornly refusing to open, so this time rather than willing
them, I demanded they open with everything I had in me. They obeyed
and fluttered, filtering in flickers of light and spectrums of
colour. I blinked a few times, gaining back strength and control of
my eyelids.

Almost
instantly, I saw Bryce standing to my left, an expression of mixed
emotion on his face. He looked happy and relieved, yet at the same
time exhausted and concerned. My mum was to my right, brushing hair
away from my face and smiling warmly at me.

“Is she
awake?” my sister Jen asked, as she burst into the room, which I
now confirmed was a hospital room; the cream coloured walls and
clinical equipment surrounding me a clear indication of that.

A nurse in
lilac coloured scrubs walked in after Jen, making her way over to
me with a calm and reassuring look on her face. She started
checking the monitors that were set up beside my bed. “Hello,
Alexis. My name is Stella. I’m a nurse here at the Royal Women’s
Hospital. You were brought in this morning after you fell down some
stairs and hit your head.”

I tried to
talk, but only intermittent words and noises came out of mouth.

“You might
find it a bit difficult to talk at first. You were put under
anaesthesia and intubated, so your throat may feel a little sore or
irritated.”

I nodded and
tried to speak again. “Mm...my...foot..ff...feels—”

“Yes,” she
interrupted. “Your foot will feel quite sore. When you fell you
fractured your fibula. You’ve had surgery to repair the break and
your ankle is now set in a cast.”

Nurse Stella
checked my wound dressing. I looked down at my ankle which was
slightly elevated and surrounded in a plaster cast—just looking at
it heightened the pain.

“I will go and
get you some pain killers and water, okay? I won’t be long.” She
patted my arm gently then gave Bryce a reassuring smile.

He nodded at
her then sat down on the chair next to my bed, still clasping my
hand in his. Leaning over me, he kissed my forehead, his lips
lingering on my skin for what seemed like a long time. “I love
you,” he whispered, then I heard him sob and take in a breath. The
agony in his inhalation was unmistakable.

All surface
pain that I had felt moments ago—my foot, my head, even the spot on
my hand where the IV was injected—was nothing in comparison to the
unbearable hurt I felt in my heart when I realised why he was
sobbing and why I all of sudden felt empty.

I shook my
head. “No”.

Bryce didn’t
remove his lips from my forehead when he responded. “I’m so sorry,
Hunny.”

“No. No. No,”
I cried. “Please, no.”

Mum placed her
hand on my leg. “Sweetheart, there was nothing they could do. When
you fell, your placenta detached.”

My heart was
pounding and my chest felt incredibly tight, strangling me from
within. I closed my eyes to stop the tears from over-flowing and to
try and return to the moment before I fell, desperate to reverse
the series of events that had led me here—bruised, battered, and
completely heartbroken. “Oh God, I’m so sorry,” I sobbed.

Bryce pulled
away from my head and placed his hands on either side of my face.
“You’re sorry? Alexis, what are you talking about? You have no
reason to be sorry.”

“I fell. It’s
my fault. Our baby is gone because I fell.”

“This is not
your fault. It was an accident.” He leaned forward and kissed my
head again.

Jen turned her
back to me and looked out the window, her shoulders vibrating as
she quietly reeled in her sadness.

Mum dragged a
seat to the side of my bed and placed my hand in hers. “Bryce is
right, Alexis. It was an accident, you cannot blame yourself.”

It didn’t
matter what they said, though. I fell. I didn’t protect my baby. If
I had been more careful my baby would still be alive and growing
inside me. My baby is gone. A wave of excruciating heartache
hit me again, and I cried like never before.

Mum, Jen and
Bryce tried desperately to reassure me that I wasn’t at fault, but
after their attempts failed, they stopped trying and just let me
cry. I cried on and off for hours, and I cried till there were no
more tears left to cry.

***

Day 2, after
surgery.

The next
morning I felt somewhat better, my tears having run dry and my
drowsy, sleepy state had lifted a little. I was also allowed to eat
a light breakfast of semolina and yogurt. Bryce had taken one look
at my first meal in over 24 hours and nearly left the hospital to
get me something that did not look like ‘vomit’—his words, not
mine. I had to insist he stay with me, which ended up being easy—
he didn’t argue, not one bit. Weird. To be honest, I didn’t
feel like eating all that much anyway, I still had a headache and
was slightly nauseated.

Apparently, my
head injury had only been minor, resulting in instant concussion,
subsequent soreness, nausea, and headaches. Apparently, I was
lucky. Lucky? That one particular word from the mouth of a
nurse who had just undergone a change of shift, threw me back into
a state of devastation. I had cursed at her and told her that if
the ‘definition of luck was falling down the stairs and killing
your unborn child then I was the fucking luckiest bitch alive’.

Bryce had
asked her to leave the room, while following her out—furious.
Needless to say, I did not see her again, but looking back at it
now, it really wasn’t her fault. She had just used a poor choice of
word, and at that time it had cut me like a knife.

 


Shortly after
my outburst, a hospital counsellor came by to have a chat to me and
Bryce. She spoke to us about what we may or may not feel in the
coming days and weeks, which I found slightly irritating. I hated
being told what I ‘may or may not feel’ by someone who did not know
me at all and could not possibly know how I would feel. She kind of
made me angry, but then again she said I ‘may or may not feel
angry’, so I guess she did sort of know what she was talking about.
Regardless, I was not sure I liked her, so I mainly just listened
on and off.

She went
through the various options that were available to us, for when we
were ready to farewell our baby. Options that I could not
comprehend, let alone make a clear decision about. I didn’t really
want to think about it; I didn’t want to think about anything. I
just wanted to sleep.

I didn’t have
much to say to her anyway, not being the type to talk to a stranger
about my inner most feelings— irrespective of her training and
university degree. Bryce appeared to feel the same way, but I
expected he would eventually talk to Dr. Toffee-Nosed-Carrot-Top
Jessica, which was fine. He could obviously confide in her and was
comfortable with her, and I was glad he would have someone to share
his grief with other than me.

She must be
one hell of a good psychologist despite her demeanour, because she
had helped Bryce in the past. And she dealt with Gareth and his
illness on a weekly basis. I sure as hell wasn’t going to confide
in her, though. There was no way I would be entrusting her to help
me heal—no way. She made it very clear when we first crossed paths
that she did not like me.

***

Later that
night when all was quiet, Bryce and I finally had a chance to talk.
We were lying next to each other in my rather large hospital bed,
in my rather nice hospital room that I’m thinking Bryce had a hand
in organising.

“You should go
home and get some proper rest,” I said softly, as he rested his
head on mine and gently stroked my arm with his thumb.

“No. I’m not
leaving you here alone. And anyway, I don’t want to be alone
either.”

I tilted my
head to look up at him, tears filling my eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

“Hunny, don’t.
Don’t do this to yourself again. It’s not your fault,” he said
sternly.

I tried
desperately to choke back my tears. “But it is. I fell. I was rushing to come and see
you, to help you. It is my fault. The thing is, I’m sure I put my
heels on properly...but maybe I didn’t...I can’t really remember,
my memories are all mixed.”

I couldn’t
help but keep thinking about it though, replaying it over and over
in my head, recalling things that I didn’t think happened but I
couldn’t be sure. The uncertainty scared me so I tightened my arm
which was lying across his chest.

“What do you
mean, your memories are all mixed?” he asked, curiously.

“Well, I keep
having these flashbacks or visions where I stop and look at my
shoes before I go down the stairs. They are secure on my feet. I
know they are, because I look at them the whole time I fall.”

I closed my
eyes momentarily in an attempt to get back the visions I had been
seeing over the course of the last couple of days. I reopened them
and looked sorrowfully up at Bryce. “I don’t know how I
slipped...”

I tore my eyes
away from his and dropped my head back down to his chest, feeling
stupid for saying it. “I know...it’s crazy. It’s probably just my
sub-conscious trying to help me feel less guilty. I don’t know...”
I sighed, “If that is the case, it really isn’t working.”

“Hunny, your
mind will play all kinds of tricks on you. It’s life’s cruel way of
getting you to sort through your grief, your guilt and your sadness
so that you can move on. It’s one of those fucked up lessons we
have to learn.”

I squeezed him
tighter, appreciative, but equally saddened by his knowledge of
despair. He, of all people, knew how to deal with grief and loss
and what steps to take in order to heal. He also knew how to bear
guilt.

“Thank you.
Thank you for not hating me, because God knows I hate myself.”

“Alexis, I
could never hate you. I love you so much, it’s unfathomable. Seeing
you lying lifeless at the bottom of the stairs scared the absolute
shit out of me.” He took a deep breath and exhaled shakily. “I keep
fucking replaying it in my head, and each time it makes me ill. I
thought you were dead. Then I saw the blood on your dress and I
knew...well...I just knew.” He shook his head as if to shake away
the horrifying vision. “I don’t want to think about it. You’re
safe, and you’ll heal. We both will.”

He tightened
his grip on me without causing any pain. I was still tender and
bruised on the ribs and lower abdomen.

We fell asleep
that way, holding each other, comforting each other, supporting
each other, allowing one another to grieve in a manner that only we
knew how. A small part of both our hearts had been torn away and
would be lost forever.

I knew deep
down that time healed the wounded and heartbroken, and I was
confident that time would do just that for us. I knew this, because
at the end of this tragedy we had each other and that would never
change.

 


***

Day 3, after
surgery

Day three was
kind of a blur. Dr. Rainer came to the hospital to explain the
details of my miscarriage. She said the force of my pelvis hitting
the steps had detached the placenta and ruptured my cervix. She
also explained that while I was under anaesthesia for the surgery
on my ankle, a dilation and curettage was performed in order to
remove the baby and placenta from my uterus.

Dr. Rainer
also informed us that the hospital had a garden named The Garden
of Angels. She explained that we could have our baby cremated
and that we could sprinkle the ashes in the garden if we wanted. I
remembered the counsellor having mentioned this the day after my
surgery, but at that time I could not even consider the notion.
Now, I kind of liked the idea. It seemed sort of nice— a place
where other baby angels were, a place where our baby could rest in
peace.

***

Mum and Jen
visited again before heading home. When Bryce had stepped out to
take an important phone call, Mum explained that he had arranged
for Chelsea to fly to Shepparton to pick both her and Jen up not
long after the accident occurred. She also said that Chelsea was
flying them back later that afternoon—I didn’t know what to think
of that.

The kids were
still with Dad at the farm, and both Nate and Charli were none the
wiser about my fall. I wanted it to remain that way, at least for
the time being. I had no idea how I was going to explain to my
children that the baby we had just told them about—the baby they
were excited about, the baby that we had all grown to love—was now
gone. How was I going to explain that?

I spoke to
them briefly on the phone, telling them I missed them and loved
them and could not wait to see them both. I told them I was bored
but also busily working. I hated lying to my children, but I’d had
to. I’d had to pretend I was good and not in any case
hospitalised—Nate would have panicked.

***

My orthopaedic
surgeon also paid me a visit that day, explaining that he had fixed
two screws and a plate to my fibula and that the cast which reached
to me knee would more than likely be on for a couple of weeks then
eventually replaced with a moon boot cast. After that, I would be
required to undergo physiotherapy rehabilitation and walk around on
crutches for another five to seven weeks. Just the thought of it
had me depressed and worried. So much had happened to me and it was
all just a bit overwhelming.

 


***

Day 4, after
surgery

By the fourth
day, my brain and physical self were once again starting to work in
unison with each other. I was finally able to get out of bed to
have a shower, which I was relieved about but also silently
dreading. Bryce, being Bryce, helped me every step of the way.

“Here, take a
seat.” He guided me to the plastic chair where I sat down. I
watched him strip down, and like always, I admired the view. I was,
however, in no mood for anything intimate, nor would I be for some
time—I still admired the view though.

“Now, the
nurse gave me this cast protector to put over your leg so that you
don’t get it wet.”

He held out
the big plastic cover, bent down and started to put it over my leg.
He was so cautious and gentle, it really was adorable. I stood up
with his help, balancing on one leg.

“You okay?” he
asked as steadied me carefully.

“Yeah, I’ve
had worse pain.”

He brought my
hand to his lips. “I’m sure you have, but if you are in pain, you
need to say so. They can give you more medication for it.”

He reached
behind me and untied my backless hospital robe then gently pulled
it away.

“I know, but
really, I’m fine. The pain is sort of a welcome reminder.”

He placed his
hands on my shoulders and gazed into my eyes with a look of worry,
possibly searching for that slight bit of crazy my last response
kind of warranted. He must not have found it, because he
surrendered his search and turned to get the shower ready.

As I stood
there on one leg, braced against the wall while he adjusted the
water temperature, I looked down at my leg and snickered.

“Are you
laughing?” he asked, astonished.

I giggled this
time. “Yeah, I think I am.”

He stepped up
to me and wrapped one arm around my waist, pressing me to his bare
skin and lifting me only slightly with ease. Regardless of the
trauma I had just recently experienced, my body reacted to his just
like it always had. My nipples hardened and that electric tingle he
charged me with was also present.

He slowly
stepped backward with me still attached to his front, stepping us
over to the water and holding me tightly as it cascaded around
us.

“Why are you
laughing?” he asked softly.

“I have a
rather large leg condom on,” I replied.

He looked down
to inspect my cast cover then looked back up at me, a smirk on his
face. The smirk quickly turned into an outburst. “Yes, you do. But
fuck, you look hot in a leg condom.”

I laughed back
at him and it felt good. Good to be naked in his supporting arms
and laughing with him again. It gave me hope.

I dropped my
head to his chest and subdued my laugh to a soft giggle. He kissed
the top of my head. “We will get through this, you know. And if you
want to—and there is no pressure—we can try again.”

I tilted my
head and looked into his eyes. I could see he meant no pressure,
but at the same time, I could see that he desperately hoped I would
want to try again. Do I want to try again? Oh, God. I don’t
know. I don’t know if I can.

“We don’t have
to discuss this now. I just wanted you to know that, okay?”

I couldn’t
give him an answer, not yet anyway. I nodded and cuddled into him
again.

He positioned
me against the wall, where I held onto the arm supports. “Okay, my
love, let’s get you clean.”

I think I fell
in love with him all over again as I watched him wash me slowly,
kissing me and telling me how much he loved me and could not live
without me. I knew then that I would eventually try again. For him,
I would do anything.


 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

On the fifth
and final day in hospital, Bryce wheeled me down to the Garden of
Angels in a wheelchair so that we could scatter our baby’s ashes.
The garden was beautiful, with an array of different coloured
flowers and little handmade wooden signs with words of prayers and
love. It really was a magical place that was both sombre and
heart-warming at the same time.

The weather
was mild with a very calm breeze, perfect for what Bryce and I were
about to do. We knew we had to do it, but allowing our baby to
become an angel in this little garden kind of made the whole
miscarriage final, and that was incredibly difficult to accept. I
knew I had to accept it though, so I took in a deep breath while
trying to still my hands which were shaking uncontrollably as they
gripped and tipped the small urn. As I tipped, the breeze picked up
slightly, carrying the ashes across the garden. I matched the
whisper of the breeze with a whisper of my own. “You will be
forever in our hearts, little angel. You will always be remembered,
cherished, treasured and missed. We love you.”

Tears fell
down my cheeks as Bryce and I watched our precious baby’s ashes
magically flow through the air, once again becoming a part of
life—a part of nature. It was terribly hard to do, but at the same
time it gave me a sense of calm, knowing that so many other little
spirits were surrounding us, helping us, and welcoming our precious
one into their midst.

***

After saying
goodbye to Baby Clark, I was handed a small envelope by a nurse.
She explained that when I was ready—and only if I wanted to open
it—that it contained a picture of my baby and the details of his or
her gender. I didn’t know what to do with it, so I handed it to
Bryce then was discharged and allowed to go home.






We pulled into
the basement carpark in the Cadillac ATS Coupe. I knew straight
away why he chose the Caddy, because it was probably the most
comfortable of all his cars, and it definitely had the most leg
room.

Quickly
climbing out of his side of the car, he made his way to my door,
opened it and helped me twist around. Then, without any hesitation,
he placed one arm behind me and the other under my legs, lifting me
up.

“Bryce, I have
crutches,” I said, half rolling my eyes and half smiling.

“I know, but I
have arms and I enjoy it when you’re in them.”

“I need to get
used to the crutches, you know.”

“Hunny, I’m
carrying you. You’ve got six weeks to get used to those
crutches.”

I groaned.
“Don’t remind me.”

I decided
arguing with him at that particular moment was not going to benefit
me. Clearly I was not going to win, so I rested my head on his
shoulder and watched him close the car door with his foot and head
for the elevator.

***

When the doors
to the apartment opened and we entered, I felt a strange
disconcerting feeling upon looking at the stairs. I couldn’t
explain it. It just made me feel ill, to the point where I felt
they were evil, which was incredibly stupid. First of all, stairs
are not evil; Freddie Kruger is evil, and so is that hunter that
killed Bambi’s mum. Secondly, I fell down them; they didn’t
secretly trip me up.

After staring
at the stairs for several seconds, another flashback entered my
head. Again, in my recall, I hopped along the walkway that led to
the top of stairs, bending down and putting my heels on as I
stepped. I recalled stopping, bracing the railing, and wiggling my
foot into my shoe, making sure it was perfectly secure. I recalled
smiling and looking out over the lounge area in search of Bryce. I
recalled taking my first step without a problem. I recalled taking
my second step, again without any difficulties. The third step
however, I was falling forward—fast—but not tripping. I definitely
did not trip.

Bryce’s voice
broke through my recall. “Alexis, are you with me? What is it?”

“Um...sorry,
did you say something?” I stuttered, coming back to the present
time.

“Yes, I asked
where you wanted me to take you. Are you okay? You look a little
pale.”

“I just
remembered something. I didn’t trip, Bryce. I know I didn’t trip.
My shoes were on just fine. I must’ve had some kind of imbalance or
something, but I know I didn’t trip.” I was speaking fast,
desperate to voice what I had just visualised.

“It’s okay,
Hunny. Like you said, maybe you had a moment of imbalance. Either
way, it still wasn’t your fault. Stop torturing yourself, you can’t
change it.”

I nodded at
him then looked back at the stairs, not wanting to go near them.
“Please don’t carry me up them.”

“I wasn’t
going to,” he said softly as he kissed my head. “Where do you want
go, though?”

“I don’t know.
I might just stay where I am,” I raised my eyebrow at him.

“Suits me just
fine.” Of course it does. I wouldn’t put it past you actually
carrying me all day.

“No, I’m
kidding. Anyway, what are your plans for today? Do you have to
work?”

“No, I’m all
yours. Arthur has taken on more responsibility, so don’t worry
about my work. Whatever you want or need, I’m here for you. I’m at
your beck and call.”

He remained
standing there, holding me in his arms waiting for my
instructions.

“Oh...” I
said, bemused. I really shouldn’t be bemused. This is Mr.
Perfect-Loving-Caring Clark we are talking about. “Well then,
in that case take me wherever you want to take me. I’m basically as
useless as tits on a bull at the moment.”

He raised his
eyebrow. I didn’t think he meant to do it seductively. He was kind
of being a perfect gentleman. The thing was, this man could not
raise an eyebrow without it being seductive.

“I doubt that
is true, Alexis. I can think of many things we can do without the
use of your leg.” Okay, he definitely meant it
seductively.

“I’m sure you
can, but don’t forget, I can’t have sex—”

He laughed. “I
haven’t forgotten, and no...I wasn’t insinuating that.”

“Oh. Well what
did you have in mind?”

His
mischievous, almost child-like grin appeared, and he carried me
into the man-cave, placing me gently onto the sofa.

I grabbed his
face. “You are not going to carry me around everywhere.”

“You do not
have a choice if I choose to leave your crutches in the car.” He
stood back up and winked at me before heading for the door.

“Bryce, what
if I need to pee...or even worse?”

He didn’t look
back, just laughed. “I’ll carry you,” he asserted.

“Bryce, you
can’t—”

He exited the
room. Grrr, talk about taking advantage of my inability to
walk.

I shuffled
uncomfortably on the couch, feeling the effects of my pain killers
wearing off. I quickly calculated when I could take some more.
Two, four, six hours...now. Good!

I pulled out
my phone and sent Bryce a text:

Seeing as u wish 2 b
my immobility-bitch,

Can u please bring me
some water & painkillers ♥ - Alexis






I received a
reply straight away:

Did u just call me a
bitch? - Bryce






I giggled.
Shit!

Yes...yes I did. I
kinda like the sound of it, don’t u? - Alexis






No. U do realise u r
going 2 have 2 pay 4 that. - Bryce

 


Pfft, what’s
he gonna do?

Oooh, what r u going 2
do about it? Break my leg?

Ok, bad joke.
Really bad joke, Alexis. Never mind. I take it back. -
Alexis






I quickly sent
another text:

P.S. I take back the
break leg bit, not the bitch bit.

You’re still my bitch.
- Alexis






I typed
another, I was now in apology-mode.

P.P.S. I love u by the
way. - Alexis.






I waited for a
response. I didn’t get one, so I typed again:

Bryce? I’m only
kidding. You’re not a bitch, I am. - Alexis






I still hadn’t
received a reply minutes later, and after agonisingly waiting yet
another minute, I got concerned. I was just about to roll off the
sofa and perform some kind of caterpillar manoeuvre in order to go
find him—becoming some form of wiggly looper—when a single rose was
placed over my head in front of my face. I clasped it as his warm
breath caressed my ear.

“One, you’re
not a bitch. Two, I love you, too. And three, yes...you will pay
for that.”

He gently
nipped at my ear lobe then kissed my neck.

I shivered
with delight. “I look forward to ‘paying’, Bryce, but that is going
to have to wait for a few weeks.”

He walked
around to the front of the sofa and put down a tray which contained
a hot white chocolate, an espresso, two muffins, some Tim-Tams and
a bowl of popcorn. He turned to me and got down on his knees so
that his face was level with my own.

“Let me tell
you something. When you are ready to make love to me again, you
will not be ‘paying’ for anything. I will be the one ‘paying’,
paying a considerable amount of attention to making you come in
every possible way.”

I swallowed
dryly as I processed his words. In the hospital, I’d had a moment
of concern of whether or not I’d be able to have sex again so soon
after miscarrying, for fear of... well... just in fear. But sitting
on the sofa at that very moment, looking at Bryce with eyes full of
nothing but want, need, love, and worship, I knew that when the
time came, I would not hesitate in making love to him again. How
could I? Fuck, I wanted to now.

“How do you
plan on making me pay then?” I whispered, as I leaned forward and
kissed his lips.

He chuckled
and broke free, walking over to the stone fireplace to switch it
on.

“Well?” I
asked again.

He didn’t
answer, just made his way to the Blu-ray player and popped in a
disc. I watched him smile as he sat down on the sofa next to me,
then he gently took hold of my perfectly good foot and began to
massage it.

“Nooo,” I
giggled and cringed.

“Yes! We are
sitting here and watching The Lord of the Rings, and you, my
love, are going to have a foot rub.”

“I hate you,”
I said, like I always did.

He looked over
at me, and I sensed a slight bit of doubt on his face. I motioned
my finger, telling him to come closer to me. He obliged and leaned
in further so that our lips could touch.

“No, I don’t,”
I whispered against his mouth before I kissed him.

***

Bryce and I
watched LOTR: The Fellowship of the Rings before he
carried me to the kitchen to watch him cook a kick-arse Beef
Stroganoff. It amazed me. He didn’t even put paprika in it and yet
it still teased my taste buds with its tasty awesomeness. What also
amazed me was that I watched him cook the damn dish and it was so
easy, yet it tasted heavenly.

I swore he
added a secret ingredient.

He swore he
didn’t.

I swore he was
lying.

He swore that
I was going to ‘pay’ again.

I swore I’d
kick him with my cast.

He swore I
wouldn’t.

I just
swore.

***

After dinner,
we watched LOTR: The Two Towers. I must’ve fallen asleep
across Bryce’s lap, because the last thing my brain processed was
the people of Rohan fleeing to Helm’s Deep.

The next thing
my brain processed was being laid down in our bed.

“Shit, I fell
asleep, sorry,” I said, feeling a bit groggy as I woke up.

“We are now
even,” he assured me.

‘Yes, we are.”
I smiled, remembering when he fell asleep while we were watching
Lady and the Tramp during our trip to Uluru.

I felt his
hands settle on the top of my waistband then, gently, he pulled
down the loose yoga pants I was wearing, being extra careful when
sliding them over my cast.

His eyes
travelled up my legs to my underwear, which were still feminine and
pretty. Broken leg, head concussion, heartbreaking miscarriage and
subsequent bleeding—I still insisted on having nice underwear. This
habit of mine could never be broken. I’d rather wear nothing than
wear ‘Nanna-Knickers’.

I could tell
Bryce, too, appreciated this habit of mine, because his sight
lingered on the navy satin lace brief I was wearing.

Propping
myself up on my arms, I watched him crawl up the bed to me, helping
me sit up so that he could remove my t-shirt and expose my matching
bra. I leaned back on my hands and smiled as he took me in.

“You might
want to look away, Mr. Clark. Because that look on your face
normally means one thing. And that one thing is not going to happen
tonight.”

“Hunny, there
are other things that can happen, starting with this.” He grabbed
my face and kissed me softly, yet passionately, causing my arms
which were supporting the upper part of my body to go weak; shake;
and slowly collapse, lowering me to the bed.

His lips
stayed attached to mine as I lay flat on my back, Bryce now laying
by my side. I held him to me as his tongue gently brushed against
mine, caressing it delicately over and over as he dragged his
knuckle down the side of my cheek to under my chin.

I savoured his
touch and our kiss, equally stroking, licking and nipping at his
mouth. The sheer love, lust and connection we felt for each other
was as ever present in our kiss as it had always been, and once
again it reiterated that we were on the path of healing and would
eventually be fine. It also conveyed that we needed each other more
than ever.

He broke away
from my mouth and pressed his lips into my forehead quite firmly.
“Go back to sleep,” he whispered as he pulled himself back. “I just
want to hold you in my arms and be grateful that you are still here
with me.”

“Of course I
am still here,” I whispered back as my eyelids got heavy. “I’m not
going anywhere.”

***

The following,
morning Bryce had to leave for an appointment with Jessica. I asked
him if he was okay and reiterated that if ever he felt he needed to
talk, I would always be there for him, to listen, to advise, to
share. He assured me that he would talk to me if he needed to and
that the reason he was seeing Jessica was simply to get an update
on Gareth. But I suspected our recent heartbreaking loss was going
to be a topic of discussion, which kind of irritated me. It
shouldn’t have, though, because Dr. Jessica Carrot-Top was his
psychologist and had been for a long time; therefore, it shouldn’t
bother me that he would talk to her and tell her things that he
would not tell me.

I couldn’t
deny that I was jealous.

I think it was
probably because she was a stuck-up, toffee-nosed bitch more than
anything. Regardless of my immature insecurities and dislike for
Dr. Jessica, I was glad he talked about his feelings rather than
bottle them up. I appreciated that fact.

 


Bryce kissed
me deeply just before the doors to the elevator opened and Lucy
entered the apartment. He broke away from me slightly breathless,
winked and walked toward her. She gave him a long embrace while
talking quietly to him and intermittently rubbing his back. Tears
filled my eyes at seeing her love and support for her brother. It
really was touching.

“I won’t be
long,” he said to her as he stepped into the lift.

“Go, its fine.
She’ll be fine. I’ve got this.”

“Thanks.”

He turned to
me and blew me a kiss as the doors closed. It was then that it
dawned on me that he had arranged for Lucy to visit and babysit me
while he was gone. Caring, over-protective arse. I was
capable of babysitting myself for an hour or so.

Lucy made her
way over to where I was on the sofa. “Alexis, I am so sorry. I
can’t imagine what you are feeling right now and I’m not even going
to begin to try. Just know I am here for you, whatever you need.”
She sat next to me and leaned in for a gentle hug.

“Thank you,
Lucy. I’m okay. Just you being there for your brother is all that I
need.”

“Don’t worry.
I’m keeping my eye on him.”

I let out a
breath. “Good, I’m relieved to hear that. So far he has been open
about the whole ordeal, but I worry about him being that he is a
controlling, stubborn arse at times.”

“Yes, he is
all of those things and more, Alexis. But we’ve both learned from
past experiences that it is best to be open about our feelings
rather than to close them in and pretend they do not exist. Don’t
worry. He’ll talk to me if he needs to.”

I smiled at
her wearily. Not because I did not believe her, but because it was
obvious she knew exactly what she was talking about due to their
sad histories—and that was sad in itself.

“I hope so. He
desperately wanted this baby, and I think he may be keeping it
together for my sake. The thing is, I’m coping. I’m okay.
Obviously, I’m devastated, but life does go on. I can’t bring my
baby back. I can’t reverse the clock and decide to take the
elevator instead of the stairs. I just can’t. All I can do is move
on and treasure the time I had when my baby was a part of me. All I
can do is remember and be grateful.”

“You are a
strong woman, and Bryce is a strong man. You were both meant for
each other. You’ll see he’ll be fine too, just like you. Knowing my
brother, he will break at some point, then he will find the
strength that you obviously already have. Now, I am going to make
you a cup of tea. Sit back and relax. I’m here to wait on you hand
and foot—Bryce’s orders.”

Lucy made me a
cup of tea and we talked about the things we had always talked
about. I asked her how Alexander was, and at first she tried to
change the subject. It was obvious when I asked her if he had
rolled over yet and she dismissively said, ‘Yes, two days ago,’ as
though it was nothing and then proceeded to talk about
politics.

“Luce, its
fine. I can talk about babies, especially your adorable little son.
Is that why he’s not here with you? Because you thought seeing him
would make me upset?”

She nodded
apologetically. “He’s at home with Nic, but he’s sick and miserable
and very clingy. He had a slight temperature last night.”

“Luce, go home
then. I’m fine. You should be with Alexander, not here babysitting
me.”

“No, it’s
okay, Nic is with him. She’ll cope.” Her voice did not sound
confident.

“Lucy Clark.
Go home, now! Bryce will be back soon. My arse is pretty much stuck
on this sofa, so GO!”

“Are you sure?
Bryce will kill me,” she said, as she bit down on her
thumbnail.

“I’ll handle
your brother, don’t you worry.”

She smiled. “I
know you will. That’s what I love most about you. You have an
uncanny form of control over my brother. No one else has even come
close to having that type of power over him—no one.”

I smiled at
her words, although at times I felt I had no power over him at all.
He made it quite clear on numerous occasions that he holds the
upper hand. Speaking of which, I need my crutches.

“Can you do
one thing for me before you go, though?”

“Sure. What is
it?”

“Get my
crutches from the basement carpark. Your control freak of a brother
left them down there so I would have no choice but to let him carry
me around.”

She burst out
laughing. “He’s good, I’ll give him that. Sure, I’ll go get them
now.”

***

Lucy found my
crutches and placed them next to the sofa before she left.

I was just
about to start my new book about a young girl who discovers her
true identity, when the buzzer to the door rang. Fuck! Of
course, as soon as I’m alone and in the mood for a fictional
happily ever after, I get a visitor. Just my luck.

I slowly got
up and, with the assistance of the crutches, hobbled over to the
door.

The buzzer
sounded a few more times during my journey there. Okay, okay!
Hold ya fuckin’ horses, you impatient pain in the arse.

I pressed the
buzzer and in a frustrated tone, answered. “Yes?”

“Alexis, it’s
me.” Rick’s voice spoke back to me.

Shit! He still
doesn’t know about my accident. Shit, shit. I can’t deal with him
right now.

I pushed the
buzzer and spoke again. “Rick, now is really not a good time.”

Almost
instantly, he responded. “Open the door. We need to talk.” His tone
seemed slightly more irritated.

I pushed the
button again. “Are you still having the kids next week for the
holidays?” I asked, figuring that I better clarify this before the
time was upon us.

“Yes, of
course. Why? Open the door. Why aren’t you opening the door?” he
asked again with annoyance and a tone of confusion.

“Good. That’s
all we needed to talk about then. Now please, Rick, go. I can’t get
into an argument with you right now.” Please just go. Please
just go.

“Alexis. Stop
being a fucking child and open the fucking door. You could be
carrying my baby and we need to talk about it,” he shouted,
angrily.

My heart
started pounding, and I felt dizzy. I braced myself against the
wall as tears started to flood my eyes and face.

I pushed the
button again, clearly speaking through sobs. “Please, Rick, just
leave me alone. I can’t do this.”

“Alexis, you
can’t avoid me. This is too serious. You can’t honestly tell me
that there is no chance that the baby you’re carrying is mine.” His
tone had softened a little, but he was still persisting.

“Yes, I can,”
I struggled to say through whimpers and gritted teeth.

“How can you
possibly fucking know?” he shouted again.

At that point,
I couldn’t take it anymore, I was beyond upset. He was not going to
let this go, so I slammed my fist onto the button and screamed into
the intercom. “Because I am no longer carrying a baby, you fuck! I
fell. I lost it. I fucking lost my baby. Now fuck off, and leave me
alone.”

There was
silence for what felt like minutes as I propped myself against the
wall crying and reliving my horrific memories, all the guilt and
grief flowing back through me.

“Alexis.” His
voice wasn’t much louder than a whisper. “Alexis, fuck. I’m so
sorry. Please open the door. I need to know you are okay. Are you
alone? Where is Bryce?”

I slumped
against the intercom and pressed it with a heavy hand. “He is at an
appointment. Just go, Rick, I’m fine.”

“Alexis. Open
the door, now...please...I’m begging you.” His tone was now full of
concern, and he was pleading, so I surrendered and opened the
door.

He practically
burst through, ready to hug me when he saw my foot was in a
cast.

He put his
hand over his mouth and the other through his hair. “Geezus! Shit!
What happened?”

I wiped my
face and glared at him then turned and made my way back to the
sofa. “I told you. I fell.”

He put his
hands around my shoulders, trying to help me walk. “Where? How?
When?”

I shrugged
them off. “Don’t. I can do it myself.” I reached the sofa and sat
down.

He didn’t
hesitate and sat right down beside me. “Alexis, I’m sorry. Talk to
me. What happened?”

“I fell down
the stairs. I knocked myself out. I broke my ankle and I lost my
baby. That’s it,” I answered dryly.

He placed his
hand on my back and gently rubbed. “When did this happen?”

“A couple of
days after my party. I was in hospital for five days after that, I
got out yesterday.”

“Do the kids
know yet?” He seemed really concerned. I think he too knew that
Nate and Charli would be devastated.

“No, they are
still at Mum and Dad’s house. Bryce and I were going to pick them
up tomorrow so that they were ready for their time with you on
Monday.” My tear bank broke again and I sobbed harder this time. “I
don’t know how I’m going to tell them, Rick. I don’t think I am
ready to tell them, but they’ll know; they are both smart
kids.”

He wrapped his
arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him. “Don’t worry about
that. You obviously need more time. I will drive to Shepparton
tomorrow and pick them up. That way you can have this week to sort
through everything that you need to sort through. I know I can’t do
much for you, but I can do that. I can give you the extra time you
need.”

“Thank you,
Rick.” I hugged him back.

At that
moment, the elevator doors opened and Bryce walked in.


 CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

“What the fuck
are you doing here?” Bryce hissed at Rick as he stepped out of the
elevator.

I went to
speak, “Bryce—”

He stormed
over to the sofa. “Get your hands off Alexis, and get the fuck out
of my home,” he growled.

He was
furious.

Rick stood up.
“Bryce, settle down, I’m consoling her. Clearly she is upset. And
who are you to tell me not to touch Alexis?”

“Rick—” I
tried to talk again but no one seemed to be listening to me.

“I will console her, not you. You have no right to fucking
help her grieve the loss of our baby, my
baby.”

Oh no, this is
why he is so upset. He thinks I was letting Rick grieve.

“Bryce, it
wasn’t—” I began to explain, but I was cut off yet again.

“Who said it
was your baby, Bryce? It could’ve been mine.”

“Rick! It
wasn’t your baby. I told—”

Before I could
finish what I was saying, Bryce had thrown a punch which connected
perfectly with Rick’s jaw.

I screamed.
“Bryce! Stop! No!”

Rick recovered
quickly and barrelled into Bryce’s stomach, with his head down and
his arms wrapped around Bryce’s waist in an attempt to take him to
ground.

I screamed
again.

Rick was
obviously no match for Bryce, not only in size but in combat,
self-defence and fighting skills, because Bryce was able to get
Rick in a head lock and subdue him gently, slowly squeezing the air
out of him.

I tried to
stand up, putting pressure on my foot and forgetting momentarily
that I had a broken leg. I cried out in pain.

“Alexis!”
Bryce let go of Rick—who fell to the floor—and dashed over to me.
“Shit! Are you okay?”

“No!” I
screamed at him, now in a considerable world of pain. “I’m not
fucking okay. I’m not okay at all.”

Rick was on
his hands and knees coughing, attempting to get his breath
back.

Bryce didn’t
even look over at him. Instead, his eyes were on mine. “What can I
do, Hunny?” His voice had softened and it was laced with regret and
concern.

“Nothing!
You’ve done enough.” I turned to look at Rick. “Rick, are you
okay?”

“Yes,” he
spluttered.

“Good. I think
you should leave.”

He looked up
at me, registering that I just wanted him to go. “Fine, I’ll ring
Maryann and Graeme and tell them I’m coming to get the kids. Don’t
worry about them. Like I said, that’s the least I can do.”

Bryce looked
at Rick then back to me, suddenly comprehending that the encounter
he walked in on was about Nate and Charli, nothing else.

He dropped his
head. “Fuck! I’m sorr—”

I cut him off.
“Don’t.”

Rick got up.
“I’ll let myself out.” He stopped mid-way to the door. “Alexis,
again, I’m sorry for your loss.”

I looked up at
him and nodded. “Can you get the kids to FaceTime me? I really need
to see their faces.”

“Sure, not a
problem,” he replied, then he left.

 


I started
crying again, then quickly reeled myself in, shuffling up to reach
my crutches. Bryce snatched them away.

“Give them
back,” I hissed.

“No. Where do
you want to go? I’ll take you,” he pleaded.

“No, you
won’t. I just want to be alone.”

“Hunny, I’m
sorry. I just saw you both together hugging, and you were crying,
and I fucking lost it. I thought you were both—”

“I know what
you thought, Bryce. And if you had given me a chance I would’ve
explained.” I tried to push myself up to a standing position, but
he dropped to his knees in front of me and placed his hands on my
hips, holding me down.

He surrendered
and slumped his head onto my lap. “I thought Rick was grieving the
loss of my baby like it was his. He has no right to grieve what I
lost.”

He broke at
that moment and sobbed into my lap. Lucy said he’d break at some
point, this must be it.

“Oh, Bryce.” I
placed my hands in his hair, and his hands slid to my arse gripping
it tightly and hugging me like he would never let go.

We stayed like
that for minutes. I let him cry and I cried along with him.

***

Bryce and I
once again took long uninterrupted hours to comfort each other. We
promised we would be honest and upfront with one another about what
we were feeling and why we were feeling it. This assurance alone
seemed to help with our grieving and healing process. Although we
did kind of keep our distance from each other for most of the day,
Bryce spending time between his office and the kitchen, while I
read my book in between taking long gazes out across the skyline of
the city of Melbourne.

I decided I
would ring Mum as she had texted me numerous times since heading
back to Shepparton. I knew she was worried about me—she was a mum,
of course she was worried—so I figured I’d better ease her mind
with a phone call.

“Hi, Mum.”

“How are you
coping?” she asked, without delay.

I sipped the
cup of tea Bryce had made me prior to ringing her. “I’m doing okay,
Mum. More so if I don’t think about it. I know that’s not a healthy
approach, but it’s working for me at the moment, so I’m sticking
with it.”

“As long as
you don’t bury what needs repair, Alexis. Life’s problems cannot be
resolved if they are buried. We bury what is finished, obsolete. We
bury what we cannot restore. Grief can be overcome. It can be
addressed and alleviated. Remember that.”

“I’m not
burying anything, Mum. Bryce and I have talked, and I know I have
you, Jen and my friends if I need you. I just don’t right now. I’m
coping; life goes on. What has happened cannot be reversed. Moving
forward is my only option.”

“Okay,
Sweetheart. How is Bryce coping?”

Mum knew when
to let things go.

“Clearly he is
devastated.” I paused for the smallest of seconds. “I have decided
to try again, Mum, but I haven’t told him yet. I’ll tell him when
the time is right.”

“Are you sure,
Alexis?” She sounded neither enthusiastic nor apprehensive.

“I want to
give him a child, Mum. He deserves a child of his own.” I sipped my
tea, which was now lukewarm.

“Answer me
honestly. Are you trying to give Bryce another baby because you
feel guilty and responsible for losing the one you had?”

I replied in a
calm voice. “No, Mum, I am not doing this out of guilt. I’m doing
it because I want to. I want another baby. I want Bryce’s baby.” I
took in a breath and let it out slowly. “Being pregnant again felt
so good, so right. At first I was hesitant about having another
child, but I grew to love the idea. Knowing that I was going to
hold another baby that I created filled me with so much joy and
happiness. I desperately want that back, so I am going to get it
back. Why? Because I can and because I want to.”

I heard her
sigh down the phone, but it wasn’t a bad sigh. I think it was a
content sigh.

“Very well,
Darling. I just want you to be happy.”

“Don’t worry,
Mum. I will be, eventually.”

 


I hung up from
Mum after having a quick word to the kids. Apparently Nate had
helped Dad deliver a calf.

Dad was overly
proud.

Nate said he
never wanted to do it again.

And Charlie
cemented the fact that she definitely did not want to be a
veterinarian anymore.

I smiled at
the thought of my kids witnessing and participating in a Blaxlo
farming right-of-passage, then dialled Carls’ number.

“What up,
Duffy?” she answered, with a playful carefree tone.

I dropped my
head. Strangely enough I did not feel sad at her pregnant stab.
This was Carls, after all, and she was renowned for putting her
foot in it.

“Not up the
duff anymore, Hun. I lost the baby,” I said sadly, but not sadly
enough to make her feel bad. I didn’t want to make her feel bad.
Carls was Carls and I loved her just the way she was.

There was
silence on the other end then I swear I heard her sob.

“Carls? You
there?”

“Uh huh,” she
said.

“You alright?”
I asked.

She scoffed
then sniffed her nose. “I just shamefully make a joke about you
being pregnant when you’re no longer pregnant, and you ask me if
I’m alright? What’s fucking wrong with this picture?” She sounded
angry with herself.

“Carls, how
were you to know?”

“It’s doesn’t
matter,” she sulked. “I’m a bitch, a horrible best friend.”

“You are
not...well...you are a bitch, but you are definitely not a horrible
best friend.”

“Yeah,
well...I disagree. So what happened, Lex? Do you want to talk about
it?”

“Sure. There’s
not too much to say really. I fell down the stairs, broke my ankle
and miscarried,” I explained, weakly.

“Geezus, fuck!
When did this happen?”

“Monday, just
past. I was in hospital pretty much all last week.”

“Right. I’m
coming over there.”

“No. I
actually just want to be with Bryce, Carls. But thank you.”

“Oh, poor
Bryce. He was really looking forward to being a dad. How is
he?”

“He’s coping.
Anyway, Hun, as you can imagine, I need to call a few people, and
next on my list is Tash. I will need a moment to prepare myself, so
I better get going.”

Carls laughed,
mildly. “I understand. Okay, if you need me for anything, please
call. I love you, you know.”

“I do know. I
love you too. Bye.”

I hung up and
wiped a tear from my eye. Carly Josephine Henkley never cried.



I realised I
was just a bit too emotional to call Tash after calling Mum and
Carls, so I decided I would ring her later after I had gathered
some semblance of composure.

I propped
myself up on my crutches and hopped back into the kitchen where
Bryce was cooking something that smelled insanely fucking good.
Twitching my nose like a sniffer dog, I sat myself down on the
stool at the bench.

“How did it
go?” he asked while stirring a pot. Man, he makes cooking look
damn sexy.

“Sorry? Oh,
two down, one to go. I figured I needed to brace myself before
calling Tash. I will do it after dinner.”

“That’s
probably a good idea,” he agreed.

“What are you
cooking?” I extended my upper body so that I could peek into the
pot.

“Well, I know
you like Thai food, so I thought I would try a Massaman Curry with
Coconut Rice.”

“Is this your
way of saying sorry for earlier?” I probed.

“Hunny, my
methods of apology normally involve you moaning. This is an
alternative.”

I sniffed in a
big breath and licked my lips. “Oh, trust me, I’m pretty sure that
will make me moan.”

His eye
twitched and I smiled.

 


As we sat down
to eat dinner, the buzzer to the door sounded. Bryce got up and
answered it, letting Samantha into the penthouse. She was holding
an enormous bunch of flowers.

“Hi, Alexis.
These came for you just now.”

“Oh.” I
manoeuvred my chair backward, so that they would fit on my lap.

She handed
them over. “I’ll get going, I don’t mean to interrupt. And, Alexis,
I’m very sorry for what happened to you.” She smiled sheepishly and
quickly made her way to the door. Bryce let her out.

By the time he
made his way back, I had found the card:

I’m so sorry,
Lexi.

Am I still a bitch? -
Carls ♥

 


I smiled,
replaced the card back into the bouquet and sniffed the pink
roses.

“Who are the
flowers from?”

“Carls,” I
replied while reaching into my pocket for my phone. I pulled it out
and typed her one word in response:

No - Lexi ♥

 


After dinner,
I called Tash. She had been angry, sad, quiet, shocked, sad again,
and eventually numb. I’d run through all those emotions again with
her, feeling her deep sincerity at my loss. We cried together, and
she insisted on coming to see me. But again, like I had with Carls,
I informed Tash that I just wanted time with Bryce. She reluctantly
respected my decision, but made me promise that when I was ready
for visitors to let her know.

I promised her
I would.

After hanging
up from Tash I sat on my own in silence, allowing my mind to filter
in and out of my current environment, therefore granting more
memories of my fall to present themselves for deliberation. I
couldn’t erase the visions, and as a result I couldn’t shake the
feeling of something sinister being involved in the whole
ordeal.

At first, I
thought it was my mind’s natural defence mechanism kicking in,
reassuring me once again that I was not to blame and instead
something or someone else was. But the more vivid the feelings and
senses became, the more I felt they were not a result of my guilty
conscience. Instead they were more the result of a physical
warning—an alarm even.

I couldn’t
fathom what they really meant, so I just pushed them back into my
mind.

***

The following
day Bryce and I went for a walk together through the shopping
precinct. I really liked the idea of getting out of the apartment,
but I could not walk far. My skinny, muscleless arms were not fond
of supporting crutches.

I persevered
though, and enjoyed my new surroundings.

“Do you feel
proud when you walk through this complex?” I asked, personally
impressed with his accomplishments.

He looked down
at me. “Yeah, of course I do. Look at the place. It’s fucking
awesome.”

I laughed at
him and looked around once again. “Yeah, it kind of is.”

During the
scan of my surroundings, I noticed a shop attendant in Prada
quickly look away, pretending she was not just caught staring at
me. Um, hello, you were as obvious as dog’s balls. Own
it.

I ignored her,
but it bothered me.

We kept
walking—or in my case, hobbled—and I soon became more aware of
people watching us. I hated it.

My hands had
become sweaty, and I started to feel a little clammy.

“Alexis,
what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, I’m
just hot. Are you hot?” I removed the light scarf I had around my
neck, but it didn’t help.

“No, Hunny,”
he replied, concerned. “Let’s go to the lobby and take a seat.”

We made our
way to the City Towers front office and Bryce made me take a seat
next to the water feature that sat in the middle of the extravagant
lobby. I took deep breaths but felt a sudden surge of helplessness
course through me.

“I think
you’re having a panic attack. Just breathe.” He began rubbing my
back and I noticed him motion Charlie over.

“Yes, Sir?” he
asked, as he awaited Bryce’s instruction while looking at me
concerned.

“Can you
please get Alexis a glass of water?”

“Of course.”
Charlie hurried off.

Almost
instantly, Abigail was crouched down at my side, Samantha standing
beside her and Chelsea next to Bryce.

“What’s wrong,
Dear?” Abigail asked.

I couldn’t
answer her. I tried, but my mouth wouldn’t open. I honestly felt
that everyone was staring at me, secretly thinking that my losing
the baby was a result of Karma, and they thought I deserved it. It
filled me with such dread that I started to feel light headed then,
all of a sudden, there was black—nothing.

***

We I came to,
I was laying on the sofa in our apartment. Bryce, Abigail and
Janette were all standing in the lounge room not too far from
me.

I opened my
eyes. “What happened?” I murmured, confused.

Bryce came
over and sat on the seat next to me, gently moving the hair out of
my eyes. “You had a panic attack. Your blood pressure dropped and
you fainted.”

I tried to sit
up.

Janette moved
closer. “Stay there, with your feet up. At least until your blood
pressure returns to normal, it is still a little low. I will take
it again shortly.”

I closed my
eyes again, briefly remembering what happened downstairs. “Everyone
was staring at me, I didn’t like it.”

Bryce dragged
his knuckle along my jaw and my eyes re-opened. “No, Hunny, they
weren’t.” He smiled at me. “Then again, you are incredibly
beautiful, so you could be right.”

I returned the
smile, but only with a minor one. “I thought they were all judging
me,” I explained.

“Why would
anyone judge you?” Abigail asked.

“I don’t
know.” I brushed off her question. I didn’t want to honestly answer
it in front of anyone.

The door
buzzer sounded.

“I’ll be right
back.” Bryce kissed my forehead before he stood up and went to the
door.

I tilted my
head and watched him leave when Janette stepped into my line of
sight. “Okay, let’s take your blood pressure again.”

She placed the
stethoscope in the crook of my arm and began to pump the pressure
cuff that was still attached to my bicep. The cuff tightened then
slowly relaxed and loosened back out again. “Good, it’s going back
up again. You can sit now, but do it slowly. No fast movements or
actions, okay?”

I sat up just
as Bryce entered the room, opening the door for Jessica. Oh,
fuck no. Why not invite, Chelsea, Gareth and the bitchy mum from
school. We’ll have a ‘we hate Alexis convention’. She better be
here to see Bryce.

They made
their way toward me and it was quite obvious, she was not here to
see Bryce.

My eyes
widened and pierced Bryce’s. “No, Bryce!” I said sternly.
“Definitely not.”

“Alexis, you
need to speak to someone, clearly.”

“Okay, I will,
but someone else. No offense Jessica.” Actually, yes offense.
Plenty of offense for you.

“Alexis,
please let me help you,” she said kindly. Oh my God. She is like
a mix of Glenda the Good Witch of the North and Cruella
DeVille.

“I don’t need
any help. I’m fine!” I snapped.

I hadn’t
noticed in that short space of time that Abigail and Janette had
been escorted out of the room by Bryce.

“You are
blaming yourself for the miscarriage, are you not?” she asked, or
more accurately stated. Her tone was still kind though.

“Not,” I
answered quickly, while looking around for my crutches. Where
the fuck are my crutches? I’m going to fucking kill my Mr.
I’m-Carrying-You Clark.

“You feel
guilty.”

“No.”

“You’re
scared.”

“No.”

“You think you
deserve punishment.”

“Yes.” I
answered this not realising what I’d said. Shit! “No, I mean
no. Bryce, where are my crutches?”

He shrugged
his shoulders.

“Don’t fucking
play this game with me. I want my crutches, now!”

He looked down
at his hands.

“Bryce,
please,” I begged him.

“I’m sorry,
Alexis. I love you and want you to talk, to heal. Jessica can
help.”

“No, she
can’t.”

“Yes, she
can.”

“No,” I
screamed at him.

“Give her a
fucking chance, Alexis,” he shouted back. “I don’t want to see you
lying unconscious anymore. I can’t handle that, it fucking kills
me. Please just talk to her. Fuck!” He got up and stormed to the
elevator then turned back to face us. “Jessica, make her talk to
you. Do what you have to. I don’t fucking care what it takes.” He
slammed his hand on the button. “Alexis, I fucking love you.” He
stepped into the lift and left the room.

 


I sat there
stunned for God knows how long then moved my gaze to Jessica. She
was staring at the elevator doors, smiling fondly. I’m guessing her
fondness was for the man who just angrily left the room. It pissed
me off even more. Get that look off your face now before I hop
over there and wipe it off.

I’d had just
about enough.

“I’m so proud
of him,” she said in awe. What?

I didn’t
answer, but she continued to talk.

“He has come
so far since the death of his parents and his brother. At one point
I thought I would never again see the bright, intelligent, young
man my best friend gave birth to and raised.” She turned to me and
smiled. Best friend?

“Stephanie
adored Bryce. She was always doting over him. He was her pride and
joy. She loved all three of her kids equally, but Bryce had a
special connection with his mother.”

I was
speechless, so I sat there and continued to listen.

“Stephanie and
I went to college together. She was a Social Sciences graduate and
her philosophy on life was truly unique. We hit it off instantly.
After she married Lindsay and gave birth to Bryce, her priorities
in life changed, but her outlook never did. She was a fantastic
mother, and Bryce was a real mummy’s boy.”

I smiled.
Yeah, I can actually imagine that.

“She brought
Bryce up to be passionate, outgoing, ambitious, and charming. All
the qualities a young man would require to go far in life; she was
so proud of him. But when she died, something in Bryce died too.
His passion diminished, he was no longer outgoing, his ambition
turned to determination, and his charm faded considerably,” she
said sadly as she stood up.

She walked
across to the grand piano and ran her finger along it. “Has he
played the piano for you?”

“No, I’ve
never seen him go near it. He has always played the guitar for
me.”

She raised her
eyebrows at me, knowingly. “He’s very good, isn’t he? This might
break doctor-patient confidentiality, but he did just say ‘do what
you have to, I don’t fucking care what it takes’, didn’t he?”

“He did,” I
agreed.

“Well, he
loves that you love watching him play the guitar. When he told me
about the first time he played for you, he was beyond happy, he was
boasting.” Oh! My! God! He told her about that. I’ll kill
him.

I blushed.

“Oh, don’t
worry. He didn’t give me the details.” Thank fuck. “Alexis,
Bryce has come a long way over the years. But it wasn’t until he
met you that he got that spark back. Whatever had died in him, you
managed to resurrect. I have never seen a person so devoted, so in
awe, so in love before. At first I thought it might be unhealthy,
but over the past eight months I’ve come to realise that he
absolutely adores you and wants nothing more than your
happiness.”

Tears began to
fall down my cheeks. “I know,” I admitted.

“If you’re not
happy, he is not happy.”

“I know, I
feel the same way.” I was sobbing again.

She came back
to the couch and sat next to me, handing me a tissue.

“He is
absolutely terrified of losing you. Not just physically but
mentally. He knows what it feels like to lose someone both
physically and mentally.”

I looked up at
her. “Gareth?” I whispered.

“Yes, Gareth,”
she confirmed. “Alexis, please let me help you get through this. I
want to help you, not only for Bryce but for you. I have a deep
respect for the woman who tamed Mr. Bryce Clark.”

I stared at
her wide-eyed. “Okay.”

Dr Carrot-top
Jessica was not all that bad after all.


 CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

Nate and
Charlotte FaceTimed me the following day, and I had missed them
terribly, only having briefly talked to them on the phone a couple
of times since seeing them. I desperately wanted them to come home,
but I had to gain a good frame of mind before I let them see me,
and before I explained to them what had happened to me over a week
ago. The good thing was, I had a positive outlook now and truly
believed Jessica would help me get to the good frame of mind that I
needed. It had felt nice talking with her and I looked forward to
talking to her again. We had arranged to meet every day for the
coming week, and I felt terrible that I had made the wrong
assumption about her. A book’s cover did not always reflect its
contents.

***

Bryce and I
had made up when he returned after his false-imprisonment ploy. He
had been right in doing it though, and he had the best intentions,
so I could not stay mad at him. We were starting to get on each
other’s nerves, however, and we would deliberately bait each other
over the smallest things. I was starting to think it had more to do
with sexual frustration than anything else.

One of the
things I had been doing that was getting on his nerves was trying
to scratch underneath my cast. It was so God damned itchy, and I
couldn’t wait until the following Monday to have the cast removed
and the moon boot fitted. In the meantime though, I desperately had
to relieve the horrid irritating sensation on my leg, and I was
doing it by using all means possible. This was pissing Bryce off,
and the fact that he was trying to stop me from doing it was
pissing me off.

 


I woke up
Tuesday morning fidgeting, trying to scratch a really deep spot
down near my ankle which was practically impossible to reach.

“Alexis, for
fuck’s sake, stop scratching,” he groaned into his pillow.

“That’s easy
for you to say. You don’t have a tube of fucking plaster attached
to your leg irritating the shit out of you.” I stuck my finger back
down into the cast, but it fell way short of the spot.”

“You have been
tossing and turning all night,” he growled.

“I know. I’m
the one who has been doing the tossing and the turning.”

I got out of
bed, hopped to the bathroom and opened the vanity cupboard.
Excellent. I grabbed Bryce’s comb and wedged it down into my
cast, relieving the annoying tingling.

“Oh yeah,
that’s what I’m talking about,” I purred with relief.

“What are you
doing?” he called out from the bedroom.

“Nothing, mind
your own business,” I called back, smiling and lapping up the
respite by happily pulling the comb up and down my leg.

“Hunny, stop
that.” He had gotten out of bed and was standing in the door way.
“The surgeon said not to poke things down into your cast.”

“No! I don’t
care what the friggin’ surgeon said. He is a hypocrite. He put this
stupid, heavy, irritating, ugly piece of shit on my leg. He does
not get to tell me not to itch.” I scratched a little more,
desperately trying to push the comb in deeper.

“Alexis, give
me that. Hang on a minute, is that my comb?” he questioned, with
eyebrows raised.

“Yes, it
is.”

He put his
hand out.

I yanked the
comb back out and threw it at his chest. “I hate you.”

He laughed.
“No, you don’t.”

I hopped past
him. “Right now? Yes, yes, I do.”

***

Bryce and I
had been working sporadically over the past week. He’d told me that
I didn’t need to, and that Abigail and Lucy were sharing my work
load. It’s just, I wanted to work. It helped stop my mind from
reverting back to the events of the accident. I still couldn’t stop
the flashbacks, and Jessica was still working on methods to help me
with it.

She had helped
me immensely throughout the week, having a covert talent in making
me open up to her completely, which was obviously a good thing. I
was functioning again, thinking clearly and not diverting off my
path to recovery—well...not as much—I still had moments of
self-defeat. Now, that I was back at work—sporadically or not—I
enjoyed the distraction, but I kind of felt useless, a hindrance; a
burden even.

Ever since I
had taken on the role of P.A for Bryce, I had brought nothing but
dramas to the job. Most of it was, in part, a result of his
introduction into my life, but regardless, I still felt someone
else could do my job better than me. I didn’t want to disrupt his
business life like I had disrupted his personal life.

Jessica had
told me to tell Bryce everything I was feeling when I was feeling
it. I had also told myself this before having my talk with Jessica,
but I guess her being a professional and instructing me to do it
kind of pushed the thought into an action.

I hit the
button on my phone and buzzed Bryce in his office.

“Yeah?” he
answered in his sexy, I’m-a-busy-billionaire-businessman voice.

“I think you
should replace me,” I said quite frankly.

“Excuse me?”
he replied, uncertainty in his tone.

“I suck, and
I’m a nuisance. There are plenty of other women who are better than
me,” I explained.

“Alexis, can
you come in here for a moment, please,” he said softly, but still
all businessman like.

“No. I
can’t.”

“Alexis!”

“Bryce! I
quit.” There, I said it. That wasn’t too hard now, was
it?

His door
opened all of a sudden and he walked out into the foyer.

“You wanna
talk?” he asked.

I shook my
head.

“You want me
to talk?”

I shook my
head again.

“You want me
to come over there, pick you up, carry you upstairs and spank your
sexy arse?” he said, quite casually.

I thought
about it. Hmmm, actually yes, that does sound like a good
idea.

He noticed my
pause and made his way to my desk.

“No,” I said
quickly, with apprehension and playfulness in my voice. Shit!
Too late.

I grabbed hold
of my desk just in time, as he bent down and put his arms gently
behind my back and under my legs.

“Let go,” he
demanded, a look of dominance and desire in his eyes.

I bit my lip
and shook my head quickly, feeling my control dwindle.

“If you don’t
let go of this desk now, I will pick it up, or drag it along with
us,” he breathed in my ear. “Your choice.”

I believed
him, so I let go.

He lifted me
up and carried me directly to the elevator.

“Are you
really going to spank me?” I asked curiously as we ascended.

“Do you want
me to?”

“Maybe. Do you
think I deserve it?” I raised my eyebrow at him.

“Oh, yes. I
found one of my drum sticks wedged in your cast last night after
you fell asleep on the sofa, so you definitely deserve it.” Oh
shit! Remember to hide the evidence, Alexis, you fool.

“Damn it,” I
admitted.

He carried me
to the bedroom and placed me down on the bed, then very carefully
climbed on top of me, holding his weight and securing my hands
above my head.

“You are not
quitting. You are not a nuisance and you do not suc—” He cut
himself off. “Well you do suck, but in a very, very good way.”

I rolled my
eyes at him.

“So, tell me
what’s going on in that head of yours or I will either call
Jessica, or spank it out of you.” He leaned forward and kissed my
neck. Oh, God that feels good. How long has it been since we’ve
made love? Fuck, I can’t remember. “Well?” he said, waiting for
me to divulge.

I moaned a
little. “I’m a walking disaster,” I breathed out.

He dragged his
tongue down my neck and kissed my collar bone, my chest rising to
meet his lips.

“No, you’re a
limping miracle,” he said with a husky voice as he made his way
back up my neck to my ear lobe.

I clenched his
hands in mine and moaned again. “I’m hopeless.”

He released
one of my hands and placed it on the outside of his pants so that I
could feel his hard cock. “Clearly you are not, Hunny.” Mmmm,
clearly you are a God, Bryce.

I had the
sudden urge to have his delicious erection in my mouth. I needed to
feel him, taste him. I needed to feel I was in control of at least
something. I knew I had nothing but control when my lips were
around his cock. I could control his orgasm, his relief, and the
feeling I now had at the thought of what I was about to do filled
me with a sense of value.

“I suck,” I
exclaimed, as I tried to lift my head from the pillow to meet
his.

He leaned
back, refusing my request for his mouth. “No, you don’t.”

“No, I do and
I want to suck right now.”

His eyes
changed within a second from endearing and heavy, to hot, hankering
and alive with expectation.

Dropping his
head to mine, he finally allowed my tongue to find his, kissing me
passionately.

“Are you sure,
my love? We can wait longer if you want.”

I pushed him
off so that he rolled onto his back, lying next to me.

“Yes, I’m
sure. I want you in my mouth. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

Positioning
myself onto my side and making sure my ankle was comfortable, I
undid his pants and unleashed his hard cock into my hand. Just the
sight of it so gloriously close made me smile.

I cupped his
balls then dragged my hand from the base to the tip, licking my
finger and swirling it over his crown.

“Fuck!” he
groaned.

I gave him a
salacious grin before I wrapped my mouth around him, taking in as
much as I could and gently clamping my teeth down. I could feel his
soft warm skin beneath them, he felt and tasted so good; I couldn’t
get enough.

He placed his
hand on my head, gently clenching his fingers in my hair. “So good,
Hunny,” he slurred.

My smile at
his enjoyment and praise circled his shaft and I began to escalate
my movement over him, repeating the consumption of his length over
and over.

He moaned and
growled explicit words which made me feel hot and empowered,
helping me take charge even more and forcing the taste of his
enjoyment into my mouth. I dragged my tongue up and down, flicking
the spots I knew were sensitive to him. He bucked his hips and
pushed himself further into my mouth, and I accepted his offering
by sucking him deep.

“Fuck, I love
you,” he hissed as he reached his climax, jerking into me.

I lapped him
up and savoured the moment of being once again in control of a part
of my life that I enjoyed. A part he obviously enjoyed, too.

***

Shortly after
I literally blew Bryce’s mind—and after he also spanked my arse for
quitting—we had a visitor. The joy and sense of self I had felt
after sharing an intimate moment with Bryce had not lasted long, it
ending abruptly when Gareth entered the apartment.

“I just wanted
to personally come by and offer my condolences to you both. I heard
about the fall and subsequent miscarriage and broken foot. I’m
terribly sorry. I also wanted to apologise for skipping out on your
birthday party. I felt very ill quite suddenly and needed to lie
down.”

He had not
long entered the room and sat down on the couch opposite me, before
I felt my chest rise and fall dramatically, the heat in the room
also rising rather quickly.

Bryce had made
his way over to the bar to fetch us all a drink.

“I need
something strong,” I said as I locked eyes with Gareth, desperately
trying to calm myself.

“Do you want a
gin then?” Bryce asked.

I removed my
stare from Gareth, switching it toward Bryce while wiping my sweaty
hands on my pants. “Yes, gin is great,” I replied rather
quickly.

“So Alexis,
how are you feeling?” Gareth asked.

“Fucking
awful,” I honestly replied. “How do you expect to me feel?” My tone
was defensive and angry, I couldn’t help it.

Bryce sat down
next to me and handed me my drink, a worried and curious look on
his face. “Here.” He placed his arm around my neck and rested his
hand on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,
Alexis. I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.”

Gareth leaned
forward and placed his drink on the coffee table when I caught a
hint of his aftershave. It washed over my senses and triggered my
visions and flashbacks to return. I saw myself hopping along the
walkway like I’d seen in my head time and time again, only this
time I smelled Gareth’s aftershave as I took my first step. It was
a deep woody, earth-like aroma. I didn’t like it. In fact, I hated
it; it made me nauseated.

“Alexis!
Alexis, hey are you alright?” Bryce was lightly shaking my shoulder
with his hand in an attempt to get my attention.

I looked at
him, then to Gareth. My breathing spiked and I could feel my body
temperature rising. I turned back to Bryce and shook my head at
him.

The last thing
I remember is Bryce leaning forward to put his drink down and
saying, “Shit! Not again.”

***

This time when
I came round, I noticed that Bryce had swivelled me to a lying
position and propped my legs high on the edge of the sofa. The
second thing I noticed is that my blouse was drenched and smelled
of gin, and the third thing I noticed was Gareth standing next to
Bryce—rather close—and that Bryce was on the phone.

“Yes, Janette,
she’s coming round now, her eyes just opened.” He smiled warmly at
me. “No, I’ll call Jessica. You stay where you are and sort out
your incident. Thanks for your help. I’m thinking I will have to
give you a raise in salary very soon.” He chuckled back at her
response and then hung up the phone, dialling Jessica
instantly.

“Hi, Jessica.
Alexis has had another panic attack and again she passed out.” He
walked over to the sofa and knelt down beside me. “No. No, she’s
been fine other than that.” He picked up my hand and kissed the top
of it quickly. “Yes, please. I’d appreciate it. Thanks, I’ll see
you soon.”

I noticed
Gareth fidget from the corner of my eye.

“Jessica is on
her way, Hunny. How do you feel now?”

“Okay, I
guess. I’m a bit soggy, but I’m okay.”

“I’ll get you
another top.” He went to get up.

I grabbed his
arm. “No, don’t leave me,” I begged, while glancing at Gareth.

“Okay, I won’t
leav—”

Gareth butted
in. “I gotta go, got a lot of work to do. I’m glad you’re alright,
Alexis.” He nodded at Bryce then hastily left the room.

***

I had moved
out to the balcony to get some air when Jessica arrived. She
followed Bryce out and stood next to me at the balustrade. I had
rugged myself up in a thick coat and Jessica—thank goodness—had
done the same.

“So, what
happened?” she enquired.

“I’m not quite
sure,” I answered dishonestly while glancing quickly toward
Bryce.

Jessica
noticed my subtle eye movement and proceeded to remedy the
situation.

“Bryce, I
would like to speak to Alexis alone if you wouldn’t mind.”

He let out a
breath in a stoic manner. “Sure. I need to go and check the
progress of the Metropol renovations anyway.” He kissed my
forehead. “Call me when you’re done, okay?”

I nodded.

He turned and
walked inside.

“Thank fuck,”
I blurted out while looking around my vicinity, desperate for
something to poke into my cast. “Where are all the long pointy
things? I swear he has removed everything and anything that could
be used to scratch my leg, damn controlling arse that he is.”

I was just
about to hop over to the Yucca plant and tear of a leaf when
Jessica smirked at me and handed me her pen.

“Oh, you are
my saviour.” I gripped the railing, balancing myself and shoved it
directly into my cast. “I hate this thing. I hate it with a
passion. I hate all orthopaedic surgeons and I want to wage a war
against plaster and fibreglass.”

“That would be
an interesting war,” she murmured. “People have fought and died for
much less.” She continued, “So, would you like to tell me what
happened now that Bryce has gone?”

I nodded and
grabbed hold of my crutches. “Let’s go inside first, I think it’s
about to rain.”

We both made
our way inside and sat opposite each other on the lounge.

“Would you
like a drink?” I offered.

“No thank you,
dear.”

“Are you
comfortable?”

“Yes, I’m just
fine.”

“Can I get you
anything at all?” I offered again.

“Alexis? Are
you being overly polite or are you trying to delay the inevitable?”
Grrr, you smart, smarty-pants doctor of smarts.

“Okay, Gareth
is what happened,” I admitted with defeat, while continuing to
scratch my leg with the pen.

The mention of
Bryce’s cousin, her patient, got her full attention.

She snapped
her eyes to mine. “How so?” she asked probingly.

I shrugged my
shoulders as I nonchalantly rattled off my reasons. “He came by to
visit. Scott and I have a history. I don’t really know how to act
around him. He makes me feel uneasy. And, his aftershave triggered
a flashback.”

She raised her
eyebrow then frowned at me. “Tell me all about it. I want to know
what happened from the moment he walked in to the moment you passed
out.” She patted her pockets, looking for a pen. I reluctantly
offered hers back.

“Never mind,
I’ve got another one.” She reached into her briefcase and pulled
out another pen. Brilliant, I probably would not have
relinquished this one anyway.

I repeated
everything that had transpired like she asked me to, while she sat
there and took her notes.

“Alexis, we’ve
been through the possibility of your flashbacks being a result of
your inner guilt—”

I cut in. “But
I don’t feel guilty anymore. I’ve honestly accepted that the fall
was not my fault. So why would my mind persist on trying to
convince me of something I am already convinced of?”

“Well, that’s
a good question. And my answer to that is that this recent attack
may just be a result of your anxious feelings toward Gareth. It may
be completely separate from your fall altogether.”

I shrugged my
shoulders. Maybe she was right, although I wasn’t quite sure.

“I can
prescribe a mild antidepressant drug for you, if you’d like. But,
honestly, I don’t think you’ll need it. I think we should continue
our talks, I also think you need to get back to your normal
everyday life. You’ve been working again, which is good. How about
your friends? Have you seen any of them?”

“No, not yet,”
I answered, quickly.

“Why’s
that?”

“I’ve just
wanted time with Bryce, alone. It’s too soon to see them.”

She nodded.
“That’s okay, Alexis. You can see people when you are ready to see
them. I’m glad you’re consciously making that choice.” Her voice
sounded soft and reassuring. “Think of it as a process, a routine,
a cycle as such. As time moves on and you go back to doing the
things you have always done, you will find that you are moving on
out of habit. Now, if that doesn’t happen for some reason, we will
look at other methods to help that eventuate.”

She put her
notepad down and picked up her phone. “Now, if Gareth triggers
another attack I want to know right away. That, in itself, is
perplexing, but as I said it may just be a result of your dislike
for him—”

“It’s not that
I don’t like him. I just get the feeling he doesn’t like me and
that makes me feel uneasy.”

“Well, that’s
fair enough. It might be best to just avoid him initially though,
or practice the breathing techniques I taught you for when you do
come across him again.” She started typing into her phone. “When
are you planning on seeing your children next?”

“Tomorrow,” I
answered with a smile.

“Good. After
you explain to Nate and Charlotte what has happened, you may find
you feel less anxious and that a weight of relief has been lifted
from you, a weight you did not know you carried.”

“I’m fully
aware that I am carrying that particular weight, Jessica.”

“Of course you
know you are carrying that weight, Alexis. But
that weight could also be linked to you being anxious and fearful
in general, not just over telling your children. Do you understand
what I’m saying?” She rested her hands on her lap.

“Oh, yes,
maybe.” I deliberated that notion for a second.

“Getting back
to being intimate with Bryce may also help relieve your anxiety. Do
you have any concerns about that?”

“We have been
intimate.” I quickly correct myself, slightly stuttering. “We have
obviously not made love yet...but we have had intimate moments.”
Oh my God! I’m talking to Jessica about having sex with Bryce.
Once upon a time I would have considered this an adynaton, maybe I
need to look out the window and see if a pig flies past.

“That’s good.
Like I said, getting back into your normal routine can only help
your situation. Now, if you are planning to try again to have
another baby, then you should wait a couple more weeks, but I’m
sure your doctor talked to you about that.”

“Yes, she
did.”

“Okay, good.
So, how do you feel now, after our chat?”

“Do you always
ask that question at the end of your ‘chats’?” I asked flatly.

“Yes.”

“So it’s a
habit?”

“Yes, but I
want to know your answer.” She packed up her briefcase and stood
up.

“I feel
better.”

“Good, as long
as you don’t feel worse, then we are on the right track. Now, stay
there, don’t get up. Bryce is on his way.” She walked toward the
door.

“How do you
know?”

“I sent him a
text.”

I rolled my
eyes. “Am I the only one who doesn’t do what he says?”

She smirked
back at me. “Yes, I think so.”

As she turned
the handle to the entryway door, the elevator doors opened and
Bryce entered the room.

“I’ll speak to
you tomorrow, Alexis. And Bryce, Gareth missed his session last
week and he is not returning my phone calls. You know what is
coming up, so if you see him again today, please tell him I want to
see him as soon as possible.”

“Sure, thank
you for letting me know.”

He walked over
and held the door as she passed through it.

 


After Jessica
left the apartment, Bryce made his way to the lounge and sat
down.

“That makes
sense you know,” I said.

“What makes
sense?” he asked as he rubbed his hands up his arms. “Are you cold?
I can put the fire on.” He got back up and made his way to the fire
without waiting for me to answer. “Sorry, what makes sense?”

“Gareth
wanting to leave so quickly when you mentioned Jessica was on her
way here.”

“Yeah, I did
pick up on that too. I will track him down shortly. He knows he
shouldn’t be missing appointments with her, especially this time of
year.” He sat back down and pulled me to him.

“Why? What’s
this time of year?”

“The
anniversary of the accident, it’s a week from Monday,” he answered,
emotionlessly.

I snuggled
into him as I watched the flames from the fire pick up. “Do you do
anything to mark the day?”

“Yeah, we
normally go to the cemetery. Would you like to come?”

I tilted my
head to look up at him. “I’d love to.”

“Good, I’ve
always hated going on my own.”

“Didn’t you
just say ‘we’ normally go to the cemetery?”

“Yeah, Lucy,
Nic, and Gareth.”

“Then you were
never on your own, were you?”

“Yes, I
was.”

I squeezed him
tightly, understanding what he meant. “Well you aren’t
anymore.”


 


CHAPTER
NINETEEN

 I never quite liked the
feeling of impatience, even if it went hand in hand with an outcome
of joy—a reward for the patience you had to endure. I hated the
obsession with time, flicking to my watch every few minutes in the
hope it would display a passing of hours instead. I hated the
feeling of disappointment when I was so sure my wait was over, only
to realise it wasn’t and having to be patient once again.

On this
particular day, my impatience was a result of having to wait for
Nate and Charlotte to arrive home. I was so eager to wrap my arms
around them both, see their beautiful adorable faces and hear their
sweet voices. But, as excited and eager as I was, I was also
terrified, because I soon had to explain why my leg was broken and
why I was no longer pregnant. It was a surreal type of impatience
and I hated it even more.

 


The buzzer to
the door sounded and I jolted excitedly, kicking the coffee
table.

“Shit! Crap!
Fucking Balls!”

“Alexis, for
fuck’s sake, be careful. As much as I have enjoyed carrying you
around these past two weeks, I don’t want you to re-break your foot
again.”

“They’re here,
Bryce!” I shrieked with a huge smile. “I haven’t seen them in two
weeks. Do you know how hard that has been for me?”

He smiled back
at me. “Of course I do, Hunny.”

I stood myself
up on one leg, arranging the crutches into position. Bryce went to
the door and opened it, letting Rick and the kids in. I hobbled
over to where the kids were standing and both of them went
pale.

“Mum, what
happened? How did you break your foot?” Nate looked like he wanted
to hug me but was not sure how to go about it without hurting my
injured leg.

“I fell down
the stairs, little man.”

“Are you
okay?” he asked, clearly worried.

“I wasn’t okay
at first, but I am now.”

Nate stepped
forward and gently squeezed my waist then let go and stood back,
still looking overly concerned.

“Mum, did it
hurt?” asked Charlie curiously, while staring at my cast.

“Yes,
Sweetheart, it hurt like hell.”

“How did you
fall, Mum? Were you running? You shouldn’t have been running. You
keep telling us not to run, and now look what’s happened.” She
placed her hands on her hips, with an expression basically branding
me a hypocrite.

“No,” I
laughed at her. “I was not running. I just kind of lost my balance
when I was coming down the stairs. It was an accident, Charli-Bear.
A horrible, horrible accident.”

“Did you hurt
the baby when you fell? I bet she didn’t like being all bumped
around in your belly.” Charli looked at my tummy.” Oh, God. This
is going to be harder than I thought.

I compelled
the tears to remain at bay and forced a fake smile. “No, she didn’t
like being bumped around, but I’ll tell you about that later. Right
now I need to sit down; these crutches are hurting Mummy’s arms.” I
quickly turned my back to them, giving myself a second for
composure.

“Can I have a
turn of your crutches, Mum?” Nate asked with raised eyebrows.

I grinned.
“Yeah, when I’m not using them though. Come on.”

As the kids
and I headed for the kitchen, Bryce pulled Rick aside to apologise
for hitting him a week earlier. I stopped at the doorway and
noticed Rick make amends for something also—I couldn’t quite hear
what. Both of them ended their discussion with an unemotional
handshake and a light pat on the back. It was a step in a direction
that led to God knows where—I just hoped that wherever it led, it
was a good place.

We sat down,
and Bryce ordered sandwiches from the hotel’s kitchen. It was
strange sitting around the dining table with my estranged husband
and my new partner, but the atmosphere was no longer hostile or
territorial. It was a strange type of calm.

“Charli, are
you going to tell your mum what we did during the week?” Rick
suggested with a nod.

“Oh, yeah, Dad
took us to see the Crusty Demons. I want to be a Crusty Demon. They
go upside down and everything. They even let go of their bikes in
the air and they jump over fire and do flips. It was soooo cool!”
she babbled at a rapid speed.

My eyes
widened as I stared at her obsessively crazed face then I turned to
Nate with a questioning look.

“Yeah, it was
awesome, Mum, but Charli REALLY enjoyed it. She
screamed and clapped every time they jumped.”

“Don’t they
jump...a lot?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Rick
said quickly. “They do.”

Oh, God,
Charli-Bear a Crusty Demon, shit! I think I may need to take her to
Disney on Ice or something.

“So, Nate, you
wanna tell Mum and Bryce who you met yesterday.”

Nate shrugged
his shoulders. Charli went to open her mouth to spill the beans,
when Rick put his finger to his lips to silence her.

“Go on, Nate,
tell them.”

“I met RJ, I
went to his soccer game,” Nate said quietly.

“And?” I
asked, a smile creeping across my face.

“He’s kind of
funny.”

Rick started
laughing and scruffed Nate’s hair. “What about when he kicked that
goal?”

Nate giggled.
“Yeah, he did a front flip and a cartwheel, Mum. It was
hilarious.”

“I liked it
when he pulled his t-shirt over his head and bumped into one of the
other boys because he couldn’t see where was going,” Charli
added.

***

Rick left
after lunch and I thanked him for keeping the kids busy, happy and
completely oblivious to the events that had transpired in their
absence. I also explained that I was going to tell them about the
miscarriage tomorrow morning, because I just wanted a happy evening
with them, one without heartbreak and a lesson of life’s sometimes
cruel events. He also apologised to me for barging in to the
apartment the week before and being inconsiderate and insensitive.
He also told me to call him if I felt he could help with the kids
and their reaction to the news I would soon give them. I thanked
him again and said that I would if I needed to. It was such a nice
reprieve to not have to worry about my on and off again issues with
Rick. Hopefully from now on we could all move forward in a civil
and friendly manner.

Shortly after
Rick left, Bryce received a text from Lucy asking if practice was
still on for this evening. Before my accident, Bryce had arranged a
practice session and a fish ‘n’ chips dinner at the apartment with
the members of Live Trepidation, Lucy and Nic.

After I lost
the baby he had completely forgotten to re-schedule them and was
about to cancel when I insisted that he didn’t. Cancelling was the
last thing I wanted, I wanted things to go back to normal, and fish
‘n’ chips on a Saturday night was normal, so I convinced him that
the change in atmosphere was just what I needed.

An hour later,
I was sitting on the sofa in the man-cave with Charli at my foot
gently drawing pictures on my cast. So far, I had a rainbow, a
unicorn, and she was now attempting a Crusty Demon. Lucy was at the
keyboard practising, and Nic was sitting next to her with Alexander
on her lap. He was practising too, slamming his little hands down
on the keys and having a wonderful time. Nate was playing pool with
Derek and Matt, and Will was lightly tapping out beats on the
drums. Bryce was sitting on the arm of my chair playing the guitar,
strumming chords that every now and again sounded familiar.

When he
started playing the riff in “Sweet Home Alabama” by Lynyrd Skynyrd,
I casually lounged back, putting my hands above my head, deciding
I’d join in and sing along. Before I knew it, he changed the song.
I removed my hands from behind my head and pouted at him because I
really liked that song. He smiled at my protruding bottom lip but
kept playing the new tune. It didn’t take me long to figure out
that the new song was “Layla” by Eric Clapton, so I chimed in and
sang that one instead. Then, like clockwork, he switched the song
yet again. I glared at him but he only smirked back at me. I
listened to his new choice and caught on that it was “Wanted Dead
or Alive” by Bon Jovi, so I blurted out the opening line while
smirking back at him.

Suddenly, the
rest of the band were gathered around and were watching me play the
guessing game with him, as Bryce would switch to a new song and I
would quickly try and guess which one it was before he’d switch
again. I thought I was doing a decent job, guessing songs like “Dr
Feelgood”, “Enter Sandman”, “Back In Black”, “Foxy Lady” and
“Johnny B. Goode”. But then he’d decide to try and make it a little
harder, by playing stuff I hadn’t heard of and completely random
songs like “Just A Girl” by No doubt and “Mister Sandman”—which I
laughed at, because he pulled a stupid face as he played it.

It wasn’t
until I guessed with such enthusiasm that he was playing “Eruption”
by Van Halen that he gave up the game and said, ‘You win’. I’d
tried to do a happy dance but obviously couldn’t, so went with the
happy-clap instead, and I was rewarded with a quick soft kiss on
the lips. It was in that moment that I decided I wanted to surprise
him and learn to play the guitar so that I could play for him. I
thought that maybe he would appreciate me learning something he was
so passionate about. It was also a gift I could give him, a gift I
could give a man that appeared to have everything.

 


He’d
disappeared for a short time with Lucy and Charli to cook the fish
‘n’ chips. So I took that opportunity to approach Derek and see if
he wouldn’t mind giving me some secret lessons.

I motioned for
him to come over to me then spoke in a hushed tone. “Um, Derek, can
I ask you something?”

He looked
around the room in a sneaky type of way with a cute grin on his
face. “Yeah, why are you whispering?”

“This is gonna
sound completely crazy, but I was hoping you’d do me a favour.”

“Okay, sure.
Fire away.”

I giggled.
Yes, giggled like an idiot at his choice of the word ‘fire’,
remembering Carly’s burnt fiery hole that she wished he’d put out
with his hose. I had to reign myself in again, much to my
embarrassment and his amusement. “Aren’t you gonna ask what the
favour is before you agree?”

He chuckled.
“No, how bad can it be?”

I raised my
eyebrow at him and he sat back just a little. “Nup, still can’t be
that bad. So, what can I do for you?”

I leaned over
so that I could whisper in his ear, I didn’t want anyone else
hearing my plan. “I want to learn to play the guitar as a surprise
for Bryce and I was wondering if you’d teach me.”

He shot back
away from me. “Seriously?” He sounded somewhat amused.

“Yes,
seriously. There’s not much I can give a man that has everything,
but this is something I can give him. I think he’d enjoy it.”

He scoffed,
but in a good way. “Yeah, I think he would too. Of course, I’d love
to teach you. When do you want to start?”

“As soon as
possible, I’m kind of bored shitless at the moment and Bryce is due
to go to Sydney tomorrow for work then on to Brisbane for the rest
of the week. Lucy and Nic are gonna stay here, so I’ll fill them in
and swear them to secrecy.”

“Sure, I like
a challenge and you look like a challenge,” he said, in a mildly
flirty way.

“Hey, I might
just surprise you and be your best student.”

“Well
considering you’ll be my only student then, yeah, you just
might.”

“Give me your
phone, I’ll program my number into it,” I put my hand out for his
phone and he obliged, so I entered my number into his contacts. “As
soon as you’ve got some spare time, give me a buzz.” I handed him
back his phone.

Bryce walked
in moments later and placed the large platter on the coffee table.
He walked over and handed me my own dish of sauce, saying loudly,
“Alexis double dips.”

“And proud of
it,” I announced as I glared at him playfully and snatched it. I
then proceeded to dip my finger in my dish and suck off the
sauce.

His eye
twitched and I couldn’t help but smile wickedly at him.

My phone
buzzed in my pocket as Bryce went to fill a plate with seafood for
me. I pulled it out to find a text from an unknown number:

Don’t worry, I double
dip too.

But don’t tell anyone.
- Derek

 


I looked up at
Derek standing next to the table. He gave me a wink then dipped his
prawn back in the sauce.

I burst into
laughter.

***

For the
remainder of the evening the guys and Lucy practised some of their
original songs and a few they planned to cover at the upcoming gig.
I adored their rendition of “Hurricane” by Thirty Seconds to Mars
and “Fader” by Temper Trap and I soon became really excited at the
prospect of seeing them play again on stage, together with playing
a guitar myself.

I found myself
staring in between Bryce and Derek, watching them intently as they
strummed the guitars; they made it look so simple. Fuck! What
have I got myself into? I’m so gonna suck and Derek is going to
find it hilarious, if not aggravating—possibly even
infuriating.

“You might
want to be careful where Derek is concerned,” Nic whispered into my
ear, breaking me out of my regretful thoughts.

I turned to
her, confused. “What do you mean?”

“He is a very
flirty guy, just be mindful of that. You’ve kind of been staring at
him.” Have I? Oh, shit! I have, but not like that.

I screwed my
face up at her, slightly offended at her not so subtle accusation.
“Yes, I have been staring at him and at Bryce, for a reason. I am
going to learn the guitar as a surprise for Bryce, and Derek has
agreed to teach me. For your information, Nic, I’ve been watching
them both play.” I turned my head back to Bryce, who had picked up
on my change of demeanour, so I smiled at him.

“Oh, I didn’t
mean anything by it, Alexis. I just noticed you getting friendly
with Derek and thought I better warn you that he can get quite
friendly in return...sometimes too friendly.”

“Do you speak
from experience?” I asked her, snidely.

“No,” she
replied sharply.

I turned back
to her. “Then what are you talking about, Nic? I am in love with
your brother-in-law. We have just lost our baby, and I want to make
him happy again, give him something special to show him how much I
love him. That is why I want to learn the guitar. I can’t exactly
ask Bryce to teach me, can I? So in comes Derek. He is going to
help me, that is it.”

She lowered
her voice even more. “Sorry, I honestly didn’t mean anything by
it.”

“Yeah, you
did, Nic,” I answered without looking at her.

The music
stopped and everyone seemed to be pleased with their form.

“I’m going to
take Alexander upstairs to bed,” Nic announced to Lucy.

“Okay, I’ll be
up in a minute,” she gave Nic a look of concern. She obviously
picked up on the not so pleasant discussion between me and her
girlfriend. Or, maybe in addition to her humongous IQ and computer
hacking skills; she could also lip-read—I honestly wouldn’t put it
by her.

“Nate and
Charli, it’s getting late. You can say goodnight too, okay?”

Both my kids
did their new fist bump/high five/thumbs up/goodbye salute with
everyone in the room. I shook my head and got to my feet, grabbing
my crutches.

Bryce made his
way to my side. “Here, give me those.”

“No, I can
manage,” I said playfully, but trying to assert my authority at the
same time.

“Are you
challenging me, Hunny?” he asked in a daring tone.

I felt my face
redden, so I quickly looked around the room.

Lucy smiled
and shook her head and Nate quickly sided with Bryce.

“Mum, you are
so gonna lose. Bryce always wins.”

Bryce kept his
eyes on me but extended his fist toward my son, my son quickly
bumping it with his own.”

“Really?” I
asked, looking at Nate and now standing on one leg with my hands on
my hips.

“Yeah,
really,” he replied, then snatched up my crutches and ran off.

“Nate, you
little traitor,” I yelled out after him just as Bryce bent down and
swept me off my feet.

As he carried
me out of the room, I looked over my shoulder to Lucy. “And you
think I’m in control over him. Ha, you’re crazy!”

She just
shrugged her shoulders.

***

Bryce helped
me put the kids to bed, or more like tilted me in their direction
so that I could give them a kiss goodnight. Charli didn’t ask
anything further about my fall, and I was kind of glad. Being able
to explain the next morning seemed like a better option, I was
still dreading it though and Bryce picked up on my unease.

“Do you know
what you want to tell them yet?” he asked as he carried me to our
room.

“No. I guess
I’ll just tell them the truth. Um, where are we going? You still
have guests downstairs,” I tried to peek over the half-wall
banister, which spanned the top of the stair case to the end of the
walkway.

“They’ll let
themselves out, they always do,” he said casually.

“Bryce. You
can’t just abandon them to put me to bed. And anyway, who said I
was ready for bed? It’s still early.”

“Yes I can.
And trust me, you are ready for bed,” he exclaimed as he buried his
head into my neck with an animalistic growl.

I squealed in
excitement. “Bryce!”


 CHAPTER TWENTY

I dragged
myself out of bed the morning after Bryce very deliciously put me
to sleep by way of kissing nearly every surface of my body—nearly
every surface. I’d found him and the kids in the kitchen, creating
works of waffle-art for breakfast, including toppings like whipped
cream, sprinkles, marshmallows and chocolate sauce. I liked his way
of making what will be a horrible heart-wrenching moment somewhat
better with sugar and aerated cream. My feelings told me it was not
going to work, but I appreciated his effort nonetheless.

All four of us
were seated around the dining table when I decided to get it over
and done with. Stewing on the inevitable was not something I
enjoyed doing.

“Nate, Charli.
Bryce and I need to tell you something.”

Bryce dropped
his hand and placed it on my thigh, giving it a gentle squeeze.

I sucked in a
deep breath then slowly let it out as I opened my mouth to speak.
“Charli, remember when you asked me if the baby was hurt when I
fell?”

“Yeah, Mum. I
hope she is not angry at you, because it was an accident. You
didn’t mean to hurt her,” Charlotte said with the sweetest
sincerity.

“No,
Charli-Bear, I didn’t mean to hurt her. But...” I sighed and closed
my eyes briefly. “She did get hurt, and unfortunately because of
that, she stopped growing and the doctors had to take her out of my
tummy.”

Nate stopped
eating and looked at me strangely. I could see him putting two and
two together. Charli, on the other hand, put her fork down and
smiled from ear to ear.

“Where is she?
Can I see her? Can I hold her?” Oh, shit! No, I didn’t mean it
like that, fuck!

I blinked a
couple of times then brought myself back together, opening my mouth
to speak. “No, Charlotte, Sweetheart. You can’t, because she didn’t
survive.”

Her smile
faded and she scratched her head. “What do you mean?”

“She means the
baby died, Charli. When Mum fell, the baby got hurt, bad.” Nate got
up from his seat and made his way over to me, wrapping his arms
around my shoulders. “Sorry, Mum. That must be really sad for
you.”

I clasped his
arms with my hands holding him tight, but I could not respond.

“Nate is
right, Charlotte. The baby stopped growing, and her heart stopped
beating,” Bryce explained, knowing my voice had temporarily ceased
up.

Charli’s
bottom lip dropped and it began to tremble, breaking my heart for
the umpteenth time. “Oh, Sweetheart, come here.” I freed my arms
from Nate, holding them out for her. She slid off her seat and
walked toward me, bursting into tears before she made it to my
embrace. I wrapped myself around both my children and squeezed them
tightly.

“She’s in baby
heaven now, playing with lots of other baby angels.”

“Are there
other baby angels?” Charli asked, weeping and pulling away while
wiping her eyes.

Bryce put his
arms out for her so that she could sit up on his lap and be level
with my face. “Yes, Charlotte, there are lots of baby angels. Some
babies are not lucky enough to be born into this world, and some
babies are born but then don’t live for very long. When that
happens, they all go to baby heaven and become good friends,” Bryce
explained as he reassuringly stroked his hand down Charli’s
head.

“Do you think
she has made friends yet?”

I smiled
through my sadness. “Of course she has. I think she has lots of
friends, Darling.”

Charlotte
nodded and returned my smile mildly.

“So, Mum, I
was right then. She was a girl.”

I looked at
Bryce then back at Charli. We had decided to open the envelope a
few days ago to see if our baby was a boy or a girl, but I had
chosen not to look at the picture—I was not ready for that yet.

“Yes, Charli,
you were right.” A tear fell from my eye.

Nate left my
side and returned instantly with a tissue.

“Thank you,
little man.” I kissed his head and tucked him back into my
arms.

“Mum, what was
her name?” Charli asked quietly.

Bryce took a
deep breath. “Well, your Mum and I thought that you could choose
her name, Charlotte.”

She looked up
at Bryce then gave him a hug. “Okay, I will pick the prettiest name
ever.”

He hugged her
back. “I know you will, Charli.”

 


***

We finished
our breakfast together and answered more of Charlotte’s questions.
Bryce was incredible and seemed to have the most amazing
explanations for her, ones where she would understand almost right
away. Seeing her expression change from nervous curiosity to
understanding made me feel so much better, and the apprehensive
weight of this encounter that I was carrying around lifted, just
like Jessica said it would.

“Are you
alright?” Bryce asked as the kids made their way upstairs.

 

“Yeah, I am.
That was probably one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do,
but it just proved to me how wonderful and special my children are.
I’m so unbelievably proud of them both. And you...you just blow me
away. Your ability to handle difficult situations is remarkable.
I’m so blessed to have you.” I wrapped my arms around his waist
just as Lucy and Nic walked into the kitchen with Alexander.

I couldn’t
look Nic in the eye, I was still slightly pissed with her accusing
me of flirting with Bryce’s best friend. It was none of her
business and she had jumped to the wrong conclusion. I mean,
fuck! I was only talking to the guy and watching him play the
guitar. I wasn’t salivating or flashing him my tits.

“How’d it go?”
Lucy knowingly asked Bryce.

“Yeah, okay,
those two children are pretty bloody awesome, just like their mum.”
He gave me a loving wink. Lucy smiled.

“There’s some
left over waffles if you both want them,” he said as he pointed to
the plate on the bench.

Lucy took a
seat at the breakfast bar. “Thanks, but your Eggs Benedict are my
fav,” she batted her eyes at him in the hope he’d cook them for
her.

He raised his
eyebrow and smirked at her. Interpreting that expression as an
acceptance of her request, I unwrapped my arms from around his
waist and took a seat at the breakfast bar. Bryce cemented my
interpretation by turning to the fridge and taking out the carton
of eggs.

Sitting one
seat away, I leaned in and baited her. “Tell me again, who has
power over him?”

She looked up
through her lashes toward Bryce and answered quietly. “My methods
are different from yours.”

“Yes, I know,”
I replied.

“So, big bro,
what time does your flight leave tomorrow?”

I slumped over
the bench, having been reminded by Lucy that Bryce was flying to
Sydney the next day then on to Brisbane—I would not see him until
Friday.

“9 a.m. Why?”
he asked, as he blended egg yolks, lemon juice and water
together.

“You’re gonna
miss Alexis’ appointment with the surgeon to have the plaster
removed.”

He looked at
me apologetically. “I know. I can cancel if you want me to
come.”

“No, don’t be
silly, I’ll be fine. Anyway, you’ve neglected far too much of your
work for me lately. You can’t keep doing that.”

“No you
can’t...” Lucy interrupted. “So, as I was saying, seeing as I’ll be
the one taking her, I will need to borrow one of your cars.” She
smiled naughtily at her brother.

“No, you
won’t. You have your own car,” he accurately pointed out.

“It’s
broken.”

He raised an
eyebrow at her as if to suggest her reason was pathetic and
unbelievable, which clearly it was.

“I’ll take the
McLaren,” she said without looking at him.

“No you
won’t.”

“Fine, I’ll
take the Ferrari.”

“No. You.
Won’t.” He was very carefully pouring melted butter into the
blender. “You can take the Jag.”

“I don’t like
the Jag,” she said, like an ungrateful child. “Lexus or Trans Am.
That’s my final offer?”

He smirked at
her and she smirked back, both of them in the middle of a war of
smirks. I sat there watching them, trying not to laugh, Nic, too
stifling a smile while rolling her eyes.

“You can take
the Lexus. It has more leg room than the Trans Am.” He switched off
the blender.

“Deal,” she
said with a victorious grin.

Bryce finished
off the eggs benedict by sprinkling some chives on top. He leaned
across the bench and went to hand it to Lucy, but quickly snatched
it back and took a bite, teasing her.

“Arsehole,”
she said playfully.

I burst into
laughter.

“I was about
to give this back to you,” he said. “But now I’m just gonna lick
it.” He held the slice of baguette up to his mouth, again teasing
her. She went to grab it but he was too quick.

“You are so
aggravating at times,” she growled as she frustratingly pushed her
stool back and launched herself around the island bench, now in
pursuit of the half eaten baguette. I watched her chase him around
the bench a couple of times when I noticed another slice on the
plate with a perfectly cooked egg and silky Hollandaise sauce to
match. I looked up at the brother/sister duo still running rings
around me then leaned forward and picked up the abandoned baguette.
Hmmm, don’t mind if I do.

I bit down on
it with a huge grin on my face. Yum!

Nic laughed
and smiled at my consumption. Her smile also held an apologetic
undertone.

She jiggled
Alexander in her lap as she spoke to him. “Aunty Alexis is a clever
cookie, isn’t she?”

I swivelled
around on my stool to face her, making sure I kept my leg out of
the way of Bryce and Lucy. I thought I’d offer my own form of
acceptance of her apology, offering her some of the Eggs Benedict.
I held it up toward her. “Want some?”

She nodded
cheekily then stood up from the dining table and quickly walked to
the bench to avoid getting run into by Lucy, who still hadn’t
noticed the spare slice.

Nic took a
bite and let out a loud “Mmm.” Lucy refrained from chasing Bryce
and both were stopped in their tracks.

Nic and I
froze.

“Are you for
real?” Lucy asked, exasperated.

We both shook
our heads. Bryce laughed harder then shoved the last piece he was
holding in his mouth. I quickly did the same.

“You all
suck!” she said. “Not you baby boy. Mummy still loves you.” She
wrinkled her nose at Alexander. “But you, you, and you,” she
pointed at each of us. “You all suck!”

She went to
walk out of the room.

“Luce,” Bryce
said as he scooped out two perfectly poached eggs that had been
hidden in the pot. She turned back around, spying him placing them
down on another sliced baguette. “Remember that thing you did for
me a few weeks ago, where you said I owed you?”

“Yeah?”

He poured the
remainder of the sauce over each plate. “Well, we are even.” He
smiled triumphantly as he pushed a plate toward her and one toward
Nic.

Lucy stepped
forward and took hold of the plate with an equally triumphant grin.
“Whatever.” Then she left the room.

***

Nic and Lucy
had taken Alexander to the shopping precinct for the afternoon.
Bryce had taken off in search of Gareth to have a word to him about
skipping his appointments with Jessica, and Nate and Charli had
been in their bedrooms. Nate appeared at the top of the stairs just
as I was about to head up there to see what they were doing. The
sight of him at the edge of the top step terrified me immensely,
causing me to panic.

“Nate, be
careful!” I shouted in a loud voice.

He startled a
little at my outburst and gripped the railing rather tightly. “Mum!
You scared me. I was being careful,” he called down to me.

“Sorry, Mate.
Just make sure you hang on to that railing at all times,
please.”

He nodded and
made his way down slowly, timidly walking up to me and giving me a
hug.

“Promise me
you’ll just be very careful, okay?”

“Okay,
Mum.”

“What’s Charli
doing?”

“Writing
girl’s names on her notepad with coloured markers, there are a lot
of names on that list, Mum.”

“I’m sure
she’ll pick the right one.” I loved Charli’s dedication to a task
that was set for her, although I knew she felt this task was a
special one.

“Mum, can you
have another baby?” Oh shit! That came out of nowhere.

“Yes, I
can.”

“When?”

“Not right
away, Mate. Mummy’s body needs to heal first. ” I smoothed his hair
away from his face. “Why?”

“I was sort of
looking forward to it.”

I pulled him
to me and hugged him tight, kissing him on the side of the head.
“Do you want to know something?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to
ask Bryce real soon if he would like another baby, but it’s a
secret, so don’t tell him.”

Nate nodded
his head, but had a dubious glint in his eye.

“What, little
man?”

“What will
happen if the next baby dies too, Mum?”

I sighed.
“Sometimes these things just happen, for no reason. We can’t stop
them. All we can do is accept them and try again. I can’t promise
you that our next baby won’t die too, because I don’t control that,
Sweetheart. But what we can do is be hopeful and look after each
other.”

“Mum, I’m
going to look after you.”

“I know you
are, because you are totes the sickest son ever!” I said in Nate’s
style of lingo.

Nate just
shook his head at me.

***

Later that
night, Bryce and I were snuggled next to each other in bed.

“I’m going to
miss you,” I said as I traced small circles around his abs.

“I’m going to
miss you, too, but I have to go, Hunny. It’s just shit timing.”

“You have to
do what you have to do, Mr. Clark, being the big billionaire hotel
owner that you are,” I retorted playfully, trying to lighten our
dull moods.

“It’s what I
do, Ms Summers.”

I giggled. He
hadn’t called me Ms. Summers in a while and I kind of missed
it.

“What else do
you do, Mr. Clark?” I tilted my head up to look at him through my
lashes.

A small but
sexy growl resonated from his throat right before he slid out from
underneath me and propped himself up on his side. His eyes found my
lips, and I couldn’t help but squeeze them together and drag my top
row of teeth across the bottom one. That small uncontrollable
reaction to his stare was all he needed to lose his restraint and
move forward, rapidly seizing my mouth.

I broke away
moments later, breathing heavily, trying to catch my breath. He
moved his perfect lips down my neck, gently licking and nipping at
my skin. My fingers made their way into his luscious dirty blonde
hair, where I gripped his head with the intention to stop his lips
teasing me any further. I had to stop him, because his mouth had
the ability to torture me into wanting more, and more, I could not
have—not for at least another week.

I was about to
tell him to stop, when he came back up to my mouth and I felt his
tongue once again.

“I know what
you’re thinking right now?” he said through heavy breaths in
between kisses. “You’re thinking I want to make love to you, and
you’re thinking you don’t want to say no.” Yes, your thinking is
one hundred percent correct. “Well, you’re right. Of course I
want to make love to you...but...you have so many other body parts
that need my attention; that need me to make love to them, that
need to be fucked by my mouth.”

He caressed my
tongue with his own then pulled away from my lips, eyeing me
salaciously as he changed course and trailed kisses along my neck
and up behind my ear. I sucked in another breath as his glorious
lips kissed and sucked my skin.

His hand slid
down from my cheek, along my neck and stopped at the seam of my
bra, all the while his lips, teeth and tongue continuing to tease
the very sensitive spot under my ear lobe. My skin began to heat,
and my pelvis automatically rose away from the mattress.

He groaned
mildly then slipped his finger underneath my bra, gently grazing my
perked nipple. I gasped and tried to roll my hips into him.

“Hmmm, that’s
right, Hunny. That piece of you right there wants to be fucked
doesn’t it?” he breathed into my ear, before dragging his teeth
down my neck then trailing his tongue back up to my lobe, teasing
and tricking me into thinking he was going to fuck my nipple.

“Oh, God,” I
moaned, desperate to feel his wet, warm tongue on my breast.

He gently bit
down on my ear lobe again and squeezed my nipple between both his
fingers.

“Bryce! Yes,
please fuck it.”

He chuckled
against my skin as he made his way down to my nipple. “I have every
intention to,” he admitted, as he undid my bra and removed it,
eyeing my breast before he slid his tongue across my nipple. It
hardened at his touch, forcing my chest to magnetise toward him,
pushing my nipple further into his mouth. He groaned at my response
then flicked his tongue quicker, sending my body into a meltdown. I
was climbing to a climax in a weird kind of way. Not strange weird,
but different weird, good weird. It was a new sensation, and I was
enjoying the escalation.

He released my
nipple from his lips and made his way down my stomach. No,
re-attach, God damn it! The things the man could do with a
simple touch were utterly mind-blowing. My body had not previously
known the kind of passion it felt with him and I was so grateful
that it now finally had. It really felt so fucking good.

He trailed the
tip of his tongue across my stomach, gently dipping into my belly
button and back out again while continuing to move until his teeth
were gently nipping at the bend in my side. Holy fuck, that
feels good. I flinched and gripped his head.

“Does this
spot right here want to be fucked too?” he murmured.

“Yes. Yes, it
does,” I begged.

He reached up
to grab my entire breast in his hand as he continued to lick, suck,
nip and kiss the sensitive skin at my side. Oh, God. I’m gonna
come from kiss-fucking. Is kiss-fucking even a word?

My breathing
started to spike, and my back began to make its journey away from
the mattress yet again.

“Not yet,
Hunny. There are more parts of you that want to be fucked and I
intend to fuck them all.” Shit! Are there? Okay, go ahead and
fuck them.

“Sure, knock
yourself out,” I mumbled with my eyes closed, more than happy to
let him place his mouth wherever he felt necessary.

He chuckled
and I felt him move lower, till he was just above the seam of my
underwear, his lips pressing into my lower stomach.

My fingers
automatically tensed in his hair, remembering that the last time he
did that the kiss was not for me, but more so for our baby. I took
in a deep breath as he nuzzled the spot for the smallest of seconds
then continued down to the place he wished to fuck next—my
legs.

He trailed
kisses along the insides of my legs, close to my knees while
running his hands up and down them—it was simply divine.

My orgasm
began to climb again as he teased with his mouth.

“Bryce, I need
you,” I moaned.

“I know,
Hunny. I need you too.”

He moved back
up to my breast and sucked my nipple, tugging it gloriously
long.

I gasped
again, only this time I knew I was about to come.

Bryce flicked
his tongue at a rapid speed, mouth-fucking my nipple with
sensational self-assurance until I released and called his name. It
was a different kind of release, but it was a release all the
same.

He instantly
moved up to my mouth, kissing me ferociously all the while pumping
his cock with his palm against my side. My eyes were still closed,
encasing me in a new world of sensation, sensation created in a way
I never thought possible. As I forced my way back to equilibrium, I
heard him groan fiercely.

I opened my
eyes and watched him reach his release too, amazed and in awe of
his abilities to please us both sexually. His body tensed, his
muscles tight and hard, his hand in complete control as he squeezed
his cock—it was sexy as hell.

I moved
closer, pulled his head to mine and kissed him again.

“As soon as we
can, Bryce, I want to try again. I want to have your baby more than
anything.”


 CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

The next
morning, Bryce got up early to leave for his flight. I was still
comfortably snoozing when I felt his warm lips touch the side of my
neck and his suggestive voice whisper into my ear.

“I’ve got to
go, my love. I’ll call you as soon as I can, and you can tell me
all about your moon boot. I want a picture of you in nothing but
the moon boot.”

I giggled at
his request as I opened my eyes. “You can be strangely sexy
sometimes.”

“I mean it. I
want a picture. I need to see every inch of you before I go to bed.
I won’t be able to sleep until I do.”

He trailed his
finger delicately down my bare back, sending the electric tingles
that I loved right through me.

I rolled over,
so that I was facing him. “I’m not sending you a naked photo of me
in a ridiculous looking moon boot, forget it.”

His finger did
not stop its journey over my skin, still swirling around and
finding my nipple. He rolled it between his fingers. Oh, fuckity
fuck. His fingers are just so...fuck!

Instantly, my
breasts firmed and both my nipples said ‘hello’.

“I want a
picture,” he said firmly but with a husky voice.

I closed my
eyes, taking in the glorious feeling he was giving me. “No,” I
reaffirmed.

I felt him
take my other nipple into his mouth, so I grabbed his head, digging
my nails in and holding him against me.

He growled and
engulfed my breast more hungrily. “I’ll send you one.”

My eyes shot
open. “You’ll send me a picture?” A large smile appeared across my
face.

“Sure.”

I started to
get visions of different pictures he might send me, pictures of his
body and its stunning parts. “I’ll think about it,” I
compromised.

“Hmmm.” He
leaned down and pressed his lips to mine, then pulled away
regretfully. “Don’t be surprised if I’m not back here tonight and
you are in my arms. I don’t think I have it in me to stay
away.”

“Go!” I placed
my hands on his chest and lightly held him at bay. “Do what you do,
Mr. Clark. I will speak to you later.”

I watched him
walk out the door, staring at his perfectly defined arse in his
Versace pants, permanently etching it onto my brain so that I could
recall the sight when needed over the next few days—and boy, would
it be needed.

I got out of
bed, showered, and made my way downstairs via the elevator to see
the kids off before Danny chauffeured them to school.

“Bye, ratbags.
Have a good first day back,” I called to them as they grabbed their
school bags and made their way to the elevator.

“Bye, Mum.
Bye, Lucy. Bye, Nic,” they called back.

Lucy and Nic
were having breakfast and both waved to Nate and Charli as they
left the apartment. Nic pushed a cup of coffee across the breakfast
bar toward me as I uncomfortably shuffled onto the stool with great
difficulty.

“I cannot wait
to get this big, heavy, white piece of shit removed from my leg
today.” I growled.

“What time is
your appointment?” Lucy asked as she playfully shovelled some
Weetbix into Alexander’s mouth, his tongue gently pushing half of
it back out again.

“2 p.m.”

“Alexander has
his six month maternal health check appointment at midday, so I
will be back in time to take you.”

“Sorry, Luce,
I feel like such a burden.”

“Don’t be
silly. It’s no problem at all. I want to help, and anyway why do
you think we are staying here while Bryce is gone?”

“Because he
told you to stay.”

She laughed.
“Well yeah, he did. But no, you are family now and we help out our
family.”

I smiled
meekly at her over the rim of my coffee cup as I took another
sip.

“So what are
your plans today, Alexis, other than your appointment?” Lucy
asked.

“Well, I was
going to ring Derek and see if he was free to start giving me
guitar lessons.” I gave Nic a don’t-even-go-there look.

Lucy did the
same. “Yeah, I heard about that. I think it’s a brilliant idea.
Bryce will flip out—”

Nic
interrupted, “Hey about that, Alexis, I really am sorry. I didn’t
mean to imply you would deliberately cheat on Bryce with his best
friend. I was just trying to give you a friendly warning as to
Derek’s forwardness.”

“Nic, just
forget about it. All I’m going to say is I love Bryce and would
never do anything that would jeopardise that. He is not just my
lover, he is my soul mate. We belong together. As for Derek, well,
I barely know the guy, but from what I can see, he is lovely and a
great friend to Bryce. And anyway, I have plans to set him up with
my girlfriend Carly.”

Lucy laughed.
“Yes! They would be a match made in heaven.”

“Not sure
heaven is the correct place to match Carly up in,” I responded.

Lucy agreed
and laughed again.

***

After
breakfast, I gave Derek a call to see if he was available for my
first lesson. He was a firefighter with the Melbourne Fire Brigade
and worked shifts, so I was in luck as he was not due to start work
until this evening.

Within an hour
of my call, the buzzer to the door sounded.

“I’ll get it,
you take it easy,” Lucy said, as she placed Alexander on the floor
under his play gym. She walked briskly to the door and let Derek
in, and by the time she got back Alexander had barrel-rolled to the
edge of the lounge. “Hey you, Roly-Poly.” She picked him back
up.

“I think you
may need to get a kiddy pen?” I suggested.

She cringed.
“I think you may be right.”

Derek walked
past the two of them and sat down on the sofa opposite me. He
opened up his guitar case and pulled out a black shiny acoustic
then jogged to the man-cave and returned with one of Bryce’s
acoustics for me.

“I’m sure he
won’t mind you learning with this one,” he said with a sly smile as
he handed me the guitar.

Lucy’s eyes
widened and she scoffed. “You reckon?”

“It’s Alexis,
Luce. Come on, he’d hand me my balls on a plate if I taught her on
anything less.”

“Ha, yeah
you’re probably right.”

“Okay, let’s
get into it, shall we?” he said, as he positioned his guitar on his
right leg. “I hope you’re right-handed?”

I nodded to
him, smiling like a kid.

“Okay, hold
your guitar like this, and try to keep the headstock of the guitar
horizontal to the ground, not up or down like this,” he said,
demonstrating the movement for me.

“What’s the
headstock?” I asked.

He raised his
eyebrows, obviously trying to suppress an outburst.

“What?” I
sulked, suppressing my own outburst.

Lucy
laughed.

I dropped my
head and pouted. “Oh my God, I suck already.”

“No, that’s
okay. I’ll start from the very beginning
then.”

He took a few
moments to point out and explain all the parts of the guitar. I
already knew a lot of them, but the head...well...I didn’t know
that part was called a headstock. Now that I know, well...yeah...it
was freakin’ obvious.

 


After Derek
had patiently explained, I was now more familiar with the parts of
a guitar, learning terms like: tuning pegs, position markers and
frets.

“Okay, as you
can see the guitar has six strings starting with number one being
closest to the bottom and up to number six at the very top. Now
pluck each string to hear its sound.”

I did what I
was told.

“Do you know
the basics of sheet music?” he asked.

“Kind of, I
took singing lessons in school. We had to learn beats and rhythm,
but I don’t really remember. I remember something to do with face
though, you know f-a-c-e and ‘even good boys do fart’ or was it
‘every good boy doesn’t fart’. Shit! I can’t remember.”

Derek lost it
and threw himself back on the couch laughing hysterically. Even
Lucy lost it and rolled on the floor next to Alexander.

“What now? Oh,
I give up. This was a bad idea anyway.” I went to put the guitar
down next to me.

“No, Alexis.
No, I’m sorry.” He chuckled a little more before he composed
himself. “It’s not a bad idea. It’s a great idea and Bryce will
love it. I just think we will need to practice as much as we
possibly can. That’s all.”

Lucy stood up.
“I gotta go. Don’t give up, Alexis.”

She laughed
and mumbled something to herself as she headed upstairs.

“Now where
were we? Oh yeah, the boy who farted.” He chuckled again, so I
glared at him. “What you are referring to is the mnemonic for the
notes and spaces on the treble clef. It’s actually more commonly
known as ‘Every Good Boy Does Fine’.” Oh, Alexis you stupid,
stupid idiot.

“Oh,” I
giggled. “Fair enough.”

He continued
on and cleared up the basics of sheet music including the time
signature, measures, and half, quarter and whole notes.

Before I knew
it I was strumming notes in rhythm and in beat, tapping my foot as
I went.

“You’re
actually a quick learner, Alexis.”

“Thank you. I
might get my mnemonics mixed up but I recover gracefully.”

“You do,” he
smiled.

“What’s the
time?” I asked as I didn’t have my watch on.

“Nearly a
quarter past one.”

“Shit! That
went quick. Luce should be back soon to take me to my appointment.
I’m getting this horrid thing off today.” I pointed to my cast. “Do
you want a drink or anything?” I went to get up.

“Yeah, but
I’ll get it. Can I get you one?”

“Yes, please.
Just some water is fine.”

He headed over
to the bar to pour us a drink.

Just as I was
thinking Lucy better hurry up, my phone rang. I hopped over to my
bag to fish it out and speaking of the devil, it was Lucy.

“Hey, where
are you?”

“I’m stuck in
traffic. A truck lost its load on the Bolte Bridge. Shit! I’m not
going to be able to get you to your appointment on time. I’m so
sorry.”

“Don’t worry,
it can’t be helped. I’ll just ask Danny to take me or get a taxi.
It’s no big deal. I’d better go and organise it though, so I’m not
late. I’ll see you when I get home.”

I hung up and
flicked through my phone in search of Danny’s number.

“Is everything
all right?” Derek asked as he handed me my glass of water.

“Lucy is stuck
in traffic and can’t take me to my appointment. So I need to track
down Danny and see if he is available.” I found his number and went
to press dial.

“Never mind
Danny. I’ll take you.”

“Don’t be
silly. I’m sure Danny can quickly drop me off and pick me up
later.”

“Alexis, it’s
fine. It really isn’t a big deal. And anyway, I’ve got nothing
better to do.”

I stewed on it
for a second. “Well, if you really don’t mind then thanks, I
appreciate it.”

“Okay, let’s
go then,” he swung his keys round his finger. “Hope you’ve got a
helmet.”

“What?” I
shrieked.

“My ride is a
Harley.”

“Absolutely no
fucking way. Thanks for the offer, but I humbly decline.” I went to
dig my phone back out of my bag.

“I’m kidding,”
he joked, and he gently placed his hand on the small of my back as
I hobbled past him on my crutches and through the front door.

***

Derek’s ride
was actually a bright blue 2012 Ford Ranger, pretty much the
perfect height for me to get in and out of without assistance.

During the
quick ride to the hospital, I’d found out that Derek and Bryce had
gone to school together and that’s when they started up the band.
Derek had also come from a wealthy family so to speak. However,
he’d had no inclination to follow in his father’s footsteps as a
shipping magnate. I’d also ascertained that he was single, and I
could not wait to put my Alexis-matchmaking-skills into play. If my
plan worked, Carly’s fiery hole would be doused sooner rather than
later.

 


We both took a
seat in the waiting room of my surgeon’s consulting clinic. There
were many other surgeons who practised at these particular offices
and their patients were also waiting.

“Thanks for
doing this. Hopefully we don’t have to wait for long,” I said as I
looked around the room.

A doctor came
out and announced a patient. “Asoka Andrews.”

Derek scoffed
under his breath. “Asoka?”

I smiled at
him strangely. “Yeah? I think that’s what he said, why?”

“Isn’t that a
character in Star Wars?” he explained.

“Yeah, I think
you’re right.” I laughed. “Ask Nate next time you see him, he’ll
know.”

“I will.”

I leaned
forward and picked up a magazine from the coffee table next to me.
I needed something to keep my eyes focussed on for when I asked my
next question. Match-maker Alexis was about to come to life.

“So, why are
you single Derek? What’s wrong with you?”

I noticed from
the corner of my eye that he’d swung his head round in my
direction, so I tried desperately to keep my stare fixed on the
pages. He didn’t answer so I chanced a glance up at him. He
actually looked quite adorable with his shaved head and blue eyes,
and especially the way he’d furrowed his chin in a
for-me-to-know-and-you-to-find-out kind of way.

“What?” I
asked. “That’s a fair question. You’re young, intelligent, good
looking and obviously athletic. You’re a firefighter and a lead
singer in a band. I don’t buy it. Something has to be wrong with
you.”

“Okay then,
you tell me what you think is wrong with me,” he challenged.

“Um, then
maybe I asked the wrong question before. You might not have a
girlfriend, but maybe you have a boyfriend?” Shit! I hope not.
Carls’ hole will burn to a crisp if that’s the case.

He laughed.
“No, not gay. I have nothing against being gay, I’m just not gay
myself. Next,” he challenged again.

“Third
nipple?” I asked, unperturbed by my outrageous suggestion.

He laughed
harder this time. “No. Wanna check?” He went to pull down the
collar of his t-shirt.

I hit him in
the arm. “No, I believe you.”

“Next,” he
said again.

“Small
dick?”

“No. Wanna
chec—”

I cut him off
before he had a chance to finish.


“Alcoholic?”

“No, don’t
drink.”

“Drugs?”

“No, hell
no!”

“Bad in
bed?”

“Now you are
just insulting me,” he said playfully.

“Well? You
tell me then.”

“Why do you
want to know?”

“Because, I
may have a friend.”

He smiled.
“This friend of yours doesn’t happen to be blonde and incredibly
cute, does she?”

“Maybe,” I
answered still flicking pages. “So, are you an axe murderer?”

“No, and my
dick works just fine in bed. I just want to clear that up for when
you tell Carly.”

I snapped my
head toward him with a huge smile on my face. “So, do you want me
to tell her then?”

“Sure, why
not? I liked her.”

I may have
been smiling on the outside, but on the inside I was in full-blown
happy-dance, happy-clap, party mode, singing and chanting to the
tune of the conga in my head, ‘No more fiery hole, yeah. No more
fiery hole, yeah.’

Another doctor
walked out and called for a ‘Spiros Soggianis’.

Derek leaned
in closer and whispered, “Did he just say soggy anus?”

I cracked up
laughing, dropping my head into my hands. “Yes, I think so.”

***

Shortly after
Mr. Soggy Anus got called in for his appointment, I got called in
for mine.

My surgeon
helped me up onto the trolley bed and assessed my cast. “So,
Alexis, how have you been? How has the pain been?”

“Yeah, not too
bad. It hurt at first, and if I avoid doing stupid things like
forgetting and putting all my weight on it or bashing it against
the table, then it’s fine.”

“Good. And
pain relief?”

“I’ve just
been taking a couple of mild pain killers when needed. Other than
that, it’s been really good. The worst thing has been the bloody
itchiness.”

“Well, lucky
for you, that’s all about to get better. Okay, let’s get this cast
off and have a look, shall we?”

He slid across
the floor on his stool with wheels to a machine, grabbing what
looked like a small saw and sliding back next to the bed I was
on.

“What the fuck
is that?” I asked, my eyes as big as saucers. “Sorry, but what the
hell?”

“It’s a cast
saw, it cuts through the fibreglass casing,” my surgeon
explained.

“What if it
cuts through to my leg?”

He gave me a
reassuring smile. “It won’t, I promise.”

“I can’t
watch. Can you knock me out or something? I can’t watch. You’re
about to put that sharp, spinning wheel of death right against my
leg. I need to be unconscious.”

“Alexis, it’s
fine. I’ve had it done before, you’ll be fine,” Derek placed his
hand on my shoulder and lightly flexed his fingers. It was nicely
comforting but I wished he was Bryce standing there reassuring me
and calming me.

I covered my
face with my hands. “Do it, just do it.”

I heard the
saw start up, and I swear I nearly passed out. “Oh my God. Oh my
God,” I muffled through my fingers.

Within minutes
my leg was free, but I was still covering my face, breathing
deeply.

“Alexis, it’s
done.”

I opened my
eyes and peeked though my fingers. It was done, and as my surgeon
pried the cast apart and away from my leg, I cringed. It looked
shocking. My skin was dry and peeling and there was still minor
yellowing from the bruises around the incision marks.

“Yuck, it
looks hideous.”

“It does not.
It actually looks really good. It’s healed nicely. Now, can you
push against my hand?”

I tried to
push his hand away with my foot. I could do it, but only
weakly.

“That’s good.
How does that feel?”

“Okay.” It did
feel okay, just getting some air to it was nice.

 


***

Derek drove me
home after I was fitted into a moon boot. It was much heavier than
the cast but it was so much better in the sense I could take it off
as long as I kept my foot completely still. I could also itch as
freely as I’d liked. I thanked Derek for all his help and organised
another lesson for the following day.






Later that
night after I’d just settled in bed, my phone rang.

“Do you miss
me?” I answered, after seeing a picture of my Mr. Hotness Clark
appear on the screen.

“Do you need
to ask?” he replied, and I visualised him smirking. “So how’d you
go at the surgeon’s clinic today?”

“Good. I’m
wearing astronaut’s foot attire. It’s rather sexy. And best of all,
I can itch and scratch as much as I like. Mind you, he cut my cast
off with a friggin’ saw, Bryce. A sharp, fast and incredibly scary
saw. I was terrified.”

“Awww, Hunny,
I’m sorry I wasn’t there. At least Lucy was though, I’m sure she
would’ve held your hand.”

“Actually no,
she wasn’t. She got held up in traffic. Derek took me instead.”

“Derek?” he
questioned rather quickly. “Why did Derek take you?”

Oh, fuck!
How do I explain this without giving my secret away? Shit!
Crap! Balls!

“He called in
to pick up something just as Lucy rang to say she was not going to
make it. Seeing that I was without a ride, he offered to take me
and bring me back.”

“Right,” he
mumbled. “That was nice of him.”

There was an
awkward silent pause. Shit!

I had to think
of something to break the pause. “So, about this naked picture...I
was thinking real time would be better.” I hate myself
sometimes. I am my own worst enemy. Stupid, stupid Alexis.

“What did you
have in mind?” His tone changed, my suggestion having successfully
side tracked his thoughts from Derek.

“FaceTime
me.”

Almost
instantly, I had a request come through to my phone for a FaceTime
chat. I hit accept and was pleasantly greeted with my handsome
man’s sexy face.

“There’s my
gorgeous lady.”

“There’s my
yummy man.”

“Just seeing
you makes everything better.”

I sighed.

“Show me your
moon boot, and you better be naked.”

I giggled,
“Hang on.” I put the phone down. I can’t believe I’m doing
this. I stripped my nightie off completely then laid myself
back down on the bed, positioning myself in my most sensual pose.
“So, Mr. Clark, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

All of a
sudden, I was staring through the phone at a chandelier, and I
could hear the unzipping of his pants. I was squinting at the phone
trying to make out exactly what he was doing when the phone moved
again and Bryce’s handsome hankering face was staring back at me.
“What do you want to see first, Ms. Summers?”


Hmmm...cock? Arse? Pecs? V? “I think I’ll start with your
chest.”

He held the
phone out and positioned it in front of his body, giving me a view
of his delectable chest. Even the sight of him via phone call was
enough to begin my path to lubrication.

I cleared my
throat.

“My turn. I
want to see your boot then I want you to bring the phone slowly up
your body,” he said with authority.

I did what I
was told, showing him my boot and moving the phone up my bent leg
and across my pussy.

“Slow down,
Alexis,” he demanded, with a dominant growl that escalated my heart
rate, and again I did as I was told.

“Fuck, Hunny,
you have no idea how badly I want to run my tongue across you and
taste your wetness. I fucking miss how good you taste. It’s been
far too long.”

“Lucky for
you, tasting is now back on the menu.”

“I can see
that.”

I had a sudden
surge of confidence and dragged my finger down to my clit, so that
he could see it swirl my sensitive spot.

“Fuck, Alexis,
you’re fucking killing me. I should hop on a plane right now and
come there and do that myself.”

“I wish you
could,” I moaned as I removed my finger and placed it in my mouth,
moving the phone along with it so he could watch. I then sucked it
and returned it to my pussy, gently playing with my entrance. “Your
turn, I want to see you stroke yourself.”

He obliged,
and I was instantly rewarded with a close up view of his clock
being caressed by his clenched hand, slowly gripping from his base
and stopping just short of his tip.

“Swirl your
thumb over your head.”

He did.

“Pump
it...Start slow, then increase your speed.”

Again he did
as he was told while I continued to tease myself with my finger. I
watched him pick up his pace when I noticed his crown start to
glisten.

“Slow down,” I
growled mimicking his dominant instruction. “I want to see your
wetness.”

“You sound so
fucking sexy right now, Hunny.” I actually didn’t give a shit
how sexy I sounded. I wanted to see him milk himself and I wanted
to see it now.

“Bryce, I want
you to come for me,” I pleaded.

He didn’t
waste any time and began pumping himself vigorously. I could see
the muscles in his lower abdomen tense, together with his upper
thighs and forearm as he spilled out his orgasm, jerking with each
thrust.

I licked my
lips as I watched him. “Mmm, thank you.”

“Now, put your
phone back down to your finger, Hunny.”

I obeyed.

“Flick your
clitoris and do it fast.”

I twitched my
finger quickly and took pleasure in my movements, closing my eyes
and imagining it was Bryce between my legs.

“Alexis, I
want to see your face when you come undone.”

“Uh huh,” I
answered as my climax began to rise.

“Put in your
finger inside you, make it wet, then flick your clitoris
again.”

I inserted my
finger into my warm, wet pussy, sliding it in and out a couple of
times, then I went right back to flicking my sensitive spot, ready
to come for him. I sucked in a deep breath, arching my back as I
lifted the phone to my face. I stared at him intensely as I spiked
then slowly came back down from my orgasm.

“I’m not going
to last five days, Hunny. I can fucking guarantee it.”
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The amount of
times I had woken up with a smile since being with Bryce was
probably ridiculously unheard of, yet it continued to happen pretty
much on a daily basis, this day being no exception.

I picked up my
phone and stared at the screen willing the vision of my first
phone-FaceTime sex with Bryce to reappear. It was incredibly hot
and satisfying, and second to him actually being here with me, was
probably my new favourite form of release. Another reason I was
smiling as I got myself out of bed and into the shower was because
I would be continuing my guitar lessons with Derek today. I had a
long way to go, but he’d seemed pleased with my progress after just
one day, so my aim to play at least part of a song for Bryce was
promising.

Another thing
on my to-do list for the day was speak to Samantha. From the moment
I found out about Gareth’s DID diagnosis, I’d had this underlying
feeling that I had to warn her about it. Call it a gut instinct, I
don’t know, but I just felt she had a right to know who she was
really dating. Our encounters in recent times had been obviously
brief, having only spoken to her momentarily at my party and again
when she delivered my flowers from Carly. It was obvious she felt
uneasy in my presence, and I’m not sure if that was result of my
accident or if Gareth had told her an untruth about me. Either way,
it was time to get to the bottom of it.

***

I finished my
shower and made my way to the lounge room where Lucy was putting
together the kiddy playpen she had bought yesterday.

“Look what
Mummy bought for you, Roly Poly. It’s your own personal jail,” she
said sarcastically to Alexander as she clicked the walls in
place.

I corrected
her as I sat myself down on the sofa. “It’s not a jail, Luce.”

“It is. Look
at the bloody thing, it has bars. I feel terrible putting him in
this.”

“It’s for his
own safety. As long as you put some toys in there with him, he’ll
have a ball. Plus, you can now go to the toilet without taking him
with you. I’m thinking that action in itself is far more
detrimental to him than the kiddy pen.”

“Well, yeah,
probably I guess.”

I laughed at
her confusion. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Do you know
if Gareth is still seeing Samantha?”

“I think so. I
don’t exactly ask him about his love life. Why?”

“Because I
think Samantha has a right to know about Gareth’s condition. It has
been bugging me for a long time.”

“She may
already know.”

“See, that’s
the thing. I honestly don’t think she does. If she did, I’m
guessing she would re-evaluate her relationship status with
him.”

Lucy shrugged
her shoulders.

“Look, I’m not
calling her shallow or anything. I’m just thinking that she is
young and naive and not the type that could handle a condition such
as Gareth’s. I am hoping to be wrong, you know.”

“So what are
you planning on doing about it? Clearly you plan on doing
something.”

I sighed,
thinking about the precarious situation. “I don’t know. A part of
me is saying: ‘Yes, tell her, she has a right to know’. But there
is also a part of me that is saying: ‘Stay out of it, it’s none of
your business. Your interference could undo Gareth’s progression of
late’. And believe me, Luce, the last thing I want to do is
contribute to Gareth reverting back to a dark place.”

“Alexis,
normally I would say stay out of all things that involve Gareth.
But I know Samantha is your friend, and I also know that you are
stubborn like the best of them. What I will say is tread carefully.
Say only what you need to and nothing else.”

“Will you help
me?”

She sighed. “I
hate getting involved where Gareth is concerned. I’ve been on the
firing end of his alter Scott, and let me tell you...it was
terrifying.”

“What
happened?”

“Well, Gareth
has an alter Scott. I know you are aware of him, Bryce mentioned he
has made himself known to you a couple of times.”

“Oh, yes, I’ve
met Scott. I met him in the office and at the Tel V Awards.”

I hadn’t
mentioned to anyone about my third encounter with Scott which was
after the board meeting a few months back.

Lucy
continued. “Well, it was shortly after I’d gone off the rails and
Bryce had—for the umpteenth time—come to my rescue. He’d let me
stay here while I was detoxing, and I’d been such an ungrateful,
selfish bitch to him in front of Gareth. Jessica said that my harsh
outburst and unappreciativeness would have been the trigger to
Scott’s appearance. At that stage, we’d known that he’d developed
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, but he had not yet showed any signs
of the DID.”

Lucy had
started gently combing her hair nervously and if I weren’t mistaken
I would’ve said that she appeared quite agitated.

“I had been
sitting on the sofa watching TV. Gareth was at the dining table
reading the paper, I think. Bryce had told me that he was going to
get my Uncle Charles to have some of my assets frozen, because I
had been squandering my inheritance on drugs. As he left the room
to go into his office, I screamed at him calling him a ‘fucking
controlling prick.’ Shortly after his door closed, I felt a
terrible pain on my head and soon realised Gareth was pulling me by
the hair from behind the sofa.

“He had lost
it, completely lost it. I remember him saying in a cold, hated
voice as he yanked me up and over the back of the sofa to the
ground, ‘You ungrateful, self-centered, fucking brat. He deserves
so much better than the filth of a sister that you are.’

“It was just
so unlike Gareth and he sounded like a completely different person.
At first I yelled at him to let me go, asking him what the fuck he
thought he was doing. But it was his eyes that told me something
was not right, that, and his tone of voice was all wrong. I
screamed for Bryce at that point, because I was terrified and I
felt at any moment he would rip my hair from my head.”

I had placed
my hands over my mouth, listening to the extent that Scott had gone
to over his obsession for Bryce. “Lucy, that sounds absolutely
dreadful.”

“It was, but
thankfully Bryce had heard my cry for help and came running into
the room grabbing Gareth and pinning him up against the wall. He’d
asked him what the fuck he thought he was doing laying a hand on a
girl let alone his own cousin. Bryce was absolutely furious. But it
was what Gareth did next that cemented there was something
seriously wrong.”

She leaned
over and teased Alexander with a soft squeaky toy, gently touching
his nose with it then moving it away, only to touch his nose with
it again. Alexander thought it was brilliant.

“What did
Gareth do, Luce?”

She took a
deep breath. “He said to Bryce, ‘The name is Scott, and you have no
fucking idea how long I have waited to be pinned up against a wall
by you,’ then he leaned forward and kissed Bryce.”

I shrieked and
replaced my hands over my mouth.

“He only got
so far as a peck, but it was enough to shock the shit out of us,
especially Bryce who then punched Gareth directly in the nose,
knocking him out.”

“Geezus,” I
blurted out.

“Yeah, Geezus
alright. So there, on the floor, was Gareth out cold with a broken
nose, Bryce was standing over him with his hands through his hair
just staring, and I was still crumpled on the ground. That’s when
we discovered Gareth had DID and why he got it. Bryce was
devastated and blamed himself. He also decided from then on, that
his martial arts training would be put to better use by teaching
women to defend themselves when being attacked, starting with me.
So although I can confidently say I can defend myself from my
cousin and his psycho-alter Scott, I still try to avoid anything
that could trigger his appearance.”

“Oh, Luce, I
completely understand. Don’t worry about me and my telling
Samantha. I can handle it.”

“I hope so.
The last thing you need right now is more drama, especially where
Gareth is concerned.”

***

I deliberated
over what Lucy said and agreed that I did not need any more drama
in my life, but I had a conscience, and I desperately had to get
the nagging Samantha/Gareth issue out of my head. So I took the
plunge and asked Abigail to send her up to the penthouse to collect
Bryce’s brief, which at this point in time was non-existent.

I was sitting
at Bryce’s desk when Samantha knocked on the door.

“Come in,” I
called out.

She opened the
door and walked in, closing it behind her and gingerly making her
way toward me.

“Hi, Alexis,
how are you feeling? Oh, sorry, you don’t need to answer that if
you don’t want to. Shit, sorry, I’m really not good with these
types of things.”

“Sam, it’s
okay. I’m fine.” I smiled reassuringly at her.

She could
barely look at me.

I pushed
myself up from the desk and hobbled over to the sofa in Bryce’s
office. “You got a moment for a chat?” I gestured to the other sofa
seated opposite the one I sat on.

“Sure,” she
hesitantly answered.

“So, what’s
been happening Sam? I miss you. I feel like you avoid me now.”

“I don’t mean
to. It’s just when I heard about your fall I didn’t want to say the
wrong thing and upset you.”

“Don’t be
silly, I’m okay. I’m getting stronger both mentally and physically
as each day goes by. It happened and it can’t be changed, all I can
do is move on.”

She smiled
feebly at me.

“Oh, I’ve been
meaning to ask you. I didn’t get to say goodbye to you at my
birthday party. What happened?”

I figured I’d
play dumb and get her side of the story before I mentioned anything
to her about Gareth.

“Oh.” She
displayed an expression of confusion. “Didn’t Gareth say
goodbye?”

“No.” I
answered, with a dumbfounded expression.

“That’s
strange, as I was exiting the bathroom shortly after your
announcement...Oh, shit, sorry I didn’t mean to mention the—”

“Sam, it’s
fine. Keep going.”

“Sorry,
um...where was I? Oh yeah, when I walked out the bathroom, Gareth
took my arm in his and said we were leaving. He was actually in a
pissy mood if I remember rightly. He’d said the party was winding
up. Sorry I never said goodbye, but Gareth told me he’d already
done it on my behalf.”

“Maybe he did,
I can’t quite remember,” I said, brushing it off.

I felt a
sickly feeling in my stomach at the confirmation Gareth had in fact
lied about why he left the party. Something was not right, and I
had a feeling I knew what; Scott was pretending to be Gareth. I
couldn’t be positive though, and I had no idea how I would prove it
without baiting him and putting myself or my children at risk. I
would have to think about it a lot more, but first I needed to tell
Sam the truth. If my feelings were correct and Scott was disguising
himself as Gareth, Sam deserved to know and she deserved to know
immediately.

“Sam, I need
to tell you something. It might come as a shock but you deserve to
know the truth.”

She tensed in
her seat and looked at me intently.

“Has Gareth
mentioned anything to you about his medical condition?”

She tilted her
head to the side. “Well, yeah, he suffers from horrible migraines,
poor bugger. I can’t stand a mild headache let alone a severe
migraine.” She relaxed a little.

“Has he told
you why he gets the migraines?” I probed further, causing her
relaxed position to tense up again.

“No, and I
didn’t want to pry.”

“Hmmm,” I
mumbled.

“Alexis, what
is it? Look, I know you are not a fan of Gareth, and clearly he was
not a fan of yours, but he has been trying to make amends for
that.”

“Sam, Gareth
has Dissociate Identity Disorder with positive symptoms of
Schizophrenia.”

Her mouth
dropped and she blinked.

“I’m not sure
if you are aware, but Bryce’s parents and brother were killed in a
car accident when he was nineteen. Gareth had been in the car and
was the sole survivor. He suffered severe head injuries and as a
result developed DID.”

She looked at
her hands which were entwined with each other. “I...um...I had no
idea.”

“I didn’t
think so. I’m sorry, I just thought you had a right to know. It’s
my understanding Gareth has many altering personalities. Scott, is
the personality that does not get along with me.”

“I’m sorry,
what?”

It was clear
Samantha had no idea as to the complexity of Gareth’s
condition.

“Sam, his
personality changes and with that so does his person. One minute he
is Gareth, the next he can be Scott, or Deirdre—”

“Who the fuck
is Deirdre?” she blurted out.

“Deirdre is
one of his alters, Sam. I have not yet met her. I’ve only met
Scott.”

She dropped
her head in her hands. “I don’t know if I can...I mean...what do I
say or do with this?” She lifted her head, displaying a look of
complete stupefaction.

“I don’t know,
Hun. It might help to research the condition before you do anything
brash, though. I can tell you that he sees the family psychologist
for therapy weekly and takes medication daily to supress the alters
from dominating him.”

“Why didn’t he
tell me?” she asked in an angry tone.

“I don’t know.
Maybe he was scared, or maybe it’s because as part of his treatment
he is encouraged to live his life normally, and telling everyone he
comes in contact with about the DID would hinder that.”

“Right,” she
answered, still looking completely lost.

“I’m sorry,
Sam. I just thought you should know the whole truth.”

She smiled
mildly at me. “No, that’s okay. Thank you for telling me, I
appreciate it. I just have a lot to consider now.”

“I know you
do. But make sure you consider everything, okay?”

She stood up
and helped me up with her. “So, how long are you in that stylish
thing?” she pointed to my moon boot.

“Five to seven
weeks,” I answered with a pout.

“Well, it
could be worse...” she froze and her eyes widened. “Oh, shit!
Sorry, I didn’t...see what I mean? I’m hopeless, absolutely
hopeless.”

“Sam,
seriously...” I placed my hand on her shoulder as I picked up my
crutches. “I’m sure you are not the only one who mouth-farts at the
wrong time. We are all capable of it.”

 


After Sam left
the office, I felt only mildly better. Better, because she was now
aware of Gareth’s situation and could make her own informed
decision about what to do in regards to their relationship. But I
also felt terrible, because I could see Sam’s heart break as she
realised her partner was not who she thought he was.

***

Later that
evening, Derek stayed for dinner after knuckling down and giving me
some more lessons.

“How’s she
coming along?” Lucy asked him as we each ate our meals ordered from
the hotel’s kitchen. I missed my smirky chef and his culinary
wizardry.

“She’s a
natural, or I am the bomb when it comes to teaching.” He shot a
smile at me. “Yeah, I’m thinking I’m just that good.”

I rolled my
eyes, so did Lucy.

“So, Alexis,
how do you plan on springing your new found guitar talent on my
brother?”

“I don’t know.
I was just going to sit him down and play something I guess, when
the time was right,” I explained as I popped my fork in my
mouth.

“That’s
boring, and plain and just...boring. You need to do it in a way
that says ‘Look the fuck at what I have learned for you’.”

I laughed,
“And how do I do that exactly?”

“At our gig in
a couple of month,” she said proudly.

Derek choked
on his mouthful, and Nic screwed up her face.

“I’m singing
at that gig you know,” Charli added.

“You are, are
you?” Derek asked, obviously this being news to him.

“Yep, Bryce
said I could. I’ve been practising.”

“He did, and
she has,” I confirmed.

“Yeah,” Nate
moaned. “She has been practising a lot.”

I squinted my
eyes at my son, a warning to be nice or else.

Lucy stood up
and took her plate to the sink. “Perfect, a family gig. Nic, do you
want to join in too?” She raised her eyebrows at her partner.

“Do you want
to change Alexander’s nappies for a month?” Nic counter offered
back.

“Point taken,”
Lucy replied in a sweet voice. “So what song are you going to play
for him, Alexis? Do you need help choosing? The gig is in two
months you might want to start practising it.” Um, fuck! I only
just picked up the bloody guitar, steady on.

“I haven’t
really thought about it, Luce, maybe “The Only Exception” by
Paramore. I don’t know.”

“Actually,
that would be doable, Alexis. It’s a very basic song to learn on
the guitar for most part, and I could play what you might not be
able to learn in such a short space of time,” Derek said as the
cogs in his brain started to turn.

“Yes, great
song choice Alexis and perfect for your voice,” Lucy added, her
brain cogs turning too. I’m sorry, did you just say my
voice?

“What do you
mean perfect for my voice?”

“It’s the
perfect song for you to play and sing to Bryce at our gig. Oh my
God, he is gonna die when you perform this for him.” She was so
excited.

“I dunno, it’s
one thing doing it in private for him, but up on stage at one of
your gigs? I don’t think I can do that.” Already I felt clammy and
nervous.

“Alexis, how
much do you love him?”

“Lucy, that’s
unfair.” You sneaky little guilt tripper.

“Well? How
much?”

“More than
anything.”

“Then you
should do it, because I can tell you this would absolutely blow his
mind.” Really?

“Can you
sing?” asked Derek.

“Not—”

“Yes, she
can,” Lucy interrupted.

“I can hold a
tune, that’s different from being able to sing,” I corrected.

“Pfft, I know
for a fact you can sing,”

“How?”

“How did Bryce
say you put it? Oh, yeah...Creepy Research.”

Oh, for the
love of...
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So, it was
set. In just over two months’ time when I was no longer supported
by crutches and a hideous looking boot, I would be performing “The
Only Exception” for Bryce at one of Live Trepidation’s gigs. How
the flying fuck did they talk me into that? Oh, yeah...it was
because it was ‘going to absolutely blow his mind’. How could I
have possibly refused when Lucy put it like that? And, after giving
it more thought, he had gone over and beyond when it came to doing
things for me: helicopter rescue, Tel V Awards, 4Life, ‘Kings of
Leon’, Uluru, Brylexis, the list went on. I really had no choice,
and I had to perform the absolute shit out of it because he
deserved nothing less.

 


For the past
few days, Derek and I had been practising as much as we possibly
could, and my lessons had gone from actually learning how to
understand and play music, to listen, copy, and wing it—which had
been working nicely. Already, I was getting used to the 6/8 time
signature and the introduction of the capo on the second fret. I
was also getting used to different methods of strumming the
strings.

***

Bryce was due
home the next day, and I was beyond excited. I couldn’t wait to
touch him, inhale him and taste him. God, I sound like a Mr.
Clark devouring monster. The thing was, I was a greedy little
monster when it came to him. I could not wait to have him in close
proximity again. He was my drug of choice and I had suffered
withdrawals for the past week. As much as I was looking forward to
seeing him, I was also grateful for the time he was spending away
as it was giving me more of an opportunity to practise with Derek.
I didn’t see how that was going to continue after Bryce returned,
apart from sneaking off to practise with Derek behind Bryce’s back.
I hated that idea. I knew too well that that kind of behaviour
could only lead to bad things, things like lying, deceit and wrong
assumptions.

***

Derek and I
had been practising for a couple of hours and my fingers were sore.
I’d wanted a rest, so he had me watch him play the verse and chorus
of the song over and over, because essentially—where the chords
were concerned—the verse and chorus were one and the same.

I was lightly
singing the words and watching him strum when the door to the
man-cave opened and Bryce walked in. He frightened me at first, but
then that natural wave of guilt over being caught out washed over
me and panic set in—my response to his arrival clearly not what it
should’ve been.

“Hey,” I
smiled gingerly at him. “You’re back early.” Shit! What do I
tell him?

“Yes, I am,”
he replied, as he eyed Derek with a suspicious scowl.

“Hey, Mate. I
was just picking up the new music composition,” Derek said casually
as he put his guitar down.

I propped
myself up and grabbed my crutches so that I could make my way over
to Bryce, embrace him and hopefully help remove that betrayed look
that was clearly plastered across his face.

I stopped in
front of him and balanced my arms on the tops of the crutches.

“Did you get
everything finish—”

He grabbed my
face in his hands and kissed me hard before I could finish my
question. His kiss wasn’t a sensual, loving caress, it was
possessive and angry. I pulled away from him and caught a look of
distrust in his eyes, and it stabbed me right through the
heart.

“I’ll get
going, let the two of you get re-acquainted,” Derek said just as
casually as before. He packed up his guitar and slipped past us.
“I’ll let myself out.”

“Best you
fucking do that,” Bryce replied, his voice dripping with
accusation.

My mouth fell
open and I glared at him. Derek stopped on his way to the door,
just a few feet from where Bryce and I were standing and turned
slowly. The tension in Bryce’s face was at boiling point. He was
almost ready to rip Derek to shreds, and I think Derek would’ve put
up a decent fight.

I placed my
hand on Bryce’s arm in the hope to calm him. “Bye Derek, and thanks
again,” I said apologetically.

“No sweat,
Alexis,” he replied while eyeing Bryce before he turned back around
and left the room.

When the door
closed behind Derek, Bryce stared at it for a few seconds, as if he
was ready to knock it down and go after Derek.

I reached up
and turned his face toward mine. “What the hell was that all about?
You were so rude to him,” I complained.

“You tell me,
Alexis. What the hell did I just walk in on?” he replied with an
icy tone.

“Are you
serious? Please tell me you are not serious.”

“Oh, I’m very
fucking serious,” he hissed, as he eyed me fiercely.

My mouth
dropped again and I turned away from him, hobbling on my crutches
toward the door. “What you just walked in on was Derek calling past
to collect whatever it was he needed to collect.”

I wrenched the
door open and proceeded through it to the lounge. Lucy was at
Mother’s Group, Nic was at work, and the kids were still at
school.

“Why did he
have his guitar with him if he was only picking up sheet
music?”

“I don’t
know?” I replied, exasperated. Fuck!

“Doesn’t make
sense, Alexis. What the fuck are you not telling me?”

He followed me
out of the room, and I swivelled around to face him.

“Nothing! What
are you insinuating?” I shouted defensively while pointing my
crutch at him.

The fact that
he would think what I thought he was thinking pained my chest. How
could he possibly assume there was something going on between me
and Derek after all he and I had been through? How could he think
that?

“Is something
going on between you and Derek?” he asked me, outright.

A tear rolled
down my cheek. “What, so you think that just because I was tempted
by you, I would also be tempted by the next person who came along?
Fuck, Bryce, you don’t know me at all.”

I continued on
toward the elevator. He followed and gently grabbed my waist,
spinning me around and pinning me up against the entryway wall, the
very spot that held memories of so many heated, passionate and now
anger-fuelled moments.

Both my
crutches fell to the floor.

He pressed his
body firmly into mine. “What was he doing here, and why were you
sitting with him, watching him play the guitar?” his tone had
softened and his face was only centimetres from mine.

“Let me go,
Bryce. I have nothing to explain.” I turned my head to the side,
not wanting to look at him.

He gently
placed his hand under my chin and turned my face back to him.
“Alexis, answer me.”

“Why? It’s
obvious you don’t trust me.” More tears fell down my cheeks as I
stared into his eyes. “Is this how it’s always going to be between
us? No trust, because I gave you a small piece of me when I was
still with Rick?” I whispered.

“No, Hunny,”
his voice surrendered and he dropped his head. “I just know when
I’m being lied to.” He raised his gaze back to mine. “And you’re
lying to me, aren’t you?”

“So you
immediately think the worst. Did you not stop to think that I could
be lying for a reason? One that did not lead to me having it off
with your best friend?” I gave him a questioning look and the look
he returned was one of remorse. “Obviously not,” I sighed and
turned away once more. “Let me go.”

He turned my
face back to him yet again. “So you admit that you are lying?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going
to tell me what you are lying about?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I
don’t want you to know. Not yet, anyway.”

“Alexis, that
doesn’t cut it,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Do you trust
me?” I asked imploringly, as I ran my fingers down his distraught
face.

He searched my
eyes for a moment, a moment longer than I would’ve liked or
expected. “Yes,” he finally said.

“Then do that
and trust me. When I want you to know why I need Derek to help me,
I will tell you.”

He continued
to hold me against the wall as he peered into my eyes; into my
soul, my answer obviously causing him distress.

I smoothed his
hair away from his face. “Bryce, I promise you that I love you;
only you. And I promise you that no man has made me feel what you
make me feel, and no man ever will. I promise you I will never
betray you, not in any way. I love you, Bryce. You. Now, I’m only going to say this once, so, either
accept it and take me to bed...or just take me to bed. It’s your
call.”

I waited for a
split second before his lips met mine, this time the anger gone and
intense love and passion once again present. I wrapped my leg
around his waist and struggled to lift the other—my muscles all but
depleted. He noticed my strain and gently lifted it for me as he
walked me into the elevator.

“I’ve missed
you”, he said through tongue and lips. “I couldn’t wait any longer
to see you again, to touch you again. I just don’t function without
you anymore.”

“I know, and
that’s not healthy.”

“Fuck being
healthy,” he growled, as he walked me into our room.

I giggled as
he tenderly placed me onto the bed, my amusement stopping when he
reached for the button on my jeans. Just that one action indicating
his motives had my pussy aching for his touch. So much so, that I
lifted my pelvis automatically in order for him to pull my jeans
down with ease. He did just that, but stopped at the freakin’ moon
boot.

Slowly, he
undid the Velcro straps. “How is it?” he said as he gently lifted
my foot from its brace to inspect it.

“Good,
apparently really good. I’ve started physiotherapy and already I’m
gaining back strength.”

“That’s great,
Hunny.”

He carefully
removed my jeans completely, leaned over and placed a soft kiss on
my healing ankle. My body reacted and shuddered in response as he
continued to kiss up my leg, stopping when his lips touched the
material of my underwear. He looked up at me through his lashes and
grinned as he bit down on the seam and aggressively dragged them
off with his teeth. Oh holy fuck, he’s a sexy animal.

Crawling back
up my legs, he bent my uninjured one over his shoulder, his head
now perfectly positioned in between them. I sucked in a ragged
breath as he touched my clit with the pad of his finger, my body
bucking with sensation.

“Oh God, I’ve
missed you...I missed this,” I breathed out as I tilted my pelvis
to get closer to his mouth while his finger kept teasing me,
tracing my wetness up and down and swirling at my entrance. “What
are you waiting for?” I panted.

“I’m admiring
the view. Your pussy is pretty fucking nice to look at.”

“It’s also
pretty fucking nice to taste, so stop admiring and taste it.”

He chuckled,
leaned forward and pressed his nose into me then, pausing for a
second, breathed hot and dipped his tongue. I clenched his hair and
dug the heel of my foot into his back. “Mmmm,” he growled, so I
clenched and dug deeper. I loved his growls.

Bryce pleased
my pussy with his sensational tongue and fingers, flicking and
sucking at my clitoris while sliding his fingers in and out of me.
I could feel every insertion and every retraction as he repeated
the motion while altering the pace. His movements had the ability
to trick and tease my mind and body.

“I want you,
Bryce, all of you,” I pleaded.

He pulled away
and crawled on top of me. “I’m all yours, Hunny.”

It had been
weeks since we were last with each other, and I desperately wanted
to feel him inside me again. I needed to feel him for so many
reasons. Reasons that were solely for pure carnal necessity, but
also reasons for wanting to reconnect with him after both of us
losing a piece of our hearts.

“And I’m all
yours, don’t forget that,” I whispered.

He leaned down
and pressed his warm lips to mine, gratifying me with his delicious
tongue.

I pulled away.
“Oh, and please don’t forget my ankle is exposed, unprotected and
highly fragile.”

“Your ankle is
safe with me, I’ll be careful. Now shut up and let me fucking make
love to you,” he growled with a smirk on his face.

I grabbed the
back of his head and pulled him to me, hungry for the man who
fulfilled my every need. He reached up and unbuttoned my blouse,
pushing each side away and exposing my chest. His hands felt smooth
as they glided across my skin removing the unwanted material.

Reaching down,
I took hold of his belt buckle, unlooping the leather strap and
gaining access to his pants. I unbuttoned those too, and found his
erection ready for my grasp.

A rumble of
relief resonated through him as I placed my hands on his cock,
slowly gliding them up and down. I delighted in the feel of him
tensing under my touch. It gave me a sense of empowerment and
reassurance that his cock belonged to me.

I clenched it
tightly before I positioned it at my entrance, and before he pushed
into me, we had a silent moment, our eyes communicating as
perfectly and as clearly as they had always done. I could tell he
was checking to see if I was okay, and ready to make love for the
first time after losing the baby. I was. I was ready to move ahead
in the hope that once again I would carry his child, our child.

I touched his
face, smiled softly and nodded, causing his eyes to sparkle and
fill with love as he pushed forward easing himself inside of me.
His rhythm was slow, soft and sensual, and I took great pleasure in
every rock of his hips.

He was
controlled in his delivery, fashioning our love making to last a
long time so that we could savour each other without a care in the
world. I wanted to roll him over and slide my tongue down his neck,
chest and follow the happy trail to a happy place. But I couldn’t.
I couldn’t move without hurting my ankle. So I accepted submission
and let him take control of my body, which he did with a blinding
talent. He owned every part of me and made it known by leaving no
surface of me untouched.

“I hate not
being able to move, Bryce. I want to climb on top of you and ride
the fuck out of you,” I said breathlessly.

He lowered his
head and tongued my neck just below my ear. “I love it when you
ride the fuck out me, too. But right now, you will lie here, and you will let me
fuck you.”

I dragged my
nails down his back as he escalated his pace, feeling my own orgasm
at the breach of explosion. “You feel so good,” I moaned.

He grabbed my
hands and held them above my head. “Tell me, you love me and only
me,” he demanded, as he dragged his length out to the tip.

“Bryce!” I
pleaded, closing my eyes and wanting the feel of him to return.

He slowly slid
back inside me then pulled out just as brutally slow. And grazing
his teeth on my lobe, he breathed into my ear one more time. “Tell
me. I want to hear it again.”

I arched my
neck and moaned louder. “You know I love and only you.”

He leisurely
slid back in then out. “Again,” he growled, his long strokes, pure
bliss.

“You, Bryce,”
I breathed languidly.

Another long
delicious stroke followed by an animalistic groan. “Alexis.”

“You,” I
replied more aggressively.

He increased
his pace, sliding in and out, harder and deeper.

“Only you,” I
cried out and released as he spilled into me while jerking and
kissing my neck. “Only you, Bryce,” I repeated as I gasped for
air.

His mouth
found mine as he let go of my hands. I instantly grabbed his face
and pulled his head back, looking at him intently. “I love you and
only you.”

“So you
fucking should,” he smiled, before seizing my lips.

 


We lay there
laden in sweat for several minutes, entwined in each other’s arms.
I was limp, exhausted, and thoroughly sated. I was also relieved to
once again feel I had jumped another hurdle in my life. Although
this particular hurdle wasn’t one I wanted to forget or put behind
me. There were hurdles or road blocks in our life that we wanted
nothing more than to make a distant memory or disregard even, but
my miscarriage was not one of them. Yes I wanted to move forward
and carry on with my life, but I wanted to acknowledge what I’d
lost and remind myself daily of what I already had and what I could
still attain. I wanted to be always grateful. If I had learned just
one thing in life, it was that pessimism hurt only the ones that
could not and did not want to be optimistic.

***

Bryce and I
decided we would go to Nate and Charli’s school and surprise the
kids by picking them up ourselves. I also needed to see my friends
and break through that initial awkwardness that always plagued a
terrible situation. I accepted that those types of reactions were
natural responses to a sad event and were inevitable. But it didn’t
mean I liked to let that awkwardness linger or dwell, or drag out
before things went back to normal.

 


We pulled into
the school carpark in the Lexus, and I spotted Tash, Lil, Jade and
Steph. Tash had not long left City Towers herself to pick up
William and Thomas, and I loved that Bryce had been so wonderful
when organising her role as an event supervisor. She now had a
flexible job she loved and was able to work hours where she could
still drop her kids off and pick them up. He’d mentioned she was
always thanking him for it.

“Wait there,
Hunny and I’ll help you,” he said, as he switched off the
engine.

He exited and
gave the girls a wave as he crossed over the front of the car and
opened my door. I went to grab my crutches when he lightly gripped
my arm and pulled it toward him.

I
automatically protested. “No, you are not carrying me in the
carpark of my kids’ school. I absolutely and unequivocally put my
foot down, Bryce.”

“You can’t put
your foot down, remember?” he said with a tinge of arrogance.
Smartarse.

“Bryce, I mean
it,” I said sternly.

“Okay, okay,”
he chuckled. “Your friends are coming over here anyway, so I won’t
need to carry you.” He nodded toward the girls who were making
their way over to the car. “Just let me help you out, Hunny.”

“Okay,” I
said, as I abandoned my stance.

He took hold
of both my hands and slowly pulled me up and out of the passenger
seat so that I was standing on one leg. I put my hands on his
shoulders for support, when he took advantage and placed his hands
on my sides, lifting me flush against his chest and quickly
wrapping his arms around my arse.

“You lying
arsehole, put me down,” I said through gritted teeth, while
scanning the carpark for onlookers.

“Settle down,
I’m only carrying you to the bonnet. Although, we can stay just
like this if you’d like.”

“Bryce Edward
Clark—”

He gave me a
wicked smile. “Bonnet it is then.”

As he placed
me down on the hood of the car, I glared at him with a smile that I
tried desperately to suppress but couldn’t. He was just so
aggravatingly adorable and I had to secretly commend him on his
efforts.

Standing there
facing me with his back to my approaching friends, I looked up at
him and let out a long frustrated breath.

“I hate this
part,” I said, with a regretful groan.

“What
part?”

“The sympathy
and sadness part.”

He lifted his
hand and put his knuckle under my chin, tilting my head up. “It
goes hand in hand with progression.”

“I know, I
just hate it.”

He winked at
me encouragingly as Steph stopped beside him.

“Lex, how are
you?” she asked as Bryce stepped aside.

She moved
forward and wrapped her arms around my neck, giving me a
squeeze.

“I’m getting
there, Luv.” I replied, while smiling reassuringly over Steph’s
shoulder to the others.

“That’s good,
Hun. One step at time,” Lil said, always calm, supportive and first
to offer encouragement. Jade agreed and gently squeezed my thigh. I
placed my hand on top of hers as a gesture of thanks, that being
all Jade and I needed to exchange. She was like me in that way;
sometimes less is so much more.

Tash stepped
up to me next, pausing before she leaned and hugged me tight,
sending me a message through her body-hugging squeeze. The
beautiful bitch brought a tear to my eye.

“Don’t you
dare start singing,” I warned, as I choked back more tears.

I heard her
sniffle next to my ear. “I won’t...I’m just...so sorry, Lex.”

I whispered
back. “I know, Hun.” I patted her back to let her know I was
grateful for her thoughts, but that I was alright.

She pulled
away and wiped a tear. “If you need anything, you know where I
am.”

I nodded. “I
know, Tashy.”

“You know
where we all are,” Lil reaffirmed.

“Yes, I do”. I
smiled then quickly changed the subject. “And as soon as this boot
is off and my foot is dance ready, we are going out.”

Tash playfully
rolled her eyes. “You can still dance with crutches, Lex. You’d
pull of a decent zombie in ‘Thriller’.” She proceeded to slump her
arms and twitch her shoulder and neck.

“You idiot,” I
giggled. “No, I’m not going out in public and dancing with
crutches, forget it.”

***

Bryce asked
Tash how the job was going while I talked to the girls about the
surgery and when I was expected to be walking properly again. I
also reminded Lil and Steph that Charli’s birthday was next month
and that she wanted to have a sleepover with her friends, which
included Lil’s daughter, Jasmine, and Steph’s daughter, Katie. Both
Lil and Steph sounded over the moon at the prospect of
relinquishing their daughters over to my care for the evening.
Me...not so keen. I remembered all too well how loud, fun...and
loud, a sleepover could be for a young girl.

 


The bell
sounded and children began finding their waiting parents. Nate
spotted us first and excitedly jogged our way.

“Bryce!” he
shouted, right before he kicked the football in his direction.
Bryce was quick and took off, marking it before it hit any
cars.

“Nate, not
near the cars,” I rebuked.

“Sorry,” he
called back.

I noticed
Charli skipping happily toward us when a girl I did not recognise
walked up beside her and said something Charli did not like,
causing her to stop and turn toward the girl. I noticed Charli’s
fists ball at her sides, and I knew that was not a good sign.

“You’re just
mean,” she yelled at the girl.

The little
girl shoved Charli nearly causing her to fall backward.

“Hey,” I
called out ready to hop my way over there when Nate saw the
commotion and went to Charli’s aid in my stead. The little girl saw
him coming and ran off.

“What did she
say?” Nate asked Charli as they walked closer.

“Nothing, she
is just a bully. I hate her,” she answered.

“What was that
all about?” I asked, as Charli pressed her head into my stomach and
wrapped her arms around me.

“Nothing, Mum,
she just sucks and she smells like cheese.” How does a child
smell like cheese? I wasn’t sure.

“Charli, why
did you yell at her?”

“Because she
said babies are dumb. They are not dumb. My sister wasn’t dumb,”
she said angrily, with her head still pressed against my
abdomen.

Tash put her
hand to her mouth, Bryce looked in the direction the little girl
took off in and I just held Charli tightly.

“Little girls
that smell like cheese are dumb, Charli. Not babies.”

“I hate
cheese,” she said as Bryce opened the car door for her.

“No you don’t,
silly rabbit.”

***

We sat around
the breakfast bar watching Bryce make dinner after we got back to
the apartment. It had taken a while to douse Charli’s raging anger
toward the cheese-girl—who Charli refused to identify by real name.
I decided to let it go because, like me, she was incredibly
stubborn, and I knew from my own experience that constant probing
would only make her clam up more.

Switching my
attention from an uncooperative Charli, I offered to help Bryce
with the dinner preparation instead. He refused, so I turned my
offering into demanding and was rewarded with dicing the onions. I
made a point never to offer or demand again, as the onion fumes
singed my eyeballs, forcing tears to spill out onto my cheeks.

“So,
Charli-Bear...God damn it! My eyes...” I wiped my sleeve across my
face. “Urgh! Have you thought of a name for...who invented onions
anyway? Stupid smelly things.”

Bryce was
laughing as he the chopped carrots.

“Laugh all you
want. I’m never offering to help you again.”

“Good,” he
arrogantly replied.

I glared at
him, but it must’ve resembled a winced, screwed up, ugly looking
glare, as I could not yet open my eyes without them burning like
fuck.

“Sorry,
Charli. Have you thought of a name for your sister yet?”

“Yes,” she
said happily.

“Well? Let’s
hear it, Sweetheart.”

“Bianca,” she
said confidently.

As soon as she
said it I loved it. “That’s a beautiful choice. Why did you choose
Bianca?”

“Because it’s
pretty, and I like it, and it has all our initials in it.”

Bryce stopped
chopping and just stared at Charli. I was speechless, too. She had
put so much thought into it, much more thought than a six-year-old
should have. It was so endearing.

She noticed
our pause and continued. “And any way, I didn’t like Blanche or
Cinba.”

I looked at
Bryce and smiled, trying not to laugh and also thankful she had not
chosen Cinba—it reminded me too much of the Lion King. He put his
knife down, picked up Charli and sat her on the bench so that she
was his height.

“Bianca is
perfect, Charlotte, thank you.” He leaned in, kissed her on the
head then went back to the chopping carrots.

I noticed a
tear in his eye as I wiped my own. “I’m chopping onions, what’s you
excuse?” I said to him, lovingly.

“I don’t have
one,” he replied.


 CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

I’ve never
liked cemeteries, even as a young teenager when it had been ‘cool’
to sneak into the local one at night and pretend to call upon the
dead. I’d hated that game, and at the time I’d hated my brother for
blackmailing me and my sister Jen to go along with him and his
idiot friend. I can’t say as an adult that my dislike for
cemeteries had decreased over the years, because it hadn’t, and as
I hobbled along the gravel path in between row upon of row of
headstones, that became hugely apparent. It wasn’t that cemeteries
gave me the creeps—unless I was at one during the night with said
stupid brother and idiot friend. No, it was more that they held
such sadness and loss of people dearly missed.

As reluctant
as I was about being at Melbourne Cemetery, I wouldn’t have wanted
to be anywhere else other than with Bryce at that very moment. I
had promised him I would be there to support him on the anniversary
of the accident that claimed the lives of his parents and little
brother, Lauchie. It was also the accident that subsequently led to
Gareth suffering from Dissociative Identity Disorder.

 


Gareth, Lucy
and Nic were walking a few meters ahead of us. Lucy was carrying
three large lillies, Nic carried Alexander, and Gareth held a book
called the The Hunger Games.

Bryce was by
my side as I hopped along with my crutches, crutches I wanted
nothing more than to burn by way of a celebratory bon fire. He was
quiet; they all were, but not in a bad way. I guess doing this
annually for the past 16 years had made each year just that little
bit less harrowing...then again, possibly not. Maybe they had just
found their own mutual way to emotionally deal and communicate
during this particular day, either way, I was still glad to be by
his side supporting him.

“Hey, you
alright?” I said under a low voice.

He looked over
at me. “Yeah, it just doesn’t get any easier, you know?”

“I don’t think
it’s supposed to get easier. I just think you learn to accept that
you are supposed to believe that it does.”

Bryce scoffed
mildly “Yeah, we do tend to fool ourselves more than we fool those
around us.”

“Uh huh, we
do. It’s one of life’s greatest fallacies,” I said
disappointedly.

He placed his
hand on the small of my back. “I’m glad you’re here with me.”

I looked up
into his sad but appreciative eyes. “Me too.”

There was
silence for a minute, then Bryce slowed his pace, forcing me to do
the same. “I need to warn you.”

“Warn me of
what?’ I asked curiously.

“There’s a
very good chance you could meet Deirdre today.” Deirdre?
Oh...Deirdre. Deirdre was one of Gareth’s alters, an alter that
was not only female, but elderly and a mother-hen type, so to
speak. From what I had been told, she kind of held the other alters
in check and tried to keep the peace.

He struggled
to retain a straight face but I could see a trace of humour
creeping in. “Let me just say she is...um, how do I put it?
Pushy...and forward...and...” He leaned in closer, “fucking
annoying.”

“Bryce!” I
whispered back, my eyes darting from him to the back of Gareth’s
head.

“She is,
you’ll see.” Oh God. I hope Deirdre doesn’t want to hurt me like
Scott does.

The thought of
Scott wanting to hurt me entered my mind, giving me wave of dread
and a vision of my fall again. Alexis, stop linking the two
together. Scott was not there in the apartment. You would have seen
or heard him. I had to keep telling myself that. He couldn’t
possibly have been there that morning, could he? No, he didn’t have
access to the apartment, Bryce made sure all keycard access numbers
were changed after his last uninvited visit.

“Here we go,
Hunny.” Bryce said, snapping me out of my thoughts and compelling
me to a halt before I ran right up the back of Gareth.

I looked up
and noticed Lucy and Nic bent down on their knees, placing the
lillies on each of the three graves. Lindsay and Stephanie Clark’s
headstones were on either side of Lauchlan Clark’s headstone, and I
found it both touching and fitting, as if they were both still
nurturing and protecting their young son even in the afterlife.

Gareth moved
forward and propped the book up against Lauchie’s headstone. “This
one’s a good one little mate, you’ll like it,” he said, his voice
soft, endearing and obviously holding an enormous amount of love
for his young cousin. It was heartbreaking, but also enlightening
to see this side of him. He stood back and took in the grave before
him.

Bryce noticed
me staring and leaned closer to my ear. “Lauchie loved books, and
so does Gareth. He brings him a new one every time he visits.”

Gareth removed
a weathered paperback that I’m assuming he’d left here the last
time then stood back up while gazing down at Lauchie’s grave with a
lost expression. Bryce moved forward and placed his hand on
Gareth’s shoulder, giving it a tight squeeze before putting his
hand back in his pant pocket.

“God, I miss
them,” sighed Lucy as she traced her finger along the letters of
her mother’s headstone.

Nic wrapped
her arm around Lucy’s shoulder, pulling her head closer to gently
touch her own. Alexander squealed at his mother’s sudden closeness
while trying to grab at her hair. I hopped two steps forward so
that I was standing next to Bryce again, then I slid my hand into
his pocket, taking a hold of his and removing it so that I could
encase it in my own and let him know I was there for him. He looked
down at our interlaced fingers then up to my eyes. His eyes were
mildly moist, and the hurt and pain he felt was clearly visible,
destroying a small piece of me at the sight of him this distraught.
In that moment I decided I absolutely hated the man who ran the red
light and caused this overwhelming feeling of grief, hurt, and
loss—I hated that man.

Lucy laid out
a blanket next to her mother’s grave and put her hands out for Nic
to pass Alexander to her. “Come here, my big boy,” she cooed at
him. “Let’s tell Nanna what you have been doing lately.” Her sad
demeanour now pushed aside and a forged happy alternative replacing
it.

“Yeah, tell
Nanna how you keep rolling around everywhere, and that Mummy bought
you a jail because of that,” Nic said while clapping Alexander’s
hands in her own.

“Don’t,” Lucy
groaned. “I already feel bad about the stupid kiddy pen.”

“Mum would
absolutely freak if she saw that thing, then she’d throw it right
over the balcony,” Bryce interjected, with a knowing smile.

He took a seat
on the grass next to Lucy then stretched out his arms to gently
pull me down into his lap.

“What is so
wrong with a kiddy pen? I used one with both my kids, and they
don’t have a jail-complex,” I said defensively.

“I don’t know,
they just kind of look punishing. Maybe if they replaced the bars,
I’d feel better. Hey...” she addressed Bryce, by lightly flicking
the back of her hand on his leg. “Remember that time when Mum’s
friend, Ros, came over and her son, Jacob had one of those child
restraint things on—”

“Yeah,” Bryce
smiled as he traced his finger up and down my leg. “Mum took it off
him and threw it straight into the fireplace.”

“How shocked
was Ros?” Lucy giggled.

“Well it did
look like a leash, Luce. Mum was appalled.”

“I know. That
was so funny,” she reminisced, while lightly shaking her head.

I looked at
Nic, who shrugged her shoulders as if to say ‘I don’t know, I
haven’t heard this story before’.

Bryce caught
our exchange and offered an explanation. “Mum was a strong believer
of free will; no restraints, no restrictions. And that included
restraints of all kinds, including kiddy restraints.”

I raised my
eyebrows. “No restrictions?” I teased. “So that’s where you get it
from?”

He gave me a
playful glare.

“If I remember
rightly,” Lucy added, “Ros asked Mum what the hell she thought she
was doing, and Mum replied with something along the lines of
‘freeing Jacob from the confines of madness.”

Bryce shook
his head and smiled as he recalled that particular memory of his
mother. “Yeah and then Ros yelled, ‘How is keeping him safe
madness?’ and Mum yelled back ‘because you are
supposed to keep him safe, not a dog lead! He is not a dog!’

“Well, she was
correct,” Gareth added, his feminine sounding voice grabbing my
attention. “This Ros woman was the boy’s mother was she not?
Therefore, it was her responsibility to teach him to obey without
the use of a restraint. When my son was a young boy, he did as he
was told. No ifs, buts, or maybes.”

Bryce
whispered in my ear. “Alexis, meet Deirdre.”

Gareth turned
in our direction. “Bryce, my dear boy, look at how handsome you
have become. And who is this injured young lass on your lap?”
Deirdre asked.

I was
dumbfounded, stunned, at a loss for words. Gareth was staring me in
the face, but it wasn’t him, he had lost all of his mannerisms.
Instead, having a whole set of new ones, feminine ones; ones that
suited an elderly woman such as Deirdre.

“Well?” she
said with a hand on the hip. “Aren’t you going to introduce
me?”

“Sorry,
Deirdre,” Bryce said with dry amusement. “This is Alexis, my
girlfriend. Alexis, this is Deirdre.” Fuck! What do I
say?

“Well aren’t
you just a modern day beauty. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dear.”
he extended his hand, or was it her hand? Oh, God! I’m so
freakin’ confused right now.

“And Lucy!”
she squealed in a higher pitched voice, “You look simply exquisite
and...oh...don’t tell me...is this? Is this little bonny boy your
son?”

Gareth
gracefully pranced over to Lucy and smoothed his pants down as if
he were wearing a dress before he sat on the blanket next to Lucy,
legs together and to the side.

“Yes, Deirdre.
This is my and Nic’s son, Alexander,” Lucy happily replied.

Deirdre gave
Nic a sideways glance, wrinkling up her nose. “I don’t see how
that’s possible,” she said in a pompous tone.

She turned
back to face Lucy, fussing over Alexander.

Nic looked at
Bryce and me and deliberately went cross-eyed.

I burst into
laughter.

“Something
funny, Dear?” Deirdre asked as she played with Alexander’s
finger.

“Oh no.
Nothing’s funny,” I answered, like an adolescent child trying to
cover up a secret.

“One does not
laugh unless one deems something funny, Dear Alexis.” One needs
to get the fuck out of here before one puts her broken foot in it.
Help!

“I told her a
joke,” Bryce added quickly, sensing my inability to find my
maturity and act responsible in this bizarre situation.

“Well...let’s
hear it then?” she probed, with an encouraging flick of her
hand.

“Dyslexic man
walks into a bra,” he said, stone faced and in an extremely flat
tone.

Again, I
couldn’t contain myself and burst into laughter. Nic and Lucy
followed suit and Bryce couldn’t help but chuckle along with
us.

Deirdre just
looked downright confused. “How does one walk into a bra? Was it
hanging out to dry?”

***






We stayed at
the cemetery for a couple of hours longer, Bryce and Lucy recalling
moments of their childhood, a childhood which sounded just like
most—innocent, fun, and full of love-filled moments. Gareth—or
Deirdre, I should say—continued to nosily retract little pieces of
information from our lives. She was actually an endearing, if not
an overly inquisitive alter, and it wasn’t long before I relaxed
around her and took her not at face value, but character value.

“So, Alexis
Dear, how did you break that ankle of yours?” Deirdre asked as she
tilted her head to the side to study my boot. “That’s quite an odd
looking contraption you have there.”

Bryce pulled
me to my feet and helped me balance while getting my crutches.

“Well, I fell
down the stairs...” I paused, standing on one foot, feeling
slightly uncomfortable in explaining to Deirdre of the series of
events that led to my fracture. I couldn’t help shake the feeling
that she kind of already knew.

Bryce handed
me my crutches which I secured in place under my arms.

“And how did
you fall, Dear?”

“I don’t
know,” I said rather sharply.

Lucy placed
her hand on Gareth’s shoulder. “It’s time to leave, Deirdre,” she
said softly as she turned him around to face Lauchie’s grave. I
noticed him put his hand to his head for a moment.

“Deirdre
normally leaves and Gareth returns about now,” Bryce whispered into
my ear.

Moments later,
Gareth turned to face us and almost instantly I could recognise
his demeanour, it was so surreal. He lowered his
gaze looking embarrassed, I’m assuming because he realised what had
happened. I tried to ignore him and act as though nothing had
happened, thinking that was the best thing to do.

Lucy and Nic
had already started walking to the car, so Bryce and I turned to
follow, Gareth behind us.

Bryce stopped.
“Shit! Give me a second,” he said then turned back toward the
graves walking past Gareth. He kneeled down and placed something
small at the base of his father’s headstone.

Gareth slowly
walked up to me as I watched what Bryce was doing. “You didn’t have
to tell her,” he said quietly, sounding partly angered and partly
dismayed.

I looked up at
him. “Sorry?”

“Sam. You told
her about my condition, and now she is ‘taking a break to clear her
head’.” He held my gaze.

“Gareth, I’m
sorry, but she deserved to know.”

“I liked her,
Alexis. A lot,” he bit out as he leaned in
closer, giving me an uncomfortable chilled feeling.

Unpleasant as
it was though, I could see the sincerity in his eyes. He really
does like her. I tried to reassure him.

“Gareth, give
her some credit. She may just need some time to come to terms with
it.”

“That’s just
it, I do give her credit. She’s smart and, because of that, she’ll
stay away from me,” he sighed. “Once, just once, I wanted to be
selfish and have a normal relationship.” His shoulders slumped and
he walked away as Bryce approached. That’s just it Gareth, it
wasn’t normal. Hiding something like that is not normal.

“Is everything
alright? What were you and Gareth talking about?”

“Nothing,” I
dismissively answered.

“Alexis, don’t
keep things from me. Not where Gareth is concerned.”

I exhaled in
defeat. “I told Sam about the DID and he is unhappy about it.”

“Fuck!” he
said quietly as he looked up after Gareth.

I felt I
needed to defend my actions and it annoyed me, but deep down I knew
this was not so black and white. “She had a right to know. It was
killing me.”

“You should’ve
told me of your intentions first.”

“Bryce, I’ve
never run anything about my life past anyone for approval. I’m not
about to start doing it now.”

“Gareth’s
situation is complex. You know this,” he said with an irritated
sigh.

I turned and
began to head toward the limo. “Of course I fucking know this. Have
I not just been having a conversation with Deirdre for the past
hour? That was probably one of the most complex situations I have
ever found myself in.” I approached Danny who was waiting by the
open door, but turned back to face Bryce, lowering my voice.
“Listen, I had to tell Sam. I would not have forgiven myself if
anything happened to her. And again, she had a right to know.” I
gave him the end-of-story look before I awkwardly climbed into the
limo.

***

Things were a
little tense during the ride home. Gareth had stared out the window
and hastily left us when we arrived back at City Towers. Lucy and
Nic had focussed their attention on Alexander right before we
dropped them off at their house. And Bryce had been quietly
pondering but still tenderly touching some part of my body at all
times, whether it was my shoulder, my arm, or my leg.

As soon as we
were back in the apartment, I got dressed in my gym attire as my
physiotherapist was due to make a house-call in a matter of
minutes. Bryce had made his way to his office, but not before
making me a heart-shaped sandwich and setting it on a plate in the
middle of the dining table. I smiled at his sentiment. Even in his
frustration and sometimes anger toward me, he could still find a
way to let me know he loved me.

The buzzer to
the door sounded as I bit down into my sandwich-of-love. “Coming,”
I muffled with a mouthful.

I grabbed my
crutches and headed for the door, opening it up to let in Tim, my
physiotherapist. I’d had a couple of sessions with him already and
found him really easy to get along with. He was also quite helpful
and extremely professional. Tim was in his mid to late twenties,
tall, shoulder length caramel hair, dark brown eyes and
athletically built. I’d also found out during our last session that
he had a fiancé and a two-year-old son.

“Hi, Tim. Come
in.” I hopped backward, clearing the door way to let him
through.

“So, how’s the
foot?”

“Good,
although my upper thigh is tight and sore.”

“Yeah, that
will happen. You’re no longer using those muscles like you should
be,” he explained as he made his way down into the lounge like he
had done last time. “I’m going to get you to start riding the
exercise bike today, to build up strength in your leg muscles and
to get your blood flowing properly again.”

He dropped his
bag on the floor and opened the bi-fold doors. “Come on, let’s get
to it.”

 


I spent
fifteen minutes on the bike on a low setting, then with Tim’s
assistance and guidance, did some weights to strengthen my upper
legs. After that session was complete we went back inside.

“Now before I
go, I’ll get you to lie down on this mat here, and I’ll stretch out
your legs for you.”

Tim rolled out
the yoga style mat and helped me position myself on my back. He
kneeled down at my feet and took a hold of my foot, removing the
moon boot. “Have you put any pressure on it yet?” he asked as he
gently felt the tender area. Urgh! Stop touching my foot, I hate
it. Why didn’t I break my finger, or nose even...okay, maybe not
the nose.

I winced. “No,
not really.”

“Well this
week, I want you to put a very small amount of weight on it a
couple of times a day, but not enough so that it hurts. Pain is not
gain in this situation.”

He shuffled
forward, having one knee pushing against my arse and his other foot
out beside my body to steady himself—kind like he was about to
propose. Then, lifting my leg into the air, he pushed his body
against it, stretching my hamstring. “Feel the pulling?”

“Yep,” I
struggled to say, feeling the strain on my leg. I ignored the
stretched ache of my muscles by continuing to talk. “So, how’s your
son?”

“Good,
although he thinks his bedroom wall is a giant piece of paper,” he
answered with a roll of his eyes.

I laughed.
“Tell your fiancé to get some ‘Magic Erasers’, they live up to
their name.”

“Sweet. I
will.” He pushed my leg closer to my head just a little bit more.
“You feel that? Is it a good stretch?”

“Yeah,” I
awkwardly mumbled again.

Just as I
answered, Bryce stepped out from behind Tim, his hands in his pant
suit pockets.

“Hi,” I
groaned, while straining as my leg was pushed into my abdomen,
making it difficult to speak.

“Hi,” he
answered sternly while holding his hand out to Tim and introducing
himself, “Bryce Clark, Alexis’ partner.”

Tim let go of
my leg but pushed his body harder into me so as to not lose the
tension in my stretch. He reached his now free hand out to shake
Bryce’s. “Tim,” he answered as he gripped Bryce’s hand. “Alexis’
physiotherapist.”

I noticed
Bryce’s eye twitch as he looked down at our position on the floor.
He’s jealous. My Mr. Possessive Clark is jealous. Then
again, I wouldn’t blame him. If Tim and I weren’t wearing clothes
or on the floor for the sole purpose of stretching, one could think
we were attempting the art of Kama Sutra. Hmmm Kama Sutra and
Bryce all mixed together in a big ball of sexual Play-doh. I must
try that.

I smiled up at
him, letting him know I was aware of his unease. I didn’t do it to
rub salt into his wounds. I did it to reassure him that everything
was fine and that I felt his jealously was cute. He didn’t see that
meaning behind my smile and glared at me.

Bryce took a
seat on the sofa in his sexy, laid back couch position, with one
arm stretched out across the back of the seat and his foot crossed
over the top of his knee. I met his eyes and they told me he was
tense, needy, and desperate. He openly clenched the hand that was
rested on the back of the sofa and burned me with his stare. That’s
when my mouth broke into a seductive smile, and I noticed his dick
twitch in his pants.

My breath
caught, and I let out a small gasp.

“Is that too
hard, Alexis?” Tim’s voice sounded, bringing me back to his
attention. Hard? No, but what’s pushing against Bryce’s pants is
hard, and I want it.

I looked at
Tim and honestly replied. “No, you can go harder if you’d
like.”

Bryce swapped
his leg over the other.

“No. I don’t
want to push you. Not yet, anyway,” Tim replied.

“How often
should she stretch like this?” Bryce asked, still looking intently
at my face.

“Daily, a few
times if she can. It will loosen the tension in her legs and
promote blood flow.”

Bryce
nodded.

“Okay, Alexis,
swap legs.” Tim shuffled backward and slowly brought my leg back
down. “How does that feel?”

“Good,” I
deliberately purred.

Tim then
gently set my foot down and lifted the other. “Now you should get a
bigger stretch out of this one. I should be able to push you
harder.” He looked down at a spot on the floor concentrating as he
pushed into me, stretching my leg a lot closer to my head this
time. While his stare was fixated on the ground, I seductively
flicked my eyebrows up and down at Bryce, his response being a
crack of his neck to either side. God, I love that.

I ran my
tongue over the top of my teeth while eye-fucking him, driving him
wild.

“Alright,
Alexis, remember what I said: a little bit of weight on the foot
but no pain, exercise bike daily, but only ten minutes, and stretch
your legs out nice and hard.” He reattached my moon boot and got to
his feet, helping me up also. Bryce stood up and passed me my
crutches, giving his pants a subtle readjustment.

We both walked
Tim to the door.

“Thanks, Tim,
and don’t forget to tell your fiancé about those ‘Magic Erasers’,”
I said as he stepped he left the apartment.

“I won’t. See
you in a couple of days,” he called back.

I closed the
door behind him and was instantly pinned up against it, Bryce’s
hard body pressed up against mine. I could feel his heart beating
through his chest, and the heat that radiated from him was a
mixture of burning passion, burning anger, and burning need—all of
which I absorbed.

My breasts
swelled as they pushed into him, and the friction against my
nipples felt delicious. “Do you have a problem with my
physiotherapist, Mr. Clark?”

“I have a
problem with him pressing his cock into your leg.”

I bit the
inside of my lip in order to subdue a smile. “He was stretching me,
Bryce.”

“Yeah, well
I’m about to fucking stretch you, and I won’t be fucking stretching
your leg.” He scooped me up, and I squealed as he carried me off to
bed.


 CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE

My foot had
improved dramatically after a few weeks of physiotherapy sessions
every second day, and I was now able to put the majority of my
weight on it by limping around with a walking stick—which was
awesome, obviously—except now I felt like my late grandmother. I
still had to wear the moon boot, but I could take it off when I was
resting, during sleep, and during sex—which was a lot.

From the
moment I told Bryce that I wanted to try for another baby—and from
the moment we were in a position to actually do it—he had taken
that confession and exploited the shit out of it, taking me against
every surface available during any available moment of the day.
When I looked back over the amount of times we had made love in
recent weeks I kind of felt like a sexed-up whore-a-saurus, but not
in a bad way, in a good way...a very good
way.

Things had
started to go back to normal again—normal being an understated word
in my life, but normal in the sense that the kids were happy and
healthy, Bryce and I were happy and healthy—with exception of my
foot—and work was as per usual, Bryce busy running his company, and
I was busy running his errands and office. Even my relationship
with Rick was on the mend, to a point where I had felt comfortable
enough to have a coffee with him and Claire after dropping the kids
off at my old house...yes him and Claire! She
and RJ had moved in with Rick and he seemed relatively happy. I say
relatively, because I did still pick up on a very small vibe that
Rick still loved me and wanted me back. I could see it buried deep
behind his eyes in a place he thought was hidden but wasn’t—not
from me anyway.

There were
things that he had been proficient in hiding from me, but either I
had become more astute to their discovery or he no longer had the
ability to successfully hide them. Either way, that ship had long
sailed. I was Bryce’s and he was mine, and I had never been more
sure of anything than I was of that.

We can stumble
upon a connection in life—a feeling, an instinct even, having an
uncontrollable desire to act upon it—all the while knowing that
acting upon it may or may not be the right thing to do. The thing
is it’s in that action where we prove our initial feeling to be
right or wrong. I had done just that, acted on my connection with
Bryce and it paid off. We were in love—made for each other.

***

During the
past few weeks I’d covertly kept up my guitar lessons with Derek,
some by way of FaceTime in the man-cave while Bryce was working,
and others when he was out of the office at appointments. It was
tedious, and I hated sneaking around behind his back— especially
after he thought I was seeing Derek on the side—but I did it,
because I knew the outcome was worth it. I was actually becoming
relatively good at playing the guitar considering the short amount
of time I’d had to learn. Lucy was right; he was going to
absolutely love it. I couldn’t wait. Well...I couldn’t wait to see
his reaction, but I could wait to get up in front of an entire room
full of people. That scared the absolute shit out me. The gig was
only a month away and I knew it wouldn’t be long before long I was
taking that plunge and performing for him.

Those nerves,
together with the frustration of still having to wear a stupid
Velcro, space-inspired foot brace, were putting a damper on my
recent good spirits. I’d had enough of my broken ankle, and, as
stupid as it may sound, it was not the reminder of my fall and
miscarriage that I wanted or thought I should endure. I’d lost so
much more, but my ankle seemed to oppress that and it kind of
irritated me. I wanted out of this moon boot completely and back
into my heels. I wanted to forget about falling down the stairs but
not forget about Bianca. She was far more superior than my
shattered ankle, and she deserved my recollection more than my fall
and subsequent fracture.

***

Feeling a
little flat and wishing the next few weeks would pass by rather
quickly, I sat on the circular ottoman in the middle of the
walk-in-stadium, my knees raised and my head resting on top of
them. I sulked as I looked over my rainbow wall of heels, heels I
missed terribly. It would be months before I could wear any of them
again, and pathetic as it may sound, it saddened me.

“Stop staring
at your shoes and get out of there,” Bryce called from the
bathroom.

“No! I can’t
do anything else with them at the moment apart from stare, so I’m
staring,” I grumbled.

The buzzer to
the front door sounded. “Perfect timing,” he mumbled.

I grabbed my
walking stick and headed out of the room, momentarily stopping in
my tracks at the sight of Bryce. He was not long showered and
casually dressed in dark denim designer jeans which hugged his arse
perfectly. He also had on a plain long sleeved black v-neck t-shirt
which clung to his muscled arms and chest. He looked simply
gorgeous.

“Where are you
going?” I asked curiously and somewhat disappointed that he was
going out without me.

“Catching up
with the guys over a few drinks.”

He approached
the top of the stairs and stopped, holding out a hand for me
knowing I was still apprehensive in going down them, especially on
my own. I didn’t know if this fear would ever leave me, but until I
could walk properly again it was either assistance from Bryce or
the elevator.

I took a hold
of his hand. “When were you going to tell me about this? I kind of
wanted to snuggle and watch a movie tonight.”

“We can do
that tomorrow, Hunny.”

He smiled, but
his smile betrayed him, displaying evidence of something
hidden.

“What are you
up to?” I asked, my face now smiling in response.

“You’re about
to find out.”

He led me down
the remainder of the steps and to the entry door of the apartment.
“Are you ready?” he said mischievously, as he opened the door and
stood aside, letting in Tash, Carly, Lil, Jade, Steph and Jen.

Tash walked in
first, holding up a DVD of Dirty Dancing. “Nobody puts
Alexis in the corner,” she dramatically stated as she kissed my
cheek.

My mouth
dropped open in shock. Carls stepped up to me next and plonked a
cake in my hands, quickly kissing my forehead and heading straight
for Bryce. I looked at the cake and smiled, she’d attempted my
favourite, Lemon/Lime Meringue Cake...I must reiterate the word
attempted.

Jade followed,
holding a game board. “Celebrity Head,” she said grinning while
dancing her shoulders up and down—she knew I loved games.

Steph
playfully bumped Jade aside and gave me a quick hug then looked
down at my foot. “Thought as much,” she said, quite sure of
herself. “You need a pedi.” She held up her makeup bag which
contained some bottles of nail polish.

Lil was next,
holding a big bunch of assorted brightly coloured roses. “This is
your official Cheer-The-Fuck-Up-Party, Luv. You didn’t want to go
out dancing, so we have come to you.”

Jen giggled
and waved her Michael Jackson ‘Thriller’ CD in the air.

I was
speechless for a second then found my voice, although it was
stuttered. “What? When? Who?”

They all
pointed to Bryce.

Normally he
would shrug his shoulders, or play dumb or dismiss it, but he
didn’t. He just strode toward me and grabbed my face with his
hands, directing my lips to his. I fell into the kiss, heavily,
greedily and completely mesmerised. My walking stick fell to the
floor and I held out the cake, indicating someone better grab it
before I dropped it. Someone did, and as soon as my hands were free
I placed them around his neck and threaded my fingers through his
hair.

“Get a room,”
Tash groaned.

“No, this is
hot,” Steph replied.

“Where’s the
fucking popcorn?” Jade asked.

“I’m getting a
drink,” Lil declared.

“I miss my
husband,” Jen sighed.

And Carls just
asked to join in.

I ignored them
all, I was totally invested in the man in my arms, drinking him in
and savouring his mouth. “I love you so much,” I whispered against
his mouth.

“The feeling
is mutual, my love.” He kept his eyes locked on mine. “Now have a
great night. Relax, drink, drool over Patrick Swayze, but just this
once though,” he smirked.

“Don’t you
worry, he’s got nothing on you. I’ve seen you dance...in next to
nothing, remember?” I raised my eyebrow seductively at him.

“What. The.
Fuck!” Steph screeched, “He dances...too? Alexis, I officially hate
you. H.A.T.E you.”

Bryce kept his
eyes on mine, love pouring out of them. It literally made me weak
at the knees. “I’ll see you later.” He kissed me again then left
the apartment, this time his kiss leaving my lips tingling,
swollen, confused, and sad at his departure.

“Come on, you.
Its’ party time,” said Jen encouragingly, as she threaded her arm
in mine and led me to the lounge.

***

We sat down
and watched Dirty Dancing while eating the delicious tapas
that Bryce had arranged one of the complex’s restaurants to deliver
to us. He amazed me with his attention to detail, and I pined for
his return even more, so that I could show him my appreciation.

“Alexis
Elizabeth Summers, get your head out of Cloud-Clark and pay
attention,” Tash snapped.

“What? Sorry.”
I adjusted my Celebrity Head headband and took another swig of my
gin. “Is it my turn?” I asked.

They all
barked. “Yes!”

“Okay, geez!
Um, am I male?”

“Sometimes I
think you are,” Tash added sarcastically.

I launched my
cushion at her.

“Yes, Lex, you
are a male,” Lil clarified.

“Am I fucking
hot?”

“Yes,” Steph
said bluntly.

“Are you
serious?” Lil was wide eyed. “No, Lex, he is not.”

“Yes, he is,”
Steph corrected her. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t want that between
your legs.”

“No, I
wouldn’t.”

“You’re a
lesbian aren’t you? Admit it, I’m totally fine with it, Lil. I love
lesbians.”

I laughed at
Steph’s ability to deliberately bait Lil. Lil picked up her beer
bottle and wrapped her lips around it suggestively then took a
drink.

“So am I
fucking hot or not?” I shouted, over the top of the two of
them.

Jade blew at
her toes, which she’d just painted with polish. “Debateable. Ask
another question.”

“Am I an
actor?”

“Yes. A very
fucking good actor, in more ways than one,” Jen said, a hint of
anger on her face. Hmmm interesting.

“Do I have a
big cock?” I asked as I tried to swallow my gin, the swallowing not
working too well.

“Yes,” Steph
said, in a manner that suggested she was picturing said big
cock.

Lil gagged.
“Bet you it’s tiny.”

Steph scowled
at Lil. “His hands are huge. Enough said.”

“That’s a
fucking myth,” Lil bit back.

I
automatically found myself thinking of Bryce’s large, luscious
hands and his equally large luscious cock. Myth or not, my Mr.
Huge-Hands-Clark is not an exception.

“Alexis! Stop
thinking about wrapping your lips around Bryce’s man-rod,” Tash
said with her hands on her hips.

“Why? It’s a
pretty good man-rod.” I giggled.

“How good is
it?” Steph asked eagerly.

“Oh...real
good.” I raised my eyebrows and opened my mouth suggestively.
Alexis, how many gins have you had?

“I knew it. I
knew you swallowed,” Carls piped in, concentrating really hard on
painting her toes.

“So do you.
And again, for the record, you can stop telling me all about it,” I
reminded Carls.

“Pfft! Well
yeah, of course I do. It’s full of protein you know!”

Jen shivered,
“Na, yuck. I’d rather eat fucking egg.”

We all looked
at Jen and burst into laughter.

“What?” she
said defensively. “Do you all swallow?”

We all
searched each other’s eyes with sly smiles on our faces, no one
else giving anything away except for Tash, her lips beginning to
purse.

I pointed at
her. “Tash, you little whore-a-saurus, you swallow too.”

“Alexis, how
old are you?”

“About as old
as you,” I drunk-giggled.

“Lexi, can you
please pull yourself together and ask another fucking question or
I’m quitting this stupid game,” Lil threatened.

“Alright,
alright. Have I been in a lot of blockbusters?”

“Yep,” they
all answered.

“Well if they
are blockbusters, I’m guessing they are action movies.”

“Yep,” they
all answered again.

I stewed on it
for a second then put two and two together “Will he ‘be back?” I
said in my best Austrian accent.

Steph rolled
her eyes. “Yes,” she groaned.

“Does he say
‘It’s not a tumour’ really well?” I asked, again in my horrible
Austrian accent.

Jen cracked up
laughing, “You suck.”

I happy-danced
a bum wiggle in my seat. “Am I Arnold Swarzaschnitzel?”

Tash laughed
and gave me a knowing smile.

“Don’t you
mean Schwarzenegger?” Jade asked.

Tash giggled,
“She can’t say Schwarzenegger, so she says Swarzaschnitzel.”

“She can’t say
parallelogram, either,” Carls chimed in, now finished with painting
her toes.”

“Say it,”
Steph prompted.

“No!”

“Say it!” they
all begged.

“Urgh! Fine,”
I sighed frustratingly. “pallarellogram,” I mumbled truthfully,
struggling to say the stupid word mixed with the usual inability
due to liquor consumption.

They all
pissed themselves laughing.

“That’s gold,
Lex. Say it again, please,” Jade pleaded.

“Fuck off,” I
giggled.

Tash jumped
up. “Okay this game sucks. Let’s dance.” She grabbed Jen’s Michael
Jackson CD and turned herself in a 360 degree spin. “Where’s the CD
player?”

“Ooo in here.”
I excitedly pushed myself up, limping to the man-cave without my
walking stick. Stupid thing. I turned around just before
opening the door to see the girls all lined up behind me in single
file, excitement plastered across their faces. It was
hilarious.

“This room is
known as the man-cave,” I slurred and sniggered. “It’s where men do
manly things.”

I opened the
door and we all filtered in. “Don’t touch the instruments,” I
ordered.

Steph pouted,
“Aw, you’re no fun.”

“Awesome, a
pool table! Rack em up, bitches,” Tash said as she frizbee’d the CD
to Jen.

I grabbed a
pool cue, knowing that I was in no position to play, let alone
wield a long pointy object, but when you are powered by alcohol,
anything goes. “I’ll break,” I confidently decided.

“You’ll break
something if you don’t stop twirling that pool cue around,” Jade
pointed out.

Just as I was
about to attempt a twirl of the cue around my head, the howl of a
wolf sounded through the speakers around the room, followed by the
beats of Thriller. Lil whistled, and Tash and I started
jerking our shoulders like we had an involuntary twitch, both of us
taking slow steps toward each other, my limp fitting in perfectly
with the act.

One minute we
were casually standing around the man-cave, the next we were all
possessed by Michael Jackson’s zombies. Jen let out an MJ holler
and threw her hands up in the air, dangling them like claws. Jade
and Lil then proceeded to stomp around the room, Tash and Carls
joined in, and Steph attempted a Moonwalk, failing and falling
backwards onto the sofa. It seemed we all had our own ‘Thriller’
dance moves.

I’m not sure
if I resembled the best zombie due to already hobbling around like
one, or because I was slightly intoxicated. Either way, I was in
full blown Thriller mode, zombie-dancing all over the room.
Squatting down with my back to the door, I then proceeded to pivot
my body around slowly to the music when my eyes met four pairs of
the male variety, one pair of those belonging to Bryce. Oh for
the love of God, not again. How many freakin’ times is he going to
bust me dancing or singing like an idiot?

I did what any
half-cut 36 year old woman would do. I waved then pivoted back
around and continued acting like a zombie with my friends.

As the music
started to fade out, Bryce, Will, Derek, and Matt entered the room,
amused grins on their faces. Derek smiled at me then moved his
sight toward Carly, who was still twitching her shoulders like a
zombie not having noticed his arrival. When she did look up her
face was stark with mortification. She gave him a sheepish grin and
spun around, allowing him a view of the back of her head. I thought
it extremely funny knowing Derek would think the same.

Picking up the
pool cue while eye-fucking Bryce, I ordered Tash to get our game
underway. “Trashy Tashy, break those balls,” I commanded

“Consider them
broken, Sexy Lexi,” she fired back.

He stalked
toward me and slid his hands around my back, settling them on my
arse. “Sexy Lexi, I like it,” he said, with a charmed
expression.

“I like you,”
I said with a stupid smile and snort outburst to match. Oh fuck!
I just snorted like a pig. Was that me? Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it
was Tash. I looked at Tash. Yes, it was her. I looked at
Bryce, who was on the brink of uncontrollable laughter. Shit!
No, it was definitely me.

“I like you
too, especially when you make animal noises,” he grinned before
pulling me to his mouth.

I could have
given him a cluck, or a bleat, or even a donkey eeyore, but I held
myself together and just kissed him back. You will thank
yourself for that decision in the morning, Alexis.

***

The rest of
the evening went well, with unskilled games of pool, more crazy
dance moves, a couple of impromptu jam sessions and Derek and Carly
hitting it off. I even spotted some playful flirting and light
bodily touching, which surprised me, because Carly was not normally
shy or bashful when it came to letting a guy know she was
interested. I sensed she really liked Derek—really liked him.

Bryce had
arranged hotel rooms for all my friends. I loved living in a
hotel—with the hotel owner. It was really convenient.

As all the
girls were leaving I pulled Carls aside. “So, Carly Josephine
Henkley, is your fiery hole about to be put out?”

“Lex, he is so
putting a scorching heat in between my legs, it is not funny.”

“Well, need I
remind you that he is a firefighter...let the guy put it out,
apparently that’s what he’s good at.”

“I’m
terrified,” she whispered.

I whispered
back. “What the fuck? Carly does not get terrified. Why is Carly
terrified?”

She continued
the whispered conversation, now referring to herself in the third
person, “Because Carly really fucking likes Derek.”

I dropped my
hand to hold hers by our sides conspicuously. “Oh Carls, that’s
great. Do you want to know a secret?”

“What?”

“He likes you
too,” I whispered with an impish grin.

“How the...,”
she blurted out, then looked around sheepishly and continued in a
more quieter tone “... fuck do you know?”

I kissed her
forehead, “Because he told me.” I then turned her shoulders around
and playfully smacked her on the butt, ushering her out the
door.


 CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX

I’ve always
considered myself a quietly confident type of person. Not cocky or
arrogant, but grounded and self-reliant. My parents had brought me
up to be assertive in all that I did, instilling me with the
mindset that you should always attempt what is attemptable. If you
succeed in your attempts, you will have experienced something
profound, but if you fail, try again. And if you fail once more,
learn from your failure, but appreciate why you failed in the first
place.

I think it was
that piece of advice that gave me the confidence to agree to do a
lot of things in life. It was either that or my lack of willpower
against peer pressure that had me doing things I would not normally
do, like performing at a local pub in front of...let’s say...an
easy one hundred or so people.

This day was a
perfect example of that, being the day where I was to perform “The
Only Exception” for Bryce at an inner city bar. I’d been learning
the basics of guitar for the past couple of months with the
intention to surprise Bryce and give something personal back to him
after our devastating loss. I’d told myself that I wasn’t doing it
because I felt responsible for that loss, but I guess if I was
going to be completely honest with myself, there was a small part
of me that was doing it for that reason. I also wanted to give him
something back; something only I could give him.

Derek had been
wonderful, not only with his instructions but with our last minute
secret get togethers in order to practice behind Bryce’s back. I
think he also enjoyed the one on one time so that he could get
information out of me about Carly. They had been on two dates
already and I assumed were taking things slowly as Carly had not
yet mentioned anything about his physique or stamina or his cock’s
look, feel, taste and ability—things she often filled me in on
right away.

 


Nate,
Charlotte, Carly and I were all waiting patiently while Live
Trepidation set up for their gig on the rooftop at Bar 22. Carls
had come along to see Derek perform, and I wasn’t sure whether I
appreciated that or not. If my performance for Bryce was
acceptable, then great, she was there to witness that, but if it
was a complete flop, then fuck, she was also there to witness that
and have the ammunition to never let me live it down.

It was a
perfect early summer Saturday afternoon, the temperature sitting
nicely in the mid-twenties. Although I felt rather hot and slightly
clammy, guessing it was a result of my intense anxiety. I scanned
my surroundings, taking in the modern contemporary styled rooftop
bar, with wooden bench style seats running along the boundary
walls. Walls, which were also wooden panelled to about half way up,
stopping to support an ornamental garden containing lights. The
lights nestled in the garden lit up the painted feature walls that
spanned the space from the garden top, all the way to the
veranda-styled roof. There were also mirrored Art Deco pieces hung
on the feature walls which grabbed the garden light’s beam and
bounced it back into the room.

The bar sat
opposite the stage which was set up in front of the furthest wall
when you walked onto the roof top. The rectangular space in front
of the stage and bar was filled with matching square-shaped wooden
panelled tables and groovy white and red tub chairs. We were seated
in those chairs around a table, the closest to the stage.

“Alexis?”

Carly’s raised
voice snapped me out of my scrutinizing.

“Yeah?”

“Are you
alright? You’ve been off with the pixies ever since I arrived.”

“Sorry, I’m
just...” I leaned in closer to her. “Nervous.” I sat back and
couldn’t help but display a terrified look on my face.

She screwed up
her face then leaned in closer to me. “Why are you nervous?”

I looked at
Charli and Nate who both had their heads down, attention fixed to
their iPods. “Derek has been teaching me how to play the guitar,
and I’m going to surprise Bryce with a song. I’m freaking out, I’ve
only been playing for a few months.”

“Fuck off!”
Carls said out aloud.

I glared at
her then subtly flicked my eyes in the kids’ direction—they didn’t
even flinch.

“Are you for
real? Oh, my, God, that’s awesome. So, why are you nervous?”

“Oh,” I
deadpanned for the smallest of seconds, “Let me guess...cause
there’s a whole roof top full of freakin’ strangers.”

“Who cares?”
Carls said bluntly as she picked up her glass of wine and sipped
it.

“I do!” I
blurted out as I picked up mine, sipping it not as calmly as Carly
had.

“Why? Who are
you performing for? Them or Bryce?”

I tilted my
head to the side in frustration. “Bryce.”

“So just play
it for him. Don’t even acknowledge anyone else.” She sipped her
drink again then focussed her attention on Derek, having convinced
herself that her advice was my solution. “We haven’t had vanilla
yet,” she added.

“Oh,” I gave
the kids another quick glance, checking to see they were still
occupied with their handheld devices and not catching on to the
fact that their mother and Carly were now talking about sex. “Why
not? That’s unlike you. You normally devour vanilla then jump right
in to chocolate or even Rocky Road.”

“I do not,”
she scoffed.

“Yes, you do.
There’s not many flavours you haven’t tried.”

“I like
strawberry, Aunty Carls. Do you like strawberry?” Charli asked, not
taking her eyes from her iPod. Charli, you eavesdropping little
rabbit.

“Yes, Charli,
I love strawberry. It’s my favourite.” Carls pressed her lips
together as if to say ‘Mmmm’.

“Mum, what’s
your favourite?”

I don’t
know. Are we talking about sex or ice cream flavours? “I like
vanilla with sprinkles and topping and chocolate chips,” I answered
quickly. There, I think that about covers everything.

“Yeah, me
too,” she smiled at me. “Can I have some now?” What?

I looked at
Carly, her amused face revelling in the fact I had to somehow dig
myself out of this dilemma. “What Charli? What do you want?” I
asked flustered.

“Ice
cream.”

“Um, sure.” I
dug out my purse. “Nate?”

“I’ll have
what she’s having,” he replied, unperturbed and like Charli not
even removing his eyes from the little screen. This is the
weirdest conversation ever.

Carls was
laughing. I shook my head at her.

“Here, Charli,
go up to the bistro desk over there and order two ice cream
sundaes.” I handed her the money and pointed her in the right
direction. “Nate, go with her please.”

“Huh?”

“Go with
Charli to order your ice cream or I’ll change my mind,” I
threatened in a joking manner.

“Oh, okay
thanks.” He placed his iPod in his pocket and walked off with
Charli.

When they were
gone, I turned to Carls. “Why haven’t you fucked Derek yet? Carls,
what’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing. It’s
not him. It’s me.”

“What’s wrong
with you then? Is your fiery whole singed?” I said as I choked on
the wine I had just swallowed.

“You’re such a
bitch. No, I really like him, and I don’t want to screw this
up.”

“You’re not
going to screw this up, Carls,” I said quietly, as I pulled her
hands into mine and squeezed them with reassurance.

“How can you
be so sure?” she groaned.

“Well, I
can’t, Hun. But I know you, and you’re awesome. Derek seems to like
your awesomeness as well, so just be yourself and go with the flow.
Don’t try to change who you are.”

“It’s not that
simple,” she whinged.

“Carly?”

“Yes,” she
replied, her tone laced with hostility.

“Do you want
to fuck Derek?”

“Yes,” she
sighed.

“Well, that’s
fucking great, because I want to fuck you, too,” Derek said as he
stepped up beside Carly. “How bout tonight? My house. I’ll even
cook you dinner first.”

Carly looked
like she had shrunk about two sizes.

“I won’t bite,
Carls...” He bent down and leaned closer to her ear, “unless you
want me to.”

Her eyes
widened and a small, embarrassed smile appeared on her face. I
couldn’t help but smile along with her.

“Sure,” she
answered, shakily.

“Good.” He
stood back up as if he had not just blown Carly’s mind. “Alexis,
how you feeling?”

“As nervous as
fuck,” I answered, continuing with his blasé attitude and ability
to easily change the subject. I held up my hands to see if they
were shaking. Surprisingly, they weren’t.

“Don’t be. The
last time we rehearsed you were fine. I will pick up the chords if
you falter. Now, Lucy is gonna call Charli up on stage as soon as
our set finishes, then you’ll be next.”

“Okay,” I
nodded.

Carls still
hadn’t moved, still slightly stunned but now staring greedily at
Derek.

“Hope you like
chicken. I make a mean satay,” he declared before he kissed her
quickly then headed back to the stage.

I watched
Carly come back down to earth in the seconds after Derek left.

“I don’t,” she
said as she finally made eye contact with me.

“You don’t
what?”

“Like satay,”
she admitted.

I laughed.

“But fuck!
I’ll eat it for him. I’ll even eat it off him if he wants.” She
dropped her head to the table in surrender.

***

Charli and
Nate returned shortly after, eating their ice cream sundaes while
we watched the band kill some popular covers and play some of their
own songs. I hadn’t yet had a chance to listen to the CD that Derek
gave me for my birthday, but after hearing the two songs they
played, I was going to make it a priority—they were great
songs.

“When do I get
to sing?” Charli asked excitedly. Geez, I wish I had her
enthusiasm.

“Derek said
when they finish this first set of songs, Charli,” Carls explained.
“So what are you going to sing?”

“I’m going to
sing “True Colours”. Lucy has been helping me practice. I like that
song because it’s about rainbows.” Oh, my, God! When has Lucy
been helping her practice?

Just as I was
about to ask her, Lucy called her up on stage. She jumped up like a
grasshopper and made her way toward Lucy. Bryce took a seat beside
me and placed his hand on my thigh.

“We have a
very special guest here today to perform a song for you,” Lucy said
into the microphone as she adjusted her seated position behind the
keyboard. “I’d like to introduce you all to Miss Charlotte Summers.
She is going to help me sing “True Colours” by Cyndi Lauper.”

Charli took a
seat next to Lucy and moved the microphone down so that it was
positioned perfectly in front of her mouth. “Hi everyone,” she said
happily, addressing the room’s occupants with confidence.

Lucy started
playing the keyboard, making my heart beat heavily in my chest,
excitement and anticipation radiating through me. I sat straight up
and beamed at my brave and beautiful little girl, waiting for her
voice to fill my ears.

When it did
sound throughout the roof top, it brought a tear to my eye. She was
so confident and smiled as she sang each and every word. Lucy
joined in on the chorus which made Charli smile even brighter, and
before I knew it, I was dabbing my eyes more often.

Bryce squeezed
my leg and whispered into my ear. “She has been practising a
lot.”

“When? How?” I
asked, dumbfounded.

“Sometimes
it’s easier to hide something blatantly than it is to hide it
furtively.”

I shot him a
quick glance. Shit! Did he know about my surprise? I smiled
timidly and turned back to Charli. She was more than half way
through the song with no hesitation, just confidence and poise;
loving what she was doing. Her ability to take that stage and sing
to a room full of people made me so proud of her. It also gave me
the nerve I needed to do the same for Bryce, that, and Carly’s
advice to just sing it to him.

As the song
winded down to a close and Lucy slowly pressed the final keys on
the keyboard, the room erupted into a round of applause. I got to
my feet— thankful that I no longer needed any form of walking
aid—and clapped the loudest.

“Thank you
very much,” Charli said as she positioned herself in the middle of
the stage and curtsied. I laughed at her brazenness and winked at
her as she made her way toward me.

Meeting her
half way, I knelt down and wrapped my arms around her, giving her a
tight squeeze. “That was absolutely beautiful, Charli-Bear. I am so
proud of you.”

“That was so
cool, Mum! I want to be a singer when I get older.”

Normally I
would say ‘add it to the list’ or ‘that’s nice’ knowing she would
change her mind more than likely the very next day, but I could see
the determination in her eyes this time. “You can be anything you
want, Darling.” I gave her a quick squeeze then noticed Derek grab
Bryce’s guitar.

Lucy stepped
down from the stage and squatted next to us. “Well done, Charli.
That was perfect. Now it’s Mummy’s turn, and she is going to be
perfect too.” She gave me a reassuring grin. Charli looked at me
confused.

I winked at
her and put my finger to my lips. “Shhh, it’s a secret for
Bryce.”

Standing back
up, I smoothed down the front of my pink floral patterned dress.
I’d pinned my hair up on purpose, making sure it was neatly secured
and out of my way.

“You’ll be
fine,” Lucy said as she stood, giving my hand a quick squeeze. She
then proceeded to direct Charlotte back to the table. I continued
on and stepped up on the stage, taking a deep breath before turning
around. When I did turn around I found Bryce’s eyes and his eyes
only, causing an overwhelming calm to roll across me. I smiled at
him and his brow furrowed.

Derek stepped
up to the stool I was standing by and handed me Bryce’s guitar,
having prepared it for me moments ago. I put the strap over my head
and took a seat on the stool, adjusting the microphone
comfortably.

As I
repositioned it, I spoke to the crowd, but my message was for one
person. “Hello everyone. I have to let you all in on a little
secret. You see, for the past few months, I have been learning to
play the guitar for the sole purpose of performing here today as a
surprise for someone who means the world to me.” I allowed my eyes
to find Bryce’s again. “This special someone and I suffered a great
tragedy recently, and in amongst that tragedy, I came to realise
that I couldn’t live without him. He always finds ways to support
me and give me everything that I could possibly want or need. So I
wanted to give him something back, something only I could give him.
Bryce, this is from me to you.”

His face was
emotionless, but not in a bad way. I think he was in shock in some
way or another. I looked down and positioned my fingers and began
strumming, counting the 6/8 time signature. Derek joined in,
playing his part and smiling encouragingly at me. I looked up
again, deliberately finding Bryce as I sang the opening line. He
adjusted his seated position, leaning forward with his elbows
balanced on his knees and his hand covering his mouth. He shook his
head in disbelief, which made me smile through the lyrics as I
continued to play the song.

When I got to
the chorus, I emphasized that he was my only exception by looking
deep into his eyes and singing the words to him and him only. He
repeated the shaking of his head at me, shock and disbelief still
plastered across his face. Lucy gave him a loving nudge to the
shoulder but he didn’t take his eyes from mine.

As I began the
second verse, I relaxed a little and swayed to the rhythm, closing
my eyes and letting the song absorb me. I sang like this until the
song escalated into the chorus, which was when I reopened my eyes
to find Carly, Nate, Charli and the rest of the band smiling and
swaying along with me. The fact that I had naturally closed my eyes
stunned me a little, instantly worrying me that I may have stuffed
up my playing in one way or another. Ironically, worrying if I had
stuffed up or not, caused me to then accidently miss a chord, but
luckily it was the chord that Derek played along with me, so my
mistake would’ve gone unnoticed to majority of the room. I gave
Derek a knowing look, but he just continued to smile
reassuringly.

So I stepped
it up a little and held the final note in the chorus, deciding I
would do what I had informed Derek I wanted to do. I stood up and
removed my guitar, gently placing it on my stool, then I grabbed
the microphone from the stand with the intention to concentrate
more on my vocals. As the song escalated during the bridge, I
started to make my way down off the stage, just like Bryce had done
when he played the guitar solo for me. I watched his expression
change from awed disbelief to amusement as I slowly stepped toward
him singing the lyrics in the bridge. I stopped just in front of
him and held the longest note before the final chorus then dropped
my hand from the microphone to touch his face as I once again told
him he was the only exception. He placed his hands on top of mine
and pressed them to the side of his face then pulled me to him,
forcing me to sit on his lap. I giggled a lyric as he helped
position me comfortably on top of him, wrapping his arms around my
back and across my lap.

I looked into
his eyes as I sang the final line, and no longer able to hold in my
emotion, I let a tear fall to my cheek. He reached up and wiped it
tenderly with his finger then pulled me down to kiss him. The crowd
then broke into applause, some even sounding a few wolf whistles,
but I didn’t pull away, my lips were stuck on his—perfectly
attached. He threaded his fingers through my hair and tightened his
grip as his tongue found mine, lovingly caressing it with
passionate strokes. Eventually, he loosened his grip and released
me from his kiss.

“You are
incredible. I’m...” He shook his head and looked down, his eyes
level with my chest. “I’m just so...” He looked back up to my face.
“I...thank you—”

I interrupted
him, seeing he was struggling for words. “You’re welcome. Sometimes
it’s easier to hide something furtively than it is to hide it
blatantly,” I said with a sneaky smile, reversing his earlier
explanation.

“Nice work,
Alexis,” said Will, while tilting his beer in my direction. “Now we
can finally get rid of Derek.”

Derek stopped
by the chair Bryce and I were sitting on. “I heard that,
arsehole.”

I climbed off
of Bryce’s lap and stood up, giving Derek a hug. “Thank you so
much. But, fuck I’m glad that is over.” I whispered into his
ear.

He chuckled
and pulled away. “You did great.”

I rolled my
eyes. “I did miss that chord.”

“What chord?”
he said with a shrug of his shoulders, obviously trying to dismiss
my mistake.

Bryce stood up
and shook Derek’s hand. “Thanks, Mate. Although, I’m not too sure
what to think about your ability to spend so much time with my girl
behind my back without me knowing.”

Derek patted
Bryce on the back. “You should be worried about that, Mate,” he
said playfully before he moved away to pull up a chair next to
Carly.

“Mum?”

I turned to
Charlotte. “Yes, Sweetheart.”

“Do you want
to be in my band?” she offered like quite the bargaining
professional. “You can play the guitar and help me sing the songs.
I’ll be the lead singer though.”

I laughed and
ran my hand down her head. “Sure. I’d love to.”

 


Bryce insisted
I take my seat back on his lap while the band finished their drinks
before having to get up to perform their final set. He made his
possession of me quite obvious through his touch, whether it was
his hand placed on my lap or his fingers that gently caressed my
lower back. Every now again I would catch him staring up at me or
at my hands, and when I did catch him staring at my hands I would
move them to find his, seizing them and breaking his trance.

“Are you
alright? You seem a bit lost in thought?” I whispered as I leaned
back into him.

He
inconspicuously moved my hair away from my neck and with a voice no
louder than my own, breathed out. “I’m just thinking about all the
ways I can show you how much I fucking enjoyed that performance,
how fucking perfect it was and how fucking perfect you are.”

I took a sip
of my wine and swallowed heavily.

“If you are
not already carrying our next child, my love, you will be by the
end of the night.”

I leaned
forward and put my glass down then turned back to him. “Well, best
you hurry up and finish this set. We have work to do.”


 CHAPTER
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Bryce, Derek,
Will, Matt, and Lucy played the remainder of their gig, and I
watched the ease with which they all complimented each other. None
of them were serious die hard musicians in a sense that they wanted
to live and breathe performing, they all just seemed to casually
enjoy being able to get together and play for a group of people. I
wondered if, at any stage during the past, they’d wanted to become
a professionally-signed band. My curiosity would have to be
addressed later.

Now that the
gig was coming to a close, I found myself starting to think about
my pending conversation with Rick, the one I planned on having with
him when we dropped Nate and Charli off at the house. A year of
separation between the two of us was fast approaching, and I needed
to discuss with him my wish to apply for a divorce. I didn’t really
know how he would react to my request, and it worried me that it
would ruin the good progress we had made with each other of
late.

 


“Ready to go?”
Bryce asked, as he slid his hand across my back, resting it on my
hip.

“No, Alexis
and I need the ladies room,” Carly insisted. Do I? I gave
Carly an unsure glance, her expression enforcing that I did. Oh,
okay...I do need the loo.

“Be back in a
minute. I’ll meet you at the car.” I gave him a quick peck on the
lips and followed Carly to the bathroom.

As we pushed
through the door, I gave Carly my questioning stare. “So why the
last minute toilet trip?”

“Because I
need to go,” she answered flatly.

Okay, well
I guess I’ll go too. I entered the cubicle next to her. “Why
else?” I probed further as I awkwardly relieved myself.

“Because I’m
still shitting bricks,” she divulged. Not the best choice of
words while in the toilet, Carls.

“Literally or
figuratively speaking, Carls? We are in the loo, remember?”

“Figuratively,
you idiot! I’m terrified of having sex with Derek, and clearly he
wants it...tonight!”

“Carls, for
God’s sake just screw the man. What is wrong with you? I’ve never
seen you this apprehensive about intimacy, ever!” I flushed the
toilet and made my way to the sink.

Carls followed
shortly after. “I don’t fucking know. I hate this feeling. What.
The. Fuck, is this feeling?”

“I think it’s
lurrvvee,” I purred like an adolescent idiot.

She shrugged
it off. “Pfft. It’s not love. I barely know him.”

I flicked
water at her head, getting her attention. “You love him.”

She wiped her
head and made a spitting noise at me. “You’re disgusting.”

“Well, you are
falling for him at least. That’s the only explanation.”

She looked at
her reflection in the mirror as if she were trying to catch herself
in a lie. “Urgh! You’re right. I think I’m falling in love with
him, and I haven’t even seen his cock yet. This is insane.”

I moved to the
hand dryer, raising my voice over the loud hum. “No, it’s not. It’s
exciting and wonderful, and the first time you have sex with him is
going to be great.”

A smile teased
at the corner of Carly’s mouth as she joined me to dry her
hands.

“Go home
Carls. Shave your legs, arms, pussy and toes if you have to—”

“I don’t have
hairy toes. Who has hairy toes?”

“Shave
whatever needs shaving, then moisturize and do all the fucked up
shit we think we have to do before we let a man see us naked. Then
make sure you practice your alphabet to loosen the muscles in your
face.” I started empathising the letters ‘A’ and ‘O’ opening my
mouth wide, suggestively. “When was the last time you sucked cock?
It’s been a while hasn’t it? You would’ve told me, otherwise.”

She sheepishly
looked away. “Fuck off.”

“Yeah, I
thought as much.”

“Well, I’m not
telling you anymore.” She walked past me and pushed the door open
back out onto the rooftop.

“Oh yes you
will. I want a phone call first thing tomorrow morning.”

***

Bryce and I
drove to my former house to deliver the kids to Rick for the next
few days. He invited us in for a drink which we accepted, however,
it was slightly strange sitting at my former dining table, in my
former house with my former husband. Strange as it was though, it
was exactly that...the former. The past. History. And in order to
move on from history, I needed to get the wheels of my divorce in
motion, I just didn’t know how to break it to Rick. Letting my
nerves get the better of me, I decided to chicken out and tell him
another time, and as we made our way out of the house, Rick must’ve
picked up on my withholding of information—he was always good at
sensing my reluctance.

“Lex, you got
a minute?” he asked, as Bryce and I stepped out the front door. I’d
already kissed the kids goodbye, and they were now out playing in
the backyard.

“Sure,” I said
hesitantly.

Bryce gave
Rick a courteous nod. “I’ll wait in the car.”

Claire had
remained inside.

Once Bryce was
in the car I turned back to Rick. “What’s up?”

“You tell me?
We might no longer be happily married, Lex, but I can still tell
when you are stewing on something.” He leaned his weight on the
door frame and crossed his arms confidently.

“Um...I just
didn’t want to do it like this,” I said sadly as I twiddled my
fingers.

“Just say it,
Lex.”

“After
Christmas, I’m going to get Bernie to prepare an Application for
Divorce.” I looked at him hesitantly but he didn’t flinch. “Once
the application is complete, the process is fairly straight
forward, and a hearing date will be set. You don’t have to attend
the hearing if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s
alright, I’ll attend. Just let me know what you need,” he said
calmly.

His placid
demeanour kind of threw me off a little. I’d half expected him to
fly off the handle with anger then compose himself shortly after
and apologise like he normally would. But he didn’t, he just
casually accepted my information.

A confused
smile started to creep across my face, forcing one on his. “Lex, I
think you said to me a while back... ‘It is what it is’.”

I nodded.
“Yeah, I did.”

“Well, you
were right. It is what it is. I lost you and you lost me. We can’t
change that, nor should we try. You are happy now, I can see that.
And I’m becoming happy, too. Hopefully not before long you will
also see that.”

“I can see
that already, you know.”

“I’m getting
there, Lex.”

“Good, Rick,
because despite the past year, I want you to be happy.” I stepped
up to the door jam and wrapped my arms around him. “Thank you.”

He hugged me
back and the hug cemented that we held nothing more than mutual
respect for each other and a love that held no romance, just a deep
friendship. It was nice.

 


When I got
back into the car, Bryce reversed the Lexus out of the driveway.
“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just
asked Rick for a divorce.”

He turned his
head to me and paused, mid-reverse. “Are you sure he understood
that?”

I laughed.
“Yes, he has moved on, and so have I. I just want to make it
official.”

He continued
to drive and asked casually, “So, when will it be official?”

“Shortly after
Christmas.”

The smile that
plastered his face gave me butterflies.

***

We arrived at
City Towers and found that Bryce’s keycard would not activate the
private elevator.

“Fucking
stupid piece of shit,” he said as he typed in his security
code.

“You’re pretty
hot when you’re angry,” I declared, as I watched him frustratingly
push a numerical sequence. “Here try mine.” I handed him my card.
It didn’t work either.

“Fuck!”

“Maybe you
should just get a key like the rest of the world,” I teasingly
taunted him.

He lifted his
head to meet my gaze then turned in my direction.

Automatically,
I detected his carnivorous need, it rolling off of him in sexually
charged waves, causing me to back up until my arse was pressed
against the railing of the elevator cart. He strode toward me, then
stopped and pressed his delectable frame against my chest. I took
in a sharp, suspense-filled breath as he placed his hands on the
wall on either side of my face, our eyes desperately searing one
another’s.

My tongue
gently moistened my lips then my teeth grated against them, knowing
that I would soon be tasting him. He growled harshly as he pushed
his palm into a panel and reached for the elevator phone, all the
while keeping his hungry stare on me.

“Sam, my
private elevator has malfunctioned, have Dale look into it please.
Thank you.” He hung up the phone.

“So, are we
stuck here...together...for a while?” I asked innocently.

“Yes,” he
replied as his dropped his gaze down to my chest, my chest
automatically rising toward his stare.

“What are we
going to do, Mr. Clark?” I purred, as I placed my hand over his
groin, feeling his hard, thick erection.

His eyes
closed momentarily then shot open as I squeezed mildly. “I’m going
to fuck you, Hunny. I’m going to show you how much I adore you. I’m
going to show you just how much I appreciate you being in my life.
Then, I’m going to cement that you will never leave it. Ever!”

“Mmmm,” I
hummed, enjoying his possessive words while trailing my hands up
his chest across his white t-shirt and up to his neck. He dragged
my dress up to my stomach and hauled me into his arms where I
eagerly wrapped my legs around his waist, enjoying the fact I could
now easily do that again.

He gripped my
arse and thrust his tongue deep into my mouth, deliciously tasting
all I had to offer him. His passion and ownership of me ignited a
hungry need, driving me to desperation, a desperation that had me
biting down on his plump lip, pulling it away from his face before
letting it go again.

He growled and
carried me into the basement garage, my flip flops falling off in
the process. “Tell me where you want it, or I’ll fuck you right
here like this,” he mumbled around my tongue.

“Harley,” I
breathed out as I threw my head back to take in some much needed
oxygen.

He pressed his
lips and tongue to my neck as he carried me toward the black and
chrome motorcycle.

“Oh fuck,
Bryce. I want you so bad.”

“You’ve
already got me bad, Hunny.”

I giggled. “I
know.”

He walked up
to the side of the Harley, where he placed me down on its black
leather seat. Impatiently, he yanked my long cascading dress back
up to my waist and wrenched my white lace G-string down my legs,
dragging it as he followed its descent.

Then, dropping
to his knees, he lifted my legs, propping one foot on the exhaust
the other on the engine, spreading me wide for him to devour. He
slid his hands up my thighs as he closed the gap between my pussy
and his mouth. I sucked in a breath, anticipating his tongue and
desperately waiting for that warm wet feeling his mouth granted
me.

Forcing me to
crave his touch, he paused before sliding his tongue along my
sensitive clit, it responding delightfully.

“Oh God,” I
moaned as he dragged it up and down, massaging his nose, lips and
cheeks into me. My head fell back in pleasure as he repeated the
motions while tightening his grip around the tops of my thighs.

He released
one hand and dragged his finger through my wetness, finding my
opening and delving in deep. “Shit, Hunny,” he groaned as he leaned
forward again and flicked his tongue against me.

I clenched my
fingers into the leather of the seat, feeling my orgasm climbing
with each stroke and flick of his tongue, perfectly in rhythm with
the slide of his finger.

“Let go,” he
coaxed, sensing my stubbornness to hold on.

“I want to let
go when you let go,” I whimpered.

“You will,” he
growled, as he sucked my clit into his mouth.

“Oh, fuck!”
That was all it took to push me over the edge, my hips bucking
underneath his face, my hand finding his hair and my nails finding
his scalp. I gripped tight, holding on in fear I’d fall for failing
to have the strength to stay on top of the bike as my orgasm waved
through me.

As the
pleasure decreased, he stood up, pulling me up to stand with him
and lifting my dress completely over my head. I reached for his
jeans and undid them with ferocity, helping him drag them down and
away from his perfectly sculpted legs. He kicked them free,
together with his shoes, then straddled the bike and leaned back on
the seat.

His cock was
prominently positioned, asking for my lips and mouth, and never
being one to refuse its blatant invitation, I accepted quiet
happily. I straddled the bike in front of him and leaned forward,
engulfing his warm, solid shaft into my mouth.

“Fuck,” he
groaned, as my lips slid down then sucked right back up to his tip,
over and over. I loved the feeling of him filling my mouth and
touching my throat, the feeling of my tongue teasing his soft,
subtle skin.

I looked up at
him through hooded lids, arched back in the motorcycle’s seat. He
looked so fucking sexy, his head tilted backward, his neck taught
and ridged. I had the urge to lick that masculine neck and then
take his tongue in my mouth again. I also had the urge to ride his
cock on this stunning machine.

Giving him one
last suck, I let go and crawled up toward him. He lifted his head
and met my voracious clamber toward his face.

“So fucking
beautiful,” he uttered before I reached him and pressed my lips to
his.

Placing my
feet on the exhaust on either side of the bike and giving me a
platform to balance myself, I lifted and hovered over his cock. He
stroked himself with both hands and positioned it upright, allowing
me to lower myself perfectly on top. As I felt him slide inside me,
I let out a pleasing sigh, my pussy clenching and hugging him
tightly with grateful acceptance. Bryce groaned at the feel and
gritted his teeth, urging me to wrench his t-shirt over his head
and reveal his mouth-watering chest.

He leaned
forward and unclasped my bra, tearing it from my chest and
releasing my heavy breasts, his hands kneading my sensitive flesh,
his thumbs gently rubbing my nipples. I reached behind me, finding
the handlebars. And pushing my tits in his face, I braced myself to
ride the fuck out of him. He was so deep, and I could feel every
inch of him as I carefully pushed up and down.

“Fuck, you
feel so good and look so fucking sexy riding my cock right
now.”

I smiled at
him and tilted my head back revelling in the feel of him hard
within me.

A sudden surge
of pleasure rippled through me as the pad of his thumb found my
clit, rubbing in small circles as I pumped him slowly. “Oh God,
Bryce, I’m close.”

He leaned
forward, secured my arse and laid me down against the fuel tank.
Bryce was tall enough to place his feet on the ground on either
side of the bike, allowing him perfect balance and control. He
positioned his cock at my entrance once again and pushed in
aggressively, holding my legs as he repeatedly slammed into me. It
wasn’t long before I was screaming my second orgasm, he grunting
his first. It was so intense and delicious, and my breath had all
but left my body, my lungs desperately trying to suck in some
more.

“Great
choice,” he breathed out as he continued to slowly push into me,
easing my orgasm. He leaned forward and sucked on my nipple then
dragged his tongue up my neck till he found my mouth.

I savoured him
while I regained my composure, then broke away and let my body
surrender completely against the motorcycle. “We need to do that
again. This motorcycle is far too hot to be sitting idly in this
garage. Maybe we can go for a ride down the coast on it.”

His body
tensed slightly, then he pulled out and bent his legs, lowering
himself onto the seat. “Yeah, maybe.”

“There’s a
reason you don’t ride anymore isn’t there?’ I asked, as I sat up
and faced him.

His eye
twitched mildly. “Yes.”

Reaching
forward, he grabbed my hips and lifted me on top of him. I wrapped
my arms around his shoulders and my legs around his waist.

“Are you going
to tell me why?”

He nuzzled my
nose. “If I have to.”

I tilted my
head up to kiss his nose. “Yes, you do.”

“I used to go
riding with my dad. It was just something he and I did. When he
died, I stopped riding. It just didn’t feel right.”

“Do you think
you’ll ever ride again?”

“With you in
my life, I’m pretty sure I can do anything.”

***

We redressed
ourselves after the ride of a lifetime and walked hand in hand the
long way around to the lobby of City Towers.

“Alexis, you
look fabulous. It’s nice to see you getting around freely again,”
Abigail said as she stepped out of the Concierge Attendant’s
office.

“Thanks,
Abigail. It’s so nice to be able to get around freely. You really
do take the ability to just walk around for granted.”

Samantha
stepped out of the office and gave me a shy smile before ducking
away quickly.

“Please excuse
me for a second, Abigail. Hey, Sam,” I called after her. “Wait a
second.” She stopped hesitantly and spun around, putting on a fake
smile.

“How are you
doing?” I asked, cautiously.

“Yeah, I’m
good.”

“Has anyone
ever told you that you suck at lying?”

She bit the
inside of her lip. “Yeah, my dad.”

I scoffed.
“Have you spoken to Gareth since you told him you needed
space?”

“No. I just
need more time.”

“Okay, I’m not
pressuring you in any way. I just want to let you know that if you
have any questions, ask. Again, no pressure, but Gareth really
likes you, and he understands your need for distance.” I can’t
believe I am sticking up for Gareth.

She let out a
long-winded breath and nodded her head. “Thanks. Look, I gotta go.
We are being briefed on the hotel’s Christmas festivities.”

“Okay, I’ll
talk to you soon.” I watched her walk away, knowing that she was
torn about her feelings for Gareth. Unfortunately, there was really
nothing I could do about it. Sam had a decision to make, and she
had to make it on her own.

I sighed
dejectedly and turned back around to find Bryce chatting away to a
blonde that I recognised as none other than Chelsea. I took in her
close stance next to him and her blatant flirting; the girl just
didn’t let up. I still hadn’t confirmed with Bryce whether or not
he had ever put her in her place about their friendship being just
that—a friendship. Regardless, it seemed quite obvious that she
needed a reminder—I’d had just about enough of her disregard of our
relationship.

I confidently
walked up to Bryce and threaded my arm through his. “Sorry, I just
needed to tell Sam something,” I smiled apologetically at him, then
turned on Artificial-Alexis for the bitch in front of me. “Hello,
Chelsea. How are you?”

“Wonderful,”
she answered, batting her eyes at Bryce. Are you for fucking
real? “I see your ankle has healed?”

“Yes, thank
you. I’m back to my old self.”

“How nice,”
she answered dryly. “Bryce, I’ve been meaning to tell you about the
new Bell that Dad’s looking at acquiring. You really should come
down to the heliport and have a chat with him.”

“I’m sure he
knows what he is looking at,” Bryce answered politely. This
bitch needs the opposite of politeness. She needs a face full of
rudeness; unashamed, deliberate impertinency. “Excuse us,
Chelsea. We need to see Dale about the elevator.” He went to lead
me away.

I let go of
his arm. “You go. I need to have word to Chelsea. I won’t be a
second.”

He gave me an
unsure glance but turned and headed for Dale’s office.

When he was
out of earshot I turned to face Chelsea. “This stops now,” I
hissed. “Whatever you think you and Bryce have is over, so enough
of the disrespectful flirting. Back the fuck off.”

She looked in
his direction, a lascivious glint in her eye then turned back to
me. “You are no longer carrying his child, nor do you have a ring
on your finger. Until then, he is fair game.”

Before I knew
it, my hand connected swiftly with her face, the echo from my skin
slapping hers sounding loudly throughout the lobby.

“Don’t you
dare mention my child, you fucking bitch!” I hissed quietly. I was
furious. She stood there stunned, holding her hand against her pink
cheek. “Get this through that thick head of yours: Bryce. Is. Not.
Interested. In. You. He wasn’t years ago and he isn’t now. I am the
one he is looking at when he says ‘I love you’. I will be the one
he gets down on bended knee for, and before you know it, we will be
married and you’ll be working for me. So pull your fucking head out
of your arse, or you’ll find yourself unemployed.”

I gave her the
once-over with my critical glare then left her there to dissect my
words.

 



 CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

There is no
right or wrong way to grieve, it is an emotion so intense that it
takes control and overpowers your senses, leaving you feeling at a
loss entirely. Without grief, we would never appreciate the joy we
had beforehand. Never value what we lost. Never be truly grateful.
If all had gone to plan and the world was a place where fate was
written in the stars, I’d be holding my newborn baby girl Bianca in
my arms this day. But it’s not. Life is full of ups and downs,
twists and turns, love and loss. And life would not be worth
experiencing if it weren’t just that. You can’t have the good
without the bad, you need to somehow learn to accept the bad and
adjust it in a way that you can endure and overcome.

 


Bryce was busy
with overseeing the precinct’s set up of the Christmas Extravaganza
that was held every year. I’d asked Lucy to fill in for me in the
office as I was not in the right frame of mind to work. I needed
some time to myself to clear my head, not only from the wave of
grief I had been feeling on and off since waking up this morning,
but from the dreaded feeling of my fall that kept torturing me. I
still suffered flashbacks on occasion but had learned to
acknowledge them then let them go. It was quite possible I would
never be rid of them. Then again, maybe one day I would. For now
though, accepting them and moving on was what Jessica had
encouraged me to do and I was doing that.






***

I popped my
Live Trepidation CD into the Charger’s CD player, and remembering
what Matt had said at my birthday party, I pressed track four. The
sound of an acoustic guitar riff filled the speakers in my car,
automatically coercing a smile at the recognition of Bryce’s
musical genius. The tune was sweet yet the twang of the strings
plucked in quick succession indicated its intricacy. Derek’s smooth
voice filtered through the speakers shortly after, singing lyrics
of awakening and coming to life, about the concept of a revelation
that one can be lost then found. I liked the song and automatically
connected with it, but it was not just a connection resulting from
Bryce being the sole instrumentalist—it was significant to my
life’s recent journey—it was appropriate.

Derek
escalated his vocals along with Bryce’s strumming, singing the
chorus that instantly triggered a sense of déja vu, the lyrics
being ones I had seen before.

‘You’re all that I
want and nothing else.

‘I’ve fallen hard and
will never get up.

I cannot let go...I
won’t.

You’re infectious, my
love.’






Oh, my,
God. It’s the song Bryce was writing when we’d first gotten
together. I quickly turned it up and listened in surprise and
wonderment. Having Bryce’s declaration immortalised in the form of
a song captured me entirely and left me stunned, but it also warmed
my heart immensely.

When the song
finished, I smiled. Is it naive to believe that Bryce loves me
as much as he appears to love me? I shook my head, once again
feeling that I had to pinch myself daily where he was concerned,
having believed in the past that a love like ours was a love only
found in fairy tales. But I was wrong. He had proved that time and
time again; his devotion for me was evident in everything that he
did.

I pulled out
my phone and typed him a text:

I just listened to
track 4 on your CD.

If anyone is
infectious, it’s u, my luv. - Alexis

 


I hit send,
sighed contentedly then looked out the window, taking in my
surroundings and therefore losing my smile. It’s amazing how your
heart can play tug-of-war, fighting between happiness one second
and sadness the next then somehow finding that in-between to keep
it sane. My heart was currently in that predicament, as the last
time I was here I’d had to say good bye to my daughter.

I proceeded to
get out of my car, and before I had even locked the door my phone
beeped with a reply:

It’s how I feel,
Hunny. U rule me, entirely.

Where r u? - Bryce






I probably
should’ve told him where I was going, but he was busy, and I
figured that if he wanted to come along we could always come back
later in the day.

I typed my
response:

So everyone keeps
telling me.

I think it’s the other
way round though,

U rule me.

I’m at the
Hospital...

I wanted a moment to
feel close to Bianca - Alexis.






I hit send and
waited for the reply I knew would come swiftly. It did:

R u alright? -
Bryce

 


I didn’t want
him to worry. I was alright.

I’m fine.

Thought I would spend
some time in the Garden of Angels.

I’ll see u later, luv
u ♥ - Alexis






Again, his
reply was instant:

Luv u more - Bryce

 


I tucked my
phone back into my handbag, pulled out a fluffy pink smiley-faced
star I’d found at the shops and headed to the garden.

 


It felt quite
different from the last time I was here as I stepped out onto the
path and looked at the vivid blue blossoms of the Jacaranda which
formed the centrepiece of the garden. Maybe that was because it was
now summer, and the garden was awash with colour, sunlight and with
a happy aura that only summer could bring.

Slowly, I
walked along the winding cobble path around the entire garden,
taking in the abundance of toys, teddy bears, and brightly coloured
wooden staked garden creatures. There were also homemade plaques
situated in amongst the shrubbery, against the trees and propped
along the edging of the path—plaques containing baby’s names. I
stopped and took the time to read each and every one, acknowledging
all the angels that shared my little girl’s home. It gave me an
idea to ask Charlotte to make one for Bianca and bring it with her
the next time we visited as a family.

After reading
all the plaques, I sat down on the wooden park bench directly
across from the spot where we sprinkled Bianca’s ashes and said our
goodbyes. I had the pink star on my lap and was tenderly stroking
it and hugging it as if it could replace the one thing I wanted to
hug and caress the most—my daughter. As I sat there with my eyes
closed visualising a life with Bianca in it, I felt the seat shift
and a comforting hand rest on my shoulder. I didn’t have to open my
eyes to see who it was, but I did, because his presence still
surprised me. He was puffed and slightly glistening, his face a
little pinker than usual.

“That was
quick,” I said with a smile, as I nestled into his side.

“I didn’t want
you here alone for a second longer,” he said with strained breath
as he tightened his grip.

“I’m fine. I
just needed to be close to her today.”

“Why didn’t
you tell me?” He sounded a little disappointed.

“You were
busy, and I just thought I’d come on my own.”

“I’m never too
busy for you, or Nate and Charli. Remember that—you come first.
Always.”

I knew he
meant it, but he was still an extremely sought after person in his
work life, and I didn’t want to interfere with that. There were
some things I would have to do on my own, and I was okay with that.
I needed my independence—I liked it.

I looked up at
him and noticed him staring at the garden ahead. “I think she
would’ve looked like you,” I said softly.

He scoffed.
“Me, too. The force is strong in my family,” he playfully
replied.

I lovingly
shoved him. “Yeah, don’t I know it.”

“I think she
would’ve had blonde wavy hair like her mother, my blue eyes, your
button nose, and the sweetest little dimples like Charli. She
would’ve had Lucy’s smarts, Nate’s determination, and your
kindness.”

I was staring
at him, tears rolling down my cheeks.

He turned his
head and wiped them away. “No doubt, she would’ve sent me to an
early grave,” he smiled sadly.

I giggled. “I
know. I can imagine her having your stubbornness, your drive, and
your ‘no restraints or restrictions’ attitude.” I broke free of his
embrace and leaned forward, ready to put the pink star in the
garden. “I guess we’ll never know,” I said regretfully.

He grabbed my
hand and gently took the star from it, smiling as he identified its
significance. He ran his fingers along it then passed it back, not
before taking my hand and pressing it to his lips. “You’re wrong,
Hunny, we do know.”

I gently
caressed his sad face then moved forward and placed the star in the
garden. Happy with its perfect position, I moved back into Bryce’s
safe, secure and comforting embrace.






***

The following
weekend was Charlotte’s birthday. She was a Christmas baby and
hated it. I remember her saying to me not too long ago that it
wasn’t ‘fair’ and that she had to wait an entire year to celebrate.
I’d tried explaining that we all had to wait a year to celebrate,
but that just frustrated her even more.

“Charlotte,
are you ready? Your friends will be here in any minute.”

“Yes, Mum,”
she called from her room. “I’m coming.”

Charlotte
appeared at the top of the stairs dressed in a purple and blue
Young Versace dress that Bryce had bought her with Clarissa’s help.
At first I hadn’t known what to think of my now seven-year-old
daughter in a designer label. But, the more I thought about it, the
unshakeable feeling of hypocrisy bubbled in the pit of my stomach,
so I shrugged my shoulders and let it go. Plus, she did look
unbelievably sweet in the flowing pleated floral dress.

I beamed at
her. “Look at you, Sweetheart. You look beautiful.”

“Like mother,
like daughter,” Bryce said as he looked up from his newspaper at
Charli. He was seated on the sofa next to me, bare footed and in
jeans with his legs stretched out and resting on the coffee
table—this now my new favourite sexy couch position of his.

Charlotte
gracefully pranced down the stairs, a large smile covering her
face. “Thank you. I love my new Versace dress,” she said in a posh
voice, enunciating the word Versace. Oh God, I’ve created a
little designer-Charli-monster.

As she twirled
around the lounge room—making me laugh—the buzzer to the door
sounded. The refined poise she had just displayed practically
evaporated into thin air, a squealing, jumping noisy banshee
replacing it.

I got up from
my seated position next to Bryce and followed Charli to the door,
opening it to find both Lil with her daughter, Jasmine, and Steph
with her daughter, Katie.

“Come in,” I
smiled.

Charli
embraced both her friends with high pitched giggles and a lot of
bouncing—lots and lots of bouncing. Steph and Lil remained in the
foyer.

“You coming
in?” I asked, confused.

Steph laughed
sarcastically. “Nope, are you kidding? They’re all yours.”

“We are
heading to shops. Have fun.” Lil twiddled her fingers in a faux
wave then linked her arm with Steph’s as they skipped away.

“Bitches,” I
called out jokingly. “We will have fun.”

As they
skipped through the foyer, they passed Addison and her mum,
Addison’s mum giving both Steph and Lil a strange look.

“Hello,
Addison.”

“Hello, Mrs.
Summers.”

“Come in,
Sweetheart.”

Charli,
Jasmine, and Katie noticed Addison and all squealed again. I
cringed at the noise.

“I hope you
have a set of ear muffs,” Addison’s mum said as she stuck her
finger in her ear.

“We have a
sound-proof room,” Bryce called out from his sexy sprawled out
position on the couch.

‘Oh my’ I
heard Addison’s mum say under her breath as she looked in his
direction, then quickly covering her slip by answering his remark
with a nervous stutter. “Even better.”

“Would you
like to come in?” I asked.

“No, I won’t
stay. I have a few things to do,” she said red-faced. “Addison,
I’ll pick you up in the morning.”

Addison didn’t
take any notice of her mum and just answered unfazed. “Okay,
Mum.”

“Actually,”
Bryce said as he strode in our direction. Fuck, he looks
extremely hot today. Why does he look hotter than his normal hotty
hotness? “Danny, my chauffer, will be dropping the girls off
home tomorrow in the limousine, if that’s alright?” he asked with a
charming tone that no sane woman could refuse.

All the girls
screamed.

I licked my
lips.

And Addison’s
mum just stared.

“I think the
girls would like a ride in the limo, wouldn’t you?” he asked them
as he pulled me into his side.

“Yes,” they
squealed.

“Mum!” Addison
screeched, snapping her mother out of her Bryce-induced trance-like
state.

“Yes. Yes,
sorry. Yes, that is fine, sorry. Thank you. Okay, I’ll see you
tomorrow.” She quickly kissed Addison on the forehead and hastily
made her way out the door.

I closed it
behind her and wrapped my arms around my man. “You do that on
purpose.”

“What?”

“Hmmm,” I
mumbled, while squinting my eyes at him.

He chuckled,
leaned forward and kissed me on top of my head. All the girls
sounded a long-winded ‘Oooooo’.

I laughed and
rolled my eyes, prying his hands from around my waist. “Okay, you
four, what will it be first: cupcake making or make-overs?”

“Make-overs,”
the all screamed and clapped. And with perfect timing, the buzzer
to the door sounded again. Bryce walked over and let in two of the
hotel’s spa centre staff, who were both pushing a garment rack
containing five fluffy robes and a case which I assumed contained
many beauty make-over products.

“This is
Bridget and Emily, Alexis. They will help make-over each and every
one of you.”

All four girls
happy-clapped and bounced on the sofa.

“Hi, pleased
to meet you,” I said.

“Great, now
that Bridget and Emily are here, that is my cue to leave. I’ll be
in my office if you need me.” He placed two fingers on his lips and
blew me a kiss. I sighed. Did I just sigh out loud? Shit! What
is wrong with me today?

 


Emily and
Bridget spent the next hour applying facial masks to me and the
girls while 4Life played through the speakers in the background. We
each had our hair in buns, with headbands keeping the loose strands
of hair back, a greenish poo-coloured mud mask spread across our
faces, and slices of cucumber lightly balanced on our closed
eyes.

All four of us
were lying back on the sofa with our robes on and our feet up on
the coffee table.

“How long does
this mask have to stay on?” I asked Bridget or Emily, not being
able to see either of them. Quite frankly, I couldn’t see shit
through these circles of cucumber.

“Another five
minutes,” one of them replied with a slight giggle. Glad you
find this funny!

I nodded very
carefully. I honestly couldn’t wait to get this shit off my face. I
was only indulging in this incredibly expensive mud mixture—that
was probably dug up from down the street—because Charli wanted me
to.

The sound of a
camera shutter broke through the only piece of silence I’d had
since the girls arrived.

“Was that a
camera?” I asked awkwardly, as the mud around my mouth was dry and
made it difficult to move my facial muscles to talk.

“Yes,” Bryce
answered with a cocky tone.

I shot up, the
cucumber slices falling into my lap. Blinking for a second, I
spotted Bryce standing on the opposite side of the coffee table
holding up his phone.

He smiled
satisfactorily. “This photo is going on my desk.”

“Like fun it
is,” I said as I stood up. “Give me your phone.” I held out my
hand.

“Sorry,
Hunny.”

“Bryce Edward
Clark.” I put my hands on my hips.

Bridget, Emily
and the four girls started laughing.

“You know I
can’t chase you,” I said angrily, but with a subdued laugh.

“I know.”
Grrr.

“You do
realise I look like a clown. Would you like me to put on a red nose
for you? Maybe even a coloured wig,” I warned.

He raised his
eyes to meet mine. “Point taken. I’m deleting it now.”

I squinted my
eyes at him—I must’ve looked atrocious. “Good,” I said triumphantly
as I took a few steps toward him. “Now give me a kiss.” I reached
out to grab his t-shirt, pursing my crackly skin and lips. He was
too quick and jumped away.

The girls all
laughed—again!

***

After our
make-overs were complete, two dozen cupcakes were baked and
artfully decorated then consumed, pizzas were devoured and movies
were watched, and we all made our way to bed.

“My fucking
ears are ringing,” I complained. “I must have a permanent
high-pitched squeal noise going on in there.”

“No, they are
all still screaming,” Bryce grumbled as he turned over and placed
the pillow over his head. “A house full of young girls. Whose idea
was that again?”

“I don’t know,
but please, someone shoot me.” I flopped onto the bed, just as
another loud giggle echoed down the hallway. “Grrr.”

“You’re so
sexy when you growl into a pillow.”

I growled
back. “Shut up.”


 


CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE

 The end of the
calendar year was fast approaching which meant one thing:
Christmas! I loved Christmas. I loved all things Christmas. I loved
Santa. Not the Mr. Gordon Santa variety, he interrupts too many
of my fun sexed-up moments. No, I loved the real Santa and his
big round belly and big black boots. I loved the fantasy and joy
behind the concept of Santa and his elves, who joyously made the
toys in the North Pole. I loved the reindeer and the Christmas
tree, the sleigh and the presents. I loved the sense of family and
togetherness, of giving and being grateful. Oh, and I loved the
food—damn, did I love the food.

 


We decided to
have Christmas at the hotel, being that it was a convenient place
for everyone to stay. I was terribly excited that we were hosting
both our families, so much so that I had gone just a tad overboard
in my decorating. I’d twirled tinsel around the staircase banister,
bought a sleigh which was about two meters long and one meter high
with an entire set of Santa’s reindeer. I’d also put up twinkling
lights on every door frame and window frame I could find. But I
think my over-the-top craziness had been when I’d gone absolutely
ga-ga when seeing the huge hanging snowflakes and baubles dangling
from the hotel’s lobby. They were gorgeous, and each one was
approximately one meter squared.

The next thing
I knew, Bryce was having them hung from the ceiling in our lounge,
three stories high. He’d also organised a ginormous Christmas tree
to be put up, the tip of it being the perfect height for Nate and
Charli to adorn it with a star from the top of the staircase. The
apartment looked like a Christmas wonderland...I absolutely loved
it!

 


“Charli, don’t
touch that bauble, Missy,” I barked at her, as she gave my
perfectly colour-coordinated Christmas tree decoration a tap with
her finger.

“Alexis, calm
down. Everything is perfect,” Bryce said, reassuringly.

“It’s no use,
Bryce,” advised Nate, “No one touches Mum’s Christmas tree. She
goes nuts if you do.”

I was tidying
up the lounge area, making sure it was as baby-and-toddler proof as
I could get it. “Listen to your brother, Charlotte, or that rather
large present toward the back of the tree with your name on it will
no longer have your name on it,” I said flatly, without removing my
attention from what I was doing.

“When is
everyone going to get here?” Charlotte groaned impatiently.

“Soon, Charli.
It’s only 7:30 in the morning.”

“Urgh! I wish
they’d hurry up. I want to open some presents.”

“Alexis, come
and sit down and we’ll open our presents before everyone gets
here,” Bryce suggested.

I raised my
head and noticed him looking just as eager as the kids. He really
was adorable at times. “I’ve got to go and set the table,” I
argued.

He stood up
and strode my way, then bent down and picked me up, throwing me
over his shoulder.

“Presents!
Now!”

“Bryce!
Alright,” I squealed while smacking his arse.

Both the kids
laughed.

“Me first, me
first,” Charli squawked.

Bryce set me
down next to the sofa then pulled me onto his lap, my back to his
front and his arms securing me to him.

“Go on, get
the big one at the back,” I said to Charli. “Nate, you can get that
one over by the wall.”

Both the kids
launched themselves into demolishing the wrapping paper I had so
precisely applied.

“Sick! A
telescope,” Nate slurred, as he stood back to admire the rather
expensive telescope Bryce picked out for him.

“We can set
that one up in your room, Nate,” he said with excitement on his
face. I loved how they both shared this fascination with space—just
the two of them.

“Awesome,
thanks.” Nate got up and gave us both a hug.

Charli’s
shrill voice sounded next, securing all our attentions. “Oh! My!
God! My own Karaoke machine.”

“Oh Geezus!
Charli, please be careful with that,” I said while cringing as she
tried to lift the state of the art model Bryce insisted on getting
her.

He gently
squeezed my waist and dug his chin into my shoulder blade. “Stop
stressing,” he whispered into my ear.

“I’m not
stressing. I just know how much both those things cost.”

He wrenched me
around and dipped me to the side, making me scream in surprise.
“Hunny, you seem to forget that I’m made of money.”

“I don’t,” I
giggled as he nuzzled my neck, tickling me. “I’ve just learned to
respect it and appreciate it and—”

“I appreciate
that I have a lot of it, and I also appreciate that I now get to
spend it on you three,” he mumbled into my neck, unfazed by his
wealth.

“I know you
do, and I also know you have given generously to so many charities
lately. It’s very sexy.”

“Urgh! That’s
gross,” Nate grumbled.

Bryce ignored
my son’s unease. “It’s what I do, Ms. Summers,” he said with a
perfect smirk.

I laughed at
him as the buzzer to the door rang. “Yes, it is, Mr. Clark, and you
do it so well.”

Nate and
Charli jumped up and made their way over to the door to open it.
When they did, it was like a never-ending freight train of Blaxlos,
Summers, and Clarks; Lucy, Nic, and Alexander; Rick, Claire, and
RJ; Mum, Dad, Jen, Steven and the kids; and lastly, Jake and his
new girlfriend, a tall attractive red head—not his normal type.

I scrambled
off Bryce’s lap as they all filtered into the apartment.

“Are you two
ever not all over each other?” Jen asked as she approached to give
us a hug.

“No,” Bryce
said as a matter of fact. I can’t really disagree with him
either.

Jen passed
Jack to me. “Here, Merry Christmas, he’s my gift to you. He spews,
shits, cries and doesn’t sleep. Enjoy.” She kissed me on the cheek
then moved over and hugged Bryce. “Merry Christmas.”

I jiggled Jack
on my hip as I greeted everyone else, leaving my brother till last.
As I approached him and his scarlet companion, I lifted Jack and
gently pushed him into Jake’s arms. “Here, Merry Christmas, he’s my
gift to you. He spews, shits, cries and doesn’t sleep. Enjoy,” I
said, repeating what Jen said to me.

Jake had no
choice but to accept. “Geez, just what I’ve always wanted...a
smaller version of myself.”

Scarlet let
out a snorting laugh. “You’re so funny,” she complemented
adoringly. Oh God! She’s a Jake groupie.

“Alexis, this
is Johanna. Johanna, Alexis, my little sister.”

“Clearly, I’m
not little,” I said as I rolled my eyes at my brother. “It’s nice
to meet you, Johanna.”

“Nice to meet
you too, Alexis.” Johanna said politely, putting her arms out to
Jake, wanting to hold baby Jack. My brother more than happily
obliged, passing him over.

“Hello, you
big handsome boy,” she cooed at him, as she walked toward the rest
of our family, Jack now bouncing on her hip.

I linked my
arm around Jake’s. “So, how long is this one gonna last?” I
murmured with a low voice.

“I dunno,
hopefully a while. I like her.”

“Didn’t you
like the others?”

“Not
really.”

“You’re such a
man-whore.”

“Correction:
was a man-whore. I like this one.”

“Well, if you
want to keep said ‘one’ stop referring to her as a number.”

Jen walked up
to us while giving Johanna unsure glances.

“Who gave my
son to a stranger with a funny laugh?”

Jake pointed
to me and I pointed to him.

“I re-gifted,”
I explained.

“So did I,”
retorted Jake.

“Jake, she
better be clean and sterile.”

“Listen you
two, be nice. She is clean and sterile, although we did shag before
we came here...”

I punched his
arm. “Ewww.”

“That’s it!
Get my son, someone get my son. She’s kissing his cheek and I have
a fairly good idea where her lips have been.” Jen turned around and
headed for Johanna.

I smiled
sweetly at Jake. “So she gave you head before our Christmas lunch?
She’s so nice,” I said stretching out the ‘nice’ part of my
statement.

“Alexis, give
her a chance.”

I screwed up
my face, insulted. “I will, I was being genuine, she does seem
nice.”

He glared at
me.

“I’ll do you a
deal. Be nice to Rick, and I’ll do the same to Johanna.”

He raised his
head and spotted my estranged husband. “No can do. The man cheated
on you with that little bitch hanging off his arm,” Jake said
angrily.

“Hey, I know.
We both made mistakes, and anyhow, I’m better off now. I’m happy
and I’ve forgiven him, so you can do the same.”

He huffed.
Yes, my brother huffs.

“Deal?” I
offered again.

“Hmmm.”

I hugged him.
“I love you, Jakey Snakey.”

 


We walked down
into the lounge area to mingle with the rest of our families. I
noticed Dad and Bryce come out of Bryce’s office, Dad giving Bryce
a manly slap on the back, both of them looking quite pleased.
God, I hope Dad just didn’t agree to let Bryce buy him a
helicopter or something.

I let go of
Jake’s arm so that I could embrace Bryce. “What are you getting up
to with my father?” I inquired as I slid my arms around his waist.
“He didn’t just agree to sign his life over to you, did he?”

Bryce
chuckled, “Kind of.”

I scowled at
him with curiosity. “I know you want to share your wealth with me
and my family, but you need to keep me informed about it. I hate
shit being said and done behind my back.”

He leaned
forward and kissed my nose. “Okay. I’ll let you know.” Then he
unwrapped my arms and headed to the kitchen.

I stood there
and shook my head at him then turned to find Rick staring at me. He
met my gaze, smiled mildly then returned his attention to Charli
who was showing off her new karaoke machine. It dawned on me in
that moment that he had not yet seen Bryce and I physically
affectionate toward each other. It also dawned on me that it must
be hard on him to observe. So I made a mental note to tone it down,
not wanting to ruin anybody’s Christmas, although, he would have to
start to get used it sooner rather than later.

***

Bryce had
offered to cook the Christmas turkey and ham, but I had insisted
that he didn’t, wanting him to have a break and enjoy the day
without any work involved. He’d worked enough as it was lately.
Besides, he had a perfectly good chef downstairs in the hotel’s
kitchen who was more than happy to cook our Christmas lunch for
us.

Chaos
surrounded the dining table as both our families dished up their
lunches. I smiled warmly at the four highchairs lined up next to
each other, hoping one day soon that another one would be added to
the adorable sight before me.

Bryce
approached from behind, having noticed me staring at the babies.
Resting his chin on my shoulder momentarily, he whispered into my
ear. “You wanna sneak off and try to make one of those now?”

I scoffed in
response and tilted my head to touch his. “You’re a sex fiend, you
know that?”






***

We all enjoyed
our Christmas lunch along the extended dining room table, which was
covered in a white damask table cloth and topped with a white bone
china dinner set and silver cutlery. I’d placed Christmas crackers
at every place setting and sprinkled gold and silver glittered
stars all over the table top—stars now being one of my favourite
things.

Charli had
made name place settings out of gold and silver cardstock, having
matched my theme and cut them into star shapes.

I’d sat Rick
next to me, in the hope I’d keep him away from my grudge holding
family, and surprisingly, it had not felt weird sitting in between
him and Bryce.

 


Bryce was
faced the other way, chatting to Lucy, and I had not yet cracked
open my Christmas cracker, so I turned to Rick—my cracker pointing
directly at him—and offered the challenge.

“Don’t cheat
like you always do.”

“I don’t
cheat,” he said with a wicked grin.

“You do. Look
you’re holding it wrong. That’s cheating.”

“How am I
supposed to hold the bloody thing?”

I shook my
head at him. “You’re such a liar,” I blurted out.

Noticing that
the room had gone a little silent at my choice of words, I quickly
continued our harmless argument to reassure the eavesdroppers that
were our family. “You know exactly how to hold it, Rick. Like
this.” I rearranged his hand into the correct position. “Ready?” I
smiled, “Go.”

We both
wrenched our ends of the cracker, creating a loud snap and tearing
the giant foil lolly-shaped novelty apart. The content’s—the
winner’s prize—went hurling into the air and across the table,
smacking Jake right in the middle of the face. Everyone held their
breath, except for Olivia who pointed at her uncle, saying
‘ouch’.

I bit down on
my lip in order to supress an outburst of hysterics while Rick
raised his hands in surrender.

“Accident,
Mate.”

Jake was still
stone faced, and for once I couldn’t tell if he was about to lose
his shit or laugh at the funny side.

It wasn’t
until Scarlet-Johanna snorted a laugh at him, that everyone else
followed suit, including Jake. Nate picked up the bundled prize
that had rolled in his direction after bouncing off Jake’s nose. He
unfolded the paper hat and fitted it to Jake’s head then read out
the festive joke.

“What do you
call a dog in the dessert?” Nate announced slowly.

Most of us
shrugged our shoulders.

Jake
deadpanned “A hot dog.”

Johanna
snorted.

“No,” Nate
groaned.

Charli
laughed.

And Olivia
threw something and said ‘ouch’ again.

Nate waited
until we were all quiet then happily announced, “Sandy Claws.”

We all
groaned.

***

 


You know
you’ve had a good Christmas feed when your stomach is full to the
brim with seafood cocktail, roasted turkey, glazed ham, golden
crisp potatoes, pumpkin, and steamed greens. If that wasn’t enough
to satisfy your hunger, you would then indulge in Christmas pudding
and custard, Pavlova and trifle, and every few seconds you’d pop
chocolate-coated nuts and lollies into your mouth. Once you
eventually stopped eating, you’d have that increasing urge to undo
your pants, followed by a developed waddle, and a hand lightly
placed on your bulging gut together with a screwed up look on your
face that said ‘urgh! I won’t ever eat again.’

Most of us
were showing those signs as we all moved back into the lounge area
to exchange our gifts.

“Best
Christmas meal, ever!” Jake exclaimed as he rubbed his gut and let
out a belch. “Excuse me. See what I mean?”


Scarlet-Johanna was the only who found that funny.

“So my
Christmas dinners have been shit, have they?” Mum asked
defensively.

“Na, Mum, not
at all. This one was just better,” Jake winked at her.

“Can we open
presents now”? Charli asked anxiously.

“Yes,” I
sighed in surrender, sending the kids haywire with the ripping and
shredding of Christmas paper.

Jen and Lucy
spent the next few minutes removing bits of that paper from their
babies’ mouths and clenched hands, while everyone else was deep in
discussion of some kind or another.

I sat back and
watched the excitement and rejoicing, and as crazy as it was, the
scene before me was one of the reasons I loved Christmas so much;
everyone just seemed happy. All resentment, bitterness, and dislike
were checked at the door, replaced by contentment, laughter, joy
and cheerfulness—it was bliss.

Bryce had
placed envelopes under the tree for my brother, sister, and mum and
dad. He’d even put one under there for Rick. I was curious as to
their contents, hoping to God it wasn’t money. Instead, he’d
organised Clark Incorporated Hotel Family Cards, so that my family
could stay at any of his hotels around the world on any day, at any
time. I was completely stunned.

“Mum, there’s
a big present right at the back. It says ‘Hunny’,” Charli struggled
to say while on her knees with her bum in the air and her head deep
in the depths of the Christmas tree reaching for the present.

“Oooh,” I
beamed, finding Bryce’s knowing smile as I quickly got up from the
sofa.

“It’s big,”
she whined as she dragged it out.

Once it was
free from the confines of the tree, the odd shape of the box kind
of gave its’ contents away. My face lit up as I lifted it and
carried it back to the couch, sitting down next to Bryce. I
couldn’t help but happy-dance as I opened it, while letting out my
own high-pitched squeal.

I lifted and
opened the box to find a guitar case, and turning to Bryce with a
smile so bright that the muscles in my face stretched under the
strain, I mouthed thank you.

Running my
hands over the case, I unlatched it and took hold of my guitar,
my very first guitar. As I lifted it out of the
box, I noticed a pretty design on the front with a bird and some
flowers—it was gorgeous.

“Nice!” Lucy
commended. “Is that a Hummingbird?”

I studied the
bird a little more closely. “Oh, so it is. The bird is a
hummingbird, how sweet.”

Lucy and Bryce
laughed at my discovery, exchanging expressions of a private
joke.

“Yeah,” Bryce
answered, “True Vintage.”

“Of course it
is,” she acknowledged.

“What?” I
asked. “Am I supposed to understand what the two of you are
referring to?”

“Nope,” Bryce
replied and pulled me in for a quick kiss.

“Well, thank
you anyway. I love it, it’s perfect.”

“I’ve got
something for you too,” I said sneakily, then whispering into his
ear I added. “This is a decoy. You’ll get your real present
later.”

He eyed me
suspiciously as I handed him the box.

“No pressure,”
I said as he opened it.

He laughed and
lifted out the motorcycle helmet.

“I couldn’t
see that you had one, so I figured that if you were going to take
the plunge, you’d need a helmet.”

“Thanks, and
you’re right, I don’t have one.” He leaned closer to me. “What
about you? You’ll need a helmet too.”

I raised my
eyebrows. “I’m one step ahead of you.”

***

Later that
night in bed, I asked Bryce why he gave Rick a Hotel Family
Card.

“You didn’t
have to give Rick one, you know. You already gave him five million
dollars.”

He sighed.
“Hunny, can we not talk about my paying Rick? I might not regret
offering him the money and having a hand in forcing the truth out
of him, but I do regret bribing him with something I had a good
idea he could not refuse.”

“No, I don’t
mean it like that. What I mean is, because of you he can afford to
stay anywhere in the world as it is, so why give him a card?”

He stroked my
face gently, “Because it’s a Family Card, and he is your family and
always will be.”

“Yes, he will
be,” I honestly replied.

He would
always be family. We shared two beautiful children and a lifetime
of memories, but we’d both moved on with our lives and in just a
few weeks would be officially divorced.

 


***

A few days
later, I knocked on the door of my former house, my children behind
me with their suitcases.

“Mum, how long
are you going to be in Italy for?” Nate asked. “I want to
come.”

“Next time,
Sweetheart, I promise. This trip is for work and it’s only for a
few days. I’ll see you both next weekend though.”

Nate slumped
his shoulders.

“I’ll bring
you back a Ferrari?” I offered, enticingly.

“A real
one?”

I thought
about my answer carefully, knowing he meant a full-sized one and I
meant a scaled version. A toy one is still real if it’s from
Italy, isn’t it?

“Yeah,” I
answered.

“Sick!”

Rick opened
the door and let us in. “You still have your key, Alexis. You can
use it.”

“I know. I’m
still not going to let myself in, though, especially after last
time.”

He gave me a
sarcastic grin.

“What? I
honestly didn’t know she had no shoes,” I defensively answered,
remembering when I’d kicked Claire out of the house due to my crazy
anger.

“Sure,” he
teased.

I followed him
into the kitchen, still feeling a little nostalgic at my
surroundings. “Where are Claire and RJ?”

“RJ had a
friend’s birthday party,” he explained.

“Right.” I
took a seat at the dining table. “Listen, I have the eh...” I
opened my handbag to pull out the Application for Divorce. “...the
divorce papers,” I said nervously.

Rick walked
over casually and pulled out a chair opposite me. “The time has
come, has it?”

“Yeah, Rick,
it has.” I slid them across the table to him.

He grabbed his
reading glasses from the fruit bowl in the middle of the table.

I laughed.
“You still put them there? They don’t belong in the fruit
bowl.”

He looked up
at me over the rim. “I always know where they are, that’s why I put
them there.”

I shook my
head.

He dropped his
gaze back down to the papers in front of him, studying their
content with precision. I took that moment to take him in, noticing
how much he had changed in the past year, not just mentally but
physically. He now wore his dark brown hair a little longer, taking
a few years off his age. His 5 o’clock shadow was clean shaven and
he’d toned up, looking a lot healthier overall.

He looked up
over the reading glasses’ rims again, displaying a mischievous
smirk. “Having second thoughts?”

“What?” I
said, snapping out of my Rick analysis. I lifted an eyebrow and
smiled. “No. I’m not having second thoughts, smartarse. I was just
taking in how good you look, how healthy and happy you seem.”

“You look
good, too.”

I scoffed.
“Separating has done wonders for us, hasn’t it? Maybe we weren’t as
good for each other as we thought we were.”

“Lexi, we were
good for each other.”

I looked down
at my keys which I still had looped over my finger. I found the key
to the house and started removing it from the ring. “Rick, are you
happy...honestly?”

He took his
glasses off his face and placed them on top of the papers. “Yes,
Lexi, I’m happy. Claire is great. She’s matured and she really does
love me. I’m lucky to have her after the way I treated her. And RJ?
Well...he is just awesome, he’s so good and sweet...and...he’s just
perfect. Nate and Charli are happy and healthy and they obviously
really like Bryce. He seems to really like them, too—”

“He loves
them.” I interrupted, correcting him.

“Yeah, I can
see that. I can also see just how much he loves you. I could never
compete with that.”

“Rick, it was
never a competition. I loved you. I loved you very much, but there
was just something missing in our marriage, and I think you can
agree with me in saying that we didn’t realise that until we had no
choice but to realise it.”

“No, you’re
right, I do realise that. I loved you, too. I still do. I always
will. But you deserved a much greater love than what I could give
you, and I truly am happy that Bryce is the one that can give it to
you. Believe it or not, I do respect the fucker.”

I laughed.
“Funny, that. I think in a weird fucked up way he respects you
too.”

Rick shook his
head in amusement. “Okay,” he said as he put his glasses back on
and collected all the papers into a bunch, tapping them on the
table then lying them back down again. “Let’s get this shit
signed.”
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The last time
I was in a private jet, I was flying back home from spending the
most amazing few days in Uluru with Bryce. The jet I was standing
in at this moment, however, was slightly bigger. In fact, it was
much bigger and much more private. When I stepped into this
aircraft I noticed it was not an open plan like the one we were in
last time, this one had walls and rooms.

As I made my
way inside, I was met with a sitting area containing chocolate
brown-coloured leather seats, a table in between them and a flat
screen TV. There was also a three-seater sofa against the plane’s
side that spanned the length of that particular room. I continued
my inspection, opening the door ahead of me and walking into a
spacious master bedroom with an inviting queen sized bed, a
wardrobe, drawers and a desk with another chocolate-coloured
leather seat. It was indulgently decadent, that decadence rolling
into the large bathroom.

“Wow! Just
wow!” I muttered, stunned. I had no idea an aircraft like this
existed, it was basically a luxury motel room with wings.

“Yeah, it’s
not bad,” Bryce replied with a deliciously handsome smile.

I turned to
him, my hand finding my hip. “You’re so fucking arrogant at
times.”

He smirked at
me then pulled me onto the bed, securing me on top of him. “Admit
it. You love it when I’m arrogant.”

I shook my
head and pursed my lips. “No, I don’t. It makes me mad.” I lied.
He is hot—arrogantly hot.

He raised his
eyebrow in amusement. “I like it when you’re mad.”

“Do you
just?”

“I do.”

I dropped my
arms and fell to his chest, my lips landing against his. He ran his
hands up the sides of my face and into my hair then he swiftly
rolled me onto my back, pinning me to the bed.

“I’m going to
fuck you senseless on this bed when we are 30,000 feet in the
air.”

He pushed
against my mouth, dipping his tongue vehemently and taking my
breath away.

“I can’t
wait,” I said through husky breaths as he moved his mouth down my
neck.

“We have 21
hours till we land in Rome, and we are going to make the most of
every single one of them.” Holy, fuck! Twenty-one hours with
Bryce in a private jet en-route to Rome...it doesn’t get any better
than this.

The Captain’s
voice sounded through the aircraft’s speaker. “Excuse me, Mr. Clark
and Ms. Summers, we will be taking off in less than five minutes
time. If you could make your way to your seats, Amy will secure the
cabin.”

“Is that
Captain Paul, from last time?”

“Yes, I
request him whenever I fly. I trust him completely. And Amy.”

“So they just
drop everything to be your flight crew?”

“Yeah, pretty
much.”

I shook my
head at him.

“Hunny, stop
shaking your head at me or I’ll rip this dress off you and spank
that perfect arse.”

“Is that a
threat?” I challenged him.

“No, it’s a
promise.”

I deliberately
shook my head again. “Oooo, so nasty.”

He pushed up
off me so quickly that I barely registered he’d done it, and before
I knew it, I had been turned onto my stomach, Bryce now straddling
me and facing my feet.

He wrenched up
my dress and exposed my G-string wearing arse, a cool breeze now
touching my tense cheeks. “Mmmm, so fucking tight,” he murmured as
he rubbed his hands across each buttock.

I clenched
automatically, but also in suspense as to when he would spank me
like he said he would. I felt his weight shift, then the drag of
his warm wet tongue along the bridge of my arse. Oh,
fuck!

I arched my
back, rising to meet his tongue.

“You want me
to spank you, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I
whimpered.

Not a second
later, I felt the sting of his hand against my soft flesh, the
sound of his slap sharp in the air. It hurt, but with pleasure,
making me gasp and clench my core.

His hand found
the tender spot and he rubbed it slowly, affectionately. Then I
felt his finger trail down between my cheeks, pausing momentarily
at my puckered opening, only to continue to my wet pussy.

He teased my
entry then plunged his finger hard and deep. “Fuck, you did like
that, didn’t you?”

Slowly, he
began to move his finger in and out when there was a knock at the
door.

“I’m sorry to
interrupt, Mr. Clark, but we have clearance to leave now,” Amy said
through the solid mahogany door.

I lifted my
head and turned to face Bryce, only to see the back of his
head.

“Thank you,
Amy. We will be right out,” he answered with frustrated yet
friendly authority.

He climbed off
of me, so I rolled onto my back, catching sight of him putting his
finger in his mouth to suck off my arousal. I drew in a deep
frustrated breath, got up and walked toward the door.

I felt his
hands grip my hips, halting me. “We will finish this later, my
love,” he whispered huskily, his hot breath caressing my ear.

I shivered at
his promise. “Yes, please.”

He gently
placed his hand over the spot he spanked and gave it a light tap,
then he walked me out of the room.

***

He fucked me
senseless like he promised, shortly after reaching our cruising
altitude. I kind of felt different now—a member of the Mile High
Club—superior in some way.

“I love seeing
that look on your face, that look of satisfaction.”

“You love the
fact that you put it there.”

“Of course I
do.”

“So, when we
land in Rome, what’s the plan?” I asked, curious as to our
itinerary for the next couple of days.

“Well, we’ll
fuck in my hotel room first, then we’ll sleep to catch up on the
hours we have already lost. I then have a meeting with my hotel
managers, and after that we’ll order in and fuck again. Tomorrow,
we can go sightseeing, then I’ll take you out for dinner later that
night and we’ll fuck like crazy after that. The following day we
can sleep in and eat breakfast off each other’s naked bodies. I
will then need to oversee some of the construction of the new
complex, and after that, I’ll take you shopping, we’ll fuck again,
and then we’ll fly home. Sound good?”

My mouth had
dropped open, astounded by his organisation, not to mention the
amount of times he’d said he planned on fucking me. Oh, and that we
were going sightseeing and shopping.

“Alexis, do
you want to add anything to that?” he asked, with a sexy
confidence, knowing I’d be more than happy with his suggestion.

“No, sounds
perfect.”

I picked up my
gin and swallowed, giving him an appraising wink over the rim.

***

When we landed
in Rome, the Eternal City, we were met on the tarmac by a limousine
and driver. The transfer to Opulenza Della città took less than
half an hour. It was cold and raining, being winter in this part of
the world, but when looking out the window at the enchanting
ancient city, I felt the rain added to its character.

When we pulled
up to the Opulenza Della città, we were greeted by the valet who
stood outside a cream-coloured, historically beautiful looking
building, no taller than ten stories high. It was so different from
City Towers.

As we stepped
into the lobby, it felt like I was walking into a grand ballroom
from a fairy tale. The chequered marble flooring caught my eye
first, but it was the curtains hanging exquisitely from the
floor-to-ceiling windows together with the large crystal
chandeliers that had me speechless. Oh my God! This place is
truly breathtaking. I’d stopped in my tracks, with my mouth
open, taking in my surroundings, when I felt the gentle grip and
pull of Bryce’s hand in mine.

“Do you like
it?” he asked, clearly boasting.

“Like it? I’m
awed, it’s simply stunning,” I answered, wide eyed.

“You’re simply
stunning, my love. This is just a building.”

I removed my
gaze from the large Renaissance painting hanging on the wall to
meet his stare. “Just a building? If you weren’t being so terribly
sexy and romantic right now, I’d try and slap you. This is not
‘just a building’. Give yourself more credit.”

A tall
dark-haired, exotically beautiful man interrupted us. “Excuse me,
Signor Clark. Benvenuto, it is so nice to see you again,” he said
with a thick accent and a charming smile.

“Buon Giorno,
Antonio. Yes, it has been a while. I’d like you to meet
Alexis.”

Being
innocently uncultured, I stuck out my hand to shake his in
greeting.

He chuckled
and pulled me closer, kissing both sides of my cheeks. “Bella,
Alexis. It is my pleasure.”

Bryce raised
his eyebrows then hugged me to him.

Noticing
Bryce’s statement of claim, Antonio politely took a step back.
“Signor Clark. Your suite is ready for you.”

“Grazie,
Antonio.”

Bryce placed
his hand at the small of my back and led me toward the
elevator.

“He was very
friendly,” I said teasingly.

“He’s supposed
to be. Just not with you, and not in front of me.”

 


Bryce swiped
his card through the security pad at the entrance to the suite
door, which was situated on the top floor.

He pushed the
door open after the click sounded. “After you, my love.”

I beamed and
stepped through the door, being hit straight away with mustard and
terracotta hues, gold fixtures and fittings, big ornate mirrors and
replica stone columns. It was very...well...Roman.

The suite had
a lounge with a stone textured fire place which was lit and already
cozy and inviting. On the floor in front of the fireplace was a
beautifully patterned rug, and atop it was a Victorian-styled deep
buttoned chaise lounge. As I continued to walk through the suite, I
took in its opulence, the master bedroom being no exception. It was
huge and followed the hues throughout the rest of the suite, except
the palette in the master bedroom had a subtle mustard shade which
complimented an elegant king sized bed backed with glorious thick
golden drapes that hung from a pelmet and fanned out like a
triangle, framing the bed.

A knock at the
door pulled me out of my mesmerised state. I walked back into the
lounge area of the suite to see Bryce greet a bellhop delivering
our luggage and an attendant pushing a trolley containing a bottle
of wine and a cloche. He politely thanked them both and closed the
door behind them.

“Don’t you tip
your staff here?” I asked, as he set the cloche and bottle of wine
on the table next to the chaise lounge.

“No, not in
Italy, but I do take note of all my staff and their demeanour, and
I make sure they are commended appropriately before I leave.”

I stepped up
to him, placing my hands on his shoulders. “You are a very generous
employer. I can vouch for that.”

“Mmmm,” he
groaned, running his hands underneath my heavy coat and pushing it
off my shoulders. I did the same for him and removed his suit
jacket, both of us tossing them onto the chair not too far from
where we were standing. I reached up, grabbed the nape of his neck
and pulled his lips to mine, lips that I could never get enough of,
plump, warm and sensationally talented at pleasing whatever they
touched.

His hands
found the zip at the top of my black Burberry shift dress, it
falling to the floor once the zip met its end. I stepped out of it,
now standing in my black underwear, garter, stockings, and my
Louboutin heeled boots.

“You’re a
fucking goddess, Alexis; a vision only worthy of the highest
order.”

I dropped to
my knees and unfastened his trousers while eye-fucking him
wickedly. He cracked his neck from side to side, causing a rippling
sexy sensation to surge right through me. I dug my hands deep into
his pants releasing his thick hard cock from its now snug confines.
It sprung free, positioned with authority and deliciously resting
at the tip of my mouth. I wrapped my hands around his base,
gripping tightly and dragging them up, pumping a glistening drop
over his smooth crown. I licked its saltiness then ran my tongue
over my teeth, allowing Bryce to see how much I enjoyed tasting
him.

He caressed my
face lovingly, pure adoration pouring from his eyes and radiating
through his touch. “You are everything to me,” he said as he gently
pulled the clip out of my hair, releasing my blonde waves to
cascade and frame my face.

I smiled at
his ownership, gently teething his shaft.

His fingers
flexed into my scalp, urging me to clamp my mouth down and suck him
vigorously. “Fuck!” he growled as he hips bucked into me. “Alexis,
stop. I need to be inside of you. Now!”

He pulled out
and lifted me to my feet, scooping me into his arms and placing me
onto the chaise lounge. The fire cracked and reached into the air
above it, giving the room not only warmth from the outside chill,
but a romantic ambience to complement our first sexual union in
Italy.

Bryce walked
around to the foot of the chaise and ran his hands through his
hair. “You have no idea how irresistible you look in that lingerie
and reclined on that chair.”

Leaning
forward, I snagged him by his tie. “Pants. Lose them. Now!”

He smirked at
my dominance then pushed his trousers to the ground and stepped out
of them.

Yanking
fiercely on his tie, I gave him no option but to crawl on top of
the chaise and on top of me. I opened my legs, allowing him to
settle between them, and wasting no time, I aggressively tore open
his shirt, dislodging a couple of buttons.

He growled as
he leaned into me, his mouth finding my neck, my hands finding his
cock. I pulled my G-string aside, exposing my wet flesh, and with
quick precision, guided him into me.

“Oh, God!” I
moaned with pleasure as he slid so perfectly in place.

I wrapped my
legs around his waist, securing him deep and tight as my pussy
clenched down on him in acceptance.

“Fuck, I love
it when you squeeze me like that,” he said through gritted teeth,
his words sending a fiery passion into my ears right down to my
stomach.

“I love you so
much, Bryce,” I moaned, as he rolled his pelvis into me, over and
over.

He thrust hard
and deep. “I love you, too, Alexis.”

With my orgasm
teetering; ready to wash over me, I dug my fingernails deep into
his flesh and waited for that surge of pleasure. When it rolled
through me I dragged them down his back uncontrollably, forcing an
animalistic growl from Bryce that vibrated right through me.
Holy fuck of all fucks.

Panting, I
shuddered with sensation, closing my eyes and going limp. Bryce did
the same, relaxing some of his weight on top of me. He was heavy
and making it more difficult to breathe, but I didn’t care. There
was nothing I wanted more in that moment than to feel his moist,
warm body against mine.

***

We had taken a
nap after making love, not really having the energy to do anything
else. Bryce had then gone to his meeting as scheduled and come back
in time for dinner. We were still suffering the effects of jet lag
and over exertion from many sexed-up encounters, so we’d gone to
bed early in the hope we’d be fresh for our sightseeing the next
day.

 


When I woke up
the following morning, there was a rose on my pillow together with
a note informing me that he had gone to the hotel’s gym. It gave me
some time to clear my head from an exciting yet terrifying prospect
I had deliberately been ignoring over the past week. The longer I
ignored it, the possibility that it was true only excited me more,
but I was too scared to take the plunge and find out, scared to be
disappointed.

As I stood in
the bathroom, naked after dropping my robe, I looked down at my
belly and lightly rubbed my hand over the precious spot I hoped
housed another baby. My period was a week overdue and I was
apprehensive to confirm why, but the longer I left it the more
nervous I became. I decided I would wait until we got back home to
buy a test, not wanting to be saddened on our trip if the result
was negative. I sighed with mixed feelings as I stepped into the
shower.

Not too long
after, Bryce appeared in the bathroom, sweat stained and gloriously
glossy, his workout towel draped over the back of his neck and his
pants hanging low on his hips. He is simply torturous.

He stripped
off and joined me, telling me about the steam room and how he
wanted to get one built at City Towers.

“Actually, I
might get a private one built out on the balcony. Making love to
you in a steam-filled room is definitely on my list of things to
do, and soon.”

I laughed.
“Sounds hot!”

“You’re
punny,” he said cleverly.

I smacked his
chest lightly. “Come on, we’ve got so much to see today.”

The hotel was
situated in the middle of Rome’s high-end shopping district, but as
tempting as shopping in Rome sounded at that moment, I was keen to
see the Vatican City and the Colosseum.

 


We finished
our shower and dressed warmly, although, it was not bitter cold,
and surprisingly once the sun came out, it was a beautiful fresh
day. A limousine was waiting at the front of the hotel to take us
the short distance across the Tiber River to the Vatican City. I
was beyond excited at the prospect of seeing famous places and
landmarks up close and in person, giving me the ability to decide
for myself as to their brilliance and stature.

As the
limousine approached, I spotted the top of St. Peter’s Basilica,
and tingles of exhilaration prickled all over me. When the
limousine finally stopped, I wrenched the door open and let myself
out, breaking protocol and surprising the driver.

“Alexis,”
Bryce chuckled, “you might want to wait for me.”

“You snooze,
you lose,” I called back with a smile as I headed for St. Peter’s
Square.

The sound of
the limo door shutting came quickly, and his footsteps gaining on
me followed. I squealed when I felt his arms scoop me up. “I’ll
never let you get away.”

I placed my
hands on his shoulders as he helped slide me back onto my feet.
“I’ll never want to,” I whispered to his lips. “Now let me go. We
have sightseeing to do.”

 


Walking around
a place so rich with history, art and religion was not only a
wonderful experience, it was made even more wonderful by being able
to share that experience with Bryce. We held hands as we strolled
through the Apostolic Palace and Sistine Chapel, getting a sore
neck from the long endured craning to really appreciate
Michelangelo’s painted masterpiece.

After a quick
lunch at a café and an espresso to keep me awake for days, we
headed to the Colosseum. As we approached the ancient ruin, I
couldn’t help but wonder what it would’ve looked like in its prime.
Of course I’d seen pictures and movies depicting it standing
vibrant and full of spectators to a brutal battle of gladiators,
but to see it in the flesh in all its glory would’ve been amazing.
I was surprised at how much of the amphitheatre had collapsed and
it saddened me. Unfortunately, preventing destruction by natural
forces was impossible.

 


***

We arrived
back at our suite in the late afternoon.

“Are you
feeling lucky today?” I asked Bryce as I slumped on the bed.

“What?” he
shot out, as if I’d sprung him doing something suspect.

I lifted my
upper body from the bed, propping myself up on my elbows. “Maybe
you’re not feeling so lucky then.”

“Sorry, I was
just thinking about something,” he said dismissively. “Am I feeling
lucky? I hope so. You have no idea how lucky I hope to feel,
why?”

“Because...I
was going to let you rub my feet. They are fucked.”

He walked
toward the bed, removing his shoes in the process. “It must be my
lucky day then.”

He had a grin
so wide it made me scoff and roll my eyes. “Whatever floats your
boat, Mr. Clark.”

He took hold
of my foot, the one I broke, and gently removed my shoe. I watched
him delicately trace his fingertips over my scar. “How does it
feel?”

I lowered
myself back down to the mattress with a thud. “Good, although I
gave it a good test today.”

“Well, we
won’t be walking tonight.”

“Tonight?” I
queried, feeling a little too exhausted for anything.

“Yes, I have a
special reservation.”

“Where? What
are we having?”

“Italian.”

I playfully
kicked him with my other foot. “Derrr.”

***

I was
pleasantly surprised when we stepped out of the hotel to find a
scooter instead of the limousine. Bryce handed me my helmet and put
his on—the one I bought him for Christmas.

“Scooter?
Really?” I asked, astonished and unsure if I was excited or
not.

“We are in
Italy. It’s the best way to get around.”

“I’m going to
ruin my hair.” I said while looking at the helmet.

“Nothing about
you can be ruined, Hunny.”

I tilted my
head to the side and gave him a cynical grin. “If only that were
true.”

Sliding on the
helmet, I positioned myself onto the scooter behind him, thankful I
was wearing pants.

Bryce had laid
out clothes on the bed for me like he’d done so many times before,
and it now dawned on me that he had chosen my dark denim skinny
jeans, Louboutin boots and my Dolce & Gabbana blouse and blazer
for a very good reason.

I hugged him
tightly, clenching my thighs around his hips and shouting through
the helmet. “It’s not the Harley, but it’s a start,” I gave him
another squeeze as he took off, my initial squeal being left at the
curb.

 


We pulled up
to Ristorante Di Tony, a cute little Italian restaurant in a quiet
part of the city. It was not the type of restaurant he would
normally choose as this one seemed far from fancy. Don’t get me
wrong, it was lovely, quaint and from the sidewalk appeared homely.
It was just very different from Bryce’s usual extravagant
taste.

I waited for
him to dismount and remove his helmet before I headed to the front
door of the building.

“This way,
Hunny. I have my own private entrance,” he said casually as he took
hold of my hand and led me toward the alleyway next to the
restaurant. There was something in the way he had said it, or the
strikingly handsome smirk on his face, that triggered a sense of
déja vu.

I giggled as
he pulled me along. “Do you know the owner?”

He smiled at
me. “Yeah, I just bought the place.”

“What? Why on
earth would you buy—”As we rounded the corner, the sounds of “Bella
Notte” filtered into my ears, once again triggering my sense of
déja vu. The music, I soon discovered, was being played by a duet
who were seated off to the side of a lone round table, topped with
a red and white tablecloth, a candle and a single red rose.

Surrounding
the table were several potted plants, shielding not only the
musical duet, but also the rest of the area behind the restaurant
and creating a back drop to what I assumed was our dining spot.
Many candles in jars were lit and placed along the ground,
romantically paving a walkway to our seats. It was in the moment
that I realised my déja vu was because I was standing in the middle
of a scene from Lady & the Tramp.

“Oh! My!
God!”
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“Bryce! Oh my
God, when did you—”

“Never mind
about the when, Hunny, come and take a seat.” He placed his hand at
the small of my back and ushered me toward the table.

I couldn’t
help but let out a surprised laugh. “You are amazing. This is
amazing.”

“It’s what I
do, Ms. Summers,” he said with a smirk, while pulling out my chair
for me to sit in.

As he sat down
opposite me, I was struck by just how handsome he looked in the
candlelight. His dirty blonde hair was styled back and away from
his face, as if he had just run his hands through it and it had
obeyed. He was wearing a charcoal coloured shirt with the top two
buttons open, a black suit jacket and his sexy light-wash
jeans.

“Does your
mind ever take a break?” I asked, as he wiped his palms on his
pants while he settled into his seat.

“No. A mind
functions simply by functioning. If it takes a break, it ceases to
exist.”

“Have I ever
told you that I find your intelligence a major turn on?”

“No. I thought
you wanted me for my body.”

“Well, yeah,
that and your cooking.”

A waiter
stepped out from behind the screened potted plants. “Buona sera,
Signor Clark e la Signora Summers.”

“Buona sera.”
Bryce replied, his accent rolling off his tongue like liquid
sex.

Not being able
to speak Italian, I just nodded and smiled in response.

“Can I get you
both a drink?” he asked, switching to English but with a heavy
accent that was adorable.

Bryce raised
his eyebrows at me in question.

Feeling a
little daring, I thought I’d try my luck and ask for something a
little unorthodox. “I don’t suppose they serve a Cock ‘n Balls do
they?”

Closing his
eyes slowly, Bryce twitched his head ever so slightly, clearly
fighting a battle not to laugh. He opened them again and looked our
waiter dead in the eyes. “Is it possible to get my girlfriend a
Cock ‘n Balls?”

The waiter
flushed bright red. “I’m so sorry, Signor, we do not serve such a
drink.”

“Never mind,”
I said sweetly “How about Salty Balls or Big Balls?”

The table
started shaking, and I soon realised it was from Bryce chuckling.
“Hunny, I don’t think they serve any form of balls here.”

“Ha, I bet
they serve meat-balls.”

“Yes, Signora,
we serve meatballs,” he replied happily, being able to serve me
some form of balls.

I started
laughing and touched the waiter apologetically on the arm. “Thank
you, but I’ll have a glass of Chianti Classico, please. And, Signor
Clark will have a Scotch on the rocks.”

He nodded
sheepishly and made his way into the restaurant.

“They serve
meatballs, Mr. Clark. Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” he
answered, still chuckling. “I did.”

I shuffled in
my seat and grabbed my napkin, laying it over my lap. “So, you said
on our way in that you bought this restaurant. Why? It doesn’t fit
your normal real estate acquisition criteria.”

“I like it.
The place has character.”

“You’re such a
romantic.”

“Hunny, you
have no idea.”

“I think I’m
starting to. You blow me away.”

“No, Alexis,
you blow me away.”

“No. I just
blow you,” I said with certainty while eye-fucking him.

One of the
members of the duet missed a note, clearly mucking up the tune.

I bit my lip
and sunk down a little in my seat, whispering, “I think they speak
English.”

Bryce leaned
forward and took hold of my hands. “They do,” he said with
amusement.

Just as
butterflies started to flutter in my stomach at the look of love in
his eyes, our waiter appeared with our drinks and, behind him,
another waiter with a large plate of spaghetti and meatballs.

We both sat
back as they placed the large dish and drinks on the table. “Buon
apettito.”

“Grazie,”
Bryce and I replied simultaneously, my accent nowhere near as sexy
as his.

The duet
started playing “Bella Notte” again, this time a little more
pronounced. The heightened sound of the accordion and the large
plate in front of us—which we were about to share—made me
giggle.

“You don’t
miss a thing, do you? Although if my memory serves me correctly,
Butch passed Lady a meatball with his nose.”

Bryce leaned
forward with a playful grin and poked his nose into the plate,
nudging a meatball in my direction. I couldn’t help but burst into
laughter, not only from his daring move, but also due to the fact
he now had bolognaise sauce on the tip of nose.

I leaned
forward and licked it off, then quickly patted his nose dry with my
napkin. “Why thank you, kind sir.”

I kept
laughing as I picked up a piece of spaghetti giving him one end
while I took the other. Then, just like the movie, we both started
sucking it in, grinning at each other as our mouths moved closer to
one another’s. When the spaghetti disappeared, our lips were
touching, massaging, kissing while we both swallowed our halves of
the noodle. I thanked him with a flick of my tongue then sat back
down in my seat.

Forking some
spaghetti into my mouth, I figured I’d be just as daring as he was
and slurp up a long noodle like Lady had in the movie, forgetting
that the sauce would flick all over the place. My natural instinct
had me closing my eyes to avoid the spiralling sauce from entering
them.

After I’d
finished my marathon slurp, I opened one eye and spotted Bryce
sitting still, his chest heaving, and his expression mixed with
want and something else.

“Fuck it, I
can’t wait any longer. You are just too fucking adorable and sexy,
and I’m not waiting anymore.” he stood up quickly, startling me,
just as it started to rain. Oh, God! We can’t have sex here. Can
we?

“Oh no,” I
said, looking up into the droplets now falling all around me and
thinking he was about to have his wicked way with me on this very
spot.

Bryce walked
around to my side of the table, and just as I was about to get up
and out of the rain, he bent down on one knee before me. “Alexis,
from the moment I first laid eyes on you my heart held a secret, a
secret I later found out to be true love. You ensnare me completely
with your beauty, your wit, your humour and your kindness. And you
wake in me every single emotion that I hold. Hunny, I don’t want to
live another day without you, I don’t want to take another breath
without you, and I don’t want to wait another second to ask you to
become my wife.”

I watched him
through drenched eyes and cheeks reach inside his jacket pocket and
pull out a small velvet box. My breath caught and my heart became
motionless within my chest as the heavens opened and showered rain
down upon us.

He opened the
lid of the box, revealing a diamond ring. Holy,
f...f...f...fuck! I was stunned beyond all imagination, seeing
a huge twinkling chunk of diamond before me.

He looked up
into my eyes, sincerity saturating his handsome face together with
droplets of rain. “Alexis Elizabeth Summers, will you marry
me?”

My mouth was
open as I stared from his face to the ring and back to his face
again, warm tears streaking down my cheeks mixing perfectly with
the cool of the rain.

“Yes,” I said,
barely able to speak. Then, as if reality just up and smacked me in
the face, I started nodding profusely. “Yes. Yes. Yes, Bryce. I
will marry you.”

He slid the
ring onto my finger, then kissed my soaked hand. I grabbed his face
and leaned into him, pressing my mouth to his like I had so many
times before, except this time it felt indescribable. The passion,
the love, the lust and resolution poured out of us both through
hands, mouths, lips, and tongues.

He stood up
and, as if I were a feather, picked me up and held me to him, not
separating his mouth from mine, not even the slightest bit.

I wrapped my
legs around his waist, securing our bodies together and feeling the
wet soggy clothing between us. The cool from the rain, together
with the heat from our passion, hardened my nipples and left me
panting with pleasure.

He gripped my
arse ferociously as he lapped deliciously at my mouth, then my
neck, then chest and the top of my breasts.

“Bryce,” I
said breathlessly. “Our meatballs are getting wet.”

“Fuck the
meatballs,” he groaned as he carried me back down the alleyway
toward the scooter, the duet still happily playing “Bella Notte” in
the rain.

***

The ride back
to the hotel was both exciting and downright scary. My adrenalin
was sky high, but the wet slippery roads together with European
crazy drivers had me on edge. I clung tightly to Bryce out of fear
and infinite overflowing love.

He led me
hastily through the lobby, both of us leaving a wet trail behind
us, and when we were in the elevator cart and the doors closed
giving us privacy, the hungry desperation returned.

He lifted me
up again, placing my arse on the railing that bordered the elevator
walls. I let my hands find his hair, his face, his back and his
arms, touching as much of him as I could touch. He tore my shirt
apart exposing my damp chest, and not waiting any longer than he
saw fit, wrenched my bra down and took my perked nipple into his
mouth.

We both
groaned in succession our lustful need spilling out of us at a
rapid pace.

“Mmm, you’re
mine,” he growled, as he greedily swapped from one breast to the
other.

I threw my
head back in pleasure. “I’ve been yours for a while, Bryce.”

“I can’t
fucking wait to make you my wife.”

“I can’t
fucking wait to be your wife,” I breathed, as I took his tongue
back into my mouth.

The elevator
dinged and the doors opened to reveal our suite. Carrying me
inside, he headed straight for the lounge, or more precisely, the
open fire. We continued to kiss each other feverishly and
desperately as if our mouths knew nothing else, all the while
frantically peeling our wet clothes from one another.

Bryce set me
on my feet then dropped to his knees, lifting my leg onto his
lap.

“I like you on
your knees. So far only great things have come from your mouth
while on your knees,” I lovingly admitted, as I looked at my ring
then back at him, my eyebrows rising with a smile.

He smirked
devilishly at me as he unzipped my boot and removed it then
switched legs and did the same with the other. As he unbuttoned my
jeans and stripped them from my body—together with my G-string—I
quivered with excitement. His tongue slowly made its journey up my
leg, finding my pussy wet with desire, desire for him; desire for
my fiancé. Holy fuckaroo, Bryce Clark is my fiancé.

“You are my
fiancé,” I exclaimed, my voice sounding like I had only just let it
sink in.

He flicked his
tongue across my clit then paused. “Yes, I am.”

“We are
getting married,” I exclaimed again.

“Yes,” he
mumbled against my clitoris before inserting his finger.

The feeling of
fulfillment nearly had me buckling at the knees, so much so that I
stumbled back against the large floor to ceiling window. Bryce
stood up and faced me, pressing me against the thick glass panel
with his warm hard body while the Italian winter air kissed the
window with its ferocious chill, shocking my skin at its icy feel.
I gasped.

Reaching down,
he wrapped one arm underneath my arse, lifting me against him while
the other hand stayed pressed against the glass pane. I opened
myself to him, his erect head not needing any guidance into my
pussy. He was hard, full and ready to be pumped.

He slammed
into me with intense fervour, then pulled out and repeated the
motion. At first I thought his enthusiasm was too much for the
window, but the sheer carnality of his actions had me forgetting my
surroundings, instead focussing on him and him only.

Bryce pounded
me against the window over and over until I was screaming out his
name and digging my teeth into his shoulder. Then, barely
recovering from my orgasm, he pulled out and spun me around,
forcing me to splay my hands against the glass. I watched his
reflection in the rain streaked window as he slid his arm
underneath my waist, compelling me to lean forward and spread wide
for him. I found the strength to get up on my tip-toes enough for
him to bend only slightly and drive back in to me.

The feeling of
fullness I experienced weakened my stance, causing my head to drop
and my hands to lose their grip against the glass.

“I’ve got
you,” he said softly, yet with dominance so profound that I knew he
did have me; he had me entirely.

I lifted my
head to resume watching his magnificent reflection, a reflection of
a body that I would get to admire forever. I greedily took in his
flexing muscles as he increased his rhythm, together with
increasing another orgasm within me. His thrusts became rapid, then
deep, strong, slow and hard, stripping me of any vigour I had
left.

He growled
with such intensity as he came, strong and deep within me, leaving
me limp and pretty much suspended across his arm.

He pressed a
kiss to my shoulder then shifted me so that he could scoop me
up.

“So, was that
a good first date?”

His cocky tone
hung playfully in the air. I giggled as I closed my eyes and leaned
into his chest.

“It was
alright,” I teasingly answered as he walked us to the bedroom. “You
weren’t kidding though when you said we were going to ‘fuck like
crazy’ after going out for dinner, were you?”

“No, and I
wasn’t kidding when I said I was going to eat breakfast off your
naked body.”

“Mmmm,” I
mumbled, as my mind caught up to my body, shutting down and taking
a well earned rest.

***

The following
morning I woke to the aroma of coffee and Bryce eating Fette
Biscottate off of my stomach.

“Good morning,
my beautiful fiancé. Sleep well?” he asked, as he licked a crumb
from around my navel.

I squirmed at
the ticklish feel. “Good morning, my handsome fiancé. Yes, I slept
perfectly thanks to you.”

He pulled
himself up closer to my head, poking the breakfast bread into my
mouth. I bit down, finding that I was very hungry after only eating
a few bites of dinner the night before.

Snatching it
from his hand, I took another bite. “Yum, this is delicious.”

I could see
his face start to break into a cute little protest when his phone
started ringing.

He rolled over
and picked it up from the bedside table. “Good morning, Lucy,” he
answered with a smirk. I cuddled into his chest so that I could
hear her through the phone’s speaker.

“So,” she said
impatiently. “Did you ask her?”

“Yes,” he
answered, keeping his emotions flat, not giving anything away.

“And?” she
said, her impatience wearing thin.

“I said yes,”
I yelled up at the phone.

The next thing
I heard was her squealing through the speaker. Bryce frustratingly
removed it from his ear, all the while smiling at his sister’s
happy reaction.


“Congratulations,” she sang, happily.

“Thanks,” we
answered simultaneously.

“Okay, I won’t
keep you. I just wanted to know if my brother had manned up or
chickened out. Go back to celebrating.” She blew a kiss into the
phone then hung up.

He put it back
down and pulled me on top of him.

Sitting naked,
straddling his glorious hips, I sighed. “Can we just send out an
email and tell everyone?”

“No, that’s
boring,” he said as he kneaded both my breasts in his hands. “And
anyway, your dad already knows. I had to get his permission
first.”

My eyes
widened at the knowledge he had been planning this for a while.
“When did you ask my dad?”

He squeezed my
tender flesh meticulously. “Christmas Day.”

I
automatically lifted my arms and twisted my long hair into a bun
holding it up on my head then thought back to Christmas Day and the
sight of him and my dad leaving his office. “Mmmm, you’re sneaky,”
I purred. “Okay, how about we text everybody with emoticons
instead?”

He rolled both
my nipples between his thumbs and fingers. “No, that’s still not
good enough.”

I closed my
eyes and began to rub my pussy against his expanding cock. “Good
old fashioned letter?” I suggested, hopefully.

“I was
thinking more along the lines of hiring a sky writer, or making a
guest appearance on a morning television show.”

My eyes shot
open. “You wouldn’t?”

He grabbed me
and wrestled me to the bed. “I would.”

***

After another
mind-blowing orgasm, a skinny latte, and some more Fette
Biscottate, Bryce headed out to oversee the progress of
construction work of the new Clark Incorporated Hotel.

I was beaming,
cheerful, and joyously happy. I kept glancing at my ring in
wonderment, now in a position to cognitively take in its
brilliance. It was a large, square halo-cut diamond—large probably
being an understatement—set amongst 25 smaller diamonds, with
another 15 smaller diamonds on the band on either side. Yes, I
counted them, all 56 of them.

Bryce had said
he was going to be out for an hour or so, so I decided rather than
waste a beautiful day, I would go for a walk along the main
street.

The streets of
Rome were beautiful and full of character, the buildings graced
with tradition and the cobblestone roads full of charm. I was
deliriously happy as I skipped along the path. Did I just skip?
Oh my God, I think I just actually skipped.

I’d stopped
myself momentarily, questioning my sanity when I noticed I was in
front of a pharmacy. My mind went straight to the strong
possibility that I could be pregnant, but did I want to find out
now...today? I stared at the shop front and bit down on my thumb
nail, a smile blossoming across my face. Yes, I did want to find
out today, because even if the test were to be negative, nothing
could possibly ruin my happy spirits.

I pushed open
the door and went inside.

***

Half an hour
later I was back in the hotel suite, a pregnancy test in my hand.
I’d peed on the stick, enclosed it in the plastic cap then turned
the results window down in my hand—not looking at the final
outcome. I didn’t want to do it alone; I wanted Bryce here with me.
The problem with that idea was that my hand had started to cramp
up. Shit! How do I let go without seeing? I could close my eyes.
No, I might drop it, then what?

Just as I was
about to make the decision to continue to grip or let go, and
probably resembling a fretful person holding a ticking time bomb,
Bryce walked through the door.

He strode
right up to me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Longest
fucking two hours of my life.” He took my head in his hands and
kissed me with intention.

I didn’t hug
him back. Instead, I held my arms out stretched as if the pregnancy
test contained a highly infectious disease.

“What’s wrong,
Hunny?” he asked, concern on his handsome face. He looked at my
enclosed hand. “What’s that?”

“A pregnancy
test,” I blurted out.

He was
stone-faced not knowing whether to smile or frown, I knew how he
felt.

“Are
you—?”

“I don’t know,
I haven’t looked. I was waiting for you to come back. I’m over a
week late.”

“Fuck! Why
didn’t you ring me?” He grasped my hand and moved it so that it
rested in between our two bodies.

I slowly began
to loosen my fingers.

“Wait!” he
said, staring down at my hand.

I froze.

He lifted his
gaze to mine. “If it’s negative, that’s fine. We can keep
trying.”

I lifted my
other hand to touch his obviously anxious face. “I know, my love.
If it’s negative we’ll keep trying and trying until it’s positive.”
I placed a soft, calming kiss on his lips. “Are you ready?”

He nodded, and
we both looked down as I opened my hand.

“What does
that mean?” he asked.

A rush of
elation rolled through me. “It means we are having another
baby.”
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The rest of
our time in Rome was kind of surreal. After the pregnancy test
revealed two pink lines, we had stared at it for minutes, rotating
it and making sure it wasn’t playing a cruel trick on us. When we
were satisfied that it wasn’t, we both hugged each other, kissed
each other, and wiped away each other’s happy tears. Then, my Mr.
Overprotective-Over domineering-Arse Clark returned, marching us
both back to the pharmacy to get some folic acid and pregnancy
vitamins.

Satisfied that
I was happy and healthy, he’d finally allowed us to continue our
day and finish our sightseeing plans by walking to the Spanish
Steps, the Trevi Fountain, and the Villa Borghese Gardens. We’d
then done a little shopping on our way back to the hotel and
stocked up on some souvenirs, not forgetting my promise of picking
up a real Ferrari for Nate. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find a rude
piece of cutlery for Tash—Italy had no crude looking monuments.

***

We departed
Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino Airport later that night, basically
sleeping the entire way before waking up during our stopover in
Hong Kong. Bryce had gone back to gently caressing my stomach, and
I adored that paternal side of him that just naturally took
over.

“So when do
you want to get married?” I asked him as we lay side by side in the
luxurious queen bed on the private jet, only hours from landing in
Melbourne.

“When are you
officially divorced?”

“In a few
weeks’ time.”

“Well...in a
few weeks’ time then,” Bryce answered, carefree and
unconcerned.

“Can we wait
till after the baby is born?”

He rolled back
to get a better look at my face and before he could object I
explained.

“It’s going to
be a few weeks before the divorce is final, then we have to submit
the marriage application and that takes at least three months—”

He
interrupted. “There are ways around that.”

I rolled my
eyes at him. “I don’t want to be pregnant while saying my vows to
you.”

“Alexis,” he
sighed. “You’re even more beautiful when you are carrying my child.
Wrap you up in a wedding gown and I couldn’t think of anything else
more perfect.”

“You’re
deliberately word-fucking me. I’m on to you, I know how you
operate.”

He laughed.
“It’s what I do.”

“The reason I
want to wait till after we’ve had the baby is because I’d like
all our children to witness us pledge forever to
one another. I think it would be nice.”

I could see
the cogs of his mind working hard. “Well, when you put it like
that. How can I refuse?”

I smiled.
“Simple...you can’t.”

He growled in
loving frustration. “Don’t I know it.”

***

As we stepped
into the elevator on our way up to the apartment, I groaned. “Why
is it that we’ve just spent many long hours on a plane, sleeping
and relaxing, yet I feel completely drained?”

He pulled me
to him, engulfing me in his perfectly comforting arms. “Because we
didn’t just sleep and relax...” the elevator doors to the apartment
opened and we stepped out, “...and because you are carrying
my—”


“Surprise!”

Bryce and I
looked out into the lounge room where our family and friends were
standing with congratulatory signs—Lucy at the forefront of
them.

Bryce still
had his hand resting on my lower abdomen when he finished his
sentence in a shocked tone. “...baby.”

My mouth
dropped at the sight of all the smiling faces looking at us, those
smiles now even wider.

“You’re
pregnant again?” Lucy asked, while looking like she was ready to
burst at the seams.

All I could do
was nod.

“Oh my God!
That’s wonderful. Engaged and preggo.” She stepped forward and
wrapped her arms around us both, hugging us tightly. “I’m so happy
for you both.”

Mum and Dad
were by our side next. “How far along are you?” Mum asked, smiling
but wary.

“I’m not too
sure, maybe six weeks. It’s only early days.”

“Oh,
Sweetheart.” She put her hands on either side of my face. “I’m
happy for you, for both of you, but I worry that too much is
happening too fast. You need to slow down. This past year has been
so...so crazy for you. Your emotions have taken a battering.”

“Mum, it’s
okay. We are not getting married straight away. We’ve spoken about
it, and we are going to wait until after the baby is born. Believe
me, I know how crazy my life has been this past year, and I know
now is the time to take a step back and enjoy each day as it
comes.”

She kissed my
forehead. “Good girl.” Then she moved onto Bryce, smoothing his
hair and giving him a hug.

Dad stepped
aside to let Mum fawn over her future son-in-law.

“Did he bribe
you?” I asked my father, jokingly.

“Who?
Bryce?”

“Yes, when he
asked for your permission to marry me.”

“Somehow, I
don’t think my permission mattered,” Dad replied, honestly.

I took hold of
Dad’s hands. “Maybe not, but it would have meant a lot to him.” I
gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“I could not
say no to a man who clearly loves you more than his next breath.
That’s all a father wants for his daughter; someone who would move
heaven and earth just to make her happy.”

“He does make
me happy, Dad...” I looked over at Bryce who was now shaking hands
with Steve and shaking fingers with Elise. “...very happy.”

“Move over,
Dad. I need to see this ring. It practically blinded me when she
walked into the room.” Jen grabbed my hand and lifted it to inspect
my engagement ring. “Geezus! It’s—

“I know. It’s
perfect,” I interrupted her while staring longingly at my hand.

“I was going
to say, huge.”

I giggled.
“Yeah, well there’s that, too.”

“So, you’re
having another baby.” She rested her hand on my stomach. “It’s
natural to feel a little worried and uncertain, especially after
what you suffered.” She grabbed my hand and looked intently into my
eyes. “This is a new pregnancy though...and it won’t do you any
good to be apprehensive. So think positive thoughts, okay?”

She pulled me
in for a quick hug.

“Thank you,
Jen. You always know what is buried deep down inside of me.”

“I’m your
sister, it’s my job.”

 


The rest of
our friends eventually made their way to us with well wishes and
congratulations.

“So, Lexi,
let’s talk about me being your personal body guard. That rock needs
protection,” Tash said with an authoritative tone as she stood by
me with an open stance.

Before I could
answer, she protectively put an arm around me while ushering Steph
back. “Step away, please,” she said to Steph. She then put her hand
to her ear, pretending to talk into an imaginary ear piece. “Yes,
the bird is safe, the rock still secure.”

Bryce laughed,
so I glared at him.

Noticing my
reluctance, she persisted. “I can even go all Whitney and Kevin on
you,” and taking my hand she started belting out “I will always
love you” from the movie The Bodyguard.

I walked away
and shook my head, smiling but not letting her see it.

Carly and
Derek were out on the balcony, and I couldn’t contain my elation at
seeing them publicly show their affection for each other. However,
I was slightly pissy that she had not yet filled me in on her
‘fiery hole’ status—something telling me it was no longer
fiery.

“Carly,” I
addressed her sternly, but hiding my playful undertone.

She looked at
me warily then glanced at Derek then looked back at me.
“Alexis?”

“Carly. Hole
status? Affirmative or Negative?”

She flushed
red and squinted at me. “Affirmative,” she said through gritted
teeth.

I raised an
eyebrow. “I thought as much.”

Bryce came up
behind me and automatically threaded his hands across my belly.

Derek put a
hand out for Bryce to shake. “Congrats, Mate.”

Bryce released
one hand and shook it. “Thanks.”

Carly and I
were having a silent conversation with our eyes, hers telling me
Derek was well endowed. Well...at least I think that is what she
is saying. I leaned forward, concentrating on her eyes which
were looking at Derek’s package then looking back at me wide open.
She repeated that motion a couple of times. I looked around the
outdoor area trying to find a size comparison. I spotted a cylinder
candle. I flicked my eyes to it asking the question. She screwed up
her face and shook her head as if to say no. I bit my lip in
frustration.

Carls then
lifted her hands and separated them approximately 7 to 8 inches
wide, then quickly clasped them together. I smiled at her and gave
her the ‘not bad’ face, then put my hand to my eye in a circular
shape, pretending to look into it like a telescope, asking her for
an indication of girth. Her hand shot out faster than lightning and
she picked up the candle—my mouth dropped. She just grinned.

“Did you just
explain to Alexis how big my cock is?”

Carly, still
grinning at me like a giddy school girl, shot her head up to look
at Derek. “Um, no, I was just expressing my appreciation at the
fact Bryce and Alexis use candles. Global warming is a serious
issue, and cutting down on our greenhouse gas emissions is very
important. Every little bit helps, you know,” she blurted out.
Oh, high-the-fuck- five for you, Carls. Save of the
century.

“Bullshit, you
just sized my cock,” Derek bragged, not believing a word she said.
Okay, maybe not.

I laughed.

“Na, you’re
wrong, Mate. If she had been sizing your cock, she would’ve held up
her pinky.”

Derek shoved
Bryce. “You’re gonna force me to prove you wrong,” he said as he
began to unbutton his jeans.

“Um...excuse
me, Alexis,” Sam interrupted, as her eyes fell to Derek’s pants.
She quickly moved them to my face.

“Sam! I’m so
glad you’re here,” I greeted her with surprise, giving her a hug.
“Are you here with Gareth? Oh, that’s wonderful—”

“I was here
with Gareth, but that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.
Something happened and he left. He was furious and he kept
muttering, ‘this ends here.’ I’m not sure if he meant us, or
something else. I don’t know what I did wrong.”

Bryce let go
of my waist. “It’s not you, Samantha, you did nothing wrong.”

I turned to
face him, worry saturating my face and voice. “I have a bad feeling
about this. Something is wrong.”

“I know. I
feel it too. I want you to stay away from Gareth, I have a feeling
Scott has returned.”

“Bryce,” I
said shakily. “I think he never left.”







Scott

Look at all
these fuckwits standing around with their stupid fucking
congratulations signs. Just because he has put a rock on the
bitch’s finger doesn’t mean jack-shit. It can just as easily come
off.

I looked
around the room at Bryce and Alexis’ family and friends, some of
those friends having once been mine. Hmmm, Derek, if you weren’t
such an arrogant prick I’d consider ‘blowing’ your mind...among
other things.

“Gareth, isn’t
it wonderful that they are getting married? It’s happened so
quickly...it’s just...so romantic.”

I looked down
at Sam hanging off my arm, her pretty little strawberry blonde head
full of love, butterflies, and rainbows. Stupid bitch. I
thought she’d done a runner after finding out about me, and I then
had to put up with Gareth-Fucking-Pansy moping around like a soft
cock. That was the last thing I needed. Wonder what changed her
mind? I guess it doesn’t matter. Solves my sooky la la Gareth
problem, so who gives a fuck?

“Okay, they
just arrived.” Lucy announced, clapping like a fucking seal.

I tilted my
head back and rolled my eyes, spotting the top of the staircase. A
wonderful memory entered my mind, bringing me back to when I snuck
in here months ago and pushed Alexis down the stairs. The bitch
didn’t see it coming, just tumbled down those steps like a rag
doll.

I should’ve
stayed around to make sure I’d done the job properly, but hearing
Bryce in his office made me nervous. He could never know I was the
one who had killed her; it had to look like an accident. Fuck, my
only regret was that I hadn’t killed her. Now I have to rethink and
rework my plan to get rid of her for good.

 


The ding of
the elevator snapped me out of my recollection, only to see my
Bryce and the bitch walk into the room.

“...and
because you’re carrying my...”

The room
erupted into cheers of congratulations.

“...baby,”
Bryce said with his hand on her stomach.

Are you
fucking serious? Not again. Fuck!

I felt my body
fill with rage, my limbs going rigid.

“Gareth, did
you hear that? She’s pregnant again.”

I stared
Alexis down, wanting to set her alight with my murderous gaze.

“Gareth, are
you okay?”

“What?” I
snapped at Sam.

“Are you
okay?” she repeated, looking scared.

Fuck it, I
can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend to be Gareth and I don’t
want to. I want this to end. I want it to fucking end. If I can’t
have Bryce then neither of us will.

“No, I’m not
okay, this ends here,” I hissed at Sam.

Then pushing
past one of Alexis’ stuck up bitch friends, I left the
apartment.

This fucking
ends here.
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Our friends
and family all made their way home shortly after staying for the
afternoon tea Lucy had organised. Bryce had waited for them to
leave before heading out in search of Gareth, both of us being
overly concerned about the erratic behaviour Sam had mentioned.

He’d come back
over an hour later after having no luck in finding his cousin, and
I could tell he was deeply worried about the entire situation,
about me and my safety, but also about Gareth. I think he realised
that the meds and the therapy were no longer working, and the
alternative form of treatment was not something he wanted to
entertain.

Exhaustion had
eventually overcome him, seizing his mind and body and inevitably
leaving him asleep with his head on my chest and his arm across my
belly.

***

Bryce left
early the next morning to have a meeting with Jessica about
Gareth’s state of mind while I tackled the ever increasing workload
that being a personal assistant to Mr. Bryce Clark afforded me. He
was worried about leaving me alone, but I assured him that I’d be
fine and that he was only going to be gone for a short period of
time. Being the over-protective arse that he was, he made me do my
work from his secured office. I secretly appreciated this
demand.

Just as I was
finishing a phone call with Chris from Marketing, I heard a loud
clanging noise reverberating from the apartment. That’s strange,
Bryce isn’t due back yet. Curious who could be making the
noise, I walked over to the door and typed in our security code.
When it opened, I walked through, stepping into the dining room
only to be met by the unmistakable stench of gas—the smell
incredibly strong. Shit! Did Bryce leave the stove on? Panic
washed over me, knowing that from the gas’s potency, the vapours
had to be thick and in abundance.

I made the
choice to enter the kitchen and see if I was correct, hopefully
being able to turn it off. As I approached the island bench that
separated the kitchen from the dining room, Gareth shot up from his
squatted position down near the oven.

I froze.

You know
you’re in trouble when you get that undeniable feeling deep down in
the pit of your stomach, that feeling telling you to be alert
instinctively. I had that particular feeling, and as I took in
Gareth’s appearance, I sensed he was not the one before me.
Instead, Scott being present, and the gas smell a result of his
doing.

“Gareth,” I
said shakily. “What are you doing?” I tried to keep my voice
neutral and kind, but I was terrified, and my adrenalin was
pumping, causing my brain to switch into survival mode.

He put both
hands on the bench and smiled at me with a grin so malicious it was
revolting. “Just the person I was hoping to see,” he explained in a
tone laced with satisfaction. I noticed him clench his right hand
and rub his thumb over whatever he was holding.

Alarm bells
were sounding internally as my eyes automatically scouted the
kitchen, noting that all the burner knobs on the stove were turned
on with no flame, the oven door also wide open.

“How did you
get in here?”

“I have a
code,” he said cockily.

“That’s
strange...we just changed the codes after the elevator
malfunctioned.”

He scoffed.
“Why do you think the elevator malfunctioned? Lucy is not the only
one in the family that is good with computers.”

The pit of my
stomach dropped, but I forced myself to remain calm.
“Oh...so...what can I do for you? Do you want to go and sit in the
lounge or in Bryce’s office?” Get out of this kitchen,
Alexis.

“Do you think
I’m stupid?” he said calmly, still displaying his evil smile.

“No, Gareth.
Why would I think you’re stupid?” I playfully laughed.

“You’re
fucking doing it again,” he screamed at me, making me jump.

Tears stung me
eyes as my fear hit a newfound heightened level. I began to
tremble. “What? What am I doing?”

He pointed his
hand at me, revealing that what he was holding was a lighter.
“You’re fucking treating me like a fool. Gareth is a fucking fool,
not me.”

“Scott? Oh,
I’m sorry Scott. No, you’re not a fool,” I sobbed.

“Ahhh,” he
laughed sadistically, “So now you understand. Now you want to be
honest with me.”

“I have been
honest,” I pleaded with him.

“Fucking
bullshit,” he spat back.

He took a step
back toward the stove, leaning over and checking the knobs. I
wanted to run out of the kitchen but my legs were weighted heavily
to the ground, riddled with fear and unfortunately forcing me to
stay put.

Reasoning with
him was my only option. “Scott, talk to me. Tell me what you
want.”

“I want you
dead,” he replied flatly.

Those words
and the manner in which he said them sent a chill through my body
so terrifying, that I nearly passed out.

“I don’t
understand, why do you want me dead?” I asked, now crying.

He stepped
toward the island bench, hatred and pain rolling off him in waves.
“Because he fucking loves you, that’s why!”

“And you love
him, don’t you?” I stuttered.

He closed his
eyes for the slightest of seconds. “Yes.”

“So why do you
want to hurt him by killing me? Surely you know that if you kill
me, it will kill him.”

“He’ll get
over you,” he said quickly, while grabbing the bridge of his nose.
“It’s me who he will mourn the most.”

Stupidly, I
opened my mouth again. “Why would he mourn you, Scott?” I asked,
confused and not understanding why he would mourn Scott if I were
the one dead.

His eyes shot
up and locked on mine, pure loathing coursing out of them and
cutting right through me like a knife. Shit! I didn’t mean it
like that. Shut up, Alexis, just shut up. No, keep talking, it’s
buying you time.

“Because when
I fucking kill us both, he will be devastated.”

Oh, God. He’s
completely lost control.

“Scott, you
don’t have to do this—”

“Yes, I do. If
I can’t have him, neither will you.”

“But Scott,
I’m pregnant with his child,” I pleaded.

“It didn’t
matter last time and it won’t matter this time,” he said, as he
laughed to himself in a manner that suggested he was disappointed.
“I should’ve fucking pushed you harder, or better still, tossed you
over the railing.” He let out long-winded breath. “That doesn’t
matter, though; I will not make the same mistake twice.”

My knees went
weak and my body trembled profusely. I’d subconsciously known he
was to blame for my fall all along, but hearing it aloud horrified
me beyond belief, causing bile to rise in my throat and the sudden
urge to vomit wash over me.

He started
tapping the lighter on the bench, tauntingly, forcing me to watch
it slowly and take in its every detail.

Hearing the
tap of the plastic hitting the bench top over and over momentarily
removed my mind from the present torture, and an idea materialized
in my head, an idea that could quite possibly buy me more time and
inevitably make Bryce aware of my current situation.

“Scott, why
don’t you ring him, talk to him?”

He stopped
tapping the lighter. “I would like to hear his voice again—just one
more time.”

“I’m sure he’d
like to hear yours as well,” I said, with a faux smile, lying and
grasping the only lifeline I could.

He pulled a
phone out from his pocket, pressed a button and put it up to his
ear. My heart pounded in my chest as I watched his face change from
psychotic vengeance to enlightened sadness as he listened to
Bryce’s voice on the other end.

“If only that
were true, Bryce. I’m where I always am, right under your
nose.”

As he spoke
into the phone his posture slumped, indicating he was exhausted and
deflated. He was sad, and I couldn’t doubt that as delusional as it
was, Scott really did think that he loved Bryce and that Bryce was
his.

“I’m past
talking,” he murmured disappointedly.

His body
language and words were quickly demonstrating that he was going to
go through with his plan and blow up the room with both of us in
it.

I wanted to
run, to flee, or at least get out of the kitchen. If I could manage
to get out into the lounge area surely it would give me more of a
chance of survival, being a more open plan room and less
concentrated in gas fumes. I made a small step toward the door.

“I don’t
fucking want Samantha, Bryce. I want you. I’ve always wanted you,”
he screamed down the phone, forcing me to a halt once again.

Scott started
to sob painfully and his hand began to shake and rotate the
lighter. “I’m ending it and I’m taking her with me.”

His precise
conformation propelled me to cry out and say my goodbyes. “Bryce, I
love you. I’ll always love you. Tell the kids I love—”

Scott cut me
off. “Shut up, bitch. You don’t get to say goodbye.”

I cried out,
petrified, now realising I was going to die and never see my kids
again, never see Bryce, my family and friends. Then Scott paused
for a second, as if he were deliberating something Bryce had said,
giving me just the tiniest glimmer of hope.

I held my
breath.

“No. You’re
lying. I can see how much you love her.”

I closed my
eyes and slowly let out the breath. It was no use.

“No, you
don’t. Goodbye, Bryce.”

Scott laughed
painfully. “You won’t have to.”

He pushed a
button, gently set the phone down on the bench top and tilted his
head to the side. “You fucking brainwashed him. You ruined
him.”

I felt sick,
my nausea at its peak, and I soon realised it was partly due to
fear and partly due to the gas I was inhaling. I could also see the
fumes having an effect on Scott as he kept grabbing the bridge of
his nose and shaking his head.

My sight
drifted past his face, finding the many photos stuck to the fridge.
I focused in on the one of Bryce and me at Uluru, then to the photo
of Bryce and the kids sitting next to the Ronald McDonald statue,
and the one of all four of us taken the night of my birthday.

Drinking them
in, I filled myself with the vision of the stilled memories, the
happiness that was captured when they were taken and the people who
were in them. I didn’t want to say goodbye. I didn’t want to die,
and as I cemented those thoughts within my head, something came
over me. Call it strength, will power, the uncontrollable urge to
survive. Whatever it was, it made me realise I had to do something.
I had to change my tact. It was my only chance.

“Gareth, I
know you are in there, I know you can hear me. Fight him, show him
once and for all you are in control—”

“Shut the fuck
up!” Scott growled, grabbing his nose again.

I continued,
not knowing what else to do. “Gareth, fight him! Do it for you. Do
it for Bryce. Do it for Lauchie. Don’t let Scott ruin your life,” I
begged.

“Argh!” he
moaned, pushing his hands into his forehead. “Fuck!”

“Gareth,
please,” I screamed in desperation.

He was
clenching his head so aggressively; his eyes closed so tight.

“Alexis, I’m
sorry,” he groaned, his tone noticeably different.

“Gareth is
that you?”

“Argh! Alexis
run!”

It was him, it
was working. My heart started beating faster and my adrenalin
picked back up. “Gareth, no, fight him, please. You can beat
him.”

“I can’t. Go!
Go!” he begged while opening his eyes and clearly conveying to me
that it was now or never.

In the back of
your mind you think that there could come a time in your life where
you may be faced with the decision to fight or to take flight. I
think all of us like the notion that we would chose to stay and
fight if we had to, but in hindsight that may not always be the
best choice. If I didn’t have family that loved me, children I
adored and who depended on me, and a life growing deep within that
I was blessed with protecting, I may have stayed and helped Gareth
fight. I wanted to but I didn’t. I chose flight and ran, ran as
fast as I could.

I scampered
through the lounge and straight to the elevator, thinking it was
the quickest way out of the apartment, all the while hearing Gareth
cursing and fighting in the kitchen. His cries of misery and
anguish pierced my heart deep as I pressed the button, hoping to
God the cart was this end of the building. Come on, please come
on.

Panicked,
frantic and knowing I couldn’t waste another second waiting for the
elevator, I went to abandon it and try the stairs. Thankfully, as I
turned around, the doors slid open.

I ran inside
and hysterically pressed the button to close the doors. “Go, go,
go!” I shouted, willing the doors to slide shut and swiftly take me
to safety. My agitation and fear were increasing at the sound of
Gareth’s outbursts getting louder and I knew he was losing, losing
his internal fight. “Please!” I screamed, as I backed up slowly to
the far end of the cart.

The doors
began to slide shut, painstakingly slowly, and just as the elevator
started to descend, there was an enormous explosion. I screamed as
the cart shook violently, thinking that it would plummet 43 floors
to the ground, but it didn’t. It dropped only slightly then shook
violently again, knocking me off my feet.

I felt a surge
of pain through my head as I hit the hand railing, and almost
instantly, I recognised that feeling of sleep, that feeling of
losing control. I felt that feeling of unconsciousness and watched
my sight tunnel into darkness with no power to stop it.
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Bryce

As I made my
way back to work, I realised Gareth’s prognosis wasn’t good even
though he’d been taking his meds daily. I’d fucking made him take
them in front of me like a God damned child, and I hated having to
do it like that, but I’d had to—there was no choice.

It worried me
that Jessica had mentioned he’d missed a few sessions, which was
never a good thing, and now the evidence before us suggested he
would need to be admitted to a psychiatric hospital ward. I hated
that, I hated having to commit him to such a place. When all was
said and done, I fucking loved the poor guy; he was my cousin—my
brother. Deep down I knew it had to be done, though. Alexis was
pregnant again and she was in far too much danger. Not only that,
Nate and Charli could be in danger, too, and I was not about to let
anything happen to any of them. They were my family now, and I had
to do everything in my power to protect them.

Fuck! I needed
to call my uncle and tell the miserable old bastard that his son
would be spending some more time in the hospital. Not that he’d
give a shit. It made me furious knowing he wouldn’t care, he never
had. He only cared about one thing and that was money. It’s ironic
how miserable bastards only ever seem to care about things they
don’t have, can never have—explains why they are so fucking
miserable in the first place.

 


I went to
request that the Bluetooth on my car dial my uncle’s number, when
an incoming call came through the speaker. It was Gareth. Thank
fuck for that.

“Gareth, where
are you? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

“If only that
were true, Bryce. I’m where I always am, right under your nose,” he
said sarcastically, but with a tone of sadness.

My stomach
clenched, my instincts immediately telling me something was
wrong.

“Are you okay?
Do you want to talk?” I offered, sincerely.

“I’m past
talking.”

His voice was
flat, and that just reiterated my unease. Fuck! I’ve neglected
him lately, pushed him aside.

“Listen, I
know I have been distant with you lately, so much has happened, but
I promise that will change. Things will get better.”

I had a
horrible feeling I wasn’t talking to Gareth, instead talking to
Scott. Remembering what Jessica had told me many times before, I
spoke of things that would make Gareth happy.

“You’re taking
your meds again, Mate, and you’ve been doin’ good. You’ve also got
Samantha. She cares about you and was really worried last
night.”

“I don’t
fucking want Samantha, Bryce. I want you. I’ve always wanted you,”
he screamed down the phone, hurt and pain sounding throughout my
Aston Martin.

Painful sobs
then followed, filling me with dread. It is Scott. I should’ve
known better. Fuck!

“Scott, what
are you doing?

“I’m ending
it, and I’m taking her with me.”

It took me a
second to comprehend those last words, and when I did understand
his threat, my chest pained immensely.

“Bryce, I love
you. I’ll always love you. Tell the kids I love—.”

Alexis’
terrified voice hit me like a ton of bricks.

“Alexis!” I
shouted, frantic with fear.

“Shut up,
bitch. You don’t get to say goodbye,” Scott hissed with such
hatred.

She cried out,
her petrified weeps echoing right through me.

Oh God, he’s
going to hurt her. I have to do something.

“Scott, please
don’t hurt her. I beg you. I’ll do anything. I’ll leave her and we
can be together.” Yes, lie to him. Trick him. Make sure she’s
safe then have him committed. Shit! He’s worse than any of us
realised. Fuck! How could I let this happen? I’ve fucking let her
down again.

Scott paused
for a second as if he were deliberating what I’d said.

“No. You’re
lying. I can see how much you love her,” he answered dryly.

Feeling utter
dread pass over me, I whispered to the speaker of my car. “I love
you more, Scott.”

“No, you
don’t. Goodbye, Bryce.”

Terror hit me
with force in that moment. “Scott, don’t be fucking stupid. I swear
to God if you hurt any hair on her head, I’ll kill you. I’ll
fucking kill you myself.” I yelled, hysterically, now more
desperate than ever to get to her.

Scott laughed,
painfully, almost masochistically, “You won’t have to.”

What the
fuck? I’d lost him. He was going to kill her, kill them both.
This didn’t feel like a threat, it felt real—sounded real.

I had to get
back to the apartment. “Scott!” I yelled, “Gareth, don’t—.”

The line went
dead.

“Fuck! Fuck!
Fuck!” I roared with fear.

I looked out
the window of my car, only just barely being able to see the top of
City Towers as I pulled into the street of my building’s entrance.
Alexis was up there, held hostage by my mentally ill cousin. She
was terrified, carrying my baby and wearing a ring on her finger
that held a promise I had made to her, a promise I fucking intended
to keep.

***

With my heart
thudding like fuck, I dialled Dale; my Head of Security, then I did
something I thought I would never do in my life, I put my foot down
and sped dangerously through the traffic, desperate to get to the
apartment to save her.

After a couple
of rings, Dale picked up. “Yes, Sir.”

“Dale, get up
to the penthouse now!—” I demanded.

“I’ll send
Brett, he’s on level 40 doing a—”

“Just fucking
do it, Alexis in is danger. Gareth has fucking kidnapped her.”

I sped into my
basement garage and screeched to a stop just shy of the elevator
doors, and not wasting any time, I leapt out of the car and ran
toward the elevator as fast I could, hoping to God Scott hadn’t
already hurt in anyway. Fuck!

Just before I
reached the button to the elevator, a loud roar echoed up above and
the ground shook mildly. “What the fuck was that?” Oh no. Fuck,
no.

“I’ll call you
back,” Dale said quickly, before hanging up.

My heart
increased its painful thump in my chest, adrenalin coursing through
my body. I pressed the button in rapid succession, watching the
light remain lit on the 42nd floor. “No! Fuck! No!” I yelled, while
spinning and heading for the stairs.

The sound of
my building’s fire alarm rang continuously, reverberating through
the stairwell as I launched myself up the stairs, taking two,
three, even four steps at a time.

In no time at
all, I reached the exit to the lobby and wrenched open the door to
find subdued panic on the faces of staff and guests who were
looking up at the ceiling.

“Mr. Clark,”
Abigail called out, uncertainty and fear on her face.

I didn’t have
time to reassure her. “Put Emergency Plan B into action,” I
ordered, as I kept running toward the elevator. I had no idea what
I was running to, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was getting
up to the penthouse.

My phone
started ringing in my pocket, and a glimmer of hope flowed through
me at the prospect of seeing Alexis’ name on the screen. I fumbled,
my hands trembling as I wrenched it out only to see my head of
security’s name instead.

I answered
it.

“Dale, talk to
me.”

“There’s been
an explosion on the penthouse floor. From what I can see on the
Emergency System, it’s localised to that floor only.” Geezus
fucking Christ! Alexis, please be okay.

“Abigail,” I
shouted. “Cancel Plan B action. Order an evacuation and floor
search of levels 35 and up. Explosion localised to the penthouse.
As far as I know, there’s no other threat.”

She nodded,
and with courage and a professionalism I admired, she turned and
took control, shouting out commands to staff trained in the
appropriate areas.

I put my phone
back to my ear. “Dale, where’s Brett?”

“He got so far
as the elevator.”

“What’s the
status on the elevators? I’m going up.”

“But Sir—”

“Just do it,
Dale. Alexis is up there for fuck’s sake.”

“Okay, hang
on. Right, your private elevator is jammed between levels 42 and
41. It has structural damage according to these reports. The backup
brakes are locked and it’s not going anywhere. Elevators one, two
and four and at ground level and secure, and cart three is on
automatic override and is on its way down now with Brett in
it.”

“Good,
override number one now.”

“I can get it
as far as level 41, Sir. You’ll have to take the stairs after
that.”

“Just do it
now Dale, fuck! And override the security lock to all my apartment
access doors.”

“Okay, cart
one is open, go! And Bryce...from one mate to another, be careful.
I can’t tell the extent of the damage. Cameras are down up
there.”

I hung up, not
having time for small talk. I had to get to Alexis. I had to make
sure she was alright. Fuck! I hope she is alright. No, she has
to be alright.

The doors to
elevator one opened and I wasted no time in stepping inside and
indicating to the surveillance camera—the one I knew Dale was
watching—that the cart should hurry and move. The doors then closed
and the cart climbed with speed.

Running my
hands through my hair, as I impatiently paced the enclosed space on
my way to the penthouse floor, I couldn’t help but replay in my
mind Alexis’ terrified voice. Of her crying out what she thought
were her last words and telling me that she loved me and always
would, that she loved her kids, kids I now loved too.

“Fuck!”
Can’t this thing go any faster? I loved her so much, and the
thought of her being...dead...hell, I couldn’t even comprehend
that. I’d already had that feeling before for the smallest of
seconds and it tore me apart, was the worst few seconds of my
life.

The elevator
stopped and the doors slid open, and barely waiting till they were
wide enough, I squeezed through and headed for the stairwell. All I
could smell when I opened the door and started to climb the
stairs—again taking many at a time—was smoke.

As I
approached the door to my apartment, the roar of flames deafened my
hearing and smoke was now visible and thick, burning my eyes and
lungs. I pulled my shirt up to cover my mouth and nose then touched
the door handle. It was hot but not scorching hot, so I gripped it
tighter and turned. Then, without precaution or hesitation, I
pushed the door forward, being met with flames, smoke, steam, and
water from the sprinklers—visibility was almost impossible.

“Alexis!” I
shouted, through a wall of smoke and orange heat from the flames.
“Alexis!” Please, please answer me. There was nothing, no
response. All I could hear was the crackling of fire.

Looking up
while shielding my eyes from the flames, I noticed the second floor
to be smoke filled but not yet ferociously dominated by fire, and
with hope, I turned back toward the stairwell and climbed another
level.

I burst
through the doors to my second story apartment then bent down low
to avoid the thicker smoke and to get a better visual of the space
ahead of me. I scampered toward our bedroom, all the while shouting
her name.

“Alexis!” I
repeated, painfully realising that she wasn’t there. “Alexis!”

I stumbled
back out of our room, my lungs straining from the lack of oxygen,
and my eyes begging for relief from the smoke. The radiant heat
from the fires scorching blaze was also starting to find its way to
the second floor, making my plans to continue to search a hell of a
lot harder. I headed back to the stairwell door when I ran straight
into a firefighter.

“You need to
leave, Sir. It’s not safe up here—” he shouted, just as another
smaller explosion sounded.

“Alexis!” I
yelled while trying to barge past him, fighting his aggressive
restraint. “Fucking let me go, my fiancé is up here somewhere.”

“You need to
leave. We’ll find her,” he said automatically, as he led me back
into the stairwell.

Other
firefighters were coming up the stairs in single file.

“Bryce!” I
heard one of them call.

I looked up
and noticed Derek lifting his breathing apparatus from his face.
“Bryce, thank fuck you’re alright, Mate.”

“I’m not
alright, Alexis is in there.” I looked back at the door, ready to
go right back through it.

He grabbed my
arm, forcefully. “I’ll find her, Mate.” Then he pushed past me and
ran inside.

“Sir, you need
to come down to the next level.”

Coughing, I
followed the firefighter down to the next level where I leaned into
the wall, trying to catch my breath. She has to be alright, they
have to find her. And, Gareth...Fuck! I couldn’t even think
about what may have happened to my cousin, just the thought of it
made me feel sick.

I lifted my
head to see a few firefighters exit the stairwell and few more take
their place, but still no sign of Alexis, Gareth, or Derek. I
can’t do this, I can’t just fucking wait here. Just as I was
about to go back up, a firefighter came out and grabbed his radio.
“Confirmation: DB found.”

It was at that
point that my adrenalin levels plummeted and all hope I held left
me. I stumbled back against the wall and slid down it, putting my
hands in my hair as I sunk to my knees. The unbearable grief that
overwhelmed me tore at my heart, clawing me with its vicious dread.
I knew too well that DB stood for Dead Body.

I was fucking
cursed, doomed, never allowed to love and be loved. This was my
penance, and I was going to absorb it and wear it for the rest of
my life.

Crying and in
pain, I rocked back and forth against the wall, desperately wanting
to hold Alexis in my arms, feel her warmth, breathe in her
intoxicating scent, and taste her mouth. I wanted to press her
against me, lock her to my soul, never being able to let her go. I
could hear her voice calling out for me to help her and it tortured
me even further, but it was a torture I would endure.

I covered my
ears and cried harder but her cries for me only grew louder.

“Can you hear
that?” One of the firefighters said to the other.

I lifted my
head from my hands and stared at the two men with confusion
“What?”

Realising what
they were suggesting, my heart beat became frantic, and everything
turned a deathly silence. I strained to hear what I didn’t want to
let myself believe I’d heard, because if it turned out to be false
I would die another thousand deaths. Then, I heard it again,
Alexis’ cries for help. I stood up, and like magnetism, found
myself taking steps closer to her pleas.

“Bryce!
Anybody! Help!”

It was
unmistakable this time, it was Alexis.

“The
elevator,” the firefighter said. “It’s coming from the
elevator.”

I threw myself
at the doors, desperate to pry them open. “Alexis! Can you hear
me?”

“Bryce! I’m in
here. I’m in the elevator,” she called out.

Fuck me, she’s
alive. Her voice was like fucking music to my ears.

I’d gone from
feeling overbearing grief to soaring relief in the space of a few
seconds and now I was as desperate as ever to get to my fiancé.

“Hold on,
Hunny. We’ll get you out.”

She coughed
and moaned. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I couldn’t
help but let out a laugh. A laugh at her impeccable timing, a laugh
at her endearing sarcasm and a laugh because I was so fucking
relieved.

One of the
firefighters zipped open a bag and pulled out a crow bar. “Step
aside, Sir.”

Fucking
bullshit, I’ll step aside. He wedged it in between the doors
and began to pry them open. I didn’t hesitate and helped pull them
apart, then reached into the cart. Alexis’ hand touched mine, and
like every single time beforehand, I felt like I’d been struck by a
bolt of lightning.

“Bryce,” she
coughed, as she latched onto my arm.

The elevator
had stopped in between the level we were situated on and the one
below, and the gap between the top of the cart and the floor of our
level was only a few feet wide. I looked down and could see her
innocent, terrified but relieved eyes staring back at me.

“Hunny, hang
on.”

“Please, Sir,
move aside, I’m going in. Ma’am move back against the wall.”

She did what
she was told, then the firefighter lowered himself into the
elevator. He quickly assessed her then boosted her up.

I secured her
underneath her arms, then shuffling back on my knees and slowly
rising to my feet, I lifted her free from the cart. “I’ve got
you.”

She wiggled
out till she was standing on her feet, then wrapping her arms
around my neck, she squeezed me tightly —it was the best feeling in
the world.

“You’re alive.
You’re fucking alive,” I exclaimed as I ran my hands all over her
body just to make sure she was really in my arms.

She started
crying and shaking and I felt her begin to go limp.

“She needs to
see a medic,” the firefighter said.

I had to
agree, but I wasn’t about to let her out of my arms. “I’ll take her
down,” I replied just as Derek walked through the door that led to
the stairwell.

He wrenched
off his helmet and breathing mask and wiped his face with his hand,
looking relieved but confused. “Thank Christ for that,” he said as
he squatted down and fetched a water bottle. “Where?”

I pointed to
the elevator. Derek just shook his head then fell back against the
wall.

After a moment
of silence, I lifted Alexis’ legs into my arms. “You’re okay,
Hunny.”

“Gareth?” she
asked against my neck, her sobs painful, her tears moistening my
skin.

I looked at
Derek who sorrowfully shook his head, confirming my fears and
filling me with a sense of loss. “He didn’t make it,” I said
softly.

She began to
cry harder, which had me perplexed. “He saved me, Bryce” she
sobbed.

I threaded my
hand through her hair, pressing my palm against the back of her
head and holding her tightly, my hand finding a rather large
bump.

“Did you hit
your head?”

“Yes, I’ve
been unconscious.”

“Come on, you
need to see a paramedic.”


 


CHAPTER
THIRTY-FIVE

 Bryce carried me in
his arms and down one flight of stairs, then I remembered going
back into an elevator until I was at ground level and being fussed
over by two paramedics. Soon after that, I ended up back in
hospital.

I was drowsy
from my concussion, and my eyes still stung from the smoke,
therefore finding it much easier and more comfortable to keep them
closed. I could hear Bryce talking with my doctor, their voices
audible but not quite in my room.

“Physically,
she is fine. She suffered a mild concussion and will be somewhat
drowsy. She also suffered minor smoke inhalation and could
experience shortness of breath and a sore throat for many
days.”

“And our
baby?” Bryce asked the young sounding female doctor with an English
accent.

“Your baby is
fine, Mr. Clark. The ultrasound still shows a strong fetal
heartbeat.”

“Thank you,”
Bryce exhaled, sounding relieved yet fragile.

“I’m more
concerned for your fiancé’s mental state at this stage. Her medical
records indicate she sees Dr. Jessica Laitan.”

“Yes, she
does,” he replied.

“I think it
may be wise to make an appointment for her as soon as possible.
Other than that, she is ready to be discharged. Give me a moment to
complete her paperwork, and then you can take her home.”

 


Moments later,
I felt Bryce’s warm, comforting hand on top of mine. I clenched it
tightly and slowly opened my eyes, finding him slumped over the bed
his head resting on his folded arms.

He began to
sob. “I’m so sorry.”

“Bryce,” I
said, my voice raspy and my throat sore and dry. “Don’t be sorry.
Please don’t be sorry. None of what happened is your fault.”

“You’re wrong,
it’s all my fault,” he answered angrily. “I knew Scott had returned
and I didn’t protect you.”

I moved my
other hand to touch his head. “Look at me.”

He slowly
lifted his head from his arms.

“I knew Scott
had returned as well, but neither of us could’ve known what he had
planned.”

He dropped his
head again. “I knew what Scott was capable of, Alexis. What if
Charli and Nate had been there, or Lucy and Alexander?”

Just the
thought of it made me feel sick again.

“Did you know
he was capable of that?” I asked sternly.

“No.”

“Then stop
blaming yourself.”

“I nearly lost
you, Alexis. I thought I’d lost you. I thought you were dead.” He
took my hand in his and brought it up to his cheek, while closing
his eyes.

“Open your
eyes, Bryce.”

I said it with
authority, like the many times he’d said it to me. They shot
open.

“You didn’t
lose me, I’m right here. I’ve told you before, I’m not going
anywhere.”

 


***

 


I leaned up
against the window, 38 floors above the city of Melbourne, the
window which now housed the view from our make-shift apartment in
City Towers. It had been days since the explosion and fire that
destroyed the interior of majority of the penthouse floor. There
was no major structural damage, but the heat of the fire and extent
of the smoke damage had made it so that the entire apartment would
need to be completely renovated. Until that happened, we were
staying in one of the villas a few levels down.

“Alexis, are
you with me?” Jessica asked softly, but firmly enough to bring my
attention back to her.

I removed my
gaze from the many kayakers streaming along the Yarra River below.
“Yes, sorry.”

“It’s okay to
dwell on what’s happened. You’re allowed to think about the events,
just make sure you talk about them out loud.”

“I wasn’t
really thinking about it. Alright, maybe I was. I’m worried about
Bryce more than anything, he’s blaming himself.”

“I know he is,
Alexis, and I’m working on that. If you feel you need to constantly
reassure him, then do so. But he will need to sort through his
guilt and his insecurities himself.”

I turned back
to look out the window, to the sun which was part way up in the
sky, indicating the time being mid-morning. It was hot outside, and
a beautiful day, but that beauty was soon going to turn glum when
we made our way to the Melbourne Cemetery to say farewell to
Gareth.

I had on a
black sheath dress with a top layer of black lace. It was
conservative but also cool enough for the day ahead. I leaned into
the window again, but closed my eyes to block out the vertical drop
that now greeted me.

“Alexis, I am
here to listen to you, to make you feel comfortable enough to open
up to me and rid yourself of information and feelings you do not
know how to dissect and comprehend. I’m here to help you, and I
want to, but you need to tell me what you’re thinking.”

Still keeping
my eyes closed, I confessed what I had held onto since Scott’s
attempt at my murder. “Scott pushed me down the stairs. He was the
reason I fell and lost our baby. He confessed before he tried to
blow up the apartment, but... I think I kind of already knew that
he’d pushed me, that he was at fault.”

“Hmmm, it
would appear you did. And how does that make you feel?”

“Angry,” I bit
out, while turning to face her, my back now to the window.

“That is a
reasonable reaction, Alexis.”

“I’m not angry
at Gareth, because Scott’s actions were never his fault. I realise
that, I do. I’m angry because Bryce will blame himself.”

She pushed her
glasses back up to the top of her nose. “He feels responsible for
Gareth.”

“Yes, he does,
and he will feel responsible for the death of our daughter because
of that. I will not let him bear that guilt. Ever! Her death was
not his fault. It wasn’t my fault. Fuck, it wasn’t even Gareth’s
fault. It was Scott’s.”

“So, you’ve
chosen not to tell him the truth?”

“Yes.”

“That’s quite
a secret to carry.”

“I know,” I
sighed while closing my eyes again. “But, I will carry it. I will
bear it to save him more heartache, he has suffered enough. I love
him so much I can barely breathe, Jessica, and I can’t handle
seeing him torture himself any further. Carrying this secret is
nothing compared to seeing that.”

“Well, Dear,
that’s why I’m here. You no longer have to carry that secret
alone.”

***



Shortly after
my session with Jessica ended, we headed to the Melbourne Cemetery
in order to pay our respects to Gareth. Bryce had been terribly
quiet during the limousine ride, and Lucy had not said much more
than him.

I threaded my
arm behind Bryce’s back as we walked along the grass to the marquee
set up for Gareth’s memorial service.

“I know this
is a stupid question on a day like this, but are you alright?” I
asked softly as I leaned my head against his shoulder.

“I’m fine,” he
answered flatly.

I stopped us
from walking any further, the marquee only meters away. “Bryce, why
are you angry?”

“I’m not.”

“You are.
You’re angry with Gareth, and you’re angry with yourself.”

He twitched
his eye ever so slightly, and I noticed his free hand fist into a
ball.

I grabbed hold
of it and brought it to my lips, kissing it tenderly. “For
starters, you shouldn’t be angry at yourself. We’ve gone through
this. None of it was your fault. So please, let it go. And
secondly, you shouldn’t be angry with Gareth. Scott yes, Gareth
no.”

He gave me a
slight roll of the eye.

“Bryce, don’t
blame Gareth for Scott. Gareth was a hero. He saved your brother,
pulled him free of a burning car wreck without a second thought. He
saved me, Bryce.” A tear rolled down my cheek. He lifted his hand
and wiped it away like so many times before. “He saved my life. He
fought back, took control. He allowed me to get away. Gareth was a
hero, don’t ever forget that. Don’t let Scott mar your good
memories of your cousin. A cousin you cared deeply for, a cousin
you loved like a brother. Don’t be angry with Gareth, okay?” It was
now my turn to wipe a tear from his eye.

“Okay,” he
answered with mustered courage, then pulling me to him, he placed a
renewed kiss on my forehead. “Let’s go say goodbye.”

I gently
touched his cheek. “I love you, Bryce Clark. You are an amazing
man.”

He went to say
something, and I could tell by the look on his face that his
response was going to negate my words to him, so I put my finger to
his lips then continued toward the group of people that were slowly
gathering.

 


We sat under
the make-shift marquee in the hot summer sun, listening to Gareth’s
life story, a story of achievement, of loss, of sadness, but also
of friendship and family. Looking around, Gareth had many friends
and family that cared for him. There were a lot of people I did not
know, but there were also a lot of people I did know, and it warmed
my heart that they had come to pay their respects. I noticed Derek,
Abigail, and Santa, together with other board members of Clark
Incorporated. I also noticed Jessica, Patrick the Head Designer,
and even Clarissa. But it was Sam who stood beside Abigail, with
her head hung low and a tissue scrunched in her hand that had me
catching a breath. She looked so sad, so torn, so heartbroken. It
really was awful.

I hadn’t
spoken to her since the fire and Gareth’s death. I really wasn’t
sure what she was thinking or how she felt toward me. It made me
nervous to think that this may have a detrimental effect on our
friendship, and if it did, I would try my hardest to make it right
again. Sam was my friend, an unorthodox one at that, but she was my
friend and had helped me settle in from being a stay-at-home mum to
a working professional again—she’d helped keep me sane.

As if she felt
me staring at her, she looked up and caught my eye. I smiled at her
warily and hoped for the same response. Thankfully, I got what I
thought was a sympathetic smile back, so I nodded respectfully at
her then gripped Bryce’s hand as the minister began to speak.

 


After the
service and burial, I took a moment to linger above Gareth’s plot
while clenching a book to my chest. I’d wanted a few moments alone
to pay my respects, having an overwhelming feeling that I had to
let Gareth know in some way that I was aware of what he had done
for me.

I took a deep
breath, knelt down beside his grave and looked down at his casket.
“Thank you. I know you sacrificed yourself for me, I could see it
in your eyes right before you told me to run. I knew at that moment
what you planned to do, and I want to let you know that I’m truly
sorry I couldn’t help you.”

I wiped the
tears from my eyes. “You’ve probably already read this, Gareth, but
just in case you haven’t, I thought you might like it. Plus, you
kind of remind me of Samwise Gamgee.” I dropped my book of The
Fellowship of the Ring into his grave. “And don’t worry, I’ll
make sure Lauchie gets a new one every year, I promise.”

I spent a few
more moments alone by Gareth’s grave thinking about life—past,
present and future. Bryce and Lucy were talking to friends and
family, and Nate and Charli were both at school. I felt it wasn’t
necessary, nor was it responsible to allow them to go to the
funeral. Charli was too young to understand Gareth’s condition or
reason for his death, and Nate was too smart for his own boots and
would piece together the story. So much had happened in my
children’s lives this past year as a result of my actions and
decisions, and although some of those changes had been good and for
the better, some of them had been incredibly hard for them, too. I
didn’t want to add another painstaking event to the list of things
they would have to decipher and work through. They didn’t need to
know their mother was almost killed by their soon-to-be
stepfather’s mentally ill cousin. Instead, I had told them that the
apartment had caught on fire due to an explosion, and Gareth had
tried to save me. It wasn’t entirely far from the truth. In my
eyes, he was a hero after all.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 EPILOGUE

I once learned
that to calm one’s nerves you needed to regulate your breathing.
Breathe in through your nose while imagining the air to be cool and
refreshing. Then breathe out through your mouth, your exhale warm
and comforting. Bullshit! Icy cold air in, and warm soothing air
out? Pfft, calming, my arse. Whoever came up with that crock of
shit needs to experience a day in my life, then practice that
breathe-in breathe-out bullshit and tell me it works. It doesn’t,
it doesn’t fucking work.

“Somebody get
me a gin and squash, please.” I begged, as I paced the room in my
Maggie Sottero wedding gown. The A-line fitted, capped sleeved
ivory lace dress with a keyhole back and corset closure draped
elegantly down my nervous body. It was simply elegant, and I loved
it. “Gin...Somebody...Please!” I implored.

“No, you don’t
need any more alcohol, Alexis. An intoxicated bride walking down
the aisle is never a good look.” My mother was fixing an
ivory-coloured, rose garland on top of Charli’s head. “I don’t know
why you’re so nervous, you’re never this nervous.”

“Mum, look, we
are both princesses,” Charli beamed, as she tried to twirl her
dress which was of the same material as mine.

“Charlotte,
keep still,” Mum barked.

I turned
around from my position at the top of the step which led into the
lounge area, careful not to catch my heel in the fishtail train of
my dress, which finished in scalloped edging and was delicately
sprinkled with Swarovski crystals.

“Mum—”

I was about to
argue my need for a drink when Tash interrupted.

“Awww, Mrs. B,
a little Schnappies won’t hurt,” she said mischievously, as she
slipped me a small shot glass of Baileys and Schnapps while singing
in a high pitched whisper, “Schnappies!” She then proceeded to walk
around the room and hand out shot glasses to my bridal party: Jen,
Carls, Lucy, Lil, Jade and Steph. All seven of them were wearing
strapless mushroom-coloured chiffon dresses, the hem stopping just
above their knees.

“Oh, for the
love of God, please do not spill any of that on your dresses,” my
mother whined, finishing with Charli’s hair and taking an
appreciative stance.

“Mrs. B, here,
down this.” Tash handed Mum a shot. “Drink up, bitches!” she
hollered, and we all knocked them back.

Mum just
stared at hers.

“Go on, Mum.
Trust me, it helps,” encouraged Jen.

Mum put her
glass to her lips and slowly tilted her head back, all of us
watching in anticipation for her reaction.

She lowered
her head back down with that screwed-up, squinty-eyed,
I-just-stuck-my-finger-in-a-powersocket look, then casually
softened her expression. “Actually, that was quite nice,” she said
as she licked her lips.

I let out a
loving giggle then walked out onto our balcony, 43 stories above
the ground. If there were any place that could calm my nerves, it
was the balcony—that or my shower, and I was not about to go and
hop in there.

Two years had
passed since Scott tried to kill the both of us by blowing up the
apartment, and it had since been completely renovated and now felt
more like our family home. Bryce had tried to convince me for
months after the fire to move into a house in the suburbs or by the
beach, but I hadn’t wanted to. City Towers held such sentimental
memories for me, and I couldn’t bring myself to abandon that. Okay,
so the building also held some pretty devastating memories, too,
but I was of the mindset that you didn’t run away from your fears
and demons; you faced them head on. You addressed them, dealt with
them, conquered and quashed them. Only then could you honestly move
ahead.

I’d also
decided that I wanted to get married at City Towers, because again,
let’s face it, the place was sentimental. It was where Bryce and I
first met, where we first kissed, where we both first said ‘I love
you’, and it was the place where we shared our lives together both
personally and professionally—for me it was the perfect choice.

My friends had
thought my choice was crazy, because...well...it was no secret we
pretty much had all the money in the world. But I wanted something
familiar, elegant and private. I wanted something intimate. The
glory and over-the-top hype that was involved with weddings just
wasn’t my thing. City Towers was the perfect setting, I was
positive of that.

It was
February in Melbourne and relatively warm, but I liked summer. For
me, it was the perfect time of year to get married. Our ceremony
was to be held in the Garden Terrace which was located in the
precinct area. It was quaint and offered both an outdoor freshness
and an indoor feel with the luxury of air conditioning—very much
needed for the summer season.

 


I took in the
view from the balcony like I had so many times, and like those
times, its serene calmness and beauty washed over me and settled my
nerves. Mum was right, I was never this nervous, I guess it showed
just how happy Bryce made me, and because of that, I wanted this
day to be perfect.

“Lexi, your
phone just beeped,” Lucy said with a snide smile as she handed me
my phone then turned and headed back inside.

I looked down
at the screen and noticed a message from Bryce:

29 minutes and 13
seconds - Bryce

 


I shook my
head a little just as my phone beeped again:

28 minutes, 19 seconds
and counting,

until you make me the
happiest man alive - Bryce

 


I typed
back:

27 minutes and 21
seconds until I become

Mrs. Alexis Clark -
Alexis






I can’t wait. -
Bryce






Neither can I -
Alexis






Well then hurry up -
Bryce






I love you, you know.
- Alexis






I do. - Bryce






Aren’t you supposed to
say that in

25 minutes and 33
seconds. - Alexis






That’s it, I’m coming
up there to get you. - Bryce

 


I giggled.
Shit! He probably would.

Okay, okay. I’m on my
way. ♥ - Alexis






You better be ♥ -
Bryce

 


“You look
beautiful, Baby Girl,” Dad’s voice sounded from behind. I turned
around to see my father suited in a tux with a rose button hole
pinned to his breast pocket.

I tilted my
head to the side and gave my dad a bashful smile. “Thanks Dad, you
look pretty smashing yourself.”

Dad hated
suits. Hated them. He was most comfortable in a pair of tracksuit
pants, overalls and Blundstone boots.

He tugged at
his tie, uncomfortably. “Hmmm,” he muttered, with false
frustration.

I stepped
forward and adjusted it correctly for him.

“I know this
is your second time down the aisle, Sweetheart. But let me tell
you, I’m just as proud to walk you down it this day as I was the
first.”

I wrapped my
arms around the wonderful man I was privileged to call Dad. “I
promise this is the last time you’ll have to do it.”

He nodded.
“Good! Okay, let’s get this show on the road then, shall we?”

***

My bridal
party huddled into the elevator and made their way down to the
lobby, while Charli, my parents, and I, waited for it to return to
collect us.

“Alexis,
Sweetheart. Take a breath,” Mum advised.

“Leave her
alone, Maryann, she’s allowed to be nervous.”

I clenched
Dad’s arm a bit tighter.

“Mum, you’re
my favourite princess, even more than Cinderella, and she’s really
beautiful.”

I ran my hand
over Charli’s cheek. “And you’re my favourite princess too,
Charli-Bear.” I winked at her just as the doors opened.

Mum, Dad, and
Charli stepped out before me, and when I stepped out into the lobby
after them, I was stunned to a halt. There were potted rose bushes
lining a white velvet carpet rug which stretched as far as I could
see, wrapping around the corner and out into the entertainment
precinct. Guests and staff were lined up, waiting for me to walk
down it on my journey to marry the man of my dreams.

“Oh my God!
Who organised all these roses and where did all these people come
from? They look like they are forming a guard of honour, how
embarrassing,” I said quietly under my breath.

Lucy spun
around to face me after positioning my bridal party in a single
file, ready to walk to the Terrace. “Get used to it, Alexis. You
are about to marry the biggest control freak on earth.”

“Don’t I know
it,” I murmured.

Lucy spun back
around and gave her orders. “Okay, okay, ladies and little lady,
let’s walk.”

Charli smiled
brightly and gave me the thumbs up.

I smiled back
and blew her a kiss. “Take it away, princess,” I called back to
her.

She started
walking slowly along the carpet dropping rose petals from her
basket, each bridesmaid followed shortly after.

Mum gave me
one last kiss and hug before wiping her tears and heading quickly
to the Garden Terrace.

I sucked in a
huge breath and blew it out before cracking my neck from side to
side. Not the classiest thing to do, Alexis, especially while in
a wedding dress in front of many people. But damn, that does help
ease tension. I now understood why Bryce did it.

“Let’s walk,
Darling.” Dad said, before linking his arm in mine and leading the
way.

 


As I walked
down the carpet, I smiled brightly at the hotel’s staff. Many of
them I had become quite friendly with, and many had abandoned their
duties throughout the hotel to pop into the lobby and see me on my
way. I also smiled at the hotel’s guests and waved at their
children who waved back excitedly as I walked past. I was so caught
up in parading through the hotel, that I had not realised I was now
standing at the entrance to the Garden Terrace and in a position to
see Bryce standing at the altar. Derek, Will, Matt, Nic, Steve,
Jake and Dale were lined up to his right, and my handsome little
man, Nate, stood proudly at his very side.

Mum appeared
next to me again, this time handing me my equally handsome little,
little man, Brayden.

“Hello,
Mummy’s spunky boy. Have you been good for Daddy?”

He nodded.
“Dadda ova dere,” Brayden giggled, as he pointed to his dad who was
as still as a statute while watching me hug our son.

“Yes, he is,
isn’t he? And he looks very handsome, just like you. Have you got a
kiss for Mummy?”

My chubby
little 18-month-old leaned forward and placed a sloppy kiss on my
lips.

“Thank you,” I
said, as I conspicuously wiped the additional slobber—that toddlers
seem to be able to produce—away from my lips and chin. “Now, hold
on to Nanny’s hand and your special pillow, and walk down to where
Daddy is.”

I placed him
on his wobbly feet and watched Mum lead him down the aisle, my
heart thumping at the sight of his gorgeous wobbly steps toward his
dad. We had both waited nearly two years to get married, just so we
could see our gorgeous little Brayden walk down the aisle, and
although the wait was agonising—especially for my Mr.
I-can’t-fucking-wait-any-longer Clark—seeing our son’s adorable
eager steps toward his father, was definitely worth the wait.
Everyone in the room smiled at my blonde haired, blue eyed little
boy who seemed to charm everyone in his vicinity, just like his
dad. He was sweet and playful, and again, just like his dad, stole
my heart the moment I first laid eyes on him.

A tear left my
eye as I looked down the aisle at all three of my children, and the
man who captured my soul the very moment I met him. The sight
before me was perfect.

A Live
Trepidation musical piece sounded through the speakers, indicating
I should begin to walk down the aisle. I wiped my tear and smiled,
then I squeezed Dad’s arm, prompting him to turn his head in my
direction and pat my hand. I took comfort in his action then beamed
at the people around me.

I spotted
Santa and Mrs. Gordon first, both of them smiling and nodding their
heads as I walked past. Next was Abigail, Sam, and Charlie, Charlie
fluttering his hands in front of his face in an attempt to prevent
himself from crying. Moving along, I spotted Clarissa and Johanna,
and I was glad Jake had been truthful when telling me that he liked
her, because obviously he had—she was still very much a part of his
life and his house.

Taking my
final steps to the altar, I came upon Jessica wiping her eye with a
tissue, and something told me her tears were a result of happiness
and sadness. Sadness that her best friend—Bryce’s mother—could not
be here to witness her son get married. I smiled sympathetically at
her, and she thanked me with a brighter smile back.

The last set
of guests I laid eyes on before turning to my father were Rick,
Claire, and RJ. Rick looked happier than I had ever seen him. He
was fit and healthy and very much in love with his heavily pregnant
fiancé, Claire.

 


“Okay,
Darling. This is where I leave you and hand you over to a man I
know this time will love and care for you until his dying day.”

I scoffed
lovingly at my father. “How do you know that?”

Dad nodded in
Bryce’s direction. “Just look at him.”

Dad then
leaned in and kissed me on the cheek before I turned and faced
Bryce.

Okay, I have
to agree with you Dad.

Bryce’s eyes
were glued to me if in a trance, his mouth slightly open and his
hands by his sides showing signs of fidgety agitation.

I stepped up
to the altar beside him and mouthed the word ‘Hi’.

He looked at
the celebrant. “Can I kiss her now?”

The room
erupted into a chuckle.

“I’m sorry,
Mr. Clark, not quite yet.”

The windows to
his soul were wide open as he stood before me, exposing his
undeniable love and indisputable devotion. ‘I love you’ he mouthed,
as he eyed me adoringly.

‘I love you,
too’ I mouthed back, drinking in his passion.

He was
handsome, smouldering and sexy at the best of times, but standing
in a long-lined black tuxedo with an ivory-coloured vest to match
my dress—the man just simply made my knees weak.

I handed my
bouquet of roses to Jen before turning to face Bryce. He subtly
wiped his palms on his pants before taking my hands, and I couldn’t
help but giggle at his sign of nervousness. As our fingers stroked
one another’s, the excitement that his touch always generated,
filled me entirely. Then, against all rules, he lifted my wrist to
his mouth and placed a kiss on it while fixing his deep blazing
gaze on me—the man never did what he was told, never followed the
rules.

The celebrant
cleared his throat with an amused smile on his face. Bryce just
happily smirked.

“We are
gathered here today...” the celebrant began, and as if I were in a
daze, I concentrated on the man before me—the man I knew from the
moment I met him that we belonged together. Against morals and all
odds, here we were, about to eternally pledge our commitment to
each other.

“Bryce Edward
Clark, do you take Alexis Elizabeth Blaxlo to be your wife? Do you
promise to love her, cherish her, honour and keep her, in sickness
and in health as long as you both shall live?”

“I do,” he
pronounced with certainly.

The celebrant
then repeated ‘The Asking’ to me.

“I do,” I
answered honestly.

He nodded to
Brayden. “Now I believe this young man right here has the honour in
handing over the rings.”

Mum whispered
to Brayden and set him on his feet, and like all toddlers do, he
surged toward his older brother who had bent down to make sure he
did not go tumbling to the ground. Nate caught him in his arms and
took the pillow from him which contained our rings.

“My pillow,”
Brayden complained as Nate handed it to the celebrant.

“Hang on,
Buddy, you can have it back in a second,” Nate said as he placed
his hands on Brayden’s shoulders, positioning him at his front.

The celebrant
untied the rings and handed the pillow back to Brayden. He happily
accepted and made his way back to Mum and Dad.

“Bryce,” the
celebrant said as he handed over my ring. “I believe you have
something to say.”

“Yes, I do.”
Bryce took the ring then lifted my hand in his. “Alexis, you’re a
thief,” he said boldly.

I laughed.
What?

“You stole my
heart, and you stole it good. You kept it, joined it with yours and
never gave it back. But Hunny, I want you to keep it. It’s yours,
it belongs to you and it always will. I’ve waited all my life for a
thief like you...”

I laughed
again and so did our family and friends, Brayden laughing along
with them.

“I live for
you, breathe for you. I form part of this world simply for you.
With this ring, I vow to be everything you need and want. I vow to
be your life, your breath and the reason for your existence.” He
lifted my hand again and pressed it to his mouth before sliding the
ring on my finger.

Tears were
streaming down my cheeks as I looked at it through blurred vision,
perfectly placed beside my engagement ring—Brylexis right next to
it.

Bryce gently
wiped my tears away.

I leaned in to
his touch before taking his ring from the celebrant.

“Bryce, if I’m
a thief then you’re my ultimate loot...”

This time he
laughed along with the occupants in the room.

“...my
greatest treasure. You are my knight in shining armour. The person
who opened my eyes, heart, and soul to a love I did not know
existed, a love so deep that it’s effortless, raw and pure. I vow
to be all that you’ll ever want or need. I vow to be your life
entirely. I vow to love you so profoundly that you’ll realise I am
no thief and that your heart was never yours, it was always
mine.”

Just like he
did, I lifted his hand and placed a kiss to it before sliding his
ring onto his finger.

“Can I kiss
her now?” he asked almost desperately through gritted teeth.

“With the
power invested in me...” the celebrant began to say. “...by the
Commonwealth—”

Bryce did not
wait for him to finish before taking me in his strong arms and
pressing his lips to mine. His hands were on my back, and I was
deliciously pressed against him as we merged our mouths together
for the first time as husband and wife. I melted into him then
suddenly felt myself being lowered and turned to the side in a
dip.

The room
cheered, and I heard Brayden squeal in happiness, forcing both
Bryce and I to stop and instinctively find our son. We both turned
our heads to see him sitting on my Dad’s lap, clapping his hands
and bouncing up and down. We both let out a laugh before we turned
back to each other.

“Mr. Clark,
you can lift me back up again.”

“Not just yet,
Mrs. Clark,” he said with a smirk then leaned in and kissed me
again.

 


The End.
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