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Thursday, October 18, 2012


Looking past my bleak reflection,
a neon sign hangs in the window of the bar.  The word “OPEN” appearing
garish in bright neon red, that four letter word describes exactly how I’m
feeling; open…exposed…vulnerable.  With a sigh, my eyes turn back towards
my unrecognizable reflection.  Dark circles encompass my bloodshot
eyes.  My usual vivacity is nowhere to be seen.  Instead, the
puffiness of my eyelids show the hours of tears I’ve shed.


“Coward!” I silently mouth to my
reflection.  Unable to move from the car, I cower in the darkness avoiding
confrontation.  I know what’s about to occur.  A battle of the heart
is not something that comes easily, not something that one can be prepared for.


Gripping the steering wheel, I
close my eyes momentarily.  Breathe Ely!  Just breathe! 
I steady myself as I slowly lift the handle.  “I guess what doesn’t kill
you makes you stronger.”  I repeat the words attempting to calm my erratic
breathing.  Reaching behind, I pull my tussled ponytail tighter and
finally exit the car and make my way towards the front door.


A man wearing tight jeans and a
sweat stained t-shirt walks towards me making no attempts at subtlety as his
eyes take me in, setting squarely on my behind.  I roll my eyes and
quicken my step to avoid his unwanted attention.  Pig!  I
practically have “fuck off” tattooed on my forehead and it still doesn’t stop
him from making a comment about my ass.  He snorts and lets out a loud
belch.  In that instant I’m reminded of why I’ve stayed away from dives
like this.  Ignoring my growing irritation, I take another deep breath and
enter the bar.


The smoke filled room is
overwhelming as I take a few steps beyond the front door.  I scan the
seats as “Red Light” by David Nail plays on the speakers.  What an
appropriate song to set the mood.  Swallowing the lump growing in my
throat, I fight back tears as my eyes continue their search.  Reaching the
far corner past the row of pool tables, my eyes finally rest on him.  He
looks disgustingly attractive with his unshaven face and brown disheveled hair,
as he sits by himself with a small glass filled with an auburn liquid.  He
lacks his normal wardrobe of a suit and matching tie.  Instead, he’s
wearing a black button-up with dark blue jeans; his shirt sleeves rolled up to
his elbows.


His unnerving blue eyes follow me
as I walk towards him, and as I approach him the all too familiar pull of
anticipation sweeps over me.  Standing, he pulls out a chair.  I’ve
always loved his level of mannerism, even under circumstances like these. 
Purposely, I walk past him and sit at the chair on the opposite side.  I
can’t be near him right now.  Being in such close proximity might bring me
to my knees, somewhere I’m already too close to being.  He sighs heavily,
pushing the chair back in and returns to his seat across from me.


Staring blankly at his drink, his
fingers run over the scratches on the tarnished table.  His eyes look
heavy as if he hasn’t slept for days, but even with our matching dark circles
he is painfully beautiful.  Knowing how far we’ve come, to take such a
leap backwards, has gutted us both, and it’s evident with each dark shadow.


“Why did you want to meet me
here, Alex?” I question as I glance down at my knotted fingers.  Neither
one of us are making eye contact, we stare at everything except each other.


“We needed to talk,” he mumbles
still toying with the grooves in the table.


“I really don’t know what else
there is to say,” I respond, solemnly.  “Let’s not do this to each other…”


“Elyssa…” Alex interrupts
me.  “Just let me get this out.”  Closing his eyes momentarily, he
pauses while searching for the words that he wants to say.  “You are
perfect,” he declares.  “Sitting here looking at you makes me forget the
past two days of utter hell I’ve had to deal with.”  His words make me
melt. A knot begins to build in my throat.  He can’t do this to me. 
To us.


“This,” Alex gestures between the
two of us, “This isn’t us.  We are sitting here not looking at one
another, not saying the words that need to be said.  Don’t you think I
deserve something?  Some semblance of an answer?  Can you give me
that at least?”  He stares at me, searching for a glimmer of hope that his
words have not fallen on deaf ears.  “The last time I saw you…I’m just at
a loss for words.  I don’t understand.”


For a moment my defenses drop and
with soft eyes I lift my head, finally making eye contact; willing myself not
to cry.  No Ely, you have to bring yourself to the sobering reality
that you have been placed in.  Letting him get under your skin will only
bring more pain.


“What do you want from me,
Alex?  What do you want me to say?”


“What happened to us?  How
did we get here?”  The expression on his face darkens, his eyes searching
my face.


The looming questions at hand
linger in the smoke filled air as Alex stares at his empty shot glass.  I
look around the bar, searching for a sign on how to answer the prolonged
questions.  How did we get here?  In every way possible, Alex
and I are perfect for one another.  If it wasn’t for my deal with the
devil, then I would give into him.  I would let him take me home and make
love to me.  We would forget our pasts and just lose ourselves in one
another.


How did we get here?  I’m
not so sure anymore. 
I tilt my head back thinking back to the past six weeks.  Six weeks that
have permanently changed my life.  It’s when I first started with Salerno
Health and also the first time I laid eyes on him.
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Monday September 17, 2012


Escaping the cool breeze of the
building, the sun blasts me with intense warmth that stills me right outside
the door.  The balmy summer air feels lovely against my skin as I take a moment
to revel in the last days of summer.  Las Vegas in the morning is possibly
the only time during the summer that you can sit and enjoy the weather. 
By the end of the day, I’ll be thankful summer is almost over since it feels
like living in the depths of hell.  People say that dry heat is better
than humidity, but let’s face it, hot is hot.  These are probably the same
people that think Las Vegas locals live on the strip and rent hotel rooms by
the day.  Little do they know that the life of the city is outside of the
hustle and bustle of the strip.


Being known for attracting
vagrants, chronic gamblers, and alcoholics, Las Vegas is more than the catch
phrase “whatever happens here, stays here.”  The beauty of the dessert
surrounds the valley and the vast mountains cradle the city like a nurtured
child.  But just like any city, the metropolis is heavily regulated by our
local police and I’m truly thankful, although there are areas that I don’t
frequently visit, especially after dark.


I’m feeling slightly nervous
considering my choice of wardrobe this morning has already attracted the
unwanted attention of the laborers loitering in the nearby parking lot.  I
ignored their whistles when I entered the gas station to pick up a pack of gum
and some water, but I can’t help but fidget as I gracefully walk back towards
my car.


Resting just above my knee line,
my dress flares flirtatiously yet is still professional enough for my first day
of work.  I decided to jump ship and start the next chapter of my life a
month ago.  Accepting the position as a Sales Executive at Salerno Health
was a no brainer.  The CEO, Arianna Salerno, is well known in the
insurance community, and her reputation precedes her as very generous, yet
extremely demanding.


I, of course, know her on a
completely different level.  Arianna was my mother’s closest friend before
she passed away.  “Sorority sisters for life,” was their motto, which is
why my mother always referred to her as my Aunt Arianna.  If it wasn’t for
my older sister Rachel stepping in, she would’ve been the mother figure in my
life.  As it was, Rachel would’ve never allowed anyone else to raise
me.  She felt it was her duty, and she did a remarkable job, if I do say
so myself.


When I applied for the position
at SHI I thought my employment was a done deal, but when Arianna told me I had
to interview, I almost lost it.


“I can’t show favoritism,” she
explained.  I understood, but I desperately needed the position.  I
wasn’t just upset, I was terrified.  My rent was far more than I could
afford and my savings was running out due to my move.  I didn’t dare ask
Rachel for help, so I was depending on the position at SHI in order to cover my
living expenses.  If I hadn’t gotten the position, I don’t know what I
would’ve done.  Thank goodness it was just a formality.


“Hi beautiful,” the raspy voice
startles me, causing me to lose my train of thought and turn in surprise. 
His tousled appearance and soil reddened clothes give him away
instantaneously.  Matching the laborers nearby, I’m assuming he’s
panhandling on the side while waiting for another job to drive up.  That
or he wanted to continue the sexual harassment they started on my way into the
building.


“Can I help you?” I
question.  But, just as I utter the words, my attention is drawn away from
his response.  I’m blinded by piercing blue eyes staring in my
direction.  Glancing over the laborer’s shoulder, my face feels flush as I
look at the most stunning man I’ve ever laid eyes on.  Exuding confidence,
he leans against his sleek white BMW, hands in his pockets.  Gloriously
tall, his muscles are prominent in his stark black, three piece suit.  His
blue shirt accentuates his azure eyes, bringing more attention to his perfectly
sculpted face.  Catching me staring, I notice a small smirk developing on
his flawless lips.  Our eyes lock, and for a brief moment, all I can feel
is the thumping in my chest.  Flustered at my lack of subtlety, my
attention is brought back to the gentleman standing in front of me.


“I’m sorry.  I didn’t catch
what you needed.”


“Do you have a dollar to
spare?”  Looking closer, his appearance is more that of a beggar. 
His concaved cheeks show the lack of nutrition and my heart breaks.  No
one should go hungry, let alone a man that is willing to do manual labor to
earn a few measly dollars.  Unable to avoid looking over his shoulder, the
object of my obsession is frowning in my direction and is now on alert. 
He appears to be attentively watching my interaction with the man in front of
me, concern on his face.


Reaching into my purse, I search
for the change from my earlier purchase.  Handing over a five dollar bill,
I wish the gentleman a good day before I turn and head back towards my car, but
not before noticing Mr. BMW shaking his head in disagreement before placing his
hands back into his pockets, relaxing against his car once again.


With a deep breath I shake my
head and try to calm myself.  Before getting back into the car, I can’t
help but steal another glance.  Looking over my shoulder at the
mind-blowing man standing less than twenty feet away, he places the hose back
in its harness.  I can’t help but notice the view from behind is
remarkable, with his broad shoulders and firm behind hiding under his tailored
jacket.  I hoped to have one more look into those beautiful blue eyes of
his, but he never looks back as I watch him slink into his car.  He knows
he’s attractive and it shows in every movement of his body.  I sigh as I
retreat to the confines of my car.


If only I was more forward and
more confident with men, then maybe I would’ve had the courage to talk to
him.  Then again, I was raised that men should do the approaching and make
their intentions known.  But I can’t help but wonder, could he have been
something fun or even something amazing?  My inability to approach him
will possibly forever haunt me and I will never know the sound of his voice or
the feel of his touch.  What are you talking about?   I
haven’t been interested in a man in so long, these thoughts were starting to
become foreign.  Quickly, I swallow my regret and brush off the feeling as
I start my engine.


Focus Ely, you don’t need any
distractions, and a man that looks like that would definitely be a series of
delicious distractions.


~~~~~


The expansive lobby at SHI is
quite impressive, definitely larger than my last job at Banks &
Stone.  The pale blue walls are completely bare, except for the Salerno
Health logo behind the security desk.  In a muted yellow, the logo is
bigger than the wall of my apartment and pops against the chocolate brown
terrazzo flooring.


My vanity shows slightly as I
stare at my reflection in a nearby mirror.  Even after an eventful
morning, my appearance is still intact.  My shiny auburn hair is pinned to
one side, leaving curls to fall around my face as they touch the top of my
breasts.  No wonder why they were whistling!  My bosom is
accentuated by the fitted top of my dress; professional, with a dash of
enticement.  I’m thankful I chose to dress with a hint of sexiness. 
Mr. Tall Dark and Sexy seemed to appreciate my outfit.  Not that it did me
any good.


I can’t believe my mind is still
focused on a man that I only laid eyes on for a few moments.  I feel like
a boy-crazed school girl.  Except in high school, I never thought twice
about any of the boys.  This feeling is so completely alien to me, but I
can imagine this is how it would have felt: the need to see that person, if
only to pass them in the hallway to give a coy smile and a sideways
glance.  My heart is aflutter just thinking about him.  I
don’t know his name, I don’t know if I’ll ever see him again, but his face will
forever be engrained in my memory.


Thankfully, my internal obsession
is broken by the security guard sitting behind a brushed-metallic desk as he
greets me.  Unable to hide my surprise, my brows raise.  The guard is
older than I would have imagined, possibly old enough to be my
grandfather.  A smirk spreads across my lips as I imagine him chasing an
assailant throughout the halls, tackling him to the ground, breaking a hip in
the process.  I definitely don’t feel a sense of security knowing that he
would be rushing to my aid.


“Can I help you, Miss?” the guard
inquires.


With the smirk fleeing my face I
explain, “I believe Margaret Sanders is expecting me.  My name is Elyssa
Hart.”


Asking for my driver’s license,
he turns to his computer.  His one finger typing is causing the task to
take a little longer than I would like.  But instead of getting
frustrated, I take a moment to observe the ambiance.  The revolving door
is literally spinning out of control as crowds of employees move into the
lobby; echoes of footsteps reverberate against the walls.  Of course, with
it being so close to 8:00 a.m., the traffic is expected to pick up.


Handing back my license, along
with a temporary badge, my only instructions are to take the elevator up to the
eighteenth floor.  “Good luck on your first day, Ms. Hart.  Please
let me know if you need anything.”  What a sweet old man, and I
can’t help but wonder why he needs to work instead of staying at home, growing
old with someone.  Hopefully, I get to know him and answer my unspoken
questions.


Thanking him, I attach my
temporary badge to the collar of my dress and walk towards the elevators. 
Entering the large metal casing, I turn around to press the button for the
eighteenth floor, but am startled when I come face to face with my image of
male perfection standing less than a foot away from me.  What the…?! 
Wide-eyed I stand, shocked and confused.


Gliding to the middle of the
elevator, he examines my demeanor before pushing the button for the eighteenth
floor.  Cautiously, I stare at him, startled at his intended
destination.  With a smug smile, his pouty lips part as he addresses
me.  “You’re going to the eighteenth floor right, Ms. Hart?”  His
voice is silky, deep, and masculine.  How did he know my name?


I’m stunned in silence.  He
suppresses a smile, “Don’t worry, I’m not a stalker.  I just overheard Mr.
Hodges say your name in the lobby.”  I can’t imagine him stalking anyone,
not that he would need to.  I’m sure women throw themselves at his
feet.  The image of kneeling before him causes me to flush with
warmth.  Good God, control yourself.


“Mr. Hodges?” I question, trying
to engage him in conversation.


“The security guard you were just
speaking with,” he answers, poignantly.  Oh!  Who else could it
have been?


Staring at the numbers above the
elevator door, he’s calm, cool and collected, while I stand shaking with
excitement.  He makes me nervous and my pulse quickens at his
closeness.  For the first time in who knows how long, I’m
speechless.  He’s unnerved me in a way that I never thought imaginable;
but then again, I’ve never felt such an attraction to anyone else before. 
As I glance around the elevator with a large, awkward smile, my fingers fidget
with the strap of my purse.  It doesn’t last long as I feel my eyes wander
in his general direction.


I hadn’t noticed his dimples
earlier.  They are quite prominent, but even more so when he smirks the
way he is right now.  I’m sure he knows the affect he has on me, probably
the same effect he has on most women.  Of course he’s confident; he’s
young and absurdly beautiful.  The alluring energy radiating off him is
palpable as he leans against the wall running his hand through his thick
golden-brown locks.  I fight the urge to stand in awe, but my eyes are
addicted to him.


Stealing another look, I’m
entranced by his exquisite crystal blue eyes.  Hints of citrus and spice
fill the closed confined space.  I take a step closer; my eyes fall as I
take in his masculine scent.  Entering into a lusty haze, I imagine the
taste of his tongue and the feel of his skin.  The sound of him clearing
his throat causes my eyes to shoot open and take the needed step
backward.  There’s that damn smirk again.  Through narrowed
eyes of embarrassment, I shake my head, bringing myself back down to
reality.  I can’t believe he just caught me sniffing him.


When the ascent to the eighteenth
floor comes to a halt, we both exit and head in the same direction. 
Walking next to my Adonis, I’m consciously aware of the way he moves. 
Gracefully navigating the hallway, he shows arrogance in the way he owns the
space around him.  Thankfully he knows where I’m supposed to go, letting
me know someone named Autumn will be showing me around.  Nice.  My
own personal tour guide.  The longer with him the better.


Shortly, we reach a simple black
desk, belonging to a mousey-looking female.  I can’t help but notice the
absence of personal affects or decorations.  Only a lonely fern sits atop
the desk, possibly a glimpse into her personality or maybe the temperament of
her boss.  She stands as we approach and although plain, she’s pretty in
her own way, wearing a firmly pressed pink blouse with ruffles going down the
front and a dark brown pencil skirt.


Looking up through her tightly
curled, dirty blonde hair, she nods and greets us, “Mr. James, Mrs. Salerno is
expecting you.  She wants you to go to her office when you get
here.”  Finally, a name to the face…Mr. James.  My sister
always warned me about men who have two first names.  If I recall, she
said something about them being womanizers.  Hopefully, there’s no merit
to her statement.


In comparison to the tall slab of
muscle standing next to me, she’s small and fragile, and is completely
unaffected by the beautiful specimen standing in front of her as she talks
confidently at him, firing off instructions from Mrs. Salerno.  At the
same time, Mr. James appears to appreciate how meticulous she is with simple
tasks, like taking a message.  Looking away, she smiles in my direction,
“May I help you?”


Extending my hand to her, she
grips it tightly as we shake.  Her hold is strong, considering her small
build.  “My name’s Elyssa Hart; I’m the new Sales Executive.”


“Oh yes, Autumn’s expecting you,”
she explains.  Walking past me, she waves me over and I follow her to
another plain black desk, not too far from hers.  “This is your new
home.  All of your supplies are stocked in your desk.  If you need
anything, just let me know.  My name’s Janice, by the way.  I’m Mr.
James’ assistant.”  Beaming up at him, she seems content in her
position.  Lucky girl!  “Please let me know if there’s
anything else you need.”


“Great, thank you, Janice.”


My whole body trembles as Mr.
James rests his hand on the small of my back.  “Janice, I’ll take Ms. Hart
to see Autumn since I’m going that way.”  Puzzled, Janice smiles, shrugs
and retreats back to her desk.  She seemed nice enough, hopefully someone
I can become friends with.


We walk in silence; once again I
feel the visceral awareness being next to him.  It’s hard to concentrate
on the rows of cubicles full of employees.  Their quiet banter can be
heard and I notice prying eyes over the walls, following us as we progress down
the walkway.  I’m not sure if they’re measuring up the new girl or the
fine man walking next to me.  Considering that most of the heads that are
turning are women, I’m assuming it’s him.  Either way, he seems to pay no
attention to their inquisitive eyes.


Passing another set of double
doors, I realize my mind has been entirely attuned to the smoldering man next
to me.  I barely recall some simple pieces of black and white art; mainly
still photographs of inanimate objects as we made our way down the
hall.   Approaching the conference room, he knocks on the closed door
and places his hands behind his back as we wait for a response.  Instead
of the expected formal greeting, I hear a strong feminine voice yell, “It’s
open.”


After opening the door, my eyes
are immediately drawn to the stacks upon stacks of paper scattered along the
conference table.  Snapping her head up, a stunning red head sits at the
far end.  Her soft features are angelic, but the moment her eyes lay upon
Mr. James, something changes.  Carnal lust for him is burning inside of
her and a devious smile trickles across her lips.  Looking from her to
him, I can see her lust filled gaze as her eyes travel across his finely
tailored body.  Mr. James, on the other hand, appears to remain
indifferent.


Standing, she quickly walks
towards us adjusting her skirt as she approaches.  I can understand
feeling self-conscious in front him.  Heck, a super model would feel
insecure.  Keeping eye contact with him, she ignores me completely.


“Hello, Mr. James.  I’m
sorry for the abrupt greeting.  I didn’t know it was you.”  Her red
tendrils fall against her cheeks, framing her porcelain face.


“I would hope you take your
greetings into consideration, regardless of who comes knocking on the
door.  I wouldn’t expect you to treat me any differently than you would
any of your other colleagues.”  Cringing, I glance away as he verbally
berates Autumn for her rude first impression.


Slinking back, she appears
wounded, her smile vanishing from her lips.  “Of course Mr. James, I
apologize.  I’ve been so involved in this project and have simply
forgotten my manners,” she explains, pointing towards the mound of work.


He ignores her apology and
motions for me to come closer as he makes introductions.  “Autumn, this is
Elyssa Hart.  She’s the new Sales Exec starting today.”


Shocked, Autumn’s attention turns
to me.  Her eyes glance over my appearance, searching for a reason Mr.
James would feel I deserve an ounce of his time.  But, Autumn appears to
know how to play the game and she does it well.  Dredging up the best fake
smile, she extends her hand to greet me.  I know my manners, and although
she’s not the warmest of creatures, I refuse to allow her to get to me.  I
shake her hand and smile politely, counting the seconds before I can remove
myself from her clammy grip.


Mr. James politely excuses
himself, after looking down at his watch.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I
have a meeting that I’m now a minute late for.”


Autumn is clearly disappointed as
she watches him leave.  Turning my head, I bring my hand up to my mouth
trying to hide my smile.  With a look that would scare a small child, she
returns her attention back to me.  His absence has now given her true
personality an opportunity to rear its ugly head.  I’m sure she normally
intimidates most people she meets, but I’ve dealt with catty women before and I
refuse to let her get the best of me.  In an industry that is saturated
with men, I’ve learned to be assertive, yet remain professional.  In all
reality, I would rather deal with an invidious female, rather than a
chauvinistic man.


After taking a moment to regain
her composure, Autumn leads me to the only part of the table not covered in the
sea of papers.  I learn quickly that she likes to toot her own horn. 
Discussing her extensive career with SHI, she mentions the countless hours
she’s dedicated in order to gain her position.  If I didn’t know better,
I’d think she was trying to deter me.  Her emphasis on our demanding
management and the unrealistic sales quotas were my first two clues, the third
being the implicit rules of the Sales department.


Quickly squashing any more
negative comments, I simply explain that I’m not new to the game and give her a
brief overview of my previous experience.  Autumn doesn’t hide her
opinion of new sales agents that have come from outside of the company. 
She feels the most successful executives worked their way up through the ranks
and put in their time.  Just like her, what a coincidence! 
I’m relieved when she walks me back to my desk, and leaves without so much as a
goodbye, hopping on her broom to fly away.


Shrugging off the two hour
pissing match with Autumn, I log into my computer and find two new e-mails; one
is a meeting request from my new Director, Margaret Sanders, and the other from
Arianna.


 


From:
Arianna Salerno


To: Elyssa Hart


Date: August 17, 2012, 7:45am PST


Subject: Welcome


 


Elyssa,


I hope your transition into Salerno Health goes
seamlessly.  Please don’t hesitate to let me know if you need
anything.  It’s such a pleasure having you here and I hope this will be a
good fit for you.  Your mom and dad would be so proud.


Arianna Salerno


CEO, Salerno Health, Inc


 


Venturing off to find Mrs.
Sanders’ office I find myself in a very sterile white space, with the only
color being the yellow tulips sitting in a pallid vase.  Just as I’m about
to walk away, I notice the name Arianna Salerno written meticulously on the
frosted glass behind a receptionist desk.  Of course Arianna would have a
plain set elegant reception area.


Suddenly, the sounds of muffled
voices gradually rise from behind the frosted glass.  Unable to move, I’m
frozen still, listening intently.  The door swings open abruptly and I
jump forward.  Mr. James stumbles out, obviously frustrated as he runs
both of his hands through his russet locks.  I quicken my step in hopes he
doesn’t notice me standing outside of Arianna’s office, eavesdropping. 
Just before I turn the corner I look back.  With narrowed eyes, he stares
at me. Just like at the gas station, our eyes lock.  Silently, I break our
connection with a large nervous smile, before heading around the corner.


~~~~~


My meeting with Mrs. Sanders, who
insists on me calling her Maggie, was just what I needed.  She has a
playful nature about her.  She gives a great first impression, with her
large smile immediately putting me at ease and I instantly love her. 
She’s the type of woman I strive to be.  Demanding, honest, and witty, she
exudes confidence and does not see every woman as competition.  She’s
beautiful and refined, with her messy brown hair half pulled up in a bun.


After reviewing her expectations,
she goes into her long stemmed career with SHI and through the total years of
experience, I’ve determined she must be in her forties.  She looks young
and carefree wearing a tight black dress with matching jacket and stilettos,
pulling together the expensive, but studious look.  Standing to lead me
out, she gives me words of wisdom before turning me over to my colleagues.


“Never underestimate others, but
also don’t compensate for them either.”  I can’t help but feel she is
prepping me for what’s to come.


By the time I’m done with Maggie,
it’s almost lunch.  Heading back to my desk I check my phone, realizing I
haven’t had a chance to look at it since I got here this morning.  There
are three missed text messages from Cole.


One first thing this morning:


*Good Morning
beautiful! Have a great first day at work.  Call me…miss you*


And the other two, a few minutes
ago:


*Are you
ignoring me?*


*I have pictures
proving we were intimately involved. Do you want me leaking them? Yes, I’m
blackmailing you…call me!*


Cole can be so frustrating. 
Being friends with him can be a struggle, but these days he’s my best friend…my
only friend.  I just saw him on Saturday, yet here he is already
inundating my phone with text messages.  Cole and I were together for a
few years during college, but I broke his heart in hopes to keep the
friendship, ending the romance.  But, I don’t think he’ll ever accept the
fact that there is no hope for us to rekindle our relationship.  Three
years is too long to keep that hope alive.  I hate to admit that he’s been
the man in my life, even after our breakup.  He says it’s my defense
mechanism, my way of keeping people at a distance.


Staring down at my phone, I feel
his presence before hearing his sultry voice.  My eyes flutter as I inhale
his exotic, pleasurable scent.  Shit!  I have to stop doing that!


“Everything okay, Ms. Hart?” he
questions, as he leans against the edge of my desk.  Crossing his arms, he
exudes confidence.


“Sorry, yes of course.  It’s
just my friend…well, my best friend, I guess.  He can be a pest
sometimes.  And please, call me Elyssa.”


“He?  Your best friend’s a
guy?”


“Yes…is that so
surprising?”  What’s he getting at?


“Let me guess, he’s an
ex-boyfriend.”  He’s smug in his assumption.  How dare he classify me
with other females, regardless of the fact that he is correct.  My
relationship with Cole is different and he knows nothing about it.


“Why yes, he is.  So I guess
you could say he’s my ex-boyfriend turned best friend.”


“Figures…”  His voice trails
off as he glances around my desk with his raised eyebrows.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I’m sure you have numerous
ex-boyfriends willing to take the scraps of friendship while they vie for your
heart,” he huffs.  And with that, he’s gone.


~~~~~


Arriving home, I grab water from
the fridge and slump against my couch.  Closing my eyes, I try and take a
moment for myself, but I’m unable to get Mr. Sex-on-Legs out of my head. 
Obviously, he’s absurdly beautiful, but there’s something more to him,
something I can’t quite put my finger on.


Recounting the day, I lift my
pillow and hide my face out of embarrassment.  I can almost scream at
myself over my behavior.  First there was the elevator.  I can’t
believe he caught me sniffing him like a dog.  Then, I act like a lovesick
teenager, tripping over my words and staring at him every chance I got. 
Just thinking about him now, makes my loins ache and my knees weak.  That
scent…his scent…it will forever stay engrained in my fantasies.  He
already looks like he could make me speak in tongues and forget my name, but
there’s something about a man that smells that delectable.


His inquisition also has me
baffled.  How can he assume that just because my friend was a guy that he
was an ex.  He’s right, but that’s beside the fact.  He’s absolutely
frustrating with his superiority complex, assuming that he knows me based on
his experience with women.  “I’m sure you have numerous ex-boyfriends
willing to take the scraps of friendship while they vie for your heart,” I say
out loud, mockingly. What in the hell is that supposed to mean?


~~~~~


Settling down for the night, I
jump into bed and grab my phone.  I know Rachel has been waiting on pins
and needles to find out about my first day, so when she picks up after the
first ring, I’m not surprised.


“El?  How did your first day
go?” she questions with excitement.


“It was good, Rach.”  That
didn’t sound very convincing.  Why do I sound so gloomy?


“You seem down.  Is
everything okay?”  Showing concern for her baby sister, I don’t have the
heart to explain my glum mood.  How do I explain that I’m pining for a man
who I’ve only talked to for no more than five minutes?  Or that love might
only be for fairytales, Hallmark, and the movies?  Especially, when she’s
already in love.


“I’m ok, just tired from a long
day.  I just wanted to call and check in.”  My sister has always had
the mother’s intuition, and can tell when something’s bothering me.  Trying
to lighten my mood I change the topic.  “I saw Arianna today in passing,
but didn’t get a chance to talk to her; she looks good.”


Rachel huffs, “You’re probably
better off.  Keep your relationship with her purely professional El; keep
her at a distance.”  I can picture her rolling her eyes at the simple
mention of Arianna’s name.  I guess I chose the wrong change in topics.


“I still don’t know why you’re so
pissed.  Arianna has been nothing but nice, and you’re always making her
out to be the devil.  I just don’t understand.”  Rachel has never
liked Arianna and from what I’ve seen, Arianna has never given her a reason to
hold such animosity.  The only thing I’ve ever come up with is that Rachel
may have felt intimidated or challenged when Arianna offered to raise me after
our parents died.  Either way, Rachel needs to get over these unwarranted
feelings, especially now that Arianna’s technically my boss.


“I’m sorry, El.  You’re
right.  She’s never done anything to you, so I will try and be
nice.  Seeing as she’s your boss now, I’ll keep my little comments to
myself.”


“My boss’s boss,” I correct, and
she giggles.  I decide not to tell her anything about Mr. James. 
That conversation can wait for another time.  Besides, what is there to
tell?  He was just being the genuinely nice guy that I think he is.  That
I hope he is.


“Are you sure you’re ok? 
Something’s definitely bothering you,” she asks, never one to give up so easy.


“Just a lot of information to
take in and I’m tired.”


“I won’t force you to talk about
it, but you know I’m here if you need me.”  My chest tightens.  Just
knowing my sister is there, always makes the world right.


“I know, Rach.  You always
are.  Tell Bryan I said hi.”  Rachel and Bryan moved in together a
few months ago, which is the reason I got my own place.  How awkward it
would’ve been sharing a home with a couple who can never seem to keep their
hands to themselves.  They deserved the privacy without worrying about
someone constantly walking in on them.


“I’ll tell him.  Love you, El! 
Night.”
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Tuesday September 18, 2012


Day two at SHI wasn’t as
invigorating as my first, and I’m slightly disappointed in myself.  I’m
normally more focused, but the memories of my first day are a complete
haze.  Everything, except for those piercing blue eyes, is a blur. 
Well, and that scent.  I can see now, where I’m going to need my daily
dose of Mr. James, just as much as my morning coffee.


What I wouldn’t give for him to
walk in right now, if only to see a small glimpse of my fantasy.  Shit…be
careful what you wish for!  Catching me blankly staring, looking
towards his office, I see him approaching my desk and am unable to hide my
excitement.  I can feel myself flush and can’t bear the thought he knows
what’s on my mind.  How embarrassing would that be?


Exuding masculinity, he continues
his strut in my direction.  His gray slacks hang from his hips, in just
that way, and sway with his movement.  Hungrily, I eye his body,
appreciating every inch of him.  His matching vest clings to his torso,
accentuating his toned chest and slim waist.  Fighting the urge to lick my
lips, my mouth feels dry as my nerves get the best of me.  I’m sure every
woman reacts this way around him.


As he approaches, a slow,
breathtaking smile spreads across his lips.  He’s absolutely flawless with
his long lashes and spotless complexion.  I’m caught.  “Elyssa…I need
you.”  I quiver, in complete shock at his forwardness.


“Y-you need me?” I stutter,
feeling like a nervous schoolgirl as I push my hair behind my ear.  Considering
he’s my boss, I really need to stop reacting this way towards him.


As quick as his smile came, the
happiness fades as his mouth straightens into a firm line, finally becoming
conscious of the fact he’s reeling me in like a fish on a hook.  And if he
knows that, he would be wise to stop.  We are at work, and whatever is
going on, can’t be good for business.


“Its last minute, but I need you
to stay late tonight.  I’ll need you to make arrangements, now.”  Of
course it would be work related.  Why else would he need me?  Uh…Get
a grip, Ely!  Ignoring my puzzled look, Mr. James begins walking away
without giving me a chance to respond, explaining he’ll send the file
shortly.  He sure has an odd way of asking for help.


Calling over his shoulder, he
fires off one more demand, “Meet me in the conference room at four and bring
the laptop.”  Aye, aye sir!  Ignoring the inclination to stand
and salute him, I swivel in my chair, baffled by his behavior.  One moment
he’s looking at me as if I’m prey, and the next he’s ordering me around like
his servant.  I know I’m his subordinate, but dang…does he have to be so
capricious?


His unpredictable behavior is
giving me whiplash.  I can’t keep up with him.  But then again, I
probably did this to myself.  Why did I think he was even remotely
interested in me?  Regardless, I need to get my head out of my ass and
focus on my career.  I promised myself that I would focus on work and make
that priority number one.  A man like Mr. James, a man that looks like
pure unadulterated sex, would not be good right now.  He’s the type of man
that would literally fuck you into submission.  By the time he was done
with me I wouldn’t know which way was up, let alone care about my career.


~~~~~


My e-mail pings, bringing an
instant flutter rising from my belly, sticking in my throat.


 


From:
Alexander James


To:
Elyssa Hart


Date:
September 18, 2012, 3:45pm PST


Subject:
4:00 Meeting Files


 


Attached
are the files I need printed and brought to the meeting.


 


Alexander
James


Senior
Vice President of Sales and Marketing


 


P.S.
I’ve been thinking about that situation with your male “friend,” just remember
that ex-boyfriends are usually ex’s for a reason.


 


Two things hit at once. 
First, I now know his name.  And, lord does it fit.  If just the ping
of an e-mail notification can make my stomach flutter, knowing his name makes
my heart skip a beat.  Second, he’s been thinking about my situation,
making me slightly confused.  Ugh…He’s so confusing.  One minute he’s
all business and the next he’s giving me dating advice?  My eyes shoot to
his email signature.  Wait a minute…Senior Vice President!? But, he’s
so young.  There’s got to be something to that.  Resolving to
figure that out later, I shrug off the awkward e-mail and try to gather my wits
about me.  Now, feeling even more intimidated, I hit print and head
towards the conference room, laptop in tow.


~~~~~


Standing at the entrance of the
conference room I’m entranced by the amazing view of the Las Vegas strip. 
The twinkling lights are the perfect backdrop as I stand in appreciation. 
I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed it yesterday, but then again I was dealing
with Autumn and her holier than thou attitude.


Facing the vast windows, I catch
him looking out into the distance.  Appearing deep in thought, his
muscular hands form a steeple, resting against his pouty lips.  His
intense gaze remains fixated on the glowing lights miles away.  What I
wouldn’t give to know what he’s thinking.  I would ask him, but I’m afraid
of how he’d react.  Instead, I try to remain quiet for as long as
possible, drinking him in.


After a moment of silence, I take
a deep breath, before approaching the oak conference table.  He must have
heard me, because just as I reach the table, he swivels his black leather chair
to face me.  My first instinct is to avoid eye contact and begin searching
the floor to ceiling windows next to the large flat panel television mounted on
the wall.  For what, I don’t know.  But, at least for this moment, it
keeps me calm.


“Beautiful isn’t it?”  His
words are a surprise.  I wasn’t expecting small talk.


“It’s breathtaking.  I’m
surprised any work gets done in here.”  Standing, he places the palms of
his large hands on the conference table, each finger flexing against the light
oak.  Why am I not surprised that his fingers are well manicured? 
What is surprising though, is the light scars brimming his knuckles.  My
first assumption is manual labor, but for some reason it doesn’t seem to fit
his character.  The other nice tidbit of information I’ve gathered is that
he’s missing a wedding ring.  There appears to be no Mrs…


The sight of his hands sends my
mind into a sexual tailspin.  I can imagine them running over the length
of my body, caressing every inch with thorough precision.  I shake my head
and sigh.  It’s been years since I’ve been in a sexual relationship, so
I’m going to blame it on the hormones.  It feels as if they’re in hyper
drive and completely focused on him, making it nearly impossible to concentrate
any time he’s near.  My need for merciless pleasure will have to be placed
on the backburner.  I can’t mess any of this up.


Shuffling through the paperwork,
he absentmindedly pulls out a chair for me, not breaking his
concentration.  Always the gentleman.  “Sit, I’ll need you to take
good notes.”  I was beginning to think his species was extinct, until he
makes comments like that.  He’s so demanding, but instead of pouting, I
thank him and get right down to organizing the documents he laid in front of
me, before opening the laptop.


The meeting lasts for several
hours, giving me extra opportunities to closely examine him.  In a matter
of a few hours I learned three things about him.  One, his lips form a
pout when he’s deep in thought, bringing even more attention to his dimples
than I needed.  Two, he’s educated and his eloquent speech is another
strike against my resolve to stay away from him.  Third, he’s the most
stubborn and inpatient man I’ve ever met.  Constantly shooting off
directions, he took over the mouse every chance he got.  Every time he got
impatient, my level of frustration practically shot through the roof.  I
know this is work, and I’m trying real hard not to take it personal, but he’s
making it difficult.


My phone vibrates against the
table and my eyes dart toward the screen, revealing a text from Cole.


*Pretty soon,
I’m going to think you’re ignoring me. I thought you got off at 5. Where are
you? Don’t make me file a missing person’s report.*


Biting the inside of my cheek, I
take a moment to think of a response, but think twice when I see him out of the
corner of my eye, glancing at my screen.  His eyes scan the message as his
lips form his famous stern line.  Quickly, I reach over, placing my phone
into my lap.


“If you can pry yourself from your
phone, we may be able to finish and get out of here at a decent time.”  He’s
clearly irritated.


“Sorry…”  Frowning, I place
my phone back on the table, screen side down, making a mental note not to check
messages around him.  So not worth it!


I’m nervous as we return our
attention back to the report.  When he’s around, my mind doesn’t work
right.


“The formula is wrong in that
cell, that’s why the numbers aren’t adding up.  You know what, just move
over, I’ll do it.”  I push the chair away, but not before his hand brushes
against mine, sending a jolt of energy through my body.  Huffing and
puffing he grabs the mouse and forcefully pushes it against the table.  Poor
mouse.  “What in the hell did you do?!  This is all wrong!”


My patience is exhausted and my
common sense left hours ago.  In a moment of weakness I erupt.  “You
know what…that’s it!” I speak up, irritation laced in every word.  He
stills.


Realizing my outburst, I pivot my
chair only to give myself a clear beeline for the window.  I need to get out
of his space, clear my mind and calm my breathing.  Reaching the window, I
close my eyes and relinquish the fact I just yelled at my boss.  Shit…shit…shit! 
What in the fuck did you just do, Ely?  I’m completely mortified that
I allowed myself to get caught up in the moment.  I don’t know what it is
about him, but he pushes my buttons.  I’m sure to get fired over
this.  Good Job!


“Excuse me?”  His voice is
not as rough as I expected, but what’s the saying?  There’s always calm
before the storm?  That sounds about right.  But, his tone gives me
some hope I may be able to repair the damage I’ve done.


“It’s just…you…I’m…I’m not
incompetent.  It’s only my second day and you make me nervous.” 
Unable to see his facial expression I pause, hoping that he forgives my
outburst and ignores my lapse of judgment.  Expressing how you feel around
your superior, on your second day, is probably not the way to win brownie
points.  After a few more moments of pouting, I risk rejection and turn to
face him.  His soft, full lips are slightly parted, his eyebrows furrowed
as he stares at the computer screen.


“Let’s just finish so we can get
out of here.  I’m sure you have things to do.”  Ignoring my
confession, he pushes away from the computer, giving me control once
again.  Gently, I place my fingers on the mouse, mimicking a petting
motion.  With a confused look, he shakes his head before a tiny smirk
touches the corner of his lips.  Whew…crisis averted.  I think.


We spend the next hour finalizing
the action plan for the upcoming internal audit and complete the
PowerPoint.  We labored in silence, which worked quite well as we both
operated in sync without speaking.  No longer seething with irritation,
his attitude subsided and he returned to his indifferent self.  This is
not how I wanted the night to go.


With the minutes ticking by, the
silence is maddening, and I have to break the tension or I’m going to
scream.  “Mr. James, how long have you been with the company?”  It’s
a perfectly innocent question, and work related, so he shouldn’t get upset with
me.


With his attention still focused
on the computer screen he answers, “Eight years, Ms. Hart.”


“How did you get your position so
quickly?”  My question takes him by surprise, as he moves just enough in
his seat to make him look uncomfortable.


“Attention to detail…being
attentive to needs, and hours, upon hours of hard work,” he says slyly, with
one brow raised as a look of darkness creeps in.  That was a slightly
evasive, if not sexual, answer.


“Sorry, I hope you don’t mind me
asking,” I reply, reaching for the ring on my middle finger.  When my
nerves get the best of me, I find myself unconsciously toying with the gold
band my mother gave me.  Somehow it gives me comfort.


“Next time, how about asking my
permission before asking the question,” he teases, a sexy grin gliding
across his lips.  For some reason, that grin gives me an inclination that
I really don’t know who I’m dealing with.  I’ve never been attracted to
the “bad boy,” and can honestly say I never understood the attraction. 
But now, now I understand.  My sister dated a few in high school and they
all turned out to be heartbreakers, so I always vowed to stay away from that
type of guy.  But even though my subconscious is screaming for me to run
in the opposite direction, my body wants him.


“I didn’t mean to pry. 
You…you just seem young and I’m always open for career advice.”


“How about you get more than two
days under your belt before attempting to take my job,” he jokes, evading any
concrete answers.


With his mood lifted, we work for
another thirty minutes and decide to call it a night.  Collecting our
notes, I make a list of tasks I need to complete and gather my things.


“Do you have someone picking you
up?” he asks, turning off the lights in the conference room, walking with me
towards the elevators.


“No, I drove.  My car is in
the parking garage.”


“I’ll walk you.  It’s dark
and you shouldn’t go unattended.”


The ride to the first floor is
quiet.  Both of us stand at opposite ends of the elevator, staring at the
numbers above the door.  Feeling very aware of him, my hands feel like
pins and needles, as we wait with anticipation of the ground floor.  My
heart skips numerous beats, unable to calm myself, stealing glances sideways.


“The ex-boyfriend still hounding
you?”


“My friend is just
wondering where I am.  He knew I was supposed to be done with work at
five, and is just checking on me.”


“If he’s an ex, why is it any of
his concern?”  His question disarms me, and almost makes me want to ignore
him.  Almost.


“He’s my friend, and he cares
about me.  Do you just throw away your ex’s after you’re done with them, without
thinking twice about their safety?”  I let the irritation slide into my
question.  I’m sure he has more ex’s than he can count on his fingers,
and toes.


Ignoring me, we proceed further
into the garage.  I’m confused at his sudden interest in Cole.  He
doesn’t know him, and for that matter, he doesn’t know me.  Who is he to
judge?


“Here’s my car.  Thank you for
walking me.”


“Elyssa?”  Turning, I face
him just as I unlock my door.


“Yes?”


“Try not to talk to strangers…for
both of our sakes.”  And he’s gone.


This is exactly what I’m talking
about.  He is confusing with a capital C.  Giving me shit about Cole
and then ending the night on a sweet note, which brings me back to our first
meeting at the gas station.  I thought I saw concern in his eyes, but I
assumed it was only a figment of my imagination.


~~~~~


I don’t want Cole to worry, so as
soon as I walk in the door, I text him.


**I’m Ok! No
need to blackmail or file police reports. Thanks for worrying about me.**


Immediately, I receive a response
back.


*Nice to know
you’re still alive…You know I always worry about you. So, how was work? Why
were you late?*


I don’t think it would be
appropriate to tell him how I’m really feeling.  Let me see.  I
work with a man I’m obsessing over and it’s only been two days.  I
envision his hands all over me, giving me pleasure in more ways than I could
ever imagine.  Nope, not going there!


**Work was good.
Still learning…tired and in need of a bath. I had to stay late. The VP asked
for my help. I do as I’m told.**


*Well I hope you
don’t do everything you’re told! It’s a tough job, but I’d be willing to come
over and help you with that bath.*


I hate having conversations with
him over texts.  He has no filter.


**Thanks for the
offer, but no! Good night Cole!**


*Whatever, you
know I’m always up for a good lather. Good night, Ely*


Text messages like these make me
feel a little guilty.  Alexander James may be my new sexual fantasy, but
Cole is technically my only sexual experience.  Even though our
relationship lacked passion, I forced myself into believing that eventually the
need and urgency would grow with time.  But, it never happened and it
wasn’t fair to continue down that road with him knowing my heart would never
belong to him.  At this rate, my heart will possibly always remain mine
and mine alone.


It’s not that I don’t want the
fairytale; you know the whole package with kids and the white picket
fence.  But, I’m beginning to believe that maybe it isn’t for
everyone.  Growing up watching my parents, I know love is attainable, but
what happens if you never meet the one person who completes you?  The one
person you can’t possibly live without?


Throughout the years, it’s been
hard to let anyone get close to me, which explains why Cole is my only
friend.  Occasionally, he tries to blur the lines between a friendship and
relationship, which I’ve tolerated, but I’ve made sure to keep the two
separate.  Call me a sap, but I still yearn for the type of love that’s
written in the stars.  The type of love that changes you and makes you see
the world differently.  And Cole wasn’t it.


 


Thursday, September 20, 2012


Relaxing after a long day at
work, I’m startled by the incoming texts from Cole.  What is he up to now?


*Hey, I looked
into your company. There’s info about your VP I think you should know.*


**Why are you
looking into my VP? There’s nothing you can tell me that I probably don’t
already know**


*Trust me. You
don’t know this.*


**You are so
damn nosey. I can’t stand you sometimes**


*I’m at your
front door, let me in!*


I hate to admit the only reason I’m
going to open the door, is that I want to know more about Alexander
James.  Unfortunately, I haven’t seen him since Tuesday, and because I’ve
never experienced this level of infatuation, I have to settle for gossip from
my ever so eager best friend.  I hate that I always give into him.


Grumbling all the way to the
door, I spring it open to see a doe-eyed Cole, grinning from ear to ear with
his boyish charm.  Sometimes I wonder about him.  Even in the summer,
and a shaved head, he still wears a beanie.  I used to love his floppy
blonde locks, especially when it would hang over his deep, dark blue eyes, but
now all I get to see is his bald head.  After we broke up, he said he
needed a change.  I guess the change was a whole new Cole, shaved head
with a massive tattoo on his back.


In his casual attire of a
pullover and jeans, he looks just as handsome as the first day we met. 
Bringing me into a small embrace, he walks over the threshold.  Looking at
me through the corner of his eye, we sit down on my couch.  I know he’s
trying to gage my level of irritation and I hope it shows that I’m none too
excited that once again he’s prying into matters which are none of his
concern.  But, you can’t tell him that.  All he’ll say is that he has
a right to pry since he’s majoring in Journalism; a major that definitely fits
his curious personality, but is extremely inconvenient for his best friend.


“How was work today, Ely?” he
asks genuinely, patting my knee.


“Fine, Cole,” I sigh at his
touch, knowing it means more to him than it does to me.  Even though I
know it doesn’t mean anything, I don’t want to waste any time, and shrug off
his gesture.


“I know, I know…no small
talk.  Fine, let me get to why I came over.  I saw a picture of your
V.P. and thought it was quite peculiar that he was so young.”  Why in
the world would he be looking at pictures of my V.P.?  Hmm…I wonder where
these pictures are?  Google?  Something to keep in my mind for later…


“So, I thought I would do some
digging.  At age thirty, he’s massed one of the largest clientele, and
rose from mail room clerk to not only V.P., but Senior V.P. in only eight
years.  You don’t think that’s strange?  It’s nearly impossible to
climb up the corporate ladder that high, that fast, Ely.”


“Ok, he’s young.  So
what?  I knew that just by looking at him.  And he’s motivated. 
Again, so what?”  Shit…he is young!  I really hadn’t thought
about it, but I know Arianna wouldn’t put someone in charge that wasn’t
capable.


“He’s the youngest V.P. in the
history of Salerno Health.  Maybe, even the youngest ever.”  I
knew he was smart!  Damn it, Cole.  Now, more than ever, I feel
the object of my obsession slowly waning out of my reach.


Rolling my eyes, I move my hand
in a gesture that says move it along. “Okay, Okay…There is something else. 
You need to stay away from him, El.  He’s dangerous.”


“Dangerous how?”


“I dug up his record and most of
them are sealed, but apparently he beat the crap out of some guy; bad enough
that he ended up in the hospital.”


I remember thinking he could be trouble,
but never thought he would be anything more than sexually dangerous.  I’m
astonished.  He doesn’t seem like a violent person, at all.  There
were those scars on his knuckles, Ely.  Don’t ignore the signs, you should
know better by now.


“What does any of this have to do
with me, Cole?”


“I just think you need to know
the type of man you’re staying late with.  I want to make sure you’re
safe.  You know I’ll always be concerned for your safety,” exasperated, he
pauses to look down at his empty hands.  “You’re not the best judge of
character.  So I figure if I’m warning you in advance to stay away from
him, maybe you’ll make better decisions and be smarter this time.  I won’t
always be there to protect you.”


Asshole!


Staring at each other, I feel the
blood beginning to boil under my skin.  How dare he treat me like an
ignorant child.  I know I’m not always street savvy, and in my past I’ve
been naïve to trust others, but I’ve changed since college.  I’ve learned
my lessons.  Cole, as always, is trying to control my decisions. 
This has got to stop.  Now!


“First of all, you need to stop
worrying about me.  This is my life!  We are friends and
friends don’t do this kind of thing!” I huff.  “What even made you look
him up?  Was it because I was working late with him?  Or was it
because you feel the need to control everything in my life?”  Cole remains
silently frozen, as question after question spew from my mouth.


“Just because someone got into a
fight doesn’t mean they’re a serial killer!”


I swallow, trying to calm myself
before continuing.  “I appreciate your concern, I really do.  But you
need to stop,” I beg through gritted teeth.  “This is one of the reasons
we would have never worked out.  Your need to turn everything into a
conspiracy, or a story, it’s just…wrong!  I am not a fucking story! 
Do you understand me?”  The tension radiates off my body, as anger surges
through me.  I know he thinks he’s protecting me, but prying into my life
every chance he gets is old and I’m tired.


Besides, digging up dirt on Mr.
James is completely ludicrous and almost embarrassing.  Wait…Shit…Does
my obsession run that deep where I’m already defending him?  Shit!


Listening to me verbally assault
him was probably not the way he imagined this going down, and he is clearly
hurt by my outburst.  But, his hurt turns to irritation, shoulders tensing
as he sits straight up.  Fisting his hands, he slams them on the couch,
causing me to jump.


“First of all, you broke up with
me because you are emotionally fucked up and incapable of receiving anything
that resembles love from anyone other than your sister.  I was only
looking out for you.”  Closing his eyes, he takes three deep breaths and
flexes his fingers.  You can see the tension leave his body as our gazes
meet.  In a matter of minutes he goes from zero to ten and then back down
to zero.  He’s always been able to get over arguments quickly, which
attributes to how we’ve gotten through so many years together.  But this
time, I refuse to allow him to talk me out of being angry.


I know it’s my dumbass fault for
bringing up our previous relationship, leading the shit-storm to head in my
direction.  But just like any other time, I refuse to talk about our
non-existent relationship or what we were or could have been.  I take a moment
to articulate my words.  My intentions are not to hurt him, but to simply
make him understand the line that I’ve drawn.


“We are not talking about us,
Cole.  We broke up three years ago.  I’ve moved on…I thought you had
as well.  I can’t do this with you.  Not again.  I want to keep
you in my life, but not if you’re going to torture yourself.  We need some
distance, take some time and get your head on straight.  When you can
treat me like the best friends we are, and nothing else, then we’ll talk.”
 His face pains with anguish, and once again I’m breaking his heart.


“You’re not just my friend,
Elyssa...you’ve never been.  You know how I feel about you.  I lo…”


“Don’t…just don’t.  I don’t
want to hurt you.  I think we’ve hurt each other enough, don’t you?”
Pausing, I raise my brow, hoping that my words sink in.  “Let’s just put
some space between us and then you’ll see.  You’ll meet someone new,
someone who can give you what you need.”  Wow, I can’t believe I am
saying this to him.  Again!  I hate this, but I’ll be hurting him
more in the long run by not being honest.


“Don’t do this?!” he begs,
grabbing my wrist.  “After everything we’ve been through, you’re just
gonna leave?  What if I hadn’t been there that night…just like I’m trying
to be there for you now, where would you be?  I saved you!”


I’ve tried to forget about that
night and he knows this.  I can’t believe he’s using my sordid past to
make me feel guilty.  “Fuck you, Cole.  How dare you!  I can’t
believe you would throw that in my face.”


Trying to stand, Cole pushes me
back down on the couch, demanding that I let him finish.  But, just as I
look up from his grip, I see his grief stricken face and our eyes lock. 
“You really fucked up this time!”  I pull away and his hand falls to his
side.  Holding back the tears, I walk to the front door, breaking it open
and wait for him to leave.


“Get out of my house, Cole! 
Now!”  Without another word, he leaves with his tail between his
legs.  As soon as I slam the door shut behind him, I lean against it,
broken.  I’m beside myself, unable to grasp the severity of what just
happened.


I’ve just lost my only friend.
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Friday, September 21, 2012


Friday couldn’t have come
sooner.  The last couple days I’ve been walking around in a daze, trying to
figure out what went wrong with Cole, and trying to figure out why I haven’t
seen the assiduous Mr. James.  I know eventually Cole and I will be okay,
but something is different this time.  I don’t know if I’ve ever been so
mad at him.  Oh Cole, what am I going to do with you?  And
then to deal with Mr. James and his unfathomable choice of words, berating and
flirting at the same time, my mind has already gone numb.


Not wanting to disappoint anyone
at work, I’ve buried myself deep in benefit schedules, enrollment kits, and
each plans rules and regulations.  Maggie said the only way to learn the
products was to dive right in and get dirty.  Well, right about now, I’m
filthy.  My brain hurts deciphering all the plan variations, restrictions
only applying to certain policies, and don’t get me started on all the
different operating systems.


Hopefully no one can see the
steam rising from my ears, especially not Mr. James.  It’s sad to say that
one of the main reasons for being so studious was in hopes to have a chance at
impressing him.


If I ever see him again.


Giving my eyes a rest, I can’t
help but look at the one picture sitting on my bare desk.  Both wearing
floppy hats and sunglasses, looking happy as can be, no one would be the wiser
to think Rachel and I had such a damaging past.  I love looking at my
sister’s carefree smile, and brought it to work in an effort to remind myself
of what I’m working towards.  After a week of lusting over my blue-eyed
V.P., I needed to refocus and get my priorities straight.


And, once again, my mind finds
its way back to him.  I’ve fantasized about him in plenty of places;
bumping into him in the hallway, on the way to my car, even on the way to the
copier.  His perfect lips forming a smile as our eyes meet.  His
masculine hands touching my waist as he brings me into an embrace. 
Shaking my head I bring myself back to reality.  Having thoughts like
this at work is bad for business, Ely.


It’s very disappointing that it’s
been almost a week since I last saw him.  Ok, maybe I’m exaggerating a
little, it’s only been three days, but my infatuation is completely
unfamiliar.  I know it’s juvenile, but I can’t stop thinking about
him.  I’ve never felt such an attraction to a man before.  I imagine
this is how I should have felt for some boy in high school, or maybe even
college.  But even with Cole, I never felt this kind of charge.  And
even now, just the thought of his name brings anger and hurt into my heart,
something I hope I never have to feel with another person again.


I have to believe that with one
door closing another one has opened.  And, it so happens to be in the form
of sweet Janice.  Our budding friendship has come at such an opportune
time, and I’m thankful she’s become my lunch buddy.  It’s nice to eat in
someone’s company rather than awkwardly sitting by myself like a pariah. 
Having spent most of the week with her, I can tell she’s starting to trust me,
because she mentions that her enigmatic boss is away on business, giving her
more free time than she likes.


I sigh at the mention of him as
my body does cartwheels.  I would love nothing more than to ask her tons
of questions about her sexy-as-hell boss, but because I want her to continue
trusting me, I decide less is more and stay quiet.  Besides, I do want to
get to know her.  I enjoy her banter and her uncomplicated
life.   Making me smile, she discusses her love of cross-stitch and
her obsession with cable TV shows.  I feel slightly jealous she can find
pleasure in the simplest things, when these days I find it hard to find
pleasure in anything.


“Earth to Elyssa!!” Janice
exclaims, flapping her hands in my face.


“I’m sorry, what were you
saying?” blinking my eyes, I try and refocus.


”I was asking if you wanted to
join us for Happy Hour after work?”  Apparently, the Sales department
regularly gets together on Fridays, gets intoxicated and talks gossip about
management.  She says it’s kind of like therapy.  Drunken therapy?
 I muse.  In hopes that this will get my mind off my unhealthy
obsession, I accept her invitation.  Janice even offers to drive; even
better for me.


~~~~~


Pulling into the parking lot of
Gordon Biersch, I glance in the passenger mirror of Janice’s smart car to check
my make-up.  You never know, I might meet a guy who will sweep me off my
feet.  Make me forgot the name Alexander James.  I’m just glad
I spent the extra time curling my hair this morning.  Who am I
kidding?  I’ve been waking up early every day, making sure not one hair is
out of place, hoping to see him.  Clasping the mirror shut, I step
out of the car for a night of unabashed fun.  Hopefully.


Autumn, along with a few other
people from the office, are waiting just inside the front door as we walk
in.  My first impression of Autumn was not the most pleasant and if it’s
anything like our last meeting, tonight will be filled with stories of her
being the master of the universe, or should I say, her universe.  I
don’t know what it is, but something about her rubs me the wrong way.  I
definitely didn’t like how impolite and negative she was, but there’s something
more.


Pushing our way through the crowd
of college kids and business professionals, we are lucky enough to find a table
close to the bar.  Becky, our waitress, greets us and takes our orders;
two Cosmos for them and an Apple Martini for me.  As Becky runs off to
fetch our drinks, Janice excitedly brings us in for a girl huddle.  The
three of us lean forward and Janice whispers all wide-eyed, completely
animated.


“Look over there,” she points
with her thumb.  Autumn and I turn our heads and notice the three
attractive men sitting two tables away from ours.  “Those guys are totally
checking us out,” she giggles.  The gentlemen look away as they realize
their cover is blown.


Setting our drinks on the table,
Becky slinks away after Janice pushes our money aside, insisting on
paying.  Raising my drink towards the men two tables over, I boast, “Happy
hunting, gentlemen.”  Janice breaks out in laughter, raising her glass in
unison with mine.  Autumn, of course, doesn’t move an inch; instead she
takes out her phone pretending to have better things to do.


Autumn sneers, “I don’t know why
you are all smiles and giggles, Janice.  They obviously weren’t looking at
you.  You have about as much sex appeal as Mary Poppins.”  Giggling
to herself, she continues to press buttons, staring at the screen of her smart
phone.


My mouth drops in utter shock at
her lack of consideration.  Her constant need to pick is just plain
disgusting; especially someone as soft-hearted and timid as Janice.  Trust
me; the only thing stopping me from tossing my drink in her face is the fact
that Janice bought the drink.  I don’t want to waste her money on that
bitch.


“Autumn, I think you’re
mistaken,” I point to the man with dirty blonde hair in casual disarray, raising
his glass, waving at Janice.  “I think she has just the right amount of
sex appeal.”  Autumn glares in the direction of our admirers as I wink and
raise my glass to toast with Janice.  Clinking our glasses, we both take a
sip in unison.


Hopefully Autumn got the
hint.  I won’t stand back and allow her to plow over Janice just to
fulfill her own personal power trip.  Hiding her smile, Janice changes
topics clearly not wanting to be the center of attention.


“So Elyssa, Mr. James asked you
to stay late, huh?” Jabbing her elbow into my side, she giggles
uncontrollably.  The alcohol must already be working its magic on her
innocence.  And, I can feel my face turning crimson as my shoulders rise
and fall, shrugging off Janice’s observation.


“There was no one else to help
him, Janice.  So he settled for me.  No big deal,” I shy away, taking
another sip as I glance around the bar, hoping they don’t notice my chagrin.


“I was available, why didn’t he
ask me?”  She points to herself before putting up her finger and twitching
it side to side.  “Nope, he chose you for a reason,” she teases as she
tilts her head back, finishing off her ruby beverage.  Autumn cringes,
with a look of disgust, causing my body to tense at her reaction.  Maybe
we should discuss how Mr. James laid into you, Ms. Perfect, for being so rude. 
That might shut her up for the rest of the night.  Highly doubtful.


“Stop being like that, Autumn!”
Janice’s delicate voice breaks through the moment of tension.  “You would
swear he left you at the altar,” she teases, sarcastically.  Finally,
she’s gained the courage to be blunt with her adversary.  Liquid courage
was all she needed.


“Stop being like what,
Janice?  We had a connection.”  Lowering her head, Autumn stares at
her scarlet cocktail.  “He asked me to go to lunch with him.  I
thought we were making progress,” she mumbles, obviously flustered, hitting me
with an unwarranted pang of jealousy.


“Autumn, don’t get it
twisted.  You were the Sales Exec over that account and it was a business
lunch.  He didn’t propose marriage; he was just keeping you in the
loop.”  Giggling, Janice puts her hand up to her mouth in an effort not to
break out in laughter.  Autumn glares at her, clenching the edge of the
table.  “Plus, you are as sweet as pie to his face, but when he isn’t
around you act like he’s the devil,” Janice quips.  Ooh…I like
this side of Janice!


“I can’t help it.  Have you
seen that man’s smile?  Those lips…his eyes…and those arms…I just want him
to…”  All three of us blush as Autumn dives right into her secret fantasy.


“Ok that’s enough, I get the
picture!”  Janice slams her hands over her ears, drowning out Autumn’s
play-by-play.  We all laugh at Janice’s reaction to dirty talk. 
Autumn, hot and bothered, fans herself with her hand.  Boy, do I know
how she feels.


Autumn being the bitch that she
is decides to shine the spotlight on me.  “What do you think about
Mr. James, Elyssa?  I know Mary Poppins over here wouldn’t dare press her
luck with her boss, but what about you?”  Janice blushes, looking away
embarrassed.


“I don’t think about
him.”  I said that a little too quick, hope she doesn’t notice. 
I am lying, of course.  I think about that man constantly.  I’ve
thought about him at least twenty times since we sat down for Happy Hour. 
I take a swig of my drink, swallowing the nervous knot building in my
throat.


“You must have a boyfriend then,”
she grumbles.


“No, I’m single,” I retort,
trying to remain nonchalant.


“Then how can you not have
noticed him?” Autumn says haughtily.


“Maybe it’s because my pool of
available men expands past my co-workers.”  Standing, I grab my half empty
glass and head towards the bar.  Needing to remove myself from the
situation I decide to take the road of avoidance.  I don’t want Autumn of
all people to know how I feel about our V.P., and unlike her, I can keep my
thoughts to myself.


Sitting down at the bar, I feel
bad leaving Janice to deal with Autumn, but then again, maybe the new bold
Janice will handle her just fine.  She knows where I am if she needs me.


Just about to finish my Martini,
I feel a shoulder brush against me, giving me chills.  And not in a good
way.  Through the corner of my eye, I notice a slightly attractive man
take the stool next to me.  He eyes me thoroughly before extending his
hand to make introductions.


“Hi, my name’s Sam,” he yells,
trying to talk over the roar of the crowd.  He appears to be in his
mid-thirties, dressed well wearing a fitted knit maroon shirt with a tan
leather jacket and dark jeans.  Not too bad.


What the hell, I’m sure talking
to him cannot be as painful as talking to Autumn.  Reciprocating the
gesture I place my hand in his. “Elyssa; nice to meet you.”


“That’s exotic!  El-y-ssa,”
he phonetically pronounces my name.  “I like how it rolls off my
tongue.”  I fight the urge to vomit.  The thought of anything rolling
off his tongue right now is not appealing.  But, beggars can’t be choosers
and maybe he’ll grow on me, possibly curing me of my obsession with Mr.
Unattainable James.


Our conversation is quite dull,
but Sam did buy me another Martini so I almost feel obligated to sit and chat
with him, at least until I finish my cocktail.  He discusses his day and I
learn he’s the Regional Sales Manager for a local office supply company. 
As he rants about the exciting world of paper clips, I feel my initial
attraction to him slowly disintegrate.  “Another drink, Elyssa?” he
suggests, placing his hand on my shoulder.  I cringe at his touch.


Hoping to send the message that
he clearly has no chance in hell, I attempt to slink out of his grasp. 
“No Sam, I should be going.  It was nice to meet you.”  As I stand,
he moves his hand and encircles my waist, pulling me tight against him. 
With my back to his front, he whispers in my ear, making my skin crawl.


“Leaving so soon?”  The smell
of alcohol is strong as his eager hands feel around my waist line.


“I need to get back to my
friends.”  Again, I attempt to pull out of his forceful grasp, but I’m met
with resistance.  Starting to feel nervous, I try to squirm out of his
touch, but fail.  His grip is much tighter than I expected.


His lips are against my earlobe
as he continues to whisper, “How about I take you home?  Where do you
live, baby?”


My patience is lost.  I turn
to face him and look him dead in the eyes.  Thinking he won this battle,
his lips curl up in a presumptuous smile. “Sam, I don’t know of a nice way to
say this, but I’m not interested.  I said it was nice to meet you, and now
you need to let go of me before I scream.”  I push against his chest, but
feel his arm around my waist tighten.


“Oh, I see what’s going on. 
You’re one of those gold diggin’ bitches!” he huffs, loudly.


“Really, asshole?  You
bought me one drink, not a trip around the world.  Let-Me-Go.”


Not getting a chance to open my mouth
and shout to the rooftops, a force came down on Sam’s arm, effectively removing
his hold against my waist.  At the same time, another arm swoops in and
wraps around me, pulling me close.  His muscular build rests against my
back as the scent of citrus calms me.  I would recognize that scent
anywhere.  Turning in his arms, I look into his beautiful face.  His
brows furrow as his piercing blue eyes are ablaze with anger.  Looking
every bit the protector, he repositions me behind him, putting himself between
me and Sam.


“I believe she said it was nice
meeting you.  So, how about you run along?”  Mr. James is now glaring
at Sam through narrowed eyes, fists at his side, with his sleeves rolled up
showing the tension in his forearms underneath his charcoal grey shirt.


“Who the fuck are you?” Sam
slurs, ignoring the threat standing in front of him.


Through gritted teeth he seethes,
“She’s mine.  You put your hands on her again and I’ll fucking break
them.”  Wow, that sounded too real.  Even if it is a lie, I like
the thought of belonging to him.


Sam holds his hands up in
submission, “Dude, she didn’t tell me she was taken.  Maybe you should
tell your woman to stop being such a whore!”  Grabbing his scotch, he
tries to flee in the opposite direction.  But, unfortunately for him, Mr.
James pounces the moment the word whore escapes his lips.  With the force
of a thousand men, he seizes Sam by his shoulders, shoving him to the ground.


With a fear stricken face, Sam
cowers on the floor as Mr. James retracts his arm, readying himself to
attack.  But, before he can pound him even further into the ground, I
quickly move around his muscular body, placing my hand on his chest.  In
an instant, his gaze meets mine and I’m hit with his rage and desire.  Holy
hell.


“Please don’t.  I’m fine,
see.”  Stepping away I gesture towards my intact appearance.  “You
don’t have to do this.”


Leaving Sam on the floor
practically urinating himself, he grabs my hand, yanking me towards the
back.  Just out of sight, he stops abruptly, and leans me against the
solid brick wall, placing both hands against the stone behind me. 
Encircling me in his muscular arms for protection, he finally speaks. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yes, I’m fine.”  A
little stunned, but fine nonetheless.  I stare up at his anger flushed
face, a brief smile of relief sweeps across his lips as he surveys me.  My
breath hitches as the back of his fingers gently traces my jaw line, staring
into each other’s eyes for what seems like an eternity, but not long enough; green
eyes to blue.  


“I saw that he wasn’t taking no
for an answer and I thought he might need a little convincing.”


“You saved me from having to
rough him up myself.”  We both laugh and the tension rolls off both of us,
leaving a weightless feeling of joy.  At least for me it does and from the
sight of his laughing eyes, I hope his anger has subsided.


I look around and my brain
finally catches up with the realization that he’s here.  When? 
How?  “Wait?!  Why are you here?  Are you here for happy
hour?”


He shakes his head, a little from
the laughter, but also to answer my question, but doesn’t utter a word.  I
guess I’m supposed to be a mind reader.


“I don’t understand.  You’re
going to have to be a little clearer than that, Mr. James.”


Looking down, staring at his
impeccably shiny dress shoes, he sighs and places his hands in his
pockets.  He ignores me completely.  “Well, as long as you’re not
hurt, I should go.  Do you have a ride home?”  Why won’t he answer
me?


I tense, peeking around the
corner to where I left Janice and Autumn.  My eyes reach the now vacant
table.  I can’t believe they fucking left me!  “I came with
Janice, but it appears she may have left without me,” I sigh in
disappointment.  I really thought Janice and I could be friends. 
“It’s okay; I can take a cab back to work to get my car.”


“I can give you a ride back,” he
offers hesitantly, obviously trying to gauge my reaction.


“You wouldn’t mind?” I chirp, a
little too eager.  It would avoid a cab ride.  Oh, and the little
fact that I would be spending time with a man I’ve been dreaming about for the
past four nights.


“I wouldn’t have offered if I
minded, Ms. Hart,” witticism laced in each word.  “Do you have all your
things?”  Nodding, he clutches my hand, escorting me through the
crowd.  As the ocean of patrons thickens, he tightens his grip.  My
hand fits perfectly, as if this is where it was meant to be.   Seriously,
Ely?  You’ve had all of five conversations with him.  Slow down!


I’ve imagined numerous times what
it would feel like to be close to him, to feel him, and now here we are, my
hand engulfed in his, making my heart flutter.  This is even better than I
imagined.  Thank you, Janice!
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The scent of citrus from Alex’s
cologne clings to the interior of his car as I enter into a whole other world;
one of privilege, something I know nothing of.  With his leather seats
hugging my hips, I can almost picture how it would feel to be taken into his
embrace.  Breathing in, I’m lost in his aroma.


In the blink of an eye he’s
sitting next to me, frowning as he brings the engine to life.  Leaving the
car to idle at a dull roar, Alex sits in silence, deep in thought.  What
I wouldn’t give to know what he’s thinking.  Our moment of tranquility
is disrupted as he reaches over, brushing his forearm against my thigh.  I
tighten at his unexpected movement.  Sending tingles throughout my body,
I’m suddenly very aware of how close he is.  His neck just inches away
from my mouth, I let my mind wander and imagine my lips against his throat,
inhaling the musky flavor of his cologne as my tongue runs from his throat to
his ear and then back.


My lips quiver as I run my eyes
across his jaw line.  Alex swallows back his words as his lips part. 
Turning his head slightly, his eyes meet mine as his focus turns to my awaiting
lips.  This is the moment; the moment of opportunity.  If he could
read my mind he would know how I long for his lips against mine.  Resting
my eyelids in anticipation, I wait for the feel of his soft lips, the coolness
of his breath pushing through my heated awareness.


CLICK!  My seatbelt fastens,
hugging my chest tight against the seat. His scent fades as he brushes against
me returning to his seat.  My eyes fly open, realizing he’s no longer within
kissing distance and with a pang of disappointment I turn and mutter my
appreciation, “Thanks.”  Hopefully he doesn’t sense the disappointment in
my tone as I’m sure it’s clearly written on my face.  I turn to face the
passenger window, hoping to mask my frustration.  That was too close.


The silence is maddening as we
head towards work.  I need to know more about him, more about what makes
him tick.  But, instead of engaging him in conversation, I sit with my
hands folded in my lap, staring out at the passing street lights.  Maybe
his appeal is a figment of my imagination.  Maybe my fantasy is better
than the real man.  Ha!  Who am I kidding?!  The only way
I’ll ever know is to seize the moment.  Carpe diem!


Sitting waiting for the light to
turn green, I take my chance.  “So do you have plans for the weekend?”


“Just the usual.  What about
you?”  I barely know you, how would I know what the usual is?


“Not sure.  Didn’t really
make any other plans and considering they ditched me, tonight turned out a little
different than what I was expecting.”


Hopefully he can read between the
lines because the bait I just threw out is fresh.  But, I wouldn’t even
know what to do with him if he took the lure and ran with it.  With his
eyes fixed on the road ahead, he rubs his thumb across his lower lip. 
Finally able to make our way through the light, we continue heading north
passing a few more streets, before he speaks again.


“Have you ever been up to Red
Rock?”


He took it…reel it in!  “I’ve been meaning to go
hiking there, but haven’t had a chance.”  I don’t know if I’m more excited
that my poor effort at flirtation worked or the prospect of just spending the
night with him.  Just the anticipation is more excitement than I’ve had
all year.


“Really?  There are some
amazing views of the city up there.  Of course, a few years ago when there
weren’t as many homes, it was nicer, but it’s still a spectacular view. 
You can see the whole valley, all the way across to the Frenchman
Mountains.”  Peeking over at me his face lights up, as if he’s discovered
a lost secret treasure.  “If you’re up for it, we can go.”


“Now?”  Biting my lower lip,
I try to hide my excitement.  Not wanting to sound too eager, I simply nod
in agreement.  Inwardly, I’m screaming like a neon sign…YES!  Turning
towards him, I see a hint of a smile spread across his lips, mimicking mine.


Who would’ve thought that going
to Happy Hour with Janice would turn into a trip to Red Rock?  This
unexpected turn of events has me thinking back to the bar and what led up to
this crazy moment.  He never explained how he ended up there.


Knowing he doesn’t like it when I
blurt out my questions, I try tact this time, hoping he’ll give me a straight
answer.  “Can I ask you a question?”


“You can ask, doesn’t mean I’ll
answer,” he says smugly, continuing north.  Of course that would be his
answer.  Should I expect this every time I want to know something more
about him?  Then again, everything he does seems to be out of the
norm.  It’s peculiar that he would almost get into a fist fight at the
bar, but doesn’t take the two opportunities he had to kiss me.  Instead
I’m left feeling bereft.  One minute I think maybe, just maybe, he feels
something for me, but then he makes me feel as if I’m a charity case.  As
if he’s just another man sent to protect me from myself.


“You never answered my
question.  Why were you at the bar?”


Without thinking, he
answers.  “I saw you leaving with Janice, and wanted to know what your
plans were.  Not that I would have, but I couldn’t throw myself in front
of her car to ask.”  With raised brows, he momentarily takes his eyes away
from the road to look over at my expression.  “So to satisfy my
curiosity….I followed,” he shrugs, like what he said was a perfectly good
explanation.  It may be the truth, but unfortunately for me, he isn’t
giving much away.


“Okay, so that explains how you
got there, but doesn’t explain why you stayed.”


He doesn’t get a chance to
answer, because just as we pull onto Charleston Blvd, he reaches into the
breast pocket of his jacket to answer his phone.  It must have been on
vibrate.  “Yes?  What’s wrong?  Did she take her
medication?  Ok….yes….I’m ten minutes away.  I’ll be right
there.”  His brows furrow, his forearms tensing as he grips the steering
wheel.


“We need to make a detour.” 
Taking a left onto Town Center, he heads in the opposite direction even before
I can object.  His tone seems short, even frantic maybe.  I just hope
everything’s okay.


~~~~~


The driveway is lined with
perfectly groomed bushes, trees, and lights that sprinkle the shrubbery, making
the house look magnificent.  Parking to the left, he rushes out of the car
and within seconds is opening my door.  Taking my hand in his, I feel the
momentum from his muscles as he lifts me from the seat.  Flushed against
him, my eyes are fixed on his collarbone; still unable to meet his gaze. 
Thankfully, he never releases his grip, giving me the connection I crave as he
ushers me towards the house.


Stopping at the front door, Alex
turns, “It’s because you’re…different.”  My heart stops.  Is he
finally answering my question?


Before I can even speak Alex
pulls me through an entry way to a place that can hardly be called a home; more
like a work of art.  “Where are we?” I ask, glancing around.  He
doesn’t answer.  Passing by exquisite abstract paintings in burgundy, plum
and cream, with delicate pottery framing the walls, the elegance of this home
is truly understated.


Walking through the foyer I’m
startled by a woman’s voice yelling in the distance.  Because the sound
ricochet’s through the spacious rooms, it’s hard to tell where it’s coming from
and I can only follow his lead.


“No, I don’t want to take them!”
her voice trembles with fear.


“Please, Mrs. James.  You
have to take your medicine,” begs another voice, echoing in the distance.


Pulled towards the yelling, we
pass by a stark white sitting room with even more burgundy paintings and I’m
immediately mesmerized by the vastness of this place.  As confused as I
am, I’m in awe.


“Nana?” he calls into the
distance.


A woman’s voice replies, “We’re
in here, Mr. James.”


As we enter the large room, which
I assume are the guest quarters, there is an elderly woman sitting in a
recliner that looks to be just as old as she is, tattered in all the right
places.  Not trying to compete with the rest of the home, the furnishings
match the woman sitting before me.  Aged and definitely lived in. 
With her arms crossed and a frown on her face, she reminds me of a disobedient
child.  Another woman, who appears to be in her early forties, hovers next
to her in a protective stance.


“Thank you for coming home, Mr.
James.  She’s having one of those nights.  She just won’t take her
medicine.”  Looking at the elderly woman, she playfully shakes her head,
“Will you, Miss Molly?”


Releasing my hand, he travels to
kneel next to the recliner.  “Nana, look at me,” he demands.  She
lowers her head leisurely to meet his gaze.  “You need to take your
medicine.”  She continues to stare at him without acknowledging his
request.  “Nana, you need to cooperate!  Can you do that for
me?”  Urgency fills each word as he searches her face for a sign.


Watching him with her is
sweet.  He’s very assertive, yet incredibly gentle.  I know I’m
prying, but I can’t turn away.  Past the frailness and tattered surroundings,
I finally see her face and see her crystal blue eyes.  His eyes. 
This must be his grandmother.


The elderly woman stares at her
grandson as she relinquishes the dark, letting the happiness return to her
face.  Her eyes no longer glossy and dazed are now fixed on the beautiful
man kneeling before her.  Lifting her hands, she cups both sides of his
face.  “Alexander, my boy!” she places a small kiss on his forehead. 
“Where have you been?  Are you hungry?  Do you want me to make you a
peanut butter and banana sandwich?”  Peanut butter and banana? 
Thanks Grandma!  You just gave me something new to ask him.


“Hi Nana,” he smiles childlike at
her, placing his hand on hers.  She is so tiny and feeble compared to him,
making me yearn to help her.  He turns his face, kissing the palm of her
hand, before answering.  “No, you don’t have to make me anything. 
I’m fine.”


“Why do you look sad?”  She
traces his frown lines with her index finger, barely able to hold up her hand.


“I’ve just missed you,
Nana.  Now take your medicine, so I can help you to bed.”


She hesitates, but after a few
moments she resigns to her fate.  Taking the pills from the woman
lingering nearby, he places them in his grandmother’s mouth.  Grabbing the
cup from the side table, he assists her with drinking two small gulps of water
and wipes away the escaped droplets from her chin with his thumb.  A small
smile appears on her lips and Alex doesn’t hesitate to return the reassuring
gesture before reaching down to help her stand.


With a glance in my direction,
her face brightens before asking, “Who is this?”


“This is Ms. Elyssa Hart.” 
Smiling, I raise my hand in a small waive.  Even with her age, her bright
blue eyes still glow with such life and vigor.  Gripping her arm tight, he
continues helping her to her feet.


“She’s pretty, Alexander!” 
He smiles and nods.  “Is this your girlfriend?”


“You’re right Nana, she is
beautiful.”  His eyes meet mine, but for just a moment, before returning
his attention to her.  “Now let’s get you to bed, okay?”  Growing
impatient, he lifts her into his arms and carries her into the adjoining room.


My only companion smiles at his
gratifying gesture before retreating towards another bedroom down the
hallway.  “Goodnight, Ms. Hart,” she yawns, before reaching her door.


“Night,” I whisper with a
wave.  Standing in utter amazement, I’m left alone.  I wanted to know
more about him and if only for one night, my wish has been granted. 
Meeting his grandmother is huge.  Not only has he given me a glimpse into
who he is but I also had the chance to observe him in one of the sweetest
moments ever.


My earlier assumptions have
completely come full circle and now I’m even more fixated on him.  He’s
arrogant, impatient, and completely confusing, but he’s also protective, sweet,
and caring.  One moment he’s ready to throw down in a bar and then the
next he’s caring for his ailing grandmother.  Not to mention the fact he
called me beautiful.  He thinks I’m beautiful…


Anxiously waiting for him to return,
I suddenly hear a guitar strumming and a muted voice on the other side of the
door.  The serenity I felt a moment ago has been washed away, making me
feel uncomfortable, like I’m witnessing something not meant for me. 
Having nowhere else to go, I listen in on his powerful voice bellowing from the
adjacent room, but can’t make out the song.  My knees begin to shake and
I’m thankful there’s a half step I can sit on, because I can almost feel myself
shatter.  He is better than my fantasy.


Sitting on the half step, rocking
to and fro with my chin resting on my knees, he shuts the door quietly behind
him after ten minutes, startling me into a readied stance.  He must know I
heard him singing.  But, I would never bring up such an intimate moment,
not unless he spoke of it first.


With his index finger to his
mouth he whispers, “Shhhh…she’s finally asleep.”  Releasing his tension he
looks to the ceiling, exhaling as he brings his hands up to rest on the back of
his neck.  “Sorry for subjecting you to this,” he whispers, as he lowers
his hands.


“This is yours?”  He nods
warily, trying to gauge my reaction.  It doesn’t matter that I’ve never
been privy to this much luxury before, because what I’ve observed tonight, a
loving home with a loving family, it’s more than money can buy.  And, if
this exorbitant home is his idea of comfort, and it helps in his reality, I
can’t fault him.


Trying not to give anything away,
I look at him with sincere empathy.  “And, your grandmother lives here
with you?”


He hesitates before answering. 
“I know what you must be thinking and…”


Raising my hand, I stop
him.  “You should be proud of yourself.  Not many people would do
what you’re doing.”


He sighs and his face
softens.  “Shall we go?”


“Is she gonna be okay?”  I
never knew my grandparents and I wouldn’t know where to begin to care for
someone, especially someone who’s so dependent.  I know I don’t know this
woman, but I want nothing more than to make sure she is safe.


“She took her medication and will
be sleeping for the rest of the night.  Plus, Delores is here to watch
her.”


“Delores?”


“The woman who was in here
earlier is her live in nurse.  That reminds me, I need to speak with her
before we leave.”  She must have been the one who called him.  “Wait
here and then I’ll take you to your car.”  I nod, but as he turns to walk
towards the adjoining room, I finally hear his words.  I guess we aren’t
finishing our little trip to Red Rock.  Disappointment brings a frown to
my face, as I reach for my ring, twirling to make the ache subside.


He briefly talks to Delores
before making his way back to me.  Before holding out his hand, he
searches my face, just as he did his grandmother’s.  My ego is wounded,
but I refuse to show my disappointment as I reach out for his hand and plaster
a smile on my face.  I shouldn’t be acting this way.


Not in a rush on our way out, I
get a better opportunity to admire his artwork.  “Everything is so
beautiful.  Are they all from the same artist?”  His hand tenses as
we stop in front of a hand blown glass bowl.  It’s a stunning flower, with
blue and mauve textures running through the frame.  The intricacy of the
piece, with the colors and the shape, must have taken quite some time to
create.


Pausing, his crystal blue eyes
deepen with sadness.  “My mother created most of the work.”  I wasn’t
expecting that answer, and based on the pained look on his face, I know not to
push any further.  He doesn’t say anymore, and I don’t ask. 
Squeezing his hand for reassurance, I motion towards the door.


Remembering his words, the walk
out to the car is somber.  As he holds my door open, I gently climb in and
look up to find him staring into my resigned face.  Before retreating to
his side, he continues to stare, looking longingly into my eyes.  I’d die a
thousand deaths for him to continue to look at me this way.  Five seconds,
ten seconds, not long enough.  Not able to say what he’s thinking, he
closes my door and moves around the car to join me.


“I know I said I was going to
take you to your car, but I’m not ready to...”  Not able to finish his
sentence, he shakes his head.  “Are you still up for Red Rock?”


“Yes,” is all I can muster as I
bite my lip and slink into the passenger seat.


~~~~~


Las Vegas at night is absolutely
spectacular.  I know it’s only lights, but to actually see the vastness
and to know how many people really live in the city is overwhelming.


“I come here to think,” he
marvels, breaking our silence as we both stare at the deserted beauty in front
of us.  There’s sadness in his voice as he continues.  “Sometimes
it’s hard to make sense of things with so much happening around me, so I come
here to find solace.”


It’s beautiful up here and the
comfort of this perfect place does something to you.  It calms you, but
more than that, it consoles you.  Staring ahead in amazement, there is
something I have to disagree with.  “You seem so…put together.  I
would have never pictured you as someone who needed to find peace out in the
middle of the desert.”


“Constantly playing a role is
exhausting,” he admits, looking over at me with a smile.  Breaking my
concentration, I return the look, but not before my breath hitches.  Why
does he have to be so perfect?  Besides, what role is he talking
about?  The only role I can see him playing is the sexy, achingly
beautiful V.P.; oh, and that of a sweet, attentive grandson.


Realizing my confusion, he helps
me out with an answer.  Pointing to himself, “Mr. Cool, Calm, and
Collected V.P., remember?”  Prying his eyes away from mine, he continues
to stare out into the vast sky.  It’s hard to tell with him, but it
appears he’s let his guard down, giving me a small glimpse into who he truly
is.


“I can’t imagine.  It’s hard
enough just living, let alone putting up a façade.”


“I’m sure you don’t have to put
up any type of guise.  You’re kind and smart.  I’m sure you’ll have
no problems moving your way up in all aspects of your life, career included.”


Looking out the side window, I
blush at his compliment.  He has faith in me, which is sweet and
intoxicating.  But, he doesn’t know me well enough to know what I’m really
capable of.  All I’ve ever wanted is to earn a living that will allow me
to give Rachel back what she gave up.  Hopefully, there will be a time,
and a place, for that discussion.  But, it’s not tonight.


“Let’s hope I can live up to
that.”


Silence is upon us once again as
we both stare out at the glistening lights of the strip.  Peeking over at
him, I notice he’s no longer looking out at the infinite skyline; instead he’s
looking down at his hands.  A man of few words, he has a habit of losing
himself in thought quite frequently.  I silently wonder if it has anything
to do with his grandmother.  For someone who has to take care of another
person, he seems to be handling it well, but I can see the heartbreak on his
face.


“You know you have your
grandmother’s eyes?”  He looks at me with a slight glimmer of
happiness.  “You’re very sweet to her.”  His grimacing face alerts me
that this discussion may be headed down a road that he is not ready for.  
Sometimes it’s best to leave well alone.  But, I guess I’m still learning
that lesson.


“It’s the least I can do…” His
voice trails off as his brows furrow while he remains deep in thought.


“How long has she been…?” I pause
searching for the words to describe her condition.  Still staring at the
neon lights in front of me, I catch myself playing with my ring and have to
stop myself.  I’m not nervous, anxious, or otherwise.  This feeling
is new.  Content?  Happy?  Alive, maybe?


“She has her good moments and
some bad.  Tonight was obviously not one of her best.  She responds
to me still, but the doctors say her memories are slowly fading and soon she
won’t respond to me either.”  His voice lightens, trying to remove the
depression from the conversation.  “But what do they know right? 
It’s just me and her against the world.  They’re fucking kidding
themselves if they think I’ll ever let them get close enough to restrain her.”


His last comment stings and I
imagine this is a part of what’s been bothering him tonight.  His conviction
is unwavering and in that moment I realize that he’s fighting for not only his
sanity, but also his grandmothers.  Refusing to allow anyone to treat her
any less than the woman she is, even with her deteriorating health.  It’s
no longer his perfect face and toned body that has my breath quickening. 
I’m realizing my attraction to him has grown more than I could ever imagine.


Breaking our moment, my phone
chimes as I receive a text.  Thank God for distractions.


*Ely, I know
you’re angry. But please know I’m only looking out for you. Please talk to me.*


Ugh!  Cole is
so…so...persistent sometimes.  I glare at my phone.  I thought I was
pretty clear on wanting to have some space.  I refuse to deal with him
right now, not when I’m less than a foot away from my fantasy.  Tonight
has been unexpected, and I won’t let Cole ruin anything.


“Let me guess, your ex?” 
Agitated, he turns his head facing the driver’s side window.


“He’s apologizing for an argument
we had,” I explain, hesitantly.  I wouldn’t dare tell him what we were
arguing about.


“What were you arguing
about?  Let me guess, he wants to work things out…get back together?”


“What…no…we haven’t been together
in forever.  He’s my friend.  Well, not at the moment, but…he’s been
my friend for years.  As far as the argument, he was just upset I stayed
late the other night at work.”  Shit…didn’t I just say I wasn’t going
to tell him?


“Upset that you stayed late?” he
asks, confused.  But, it doesn’t take long for him to figure it out. 
“Wait, the night you were with me?”


I don’t want to talk about my
argument with Cole, but I’m finding it difficult not to be honest with
him.  “Yes, but it’s a long complicated story.”


“I have time.”  He shifts in
his seat to face me, waiting for an explanation.  Looking down on me, he
makes me feel like I’m in trouble and have to fess up to a crime I may or may
not have committed.


Resigned to my fate, I sigh,
knowing he won’t give up until he hears what he thinks he wants to hear. 
He’s very determined.  The only problem is that any discussion about Cole
seems to spoil his mood.  Shit!  Here it goes…  “He
didn’t like it when I told him I stayed to help you.  He told me I should
be careful.”


Looking through squinted eyes, he
suddenly breaks into laughter, gently rocking the car.  Not the reaction I
was expecting, but I’ll take it.  He is sexy when the laughter ripples off
his body.  “What’s so funny?”


“So, he feels threatened by
me?  Come on Elyssa, I know you’re smarter than this.  He’s not just
your friend if he’s concerned with who you’re spending time with.  Are you
leading him on?  Keeping him around for…you know…”  Adding a
suggestive wink at the end.


I’m taken back by his
insinuation.  How dare he?!  He doesn’t know anything about me, nor
does he know Cole.  “No, I am not leading him on!  He’s just very
protective.  I’m sure he found a picture of you somewhere and saw how
young and attractive you are and came to conclusions for himself,” I raise my
voice slightly, voice cracking at the end.


A wicked grin develops on his
lips, another reaction I wasn’t expecting.  Unable to control my nerves I
continue my explanation.  Not that he deserves it.  “He was my first
real relationship and things happened, people move on.  I moved on. 
It wasn’t his fault we broke up, it was mine, and it’s not fair to completely
disregard the friendship we had while we dated.”  Taking a deep breath, I
try to calm myself, catching myself rambling.  Ugh!  Why am I
talking so much?


“So, you think I’m
attractive?”  I blush at the slip of my tongue.  Out of all of that,
he had to pick the one thing I didn’t mean to say out loud.


“Just like you think I’m
beautiful?” I retort.


Ignoring my comment entirely,
Alex goes down a completely different road than what I was expecting. “Do you
still have feelings for him?”  His eyes burn into mine, waiting for my
answer.


“I care for him, but not in the
way you’re asking,” I admit.


“Are you still sexually
involved?”


My eyes widen, not only in
embarrassment but in astonishment at his audacity.  “What kind of question
is that?”


“I’m just trying to
understand.  You say you aren’t involved, yet he texts you every waking
minute of the day.  You say you’re just friends, but you can’t really
just be friends with someone you’ve had sex with,” he rants, but ends with a
smile that would shatter your soul.


“Are you not friends with any of
your exes?”


“God, no!”  But as he says
it, I wonder idly how many girlfriends he’s had.


“Well, I think it’s sad that
you’re okay with breaking hearts and not making an effort to at least mend
what’s broken with the friendship.”


“If it didn’t work out, then
there’s nothing to mend.  It’s as simple as that,” he suppresses a
laugh.  I don’t think this conversation warrants a laugh, but maybe he
sees my blood boiling.  Calm down, Ely!


“He’s my friend and for my own
reasons, I’m making an effort to keep him in my life.  Why do we keep
having this conversation?  Does my friendship with him bother you that
much?”


“It doesn’t,” he shrugs. 
“I’m just making small talk.”


“I guess it’s good for both of us
that my relationship status doesn’t have any bearing on how well you sleep at
night, Mr. James.”  With a pout I cross my arms and face the window.


Letting me have a moment, I
suddenly feel a finger guiding my chin, as my stare is turned towards his
crystal blue eyes.  “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.”


“I just don’t understand
you.  You’re very confusing.”  His touch is disarming and if it
wasn’t for the fact that I am already sitting, my knees would probably buckle.


“It’s better this way. 
Trust me.” Shaking his head, Alex sighs.  I can’t put my finger on what is
keeping him from giving into me.  Not that I was on a man hunt or
anything, but I know the moment I met him I was instantly attracted to
him.  Even before the elevator, at the gas station, all I wanted was to
feel his touch.


A sudden thought sparks, “Are you
in a relationship?”  That would be a reasonable explanation as to why he
hasn’t taken every opportunity I’ve given him.  It troubles me to think
about how many women have been up to Red Rock with him before.


Sitting back in his seat, a sexy
grin spreads across his lips.  “Who wants to know?”


Blushing head to toe, I scrounge
every ounce of courage I have.  “Well…me.  You know about my
relationship status.  It’s only fair that I know yours.”


“I’m not with anyone,
Elyssa.”  I turn my head to face the window, covering my mouth to hide my
colossal smile.  “I don’t have much time for relationships between my job
and my grandmother.  Speaking of her, I would appreciate if you wouldn’t
tell anyone at the office about her situation.”


I gasp.  “Of course
not!  I would never.”  What he shared with me was very
personal.  I would never reveal anything that would hurt him, or anyone
for that matter.  I know my place.


“I’m curious.  If you are
such good friends, why did you guys break up?”


Why, or should I say, how did I
know that he wouldn’t drop the subject of Cole so easily?  I would love to
spend all night talking with him, but there are some things I’m not ready for him
to know.  Cole doesn’t even know the full, real reason I broke up with
him.  Alex would judge me and then this fantasy would end.  I would
like this to soak this in for a little while longer; it’s too exhilarating to
give it up now.  “That’s a story for another time.”


“Sure, but one day you will tell
me.”


Starting the car, we head back
into town, and I wonder idly if I should take that as a threat or a
promise.  Either way, I’ll take it, because it means he wants to spend
more time with me.
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I choke as my heart literally
catapults into my throat.  Drinking in the sight of him, as he stands
there looking all sorts of edible with his cleanly shaven face and bright blue
eyes, my mind has gone into a thousand different directions.  What do I
say?  “Hello Mr. James, I hope you had a great weekend,” or the more
direct approach, “Hello Alex, I’ve thought about you every minute since you
left me Friday night.”  Yeah right, I wish I was that bold.


More than just thoughts about how
to approach him are saturating my brain.  Does he see me as more than just
another subordinate?  Will he ask me out again?  If he did ask me
out, how would our relationship be?  Can we even go down this path knowing
we are both held to ethical standards, which is currently treading a very fine
line right now?  All of these questions and no answers; the only thing I
know to be true is that he is absurdly perfect and standing less than twenty
feet away from me.


His solid figure blocking my path
sends feelings of ecstasy throughout my body.  Similar to that of a child
on Christmas morning and the unknown that awaits you, he’s a perfectly wrapped
gift.  Wearing a charcoal suit and matching tie, he’s a shiny new toy that
I want to play with.  Over and over.  But of course, my desire to
unwrap and touch is on a whole other level; definitely not one of prepubescent
times.


“Good Morning, Ms. Hart.” 
Ugh…that smile; suggestive, without even uttering many words.  I simper as
I watch him shove his hands into his pockets, returning his gaze to the numbers
above the elevator, humming to himself.  I know he’s acutely aware of how
attractive he is.  You can tell in his posture, the way he leaves his
jacket partially unbuttoned revealing just enough of his slim waist and tight
ass, his smug smirk.  He has to know what he does to me.


Trying to hold onto what’s left
of my dignity, I take in a deep breath, and advance the final steps towards the
elevator.  I suppose I should return his morning greeting, but my words
strain to form coherent sentences.  Instead, I fidget with my purse and
murmur hello.  That has to be better than stuttering like an idiot and
twirling my hair, right?  Hopefully he doesn’t notice my internal
unraveling.  Dang it, Ely; you are a strong woman, now act like it!


With the amount of time that has
passed since his long, perfectly manicured finger pressed the call button, I’m
on the verge of considering the elevator out of service.  I try to remain
indifferent and stand patiently waiting for the elevator, but he really makes
it difficult.  It’s not long after Alex starts rocking on his feet, to and
fro, that my lips perk up into a small smile, thinking about our night
together.


How is he able to keep his casual
façade and act like nothing’s happened; act as if we’re nothing more than
co-workers riding up the elevator together on any normal Monday morning? 
I’m not his average co-worker.  He made that evident at the bar when he
attacked Sam in my honor, and again when he brought me home to meet his
grandmother, calling me beautiful.  And definitely when he brought me to
my car when we had our almost kiss for the third time of the night. 
Seeming ignorant to the energy I feel when we’re together, although immensely
palpable, Alex continues to wait patiently.  I wish I had his constraint.


Fortunately, just as the elevator
door opens, Janice comes bounding towards us and I’m momentarily relieved that
she’s joined the party.  How awkward would it be to ride alone with
him?  That’s too many opportunities to sexually harass him; eighteen to be
exact.


Always the gentleman, Alex holds
his hand out signaling for us to enter as he secures the door open with the
palm of his hand.


“Good Morning, Elyssa…Mr. James,”
she stammers.  Appearing nervous, she bites her lower lip, looking at me
through the corner of her eye.  I’ve already forgiven her for ditching me
on Friday, for obvious reasons, but she doesn’t know that.  By the look on
her face, she’s about to become a blubbering mess, and I hope with my inviting
smile she can see that I’m over it already.


Taking the open opportunity,
Janice turns to face me and precedes full steam, rambling as she tries to
explain herself.  “Elyssa, I’m so sorry.  Autumn drank too much and
there was no way I was going to let her drive.  I took her out to my car
and I swear I was only outside for three minutes, when I went back in, you were
gone.  I was so worried about you.  The last time I saw you, you were
talking to the guy at the bar.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t have your
number, and…”


Signaling for Janice to calm
down, I interrupt her with a wave of my hand.  “Hey…Stop.  It’s
okay.  Everyone got home alright and in the end I still had a pretty
incredible night.”  My eyes dart over to Alex, catching his fleeting
smile; the slight dimple forming in the corner of his mouth giving him away.


“Wait!  Did you go home with
that guy?”  She giggles and then shuts her mouth, remembering we’re not
alone.  Raising my eyebrows, I smirk at her reaction.  If she only
knew.  Luckily, aside from Janice’s apology, the ride up to the
eighteenth floor is quick and quiet.


Walking in the same direction,
Janice and Alex break off heading towards their office.  But, just as I’m
about to head towards my desk, I see Alex peer over his shoulder, watching me
walk away, giving me goose bumps.  Hopefully I can keep it together and
avoid tripping over my feet.  Breathe, Ely…Breathe.


The moment I get to my desk I
hear the ping of my cell phone; another text from Cole.


*If I said I was
sorry, would you believe me? I shouldn’t have.*


Oh Cole, what am I going to do
with you? 
His sweet apology deflates my attitude, like it always does.  I knew after
we had our argument it wouldn’t be long before I forgave him, only because
that’s how we’ve always operated.  My sister mistook our quarrels as fits
of passion, but I know what they were.  And so does he.  I feel
slightly guilty that I haven’t thought about him all weekend, but in my defense
my thoughts were preoccupied.


~~~~~


I’ve been left to explore the
world of SHI at my own pace.  I love that Maggie doesn’t look over my
shoulder every five seconds, but is always willing to answer any
questions.  In order to get my feet wet, she’s given me several projects
and meetings to attend.  With each meeting and new contact I’m learning
not only about the company, but the different styles of our management team,
and the temperaments of everyone in the office.


Everyone seems to love Maggie and
is constantly praising her for her approachable open door policy and relaxed
attitude.  But, at the slight mention of Arianna, or even Alex, the
conversations turn into a complete rant session.  The consensus is that
they both lack the soft skills to mentor even the most capable employee and
most people seem to avoid them at all costs.


But avoiding doesn’t necessarily
mean that the women don’t appreciate the eye candy that Alex is, and more than
one has given a full run down of his finest attributes, making me blush. 
Little do they know that I’m very acquainted with his finer features and I must
say that the depth of his appeal goes way beyond his perfect appearance.


Of course, his sex appeal also
gives the rumormongers different stories to conger up.  During one of my
short twenty minute meetings, I was told about Alex’s fetish with stilettos,
fishnet stockings, and apparently his many sexual conquests around the company,
including Autumn.  I, of course, know this rumor to be false considering
how Autumn sheepishly admitted her unsuccessful attempts at getting him between
her thighs.  Offices are breading grounds for gossip and this scandalous
group is no different.


With my desk being in the middle
of the hustle and bustle of the office, my mind is unable to focus on the
figures staring back at me.  Normally, this wouldn’t bother me, but I’m
ready to pound my head against my computer screen in hopes of making any sense
of the numerical puzzle.  With my fingers pressed against my temple, my
elbows resting on my desk, I’m startled by the voice right behind me.


Swiveling my chair, I’m met with
the quirky smile of Joseph, one of the few who deliberately stayed out of the
gossip while the rest were too eager to chat.  “Elyssa, are you okay?” he
chuckles before offering his help.  Maybe Joseph is exactly what I need;
my own personal savior.  He’s a seasoned Sales Associate and should be
able to explain how to decipher some of the numbers from last year.


“I don’t quite understand
these.”  Pointing towards my computer screen, Joseph leans over, giving me
his undivided attention.  Several times I caught him glancing down at the
curves of my breasts.  Normally I would be irritated, but he seems
innocent enough.  Besides, he’s helping me.


“It’s like a story…” Joseph is
all too excited as he points towards the columns and unravels the mystery for
me.  But just as he starts to tackle the spreadsheet, I notice Arianna and
Alex out of the corner of my eye chatting closely; a pang of envy ripples
through my body.


Showing off her curves in her
mauve dress suit and matching blazer, she stands with her back towards me in
her four inch heels.  Shoes off she’s shorter than I am, but we have the
same petite build.


Her diamond tear drop earrings
sparkle against the light coming in from the adjacent windows, glowing next to
her natural red hair pulled into a French twist.  But, I can’t help but
notice the most exquisite piece of jewelry in view, a beautiful silver watch on
her left wrist.  Hitting the diamonds, the sun reflects a small rainbow,
as she circles the intricate knotted band with her fingers.  I bet her
watch costs what I make in a year.  I sigh.  I’m not jealous of her
ability to buy nice things for herself, I could really care less about money,
but I do envy the choices that money makes available.


Noticing my prying eyes, Arianna
turns, and with a wink and a smile she continues her conversation with
Alex.  Her small gesture doesn’t go unnoticed and he motions for them to
continue their conversation in his office.  Before shutting his door, he
turns to give me a panty dropping smile, but is caught when his brows furrow as
his eyes meet Joseph’s curious glance.


For the next twenty minutes,
Joseph guides me through the figures from 2011 and 2012.  I finally feel
confident enough to accomplish the assignment, and thank him profusely for all
of his help.  “You are the best Joseph.  I owe you one.”


Arianna and Alex stroll out of
his office just as I stand to throw my arms around Joseph.  “You have no
idea how much you saved my ass.”  Stopping in front of the meeting room,
Alex’s attention is locked in my direction, his mouth hanging in shock. 
Touching his shoulder, Arianna whispers something in his ear, and then walks
away.


Not realizing the time, I’m glad
I have Janice to keep me on my toes, and on time for our meeting. 
Grabbing my notebook and a pen, I head off towards the conference room with
Janice by my side.


Janice pulls me to the middle of
the table, occupying the two seats next to Alex.  With only five in
attendance including both Janice and I, Alex starts the meeting discussing the
sales figures for the week.  His tone is very short and to the point,
almost agitated.  Even though I’m proud to say I’ve kept myself in the
loop, the numbers are staggering compared to my last job.


Continuing to drone on about more
numbers and more spreadsheets, Alex is uneasy, fidgeting with the papers in
front of him.  He even catches himself tapping his pen against the wooden
table before clearing his throat and straightening in his seat.  I glance
over at Janice to see if she notices his odd behavior, and she must, because
she simply shrugs and continues to take notes.


As the meeting progresses, his
demeanor is cold and distant.  Making eye contact with everyone except me,
I’m starting to feel like the odd man out.  Did I do something? 
Finally turning to look at me, Alex’s gaze shows nothing of the man I spent the
evening with on Friday.


“Ms. Hart, where are we with the
sales projections for next quarter?”  The project Maggie just gave me
on Friday?  Looking around the room, I’m sent into panic mode.  


“I-I thought they weren’t due
until next Monday, Mr. James,” I stutter looking to Janice.  Her eyes meet
mine and convey nothing but the sheer pity she feels for me in this
moment.  When Maggie assigned me the projections, she didn’t give me any sense
of urgency.  Shit!  I’m not incompetent!


“Is that how you operate, working
an issue at the last minute?  I’m glad we know that now before we give you
something more important to work on,” he bellows, chastising me.  I lower
my head, cowering like a dog just kicked by their owner, but not before I
notice the sneer on Autumn’s lips as she sits up, listening attentively.  


“I apologize, Mr. James. 
I’ve been working on it all day, I promise to have it done by Friday.” 
With my head hung low, I offer another apology, hoping to end the
conversation.  My hopes are crushed as he continues.


“Didn’t seem like you were
working on it a moment ago, Ms. Hart.”  My head shoots up in surprise as
my eyes meet his.  There is nothing but irritation on his face, and his icy
blue eyes are indifferent, staring in my direction along with the rest of the
room.  “Just make sure you have it done by Friday.  I don’t expect to
have this conversation again.”


The meeting is over shortly after
his criticism and I couldn’t be more thankful to get out of there.  I
don’t know what crawled up his ass, but I can see what everyone was saying
about his lack of soft skills.  I slink back to my desk confused, trying
to untangle his lost temperament.  What did he think he was
accomplishing by talking to me like that?  If I wasn’t more level
headed, I would march right into his office and give him a piece of my
mind.  


~~~~~


Deciding to take the stairs in an
effort to subdue the day’s irritations, I’m panting by the time I reach the
fourth floor of the parking structure.  Endorphins are suppose to make you
happy, which is why I’ve always been keen on working out, or at least going for
a run when I have pent up stress.  Unfortunately, the short trip up didn’t
do anything for my mood.  Peering into my small purse for a glimpse of my
shiny metal key chain, I hope that I can put whatever happened today behind
me.  


No such luck. 


It’s not until I take the last
steps to my car that I notice him standing along the wall with his hands
resting inside his pockets.  Frustrated by the fact I can never escape
him, and worse, that I don’t want to, I can’t hide my irritation or the flicker
of anger in my face.  But, even with all of that, I still take him in…all
of him; from beautiful head to masculine toe.  That is, until he starts
talking.


“What the fuck were you doing
today?”  Closely examining my reaction, he positions himself between me
and my car.  Obviously seeing my confusion, he resumes his rant, punishing
me again for something I’m unaware of.  “Is that how you behave at
work? Just throwing your arms around any guy that gives you attention?”


Stay calm, Ely, stay calm!  “The way you talked to me
earlier…I didn’t know we were friendly enough to be asking such personal
questions, Mr. James.  Or are we just making small talk again?” 


“Were you trying to make me
jealous?” Glaring at me, he removes his hands from his pockets and folds them
over his chest, waiting for an answer.  God this man is frustrating!


“Oh, we know each other now, do
we?”  I’m floored by his ridiculous question, especially after the way he
treated me.  Not once has he even mention Friday or shown an ounce of
emotion towards me.  Not once.


“Just answer the fucking
question.” 


Anger is bubbling inside, and I’m
afraid to open my mouth.  I may say how I’m really feeling, and that won’t
get us anywhere.  “If you really must know, Mr. James, I was getting input
on the sales projections for next quarter.  You know, the very same one
you reprimanded me about?”  


Clearly frustrated, I reach my car
and toss my purse into the passenger seat before turning around and slamming
the door.  “Besides, why does it matter who I talk to, at work of all
places?  Joseph was just being helpful, which is more than I can say for some
people.” 


“We aren’t at work anymore, stop
calling me Mr. James.  I thought we were past the formalities,
Elyssa.”  Comprehending my anger, his attempts at calming me down with the
crispness in his voice doesn’t work.  


“You didn’t answer my question,
Mr. James,” I respond sardonically.  I’m not giving up anything, until he
answers me.  “And, I will call you what I damn well feel like calling
you.”  


Shocked by my outburst, he
returns to his favorite stance; hands placed in his pocket.  Slightly
raising his voice in outrage, “You’re mad at me?!  What the hell did I
do?”


“What did you do?  Besides
practically ignoring me all day, you then felt it was okay to insult me during
the entire meeting.  And to top it all off, now you’re making accusations
about me and Joseph!”  Unable to control my irritation, I place my hands
on my hips.


Voice softening, I can see the
jealousy sweeping across his face.  “You should have come to me if you had
questions, not Joseph.”


“Did I know this?  The only
part of management who’s given any inclination of help is Maggie.  You’ve
given me nothing, nothing except uncertainty.”  There.  I said
it.  But just as I utter the words I’ve wanted to say all day, I consider
taking it back as the pain seeps into his eyes.  Oh well, can’t take it
back now. Might as well keep on going; see how much I can get out of him. 
“Regardless Alex, why do you even care about what Joseph and I were
doing?”


Staring at me through flitted
eyes, he ponders what he’s about to say.  Finally freeing his mind, he
answers me.  “I’m still trying to figure that out, Elyssa.  I have to
go.”  And with a hushed goodbye, he’s gone.  


 


Tuesday, September 25, 2012


It’s a little after eleven when I
get a call from Mr. Hodges, revealing that I have something at the security
desk.  Justifying how busy I am, he reluctantly agrees to bring it up to
me.  I’m confused as I set down the receiver.  What would I be
receiving at work?  Even more confusing is the spectacle going on at
the printer.  Alex stands, rifling through paperwork and peeking up
through his long lashes.  When our eyes finally meet, I can’t help my
ridiculous grin, and he returns it with his salacious, panty-twisting,
smile.  If he keeps doing that, I may need to buy some new
underwear.  


Mr. Hodges strolls around the
corner and I’m floored as he reaches my desk carrying the most exquisite
bouquet of deep purple irises and intense red tulips.  I stare blankly,
before realizing my manners.  “Thank you, Mr. Hodges.  These are for
me?”  


“That is who they’re addressed
to, Ms. Hart.  You weren’t expecting them, I see.  Well, nice
surprise.  Hope they’re from someone special,” he states, walking away
hunched over, and smiling.


Silently, I hope that Cole hasn’t
been overzealous by sending me flowers.  I know I haven’t called him back,
but he needs to learn his lesson, and I’m not ready to give into him.  Not
yet.  


Opening the card, I’m baffled at
what is written: 


“I can’t be held responsible for what I do, when my
mind doesn’t comprehend my heart’s desire.”



Looking up, I know exactly who
they’re from.  After scanning the room for only a second, our eyes meet,
and our energy is transferred, sending a jolt to my system.  Walking
towards me with a wicked smile on his gorgeous face, he successfully leaves me
breathless.  Breathe, Ely, Breathe!  


“I see that someone has sent you
flowers.  How very thoughtful…of someone.”  My mouths drops
open as he walks away.  How very brazen.  Well, he didn’t
actually put his name on it, so technically, no one will know.  But, I
feel like I’m going to combust, as my mouth turns up; I’m glowing.  No one
has sent me flowers like this; for no apparent reason.  Especially not
someone I barely know.  What is he up to?


Even when Autumn approaches, I’m
unable to hide my excitement as I beam at her.  


“Who are the flowers from,
Elyssa?”


“There’s a note, but no one
signed it.  Guess I have a secret admirer.”  I am giddy as Autumn
pouts as she walks away muttering something about never getting
flowers.   


~~~~~


Arianna treated me to lunch
today, and our silly banter didn’t last long, as memories of my childhood crept
into our discussion.  I sometimes forget how long she’s been in my life,
and how long she knew my mother.  It was nice hearing her acknowledge my
accomplishments, but, when she reminded me that my parent’s would have shared
in her pride, my heart clenched.  It’s always hard thinking about them,
comprehending they will never get to be there for any my achievements.


She went on to praise Rachel and
her efforts at nurturing me.  Although it’s a double edged sword
considering Arianna has a way of never letting me forget that she offered to
raise me.  I used to wonder how different my life would have been, wanting
for nothing, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing.  Rachel was what I
needed, and although Arianna runs a successful corporation, I’m not sure her
mothering skills would have kicked in.  And, despite the fact Rachel took
on so much responsibility at such a young age, she was extremely determined to
do it all on her own.  She used to tell me it’s what my parents would have
wanted and I tended to agree.


Finishing our talk on the way
back to work, I realize it’s nice to be able to have a conversation with
someone who I want to emulate.  She is such a strong woman, and anything I
can do to make myself as well known as she is, good or bad, will help my
career.  Noticing the inviting hints of strawberry and grapefruit, I can’t
help but comment on how much I like her perfume.  But, she can only smile,
because just as we enter the lobby, she received a phone call she had to take.


Rushing in from lunch, I’m out of
breath and in a panic.  I was out way too long, and don’t want to give
Maggie, or any members of management, a bad impression.  Even though I
know I shouldn’t worry, considering who I was with, I don’t want to give anyone
a false impression.  I dive back into my spreadsheets for the rest of the
day, but can’t help but steal small glances at the arrangement of flowers on my
desk and think about the man who sent them to me.  


Contemplating bringing my flowers
home, I decide to do the smart thing and leave them at work.  They’re too
beautiful to bring to my apartment, to only be seen by me, and besides, knowing
the heels I wore today, I would probably trip and fall.  Not gonna
happen!


Walking through the parking
garage, I discern how different the day has ended, compared to yesterday. 
It’s hard to keep up, not knowing what kind of mood I’m going to encounter, so
when I notice Alex has parked three stalls away from me, I consider leaving. 
But, the need to know why he sent me flowers outweighs my self preservation,
and mental well being.


Thankfully, I don’t have enough
time to consider another plan, because less than five minutes later, he comes
striding from the elevator.  The object of my new-found obsession looks
perfectly put together, even after a day full of business and stress. 
Except that he has a look of reverence on his face that I can’t quite
place.  It would be unnerving, if I didn’t have that same look on my own.


Suddenly feeling shy, I wave at
him as he approaches.  What if he’s not the one that sent them to
me?  I’m going to look like an idiot.  No, Ely!  He is the one
that sent them.  Don’t’ back down.  He has to be the one.  


“Is there something I can help
you with, Ms. Hart?”  His smoldering blue eyes survey me, head to toe,
stopping to stare at my empty hands.  “Where are your flowers?”  He
looks hurt.


“That’s what I wanted to talk to
you about.”  Fidgeting with my keys, I try to focus on something other
than what I want his response to be.  Keeping my eyes fixated on the
concrete below my heels, I can’t bear to look at him.  “Did you send them
to me?”  


Walking closer I feel the pad of
his finger underneath my chin, softly raising my face so our eyes meet. 
“Of course I did, do you have more admirers I have to contend with?”  I
shake my head slowly, the feeling of his fingers against my neck practically
bringing me to my knees.  The breath that escapes his lips brushes against
my skin, sending shivers all the way down between my thighs.  Too quickly,
his hand retreats from my throat, placing it back in his pockets.  I sigh,
disappointed at our lost connection.


“Why did you send them,
Alex?”  Finally a resemblance of my tenacity comes through the moment he
breaks contact.  Coincidence?  I think not.


“I know how badly I treated you
yesterday and it wasn’t by any fault of yours.  And, even if I was the
reason you were upset, I guess I wanted to be the one to make you smile again.”


I’m floored.  For someone
who doesn’t communicate well, his declaration is surprising.  And, I know
what he means.  When he smiles, I feel as if I’m the only one in the room
and the thought of his joy being shared with anyone else, makes me sick with
envy.  


“But I’m glad you waited
after.  I’m going out of town tomorrow, and I want to take you out to
dinner tonight to make up for my behavior.  Consider it a peace
offering.”  Even though I’m pretty sure that was a demand, he appears to
be nervous, waiting for my response.  


“What behavior are you referring
to?  You’re fit of jealousy or talking to me like an errant child during
the meeting?”  


“I never said I was jealous…but,
I guess for both.  I didn’t mean to belittle you in the meeting.  I
wasn’t in my right mind.”  I don’t know how to respond, and instead I stay
silent.  “Don’t over think it, Elyssa, because I promise you, I won’t take
no for an answer.”  He says my name like a whisper to the winds.  


His previous indiscretions are in
the past and I can no longer feel anything but the fluttering of my heart,
which wants him more than anything.  “I’ll go to dinner with you, but on
one condition.”


“What’s that?” he smiles at my
acceptance, waiting for my demand.


“I drive myself.”






[bookmark: _Toc363574562][bookmark: _Toc363760096]CHAPTER
6


 


“Hungry?” he asks, placing his
hand under my chin until our eyes meet.  I’m flushed against him with no
room to move.  I know I’ve wanted to be this close all week, but now that
I’m here, my nerves are in knots and my mind is blank.


I swallow past the lump growing
in my throat and try desperately to speak.  Umm…yeah…I want to devour
your body.  Even though I’m pretty sure that’s not what he was asking,
I silently wonder if it really was.  Nodding yes, the rational side of my
brain answers; the irrational side continues to melt at his touch.  I’m
putty in his hand.  I can only hope that I have the same affect on
him.  With a wink and a smile, he takes my hand as we head towards the
restaurant.  


Nestled quietly away in Desert
Shores, Marche Bacchus lays perched on the coast of a man-made lake.  The
city lights seem so far away as we are engulfed in a dense forested area. 
Who knew this place even existed in the middle of the desert?  Even
more surprising is the entrance, a small charming gift shop with rows and rows
of layered crated wines.  Making our way through the maze of Merlot’s,
Chardonnay’s, and Shiraz’s, I look up just in time to notice the hostess eyeing
Alex head to toe with a desirous look, as if they know each other…intimately.


Ms. Light Bright doesn’t hesitate
and walks directly up to Alex, “Mr. James, welcome back,” she announces,
seductively.  Her tight pencil skirt and tucked in white button-up shirt
reveals a little more than I’m comfortable with, especially with her swallowing
him whole with her greedy little eyes.  


Staking claim, Alex wraps his arm
around my waist.  Her eyes follow his movement and instantly her mood
changes.  She takes a step back and glares through her squinted beady
eyes, “Your table’s right this way.”  How many other women have you
brought here Alex?  Or, do all hostesses greet you this way?  Ugh…Do
I even want to know?  I banish the thought, but not before he sees my
bitter frown, giving me one back, insisting I talk.  


Following her, I look over at him
and instead of asking what I really want to, I stick with subtlety.  “Do
you come here often?”  


“I didn’t want to wait, so I
called on the way.”  Oh, simple answer; but I can tell, it’s
conveniently not the whole truth.  


Maneuvering us through the crowd
of tables, we walk towards our seats, hand in hand.  Oddly, I’m unable to
shake the feeling that Alex has been down this road before, and not with just
one woman; possibly, even with the hostess guiding us to our quaint table on
the outside patio.  Regardless, when I’m with him, I feel at ease, even
with our intrusive, yet delightful hostess.  Something I’ve never
felt with anyone, besides Rachel, which troubles me.  Lust might be
clouding my judgment, but for the time being, I don’t care. 


Outside, the patio is romantic
with cooling misters and trellises gently shielding us from the sun. 
Magnificent pinks, purples and oranges fleet across the man-made lake and the
cream colored stucco houses resting upon the shore, are a subtle backdrop to an
impressive view.  As we reach our table, Alex pulls out a chair for me as
Ms. Light Bright takes her exit, but not before standing and idly taking him
in.  Uh…hello?  How brazen can one woman be?


Staring at the reflection on the
water almost makes me forget our momentary third wheel.  Are these the
type of women that Alex usually dates?  Glancing down at my modest
attire, I suddenly feel self conscious.  With my mouth pulled to the side,
I sit, biting the side of my cheek.  Maybe this wasn’t a good
idea.  My moment of doubt is interrupted by the inpatient waiter. 


“Trust me?”  Alex’s eyes
search my face for an ounce of doubt.


“Depends…” Unable to meet his
gaze, my eyes glance over the menu.  I can feel the prying eyes of the
waiter as he waits for our order.


“On?”  Tilting his head, he
smirks waiting for my response, ignoring the gentleman standing at the edge of
our table.


“What we’re talking about.” 
I’d trust him with my career and with my safety, but I can’t ignore his
mischievous grin.  “So, what are we talking about, Alex?”  I
push the ball back into his court, looking up at our waiter, giving him an
apologetic smile.  


With his gaze fixed on me, Alex
orders two glasses of chilled port wine and two orders of the Crispy Maple Leaf
Duck Breast.  I’m surprised that he orders for both of us, but I’m excited
he took charge of the moment.  The waiter briskly walks away, leaving us
alone to finish our conversation.  


“So, where were we?” 
Strumming his fingers against his bottom lip, Alex sits back in his seat,
staring out at the adjacent water.  “Oh yah, you were interrogating
me.  Well, you have me all to yourself,” with his hands extended at his
sides Alex challenges me, “Do your worst.”


“Do I have you all to
myself?”  My eyes slowly point towards the hostess station.  Ms.
Light Bright is making no effort at subtly as she stares in our direction,
talking to her co-worker.  Her cackle can be heard above the quiet chatter
of the restaurant.  Obviously trying to get his attention, she’s being
loud and obnoxious, flipping her hair, and even adjusting her breasts.


“I never took you for the jealous
type, Elyssa.”  Resting his hands behind his neck, he ignores the loud
laugh meant to pull his attention.


Although he’s smug and arrogant,
sitting here staring into his eyes, I almost forget why I’m irritated in the
first place.  Almost.  I refuse to give into the situation and show
my insecurities, especially while she is so close.  Instead, I
decide on continuing with my questions.  “So, why did you send me
flowers?”  Blunt is definitely the approach I’m going for.  Why dance
around the subject, right? 


Shrugging his shoulders, he
answers nonchalantly, “You didn’t deserve the way I treated you
yesterday.  So, I figured I needed to make it up to you.”  That’s
all you got?  That’s the big reveal?  


“Okay, I’ll buy that.  It
explains the reason why you sent the flowers, but not about what was written on
the card.”  He obviously doesn’t know me well enough; I can’t, and won’t,
drop it.  “What about your cryptic message?”


Finally seeming slightly
uncomfortable under his hard façade, he shifts ever so slightly in his
seat.  Of course, like in any situation, his composure returns before
speaking.  “What do you want me to say?  I’m a man of action, not
words, Elyssa.”  


“Well, just to be clear, your
actions are confusing.  What you say and what you do, are a complete
contradiction.”  He smirks, making me blush as hot as the sun.  Is
this just a game to him?  I don’t know whether to get mad that he’s making
light of the situation, or get even more wanton, knowing what I want him to
mean.  My once sound tenacity has me looking down at my fingers, toying
with my napkin.  After a moment of absolute silence, I peek up at him and
find him staring.  My stomach is in knots as I feel the intense energy
flowing.  It takes another moment before either one of us can speak again. 



“I don’t do this.  I guess
what I’m saying is that I’m not really good at it,” he explains, sitting deep
in thought, staring out at the water.


Looking at him sideways, I still
can’t figure out his puzzling explanation.  I want him to spell it out for
me.  “I can’t imagine there are many things you aren’t good at.”  My
eyes look over at Ms. Light Bright who’s making a fool out of herself,
again.  With her hand on the bicep of a busboy, she throws her head back
in laughter before throwing her arm around his waist, traipsing by our table.


Momentarily, his eyes follow her
movement before returning to my gaze.  “Trust me, there is plenty. 
But, what I was referring to was this…” Brushing his finger through the air,
pointing between the two of us he continues, “I’ve never had to pursue a woman
before.”  The taste of blood drips in my mouth as I bite down on my lip,
trying hard to hide my eager smile.  Though, I can’t help the blush
blossoming over the apples of my cheeks.


“So the women in your life,
they’ve always just given in to you?”  As I utter the words, I realize it
doesn’t seem so inconceivable, considering I’ve pretty much given in to him
since the moment we met.  The childlike behavior of our hostess is also
proof that his appeal is addictive, worthy of making any woman act compulsively
just to vie for his attention.  


“Is that hard to believe?” 
I shake my head, staring down at my napkin.  


Unable to ignore the annoying
situation playing in the background, “I have to ask.  What’s up with your
stalker over there?”  My head nods towards the back wall where the hostess
is now standing.


“Absolutely nothing!” his mouth
turned up.  His attempt at evasion is not working.


“Doesn’t seem like nothing to me,
considering her reaction in your presence.  Is she a friend of yours?” I
ask, still not knowing if I want to know the answers to my never ending
questions.


“I don’t have female friends;
usually doesn’t end well.  Women have a tendency to get…attached and with
attachments come expectations.”  That poor girl definitely had
expectations; I could see it in her eyes.  With a sigh of relief, Alex
notices the waiter returning with our wine.  But, just as fast as he came,
the waiter retreats, and I’m free to continue my ‘interrogation’. 


“So, you don’t do friends with
women, got it.”  Yet you’re here with me?    


Thinking over my next line of
questioning, I start thinking of Cole.  “You can’t tell me that with the
numerous women you’ve been with, that you’ve never had to deal with their
ex-boyfriends.  Ones they’ve remained friends with.”


“Once you’ve had sex, there’s no
going back.  Are you telling me that your so called friend,” Alex’s raises
his hands, making quotations with his fingers, “has never tried to blur the
lines?”  If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that he had personal insight
into my relationship with Cole.  


“You’re the first man I’ve met
who approaches dating as if he’s fishing in a catch-and-release pond.” 
I’m clearly irritated and this dinner is not going the way that I
expected.  My heart was fluttering when I got sent the flowers, but I
can’t shake the feeling that he wants to add me to his long list of conquests.


Alex sighs, taking a deep breath
before explaining.  “I think it’s obvious that I’m attracted to you. 
Let’s just put that out there now,” he admits, running his finger over the
edges of his napkin.  I flush at his words, but bite back the urge to
profess my own attraction.  


“Like I said before, I’ve never
had to pursue a woman.  You may think my outlook on dating is troubling,
but I’ve been released back into the pond a few times myself.  But let’s
make this clear, I’ve never made promises that I’ve never kept or led a woman
on.”  His brows furrow as he stares at his wine glass, and then at
me.  “God, it’s maddening not knowing where I stand with you.”  


My heart swells, but I also
realize he didn’t deny the fact that he’s had numerous women.  How am I
supposed to compete with the unknown?  Something in the back of my mind
tells me that he’s not the gentlemen that I hoped he was, at least not one
hundred percent of the time.  


“There are thousands of reasons
why we should walk away from one another.  But, I just can’t seem to…” he
stops, searching for the right words.


“Seem to what?” I urge him to
continue, leaning closer.  


Suddenly, the waiter returns with
the food, effectively ending our little confession session, making me jolt
upright in my seat.  But, if he thinks this discussion is over, he’s
sorely mistaken.  Occasionally glancing at each other, we begin our meal and
sit in silence.  


The food is delicious, and as I
appreciate each bite, it gives me a chance to watch Alex.  He takes
pleasure in every bite, slowly savoring each morsel.  The silence is
surprisingly relaxing.  And when we do speak, there’s something to be said
about small talk, about the weather and our likes and dislikes.  There are
no worries about work, ex’s, or family members interrupting the night. 
It’s nothing but a pleasant conversation, without any ulterior motives. 
Just two people trying to get to know one another.  


Our time together is ticking away
and I still haven’t had the chance to figure out what’s going on between
us.  I’m not the type of girl that has random sexual encounters, but Alex
seems to have more than enough women opening their legs to him.  I just
need to know, for my own sanity.  


“So, when you say you’ve never
pursued a woman before…what exactly do you mean?  Are you…well, are you
saying that you are pursuing me?"  I want to look him in the eyes,
but my confidence has waned with the setting sun.  I play with the ring on
my middle finger, hoping my silent prayers are not obvious to my dining
companion.


“What do you want it to
mean?”  There he goes again toying with me, being evasive.  I’m
starting to think he’s doing it on purpose.


“I hope it means that you want to
get to know me…”  My eyes drop to my fingers, once again.


“Elyssa, quit dropping your eyes
and look at me.”  Waiting for me to meet his piercing blue gaze, he
continues.  “I want to know you, on so many levels; on a more intimate
one.”  Alex releases my stare and reaches over to grab my hand.  “But
before we take this any further, I have one main concern.  My intentions
are not to hurt you, but what I’m about to say may do just that.”  


“Why don’t you let me make that
decision for myself,” I retort, trying to calm my breathing, while he slowly
traces the lines of my hand.  


“At work, no one can know
anything about us.”  


In that moment, the range of
emotions that passes through me is fast, but hard.  Is he embarrassed
of me?  I try to hide the frown sweeping across my face as my heart
feels a pang.  He said he didn’t want to hurt you Ely; that means
something, right?  Reality slaps me upside the head, bringing me back
down to Earth.  He is the Senior Vice President of Sales, at
Arianna’s company, where I just started.  How would that look if
the V.P. was dating a Sales Executive?  Not good at all, for both of us.


“I have to keep my personal life
very private, and it wouldn’t be good for you either.”  Sensing my
anguish, I guess he felt the need to explain.  


Knowing he’s right, relief washes
over me, feeling slightly embarrassed by my thoughts.  Of course I
understand.  The words he uttered about not wanting to hurt me, resonates
true.  “I get it.  I don’t want anything to affect my position in the
company either.”  His lips quirk up, resting his eyes on the still lake,
not letting go of my hand.


“Listen, I have to go out of town
for a few days, but I want to see you this weekend.  Definitely dinner,
and maybe hit up a lounge afterwards?”


“I would love that.”  Just
the thought of loud music, Alex’s toned body rubbing against me, sends shivers
up my spine.  I squirm in my seat at the thought.  But, once again,
my attention is brought back to the hostess as her laugh echoes from the front
of the restaurant, killing my mood.


Looking down at my hand in his, I
need to know if there’s anyone else I’m competing with.  “Are you seeing
anyone else?  I know I asked if you had a girlfriend, but…”


“But what?  I told you I
wasn’t with anyone.  Period.”  His brows raise and his lips curve
slightly.  “I’m going to assume you aren’t, or I wouldn’t be having this
conversation with you.” 


What the hell is that supposed to
mean?  Am I that obvious?  Really, Ely!  He’s right.  He
knows you are a one man, woman.  It’s not a bad thing to be right about. 
Shaking my head, I agree with him.  


“Elyssa, no one else interests
me…especially not when I have tunnel vision at the moment.”  My breath
hitches.  He really is trying to make me combust, right in front of
him.  “Let’s get out of here.”  Tossing cash on the table, we both
rise from our seats simultaneously; Alex grabs my hand and leads me out the
door.  


With my hand in his, I smirk
towards Ms. Light Bright as we walk out of the restaurant.  Smiling in her
direction, I stake my own claim, gripping his bicep with my free arm. 
“Have a good night,” I call out, letting Alex guide me to the parking
lot.  What a difference one dinner can make.


“I had a great evening,
Alex.”  A knot builds as we reach my car.  


“Me too…I’ll call you while I’m
away.”  We both hesitate, and I fumble with my keys.  I don’t want to
say goodbye, not yet.  


Thankfully, neither does he.


Reaching up the length of my
body, he places his hand on the nape of my neck.  Looking into his eyes,
he slowly lowers his lips to mine and I meet him half way, our lips barely
touching as he grazes my lips with his.  Resting his forehead against
mine, I feel his breath quicken.  Attempting to control his breathing, he
teases me all over again, brushing his lips softly against mine as his hand
travels up my neck and into my hair.  This time his lips return to mine,
but with more urgency. 


In the moment, I wrap my arms
around his neck, drawing him in.  With restrained force, he pins me
against the car and our kiss deepens.  A moan escapes and I feel his
erection stirring against my belly.  Thrusting his tongue into my mouth, I
can only reciprocate with the same demanding energy.  Alex’s strong hands
travel south, brushing over my breasts, sliding down past my hips, cradling my
behind.  Moaning against his lips, he lifts me to rest against the car,
slowly grinding against me.  His lips leave mine, placing supple kisses
along my jaw line and the nape of my neck.  Embarrassed by my breathing, I
search the skies, hoping to calm down before I combust.  


Pulling back with a sigh, Alex
once again places his forehead against mine before lowering me.  “I want
you,” he whispers.  My body yearns for his touch; the throbbing between my
legs almost unbearable.  If he pursues this sensual attack right here in
the parking lot, I may end up making love to him on the hood of my car,
changing his impression of me drastically.  


“I’ve never wanted anything more
than you, right now in this moment, but…” I declare, my breathing erratic.


“It’s time we say good night,” he
finishes my sentence.  I sigh in disappointment, still trying to catch my
breath.


“Good night, Alex.  Have a
safe trip.”


“Elyssa,” he kisses me softly,
“I’ll call you.”  


 


Wednesday, September 26, 2012


BUZZ…Buzz..buzz…my phone vibrates
across my desk almost falling directly into my trash can.  Luckily, my
reflexes are quick as I catch it just in the nick of time.  I was
daydreaming before this rude interruption.  Our first kiss has been on
replay in my mind all day.  It was the type of first kiss every girl
dreams about, but doesn’t dare speak of.  The type of first kiss that left
me bereft after his vehicular sexual assault.  


Closing my eyes, I slowly brush
my fingers against my swollen lips retracing where he was, just hours
ago.  The thought resonates in my head as I savor the softness of his
lips, the heat of his breath, the closeness of his body…I want to remember him
this way.  Thank you, Alex.  Thank you for giving me something to
hold on to until I get to see you again.  I pull myself away from my
thoughts to glance down at my phone.


*I dreamt about
you last night.*


Not familiar with the number, the
text startles me.


**Who is this?**


*Do you normally
get texts from men telling you they were dreaming about you?*


**The only man I
want this to be assaulted me last night against my car, leaving me wanting.**


*I told you I
would call, but I’m in back-to-back meetings. I’ve been thinking about you.*


**I was actually
just thinking about you. What was your dream about?**


*How about I
call you later tonight and tell you ALL about it?*


**Can’t
wait!  Wait…how did you get my number?**


*Call it misuse
of company resources. I’ll call you tonight.*


My heart is beating a thousand
beats per minute.  Even though he’s hundreds of miles away, I can’t help
the hope in my heart; I’m still on his mind.  


~~~~~


Chit-chatting with Janice at
lunch has become a welcome, distracted, routine, especially when she wants to
talk about herself.  “I met this guy through a dating website and we’ve
been seeing each other for over a month now.  I really like him,
but…”  Seemingly uncomfortable, she slumps in her chair, as she glances
around the busy cafeteria.  It never ceases to amaze me how shy one person
can be.  At work, Janice is comfortable and secure in her tasks, but I
know that is just a façade.  She’s timid and reserved, but has never made
any qualms of it.  She is who she is, and is comfortable with herself.


“But?” I urge her to continue.


“I’m afraid he’ll get bored with
me.  He’s perfect, but we haven’t…you know.”  Janice blushes at the
thought.  


“You haven’t been
intimate?”  I lean in, keeping our conversation discrete.


“I’ve never been a very sexual
person.  But I want to try…for him.  So, I was hoping tomorrow after
work you would go with me to buy something...an outfit.”


“Of course!  I’m sure we’ll
find something he’ll love.”  I pat her hand in assurance.


~~~~~


“What are you talking
about?!  You’re being ridiculous!”  Arianna’s crimson face almost
matches her hair as she waves me in with the flip of her wrist.  She puts
her finger up, signaling for me to give her a moment.  Arianna is
undeniably angry as she glares at her receiver.  Not a good look for her
and thankfully not one I’ve ever been on the receiving end of.


Awkwardly, I stand in front of
her desk, frozen.  Furrowing her brow, she listens to the voice on the
other end of the receiver.


“First of all, you do not have
the final say so.  Do you understand me?!  You do not just grow a
fucking conscious over night and think you can what…cut ties?  Never
forget the mouth that feeds you!”  Do I even want to know what that was
about?  Let me think…Nope!


Placing a hand over the receiver,
she points towards the corner of her desk where a small black box with white
daisies framing all four sides sits.  “Hi, Elyssa,” she’s all
smiles for me.  “That’s for you, for your birthday.”  Looking closer,
I see it is a bottle of perfume.


“Thank you so much,
Arianna.”  Mercifully, she brushes me off, holding her finger up to her
mouth and then at the door, silencing my appreciation and making it clear that
I’m being dismissed.  That was thoughtful.  I can’t believe she
remembered.  I mouth another thank you and with a small waive I leave her
to continue to berate the individual on the other end of the receiver. 
Whoever she was speaking with was not getting away from her.  Ever.


~~~~~


“Hey Rach!”  I swear my
sister has a sixth sense, knowing the exact moment when I’m parking my
car.  She has a knack of calling me right when I walk through the door,
not leaving me any time to relax.  Not that I’m complaining, because I
love talking to her.  She’s always in a good mood and she always puts me
at ease.  She’s been my rock through the years, even when I didn’t want
her to be, always picking up my broken pieces.  She dropped out of school
to raise me which was the ultimate sacrifice and it’s been my life mission to
someday make it up to her.


“Happy Birthday, my beautiful
baby sister!” her voice filled with excitement.  “I can’t believe you’re
going to be twenty-six.  Do you know how old that makes me?”


“Rach, my birthday isn’t until
tomorrow, but I would like to point out that it makes you super old, like
retirement status,” I chuckle.  “What are you up to?”


“I know it’s not until tomorrow,
silly head.  I’m just heading in for another fabulous day at work.” 
Rachel works as a cocktail waitress at a local casino.  She’s never
complained about her job, but I know it was never her life’s ambition.  It
was never our parents’ intentions to leave me at such a young age and
definitely not their dream to have their eldest daughter drop all of her own
ambitions to raise a pre-teen.  But, thankfully Rachel took it upon
herself and I owe her everything.


“I’m calling because I want you
to come to dinner next week.  Maybe bring Cole with you, we can make it a
double date,” her voice drops, but stays hopeful.


“Rach, you know we’re only
friends, and even that, he’s barely hanging on.”


“I know, but I worry about you,
El.  You’re always alone.  You should be enjoying yourself and all
you do is work.  You don’t ever date or meet anyone new.  I think I
made you a social reject.  Making you focus on getting help with your issues,
I wonder if I pushed you too hard in school, you know…so you would forget the
pain.”


The “issues” and “pain” she’s
referring to is something we try not to bring up, anymore.  After our
parents passing, the nightmares lasted for years, and only Rachel could calm
me.  Even the years of counseling never seemed to do any good.  I
wasn’t there when they died, but my mind can’t help recollect the sheer terror
they experienced in their last minutes.  Knowing moments before impact
that their lives were over, I imagine their last thoughts would have been of me
and Rachel.  At the age of ten, I never realized those memories would set
the stage of my nightmares for years to come.  


“First of all, you are not to
blame for me not dating.  I’m just picky.  Secondly,” I hesitate for
a minute not knowing if this is the right time to open up a can of worms. 
Ah, screw it; he only said not to tell anyone at work.  “I have started to
see someone, but it’s still new and I don’t want to get my hopes up.”


“Ooh, a mystery man.  When
can I meet this Mr. X?”  She’s always so eager.  I like the nickname
though.  


“It’s been like two seconds since
I started seeing him.  Can I get in more time with him before I have to
say, ‘Hey you wanna meet my only living relative who is not only my sister, but
pretty much my mother as well?’ I’m sure he would jump at the chance!” I
tease.  She knows I love her and wouldn’t trade her for the world, but I
don’t want anyone, certainly not Mr. James, to feel sorry for me.  And, I
definitely don’t want to scare him away by moving things along too quickly.


“Well, when you put it like
that,” she chuckles.  “Hey, I need to go in.  Promise me next week,
okay?  Wait…I don’t work until six on Saturday.  Do you want to do a
girls day?  I can take you out to breakfast for your birthday.”


“Sounds great!”  It will be
nice to spend time with her.  “And yes, I’ll come over for dinner, just
let me know.  Now get to work, slacker!  Wouldn’t want to make the
throngs of adoring men wait for you any longer than they already have; who
else’s ass can they slap and order around if you aren’t there?”  Unable to
suppress my laughter, I erupt in a fit of amusement.  


“Ha ha, very funny.  Happy
Birthday, again!  I love you, El.”


“Love you more.”


I truly adore my sister. 
She has a way of making me feel that all is right with the world.  She’s
just what the doctor ordered, considering the past few weeks my life has been
turned inside out.  Talking to her brings life into perspective. 
Although her perspective makes me feel at times socially unstable.  Being
around her and Bryan, I don’t think I will ever love anyone the way she loves
him.  But, I’ve seen enough love to last a lifetime.  The love my
father had for my mother and the love Bryan has for my sister; two epic love
stories I’ve been privy to.  


What my sister doesn’t realize is
that they’ve set the bar high and my expectation of great love causes me to be
selective; so selective that I haven’t dated since Cole.  And apparently,
my sister thinks I’m broken in some way, which saddens me, especially since she
feels it’s partially her fault.  She has given me so much; I owe her
everything.  My main focus since college has been to make Rachel proud so
she doesn’t regret giving up her life to take care of me.  She worries I’m
not living my life to its fullest, but I guess I worry about the same with
her.  We had some rough patches when I was a rebellious teenager, but even
then I cherished her.  Tears spring to my eyes thinking of the rough deck
Rachel has been dealt.  I shake my head pushing the memories aside.  I
need to go for a run!


~~~~~


My muscles feel tight, shirt
drenched in sweat, as I enter my apartment.  It’s been a while since I
last ran and I miss it.  I’ve used running as a way of coping with
everyday stressors, and I really should do it more often.  I feel alive and
worry free…and in desperate need of a bath.  


Slowly inching my way in, I feel
each muscle contract and then relax as the water scorches my skin.  The
drastic heat of the water tingles as I lay my head back and close my
eyes.  I’m just about to succumb to the relaxation, when the sound of my
phone echoes through the bathroom, making me jump.


“Hello,” I say a little too
eagerly, splashing water over the side of the tub as I reach for my phone.


“Bad time?”


“Uh…no.”  I glance around
the bathroom, suddenly feeling shy.


“Did I just hear water?”  Shit! 
He heard that?!


Suppressing the humongous grin on
my face, I bite my lip knowing what my reply may lead to.  Oh well, he did
ask.  “I’m taking a bath.  What are you doing?”  


“Just lying down in my hotel
room,” he sounds tired.  Closing my eyes, I slink back into the warm
water, imagining him lying on top of the bed in his suite; shirt unbuttoned and
un-tucked as his tie hangs loosely around his neck, revealing his defined abs
and prominent chest that I know he bears.  He probably has his shoes off,
maybe even barefoot.  


Shaking my head, I push my knees
together trying to dull the aching need I feel for him. 


“Rough day?” I ask, voice
deceiving me as it shudders.


“Not really, just long. 
Dealing with all those egos is exhausting.  Basically a daylong ‘who has
the bigger dick contest’.”


I recall the feel of his erection
against my belly as he ravished me against my car, and know exactly who would
win that contest.  The memory does something to me and I have to press my
legs tighter together to repress the urge to touch myself.  


“Did you win?” I murmur.


“Win?” 


“In the ‘who has the bigger dick’
contest?”  I giggle, covering my face with my free hand out of
embarrassment.


“Why yes…I did as a matter of
fact.”  I can sense his grin as he responds.  I relish the fact, I’m
the reason he is smiling.  “And how was your day?”


“For the most part it was
uneventful.  I met with Mrs. Salerno for a brief moment, she seemed
irritated.  I basically walked in on her yelling at someone…”  


“I don’t want to talk about
her.  I want to talk about you,” he interrupts, in a rush.  


“Okay…Well, after work I talked
to my sister for a while, and then I went for a run.  Oh, and I made plans
tomorrow to go shopping after work with Janice.”


“You have nothing else planned
for tomorrow?” 


“Nope.  That’s it.  You
aren’t coming back until Friday?”


“I’m not sure what time, but
yes.”  


A moment of comfortable silence
passes, and my chest tightens as a feeling of desire rushes over me.  “So about
that dream you mentioned earlier,” I blush, biting my lip as I wait in
anticipation.  I want to be the vision of lust and sexual gratification
for him, and the mere thought that he dreamt of me makes my desire for him
intensify.


“Knowing you’re naked right now,
makes it a little hard to remember.”  God, even without his touch I feel
hot, and bothered.  


“Do you want me to get out so you
can concentrate?” I tease.


“No, because then you would be
naked and out of the bath.”  Silence.  Listening to his heavy
breathing, I try to contain my own.  “You know, you make it nearly
impossible to focus.”  Silence.  “What are you thinking about?”


“You,” I admit. 


His breath hitches.  “You
have to be a little more specific than that, Elyssa.”


“The parking lot,” I admit,
shyly.  


“I’ve been thinking about our
kiss all day.  You’re like a magnet.  I’m completely drawn to you,
even in a different state.  My mind…definitely my body…everything is
completely focused on you.”


“I wish you were here.”  I
yearn for him, and I’m sure he can sense that in my voice.  At least, I
hope he can.  Visions of our kiss come flooding back to me.  The
feelings of his hands gliding over my body, letting our lips collide…UGHH!


“I want you, Elyssa,” he
whispers.


“I’ve wanted you since I first laid
eyes on you.”  I lick my lips as the sensation to ravage him grows.


“Do you know how perfect you
are?”  


“Perfect huh?” I reply, but he
barely knows me, and doesn’t know anything about my past.  All he knows is
what he sees, and I’m much more than just my looks.  For my sake, I hope
he sees more than my looks. 


“Well…perfect for me.”  I
melt.  I feel the same.  I feel attached to him, not only in my mind,
but like he said, my body is in constant need of him.


My skin is on fire.  I
suppress the need to run my hands across my skin, mimicking the movement of his
hands just the night before.  I definitely need to change topics. 
Now.  Before I get on a plane to go and search for him.  “What time
is your first meeting tomorrow?”  


“Eight.”


“You do realize it’s after
twelve, right?  Don’t you sleep?”


“Normally yes, but see there’s
this girl…”


“Doing things you don’t normally
do, huh?”


“Yes, but you need your sleep.”


Even though I don’t want to get
off the phone, I agree with a yawn.  “I guess so.  You know big
shopping trip after work.  I need to keep up my stamina.”


“Good night, Elyssa.”


“Good night, Alex,” I can’t hide
my reluctance to leave him.


“Elyssa?” he stops me.


“Yes?” 


“Happy Birthday, Hart.” 
Click!  Another misuse of company resources.
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Thursday, September 27, 2012


“Happy birthday to you, happy
birthday to you, happy birthday dear El (E), happy birthday to you.”  A
wide grin spreads across my face as I listen to a bad rendition of the birthday
song from two of my favorite people.  Rachel and Bryan always know how to
make my day special, almost making me forget that I have yet another day
without Alex.


Wishing I was anywhere but work,
I start in on the normal day to day routine of checking my e-mails, checking my
calendar, and finishing with my voicemails.  While finishing up a
conference call, Janice bounces towards my desk.


“Do you know what today is?” She
asks, energized about our shopping excursion.  


“Don’t worry, I haven’t
forgotten.  I’m actually looking forward to it,” I reassure her.  


It'll be fun spending time with
her tonight.  It’s been a long time since I hung out with a friend, other
than Cole.  Come to think of it, I don’t remember the last time I even
hung out with Rachel.  Before this summer, I saw Cole almost every
day.  We’d usually watch movies at my place or he’d insist on playing
video games at his.  I’d never admit it to Cole, but I actually enjoyed
playing Resident Evil 5 with him.  I got really good and playing as Sheva
made me feel like a true badass.  


Summer was busy.  With
moving into my new apartment and then starting this job, I literally had no
time to think, let alone relax.  Janice’s invitation for her shopping
excursion came at the perfect time.  Besides, it’s my birthday; it would
be nice to celebrate it somehow.  Considering that my supposed best friend
is on a time out, the guy I’m somewhat seeing is out of town, and my sister has
to work, if it wasn’t for Janice, I’d end up going home to an empty apartment,
eating a carton of ice cream and feeling bad about
myself.     


“I just wanted to remind
you.  In case you forgot.”  I smile as I roll my eyes at
Janice.  She must have OCD because she is constantly checking and
balancing everything to make sure the day goes as planned.  I can see why
Alex would have someone like Janice as his administrative assistant, she’s
completely anal retentive.  “Ok ok, I’m going.  I’ll see you
later.”  Janice backs away with her hands up in submission, as a small
giggle escapes my lips.  


“Stop slacking!” I yell. 
Janice is far from a slacker, but I like to give her a hard time.  


Considering most of upper
management is out of the office today, Janice is anything but relaxed. 
I’m sure Alex has her entire day busy with all sorts of tasks to do in his
absence, giving her less than a moment to relax.  I don’t know how she
deals with his moods, but she obviously can do it, without getting her panties
in a bunch like most of us do around him.


Come to think of it, he has my
panties in a bunch right now, and he hasn’t asked me to do anything.  I’m
slightly disappointed that I haven’t heard from him today, but I know he’s busy
being his lethal self.  Considering that, just the thought of him makes my
heart skip a beat.  Oops, so does the vibrating in my pocket. 
Fumbling, I try and grasp onto my phone, hoping it’s finally him.


No such luck. 


*Happy Birthday
beautiful! I know you’re still mad at me, but I have to celebrate the day you
were born!*


Of course it’s from Cole, why
would I expect anyone else?  I’m starting to feel partially bad for not
calling him, but I still haven’t figured out exactly what I want to say. 
I’m so torn between my loyalty to him as my oldest friend and the fact that
he’s constantly trying to spark a fire that was never there between us to begin
with.  


“Excuse me, Ms. Hart.”  My
inner rant is interrupted by a young security guard holding a long shiny red
package.  


Stunned, I push back my chair,
standing to greet him.  “Yes, sorry.  How can I help you?”  Not
wanting to press my luck that he’s actually here for me, internally I’m
bouncing up and down, hoping he really is.  And, even more that the
package is from him.  


“Package for you.”  Handing
over my gift, I can barely contain my excitement, as the guard retreats. 
Gently prying open the box with shaking hands, I peel away the transparent
tissue paper, and reveal two dozen long stemmed chocolate covered
strawberries.  Each one is individually decorated with a red heart that
surrounds a personalized message.  My chest tightens as my eyes graze the
words, “I miss you” sitting within the crimson center.  


As dew reaches my eyes, I reach
down to pick up the card:  “Happy 26th Birthday, Hart. 
May our beginnings be as sweet as these strawberries.  Constantly thinking
of you.”  


I bite my bottom lip, holding the
card against my chest.  Looking in every which direction, Janice scurries
over to my desk and quickly surveys my package.  “Are those
Strawberries?  I’ve never seen them like that before.  How
sweet!”  She stands in awe.  “What’s the special occasion?”


“It’s my birthday,” I whisper,
not wanting the whole office to know.  I’ve never been someone who wanted
tons of attention on my birthday.  I’m more content celebrating it on a
much smaller scale.  Previous birthdays were usually just Rachel and I, or
Cole would take me out for our yearly dinner.  But this…this is something
entirely out of the ordinary for me.


“Oh my gosh, Happy
Birthday!  Who sent them?”


This is special and I can’t help
my giddiness.  “Must be my secret admirer because no one signed the
card.”  Definitely a secret.  


“You should have told me it was
your Birthday.  We have to go out to dinner to celebrate, unless you have
plans?  I would totally understand if you need to cancel our shopping
trip.”  


Janice is unbelievably sweet and
I can’t imagine having a better person to spend my birthday with.  Having
known each other for such a short amount of time, I’m completely comfortable
with her and would like to think of her as a friend.  “Stop!  I only
have plans with you and dinner sounds perfect.”  


“It’s on me!” Janice exclaims as
she turns to run away before I can protest.  I would normally follow her
and argue my point, but I’m in total shock as I take in Alex’s gesture.  I
wish I could say thank you in person, but a text with have to suffice.


**I just got the
most amazing display of chocolate covered strawberries. Thank you for making my
day special!**


Shortly after, I receive a
response.


*You’re welcome.
I’m not there, but I am thinking of you. Still no plans tonight?*


**Well, I just got
asked out to dinner, so I guess you could call that plans.**


I smile at the thought of his
reaction.  I hope he has a sense of humor.  Shit!  What
if he doesn’t?  Panicking, I search my phone for the non-existent recall
button. 


*Who are you
going with? Not with your ex, right?!*


**No, with
Janice**


*I thought I was
going to have to get on a plane and crash a dinner date. Off to another
meeting. Have fun, but not too much! Happy Birthday!*


Dodged a bullet there!  He
apparently can take a little teasing.  I’ll have to remember that for
later.  But really, how much trouble can I get in with Janice?  I
giggle at the idea of sweet, quirky Janice letting loose.  So far her idea
of a good time is shopping and dinner.  I really hope this new guy shows
her how to live a little.  


~~~~~


“You ready to go?”  Janice
is prompt at five, standing at my desk with her purse slung over her shoulder.


“Just packing up my stuff.” 
During lunch, Janice and I went back and forth about who should drive.  I
won of course after I pointed out she drove last time and I had to play dirty
teasing her about leaving me last time.  


After making a pit stop at my
apartment, we head off towards the Fashion Show Mall.  I wanted to stop by
my place to drop off my gift.  Today is especially hot and they would
surely melt before I even had the chance to taste them, which is a moment that
I want to sit, savor, and fantasize about the man who sent them to me.


The moment the car starts moving
Janice jumps right into her frustrations with certain people at the
office.  She has integrity, so she doesn’t mention names, but when she
does mention a certain someone and his odd behavior lately, my ears perk up
hoping to learn something new.  


“I’ve noticed little
things.”  That’s it?  That’s all you’re giving me? 


“Like what?” I snap, a little too
eager.


“Well, like normally he’s in his
office the majority of the day, except for when he’s tied up in meetings. 
But lately, I’ve seen him out on the floor a lot more, making his own copies,
even asking if I want coffee.  Do you know when the last time he’s
fetched me coffee?”  I shake my head.  


“Never!  I swear if it
wasn’t for the fact that he’s still his same old workaholic self, I’d put money
on it that he was on drugs or something.  He refuses to let me help him
with menial tasks and just shrugs it off saying he can do it himself.  He
says he finds it stimulating to send his own faxes.”  


“I didn’t know mindless office
work was so stimulating.”  Hmm…no…it can’t be about me, can it?!


“Right!  Don’t get me wrong,
I’m not complaining.  I’m just surprised by this change in him.  I
love my job and Mr. James has been an amazing boss.  He’s young and has
moved up quickly, but he’s so freaking smart and super talented.  I’m sure
he could sell ice to an Eskimo.”


“What do you think it could
be…that’s caused such a shift in character?”  I hold my breath waiting for
her feedback.  Could it really be the budding office romance he has
going on?


“I have no clue, but then again
he’s always been hot and cold at times.  Usually with the Sales Associates
he’s very stern and to the point, always expecting 120% from them.  But,
then he has moments of tenderness too.”  My mind automatically shifts
towards his grandmother.  I’ve seen his softer side, but I’ve also been on
the receiving end of his wrath.  So, I’m completely aware of how
capricious he can be.  


“When my Mom got sick a year ago,
I didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket home.  Next thing I know,
there’s a round trip ticket on my desk the next day.  I didn’t even tell
him directly, he must have overheard me complaining to Autumn.”  Janice
pauses, deep in thought staring out the passenger side window.  She looks
like she wants to say something, but decides against it, instead shaking her
head.  


“But, just like in any office,
there’s always gossip.  And it’s usually about how Mr. James got his
position.  Some think he has a relative high in the corporation.” 
She pauses, smiling slyly.  “But, these are the same people who think he’s
slept with everything that walks.  All I know is, he hasn’t slept with me
and I’m the one who works closest with him,” she states as a matter of fact.


Janice is on a roll, and trust
me, I am not the one that’s going to stop her. 


“Autumn is probably one of the
worst offenders.  She’s constantly bugging me, asking where he is, if I’ve
seen him with any women lately.  I’ve told her time and time again that
his business is his business and I’m not going to get involved with office
gossip.  But, she doesn’t listen to me.”  Aren’t you gossiping
right now, Janice?  


Just the thought of him sleeping
his way to the top, being sexually promiscuous, makes me nauseous.  I know
he said he wasn’t currently seeing anyone, but maybe his definition of seeing
someone doesn’t include people who he occasionally has sex with.  Not to
mention, Autumn.  She’s like a damn praying mantis, just waiting for her
chance to fornicate and bite his head off.    


“I really don’t know a lot about
him outside of work, but I’m sure the rumors aren’t true.”  Janice, always
the optimist.  “He’s just a good guy with a bad rap.”


I almost consider taking the
wrong turn in order to give us more time to talk, but the heat from the sun
beating down through the windshield is almost unbearable.  The past day
has been extremely humid and the news said there’s a possibility of rain,
making the weather even more excruciatingly hot.  The comfort of air
conditioning is calling my name.  


In order to appease my aching
desire for the cold, I pull into the parking garage closest to Victoria’s
Secret.  Perfect place to start.  “Did you want to get
lingerie?  Panties?  Bras?  Garter belts?  Stockings? 
What did you have in mind, Janice?”


“I really don’t know,” she
blushes, avoiding eye contact.  “I normally buy my underwear from Wal-Mart
and they usually come six to a pack,” she chuckles, nervously.


As we approach Victoria’s Secret,
Janice grabs my arm, stopping us in our tracks.  Too ashamed to speak up,
she whispers, “I don’t think I’m ready to purchase anything like garter belts
or anything too extreme,” she hesitates.  Her innocence is refreshing.


“Janice, you will be fine. 
Let’s find something subtle.  We’re aiming for comfortable yet
alluring.”  Draping my arm over her shoulder, I smile as I lead her into
the store.


Browsing for only thirty seconds,
Janice grabs the closest thing off the rack, asking for my opinion.  The
pale blue flannel boxer shorts in her hands are tempting, but not what I had in
mind.


“They’re cute, but…do you want to
be cute, or desirable?”  She puts the item back with a little pout, and we
continue our search.  Eventually, we find a happy medium in the form of a
pastel pink satin romper.  


Walking out of the store, she
acts like she just ran a marathon, pretending to wipe the sweat off her
forehead with the back of her hand.  “Thank goodness that’s over
with.  I really appreciate your help, Elyssa.  If you hadn’t been
with me, I would not have been able to go in that store.  So,
thanks.  Hopefully, Kevin will like it.”  


“Janice, he’ll love it. 
It’s subtle, and yet still sexy.”  And, as much as I want to take credit
for helping her, she is the one that initiated the outing and was okay with my
suggestion on where to go.  I’m slightly more than proud of her, and again
glad we’re spending time together.  


“Okay, now that the hard part is
over, where do you want to eat?  My treat!” 


“Are you up for sushi, because
there’s a to-die-for restaurant here?  I’ve been a couple times with my
sister and love it.”  Janice nods, but says she’s never been.  “It’s
so much fun with the loud music and cool designs.  Always full of such an
eclectic bunch of people!” 


In agreement, we head over to the
restaurant and are seated almost immediately.  Just as we get situated, I
feel the vibration of my phone coming from my purse.  Seeing that it’s
Alex and desperately wanting to hear his voice, I ask Janice if it’s okay that
I take the call.  She waves her hand, dismissing the thought.  


“Hello?”  A grin reaches
across my lips, lighting up my face. 


“How’s your birthday going,
Hart?”


“It has been the best day!” 
I beam over at Janice, hoping that she knows how much I appreciate her
celebrating with me.  “I’m out to dinner right now with my friend from
work.”


“You’re with Janice, huh?” Slight
disappointment showing in his tone.


“Yes,” I smile nervously at
Janice as she skims over the menu.


”Well, can I say that thinking of
you today, has been the only thing that has made me smile.”


“You know what made me smile?”


“Thoughts of our first
kiss?”  


“That will always make me
smile.  But, also the outrageous display of strawberries.”


“Second smile of the day.”


“I haven’t been able to stop
thinking about you.  You did that on purpose didn’t you?”


His voice drops, “Guilty, but I
figured that if I couldn’t concentrate, then neither should you.  I would
have called you earlier, but this was the first break I’ve gotten.  All
I’ve wanted was to hear your voice all day.”


“I miss you….too much I
think.”  My thoughts are consumed by him.  It’s an effort just to
work and function.    


“How did shopping go?  Did you
buy anything that I’ll like?”


“I bought a lil something white
and lacey, from Victoria’s Secret.”  Take that!  He may have
distracted me at work with his lavish gift, but I’m sure that will distract him
all through the night.  


Startled, I look up to find the
waiter standing above me.  “Excuse me, ma’am.  The gentleman at the
table over there bought you a cocktail.”  I glance in the direction he’s
pointing and give a small grin.  He’s cute, but he’s no Alex.  Politely,
I ask the waiter to tell him thanks for the drink, but then hear Alex’s raised
voice on the receiver.


“You realize you’re on the phone
right?  Who’s the douche bag that sent you a drink?”


“Just some guy a few tables away
from us.  It’s not a big deal.”  Obviously Janice heard his rant, because
she’s avoiding eye contact at all costs, silently sipping her water, waiting
patiently.  “How was work today?”  I try to change the subject, and
fail, as I hear his huffing and puffing.  


“Return the fucking drink,
Elyssa!”  Good lord, it’s just a drink.


“Wha….why?  It’s
harmless.”  Obviously, his reaction is overboard; jealousy really doesn’t
suit him.  


“Are you interested in him?”


“He is cute but….” Doesn’t he
know I’m completely infatuated with him?  I can’t see anything except him.


“But?”


I sigh, hoping it’s loud enough
to hear my teasing.  “He’s not you.”  


“Then return the drink or give it
to Janice.  I don’t care either way, but don’t let him think he’s going to
buy you a drink and get it in.  I have to go into another meeting; I’ll
call you later.”  Click.  Dang, I was just joking.  Here
we are again.  What is it with men and thinking that accepting a drink
equates to an invitation for sex? 


A little flustered, I apologize
for taking the call.  “Was that your boyfriend?” she asks, genuinely
interested.


One could only wish. 
Knowing our predicament, I doubt that I will ever get to call him my
boyfriend.  The thought makes me a little sad, but I can’t let Janice
see.  She might start asking questions, questions I can’t answer.  “I
just started seeing him.  It’s still new, so I wouldn’t call him my
boyfriend.”  


“Are you going to bring him to
the Alzheimer’s fundraiser next weekend?”


Of course he will be there, but I
don’t know how to respond to her without giving anything away.  Besides,
I’m going and he’s going, so technically my answer should be yes.  But,
what can I say.  “I completely forgot about it.  I’ll be sure to ask
him, but he might not be able to make it.  He has family obligations on the
weekends.”


“It’ll be fun.  There will
be a lot of vendors and booths, and yummy food.  Last year we raised a ton
of money.  All of management will be there and we’re kinda required to
bring people, so make sure you ask him.  Plus, I want to meet him.  Maybe
we can double date?”  If she only knew.


“I’ll definitely talk to
him.”  I smile and nod even though I know there’s no chance in hell that
will ever happen.  


“Here you go, Janice.”  I
slide the drink over, knowing full well that Mr. James will be asking if I
participated in the seduction of a total stranger.


~~~~~


The moment I walk in the door of
my apartment, my new favorite feeling is once again vibrating from the small
corner of my purse.  With my sweetest voice, I answer, “Hello, Mr. James.”



“I’m guessing you’re not with Janice
anymore?”


“She’s right here; do you want to
talk to her?”  I giggle, imagining him rolling his eyes.  I toss my
keys on the side table before crouching down on the floor, resting my back
against the foot of the couch.  


“How was dinner?”  He avoids
my teasing, getting down to business.  Always so serious.


“Better than I expected. 
The food was good and Janice is fun to hang out with.”  I pause, knowing
my next topic is a sticky one, and contemplating if I should even bring it
up.  But, all I can do is ask.  “Janice brought up the company
fundraiser and said I needed to bring someone with me.  I assume you’ll be
there, right?”


“Yes, of course.”  


“So, can we go together?”  Please,
please, please?  I feel like a little girl begging.  It’s
probably a good thing he can’t hear my inner dilemmas.  


“Elyssa, you know I can’t…” 



He sounds pained and I can’t bear
the thought of him troubled because of me, and interrupt him.  “I
know.  Just a hopeful thought,” I sigh, thinking back to my birthday
wish.  Blowing out the single candle on the chocolate cupcake at dinner, I
wished to be with him; a relationship without restrictions.  And, even
though I know it will never happen, a girl can wish, right?


“But, you should bring
someone.  What about your sister?”


“I’ll ask her.  I want to
bring as many people, seeing as it’s such a worthy cause.  Who are you
inviting?”  God if the rumors are true…can you imagine the flurry of
women that will be there.


“I have some friends coming, but
I have no problem going by myself because I know you’ll be there.”  I
melt.  He always knows what to say just when I’m starting to question his
intentions.


“Speaking of my sister…she’s
starting to pry.  I don’t normally keep things from her, but I also know
the risk we are taking.  I need to know what I can tell her…about
us.  I mean, I know there isn’t an us, but you know…whatever this is we’re
doing.”  I know men try to avoid relationship conversations and I hope he
doesn’t think I’m the type of girl that needs a label to feel secure. 
Because I’m not.  


“As long as you trust her, which
I’m sure you do, I don’t care what you tell her.  She’s your sister and
you should be able to talk to her about us.”  Throwing my head back
against the couch, I almost leap to my feet and do my happy dance.  He
said “us.”


In an effort to silence my smile,
I cover my mouth, before speaking.  “Thank you, Alex.”  


“So did you return the drink to
the douche bag?”  On to a new topic, I guess.  He’s extremely blunt
when he’s jealous.


“Have you been waiting in
anticipation all night to find out the aftermath of the cocktail?” I tease.


“Just answer the question,
Elyssa.”  He doesn’t play games and I can appreciate that, but I also like
getting a rise out of him.  It’s almost too easy.  But, tonight
doesn’t seem like a good time, and I know for sure there’s not a recall button
on my mouth.


“Don’t worry, I gave it to
Janice.  I told you it was innocent, Alex.  He didn’t even come up
and try and talk to me.”  


“Trust me, he wanted to.  If
you would have taken the drink, it would have given him an open invitation.”


“An open invitation to what?”


“I think you know what I’m
talking about.  Plus, you said he was cute, so I’m sure he thought he had
a chance.  He was just waiting for the opportunity.”


“I also said he wasn’t you. 
You have a bad case of selective hearing.”


“That pissed me off.  You
might as well get used to this now, unless you plan on driving me crazy.”


“What pissed you off?  That
I said he wasn’t you?”


“No, the fact that you even
noticed him.  I’m so fucking attracted to you right now, I can’t see
anyone besides you.  A woman could literally be standing in front of me
butt naked right now and I wouldn’t give her a second of my time.”  Now he
is just pushing it, exaggerating beyond belief.  


“Alex…”  I’m at a loss for
words.  He can’t be serious.  Can he?


“So, we’re on for Saturday,
right?  Because I still want my time with you.”  He’s very demanding
and I desperately want to spend more time with him.  But, will he think
I’ve surrendered to him if I agree to go?  Oh well!  I’m along for
the ride.


“I’d like that,” I yawn, trying
to let him calm down.


“Tired?  You’ve had a long
day.”  He sounds tired himself.  


Making my way to my room, I curl
up on my bed.  Still in my work clothes, I don’t even bother to pull open
my blue down comforter.  “Doesn’t matter, I don’t want to let you
go.”  


“Go to bed birthday girl. 
I’ll see you Saturday.”


“Saturday,” I breathe, not
wanting to be the one to let go first.  There is so much I want to say to
him, but I can’t.  Instead, silence.  All breathing and no words, as
I wait for him to respond.  


“You are going to get me in
trouble.  Good night, Elyssa.”


“Night, Alex.”  I hang up
and take a deep breath.  I have never felt this way for someone, not even
in the two years I dated Cole.  The flutter of butterflies is such a new
and exciting feeling.  What is he doing to me?  


Closing my eyes, I remember our
first kiss and long for him to touch me again.  I’m on cloud nine. 
He makes me happy and alive.  I’ve been fortunate; first, meeting him at
the gas station, and then being given a second chance at work.  I’m
hopeful; hopeful that love does exist.


But, on the other hand, my
birthday wish haunts me.  How can we continue this…this wonderfully
exhilarating, electrifying, forbidden relationship?  He’ll have to keep me
his dirty little secret, but for how long?  Where does that lead me? 
You don’t marry your dirty little secret; you keep her in the closet.  As
self-assured as I am, my insecurities are starting to show.  What will
happen to me when he finds someone who he doesn’t have to hide?  He
will leave you, Ely.  Just like that.  Easy.   Feeling
defeated, my mood darkens as I fall asleep.


 


Friday, September 28, 2012


I’ve completely immersed myself
in my report and momentarily consider ignoring the ringing coming from my work
phone.  However, the caller ID shows the security desk and I’m just
curious enough to answer.  Is Alex going to make it a habit of sending me
a gift on a daily basis?  If so, a girl could get used to that.  


“Elyssa Hart, how may I help
you?” My voice has a hint of excitement.  Bracing the phone against my
shoulder I continue to adjust the columns of the table and double-check the
formulas, as I hear Mr. Hodge’s voice on the other end of the receiver.  


“Ms. Hart, sorry to bother
you.  You have a visitor…and I was calling for you to sign him in, but Mr.
James is escorting him up to you.  They should be there shortly. 
Sorry again for the interruption.”  


Dismissing his apology, I assure
him that I appreciate his call.  A visitor?  Him? 
Waiting in anticipation, I sit staring in the direction of the elevator, trying
to figure out who would be visiting me at work.  From a distance, I see
Alex walking towards me and am momentarily overjoyed.  He’s back early! 
However, my excitement is short lived.  Just as I see Alex, I see Cole
walking two steps behind.  Fuck me!  My breath hitches and I
immediately feel the wind knock out of me.  My eyes pop open as they
approach my desk.  Nervously, I run my hands through my hair trying to
smooth back the stray strands. 


“Elyssa, this gentleman was at
the front desk asking for you.”  Alex points towards Cole, who’s standing
with a large smirk on his face, hands inside the pockets of his cargo
shorts.  “He was telling the guard that he’s your friend so I figured I
would bring him up myself and save you the trip.”  His blue eyes distant,
there’s no longer the fire in his gaze from just days before.  This is
bad, real bad.  “On the ride up he was telling me you guys have
known each other since college.”  Tensing his jaw, Alex stands as if he’s
waiting for an explanation.


My eyes shoot from Cole, who’s
still smirking while he runs the toe of his shoe across the lines of the
carpet, to Alex who’s trying to appear indifferent, but I can see the tension
in his forearms.  I’m sure he’s holding himself back.  If text
messages from Cole irritated him, I can’t imagine what type of feelings this
little visit will conjure up.  


“We have,” I reply, anxiety
ripping through my chest.  I focus on my breathing, slowly inhaling and
exhaling in hopes to avoid hyperventilating.


“What are you doing here?” 
I seethe, glaring at Cole.  Alex narrows his eyes at me, but doesn’t
leave.


“I’ve been texting you.” 
Although speaking to me, Cole looks to Alex, willing him to leave so he can
have some privacy.  But its obvious Alex doesn’t care what Cole
wants.  Still glaring, Cole continues, but his focus has shifted back to
me.  “You didn’t answer and yesterday was your birthday.  I always
take you out for your birthday,” his eyes soften as he mentions our yearly
tradition; hoping to spark a moment of nostalgia.  


“Dinner?  I can’t, I’m
working,” I say awkwardly, hoping he’ll leave, and soon.  I can’t
believe this is happening.


“Not right now, El…after
work.  Don’t make me hang around until you say yes.”  Glancing
around, Cole’s eyes shoot to the empty office chair across the way.  “I
have nothing but time on my hands.  Come on….this is us.  We always
do dinner.”


I glance at Alex, anger now
rippling through his body.  Rocking his head from left to the right, the
sound of his tension crackles in the air around us.  It’s obvious Alex
knows who Cole is.  Fuck My Life.  “Cole…”  


He interrupts me.  “I’m not
taking no for an answer, El!  The way we left our last conversation…” No! 
We are not having this talk in front of Alex!  Shit!  Shit! 
Shit!


“Fine!  After work I’ll meet
you at Lucio’s.  Do you know where it is?”  My voice is a harsh
whisper.  I’m embarrassed at Cole’s brazen attempt to get my attention and
all I care about is getting him as far away from Alex as possible.  


“I know where it is.  So,
I’ll see you there around 5:30 p.m.?”  I nod.  Turning, he extends
his hand to Alex.  “Mr. James, it was very nice meeting you.  Thanks
for being my tour guide and being so attentive.”  Sarcasm is laced in
every word and I close my eyes, hoping Alex doesn’t sense it.  “Oh, and of
course, bringing me to my Ely,” he utters.  Alex definitely senses
it, and the way Cole accentuated the word “my” doesn’t help my cause.


Alex meets his gaze and shakes
his hand in return.  “Not a problem…Cole was it?”  Cole nods and
before he can turn to walk away Alex adds, “Elyssa is a dedicated employee, so
I don’t mind doing her a favor every now and then.  Considering she stays
late and helps me out with whatever I need…it’s the least I can do.”  Alex
is playing dirty.  Cole walks away, cracking his knuckles and huffing.


Standing face to face with a
statue form of Alex, I can already tell I’m in trouble.  What kind of
trouble, I’m not sure, but the way his face is distorting, I know it can’t be
good.  “Elyssa, may I have a word with you in the conference room?” 
I flinch at the coldness in his voice.


Hesitantly, I follow Alex into
the conference room.  The moment I step through the door, he closes it and
grabs my hand.  Dragging me towards the far wall, where our voices can’t
be heard, Alex shifts me so my back’s against the wall.  Forcefully, he
places his hands on both sides of my face, caging me in between his flexed
forearms.  I jump in surprise, and quiver at his forcefulness, but another
feeling surges through me…I want him. 


“What type of fucking game are
you playing with me, Elyssa?”  I can feel the irritation radiate off his
body, causing the temperature to rise five degrees.  Recoiling at his
outward display of anger, I’m confused as to what I’ve done, and stay
silent.  My knees start to shake.  Normally the caveman method of
staking claim on a woman has never appealed to me, but every ounce of his
jealously makes me want to wrap my arms around him and assure him of my
feelings.  I like the thought of belonging to him.  


“You’re going on a date with that
asshole tonight and then you’re going out with me tomorrow?  Is that how
you operate?  You just line up different guys on different nights of the
week?”  What type of girl does he mistake me for?  He thinks that I
just jump from bed to bed, warming myself against any available body?  


“How dare you!  You don’t
know me well enough to make accusations.”  And, if he did, he would know
they are so far from the truth, it’s disgusting.  He thinks I’m toying
with his emotions, but what about him?  I thought I made my feelings
perfectly clear.  


“It’s not a date,” I exclaim. 
“I’ve explained my relationship with Cole, which is solely a friendship. 
My reasons for keeping Cole in my life may not be obvious to you, but he
is my decision.”  He shouldn’t be mad at me for this.  No, he can’t
be mad at me for this.  Irritation quickly quenches my budding desires.


“That Mother Fucker is lucky
we’re at work, which is the only reason I let him get away with half of his
bullshit.”  I cringe at the thought of a physical confrontation between my
past and present.  “He’s only your friend, yet he has the right to stake
claim on you, huh?”  I knew that would piss him off.


“Alex, you don’t have any right
to be so angry with me.  I’ve done nothing wrong.”  As I try and
reach up to brush my hand against his cheek, he closes his eyes and tenses at
my closeness.  “Everything has been so perfect…”  


Pulling me quickly against him,
Alex’s lips eagerly run over mine.  A moan escapes my lips as his tongue
invades and explores my mouth.  His hands run down the length of my body,
grazing my breasts before resting on my hips.  My mind is in a haze as
Alex pulls away from me, resting his forehead against mine.  Both of our
breaths are ragged as Alex tries to quell his rage.


“I don’t want you seeing him
tonight.”  


“You can’t control me,
Alex.  You can’t intimidate me one moment, kiss me the next, and then make
demands.  I’m not a puppet where you can pull my strings and will me to do
what you want.”  Little does he know that there are strings, small ones,
but each moment together, they tighten around my heart.  The need to touch
him is still coursing through me as I reach up, wrapping my fingers around the
back of his neck.


“Elyssa, stop!  I’m fucking
livid right now.  You’re playing games with me.”


Heat rises, and now he’s not the
only one that’s livid.  Who does he think he is?  “First of
all, I’m not playing any sort of game with you.  It’s not a date; it’s
dinner with my oldest friend for my birthday.  Secondly, Mr. ‘We Need to
Keep Our Relationship a Secret,’ even if it was a date, what would be the big deal? 
I’m not spoken for!  Am I, Mr. James?”  I return his glare, as all
the anxiety from last night explodes.  “Besides, I thought you weren’t
coming back until tomorrow?”  


“I’m glad that’s what you’re
concerned with…me being back early.”  Alex takes a deep breath. His arms
flex as he tries to reclaim his composure.  Clenching his fists at his
side he takes a step back.  “I have work to do.”  Turning to leave
the room, he slams his fist on the conference table before forcefully throwing
the door open.  


My breathing is ragged as I’m
left standing alone, trying to figure out what just happened.  Stumbling
forward, I grasp the edge of the table, trying to steady myself as an
overwhelming amount of emotion floods over me.   After a moment of
focusing on my breathing, I regain my self-control and return to my desk, but
not before pushing back the tears of frustration that threaten to brim over my
moist lids.  I have work to do.  I promised Maggie that I would have
the report done on time.  Maggie was absolutely frantic earlier; Arianna
was most definitely stressing her out.  I promised her I would not let her
down and I plan on keeping that promise, even if that means ignoring the
emotional wrestling match I just had.  I refuse to let Alex’s hissy fit
affect my work.  


My agitation turns into extreme
concentration as I dive back into my report, which by five is completed. 
Attaching the report to an e-mail, I hit the send button and forward it to
Arianna and Maggie.  Slinking back in my chair, I take a moment to breathe
and let the drama from today wash over me, and remember I have a birthday
dinner to attend.  Would Cole be upset if I canceled on him?  Of
course he would!  No I have to go and deal with my best friend and his
wounded ego.  Or is it my wounded ego at this point?  Who
knows!  Either way, I need to get this over with.


~~~~~


I hate that I’m giving into
Cole’s compulsive behavior, but I hate it even more that Alex and I are not
good.  Our conversation wasn’t over, neither of us got what we needed out
of it and now I’m left with a dull ache inside.  Even as I’m about to have
dinner with Cole, I can’t help but think of him.  Who am I kidding? 
I’m always thinking of him.  I resolve to push Alexander James to the back
of my mind when I see Cole’s yellow Jeep parked outside of the restaurant.


Still seething with anger towards
the men in my life, I enter the restaurant and take a quick look around for
Cole.  He flags me down and I approach the table hesitantly, as he tries
to shift my mood with his bright smile.  His relaxed attitude makes it
almost too easy to unwind around him.  Giving in, I slump down in my chair
and wait for the waiter.  Ordering a cocktail, I start to look over the
dinner choices and notice Cole’s eyes focused on the right side of the menu,
obviously surveying the prices.  He always does this; making plans that he
can’t afford and I always order cheap, so I can watch the tension slowly ooze
from Cole’s body.  Nothing ever changes.


Staring at each other, I don’t
know whether to be mad at him, or laugh at him.  Here he is, looking every
bit the best friend I’ve always had, but when he pulls shit like today, I can’t
help but be angry.  And he knows it.  I guess I’m the one that has to
be the bad guy.  Again!


“Do you know how unprofessional
it is when someone shows up at work unannounced, and pulls a stunt like
that?  I would love to say that I can’t believe you’d do something like
that to me, but it would be a lie.” 


“You were ignoring me and I knew
it would get your attention.”  He simpers at me while toying with the two
shot glasses in front of him. 


“The last time we talked, I’m
pretty sure I made it clear that we needed some distance.”


“Well, I figured we had enough
distance.  Besides, I wasn’t going to stay away from you on your
birthday.  We’ve spent the last five birthday’s together and I’m not about
to let you ruin our record.”  It’s hard to stay mad at him, especially
when he remembers things like that.  I can’t help my smile, as I fidget
with my napkin.  “Plus, it was fun getting your V.P.’s panties in a
bunch.”  Until he says stuff like that…UGH!  


“Cole, you can’t show up at my
work and think it’s fun to piss off the executives.”  But even as I say
it, I know we’re already past the drama.  Cole’s goofy grin as I lecture
him, tips me off that my efforts are going in one ear and out the other. 
Like always. 


“Well, that guy rubbed me the
wrong way.  He couldn’t give us any privacy and just leave us be? 
Nooo, he had to hang around like a vulture.  Creepy, if you ask me!” 
I’m sure Alex feels the same way and had to ensure he cock-blocked to his
fullest ability.


Not able to focus while Alex
remains part of the conversation, I change the subject to talk about Rachel,
work, and his schooling.  Now that the initial irritation of today’s
events has passed, my mood has lightened and I’m starving.  I’ve missed
Cole and tend to forget how great he can be.


At the end of dinner, we walk to
my car and unfortunately have to rush our goodbyes because water is sprinkling
down from the heavens.


“Happy Birthday, Ely.”  He
opens his arms and gives me a big bear hug that lifts me off the ground. 
I giggle with laughter.  In moments like this, it’s hard to not remember
why I fell for him in the first place.  Cole is so carefree and eager to
enjoy life.  I’ve always been in awe of his ability to forget life’s
responsibilities and just enjoy the moment, but at the same time, these are the
same reasons why I couldn’t see myself being with him.  


“I don’t know why I always let
you get away with all your shit, but thank you for being stubborn and not
listening to me.  You’re a good friend, Cole.”


“Good night.”  Cole bends
down and kisses me on the cheek.  Getting in my car, I can’t help my
smile, thinking about old times on the drive home.  
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Saying goodbye to Cole in the
rain seemed somehow symbolic of our changing relationship.  Pulling into
my parking spot, I brace myself for not only the rain pouring down, but a fresh
beginning.  Regardless of how Cole and I turn out, I know I will be
okay.  The rain on the other hand, has its own idea for me.  Setting
out towards my apartment, less than twenty five feet away, I’m quickly drenched
with the showers beating from the heavens.  


Sprinting to my door, I’m
startled by the sight of Alex, sitting perched on the two lonely steps. 
Standing as I approach, I watch him wipe the beaded water off his anxious face
with the back of his hand.  He’s soaked.  Reactively I gasp, bringing
my hands up to my mouth, my eyes reaching his translucent white dress shirt,
showing every contour of his defined chest, and arms.


“What are you doing here,
Alex?”  Shocked frozen in the moment, I ignore the stream of water pouring
over my eyes.  The sight of him erases the anger from our earlier
argument, and all I can focus on is him…his body, his lips, that
face.   


“I had to know you got home ok,”
he confesses, with genuine concern.  Obviously, his concern is
misplaced.  Alex’s knowledge of Cole consists of a handful of
conversations and one stare down in the office.  Cole would never hurt
me.  Part of me wonders if his mistaken concern is more out of jealousy;
did he really think I would bring Cole home with me, to what, romp around in
bed for hours?


“I’m fine,” I sigh and walk past
him, brushing against his shoulder.  The slight contact instantly sends a
shiver throughout my body, as I try to put the key in the lock.  Reaching
around to ease my shaking hand, the feel of his warmth against my back forces
my eyes to flutter shut.  I stiffen when I feel his hand travel from my fingertips,
up my forearm, finally resting on my elbow.  I can feel his breath on my
neck as I turn to meet his gaze.


Exasperation from our fight,
worry from my dinner with Cole, those emotions I can place in his beautifully
pained face, but what I wasn’t ready for was the desire lighting his eyes on
fire.  Reaching up, he brushes away the droplets of rain from the apples
of my cheek, slowly grazing my bottom lip with his thumb, focusing only on my
parted mouth.  Knocking the wind out of me with his caress, I lean into
him, close my eyes and give in.  Running my hand down the length of his
chest, I can feel the moisture dripping off his shirt.  Turning, I nod
towards the door, “Come inside, you’re soaked.”


Walking through the now open
door, Alex follows closely as I drop my purse and keys on the end table,
rushing to get a towel from the linen closet.  Alex approaches, taking the
necessary two steps to bridge the distance between us, dropping the plush towel
on the floor.  Gripping my forearm, he pulls me close, wrapping his gentle
arms around me.  Even through his drenched clothes, I feel his warmth
radiating off his body.  Giving in, I nuzzle against his chest, inhaling
the now familiar musky scent of citrus and spice, appreciating his heated grip.


Slightly pushing me away, he
searches my resigned face.  With his hand under my chin, he continues to
graze my lips with his fingers, seeking answers to questions he seems too
anxious to ask.  Droplets of water fall from his tussled hair, running down
the curvature of his high cheeks onto his chiseled jaw line.  “Did he kiss
you?”  The pressure of his fingers against my lips intensifies, his eyes
fixated on my mouth he feels betrayed him.


His touch has silenced me; my
only recourse is to shake my head.  Secure in the fact that I can’t move
when he touches me like that, he takes full advantage of my weakness for
him.  Standing completely still, Alex leans down grazing his lips against
mine, lingering only as long as his breath will allow.  His heated kisses
continue past my lips, traipsing up and along my jaw line, ending on my ear
lobe.  A dull ache builds as his lips continue their exploration.


Raising my hands, I knot them
behind his neck, forcing his lips to mine.  With each movement of his
nimble tongue, the frustration from earlier evaporates, along with my
inhibitions.  Breaking our kiss, Alex pulls away.  Gripping the back
of my neck, his hand slowly travels down the curvature of my neck, past my
clavicle, grazing my breast, resting on my waist.  His eyes follow the
same path, my rain soaked clothes leaving little to the imagination.  


Reaching down past my hips, he
grabs my thigh, forcing my leg around him.  Pushing into me, my body
reacts instinctively, jumping into his arms.  Lifting both legs to wrap
around his waist, our lips never part as Alex walks forward, painstakingly
slow.  Settling down onto the sofa, he deftly positions me so that I’m
straddling him, giving me full access to his rock hard erection.


His lips break free from mine,
again moving slowly along my jaw line to my neck, on the way to my
shoulder.  Hands caressing my thighs, moving up my body he reaches the hem
of my shirt.  Ordering me to lift my arms, I willingly comply. 
Carefully, he lifts my soaked shirt and discards it on the floor, leaving his
wide eyes to sweep over my breasts.  Thank God, I wore my pink lace
bra.  Nuzzling my breasts, his mouth feels tantalizingly warm against
my cold, damp skin.  


Not wasting any time, Alex
reaches behind me and with one quick movement swiftly unclasps my bra,
seductively tearing it off my shoulders.  Running his tongue over my
clavicle to the edge of my shoulder, his mouth follows the path of my strap
before exposing my breasts.  With his mouth on mine again, his hands cup both
of my breasts tenderly.   


Moaning against his lips, my hand
reaches down, running over his growing erection.  “God, Elyssa,” he moans
through gritted teeth.  I can’t help the escaped whimper as he begins to
increase the pressure, massaging my nipples between his thumb and pointer
finger.  He stops and smiles at my response, only to lower his head as he
takes my left nipple into his mouth, gently sucking.  I gasp and find my
hands on the back of his head, cradling him against my chest for support.


Biting my lower lip, I’m unable
to fight the urge to move against his body.  Placing my hands on his
shoulders to steady myself, I begin to move provocatively against his
arousal.  I can feel his erection beneath me, feel it rubbing against my
clit.  Alex groans against my breast, bringing his hand to my thighs,
slowly lifting my skirt to bunch at my waist.  His fingers continue to
travel up and down my thighs teasing my already suffering body, making me want
him even more.


“I want you….please, Elyssa,” he
begs, his eyes searching for approval.


“Yes,” I whisper, kissing his
neck, feeling alive at the mere touch of his hands rubbing over my body. 
This is such a new feeling, a freeness I’ve never felt.  I don’t feel
awkward or bashful.  I’m addicted to how uninhibited I feel with him and I
don’t want it to stop.  Unable to resist, I unbutton his rain soaked
shirt, and follow my hands as they travel across his chest.  I continue my
downward descent, as my hand tenderly skims across his stomach, his muscles
tensing against my touch.  My journey ends as I reach his navel.  


Suddenly, his fingers wrap around
my wrist, halting my efforts.  I look up into his intense blue eyes with
confusion.  Is he really rejecting me…right now?!


“I don’t have any
protection.”  Shaking his head ever so slightly, Alex rests his forehead
against mine, his breathing ragged.  “I really wasn’t expecting
this.”  The fact he came over to check on me, not anticipating sex, makes
me want him even more. 


“I’m on the shot,” I pant.  Please
Alex, I want you!  Testing his willpower, I try to move my hand again,
but am met with resistance.  Looking in his eyes, “I trust you,
Alex.”  With my declaration, he sees green and takes me into his mouth,
ripping my panties as he reaches to pull down his own pants, freeing his
erection. 


Forcefully he grabs my hips,
positioning me, as he thrusts forward plunging himself deep inside. 
Staring into my eyes, he watches me wince during the initial contact, and
instant concern replaces his desire.  “Are you okay?” Alex’s sweet voice
rumbles against my lips as he halts his movement.  “I’m not hurting you,
am I?”


I brace myself against his chest,
nestling myself in his neck.  “No…please…keep going.”  It’s been a
long time since I’ve been intimate, and Alex is well endowed.  It takes a
bit of getting used to, but soon my body adapts, taking in everything he has to
give.  He feels so excruciatingly good.  I move up and down matching
his pace, feeling every inch, deep inside.  I grab a hold of his shoulders
and move with an eagerness that’s hard to hide. 


“Slow,” he whispers, holding my
hips, restraining my movements.  “I want to savor you.”  Kissing my
shoulder, Alex’s lips feel like a branding iron, setting fire to every inch of
my skin.  “You taste as good as I imagined you would.”  His mouth
finds mine again and our kiss deepens. 


Taking the time to explore each
other’s bodies, we relish in our closeness.  Just moments ago, I was
mystified with this fickle man and now, now he’s deep inside me.  And, as
our now joined bodies move in unison, all of my previous irritations and doubts
have been quietly erased.  His reaction to Cole’s visit is a foreign
memory for both of us; his arms no longer tense with anger.  Instead they
are tight around my body, holding me steadily against him as our climax builds
with the slightest movements. 


Pulling away, his voice is deep,
raspy, and sexy as hell.  “Elyssa, you’re going to make me come…” 
His declaration does something inexplicable to my body, and all I want is to
make him unravel beneath me.  I pick up my rhythm, grinding harder and
harder against him, as he begins to massage my clit with his thumb, making me
even more needy.


“Alex…” I beg for him to
continue.  He reaches up behind me, grasping my shoulders with both hands,
restraining my body against him.


“Fuck!” he breaths as he comes,
thrusting once more, even deeper than before.


“Alex!” I scream, climaxing just
seconds later.  Ripples of orgasmic shockwaves race through my body, as I
cling to him for dear life.  


Alex holds me, as we both attempt
to slow our breathing.  His lips find mine, kissing me softly.  “That
was incredible,” his cheeks dimple and the corners of his eyes wrinkle as I
rest my head against his chest.  Time seems endless in this moment,
allowing me to bask in his tenderness.  I’ve never had this and I don’t
want it to end.  I feel at ease when I’m with him.  He makes me
feel…different.  


Glancing at the clock on my cable
box, his arms tighten around me.  Unsuccessful at hiding my
disappointment, I pout.  “Do you have to go?”


“Not yet,” he nuzzles me close,
skimming his fingers up and down my arm.  “Delores will call if I’m
needed.”


Even though I don’t want to break
our connection, I know if I don’t, I really won’t be able to walk later. 
Wincing, I gently release his hold on me and grab the light blue throw that
lies off the side of the couch.  Draping it over both of us, I sit aside
him and study his face, wanting to remember this moment forever.  


“Alex, will you tell me more
about you,” I blurt out, unconsciously.  Having just relinquished my body
to him, I know it seems silly to try and get to know him better.  But,
being so close to him physically makes me crave more of him.  Physically
and emotionally.  Tonight has been so unexpected, and I can’t let him go. 
Not when I just got him.  


Lifting his hips, he chuckles, as
he shimmies up his slacks leaving his button unfastened.  “I think you
know enough.”  Looking over at me through laughing eyes, he must see my
disappointment.  Exhaling deeply, “Alright…what do you want to know?” 
Anything and everything.


Where do I begin…All I really
know about his personal life is that he lives with his grandmother.  He
doesn’t talk about any other family, or friends for that matter.  “How
long have you lived here?”  


“I moved here when I was ten.” 
Stealing a look at me, his eyes retreat to his now interlocked fingers. 
Have I made him uncomfortable?  After a moment of internal struggle, he
continues.  “My grandmother had moved here a year before my mom got
cancer.  When she got so sick, we came here so my grandmother could help
take care of me.  My mother passed away when I was seventeen and I stayed
here until I went away to college.”  


So many different traumatic
events rattled off, with hardly any emotion.  Reaching across to pull his
unfocused eyes to mine, I can’t help the sorrow I feel for him.  “I’m so
sorry.”  He looks away, but hopefully not before he sees the comprehension
in my face.  I know what it’s like to lose a parent.  I want him to
know I empathize with him, that he’s not alone, but the words get stuck in my
throat.  Instead, I stay silent as he holds me even tighter.


“What about your dad?”


“My dad’s a bastard that can rot
in hell,” he adds through clenched teeth, tightening his grip on my shoulders.


“Sorry, if you don’t want to talk
about it...”  I’m taken back with his callous words.  I don’t want to
cause him any pain, and decide in the future to avoid this topic
entirely.  I want this night to end on a positive note, not with him
recalling bad memories.  


“It’s fine…”  Alex pauses,
searching for the right words to say.


“We don’t have to do this
tonight.”  Reaching out to touch his face, Alex closes his eyes. 
Feeling the warmth passing through us, he pulls me closer, placing soft kisses
on my neck.  


“My turn and don’t get mad.” 
What could he possibly ask that would cause me to get mad?  “Now that I’ve
had the pleasure of meeting what’s-his-face, I don’t get what you could
possibly see in him.  You need to break that down for me.”


“Cole?” I ask, as Alex nods into
my neck.  I knew eventually this question would come up again.  In
the event we’re being honest, I guess this is as good a time as any to give him
a glimpse into my past.  Searching his face, all I can see is genuine
intrigue, and decide that while I’m not ready to reveal everything, I might as
well give him something.


“Cole and I met in college. 
He was my first….you know,” I blush and continue.  “He fell for me and I
tried, but with time I just never felt the same.  Things got too serious
and I knew I had to end things,” I shrug.  


“It’s been years since we’ve been
together, but anytime I’ve needed him, he’s been there for me.  I guess
you can say he’s been the man in my life, without any of the complicated
stuff,” I finish, pushing against Alex’s shoulder.  My relationship with
Cole may have been less complicated, but if complicated is what comes with
Alex, I think I’ll stay.


“Haven’t your previous boyfriends
ever had issues with your friendship, or am I the only jealous guy
you’ve met?”  


“There haven’t been any other
boyfriends.  I’ve gone on dates, but I haven’t had a serious relationship
since Cole.”


“I find that hard to
believe.  I see the way men look at you.”  What men is he talking
about?  I’m pretty confident that men do look at me, but I guess
lately I’ve been distracted.  


“Well, it’s the truth.  My
sister was just telling me the other day that I’m socially inept.  I don’t
know, maybe that’s why I haven’t had much luck with men.”


“Wait…then why are you on the
shot?”


“I’ve always been on it.  It’s
something that I’ve been fanatical about for awhile now.”  Alex doesn’t
need to know the reason; all he needs to know is that we were safe.


Pulling my legs over his, he
cradles my back, lifting me onto his lap.  “Well, it’s good for us that
you are so obsessive compulsive.  I don’t know how I would’ve been able to
keep my hands off of you, and an impromptu trip to the drug store would have
just killed the mood.”  I giggle as Alex’s mouth reaches my bare skin,
skimming his lips along my breasts.  


“What’s your sister like?” he
asks, snuggling closer to me.


“She is my everything.  Our
parents died when I was fourteen, and Rachel was twenty.  She didn’t have
to, but she gave up everything to raise me.  And, even through all that,
she’s like a ray of sunshine, so full of life and giving.  There’s not
enough money or praise to give back my sister everything she has
sacrificed.  She means the world to me.” 


With my arms around his neck, he
stiffens at my declaration.  “Well, you’re one of the lucky ones then.” 
Seemingly uncomfortable with the conversation, Alex changes the topic back to
Cole, continuing to fish for more information.  “How was dinner?” 


Knowing that Cole draws up a red
flag for him, I keep my response short and sweet, “It was fine, Alex,” allowing
myself just enough wiggle room to change the topic.  “How long were you
waiting for me?”


“I came after I left work, so
maybe an hour.”  


“I didn’t expect to see you,” I
confess.  “You were so angry.”  Closing my eyes, I breathe him in,
begging to stay in the moment and not go back to our fight.  It does the
trick.  But, his smell is so erotic, it’s hard not to climb back on and
ravish him until he passes out.


“I had to know.  I sat on
your steps hoping that you weren’t going to stay out all night with him. 
Even worse, praying that you wouldn’t bring him home.”  I cringe at the
thought of Alex and Cole having a stand-off at my apartment.  It’s a good
thing that Cole and I no longer have any type of relationship.  I just
wish Alex would believe it. 


“Alex…” I sigh. “Please believe
that Cole and I are just friends.”


“He doesn’t see you as just his
friend, Elyssa.  I specifically recall him referring to you as “his” and
please believe that I don’t share.”  Even though he’s infuriating,
I can’t fault him.  If another woman called him “her” Alex, I would have a
problem with that too.


“Who said anything about
sharing?”  I feel myself flush at his words.  Sitting up, for the
first time tonight, I resist his hold.  “Alex, I don’t understand what’s
going on here.  We fight because you accuse me of playing games, yet
you’re the one that told me you can’t have a girlfriend.  But, then you
show up unannounced, and now…”  I remove myself from his arms. 
Frustration overwhelms me, and suddenly I’m in desperate need of clothing. 
“What do you want from me?”  I stand up searching for my top, as I pull
down my skirt.


Hunched over with his head in his
hands, he looks disheveled, yet still sexy as hell.  Even toying with my
emotions, he takes my breath away.  “I don’t know what you want me to say
to you.  I know it’s not fair of me to ask anything of you.  But the
thought of you with him, especially now…”  


A sense of defeat engulfs me as I
walk into my bedroom to find something to wear.  Why couldn’t we have just
been those two people who met at the gas station?  After shedding my
skirt, I pull on a pair of black flannel shorts and a matching tank before
going back to the living room.  Finding Alex dressed and standing next to
the kitchen counter, completely pains me.  I don’t want him to go, and
more so, I don’t want to fight.


Catching the disgust flit through
his eyes, I look down to see him eyeing the bottle of perfume Arianna gave me
for my birthday.  “You don’t wear this, do you?”  


“I like the smell.  What’s
wrong?”  It’s still unopened and I don’t really feel like getting into how
I got it.  Yah, I got that from Arianna, you know…my boss, your
boss…she’s been around me for my entire life.  No, no, I got the job on my
own merit.  Trust me, I did.  That’s a conversation I hope to
never have, with him, or anyone.  


“I can’t stand that scent. 
Just don’t wear it around me.  Okay?!”  Perfume is not worth the
fight, so I reluctantly agree as I head into my adjoining kitchen.


Trying to act nonchalant and
failing, I pour myself a glass of water.  “Are you leaving?”  Having
already given away too much, it’s hard to stay strong and not show my
emotions.  He makes it nearly impossible to hide my feelings.  Am I
being too much of a girl by wishing he wouldn’t just have sex with me and
leave?  Am I asking for too much, hoping for a little more intimacy? 



“I need to get back.  If you
ask me to stay, I don’t think I would be able to say no, not after
tonight.  But, I have my grandmother…”  I want to beg him to stay.
 I want to know how it feels to fall asleep with him and wake up in his
arms.  I want all of him.


I sip my water and head to the
door to walk him out, still trying to hide the hurt and disappointment in my
heart behind my glass.  “I understand.”  


“I don’t want to leave you like
this,” his jaw clenches, waiting for my reaction.


“Like what?” Stay strong,
Elyssa.  


“With so much tension between
us.  Tonight was incredible and for a moment it was just us.”  


“It’s still just us, Alex.” 
I bridge the gap between us and place my hand over his heart.  “You just
have to believe me.  To trust me.”  We stare at each other; blue eyes
to green.  So much passes between us, but nothing more is said.  I
see in his eyes, the pain of a young boy, and as little as I do know, I know
there is so much more to this salient man.  


Reaching out, he places his hand
on my chest, “My Hart.”  I smirk at his gesture.  If he only knew.


Another moment passes, “I’ll see
you tomorrow night, right?  I’ll pick you up at eight.”  Suddenly
lifting my mood, I realize I won’t have to wait to see him again; my heart
beats faster.  


“Yes,” I exclaim, a little too
eager.  He leans down and kisses me softly, immediately ending my
thoughts. 


“I wish I could stay with
you.”  Pulling me closer, our kiss deepens with even more passion, sending
an ache straight to my loins.  I pull away breathless.  I need to get
some distance between us, before I give into what my body wants.  


Closing my eyes with my hand
safely over his heart, “Goodnight, Alex.”


“Goodnight, Elyssa.”  


I close the door behind him and
rest my back against it for support.  Slinking to the floor, blood rushes
to my face, not fully believing what just happened.  I cannot believe I
had sex with him!  Who am I kidding?  That was…startling, amazing, mind-blowing. 
Even though he’s only the second man I’ve slept with, I wouldn’t have wanted it
to be with anyone else.  It’s surprising the connection I feel with him
after just a few weeks.  And I hope I’m not mistaken, thinking he seems to
want more with me, too.  But, I can’t shake the feeling that something is
holding him back.  It can’t just be about work, can it?  
Whatever it is, I hope he gets over it quick.  I’m not ready to let him
go.


 


Saturday, September 29, 2012


Rolling over, I hit the snooze button
for the third time.  I don’t want to wake up, not yet.  All I want to
do is crawl under the sheets and sleep for another twelve hours.  Just
about to doze off again, I stretch, which causes the brief aching reminder that
I have a date tonight with a certain sexy V.P…my heart begins to race,
again.  I want him more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life. 
The need and lust I feel for him makes my insides quiver.


But, as much as I want to think
about the feelings I have for him, including the passion in my heart, it’s hard
not to think of the other side, especially when things could go so wrong. 
For both of us.  Our moment of pleasure last night was intense and can be
only compared to molten lava racing down a mountains edge, destroying everything
in its path.  Could giving in to Alex destroy my future with SHI, or
his?  Can we continue this, whatever this is, without anyone finding
out?  Pulling the covers up to my chin, I’m at a loss for words as my mind
catches up to my racing heart, thinking of everything that could possibly go
wrong.  


I sit up, bringing my reflection
into view in the vanity mirror and shake my head.  What am I doing? 
“Elyssa Jane Hart, you are bright, focused, have a good head on your shoulders;
you’re caring, and trustworthy.  Any guy would want you.  You deserve
this.”  


Hey, sometimes a girl needs to
look at herself and lay it all out there.  Taking a deep breath, I laugh
at myself.  This is way too deep for this early in the morning.  Time
for a shower! 


~~~~~


Hearing my phone vibrate against
the counter top, I rush out of the shower, dripping wet.  Reaching for my
phone, I answer and hear Rachel talking to someone besides me.  


“I’m coming up and I’m not
alone.  There’s a delivery guy here, with a big expensive looking box, say’s
it’s for you.”  An expensive box?  How exactly does a box look
expensive, Rach?  I giggle at her description.


“Use your key and come in. 
Can you sign for it?”  She agrees and we hang up.  What more could I
possibly get?  Is it from Alex?  Cole?  What if Arianna gave me
something more for my birthday?  Trying to hurry, I throw on a pink and
white floor length summer dress and brush out my tangled hair, before going out
to appease my curiosity.  Oh, and to meet Rachel, too.


Stepping out of my bedroom, I see
the back of the delivery guy, as he walks out the front door.  Green
pants?  Really?  Rachel has the biggest grin on her face, shaking the
expansive box.  I scowl at her and grab the package, just as anxious to
see what’s inside, and even more, who it’s from. 


Trying to figure out the mystery,
I turn the box over, searching for the non-existent card.  In my hands is
a simple white box covered with a red velvet ribbon and bow.  Even the
ribbon looks expensive.  Setting the gift on the table, I gently rip open
the tissue paper, and pause when I see what looks like a dress.  


Carefully pulling it out with
both hands, my mouth drops open as I open up a gorgeous, long sleeve navy
sequin mini dress.  The tag says the designer is Emilio Pucci.  Never
heard of him, but then again, I only shop at stores I know I can afford, and
this dress is definitely not in any of them.  It has to be from
Alex.  I can’t decide whether it’s rude, or thoughtful.  Giving him
the benefit of the doubt, I stick with thoughtful.  


“Oh my gosh, El, who is that
from?” Rachel stammers, wide-eyed.  I flush.


What do I say?  I know I’m
allowed to give her details, but I’m at a loss for words.  This gorgeous
and mystifying man wants to take me out and get to know me better.  I
digress, “I’m sure it’s from Alex.  There isn’t a card, but we’re going
out tonight, so I’m going to assume it’s from him.  It’s definitely not
from Cole.”  I roll my eyes; what more can I say.  I frown, but hope
that Rachel doesn’t see.  I shouldn’t feel this way.  I should be
happy.  I am happy.  Act like it, damn it! 


I excuse myself to finish getting
ready as Rachel makes herself comfortable, flopping down on the couch. 
After applying moisturizer, brushing my hair and teeth, I rejoin her in the
living room, just as she turns off the television.  “After breakfast, can
we stop and get a mani-pedi? “


“Sure, it’s your day, El!” 
Rachel smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.  She’s worried about me and
I’m sure she’s going to ask twenty questions when we get to breakfast. 
Hopefully I can keep the topic on her, so I don’t have to talk about myself too
much.  Alex did say that it’s okay to tell my sister, but I wouldn’t even
know where to begin.  She worried enough about me when I was a rebellious
teenager, I don’t want her thinking I’m diving head first, being careless and
impulsive.  Wait…I’m pretty sure that is what I’m doing.


On our way out to the car, Rachel
gets a call, giving me a chance to text Alex and thank him.  I really hope
I don’t put my foot in my mouth assuming it’s from him.  Who else could
it be?  


**Thank you for
the gorgeous dress. I can’t wait for you to see me in it**


What I really want to say is that
I can’t wait until he’s taking it off of me.  I blush and smile
inwardly.  Oh what this man does to me.  Reaching her Prius, I peek
over to make sure Rachel’s attention is still on her phone, and not spying on
me.  She returns the look, mouthing “Bryan.”  I mouth back to her,
“Tell him hi for me.”  


I hear a ding from my phone, look
down and almost die.


*You’re welcome.
And Elyssa, as much as I want to see it on you, I can’t wait to see it on the
floor!*


I’m caught.  I must have
made a noise, because now she’s trying desperately to pry my phone out of my
fingers.  “Obviously you aren’t going to tell me what’s going on, so I
have to take matters into my own hands.”  Accidently releasing her grip, I
quickly push my phone into my purse.  


“Rach!  Nothing is going
on.  It’s just a text from Alex.  I was thanking him for the dress.”


“So, the dress was from
this mysterious, Mr. X?” 


“Yes,” is all I can manage. 
Even when he isn’t around me, I can’t think straight.  “Can we go to
breakfast now, I’m starving.”


Rachel looks over at me through
her squinted eyes, starting the all too quiet car.  Determined, Rachel
mutters under her breath, “I will find out what’s going on with you.”


I don’t know if I was supposed to
hear her ramblings, but I did.  “Rach, there isn’t anything to figure
out.  Not right now anyways.  It’s all too soon and I don’t want to
jinx it by talking about him, or our relationship.  You know I’ve only
been involved with Cole, and trust me when I say, he is definitely not
Cole.  I don’t know where this is going yet, but when I do, I promise I
will let you know.  Can you drop it for now?” I ask, playfully punching
her arm.  I know she’s only being my sister, my slightly overbearing
sister.


She seems to understand, giving
me a warm smile as she turns on the radio.  Rihanna’s Where Have You
Been, is now blaring through her car speakers and I can’t help but smile
back at my sister.  I don’t know what I would do without her.  We
both sing loudly, as I ponder the words to the song.  Why couldn’t he have
come at a different time, a different place; somewhere less…thorny.


Regardless, I’m excited to see
him tonight, and it seems he is as well.  


**You made me
blush. I can’t wait to see you.**


~~~~~


Leaving the restaurant, we take
the short drive to the nail shop and are lucky they have time for both of
us.  As we relax and soak our feet in side-by-side chairs, I can’t shake
my worry for Rachel and Bryan’s relationship.  At breakfast, she had
mentioned she barely sees him.  With her work schedule and his night
school and odd hours with Real Estate, they are rarely home at the same
time.  Of course, she assured me everything was okay, but she wasn’t very
convincing.  I could tell something was bothering her, so I was relieved
when she decided to bring it up again. 


On the verge of pouting, Rachel
answers my unspoken words from breakfast.  “I really want Bryan to ask me
to marry him.”  


“Have you guys talked about
it?  I mean, you both love each other and he’s perfect for you.  I
don’t see why you wouldn’t get married,” I respond, truthfully.


“We have and I know it’ll happen
someday, but how long do I have to wait?  I’ve always known he was the
one.”  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she continues, “I guess I
shouldn’t try to fix something that’s not broken, but I want to marry him;
sooner, rather than later.  I just don’t know how to approach the subject
without seeming like I’m nagging him.”


“Rachel, you’ve been with him for
over four years, it wouldn’t be nagging.  I understand the pushing part,
but I’m sure it’s something he’s been thinking about, too.  You guys are
busy; maybe he doesn’t think it’s the right time.  Bryan’s with you for
the long haul.  Trust in that.  He’ll ask you.”


“Okay, okay.  You’re
right.  Enough with the heavy.  Let’s get out of here.”


Dropping me off at home, I
promise to see her tomorrow night for dinner.  Supposedly, Bryan really
wants to see me.  Probably just wants to tease me; about what, I don’t
know.  But that’s what Bryan does.  And that’s what I love about him;
so easy and fun to be around.  Besides, it would be nice to spend some
more quality time with sister, and my hopefully soon to be brother-in-law.


~~~~~


Stepping out of the shower, I
peer over at the intimidating blue sequin dress draped against my bathroom
door.  I’m not worried that I won’t look good in it; but, it doesn’t
matter what I think.  I’m worried about what Alex will think?  Stop
it, Ely!  You will look gorgeous, and you know it.


An hour later, with my skin
moisturizing, all I have to do is apply a little bit of blush and lipstick, and
I’ll be ready to go.  Staring back at my reflection, thinking about what
tonight may bring, I suddenly feel anxious.  He never did say where he was
taking me, and that makes me nervous.  He’s so confusing, one minute
saying no one can see us together, and now he’s taking me out for the world to
see.  And, unless he’s planning on putting a bag over my head, I don’t see
how he plans on keeping me a secret, especially with his last minute addition
to the night.  I’m sure my stunning, extremely short dress, will get
noticed.   But, that’s on him.


Dressed and overwhelmingly
satisfied with my reflection, I make my way to the kitchen to pour myself a
glass of Sangria to calm my nerves.  I don’t normally drink alone, but
I’ve been on pins and needles since five, waiting for our night to begin. 



Reading his text from earlier,
I’m startled as the doorbell rings.  I guess the Sangria didn’t work,
after all.  I blush again, really hoping he fulfills his
promise.  Placing my hand on the doorknob, I peek through the peephole,
and I’m floored.  Dressed in a dark grey blazer, light blue button up shirt,
and dark grey slacks, he stands casually with his hands in his pockets.  Taking a moment, I rest my forehead against
the door.  You will be okay, Elyssa.  You deserve some fun in your
life.  I take a deep breath and open the door.  His insatiable smile
breaks all of the tension I’ve had for the past few hours.  


Eyes
hungrily surveying every inch of my body, head to toe, his perfect dimpled
smile lets me know he approves.  Walking in, Alex takes my hand and raises
it, twirling me in the process to get a better look.  “God, that mannequin
didn’t do the dress justice.  If I knew you’d look this incredible, I may
have thought twice before buying it.”  


Confused,
I look over my dress, smoothing out the skirt.  Alex brings me into an
embrace as he continues to dote on me.  “There’s nothing wrong with the
dress.  It’s just that now, I’ll be aware of everyone else looking at you
all night.  It’s going to drive me crazy.  I think I may have set
myself up to get in at least three fights before we even get to the
club.”  Tucking a fallen hair behind my ear, every inch of my body must be
blushing.  


“Now
you know how I feel, how I always feel around you.”  Equally confused by
my comment, Alex continues to hold me tight against his chest, waiting for my
explanation.  “Come on, you know you have an equally magnetic affect on
all women.  I feel like I’m in constant competition for your attention.”


With
a smirk, Alex whispers in my ear, “There’s no competition, Elyssa.”  When
he whispers in my ear like that, he has a direct line to my sex drive and right
now, I’d be happy not leaving the house.  “Oh, I almost forgot.  I
got you something.”  He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a perfectly
wrapped pink and black gift box, placing it into my awaiting hands.  


“Alex,
you’ve already done so much…” Raising his finger to my mouth, Alex silences my
argument, brushing his finger over my lips.  I quiver at his touch, my
eyes flutter.


“Open
it,” his eyes push my attention towards the long, slim rectangular box. 
If it wasn’t for his bright smile and dimpled cheeks, I may have pushed my
argument more, but I can’t resist him.  I should have known by the size
and weight that he would give me perfume; especially after his distaste with
Arianna’s choice of fragrance.  He’s nothing, if not thorough.  


Without
hesitation, I spray a little on my wrists before applying it to the erogenous
zones on my neck and behind my ear.  The scent is familiar, with hints of
jasmine and honey.  It’s sweet and inviting, just like the man who gave it
to me.  


Coming
closer, Alex runs his nose from my clavicle to my ear and groans in
appreciation.  “Not only do you look stunning, that scent makes you
mouthwatering.  I want you, right now.”  I shudder, already giving in
to his touch.  “But, I promised you a night out.”  With a wink, Alex
grabs my hand, leading me out the door.  


~~~~~


The
parking lot of Roy’s is busy, which I’m guessing is normal for a Saturday
night.  I’ve always wanted to go here; I’ve just never had the extra money
to splurge on a nice dinner.  “Are you looking for an invitation from the
parking stall?” I wonder out loud, as we pass the third empty space, heading
for the exit.  How odd.  “What, is your ex here?” I giggle.


I
really wish I wouldn’t have said that, because the look on his face makes me
believe that I’ve hit the nail on the head.  But, before I can dwell too
long, he responds.  Placing his hand on my bare knee, Alex runs his hand
up and down the inside of my thigh, sending shivers to all of the right places. 
“No, I just thought of a different place.”  Sure you did. 
But, I can’t complain, or even worry, because I’m with him.  Whatever made
him change his mind is his problem.  I resolve not to bring it up.  


Soon enough, we pull into the
valet of the Caso Casino.  Alex eagerly exits the car and hands his keys
to the valet attendant.  Rushing over to open my door, the attendant
dutifully offers his hand to help me out of the car.  As I stand, I’m
taken aback by Alex glare towards the casino employee.  I idly wonder what
he could have possibly done in the past thirty seconds to upset him, but again
decide not to worry about it.  Instead, I carefully walk around the car,
as Alex takes the slip for the Valet.  “I told you, three fights even
before the club.”  Shaking his head, Alex smirks as he places his hand on
the small of my back, leading me towards the entrance.


“Well, you have me for the rest
of the night,” reassuring him as we walk into the Casino.  “There’s no
competition,” I whisper, repeating his words from moments ago.  With his
lips slightly parting, he brushes his hand against my bare leg, leaving me
breathless.


Making our way through the
casino, and the throngs of patrons, Alex guides me to Bistecca
Steakhouse.  Another restaurant I’ve always wanted to go to.  This
has to be one of the best birthday’s ever.  From the dress, to the
perfume, and now our night; he’s doing so much for me.  He must like
you, Ely.  Stop doubting yourself!  


With his hand still resting on
the small of my back, he gestures for me to follow our hostess to a secluded
table in the corner.  Feeling like the world has disappeared, except for
me and Alex, I sit down and marvel at the privacy he has afforded us. 
Shortly after, the waiter brings us sparkling water along with our menus, and after
taking our drink order, he disappears.  


Sitting across from each other,
there hasn’t been much conversation all night, but it’s not awkward.  It’s
nice to enjoy each other’s company without the need to fill the void with
unnecessary chatter.  Biting my lip, I look up from the menu to notice him
staring at me.  I blush and decide to bridge the gap between us. 
“You’re so far away,” I pout.  “Is it okay if I move closer?”  Alex
simply nods and pats the seat next to him.  


As I move closer, the waiter
comes back with our drinks and is ready to take our order.   Justin
tells us the specials, but I’m not paying any attention.  Both Alex and I
are fixated, staring into each other’s equally intense eyes.  Once he’s
done rattling off the specials, Alex nods at me, letting me know I should
order.  Not ordering for me today, huh?  With a sly smile, we
both place our order, and once again we are left alone.  


With our booth being discretely
tucked away, I can’t help but wonder if Alex specifically asked for this
seat.  Is this his way of keeping us a secret?  Oh, who cares! 
Leaning over, Alex places his hand on my knee and whispers, “Happy Birthday,
Hart.”  His lips brush against my ear, causing my breath to hitch. 
His closeness, his scent, his breath…everything about him makes my insides
shake.  


“Thank you for tonight, Alex,” I
breathe, barely able to contain myself.  “All of this, it makes me
feel…special.”  Staring at me, he licks his bottom lip and continues to
smile.  


I quickly take a drink, trying to
quench the hunger building inside.  Alex’s hand is still on my knee, but
like before, his strong fingers begin to stroke the inside of my thigh. 
This time, his fingers don’t stop.  I gasp with my glass still on my lips,
as they make their way up to the apex of my thigh.  Alex continues to gaze
at me in silence, as an unexpected moan escapes my parted lips.  Not sure
what my face is revealing, my body tells him to keep going, but my mind…oh,
screw my mind! 


By the time his fingers reach the
base of my thigh, I’ve already peeled my eyes away from his to look
around.  I had to make sure no one can see our table.  Biting my lip,
my breath is short and quick; the anticipation of his touch, his breath on my
shoulders.  I’m just thankful no one can see the look on my face.


Except for the waiter. 


“Do you need anything?” Justin
inquires.  Alex doesn’t pull his hand away, instead pushes closer to my
panties, easily spreading my legs apart.  Placing my hand on top of his, I
slow his movement.  I can’t imagine Alex unraveling me in front anyone,
especially not our waiter.    


With a scowl, Alex looks up at
him, “Unless you’re bringing our food, don’t bother us again.”  Justin
takes the hint, leaving immediately.
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“What do you think you’re
doing?!” I pant, my eyes shooting over to the other tables, full of people
enjoying their meals.  Even though we’re discretely tucked away, I know it
doesn’t mean we’re alone.  But, I can’t help but notice that everyone
seems to be unaware and involved in their own conversations.  Who am I
kidding?  I’m far from minding his bold gestures of affection, in public
of all places.  His touch makes me feel desired, and I couldn’t stop it
even if I wanted to.  Which I don’t.


He smirks at me.  “Does this
bother you?”  I shake my head blushing, giving him an invitation to move
closer.  I close my eyes and hear a sharp intake of air, as his fingers
find the edge of my panties, pushing them to the side.  Whispering in my
ear, he breathes, “I want you.  I’ve never wanted anyone, like I want
you.”  


With his declaration, two of his
fingers slip inside of me, making me gasp for air.  Pushing in and out, he
places his other hand at the base of my neck, holding me still.  Clasping
my right hand over his, I want him to stop, but I can’t seem to make him. 
The movement feels too good as his fingers massage my insides.  Gripping
my hand over his, I help him push deeper…inside and out.  He continues to
torture me, building my climax…suddenly he stops, pulling his fingers out to
rest on my thigh.  What?  Why?  Just as I open my eyes, I
see him licking his fingers.  Oh my God.  And then, Justin
enters with our sizzling appetizers.  This waiter is infuriating. 



The remainder of the dinner, Alex
doesn’t touch me.  I know what he’s doing, and trust me its working. 
As the night progresses, I crave him even more.  We eat, drink and talk as
I try to ignore the dull ache between my thighs.  


Our conversations are light,
revolving mostly around his grandmother and Rachel.  You know, the basic
discussions of a budding relationship.  But, as our main course arrives,
our discussion is replaced by indulgence.  Not only for our dinner, but
for each other, as well.  His eyes, the way they roll over my body and
fixate on my mouth and breasts, makes me salivate with need.  I can’t
believe how shameless I’ve been with him.  Reluctantly, I decide to be
good and only fantasize, instead of acting upon my desires.  At least for
the time being.


~~~~~


Walking out of the restaurant,
Alex abruptly stops.  “Elyssa, as much as I want to take you home
and fuck you into submission, I have more plans for you tonight.”  If it
was any other man, his dirty mouth would have offended me.  But, with the
way the words roll off his tongue, I’m unable to find any coherent words to say
any different.  I nod, holding onto his elbow to steady myself.  He
smirks, pulling me in so close that I can feel his erection on my hip. 
Unfortunately, as soon as he recalls where we are, he removes himself from our
tight embrace, leaving me bereft.  


“Since we’re already here, I
figured we could go to Suscita.  It’s on the top floor and the view is
breathtaking.”  Even with his slight lapse in judgment, his excitement
leaves me even more energized.  Deciding to forget his momentary mistake,
I thank him with my genuine smile as he leads me in the direction of the
elevators.


To say the ride up to the 46th
floor was thrilling would be a gross understatement.  Being the only ones
in the elevator, except for the operator, Alex digs his ever growing erection
into the small of my back, kissing my neck from behind.  Not wanting to be
outdone, I decide to have playtime of my own.  Reaching behind me, I
massage his thick erection through his trousers.  Quickly, his kisses are
replaced with moans and panting, making me even more aroused.  I would
normally be more concerned with the thoughts of the elevator operator, but
hearing Alex so turned on by my touch, well that has clouded my judgment. 
What operator?


The elevator comes to a halt and
I release my hand from his now rock hard erection.  My hand doesn’t get
too far though, as Alex grabs it leading me out into the blast of loud
music.  The DJ is playing an eclectic arrangement of music and after he
talks to the hostess, we’re seated right away at a private table.  


Settling down, I notice that once
again, we are tucked away from everyone.  My insides are reeling from
earlier and know he will touch me again; it’s just a matter of when.  A
waitress wearing next to nothing in a bikini top and boy shorts takes our drink
order.  I can’t help but steal a glance at Alex, checking to see if he
notices her provocative outfit.  But my worries are quickly put to rest,
catching his smoldering eyes staring into my soul.  We order the same
thing we did at dinner and Alex dismisses the waitress.  


Music thumping all around us, I
take in my surroundings.  The energy excites me in a way I didn’t know was
possible.  Throngs of people smashed against each other, grinding to the
exhilarating music.  This is shaping up to be the best birthday,
ever.   


Sipping my martini, I start to
sway to the pounding beat.  The music is loud, but at an enjoyable
decibel, and I’m sitting next to the hottest man in the club.  Compelled,
we both stand in unison as Alex starts to creep backwards onto the dance
floor.  He managed to discard his jacket, and lucky for me he looks even
more delectable in his blue dress shirt and gray slacks.  My pulse is
racing; I can feel my heartbeat quicken at the mere sight of him.  


Staring straight into my eyes, I
watch his mouth move as he sings in unison with the piercing music. 
Pulling me in closer, his mouth against my ear, he whispers, “Show me what you
got.”  Pulling me deeper onto the dance floor he continues to sing along
with the music, putting me into a harmonious trance.


I’m blushing from head to toe,
but I can’t resist him.  He has such a deep, sexy voice.  Even though
the music is pulsing all around us, I can hear him.  We’re in our own
private bubble.  I feel his lips moving against my ears and I wiggle
against his body, yearning to be closer to him.


Answering my unspoken desire,
Alex pulls me closer allowing us to grind and move together, in sync. 
Raising my arms so that my hands are resting on Alex’s neck, I begin to roll
and move against his body.  Tilting my head to the side, Alex brings my
mouth to his, deepening our kiss as his hand move along my body.  I can
feel how I’m affecting him, making me even more aroused.  If that’s
even possible.  


Not able to resist any longer, he
grabs my wrist, pulling me towards our private booth.  Closing the plush
velvet curtains around the table, he gently tugs me towards the posh green
couches.  Deftly, he pushes the table away from us, at the same time
pulling me into his lap.  Seductively looking into my eyes, I straddle his
legs, just like the night before.  Looking into his blazing indigo irises,
I see his impious desire and I know what he wants.  It’s what I’ve wanted
all night.  I’ve only known him for two weeks, but his erection beneath me
makes me forget about timeframes.  Leaning down, I unleash everything I
am, taking his mouth into mine.  The sweetness of the alcohol met with
our sweat and desire…hmmm.


Grinding against him, I fist my
hands in his unruly hair, mindlessly listening to Usher’s Scream in the
background.  The beat of the song makes me even hotter and I can’t stop my
assault.  Seeing Alex’s face basked in euphoria pushes me to unleash my
inner goddess as I continue to sway with the music.  I’m overcome with
pure confidence and with each moment that passes, I want him more. 
Gracefully, he lifts me so I’m standing in front of him, and even though we’ve
lost the physical connection, it doesn’t bother me.  It gives me a chance
to dance.  To dance for him. 


Surrounded by curtains, our tiny
portion of the club is completely dark.  Although I can barely see him, I
know his eyes are taking in my every movement.  I continue to dance
provocatively in front of him, feeling freer than I’ve ever felt.  Turning
around so my back is to his front, I twist and roll to the music.  Placing
my hands on his knees, I bend over and grind against his waist.


Just as I’m on my second dip, my
dancing is abruptly halted.  Spinning me around, he slips his hands under
my short dress.  Dragging my hips towards him, he gently spreads my legs
so I’m once again kneeling around his lap; around his arousal.  So quick,
that if I even wanted to stop him, I wouldn’t be able to, he moves my panties
aside and unexpectedly slips deep inside me.  My eyes shoot open. 
I’m trembling as he slowly circles and moves inside of me, filling me
deep.  


Taking my face into his large
hands, his eyes search my face for assurance.  “Is this okay?  Do you
want me to stop?”  


Breathless I groan, “Yes! 
No!”  That is all I can get out before his lips are on mine, effectively
silencing me.  The only sound is our heavy breathing and Usher screaming
in the background.  My head thrashes back and I cry out in pure joy and
ecstasy.  For the second time in as many days, this delicious man is
inside me; deep inside and it feels so right.  Because I want this too, I
start to move with the music, each tantalizing thrust pushing sensation
throughout my body.


Wait…What am I doing?  Abruptly I stop and look
around, at what I don’t know because it’s so damn dark; all I can see is Alex.
  Looking up at me, still inside, his words rush at me in a
half-scream, “What’s wrong?  I thought…”


“I do, but…fuck.  We’re at
the club!” I gasp, still panting.  “We’re going to get in trouble.”


“Not unless we get caught!” 
Swiftly he pulls out of me and twists me around so that my back is facing his
front again.  Grabbing my hips, he pulls me back so I’m sitting on his
lap, his legs in-between mine.  I’m barely holding onto his knees when he
tenderly extends his long fingers around me, underneath my skirt, and starts to
unravel me with his hands, pulling me closer to his pulsing erection, closer to
my climax.  


~~~~~


Leaving the club, I can barely
walk.  My knees are weak and I am sore, but with absolutely no
complaints.  My muscles ache, not only from the dancing, but from the
shameless public sex I just had with the man of my dreams.  Alex hands the
Valet the ticket and we wait in the porte-cochere. 
Not able to stay in my shoes for another moment, I place my hand on Alex’s
shoulder for balance.  Steadying my balancing act, I’m met with his warm
arms wrapped around my waist.  Thankfully, he’s not opposed to 2:00 a.m.
public embraces.  We don’t have to wait long.  When his car pulls up,
he walks me over to the passenger side, opening my door.  It’s
intimidating how possessive and eager he is to take care of me.  I saunter
over, kiss him on the cheek and slide into the seat.  Moving effortlessly,
I watch him walk around the car, open the door, and ease into the seat next to
me.


Driving away, I notice he’s
headed towards my apartment and not his house.  I quickly hide my
grimace.  I guess I just assumed we would be going to his house, but now
that I think about it, why would we?  His grandmother and Delores are
there.  Of course he would want to come to my place.  I can’t hide
the flirtatious smile that instantly replaces my scowl.


“Is that a smile, Ms. Hart? 
Did you have a good time?”


“I had the best time, Mr.
James.  Best birthday ever.  Thank you,” I gush, grabbing his hand
resting on my left knee.  Returning the gesture, he grins wickedly,
possibly giving me a glimpse into the rest of our night.  I hope.  


The remainder of the ride home is
quiet.  There isn’t much that can be said about tonight.  Our perfect
night.  Remembering his text sends chills down my spine and I suddenly
can’t wait to get home.  


Turning into my complex, I peer
out through the corner of my eye, confused when Alex doesn’t park.  What’s
going on?  Pulling up to the curb closest to my apartment, he turns
off the engine and places his hands on his own knees.  Frowning, he looks
like he’s about to apologize.  Would it be childish of me to plug my
ears?  Why is he doing this?  Tonight was…“I hate to do this to
you, but I have to go.”


Wait!  What?  What
happened to him wanting to see my dress on the floor?  What happened to
him wanting to fuck me into submission?  My face drops.  I know I should say
something, but after a night like tonight, I don’t want to cave in and be the
bigger person.  I want to be selfish.  Tell him to stay.  But,
because I am that person with him, the one that caves, I manage to let
him know that I understand.  I don’t, but what else am I supposed to
say?  He knows I’m disappointed, rubbing it in won’t do either of us any
good.


Still being ever the gentleman,
Alex opens the car door for me and walks me to my apartment.  Approaching
the door, he turns me around and pushes me against it.  His body flush
against me, he presses his sweet, hot lips against mine.  As our kiss
deepens, I allow my body to feel every inch of him, wrapping my hands around
his neck, grasping his disheveled hair.


Panting, Alex pulls away. 
“Goodnight Elyssa.  Tonight was…well, tonight was perfect.”  I stare
at him not knowing what to say; lack of oxygen to the brain will do that to
you.  I watch him walk away.  Away from our perfect night.


 


Sunday, September 30, 2012


Golden rays escape through my
curtains as I slowly open my eyes to a new day.  My mouth is dry and I
long for a glass of water.  My body, however, has other plans and doesn’t
respond to any of my attempts to sit up.  My head aches, making me squint
as I peer over my pillow, searching for the clock.  2:00 p.m.!  Are
you kidding me?!  I don’t even remember the last time I slept this late. 



Making a last ditch effort to sit
up, I’m once again shot back down with the dull ache all over my body.  Is
this from the dancing or from the inappropriate sex?  I place my hands
over my face, as I try and hide.  The memories rush, full force, back to
me.  His hands…his mouth…his…just the thought awakens me.  Ugh…he
is literally driving me crazy!  


Bringing me out of my heat
induced fantasy, I scramble to grab my phone from the charger resting on the
side of my bed.


“Hi Rach,” I mutter groggily.


“Are you still sleeping?! 
You sound awful!”


“Well, hello to you too.  I
just woke up.”  Okay, that was a little too depressing, and nothing of how
I’m actually feeling.  I had the best time last night, possibly the best
night of my life, and I need to show it.  “Remember, I had a date
last night?  And it just so happens, I was out late.”


“Please tell me you’ll come over
for dinner,” she pleads, sounding hopeful.  “I want to hear all the juicy
details, and see your face go red when you tell me.” 


“Well, I wouldn’t want to deprive
you of such fun.  What time do you want me there?”  


“Five.  Or wait, is that too
soon?  You know, I wouldn’t want to impede on your beauty sleep.”


“Ha ha, very funny, Rach! 
I’ll see you soon.  Love you.”  


“Love you more.”


I rush Rachel off the phone in
hopes to have a few more hours before I have to function like a real human
being.  I haven’t had a day off in a while, and sleeping in feels almost
too relaxing, like I’m cheating life or something.  But, now that I know
what time it is, the need for a shower overwhelms me.  


Remnants of the night before
still lingers as I stare at my reflection.  Suddenly, all I can think
about is the unabashed sex we had in a very public place.  The very
erotic, sexy, and shameless sex that I would never do again.  Well okay,
maybe not never.  I breathe in and exhale loudly, trying to regain
my composure.  You’re an adult, Ely.  What you do with your
boyfriend should not embarrass you!  No one saw what you did! 
Boyfriend might not be the right word to describe Alex.  I shake my head,
pushing thoughts of him to the corner of my mind.  Determining the status
of our relationship is not going to occur in the confines of my bathroom this
Sunday morning.  I try and give myself a moral pep talk to shake off the
indulgent behavior of last night and finally discard my pajamas as I step into
the shower.  Closing my eyes, tilting my head, the water engulfs me. 
The cascading heat feels utterly refreshing against my achy skin. 


Taking too long in the shower, I
finish washing and rush out to get ready.  I don’t have long before I’m
due at Rachel’s and I have a sudden need to reach the inner, self-assured
me.  The me that may have lost herself a little last night.  After
drying and curling my hair into loose curls, I stand peering in my closet for
the perfect outfit.  The free flowing carroty kimono romper I picked out
has a v-neck that plunges to my cleavage, making me feel very sexy.  As I
tie the belt around my waist, I glance at myself in the floor length
mirror.  My curves accentuated, my long legs exposed.  Smiling, I
step into my brown sandals, and then sigh.  I finally feel like myself
again; confident, attractive, and ready to tackle my day.  Even though
technically, it’s almost over.  


I arrive at Rachel’s right at
five, and take a few deep breaths before exiting my car.  I’m so afraid
she’s going to know what I did last night.  And if she knew, she would be
so disappointed in me.  She raised me better than that and she knows how I
view sex.  It’s not the game Alex makes it out to be.  Not that I
minded much, nor did I say no, but it’s still not a game.  I flush at the
thought of Rachel knowing what naughty things I did with Alex.  But, she
did say that I needed to have more fun, which I did, but at what cost?  She
won’t know what you did last night.  Besides, you liked it.  Get over
it, already!  


Bryan greets me at the front
door, only after one knock.  He’s always eager to see me and never ashamed
to admit it.  Rachel couldn’t have picked a better man to fall in love
with.  His big smile and easy eyes are the first trait most people notice
about him.  He’s a man’s man, tall, auburn hair, and he loves Rachel with
all his heart.  What I love about him, besides everything, is that he never
has a mean thing to say to or about anyone.  Even when I tease him.


“Butt face!” I exclaim,
remembering the first time I called him out on the dimple in his chin. 
He’s always hated his nickname, he’s anything but unattractive, but I can’t
help but tease him.  It’s always there, smile or no smile, fitting him and
his personality.  


Reaching down, he engulfs me in a
giant bear hug.  “Hey E!”  Placing me gently back on the ground, he
starts in on me, like usual.  “About time you show your face around
here.  I was beginning to think you forgot where we lived.  That or
you’re too good now that you have your hoity-toity big girl job.”  I smile
and follow him in, knowing he loves to tease me any chance he can.


Rachel comes bolting across her
small living room and practically tackles me, taking me into another bear
hug.  My heart warms being in their presence…the presence of my
family.  Having my own place is nice, but when I come here, I feel like
home.  


Sitting down for dinner at their
mahogany table, the food looks and smells delicious.  Rachel has gone out
of her way to make one of my favorites, lasagna with meat sauce, salad and
bread.  She always thinks of everything.  “So El, where did
Mr. X take you last night?”  And the interrogation begins.


Enjoy the show, Rach.  I blush and look down at my
plate, pushing my food around with my fork.  “Alex took me to
dinner and then to the club, Suscita.  It was….fun.”  I can’t hide my
excitement and it shows in the ear to ear smile plastered on my face.  I
want to tell her everything, okay well not everything.  I’m sure my sister
doesn’t want to know my dirty little secret; dirty being the key word.


“So are you guys….together? 
Like together, together?” Rachel asks, tapping her fingers on the table.  


“Babe, E will tell us about him
when she’s ready,” Bryan chimes in and just in time.  He winks at me,
saving me from my own sister.  I smile sweetly at him mouthing my
thanks.  Bryan is the only father figure I have in my life and he plays
the role well.  He’s always looked out for me, and the best part is he
knows how to handle Rachel.  Especially, when she gets into Mommy mode and
tries to pry.  Rachel scowls at him, but a smile returns to her face when
he leans over and gives her a swift kiss, effectively ending her pout.  


After devouring our meal, we
finish discussing whether or not the Dodgers will win against the Rockies
tonight.  Bryan is a big Dodgers fan, so of course the Dodgers will
win.  Once we’re all done with every last morsel on our plates, Bryan
clears the table and heads into the kitchen to get dessert.  Patting my
stomach, I must have gained five pounds between all of the celebratory meals in
the past few days.  


Not wanting to get caught, Rachel
drags me into the living room, stealing a peak towards the kitchen. 
Leaning in she whispers, “So this guy…”


I knew that wouldn’t take
long.  Shaking my head at her, I sigh.  If I don’t talk to her now,
it will eat at her, and me.  I want her to know about Alex, about how he
makes me feel weightless and absurdly happy.  About how he’s such a
gentleman and how much he loves his grandmother.  It’s all still so new
and exciting and for that reason I give in.  She beams at me, already
knowing she’s about to get her way.  “Rach, what do you want to
know?”  


“How did you meet?” she clasps her
hands together in excitement, jumping up and down in her seat like a little kid
who just got a bowl of her favorite ice cream.


“We work together.”  


“A workplace love affair; how
exciting!  Is he totally gorgeous?”  Thankfully, she doesn’t mention
or even think about Arianna.  I would hate for our relationship to come up
in a personal conversation and ruin everything.  What am I worried
about?!  Rachel and Arianna don’t talk and for once in my life, I’m glad
that I have nothing to worry about in regards to Arianna. 


“He’s unbelievably
beautiful.  He’s almost too good to be true.”  In a moment of verbal
diarrhea I spill my soul to Rachel, giving every detail of his perfect face and
gorgeous body.  “He’s sweet and sexy and thoughtful, but…”


“But?” she pulls back, anxiously.


“But, I don’t know how this
relationship is going to work.  It’s hard to see where it’s going. 
Everything feels so different with him, Rach.  I’m in undiscovered
territory and I can honestly say I don’t know what I’m doing.”  


“Elyssa Jane Hart, you deserve to
be happy and have someone to spend your time with.  Why not look at things
for what they are instead of worrying that everything is some life shattering
moment?”


Carrying in two dessert plates
with chocolate cake that looks to die for, Bryan joins the discussion. 
“Am I interrupting something?”


“El was just telling me about her
guy.”


“So, what about him?  Do I
need to rough him up a little?  Show up with a shotgun?” Bryan jokes, as
he sits next to Rachel on their leather love seat, sharing their chocolate
cake.


“No, Bryan!” I put my hands up in
defeat, giggling.  “I was telling Rach that he’s perfect, but I just…I
don’t know.  It’s hard to gauge where it’s going.”


“Does he seem to be into you?” he
asks, notably interested.


“As far as I can tell, but my
experience with relationships and men are lacking.  At least past the
initial attraction.”  Taking a bite of my cake, I can’t help the moan that
escapes my lips.  “This is delicious, Bryan.”  


“You were with Cole for awhile so
you have some experience.  Don’t discount yourself, El,” Rachel chimes in.


“This guy is different than
Cole.  He opens doors for me, has the gentlest touch and when he kisses me
my knees feel like they’re going to buckle.”  Bryan makes a gesture of
vomiting, just as Rachel slaps his arm.  “I’m completely infatuated with
him.  I spend my day wondering when I’m going to see him again, and my
nights wishing he was with me.  I’m starting to feel a bit
stalkerish.  This is not how I felt for Cole.”


“Wow that seems intense,
El.”  She grabs my hand, looking over at me lovingly.  “One way or
another, everything will work itself out.  Just take it one day at a
time.”  I love my sister, she always says the right things.


“You want my advice?”  I nod
in Bryan’s direction.  “E, don’t talk about your relationship.  Not
yet at least.  You guys haven’t known each other for very long and you
don’t want to freak him out by bringing up the big ‘R’ word.  Just ride it
out and see where it leads.  But, don’t let him use you.  And I mean
it!  Just say the word and I’ll be there with that shotgun.”  He
grins, shoving another bite of chocolate covered chocolate in his mouth, like
he didn’t just threaten to shoot someone.  Playfully Rachel reaches up,
brushing away a smudge of chocolate with her thumb before licking it off her
finger.  And that’s my cue to leave.


Setting my plate in the stainless
steel sink, I return to the living room to say my goodbyes.  “Thanks for
the advice guys, and the dinner, but I really need to head home.  You
know, have to go to my hoity-toity big girl job tomorrow, and I still need some
beauty sleep.” 


Bryan and Rachel follow me to the
door, each bringing me into another embrace before releasing me to the
mugginess that is the Las Vegas fall.


My drive home is short, they
don’t live too far from me, but it gives me a chance to think about their
advice.  I’m torn about not talking to Alex about our relationship because
I’m not sure how long he plans on keeping me his secret or how long I’m willing
to go along with it.  Right now it seems to be working, but I wonder how
long I can keep up the charade.  I’m afraid to lose myself in something I
don’t fully understand.  Trust me, I understand the ramifications of our
work relationship and how bad it would look if we were out in public
together.  But, what I don’t understand is how a man, like Alex, can keep
his personal and professional life separate without them running into each
other.


Oh bother.  I should have
asked Bryan more questions.  But if I did, I might have given it away that
I am a secret.  And, I don’t think that would have gone over too well with
my sister.  Girl power and all!  Startling me, I hear a chime
announcing an incoming text.  At a stop light, I peak at my phone almost
willing it to tell me it’s from Alex.  My heart skips a beat, just looking
at his name staring back at me.


*Are you home? I
want to see you!*


**I’ll be home
in 10 minutes.**


My heart flutters, getting all
giddy.  Just the thought of spending time with him warms my heart.  I
catch myself speeding several times, rushing to get home knowing he’ll be
there.  Pulling up faster than I should, I hurry out of the car and speed
walk towards my door.  


And, there he is.  Seeing
Alex sitting at my doorstep is like an out of body experience.  With the
sight of him, I experience a bit of déjà vu, recalling the first time I found
him outside in the rain…the first time we had sex.  Looking a little
tense, he’s not dressed in his normal business attire, which is a treat. 
I haven’t seen him this casual.  Ever.  It’s a nice surprise. 
Wearing a blue and white button up shirt, he looks surprisingly young with his
light blue jeans.  With his hair more disheveled than normal, he looks
frustrated.


“Hi, have you been waiting
long?”  I continue my walk, meeting his severe gaze.


“About 15 minutes.  Where
were you?”  He eyes me waiting for a response.  


“I was at dinner with my sister,”
I respond, only to erase the frown on his face.  I didn’t know I had to
check in with him every moment of day. 


His mood changes instantly. 
“Were you now…did you talk about me?” he smirks, standing quickly, walking in
my direction.  Reaching me, he wraps his arms around my torso and nuzzles
my neck, like he hasn’t seen me in a week.  “You look lovely.” 


Returning the gesture, I wrap my
arms around his neck, giving him a gentle kiss on his delectable lips. 
“Actually, we did talk about you.  I didn’t give her all the juicy
details, but enough to pacify her for a while.  Do you want to come in?”


“Not unless you want to have sex on
your door step.”  I blush at the thought of him taking me directly on my
front stairs, making my insides tingle.  Dismissing the thought, I reach
for the door and open it quickly, refusing to let him manhandle me
outside.  Not again.  


My thoughts go back to Bryan’s
advice about not letting him use me.  How does one know if they are being
used?  And, is he using me if I’m a willing participant?  The last
few times we’ve been together, we’ve had mind-blowing sex, but I can’t discount
how he’s treated me.  He’s been very sweet, attentive, almost like he
cares.  My mind is in a blur with all of the confusion.  


In a moment of panic, I think of
the first question to ask him; just something to get my mind off of his body
and taking him on my couch, again.  “Alex, what’s your favorite
color?”  What am I, fifteen?


Sitting on the love seat, he
cocks his head to look at me, while I walk into the kitchen for a glass of
water.  “Currently, a pumpkin slash ginger color,” he admits, eyeing me up
and down, looking like he’s ready to consume me.  God, this man has a
direct line to libido.


“I’m being serious. What type of
music do you like?”  I have to know more and get more out of him. 
He’s only given me a small glimpse into his past.  But, at least I know
something.  Besides the fact he’s pretty remarkable in bed, I don’t know
very much about his present.  


He sighs, seemingly out of
frustration.  “What’s with the twenty questions, Elyssa?” 


“I want to get to know you
better.”  It’s the truth!  More so, I need to get to know him
better.  Bryan said I couldn’t ask the relationship questions, but I need
to know where this is going.  I need to know that what I’m feeling is
being returned, not just the sex, but the feelings, as well.  I know
myself well enough.  I need to know there are feelings beyond his physical
need for me.  


“I think you know me pretty
well.” He stands, walking towards me.  Once again I find his arms around
me, his mouth finding my neck as he starts slowly kissing, and nipping. 
Gently, he lifts me and places me on the kitchen counter, caging me in, with no
place to run.


“Alex, please?!” I take his face
into both of my hands, looking into his eyes.  “Talk to me.”


He stares at me, searching for a
reason.  After carrying me to the couch, he places his forehead against
mine, as I sit astride him.  Kissing my forehead, he mollifies me, telling
me to ask away.


Good, he’s willing.  See,
that wasn’t so hard. 
“What’s your favorite music?”


Resigned to his fate, he
answers.  “I don’t really have a favorite.  I like a lot of different
types, but it has to have a soul.  I really like acoustic
renditions.  Love the guitar.”  


“Do you play?”  Of course, I
know the answer because I heard him play for his grandmother.  But that
night, I felt I was spying on something private in his life, something he
wouldn’t want me to see.  Even though he was only saving me from the
paperclip guy, it was the first night I got to see him; really see him. 
Meeting his grandmother, going to his house, these are things he doesn’t
normally do.  Or is it?  Do I know enough about him to make that
assumption?  I hope I’m right.  I hope that it was as special for him
as it was for me. 


Looking up at me, pleasure all
over his face, he starts to graze his fingers up and down my thighs. 
“I’ve been known to strum a string or two.”  I’m becoming his own personal
instrument and he’s playing me like a pro.


“Were your parent’s musical?”


“No!”  If I didn’t already
know that his parents are a touchy subject, I do now, as his delicate touch
abruptly seizes.  After taking a brief moment for himself, he
continues.  “My dad worked in a textile plant and my mom…well she was
technically a homemaker, but she was artistic.  She loved to paint and create
pottery.  She used to take me with her to this studio in San Diego,
letting me paint right alongside her.  She even showed me how to do some
pottery.”  His brows furrow as he looks out the window, painstakingly
obvious that he misses her.


“I’m sorry, Alex.”  I move
my head to meet his gaze and give him a gentle kiss.  “All of this is new
to me.  I’m just trying to get to know you.  I’m not sure what I can
and can’t ask you.”


“Don’t worry about me.  I’ll
let you know if it’s something that I don’t want to talk about.”  He’s
very straightforward.  I can appreciate that.


“Do you mind me asking, how long
ago was your last relationship?”  I hope I don’t overstep my boundaries
and when he laughs, I know I haven’t.


“What’s your definition of
relationship?” he teases, but his eyes say something entirely different. 
They are distant, and I suddenly don’t like where I took this line of
questioning.


“I guess I should ask you the
same question.”


“Well, if you’re asking the last
time I had a ‘girlfriend’,” he uses his fingers to make quotation marks, “it
must have been in college, but it didn’t last very long.”


“You haven’t had sex since you
were in college?”  I find that hard to believe.


“You don’t need monogamy to have
sex, Elyssa,” he laughs.  Is he really making fun of me?


In my world you should have a
relationship before having sex, but even as I think it, I realize I’m even
breaking my own rules.  What he just said means that I’m not the first
woman who’s given in to him sexually, without a relationship, and clenches at
my heart.  I swallow back the dread that’s growing inside; suddenly
feeling that maybe Bryan’s words of wisdom may apply to our situation.  My
old thoughts come back to haunt me.  Is he just using me for sex? 



“Elyssa, why do you look like I
just killed your dog?”  His fingers slide under my chin, tilting my head
up so he can look me in my eyes, sharp blue to somber green.


“Sorry, I may be naïve, but I
think you should be in a relationship if you’re having sex.  In my
experience, sex is supposed to be meaningful and how can it be if you don’t
have a connection.”  With everything that’s happened to me in the past, I
can’t use sex as a game or a weapon.  


“Your past experience, huh? 
Well how many of these fuckers are out there?”  


I hesitate, not knowing if
telling him is the right or wrong thing to do.  I don’t want him to freak
him out, but I also don’t want to lie.  Resolving to be honest, I hold up
two fingers.  


“Two?”  I can’t place
the expression on his face as it contorts, letting the number sink in. 
Fear, disgust, confusion?  “Two guys before me?”


I shake my head.  “Two guys
including you.”  My heart sinks as I wait in anticipation.  I know
he’s experienced, I can tell by his sexpertise, but I was hoping he wouldn’t
see my innocence as a reason to run, and I’m afraid he’s resolving that right
now.  God, why did I tell him? 


His eyes widen as reality hits
him; my innocence now at the forefront of his mind.  “Your first being
Cole…”  I nod.  “And why aren’t you guys together still?”


“I told you already.  Our
relationship, well, there was a lot of things that happened towards the end;
things not meant for this conversation.  If you must know, I couldn’t give
him what he wanted, and I didn’t feel it was fair to him to stay in it.  I
broke up with him.  End of story.”


“And you have remained friends
ever since?  With no benefits?”


“I told you before.  I’m not
having sex with him. I don’t do that type of thing, Alex.  Obviously, I’m
not the type of girl that jumps from guy to guy.  Sex means so much more
to me.”  I cringe as I realize what I’m saying.  Shit!  I
just had a relationship talk with him.


Alex shifts, setting me next to
him on the couch.  He rests his elbows on his knees and takes his head in
his hands.  “Elyssa, I never realized how inexperienced you were when I
pursued you.  I’m sorry…I…”


“You don’t have to be
sorry.  It’s not like I said no.”  And that was the truth.  I
don’t think I could have said no.  I wanted him too much.   


Alex glances at his watch,
commenting on how late it’s getting.  I don’t want him to leave and say
just as much.  “It’s not a matter of what you want right now,
Elyssa.  I have to go home and check on my grandmother.”  Ouch! 
That was a slap in the face.  


“Okay…” I cringe, looking down at
my fingers.  He’s always leaving me.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,
right?”  He looks confused.  “I have a lunch date with Arianna, but
then I should be at the office the rest of the day.”


“Why are you meeting with
Arianna?  And why aren’t you calling her Mrs. Salerno.  She is the
CEO of the company,” he snaps.  Oh crap!  I forgot that he
doesn’t know.  No one does.  


“Calm down!  I’ve known her
my whole life.”  Geez, can I dig myself any deeper?  “My mom
and Arianna were best friends growing up.  She’s been in our family for as
long as I’ve been alive.”  As I am telling him this, Alex goes a little
pale.  I don’t understand his reaction, but don’t dare ask.  There is
so much I don’t know about him, and vice versa.  


“After my parents died and I
moved to Las Vegas, Arianna tried to help us, but Rachel didn’t want to have
anything to do with her.  I lost contact with her, but about six months
ago, she called me out of the blue and here I am.  Please, Alex, don’t
tell anyone I told you this.  This job is my chance for so much more and I
don’t want it ruined because nosey people think I’m in with the CEO.”


After I’m done with my condensed
life story, Alex is mute.  He looks beside himself with surprise, anger,
maybe even a little disgust.  But why?  After the wave of emotion
passes from his face, he stands up and walks towards the door.  I stumble
after him, completely alarmed at his response.  I don’t even know what to
say to him.


He reaches down and grasps the
door knob and turns.  “Good night, Elyssa.”  He tilts his head down
and places a kiss on my forehead.  Closing my eyes in acceptance, I hear
the door close.  He’s gone.  Tears swell in my eyes.  I was
honest with him and all he could do was call me inexperienced!   How
dare he?!   I don’t know whether to be mad or dejected.  Did I
just lose him?  


In a slow walk to the couch, I
lay down, burying my head in my arms.  I can’t even explain what just
happened.  Tears trickle down my face.  What have I done?  Why
couldn’t I just go with the flow like Bryan told me to.  I try to calm
myself, but the tears continue to stream down my face.  Shortly, they are
my only companion as I gradually fall asleep.
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Thursday, October 04, 2012


This week has been an emotional
roller coaster.  I’m strapped in, spiraling towards the ground faster and
faster as each day brings another twenty-four hours of silence from Alex. 
It’s been four days now and I’m in absolute misery.  Each day has been the
same routine; sitting, menial tasks, phone calls, meetings, and hoping to see
Alex.  I’m starting to feel pathetic, hoping that he’ll come to his senses
and sweep me off my feet.  But with each passing day, as my cravings grew
deeper, his indifference became more prevalent.  


I was utterly crushed on Monday
and Tuesday when I didn’t see him at all.  He wasn’t at work, and he never
called.  I ended up caving in and called him Tuesday.  I was
surprised he even answered.  But, he blew me off saying he was at the gym
and that he would call me later.  Did that happen?  Nope!  He
was at work on Wednesday and he at least acknowledged my existence by nodding
in my direction.  A freaking head nod, that’s all I get!


Well, it’s now Thursday and I’ve
heard nothing from him; no phone calls, no text messages, and no spontaneous
visits to my apartment.  I just don’t understand.  In the
matter of a week I went from the feeling of falling slowly into love, to
plummeting painfully to the ground.


 


Friday, October 05, 2012


“Ely, can I tell you how much I
love you?” Janice beams at me while standing next to my desk.  “Kevin
absolutely loved, loved, loved what we picked out.  It was…amazing.” 
Her large smile and glowing skin shows that she had an eventful night.  Thank
God one of us is enjoying ourselves.  


“I’m glad, Janice.”  My weak
smile and bleak tone contradict the intended jovial words.  I know I’m
going through my own taxing emotions and it’s definitely hard to match her
enthusiasm, but hey, I am trying.


“Elyssa, are you ok?” 
Janice’s look of sympathy almost sends me into a blubbering mess, but I hold
back the waterworks, trying very hard to focus on her moment of
happiness.  


“Yah, I’m fine.  Just
haven’t been sleeping well.”  Empty words wrapped into one easy
half-truth.  It doesn’t matter, anyway.  “So what did you and Kevin end
up doing?”  


Just as Janice is about to give
me a recap of her mind blowing night, our girl talk is
interrupted.  Glancing in the direction of the throaty, grumbling
disruption, I’m startled as I’m caught in the blank stare of Alex’s sky blue
eyes; the usual emotion and passion nowhere to be seen.  His normal
demeanor is gone, replaced by a stone cold, empty soul of a man.  Janice
slinks away leaving us alone.


He barely looks at me, instead
looking in the direction of Arianna’s office as he speaks.  “Ms. Hart, can
I have the audit files?  Mrs. Salerno was out this morning and wasn’t able
to send them to me.”  Ms. Hart?  Fuck you, Mr. James!  Two
can play this game.  He is so infuriating!  What did I do to him to
deserve this horrid treatment?


“Not a problem, Mr. James. 
I’ll send them right over,” I purr trying to be as sweet as I can be, choking
on them as he walks away.


Tears start to well in my eyes as
he stoutly walks away muttering his thanks.  I begin to mumble under my
breath out of frustration.  I’m sure if anyone walked by and even glanced
in my direction, I would be committed to an insane asylum.  Gathering the
information, I attach the file and attack my mouse, taking out all of my
frustration.  Slamming it against the desk, I finally send it off to
Alex.  God Damn It!  I should have known better.  I should
have known that a man that has a body made for sin wouldn’t be my knight in
shining armor.  FUCK! 


Quickly, I retreat to the
bathroom to blot my eyes.  I need to stay calm.  There is still an entire
day, and I can’t look like a train wreck.  Gripping the bathroom counter,
I try to focus on regaining my sanity by breathing slowly, in and out.  You
can do this Ely, its better that you found out about him now; before you got in
too deep.  I force a smile on my face, knowing my subconscious is
right.  Before I go back out there, I need to put on the façade I never
thought I’d have to use.  I have a big meeting with several of the
department heads, and I need to prepare.  Breathe, Ely…breathe.


I thought this meeting would be
an opportune time to set a good impression and let myself shine.  I was
looking forward to it.  But, after my brief interaction with Alex, I’m
starting to dread being around Mr. Fickle.  My heart aches as the already
present lump starts to grow in my throat.  Pull it together, Ely! 
Knowing he’ll be at the same meeting, I resolve to try and find time to talk
afterwards.  I deserve an explanation.  That’s the least he could
do.


Prior to the meeting, Janice
attempts to cheer me up by chatting with me at my desk, but unfortunately,
bitch on heels herself, Autumn, strolls in behind her.  Chatting about our
busy schedules as we head into the conference room, Janice and I sit on the
opposite side of the room, directly across from Autumn.  With my already
faltering mood, she is the last person I want to deal with.  As the room
begins to fill, I notice Alex still hasn’t arrived, and what do you know, the
only available seats are next to me and Autumn.  


Always punctual, Alex arrives to start
the meeting right on time; 1:30 p.m. on the dot.  I hate to admit it, but
I’m still affected by him, my breath hitching as he walks in the door.  Please
Alex, prove me wrong…prove to me that the past four days was a
misunderstanding.  That it was just a painful nightmare.  Choose
me.  My hopes are violently crushed after his eyes run across the room
and he strides towards the vacated seat next to Autumn.  Crash…Bang…Boom! 
Yup, you heard that right.  That was my heart crashing to the floor. 



Biting my lower lip, I try and
avoid showing any signs of my betrayed heart.  Unfortunately, my quivering
lip would be the first indicator; the second being the tears threatening to
brim my eyes.  Taking a moment for myself, I steal my eyes away from Alex
chatting quite intimately with Autumn, and try to blink my eyes dry.  Keep
it together, Ely.  Breathing in and out, I finally get my emotions
under control.  It’s only an hour and then you can get out of this
torture chamber.


Giggling, Autumn playfully pushes
against Alex’s shoulder.  Ok I know he’s not that funny.  Sexy
yes, but funny…not so much.  I swallow back the vomit rising in my
throat and continue my deep breathing as I grip the armrest of the chair for
dear life.  Alex starts the meeting shortly after Autumn’s exaggerated
laugh fest and takes the first forty-five minutes to discuss the upcoming audit
and the budget for next quarter.  


Not only are Alex and Arianna
present, but so are a few of the other Sales Managers.  Maggie spoke up,
even letting me take the floor to discuss the sales agenda for the next couple
of weeks.  But, even in my moment in the spotlight, Alex refused to even
glance in my direction.  Instead, he toyed with his pen and glanced all
around the room.  


The next item on the agenda is the
upcoming fundraiser for Alzheimer.  Of course Alex’s name would be listed
as the host for that topic on the meeting agenda.  Little does everyone
know that this is a topic near and dear to his heart.  There was a time
when I thought this knowledge meant our relationship was progressing, but
little did I know at the time, it meant nothing.


“The fundraiser is all set up for
tomorrow.  Thanks to Janice, all of the vendors have signed their
contracts.”  Alex points towards his assistant sitting next to me, who’s
ecstatic to get his recognition.   


“You’re so compassionate,
Alex.  We can only hope to raise enough money to make you
proud.”  Autumn interrupts Alex’s speech, placing her right hand on his
bicep.  Keep touching him and I will break your God damn hand! 
My eyes narrow as I boil with anger.  He appears to not be concerned with
her touch, letting her linger longer than she should.  I try to calm my
nerves, fisting my hands at my sides, as I realize I’m shaking. 


“Thank you, Autumn.  This
cause is very close to me and any money made will be generously matched by
management.”  He smiles at her and continues to discuss the events in
depth.  Her hand remains on his arm, making it even harder for me to see
straight.  Oh my God!  Finally, taking a moment to glance in
my direction, Alex must see the hurt written on my face, as he turns his chair
to move out of Autumn’s dirty grasp, before continuing.


“Thank you to everyone who
already signed up for one of the booths at the carnival.  I’ve already
volunteered to do my time at the Dunk Tank, and I’m sure everyone will be
lining up to take a crack at me when it’s my turn.  Do it while you
can.”  The room erupts in laughter.  I’d love to throw something
at him, only I’d like to do it right now.  


“There is one slot open for the
Kissing Booth.  I only need one more volunteer.”  Alex looks around
the silent room.  He further explains, “You don’t actually have to swap
spit with anyone, just a brief kiss on the cheek.”  Once again the room
starts to giggle and snicker, except for me.  Well, aren’t we just a
comedian today.  He thinks he can replace me with Autumn…well let
him.  He’ll think twice when he see’s everyone lining up to pay to kiss
me.  


In a moment of rage and partial
insanity, I raise my hand.  “I’ll do it; might as well have the single
girl volunteer.”  His eyes shoot up, meeting mine as his mouth freezes
open.  I’m sure he didn’t want me to see his reaction, the break in his
hard façade.  We can continue this game all you want, Mr. James. 
We’ll see who ends up on top.  Alex nods his head and jots down notes
before he moves onto the next topic.  I know he’s fuming inside, but he
doesn’t have a right.  He gave up that right four days ago.  Let’s
see how he likes it.  


“Finally, I need to get a general
headcount of whose attending and how many people you plan to bring.”


The room erupts, everyone talking
over each other.  Alex rushes to get everyone’s comments, taking notes as
they speak.  Being the final one to answer, Alex’s attention is completely
focused on me.  Is that what it takes?  Signing up for a kissing
booth; now I have his attention?  “Besides me, I’ve invited my sister,
her boyfriend, and now that I think of it…I think I’ll invite my good friend,
Cole.”   


Smiling sweetly at Alex, I reach
for my phone to send Cole a quick text invitation.  I’m not sure if this
is the best plan, but I know Cole will jump at the chance to see me and I
wouldn’t mind catching up with him either.  Oh, and I know it will piss
off the ever enraging, Mr. James.


Breaking eye contact, Alex runs
his hand along the back of his neck; his muscles tensing in his forearms. 
That didn’t really work in my favor as Autumn eyes him, thoroughly. 
“Well, I’m glad that everyone is as eager as I am to make this year’s event a
success.  I’ll have Janice send out an e-mail with all of the updated
information.  Make sure you’re on time for your designated booths. 
Thanks again everyone.” 


Waiting for the crowd to
disperse, Janice and I stay back.  I regret that decision the moment
Autumn comes rushing over.  Giggling like a teenager who just got high in
the bathroom, I suppress my overwhelming desire to back hand her.  


“I’m going to have to change my
panties because that man makes me wet just looking at him.”  Whore! 
“Did you see?  He didn’t pull away when I touched his arm, and yes ladies,
he’s just as hard as he looks.”  The way the word “hard” slips from her
mouth is downright disgusting.  I want to wring her neck and then tell her
that she’s a shameless whore.  And then when I’m done with her, I’d like
nothing more than to tell her what I do know about Mr. Alexander Flipping
James; about his toned physique and naked body.  But of course, all I do
is let my anger build.


Rancor courses through my veins,
making it hard to listen to Autumn’s play-by-play.  My feeling of
possession over him is ridiculous.  He ignored you.  For four
days, Ely!  How can you even feel remotely possessive over someone who’s
probably forgotten your name by now!  I have no right, but the vision
of Autumn anywhere near him makes me absurdly crazy.  Panic sets in and
I’ve reached my threshold of Autumn’s delusions.  One more word about
Alex’s anything and I think I’m going to lose it.  My breathing is ragged,
palms sweaty.  It’s a possibility that I might be having a panic attack. 
I need to get out of here.  “Excuse me…I’m not feeling well.” 
Rushing towards the exit, I notice Alex glance in my direction as I leave the
room.  


Luckily, the bathroom is
empty.  Quickly, I find a vacated stall and close the door.  Placing both
my hands on the door, I let out a suppressed sob.  Tears streaming down my
face, I can no longer cry in silence.  Soft cries continue to echo
throughout the bathroom, giving no relief to my aching heart.  Only the
sound of the restroom door opening causes me to silence my cries as I pull my
hand up to cover my mouth.  Pull it together, Ely!


“Elyssa, are you ok?”  His
sweet, empathetic voice echoes throughout the bathroom.  Alex is on the
other side of the stall, his shoes peeking from underneath the door.  I
can’t do this right now.


“Go away, Alex.  Someone’s
going to see you,” I beg.  “I know how badly your precious anonymity means
to you.”  I wouldn’t want my sorrow to be the reason he gets caught.


“Right now, I don’t care if
anyone sees me.  I need to make sure you’re okay.”


“No…but I will be.”  I sink
to the floor and hug my knees.  “I can’t be around you right now.”


“Elyssa...I…,” his voice strains,
hinting at his own discomfort.  


I can feel the dampness building,
threatening to fall from my eyes again.  “Alex, if you ever cared for
me…even in the slightest way, please leave me alone right now.”


Only the thin plastic wall
separates the two of us.  I hear a slight thump and can only picture him
resting his forehead against the door.  He whispers, “I do care I just…”


“Alex, go away!”  I sob into
my hands, unable to control the tension building in my chest.  A few
seconds pass until I hear the sound of the bathroom door opening and closing,
calming my nerves.  It takes me a few minutes, but I’m able to pull myself
up from the floor.  Who would have known that when all of this started, I
would be sitting in a bathroom stall, breaking down over a man?  You
are better than this, Ely!  The bathroom door opens and panic sets
in.  Is it too much to ask for him to leave me be?  


Autumn’s voice echoes, “Elyssa,
your 3:00 p.m. is waiting in the lobby.”  Crap, I forgot about my
meeting!


I still myself wanting Autumn to
hear nothing but a confident voice in response.  “Great, can you lead them
to Conference Room A and let them know I’ll be there in 10 minutes?”


“Alright,” she closes the
bathroom door as I exit the stall and walk over to the mirror.  My face is
blotchy and my eyes are glistening with moisture.  Grasping the counter, I
take a deep breath and close my eyes as I try and push my emotions to the back
of my mind.  Glad I brought my purse to the meeting, I take out my compact
and carefully try to mask my broken heart.


~~~~~


I thought the bathroom would have
been Alex’s last fleeting effort at communication.  But, I was
mistaken.  The entire drive home, my phone has been ringing nonstop. 
Why does he keep toying with my emotions?  It’s like a game to him. 
Like a yo-yo on a string, he keeps me wound up and just lets me fall whenever
he pleases.  Well, not anymore!  He made it perfectly clear
that he wants nothing to do with me and although I deserve an explanation, I
don’t think my heart can bear hearing his voice right now.  


I arrive home in record time.
 My first thought is to rush into my apartment, put on my pajamas, and a
watch sappy romance.  This, of course, will put me into full depression
mode for the entire weekend and at this point I don’t care.  Maybe that is
what I need.  With my life in shambles, at least I can live vicariously
through the characters of the story.  Oh what I wouldn’t give for my
life to be a romance novel right about now.  If my life had
been romantic love story, Alex would have fallen madly in love with me the
moment our eyes met at that gas station.  We would have dated, gotten
married, and had two kids.  No, instead my life is a complicated, unruly,
mess.  


I fidget with my keys,
daydreaming of how life could be as I walk sullenly towards my apartment. 
Why the fuck can’t he leave me alone?!  My heart sinks deeper with
each step.  Approaching my front door, with those damn tears threatening
again, I take a deep breath and walk past him.  I don’t acknowledge him,
for fear I may relapse and sob for everyone to hear.


“Elyssa, stop!  We need to
talk.”  His concerned look confuses and pisses me off at the same
time.  Why now?  Why does he feel the need to worry about me? 
He didn’t care then, so he shouldn’t care now!  Anger radiates inside,
leaving the pain I felt before nothing in comparison to the rage coursing through
me.  I turn to glare at him.  


“Talk?  Are you fucking
kidding me?  I’ve been trying to talk to you for four
days!   Any one of those days would have been the time to talk. 
You chose to blow me off, ignore me, and treat me like another notch on your
belt.  Oh, and then to push the knife in a little deeper, you decide to
flirt shamelessly with that bitch in front of me!”  Alex flinches as my
words cut through.  Good!  He hasn’t seen this side of me;
I’ve kept her at bay for far too long.  “So, Mr. James, your time to talk
is over and now you can go fuck yourself.”


Suddenly Alex reaches over and
pulls me into his arms.  Rage still coursing through my veins, I struggle
to free myself from his hold.  “Elyssa, I’ve…”


“No, fuck you! Let me go!” I
shout.  Pushing against his chest, Alex’s grip is too tight, refusing to
release me.  “I fucking hate you.  I can’t believe I ever even
thought for a second…”  Suddenly Alex’s mouth is covering mine, his lips
moving eagerly over my mouth, his tongue searching for a sign that I’ve given
in.  A momentary lapse of judgment causes my lips to move against his, but
only for a moment.  The pain of his rejection comes rushing back to me as
I bite down on his lip, struggling to push him back.


“Fuck!  What did you do that
for?” Alex holds his hand over his mouth and then removes his palm to check for
blood.  No such luck.  


“Stay away from me, Alex.” 
I hold out my palm to keep him at distance.  


“What do you want to do,
Elyssa?  You want to hit me?  Fucking hit me!  Get it over with
so I can finally talk to you.”  Alex screams, bringing all of my anger and
frustration from the week to the forefront of my mind.  I lunge, my hands
clench into fists as they pound against his chest, tears streaming down my
face.  


“I hate you!”  I can no
longer hide my emotions.  The pain of his rejection dripping with each
tear that falls from my swollen eyes.  “I fucking hate that you did this
to me.  I was fine before you.  Now…”  My knees buckle, but Alex
doesn’t let go.  My fists turn soft, now cradling my face as Alex holds me
tight against his chest.  


Reaching down, he replaces my
hands with his as he grips my face, forcing the kiss I’ve so desperately
wanted.  I fight the urge, but my will has been broken, my body
relinquishes the pain.  My hands reach up and fist into his hair holding
his face tight to mine; never wanting to let go.  After several minutes of
our deep, passionate kiss, he pulls away slowly, looking into my eyes before
resting his forehead against my own.


“Now that I have your attention,”
he whispers, concentrating on slowing his erratic breathing.  “What I
wanted to say is that I’m sorry…I’m sorry about so much more than the past four
days.  I know how it must appear…”


“Alex don’t…it’s too late.” 



“You have to know; I’ve been
doing nothing but think of you.”  I close my eyes, soaking in his
explanation, resting my cheek on his shoulder.  Totally ignoring me, he
better tell me more than just sorry.  I’ve been miserable, thinking the
worst, not knowing what I could have done.  No, he owes me more than
that.  


“You hurt me,” my voice breaks as
I bare my soul.  He has to know how much he hurt me; even if it means
breaking my heart again.  Tears start to gather in my eyes as I
continue.  “You’ve been so distant…I thought I did something wrong.”


Alex reaches up, pressing his
thumb against my inflamed cheek, to catch a falling tear.  “I know and I’m
sorry.  I can’t tell you how sorry I am.  I needed time to figure all
of this out.  I don’t know what I’m doing.  When you told me that I
was only the second guy….I just….I don’t know what I’m feeling or how to
control this…or what I’m supposed to do.”  Alex is scared?  “I
almost lost it at work.  Around you…I just don’t know how I’m supposed to
act.  Everyone’s going to see it.  They’re gonna know how I feel
about you and that scares the shit out of me.”


“You’re afraid of the same lame
co-workers who already spread gossip about you?”


“For fuck’s sake, it’s you. 
You scare me.”


I’m confused.  “I scare
you?”  I know it’s only been a few weeks, but I thought everything was ok,
until it wasn’t.  And now he’s telling me that I scare him?  What
kind of crap is this?


“All of this scares me.  I
don’t know how to be with you and what if I fuck up?  What if I hurt
you?  What if you hurt me?  That is where I’ve been, thinking about
you and what all of this means.  To you.  To me.  To us.”  


Just then, my neighbor walks by,
eyeing us in our awkward embrace.  I can tell by the sudden jolting
movement that he’s uncomfortable and it must be about that damn precious
anonymity he so cherishes.  


“Can I come in?” 
Reluctantly I nod and we both rise to enter my apartment.


“Why were you flirting with
Autumn in front of me?”  Trying to avoid eye contact, I peel off my jacket,
placing my purse and keys on the table near the front door.  He moves to
the couch, laying his jacket across the arm of the chair.


“I would never,” disgust piercing
through each word.  “What are you even talking about?”  He looks puzzled,
which gives me a glimmer of hope.  Maybe I was imagining her boisterous
laughter.  Nope.  Nice try, Alex.  


Walking into the kitchen, I grab
a napkin to clean my face and can’t help my boldness.  “Are you really
that dense?  You sat next to her, whispering in her ear.  You let her
practically fondle you right in front of me, at work of all places.”


Alex’s laugh echoes in my
apartment, which pisses me off even more.  Returning to the living room
with a look of utter resentment, his laughter is suddenly halted.  I don’t
trust myself with him, not right now, not after everything that’s happened, and
that is happening.  Distance is good.  Leaning against the kitchen
wall, I play with my lifeline attached to my middle finger, unable to look in
his eyes.  My body will most definitely deceive me.


“Hart, you thought I was flirting
with her?  That would never happen.  She asked me about an
account, so I told her about a meeting I had yesterday.  She found it
oddly amusing and was flirting with herself because it sure as hell wasn’t with
me.”


“You could have sat next to me,
but you chose her.  You had a choice, Alex.”  I cross my arms,
comforting and protecting myself at the same time.  


“It’s you…I would…no, I will
always pick you.  I sat next to her because I couldn’t be that close to
you and not touch you.  After four days of not being with you, it would
have been torture.”  


Pushing himself off the couch, he
is suddenly right in front of me, hands traveling urgently up the outside of my
arms taking me into a rushed embrace.  Alex trails my neck with soft
kisses, all the way up to just below my ear.  Reaching the right spot to
make me quiver needlessly, he begins to suck.  “Besides, I got to look at
the most beautiful woman during the entire meeting, even if she infuriated me
the whole time.”  


Alex stops his attack, forcing my
eyes to meet his.  Changing directions, but still attacking my neck, he
questions me about volunteering.  “Why did you sign up for the kissing
booth?  Did you mean what you said?”


Eyes closed, I can barely think
when his hands and mouth are all over me.  “About?”  


“Being single?”  Alex stops
his tantalizingly touch which spread from my neck, down to my breast, stopping
at the inside of my thighs.


Crap!  I’m so confused.  I catch myself from saying
yes, because I really do hope it’s not the case.  I tilt my head back to
avoid his glare.  “Not that I owe you an explanation, but you haven’t
talked to me all week and before that we never really established what this
is.”  Trying to show the space between us is kind of difficult when his
lips are sucking and caressing every bare inch of my skin.


“The thought of you with someone
else kills me, even in a paid kissing booth.  When you announced at the
meeting today that you were single…it took all my will power not to tell
everyone that you’re mine.  You don’t even know how dangerously close I
got.”


“Is this how you treat women that
belong to you?  If that’s the case…”  His lips once again find
my mouth; sucking on my bottom lip, nibbling slightly.  I know what he’s
trying to do…and damn it, its working.  Did I even have a chance? 


“I know I fucked up.  I’m
sure I tortured myself enough for the both of us.  I’ve imagined so many
scenarios in my head; all the different men trying to take my place while I was
off trying to get my head back on straight.  I already knew I didn’t want
to share you, but I’m just worried that my condition about keeping our
relationship hidden, is asking too much of you; that it…that I might not be
enough.”  


“Shouldn’t you let me make that
decision?”  This is what I’ve wanted from the moment I first saw
him.  So, why does this feel so scary?  “What exactly are you saying,
Alex?”


With a smile that reaches into my
soul, he stills his movement, and tilts his head back to look into my hopeful
eyes.  Hands no longer traveling my body, instead clasped together on my
lower back, he answers me with unnamed emotion.  “Well, I’m hoping you’ll
be my girl.”


“Your girl?” I repeat his word
over and over in my head.  Peering into his excited eyes, it finally sinks
in.  He wants to be with me.    


Alex places his right hand over
my heart. “My Hart,” he whispers as he rests his forehead against mine.  I
nod.  Apparently that was the signal he was waiting for.  Without
restrain he takes my willing mouth into his, hands’ traveling up my body as he
slowly teases my breasts.  


“Ahhh…Alex.”  I can’t help
the moans of sexual tension building inside me.  After the roller coaster
of emotions, we both need this release.  He doesn’t stop me when I reach up
to unbutton his shirt, sighing with relief instead.  Alex is mine and I am
his.  Revealing his defined abs, I run my hand down his smooth chest until
I’ve reach his navel.  My hands work their magic, unbuckling his belt in
record time as I open his fly; his erection fills my hand.    


“Elyssa, I want you,” he groans,
heat pouring over my lips.  That guttural sound makes my knees weak and I
continue to stroke him.


“Yes...”  With that, Alex
lifts me taking me to the couch.  Just like our first time, I straddle him
as he sits comfortably beneath me.  My brain barely processes that we’re
on the couch again, and not in my room.  But, not wanting to end this
sudden surge of gratification, I don’t say anything.


“Lift your arms,” he
demands.  Helping me out of my shirt, Alex reaches around unhooking my
bra.  “You’re perfect.”  He nuzzles my breasts slowly taking my right
nipple into his mouth torturing…licking…sucking.  I fist my hands into his
hair and start to grind against him.  “I want to be inside you,” he demands.


“Please, Alex…”  He reaches
down and unbuttons my pants, ripping them off with little help.  Reaching
in past my panties, he gently massages my clit, kissing me with more
urgency.  “Alex...” I moan as I grip his shoulders and continue to grind
against him.  The need I have for him is unrelenting.  


Abruptly, we’re pulled out of our
ecstasy.  A loud knock on the front door, rattles us both to a halt. 
We remain quiet and when we don’t hear another knock, I shrug my shoulders and
giggle slightly.  Looking back into Alex’s infatuated blue eyes, a
familiar voice starts to scream from the other side of the front door.


Bang!  Bang! 
Bang!  “Elyssa! 
I know you’re home.  I see your car.”  Fuck me!


“Who the fuck is that?” Alex
whispers, his arms tensing around me.


“It’s Cole.  If we’re quiet,
maybe he’ll leave.”  The last time I saw him we were okay, and he knows he
can’t just come barging in on my life.  I set those boundaries a long time
ago. 


“Let me answer the fucking
door.  I’ll set him straight.”  Alex attempts to get up off the couch
but I forcefully place my hands on his bare chest, pushing him into the
cushion.


“Alex, please?  Let me take
care of this.”  I kiss him on the lips, hoping that will placate him for
now, and rise from his lap.  Bang!  Bang!  Bang!  


I grab my shirt and pull on my
pants.  Instead of opening the door, I yell through it.  “What do you
want, Cole?”


“Let me in!”  His voice
sounds slurred; he’s been drinking, heavily.


“Cole, are you drunk?”


“I’ve had a couple of
drinks.  What’s the big fucking deal?  Just let me in.  I want
to see you.”  Thump!  Through the peep hole, I see Cole
resting his cheek against the door.  


“Cole, sit down.  I’m going
to call a cab.”


Like usual, he doesn’t
listen.  Instead, he starts to get belligerent, yelling even louder. 
“Ely, I can still remember how you taste.”  Are you fucking kidding
me?  Fuck my life.  He’s going to ruin everything, just when it
was getting back on track.  “Have I ever told you…you’re the best I’ve
ever had?  Even though you were a virgin….making love to you was the most
amazing…you were so tight…”


“Cole, stop it!”  I glance
at Alex, fury coursing through the veins in his neck as he searches for his
shirt.  He’s trying to get dressed and fast, which scares the shit out of
me.  I can’t let him open this door.


Alex walks towards me, gripping
the doorknob tightly.  With all my strength, I force him away and reach up
to pull his lips towards mine.  “Alex, please?  He’s drunk and I know
he doesn’t mean what he’s saying,” I whisper.


“You can’t expect me to just sit
here and listen to this bullshit.”  Alex points towards the door.  “I
fucking told you about his obsession with you.”  I don’t like seeing this
side of Alex.  This Alex scares me a little.


“Ely, are you there?”  I can
hear and feel Cole pounding on the door, as my hand rests on the doorknob,
replacing Alex’s.


“Cole, you need to go home. 
You’re drunk.”  I can’t believe he’s doing this.  After all we’ve
been through; he’s being a shitty friend.  But, even a shitty friend
deserves some compassion.  I should open the door, or at least get a cab
for him.  No, instead, I’m trying to manage both of the men in my
life.  And I’m failing miserably.


“Ely, let me come in,
please?!  I want to fuck you so badly.”  I glance backwards towards Alex,
finding him pacing in the corner of the living room.  Trying to block out
the painted picture, his hands are balled on each side of his head.  “I
love you, Elyssa Jane Hart!”  Cole’s words of adoration send Alex into a
sinking rage.  Shaking, he kneels on the floor of my living room.  I
rush to his side.


“Alex, please…just ignore
him!”  I kneel down, not knowing what to do.  I go to touch him, but
his solid blue intense glare stops me cold.  The look of fear, disgust,
and hurt all rolled into one shattered face.


“You better get rid of that
asshole before I do it my own fucking self.  Trust me Elyssa, you don’t
want me to go out there.  Fix this…fix this now!”  When I said I
didn’t like angry Alex very much, well, that was an understatement.  I
hate angry Alex.   


Not wasting a second, I rush to
the door and swing it open just in time to see Cole projectile vomiting into
the bushes next to my door.  Ugh, that is disgusting! 
Catching his breath, he realizes the door is open and smirks, trying to come at
me.  “Go home!  We aren’t together…and we never will be.  You’re
my friend, and right now, you’re being a rather shitty one.  I don’t want
to see your face.  Go home, Cole!”


“Elyssa….you are so beautiful,
even when you’re mad.  I’m sure you’re still as tight as I remember.”


In a moment of complete
embarrassment, rage takes over and I slap Cole with all of my strength,
shocking both of us.  Reaching up to grasp his cheek, he looks at me in
utter disbelief.  “Get the fuck out of here!  I never want to see you
again,” I scream, slamming the door on his devastated face.  


Quickly locking the door, I
exhale heavily resting my head against the dark wood frame.  Not having
any time to collect myself, Alex is still on the ground.  Kneeling, he
slowly removes his hands from the sides of his head as I approach him.  I
sink to the floor and take his hands into mine; a different kind of ache begins
to form in my chest, as I slowly examine his face.  His eyes, normally
exuberant, are anguished, his mouth set in a frown as he stares blankly at my
hands. 


Slowly, he lifts his face and our
eyes meet.  I’m overcome with embarrassment, knowing my baggage caused
this and wanting so much to erase this night.  This is not his problem,
and yet because of me, he’s cowering on the floor of my apartment, trying to
contain his thunderous temper.


“Alex, I’m sorry!”  This
isn’t about me, I know that, but I can’t help the tears starting to well in my
eyes.


“Elyssa, I can’t do
this...”  The slow ache in my heart is now throbbing, threatening to
explode out of my chest.  I can’t blame him for not wanting to deal with
my unresolved issues.  My mind whirls and panic sets in.  He’s
breaking up with me.  “I can’t see you go through this bullshit. 
I did it for too long with my Mom and I was too young and weak to do anything
about it.  It never ended well.”  


Tears break through, streaming
down my face.  All of the revelations tonight are crashing down on me and
I don’t know if my already weak emotions can face another.  “Alex,
don’t.  You don’t have to explain anything.”


“No, I do.  You have to know
what you’re getting yourself into.”  Resolved to listen, I nod so he can
continue.  “My whole life my dad was a horrible drunk and for years he
would beat the shit out of my mother.  I tried to protect her.  There
were several times I tried to fight him off, but I was too small.  Once
her body was riddled with cancer, it just wasn’t fun for him anymore. 
That’s when he finally stopped.  I swore to myself that I would never be
that weak again.”  He reaches up and softly pushes the tears away with his
thumb.  “I can’t and won’t sit back and do nothing.


Soft sobs now escaping, I don’t
know what to say.  Are we both too broken to be together?  “I’m so
sorry, Alex.  For this.  For everything.  I don’t want to be the
cause of any more of your pain, and understand if you don’t want to see me
anymore.”  I close my eyes and brace myself, anticipating the worst.


“What…no!  Elyssa, look at
me!  I never said I didn’t want to be with you.  Not when I just got
you back.”  When I meet his gaze, he gently strokes my cheek with the back
of his hand.  Here he is, trying to reassure me, when I can still see his
own torment.  Gently pushing the hair from my face, he continues.  “I
only said that I couldn’t sit back and do nothing.  If he comes back, I
will deal with him.” 


“He’s not usually like
this.  No, this is definitely my fault.”  I know one day I’ll have to
reveal more of the reason we broke up, not only to Alex, but possibly even to
Cole, but not right now.  Not this soon in our relationship and definitely
not right now when he’s still radiating with anger.  


Alex stands and walks towards the
window, crossing his arms as he peers out towards the lawn.  “Don’t make
excuses for him, Elyssa.  You’re not that weak.”  


I rush towards him, wrapping my
arms around him from behind, wanting nothing more than to feel him.  Our
connection was tested, but not broken.  “I’m not.  I’m sorry you had
to be here for this.”


Turning to face me, he returns my
embrace.  Wrapping his arms tightly around me, I nuzzle into his chest, as
the sound of his heartbeat calms me.  Closing my eyes, I bask in the
moment; I feel safe…cared for.  “You shouldn’t be sorry.  If he’d
gotten out of control, at least I would’ve been able to protect you.  If I
wasn’t here, you would’ve let him in.  Then what would’ve happened?” 
He tightens his embrace when I start to shudder, imagining.  I don’t think
Cole would ever hurt me, but then again I’ve not seen him this drunk for quite
some time.  Not since I broke up with him.  


“Thank you for being here.
 I know this isn’t how you imagined tonight going.”  I smile up at
him, trying so desperately to reassure him that Cole and I are over.


“Tonight isn’t over yet.” 
Slowly, he leans down, running his supple lips softly over mine, hands
traveling down my body, caressing each curve.  “I want you…but not
here.”  I frown as he releases me.  “Pack a bag; you’re coming home
with me.”


“What?”  I stand in
shock.  Okay, I know this little episode has put a damper in things, but
really?  I don’t think we have to leave my apartment.  Cole isn’t
stupid enough to come back.  If he hasn’t already started to walk home,
I’m sure he’s passed out down the street.


“I’m not leaving you here alone
in case that asshole comes back,” he glares at me, daring me to argue.


“Alex, you really don’t need to
worry about me.  Cole wouldn’t hurt me.”  But, even as I utter the
words, I know my voice deceives me, leaving out the main ingredient. 
Conviction.


“Elyssa…this isn’t up for
discussion.  I’ve seen what alcohol does to people.”  Alex shakes his
head.  I really hope this hasn’t dredged up too many painful memories from
his past.  “You’re coming with me, even if I have to throw you over my
shoulder and carry you out.”  I decide not to push him any further into
the darkness, and grab an overnight bag and start to pack.


As we leave the apartment, I
warily glance around checking for traces of where Cole may have ended up. 
Alex holds the passenger door open for me and I feel uneasy as I continue to
scan the parking lot.  The feeling of being watched rushes over me and
suddenly I feel afraid.  Not afraid for myself, but fear for Cole. 
What would Alex do to him?  


Pulling away from my apartment,
the memory of Cole’s research of Alex’s arrest and his possible violent past,
repeats in my head.  Glancing over my left shoulder, sits this amazingly
polite, beautiful, and deep man that for some reason cares for me.  At
this moment, there is not a violent bone in his body.  He only wants to
keep me safe.
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The outside lights are on,
showing the tall trees and immaculately kept bushes that line the long curved
driveway.  His house is quite intimidating.  Too much for someone his
age, but I completely understand his need to make a home for himself and his
grandmother.  I’ll never be able to understand how he’s amassed so much in
such a short amount of time.  Let’s just hope he’s as driven in his
personal life as he is in his career.  


I’m out of the car before Alex
can come around and open my door.  It’s nice that he’s always a gentleman,
but I can take care of myself.  With a pout, he accepts my outstretched
hand and leads me up the cobble stone pathway to his front door.  “You
have such a beautiful home, Alex.  I never had a chance to tell you that
before.”


“Oh…on the detour?”  A sweet
smile spreads across his lips.  The dimples that I love so much make an
appearance.  


“Yes, the detour,” I
whisper.  He remembers the little details of our beginning, which warms my
heart.  He is paying attention.  Back when I was afraid I was
nothing but a number to him, those moments meant something to the both of
us.  The pain and frustration over the past couple of weeks have been more
than worth it.  I’d do it all over again just to end up right here, right
now with him.  I literally traveled to hell and back just to have him call
me his girl and make me feel whole again.  


Leading me through the front
door, the foyer is exactly as I remember.  Beautiful, intricate sculptures
and pottery, made by his mother, rest on the oversized table lining the entry
way.  I don’t think I’ll ever get over the overwhelming feeling just
walking into his house.  Luckily my hand is still in his as he drags me
towards his kitchen.  If it wasn’t for the fact that he was pulling me
along with him, I might have stood in awe for hours, taking it all in.


We’re not alone as we enter the
kitchen.  “Alexander?”  We’re both startled, not expecting
company.  Standing in the doorway, wearing a purple floor length
nightgown, his grandmother looks ever so fragile and petite as she rubs the
sleep from her eyes.   


“Nana, what are you doing out of
bed?” Alex immediately releases me and walks towards her, tenderly reaching out
for her hand.


“I had a nightmare.  I can’t
fall back asleep.”  His face falls, wanting nothing more than to shield
her from the ugliness of the world.  Alex is strong, but there is only so
much within his power, and he knows it. 


“I’m sorry.  Come on, let’s
get you back in bed.”  He grabs her hand, trying to pull her back into the
direction of her room.


She stills.  “Are you
hungry?  I should make you a peanut butter and banana sandwich.”  I
really need to ask him about this.  This is the second time she’s
mentioned the odd meal and it must have some sort of significance.  I watched
a documentary about Elvis and remember this was his favorite food; I wonder if
there is a connection between the two.  Well, Alex is the King of my
heart.


“No, Nana.  I’m not
hungry.  Come let’s get you in bed.”


“No, Alexander.  I told you,
I couldn’t sleep.  Sing me a song, instead.”  Now I can see where
Alex gets his demanding attitude from.  She’s just as adorable as he
is when he’s being bossy.  I smirk and suppress a giggle.  There is
someone who’s able to give him a taste of his own medicine. 


“If you insist, Nana.”  Of
course he gives into her.  He glances at me nervously, asking for my
forgiveness?  Permission?  I don’t know what he wants, but whatever
it is, he has it.


“Come on Katherine, Alexander’s
going to sing for us.”  She rushes over, grabbing me by the hand leading
me in the direction of her room.  Katherine?  Alex sighs from
behind us, grabbing the guitar from the corner, as we walk down the hallway and
enter his grandmother’s sitting area.


Nana continues holding my hand,
as she leads me to the couch.  She waits in anticipation as Alex sits on
the rocking chair directly in front of us.  Her eyes light up and I see
the love and adoration she has for her grandson.  Alex looks
nervous.  Or, is he embarrassed?  Maybe he doesn’t want me here
for this.  I signal to him with my hands, pointing to myself and then
the doorway, asking if he would like me to leave.  Without hesitation, he
shakes his head.  My heart sighs, as I pat Nana’s hand, squeezing it
gently.


My attention on Nana is broken
once Alex strums the guitar.  His melodic voice starts to echo through the
sitting area as he begins singing an acoustic version of Elvis Presley’s, Can’t
Help Falling In Love.  


“I love Elvis,” Nana exclaims,
tightening her grip on my hand.  I smile at her, only taking my eyes off
Alex for a split second before returning my attention to him.  His voice
is pure, masculine and deep, yet he sings with such emotion.  His fingers
gracefully glide over the strings as he continues to croon with his eyes
tightly closed.  Drops of dew touch my hand and I realize there are tears
streaming down Nana’s face.


“Are you okay?” I whisper to her,
not wanting to interrupt Alex.  


She nods, patting my hand. 
“Just happy, dear.  We did good Katherine.  He really has grown into
an amazing man.”


I nod my head in agreement, while
Alex finishes the song.  Strumming the guitar string one last time, Alex
opens his eyes and grins.  “Alright time for bed.”


Leaning over, she kisses me on
the cheek.  “Good night, Katherine.”


“Night Nana,” I whisper as Alex
takes her by her hand.


“I’ll be right back,” Alex
murmurs, leading his grandmother into her bedroom.  


Waiting for Alex’s return, I lay
back against the cushions, my eyes fluttering shut as I’m bombarded with
emotions from the past twenty-four hours.  Starting off my day in complete
and utter dismay thinking Alex was the root of all evil, I’ve gone from
depression to utter rage, imagining ways to not only rip his head off, but
Autumn’s as well.  Then there was our showdown at my apartment.  I’ve
never yelled at anyone the way I screamed at him and yet here we are.  I’m
in my boyfriend’s house.  My boyfriend…my man.  I like the
way that sounds.  I’m in a relationship!  After so long, I
finally feel the excitement and passion that I always knew I wanted.  This
is what it feels like to fall in love.  


Alex glides back into the room,
closing the door behind him.  Walking over, his face is full of
sorrow.  His brows are creased, trying to force a smile.


“Is she asleep?”  Why is
he so upset?  He nods sinking into the couch next to me.  Leaning
over his body, he places his head in his hands.  


“Sorry we were interrupted,
again.”


“There’s nothing to be sorry
about.  It’s gratifying to see how you are with her.  At least it was
your grandmother and not one of your many exes.”  I bump his shoulder with
mine trying to lighten the mood, which seems to work as I’m rewarded with a
partial smile.  I pause, not knowing if I even want to know the answer to
the next question, “Who is Katherine?”


“Katherine’s my mother.  She
called you that a few times, didn’t she?  Sorry about that, her memory
goes in and out.  Sometimes, she doesn’t even remember who Delores is,
which has started to pose some real problems.  But, she hasn’t forgotten
me yet, but one day...”  He gazes down at his long fingers, sitting in
silence.  My heart aches for him.  I can’t even fathom how hard all
of this has been on him.  Taking care of his grandmother is one thing, but
to also contend with a debilitating disease, one that will only get worse with
time, has got to be tough.


I try to lighten the mood, taking
his hand in mine, kissing each knuckle.  “Are you a fan of peanut butter
and banana sandwiches?


He smirks. “It was my favorite
snack as a child.  As you can tell my grandmother loves Elvis, so I didn’t
really have a choice.”  He laughs, but his mood darkens with the blink of
his eyes.  “When things got bad with my Mom and Dad, when the arguing got
really bad, I would climb out my window at night and run to my grandmother’s
house.  No matter the time, day or night, she would always be there to let
me in.  She started to make me peanut butter and banana sandwiches and for
some reason, not sure why, they always made me feel better.”


Tears brim my eyes just thinking
about Alex as a small boy.  The woman lying in the next room, with
vanishing memories, was his savior.  Now I fully understand why he feels
he owes her so much.  Why Alex goes to extremes to make sure she is
comfortable and cared for.  He’s just paying her back for the love and
care she gave him.  But, Alex deserves to be cared for and taken care of,
as well.  I want to do that for him, to show him that there’s more to life
than the pain of his past.  Slowly reaching up, I grasp the back of his
neck, bringing his lips down to reach mine.  


Our kiss deepens and for a moment
I forget that we are in his grandmother’s living room, and lose myself in the
moment.  Unfortunately, my stomach doesn’t care about the aching between
my legs, deciding to speak up, and loudly at that.  The grumbling from my
belly causes Alex to break our kiss.  Pausing he glances down at my navel
and breaks into laughter.  


“Hungry?”  Although slightly
embarrassing, I’m glad that his jovial mood has returned.


“I haven’t exactly had an
appetite for the past four days.”  Alex looks pained, guilty, at my
confession.


“Well I guess I need to fix that,
don’t I?”  Standing, Alex grabs my hand and leads me towards the
kitchen.  Bringing me to the breakfast bar, Alex lifts me, placing me on a
barstool.  With a brief kiss, he heads around the counter in search of
food.  “So do you want me to cook something or would you prefer to order
in?  


“You cook?”  I don’t know
why anything he does surprises me anymore.  He nods as he leans against
the island.  “I’d love for you to cook me something.”


His face brightens. 
Clasping his hands, he rubs them together as he bites his lower lip. 
“So….do you have any cravings?”  My brows raise; his question seems
partially laced with a sexual innuendo.  Well, this is Alex we are talking
about.  Shaking his head, he smirks.  “Food…do you have any
preference in food.”  I giggle hiding my face in embarrassment.  He
knew exactly where my mind was headed, but of course for me, these thoughts are
new and seem to only appear when he’s around.


“Surprise me.”  


Alex gets to work, grabbing
chicken, cilantro, green onions, and an array of other items from the
fridge.  Dashing around the kitchen, Alex seems to be in a dozen places
all at the same time.  Pulling pans from the upper rack and grabbing
cooking tongs from the drawer inside the island, bending and stretching his
body, he is giving me images to fantasize about later.  I’m practically
salivating before he even begins to make the food.  My eyes are completely
fixated on the way he moves and how his forearms flex as he cuts the vegetables
with pure precision.  I could watch him for hours.  “Is there
anything I can do to help?”  Besides sit here and feel like a complete
stalker.


He looks up without breaking his
concentration, grabbing an onion he begins to chop.  “No, just sit there
and look beautiful.”  


I blush, “Well, I feel like I’m
not bringing anything to the table.  You’re making dinner.  How am I
to repay you?”  I bite my lip as I tease him, trying to break his
concentration.


“Oh, I can think of a few ways
you can repay me.”  He’s easily distracted as his mind is always focused
on one thing.  I grin and shake my head.


“So, who taught you to cook
anyways?  Some ex-girlfriend of yours?”   Of course I’m curious
to know any little detail about him, but really hope this skill was self taught
rather than acquired from a woman he’s been intimate with.  Irritated with
myself for asking, I’m not sure where this obsessive need to compete with the
unknown came from, but it’s kind of annoying.


“My grandmother.”  Still
chopping he glances up checking for my reaction.  I smile, reassuring him
that I think it’s adorable that he’s learned so much from her.  And,
relieved my inner turmoil has been put to bay.  I’m starting to have a
deeper understanding of the profound affect she’s had on him.  I like
imagining Alex as a boy with his unruly hair, standing in the kitchen with his
grandmother, using a step stool, chopping vegetables and learning how to
scramble his first egg.


Alex divvies out the food on two
elegant, square white plates and carries them around, placing them on the
counter as he sits next to me.  Grabbing his fork, Alex readies a small
bite and brings it up to my mouth, urging me to try.  My eyes flutter as I
savor each morsel and moan with appreciation.  “Oh my God, Alex…”  As
my eyes open, Alex’s face is frozen with a look of shock.  “What?” 
My face flushes.


Leaning over he whispers, “Keep
making noises like that and you’ll continue to go hungry.”  His hand
traveling up my thigh as he places a sweet kiss against the nape of my neck
which brings my other cravings to the forefront of my mind.  Alex must see
the desirous look in my eyes, kissing my lips he adds, “Now eat up. 
You’re going to need your stamina.”  


Diving in, I can see many more
meals in our future.  Although simple, the chicken stir fry is addicting
and I can’t get enough.  He’s talented in so many ways.  Practically
licking my plate clean, I’m done in record time with Alex finishing shortly
after me.  He eyes my plate before clearing them, placing them in the dish
washer.  


“Thank you for dinner, Alex,” I
say adoringly, resting my head in my hands.  


“You’re welcome.” 
Sauntering over, he stalks me like I’m his prey; his gaze intense, lips perking
up in a slight smirk.  Swiveling the seat to face him as he approaches,
Alex places his hands on my knees, guiding my legs apart.  Placing a soft
kiss on my lips, he wraps his arms around me.  “I like having you
here.”  Nuzzling into my neck, Alex breaths me in and holds me.  


“I like being here.  I’d be
happy anywhere as long as I’m with you.”  Wrapping my arms around his
neck, we remain entwined with one another, enjoying the moment.  “You
asked me earlier if I was craving anything...” Looking up biting my lip, a
devilish smile spreads across his face as he registers what I’m asking for.


“You can’t say it, can
you?”  Rubbing his fingers over my lips gently, I pout, kissing the pads
of his fingers.  “Tell me Elyssa, what are you craving?”


Looking towards the ceiling I
exaggerate being deep in thought, raising my finger to my lip.  “Well he’s
about six foot two, eyes as blue as the heavens he fell from, with a body that
makes me forget my name.”  He chuckles as he brings me in closer, nuzzling
into my neck.  As I wrap my arms around him, Alex lifts me and carries me
down the hall.  Pushing the door open with his foot, he carries me over
the threshold, into his bedroom.  


Placing me on the edge of his
bed, Alex goes back to lock the door.  Lying against the black silk of his
comforter I stretch my body, running my fingers over the smooth material. 
I can feel Alex’s eyes on me as I prop myself up on my elbows, taking him in as
he saunters back towards me.  Giving me a show, he starts to unbutton his
shirt, his fingers moving too slow for my liking. Abs flexing, he drops his
shirt to the floor the moment he reaches the edge of the bed.  With a
devilish grin, he grabs my thighs, pulling me towards him.  I giggle as my
body slides across the top of his bed with ease.


Pulling me into a sitting
position, he grabs the hem of my shirt, lifting the material above my head,
discarding it to the floor.  His fire blue eyes examine my body, raking
over my face, my breasts, my navel, right down to my toes.  Reaching down,
he caresses my breasts through the silky material of my bra, pausing to lean
down and kiss me feverishly before pushing me back towards the bed. 
Climbing on top, he blankets my body with soft kisses starting at my navel,
working his way up towards my breasts, stopping to tease my nipples.  His
tongue feels like silk, slowly licking and teasing each inch of me.  I
want him!  I want to feel every inch of him.


Continuing his torturous pace, he
places delicate kisses on my clavicle and grazes my jaw lightly with his
lips.  “Do you want me, Elyssa?” he whispers in my ear; the words speaking
directly to the ache between my thighs.  I nod, words fail me.


“I need you to say it.”  His
voice is calm as his hands continue to explore my body.  “Say it…say you
want me.”  His eyes meeting mine for a moment before he continues to run
his tongue against the nape of my neck.


“You know I do Alex…” I
practically moan the words.


“That’s not good enough.” 
Sitting up, Alex kneels between my legs, no longer touching or kissing
me.  “You’re gonna have to tell me what you want.”


With a pout I once again prop
myself up on my elbows.  “That’s not fair.”  Time to take matters
into my own hands.  Reaching forward, I run my fingers over the zipper
of his pants, rubbing against his growing erection.  Grabbing my wrist,
Alex stops me before I’m able to unbuckle his belt.  “Alex, please….I need
you.”  I blush at thought of having to shout off sexual orders to
him.  He has to know how much I want him and only him.  


With my words Alex reaches down
to unbutton his fly and discards his pants and boxer briefs in one swift
movement.  Kneeling between my legs, I take in his image.  My breath
hitches.  He’s exposed and although we’ve been intimate before, this is
the first time I’ve seen him completely naked.  My eyes travel from his
chest, past his abs, to his very prominent sex lines.


My eyes linger on his fully erect
member.  The words escape my mouth before I can even comprehend what I’m
saying.  “I want you….so much, Alex.  Please…” I beg, before biting
my lips, squeezing my legs together to suppress the urge to satisfy my own
aching need


I sit up reaching as I greedily
wrap both of my hands around his shaft.  His eyes close as I slowly start
to massage him.  Shortly after, his hips begin to move in unison with my
hands.  “Fuck, Elyssa…” a growl escapes his lips before he pushes me back
down to the mattress, breaking my grip.  Reaching down, he rips off my
pants, along with my panties, discarding them to the side of the bed. 
Lifting me, Alex reaches behind, unclasping my bra to expose my swollen
breasts.  “You are so perfect…”


Reaching between my legs, I
position him for entry.  With one thrust, Alex is inside me; where he
belongs.  Continuing his slow and steady movement, he penetrates me over
and over again, as his tongue tortures each nipple.  With my hands
gripping his tousled hair, I moan with pleasure.   


“Harder…please,” I breathe,
feeling his smile as his tongue continues to explore my body.  


The pounding quickens at my
request, feeling him push against me harder and harder.  Lifting my left
leg, Alex places it on his shoulder as he pushes deeper into me.  Oh my
God!  The pressure builds inside as I open my eyes to look into his,
wanting to see and feel his passion.


“Don’t stop,” I yell out, as I
reach up holding onto the comforter for dear life.    


“Elyssa…” Alex screams as we both
climax together.  His grinding slowly comes to a halt as he lowers my leg,
not letting go of our connection.  I wince as he pulls out of me and rolls
over onto his back, both of our breathing erratic as we bask in post-coital
bliss.  I’ve never been able to climax the way I have with Alex.  He
appears to be my exception.  Sex with him is other worldly; I’m officially
addicted.  I continue to lie still as small aftershocks continue to riddle
my body.


Turning on his side, Alex props
himself playfully onto his elbow, resting his hand on my belly.  “Are you
ok?”


Fully satisfied, my eyes remain
closed as he gently caresses my skin.  “I’m more than okay.”  His
hand continues to lazily graze over my navel as we lay side by side, not saying
a word.  It’s such a comfortable feeling, knowing we’re blissfully
sated.  I don’t think anyone or anything could bring me down from this
high.


“Can I ask you something?”  Okay,
he’s stealing my lines now?  This can’t be good.


“Of course, anything.” 
Although there are things in my past I don’t want to talk about, with Alex I’m
an open book and he’s free to peruse.  


“When was the last time you slept
with Cole?”  I guess I was wrong about nothing being able to bring me down
from my high.  Why, why, why does he have to bring up Cole? 
Especially after the past few hours?


I open my eyes in shock, glancing
in his direction.  “You really want to have this conversation now?”  


“Yes, I need to know.  The
things he was saying at your doorstep…I just…I need to know.”


I turn on my side to face
him.  “Alex, it’s been years.”  Playfully poking him in the nose, I
try to lighten the mood.  I can’t imagine Alex feeling self conscious or
ever feeling that Cole is anything close to competition.  “But, if you
must know, being with Cole was nothing like this.”


He contemplates what I’ve said,
letting the reality set in.  “I just need to know that you prefer me over
him.”


“I’d prefer you over
anyone.”  I reach over to caress his face and place an indulgent kiss on
his chest.  


He wraps his arm around me
pulling me closer, exhaling with relief.  “Being with you makes me forget
everything and I guess that’s what scares me.  I forget about all the
bullshit at work, I forget who we are outside of these four walls.  My
priorities have shifted and now, you are becoming one of them.”  I’m
his own personal Red Rock.  


“We’ll figure it out…”


“I can’t lose you.  Not
now…”


“I’m here.”  I nuzzle into
his chest as exhaustion takes over, bringing slumber to the both of us.


 


Saturday, October 6, 2012


It’s hard to tell if I’m still
dreaming as I wake next to the man I’m close to falling in love with. 
He’s stretched out on his stomach, his arm slung over my breasts, his breath
blowing lightly on the nape of my neck.  My body aches and I desperately
need to stretch, but I don’t want to wake him.  Instead, I lay and stare
at him, breathing in this beautiful disaster of a man that is now officially
mine.  His disheveled hair is the only remnants from our night together;
he looks flawless.  His full lips are in a perfect pout, ready for a
morning kiss.  I can’t resist and lean over and brush my lips against
his.  


Stirring, he turns on his back
and pulls me into a closer embrace, but remains sound asleep.  With my
head resting against his rising and falling chest, I’m finally able to take in
his room.  The room is, of course, neat and organized, but there is an
unexpected serenity.  The vibrant purple and red paintings that frame his
walls contrast nicely with the different shades of white, grey, and black
furnishings.  Towards the far end of the room sits a modern white couch
and a matching chair which faces four large windows, allowing a spectacular view
of the mountains.  


Returning my focus back to Alex’s
naked body, I fully imagine waking up like this every day.  I can
practically learn anatomy just from looking at the lines of his chest,
shoulders, and his lat muscles.  It’s definitely beneficial to fall asleep
next to him after sex.  My hungry eyes travel from his beautiful face,
down his muscular physique, stopping as I focus on my hands lying over his
heart.  My heart.


All this lingering has awaken my
desire and I can’t resist testing if Alex is a morning person.  My hand
travels down his body to his happy trail, softly tracing his sex lines, holding
back the temptation to explore his nether regions with my mouth. 
Responding to my touch, Alex stirs rubbing his growing erection against my hip. 
Looking up, I realize he’s awake, a smile spreading across his beautiful
lips.  I lean up and kiss his dimples, blushing at getting caught.


“Morning, my Hart.”  I
love it when he calls me that.  He makes me feel cherished. 
“What trouble are you getting yourself into?” he says coyly as he rubs his
eyes.


“Exploring a little bit,” I smile
innocently at him.


”Did you find anything of
interest?” he says, playfully rubbing his hips against me.


“I found a small…little…something…of
possible interest,” I tease, batting my eyes.


“Little?”  Pouting,
pretending to have a wounded ego, he glances down at his full erection. 
“You’ve cut me to the core, Ms. Hart!”  


“Let me make it up to you, Mr.
James.”  I slide down, kissing every inch of his hard body, until I’m able
to take him into my mouth.  He barely fits, but I’m always up for a
challenge.  I hold onto his shaft, while gently sucking and stroking
him.  


“Ahhh…Elyssa…slow down.” 
What he says and what he wants is evident, his hands are in my hair, gently
guiding me at a steady pace.  I look up his body, through my lashes, still
sucking hard.  His head is tilted back slightly, mouth parted.  I
remove him from my mouth and slowly lick his shaft, traveling all the way up to
the tip and back down.  I peek up at him, this time his head is tilted
forward, watching me.  Taking him back into my mouth, I continue the
torture of sucking and stroking.  I never knew how much fun and hot this
could be.


“God Elyssa…” he groans. 
“Stop, I don’t want to come in your mouth.”  He reaches down and gently
lifts my body so I’m straddling him.  I lean down to meet his awaiting
mouth, sucking his bottom lip as he groans loudly.  “I want you on
top.  I want to watch you.”  I position him for entry and gradually
ease myself down, my mouth parting as our bodies engage.  


My hips roll expeditiously, but
Alex has another idea.  “Slow, Elyssa.  I don’t want to be the only
one that comes.”  Placing his hands on each side of my waist, we move slow
and together.  


His gaze is hypnotizing and I
grin salaciously at the thought of Alex coming undone between my thighs. 
I continue to rise and fall at an unhurried pace, enjoying each movement,
taking in the sight of him underneath me.  Reaching up, his hands slowly
tease my nipples, tugging them ever so slightly, leaving me panting, wanting
more.  Without losing our connection, he sits up and takes one into his
mouth while cupping the other with his hand. 


Tension develops as my climax
slowly builds with each brush of his tongue.  Wanting the feeling of him
on my mouth, I move my hands from his hair and tug his relentless mouth from my
breast, kissing him with force.  Our tongues tangle as my body quickens,
ready for release.  Picking up my pace, I continue to roll back and forth
as my fingers dig into the back of his shoulders.


“I’m going to come,” he grumbles,
filling my body with warmth we both climax as I scream out his name.  My
breathing is erratic as I slump down on top of him.  Barely able to move,
I pull him out of me, loving the soreness that his body brings.  A
constant reminder of where’s he’s been and what we’ve done together.  


“That was some wake up call,” he
says smoothly.  Stroking my back, he holds me against him.  “As much as
I want to lie in bed with you all day, we need to get up and shower.”  A
shower with Alex might just be what I need.  After the past four days, I
don’t want to let him out of my sight.  Cradling me in his arms, Alex
rises from the bed carrying me to the adjoined bathroom.


~~~~~


Wrapped in a fluffy towel, I
glance in the mirror and can’t hide my enthusiasm.  Weeks ago, Alex was
nothing but a hope and erotic dream; now he is my reality.  I ogle my man,
grinning from ear to ear, as he stands gloriously naked, drying himself off
with a light blue towel.  Lucky towel!  His biceps flex as he
rubs the cloth over every inch of his body, teasing me.  Screw the
towel, I’m one lucky girl.  


It’s almost too good to be
true.  After last night and then this morning, I don’t want any of it to
end.  Problem is in a few hours we will be back in reality at the
fundraiser; a reality where Alex is the V.P. and I am just another
subordinate.  With no emotions, no affection, no connection.  After
claiming one another, can we go on pretending to mean nothing?  Before I
was just disappointed that we couldn’t arrive together, but now…now that he
belongs to me, it pains me to know that my claim only exists in the confines of
our own hearts.  My insecurities are starting to surface and I’m trying to
not be that type of girl.  


“We’ll have to go and get my
car.”  I mutter as I finish drying off.  I can tell he wasn’t
expecting my odd comment and my sudden bleak mood.  


With a look of confusion, Alex
asks, “Why?”  His hair is still damp and small droplets fall on his
muscular shoulders.  It’s hard for me to concentrate, and answer his
question, while he’s naked and wet standing in front of me; regardless of the
no nonsense look on his face.  


“The fundraiser, remember? 
We can’t arrive together.”  I sulk as I wrap my towel tighter around
me.  Will it always be this way?  Will we always have to be a
secret?  Or, will one of us have to make sacrifices to be together? 
Would he ever ask me to give up my career at SHI, or for that matter, could I
give up my career for him?  Unfortunately, there’s always a lingering
feeling of dread that our relationship really isn’t a relationship, if no one
else knows.  


My mind automatically fixates on
the conference room and Autumn’s dirty little paws all over him. 
Jealously builds and I fight back the tears of frustration at the thought of
Autumn trying to continue pursuing him; never knowing that he’s already spoken
for.  Frowning, my attention is brought back to my reflection in the
mirror and I don’t like what I see.  First the insecurities and now the
jealousy?  Snap out of it!


Alex comes behind me and starts
to towel dry my hair.  “Why are you upset?”  I close my eyes,
relishing the feeling of his fingers as they massage my scalp through the
cotton material.  


I didn’t realize that he was so
perceptive.  “Just thinking,” I whisper, trying to hide my internal
conflicts, while faking a slight smile.


“About?” he questions as the
strokes of the towel come to a halt.  Opening my eyes, I detect the
fluster in his reflection.


“About us.  I’m just trying
to figure out how all of this is supposed to work.  There’s always going
to be other women, Alex…they’re never going to know…”  I nervously start
toying with the counter top; tracing the lines of the marble with my index
finger as I avoid his gaze.  Alex releases the towel, letting it fall to
the bathroom floor.


“Hey, quit it!”  Turning me
around he places his finger under my chin to tilt my face up.  Looking
directly in my now watering eyes, he says tenderly, “We will figure this out
okay?  I don’t want you worrying about these things.  We are
together.  We know that, right?”  I nod.  “What everyone
else knows or thinks doesn’t matter.”  If it doesn’t matter then why
does it bother me so much?


Fussing with his towel, I can’t
help but pout.  “You’re not the one that has to sit back and watch women
constantly throw themselves at you.” 


“Women, huh?  And who are
these so-called women?” he says, deadpan.


“Autumn, for example; she’s after
you, Alex.  She practically rapes you with her eyes every chance she gets
and then sneaks in moments to touch you.  Then I get to hear a
play-by-play of what she wants you to do to her.”  I can’t help it; in
this moment I truly am a green eyed monster.  “You have no idea how
infuriating it is to listen to her constants chatter about what would happen if
she got you alone.”  Just the thought makes me sick with rage.


“Elyssa…in my heart I am
taken.  I’m not seeing anyone else and I don’t intend to.  As for
Autumn, she’s dull and slutty and even without you walking into my life, she
never had a chance.”  The corners of my mouth turn up slightly, as I tilt
my head and look into his eyes.  “You have nothing to be jealous of. 
Besides, I’m the one that had to listen to your ex yell to the world about how
you were the best he ever had.”  I blush at the memory of last night’s
avoided confrontation between Alex and Cole.  “About that…you sure there
is nothing I need to know?”


“I’ve told you before; there is
no relationship with him.  We haven’t been together for years.” 
Crap, I need him to trust me, about as much as I need him to stop prying. 
It’s like he knows I’m keeping something from him.  You are keeping a
secret from him, Ely.  You will have to tell him, someday.  Today
is not the day, damn it! 


“I still can’t get what he said
last night out of my head.”  Still in front of me, it’s his turn to show
his insecurities.  To me, worrying about Cole is so farfetched; he holds
nothing in comparison to Alex.  But, for Alex it’s just too close.  


“Alex…in my heart…I am
taken.  When I tell you nothing is going on, I expect you to believe
me.  I’ve fallen for you.  There are reasons why I choose to keep
Cole in my life; we’ve been through a lot.  But, what I felt for Cole is
nothing in comparison to what I feel for you.  That should be enough
reassurance for you.”


Lust returns to Alex’s gaze; his
eyes traveling from my face to my breasts where my towel is securely
tucked.  “Who’s better ?”


“Better?”  I’m
confused.  Where’s he going with this?


“Yes.”  His fingers travel
up my thighs, gently raising the edge of the towel, as his fingers reach the
apex of my thighs.  I gasp.  “Is he better than me here?”  His
index finger and middle finger gradually enter me.  Grasping his shoulder,
I try steadying myself, as my knees begin to tremble.


“No,” I mumble, breath shallow.


“No, what?”  His fingers
continue to go in and out, as his thumb begins to massage my clit.


“No, Alex, he’s not better than
you…there,” I choke out the words, barely able to speak.  Suddenly, his
fingers retreat and I’m being lifted so my butt rests on the edge of the
bathroom counter.  


“Is he better than me
here?”  The same two fingers graze over my lips as I pucker and kiss them,
which flames the apex of my thighs.   


“No,” my lips quirk up.  He’s
such a tease.


“No, what?”


I moan.  “No, Alex, he
isn’t…”


As I sit on the counter with Alex
between my legs, he reaches down with his mouth removing the corner of towel
tucked into the cleavage of my breasts.  His hungry eyes travel down my
naked body.  “Fuck. You. Are. Perfect.”  The wetness growing between
my legs seeps out as Alex continues his relentless assault on my aching core.


“Oops,” I bring my hand up to my
mouth and smirk, as I playfully reach down, removing the towel tucked at Alex’s
waist.  My fingers wrap around his shaft, tugging gently, bringing his
hips closer to mine.  Looking into his crystal blue eyes, I have to have
him.  “I want you inside me.” 


“You and your…need…mmm….” 
He positions himself and pushes into me.  My head falls back, resting
against the mirror behind me.  Alex continues hard, pounding thrusts,
filling me.  Once again my climax builds quickly, my head dancing in the
clouds.  I can’t get over this feeling, nor would I want to get rid of it
in a hundred years.


I love this too much. 
“Harder please!” I beg.  


Gripping my waist, Alex pushes
harder, going deeper inside.  “Oh my God!” I yell as I climax.  Alex
continues to move with such velocity that I fear he might break me in
half.  Unexpectedly, Alex lifts me off the counter, but I never touch the
ground.


“Reach behind and grab the
counter, I’m going to flip you around.”  I do as I’m told and place my
hands on the edge of the counter in the same moment that Alex moves my hips so
that he’s behind me.  Still inside, he continues thrusting harder and
harder against my behind.  He reaches around to hold my belly with his
left hand, keeping me even closer.  The reflection of Alex taking me from
behind is sexy as hell.  His eyes fasten on mine as he continues his
relentless movement.  I close my eyes as I feel myself reaching a climax
again.  I’m about to shatter.


“Open your eyes, Elyssa.  I
want you to watch us.”  


Listening to anything Alex
demands, my eyes shoot open.  I grasp the counter as his movements
accelerate.  I watch the reflection in the mirror, as he aggressively
attacks me from behind.  “Do you like this, Elyssa?” he breathes.


“Yes!  Please…don’t stop!” I
moan, almost closing my eyes.  Remembering his earlier demands, I open
them wide as tremors take over my body, climaxing again.  “Alex!!!” I
scream, letting out the most gut wrenching sound.


He groans as his movements subdue
and I feel him rest his forehead on the nape of my neck, placing one soft
kiss.  My legs feel like jelly as Alex pulls out of me, leaving me resting
against the counter.  Reaching down for his towel, he comes up looking
sexier than ever.  After wrapping the towel around his waist, he turns me
around and kisses me tenderly on the lips, making every inch of my skin
tingle.  I don’t think I can move.


“Get dressed.  I want to
take you to breakfast,” he can hardly contain his joy; his grin matching
mine.  


In less than five hours we will
have to deal with reality, closing off our emotions to the rest of the
world.  I can’t imagine a better way to start our morning then with the
comfort of food and the serenity I feel when I’m with him.
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“Elyssa!” Janice
shouts, bounding towards me the moment my feet touch the SHI grounds. 
Looking at her, I can tell she's frazzled with all the excitement, but yet
still extremely buoyant.  For her, this is the life; her happiness. 
And because I’ve had an unbelievable morning, I can’t help but share in her
joy.  Her excitement has more to do with the pride of her accomplishments,
and not the hours of sexual indulgence I’ve just been privy to.  But
regardless, we’re both happy.


Janice brushes
her forehead with the back of her hand, feigning exhaustion.  “Thank
goodness you’re here.”


Finally able to
look past her goofy grin, I'm speechless when I get the chance to look
around.  The SHI grounds look ethereal with the main entrance lined with
large bouquets of white balloons shaped into an angelic archway.  Starting
up the walkway, which normally encircles a large patch of grass, I'm entranced
by the dozen or so white gossamer tents lining the outer walkway, covering a
makeshift dance floor.


“Janice, this
place looks wonderful!  You guys really did an amazing job putting all
this together.”


A billow of
hickory smoke can be seen in the distance and the air is filled with heavenly
scents; a mixture of curry, garlic, and grilled chicken lingers as I link my
arm through hers, as we make our way up the inclined path.  "You look
like you need to talk.  What’s up?”


“Oh, you know;
the usual…Autumn.  If I have to hear her complain one more time…I’m going
to scream.”


I sigh.  “What is she
complaining about now?”  I know she doesn’t like to cause any trouble, so
for Janice to want to air her frustrations, instead of keeping them bottled up,
I’m all for it.  I could care less about Autumn.  


“What is she not
complaining about?  First, it was that Mr. James wasn’t here yet. 
Then when he did arrive, she used all of her coercion tactics to sway him to
her booth.”  What!  She was trying to get Alex to buy a kiss from
her?  Over my dead body!  “Of course it didn’t work; I honestly
don’t know why she even tries.”  Semi-crisis averted.


“Ever since she stepped foot in
the kissing booth, there’s been complaint after complaint about the guys coming
up to her.  Seriously, what did she think…that every guy would be some
Abercrombie and Fitch model?”  I giggle.  Always being so sweet and
timid, when Janice kicks it up a notch with her sarcasm, it’s downright funny.


Even through the bitchfest, I’m
thankful Janice found me the moment I arrived.  Forgetting the map of the grounds at home, it would have taken me a
while to navigate the maze of vendors and games without her.  I
fully intended on grabbing it after Alex dropped me off at my apartment, but
our kiss goodbye left me partially dizzy and unable to think clearly.  At
least that’s the excuse I’m going with.  


“Alright, alright, you can stop
laughing at me.  I promise, no more complaining.  So, you don’t have
to report to the kissing booth for another thirty minutes, what do you want to
do?”  


The upbeat music in the
background pulls my attention in the direction of the makeshift dance floor
underneath the large white canopy.  My eyes light up and with a devilish
grin, I pull Janice towards the music.  “Oh no, Elyssa.  I can’t dance.” 
With her feet firmly planted, Janice shakes her head continuously.  I
refuse to listen to her, dragging her until we’re standing directly in the
middle of the hustle and bustle.  It feels good under the canopy, barely
able to tell it’s the beginning of fall.  The mister system paired with
fans and the overcast sky makes the event less unbearable.


“Come on Janice, live a
little.”  Grabbing her hands, I shake her torso to and fro.  A large
smile spreads across her lips as we both move in unison.  An elderly
couple brushes against us, dancing with their hands intertwined, swaying. 
The music is more modern, but that doesn’t stop the happy couple from enjoying
their time together.  Watching them, I feel a little jealous that their
relationship doesn’t have to be so private.  I want nothing more than to
go and grab Alex, and enjoy the simple pleasures in life; like simply dancing
at a fundraiser…his fundraiser.


The thrill of the crowd must be
catching up with Janice.  It’s nice to see her let loose, jumping around,
hands in the air, eyes closed.  Raising my own arms, I roll my hips, and
bounce along side of her to the beat.  As Alex finally comes into view, my
attention is diverted from the pounding beat, stilling my excited body.  Staring in our direction, I’m too far away to see his
facial expression, but hopefully he can still appreciate the movement of my
body. 


Grabbing my arm, Janice pulls me
towards the event center; towards Alex.  “Come on.  I need to go
check on things.”  


Alex is standing next to a large
plastic booth partially filled with water, silently waiting his turn for
torture.  A small seat sits just above the water level where he’ll be
perched for my viewing pleasure.  But, as
we approach, I realize I’m still trying to reign in the jealousy that’s been
building all morning.  It’s understandable that women find him
attractive, but in his half naked form, they’ll do a lot more than just admire
his beautiful face and svelte body.  No, they’ll have the building blocks
of their own sexual fantasy, starring my boyfriend.  I cringe at
the thought.  I’ve never known what it felt like to be jealous, or even
possessive.  Of course, that was until I let Alex into my heart.  


“Oh my, is that Arianna?” Janice
pauses, standing with her head tilted.  Taking my eyes in yet another
direction, I catch Arianna and Alex talking quite animatedly, and notice there
is something off about her.  Out of character, she’s wearing a simple
eggshell colored sundress scattered with tiny pink and beige flowers, paired
with cream colored wedge sandals.  The dress is cute, but because it only
reaches her mid-thigh, I can’t help but notice it’s much younger and
lighthearted than her normal business attire.  Shrugging her shoulders,
Janice continues to pull me towards the dunk booth just as Arianna walks off
towards the event center, fanning herself.


“Hello, Mr. James,” I greet Alex,
as Janice rushes to grab her clip board behind the small structure with extra
large red lips made out of cardboard.  I guess I didn’t need that map
after all to find my station.  It’s not hard to miss and it’s directly
across from Alex.  Even better.


“Hello, Ms. Hart,” his dimples
prominent as his lips curls into a smile.  His blue eyes are mesmerizing
as they sparkle in the afternoon sun.  The wonderment
in his eyes as they travel over my body, noticing my change in wardrobe, gives
me goose bumps.  That's right.  Take it all in, Mr. James. 
My simple white fitted halter dress accentuates my curves and shows just the
right amount of skin without being too risqué.  The milky cotton material
contrasts quite nicely with my summer tan.  


“Did you just arrive?”  An
odd question, but I’ll go along with it.  Janice returns just as Alex
finishes his question, skimming his teeth over his barely parted lips.  HOT!


“I haven’t been here long. 
I had a very enjoyable morning with my boyfriend.  He took me out
to breakfast, so I got here a little later than I originally planned.”


“Really?” Alex’s brows raise, “I
didn’t know you had a boyfriend.  In the meeting yesterday you mentioned
that you were single when you signed up for the kissing booth.  I’m sure
your boyfriend wasn’t too happy about that.”


Glancing at Janice, she seems to
be none the wiser about our friendly conversation; just a simple discussion
between two co-workers, learning small details about each other’s lives. 
“It’s a new relationship.  He wasn’t too excited when he found out, but he
knows how I feel about him.  In my heart, I’m taken, so I guess that’s all
that matters.”  My face flushes and Alex and I stand, staring at one
another, taking in the moment.


“Elyssa, don’t forget you’re due
at your booth in fifteen minutes.  I’ll check on you both later, I have to
go inside the event center.  Someone said they’re running out of
pamphlets.  Thanks for the dance, El, it was fun.”  She waves,
running towards the double doors. 


Abandoned, my attention returns
to Alex.  His eyes thoroughly examining my body, head to toe. “God, you
really shouldn’t be allowed to where that in public, you’re boyfriend
may be extremely jealous and not like all of the attention you’re
getting.  Especially with hundreds of men lined up to kiss you.”


Glancing down at my dress, I
shrug.  “Should I go take it off?  I’m sure I’d raise way more money
naked,” I tease, biting my lip as I graze my finger along my bust line.


Alex rolls his eyes, his mouth
set in a stern line.  “I really wish you wouldn’t have signed up for that
damn booth.”


“Technically it’s my boyfriend’s
fault I signed up in the first place.  I did it out of duress.”  He
basically let Autumn fondle him right in front of me, what type of reaction did
he expect?  


A growl escapes his throat as he
inches his way forward, stopping just before he gets too intimately
close.  Leaning in he whispers, “So you’re saying it’s my fault that my girlfriend
signed up to kiss a bunch of strangers?”  I nod as Alex raises his
brows.  His girlfriend…I don’t think I’ll ever get used to him saying
that.  “Just don’t fall in love with any of those assholes.”


“I’ll try,” I smile sweetly at
him.  He has to know how impossible it would be to fall in love with
anyone while he consumes so much of my heart.  There’s no space for anyone
else. 


“You really do look beautiful,”
Alex breathes, taking a step back.


I blush.  “As do you.” 
I eye him slowly, remembering our sexcapades from this morning.  


“It’s a good thing that we’re in
public because all I want to do is lift that tiny thing you call a dress and
take you from behind.  Especially after the show you just put on for
me.”  My breath hitches, as Alex puts his hands inside the pockets of his
board shorts; most likely to hide his own arousal.  


“I was wondering if you were
watching me dance.  I was thinking about you the whole time.”  Being
near him, and not being able to touch…the abstinence is driving me crazy. 
All I want to do is wrap my arms around him and lose myself.  Fighting the
urge to touch him, to show affection, to simply show the world that he’s mine
is literally tearing me in two.  


“Of course I was watching. 
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from you.”  His sweet words make my heart
flutter.   So why can’t I shake the ominous feeling this is how our
relationship will always be?  We’ll always have the mild flirtations and
inside jokes when were not alone, leaving the intense passion for behind closed
doors.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep the two separated. 
“Hey, what’s wrong?”  Always so perceptive.


“Alex….I can’t help but
feel…”  Alex’s facial expression changes immediately; concern to utter
disbelief.  About to look over my shoulder to see what caused our
disruption, the feel of clammy skin blankets me.  Glancing up at the
unwelcomed embrace, I’m floored.  With a toothy grin plastered on his
arrogant face, arm draped around me, Cole enters into a staring contest with my
boyfriend standing directly across from us.  Oh fuck!


Alex’s eyes are wide, his mouth
partially open; he’s in shock.  I squirm trying to get out of Cole’s
embrace, but his grip is tight and immovable.  Awkwardly, we stand in
silence.  Who knows how long we were standing this way, almost as if the
world around us stopped.  


Not soon enough, our
uncomfortable state is broken as Janice comes bounding from the double doors
with the same cheesy grin on her face.  “Mr. James, you’re needed at the
dunk booth,” she gestures towards the now formed line.


Alex is scorched with anger, and
for a moment I worry that he will remain unmoved.  But, he knows his
place, and right now it’s at a work function.  His work function. 
With fisted hands, he hesitantly walks away, but continually glances back at
me.  Unable to express my feelings into words, all I can do is mouth, ‘I’m
sorry,’ as he looks from me to Cole, and back again, before he climbs into his
booth.  


Anger courses through me as I grab
a hold of Cole’s hand, yanking his arm to remove myself from his grasp. 
Turning to face him, I snatch his right bicep, dragging him off to the
side.  “What-in-the-hell-are-you-doing-here-Cole?” I whisper through
clenched teeth, enunciating each word so he can sense my irritation, my
anger.  


“Nice to see you too, El!” he
responds, sarcastically.  The smell of alcohol is leaking from his
pores.  I can barely stand next to him.  “You invited me…remember?”


“I thought you would’ve taken
last night as me officially uninviting you.”  My hand striking his face
should have been the first sign, excusing him from my life should have been the
second.   Does he not remember what happened?  “Cole, are you
still drunk?”


“Elyssa, you always get mad at me
and then we make up; it’s called passion.  Don’t forget, we’ll always be
in each other’s lives.  As far as me being drunk, sure, I had a couple of
drinks; easiest way to avoid a hangover,” he shrugs, acting as if this is
common for him.


“You need to get out of here,” I
hiss, eyeing the crowd of people swarming around us.  I hope I’m not
drawing any unwanted attention.  The last thing I need is for Cole to
cause a scene in front of my co-workers, especially Alex.  


“This is a fundraiser, isn’t
it?  Why wouldn’t I come to support such a good cause, especially one
you’re involved with?”  Cole takes my hand leading me in the direction of
Alex’s dunk booth.  I try to pull away, but his hand tightens around mine,
practically crushing my fingers.  Arianna eyes us from a distance,
perplexed as she notices our joined hands.  This is not happening. 
Only because I want to avoid another outburst, I decide to go willingly. 
After last night, I can’t afford to push him, nor do I want to relive that
horrid experience again.


Knowing exactly where he’s taking
me, I try to pull away and distract him.  “Cole, stop.  Where are you
taking me?  I need to be at the kissing booth in ten minutes.”


Not breaking his stride, he
answers, “I can’t pass up a chance to take a shot at your dickhead boss.” 
What’s that supposed to mean?


Trying for another attempt to
avert his attention, I dig my heels in and stop at a booth of people setting up
for a game of Bingo.  Automatically my efforts are dismissed as he tugs at
my arm.  “Please Cole, let’s just stay here.  We can play at least
one game before I have to start my shift.”


“No way!  Let me see: Bingo
or a chance to dunk your V.P.?”  He looks ridiculous, as he contemplates
his choices, using both hands to weigh out his options.  “I think you know
me better than that, Ely.”


He continues to drag me over
towards the dunk tank where Alex sits high up on his perch, feet dangling in
the water.  He looks nothing like the calm and carefree man he should be
right now.  Instead, his enraged face looks like he’s ready to pound Cole
into the pavement.  As soon as Cole is preoccupied with the volunteer
collecting money, I remove my hand from his slimy grip.  Alex’s stare is
menacing as he repeatedly looks from me to Cole.  


“Three balls,” Cole
demands.  As the volunteer hands over his three chances to piss off Alex,
he yells, “Aren’t you supposed to heckle me?”


“No need when we both know you
have no chance at hitting the target.  You have a tendency not to hit the
target, don’t you Cole?” Alex belts, with an heir of cockiness.


Cole throws the first ball and it
ricochets off the side of the tank.  “Must be easy for someone like you to
constantly put people down.  Big corporate V.P. sitting high on his
horse…always thinking he’s above everyone else!”  He throws the second
ball and once again it bounces off the side of the tank.  


At this exact moment, my past and
future are literally colliding.  A feeling of nausea sends a shiver up my
spine as I wrap my arms around myself, searching for relief to my discomfort. 
With the back and forth commentary drawing a crowd, Alex really needs to
consider his choice of words and how they may affect his public
reputation.  Arianna will not be pleased with any negative publicity,
especially at a fundraiser.


“Like usual, you’re such a
disappointment!”  I’m all for heckling, but this is going a little too
far.


Cole tenses, letting himself feel
the anger.  Taking his stance, he hurls his last ball at the target. 
Third time’s a charm.  The ball lands perfectly in the middle of the
bull’s-eye and Alex plummets down into the pool of tepid water beneath
him.  I hold my breath waiting for Alex to emerge.  Dripping wet, he
surfaces for air, shocked.  Noticing the crowd, he playfully smiles and
coerces his unruly hair back with the palm of his hand.  Even bat shit
angry, he’s sexy.


“I hope the water was cold. 
From the looks of things last night, you needed to cool off,” disdain etched in
every word as Cole stares Alex down.  Oh shit! 


Alex is at a loss for words and
I’m not sure if the sudden silence is out of frustration or anger.  Or,
could it be regret that he was so careless when he came to me last night. 
In a panic, I pull Cole out of Alex’s sight, desperately needing to learn about
his new found knowledge.  Dragging him to the far right of the event
center, we’re out of hearing distance, as I raise my voice.  “Cole, what
the hell are you talking about?!”  


“I saw you last night, Ely. 
With him!”  Shit…Shit…Shit!


“Saw me what?” I try to ask
innocently.  Not working; he can see right through me.


“Leave with that asshole.  I
went to your place because I needed you.  I needed my best friend.”


“Best friend?  Are you
fucking kidding me, right now?  If you were my friend, you wouldn’t have
said any of that shit last night.”  Who does he think he’s talking
to?  Does he think that I’ll just magically forget all of his crude
words?  Even if Alex wasn’t there, I would still feel the same way. 
His words were highly inappropriate; I won’t feel comfortable around him ever
again.


Cole continues, oblivious to my
remarks.  “I poured my heart out to you.  When I saw you leave your
apartment with him, it broke me.”  Since when is telling me how tight I
am, pouring your heart out to me, asshole!  “I can’t believe you let
that dickhead listen to everything.  How could you?”  With his arms
raised I stand, silently staring at him.  He really knows how to lay it on
thick.  Cole grins, “Well at least he knows about us now.”


“Cole…I meant what I said last
night,” my voice is barely audible.  I don’t want to hurt him, but I can’t
have him coming on to me, hurting me or using me, anymore.


“Come on Ely….don’t be that
way.”  Stepping closer, Cole reaches out, trying to bring me into an
embrace.  This can’t be happening!  Not here.  Stepping
back, out of his reach, I see Arianna out of my peripheral, striding in our
direction.  Rolling my eyes, I tilt my head back out of frustration. 
Oh great!  All I need is for my drunken ex to meet my boss’s, boss’s,
boss.


“Well, well, Elyssa, I didn’t
know you brought a date,” she smirks as she reaches the two of us. 
“Arianna Salerno,” she extends her hand.  “Cole, right?”


“Oh, Ely has been talking
about me, huh?” he reaches out and shakes her hand.  “You’re the CEO,
right?”


Arianna doesn’t look impressed, but
is making an effort.  “I am…”  She takes him in, looking him up and
down, then over to me.  “Elyssa, I hope we are all enjoying
ourselves.”  Her eyes shoot towards the dunk booth.  “There was no
trouble over there right?”  


Crap!  She sees everything!  “No, no trouble. 
Cole was just having some fun with Mr. James.”  Cole looks over at me with
a scrunched face.  Please Cole, if you ever loved me…Please don’t say a
word!   


“Good, good.  This is a
family affair.  We have this fundraiser every year and I would hate for
something…anything…to ruin it.”  I nod in agreement, but Arianna
continues, not letting us leave.  “Cole, I hear you’re attending UNLV?”


Cole brightens as he finally has
a chance to discuss something he’s so passionate about, with someone other than
me.  “Why yes I am; I’m majoring in Journalism.  Right now, I’m
working on Pop Culture, but I can pretty much write about any topic.  You
should let me interview you sometime.”  I can’t believe his
audacity.  I nudge him, showing my unease.  He of course, just shrugs
me off and continues the conversation.  “I would love to get to know how
someone so young and beautiful has amassed a fortune running a multi-million
dollar company, such as yours.”  CRAP!!!


Arianna shakes her head in
annoyance.  But, after a moment of internal thought, with external
silence, her eyes grow vacant, a wide smile spreading across her lips. 
She’s mulling something, plotting.  Something about her response scares
the shit out of me.  “Cole, I would be delighted to give you an
interview.”  She reaches into her purse and pulls out a business
card.  “Why don’t you call my office next week and we’ll set up an
appointment.”  


“Will do, and hey…thanks!” 
Cole looks very proud of himself, almost gloating.  I can’t believe that
just happened.  Why on Earth would Arianna invite him for an
interview?  Something about this doesn’t sit well.  


Just as I catch Alex looking
intently at our little group in full discussion, he’s dropped into the waiting
water below.  I’m pretty sure this situation couldn’t get any worse. 
Unable to suppress the panic growing inside, a giggle passes my lips. 
Quickly, I pull my hand up to my mouth to mask the noise.  Barely
acknowledging my moment of insanity, Arianna and Cole continue their conversation
about their upcoming meeting.


“Elyssa!” Janice yells from the
double-doors of the event center, startling me out of my madness.  The
three of us look in her direction; pointing to her watch and then to the
kissing booth, effectively letting me know it’s my time.


Knowing what he knows about me
and Alex, leaving Cole alone with Arianna is risky.  But, with no other
alternative, what choice do I have?  “I guess that’s my cue.”  Giving
him the look of death, without Arianna seeing, was challenging.  But, I
think he got the hint when I could no longer see his dark blue eyes.


Taking another peek over at Alex,
I see irritation ripple across his body.  My face drops, knowing I’m the
cause of his anger.  Please don’t be mad at me.  But, even
seething, he’s still absolutely perfect, and he knows it.  Dripping wet,
he climbs back onto the seat and shakes his head from side-to-side, dispersing
droplets of water on the surrounding crowd; playfully smiling and mocking the
throwers, but always keeping an eye in my general direction.  


I really am sorry, Alex.  


“Thank God you’re here!” Autumn
lets out a breath of relief.  “If I have to kiss one more pervert, I think
I’m going to gag.”  I eye the line of five people waiting for their turn
and cringe with anxiety.  Why did I volunteer again?  Oh right,
cause it’s for a good cause.  That and your boyfriend pissed you
off.  See how much good that did you, Ely?


“I was hoping that a certain
someone would come over for a quick peck, but just my luck he was scheduled at
the dunk booth.  Oh well, next time.”  Bile rises in my throat. 
I fight the urge to reach up and wrap both of my hands around her neck, but
know she isn’t worth it.  If she only knew that her sexual fantasies were
my reality.  “Have fun, Elyssa,” Autumn mocks as she smiles, exiting the
booth.


I’m already counting down the
time until my turn is over, and it’s only been ten minutes.  Fortunately
though, it hasn’t been that bad; no perverts for me.  It’s just that I
don’t want to kiss or touch anyone besides Alex.  It feels wrong to share
such an intimate gesture, but, I made the commitment and it is for a good
cause.  Suck it up!


“Next!” the volunteer yells,
signaling the next customer.  The gentleman is slightly older and his back
is bent over in a hunch.  Although age has taken its toll on his body,
youth still exists in his face.  He beams as he approaches, placing his
left hand on the counter.  I can’t help but notice a simple gold band
encircles his ring finger.  How remarkable; he’s still married.  


“I hope your wife doesn’t mind me
giving you a kiss,” I joke.  A small smirk sweeps across his lips as he
glances in the direction of the dunk tank.  A petite woman with silver
hair is standing, watching Alex with such excitement.  “Is that your
wife?”  I point with my chin at the woman, her tiny hands now clasped to
her mouth as Alex takes another plunge into the water below. 


He nods with love in his eyes and
hands me his ticket.  “Married fifty years today; she’s the love of my
life.”


“Any secrets you’d care to
share?” 


“Besides kissing beautiful women
at fundraisers?”  I blush, nodding for him to continue.  “Be willing
to always listen no matter what, even if it’s not what you want to hear, and
know there will moments where forgiveness is needed.  You’re young, and as
you grow, you’re bound to make mistakes.”  Delighted with himself, he
beams at me with pride.  


“Just remember that perfection
doesn’t exist.  Marriage is about growing and making each other the best
you can be.  I’m a better man because of that woman over there; she’s had
fifty years to sculpt and mold me into the man I am today.”


“So, I’d guess you’d say that
your marriage is a work of art then,” I jest.  “Well,
congratulations.  For that you get two kisses.”  I lean in and place a
soft kiss on both sides of his face.  “And, thanks for the advice. 
We all need it now and then.”


He blushes.  “Thank you,
Miss.  You have made my day.”  Taking my hand into his, he places a
swift kiss on my knuckles before turning to leave.  


“Happy Anniversary,” I yell as he
retreats from the booth.  


This little old couple proves
that if they can make it work for them, for the past fifty years, maybe love is
possible.  As long as we communicate, Alex and I might just have a
chance.  But, how do you communicate that your secret relationship is
driving you mad?  


With a pain in my heart, I turn
to look in Alex’s direction and notice his shift has ended.  One of the
guys from marketing is getting ready to climb the ladder as Janice hands Alex a
towel.  Leisurely drying off the excess water from his hair and chest, I
can’t help but stare, eyes wandering down...“Next!” the volunteer yells,
bringing me out of my daydream.  Turning back to the line that’s formed in
front of me, my breath hitches.  Shit!  


Cole moves forward with a dark,
sinister smirk on his face.  This is not going to be good.  
He’s approaching me with the same look in his eyes that he had last
night.  I don’t know why he thinks he can do whatever he wants; it never
ends well.  Handing the volunteer the ticket, his attention is still
focused on me.  “Even if I have to pay for a kiss, Ely…”


I whisper so only Cole can hear
me.  “You need to stop this shit!”


“Hey, I’m not doing
anything.  I paid for my ticket, just like the rest of ‘em, and I’m going
to get my kiss.  Now, you can make a scene or just give me what I paid
for.”  He leans in and closes his eyes waiting for me to pay up. 
Bunching up my fists, he’s lucky I can control my anger instead of punching the
smugness off his face.  “Oh come on, Ely.  You know you want
to.”  


I know I shouldn’t be worried
about my so called friend, but, after last night, I don’t want to cause any
more damage to my relationship with Alex.  Not even for Cole.  Before
I lean in to give him his kiss, I glance in Alex’s direction to make sure he’s
not freaking out like I am.  Unfortunately for me, his attention is
completely fixed, standing as still as a statue, waiting for my next
move.  The way he’s watching me is unnerving.  Shaking his head
slightly, I receive his message loud and clear.  I’m right there with
you, Alex.  What he doesn’t understand, though, is that if I deny
Cole, it will only send him into a drunken fit which will definitely cause a
scene.


Just get this over with, Ely!  With closed eyes, Cole
stands in front of me…waiting.  I lean in and suddenly his eyes shoot
open, at the same time, his hand grasps the back of my neck.  Forcefully,
he pushes my face closer.  I react as my hands move up to his shoulders,
trying to push him away with all the strength I have, but it’s just no
use.  Cole’s wet lips are against mine, trying to force his tongue into my
mouth.  All I can smell is alcohol and it takes everything I have, not to
gag.  Struggling against him, trying desperately to pry our lips apart, I
start to feel my effort working as my struggle appears to have waned Cole’s
efforts.  His face no longer pressed against mine, I open my eyes and
realize it wasn’t my strength that separated us.  


The scene playing out in front of
me is in slow motion, my mind struggling to keep up.  Alex has Cole by the
back of his shirt, forcefully pushing him aside.  Alex’s look of pure
hatred is masked with his tense collected self, as he stands, fists at his
side. 


“It’s a kiss on the cheek,
asshole!  Can’t you read?”  Alex points towards a small cardboard
sign posted on the wall behind me.  “This is a charity event and my
employees are not being paid to accept your sexual advances.”


“Your employee didn’t seem
to mind.  Besides, she’s my friend!”  Adjusting his shirt,
Cole returns Alex’s icy glare.  Alex glances around and notices a small
crowd starting to build as tension continues to escalate between them.  


“My employee did seem to
mind.  If you weren’t intoxicated, you would have noticed her pushing you
away.”  Lowering his voice to a menacing growl, Alex continues.  “Get
out of here now before I have you escorted off the property.”  


Please Cole…leave.


I can’t hide the pool of tears,
and fight back the urge to jump in between the two men in my life.  Cole’s
sad eyes look at me before quietly walking away, deciding not to make any more
of a scene.  


Alex turns to me and searches my
face, trying to gauge my emotional state.  Slowly, he reaches up to touch
my face, but remembers where we are and abruptly stops himself.  Instead,
his hands drop flat on the counter of the booth.  “You okay?” he whispers.


Trying to regain the connection
we had from this morning, I look him in the eyes, hoping he can still see that
I only want him.  “I’m fine.  Thank you.”  With heavy eyes, Alex
takes a deep breath.  Instantaneously, he’s regained his composure and
turns to walk away.  My heart stings for causing so much grief.  I
knew inviting Cole could cause problems, but I never imagined it would end up
like this.


The rest of my shift at the
kissing booth runs smoothly and without any further incidents.  I haven’t
seen Cole since the altercation, and wonder if he’s even still here.  I
really hope he’s gone home to sober up.  As much as he’s hurt me, I don’t
want to hurt him.  Not anymore than I already have.  


It’s getting late in the
afternoon and I’m surprised how many people are still standing around, looking
at the different booths and bidding on the silent auctions.  Luckily, the
weather has cooled down, but the storm clouds are gathering and I can’t help
the ominous feeling, a very heavy feeling.


I search for Cole as I exit the
booth.  My heart sinks when I find him propped up against the event center
wall, looking a lot steadier.  Hopefully, he’s sobered up, instead of
drowning his frustrations with more alcohol.  If he did, I would lose what
little respect I have left for him.  Last night, I said some horrible
things, and meant it at the time, but I can’t imagine not having him in my
life.  I have spent too much time invested in my friendship to end it like
this.  Dread builds knowing I have to deal with him, and the situation
I’ve put us in.


Finding Alex by the blood
pressure machine, I notice he’s in full discussion with one of the managers from
marketing.  I know talking to Cole will set him off and if I can handle
the situation without him intervening, the better it will be for all of
us.  


Urgently, I walk towards Cole,
grabbing him by the elbow.  Walking him back behind the event center, we pass
the caution tape that was sectioned off for the fundraiser.  Finally
alone, I lay into him with all my frustrations.  “What the fuck was that
about, Cole?”


“Watch your tone with me,
Elyssa!  I’m tired of you fucking around with my emotions.  Maybe I should
go have another talk with your CEO and let her know all about your
extracurricular activities?”


I take a step back.  What? 
How am I messing with his emotions?  “Cole, I’m not doing anything
with you, or your emotions.  I’ve told you time and time again that we are
just friends.  You have no right to get involved in my personal life like
this.  Stay the hell out of it!”  


“Are you fucking him?”  I
can’t believe…no, I can…


“That is none of your
business.  What I do and who I do it with hasn’t been any of your concern
for over three years.”


“So help me God, Ely…he better
keep his fucking hands off you.”  Okay, I’ve had enough.  


“Or what Cole?  What are you
going to do?  No, don’t answer that.  I don’t want to know, nor do I
care.  I have put up with your shit for too long.  This was the last
straw.  You need to get out of here.  Get out of my life.” 
Mortified tears stream down my face as I choke out the words I never thought I
would say.  Shit…am I doing the right thing?  I’m all he
has.  No, Elyssa!  He can’t dictate your life like this.  This
is what’s best, for you and for him.  


“Elyssa, can I have a word with
you?” Alex’s words cut through the tension building between us.  I turn to
look at him; the unease on his face causes me to break out in sobs.  Alex
takes a step forward to reach out for me.  “Are you okay?”


“Mind your own business.  We
are having a private conversation, back the fuck up!”  Cole raises his
hands in the air as he screams.  


God please, this is not happening
to me.  


Alex approaches, pushing aside
the caution tape, fury rippling over his body as his muscles tense.  “She
is my business.  Now what the fuck did you say to her?  Why is she
upset?” Alex questions Cole as I hurry towards him, placing my hands on his
chest, pushing him back.  


Cole looks astonished.  He’s
never been one to take responsibility for his actions and sees no fault in
himself.  Pointing at his own chest with his thumb, “Me?  I didn’t do
anything.  She just can’t handle the fact that she needs to tell you the
truth.”  What in the hell is he talking about?  


My sobs are in full force not
allowing me to speak, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t stand up for
myself.  I turn to pounce on Cole, but Alex stands in the way, blocking my
way.  


“Truth?” Alex tilts his head in
confusion, his hands still fisted at his side.


“The truth is that she’ll
always be mine.”  Cole lifts his left index finger and slowly passes it
along his upper lip, inhaling.  “I can still smell her.”  My mouth
drops.  Fuck. My. Life.


Before I can call Cole out on his
shit, Alex charges towards him, sending both of them to the ground.  In
the blink of an eye, Alex topples him and punches start to fly.  One after
the other, making direct contact with different areas of Cole’s face and head. 



“Alex, stop…please stop…” I beg
rushing towards him.  Grabbing him by the shoulders, I try and pry him
away from Cole’s huddled body as he tries to shield himself from Alex’s
blows.  Not stopping the torment, Alex pushes me aside, making me fall to
the hard pavement below.


“Get the fuck off of me!” he
screams.  His fists continue to rise and fall, landing directly on Cole’s
forearms, nose and hair line.  My Alex is nowhere to be seen. 
This Alex scares the hell out of me.  


Pulling myself up, I realize that
Alex isn’t going to stop.  If I don’t do something, he’s going to kill
him.  His fists continue their descent; I’m not sure how much more of this
Cole’s body can take.  Struggling to get off the ground, I rush over
towards Alex’s menacing growl; I have to do something.  


“Alex please, stop?!” I scream as
I launch myself on top of Cole’s now bloody face.  I brace myself for
impact, but his fists never make contact.  Through clenched eyes I peek up
at Alex.  Enraged, he stands over us as Cole lays limp below my shielding
body.  “Alex, he’s drunk.  Can’t you see he’s not worth it?”


“Always making excuses for him,
Elyssa.  Now I know why.”  There is no reasoning with him; logic
replaced by revulsion.  His knuckles are bloody and I’m not sure if it’s
his or Cole’s.  Feeling Cole stir below me, I stand to look at Alex’s
wounds.


I reach for him, but he pulls
away.  “Damn it let me see your hand.”  


“Don’t fucking touch me.” 
My heart sinks. 


“Alex, please?  I’m so sorry
about…all of this.”  I wave my hand in the air pointing from him to Cole,
still lying on the ground.


“Don’t fucking play me,
Elyssa.  This is your fault!  I hope you’re happy now.”  


“My fault?!” I mumble, shaking my
head in confusion trying to stop the tears from falling.


“Don’t you dare cry!  You
have no right.”  My lips quiver as his words strike me, almost as hard as
his fists.  “You two deserve each other.  Fuck this!” he
yells, throwing his hands in the air as he storms off towards the parking
garage.  


Ely, don’t give up!  


I run after him, begging him to
stop.  “Alex, please don’t leave…”  Finally catching up to him, I
grab his elbow.


“I told you to get the fuck away
from me.  Go take care of your so called best friend, Elyssa!  I
can’t deal with you right now.”  OUCH!


Misery overwhelms me, as I watch
him walk away.  I am so lost.  Panic sets in and I’m frozen in
place.  He just walked away from me…from us.  It’s over. 



Not knowing what to do or where
to go, I slowly make my way back to Cole.  Slumping down next to his
unconscious body, I place my head in my hands, in utter defeat.  


This whole situation seems
surreal, just a bad dream that I’m fighting to wake up from.  It’s not
a dream Ely, this is reality.  Your reality.  After the past few
weeks of working through a plethora of emotions, to have everything we’ve
worked so hard for, end here, in this moment, is a hard slap in the face. 



“Ely?”  Stirring, he tries
to pull himself up from the ground, grabbing at me for support.


In this moment, I have no
patience for him.  Dealing with my own despair, I barely have enough
strength to help myself up, let alone a drunk, broken asshole.  As I reach
down and place my hands underneath his arms, I try and help him to stand. 
“Cole, get up!  I have to take you home.”  Fully upright, I
place his arm over my shoulder and carry him towards the parking garage. 
Because he’s hurt and can barely walk, it’s a struggle to make it to my
car.  He slumps into the seat, checking his bloody face in the mirror.


With the thought of losing
everything, I take a minute for myself, and breathe.  That’s all I can
do.  Breathe.  Ely.  Breathe.  Before I get into the
car, the realization that Alex is really gone hits me.  Trying to hold
myself together, knowing I can’t stay, I reach into my pocket and grab my
phone.


**Sorry, Janice.
I have to leave. Emergency came up.**


I receive a response right away.


*What? I just
got a text from Mr. James that he was leaving and he put me in charge. What’s
going on Elyssa? I need your help!*


I’m glad he had the sense to let
her know that he was leaving.  Someone has to be in charge while he’s
gone.  This is his fundraiser, which makes me feel even worse.


**Sorry! I have
to leave. I’ll fill you in later.**


While navigating through the
garage, I pass by Alex’s usual parking spot.  I cannot bare thinking of
the hurt I’ve caused him, but his harsh words still sting; how could he be so
cruel.  I know he was angry, but why would he believe a word that Cole
said.  None of it was true, I thought he knew this, and trusted me. 
I need to find him and make him see the truth.  


“Where are you taking me?”


“Home,” is all I can
muster.  Anger radiates through my pores as I look over at Cole.  If
I didn’t feel partially responsible for his bloody face, I would reach over and
punch him myself.  


“What about my Jeep?”


“Fuck your Jeep!  I’m not
going back there.”  I can’t say any more to him right now.  Alex has
already made Cole wish he never came to the fundraiser, what are my words of
anger going to do that his fists haven’t already done.


My tires screech as we come to a
halt outside of Cole’s apartment.  “We’re here, can you get up?”


“I’m not a fucking
invalid!”  Trying to hide his wounded ego, he attempts to pulls himself up
and out of the car.  Approaching the passenger door, I cringe as I get a
closer look at his face.  His right eye and cheek are slowly starting to
swell.  


“Give me your keys.”  He
fishes in his pocket and grudgingly hands them over.  I can’t wait for
him.  Knowing that because of me, Alex is out there, hurt and fuming, I
rush to open Cole’s front door.  Leaving it propped open, I retreat to the
confines of my car as I pass him already making his way up the walkway.


“Thanks,” he whispers as he
passes by me.  


“Do you need anything?”


“No!  I think you’ve done
enough.”  Cole reaches the door, slamming it behind him.  I don’t
know how much more of this I can take.  Alex is mad at me.  Cole is
mad at me.  What else can go wrong?


I need to talk to Alex, to
straighten whatever just happened, out.  Of course, when I call his cell,
it goes directly to voicemail.  Think, Ely.  Trying to figure
out where he went is hard when I know so little about him.  I need to know
what’s going on in his head.  I need to know that Cole hasn’t ruined what
little chance I had for happiness.  Our chance for happiness.


Starting up the engine, I head in
the only place I know to check, and I hope to God he’s there.
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My stomach is
curled in knots as I speed up Alex’s long driveway.  I've already tried
calling him three times, and wasn't surprised when my calls were sent directly
to voicemail.  No, not surprised, but I’d be lying if it didn’t wound my
already broken heart.  Giving it one more shot…  Ring…Ring…Hi, you’ve reached
Alex... 
Really, Alex?  That’s even worse.  At least before, I knew his phone
was shut off.  And now?  Now I know he’s screening his calls and
purposely not talking to me.  His phone being shut off was him
purposely not talking to you, too, Ely.  Whatever! 


I know how
things appear, but if he’d just talk to me, I’d tell him anything and
everything he wants to know.  I need to set things right with him, to get
back to our happy place.  The place we were this morning.  Even at
breakfast, when my anxiety was at its peak, it didn't stop our little showers of
affection.  We still fed each other bites of our pancakes and held hands
under the table.  I want to go back to that moment, to feel like his girl
again.


His car is
absent as I pull up to the front of his house.  I know he could have
parked in the garage, but the pit of my stomach tells me otherwise.  I'm
afraid, afraid of what he might do, or what he might say.  What if he
rejects me?  My heart would shatter into a million pieces.  With a
deep breath, and a heavy heart, I exit the car and walk towards his front door,
still trying to figure out what I’m supposed to say.  What can I
say?  Alex I’m sorry, please don’t hate me?  It’s not what you
think.  Nothing seems right when all I really want to tell him is how
I feel.  Alex, I’ve fallen for you.  I can’t imagine my world
without you in it.  Alex...I think I love you.


I knock softly
on the oak door.  No answer.  Knocking again, I stare blankly at the
unopened door.  Still no answer.  After a few minutes of numbness,
I'm just about to give up when I notice the ornately decorated doorbell popping
out at me. Ring me damn it.  I can't give up.  With a last
ditch effort at his home, I ring the bell; soft chimes echo through the wooden
door.  I listen closely for any sign of movement, but still no
answer.  Turning to head back to the car, the door creeps opens and panic
sets in.  But, instead of the beautiful blue eyes of my love, I’m met with
the soft curious eyes of Delores.


“Sorry to bother you…I was
looking for Alex,” I stammer.  What was I thinking?  In my quest to
right all the wrongs in my relationship, I hadn’t thought of how my actions
would affect others.  “Delores, I’m sorry if I woke her.” 


“Mr. James left about ten minutes
ago, Ms. Hart,” she mentions sweetly, not even bothering to bring up Nana.


“Call me Elyssa, please.  He
didn’t mention where he was headed, did he?”


“No, Ms.
Ha…Elyssa.”  With grief pulling down my lips, Delores’ facial expression
changes to one of pity.


“Sorry again for bothering
you.  If he calls or comes home, will you let him know I was here?” 
Turning, I stagger back to my car as tears stream down my face.


“Elyssa?”
 I turn, blotting my tears with the back of my hand.  “I've been with
Mr. James and Miss Molly for over two years.  If it means anything, I’ve
never seen Mr. James as happy as he’s been the past couple of weeks.”


It does mean something…it means
everything.  It means hope.


“Thank you,
Delores.”  She’s given me what I needed, reigniting my quest to find
him.  Still no return calls, I try him again. Three rings this time, but
again my call goes to voicemail.  Think hard, Ely.  Where would he
go?


Suddenly, through the haze, a
light bulb goes off.  I know where he is.


~~~~~


With the sun
setting, I can picture the view from Red Rock; the one place Alex goes to find
solace.  But, I’m no longer his own personal Red Rock.  Now I’m just
a horrid memory.  


The twenty
minute drive is torturous, but as I race around the corner, relief hits me the
moment I see the taillights of Alex’s BMW.  Parking directly behind his
car, I block him in.  He’ll have no choice but to talk to me.


As I sit in my car, inhaling
deeply, I try and steady myself before walking into the firing squad.  How
do you prepare for this type of standoff?  All I can hope is that Alex can
see past the anger and realize the depths of my love for him.  I can’t
have him walk away from me, not now.  Not with our beginning only starting
a few short hours ago.  I haven’t had enough time with him yet.  Then
again, anything short of forever wouldn’t do.  I exhale, the shakiness of
my hands steady for a brief moment as I grip the door handle.  It’s now
or never.


Exiting the car, I take a few
steps forward and stop.  Alex is sitting on the hood of his car; his arms
folded across his chest as he stares out at the setting sun.  Splashes of
purple and gold blanket the afternoon sky; it’s beautiful.  He’s
beautiful.  With his eyes set in a petrified glare, his anger radiates,
even through his side profile. 


The scene is set in front of me,
the majestic wonderment of nature as the backdrop, my indifferent heart front
and center.  This is my purgatory.  So much beauty, yet completely
out of my reach; even in this moment I can feel him pulling away from me.


“Alex?” I call out, testing the
waters.  He was furious earlier and I can’t be sure of his reaction. 
And, to tell the truth, I’m scared.  


Unmoved he responds, “You
obviously didn’t get the picture, so let me make it clear for you.  I
don’t want to talk to you, nor do I want to see you.”  With my arms
clinging to my chest, I feel a sharp stab as his words cut through me.  Keep
going, Ely.  You need to do this!


“Alex it’s not what you think,”
my voice is shaky.  Stay strong.  You have to do this!


“It’s not what I think,
huh?  I’m pretty sure I’m clear on things, or should we go over
it?”  I don’t move, instead I stare at the back of his head, willing him
to turn around and look at me.  “The girl I thought I had a relationship
with, lied to me.  According to her, her ex meant nothing, but in reality
she’s still fucking him.  No, I’m pretty sure it is what I think,”
his voice monotone, he remains completely still.


“I need you to
understand,” my voice trembles, making me stop.  My strength is fading,
making it hard to breath.  There’s so much say, so much he needs to know; things
that even Cole doesn’t know about.  I know this isn’t the time or place to
peer into my past, but he has to understand, he has to know it’s not just about
him.  


Quick to respond, he still
doesn’t look at me.  The bold sky has captured his full attention and I
don’t know how to show him the truth without ripping myself open and spilling
myself out in front of him.  “Understand what?  That you made me fall
for you and then you used me.  Used me in your sick and twisted game to
what…make him jealous?  If all you were after was a good fuck, you should
have just said so.  I would have given it to you without any questions
asked.”  The vulgarity of his words cut me deep, and like a double edged
sword, his remarks continue to swipe through me.  “You used your alleged
innocence to lure me in, but I guess the only way to hook the devil is to use
an angel as bait.”


“NO!” I finally find my
voice.  My screams echo through the darkness creeping in from all
directions.  “Alex, I never pretended anything with you.  I’ve told
you time and time again, there is nothing going on with me and Cole.  I
don’t know how to make you believe me.”


“Make me understand then,
Elyssa!  Why in the fuck did he show up at your apartment?  And then
at the fundraiser?  Make me understand why he basically said he’s been
fucking you this entire time?” he chokes, slight emotion finally showing
through his stoned demeanor.  He’s been so apathetic this entire time; I
thought I was too late.


“Alex, Cole is…you don’t
understand him.  But, he doesn’t matter.  What matters is that I
haven’t been with anyone but you.”


“You keep saying that I don’t
understand.  Make me understand.  I can’t fathom any reason why, or
how you could be with someone like him.”  Finally turning his head, we
make eye contact.  Frustration etched into his chiseled, turbulent face,
he’s clearly on edge.  With each silent minute that passes, his anger
continues to build.  I need to say something.  “None of this makes
any fucking sense to me.  I don’t know what to believe.  I left you
for four goddamn days to sort my shit out and you go and fuck him the moment
that I’m gone!” he yells.  


I hate that he’s being so
unreasonable.  I never imagined keeping my best friend in my life would
cause this much anguish.  This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.  “I
don’t know why Cole’s acting this way.  I’ve never seen him like this
before, but then again…I haven’t had a boyfriend since him.  He probably
would’ve reacted the same way if someone else came along.  But that’s the
thing, there hasn’t been anyone until YOU.  Can’t you see?  It’s only
you.  It’s only been you!”  I’m on the verge of breaking down,
pleading with him.


“Why do you continue to defend
him?  Keep him in your life?” he pauses.  “No, you know what, forget
it.  I don’t want to know.  Just tell me one thing, why did you
protect him?  Why, Elyssa?  Do you know how close I came…” his voice
trails off.


“Close to what?” I breathe. 
Something, maybe the rigidness in his body, tells me that I don’t want to know
the answer.


“To hurting you,” Alex
mumbles.  That would have ended us, the moment his fist made contact, Alex
would never have been able to forgive himself.  The abuse his mother
endured against the fists of his father was too much for a child to bear. 
Alex could not live with himself knowing he caused me harm; regardless of his
intentions.  


“I jumped on him to protect you,
not him.  You were so angry and I knew you weren’t going to stop.”  A
knot builds in my throat, sending a chill down my spine.  I know exactly
what would have happened if I hadn’t jumped in front of Alex’s fists.  I
knew I was taking my chances, but it had to be done.  I had to stop him
before he did something he would regret.


“But…I could have hurt you. 
That would have destroyed us.”  Alex’s warning is a wakeup call.  If
there is even a glimpse of hope for us now, I need to take the chance and just
tell him the truth. 


“I know, but I couldn’t have you
ruin your future because of me.”  He needs to trust me as I trusted him
not to hurt me.  I have to make him understand why I am the way I
am.  And, I have to do it now, before I lose all hope and courage. 
The painful memories of my past are something I never wanted to relive. 
But, I’m willing to reopen the wound and let Alex see the ugliness inside,
maybe then he can see past Cole’s veil of lies.


“You asked me why I defend him,
why I keep him in my life, but yet you’ve never pushed for the full reason I
broke up with him.  You always took me at my word and I’m thankful for
that.  And right now, I know I don’t deserve the chance to explain, but I
need you to trust me.  And if that means exposing myself, I’ll do
it.  I’ll do it because I can’t lose you.  I need you to understand.”


He looks at me and cocks his head
to the side, bemused.  “You’ve only said you didn’t feel for him, the way
he felt for you.”


“That’s true, but, I didn’t just
feel that overnight.  There was something that happened, something that
made me realize I didn’t have the same feelings.”  Staring at me wide eyed
his hand circles, egging for me to continue.  


Taking a deep breath, I play with
the ring on my middle finger in hopes to calm my nerves.  I could
really use your help right now, mom.  “I’ve told you that Cole was my
first…you know.”  I stop as Alex closes his eyes, trying to block out the
mental picture of Cole and I intimately involved.  My heart sinks and I’m
not sure if I should continue or just walk away.


“Go on!” he demands, eyes tightly
shut.


“Even after losing my virginity,
something didn’t feel right.  I still wasn’t satisfied.  Cole had big
plans.  He was talking about one day getting married and maybe having
children.”


Alex interrupts me.  “Move
it along, Elyssa.  You didn’t feel the same; blah, blah, blah!  I
already know this part.  I don’t need you to paint me a fucking picture!”


“Can you stop being a jerk and
let me finish!”  I pause, taking a deep breath to regain my
composure.  I know I don’t deserve his sympathy, but he doesn’t have the
right to prosecute me, before I plead my case.  His body softens at my
outburst.  “I always felt damaged, knowing my heart didn’t work the way it
should.  And, knowing how he felt about me, I knew I should’ve had more
feelings, but it just wasn’t the same.  That’s when my world fell
apart.”  


Because I don’t continue, Alex
peaks back at me.  I’m sure what he sees is not a pretty sight.  I’m
on the verge of collapsing when his voice brings me back to the surface. 
“I don’t understand.”


Here goes nothing.  My words choke in my
throat as I continue my explanation, hoping I don’t have to spell it out for
him.  “I missed my period.”  


“You got pregnant?” he pried,
astonished.


I nod, not being able to admit
the words that have haunted me for so long.  My cheeks dampen, no longer
able to contain my emotions.  “Yes, and to this day I’ve never told Cole. 
Ultimately, that’s what he wanted and I just couldn’t give it to him.  I
researched all my options, but I couldn’t make a decision.  I knew I had
to talk to him.  The day I decided to tell him, he called me to come get
him at the bar.  I was tired of picking up the pieces every time he went
on a bender, which was happening more often.  When I took him to his
apartment, we argued…”  Tears streaming down my face, I take a moment
before ripping off the stitches, exposing my past.  “I know he didn’t mean
to.  He didn’t know I was pregnant.”


Staring at me with his full
attention, Alex is on his feet.  “He didn’t mean to what?”


“I was yelling at him.  I
called him a drunk, and a loser, and I broke up with him.  He reacted…he
slapped me so hard.”  I press my hand against my cheek at the memory of
that night, chills running down my spine.  “When I came after him, my
fists felt like twigs tapping against a stone wall.  I’m sure he meant to
just push me away, but…I fell on top of his coffee table.  I didn’t know
it then, but I’m sure that was the moment I lost the baby.”


“He abused you…”


I ignore his comment and continue
spilling out my deepest, darkest secret.  “When I found out I was
pregnant, I wished and prayed that it would just simply go away.  So in
reality, I got what I wished for, just through an unconventional method. 
The pain of that night was my sacrifice.”


“He fucking abused you…”


I can’t think about his
words.  If I don’t continue I’ll never get it all out.  “The only
person that knows is Rachel and she doesn’t even know what Cole did, she thinks
I just fell.  We never discuss it.”  I choke out my confession,
unable to hide my insecurities.  I wish I could see the look on Alex’s
face, to see his reaction, but I can’t even will myself to raise my head. 
To look into his destroyed face would kill me, dead on my feet.  


“I know I’m a horrible person…I
wished for it and when it happened I wasn’t sad; I was relieved.”


Starting to approach me, he
thinks twice, and growls at me instead.  “Why in the hell didn’t you press
charges?  Better question, why in the fuck is he still in your life,
Elyssa?”  


“Shortly after that happened,
Cole got help.  Part of his program was to make amends to those he
hurt.  I was able to forgive him.  Since then, he’s been sober and we’ve
been friends.  Well, until recently.”


Clearly irritated, Alex is unable
to hide his disgust for my decisions.  “I never imagined you would be that
weak.”  


“Weak?” What the fuck is that
supposed to mean?


“Yes, weak.  How could you
let him get away with that?”


“It is not weak to forgive; to
see the good in people.”


“Are you fucking serious?” A
gruff, in the form of a mocking laugh, escapes his mouth.  “That mother
fucker hits you, pushes you, causes you to lose a baby, and you still continue
to defend him.”  Shit…when he puts it like that…but wait, he wasn’t
there.  He doesn’t know.  


“Alex, the only reason I’m
telling you this is because I want you to trust me and if that means reliving
painful memories, memories I chose to leave in the past, then so be it. 
But, I’m not going to stand here and have you judge me and my life’s
decisions.  Especially, coming from someone who has more hatred in him
than anyone I’ve ever met.  You’re going to tell me that you’ve never lost
control?”


Returning to the front of his
car, he shakes his head.  Kneeling, he takes his face into his hands,
resting his elbows on his knees.  “I need you to go, Elyssa.”


“Alex, please…” I beg as I
approach.  Not knowing how he’s going to react, I reach out slowly,
placing my hand on the back of his head.


He flinches, recoiling at my
touch.  “Don’t!  Don’t-touch-me,” he barks through gritted
teeth.  “I need you to go.  My head is fucked up right now, and I
just…I can’t.  Not right now.”


“Just talk to me,” I plead, suffocating
on each word as my knees grow weaker.  “Don’t do this...”


“Elyssa, I can’t!  I can’t
do this!”  His words echo throughout the darkness surrounding us, and for
the first time since I met him…I feel alone.


My legs go limp as I collapse to
the dirt below; gravel cutting into my bare legs as I sob into my hands.  He’s
leaving me…and I deserve it.  Karma really is a bitch and she’s in
rare form.  This is payback for all my disastrous choices.  


I can’t move a muscle.  Even
as I hear the crunch of the gravel as he approaches, I’m completely
still.  All I want is for him to take me in his arms, to tell me that
we’re okay.  But, instead I get his wrath.  “Elyssa, get up!”  I
try to move, but my body doesn’t respond.  Alex removes the tension out of
his voice, trying again, “Elyssa, please get up.”  


His words echo, but I remain
frozen.  My mind is flooded with happier times.  Just this morning I
was with the gentlest, most caring man; the man that I’ve fallen for. 
Just this morning we were blissfully happy, waking up together and making
love.  And now…now I’m nothing to him.  He doesn’t want me
anymore.  I feel empty, alone, and completely broken.  


“Elyssa!” Alex yells, breaking me
from my frozen reverie.  Dropping to kneel before me, he keeps his
distance, but I can feel his radiating anger attacking my helpless
sorrow.  “I need you to go home.  Can you drive?”  


I should say no.  If only he
would give me more time, I know I can make him see things for what they
are.  I need to reason with him.  I need to make him
understand.  “Alex, please don’t do this…I’m so sorry.  I never meant
to hurt you.”  I reach out to grab a hold of him, but he quickly gets off
the ground, just out of my reach.  My hand falls back, scraping against the
rocks below me, defeated.  With nothing more to fight with, I stand and
almost fall over out of exhaustion, catching myself on his car door. 
Looking up into his grieving blue eyes, I almost lose it.


I reach out for him. 
“Elyssa, don’t!  I’m confused and I need time…time away from you to figure
this out.  Even being here with you right now…you don’t think this is hard
for me?  My heart is telling me to take you into my arms, to hold onto
you, to tell you everything will be okay.  But my mind, my mind knows that
I’ll never forget what I felt today.  So which one do I listen to? 
My heart or my mind.  Cause right about now, I’m going fucking
insane.  Do you understand what could have happened?” 


I shake my head.  The longer
I keep him talking, the more time I have to reason with him.


“I could have killed him.  I
wasn’t going to stop.  I wanted him gone, out of the way.”  He
glances down at his busted knuckles and I have to fight the urge to lean down
and kiss them; to kiss away all the pain, to make him forget.  “Then you
jumped in the way and something stopped me.  I didn’t…no, I couldn’t hurt
you.”


“I knew how angry you were and I
didn’t know if, or how you were going to stop.  I couldn’t let it get that
far.  You don’t deserve any of this.  It’s my fault, Alex; I know
it’s my fault.”


“Yes, it is.”  Alex doesn’t
hesitate to place blame and I know I deserve it.


“I know.  And, I know that
I’ve given you every reason to doubt me, but you have to know everything Cole
said wasn’t true.  I need you to believe me, Alex,” I beg.


“Elyssa, you need to go,” his
voice is eerily calm.  


Frantic, I remain frozen, still
trying to reason with him.  “What about us?  What about you’re
Hart?”  He needs to know that I’m still me, that nothing I am, has
changed.  


He gasps and just when I think
I’ve broken through, I’m instantly let down.  He shakes his head, “I don’t
know.  Can you just give me some time?  I think I deserve that much.”


“You do.”  My throat aches
as I choke out the words.


The fight has left me and I’m
exhausted as I make my way back to the car.  I turn, hoping he’ll stop me,
but he does nothing.  He continues to stand with his back facing me,
staring out at the endless darkness in front of him.  “I’m so sorry,
Alex.”  


The sound of my engine startles
me.  I sit waiting, but he doesn’t even glance in my direction.  The
first man I have ever loved is in front of me and I can’t do anything because
he no longer feels the same.  I reverse the car and make my way back down
towards the glowing city as flashes of light spark across the night sky. 
A storm has been building all day and it just came crashing down.  


 


Sunday, October 7, 2012


Startled awake by the chime of my
phone, my eyes feel heavy and swollen.  God, please let it be Alex!


*Did you get
home ok?*


My heart thaws slightly. 
He’s worried about me and maybe that means he still cares; maybe there is
hope.  


**I’m home. Are
you ok?**


No response.  My heart
chills again as I slump against my pillows, pulling my blanket over my
head.  Darkness is my only friend as I close my eyes hoping to wake again
with some news, any news, from my heart.  


~~~~~


Jumping from my zombie-like
state, I rush to grab my phone, only to see Rachel’s smiling face on my
screen.  I’m not really in the mood to talk to my bubbly sister, but after
hitting ignore, I decide to answer.  Maybe she’ll give me some comfort and
tell me everything will be okay; even if it won’t.  Besides, if I don’t
answer she’ll just continue to call.


“Hey Rach,” I say groggily.


“El?  Is everything
ok?  You sound like you just woke you up.  It’s five…P M.”


“Just having one of those days,”
I can barely contain my sadness.


“What’s going on?  Is Alex
giving you problems?” she hints, sarcastically.


I break.  Sobs escape my
mouth and I realize in this moment, I need my sister.  “I think I messed
up, Rach.”  Hugging my pillow, I hold my phone tight against my cheek.


“Messed up what?” concern etched
in her voice.


“Where do I begin?  Cole has
been acting really odd lately; pretty much since I started seeing Alex. 
He showed up at my apartment on Friday night, while Alex was here.  He was
drunk and yelling all sorts of craziness outside my front door.  I ended
up slapping him and telling him I never wanted to see him again.”


“You slapped Cole?  What did
the asshole say?”  I love my riled up sister, but I’m not about to tell
her what vile things he was saying.  


“It doesn’t matter.  It’s
over, or at least I thought it was.  Saturday he showed up at my work’s
fundraiser and…” 


“And?”  Even when she’s
concerned, she’s still persistent.


“He told Alex that he was
still….ya know…with me.  So they got into a fight and well….”  


“El?”


“Well, I don’t think Alex
believes me when I told him nothing is going on with Cole.  So, I thought
the only way to make him trust me was to explain everything.  Everything,
Rach!  I told him about why I broke up with Cole.  You know I
already feel like a horrible person as it is and bringing it up only brought
back the pain.”


“Elyssa Jane Hart…you are not a
horrible person.  I don’t know how many times I have to tell you
this.  What happened, happened.  You can’t change it, nor would you
want to and that doesn’t make you a bad person; it makes you human.  It
wasn’t meant to be.  Cole is a dick and if I ever mention his name again,
just punch me,” all her words come at a rush.  I know she’s right, but it
doesn’t make me feel any less miserable. 


“I’m sure Alex will come
around.  From the sound of it, you gave him a lot to think about, so just
give him space.”


“But what if after I give him
space, he decides it’s just not worth it?  That I’m not worth it?”  I
don’t think I could endure it.


“Then…that’s his loss, because
you are so worth it!”


“I think I love him, Rach.”


“Oh,” Rachel goes silent for a
moment, “I didn’t realize it was that serious,” she pauses.  “Well, that
changes things.  If you love him, you may have to fight for him. 
Make him see that he’s just scared.”  She’s right.  Alex is scared,
he even told me he was.  


“Thanks, Rach.  I can always
count on you to show me the silver lining.”


“That’s what I’m here for. 
Well, hopefully you two make up so I can finally meet him.  If things work
out, you guys should come over next weekend?”  My sister has always been
the optimistic one; must be nice.  


“If he decides not to loathe me
for the rest of my life, I’ll ask him.”


“Call me if you need anything,
okay?”


“I love you, Rach!”


“Love you more!”


Hanging up with my sister, her
words still ringing in my ear, I make my decision.  I want him; more than
anything else in my life.  I am willing to fight for him, to make him see.


 


Monday, October 8, 2012


As I arrive at work, my stomach
is in my throat.  Not feeling up to anything, I’m surprised I even got
dressed.  If it wasn’t for the fact that I have several meetings today,
trust me, I would have shown up in my t-shirt and sweats.  Not feeling it
on the inside, at least I tried on the outside.  Deciding on a matching
cream blazer, black lacy camisole and cream pants, I really wish I would have
forgone my new black peep toe pumps.  Even though they make me feel tall
and sexy, my feet feel like they’re about to fall off.


After placing my things in my
desk, I start to go over my schedule and notice a meeting request from Arianna,
first thing this morning.  Something doesn’t seem right.  Paranoia
sets in.  Why am I the only one on the e-mail?  Did she see
something?  No one was around when Alex and Cole got into the
fight.  At least, I hope they weren’t.  But then again, I guess I
wasn’t paying too much attention when I was trying to save all three of us.


Buttoning the top button on my
blazer, I head towards Arianna.  My pumps clatter on the marble floor as I
reach the foyer of her office.  Not wasting any time, her secretary sees
my approach and motions for me to go in.  With a pleasant smile, I
approach her desk with caution.  I have no idea what I’m walking in to,
and that scares me a little.


“Please sit, Elyssa.”  While
taking a seat, she cleans up various papers scattered all over her massive
desk.


“You wanted to see me?  Is
everything okay?”


“There are a couple of things I
wanted to go over with you.”  She looks at me and I nod for her to
continue.  “First, I wanted to talk to you about the fundraiser.”


Unable to calm my nerves, I
ramble, “It was a success, I think.  I met a lot of nice, loving people,
and all of the booths seemed to work out.  I hope the company raised a lot
for the Alzheimer’s foundation.”  I hope that didn’t seem as forced as it
sounded.  


“Yes, by all standards it was a
success, we did raise a lot of money.  But, what wasn’t a success is the
drama that you brought to it,” disappointment laced in every word uttered.


Crap!  “I’m confused,
Arianna.  What drama?”  


“Your drunken ex-boyfriend for
starters.”  Whew.  She’s talking about Cole.  Hopefully she’s
just musing over her conversation with him after I left to go to my
booth.  “You do know there’s a policy against fraternization with
co-workers, right?”  Or, maybe not.


“Cole isn’t an employee,” I
mumble, trying really hard to look pensive.  Maybe if I play stupid she’ll
forget her point all together.


“I’m not referring to him,
Elyssa.”  Raising her voice she stares at me; waiting for me to
break.  “Why did Mr. James get into a fight with Cole?”  Crap! 
Crap!  SHIT!  I never thought anyone would find out.  I have
to save Alex’s reputation.  I can’t let her know the truth, but what do I
say?  What can I say?  Maybe I’ll stick with the truth; the truth
with a bunch of lies, is still the truth, right?  


Tears well up in my eyes. 
If I play it up enough, maybe she’ll believe me.  “Cole got out of hand
and was getting rough with me.  Mr. James must have seen it and…well, he
saved me from getting hurt.  If it wasn’t for him…”  A single tear
trickles down my face as I utter the words.  Shaking my head, I continue. 
“It doesn’t matter anymore.  Cole wasn’t in his right mind, and I’m very
thankful Mr. James was there to help.”  I hope I didn’t lay it on too
thick.  It was the truth…well, most of it. 


“I’m sorry, Elyssa.  I
didn’t know the situation.  Mr. James called and reported an altercation,
but I haven’t had a chance to probe him further.  He left soon after and I
haven’t seen him this morning.”


“Then, how did you know I was
involved?”  


“He said he got into a fight with
Cole.  I just assumed you were involved,” she shrugs.


“Oh, I see.”  I struggle
with the ring on my finger, nervously turning it around and around.  I
really hope I didn’t put my foot in my mouth by telling her too much.  


After a moment of silence, she
continues to clean up the papers on her desk, ignoring the fact that I’m still
sitting in front of her.  It takes a minute, but she finally
re-acknowledges me.  Her whole demeanor changes; threatening to giddiness
in two seconds flat before addressing me again.  “Well on to happier
topics, there is something I’m delighted to tell you about.  I spoke with
Maggie on Friday, and confirmed with her this morning, she’s chosen you to go
to a conference in San Diego.”  


“Me?  Th-thank you, so much,
Arianna!”


“Don’t thank me.  Thank
Maggie; she chose you, I only had to approve it.”  It’s extremely
gratifying to have a mentor who’s had confidence in you from day one.  I
know I won’t let Maggie down, and make a mental note to thank her later.


“The conference is tomorrow and
it lasts until Thursday.  It’s on sales performance and management. 
Loads of fun, I’m sure.  But, you’ll learn a lot.  Take good notes
and be ready to present them to the team when you get back.”


“Thank you, again, for such a
great opportunity.”  Probably dull, but I am excited to get away for a few
days.  And how lucky am I; San Diego is beautiful.  Too bad I
couldn’t bring Alex with me.  I sigh.


“I wasn’t sure I was going to
approve of you going, not until I had a chance to talk to you about the
fundraiser.  But, now that I have your side of the story, I’m sure nothing
like that will ever happen again, right?”  She looks at me like a mother
hen; an overbearing, authoritative mother hen.


“No, of course not!  I was
completely embarrassed it even happened in the first place.  I’m just
thankful Mr. James was in the right place at the right time.”


Looking back down at the mess
that is her desk, she continues, “I’ll have Maggie book your flight for
tomorrow.”


“Umm Arianna…would it be okay if
I drove?  You know, with my parents….well, I haven’t been able to fly
since.”  


“Oh, of course!  Not a
problem.  She’ll book your hotel.  Just make sure you leave early
enough to get there for the morning brunch, which I believe is at ten. 
I’ll have Maggie e-mail you a copy of the itinerary.”


“Thank you, again.  You
won’t regret it.”


“I hope not.”  I get up as
Arianna looks at her watch, signaling my time with her is over.  I walk
toward her door when I’m stopped in my tracks, “Oh, and Elyssa,” I turn. 
“Remember what I said about fraternization.”  I smile sweetly at her,
hoping she can’t see the deception in my eyes.


Having a minute before my first
meeting, I decide to go and thank Maggie.  She could have sent any one of
the other executives, but she picked me.  I’m so thankful, and I can’t get
the huge grin off my face.  The extra hours and hard work are finally
paying off.  


As I approach her office, I
notice her door is closed, and think twice about interrupting her when I hear
shouting from behind the door.  Recognizing Alex right away, I halt my
initial intention of interrupting.  I’ve never heard Maggie raise her
voice, not even once, especially not to her superior.


Suddenly, the door swings open
and a blast of citrus, musk and Alex, overwhelms me.  Bolting out of the
door, he doesn’t see me as he turns towards Maggie.  “Why did you have to
send one of the new people with me, Magg’s?  Why couldn’t I have one of
the seasoned guys?”  From where I’m standing, I can clearly see how
irritated he is as he continues his rant, glaring at Maggie.  “Now I’m
going to have to babysit the entire time I’m there!”


Why does it feel like I’ve been
slapped in the face?  Oh, right it’s because I have.


Like a mummy, I move from behind
the door showing my presence not only to him but to Maggie as well. 
Blindsided, I avoid eye contact, but greet him out of respect.  “Mr.
James,” I nod and maneuver past him into Maggie’s office.  I turn to close
the door, hoping he’s already retreated, but I’m met with his wide crystal blue
eyes.  Before I succumb to my weakness, I look down and close the door on
Alex’s shocked face.


“Elyssa!  I am so glad
you’re here.  How was your weekend?” she exhales, exasperated.  After
listening to Alex pout, she’s probably glad that he’s out of her office.


“Good, yours?”  I’m in utter
shock at Alex’s reaction and am unable to reveal any more than mild
subtleties.  Get a grip, Ely.  You are stronger than this!


“Too short!  Come in, have a
seat.”  Maggie motions me towards her plush green office chair.  “Did
Mrs. Salerno have a chance to talk to you about San Diego?”


“Yes, that’s why I’m here. 
I wanted to thank you for giving me this chance.  I’m gonna guess that I’m
the inexperienced one Mr. James was referring to, and from the looks of it he
doesn’t seem too happy about this arrangement.”  I pause as I choke back
the sobs that are anxiously waiting to escape my lips.  “I hope he’s not
upset with you.”


“Don’t you worry about him,
Elyssa.  It’s not up to him.  I know I chose the right person. 
Besides, he’s just in a bad mood because he got into a fight at the
fundraiser.”


Feigning concern, “Is he
okay?”  Alright, maybe not feigning; desperation is more like it.


“Yah, apparently some drunken
asshole thought it was okay to start something and he didn’t.  His knuckles
are pretty beat up, but of course, he doesn’t let that stop him.  Big bad
Alexander James,” she chuckles.  “He’s normally such a pussy cat; don’t
let his bad mood ruin your big chance!  I foresee big things for you,
Elyssa!   We have a few big brokers going and I expect that you’ll
network and make sure they continue to push our products.  I wouldn’t be
sending you if I didn’t think you could pull it off.”


“I won’t let you down.  I
let Mrs. Salerno know that I’ll be driving, but no worries I’ll leave early
enough.”


“If Mrs. Salerno’s okay with it
then so am I.  I’ll e-mail you the hotel information in a little
while.  I know this is short notice, so after your meetings today, why
don’t you leave so you can pack and get ready for tomorrow.”


“I will, and again, thank you for
the opportunity, Maggie!”  


Even though my meeting went well,
and she has a way of cheering me up, despair overwhelms me the moment I step
out of her office.  Alex’s words continue to echo in my head.  He
doesn’t want me to go.  He still doesn’t understand.  I clutch at my
heart, feeling like it’s going to explode out of my chest.  If only the
fundraiser never happened, this would be our first trip together.  I need
to make things right.


Walking back towards my desk, I
devise a plan.  Still having about an hour to spare before my meeting I
decide it’s now or never.  He says he doesn’t understand, so I’ll have to
make him understand.  Make him see, so he can forgive me.


 


My Heart:


I know you need time, time to figure out
what all of this means, and space away from me to clear your head.  So,
instead of calling you every second of every hour of every day, I’ve decided to
put my thoughts on paper.  I hope you’ll hear me out, because I am
sorry.  And, because you need to know that I’ve fallen for you.


First of all, I don’t blame you for
feeling the way you feel right now.  Hearing your conversation with Maggie
killed me, but I understand.  I know the arrangements for San Diego aren’t
ideal, and if this wasn’t such an amazing opportunity for me, I would bow
out.  I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have.  But, at
the same time, I can’t help but feel we’ve been cheated.  If we were the
same two people who ate pancakes together just days ago, we would be going to
San Diego not only as a business team, but as a couple.  Instead, we are
barely going as a team.


Cole’s actions and words have hurt you,
which caused you to doubt everything I’ve ever said or felt about you.  I
need you to know that my heart is not with him…it’s with you.  It’s been
you since the moment you kissed me; possibly even before that.  All I’ve
ever wanted is you.


In my eyes, Cole is nothing but a
friend; a troubled friend, but still a friend.  If you haven’t been able
to tell, I’m not good with letting people into my life, and even worse at
letting them go.  I’ve gotten good at avoiding the situation entirely,
which is why I haven’t had a relationship since him.  I guess I thought if
I avoided getting attached to someone, I would never have to feel the way I
felt when my parents were taken away from me.  But, the other night, I
felt it.  I felt my heart being ripped from my chest when you asked for
time away.  I’m not trying to make you feel bad, because I understand your
decision.  I’m just trying to be honest.


I guess what I’m asking of you is to
please see past the drama, remember how happy we were, even if it was for just
a brief moment.  I’m hoping there’s still a chance you’ll let me be your
girl.


Your Hart,


Elyssa


 


I re-read the letter and then
carefully fold and place it in an empty envelope.  Please tell
me there’s still a chance, Alex; that you haven’t given up on me.  Knowing
I can’t leave my letter on his desk, I realize I’ll have to drop it by his
house tonight.  How I wish that a simple peanut butter and banana sandwich
could make this situation disappear and make him forget his heartache.  


~~~~~


His driveway is painfully
long.  The garden lights highlight the exterior as I park under one of his
gigantic palm trees.  My stomach is in knots as my nerves get the best of
me.  Staring at the passanger seat, at the care package I made for him, I
start to panic.  At the time, a simple wicker basket, a loaf of bread, a
jar of peanut butter, and a couple of bananas seemed like the perfect vessel
for my apology letter.  But, what if he doesn’t like it?  This was
something his grandmother did for him.  What if he thinks I’m being too
pushy?  Or worse, not giving him the time he needs?  


It’s now or never.  Letting
out a deep breath, I take a moment before exiting the car with the basket in
tow.  As I approach his front door, I set the basket down and retreat as
quietly as I came.  I don’t want to cause a scene, nor do I want to look
pathetic in the eyes of the man I’m falling in love with.  But, of course,
why would anything about this situation come easy.  My escape is
interrupted by the creek of the opening door.  Please don’t be Alex,
please don’t be Alex…


Turning to face my broken heart,
I’m stunned.  I must have interrupted his workout because standing before
me is the epitome of my perfection, leaning against the door frame in grey
sweats, sans shirts, hair drenched in sweat with a towel draped around his
shoulders.  God, I miss him.  We stand there for what seems
like an eternity, staring in each other’s eyes; raw green to chilled
blue.  Breaking the tension, Alex looks down into the basket.  His
cheeks redden at my gesture. 


“Peanut butter and banana’s,
huh?” he grins, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes.  I try to approach,
to bridge the distance, but Alex shuts me down with one hand.


Looking down, utterly
embarrassed, I stutter, “I d-didn’t mean to b-bother you.  I know you need
more time, b-but I wanted to give you something to think about,” I point
towards the basket.  


“Elyssa, you’re all that I’ve
thought about,” he pauses, waiting for me to catch my breath.  He reaches
down to pick up the basket, “Thank you.  I don’t know what else there is
to say.”  Picking through the items, he grabs my letter.  


I can’t be here while he reads
it.  I have to get out of here, but my body won’t retreat.  All I
want to do is run and jump into his arms.  Be strong, Ely!  “I’ll
see you tomorrow.”  Please stop me, Alex.  Please…


He doesn’t say anything, letting
our eyes meet one last time.  He is a man of many faces, but at the
moment, all I can see is grief.  He can’t even look at me without feeling
heartache.  Have I really damaged him that much?  I close my eyes and
take a deep breath before turning towards my car.  Alex, still standing at
the door, continues to stare as I start my engine and make my way home.  


Please God, let him still want
me.  I don’t know what I’d do if I lost him.
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Tuesday, October 9, 2012


I’m on edge as I walk through the
large double doors leading into the banquet hall.  Arriving only thirty
minutes ago, I didn’t leave much time to pull myself together before having to
deal with Alex, and my impending doom.  Thankfully, the valet attendant
was extra helpful and offered to have my bags brought up to my room, leaving me
just enough time to slip into the bathroom and give myself a once over before
heading to the conference.  


Even though I’m dressed
confidently in my candy apple red pencil skirt and matching blazer, my insides
are tied in knots.  And without our normal day-to-day obstacles, I’m
hoping the next three days will be the band aid we need to repair our bent, not
broken, relationship.  Eager to face my heart, and possible heartbreak, I
enter the conference with purpose.  


Ushered in by the helpful members
of the hotel staff, I saunter towards three women sitting at the simple white
check-in desk.  A young blonde woman smiles as she hands me a copy of the
itinerary.  “Your name?” looking up at me, she brings her pen to rest on
her bottom lip.  


“Elyssa Hart.”  As her eyes
retreat to the list of names, mine follow hoping to catch a glimpse of Alex’s
name to see if he’s already checked in.  


Damn, she’s too fast.  With
a checkmark next to my name she offers a sharpie and a blank name tag. 
Wasting no time, I scribble my signature and place it on the lapel of my jacket
before I say my thanks and head off towards the ocean of tables awaiting
me.  Although my tag reads, “Elyssa Hart, Salerno Health,” I feel nothing
like myself at the moment.  My confidence has waned and I hate feeling as
if I’m headed into a firing squad.  Will Alex persecute me or will he
offer amnesty?  I really hope it’s the latter.  Might as well go
find out.  Just rip off the band aid and see what the damage is, Ely!


The banquet hall is radiating a
light periwinkle color as tall exquisite pillars are lit, mimicking the feel of
the ocean outside.  The soft blue glow encompasses the room as the flow of
business suits move from table to table.  Making my way through the crowd,
the sea of handshakes crash around me and anxiety washes over me.  Breathe,
Ely, Breathe.  Walking through the circular tables, I notice on top of
the crisp white linen cloths are square bowls filled with sand and sea
shells.  What a clever way to include the marine like theme of the
hall.  Small name placards taped to the back of each seat are my only clue
as to where I belong.


Trying to shake the feeling of
unease, I attempt to look nonchalant as I glance at the chairs, hoping to find
my name.  Soon after my search begins, the feeling of unease disappears,
an eerie feeling replacing it; a feeling of being watched.  Alex’s gaze is
on me as he sits three tables away.   I’m frozen in my tracks as I
return his stare; the movement of the crowd still stirring around me. 
Something’s different; the way he’s looking at me reminds me of the first time
we saw each other.  There’s no rage, no indifference, just his smile and
those dimples I love so much.  Doubt cuts me; maybe he’s only being polite
seeing as though we are business associates.  I shake the need to run to
him, to close the physical and emotional distance between us.  Instead,
all I can do is raise my hand and wave with a shy grin.


Waving me over, he taps the seat
next him.  The first time in days that we’ll be so close to one another,
and without any discussion, we both must play our roles.  Approaching him,
his eyes run over my body, drinking me in with appreciation.  His lips
part as he exhales.  Toying with his bottom lip, his eyes continue their
aggressive descent over my curves.  I knew this outfit would get his
attention, but now that I’m here, I’m not so sure it was the best idea. 
Him looking at me, with those eyes…BREATHE.  


“Hello, Mr. James,” I smile, not
wanting to attract more attention than I already have.  I see how the
other people are reacting to my presence; wide eyed, mouths dropping as their
conversations end.  When I got dressed this morning I was shooting for
provocative, yet professional.  The plunging neckline of my midnight black
lace body suit was more on the provocative side, the skirt and blazer being the
professional component.  I only wanted Alex to notice me, not the rest of
the conference.  But, if that’s what it takes, so be it.  


Alex rises from his seat as I
inch closer, pulling a chair out for me.  Always the gentleman.  I
take advantage of the moment and remove my jacket and hang it on the back of my
chair before sitting down.  I smirk as I notice Alex eyeing my breasts as
he pushes my chair in from behind; my breasts unintentionally bouncing with
each movement forward.  “Thank you, Mr. James,” I flutter my eyes before
looking up at him through my long lashes.  I know, I know.  Sex
isn’t a weapon, but hey, a girls got to do what a girls got to do, and right
now…I’m desperate.


Running his hand across the back
of his neck, Alex returns to his seat and immediately begins to introduce me to
our breakfast companions.


“Gentlemen, this is my Sales
Executive, Elyssa Hart,” Alex points to me as greetings from around the table
seem to come all at once.  Of course, everyone seated around me are men,
brokers from different firms from across the country.  I’m completely
absorbed as he makes introductions but grow anxious as the men continue to gape
at me, as if they are waiting for me to perform a trick.  


Probably in an effort to pull the
unwanted attention from me, Alex begins to ask the table for their thoughts
about the future of health care.  With the upcoming changes with the
Health Care Reform., the responses from the table are plenty, and extremely
dull, but I appreciate the diversion.  Their chatter is background noise
compared to the beat of my heart.  


Even though he’s engaged in the
discussion, Alex continues to steal glances through the corner of his
eye.  And every time I catch him, the drum in my chest thumps
louder.  


Soon, the banter is interrupted
by an announcement from a woman standing at a podium to our far left. 
Looking like a giant plum in all purple, her voice booms from the
speakers.  “Breakfast is served.  Please help yourselves. 
Afterwards, we’ll have a little meet and greet session and then a break will
proceed.  After the break, please head to the conference room for the
first session on ‘Introduction to Sales Performance Management.’”


All at once, herds of people rise
from their tables, heading towards the buffet area.  More nervous than
hungry, I stay back and unexpectedly, so does Alex.   We’re finally
alone and my hands start to shake.  I wasn’t expecting it to be this
soon.  Don’t panic, Ely!  He won’t give up on you…he can’t,
you’re his Hart. 


I flex my unsteady fingers,
before toying with my ring, trying to calm myself.  I don’t know where his
head is and I don’t want to be pushy, so instead I just sit.  Say
something, please?  Alex is mute as he glances around the tables,
giving the buffet line a once over before granting me his undivided
attention.  It’s unnerving watching his sober face.


The awkward silence continues for
a few minutes before he leans over to whisper in my ear.  “I thought I was
the one avoiding you?”  I look at him, puzzled at his choice of
words.  “You didn’t have to drive just so you wouldn’t have to deal with
me?  I actually wanted to talk before we got here, but you didn’t get on
the plane!”  Irritation and astonishment flicker through his face.  I
have to catch myself as I almost laugh at his pretentious words.  


“Is that what you thought? 
That I was avoiding you?”  Why would he think that?  Haven’t I
told him about my parents?  Thinking back through our previous conversations,
I assumed he would have put two and two together; but, apparently not. 
His insecurities have crept in, his longing eyes search my face for the
assurance he needs, for a glimpse of an explanation.  I shake my head, “I
got the okay to drive because I’m afraid of flying.”  With the tension in
his shoulders instantaneously lifted, his body relaxes against the back of his
seat.


“When you weren’t at the airport,
I thought you didn’t want to see me.  And then, when they called for last
boarding and you weren’t there, I thought…”  For someone who was
supposed to be avoiding me, he was pretty eager to have me near.  Do I
dare hope?


“You were worried about me…,” I
break eye contact, fixing my attention on my ring as I twirl it, around and
around.  Please help me, mom.  I need you right now.  Keep me
upright; I can’t fall now.  Trying to suppress the grin that’s
threatening to spread across my lips, I continue.  “Thank you for still
caring.”  I look at him sideways, waiting for a sign of what he’s thinking. 
There is so much I want to tell him, but don’t know if I’ll ever get the
chance.  Sitting here with him, it feels as though a wall is starting to
come down.  But, I can’t read him and as frustrating as it is, I know I
can’t push.  I want him to want me, not out of pity, but because he feels
the same.  


Alex’s confidence has waned as he
sits silent.  I know how hard it is, as I watch him try and formulate the
right words.  I’ve been searching for the right thing to say for far too
long.  Running his hand through his hair, he rests his palm on the back of
his neck before meeting my gaze, returning my smile.  “Can we start
over?”  He pauses, and because I want nothing more than to have a second
chance with him, I nod.  Not out of desperation, but out of hope.


Taking a deep breath, “Hi,
Alexander James; and you are?”  He extends his hand in a friendly
gesture.  A gesture showing a willingness to give us the beginning we
never had.  I notice his knuckles are bandaged, which pangs my heart to no
end.  But, because we are trying not to focus on the mistakes of our past,
I push forward.


Taking his hand in mine, the
sensation of his touch makes my body tremble.  He’s being adorable and
this game, well, I like this little game we’ve got going on right now.  I
wonder how far my mind, and my body, can take this.  I like playful Alex,
much, much more than I like angry or despondent, Alex.  “Elyssa
Hart.  Nice to meet you.”


“So, Elyssa…I notice you aren’t
wearing a wedding ring.  No husband?”  Clever segue, Alex.  


“Nope…no husband,” I blush as my
hand remains in his, our shake lasting a little longer than it should in a room
littered with people.


“Boyfriend?”  His left brow
shoots up flirtatiously as he smiles, leaning into the table, resting his head
on his hand.  Copying his gesture I turn sideways, resting my head on my
palm, placing my elbow on the table.  A giggle bubbles from my chest as I
hide my face in my hands.  Not waiting for my answer, Alex whispers beside
me, causing my breath to hitch as I look up from my hands.  “You look...”
his eyes search by body for the right word.


“So do you, Alex.”  He
always does, though.  Dressed to the tens, Alex is wearing his three piece
black suit.  His blood red tie stands out against his stark white
shirt.  Deciding to push the limits, I unleash the beast.  Crossing
my legs, my skirt lifts, revealing my garter.  Alex exhales as he eyes my
stems from garter to stiletto.  


“We match,” he observes, pointing
towards his tie and my skirt.  His fingers brush against my thigh, sending
a flushed sensation between my legs.  Staring into my eyes, not letting my
gaze slip, he once again whispers, so that only I can hear.  “I know
there’s a lot that needs to be said.  For now, please don’t worry about us
so we can get through the day.  We’ll talk later.”  With that, he
touches my knee, sending shivers all the way down my spine.  My eyes
flutter shut.


“Okay,” is all I can muster,
exhaling the deep breathe I didn’t know I was holding.  


Appearing as though our
conversation has affected him, just as much as it has me, he points toward the
buffet line that has now shortened.  Clearing his throat, Alex shakes his
head.  “I think we may have a chance to get some food, without the risk of
having our hands chewed off.”  


With his hand on the small of my
back, I let Alex lead me toward the buffet.  The feel of his touch against
the lace of my blouse makes me yearn for his hands all over my body.  But,
instead of giving into my desires, I say nothing, only allowing myself to bask
in his closeness.  If only I could lighten my heavy breathing.  I
know there’s so much that needs to be said, but for now, this is enough.


Reaching the line, I take in the
tempting aromas of the sweet and savory dishes, but decide to go light and pick
an egg white omelet with spinach, bell peppers, mushrooms, and a small sprinkle
of cheese.  


At my far right, I notice Alex
making conversation with the pretty brunette making his pancakes. 
Throwing his head back, he laughs with such animation, that I’m afraid he may
fall down.  I haven’t seen him this carefree in days and I’m envious of
her ability to bring it out of him.  I can’t help my momentary glare as
jealousy builds.  With omelet in tow I head towards the table, refusing to
stand and watch Ms. Pancakes laugh it up with him.  He probably won’t even
know I’m gone.


Returning to the table, I feel
like an outsider.  All of the men are in full discussion, seeming to have
known each other for years.  The gentlemen to my right are in deep
discussion about their kids who are graduating from high school this year, the
men to my left are discussing the candidates for Presidency.  Not wanting
to jump into either conversation, I decide to stick with my omelet and the
empty seat next to me, and pout.


I’ve never been one to play with
my food, but sourly my appetite has left after watching Alex enjoy himself,
with someone other than me.  Maybe he’s purposefully flirting to make me
jealous; to allow me to experience an ounce of the turmoil he’s felt. 
Regardless of what he felt during the whole Cole debacle, I never once
purposefully tried to piss him off or make him jealous.  That’s not
true, Ely.  I’m pretty sure it was you who invited Cole to the fundraiser
in the first place.  Ok, fine; there was that one moment of insanity, but
Alex had ignored me for four days and I thought I meant nothing to him. 
I’m beginning to wonder if I still mean nothing to him.  I sigh as I push
my food around on my plate, still waiting for answers.  This is going to
be a long day.


Interrupting my inner discussion,
I feel a strong hand tapping me on my shoulder.  Turning, I half expect to
see Alex, but instead I’m met by captivating, emerald green eyes.  The
rest of him isn’t too shabby either.  He’s quite attractive with short dark
hair, tanned skin, prominent nose, and well groomed facial hair.  I glance
down at his name tag.  Feeling bold, and not knowing where it came from, I
inquire, “May I help you, Oliver?”


He smirks as he leans back in his
chair.  “Must be mindlessly boring sitting at a table full of fat, lazy,
old men.  You should come to the dark side, we’ll keep you company.” 
Isn’t he Mr. Forward?  Oliver points towards his dining companions
who seem to all be younger, except for one older gentleman devouring a stack of
pancakes.


My eyes shoot towards two
gentlemen with heavy Boston accents, attempting to attract a female’s attention
two tables over.  Laughing, they write something on a napkin before
tossing it in her direction.  Unfortunately for them, the wad of paper
hits her on the side of her head.  With a glare she snatches the battle
weapon, aka the piece of paper, and throws it back at them.  They duck to
avoid her wrath.  “Yah, you guys seem like a bunch of party
animals.”  


“What?  You can’t tell me
their approach isn’t original?  When was the last time a guy gave you a
“do you like me, yes or no,” note….fourth grade?”  


“More like third.”  Bringing
me out of my foul mood, I giggle.  Oliver’s charming smile and bright eyes
lighten at the sound of my laughter.


“That’s what I was waiting for,
your beautiful smile.  So, how about you accept my invitation and switch
sides?”  Tilting his head towards his table, Oliver waves me over.


“I appreciate the…” Before I’m
able to finish my sentence, Alex’s booming voice startles me.  


“She doesn’t need your company,
Prescott!  My Sales Executive is fine exactly where she is.” 
Returning from his laugh fest with Ms. Pancakes, Alex slams his plate against
the table, halting all conversations around us.  Prescott?  I’m
going to assume they know each other, and not in a good way.  


Oliver eyes Alex’s bandaged
fist.  With a chuckle, he retorts, “So, what happened, James? Are you that
lonely these days?  Has your only companion rejected you?  I told you
before, there’s no need to beat yourself up over how much of a prick you
are.”  


“Fuck off, Prescott.” 
Oliver rolls his eyes at Alex.  Smiling brightly at me, he straightens his
chair, as he returns to the conversations at his own table.


Not knowing what to say, I turn
back to my own food, and continue to toy with my omelet.  He doesn’t
explain, and I don’t ask.  At least not right now.  We sit and eat in
silence.  Occasionally, Alex is pulled into a conversation with one of the
other six men sitting across from us.  All of them studiously ignore me as
they battle it out for the master of the banquet hall, some of the
conversations getting boisterously loud.  Thank God the torture is over,
as they are interrupted by Ms. Plum, belting out an announcement from the
podium.


“I want to thank everyone for
attending our annual ‘Sales Performance and Management’ Seminar. 
Hopefully everyone’s had a chance to eat all of the scrumptious food prepared
by our wonderful hosts.”  The room breaks out in applause; joining in I
clap my hands together several times, but feel uncoordinated as my hands seem
to be beating to their own drum.  Looking over at Oliver, he notices my
uncoordinated effort and brings his hand up to his lips to mask his
laughter.  I glare at him.  What is he up to?


“Next up is our ice
breaker.  Everyone will have a chance to meet and reacquaint themselves
with all of the new and old faces in the crowd.  Please notice that you’ve
been assigned a number, which has been written on your name tag.  This
number signifies your table.  In addition, you’ve also been assigned a
color.  You’re either a red or a blue.”  I glance down and see a red
mark next to my name.  


“I need all of the blues to stand
up.”  Alex adjusts his tie and stands, placing his napkin on the bare
plate in front of him.  “Now, blues head to the table number that is one
above yours.  Sit and get to know your neighbors.  I will blow a horn
which will alert the blues to switch tables again.  Continue this until
you’ve had a chance to talk with at least one person from each of your
neighboring tables.”  


Taking his cue to leave, Alex
shrugs off his jacket baring his vest and white button down shirt. 
Salivating, I thoroughly inspect every inch of him.  I’m completely
mesmerized and can’t take my eyes off him.  Shaking my head, I’m brought
back to earth as Alex leans down to whisper in my ear.  “I’ll see you in a
little bit.”  As he’s about to walk away, he leans down again, forgetting
to tell me something, “Oh and can you do me a favor?”  I nod.  “Will
you please put on your jacket?  I’ve already been in one fight because of
you; I don’t need to get into another.”  He grins, heading with three
other gentlemen to table number four.  


As soon as they are all up, the
wait staff comes in and removes all of the remnants from breakfast.  Just
as I’m about to put my jacket back on, I’m interrupted with yet another tap on
my shoulder.  This time, Oliver decides to occupy the chair Alex just
vacated.


“Hi!  Elyssa, right?” 
He glances down at my low cut shirt, staring at my cleavage.  I can
already tell he’s that kind of guy, but I’m going to give him the
benefit of the doubt, assuming he was searching for my name tag.  It’s
true that attractive men get away with murder, because normally I would have
felt insulted by the complete physical Oliver just gave me with his eyes. 
But, there’s something about him, something I can’t quite put my finger
on.  He intrigues me.  Grabbing my jacket, I slip my arms through
before adjusting my lapel to show my name tag.  You know, just in case
that’s what he was looking for.


“Oliver, right?”  His eyes
shoot up, and once again he’s giving me that ‘you can trust me, but you really
shouldn’t’ smile.  Although he’s very forward, I immediately like
him.  His charisma, mixed with his toothy smile and rugged demeanor, is
undeniably appealing.  Watch this; I can be forward, too. 
“So, Oliver, how does this work?  This is my first,” I tease.


“Oh a virgin!  What a treat
it is for you that I get to pop your cherry.”  He claps his hands
together, rubbing them before continuing.  “You know I usually don’t get
serious when I first meet someone, but I gotta tell you…there’s something about
you,” he admits, mirroring my thoughts.  I have an odd attraction to
him.  Nothing like what I feel for Alex, but there’s definitely a feeling
of comfort around him.


I burst out laughing at his
inappropriate innuendo.  “God, you love hearing the sound of your voice
don’t you?  Have you ever been told that you’re rather presumptuous?”


“I have a great voice, if you
don’t mind me saying.  And yes, I have been told that I’m cocky, but
that’s usually by someone who hasn’t said yes to me yet.”


I can’t help but giggle.  I
don’t think I’ve wanted to laugh this much in months.  He’s overconfident,
but at least he’s fun.  As the horn blows I reach out my hand to greet
Oliver goodbye.  “Well Oliver, it was nice meeting you.” 


“Not so fast!”  Oliver grabs
my hand but doesn’t let go, sending a jolt of energy up my arm.  What
is he doing?  “Hey Barney, stay at table 2 for me, would ya?” 
The older gentleman smirks.  I remember him from moments ago, devouring
his breakfast.  


“What are you doing?”  I try
to tug my hand back, but Oliver has a tight grip.  


“I’m still getting to know
you.  Isn’t that what this little exercise is about?”  I shrug, not
knowing what else to say.  He has no intentions of giving my hand back, so
instead I sit and listen to him talk about himself, as he gauges my
reaction.  


Living in San Diego for a while
now, he tells me he’s been looking at relocating to Las Vegas.  And now
might be as good of a time as any.  Wait, why is he talking about Las
Vegas?  He must have noticed the panic look in my eyes, because he
pats my knee with his other hand before explaining.  “Don’t worry. 
I’m not a crazy person.  Isn’t boring ole’ Mr. James over there your Sales
V.P. at SHI?” he jeers, sticking his thumb out towards Alex.  


“Boring no, V.P. yes.  It
doesn’t appear that you and Mr. James are too keen on each other.  What’s
that about?”  Hopefully Oliver isn’t so tight lipped, because I doubt Alex
would tell me, even if I asked.


“Alex is too political, takes
things too seriously.  I, on the other hand, enjoy myself and make the
most of my time, which would include spending time with beautiful women, such
as yourself.”  


I blush again.  Man he’s cheesy,
isn’t he?  But, I’m a girl, and girls definitely like cheese.  The
horn sounds again and I realize Oliver is still holding my hand.  “Hey,
Barney!”


“Yah yah, I’ll go to table four
for you, Ollie.”


“Thanks man!”  Because I know
he isn’t meaning any harm, this time I don’t try and pry my hand away when he
squeezes it, reassuring me he isn’t going anywhere.  But, as I glance over
at Alex, I see him eyeing me suspiciously.  A knot builds in my
throat.  This is going to get awkward, real fast.  I’m
enjoying Oliver’s company, but he’s going to cause Alex to have a coronary by
the look on his face.  And, here I was getting jealous over Ms. Pancakes,
when I’m allowing Oliver to flirt with me.  Not cool, Ely, not cool.


“Still not moving?” I question.


“Nah, no need!  I know
pretty much everyone here already.  Besides, you’re brand spanking
new.  So shiny, you need breaking in.” 


“Well, I think you’re going to
make the facilitator angry by not following the rules.  Plus there’s a shiny
red head at table five who appears to be dying for you to pay her some
attention.”  Oliver slyly looks over, just as the red head quickly looks
away, trying to hide her interests, and failing.


“I’m not really into red
heads.  I prefer brunettes,” he states, matter-of-factly.


“Well, I wouldn’t want you to
disappoint your fans.  Besides, I’m here to actually do business, unlike
some of us who seem to not have a care in the world.”  


“How about you make an honest man
out of me then?  Teach me a lesson.  Here, you can tie me up.” 
Oliver releases my hand and crosses his wrists, showing a gesture of
binding.  He’s a little too cocky!


“Something tells me you are
untamable.  I’m sure many women have tried and I’m sure they failed
miserably.  Something tells me that you require a lot of attention,
probably more than one woman could ever give you.”


Appearing wounded, Oliver brings
his hands up to his chest.  “Ouch, do I appear that self-absorbed?” 
I nod.  “Well, would you like me to share my observations?”


Crossing my arms, I sit back
waiting for him to dazzle me with his wit.  “Well, you’re smart and
beautiful, confident but not cocky.  You take pride in your work and your
sweet, but you don’t take shit from anybody.  It’s actually a breath of fresh
air.”


“What is?”  I blush at his
long list of compliments.


“That you aren’t like most
women.  You must be my kryptonite.”  Of course he would reference
a super hero.


“The point of this exercise is to
meet and greet everyone, not to get fixated.”  I jump as Alex’s voice
comes from behind me.  Crap!  He needs to stop doing that. 
Shit!  How long has he been standing there?!


“How can you not get
fixated on such a lovely creature, James?”  Oliver continues to sit,
staring Alex down.  Thank God he let my hand go before Alex came
over.  I cringe at the thought of another confrontation.  


“Luckily, there are rules to this
little exercise.  Move along, Prescott!  I’m sure there are plenty of
your women here.  Go and find one of them to harass,” Alex says
sternly.


“One of my women, eh?  Well
from what I’ve learned about our little Elyssa here, she’s turning out to be a
pleasant surprise and might be just what I was looking for.  Plus, you
know I’ve never been one to follow the rules, Alex.  But, I
wouldn’t want to get Ms. Elyssa here in trouble.”  


Suddenly, Oliver reaches over
grabbing my right hand.  Bringing it up to his lips, he places a brief
kiss on my knuckles.  I heat knowing that Alex is standing behind me.


“Before I go, Elyssa, I wanted to
ask you if you’d join me for a drink tonight,” Oliver inquires, sweetly.  


Crap!  Crap! 
Crap!  I
have to play it cool.  I need to let Oliver down gently, not that his ego
would be affected by my mere relationship status.  But this is my chance
to show Alex that I’m still taken as far as I’m concerned.  “Sorry, but my
boyfriend wouldn’t approve of me having a drink with a random guy.”  I
hope that suffices, Alex.  I look up at him, but he gives nothing
away.


“I’m not some random guy. 
Remember, I was your first,” he chuckles.  Alex, of course, doesn’t find
humor in his little quip, clearing his throat loudly.  A little too loud.


“I appreciate the offer, but I’m
taken in every way imaginable,” I push politely, hoping he gets the hint. 
Maybe in another life, I would have gone for Oliver.  But, having Alex is
the most important thing and I’m not about to ruin it over him.


“Alright, alright, I get
it.  Your boyfriend’s a lucky guy and he must really trust you. 
Letting you come hundreds of miles to San Diego where there are so many sharks
around,” he stands, elaborating each syllable, as he eyes Alex.


“Elyssa….James.”  Oliver
nods in our direction as he stands and ventures towards table four.  


Not wasting another moment and
presumably not ever leaving my side, Alex quickly sits in the vacated
seat.  When the horn is blown again, signaling for the blues to move, he
eyes my facial expression closely, but doesn’t budge or say a word. 
Without any further interferences the rest of the meet and greet goes
smoothly.  Well, as smoothly as one can imagine when both of us are
sitting in awkward silence.  


After another twenty minutes or
so, Ms. Plum’s eager voice announces our morning break and without hesitation,
everyone vacates the room.  I stand, needing to use the restroom. 
Alex, on the other hand, had another idea.  Gently grabbing my elbow, he
leads me out and down the hall.


Once out of ears length, he
explodes, “What in the hell was that all about?”  He’s been marinating in
his anger for the past twenty minutes and it shows, not only in his tone, but
in his distorted face.


I know he’s talking about Oliver,
but that wasn’t my fault.  Is he really going to get mad at me for
something I couldn’t control?  I thought I handled Oliver quite
well.  I guess Alex thought otherwise.  “What are you talking
about, Alex?”  


“That shit with Oliver!” he
explains through gritted teeth.


“What about it?  He was
flirtatious but I had it under control.  I do know how to handle myself
around other men.”


“Seems he had you handled. 
You were flirting with him and he was holding your fucking hand.”  It
was just for a second…wasn’t it?


“Are you serious?  What was
I supposed to do, pull my hand back?  He didn’t know I was taken, but now
he does.  Besides, I could say the same about you and Ms. Pancakes!”


“Ms. Pancakes?” he questions, and
for a second I realize he has no clue what I’m talking about.  Was that
all in my head?  No…no, it wasn’t!


“You and the brunette who made
your pancakes this morning seemed awfully chummy.  You were talking
to her for the longest, all smiles and giggling.”  My mocking tone doesn’t
help the situation any, but I refuse to take the brunt of his anger when this
door swings both ways.  


He laughs.  “Well if you
must know, I asked Ms. Pancakes where I could take my girlfriend for a
nice dinner with a view of the ocean.  She gave me a great idea and the
thought of surprising you made me happy.”


My icy stare defrosts as warmth
builds inside me.  He said girlfriend.  It takes everything that
I have not to lunge myself at him and wrap my arms around his neck. 
Instead, I fidget with my ring, keeping my fingers busy.  “So, I’m still
your girlfriend?”  I look up at Alex through my long lashes, biting my lip
in uncertainty.


“You are still taken in every way
imaginable, right?” he reaches up, but stops before touching me, bringing his
hand back to his side.


“Yes,” I nod.  “Does this
mean you forgive me?”  A large smile spreads across my lips.  The
realization that we are working towards an amiable reunion puts me at ease.


“This means I’m finally ready to
talk.  But, we have to get through the rest of the day.  Please do me
a favor and try to fend off any unwanted attention.  I really don’t want
to get into any more fights.”  He pauses.  “Then again, I would love
to lay Oliver flat on his ass.”


“No more fighting please,” I
pout.  


I beam at him as we walk down the
hallway.  Leaving me at the restrooms, Alex waits for me before we walk
back into the conference.  With a renewed sense of happiness, the rest of
the day seems like nothing can bring us down.
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With his jacket draped over his
shoulder, Alex smirks as he leans against the wall waiting for the elevator to
arrive.  I’m ecstatic over our new beginning this morning.  But, even
though he still wants to be with me, he also said he wants to talk.  Talks
aren’t usually a good sign.  Trying to keep my good mood, I begin to
rock from my toes to the balls of my feet as I stare at the numbers above the
elevator.  


Peering over at me, he asks,
“What floor are you on?”


“Fifteenth,” I smile back at him,
hoping that we’re on the same floor.  But, that would be too easy.  


Disappointment touches Alex’s
face, explaining that he’s on the seventeenth floor.  Pursing his lips, a
slow grin spreads across his lips as our eyes meet, “I guess it doesn’t
matter.  I don’t expect you to spend much time in your room
anyways.”  Biting my bottom lip, it’s getting harder and harder to
suppress the urge to reach out...and touch him.  It might be dangerous to
be so close to him right now, alone, in such a closed confined space. 
Especially when he says things like that; words that speak directly to every
part of my flushed body.  


The car arrives and we both step
in.  Pushing the button for the fifteenth floor several times, I grow
impatient waiting for the doors to close.  Close damn it! 
Looking over at Alex, he’s always so calm and in control of his desires. 
I, of course, look like the sex crazed freak who’s ten seconds away from
pushing him against the elevator wall and wrapping my legs around his
waist.  


“Impatient?” he muses, as I
blush.  I nod, biting my lip playfully.  If only he knew what I’d
like to do to him right now.   I’ve never craved anyone before, but
my hands are eager to run my fingers along the curvature of his chest and
biceps, to trace his sex lines and explore him thoroughly.  


But, just like clockwork, my
impure thoughts are interrupted by shouting from the distance.  Why do
we always have bad timing?!  “Hold the elevator,” a familiar voice yells
from the lobby.  Alex places his hand in the way of the door. 
Instantly, he regrets the favor as Oliver comes bounding in.  Really,
not even one moment alone with him? 


“Hey, thanks James,” he taunts,
sardonically.  Immediately, his attention turns to me, a seductive smile
creeping across his lips.  “Hello again, Elyssa.”  Oliver nods in my
direction as he takes me in.  I’m sure Alex wishes that I’d put my jacket
back on.  Hell, I wish I would put it on.  The plunging neckline and
lacy material of my shirt gives Oliver the perfect view of my goodies and he’s
not shy about his appreciation.  “I guess it was fate that we ended up in
the same elevator.  I think the Gods are telling us something.”  A
small giggle escapes my lips as I shake my head at him.  I’ve never met
anyone so unrelenting before, especially since he knows I’m taken.  


“What floor are you on?” I sigh,
placing my finger near the numbers.  I need to get him on his way. 
My fingers feel antsy as I wait for his answer.  Anymore inappropriate
comments from him and I’m almost positive Alex would reach over and snap his
neck.  Something tells me that Oliver would give Alex a run for his money;
nothing like the ass whooping Alex gave Cole.


“Fifteenth floor.”  Oliver’s
eyes search the already lit up buttons, and with a wolfish grin spreading
across his lips, he continues.  “Now, If I had to guess, I’d go with the
V.P. on the seventeenth, which leaves you on my floor,” he winks at me as he
leans against the elevator wall.  Does he get any cheesier?


I bite my lip as I avoid looking
in his direction.  I have so much on my plate with Alex already; Oliver is
only making it worse.  Just as I’m about to admit which floor I’m on, Alex
chimes in.


“Guess it’s not your day
Prescott, cause it looks like you and I are sharing a floor.”  I suppress
a smile as I bite the inside of my cheek.  Alex doesn’t handle jealously
well, but he’s doing a remarkable job of keeping Oliver at a distance, without
using his fists to make his point.  Disappointed, Oliver pouts as he turns
to face the elevator door, leaving me to sneak my room key to Alex. 
Palming the card in my hand, I reach out as his fingers brush against my
wrist.  We exchange cards, my eyes closing at his heated touch.


Coming to a halt, the doors open
and both Alex and Oliver begin to walk out.  Being the persistent flirt
that he is, Oliver turns, holding the door open with his hands.  Standing
with his arms extended out, his flexing biceps peek out of his short sleeved
dress shirt.  “Have dinner with me.”  Oliver’s tone is different; his
words laced with a sense of desperation.


“Oliver, I….”


“Fine drinks.”  His eyes
search for any sign of wavering.  I’m sure my unrelenting rejection is
unfamiliar to him.  Just like Alex, women probably throw themselves at
him.  


Lurking behind Oliver, Alex is
tense as he runs his hands over the back of his neck.  “There’s no point,
Oliver.  I’m taken.  You’re wasting your time.”  The elevator
doors attempt to close, but again, Oliver pushes them back.


“I don’t know what it is about
you, but something tells me that if I let you go…I’ll regret it.”


Stepping closer to Oliver, Alex’s
eyes fill with anger.  His hands are fisted at his side as he watches my
every move.  Leaning in, I place my hands over his forearms, “Oliver…regret
requires a missed opportunity.  Trust me…you never had a chance.”  I
push against his arms allowing the elevator doors to finally close on their
shocked and approving faces. 


With the door closed I text Alex.


**My room is
1501. Can you grab me a change of clothes?**


Within seconds I receive a text
back.


*Yes, anything
specific you want me to grab? I’ll meet you in room 1703.*


**You’re the one
taking me out, I trust you’ll find something appropriate.**


*Do you know how
hard you just made me? I want you so bad right now. But, talking first.*


I want you too, Alex.  Clutching my phone to my
chest, my Cheshire cat like grin is unavoidable.  What did he think? 
That I would just accept Oliver’s advances?  That’s not even feasible when
all I want is him, physically and emotionally.  Exiting the elevator, I
head to room 1703 with lightening speed.  


~~~~~


Ten minutes later I hear a
rapping against the door.  Pulling it open, Alex stands with my metallic
silver sweater dress still on its hanger, dangling from his pointer
finger.  I blush at his choice.  Modest in the front, the back
plummets, showing off my shoulders and the indentation of my spine stopping
right above the dimples on my lower back.  Although warm, the dress is
short.  Hopefully he’s not taking me somewhere we’ll have to battle the
salty ocean breeze for long.  I only decided to bring it because I thought
it would be easy access for Alex, if we had a successful reunion. 


“So this is what you picked,
huh?”  


Reaching out, I try and take the
hanger from his pointed finger, but instead Alex strides towards me, pushing me
further into the room.  Nuzzling my neck, he wraps his arms around me as
my dress drops to the floor.  “Happy to see me?” I giggle as Alex nods,
moaning as he holds me tighter.  I run my fingers through his hair and
marinade in his warmth.  Not letting go, Alex’s constricting arms envelop
me.  “Hey, are you okay?”


I try to lean back to look at
him, but he remains pressed against me.  “I just missed you...that’s
all.”  


Sighing, I continue to run my
fingers through his dark locks, “I’ve missed you, Alex.”  After a few more
minutes of our silent embrace, his grasp loosens and soon he’s bending down to
pick up my fallen dress.


His brow perks up as he hands it
over.  “You’re kinda clumsy…do you need help changing?”  


“I think I’ve got this
handled.”  Through squinted eyes, I head off towards the adjacent second
bedroom.


“Don’t take too long, we have
reservations.”


~~~~~


As we arrive at Donovan’s Steakhouse,
I immediately feel underdressed.  How could I not?  Next to me is a
stunning blonde with legs for miles.  Her black satin cocktail dress is
short and shows her small frame and large bust.  Not my cup of tea, but
it’s nice to know when I peek over at Alex, that it’s not his either.  On
the other hand, she’s quite impressed with my date.  Her ravenous eyes
examine every inch of his solid body.  I can’t blame her.  Even when
he’s dressed casually in dark jeans, he looks incredible.  His baby blue
button up doesn’t do his eyes justice; just slightly unbuttoned at the collar,
his muscular chest peeks out from underneath the snug cotton material.  


Feeling the need to stake my
claim, I reach over and take his hand into mine, smiling up at him
sweetly.  Alex returns the gesture and kisses me on the forehead.  No
longer gaping at Alex, the blonde gives me a grin before she goes back to tend
to her date.  Smiling down at me, he squeezes my hand in
reassurance.  Can he sense my need to let the world know I possess him, as
he possesses me?  I hope so.


“You are absolutely beautiful, my
Hart.  No one compares to you.”  Oh, how I missed him calling me
that.  I snuggle against him, my other hand reaching up to cling to
his biceps as we wait patiently to be seated.   


The hostess greets us with a warm
smile, focusing her attention more on Alex than myself.  Will I ever
get used to this? 


“Reservation for two. 
Alexander James.”  


“Yes, Mr. James, I’ll take you to
your private dining area.”  Private?  The last time we were in
a private booth, he ravished me at the table.  Is it going to be that kind
of night?  I wouldn’t mind a little private time with him, in fact I would
most definitely prefer it over any type of talking.  


Taking us down a narrow corridor,
we pass several areas that are sectioned off by deep burgundy drapes.  The
dark wood paneling accents the deep forest green cushions on the chairs
surrounding the tables.  With menus in hand, the hostess opens one of the
curtained areas, revealing a spectacular view of the ocean, illuminating the
sun as it sets in the distance.  “I hope this is to your liking?”


“This is perfect,” Alex says in
an almost moan, never breaking eye contact with me.  Seeing him against
this breathtaking backdrop, I can’t…breathe.  I don’t know how much more
my heart can take.  Still deep in a trance, he walks over to pull out my
chair.  If not for the seduction in his eyes, and his agreement to start
over, I would’ve felt slightly nervous sitting down next to him.  Instead,
I’m anxious.  


The waiter enters to take our
drink order.  Not wasting any time, Alex orders an appetizer, along with
dinner and a nice bottle of wine.  Explaining further, he requests for us
to not be bothered.  Remaining indifferent, the waiter nods and vanishes
behind the curtain.  Food is the last thing I’m concerned with, so I’m not
surprised that I can’t even remember what he ordered.  


Toying with the flute of his
water glass, he seems uneasy.  I guess this is the moment where we have
the “talk.”  Avoiding eye contact, I fidget with the edge of the table
cloth that rests just above my thighs.  Even though this isn’t my
conversation to start, I have to say something…anything to break the angst in
his face.


“Is this where you tell me you
want to see other people?”  


Alex cocks his head. 
“What?  Why would I want that?”


I shrug my shoulders. 
“Something’s off.  You’re different right now compared to how you were
earlier.  You’re going to say something that I probably don’t want to
hear.”


“I told you we needed to
talk.  I’ve been thinking about this conversation all day.  I just
need you let me get this out and not say anything.”  I nod in agreement,
but my anxiety almost cripples me.  Gripping the table cloth, I close my
eyes and brace for the impact.  


“Ever since the fundraiser, I’ve
had Cole’s voice repeating in my head.  I may have kicked the shit out of
him, but the bomb he planted in my head is far worse.  I’m constantly
thinking about his hands on your body, his mouth on yours, you moaning his name. 
I feel like I’m going crazy.”  Alex’s jaw tenses as tears pool in my eyes. 
This conversation is not starting off the way I expected.  What happened
to “I miss you,” or “I’m sorry for turning into the Hulk and destroying your
best friend slash ex-boyfriend.  Can we start over again?”


How could he still believe
Cole?  “Alex,
I never…”  


Holding up his hand, Alex urges
me to stop.  “Just let me get this out.”  I nod as I swallow back the
lump growing in my throat.  


“I know I fucked up when I stayed
away from you.  I needed those four days to get my head out of my ass and
figure out how I felt about you.  And, right when we were back on track,
when I was the happiest I’ve ever been, Cole came in and fucked it up. 
Elyssa, when he said he had been with you…” he pauses, closing his eyes as he
takes a deep breath.  “He made me question every moment we’ve had; every
moment that I thought I’d found happiness.”


I clutch the table cloth as I
blink back the tears that brim my eyes.  


“Even sitting with you here…I’m so
fucking livid that I can’t think straight.  You were mine, even if we
weren’t officially together, in my heart I had already claimed you!  I
don’t regret what I did to him; he deserved it…for making me doubt you and for
what he did to you.  He’s fucking lucky that I didn’t know then what I
know now…” His voice trails off as he picks at the gauze wrapped around his
knuckles.  


“I don’t even remember the entire
fight.  I just remember that smug look on his face and him running his
finger underneath his nose.  After that…I lost it.  The next thing I
remember was you.  You threw yourself on top of him, giving me the only
reason to stop.”  


Shaking his head, Alex dredges up
painful memories of his past.  “The last time I felt that enraged was when
I put my dad in the hospital.  He showed up at my mother’s funeral, pushed
Nana, and I went ballistic.  Same thing…everything went black and the next
thing I remember was being pulled off of his lifeless body.”  


My thoughts go back to the
conversation I had with Cole, when he told me about Alex being dangerous. 
Not that violence is okay, but it’s a relief to know it wasn’t some random
person he beat up.  He hurt the man who abused his mother for years, who
then had the audacity to lay a finger on Nana.  No, it wasn’t right, but I
can’t blame him.


“I know I was an asshole to you
when you showed up at Red Rock, but I wasn’t thinking clearly.  I went
there because I needed a moment to think things through before I saw you
again.  When you broke down, I desperately wanted to go to you, but my
pride wouldn’t let me.  And when you left, I was miserable.  I spent
the whole night thinking about you, about us, about what Cole had said. 
Before I knew, the sun was coming up and I couldn’t function without knowing
you got home okay.   I know I had no right, but in my moment of
weakness, I sent you that text.”  I recall the lonesome first clue, the
one that gave me hope that he still cared.  


“Then there was Monday; not my
finest moment.  I’m sorry you heard my outburst at Maggie.  It was in
the moment.  I felt rushed because I still hadn’t figured out what I
wanted to do.  On one hand, I was happy you’d be here with me and not with
him.  But, I still didn’t know if I could be with you.”  The dreadful
words that I never wanted to hear.  I hang my head in despair; pushing
back the sobs that have been building the moment he began to speak.  


“But then you brought me the
basket with your letter.  Knowing that you took the time to tell me how
you feel, you tried reaching me even when I was unreachable.  Reading your
letter, everything came back into perspective for me.”


Unable to remain silent, my words
shoot out to plead my case.  “Alex, you know how I feel for you.”  My
strength disappears and tears escape my eyes, trailing down my cheeks.  I
look up into his face.  His brows are furrowed, not giving anything
away.  The anticipation is killing me.  Does he want to be with me
or not?


“The problem I’m having is that I
can’t get the thought of you with Cole out of my head.”  Running his hand
through his hair, he settles his palm on the back of his neck. This is it,
he’s really ending it.  “But, as much as this is breaking me, I can’t
let you go…I just can’t.”  My lips quiver as I finally take a breath.


“Please don’t let me go,
Alex.  I promise you…” Once again, he interrupts me, only holding up one
finger this time.  I close my mouth, but all I want is to shout to the
world.  


“I had an epiphany today, and at
the oddest moment.  When Oliver was trying to get into your pants…” 
I look down, suddenly feeling ashamed of the whole situation.  Alex had
thoughts of Cole making love to me for the past two days and here I was
playfully flirting with a man in front of him.  I might have done more
damage without recognizing the repercussions.


“I realized there will always be
someone trying to get between us.  First, because you are absolutely
beautiful, and second because someone will always feel they deserve you more
than I do.  Even if he didn’t realize I was your boyfriend, this was
direct insight into how other men perceive the value of love.  To them,
it’s all about sex and self gratification.  I’m emotionally invested, so
of course, I have more to lose.”


I stare at Alex as he’s suddenly
the one looking insecure.  Silence grows between us and I need him to know
he deserves me just as much as I deserve him.  


“We suffer from the same
infliction apparently.  You are transparent to the way women look at you
and I’m oblivious to all other men, because all I see is you.  You have to
realize that it’s only you, Alex.  I’ve never felt this way for anyone
else, including Cole.  He lied!  Can’t you see that?”


“I’m not transparent; I just
don’t care what other women think.  As long as I have you, there will
never be another.”  His face still shows doubt, as he ignores my
plea.  What he says next is the last thing I expected.  


“This brings me to the purpose of
our talk.  Elyssa, I don’t care if you think he’s your friend, that
fucker is toxic.  His friendship is based on his sexual attraction to you,
and his need to control you.  Not to mention that he hit you.  So, at
this point, it’s either me or him.  You need to make your choice.”


Looking at him, I’m
shocked.  With his arms crossed, Alex remains stone-faced waiting for my
decision.  “Choice?!”  Is he really asking me to choose between him
and Cole?  I’ve never been given an ultimatum and I’m not sure if I like
it.  I’ve heard other women talk about similar situations; picking between
friendship and love.  But, never in a million years, would I have imagined
being involved in such a battle.  


“That was a long time ago. 
He didn’t mean to…”


“Are you serious?  Are you
really going to continue and try to makes excuses for him?”


“No Alex, what I’m saying is that
he was drunk, and the abuse only happened one time.  He didn’t touch me
before that, and he hasn’t touched me since.” 


“Fuck that!  I refuse to sit
back and watch him continue to hurt you; emotionally or physically.  If
you choose him, I’m gone.  I watched my mother deal with her abuser for
years and I’m not doing it again.  And as much as I would hate it if you
chose him, I promise to respect your decision.”  


Contemplating the choice he’s
given me, I glance over the table and search for a sign in the all too distant
clouds.  I blink a few times, realizing the weight of what he’s
asking.  Alex’s troubled past allows no leniency for Cole’s
indiscretions.  Regardless of the fact that Cole was not in his sound mind
when he hit me, Alex could care less.  


Alex leans in closer, reaching
for my hand.  “What are you thinking?”  I pull away.


“You make it seem like I’ve been
abused for all of these years.  It wasn’t that way.  I’m not weak,
Alex!”  My voice rises for a moment before I catch myself.  “We were
both young and we made mistakes.  I just chose to forgive him instead of
hating him for the rest of my life.”


“What scares the living hell out
of me is just the fact that he’s capable of it Elyssa.  If he did it once,
what would stop him from doing it again?  And, what if next time it’s not
his baby you’re carrying, what if it’s mine?  I can’t take any
chances.”  Wait, what?  His baby… 


It’s my turn for an
epiphany.  Alex’s ultimatum is only out of concern for me, for our
future.  Not out of jealousy, or rage.  Okay, maybe that too, but
it’s because he wants to protect me; the way he couldn’t protect his
mother.  With a better understanding of Alex’s trepidation, the choice is
no longer difficult. 


My heart wants him.  I want
him safe.  I worry about him just as much as he worries about me. 
I’m willing to give him that assurance and make the choice that was inevitable
from the start.  The difference now, is that I understand the choice
instead of feeling it was a necessity to be with him.  Tears brim over as
I wipe them away with the back of my hand.  “Alex, it’s not even a
choice.  I want you.”  


“You realize what this
means?  He’s out of your life...for good.”


With a weightless energy, calm
spreads over my heart as I assert my decision.  “Like I said, it’s not
even a choice.  Cole has been in my life for a long time and as much as
I’d like to keep him there…I know you’re right.  He’s caused more grief
than anything and I can’t forget everything that’s happened.  He hasn’t
been my friend.”


“With that being said, there is
one more thing that’s been weighing on my mind.”  He pauses, searching for
the right words.  Leaning forward, Alex reaches for my hand, this time I
let him.


“One more thing?!  What else
could there be, Alex?”  I’m drained after our conversation and thought we
were done and settled.  Now he wants to talk more.


“Yes, Elyssa; one more
thing.  Please know that I’m not using your past against you, but,” he
pauses.  But, what Alex?  “You not telling Cole about being
pregnant…I need to know you would never do that to me.”


I can’t believe he’s bringing
that up right now. 
“What do you mean?”  My voice goes soft, feeling slightly
embarrassed.  It was already difficult enough to rip myself open once, but
to talk about this again.  I try to pull my hand away, but he only grips
it tighter.  Instead, I drop my eyes.


“Look at me, Elyssa.” 
Waiting patiently, I find the strength to peer into his smoldering blue
eyes.  “If something happened, I would always want you to talk to
me.  You can’t just freak out and take matters into your own hands. 
I have to be included in the decision; we’re in this together.”


“Do you even want kids?”  I
can’t hide the shock in my voice.  This conversation has definitely taken
a turn, not for the worse, but so much more than I expected.  


“I’m not just talking about
kids.  I’m talking about everything.  No secrets.”  I cross my
heart and hold my hand up, showing my agreement.  “As far as kids,” Alex
shrugs, a small smile touching his lips, “I never really thought about it,
until….well, until recently.”  He releases my hand sitting back in his
chair, his gaze focused on the calm waters outside our nearby window.


My heart warms.  “You’ve
been thinking about kids?”  I could picture having a child with him. 
The baby would be loved and cherished, not only by me, but Alex as well. 
I’ve seen him with his grandmother, his gentle touch and thoughtfulness; the
child would become Alex’s world.  I guess I’m not the only one
falling.  We are both experiencing the vertigo, letting ourselves fall in
love with one another.


“Don’t worry.  I’m not
planning on knocking you up.  It’s just that the past few weeks have made
me think about the future and what’s possible.  You make me think about
what a future would be like…with you.”  I blush not knowing what to say. 



Having just been through an ocean
of emotions, I’m thankful for interruption as our dinner arrives.  Knowing
the worst is over, I realize I’m starving.


We eat in silence.  Deep in
thought, I glance at Alex.  All I’ve wanted was a second chance with him,
and now we have it within our grasp.  We’ve both had a difficult time over
the past few days and deserve some happiness.  My happiness just happens
to be sitting directly across from me.  


“What?” Alex questions, when he
realizes I’m day dreaming.


Reaching over to touch his hand,
I can’t help my smile.  His lip twitch.  “I was just thinking about
how happy you make me.  It’s as if I’m dreaming; it’s surreal.  Like
I’m going to wake up any minute and I’ll be alone in my bed again…without
you.”  Pinching me, I yelp at the slight sting.  “What was that for?”


“You said you thought you were
dreaming.  I was just proving this is our reality.  You’re not the
only one who’s scared about all of this, Elyssa.  You’ve become such an
important part of my life in such a short amount of time.  I promise I
will always try to make you happy.  Anything within my power…it’s yours.”


That reminds me. 
“Anything?”


“Anything!  Just name
it.”  Looking at me sideways, Alex ponders the magnitude of what he just
offered.


“Meet my sister and her boyfriend
next weekend?  They invited us to dinner at their house.”  Rachel’s
optimism paid off, we are definitely more than okay; we’re perfect.


“Of course.  Just tell me
when and where.”  


“Cross your heart?” I tease.


Alex points his finger at me and
makes an imaginary X that spans my entire body.  I melt.  I’m
completely doe-eyed, helplessly in love.  “Take me home…now.”


“You don’t want desert?” 


“Not unless I get to eat it off
of your body.”  The waiter comes at the perfect moment asking if we need
anything.  Alex quickly asks for the check and offers his credit card in
the same moment.
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THUD!  Aggressively, Alex pushes me
against the door, struggling to fetch his key from the front pocket of his
jeans.  Sandwiched between the door and Alex seems like the perfect end to
our perfect night.  If it wasn’t for the fact that the hotel was hosting
the conference, I would have taken him in the elevator.  Instead, his
mouth feverishly sucks on my bottom lip, slipping the key into the card
reader.  He’s quite talented, his hands and mouth never leave me while
efficiently opening the door.  


Turning me around, my back facing
his front, Alex continues to suck and kiss my neck while pushing the door
open.  The feel of his hands running along my breasts and navel almost
send me into convulsions.  I’ve been starved for days and all I want is to
feast on him.  I reach behind and grab the back of his head, my hands
intertwine with his disheveled locks; I bring his mouth to mine.  


Once inside, I spin back around
and clumsily try to unbutton his dress shirt while continuing to massage his
tongue with mine.  I’m not as good at multitasking.  The frustration
builds as my fingers battle against the buttons of his shirt.  My aching
need, coupled with his heavy breathing, causes me to explode with
aggravation.  Screw this!  Hastily, I pry open his shirt,
buttons scattering, as I force my fingers through the material to his lean,
solid chest.  Alex pauses and glances down at his dismantled
shirt.   


“Oops,” I purr, placing my hand
up to my mouth, suppressing a giggle at his shocked face.  


“You are a naughty, naughty girl,
Elyssa,” Alex’s voice teases back.  My hands slide down his chiseled
chest, both of our eyes follow my palm as I trace the curves of his muscles and
gently take his nipple into my mouth.  I can feel the moisture building
between my legs, as he trembles; a soft groan building in his chest.  God,
I’ve missed him.  Wanting nothing more than Alex inside me, my hand
continues to travel down his defined abs, towards the button on his
jeans.  Unexpectedly, he grabs my wrist, halting my downward
pursuit.  


With a pout, my eyes shoot up,
questioning why we’ve stopped.  His seductive smile is menacing, yet
enticing at the same time.  His fingers flex around my wrist as I test his
strength, but his hold is unwavering.  “I have a surprise for you.”  


Tempted, I look around the
room.  Nothing seems out of place.  In fact, the room seems
completely ordinary.  What a tease.  I’m confused, and this
build-up is too intense to keep quiet.  “I thought dinner was my
surprise?”  Brows furrowed with want, I can barely control the need for
him.  How can he have so much self control after days of not being with me? 
I can’t hide the disappointment that his want is not the same.  


“Dinner was just the teaser
before your surprise.”


“Wait, how did you know
everything would work out tonight?”  Alex planned a surprised based on the
assumption I would end up in his hotel room.  He’s sure of himself
isn’t he?  “Are you feeling a little arrogant, Mr. James?”  A sly
smile brushes across my lips.  


“I knew because if I was faced
with a similar choice…I would choose you.  And it’s not arrogance; I’d
like to think of it as confidence.  Now, do you want your surprise or
not?”  I nod, unable to suppress the butterflies fluttering in my stomach,
as I bounce with excitement.  “The first part is waiting in the
bathroom.”  I walk towards his bedroom, but he grabs me from behind. 
“No, gorgeous girl; it’s in the guest bathroom.”  


I turn on my heel and head in the
opposite direction.  The sting of Alex’s hand playfully spanking me jolts
me forward.  “Hey!”  The sensation is erotic and puts my libido into
hyper drive.  I’m tempted to turn around and tear his clothes off with my
teeth, but instead I continue to walk towards the door, rubbing my sore
behind.  


Looking back, Alex is a sexy mess
with his disheveled hair and torn shirt.  Removing his shoes, he kicks
them forward.  “What are you doing?”  He’s toying with me, giving me
a floor show; as if I didn’t already have enough pent up sexual desire.


Sensually he begins to remove
what’s left of his shirt.  “You better hurry; I might have to get started
without you.”  Dropping his shirt to the floor, Alex saunters towards the
bed, leaving me drooling over his bare back, his muscles flexing as he walks
away.  


As I close the door, my eyes
automatically hone in on the red Victoria’s Secret bag sitting on the edge of
the sink.  I wonder what secrets are waiting for me.  I pause
a moment, reacting as if a small explosive is sitting in front of me. 
Meticulously, I separate the pink wrapping paper with my finger, but not before
noticing a small tag attached to the handle that reads, WEAR ME. 
My chest constricts as I reach deeper into the sexual abyss; the feel of satin
and lace brushing against my knuckles.  Intertwined in my fingers is a
sheer cream-colored baby-doll with matching thong.  The barely-there
material makes me blush, but only for a moment.  I strip down and slip on
my gift.  More like Alex’s gift; my gift is the sexual playground I
plan on using his body for.  


A feeling of empowerment rushes
over me as I gape at myself in the mirror.  The vixen like image staring
back exudes sexual confidence; everything the love of a man should make you
feel.  The airy material sways with my body as I twirl around taking in
the full effect.  I’m ready.  With a deep breath, I turn the
knob to go find my release.


“Ohhhh Alllex!”  My voice
echoes through the now empty space.  I scan the room, but he’s nowhere to
be seen.  This is the first time I’m really noticing his suite; it’s much
larger than mine.  The egg white furniture contrasts quite nicely with the
dark tan carpet and Alex’s view is even more spectacular than mine.  The
dancing lights along the coast illuminate the darkness, giving depth to the
ocean just outside.  What are you doing?  You can admire the view
later!


On my continued search for Alex,
I pass the coffee table.  Where before it was empty, there is now a single
glass of champagne sitting on top of a napkin.  A note can be seen below
the stem; it reads, DRINK ME.  Ah, a little game, is it? 
Clever Alex, real clever.  I pick up the flute, taking a sip. 
The bubbles tickle my throat as I smile in appreciation; he’s really thought of
everything.  I wonder what’s next.


A glint of silver catches my
attention, shining under the glowing lights in the dining area.  With my
glass in hand, I walk towards the exquisite dark mahogany table.  Gliding
my finger across the smooth surface, I reach the silver serving dish displaying
eight chocolate covered strawberries.  I can’t help but remember my
birthday and the days that led up to this moment, when Alex was nothing but a
fantasy. 


There’s no surprise when I find
another note next to the strawberries; it reads, EAT ME.  I take a
small bite.  The mixture of the chocolate, strawberries, and champagne is
sensual; I close my eyes and relish the sensation.  Opening my eyes, I
notice the bedroom door is slightly ajar.  Placing the glass on the table,
I push the door open and peek around the corner.  


My mouth drops open in
shock.  I practically have to lift my chin from the floor as I regain my
composure.  Lying across the bed, still in his jeans, Alex is naked from
the waste up.  His bare feet and naked skin remind me of the ache I feel
for him.  The next note leaves me quivering.  On his perfectly naked
chest, I read LOVE ME written in chocolate with a heart made of whipped
cream.  Oh, if he only knew the depth of emotion I feel for him. 
It would scare him, almost as much as it scares me.  


Like a panther stalking its prey,
I move towards the bed.  In one swift move I pounce; climbing on top,
straddling him.  His perfectly decorated torso is too good to pass
up.  My tongue explores his smooth chest, lapping the chocolate as I move
along tantalizingly slow from one nipple to the other.  The chocolate
tastes better off of him than it ever did on the strawberry.  Then again,
my man is sweeter than any berry imaginable. 


Alex moans in appreciation,
closing his eyes.  I lick the last of the chocolate off his clavicle,
savoring every last drop.  “Did you like your surprise?”  The grumble
from his chest vibrates against my lips, making me ache all over.  


I’m radiating happiness and it’s
completely evident in my wide smile.  “Like is not the right word.” 
Sitting up, I reach down to caress his cheek with the palm of my hand.  “I
love my surprise.  It’s perfect…just like you.”  


A sad thought enters my mind, one
that I wish I could shake off immediately.  He’s looked past the anger,
the pain, and is willing to begin again.  “I can’t believe after
everything that’s happened…”  


“Shhhh,” Alex brings his finger
to my lips, stopping me.  “No more talking.  Right now, all I want is
you.”  His hand brushes against my aching sex, causing me to flush with
desire.


“Alex...”  A moan escapes my
lips.  The smallest movement sends shocks of pleasure all over my
body.  Caressing my cheek with the back of his hand, he lovingly rubs his
thumb against my lower lip.  Taking his thumb into my mouth, I suck,
teasing as his eyes widen.  I can feel his reaction stirring below me.


His eyes consume me as his hand
brushes against my shoulder, removing the strap.  “Do you like your
gift?”  His hands continues, brushing against the satin material, until
I’m able to respond.


“I love the way you see me. 
It makes me feel wanted.”  


“You are definitely wanted and
you look as perfect as I imagined you would.  But, you won’t be wearing
this long.”  


My eyes follow his path of sexual
exploration as his hand tease my nipples underneath the satin material.  I
whimper as he increases pressure, pinching and teasing between his thumb and
forefinger.  I want him inside me and it takes everything I have to savor
this moment, instead of ravaging his body.  Lowering myself, my lips reach
his.  His tongue continues to dance with mine, hands travelling up my back
to undo the clasp holding the baby-doll in place.  Removing the airy
material he stares in appreciation.  “Fuck,” he breathes.  “I never
want to be without you again.  Never again…promise me?!” he demands.


My finger traces an X across his
bare chest, over his heart, over my heart.  “Never again.”  In one
swift movement, Alex reaches behind, holding me against his chest and flips me
onto my back.  Moving strategically, he kneels over me, hands traveling up
my thigh, stopping as he reaches my apex.  Ready and wet, I tilt my pelvis
against his large muscular fingers hoping for some release.  


I can’t hide how my body yearns
for his touch.  “Please Alex, touch me.”  


“You want me, my Hart?”  His
fiery blue eyes burn into mine. 


“Yes…always,” I moan. 
Reaching down, he brings both of my legs up and rests them on the tops of his
shoulders.  Hovering, he smiles down, brushing his fingers against my skin
from toe to thigh, leaving my body quivering in anticipation.  “Alex,
please?!”  I can’t take this anymore.  Inch by inch, he moves his way
down, gently placing kisses from my thigh, over my calf and then takes my
pinkie toe into his mouth.  The sucking sensation sends vibrations
directly to my groin.  


“Be patient.  I haven’t
touched you in days.  I’d like to enjoy you.”  Staring deep into my
eyes, his hands reach the band of my barely there panties.  Hooking the satin
material with his thumb he undresses me, bringing them downward, past my thighs
and toes.  In a playful manner he tosses it to the floor.  I giggle
as I flex my foot and place it against his defined chest.  


The ache from the day fades away
with each stroke as his large masculine hands begin to massage the arch of my
foot.  He’s gifted and attentive.  I never imagined having a lover
who was focused primarily on my needs and pleasure.  Is it possible to
climax from reflexology?  His touch is too much to bear and for a
moment I almost forget that I’m naked on display.  


“It’s not fair,” I point towards
his jeans.  


Alex continues to massage the
pads of my feet.  “What’s not?”  


“You’re still dressed.”


Alex stands, leaving me naked and
wanting on the bed.  Grabbing the bottle of syrup on the nightstand, he
explains, “I haven’t had my dessert yet.  I always order dessert.” 
My insides clench.  With bottle in hand, Alex squirts small droplets of
chocolate over my clavicle, nipples, and navel; painting a culinary roadmap for
his pleasure.  Pushing my legs apart, he hovers over me.  Tongue
lapping in the sweet, sticky candy that is melted all over my body.  He
moans in between my breasts, before offering to share his dessert.  Unable
to form any coherent words, I nod.  He’s so playful.  Definitely
not boring, like…like…what’s his name…oh who cares…


Taking my right nipple into his
mouth, he sucks it bare before bringing his mouth to mine.  His soft lips
and silky tongue taste of sweet chocolate and Alex; a combination that would
sell millions, but one I would never share.  


I can no longer fight the urge to
rub myself against him.  I must have him now.  Whispering against his
lips, I plead, “Alex, no more waiting.  I’ll do anything; just don’t make
me wait any longer.  I want you.  Please...”  Wondering if this
pleasure torture will continue, I search his face, hoping he’ll finally give me
my release.  


Without a word, Alex removes his
pants and boxer briefs before deftly positioning himself for entry. 
Thrusting into me, my body relaxes and tenses at the same time.  His hips
continue slow, torturous movements as his hands travel up my body, cupping my
breasts.  


His lips speak against
mine.  “Is this what you wanted, Elyssa?”  


“Yes, Alex, like that.”  My
hands travel down his muscular back to his firm butt.  I grip his cheeks,
forcing his hips into the apex of my thighs.  I long for him to give me
sexual amnesia; I want to forget the past two days of turmoil.  Make me
forget my name.


With intense emotion, Alex makes
love to me, attentively watching me as my body craves more.  “Elyssa,
you’re going to make me come,” he breathes raggedly, gripping my thighs as he
continues to thrust into me.  


“Not yet, Alex.  I need more
of you.  Please?!” 


Sitting up, he balances on his
knees as he takes my hips into his hands.  His movements become desperate
as he grinds into me with such force, making my breasts bounce with each
thrust.  Harder and harder, he punishes me with each movement.  “Is
this what you want?” his voice is rough as he continues.


“Yes…fuck…please!” I scream as my
climax builds.  “Don’t stop.”  My orgasm reaches me, my body quivers,
unraveling with my release.  Alex continues to ravage me, moving even
faster.  My mind is a blur as more pleasure builds.  Fuck, again?
 I don’t think I can come again.  “Alex,” I moan his name, not
knowing which way is up.  


“Come…Again…Elyssa!” he demands
with each thrust.  Alex shuts his eyes, releasing the tension building
inside of him.  I love watching when he comes unraveled because of
me.  His tension, releases my own as I scream through the pleasure of my
second orgasm.  I’m engulfed by the weight of Alex’s body as he lays
slumped on top of me.  Running my hands through his just-fucked-hair and
down his body, I hold him against me in a post-coital embrace; our breathing
slows as we lay exhausted, sated.  


Alex shifts so he’s lying next to
me, resting his head on his hand.  Confirming his playful and
compassionate mood, he grazes his fingers up and down the length of my torso at
a leisurely pace.  We lay like this, just staring at each other, not
wanting to break our connection.  I’ve never felt so at peace with
anything or anyone.


“I could get used to this.” 
Alex’s eyes follow his fingers as they graze my skin.


“To what?  Having a naked
woman in your bed every night?”  I regret bridging this topic the moment
the intended playful words escape my lips.  


“Not just any woman…you. 
All I want is you.  I can’t get enough of you, my Hart,” he confesses,
placing tender kisses along my shoulder.


I’m not trying to darken our
jovial moods, but the thought of Alex with other women make me cringe with
jealousy.  I know he’s not a virgin, but a girl can dream right?  I
haven’t thought much about his previous conquests, but a part of me wonders
exactly how many others he’s been with.  “Since we are talking about other
women, exactly how many others have there been?”


He hesitates a moment before
explaining.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell you how many women
I’ve been with.  If I do, then you’ll only focus on the number and to be
honest I stopped counting a long time ago.”  Reaching up, Alex strums his
fingers along my bottom lip.  “Everyone before you was just sex; I didn’t
feel anything for them.  As far as I’m concerned, you are my first, my one
and only.”  


A first of the heart?  Is
that possible? Surely there have been others.  I know there has been no
one else for me.  Is it possible that his previous conquests were truly
just that?  Just two bodies intertwined in sexual bliss.  It may be
harder for me to understand since I’ve never been able to separate emotion with
sex.  This is probably the very reason I’ve never given myself to anyone
since Cole.  The act of making love without being in love never appealed
to me.  


Oh.My.God.  I’m in
love…  “Thank you Alex…for tonight …for you…for everything.”  


Turning on his back, he shifts me
on top of him.  Lying against him, I can feel the rise and fall of his
chest.  Both naked, we stare at each other, green eyes to blue. 
“You’re welcome, so…I guess I’m doing something right, huh?’  Alex laughs
as he continues to graze my skin with his fingers.  “This, this is all
new.  The way I grew up…well let’s just say I never got to see love first
hand.  I didn’t believe in love.”  


“What about now?”  I hide my
face in his chest, hoping to hear the words I so desperately want him to
say.  I know he can see the want in my heart. 


“Elyssa…you have to understand
that I’m not built the same as most people.  I don’t know how
relationships work…I’m struggling everyday to figure out how things are
supposed to work with you….I…I don’t want to fuck up.”


“Alex, you aren’t.  We are
just going through some growing pains.  This is a good thing.  It
means we’re getting to know each other; our strengths, our weaknesses.” 
Sitting up, I run my hands through his hair and down his chest.  “Besides,
your parent’s relationship couldn’t have been that awful…they made you.” 
I can picture Alex as a small boy, floppy hair and crystal blue eyes, running
around.  He’s a good person; he just doesn’t give himself enough credit.


With a huff, Alex dismisses my
moment of optimism.  “I was a mistake.”  My breath hitches and my
heart tightens.  “He said my Mom tried to trap him.  Biggest mistake
of his life, he said.”  Alex releases my gaze, turning his head.  I
can hardly bear to watch him go down this ugly road of memories.  


“Alex, look at me.”  After a
moment of internal struggle, he turns back with eyes full of sorrow, making my
heart ache.  “Regardless of your father, everything that’s in you, it’s
all the love and beauty from your mother; her hopes and dreams.”


Alex continues to look at me as
he relieves his most haunting memories.  “You know he used to bring women
home?  He would fuck them while my Mom was out.  I could hear the
screams and moaning from the living room.  Is there love in that?” 
My mouth drops in shock.


“No…”  I’m unable to say
more.  I never imagined such a relationship could exist.  


“Well, this is how I thought a
relationship was supposed to be; it’s all I knew.”  Alex’s exposure to
monogamous relationships is as virgin as my exposure to sexual
relationships.  Apparently, we are both teaching each other.


“What made you think
differently?”  


“My mom…in the end…she asked for
my forgiveness; forgiveness for staying with him for so long.  She thought
I needed a man around in order to learn how to be a man, but she told me that
men don’t love with their fists.  Men don’t share their hearts with other
women.  I learned more about being a man from her than I ever did being
around him.”


I can’t help the tears streaming
down my face, not out of shame or disgust, but for the little boy who had to
endure such pain.  “Your mother was wise.”  


“The biggest regret I have is
that I couldn’t protect her.  She needed me.  She needed me to be a
man, and I couldn’t…”


“Alex, stop…you were just a
child.  You can’t blame yourself.”  A flicker of anger courses
through his intense blue eyes.


“She stayed with him because she
needed money; money to take care of the mistake that he never
wanted.  You know what that means?”  I shake my head, not
understanding where he’s going.  “She got beat for years because of
me.  Not only could I not protect her, but the only reason she stayed was
to ensure I was fed and cared for.”


“She loved you.  She wanted
you to have everything you needed.”


“I needed her.  If she just
took better care of herself…maybe...”  Alex shutters and a single tear
escapes his angered eyes.  “It doesn’t matter anymore.  There’s
nothing I can do to help her now, all I can do is not make the same
mistakes.  And, regardless of the situation, my dad got what he
deserved.”  


“When was the last time you saw
your dad?”


“When the cops were dragging me
off of his limp body.  I would do it again…next time…they wouldn’t be able
to stop me.  I’m stronger now, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s dead to
me.”  Alex’s words scare me, because I believe him.  His anger is the
same I felt the night Cole came to my apartment and what I felt during the
fundraiser.  


He must sense my unease and
breaks the silence.  “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.  The
past is the past; let’s leave it where it belongs.”  And on that we
couldn’t agree more.  I wasn’t one that liked to dredge up my past,
either.  


“I’m feeling a bit sticky, want
to take a bath?”


On that note, I smile at my
strong, troubled man, and nod.  Carrying me into the bathroom, I nuzzle
into his neck and bask in this moment of solidarity.   


 


Wednesday, October 10, 2012


My eyes struggle to focus as the
sun shines in through the large bay window.  I’m more exhausted than
normal, but that’s probably due to last night’s excursions.  I stretch,
reaching out for Alex, but only grasp the soft cotton bed sheets.  No
Alex.  Hmpf.  


“Good morning sleepy head. 
I didn’t want to wake you.”  Carrying a silver tray covered in an
assortment of pastries and coffee, Alex comes striding in the bedroom
door.  “You looked so peaceful and since we didn’t have to be up for
another hour, I thought I’d get breakfast.”  The tray is adorned with a
single daisy and my love is adorned with a wide smile, dimples completely
visible, stealing my breath away.


“Good morning,” whispering as I
stretch.  Reaching for the bed sheet, I wrap it around my bust as Alex
approaches.  I feel a little insecure this morning and not sure why. 
He sees me, mind and body, but there is so much more he doesn’t know.  So
much I need to tell him, but there’s never a good time.  I reluctantly put
that away for safe keeping.  I’m not going to ruin this morning, not after
last night.  One deprived story at a time.  “What do we have here?”


“Well, I have a little bit of
everything…what does my Hart desire?”  Glancing at the tray, a small
chocolate muffin stands alone.  I grab the pastry and start to peel its
wrapper slowly.  “I expected your appetite would be a little
more….substantial?”  


“My appetite is substantial, but
not for breakfast…” I smile, shyly looking into Alex’s eyes.


Our passionate moment is
interrupted by the annoying ring of my cell phone.  Who would be
calling at seven in the morning?  Maggie’s name flashes across my
screen.  “Alex, its Maggie!”  I place my finger to my mouth,
signaling for him to remain quiet as I answer the call.  “Hi, Maggie!”


”Elyssa, good morning! 
How’s sunny San Diego?”  Alex comes closer, rubbing his hand up my thigh,
snuggling up to my throat.  I can barely think straight.  Trying to
formulate a sentence while Alex is touching me is nearly impossible.  


I giggle as his hand reaches my
upper thigh, still kissing my neck.  “Lovely; feels more like a vacation
than work.”  


“Well, I’m glad you’re having
fun.  Listen…the guys from Britt and Sterne called last night.  Does
a guy by the name of Barney ring a bell?”  My mind searches back to
yesterdays meet and greet and to the gentleman who kept accommodating Oliver.


“Yes, I met him yesterday.”


“Well, they want to have a
meeting with us and asked that I set it up.  I called Mr. James, but he’s
not answering.”  If she only knew where Mr. James really was. 
“Probably has some hot blonde in his bed as we speak,” she mumbles under her
breath.  “So can you let him know and just make sure you guys meet them at
6:00 p.m. at the hotel restaurant?”


“Yes, I’ll let him know.”  Does
she really think he’s that type of man?  One that would go away on a
business trip and bring some random girl to his hotel room?  It doesn’t
matter, Elyssa.  He’s here with you.  Not anyone else.  Suck it
up!


We say our goodbyes and Alex sits
up waiting for an explanation.  I continue eating my chocolate muffin, not
realizing the next sentence is going to be the end of our blissful
morning.  “We’re having dinner with the guys from Britt & Sterne
tonight at six.”


“Says who?” he questions
grumpily.


I look at him, not knowing where
the mood shift came from.  “Maggie.”  


“Well that should be
interesting,” he mumbles standing up, walking towards the bathroom.


“Why?”  


“That’s Oliver’s firm.” 
Alex slips into the bathroom, effectively ending our conversation. Tension
builds inside me as Alex completely closes the door, shutting me out.


~~~~~


Alex greets the hostess as I
check the time on my cell phone; six o’clock on the dot.  I glance around
the restaurant and my heart skips a beat, more so with anxiety, as I spot
Oliver and Barney sitting towards the middle of the dining area.  I pat
Alex on the forearm to get his attention.  Looking at me, a sweet smile
quickly forms on his lips, but as I point towards their table, his smile
disappears.  I think Alex was hoping Oliver wouldn’t be here. 
Playing his role well, Alex puts his game face on and gestures for me to walk
first.  


Oliver rises as we approach,
pulling a chair out for me to sit next to him.  Alex fumes, but regains
his composure remembering where he is, taking the only empty seat.  I
steal a glance to my right and notice him popping his knuckles in
frustration.  The waiter comes over immediately, and Alex orders a scotch
and soda, I ask for an apple martini, while Oliver and Barney ask for another
glass of Brandy.  


The men start in on a
conversation regarding the compensation rates session we attended
earlier.  Not having anything to add, I glance at the other restaurant
patrons.  Everyone here seems to be enjoying themselves and you can’t
blame them.  The company they keep and the open and cozy restaurant makes
for the start of an incredible evening.  Vela is a nice change from the
restaurants in the hotels in Las Vegas.  It’s nice to have simple luxury
with an open visual space, oh and the impressive view of the ocean doesn’t
hurt.


“Bored?”  I’m brought out of
my visual exploration by Oliver’s deep throaty voice.  I’m slightly taken
back by his rugged good looks.  He’s rather handsome in his blazer and
blue button up collared shirt.  And, his unshaven face, with his sly smile
would make any girl swoon.  But, because I’m taken in every way possibly,
I just smile. 


“What?  No, of course
not.  I just don’t have too much input on compensation rates.”


“Well, how is your compensation
rates, Elyssa?”  Alex rolls his eyes at Oliver’s intended joke.


“I am compensated just
fine.”  Don’t you worry your pretty little face, Oliver.  My V.P.
makes sure I’m completely taken care of.


“Maybe I need to move to Vegas
then.”  He elbows Barney as he teases.  “Make sure that fine turns
into more than fine.”


Barney decides to chime in,
realizing the inappropriateness of Oliver’s comment and the reaction of Alex
almost spitting out his water.  “Hey James, are you guys going out to the
karaoke bar tonight?”  


Oliver’s eyes focus directly on
me for the response, but I turn to my Alex for his reply.  Alex grips my
knee underneath the table and answers for both of us, “Yah, the guys from
Boston gave us the invite earlier.  We were thinking about going. 
You?”


“Oliver was saying that he wasn’t
interested, but if you guys are going, maybe I can tag along.”  My body
eases knowing there might not be an Alex/Oliver conflict taking place for the
rest of the night.  


“Wait Barney, this evening’s
getting more and more interesting.  Maybe I haven’t given karaoke enough
of a chance.”  Alex’s grip on my knee tightens.  I place my hand on
his trying to steady him.  “We can all share a cab!”  Oliver’s
enthusiasm sends my stomach into knots.
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The cab ride to the bar in Chula
Vista is awkward to say the least.  I’m literally sitting between a rock
and a hard place.  On one hand I have my heart, the man I adore and rely
on, and on the other hand I have Oliver…who is…well he’s Oliver, relentlessly
intense.  Both seem to despise one another, for reasons far beyond my
knowledge and both are oblivious to the position they’ve placed me in. 
The only light energy in the car is Barney; all smiles from the passenger seat,
seeming to muse at how the night’s turning out.  He doesn’t look like the
type of guy who gets to go out all that often, so tonight is definitely a
treat.


As I sit and ponder the different
roles we have to play, it’s extremely difficult to separate how I’m supposed to
act versus how I know I feel.  It’s hard enough to ignore my increased
heartbeat every time Alex is near, but to expect me to hide my feelings for him
is nearly impossible.  At times like this, it’s hard not to feel like his
dirty little secret.  


I shake my head as my frustration
builds.  All I wanted to do was go out tonight with Alex, my boyfriend,
not Alex, the V.P.  Not only is this situation awkward, the disappointment
I feel is a bit overwhelming.  


When the cab stops, Alex and
Oliver exit in unison, both leaving their doors open for me.  I glance
from left to right.  If I wasn’t so deeply in love, there might be a
decision to make.  Oliver is ruggedly handsome, with his devilish smile
and engrossing personality, but there was never a choice; I don’t even have to
take a second look.  Without hesitation, I exit to my left, allowing Alex
to help me out of the car.  


Brusquely shutting his door, I
almost miss Oliver’s small tantrum as he rolls his eyes in my direction. 
Almost.  Seriously, how old are we?  I’m not sure where this
competition between them developed, but I refuse to be another rope in their
game of tug-o-war.  I resign to ask Alex why he loathes Oliver, but much,
much later.  Right now, I need to focus on getting through the
night.  I was excited earlier, at the prospect of having a night out with
my boyfriend.  But, now that we’re here, I can’t help but wish we had
stayed in.  


With Barney and Oliver leading
the way, we walk towards the front door side by side.  A giggle escapes as
I become conscious of the predicament I’ve put myself in.  Wearing two
hats all the time is exhausting; I don’t know how Alex does it.  One
moment I’m Elyssa Hart, Sales Executive at Salerno Health, playing the role of
a studious employee.  The next, I’m Elyssa Hart, girlfriend to sex God,
Alexander James.  Problem is, I’m not always aware of what character Alex
is playing, and that in itself is very confusing.  


Sometimes, my heart doesn’t seem
to understand the limitations I’ve set.  For instance, as we walk in the
door, my heart wants to reach out and grip Alex’s elbow, to hold him close and
caress the lean muscles under his dress shirt.  But, my mind, along with
Alex’s odd gaze, makes the decision for me.  Reluctantly slinking back,
I’m forced to cease and desist.  Damn mind, why can’t you leave me be?


As we approach the entrance, Alex
absentmindedly holds the door open allowing me to walk in front of him, not
bothering with any semblance of caring.  I’m not sure if it’s the tension
or the flurry of emotions, but I have to blink a few times to stop the angry
tears from forming.  Stop it, Ely!  You know he cares for
you.  He has two hats to wear, too.


Walking into the dark bar, the
pressure from the surround sound is a bit much.  I can feel the bass in
the pit of my stomach, and not in a good way.  But, not wanting to damper
anyone’s mood, I quickly adapt, immersing myself into the fun and carefree
atmosphere.  Pushing through the crowd of huddled people catching up with
one another, we now have a perfect view of the couches surrounding the karaoke
area.  Our animated Bostonian colleagues are already completely engrossed
in conversation as they raise their glasses, laughing full
heartedly.   


With his hands remaining at his
side, Alex leans over and whispers in my ear, “I’m going to get us
drinks.”  His light breath tickles, arousing the ache that has built since
dinner.  I clench my lips together and nod.  The need to feel his
hand on me is more than I can take.  In this moment, the simple brush of
his hand against my skin would be enough to send me over the edge.  


Instead, I watch Alex retreat to
the bar, and I’m left alone.  For a brief moment, I feel awkward in the
noisy crowd.  But, before I can get caught up in my own self pity, a
sturdy hand catches me off guard, dragging me over to the seating area. 
Pulling myself away from Oliver’s grip, he laughs at my discomfort, gesturing
for me to follow him towards a love seat.  As I take my seat, Oliver plops
down next to me with a large contagious grin stamped on his face.  I can’t
fight the urge to smile back at him.  Oliver has a masculine quality, but
his boyish charm is hard to resist.  Unlike Cole, who is just immature,
Oliver is definitely a man, but a man with boyish tendencies.  


“I really didn’t want to come
tonight,” he admits, leaning over so he doesn’t have to yell.  “Karaoke
has never been my thing.”


“Why did you change your
mind?”  Please, please, please say it has nothing to do with me.


“You.”  Crap!  I
blush.  “Plus, anything to piss off Mr. Hoity-Toity James.”  Here we
go again.  This constant rivalry between Alex and Oliver is
nauseating.  I don’t understand how two men who are polar opposites, yet
have the same endearing qualities, can be so competitive.  Of course, they
are both extremely attractive and can probably have anyone they want, but why
the animosity.  Alex is accomplished in the corporate world and Oliver
doesn’t seem to be struggling for business, either.  I’m completely
baffled.


“Why don’t you like Mr.
James?”  I tilt my head looking at Oliver’s side profile as he laughs and
claps for the two Bostonians, who have taken the stage.


He peeks over at me before
answering.  “It’s not that I don’t like him,” pausing a moment, Oliver
tilts his head in thought.  “Well, actually yah, it’s cause I don’t like
him.”  I chuckle.  At least he’s honest.  “I don’t know
how to explain it.  He’s so uptight and arrogant.  He acts like he
owns the world…including his employees.  Doesn’t it bother you that he
treats you like a possession?”  


“Me?” I ask, flabbergasted. 
If you only knew how much he does own me, heart and soul, we wouldn’t be
having this conversation.  


“Yes, you.  I don’t
understand how you can work with someone like that.  The way you address
him, you’d think he was fifty years old.  He does have a first name, doesn’t
he?  Plus, I think he’s a total piece of shit.”  Whoa, where did
that come from?  Really, a piece of shit?  That’s harsh.  “He
doesn’t deserve his position at SHI.”  Oliver is clearly irritated,
distain etched into every word.  Wow, this is more deep rooted than I
would have ever imagined.  But, it still doesn’t explain the tension
between the two of them.  


“Barney is looking for you,
Prescott,” Alex interrupts our conversation, handing me a drink. 
Anxiously standing in front of me, he waits for Oliver to rise.  Trust
me Oliver; you don’t want to play this game with him.  


Oliver stands, but before he
slinks away, he reaches down and kisses my hand.  “Always a pleasure,
Elyssa.”  


Clearly agitated, Alex stares
ahead, filling the now vacant seat.


“Hi,” I smile, hoping to lighten
the mood.


“Hi,” Alex mutters as his forearm
brushes against mine, sending goose bumps up my arm.  His fist is clutched
around his beer bottle.  My poor insecure heart; he’s getting worked up
over little ole’ Oliver.  I want to soothe him, tell him there’s
nothing to worry about, that I love him and only him.  But, I refrain from
making any physical contact knowing the implications if I did.  Instead, I
continue to will him to look at me.  Once he does, my persistent smile
remains until I see his knuckles return to his normal skin tone.  Crisis
averted.  


Thankfully the Bostonians are in
full swing, refocusing Alex’s attention.  Already drunk as can be, they
are singing a dreadful rendition of Backstreet Boys, I Want it That Way. 
Alex and I laugh in unison, the vibration of his rumble is contagious and the
tension from earlier is slowly fading away.  They bow as the song ends and
the bar erupts in applause.  As awful as that was to listen to, I would
hate to follow their exuberance on stage.


Grabbing the mic, the D.J. asks
the crowd to give another round of applause to the Backstreet Bostonian
Boys.  After the noise level drops, the D.J. continues, “Next, please
welcome to the stage, Alexander James.”  My mouth drops open.  He’s always
so reserved.  I never would have imagined that he would sing in front of a
large group of people, let alone any business colleagues.  I gape at him
as he rises from his seat.


Softly he whispers in my ear, “I
had to get your attention somehow.”  I sigh.  Oh Alex, you always
have my attention.  


As he walks towards the stage, I
catch Oliver on my right rolling his eyes again.  Shaking his head in
annoyance, he leans over and begins a conversation with one of the guys from
Boston.  I purse my lips, shaking my own head in annoyance at his lack of
subtlety, before returning my attention back to the stage.  Back to my
heart.  


Approaching the D.J., Alex
inquires about something, before the D.J. nods his head in agreement.  My
eyes follow the silent answer as Alex grabs the guitar and returns to the
center of the stage, taking a seat on the lonely stool.


As he tunes the guitar, he sits
bent over, strumming each string separately until it’s pitch-perfect. 
Watching him like there’s no one else in the room, it takes me a minute to
notice it has gotten eerily quiet as the twang of the strings draws the
attention of the entire bar.  


At his own leisure, and seemingly
not paying attention to anyone else, Alex stands and removes his suit
jacket.  Throwing it onto the empty seat next to me, he has officially
marked his claim.  He is painfully handsome in his black slacks, blue
button up shirt and black vest.  Oh my; what that vest does to me… 
Hugging his torso, it accentuates his perfect build and svelte waist. 
Rolling his sleeves to his elbows, he stares into my longing eyes as he returns
to his stool.  Trying to contain the anticipation and desire, I bite my
lip and watch while his breath hitches.


The soothing melodic sound coming
from Alex’s lips is indescribable.  If I wasn’t already sitting, his deep,
masculine voice would bring me to my knees.  His acoustic rendition of
James Morrison’s You Make it Real has moved me to tears.  With his
head hung low and his eyes glued shut, he clings to the guitar like a lifeline. 
Focused only on the words, I momentarily close my eyes, basking in the music
and the words aimed directly at me.  


Even though he’s been indifferent
since dinner, showing no emotion towards me at all, I know this is his way of
professing his feelings for me.  Although public, his declaration is
discrete.  And perfect.


Boisterously loud, my
moment is disrupted by a woman sitting two seats away, squirming in her
seat.  I heard her a few moments ago, but I was so entranced by the
melodies, that I thought I had been successful in tuning her out.  Sadly,
she continues to make inappropriate comments about Alex singing to her from
between her thighs, and I can’t help the thunderous feeling bubbling under my
skin.  And unfortunately, there isn’t just one of them.  Before I
turn to glare in their direction, their witchy cackles cause me to
flinch.  Damn.  I thought men were inappropriate, but these women are
clearly in heat.  


“Wooohooo you can sing for me
anytime!”  Irritation builds as she resumes the laughter with her
girlfriends.  They raise their glasses, toasting to the beautiful man on
stage.  “To the fine piece of ass, may he use his mouth for more than just
singing.”  


Little do they know, nor do they
probably care, that he’s completely spoken for.  Noticing my fixed stare
the group huddles close together to continue their banter.  With a roll of
my eyes, I turn back around.  They don’t deserve my time.  Of course
other women find him attractive, Alex is the ultimate – a body made for sin, lips
that carry the voice of an angel, and a mind to keep any woman intellectually
stimulated.  He is absolute perfection, and he is mine!  


Focusing my attention back on the
stage, I wipe my tear pooled eyes as Alex sings the last verse.  Finally
raising his eyes, he makes contact with mine and the beginning of our night no
longer matters.  Regardless of the throng of people surrounding us, in
that moment, it’s just the two of us as we look longingly at each other. 
Our own peaceful moment in the sea of a hundred strangers. 


I clap vigorously, but realize my
applause is nothing compared to the whistles and yells from the rest of the
bar.  After returning the guitar, Alex strides back towards the empty seat
where his jacket currently lies.  The crowd disperses, but not before
patting him on the back, giving him praise.  


“James, I never knew you could
carry a tune.  You definitely missed your calling,” Barney yells from
across the bar, raising his beer up to congratulate him.  Holding up his
hand, Alex accepts Barney’s compliment as he claims his seat next to me.


“That was…amazing,” I
smile.  “The song was…”  I shy away, turning my head.  I’m like
an open book; anyone here can read how I’m feeling.  With so many prying
eyes I would hate to jeopardize our isolated relationship by giving away too
much.  


“It was for you.”  I bite my
lip to hide my growing smile as I return my gaze upon him.  He isn’t
hiding any emotions any more.  Even if he can’t physically show me, I can
feel his love. 


My eyes search the crowd surrounding
us, hoping that our private conversation is unnoticeable.  “Alex…you have
to be careful.  What if someone notices?”  


Tilting his head in Oliver’s
direction, Alex fumes.  “I had to get your attention.  Oliver was
practically humping your leg…again.”  A giggle escapes my lips before I’m
able to cover my mouth.  


Needing to feel his touch, I
brush my finger against the top of his hand for just a brief second, before
placing my hands back into my lap.  “Alex, you have never lost my
attention.”  


“It’s hard to be around him,
around men period, and not have the ability to show them that you’re mine and
show you how I feel,” Alex whispers, bringing his lips close to the lobe of my
ear.  I can practically feel the graze of his lips and shudder at the intimacy. 
He better be careful; too much of that and I won’t be responsible for my
actions.


Focusing on something other than
Alex and his touch, I fidget with the zipper of my purse to try and calm myself
down.  “You seem to turn it on and off so easily.  I was beginning to
worry.”  


“Elyssa, I can’t turn off what I
feel for you.  It’s just…I’m having a hard time balancing
everything.  One minute I’m completely lost in you and then the next I’m
supposed to treat you like any other female.  It’s hard to do when you
constantly have admirers vying for your attention.”  Two hats…


I gesture with my thumb to the
table behind us.  “Well, if it makes you feel any better I wanted to rip
her arms off and beat her with them while you were singing.”  


Alex glances in their
direction.  “It appears that tonight is a test of our self-control. 
You know they are nothing compared to you.”  Unable to show his emotion
through touch, Alex relies on his eyes to show his need.  And trust me, I
feel it.


“You know you could have anyone
you want; including the banshees over there.  Don’t you ever think about
how easy it could be if you were with someone who wasn’t…me?”


“I don’t give a fuck about
easy.  I care about making this work with you.  Didn’t you hear the
words to my song?  It’s you…you make everything real for me. 
Even when we were at our worst…I still had hope, because I knew that losing you
would be like living in a world without sight and sound.  What kind of
life would that be?”  I feel the same way.  I know it would be easier
to love someone who I could be with openly, but I don’t want easy, I want
him.  


“Elyssa, you make my world
beautiful…even when you’re driving me crazy…I know in the end, we will always
find a way back.”


I stare at him, not knowing what
to say.  He’s like sunshine for me; warm, inviting, and completely
essential.  So, I say the only thing that comes to mind, “I need to be
alone with you, right now.”


We sneak out, barely escaping
Oliver’s watchful eye.


~~~~~


With my shoes in one hand and
Alex’s fingers intertwined in the other, I’m replete as we walk along the San
Diego coast.  The cool water feels incredible as the sand tickles with
every grain that slips through my toes.  Pacing ourselves, we are enjoying
our last night before we return to reality.  Reality…ugh.  I
wish we could stay here forever.  I wouldn’t even mind going to boring
sessions about techniques for improving employee value, if it meant we could be
us.  Just Alex and Ely.  It would be nice to not worry about putting
on a façade.


“Why can’t we just stay here?” I
nuzzle against him, pouting.


“Because we have
responsibilities; besides do you want to live on the streets?  I don’t see
you roughing it.”  He bumps my shoulder as we continue our stride.


I halt our progression, bringing
my hand up to caress his cheek.  “I could live in a cardboard box with
you, begging for money and food.  I don’t need extravagant things…I only
want you.”


Placing his hand over mine, he
lets my touch linger as he lowers his head.  “Elyssa, there’s so much you
don’t know about me.  So much we don’t know about each other.  If you
knew everything…let’s just say I haven’t been the best man.  I’m trying to
right my wrongs, but karma has a way of beating you down.”


“Alex, I know in your life,
anything less than perfection is unacceptable, and the slightest fault makes
you automatically feel undeserving.  But, at this point, I can’t think of
one single thing that would scare me away from you.”


He looks pained.  I wish I
knew what he was thinking, but I can see his personal demons aren’t going to
let me in.  “I know you wouldn’t want to make such gestures without
knowing everything.”  


“Then tell me,” I plead, bringing
my hand up to rest on the nape of his neck.  Alex flinches slightly, but
brings the palm of my hand to his lips, placing a slow lingering kiss.


“In due time; I’d like to enjoy
this for as long as I can.  Once you know…I’m afraid the sight and color will
fade from my world once again.”  The moon highlights his square jaw,
revealing the pout forming on his mouth.  “I really hope I don’t mess this
up.”


“You worry too much.  I seem
to recall you doing a brilliant job.  In fact, you’re doing so well, that
I now have a deeper appreciation for chocolate syrup.”  I blush.  


“It’s not just the sex, my Hart. 
I’ve been with plenty of women.  But with you…just being around you makes
me happy; even when I’m not deep inside you hearing you scream my
name.”  My insides clench at his erotic words.  His blatant ability
to talk about sex is shocking.  And HOT!


Noticing my desperation, and
heated touch, we continue down the beach.  Considering I want to push him
down and sexually assault him on the sand, it’s probably a good thing that Alex
changes topics.  “So, you’re not flying out with me tomorrow?”  


“I don’t fly,” I respond
automatically.  Knowing I haven’t told him about my parents, I lessen my
tenacity, and continue.  “Haven’t been able to…that’s how my parents
died.  I haven’t felt comfortable in a plane since.”  Not that
I’ve tried.


“I didn’t know,” he admits,
pulling me in closer.  Thankfully he doesn’t pry, only to ask what time I
was planning on driving back home.


“I was going to leave around
eleven.”


“I’ll ride with you.  It
could be fun,” he says nonchalantly, trying to hide the excitement in his last
words.


I’m stunned; I really wasn’t
expecting that.  “You would give up your cushy, first class ticket to
drive home with me?”


“I’d give up a lot more to spend
time alone with you.”  With the cool breeze gently swaying past us, Alex
brushes away strands of hair, tucking them behind my ear.  “I’ll cancel my
flight in the morning.”  I smile bashfully, as we progress further along
the beach.  


Thinking about how we ended up
here, I search for more of an explanation of the Alex versus Oliver
conflict.  And come up with nothing.  “Alex, I have to ask…what’s up
with you and Oliver?”  He looks over at me curiously, making me feel a
need to explain.  “Sorry, it’s just that you guys are always at each
other’s throats, and it can’t just be because of me.”


Seemingly resolved, he decides to
open up.  “I’ve known Oliver for a few years and what can I say, we’ve
always been competitive.  I think with both of us vying for your
attention, it’s been amplified.”


I pull him back, grabbing the
sides of his face, forcing him to look into my eyes.  I need to make sure
he knows how I feel.  I need him to know there is no one else; especially
not Oliver.  “You know there’s no competition when it comes to me,
right?  I would always choose you.  In any scenario, I will always
choose you.”


“You feel the same for me, as I
do for you.”  Alex toys with one of the rings on my finger, appearing
slightly apprehensive.  “Just stay away from him, Elyssa.  He
despises me and I don’t want you to get in the middle of it.”


“I don’t understand why he hates
you so much,” I conclude.  Taking Alex’s hand, I drag him towards the dry
sand.  The water is getting a little nippy and my feet crave
dryness.  


With a sigh, he reluctantly
continues.  “We both applied for the V.P. position.  Obviously, I got
it.  Since then there’s always been a rivalry between us,” Alex shrugs,
like it’s that simple.  I know he’s keeping something from me.  “I
can deal with any of his issues being directed at me, but I can’t risk him
using you to get to me.”


“Alex, no one knows we’re
together.  How could he use me against you?”


“He’s perceptive and I’m sure
he’s noticed how I look at you.  If he even thinks that you mean something
to me, business or professional, he’ll use you to get to me.  He’s a
sleazy bastard.”  Stopping to search his face, I’m astonished at his
choice of words.  Sure, Oliver’s approach is pretentious; but sleaze is a
bit much.  


Seeing my doubt, he
snickers.  “Trust me, Elyssa, I wish I wasn’t being serious.  Late
last year we attended a conference together.  One of the broker’s was
flirting with me, and of course, Oliver saw us talking and thought he
would fit right into the conversation.”  


Wait, what…some floozy was
flirting with my Alex?  Breathe, Ely!  The past is the past.  Dang, I get it now. 
If the mention of another woman innocently flirting with Alex makes me see red,
I can’t imagine how he feels every time Oliver is around.  I really need
to cut him some slack.  At least I’m battling with his past; he has to
deal with the present. 


“Later that night, I found him
fucking her in the staircase of our hotel.”  His description is harsh and
crude.  I can’t judge, though.  Making love in the throes of passion,
even in the most inconvenient locations, is sometimes necessary.  But
grimy sex with a stranger…no, that’s sickening.  Wait, didn’t you just
say you couldn’t judge?  It wasn’t that long ago that Alex was taking you
in a private booth of a very crowded dance club.


“Not to say he isn’t pursuing you
because you’re absolutely stunning, but I’m sure he has other motives.” 
Already feeling a little flushed, I blush at his backhanded compliment.  


“Oliver’s completely
harmless.  You really have nothing to worry about.”  


Suddenly, bringing me into a
constricting embrace, passion erupts as our kiss deepens.  Pulling back he
insists, “Promise me you’ll stay away from him.  I know there’s no
competition, but I don’t trust him.” 


“I promise.”  I lay my hand
on his chest, over his heart and promise to always take his feelings into
consideration and love with my eyes open.


Alex releases me from our
embrace, trying to pull me towards our footprints in the sand.  “You’re
cold.  Let’s head back.”  Not wanting to waste any amount of time, I
pull against his retreat as he gazes at me inquisitively.  


Searching the distance, I’m
relieved when I see there is no one around for miles.  “You could keep me
warm another way,” I glow, suggestively raising my eyebrows.  


With his eyes half shut, breathe
catching on my seductive words, “Are you asking me…”


Not knowing what I’m about to get
myself into, I bite my lip and divulge another secret truth.  “I’ve never
had sex on the beach before.  I want you to be my first.”


“And last.”  Alex takes me
into his arms, passionately kissing me until I can barely breathe.  “Thank
God you’re wearing a dress.”  


Kneeling before me, his hands
playfully travel up my thighs, affecting every inch of my already raw
skin.  Removing my panties, he places them in his front pocket.  “Are
you sure about this?”  I nod confidently, looking down at my very own sex
God.  Him kneeling before me, the cold air touching my damp sex, the
heated look passing between our eyes…I want nothing more in this moment for him
to be inside me, to eliminate the cold.  Laying his jacket down on the
sand, he pulls me towards him as I lay bare my wants and desires for him to
consume. 


Alex makes love to me under the
stars.  The waves of the ocean along with his moans are an erotic lullaby
that I will remember for eternity.  
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A delicate hand travels up and
down my spine, willing me to wake up.  I moan in appreciation as I turn
onto my back to gaze at my heart.  All dimples and lips, his bliss is
completely obvious.  


“Good morning,” I mumble. 
His five o’clock shadow has now turned into a nine o’clock shadow, causing
another moan to escape my lips.  Running my fingers along his stubble, I
blush at the memory of the sensation along the inside of my thighs. 
Oozing sex appeal with his messy, post-coital hair and bare chest, he smells of
citrus, sex and me.  


Teasingly, Alex hovers over me,
rubbing his jaw line against my bare midriff.  I try pushing him away, but
I erupt in laughter instead.  “Allleeexxx!”  I squeal as I try to
push against him.  He doesn’t budge an inch; my strength is no match against
his hard body.  


With his fingers flexing against
my sides, he tickles me into submission.  “No…!”  I laugh
uncontrollably.  “Please…stop…!”  I beg as I tighten my legs around
his waist.  “Alex please…you’re going to make me pee myself.”


Halting his amused assault, he
whispers, “Well, aren’t you a freak.  I’m not really into golden showers.”


Mortified, I slap his chest
before hiding my face out of embarrassment.  “That’s not what I meant.”


Pulling my hands away from my
face, Alex exhales as he bends down, placing a sweet kiss against my swollen
lips.  “I love waking up with you, Elyssa.”  I melt.  No words
align with how I’m feeling; all I can do is smile into his smoldering blue
eyes.


With the brush of his fingers
across my shoulder, I feel the remnants of last night’s sexual adventure
lingering on my skin.  “I have sand in places I never imagined,” I
jest.  


“Shower, food, and then our last
session,” he responds with one last kiss on my inner thigh.  Damn, I
forgot we had another one.  It’s a good thing I take exceptional notes
because I don’t remember anything from yesterday.  


“I was thinking…can we make a pit
stop before we head home?” 


I look at his now somber blue
eyes.  “Sure.  Where are we going?”


“To visit my mother’s
grave.”  


~~~~~


The weather is lovely.  The
warm California sun is nothing compared to the blazing heat of Las Vegas; the
ocean breeze feels amazing against my skin.  I’m glad we both changed out
of our work clothes into something more casual for the ride home.  Even dressed
down in jeans and a t-shirt, he looks disgustingly attractive.  It
probably helps that he looks amazing naked, so clothes just accentuate his
amazing physique.  Playfully grazing his fingers against my thigh, he
seems to appreciate the lack of material on my apricot, open-knit dress.  


With the ocean breeze blowing
through my hair, I can’t help but reminisce over fond childhood memories. 
Bringing a smile to my face, I remember me and Rachel going to the beach with
our parents and the solo flying trips with my dad.  Days before planes
made me shake in fear.  Although I’m thankful he feels comfortable
enough to take me with him, the venue of Alex’s pit stop resurfaces the
horrible memories I thought I’d left behind.  I miss you,
Mom…Dad.  


The cemetery is beautiful with
the large oak trees and wildflowers growing sporadically throughout the
grounds.  His mother’s gravestone is simple; two ornate tulips decorate
both sides of the mantle, where it states; Beloved Daughter and Mother,
Katherine Dunn.  Dunn?  But, if it’s Dunn, why does he go by
James?  Just another piece to the ever growing puzzle.


Alex bends down and pours the
bottle of water we bought at the gift shop into the once empty stone
vase.  Carefully, he places the long white tulips into the welcoming
water.  “Tulips were her favorite,” he whispers, as he stands staring at
her gravestone.


Reaching across to grab his hand,
I give a gentle, reassuring squeeze.  “Do you want me to leave you alone
with her for a moment?”


“You can stay.”  He glances
at me sideways before returning his stare to the marble slab below.  We
stand in silence.  


I wonder what Alex’s life would
have been if his mother wouldn’t have left him at such a young age, if she
wouldn’t have let his father abuse her for all of those years.  He has so
many qualities that are both loving and gentle.  But, I’ve seen his dark
side, too; one of torment, anger, and resentment.  It’s that dark side
that made him act so offensive throughout our relationship; the one that
ignored me for four days and the same one that attacked Cole.  I’m hoping
with time, and love, that Alex can tame his inner demons and let me in
completely.


“Your mom would be proud of you,”
I give him a genuine smile, hoping that it seeps in.


“You don’t know what you’re
talking about!” he argues, seemingly upset.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean t….” 
Looking down, I stay connected with him only through our fingers. 
Whatever anger is inside him, he doesn’t need me to push him any further.


“Elyssa, she would want me to be
an honorable man; someone who lives by morals.  I’m not sure she would
agree with all of my decisions.”  Exhaling deeply, his voice softens,
“There is one decision I know she would agree with…and that’s you.” 
Wrapping my arm around his waist, I pull his body close to mine as I attempt to
erase his anger.  “You would have been the only girl I brought home. 
She would’ve known how special you are.”


“She sees you, Alex.  She
knows who you are, even if she isn’t with you.”  Repeating the same words
that Rachel has said to me time and time again; I have to believe that they are
still with me.  “I’m going to let you say goodbye, okay?”  He nods in
silence, as I walk away on the verge of tears.


Watching him, I see the little
boy who couldn’t help his mother.  I see him, how he’s arched, kneeling
before his mother’s headstone, trying to forgive himself and forgive her. 
In my absence, he’s left to say what he’s needed to for far too long.  


His lips are moving and I see him
reaching up, wiping away a tear with the back of his hand.  Talking to his
mother, my strong man shows his vulnerability with his moment of
weakness.  Lifting his middle and fore finger to his lips, he places a
soft kiss against the pads of his fingers before lowering his hand to her
headstone.  With his head hung low with grief, he slowly rises, placing
his hands in his pockets as he makes his way towards the car.  I know what
it feels like, to wish your past was different, to pray that a mistake was
made, and wish for a second chance with your parents.  I know what it’s
like to let grief control you.  I won’t let that happen to him.  


As he enters the car, I lean over
and place a sweet kiss on his full lips.  “Ready to go home?”  He
responds with another silent nod, grabbing my hand for comfort.
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My body aches from our seven hour
ride home.  Yes, I said seven hours.  Evidently, when one
takes a road trip with their boyfriend for the first time, a pit stop is an
essential part of the journey.  Stopping just outside of Colton extended
our trip a bit longer than expected.  Although car sex never appealed to
me, Alex and his sexual abilities never ceases to amaze me.  I always
imagined it would be awkward in such a closed confined space, but trust me, it
was anything but.  It was incredible; hot and sweaty, slamming against his
aroused body was pure unadulterated pleasure.  Just the thought of our
uninhibited need for one another makes me giggle.


Alex comes up from behind as I
scrub my face, slapping my ass as he takes his place by my side.  “What are
you thinking about?”  My mouth drops open a little at the sight of him;
sexy as hell, half-naked in his boxer briefs.  


“Ouch, what is it with you and
your obsession with my ass?” I joke as I rub my cheek.


“What can I say, I’m an ass
man.”  Grabbing my hand, he twirls me into his arms.  Feeling
lightheaded, another giggle escapes.  


“You’re my man,” I whisper
against his lips as he runs his hands over the silky material of my camisole
and boy shorts.  


“Yes, I am and you’re
mine.”  Alex nuzzles my neck, but only for a moment, before releasing me
to continue my nightly grooming ritual.  


Reaching over, Alex grabs both of
our toothbrushes from the counter and liberally applies paste to both of our
bristles.  With a wide grin, I watch our reflection in the mirror as he
begins to hum mindlessly.  I pause, grinning at him as he sways with the
tune of his own melody.  He’s so freaking adorable.  


Becoming evident that I’m
staring, he playfully bumps my shoulder, causing me to brush a streak of paste
across my cheek.  We both erupt in laughter as I slap his chest before
wiping the minty remnants from my face.  Once we finish, Alex takes my
toothbrush and places it in the holder next to his, my pink Colgate next to his
blue Oral-B.  Who would have thought we would get there?  Not saying
a word, Alex takes my hand in his and leads me into his bedroom.  


Looking oddly comfortable and at
ease as we fold down the bed, Alex’s muscles flex as he readies the bed for
slumber.  My sexual appetite increases as my eyes savor every inch of
him.  Images of him pleasuring me over, and over again, run rampant in my
mind each second he messes with the dark comforter.  But unfortunately, I
don’t think I have the stamina to go another round.  


Thankfully, he seems to feel the
same as we settle into bed.  Reaching over to place his arm around my
waist, he pulls me tight against him, nuzzling into my neck.  His lips
curl into a smile against my skin, “Tired?”  Completely content in his
embrace, my only response is a nod before closing my eyes and breathing him
in.  At times, he’s too good to be true.  Sometimes I want to pinch
myself to make sure my fairytale is actually happening.  Well, better
him than me.


“Hey!  What was that for?”
he mumbles, still not moving.


“Just wanted to make sure I
wasn’t dreaming,” I jest, closing my eyes as I bask in his embrace.  I
never thought I would find such comfort in falling asleep in a man’s
arms.  Even when I was with Cole, we never stayed the night
together.  Don’t get me wrong, I trusted him.  Just the thought of
waking up next to him never appealed to me.  Oh, and occasionally I would
have awful dreams, dreams I never wanted Cole to know about for fear he might
treat me differently.  Luckily, Alex appears to be my dream catcher,
keeping away the dreadful images that haunt me.  


“Thank you for driving with me
today.  The trip home was…fun.”


“What part was the best? 
Sex at the rest stop, or was it the pound of alien jerky you consumed before we
got home?”  The vibration of his laugh, combined with his hand slowly
creeping up my stomach…oh lord, a girl can only take so much before she
sexually combusts.  Knowing we have to get up early, I slap his hand
playfully, but reach for it to hold me tighter.


“It was being with you,
Alex.”  His embrace tightens allowing me to fall asleep to the rise and
fall of his chest against my back.  


~~~~~


I wake with a jolt, eyes
adjusting to the darkness surrounding me.  I feel a sudden chill in the
room; Alex’s arms no longer wrapped around me.  Reaching for him, I meet his
clammy and tense forearm.  As I inch closer to him, I notice his eyes are
wired shut, similar to that of a child frightened of the monster in the
closet.  But unlike a child, I’m sure Alex’s boogie man is real, lingering
from his past.  Lying on his back with his hands balled into fists at his
sides, he’s frozen like a statue.  The only movement on his half naked
body is his lips, which I now realize is what woke me up.  Alex is
mumbling in his sleep.


My eyes move from his lips to the
rest of his face, stricken with a look of absolute fear.  Shadows fall
against his chiseled jaw and kiss worthy lips.  I lean in and try to
listen to his silent ramblings and immediately realize that he’s
praying.   What has my heart so frightened?  Whatever it
is, he’s scared enough to pray for salvation, for safekeeping, and pray that he
doesn’t hurt him anymore.


Tenderly, almost without sound, I
whisper his name hoping my voice will bring him out of his nightmare. 
With no response, and literally not knowing what else to do, I softly nudge his
ice-cold bicep and brace for the outcome.  With cat like reflexes, Alex
jumps up into an attack position – fists in front of his face, feet spread
apart.  


Kneeling on the bed, I’m in
complete shock.  What happened to him?  What would make him not
only fear sleeping, but be ready in two seconds flat to attack if necessary. 
Tears stream down my face, not out of fear, but out of pity.  Someone hurt
him horribly in his past, not allowing him to escape the monsters that haunt
him.  Blinking several times, he looks around the room; finally
comprehending where he is.  Resting his eyes on my body, he tenses,
becoming conscious that I’m in his room, kneeling on his bed with tear filled
eyes.  Without hesitation, he quickly comes to my aid, wiping the tears
away from my eyes.


“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
Alex quickly looks over my face and body.  When I don’t answer, he
demands, “Elyssa…answer me.”


“You didn’t hurt me,” soft
whimpers escape my lips as I shake my head.  “You were so scared, Alex. 
What happened to you?”  My fingers reach up and caress his cheeks, trying
to wipe the anxiety off his face.  Flinching at my touch, he momentarily
slinks away, but then leans in allowing me to console him.


“It’s late and I don’t want to
talk about it.  Just go back to bed.”  Alex lies back down, placing
his left arm over his head.  Hesitantly, but not out of fear, I lay next
to him placing my head on his chest.  Soon, I’m the one being comforted as
he begins to stroke my hair.  Although I should be the one consoling him,
it feels too good to make him stop.  Through his chest, I can hear the
rapid beat of his heart, as if he’d run a marathon.  I wish he would
trust me.


“I really wish you would talk to
me.”  His hesitation at trust must be a result of his past, and I can
understand.  But, in time I hope he confides in me and realizes that no
matter what he tells me, I’m here.  


“Elyssa, you don’t want my shit
in your head.  It would scare you.  Just drop it.”  He’s
frustrated.  Alex has demons, demons that he refuses to talk about. 
And whatever it is just might be the source of his anger and resentment. 
Now more than ever, I need to help him.


“For now.”  I cuddle next to
him and close my eyes, trying desperately to forget the horrific look on his
panicked, but beautiful, face.


 


Friday, October 12, 2012


I wake to the annoying buzz of my
alarm.  Slapping the screen of my phone, I quickly silence the dreadful
sound.  I had hoped that I would wake in his arms, but instead I’m met
with cold empty sheets as I reach out in search of him.  Quickly
discarding my pajamas, I quietly make my way towards the adjoining bathroom,
where I can hear the sound of running water.  Through the steam, I see
Alex’s naked form looking utterly powerless.  His hands hold him up, as
the water beats down over his head.  He looks troubled and I need to help
erase the pain.


Opening the shower door, I gaze
at Alex from head to toe, naked as the day he was born; skin glistening with
moisture.  Slowly he raises his head, his eyes meeting my stare.  And
I do stare, because I can’t seem to get enough of his toned, hard body.  I
can feel the wetness between my legs building and nothing could keep me away
from him.  Not now.  Not ever.


“How am I supposed to love waking
up with you, if you’re never in bed when I wake up,” I muse, playfully.  A
half smile spreads across his lips as he reaches out, pulling me into the
stream of scalding water.  The iciness from the night before still lingers
as I reach up, bringing his mouth down to mine.  I hate seeing him this
way, and am glad that it only takes a second for him to thaw; soon the
frigidness of his body eases, giving way to my overpowering need for him. 



His mouth begins to suck along my
neck as his hands reach down cupping my breasts.  Gently teasing and
tugging, with his attention focused on the peaks of my breasts, a soft moan
escapes my lips.  “You’re going to make me late, Mr. James.”


“Then we need to make this
quick.”  Resting his forehead against mine, he sighs deeply.  “We
should have made love last night.  It always makes it easier for me to
sleep.”    


“Whatever it takes, Alex.  I
want to make it easier for you, day and night.”  With that, Alex’s mood
changes as he takes me against his shower wall.  


~~~~~


Arriving at work, my loins are
tender with every movement of my body.  Alex was very aggressive during
our morning shower.  It almost seemed as if he was pounding his aggression
away, using me as his very own sexual punching bag.  Not that I minded.


To ease the pang of having to
take separate cars, Alex gave me the deepest, most sensual kiss goodbye. 
He said it was to remind me of him all day long.  If that was the
case, mission accomplished.  I can still feel his lips against mine. 



I wasn’t too surprised when I checked
my e-mail and saw a meeting request from Arianna.  I figured she would
want to catch up and see how the conference went.  But, even as I read her
request for the second time, I have an eerie feeling that it might be
more.  Stop being so paranoid.  


I’d be lying if Arianna’s mood
swings didn’t terrify me a little.  There’s been too many little
outbursts, even when I wasn’t involved, to make me cringe when I have to deal
with her directly.  It’s even gotten to the point that unless she approaches
me first, I try and avoid talking to her.  I hate feeling this way because
I’ve never felt like I couldn’t go to her.  Of course, when she approaches
me, it’s usually okay.  But, unless I know how her day is going, I don’t
even try anymore.  Already feeling on edge as I arrive at her office, it
doesn’t help matters when her secretary lets me right in.


I slow my pace as I walk into her
office, carefully closing the door.  Turning around, I’m frozen in time,
and space.  I can’t believe my eyes.  Her always done hair is
disheveled pulled into a messy ponytail.  The dark circles under her eyes
and the non-existent makeup give away the lack of sleep.  Her clothes…I’m
not even going to mention the lack of professionalism in her wrinkled pant
suit.  What is going on, and where is Arianna Salerno, CEO of Salerno
Health?


Sitting behind her large desk,
she frantically signals for me to sit, and right now, I do as I’m told. 
With irritation written throughout her face she doesn’t hesitate, “Elyssa I’m
going to cut right to the chase and I expect an honest answer.  Do you
understand?”  Her brows raise and her eyes widen as she waits for my
response.  I nod, looking at her with confusion.


Arianna walks towards me and
leans against her desk, hands folded across her chest.  “I was told Mr.
James canceled his flight.  Do you know how he got home?”  SHIT!


“I’m not sure…the last time I saw
Mr. James was at the conference Thursday morning.  He told me he had a few
things he needed to take care of and he would see me at work.”  SHIT! 
She knows I’m not good at lying.  She’s going to see right through me.


Thankfully, the next question is
something I can answer honestly.  “Was he inappropriate in any way? 
You don’t have to worry about retaliation.  Whistleblowers are protected
here.”


With a resounding no, I tell her
that he acted nothing but professional the entire time we were in San
Diego.  “It was beneficial to my career to see him in action.  He
knows this business and everyone at the conference was quite impressed with him
and our company.”  


“I’ll have his ass Elyssa, if he
did anything to you or anyone else.  I have a reputation to uphold and
can’t have Mr. James literally fucking it up with his dick.  You would
tell me if anything happened, right?”  


“I don’t know what this is all about,
but I can tell you he did nothing wrong.  He was a gentleman and held his
own at the conference.  Nothing more, nothing less.”  Hopefully that
will calm her down.


“There’s nothing else you want to
tell me?” she questions, eyeing me suspiciously.


“No.  Arianna, I don’t
understand what’s going on.  Did I do something wrong?”  She is
abrupt and uncaring, which is not how she usually talks to me.  Other
people maybe, but me, never.  


“Not as long as you’re telling me
the truth,” her voice softens, as she retreats back behind her desk.  She
doesn’t sit, but rather looks out the window towards the strip, still trying to
reel herself in from the inquisition.  Smoothing back her hair, the
tension erases from her shoulders as her body visibly relaxes.  “Where are
my manners, I should have asked how the conference was.”  And there it
is.  Her ability to switch her moods on and off is distracting and
tiresome.


“It went well,” I stammer; my
heartbeat still erratic from her interrogation.  “The different sessions we
attended were educational and I’m sure we’ll be able to use some of the
valuable lessons here.  Oh, and we had dinner with the Barney Stephens and
Oliver Prescott from Britt & Sterne.  It seemed as though they might
be interested in doing more business with us in the future.”


Arianna discretely adjusts her
wrinkled shirt, possibly realizing she doesn’t have the best of
appearances.  “Really?  Well, that’s good news for us.  How was
Mr. Prescott?  He’s quite the charmer from what I’ve heard.”  What’s
she getting at?


“Uh, Mr. Prescott
was…nice.”  What else does she want me to say?  


“Well, maybe you’ll see him
again,” she responds smugly.  “I can always set up a meeting for you, if
you’d like?”


“I don’t think so.  Distance
is the problem in that equation.”  And so is my boyfriend.


Turning to dismiss me, she admits
that she only came in to talk to me.  “I’m leaving for the rest of the
day, but if you need anything, or need to talk about anything, you know
my number.  I trust that you’ll use it.”


Standing to leave, I wish her a
great weekend and acknowledge that I do have her number.  I understand she
has a responsibility to ensure that her employees are acting ethically at all
times, but this is a bit much.  I’ve never seen her so agitated before. 
I wonder if she gives everyone the third degree after they go away for a
business trip, or is it because it’s me.  


Then again, maybe her and Carl
had an argument?  I haven’t seen him in such a long time and with him
being in such bad health, it might be trying on their marriage.  That, or
maybe stress from work is getting to her.  Either way, I can’t give her
any reason to be angry at Alex.  Returning to my desk I send him a quick
text, warning him about Arianna’s strange behavior.


**Arianna asked
how you got home from the trip. I told her I didn’t know.**


*Did she believe
you?*


**I think so.
She seemed upset-more upset than I’ve ever seen her. Not sure what’s up with
her.**


*Doesn’t matter.
Dinner tonight?*


**How about I
cook for you? Least I can do after you cleaned me so thoroughly this morning**


*See you at 7,
Hart.*


Either Alex doesn’t seem to be
worried about Arianna’s third degree or he knows how to handle her.  I
don’t know if either makes sense, but I dismiss any concern and dive right into
a week’s worth of voicemails and e-mails.  Throughout the day, I only give
myself a few chances to think about Alex.  But when I do, my mind wanders
to our shower, our trip home from San Diego, and the sweet words written in
melted chocolate over his heart.  Love me…  I sigh.  God,
I do love him.  I haven’t seen him since we left his house this
morning, but I’m sure he’s also catching up.  I know how many e-mails I
had to sift through; I can’t imagine how many he has.


Seeing as how I’ve been gone for
the past three days, I probably won’t win the most responsible employee of the
week award when I decided to leave work early.  I need to run to the store
and buy a few items for dinner and know I won’t have time after work.  You
know…priorities.  At least I was good and finished my backlog of work
before I perused the Food Network website.  I was excited when I found a
recipe for crab cakes, but got a little nervous when it looked almost too
easy.  I’ve never made them before, and needed something fancy.  I
figure, even if the main course doesn’t work out, we can still have chocolate
cake for desert.  It’s not out of a bottle, but it pays close homage to
our special night in San Diego.  Making a mental shopping list, I head to
the closest market.  


~~~~~


I finish cooking just in
time.  Alex said he would be over at seven, which gives me barely enough
time to freshen up.  Trying to make myself presentable, I’m combing my
knotted hair as my cell rings from the bathroom counter.  Anxious to see
him, I rush to grab my phone.


“Hi!  I was just thinking
about you.”  I can’t help the sweetness in my tone.


“I’ve been thinking about you all
day,” Alex declares, but his voice is shaky.  He sounds tired and defeated
after a long day.


“Are you almost here?  I
can’t wait to see you.”


“That’s what I’m calling for,” he
pauses, sighing.  “I have to cancel.”


“Oh,” my heart sinks. 
Besides slaving in the kitchen and hours of anticipation, I hate the thought of
not seeing him.  It surprises me the hurt I feel in my heart.  But
then the anger hits, “You’re really cancelling?  Twenty minutes before
you’re supposed to be here?”  He better have a damn good reason.  I
hate this; I hate being mad at him.  I’m sure there’s an absolutely
reasonable explanation, but at this point no excuse would erase the
disappointment I feel.  I want to pout like a child, and stomp my feet on
the ground, but again that damn rational side of my brain kicks in and whispers
in my ear.  Where would that get you, Elyssa?


“I’m sorry.  I have to take
care of something.  I promise to make it up to you.”  There’s
sincerity in his tone, but something about his choice of words catches me off
guard.  What are you hiding, Alex?


“Are you okay?  Is it
Nana?”  I try to change my tone to one of concern, but I’m not sure if it
worked.  I’m trying not to be selfish, but sometimes it’s hard when it
pertains to him.  But, I know I would feel horrible if I gave him a guilt
trip when the situation was of dire importance.


“She’s okay.  I can’t
explain things right now.  I’m hoping I can eventually, but right now I
need you to trust me.”  Trust? What’s there to trust?  You’re not
telling me anything!  Crap, settle down, Ely.  Closing my
eyes, I take a deep breath, trying to relax before I fly off the handle and say
something that I’ll regret.


“Fine.  I’ll trust there’s a
good reason.  But none of this hoping, you will eventually tell
me.”  I hate this; I hate not knowing what he’s hiding.  And I
know he’s hiding something.  “You’re still going to my sister’s house
with me tomorrow, right?”  I stumble, trying to keep my voice level and
calm, as I fume on the inside.


“Of course…I wouldn’t miss it for
the world.”


“Oh, but you’ll miss tonight?” I
growl.  SHIT!  Well there goes my effort at trying not to fly
off the handle.


“Elyssa, that’s not fair.  I
wish I was there.  You have to understand,” he begs, making it harder to
be mad.  Instead my ire turns into frustration and disappointment.


“I don’t know what there is to
understand, Alex?  You’re telling me you can’t come. You’re cancelling on
me at the last minute and you’re not telling me why.  And on top of all
that, I’m supposed to understand something?” I manage, annoyance seeping
through.  “I know you don’t do relationships, but this is like rule number
234 of the dating handbook.  You don’t cancel on your girlfriend twenty
minutes before you’re supposed to be somewhere, especially without giving a
reasonable explanation.”


Waiting for me to calm down, he
continues, “Elyssa, you trust me right?”


I sigh before giving in. 
“Of course I do.”  


“Then know that I’m thinking of
you.  Know that it kills me to cancel on you like this and know the reason
I’m canceling must be pretty damn important for me not to be there right
now.  Please don’t be angry.”


“I’m not angry Alex, I’m
disappointed.”  Disappointed, irritated and hurt, but mostly sad that I
won’t see him.


“That’s worse…” his voice trails
off.


“But, I trust you.  I’ll
give you the benefit of the doubt and see you tomorrow.”


“I really am sorry, Hart.”  


I hang up not wanting to discuss
the matter any further.  I really didn’t want to end the conversation on
such a sour note, but what was I suppose to say?  It’s okay Alex, don’t
worry about my feelings.  Go ahead and keep your secrets and keep me in
the dark.  I’ll just be here with my legs open whenever you’re ready to
give me an ounce of your time.  No screw that!  I stride towards
the dining room table garnished with flowers and candles and blow out the
flickering flames.  


Tucking my legs beneath me, I lie
on the couch and click on the television.  Surfing through the channels, I
avoid thinking about our conversation.  My only company is the dull noise
of the television as I fall asleep.


~~~~~


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


Startled out of slumber by the
pounding against my door, I immediately check my phone.  Fuck, it can’t
be Cole!  Doesn’t he ever learn his lesson?   When I see the
only missed calls are from Alex, I let the irritation seep out through a long
yawn.


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


Still trying to wake up, I
stumble as I make my way to the door.  My eyes water as they try to focus
on the clock.  It’s two in the morning.  Reaching the door, I look
through the peephole, and I’m shocked to see Alex leaning against the wall,
trying desperately to hold himself up.  Hastily, I unlock my deadbolt and
open the door.   


“Hi Harrrtt!  I knew you’d
be home.  You’re alwaayyys here for me when I needdd you!” Alex slurs,
tripping as he makes his way into my apartment.  I can smell the alcohol
on him and instantly hate that whatever, or whoever, happened tonight did this
to him.  


“Alex, have you been drinking?” I
question, even though I already know the answer.  Urging him to sit, he
hesitates and turns towards me.  There is darkness in his eyes.  


“God, Elyssa,” taking me into his
arms, he nuzzles my neck.  “You are so fucking beautiful.”  He
attempts to pull me into a kiss, but I resist and push against him.


“Alex you’re drunk.  I don’t
want to….”


Pulling away, he immediately
hangs his head in defeat.  “I knew it.  I’m such a fuck up.  I
ruined us before I even had a chance…”


“Alex, what in the hell are you
talking about?  I’m still irritated from earlier.  You can’t just
show up drunk thinking that I’ll lay on my back and forget about earlier,” I
huff as I place my hands on the sides of his face trying to regain eye
contact.  “And what chance are you talking about?  A chance to what?”


“To marry you…and knock you
up.”  I’m thrown back by his declaration.  He wants to marry me? 
I take a few steps back, giving us distance.  He shakes his sorrow and instantly
turns into a rambling mess. Throwing his hands up, being overly dramatic in his
intoxicated state, he continues to digress.  “Which is probably a good
thing, because I would just fuck up our kids and then you’d end up hating me
anyways; which you probably already do.”  


“Alex, sit down!”  I pull
him closer to the couch, but he doesn’t comply.  “Alex, I don’t hate you,”
I sigh, tugging on his shirt.  “I don’t understand where all of this is
coming from, but I don’t hate you.  You haven’t fucked up anything. 
You’ve made me angry, but…”  His arms tighten, squeezing the air out of
me.    


“I’m not good for you.  I’m
worthless and you don’t even know it.  In the end, when you get to know
the real me, you’re going to leave and that’ll kill me.”  I push against
him, but he doesn’t budge.  Instead, he looks down, hands traveling up and
down my body, teasing me.  “There is one thing I’m good for.  The
only thing I’m good for.  Elyssa, I can fuck.  I can make you come
multiple times…please….let me make you forget?” he moans, as his mouth grazes
my jaw line.


“Alex please, you’re
drunk.”  I try again to push against him, but his grip is tight and his
hands continue their movement, this time with more force.  “Alex, please
look at me…talk to me.”


“I don’t want to talk,” moaning
in my ear.  “But, there is something I want to do with my mouth.” 
Alex moves us towards the couch and pushes me down onto the cushion.  Very
uncoordinatedly, he tries to remove my pants, only getting them to my knees
before he falls to the ground in front of me.


“Alex, I don’t want to make love
to you like this.  Please…”


Nuzzling my thighs, he places
soft kisses that trail up towards my sex.  “Fuck Elyssa, you taste so
sweet.”  His voice is full of rasp and hunger, and memories flood my mind;
memories of his voice, his hands, and his mouth.  


“STOP!”  God.Please.No. 
“STOP Alex, Please STOP.”  My voice shakes as he continues to run his
tongue from my knee, up my thigh.  


His lips brush against my
sex.  “Please Elyssa…let me make you forget about today.  About
everything I did wrong.”  


“FUCKING STOP!” I scream. 
Pushing and kicking, he finally releases me, allowing me to pull up my
pants.  Curling up into a ball at the opposite end of the sofa, Alex’s sobering
face stares at me in shock.  Not knowing what he did, or even what just
happened, he remains frozen.  Tears stream down my face as I shake
uncontrollably.  


“Elyssa…I wasn’t going to
hurt…”  Moving closer, he tries to take my hand into his.


“Don’t fucking touch me!” 
Still shaking I can’t control myself as I wrap my arms around my calves,
holding on for dear life.  Not now!  Why did he have to say those
words?  Why?  It took a long time to get his face
etched from my memory.  Ely, calm down.  It’s in your past. 
He can never hurt you again!  This is Alex, he would never hurt you. 
Being with Alex has made me forget my past.  He’s made me crave sex
instead of loathing the intimacy.  I know he would never hurt me. 
Never.  But, how am I supposed to react when he utters those words.


“Elyssa, please…what’s
wrong?  I would never force you to do anything,” Alex’s pleading voice
breaks down.   “Don’t be scared of me, please.  I’m
sorry.”  I’m afraid to look at him, afraid I might see his
face.  Afraid I’ll see pity in Alex’s eyes, pity for something he knows
nothing about.  “Please Elyssa, talk to me.”  Alex moves closer, and
this time I let him.  In my heart I know he wasn’t going to hurt me, but
it’s just too painful.  I unclench my fists and cautiously allow him to
take my hand in his.  


Alex stares at me, and I know
he’s wondering how he’s fucked up this time.  Wondering what would have
caused such a harsh reaction. But, I don’t know what to say.  Do I
trust him enough to let him in even further?  I know I’ve already told him
about Cole and the miscarriage, but this is deeper.  This cuts deeper than
anything that has happened in my life since my parents died.  I know I
have to tell him, but what if this is it?  What if I tell him and he looks
at me differently, like I’m damaged.  No…I can’t think that way.  


“Please…you’re shaking.” 
Concern is etched in his voice as he remains still.  Not knowing what to
do he continues to look at me like a fragile piece of glass.  Damn it;
I am not that girl anymore!


I can’t.  Not in the living
room.  If I’m going to bare my soul, the last thing that can possibly come
between us, it can’t be here.  I stand, tremors overtaking my body as I
walk unsteadily towards my bedroom.  Even though he’s still drunk, I’m
glad Alex decides to follow.  I need him.  I need the comfort of
being in his arms.  In my moment of desperation, I know his embrace will
erase the dark memories, even if he’s the one that dredged them up.  


Opening my bedroom door, I turn
on the side lamp, letting a glimmer of light pass through the coldness of the
room.  Not having the wherewithal to change, I drop down to lean on the
bed.  Slumping over, Alex moves affectionately towards me, bringing my
legs up to lie on top of my comforter.  He doesn’t touch me any more than
he has to, probably afraid of my reaction.  Instead he moves to the other
side of the bed and lies down next to me.  


Moving closer to him, needing his
warmth to push the iciness from my heart, I lay my head in the crook of his
neck.  Alex stiffens; his hands frozen in the air, unsure if he should
touch me.


I sob; my lips against his Adams
apple.  “Please Alex, hold me.”  


He complies and places a hand on
the back of my head.  “I’m here…shhh…I’m here.”  My eyes close as I
relax in his tenderness.  Time is moving slowly, almost too slow, and I
know I have to say something.


I don’t know how to start. 
Alex has been a whirlwind of emotions since the moment I met him.  What if
the rest of my past causes him to spin out of control, destroying everything in
its path?   Or, it could go in the opposite direction and my past
could quell the passion he feels for me.  Either way, I’m doomed. 
Hugging him tighter, he returns the embrace, which immediately soothes my
tension.  


Breaking the silence with a
whisper, I cling to his chest.  “Never say that to me again, do you
understand?”


“Say what?  About you
tasting…?”  Bile builds in my throat as I resist the urge to vomit.  


“Yes, that.  Never again…”
My voice trails off as my mind tries to block memories from that dreadful
night.  


“What happened to you?”  I
shake my head, closing my eyes tighter, wishing I could reverse the entire day
and be back in the shower with him.  “Did someone hurt you?  Was it
Cole?”  


Of course Alex is perceptive,
always has been.  But his tendency to always put blame on Cole is trying,
especially when in this case, Cole was my savior, not my abuser.


“Don’t let me go please,” I
beg.  I’m terrified he’ll see how damaged I am and realize I’m not worth
the trouble.


“I’m not going anywhere.”  Alex
continues to hold me, but eventually pushes me for an explanation.  “Talk
to me please.”


Steadying myself, I spill my guts
to him for a second time.  “It was while I was in college.  The first
Friday after school started I went with a couple of girls from my dorm to a
frat party.  I didn’t know them, or the people throwing the party, but I
thought it would be fun and a great way to make friends.


“Right when we got there, a guy
walked up to me with an extra drink in his hand, explaining that it was for me. 
He seemed okay, so I kept talking with him.  As the night wore on, he made
sure I had a drink in my hand at all times, but still I thought nothing of
it.  I was having fun, and recognized a hand full of people from my
classes and instantly recognized Cole from my English class.  Cole and I
were just acquaintances at the time, but he saw how wasted I was.  He
tried to look out for me, telling me I should go back to my dorm, but I ignored
him of course.


“At the end of the night, I
didn’t know which end was up so when he brought me to his room, I didn’t
think twice.  He didn’t even shut his door.  Next thing I know he was
on top of me, trying to shove his tongue down my throat.”


I shake my head as tears start to
stream down my face.  “Elyssa, you don’t have to talk about this if you
don’t want to.”


“No, y-you have a right to
know.”  I take a deep breath before continuing.  “I tried to push him
away.  He was so fast.  He already had my pants off, choking me as he
ripped off my underwear.  He told me not to scream, and when I tried, he
covered my mouth so forcefully I could barely breathe.”  


Reliving this nightmare is far
worse than I could have ever imagined.  The memory has haunted me, but
saying it out loud is torture.  I shiver through the pain.  He
can’t hurt you ever again, Ely!  Don’t let him.  Knowing Alex may
never look at me the same, I know I have to continue.  He deserves to know
what he’s getting in to. 


“After he ripped off my
underwear, he slid…” another sob trembles through my body, as Alex pulls me in
tighter.  “He started with two fingers, but as my body went limp, he tried
to shove his whole fist inside, telling me he was getting me ‘ready for the
good stuff.’  When he pulled out, he licked his fingers telling me I
tasted…so sweet.”  


Although a whisper, I’m able to
make out what Alex’s conclusion, “He raped you.”  Completely sober, his
fingers grip at my waist tightly as he finally realizes why I panicked.  


“Kinda… he didn’t get that
far.  Just as he was climbing on top of me, Cole came in.  He threw
the guy off of me, covered me with his jacket, and carried me all the way back
to my dorm.  Cole was there for me that night.  Since then, he has
always looked out for me.”


Finally brave enough to look up
at Alex, I have to make him appreciate Cole the way I have all these
years.  “Do you understand now why I’ve kept him around?  Even
through all his crap.  He was there for me when I needed him and I had to
be there for him when he needed me.  I guess I felt like I owed him. 
So much, that I thought he deserved to be my first.”


“Elyssa…”Alex sits up, leaning
against my headboard.  Lifting and pulling me into his lap, he presses me
closer into his arms.  “You didn’t owe Cole anything.  I’m grateful
he was there, but you didn’t have to give him your virginity just because he
did the decent thing and helped you.  Your first time should have been
special, not something you felt you owed someone.”


I can’t help the deep sobs that
escape my mouth as I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck.  “I’m
sorry, Alex.  I didn’t mean to freak out on you.  You were just being
so forceful and you were drunk…”


“Don’t apologize.  I’m sorry
for scaring you.  Elyssa, it’s my job to make you feel safe.  I would
never do anything to hurt you, ever.”


“I know,” I nod as Alex continues
to move his hand up and down my spine, softly humming to me while I’m wrapped
in his arms, rocking me ever so slightly.  


“Alex…why were you drinking?”


“Doesn’t matter right now. 
What matters is making you feel safe.”


“I appreciate you being
here.  As draining as this night has been, I feel safe now.”  And I
do feel safe, safe and cared for.  I wish he would tell me what’s going on
in his head.  Something happened tonight that made him drink
heavily.  “Please talk to me,” I urge.  “I feel like you’re waiting
for things to end and this is just our beginning.  Please Alex; don’t
leave me in the dark.”


“How could I leave you in the
dark when you are my light, leading me away from the dark place I’ve been for
so long?  I promise I can be a better man.  I want to be…for
you.  Just don’t give up on me.”


“I’m not going anywhere.” 
Kissing Alex, I run my hands through his hair.  “I always want to be where
you are.  Even if I was just the girl you met at that gas station, if we
didn’t work together, I would have thought about you every day, wondering what
could have been.  It was fate that brought us together…two people
searching for their other half.”


Remaining in an embrace for quite
some time, Alex stirs and glances at the clock.  “Do you want me to
go?  If you don’t feel comfortable falling asleep with me…I’ll
understand.”


“Please don’t?!  Stay with
me; I need you,” I beg, panic setting in.  Alex sighs in relief, laying me
down.  Gently, he unclothes me, leaving my panties and bra in place and
swiftly pulls off his own clothes, leaving on his boxers.  Dragging the
comforter back, he slides in, pulling me in as close as he can.  With
Alex’s front to my back, I slowly fall asleep with a feeling of relief. 
He’s here with me and he’s not going anywhere.






[bookmark: _Toc363574575][bookmark: _Toc363760109]CHAPTER
19:


 


Alex stirs next to me, waking me
from my sleep as I adjust to his body.  “Elyssa….I love you.”  His
sweet murmurs, while still dozing, are comforting instead of frightening this
time.  My chest tightens with an overwhelming sense of relief; relief that
he feels the same.  He’s finally said the three words I’ve been waiting
for…what I needed him to say.  How I wish he could tell me this while he’s
awake, but I know it will take time.  I turn towards him, staring at his
peaceful face and snuggle closer to him.  Wrapping my arm around his
waist, I kiss his chest directly over his heart.  


“I love you, Alex,” I whisper to
my unconscious love.  Maybe one day soon, we’ll be able to tell each other
how we feel without hiding behind the safety of slumber.


 


Saturday, October 13, 2012


The next morning I wake to a
sweet, deep humming sound.  Pulling me into an embrace, Alex begins to
sing softly, nuzzling into my neck.  Singing of needing me, giving his
soul to me, and becoming a better man; these promises, although in song, shake
me to my core.  I smile sweetly and stroke his bottom lip as he continues
to serenade me.  He’s singing directly to my heart and with each word from
his sweet melodic voice, I fall deeper and deeper in love with him.  After
last night, he accepts my damaged soul and I accept his.  


Even though this moment is
perfect, the thought of last night, still haunts me.  I don’t know how to
let it go.  I still don’t have an explanation for him canceling on me or
his drunken booty call.  I can’t help but feel the two reasons are linked
in some way.  The dread I feel is eating at me, and I’m desperate; I need
to know.  “Alex…”


“Hmm?”  Even his grumblings
sound sexy and masculine.


“Why were you drinking?”  I
may not want to know the answer, but not knowing is worse.  He was hurting
last night and lashed out at himself by drinking.  This isn’t the Alex I
know and love.


Automatically becoming defensive,
Alex tenses.  “Do we really have to talk about this?  We’ve only been
awake for five damn minutes.”  Not the reaction I was hoping for.


“Why won’t you talk to me? 
Do you think so little of me that I don’t deserve an explanation?”  I know
I’m reaching here, but I not crazy thinking that I deserve an answer…right?


Alex releases me and sits up,
resting the back of his head against the headboard.  “I am my father’s
son; can’t escape the drunken bastard I’m meant to be.  I guess it’s
engrained into my DN fucking A.”  His voice elevates as he runs the palm
of his hand across the back of his neck in frustration.  


With lightening speed, I sit up
shoving his shoulder.  “Stop this shit!  You are not like your
father, Alex.  Look at me!”  I place two fingers on his chin waiting,
anger etched on my face, his face saddened and somber.  “If you’re like
your father, would you have held me last night?  Would you have protected
me from Cole?  If you are, tell me now before you get me pregnant,
fuck other women, and beat the shit out of me!”  I release his face, only
to see sorrow in his eyes.  I fight the urge to clasp my hands over my
mouth out of regret for saying such horrible facts about his childhood and
using them against him.   


Flinching at my harsh words, his
eyes lower to my fisted hands.  “This isn’t about you, Elyssa.  Don’t
you see?  You’re innocent and sweet and deserve a guy who had a good
upbringing and a large family; a guy who can bring you home to meet his
parents.  You only have Rachel, and you deserve to experience what a real
family is like.”  Alex pauses for a moment.  “I can’t give you any of
that!”


“You’re not answering my
question.  You think I care about having a big family?  I’ve never
had one, so why would I need more than just you and Rachel.  You aren’t
depriving me of anything, because you haven’t had that either.  Maybe I
should be asking you if you’re okay with just me and Rachel.”  I
deliberately point out he may be the one using this as a scapegoat, to be free
of me.


Alex breathes in, unable to hide
his irritation, “Calm down!  I’m not running.  Don’t ever think you
aren’t enough for me.”  His voice softens and his eyes lower, staring at
my stilled hands.  “And, I would never hurt you.”  


Taking my hand in his, he begins
to run his index finger over my knuckles. “No other woman could ever make me as
happy as you have.”  He brings my hand up, resting my palm against his
chest.  “I would never cheat on you.  And as far as you getting
pregnant, if it were to happen…I would cherish you both.  I would try to
be the best father I could be and I would tell her I love her every minute of
every day.”  


“Her?” I mumble.


“You’ve given me a lot to dream
about, Hart.  I picture us having a girl, with big green eyes, brown
hair…”  An overwhelming sense of hope builds inside of me and for a
moment, I think I forgot how to breathe.


“And dimples,” I whisper,
reaching up to touch the indents on his cheek.  


“So with that being said, how are
you like your father?  I know you’ve had a hard life.  I know you’ve
been hurt, but so have I.  We can heal together.  You have to give us
a chance and stop breaking yourself down every time something happens.  I
don’t want to hear you ever comparing yourself to a man you loathe.  A man
who didn’t love and respect your mother the way he should have.  A man who
didn’t contribute to how much of an amazing man you’ve turned out to be.”


“Elyssa, there’s so much in my
past.  So much I wish I could tell you, but I can’t.  I’m not ready,
not yet.”  He looks pained and I know I can’t push him, but we both know
he’ll need to break his silence eventually.  He already knows more about
me than anyone in my life and that’s because I trust him.  I need him to
trust me in return.


“When you’re ready, I’m
here.  But, you have to know we can’t move forward until we address our
past.  There won’t be a future for us unless we do.”  


“I know, maybe with time…” 
Obviously despondent, Alex releases me, pulling on his jeans.  “I’m sorry
for canceling on you.  And I’m even sorrier for showing up drunk and being
forceful.  I promise you it will never happen again.”  Glancing at
his watch Alex finishes getting dressed.  “I really should go, but I need
to call a cab.  That’s at least one thing I did right last night.”  


“Alex, it isn’t the only thing
you did right.  You were there for me when I needed you.  I know it
wasn’t the most conventional way of letting you in, but I’m glad I did. 
And I’m thankful you stayed.”  


Dialing the last number on his
phone, Alex pulls me into an embrace as he waits for the cab company to answer. 
After talking to the agent for a brief moment, he resolves they’ll be here in
ten minutes.  Sitting on the couch, he holds me close, nothing but the
sound of our breathing interrupts the room.  


Breaking our silence, the cab
honks its horn.  Alex promises he’ll meet me at my sister’s house, asking
me to text him the address.   


A promise, a quick kiss and a
tight embrace is all I’m left with as I stand alone in my apartment, still just
as confused as I was before.  More questions about Alex’s past remain
unanswered.  But, if I’ve learned anything it’s that patience is a virtue.
Oh, and that he loves me.  All I can do is ignore the growing need for
answers deep within me as I head off to the bathroom to get ready for a day
with my sister.


~~~~~


I sit, stirring with anxiety in
Rachel’s living room.  Time is moving as slow as the clouds move across
the sky, and I’m driving myself crazy checking the clock every two
seconds.  Alex agreed to meet me at Rachel’s house at seven and as I wait,
a silent prayer repeats over and over again in my head.  Please let him
show…Please let him show...Please let him show.  I’m nervous and not
just because I’m afraid he won’t show, but because Rachel and Bryan are meeting
him for the first time.  What if they don’t like him?  


When the doorbell chimes, I
nervously jump out of my seat, racing Bryan to answer the door first.  Please
let Rachel adore him as much as I do and please, please let Bryan be on his
best behavior.  


“How do you know it’s him?” Bryan
teases as I reach for the door, letting it swing open.  Standing at the
door is my heart.  I stare into his eyes, feeling the love passing between
us.  He smiles, releasing my gaze only to motion to the woman standing
next to him.  I’m overjoyed he felt comfortable enough to bring Nana with
him and can’t help my beaming smile as I glance between the two of them. 
Alex stays quiet, trying to gage my reaction.  I hope my silent response
is shown by the brightness in my face.  


I reach out and take Nana by her
hand.  “Hi Nana.  Do you remember me?”


“You’re Alex’s girl,
right?”  Not only is she coherent, but she knows who I am.  A sweet
smile spreads across her face as she gently squeezes my hand.  The
acceptance I feel with this simple gesture makes my heart skip a beat. 
It’s been such a long time since I’ve had anyone in my life that makes me feel
whole.  Alex and his grandmother, along with my small family, is all I
need in my life.  


“Yes, I am.  Please come
in.”  Leading her in, Alex follows closely behind.  Just inside the
door, Bryan is waiting patiently to meet them both.  “Alex, Nana, this is
my sister’s boyfriend, Bryan.  Bryan, this is Alex and his grandmother,
Molly.”


Bryan gently takes Alex’s
grandmother’s hand in his, placing a soft kiss over her knuckles.  “May I
call you Molly?”  She reacts the way any woman would and blushes at the
small token of affection, whispering softly to me about Bryan being handsome
and a gentleman.  


“Any friend of Alex’s is already
a part of my family, so please call me Nana,” she expresses.  That’s just
the kind of notion I would expect from her, but to see it, means more. 
Whatever Alex may say, or think of himself, I know he is good – because of his
grandmother.


After thanking her, Bryan turns
to Alex.  Reaching out to shake his hand, Bryan stares Alex directly in
his eyes, giving him the once over.  Not wavering, he meets Bryan’s stare,
firmly shaking his hand.  If I didn’t know them better, I would think this
was a pissing contest.  But, since I do, and rather well I might add, I
can appreciate the intrusive situation.


“So, you’re the one that has E’s
panties in a bunch?!” Bryan jokes, as he releases Alex’s hand.  He’s
lucky my panties are still in place and not in Alex’s front pocket. 


“That would be me,” he
proclaimed.  “But, apparently we both have the same affect on one
another,” Alex quips as he takes both Nana’s hand and mine, leading us, as we
follow Bryan further into the house. 


“You look beautiful,” Alex leans
in, whispering in my ear.  He nuzzles against me, kissing me briefly on
the nape of my neck.  Our brief, yet intimate moment is interrupted by
Rachel’s boisterous movements as she comes bouncing in from the kitchen.  Let
the interrogation begin.  


Quickly determining there’s an
extra person joining us for dinner, she looks from Alex to Nana to me, smiling
all the while.  Striding over to Nana she brings her into a small
embrace.  “You must be Alex’s grandmother.”  Rachel releases her, but
still holds her shoulders at arm’s length for a moment before releasing her
back to Alex.


I interrupt Rachel and make
introductions.  “Nana this is Rachel, my sister.”  


She looks over at me, then to
Rachel.  It’s something of a miracle she’s showing any sort of
comprehension.  I’m ecstatic that today of all days, is a good day. 
“Yes, Alex told me we were having dinner with your sister tonight.”  


Okay, here’s the moment of
truth.  If Rachel doesn’t like him, I don’t know what I’ll do. 
Separately, they represent each half to my whole.  If their worlds can’t
co-exist, what am I left with?  Two disconnected parts of my life?  I
can’t live like that.  No!  She has to like him.  


“Rachel, this is Alex,” nervously
gesturing between the two of them.  


Alex releases me, and moves to
shake Rachel’s hand, but in true Rachel fashion, she clobbers him into a tight
hug.  Somewhat surprised, Alex takes a moment before he returns the
embrace.


“So, you’re the one who has El’s
panties in a bunch?!”  I roll my eyes, accepting that both Rachel
and Bryan have confirmed for Alex that I’ve been in utter disarray since the
moment I met him.  With the way we’ve both been acting, I’m sure…no, I
know…we don‘t need anyone pointing it out for us.


“So I’ve been told,” Alex jokes
as Rachel releases him.  A deep grumble erupts from Bryan’s chest as he
breaks out in laughter.  I glare at him, but can’t help but giggle a few
seconds later.  


Rachel gestures towards the
couches, letting everyone know to make themselves feel comfortable.  Alex
leads his grandmother to the nearby sofa and I follow in tow to sit next to
him.  The way he is with her is very gratifying to see and the simplest of
actions don’t go unnoticed.  After a moment, Rachel continues, and when
she does I wish I could put a sock in her mouth.  She’s always too
nosey.  “So Alex, El tells us you two work together?”


Alex appears nervous to answer
questions about work, so he gives a simple yes and quickly changes
topics.  “You have a lovely home.”


“Thanks, we like it.  We
bought it a year ago and are pleased with it so far.  Bryan’s been working
on the outside when he can and it’s almost finished.”  The only thing not
finished is the backyard.  They have trees and grass, which is almost
unheard of in Las Vegas, but they make it work.  Once they lay down gravel,
the house will be perfect…perfect for them.  


“Please excuse me; I need to go
check on dinner.  It should be ready in about five minutes.  Bryan
honey, can you help me please?”  Rachel nods towards the kitchen, hinting
for him to leave the three of us alone.   


Once it’s just us, Alex relaxes
into the couch.  “I’m sorry.  I know she can be a bit overwhelming,
but she’s all I have.”  


“I know all about that,” Alex’s
eyes gesture towards his grandmother who’s sitting quietly, glancing around at
the pictures adorning Rachel’s end tables.  Rachel has pictures galore in
her home; of me and her when we were little, of our parents, and newer pictures
of her and Bryan.  If anyone ever wanted to see a timeline of our life,
here at Rachel’s is where you would start.  It’s always nice to look at
old pictures, but at the same time, it reminds you of the time lost.  I
try and stay in the present as much as possible.


“Nana, do you want something to
drink?” 


“Oh no, dear, I gave up the
poison long ago.  I promised my Alex I wouldn’t touch the stuff ever
again.”  I smile at Alex, who lovingly looks at his grandmother shaking
his head in amusement.


“Would you like some water or
soda?”  Still glancing around assessing her surroundings, she politely
declines, saying she’s not thirsty.


Alex whispers in my ear, “She’s
having a good night so far, let’s see if it lasts.”  I realize he’s just
as nervous about this as I am.  Reaching for his hand, I squeeze gently to
give him the reassurance we both need.


Rachel pokes her head from the
doorway and announces, “Dinner’s ready.”


~~~~~


Rachel went all out. 
Encased in a simple square vase, thin slices of lemon float around the long
stems of yellow tulips.  Her eco-friendly bamboo placemats and
accompanying plates give the table an earthy feeling and contrast nicely
against the white linen table cloth adorned with tiny yellow flowers. 
Rachel always had a knack for entertaining.  


With Bryan at the head of the
table and Rachel at the other end, Alex and his grandmother take the side
closest to the wall leaving me to sit directly across from him.  


“This looks amazing Rachel,” I
coo as I place my napkin in my lap.  She prepared a simple bow tie pasta
salad with summer vegetables, grilled lemon chicken, and a rice pilaf.  


“Hey, I helped!” Bryan chimes in.


“Really?” Rachel teases. 
“And how exactly did you help?”


“Well, I went grocery shopping!”
Bryan laughs as he picks up his fork and knife, ready to dive in.


Alex takes a napkin and places it
in his grandmother’s lap as he gently caresses her cheek and places a soft kiss
on her forehead.  Rachel’s eyes reflect the same level of adoration for
Alex that mine do.  I’m sure she also noticed how ruggedly handsome he is
in his grey slacks and white button-up shirt.  Grasping my hand, I glance
at Rachel as she squeezes my fingers together.  In that moment, I know we
share the same bond as Alex and his grandmother.  As she is the only
family he has, Rachel is the only family I have.


Pools of tears form in Rachel’s
eyes and I quickly look away to avoid following suit.  While Rachel wipes
away the traces of moisture, Bryan decides to take the attention away from his
better half.  “So Alex, I know you and E work together.  What would
make you go for such a funny looking girl in the first place?”  I stick my
tongue out at him as Rachel erupts in a throaty laugh.  He always knows
what to say to take the edge out of the situation, which is why he was made for
my sappy sister.


“Well, I thought I could get in
some karma points by giving her a chance,” Alex jokes, sending Bryan into a
laughing frenzy, leading into his famous snorting.  Once Bryan starts, the
whole table breaks into laughter.  


“Ha, ha, very funny, guys. 
I’m so glad I can be the brunt of everyone’s joke.  As usual!”  Being
with Rachel and Bryan, I expect for them to poke fun of me every chance they
get.  But, with Alex joining in, I can’t help but think that he and Nana
were the missing puzzle pieces to our tiny family.


“It’s cause you make it so easy
for me!  Plus, I can’t pick on your sister or I’ll end up sleeping on the
couch for the next month!” Bryan confesses, winking at Rachel.  


“Damn straight!” Rachel chimes
in.  “Enough torturing my poor baby sister, I need to get serious for a
minute.”  Rachel gets her stern face in place, staring Alex down. 
Before she continues, she gives him a hint of a smile.  She’s about to lay
down the law, but it’s all out of love.


“So Alex, I hate to put you on
the spot, but you had to know this was coming.”  Looking confused, Alex
sets down his napkin wanting to give Rachel his full attention.  “Elyssa
is all I have, well except for Bryan, and we take care of one another.  I
just want to make sure her happiness is a priority to you.”  And that
is why I love my sister!  


Alex glances at Bryan whose mouth
is too full of dinner to include his usual banter, and then to me.  All I
can do is shrug my shoulders and grin.  “Rachel, I understand.  I
know you both mean a lot to each other and I wouldn’t do anything to intentionally
hurt Elyssa.  All I want is for her to be happy…happy with me, but happy
nonetheless,” he asserts.    


“Good.  I’m glad to hear
that.”  Looking over at me, she gives a nod of approval.  She doesn’t
need to say anything.  With her small gesture, the weight I felt earlier
disappears and the love I have for both of them swells.  “Alright,
alright, enough with the heavy, I want to know more about how you guys
met.  Was it love at first fax?”  We all giggle at the question,
including Nana, who I didn’t even know was paying attention.


“Actually, I noticed Elyssa when
I was getting gas the morning of her first day at work.”


“Really?  She never
mentioned this.”  Rachel glances over at me with her brows raised, a
mischievous smile spreading across her lips.


“She was coming out of the
convenience store.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her.  She ignored
me of course, but I was given my second chance when I rode the elevator up with
her at work.”  


His explanation of our chance
encounter is briefly disrupted when Alex glances at Nana having difficulty
cutting her chicken.  Taking her fork and knife, he carefully cuts the
meat into small bite size pieces before handing the fork back to her.


Bringing attention to his
grandmother, Rachel decides to get her take on our relationship.  “So
Nana, what do you think of our Elyssa dating your Alex?”


“Oh, I’m so pleased.  He’s
changed since he met her.  My happy boy.”  She reaches up and ruffles
his floppy hair with her hands, chuckling all the while.  Alex smiles and
smoothes his hair back into place.  “Alex has never had a chance to act
his age.  Stuck with a batty old grandmother after losing his mother so
young…”  Tears threaten as she continues.  “He’s never had a chance
to do anything for himself.  Finally, it seems he’s been given a second
chance at happiness.”  Nana looks over at me, her kind eyes dry as Alex
wipes away the lonely tear.


“Well we’re in agreement
then.  El has never been the average child either.  She went from
being a rebellious teenager into an old soul, never anything in between. 
I blame myself sometimes…if I’d just let Arianna take care of you the way she
wanted…maybe things would have been different.”  Rachel takes a breath,
closing her eyes resolving something inside.  “But, I refuse to let that
horrible excuse of a person have any say in my family…not after what she
did.”  I’m confused by Rachel’s comment.  I know she doesn’t like
Arianna, but she’s never been honest with the reason why.  Then again,
I’ve never asked her outright.  But, this is not the time, or the place;
especially not in front of Alex.


“Rachel!”  My eyes shoot
over to Alex who’s listening intently.  “Even though Alex knows Arianna is
a family friend, she is both of our boss’s, and I’d like to keep my job, thank
you.”


“Sorry, you’re right.  No
more discussions about bad memories.”  Rachel smiles innocently, while
raising her glass in a toast.  “To making new memories…to the
future.”  We all clink our glasses, and continue the evening without any
more outbursts from my sister.  Seriously, what was she thinking?


As the night goes on, Bryan and
Alex appear to have more in common than I’d originally thought.  Bryan
discusses how he used to play in a band in high school.  According to
Bryan they were good enough to get a record deal, but they just never got their
chance.  Rachel whispers in my ear that Bryan can’t carry a tune.  We
chuckle, but the boys don’t appear to notice as they continue to bond over
their love of music and working out.  Bryan’s bromance with Alex develops
to an all new level as they make plans to go to the gym later on.  The way
they’re making plans for the future, teasing each other left and right, both
Rachel and I start to wonder if they need some time alone.  


“Alexander where are we?” Nana
chimes in.  Her question obviously makes Alex worry.  He moves closer
to her, stroking her back, while she looks around trying to place herself in
what appears to be the start of an upsetting scene.  


“Remember Nana, we’re having
dinner at Elyssa’s sister’s house?”


“Is she the one who was at our
house last night?”  Last night?  No, I wasn’t there last
night.  He said he needed to take care of something…he did say something
and not someone, right?  No…he wouldn’t do that to me…  


Alex continues to stroke his
grandmother’s back, trying to soothe her.  “No Nana, Elyssa was at our
house the night before.”  He looks at me, sadness filling his eyes. 
I immediately nod my head to let him know its okay to leave, as comprehension
replaces fear.  Today’s good day has turned into another episode.


“I want to go home,
Alexander.  I don’t know this place.”  Alex looks over at Rachel and
mouths an apology.  


“Okay, let’s go.”  Pulling
out her chair, he takes his grandmother by her arm.  “Thank you both for
having us and for giving us your blessing.”  His wide smile exudes his
happiness as our eyes meet.  


As Alex heads towards the front
door, I lean over, whispering to Rachel that Nana has Alzheimer’s.  She
nods in understanding, sadness reaching her eyes.  “Do you need my help to
clean up, or is it okay if I leave with them?”


“No, you go.  El, I’m glad
you finally met someone.  Someone you seem to care for the way I care for
Bryan.  I really like him.  Now go, we’ll see you out.” 


“I’m coming with you.”  I
rise and place my napkin on top of my plate, Rachel and Bryan following after
me.  In the short walk to the front door, I can’t help but think of how
huge tonight was.  How I’ve thought of the day when I could bring someone
home to meet my sister; someone who meant something to me.  I’m
ridiculously happy that tonight was successful and that we could all be
together and enjoy each other; our own self made family.  


“Are you sure?  I don’t want
to take you away from your sister?” 


“Don’t worry about her. 
I’ll follow you to your place.”


Bryan and Alex say their
goodbyes, promising to see each other soon.  Rachel takes Alex into
another tight embrace, placing a sweet kiss on his cheek before whispering
something to him.  I glance at both of them in confusion.  I’m so
happy that I don’t even ask what that was about.


~~~~~


Parking next to the front
entrance Alex jumps out and rushes to the passenger side.  Waiting for me
to join him, he gives me a hurried kiss before opening the door.


“Here are the keys, will you open
the door?”  Handing me his house key, Alex reaches into the passenger
seat, lifting Nana into his arms.  Being as small as a child, she’s
cradled in his arms as he proceeds up the walkway.  Watching him, I get a
glimpse into our future; the future where we have our own family.  I can
imagine us arriving home after a long vacation out of town, our daughter
asleep.  Alex would carry her to her bedroom and tuck her in for the
night.  


He whispers over his shoulder,
“Make yourself at home.”  I sigh as I head towards the kitchen while Alex
carries his grandmother down the hallway.  


The familiar sound of Elvis
echoes throughout Nana’s living room, this time the real Elvis is
singing.  Alex is going to be awhile and I need some water.  Walking
into the kitchen, my eyes immediately dart towards an ornate watch sitting on
the counter.  Obviously a females, and extremely expensive, I can’t help
but gravitate towards it, it’s exquisite.  The knotted band is decorated
with tiny diamonds.  Wait…I’ve seen this before. 


“What are you playing with?” 
Not hearing Alex enter behind me, I jump, dropping the watch. 
Desperately, I pick it up to make sure I didn’t scratch it, or worse…break it.


After making sure I hadn’t hurt
the posh piece, I lift it up to show Alex.  “It was on your counter. 
I’ve seen this before.”  Glancing at it sideways, a fuzzy memory of this
specific watch is haunting me, but I can’t seem to place where I’ve seen
it.  It looks so familiar.


Grabbing the watch, Alex looks
down at it, quickly dismissing the notion.  “Probably from a magazine ad,”
he murmurs.  “It must be Delores’s.  She’s usually good about picking
up after herself, but she had a family emergency and left in such a rush. 
She won’t be back until Sunday evening.  That’s why I had to bring Nana with
me tonight.”  Maybe that’s the reason he canceled on me at the last
minute?


I don’t like to pry, but I feel
like I’m missing something.  “Looks expensive, you must pay her
well.”  Alex ignores me, placing the watch inside a drawer of the island
he’s leaning against.  


“Are you hungry?”  I shake
my head, a frown quickly spreading across my lips.  “Tired?”  I shake
my head again.  A nagging feeling is growing deep in my belly. 
“Hart…what’s up with the doom and gloom?”  Alex approaches, encircling me
with his arms.


“Just been a long weekend. 
I’ve been worried...”  I might as well be upfront and honest with him.


“Worried?” he questions, puzzled.


“You canceled on me at the last
minute.  You showed up drunk.  And then there was my confession and
your non confessions.  Just a lot to take in.  I was a little worried
you weren’t going to show up at Rachel’s.”


“I told you I wouldn’t miss it,”
he protests, almost exasperatingly.


“Well, what made today different
than last night?”  I don’t give him time to answer before giving him the
real reason I’m worried.  I don’t know why I do this.  I always push,
and it’s not always a good thing.  But I have let him in, now it’s his
turn.  “Alex, I feel like you’re keeping something from me.”  


“Why can’t you just drop
it?  Why can’t we just have a nice night?”  Alex releases me,
stepping away as he rubs his hand over the back of his neck.


“I just can’t.  I can’t
shake the feeling that you’re keeping secrets from me.”


Time moves slowly as Alex fixes
his eyes on mine.  I don’t know what he’s thinking about, or what he’s
about to say, but the irritation in his eyes boil over turning his serene
crystal blue eyes into a blazing indigo.  


“Fine!  You really want to
know what happened…what kept me away last night?”  I nod, shocked by the
escalation of Alex’s voice.  “Someone I used to see showed up at my
house.  My grandmother was here, and I couldn’t just leave knowing Delores
would have to deal with her.  I had to make sure she left before I could
go to you.”


My stomach is in knots.  I
knew there was something he was keeping from me.  “Did you…did you do
something with her?  Is that why you were drinking?”  


“God Elyssa, do you really want
to hear the details?”  Please lord, say he didn’t do anything. 


“I need to know.  I think I
deserve to know.”  I cross my arms waiting for an answer.  Whatever
it is, although I may not want to hear it, the truth will at least explain his
erratic behavior.  I’ve done nothing but trust him since the moment we
met; I’m done with always giving in and not expecting anything in return. 
It’s his turn to show his scars.  I know life has been cruel, but
regardless of his past I deserve to know what’s going on.  I just hope
I can handle it.


With a sigh, Alex runs his hands
through his hair.  “She said she just wanted to talk, so I figured I would
placate her and figure out what she wanted.  So, I let her come
inside.  She wanted to know why I cut things off with her so abruptly, and
why I haven’t called.  I told her I met someone and I wasn’t interested any
longer,” he pauses, looking at me.  I’m not sure what Alex expects from
me; maybe he hopes that those few words will appease my need.  But no such
luck, I remain still, arms still crossed over my chest.  


“She tried to remind me of what I
was missing not being with her.”  My mouth drops open in shock and it
takes a moment before I’m composed enough to ask for clarification.


“What does that mean?” I catch
myself as I begin to yell; my voice slightly faltering.


“She threw herself at me,” he
recounts, looking down at the floor.  


“What do you mean, she threw
herself at you?”


“Fuck, Elyssa.  Do you want
a play-by-play?  Do you really want all of the gory details?  Do you
want me to tell you she was naked under her jacket?  That when she removed
it, I screamed at her?”  A lump starts to develop in my throat as it
becomes harder and harder to breathe.  He told me I didn’t want to
know.  


“Did you fuck her?”  Tears
well in my eyes, as I pray the answer is no.  Please let it be no.


“Elyssa, no…I told you I would
never cheat on you.”  Alex reaches out trying to bring me into an embrace.


I step back, out of his
grasp.  “Did you touch her?”  


“Why won’t you let me hold
you?”  Alex’s voice is calm, but his brows are pulled together, his mouth
in a frown.  


“Because if your hands were on
another woman…so help me God, Alex!”  My body begins to shake with sobs as
my knees weaken, causing me to drop to the tiled floor.  Rushing over,
Alex tries to bring me into another embrace, but I snap back at him. 
“Don’t touch me!  Just answer the fucking question.”


“No, I didn’t touch her.  I
told you I would never!”  The urgency in his voice is heartbreaking. 
But at this moment I can see nothing but the anger I feel for being placed in
this situation.  


“So, she was at your house
turning you on and then what?  You decide to come and fuck me?  Is
that your idea of not cheating?  Getting your kicks off with someone else
as long as you don’t touch?”


Alex grabs my shoulders, “Stop
it!  I told you I didn’t touch her.  I would never hurt you like
that.”


“Then why were you drinking?” I
yell back at him.


“Damn it, Elyssa.  She
threatened me.  She knows things about my past.  She can ruin
me.  She threatened to reveal all my secrets, unless I gave her what she
wanted.”  What she wanted?


His hands are still gripping my
shoulders as I glare at him through squinted eyes.  “Which was?”  


“What do you think?  She
wanted me to make her come.  She stood in my fucking kitchen naked,
touching herself while she continued to threaten me.”  His words knock the
wind out of me.  I squirm out of his grip and wrap my arms around my
midsection.  The tears have dried up as I stare at the ground,
unconsciously counting the tiles, trying to think of what to say next.  What
can I say?


“I told you that you didn’t want
to know.”  Alex is kneeling in front of me, his hands resting on his
knees, waiting for a sign of my next move.


“How…where do
you find these girls, Alex?  Is this something I have to contend with on a
regular basis?”  Just as I utter those words, I’m reminded of the hostess
at the restaurant.  She knew him; was it her who showed up?  Or,
could it have been Autumn?  She’s always talking like they know each other
better than they should.  How many girls are there?  


“Elyssa, I told
you I had things in my past you didn’t want to know.  I also told you I
wasn’t ready to talk about them, and I’m still not.  I know it’s a lot to
ask of you, but please know she won’t be back.”


I’m
defeated.  Is he really still asking me to trust him, to not push the
matter without any sort of justification?  “I don’t get it, Alex.  If
she was naked, playing with herself in your home, and she wanted you, how did
you…she what…grew a conscious and decided to get out?”  I shake my head,
trying to push back the rage building again.  “I want to believe you
didn’t touch her, but if you didn’t give her what she wanted, why would she
just go?”  


“I told her
about you…I told her I ended it with her because of you,” he says sincerely
reaching out to caress my cheek.


“That was
it?  You told her about me and she just left?  That seems too
easy.”  


“She was ashamed…I promise you,
she won’t be back,” Alex’s eyes are back to his serene crystal blue, making it
hard not to believe he’s telling the truth.  I want to believe him, but he
kept details from me; lying and omitting are the same when the heart is
concerned.  


“Did you love her?” I whisper,
barely audible over the beating of my heart.


“No!” Alex shakes his head, his
hand resting on the nape of my neck bringing me forward as he rests his forehead
against mine.  “I would never cheat on you.  You have to know that.”


“I believe you.”  I wrap my
arms around him.  “So what are you going to do?  She threatened you,
and now she’s just gone?  Do you really think she’ll just leave you
alone?”  Women can be vengeful and vindictive, especially when she
obviously still feels for him. 


“I have to accept she’s telling
me the truth.  She looked humiliated when she left.  I think I know
her well enough, that when she says she’s sorry, she is.”  Alex pulls back,
looking to me with shameful eyes.  “Besides, there’s something I need to
tell you.  I know I don’t have perfect timing, but you can trust she won’t
be bothering me anymore because I’m being sent to New York for business.”


“New York?  What?”  This
night just keeps getting better and better.  I push away from him. “How
long have you known and when did you plan on telling me?”  I can’t believe
he didn’t say anything earlier.  Does he think so little of me that I’m
only being told now because his slutty ex has come back in the picture? 


“I’m sorry.  I just found
out yesterday and didn’t get a chance to tell you.  Arianna’s sending me
to assess the production of the sales office there.  I shouldn’t be there
more than a few weeks.”  I haven’t had enough time with him and now he’s
going to New York?!  I knew we were too good to be true.  


My despair turns to rage. 
Fire is coursing through my veins, and my brain is at its fullest capacity
trying to deal with all of this emotional drama.  I don’t know how much
more I can take.  At this point, all I can hope for is to come out of this
relationship with my heart still intact.  “What about us?”


“We are still us, Hart.  At
least I would hope we’re still together.  I know a month won’t change how
I feel about you.  We can fly back and forth on the weekends and Skype
every night.  We will make it work.”


“Alex….I don’t know.  Why
does it seem like we’re trying to avoid the inevitable?  You have a crazy
ex threatening to ruin you, I have a crazy ex lurking in the bushes, and now
you’re going away for a month.  Maybe…I don’t know.”  I shake my
head, not knowing how I’m feeling.  The thought of being away from Alex
for even a month is difficult, yet here I am talking about avoiding the inevitable…what
in the hell am I doing?  I push myself farther from him, hoping the
distance will stop the water works from starting again.


“You don’t know what?” Alex balls
his hands into fists.  I can feel the tension between us.  “You don’t
know what Elyssa?  Just say it!”


“I don’t know what to think about
this whole situation, Alex!  I feel fooled.  You told me you don’t do
this.  So stupid me, I thought I was something special.  All the
while you’ve had other girlfriends.  I thought I was a once in a lifetime
thing for you.  And now, I have to deal with knowing you had a naked woman
in your fucking kitchen, trying to get you horny enough to fuck her.  Now
she’s blackmailing you and what?  You’re going to pick some girl you’ve
known for a few weeks over your entire reputation and career?  Is that
what you expect me to believe?”


“First of all, I was telling you
the truth when I said I don’t do this.  I don’t do relationships! 
She was never a girlfriend.  We did exactly what she wanted….we
fucked.  That’s it!  There was never any emotion, never joy. 
You are a once in a lifetime for me, which is why I pick you.  Just as you
told me before, I would pick you in any scenario and I’m picking you now. 
I’m picking us over this entire fucked up situation.  I’m doing this
because I fucking love you.”  Alex yells, crouching on the floor with his
fingers knotted behind his neck. “You may not want to hear it or believe it,
but I love you with everything I have left inside me; everything that hasn’t
already been tainted or taken from me.  I don’t know how much of a heart I
have left, but what’s left…it belongs to you.”


My breathe hitches and I clutch
my chest at his admission.  Looking into his eyes, I whisper, “You love
me?”


“Yes…I absolutely adore
you.  I want nothing more than to wake up with you every morning and to
fall asleep with you in my arms.  You’re the first thing I think of when I
wake up and the last thought before I go to sleep.  Even in my dreams
you’re there, you have completely taken over every aspect of my being. 
Please say you can get past this…I never wanted to hurt you.  Please
Elyssa…” Alex begs as he crawls towards me.


No longer wanting to talk, I
scramble to wrap my arms around him.  Bringing our lips together with such
force, passion erupts with each movement of our lips.  Hastily, I reach
for the button on his shirt and pry each one open and brush his shirt off of
his shoulders and down his arms.  Alex’s hands are completely focused on
the hem of my shirt as he tears it off.  


“Bed please,” I breathe into his
mouth as he continues to suck on my lower lip.  Hurriedly, Alex rises from
the floor, still holding onto my thighs as I wrap my legs around him. 
Making our way down the hall, we brush against each wall as we make our way to
his bedroom.


Stumbling onto his bed, Alex
positions me on top and slowly removes my bra, revealing my bare, aching
breasts.  “God…I need you,” he breathes.  Pushing against his bare
chest, I step down from the bed and stand between his legs.  


Unbuttoning my jeans and slipping
them past my knees along with my panties, I step out of my clothes.  Alex
takes a deep breath as he takes in the sight of my naked body.  “What are
you doing?”  


“Do you want me?” I ask
seductively.


“More than I’ve wanted anything
else,” he shares, completely in awe.


“Do you think of her when you’re
with me?” 


“Her who?”  I grin at his
correct response.


Standing in front of him, I begin
slowly dragging my hand across my belly, up my torso to my breasts. 
Gently tugging on my nipples, I caress myself as I stare into Alex’s
eyes.  “What are you doing?” Alex inhales.


“I refuse to have your thoughts
filled with another woman touching herself in your presence.  So…I’m
replacing those thoughts with visions of me…touching myself…thinking of you.”


My hand slowly reaches down
towards the apex of my thigh, my index finger slowly massages my clit as I
continue to pinch and tease my nipples.  “God Alex…” I moan and continue
the slow torture.  My eyes close as I feel my knees weaken
slightly.   Suddenly, I’m being lifted.  Alex places me on top
of him, straddling his now bare shaft.  “Make love to me.”


He exhales, thrusting upward so
that he’s deep inside.  Rolling my hips, I continue to grind against him
as my climax builds.  


“Say it, Elyssa,” he begs.


“I want you, Alex.”


“No…say what I want to hear.” 


“Fuck, you feel so good. 
Please don’t stop...”  My body is peaking at the sound of our bodies
moving together, as we lose ourselves.


“Then say it!” he growls.


“What do you want me to
say?  I’ll do anything.”


“Tell me you love me.”  My
eyes shoot open, meeting his gaze as our bodies still.  “Say it because
you mean it, not because I’m asking you to.”


“I love you,” I whisper against
his lips as I begin to move against his body again.  Rolling my hips back
and forth; Alex’s breath ragged as he clutches my body close to his.  “I
love you, Alex.  I’ve never…”  A loud moan escapes my lips as I
climax.  Gripping my hips, Alex continues to grind my pelvis against his
until he finds his own release.  


Resting against his chest, our
breathing continues raggedly.  I don’t know what I would do without this
complicated man below me.  Emotionally, he has given me so much in such a
short amount of time that I need him to breathe, to feel whole.  This is
what scares me the most.  What if this is all taken away, leaving me with
nothing?  I need him just as much as he needs me. 


Bringing me into an embrace, both
of our naked bodies tangle as he gently runs his fingers through my hair while
humming a sweet lullaby.  With the sweet melodic sounds rumbling through
his chest, I fall asleep in the arms of my heart, the man who moments ago
professed that he loves me. 
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Sunday, October 14, 2012


My mouth is dry and I’m
uncomfortably warm as I stir from my restless sleep.  Fully awake, I find
the reason why, I’m wrapped in Alex.  His leg and arm are draped over my
body, his nose nestled in my hair.  Peeling his arm and leg off, I feel
sweat glistening my skin as I hear him mumble.  Not quite making out what
he says, I resolve to let him fall back into a deep slumber.  


Tip-toeing around the room I try
not to wake him as I search for remnants of my clothing from just hours
ago.  Making too much noise as I trip over his pants, I decide it might be
easier to grab a t-shirt from his dresser.  Doing just that, I head to the
kitchen to a grab some water.  


The tile is cool against my bare
feet, which is a nice relief to the inferno I was just wrapped in moments
ago.  Making it to the kitchen, I grab a bottle of water from the
fridge.  Closing the refrigerator door, I’m startled by movement out of
the corner of my eye.  Catching myself, I turn to see Nana in her
nightgown, rubbing her sleep-drawn eyes.  I gather my bearings before
explaining my jumpiness, so as not to startle her.  “Sorry Nana, I didn’t
see you there.  Are you okay?”  


“I’m sorry, dear.  I
couldn’t sleep and thought Alex might be awake.  He doesn’t sleep well
most nights, and I can usually find him here.”  Oh, my poor heart. 
I know he has demons, but I wasn’t aware that he lost sleep over them.  I
don’t know why I would think any differently, though, seeing as I used to lose
sleep over mine.


“Oh, don’t worry about me. 
I wasn’t expecting to see anyone.  Sit…do you want me to get you some
water?”


Nana shuffles towards the bar
stool, taking a seat.  “No, I’m not thirsty.  Sit with me for a
moment will you,” she requests.  


Sitting on the stool next to her,
she lovingly takes my hand and places it in her lap.  “I’m feeling restless,
dear.  I’ve been so worried about Alex,” she sighs.


I know they say when you get
older you sleep less, but her tone is so disheartening.  I glance at the
clock and notice its three o’clock.  “What has you up so late
worrying?”  


“I’m getting tired…so tired. 
With each day that passes, I’m getting closer to the end of my time here on
Earth.  And with each day, I grow more restless because my Alex…well, I’m
all that he has.”  I remain silent, not knowing what to say.  Her
confession is so sweetly sad, it breaks my heart.


“Alex is always so serious, and
he’s always worrying about me.  Lately, I’ve been more of a burden than a
help to him and I don’t like this feeling of helplessness.  I know he
feels like he owes me, but I wouldn’t trade my life with him for anything in
this world.  


“I have a lot of guilt in my
heart because I didn’t intervene in the proper way when he was growing
up.  His father was an absolute monster and robbed him of his
childhood.  He went from being a punching bag for his father, to a hospice
worker, taking care of his mother.  And now he takes care of me, who in
all honesty is literally losing her mind,” she smiles, knowing how all this
must sound.


I always wondered if she was
aware of her deteriorating medical condition.  How scary it must be to
know one moment exactly where you are and what’s taking place to suddenly
experiencing confusion and only having memories of the past.  I never
realized how little I know about Alex’s childhood and the depths of his
despair.  My heart aches for my love sleeping peacefully down the
hall.  


“I meant what I said at
dinner…he’s been different since he met you.  He’s been leaving the house
more frequently, singing, and he’s constantly smiling.  That was until a
few days ago.  I’m assuming you two had a fight recently.”  How
does she know?  “Just cause I’m old and losing my mind doesn’t mean
I’m not perceptive when I’m coherent.”  I smile at her, admitting our
transgressions.  Alex and I had a few days of emotional distress before
San Diego, but everything has been made right.  “He was so upset during
those few days.  Alex doesn’t let people get close to him.  In fact,
you’re the first girl he’s ever brought home.”  


I can feel moisture building in
my eyes.  I look away from Nana, trying to stop the water works from
trickling down my face.  “I feel the same way for Alex.  I don’t have
too many people in my life either, and Alex has become my source of happiness
as well.”  It’s nice to know we belong in each other’s lives.  We
both need each other to fill the void we’ve had for so long. 


“I’m happy to hear that because I
need you to promise me something.  Hopefully this will give me peace of
mind as I go on.”


“What is it?”  I don’t know
what she could ever ask of me, but whatever it is I could never deprive her of
her request.  Anything to give her the solace and happiness she seeks. 


“Promise me you’ll take care of
my Alex if anything happens to me.  Promise me you won’t break his
heart.”  I’m frozen in place.  “He’s experienced enough pain to last
twelve lifetimes, and he deserves all of the happiness in the world.”


I pause for a moment, not knowing
how to respond.  Can I make this promise?  Almost instantaneously I
realize a promise isn’t needed.  I want to take care of Alex.  I want
to make him happy.  I want us to take care of each other.  In such a
short amount of time, he means more to me than any other person has.  “I
promise Nana, I love him.”  


Nana’s eyes look glossy as she
sits in silence for a few moments glancing around the kitchen.  Panic
quickly sets in as her eyes widen, looking at me and then at the counter. 
She doesn’t look well, like she may pass out.  I look around the room,
trying to decide if I should run and get Alex.  But, she decides for me as
she starts to speak softly, trying to get down from the stool.   


“Nana, are you okay?” 
Reaching down to help her, she suddenly grabs my arms looking at me with terror
and concern.


“Katherine, you need to leave
Gary!  He’s bad for you and definitely bad for Alexander.  I can’t
sit back and allow him to hurt either of you any longer.”  Sobs escape
Nana’s mouth as she continues.  “How can you let him continue to hurt
Alexander?  He’s so small and defenseless.  He’s brave and has such a
strong spirit, but one day Gary will destroy that.  Alexander tries to
fight him and every time he loses, getting hurt more each time.”  Shaking
in distress, she can no longer contain the sobs, placing her face in her hands
she falls into my arms.


“Anything for Alex.  I love
him.”  I avoid feeding into her delusions, instead providing some words
for solace in hopes to calm her.  Lucid or not, she needs to know my
promise is true.  I will do anything for him, because I love him, and he
loves me.  “Come now, let’s get you to bed.”


After a wonderful moment of
clarity, the fog has set in.  She’s incoherent again, talking to her
departed daughter.  Stepping down from the stool I reach out to hold her
steady, leading her towards her bedroom.  With all the care in the world,
I help her get settled and tuck her into bed.  


“Please don’t leave?!” she
pleads.


“I’m not going anywhere.”  I
hum softly as she closes her eyes and her face softens.   While
sitting on her bed, I glance around her room and admire the years of memories
she’s surrounded herself with.  Her room is filled with pictures of
herself, Alex growing up, and a woman who I’m going to assume is Katherine,
Alex’s mother.  He looks like her.  


There’s one that stands out
amongst all the others; Alex and Nana at his college graduation.  She is
beaming up at him, and he looks just as handsome then as he does now. 
Actually, Alex hasn’t aged a day since that picture was taken.  He never
ceases to amaze me.  He’s accomplished so much in such a small amount of
time, which is somewhat intimidating, when I compare my life and career to
his.  But, his determination is something to admire and work towards.


Nana begins to snore faintly as
she falls into a deep sleep.  I smile as I look over at this beautiful
woman and I’m thankful for her presence in Alex’s life.  Studying her
face, I see so many similarities between my heart and his grandmother. 
From her soft eyes to her barely noticeable dimples, they both look like
sleeping angels while they rest.  She’s been a guiding light in his
turbulent past, and I know no matter how much guilt she has in her heart, Alex
would never give up his time with her.


I continue to hum, closing my
eyes as I rest against the headboard, lovingly running my fingers through her
hair.  I imagine this is similar to caring for a child.  Alex has
done this for years; he would be an amazing father.  Falling into a light
sleep myself, I’m brought back into the moment by a comforting voice.


“Elyssa?” Alex’s soft whisper
summons my eyes open.  Adjusting to the dim light coming from the open
door, I peek up at Alex.  “What’s going on?”  I bring my finger to my
mouth in hopes he doesn’t wake her.  Walking into the room, Alex quickly
assesses the situation as I continue to run my fingers through Nana’s hair. 


“I was hot and when I went to get
a drink of water, she was in the kitchen.  She probably had a nightmare or
something.  So I brought her back in here, and she asked me to
stay.”  Alex slinks over to my side, kissing my forehead.  “What was
that for?” I ask quizzically.


“That was for being you, and for
taking care of her.”  Bending over, Alex swiftly kisses his grandmothers
forehead as he smoothes back the loose strand of hair.  “She’s asleep;
let’s get you back to bed.”  Taking me by the hand, he closes Nana’s
door.  


Standing in front of his room, he
stops, resting his back against the wall.  Alex kisses me again, this time
with more passion.  “Thank you for not seeing this as a reason to
run.”  


“This?”  I’m confused, what
would make me run?  My heart feels full and complete; how could I ever run
from this.  I want this feeling to last forever.


“My grandmother…my obligation to
take care of her.  I’m sure many women, especially your age, would see it
as a burden and run for the hills.  You’re kindhearted and see me
differently…more than I could have ever imagined.”


“I know how important family
is.”  Bringing Alex into an embrace, I nuzzle against his chest, finding
my own solace.  “Your grandmother is more coherent than you think,
Alex.  She worries about you.”


“How do you know?” he asks,
resting his forehead against mine.


“She told me.  She worries
about the future and you being alone.”  


“Well, I don’t feel alone
anymore.”  


Lovingly, I look up at Alex as I
hold him in a close embrace.  “I feel the exact same way.”  Wishing
for Alex to say those words again, I wait.  Instead, I’m met with a swift,
sweet kiss.  I know it took a lot for him to declare his love for me and
I’m not so greedy that I can’t wait for him to say it again.  His
affirmation of love means more to me that I ever thought possible.  After
my past, and his, we are finally home.


Bringing me closer to him, I let
him pick me up, carrying me over to lay me down on his bed.  Spooning me
from behind, we are the closest our bodies can be without being inside one
another.  The last thought before my mind has been cleared of all thoughts
and worries, is the growing attachment I feel for Alex.  He truly is my
heart, pumping blood through my body, feeding life into my once vacant
soul.  


~~~~~


I wake naked and alone, reaching
out searching the sheets for Alex’s svelte body.  All I feel is cotton and
air.  I stretch and open my eyes slightly, inhaling the scent of maple and
bacon.  My stomach grumbles, my mouth salivates, as I realize that I am
famished.  Jumping out of bed, I quickly dress in the t-shirt I borrowed
from Alex, and my jeans I found on the floor.  Walking slowly towards the
kitchen, I can hear muffled sounds of talking and giggling.  Alex and his
grandmother appear to be in full discussion as I appear in the doorway of the dining
area.  


“Good morning, sleepy
head.”  Alex is setting the table with breakfast and immediately shuffles
over to me.  Placing a sweet kiss on my lips, he leads me to the table
where Nana is sitting, smiling, sipping her orange juice.  The table is dressed
with scrambled eggs, bacon, pancakes, and toast.  


“Everything looks amazing Alex
and it smells delicious.  My stomach woke me up.”  He laughs as he
serves me a large portion of eggs, a few pieces of bacon, and two
pancakes.  Grabbing a piece of bacon, I notice Alex cutting Nana’s
pancakes into small pieces before drizzling syrup.  I’m touched by the
sweet and innocent gesture he has probably done a thousand times.  I’ve
never seen anything quite so intimidating, yet so pure, as the way Alex treats
his grandmother.  I’m sure many people do this for their elders, but as
I’ve never experienced this kind of love, it’s overwhelming.  His mother
would be proud of him, and so am I.  


“So Nana, what type of plans do
you have today?”  She glances from Alex and then to me, shrugs her
shoulders and continues to devour her breakfast.  I giggle softly as I
take my first bite.  “I guess I should have asked what you would like to
do today.”


Nana announces with excitement
that she would like to go to the movies.  Alex and I finish breakfast in
silence, holding hands, as Nana rambles on about which movie she wants to see
and the large amounts of popcorn she plans on consuming.  The excitement
in her voice makes me look forward to the rest of the day.


~~~~~


Exhausted, I slump down on my
couch resting my feet on the coffee table.  I would have stayed at Alex’s
again, but I didn’t have anything to wear to work.  Besides isn’t absence
supposed to make the heart grow fonder?  The possibility of my heart
feeling anything more for him is impossible.  I love him so much more than
I ever expected.  Recalling the day, I feel giddy thinking about how much
closer I feel to Alex and his adorable grandmother.  


We took Nana to the movies. 
So small in stature, Nana’s legs barely touched the floor in the theater
seats.  Her eyes wide in amazement as the movie started and during several
moments, tiny tears would well up in her eyes.  Sitting between us, there
were times she grasped both of our hands, expanding my heart even more. 
Even though we were separated, Alex rested his hand on my shoulder. 
Stealing sweet glances at one another, I could feel the adoration between us
even with very little contact.  


After the movie Alex took us to
lunch at Bachi Burger, which had the most amazing pork belly steamed buns;
something exotic I’ve never tasted before.  Apparently, this is one of his
favorite restaurants.  He kept going on and on about everything on the
menu.  To shut him up, I had to give in and tell him he could bring me here
anytime he wanted.  Nana was just excited to be out of the house and
spending time with her beloved grandson, and didn’t care where we ate.


Alex begged for me to stay the
night with him.  But, I reminded him I didn’t have clothes and needed to
tend to chores at my apartment before the start of the week.  Besides, by
the time he finally let me leave it was already late.  Now that I’m
finally home, the housework is looking a little less appealing.  I decide
on a shower instead.  Tired I stand, dragging my feet towards the bedroom,
tossing my clothes into my hamper.


 


Monday, October 15, 2012


Arriving at work, I notice
there’s energy in the air that I can’t place.  Dropping my belongings in
my desk, I log into my computer and sift through my inbox.  Wishing I had
another two days off, I scan my e-mails and find a meeting request from
Arianna’s secretary.  Luckily, the request was sent to the entire sales
staff, and not just to me.  Whew!  No more dealing with Arianna
and her interrogations.  At least not today.


The morning went by at a snail’s
pace.  Janice asked me to have lunch with her, which was kind of odd,
because pretty much every day I have lunch with her.  But instead of going
down to the cafeteria, Janice said she wanted to go out for lunch.  Of course
I agreed, so at noon, we walked across the street to a little hole in the wall
that serves sandwiches and soup.


Glad to spend some time with her,
we catch up on all things men.  She just got back from a trip to
California with her boyfriend and found it made them closer.  Going away
on a trip together can make or break a relationship, so I’m glad to hear they
are going strong.  I know firsthand how a trip can affect a relationship,
and am satisfied in knowing my San Diego trip was just as rewarding.  I
only wish I could share my happiness with her, but I can’t risk her knowing
anything about me and Alex.


Janice insists on paying for
lunch, saying something about thanking me for helping her nab her man.  


Arriving back to work, that same
energy hits me in the face when we walk onto our floor.  The office is in
full uproar, gossip spreading about a possible lay off.  My stomach is in
my throat.  No, that couldn’t be it, Alex would have warned me. 
Shrugging off the banter, I continue to work and review the plan documents and
quotes that I needed to follow up on.  As the meeting time approaches, I
hear Arianna’s laughter from down the hall.  Thank God she’s in a good
mood today!  Definitely not a lay off!  


I can hear her more clearly the
closer she gets, but what I wasn’t expecting to hear is the familiar sound of a
man’s voice.  No, it couldn’t be him.  Pushing my chair out
past my cubicle wall, I peek down the hallway towards the laughter.  As
the cluster of bodies part, I see Arianna and standing next to her is Mr.
Big-Head himself, Oliver Prescott.  What in the hell is he doing here?! 



My nerves are in knots as I
comprehend that my eyes are not playing tricks on me.  Quickly, I push my
chair back towards my desk, hoping to hide for a moment while I regain my
composure.  Maybe he’s just here for a tour.  Brokers tour all of
the time.  Shit!  Alex is going to be pissed.  Trying to
calm myself, I start to develop a list of a thousand reasons as to why Oliver
is down the hall, and not in sunny San Diego.  The chime of my e-mail
reminder shifts my attention to my computer screen.  Time for our
meeting.   Grabbing my notebook, I head to the conference room in
full on panic mode.


~~~~~


The Sales Associates all flock to
one side of the room as the majority of Sales Executives sit next to one
another in the center of the conference table.  Unfortunately, that means
that Autumn is close by.  Sitting two seats to my left she flips her hair
and crosses her legs, seeking the attention of anyone who’s willing to give it
to her.  Looking around the room I notice Janice arriving, just as she
walks towards the empty seat next to me.  Autumn rolls her eyes at
Janice’s seating choice, but I pay her no attention.  Autumn and her
holier-than-thou attitude can shove it where the sun don’t shine.  Janice
works hard and deserves to sit wherever she pleases. 


Alex finally arrives; our eyes
meet for a brief moment before he takes a seat directly across from me.  Thankfully,
he isn’t sitting next to Autumn again.  My body relaxes and relief
rushes over me just knowing he’s in such close proximity.  This meeting
should go a lot smoother without Autumn’s whore hands all over my heart.  


Playfully, Alex smiles and taps
his chest twice, directly over his heart.  I swoon at the intimate personal
gesture and repeat the same movement.  Carefully, I glance around the
room, ensuring I have no one’s attention before pretending to brush away a
stray hair on my chest.  Instead I tap twice over my heart and blush
slightly looking into Alex’s deep blue eyes.  


The room’s attention turns to
Arianna as she arrives in full banter.  I recall her being overly excited
earlier, and can’t imagine why she would be in such a good mood.  Directly
behind her is Oliver.  Shit!  A large toothy smile spreads
across his face as our eyes meet.  Arianna chooses the seat next to Alex,
Oliver following in suit.  Alex flexes his fingers, trying not to tense
them into fists as he glares at the both of them.  Grabbing my pen, I
fidget with the cap to focus my attention on something other than Oliver’s
seductive gaze.  


The room is silenced as Arianna
addresses the room, heads turning to give her the full attention she
demands.  “I want to thank everyone for coming.  I know this meeting
was short notice, so I will get right to the point.”  Her demeanor has
returned to normal compared to the last time I saw her; flustered with a sloppy
appearance.  Instead, her hair is impeccably styled in soft tendrils that
frame her face.  


“You may have noticed a stranger
among us.”  She smiles at Oliver and in unison the rooms’ attention is now
on him.  “This is Oliver Prescott.  Some of you may know him, or his
name.  He has quite the reputation in our industry, and is currently the
number one salesman over at Britt & Sterne.  Well, I guess currently
is a thing of the past, since I have decided to bring Mr. Prescott in as our
new Sales Executive.”  


The room erupts in applause as
relief floods over everyone’s faces.  The thought of lay-offs has been
pushed to the far corners of their minds.  In that moment, I glance at
Alex who is gripping the end of the table with white-knuckle force.  He’s
clearly upset over her decision.


As Arianna joins in the
celebration, clapping in unison with the rest of the sales staff, tiny diamonds
adorning her watch glimmer against the sun shining in from the windows behind
me.  The ornate band is something I will never forget, as I recall toying
with the watch as I stood in Alex’s kitchen.  The same watch I questioned
Alex about is fastened to Arianna’s boney wrist.  Her long fingers toy
with the band, rolling the watch around and around, as my eyes stray from her
wrist, finally meeting her eyes.


A devious smirk develops on her
lips as my eyes meet hers.  She continues to play with the piece of
jewelry clasped on her wrist as she remains in a deadlock staring contest with
me.  I look away, but not far.  Shock has finally hit me as I gape at
the beautiful time piece.  Bile builds in my throat as I sit in distress,
staring at her watch.  THE watch; the watch that was sitting in his
kitchen that supposedly belonged to Delores.  The same watch, the same
kitchen where Alex’s ex removed her clothing and tried to seduce him.  


Suddenly, everything has come
into focus, the picture is clear and I see everything for what it is. 
Alex clears his throat, probably in an effort to get my attention, but I refuse
to look.  All I can do is stare at the shimmering diamonds.  Tiny
rainbows sparkle as Arianna continues to manipulate the band that is breaking
my heart.


The watch twirling bitch
continues to address the room, discussing Oliver’s past experience, how they
met, and his responsibilities at SHI starting Monday.  I cannot
move.  I can barely breathe as a knot builds in my chest.  I move my
hand up, resting my palm over my heart in hopes to alleviate the building
pressure.  The bitch’s voice is a dull sound in the back of my head. 



I replay every conversation with
Alex, searching and evaluating each one for the truth.  Did he ever
love me?  How could he do this to me?


“Thank you everyone for the warm
welcome.”  Oliver’s voice is muffled as he addresses the room.  My
face frozen, my eyes still fixed on Arianna’s wrist as she continues to break
my heart into a million pieces with each twirl of the band.  “I’ve been thinking
about coming to Vegas for some time, but it wasn’t until recently that I got
the push I needed to take the leap of faith.”  


Out of the corner of my eye, I
can see Oliver’s head turn towards me.  I know it’s rude not to give him
my attention, but I’m frozen.  Literally, frozen.  “I really look
forward to working with each one of you.”  Oliver’s speech goes over well
with the staff.  As to be expected, Autumn is in heat, salivating over
what could be.  Doesn’t surprise me.  She thinks she can get anyone
she wants, and probably does.  


The twirling stops.  I force
myself to look Arianna in the eye, to let her know that in that moment her
point was made.  She wanted me to see the watch, not only at Alex’s house,
but today.  We are playing a game of chess and she’s just made her
move.  Checkmate!  My king is dead to me, my king who ruled my heart
and gave me such pleasure.  All of it was a lie!  My mind is
in a swirl of emotions.  I can remember every sweet and meaningful moment
with Alex.  Now, each word, each emotion is contaminated.  The evil
disease of deceit has now soiled Alex’s charming words and honorable
actions.  


The shock from earlier has now
turned into rage.  I ball my hands into fists as I stare at my knuckles,
avoiding eye contact with Arianna and Alex.  


“Well, thank you all for
coming.  Oliver’s first day technically isn’t until next week, but I
wanted to introduce him before he started.  ”  


Turning to look at Alex, she asks
if it’s okay if Janice shows him to his desk and make sure he has everything he
needs.  What else is Alex supposed to say?  He stares at the bitch
with unfathomable eyes, but remembers where he is and replies, “Whatever you
want Mrs. Salerno.”  Puzzled by his reaction, Janice looks at me
concerned, but offers her assistance like the good employee she is.


“Please make sure he feels
welcome and include him on any e-mails, and have a great day everyone.” 
Arianna’s lively voice echoes throughout the room sending chills down my
spine.  I’m in utter disgust.  I need to escape.  As the
crowd stands, several associates crowd Oliver, including Autumn.  Figures
she would already try and get her claws in him.  Avoiding eye contact
with anyone, I hurry towards the door.  


My exit strategy is foiled as I’m
met with an impeccable black three-piece suit, just like the first day at
work.  Glancing up, my eyes meet his, saddened blue eyes to heated
green.  Alex looks distraught, putting together that he’s been
caught.  He whispers, “I need to talk to you.”


Keeping my voice low, I cannot
hide the disdain I feel at this moment.  Speaking through gritted teeth, I
can’t let anyone but him know the pain I’m feeling.  “I want nothing to do
with you and I have no intention of talking to you right now…or ever.” 
Steeling a look around the room, I plaster a fake smile on my face.


“Just give me…” Alex is
interrupted by Janice.  


“Mr. James, Maggie needs to speak
with you.”  Janice’s distressed face at Alex’s glare is duly noted. 
You can tell she didn’t want to interrupt, knowing he’s upset, but she had to
get his attention somehow.  I can see in her eyes that she was only trying
to help.  Maybe she saw the anxiety on my face, and felt like butting
in.  Alex pauses momentarily before following Janice to my left where
Maggie is huddled with a group of Sales Associates.


As soon as Alex is out of my
sight, I go with my first instinct to flee, but again I’m stopped in my tracks
as Oliver approaches me.  “Well, well, well Ms. Hart.  I told you we
would meet again.”  His uplifting smile and genuine charm gives me a
moment of distraction.  But, only a moment.  I need to get out of
this confined space and quickly, before I lose my composure and the tears
begin.  


“Congratulations, Mr.
Prescott.  Sorry, but I was just on my way out.”  Attempting to walk
around him, my flight is interrupted as he grabs my elbow.


“Not so quick.  Go out with
me.”  He’s so straight forward and sure of himself.  Any woman would
feel flattered that such a man was in hot pursuit; however, right now all I can
feel is the choking sensations deepen inside me.  


“Mr. Prescott…”


“Please call me Oliver, Elyssa.”


“Oliver, I can’t.  I really
must go.”


Still maintaining his strong grip
on my elbow, I glance at Alex who is now fuming, ignoring Maggie and the other
associates.  I can hear him try to get out of the conversation and I know
I need to hurry and get away before he’s free.  Oliver places his index
finger under my chin bringing my attention back to him.  “Give me a
chance.  Dinner?  Breakfast?  Lunch?  Coffee?  Throw
me a bone here?  I’m completely out of place.”


“Fine.  Lunch…tomorrow,” I
agree, if only to get out of this situation.  “Now, I have to go.”


“It’s a date!”  Oliver
smiles in contentment and releases my elbow allowing me to flee the conference
room.  


Quickly, I grab my purse from my
desk and take my keys out of the front pocket as I head towards the
elevators.  Pushing the call button, I stand in anticipation, tapping my
foot.  Hurry please!  I look up, staring at the floor numbers
above the elevator door.  


I search for any sign of Alex or
Arianna, and see neither of them following me.  Ding!  The
doors part and I rush in, pressing the button for the first floor several
times.  The sound of Alex’s voice echoes through the lobby, “Elyssa! 
Stop!”


I pause for slightly longer than
a moment, considering holding it for him.  But because he had no
consideration for me, I press the button to close the door instead.  Just
as it closes, I see Alex’s panicked face through the crack, as the elevator descends
to the first floor.  My heart is racing.  Right now, all I want to do
is avoid Alex at all costs.  Anger and rage has turned to pain and small
pools of tears are welling in my eyes as I reach the first floor.  Bolting
towards the parking garage, I’m practically jogging as I reach my car.


Pulling out of my space, I see
Alex out of my rearview mirror running towards the parking garage.  His
voice echoing as he gets closer.  Without any hesitation this time, I put
the car in drive and speed away towards the exit, not looking back.  Tears
are now streaming down my face as I sob violently.  How could he do
this to me?  How could he lie? How could I trust him?  The
thought of Alex and Arianna together, the picture my mind is painting is not
one of love or friendship.  The picture is repulsive….raw, animal fucking
all over his damn house, including his bed where he supposedly made love to
me.  


I’m startled by the sound of my
phone ringing from my pocket.  “Shut the fuck up!”  I yell, crying
hysterically.  No longer in control of my emotions, I reach into my pants
to retrieve my phone.  I turn it off and toss it into the backseat. 
Pulling into traffic, I head in the direction of home.  My home
where solace is no longer found, just memories of me and Alex; in my bed, on my
couch.  Even the thought of going over to my sisters, repulses me.  I
can’t escape him anywhere I go.  Fuck my life!
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Violently sobbing, I wipe away
the tears with the back of my hand as I grip the steering wheel with the other. 
What a fool I’ve been!  I thought, for a brief moment I found my chance at
happiness; finally the prospect of having a complete family was coming
true.  But, like the rest of my life, I was wrong, and with the twirl of a
wrist watch my world is crashing down.


How could he do this?  How
could he even touch her?  She is his boss!  Shit, he’s your boss
too, Ely.  Don’t be a hypocrite!  He told you he had a past, a
past that you didn’t want to know about.  But how could he fuck
both of us at the same time?  After everything!  Arguing with
myself is not going to get me anywhere.  Fact is my heart still wants him,
possibly always will.  But, what does that get me?  Nothing but a
broken heart.  My mind on the other hand, my mind is telling me to run away;
to seek shelter from the emotional storm that’s about to hit.  


Searching, reaching, begging for
any clue to show that I wasn’t a complete fool is consuming my every
thought.  What I find is heartbreaking.  Should I have picked up on
them before?  No…why would I?  I was falling in love, and nothing he
could have done would have deterred me…until now.  I should have realized
what he was when he fucked me in the club.  Instead, it did nothing but
turn me on.  If I would have thought about it then, I would have
run.  


Ignoring reason, even after
ignoring me for four days, I believed his excuses.  All because I wanted
to with him.  I was already in too deep.  Could I have gotten out
then? 


With another tap on my shoulder,
I hear the pleading not to ignore all the brightness he’s brought to my
life.  How his presence protected me when I needed him.  If he wasn’t
there for me, I don’t know what would have happened.  He wasn’t something
I even knew I needed.


I’m emotionally torn, not knowing
which direction to run.  Alex’s warnings about his promiscuous past, his
declarations about not being good enough for me, all of it was true.  His
drunken ramblings about ruining our relationship before it ever truly started
mock me.  Everything he said was real.  


The horn from a nearby car wakes
me from my internal ramblings just as I cross over the median.  Shit! 
Focusing back on the road I continue heading north, trying to get home before I
break down and fully embrace my sadness.  Some asshole keeps honking at
me, and is not stopping.  Crap, he’s following me.  Honk…honk,honk,honk! 
Knowing full well what I’m about to find in my rearview mirror, I can’t bring
myself to look.  


Honk…honk,honk,honk!  Finally getting the
courage, I look back and see the familiar sleek white BMW following close
behind.  


Alex continues to lay on his
horn, trying feverishly to get my attention.  Refusing, I wipe the last of
my tears and accelerate down the busy street.  Alex has no trouble keeping
up, and has added the annoyance of flashing his lights to distract me. 
Accelerating, I swerve in and out of traffic getting so close to one man’s
bumper that he sped up and pulled over to let me pass.  Not in my sound
mind, I continue my uninhibited drive hoping that he’ll give up and just leave
me be.  Checking my side mirror, I see the irritation carved in every
crease on his forehead.  He is pissed!


At the last second, I turn down a
side street hoping to lose him, but Alex makes the turn, cutting off a car,
making them swerve and slam on their breaks.  The rev of his engine is
overwhelmingly loud as his BMW passes me.  Maybe he has given up?  Shit! 
No such luck.  Instead of continuing down the street as I’d hoped, he
turns his car to the right, cutting me off, forcing me to brake and swerve to the
side of the road.  


I guess this is where our
standoff is going to happen.  Anger coursing through me, I break open the
car door, slamming it behind me for the full effect.  Alex exits his car
in the same manner, barreling towards me.


“What the fuck kind of nerve do
you have?  I told you I didn’t want to talk.  You almost killed me!”


“I almost killed you?  You
were doing a damn good job of it yourself, swerving in and out of traffic like
a fucking lunatic!”


“Is that what you wanted?  To
critique my driving?!  Well thank you Mr. James, for your criticism. 
Now move your damn car so I can get the fuck away from you!”


“I told you we need to
talk.  If this is where we have to have this conversation then so
be it, but you are going to listen to me.”  I roll my eyes, folding
my arms across my chest in disgust.  


“I know how this situation
appears, but you have to give me a chance to explain.  You have no
idea…”  


I can no longer restrain my
building fury.  Like a dormant volcano I erupt with rage. “Explain
what?  You want to explain how many times you fucked both of us in the
same day?  How about explaining how you told me you love me just to keep
me from questioning you about canceling on me?  How about explaining how
you’ve been lying to me for weeks?  Explain it, Alex.  I can’t wait
to hear more of your lies!” I scream, throwing my hands in the air as I screech
in agony.


Alex looks like he’s about to
come at me, annoyance, hurt, rage, fuels his emotions.  The look on my
face must have stopped him, because he only took two steps closer to me before
his expression turns to one of frustration.


“First of all, let’s get
something clear.  I was not having sex with her while I was with
you.  I ended that part of our arrangement the moment I started seeing
you.  I would never do that to you.  Secondly, I told you I loved
because it’s how I felt…no, how I feel.  I have never lied to you.”  


Annoyed, I can’t help but choke
on his words.  “You never lied?  Are you serious?  Where is the
damn camera because I have to be on one of those prank shows.”


“What did I lie about?  I
told you that an ex came to my house, didn’t I?  I told you I had a past I
wasn’t proud of.  I also told you when you found out about my past, you
would leave.  Do you see what you’re doing?  You’re proving me
right.”  Throwing his hands up in an enraged gesture, he continues to
stare, his piercing blue eyes locked on mine. “Look at this…this looks like
you’re leaving.”


I look away, playing with the
ring on my finger, not knowing what I’m doing.  I’m so angry, so upset,
so…disturbed at all of this.  He knows he lied; keeping information out of
the truth is still lying.  Why doesn’t he see that?  “You kept
details from me; details that would have made a difference.”


“So you’re saying that if you
knew I was with Arianna before you, you wouldn’t have fallen for me?  What
happened to finding your other half?  What happened to you loving
me?”  Alex voice softens, “Elyssa please…”  


Heart contracting, I feel pain
radiating in my chest as I gasp for air.  Raising my hands above my head,
I lower to sit on the curb next to my car.  Alex approaches and sits next
to me, making an attempt to bring me into an embrace.  I can’t handle his
touch and pull away, refusing him.  His hands were on Arianna’s…my boss,
my mother figure, my so-called-friend.  How could they do this to
me?  How could she do this to me? 


Trying to conceal his anger at my
rejection, he backs off.  “I will tell you anything you want to
know.  Just please give me a chance to explain before you completely write
me off.”


Resting my hands on my neck, I
bow my head and whisper.  “You didn’t give me a chance…”


“A chance at what?” he
commands.  


“Making the decision for
myself.  You never gave me a chance to know the whole situation before I fell
in love with you.  You fooled me and now I’m the one that’s
heartbroken because you kept secrets.  You took our chance away…”


“The day I met you…something
changed.  My world changed,” he interrupts.  I don’t know if I can
handle hearing what he has to say.  I don’t think you have a choice,
Ely.  There was never a choice.  “Of course I was attracted to
you and wanted to know what it would be like to be with you, but there was
something else.  I needed to know what it was about you that sparked
something inside of me.  I spent more time with you at work, watching you
to figure it out, and then there it was,” he pauses, searching for the right
words before finally finding his voice.


Alex’s gaze locks onto mine, as
if he needed to profess the truth or he would fade away.  “I could see
you.  You were there, always there; in my thoughts, always in my
head.  I had a dream about you.  You were by my side, walking hand in
hand.  It was the first time I didn’t feel alone.”  Alex grabs for my
hands, and I let him.  Even after all the sadness, I want nothing more
than for him to take me, hold me, and tell me everything is going to be
okay.  “When I woke I knew I had to have you.  That’s why I asked for
you to help me put together the presentation, same reason I followed you to the
bar, why I took you to Red Rock, and why I allowed you to meet my
grandmother…don’t you see…I never treated you as if you were something
temporary.”


Shaking my head, I can’t let him
cloud my judgment with moments that made me fall for him.  I have to
change the topic, before I give in.  He hasn’t told me the most important
part of the story, and I have to know.  “How long were you with her…?”


“It was never a
relationship.  You have to know that.  It was just sex.”  He
stops, looking up to the sky, grasping for air and for what I assume is
help.  He better be asking for forgiveness!  Before
continuing, Alex takes a deep breath, letting all of his frustration out in one
big exhale.  


“When I started with the company
I was just a mail clerk, barely bringing in enough money to make ends
meet.  My grandmother was still good at the time and not living me with
yet, not that I had very much room.  I networked when I could and only saw
Arianna occasionally, but never had any interactions with her.”  Taking
another deep breath, Alex closes his eyes before proceeding.  


“Soon after, Nana got sick. 
Her medication was expensive and I had no one to watch her while I was at
work.  I was at the point of desperation and needed a way to take care of
both of us.  My pay wasn’t cutting it.”  A tormented Alex peers over
at me, searching for what I don’t know.  Sympathy?  The rushed
statement that ensues is almost unintelligible.  Almost.  “I read on
the internet about male escorts and started running ads.”  


Barely audible and in shock, I
whisper, “You were a whore?”  I can’t help the tears pricking my
eyes.  I really never knew him and that pains me.  There is so much
more to his past than I could have ever imagined.  I continue to bow my
head in sorrow, staring at the pavement below, wishing it would swallow me
whole.  I can’t believe I’m hearing this.  This is so far from what I
thought he was going to tell me, that it’s almost unbelievable.  


Ignoring my question, Alex’s
voice quivers, “Soon, I had a pretty decent clientele established. 
Several regulars paid me well, and eventually started referring their friends
to me.  One of my regulars, Sandy, did just that.  She set up the
entire meeting and it wasn’t until the door opened to an upscale apartment that
I even knew it was Arianna.  You can’t imagine how awkward it was for
me.  I tried to back out of the situation, but Arianna…she still wanted
to.  She offered me a large sum of money and I couldn’t pass it up.  


“Because of our business
relationship, I told myself that it was going to be just the one time.  I
told her I separated my two lives, but that didn’t deter her.  She had
different plans.  At work, she started coming on to me.  Trying to
humanize myself, I explained my situation with my grandmother, and soon after
she started offering me more and more money, more than I could pass up, as long
as I continued seeing her.  You can’t even imagine the weight that was
lifted off my shoulders, after only a few times of being with her.  I
started doing this to take care of Nana, but what Arianna was offering me was
more stability than I could have ever asked for, that I’ve ever known.


“As time passed, she became
possessive and didn’t want me seeing anyone else.  In turn for completely
getting rid of the other women, she offered me a position in Sales, paid for me
to get my license, made sure I had the best accounts that generated the best
bonuses.  I was making money on both sides.”


“She gave you promotions for
sexual favors?” I ask disgust riddled in every word.


“Basically.  But, after I
got the sales position I cooled things off with her.  I appreciated the
opportunity she gave me, but I didn’t like what I was becoming.  I felt
cheap.  So, I concentrated on learning the position and excelling, which I
did.  Arianna paid for me to continue my education, and I went on and got
my Masters degree.   


“When the V.P. position became
available and I applied, she propositioned me again.  She said that if I
didn’t give her what she needed, then I wouldn’t get what I wanted.  Elyssa,
I deserved that position and if it was any other company and any other CEO I
would have gotten it on pure merit, but she had me by the balls.  So, I
began sleeping with her again.  What could I do?” he asks mostly to
himself, resting his chin on his fists.  


“After that I started drinking
quite heavily and I didn’t care.  My idea of self worth was defined by
lies and deals.  Deals made with someone who had too much control. 
This went on for far too long.  She didn’t care what was going on with me
personally, as long as I gave her what she wanted.  That was until I saw
you.”


“Why didn’t you just stop the fucking? 
Move on, move away?  Anything to be out of her grasp.”  There had to
be a way.  If I was under someone’s gravity like that, I would fight…no
claw my way out of it.  Even if that meant moving, or changing careers, I
would have found a way.  She can’t have that much pull, can she?


“Elyssa…you have to
understand.  She had me.  I applied for other jobs outside of SHI and
continuously got turned down.  One of the hiring managers was nice enough
to tell me that Arianna called them personally to ask them not to hire
me.  She stopped every attempt.  What was I to do?”


“So, what makes this any
different, Alex?  She still has her claws in you…obviously she doesn’t
want to let you go.  How are you going to escape her now if she didn’t let
you go before?  And what about my relationship with her…God!  She’s
known me since I was a child!  ”


“I told her I fell in love. 
She didn’t know it was you until the night she showed up at my house. 
That was the same night she told me I was going to New York, which I’m now
convinced she planned on purpose.  But, I can’t let her win.”  Alex
tenses, looking at me, searching my face for any sign of acceptance.  I
can’t give it to him.  Not now, not after all of this…


“I need to know you will wait for
me…I need to know there is still hope you can love me.”


Burying my face in my hands, sobs
escape my lips.  I’m besieged by visions of Alex and Arianna together; so
much that my mind cannot wrap itself around Alex’s plea for continued
love.  


“That morning I saw you, I wanted
you from the start.  At work, I saw how lively you were and caring. 
How sweet you were with Janice.  Everyone seemed to take to you. 
Even though I hate Cole, I saw how protective he was over you.  I knew
that you deserved something better than what I was.  I wanted to be the
man you deserved, and knew I couldn’t be with you unless I changed.  


“I can’t change my past,
Elyssa.  Not even for you.  I’m not ashamed, because it got me
through a really low point in my life.  It kept Nana alive, and I can’t
regret anything that has kept her with me.  I wish things were different,
but they’re not.  I just hope you can accept me for the man you fell in
love with, not the man I was.”


I can’t believe he was a
whore…well, maybe not a whore, what do you call a male prostitute?  A
gigolo?  Fuck! 
I can’t help the laugh that escapes my lips.  My boyfriend was/is a
fucking gigolo!  “You had regulars…do you know how pretentious that
sounds?  How many were there?  You must have been real good to have
regulars, and referrals.”  Who am I kidding?  I know how good he
is.  Stop! 


“Stop it, Elyssa!  All
you’re doing is looking at my past.  Start looking at the present, and what
I’m telling you now.  I love you.  I have never loved anyone but
you.  I stopped seeing Arianna for you.  This is the first time I
have put my life before my career, and made Arianna see that I can’t be with
her.  I invited you into my life and introduced you to Nana.  I have
never been faithful to anyone but you.”


“These are just words,
Alex.”  Words I so desperately want to be true, but how can I trust what
he’s saying to me.  “How do I know that you’re telling me the whole
truth?  How do I know that you aren’t still fucking women for
money?”  


“Because I am fucking telling you
the truth, Elyssa!  I would never do that to you.  I have never lied
to you, and I’m not lying now.”  Exasperated, he tries to contain his
anger, but it’s seeping through and I know this conversation needs to end
soon.  I need to get out of here, away from him, so I can digest all his
shit.


Looking everywhere but at him, I
don’t know how to feel.  Stay strong, Ely!  “I don’t know
Alex; this is a lot to take in.  It’s hard for me to look at you, and not
see her.  All I picture is you and Arianna…in the same kitchen, the same
bedroom, the same bathroom, where you and I…”  I can’t even finish the
sentence before more heartbreaking sobs escape me.  


“I thought you loved me for
me.  If you did, you would see through all this bullshit.  I am
telling you the truth.  I didn’t love her.  I am not, and have not,
been in any kind of relationship with her, sex or otherwise, since I met
you.  


“I’ve gotten over some major
hurdles with you and your past.  Why can’t you even pretend to
think about getting over mine?  Hell, I even stayed with you after Cole
said he loved you and that he was still fucking you.  Has anyone ever told
you I’m fucking someone else?”  His anger is reaching the surface and I
don’t like angry Alex.  His question doesn’t even deserve a
response.  He knows my past, so to even compare, that’s low.


“Alex I need space; time so I can
think about everything and figure out what I want.  I need you to give it
to me.”


“You don’t want me anymore,” his
anger is replaced by sadness as he looks away.


“Look at me,” as I await his blue
eyes, I resolve something inside that I already knew, but was too timid to
admit.  “I didn’t say that.  I’ll always want you.   It’s
just that I don’t know if I can get over something like this.  You’ve
given me a lot to think about.”


Alex reaches up with his left
hand, brushing his fingers against my cheek.  I cannot fight the need to
reciprocate the gesture and bring my hand up to rest on his.  “I’m sorry,
Elyssa.  I’m sorry my past disgusts you.  I’m sorry I’m not the man
you thought I was…”  Alex trails off, removing his hand from my cheek,
balling them into fists.  


“I should go.”  Standing, I
place my hands in my pockets, protection against myself to not reach back and
grab him, to make him make me stay.  As I approach my car door, I grasp
the handle, pausing momentarily.  Troubled by the recent conversation, I
say his name and he stands up in response, hope in his eyes.


“You know before this…I would
have stayed with you forever.”  


~~~~~


Lying in my bed awake, I’m unable
to fall asleep no matter how emotionally drained I am.  A concoction of
thoughts keeps replaying in my head: Alex, touching, kissing, making love to
other women and then thoughts of him saying I love you, reacquainting my body
with sexual pleasure, and San Diego.  My heart is truly torn between self
preservation and love.  Can I let go of the only man I’ve ever
loved?  His mistakes of the past are exactly that, in the past; except for
his last conquest, Arianna.  The mother figure who has been in and out of
my life since I was a child, my mother’s best friend, and now my boss.  


Restless, I stay awake staring at
the ceiling, tears streaming down my face as I contemplate my future. 
It’s late and I should be asleep, instead I pull my comforter around my neck
and sob silently, remembering a day when I rarely shed any tears.  Before
my misguided decision to let him in, I prided myself on being a self-assured,
strong woman.  Being with Alex, being one with my emotions, is probably
one of the hardest life lessons.  Growing up without parents. 
Growing up and almost becoming a parent.  Why not add one more to the
list?  Growing up knowing I’d let my one true love get away.


The buzz of my cell phone
interrupts my thoughts as I glance at my bedside table and see Alex’s face
flashing before me.  I know if I try and avoid his phone calls, he’ll just
continue to call or worse, he may show up.  I answer, not only to avoid
further conflict, but I’m hoping the sound of his voice is the cure to my
insomnia.


“Hi,” his voice is low and
somber.  “I didn’t know if you’d answer.”  He pauses for a moment,
letting his erratic breathing calm.  “I was just lying here, thinking of
you, thinking of us, and I needed to know you were okay.  That, and since
you’re not here, I can’t sleep.”


“I can’t sleep either.”  I
miss you.  Holding back the threatening tears, and the words I want to
say so badly, I cup my hand over my mouth.


“I miss you.” God, why is this
so hard.  I miss him so much it hurts.  The pain of avoidance is
more than my heart can bear.  “I wish I was there.”


“I don’t know what to say,
Alex.  I’m confused and I need time.  I just can’t brush this
off.  I know me…I know if I just give in and say how I feel, in the long
run I’ll still wonder about us; about my decisions and actions at this exact
moment.”


“How do you feel?”


“Alex please…you know how I
feel.”


“I’m not so sure right now. 
I don’t know how to function without you anymore.  I don’t know what’s
going through your head.  I told you more than I’ve ever told
anyone.  The same reason I didn’t want to tell you is the same reason you
don’t trust me.  I’m the same man that I was yesterday, the same one that
you made love to and the same man who told you he loves you.  You have to
believe in that!”


“I do, and I believe you love
me.  Just…I need time.  A few hours isn’t enough.  Maybe while
you’re in New York I will gain some perspective.  I just don’t know
Alex.”  He has to give me this.  He has to know that this is so far
out of my comfort zone that I don’t know how to deal.    


“I don’t want you going to lunch
with Oliver tomorrow.  I don’t want him thinking that you’re going to open
your legs for him.  I know him, Elyssa, and he is that kind of guy.”


“Ha…now you’re making me out to
be the whore?  Remember Alex, you are only the second man I’ve been
with.  What am I, like the two hundredth?


“That was below you.  Just
because you’re inexperienced, don’t put your insecurities on me.  I know
what I want, and I want you.  I’m secure in that.  Don’t ever
question where my loyalty lies.”


“Alex, how can I not question
everything that comes out of your mouth?  I don’t know what to believe
anymore.”  


Silence.  I want nothing
more than to curl up in a ball and rock myself to sleep.  I don’t know how
much more I can handle of this…of him.  I love him so much, but what he’s
done, and continues to do, is too much.  I can’t live in a world where I
second guess everything he says and does.  But, can I live in a world
where he doesn’t belong to me?


Breaking the silence, Alex
interrupts my internal thoughts with his demands.  “I need to know Elyssa,
and I need to know now.  In your heart…are you still taken?”


I hesitate for a moment. 
“My heart still wants you…but…”


“Just answer the fucking
question,” his temper rages.  “I have to know I haven’t lost you.  I
need to know you aren’t going to use Oliver to forget me.”  


“Alex, calm down.  In my
heart I’m still taken.  For now.  I would never be able to start
dating again so quickly after what we were.”  Shit!  Wrong word
choice.  I’m just going to lunch with him as a friend.”  


“Were?  Were is past
tense.  Are you seriously considering giving up on us?”  I can hear
him get up, and can almost picture him pacing back and forth
contemplating.  “I swear Elyssa, I’m not lying to you.  I’ve been
faithful and I wish you would just fucking believe me.  I don’t know what
else to do but promise that I won’t keep anything from you ever again.”


Breathing heavily, there’s a
pause in our conversation, both of us trying to figure out the right thing to
say, without making anything worse.  “God, I’m going away for a
month…what’s going to happen then?”


“I don’t know, Alex!” raising my
voice slightly, tears escape my now swollen eyes.  “I don’t know because I
wasn’t prepared for this.  I thought this month away would be
nothing.  We would see each other on the weekends and everything would be
okay.  But now!  Even if you weren’t going away, I still wouldn’t
know what’s going to happen.  I told you, I need time to think.  I
gave you that, didn’t I?”


“You did and I remember you came
after me too.  You reminded me about what was important.  You asked
me to trust you and I’m asking you for the same.”  Pausing, Alex inhales a
deep breath before exhaling his disappointment.  “Don’t you miss me? 
Don’t you feel anything for me anymore?  I know you’re scared.  I’m
scared too.  But I’m willing to work on it because I want you.  I
love you, Elyssa.”


Not knowing what to say, I remain
silent.  Alex is right, I am scared.  What if there are more dark
secrets I don’t know about.  How do I know that if I give in, this won’t
be a pattern with us?  What are we going to do about work?  What are
we going to do about Arianna?  There are so many questions still
unanswered.


“Hart….are you there?”  


I sigh.  I always love when
he uses my nickname.  “Just thinking,” I mumble.


“I wish I knew what was going on
in your head.”


Not knowing where I should go
with this, I resort to the truth.   “I’m thinking I can’t sleep
without you and how much I miss you.  I’m so confused, Alex, and I don’t
know what to do.”


“I love you, Hart…I always
will.  In my heart, I’m still taken.  No matter what you
decide.  For now, I’ll give you the space that you need.”


“Thank you.”  I love you,
too.  “Good night, Alex.”


“Good night, my Hart.”


Tears readily flow down my face,
as I reach within and smile at his goodbye.  I feel more at ease after
talking to him and soon my body relaxes, allowing me to close my eyes.  My
last thoughts are of Alex.  I believe him when he says he loves me, but
I’m too guarded to let the walls come down.  I’m guarded from him.  I
want to tell him how I feel.  I want to assure him everything will be
okay, but I can’t say the words if I don’t believe them myself.


 


Tuesday, October 16, 2012


Arriving at work, I search for
any traces of Alex and am comforted when I don’t see his car in his assigned
parking spot, or anywhere else in the garage.  In an effort to avoid any
emotional confrontations, I head to my desk quickly.  Relinquishing my
belongings, I check my e-mail, and blow a sigh of relief when I find nothing
from Arianna.  Hopefully, I can lay low and remain inconspicuous for the
rest of the day.  


Not my luck.  Janice comes
bounding towards my desk, all bright eyed and full of spirit.  “Hey
Elyssa!”  She looks at me sideways, probably noticing my abnormal
appearance.


“Hi, Janice.”  


“You feeling okay?”


“Just a little under the
weather.”  A little more than that, but it wouldn’t be appropriate to tell
her how I’m really feeling.  How her boss, good ole Mr. James, is a man
whore.  Oh, and why don’t we add that his mistress, is her CEO?  No,
I think I’ll stick with the lies.  


“Must be going around.  Mr.
James arrived late this morning and you know how punctual he usually is.” 
My poor heart.  After our troubling conversation last night he
probably didn’t sleep well.  Ugh!  I hate this back and forth.  Pick
a side, Ely.  Pick a side!


“Must be.”  My one word
answers must have clued her in that I’m not in the mood to talk.  She
dismisses herself and strides back towards her office, still as cheery as when
she came over.


Completely absorbed in work, I
wasn’t aware it was noon until a sudden knocking against my desk causes me to
swivel my chair and look behind me.  Oliver didn’t forget about our lunch,
and for a moment my eyes appreciate his efforts at being a visually appealing
lunch date.  Dressed down in a pair of khakis and a plain white polo
shirt, Oliver’s defined muscles protrude from the cotton material.  I
never realized how well kept his body was, but then again, it’s hard to pay
attention to any man when Alex’s around.  Oliver’s hair looks damp, as if
he just got out of the shower.  With his hands in his pockets, he sways
back and forth, always looking casual.


“So…you ready to go?”


Nodding, I grab my purse but
notice he’s given me just enough space to squeeze between my desk and his
body.  Brushing against him, I close my eyes and breathe.  “Cute
Oliver, very cute.”  


He smirks, knowing his exact
intentions.  “Hey, a guy has to try right?”  I can’t help but shake
my head and smirk at his playful nature.


Chatting about the day so far,
Oliver and I walk towards the elevator to head downstairs.  As the
elevator opens, my stomach catapults to my throat.  There he is, my heart,
standing solo in the vacant elevator looking totally disheveled, and utterly
disappointed.  Trying to swallow past the lump growing in my throat,
Oliver nudges me forward as he places his hand on the small of my back. 
Hesitantly, I board the elevator with Oliver close behind.


“Getting off, James?”


“Uh…actually no, I forgot
something in my car.”  Standing between Alex and Oliver, the tension
radiates and all I want to do is run away.


“Where did you want to go? 
Your choice since I’m not familiar with the area.”


“Did you have anything in
mind?  Any preferences?”  


“Oh, I have preferences. 
How about a striking brunette, about 5’7”, beautiful emerald eyes, and a body
that could stop traffic,” Oliver jests as he places his hands in his pockets,
swaying back and forth, looking at the floor numbers.  Must be a
nervous twitch that plagues all males, present company included.


“Sorry can’t help you
there.”  I can’t give in to his humor, or persistence.  Especially
not in front of Alex.   Being quiet the whole ride down, Alex is
scaring me.  I’ve learned his silence is not to be taken lightly.


Reaching the first floor, the
scene plays out in slow motion…Oliver touches the small of my back, trying to
lead me out of the elevator.  Alex reaches out, grabbing his arm,
violently removing it from my body.  Both men sandwich me, staring and
huffing, effectively halting our departure.  


“Really James, you’re going to do
this here?” he whispers, calmly.


“Drop it Prescott, before I lay
you out on the floor,” Alex threatens, glaring at Oliver over my head.


“I’d like to see you try.  I
don’t start until Monday, so let’s hash this out now!”  Pushing closer,
Alex and Oliver are now in each other’s face, with me still in between.


“STOP!” I demand, pushing them
apart.  “This is not the time, nor the place.  Grow up!”  I
can’t believe they’re acting like two testosterone raged teenagers. 
Finally removing themselves from the almost altercation, I sigh.  Knowing
we can live another day without someone I care about physically getting hurt is
enough for me.  For now.  


“Elyssa, I need to talk to you!”
Alex sneers as Oliver rolls his eyes.  I know that look, and I don’t want
to piss him off even more than he already is.  Nor, do I want to hurt
him.  


“I’ll go bring the car around and
meet you out front.”  I nod.  Alex continues to glare at Oliver as he
walks away.  Oliver turns before exiting the doors, flipping Alex the bird
with a smirk making sure he got the last word in.  


Pushing against me, Alex tries to
pursue Oliver right out the front door.  But I intervene, reminding him
that he wanted to talk.  “Hey, you said you needed to talk to me. 
I’m here…not out there.”


His tempter calms as his eyes
look down at my concerned face.  “God, you’re beautiful.”  I smile,
suddenly feeling shy.  For some odd reason I feel as if I’m a stranger to
him.  


“Yah right.  I look like
shit.  I think I slept for about two hours.”  Looking around, Alex
notices that the lobby is vacant.  Reaching up he brushes his fingers against
my cheek and lips before returning his hands to his pockets. 


“You always look beautiful. 
You could come in here with sweats and your hair pulled up into a scrunchy and
I’d still want you.”  I blush at the complement.  


My wary eyes look up into his
tense face.  “What did you want to talk about, Alex?”  


“I can’t believe you’re going
with him.  I should be your priority right now.  I thought last night
when we spoke, I was clear about you not going with him.”


“I told you last night I was
going to go.  Besides, he just wants to be friends.”


“Don’t be so naïve.  He
doesn’t want to be friends.  Nothing Oliver does is friendly.  You
are of course his preference, his conquest.  Question is…is he yours?”


“What?  Are you
serious?”  I hope he hears the utter disgust in my voice as I spit out the
words.


“Do you want him?  Or are
you just using him to make me jealous?  Cause if that’s what you’re trying
to accomplish…you’ve succeeded.  I want to walk outside and rip his
fucking throat out for talking to you like that.”


“Alex…he’s new in town.  He
needs a friend and that’s all I intend to be.”


“But, he doesn’t want to be your
friend.  He wants more.  I’m a guy, I can tell.”


“Well, good thing that I’m not in
the mood for more right now.”


“Please don’t go.  Tell him
you can’t.  Stay with me,” he pleads, reaching out for me.


“I can’t.  I have to
go.”  Pulling away, I feel Alex’s grip loosen.  I hate this.  I
have to get out of here.  Opening the door, I glance behind me.  Alex
stands alone in the lobby, his puppy dog eyes stricken with a mixture of
disappointment and sorrow, is one of the most miserable things I’ve ever
seen.  I’m sorry, Alex.  I promised his grandmother that I
wouldn’t hurt him!  I can’t believe I’m breaking my promise so soon. 
Ely, you’re just going to lunch with a friend, he shouldn’t be hurt. 


It’s hard to breathe as I walk
out the door to Oliver’s awaiting car.


Gripping the handle to his very
old, very pristine Mustang, I open and ease myself into his car.  If this
was Alex, he would have opened the door for me.  If this was Alex, my
heart would be fluttering in anticipation.  This isn’t Alex.  He
isn’t Alex.  The butterflies are dormant, as Oliver smiles at me.  


“Where are we going?”  


“Sushi.  Go out and take a
right.”
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By the time we get seated at the
restaurant, my appetite is completely gone.  My thoughts are stuck at
work, seeing only Alex’s tormented face in my mind.  Leaving him standing
in the lobby, it’s almost too much to bear.  I made the right decision,
but the thought that I’ve hurt him even more by doing so, breaks my
heart.  What’s even more troubling is the thought of returning to work; to
see his broken face.  Hopefully, when we return, Oliver doesn’t try
walking me in.  If Alex hasn’t calmed down by then, it would surely fuel
the fire, making an already bad scene disastrous.


My stomach is officially seeking
vengeance on my already distraught body.  Trying to ride out the tension,
I pull my arms tight around my torso.  Unfortunately for me, my insides
twist and turn, making it almost difficult to concentrate on anything
else.  If he thinks this isn’t just as hard on me, as it is on him, he’s
delusional.  My decision making, or lack thereof, is wreaking havoc on
both of us.  And for both of our sakes, I know I have to deal with “us”
sooner, rather than later.


If I’m being completely honest
with myself, I’m still at odds with the whole situation.  I know I love
him.  I know I want to be with him.  That hasn’t changed.  The
part I’m having trouble with, and don’t know if I can look past, is the feeling
of betrayal; the feeling that he is, and has been, keeping things from
me.  Things that had I known, might have made a difference.  I
don’t know, Ely.  You said he was your other half.  You said you
would choose him in any scenario.  What happened to that?  “Disloyalty
is what happened,” I mutter under my breath.  Crap, now I’m answering my
conscious, out loud.  Yah, that can’t be good.


Focus!


He says he’s been faithful,
telling me he loves me, telling me he hasn’t lied, but at this point, it’s just
words.  Words I so desperately want to believe, but empty words
nonetheless.  It’s hard to forget.  Looking back, I see how so many
of his actions completely contradict the man I thought I was falling in love
with.  Who I fell in love with, and who he really is, weighs heavily on my
mind.  As I fidget with my single gold band, I look up to the ceiling for
guidance.  What am I supposed to do?   


Practically succumbing to my own
misery, I realize how rude I’m being as I unintentionally continue the silent
treatment.  It’s hard to focus on anything else, but I know it’s not fair
to Oliver.  The chime of my cell phone causes me to tense, knowing exactly
who it’s from.  Reaching in my bag, I’m pretty sure this is the first time
I’ve not wanted the message to be from Alex.  


*I can’t believe
you left me. Are you trying to hurt me?!*


Me hurt you?  You’ve got to
be fucking joking, Alex!


Oliver closes his menu as he
cocks his head to the side, looking at me strangely.  “You ready to order?” 
Plastering a fake smile on my face, I place my phone in my lap, hoping he
didn’t just see the spark of anger flitting across my face.


“I’m not very hungry.  I
think I’ll just have some green tea.”  I know pouting isn’t going to make
me feel better, but neither will food.  


Peaking down underneath the
table, I feel my phone vibrate just as the screen pops up with a picture of
Alex. 


*If he fucking
touches you, I’ll break his fucking hand!*


*Seriously,
Elyssa. Don’t let him touch you.*


He obviously hasn’t calmed down
yet.  Nothing
I say, or do, will make any of this better.


“You need to eat.  Let me
fatten you up so I don’t have to worry about other men falling for you.” 
A grumble erupts from his chest as he breaks out in laughter.  I guess he
isn’t bothered by the fact that he doesn’t have my full attention.  Good
to know he can entertain himself.


“Ha ha, very funny,” I giggle
with him.  His joy and laughter is so contagious that I almost forgot
about the infuriating rage coming through my phone.  Almost.  Still
not enough to respond.


“I’ve never understood a man’s
train of thought.  Get your woman fat so other men won’t be attracted to
her, but in the process she becomes unattractive to you.”  I hate to admit
it, but it’s a breath of fresh air being around Oliver.  No need to
constantly worry about making decisions or worry about his sordid past.  


“I can’t see you ever becoming
unattractive.  Regardless of your size,” he retorts with a genuine
smile.  Again, another man in my life I wish I could’ve met any other time
or place.  Why does my life keep getting more complicated?  I thought
the older you got, the more things were supposed to make sense, as they worked
themselves out.  Boy was I wrong.


As we sit here in silence, I
ponder Alex’s demeaning words regarding Oliver’s intentions.  I guess now
is as good a time as any to address them.  I’m not going to lie. 
This topic, and Oliver, both scare me a little.  The anxiety I feel is
deep in the pit of my stomach, or is that the residual energy from Alex? 
I decide it’s probably a little of both.  The thought of discussing my
limitations makes my heart jump a beat.  I need to calm down; I need him
to calm down.  But, he isn’t here.  I really hope Oliver can
live with my limitations, because a new, uncomplicated friend would be nice to
have. 


“Oliver…you know we’re just
friends right?  Sorry for being so blunt, but I don’t wanna lead you
on.”  Alex would be so proud of me.  Not that I need his praise right
now, but at least I put it out there, and at the moment plan to keep it that
way.  I think.  Oh, I’m so confused.


Staring at me, Oliver
contemplates what he’s about to reveal.  It’s nice to know some
people think before they speak.  “I can’t say I only want to be friends
with you, Elyssa.  But, I figured.  So, for the moment I’m willing to
accept your position.  I’ll do anything to spend more time with you
because I want to get to know you.  And I hope that when you get to know
me, you realize I have more to offer you than friendship.”  Pausing,
Oliver places down his menu before continuing.  “How is your
boyfriend these days?”


With his latest confession, I
can’t fuel the fire that Oliver may have for me.  He doesn’t need any
details giving him the idea that Alex and I are anything but copasetic.  “He’s…busy.” 



My phone vibrates again. 
Does he ever give up?  Yeah right, who am I kidding?  


*Where are you?!
So help me…I’m going crazy. If I knew where you were, I’d come get you and kick
the shit out of that prick!*


I shudder at the thought. 
Shoving my phone into my purse, I realize how extremely impolite I’ve
been.  Right now, I need to focus on getting through lunch, and Alex’s
texts are not helping.  Unfortunately though, with his latest rant, I
can’t help but picture the dreadful fight that would ensue if Alex and Oliver
came to blows inside the restaurant.  It would definitely clinch the
feeling of that damn rope in their infamous tug-o-war.  But, we all know
that Alex still has the tighter grip on me.  He’s wound around my heart so
tight that the sheer absence of him is constricting.  If I give in and
text him he’ll only get wound up even more.  No, he absolutely needs this
time to calm down.  


“Busy huh?  Speaking of
busy, what’s going on with your phone?  Boyfriend texting you?”


“He’s wondering where I am,” I
admit sheepishly, without hesitation.


“He doesn’t like the fact you’re
out to lunch with me, does he?”  I don’t know why, but the look on
Oliver’s face is borderline arrogant.  You don’t have me, Oliver. 
Keep this up and we may not even make it to friendship.


“Nope,” I shrug, accentuating a
loud pop at the end.  “But, as it stands, you and I are only
friends.  He will just have to deal with it.”


“I seem to be making all of the
men in your life unhappy today.”  Studying my face for more time than he
should, I offer no emotion or explanation.  He’s not getting anything out
of me, not about my problems, and definitely not about Alex.


“My intention for moving out here
was to spend time with you.  Would it be bad if I said that I’m glad he’s
busy?  Gives me quality time to make you see what a great ‘friend’ I can
be.”  Wait!  What?!  His honesty is shocking.  But,
what alarms me even more…the slow smile sweeping across my lips. 
And the fact that I don’t stop it.  


“I want to get to know you, Elyssa. 
When we met at the conference, I could feel there was something between us…I
can’t explain it.  It’s like you have some kind of pull on me that I’ve
never experienced before.”


Shit!  Shit! 
Shit!  How am I supposed to get out of this one?


“I thought you were already
thinking about moving here?” I ask nonchalantly, trying to avoid anything too
complicated.  I can’t believe he’s telling me all of this, knowing I have
a boyfriend.  One that’s waiting for me, probably still seething with
anger.


“I was, but you were the push I
needed to make the leap.  Essentially, you’re the reason why I suddenly
wanted to go.”


“Oliver…”  I know I should
be annoyed, but I’m not.  He’s at least telling me the truth, and
honestly, whether I want to hear it or not, it’s what I need to stay above
water right now.  I can’t fault him for being honest, just as I can’t
fault Alex for not being honest.  As long as the reasons were pure, can I
fault anyone?


“I know what you’re about to say,
so let me stop you before you get into lecture mode.  I know you want to
be friends, and you have a boyfriend you think you love.  Right now I’ll
accept it, but the moment he makes a mistake, I will be there.  The moment
you’re free to date again, I want the chance.  Just keep that in
mind.  That’s all I’m asking for.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”  I
smile at him and continue to glance at the menu, suddenly hearing my stomach
grumble.  Getting the “friends” talk out of the way, even though we don’t
see eye to eye, has calmed me down a bit.  It’s a relief to know he’ll
give me the space I need.  Being around Oliver makes me feel...functional
again, and for that, I’m grateful.  


After deciding on a few rolls and
the green tea, Oliver takes the safe route and orders a bento box with Teriyaki
chicken, rice and a California roll.  


“Not a sushi eater, huh?”  I
love sushi, always my comfort food, and I’m a little more than peeved when
someone says they don’t like it, but have never tried it.  But, because
I’m trying for a little normalcy here, I decide today is not the day to
poke.  Besides, I don’t think I have it in me.  Not today. 
Teasing, yes, chastising, no.  


“How could you tell?” he smirks
at me, again lifting the mood.


“Just a hunch.  We could
have gone somewhere else,” I tease back.  


“No worries.”  Always at
ease, Oliver relaxes placing his arm around the plush backrest as he looks
around at the restaurants décor.  Getting to sneak a peek, the first thing
I notice is how deep set his green eyes are and how his full lips fit his
ruggedly handsome face.  He is definitely someone who’s done more than a
full days worth of labor.  Oliver looks like he loves to be outdoors, but
based on his clothes and his car, he doesn’t mind the finer things in
life.  


Stealing my eyes from his face,
my eyes rake over his upper body and am caught when I see the trace of a tattoo
peek through his sleeve.  Tattoos on men are one of my weaknesses and I
can’t restrain myself.  Reaching over, I push his sleeve up, but recoil
when his muscles flex.  The feel of his bicep on my fingertips makes my
insides tighten.  Instead of reaching over to finish revealing his ink, I
point my chin and ask him what kind of tattoo he has.  


“Just a simple tribal I’ve had
since I was sixteen.  Want to know a little secret?”  I nod.  “I
think I have an addiction to tattoos; getting them, seeing them, and watching
them move on other people.  You should see my back.  The guy who does
all my work is gifted, truly a work of art,” he grins at me with
excitement.  


Blinded by everything that is
Oliver, rugged good looks and carefree attitude, the words escape me before I
have time to think.  “Why aren’t you taken?”  


He laughs.  “Well…I
was.  Long story short, several years back I was engaged.  She broke
it off, and for a while there, I guess I was bitter against pretty much all
women.  But, I am getting better.  Little by little, I’ve been
attempting to get my shit together.  Just like this move.  This was
my huge step towards wanting something more…something more substantial.”  Why
do I get the feeling he isn’t talking about buying a new house?  I
blush, but I’m unable to say or do anything.  I really hope he isn’t
talking about me.


Taking a deep breath, he
continues, “You know, moving here was a pretty big gesture.  Women are
supposed to like big romantic gestures.  Don’t you, Elyssa?”


Oliver was engaged.  If he
was engaged, that leads me to believe he’s the settling down type and not the
type of guy who used to fuck for money.  Ouch, that one stung!  My
own words make my chest contract, hurting me to my core.  The mere thought
of Alex getting through life on the money of other women is unbearable. 
Obviously, I can see how he would have been a hot commodity, especially since I
intimately know the skills he possesses.  He was just banking on them. 
Would I hold it against him if he was skilled at sewing and made money making
clothes?  


Like a slap in the face, I’ve
finally figured out what’s really bothering me.  A nervous giggle escapes
my lips, as I’m faced with my desperate reality.  How am I supposed to compete
with the staggering number of women he may have been with?  How can I
compete with her?  With a woman who not only gave him his career,
but also his lifestyle?  A lifestyle he and Nana have grown accustomed
to.  How could I ever take that away from him?


I struggle to breathe knowing I
can’t give Alex, or Oliver, what they want.  Why does it feel like the
walls are closing in?  Oh that’s right…because they are.  Breathe
Ely, just breathe.  


Oliver clears his throat, waiting
for my response.


Taking another deep breath, I try
and respond as honestly as I can. “We do, but it would be ideal if the girl
wasn’t already taken.  We are still flattered by the gesture though.”


Just then the food arrives, and
it couldn’t have come at a better time.  All of the heaviness is pushing
me down further into an abyss, my abyss of misery.  I wanted to have lunch
with Oliver, not a lunch date with my emotions.  Looking up into his green
eyes, I see compassion and genuine freedom.  Is it wrong of me to want him
to see the same in mine?


With Oliver and his humor keeping
me at bay, the rest of the lunch is enjoyable.  I know being with him
would be easy, no complications.  But, just the thought makes my stomach
turn.  I can’t do it…I can’t see myself with another man.  Not after
experiencing life with Alex.  He is my life.  Even though it can be
confusing and tiresome, he is who I need to fully breathe, to fully live. 



Just then, I’m taken back to a
simpler time, when my parents were alive, and the world was at my fingertips. 
I can almost hear my mom’s sweet voice, “Life isn’t always about how easy we
can make it, but about the choices we make to ease the life.”


Looking at me sideways, Oliver
asks if I’m ready to go.  At the same time, he tosses a few twenties on
the table as we slide out of the booth.  Walking out of the restaurant, he
places his arm around my shoulders.  I know I should remove myself from
his hold, but for some reason I’m comforted by this small gesture, and decide
to allow myself this moment of solidarity.  Friends, right?


~~~~~


Fixated on something in the
distance as we pull up to the curb, I follow Oliver’s eyes and shake my head
when I notice what has captured his attention.  Of course Alex would be
waiting outside of the building.  He looks calm resting against the
wall with his hands in his pockets, but we all know looks can be deceiving.


Oliver’s gaze, still focused on
my heart fifty feet away, holds nothing back.  “You know he’s an asshole,
right?”  No matter what he says and no matter how I’m feeling, I know Alex
is nothing of Oliver’s assumptions.  Does he even know Alex?  He’s
basing his decision on what?  A few days at a couple of conferences? 
“Thank you for coming to lunch with me.  Hopefully it’s not the last
time,” he pleads.  


“Now that we’re working together,
I’m sure you’ll see me so much you’ll get sick of me,” I chide.  Oliver
seems a little too into me and I know I shouldn’t give him anything to hold
onto, but he’s so easy to tease.  With the next month looming over my
head, will I be able to keep up the charade of having a boyfriend?  It’s
not going to be easy.  I really hope I can do this.


Feigning shock, he laughs, “I
don’t think I could ever get sick of you.”  He may think that now, but
he’ll see.  What do they say?  You spend more time with your
co-workers than any of your family or friends?  Yep, that sounds about
right.  


With an odd look on his face,
Oliver reaches up and brushes my cheek.  I pull away from him, shocked
that he’s already crossing the “friends” line.  Did he not hear what I
said at the restaurant?  


Showing a stray lash sitting atop
the pad of his index finger, I giggle.  “Close your eyes and make a
wish.”  I guess my crazy look made him feel the need to defend himself,
but hey, he crossed the line.  What did he expect? 


I stare at him wanting nothing
more than to trust him, but I’m nervous.  Alex is so close.  If
Oliver tried anything, or if it even looked like he was, I’m terrified of what
Alex would do.  He’s come so close, too many times, and I refuse to let
another Cole situation happen.  Not over me, not ever again.  


“I don’t know what you’re worried
about Elyssa; I’m not going to bite.”  Oliver’s emerald green eyes show
nothing but patience and kindness.  Of course I can trust him.


Closing my eyes I contemplate my
heart’s desire.  If I only had one wish, what would it be?  Please,
please, please let everything work out with Alex.  After a moment with
my wish, my lips form a kiss, and I blow.  Hope builds as my eyes open,
beaming at the possibility.  Alex is my happily ever after; it’s
just a matter of finding the glass slipper that fits this fairy tale.  


Catching Oliver staring at me, my
eyes study the contours on his mischievous face.  Dropping my eyes a
little further, I watch as his Adam’s apple moves up and down his throat as he
swallows.  He faintly looks like a guy contemplating if he should say
something or not, and wondering if he’ll get slapped in the process. 
“Spit it out, Oliver.  You look like your brain’s hurting,” I laugh. 
“I don’t bite either.”  


“You really are beautiful, you
know.”  Shit!  By now, I should know he’s going to say
something to throw me off guard.  Surprisingly though, it doesn’t make me
feel as uncomfortable as it should.  Friends can tell each other how good
they look.  If not your friends, who?  Right?  


I thank him again for lunch,
deciding the best thing for me and our friendship is to escape the growing need
lurking in his eyes.  Standing at the curb, I wave to him as he drives
away down the long entrance towards the busy street.


Taking a moment to breathe, I
walk towards Alex who is still brooding against the wall near the parking
garage.  Trying to assess his mood, and mine, my pace slows.  I don’t
want to fight, but I’m also not ready to give in.  Be strong,
Ely.  Be strong for the both of you.


As I approach, his eyes are
alight, filled with torment.  It is literally breaking my heart in
two.  I know I did this to him.  Not only with my inability to give
him the assurance he needs, but because I left him.  No matter my
intentions, I know how my departure appeared and how gut wrenchingly painful it
must have felt watching me walk away.  It’s the same feeling when I think
about him and Arianna.  It was how I felt when he ignored me for four days
and how I felt when he fought Cole and thought about ending it with me. 
Look at me now; I’ve caused him the same pain, if not worse.  And for
that, I feel guilty.


My voice soft, I whisper
hello.  I refuse to make eye contact for fear that I may just give
in.  Instead, I stare at my toes, begging them to do the talking for
me.  Alex stands silent, taking his hands from his pockets, fuming as he
crosses his arms in front of his chest.  Eyes catching on the red stains
across his knuckles, my eyes dart up.  Ignoring his anger, I grab his
right hand a little rougher than I meant, bringing it closer to my face to
assess the damage.  


“Alex…what did you do?  We
need to clean this off.”  Gashes in his knuckles appear to be busted open,
crimson red trickling down.  “Your hand may be broken.”


Opening and closing his hand, he
finally speaks.  “See, not broken.”


“It still needs to be
cleaned.  Come.”  Still holding onto his bloody hand, I drag him
towards the parking garage to fetch the first aid kit I carry in my
trunk.  Yet another reason I need to thank my big sister.  After
popping the trunk, I grab an alcohol swab, gauze, and medical tape.  


Insisting he get inside, I point
to the passenger door as I retreat to the opposite side, sliding in to clean
off his wounds.  After both of us are situated, uncomfortably I might add,
I turn my attention back to his injured hand.  “This may sting a
bit.”  I gently rub the alcohol over his knuckles, hoping that I don’t
hurt him even more than he already is.  He doesn’t even wince.  Still
cleaning his wound, I pucker my lips, gently blowing to soften the sting from
the alcohol.


Alex reaches up with his other
hand, roughly rubbing his thumb along my bottom lip.  “Did you kiss him?”


Pushing away his hand, “Alex,
stop!  Why would you even think that?”


“You ignored my texts.  You
left me for him.  Do you want to fuck him, Elyssa?  Will that make
you feel better?”


I’m on the verge of getting
upset, and if he doesn’t knock it off with the Oliver comments, I might say
something I’ll regret.  And, I don’t want to.  


Slapping down a patch of gauze
against his knuckles, I reach for the medical tape and secure it against his
skin, ripping off the tape with my teeth.  Not maintaining any semblance
of eye contact, I stroke his injured hand, before answering him.  “I
ignored your texts because you needed to calm down.  You don’t control me,
I won’t let you.  I was honest when I told you I was going to go to lunch
and I told you I was just going to be his friend.  Have I ever given you a
reason not to trust me?”  He shrugs his shoulders.  Really, Alex,
that’s all you’re gonna give me?  Hell, I might as well continue, get
everything off my chest.


“And…I don’t want to fuck him, so
get that out of your head.  I have no interest in seeking that type of
relationship with him, and I don’t appreciate the insinuation.  And, if we
are being honest, there is one more thing I need to say.  Knowing what I
now know about you and your past, I don’t anticipate anything making me feel
better about the fact you’ve been with so many women.”  


Bringing my hand up to his cheek,
Alex caresses and kisses my palm.  “Do you find him attractive?  What
if I wasn’t in the picture?  What’s going to happen when I’m in New York,
when I’m not around?”


I sigh.  Alex’s insecurities
have never been so blatantly obvious.  It’s hard to imagine my confident,
overbearing, sexy as hell boyfriend feeling anything more than sure of
himself.  Doesn’t he know that I want to be with him?  I want to be
happy with him, and no one else.  So, why is this so hard?  Why does
everything have to be so complicated?  


“Alex…”  I take a deep
breath, trying to calm myself, and him.  I have to give him
something.  Best stay with the truth.  “Is Oliver attractive…yes, but
he doesn’t compare to you.  I can’t see past you, don’t you
understand.  When I was out with him, all I did was think of you.  It
doesn’t matter where you are, here or New York, you are in my picture. 
There is no world without you.  My feelings for you haven’t changed,
please don’t ever doubt that.  But, right now I need this time to get my
head on straight.  To know that I can live with your choices, without
sacrificing myself.”


“And you can’t do that and still
be with me?  We can figure things out together.  Please Elyssa…I need
you.”  Forgetting his pain, Alex’s hungry hands start to travel from my
neck down to my breasts, lips brushing against the lobe of my ear sending
shivers and aches to all the right places.  Greedily, his lips take my
mouth, kissing with such urgency, making it hard to breathe.


Not able to fight the urge, I
climb over the console, lifting myself onto his lap.  This
connection is what we need to make our insecurities vanish.  The passion
that fuels our love continues for what feels like hours, kissing the stress and
need away.  Grinding against him, Alex moans softly against my mouth, but
the moan turns into pain as he winces, griping my behind.


“Are you okay?” I breathe against
his mouth, panting at our closeness.


“I don’t give a fuck about my
hand!”  Alex pushes the concern for his injury to the back of his mind,
hands continuing to grip my hips, pulling me against him in a slow grinding
motion.  


HONK…  Damn it.  Damn
it.  Damn it.  Bringing me back off the ledge, I struggle to push
against his chest, breaking our contact.  Our lifeline.  


Looking around, I see no
one.  I’m sure whoever it was didn’t see us through the tinted windows,
but that was too close.  No one wants to see angry make-up sex in a
car.  Wait…that wasn’t make-up anything; that was passion exploding,
that’s all.  


Thankful for the distraction, I
fully recognize what could have just happened.  I would have made love to
him, and then hated myself.   This is not the time, nor the
place.  Removing myself from his lap, I adjust my shirt and return to the driver’s
seat.  There’s no excuse, at least none that I can come up with, and I
shouldn’t have let myself get wrapped up in the moment.  


“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have…” my
voice trails off as I grip the steering wheel, staring out at the grassy
walking path.  What was I thinking?  We could have been caught, by
anyone.  By Arianna.  I shiver.


“Don’t be sorry, Elyssa.  I
needed that; well, I’m sure you can’t deny we both probably needed that.” 
He smiles his breathtaking smile, literally making my breath hitch.  “I
don’t regret anything with you.”  


“I should go.”  Staring at
my hands I start to fidget, intertwining my fingers.  Why am I shaking? 



“Can I see you tonight?” he asks
desperately.


“I don’t know, Alex.  I
don’t think it’s a good idea.  Look what just happened.”


“I’m completely fine with what
just happened and if you would quit torturing yourself, I think you are
too.  You’re just scared.  I know you want me, just as much as I want
you.”   I’m glad his tone has changed, as he tries to lighten my mood
by distracting me.  It almost works.  Almost.


A faint smile returns to my face
as I exit the car.  Knowing he hasn’t won any battles, I hear a deep sigh
as he opens and closes the passenger door.  “I’ll talk to you later,
okay?” Alex nods as I leave him standing next to my car.  Battered,
bothered and flustered.


~~~~~


No one seems to notice that I’ve
been gone for an extended lunch when I return to my desk.  Exhausted, I
slump in my chair but am immediately interrupted by a carefree Janice, coming
towards me.  God knows how much I love this girl, but sometimes her timing
is really off.


“One of those days, huh?” 
Her high pitched voice pulls me from my moment of relaxation as I straighten in
my chair, turning to face her.


“Have you ever had one of those
days where you wish you could crawl under a rock and stay there?”  With
all of today’s revelations between Alex and Oliver, it’s hard to keep my head
on straight.  Living under a rock might be an improvement.


“No, but then again I don’t have
two men pursuing me either,” she teases.  She must have noticed Oliver
taking me out to lunch.  Shit!  I’m not sure if that’s a good
thing, and wish I didn’t have to keep secrets from her.  Worse yet, if she
noticed, that means other people did too, and the last thing I want them to
think is that I’m with Oliver.  I already have enough drama in my life, I
don’t need office gossip.  Not knowing how to respond, I sit nervously
playing with my ring.  


“So, I had an idea to help pull
you out of your funk.”  She puckers her lips, almost jumping in
anticipation at revealing her master plan.  “I know it’s only Tuesday, but
you only live once, right?  Let’s have a girl’s night.  We could
watch movies, eat fatty food, and drink a little.  We can do it at my
place, say right after work?”  Thank you Janice!  What was I
saying about horrible timing…yah, not this time.  This is exactly what
I needed at this exact moment.  A little me time.


“That sounds like a fantastic
idea, you don’t even know.  What can I bring?”


“Why don’t you pick up some
margarita mix and grab a few movies?  Make sure they’re sappy love
stories.  They always cheer me up.  I’ll order the pizza and run by
the store to buy munchies.”  I can literally feel my ass growing at the
thought of the carb overload, but hey…they don’t call it comfort food for
nothing.  


“Sounds good.  Just give me
your address and I’ll pull it up on Google maps.  And Janice, thank you
for this.”  The way I’m feeling right now, I could go and give her a
hug.  She’s my life saver.  


“Okay, I’ll text it to you. 
See you later.”  Janice pounces away, full of excitement.  I can’t
lie; I’m kind of excited to have a girl’s night…without any drama.


~~~~~


Knock! Knock! Knock!  I arrive at Janice’s
apartment a little before seven after picking up the margarita mix, along with
some fresh strawberries.  Janice had mentioned wanting to watch sappy love
stories so I picked up the only two in the Red Box: Something Borrowed
and The Time Travelers Wife.  


Janice answers the door in her
flannel pajama bottoms and white t-shirt, hair pinned back.  Not ever
having seen her in glasses, I ask if she wears contacts normally.  She
confides that she only wears her contacts at work.  She doesn’t want
anyone thinking she’s too “brainy.”  Her words, not mine.  I’m jealous
at how comfortable she looks and wish I thought of going home to change into my
own.  I’m almost temped to ask if I can borrow something of hers, but they
probably wouldn’t fit anyways.


Walking into her apartment I’m
immediately brought into her world.  Janice insists I sit and relax as she
takes the shopping bags from my hands.  Vibrant orange and red colors
cover the walls and striped black and white throw’s and furniture accentuate
the room.  It’s pretty clear on how different Janice really is outside of
work; the word eclectic comes to mind.  Sitting down on the cream colored
couch, I’m surprised at how comfortable it is, and soon I fit right in with the
decorations.  


Moments later, the grinding from
the blender echoes throughout her small one bedroom apartment, leaving me
salivating for the berry concoction.  Finishing, Janice returns to the
living room, and I join her on the floor.  We sit cross legged eating our
meat lover’s pizza straight from the box, drinking the very tasty strawberry
blend, while talking.  


Janice dishes on her boyfriend,
elaborating on their hot and heavy romance.  That was until today. 
Apparently she and Kevin got into a fight earlier about meeting each other’s
families, and that’s the real reason she invited me over.  She didn’t want
to deal with her own drama.   Oh, but she’ll deal with mine? 
She carries on, telling me she feels uneasy about introducing him to her
parents, not because she’s embarrassed of him, but because she’s embarrassed of
them.  I guess their ideal mate for Janice would be more like Alex, and
not the blue-collared worker that Kevin is.  


“He owns his own business. 
You would think that would be enough.  But, it’s not and he doesn’t
deserve to be looked down on.  Kevin is more than perfect for me; I just
wish they would see it.”


Honing in on the Alex part, I
can’t help but wonder how much Janice really knows about him.  Sure, on
the outside he’s perfect, but…who am I kidding?!  Faults and all, I
wouldn’t change anything about him.  Sighing internally, I smile and listen,
nodding when appropriate, as she continues about her own turmoil, which seems
mediocre in comparison to my own.


“So what is going on with
you and your man?”


“So much drama, I don’t even know
where to start.  Oh wait, I know.  Let’s start with dealing with his
ex.  Cause, that’s been fun,” I mock, hoping she can hear the sarcasm in
my voice.


“I can’t imagine him preferring
anyone over you.  You’re so fun, caring, and beautiful.  I wouldn’t
worry.”  


“Thanks, but we’re definitely at
one of those crossroads, and I don’t know if we’ll choose the right
path.”  God how I wish I could confide in Janice.  It’s not that I
don’t trust her; it’s just that I wouldn’t want to put her in an awkward
position knowing I’m dating her boss.  


“Can I confess something to
you?”  Looking at Janice sideways, I take another bite of my pizza before
I nod my head.  This should be interesting.  What could she confess
that she hasn’t already?  “Well I don’t know if it’s a confession or a
question.”  She pauses, and then once she has my full attention, she hits
me with, “Are you and Mr. James dating?”  I freeze, stunned by her
question, but then realize I need to say something…anything...nope, I got
nothing.


I choke back the bite of pizza as
Janice looks at me with a caring smile.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not
trying to make accusations and I didn’t see anything.  It’s just that I’ve
seen both of your moods lately and they pretty much mirror one another. 
Before you worked at SHI, Mr. James had no interest in interacting with any of
the other Sales Executives; very antisocial.  There’s been a change in him
since you’ve been there.  I’ve noticed he smiles more.  He never used
to smile.  At least, not the way he smiles at you.  I see the way he
looks at you, always stealing glances.  He’s acting like a teenager in
love.  It’s...sweet.”  


With an odd acceptance in her
eyes, I know I can trust her.  Wasn’t I just saying that I wanted to be
able to confide in her?  So, why does this feel so strange?  


“But, then there was the fight at
the fundraiser, and things were different.  Heavier.  So, I just
assumed.  I hope I haven’t stepped over any boundaries or made you
uncomfortable.”


Still unable to speak, I wipe my
mouth with a napkin.  “Uhhh, Janice…”


“If you aren’t ready to talk
about it…I understand.  I just wanted to let you know that I’m okay with
it and…well I’m glad you make each other happy.  And I promise not to say
anything to anyone.”  She smiles sweetly at me as we continue to down our
margaritas.  


I guess my omission was an
admission.  I’m glad she isn’t pressuring me for information and when she
says she won’t tell anyone, I believe her.  Not knowing where we go from
there, I stare blankly at the wall.  After putting in the first movie, she
pours me another glass, rejoining me on the floor.  


My phone chimes and as I glance
down I see Alex’s picture on my screen.  Janice smirks and continues to
drink her margarita, watching the opening credits.  


*Can I please
see you tonight? I’d really like to continue where we left off…*


**I’m sorry,
forgot to tell you, having a girl’s night with Janice.**


*And what does
girl’s night entail? Why do I sense strippers and alcohol in your near future? J*


**Have you met
Janice? There is alcohol, but no strippers. Only movies.**


*Don’t drink too
much! If you need me to drive you home, call me. Take care of MY Hart.*


**I will. Thank
you for caring.**


*I more than
care, Hart. I love you like crazy…*


Placing my phone on the coffee
table, I can’t help but smile.  I know how much he cares for me and how
much even this little time apart is hurting both of us.  But, tonight
isn’t about him.  It’s about me and Janice having some much needed girl
time.  


Soon, Janice and I share some
girly banter about how attractive Colin Egglesfield is.  Several of his features
remind me of Alex; his deep dimples, striking blue eyes and dark hair. 
The yearning for Alex deepens as I think about him, sending a deep ache down to
my groin.  Trying to drown my libido with alcohol, I finish the rest of my
margarita way too fast, giving me a brain freeze.  We giggle as I wince in
pain, holding my hands over the sides of my head.  


“Here.  Another glass is
what you need.  Cure for any type of pain,” Janice jokes as she pours me
another glass.  I couldn’t agree more.  The alcohol has already
kicked in and the stress and heartache from earlier has subsided, in addition
to my need.  The need for my heart.


Several hours later, both Janice
and I have had way too much to drink.  We laugh until our sides hurt,
poking fun at co-workers, drivers in Las Vegas, and how much we both hate the
heat, but don’t have any plans on moving.  What I wasn’t expecting in our
light and amusing conversation was the mention of seeing Cole at the
office.  What in the hell was he doing there?  And where was I?


“You’re still friends with him
right?  I mean, I saw him at the fundraiser, but you haven’t talked about
him since.”


“I haven’t talked to him
since.  We had a bit of a falling out that day, and I need my space from
him.  Do you know why he was at the office?”


“The Monday after the fundraiser
he called to make an appointment to interview Arianna.”  Shit, I forgot
about that.  I can’t believe he actually went through with seeing
her.  She’s probably got her claws in him too.  Another unsuspecting
young male she can ruin.  Just hearing her name sends my pulse racing.



“I think he came in when you and
Mr. James were in San Diego.  He was in her office for over two hours.”


Two hours is a long time to spend
on one interview.  I’ve gone with Cole a couple of times and he doesn’t
usually care enough to spend more than fifteen minutes with the subject. 
This can’t be good.  But, at the moment, I can’t do anything about it
except for pout, and I’m so over pouting for the evening.  This night is
supposed to be about getting some me time with a friend, and all we’ve done is
drown our sorrows and talk about the same thing we were trying to take a break
from.  


Feeling far too gone to drive
myself home, I rest my head against the pillow to stop the room from
spinning.  Wanting nothing more than to fall asleep, I’m interrupted by my
phone chiming several times.  Trying to focus my eyes on the screen, all I
can see is my heart staring back at me.


*It’s late. Are
you home yet?*


*Elyssa, You’re
making me worry. If you don’t answer me, I’m coming to get you.*


**You are
sooooooo impatient. I’m fine. Still with Janice.**


I giggle at my excessive use of
the letter O.  Alex probably won’t find humor in it, but he doesn’t find
humor in much these days.  


*How much have
you had to drink? Do you need me to get you?*


**I said I was
fine. I’m not sure if you’re more worried that I might have Oliver come get me
or that you’re being selfish and want to come and fuck me.**


*Both.*


I roll my eyes.  Alex is so
predictable.  My head in a daze, I can no longer keep my eyes open and
doze off on Janice’s couch; the sound of my phone chiming in the background.
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Wednesday, October 17, 2012


“Ely…Ely…you gotta wake up,”
Janice’s voice echoes throughout my throbbing head as she gently nudges my
body.  Through my squinted eyes, Janice’s tired face is the first vision I
see.  A sweet smile spreads across her lips as she realizes that I’m
awake.  The second sight is almost too much to take in the morning,
especially when I’m hung over.  Her vibrant red and orange accents hanging
on the wall causes my arm to catapult over my eyes.


“Good Morning,” she whispers,
heading towards the kitchen.  


With a crick in my neck, I wake
feeling stiff and achy.  Reluctantly, I release my arm and I stretch
hoping to relieve the dull ache all over my body.  “Ugh, how much did I
drink last night?”  My voice is raspy and my throat hurts.  I try to
stand, but fail miserably, slumping back against the couch.  This is
why I don’t drink.


“WE drank way too damn
much!”  She giggles as she leans against the kitchen counter sipping on a
mug of what I assume is coffee based on the overwhelming aroma.  Finally
noticing the after effects of our girl’s night, memories slowly creep back into
my conscious.  Seeing Janice’s decorative pillows thrown all around the
room as if a tornado came through and destroyed her normally tidy living area,
makes me smile.  I needed this. 


I look towards Janice and watch
the color slowly return to her face with every gulp of her morning
beverage.  “Did we really dance around like a bunch of high schoolers and
have a pillow fight?”  


“That we did.  Dang, Ely,
you look about how I feel right now.”  Janice tilts her head, giving me a
once over as I throw my arm over my face, hiding my hideous appearance.  Thanks
Janice.  “Then again, I probably look how I feel right now.”  I
roll my eyes.  Her hair is pinned back, dark circles encompass her eyes,
but hey, at least she’s ready for work.  A lot more than I can say about
myself.  


“What time is it?”  Seeing her
dressed in pressed black slacks and pink button up shirt, I’m somewhat afraid
of the answer.  She’s ready to tackle her day, so I know it’s later than I
want it to be.  


Janice glances at the clock on
her stove, replying that it’s seven.  Yep, it’s much later than I want
it to be.  “I tried to wake you earlier, but you were passed
out.”  Walking over she hands me a glass of water and three Advil. 
“Trust me, if you can keep them down, they’ll help.”


I pop the pills into my mouth and
take a swig of the ice cold water.  The coolness travels down my throat
and into my stomach, reviving me.  “Thank you, for this and for last
night.  You don’t think I’d get in trouble if I called out today, do
you?  I don’t think there’s any way I’m going to make it in today.”


“Just give Maggie a call. 
I’m sure she won’t make a big deal of it, especially with how many hours you’ve
been working.  Unfortunately for me, Mr. James needs some files for a
meeting today.  So, I need to finish getting ready since I can’t play
hooky.”


Speaking of Alex, I remember
passing out to one of his texts.  I really hope I didn’t make him
worry.  Taking out my phone I see twenty missed calls from Alex, one from
Rachel, and seven waiting text messages.  So much for that.  I
must have really been out of it.  


First things first, I need to
take care of my responsibilities.  Besides, I don’t think I can deal with
my personal drama right now.  Dialing Maggie’s number, I reach her
voicemail and leave a message letting her know I’m under the weather and won’t
be coming in today.  With that out of the way, I take a deep breath,
knowing that I can’t put my personal drama off any longer.  I have to deal
with Alex.  I sigh as I open my barrage of messages.


*Hello?? Do you
need me to come get you?*


*Do not even
think about driving home. Damn it Elyssa, Call me!*


*I really hope
you weren’t serious about having Oliver come get you.*


*I don’t trust
him, Elyssa. He will take advantage of you and I can’t lose you. Please call
me.*


*I’m two seconds
away from calling Janice. You’re killing me.* 


Oh God no!  He can’t break his own
rules.  Even though Janice has her suspicions, I never admitted it to her. 
What was he thinking?


*I spoke with
Janice and she says you’re okay. You have no idea how relieved I am. Don’t ever
do that to me again!*


*Oh, and I love
you!*


Janice comes striding back into
the kitchen area just as I finish reading the last message.  What am I
going to do with him?  I know I made him worry, but calling Janice? 
Really?  


Picking up her mug, she sips
slowly as she clings to her ceramic life saver.  Finally standing, I join
her in the kitchen, relieved to find a mug waiting for me. 
“Thanks.”  She nods and smiles.  


Looking over my steaming cup, I
search her eyes for trust.  She has given me no reason not to and at this
point why does it matter.  Alex already let the cat out of the bag, so
nothing that I can say will make it any worse.  “So, Alex called you last
night, huh?”


She nods, continuing to savor her
coffee.  “He was worried about you and wanted to make sure you didn’t
drive home.”  That or was he worried I would call Oliver? 
After everything, he should know me better than that.  I’m beginning to
wonder if he trusts me at all. 


Probably noticing my frustration,
Janice continues.  “It was actually really sweet, Ely.  He was
frantic and I’m sure it took a lot for him to call me.”


Feeling my face heat in
embarrassment, I apologize knowing how selfish I must look.  “You’re
right, I’m sorry.  I never meant for you to get involved.”  The look
of her generous smile is almost too much.  I really can trust her. 
“Thank you for letting me stay over, Janice.  I guess I didn’t realize how
much I drank until, well, it was just too much.”


“Don’t worry about it,
really.  Though I will say, it was odd having him call me at one in the
morning,” she ponders.  “I’m used to phone calls from him being on a
completely different level.”  Trying to distract myself, I sip my
coffee.  The warmth feels good as the liquid travels down my aching throat. 
Thinking about the mess we’re in, I’m still in disbelief he called
Janice.  “If it’s any consolation, he sounded beside himself.  He
couldn’t stop apologizing for calling so late, saying that I was his last
resort.  Seriously, he must care for you an awful lot.  I’ve never
seen him even blink at another woman in the past two years.”  


I nod as tears start to build in
my eyes.  I can’t let her see me like this.  I don’t have answers for
her.  Hell, I don’t even have answers for myself.  Retreating to the
bathroom, I stare at the blank reflection in the mirror.  Grasping the
edge of the sink, I attempt to pull myself together.  


It’s difficult to wrap my heart
around his recent behavior.  At the beginning of our relationship I
worried that he’d always keep me his dirty little secret.  But, in reality
there was never anything dirty about us.  What we had…what we have is
special and although his past is completely out of the norm, my heartstrings
are telling me that it’s okay to feel hopeful again.  However, I am afraid
to let myself continue down this road.  Alex called Janice.  He
risked someone knowing about us just to find out if I was asleep on the couch
and not in Oliver’s bed.  Maybe keeping us a secret is not of concern to
him any longer.  Now that Arianna knows, is there anyone else to keep our
secret from?  Wiping away my escaped tears, I know that I won’t find any
answers in here.  Washing my face, I head back to Janice, and to the
awaiting day.


After talking for a brief moment,
we make our way to our cars.  “Let’s do this again.” 


I laugh.  “How about asking
me when my head isn’t throbbing?”  She smiles and nods as she gets into
her car.


Knowing she’s headed towards
Alex, it’s hard to watch her leave.  Knowing the place we’ve put her in, I
hope she can handle it.


~~~~~


Knock! Knock! Knock!  The pounding against my door
vibrates straight to my aching head.  Even after a few hours of sleep, I’m
still not feeling myself.  How much did I really drink?  The
pounding repeats, this time with more force.  Half expecting to see Alex,
I drag myself to the front door, bracing myself for another torturous showdown.


Opening the door, my mouth drops
open, as I’m met with fire red hair and designer sunglasses.  Standing in
front of me is my past colliding with my present.  The wind is literally
knocked out of me, and I can feel myself breaking.  I’m an utter mess,
physically and emotionally, as she carelessly smirks at me.  Pulling down
her glasses, her eyes travel over my disheveled appearance.  After the
past few days, I don’t dare think that I could ever look as put together as she
does.  Wearing a nude peplum long sleeve shirt with matching fitted skirt,
her slim figure is adorned with an off white belt that hugs her waist
naturally.  No one pulls off professional, yet bitchy quite like
Arianna.  


I never really decided how I felt
about her after Alex poured his soul to me about his sordid past.  I was
so busy figuring out my feelings for him that I forgot to consider Arianna into
the equation.  Yet here she is.  And with that look on her face, I
know I’m going to have to figure it out right now.  


My Past.  Yes, she was
supposed to be a mother figure in my life, but I didn’t need her.  I had
Rachel, who filled the void since my parents passing.  Instead, I always
considered her more of a cool aunt.  Always so prim and proper, she seemed
to have her life together.  I always looked up to how in control she was
and how she always got what she wanted.  


My Present.  Now, I know
what she wanted includes my heart, my Alex.  How can I forget, or
forgive, that she had him as well.  Suddenly all the love and admiration I
had for her has vanished, replaced by resentment and disdain.  A knot
builds in my throat at the thought of her naked in his house, throwing herself
at him.  I think I may puke.  


“May I come in?” Holding her
glasses in one hand and her cream colored Burberry purse in the other, she
gestures towards the entryway.  Stepping aside and holding my hand out, I
allow her to come into the apartment.  This has to happen, Ely. 
Be strong and just get his over with.  


Once inside, her head moves
around as she looks over my décor.  “Such a cute and quaint apartment,
Elyssa.”  Refusing to start a conversation about my furniture, I gesture
towards my couch.  Terrified of what might come out, I keep my mouth
shut.  No, she needs to start this.  


Arianna gracefully lowers
herself, crossing her legs, waiting for me to say something.  Under normal
circumstances, I would have offered her something to drink.  In this case,
I’d rather pass the pleasantries and just get down to business.  I know
she’s not here for coffee.  We remain in a staring contest for what feels
like hours, but in reality it’s only a few seconds; thirty two to be
exact.  I was counting as I held my breath.  Remaining tight lipped,
I wait.  


Realizing that I’m not going to
speak, she sighs.  Looking self-possessed, she finally instigates the
conversation, and I brace myself for what’s to come.  “I’m sure you’re
wondering why I’m here.”  I nod, never releasing my direct eye contact
with her.  She needs to know I won’t back down.  Not anymore. 
“I imagine you know about me and Mr. James.”


Her and Mr. James?  Yes,
Arianna I know about you and my Alex!  I know about what you did to
him.  I know you bought him like he was another accessory you brought out
whenever you wanted and used at your own discretion.  I know all about it!


“Why not skip the Mr. and Mrs.
Bullshit and just call him Alex.”  My words lash out like a serpent
attacking its prey.


Remaining calm, Arianna proceeds,
“Fine…so you know about me and Alex.”  I nod, still not breaking eye
contact.  “I never meant for you to get hurt, Elyssa.  We’ve been
involved for years and sometimes things like this just happen.”  Things
like this?  Purchasing your own boy toy happens frequently?  In what
world?!  “He’s quite attentive and…”


“Arianna…why did you come
here?  I really don’t feel like hearing a play-by-play of your time
together, so I’d appreciate it if you would just move it along.”  


“Fine…I’ll get to the point,” she
hisses.  “Are you in love with him?”


Without hesitation my answer
comes out like a bullet fired from a gun, “Yes.”  


“Well that puts a wrinkle in
things doesn’t it?” She says nonchalantly as she glances at her manicured talons.


“How so?”  Suggesting she
has anything to do with how I feel is absurd.  She has no bearing
whatsoever on who I choose to love, and if she thinks she does, she can go to
hell.


“Well, I’m only trying to look
out for you.  You’re such a sweet, naïve girl and you shouldn’t be with
this type of man.  You deserve someone who’s just as inexperienced and
kindhearted as you.  Not someone who fucks for money.”  Her words cut
me, causing me to flinch.  I pull myself together, and sit next to her on
the couch.  If I keep standing, I’m afraid she’ll bring me to my
knees.  She doesn’t need to see me break down.  


“Think of him as an introduction
to good sex.  Now you know what you’re aiming for in the future.” 
She laughs faintly, but the conniving look on her face tells me she’s not
done.  “It’s so cute that you thought you were going to be enough for
him.  Do you realize how many women he’s been with?  Do you even know
what he likes or how to get him off?  He’s very kinky.  Has he ever…”


ENOUGH!  “I don’t need you to look
out for me.  I’ve been doing just fine without your help.  You
obviously don’t know him well, because if you did, you would know he is kind
and generous, and would never purposely hurt me the way you are right
now.  He loves me, and you need to leave us alone!”  Looking away, I
blink trying to stop the threatening tears.


“He loves me!  Leave us
alone!” Arianna mocks my words, laughing even louder now.  “Grow up. 
You sound like a teenager.  I never imagined you would be so….so doe-eyed,
falling so quickly.  He can’t love you…don’t you see.  He’s a whore,
and whores don’t fall in love with people…they fall in love with money.” 
Although I’ve called Alex that same hateful word, it sounds appallingly worse
coming from her dreadful mouth.  


“You can’t tell me he’s been the
upstanding boyfriend this entire time.  Can you?  Tell me there’s
never been a time where he’s been absent emotionally or physically, or canceled
plans on you at the last minute?”  Her wicked blows are a punch in the stomach,
causing doubt in my once unified front.  Shit, she’s right.  But,
how could she know?  “I can tell by the look on your face, I know I’m
right.”


No matter how right she is, I
know I have to stay strong.  I can’t let her win.  Not now, not
ever!  I need her to get to the point, so she can leave.  I don’t
want to deal with her or any of her bullshit anymore.  The words explode
from my lips in desperation, “What do you want from me?!”


“All I want is for you to be
safe, my dear girl.  I want you to be happy with the type of boy that you
deserve.  Someone who isn’t as tainted and troubled as Alex is.  You
need to stop seeing him.”


“What!  How?  I
don’t…”  I stumble, not knowing how to articulate my thoughts.  It’s
happening.  I am crumbling and now, I can’t help the tears slowly
streaming down my face, nor do I want to.  She is cutting me, deep and on
purpose.  If I ever thought Alex was dangerous, I was wrong.  He is
nothing compared to the underhanded, spiteful bitch sitting next to me.


“You heard me.  You will
stop seeing him.  You say I don’t know him, but trust me, I do. 
You’re the one that knows very little about him.  You don’t know what he’s
capable of and I refuse to stand back and let him ruin you.  No matter
what you believe, I’m only looking out for your best interests.”  My
best interests?  Doubtful, bitch!


“He loves me,” I whisper, choking
on each word as my chest constricts.  My once strong façade has dwindled
away and I’m left looking as weak and broken as I feel.  Wake up,
Elyssa.  She doesn’t own you.  She doesn’t own Alex…well, not
anymore.  Don’t let her do this to you…to Alex…


“Ha!  Love!  What do
you know of love?  If you could recognize love, you would see that I’m
only doing this because I vowed to protect you.  Please Elyssa, just
listen to me.  End things with him.  Now.  Don’t force me to
take measures into my own hands.”


Wiping away the tears, I’m taken
aback.  “What’s that supposed to mean?  What measures?”  


“Do you really think this trip to
New York was a business need?  In what world would I need to send my
Senior Vice President to oversee a small venture?  I could send anyone,
but I’m sending him because you two need distance.  With time, you’ll both
see you’re from two different worlds and it would never work.”


Finally, I find my voice as anger
courses through my veins.  “He won’t give up on me…and I sure as hell
won’t give up on him.”  


“Do you really want to play this
game with me?”  Sitting next to her, her words burn me like a branding
iron.  She’s too close.  All I can do is turn and stare.  “I
don’t think you do, Elyssa.  I can think of a hundred things I could do
and if you force my hand, I will ruin him,” her voice hisses with
contempt.  How could she do this to him?  To me?  


“What…why would you…?” I stutter
in utter shock and resentment.


“I would do it for you.  I
need to know you’re safe and if that means making his life a living hell, so be
it.”  And there it is.  The cold, heartless bitch Rachel has always
hinted at.  I don’t think she can be any worse.  


Oh wait…yes she can.  


“But remember, it’s not just him
that you have to think about.  What do you think will happen to his poor
little old grandmother if his life fell apart?”  Nana!  Are you
kidding me?  No!  “What do you think would happen if I fired
him?  If I ruined his reputation, he would never work in this industry
ever again.  Do you think he could take care of his grandmother on a
measly mail clerk salary?  He would lose everything!  Then again…he
could always go back to selling himself.  Where would your love be
then?  It’s simple really.  Don’t make me do it.  If you care
for him…”


“Why?  You can’t be so
heartless that…”


“Because he knew his role! 
He knew better that to take advantage of you; to take advantage of someone so
trusting.  He never should have started something with you knowing how it
would end, and for that I’ll make him pay.”  Her screeching voice
elevates, reverberating through my entire apartment.


I can’t allow her to do this, to
ruin him.  It doesn’t make sense.  Because of me, she would destroy
the life that he built.  Regardless of who she feels is owed for his
success, Alex has built his own fortress.  And within that fortress his
grandmother is safe and cared for.  I can’t allow him to throw away his
safety nest to be with me.  


Given the choice, I know what he
would choose.  I know he loves me enough to stand in front of that bullet
and make career suicide.  He wouldn’t be thinking clearly, and that is why
I have to make the decision for both of us.  I love him too much.  I
can’t let him ruin any aspect of his life, not for me.  This will break
me, but I will do it…for him.  I will break my own heart in order to
ensure his safety.  Resolved to my fate, tears continue to fall.


“He won’t give up that
easy.  I know him…he’ll fight for me.”


“Well then, I suggest you put
your little acting hat on and make him believe.  Show him you’re so
disgusted with him that the thought of being with him literally makes you
cringe.  It shouldn’t be too hard; it is pretty disgusting what he’s
done.”  Are you kidding me?  You are the reason why we’re
here!  


“Besides, I brought someone to
get your mind off of him.”  Oliver?!  If she thinks Oliver could
ever take his place…she is insane with a capital I.


“I don’t think I can pretend. 
I…I love him too much.”  Slumping even further into the couch, I feel
deflated.  What I don’t understand is why?  Why is she doing
this?  She has never treated me this way.  Why does she have to start
now?  


Seeing my deflated body, she
tries to reach over, but I recoil at her touch.  Backtracking, she places
her hands back in her lap.  Leave them there, bitch!  “Lucky
for you, you won’t have to act too much longer.  This month away is your
chance to separate yourself from him, to break things off before you get
hurt.  I will do whatever I have to in order to keep you safe.  Don’t
ever doubt that. ”


“If I do this, if I stay away
from him, you have to promise to do the same.  You have to promise that
you won’t do anything to him.”  This is a huge sacrifice, and if she
doesn’t think she has to do anything in return, she’s sorely mistaken.  I
need her to leave him be.  I need her to cut ties with him.  It’s
only fair.  Nothing is fair about his, Ely.  Nothing.


I told Alex I would go anywhere,
do anything to be with him.  I love him with such conviction.  But
now…now, in order to free his soul from eternal damnation, I offer myself in
his place.  Giving into the devils wishes, I will bargain for his freedom
and safety; a deal I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life.  


Promising me, Arianna holds her
index and middle finger in the air.  “Scouts honor,” she smiles.  Bitch,
you were never a fucking Girl’s Scout.


“He needs to live his own
life.  If not with me, he should be with someone who will make him happy. 
He deserves happiness, and you do not make him happy.  You make him
miserable, and now you’re making me miserable.  You have to promise not to
intervene anymore with any of his future decisions.”


“Elyssa…”


“Damn it, Arianna.  Promise
me!”  Making a deal with the devil incarnate never hurt so much.
 Sobs rumble through my chest and I can barely breathe.


“Fine…I promise,” she huffs,
patting her perfectly coiffed hair.


“I’ll do it before he goes to New
York and he’ll have a month.”  What she fails to see is that I’ll never
get over him.  I’ll love him forever.  Bringing Oliver around won’t
make me feel any different about him.  It will only make my misery resound
more, and unfortunately, anyone around will feel it.  I can’t, and won’t,
hide it.


“I’ll be watching you, so don’t
you dare think about deceiving me ever again!  You can’t say a word to
him.  I mean it, Elyssa.  Do you hear me?!  He knows what I’m
capable of.  Do you?”


“I need you to leave. 
Now!”  


Standing, Arianna grabs her
possessions and takes a step towards the door.  Before she retreats any
further, I grab her elbow, forcing her to look at me.  Her porcelain face
is highlighted by the rays of sun shining through the door and I’m blinded by
my forcefulness and anger.  “I need you to know going forward you are not
in my life.  The only reason I’m doing this is because I love him and I
refuse to let him throw away his life for me.  Do you understand?”


“In time you’ll realize I made
the choice you should have all along.  I made the same choice any mother
would for her daughter.”


“You are not my mother!  I
hate you!  I want nothing to do with you.  You are literally gutting
me.”


Arianna strides from my apartment
and doesn’t look back.  With all my strength I slam the door, letting my
frustration and anger ball into that one movement.  Slumping against the
door, I slide to the cold tile below, weeping uncontrollably.  


~~~~~


Lying in bed, depression has
officially set in.  


I’m trying to go through the
stages of grief before the actual death of my relationship, and fuck…it’s the
hardest, most miserable, thing I’ve gone through since my parent’s death. 
My chest heaved as the first stage of denial hit.  I laid here trying to
think of ways around this situation.  A way to deceive Arianna and still
be with Alex, but every scenario brings me back to the answer of
impossibility.  After denial came guilt.  I would feel guilty if he
chose me over the life he’s created for himself.  I would also feel guilty
ending things with him.  Alex will automatically think that I don’t want
to be with him because of his past and right now that’s farthest from the
truth.  


I’m hoping I can cushion the
blow, but haven’t figured out how.  I’ve been contemplating all day how to
end things with him.  It would be cowardly to break up over an email or a
text message, and if I tell him over the phone, he’ll just show up at my
house.  


I don’t know if I’m strong enough
to go through with this.  Someone, please help me.  


Startling me, my phone
rings.  Alex’s beautiful face jumps across my screen.  He’s such a
striking tragedy.  His troubled past and corrupted soul is an ugly
disguise for the compassionate and painfully perfect man he truly is; a man who
in my heart will always be mine.   


“Hello,” I answer, voice stricken
with grief.


“Did you get some rest?” 


“Not really.  Hey listen, we
need to talk.”


“I’m parking right now. 
Open the door.”  Fuck. My. Life.


I know that I have to do
this.  I know I have to go open the door and break both our hearts. 
So, why is it so freaking hard to stand up?  Why are my legs suddenly a
hundred pounds each?  Oh, that’s right…because this isn’t right,
Ely.  You know it’s not right.  Deal with the consequences of
Arianna’s backlash.  Alex would do it for you.  “Stop it!  I
have to do this. I have to do this for him.  For Nana.  Stop making
me feel even worse than I already do.”  


Picking myself up off bed, I
glance in the mirror and try to adjust my appearance.  I try to make
myself presentable, but at this point, everything is a failure.  Opening
the door, I see Alex rushing up the walkway, his cheerful face turning to
concern as his eyes reach mine.  No words, just an embrace.  Alex
clings to me and with this small action, the ever present tears start to form
as I try with all of my might to suppress the urge to cry.  All I can do
is hold him, if only for this moment, to remember how it feels to be in his
arms.  Tightening my embrace, I inhale his scent, the one that made me
fall for him in the elevator; citrus, musk and Alex.  


“Hey, are you okay?” Alex tries
to pull back, but is met with resistance.   Refusing to let go, I
cling to him. 


“Don’t let me go,” I plead. 



“Elyssa, what’s wrong?” 
Alex lifts me, bringing both of us to the couch.  Releasing my grip I bow
my head, still unable to look him in the eyes.  If I look at him now,
he’ll know.  He’ll know everything.  Stay strong, Ely!


“Alex, I’ve been thinking.” 
It’s now or never, and I have to do this…for him.  “Tomorrow you’re going
away for a month and I don’t know how much we’ll be able to see each
other.  Who knows if you’ll meet someone while you’re gone and…”


“Where the fuck is this coming
from?  You’re afraid I’ll meet someone?  Come on Elyssa, that’s
bullshit.”  Alex pushes back, putting distance between us.  This is
it.  


“I’m just saying, I don’t think
it would be wise to put ourselves in a situation where failure is
inevitable.  Our relationship is still new and now we’re going to be
apart.  After everything I found out about you, and you dealing with
everything in New York, maybe space is what we need.”


“You’re really doing this? 
You’re breaking up with me?” Alex’s enraged voice is shaking.


“I’m saying that maybe we need to
cool things down.  I think we got too serious too fast and…”


Standing up, he leaves me alone
and afraid on the couch.  If only he knew that I was literally breaking my
heart for his own good.  “Fuck this.  This is about Oliver isn’t
it?  You want to be free so you can…”


How dare he try to make me out to
be the type of woman who jumps from guy to guy.  “Now hold up!  I’ve
never given you any reason to doubt me.  This isn’t about Oliver. 
This is about us.”  Trying hard to not let the brimming tears out, I reach
for him.  


Alex bridges the gap between us,
taking my face into his hands.  “Elyssa, I know you.  You are
stronger than this.  There has to be something else.  Something
you’re not telling me.”


Fuck Arianna.  We do know
each other and he knows I’m not telling him the truth.  I don’t know what
to say.  I don’t know how to break his heart and still leave him
standing.  I got nothing.  


Trying to change the subject, I
awkwardly bring up Nana instead.  “I’m hoping while you’re gone… it’ll be
okay if I visit your grandmother from time to time.  I know it’ll be hard
on her not to see you.”


Resting his forehead against
mine, he succumbs to his feelings.  “Elyssa…don’t do this.  Don’t
give up on me.”


“Alex, please give me this
month.  Let me figure things out.  I’m trying to do what’s best for
you.”


“What’s best for me?  You
want what’s best for me!  This is what’s best for me.”  Resting his
hand over my heart, Alex quickly takes my mouth into his kissing me with such
passion that my loins tighten with each movement of his tongue.  Breaking
away, his breathing is ragged, “You are what’s best for me.  Don’t you
see?  You’ve saved me and made me want to be a better person, for you and
for me.”  Alex continues placing soft kisses against my jaw line until he
reaches my ear and sucks softly on my lobe.  “I love you.”  I tremble
at his closeness, trying to recover from his adoring words.  


I have to stop him.  Now,
before it’s too late.


“Alex please…don’t do this. 
You’re making it harder than it needs to be.”  Pushing against him I slump
against the couch; his breathing erratic from our moment of contact.


“Is this really what you want?
 You want time away from me?”  No I don’t, please stop making this
so hard.  You’ll see, with time you will forget all about me. 


“It’s what’s best for us.”  It’s
what’s best for you.  For you and Nana.  Can’t you see, I’m doing this
because I love you.


“You’re not answering my fucking
question.  Fuck what’s best.  Tell me what you want!” Alex screams
out of frustration.  


He’s not going to stop and I
don’t have the strength to keep fighting him.  If he doesn’t leave now, I
will give in.


“I want you to leave.”  I
point to the door.  He needs to go to New York and move on.  Find
someone to make him happy.  Arianna agreed to let him go as long as I stay
away from him.  She won’t intervene with his life anymore.  She
promised.


“Fuck this!” Alex throws his
hands in the air.  “Call me when you can actually tell me the truth and
stop hiding behind your ‘it’s what’s best for us’ bullshit.”  Walking out,
Alex slams the door behind him.  My neighbors must love me.


~~~~~


Eyes swollen, I’m being consoled
by my only friend…a box of tissues that I’m hugging tightly.  After hours
of crying, wads of tissue are my only companions.  His face, the way he
looked at me, I never imagined I could hurt him so much.  I’ve lost the
only man I’ve ever loved.  How is any of this fair?  


Staring at the television, the
pictures are nothing but a dull distraction from the ache that I feel
inside.  Knock! Knock! Knock!  Who the hell is it now?  I
seriously don’t think my heart can handle any more.  Knock! Knock!
Knock!  


Opening the door, I see Alex
standing five feet away.  Confused by the distance, I glance down and see
that he’s left a wicker basket on my doorstep.  Tears now streaming down
my face, I bend down and take the basket in hand.  Ignoring its contents I
look up, wanting nothing more than to run into his arms, to kiss him and beg
him to stay.  Not fast enough, I’m left with the vision of him walking
away from me.  He left me standing alone, again, with only a gesture from
my heart.  


Placing the basket on the
counter, I close my eyes.  Can I do this?  He’s doing exactly what I
did to him.  Now I get to see how it feels to have someone completely beg
for mercy.  I have to do this.  I have no choice.  Finally
opening my eyes, I take a peek as a barrel of tears race down my face.  A
bottle of chocolate syrup and fresh strawberries brings a small smile to my
face.  I can’t help the sob that escapes my lips.  


An IPod and an envelope are all
that’s left.  Placing the headphones in my ears, I press play as I sit
down to read his letter.  Alex’s deep, grief stricken voice along with his
heartfelt words are now my companions:


 


My
Hart:


I’m
hoping to remind you of a better time.  A time when we were surrounded by
sandy beaches and all of the cares in the world dissolved; a time when a bottle
of chocolate and sweet strawberries were all we needed, besides each
other.  You once told me that you choose me; that you would choose me in
any scenario.  Well, here is our scenario.  I love you, with all of
my being.  I know I haven’t made the best choices in life, but my past
does not control me and I refuse to apologize for the decisions I made before I
knew you.  You’re scared and for some reason, you’re running away.  


If
time is what you need, you have it.  But, I need to know I still have a
chance.  That after this time away, there’s a possibility you can still
love me; that you do still love me.  Although it will pain me to be away
from you, I’ll give you what you ask for in good faith.  But, I refuse to
give up on us.  At the lowest point in my life, when I thought God was
punishing me, Angels showed their mercy and gave me you.  I can’t let a
gift from God go so easily.  You saved me.  You saved me from my
past, my present, and now you’ve shown me a future.  A future I want with
you, more than I want my next breath.  


Inside
the basket I recorded a few songs for you.  Listen to each one and
although I didn’t write them, these songs say exactly how I feel.  I’m
leaving them as a reminder for you, so every day you can hear my voice.
 Every day you can hear me tell you how I feel, in hopes you won’t let go
of what we have.  In hopes I still have something to come home to.  


My
flight leaves at midnight tomorrow.  I would like to see you before I
leave.  Meet me at Sin City Bar & Grill at 9:30 p.m.  I’ll be
waiting.


For
Always,


Your
Alex


 


Griping the letter to my chest,
soft sobs escape as tears fall naturally down my cheeks.  I know now how
he felt when I left my care package.  I still feel lost, but it’s
something more.  Something more concrete.  I feel his heartache and
his love.  I love him.  I love him.  I love him.  I
can’t deny my feelings, but what can I do?  There is no other option…I
have to let him go.  


I knew he wouldn’t give up.
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Thursday, October 18, 2012


“Wait for me,” Alex whispers
against my lips.  Grasping my head, he controls my movement as he
fervently kisses me.  His silk tongue tenderly massaging mine as our
connection deepens.  Reaching up, I wrap my hands behind his head, fingers
intertwining as they run through his hair.  I’m lost as I fall deeper and
deeper into the never ending need for him.  


Even against my tightening,
desperate grip, he pulls away, exuding his power over me.  A sweet smile brushes
across his lips as he runs his thumb across my bottom lip, gazing into my
eyes.  The sound of the plane engine roars and reverberates against the
thick paned glass, reminding me of his departure.  Don’t go, please
don’t go?!  Leaning down he breathes into my ear, “Promise me.”  


Desperation sinking in, I cling
to him not wanting any air of separation.  I rest my cheek against his
chest, my arms clenched around his torso and pull him in even further. 
The buttons of his dress shirt dig into my temple as I press harder against
him.  


“Now boarding United Airlines
Flight 312 at Gate D-56.”


My fingers dig into his lower
back, grasping the little bit of material that isn’t tight against his muscular
body.  Caressing my hair, Alex nuzzles against my temple where he places a
soft kiss against my forehead.  “I need to go Hart, they’re calling my
flight.”  I stubbornly hold on, unwilling to remove my hold.  Pools
of tears build in my eyes as I tilt my head back, looking up the length of his
body.  


“This face…”  Alex runs his
fingers down the length of my cheek, “Will forever be engrained in my
mind.  This is the only memory I need.”


“Don’t go Alex.  Stay with
me please,” I beg.  Something isn’t right; he can’t go.


“Don’t worry, it’s only a
month.  Just promise you’ll wait for me.”


“I promise.”  I cross two
imaginary lines over my heart.  “I don’t want to be away from you.”  


“It’s only a month.  Before
you know it I’ll be back.  Alright?”  I nod as tears stream down my
face.  “Hey, don’t cry.”  Pushing away my tears, Alex places a sweet,
but brief kiss on my lips before releasing me.  “Can I get a smile?”


All I can muster is a half smile
that fades the moment he bends down to grab hold of his luggage.  Watching
him walk towards the terminal, terror sets in.  Don’t let him leave,
Ely.  My breathing is frantic as I clutch my chest.  In a panic I
run towards him, screaming his name.  “Alex!  Don’t go, Alex…Please
don’t go.”


Turning right at the moment my
body collides with his, his arms encapsulate me.  Lifting me into an
embrace, I wrap my legs around his waist.  “I love you….I’ll always love
you.  Please don’t go.”  Pulling his mouth down to reach mine, I try
to convince him to stay with my eager lips.  Hoping they have more
luck.  “Please…” I urge as tears trickle down my cheeks.  


“I’ll love you forever. 
Just wait for me.”  I’m defeated as I lower my legs, my feet meeting the
floor as my knees weaken.  My breath is shallow as I sob softly. 
Alex places one last lingering kiss on my lips before he leaves me standing in
the middle of the airport.  He walks towards the terminal, not taking a
second glance back.  I’m left alone to fend for myself, a feeling of
unease settles in, and all I’m left with is my silent walk back towards the
parking garage.    


Reaching my car, I can feel the
ground tremble below my feet.  My stance is shaken as I hold onto an
adjacent car to regain my balance.  Frantically, I glance in all
directions.  It’s not until I turn around to look behind me, that I see a
billow of smoke and fire in the distance.  Immediately terror sets in.


“No…please God no…please…” 
Running back towards the airport, my legs feel like cement; dragging and unable
to move quick enough.  


As I pass a guard station, a
man’s voice begins to yell at me.  “Miss….miss you can’t go in
there.”  Grabbing me by the waist, the security guard pulls me against him
as I fight to remove myself from his grasp.  


“Let me go.  My boyfriend
was on a flight.  I need to find him...”  Still holding onto me, the
guard explains that a plane exploded as it took off.  My thoughts are a
blur as I shake my head still trying to get out of his hold.  God,
please not Alex!  Please!  Please!


“What plane?  What flight?” Please
let him be okay.  “I need to know…”  Closing my eyes, tears
trickle down my face as I silently pray for Alex’s safety.


“United Flight 312.”  


NOOOOOO!!!!!!  I’m shaken awake, drenched in
sweat, breathing erratic.  I can feel my heart race as I struggle to calm
myself, only now realizing it was a dream.  Running my fingers through my
hair, I slump back against my pillow.  It was only a dream,
Elyssa.  Alex is fine.  He is fine.  But the terror, the
dread, all of it seemed so real.  


Fighting the urge to call him, I
look at the clock.  It’s late, but I know I won’t be able to sleep until I
know he’s okay.  It may be three in the morning, but a quick text can’t
hurt.  


**Are you
okay?**


Surprisingly, it only takes a few
moments for his response.


*Yes, are you? Why
are you still up?*


I’m instantly relieved as I stare
at his response, reading it way too many times.  Over and over, before the
realization that he’s okay, sets in.


**Had a
nightmare. I needed to make sure you were okay.**


Unexpectedly, my phone begins to
ring and instantly know its Alex the moment his sweet smile appears on my
screen.


“Hi,” my voice is soft, although
my heartbeat is still a little erratic.


“What was your nightmare
about?”  The grogginess of his voice lets me know he was sleeping when I
texted him, which makes me feel guilty.  Oh, who am I kidding?  It
makes me also feel cherished, a feeling I am trying so desperately to
banish.  


“It was just a nightmare.  I
didn’t mean to wake you.  Go back to bed.”  My words contradict with
how I’m feeling.  I want nothing more than to tell him to come over, to
fall asleep in the comfort of his arms.  But that would be unfair to him,
to use him knowing I can’t be with him.  This is too hard.  


“It must have been pretty bad for
you to text me in the middle of the night.  Was it about me?”


“Yes…”  The last thing I
want to tell him is the truth.  I dreamt that you died in a fiery
crash.  I dreamt that you left me alone on this Earth to wallow in my
guilt and self-pity knowing that I let you go so easily.  You know, the
usual.


“Whatever it is…it’s not going to
happen.”  His voice is resolved.


Turning on my side I clutch my
phone as tears escape my eyes.  “You promise?”  


“I promise…I won’t give up on us,
Elyssa.  Nothing will change how I feel about you.”


“Will you do me a favor?”


“Anything.”  


“Stay on the phone with me until
I fall asleep?”


“Anything for you, my
Hart.”  I close my eyes and moments later the tension in my body has
completely washed away.  The sound of his breathing was all that I
needed.  


~~~~~


When I woke up this morning my
phone was plastered to the side of my face.  My battery died before my
alarm went off so I’m not sure if Alex stayed with me the entire night or if he
waited until I fell asleep to hang up the phone.  Regardless, I’m thankful
he was there for me when I needed something to hold onto.  Although the
nightmare has me on pins and needles about his departure, there is something
else that it made me realize.  I want to be with him.  Even with his
past, even with Arianna’s relentless claws dug into him, even with everything
working against us…I want him.  I love him with every inch of my body and
soul.


Problem is, I made a promise to
Arianna.  I negotiated for Alex’s freedom.  As long as I kept up my
part of the bargain, she would no longer interfere with his life.  I would
never be able to live with myself if her threats came true; destroying the life
he built for himself.  But, I’m torn.  Even with her menacing words
looming over me, I can’t help myself, and I’m going to have to come up with a
plan to be with him.  I love him; I have to find a way.  


But first things first, I need to
take care of business.  Knowing I have two off-site meetings at local
casinos, I call Maggie and explain why I wouldn’t be in the office today. 
It’s open enrollment time and as a Sales Executive we’re required to attend at
least two benefit fairs to answer any questions and give a small presentation
going over their lucrative benefits.   A change of venue might just
be what I need, plus it gives me a reason to stay out of the office.


Of course, Maggie didn’t question
my intentions; instead she asked if I was feeling better.  The adoration
for my boss just grew ten folds.  She’s great at avoiding my personal
business while still being concerned for my well being.  I thought she
would appreciate my honesty, so when she asked, I simply told her I was getting
better each day and how I appreciated her concern.  


Clearly my avoidance of the
office is because of Arianna.  I know I have to deal with Alex later
tonight, so emotional turmoil is unavoidable, but I don’t know how much my
heart can take.  


Arianna was never going to let us
be together, not while she wants him for herself.  All I have to hold on
to is her promise to not intervene with Alex’s life; to allow him to make his
own choices.  Although it makes me sick with jealousy to think of him with
someone else, just the thought of him happy and free of her is satisfaction in
itself.  


But now her claws are dug into
someone else…me.  Not only is she trying to make decisions in my life,
she’s trying to play matchmaker by bringing Oliver to Las Vegas.  I’m not
saying that Oliver isn’t attractive and I can’t say that he’s completely
incompatible with me.  But, I can’t fathom being with anyone else, not
while my heart is consumed by Alex.  He’s the only man who’s ever made me
consider a future and a family.  


Shaking the cloud of dreadful
feelings, I make my way to the bedroom to get dressed for the day.  A
simple white button up with fitted cream colored slacks will have to do. 
Tucking in my shirt, I slip on my black heels before grabbing my laptop and
purse and leave my apartment.  


~~~~~


Returning home after my day of
meetings, my mood darkens.  All day long I’ve been thinking about what to
do with Alex.  Can I let him go, knowing he’ll take a part of me with
him?  He’ll have my heart forever, no one can change that.  But,
unless I can figure out an alternative that Arianna hasn’t already thought of,
I’ll have to adore the only man I’ve ever loved from a distance.  Grabbing
my constricting chest, it’s hard to breathe.  I have a month, a month to
figure out a way for us to stay together without Arianna seeking her
vengeance.  


Changing into low cut jeans and a
white t-shirt, I settle in on the couch.  Desperately needing a nap after
a night full of horrific nightmaress, I nuzzle against my couch cushion and
grab a blanket to protect me.  Attempting to close my eyes and seek
slumber, my eyes well with tears of grief instead.  My heart aches at the
thought of Alex leaving.  I wish I had enough guts to pack and go with
him, but where would that get us?  A month of bliss for a lifetime of
misery?  Alex needs his career, not only for himself, but for his
grandmother.  Although the beginnings were immoral, his career is the one
thing he’s proud of, something he felt he accomplished.  I can’t take that
away from him.  


I peek up at the time and see
that it’s a little after eight.  Can I do this?  Wiping the
tears away, I pull myself up and look to the heavens for a sign of what to
do.  Mom, Dad, help me?!  I love him, a love I know you both
shared.  Please tell me what to do.  With my plea, I receive no
words of wisdom or flashing clues.  Knowing they are with me is the only
solace I receive as I grab my keys and head off to meet the end.  


**********


“What happened to us?  How
did we get here?”  I’m brought back to the present.  The looming
questions at hand linger in the smoke filled air as Alex stares at his empty
shot glass.  I look around the bar, searching for a sign on how to answer
the prolonged questions.  How did we get here?  In every way
possible, Alex and I are perfect for one another.  If it wasn’t for my
deal with the devil, then I would give into him.  I would let him take me
home and make love to me.  We would forget our pasts and just lose
ourselves in one another.


Instead, here we are.  Alex
is hours away from leaving for a month and I’m left baring the burden of loving
a man that I cannot be with.  It shouldn’t be this way.  Love should
prevail.  It should always prevail.  I guess not when you have a
sugar momma for a CEO and an ex-gigolo for a boyfriend.  Ouch!


“We got here because we started
something we should’ve known was doomed from the start.”  My words reek
with despair and failure.  It’s going to take a whole hell of a lot more
than that to convince him that I don’t want to be with him.    


“How can you say that? 
After everything we’ve been through.  Elyssa, I love you.  You love
me.  What happened to that?”  We’ve had so many trials and
tribulations throughout the past month, enough to last a lifetime.  And
through them all, we’ve remained in sync.  In love.  But love isn’t
enough.  Love won’t give his grandmother the care she needs and it definitely
won’t give him the career and lifestyle he deserves.  Although Arianna is
the devil in carnet, she also gave him opportunities in life; opportunities I
would never be able to provide him.  Opportunities he deserves.  


No, he has to believe what I’m
telling him is the truth.  I have to give him this much; if only for the
month.  But, he has to know that our relationship wasn’t all heartache and
sordid pasts.  He has to know how I feel about him.  He’s touched my
life in a way I never thought possible and for that I’ll bare my soul to him
one last time; at least to give him the reassurance that our time together was
the best time of my life.  Something he can hold onto until I figure all
this shit out.


With a sigh I begin, “Alex, I
love you.”  My words shock him, his eyes widen.  “I know I haven’t
told you for the past couple of days, but I do.  I always will.” 
Opening his mouth he begins to interrupt me, but I have to get this out before
I’m shattered.  Holding up my hand, I urge him to allow me to
continue.  “Being with you…I’ve had the most incredible experiences. 
I never imagined feeling for anyone the way I feel for you.  I used to
think love was a thing for fairytales, but you’ve given me more love in the
past few weeks than most people experience in a lifetime.  For that, you
will always have my heart.”


“Why does this feel like you are
saying goodbye?”


“Because you’re leaving.  So
much can happen in a month.”


“Elyssa…nothing has to
happen.  We can still be together.  I’ll call every day.  We can
visit each other on the weekends.  A month shouldn’t make you give up a
lifetime with me.”  


Unable to fight back the tears,
small droplets escape my eyes as I reach for a napkin.  Blotting away the
tears, I stumble on my words.  “Alex, I…”  


“Don’t…whatever you’re about to say,
just don’t.  I’m not giving up on us.  I choose you.  My mind is
made up.  If you don’t want me to go, just say it.  I’ll call Arianna
right now and tell her to send someone else.”  


I told Arianna he wouldn’t give
up.  I told her he’d fight for me.  


“That’s what I’m worried about,
Alex!”  My voice elevated.  “I can’t let you give up everything
you’ve worked so hard for.  You have other responsibilities besides me,
don’t you understand?”


“I know my
responsibilities.  I know I have to think of my grandmother, but I can do
something else.  We don’t have to end things.  Isn’t a month of
separation worth a lifetime with me”


“I’d never be able to live with
myself if you made a decision you’d end up regretting.  You’re making
careless mistakes and they’re all because of me.”  Trying to calm myself
down, I reach for the ring on my middle finger.  My one solace in all of
this is the memory of my parents.  I need to try and keep myself in check,
to make sure he knows we can’t happen.  At least not right now.  


“Alex, let’s just call this month
what it is…a break.  When you come back, we’ll figure out where we are.”


“Damn it, Elyssa!  I don’t
want a break.  I don’t want a day to go by that I don’t talk to you…that I
don’t get to see your smile…that I don’t get to love you.”


How do I tell him I’ll be here
when he gets back?  I’ll figure out a way, he just has to trust me. 
“Alex even if we’re on a break, I’m not going to be with anyone else.  Do
you really think I could go from having you, my perfect complicated man, to
settling for another?  I would rather spend a lifetime alone than to
pretend with someone else.  I need you to focus on what you have to do,
instead of worrying about us.”  Let me worry about us.


Alex looks bleak as he sits in defeat,
not knowing what else to say.  Both of us stare at our separately clasped
hands resting on the tarnished table, only inches apart.  I want nothing
more than to reach over and hold him, to assure him of my feelings, but I
can’t.  Instead, we stare.  Both depleted of any words, we are left
gazing into each other’s eyes.


Breaking our connection, I see
Alex rest his eyes on the luggage I hadn’t noticed before.  “I took a cab
here, hoping you would bring me to the airport or that you’d ask me to stay.”


With clenched teeth I lift my
head to the ceiling, unable to hold back the stream of tears.  I want him
to stay, more than anything.  I don’t want him getting on the plane, going
to New York, or leaving me here to struggle without him.  I want him to
stay.  My heart beats faster.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay
strong enough to get through this night.  


We both stand, and as Alex bends
down to grab his luggage, I reach out and caress his arm.  His flight
isn’t until midnight, and I need more time with him; time to prepare for his
absence.  Time to remember every detail of him, his arms, his body, his
mouth.  Time to remember how it felt to be loved by him, before I’m left
alone once again.


“I can’t ask you to stay, but I
don’t think I can say goodbye yet.”  


Setting his luggage in the trunk,
we both settle in our seats before I start the engine.  Staring out the
front window, I can’t hide my sadness.  Reaching over, I bring his hand to
rest on my heart, to feel his closeness.  Searching his eyes for forgiveness,
a single tear has escaped my heavy eyes.  I need him to know he still has
me.  I need him to know I’m not lost.  I need him.    


“I want to take you somewhere
before you leave.”  


~~~~~


After a twenty minute drive we
finally arrive at Alex’s place of solace.  Sitting in the silent car, the
pressure is too heavy.  I have to get out, to release some of the
heaviness that is in my heart.  Leaving him in the car, I walk towards the
never ending skyline of lights and darkness.  The wind has picked up and a
chill runs through me as I look out at the vast city.  The view from here
is daunting when you think of the millions of people sitting just out of your
reach.  Just like Alex.  Just out of my reach.  I can hear his
footsteps behind me, sending another chill down my body.  Wrapping my arms
around myself, I feel alone.


“You know this place will always
remind me of you.  Beautiful, limitless…”


“Deserted?”  Coming up from
behind, Alex wraps his arms around me.  His arms thaw the chill that was
spreading across my body.


Turning in his arms, I look up
the length of his body into his cheerless eyes.  “I’m not abandoning
you.  You’re the one leaving.”  


“You won’t ask me to stay.” 
He reaches down, caressing my cheek with the back of his fingers.  “I’m so
confused right now.  You said you want a break, but you don’t want to be
with anyone else.”


“Just get through this
month.  Focus on work and when you get back we’ll see what happens. 
Besides, you might meet some hot sophisticated blonde while you’re thousands of
miles away.”  I bow my head, unable to look him in the eyes.  The
last thing I want is for Alex to be with someone else, but the reality of the
situation is that Alex is extremely attractive.  He’s successful and
intelligent and any woman would be lucky to have him at her side. 


“I wish you would stop saying
that.  I don’t want anyone else.  I only want you.”  Leaning
down, he grazes his lips along my neckline as his hand moves down my
body.  “I know you want me.  I can feel how your body reacts to my touch.” 
And on cue, my body trembles as his fingers reach the hem of my shirt, lifting
the edge so his hand can explore my bare skin.  “I know you love
me.”  Taking my mouth into his, he kisses me with such fervor that I can
feel my loins ache with need.  Resting his forehead against mine, he
tightens his embrace, “Elyssa, please…”  


Reaching up I wrap my arms around
his neck.  “I do want you.  I’ll always want you, Alex.”  


Looking me directly in the eyes I
can see his desire looming.  “I don’t give a fuck about the break you want
right now.  All I want is to be with you…inside you…loving you.” 
Once again his hand lightly feathers up the length of my body, caressing every
curve.  “I want to make love to you…right now.  I want my last memory
to be of us…together.”


I want the connection, too. 
Boy, do I want the connection.  It’s been days since we made love, and my
body craves him, it needs him.  Seeing the ambivalence in my eyes, Alex
lifts me, laying my body on top of the hood of my car.  Swiftly, he
blankets me, kissing, sucking, grinding.  His hands push up the hem of my
shirt moving my bra aside.  Revealing my bare breasts, my nipples harden
against the cold breeze.  His tongue laps against my quivering breasts
sending shocks of pleasure through my body.  He always knows where to
touch me.


“God Alex,” I pant, digging my
fingers in his back as his grinding becomes more forceful.


His hips come to a halt as he
looks me in the eyes.  “Promise me you’ll wait for me.”


“Alex...” I urge him to continue,
placing my hands on his ass, not wanting to speak.


“Promise me,” he whispers,
breathing ragged.  


“I promise, Alex. 
Please…”  I yearn for this, for his touch, for his need.  I can’t
imagine sharing myself with anyone else.  Why does this feel so right,
when I know it’s so wrong?  I shouldn’t be giving in to my want, but do I
have any other choice?  He’s here, and soon he’ll be gone.  I need
him to trust me, that what I’m doing is for him.  Maybe this is my only
way of showing him I’ll be here when he gets back.  I have to give him
something.  


Looking into my eyes, he
continues his movement.  “I love you.  All I’ve ever wanted was
you.”  


“I love you.”  


Damn it.  Damn it. 
Damn it.  Our
moment is interrupted as the light of an approaching car breaks our connection,
revealing the tears streaming down my face.  This is too much.  Knowing
we’ve been caught, we straighten up and slide down the hood of my car.  As
much as I want more, I am slightly thankful we were interrupted.  This is
just too much for not only one, but two hearts to bear.


Letting the car pass, Alex
approaches and lifts my chin with his forefinger, searching my face for
answers.  I don’t want him to go.  I want him to stay with me, figure
things out, fight.  But, what I want and what needs to be done are two
different paths.  And unfortunately, I’ve already made the decision on
which path we will take.  The results, of which, I’ll have to live with
for the rest of my life.  My decision to keep him safe.  


“We should go,” my voice is
solemn as I frown up at my heart.


“We’ll figure this out,
Hart.”  


His relentless kissing has made
my knees weak.  Again, I don’t know if I am strong enough to get through
this night.  Both of us take a deep breath, leaning our heads against each
other, not knowing what we’re doing.  Knowing we have to get out of here,
he takes my hand and opens the door for me.  I start the engine as Alex
walks around the car to get into the passenger side.  My own perfect
tragedy; so amazing with everything he does.  Positioning himself in the
passenger seat, Alex smiles at me.  The first panty dropping smile I’ve
seen in days.  


“Ready to go?”  He
reluctantly nods, holding my hand as we drive away.


~~~~~


“You have everything you need?” I
blink, trying to stop the threatening tears.


“Almost.”  Alex looks at me,
trying to open me up with his stare.  “Only thing I’m missing is knowing
we will be okay.”  


Can I give him the assurance he
needs?  Do I even have a choice?  If it will get him through the next
month, if that’s what he needs, I’ll give him as much as I can.


“Alex I told you, I’m not going
to be with anyone else.  I want you to focus on getting what you need
done.  I want you to be free to do whatever you want…even if that means
meeting someone out there.”  The thought of him touching anyone else
causes my body to tense with anger.  Grrrr…


“You keep saying that.  Is
that what this is about?  You’re worried I’ll meet someone else?”


“I’m just saying if you do,
you’re not tied down.  I want you to be able to go out and have fun,
without the thought of hurting me.”  Maybe this time away will help dull
his pain.  Give him some time for closure.  For me it won’t, but I
can only worry about him.  Even though I’ll be here and everything I do
will remind me of him, I only have enough strength to worry about one of us
right now.  And I chose him.  I’ll always choose him.


“I told you, I made my choice,
and that choice is you.  If you need this month to get your head wrapped
about my past, then I understand and I don’t blame you.  But it isn’t
going to change how I feel about you.  I want you…forever.”


Reaching up, I wrap my arms
around his neck and bring his mouth to mine.  Sucking on his bottom lip, I
tighten my grip.  Alex lifts me and places my legs around his waist. 
Suddenly déjà vu sets in and a feeling of terror comes over me.  


“I’m trying not to be selfish.”


“You can be selfish with me all
you want.”  Placing his forehead against mine we stay still in our
embrace, soaking each other in.  “You have the IPod I gave you?”  I
nod as I close my eyes, relishing in the moment.  Giving me one last
surprise, Alex begins to softly sing in my ear while we remain tangled up in
one another.  “So kiss me and smile for me…tell me that you’ll wait for
me…hold me like you’ll never let me go…”


A brief smile is all he gets
before I break out in sobs, clinging to him as I cry uncontrollably.  “I
love you…so much Alex.  Remember that every day.  I’ll miss
you.”  I place my head against his shoulder.  The feel of his hand
gently running up and down my spine is the only comfort I feel.  


“Now boarding American Airlines
Flight 1738.”  Thank God, he’s not even on United.  That would
have been too much to bear.


“I have to go,” he whispers in my
ear, but doesn’t release me.


“I know.”  Tightening my
arms around him, I close my eyes.  Picturing a perfect world where Alex
and I have endless hours to enjoy each other and infinite hours to indulge in
our love.  Lowering my legs, my feet hit the ground.  I reach up and
smudge away the remnants of my tears on Alex’s neck.


Bending down, he places one last
kiss against my lips, holding my body closer.  “I love you, my
Hart.”  Picking up his luggage Alex walks away pausing momentarily and
turns, “It’s just a month, don’t forget me.”  I smile and place a hand
over my heart before blowing a kiss.  Turning, he walks towards his
terminal.  


But unlike my dream, I don’t run
towards him and beg him to stay.  Instead, I solemnly walk back to my
car.  As I approach my door, I don’t feel the ground beneath me shake and
there is no billow of smoke and fire.  Everything is right in the world
because I know Alex is safe and on his way to New York; thousands of miles away
from Arianna and her malevolent intentions.  Mom, Dad…please keep my
heart safe.


Driving down Sunset Boulevard, I
turn into the parking lot by the airport.  Lying on the hood of the car, I
watch the flights take off knowing one of them has my heart safely in
tow.  Please be safe.  I pray silently to myself as I continue
to watch each departure.  It’s only a month.  A month so Alex can forget
what we were; what we could’ve been.  Or, a month for me to figure out a
way to be with him.  Only a month.


As tears silently stream down my
face, I reach for my vibrating phone.


*Hey…it’s Oliver.
Couldn’t sleep and was hoping you couldn’t either. Call me…*
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“Fuck, that was amazing!” 
Through the vanity mirror I glance over at him, excited, naked, and running his
fingers over his shaved head.  “Possibly the best sex I’ve ever had.” 
Suddenly his eyes soften and a hint of sadness reaches his pathetic face as
realization sweeps over him.


If this is going to work, I need
to show my soft side; well at least pretend to have a soft side. 
Standing, I walk towards him.  His skin is glistened with sweat and his
muscles are flexed, pumped from the hour of exertion.  Running my finger
from his bare toes, down the top of his shins and thighs, I stop and eye his
partially erect manhood.  I may need to take him for another test drive,
but that will have to wait until later.  No, right now we have business to
discuss.  Sitting up, he wraps his arms around my thighs and nuzzles
against my navel.


Reaching down, I run two fingers
over his stubbly head and coo at him.  “What’s wrong?  You were
wonderful.  I really can’t fathom why she would have left you in the first
place.”  He was light-years ahead of my current prospect in bed,
but I have enough left in me and know I’m able to rise to the challenge and
teach him a thing or two.  


“You’ve shown me a new side to
you; one that I never knew existed.  I’m pleased with how tonight has
gone.  Aren’t you?”  Lying was never hard for me to do, especially
when it came to sex.  Sex is a bargaining tool and if used right it can
get you what you need in life.  He knew this and he used that fact
to his benefit.  He was smart, not like this pathetic scrap of a
man kneeling before me.  


I roll my eyes as his whiney
voice echoes through the bedroom.  “I’m fine.  I’m just worried about
her.  If you care about her and you have her best interests at
heart, how can live with yourself after sleeping with me?  The only reason
I’m here is that you said you knew something that could bring us back
together.  You know I would do anything to have her back.”  Oh, I
do.  Those words alone seal the deal.  This is almost too
easy.  And, when this is all through, both of my boys will know exactly
where their place is….right under my Jimmy Choo.  


I run my finger across his jaw
line and tilt his head up to look at me.  “I didn’t lie.  There is
something that Elyssa and I both need your help with.  However, I asked
you over here with the full intention of fucking you into submission first.”


Silence.


Pushing him down, I climb onto
the bed.  Standing, straddling him, I grip one of the posters.  I
always wanted a four poster bed in an outrageously expensive fuck pad.  My
wish was granted. Below me is a pathetic little boy, one that may need a
little nurturing, but I’m up for this.  I’ve already done so much for him
and he doesn’t even know it yet.  It’s nice having a new project; one that
has so little knowledge on just how much I’ve already infiltrated his
life.  As soon as I tell him, he’ll have nowhere to go.  He’ll have
to stay with me.  


I can no longer resist the urge
to show him who owns his broken little heart.  I smirk as he grips my
calves, watching as hunger replaces the once pathetic sympathy in his
eyes.  Running his hands up and down my legs he asks, “You need my
help?  For what?”  


Oh, if he only knew what I’m
about to give him.  


“You know how much Elyssa means
to me, don’t you?”  He nods, but I’m not sure if he believes me.  I
see I might need to lay it on a little thicker.  Wouldn’t want him to
think any less of me.  Ha.  “Well, she’s been a part of my world
since the day she was born.  I would do anything for her, which includes
making sure man whores like Alexander James don’t get their claws into
her.”  And there it was…Cole’s priceless face.


Slumping his shoulders, he lets
the breath slowly disengage from his body as his arms drop to his sides. 
“What does this have to do with me?”


Good.  He’s listening. 
Lowering myself, I straddle his hips.  “I know Elyssa means well, but I
don’t think she knows what she’s gotten herself into.  I do.  I also
know how much you are struggling.  I know how much you want to graduate
and your financial situation is making it hard for you to finish that
dream.  What I’m going to offer you will ease that struggle.  I will
show you that if you play your cards right you will never be alone, never wanting
for anything.”  That’s right dear sweet naïve Cole; you will either end up
with Elyssa or stay in my bed.  Either way, I’ve got you.


“Arianna, I see your lips moving
and hear words coming out of your mouth, but you aren’t saying anything. 
You are talking in circles and I’d appreciate it if you just move it
along.  Tell me what the fuck I’m doing here or I’m going to leave,” he
breathes, unsympathetically.


I can feel my blood
boiling.  You don’t get to tell me what to do, you horrible excuse for
a man!  You are mine now.  The moment you walked into this room and
fucked me.  You.  Are.  Mine.  I don’t think he realizes
who he’s talking to…but, fuck.  I need him.  


Calm down, Arianna.  You do
need him.  


“I’m sorry, you’re right. 
Please let me explain and excuse me if I am being too forward.  As I’ve
already said, I want nothing more than to protect Elyssa.  With that
protection, I mean for her not to get hurt and if you do this right, she
won’t.  I’m going to ask a lot of you, but know I will compensate you, in
more ways than one.”  I grind against his partially erect member to fully
explain my intentions and notice his heavy eyes perk up, and decide he’s in
this.  


“I need you to follow her.”


“What?!  No. 
Absolutely not.  I will not follow her.  She has made it perfectly
clear she wants nothing to do with me.”  Pushing me off his lap, he turns
to stare at me.  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.  Is that what
this is about?  Do you think you can use me?”


Great.  I have to deal with
a vagina now.  I thought he had balls.  “No, no; no one is using
anyone.  I am looking out for Elyssa’s best interests.  It’s what her
parents, what her mom, would want of me.  And trust me; Alex is not in her
best interests.  Besides, I could give you the world.  You would want
for nothing.  I give, you give and take.  We both win.”  


Shaking his head, Cole slumps
back down on the bed.  “You realize this isn’t going to work, right? 
She’s too smart for her own fucking good, and she’s going to hate me for
this.  She’s going to hate you.  How are we going to live with that?”


“Don’t worry about me.  She
already hates me.  I’m okay with playing the bad guy with her, because
she’s too sweet and innocent to end up with him.  She needs
protection from herself.  She needs us, Cole.  Don’t you see?”  


I can tell he’s pondering what
I’ve offered and with his financial debt, I know it won’t take long.  He
doesn’t need to know the details yet, but I’m going to assume he’ll ask and
when he does…he’ll know I’m not playing around.  Alex thought he got lucky
when he met me, but Cole will think I’m his four leaf clover. 


Sitting beside him, I watch
closely as his facial features turn from one of disgust, eyes crinkled, to one
of resolve as I watch all the air leave his body.  Crawling behind him, I
gently start to massage his back.  


“What do you mean, I have to
follow her?  Like everywhere, follow her?  I have a life you
know.  I have school and work, not to mention friends,” he fumbles.


“First of all, I know this is a
lot to ask of you.  I know she’s your best friend, someone you love. 
She is someone I love, too.  So, for me to ask this of you, I know I have
to give you the balance you need,” I reiterate with a smug look on my
face.  Now facing me, he can see that I mean business, with a little
pleasure on the side, of course.


“I’ve already taken the liberty
of calling Jacobi’s and letting them know you won’t be returning to their fine
establishment,” I mock.  I’ve never been to this hole in the wall bar, nor
will I ever based on my conversation with the manager.  He was rude and
belligerent and he had the audacity to ask me to pay him to make sure Cole
never worked there again.  “I told them you appreciated them allowing you
to work there, but that you had ‘things’ you needed to tend to.  And those
‘things’ didn’t involve wasting your time with menial bartending chores.”


Eyes wild, “You did what? 
Those were my friends.  Seriously, who do you think you are?”


“I did just do that.  And I
know who I am.  Do you?  I’m beginning to wonder if you’ve ever taken
a step back and looked at what your life has become.  It’s not
pretty.  I want to change that for you.  I can change that for
you.  Let me, Cole.”


“I can’t believe you quit for me,
like you’re my mom.”


“Oh, sweet boy; I’m no one’s
mom.  I am, however, the woman you just fucked.  The woman’s name you
screamed not twenty minute ago when you came so hard your eyes rolled to the
back of your head.  I know who I am.  Now let me tell you who you are
about to become.”  My bitch.


“Now that you’re unemployed, you
only have to worry about two things.  Finishing school and watching Elyssa
for me.  When you aren’t at school, you will be watching her like a
hawk.  Thankfully, I spoke with your professors and they were willing to
rearrange your schedule.  You no longer have any classes after three,
which will afford you the time to see her home every day.  You will only
have to watch her at night, making damn sure that she doesn’t see you.  If
she does, you will play it off that you were doing whatever it is you used to
do before this.  She cannot know you and I are involved.  Ever. 



“I want you follow her and report
back to me on a daily basis.  I want to know what time she comes home, who
she goes out with, where she goes when she leaves her apartment.  I want
to know who shows up at her apartment and I especially want to know if Alex
gets anywhere near her.  If Elyssa is with Alex at anytime day or night,
you are to call me immediately.”


Cole’s body tenses and I know
he’s about to reject the offer.  I won’t let that happen.  Sitting up
on my knees, I blanket his back and pull him close to me, gently tugging his
ear with my teeth.  I hear a slight moan as he relaxes into me. 
Raking my nails against his cool, hard stomach from his navel to his nipples,
he shivers and I know I’ve got him.  Right where I want him.


“In turn, I will compensate you,
in more ways than you can imagine.  You, Cole, will want for
nothing.  I have already placed five thousand dollars in your bank account
and tonight was just a taste of the things I will do to you.”  


Purring, I continue. 
“Whatever she does, I want to know about.  Nod if you understand.” 
He nods, eyes shut.  Turning his face to mine, I kiss him deep, making his
breathing erratic.  “Wherever she goes, you will follow.”  He nods,
hands grasping at my dark blue baby doll, pushing me back into the sheets.


Growling, “I own you.”  He
nods, as he climbs on top of me, burying himself deep inside.  


Oh, how I own you, baby boy.
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PROLOGUE


 


Saturday, November 3, 2012


 


I’m sorry.


 


Two words left
on hotel stationary.  That’s what I’m leaving him with; two overwhelmingly
devastating words.  My hands shake causing me to drop the hotel branded pen on
top of the notepad.  I know he deserves more, so much more, and before you
judge, I’m also quite aware how cruel it is for me to jump back into his life. 



But, I had to
know.  


From the corner
of the cedar wood desk, I glance over at the plush bed where my heart sleeps
soundly.  My heavy eyes run over the curvature of his naked body; down his back
to his firm, tight ass, landing on his muscular thighs.  Catching my bottom lip
in between my teeth, I fight the urge to crawl back into bed with him, to
nuzzle against him and forget everything that has kept me away all of these
weeks.  All I want is to breathe him in and feel him inside me, one last time. 
To feel his embrace and know I’m safe when I’m in his arms.  To feel his breath
against my skin as he murmurs he loves me over and over again.


But, that would
never be enough.  If I stay, it will ruin us both.  


I never meant
for this trip to be any kind of rekindling of our broken relationship.  My
intentions were pure.  Ensure his safety, to know that the one person I’ve
given my heart to was still alive and out of harm’s way, and then leave.  Mission
accomplished.  


So, why is this
so hard?


With an already
shattered heart, I sigh and tiptoe around the hotel suite in search of my
shoes.  Luckily they aren’t hard to find, and as I lean down to slip on my
sandals, I take one last look at him.  I know this will crush him; I never
meant to give false hopes.  I just had to know.  Who are you kidding, Ely? 
What did you think would happen when you found him?  


With tears
silently streaming down my face, I walk over and place one final kiss on his
slumbering temple.  Alex stirs as a lone tear falls against his cheek, but
doesn’t wake.  With my final gesture of love, I quietly exit the door and rush
towards the elevators and through the lobby of the hotel. 


I know what I
must look like; a psycho, crying hysterically, rushing through the empty lobby
at three o’clock in the morning.  Given my state, I’m not surprised when the
bellman flags a cab for me the moment he lays eyes on my grief stricken face. 
With a look of sympathy, he rushes to the cab to open the door for me.  


My heart jumps
in my chest, threatening to break through, as a commotion is heard coming from
the lobby.  I can hear my name being cried out and instantly I know it’s him. 
I’d know that voice anywhere, deep and melodious, yet completely encased in
panic.  Selfishly refusing to turn around, I pull my overnight bag to my chest
and quickly get into the cab, slamming the door shut.


“JFK please.” 
The cab driver nods at my desperation.  The masochist that I am, I careen my
head towards the lobby and see Alex running towards me barefoot, half naked
with only his slate grey slacks on.  “Please hurry,” I urge the driver.


“Miss, I can’t
drive through these cars,” he explains, pointing to the numerous stalled cabs
in front of us.  Damn New York traffic.  As Alex approaches, I tremble
in terror and immediately lock the doors, jumping when his hand slams against
the glass, frantically trying to pry the door open.


“Elyssa, what
are you doing?!”  His brows are furrowed, worriedly pulling on the door handle. 
“Open the fucking door, Elyssa.  Don’t do this.”  Alex slams his hands against
the glass.  With his gaze on me, the knowing look of desolation in his eyes,
I’m frantic with worry that he might actually break the window with how hard
he’s pounding.  I’m not worried about the cab driver, or even the window, but
for what it would do to Alex.  He will get hurt and it will be my
fault.  Like everything.  Oh shut it, Ely.  What’s a slice on his hand when
you’ve already slivered his heart? 


“A friend of
yours?” the driver jokes, peeking over his left shoulder as he attempts to
merge into the next lane.


I’m not sure if
anything would deter Alex, who’s now jogging alongside the cab, pulling at the
door handle, eyes never leaving my face.  I can’t bear to look at him, but can
see him out of the corner of my eye.  I see his desperation.  I’m weak and
right now, I can’t be weak.  I need to be strong.  For him.  For Nana.  I need
distance to get my head on straight.  


“Elyssa…please…look
at me,” he urges, while he jogs along with the moving cab.  “You love me.  I
know you do.  Don’t fucking do this!  Whatever’s going on, we can fix it.”  The
cab driver starts to accelerate, but Alex keeps up.  I close my eyes and remain
still, tears streaming down my face.  I can only imagine the pain he must be
experiencing; the hard cement against his feet as he runs in unison with the
cab, the coldness of the frigid air on his bare chest.  A loud thump jolts my
eyes open.


“He’s fucking
hitting my car.”  The driver pulls out his phone.  “I’m calling the cops.”


“Please don’t. 
Just go faster,” I beg of him.


In a moment of
weakness I turn to look at Alex.  Tears streaming down his face, he slams his
hand against the window one last time.  “Please don’t do this to me again.  I
fucking love you.”  I love you, too.  I clutch my overnight bag against
my chest hoping to ease the ache that resonates inside.  


Putting his
phone away, the driver checks his rearview mirror, changes lanes and speeds
away.  I risk a glance behind and see Alex hunched over, out of breath in the
middle of the street.  I did that.  I not only broke him, but I
humiliated him at three o’clock in the morning in the middle of New York City. 



Good Job, Ely!







 



CHAPTER
1


 


Wednesday, November 14, 2012


 “Hey, what’s
wrong?”  His thumb brushes across my cheek while I sit stock still, facing
forward in his Mustang.  


I know what he’s
referring to.  I haven’t been in the mood to do anything for weeks, let alone
up for going to a movie tonight, but he insisted.  He practically threatened to
have me committed if I didn’t attempt to get out more.  For the past few weeks,
since Alex left, I’ve tried to fill the gaps of my life with either work or
Oliver.  We’re not dating, but Oliver being his persistent self flirts heavily
and sometimes he’s hard to resist.  But, I do.   


I glance over
his rugged features.  His five o’clock shadow, highlighted by bits of light
from the lamp that hangs above the parking stall in front of my apartment,
makes him look even rougher around the edges.  Oliver.  The type of man who
colors outside the defined lines of life; always pushing me to move faster,
asking me for more than what I’m willing to give.  But I’m stuck, and pushing
back is all I’ve got left, and where I’ve stayed.  It’s not fair, but neither
is life and I’m tired.  No, not tired; I’m exhausted.  


“Just tired is
all, but I needed this.  Thanks for insisting, I really enjoyed the movie.” 
Not a lie, but not entirely the truth.  Not that I can remember what happened
during the hour and fifty minute long commercial for how the government hides
themselves in plain sight.  Interesting maybe, since it was a true story, but
it didn’t really catch my attention.  Something my life, which has been
directly affected by our bitch of a CEO, Arianna Salerno, coincides with.  


I’ve worked for
her at Salerno Health for two months now and although I expected my career to
flourish, I never expected the events that transpired after I started.  Not
only has she been callous towards me, she’s been working me to the bone day and
night with multiple projects that she insists I work on alone.  Not that I
can’t handle the work load, but when you couple that with my deep depression; I
guess you could say that I’m mentally and physically depleted.


“Well, if you’re
that tired, I could come in and read you a bed time story.”  His brows bounce
with each word, making me giggle.  I sigh and shake my head, ringlets of brown
brushing against my face.  When I look into his eyes, I briefly see a hint of
disappointment before he quickly shakes it off and mutters, “Hey, a guy has to
try, right?”  


“Of course you
do,” I reluctantly smile at him.  At least he’s consistent.  


“So, I get
you’re tired, but I know you better than you think I do.  There’s something else
you’re hiding.  Ever since you’ve been back from visiting your friend,
you’ve been off.  Did something happen?”  His eyes dart from left to right,
searching my eyes.  “Because you know if you need to talk, I’m here.”


I know what
you’re thinking.  Visiting a friend?  Yep, that’s me; a liar.  That was
the excuse I gave Oliver when I suddenly left in the middle of my work day.  I
had to go see a friend; a friend who happens to be my ex-boyfriend,
Alex, who Oliver feels is his nemesis and competitor of my heart.  Or, so he
thinks.


I had spent
hours glued to news reports and constantly checking my phone for word from
Alex.  News coverage painted such an ominous picture.  The streets were
flooded, powers lines were down, and people were homeless.  Hurricane Sandy. 
The whole city was in complete shambles and my heart was somewhere in the midst
of all that turmoil. 


When I hadn’t
heard anything from him, and neither had Janice, I did the only thing I could
think of.  I bought a ticket and flew my ass all the way to New York, which was
a huge accomplishment for me considering my fear of flying.  To be honest, I
don’t remember the flight at all.  It probably helped that I took a large dose
of Benadryl as we boarded the plane, washing it down with a bit of alcohol as
soon as we were seated.  I know it wasn’t the brightest idea, and definitely
two things I don’t condone, but either way, it got me to Alex; alive and not
completely freaking out.


I plaster a fake
smile on my face because honestly, that’s all I can muster right now. 
Obviously, I haven’t done a great job of hiding my anxiety and pain after
returning from New York.  But in my defense, it’s only been a few weeks since
the man I love, the man I started a secret love affair, left me in all his
glory to conquer New York. 


Okay, maybe it
didn’t go exactly that way; I wish it were that simple.  Where do I even
begin?  


Let me start off
by saying that I believe I’m a very forgiving person.  I want to see the good
in all people.  If that makes me naïve, maybe a little ignorant, I’m okay with
that.  Because of everything I’ve gone through, I live in the now.  So when I
found out about Alex’s past, his very dark past with his Dad, I looked past his
issues.  I did this because of what he’s overcome and what he’s made of himself
now, not what happened when he was a teenager.  


But, when I
found out his more recent past, one where he was a male prostitute, my heart
hit the floor.  And then to find out that Arianna, my pseudo mother figure, my
mother’s best friend, Alex’s own boss, was his madam…well, that was just a bit
too much.  I know in my heart if it was only his past choices I had to contend
with, I could move past it and we could work on making a future together.  I
loved him that much.  Correction, I love him that much.  But, like so much of
my life where nothing comes easy, getting over his past was the least of my
troubles.


Arianna fucking
Salerno.  That’s what I have to contend with.  When her highness found out
about our relationship, she insisted…no, let me rephrase that…she demanded we
quickly end things, which is how my Alex got sent to New York.  Well,
technically he’s not mine anymore.  Technically, for her majesty’s sake,
I’m spending time with Oliver now.  I know it seems rash and completely
against everything in my heart, but I was desperate.  And no thanks to Arianna,
he was there. 


“Ely, you’re
spacing out again.”  Oliver’s waving hand makes me blink away the painful
memories.  


“It’s nothing. 
You know I’ve just been working a lot,” I shrug, trying to remain nonchalant
even though my head feels as if it’s ready to explode.  I can see by the way
Oliver tilts his head that he knows I’m not being completely forthcoming.  The
last thing I need is for him to realize the depths of my despair.  Knowing how
every fraction of my heart is gone, leaving nothing to give to him.  Or anyone.


 “Oh, come on
now,” Oliver reaches over, taking my hand in his.  He toys with the band of my
mother’s ring, something I’m sure he’s seen me do often.  “I work all day,
too.  Besides, I’m not all Debbie-downer and I have far worse problems than you
do.  Don’t you know that studies have shown males who don’t have active sex
lives are more prone to drink, have attitudes, and develop carpal tunnel.”  I
roll my eyes.  Really Oliver, carpal tunnel?  He’s never been eloquent
with words, but then again, I can appreciate his bluntness and his ability to
make me smile.  


“Carpal tunnel? 
Have you been typing a lot lately?” I ask, teasingly.


“Not so much,”
he chuckles as realization hits me.  


“Why not just
date someone, Oliver?  You’re hot and lots of women fawn after you,” I feign
annoyance.  “Autumn was just asking about you the other day; she seems
interested.”  A little too interested, if you ask me.  But, that’s just
Autumn.  Any guy in her presence is fair game and she’s not quiet about it at
all.


I know what he’s
going to say.  I know most women would probably jump at the chance of starting
something with Oliver.    He’s sweet, attractive, and uncomplicated.  But
because I’m still in love with Alex, my heart is just not in it.  Problem is,
these days Oliver is the glue who holds me together.  Since Alex left, he has
been the crutch I’ve leaned on when I needed strength just to get through my
day.  His humor, his carefree nature, just him in general; he makes me feel not
so broken.


 However, I
can’t just forget that I once had a heart; especially when Oliver’s making
every effort to win mine.  The pounding from my chest no longer exists; he
took it when he left.  These days I check my pulse regularly just to make sure
I’m still alive.  I’ve dealt with a lot of loss in my life, with losing my
parents and losing my best friend, but I was not prepared to deal with the
crippling experience of losing the only man I’ve ever loved.


His eyes narrow
as his head turns in my direction.  “I’m where I want to be.  I know you
haven’t had the best of luck with men, and I’m not trying to pressure you,
Ely.”  Because of a night out with Janice and Autumn, Oliver knows most of my
issues; including my issues with Cole.  “I just want it known that I want you. 
I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me now, but I’m not giving up.”


My face flushes,
bringing my hands to cover my anguish.  Would he still want me if he knew what
was going on in my head?   


“Hey, we don’t
have to talk about it.  I didn’t mean to make you upset.”  Bringing his strong
calloused hand up, he brushes a stray hair behind my ear, causing my hands to
drop to my sides.  His touch, although
thoughtful, is just another reminder that he was sent to be my replacement
Alex.  “Elyssa, I wish you would just let me in, even a little bit.”  


I turn to look
at him; his bright and caring eyes fixed on me.  With a heavy sigh, I turn in
my seat to face him, resting my back against the door.  “What do you want to
know?”


He ponders for a
moment.  “Did Prince Charming turn out to be not so charming in the end?”


Rolling my eyes,
I bite the inside of my cheek as I scrounge up the words to describe my
situation with Alex.  In my heart I know we aren’t over, so a break seems like
the only plausible explanation.  Except admitting this to him, might backfire. 
“No, Oliver.  We’re taking a…break.”  


“So you’re
single?”  His face brightens at the possibility.   


Like I
said…backfire.  “Easy there killer, it’s only been a few weeks.  I’m not ready
to start up anything else.  Besides, considering I’ve been working practically
twenty-four hours a day, I don’t have time for anything more than what I’m
already giving.”  I pause to search his emerald eyes, knowing if I don’t end
things now, I’m going to regret hurting him.  I can see the glimpse of defiance
he’s not trying to hide.


“Speaking of, I
should go inside now.  I need to get some decent sleep tonight, because I’m
sure Arianna will have Maggie ask me to stay late again tomorrow night.” 
Arianna never does her own dirty work.  Hopefully someday, Maggie will realize
what she’s letting Arianna do to me, but for now, I have to take it.  I will
not let Arianna get the best of me.  She’s already taken enough.


 “I was going to
ask you about that.  What’s going on with Arianna?  Is it me, or did you piss
in her coffee?”  Thinking he’s funny, he smirks.  In reality, he’s not too far
off.


Shaking my head,
I try not to smile but my lips turn upward involuntarily.  “You’re right, somehow
I pissed her off.”  I fell in love with her favorite boy toy and ruined her
extracurricular activities.  “Whatever I did, she’s on a rampage and her bitch
storm is aimed right at me.”


“Why don’t you
just tell her to back the fuck off?  Tell her that she’s being a complete cunt
and that she needs to cut you some slack.”  Oliver’s stern face is actually
adorable.  He’s convinced that you can talk to someone like Arianna with
reasoning.  He doesn’t realize that she’s a demon feeding off my soul and with
her there is no sympathy for the damned.


I shrug.  “I’ll
get by.  I just need to pull up my big girl panties and ride out the wave until
I can transfer to another department or better yet another company.”  Wow,
saying that out loud was kind of invigorating.  I had thought about it, but
actually saying it to someone other than myself, makes it more real, makes it
more attainable.  


“What?!  No! 
You can’t leave.  Not when I just got here.  I’ll help you.  If you need me
to…I’ll stay after hours and do whatever you need.  Just don’t go.”  His voice
is on the verge of begging and his white knuckled grip on the steering wheel
makes me glad it’s not me.


“Calm down
there, firecracker.  For the moment, you’re stuck with me.”  Unfortunately, I
have no real prospects, nor a place to live if I chose to quit.  I won’t fall
back on my sister, if I can help it.  She’s done enough for me in her lifetime;
she doesn’t need the added pressure to her picture perfect life.  I bite the
inside of my cheek and continue to stare at him.  


“Speaking of
your big girl panties,” he chuckles, “Can we consider this a first date since
technically you don’t have a boyfriend?  You know, the end of date usually
equals…”


 “Oliver…” I
push against his chest as he inches closer.  I’m trying terribly hard not to
let him get attached, trying to keep whatever this is between us as light as
possible.  No attachment means no heartache.  


“You’re going to
give into me eventually.”  Shaking my head, I reach down and move his hand away
from my knee and place a chaste kiss on his cheek before pulling the handle and
bolting out the door.  


Oliver rolls
down his window as I walk away.  He yells, his voice echoing in the night,
“Goodnight, Ely Bean!”


As I turn to
give him a small waive, I still as my heart skips a beat.  Looking back to the
covered trash cans, I see what looks like Cole’s Jeep parked just out of view. 
Why would he be here?  It’s been weeks since I’ve heard from him; the
Alzheimer’s event to be exact.  I shake my head.  No, I’m sure it’s not his. 
He has no reason to be here for me, even though we did leave our friendship on
the floor, shattered in pieces the last time I was with him.  With thoughts of
Cole pushed back inside, but the apprehension very real, I begin running the
short distance to my apartment.  


I’ve actually
felt uneasy for weeks now.  Walking to my car at work, rushing to my apartment,
I even freaked out in a Target parking lot.  I can’t shake the feeling
someone’s been watching me.  Who?  I’m not sure, especially because I haven’t
really seen anyone or anything.  Until tonight, it’s more like a woman’s
intuition and it’s scaring the crap out of me.  


I’ve never had a
fear of living alone and I’m not going to start now.  Cole or no Cole, I have
to be stronger than being spooked by a damn car.


The moment my
door closes, like any other day, unease is replaced with depression.  Shaking
the thought of Cole, I look around my apartment and flashes of memories of Alex
are everywhere.  The kitchen: kissing me, gently lifting me on top of my
counter.  The living room: my couch where we made love for the first time. 
And, then there’s my bedroom.  My eyes turn to the open door, where darkness
awaits to consume me.  This was where he held me and kept me whole after I
poured my soul to him.  


Being around
Oliver dulls the pain, but only slightly.  With him I remember what it feels
like to laugh and be myself again.  Moments with Oliver are the only time I
feel some semblance of who I was before Alex got on that damn plane.  I walk to
my bedroom and discard my clothes into the hamper.  I don’t even make an effort
to put on pajamas anymore and just sleep in my underwear.  


I want sleep to
devour me.  Unfortunately, the universe has other plans.  Just as I’m about to
climb under the covers and soak in my sorrow, my phone buzzes from the side
table and flashes a picture of my sister.  Why can’t everyone just let me
be?


With a heavy
sigh, I answer the phone.  “Yes Rach.”


“Well, don’t you
sound all bubbly?  What’s crawled up your butt and died?”  My relationship.


“I’m just tired,
Rach.  What’s up?”  I’m so exhausted, I can’t even feign happiness.


“You’re always
so freaking tired.  That’s all you’ve been for weeks.  You haven’t been over to
see us and when I go to see you, you’re in bed or at work.  What’s going on
with you?  Should I be worried?”


Tears brim over
my lids as I pull myself into a fetal position.  I haven’t been able to talk to
anyone and I feel like I’m suffocating.  With a sob, I peel back the agony and
let out a tortuous cry for help.  “I’m just so miserable, Rach.  I miss him.  I
miss him so much.”  I cry into the phone, gripping it against my cheek.


“Oh El, honey
don’t cry.  He’ll be home soon enough.  Is that what this has been about?  You
missing Alex?”  I nod, not that she can see me.  “Have you talked to him?”


I take a deep
breath trying to calm myself.  “It would hurt to talk to him, Rach.  I ended
things before he left.  I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep opening the
wound.”


“You what?!” 
Listening to her raised voice, I pull the phone away from my ear.  “I can’t
believe you broke up with him.  Why?”


“It was just
too…complicated.  There’s just…he’s…everything is so tremendously complicated.”


After a moment
of silence, she sighs.  “I really thought you had found your one.”


My body trembles
and after I pull the covers tight around me, I realize it’s not from the cold. 
“I did too.”  


“You need me,
El, I’m coming over.”  A statement, not a question.  


Brushing away my
tears, I attempt to sound more put together.  “Don’t be silly.  I’m just having
a moment.  This too shall pass.”  I attempt a fake smile through the phone.


“If you need me
you’ll call, right?”  I hear the concern in her voice and I hate to make her
worry.


“Yes Rach.  Now
go to sleep.  Tell Bryan I said hello.”


“I will.  I love
you, El.”


“I love you,
more.”


With my sister
finally off the phone I’m able to fully succumb to my depression.  It’s one thing
to grow apart, fall out of love, or just realize you’re incompatible.  But in
my case, I know Alex is my one, my other half.  If it wasn’t for all of the
other outside influences, I would be waiting in anticipation for him to come
home.


Instead, I’m wrapped
up in my comforter like a dejected burrito crying my eyes out, just hoping that
sleep will dull the pain.  Problem with sleep, he’s there.  He’s always there. 
In my dreams, smiling, kissing me, touching me everywhere as a reminder he’s
claimed every inch of my body.  But like a sick joke, I wake.  I wake in my bed
lonely and cold without him and I have to push through my day again with a
reminder of what I had.  


 


Thursday, November 15, 2012


I don’t know why
I go to bed thinking that any day will be different than the day before.  Call
me optimistic to think I might get more than a few hours of sleep, but like
yesterday, today is no different.  In an effort to make a change, I decide to
call Maggie and let her know I’ll be working from home. 


“You haven’t
been yourself lately.  I know Arianna’s working you to death, but I need you. 
You’re my little shining star,” her bubbly voice brings a small, but brief,
smile to my face.


“I’m trying,
Maggie.  Last thing I want is to let you down, I’ve just been so tired.”


“Honey, you
aren’t letting me down.  I know you’ve been pulling sixteen hour days for the
last few weeks, and I’m partially at fault for not putting my foot down with
Arianna.  Stay out of the office and take a ‘me’ day.  Go get a massage, get
your nails done and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


We say our
goodbyes and I’m left alone.  I used to love being left with my thoughts, but
lately I really hate the silence that solidarity brings.  Pre-Alex I would have
jumped at the chance of doing all of those annoying things girls do when
they’re alone: moisturize our feet, trim our bikini line, along with some
waxing.  Now, when I’m alone my mind constantly drifts.   Like now.  Shit...I
really need to get out of this apartment.  I guess I could go see Rachel
and Bryan, but after my cry fest last night, I know Rachel would interrogate
me.  She doesn’t know the game twenty questions; her version is twenty-thousand
questions.  She’s relentless and sadly, not what I need right now.


Instead, being
the unexciting person that I am, I’m left with only one choice: plopping on my
couch to watch some television.  What I wouldn’t give to get lost in the world
of infomercials and daytime train-wrecks.  Maybe Maury has another “Who’s My
Baby Daddy?” episode on.  As I flip through the channels, the television
inadvertently pauses on a campaign raising awareness for Alzheimer’s.  My
breath stops and I can feel a pang, the first real hurt in my already dead
chest, as I think about Alex’s grandmother, Nana Molly.


A week after
Alex left was the only time I visited with Nana and even then I didn’t stay
long.  She wasn’t having a good day, if there is such a thing as a good day
when you have Alzheimer’s.  I’m thankful that while Alex is away, she at least
has Delores, her live in nurse.  I had said I would visit again, but the
thought of going back left a big ache in my heart, and I haven’t been back
since.  A solitary tear trickles down my saddened face, remembering how I told
her I would take care of him and how I’m failing miserably.  Of course, in a
sick and twisted way, I am trying to keep that promise.  


I find myself
missing her with each passing minute.  It’s been too long.  Regardless of
what’s going on with me and Alex I really should go see her.  Mind set, I turn
the television off and head to the bedroom to get ready.  Maybe visiting Nana
will fill a portion of the void I feel inside.


~~~~~


“Elyssa?  The
last time you looked so distressed, I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”
Delores peers at me with a look of astonishment from the partly open door.


I shake my head
in annoyance at myself.  I didn’t mean to leave with the impression I was upset
or distressed.  Nana doesn’t deserve my selfishness.  She deserves love and
companionship.  “I’m sorry, Delores.  I didn’t mean to leave like that.  Things
have just been...well, they’ve been uncontrollable and I was hoping to spend
some time with her if she’s up for company.”  


Even through her
confused facial expression, she’s a sight for sore eyes.  I’ve missed
everything affiliated with Alex and know instantly this was the right thing to
do.  Being here at his home, even if he’s not, with her face and kind eyes
reminds me of a time when I was happy.


Shaking her
head, Delores’ face falls.  She’s upset.  “I didn’t think of calling you, but Miss
Molly is in the hospital.  She had a terrible fall and she’s been there since
Monday.”  


“Oh my God,” I
whisper.  “Is she okay?  What hospital?”  


“She’s hanging
in there.  They believe she caught an infection which gave me a right ole
scare.  But, I know she’d love a visit from you.  She’s at the hospital not too
far from here, on the Southwest side of town.”  


I thank Delores
in a rush and run down the path towards my car waving goodbye over my
shoulder.  If only I had come sooner, I would’ve known.  I shiver thinking that
she’s all alone and immediately my thoughts go to Alex.  He didn’t even call to
let me know she was hurt.  Why hasn’t he come back to town to be with her?  Not
that I would have answered his call, anyways.  But right now, it doesn’t even
matter. 


~~~~~


Thankfully, I
was smart enough and called ahead to get Nana’s room number, so when I got to
the hospital I didn’t have to waste any time hunting someone down for
information.  Standing in front of her room, I take a deep breath before I
knock and push open the door.  I don’t know what’s up with me lately, but the
instant I see her in the hospital bed, tubes and IV lines going in all sorts of
directions, tears well in my eyes.  She appears to be sleeping and there’s a
larger tube in her mouth.  The only sound echoing through the room is her
breathing and the machine showing her steady heartbeat. 


Walking towards
her tiny frame, I sit in the chair next to her bed, and reach over and take her
petite hand in mine.  I run my thumb over her prominent veins and lean over to
rest my cheek against the back of her cold skin, letting the guilt wash over
me.  


“I’m sorry,
Nana.  So sorry I haven’t been here for you.  But, I’m here now, and I’m not
going anywhere.”  I shake my head and continue to caress her skin.  Minutes
pass while silent tears stream down my face.  Although she can’t hear me, I
feel the compulsion to confess, so I do.  “He deserved better than me.  That’s
the only reason I didn’t know you were here.  I haven’t been talking to him and
I hope I’m doing the right thing by giving him space and time to get past what
we had.” 


I look over her
tranquil face for a sign that she forgives me, a sign she doesn’t hate me for
hurting Alex.  Instead, all I see is the ascension of the breathing machine as
her chest rises and falls.  The only other movement is the liquids running
through the clear tubes giving her static body nutrients.  I rest my cheek
against our clasped hands as I talk to Nana about everything that’s happened
since Alex’s departure.  I know if she were awake, she would appreciate the
depravity of my decisions.  She would tell me I had no other choice, and that
she understood. 


I jolt awake
with the steady strum of the heart machine.  I must have fallen asleep resting
against the side of her bed; her hand still in mine.  Mercifully, my jolt
didn’t rouse Nana, allowing me to watch her peaceful body rest.  Still groggy,
I’m pulled from my thoughts by two distinct voices entering the room.  Panic
encapsulates me, knowing it’s too late to flee.


“Mr. James, your
grandmother’s condition is stable for now.  We need to keep her sedated since
she’s intubated and we need to take her for additional testing to make sure the
infection hasn’t spread.  Her chest x-rays are a little cloudy and she isn’t
breathing completely on her own yet.  But that’s just a portion of the
problem.  I’d like to get an MRI which should give us the information we need.”


I rub my swollen
eyes and stand instantly.  Entering right after the doctor is my heart.  Sleep
deprived and just as handsome as ever.  His brown hair disheveled, his clothes
wrinkled, but even with dark circles under his eyes, it takes nothing away from
his vibrant blue irises.  I fidget with my hair, patting it to make sure it’s
not a complete mess before he notices me.  I may be a mess, inside and out, but
I can at least try to keep up appearances.


The doctor comes
to a halt when he notices me; Alex almost stumbles into him the back of him. 
Cocking his head to the right to peer over the doctor’s shoulder, Alex shudders
when he realizes what halted the doctor’s progression.  Me.  I should have
known he would be here.  He would never leave his grandmother, alone in the
hospital.  Frozen in space and time, we both stare at one another.  Green eyes
to blue.  Not sharing a single breath.  The doctor looks between the two of us,
but neither of us break our gaze.


“Hello, I’m Dr.
Statton.”  He extends his hand to me.  I tear my eyes away from Alex, allowing
myself a small breath, and shake the doctor’s hand.


“Elyssa Hart,
I’m a friend of the family.”  The instant the doctor releases my hand, my weary
eyes return to Alex and I’m not surprised at what I find.  Hands fisted, a
murderous look clouding his face, veins bulging on his forearms.  This isn’t
going to be good.


“Nice to meet you,
Ms. Hart.  If you’ll excuse me, we need to take Mrs. James for her MRI.”  


Medical
personnel come in and get Nana’s bed ready for transport.  With my attention
solely transfixed on Alex, I barely notice the hustle and bustle going on in
the room.  Standing menacingly still against the wall, his fists rest against
his hips as he stares blankly at the ground.  Only when Nana passes him do his
eyes soften momentarily, leaning down to place a sweet kiss on her forehead.  


I’m not going to
lie and say I’m not afraid.  I knew the first time we saw each other again
would be awkward.  I knew Alex would be angry.  But when you add the additional
stress of Nana being in the hospital…that makes him volatile.  The instant the
door closes I expect him to unleash his fury.  Instead he crosses his arms and
leans against the wall.  When combined with the eerie silence of the room, his
glare directed exclusively on me is intimidating.  The muscles of his forearms
tense as he attempts to keep his rage under control.


We stare in
silence for an immeasurable amount of time.  What can I say?  Hey Alex, it’s
been awhile, how’ve you been? Or, You’re pretty quick barefooted at
three in the morning.  At this point anything I say will set him off.  


I might as well
get this over with.


Hoping that if I
stick with Nana as the topic, he’ll push aside any anger and resentment he has
about us.  I feel like we are divorced parents squabbling over a child.


I square my
shoulders and ask, “How is she?”  


“Why the fuck do
you care?”  Never mind.  I guess he’s pissed either way.


“I’ve always
cared.  I love your grandmother.”  My voice is soft.  


“Ohhhhh!”  Alex
throws his hands up in the air as he shouts.  “So you love my grandmother, just
not me right?”  I wince as his voice escalates.  Ouch, that one hurt.  


Quickly looking
down at my tangled fingers, I whisper, “No, I love you both.”  Admitting my
feelings is probably not the best approach, but if that’s all I can give him
right now, he deserves some honesty.  


“You have a
fucked up way of showing it.  Why the fuck are you even here?”  


I’m not sure
what I expected from him, especially after I left him in the middle of the
night, but I guess I wasn’t even prepared a little.  It guts me because just a
moment ago, when I first saw him, I felt like I could breathe again. 


“I went to your
house to see Nana and Delores told me she was in the hospital.  I came the minute
I found out.  I’m sorry, I should have…”  I shoulda, coulda, woulda.  Alex
isn’t going to care about all of the ifs, ands, or buts, that I should have
done.  He’s only going to care that I didn’t do anything.


“You would have
found out a lot sooner if you didn’t fucking cut me from your life like I meant
nothing.”  I shake my head.  The way he describes it sullies what we had.  He’s
acting as if I frivolously came up with this solution.  He doesn’t know I did
it for him.  I can only hope that one day I’ll be able to explain.  Regardless
though, now is neither the time, nor the place, to have this discussion. 


 “I came to make
sure she was okay, but I’ll leave if you want me to.  I don’t want to argue
with you.”  I wait for a response, hoping beyond hope that he doesn’t kick me
out.  I know she isn’t coherent, but I didn’t get to say goodbye.  When no
words are spoken, I err on my continuously bad judgment, and keep speaking. 
“When did you get into town?”


“So you’re
saying if you knew I was here then you wouldn’t have come, huh?  Well thank you
for gracing us with your presence, your majesty.”  Alex’s statements are cruel
and each word causes me to recoil.  I know he’s speaking out of anger, but it
doesn’t make it any easier to stomach the venom he’s spewing.  “I’ve been back
since Monday.  I hopped on a plane the moment I found out about her.  That’s
what you do when you love people, Elyssa.  I know that might be farfetched for
someone like you, but…”


”Someone like
me?”  I’m deathly afraid of flying and I got on a damn plane for HIM.  He’s the
first man I ever loved and I walked away to protect HIM.  I’ve been struggling
to stay and yet I’m here with his grandmother because I love HIM.  “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“It’s ironic
that your last name is Hart.  I mean, someone as heartless and cold as you
are…it’s kind of an oxymoron.”


“You know
what…I’m not going to sit here and take this.”  My voice is slightly elevated
as I try to bridle my own anger.  I know he’s hurting and I’m trying to be
understanding, but I can only be attacked for so long before I start fighting
back.  “You’ve been back since Monday and you’re talking to me about love?  Did
you even attempt to let me know?”  


“Are you fucking
serious?  Why?  So you could try to avoid me even more?  You know what…fuck
this!”  Alex runs his hands through his hair, resting his hands on the back of
his neck.  “I’m sorry that in the middle of my grandmother being in the
hospital that I didn’t send you a quick text to let you know I was back in
town.  How selfish of me.”


“I didn’t mean
it like that.”


“No, you’re
right!  Now I can completely see why you broke up with me and cut me out of
your life.  I’m a fucking bastard for not thinking of you before everything
else I have going on.  I am so sorry for wasting your time when I thought it
was you who was the cruel bitch who broke my heart.  No…this entire time
it was me!  I’m such a selfish mother fucker.” 


“I’m done.”  I
shake my head as I grab my purse and try to leave.  “I’m not talking to a
psycho right now.  When you can talk to me like a human being and not insult me
every two seconds…”


“What the fuck
did you expect when you left me in New York?  No! Fuck that!  What did you
expect after you ignored my calls for weeks before that?”  Alex stands in my
way as I try to walk past him.  Standing near him is almost unbearable, I just want
to wrap my arms around him and apologize for every stupid thing I’ve done. 
“Answer me!” his voice reverberates against the walls.


“Stop yelling at
me.”  My eyes brim with tears, my lips quiver, while I try to hold back the
sobs.  “Please stop, Alex.”


“Don’t start the
waterworks now.  Where were your tears for me…for us?  Where was your sympathy
when I made a fool out of myself chasing after you?  Where was your fucking
heart then?!”  In a moment of sheer rage Alex grabs the vase of flowers next to
him and throws it against the wall.  A loud shatter is heard, allowing the
scream to bubble out of my throat as I rush past him.


I don’t know
where I’m going.  All I know is that I need to get away from him.  I knew he
would be angry.  I knew I hurt him more than I could ever imagine and even if I
could tell him, I doubt he would ever understand the motives behind my
decisions.  I knew he would end up hating me for what I’ve done, but never in a
million years would I have imagined him being so callous.  Indifferent, yes,
but callous, definitely not.  He’s turned into a monster.


The echo of my
steps is all I can focus on while I frantically push past each double door,
desperately searching for the stairs.  Three flights doesn’t seem as strenuous
when you’re using them as an escape route.  I’m out of breath and sobbing
hysterically the moment I run through the main entrance doors.  I’m halfway
down the sidewalk when arms suddenly engulf me, cradling me against his
muscular body; my back against his front.  Right away I know it’s him.  I would
recognize that scent anywhere; citrus, spice and Alex.


When my
traitorous body momentarily relaxes against his chest, I immediately tense
recalling our moments before.  “Don’t you fucking touch me!”  I spinelessly try
to pry his arms away, but with a firm grip, I have no chance.  Luckily, we’re
alone outside.  I can imagine the spectacle we’re making, but for the life of
me, I don’t have an ounce left in me to care.  


When I feel his
lips move against my temple, a sob erupts that’s so violent my legs give out as
it wracks my body.  I can’t help it, it consumes me.


“Elyssa, I
wasn’t going to hurt you.  I could never hurt you.”  His voice is calm, disdain
completely vanished from his tone.  


I know he would
never hurt me.  My escape wasn’t out of fear, it was out of desperation. 
Desperation to get out of the room, desperation to leave a situation I had no
answers for.  Alex came at me with a slew of questions I couldn’t explain.  Not
right now.  Flight or fight?  I chose flight.  


“I’m sorry,
Alex.  I’m so sorry.”


“I’m just so
fucking miserable.  I don’t know what I did to make you hate me so much.”


I’m completely
destroyed by his words.  


I’m unable to
speak when I turn around.  Clinging onto his forearm, Alex allows the silence and
with a simple nod grants me permission to cry into his shoulder.  Within
minutes, Alex pulls me away from his hard body, lifts my chin and pushes aside
the tears running down my cheeks.


“I don’t hate
you, Alex.  I could never hate you.  Right now, it’s just not our time.  You
know this, just as much as I do.”  I hate that there are no truer words.  I
hate that I have no control right now over my own life, my own decisions. 


“Why does it
always feel like you’re talking out of fear instead of what you want?”


“I don’t even
know what I want anymore,” I whisper.  Of course I want him, I just don’t want
the repercussions of us being together.  


“So, you’re
saying you don’t even want me anymore?”


“It’s never been
that I didn’t want you.  Since the moment we met, it’s been pretty obvious what
I want.”  Doesn’t he get it?  I know I haven’t given him anything to hope for,
but I wish he could be more patient.  I’m working towards getting a new job,
trying to get out of an uncontrollable situation.  For us.   


“Life’s too
short to not say what we’re feeling; my grandmother is a prime example of
that.  So, regardless of how pissed I am at you right now,” Alex sighs, “I love
you.  You know that, right?”  I close my eyes as the tears relentlessly cascade
down my cheeks.  I know he still loves me, what he doesn’t understand is that I
still love him.  


“I love you,
too,” I sigh, “But, I don’t want to hurt you.”  I clutch his bicep, fighting
the urge to say everything that I want to.  I want to tell him that in his arms
has been the first place I’ve felt safe in such an immeasurable length of
time.  I want to tell him that regardless of his past, it’s the future that I’m
terrified of.  


But I don’t,
because I can’t.


“You already
are,” he whispers in a strained voice.


“Then let me
go.”  I choke on the words as they leave my lips.  I don’t want him to let me
go.  I want to live in his kisses and die in his embrace.  So I let Alex hold
me, but eventually his arms loosen.  He places a kiss on the crown of my head
while his arms drop to his sides.   


I adjust my
dress and solemnly walk away from him once again.  I can’t look back.  If I do,
I don’t think I’ll be able to stay away.






CHAPTER
2


 


Friday, November 16, 2012


While I know
parking in “unchartered territory,” as Janice likes to call it, is probably not
the smartest move, I like it.  My unofficial-official assigned parking space is
tucked away between the second and third floor of the garage, away from lurking
V.P.’s and late night discussions between colleagues.


The problem with
my self-declared parking space is that the word rape zone is practically
painted in bold letters, the darkness threatening to take over the dimly lit
lights.  With my newly acquired single status, it might be a while before
someone notices if something were to happen to me.  Regardless, I still park
here and probably always will.  


Resigned to
letting my fate be all it can be, I check my makeup in the fold down mirror.  I
went minimal since I didn’t have a lot of time to get ready.  Not really giving
myself a chance to look how I know I should, I settled on putting my chocolate
brown hair back in a sleek ponytail, which goes well with my teardrop
earrings.  


I’m about to
grab my purse and head inside when I’m startled by my passenger door opening and
slamming shut.  If I hadn’t noticed the four inch blood red stiletto prying its
way into my car, I may have panicked.  Instead, I immediately know who it is
and blow out a frustrated breath.


“Good Morning,
Arianna,” I drone, rolling my eyes.  “To what do I owe this morning surprise?”


She flips down
the visor, rubbing her fingers at the corners of her mouth.  Not speaking until
she’s finished ogling herself, I get more annoyed by the second.  I don’t have
time for this shit.  I’m about to silence her attempts of disturbing my morning
by escaping the car when her head turns in my direction.  


“Were you
dropped as a child?” she pauses, staring at me as nonchalantly as if she just
asked me what I had for breakfast. 


I open and then
close my mouth, completely unsure of how to answer such a ridiculous question.


“I’d ask if your
mother did drugs, but I don’t recall her ever being a crack whore.”  Arianna
runs the tips of her pointy acrylic fingers along her calf as she assesses her
stockings.  She looks angelic in her stark white belted crepe dress, yet she
has a demon screaming inside of her to get out.  “No, no, that couldn’t be
it…you didn’t do drugs as a teenager, did you?  You always seemed so put
together, a boring child really, not someone who dabbled in narcotics.”


“What in the
hell are you talking about, Arianna?”  My voice is shaky.  I’m completely
blindsided by this conversation.


“Hmmm…let me
think.”  Her eyes look to the roof of the car as she purses her lips.  “God,
there are so many places to start; how about your inability to follow simple
directions.”  She continues to furrow her brows at me, her voice laced with
sarcasm.  “Do I have to write it down for you?  Are you that dense that I need
to draw a diagram?  Do you need me to include some clip art?  Bedazzle it a
bit?”


I fidget in my
seat as the conversation grows more and more uncomfortable.  “Obviously, you’re
going to have to draw me a picture because I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”  


“Fine.  Let me
paint you a little picture.  Imagine…my new Sales Executive hopping on a plane
to see her little boyfriend after she agreed to stay away from him.”  My mouth
drops as her words sink in.  She knows.  Oh. My. God, she knows.  “Not
to mention a little conversation you two had outside the hospital last night;
cuddling against each other in such a sweet embrace.”  She shifts in her seat
facing me, her back resting against the car door.  And then she snaps.  


“You were
supposed to stay away from him, Elyssa.  That was the deal.”  Her eyes darken as
she stares at me.  “How about the fact that you appear to be continuing this
ridiculous fucking joke of a relationship with a good for nothing…”


“Hold the fuck
up!” I interrupt her with a growl.  “If I recall, you were with him.  You
thought he was good enough to make him the V.P. of your Sales and Marketing
department.  Did you not?”  I fight the urge to clasp my hand over my mouth.  I
just went off on a tangent the moment she began insulting Alex.  She
practically said I was mentally handicapped and called my mother a crack whore
and I didn’t so much as flinch, but the instant she insults Alex I go all ape
shit on her, defending what’s mine.


Arianna feigns
in shock at my outburst before erupting in a fit of laughter.  Definitely
not the reaction I was expecting.  “You remind me of your mother. 
PATHETIC.  It’s a good thing they died when they did.  For them to see how you
turned out and the type of man you’ve chosen to be with; they would be
appalled.”


“Don’t talk
about them as if you knew anything about them,” I shriek, holding back the
tears that pool in my eyes.  I will not give her those.  Not today.  “You don’t
know anything about love, or how my parents were together.  And you damn sure
don’t know Alex.”


“You’re so
naïve.  I knew your parents…very well,” Arianna responds, tartly.  “So well, in
fact I was there the day they perished,” she chuckles.  She fucking chuckles. 
“Bet you didn’t know that, did you, my sweet naïve, Elyssa.”


I have no
words.  That can’t be right, why wouldn’t I have known this?  I need out of
this car, I need to talk to my sister.  If anyone knows what happened, it would
be her. 


“You’re just as
naïve when it comes to Alex as you are with your parents.  You know the man he
is now.  You have no idea the kind of man, no not man, boy he used to be. The
defiled things he’d do for a measly dollar.  He was good for one thing and one
thing only.”  Her face lights up with a devious smirk as she bites her bottom
lip. Her recollection of Alex causes a gag like reflex and I’m fighting the urge
to purge my breakfast all over her.  Fuck, I need out of this car.  


“I gave him the
confidence, I gave him the education, and I gave him the clothes, the car, and
the persona.  So when you look at him and fall head over heels in love like a
little school girl…recognize that you’re falling in love with the semblance of
a man I created.  And because I’ve given him all of that,” she snaps her
fingers, “I can take it all away.  It’s really just that easy.”


Enough!  She can
carry on and on about how she did everything for Alex, but let’s not kid
ourselves.  She did it for herself.  She’s just that selfish.  “I don’t know
what you want.  I’ve done everything you’ve asked; I broke up with him.  I did
everything against my better judgment.  So cut the crap, why are we here right
now?”  


“We’re here
because regardless of everything you’ve done, you’ve made it clear that you’re
not able to separate yourself.  I know your game Elyssa, whether you think I do
or not.  As soon as you thought the coast was clear, big bad aero phobic Elyssa
caught the first flight out.  Then the moment he comes back, you sneak off to
the hospital to what….console him in his time of need.  Pfft.”


“Have you
watched the news?  There was a hurricane that hit New York, Arianna!  You know,
the same New York where one of your top employees was located.  One would think
as an illustrious leader, you’d want to know if he was okay.” 
Her brow shoots up as my words reverberate against the windows.  I cool my
temper and try to rein in the urge to reach over and choke her with her own
belt.  


“Just because we
aren’t together, doesn’t mean that I don’t care about him.  I just…there was no
way…I just needed to know he was okay,” I struggle.  This isn’t something I
should have to explain to her.  She doesn’t deserve the right to know why I
went to New York.  Nor does she need to know why I was at the hospital.  But,
because I want the hell out of this car, I continue to placate her.  “And as
far as last night, I didn’t even know he was back.  Did you?”  She contemplates
my explanation.  I sit, trying to pacify my frayed nerves by calmly twirling my
ring around my finger trying to settle myself.  “Besides, as soon as I got
confirmation he was okay, I came home.  And if you saw us last night, you’d
know it wasn’t a lover’s reunion.”  


 “I didn’t want
to do this, but you’re forcing my hand.  It’s clear you love him more than I
initially thought.”  She searches her purse and pulls out her phone; her finger
brush over her screen until she finds what she was looking for.  “You see,
there is this little video I have of Alex.  Let’s just say he’s being
very…naughty,” she giggles.  “See here?  If you look close enough you can
actually see the moment he penetrates her.”  Did she just say penetrate? 
Don’t look at the screen, Ely…don’t look at the screen.


I can’t help it,
my eyes fall from her face to the phone turned in my direction.  The video
makes my stomach curl.  I can see a clear picture of Alex, naked, pushing into
a blonde whimpering with need.  And even though I’m one hundred percent positive
the man on the screen is Alex, the blonde is moaning a different name. 
“Oh…Calvin…”


I clutch my eyes
tightly and look away, hoping to subside the sobs fighting to break through. 
Arianna made her point.  The damage is done.  Irreversible.  I’ll forever be
haunted by the image of Alex with another woman.  Not only has she made her
point about Alex, she also verified the fact that she’s a sick and sadistic
bitch.  Seriously, why would she even have a video of him with another woman? 
And on her phone of all places. 


Questions scrape
the corner of my mind, itching for me to ask, but not wanting to know the
answers.  How old is the video?  Who is the woman?  Was this before me?


Once she
realizes I’m no longer watching she brings the phone closer and stops the moan
echoing from the speakerphone.


“How do you
think it would make Alex look if that video was released?  Even better, how do
you think the woman’s husband would react?”  A knot builds in my throat.  This
isn’t going to be good.  I knew I didn’t want to know the answers. 
“Considering he’s a prominent politician, I can see the headlines now.  God,
could you imagine the hell her husband would go through, and in return the hell
he would put Alex through?  Oh, and of course, it wouldn’t be good publicity for
SHI.  I would have to terminate him immediately.  Not to mention the fact that
his reputation would be ruined.  He’d be lucky to get the opportunity to ask, do
you want fries with that, at the local McDonalds after the senator was
through with him.”


I go to speak
and realize with utter astonishment that she isn’t done.  Damn it, I need to
get out of this car.  If I didn’t think she would make some sort of spectacle
outside of the car, I would leave.  


“What about his
poor grandmother?  All loony, she’d probably have to go into a state home. 
You’d be terrified to hear about some of the stories of what happens to women
in those types of facilities.  This story would not only damn the rest of her
days here on Earth, but you’d break her heart once she found out about his
past.  Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.  What a shame.”  She smiles a crooked smile while she
runs her fingers across her cleavage, stopping to rub the bronze pendant on her
necklace.


“Then again, he
could always return back to his roots.  I’m sure his stamina is as strong as I
remember.  Am I right?”  Arianna’s five seconds away from nudging me with her
elbow and trying to share sexual details.  You can practically see the hormones
radiating off of her at the mere memory of being with Alex.


I cover my face
with my hands hoping to shut out some of the pain being served on a silver
platter.  “I already told you I’m not with him.  What more do you want of me?”
I mumble through my hands.


“I need you to
hold up your end of the bargain!” she erupts, slamming her hands against my
dashboard as she inches closer to me.  “I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re
forcing my hand.  I even went out of my way and brought a perfectly good
replacement for you to fuck and get over your little infatuation with Alex.”


Oliver.  


I’m so desperate
for this conversation to end and cringe knowing the only way it will is if I
molify the beast.  And just like he’s been the glue that’s held me together,
I’m about to use him some more.  He’s my hail-Mary, my only option to get out
of this situation.  “I’ve already started spending time with Oliver,” I admit
in defeat.


Arianna pauses
her rant and a Cheshire cat like smile spreads across her lips, causing my
teeth to grind.  She clasps her hands together in excitement.  “That is
incredible!  I knew you two would hit it off.  Of course, I’m not surprised at
my matchmaking skills!  Plus I heard he’s a stallion in the sack.”  I
really don’t want to stretch the truth any further about Oliver and I really
don’t want to talk about sex with Arianna.  


This has gone
too far.


This
conversation feels like a carnival ride.  Up and down, round and round; one
minute consumed with hatred and spouting off threats, the next relaying words
of hope as if she is Mother Freaking Theresa.  I don’t think my stomach can handle
any more of this ride.  “I really should be getting in.  I don’t want to be
late,” I mutter glumly, avoiding eye contact with her.


She nods
enthusiastically and opens the door and steps out.  “Oh, and Elyssa…”  She pops
her head back inside.  Turning, I look at her with an indifferent stare.  “I’ll
be watching you.”  I shiver.  Her final words hit me like a ton of bricks and I
grab my chest as she slams my door shut.


My nerves are
shot as I rest my forehead against the steering wheel.  I can’t seem to win. 
Even when I’m fighting against my own desires, I still end up on the losing
end.  I’m even more absolute in my decision to push Alex away.  


Note to self: Find a new parking
space.  


~~~~~


“Ely?  Hey, are
you okay?”  Janice’s sweet voice stirs me from my pity party.  Wiping away my
tears, I sit upright and plaster the fakest smile possible as I push away from
my keyboard.


“Just having a
rough day.  What’s up?”  Rough day is putting it gently.  I’m screwed.  I
realized that the second Arianna left my car, clutching my chest as if I was
having a heart attack.  


She bites her
cheek as she looks down at her shoes.  “I was going to give you a guilt trip,
but I can see this is probably not a good time.”  


“Guilt trip
about what?”  I look at her with confusion.


“I miss my
friend.”  Janice glares in the opposite direction.  “With your lunches occupied
by Oliver and your evenings filled by Arianna, I haven’t seen much of you.” 
Following her eyes, I see a casually dressed Oliver buried deep in his computer
screen, biting the end of his pen.  I smile.


“I’m sorry,
Janice.  Things have been off lately.”  I’ve been off lately.  


“I know it
hasn’t been easy since he left, but you need to kick this funk you’ve
been in.”


“I know, I
know.  I’m trying.”  And, really I am.  Maybe not the way I should be, but hey,
I’m at work, aren’t I.  Give me some credit; at least I’m trying to function. 
But, she’s right.  And I do miss her and her positive nature.  “How about we
have lunch today?”


The moment the
words escape my lips, Janice beams with excitement.  “Really?” her singsong
voice rises to the highest octave possible.  “I’ve wanted to talk to you about
Kevin and…”  When she starts her happy ramblings, my brain officially checks
out.  I love her, I really do, but I’m broken and can’t bear her sappy words. 
I nod and smile. 


“Hey Ely Bean,
we on for lunch?”  Oliver’s deep voice breaks Janice’s sputter of words as he
leans over my cubicle wall.  We both look at him, Janice scowling while I
smile.  He’s adorable with his light green eyes always showing his playfulness.
It’s hard to imagine the stallion Arianna described.  Not to say that he’s
lacking in that department, but then again, it’s just hearsay.  I think. 


“We were
just discussing lunch,” Janice chimes in.


Just as I’m
about to cut the awkward building tension, I feel the hair on the back of my
neck rise.  “Where are we going for lunch?” Autumn pounces.  She’s been lurking
around Oliver enough the past few weeks, but hasn’t so much as peeped her toe
near me.  Can’t say she isn’t smart.  I’ve put off a “don’t talk to me today”
vibe for some time now.  From what Oliver tells me, she’s just as relentless as
he is.  I’m sure he shared this information in an effort to get a rise out of
me; unfortunately for him, my jealous trigger involves Alex.  Not Autumn.    


Oliver leans
over as he bites his bottom lip; his eyes moving from me to Janice, then to
Autumn, and back.  “Right…so, where are we going?”  


Moving her index
finger between the two of us, Janice shows her feisty side, the one she doesn’t
show too often.  “WE are going out to eat.  Sorry Autumn, can we do it another
day?  Elyssa and I need to discuss some personal things.”  Autumn shrugs and
backs away, but not before appreciating Oliver from the back, not really leaving
the group.


Oliver opens his
mouth to plead his case with Janice, but looks at me with pleading eyes.  “Oh
come on, Janice.  Can’t I tag along?  I promise to be on my best behavior.” 
Oliver stands back with a pout.  I giggle at his ridiculous attempt to win
Janice over and at his obvious attempt to ignore Autumn as she stands, batting
her long fake lashes at him.


“You know she
has a boyfriend, right?  You think he would be happy about you making googly
eyes at her all the time.”  My eyes widen at Janice’s forwardness.  Of course
she knows about my relationship with Alex; however, she’s not quite up to date
with the events that have transpired since he left.  She knows nothing about
how I’ve ignored his phone calls and texts or about my impromptu trip to New
York.  Dang.  I really have been neglecting our friendship.  The heaviness in
my heart right now is probably the first sign that I should confide in her,
even if it’s just little bit.  


To prove a
point, Oliver leans towards us with a sly smile, “I guess you’ve been out of
the loop, Janice.  Ely’s…well, she’s not with him anymore.  So no one should be
upset about my googly eyes.”  Oliver stands confidently, straightening his tie
and brushing off imaginary lint from the lapel of his jacket.  He looks handsome
in his business digs, but they don’t suit him.  He’s like a monkey in a suit; I
fight the urge to throw a pair of jeans and a t-shirt at him daily.   


Janice’s mouth
drops in shock as she quickly turns her head in my direction.  I can see it in
the way she’s looking at me, the full weight of what Oliver just spewed. 
Janice puts two and two together and correlates my moods from the past few
weeks with my recent relationship status change.  


“WE are
definitely having lunch alone today.”  Janice glowers before huffing in
Oliver’s direction as she strides back to her desk.  


Normally
Oliver’s smugness wouldn’t bother me, but right now I want to slap the smile
right off his face.  It’s irritating as I catch him watching Janice walk away. 
He really had no right to talk about my personal business.  “She doesn’t like
me very much, does she?”  


“She’s just
being my friend and looking out for me.  And, if you were doing the same, you
would’ve kept your mouth shut.”  Turning back to my computer I try to avoid any
further conversations with him.


 “Well, she
might not care for me, but I can see she’s a fan of your ex.”  I turn my head
in disbelief that he hasn’t walked away, and watch his mouth straighten into a
thin line as he glances in Janice’s direction.  “But it doesn’t matter anymore,
right?”  Oliver sighs in exasperation and pushes away from my cubicle wall.


~~~~~


I miss you.


Three
uncomplicated words.  Three words which cause an ache so deep inside me I feel
like I’m having a heart attack.  The last thing I expected to see adhered to my
front door is a bright yellow Post-It note; let alone those seemingly three
simple words written in Alex’s impeccable writing.  


Today has been a
disaster.  After getting nothing accomplished during my lunchtime talk with Janice,
and trying to work through my dull afternoon, I was just starting to think I
couldn’t feel any worse.  But now?  Now, I’m gutted.  I used to be a breathing,
tangible human being.  But with seemingly simple words like I miss you, I’m a
hollow shell of what I once was.  He misses me…even after everything I’ve done
to him, he misses me.


While I twirl my
phone over and over again in my hand, I fight the urge to call him.  I know I’m
doing the right thing by not, but that doesn’t mean I can’t pretend to talk to
him while staring at his pictures in my phone.  I removed the picture of us in
San Diego as my screensaver, but I can’t bring myself to delete it completely. 
Its times like these when I need a reminder, a reminder of happier times.  


Without words, I
stare at his dimply smile; the smile that makes this all worth it.  So, for now
I continue to fight the urge to call him because I know it would end badly. 
I’d end up pushing him away again after saying something awkward and completely
contradictory.  He has enough to worry about without having to deal with my
inconsistencies.  


I walk to my
cold, empty bed.  I curl into a ball and soak in my sadness as I clutch my
yellow post it to my chest.  I miss you too, Alex.  More than you’ll ever
know.


 


Saturday, November 17, 2012


The shrill ring
of my cell phone is not how I wanted to wake up on my Saturday morning. 
I’d finally fallen asleep somewhere between midnight and four a.m., not really
keeping tabs on the time in between the tears and tossing and turning.  With a
groan, knowing that I haven’t had nearly enough sleep, I am seriously irritated
when I see that it’s only six.  But with the thought that something might be
wrong, I peek over at my phone and nearly have a panic attack when I see a
picture of Bryan flash across my screen.


“Bryan…is
everything okay?  Is Rachel okay?”  Answering the phone in a panic, it takes a
minute before my breath finally catches up to me.


“Calm down spaz,
everything’s fine.  But, you do need to wake the hell up.  I’ll be there in
twenty, so rise and shine, E.”


What the…  “Where in the
world would we go at six in the morning, Bryan?  I’m sleeping, so unless
someone’s dying, don’t you dare come over here.”  Rolling over, I pull my
covers over my head.  


“If you aren’t
dressed and ready to go by the time I get there, I will drag your ass
out of bed.”  


“Bry-yan…”  My
last whining plead is discarded with the sound of nothingness when the line
disconnects.  I lie in bed contemplating, trying to argue and stomp my feet,
but realize how useless that would be.  Bryan would end up throwing me over his
shoulder, kicking and screaming if he had to.  But then it hits me.  Maybe he
needs my help with Rachel?  Maybe something is wrong.  No…he would have told
me.  Either way, those powerful thoughts are enough to kick my ass in gear. 
I’d do anything for my sister.  Even deal with her relentless other half.


Still, it is six
in the morning, so as much as I would love to jump out of bed and be all perky,
I am me and clearly still not a morning person.  I don’t do perky.  Instead, I
pace myself and hesitantly get out of bed and head toward the bathroom to wash
my face and brush my teeth.  After pulling my hair into a messy ponytail, I
dress in some faded blue jeans and plain blue t-shirt.  


By the time
Bryan arrives, entering through my door with a key I didn’t know he had (thanks
Rach), I’m in the process of putting on my socks and shoes.  His tall bulky
frame casually stands in my doorway wearing a pair of baggy jeans and a graphic
t-shirt.  


“Thank God
you’re out of bed.  I really didn’t wanna drag you, but I was ready for the
fight.”  And just to prove his point, his stance widens, arms pulled up close
to his chest.  Of course that doesn’t last long before he’s doubled over in a
laughing fit, his auburn hair draped over to cover his face, hiding both of his
reddened cheeks.  “Ready to go?”


“Where exactly
are we going?  Is Rach here?”


Grabbing me by
the elbow, he drags me to the front door.  “Nope, it’s just the two of us, lil
sis.  Come on.”  


“Can we at least
stop for coffee on our way to wherever it is you’re dragging me to?”


“You won’t need
coffee.  The adrenaline will be enough to wake your ass up!”  


Oh shit. 
Adrenaline?  Suddenly
nervous, I ask, “What are we doing, Bryan?”


“The boys wanted
to go paintballing.  Considering how moody you’ve been lately, I thought it
might do you some good.”  


You’ve got to be
joking.  Paintball?  In what world would he think I would like
paintballing?


Note to self: Get my key back
from my sister.


~~~~~


Apparently there’s
a giant warehouse on the south end of town where all of the paintball junkies
frequent.  I’m quietly listening to Bryan inform me that “Plastered” is where
he and his buddies go for their paintball excursions.  Tuning him in and out as
I stare out the window, I caught the tail end of how the business does quite
well for itself and attracts enthusiasts from the neighboring states, mostly
Utah and California.  Personally, I’ve never understood the appeal.  I’ve seen
the welts and bruises on Bryan’s thighs and arms and if he thinks I’m willingly
getting involved, he has another thing coming.


Pulling up in
front of the almost empty dirt parking lot, a large black Expedition pulls up
next to us.  As if on cue, all four doors open and four guys come bounding from
the open doors.  They’re all in their late twenties, early thirties, and they
look just as excited as Bryan does.  Oh, and did I mention they are all
freaking hot.  Shit.  If I knew we’d be hanging with his extremely
attractive friends, I may have put a little more effort this morning.  Thanks
for the heads up, big bro.


I try to smooth
my messy ponytail as Bryan puts his hand on my shoulder.  “E, these are the
guys.”  Starting at the left, he points as he speaks “Sam, Josh, Travis, and
Travis’ younger brother Trevor.”  I give a small smile and a wave as all four
men stand staring at me.  “Guys, this is Rachel’s sister, E.”  Giving a knowing
glance over to Bryan and then back to me, I feel like I’m missing insider
information.  If I’m not mistaken, there was somewhat of a sympathetic look in
their eyes.  I feel like I’m the main attraction, like I’m supposed to perform
a trick.  It’s not an uncomfortable feeling, more so that they know more about
me than I do about them.  Great…


Sam is shorter
than the other three and must be the oldest of the group.  He’s stocky with
dark hair and his morning stubble is prominent against his olive skin.  Josh is
the same height as Bryan, 6’2’’, but much smaller in size.  Although lanky, his
lean muscles are obvious through his tight shirt and I’m immediately drawn to
the tattoos peaking out of his sleeve.  His spiky blonde hair and light blue
eyes match his light skin tone and blindingly white smile.  


Travis and
Trevor have similar features.  Although Trevor looks to be the youngest, he’s
bulkier than his brother and about an inch taller.  Both men have dark brown
hair; Travis has longer hair which is tied at the nape of his neck.  I’ve never
liked long hair on guys, but Travis definitely pulls it off.  It might help that
he’s built like a tank and dresses well.  Even in fitted boot cut jeans and a
tank top, he’s casual yet deliciously hot. 


Trevor shows his
younger side with a short faux hawk and both of his ears are pierced.  His
flawless white teeth are the first thing I notice when he smiles as my eyes
meet his.  Trevor is the only one wearing a long sleeved shirt and cargo pants,
and considering the chill in the morning air, I’m going to venture he’s the
smartest.  But, I’m definitely not going to clue him in to my observation.  He
seems to have enough cockiness to last a lifetime.   


With no signs of
shyness, Trevor attaches himself to my side and puts his arm around my
shoulders.  “Fresh meat.  The guys inside are going to have a field day with
you.  But, don’t worry your pretty little head off, I’ll protect you.”  Like I
said, enough to last a lifetime.


Pulling me out
of Trevor’s muscular arms, Travis drags me to stand between him and Bryan. 
“You can’t protect yourself, let alone E, dickhead.  Let the men worry about
her.  The rest of you, just try not to let them light your asses up this time.”


Punching his
brother in the arm, Trevor attempts to defend himself, “Hey, I was sick last
time and we still won.”  There’s definite sibling rivalry, but underneath their
brass exterior, you can’t miss the love while they chastise each other.  It’s a
nice and relaxing feeling to be around the brothers.  Having an older sister, I
didn’t have enough time to develop that competitiveness.    She was my sister
for what felt like moments before she was my mom; therefore our relationship
will never be as easy as these two.  But, I’m not complaining.  Our
relationship is rewarding in its own respect.


Laughing and
oddly quiet, Sam and Josh follow closely behind us as we head inside, almost
like I’m being shielded.  Entering the building, we immediately walk up thirty
steps or so.  When we do, I’m caught by the sheer size of this place.  It’s
huge and being this high up, we’re able to see the different obstacle courses
spread across the vast space splattered in an array of different colors.  Not
gonna lie.  It’s intimidating.  With that thought, I cling to Bryan’s elbow. 
Obviously, he thinks it’s funny because all I can feel is his shoulder bouncing
up and down.


“Hey, it’ll be
alright, E.  This is exactly what you need.”  What’s the phrase?  I
need this like I need a bullet to the head?  Yep, that works.


“I need welts
and bruises?”


“No, you need to
lighten up.  Get your mind off things.”  Hugging me to his side, Bryan pulls me
to the prep area and helps me with my gear.  Even though I’m still not sure,
I’m thankful Bryan had the wherewithal to bring extra supplies for me.  Having
no idea we were even coming here, the thick jacket that’s probably Rachel’s,
along with goggles and all the extra equipment, was surely his plan to give me
no excuse not to play.


“A girl
ain’t gonna help you win.”  The mocking voice startles me and I look up through
my lashes.  We aren’t alone.  Bryan stands as Sam, Josh, Travis, and Trevor
follow and come to stand in front of me.  Again?  What’s with the shielding?! 
I only get a glimpse of the mocking man’s taut shoulders, dark green eyes and
slicked back hair.  If he wasn’t so attractive, I might be scared of his
menacing stare.  Is it a prerequisite to be a man-sicle if you want to
paintball?


Pushing past the
blockade of muscle, Bryan teases back.  “She’s our secret weapon.  You guys
won’t know what hit you.”  With a smirk, the sinful guy tries to eye me, but
Bryan bobs and weaves in his way.  Secret weapon?  Ha!  If he even knew. 
This little charade would be comical if I wasn’t scared shitless.


Trevor stays
behind Bryan, talking to the guy over Bryan’s shoulder.  “I suggest you stop
trying to eye fuck her, asshole.”  I choke on my spit holding back a giggle.


Puckering his
lips, the guy blows a kiss in my direction as I cower behind my first line of
defense.  “See you out there, sweetheart,” he sing-songs in a seductive voice
and walks away.


“What a fucking
prick,” Trevor’s voice breaks the tension as the guys all chuckle in unison. 
“You okay, E?”


I nod, letting
Bryan tighten my elbow pads and then hand me my helmet.  My nervous stomach
flips as the boys lead me to the arena.  No words are exchanged.  I can only
see the tightening of muscles and the tensing of jaw lines.  It appears that
Bryan and his buddies don’t like their adversaries very much, which after my
first impression, I can understand why.  


“Keep your head
down.  Try not to get shot.  Only shoot at the other team.  Remember, don’t.
shoot. our. team.  Okay?”  He continues to ramble about the ins and outs of
paintball, and I can no longer concentrate.  Because just when I think he’s
done babbling, he goes and pushes me into oblivion.  “I know about you and
Alex.”  My mouth drops.  And then, like he didn’t mention anything, he
continues his speech about the game.  “I’m a guy.  Guys get their minds off
their personal problems by causing pain and kicking the crap out of other
people.  What a better way than paintball?”


“Bryan…”  


“Lock em’ and
load em,” Trevor’s excited yell shatters the screaming in my head before I can
continue my conversation with Bryan.  ‘I know about you and Alex.’  What the
hell?  How does he know anything?  I’m going to strangle my sister. 


I have about two
point five seconds to wallow in my embarrassment before the bullhorn sounds,
starting the match.  I’m frozen, but the second a red fiery looking ball comes
flying past my cheek, I instinctually run for cover.  With my back pressed
against the wall I start to crawl along the floor, hoping to avoid fire while
these ridiculous boys battle it out.  


I don’t want to
play this game.  Why did Brian even think this would be fun? Why did he think
this would help my pity party?  And how the hell does he know anything about me
and Alex? 


Suddenly, one of
the opponents tumbles from around the corner as I hear Travis yelling
profanities from the other side of the wall.  In a moment of panic, I squeeze
the trigger several times, bright pink splatters dart across his chest as he
grunts in defeat.  


“FUCK!  I got
taken out by a fucking girl?!”  He picks himself off the floor and walks away
with his head in his hands.  Sucker.


A rush of
adrenaline hits me.  I feel powerful.  With heartache pushed to the backburner,
I scramble to get my head in the game.  Right here, right now, nothing else
matters except the knowledge that my teammates need me.  There is a lot in my
life that I have no control over, but in this moment, in this game, I can
control the outcome.  I can rise above the fear and come out victorious.  I may
not be able to win at life, but I can win at this.


~~~~~


I’m sweaty and
bruised by the time the matches are over, but it was the best hour I’ve had in
weeks.  The first time since my visit to New York that I’ve felt alive. 
Running around, laughing and scared, brought me back to life.  Made me realize
I haven’t stopped breathing.


Regardless of
the emptiness and fear I feel on a daily basis, this rough, mindless game gave
me something back; a reminder that my life isn’t over.  I’ve loved, loved with
all of my heart and in the end, love wasn’t enough, but at least I’ve had that
once in a lifetime love.  Most people don’t get to say the same.  And even
after all the turmoil, my heart still beats.  From afar, I have the chance to
love Alex.  I have control over guaranteeing his and Nana’s safety and today,
this was a reminder that I made that choice, not for me, but for them.  A
choice that I have to live with, but, it’s my choice.


Bumping my
shoulder, Bryan’s wide grin initiates my smile.  He knew what I needed; somehow
he knew that this ridiculous game would bring me out of my funk.  I have to
thank him.  But first, I have to find out, “Bryan, what did you mean that you
know about me and Alex?”


Watching him
with curious eyes, I have to catch myself from bouncing in my seat waiting to
find out what he knows.  I know he’s searching my eyes, to make sure of what,
I’m not sure.  Maybe it’s to make sure my heart can handle any sort of
knowledge about Alex without losing myself.  I don’t know.  But, whatever he
saw, he must know I’m ok.  Or, at least that I’m not going to go all crazy on
his ass in public.  Because after what felt like hours, but in reality was only
a few seconds, he decides to answer me.  


“He called me
last night and I met up with him for a drink.  I know that if he’s taking it
this hard, you must…well, I figured you might need something to get your mind
off of things.”


Bryan saw Alex. 
Bryan was with Alex.  My Alex.  I’m tempted to ask him about their
conversation, but what could he tell me that I don’t already know.  And
unfortunately, I know more than both of them.  So, there’s really only one
thing I have to ask.  “Is he okay?”


“I’d be lying if
I said that I haven’t seen him better.  He loves you…you know that right?”  I
nod and look away.  “Is it this new guy you’ve been seeing?”


Whipping my head
to face Bryan, I glare at him for even mentioning such a ridiculous notion. 
“Bryan…I love him.  It’s not because of another guy; it’s just not our time. 
Did Alex say that I’m seeing someone else?”


Bryan avoids my
question, but thankfully understands me enough that he knows I won’t elaborate
any further.  But, instead of completely dropping it like I assumed he would,
he adds his own two cents.  “Elyssa, this isn’t the end for you guys.  I think
you’ll find your way back to one another.  Maybe not now, but eventually you
will.”


Nudging him, I
lean my head on his shoulder and sigh.  “Since when did you get all
sentimental?”


“Since your
sister came into my life.”  I smile up at him as we watch the guys remove their
gear and mock the other team.  


With a knowing
smirk, Trevor approaches.  “You guys want to grab something to eat?”  


“Absolutely,” I
answer before Bryan even has a chance to think of a response.  It’s been long
enough that I’ve wallowed in my pain.  I’m done with the pouting and I’m ready
to see the other side of my life story.  






CHAPTER
3


 


Monday, November 19, 2012


*Love is in the
air.  I can feel it.  He’s baaack.*


Irritatingly
optimistic, while a great quality in a friend, a horrible facet when trying to
get over said love.  But, instead of reading Janice’s text and scampering for
the hills, I’m like a meerkat popping my head above my cubicle wall for a
glimpse of Alex.  A complete glutton for punishment, I know.  


Up until now, my
sad attempts have been futile, only seeing him from afar.  But, just as I was
about to give up my bobbing and weaving, because frankly I was getting a little
sick, my luck changed.  When I got up to grab a fax, I caught the very
exquisite, very toned, backside of Alex as he walked toward the conference
room.  Unfortunately, as fast as my temperature rose to the nth degree, the immediate
pang of disappointment zapped me back to reality when I realized he had every
opportunity to turn towards me, and didn’t.  


Not that I can
blame him, not after our last exchange.  In fact, I should be the one ignoring
him after how he reacted at my presence.  Yah right, like I could ignore
him.


Before Alex came
back, I had become a robot; the same mindless routine day in and day out.  It’s
mindboggling how much your body becomes accustomed to the dull ache pining away
in your chest.  My senses were numb to everything.  But now, now I don’t know
how I lived without him.  With only the slight possibility of being able to see
him, to be in the same room, the same situations as him, it stirs excitement
and anxiety in one big ball of emotion.  It’s as if my body and mind are at war
with one another, such conflict raging inside of me is exhausting.  


I’ve felt the
suffocation of missing him every moment of every day since his departure.  And
even though it’s only been a few days, I’m already basking in the deep breaths
of assurance knowing he’s near.  His gravitational pull is so immensely strong;
Alex has become as essential to me as breathing.  


And near he is. 
Finally.  Dressed in a simple black suit with matching skinny tie, my breath
hitches when I see him out of the corner of my eye.  His thick, tousled silky
brown hair is longer, ultimately causing my fingers to ache.  With a devilishly
sexy smirk, Alex stalks in my direction.  I turn in my chair, trying
desperately to focus on my keyboard, hands shaking as I stare at the black
keys.  With one look, one spark, he controls the constant aching in my core,
something which has been dormant since he left.  Further detailing that he owns
my body.  My heart.  My soul.  


I know he’s
close, so close I can feel my body tremble for him.  I’ve been patiently waiting
in anticipation all morning, and now that he’s near I want nothing more than to
swivel my chair and face him, to stand up to him, to make him believe he has no
affect on me.  But instead, I crumble when he whispers, “Elyssa.”  My eyes
flutter, and when I finally take the chance to turn to face him, I’m floored. 
His pouty lips perk up in a dimpled grin, body language completely at ease. 
The opposite of how I left him on Thursday night.  


“Hi,” I whisper
in doubt.  If I can hear the quivering in my voice through the simple greeting,
I know he can as well.


A hint of nerves
stretch across his body, showing off his tense muscles hidden underneath his
tailored suit as he crosses his arms.  His jaw line taut, “I need a favor.” 
His begging tone in combination with his puppy dog eyes makes ‘yes’ an
inevitable answer.


“Sure…anything.” 
I would do anything for him.  Well, anything within my power.


Watching me
closely, waiting in anticipation, his scorching eyes burn into me, testing my
weakness for him.  “I need you to stay late and help me catch up.”  


And there it
is.  If I didn’t know he was my weakness before, I do now.  I should say no. 
No one in my position should say yes.  It will lead to expectations and drama
we both need to stay clear of.  But, the woman in me, the one that wants to
take care of him for eternity, knows what his past week has cost him.  His work
load must be absolutely crazy after the week away taking care of Nana.


I also know this
is a disaster waiting to happen; a never wavering slow moving truck, headed
right in my direction.  I shake my head clear of all this nonsense.  Of course
I can do this.  I can help him and retain some sort of self control over my
raging hormones.  I can be selfless through this difficult time without
crossing the lines that I, no we, have a tendency to blur.


But, I at least
need to give him one more chance to back out knowing what a colossal fuck up
this might turn into.  “Alex, are you sure you want me…”


“Yes, I want
you…” his voice trails off as I close my eyes.  I want you too, Alex.  “I
need you…”  Shaking his head he looks down at the ground with a grin.  It seems
no matter what words he uses, the underlining meaning is always there.


Make the pain go
away; make the hurt stop.  Please…  “Ok…I’ll help,” I whisper, fidgeting
with my fingers.


“Thanks.  Meet
me in my office at five.”  His office?!  Shit!  


~~~~~


Frozen where I
stand, I take in the sight of him.  Door left open, he isn’t aware I’ve reached
his office.  And I thank the lucky stars he hasn’t.  His suit jacket is slung
over the back of his black leather office chair, no longer sporting his slim
black tie.  Instead, he looks comfortable with the two top buttons of his dress
shirt undone, sleeves rolled up to his elbows.  


When his eyes
drift open to meet mine, my body melts while I attempt to tame the cowering
beast inside.  Although anxious, I shake it off with a small nervous wave as I
approach his desk.  You can do this, Ely.


The ache between
my legs grows as I inch closer and fight the desperate urge to reach out and
wrap my arms around him.  These dangerous thoughts force me to delve into the
last time we were together.  New York.  New York was incredible, impulsive, and
nothing short of amazing.  I can still feel his lips brushing aggressively
against my skin, his hands urgently running across the length of my body.  I
can feel it as if it were yesterday…


“God,
I’ve missed you,” his voice quivers as his mouth runs along the curve of my
neck.  “I’ve thought of you every second since I left.”


“Shhh…Alex…don’t
speak.  Just kiss me.”  I grip the back of his head, forcing his lips to mine. 
I relish this moment of perfection knowing it’s only for tonight.  


Seeing
Alex in the lobby of the hotel was a blessing and a curse.  No words exchanged,
just a look.  One look was all it took and the moment our eyes met the weeks of
isolation and avoidance vanished.  Time spent with Oliver were a distant memory
and all I wanted was him.  The electricity between us unquestionable, my legs
moved before my mind could catch up.  And by that time I was already in Alex’s
arms.  I don’t even remember how we got to his room, but the moment we were
behind closed doors our reunion turned pornographic.


Lifting
me, Alex pins me against the wall, hands traveling up my thighs pushing up my
skirt, fingers digging painfully into the skin of my ass.  A moan escapes my
lips before taking his mouth, sucking on his bottom lip, teasing his tongue
with mine.  With a deep growl, Alex brushes his fingers against my aching core
before ripping my panties, discarding them to the floor.


His
fingers find my wet core and my body immediately begins to tremble when they
glide along my folds.  After weeks without him, my body reacts to his absence
by grinding against his strong hand.  


“Alex…”
I moan, running my tongue along the stubble of his chin.


“I
fucking love you…” he growls as his nails dig deeper into my skin.


My
heart swells with emotion at his simple words.  I bite my bottom lip while Alex
focuses on my breasts.  Pulling down the neck of my blouse he pushes down the
top of my bra, exposing my nipple.  He takes it into his mouth, sucking
aggressively, moaning against my flushed skin.  


“Say
it.  Even if you have to lie to me…say it.”


Closing
my eyes, I tip my head back breathing in his musky scent and feel the rising
pleasure with each lap of Alex’s hot tongue against my sensitive skin.  “What
Alex…I’ll say anything just please, please don’t stop…”


Lifting
his head from my rising chest, I sigh in disappointment from the lost warmth of
his mouth.  As I look into his eyes I see the torture of the past couple of
weeks reflected back at me.    I’ve hurt him, I’m hurting him now, but I can’t
stop.  This feels right.  Leaning in, Alex softly kisses my lips before resting
his forehead against mine.  So tender my heart splinters.  “Tell me you still
love me.  I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but I need to hear it.”


“Hey…” 
I reach up grasping the sides of his face forcing him to look at me.  “It’s not
a lie.  I don’t have to lie.  I do love you.  I know it seems like…” my voice
trails off as Alex interrupts me, his mouth crashing down on mine.


“That’s
all I wanted to hear.  I don’t care about anything else.”  Alex pushes himself
against me as we both eagerly undo his belt.  Lifting my legs, I dig the heels
of my feet against his jeans, pushing down his pants, bringing his boxers along
with them.  Within seconds he’s deep inside me and all the stress from the past
few weeks have completely vanished.  


I
love him and I’ll live in this for as long as I can.  


“Elyssa?”  With
my thoughts in the past, Alex’s voice is white noise against my memories.  “Come
back to me.”  He pleads.


I shake the
lingering thoughts out of my head and focus back on him.  “I’m sorry what were
you saying?”


“You were out of
it for a second there.  Is something wrong?”  Alex’s face is a mixture of
concern and curiosity.


“Uh…umm…no…nothing,”
I stammer, hoping beyond hope that Alex doesn’t catch the flush I know is
spreading across my cheeks.  I inch closer to his desk.  Focus!  “So,
I’m here.  What do you need me to do?”  I bounce on my heels, my nerves once
again, taking over.


“Well, first I
need you to relax.  It’s just me.”  Standing, Alex strides towards me and grabs
my purse and sweater, placing them on the shelf next to him.  “Do you want some
water?”


I shake my
head.  I need more than water to deal with the onslaught of emotions.  Being
with him in his personal space, a place where I’ve never been before has truly
confounded me.  It shouldn’t be that big of a deal, but considering our
pervious intimate relationship, it’s odd that I’ve never been here.  I would
like to say his office is true to who he is, but other than the dark mahogany
furniture looking well taken care of, his overly large desk with matching
bookshelf could have been in any other office and I wouldn’t have known it was
his. 


The only item
that makes it his own is a silver picture frame situated on his desk.  It
catches my eye because it’s the same photo from Nana’s room.  I pick up the
aged photo and stare into the eyes of a young Alex standing next to his
beautiful grandmother at his college graduation.  Tears prick my eyes
remembering one of the last times I spent with her in her home.  I made so many
promises to her.  I place the picture frame down and sigh.  So many promises.


“Hey, are you
sure you’re okay?” Alex tilts his head, moving toward me.


“Oh yah, sorry…just
thinking.  How is she?”  I tilt my chin towards the picture of Nana beaming up
at Alex while he captures her around the waist.


“She’s
improving.  They don’t have her sedated anymore.”  I nod with understanding.  


How hard must
this be for him to not only to be back at work, but now having to stay late
with me to catch up?  It must be torturous not being able to be with her.  “Hey
listen…I know this is hard for you…if you just want to send me whatever files
you need me to work, I can go back to my desk and send them to you when I’m
done.”


“You’re just
dying to get away from me.”  The ache in his voice is physically painful to
hear.  I’ve always seen him as such a strong and confident man, but I’ve broken
him.  Me.  I did that.  I made him doubt his self worth.  I made him feel
unwanted.  “No, Alex, I’m not.  To be this close to you...” I shake my head.  I
won’t finish that sentence.  “I’m only trying to make this easier.


Without another
word, Alex nods in agreement.  Coming closer, he hands me a stack of documents
to review for approval.  At the same time, he pulls a seat out for me, not
giving me a chance to leave.


Hours later I’m
finally done.  Needing the feel of a good stretch, I rub my eyes and push out
my chair.  I lift my hands above my head and instantly feel a cool breeze
against my bare midriff as my blouse rides up.  I knew I made a mistake.  I
hurry to pull it down, but blush when I notice Alex lifting his eyes from his
computer, taking in my bare skin.  A rush of heat sweeps across my body as I
swallow past the nervous lump growing in my throat.  His eyes remain focused;
his blue irises burning into me as I anxiously fidget with the hem of my shirt.


“What were you
thinking about earlier?”  His question surprises me, making my head snap up.


“When?”  I try
to remain casual, knowing exactly what he’s talking about.  


A sly smirk
spreads across his beautiful lips, his eyes lighting up with fervor.  “When you
came into my office earlier; you had that look in your eyes.”  


“A look in my
eyes?”  I can’t fight the playful grin that spreads across my lips.  This is
dangerous, Ely. 


Alex rises from
his seat and saunters around his desk, sitting on the edge staring at me as he
crosses his legs at his ankles.  “The same look you had in your eyes when you saw
me at the hotel in New York.”  


Heart and mind. 
Raging.  Do I lie to him or tell him every ounce of truth that’s waiting to
spill from my lips?  What is there to say?  Alex, I love you, but your crazy
ex-girlfriend slash madam will ruin your life if we stay together.  Yah,
that will work wonders for our situation.  But, then again, maybe Alex needs
closure.  Maybe that’s what we both need in order to move on.  


Who am I
kidding?  I’m very aware of my ever changing moods, and even more aware of how
much I continuously contradict myself; one minute keeping secrets, then the
next not having the energy to care about the consequences.  I worry my bottom
lip as I twirl my ring and stare at the ground trying to avoid his stare.  “I
was thinking of New York and the last time we were…together.”


Pushing off his
desk, Alex moves towards me, my eyes raise to watch him approach.  I love the
way he moves.  The way his hips sway, sexual and dominating, sends images of
him thrusting into me as I scream in pleasure.  Earth to Ely…he’s right in
front of you, why do you need to daydream?


Reaching for me,
he strums his fingers beginning at my forearms until both of his hands relax on
the curve of my neck.  Bringing me in closer, he rests his forehead against
mine.  Our breath ragged as we both adjust to the intimacy and let our eyes
close.  I would live and die for the peacefulness this moment has brought us.  



“I think about
it every day.  I’ve wondered countless times what would have happened if I
hadn’t fallen asleep.  If I had just stayed awake.  If I just got to you thirty
seconds earlier, I could have…”  I open my eyes as his voice trails off, his
eyes clutched tightly.


Gripping his
forearms, my chest tightens making it difficult to breathe.  “Alex, don’t…” I
whisper with a shaky voice.  


“I’m dying here
Hart.  Tell me what I have to do.”  My eyes flutter closed as his fingers run
along the length of my chin down my neck to rest on my chest.  He doesn’t stop
his reluctant perusal.  I don’t either.  His hands continue to travel down my
breasts to my hips, resting on the small of my back, pulling me impossibly
close.


I gasp when all
I can feel is his rock hard body pressed tightly against mine; his arousal
nudging into my belly.  It’s hard to refuse him when I want everything he
wants; when I want him with every fiber of my being.  With no space between us,
Alex brushes his lips underneath my ear and places gentle kisses down the nape
of my neck.  


I can’t
breathe.  


My mind
continues to fight against the inevitable; my body will always be the
victor.    The need I feel is so intense I have no choice but to give in.  I
feel a rush of release and immediately run my fingers through his hair,
cradling him against my burning skin.


“Alex…” I moan
as a euphoric tingling spreads head to toe.


“I want you,
Elyssa…more than I’ve wanted anything.  More than my next breath.”  His lips
move against my clavicle, his long fingers pushing the straps of my dress off
my shoulders.  My dress slowly cascades down my torso, pooling around my feet just
as Alex lifts me and rests me on the edge of his desk and kneels before me.  I
drop my eyes and watch as he looks over the length of my body, stopping only to
check out my black lacy bra and matching panties.  “You’re fucking
breathtaking,” he sighs.


Nuzzling against
my chest, he breathes me in before he eases me back, sprawling me over the top
of his desk.  My mind rages, attempting to take over.  “Alex, what are we
doing?” I pant, nothing more than a whisper coming from my lips.  I want him so
much, but I know this isn’t right.  This is going to hurt.  But, I can’t seem
to stop.  Nothing that feels this good should end.


“Shhhhh...”  His
hands ghost over my body; down my bare shoulders, down my torso until his hands
rest on my hips.  “I want to remember you just (kiss) like (kiss) this (kiss).”
His tongue explores my navel, as he dips into my belly button before continuing
south.  His lips whispers against my skin causing my back to arch.  The
approach to my aching core is painstakingly slow, leaving me breathless. 
“You’re like every business man’s wet dream in these thigh highs and fuck me
heels spread across my desk.”  


Not having to
ask, Alex pushes open my willing legs.  Slowly, like he’s painting a picture in
his mind, he pulls down my panties and puts them in his front pocket.  “For
later,” he says, giving me his sinful smirk while he places my legs over his
shoulders.  His hands run over the smooth material of my stockings, but never
removing them as he focuses deeply on my already drenched core.


“I’ve been
craving you for weeks, dying to remember your taste on my tongue.”  My body
quivers as he grips my thighs, kissing his way up to my apex.  I unravel when
his thumb starts to massage me, my hand grasping his as he continues to sends
shivers of ecstasy all over my body.  


“Alex,” I moan,
panting through ragged breaths as I rub myself against his eager fingers.


“Do you want me
to stop?”  His voice teases while he watches me squirm with pleasure with each
circular motion of his thumb.


“No, please don’t,”
I beg.  Reaching back, I grasp the edge of his desk.  The sound of something
plummeting against the floor doesn’t stop Alex’s efforts.  “Sorry…fuck!”  With
another moan escaping my lips, I squeeze my eyes shut.


I practically
convulse in pleasure as Alex runs his tongue along my folds.  My hips begin to
gyrate in unison; his tongue continuing to explore me thoroughly.  My climax
builds as I move my grip to Alex’s hair, holding him against me.


Mind empty of
all consequences, I relish only in the pleasure as I focus on Alex and having
him this close to me.  Part of the excitement is knowing that against all odds,
we’re together.  The rest is Alex, and how he makes me feel.  The heartache is
knowing that this is only temporary.  Whatever pleasure we have will always be
cut short, short of the forever we deserve.


My body
explodes.  His hand barely clasps over my mouth to drown out my ecstasy. 
Almost instantaneously, the warmth of his mouth is replaced.  The sound of his
zipper is the last thing I remember before Alex plunges deep inside of me;
deeper than he’s ever been.  In a moment of sheer desperation, his body rolls
against mine while his hands move frantically over my body, acting as if this
is our last time together.  But, instead of focusing on our inevitable
separation, I decide to bask in this feeling.  Sitting up, I run my fingers
along his body, helping him out of his dress shirt.  I need to feel his
skin on mine.  As Alex pumps into me, I desperately undo the remaining buttons
and toss it to the floor.  The sensation of him against my finger tips is
addictive, and I can’t help but run my nails across his back before settling my
hands on his firm ass, pulling him into me.


“I love you…I’ve
never stopped loving you…I never will.”  Alex continues to thrust into me,
whispering his adoration, pushing down my bra before taking my nipple into his
mouth.  I fight back the urge to confess my undying love for him, only able to
grit my teeth as another climax builds.  “I’ll never let you go.  You’re mine. 
I’ll always find my way back to you.”


Forcefully I hug
Alex to me, listening to his appreciative groans when he finds his own
release.  Guilt washes over me as I let his words sink in.  But, I can’t seem
to let go.  I know I’m not helping him by using his body like a yo-yo whenever
I see fit.  It’s not fair to either of us to continue to hold onto something
that can’t be.  


Never leaving my
body, Alex nuzzles against me and stills when he hears my soft sobs.  Why can’t
this be easier?  Why can’t we just love each other and be happy?  Why does
everything in my life have to be so damn hard?!


Alex leans up,
searching my face at the same time his fingers run down my cheek, concern
etched in every inch of his face.  “Hart?”  


This is what it
feels like to break down.  “I keep doing this to you.  You’re going to end up
hating me.”  With what little fight I have left in me, I push his body
backwards and attempt to sit up.  Of course, it would never be that easy.  I
don’t get far before he reaches over to bring me into an embrace.  Before my
heart can catch up to my brain, I refuse his gesture and push against him.  


Now that we
aren’t in the throes of passion, I’m reminded of how wrong this was.  How
broken we really are.  When I told him it wasn’t our time, I meant it.  I stand
and hurry to my tussled dress on the floor, my back to Alex.


A zipper.  That
simple sound is my undoing.  It means more than what it’s supposed to.  It
means finality.  I bend down and pull my dress up past my hips; my body aches
as I feel the remnants of our time together between my thighs.  I place the
straps back on my shoulders where they belong and search for my missing
underwear.  My search ends when I remember they are securely hidden inside his
front pocket.  


“Elyssa, look at
me.  What’s going on?”  He has every right to be confused.  The problem is I’m
weak; constantly giving into my emotions.  It’s careless really, giving into my
carnal need for him and ignoring the responsibility of keeping his heart safe. 
Inevitably I decided to torture him slowly.  And in turn, torture myself.


There is
absolutely no way I can look at him.  Instead, my eyes focus on my hands. 
“Nothing has changed, Alex.  I knew this was a bad idea and yet...”


“A bad idea? 
Did you just refer to us as an idea?”  He gestures between us with his
middle and forefinger.  “No fuck that!  Get this through your fucking head
right now.  This is the first real thing I’ve ever had in my life.  This isn’t
a game for me.  You have me.  You have all of me.  I can’t take this teeter tottering
bullshit anymore.  One moment you are flying thousands of miles to be with me
and then the next you’re running away in the middle of the night.  One moment
we are making love on my desk and the next minute you’re fucking crying. 
You’re tearing me apart.”


Because I’m a
sorry excuse for a person, I can only whisper, “I’m sorry, Alex.”  I grab my
purse and sweater and head for the door, but not before my way is blocked.


“No.  You are
not running away again.  I’m not sleeping.  Don’t be a fucking coward!”


“What?!  What do
you want me to say, Alex?”  Out of sheer desperation, I raise my voice as I
push against his chest.  “You think I want someone who keeps me as their
fucking secret?  Has a past that creeps up at random moments?  Someone who has
anger issues that scare the living shit out of me?  I never know where we stand
or where I am with you,” I lie and immediately hate myself for throwing his
past in his face.


“You’re not my
secret, Elyssa.  Anyone can see how I feel about you with one look.  I haven’t
openly admitted that we’re dating to anyone other than Janice and Arianna, but
I have no problem letting anyone know that you are mine,” he growls.  "So,
as far as where you stand…where you stand is here.”  Alex reaches over taking
my hand and places it over his heart.  “This is where you are for me. 
This is what you are to me.”


I retract slowly
from his touch.  I’m literally putty in his hands when he’s near.  “When you
left, a part of me died.  I’m not going through that again.”


I try to push
past him, but once again Alex moves in my way.  “I called you every day.  I
texted you at least three times a day for the first week.  You never called me
once or responded.  What the fuck happened while I was gone?”


Before I get a
chance to respond, my ever present phone has a way of knowing when the most
horrible time is to chime.  Glancing at the screen, a picture of me and Oliver
from the other night at the movies pops up.  Shit.  Shit.  Shit.  Why
did I allow him to play with my phone?!  Regardless of who was texting me I
should have resisted looking down.  


Fuck. Me.  This isn’t going
to be good.  


Quickly, but
without success, I try to shadow the scowl on my face.  One minute my phone is
safely nestled in my hand; the next Alex snatches it away from me. 


*Dinner?*


I can physically
feel the searing anger spread over his body, knuckles turning white as he grips
my phone.  His eyes shift their attention from the screen to my face and back
to the screen.  His glare is frightening.  If it wasn’t for the fact we just
made love, yes love, I would think he hated me.  


Holding up my
phone, Alex turns my screen to face me.  “What the fuck is this?”


I steal the
phone back and shove it into my pocket.  “It’s nothing.  He’s asking if I want
to have dinner.”


“Wrong answer. 
There are so many fucked up things about this situation.  I can’t even begin to
fucking think straight.  There’s a fucking picture of the two of you on your
phone and now,” he huffs, “Now, you guys are making dinner plans?”


“Alex, it’s not
what you think.”  Lame answer, I know.


“It’s not what I
think?!”  Mocking me, he throws his hands in the air as a nervous laugh breaks
through his hardened face.  “I’d love to hear how this is not what I think it
is.  He has his dirty hands all over you.  Mother fucker!  I’m going
to…”


“Alex…”  I shake
my head, bracing myself for whatever may come.  “He didn’t have his hands all
over me.  He had his arm around my shoulders for the picture.”


“So, what…are
you with him now?” he asks, biting the anger from his voice.  It’s a mix
between sorrow, disappointment, and resentment.  


“We’re not
together.  We’re friends.”


“Friends?  That
mother fucker comes around sniffing moments before I leave and the second I’m
gone it’s as if we never happened.  You made sure of that.  So
what…someone else was giving it to you, so I don’t matter anymore?”


I’ll never fully
understand why Alex places all of his self worth on his ability to pleasure
women.  There are so many other qualities that make him a good man.  Not to add
the fact that sleeping with someone else would never wipe away any memory of
him.


SLAP  


The moment my
hand streaks across his face I feel guilt wash over me.  I stand anxiously
awaiting his reaction.  Nothing.  He says nothing.  He does nothing.  His stare
washes over me, almost as if I’m not here.


I honestly don’t
know what just happened.  I’ve only ever slapped one other person before.  The
shame of hitting my best friend Cole was overwhelming; I never thought I’d do
it again.  Yet here I am.  But, instead of being a big girl and staying to
apologize, I freak the fuck out and rush past him like a lightning bolt through
his door.  






CHAPTER
4


 


Tuesday, November 20, 2012


I’ve worked hard
enough in the past few weeks to know that if I leave early from work, even
after the ruthless meeting with Alex, I won’t get in trouble.  What meeting,
you ask?  The Sales Executives were called for an impromptu ass chewing for the
faltering sales revenue.  I’m still sore from the verbal spanking we got.  Like
we can make people buy insurance.  I know it’s our job, but doesn’t he
know we can only do so much.  Alex made it sound that if he never went to New
York then the numbers wouldn’t be where they are.  As if his sheer presence
would solve world hunger.


I figured after
slapping Alex last night over a mixture of too many emotions, Alex’s rant
during our meeting just solidified my decision.  There is too much drama in my
life and I need another me day.  So today, I will be making the best of
it and playing hooky.  Now, I just have to make sure Nana’s alone.  


Luckily, when I
arrive at the hospital Nana is wide awake sitting up in her bed watching
television.  Unfortunately, my eyes tear up when I take in her full
appearance.  In her large hospital bed she looks smaller than usual.  One
fragile wrist is wrapped in the paper bracelet that bears her identification;
the IV tube in her other wrist appears to weigh down her already tiny arms. 
She sighs in frustration as she tries to scoop red Jell-O with a shaky hand.  


Not knowing what
kind of reaction I’m going to receive, I approach slowly hoping that today is a
good day.  At least for now.  


“Nana?”  Her
eyes light up as I approach.


“Elyssa dear,”
her voice is sweet, but weak, “I’m so happy to see you.”  Walking farther into
the room, I see how beautifully decorated it is.  Her space is so peaceful and
relaxing with white lilies, pink orchids, and every color of roses imaginable. 
Exactly what she needs.  What anyone would need while they’re recovering.  It
intrigues me, because I wasn’t aware she knew this many people and makes me
wonder who they’re all from.  Being the wonderful grandson that he is, I
wouldn’t doubt if Alex created this space for her.


“How precious? 
You know how much I love Elvis,” she whispers as she picks up the teddy bear I
placed on her nightstand, dressed in an Elvis jumpsuit.  I saw it in the gift
shop downstairs and immediately knew I needed to get it for her.  I know how
much she loves Elvis, and if it makes her even slightly happy, I had to try.


“It sings?”  I
smile and nod at her, unable to form any coherent sounds, while I lean over and
press his foot.  Can’t Help Falling In Love comes from the bear’s
animated lips, swaying in Nana’s feeble hands.  She continues to watch the bear
dance before clutching the fluffy toy to her chest.  Her eyes glisten and
before a tear can escape Nana blots the moisture away.  “Thank you, my dear.”  


I go to sit next
to her and feel ecstatic she’s here today.  The last few times I’ve been
with her, she hasn’t been so lucid.  So this, this is nice.  “There are so many
flowers, Nana.”  I smile at the warm colors blooming around the room, along
with her somber smile.


“Yes.  Please do
tell your sister and Bryan thank you.”  She nods towards a modest arrangement
with a get well balloon attached.  I wouldn’t expect any less coming from my
sister and her thoughtful nature.  I haven’t even had a chance to tell Rachel
about Nana which means Bryan’s been talking to Alex.  Again. 


“I will.  We’re
all worried about you.”


“Yes…” Her gaze
focuses on the flowers at the foot of her bed.  “Including my precious
Alexander.”  I nod, knowing full well he’s on high alert when it comes to all
things medical and Nana.  It was inevitable we would start talking about Alex,
but I’m a bit selfish and thought by keeping our conversation light, we could
avoid all things Alex.  That or she wouldn’t sense my attempt to evade the
elephant in the room.  But, I guess not.  


“He loves you,
you know?” she continues, her cheeks gaining a shade of color at the discussion
of love.  It makes me hope she’s thinking of her own loves from her past.  She
told me a little bit about her late husband, but only enough to know that she
loved him.  Immensely.  And the thought of her only grandson not having that in
return made her terribly sad.


I nod again as
my throat tightens.  “I’m sorry, Nana.”  Nervously I toy with a piece of thread
on my pants; I look down as I continue to speak.  “I know I promised you that
I’d keep him safe and I’m trying, but….everything got so complicated.”  She
sees my disappointment and gestures for me to come closer.  I stand and go sit
next to her on the bed.


“Sometimes you
have to experience pain in order to appreciate the joys in life.  I’m not sure
what’s going on between the two of you, and I know it’s none of my business. 
But Lord knows how long you have in this world, child.  Alex didn’t want to
talk about it while he was away and he hasn’t answered any of my questions
since he’s been back.  But, I know he needs someone to talk to and from the
looks of it, so do you.”


“Maybe at a
different time or place things could have turned out differently.  Sometimes
when all of the odds are against you, your only choice is to walk away.”


“The key word is
choice.  If there’s a choice, then there’s more than one solution.  Walk away
or fight for what you want.  I know he’s stubborn and has a hard time
expressing himself, but he’s also loyal and protective and has the biggest
heart.  Try and let him in.”


“He already is,
Nana.  Right now…right now, is just not the right time for us.”


“He can’t be
alone.  Please, Elyssa…”  I shake my head while she rests against her pillows. 
A nurse enters, looking at the machines next to her bed before administering
medication through her IV line.  I watch as her eyes flutter shut and the nurse
leaves.  “He needs someone else besides me.  What happens when I’m gone?”  Her
whispering voice becomes silent as she succumbs to her medications.  


Stroking her
cheek, I rest my head against our clasped hands and allow my eyes to close.  “I
may not be able to be with him, but I promise, Nana…I promise you I will never
leave him alone.”  


 


Wednesday, November 21, 2012


I had the pleasure
of going to therapy when I was younger, after I lost my parents.  What I
learned from my many sessions with Mrs. Kregg is that I have to be honest with
myself, which means I have to clear the air with Alex.  Make my intentions
known, apologize for my wrong doings and offer him the only thing I can give
him right now; friendship. 


Do you hear
yourself, Ely?  You’re really going to offer him friendship?!  That’s like
putting a dress on him, offering him a sleepover to braid each other’s hair,
and calling him Alexandra.  Why not just castrate him while you’re at it?  


Too bad you
can’t punch your self-conscious in the face because that’s what I’d do right
now.  I’m nervous.  And when I’m nervous, I fidget and talk nonsense to
myself.  Mostly I just fidget though, with my ring, or with my hair.  And
that’s what I’m doing right now, twirling my ring while checking e-mails,
awaiting my fate.  


As I sit and
answer some e-mails, delete most of them, and secretly cringe every time I get
a new e-mail from Arianna, Maggie or Alex, I have a gut feeling I probably
shouldn’t have left work early yesterday.  It’s called guilt.  After I was
basically told that I suck at my job was probably not the best choice.  I’m
sure Alex will probably see my departure as insubordination.  I’m rather
surprised when I finish looking through my inbox and don’t find a meeting
request from Maggie so she can tear into my ass, or even another team meeting
with Alex so he can tell me in front of all my peers what a disgrace I am.  Ugh. 
Nope, there’s nothing but the usual updates and memos.


Feeling
lightheaded I cradle my head in my hands as I rest my elbows on my desk. 
Suddenly, the most horrible feeling of nausea comes over me.  I have to fight
the urge to run to the bathroom.  Nerves.  


“Hart, are you
ok?”  Alex’s voice shocks me and I open two of my fingers and peer at him
through the gaps.  Standing there looking like man candy in his slate grey
shirt and slacks, black tie and shoes, I realize what just happened.  He called
me Hart.  At work.  I want to cry. 


Breathe.  “I’m fine; just
a little nauseous.”  I try to sit up straight, but feel dizzy.  “Can I help you
with something?”


“I wanted to
come and say thank you.  I know I’ve been a dick lately and…”  Thank you?! 
Why would he be thanking me?  For ruining his belief in me?  Trampling on his
heart?  Where do I even begin?  None of it he should be thanking me for. 


“Uhh…excuse
me?”  Slightly confused would be an understatement.  Shouldn’t he be berating
me or piling a thick stack of work on my desk.  Definitely not thanking me.


“I went by the
hospital last night and…” he shakes his head, “You were asleep with that teddy
bear next to my grandmother, and I...” his voice tenses as he looks away. 
“Please thank Rachel for me.  The flowers were thoughtful.”


“You were
there?  Why didn’t you wake me?”


“The last time
you were there I kinda scared you off so I figured you wanted your time with
her,” he chuckles, without humor.  It’s not that I was scared he would
physically hurt me; I know he would never do that.  I was more scared of facing
him after what I did.


“It was nice to
sit with her.  No matter what you think, she means a lot to me.”  He nods his
head, not disagreeing with me.  It’s now or never.  “Listen Alex, I was
actually just about to come find you and say I’m sorry for,” I glance at my
hand which no longer aches with the reminder of slapping him, “well, you know.”


“I know, Elyssa,
I know.”


Silence swells
around us.  Not uncomfortably, but still, we are at work.  I need to move this along.


“Well, with that
being said, I’m hoping things with us…well, I’m hoping we can get past this.  I
care about you and I still want you in my life.”


Alex nods as my
words sink in.  He doesn’t seem excited, but he also isn’t screaming and
throwing shit at the walls.  “Friendship huh?”


“That’s what I
have to give right now,” I sigh.  This is going a lot better than I thought.


“I guess I’ll
take what I can get,” he jests; however, I have a feeling that the statement is
not far from the truth.  “Let me know if you need me to get you something.  You
know, if you’re still not feeling well.”  


~~~~~


ALEX…


As a last ditch
effort for comfort, I placed my hand on her shoulder, lingering a moment longer
than I should.  I hoped she still felt our connection, because I sure as fuck
did.  Instead, she nodded her head and let me walk away.


She wants to be
my friend.  God, that’s like ripping off my balls, dipping them in
batter, deep frying them, and then serving them like fucking hush puppies.  I
can’t say it’s not painful, because this shit is excruciating, especially when
she means so much more to me.  


She’s fucking
everywhere.  In my head, with my sick grandmother, when I turn the corner at
work.  Everywhere.  I can’t escape her.  The shitty part of it is, if
I’m being honest with myself, I don’t want to.  With each passing day, it gets
harder to be in the same room with her, let alone the same city.  At least when
I was in New York I didn’t have to hear her laugh, see her curled up in a ball
sleeping with Nana, or see her doing simple shit like talking to Janice.  I
know, I know.  Cry me a fucking river.  But this shit hurts.  


Finally, the one
girl I let creep into my heart, is the same one that shatters it.  She keeps
asking for time, but I don’t have time.  Doesn’t she know what time does to
you?  Time only matters when you’re telling it, and right now, I’m telling it
to hurry the fuck up.


I’ve tried
almost every tactic I can think of with her.  I tried to appeal to her emotions
and just tell her how I feel and what I’ve been thinking, but that didn’t
work.  I tried to use sex and fuck her into admitting she loves me, that she’s
still in love with me.  You know what that did?  That shit just gave me
something more to crave every time I look at her.  I even went as far as
thanking her for visiting Nana and giving her that damn teddy bear that doesn’t
shut the fuck up, but that didn’t do shit either.  No, what it did was put me
directly in the friends zone.  


Coercion and
guilt didn’t work when I asked her to help me “catch up” and convinced her to
stay late.  That ended with the image of her sprawled across my desk, spread
wide, panting, and now I can’t even work in my office without getting hard.  As
an added bonus she fucking hit me.  Okay, I’m not a pussy.  She hits like a
girl, so...


Fuck, I need to
stop acting like a pansy.  I’m at work for Christ’s sake.  And if I don’t leave
now, I’m going to be late for a meeting.  A meeting I don’t really want to go
to, because I would rather spend it alone.  In my office.  Fantasizing about her. 
But off I go, into the elevator to take me to another shit meeting about
dealing with failing numbers, and getting blamed for all of it.  


Today, if I can
ever get her alone, will be another attempt to make her face what’s in front of
her.  Me.  And speaking of being in front of me, my dick just twitched at the
sight of Elyssa fucking Hart.  Watching her stroll right into the elevator, her
back to my front, tightens my pants in all the right places.  Perfect.  The
best thing about this scenario being played out in front of me like a wet
dream…she doesn’t even know I exist in the same space she does.  I could not
have planned this better.  


My eyes roam the
packed elevator and I see that not a single soul is paying attention to me, or
my wandering hands.  I reach around and pull her tighter against my already
hard front.  An audible gasp so low, I only hear it, gives way for my hand to
snake around and caress her naval.  Oh, she’s resisting all right, which gives
way to the very taunting smirk on my face as she turns around to see who just
groped her.  Her pupils dilate and I know I have her; she’s wet with hunger for
me.  Only for me.  Fuck.  


“Turn back
around,” I breathe against her ear, she complies willingly.  Gripping her hips,
I begin the slow torture of grinding her against my growing erection.  A low
rumble escapes my lips and I forget we’re in a crowded elevator and rest my
forehead against the back of her head, basking in the moment.  But all too
soon, the discussion amidst our fellow coworkers brings me out of my
sex-induced moment of insanity and at the same time Elyssa pushes me away. 
Slapping my stomach, I take a step back and lean against the wall, breath
ragged.


The elevator
pings on the eighteenth floor and I only have one more shot before I leave. 
Leaning over, I whisper in her ear with a low growl, “You will always be mine.”


~~~~~


I’ve been going
crazy since I had her pressed against my dick in the elevator.  Such a constant
ache not to have her near me; all parts of me screaming with need.  I know I
should be pissed.  I know she left me high and dry in New York.  I know she
fucking ignored me for weeks, couldn’t even send me a text message to let me
know she was thinking of me.  But even with all of that, I fucking want her. 
No, want isn’t enough to describe how I feel.  I fucking need her.


Time is
non-existent, food has no flavor, and everything that was once vibrant and
alive with color is now dull and murky.  She took all of that away.  What sucks
worse is that I was fine before her.  I enjoyed my life.  Now?  Nothing.  She
has sucked the joy out of everything I once was content with.  Now nothing
seems the same unless she’s near.


“Mr. James?”  I
look towards Janice who’s looking at me as if I’m one card short of a deck.  


“Janice,” I
nod.  Shit.  Maybe I am going a little insane.  I search the office trying to
look inconspicuous, which isn’t easy to do when I have Janice looming over me. 
I want to ask her about Elyssa; about what she did when we were apart.  But
something tells me Janice doesn’t know much.  That or she wouldn’t betray her
friendship with Elyssa.


I set the papers
in my hand on Janice’s desk and look down, my eyes running over her normally
tidy workspace.  What am I even looking at?  The outgoing mail?  Shit.


“Everything
okay, Mr. James?  Anything I can get for you?  Maybe some coffee?”  Her
question goes unanswered as I watch Elyssa pass by the far wall.  I should
go.  Fuck she’s beautiful.  Just ignore it.  This too shall pass.  Fuck.  If I
rush, I can catch up with her.


Stumbling away
when opportunity flashes in front of my face, I glance back at Janice’s puzzled
face and shake my head with a devious smile.  Remind me to give her a raise for
dealing with my bullshit.  Walking away from Janice, I hone in on where I think
she’s headed.    Oliver’s desk.  I hate that sneaky fucker.  And I hate that
he’s weaseled his way into Elyssa’s life.  But, we’re at work, and I’m already
walking a fine line as it is.  


Peaking around
the corner to his desk, the word “stalker” flickers in neon lights. 
However, in my defense, stalkers are usually creepy.  I, on the other hand, am
obsessed…yes, possessive…yes, somewhat irrational…absolutely.  But of
everything that I am, I’m in love.  They say love makes you do crazy shit.  I
watch her approach and open the closest door which leads right to the men’s
bathroom. Without thinking about the repercussions, I grab her hand and yank
her in with me backing our way into a nearby stall.  I reach behind her causing
a gasp, my chin brushes against her shoulder as I lock the stall door. 
Aggressively, I yank on her body until she’s straddling my lap.  


“Alex…what are
you doing?” she breathes, heavily.  


“I’m talking to
you,” I pant, my breathing ragged against her neck.  I kiss her in the spot I
know will be her undoing.  Pushing against her will, I slide her skirt up to
reveal her pink lacy panties.  Another fucking growl escapes my lips, drinking
in her flawless curves.  “Fuck me,” I groan, as I close my eyes and sit back.  


“We shouldn’t do
this here,” she whispers with a fool hearted attempt to push my hand away.  I
am not budging.  I want to taste.  I have to have a taste.  Pushing aside her
underwear, I stroke her folds, wetting her clit with her own arousal.  My fingers
dig into her ass before I pull out my right index finger and bring it to my
waiting tongue.   I lap up all of her juices and continue my assault.


“You’re so
wet.”  Demanding her body to submit to the pressure, I slip two fingers inside
her again.  “I love watching you fall apart in my hands, Hart.”  My lips brush
against the nape of her neck before swallowing her moans of pleasure with a
kiss full of need and want.  


“Alex, we
shouldn’t...”  She’s going to be the death of me.  “Oh God!” she moans,
shaking her head pleading for me to stop at the same time running her hands
through my hair, tugging at the length as she grinds against my eager fingers. 



“You won’t see
me outside of work.  You won’t talk to me.  You barely look at me.   It’s as if
I don’t exist to you since I came back from New York.  Now you want to be
friends.”  I can see the wall that surrounds her slowly crumble.  Both of us
panting, she clasps desperately onto my strained wrists, willing me to hold
still.  


“Alex...” she
moans.  I love the sound of my name on her tongue.  I especially like it when
she’s screaming it while I’m pounding into her.  Her sounds of pleasure almost
drown out the creak of the bathroom door opening.  Shit.  Quickly and quietly,
she moves her hands to cup her mouth, all the while allowing me to continue to
move my fingers aggressively inside her.  I’m not sure if it’s the excitement
of someone being near or her body giving into her desires, but she begins to
grind harder against my hand.  Whatever it is, I’ll take it.


I’m unable to
contain myself.  I try to remain quiet, but there’s only one way I know how. 
Elyssa has the same idea as our mouths crash into each other, acting as a
silencer for the passion coursing through our veins.  The sound of water causes
me to still while our visitor washes his hands before leaving the bathroom.  We
rest our foreheads against one another, sighing as I look deep into her emerald
green eyes.  


I want to take
my time with her, I want to make her mine again, and the look on her face makes
my dick so hard it hurts.  I brush her hair behind her ear and continue to
graze my fingers down her jaw.  “You’re so beautiful.”  


She clutches my
hand and turns it to place a kiss on my palm.  “I’m sorry, Alex…for the other
day…for everything.”  Releasing my hand, she reaches up, and brushes her
fingers against my cheek.   I lean into her touch, closing my eyes before
breathing her in.  


“I can feel how
much you want me, Hart.  Why are you fighting this?” I plead.


“Before you left
I asked you to give me time, right?”  I nod, keeping my eyes closed, foreheads
attached, in fear this is, yet again, coming to an end.  “I still need that
time, Alex.  It was wrong of me to completely ignore you and it was even worse
coming to New York and giving into you.  It’s no secret I want you.  I think my
body pretty much gives it away, but that doesn’t change the fact that I need
time to figure out what to do with everything that I’ve been handed.”  


I can’t look at
her.  If I look at her, I’ll want to break something.  Everything she’s been
handed?  What the fuck does that mean?  I’ve been handed much worse and you
don’t find me cowering away.  Instead of giving into the anger, I tilt my head
back and look to the ceiling.  “I don’t get it, Elyssa.  I really don’t.  You
said you still love me.”


“It has nothing
to do with love, Alex.”  The hell it doesn’t!


“Ughhh…you can’t
say it, can you?”  Frustration laced with annoyance and sadness is not a good
look on me, but this is what it boils down to.  “Are you confused about your
feelings for Oliver?”  Fuck me if she says yes.  Time, I can deal with.  Her
being scared, I can also deal with.  But her exploring her feelings for another
guy…over my dead fucking body I’ll let another man touch her.


“When you
accused me of having something with Oliver, I was so angry with you.  But not
for reasons you think.  I slapped you because you thought I could replace you
that quick.  That what we had didn’t mean anything to me.”


“I see the way
he looks at you.”  It frustrates the hell out of me the way he eye fucks her
every time he sees her.  It makes me want to kiss every inch of her, rub myself
against her, bury myself so deep inside her so that any man, including Oliver,
no, especially Oliver, will know that she’s mine.  “For now, I don’t see you
looking at him that way, but I’m telling you right now, Elyssa, I refuse to let
that change.  I’m not giving up on us.  You may be confused or scared or
whatever it is that you feel right now, but I’m not.  I’m certain.  I knew the minute
I saw you that I wanted you.  I knew the moment I kissed you that I had to have
you and I knew the second we were first together that I wanted forever.  So,
listen to me when I say this.  I’m not giving up.”


She bites her
lower lip before leaning in, placing one final kiss against my lips.  “I’m not
asking you to give up.  I’m just asking for time.”  


Remember what I
said about time.  Well, time can go fuck itself.






CHAPTER
5


 


Face flushed and
stumbling, I hurry out of the men’s restroom.  I must have the worst of luck
because just two steps out, I see Oliver walking towards me.  I panic.  Even
though his face is an unreadable mask, I don’t take a chance and rush to meet
him.  I hope to God he didn’t see me leaving the bathroom, better yet, let’s
hope Alex required a few minutes before walking out.  The last thing I need is
another Alex versus Oliver confrontation.


“Ely, what’s
going on?” he questions, with an odd expression.  I have to give it to him. 
I’d ask me the same question if I was yanked in the opposite direction, locked
arms with a crazy person.  I don’t give up anything until we’re in the privacy
of the small copy room.  Alone.


“What’s up?”  I
cross my arms over my chest protectively as Oliver tilts his head, looking at
me with confusion.  


“Nothing.  What’s
up with you?”  


“What did you
need?”  I purposely chose the copy room because it’s at the opposite end of
Alex’s office and because I’m a nervous ball of confusion.  I keep peeking over
Oliver’s shoulder hoping that Alex doesn’t stride by.  I can’t help my foot
from tapping against the tile beneath me.  Oliver continues to look at me in
speculation.


He grins as he
rests his side against the copier machine.  “What makes you think I need
something?”  


“Well, you were
coming to see me, right?”  Silence.  “Were you not?”


“Not unless
you’re located inside my pants.”  I give him a lopsided look as he bursts out
in laughter.  He tries to hold the serious look on his face, but loses control
almost instantly.  “I was headed to the bathroom, but you dragged my ass in
here.”  He slaps his hands against his thighs, leaning over breathless.  


“Misunderstanding,
never mind.”  I can’t keep the blush from my face, and because I’m me, I try to
escape.  But trying to blow off Oliver has always been a little more difficult
than it should be.  Determined little fucker.  Right when I step towards
the door, he stops me with his body and his loud mouth.


“Wait!” Oliver
barks while he grabs my elbow.  His eyes search my face for a hint of what has
me all riled up.  We’ve gotten closer over the past few weeks and he’s
freakishly intuitive.  So before he can accuse me of anything, I eye his hand
wrapped around my arm anxiously.    


“Yah?”  I turn
to him, trying to curve my nervousness.  He has to sense it, my unease and skittish
behavior.  He knows, he must smell Alex all over me.


“What are you
doing to celebrate Thanksgiving?”  Okay…definitely not what I expected him to
say.


“Do people
really celebrate Thanksgiving?  Isn’t it just another reason to stuff our faces
and gain ten pounds during the holidays?”


 “What are you? 
A Thanksgiving scrooge?”


“And what are
you?  A damn pilgrim who saved Thanksgiving?”


“No, I’m the guy
whose car is in the shop and is stuck in Vegas when all he really wants is to
head back home to his family.”  


Dang.  Now I
feel somewhat guilty for my smart comment.  It’s not that I don’t like
holidays, in fact I used to love every single one of them when my parents were
still alive.  And although I love that Rachel tries to replicate the holidays
from our childhood, it’s just not the same.  Something always seems to be
missing.


“Okay, so if you
can’t go home, what are you doing for Thanksgiving?”  I never considered
while he uprooted himself, for me no less, that he would essentially be on his
own.


“I don’t know
that’s why I was asking you.  I figured I’d grab some food from one of the
restaurants and didn’t know if you had plans or not.”  


“Seriously,
Oliver?  Why didn’t you tell me?  You can’t spend Thanksgiving alone.”  The
holidays may not be my favorite anymore, but I’d beat myself up if I found out
one of my friends was alone. 


“Well, since you
aren’t into being festive, how about we skip the entire thing together.  You
can slave over a dinner for us and we can hole ourselves up in my apartment for
the day and watch movies and stuff our faces.  What do ya say?”  You can see
his eyes bursting with excitement as he pushes away from the copier machine,
bouncing from one foot to another, anxious for my answer. 


I smirk at his
offer.  Although tempting, Rachel would have my ass if I even considered it. 
“Nice try.  But, what about you come with me to my sister’s house?  She always
makes too much of everything.  I know she won’t mind.”


“Taking me home
to meet the family, huh?”  Oliver wags his eyebrows teasingly.


Leave it to
Oliver to change a friendly gesture into something more profound.   I roll my
eyes and cross my arms over my chest.  “Don’t push your luck, buddy.”  


“Alright,
alright.  You gonna pick me up?”


I nod before
turning and glancing at him over my shoulder.  “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at
three.” 


 


Thursday, November 22, 2012


Knock! Knock!
Knock!


With a bouquet
of autumn flowers in one hand and a green bean casserole in the other, I sneak
a glance to my right.  Oliver stares at the door with a bottle of red wine
clutched tightly with a large nervous grin on his face.  I think it’s pretty
endearing that he’s actually anxious.  Right now I wish I was Inspector Gadget
and had Go-Go-Gadget arms so I could have an available limb to take a picture
of this moment.  I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him like this.  


And it wouldn’t
be our relationship if I passed up the chance to take a dig at him.  Bumping
into his arm, I whisper, “Are you okay?  You look a little pale.”


“I’m not
nervous,” he scoffs.  He adjusts the collar of his shirt as if there’s an
imaginary button constricting the air to his lungs.  He scrunches his face and
takes a large breath of air as he dismisses the notion.  


I chuckle at the
exact moment Bryan opens the door with his plastered smile.  Except that when
his eyes move from me to my dinner companion, his large smile fades into a
glare.  No greetings or salutations, nothing.  No, instead Bryan folds his arms
and straightens his spine, planting a grimace on his face.  


Oliver doesn’t
seem fazed as he reaches out his hand to greet him.  “Hey, you must be Rachel’s
boyfriend.  It’s nice to meet you.”


Again,
completely out of character Bryan goes from glaring at Oliver’s face to glaring
at his extended hand.  What is with him?  He’s treating Oliver as if he
has a communicable disease.  I shove the casserole into Bryan’s stiff chest and
lean in for a partial hug, hoping to break the awkward introduction.   
“Oliver, Bryan. Buttface, Oliver.”


“Buttface?” 
Oliver questions.


“She thinks
she’s funny.”  Bryan points to his dimpled chin.  


I shove past him
and into the house.  I leave Oliver to awkwardly slide past the large scowling
man, who I apparently don’t know anymore.  Men.


Ah Fuck.   My heart
stops when I realize why Bryan has his panties in such a bunch.  The downstairs
guest bathroom opens, revealing a sexy as sin Alex standing in the doorway. 
Somewhat casual, Alex has dark blue jeans and a simple white button up shirt. 
His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows.  His expression is playful and soft up
until the moment he sees Oliver walking in.  Then a murderous glare along with
a look of disbelief is teeter tottered between the two of us.  The tension in
his forearms reveals the control he’s trying to exude as he stands staring in
shock.  


Awkwardly, all
four of us remain in silence for what feels like eternity.  My eyes move from
Oliver, standing with a large taunting grin, to Alex who isn’t hiding an ounce
of ill will toward Oliver, to Bryan who’s now holding back a laugh as he looks
between the three of us holding my casserole.  I hold back the temptation to
punch him in the arm to wipe that smirk off his face.  And just when I thought
things couldn’t get any worse, Rachel comes skipping along from the kitchen
squealing with delight.  


“El…we have a
surprise for yo-…”  Her face drops as she joins the party happening in the
front entry of her house.  Yah su-fucking-prise Rachel!  Coming closer
to take the flowers from my hands, Rachel brings me in for a hug and whispers
in my ear, “Uhhhh El, you didn’t tell me you were bringing someone with you.”  


I whisper back
through clenched teeth, “You didn’t tell me you were inviting anyone.”  We both
plaster fake smiles when we turn to the three men staring at us.


“Well,” Rachel
yells, “The more the merrier.”  She grabs Bryan by the elbow and hauls him to
the kitchen.  “Green beans…yummm….my favorite,” she again yells over her
shoulder in an all too high pitched sarcastic tone.  Rachel hates green beans
and that is precisely why I bring them.  “Be right back.”  I can hear her
whispering to Bryan as they both flee the room.  I’m sure they’re tweaking
their scheming ways.  Yippee.  


And then there
were three.  Fuck. My. Life.  


I stand, once
again in between Alex and Oliver, feeling more and more like that damn rope
between the both of them.  The tension is causing a burning sensation all over
my skin.  Oliver’s hands are tucked behind his back, smug grin on his face,
while Alex’s hands fist at his side, his stone cold glare hitting the room like
an ice brick.  I almost feel like a third wheel and wonder if they even realize
I’m still standing here. 


“What is he
doing here?” Alex breaks the silence, tilting his chin in Oliver’s direction. 
His jaw tenses as he waits for an answer.  I know he’s asking me, but nothing
comes out.  My mouth continues to open and shut, but no words escape my lips. 
Again, trying for an answer I open my mouth, but Oliver decides to answer for
me.


“Ely Bean here invited
me.”  Oliver glances in my direction glowing at me.  I don’t know how he does
it, but with the death stare Alex is giving him, Oliver seems cool as a
cucumber.  “Question is what are you doing here?”  


Alex seems
slightly bothered by the question as his eyes meet mine.  I flash him an
apologetic look hoping he realizes that I didn’t bring Oliver to intentionally
hurt him.  Damn, I didn’t even know he would be coming.  If I had, I
certainly would not have extended an invitation.  He knows that right?  Shit. 
How would he know?  That’s all I’ve done in the past few weeks is hurt him. 
This is not good.


Bryan comes back
just in the nick of time.  Alex was just about to open his mouth and I can only
imagine what was about to come out of it.  Instead, Bryan returns chuckling,
holding a glass of wine.  “Anyone need a drink?”


I raise my hand
and head to the kitchen leaving the three men alone.  I’m sure Bryan can handle
the two of them.  Then again, Bryan being team Alex may decide to help him beat
the crap out of Oliver.  No, it’s Thanksgiving…they wouldn’t.  At least, I
hope not.


“What the hell,
Rach?”  I kick her lightly in the butt causing her to jump in surprise.


With wide
angelic eyes, my sister looks at me as if I’m the pot calling the kettle
black.  “I should be asking you the same thing.  I thought you were in love
with Alex; and miserable.  El, who is that?”  She points towards the door with
a large foolish grin on her face.


“That is
Oliver.  He’s a friend, who didn’t have a place to go for the holidays.”


“Then there’s no
problem.”


“Ugh, there is a
huge problem.”  I grab a flute from the cabinet and pour myself some cabernet. 
I decide to keep the bottle close.  Even though I rarely drink, this is gearing
towards being a whole bottle kind of night.  “Oliver and Alex aren’t exactly
friends.”  Rachel furrows her brows and breaks out in a sly grin, with her a-ha
moment.  


“I get
it…Oliver’s trying to get a piece of the Ely pie.”  I roll my eyes.  “Does he
realize that you’re in L.O.V.E. with Alex?”


“No, and I’d
like to keep it that way.  I’d like it if Alex didn’t realize I was in L.O.V.E.
with him as well.  I need some D.I.S.T.A.N.C.E. from him, Rach.”


“Wait,” she
turns her attention to me and away from the pot of mashed potatoes she was
stirring, “Why?”


I shake my head
and make my way to the living room leaving my dear sister with more unanswered
questions.  It’s not like I want to keep anything from her, but now I’m more
than a little terrified of what I would say if she asked the wrong question.  


Just as I’m
about to walk into the living room, I’m stopped in my tracks as I hear the deep
stifled laughter coming from around the corner.  I walk towards the noise to
find Travis and Trevor sitting on the couch with a beer in hand.  The dynamic
duo has been sitting there the entire time getting their kicks off my emotional
turmoil.  Oh, they think this is funny, huh.  Let me show them funny.  


I place my hand
on my hip as I twist my lips to the side, giving them my angry face.  “What the
hell are you two doing?”  


“Happy
Gobble-Gobble Day to you too, Ely!”  Trevor rises and pulls me into a giant
hug, squeezing the air out of my body as he twirls me around like a rag doll. 
His arms tighten around me as he dips his face to the crook of my neck and
inhales.  “Damn you smell good.”  


“Alright, that’s
enough.”  Alex’s voice stops Trevor enough to lower me to the ground, but keeps
his arms wrapped around me.  


“Hey, I thought
we were all sharing in some Ely love today.”  Trevor takes a low blow at Alex
right when Bryan and Oliver walk in behind him.


Releasing me,
Trevor approaches Oliver and extends his hand.  “Trevor…you must be the guy
with a death wish.”


Travis bellows
behind him.  “Stop being a douche and sit your ass down.  Don’t mind him…he’s
had a few too many.”


Oliver stands
awkwardly off to the side, but holds his ground.  “Well, if I’m about to meet
my demise I guess I better wash my hands before that happens.”


Bryan points him
to the same bathroom Alex exited moments ago.  And as if on cue, I’m being
pulled by my elbow toward the back guest bedroom, spilling some of my wine in
the process.


“Alex, what the
fuck?”  I cringe away from him when I hear Trevor making kissing noises in the
background before he closes and locks the door.


“You’re killing
me, Elyssa.”  Gripping my shoulders, he moves me to the far wall.  With my back
pressed against it, he encapsulates me with both of his hands.  Leaning closer,
Alex rests his forehead against mine as he attempts to reign in his anger. 
“You are literally ripping me open.  Slowly.  So, please,” he starts to raise
his voice and then thinks better of it, “Please enlighten me as to what I did
to deserve any of this shit?”    The ache in his voice threatens to derail both
of us, and with a last ditch effort to control his temper, his eyes close.


I set my glass
of wine on the windowsill before reaching up to brush my fingers down his
chiseled jaw line.  My hands pause on the back of his neck as I enjoy this
brief moment.  I want nothing more than to bring his lips down to mine, but
we’ve already complicated our situation more than we should have.  “Alex, I’m
not doing anything to you.  I’m trying to get through this mess, just like you,
and you’re making it nearly impossible.”


“I thought you
needed space…time…whatever to figure your shit out, but then you bring that
asshole to Thanksgiving dinner.  Do you know how much strength it’s taking to
keep my cool?” he shakes his head, clutching his eyes tightly together.  


“He had nowhere
to go, Alex.  His family is in California and I was trying to be his friend.” 
Pulling me even closer, my eyes lull shut when I take in a deep breath of his
scent.  The hint of citrus and man awakens something inside of me and my hands
are no longer under my control.  With my eyes shut, my senses are heightened
and I shiver; the feel of my hands exploring the length of his arms.  I caress
both elbows, fingers gently grazing over his smooth skin, running along the
curves of his muscular forearms until they rest on his wrist.  Heaven. 


With our eyes
open, I notice his normally bright blue eyes have darkened as he reaches down,
running his fingers against the apple of my cheek before resting against my
bottom lip.  “Your touch tells me that you still want me, but…”  He fixates on
my lips as his fingers press roughly against my pout.  “But your lips say
something else.  I don’t know what to trust.  If your lips are lying to me
about how you feel, then how do I know you’re not lying about something else?”


Turning my head,
I move away from his touch.   The hurt and betrayal in his voice is dominant
and I’m on the verge of giving in, again.  Just to take his pain away.  “I’ve
never once lied to you!  When I said I needed time…I meant it.  I can’t be with
you right now.  One day, you’ll realize that what I’m doing, I’m doing for you,
for…”  


With a huff,
Alex pushes past me, heading to the door.  “You are the most frustrating woman
I’ve ever met.  I’ve turned into a fucking pussy whipped bitch over you and
you’re doing nothing but fuck with me.  You need to make up your mind.”  So
much for reeling in his emotion and keeping quiet.  No, now Alex has not only
raised his voice but the anger he desperately tried to keep tucked away has
seeped through his tightly veiled mask.


Unfortunately
for him, I carry the stubborn gene and refuse to back down.  I point my finger
at him and glare.  “Don’t you dare blame…”  Knock, knock, knock.  


Bryan’s voice
travels through the locked door.  “E, Rachel needs you to help her set the
table.”  Wiping the tears pooling in my eyes, I attempt to push past Alex, but
just as I’m about to get to the door he grabs me again.  


“Hart, I didn’t
mean…”  I pull away, letting the few stray tears slide down my cheeks.  Not
giving him anything else, I bolt out the door leaving Alex and Bryan to
themselves.  I don’t make it far before I feel my chest tighten and pain
rolling through my stomach.  I stop and bend over resting my hands on my bare
knees catching my breath.  I wish I could have made it a few more steps, then I
wouldn’t have had the wind knocked out of me by Alex’s words.  


“Alex, you gotta
chill out.  E doesn’t respond well to your Neanderthal antics.  You can’t
threaten Oliver’s life and throw her over your shoulder and expect to get the
girl.  At least not that girl.”


“She’s so
fucking frustrating.  She treats me like I’m yesterday’s news and brings that
prick here.  You said it yourself Bryan, she doesn’t bring guys home to meet
you guys.  You’re the one that told me that when she brought me over, it had to
mean something.  Yet here’s this DICK coming around and…”  Alex yells the word
“dick” loud enough for the neighbors down the street to hear.  I shake my head
and continue to try and take deep breaths.  He thinks I brought Oliver home
to meet my family.  He thinks he wasn’t special to me…that he is special to
me.  


“Hey, I need you
to calm the fuck down and stop acting like such a pussy,” he teases.  Thump. 
“Fuck man that hurt.”  I can only imagine where Alex must have punched him for
the pussy comment.  “My point is, just try to put on a happy face and get
through dinner.  The prick will leave and you’ll have a chance to talk to E and
get to the bottom of things.”


“Fine.”  Alex
huffs and I quickly straighten myself and walk down the hall to the kitchen.  Distance,
Ely.  Put some distance between the two of you and you’ll be just fine.  Ha,
yah right.


~~~~~


Like usual,
Rachel went all out for dinner.  A succulent turkey surrounded by homemade
mashed potatoes, rolls, stuffing, corn on the cob, salad, and of course my
green bean casserole sit on top the tangerine table cloth.  Rachel and Bryan,
being the conspirators they are, thought it would be cute to sit Alex and I
next to each other.  You remember that distance I said I needed earlier? 
Well, I guess that’s not happening.  Cue eye roll. 


An even more
awkward picture is Oliver.  He’s been placed between Travis and Trevor, and if
this situation wasn’t so desperately depressing, I might laugh.  Both brothers
sandwich my poor friend who’s been searching my eyes for answers, and only
getting disappointed.  I honestly don’t know what to say to him.  This
situation is a mess and he knows it.


Rachel starts
dinner with grace but before allowing us to dive in, she asks us to join hands
and say what we are thankful for.  This is something we’ve done ever since our
parents died.  We never had a chance to thank our parents for the life they
gave us, regardless how short our time together was.  So even though it’s once
a year, we always tell each other how much we appreciate each other.


I attempt to
hold back my giggles and fail, when I look across the table at Oliver holding
both Trevor’s and Travis’s large hands.  Oliver rolls his eyes in my direction,
but eventually flashes me his playful grin.  That’s one of the things I love
about Oliver.  He’s easy going and just rolls with the punches.  


“Well El, since
you are in such high spirits, you can start first,” Rachel teases.  Usually
it’s just me, Rachel and Bryan for dinner so saying what I’m thankful for
doesn’t extend past the other two people I’m eating with.  But this year, I’m
thankful for so much more and regardless of what Alex thinks I feel, I am
thankful for him.  Now, if I can just tell him that without clueing in the rest
of the table.


I feel a blush
as all eyes are on me.  “Geez, no pressure, guys.”  The table chuckles at my
discomfort.  “Well, I’m thankful for my beautiful sister and Bryan for always
loving me unconditionally.  I’m thankful for great friends to share this
holiday with.”  My eyes glance over at Oliver who’s unabashedly staring at me. 
“And I’m thankful for bottles of chocolate and moments of fate at gas
stations.”  The words escape my mouth without thinking and once they’re out,
Alex’s grip tightens on my hand while I studiously avoid his stare.


Rachel gives me a
look of confusion before glancing around the table.  “Okay, well that
was…different, who’s next?”


“Okay, I’ll go
next,” Travis chimes in.  “I’m thankful for friends who take in a pair of
scruffy brothers for Thanksgiving.”


“Who’re you
calling scruffy?”  Trevor leans forward to shoot Travis a glare past Oliver.  


Clearing his
throat, Travis continues.  “Although that little bastard over there is all I
have nowadays, I can honestly say I don’t feel alone knowing we have people
like ya’ll in our lives.”


Because she’s
sitting next to Travis, all of us can see Rachel’s eyes glisten while listening
to him speak.  On a day like today, it’s nice to know you’re loved by your
friends. 


“Dude Bryan, you
may want to move my brother away from your girl.  He’s got her all misty eyed,
giving him the baby-making eyes.”   


The table erupts
in laughter as Travis leans behind Oliver to slap his brother in the back of
his head.  So much for holding hands during our giving thanks.  


“What did ya do
that for?”  Trevor rubs his head as the table tries to rein in their laughter. 
“Fine, I’ll go next…I’m thankful that I take after my mother and got the good
looks in the family.”  I snicker watching Trevor fist his hands against the
orange table cloth.  “I’m thankful Rachel puts up with my foul mouth and
obscene comments while continuing to allow me to come back to her home.  And
I’m even more thankful that Rachel and E have amazing genes which make them
smoking hot.  You can’t beat good food and hot chicks!”  Trevor raises his beer
in the air and then takes a large swig.


This time,
instead of Travis smacking his brother, Bryan leans over and slaps Trevor
instead.    


Just as Alex is
about to volunteer, Oliver opens his mouth.  “I’ve been told I have a death
wish coming to dinner with Ely tonight.”  Oliver looks over at Trevor, whose
lips perk up in a smirk.  “But, what you guys may not know is that I recently
relocated to Vegas just simply on the whim to get to know this beautiful girl
in front of me.”  Oliver’s eyes lock on mine, making it seem like I’m the only
one in the room.  Alex’s vice grip on my hand gets tighter reminding that we
are not the only two in the room.  


“So, I guess
what I’m thankful for is her fucktard boyfriend for showing his true colors so
she could dump his ass.”  I know I may be paranoid, but I swear I see Oliver’s
eyes shoot in Alex’s direction.  


In what appears
to be slow motion, Alex jumps up from his chair, our hands still clasped
together.  Bryan reaches over and grasps his forearms pushing him down into his
seat.  I can literally see his will breaking, but not before I see the
murderous look in the depths of his steel blue eyes.  Still glaring at Oliver,
Alex calms himself down enough for Bryan to release his hold.  The table is
quiet as everyone looks from Oliver’s smug face to the steam rising from Alex’s
head, to me.  Me, who is desperately searching Rachel’s face trying to will her
to say something.  Thankfully she gets me, or rather she sees my distressed
look, and starts talking.


What almost
happened could have been disastrous in epic proportions.


“Although that’s
a tough act to follow, I’ll go next.”  She nervously toys with her wine glass. 
“I’m thankful for my sister and Bryan.  El, you’ve made me so proud in
everything you do and I know Mom and Dad…” Her voice trails off as her eyes
gloss over.  “Well, I know they would be super proud of you.  And my Bryan, you
make me happy everyday and I’m blessed to have you.”  She smiles at him before
glancing around the other men at our table.  “I’m also thankful for our
friends.  Family isn’t necessarily something you’re born into, but it’s
comprised of the people you let into your heart and you guys are our family.” 
She beams from Travis, to Trevor, and then finally to Alex.  Don’t think I
didn’t notice her skipping over Oliver. 


I purse my lips
as ridiculous tears fall from my eyes.  Of course, leave it to my sister to
make me cry…AGAIN.  I hoped Bryan would have volunteered next, keeping up the
drama free vibe.  Instead Alex offers up his thanks.  While he clears his
throat, I brace myself for what’s to come.  


“I’m thankful
for my grandmother and her improving health.  I’m especially thankful for the
new friends I’ve met this year.  But most of all, I’m thankful for second
chances.  There aren’t many times in life you’re given a gift, something that
completely changes you and makes you a better person.”  Alex squeezes my hand
and the anger that was once etched across his face has now been replaced with
softness.  “I haven’t been the best man or made the right decisions.  Lord
knows I don’t deserve it, but I’ve been given a gift and I don’t plan on giving
her up without a fight.”  Once again as if to taunt him, Alex’s eyes lift to
meet Oliver’s gaze. 


Of course,
Oliver couldn’t let Alex have the last say.  “What if that gift doesn’t want
you anymore?”


“Oh the gift
wants me…trust me.”  Alex’s tone is cocky, his brows raise, and a smirk spreads
across his lips.  My palms are sweaty and I wonder if Alex can sense the unease
coursing through my body.  If I could, I would dip under the table and hide
until the night was over.


“But, what if you
aren’t a gift to your gift?  Instead your gift was given a different gift in
the form of a relocated Sales Exec from San Diego?”  Fuck me sideways.  


Alex stands
ready to reach over the table and pummel Oliver to the ground.  I look over to
my sister who’s shocked expression doesn’t go unnoticed as she takes in the
banter going back and forth between the two men in my life.


“Why don’t you
stop speaking in code and just fucking say it?”  Alex raises his arms to his
side releasing my hand for the first time since we sat down.  


Standing, Oliver
yells, “You want me to say it?  Fine!  You don’t fucking deserve her and soon
she’ll realize that.”


Alex’s jaw
tightens, his fingers clench together and his biceps strain against his rolled
up sleeves.  “Over my dead body.”


“Gladly!” 
Oliver rushes towards Alex.  Two seconds away from colliding head on, Bryan
interrupts their childish display with his booming voice.


“Shut. The.
Fuck. Up!  Both of you!  Fuck!”  Rachel stares at Bryan in shock.  Normally so
reserved, he stands with his hands out at his sides, clenched so tightly I can
see the white around his knuckles.  “You jackasses need to sit down and shut
the fuck up.  I was going to fucking propose, but you bastards have gone and
ruined it for me!”


As soon as it’s
out, Bryan realizes he let his plan slip and squeamishly looks over to Rachel. 
And as if the mute button was pressed on a remote, the rest of the table
watches in silence as Rachel rises from her seat, slowly making her way over to
him.


Standing in
between his legs, she places her arms around his neck and beams at him.  “You
were going to propose to me?”  Her ear to ear smile is worth a thousand
proposals.  Time has stopped and regardless of the drama that was about to
ensue, I’m ecstatic for my sister and my soon to be brother-in-law.


Nodding
enthusiastically, Bryan reaches into his pocket before dropping to one knee. 
In return, Rachel grasps his dark strands, running her fingers through his hair
lovingly as she looks at him with pure adoration.  


“Rachel…when I
met you…I knew I’d met the one.  You’ve become my best friend, my lover. 
You’ve given me more love in the time we’ve known each other than most people
experience in a lifetime.  You’re loving and selfless and I want to make you
happy for eternity.  I want to live in your smile and bask in your joy for the
rest of my life.”  Taking the ring from the box, Bryan holds it up and asks,
“Rachel Elizabeth Hart, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”


It takes her
about two point five seconds to say yes as he stands and lifts her into a
constricting hug.  I’m crying.  I’m not sure why, but I’m so overwhelmed with
emotion that a stream of tears run down my face.  Leaning over, Alex grasps my
knee and gives me a warm smile before joining the rest of the room standing to
congratulate Rachel and Bryan.











CHAPTER
6 


 


Unconsciously I
run my fork back and forth across the ceramic surface of my plate.  For the
past five minutes I’ve been chewing the same piece of meat while contemplating
the past few moments.  I’m dazed as I watch Rachel and Bryan, two of my
favorite people in the world, gaze at each other as if they are the only two
people in the room.  Nothing fazes them, not that it should.  


The rational
part of me knows I should be ecstatic for my sister.  To know that she will
always be taken care of, to know she has found the one she’s meant to be with. 
Yes, I should be on cloud nine with her.  Even the irrational side, the one
that holds all my fears and anxiety, knows jealousy has no room at this dinner
table.  Not when all I can see is the affection they both have for one another,
bedroom eyes and all.  Unfortunately, the irrational side prevails and I
literally have to shake my head to pull myself out of my pity party for one.  


Thankfully,
after feeling the stuffiness in the passion filled room, Rachel catches my
eye.  I blush when she realizes my intrusion, but all Rachel can muster in
return is her large goofy grin as she shakes her head and looks sheepishly down
at her plate.  Yep, that’s my sister.


The rest of the
table seems to be in a better mood; the tension from before has dissolved. 
Oliver is oblivious while he argues with Travis and Trevor about who’s the best
quarterback in the history of all quarterbacks.  


My skin prickles
when I feel the light touch across my right hand.  Alex strums his fingers,
lightly tapping against my ring finger and leans over to whisper, “You know
that could be us one day.”  Not a question, but a mere statement of fact.  I
don’t disagree because he’s right.  It could be us someday.    


Someday.


“In a perfect
world, maybe…” my voice drops just as my stomach suddenly churns and a feeling
of absolute tension induced nausea hits me.  Being here in the middle of
dinner, surrounded by a crowd, I’m not sure what I can do except take deep
breaths and pray that it calms my nerves.  Hoping to feel some sort of relief I
place my head in my hands and lean my elbows against the table.


“Ely, are you feeling
okay?”  At the sound of concern, I lift my head only to find Oliver furrowing
his brows at me.  Of course with the distress of his voice, I not only get him,
but the rest of the table’s attention focused solely on me.  


I attempt a
smile and try to perk up and erase their frowns and puckered lips, but I’m
unable to speak.  I’m afraid my stomach hates me, on the verge of retaliating
all over the dining room floor.  Instead I just nod, straighten my body and sit
back, leaning my head against the backrest.  I’d try just about anything to
quell the unease of my belly.


At least it
works for Travis and Trevor who pause only for a minute before they continue
their silly boy banter.  Now all I have to do is worry about the rest of my
family and friends.  Mercifully, Trevor gives me a side wink as he and Travis
engage Oliver back in conversation.  I’m going to assume their intentions are
to give me and Alex a little more time to ourselves.  


Why do I think
this is a bad idea?  Oh, right…because it is.


“You alright?” 
Alex continues to mindlessly toy with my fingers.  I nod and give a tight
smile.  “You know as far as I’m concerned, you’re still mine, right?” Alex
whispers in my ear, sending a shiver through my body.  He tilts his leg to
touch my bare calf, I tremble.  


“Alex, please…”
I beg quietly, pulling my hand away from his.  Every time he’s near, he clouds
my judgment with careless decisions.  Every time, my reactions to him are ruled
by the simple fact that my body yearns for him.  And every time, he wins
because my heart refuses to fight against the one thing it aches to hold on
to.  


 “I really don’t
understand you sometimes, Hart.”  I turn my head at an angle to gaze at him
questioningly.  “None of this changes the way I feel about you.  I told you a
month ago and I guess I’ll have to continue to tell you, I chose you.  I will
always choose you, Elyssa.”  


Internally I’m
at war.  Any warm blooded female would simply throw caution to the wind and
give into her primal desires.  However, I’m trying to make calculated
decisions.  It’s not his fault, but what Alex doesn’t understand is this
equation can lead to more than heartache.  Alex plus Elyssa divided by Arianna
equals disaster.  I need to find a way to remove her as a factor and Alex’s
continual persistence is making this task difficult.  She needs to believe I’m
moving on.  If I can’t fool her, then what good is all of this heartache in the
end?  


 “I need time to
figure things out.  I wish you’d put everything on hold and let me get my life
in order.  What you’re doing, to me, to us, isn’t healthy.”  


“How much
time, Elyssa?” Alex’s loud voice booms, causing the table to silence.


Oliver clears
his throat, faking a cough, “Pathetic.”  


Shit.  Seriously
Oliver??  I thought you were smarter than this.  I guess he really does have a
death wish.  


Alex stands,
scraping his chair along the floor causing it to nearly collapse behind him. 
“You have something to say, Prescott?  Say it, because you’re two fucking
seconds away from me jumping over this table.”  Oliver doesn’t even budge, only
taking a second to look between me and Alex.  “Look at me, asshole, not
her.  This…”  Alex gestures between the two of us.  “…is none of your
business.”


If he didn’t
already know, which I’m sure he had some inkling, Alex has left Oliver no doubt
that he and I were together.  That’s right.  Were.  If I think of us as past
tense, then it’s easier to accept.  Right?  


Instead of
standing and engaging Alex in a heated faceoff, Oliver stays calm taking time
to wipe off his lips with his napkin and smirk at Alex before responding. 
“Well, douche bag, I’m looking at her the same way you are.  Is there something
I should know?”  He smiles and even I want to slap the look off his
face.  Alex practically snarls, clenching his fists at his side.  “We
are having a lovely Thanksgiving dinner.  I didn’t realize that your,”
Oliver points between the two of us, “conversation was private considering the
venue.  I was simply adding my two cents.”


Sensing Alex’s
next move, I grab his wrist and pull him down to his now upright chair. 
Luckily, he also doesn’t budge, because I have no idea how to deflate this
awkwardly intense situation.  Another wave of nausea rolls over me.  I can feel
the moisture on my skin.  Of course Trevor is grinning with amusement as he
continues to shovel piles and piles of mashed potatoes into his eager mouth.  Ugh
mashed potatoes!  Travis, on the other hand, looks at Alex with an
expression that can only be described as pity.  


 “You two need
to cut this out,” I close my eyes and swallow the overwhelming need to purge. 
Right then I lose the battle and make a hasty retreat.  “If you’ll excuse me, I
need to use the restroom and get away from all this unnecessary drama.”  I toss
my napkin on the table and rush to the stairs.  I refuse to have another
confrontation tonight and decide the best place to hide is Rachel’s bathroom
upstairs.  


I almost don’t
make it.  The instant I’m through the doors, I’m down on my knees, bent over
the porcelain bowl.  My stomach twists as I heave, holding my hair aside.  What
did I say about not needing Alex right now?  Oh right, because he complicates
things and I’m so self-sufficient; right…I don’t need him.  But I’m not going
to lie to myself again.  Having someone right now to help me through this would
be comforting.  I know, I know…wishy-washy Elyssa.


After I’ve
expelled the entire contents of my belly, I sit on the floor and rest my back
against the cool side of Rachel’s tub.  The smooth surface gives an odd sense
of relief as I close my eyes and fight back the incessant nausea.  It takes a
minute, but I finally feel almost back to normal.  Well, normal is debatable
considering I still have my eyes closed, head resting against my sister’s
bathtub.


But when I open
my sand-filled eyes, I see something odd.  Rachel is as close to me as my own
appendage.  Growing up, our monthly cycles were always on track.  That was
until a few months ago when I decided to get on the shot.  Since then my
periods have gradually become few and far between.  Rachel didn’t want to get
on the shot because she was worried about the common weight gain.  I, on the
other hand, just wanted a way of dealing with my heavy monthly visitor.  


Which takes me
back to the shock of finding her feminine products spread across her normally
OCD clean floor.  She would literally freak out and stuff it in the bottom
drawer when she realized she hadn’t put the products away.  So, as I sit here,
my eyes focused on a small black box of tampons sitting next to the counter, I
feel a creeping sensation crawling through my skin.


This can’t be
possible.  No, it is not possible.


I scrunch my
eyes thinking of the last time I went to the doctor.  I remember him saying
that I’m supposed to get it every twelve weeks habitually to avoid any issues. 
One of the benefits of getting the shot was the simple fact there were no daily
pills to take, which is what sold me since I can’t remember to take my
multivitamins most of the time.  Problem is, when you can’t remember your last
visit, how are you supposed to remember when to schedule your next one.  


I frantically
search my pockets for my phone.  I have never been so thankful for the genius
who invented the Smartphone, or the other genius who programmed the app with
the ability to track your appointments with the flick of your finger.  


Seriously, thank
God for modern technology, without it I would never be able to keep up with my
body.  I know it’s a bad sign when I’ve gone through several months without an
appointment.  I knew I should have stuck to having horrible cramps and God
awful cycles.  Shit. Shit. Shit.  Looking down at the screen, I let out a
small whimper.  


I’m a month
overdue for my next shot.  


With so much
going on in my life, I’ve been preoccupied.  Besides, birth control was never
really high on my priority list because I wasn’t having sex.  Not until Alex
came into my life.  And since then, damn…I guess it’s true what they say.  It’s
all fun and games until you forget your damn OB/GYN appointment. 


Time stood still
for at least a minute and a half, until I was catapulted into an immediate
panic attack.  Breathe Ely, breathe.  Both hands on my chest, my mind
swirls with thoughts.  Only once in my life have I ever had to worry about this. 
Cole.  And we all know how that ended.  I didn’t want the baby and didn’t know
how to handle the “situation.”   Cole didn’t know anything about it, yet
unknowingly destroyed a small part of my soul.  End of discussion.


No, I know there
is no way I’m pregnant.  I read the pamphlet.  It said that I was like
99.99999 percent unlikely to get pregnant.  Of course, it also stated IF I
received my shots regularly.    


Again, I look to
my phone for answers.  I search for my scheduled doctor’s appointment.  It
didn’t take long to find what might be my biggest pang of guilt to date.  Fuck.
Me.  According to my trusty calendar, you know, the one that’s supposed to
alert me when I have an appointment says that my next visit was supposed
to have been Friday, October 19, 2012.  Two weeks prior to the Friday I left
for New York.  The day Alex walked out of my life.  


Still, there is
no way.  It’s stress.  That’s all.  Stress.


Not able to
believe the “situation” I’ve put myself in, let alone with Alex, I animatedly
shake my head back and forth while I continue to push back the possibility.  It
doesn’t matter.  Alex and I weren’t together that often within the last couple
of months.  No shit, Sherlock!  It only takes one time.  Don’t you remember sex
education!  Am I really talking to myself right now?  


I take a deep
breath which thankfully represses the nausea and calm the tears welling in my
eyes, but not the freak out that’s about to happen.  What if I am pregnant? 
Can you imagine that conversation?  “So Alex, I know I’ve been hot and
cold with you, and I know how it must have seemed like I was using you when I
went to New York and left you in the middle of the night.  But, in that
moment of insanity (because I have so many), while I was doped up on Benadryl,
apparently you got me pregnant.  Congratulations, you’re going to be a Dad!! 
Should I buy cigars now or later when we know the sex of the baby?  You know,
so I can get the right color and all.”


I laugh loudly
unable to fight the growing unease.  Mom, Dad, what am I going to do?  I
scrape my hands over my face.  So many thoughts race through my head, none I
care to discuss.  Not without seeming crazier than I already feel.  And even
though I haven’t been acting appropriately, I now know what I need to do.  I
have to be a grownup and make grownup decisions.  First things first; I need to
get out of here and to a drug store to buy a test.


I pick myself
off the floor and slink to the mirror and instantly roll my eyes.  No one looks
good after puking their insides out, but I look like Satan himself rolling out
of bed, in hell.  My skin blotchy from crying hysterically, my emerald green
eyes bloodshot and puffy, and to make matters worse my normal glowing
complexion is too pale to pass for a healthy person.  Let alone a sane one.  


I grip the
counter loosely and take cleansing breaths in and out.  I focus only on my
chest rising and falling, trying to get my nerves under control before I leave
this bathroom.  I must look like a lunatic right now, but as soon as I step one
foot out of this bathroom, they will all know something’s wrong.  And right
now, I don’t have the energy.  Not, right now.


With a battered
sigh, I wipe my eyes dry and round my shoulders before facing the madness
awaiting me downstairs.  I can do this.  All I have to do is grab Oliver, say
goodbye to everyone, skirt around my hasty retreat, and leave.  Easy-peasy.


Of course it
wouldn’t be that easy.  I don’t get far into the hallway before I run into Alex
sitting on the stairs, waiting for me.  He’s always waiting for me.  On
stairs, no less.  Sensing my approach, he glances behind him.  He tilts his
head in curiosity as I approach and sit next to him.  That’s right, I sat next
to him.  Obviously he has something to say, something he feels I need to hear. 
Unfortunately, I’m assaulted with the smell of the amber liquid wafting from
his small glass as I lay my head on his shoulder in defeat.


I know I told
him to give me time and I’m being exceptionally selfish, but I need a moment of
delusion; just a brief second where I can bask in the security and peace that
being next to him affords me.  I, however, am not so far in lala land that his
drinking doesn’t bother me.  “You shouldn’t drink,” I whisper, nuzzling myself
closer against his shoulder.


Alex lifts the
glass to his mouth, letting the last remnants of liquor pass through his tight
lips.  “It dulls the pain.  It’s either I sit here and drink until I’m numb or
I go out and bury myself in faceless women.  You pick.”  


I wince.  The
thought of Alex with anyone else is absolutely repulsive. 


“I guess alcohol
doesn’t seem so bad when you put it that way,” I whisper again, not wanting
anyone downstairs to hear our conversation.  He chuckles.  I guess he found
that funny, but I’m completely serious.  I’ll apologize to Alex’s liver later
after I’ve figured out what to do with our situation.  I continue to
lean against him, fighting the need to wrap my arms around his bicep and cling
to him for comfort.  


With Oliver’s
boisterous laugh echoing through the entry way of the dining room, I shrink
even further into Alex.  I know I should say something, anything, that will
help ease some of this tension, but I have no words.  Instead, Alex breaks our
silence.  “You have to know how much I can’t stand that he’s here.  Honestly
Hart, I’m not sure what hurts more…the month you ignored me or,” Alex lifts his
hand pointing to the dining room, “you trying to replace me with that dick.”  


I remain quiet. 
There are no words that can express how sorry I am that I’ve ruined this man I
adore.  With every fiber of my soul, I know he is hurting, and it crushes me
deep.  Knowing my own soul has already been broken, along with my heart, I
decide there is nothing left to shatter and do exactly the opposite of what my
mind is screaming at me not to do.  And even though his bicep tenses at the
intimate contact, I hook my arm through his, close my eyes, rest against him
with my full weight and trust we will make it out the other end.  Wherever that
may be.


We sit for
several minutes before I feel his lips against my forehead and hear the sigh. 
After everything we’ve gone through, everything I’ve put him through, he’s
still too kind for his own good.  One minute I’m giving into my heart and the
next pushing him away.  God, how unfair I’ve been…how unfair I’m being. 
Constantly giving into my needs regardless of how he’s feeling.  


Alex kisses my
hair and inhales my scent before resting his cheek against the top of my head. 
“I like you like this.”


“Like what?” I
mumble.


“Needing me…it’s
nice to feel like you want me here.”  I clutch his arm tighter, continuing to
ignore the pain radiating in my chest.  If you only knew how much I do need
you.


The sound of a
throat being cleared causes my eyes to shoot open, ending my brief moment of
tranquility.  Standing at the foot of the stairs with his hands tucked deep
inside his pockets, Oliver rocks back and forth.  “You were taking so long in
the bathroom; I figured I would check on you.”  


“Sorry, I wasn’t
feeling so good.”  I remove my arm from Alex’s grasp and straighten myself
before standing.  Alex bows his head, looking at his empty glass while I move
myself away from him.


Holding out his
hand, Oliver helps me descend the last few steps between us.  “You ready to
go?”  


Grasping my arm
I feel myself tugged backwards, Alex glaring at Oliver.  “You can leave on your
own.  You know where the door is.”  He points towards the door with his chin,
still clutching my elbow.


“We came
together.”  Oliver takes a step closer.  “We leave together.”  


“Why are you
pushing it, Prescott?”  I haven’t moved since the original tug, and can feel
Alex’s body against my side.  His fingers firmly grip my arm, not out of anger,
but more out of desperation.  His hand is trembling against my skin. 


“Why don’t you
ask Elyssa what she wants?”  Oliver takes another step.  Both men are
sandwiching me, neither backing down.


I stare up at
both of them and realize that I’m the only one that can defuse the situation. 
Again.  But, I can’t, no I won’t be in the middle of this feud.  Not again, not
tonight.  And because I still feel nauseous and am in no mood to deal with
their brooding behavior, I push past Oliver, leaving both men on the stairs.


“What I want
is for both of you to grow up and stop this competition!  I am not some prize
in a stupid game between the two of you.”  Oliver’s eyes widen in shock as Alex
winces.  “I feel like crap.  What I want is to go home, which entails me
taking you home.”  I point to Oliver.  My emotions get the best of me as I
watch Alex sink back to sit on the stairs.  Once again, I’m overcome with the
guilt.  But this time, the guilt will have to stay, because I can’t deal with
this right now.


With tears
threatening to brim over, I retreat to the dining area.  Trevor and Travis are
chatting with Bryan when Rachel returns from the kitchen to clear the table. 
All three men stand in unison to help her.  “Rach, I feel like crap.  Do you
need me to help clean up?”


Rachel walks
towards me placing the back of her hand against my forehead after disposing the
dishes on the table.  “You’re not running a fever, but you definitely feel
clammy.  Was it the food?”  All three men snap their heads in my direction.


No Rach, I’m
impregnated by the guy you invited to Thanksgiving dinner.  You know…the same
guy who used his penis as a commodity and fucked his way up the corporate
ladder.  “No
Rach.  I haven’t been feeling well for a few days now.  I just want to go home
and rest.”


“Do you need to
go to the urgent care?  I’ll take you.”  With nothing but concern on her face,
Rachel brings me into a hug, Bryan only inches away strokes my back in
comfort.  I return the gesture and squeeze her tightly wishing I could talk to
her about what is really going on.  What I wouldn’t give to tell her about
Arianna and confess how much the hatred for that woman runs deep within me
now.  I wish we could both make voodoo dolls and stab little pins into her skull
and chest in hopes of causing her as much pain as she has caused me.  Oh, and
I’d mention somewhere in that lovely story that I am pretty sure I’m pregnant. 



“Don’t worry;
I’m sure all I need is a little rest.  I’m going to head home if you don’t need
me.”  Releasing me, Rachel nods her head making me promise to call her if I
need anything.  


Only a few more
goodbyes and I can get out of here and get the test.  I peek over at Oliver and
nod towards the door.  Thankfully, he takes the hint and heads off in that
direction.  He must have already said his goodbyes because no one even notices
that he left the room.  Or at least they don’t say anything more about him.


Both Travis and
Trevor pull me tight against them, the latter keeping me in an embrace longer
than necessary.  In his sexy Trevor voice he proceeds to tell me he knows how
to cheer me up from this disastrous day.  “Every Friday night is Ladies Night
at work.  It’s something new the club is trying, to bring in more people.  It
would mean the world to me, and my boss,” he pauses eyeing Alex as he makes his
presence known by a tight growl, “if you could let your friends know and, you
know, maybe come one night.  Maybe even bring some fliers to work?”


When Trevor is
done with his very effective persuasion tactics, he finally releases me.  I
look up at him and cock my head.  That was a little too weird.  One, why the
long embrace?  I don’t know Trevor that well, but I wouldn’t have expected him
to be so over affectionate.  And really, all he had to do was ask.  Why the
long drawn out promotion?  Who am I kidding; I know the answer without even
having to think twice.  Alex.  Something’s off between the two of them, and I
can’t quite put my finger on it.  And two, did Alex just growl?  


 “I don’t know,
Trevor…”  Pushing out his bottom lip, he begins to beg silently.


“Ugh…fine!  But
you owe me!”  He brings me into another bear hug, squeezing all the air out of
my lungs.


“Thank you!  You
are the most wonderful woman I know!  I’d ask Rachel, but Bryan might castrate
me!” he chuckles pointing towards my sister.


“Hey, I’m
technically not married yet!  I can still go out and party like a rock star,”
Rachel jokes from the end of the table as she cuts the rest of the turkey up
into slices for packaging.  


Bryan comes up
from behind her, nestling into her neck as he places kisses on her nape and
cheek.  “Don’t you even think about it.  I’m the only one that gets to see
these moves.”  Rachel giggles in delight.


My attention
turns to Alex, both hands touching the top of the archway, body leaning into
the room.  His shirt is untucked and when he stretches his torso, his shirt
rides up just enough to show off his taut upper body which takes up the entire
entry.  The muscles of his abdomen contracts making my mouth water with want.  Is
it healthy for me to ogle my ex-boyfriend, because damn, he looks…lick-able.  


Sensing the
energy shift, Trevor chimes back in with a wink, “I brought Ely up to speed
about the Ladies Night at the club.  She agreed to party it up and bring
all of her girlfriends.  Right?”  I nod.  


Thanks Trevor. 
Go ahead and tell my crazy jealous ex about the possibility of another guy even
talking to me.  I’m sure he’s going to jump for joy at this news.  


Just as I
thought, Alex doesn’t seem happy at all.  His jaw clenches while his now beady
blue eyes shoot daggers at Trevor.  “Hey man, it’s just a night out.  No
biggie,” Trevor tries to calm the storm raging inside Alex.


Without skipping
a beat, Alex walks towards me.  His eyes rest on my legs longer than they
should, shutting everyone else in the room out and making me pant with need. 
His deep penetrating stare set off my quivering body.  Lucky for me, my sister
is a genius and must sense the awkward moment and suggests for the boys to join
her in the kitchen to assist her in “cleaning up.”  And when I say awkward, I
mean for them, not us.


“You leaving?”
Alex asks, stepping one foot closer.


I nod only
slightly, “I’m not feeling well and I need to drop Oliver off at his house.”


“There has to be
a bus route somewhere around here,” he smirks, taking another step closer to
me.  


Our bodies are
practically conjoined as he reaches up and brushes his fingers over my chin,
tilting my head even farther back so we don’t lose the connection.  I don’t
know what he wants me to say, but I have to make sure he knows.  “There’s
nothing going on, Alex.”  


“I’m trying to
be level headed about this.  I really am.  I just hate that fucker.”  I giggle
out of sheer frustration and Alex finally flashes his dimpled cheeks.  He brushes
his thumb over my face.  “Do I get a hug goodbye or are hugs only for perverts
like Trevor?”


Reaching up, I
place my hands around his neck while he reaches down and wraps his arms around
my waist, lifting me up into a tight embrace.  He runs his nose along the
length of my neck starting below my ear and down to my clavicle, sending
shivers throughout my entire body.  I sigh in reaction as my body conforms to
his. 


“So, its okay
for Trevor to hug me but you can’t stand me giving Oliver a ride home?”  I
mumble against his shoulder, trying to lighten the situation.  Alex still has
his arms wrapped around me, but I feel him tense at Oliver’s name.


“I never said it
was okay.  But there is a difference between Trevor and Oliver.  Trevor knows
you’re mine.  Oliver just doesn’t care.”  


I purse my lips
and close my eyes.  He still calls me his.  “Happy Thanksgiving, Alex,”
I whisper and place a sweet kiss over his dimple before pushing against his
chest, breaking our embrace.


He frowns as he
lets me go.  “Happy Thanksgiving, Hart.”  


~~~~~


When I pull up
to his apartment, Oliver blurts out the question I know he’s been harboring
since we left Rachel’s.  “Why do you let him treat you like he owns you?”  


“Why do you act
like it’s a damn pissing contest every time I’m around?”  That came out a
little more bitchy than I intended. 


“If you only
knew.”  Oliver rests his head against the back of the seat as he gazes out the
window.  I turn in my seat, letting the car idle while giving him my full
attention.


 “Okay, so make
me understand.”  


“I’m guessing
Alex never told you the full story as to why we aren’t the best of friends.” 
He looks at me and I shake my head in denial.  What Alex did tell me about
Oliver was that he was egotistical, always needing the attention of every
female and of course them pursuing the same job at the same time.  Alex, of
course, got the position.  “So I’m guessing he didn’t tell you that he fucked
my fiancée?


My mouth drops
open in shock.  I don’t even know if I shook my head, but I’m guessing by the
look on my face, he got his answer.


 “Of course
not!  Why would he?  I like how he leaves out the gruesome details so he
doesn’t look like such an asshole.”  I stare at him while his words sink in.


“What?  When?” 
Trust me, I’m not shocked that Alex has possibly slept with women who are
either married or engaged.  I wouldn’t put it past his, well, past.  But, what
has shocked me is that Oliver’s fiancée would cheat on him.  Why would she?  If
you had someone as good and pure as Oliver, you just shouldn’t cheat.  Period. 



“It was a few
years back.  During the first conference I ever attended.  Stupid me, I brought
her with me.  While I had dinner with clients, she decided to grab a
drink at the bar.”  Oliver visibly shivers, brows pulling together as he
continues to stare out the window at the vacant lot next to his complex. 
“Dinner ran a little later than expected and when I was done and couldn’t find
her, I figured she went back to the room.  I headed back and unfortunately
that’s when I saw her.  She was leaving his room, kissing him as he
helped her zip up her dress before he closed the door.”


“What happened?”
I urge him to continue.


“She looked at
me like I had three testicles and then started crying about how I cared more
about my job than her.  Spouting off stupid shit about her needs and…and, I
don’t remember everything.  I just remember going to our room, which was right
next door to his by the way.  I grabbed her shit, tossed it into the hallway.”


“So ever since
then…”


“I’ve hated
him,” Oliver’s voice trails off.  His confession leaves me with a deeper
understanding at what I thought was an imaginary competition between the two
men.  Due to Oliver’s ex’s infidelity, he finds a need to top Alex in
something.  Anything.  I just happen to be the anything at the moment. 
“He represents everything I loathe.  The fact you let him treat you…”


“Alex isn’t that
guy anymore, Oliver…” I mutter so low I’m surprised when he hears me, cutting
me off.


“Don’t, Ely…just
don’t.”  He stops me before I start to defend Alex.  “He shouldn’t have left
you.”


“What?”  My
voice rises in surprise.  Of all people Oliver should understand Alex’s
obligations to the company.  Business trips are frequent and it would have been
Oliver if he got the job.  Alex had no other option but to go, regardless of
how much I didn’t want it.


“For New York…he
shouldn’t have left you.  That’s his mistake.  My benefit, but it will always
be his mistake.”  


“Oliver, we
aren’t…”  My voice trails off before he interrupts me, again.


“Seriously
Elyssa, don’t deny whatever was between you guys.  I saw it in San
Diego, I saw it when I first came to Vegas, and I definitely saw it tonight. 
The way he looks at you…”  I nod my head, refusing to try to convince him
otherwise.  


Before the next
thought comes out, my body is rocked with fear.  Arianna.  “Please don’t say
anything!” I plead with knowing consequences.  “Please, Oliver…no one at work
can know.”


“I’m not going
to.  I would rather win you fair and square.  Not by forcing you to not be with
him.”


“I was serious
earlier, Oliver.  I’m not a prize in this competition between you two.”


“I’ll admit it,
at first I wanted him to know how it felt to have someone take what was his,
but now…now I just want you because I want you.  Not because he wants you, but
because,” he pauses, “You make me feel again.”


I shake my head
when he takes my hand.  “Oliver, I wasn’t lying when I told you that I’m not
ready.”  Especially not after tonight’s chain of untimely events.  


“I’m patient,
Elyssa.  We can take it as slow as you need to go.”  With his eyes slinking
down to my lips I know exactly what he’s thinking.  About what he’s about to
do.  This is the last thing I need right now.  


I take the
opportunity to nudge Oliver back into the friendship zone.  “I think this is
the part of the evening where we say goodnight.”  More than anything right now
I need a friend.   I’m just praying he doesn’t make the horrid move and make
this awkward between us.  


Pulling the
handle, Oliver places one foot out the door before turning around.  “Goodnight,
Ely.”  He hesitates, but eventually gets out and heads up the walkway.  


Note to self…Go to the damn drug
store and stop stressing.






CHAPTER
7


 


Patience is
definitely a virtue, just not one of mine.  Sitting on the rim of my tub, knees
bobbing up and down, I’m on edge.  It feels as if my heart is going to pound
out of my chest and walk out the bathroom door.  Catching the glare of my
watch, I see that only fifteen seconds have passed since I urinated on the
plastic stick.  You know…the one that will determine the rest of my life. 


To keep myself
busy, I lower to the floor and pull out the directions and scan the paper. 
Honestly, could this be any more confusing?  It’s like I’m reading a foreign
language.  Nope, that’s on the back.  How do you read this damn thing?  And
why the hell didn’t I buy the digital test?  Ugh!  All I want to know is
what symbol I’m looking for.  This should be in circles, underlined with
blinking lights surrounding it.  Ah ha!  Found it!  Two minus signs…got it! 
Come on minus signs.    


Waiting
impatiently, I rest my cheek against my forearm and glance at my watch again. 
One minute, forty-five seconds.  Come on minus signs.  I cross my
fingers as I silently repeat my wishes over and over again.  I think the
manufacturer does this on purpose; making people wait in suspense.  


I take the last
minute and fifteen seconds to imagine a different outcome; one where Alex and I
planned on having a baby.  I envision the smile on my face, the tears flowing
freely, but they would be tears of joy.  We’d both be in this bathroom, Alex’s
smooth muscular arms around me, resting his hands on my belly with all the
hopes and dreams of a new father.  


The problem with
using your imagination is that reality is usually far from it.  My reality
sucks.  In my reality, I’m alone.  All I have is me, myself and I. 


Ten more seconds
was all it took before my future flashed before my eyes.  Two windows display:
one straight line and one positive sign.  Fuck my life!  I shake my head
in denial and cry.  God, what have I done?!  Not only have I ruined Alex and
broke his heart, now I’ve gotten myself knocked up.  Now I’ve ruined three
people’s lives; well technically two and a half since the baby isn’t here yet,
but give me time.  I’m a natural fucking disaster.  I wonder if the weather
service issues warnings for Elyssa storms.  If so, Alex most definitely didn’t
get the memo the day I walked into his life.  


Deep sobs escape
my lips.  My body rocks as I hug my knees tightly to my chest and let my head
fall back against the rim of the tub.  The only comfort is the cool tile below
me.  In all honesty, it’s the only thing keeping me from heaving into the
porcelain bowl next to me.  My body shakes uncontrollably as the initial shock
wears off.


My thoughts go
back to a previous conversation we had about children.  “You not telling Cole about being pregnant…I need to know
you would never do that to me…if something happened, I would always want you to
talk to me.  You can’t just freak out and take matters into your own
hands.  I have to be included in the decision; we’re in this together.”


  But how?  How
could this possibly work?  Arianna hasn’t dropped dead.  She knows everything;
even before it happens.  She should get her own 900 number and open up her own
psychic hotline at the rate she’s going.  


Alex would end
up losing his career and we’d have what?  Each other?  Okay, sure, that would
be nice.  But we can’t live off of our love.  Love isn’t all it’s cracked up to
be.  It doesn’t feed a baby and it definitely doesn’t put a roof over your
head.  


No.  I made him
a promise.  Even though I’ve done a lot of shitty things in the past month, I
won’t deny him like I denied Cole.  I won’t go through that guilt and pain when
he eventually finds out.  


Sitting up
straighter, my fingers fumble across the touch screen as I dial Alex’s number. 
Panic sets in after the first ring.  I have no clue what to tell him; I
probably should have prepared a speech or something.  How can I explain this
without telling him everything?  He’s going to think I regret it, which is the
exact opposite.  I don’t regret him or anything we’ve experienced together.  I
just wish that Doc Brown could pull up in his Delorian and take me back to the
moment of conception and remind me that I didn’t get my shot and tell me to
wrap it up.  


Apparently I’m
not as put together as I once was.  What happened to the strong, independent
girl I used to be?  I’ll tell you what happened…Alexander Motherfucking James
happened.  He’s thrown my life into a whirlwind since the moment I met him.


His voice comes
through the receiver and my tongue ties in knots, tears pouring out of my eyes.



“Hart?”  He
sounds worried as I choke on my sobs.


Silence.


“Elyssa?”  He
softens his voice hoping to coddle a response out of me.


Sob. Sniffle.
Sob.


“Elyssa, talk to
me.  What’s wrong?”  


I can only
imagine what he’s thinking.  I just left with Oliver not that long ago and he
thinks Oliver is some demented pervert.  He probably thinks Oliver has me
locked up in a basement somewhere asking me to place lotion on my skin and
threatening me with a hose.  Highly unlikely since houses in Vegas don’t
have basements.  I know I know, my thoughts are not rational right now.  Can
you blame me?


Unfortunately,
my cries have turned into an uncontrollable weeping.  In my state, even I can
tell he’s driving and occasionally I hear Alex on the other end flicking his
turn signal followed by the roar of his engine.  That’s weird.  I would have
thought he’d be home by now.


This has to be
the most awkward conversation in the history of conversations.  My silent cries
on one end of the receiver while Alex remains completely silent on the other
end.  Stop being a coward and tell him, Ely.  Bite the bullet and get it
over with.


“Alex…” my voice
strains.


Knock! Knock!
Knock! Knock! Knock!


The sound of
reverberation on the door is a fading echo; I can hear it through the phone and
my apartment.  In a moment of silent shock, I take the receiver away from my
ear and listen intently for my front door.  Shit, this can’t be happening. 



Bang!  Bang!
Bang!  


“Alex…” and then
the receiver went dead.  Again with the incessant knocking, progressively
getting louder.  I can’t believe he’s here.  Oh shit, he can’t find out this
way.  I scramble around the bathroom throwing the Walgreens plastic bag
along with the box, directions and devil stick under my sink.


The abrupt sound
of the front door opening and closing motivates my body into motion.  Pushing
myself from the floor I glance in the mirror.  My eyes are puffy, nose red and
my hair is a mess.  Ugh.  With a sigh, I head to the living room.  Alex freezes
the moment our eyes meet.  He looks tired, and yet still flawless, which makes
this even more gut wrenching.  I literally feel as if I’m being choked from the
inside.  My breathing is short as my body starts to tremble again.  


With a look of
worry, he inches towards me.  Eyes fixed on my tear soaked face he slowly
extends his arms waiting for me to make the next move.  I know with everything
in my being that this is wrong, but I can’t deny that I need the comfort of his
arms.  He shouldn’t have come here, but thank God he has.  I don’t know if I’m
able to get through this night on my own.  I shuffle towards him with my hands
covering my face.  Bridging the gap, he reaches forward and pulls me into his
arms.  I bury my face into his chest, legs giving out as tears take over. 


“Shhh…”  His
voice is soothing and the rumble from his chest is a lullaby that I could
listen to on repeat for the rest of my life.  “It’s okay,” he repeats over and
over while his hand brushes over my hair before running up and down the length
of my spine.  Just being close to him, listening to his heartbeat, inhaling his
scent, makes the world disappear.  


In my idyllic
world this wouldn’t be happening.  We’d still be together and the time apart
would have been nothing more than a business trip.  In my ideal world, I would
have surprised him with a picture of an ultrasound and we’d make love all night
in celebration.  Because even though I know we didn’t expect this, we’d be able
to handle this together.  In my perfect world, we’d spoil the hell out of our
baby and spend forever loving our perfect little family.  


But I don’t have
a perfect world.  My existence is this painful reality.  No, instead I’m here,
a big, sloppy, blubbering mess with Alex.  He’s the only thing holding me
together.  He’s the only reason I’m not lying on the floor of the bathroom waiting
for the world to crumble on top of me.  


What chaos this
baby must feel being inside me.  I’m sorry little one.  Why couldn’t you
have waited awhile longer before coming into this world?  Your Mommy and Daddy
just don’t have things quite figured out yet.


Alex’s hold is
constant, no matter how many tears I shed or how many sobs are muffled by the
muscles of his chest.  Finally, when I’ve run out of tears, I risk titling my
head back.  He still has that look of worry, but he attempts a small smile and
begins to brush the hair away from my face.  How can he even look at me?  I
know I’m a mess with my red face and snotty nose.  If I were him, I’d be
questioning why he was even attracted to me in the first place.  


 “You okay now?”
he asks, his hands continue to push back my hair and stroke my cheek.


No.  It takes every
ounce of strength I have left to nod. 


“You gonna tell
me what’s wrong?”  I try to look away but Alex grabs my chin and forces me to
meet his gaze.  I shake my head, still unable to speak.  I’m worried that the second
I open my mouth I’ll vomit the fact that I’m pregnant.  


His brows furrow
but his hands continue to soothe me as they move from my face to the nape of my
neck.  My heavy eyelids close with the touch of his fingers strumming over my
skin.  Alex holds me like I’m fragile, like he’s afraid he’s going to break
me.  “Do you want me to leave?”


I shake my head,
eyes widening at the thought, which is probably one of the most honest
reactions I’ve had towards him since…well, since dinner.  My brain knows that
I’m supposed to fight my feelings for him.  I know I’m supposed to push him
away so we can avoid confusing this matter further.  It’s been hard enough
asking Alex for distance when I want nothing more than to keep him near.  But
my heart is desperate to have him close.  My body desires his warmth and our
unborn child deserves to have some moments of peace in this chaotic body.  


“Do you want to
sit down?”  I nod and Alex lifts me, his hands grip my thighs as he walks us to
the couch.  I know the last thing on my mind should be sex, but the moment he
walked through the door, my body was already doing summersaults.  Now, with his
hands cradling my thighs and his svelte body so close to the apex of my
legs…the only thing I can think of is unbridled pleasure.


Alex sits on the
couch with me straddled in his lap.  We always seem to end up like this, but
instead of kissing me and ripping off my clothes, he strokes my cheek before
sliding over and setting me next to him.  Lifting my legs into his lap, Alex
takes my foot and starts to apply pressure to the arch.  While I rest my guilt
ridden head on the back of the couch, I’m taken back by his ability to be so
tender, especially when I don’t deserve it.   


“Are you upset
about dinner?”  His head tilts, looking at me through his long, thick lashes. 
I shake my head.  Of course he would think I was upset about dinner.  Not
to say that dinner was a success, but I completely understand Alex’s reaction
to Oliver being there.  I can’t even imagine how I would feel if I saw him with
another woman, let alone a woman who pissed me off every chance she got.


Alex shifts his
attention to my other foot and a moan escapes my lips as he applies pressure to
the sensitive area between my toes.  He chuckles.  “You like that, huh?”  A
sweet smile touches his face and those amazing dimples are finally present. 
Lazily, I graze his left cheek with my pointer finger and notice how long his
hair has gotten.  


“You need a
haircut.”  I struggle to speak, as if there’s no air in my lungs.  Although my
body is completely relaxed, thanks to his skillful hands, my chest still feels
heavy.  


Alex’s muscles
tense as he runs his hands through his hair.  “I guess it has been awhile…” he
pauses, resting his hands on my knee.  “I can’t help but think that I’m the
cause of all this,” he gestures towards me.  “I don’t know what happened when I
left or after you left me in New York.  All I know is that you keep pushing me
away.”  


God…this isn’t
the conversation I wanted to have right now.  I want to stop
him from uttering another word.  I want to pull him against me and show him how
much I’ve missed him.  I want to explain to him I’ve been trying to figure
things out, but I can’t find the words.   All my body seems to know is how to
form more tears.


“Are you with
Oliver now?  Is this what this is all about?”  I frown at him as I shake my
head.  I hate that we keep coming back to this.  It’s a constant question Alex
always falls back on, his insecurities showing.


“Am I hurting
you?”  What a loaded question.  What he fails to understand is that there are
many forms of pain; the worst being the incessant ache that throbs in my chest
when he’s near.  Being around him is like being stranded in the desert.  Alex
is my cool glass of water that I’m dying to take a sip of.  I want to devour
him and feel the comfort of having him, but it’s a mirage.  Happiness is all a
damn mirage.


“Daily…” I
murmur.  What he doesn’t realize is the pain I feel from our inability to be
together and not by his actions.  How I wish I could tell him that none of this
is his fault.  He’s always within reach and so eager to give himself.  He knows
we belong together and because of this, I’m constantly at battle with myself to
give in.  To go against my word of keeping him safe, just to fulfill my own
needs.  


But isn’t that
how we got into this predicament in the first place; me giving into my wants
and needs. 


“Fuck Elyssa, I
can’t win with you.  One moment it feels as if I’m still here,” Alex lifts his
hand, resting it over my heart.  “But the next, it feels as if you are a
million miles away.  As if you’ve put some arbitrary wall between us.  I keep
banging myself up against it, but all I’m doing is beating the shit out of
myself.”  


I bite my lower
lip and hide my face in my hands.  “I’m sorry, Alex,” my words muffled.


“Don’t be
sorry,” Alex pulls my hands down and pulls me closer to him.  “If anything…you
made me realize what I was missing.  I never realized how lonely I was until I
found you.  It wasn’t until I lost you, that I truly know how alone I am.”  His
words cut me.  I’ve ripped his heart out, stomped on it, picked it back up and
stomped on it some more.  


“I know I’m
making things more difficult for you.  You are just so hard to let go.”  I can
feel his breath on my neck as he rests his forehead against my shoulder. 
Reaching up I run my fingers through his long locks and rest my hands on the
back of his neck.  “I won’t do this anymore.  You said you needed time and…I
never wanted this.  I thought you were just hesitant about my past, about
finding out about Arianna.  I thought if I convinced you that I’ve been different
since you, that we could forget about this, but I’ll try to give you what you
need.”  He sighs in defeat.  “It’s just so fucking hard.”  


I hug him
tighter, clinging to his tense body, breathing him in.


I wish I could
pause this moment.  I want nothing more than to live in his embrace, have him
comfort me as I comfort him.  Instead, Alex glances at his watch, and shatters
our seemingly perfect moment.  “It’s getting late.  I should put you to bed.”


In a panic, I
wrap my arms tighter around him.  “Please don’t leave…I…please, Alex, don’t
leave.”  My nails dig into his skin as I cling to him.  


The alarm in my
voice threatens to dissolve what little hold Alex has, and when he reaches for
me, I race to climb into his arms.  I sigh in relief when he lifts me and heads
towards the bedroom.  


Setting me on
the bed, he stands next to me and pauses.  Watching him, I notice his eyes rake
over my body landing on my grief stricken face.  With resolve, Alex commands me
to lift my arms and you know my body willingly complies.  It always will.  He
reaches down to find the hem of my blouse, his fingers caress the skin right
above the waistband of my skirt.  As he lifts the flimsy material over my head,
his fingers graze over my ribs, sliding against the side of my breasts.  My
body was riddled with exhaustion, but now my heart races as he eyes the tops of
my breasts peeking out from the lacy cream material of my bra.  


Alex groans,
closing his eyes, as he pushes me back against the comforter of my bed and
kneels in front of me.  His large hands grip the waist of my skirt.  His
forearms graze down my thighs as he tugs, leaving me bare in only my
undergarments.  My skin is covered in goosebumps.  Alex stands, towering over
me; an internal battle wages, eyes full of need and lust, chest heaving as he
appreciates my exposed body.  


I want him just
as much as he wants me.  It’s evident, not only with the rapid rise and fall of
my chest or the overwhelming scent of my arousal, or the way my eyes
practically beg him to touch me.  


With a sigh,
Alex reaches for the head of the bed and pulls down the sheets.  “Get in,” he
demands.  I crawl in and look up at him, begging him with my eyes to stay.


Alex shakes his
head, answering my unspoken question.  He leans down and places a swift kiss on
my forehead and turns to leave, but I can’t let him get away.  Not tonight. 
So, I do the only thing I can think of and reach out and grab his shirt. 
“Please Alex…”


Conflicted, he
searches my face.  It only takes a moment, but I see when resolve leaves his
body.  It’s as if all air is expunged, leaving him only with his last sigh. 
Alex turns and begins to unbutton his dress shirt.  The cotton fabric falls
from his broad shoulders, allowing me to study the curvature of his muscles;
the peaks and dips of his chest, his shoulders, and biceps.  His defined abs
make me quiver as his muscles flex while he loosens his belt.  Within seconds
Alex is naked except for the thin cotton fabric of his black Calvin Klein boxer
briefs.  He may have let his hair grow longer than normal, he may not shave as
frequently as he should, but the man doesn’t let his body go to waste.


“Scoot over.” 
Even though it sounds as if he’s ordering me, his voice shows patience and care
so I move and rest on my side.  The click of the lamp is the only sound before
his body pushes up against me.  He doesn’t ask permission, but then again, he
doesn’t need to.   


He pulls me
closer.  I can feel his arousal against my back and even though it would be
easy for him to press the issue, he doesn’t.  Instead he rests his hand on my
belly.  I’m not sure if it’s the pregnancy hormones, but the moment his hand
touches where our unborn child lays, my lips tremble as I struggle with my
emotions.  This might be the closest our baby will ever get to his or her Dad. 
After tonight, I know I can’t tell Alex.  He’s having a hard enough time as it
is; imagine if a child was involved.  We would both ruin him and he would
resent us.  No.  He can never know. 


I rest my hand
on his, the three of us joined for the briefest of moments.  I close my eyes
and hope to dream of the family I should have, but know that when I wake in the
morning, Alex will be gone.  


 


Friday, November 23, 2012


Knock! Knock!
Knock!


My eyes flutter
and I groan.  Who the hell is here at this ungodly hour?  I glance at my
alarm clock and notice that it’s already ten in the morning.  Okay, maybe
it’s not as early as I thought it was.  With my head throbbing, my eyes
struggle to open while my sleep intruder continues to pound on my front door.


Geez…  “I’m coming!”
I yell, my voice croaks and my heart aches as I pull myself from the emptiness
of my bed.  I notice the remnants of last night still lying on my floor.  The
clothes Alex helped me remove before he slid inside my bed still remain, along
with his tie.  His tie; it’s the only proof that he was here.  That he had his
arms wrapped around me while I cried for him, for us, for our baby.  


I pull a t-shirt
and boxer shorts from my drawer before I shuffle my feet to the door.  The cold
air rushes in as does my sister who immediately engulfs me.  My arms are pinned
at my side, forcing me to shut the door with my foot.  “Rach?”


No words, just
sobs as she awkwardly clings to me.  Lord how many tears can we shed in such
a short amount of time?  Hart women must have an unlimited supply.  “Rach,
what’s wrong?”  I pry my arms out of her death grip and hold her close.  The instant
she lifts her face and our eyes meet, I see pity and know exactly what has her
so upset.  “He told you, didn’t he?”


A nod is all I
need to confirm the dread in my stomach.  What was Alex thinking? 
Rachel hugs me tighter and continues to cry into the crook of my neck while I
lead us to the couch.  This conversation doesn’t need to take place at all, let
alone at the entryway of my apartment.  Who knows how much Alex divulged and
all I need is for my sister to faint on my doorstep.  At least the couch is a
more suitable place to lose consciousness.  


“Why…why didn’t
you tell me?”  Rachel blubbers while we both sink against the cushions of the
couch.  


“Rach…sometimes
it isn’t my story to tell.  Sometimes things are better left unsaid.”  She
shakes her head in disagreement.  “What exactly did he tell you?”


“Everything,
El.  He told us about the women, about meeting Arianna, about his position at
SHI.”  She stops, giving me a chance to intercede.  Luckily for me, that’s all
on him.  He doesn’t even know what I’m going through, so I don’t know why I was
worried she would find out how Arianna has been threatening me.  


“Well, that’s
pretty much everything in a nutshell.”  Rachel releases me, giving me space to
finally breathe as I close my eyes and fall against my decorative pillows.


“That’s not all
he told us.”  Great…thought too soon.  “Alex explained that when he met
you, you changed everything.  He made it abundantly clear how you are the sole
reason he wants more.”


My chest
tightens and I feel as if someone is literally sitting on it.  Rachel knows. 
If she knows the beginning, she knows the end.  The end I’ve purposely kept
from her.  


“He also told us
that he was forced to leave, to go to New York for business, but that you went
there.  But El, I don’t understand.  Why would you go to New York and then
leave him the way you did?  What’s happened with you and him for the past few
weeks since he’s been back?”  


“What do you
want me to say, Rach?  I’m sure you have plenty of questions about Alex and his
past and why I didn’t tell you.  Like I said, it’s not my story to tell.”


“What?  No, El. 
My questions aren’t about Alex.  He told us everything I needed to know and I
agree with him.  That was his past and it has nothing to do with the present. 
That man loves you to the moon and back.  What I’m talking about right now is
entirely about you!  I wanted to come over last night to check on you, but by
the time Alex left our place it was too late.  I can’t imagine what you’ve been
going through.


“But then when
Bryan received a text from Alex asking for me to check and make sure you were
okay, I started to get angry.  And the closer I got to your apartment, the
angrier I became.”  


“You’re
angry….at me?” I ask astounded.  Are we in the same conversation?


“Damn straight I
am!  First off, you didn’t tell me anything about your problems with Alex.  I’m
your sister.  I could have been there for you.”  I shake my head about to
interject, but she silences me with a raised eyebrow.  “Oh, I’m far from
finished.  What confuses me the most is the moment he opened up to you and let
you in, you threw his past in his face and ignored him while he was in New
York.  In a place where he didn’t want to be, sent by the one person who has
control over him.”


“Rachel…”  I try
to interject, but she just glares at me.


“No…you’re not
going to talk now.  Not when you should have been talking to me this entire
time.”


“Rachel…let me
talk.”  I know it’s my fault for keeping everything from her, so she has no
clue what I’ve been going through.  What I’m still going through.  If only
she’d let me talk, I’d tell her.  


“No, like I
said, you are going to listen.  I can’t even fathom what you’ve been thinking
and why you’ve made the decisions you have.  But, I’m here now and you need to
give me something, El, because none of this makes sense.”


“Fine,” I
concede.


Rachel goes on saying
that she understands why I went to New York.  That if Bryan was clear across
the country, in the middle of a natural disaster, she would be frantic with
worry too.  What she’s completely wrong about is her opinion that I used Alex
for a booty call and then pushed him out of my life as if he was yesterday’s
garbage.  


I get it, I
really do.  But we all know that’s not what happened.


“It wasn’t a
booty call, Rachel.  I was worried, I couldn’t get a hold of him, and I had to
know he was safe.  I never meant to actually see him,” I look down at my hands,
the defensiveness leaving my tone, replaced with sadness.


“I’m just saying
maybe you need to look at it from his point of view.  But again, that’s in the
past.  Let’s leave it there.  My main concern is the mess that happened last
night.  Now, I know it’s our fault we didn’t tell you we invited him, but it’s
also your fault for inviting Oliver without telling us.  All we were trying to
do was surprise you and we were all slapped in the face.  After everything
that’s happened between you and Alex, this was the icing on the cake.  What in
the hell is going on with you?  Since when do you go from one guy to another?”


Hold up…WHAT?  


Is Rachel
accusing me of man hopping?  I swear at times it’s like she doesn’t know me at
all.  Rachel
doesn’t seem upset about Alex renting his dick by the hour or the fact that
he’s been with Arianna.  But, because I brought a friend to Thanksgiving
dinner, she’s accusing me of whoring around?


Unhuh.  No.
Freaking. Way.


With my irritation
at an all time high, I stand and pace.  Stopping in front of her, hands on my
hips I begin my rant.  “Okay, Rachel.  You want to hear it all?”  She nods. 
“First, I didn’t tell you about Alex because I didn’t want you to think
differently about him, especially if I stayed with him.  Secondly, I didn’t
just show up in New York and use him.  I love him.”  I pause, taking a breath
to calm myself down for a second.  


“And yes, let’s
talk about what happened last night.”  She nods allowing me to continue.  “I
didn’t show up with a random guy to Thanksgiving dinner to make things
worse.  I brought a friend to dinner that didn’t have anywhere else to
go.  I was just being nice, which is something you taught me.  


“Oh, and you
want to talk about how this so-called other guy is the icing on the cake…the
icing on the cake, Rachel, is that I’m fucking pregnant.”  I throw my hands up
in the air and fall into the cushion next to my sister as I try to calm my
beating heart.  


Turning to face
her, I search her face for comprehension.  Yep, I’ve officially stunned her
into silence.  I should have told her I was pregnant earlier.  We could have
avoided as least half of this conversation.


A minute passes
before her voice barely registers a whisper compared to her earlier lecture. 
“El, did you just say that you’re pregnant?”  Of course she heard me, but I nod
my head to make sure it registers.  “When did you find out?”


I place my head
in my hands, resting my elbows on my knees.  Rachel inches forward and begins
to rub circles on my back.  “I found out last night.  I took a test and, well,
you know the rest.”


Realization
dawns on her face, “That’s why Alex wanted me to check on you.”


My head shoots
up in panic.  “No!  Alex doesn’t know.  No Rach, please don’t tell him.”


“El, he deserves
to know.”  


“Please, Rach. 
I’m still trying to deal with this myself.  He’s barely giving me room to think
as it is; can you imagine how he’ll be if he knew I was pregnant?”  Panicked, I
begin to plead with her, “Rach, you have to swear on it.  Swear on our parents
that you will not tell him!”  


“Seriously El? 
I don’t know…”  She tries to pull away, but I grip her arms tightly forcing her
to look at me.


“No!” I scream
at her.  She doesn’t understand.  “You have to promise me!”


“Fine…fine!”  She
raises her hands in submission.  “I won’t tell him.  But you need to at some
point.”


“I know, okay. 
I know.  Just let me figure things out.”  I sag against the backrest, exhausted
from this brief conversation.


The living room
becomes deathly quiet while both Rachel and I take in the severity of the
situation.  “So, let me make sure I understand this correctly.  You broke up
with Alex because you found out he was selling himself in the past.  Yet, you
loved him and were afraid for his safety, which is why you went to New York. 
And, in the process you got yourself pregnant.  But now you realize you don’t
want to be with him?”


“Partially
correct…I broke up with Alex because it would never work out.  We work together
and Arianna is technically both of our boss’s.  He needs his job to take care
of Nana and I need my job to take care of myself and now our baby.  And it’s
not that I loved him, in the past tense…I still do, but we just aren’t good for
each other.”


Rachel’s glare
is deadly as she stares out the window.  “I knew Arianna hadn’t changed her
ways.”  Whoa, where did that come from?


Her statement
makes me think she knows more than she’s letting on.  I cock my head and ask,
“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I never told
you why I hated Arianna, because you didn’t need more fucked up shit in your
life.”  She pauses, looking back at me and must see the curiosity on my face,
because she continues.  “Mom told me that Dad and Arianna used to be
sweethearts before they met.  Did you know that?”


“Uh, no!”  Ick!
Great!  Now every man I’ve ever loved has officially slept with Satan.  


“Yah, well
apparently Dad took one look at Mom and fell in love.  They married, had kids,
and everything was right in the world.  At least that’s the story you know.”  I
nod, almost scared of how this might end.  


“It had to have
been a few months before Mom and Dad died.  I came home from school earlier
than expected and didn’t know anyone was home.  Needless to say, when I walked
past Dad’s study, I walked in on an interesting exchange.  God, my stomach is
in knots just thinking about it.”


“Spit it out,
Rach.”  I push her to continue even though I know I probably won’t like it.  


“You know how
when we were kids we used to dread nights when Mom and Dad felt…romantic, as we
would call it.”  I nod my head.  It’s completely normal for children to not
want to hear or see their parents being intimate.  “Well, let’s just say that
Dad was studying his files closely.”


“Huh?”  I tilt
my head looking at Rachel in confusion.


“He had his head
buried in some cases?”  Rachel says through gritted teeth.


“I’m confused.” 
I squint my eyes, still not catching on.


“He was going
down on her!”  She yelps before covering her face with her hands.


“Oh my God! 
That’s disgusting.  He was going down on Mom?”  I scrunch my face.  It’s bad
enough imagining your parents having sex, let alone exploring the depths of
cunilingus.  


“No.  I swear
sometimes you are dense.”  She splays her hand over her forehead in
desperation.  It’s early in the morning.  Well not early, but I just woke up. 
She needs to give me a break.  “He was going down on Arianna.  She was spread
across his desk.  His back was to me, but her head was up, watching him.  She
saw me.  I stood in the doorway for only a few seconds, but it was enough to scar
me for life.  And to change my opinion of Dad.”  My mind is whirling.  My
Dad cheated on my Mom with her!  


“I left.  Went
back to school and avoided Dad.  That was until…”  I don’t know if it’s the
pregnancy or the thought of my Dad and Arianna together, but right now, I feel
like I might be sick.


“Until?”  I
mutter, almost cringing as she continues.  How much worse can this get?


“The morning
they died.  Dad called and he was yelling at me, accusing me of doing drugs
because I was avoiding my family.  I ended up yelling at him.  I told him I saw
him with her.  He didn’t need much else as an explanation.  I cried and yelled
at him, telling him that I hated him and that he didn’t deserve Mom.”  Rachel’s
body is shaking now, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “They died, El.  They
died and the last thing I told Dad was that I hated him.  And to make matters
worse, the last memory I have is of him going down on another woman.”


“Rach…”  I watch
as she pushes her tears away with the back of her hands.


“Those last
words have haunted me since that day and I’ve carried these regrets with me. 
Now do you see why I hate Arianna so much?  Do you see why I don’t want you
having regrets to live with?  They eat at you, El.  They eat at you until you
are consumed by them.”


“It wasn’t your
fault.”  With this confession, Rachel and I stare at each other.  No words are
necessary to understand our feelings about Arianna.  


“El, I’ve never
spoken these words out loud, but…”  She pauses, “I’ve had suspicions that she
was involved in their crash.”


I gasp, not
wanting to believe anyone could be so cruel.  Even Arianna.  “How so??


“How many
flights have Dad flown?  And how many of those was Mom with him?  Honestly El,
it’s all too coincidental.  I’ve gone over his pre-flight manifest along with
the crash report, and it just doesn’t add up.”


“Can we prove
anything?”


“No, it’s all
circumstantial, but I know in my gut.  She’s evil.”


“Rach, we’ll
figure it out.  You and me, always.”


I pull Rachel to
me, bringing her into an embrace and comfort her while she silently cries. 
Rachel, being my mother figure, forgets that at times it’s okay for her to need
me.  I guess this is one of those times because even though her body is
trembling with the guilt she’s carried for years, Rachel doesn’t make a sound. 



We hold each
other until Rachel’s out of tears.  She pulls away and attempts a smile as she
grabs tissues from her purse to wipe away the remnants of her buried past.


“So, what are
you going to do about that baby?”  And just like that, we’re back to the baby
matter.  


“If you’re
asking if I’m keeping the baby…then the answer is yes.  No matter how messed up
the situation is, I can’t imagine getting rid of something that’s a part of
Alex.”


“Do you need me
set up an appointment?  I could go with you.”  I love my sister.


“I’d like that. 
But please, no telling Bryan either.  He would just end up telling Alex.”


“I won’t.  You
know, this would be the right time to get back with him.  He loves you El,
regardless of his choices in the past…He. Loves. You.” 


“Rach, Alex has
enough on his plate between work, Arianna and Nana.  Adding our unstable
relationship and a baby to the mix would likely send him straight to the loony
bin.  Just give me time to tell him.  I promise you, I will.  I’m miserable
without him.  But trust me when I say, I am doing this for his own good.” 






CHAPTER
8


 


Monday, November 26, 2012


Do you want to
know how my weekend was?  Well, let me put it this way…you know the feeling
when you jump out of a plane and your life force is being yanked from you? 
Okay, bad analogy; I rarely fly on planes, let alone jump out of one. 
Seriously though, I quite literally felt like this past weekend has sucked the
life out of me, much like how I would imagine jumping out of a plane would feel
right before the adrenaline sets in and makes for an exhilarating ride.  Except
for the exhilarating part didn’t come for me.  I’m beginning to doubt that it
ever will.


But, to save you
from my ever-present drama, I’m going to skip the theatrics and focus on what
is happening today.  Today, I’m at work.  For better or worse, sickness and
health, blah blah, you get the point.  The point being that even though I feel
like shit, I need to be here to get some sort of sanity back in my life.  


Mercifully, my
insistent sister informed me she’ll be going with me to my first OB/GYN
appointment next week.  In fact, she even made the appointment for me.  I know
I tease her a lot, but I don’t know what I would do without her.  In Alex’s
absence, Rachel is absolutely the best replacement.  And because I read on the
internet that stress is bad for the baby, I’ve devised a plan: Operation Avoid
Alex and Oliver is now in full effect.


Foolishly, I
made plans with Oliver for dinner tonight, but I see a cancellation in my near
future.  Operation AAO would be derailed if I continued with those plans. 
Nope.  Not gonna happen.  I will fulfill my own plan, even if it kills me.


Unfortunately,
even well devised plans sometimes have kinks in them.  Mine?  Nausea.


Sitting at my
desk with my head drowning in my hands, my head continues to swirl with my
see-sawing emotions and persistent nausea.  Rachel bought me a gigantic box of
Saltines and more than enough ginger ale to last me an entire month, but I
thought it might be a little too obvious if I brought them into work.  Mints
and gum will have to be enough; another notable tip from the internet.  Let’s hope
it works.  At this point I’m willing to try anything to make the incessant
whirling in my tummy go away.


Hearing a
shuffle of papers to my left, I lift my head to see Alex approaching me with a
frown.  Hmpf, Operation AAO lasted a whole two hours.  I guess work
related conversation can’t be avoided.  Caught off guard, I’m even more
confused when he takes a tentative step closer.  Confused because I’ve never
seen Alex so hesitant.  Unsure of how to respond to his questioning gaze, I
decide to stay silent and wait for him to tackle the awkwardness.  Thankfully,
I don’t have to wait long.


After exhaling a
deep breath and standing just a little bit taller, he speaks, “Elyssa, do you
have the enrollment agreements for the new groups you signed last week?”  Like
usual, his silky voice is music to my ears.  No matter what kind of wall I try
to erect, I’m beginning to believe he’ll always be there to knock them down. 
Always one step ahead.  


Considering
Alex’s frown, I really must look as awful as I feel.  He, on the other hand,
looks handsome as usual.  Even in a simple black suit, stark white dress shirt
and black tie, he is my epitome of desire.  My eyes graze over his body.  My
imagination runs down the ripple of his muscles under the thin cotton, eyes
traveling down the contours of his chest, landing and focused on his taut
waist.


“Elyssa?” he
coughs, eyes hooded with concern.  


My eyes shoot
up, meeting his questionable gaze.  “Sorry Mr. James, what did you need?”  I
shake the dirty thoughts from my head.  This hormone crap is messing with me
big time.  Not even two minutes ago all thoughts roaming my mind were of how
nauseous I was and my latest Google search for home remedies.  Now, with Alex
near, my stomach is calm, my body hungry.


With hesitation,
he inches perceptibly closer and stares, asking if I’m okay.  Am I okay?  I
shake my head as I rummage through my desk to find the documents.  “I know I
must look like hell, but I’m fine,” I manage after a moment of uncertainty.  


“Not from where
I’m standing.”  I smile sheepishly at him, his dimpled smile returning my
gesture as I continue to search through my files.  “You always look beautiful,”
he continues, with his soft voice.


“I swear I’m
usually more organized than this.  I’ve just been so…”  I search for the right
word, but my brain seems to be absent.


“Not yourself? 
Trust me, I’ve noticed.”  He rolls his tongue along the inside of his cheek as
he looks down.  


“I guess you
could say that,” I mumble.  Of course he noticed.  Since we met, I’ve
done a complete one-eighty.  Complete infatuation started my quest, giving into
every whim and taking just as much back.  Now?  Now, I avoid situations like
this like the plague.  Or at least I try to.  Or convince myself to try.  


But, do you know
how hard it is, when all you’ve done is struggle to convince yourself you’re
doing the right thing, taking the right stand, when he continues to slide into
my comfort zone.  No?  Well, let me explain how I’m feeling right now.  My
body, and my invasive hormones which seem to attack at will, takes over and it
robs me of every ounce of self perseverance to handle my shit.  That’s how I
feel.  


Checking my top
drawer for what seems like the tenth time, I finally locate the contracts.  My
mind must be going because I swear I didn’t see them there before.  That or
Autumn is a sorceress and is messing with me.  I’m gonna go with the latter,
but only because I don’t want to admit that I may be losing it.  Even just a
little.


When he reaches
for the folder and his hand grazes mine, a charge of energy I know I couldn’t
have imagined passes through us.  We both stop and stare at our outreached
hands for an immeasurable amount of time.  My stormy mind and shaken nerves are
calmed and I’m left with a small feeling of warmth and happiness.  It might be
all in my head, but his touch really does comfort me.  


ALEX…


I feel like I’m
on a never ending carnival ride; the one where the ship teeters back and forth
going higher and higher.  And Elyssa Fuck Me Hard Hart is the cause of all my
grief.  


Like the
pathetic mother fucker I’ve become, I made up a bullshit excuse to talk to
her.  I’m surprised she doesn’t see past my façade.  Sure, I needed the
contracts, but I could have easily sent Janice to go fetch them.  She usually
does.  But, this was my first opportunity to see her since Thanksgiving.  Yes,
I said I would give her time, let her get her mind wrapped around the thought
of being tied to a man like me, but fuck me if it doesn’t’ kill me to stay
away.  Not to mention suppressing the urge to growl and claim what’s mine. 
Then again, what else would you expect when you’re in front of the woman you
love?    


Instead, I stand
frozen in place, relishing in the heat radiating from her body.  She’s a force
of nature; my force of nature.  Just as nature changes with each season, her
moods and thoughts seem to switch second by second.  She clearly still has
feelings for me, especially when I catch her looking at my pants as if there’s
a present inside just for her.  Like now.  Ok, maybe that’s just sex.  


But when you
look past the longing stares and focus on the first few seconds she sees me
walk into a room, before she jumps back into that fucked up head of hers, she
goes soft.  With just one look I can see how much she still loves me.  Which is
why I can’t figure out why she’s pulling this crap.  I love her, she loves me,
it’s just that simple.


When my hand
starts to move up her forearm, into the contour of her elbow, right fucking
near her breast, my breathe hitches.  I lean in and breathe her soft floral
scent, worry my lip and take the chance to tell her what’s in my heart.  A
chance I wish I deserved.  “Elyssa, I…”


As if the Gods
haven’t played with me enough in the past couple of months, they decide to add
another hurdle for me to overcome.  Oliver Cockblocker Prescott.  I wish I
could squash this prickly little maggot.  He has a tendency to ruin every good
moment I have in my life.  He’s relentless.  Not to mention the way he looks at
her.  If it wasn’t for my position here at SHI, I would have laid him on his
ass the moment I caught him staring at her tits like they were made of candy.  


Just when we
finally have time to ourselves, he pipes in.  “Hey Ely Bean, we still on for
tonight?  Eight, okay?”  And I see red.


If my eyes could
shoot daggers, every part of Oliver’s body would be on the floor, splattered
with every ounce of bodily fluid.  But, seeing as that’s not possible, I take
the next best approach.  With my eerily calm voice I finally speak.  “Tonight? 
What’s going on tonight, Elyssa?”  It’s not a surprise to her, or to me, when I
step away.  My knuckles ache as I attempt to curtail the seething anger
dripping into my blood.


“Dinner…it’s
just dinner, Alex,” she answers quickly, before Oliver can make the situation
worse.  If there’s one thing about Oliver, it’s that he’ll attempt any angle to
make me suffer.  I get it, I really do.  He hates me because I fucked his
fiancée.  Woe is me.  The way I see it, I did the asshole a favor.  That bitch
was nothing, and I only brought it to his attention.  Besides, his girl was a
stripper and not one of the sweet ones who are working their way through
college.  No, she was a full blown I like men’s hands on me, their cocks in
every available orifice, let me take you in the back for some “private” time,
type of stripper.


“What do you
mean it’s just dinner?  It’s a date!  I’ll see you at eight!”  Oliver leans
over her cubicle wall placing a soft kiss on her cheek before walking away.  He
chuckles, “I just realized that rhymed. Haha.”  Shooting a smug ass, cocky grin
over his shoulder.  Fuuuuck!  I fucking loathe him.  I’d have Maggie
write his ass up for inappropriate behavior, but that would just make me look
like a pussy.  Which I’m not.  No, I can handle this myself.


With the sudden
onset of a headache and knowing I can’t salvage the brief connection we shared,
I rub the palm of my hand against my forehead while Elyssa sits in front of me
and blankly stares.  There are no words that can justify what just happened. 
Muttering expletives because that’s just how coherent I am right now, I storm
off and brush past Janice on my escape route.


I round the
corner, but immediately stop.  From this vantage point I can still hear them. 
I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help myself.  Eager to see what Janice can get
out of her, I stand virtually clueless at our new printer.  Why the fuck
Arianna would order these elaborate pieces of shit is beyond me.  All it needs
to do is print.  What else does it need to do?  Curtsy and shit out poems?  


“God, you look
awful.”  Bullshit.  She looks beautiful, although a bit tired.


“You’re chock
full of meaningful observations today, aren’t you?” Elyssa fires back.  Odd
considering how sweet she usually is to Janice.


“Sorry, I didn’t
mean…” I can barely hear Janice’s whispers.


I hear someone
moan and a thunk.  I glance around the corner and see Elyssa with her forehead
resting against her desk before hiding again.  “It’s not you, Janice.  I…my
head is so messed up right now, I just don’t know anything anymore.” 


 “Ely, I don’t
know what’s going on with you and your man,” I can imagine Janice using air
quotes to accentuate the word man.  “What I do know is there is no
mistaking you guys care for one another.  Take today as an example, you look
completely miserable and he looks…”


“Dreamy.”  Did
she not see the dread in my eyes?  Oh, and the coffee stain?  No one can miss
that disaster.  


“I wouldn’t say
dreamy…”  Thanks, Janice.  “He hasn’t shaved in days, his shirt is
wrinkled in the back, and he spilled coffee on himself.”  Damn, do I really
look that bad?  I guess that means that we truly are a pair.  A pair of
miserable fools.  Elyssa always looks gorgeous to me, because she was made for
me.  Even with her oversized sweater hiding her curves she looks stunning.


“Looks like
you’re being summoned.”  Summoned?  What did I miss?


“It would seem
so.”


“Lunch today?” 
Janice asks.


“If I’m still
breathing, count me in.”  I’m confused, where is she going?


“No need for the
melodramatics.  I’ll see you around noon-ish.”  Janice’s singsong voice trails
off as she walks away.  


Moving swiftly
out of plain sight, I act like I’m walking back towards Elyssa’s area.  I am
not letting her out of my sight.  She seems down and fuck me if I’m going to
let anyone else pull her any farther.  Luckily, Janice doesn’t notice anything
and does her walk and a skip back to her desk.  


When I see
Elyssa on the move, I lurch farther back and wait.  She looks like she may be
going to see Arianna.  I have access to Arianna’s schedule and I didn’t see any
meetings with her.  Not that I keep up with her and her bullshit, but it is
Arianna we’re talking about.  Her shit is as deep as the ocean.  I don’t know
how she hasn’t drowned in her own twisted, fucked up desires.  


When she takes
the last step towards the office, Sam, Arianna’s assistant ushers her in
without so much as a sideways glance.  That’s interesting, because even I don’t
do that anymore.  Arianna has strict rules about anyone entering her office
without Sam warning her first.  Says she doesn’t want anyone to catch her off
guard.  I think it’s more likely because she likes to fuck the staff.  Me
included, but fortunately I put a stop to that the instant I knew I was falling
for Elyssa.  Smartest thing I’ve ever done in my life was to get rid of
Arianna.  


Okay, now that
she’s in Arianna’s office, the only thing I can do is get close enough to hear
bits and pieces of their conversation.  Unfortunately, that means I have to
stick close to the vulture’s sidekick.  I can’t do much else, so I move closer
to talk to Sam.  Of course, the second I step towards her, Arianna’s all
encompassing shrill of a voice reverberates against the walls.   


“Are you
stupid?”  What the fuck?  My body trembles with anger as I hold myself
still instead of pushing past the doors and rescuing my girl.


“Mr. James, can
I help you with something?”  And there goes my chance at eavesdropping.  


“No thank you,
Sam.  I was going to see if Mrs. Salerno had a quick moment, but I just saw Ms.
Hart step in.”  I ponder and then decide to ask, “Do you know why Ms. Hart
would be seeing Mrs. Salerno?”


“Sorry, Mr.
James.  I’m not privy to the meetings Mrs. Salerno has with Ms. Hart.”  Meetings,
as in plural?  What the hell is going on? 


The door opens
slowly, but stops a quarter of the way open and I hear Elyssa’s wispy voice,
“Oh, I know who I’m dealing with.  Trust me.”  


The door opens
to half mast; Elyssa takes a step closer, but then turns around when Arianna
calls her back.  “Oh and Elyssa?  Don’t you dare forget.”


“How
could I?” she responds, dejectedly.  The pain in her voice controls my body,
and as if my own brain has no say, I go to comfort her.  But before she notices
me standing ten feet in front of her, she takes her phone out of her pocket,
glancing at the screen.  


I
fight the urge to pull Elyssa aside and ask her about the meeting as I wrap my
arms around her protectively.  Or I could go into Arianna’s office and let the
bitch have it.  Instead I slink back and leave her to her thoughts as she puts
her phone away, squares her shoulders, and a look of pure determination comes
over here.  We are at work and I am still the Vice President of some part of
this God forsaken company, not to mention, my girl doesn’t need a knight in
shining armor.  I need her to save me, not the other way around.  


~~~~~


When six o’clock
comes around, I cringe at the thought of eating a meal with Oliver.  I’m not
hungry, but only because I’ve been letting guilt take residence over every
available surface of my body.  I’ve replayed Alex’s face as he walked away, his
shock when he thought I had agreed to a date with Oliver, and not to mention
Arianna’s reaction to our “date”.    .  


Guilt.  It’s far
from a pleasurable existence.  Arianna was elated at the thought of me moving
on.  The only reason I will continue to let her believe the lies is because our
agreement leaves Alex to his own choice; a choice that he can pursue anyone as
long as his choice is not me. 


I didn’t have
the energy to do anything with myself, so a simple side braid was all I could
muster for my chestnut hair.  When I stepped out of Arianna’s office today, I
got a text from Oliver letting me know he changed the time to six and to dress
warm.  Because I have no clue what we’re doing or where we’re going, I decide
on a pair of low rise jeans, a pink v-neck sweater and some boots.  I’m
virtually covered from head to toe.  After all, even if we live in Las Vegas,
it’s almost December.  And unless you’re in Southern California or sunny
Hawaii, December is December: Cold.


My hands run
over my still flat stomach and hope that my baby doesn’t wreak havoc while I’m
out tonight.  Hey, little one.  Behave tonight, okay?  I’ll treat you to
some ice cream later on.  I caress my growing child through the fluffy
cashmere of my sweater and reel in all of the resolve I have left.  


Knock! Knock!


With his relaxed
nature and aloof attitude, I’m honestly surprised Oliver’s only ten minutes
late.  I expected at least a thirty minute wait.  Giving myself a last look in
the mirror, I sigh and turn to open the door.  


Oliver greets me,
the corner of his lip upturned; eyes inspecting me from head to toe.  I’m not
so blind that I can’t admit he looks good; shed of his business attire he looks
casual in a pair of dark jeans, dark blue button up, leather jacket, and
boots.  Over the past few weeks I’ve seen him dressed down, but almost like
he’s just thrown on whatever was not in the dirty clothes pile.  Tonight,
tonight’s different.  You can tell he put a lot of thought into what he’s
wearing.  And it most definitely works.


“You look beautiful.” 
I blush and roll my eyes playfully as I nudge him back to lock the door behind
us.  “Don’t like compliments?  You really are the complete opposite of most
girls I’ve known.”


I furrow my
eyebrows and look into his smug face, waiting for an explanation.  “It’s just
that I’ve never had to try so hard to get a girl to go on a date with me and
then once I finally get her to agree, she’s usually twirling her hair,
giggling, and making goo-goo eyes at me hoping for a compliment.”


“Oh wait!  Is that
how this is supposed to go?”  I slap my forehead.  “I’m sorry; it’s been so
long since I’ve been on a date.  I didn’t realize that I’m supposed to lose all
brain cells and turn into a drooling, love struck idiot in front of an
attractive man.”  I flutter my eyelashes and toy with the end of my ponytail
with exaggerated excitement.  


“So, you do find
me attractive?”  Of course that’s the only part he would take from the
entire sarcastic response.


I ignore his
question and start walking to his car.  “Where are we going anyways?”


“It’s a
surprise.  You’ll see.”  Oliver opens the passenger side door and helps me in
before closing it.  I’m not sure what type of surprise he has in store for me,
but even with the unknown future, the butterflies are still at bay.


~~~~~


An hour later
we’re parking.  A park?  This was his surprise?  We made a pit stop at
the grocery store where we picked up Oliver’s so-called supplies, which
consisted of water bottles, candy, and bagged popcorn.  Going to the store with
Oliver was a bit of a conundrum.  He’s such a kid sometimes, running through
the aisles, yet a gentleman, offering to pay.  Looking out to the crowd, I
notice several groups of people carrying blankets and walking up a large hill.


“What is this?” 
I question when I notice yet another couple walking hand in hand.


“Haven’t you
ever heard of a movie in the park?”  I shake my head.  “It’s just up over the
hill.  There’s a large outdoor amphitheater where they play old movies.”  While
he’s explaining where we are and why, I catch him staring at me.  Not that I’ve
not noticed this before, but tonight is different.    


Right.  Time to
move.  


I shake my head,
exasperated.  Not waiting for him, I grab the bags of food and exit the car. 
Finally catching a clue, he pops the trunk and meets me at my door carrying two
large blankets, a thermos, along with a backpack slung over his right shoulder. 
 


I tilt my chin
towards the metal container in his hand.  “Is that your way of disguising the
alcohol?” I giggle.


“Just for that
I’m not sharing my grandmother’s world famous hot chocolate.”  He winks and
takes my hand, leading me up the hill.  His hand adds warmth to the chilly
Vegas night, but still doesn’t warm my empty heart.  


Before long,
we’ve made our way to a great little spot nestled up against a tree.  Our view
overlooks a grassy sea draped in blankets adorned with couples and families. 
Oliver makes quick work on setting up our little picnic. 


I return his
proud smile and I’m surprised my reaction isn’t forced.  It’s genuine and
that’s when I realize something significant.  Oliver dulls the pain.  With his
effervescent attitude, confident manner and just all around goodness, he
doesn’t fill the empty gaping hole in my chest; he simply covers it, making it
hurt less.


“Okay, it’s
ready.”  Oliver reaches out his hand for me to take and pulls me to sit next to
him.  I sit and contemplate, realizing what he’s done; what he continues to do
for me.  My eyes shift and notice the single rose lying on top of the sandwich
wrapped in plastic next to a bag of chips.  I pick up the rose and close my
eyes, breathing in its scent wondering what I ever did to deserve a friend like
him.


“So, what are we
watching?”  I put down the rose and dig in.  Surprisingly, there are no waves
of nausea therefore I take the opportunity to get something into my empty
belly.


“Jerry McGuire. 
Ever seen it?”


“You mean…you
had me at hello?”


“No more like,
show me the money!” Oliver yells.  The crowd of couples surrounding us laughs
and snickers.  I smile and blush with embarrassment.


“You really
can’t stand not being the center of attention, huh?” I tease when I notice
several females eyeing him.


He takes a large
bite of his sandwich and chews vigorously, almost as if he’s thinking a little
too hard about what he wants to say.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”  If I
didn’t know him better, I would think he was a little taken back.


I pop another
chip in my mouth and carefully think about my answer.  “I’m only asking if
you’ve ever been content with just being in the moment.  Just enjoying one
person’s company without worrying about everyone else or constantly trying to
compete or show off?”


Oliver’s eyes
turn to the screen as the movie begins; he’s chewing, but again seems to be
deep in thought.  We continue in silence.  I start to feel guilty about my
comment.  Obviously I made my point, but I had no intentions of hurting his
feelings.  


Before I know
it, it’s almost the end of the movie and we haven’t said more than a couple of
words, sharing only a few laughs.  I’m beginning to wonder if I should have
just kept my mouth shut.  But, I didn’t, so here we are.  


With the chilly
night air seeping around us, my fingers start to go numb.  I rub my palms
together and blow into my cupped hands to keep warm when Oliver startles me. 
“Cold?” his voice is soft.  I nod my head.  He reaches over grabbing the second
blanket.  I expect him to hand it over, but instead he reaches for my elbow and
pulls me to him, resting me between his thighs as he leans against the tree. 
Spreading out the blanket, Oliver wraps it around the both of us.  I’m warm
now, draped in the blanket and Oliver’s arms.


I relax against
him and rest my head against his chest and bask in the heat as my body
defrosts.  It’s odd to feel comforted in another man’s embrace.


“Is this what
you meant by being content in the moment?”  I can feel his lips as they brush
against my hair and his breath against the nape of my neck.  I nod.  “I must
admit this is a first for me.”  His arms tighten and I ignore the pang of pain
I feel as if I’m betraying Alex.  The most difficult part of being so close
with Oliver is that I’m torn.  I hate feeling lonely and I hate being without
Alex.  But even these few hours with Oliver have made me forget the tangled web
of lies and deceit I’m caught in. 


I point my
frozen finger towards the steel thermos.  “Do I get some of your grandmother’s
hot chocolate now?”  


Oliver nudges me
forward and reaches for two cups from his bag o’tricks.  You can see the steam
rising as the dark liquid fills the ceramic mugs.  He reaches back into the bag
to grab a can of whipped cream and swirls a mound on top of each cup.  


Absolute wrong
time to bring up such a cherished memory, but when I close my eyes I think back
to my trip to San Diego and the first time Alex told me he loved me.  God,
if a can of whipped cream reminds me of Alex, then I’m doomed.


My eyes mist
over, but I quickly blink away the moisture and grab the cup from Oliver’s
hand.  He pulls me back, again resting against his chest, as I take my first
sip.  The warmth feels too good as it glides down my throat, heat radiating in
my belly.


You like that
little one?  Well if you’re happy, I’m happy.  


I continue to
drink and relax against Oliver’s muscular chest and before you know it, the
credits are rolling and the crowds are starting to fold up their blankets.


“I can honestly
say this is a first for me.”  I smile and look over my shoulder.   I’ve really
enjoyed myself.


“Wow, Mr. Hoity
Toity VP never took you anywhere fun, huh?”  And just like that, Oliver crapped
all over my good time.


I remove his
arms from around me and push the blanket off and stand.  A ball of frustration
grows inside and I look around the park searching for the direction we came
from.


“Hey, what are
you doing?”  Oliver sits up and tries to grab at me to pull me back down.


“Remember what I
said about just being happy in the moment?”  I place my hands on my hips as I
look at him with irritation.


“I believe the
words you said were content.”  Oliver tries to joke, but in obvious nervousness
he looks at the people surrounding us.  


“Well
whatever…you just pissed all over my content moment, asshole!” I scold him
as I stomp up the hill.  I’m fuming as I push past the crowds in search of
Oliver’s car.  I wouldn’t even know how to get home from here and consider
possibly calling Rachel to come pick me up.  I take my phone from my pocket and
notice three missed texts, all from Alex.


*I’m at your
house.  Where are you?*


I notice that
text was sent at seven thirty.


*That asshole
picked you up early didn’t he?*


That one was
sent at eight o’clock.


*I’m going crazy
here thinking about what you’re doing right now with him*


And once again
I’m gutted.  Not more than five minutes ago I found a moment of peace with
another man while the father of my child drives himself into a jealous rage. 
What kind of person am I?  I’m damned if I do and I’m damned if I don’t.  If I
don’t continue with my life, I’ll give Alex a reason to continue to piss
Arianna off and where will that lead us?  If I continue to see where things
progress with Oliver, then I’ll kill him slowly with the very man he despises. 



I’m lost in
thought when someone grabs my elbow and pulls me in the opposite direction. 
“Let go.”  Huffing, I pull my arm out of Oliver’s grasp.


He stands
frustrated, holding the blankets in one arm, his backpack slung over his
opposite shoulder.  “What did I do?”  


“What did you
do?”  I look at him incredulously.  “Are you really asking me that?”  


Clearly
frustrated, he takes a step towards me.  “Obviously, because I just asked you!”


“Why do you have
to make comments about him?  Why do you just assume and belittle what we had?” 
I struggle to keep the anger in my voice.  Just talking about Alex hurts, even
when seething.


“I’m not
belittling anything.  I’m just trying to state a fact,” he bites back.


“No, you’re
trying to talk about something you know nothing about.”  I glare at him as I raise
my arms in frustration.  “You want to know just how fun he is?”  Oliver shakes
his head knowing that what I’m about to say is probably the last thing he would
ever want to know.  “Well, too bad since you opened up the topic for
discussion.  


“He knew all of
the spots where I’m ticklish.  He knew just where to touch me to drive me
absolutely crazy.  He could make me over the charts angry and the next minute
make my heart smile.  He was fun because just being with him made me happy!”  I
yelled the last few words as tears brimmed my eyes again.  “And you,” I rush
towards him and push my finger into his chest, “you are not making it any
easier to be away from him!”


The last thing I
expected was for Oliver to drop the blankets and his backpack to the ground to
pull me closer to him, but he did.  


“I’m sorry.” 
Settling his forehead against mine, I notice both of our breaths are ragged. 
“I know you think I’m a conceited asshole and I know you think I love
competition.  Well, I guess I normally do, except when it comes to you.  I hate
that he got you first.  I hate watching you want him, knowing that I would give
anything to have you look at me that way.”


This is it. 
Either I allow him to kiss me or I pull away.  I can feel the desperation as
his hands clutch my shoulders, holding me against him.  


“I don’t want to
hurt you.  But Oliver, I’m just not ready.”


His lips lift
into a smile as he lets go of my shoulders and reaches down to pick up his
stuff.  “Well…I’ll be here when you are.”  


~~~~~


“I’m
sorry for that back there.”  Oliver’s apology comes the instant he places the
car in park in front of my apartment.  The drive was quiet, which was nice
considering our recent standoff.  I know it would be easy to give into Oliver
and see where things go, but just because it’s easy, doesn’t mean it’s the
right decision.


My
Mom once told me that the best things in life are worth fighting for.  Alex, so
far, has been one of the best things that happen to me.  Unfortunately, I’m
currently stuck between a rock and a hard place; Alex being the rock, my
stability and Arianna being the hard place with her demand for control and
threats looming over our relationship.


“It’s
fine Oliver.  Just forget it,” I mutter.


“I
don’t want to forget it.  I don’t want you to forget it.  I want you to think
about it.”


“Oliver…I
can’t…”  Before I can finish my sentence, Oliver’s leaning over brushing his
lips against mine.  Probably one of the most awkward kisses considering it was
completely unplanned and unexpected, but at the same time it takes my breath
away.  His lips are warm and soft and I close my eyes for only a second, moving
my lips slightly before I push against his chest.


“Oliver…what
the hell?!”  I wipe my lips with the back of my hand.


He
points to me like a child tattle telling on me for cheating on a test.  “You
kissed me back.”  


“You
caught me by surprise,” I argue.


“I
needed to know what your reaction would be.  Either you were going to hit me
or…”


“Or
I was going to push you away?”


“Or
you were going to kiss me,” he smiles.  “And you can’t deny that for a split
second you gave yourself over to me.”


I
grab the handle and get one foot out the door before he grabs my forearm. 
“Oliver, I need to go.”  


“Hey,
you’re not mad at me, are you?”  I know what I’ll see if I look at him and my
clouded mind cannot take his persistence.


I
think about it, and just like everything to do with Oliver, it doesn’t take too
much time to decide.  I shake my head.  I’m not mad that Oliver knows what he
wants and has the balls to pursue it.  I’m mad at the fact that I put myself in
this position where my mind is more uncertain than usual.


Oliver
lets me go with a slight nod and I walk to my door, head still spinning as I
reach into my pocket for my keys.  My head’s down which is why I don’t notice
the figure sitting at my doorstep.  Our eyes meet and I can see the pain and
disappointment written all over his face.


“Alex,
I…”  My mouth drops open as I search for an explanation; something to take away
the wounded look on his face.


“Don’t.” 
Alex stands and brushes by me.  “After the meeting you had with Arianna…I just
wanted to make sure you were okay.”  


With
tears threatening to spill, my eyes close the moment the scent of musk and
citrus wafts past me.  Not only because I keep hurting Alex with all of my
decisions, but because I know he’s gone when I want nothing more than to ask
him to stay.  






CHAPTER
9


 


Thursday, November 29, 2012


Two
days.  Forty-eight hours.  Two thousand eight hundred and eighty minutes. 
Whatever way you spin it, it felt like years since I last spoke to Alex.  I was
actually impressed with how he handled the Oliver situation.  The old Alex
would have pounded his face into the pavement first, asked questions later.  
Now, Alex took the high road and walked away.  But I’m not sure what’s worse,
Alex screaming and fighting the world for me or him acting indifferent.  I
really can’t blame him considering I’ve strung him along.  


When
he showed up to work on Tuesday with a butterfly bandage over his right eye, I
reacted completely territorial.  I was in the lobby waiting for the elevator
when I noticed him walking towards me.  His head was tilted, masking his
injury.  But the moment I noticed the small nude bandage I rushed to him,
taking his face into my hands, tilting it for a better look.  The hum of the
lobby was nothing but white noise, all I saw was Alex.  I asked him what
happened and ignored the questioning glances of the passerby’s.  


He
pulled his face away and glared at me muttering something to the extent of,
“It’s none of your business.”  I was heartbroken.  I never wanted to lose the
right to know about his life, but apparently I had.  I didn’t say anything.  I
just sank back; looking uncomfortable as if I was invading a space I no longer
belonged in.  I watched as he pushed past me and took the stairs instead of
waiting to share the space where our infatuation originally began.  


Two
days later and I’m still stuck on his stupid cut.  I never got an explanation
for his battle wounds and I hate to say it, but its killing me not knowing what
happened.  


Snapping
me back to today, a beep from my pocket startles me.  Frantically pulling my
phone out of my pocket, my heart drops when I find the text isn’t from whom I
wanted it to be from.  Alex.  


*S.O.S.
Please come here. I need you*


Janice’s
text surprises me.  This is unlike her; she doesn’t have bad days.  She’s the
one person who is consistently ecstatic to wake up in the morning.  She’s
normally so disgustingly peppy that if I waited long enough, I’m sure little
animated animals would appear and she’d break out in song about a spoon full of
sugar.  


But
not today. 


I
walk around the corner and find her head down, face nestled in the alcove of
her tiny arms as her shoulders rise and fall.  Soft sobs echo in the unusually
quiet office.  Guarded, I look around for Alex, desperately hoping not to see
him.  He made himself clear, he doesn’t want me being concerned about him and
if I see him with another injury or God forbid a hair out of place, I may go
all misery on his ass and lock him up and incapacitate him.  He’d have to let
me take care of him then, right?  Dang Ely, irrational much?  


Janice’s
desk is in complete disarray.  Her office supplies victims of her morning
madness.  Paperclips, stapler and tape dispenser are among the casualties
strewn across the floor.  I kneel down and begin picking them up, placing each item
back on her disorganized desk.  


“Janice?”
I whisper.


She
raises her blotchy face, tears still trickling down her cheeks.  My heart
breaks as I look at her.  She’s no longer the ray of sunshine I’ve taken for
granted in my dreary days.  Instead, now she’s a storm cloud, gushing drops of
misery onto her tiny, pale arms.


I
sigh, inching to her on my knees.  “Oh Janice, what happened?”  


Still
sobbing, she lifts her phone, the only explanation she could give.  The only
one I needed.  


You
knew this was coming.  Your parents don’t think I’m good enough for you.  You
obviously don’t think I’m good enough for you since you haven’t tried to
introduce me.  Vanessa was just being a friend.  We never meant for anything to
happen.


“Vanessa?”
I question, staring up into her glossy eyes.  


Janice
grabs a tissue and begins to blow loudly into the Kleenex before speaking
through her sobs.  


“Apparently,
Kevin has been so torn up about my lack of enthusiasm over introducing him to
my parents.  One of his clients has been comforting him and mending his wounded
ego.”  Janice throws the waded up tissue into her trashcan and reaches for
another, now blotting her eyes and cheeks.  


“Apparently
his client felt the need to comfort him with her VAGINA!”  At that, Janice’s
voice raises just enough to get some odd looks from our surrounding
colleagues.  If her loud sobs didn’t draw the attention, her loud reference to
the female genitalia most likely did the job.


I
bring her in for a hug and Janice clings to my waist with a burst of energy. 
“Janice, breathe through it.  Come here.  It’ll be okay.”  Even though I don’t
promise, I hope she knows it was inferred.  There are certain people in this
world who do not deserve to be in this pain.  Janice is one of them.  


“I
hate him, Ely.  I can’t believe he did this to me.  After everything?!”  I rub
her back and allow her to cry on my shoulder, but when the body shakes start, I
hold her even closer.  


“Janice…is
everything okay?”  I’d know his voice anywhere and apparently Janice does too. 
Her violent sobs stop almost immediately, her spine straightens when the words
leave his mouth.  Breaking away, she avoids looking at him as she runs a tissue
under her eyes before turning to face him.  I, on the other hand, stiffen and
keep my back to him. 


“Yes,
Mr. James.  I’m sorry…”  Janice fidgets with her office supplies.


“Get
your stuff and go home, Janice.”  His words are forceful, yet his tone is full
of sympathy, and I can only imagine the expression on his face.  Alex has dealt
with a crying female a time or two and every time he was comforting and
empathetic.  “Go take care of…things.  Just forward my calls to voicemail and
put your out-of-office on.”


“Don’t
worry about it.  I’m fine.  There’s no need…”  Janice sniffles as she runs her
hands over the skirt of her dress.


“Don’t
be ridiculous.  I’m not going to make you stay here while you’re obviously
upset.  Take the rest of the day and take care of yourself.”  Janice turns to
face him, her face in complete shock as she shows the emotion she’s been trying
to hide from him.  


It’s
a sweet gesture actually and shows the true Alex: a man who takes care of those
close to him.  Although Janice may not consider herself to be in that circle,
she’s probably not aware that Alex doesn’t have too many people in his life. 
And she is most definitely a vital part of him being who he is.  Something
passes through them and it’s at this point I think she’s realizing her worth. 
They take care of each other.  I smile at Janice as she gather’s her purse and
continues to thank Alex profusely.  


My
focus on Janice has given me the strength to avoid looking in his direction.  I
guess it would make me a bad friend if I perused my ex in her time of need, but
I will say I’m pretty damn proud of myself.  For someone who’s not been in my
shoes, they may not know the amount of resolve it takes to ignore your body
when it’s surrounded in temptation.  


That
is, until I hear the shrill voice of the banshee coming towards us.


“Oh
Alex, there you are,” she shrieks.  Imperceptibly, I notice Alex straighten a
little taller and wonder why.  But then again, it is Arianna.  No matter who
she’s around, the need to be at attention surrounds you.  When she continues, I
cringe.  “I’m actually running late for a lunch meeting and have seemed to have
lost track of my appointments today.  Can you take Sandy to lunch by yourself?”


Okay,
so in general a work lunch wouldn’t be any more suspicious than if Janice and I
were to have lunch.  And normally, I would avoid Arianna like the plague, but the
sadist in me turns to look at the spectacle in front of me.  I know in my gut
that she’s doing this on purpose.


Standing
next to Arianna is a tall blonde woman with legs for days.  She’s curvy,
perfect glowing skin, and absolutely beautiful.  Her apple shaped face is
flawless with her prominent cheek bones, full lips, and large blues eyes.  Did
I mention that she’s also beaming at Alex?  It takes a moment for my brain to
register and my eyes travel from Alex, to Arianna, to Sandy.  Alex looks calm
on the outside, but I can tell he’s agitated when his jaw jerks as he grinds
his teeth.  Arianna looks nothing but the soulless succubus that she is.  She
glances in my direction with a devilish grin.


“Oh
Elyssa, I didn’t notice you standing there.”  Arianna extends her hand in my
direction as she looks at Sandy.  “Elyssa Hart, Sandra Tanner.  Sandra is an
old friend of mine.  She’s actually the person who introduced me to
Alex.”  Bile rises in my throat with the way Arianna annunciates the word
“introduced.”  My mouth drops in utter disbelief.   


This
is the bitch that introduced him to Arianna, which means she used to be one of
his clients.  Alex has had sex with this woman and now she’s standing in front
of his knocked-up ex-girlfriend with her large fucking eyes and perfect fucking
lips smiling at him as if she’s waiting for him to slip it in. 


Arianna
is overjoyed at the awkwardness.  I close my mouth quickly and shake off the
initial shock, refusing to give her the satisfaction of knowing how much this
affects me.  I extend my hand and put on the best act possible, even though
mentally I’m poking her eyes out.


“Nice
to meet you, Mrs. Tanner.”  Her hands are soft, yet her grip is firm.  Her eyes
study me as she purses her lips while we remain clasped together.  Mentally I’m
competing with her, wondering if Alex prefers her to me.  I know this is a
horrible time to feel insecure, but it’s almost impossible when you’re
sandwiched between two women who know your man intimately.  Well, ex-man.  


“You
as well.”  I can’t tell if her smile is genuine or if she is just polite out of
common courtesy.  Either way, I definitely don’t trust her and I can’t stomach
the way she’s looking at him.  She turns to Alex and grabs his elbow.  “Well, I
guess it’s just you and me, Calvin.  Ready to go?”  Wait, Calvin?  Where
have I heard that before?  


Because
they are almost the same height, with heels on, she smiles brightly while
looking into his cloudy eyes.  I study them and once again feel a pang of
jealousy; they seem perfect for each other.  I guess Alex didn’t have it so bad
when he was pimping himself out.  If all of his clients were this attractive,
he was basically reaping the advantage of not only having sex with hot women,
but also making massive amounts of money.  Not to mention, he also got tons
of practice, leading to his sex God status.


Before
he answers, his blue irises soften and our eyes meet.  I plead with him in my
mind and with my eyes; I beg him not to go.  I have no right to him and I have
no say in his actions, but in this moment I want him to pick me.  I want him to
pick our unborn child and stay for us.  God, I’m a hypocritical idiot.  


It’s
only a few seconds, but his eyes survey me, taking me in.  But, like my life,
our moment passes and Alex makes a decision and nods as he walks away with her
draped on his arm.  I swallow back the choking sensation and continue to stare
at their backs as they walk away.  


In
a trance, I don’t notice Arianna as she comes to stand next to me.  She crosses
her arms over her chest and joins me as I stare at Alex’s retreating form.


“She’s
not as old as you thought she was, huh?”  Why I answer, I’m not sure, but I
shake my head while she chuckles.  “She used to be a model.  That’s how she met
her husband.”  Figures!  


“I’m
glad she’s looking to do business with us.  You know what that means right?”  I
turn to her, disgust on my face, and wait for her to enlighten me.  She doesn’t
deserve my words.  “She and Alex will be spending a lot of time together.  You
know how that works…late nights…dinners…weekends.  Who knows how long it will
take to come to an agreement on this deal?  Alex may need to persuade her…”  


I
shake my head, pushing the images out of my mind.  The last thing I need is to
picture Alex reverting back to his old ways.  Then it hits me.  Calvin. 
The video that Arianna showed me, the blonde was calling Alex, Calvin.  My
inner green eyed monster is ripping my insides to shreds hoping to break free. 
I focus on taking even breaths.  Alex has come so far, there’s no possible way
he would go back to sleeping around.  


Arianna
continues her ramblings, but I block her out and decide to interrupt her. 
“Well, I’m glad you’re getting more business.  If you’ll excuse me,” I push
past her, plastering a fake smile and go back to find Janice standing in
complete shock with her purse dangling over her shoulder.


Janice
watches as Arianna sashays away.  “Ely, what’s going on?”  


“Alex
is taking a client to lunch.”  A client that he has personal knowledge of
the sounds she makes when they make love.  No!  Not making love.  Fucking.  


“Why
do you look as if someone just punched you in the gut?”  Because I’m
pregnant.  Because the man that I love just left with his ex-mistress.  Because
Arianna like’s to slowly torture me and is trying her damndest to make me
insane.  Take your pick.


I
try to give her a reassuring smile instead of adding to her already shitty
day.  “Because guys suck.”


“I
say we have a girl’s night out tomorrow after work.  Screw the guys!  We’ll go
out and find ourselves new ones!”  This is the first glimpse I’ve had of my
usual bright-eyed friend.  How can I resist anything that makes her this happy?


Trevor
did give me that flyer for the event he was promoting.  On one hand I would be
consoling my friend in her time of heartache and on the other hand I’d be
supporting my friend in his career.  It wouldn’t hurt to go and kill two birds
with one stone.  


Settled,
I let her know about the club.  “My friend actually gave me a flyer for a
girl’s night at one of the clubs he works at.  We get in free and it’s an
entire event apparently.”


Janice
lights up, “I’m in.”  


“So
am I!”  I didn’t notice Autumn until it was too late.  She’s sitting on the
edge of Janice’s desk, looking between the two of us.  I told you she might be
a witch.  She shows up at the tail end of conversations, never minding her own
business.  Why I put up with it, or why any of us put up with it, is beyond
me.  She’s not even that nice.  


“You
want to come…with us?”  I try not to sound too incredulous.  We haven’t had
much luck going out as a threesome.  Actually, the last time we all went
together, Janice ended up taking a drunk Autumn home and leaving me to fend for
myself at the bar.  I guess I shouldn’t complain.  It ended up being a blessing;
the first time I was alone with Alex.  Blessing or curse…you decide.


“Why
not?  It’ll be fun.”  Autumn’s excitement actually seems genuine.  Janice
shrugs and we all agree to head out around nine o’clock.  That would give us
plenty of time to head home after work and get ready.  I agree to be the
designated driver, for obvious reasons.  Autumn disappears as I bring Janice in
for one last hug.  I tell her if she needs anything to call, push her towards
the elevators and head back to my desk.


I’m
not sure who has it worse.  Janice gets to go home and lick her wounds, while I
get to stay at work and pretend to have my mind focused, when in reality all I
can think about is Alex on his lunch date.  


I
grip the sides of my head, hoping to compress my thoughts.  God, they looked
perfect together.  Technically she had him first, I can’t even claim dibs on
him based on seniority.  


I’m
nauseated and in this case I don’t think it has anything to do with morning
sickness.


~~~~~


I’ve
had three meetings, lunch, and an enrollment presentation since Alex left this
morning for his so-called lunch meeting.  I’ve gone through hours of worrying,
biting my nails, picking at my cuticles, thinking of what Alex.  And the only
thoughts I’m definitely committing to is that I’m in desperate need of a
manicure. 


I’ve
sent nine text messages and haven’t received one response.  I scroll through my
phone reading them over, wondering if I got my point across.  


**Long
lunch?**


Completely
innocent.


**I
can’t believe you would go to lunch with one of your ex-‘clients’**


Slightly
irritated.


**How
are your business transactions going?**


A
hint of sarcasm.


**Don’t
you feel cheap?  She buys you lunch and gets what in return?**


Ok,
that was a low blow.


**Why
aren’t you responding?**


Desperate.


**Shouldn’t
you be back by now?**


Bossy.


**I
thought you were over with this part of your life?!**


Reaching
for something to hold onto.


**What
happened to the Alex I used to know?**


Realization
that he no longer belongs to me settling in.


Okay,
so this wasn’t my most glorious moment, I’ll admit.  But I was seeing red.  My
chest felt tight and I wanted to go somewhere and scream to let out all of my
aggression, but instead I chose to verbally assault him via text message.  I’m
going to blame my verbal diarrhea completely on my pregnancy hormones.  In all
reality the texts could have been worse; I didn’t even drop the f-bomb once. 


By
the time I head home my heart feels heavy with betrayal and pain.  Considering
I’ve done nothing but continuously push Alex away, I’m very aware my feelings
are irrational.  I know most women would probably punch me in the throat for
even breaking up with him in the first place.  But if they could understand
that my leaving him was a selfless act, they’d know how much I do cherish him,
which is why this situation is heart-stompingly unbearable for me.  


As
I make my way out of the parking garage, I can still hear Arianna’s witchy
cackle as she sits back and watches Alex and Sandy rekindle their
relationship.  Alex no longer needs her money, so maybe now they can just have
pure unadulterated sex without any other pretenses.  At first I thought Arianna
was jealous and wanted him for herself, but now I know she’s just a heartless
conniving bitch.  She doesn’t want Alex with me, so instead she’s willing to
push him on other women.  Again, my irrational brain thinks that maybe there is
something about his relationship with Sandy that makes Arianna think she would
be the solution to the Elyssa debacle.  


It’s
not smart to drive angry.  First of all, I have road rage and by adding my
shitty mood to the mix is just asking for trouble.  I’m subconsciously driving,
another bad decision, and since Alex is all I can think about, it’s no surprise
when I end up in his driveway.  I’m staring at the taillights of his BMW,
seething with anger.  He’s been gone all day long, but he doesn’t have
enough consideration to at least text me back.  Before I have a chance to
think rationally, I’m stomping up his stone walkway and pounding repeatedly
against his dark oak door.  


He
better be alone!  God help me if she’s in there, I’m going to jail.  Let’s hope
Janice or Rachel has bail money.  If I give birth in prison, do I have to pay a
co-pay for the delivery?


It
feels like an eternity passes.  I’m pounding as hard as I can, so much that if
I pound any harder my fist may go through the wood.  I pull back my hand, ready
to attack, but instead the door opens.  My eyes fixate on his scorching blue
eyes.  Alex peers through the small crack before completely opening the door. 


This
was a bad idea.  


Half
naked and glistening with sweat, Alex runs his fingers through his damp,
tousled hair.  Sex hair?!  He’s barefoot, donning only a pair of sweats
which hang low off of his well defined abs.  I fight the urge to step forward
and run my fingers along the ripples of his stomach, running my tongue along
his “V” before taking him into my mouth.  


I
ignore the lust building inside of me and focus on the rage.  My eyes meet his,
his face showing no emotion.  He actually seems irritated that I’m interrupting
him.


Bastard!


With
the frenzy of a crazy person, I push past him and stomp into his house.


“Well,
why don’t you come in, Elyssa?”  His voice is eerily calm behind me as he
closes the door.  Don’t mind if I do, asshole!


You
know those times where you think about them afterwards and wish you handled
them differently?  Well, I’m pretty sure this is going to be one of those
moments.  My head snaps from left to right looking for any sign he’s had
another woman in his house.  His couches appear to be in order and there are no
clothes tossed randomly on the floor.  No shoes trailing down the hallway. 
“Where is she?”  I continue to frantically speed walk around his house.  


Alex
walks at a snail’s pace behind me; his voice low with a hint of irritation,
“Where’s who?”    


“The
woman you’ve been fucking all day long.”  I turn to him and point my finger
into his chest.  “You have sex sweat all over you and your hair…” God, I love
his hair, “…Ugh, I can’t even say it!”  


Alex
doesn’t deny anything; instead he ignores my statement and stands still as
stone.  I look into his eyes and see nothing of the man I once thought loved
me.  For the first time, I feel as if I’m a stranger in his house.  “Elyssa,
what are you doing here?”  


“What
am I doing here?  What are you doing here?  You’re supposed to be at work!”  I
turn around and continue to search his house.  I head to his kitchen, but
quickly leave as memories of making love on his counter fight to strangle me. 
Memories of talking with Nana and promises made.  Too many memories.  Too many
promises.


I
walk down the hall and stop as I reach his bedroom door.  Please, please,
please let her not be in there.  Rubbing my sweaty palms against my thighs,
I reach up to the doorknob and finally realize that I’m not sure if I have the
strength to go through with this.  What if she is in there?  What if his bed
is in complete shambles?  Can my heart handle that?


“Elyssa,
what do you think you’re doing?” he utters, voice laced with annoyance yet at
the same time disinterest.  I glance back, my hand still resting on the
doorknob.  Alex is leaning his shoulder against the wall, his ankles crossed,
completely relaxed.  I don’t know how to take this.  The weeks before he was in
hot pursuit, constantly trying to touch me, showing me how he felt, and now,
it’s as if a switch has been flipped and my Alex is gone. 


Isn’t
this what you want Ely?  You wanted him to make it easy, to move on.  Mission
accomplished!  Suck it up.


I
ignore his question and push the door open.  My eyes search the room for a sign
and immediately settle on his bed.  The bed isn’t made, but doesn’t necessarily
show signs of passion or uninhibited sexcapades.  I walk over, picking up the
sheets and hold them up to my nose.  I sniff, but smell nothing except for Alex
and the hints of the citrus that I love.  


It’s
official.  He’s turned me into a raging psychopath.  I’m sniffing his damn
sheets!  What am I going to do next?  Make him drop his trousers and inspect
his penis?


I’m
defeated.  Slumping to the edge of his bed, I clutch at his slate grey sheets
and begin to sob.  I’ve been reduced to an image of the woman I once was.  When
they say love makes you do crazy things, they must have experienced a moment
just like this.


“Did
you find what you were looking for?”  Alex has his arms folded over his chest,
muscles tensing as he watches me cry.  I love his arms.  I’ve felt cherished
and safe in those arms.  Now, they are clutched against his chest as if he’s
protecting himself.  As much as the past few weeks have tortured me knowing
that I broke his heart, its worse having him act so apathetic towards me.  I
guess I got what I wanted.  I wanted him to do something for himself, but I’m
selfish and I just can’t seem to let him go.  


As
I stand and brush away the dampness from my cheeks, I try to turn my tears into
fuel.  


“Why
didn’t you answer my texts?” I ask as calmly as I can muster.


“Because
I didn’t want to,” he explains, stubbornly.  Alex rolls his tongue around in
his mouth, not making eye contact, just staring at his feet.


“Why
didn’t you go back to work?” I mutter, holding back the growing unease.  


“Because
I didn’t want to.”  Why does he have to be so obstinate?  My knuckles are white;
my hands fisted so tight they begin to ache.


“Why
did you leave me and go off with her?”  I know I’m hypocritical, but I think I
may be having an out of body experience.  My green-eyed monster completely
talking on my behalf as my normal, rational self is sitting back watching as I
make a spectacle out of myself.  My words are complete insanity as I claim
ownership over someone that I’ve claimed to have let go.  


“Because.
I. Can!”  Finally, he shows some emotion, raising his hands in exasperation;
veins popping out of his neck as he screams from the doorway. 


“Don’t
you fucking yell at me!” I scream, letting out my frustration.  “You just
couldn’t wait could you?  The second we’re done, you had to jump into bed with
someone.”


“God! 
If this isn’t the pot calling the kettle black!”  Alex throws his head back as
he lets out a sarcastic chuckle.  “What I do and who I do it with is none of
your concern.  Don’t you ever forget that. You. Left. Me.  That was your
choice!”  His forearm flexing as he points in my direction.


“I
said I needed time.”  With pain lacing through my veins, my voice no longer
holds the same strength.


“You
said a lot of things, Elyssa.  One minute we’re having sex in my office; the
next minute you’re telling me you need time.  One minute you’re moaning my
name, panting for more as you grind on my cock, the next minute you’re asking
for space.  What am I supposed to think when I find out you’ve started dating
and telling me to leave you alone?  You need to make up your fucking mind!  What
do you want from me?”  Alex raises his hands to his sides.  I’m not so deluded
to notice how sexy he is when he’s challenging me.


You,
Alex.  I want you.  “I don’t know, Alex,” I lie.  “I said I
need time to figure that out and that hasn’t changed.”


“Well,
I’m not going to be the dumb asshole who just sits around while you’re off
fucking around with Oliver waiting until you realize that he’s not the guy for
you.”


“I
hate this, Alex.  This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.  This isn’t us.”  My
anger has subsided and the jealousy that once fueled my tirade has completely
left.  I slump back on his bed, resting my head in my hands.  “I hate feeling
like this.”  


An
awkward silence creeps in and immediately I regret coming over as I relax and
think about my actions.  I’m about to stand up and leave when Alex finally
responds.  “Hate?”  My head perks up.  “I guess you’re finally experiencing
exactly what you’ve done to me over the past month.”  I stare at him in
disbelief.  He did this on purpose.  “How does it feel, Elyssa?”  Walking to
me, eyes no longer burning with anger, he looks at me with his cocky, dimpled
grin.  “How does it feel when the tables have turned?”


I’m
dumbfounded as I watch that arrogant smirk of his spread across his lips.  He
toyed with me, tested my emotions this entire day, and did it without blinking
an eye.  What a manipulative little shit!  The entire time from the moment he
left with Sandy until I showed up with the psycho look in my eye at his door
step, he’s been playing me.  


Yes,
I’ve been deceiving, but this is completely different.  My deception was for
the greater good.  This…well, this is just an asshole move!


My
nails dig into my palms as I grip my hands tight hoping to hold back the
tears.  “There’s a huge difference between what happened today and whatever
craziness you have concocted in your head, Alex!”  


“You
don’t say.  Please enlighten me,” he chuckles, leans against the wall and
places his hands into the pockets of his sweats.  In my moment of insanity I
almost forgot that Alex was half naked…ALMOST.  I shake my head, remembering
that I’m angry at him, not lusting after him and trying to recall how his skin
tasted on my tongue.  


Gah! 
Focus, Ely!


“Oliver
is my friend.  I haven’t had sex with him and he sure as hell hasn’t paid me
for any services.”  I regret my choice of words as soon as they are uttered. 
Alex’s past isn’t something I should throw in his face and I normally don’t
fight dirty, but in my defense he’s not fighting fair either.  


“I
see, so your friends get to kiss you?”  Alex pushes away from the wall and
saunters towards me.  “Or did it slip your mind that I was there when you got
back from your date?”  The look he’s giving me could melt the panties off of a
nun and I’m not anywhere near sainthood these days.  So you can imagine the
stream of thoughts running through my head.   His muscles contract and my eyes
travel from the curves of his biceps to the ripples of his obliques.  


Uh
oh, this isn’t good.


Within
seconds Alex stands in front of me and I can feel a wetness developing between
my thighs.  His index finger travels along the curvature of my jaw and along my
clavicle, the sensation causing my muscles to tighten.  “So, since we aren’t
together and we’re friends, does that mean I get to kiss you, too?”  His eyes
fixate on my lips.  I fight the urge to wet them with the anticipation he might
kiss me.


“Alex,
please…”  I close my eyes and breathe in his scent, basking in his touch. 
Pushing against me, I’m forced to lie on top of his bed while he straddles my
waist.  


“I
love it when you beg,” he groans.  “What do you want, Elyssa?  Do you want me
to show you how good of a friend I can be?”  His fingers travel down my chest,
towards my cleavage, trailing along the neckline of my shirt.  A shiver ripples
through my body and a hiss escapes my lips as I close my eyes.  My nipples
harden as his fingers graze over my breasts.  I hate that my body responds to
him so willingly.


“You
know we can’t be friends.”  I breathe as he inches down my body.  His tongue
licks over the lobe of my ear.  His hot breath is even as he runs his tongue
down the length of my neck.  


A
chuckle escapes his lips as I squirm underneath him.  He knows I’m ticklish. 
“You keep squirming like that against me and this is going to get interesting
real quick.”  I feel his smile against my shoulder while he works his way down
my body.


“Alex,
come on now…”  I push against his shoulders, but he reaches up, pinning my arms
above my head. 


He
lifts his head looking up at me through his long lashes.  “I can feel your
heart racing.  Why can’t you see that you’re wasting our time with all of this time
bullshit?”  Lowering himself to my right breast, he teases my hardened bud
through my blouse, nipping it through the soft cotton material.  I whimper in
response, but fight every instinct that wants to rub my body against him.    


“It
doesn’t matter if it’s Oliver, or any other asshole, no one knows your body
like I do.”  Alex sits up, one hand resting underneath me on my lower back as
he runs the palm of his hand down the length of my body, starting at my
shoulder and ending at my navel.    


There’s
hunger in his eyes as he wets his lips before taking his lower one between his
teeth.  Kneeling, Alex pushes up the hem of my skirt, revealing my cream
colored panties.  My body is humming with anticipation and my breathing is
erratic.  His fingers strum along my mound, playing my sex like his guitar.  If
I could, I’d put this song on replay for the rest of my life.  


“You’re
so fucking wet.  I want to bury myself in you and get lost forever.”  Alex
leans down nuzzling against my thigh.  “I miss this…you…everything.”  


I
reach down running my fingers through his hair.  I bask in the euphoria of the
sensation before grasping his silky strands and tugging his head up.  I try to
find every ounce of resolve I have left and force myself to push him away. 
“Please don’t do this, Alex…we’ll end up hating each other.”  


Climbing
the length of my body, Alex pushes his hips into me, grinding against my sweet
spot, showing me how I affect him.  “I don’t think its hate you feel.”  His
lips brush against my cheek as he leans in and whispers, “I’m about three seconds
away from kissing you and fucking you senseless.”


He
tilts his head towards me, his lips inching closer and closer.  My breath is
ragged and I force myself not to close the gap.  An image of where Alex’s lips
may have recently been is like a bucket of ice cold water being poured on the
passion that was just burning inside me.  I hate that I can picture him nuzzled
up against Mrs. Legs for Days just hours before I arrived, possibly muttering
the same words of appreciation.  Still, it’s what I see.  And because I know
it’s a possibility, I won’t let him do this.  


Alex
runs his palms down my breasts and rests them on my thigh.  I take his chin in
my hand, stopping him from touching his lips to mine.  I gather up all my
resolve, not that I have much to collect, and say the words I never thought I’d
voice.  “I can’t.  I don’t know where your mouth has been, Calvin.”


I
push against him, leaving him to groan in frustration.  Alex rolls onto his
back, giving me the opportunity to stand and back away from him.  His chest is
rapidly rising and falling as he covers his eyes with his fists.  I say nothing
more.  I adjust my skirt and leave Alex, once again, in bed with no more
answers to my questions than when I arrived.











CHAPTER
10


 


Friday, November 30, 2012


The
fogged bathroom mirror blurs my reddened face as I towel dry my hair.  After
applying the rest of my lotion, I tighten the belt on my fluffy pink robe and
am startled when I hear rapping against my front door.  The girls agreed that I
would pick them up around eight thirty in order to get the club by nine.  It’s
only seven and I’m not expecting company.  


Why
am I not surprised?  Opening the door, after glancing through
the peephole, reveals a casually dressed Oliver in a button down green and
black flannel shirt and jeans.  I sigh and give him a knowing look.  He, of
course, studiously ignores me as he saunters by and continues to smile with his
boyish grin.  


“What
are you doing?  You know we’re having a girl’s night out, right?”  I huff
before closing the door.  I turn placing my hands on my hips waiting for an
explanation.  This must be payback for my intrusion on Alex.  


“Listen,
quit giving me the stink eye.  We haven’t had any time together and I just miss
you.”  Normally, these words would break down a girl’s defenses, but I’ve been
ruined for all other men.  


I
roll my eyes, “Seriously Oliver, we had lunch…TODAY!  How haven’t we spent time
together?”


“I
mean time with just the two of us.  Time where Janice isn’t tagging along
giving me dirty looks the entire time.  She’s been in full man hater mode, how
am I supposed to be charming around that?”  Oliver wanders around my living
room, looking at the pictures of my parents, Rachel, and Bryan.


“She
doesn’t always give you dirty looks.”  I know better than that, but I don’t
want Oliver talking bad about Janice, she’s going through a rough time as it
is.  “So you came over to what?  Help me get ready to go out with the girls?”


“If
that’s what it takes to spend time with you, then I’ll be more than happy to
lend you my services.”  Oliver’s eyes run over the length of my body.  It’s not
until his eyes practically bulge from their sockets that I notice the amount of
cleavage I’m sporting.  I pull my robe tighter as he comments, “Nice robe.”


 Before
heading into another eye roll, I grab him by the hand and lead him to my
bedroom.  “Fine.  You can help pick out my outfit and hang out while I get
ready.”  I point to my closet.  “Have at it.”   


Oliver
rubs his palms together as he heads into my walk-in closet.  “Hmmmm, this could
be interesting.”  


“How
so?”  I quirk an eyebrow.


“Well,
I can either make you wear something that would make a hooker blush or I can
dress you up like Mother Theresa.  Oooohhh do you have anything that’s lime
green?  You know, the color of Slimer from the Ghostbusters?”


“First
of all, this is my closet we’re talking about.  I wouldn’t have anything
in there that I would have a problem wearing.  Secondly, I have no problem
showing a little skin.  I might meet my future husband tonight.”  I tease him
from the doorway as he pushes aside hangers in search for the perfect outfit. 
We all know that’s a lie.  Future husband?  Ha!  What man would want to take on
all of my baggage, not to mention the love child growing inside of me?


“Do
I get to pick what goes underneath too?” he questions, raising his eyebrows
suggestively.  


“In
your dreams, buddy!”  I laugh before turning around and heading to the bathroom
to apply my makeup and brush out my hair.


Oliver
yells from the closet, still trying to make small talk.  “So, what does this
ladies night exactly consist of?  Are you going to sit around eating chocolate,
braiding each other’s hair, and practice making out with each other?”


I’m
going to ignore the last part of the question.  “I’m
not sure exactly.  Trevor gave me a flyer and I thought I could support him and
show Janice a good time.”


“Ah
ha!  I think I found the perfect outfit.”  Oliver’s yelp of triumph reminds me
of a gladiator who’s just won his battle.  I can imagine him thumping his fists
against his chest while making a celebratory lap around my closet.  I actually
giggle at the thought.  


I
look at Oliver’s reflection in the mirror and see him dangling a little red
dress from the hanger resting on his pointer finger.  Of course he’d pick the
sluttiest dress.  I’ve only worn it once before.  It was one of Cole’s
favorites, which is why I never wore it again.  It stops a few inches above my
knees and covers just enough to avoid getting arrested for indecent exposure. 
The halter dress hugs my curves showing ample skin in both the front and the
back.  I swallow my nerves as I eye the dress.  


I
knew I’d regret my decision but I did give him free reign.  


I
go back to brushing blush across the apples of my cheeks, trying to remain
unbothered.  “What made you pick that dress?”  


“Well…I
haven’t seen you wear anything like this before.  My imagination only goes so
far,” his low voice rumbles.  Oliver pushes forward, pressing his front against
my back.  The dress dangles next to us as he watches me in the mirror.


I
turn, pushing against him as I take it from his hands and place the hanger on
the towel rack close by.  “Well, I guess you just guaranteed this to be a very
interesting night.”  Oliver’s face drops as he considers the situation.  I hear
him mutter “shit” as I turn back around and begin applying my eyeliner.


Of
course, my teasing doesn’t halt his efforts.  In fact, he’s still entirely too
close and it’s making me nervous.  Oliver continues to watch me closely through
our reflection in the mirror when I question, “Having fun yet?”


“I
told you, anything to spend more time with you,” he answers, eyes running
slowly along the nape of my neck, his breath against my shoulder blades.  


I
need to kill his buzz, and quick, or my interesting night is going to start
sooner than I thought.


“Oliver,
I know for a fact you could have any girl you want, why are you wasting your time?”


Lightly,
he brushes my hair off my right shoulder and breathes me in.  “I’m never
wasteful, Elyssa.  Especially not where you’re concerned.”  His lips tilt up,
green eyes meeting mine in the mirror.  “You can’t deny that we look pretty
damn good together.  Just imagine what our kids would look like.”  His
cockiness shows in his sexy smirk.


I
take a minute and consider what Oliver is saying.  He’s right; I can’t deny we
would make a cute couple.  But, the reality is, the reflection is just that…a
glimpse into what could be.  Nothing more.


“That’s
precisely the problem.  You need to stop focusing on an illusion.  Autumn, or
that girl from finance, or even the girl from the movie theater…take your
pick.  Any of those girls would die for your attention.”  


His
eyes narrow as they look away.  “Obviously not any girl.”  


Oliver
catches me looking and tugs gently against my shoulders, turning me around to
face him.  I gasp as he lifts me, placing me on the counter before taking my
head between his masculine hands.


“If
I could, I’d kiss you right now and show you exactly how not a waste of time
this is.”  His breath sweeps across my lips as he lowers his face closer to
mine.


My
body is urging me to give in; to give him a chance.  “But you can’t,” I breathe
back.  Reaching up I place both of my hands on top of his which are now resting
on each of my cheeks. 


“No…I
guess I can’t.”  He steps back, shaking his head as I discreetly calm my
desires.


I
nod my head.  Shortly, the awkwardness of the situation is replaced with small
talk about his short time in Vegas.  I ask him if he misses California yet, in
which he tells me he hasn’t had a chance with traveling back and forth every
weekend.  For some reason I find this odd that he would be traveling so much
after just moving here, but then again, we are talking about Oliver here.


Jumping
off the counter, I push against his chest, inching him out the door.  “You need
to get out so I can get dressed.


“Don’t
girls get dressed in locker rooms together?  Why do I need to leave?”  And,
he’s back.


“Cause
the girls in my locker room don’t have a penis.  Now get out!”  I laugh.  It
doesn’t take long to get my dress on and finish the final touches with lip
gloss.  


“Comfortable?”
I tease and walk to him, lying comfortably on my bed flipping through a photo
album.


Oliver
sets it down; his expression turning from one of amusement to a burning need in
a split second.  “God, you are beautiful.”  I blush and toy with my hair
nervously.


“It’s
the outfit,” I joke with a little twirl.  I actually love this dress, but my
last torrid memory while wearing said dress is of Cole and his grabby hands. 
He was drunk, but when wasn’t he?  He never knew how to take his time,
especially when he was wasted.


 “You’re
definitely not going to have a hard time meeting your future husband tonight.” 
He continues to survey me, thoroughly.  A bit of sadness washes over his face
when his eyes make contact with mine.  Oliver approaches me and wraps his arm
around my waist, pulling me close.  His brows furrow.  “But, could you do me a
favor?”  


My
breathing feels shallow as his arms tighten around me.  “What’s that?”  


“Try
not to elope or fall in love with any potential husbands tonight, please,” he
pleads, voice sincere as he caresses my cheek. 


Definitely
a promise I can keep.  I press my palms against his chest and push myself away,
creating the needed distance between us.  “Promise,” I mutter as I step farther
away.  He’s trying to cross the boundaries I set; problem is I’m not sure where
those lines are anymore.  Another problem, I think he knows it.


~~~~~


“TAKE
IT OFF!”  Autumn yells at the top of her lungs and then whistles with both
fingers in her mouth.  “This was the best idea you’ve ever had!” Autumn yells
over the roar of women surrounding us.  “And here I thought you were still
waiting for Prince Charming to come galloping up on his white horse and whisk
you away.  No…instead you surprise me with this?!”


I
know I must be blushing from head to toe listening to Autumn continue to yell
and whistle while three muscular men take the makeshift stage in front of us.  Fuck
me sideways; what did I get myself into.


The
surprise she’s referring to is our introduction to Ladies Night.  You know, the
one I recommended based on an eight by eleven flyer that my soon to be
ex-friend Trevor gave me.  Never once did he mention that tonight would include
naked men gyrating across a stage or hip thrusts two inches from my face.  All
I wanted was to have a little fun, get Janice mind numbingly drunk so she could
forget dipshit Kevin, and maybe as an added bonus get Autumn wasted enough for
her to face plant on the sidewalk.  Is that so much to ask?


Instead,
I’m sitting between Autumn who’s practically clawing her way on stage and
Janice who has an ear to ear smile plastered on her wide, bright-eyed face.  


“We
can leave if you want to,” I lean over and yell into Janice’s ear.


“Why
would I want to leave?  This is exactly what I needed.  Kevin who?” she
giggles.  


When
her body stiffens, I’m confused.  That is, until I track her eyes and see
Trevor come into view.  Dressed in painted on leather pants, his torso is bare
except for the numerous tattoos that adorn his muscular physique.  I never knew
he had so many and when I think back, he’s always been covered up when we’ve
been together.  He immediately recognizes us and strides over.  


Pul-ease
Lord, don’t let this be awkward…please, please, please.


“You
came!” Trevor smiles as he approaches barely acknowledging my company.  Leaning
down he lifts me into a bear hug.  His muscles tighten around my body.  Both
Autumn and Janice stare at me in shock with their mouths practically touching
the sticky floor.  I’m sure it’s completely normal to be in the arms of a
stripper.  


I
take the opportunity and whisper in his ear, “Why didn’t you tell me you were a
stripper?”


He
leans in and whispers back, “You never asked.  Besides, I thought you’d figure
it out.  The picture of the half naked man on the flyer I gave you wasn’t
obvious enough?”


Feeling
a little sheepish, “I thought he was a model or something.”


Trevor
lowers me and looks between Janice and Autumn, now openly staring at him. 
“Introduce me to your friends.”


I
look to Janice whose eyes are focused on Trevor’s chest, more specifically his
nipples.  Which are pierced, by the way.  The things you don’t know about
your friends.


I
wave between the three of them as I make my introductions.  Both Janice and
Autumn are mute; they just stare and smile widely at him.  They are utterly
drunk on his pheromones, not to mention the four lemon drops they’ve already
had.


“Please
tell me you’re not dating this one,” Autumn leans in and nudges me with her
elbow.


“No
way!  He’s practically my brother-in-law by marriage.”  I can see the appeal
now.  Although Trevor is most definitely an asshat when it comes to the normal
social formalities, he’s way easy on the eyes.  If he could only keep his mouth
shut and his shirt off, I’m sure he’ll make a woman happy one of these days.


Autumn
sits up, adjusting her breasts as she stands and places a hand on Trevor’s
bicep.  “Game on.”  


I
roll my eyes and turn to Janice to find her sipping slowly on her drink, eyes
never wavering on Trevor.  Eyes that are thoroughly examining every inch of his
glistening body, from the tribal tattoos spanning both of his shoulders to the
intricate artwork bridging his biceps.   Janice is in complete awe.


“Earth
to Janice.”  I wave my hands in front of her.  “Are you okay?”  


“He’s
beautiful, Ely.”  I giggle as she coos in his direction.  As Autumn continues
to flip her hair, lick her lips, and make every attempt at touching Trevor’s
torso, Janice starts to slink back against her seat.


“What’s
wrong?”  I look over at Trevor who surprisingly seems uncomfortable as Autumn
claws him like a scratching post.  Or unsurprisingly, if you really think about
it.


“Why
are guys like that never interested in girls like me?”    


“Guys
like what?  Strippers?” I jest.  


“No,
guys who look like they could throw you over their shoulder and go all sexy
caveman on your ass.”    


I
turn to look at Janice and her melancholy is visible.  And depressing. 
Instantly, a bright light bulb goes off and I have the best idea of the
century.  Standing, I pull Trevor off to the side and ask for a favor.  “Hey,
can you take Janice and show her a good time?”


“Which
one’s Janice?  The ginger or the virgin?”


“Nice
way to classify my friends, asshole,” I smile to make sure he knows I’m
kidding.


“I
thought it was classier than saying the one who’s on the verge of humping my
leg or the one who looks scared of my penis.”  Like I was saying…as long as
he keeps his mouth shut.


Well,
shit.  Might as well speak his language.  “The one that
looks scared of your penis.”  


He
looks at Janice and seems to be making a calculated decision before muttering,
“You owe me.”  I nod as he turns away and pulls Janice up by her hand.  Trevor
throws Janice over his shoulder and smacks her ass as he calls over his
shoulder, “We’ll be back!”


“There’s
a little caveman to make you forget, Janice,” I whisper, watching as Trevor
disappears with my friend.


“What
the fuck?”  Autumn slumps next to me, watching Trevor head towards the back
area with Janice.  “Since when is meek a turn on?”


“Good
evening, ladies.”  Just when you think the night can’t get any more
interesting, a curve ball in the form of twins saunters over.  Practically
identical, both of their bodies symmetrically perfect: chiseled jaws, light
brown hair, hazel eyes, full lips, and abs I could wash my clothes on.  This
place is practically a meat market.  Beautiful men as far as the eye can see.


Autumn
gives a little wave with her hands and stakes her claim.  “These are mine!” 
She stands and takes both of them by their elbows, leading them off to the back
room.  


And
then there was one.


I
can’t even drink alcohol to get myself through this sad situation I’ve placed
myself in.  Instead, I get to sit awkwardly in a sea of gyrating hips, grabby
hands, and stimulated libidos and sip on my yummy, tasteless water.  I tilt my
head looking to the ceiling when something brushes my shoulder.


Another
fine specimen of male decides to occupy Janice’s seat.  I get we’re technically
at a strip club, but seriously…how many hot as fuck men can you put under one
roof before you have to call the fire department.


Silently
scrutinizing the men mimicking construction workers as they leave the stage, he
interrupts his own thoughts with a low rumble.  “You know, men who work in
construction aren’t usually that clean cut,” my newcomer leans over, sparking a
conversation.


“Excuse
me?”    


“I’m
just saying, if you’re going to use costumes or props you have to make them at
least a little realistic.  Construction workers usually have back crack and belch
a lot.  They definitely don’t wear thongs.”


I
giggle and turn towards Mr. Perceptive.  “So, what do you usually dress up as?”


“A
business man, of course.”  As the words leave his mouth, I finally notice the
loose tie around his neck, black trousers and bare feet.  Fuck. Me.  The
same features of Alex.


“I
don’t think I’ve ever seen guys around my office dressed like that.  Normally,
they have shirts on and they most definitely wear shoes.”  Wouldn’t life be
so much more fun if that weren’t the case?  “So, what’s your story…business
man by day, stripper by night?”


“No,
more like college student by day, male entertainer by night. 
Don’t objectify me,” he teases.  Reaching out his hand, Mr. Perceptive makes
introductions.  “Jackson.”


“Elyssa.” 
I take his hand in mine.  I must admit, even though it doesn’t make an ounce of
difference, he has the straightest, whitest teeth I’ve ever seen.  His smile is
absolutely one of his many fine qualities, which also includes his clean cut,
slightly ruffled, black hair and his dark brown puppy dog eyes.  Not to mention
his impeccable body.  These men must do crunches all day long.


“So
Elyssa, what brings you here tonight?”


“Trying
to make my friend forget about her dipshit ex-boyfriend,” I respond without
thinking.  


“Well,
since I don’t see her around it looks like your job here is done,” he chuckles
and continues to make small talk.  It’s nice to have someone to chat with while
Janice and Autumn enjoy themselves. 


“So,
college student by day, huh?”  He nods.  “What are you studying?”


Jackson
and I continue to talk for what feels like hours, but in reality probably
around forty-five minutes.  I find out that he’s currently getting a degree in
marketing at UNLV.  He’s been in Vegas since high school and lives with his
brother.  I’m enjoying his company immensely, but feel guilty for occupying his
time when he could be rubbing on some woman’s lap earning himself several
twenty dollar bills.


Just
when Jackson turns the focus on me, I notice over his shoulder two people
exiting out of a backroom; one of them definitely not being someone that I
would imagine at ladies night.  And he’s not alone.  Alex, along with Sandy,
are laughing and talking into each other’s ears.  I must look as if someone
just killed my dog because Jackson’s voice breaks my stare with words of
concern.


“Hey
Elyssa, you okay?” he frowns.


“Uh…yah. 
Sorry what were you saying?”  I’m desperately trying hard to ignore the fact
that no less than twenty-five feet away is the love of my life standing next to
his ex-mistress.  Instead of reacting on the urge to jump over the bar and
pummel Sandy’s cougar ass, I fight the pregnancy hormones and keep myself
planted next to Jackson. 


Focus
on Jackson, Elyssa.  He’s cute.  He’s giving you attention.  Just focus on
Jackson.


I
smile and continue to answer questions about my work and my degree.  Every so
often I glance over his shoulder, taking a peek at Alex.  God, why does he
have to be so beautiful?  Even in front of a perfect male specimen, Alex
captures my sole attention.  Dressed casually in a pair of dark jeans, fitted
black sweater that accentuates his biceps and chest, he leans against the bar
like he owns the place.  I brush the back of my hand against my mouth just to
make sure I’m not salivating while my mouth hangs open.


Jackson’s
left brow tilts up as he looks at me suspiciously.  “Elyssa, are you sure you
are okay?”  


“Sorry
Jackson, I must be tired.  I really should get going.”  I stand and grab my
purse.  Jackson stands with me, grabbing my hand to stop me from leaving.


“Can
I call you?”  I glance down at my small fist encapsulated in his smooth, strong
hands.  I can’t help but imagine what my life would be like having never ran
across Alex’s path.  So much would be different.  I wouldn’t have Arianna
jumping on my back every two seconds, practically stalking me.  That’s for
sure.  But, then again, I would have missed out on life changing events that
have stolen my heart, making me wish for more.  


Even
as his thumb begins to trace the palm of my hand, the more I think about it,
trading consistency for passion doesn’t seem like an unfair exchange.  I’m
flattered.  At the same time, I’m on the verge of a panic attack.  And the last
thing I want is for Sandy to see me go into full blown freak out mode.  


Not
having the strength to do anything about his willingness to move forward, I’m
two seconds away from kindly declining Jackson’s offer when I’m being carted
backwards and swept around a large, firm body.  Alex.  Fuck.  Going toe
to toe with Jackson, his nose flares.  My lame attempt to pull him back by his
elbow goes unnoticed.  Alex doesn’t budge.


“Dude,
what’s your problem?”  Jackson shows no sign of intimidation of the six foot
wall of muscle fuming at my side.  Alex’s chest rumbles with a growl in
response, continuing to glare at my new friend.  I know I shouldn’t be anything
but scared, or at least a little nervous, but I’m slightly turned on by his
outright dominance.  Not to mention the fact that both men in front of me are
equally as beautiful, both gifted with bodies for sin.


“Elyssa,
get your shit and let’s go,” Alex talks through his teeth, still standing
menacingly close to Jackson.


“She’s
a big girl.  She can make her own decisions.”  Jackson must have a death wish
to instigate anything while Alex continues to stare him down.  I know he can
probably handle himself, in any situation, but a girl he’s only known for an
hour isn’t worth getting in a fight over.


Alex
chuckles slightly, but his hands are now fisted with white knuckle force.  “I
suggest you back the fuck off.  She’s mine.”


Oh,
here we go!  Alex staking claim when no less than ten minutes ago I saw him
leaving a backroom with one of his exes.  No, screw that!  He can’t be with
someone else one minute and then try to possess me the next.


“Alex,
stop!  There’s nothing going on here.  Janice and I…”


Alex’s
head turns in my direction and once again a rumble erupts from his chest.  His
face still showing every sign of intimidation; his lips in a hard line, his
brows furrowed, his eyes blazing with anger.  Without breaking eye contact,
Alex bends over.  I shudder as my eyes flutter involuntarily, his breath
rippling across my skin as he gets closer to my ear.


Seductively,
in an almost purr, Alex whispers, “Do I need to repeat myself, Elyssa?  Get. Your.
Shit. Now. We need to talk.”


Pulling
back to look for a sign of understanding, blue eyes meeting green, Alex’s face
studies mine.  This man is absolutely infuriating.  I run my hand through my
hair.  I’m utterly outraged.  I open my mouth to protest, but a whimpering “no”
is all that squeaks out, which unfortunately does nothing to show my absolute
resolve.  I clear my throat.  If I’m going to have some semblance of control,
I’ll have to try that again.


“I’m
not going anywhere with you right now.  I’m here to have a good time.  With
Janice.  Whatever it is that you’re doing here, I would appreciate it if you
would let me be.”


“So
help me God, Elyssa.  If you don’t move your ass right now, I will throw you
over my shoulder and drag you to the backroom.”  Both Trevor and Alex appear to
be cut from the same caveman cloth. 


Alex’s
back is to Jackson and when I see him moving towards Alex I shake my head
slightly; my silent protest in his efforts to come to my rescue.  Thankfully,
Jackson takes the clue and doesn’t come any closer.  


“Is
that what you want?  I don’t care what kind of scene it would cause.  They
won’t throw me out of here.  I know that for a fact.  Are you willing to chance
ruining your night because you won’t give me five fucking minutes of your
time?”


He’s
seething.  I know I have no choice.  I’ve never had a choice when it came to
him.  I come to an agreement that I’ll go, but only for five minutes.  Worrying
my bottom lip, I struggle to shove Alex aside, but he doesn’t budge an inch. 
Just when I think I’ve had enough, right when I’m about to get up in his face,
he leans over as if he is going to whisper again, but instead he seizes my
earlobe in his mouth and nibbles.  The feeling of his teeth against my skin is
a straight shot to the apex of my thighs, which happens to now be lit up on
fire.


That
was an asshole move. 


Finally
giving me some room, he allows me to exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was
holding.  Whether it’s holding my breath due to his closeness or having the
wind knocked out of me with just a simple look.  I’m always having breathing
issues around him.  He has this power over me, not only because I’m pregnant
with his child, but because of one simple fact.  I love him.


Grabbing
hold of my elbow, Alex pulls me towards the bar.  I glance back at Jackson as
I’m dragged farther and farther away and mouth, “I’m sorry,” while he stands,
battling with himself.  I know he’s struggling on whether or not he should come
after me or let me leave with the anger ball who’s dragging me behind him. 
Luckily, the war raged on, and he allowed me to figure it out on my own. 


Shutting
the door behind us, I glance around at what appears to be an office.  A one
sided mirror overlooks the entire floor with a dark oak desk in the middle of
the room, a leather office chair sitting behind it, with only one other chair
resting in front.  There are no decorations, no knick knacks, nothing to say
who the office belongs to.  It’s practically bare.  


Alex
pushes me up against the brick wall and not lightly I might add.  With his arms
encapsulating me, he rests his forearms on the wall beside my head and its déjà
vu all over again.   I remember us being in this same position not that long
ago.  Not the same bar, but the same feelings of having him so close, yet so
far.  So much has changed since that first night, but one fact still remains
the same: I want him.


Alex
leans his forehead against mine and pushes himself closer.  I can feel his ire
melting off of his body as he slumps against me, breathing me in.  I know what
this is doing to him.  His arms, normally so strong, are trembling.  His
breath, normally so calm and even, is ragged.  And don’t count the bulge
struggling to break free from his jeans.  Again, my eyes involuntarily flutter.


“So,
here we are again.”  Of course, he’s referring to our compromising position. 
It was just yesterday that Alex was stroking me, kissing me, running his mouth
along my body.  I had the strength to push him away then, but I don’t know if I
have it tonight.


I
raise my eyebrows and give him a questioning glare.  “Is this your way of
giving a girl time?”  


“Don’t
know…I’ve never had a girl ask me to give her time.  Then again, I’ve
never loved a girl enough to care about what she wanted.”  His statement is
honest, laced with confidence and sincerity.  “So, is that what you want out
there?  Is that how you want to spend your time?  You know, if that’s what does
it for you, all you had to do was ask.  I’ll always take care of you.”  A cocky
grin touches his lips.  I’m not sure if I want to slap him or kiss him.  He
leans back, perusing my plunging neckline and skin tight dress.  “I can tell by
that dress alone what you came in search of tonight.”  


My
face feels flushed even though I should be insulted.  “I know what you can do,
Alex.  Trust me.  I know firsthand what you’re capable of.”


“Really? 
What’s that?”  


I
gulp as his finger travels down the line of my cleavage, toying with the
neckline of my dress.  No.  I won’t allow him to do this to me.  Not after
seeing him with Sandy tonight.  Not even his touch, nor his words, can bring me
out of this despair.


“Your
touch is tantalizing, yet tainted. I know where your hands have been.  Every
touch, every kiss, they’re no longer special because you’ve shared them with so
many different women.  You’re right, I don’t need anything from the men out
there nor do I need anything from the man in here,” I lie.  I really wish that
I could say that with more conviction.


“Tantalizing,
huh?”  His dimpled grin is heartwarmingly adorable, but it upsets me that he
suffers from selective hearing and only focused on a portion of what I said.


“Alex,
you have to stop this,” I practically whisper.


“Look
at me, Hart.”  I concede and stare up into his demanding blue eyes.  “What
exactly is this?”  His eyes rake over my body, making me quiver with
each inch he visually covers.  “Are you talking about the fact that I can feel
how much you want me?”  He leans down, whispering in my ear.  “I bet if I
dipped into those sexy panties you’re wearing you’d be soaking wet.  I can
practically smell you and trust me when I say that you smell just as good as
you taste.”  He runs his nose along my jaw line drawing a small moan from me as
he inhales.


“I
didn’t come here for you,” I breathe back.


“You
sure as hell fooled me with the way you’re panting.  If I’m not mistaken, with
the look you’re giving me, you’re attempting to figure out the quickest way to
get my clothes off and inside you.  Am I right?”


“I-I
came here f-for Janice,” I stutter, after foolishly attempting to push against
his chest.  I can feel his heartbeat underneath my palms.  And even though Alex
seems calm, his heart is frantic as he pushes against me.    


“Listen,
she just broke up with her boyfriend.  Honestly, I’m just trying to help her
get over him.  Nothing more, I promise.”


Ice
melting.  That’s the look Alex has in his eyes with the mention of heartache. 
“Oh, you would know something about that, wouldn’t you?”  And just like that,
the switch has been officially flipped.  No longer is sexy Alex out to play. 
Nope, now it’s time for brooding Alex to take his turn.  “You two are two peas
in a fucked up man-hating pod.  You decide the best way to forget about an
ex-boyfriend is to just move on to someone else?  Sounds familiar.  What do
they call it…a rebound fuck?”  I reach up trying to slap him, but Alex
reflexively grabs my wrist, stopping me.  He knows nothing of the ache I feel
inside, an ache that is unrelenting no matter how often I try to keep busy in
an effort to not think of him.


“Her
man cheated on her!  With a client!  I’m sure you know a lot about that.”  Two
can play at this game.  Alex’s grip loosens as his face turns to one of
confusion.  “What is she supposed to do?  Mourn some asshole who didn’t
appreciate her?”  


“Wasn’t
it not that long ago that I let her leave work to go home and take care of
herself?  How do you go from being heartbroken to chatting it up with strippers
in the matter of seconds?  I swear I’m the chick in this relationship…talking
about respect and actually giving myself time instead of jumping on the first
warm body.”


“Are
you kidding me?  Look at you talking about warm bodies and rebound fucks, being
Mr. High and Mighty, when you just left this very room less than twenty minutes
ago with your precious Sandy!”  I hate the taste of her name on my
tongue.  I hate even more that I just let Alex know that it’s bothering me.


“What
in the fuck are you talking about?”  He seems anxious.  He must think I’m an
idiot if he actually thinks I believe their visit was innocent.


“I’m
not stupid, Calvin,” I answer through gritted teeth.


“Don’t
call me that.  EVER.”  Alex leans in, his face mere inches away from mine. 
“Don’t fucking push me, Elyssa.”


“Again,
I’m not stupid.  I saw with my own eyes.  You with her today and I definitely
remember you leaving with her yesterday.  So next time you want to try and
control my life whenever you see fit, just remember who is rebound fucking
who!  This is my life!  I can make my own decisions, just like you appear to
be.  If those decisions are wrong, then God forbid that I actually get the
opportunity to make a mistake.”


Visually
Alex looks like I just ran him over with my car.  He doesn’t know how to handle
me when I’m being defiant.  More calm than before, “I’m not trying to control
you.  I just want you to admit that you’re not over me.”  He pushes closer
again.  “Just like I’m not over you.”  He lifts my chin, forcing me to look at
him.  “I don’t want some asshole taking my place while I’m giving you your
space.  Seriously Elyssa, their like fucking vultures waiting for the death of
our relationship.  I won’t let you go.”


“You
think I’m not scared of the same thing?  Especially when it seems like you’ve
already gone and found yourself something to tide you over.”  My eyes dart to
the closed door.


 “What?! 
Are you talking about Sandy?”  I nod my head as I pull my face away from his
touch.  “


“Would
it bother you if I started seeing someone else?”  His voice is soft as his
fingers trace my lips.


“It
would shatter me,” I mutter the truth against his fingers.  


His
hands move to the nape of my neck.  “Then why are you doing this?”  


“I
really should go check on Janice.”  I push against him trying to escape this
conversation before I tell him something I know I shouldn’t.


Alex
pushes me back against the wall and places his weight against me.  “I miss
you.  I’ve never ached for someone as much as I do for you.  I watch you every
day as you go on with your life as if we never happened and it kills me.”  The
shiver that rocks me to the core is nothing I’ve ever felt before.  I can
barely breathe.  “Please…tell me why,” Alex begs, letting his head rest against
my shoulder. 


I
run my fingers through his hair, just as I have many times before.  Only this
time I’m trying to comfort him when I know I can’t give him any more.  “You’re
past is part of you.  I get that, I really do.  The problem I’m having is that
it haunts me.”  Literally.  ”I need to know that I can get over the fact
that you’ve shared yourself with so many women, when I’ve given myself to you
and only you completely.  You’re the only one who’s had all of me.”


 “Don’t
you see…you’re my only one.  The women before meant nothing…they mean
nothing.  You’re my Hart.”   Alex steps away, head down, defeated as I
step around him and open the door.  I don’t look back.  I don’t dare for fear
that I’ll crumble in front of him.    


Janice
is waiting for me at the bar with Trevor.  They’re both laughing; Trevor has
his hand resting on her hip possessively.  Janice seems happy.  Hmmmm 


“Ely,
you okay?” Janice looks at me with concern.


I
nod.  “Where’s Autumn?” I ask solemnly.


“She’s
still with Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum.  Oh never mind, here she comes.”  I
glance over to where Janice is pointing and notice Autumn stumbling towards us
with a cocktail in hand.  “She hasn’t changed; still a sloppy drunk.”


Yay
for me!  I get to deal with a plastered Autumn.  This should be delightful.


Just
as the four of us situate ourselves at the bar, Alex exits the room.  His hair
looks more disheveled than it was before, probably from pulling it in
frustration.  I know the feeling.  He glances over in my direction, but
his eyes don’t linger.  Instead he gives a head nod to Trevor and strides to
the exit, not looking back once.


“Seriously,
Elyssa, why do you always get the ones I want?” Autumn slurs. 


“What
are you talking about?”


“Alex. 
Oliver.  I’ve wanted them both and they seem to be infatuated with you.  What
do you have that I don’t?”  


I
contemplate Autumn’s question as she lays her head down on her forearm and
dozes off.  What do I have that none of these women seem to have?  Alex’s heart
for one, other than that, I’m just me.


“Ready
to go, Janice?”  She nods.  I turn to Trevor for a little help.  “This is all
you.  Thanks for tonight, but now you get to help me carry her drunk-ass to my
car.”  






CHAPTER
11


 


Wednesday, December 5, 2012


Note to self: Make your
womb a happy womb.  


 “Honey
stop,” a female voice giggles from across the room.  I glance up from the
magazine I’m pretending to read and lay eyes on a happy couple cuddling.  The
woman is about my age, but absolutely glowing while her husband rubs her
swollen belly.  Not that I’ve been pregnant before, but I’d say she’s in her
third trimester by the bump they’re caressing.  They talk silently, giggling
amongst one another, leaning in and exchanging brief kisses.  


I
know I shouldn’t be jealous.  Yet here I am wallowing in it all because of a
deliriously happy couple.  I lay my hand across my flat belly and silently
apologize to my baby.  I don’t know where we’ll be in the future, but I can
almost guarantee that Alex won’t be here to share in these joys.  Alex isn’t
the type of man that goes in only half hearted.  It’s either all or nothing and
right now I have nothing to give.  Barely on speaking terms, we’re not
functional enough to raise a baby together.  And this baby deserves more.


Sadly,
I haven’t seen or heard from Alex since our ladies night when he went all alpha
male claiming his territory.  I wasn’t able to fathom the attraction to bad
boys until I had my own.  He claims me; branding my soul so much that I can
feel my love for him while it runs through my veins as our baby grows safe
inside me.  I’d love nothing more than to have him here, arms wrapped around me
as we wait patiently to be called back.  To have his strong hands run over my
growing belly, one day feeling the movement of our little baby James.  


Instead
I glance next to me and am met with the depressing reality that all I have is
me, myself and…my sister.  My rock.  Rachel seems calm, waiting patiently for
my eight o’clock appointment.  I say she seems calm, but I can tell
she’s nervous or maybe excited, by the velocity of her bouncing knee as she
flips through pages of a magazine.  


I
didn’t notice the door leading to the exam room opening until a nurse in pink
scrubs called out  my name, “Elyssa Hart?”.  


Rachel
pats my knee and stands, placing the tabloid magazine back on the side table. 
“Let’s go, kiddo.”  


The
nurse walks us back to an examination room and takes my blood pressure and
weight.  I’m not far along in my pregnancy so I haven’t been concerned about
weight gain, especially since I haven’t been able to keep much down.  After
collecting my medical history she leaves me a thin paper gown to change into
while we wait for the doctor.  


I’ve
been to my gynecologist’s office before but never paid too much attention to
all of the posters and knick knacks.  Because I know my sister well enough, I
know it’s going to be disastrous when she spots the large replica of the female
reproductive system lying on the counter next to the sink.  Being her curious
self, Rachel starts to toy with the fallopian tubes.  Did I mention it was a
bad idea?  Well, I was right.  Within a matter of seconds, the poor plastic
uterus is in shambles on the floor.


“Oh
shit!” Rachel shrieks as she drops to the floor trying to pick up the small,
individual plastic pieces.  My eyes open in shock before I break out in
laughter.  “Don’t sit there and laugh at me.  Help me pick this up.”  


“Uhhh,
that’s not a good idea.”  I point to my thin gown.  “I’m not trying to show my
own reproductive system to the world.”


Rachel
stands, placing all of the pieces on the counter while she frantically starts
to ram pieces into the body cavity.    


 
“This is like a damn Rubik’s cube.  I can’t figure out what this is.”  Rachel
holds up a piece as she recklessly attempts to piece it back together before
the doctor steps into the room.  “You’d think I’d be able to put it together
seeing as though I have one inside me.”  


“And
you want to be with me when the baby comes?” I joke.  But seriously, can my
sister be any more awkward?


“Hey! 
It’s not like I’m going to have to piece together your vagina in order to
deliver my niece or nephew.  I have to be there so you can squeeze the crap out
of my hand when you pop out a small human.”  She turns to smile at me as she continues
to fiddle with what I think is a bladder.


A
knock on the door causes panic to set in.  For Rachel, that is.  Me?  I’m quite
amused watching her act like a toddler trying to fit a square peg into a round
hole.  I can’t help the giggle that forces its way out as she growls in
frustration.  Not for lack of trying, she gives up and opens a nearby drawer
and tosses the plastic bladder inside before closing it, quickly sitting in her
seat.  There is nothing I can do but shake my head.  I love my sister.


Just
when I thought this situation couldn’t get any worse, in walks in Dr. Hottie. 
Probably only a few years older than me, he’s ridiculously attractive with dark
blonde hair, sporting a five o’clock shadow (at eight in the morning).  I gulp
as he smiles, closing the door behind him.  Just my luck.  


Looking
over my file in his hand, he greets me, “Ms. Hart.  I’m Dr. Parker.”  I
normally see another OBGYN; however, there were no available appointments.  So,
wanting to get it out of the way, I settled for Dr. Parker in her absence.  I
didn’t really think anything about having a male OBGYN until this very moment. 
My eyes follow him as he sits in a stool next to the examination table.  I
smile like a kid in a candy store.  Uh, hello?! You need to get a grip, Ely! 
Don’t forget he’s your vagina doctor!


I
may have missed a few things, seeing as I was staring at his lips, but not
paying attention to what he was saying.  That is until he mentioned due date. 
“I see here that according to your last period you’re about seven weeks, which
would make your due date July 26.”  That sounds about right.  “When the
nurse comes in, we’ll take a listen to the heartbeat and confirm how far along
you are.  Do you have any questions?”  No lines, no bullshit.  Straight to
the point.  I like this doctor already.


Rachel
raises her had as if she’s in school waiting for the teacher to call on her.  I
slap my hand against my forehead in embarrassment while the doctor looks at her
sideways.  “Yes, Ms…?”


“Hart. 
Ely’s sister.  I have a question?”  Rachel flashes a girlish grin before
continuing on her quest to humiliate me.  “Would you recommend a water birth? 
I was watching the Discovery channel and this woman…”  At this point, anything
my sister says could be taken as a crazy person asking about jumping off the
Empire State Building.  Meaning, it will never happen.  Not with my body. 
While Rachel rambles about birth and water, my head bounces back from her to
the doctor in pure horror.  There is no way in hell I’m giving birth in a
bathtub!


Dr.
Hottie, I mean Parker, watches me shake my head rejecting Rachel’s suggested
birth plan.  He smiles and nods while Rachel goes into theories about mammals
that give birth in the water.  I’ve lost my patience, hearing her compare me to
an Orca whale, while the doctor continues to placate her and listens to her
ramblings.  


God
must have heard my silent pleas of help, because just as I’m about to go postal
on how absurd my sister is being, in walks the nurse.  I’ve never been happier
to place my feet in the stirrups in preparation to get poked and prodded.  


After
he assures that I’m lying as comfortable as can be, the nurse hands him a long
wand.  “Because you’re still early on in your pregnancy, we’re going to do a
transvaginal ultrasound.  This might be a little cold, just try and relax.”  I
love when male doctors think its okay to tell a woman to “try and relax.”  Like
it’s “just” that easy.  With the wand in place, the doctor points towards a
small peanut on the screen.  “And that, Ms. Hart, is your baby.”  Your
baby…my baby…Alex’s baby…our baby.


My
heart expands.  Although my little one is just a blimp on the screen, I’m
surprised at how my heart expands to include instant love.  Everything from my
past, the death of my parents, Cole, Alex, and Arianna, all of it has been
worth it for this very moment.  I smile, feeling the tears touch my eyes and
trickle down my cheeks.  Rachel reaches and takes my hand in hers.  I look over
and notice a wide grin and matching drops of dew.  


I’m
mesmerized by the sheer amount of emotion trembling through my body.  I have a
life growing in my tummy, someone who I can love and be loved by
unconditionally.  Biting my lower lip, trying desperately to keep the tears at
bay, the doctor hands me a copy of the ultrasound.  Our baby’s first picture. 
Alex will never get to experience this.  I’ve stolen this from him and even
though I have my reasons, I feel the guilt poking at me.  My body shudders with
the pain of guilt.


My
first pregnancy was such a shock and I hate to admit that at one point I wished
for a do over; a chance to take back the moment of conception.  My life was
different then.  I was in college, still waiting to start my life and the love
I had for Cole was not nearly as much as my love for Alex.  Back then I never
imagined being responsible for another human being.  And when I lost the baby,
I thought the opportunity to be a parent again was lost, as well.  


But
this time it feels different.  I’m excited and an overwhelming urge to protect
our little one resonates deep within.  I have hopes and dreams for my baby’s
future and I wouldn’t change the fact that Alex is the father for anything.  I
just hope that he or she looks just like him; brown hair, bright blue eyes, and
a smile to die for.  And dimples.  Definitely dimples.  My dimpled LJ.  


After
the emotional upheaval, I become conscious that I’m alone, silently gazing down
at my baby’s first picture.  I realize how silly I must look and with an
immense love in my heart, not to mention a little pain, I wipe the stray tears
from my eyes and get dressed to head out and show the world that I can do this.



~~~~~


Rachel
gives me a rib breaking hug as we say our goodbyes.  She kneels down, talking
to my belly and sends her love.  She’s smiling ear to ear as she walks away
with her own copy of the ultrasound picture, practically skipping to her car. 
Only my sister would get away with her own copy of the ultrasound. 
Thankfully, Dr. Hottie didn’t put up a fight and willingly gave her what she
wanted.  I’m pleased that she’s as overjoyed as I am, especially since I have
no one else to confide in.  And at this exact moment my excitement cup is
overflowing and I’d like to share it with the world.


I
could make a pit stop at the hospital and confide in Nana.  I know she would be
excited for us.  And with her wavering memory, she could be a safe choice.  But
I can’t risk her telling Alex, not before I decide what to do about him.  


I’m
walking blindly, staring at my baby’s first picture when I practically run
right smack into someone on my way to my car.  I really should be paying
attention, especially when I look up and that person is Cole.  Oh shit. 
In shock, we both stare at each other.  


Considering
the last time I saw him, he was bloody after a round with Alex, he looks good. 
His hair is longer, almost as long as when we were in school together, and he’s
still quite handsome in his simple white thermal and fitted jeans.  Visibly
sober, he’s clean shaven, his eyes focused and completely honed on me.  


When
he moves closer, I flinch and take a step back.  We have a past.  One that I
can’t, nor will I ever, forget.  Not only did he say some hurtful things to me,
he’s the sole reason why I miscarried all those years ago.  Right now, my only
focus is to keep me and my baby safe.  Cole runs his hand over his hair as he
looks at the ground, kicking some stray rocks to the side.  He was my best
friend not that long ago, and even though I could really use him right now, I
can’t allow him to get that close again.  


Instinctively,
I try to ignore him and walk around but immediately he moves in my path.  His
eye catches the ultrasound picture I’m still gripping in my hand and before he
can question me, I quickly place it in my purse in hopes he didn’t get a good
look.


Securing
the strap of my bag to my shoulder, I ask him what he’s doing here.  Seeing as
it’s an odd place for him to be, I’m genuinely confused.  


“Um…er…just
some, ah…blood work.”  He looks out of place; glancing around uncomfortably. 
“You?”  Cole raises his eyebrows, eyes moving toward my purse.  Damn it!  


“Just
came to see the doctor.”  I watch for his reaction.  Nothing.  After what seems
like ten minutes, but probably was only a few measly seconds, he runs his thumb
over his bottom lip and again eyes my purse.  “Listen, I gotta go.”  I try to
step around him, but Cole once again intervenes.


“Why
are you seeing a doctor?  Are you okay?”  His voice is sweet and shows signs of
concern and for the first time in months, my best friend is looking at me. 
This isn’t the man that showed up drunk at my house spouting vulgar words and
vowing years of devotion.  This isn’t the man who almost ruined not only my
career, but my relationship with Alex.  No, this is the man who looked after me
and showed tenderness when I had no one besides Rachel.  When my eyes moisten
with tears for my missed friend I’m not surprised, chalking it up to my
emotionally unstable pregnancy hormones.  


I
pat away the tears with the back of my hand and try to move past him again. 
“I’m fine, Cole.”  


“You
know, even though things got fucked up, I’m still your best friend, right?” 
And with those words the unshed tears start to fall.  


“You
have an awful way of showing it,” I mutter, my lips quivering.


“I
know that.  Things just got so…”  Cole lowers his head.  “I fucked up.  I miss
you.  I miss my best friend.”  I hate to admit it, but I miss him too.  And
although I haven’t thought of him often since I met Alex, its times like these
where I wish we were on better terms.  But, I no longer have time to look into
the past and search for reasons to forgive him, not when all of his actions in
the present have done nothing but break my heart.


“I
need to go, Cole.”  I push past him, but he grabs my wrist.


“I
saw the ultrasound, Ely.  Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”  Figures. 
He always did have a way of finding out every little thing about me.  And
then trying to fix it. Not this time, Cole.  Not this time.


“What’s
there to tell?” I shrug at him.


“Uh,
how about the fact that you’re pregnant?”  That was blunt.  ”Is it
Alex’s?”


“You
lost the right to know anything about my life!”  Trying to wiggle out of his
grip becomes futile.  He has a lot of nerve to spout words of friendship and
then start interrogating me.


“Ely,
I want to be here for you.  I know I fucked up, but I still care about you.”  I
refuse to believe him.  I’ve given him my trust too many times to count, and
each time he’s turned on me.  Look where it’s got us.


“You
care about me!  Ha!  Yah right…this here…” I hold my hand over my belly, “This
is my second chance and I won’t let you or anybody else take it from me.  Not
now and never again!”  


I
shove him as hard as my body can manage; finally eradicating myself from his
hold and head off to work.


 


Thursday, December 6,
2012


“Alexander
James.  I know he works here.  I demand you call him again!”  The male voice
echoes throughout the lobby as I step through the revolving doors.


A
man dressed in simple jeans and a t-shirt is gripping the security desk,
leering over Mr. Hodges as he holds the telephone anxiously.


“Sir,
I tried him again, but he’s not answering.  He must out of the office.  Can I
take a message for him?”


“No! 
This is a matter of life and death.  I need to speak with him now.”  The
lobby’s morning traffic practically comes to a standstill as everyone eyes the
man suspiciously as he yells Alex’s name over and over again.  Not only is he
making a scene, but he’s also tarnishing Alex’s name.  God forbid Arianna walk
through; what would she think then?


Mr.
Hodges’ hands tremble as he panics, searching for a way to deescalate the
situation.  Our eyes meet and I know I have to intercede.  


“Sir,
you were looking for Mr. James?”  I keep my voice calm as I tap the gentleman
on the shoulder.  He turns in response to face me.


“
Who the fuck are you?”  His breath reeks of alcohol.


“Sir
I need you to keep it down.”  Mr. Hodges attempts to calm him once again.


“Listen
here…”  He’s about to turn back around to face off with the old frail man, but
I quickly grab his forearm bringing his attention back to me.


“If
you’re looking for Alexander James, I work in his department.  He’s not in the
office today, but if you give me your name and number I can pass along the
message.”


“Tell
him his old man is looking for him.”  My eyes widen as I look over his face. 
Same blue eyes, same brown hair, same dimpled cheeks.  Holy shit!  Affected
by him, I take a cautious step back as he squints his eyes at me. 
“Hmmmm…rockin body, decent pair of tits, pretty face.  You must know him pretty
well.”


“Uh…”
I worry by bottom lip as I take another step back as he approaches closer.


“Tell
that momma’s boy to get his head out of his ass and call me.  If he thinks he
can avoid me, he has another thing coming.  I won’t be so nice next time.”  This
is nice?


He
shoulder checks me on his way out.  I stumble back into Mr. Hodges who I didn’t
realize was standing behind me.


“Ms.
Hart, are you okay?”  He looks apologetic considering I just did his job for
him.


“Yes
Mr. Hodges.  Don’t worry about passing along the message.  I’ll make sure he
gets it.  Please don’t mention this to anyone.”


He
nods and goes back to his station.  I on the other hand head to my desk.


~~~~~


Can
this day get any worse?  After dealing with Alex’s asshole sperm donor the last
thing I want to do is see or hear Arianna, which is why I hate Outlook meeting
requests.  No.  I loathe Outlook meeting requests.  If I could kick the bastard
who created Outlook in the shins, I would so do that right about now.  


Ten
minutes ago I received another impromptu meeting request and my stomach
plummeted the moment I saw Arianna’s name.  I don’t know why Maggie is even my
boss anymore if all communications practically go through Arianna.  


“Elyssa! 
You’re looking better than I saw you last.”  Arianna remains seated glancing at
her manicured nails.  I nod and sit across from her.  “So, how is everything? 
How’s Rachel?”  


“You
called me in here to ask about Rachel?”  I question as I stare into her beady
little eyes.  I know it’s a lost cause, but I don’t know if I will ever
understand the depths of her erratic behavior.  I wonder if I should give up
trying to comprehend why she does the things she does.  Knowing her, though,
she has some ulterior motive.  


“No,
I only wanted to make sure everything is okay.  Everything is…okay, isn’t it?” 
She eyes me suspiciously.  It’s as if she knows something and I can feel the
hairs on the back of my neck stand.  Not a good feeling, trust me.


“As
good as can be expected.”  My attempt at nonchalance doesn’t go unnoticed,
because even I can hear my voice tremble. 


“Anything
you want to tell me?”  What the hell?  I don’t like this one bit.  Her
voice, normally of the banshee variety, is sugary sweet and the taste in the
air is cringe worthy.  


“I
don’t know,” I cock my head to the right, “Is there?”  I can see the irritation
boil to the surface as she raps her nails against her desk, sitting there
waiting for me to spill my deep, dark secrets.  


“Obviously
this conversation is going nowhere and since you aren’t being forthcoming, I’m
over it.”  Okay…  She’s blatantly done with this conversation as she
picks up a folder and tosses it in my direction.  “You’re going to Reno
tomorrow.  Go home, pack.  Your travel arrangements are included in that packet
I just gave you.  Make sure you arrive at the airport early.”


I’m
taken back by this unfortunate news.  I’m also surprised by the last minute travel
arrangements.  Not to mention the fact that I have to get on another plane. 
“I’m surprised Maggie didn’t mention anything?”


“Excuse
me?”  Her eyes are stone cold, the earlier sweet tone has vanished, as she
stares daggers at me.  “The last time I checked, I owned this company.  I don’t
run anything by Maggie.  She works for me.”


Alrighty
then.  Next topic.  “Am I traveling alone?”  I’ve learned
that no one travels alone when it’s a work trip and this is my sly way of
finding out if Alex will be accompanying me.  I have a feeling this time I’ll
have a very different traveling companion.


“You’re
not that lucky.”  I know exactly what she’s referring to.  “Oliver will be
going with you.  There’s a large enrollment meeting happening at one of the
casinos up north.  I’m counting on you to make sure everything runs smoothly. 
The folder I gave you has everything you need to review.  This is Oliver’s
first time, so make sure he knows the ropes.”  If it weren’t for the fact that
it’s Arianna sending me on this trip, I might feel just as elated as I did the
first time she sent me out of town.  Now, she’s just a buzz kill to my career. 



I
nod and stand, walking towards my escape route, but not before Arianna adds a
final word.  “Oh, and Elyssa?”  I turn to face her.  “I hope everything went
well for you at the doctor’s office.”  The grin on her face speaks a thousand
words.  


I
rush out the door and around the corner before I rest myself against the wall
of the hallway as a mini panic attack ensues.  She knows about my appointment. 
How much about it, I do not know, but she knows.  I grasp my belly.  Arianna is
one fruit loop short of being Toucan Sam; who knows what she’d do if she knew I
was pregnant.  


All
I know is that I have to protect LJ at all costs; nothing, and I mean nothing,
is more important.


~~~~~


Standing
at my threshold, holding a pint of pecan praline ice cream as a peace offering,
Cole has some nerve showing up at my doorstep.  


“Can
I come in?” he asks, skeptically.


I
never expected him to set foot on my doorstep again, especially after the
awkward run in outside of the doctor’s office.  I’m just as surprised as he is
when I nod and step aside, allowing his lean body to nervously walk past me
into my apartment. 


Cole
takes the ice cream to the kitchen while I climb onto my couch, pulling my
knees up under my chin.  He navigates around my kitchen as if it were yesterday
that we were hanging out, watching movies or playing video games.  He rifles
through my drawers in search of an ice cream scooper before making a bowl for
me, placing the carton in the freezer.


Cole’s
current presence is a literal conundrum in my life.  He represents both my past
and my present and I’m not sure what to trust when it comes to him.  It’s hard
to forget that he was my first, my best friend, my partner in crime.  But, in
the here and now, he’s caused irrevocable pain, doubt, and anxiety.  I honestly
don’t know what to do with it all.  He’s everything that I don’t want or need
in my life right now.  Which doesn’t explain why I allowed him in without any
reservations.  Nor does it explain why I’m accepting a bowl of ice cream as I
watch him pull my ottoman directly in front of me, sitting mere feet away.  


Cole
tilts his chin towards my luggage that’s sitting on the carpet next to the
sofa.  “Going somewhere?”  


“Reno,”
I mutter, setting the bowl on the table next to my couch.  


Leaning
forward, he nods and rests his elbows on his knees.  “Is it okay to fly in
your…condition?”  


It’s
useless to deny the fact that I’m pregnant.  At least I know Alex and Cole are
most definitely not on speaking terms, so there is no risk in my admission. 
“Yes, it’s fine.”  I give him short answers, hoping he will cut to the chase
and explain why he’s here.


“Alex
going with you?”


“No,
Oliver.”


“That’s
the new guy?”  I nod and take another bite of the slightly melted ice cream.  I
can no longer hold back my curiosity, “Why are you here Cole?”


We
are in some sort of staring contest, and I’m not sure who is winning.  What I
do know is that with every passing moment that he doesn’t answer me, it’s like
the slow rumble of a Harley being started.  Slowly moving its way through the
pipes and out the exhaust in a loud growl.  Only this is in my gut and I’m
about ready to pounce.


“Earlier
you said something.  It’s been bugging me.  You said this was your second
chance.”  Crap!  “You barely started a relationship with Alex not that
long ago and I know that I was the only other guy you slept with…so…”


“What
are you getting at, Cole?” I ask angrily.  The anger is the only thing keeping
me from crying, so I’m gonna stick with antagonizing him.


“I
guess I just don’t understand why you never told me.  I never would’ve forced
your hand and made you do something you didn’t want to do.  Would I have loved
to start a family with you…yes, but I never would have forced you.  I wish you
would have told me.”


“Cole,
what in the hell are you talking about?”  I clench my fist.  


“I’m
talking about the abortion.”  He’s looking at me as if he’s solved the million
dollar question.  Unfortunately, he got it all wrong.  And unfortunately for
me, that is the last straw.


Abortion?! 
Does he really think that I decided to get rid of a baby behind his back?  Does
he not remember anything about our past?  No!  Of course he doesn’t.  He was
always so inebriated that he couldn’t ever think straight, let alone remember
an argument which resulted in me being pushed on top of a coffee table.  


I
stand, throwing my arms in the air.  “I never had an abortion, Cole!  It was
never my choice.  My choice was taken from me!”  


He
sits back, obviously searching for clarification, “I don’t understand.  You
said…”


“I
know what I said.”  I sit back down taking my head into my hands.  I always
wanted to tell him, I just never knew how to start the conversation, nor did I
know how he would react.  “It was a long time ago, Cole.  It doesn’t matter
anymore.”


“It
may be a long time ago for you, but I’m barely finding out about it.  And, of
course it matters.  If it happened to you, it will always matter to me.  You
can’t keep me in the dark, Ely.  Don’t you think I deserve to know?”  


It’s
now or never, Ely.  You know he’s right.  He deserves to know.


With
a heavy sigh, I worry my lip and stare at the bowl of melted syrup in my lap,
and then begin my story.  One I should have told a long time ago.  “Right
before we broke up, I found out I was pregnant.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted to
do and with the way our relationship was sinking, I didn’t tell you.  In my
mind I was struggling with the idea of raising a baby with you, or alone, but
then dreading the idea of having my life taken from me.  You were always
drunk.”  I shake my head.  “Are you sure you want to hear this?  It’s not the
ending you think, Cole, and…”


“Please,
I need to know what happened to my baby.”


“Fine,
you’re right.”  Setting the bowl on the end table, I straighten my body and
look into his eyes.  If he wants to know the truth, so be it.  “You were drunk
and they called me to come get you from the bar.  Do you remember that?”


Cole
appears solemn as he shakes his head and leans back, evidently he does remember
the memory I’m about to drudge up.  He pales at the realization.


“We
argued and…”  My voice trails off as Cole interrupts me.


“I
pushed you.”  I nod my head in defeat.  


Cole’s
eyes become vacant as he searches his memories.  His pupils move around the
room frantically as if he’s running through what he remembers from that day. 
Then, as if he breaks through a wall he’s barricaded around the truth, his eyes
meet mine.  It takes him another minute, before he whispers, “I made you lose
the baby, didn’t I?”  His tormented eyes turn glossy, right before they close. 
“I took away your choice.”  Although he’s barely whispering, I can hear
him…loud and clear.  


I
cover my mouth with my hands to muffle the sobs.  I never wanted to tell him. 
Even though I blame Cole for so many awful memories, I never wanted him to
carry this burden.


“You
fell.  I tried to help you up and you wouldn’t let me.  You left…you left and
you lost our baby and I wasn’t there.”  Tears cascade down his cheeks as he
clenches his hands together.  “Our baby was lost and I was passed out at my
apartment.”


Cole
stands and walks towards the far end of my living room as he brings his hands
to rest on top of his head.  He paces back and forth before making a beeline
for the door.  If I didn’t know him better than anyone, I would be afraid of
his next move.  But, I know him.  I know what a good human being he tries to be.
 And even though he doesn’t always shine through, he was my best friend,
someone I loved, someone who is slowly breaking apart.  This will haunt him
forever, and I feel guilty because he feels shame.  I hold so much grief over
the memories, grief that I couldn’t bring myself to console him and scared
because I want this baby more than my next breath.


He
doesn’t say a word until he reaches the threshold.  “You would have made a good
Mom, Elyssa…you will make a good Mom.”  With his final words Cole gently
closes the door behind him, leaving me a sobbing mess on the couch.  






CHAPTER
12


 


Friday, December 7, 2012


The
plane boarded twenty minutes ago and there is still no sign of Oliver.  I’m not
sure what the holdup is, but he better get his ass in gear and get on the
plane.  If I knew there was going to be a problem, I wouldn’t have stowed my
phone in my purse.  In the overhead compartment.  Lame, I know.  But, I took a
Benadryl half an hour ago so I figured I wouldn’t need it.  


Oh,
and did I tell you the great news?  I got a window seat, which is the exact
opposite of where I want to be.  I have no desire to watch the plane take off
or admire the clouds.  You know that Twilight Zone movie where the gremlin
creature sits on the wing of the plane?  Gulp.  Definitely not my idea
of fun, so if Oliver bails on me, I’m going to kick his ass.


An
older gentleman takes the seat next to me.  He has a sweet smile and his grey
hair shimmers against the rays of the early morning sun shining in from the
window.  After he takes off his windbreaker and lays it in his lap, he turns to
me, “Going to Reno, eh?”


I
smile and try to swallow my nerves.  The Benadryl should be kicking in by now. 
“Yes.  Never been.  You?”


He
nods.  “Sure am, darlin’, visiting my daughter and grandsons.”  He takes out
his wallet and pulls out a photo of a beautiful young woman with dark hair,
pixie cut, natural make-up and two young boys, a splitting image of their
mother.  I smile, somewhat lost in my thoughts.  I’ve always appreciated family
photos.  Although they’re a reminder of what I’ve lost, they’re also a keepsake
of all the memories I cherish.  


“You
visiting family?” he asks, blatantly wanting to continue our conversation.


I
shake my head no before replying, “Business trip.”


“I
hated traveling for work, puts such a strain on relationships.  My wife, Betty,
practically threatened to divorce me monthly.”  He chuckles as a ting of
sadness wrinkles his eyes.  “I’m sure your family misses you when you are
away.  You have kids?”


I’m
not quite sure how to answer this.  He seems harmless and it wouldn’t hurt to
confide in someone I just met.  Heck, why not?  This is something I should
rejoice in, telling anyone who will listen.  But, like everything in my life,
right when I decide to move forward, I’m knocked down a few pegs.  As I’m about
to entrust my secrets with a total stranger, my throat closes up and I stare in
shock.  


What.
The. Fuck.


Instead
of Oliver’s goofy grin, I’m staring up at Alex’s cocky ass smirk.  His piercing
eyes hone in on me while he places his carry on inside the overhead
compartment.  He looks between the three seats.  He doesn’t seem too happy, but
I’m thankful we have someone between us.  No deep, life altering conversations
this trip.  Nope.  No sirry-bob.  


“Miss,
you okay?”  


I
shake my head and turn my attention back to my traveling companion.  “Yes,
sorry.  No I cu-currently have no kids.”  That’s what I’m living on these
days.  Half truths.


“That’s
a shame.  They would be beautiful, I’m sure.”  I turn red and duck my head
slightly.  “Don’t you agree?”  He looks to Alex, who has leaned forward
intently listening to our conversation.  He looks gorgeous in a plain black
v-neck sweater and jeans.  The white of his t-shirt underneath peeks out from
the neckline.  Hair messy, just like I love it.  


“Definitely
beautiful,” he smirks, raking his eyes over my black-tight covered legs.  I most
definitely didn’t dress to see Alex.  I was going for relaxed in some leggings
and an off the shoulder brown sweater that hugs my curves, falling just below
my waist.  “As a matter of fact, this stunning girl used to be mine.”  Used
to be mine; as in past tense.  My heart constricts.


“Is
that so?”  The old man’s silver bushy brows perk up, turning his head from Alex
to me.  I nod and can’t help the eye roll directed at Alex.  “Well, aren’t you
a stupid son-of-a for letting this one go?”


Alex
chuckles, a sense of contemplation reaches his eyes, before nodding.  His sky
blue gaze meets mine, “Biggest mistake of my life.”  I look towards the window,
closing my eyes hoping to shut out the words desperately trying to burrow deep
inside my heart.  So not fair.


“Well,
I know what it’s like to live with regrets.  Sometimes they can be as small as
three little words that never left your lips before someone is taken from
you.”  I glance back at the man as his eyes wander, not staring at anything in
particular.  “Or as big as letting the love of your life slip through your
fingers.  Don’t let these types of choices haunt you for the rest of your life,
son.”


“These
types of choices?” Alex questions.


“Choices
you have complete control over.”  The elderly man tilts his head towards me
while he addresses Alex.  They continue to chat as if I wasn’t sitting there. 
“You have a beautiful girl sitting right here.  And those eyes…the way she
looks at you,” he shakes his head.  “A man can only be so lucky to have a girl
who looks like her look at you the way she does.”  


I
can feel my cheeks redden, my chest tightening.  Obviously, I don’t hide my
feelings well if a complete stranger has reached into my heart and put it out
for everyone to see in a matter of minutes.  


The
left side of his mouth upturns, as Alex shakes his head.  “I’m not so sure
anymore.  I don’t think you’re reading those eyes right.  I assume the look
she’s giving me is one of shock, not adoration.”  


The
man chuckles.  “You, my boy, have never seen a girl in love before , have you?”


Alex
speaks softly as our eyes lock.  “Just once.”  


“Do
you want to sit next to your girl?”  The old man stands as he pats my knee,
gesturing to Alex to switch seats.  I try to stop him, but Alex quickly thanks
him and engulfs the space beside me.  I sigh and close my eyes, resting my head
against the headrest.  His bulky frame takes up his seat and encroaches into
mine.  His knees touch the seat in front of him and his broad shoulders span
the width of his chair.  Effortlessly, he adjusts to being sandwiched between
two people. 


“I’m
surprised you’re traveling in coach,” I joke, eyes still closed as I search
aimlessly for a sense of peace.  With the roar of the engine my eyes shoot
open.  I grip the armrest tightly; nerves anxiously build inside me waiting to
burst through.  I hate, hate, hate, planes.  Ever since my parents’ death, I
haven’t been able to set foot on a plane.  Well, I guess that’s a lie.  This
will officially be my second plane trip, including my round trip ticket to
heartache.  In my defense, when I traveled across the country to make sure Alex
was okay, I wasn’t thinking with my right mind.  Obviously.  Because we all
know how well that trip ended.  


Knocked
up.  


Alex
takes my hand in his, a small attempt to calm me.  I appreciate his comfort and
clench my eyes shut as the plane accelerates down the runway.  His fingers run
over my knuckles and caress my hand over the next few minutes while I grip his
palm as if my life depended on it.  Instead of feeling the knot in my chest
from the utter fear rolling through me, I’m surprisingly calm, focusing only on
his light, searing touch.  The way his hand caresses mine with each stroke of
his finger is the only thing keeping me centered.  


Alex
turns my hand over, palm facing up; his finger begins to trace letters across
my skin.  I can make out an I, then an L, then an O.  I open my glistening eyes
and watch his face as he finishes tracing a V, then an E and finally finishing
with a U.  


“I
think we’re safe now,” Alex whispers, breaking my focus as the plane levels
off.  He reaches over and unbuckles my seat belt the instant we have the green
light to make ourselves comfortable.  His arm grazes against my thigh sending
tingles to all the wrong places.  Wrong because for one we’re on a plane and
two because he’s Alex and I’m Elyssa and the universe hates us.


“Thanks.” 
Our gazes lock and I allow myself to bask in his devotion.  His eyes move
across my face while his lips tug into a small smile.  The moment passes and I
pull my hand away and rub my tingling palms against my tights.  Alex shows his
disappointment by groaning in frustration, tilting his head back.


“What
are you doing here, anyways?”  That came out worse than intended.  I don’t know
who I’m supposed to be when I’m around him.  One minute I get lost in his eyes,
the next I’m brought back to reality.  My reality.  Arianna.


His
jaw tightens, teeth clenching together, “Well, I’m happy to see you, too.”  


Reaching
into his pocket, Alex pulls out his iPhone and puts in his earbuds.  I can see
him starting his playlist as he closes his eyes and leans back, folding his
muscular arms across his chest.  He doesn’t want to talk anymore?  Fine.  Two
can play this game.  I follow his lead, scrolling through my own playlist.


Finally
feeling the drowsiness of the medication, I’m partially asleep when Alex pulls
out one of my earbuds.  “Are you seriously that disappointed that I’m here and
he’s not?”


I
squint my eyes and shake my head in disbelief.  “Are you seriously jealous
right now?”


“Jealous?” 
A devilish grin spreads across his lips as he glances over at our traveling
companion.  Noticing he’s asleep, Alex brings his attention back to me and
leans in to whisper, “What’s there to be jealous of?  I’ll admit, at first you
had me worried.  I thought he may have been a threat, but this man’s right.” 
Alex points his thumb in the direction of our elderly companion.  “I see the
way you look at me.  I see how nervous I make you.  How you react every time
I’m close.  I may have been blinded by my broken heart, but I know you still
feel the same way about me.  You’re just scared.”  Alex shrugs his shoulders
and eases back against his seat.


“So,
you’re not jealous then?”


“Are
you admitting that you’re disappointed he’s not here?  That you wish he was
with you instead of me?”  I shake my head coyly.  “Then what is there to be
jealous of?  As long as you still want me…there’s still hope.”  


“Hope
is nothing but a heart’s lie,” I mumble.


“Since
when did you become such a pessimist?”  The moment I lost my heart to the
only man I can’t have.


I
shrug and bring my knees up and nuzzle against my chair.  Seconds pass before I
fall asleep again.  I’m not sure if it’s the Benadryl or Alex’s presence, but
the anxiety of flying is gone and all I can think about are his words and those
ocean blue eyes looking at me.


It’s
not until the captain asks us to fasten our seatbelts that I’m brought out of
my dreams, which I might add have been the best visions I’ve seen in the past
month.  My lids flutter open and I’m perfectly comfortable.  It takes a moment
before I realize why.  I’m not surprised that, even in full-on rest mode, my
body clings to him for survival.  My head rests against Alex’s shoulder, limbs
folded over his lap where his fingers lazily graze back and forth behind my
thigh.  My arms cling to his muscular bicep while he rests his cheek against
the top of my head.


I
panic and pull away slowly, mumbling my apologies.  I stretch and tighten my
seatbelt, but not before catching Alex’s playful grin.  As much as I try, I
can’t help my returning smile, while shaking my head.  Oh, what am I going
to do with you, Alex?


~~~~~


The
bright neon lights covering the entryway of the Braxton Hotel and Casino remind
me a lot of Vegas, just on a smaller scale.  Large fountains line the circular
driveway and when we exit the beat up generic cab a slight mist sprinkles us. 
Grabbing our bags from the trunk, Alex hurries us to the front entrance.  It’s
absurdly cold and I wouldn’t have wanted to stay outside much longer.  


I’ve
never been to Reno and didn’t know what to expect, but now I’m really wishing I
would have worn something warmer.  When the forecast mentioned snow for the
upcoming days, I should have known better.  But, considering I’m a California
girl who’s never been in snow, I guess I could have done worse.


With
a hand ghosting the small of my back, Alex silently guides me through the
spacious lobby.  My heels clack against the tile before we get closer to the
front desk which is surrounded in a carpet with shades of blue, yellow and
red.  Almost like an optical illusion.  I’ve never understood how or why each
casino picks their carpet, but I’ve been told that if you aren’t looking down
at the ugly carpet, you’re looking straight ahead at the machines.  If you ask
me, it’s because it hides the dirt longer.  But what do I know?   


Nevertheless,
the one unmistakable fixation in the open area that I can’t keep my eyes from
is the beautiful overhead lighting.  With a mixture of recess lighting and a
large oval dome, the intricate ironwork catches my eye.  But not long enough
for me to miss the woman at the front desk handing over two keys. 
Coincidentally, next door to each other.   


As
we approach the elevators, we’re greeted by a man and a woman.  I may be making
assumptions, but by the expression on her face and the way her chocolate-brown
eyes devour Alex, I know she’s been with him.  Intimately.  Her brow
raises, her bottom lip forces its way between her teeth, and the look of sheer
pleasure coats her face.  You know the moment when you’re about to have your
favorite desert?  Those few seconds as the waiter carries out a plate,
beautifully staged with your favorite sweet just fingertips away.  Well, that
is this moment, and Alex is a giant slice of chocolate cake, covered in
mind-blowing sex, topped off with multiple orgasms.  


Bile
rises in my throat as they get closer.  She’s in her late twenties or early
thirties, brown hair with blonde highlights cut into a sleek bob.  Her size six
frame is covered in a coral colored dress with five inch black stilettos.


Her
business associate is as tall as Alex, but not as built.  He’s probably in his
middle thirties, dressed impeccably in a simple black suit.  He’s attractive,
not Alex attractive, but good looking none the less.  His smooth baby face
seems indifferent when they approach to greet us.


“Mr.
James.  We didn’t expect you.”  The woman extends her hand to Alex.  Her eyes
completely fixed on him with a wide grin spread across her face.  Alex shakes
her hand, but doesn’t linger too long.  She doesn’t even notice me as she
continues to address Alex.  “God, I can’t even think of the last time you were
here.  What was it,” she pauses to add her forefinger to her lips, “…two years
ago?”


Alex
nods, shoving his hands inside his pockets, and replies, “When we signed the
initial enrollment agreements.”


“Yes,
yes, now I remember.  How could I forget?”  Her fingers trail across her
collarbone as she looks at him longingly.  “What do you say about having dinner
tonight?  For old time’s sake.”  She’s practically purring at him.


“Elyssa,
you hungry?”  Alex turns to me and suddenly all eyes await my response.  With a
sneer, Miss Priss finally acknowledges me but scoffs at my casual attire.  Her
companion is a little less judgmental and genuinely smiles when my tired eyes
reach his.  I reach out, ignoring her ignorant behavior and shake his hand.  


The
last thing I expected was for him to bring my hand to his lips, placing a light
kiss against my knuckles.  A blush creeps past my ears when he releases my
hand.  I notice Alex glaring from the corner of my eye.    Ha, take that
“for old time’s sake.”  


“Thank
you for the offer, Mr. James, but I’m not feeling so good after the flight.”  I
place my hand over my belly instinctually.  “I’ll see you tomorrow?”


Without
another word, Alex nods with his mouth in a tight line.  I’m too tired to deal
with this, so instead of pushing further, I look away from him and politely
excuse myself.


“It
was nice meeting both of you.”  I know somewhere in this conversation, I’ve
been blessed with their names, but for the life of me, I haven’t been able to
focus on anything but getting to my empty room.  


I
grab my bag out of Alex’s hand, leaving him in the expansive lobby as I scurry
to the elevators.  I push the call button repeatedly before I notice him
standing next to me.


 “What
are you doing?” I question with another push to the call button.  


“Going
up.”  Alex points to the number above. 


“What
about dinner with your lovely associates?”  I can’t help my
condescending tone as I check the numbers; internally trying to guess which of
the four elevators will reach the ground floor first.


“What?” 
Alex holds back a laugh, taking in my icy demeanor.  “Are you jealous?”  


I
roll my eyes, refusing to admit that I am feeling a tinge of jealousy and also
not wanting to ask all of the questions running through my head.  He continues
to blatantly stare at me, causing my irritation to bubble to the surface.


“What
Alex?” I erupt, the lobby full of people turn their eyes in my direction.  


“Wow,”
he winks, “The stone cold Elyssa Hart is jealous.”  With an ear splitting
smile, he bounces to and fro on the heels of his feet.  He’s smug.  It wouldn’t
irritate me if his fling wasn’t still standing where we left her, watching us. 



“Don’t
you have a dinner to go to?”  I tilt my chin in her direction.  


“I
told her I needed to get changed and I would meet them downstairs.”  My
stomach catapults into my throat.  I was already feeling uneasy before, but now
I’m physically holding myself up by leaning against the wall.  I’m pretty sure
this is more than I can take.  I nod and worry the insides of my cheek.  The instant
the door opens I step inside and push the button for the twelfth floor
repeatedly.  


“You
only need to press it once.  It’s not the elevator’s fault that you‘re
jealous.”  


I
wait until the door closes and we have some semblance of privacy before
erupting in anger.  “Stop fucking saying that.  Do what you want, Alex.  You
always do.  I’m not stopping you.”  I choke back the tears that threaten to
fall and lean against the wall for support.  I purposely face away from him,
knowing that one look will cause the breakdown that’s been slowly building
since we arrived.  


Leaning
over, Alex presses a button that stops the elevator from ascending.  I look at
him in palpable shock when he pushes closer to me.  He drops his bag noisily,
pushing me flat into the wall. 


“Do
what I want, huh?”  Running his nose up the nape of my neck, my skin prickles from
excitement as he continues to touch me ever so gently.  He takes my lobe
between his teeth, teasing and nibbling causing slight pain.  


“Alex,”
I moan, breath exhaling raggedly.  “You’ve got to stop…”  With barely enough
room to maneuver, I turn into him and rest my hands firmly on his chest. 
Alex’s hands run from my waist, settling just below my breasts.  


“Admit
you’re jealous and I’ll show you what I want,” he whispers in my ear, grinding
his full erection against me.  The feeling of his arousal pushes all thoughts
of defiance out of my body as I succumb to his touch.  Like I had a choice. 
Alex pulls down the front of my sweater revealing the lacy top of my black
bra.  He pushes the thin material down, teasing my nipples between his
forefinger and thumb.  


My
breathing is pathetically erratic as he continues to arouse me, bringing me to
the brink of full surrender.  “Why are you doing this?  Are you getting a kick
out of it?”  My eyes flutter shut as I tilt my head back, basking in the
pleasure of his touch.


“Admit
you’re jealous.”  Alex pushes harder against me, his erection grinding against
my stomach as he continues to pin me against the wall.  “Admit it,” he pleads,
hot breath and tongue licking and kissing my clavicle. 


Right
before his descent reaches the aching buds of my sensitive nipples, my hands
grip his long strands of hair.  I bring his face up to mine.  “Why Alex?  Why
is this so important to you?”  


“Because…” 
He takes my hand and places it against his thick shaft, “Because you want this
to be yours.”  My breath catches in my throat.  I move my hand away from his
rock hard erection and move it up his body, past his abs, resting again on his
chest.  Alex reaches down, pushing his hand past the waistband of my tights,
resting just outside my lace panties.  “Because this, Elyssa, is fucking
MINE.  You’re just having a hard time realizing it.  Do you know how
easy it would be to rip these tiny things off and fuck you against this wall?”


My
eyes roll back in my head as he applies pressure to my clit.  “Please Alex…”  I
beg, not fully recognizing what I’m pleading for.  I could live in his touch
for the rest of my life.  I could give myself to him and only him and be
content and want for nothing.  


But,
if only being with him was a simple choice.  No matter how much I want him and
how much my heart hurts at the thought of someone else with him, I can’t do it
to him again.  My eyes water as I reach down and grip his wrist.


This
time when I beg I know what I have to do.  “Please Alex…please stop.”  


I
can feel his breath against my chest, feel the weight of his forehead against
my shoulder, and while the tears I’ve been holding back escape, I desperately
try to blink them away.  “I can’t do this, Alex.  Please, just let me go.”  


When
I’m finally able to push his shoulders with enough force, he slinks away from
me, but not before I get the chance to place a chaste kiss on the top of his
head.  Without so much as a glance in my direction, Alex turns around and
approaches the control panel.  Before I know it we are once again climbing to
the twelfth floor. 


My
eyes scan the four by six confines of the elevator.  I search for something to
stop me from walking away from him, but there’s nothing.  Alex erupts in anger,
a growl escaping his chest, his hand slams against the wall.


“I
know you want me, Elyssa.  What the fuck is going on with you?”  His fists are
tight, his forehead resting against them as he faces the wall, as far away from
me as the tiny space will allow.  I hold my hands against my lips in hopes of
silencing my sobs.  The elevator dings when we reach our floor and I make a mad
dash to grab my bag and hurry down the hallway leaving Alex marinating in
frustration.  


Note to self: Avoid all
elevators in the future.


~~~~~


The
steam of scalding hot water camouflages my tears.  I slink against the tile
wall of the walk in shower, pulling my knees to my chest.  I’m so damn weak
when it comes to him.  He knows it, I know it.  He purposely uses it to get
inside my head, which only causes more turmoil for the both of us.  If only he
knew what was at risk, he wouldn’t gamble with the lives of those close to us.


By
the time I pick myself off the floor and turn the water off, my fingers are all
pruney.  I grab the fluffy robe from the hanger and wrap it around my body
before wrapping a towel around my damp hair.  I wipe the fog from the mirror
and take in my appearance.  Sadness.  My face is splotchy from crying, the
whites of my eyes are marked with red, and I can’t even force a smile while I
look at the coward in front of me.  I’m afraid.  All of my decisions have been
based on the simple fact that I’m scared shitless.  Scared to face the
possibility that Alex may hate me in the end.  Scared that everything I’ve
worked so hard for will end in a mess of heartache and regret.  Hell, I’m
already there.


I
read somewhere that the baby can feel the emotions of the mother while in the
womb.  If that’s true, I’m screwed.  The guilt I feel for putting Alex through
heartache is enough to damage even a small soul.  I’ve excluded him from our
baby’s first moments, ones you’re supposed to treasure, moments that define
you.  


My
phone vibrates on the counter.  I’m not surprised at the couple missed calls
and texts from Oliver, but I don’t have time to think about him right now. 
Oliver will have to wait until I get back to Vegas.  Because, even if Alex
doesn’t completely understand, I need to have hope that he’ll one day forgive
me.  


**I’m
so very sorry**


I
drop my phone on the bathroom counter and sink to the ground.  The instant my
bottom touches the floor, my stomach growls.  I’m not taking good care of my
body, and in turn my baby, and realize I haven’t eaten anything since
breakfast.  I have no desire to leave my room, the last thing I need is to run
into Alex with her.  Instead, I decide to splurge and settle on room
service.  


I
leave the bathroom and settle down on the bed, menu in hand.  I peruse over the
appetizers and main courses.  I can’t seem to decide what I want.  My eyes
being bigger than my stomach, I decide on a burger and fries along with an
order of cocktail shrimp.  Can I eat shrimp while pregnant?  Right
before I pick up the phone to place my order, I hear a thumping against my
door. 


I
shuffle my feet along the dark brown carpet.  Peeking through the peephole, the
last person I expected to see is Alex, but there he is standing just on the
other side of the door holding a brown paper bag.


The
smell of food is mouthwatering when I open the door. Alex silently pushes past
me and I close the door behind him.   I turn to face him and with a shrug of
his shoulders, he heads over to the already overturned bed and starts taking
out white containers.


“It
smells delicious.”  I cautiously eye him as he continues to take out napkins
and silverware, still as silent as when he walked in.  He hasn’t so much as
looked at me, allowing me a chance to notice that he’s wearing the same clothes
he wore on the plane.  In the elevator he mentioned going to his room to
change, and although I’m quite curious as to what happened to those plans, I’m
almost too afraid to ask. 


Finally
settled, Alex kicks off his shoes and climbs on top of the bed and looks at me,
gesturing for me to join him.  We have our own personal picnic, just the two of
us.  I shuffle towards him gripping the belt of my robe, pulling it tight
around me.  Realizing I still have the towel on my head, I pull it off and
drape it over a chair.  I inch closer and run my fingers through my damp locks.


I
pull my legs beneath me and sit in front of him.  Still playing the silent
game, Alex gestures with his eyes to the Styrofoam container.  He must have
read my mind: he got me a burger and fries.  I smile at him before picking up
my burger and taking a large bite.  Alex nods and digs into his own.


Considering
we’ve barely had any time together since his return from New York, being alone
with him is a bit awkward.  The silence is maddening and I hate the hollowness
in his eyes.  Don’t get me wrong, they’re still the brightest blue I’ve ever
seen, but the confidence is missing.  He looks tired and broken.


I
try to think of what to say to him.  Try to figure out some way to explain that
how I’ve been acting, me pushing him away, has nothing to do with how I feel
about him.  I want to explain that even though I love him, I can’t be with
him.  How does one tell the love of your life that, without letting the
proverbial cat out of the bag?


“I
didn’t know what you wanted.  So I thought a burger was safe.”  Alex breaks the
silence and I glance up at him.


I
nod.  “It’s like you read my mind.  I was about to order room service and was
actually going to order a burger.”


My
phone chirps notifying me of a text message.  I glance and notice it’s from
Rachel, but I don’t get a chance to read it.  “Oliver?”


I
look at him in disbelief.  “Why do you always assume its Oliver?”


He
shrugs.  “Just seems like you guys are buddy-buddy since I left.”


“You
know it’s not a competition: me, you, and Oliver.  This isn’t some battle
between you two and I am most certainly not the prize.”  Alex takes a bite and
chews slowly thinking about what I just said.  And then it dawns on me.  “Is
that why you slept with his fiancée?”


Alex
looks up at me in surprise.  “He told you about that?”  I nod.  “Let me guess,
he made me out to be some asshole, right?”


“Well,
how would you feel if he slept with your fiancée?”  When Alex glares at me, I
realize how defensive that sounded.  


“So
that’s it, huh?”  He pushes his food away and stands.  “He tells you I’m the
bad guy and you take his side?”


“I’m
not taking anyone’s side, Alex.  All I’m saying is that maybe you should look
at it from his point of view.”


“How
about you look at it from my point of view?”  Alex walks to the window and
looks out at the flashing neon lights.  “I didn’t know she was his fiancée.”


I
sit and patiently wait, hoping that if he sees that I’m not here to judge him,
he’ll give me the answers I didn’t know I needed. 


“There’s
not much to the story.  Honestly Elyssa, when I saw her at the hotel bar, she
was sitting alone.  She looked familiar, and when I approached her, I realized
it was because I had met her once before when she was working at a strip club. 
She never mentioned she had a man, let alone a fiancé.  She came onto me; I
just took her up on the offer.”


Of
course Oliver assumes the worst.  Who wouldn’t?  If I were in Oliver’s shoes, I
would have easily assumed that Alex, someone who he had an already unhealthy
relationship with, knew about him before he slept with his fiancée.  Now that I
know both sides of the story, the competition seems more ridiculous now than it
ever did before.  Alex turns to face me, still clearly irritated.


“I’ve
slept with a lot of women, but all of them were just blurry faces; warm bodies
to fill a vacant bed.  Just something to pass the time.  She meant nothing to
me and neither have all of the other countless women I’ve been with.  What
makes this situation with Oliver worse is that you’re not some random girl to
me.  He knows it and he’s pursuing you to fuck with me.  That’s the difference
between me and him.”


I
never understood Alex’s unease with Oliver.  I can understand jealousy, but
I’ve always thought that Alex takes his obsession with Oliver to a whole new
level.  But now, now I have a deeper outlook on the entire situation.  


I
stand and walk slowly to Alex.  When I get close enough, I grip the bottom of
his sweater and search his beautiful blue eyes.  “I’m sorry if it seemed like I
was taking sides.”  Alex brushes the hair away from my cheeks and caresses my
face, resting his forehead against mine in acceptance.  


After
our silent exchange, he pulls me by the hand towards the bed.  “You need to
finish eating.”  


I
sit and finish my burger while he turns the TV on and surfs for something to
watch.  We both settle in, resting against the fluffy pillows.  I cross my
ankles and turn my head to look at him.  Laying on the pillow next to me, his
eyes fixated on the TV, I see a tiredness in his expression that’s been
lingering for far too long.  


“What
happened to dinner?”  


“We
just ate.  You’re hungry again?” he questions, not looking at me.


“You
know what I’m talking about.”


Alex
turns his bright blues in my direction, his eyes searching my face.  “Are you
asking me why I didn’t go to dinner with Tricia?”  Finally!  The floozy has
a name.


I
roll my eyes.  


“Are
you admitting that you’re jealous?”  Not this again.


I
shake my head and decide to drop the topic.  Today has been torturous and the
last thing I need is to strike up this conversation again, especially
considering where it led us earlier.  


My
eyes feel heavy and I can feel myself drifting away unconsciously.  It’s not
until Alex pulls back the comforter that I realize he’s still there.  He lifts
me and sets me between the soft, cool sheets.  I expect to hear the opening and
closing of the door as Alex heads to his room, but instead I hear him rustling
behind me.  I turn and watch as he removes his clothes, pulling his sweater
along with his white shirt in one movement.  


I’m
tired, but not too tired to admire his tight muscles flex as he undresses.  I
know I should tell him to go to his room, but I don’t.  Instead, I watch and
ignore the craving that builds with each shred of clothing he removes.  Once
he’s down to only his boxer briefs, Alex stands, staring down at my turned
torso, just waiting.  I pull down the covers from his side of the bed, giving
him a silent answer to his unspoken question.  I turn and settle against his
chest while he nestles behind me, pulling me closer to him.


His
hand rests on my belly and once again a feeling of completeness rushes over
me.  


“Good
night, Hart.”


“Good
night, Alex,” I sigh, my eyes fluttering closed.  My body’s fatigue
unfortunately doesn’t stop the thoughts from swirling in my head.  There’s so
much to say, but I can’t find the words or gather the courage to tell him.


Instead
I focus on the rise and fall of his chest against my back as I lay peacefully
in his arms.  “Alex?”


“Hmmm,”
his voice is groggy; his arms tighten as I stir him from his sleep.


“I
was jealous,” I exhale, reaching down to pull his arms up, circling my chest.


“I
know,” he whispers, embracing me tighter. 











CHAPTER
13


 


Saturday, December 08, 2012


I
turn my head and groan into the pillow.  Breathing in his musky scent, I’m
engulfed by the torturous ache sweeping through my body.  It’s undeniable I’ve
missed him; missed so deeply that even when he’s not with me, I feel the
constant throb deep in my core.  Soldiers who’ve lost limbs talk about phantom
pains.  They’ve said at times it’s as if their limbs are still there.  I’m
beginning to understand that it’s the same for love.


My
fingers graze along his cheek, sweeping a stray strand of hair from his
forehead.  I etch this moment into my memory, not knowing if I’ll ever
get another chance like this again.  The feeling of his breath across my skin,
the beating of his heart under the palm of my hand, the feel of his muscles as
he grips my body tighter bringing me closer to him; each sensation that will
without a doubt forever ruin me for every other man.


I
squint my tired eyes from the brightness of the rays of sunlight beating down
through the large windows.  Wait.  No.  I lift my phone and take in the time.  Shit. 
I pull  his arm off my exhausted body and push against hard chest in a panic. 
“Alex!  Get up, get up, get up.  We’re going to be late.”


Alex
groans and pulls me closer nestling against my neck.  I push against him harder
this time.  “You weren’t this pushy in my dream.”  His groggy voice is sexy as
hell.


Stilling
at this admission, a slight devious smirk spreads across my face, all thoughts
of being late forgotten.  I fidget and place a strand of hair behind my ear
before I rest my chin on his bare chest.  “You dreamt about me?”  My voice is
practically a whisper while my finger absently runs along the curvature of his
taut muscles.


Casually,
Alex lifts his head, placing his arm behind it for support.  “I always dream of
you.  It’s the only way I get to keep you with me these days.  My reality is
much more…strained.  You always pull me in and then push me away.  At least in
my dreams,” he sighs, “You let me hold you forever.”  Forever sounds
believable coming from his lips.


“What
are we doing in these dreams?” I tease, knowing damn well I shouldn’t push
this.


Alex
unconsciously runs his fingers through my messy strands.  I itch to do the
same, but stop myself.  “Most of the time we aren’t doing anything special;
just laying in bed, talking, laughing.”  Definitely not the response I
expected, but absolutely nothing could have been sweeter.  


I
shake my head, clearing the haze he’s placed me in, remembering only a second
later that we’re going to be late if we don’t’ get a move on.  His lazy smile
quickly diminishes when he sees me jump up from the bed and not so gracefully
stumble over the legs of a nearby chair, stubbing my toe in the process.  It
hurts like crazy and I’m not too thrilled when I hear Alex chuckle, watching me
hop up and down trying to apply pressure to my injury.  This is so not funny
and I try to say as much with a scowl and profanities.


Making
my way over to the edge of the bed, I feel, more than see Alex crawling towards
me.  I take a sneak peak at him prowling forward.  I’m given a show that sends
all the blood rushing to my core.  My mouth salivates at the sight of his
disheveled locks, garnished with a large boyish smile; dimples and all.  The
muscles in his upper body flex as he travels across the covers to nestle next
to me, bare except for his dark maroon boxer briefs.  I’m in heaven.  


“Here,
let me see.”    


Alex
lifts my leg by my calf and rests it on his bare knee.  My robe spreads,
revealing my upper thighs, just mere inches below my core.  His intense blue
eyes travel along the curvature of my leg, beginning with my toes, working
their way up towards the apex of my thighs.  His jaw tightens while his fingers
strum along my calf causing goose-bumps everywhere he touches.


I
clear my throat.  “Alex…”  My voice breaks as I strain to keep my composure. 
His eyes meet mine.  “My toe.”  I point to my throbbing foot.  He returns his
attention to my injury, fingers running over the top of my foot as he lowers
his head to take a closer look.


He
applies pressure to my nail.  “Does this hurt?”  I wince and nod my head. 
“Awww, my poor baby.”  


Alex
lifts my foot and places a lingering kiss against the tip of my toe.  I capture
my lower lip between my teeth as my lady parts clench from arousal.  I’m not
too ashamed to admit it’s hard to focus on the pain, or anything for that
matter, with Alex’s mouth anywhere on my skin.  He continues to place kisses
against my foot before taking my big toe into his mouth.  My eyes roll into the
back of my head.  The sucking sensation sends shivers across my body and I
swear I can feel the start of an orgasm as the sensation travels from my toe
all the way up to my groin.  A small moan escapes my lips.  My head falls back
against the soft pillows, allowing me to relish in the intense feeling.  But,
just as soon as I feel the warmth and softness of his tongue, he pulls away
leaving it a fading memory.


“Better?” 
Alex looks at me.  I take my hands from my face, blushing at the sly smirk
spread across his lips.  He’s a tease and he knows it.  A woman with lesser
will power would push him against the bed and ride him like there’s no
tomorrow, but not me.  At least not today, not at this moment.  Where would
that get us?  Pleasure…yes.  Heartache…maybe.  Trouble…Definitely.


I
nod and pull my leg from his grasp.  “Y-yes.  Thank you.”  I limp towards the
rack where my suit hangs.  “We need to get ready.  We’re late as it is.”


“Yes
ma’am,” he salutes.  Alex pushes off the comforter and heads to the door that
adjoins both rooms.  Daydreaming again, I can’t help but observe his incredible
body.  The muscles along his back are beckoning me to lick every vertebrae of
his spine.


“What
are you doing?” I question as he grasps the knob pulling it open to reveal a
door to the adjoining room.


“My
room,” he points.  Flashing his dimply smile, his eyes bright with mirth, he
continues, “Its right next door.”


“Did
you plan this?”


“You
know…one trait of a good leader is remarkable strategic planning, right?”  He
wiggles his eyebrows and opens the neighboring door, which just so happens to
be unlocked.


I’m
so screwed.


~~~~~


“Good
morning, handsome.”  Irritatingly, I can hear the purr coming from the slut on
heels from yesterday.  I would love to tell you that I was surprised to see
her, but I have a feeling she’s been waiting for us.  When we walk into the
foyer, she smiles while taking in Alex.  She either doesn’t see my unconscious
eye roll or she has a canny ability to ignore anyone else around her.


Her
eyes move from his fitted grey vest, to his matching slacks, lingering a little
longer than necessary on his inseam.  Of course that’s all she notices.  Not
that I blame her.  Alex is definitely well equipped, but she’s missing a whole
lot more if she isn’t just as mesmerized by his face, his beautiful azure eyes,
not to mention that mouth…I’m not lying when I say he’s every female’s fantasy.


A
woman in love with him, a woman like me, notices much, much more.  I know he
rushed getting ready this morning, so although his black tie is straight and
his stark white dress shirt is perfectly pressed, the disarray of his tousled
hair means he’s been running his fingers through them recently.  I also know
the smell of his cologne still lingers in the bed we slept in.  But the one bit
of information that makes me love him even more…knowing that, outside of the
general glance, he hasn’t looked at her since we arrived.


Being
that introductions were sidetracked yesterday, Alex sways his hands between us
to initiate the conversation.  Her smile doesn’t fade, but with her arched
brows and pursed lips I know she’s sizing me up.  


I
may not have had hours to get ready this morning, but a simple French twist
combined with a elegant black a-line dress, cream belt, black nylons and
matching pumps gives me much needed confidence.  Not overly flashy, but a touch
of sexy, the dress accentuates my curvy waist and falls a few inches above my
knees.  Alex seemed to appreciate it this morning.


“Nice
to meet you, Miss Jordan,” I say politely, trying real hard to not show my
distaste.  Who am I kidding, she’s not the only one doing the sizing up.  She’s
cute in her black, off the shoulder blouse with tight tan flared trousers and
black heels.  She a brunette, but the golden highlights that scatter across her
tresses makes her look just as fake as her tan.  


“Same
here, sweetie.”  Sweetie?  What am I, four?  I’ve never understood the
use of pet names in business.


Alex
looks between us with an amused grin.  He can sense my unease and yet he still
finds it amusing?  Well, two can most definitely play this game.


“The
stage is yours, Mr. James.”  Tricia gestures to the questionable platform a few
yards ahead of us; the SHI logo displayed on a large screen set up as the
backdrop.


While
Alex walks towards the stairs, I turn to stand next to Tricia.  I’m hoping that
by crossing my arms over my chest protectively, she gets the hint that I have
no intention of getting to know her.


“Uhhhh
Hmmmm,” she tilts her head; her eyes raking over his body in appreciation. 
Well, that didn’t last long.  Unfortunately for her, she’s going to be alone in
her public display of man tasting.  


“Excuse
me?”


“Oh,
come on now, Elyssa,” she nudges me with her shoulder.  Her smirk as she looks
over to me doesn’t go unnoticed.  “You have to admit he is one fine piece of
tailored ass,” she giggles.


I
clench my teeth and watch him walk away.  He does look incredible, but this is
one conversation I would prefer not to have with her.  It’s awkward; the
thought of comparing sex cliff notes with another woman.  No way, not a
chance.  Luckily, I’m saved.  The ballroom erupts in applause as Alex takes the
stage.  He’s waving with one hand, holding a microphone in the other.  His
dimply smile is addicting as he greets the crowd and starts his speech.


After
a quick introduction of who he is, he offers some background on SHI.  His
presentation goes smoothly and lasts for a little more than an hour, allocating
enough time to explain the different health plan options, costs and structures
of premiums and co-pays.  


It’s
intriguing to listen and observe him command the stage.  Not only does he speak
with utter confidence, his pitch and cadence is on point.  He’s an
extraordinary public speaker and knows how to direct the crowd.  He’s the type
of man that could sell celibacy to a prostitute.


“Any
more questions?”  Alex eyes the audience for hands while he wraps up his
presentation.  A young female in the front row stands, her friends giggle
nudging her to speak.  I’m assuming she’s a cocktail waitress based on her
uniform.  Alex addresses her, “Yes, ma’am in the front row.”


“Uhhh…so…is
it true that all forms of birth control are now covered for free?”  I close my
eyes and shake my head.  No wonder why her friends were giggling beside her. 
Not that you should be embarrassed about taking control of your life, but to
have to ask Alex of all people.  I would giggle, too.


“Not
necessarily all birth control.  There’s a list of medications in the packet you
all received.  It’ll show you how your medication is classified, then you’ll
want to compare it to the co-pays of the plan you chose.  Hopefully that
helps.” 


She
nods eagerly and begins to sit down, but her friends end up nudging her to
continue to stand.


“I’m
guessing you had more questions?” he jests, his blue eyes become practically
translucent under the overhead lighting.


She
blushes and tucks her hair behind her ears.  “Just one more.”  She holds up a
finger.  Well, at least she knows how to count.  “We…I was wondering if
you were single?”  The room echoes with laughter as she bashfully looks away
from Alex’s smirk and joins her giddy seated friends.


Tricia
groans next to me.  “God, these women are in heat.”  Seriously, Tricia? 
Have you seen yourself lately?


Alex
pans the audience, ending on the left side of the stage.  My side.  “Sorry
ladies, I’m taken.”  His eyes shoot away from mine looking at the crowd again. 
I cover my mouth with the palm of my hand to try and hide the delicious smile
spreading across my lips.  


That
answer seems to quench the fire of lust that was growing amongst the eager
female employee population.  The rest of the Q&A goes smoothly and minutes
later Alex is walking towards us again.


“Nice
speech there, VP.”  Tricia approaches Alex and I follow close behind.  


“Piece
of cake.”  His confidence and smart mouth are two of his many qualities that I
find downright sexy. 


Tricia
reaches up, toying with the buttons of his vest.  “So, dinner tonight?”  


“That
sounds good, right Elyssa?”  Tricia looks back waiting for my answer.  I nod. 
“We’ll meet you at the steakhouse here at six.”


One
of Tricia’s colleagues calls her from the other side of the room and she
excuses herself, leaving Alex and I alone.


“She’s
right.  That was quite a speech, Mr. James.”  I playfully nudge him with my
shoulder.


“Well,
if that isn’t a one-eighty from yesterday.”


“What?”


“You
playing nice with Tricia.”


“Just
because I admit she was right doesn’t mean we’re going to become friends,
Alex.”


He
nods his head, seemingly dismissing the ludicrous idea of her and I becoming
friends, at the same time looking around the room as the employees begin to
slowly dissipate.  We talk briefly about the presentation, which is when I
confess that I have a slight fear of public speaking.  I almost admit how
thankful I was when Arianna told me Oliver would be attending this presentation
with me.  I said almost, but unfortunately, I wasn’t quick enough and continued
my rant about how I was planning on pushing the presentation off on him since
he likes to hear his own voice so much.


You
could tell that Alex didn’t appreciate the mention of Oliver’s name.  He was
quiet for several minutes, deep in thought.  I didn’t mean to change his
playful mood and cause a gloomy cloud to cover our heads for the rest of the day,
so not knowing what else to do, I attempted to change the topic.  


“Have
you ever been asked out during an enrollment presentation before?”  I glance at
Alex over my shoulder and catch him smirking.  Him refusing to answer the
question is answer enough.  I cough, incredulously.  “Are you serious?  That
just seems….desperate.”


“Some
women know what they want,” he shrugs, “So, they go after it.  I can appreciate
determination.”  I purse my lips and look away.  I know what he’s hinting at. 
I’d have to be an idiot not to catch his implications.  Little does he know how
much determination is required to keep myself from crossing the very thin line
with him.


“Sometimes
determination and desperation appear the same.”  I look over to the exit where
the cocktail waitress and her friends loom.  Most likely hoping to catch Alex
on his way out, eager to entice him again.


“Your
fan club seems very…desperate.  No sorry, determined.”  I point my chin in
their direction as I turn to pack up the laptop and gather the left over
packets.  Alex follows my eyes and notices the group as they quickly look away,
trying not to seem obvious.  Nice try girls.  


“Huh.” 
Alex kneels down opening the rolling suitcase to help me pack away the left
over materials.  “Maybe there is a thin line between determination and
desperation.”  We both erupt in laughter.


After
we finish packing away the laptop, Alex grabs the handle of the rolling suit
case from me and starts to walk to the exit.  “So, I have an idea.”  


“What’s
that?” I ask, slowing down our pace as we get closer to his fan club.


“Well,
I was thinking we should go out on a date.”  


“When
did you have a chance to think about this?  Was this while your old friend,” I
air quote as I accentuate the word friend, “has been blatantly checking you out
since the moment we arrived.  Or was this when you were asked out in front of a
few hundred people?” 


 He
ignores my snippy comments and dives right into his explanation.  “We would be
friends, who would be going out together, who also enjoy each other’s company. 
What’s wrong with that?” 


“Alllleeeex…” 
I draw out his name, hoping to seem playful when I’m actually a bundle of
nerves.  He wants a date, like a full blown date.  I bite the inside of my
cheeks as I contemplate the idea.


“You
look adorable when you do that.”  He shouldn’t find me adorable; then again, I
shouldn’t like it so much that he does.


“Alex!” 
I look around, hoping that no one has heard our conversation.  The crowd around
us seems inconsequential to him. 


“What? 
Are we not friends?” he questions while we maneuver toward the exit.


“I
think you know the answer to that question.”  We are far from friends.  My
heart’s more invested than that.


Alex
stops, causing the crowd to shuffle around us.  “Let me get this straight.  I
can’t have you…and I can’t be your friend?  How’s that fair?”  I shake my head
and open my mouth to respond, but he cuts me off.  “After dinner with Tricia, I
want to take you out.”  He takes a step forward, now only inches away from me. 
“Time with you; that’s all I’m asking.”


I
contemplate his request.  He already has every other part of me, what’s a
little time.  I’m branded to the core, my heart, my soul, everything, including
and especially the baby I’m carrying.  “Fine Alex, time…I can give you that. 
Just promise me one thing.”


“Anything.” 
His voice lightens, realizing that I’m giving in to his requests.


“Wherever
we go, it has to be somewhere public with lots of people.”


His
brows furrow, “Public…why?”


“Safer
that way.  It will keep everything…PG-13,” I joke.


“Hart,
do you really think a room full of people could keep me away from you?”  His
fingers brush against my arm as he passes me, walking out of the conference
room..


Silently
I answer his question.  No, but a girl can hope for a little sympathy on her
soul.  Can’t she?


~~~~~


Torture
is defined as the action of inflicting pain on someone as punishment; at times
for the sheer pleasure of inflicting pain.  


Well,
that’s what dinner is…torture.  


We
met Tricia at six o’clock at the hotel steakhouse.  I recognized the gentleman
with her from the first day we arrived.  I learned his name is Tom and he works
alongside Tricia as the VP of Marketing.  From an outside observer, dinner
could have easily been mistaken for a double date.  Except in this case, Tricia
seemed to be under the impression that Alex is who deserved her sole attention
as she batted her lashes at him and continued to rub her foot against his shin
throughout the meal.  


How
do I know, you ask?  Well, she gave it away when she initially mistook my leg
for his.


Small
talk ensued, but the hot topic of conversation always lead back to Alex and his
newfound relationship.  Of course, Tricia hounded him.  She’s relentless.  And
when Alex confessed his relationship was new and he was taking it slow, Tricia
made the already awkward conversation even more uncomfortable.  Letting anyone
within earshot know that the Alex she knew didn’t do any other speed besides
warp speed, which usually led to the bedroom.  She chuckled; I, of course,
didn’t find it funny.  Thankfully, neither did Alex.


Throughout
dinner Alex eased my torment by continuously placing his hand on my knee or
running his fingers along my arm under the guise of the table.  Or, maybe I
shouldn’t say he eased it, because by the time dinner was over, my body was
humming with anticipation.  


I
can stop you right there and let you know how aware I am of the back and forth
my heart and mind are battling with each other.  It was just the other day that
I left him at the bar, breaking him and myself yet again, only to reunite with
him yesterday.  What can I say?  He’s so deep in my soul, it’s hard to breathe.


Fortunately,
we had already made plans to spend time together, so when Tricia and Tom
suggested we go to the lounge, Alex quickly explained we had prior engagements
we needed to fulfill.  And since we tried to rush through dinner as fast as
possible, it was early enough that we had time to do something we both
enjoyed. 


When
Alex asked what I wanted to do, he was a little surprised when I suggested
roller skating.  It’s been years since I’ve been; the last memory being with
Rachel when I was in middle school.  And even though I love my sister to
pieces, when I was a hormone fueled, boy-crazed teenager, I wanted nothing more
than to have a boy hold my hand during a slow song at the rink.


Alex
helps me out of the rented SUV, but hasn’t touched me since dinner, and
continues not to touch me as we head into the building.  We agreed to spend
time together as friends, so I’m happy he’s respecting those boundaries.  But,
I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t also feel a pang of disappointment,
especially after he was so attentive earlier.  


“What
in the world possessed you to want to go skating?”  Alex hands a few bills over
to the cashier as she makes change and places bright green paper bracelets
around our wrists.


“You’ll
laugh.” 


“Try
me.”  We walk to the rental counter where we will surely share athlete’s foot
with the numerous people who have rented the skates before us.


“When
I was a teenager, Rachel used to take me all the time.  It was sort of our
thing.  As I got older, I’d pay attention to the couples and how they always
looked like they were having such a good time together.  I guess it’s something
I’ve always wanted.”  I blush, fidgeting with the hem of my sweater.


“I
find it hard to believe that some boy didn’t take you up on the opportunity to
hold your hand.”  


“I
was an awkward teenager.  Some of us weren’t God-like from the start.”  I bump
against him.


“Well,
let’s go.  This God wants to make your inner teenager swoon with boy band
fanaticism.”  


Alex
leads me to the benches that surround the smooth, wood surface.  It’s
practically empty in here and that might actually be a good thing.  It’s been
too long and I already know I’m going to make a fool out of myself in front of
Alex; I don’t need any more witnesses.


I
sit, taking off my shoes, readying to place my skates on.  I’m pleasantly
surprised when Alex drops to a knee in front of me and starts to fix the laces
of my skates, helping me put them on.  “Thank you,” I whisper.  Seeing him on
his knees in front of me brings only two things to mind; neither being feasible
possibilities in public.  


His
brows rise.  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”  


“What’s
that?”  My cheeks feel red imagining what Alex would think if he could only
read my mind.  


“Time
for your first question.”  We agreed on our way over here that we would force
ourselves to get to know each other better, something we never really had the
opportunity to do before.  So, we made a game of it; the more difficult the
question, the more points you get for answering.  If you refuse to answer, then
you get points deducted.  The winner at the end of the night gets to name their
prize.  Sounds simple enough, right?


I
place my hands on his shoulders as he continues to put my skates on.  I nod,
gesturing for him to ask away.  “This is worth one point.”


“Wait,
how do you determine the point value?”


“The
more difficult the question, the more points its worth.”  I nod in
understanding.  “What did you think of me when you first saw me?”


“In
the elevator?”


“No,
at the gas station.”


That’s
too easy.  “I thought that you were cocky.”  He laughs as he sits next to me
and works the laces on his own skates.  Alex seems slightly disappointed by my
answer.  Of course that’s only half the truth.  I sigh.  “I thought you had the
most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.  I thought you were way out of my league,
but…it didn’t stop me from regretting not saying anything to you before I
left.”


“You
regretted it?”


I
nod.  “I drove away wondering if I missed my chance.  Lucky for me, I didn’t.”


“So,
you don’t regret what happened between us?”  I turn to face him with a look of
shock.  Does he regret it?


“I
could never regret what happened between us.  Are we where we thought we’d end
up?  Probably not, but I don’t regret what I experienced when I was with you. 
Most people love someone a fraction of what I feel for you.  I, at least, get
to say that I gave my whole heart to someone.  I loved fearlessly.”  Okay,
maybe not fearlessly, at least not in the end.  


“I
think that was worth at least 5 points,” I joke hoping to cut through the fog
of tension surrounding us.


Alex
absorbs the weight of what I just told him before standing and extending his
hand to me.  “Alright Hart, show me what you got.”  He pulls me up and we both
take calculated steps toward the gleaming hardwood floor.  


“I’ve
got moves you’ve never seen.”  I turn backwards and glide across the floor,
giving him a mischievous grin before turning and making my way around the
rink.  I dig my heels into the floor and push forward faster and faster.  It’s
like riding a bike.  I haven’t felt this carefree and young in what feels like
forever.  Life got too heavy, too quick.  I forgot to appreciate the joys while
I was busy focusing on all of the deception, lies, and heartache.  


I’ve
been selfish.  This baby, my LJ, needs to become my world.  I need to love and
protect him or her as much as I possibly can.  I need to think of the best
decisions in life for the baby, which does not include the extreme amount of
drama and stress I’ve been under lately.  I need a break from my life.  


As
I make my way around to the entrance I’m halted in my tracks and break out in
fits of laughter.  I watch as Alex scoots forward, his knees bent with his arms
in front of him holding onto an imaginary guide in hopes of not falling on his
ass.  I push towards him and stop just as he slips and falls back, catching
himself with the palms of his hands.  He curses, showing every bit of his
aggravation.  Alex never said he couldn’t skate and even though I feel slightly
bad for him, I love seeing him vulnerable.  


“Need
some help there?”  He looks up at me as I hold my hand out to him.  He
hesitates, but eventually holds on as we both work together to get him standing
again.  “Why didn’t you tell me you don’t skate?”


“I
figured it couldn’t be that hard.”


“You’ve
never skated before?”


Alex
shakes his head.  “I thought we established that I didn’t have the most
conventional childhood.”   I almost wish I didn’t ask, because his voice is
lifeless and indifferent, as if he’s done dealing with his shitty past and
doesn’t expect any sympathy. 


“Well,
there’s no better time than the present to learn.”  I wrap my arm around his
waist and hold on, balancing him as I give him step by step instructions.  He,
of course, is a quick learner and soon we’re both slowly gliding around the
rink, hand in hand.  His earlier scowl now replaced with a carefree smile, one
that lights up my life.  I’m happy that I got to teach him something.  If
nothing else, he’ll always remember the girl that taught him how to skate.  


“Hungry?”
Alex questions, eyes roaming to the snack bar.


“We
just ate an hour ago.”


“Hey,
I’m a growing boy,” he smirks and pulls me off the floor, en route to the
overwhelming aroma of deep fried everything on a stick.  “Besides, we haven’t
had our dessert.”


My
tummy grumbles.  The baby seems to like the idea of something sweet.  With how
close Alex and I are standing, it could be the melodic tone of Alex’s voice
that has the baby nudging me towards my bit of happiness.  He orders us sodas,
which I quickly change to bottled water, along with a deep fried Twinkie and
funnel cake.


I
scrunch my nose when he turns towards me.  His dimple face makes my chest
ache.  I love seeing him happy and if deep fried Twinkies and dough brings this
out of him, I’d spend the rest of my days in a kitchen and pregnant,
frying up anything and everything we could get our hands on.  After refusing my
help, he tilts his head toward a table and carries our array of treats while
carefully balancing on his skates. 


We
sit and immediately Alex starts to cut a piece of the battered pastry.  “This
looks disgusting.”  I take in the plate with apprehension, watching him slowly
lick his finger lightly coated in whipped cream.  Lucky finger.  My mind
races and my body hums remembering where that tongue was not that long ago: my
moment of weakness in his office, just days after he returned.  


“Stop
being a baby and just try it.”  He holds the fork up to my mouth.  I cringe,
but give in to his persistence and open, allowing him to feed me the doughy
concoction.  I honestly didn’t think I would like it and hate that I love the
taste of the fluffy pastry, mixed with the deep fried batter with cream.  Alex
waits, his eyes searching my face for a sign of my approval.  My lips turn into
a smile as I continue to chew.  “You like it, don’t you.”  


I
nod.  “Definitely not what I expected,” I murmur through a mouth full of food.


“Best
things usually aren’t.”  His statement is right on so many levels.  I drop my
eyes, but moments later look up through my lashes at him.  I know my cheeks are
red.  The way he’s looking at me, he knows exactly what I’m thinking. 
“Earlier, when you were looking at me, what were you thinking about?”  I know
he’s referring to my dirty thoughts as his tongue wiped the tip of his finger
clean.  I shake my head.


“Nope. 
It’s my turn to ask a question.”  He nods, reaching forward and feeding me
another piece of funnel cake.  My lips are coated with powdered sugar, and now
it’s my turn to lick the excess off.  I swear I hear Alex groan, but dismiss
the thought and focus on my first question.  I’m torn on what to ask, but know
this is definitely the time to ask him something I’ve been dying to know.  “Who
did you lose your virginity to?”  I smirk, thinking this will be an
embarrassing story of adolescence.  


I
regret my words as his demeanor changes.  He drops his fork to the paper plate
resting on the table, not quite angry, but his tone is definitely not playful. 
“Why would you want to know about that?”  


“Just
curious, I guess.  You know about mine, and I suppose I’ve always wanted to
know.”  He shakes his head, looking at the top of the table, probably
contemplating if he wants to share.  I give him an out.  “You don’t have to
tell me if you don’t want to.”  


“No,
deals a deal.  But this is worth ten points.”  He runs his fingers along the
grooves of the slotted table.  It takes a minute, but when he starts to speak I
realize how hard this is.  His voice is shaky.  “I was young, around eleven or
twelve.  My Dad took me on one of his binges to the bar.  Like always, while he
went in and got plastered, I’d stay in the car and wait for him.  I was used to
it.  If it was late, I fell asleep in the backseat.”  Alex pauses.  I reach
forward taking his hand for comfort.  I’m not quite sure if it was to comfort
him or myself.  


 “Eventually,
he came out and he had a woman with him.  He never hid his women from me,
barely hid them from my Mom.  He’s an asshole, Elyssa, even bringing them to
the house.  But this night, we went to some sleazy motel.  He turned on the TV
and told me to keep watching and not look back.  So, that’s what I did.  Even at
my young age, I knew what he was doing.  Even his whore knew it was wrong, me
being in the same room, but he told her to shut the fuck up and ignore me.” 


My
heart drops.  Dealing with sexuality is already difficult enough.  Then to add
the fuckedupness of dealing with your Dad’s perverted sexual inhibitions…you
don’t  need to be a psychologist to understand why Alex is the way he is.


“I
was quiet.  I knew my place and I had my ass handed to me enough times that I
learned my lesson.  Do not interrupt him while he was enjoying himself. 
But, the woman was complaining.  She kept telling him that it wasn’t working.” 
Alex can see the confusion on my face. 


“He
got frustrated cause he couldn’t get it up.  He blamed her, but…he was a
fucking drunk, so I’m sure that crap messed him up.  Next thing I know, I’m
being yanked up by my shoulders and tossed next to a woman three times my age
who smelled like alcohol and cigarettes.”  He stops to take a breath.  “I’ll
never forget how her lipstick was smeared across his lips and chin and the dark
circles under her eyes.”


”Alex…” 
He interrupts me to continue.


“My
Dad moved to the other bed.  He told me what to do.  Told her what to do.  I
refused at first, but after a few punches to the jaw, I just couldn’t take it
anymore.  Shit.  No child should ever have to go through this.”  Alex takes
another breath, tugging at his hair. “Same with her, he roughed her up and
that’s when she realized it was easier to just get it over with.  I learned how
to put a condom on by some floozy that my Dad picked up at a bar.  She rode me
while my Dad watched.


“So
you see, I didn’t have a conventional introduction to sex.  It explains why I
ended up the way I did.  I thought I could do normal with you, but
obviously I’m just as fucked up as he was.  I know nothing else, but honestly,
I tried with you.  I honestly did, Elyssa.  It’s a good thing you ended it with
me.  It’s disgusting everything I’ve done.  You don’t deserve that inside you.”


Thankfully
we’re alone, because this conversation just got a little too heavy for
anywhere, especially a roller skating rink.  Alex holds the burden of his past
on his shoulders, which any respectable person knows, as a child it isn’t
something that was his fault.  Which I assume no one has ever told him.  Then
again, I’m sure he hasn’t told anyone the abuse he’s experienced at the hands
of his father.  My eyes fill with tears as I strain to keep my emotions in
check.  


I
attempt to be strong for him but nothing comes out but a whisper, “You were
just a kid, how were you supposed to know.”


“It’s
not just from when I was a kid, Hart.  That might have been my first time.  I
might have been coached by my Dad as he watched me fuck that woman, but I
continued with that perversion for so long that someone as pure as you should
never have anything as disgusting as me even close to her.  I never deserved
you and I was stupid to think that I ever did.”  I open my mouth to contest,
but he stops me.  “I don’t need you to tell me how special I am or that what
happened isn’t my fault.  Been there, done that with therapists.  I’m just
letting you know what’s been going on in my head for the past month.”  He
worries his lip and stares at his fingernails as he toys with his cuticles.  


I
knew he had it rough, but I never realized how deep his wounds really are.  His
Dad literally ruined him.  I know I should tell him that his Dad recently tried
to visit him at work, but know better than to tell him now.  It would only hurt
him more.  I have a feeling, especially after hearing this story, that his Dad
won’t leave well enough alone.  He’ll be back.  


I
squeeze his hand and fight the tears that threaten to escape while my heart
breaks for him.  How do I make this situation better?  What can I say to make
him understand that the person he was or the person he thinks he is has nothing
to do with what I see in him or why I love him?


“You
asked what I was thinking about earlier.”  His sad eyes turn up and meet mine. 
“I was thinking about us, in your office.  The things you’re capable of, not
only with that body and mouth of yours, but how much you love me.  You’re the
first guy who’s ever truly made me feel safe.  That has to speak for
something.”  It’s on the tip of my tongue.  I want to tell him that I’m
pregnant, but after everything he just said, I’m torn.  Will it send him in a
whirlwind spiral into a dark abyss?  Then again, maybe he needs this.  Maybe he
needs to feel something again, and not this loathing pain he’s reveling in. 
Yes.  Right now, I’m going to tell him.


“Alex,
I’m…”  My phone rings breaking my confession.  I look down and notice it’s my
sister.  “I’m sorry, I have to take this, it’s Rachel.”  I hold up my finger to
my lips as I answer my phone.


Even
before I say hello, I hear the incoherent sobs of my sister reaching out
through the phone lines.  I ask Alex for a minute and step away just as his
phone rings.


“Rach? 
What’s wrong?”


“If
he calls you, don’t tell him you’ve talked to me.”  She’s gone from crying to
yelling.


“He
who?  Bryan?”


“Of
course Bryan.  Who else would I be talking about?”  Her voice lowers several
octaves while she takes a few deep breaths which echo through the phone.  “Is
it okay if I stay at your place for a few days?”


“Of
course, Rach.”  I look to Alex still seated at our table, also talking on the
phone, face etched with confusion.  “Are you going to tell me why?”


“Cause
my ex-fiancé is a d-i-c-k, dick.  He thinks he can pull that stupid bros before
hoes bullshit with me.  Ha-fucking-ha.  I don’t need him if he thinks...”  


“Ex? 
Rachel…I’m not taking sides but that doesn’t sound like Bryan.”


“Yah,
go and defend the guy that basically said you were stringing Alex along as if
he was your little puppy on a leash while you had your cake and ate it too with
Oliver.”


“What?” 
I feel like I’ve been slapped in the face.  “This argument is because of me?”  


“He
made a comment making Alex out to be the victim and making it sound as if you
were some coldhearted villain.  He doesn’t know his head from his asshole as
far as I’m concerned.  We started arguing and…then he left to go out with the
guys and didn’t come home till four in the morning.  If he thinks I’m going to
put up with this shit…he has another thing coming.”


“Rach…”


“So,
I left and now I’m on my way to your house.  I have the spare key.  Just don’t
tell him where I’m at.  Please El; I don’t want to see him right now.”   Rachel
can be stubborn at times, but most especially when she’s pissed.


“Do
you need anything?”  I honestly don’t know what to say to her.  I’m incredibly
sad she’s so upset over something that has nothing to do with either of them. 
This is about me and my issues with Alex.  


“Just
a bath and a warm bed.”  


“Well,
my place has both.  Call me if you need anything else.  I should be home
tomorrow.”


Rachel
says goodnight after reminding me once again not to tell Bryan anything.  I’m
sure my sister is blowing his comments out of proportion; however, I can’t say
it doesn’t bother me that Bryan thinks less of me when all I’m trying to do is
protect Alex, not break him.  I sigh in defeat and head back to the table.  I
catch the tail end of Alex’s conversation as I sit down.


“Where
do you think she would go?  No, she’s here in Reno with me.”  Alex lifts his
gaze to meet mine.  “I’m sure she just needs to calm down.  Once she does,
she’ll call you.”  Alex reaches over, readying the fork with another sweet bite
before bringing it up to my mouth.  “I’ll call you if I hear anything.”  He
ends his conversation while I savor another bite.


“Bryan?”


“Rachel?”


We
both nod in unison.  “Did he tell you why they were arguing?”  Alex nods with a
forkful of gooey Twinkie in his mouth.


“Did
she tell you?”  I nod as well.


We
end the conversation there, refusing to discuss the topic any further.  We both
know their turmoil is because of us and I briefly wonder to myself if Alex
shares the same opinions as Bryan.  Does he think I’m stringing him along while
getting my bean flicked on the side by Oliver?


“You
ready to go?” he interrupts my inner ramblings.  Well, I guess we aren’t going
to fix anything when we are over four hundred miles away.  Standing, Alex
extends his hand to help me up.  When I’m fully upright, he pulls me flush
against him and looks down at me, caressing my cheek.  “Ready to get your ass
handed to you?”  






CHAPTER
14


 


There’s
something about a man who leads a woman into a room by the small of her back. 
It’s possessive, it’s caring, and it’s downright sexy.  So, as Alex leads me to
the back of the bar where the pool tables are situated, my body hums with
desire.  I guess the myth that pregnancy causes women to turn into
nymphomaniacs is true.  


Pregnancy plus
Alex equals a constant ache of longing that nothing seems to quench.  That’s not
to say I was anywhere near prudish with him before the added hormones, but now,
now I can hardly stay away from his touch.  Now that I’ve had a taste of how it
really could be, how attentive and loving he really is, my body trembles for
him.  Even when his hands barely whisper over my body, instant goose-bumps
spread across every inch of my skin.  Knowing Alex is ready and more than able
is too much of a temptation.  A feeling so strong, that I either need to
satisfy or extinguish.  


“What do you
want to drink?” Alex inquires, pulling out a chair for me.


“Water please.” 
I nervously look anywhere but into his smoldering face, hoping he doesn’t
question my lack of alcohol.


“Water?”  He
tilts his head and looks at me inquisitively.  “That’s no fun.  How am I
supposed to get the truth out of you?”


“You’re making
it seem as if I’ve been lying to you.”


“Haven’t you? 
I’ve been asking you for answers since I got back from New York.  You’re
avoiding me.  You may not be lying, but you’re not telling me everything.”  


If he only knew.


He’s not the
only one who’s been affected by my indecisiveness.  I’ve been experiencing my
own whiplash; even more now than ever.  Being outside the confines of Las Vegas
is like breathing for the first time; like taking first steps on my own. 
Without the worries of Arianna and the impending doom hanging over my head,
I’ve been able to relish the feeling of just being with Alex.  


Being with him,
like we were in San Diego, reminds me of a simpler time.  It reminds me of
everything I loved about being with him.  All I see, feel, think about is him. 
When we have a chance to just be, even if we did agree to only spend time
together, it’s nice because there are no expectations, no preconceptions.


“What do you
want to know?” I ask, cringing at my words.  Such a loaded question. 


Alex leans over,
his breath touches my lobe while his words beat against the flimsy wall I’ve
tried to build around my heart.  “There’s so much, Hart, so much.”  He turns
his head to look at me.  His eyes burning into my soul, ripping away every
shred of defiance I’ve been holding onto.  “But first, I need to go fetch some
water.”  He smiles and strides away.


I turn to watch
him approach the bar.  I’m not surprised when I catch almost all of the female
population either twirling their hair, pushing up their breasts, or pouting
their lips in his direction, hoping for a crumb of attention.  I can’t blame
them.  I know exactly how it feels to be under his spell.  Like a puppet, all
he has to do is pull my strings and I bend at his whim.  


The bartender
leans in, talking into his ear over the noise of the bar.  Alex flashes his
dimpled smile and I swear I hear a unified moan from all of his admirers,
including myself.  He’s flawless with his crystal blue eyes, his defined chin,
kiss worthy lips, and body made for pleasure.  I was blessed to have had him
once, but it’s an absolute miracle that he still wants me after all of my
efforts to push him away.  Anyone of sound mind would have given up by now, but
then again, Alex has never pretended to be sane when it came to me.


Walking back, he
flashes me his sexy grin, carrying a beer in one hand and a bottle of water in
the other.  When he begins to move his hips, swaying to the music, I shake my
head and smile right back.  Playfulness suits him.  Ten seconds later, he pulls
back a large drink from his frosty bottle and settles into his seat.


“I’m curious,
why’d you choose a bar of all places?” I question, taking in our surroundings. 
We left the skating rink and we agreed that it was his turn to pick our venue
for the night.  I would have thought he’d choose a much quieter place, seeing
as we were playing a game of truth.


Alex shakes his
head, his gaze dropping to his bottle; his finger wiping away the sweat
dripping down the amber glass.  “I guess, maybe unconsciously, I’m trying to
rewrite our past.”  I squint my eyes and purse my lips as he clarifies.  “When
I was in New York, I thought about the moment…the one I’d do differently.”


My heart sinks.


“I’ve never
regretted my life.  Every fucked up second of my childhood, into my even more
fucked up adolescence, I’ve never regretted what I’ve been dealt.  I’ve never
wished for a do over.  Maybe a small part of me thought I deserved what life
gave me.  That was until I met you.  And I can honestly say the only moment
I’ve ever regretted was that night in the bar.  The night I had you take me to
the airport instead of staying with you.  I never should have left.”


“Alex…”  He
reaches over taking my hands in his.  He made the right choice; the responsible
choice.  


“Elyssa…don’t
you understand?  I know what I said earlier, but this is my chance, my chance
to rewrite our ending.  Our chance for happiness.  That’s not going to happen
with anyone else.  It’s you…it’s always been you, and there will never be
another for me but you.”


I clutch my
belly and take my trembling lip between my teeth.  


“So for
tonight…let’s pretend that I never left.  Let’s pretend that the past couple of
months never happened.”  I nod, blotting my tears with the back of my hand.  I
want this just as much as he does and I don’t know if it should make me happy
or sad.  


“So…tonight,
this is how it should have been.  No tears.  Only happiness.  We deserve
this.”  He pauses, taking a drink of his beer.  “Now are you ready to get your
ass handed to you or what?” he smirks, leaning in to wipe away a stray tear
from my cheek. 


“Pool is what
you had in mind, to re-write our history?” I jest, trying to push away the
momentary thoughts of sadness.  


Alex gets up,
racking the balls before striding over to pull a stick off the nearby wall. 
“It’s my favorite contact sport.”  Contact sport?  


I take a swig of
water before slamming it down on the table and grab a stick for myself.  If
there’s one thing in life I’ve learned, through years in the insurance
business, is fake it till you make it.  I may not know everything there is to
know, but if I seem confidant, I have one up on the next girl.  Not ever having
played pool before doesn’t mean I have to show it.  Alex didn’t tell me he
never skated before, so now it’s my turn to pretend.  Two can play this game.


I watch Alex as
he runs the blue chalk across the point of his pool stick.  I mimic him before
brushing a strand of hair away from my cheek.  He chuckles from across the
table, covering his dimpled grin while I glare playfully in his direction. 
“What’s so funny, Mr. James?”


Resting his
stick against the table, Alex walks toward me, stopping mere inches before our
bodies are lined perfectly together.  He sucks in his lower lip, his eyes
running appreciatively from my legs up to my breasts, finally ending on my
face.


My insides
twist, my loins ache, every time he looks at me this way.  My Mom once told me
that emotions are not expressed in the words people say, but more in the way
someone looks at you.  Alex’s eyes speak a thousand words of adoration and
devotion; all I see in the crystal blue reflection is me.  


Toying with the
pendent at the base of my throat, Alex slowly runs his fingers along the curve
of my neck, up to my chin.  My already jagged breath slows even further.  My
eyes flutter when he grasps the side of my face, pulling me in closer.  When
his fingers run through the hair on the back of my neck my breath hitches. 
“Alex, what are you doing?”


He leans in,
scents me and whispers, “You have blue chalk on your cheek, Hart.”  He chuckles
and swipes the pad of his thumb across my skin before releasing me and walking
away.  I glare at him.  He’s playing more than just pool tonight and he’s
playing dirty.  “Do you want to break?”  


“Break?” I
question, looking from him to the table and back.


Alex points his
chin at the table.  “The balls.  Do you want to shoot first?”  


“Oh-um, I think
you should go first.”  Shit, he’s going to see right through me.


He sets up his
shot, his forearms flexing as he steadies his stick.  I can see why Alex picked
pool.  His body bent over the table, his muscles flexed: this scene is every
girl’s wet dream.  Images of Alex laying me against the green material, legs
wrapped around his torso, fisting my skirt at my waist to…


“Elyssa?”  My
eyes shoot to Alex, who’s watching me with fascination.  “It’s your turn. 
You’re solids.”


My cheeks
flush.  Head back in the game, Ely!  “Solids?”


He laughs,
“You’ve never played have you?”  I shake my head sheepishly.  “I was kinda
counting on that,” he whispers so low I’m not sure if I was meant to hear.  He
reaches over, pulling me to him; my back resting against his front as he
whispers instructions in my ear.  He’s really testing my resolve tonight.  I
guess this really is a contact sport.


With the stick
properly placed in my hands, Alex bends me over the table.  I can feel
him behind me; muscular torso and hips pressed against me.  He’s aroused and
apparently not shy about it, unabashedly allowing his erection to rub against
the cheeks of my ass.  I try to ignore my growing need and focus on the white
ball sitting in front of me.  Alex helps me glide the stick along my fingers. 
Back and forth.  The sensation is borderline erotic and the setting has turned
intimate in the matter of minutes while I allow the smooth wood to run between
my fingers.  Back and forth.  


The clatter of
the bottles, the laughter and loud banter, the pounding music, nothing exists
except for the two of us.  Everything else is white noise.


The only way I
know this position, this blatant flirting, has affected Alex is by his audible
deep breaths and loud swallows.  His arms tighten around me, pushing the stick
forward; the momentum of our bodies rolls the ball forward at warp speed before
sinking into the far right corner.  I push against him in excitement.  Turning
around to face him, his unconcealed arousal press’s against my belly.  My eyes
focus on his muscular chest as he tilts my face up to his.  


“You’re a quick
learner,” he mutters gruffly.  


“You’re a pretty
good teacher.”  I rest my hand over his heart, pulling my body closer to his. 
Don’t ask me to explain it, because I can’t.  Every time we’re near it’s as if
we’re magnetically drawn together.  Whenever we’re in this magnetic field, an
unseen force so strong compels us to be as close to each other, with or without
touching.  In our case, however, we can’t get past the no touching part.


“I’m not sure
this was such a good idea,” Alex chuckles as he gestures to his lower half. 
“I’m supposed to be playing hard to get and my damn body can’t seem to get with
the program.”


I smile up at
him.  “Well maybe when you told it to play hard…it misunderstood,” I
joke, letting my fingers run down his chest.  


“You need to
stop that, Elyssa.”  Alex’s eyes close, his jaw flexes, and a groan rumbles in
his chest.  But, not once does he try to stop me.  


“Sorry, you said
this was a contact sport.  I’m just hoping to distract you and throw you off
your game,” I tease, and because he’s right, I push against his chest.  “It’s
still my turn, right?”


Alex nods and
jokes about needing a cold one.  I’m not sure if he’s referring to his beer or
a shower.  Either way, I love that I still affect him.  We take turns making
shots, which not surprisingly, Alex sinks the majority of them.  I like the
fact that he doesn’t let me win because I’m a girl.  He actually makes me fight
for it.


“Alright show
off, you win.”  I return my pool stick to the wall with Alex following closely
behind.


“You ready to
answer a question?”  He leads me, again with his hand on the small of my back,
to our table and finishes off his second beer.  I nod hesitantly, but only
because I know there’s no avoiding the inevitable.  I already know what his
next question will be, only because if I were him, I’d ask the same thing.


“Why did you go
all the way to New York if you were just going to up and leave me in the middle
of the night?”  I wasn’t wrong.  Same question.


“Honestly, I was
worried about you.”  I take a sip of my water hoping to swallow the lump
growing in my throat.  “I wasn’t prepared to actually see you, or expect for
what happened to happen.”  


He nods, but
whether or not he understands is questionable.  “What about the weeks before? 
You know, when you were ignoring my calls and e-mails.  Weren’t you worried
about me then?”  I know this is a sore subject for him, especially since this
is the first time I’ve even allowed him to ask any questions.


“I had my
sources keeping me up to date and I knew you were okay.”  Which is true; my day
wouldn’t have been complete without my daily update from Janice.  She had
access to his daily agenda and kept me in the loop anytime she made
reservations or scheduled meetings.


“Janice?”  I
nod.  Alex turns toward the bar; I can practically see the wheels turning in
his head.  “So you were worried, but that doesn’t explain why you slept with me
if you didn’t want to be with me anymore.”


“It’s not that I
don’t want you, Alex.  That’s never been the problem.  Right now, there are
just too many factors working against us.  You’re not looking at the big
picture.”  


He runs his
hands over his face in frustration.  If I were him I’d shake me until I spit it
out.   I guess he has much more patience than I do.  But then asks, “Such as?” 



And I don’t
hesitate.  He wants to know the reasons, here it is.  Well, partial reasons.
“Arianna for one.  Don’t you need your job?  Because I sure do.”


“Fuck Arianna.” 
I think that’s what got us into this problem in the first place, buddy.


“You did that
remember?  Look where it got you.”  Alex shoots daggers in my direction. That
was a bad joke.  “Okay okay…you can’t just say that Alex.  She controls our
future.”


“She doesn’t
control jack shit, Elyssa.  Not mine and she shouldn’t control yours.  She
doesn’t make decisions about our relationship.  We do.  If you want me, if you really
want me, then you have me.  All you have to do is say the word.”


“And what if
everything goes to shit?  What if we both end up jobless, homeless, and starve
to death?  What about Nana?”


“Hart,” he
sighs, cupping my head in his strong hands.  “I’d rather live through struggles
with you, than be without you.  What’s a life of ease without the struggles
that make falling in love worthwhile?  I could have been with any of the women
from my past.  But the moment I met you, everything changed.  I don’t care
about the position or the money.  I only want you.”


As beautiful as
that speech was, and trust me I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever
said to me, he can’t dismiss Arianna like that.  I know I can’t.  If he won’t
listen to that sound reasoning, I’m going to have to bring up something that’s
going to hurt him even more.  Another half truth.  “I don’t know if I can deal
with your past, Alex.  It’s not just Arianna, it’s all of the women.”


“Do you know
what I see when I think of all of those women?”  I shake my head slowly,
lowering my eyes to the table.  “I see blurs of flesh, hair, smears of
lipstick, and flashes of money.  I hear empty words, innuendo lined promises,
and a constant repeat of give me, show me, me, me, ME!”  Alex grabs his
third bottle of beer and tips it back; the liquid moving down his throat in one
large, sexy swallow.  I love the way the muscles of his neck flexes as he slams
down his glass and tilts his head from side to side.  I can understand his frustration
considering he’s never had to answer for his past.  


His eyes gloss
over while he spins his bottle cap over and over again on the table.  “You were
the first.  The first one who ever gave me anything and never expected anything
in return.  You were the first one who gave herself to me without attempting to
take a piece of my dignity or freedom.  Don’t you see?  You were the first…the
only one who ever loved me.”


With tears
pooling in my eyes I turn away, glancing over at the dance floor filled with
happy couples holding tight and looking forward to their tomorrows instead of
dreading what the next day brings.  Wishing we were one of them, I stand and
nod my head towards the crowd.  This might be dangerous, but I can’t resist and
we need a break from the heavy.  “Dance with me?”   


Alex finishes
off the last of his drink, stands and firmly takes my hand.  With our fingers
intertwined, he pulls me to the dance floor.  Pushing our way through the
crowd, we settle in a gap in the middle of the heated masses.  Pulling me tight
against him, I can practically feel the beat within his chest; one hand on the
curve of my ass, the other settled on my hip.  Instinctually my arms wrap
around his neck, allowing me to nestle my head against his chest and breathe him
in as we begin to sway to John Mayer’s smooth melody, Dreaming with a Broken
Heart. 


“You’re so
beautiful.”  The rumble from his chest causes me to pull back; looking up at
him through my lashes.  “This face has haunted me every night since you left.” 



Tears now
falling, I rest my head against his shoulder and clutch Alex tighter.  His
words cut me deep.  It’s one thing to know you’ve caused pain thinking it’s for
someone’s own good.  But, it’s another to have someone give you a play by play
of their heartache.  


“And the thing
about nightmares is…you wake up alone, you relive the pain every day until you
go back to sleep and do it all over again.”


“Alex, I’m
sorry,” I mumble into his sweater, masking the ache in my voice.


“I’m not.”  He
touches my chin, tilting it to look up at him.  “Because even if you left me
every night, even if you broke my heart continuously in my dreams…you were
still with me and I got the chance to see this face every day.”  


“You were with
me, too.  Always.”  I run my fingers through his hair before pulling his mouth
down to meet mine.  And he was with me, every day.  Whether it be in my
thoughts or in my heart, there was never a time when he hasn’t been there. 
Even when my resolve was iron clad, I still let bits and pieces of him seep
into the cracks he formed the moment he took my heart.  Loving him was never a
choice, it was a given.  The hard part was staying away from him, thinking I
was doing it for his own good.


Alex is right. 
Arianna shouldn’t have control over us.  She shouldn’t be able to make
decisions that determine the rest of our lives.  But what do you do when the
devil holds all the cards, knows your next move, and could possibly control
your next breath.  I’ve battled with the thought that she could have that much power
to decide whether people live or die.  She told me herself, she hated my father
for his choices and she hated my mother even more for giving my father
something to fight for.  The second they defied her, they were eliminated; just
two pawns in her game of chess.  Could she have had anything to do with their
death?  Who knows, but it’s a little too close for comfort, even now.


The difference
between now and then is that I know she thinks she’s the queen.  She thinks she
has the power to move across the board in all directions and bulldoze anyone in
her way.  What she forgets is that there are two queens in a game of chess and
this queen has every intention of protecting her king at all costs.  With Alex
by my side, in a small bar in Reno, Arianna’s grasp diminishes.


My mind is a
mixture of defiance and lust as our kiss deepens.  Alex lingers, brushing his
lips against mine in long, drawn out movements.  Our mouths begin to move
urgently, while he grips me tighter, pulling me against his growing erection. 
When he pulls away, I don’t hide my disappointed groan.  At least I’m not the
only one left with erratic breathing.


 “I need you to
answer another question.”


“Really?  Now? 
You want to talk now?”  I nestle against his neck, kissing the spot just below
his ear.  He groans in appreciation.


“Fuck…Elyssa, if
you keeping doing that…I’m going to end up taking you against one of these
walls.”  Alex’s fingers dig into my hip as he tries to still me.


I pull back,
noticing his struggle, taut face and all.  He’s torn between his carnal urges
and the thoughts that seem to plague his mind.  


“Fine,” I
concede, settling my hands on his broad shoulders.  “What do you want to know?”


“I know this is
just my fucked up head, but…things with you and Oliver…”  His voice trails off,
but I can feel his fingers flex against my skin.


“There’s nothing
between us.  How many times do I need to tell you before it sinks in?  Because,
I will, I’ll tell you a hundred times over.  Nothing, Alex, nothing has
happened with me and Oliver.”  Surprisingly, through my small rant, I keep my
voice soft.


“The kiss?”  He
tilts his head, nestling his face against my neck before bringing his lips to
mine.  As if he’s trying to erase the memory of Oliver.


“It was just
that,” I pant.  Alex breaks away and buries his face in the crook of my neck.


“Did you like
it?”  His words are slightly muffled against my skin, but I still hear his
question clearly.  How do I explain that even though my heart is with him, it’s
not the kiss with Oliver that makes him appealing?  It’s the state of
tranquility I feel when he’s around?  I can’t.  It would crush him.


“There’s no
comparison between the two of you, Alex.  Like I told Oliver, this is not a
competition.”  Although I’ve explained this several times, neither of these
Neanderthals seem to understand.


“He’s fucking
with what’s mine.  I’m not being competitive, I’m being territorial.  There’s a
difference.”  I chuckle and Alex’s hold loosens.  


I let him deal
with his caveman complex while we finish dancing.  His hands explore almost
every inch of my body and I’m sure if anyone was paying attention, they’d agree
that we are borderline indecent.  But that doesn’t stop Alex.  He needs this. 
With that, I make no effort to push him away.  He needs to touch me to know
that me in his arms isn’t a dream anymore.  


Several songs
and more than several kisses later we make our way back to our table.  Through
the question and answer ping pong game we’ve been playing tonight, I’ve learned
that Alex’s jealousy runs deeper than just Oliver and Cole.  Alex dislikes the
thought of any man having his hands on me.  Even in the case of sharing my
first kiss, which was when I was nine while playing house with my next door
neighbor.  I swear if I gave Alex his full name, he would run a credit check,
find out where he lives and then have a hit placed on him.  Excessive yes, but
its Alex and it’s his way of dealing with these new feelings.


After his
confession earlier, I didn’t bother asking him about his first kiss considering
he was having sex before most boys had their first wet dream.  I figured it was
a moot point and decided to save that story for a later time.  


I also learned
that his musical inclinations came from a drunk who frequented his Dad’s
favorite bar.  Goes to show that not everything in his life was bad.


In the midst of
our reminiscing, I wanted but knew I had no right to ask him about his stay in
New York.  I wasn’t sure how to pose the question, so I decided to take a more
indirect path versus grabbing the bull by the horns.  “So, have you been seeing
anyone since you left?”  I brace for the impact.


“I told you I
wasn’t dating Sandy.”  


“What about
anyone else?”  I try to remain indifferent, by hiding my nerves and fidgeting
with my ring under the table.  “Like maybe someone in New York?”


“You actually
think I had time to date?”


“You don’t have
to date to….”


“Fuck?” Alex
finishes my sentence for me; his choice of words is brash in comparison to what
I had in mind.


“Uh…well…yah.”  


Alex leans in,
resting his elbows on the table as he takes his time before answering my
question.  “If I did, would it bother you?”


“It’s not like I
have any right…”  


He interrupts
me, like usual.  “I’m asking if it would bother you.”  


“Yes.”  I give a
singular answer as I duck my head.  Of course it would bother me.  The faceless
women before me bother me, so it’s safe to say that anyone after would be even
worse.  


“Good.”  Alex
smirks as he leans back, lifting his wrist to look at the time.  “It’s getting
late, we should go.”  


Let it be known
that I’m quite aware he didn’t answer my question.  It’s killing me to sit here
in silence on the way back to the hotel, but I’ve learned that some things are
better left unsaid.  It’s a tense drive back, not only because of the silence,
but the snow lightly falling outside.  Living in Las Vegas, we rarely see snow,
so it’s a real treat.  Until you have to drive in it.  


When we arrived
at the bar the snow had barely started to come down.  Clearly Mother Nature had
other plans for the evening.  There must be two inches on the ground, and we
were not prepared for this.  Silently praying, I’m a little terrified every
time the SUV slides around the turns.  Alex can sense my nerves and reaches
over, taking my hand in his.  


“You really
should keep both of your hands on the wheel.”  I try to avoid sounding
irritable and more concerned, but I’m sure he can tell the difference.


“Fine.”  He
moves his hand back.  I can see Alex from the corner of my eye running his
upper lip across his teeth as he studies the road in front of us.  “Tell me
something I don’t know…a secret.”


Uh oh.  “If I told you,
then it wouldn’t be a secret.”  I may be acting coy, but my insides are
bursting with nerves.  


“I’m winning so
far, Hart.  Are you really going to give up so easily?”  He lifts his brows,
suggestively.  “Because, you know if I win I get to pick my prize.”  


I’m sure there
are plenty secrets I can tell him, like how Arianna is blackmailing me, or how
I think she may be the cause of my parents death.  But the only one at the
forefront of my mind…  “I don’t think I can, Alex.”  I turn to face the window,
focusing on the trees whizzing by instead of the nerves building inside.  This
is probably the worst way to tell him that his life will forever be changed.  


“Try me,” he
insists.  I ignore him and we sit in silence for the rest of the ride. 
Luckily, after another ten minutes we pull into the parking lot unscathed.  The
silence is maddening, so the moment the truck comes to halt I hop out and
attempt to rush to the entrance.  My escape would have been successful if it
wasn’t for the achingly cold impact of a snowball slamming against my back.  I
turn to face Alex; a cocky smile spreads across his lips as he jostles another
ball in his hand.


“You think
you’re getting out of this that easy?  Tell me your secret, Hart,” he pushes. 


“You can’t
handle it,” I mumble.  I turn to walk away, but yet again, I’m pelted with
another pack of ice.  This time, it lands on my shoulder.  Bits and pieces of
frost make their way down my dress causing me to shiver.


Facing him, I
scream, “Damn it, Alex!  Stop acting like a child!”  Why can’t he just leave it
alone?  


“Then just tell
me.  I won’t judge you and you have to know I’m not averse to pulling you into
one of these snow piles and waiting until you beg me to let you up.”  I shiver
at the thought.  “I guarantee knowing you have a secret you don’t want me to
know is worse than your secret could ever be.”


My heart speeds
up, stealing my breath away.  I know I can’t hold it any longer.  It feels like
my whole body is breaking.  Piece by piece, splinter by splinter.  “Fine!  You
really want to know?  You want me to tell you something that will inevitably
change your life in an immeasurable way?  Here?  In a parking lot of a hotel?”


We stare for too
long of moments, feeling each other out.  I wish I knew what he was thinking. 
I’ve felt this heavy guilt since the moment I found out about the baby, guilt
that I haven’t clued Alex in.  It’s even worse knowing we’ve had conversations
about this in the past and I promised him I would always tell him; that I’d
given him a choice in the matter.   I can’t hold it in any longer.  


Alex watches me,
waiting, not moving a muscle except for the twitch in his neck.  “Go on,
Elyssa.  I’m waiting and I don’t care what it is, where we are, or who this is
about.  I need you to tell me what’s going on.  I promise you, I’ll be here. 
No matter what.”


Anxiety courses
through my veins, panic sets in and I unconsciously set my freezing hands down
to my belly, protecting against the promises that may break in the next ten
seconds.  


“I’m pregnant,”
I whisper.  Not entirely sure if he heard me, I lift my face to his and find
his blazing stoic eyes searching mine.  Nothing.  He doesn’t move, doesn’t say
anything, doesn’t do anything.  Maybe he really didn’t hear me.  I can’t
chicken out now.  “Did you hear me, Alex?  


“No.”  No? 
Are you kidding me?


I see red.  He
doesn’t get to just say no.  I didn’t ask him an asinine question and he
doesn’t get to respond with a “no.”  


I raise my voice
unnecessarily, “Just to be clear, I just told you that I’m pregnant, and you
told me no.  Who does that, Alex?  I just gave into you, told you want I knew
you didn’t want to hear, and you said no.”  He remains lifeless.  “Fuck
you, Alex.”  I turn to walk away, but when I hear him mutter “Fuck” underneath
his breath, I turn around holding my belly for comfort. 


His eyes are
frozen to where my hands are protecting myself.  Voice eerily calm, the wall
collapses and he speaks.  “You’re pregnant?”  I nod, even though he probably
can’t see past my hands holding our unborn child.  I’m afraid to say anything
more, afraid that my damn emotions will spill over and I’ll lash out at him.  


“What…when?”  I
can see his hands trembling as they rest at his sides.


I take my hands
away from little LJ and wrap them around my chest.  “New York.”  


“How?  I
thought…I thought you said…you said you were on birth control,” he stammers.


I shrug, noncommittally. 
“After you left, I missed a doctor’s appointment for my next shot.”  There
really isn’t more of an explanation needed.


A car door
slamming breaks his concentration and awareness seeps in that we aren’t alone. 
Lifting his eyes to mine, it’s as if he sees me, but doesn’t know who he’s
looking at.  That hurts.  More than any of this combined.  With one look, utter
despair coursing through his vacant eyes, he guts me. 


I take a step
forward, but stop when Alex places his hands in front of him, willing me not to
take another step closer.  With a slight shake to his head, Alex stammers,
“I…I-I…uh…fuck…I gotta…think….I need to…fuck, I need a minute.”  


With every step
he walks away from me, I watch him.  It’s all I can do.  He turns and heads
back the way we came, leaving me standing in the middle of the parking lot. 
Cold and alone.  It’s not until the reverse lights of the SUV brighten that I
realize he’s leaving.  He’s abandoning me.  He promised he could handle
anything.  I guess I found his demise.  


This has to be
the worst reaction in the history of “I told him I was pregnant” stories. 
Ever.  


I continue to
scan the area, not knowing what else to do and see when the SUV turn the
corner, heading towards the exit on the west side of the building.  The weight
is too much to bear.  My chest is crushed with the realization that Alex didn’t
just walk away from me, but from our unborn child.  With tears trickling down
my cheek, my knees begin to shake, forcing me to sit on a nearby curb.  I try
desperately to catch my breath, sobs wracking my body.  But it’s no use.  


He left me.  I
told him the one secret I was most afraid of him knowing and he left me. 
Pregnant and in a parking lot.  This is worse than that movie where the
pregnant girl gets abandoned at Wal-Mart.  Oh my God!  My baby’s going to be
known as the Braxton Casino baby.  With that thought, my body convulses
into more tears and silent sobs.


I don’t know how
long I’ve been sitting there.  I know there are people walking by, but they’re
the least of my worries.  I’m sure I look like a mad woman, sitting in the
snow, bawling into my hands, but the most I can do right now is cover my face,
shielding my embarrassment as people continue to walk by.  


I’ve just about
pulled myself together enough to know I need to get out of the cold, when my
hands are pulled away from my face.  I jump not knowing what to expect, but
quickly relax when I see Alex kneeling in front of me.  I cry even harder as he
pulls me to stand and gently lifts me into his arms to carry me inside.  I
cry.  I cried the entire way to my room.  Somehow Alex was able to open the
door and get us inside without putting me down.  He didn’t let go until he laid
me against the soft comforter of my bed.


I don’t have
enough energy to yell at him, to tell him how selfish he was by leaving me.  I
know I don’t deserve him, or his understanding, but he shouldn’t have left. 
Any other way would have been better than him leaving.  He should have yelled
at me.  He should have continued to stand there catatonic.  But, I don’t have
it in me to even tell him that much.  And he must not either.  


Silently, he
pulls off my boots and continues without words when he lifts my sweater from my
body, and then rids me of my skirt.  I’m naked, in only my bra and panties
before him, but his eyes don’t burn with the intensity they normally do. 
Instead, he closes his eyes and drops to his knees in front of me, resting his
head in my lap.


Alex inhales
deeply, his cheek touching my bare knee.  His arms instinctually surround me,
his body pushes my knees apart so he can inch himself closer.  He can’t seem to
get close enough.  With his arms tight around my lower torso he rests his
forehead against my belly.  “I’m sorry, Hart.  I’m so sorry.”  His lips brush
against my naval.  “I didn’t know…I don’t know what to do.”  His arms tighten
around me while my fingers run through his unruly locks, comforting him in the
only way I know how.  


We hold each
other for I don’t know how long before he looks up at me.  The look on his face
is unrecognizable.  “I’m scared, Hart.  What if I…”  He shakes his head.


“I’m scared too,
Alex.  I’ve been dealing with this for weeks and…”


Regret takes
over his body.  He slumps over muttering into my belly.  “Weeks?”


“I’ve known
since Thanksgiving,” I admit softly.  


“Why didn’t you
tell me?”  He looks up at me again, this time I can see the strength return as
he straightens his back and pushes his shoulders straight.  “Were you even
going to tell me?”  


“Maybe ‘cause I
didn’t want you to take it badly?  I dunno, maybe ‘cause I didn’t want to get
stranded in a parking lot?”  Okay, I know I wasn’t technically stranded, but
apparently I feel a little melodramatic.  “I wanted to tell you…everyday,
Alex.  I just didn’t know how.”


He nods.  We
both messed up.  Me keeping this a secret for so long and of course his
reaction doesn’t make the situation any better.  Alex looks at my stomach, his
fingers grazing over my belly button before he whispers against my skin; too
quiet for me to eavesdrop into their own conversation.  His voice changes to
wonderment, “Do you know if it’s a girl or a boy?”


“It’s too soon
to tell,” I chuckle, my fingers still running through his hair.


He looks up at
me with concern.  “Do you plan on keeping it?”  


“Of course.”  I
can’t even be mad he asked that.  It’s a logical question, but it still stings.


A hint of a
smile touches his lips before he leans his head against my abdomen.  “What if
I’m just like him?”


“Like who?” I
ask, genuinely confused.  


“Like my Dad. 
What if I do horrible things that end up fucking up our kid for the rest of
their life?  God, what if this is just some fucked up cycle.”  


“Alex.”  I push
him away, gripping the sides of his face, forcing him to look at me.  “No
matter what, you’d protect me, right?”  He nods his head.  “And you still love
me despite the weeks upon weeks of hell I’ve put you through?”  He nods again. 
“Then it wouldn’t be any different with our LJ.”


“LJ?”  He looks
at me with confusion.


I look to my
belly, a smile breaking through.  “Little James.  I call him or her that since
it’s too early to know.”


“LJ…I like it. 
It’s better than calling our baby ‘it’ or ‘the baby’.”


“Well, that and
I figured your genes are probably as stubborn as you are, which will mean the
baby will be mostly you,” I joke.  “Everything will be fine Alex, you just need
to have some faith.”


“I’ll try,
Elyssa.  I don’t want to fuck this up.  You or LJ,” he pauses, deep in
thought.  “I have to make this right.”


“I know you
will.”  I lean down, placing a kiss on top of his head as he pulls me in
tighter.  “We’ll do this together.”  






CHAPTER
15


 


A crushing
weight lifted off my shoulders when I revealed the secret about my pregnancy. 
I’ve wanted to tell Alex; deep inside I’ve always wanted him with me every step
of the way.  Sitting here with his arms around me, his head resting against my
abdomen, this moment was worth the trip to hell and back.  It was worth the
rollercoaster of emotions we’ve experienced since he left for New York and if
it meant us ending up here, I’d do it all over again.  


“Hey LJ,” Alex
turns his head, his lips brushing against my belly with each word.  “Have you
been giving your Mom a hard time?”  After placing a sweet, lingering kiss on my
flat belly, he looks up at me with a concerned smile.  “This explains why
you’ve been sick at work.”  I nod.


“The morning
sickness has been awful, but it’s getting better.  You must be my lucky charm
because I haven’t had any since we’ve been in Reno.”


Alex turns his
attention back to my belly; a large grin plastered on his face.  His fingers
brush across my skin while my fingers run through his russet strands.  “It’s
‘cause the baby missed me, huh?  You just wanted your Mommy to finally stop
being stubborn and admit she still loves me, right?”  


Alex’s coos at
my belly are enough to bring even the strongest woman to her knees.  In my
emotional state, it’s no surprise that I melt.  “It was never a matter of not
loving you,” I whisper, my voice jammed with emotion.


“God, I hope she
looks just like you.”  He beams up at me.  I didn’t realize the intimacy of our
position until Alex’s chin practically rests against my mound.  I’m nearly
naked and my thin underwear does nothing to hide my arousal.   


“We’re having a
girl now, huh?”  Alex nods, his eyes glimmering with hope just like a little
boy who wished on a penny just before he throws it into a fountain.  “Well, I
hope she has your eyes then.”  When I rest my hand against his cheek, he turns
his face to kiss my palm.


Fortunately for
me, he doesn’t stop there.


The look on
Alex’s face would stop a freight train; changing from mirth to unmistakable
passion.  I feel, rather than see, his hands running smoothly over my legs. 
Pulling my ankle up onto his thigh, his whisper of a touch behind my knee sends
shivers down my spine.  He can tell the visible affect he has on me and doesn’t
stop.  He continues up the length of my bare leg, stopping only to cup my ass,
causing my whole body to tremble with anticipation.  


With hardly
anything between us, it’s easy for him to reach up and pull the band of my
panties down past my thighs until they reach my ankles.  Alex gently taps my
foot, signaling for me to lift up so he can remove them completely.  He licks
his lips, eyeing me seductively while I lay exposed and on display for him.


My heart beats
rapidly, allowing a whimper to escape, when his fingers run through my folds,
spreading my wetness.  Before burying his head between my thighs, he moans,
“Fuck. Me.  You’re so fucking wet.”  Alex tortures me in the sweetest possible
way; sucking, licking, and plunging his tongue inside of me.  Absolutely the
sweetest form of torture. 


I moan and grind
myself against his face.  Tension builds, causing my hips to reflexively grind
harder, faster, and clutch the back of his head.  The way my body is moving,
it’s like my life depended on this sweet torture.  My body doesn’t care about
all of the reasons why I tried to stay away from him.  All my body knows is
that it craves him like oxygen: a necessity.


I’m on the brink
of exploding when Alex suddenly lifts his head.  He doesn’t hesitate and pulls
his shirt up and over his head, then proceeds to remove every other article of
clothing from his tight, out of this world body.  When he’s done making sure
there is nothing left between us, bra included, he sits back on his legs,
kneeling before me.  “God, you’re beautiful,” he breathes.  


I smile, but I’m
dying inside.  The ache of my core becomes too much to bear.  I try to push my
knees together to dull the pain, but Alex quickly stops me and pushes my thighs
even farther apart.


“Do you know how
sexy you look right now?”  I shake my head and lean back on my hands, gripping
the sheets, trying desperately to fight the intense throbbing between my legs. 
“The look on your face begging me to take you…your breasts swollen and
heavy…and don’t get me started on the very sweetest part of you.”  With his
words, he runs his fingers through my slick lower lips before putting his
fingers in his mouth.  


Alex leans
forward and kisses my belly for what feels like the millionth time, but the
gesture could never grow old.  “What makes you even sexier, knowing our
baby is growing inside you.”  He sits back, studying me for too long.  Any time
where his hands are not touching me feels like an eternity.  


“I can’t do this
unless I know you’re mine.  No more games.  No more stubbornness.  From this
point on, it’s us against the world.  We either belong to each other or I can’t
do this.”  While he waits for a commitment his face shows every ounce of
resolution; his hands fisted, resting on top of his naked thighs.  Waiting.


My eyes run the
length of his body before ending on his impressive erection.  Even with his
declaration, right now I can’t do anything but beg.  I need release.  I can’t
deal with this pulsating pain and because of this I ignore his please with a
loud moan, “Please Alex.”  


My hands let go
of the covers and run over my thighs before touching my achy apex.  I grind
against one hand as my other caresses my breast.  I bring myself to the brink,
staring at Alex imagining he replaced my small hands with his strong ones,
helping me to my climax.  His crystal blue eyes are aflame with need.  


But, instead of
taking hold and quenching my growing hunger, he stills my hands.  “You’re gonna
need to stop, Hart.  I don’t know how much more I can take.”  Alex flexes his
fingers against my wrists.  “I need an answer.”


I wriggle
against his hold practically crying out in need as Alex pushes me against the
covers and straddles my body.  “It hurts, Alex please.”


He tilts his
head, kissing me with restraint.  “Then say it.”  


I would say
anything in this moment, and he knows it.  But this time, I’m only saying
what’s in my heart.  The truth.  “We belong to each other.  Always have, always
will.  I fought you for too long, but I can’t fight anymore.  I want this,
please Alex,” I beg, my voice practically a whisper as my body arches.


No longer in
control, Alex kisses me with unbridled passion.  His tongue exploring every
inch of my mouth, I capture his groan with my eager lips.  I take his nipple in
my mouth and lightly nibble against it as my fingers work at clawing every inch
of him, the need to be closer almost painful.  A sound so exhilarating escapes
my lips when Alex runs his mouth along the curve of my neck, down to my
breasts.  I giggle and I love it.  


I’m done with
the games.  I’m done with the begging.  I want him, I need him.  There’s no
more fight left in me to care about anything but him.  And no more waiting.  I
reach down and take his shaft, placing it at my entrance.  My hand runs over
his length, soft and strong.  Alex hisses.


“I should
torture you like you tortured me tonight.”  I nip at his ear and squeeze him,
drawing a moan while he buries his head in the nape of my neck.  “But, you’re
in luck ‘cause I can’t bear not having you inside me for one minute longer.” 


With that, I
lift my hips and pull him into me simultaneously.  With our bodies united, we
both sigh in unison.  The war of our hearts is over and the victor is the family
we intend to build.  Together.  It’s such a heady feeling, the movement of Alex
inside me, our baby nestled safely between us.  But one I’m beginning to enjoy
immensely.


I expected Alex
to ravage me, but his movements are careful; as if he thinks I’m made of
glass.  Almost his entire weight is supported on his arms; his moves are slow
and deliberate.  Don’t get me wrong, it feels incredible, but not what my body
craves right now.  


I reach up
taking his face between my hands.  I gaze into his eyes and I can see him
fighting to keep control; to make certain his movements are sweet and soft. 
“Hey, what’s wrong?”  Alex shakes his head, trying to look away.  I moan in
pleasure and kiss him deeply hoping to stir his passion to the surface.  


I push my hips harder
against him, but Alex continues to linger with no sense of urgency. 
Frustration builds and I push against his chest, rolling us over so I can
straddle his hips; our bodies stay connected.  I roll against his body, pushing
and pulling my hips against him.  


Alex grips my
hips, slowing me again so he can lift his torso and take my nipple into his
mouth.  His hands reach up, grasping my shoulders from behind, stilling me
against him.  I groan in frustration as Alex sucks on my breast.  When his
finger reaches my clit, he begins to massage it slowly.  Everything is too
slow, too sweet, too gentle.  


I take a deep
breath, trying to relax before I let my frustration take over.  “Alex, what are
you doing?” I question, while he continues to focus on my swollen breast.  


Still no words,
he shakes his head again and applies pressure with his busy hand.  My eyes
flutter closed, my body building to climax.  This wasn’t the way I wanted to
have an orgasm.  I wanted Alex deep in me, punishing me with each aggressive
thrust.  Instead he’s holding out, I can see it in the tension of his face and
the strain of his neck muscles.  What I don’t get is why.    


Although
frustrated, I still come, but only by myself.  I push against Alex’s chest and
stand.  He winces when I pull his hardness out of me and move to the side of
the bed.  Alex leans on his elbows, a look of confusion spread across his face.


I point to the
bed.  “What the fuck was that?”  


“Elyssa, come
back over here,” he demands calmly, yet his breath still erratic.   


“If I wanted to
come by myself I could have used a vibrator, Alex.  Why are you handling me
like I’m going to break?”  


He stands, his
shaft still glistening from my need.  My stomach clenches, the flame of desire
builds inside me instantaneously.  My eyes run over his strained erection, up
the V of his lower abdomen, to the defined lines of his six pack.  It’s when I
look past his powerful chest and settle on his face that I realize…he’s
worried.  I step back until I’m flush against the built in vanity.  


I’m normally not
so comfortable naked, but sexual frustration obviously wins over my bashful
nature.  It’s not until Alex advances towards me that a deep blush sweeps over
my skin, head to toe.


“Come here,
Elyssa,” he orders with his deep, almost menacing voice.


“Why?  So you
can treat me like a damn china doll?”  He pushes closer and I’m trapped, so I
do the only thing I can think of.  I defiantly cross my arms and scowl.  


“You’re so
fucking sexy when you’re angry.”  Okay, so I didn’t get my point across.


The wind is
knocked out of me when Alex pulls me against him.  “You’re pregnant.  How do I
know that I won’t hurt you?”  His voice is soft as he lifts me, resting my bare
behind on the vanity counter.  “Because trust me, Elyssa, I want nothing more
than to take that sweet cunt of yours and pound you so hard your eyes roll to
the back of your head.”  And then he’s not so sweet, and fuck if I don’t orgasm
from his words alone.  


Mouth salivating
at the thought, he needs to know he’s not going to hurt me, or the baby. 
“You’re not going to hurt me, Alex.  But you are going to drive me insane if
this is what I have to look forward to for the next eight months.”


Alex rests his
hands against my stomach and looks up at me with worry.  “I was just worried
about the baby.”  And with that, my ire disappears.


I wrap my arms
around him and bring him in for a kiss.  “I’m sorry I was so hard on you. 
These pregnancy hormones are out of control.”  I giggle as I apologize for not
taking his feelings into consideration.  Of course he would be concerned about
the baby.  “I love that you thought of my needs instead of just taking what you
needed.”  I kiss him again.  “But can we talk about that eye roll you
promised?”


The tension
lifts from his shoulders as he rests his forehead against mine.  It’s not until
now that I realize the vanity lines up perfectly with Alex’s erection.  I grip
him and move to the edge of the counter.  “You are insatiable, my Hart.”  I
lift my eyebrow and give him a seductive grin before reaching and pulling him
into me.  “You feel incredible.  Do you even know how hard it was to hold
back?  Especially when you’re on top of me, riding me, taking all I have to
give.”


I lean back,
holding myself up as Alex grips my hips and begins to move with more fervor.  “You’ll
tell me if something’s wrong?  If I’m hurting you?”  I nod my head and moan
with pleasure when he grips me tighter and begins to grind against me.


I can’t say that
I didn’t ask for it.  The instant I give him the green light, Alex moves with
urgency.  His hands are rough, gripping me tighter as he pounds into me.  “Is
this what you wanted?” Alex’s voice turns raspy, thrusting into me over and
over again.


“Yes.  Oh Fuck. 
Harder.”


With a growl,
his hot mouth crashes against mine as he lifts me from the vanity, turning to
make our way to the bed.  When my back collides with the cool comforter, Alex
lifts both of my legs to settle them on his shoulders.


“Keep your legs
together.”  I do as I’m told as Alex lifts my hips, pulling me into him harder
and harder.  “Fuck.  You’re gonna kill me.”  My insides clench when I come for
the second time, this time more satisfyingly complete because I finally hear
Alex moan my name with his own release.  


I fall against
the bed, my body putty, glistening with sweat and Alex.


“Better?” he
asks.  Brushing my hair away, he pelts me with small kisses all over my
shoulder.


“Absolutely,” I
chuckle; grasping his arms to pull them tighter around me.


We lay still,
our breathing eventually evening out.  Allowing my eyes to flutter shut from
exhaustion, I mumble an incoherent, “Hmmm?” when Alex breaks the silence.


 “Would you have
told me about the baby?  I mean, if it wasn’t for me pushing you, were you
planning on telling me?”  It’s not the question that troubles me, but the tone
of his voice.


I turn to face
him, stroking his cheek as I gaze along his worrisome face.  “Honestly, I’ve
wanted to tell you since the moment I found out.  I just didn’t know how. 
Remember when you came over after Thanksgiving?  I found out that night and I
was a mess.  I planned on telling you then, but everything you said made me
think twice.  You were finally letting me go, after all the hurt, I couldn’t do
that to you.  Not when we were still figuring out how to be.  And then, it just
never seemed like the right time.”


“But you did
plan on telling me, right?  You weren’t trying to keep the baby away from me?”


I guess he has
every right to feel this way, especially after what I just confessed.  Even so,
I’m startled by his thoughts.  “Why would you even think that?”


“It’s just…maybe
you’re worried that I won’t be a good Dad or…maybe you think I’ll fuck
everything up like my Dad did.  It’s not like I have the best role model when
it comes to parenting.”


“Actually you
do…”  He lifts his head, looking over my shoulder, confused.  “Your Mom and
Nana.”  


“I love you so
much.”  The emotion laced within Alex’s words when he rests his head and
settles his hands over my belly, has me tearing up.  I’m not sure if he’s
talking to me or the baby and I don’t care because my family is complete and
for the first time in months I’m hopeful we can make it through anything.


 


Sunday, December 09, 2012


The smell of
bacon and maple syrup wafts through the room causing my stomach to growl and my
eyes to flicker open.  I squint against the rays of sunlight and stretch
against the warm sheets.  Before sitting up, I pull the blanket around my
breasts and watch Alex setting the table for breakfast. 


Walking around
naked doesn’t seem to sit well with my barely awake body, so when I step out of
bed, I wrap the blanket around me and am practically blinded by all the silver
lidded plates.  But not as much as the view I’m seeing of Alex in only his
boxer briefs with the sprawling city as the backdrop.  That vision stops me in
my tracks.  When he notices my company he quickly comes over, brushes his lips
across my forehead and ushers me by hand, leading me to the table.  


“Everything
smells delicious, Alex.”  


He lifts the
lids, showcasing all the food he ordered: bacon, pancakes, crepes, fruit and
muffins.  “I think there should be enough for you and the baby.”  


“Okay, maybe if
we were having octuplets.  You do realize we’re only having one, right?” I
joke, my eyes wide at the overabundance of food.


“Well, you said
this was the first time you haven’t been queasy since you found out, so I
figured you needed to make up for what you’ve lost.”


“You’re gonna
make me a fat-ass, Alex.  Then where will we be?”


“No way that’s
gonna happen.  I plan on working out that tight ass body of yours as often as I
can.  Sex is considered cardio, so it will balance itself out,” he chuckles at
my attempt to slap his arm.


Considering
where our relationship was just the day before, it’s nice to be able to sit and
enjoy breakfast with the man I love.  His dimples are prominent when he chews
and for some reason I love watching him eat.  I love everything about the man
sitting in front of me. 


“So, what’s
next?” Alex questions, scooping a fork full of pancake into his mouth.


Just as I’m
about to take a bite of my new favorite meal, banana crepes, I ask, “Next?”  I
think being pregnant has advantages if I get to eat like this every morning.  


“When we get
back, are you going to move in with me?”  


I immediately
stop chewing and study his face for a sign that he’s messing with me.  Nope,
he’s not.  Shit.  “You’re serious aren’t you?”  


“As a heart
attack.  How am I supposed to keep an eye on my girls if you aren’t with me?”


“Still convinced
we’re having a girl, huh?”  Alex nods, shoveling another bite into his mouth. 
At work he seems so grown up, but sitting in his boxers, eating breakfast, he
seems so young.  “Don’t you think that’s a little sudden?  We just got back
together.”


“A little sudden
would be me asking you to marry me, which I intend to do the moment I know
you’ll say yes.”  What he doesn’t realize is that I would probably say yes now,
with a long engagement of course, but it wouldn’t be right to try and explain
that to him.  Not right now, when we are just getting back on track.


“Alex…I don’t
know.”


“What’s causing
the hesitation?  Give me the list because you know I’ll have an answer that
will beat each excuse.  You know I have more than enough room.  When the baby
comes, there’s no way in hell you and the baby will be sleeping miles away from
me.  You can save your money and go back to school like you’ve always wanted.”


“What about
work?  What are we going to tell everyone if we live together?”


“Out of
everything I said you’re concern is work?  Easy.  I’ll switch departments and
then it won’t matter if we’re together.  Or quit…then I can keep you knocked up
and in my bed all day,” Alex jokes, raising his eyebrows suggestively at me.


“You’d like that
wouldn’t you.  Me locked up in your house, pregnant and naked just waiting for
you.”


“That would be
heaven.”  Alex leans over and kisses my lips.  “I want you happy.  So whatever
that is, as long as it’s with me, I’ll give it to you.”


I fidget with
the blanket and think about his offer.  I never considered taking this next
step so quickly, but I can honestly say it doesn’t scare me as much as it
should.  We’ve already crossed the point of no return.  


“You sure this
is what you want?  Because in a few months I’m barely going to fit through a
door.  I’ll probably cry at every commercial, have crazy mood swings.  After we
take this step, there’s no looking back, no do over.  Are you sure that’s what
you want?”  I bite my lower lip, looking at Alex with apprehension.  I don’t
want him making a rush decision just because he knows we’re having a baby.  


“Why wouldn’t I
be sure?”  Alex reaches over grabbing the ketchup and dousing his hashbrowns.


“How do you eat
like that and still look like that?”  I point to his abs.


“I’m a growing
boy.  Don’t change the subject.”  


“It’s just that
I don’t want you to feel pressured into this decision.  Nothing has to change
just because I’m pregnant.”


“Do you want to
live with me?  Simple question.  Because honestly, there are so many positives
when I think about living together.  I think about going to bed with you every
night, waking up with you every morning.  Cooking for you.  Taking care of
you.  Making love to you whenever I damn well please.  I don’t see a down side
to this decision.  Regardless of the baby, I’d want you with me.  LJ just makes
this more exciting.”


The man
definitely has a way of making his proposition more enticing than it already
was.  I may regret this one day, and I hope I don’t, but I want him.  I want
this life.  I want everything he can give me, so the only way I can answer him
is by saying, “Okay.”


“Just okay?  You
can do better than that.”  


“Yes!  Of
course!  Hell ya!”  I scream.  Alex rushes towards me taking me into his arms. 
The taste of Alex along with the sweet maple syrup is enough to complete my
breakfast.  


“Hart, I’m going
to make you deliriously happy.”  Kissing me, he pulls away the sheet wrapped
around me, and throws me over his shoulder.  Heading to the bathroom, he
suggests, “How about I start now?”  I giggle all the way there, already
incredibly happy.


~~~~~


“Hey sleepy
head, we’re home.”  Alex lulls me awake, brushing a strand of my hair behind my
ear.  My head is resting in his lap when the taxi comes to a stop in front of
my apartment.  I didn’t realize how exhausted I was after spending a few fun
filled hours with Alex this morning before we hopped on a plane back to Vegas. 
And yes, I mean that kind of fun. 


Grinning from
ear to ear, I stretch lazily in the seat.  Knowing exactly what I’m recalling,
Alex returns my smile right before leaning down to place a swift kiss on my
lips.  “It’s not fair how tired I am, when you look all,” I wave my hand around
in the air, “You know…you.”  


Alex chuckles
from my ramblings, but chooses not to respond.  Probably wise, seeing as if he
went down the same road my mind is on, we may never get inside.  Instead, he
slips money into the hands of the driver before getting out to retrieve our
bags from the trunk, leaving me to exit the car sleepily.  


Warm enough for
both the plane and the bitterness of Las Vegas weather in December, I’m
comfortable in pink leggings and an oversized white sweater.  I’m thankful I
was prepared enough to bring an extra set of traveling clothes or right now I’d
be freezing my ass off.  


“Geez woman,
what in the world did you bring with you.”  Alex’s biceps strain against the
sleeve of his dark blue t-shirt as we head towards my apartment.  


“I wouldn’t
start complaining now, Mr. James.  In a few months I’m going to blow up like a
balloon.  If you think that is heavy, how are you going to lift me and do all
those crazy positions if you’re complaining now?” I joke.  Well, kind of.


Alex swoops me
into his arms after dropping the luggage to the floor with a large thump.  I
scream in delight when Alex kisses me, his tongue exploring my mouth.  I could
live in his warmth for the rest of my life and it would never be enough.  He is
my home.  


The sound of a
throat clearing wrenches us from a lighthearted moment.  I break away from our
kiss and look up to see Alex’s eyes instantly darken in anger.  I’m not sure I
want to see who has put the look of death in his eyes, but know it’s
pointless.  Slowly, I turn to look at our interruption.  


My mouth drops
open in shock.  If seeing Oliver sitting on the steps of my apartment,
expression looking equally as troubled doesn’t bring me back to reality, I
don’t know what in this lifetime will.  I know he knows about me and Alex, or I
should say, he knows about my previous relationship with Alex, but this is so
far from how I wanted to end the weekend.


With his
possessive arm wrapped snuggly around me, fingers digging into my skin, I
barely acknowledge that Alex has lowered me to the ground.  Did I mention I was
in shock?


“Oliver, what are
you doing here?” I question, desperately trying to figure out what to do while
I look between the two of them.  Although Alex’s arm is around me, I grasp his
forearm to remind him he needs to stay where he is instead of pouncing in
Oliver’s direction.


“I knew your
plane arrived and figured I’d catch you at home.  Maybe take you to dinner
since our trip was ruined by some overbearing asshole with a God complex.”  I
groan internally and briefly close my eyes the moment Oliver throws verbal
punches in Alex’s direction.


“Oliver…”


He tosses a
bouquet of flowers on my doorstep and begins to walk towards us.  “I thought
you were smart enough not to fall for his bullshit.  People like him don’t
change.  He’s not going to be the man you need in life.  But that’s on you if
you want to deal with his need to stick his dick into everything that walks.  I
just thought you finally realized you deserve someone who knows how special you
are.  But, I’m the asshole, because apparently you haven’t.”


I can feel Alex
tense behind me before he pushes against my back; I grip his arm even tighter. 
“You don’t know me.  You know nothing about me.  You’re basing these
assumptions on what?  The fact that I fucked your fiancée years ago!  I did you
a favor.  She was a whore, she never told me she was with someone.”


“She was wearing
an engagement ring, asshole!”  Oliver lunges forward, standing right in front
of me; their noses practically touching.  I push against their chests and look
to Alex hoping he remembers I’m between them.  Oliver grabs my wrist forcing me
to look at him.  “For once, just consider something other than falling for the
asshole.  First Cole, now this dickhead.  Can’t you see that I’m the right
choice?  I’ve never hurt you and I never will.”


Tears pool in my
eyes, but only because I know he’s right.  I know Oliver is the smart choice,
he’s the safe choice.  I love Oliver, but unfortunately, my heart doesn’t want
the safety.  It doesn’t want smart.  It wants the never ending love of a man
that is my gravity.  I can’t fight against the instant pull I feel when I’m
around him.  I won’t fight.


Instantly, Alex
pulls me behind him.  “You’ve said your peace.  She made her decision.  Respect
it and walk away.”  Alex steps forward, leaving him and Oliver toe to toe. 
Alex is at least an inch taller and definitely bulkier, but the look on
Oliver’s face shows a determination that won’t give in to any of Alex’s
attempts at intimidation.


“I haven’t heard
her yet.  All I keep hearing is you running your trap, making decisions for her. 
You haven’t given her a chance to breathe, let alone make a decision for
herself.  If you would have let us go on the trip, I’m positive that she would
have made a different choice.”


A rumble erupts
from Alex’s chest and he reacts, pushing Oliver forward.  I grip his bicep and
push myself in his way, stopping him from attacking.  I know stepping in front
of them isn’t the smartest idea.  I know Oliver is right, he would never hurt
me, and it’s at this opportune moment that I dredge up the memory that Alex has
hurt me.  Physically.  The day that Alex not only beat up Cole within an inch
of his pride, he also pushed me.  Being pushed to the ground isn’t my idea of
fun. 


“Alex…” 
Nothing. “Alex, look at me.”  Nothing but a growl.  “Damn you, look at me.”  It
takes another few seconds, but when he finally breaks eye contact with Oliver
and looks down at me, his scowl softens.  “Can you please take the bags into my
apartment and give me a minute to talk to Oliver?”


Irritated with
my request, Alex grits his teeth.  “I’m not leaving you out here with him.”


“He won’t hurt
me.  We’re just going to talk, okay?”  


“Five minutes.” 
I nod and hand him my keys.  “Seriously, Elyssa, if you aren’t inside in five
minutes I’m coming back out here.  I don’t care what Oliver has to
say.”  I nod and Alex turns to pick up the luggage before walking to the door
of my apartment.  He turns and glares in Oliver’s direction.  “Keep your hands
off my girl.”  With a huff he goes inside, slamming the door with such
vigor that I flinch.


“He’s a fucking
Neanderthal.  That’s what you want?  You Elyssa…me Alex.”  Oliver starts to
pound his fists against his chest.


“Stop!  I didn’t
ask him to leave so you could make fun of him.  He’s not like that.”


“Yah, whatever. 
So what do you have to say?”


I approach him,
trying to keep my voice calm as our eyes meet.  Now that Alex is gone I can see
the real hurt in his eyes.  I know I did that.  I never meant to lead him on,
but I know I have.  I say the only thing I can, “I’m sorry, Oliver.”


“For what?  That
you fell for an egotistical asshole who will cheat on you.  He’s going
to fuck up.  You know I’m right, Elyssa.  He’s going to make you sorry you ever
wasted your breath on him.”  


Ignoring his
jabs, I continue on with my apology.  “You’re my friend and I’m sorry that I
hurt you.  I never meant to lead you on or give you false hope.  I used you
when I needed comfort without thinking of how it would affect you.  And even
though I knew you cared for me, I also knew that I’d never get over him.  He’s
my forever, Oliver.”  And that’s the truth.


“God, damn it!” 
Oliver’s voice echoes throughout my courtyard.  In anger, he kicks nearby rocks
out into the parking lot.  “No, no I refuse to accept this.  This isn’t how it
was meant to be.  Listen to me.”  Oliver rushes over, taking my hands in his. 
He’s so close I can feel his breath.  “Remember when we first met?  Remember
when I told you that you were my kryptonite?”  I nod my head, staring at his
face riddled with desperation.  


“You fucking
weaken me.  You make everything that happened before seem like a distant
memory.  Fuck Elyssa, I want you so badly.  It’s fucking killing me that you
continue to pick him.”  Oliver grips my hands, I silently sob not
wanting to hear this, but knowing he needs to get it off his chest.  It doesn’t
change anything.  It never will.  “I’m going to San Diego this weekend.  Give
me a chance.  No, give us a chance and come with me.  Get away from here, away
from him.  Just give me a chance to show you how life could be if he wasn’t
around to cloud your mind.”


My cheeks are
damp with tears.  Oliver reaches up with one of his hands and caresses my face,
wiping away each tear that descends.  I hate that I’m hurting him, but I need
to be honest.  “I love him, Oliver.  I don’t know what else to say.”  


“Say you’ll
think about it.”  It’s been said that a desperate man is a man to fear because
there is nothing he wouldn’t do.  As I search Oliver’s face, I see nothing but need
expressed in those emerald eyes.  He’s normally so lighthearted and carefree. 
And those loveable traits I’ve clung to for the past few weeks have completely
diminished.  I’ve done that to him and guilt is an ugly emotion.


“Your five
minutes are up.”  I turn to find Alex leaning against my door, arms folded
across his chest.


“Just think
about it.”  Oliver lets go, but not before scowling in Alex’s direction before
he heads to his car.  The screech of tires echoes throughout the parking lot
when I turn to Alex.  Somberly, I walk to him.  I clench my eyes shut and reach
out, expecting to meet his ire.  Instead, he wraps his arms around me and pulls
me close; breathing me in as he nestles against my neck.


His arms tighten
around me.  “You alright?”  I bury my face in his chest and nod, mirroring his
actions by breathing him in.  The scent of musk and citrus is home, giving me a
sense of comfort.  “Come on, let’s get you inside.”


The moment my
feet touch my carpet Rachel wraps her arms around me, leading me to the couch. 
Can this night end already?  I forgot she asked for sanctuary from her
relationship and stayed the weekend at my apartment.  Is she really not over
her fight with Bryan?  


“What the hell! 
Are you okay?”  I nod and sit next to her on the couch.  Shortly after, Alex
brings over a bottle of water and sits across from us in the recliner.


“I thought you’d
be back home by now.”  Rachel sits back, bringing her knees up to rest her chin
against them.  She looks young in her flannel pajama pants and tank top, with
her hair braided into two pigtails that fall across her chest on both sides. 
Now that I’ve gotten a chance to focus on anyone besides myself, I look at her
and can tell she’s been crying.  She slowly shakes her head, looking sadder
than I’ve ever seen her.


“Have you talked
to Bryan?”  She looks at Alex, hesitating about saying anything in from of him.



Alex looks
between the two of us before asking, “Do you need me to leave?”


I shake my head,
standing to walk to him.  Rachel looks at me with confusion when I curl into a
ball in his lap, resting my head against his shoulder.


“Rach, Bryan was
right.  I was being awful and I hurt Alex.  I never meant to cause so many
problems.  I love you for sticking up for me, but please call him.  I’m sure he’s
hurting just as bad as you are.”


Rachel shakes
her head in defiance.  “I said awful things to him.”


Alex butts in,
“He was pretty torn up when he called me.  People sometimes do and say awful
things to those they love.  I’m sure he’s over it and wants you to come home.” 
I look up at him and kiss his jaw before nestling back against his shoulder
waiting for my sister to make a decision.


Rachel nods and
heads to my bedroom without another word.  I lift my head placing a kiss on
Alex’s dimpled cheek.  Minutes later Rachel exits my bedroom carrying a duffle
bag, and an extra large grin on her face.  


I stand and give
her a hug.  She whispers in my ear, “Did you tell him about the baby?”  I nod. 
She releases me and rushes to Alex bringing him in for his own embrace.


“I’m glad you
guys worked things out.”  Alex smiles down at her.  “You sure are gonna make a
good Daddy.”  She squeals, hugging him a second time.  “I’m going to have the
cutest niece or nephew ever.”


Alex gives me a
knowing look as we see Rachel out.  The instant the door closed, “So Rachel
knew?”  I nod.  “For how long?”


“The day after
Thanksgiving.  She went to my first appointment with me.”  I walk into the
kitchen and look through my purse.  It only takes me a second to find what I’m
looking for and take it to Alex.  It’s time he meets his LJ.


He stares at my
hand for an absurdly long amount of time, before reaching out.  Holding our
baby’s first picture I can see tears pooling in his eyes, threatening to spill
over.


“This is our
baby?”  I nod.  “I can’t believe I missed this.”  I walk to him, wrapping my
arms around his waist.


He grabs my
chin, forcing me to look at him.  “Promise me that I won’t miss anything else.”


Alex lifts me
when I wrap my arms around his neck, bringing his mouth down to mine.  “I
promise, Alex.  No more fighting this.”


Alex sets me on
the counter and lifts my shirt, startling me a little.  “If it’s okay with you,
LJ and I need to have a little conversation.”  I nod, just barely holding back
my emotions.  “LJ, you need to tell your Mom that I’m not going anywhere.  She
can’t push me away no more ‘cause we’re like two peas in a pod.  So, help me
out and talk to your Mom for me, ‘kay?”  


After the sweet
moment, Alex runs his fingers along my belly.  Even though the baby’s too small
to feel any movements, he probably doesn’t realize that and I won’t tell him. 
Not only because I’m selfish, but because we both deserve to cherish these
moments.






CHAPTER
16


 


Monday, December 10, 2012


Some compare
being in love to the sensation of flying.  I’m deathly afraid of flying, even
though the past few months are starting to prove otherwise, but it’s still the
same.  Being in love is just like flying for me.  Anxious, on the edge, and yet
somehow walking that fine line between safety and jeopardy.  I have a feeling
today is going to either make or break the life Alex and I are trying to
build.  


Alex left me
early this morning to head home and grab a change of clothes, but not before
leaving me with something to remember him by.  Our morning shower consisted of
soft kisses along every inch of my body as he lathered me from head to toe,
spending quality time on my belly, saying his own good morning to LJ.


After our
intimate morning I should feel like Jell-O.  Instead, as I walk towards the
elevators at work, I’m wound up viciously tight.  Last night we discussed our
plans.  The first step was that Alex would transfer to another division of
SHI.  He said he was already aware that the self-funded sector of the company
is in need of new management.  Even though it would mean a demotion, he would
take the hit knowing it would be a step in the right direction.  The second
step in our plan is to break my lease and move in with him as soon as humanly
possible.


Hence the
nerves.  I haven’t seen or spoken to Arianna and I know once she gets wind of
his plans she’ll be on a war path.   Stepping foot on campus, my rather large
spoonful of optimism has slowly melted away.  With the world on my shoulders,
it’s no surprise I didn’t notice my traveling companion as I step inside the
elevator. 


I should have
known I wouldn’t get too far.


With surprising
force, my face twists to the side with the momentum of a clawed hand.  I’m
utterly shocked and have no time to recover from the assault, when I’m forced
back into the wall, shoulders pinned at my side.  Pale arms, tipped with shiny
red talons grip my shoulders, causing me to wince as her nails dig into my
skin.  Arianna’s stare is menacing.  I’m not going to lie…she’s scaring me a
little.  She takes her time and reaches over and pushes a button, instantly
halting the elevator from ascending to our given floor.


“Have a nice
trip?”  Her voice is eerily calm, sending goose bumps up my arms.  I can see
her psyche crumbling before me as she twists her head, cracking her neck in the
process.  You know how you can tell if someone has one too many screws loose? 
It’s in their eyes.  The way she tilts her head surveying me, eyeing me until
she sees me squirm.  It’s unnatural and it’s frustrating.  The silence thickens
around us.


I try to push
against her, but she is abnormally strong.  Must be the cup of crazy she
decided to drink this morning.  I wriggle against her strength.  “Get the fuck
off me.”  


“Since when
don’t you like it rough?”  Arianna pulls at my hair, the pain stinging my scalp
with each tug.  “Alex doesn’t know soft and sweet.  There have been many times
he’s left marks all over me.”


“Shut up!” I
scream, trying to drown out the sound of her vile words.  


“You realize
there’s no part of his body that I haven’t touched, licked, sucked.  I own
him,” she sneers, her breath against my cheek.  I cringe.  “We’ve been in his
bed, on his couch, in his kitchen.  There’s no place that’s just yours.”


I finally get
out of her hold, my chest heaving, I glare at her.  I rush to the control
panel, but Arianna is a second faster and blocks my way.  “What do you want,
Arianna?”


“We’ve already
gone over this, but you didn’t listen.  I told you, you don’t want to fuck with
me.”  Her nails tap against the elevator walls, still blocking my way.  


“It’s done. 
We’re done playing these games with you.  I love him!  I’m not giving him up. 
I’ve tried and I can’t do it,” I cry out.


“I never
realized what a glutton for punishment you are.  I gave you the perfect life,
handed it to you on a fucking silver platter and this is how you show your
appreciation?  By continuing to play with what’s mine.  By ignoring the
incredible opportunities I’ve given you.  Oliver’s just as good in bed.  He’s
not as experienced, but he still knows what he’s doing.”  My stomach lurches. 
I don’t know why anything she does surprises me anymore.  God, is there
anybody she hasn’t slept with!


“You know some
of the best sex I’ve ever had with Alex was after I told him I’d been with
Oliver.  He’s quite…competitive.  I figured he would be the perfect pawn to use
in this little cat and mouse game we have going.  I figured once he knew Oliver
had you, it would drive him to explore other avenues to forget about you.”


“I guess you
don’t know him as well as you thought you did.”  And thank God, she doesn’t
know my relationship with Oliver never surpassed a sweet kiss and comforting
embrace.


“Oh, I know
him.  I know him and I, we’re far from done.”


“We ARE done. 
Alex is switching departments.  We’re moving in together.  It’s done.  There’s
nothing left to decide.  We’re together and you’re just going to have to deal
with it.  I won’t let you control us anymore.”  


She laughs,
squealing like a pig.  “You’re just like your mother, giving away your life for
a man who will one day disappoint you.  Just like all the rest.”


“You know what,
Arianna?  I feel sorry for you.  Your entire life mission has revolved around
the misery of others.  It’s pathetic really.  And, it’s true what they say. 
Misery loves company.  Unfortunately for you, you’re alone.  Your husband can’t
stand the sight of you; you have no friends, so you fall right in line with how
miserable you really are.  Trying to take everyone down with you.  You and your
wretched life, it is pathetic.  You tried with my parents and even that didn’t
work because even in death they’re still together.”


A snarl erupts
from her chest when she pushes me back against the wall.  “Coincidental,
right?  That they died knowing your father was deep inside me just days before
it happened and your twit of a mother crying and begging him to stay with her
when he was so wrapped up in me.  You say I’m pathetic?  Have you looked in the
mirror lately?  You sound just like her, weak and pathetic to the bone.”  


“You’re dead to
me!” I scream, braving past her to push the button on the control panel.  I
know I pushed the right button when the elevator propels us in motion.


“You have no
idea how true that statement is.”  Her voice is practically a whisper as she
straightens her dress and takes a look at her reflection in the metallic wall. 
“I’m not done with you.  Mark my words, in the end you’re going to wish you’d
listen to me.  When all you love is taken away from you, you’ll remember this
day.”  


My body shakes
watching her backside stride out of the elevator.  My knees buckle and sobs
destroy my once jovial mood.  I slink down, hugging my knees as the elevator
doors shut.  


What have I
done?


 


Wednesday, December 12, 2012


Needless to say,
I’ve called out from work since Monday.  Maggie has been sympathetic and I’ve
even offered to work from home, but she insists that I rest and “get better.” 
Little does she know my ailment has no cure.  


Alex on the
other hand has been nothing but helpful and understanding, knowing this is all
coming at us so sudden, leaving me a reeling mess.  I didn’t tell him about my
elevator confrontation with Arianna.  I know, I know.  I should have.  But you
have to remember, even though Arianna is bat-shit crazy, Alex’s anger is a
whole other level of scary.  I would hate to see the two collide.


“Hey, you going
to pack or do I need to convince you to move in with me again?” Alex teases,
crawling on all fours, landing in front of me.  In light blue tattered jeans
and a plain white tee, Alex looks casual, relaxed, and ridiculously happy.  Not
to mention, that devious look in his eye can only mean one thing.  He feels
frisky.  The instant his hand touches my bare ankle, my skin flushes with
desire.


He pulls me
closer and I squeal with laughter as he pushes me back so that I’m resting on
my elbows.  My legs fall open wantonly.  His fingers roam over my thighs,
running over the thin cotton of my shorts and cami.  I love the feeling when
his stubble brushes against my sensitive belly.  I’ll wholeheartedly admit I
love playful Alex.  This is the new Alex: a person I wasn’t able to enjoy
before, but now I can’t get enough of.


I’m desperately
trying not to let Arianna get to me, but her words keep replaying over and over
again in my mind.  Even staying at Alex’s place last night made me uneasy.  I
tossed and turned, nausea taking over within hours of being there.  I used
packing as an excuse to stay at my apartment tonight.  Of course Alex insisted
on helping me, so here we are.  


“If you continue
to distract me, I’ll never get my stuff packed.”  I push against his chest. 
Alex leans back, sitting on his legs as he watches me pull my clothes back into
place. 


“You’re just too
damn tempting.  I can’t help it if my hands have a mind of their own.  They
either want to be on your tits, playing with your clit or inside you.  Or on
your belly.”  My stomach clenches as his words send a warm sensation all over
my body.


“Well, you need
to learn to behave yourself.  What are you going to do when LJ is here?  We’ll
never be alone.”


“That’s what
babysitters are for,” Alex smirks, again trying to move closer.


“Uh-huh.”  I put
my foot against his chest stopping him from getting closer.  I realize how bad
that idea is when Alex grabs hold of my ankle and pulls me into his lap.


Wrapping his
arms around me, he mutters against my neck, “Are you deliriously happy yet?”  


“Yes,” I murmur
before tilting my head up to pull his down for a kiss.  I love the taste of
him.  I love how he knows just how much pressure to apply and how he sucks on
my bottom lip.  I love the feel of his hands fisted in my hair as he ravages
me.  


We roll around
on the floor like two love struck teenagers for awhile before I remind him that
the packing is never going to get done at this rate.  Apparently, he really
wants us in the same space because at that moment he immediately releases me
and resumes packing my books.  


After a few
minutes, the silence intrigues me.  When I peak over at Alex, I confirm my
suspicions.  I don’t know how long he’s been at it, but when I notice the cover
of one of my romance novels, I know he’s been contemplating his next sentence
wisely.  I watch him, surveying each cover before placing them inside the box.  Finally,
he looks up and I can’t help my giggle. 


“Should we mark
this box as porn?” he jokes, allowing me to playfully hit him in his stomach.


“It’s not porn,
Alex!” I squeal.  “It’s romantic,” I say sweetly as he holds up a book with a
shirtless man, his chest glistening with sweat.


“Romantic huh?” 
Alex flashes his dimpled smirk at me.  “God, I must be pretty damn romantic
then.”


I laugh. 
“No…you are barbaric.”  


“Barbaric?  I
can show you barbaric if you want, sweetheart.”  He inches closer, his hand roaming
over my ass.  


“Alex…pack.”  I
slap his hand away.  “Be good.”  I pretend to reprimand him, when in reality if
he continued to touch me, I’d have to halt all packing progress and pull down
his pants and torture him the way he tortured me.


He feigns
pouting as he goes back to my books.  “Well, it sure as hell looked like porn
when you were reading it the other night.  I believe I saw the word cock used
at least eight times within two paragraphs.  That’s excessive.”


“Cock,” I purr
seductively, crawling towards him, climbing over his legs.  “Cock,” I repeat as
I lift his shirt, kissing the top of his happy trail.  “Cock,” I say again,
right when Alex sits up to allow me to pull his shirt over his head.  “Cock,” I
whisper in his ear a final time before running my tongue over his bottom lip. 
I can feel the rumble from deep inside his chest.  “Was that excessive, Mr.
James?”


“Fuck. Me.” Alex
moans.  “That word coming from your sweet mouth is sexy as hell.”  Alex pulls
me closer so I’m straddling him; his arousal rubbing against my core as he
grinds me against him.  Alex is gifted when it comes to knowing a woman’s
body.  He immediately knows where to touch me, how I’ll respond and
instinctually builds me up to the brink of insanity before giving me what I need.


As his tongue
begins to torture the sweet spot behind my ear, a maddening voice in my head
begins to repeat words from earlier in the week.  There’s no part of his
body that I haven’t touched, licked, kissed.  Distractedly, I try to push
the thoughts from my head.  Not so distractedly, however, that I can’t feel
Alex pulling down the neck of my cami to expose my nipple.  I close my eyes
tightly, trying to focus on his mouth instead of the string of thoughts in my
head.  I hate that my mind can’t shut it out.  


Alex must sense
my hesitation because he pulls away.  “Elyssa, what’s wrong?”  His fingers run
over my face, tucking strands of hair behind my ears.


“Just have a lot
on the mind,” I lie.  Well, technically it isn’t a lie.  But, we all know being
evasive is just as bad.


He rights my
shirt and pulls me closer.  Thankfully, he’s smart enough to know that play
time is officially over.  “You want to talk about it?”  


“It’s just my
silly hormones.  I’ll get over it.”  I try to push away from him and go back to
packing, but Alex quickly dismisses that idea and keeps me close.


“Hey, I don’t
want you just getting over things.  Talk to me,” he pleads, wrapping his arms
around me.


“It’s just.  I
was thinking…I’m moving into your house, and...”


He interrupts, “Which
will be our home.”  I nod, reluctantly.  I really am trying not to overreact
with the thought of so many women being in our home, but it may be a
losing battle.  


“I’ve been
wondering…just…well, how many other women have been there.  I know I’m being
ridiculous, but it’s hard to think of it as our home when you’ve had so
many other women there.”


Alex stills and
I know his answer before he speaks.  I hate this is bothering me.  I hate I
can’t shake the jealousy which has been running through my head since Arianna
planted that damn bomb.  Unfortunately for me, this bomb is my own personal IUD
and has been continuously exploding since Monday.


I shake my head
and pull away from him.  I stand and head into the kitchen to pack up the rest
of my plates and glasses.  I don’t even realize how frustrated I’ve become
until I drop a plate from my shaking hands.  My frustration isn’t with Alex.  I
want to throw something; preferably at Arianna.  I want to scream and claw my
way out of this damn prison she has me trapped in.  But really, how do you
escape your own head?


Alex rushes over
to pick up the pieces.  I kneel down to help him, but he stills my hands and
lifts me to sit on top of the counter.  “I’ll get it.  Stay up here until I
sweep.”


He grabs the
broom and dust pan and starts cleaning up, his face showing every worrisome
thought that must be scrambling around in that beautiful mind of his.  “Is that
why you didn’t want to stay at my house tonight?  Why you seemed so
uncomfortable last night?”


No words are necessary
as I watch him sweep up the ceramic fragments scattered across the tiled
floor.  He knows.  


“Well, there’s
only one thing to do then.”  It only takes him another minute, so when he
finishes up, he settles between my thighs.  I know he can see the anxiety
weighing on my face, but it takes him another minute to speak again.  I guess
waiting to make sure I’m fully paying attention.  “We’ll have to buy a
different house.”


Is he joking? 
He may think he’s doing me a favor, but he hasn’t thought about it long enough
to make that kind of commitment.  What does he expect to do with Nana?  The
home they share is the one she knows.  With her condition, it would be hard to
introduce her to new surroundings.  And what about Delores?  


“Alex, that’s a
lot of money to dish out just to deal with your girlfriend’s insecurities.”  I
wrap my arms around his neck and run my fingers through his hair, silently
loving he thought of this.  And that he doesn’t think I’m crazy.


“No, it’s an
investment for my future.  Our future.”  


What did I do to
deserve this kind of love?  I pull him in, deepening the kiss on the first
plunge.  My body reacts to the feel of his hands on the small of my back, his
mouth sucking on my bottom lip.  I love that I didn’t have to ask, that he offered
even though I know it’s such a hefty price to quell the storm inside my mind.


“Thank you,” I
breathe, resting my forehead against his.  “You are amazing.”  My tummy begins
to rumble and we both look at my naval and laugh.


He kneels down
so he’s face to face with my belly.  “I guess I need to get use to the baby
interrupting us.”  


“Alex, it isn’t
the baby…it’s me.  I’m always hungry now.”  I bite my bottom lip and run my
fingers through his messy hair.  That statement is true on so many levels.  I crave
him and pecan praline ice cream equally these days and I’m still in my first
trimester.  I can’t imagine how I’ll be later on in the pregnancy.


“Well that’s
good considering you told me you couldn’t keep anything down.  I need to run
home and grab a few things anyways, so I’ll pick up something for you and LJ.” 
He smiles as he stands, his large hands grasping the side of my head.  “Craving
anything?”


“Besides you?” I
tease.  Alex groans and tilts his head back as I place a chaste kiss against
his chest.  “Pecan Praline ice cream and anything else you want to get.”  


Alex pulls me
forward so I’m tight against him.  Instinctually, I wrap my legs around his
waist when he brings his mouth to mine.  I love kissing him.  The feel of his
tongue exploring my mouth and the noises he makes as he rubs against me drives
me crazy.  I sigh when he breaks away, placing a final sweet kiss against the
nape of my neck before he grabs his wallet and keys from the kitchen counter.


“I’ll be back in
an hour or so.”  Alex helps me down from the counter.  “Love you.”


“I love you,” I
whimper.  He smiles a cocky smile, knowing that I hate him leaving as much as
he hates going.  Once the door is closed I glance around my disheveled living
room unsure of what pile to tackle first.


“I guess I
should finish up the box of porn,” I joke to myself, walking towards the stacks
of books I have left.


~~~~~


The ringing of
my cell phone stirs me from my sleep.  After Alex left I finished packing up my
living room and the kitchen before I needed a break.  I intended on taking a
cat nap while I waited for Alex.  What I didn’t intend was to sleep for two
hours, especially since Alex should have been back by now.


I glance at the
screen and see a picture of Alex flashing at me.  “Hi honey, what’s taking you
so long?”


“Hart.”  Alex’s
voice sounds groggy, almost strained.  I immediately sit up.  “I didn’t want
you to worry and I figured if I called instead of the hospital that…”  


The moment the
word hospital is uttered I become frantic with panic.  “Hospital?  Alex, what
happened?”  I rush to my room in search for something to wear.


“Hey, I’m fine. 
I don’t want you stressing, which is what I thought I would avoid if I called
and let you know I was okay.”


“What hospital
are you at?”


“I’m fine.  They
will probably have me out of here in the next few hours.”


“What hospital
are you at?” I repeat as I throw a sweater over my head and jump into my black
tights.


“Same one as
Nana.”


“See you in
twenty.”


“Hart, I don’t
want you out at all hours of the night, especially by yourself.”


“Well, I don’t
want you in a hospital, especially when I don’t know what’s going on, by
yourself,” I argue.  I can hear Alex’s resolve break as he sighs into the
phone.


“Drive safely
please.”


“Always do.  See
you soon.”  I hang up, shoving my phone into my purse.  It’s not until I’m out
the door, practically running to my car when I come to a skidding stop.  


Out from the
darkness Cole steps into the small amount of light provided by the lamp
overhead.  The hood of his sweater is drawn, covering most of his face.  The
small amount of flesh I can see is his lips, which appear to be solemn.


“Cole?” I
question as I inch back slightly holding my keys close to my side.  “What are
you doing here?”


“I needed to see
you.”  His voice is raspy, as if he’s been running.


My eyes dart to
my car which, thankfully, is close by.  “I’m sorry I can’t talk right now.”  I
try to push past him, but he moves in my way.


“What are you in
a rush for?”  It’s not the question that scares me, but more the tone of his
voice.  It sounds ominous.


“I need to get
to the hospital.”  I bob to the right hoping to move past him.  “Please move.” 



“You’ll always
be my best friend.  You know that right?  I never meant to hurt you.”  As Cole
pushes closer I can see the desolation in his eyes as his hand reaches up and
strums across the apple of my cheek. 


Just as quick as
he came, he leaves and I’m left alone.  I shake my head, pushing past the
unease of his odd behavior and rush to my car.  I’ll deal with that later.  Or
maybe never.  My only concern is Alex, who’s waiting alone for me in an ER.


~~~~~


“Alexander
James.” I ask the nurse at the emergency room check-in desk.  My fingers are
nervously strumming across the counter as she searches her computer.


“You are?”


“His fiancée,” I
lie, but only because they normally only let family back.  Plus, Alex said he’d
ask me to marry him the moment he knew I’d say yes.  I wish he would just
ask me already.


“I’ll bring you
to him.  He’s still in observation.”  I follow the nurse down the sterile
hallway past several beds surrounded in drapes.  I notice several nurses
checking vitals and administering IVs as we finally come to the end of the
hallway, which is where I discover a sleeping Alex.


He’s still in
his jeans, which I notice have splotches of blood on his shins and thighs.  His
torso is covered in a hospital gown.  Tubes running from bags of clear liquid
are running into his left hands, which is covered in surgical tape.  My lip
trembles as I push closer and dismiss the nurse with a head nod before pulling
a chair closer, taking his hand in mine.


Alex stirs when our
hands meet and his head turns to face me.  That’s when I notice a bandage over
his right eye and a cut on his bottom lip.  My mind immediately starts
conjuring different scenarios that would explain his injuries. None of them
good.


“Hart, don’t
cry.”  I lean down to kiss the top of his hand and have to maneuver around the
gauze covering his knuckles.  “This is why I didn’t want you to come.  Stress
is bad for the baby.  Besides, as you can see I’m fine.”


My eyes well up
with tears with the steady shake of my head.  “No.”  I can feel my lip tremble
as I look over his damaged body.  “No-no, you are not fine.  You’re hurt,” I
choke out, gripping his hand as tightly as I can without hurting him.


“Sweetheart,
look at me.”  I raise my head, which had been resting against his forearm and
meet his eyes.  “Am I not breathing?”  I look at the rise and fall of his chest
and nod my head.  “Am I not talking to you right now?”  I look at his beautiful
lips, and although injured they are still fully, pouty, full and begging for
attention.  “I’m still in one piece.  I can walk.  So, yes Elyssa, I’m fine.” 
His lips perk up in a tight smile as I brush away my tears with the back of my
hand.


“There is one
thing you could do to make me feel better.”  


“Anything,” I
breathe.


“I need to feel
your lips.”  Only Alex would want something like a kiss at a time like this,
but who am I to deny him.  I partially stand to lean over his body, wetting my
lips before gently giving into him.


Alex being Alex
takes the initiative and grips the back of my head, his hand fisting my hair as
he thrusts his tongue into my mouth.  The urgency of his kiss accounts for so
much more than any words he could have used to explain how okay he really is. 
The closeness we share, the amount of pain and suffering we’ve had to endure,
has been pushed aside.  One heart-bending kiss is all it took.


With my body
splayed across him, practically taking up half the bed, I swallow his moans
when I deepen the kiss.  But, when Alex winces the instant I lean against his
chest, the moment of arousal has past.  I try to pull away, but his
stubbornness refuses my retreat and even in pain, he continues to pull me
closer.


“Alex, you’re
hurt.”  I place my palms against the bed’s railing and pull away.  “We
shouldn’t.”


“Fuck the pain. 
Now that you’re here, I just want you.”  He grips my wrist trying to coerce me
closer, but I shake my head.  Instead, I lift his gown revealing his lower abdomen
wrapped in medical gauze.  


I gasp.  Now
nothing he says will make me believe that he’s really okay.  “What in the hell
happened to you?”  I’m not sure what I thought happened, but the only logical
explanation was a car accident.  He wasn’t gone long enough for anything else
to happen.  Right?


“Sit.”  Alex
points his chin at the chair.  I settle in, continuing to hold his hand.  With
his free hand, he rakes it down his face before starting.  “I went home to grab
a few things.  It was dark, but I know my way around my house, so I didn’t turn
any lights on until I got to my room.  I wasn’t there more than five minutes,
when I turned to leave.  That’s when I heard something in the kitchen.  Oh,
shit...Delores…”  Alex tries to sit up, recoiling from the pain.


I push against
his shoulders.  “Honey, you’re obviously not okay.  Please lay back down.”  


“Did they
mention if Delores is okay?”


“Delores was
there?”


Alex nods his
head.  “There was someone in the house.  I couldn’t see his face because he had
a hood on.  He was standing over her.  I tackled him.  We fought, but he must
have hit me over the head.”  Alex reaches up, rubbing against the sore spot. 
“That’s the last thing I remember.”


As each second
passes, anxiety builds in my belly.  An overwhelming feeling overtakes me as I
struggle to catch my breath.  “I’ll see if I can find anything about Delores. 
I’ll be right back.”  My fake smile doesn’t go unnoticed by Alex.  He looks at
my questioningly, but I ignore him.  I don’t like the crushing feeling I have
in the pit of my stomach and have to get out of there.


I walk down the
corridor, away from prying ears.  I find a ladies bathroom and take my phone
from my purse, dialing frantically as my fingers tremble against the screen. 
Please God, don’t let me be right.  She answers on the second ring.  That’s not
good.


“Elyssa,
darling, what can I do for you at twelve-thirty in the morning?”  Her voice is
cheery and perky considering the hour.


“Please tell me
you had nothing to do with this?”  My voice trembles, right along with the rest
of my body.


“Whatever do you
mean?”  Although her words spout denial, they are laced with deliberate
sarcasm.


“You know damn
well what I’m talking about!” I scream into the phone, clutching at my chest. 
My voice echo’s through the silent bathroom.


“You know,
sometimes the universe has a funny way of working itself out.  I told you
people would get hurt.  You are a selfish little bitch and don’t care about
anything except for what’s between your legs.”


“Why would you?”
I cry.


“Don’t put this
on me.  This is your fault.  Why don’t you take responsibility for your own
actions instead of crying at me, expecting sympathy?” she laughs.  She mother
fucking laughs.  I’m going to kill her.  


I scream in
frustration, disconnect the call and clutch my phone tightly in my hand.  I
fight the urge to chuck it across the bathroom.


She did this.  I
know she did this.  She warned me.  She told me that I needed to stay away from
him and she would let him get on with his life.  Maybe I am selfish.  But, why
is it so wrong to want my own happily ever after?  


It’s not wrong. 
I deserve love and so does Alex.  But, I’ve said it before, and now I finally
get it.  What price am I willing to pay for love?  It’s taken both Alex and
Delores getting hurt for me to see past the veil of naivety I’ve drawn over my
own eyes.  I clutch my phone against my chest and slip lower and lower against
the tiled wall.  


I cry.  I cry
for LJ and for the fact our baby will probably grow up never knowing his or her
father.  I cry for Delores, for Nana, but most of all I cry for Alex.  


Sitting here, in
the women’s restroom of a hospital I’ve come to know all too well, I openly
weep because I know what I have to do.  











CHAPTER
17


 


Thursday, December 13, 2012


It’s well past three
o’clock in the morning before we struggle to get through my front door.  Alex’s
arm is over my shoulders, my arm around his waist, as we maneuver inside.  I
turn, slightly wary, before peering into the darkness wondering what could
possibly be waiting for us.  After a moment, I realize I’m being silly and turn
to close and lock the door.  Patiently waiting for me to finish the task, I
take Alex by the hand and lead him to my bedroom.


Before Alex got
discharged, I was able to confirm that Delores, although severely battered and
bruised, will be okay.  Apparently she bared the brunt of the injuries from the
hooded intruder.  From what the doctor explained, she was sleeping peacefully,
with the help of some heavy sedatives.  However, she is expected to make a full
recovery.  Thanks to Alex that is.  Her body wouldn’t have been able to handle
much more and Alex interrupted the assault just in time.  Thank God for
small miracles.


In addition to
visits from the medical staff, a few police officers came to get Alex’s
statement.  When Alex asked how they knew about the break in, they stated
someone called in an anonymous tip and gave his address.  The call came from a
payphone a few blocks away.  Alex didn’t discuss this any further and I of
course didn’t bring up my suspicions.


Throughout the
very long night, I was having stomach pains off and on, but I didn’t want to
add to Alex’s stress.  Hell, I was in the hospital.  I’m smart enough that if
they were that bad, all I would need to do is step out into the hallway and
search for another doctor.  They slowly subsided after the initial shock wore
off and by that time we were on our way home.  I figured at this point, it
doesn’t matter.  In the end, he’ll hate me anyways.  The how of it all is
irrelevant.


I settle Alex on
the edge of the bed, gingerly helping him take off his blood splattered t-shirt
and jeans.  He flinches when I raised his arms to take off his shirt, but
successfully maneuver it over his head and toss it aside.


“I’ll be right
back.  I need to grab a towel and clean you up.”  Before I walk away Alex grabs
my wrist and pulls me back to him.  I’m standing between his parted thighs as
he wraps his arms around me, his head nuzzling against my chest.  I can feel
his breath through my thin sweater.  The normally intimate gesture feels all
wrong.


“What’s wrong,
Elyssa?”  


“What do you
mean?” I ask, running my fingers through his hair, careful not to touch the
stitches on the back of his head.


“You’ve been
quiet since you left me to check on Delores.  What’s going on?”


“You could have
been killed Alex,” I breathe, barely a whisper.  


He doesn’t miss
a beat, “But I wasn’t and Delores will be fine.  She’ll be out of the hospital
in a few days.  I’ll make sure I tighten up security.  Everything will be
fine,” he says confidently, tilting his head up to look at me. 


He’s right. 
Everything will be fine.  But only because I’m going to do everything I can to
ensure it.  All I want is one more night with him.  That’s all I ask for.  Just
one more night.


“Let me clean you
up.”  Alex releases me, allowing me to go and get a washcloth and a bowl of
warm water.  Returning, I climb behind Alex, running the towel over his hair. 
I can feel the bump on the side of his head and can only imagine he was hit
quite hard for him to be knocked unconscious.  


I run the cloth
over his neck and back, washing away the dried remnants of blood.  Moving to
his front, I nudge Alex, settling him on his back.  I lean closer, carefully
running the cloth over his lips, forehead, and cheeks.


“It looks worse
than it is.”  His lips move against the cloth as I gently dab the cut on his
lower lip.


“Is that your
way of saying that I should see the other guy?”


“No, that’s my
way of telling you to stop freaking out.  You keep handling me like I’m a child
and that look on your face.  Stop looking at me like that.”  Alex grabs my
hips, moving me to straddle his waist.  He flinches with movement, but he’s
stubborn enough to continue.  


“You’re going to
hurt yourself.”  I look down at him, my hair falling in my face as I tilt my
head.  “How am I looking at you?”  


“You’re looking
at me as if you’re waiting to lose me.”  He’s being a little too observant
tonight.  If he only knew how true his statement was.  “I can deal with the
pain.  I just need you here with me while you do that.  Not off in some
alternate universe where we don’t make it.” 


I continue to
run the cloth over his chest, down his abdomen, avoiding the wrap around his
ribs.  Thankfully they aren’t broken, just severely bruised.  When I asked the
doctor how that happened, his assumptions were from kicks from a heavy boot
based on the marks.  Alex doesn’t remember being kicked, so they both assume it
happened while he was unconscious.  


“That feels
good, Hart,” Alex moans in appreciation as his eyes flutter shut.  The rumble
from his chest goes directly to my drenched core.  It’s awful to think about
sex at a time like this, but even with bruises and cuts, Alex still puts most
men to shame.


He’s almost
completely naked in just his boxers, which means his smooth skin is just
fingertips away.  This also means there are only two thin pieces of cotton
separating us and as I run the cloth over his skin, Alex’s erection grows and
begins to push against my core.


Leaning down, I
kiss his stubbly jaw before licking his ear and working my way to his neck. 
Alex reacts, taking my hips in his hands, pulling and pushing me against him. 
He hardens fully underneath me, his erection rubbing directly against my clit
which causes me to moan.


I pull his hands
away and move carefully down his body running my tongue along the lines of his
v before pulling his boxers down, freeing his thick shaft.  Alex pulls a pillow
underneath his head, flinching, but continues to prop himself up enough to
watch me take him into my mouth.


I keep my eyes
on his as I grip his shaft, moving up and down slowly as I suck and lick his
tip.  “Fuck,” he breathes.  “Take off your clothes.  I need you stripped bare. 
Now.”  He groans as his hands fist the sheet underneath him.


Thoroughly
watching me, I lift my sweater from my body to reveal my naked breasts before
taking him back in my mouth.


“Fuck me. 
You’ve been running around the hospital with no bra on.  I bet you don’t have
any underwear on either.”


I look up at
Alex through my lashes as I move faster up and down.  He knows the answer by
the look in my eye.  


“Show me.”  I
lift, pulling my tights down and kicking them to the side.  Just as Alex
predicted…no underwear.  “God, Hart you’re fucking perfect.  You’re all I need
to feel better.”  His lips lift in a dimpled smirk.


I move to take
him back into my mouth, but Alex pulls me up his body so I’m straddling him
again.  


“Alex I’m going
to hurt you like this.”  I rest my hands against his biceps, my eyes running
over his ribs, his knuckles, his brow; all bandaged.  


“No, you won’t. 
Just go slow.”  Needing him just as much as he needs me, I do as I’m told.  I
grip his shaft placing him at my entrance and lower myself slowly until he’s
deep inside me.


I ride him slow,
bending to devour his mouth.  If the cut on his lip hurts, Alex doesn’t
complain as he nips at my lips and tangles his tongue with mine.  My body moves
back and forth at a steady tempo, my nipples grazing his face and lips with
each movement.


Alex pinches my
aching buds.  The shock of pain adds fuel to the fire and I fight the urge to
move faster.  I want to devour him.  “Alex,” I moan, “If you want me to take
this slow, you need to stop that.”


 He takes hold
of my hips, lifting and slamming me down over and over again.  I tried to be careful
with him, but he has no sense of self preservation.  If he wants it so badly,
who am I to deprive him.  I lose all control and begin to grind against him,
intensely.  Rising and falling harder and harder.


“I love you,”
Alex whispers against my lips.  If it wasn’t for the overwhelming sensation
taking over my body I’d sob at those words.  Not because I doubt him or because
I don’t feel the same.  But because I’d give every inch of my soul to be with
him if I knew no danger would come.  If I knew those I love would be safe.


 My back arches
and my head tilts back as an orgasm jolts my body.  Alex is relentless.   If he
was feeling one hundred percent, he’d have me on my back, slamming into me. 
Instead he’s gripping my thigh with one hand while his other is running down
the front of my belly.  Finally finding my spot, Alex applies pressure rubbing
vigorously.


I moan as he
pulls me down, our chests together as he buries his face in the crook of my
neck.  I clench around him as he finds his own release, my second one not far
behind.  “I love you, Alex.  I always will.”  


I lay on top of
him until our breathing evens out.  It’s not until several minutes pass that I
look up at his face.  I can tell he’s holding in the discomfort of my weight on
his injuries.


“Oh my God, I’m
so sorry.”  I sit up, pulling him out of me as I move to the side.  I wave my
hands over his body anxiously.  “I know I hurt you.  Please, Alex, what can I
do?”


“I’d take all
the pain in the world if I could live buried inside you.”  I nestle my head
into his shoulder, his arm wraps around me pulling me to his side.  His fingers
strum up and down my spine as he sings me a lullaby.  I know what I have to do
and it’s not going to be easy.  Especially now.  When I seemingly have it all. 
It’s moments like these that I’ll miss the most.  Not the sex, but the bliss
afterwards.


“I love you. 
You know that right?” I murmur against his chest before placing a kiss against
his smooth skin.


“I know.”  His
fingers continue their lazy perusal.


“Always
remember, I love you.  No matter what.”


Alex turns his
head to me, speaking softly against my lips, “No matter what.  Now go to sleep,
my Hart.”


I settle in, my
leg lifting to drape over his as he rests a hand on my belly.  It’s then that I
hide my tears.  I close my eyes tightly, afraid Alex will notice.  But, sleep
takes over as I feel the rise and fall of his chest.  


~~~~~


ALEX…


My body aches,
but that’s not what stirs me from my sleep.  I turn, looking at the clock on
the side table that reads six in the morning.  I’m irritatingly alone in her
pastel blue sheets that she loves so much.  Out of the corner of my eye I see
my Hart, the mother of my unborn child, sitting next to the window, chin
resting on her bare knee.  Watching her, I’m filled with some emotion I’ve
never experienced.  It’s more than love.  Pride maybe?  I don’t know, but what
she’s given me is more than I ever expected.  More than I ever thought I
deserved.  But with her, she has shown me I am worth it.  I know it may sound a
little girly, but it’s overwhelming.  


She’s beautiful
of course, but when I finally get my head out of the clouds and back down on
Earth, I realize quickly there’s something troubling about this scene.  Her
eyes are red, swollen, but it’s the trembling of her lips that jolts me from my
groggy state.  My eyes flutter shut as pain radiates throughout my ribs, into
my chest.  My head is throbbing and my hands ache, but I could care less about
any of that.  I’ve been through much worse.  


No, sometimes
there are far worse things than physical pain.  I’ve felt it a numerous times
in the past few weeks, and I’m feeling it right now.  I know she can see me
pulling myself from bed, yet she doesn’t look my way.  Instead, her eyes fixate
on the window seemingly watching the rain outside.  


I stumble towards
her, but instead of accepting me into an embrace, she holds one hand up to her
face covering her tears.  Her other hand urging me not to come any farther.


“You’re
crying…”  


“I can’t do
this.  I thought I could, but…”  Her words are interrupted by the sound of
agony coming from her sweet lips.


“What changed
since last night?”  I try to move closer, but with each step, she seems to push
farther and farther away.


“I’m not going
to do this to you.”


“You’re not
doing anything to me.  It was just a bad night.  We’ll have our ups and downs,
but we can handle them.”


“You deserve to
know the truth.”  She bows her head, staring at the floor.  I urge her to look
at me.  To give me some sort of sign that she’s still in this with me.  I feel
like I’m losing her, but not sure what to.  


“Truth?  What
are you talking about?”  I wait.  Hoping, no praying, that she’s just freaked
after last night.  I should have known that she wouldn’t handle traumatic
events well.  After losing her parents it’s bound to bring up dormant feelings.


She’s clutching
her eyes shut as she shakes her head.  I can see her hands trembling as she
wraps her arms tighter around her legs.  “Hart…I promise.  I won’t let anything
happen to you or the baby.”


“We’re not your
problem, Alex.”  


I’m not sure how
I’m supposed to react, but with her words come anger.  What in the fuck is that
supposed to mean?  I never said her or the baby were ever a problem.  If
anything, they are a blessing.  Didn’t I show her that enough over the past few
days?  They are both mine, mine damn it.


“Never once did
I say you were a problem, let alone my problem.  I take care of what’s mine.” 
I look at her and try to show every ounce of determination to make this work
with her; to make our family work.  “And Elyssa, don’t ever forget.  You. Are.
Mine.”


Her hands are
fisted at her forehead, tears relentlessly streaming down her face.  Helpless
would be the only word I could describe how she looks.  But, then she looks at
me, and deadpans, “The baby isn’t yours.”


What the fuck? 
There’s no way I heard that right.  For a second it sounded like she told me LJ
wasn’t mine.  No.  No-there’s no way.  “What?”  No fucking way.


She doesn’t
answer me which immediately causes me to pace.  Slowly, trying to figure out
what the hell just happened.  Back and forth I go as I recall her exact words. 
The baby isn’t yours.  No.  The baby isn’t yours. isn'way.w she looks.  But, then she looks at me, and
deadpans, y word i n outside.    No, I can’t and won’t believe
this.  


“What the fuck
are you talking about?”  I continue, back and forth waiting for her to look at
me.  Instead, she continues to look out the vacant windows; her eyes reflecting
the rain outside.  “What do you mean the baby isn’t mine?  There’s no way.  No,
no way.  You haven’t been with anyone else.  That’s what you fucking told me!”


My body aches
when I lift my hands in frustration, and immediately they go to the back of my
neck while rage stirs inside me.  There’s no way she can take this away from me. 
This baby is mine.  She’s mine.  For once in my mother fucking shithole of a
life I finally had something; something to hold on to.  Please tell me that God
doesn’t hate me that much to be so cruel and give me a glimpse of what I’ve
always wanted, just to take it away.


“Alex you’re
going to hurt yourself.  Please sit down.”  I stop pacing, my hands still
clenched behind my neck as I restrain myself from tearing down the walls.  I
look at her and hear the plea in her voice and see it in her eyes.


“Do you think I
fucking care about this bullshit?”  I pull at my bandages, tearing them from my
stomach and knuckles.  My hands run over the strips of gauze, tearing them
away.  A burning in the pit of my stomach takes over and it’s either I bust
down every wall or I give into the emotions boiling to the surface.


She’s pregnant. 
You’d never hurt her.  She’s pregnant with some assholes baby.  Some asshole
has been inside her. She was screaming his name.  Shit, she was probably
thinking of him while you were inside her last night.  


“Shut the fuck
up!” I scream, dropping to my knees.  I can’t hold it in.  The pain is too
much.  I was never good enough for her.  I never deserved her and she realized
it while I was gone.  It’s not until she’s dropped to her knees in front of me
that I realize the tears I’m feeling on my chest are my own.


“I’m sorry,
Alex.”  She weeps.


“How could you
do this to me?”  I drop my hands looking into her tear streaked face.  There’s
something in her eyes.  I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I don’t have it
in me to figure it out anymore.  “I fucking loved you.  I wanted this baby more
than anything.  You knew this would destroy me.  Is that what you wanted?”


I flinch as she
leans in, whispering in my ear through sobs, “No matter what.”  Then she stands
and walks to the living room.  I guess that’s my answer.  It feels like hours
before I have the strength to pick myself up from the floor and throw on my
clothes.  


My limbs don’t
seem to work as I try to button my jeans.  I push through the pain of putting
my shirt on because the last thing I need is to ask her for help right now. 
Nothing makes sense.  We were fine last night.  We were in love.  Then some
asshole takes a cheap shot, I end up in the hospital and now I’ve entered the
fucking Twilight Zone where the love of my life is knocked up by some asshole.


Rage is such a
motivator.  It’s my only driving force that doesn’t cause me to throw myself
out this fucking window to stop the ache in my chest.  Instead, all I can think
about is finding out who this asshole is and ending him.  He took what was
mine.


I don’t look at
her as I walk through the living room.  I know I had a jacket, but I can’t even
hold it together enough to find it.  I need out.  I need air.  I need space
before I destroy everything in sight.  


 “You promised,
Alex.  No matter what.”  I hear her, but have nothing left in me.  I can’t.  I
can’t deal with her cryptic words.  I can’t deal with her period.  


My chest
tightens and the urge to breathe is overwhelming as I rush to the door,
throwing it open and rushing to my car.  Behind the wheel, the crushing sense
of emptiness hits me.  Some other asshole is going to be kissing my wife.  He’s
going to watch her come and he’s going to have his hands all over her.  He’s
going to live with her, build a family with her, and all of her smiles are
going to be his.


I clench my
hands trying to stop them from shaking.  There’s only one thing I know that
will dull the ache; that will stop the monster from trying to escape.  I start
the engine and make a beeline for the first bar.  After that, I need to stop
the realtor from making an offer on that house.  


Fuck. Me.






CHAPTER
18


 


After Alex left,
I went into quarantine mode and become one with my couch.  Not only did I feel
like an asshole for hurting him, but now the baby officially hates me. 
Currently waging war inside my womb, I haven’t been able to keep anything down
since this morning.  


So, here I am
twelve hours after I forced the only man I’ve loved out of my life, standing
outside of SINergy.  Apparently, this place has more than just Ladies Night. 
Considering I had a full proof plan to hole myself up in my apartment, I’m
asking myself why I’m about to head inside the one place I never thought I’d
return to.  


Janice called me
earlier when I didn’t show up for work completely freaking out.  Apparently,
she has a date tonight, with Trevor of all people.  She’s nervous, which is
understandable considering Janice is two spoons full of sugar short from
turning into Mary Poppins and Trevor is two stitches of clothing short from
stark nudity.  But hey, they say opposites attract, so what do I know.


So when she sent
up smoke signals a half hour ago, I immediately assumed that her nerves over
Trevor got the best of her.  Maybe she needed a wing woman to get through the
first part of the date, or until she had at least three alcoholic beverages in
her.  When Janice said for me to get my ass down here, I hesitated before
jumping off the couch and to her rescue.  I brushed my teeth quickly before
pulling on a pair of low rise jeans and my white fluffy sweater with the scoop
neckline, and then jumped in my car.  Because that’s what she’d do for me.


Now, looking
through the crowd at the bar, I find Janice and Trevor towards the far wall
next to the stage.  They both look unhappy, but not with each other.  She looks
pretty: hair halfway pulled up, held back with a clip with a silver butterfly
on it, a simple blue dress with a red belt that accentuates her waist and red
pumps.  She looks longingly at Trevor who’s dressed in a simple black button
down shirt and dark jeans.  His tattoos partially revealed and his hair styled
into a spiky mess.  However, his eyes are not looking at Janice with the same
appreciation.  No, he’s completely focused on the drunken mess sitting between
them.  Alex.


Now I understand
the smoke signals.  He looks awful; hot, but he’s definitely been drinking for
awhile.  With a line of shots in front of him, I watch as he tosses one back
after another before chasing them with a beer.  My stomach churns just
imagining what his alcohol level must be at.


Janice turns her
attention away from Trevor and scans the room and as our eyes meet, she stands
from the table and rushes over to me.  A wave of sympathy washes over her as
she approaches and pulls me in for a hug.  I wrap my arms around her.  Already
feeling defeated I let out a sigh.  Pulling back she apologizes for making me
come, but the look in her eyes tells me a different story.  Sure, she may be
sorry for me being there, but she’s not sorry because now she doesn’t have to
deal with Alex while she’s on a date.


“Thank God
you’re here, Elyssa.  I don’t know how long he’s been drinking, but it’s been
enough.  I don’t know how he hasn’t passed out.  Look at him, he’s drunk off
his ass, yet he’s still going.  He’s like a drunken energizer bunny.  I have no
clue what happened and he won’t tell us.”  Fortunately for me, or maybe the
whole situation in general, when I look past Janice’s shoulders, he’s not
looking in my direction.  Just like Janice said, he’s totally smashed.  


“He’s been
singing songs all night and tossing back shots like they were Kool-Aid.”  She
puts her arm around my shoulder as we watch both of our men.  Watching Trevor
try to cut Alex off and seeing how well that’s going, I sigh.  Alex doesn’t
seem very pleased as he pushes away Trevor’s hand in defiance.  “I didn’t want
him doing something stupid,” she pauses.  Her head looking in the direction of
a table full of women who are blatantly staring at Alex and Trevor in
appreciation.  “So I figured you would want to come get him.”  


 A group of
nearby women catches the attention of the waitress.  Their eyes trained on
Alex’s table as the waitress walks to the bar, fetching two bottles of beer,
then walks casually over to Trevor and Alex.  She bends down whispering before
she points to the table of women and walks away.


Trevor looks
around for Janice, realizing just now that she’s absent before lifting the
bottle saluting the group before throwing back the liquid.  I hear Janice take
in a deep breath as she watches Trevor enjoy his drink.  Then there’s Alex.  He
looks at the bottle for a minute before picking it up and instead of being
polite and waiving his thanks, he boldly walks over to their table.


My chest
tightens.  Even wasted he saunters in his sexy way towards their table.  He
must have went home before going out on his alcoholic binge because he’s
wearing a light blue dress shirt and black slacks that hug his defined waist.  


I can’t hear
their conversation, but by the way Alex is leaning on their table and the way
they are leaning into him, this doesn’t look good.  Janice tugs me tight
against her as we watch Alex.  Taking hold of her wrist, he plucks one of the
women from her group of friends.


Watching him is
like going through surgery without anesthetic.  Every cut, every pull, prick,
every single damn movement I can feel the pang of jealousy score through me. 
When his hand finds the small of her back as he leads her to the dance floor I
can hear the cracks in my heart as it begins to shatter.  Piece by piece.  


“He’s just
drunk, Ely.”  I nod at her, although I know it’s so much more than that.


She tries to
pull me to the table, but I stay watching as Alex wraps his arms tight around
her waist.  Her hands clasped behind his neck as they sway to the song, her
head resting on his shoulder.  Luckily, when one of the other women get enough
courage to ask Trevor for a dance, he dismisses the offer, shaking his head as
he looks around the bar for Janice.


“What am I supposed
to do about this Janice?” I whisper, not confident that my voice will hold.


 “Fix him.”  She
points in his direction.  I shake my head.  How can I fix him when I was the
one that broke him?  I shouldn’t even be here.


Alex and the
woman stay locked together until the end of the slow song.  When the tempo
picks up the woman turns around and rubs her ass against Alex, he in return,
grinds against her from behind.  


“I think I’m
going to throw up,” I tell Janice as I pull away from her and rush to the bathroom.



I make it into a
stall just in time; slam the door behind me and dry heave into the toilet.


“Ely, do you
need something?”  I can hear Janice through the door as I clutch my eyes
tightly.  Taking several deep breaths I stand, relaxing against the wall of the
stall.


“I must have
been a serial killer in another life.”  


“Okay Hannibal,
what’s up with the crazy talk?”


“I never said I
ate people, Janice.”


“If you come
back out to the table with me I promise to get you a nice Chianti and some fava
beans,” she sing songs.  It takes a second but I semi-giggle before opening the
stall door to a concerned Janice.


She brings me in
for a hug, breaking the tension with comfort and distraction.  “How’s the
date?” 


“Oh, just
perfect,” she rolls her eyes.  “Where do I start?  First he looked at me as if
I was dressed like a nun when he first saw me.  I know I’m more modest than the
women he probably dates, but he asked me out, not the other way around!” she
screeches.  I pull away hoping to avoid damage to my ear drums, but when she
realizes she’s gone a little overboard, she gives me a tight smile and mouths,
“Sorry.”


“Janice…”  I’m
sure she’s overreacting or letting her insecurities get the best of her.


“Oh no, that’s
just the beginning.  He asked me about my previous relationship, which I told
him about some of the issues with Kevin, and when I was done talking I noticed
he was just sitting there.  Staring out at nothing.  He froze up!  After that
it’s been awkward, but not as much as since Alex showed up.  Talk about a third
wheel.”  She throws her hands up in frustration.


“You sure you’re
not exaggerating?”


“Are you
exaggerating about Alex’s little bump and grind out there?”  She folds her arms
in defiance.


“You have a
point.”  I walk to the mirror, washing my hands before blotting tissue under my
eyes.


“You ready?” 


I square my
shoulders, “As I’ll ever be.”  Janice reaches over grabbing my hand as we get
closer to the door.


“Everything will
be alright.”  She mutters, pulling me from the sanctuary of the bathroom.  “Oh
shit…” she exclaims, trying to stall me. 


It’s not until I
look towards the tables that I notice Alex sitting with the woman in his lap. 
She’s all over him, nuzzling his neck, grinding herself closer, all the while
Alex chats with Trevor and grips his beer bottle.


When I try to
turn back around, Janice clutches my hand tighter and pulls me to the table. 
She pushes me into the vacant seat before going to hers and the only thought
coursing through my addled brain is, Worst date in the history of dates. 
I feel bad for Janice on so many levels.  Not only is her date not going as
expected, but she also has to deal with Alex’s drunken stupor.  I honestly
think her and Trevor would be good for each other.  If only he can get over
himself.  Remind me to kick him in the ass.  


As I sit with my
arms folded over my chest, I stare at Alex who hasn’t noticed me yet.  It takes
another minute, but Trevor’s eyes widen as he looks from Alex to me and then
back again.  “Uh-hmmm” he clears his throat, which finally catches Alex’s
attention.  “Hi E.  Don’t you look…”


“Save it
Trevor,” I mutter as I continue to frown at Alex.  My voice pulls him from his
mini makeout session.  He pushes against the woman’s face with the palm of his
hand to separate them and looks at me.  And what I see is not a good look.  Red
lipstick is smeared across his lips as he looks at me with bewilderment.  He
looks at Trevor and then Janice, who has her arm around me.  And then he looks
at me again.  His eyes bore into mine, begging me for something.  I just don’t
know what he could possibly want from me right now.  Not when he has a whore
still attempting to suck on his neck.


“Baby,” her
sugary voice causes my eyes to flutter with irritation.  I hold back everything
that’s eating at me right now, but not for anyone’s sake but mine.  


“Hush,” Alex
huffs.  He pushes her from his lap, wiping his swollen lips with his forearm. 
She stands with a pout, adjusting her dress as she looks between the two of
us.  


“Uh, excuse
me?”  She waves her hand in front of his face.  “Remember me, the girl you’ve
been all over for the past hour?!”  Alex doesn’t look at her.  He just keeps
his steely blue gaze on me.


“Hey man, E is
going to take you home.” Trevor looks between the two of us.  Alex shakes his
head, but Trevor continues and insists.  “Come on, you can’t drive yourself.”


“Any of these
women would be willing to take me home.”  He lifts his arm and points in the
direction of his lipstick friend who’s walking back to her posse.  “I don’t
need her.  Besides, I’m not ready to leave yet.  They haven’t called my
name.”


On cue, Alex’s
name is called from the DJ.  He stands and takes a moment to adjust himself
through the seam of his pants, drilling in the fact that he just had another
woman on his dick, and apparently she made him hard.  He pushes past the crowds
as he approaches the stage.


“Oh no, not
again,” Janice groans, shaking her head.  I follow her eyes and watch Alex. 


“What’s he
doing?” I question.  


“He’s been doing
karaoke off and on all night.”  


There was a time
when I’d quiver in anticipation, hoping that whatever words escaped his lips
would be directed towards me.  But tonight, I’m cringing when Alex trips up the
stairs before settling on a stool to adjust the microphone.  I remember our
karaoke night in San Diego and his perfect words.  I have a feeling that
tonight will be anything but sweet.  He chuckles, raking his hand down his
tired looking face before his fingers fumble with the mic cords and stand.  


“Helllloooo,”
his elongated greeting calls the bar to attention.  “Mic check one, two, one,
two.”  He taps his fingers against the microphone and chuckles at his own
internal ramblings.  “The next song I’m going to sing…well, let’s just say that
it goes out to my girl…”  His eyes meet mine as we lock in on one another.  I
hear a sigh from the lipstick girl next to our table.  “Well, she isn’t really
mine anymore,” Alex pauses.  Deep in thought he searches for his words. 


“Well,
technically she’s his since she’s knocked up with his kid.”  Alex
breaks our connection as he looks down at his boots with his brows furrowed.  I
see Janice and Trevor’s heads whip in my direction the moment Alex announces my
pregnancy.  I smile squeamishly and mouth that I’ll explain later.  Maybe.


Even though he’s
stocked, locked, and loaded with Jack, Jim, and Jose, Alex sings an acoustic
version of Bruno Mars, If I Was Your Man, better than most people on a
good day.  Each lyric guts me.  I watch, completely enthralled while he sings
with such emotion that you can see every ache he’s feeling.  Every painful word
rings out loudly for the bar to hear.  His soul speaks to mine, and it’s
literally tearing us both in two.  I stopped wiping tears off my face mere
seconds into the song.  I couldn’t keep up.


Janice and
Trevor come to my side, each wrapping an arm around my shoulder.  I smile, a
fake smile at best, and Trevor passes me a tissue.  I try to bat away the
tears; my eyes focus on Alex’s handsome face as he clutches his eyes tightly,
his voice breaking at the chorus.


I’m not sure
why, but something pulls my head toward the bar.  I notice Sandy out of the
corner of my eye.  She’s leaning against the doorframe of the back office
watching Alex intently.  Her face gives nothing away, but the slight shake of
her head and arms crossed over her chest speaks volumes.  She most definitely
doesn’t agree with his behavior, but at the same time, she’s not stopping him. 
She turns to leave, but not before we exchange looks.  I expect the same type
of ire that I would get from Arianna, but instead she looks at me with pity. 
Her eyes show empathy, not jealousy and this confuses me to no end.  What is
her game?


I turn back to
the stage the moment the office door closes. His head bows and the crowd erupt
in applause.  Shouts from males and females along with whistles coming from all
areas of the bar stir Alex into motion.  Getting up from the stool he stumbles
down from the stage and back to the table.  Definitely not the song I expected
or the outright admission of my pregnancy.


 He sits as
casual as he was before he left, grabbing at his beer bottle and tilting it
back.  


“You’re
pregnant?” Janice leans in whispering in my ear.  I nod, my eyes never leaving
Alex as I watch the liquid travel down his throat.  “Are we going to talk about
this?”


I turn to her
and lean in to give her a quick hug as I stand.  “Not tonight.”


Trevor stands,
bringing me in for an embrace, but not before his face turns to one of pity. 
“Be good to her,” I whisper in Trevor’s ear.  I pull back to look into his
eyes.  “Or else,” I threaten, before letting him go.


“He...”  I point
to Alex, who’s watching the tables around us including where his little friend
is sitting, “doesn’t need my help getting home.  He can catch a ride with one
of his little friends.”


I push my way
out of the bar, rushing in hopes of avoiding an embarrassing display of ugly
crying in a bar full of happy-go-lucky people.  I’m outside within seconds
clutching my knees, leaning over to take in deep breaths.  It literally feels
like I’m being choked from the inside.


“Why do you care
if I get home?”  Alex’s voice stirs from behind me and I startle.  He’s leaning
against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.  I didn’t even hear the door
open. 


“Regardless of
what you believe, I do care about you,” I wheeze and clutch my chest.  “None of
this is to hurt you.  I’m trying to…”  I stop myself.  There are no words to
describe what I’ve done to him.  Or for him.  Nothing that will justify the
hurt we both carry inside.


I don’t finish
my sentence; instead I make my way to my car.  Alex shuffles behind me.  I pull
the door open and quickly get in.  To my surprise, Alex gets into the passenger
side door and slides in next to me.  No words are exchanged, and I guess for
once, none are needed.  He sits silently staring out the window as I start the
car and head to his house.


The ride is
awkward.  The silence is maddening.  There’s nothing that I can say to bring
comfort to him.  Every excuse, or reason, I give him will be like digging the
knife in deeper since I made him believe that I’m having another man’s baby.  I
catch myself several times opening and closing my mouth immediately after,
afraid that whatever I say will make the situation worse.  


At some point
during the drive I notice Alex’s breathing has slowed when a small snore
escapes his lips.  Soon, I’m at a stop light, which gives me a chance to admire
him.  His long lashes that line his closed crystal blue eyes.  His mouth
partially open, his lips calling to me.  The way his hair hangs over his
forehead; disheveled in a way that makes me know he’s been tugging at his
strands all night.  


What I love most
about Alex, what I’m trying so desperately to protect, is the heart beating
within his chest.  Most men wouldn’t take care of their ailing grandmother
knowing inevitably her memory will fade and he’ll be nothing but a nameless
face among many.  Most men would have given up the second they were left naked
and in bed in New York.  Not Alex.  Most men would have laid hands on, or at
least gotten in the face of a woman after finding out the baby they were
carrying wasn’t there’s.  Not Alex.


Pulling up to
his house, I turn off the engine and try to softly nudge him awake.  He stirs
murmuring something, before succumbing to his heavy breathing.  I heard my
name, but couldn’t make out anything else he was saying.


“Alex…” I nudge
again.  “You need to get up.  Do you need me to help you inside?”  His lids
lift revealing his unfocused eyes, but he doesn’t say anything.  “I’m going to
help you inside, okay?”  Finally some recognition when he nods his head.


Coming around
the vehicle I open the door slowly, hoping to avoid Alex tumbling out of the
car.  Thankfully, he’s somewhat mobile and after he stands, I place his arm
around my shoulders.  At least he’s trying to support most of his own weight as
we walk to the door.  


I know he’s
still sore when I pull him into my side; he retracts like I’ve pushed at a
bruise.  Which, most likely I have.  Right now, I don’t care how bad he’s
hurting.  I need to get him inside and get out of here.  He’s not going to like
this in the morning when he knows it was me who brought him home.  And although
he reeks of alcohol, it goes to show how much of a glutton for punishment I am
when I breathe him in like an addict.  


“Where’s your
key?” I ask tentatively, even though I know I’ll have to fish them out of his
front pocket.  


“Pocket…left,”
he murmurs.  


After steadying
him against the door, I take a deep breath needing some composure.  When I
reach into his pocket, I know I’m going to find more than I bargain for.  He is
still Alex and last time I checked, I am still Elyssa.  Two magnets
attracted to each other.  I’m not ashamed of anything I’m going to feel; I just
know it can’t go anywhere.  Regardless, I reach into his pocket and feel around
for his keys, brushing up against his hardening length.  I blush and take a
heady breath before looking up into Alex’s strong eyes.  Which, of course, are
penetrating my stare.  Focus Ely.  


Shaking my brain
awake, I quickly remove the keys, cool my blush with my cold hands, and open
the front door.  We walk through the foyer, into a home I would have shared
with Alex until we found a place to call our own.  A place where only our
memories exist, where we could raise our child, love and be loved until the end
of our days.


I have to remind
myself that there is nothing I can do at this point to change anything, and
right now Alex is drunk.  I need to take care of him and get the hell out of
this house.  


I set Alex on
his bed and step away.  I watch him as he just sits there, making no efforts to
undress himself.  So, I help him out of his clothes and put him to bed.  I
kneel before him, unlacing his shoes before pulling them off.  His eyes survey
me the entire time, still glossy, yet still breathtaking.  He doesn’t push me
away, so I stand between his knees and take the hem of his shirt and lift. 
Alex complies and gingerly lifts his arms, helping me.


It’s then I
notice gauze covering the left side of chest.  My fingers brush over his
injury, but he quickly grabs hold of my wrist stopping me.  I pull away just as
his hand reaches out and pulls at my waist, moving me closer to his body.  His
hand rests on my barely noticeable belly, his fingers graze my skin.  I have
never fought against something so hard as I am right now.  There is nothing
more in this life, at this moment, than the want to pull him close, to run my
fingers through his hair while his forehead rests against my chest, to tell him
that everything will be okay.  Instead, my face goes blank watching him watch
me.


“I wanted
this…so damn much.  I wanted this…” his voice strains while he continues to
stroke my belly.  I’m unable to hide my emotions and cry silently, my hands
still at my sides.  “Why would you let me think it was mine?”  Alex lifts his
head, his gaze searching mine for any sort of explanation.


“I wanted it to
be.”  My voice is weak, practically choking on each deceitful word.


Alex lightly
pushes me back to pace the room.  Eyes menacing, he searches my face for
something.  Anything to make his pain go away.  He finds nothing in my blank
face.  He screams in exasperation, lifting his hands in the air before they
rest on the back of his neck.  Every inch of his muscular body strains when he
clutches his hands together.  I flinch as he growls before punching his fist
through a wall.  


“I fucking hate
you!  I hate what you’ve done to me.  You made me feel.  I was fine before you
made me care.  Before you made me love you.”  His screams elevate to the point
I have to cover my ears.  And then he puts his fists into the wall again.


I step back
until my calves are against the foot of his bed.  Anger has obviously sobered
him and now he’s in self destruct mode.  I inch closer towards the door as Alex
clutches his hands on top of his head, breathing hard.


I don’t get
far.  As soon as he realizes I’m trying to escape, he stomps over to me.  I
stand my ground with him knowing that I deserve his anger.  I’m not scared of
him.  I know he won’t hurt me, regardless of his state of sobriety.  Looming
over me, he waits to make sure he has my full attention.  “You running off to
him?” he growls at me.  


“No, I’m going
home.”  I keep my voice calm as he continues to look at me menacingly.


“You let someone
else stick his dick in you.”  I clutch my eyes tightly.  “You fucking let him
come inside you.  Was it good?”


I shake my head
as moisture escapes my tightly fastened eyes.  Oh, God.  I can’t do this.


“Did you pretend
it was me when you were with him?”  I bite my lower lip to hide the trembling. 
He pushes his face closer and the only reason I know is because I can feel his
breath against my cheek; his lips skimming across my skin.


“Look at me,” he
snarls.  “Did he make you come?  Did he get to hear all your moans and whimpers
that were only supposed to be for me?”


He wants me to
look at him.  Fine.  I open my eyes, showing him the dripping emotion as tears
start to cascade down my face.  I look at every inch of his rock hard body. 
From his sex lines that peek out from the waist of his slacks, up the ripples
of his six pack, to the peeks of his chest, the stubble of his jaw, until I
meet the intensity of his eyes.  If looks could kill.


Alex lifts his
arms out to the side as if I’ve crucified him.  I attempt to push against his
chest and get nowhere, fast.  Looking past his attempts of self destruction, I
love him.  I always will.  Today.  Tomorrow.  Forever.  


“I’m looking at
you, Alex.  I know you don’t understand it now, but someday…”  My voice trails
off, my body trembling as he pushes his way towards me.  The look of menace in
his eyes is frightening.  So unlike the Alex that was once mine.  “No matter
what, Alex,” I plead.  He promised, but I guess so did I.


“You’ve ruined
me.  You’ve killed everything I had left.  Completely shattered my existence.” 
He keeps talking, but when my eyes can no longer comprehend the man shouting at
me, I block out his words.  I deserve this and I’ll take it for him.  Right now
he can use me as his verbal punching bag.  I can only hope it will quell the
storm brewing inside of him so that he doesn’t go straight back to the bar.


“I fucking loved
you!” he erupts again.  He’s unraveling right in front of my eyes.  If I wasn’t
convinced by his words or the holes in the walls, the picture frame he just
yanked from the side table solidifies my assumption.  He tosses a photo of the
two of us across the room before grabbing my shoulders and begins to shake me. 
“How could you do this?”  


I panic.  Thoughts
swirl through my mind.  Alex’s words of anger, the look of danger in his eyes,
and the scent of alcohol catapult me back to old memories.  Memories I never
thought I would have to relive.  I panic because as Alex shakes me I know our
baby is in danger.  The thoughts or concerns I never had when I was pregnant
with Cole’s baby are in the forefront of my mind.  I tremble out of fear.  Fear
that the next few moments will determine the rest of our future.  I want
this baby.  I need this baby.  I need to know that I didn’t put us through all
of this grief to just end up with nothing left.


Frantically, and
with all my might, I push Alex away.  Clutching my belly and backing away from
him I scream with the sound of a thousand lions, to make him drop his hands.  Dropping
his arms, he backs away and almost collapses.  His eyes soften as he watches me
protect our unborn child.  The realization he was making a huge mistake clear
as day on his face, he pulls at his hair and scrubs his face.  


After a minute,
he takes a step forward, reaching out.  I don’t give him a chance and back away
even farther, shaking my head while silently more tears fall.  “Please don’t
hurt me!” I scream, stilling Alex in the process.  “I want this baby, Alex.  I
want this more than you could ever imagine.  This can’t happen.  Not again.  Do
you hear me?  I can’t let you hurt her because you’re angry.”  I shake my head
as I slide down against the wall clutching my belly.  


His voice is
calm as he drops to his knees in front of me.  “Hart… I’m not him…I’m not
Cole.  I would never hurt the baby and I would die before I hurt you.  I’m just
so…I wanted this too…I just wanted this to be true.”  He drops his head,
wrenching his hands together.


“But I guess…in
the end you’re lucky the baby doesn’t have my genes.  You’re lucky you’re not
stuck with a permanent piece of me because I just can’t do anything right.  I
would have fucked this up, too.”  


I almost lose my
resolve and tell him everything, but he beats me to it.  Just as I’m about to
tell him my lies, Alex’s hand braces my neck, gently pulling me to him.  He
leans in and kisses my forehead, lingering for a moment before pulling away. 
“I’ll love you forever, Hart.”  


Alex stands and
stares at his bed before letting himself fall against his cool black sheets.  I
pull myself up and watch as his eyes flutter shut.  “I’ll love you forever,” he
mutters again before his breathing evens out.


“I’ll love you
forever,” I whisper before walking out the door.






CHAPTER
19


 


Friday, December 14, 2012


“What can I get
for ya, sweetie?”  Overly cheery at six in the morning, the petite waitress
incessantly chews her gum while she stands with a pen in hand waiting for my
order.  Her gray hair held back in a black scarf reminding me of a style from
the fifties. 


Okay, I’m sure
you’re wondering where the heck I am and why.  Over the past week, Oliver
asked, then begged, then pleaded for me to go to San Diego with him.  Each time
I said no.  But, when I got the text, his “last ditch effort,” his words not
mine, to leave with him, I took the opportunity.  I know, I know, probably not
the smartest move, but can you blame me?  With all that’s happened, good and
bad, I needed some space. If only for a few days.  


When Oliver
picked me up from my apartment after I left Alex’s, I’m sure he could tell I
was crying.  I’m also sure the few tears I shed on the drive over weren’t
masked by the darkness of the night.  But he didn’t pry or push me to talk
about the situation.  He probably assumes my tears are because of Alex.  He
could have said a whole lot of hurtful things, because he hasn’t been shy about
despising Alex, making him the villain, when in reality Alex is only a pawn in
my wicked game with Arianna.


So here we are,
in sunny San Diego at a diner close to where Oliver lives, ordering breakfast. 
When we pulled into the parking lot, Oliver muttered the only words exchanged
between the two of us since we left Las Vegas.  He explained that it was still
too early to head to his house, saying something about not waking his parents.


Truth be told, I
may have to thank him later.  I’m pretty sure Oliver also wanted to give me a
chance to get my head wrapped around my thoughts before jumping into a family
filled weekend.  Something we both know I’m not use to.  


“Just some
coffee and the special,” I mutter.  The waitress turns her attention to
Oliver.  He’s clearly comfortable with his arm draped over the back of the
booth as he looks over the menu.  “Oh wait, can you change it to orange juice
instead.”  I mentally slap my forehead.  Coffee equals caffeine, which is bad
for the baby.  


“Sure.  Fresh
squeezed every morning.”  I muster a smile even though I’m dying inside.  “You
want your usual Ollie?”  She leans over and rustles his already messy hair.  


He smiles
sweetly up at her and nods his head.  “How’s business, Gale?”  Oliver glances
around at the full tables.  The place isn’t big, but it’s an older café which
has been kept up with a bit of maintenance.  The black tables and red chairs
situated in the middle of the room seem new, but the cash register shows its
age.  “Seems to be going good.”


“What?  You want
your old job back?” she laughs, and when I look over at Oliver he scrunches his
face.  The friendly banter between the two is endearing.


“I don’t think I
ever got a paycheck here.  I always had broken plates and free meals deducted
from my check.”  Oliver looks a little satisfied with himself, revealing this
tidbit of information.


“Free meals?” I
question, jumping into the conversation with a raised brow.


“Oh…Casanova
over here used to offer meals to all of the pretty girls.  With those eyes and
sharp wit, you’d swear we were serving up women and not food.  But then again,
that’s how he met the banshee.”  Banshee?  “Speaking of Melanie,
you must have the darndest luck because she’s out on the balcony having
breakfast with a fellow who looks more than a little questionable.”


Oliver’s face
darkens as he leans over to look out the bay windows along the far end of the
room facing the coast.  Outside, the tables are lined with white cloths which
are now basking in the sun’s rays.  From where I’m sitting, I can’t see what he
sees, so I stare up at Gale who is looking at Oliver with pity.  She seems
almost sorry she mentioned this so-called banshee.


I try to bring Oliver’s
attention away from the couple who seem to have captured his attention.  “So,
how many free meals are we talking about?”  


Gale winks at
me, secretly thanking me for ending the awkward silence.  “Tons.  What Oliver
never realized is that they came in just to see him.”  Gale leans over and pats
Oliver’s cheek.  “He didn’t need to offer free meals for attention.”  


The carefree
mood returns as his green eyes shine brightly up at Gale.  “No, I realized it. 
I just got bigger tips when they thought they were special.”  Oliver chuckles
when Gale playfully slaps his bicep.


“I’ll go put in
your order, big head.”  Gale walks away and Oliver’s bright eyes follow her.  I
get the feeling he’s avoiding looking at me, knowing that ever since she
brought up this Melanie person, now I’m the one with questions.


He continues to
look around, sipping his coffee that was just dropped off to the table.  “You
gonna tell me what’s wrong?”  Way to avoid the elephant in the room, or better
yet, outside on the balcony.


“You gonna tell
me why this Melanie person has your panties in a bunch?”  


“I’ll show you
mine if you show me yours.”  He lifts his brows suggestively, although I know
he’s uncomfortable with this topic by the way his jaw clenched when I said her
name.  “Ladies first.”


Squinting at
him, I worry my bottom lip and decide there’s nothing to tell.  Not right now. 
“It’s nothing, Oliver.”


“Can’t be
nothing if it sent you all the way to California to escape it.”


“I just needed
some distance; a minute to think,” I say a little too quickly, even though it’s
the truth.


“Is it Alex?”  I
wait a moment, but end up nodding.  Oliver sighs, waits a beat, and then
continues, “He doesn’t deserve you.  I wish you would finally realize that
there’s more fish in the sea, specifically a green eyed one sitting right
across from you.”  He’ll never give up.


I blush.  “One
day you’ll realize he’s really not a bad guy.  If anything, it’s the situation
that’s keeping us apart, not Alex.”


“Well, thank God
the universe knows better.”  He sits back and I notice his eyes darting over to
the windows facing the balcony again.  Now’s my chance.


“Your turn.”  I
face my hands towards him palms up, pushing him to explain, before clasping
them in front of me.


“Melanie is my
ex-fiancée.”  Hold up.  Thee ex-fiancée?  The one who slept with
Alex?  That ex-fiancée?  Oh, shit.  “Yes, the fiancée who slept with Alex. 
I can tell by that ‘I just swallowed a bug’ look on your face what you’re
thinking Ely.”  


Hell, I don’t
even know what I’m thinking.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around
everything.  “What is it that you think I’m thinking?”  


“Well…”  His
eyes graze over my face, my hands clutched around my glass of juice, to my
slumped shoulders.  “I’m guessing you’re wondering what she looks like or
wondering if he thought she was good in bed.  Or maybe you want to know if she
still thinks of him or him of her.”  


I swallow the
bile rising in my throat as Oliver continues.  I guess at one point I did think
of those things, but right now I’m still a little stunned.  Not once did I
think I would ever meet her, yet here I am in the same restaurant.  And of
course, now that he’s brought it up, I’m not going to be able to stop thinking
about it.


“You’re thinking
of everything I’ve thought of since it happened.  What do you think that does
to a man?  When your fiancée…the mo- the woman you’re supposed to spend the
rest of your life with ends up in bed with a business competitor.  Even worse,
I saw the look on their faces right after it happened, and if you’re really
wondering, they both look satisfied.”  Nope, didn’t need to know that.


It shouldn’t
bother me because it was way before we met, but to hear of anyone experiencing
pleasure at the hands of Alex, springs unnatural feelings to the surface.  In
addition to the unrivaled jealousy, I also feel an irrational anger towards
her.  In the process, she hurt Oliver.  Someone who I can honestly say is a
friend.  He didn’t deserve the pain he went through and he really does need to
let this guilt go.


“Oliver, I can’t
tell you how you should feel.  But someone cheating doesn’t mean you weren’t
enough for them.  A time, a place, an opportunity arose and instead of making
the right decision, she gave into her curiosity.”  


Oliver clenches
his teeth and lifts his sweater in frustration, throwing it on the seat of the
booth next to him.  Oh, wow.  If I haven’t said it before, then I’ll say
it now.  Oliver is attractive, hot even.  In just a white ribbed tank and some
board shorts, his tattoos cover his shoulders and expand to his biceps which
are now fully on display.  I know, I know, not the best time for the reminder.


“You still love
her?”  Oliver diverts his eyes back to mine, which have continuously drifted
towards the windows since Gale mentioned her name.  


Oliver shakes his
head, spacing out while he toys with the salt shaker.  “I don’t think I ever
did.  We were more together out of obligation than love.”


“Obligation?” I
ask, in confusion.


“There’s
something I need to tell you,” his voice drifts as he stares at his clutched
fists.


“Oliver?”  A
seductive female voice causes both of our heads to turn.  Wow!  I’m
assuming the Victoria Secret model look-a-like standing before us is none other
than Melanie.  Her black hair and bright blue eyes contrast, bringing attention
to her full lips and high cheek bones, and that’s just her face.  She has a
kick-ass body, as well.  Her tight jeans and black tank top show all of her
curves.  


Forgetting the
male companion she has her fingers entwined with, Melanie stares down at Oliver. 
As I watch the exchange, so does he.  I cringe when he pushes his greasy chin
length blonde hair out of his eyes so he can watch Melanie watch Oliver.   


“Hey.”  Oliver
seems tense as he looks between Melanie and her man.  I know Oliver said he no
longer loves her, or thought he never did, and right now I one hundred percent
believe him.  If looks could kill, both of them would drop dead on the spot.


“Oh, where are
my manners?  Rex this is Oliver, my ex.”  Rex wraps a possessive arm around her
waist and pulls her closer.  Melanie doesn’t seem too concerned with her man. 
Instead, her eyes alight with want as she eye-fucks Oliver, thoroughly
examining his flexed biceps, caused by his tight grip on the table.


I don’t know how
I’d feel in this situation.  Technically, it wasn’t Rex who caused Oliver to
break things off, but even in Alex’s defense, he didn’t know Melanie had a
fiancé.  But as I sit here, witnessing one of the most awkward situations ever,
I realize I need to do something to salvage the slow downturn of Oliver’s mood,
along with his self-esteem.  He’s already questioned himself more than enough. 
If I can do no more than help him save face, I have to try.  It’s the least I
can do.


I reach over and
pull his grip from the edge of the table and bring it closer, clasping our
hands together.  I can at least give his ex something to think about next time
she lets a good man go and breaks his heart for no other reason than to obtain
an orgasm.  Yes, it was with Alex and I’ll admit that I can understand the
appeal, but regardless, it was wrong.


“Babe, are you
going to introduce me?”  I put on a fake smile and look over at Oliver with my
brow raised.  Hopefully, he picks up what I’m throwing down and goes with it. 
His face eases, his boyish smile finally shining through as he squeezes my
hand.  Just play the role, Oliver.


“Sorry baby,
Elyssa this is Melanie.”  His eyes never leaving mine, he clings onto my hand
and tilts his head in her direction.  I was beginning to wonder if he
temporarily lost the man I know him to be.  His confidence that I normally see
at work, talking to clients, is finally shining through.


I turn to
Melanie and am met with an icy glare, through her thick mascara coated eyes. 
“Nice to meet you.”  I give her a fake smile before turning to Oliver, running
my tongue over my lips simulating a look of passion. 


“I didn’t
realize Oliver was dating.”  


“Well, it didn’t
start that way.  At first it was just amazing sex, but I guess I couldn’t get
enough.  So, I decided to keep him.  All to myself.”  Reaching forward, I brush
my hand over the muscles of his forearm, up his bicep, and settle on the
stubble on his jaw.  As my fingers run across the abrasive hairs, my mind
wanders to Alex.  An odd moment to think about him when I’m pretending with
another man to make his ex jealous.  But, it is just that…pretending.  Because
Alex is my reality.


Oliver blushes,
probably for the first time ever.  “How’s Mason?” her harmonious voice is laced
with venom.  Uh, who’s Mason?


“He’s fine.”  I
look over at Oliver’s hesitation.  “He’s a smart kid, has straight A’s and
everything.”  If I wasn’t sitting so close, I would have missed his under the
breath comment, “No thanks to you.”  Again I ask, who the heck is Mason?


“I’d really like
to take him for a few hours one day.”


“You know where
my parents live and have their number.  But, good luck with coordinating it,”
he chuckles.  “I’m sure they’d love to hear from you.”


I’m confused as
ever.  Hands joined, I was silly to think I could give him strength.  But instead,
Oliver is more tense and distant, and with that he starts to loosen his once
tight hold on my hand.  A silent war was happening between us.  He knows he has
some explaining to do and I’m smart enough to wait.  There is no way I’m going
to give her any more fuel to add to his fire.


“You think this
is funny?  I’ve cleaned up; I’m ready to be in his life.  I won’t let you take
him to a different state.  I’m going to petition to have shared custody
again.”  


“Why does it
even matter to you?  It’s been how many years?  He doesn’t know you.  Why fight
me on this now?”  Oliver’s voice travels throughout the tight space causing
heads to turn in our direction.  “You know what…we aren’t having this
discussion.  Have your lawyer talk to my lawyer.”  Oliver releases my hand and
crosses his arms over his chest in finality.


Melanie stomps
her foot like a two year old having a fit.  “You’re so fucking unreasonable. 
This is why we didn’t work in the first place.”  She huffs, crossing her arms
and frowning at him. 


“Oh my!  All
this time I thought it was because you cheated on me!”  Oliver slaps his hand
against the table as he turns to face her.  “Please, continue to enlighten me
with all of this new found knowledge.”


“You’re such a
dick.  I explained that.”


“Ya you were
high and lonely and blah blah blah.”  Oliver uses his hand to mock a mouthing
motion.  “Save it, Mel.”


With a puff she
tugs on Rex’s hand and drags him to the door.  Oliver doesn’t bother turning
his head to watch them leave.  Instead he closes his eyes and takes a deep
calming breath.  I wait patiently, sipping on my orange juice, attempting to
eat a few bites while he gains his composure.  


“She sure is a
piece of work,” I comment after my sip of juice. 


Oliver roughly
runs his hands over his face in frustration.  I can’t help but try to picture
her with Alex.  She doesn’t seem like the type of girl who would interest him. 
Then again, if you’re just looking for sex, I can see why she would be
appealing.  However, the moment that woman opened her mouth, I wanted to stab
myself in the ear in hopes of drowning out the faux sweetness of her voice.


“Thanks
for…well, you know,” his voice sounds so full of despair, so unlike Oliver.


“No problem.”  I
would do it again.


Oliver opens one
eye as if checking to make sure the coast is clear.  “I guess the cats out of
the bag?”  


“So, based on
the enlightening conversation we just had with Cruella De Vil, I’m guessing…” 
I don’t want to be presumptuous and be wrong, so I let him tell me.  Besides,
this is big.  He shouldn’t hide something so monumental in his life.  Does he
think so little of me, that I wouldn’t understand?  Or worse, not be friends
with him? 


“Yah, I have a
kid, Elyssa.”  There it was.  I never said anything, or rarely ever thought it,
but there was something about Oliver that I didn’t understand.  Why move to Las
Vegas if he was always back in San Diego every weekend.  I never imagined
Oliver as a Dad.  Then again, I never imagined me and Alex as parents either.


“Why didn’t you
tell me before?”


“Guess I didn’t
want to scare you away.  Being a single parent, it’s hard to gauge what a
woman’s response is to another woman’s kid.”  I nod my head.  I never
considered that.  Finding someone to spend your life with is already difficult
enough, not to mention the baggage that comes along with bringing children into
a relationship.  I guess I can’t blame him.


“Well, you
should have told me.  You having a kid doesn’t affect our friendship.” 
I tilt my head, accentuating the word friendship hoping Oliver understands.


“God, you’re so
blind sometimes.”  He shakes his head as he throws two twenties down on the
table and stands.  He extends his hand to me, “Ready to meet my family?”


I smile, placing
my hand in his.  I hate that Oliver’s so comforting, but everything about him
is just a band aid over the gaping hole inside of me.  I’m still bleeding, yet,
unbeknownst to me, he slows it down.


~~~~~


“Daddy!”  A
little boy jumps off the front step of the house the instant we pull into the
driveway.  His backpack bounces behind him as he struggles to run across the
grass as fast as he can.


“Hey, little
man!”  Oliver picks him up, swinging him around before pulling him tight
against his chest in a constricting embrace.  The little boy doesn’t seem to
mind.  Dark hair…check.  Green eyes…check.  Boyish smile…check.  The ‘little
man’ is a spitting image of his Dad.  “God, I’ve missed you,” he smiles,
kissing his son on the forehead.


Watching the two
of them together a wave of guilt crashes into me and my heart constricts. 
Moments like these, this is what Alex will miss.  What’s the point of living,
when half of you is missing, especially when you never knew it existed?


Pointing a
finger in my direction, his sweet voice rings with wonder, “Who’s that, Daddy?”


“This is my
friend, Elyssa.”  Oliver puts him down and Mason quickly runs to me, wrapping
his arms around my waist.  “Go say hi.”    


“Hi Lyssa.”  Close
enough.  How fricking cute?


I kneel,
bringing myself to his level.  “Hi Mason, it’s very nice to meet you.”


Suddenly shy,
Mason runs the tip of his bright superhero shoes over the driveway.  “Those are
some pretty cool shoes.  You like superheroes?”  


Mason nods, his
face lightening up.  “Ya, my Daddy says I’m gonna be as big as Thor some day.”


“Wow Thor! 
Those are some pretty big shoes to fill.”  


“My Daddy says
it’s good to have big shoes because women will like me when I’m older.”  I look
at Mason incredulously as he looks at me with pure innocence.  I look up at
Oliver laughing under his breath.


“I’m sure you
won’t have any problem with the ladies when you get older, Mason.”  I run my
fingers through his hair before standing. 


 “Are you my
Daddy’s girlfriend?”  God, how is that even a child can make me blush?  “Cause
I have a girlfriend.  We share bubble gum.”


I giggle at his
innocence.  What I wouldn’t give to go back to when things were simpler.  “No,
your Daddy’s just my friend.”


“Gampa, Gampa
Daddy has a friend.  Her name is Lyssa.”


The male genes
in this family must be strong.  The resemblance between the man who has made
his way over to us, and the two generations after him, is remarkable.  “Dad,
this is Elyssa.”  


We shake hands,
and just as instantly as I felt acceptance with Oliver, his Dad makes me feel
the same.  His strong, yet soft hand engulfs mine, and he smiles.  “It’s a
pleasure to meet any friend of my son’s.”  I smile and nod.  It would be easy
to get use to this.


“You taking him
to school?”  Oliver asks his Dad, bringing him in for a full on bear hug.


“Yah, the little
guy didn’t want to leave until he saw you.”  Oliver’s Dad points to the door. 
“You guys must be tired.  Go inside and make yourselves at home.”  


“Alright buddy,
give me a hug.”  Mason runs back to where Oliver stands and says goodbye.


Before getting
in the car, Mason whispers to Oliver, “Daddy you should share your bubble gum
with her.  She knows who Thor is.”  He giggles and slams the door to the late
model Charger.  Boys and their toys.  I guess this is another trait all
Prescott men share.


            Oliver smirks in my
direction.  I’m not sure if its pride or the uncanny resemblance Mason has to
Oliver’s persistence, but whatever it is, the look Oliver’s giving me could set
a woman’s panties on fire.


Oliver takes my
duffle bag and grabs my hand leading me inside.  “Come on, I’ll show you to
your room.”  


~~~~~


Their home is
warm, inviting, and reminds me of a time when I believed everything was right
in the world.  Once Mason came home from school, he was so excited that he woke
me from my nap, which was a good thing since I wanted to take a shower and
change my clothes before spending the night with Oliver’s family.


After a quick
shower, I pull on a pair of jeans and pair it with a simple pink blouse before
walking down the hallway.  The living room is lit with the crackling fire from
a nearby fireplace.  Oliver and Mason are laid out on their belly’s staring
over a piece of paper, which I assume is his homework.  


“What’re you
guys studying?” I inquire from the mouth of the hallway.


Both Oliver and
Mason look up at me as I get closer, kneeling on the floor next to them.


“Mason is the
star student of the week.  So he has to talk about himself tomorrow.”  Oliver
points to a poster size piece of paper with a large star fish on it. 


I look at the different
sections and notice a portion that asks him what his favorite day of the week
is.  “So what’s your favorite day of the week?”  


“Saturday.”  He
looks up at me as he explains, “I know that when I wake up, my Daddy will be
home.”  When he’s done, he tilts his head to Oliver and grins.  Honestly, if
that doesn’t warm you heart, I don’t know what would.  


I watch as Mason
draws a picture of him and Oliver, who’s at least nine feet tall in Crayola
world, throwing a ball to one another.  Oliver patiently helps Mason cut out
different pictures from magazines that he, with Oliver’s help, glues to
different parts of the poster paper.  


His masterpiece
is almost finished, final touches include a picture of Thor (of course), one of
his grandparents, and lastly one of his Dad.  I look over the paper and notice
the lack of a mother figure.  Regardless, Mason is a sweet, charismatic boy who
gives me hope.


Silverware
clanking nearby draws my attention to Oliver’s Dad.  While I observe him set
the table, the scent of something mouth-watering wafts in from the nearby
kitchen.  When I stand, Oliver’s hand brushes mine; we have a very short but
intense staring contest before he asks where I’m headed.


 “I think I’m
going to see if your Mom needs my help.”  He nods, giving Mason back his
attention like nothing happened, therefore so do I and I follow the heavenly
aromas like Toucan Sam.  I find Oliver’s Mom running around, grabbing items
from the fridge, chopping some shallots, and then running back to the stove to
stir.


“Do you need any
help?”


Oliver’s Mother,
whose name I learned when we came in the house this morning is Rebecca, turns
and gives me the same sweet grin her grandson just gave.  “Sure dear, could you
take the rolls out of the oven and place them in that basket for cooling?”


I grab the oven
mitts.  “Thank you for letting me stay in your home.  Your house is beautiful.”


She looks around
her comfy abode with love in her eyes.  “I’ve raised my family in this house. 
A home full of memories is what makes it worth living in.”


I hope to have
that; a home where I can raise my baby.  My mind goes back to the last happy
moments I had with Alex.  When he offered to sell his house and buy us a home. 
A home he intended to live in with me; where we could raise our baby together. 



My eyes roam
over the little knick knacks that line the counter top and the wall full of
pictures they’ve accumulated over the years.  My eyes start to water.  His
Mother rushes over and wraps her arms around my shoulders.  “Oh honey, are you
okay?”  


“I’m sorry,
Rebecca.  Really I’m fine.”  I try to bat away her affections.  What a nut I
must seem.  I come home with her son, meet the family, and end up sobbing in a
kitchen with his Mother and a handful of rolls.  Before I turn into a complete
mess, I respond with the honesty.  “You have an incredible family.  Just brings
back memories.”


She nods.  She
seems to know that I’m not going to give her more, and I say that because she
goes right back to stirring her gravy.  A little while later the table is
dressed with a roasted chicken, multiple sides of veggies, mashed potatoes and
a bottle of wine.  The doctor said I could have a glass, but I’ve realized that
pregnancy has made me super paranoid.  I don’t want to chance anything going
wrong.


Mason is the
cutest kid on the planet.  The way he tells us about his day, how he shared a
piece of gum with his girlfriend and she kissed him on the cheek.  If
relationships were that easy, then I’d share a billion pieces of gum with Alex
and we’d be the happiest couple ever.  Marriages would require a prescription
of Hubba Bubba and all would be right with the world.


During dinner I
also learned that Oliver’s parents have been married for thirty years.  Can you
imagine thirty years with the same person?  Well actually, I had those same
thoughts when I agreed to move in with Alex.  I pictured us during the
first day of Kindergarten, Prom, High School graduation, and everything in
between and after.  


It’s really kind
of sad that I’m having a beautiful dinner with the most perfect family, yet all
my thoughts keep traipsing back to Alex.  I desperately needed the time to
clear my head, but I was wrong when I thought distance would help.  Now my
brain is even cloudier than before.


“So Elyssa, do
you have a boyfriend?”  I choke on a piece of chicken as Oliver glares at his
mother from across the table.  “What?  That’s a perfectly normal question,
right?”  She feigns a look of innocence, but I can tell this is where Oliver
gets his mouth from.  His father on the other hand has been quiet, yet socially
pleasant. 


“Um-Uh…I’m not
so sure.  We’re…it’s complicated,” I stutter, twirling my fork through the lake
of gravy on my plate.


“Mom, leave her
alone.”  Oliver tries to come to the rescue, which is shocking considering he’s
usually the one strong arming me about said relationship status.  


“I’m just trying
to figure out if I have another grandchild coming in the future.”  Oh my
God, is this woman freaking psychic?  Baby yes, Oliver being the Daddy, no.  


“MOM!  She’s my
friend.  She just needed to get out of town for awhile.  Leave it.”


“Well, I figured
something made you move to a whole different state.  I thought maybe she was
the reason.”


“Rebecca, stop
emasculating your son.”  I giggle out of pure awkwardness while Oliver’s Dad
chews on a piece of chicken.


“What’s
emas-cul-ating?” Mason asks, trying to pronounce the word slowly.


We all look at
one another before erupting in laughter, ending the uncomfortable
conversation.  Oliver apologizes with his eyes as he rolls them in his mother’s
direction.  I tilt my head and shrug my shoulders in response.  No harm done.


I wonder how
much of Oliver’s pursuit his Mother really knows about.  I’m sure it’s more
than she’s letting on.  They have a closeness, a bond, that you only need be in
the room to feel.  There’s a flutter in my belly for the first time and I
wonder if the feeling is the baby or the unease of comfort I feel around this
strangely charismatic family.  


A glance over at
Oliver, I see him throw his head back in laughter after tossing a piece of
bread at his Dad’s casual nature.  They make it seem so easy.  Family.  It’s
been me, Rachel and Bryan for the longest and although we’re the three
musketeers, it’s never felt this easy.  It could be the emptiness we
feel from our parents’ absence.  It could be the fact that, although Rachel
tried to be a mother figure, she really is just my sister.  Regardless, being
here and seeing what I’ve seen with only a day under my belt, gives me
something to shoot for in my future.


“Daddy!” Mason
yells above the roar of laughter from the table.  Everyone quiets down looking
at the little brown headed boy.  “Let’s go watch a movie before grandma
emasculates you again.”  He giggles, grabbing his plate to take into the
kitchen. 


“You heard the
man,” Oliver whispers in my ear after casually picking up my plate to follow
behind his son. 











CHAPTER
20


 


Saturday, December 15, 2012          


All I remember
from last night was falling asleep during the movie, snuggled next to a
stretched out Mason.  When he grabbed my arm to drape it across his chest,
nestling into my shoulder, I almost lost it.  He’s the most affectionate kid
I’ve ever met, not that I’ve been around too many children.  There was
something so comforting knowing that he took to me so quickly.  


Jostled awake, I
recall opening my eyes to find myself tucked closely to Oliver.  He carried me,
infant style; arms under my shoulders and knees, my head resting on his
shoulder.  He must have already taken Mason to bed, because I distinctly
remember Oliver’s scent being the only one in the room.  I’m not sure what it
is about men and how they smell, but when a man smells good, it’s practically
toe curling orgasmic.  Oliver doesn’t use the expensive colognes, instead he
smells clean, like aftershave mixed with his natural rugged scent.  Not my
favorite, only because it’s not Alex, but he comes in at a close second.  


That right there
is precisely the problem.  For me, Oliver seems to always come in second, and
he, of all people, doesn’t deserve to be anyone’s second.  He is worthy of
being someone’s one and only.  


But, how can I
forget the selfless act as he tucked me into bed last night.  When his lips
lightly grazed my forehead, I pretended to be asleep.  The sheer intimacy when
a man shows affection when no one is aware is something to cherish.  A man with
his emotions, with no ulterior motives, is priceless.  When we made it into my
room, he decided to tuck me in.  I could feel him hovering over me, and after a
beat he bent down and brushed his nose against the nape of my neck and inhaled,
placing the softest, sweetest kiss above my brow.  The last thing I remember
before I allowed slumber to take me away was Oliver’s deep sigh before he
closed the door. 


I’m a little
surprised at how much rest I was able to get.  When Alex left for New York, I
was lucky to get in a few hours of sleep a night.  Tossing and turning, but
then finally giving up, only to be exhausted the rest of the day.  So,
considering how I’ve destroyed him and broken my own heart, I really am
surprised I was able to sleep through the entire night.  I guess Oliver has
turned into my own dream catcher; chasing the nightmares away.  I’m not blind,
though.  I know there will be a cost for running away, right into his arms.  I
need to tread carefully.  The last thing I want to do is lead him on or give
him false hopes.


Believe it or
not, I have learned from my mistakes with Cole.  With him, I never stuck by the
limitations of friendship and continuously forgave him when he overstepped my
boundaries.  For God’s sake, I forgave him after miscarrying our baby, along
with the years and years of him being overbearing and nosey as hell.  I can’t,
and won’t, make the same mistake again.


Now, its morning
and I’ve woken up to breakfast in bed.  Technically, I had already been awake
and on the verge of falling back asleep when Oliver came in with breakfast.  I
was woken up by my cell incessantly ringing.  Who, you ask, would be calling at
seven in the morning on a Saturday?  Who else, but an extremely panicked Rachel
wondering where I was.  I gave her the simplest explanation possible, but I
still got lectured.  I, once again, had to remind her that I was an adult and
she needed to take a chill pill instead of buying a collar and kenneling my ass
for the next eight months.  She conceded and let me go, hence the trying to go
back to sleep.


And, even though
I’ve had breakfast in bed many times with Alex, it was still sweet.  Oliver
even let me sleep in until eleven o’clock before nudging me awake and enticing
me with mapley goodness.  I didn’t ask about our plans until I finished the
very last bite, teasing him to thank his mother for the food.  Oliver pretended
his ego was hurt and reminded me that he made it all on his own, adding that
breakfast was a perk if I finally gave him a chance.  


I blushed of
course and chose to avoid the statement entirely, asking again about our plans
for the afternoon.  Apparently, his friends are throwing a barbeque on the
beach and since the weather has been seasonally warm, Oliver thought it would
be the perfect opportunity to get some beach time in.  Before he left me to get
ready, he warned me to bring a sweater in case it got cold, reminding me it is
still December.


~~~~~


Driving down the
highway, windows rolled down, wind in my hair, I should feel freer.  But, I
don’t.  I’m nervous and it shows; constantly toying with my ring while looking
out the window as the world whizzes by.  At times it feels like I’m living my
life the same way; it whizzing by while I stay stagnant.  I
didn’t realize we’d arrived at the beach until I heard shuffling and car doors
slamming.  Wake up, Ely.  Enjoy life while you can.


A crowd screams,
“Ollie!  Over here!” as we get out of the car and make our way down the sandy
path towards several picnic benches.  As we get closer, I notice a portable
hibachi grill has been set up; a blonde guy with long wavy locks squats next to
it, flipping the meat and watching over it meticulously.  


Oliver waves,
pulling me by my elbow towards the crowd, “Come on, they won’t bite.”


“I’m nervous,” I
admit.  I’ve never been one to hang around crowds of people, and since college,
I’ve avoided them as much as possible.  I know, I know, this isn’t a frat
party.  There are no predator’s waiting in the darkness.  But, knowing that
doesn’t make the situation any less nerve wrecking.


“Don’t worry,
I’ll protect you.”  He smiles back at me and I feel more at peace with those
five simple words.  Suddenly, Oliver comes to an abrupt stop, a bit of anger
and anxiety rolling off of him like waves.  I know, even before I look, what
has caused me to unexpectedly bump into him.  Melanie.  The one woman who will
always make him fall short; at least in his eyes.  


When I finally
do peek around him, I see the banshee herself playing Frisbee with her…well, I
don’t know what to call him; boyfriend?  I take my gaze off Melanie when I
notice a man with short blonde hair, wearing only red Hawaiian print board
shorts, approaching us with a look of mercy on his face.  


“Dude, I didn’t
know she would be here.  Shannon invited her before I knew you were even
coming.”


“A heads up
would have been nice, man.  What the fuck am I supposed to do about this?” 
Oliver raises his arms in frustration before slapping them against his muscular
thighs, effectively revealing me behind him.  I wasn’t trying to hide,
really I wasn’t.


“And who is this
beautiful thing?”  Ignoring the meltdown Oliver is having directly in front of
us, his friend questions him with a seductive smirk spreading across his lips. 
Can’t say the guy isn’t cute, what with his Southern California laid back
style.


Oliver opens his
mouth, but quickly closes it as he looks back at me.  At the restaurant, I was
his girlfriend.  So, because we already told Melanie this, I’m assuming this
little white lie needs to continue now that she’s here.  My heart beats
faster.  I’m not a good liar.  And, you know what’s worse than pretending to be
with someone else while you still love another?  Pretending to be with someone
else, while you still love another, all the while his ex is twenty feet away
bouncing around in dental floss giving you the stink eye.


“This is
Elyssa…my…” his strained voice elevates, looking between his friend and his ex.


I move to
Oliver’s side, take his hand in mine and smile sweetly up at him as I grasp his
bicep with my other hand.  Oliver immediately looks relieved and squeezes my
hand.  If I can make this situation more comfortable for him, then I’m being a
good friend.  Right?  Right…


“Girlfriend…I’m
Elyssa, his girlfriend.”  I reach out my hand to greet him.  Having other plans
in mind, he grasps my hand and brings me forward into a big bear hug.


“Nice to meet
you, too.”  I giggle nervously when Oliver’s friend tightens his embrace.  “Brad. 
The names Brad,” he says, reluctantly releasing me.  Oliver pulls me back by
his side and then proceeds to punch his friend in the shoulder.


“Keep your hands
off.  She’s mine.”  When Oliver brings me in for an even tighter hold against
him, I start to get the idea he might be using this situation to his
advantage.  


Brad chuckles
and leads us over to the area full of friends and tables full of food.  After
I’m introduced to the group, everyone seeming nice enough, I sit and straddle
the picnic bench.  Awkwardly aware of the tension between Oliver and Melanie,
numerous members of the group continually look between the three of us. 
Unfortunately, the loop between me, Oliver and Melanie is continuous and I can
see in some of their eyes the desire to witness the drama that’s inevitable.  


I sure as hell
didn’t come for this.  I came to get away; to get my head clear and have a game
plan in place.  But the situation, thus far, hasn’t allowed me a minute to
myself.  Instead, I have to steal moments when I can.


Like right now.


Looking out at
the ocean, the sound of the waves crashing, the wind blowing through my hair,
my mind wanders back to Alex, specifically our trip to San Diego.  When we came
together that weekend, it was magical.  We didn’t have a care in the world
except for the pleasure we took in one another.  It was exactly what we needed
at the time.  


But, herein lies
the problem that doesn’t seem to go away.  Being around Alex makes me forget
all that’s at risk by being with him.  Yet, when I’m away, I miss him with a
soul shattering ache that consumes me and takes over, leaving me a broken
mess.  I’m damned if I do and I’m damned if I don’t.   


“What’re you
thinking about?” Oliver whispers in my ear.  He scoots forward, his thighs
cradling mine.  I can feel his chest against my back when he inches closer.


I hesitate,
contemplating how much I want to share with him, yet knowing how it will
destroy the peace we have right now.  “You don’t want to know.”


“Alex?”  Too
quickly, I nod.  Oliver wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his
chest.  “You know, being with someone isn’t supposed to be this hard.  Loving
someone should be the easiest thing you do in life, like falling.”


“Well, falling
hurts,” I mutter before his ex and Rex sit across from us on the cluttered
table.  I guess my time is up.


From what I’ve
been able to tell, Melanie is a lap girl.  What’s a lap girl?  You know how
some breeds of dogs are called lap dogs?  Well, she’s a lap girl.  Melanie
straddles Rex’s knees, jumping up and down, her breasts practically hitting her
in the face as she watches the guys get their boards ready to surf. 
Ridiculously annoying.  


“Ollie, you
coming?” Brad asks, gesturing to an extra board he brought.  


Oliver turns to
me, “You gonna be alright?”  His eyes veer in Melanie’s direction and then back
to me.  I can tell he wants to go and he’s already given up enough of his
weekend for me as it is.  I’m not going to ruin this for him, too.


“Of course, go
have fun, babe.”  I try to sound confident, however, I’m not quite sure how
well I hid how uncomfortable I am around her.  But, I can suck it up for a few
hours.


Rex gestures
towards the guys who are running into the surf.  “Babe, you gotta get off.”  


Melanie kisses
him.  Not just a peck; this is a full blown tongue twisting, lip biting, tongue
sucking mouth gorging kiss.  One you can probably hear the exchange of fluids
from a mile away.


“Miss me,” she
whines, moving from his lap onto the bench.


“I’ll be back
and when I do…I hope you’ll tell me what’s wrong.”  Oliver leans down, placing
a sweet peck against my lips.  The instant his lips touch mine, my face
flushes, red hot.  I don’t know why, but the moment they leave, my hand darts
up to touch my finger tips against the warmth he left behind.  I should have
known that pretending to be his girlfriend would equate to some sort of
affection.  


Damn it.


He really is a
catch.  I know I’m usually all tangled up in Alex to really notice Oliver, but
he’s the type of guy you spend forever with.  Why can’t I be that simple?


Oliver lifts his
dark blue shirt, tossing it to the sand before leaning to grab his borrowed
board.  The muscles of his back contract as he carries it over his head,
jogging to the crashing waves.  He’s toned in all the right places, oblique’s,
abs, pecs, you name it, he’s got it covered.  Have I mentioned his tattoos? 
Wow.  His ink spans from his biceps and wrap around his shoulders, continuing
down his back.  Some tribal, some scripture; I’m definitely going to have to
check that out later.  


“He’s not the
guy you should fall in love with.”  My appreciation of the male form,
specifically Oliver’s male form, is disrupted.  Melanie stares me down from
across the bench, not seeming to care that I don’t want to talk to her


“How do you
figure?”


“We have a kid
together.”  


“Your point?” 
From what I understand, Melanie has no custody, therefore no say in his life. 
Why she thinks to bring this up is beyond me.  


“We’ll always be
in each other’s lives; connected by Mason.”  Melanie turns her head, but her
eyes watch Oliver and not the man she was just exchanging kisses with. 
“That type of love…it’s not something you get over.”  


“How can you
look at Oliver as if he’s still yours?  Especially when you just gave Rex an
oral exam with your tongue?”  Oh shit, did I just say that out loud? 


“Cause he’s
still mine.  Don’t you see the way he looks at me?  The way he reacts when I’m
around.  I’m just waiting for him to realize that it’s okay to forgive me.”  I
think about Oliver’s reaction to Melanie at the restaurant and now at the
beach.  Is his reaction about his deep rooted feelings he still has for her, or
is it over the awkwardness of the relationship they lost and now must maintain?


“I’m sure when
he looks at you, all he see’s is you leaving another man’s room while he was
taking care of business.”  


“You don’t know
what you’re talking about?”


“Oh, I don’t? 
Why don’t you enlighten me?”  This ought to be good.


“I don’t have to
explain shit to you.  People make mistakes.  I was really messed up on drugs
and I wasn’t thinking.  Oliver was always too busy for me.  Never there when I
needed him.  I needed someone, something and he wasn’t there.”  Her voice
carries off as she stares out at the retreating forms ducking underneath the
big waves, paddling out farther.  “Have you ever been in love before?”


She turns to
look at me.  I don’t know why I feel compelled to continue this conversation
with her, but I nod my head in agreement.  Her azure eyes glisten, fighting
back the tears.  “Have you ever hurt someone you loved?”  I nod, feeling the
moisture building in my own eyes.  What the hell?  I don’t want to have any
empathy for her.  She doesn’t deserve it for what she’s done to Oliver and
Mason.  And to Alex.  Damn pregnancy hormones.  


Staring at me
from across the picnic bench, I see the hurt in her eyes.  It takes her a
minute, but when the hurt turns to resolve, she stands up, hands on her hips
and floors me with a last verbal punch.  “Then what makes you any better than
me?”  


Before I can
respond, not that I would know what to say, she walks towards the shoreline
with her arms wrapped around herself.  I hate to admit it, but she has a
point.  Who am I to judge anyone else’s moral compass?  Mine is so far off the
maps, it would take years to find me.


“Don’t pay her
any attention.”  Brad’s girlfriend, Sasha (I think), slides over, occupying the
space Melanie just vacated.  “She’s not use to seeing Oliver serious with a
girl.  She can handle hookups, but nothing serious.”


I nod.  I know
she still loves him.  How could she not, especially when he was willing to make
a life with her.  How do you come back from that?  One day you love the person,
planning a life with them, and the next you’re single.  Don’t get me wrong, I
have no sympathy for her.  She did this to herself.  But I can empathize with
her; even if I don’t want to.


Just my luck,
right when my thoughts turn to Alex, his face flashes across my screen.  I had
gotten my phone out of my purse to make sure Rachel wasn’t overreacting again,
and now I wish I wouldn’t have.  Because the dimply smile staring back at me is
begging me to answer the phone.  It’s not until I feel drops of moisture
against the back of my hands that I realize I’m even crying.  My heart starts
racing and I begin to panic.  “Excuse me,” I choke out, hurrying to get up and
walk back to the parking area.  


I reach Oliver’s
car, out of breath from jogging across the pebbly sand, and notice the
notification of a voicemail.  Should I listen to it?  I want to listen to it. 
I miss him.  I look across the dirt lot, searching for a sign of what I should
do.  Finding nothing of value, and knowing I never have a choice when it comes
to him, I make a decision.  I’m going to listen to it.  Anything to hear his
voice.


“I really wish
you would pick up the phone.  I’ve been thinking about everything.  About how
we were before I left.  How, even though I left you to take care of business in
New York, you always seem to be the one leaving me.”  He pauses.  He
seems somber, possibly intoxicated.  “No matter what I do; no matter how
many times I try to put the pieces back together, you keep pulling us apart. 
You know…when you told me about the baby I thought this was my chance to
finally have a family; to have a dream I didn’t know existed for men like me. 
I should have known better.  I don’t deserve to be happy.  With everything I’ve
done in the past, I can see why you threw me away like a piece of trash.  I
never respected marriages when I slept with those women.  I never cared if they
had a family.  I fucked my way into their lives and their hearts and didn’t
think twice about accepting everything they had to offer.  All for my benefit. 
And now…now I’m forced to live the rest of my life with a glimpse of what I
could’ve had and that kills me.  I get it now.  You were supposed to be my once
in a lifetime.  Now you’re just a happy memory.  Goodbye, Hart.”


I crack and
crumble to the ground, shaking through the sobs.  “Ely…you okay?”  I can hear
Oliver, but my body refuses to respond.  I can’t move.  I can’t speak.  All I
can do is cry.  “Hey, talk to me.”  Oliver brushes my hair away from my face
and pulls me close.  I’m not sure how long he holds me, but after what seems
like a lifetime, he lifts me off the ground and opens the car, helping me
inside.  “Let’s get you home.”


~~~~~


“I got you,
Hart.”  My eyes flicker open to the sound of his deep, melodic voice.  I’m
looking directly into his sky blue eyes wondering how he even got here.  Wasn’t
I in San Diego?  With Oliver?


“Alex…”  My
voice is barely a whisper, my throat sore and constricted.


“Shhhhh,” his
lips brush against my forehead.  Lifting me, Alex carries me to the chair and
we sit.  He pulls me closer to him, pelvis to pelvis, chest to chest, forehead
to forehead.  Caressing my spine, his hands feel like a million butterflies
fluttering across my skin.  His attempt to soothe my aching heart is working. I
finally relax when I settle against his warm body.  I love being wrapped in
Alex.  He’s like a soothing, muscular blanket that smells of citrus and gives
the sense of security.  Like a thousand guards standing by ready to fight my
battles.  I nestle my face against his neck, inhaling him deep, like taking a
piece of him into me with each breath.     


I tilt my head,
looking up at him through my lashes.  “I’m so sorry, Alex.  All I’ve ever
wanted was you, this baby, us.  You’re my forever.  This baby is yours.  I
said…”  He places two fingers against my lips, stopping me.


“I know.  I
don’t want to talk right now.”  His eyes burn with need as he moves his fingers
from my lips, to my chin, finally settling against the nape of my neck before
his lips devour mine.  It feels like a century has passed since I’ve tasted
him.  His mouth moves with urgency and swallows a moan that has been dormant
since the moment I left him.


“How did you
find me?”  Alex runs his tongue down the length of my neck, giving me a moment to
speak.  His teeth nip at my lobe causing me to whimper, my sex clenching at the
same time. 


“I’ll always
find you.  You carry a part of me inside of you.”  His hands run across my
belly, moving up my torso before resting a hand against my chest.  “It’s not
just the baby that you have.  You’ve had my heart since the moment I let you
in, since I made you mine.”  


“I’ve always
been yours.”  I take my lower lip between my teeth, looking at Alex adoringly,
running my eyes over every features of his chiseled face.  He doesn’t look
tired; he doesn’t look as if this separation has affected him.  He looks just
as handsome as the first time I laid eyes on him.


He pulls me
underneath him, his body blanketing mine.  His eyes are blazing, bright blue
with the love we share as he crawls down my body, settling his lips against my
belly.  


“I knew you were
mine, LJ...I wished for you even before I knew your Mom existed, when she was
just a dream.  You two are my world and I’ll protect you both with my life.” 
Alex kisses my belly and sighs with a smile.


His words light
a fire in the already existing slow burn I feel inside me.  I pull him up my
body and again, I capture his mouth with mine.  I move my hands desperately
over the smooth skin of his biceps and then over the length of his body.  I
can’t get close enough; I need to feel him on me, in me, everywhere.  My
fingers run through the strands of his already tousled hair before clasping
tightly and pulling with need.  


His hands caress
my aching breasts through the cotton of my shirt.  His fingers run over my
nipples teasingly, they harden against his touch.  I whimper and rub myself
against his burgeoning length.  There’s too much between us.  Even if it’s just
the cotton material of my yoga pants and the denim of his jeans, there’s just
too much between us.  


“God Ely, I’ve
wanted you for so long.”  The lips that continue to move against mine feel
different.  Not entirely unpleasant, just different.  His tongue caresses mine
and the feeling is foreign compared to moments ago.  The voice I hear is
familiar, yet not the one I had longed to hear.


“I love you,
Alex.”  His body stills at my words.


As if I’m coming
out of a fog that’s finally being lifted, my head feels groggy.  With my eyes
still closed, I take a deep breath, releasing on a sigh.  When the haze lifts,
I realize the eyes focused on me aren’t blue.  They are green and they belong
to Oliver. 


And he is
seething mad.


Oliver moves me
from his lap and I scramble to the other side of the couch.  It’s then that I
remember where I’m at and it hits me.  Hard.  And my heart breaks.  Alex was
nothing but a dream.  


Now, not only am
I left devastated because my reason for being is still hundreds of miles away,
it’s as if I’ve lost my friend.  Oliver.   The one who I’ve leaned on for
support is looking at me as if I’ve killed something inside of him.  I know I
have, because I felt it, too.


I bring my hands
to my swollen lips, still able to taste him on my tongue.  “Oliver…Oh my God,
I’m sorry.”  My voice trembles.


He’s pacing the
floor in front of me; his hands are resting on his neck.  I can see the tension
in his biceps as his shirt clings to his muscles.  “Oh, now you remember my
name?”  


“I-I-I was
dreaming,” I try to explain, but my words seem to only make the situation worse. 
His eyes widen in realization and I’m left scrambling for what to say.


“Fuck me!” he
screams.  I search around his parents’ living room, waiting for someone to come
rushing in with concern, but it never happens.  “You,” he points to me, shaking
his head.  “I was being the good guy.  I was just trying to calm you down and
hold you until you stopped crying.  But you…ARRGH!”   In frustration, he
screams again.  “You kissed me first.”


I shake my
head.  I didn’t kiss him.  I was kissing Alex or at least I thought I was. 
“I’m sorry, Oliver.  I was dreaming.”  


“You were
dreaming of him.  You were dreaming of kissing him, weren’t you?”


I nod my head
and wrap my arms around myself.  Seriously, nothing I say is going to make this
situation any better.  I’m only going to hurt him even more if I lie.


“The one moment
where I finally think we are making progress…you completely regress
and….you said his fucking name.  You said his name while I was kissing
you.”  I can see the hurt in his eyes as he goes to sit in the chair across
from me.  To cover his crushed expression, his head bows, shoulders slump over
while he rests his elbows on his knees.  I don’t want him to hide from me. 
It’s me who should be cowering, not him.  Not Oliver.  


I stand and
slowly walk to him, careful at my approach.  I reach out a hand, hoping to comfort
my wounded friend, but when my fingers graze against the skin of his forearm,
Oliver recoils.  It’s as if my touch hurts him, burning his skin.


  He refuses to
look at me, yet simply states, “Don’t Elyssa.”  I can hear the hurt from my
rejection in his voice.


“Oliver, I care
for you.  I honestly do, but I’m just…”  I want to try and explain that my
feelings for him are real; they’re just not as deep rooted as my feelings for
Alex.  Alex is wrapped around my soul, crushing me every second I’m apart from
him.  How do I explain to Oliver that even though Alex has imprisoned my heart,
he is the oxygen that keeps me alive, that he keeps me from
spiraling into a dark oblivion?  


“Just go to
bed.  We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”


My knees feel
weak and I hesitate in hopes he’ll realize that I didn’t hurt him
intentionally.  I want to tell him everything.  I want to tell him that
although Alex is a constant beacon of light in my ever growing bleak world;
that he is my shelter.  He took me in and cared for me when I needed someone. 
He has kept me safe from the shit storm that is my life.  


Instead, my
words pale in comparison to what I really need to say.  “I’m sorry, Oliver. 
I’m so, so sorry.”  I turn and walk down the hall to the guest bedroom.  It’s
not until I hear the door close behind me that I break down into sobs.  What
have I done?  I crawl to the bed, lifting my body and pull the pillows
tighter against me.  What have I done?  


 


Sunday, December 16, 2012


“Get up.”  The
mattress jostles underneath me and I jolt awake in panic.  I search the room
and find Oliver standing at the foot of the bed.  Dark circles rim his eyes. 
He’s wearing the same clothes I left him in last night as he clings to a
ceramic mug, looking at me with such disdain that I can practically feel his
eyes scorching my skin.  “We leave in thirty.”  He turns and leaves the room.  Well,
at least he didn’t slam the door.


I shower and
shove the few pieces of clothing I brought with me inside my duffle bag before
carrying it out into the living room.  Oliver’s Mom see’s me and with a bout of
sympathy, she gives me a small smile.  I wonder how aware she is of our
argument.  By the looks of it, she knows I broke her son’s heart.  Quickly
scurrying over, she wraps her arms around me and squeezes me tight.   She
surprises me, considering Oliver is standing less than twenty feet away.


“I wish you guys
could stay longer,” she whispers in my ear.  “He cares about you.  You know
that, right?”  She pulls away slightly to look me in the eyes.  I nod my head. 
I know her son cares for me and I know this life he has would be easy to fall
in love with.  The problem is, is it fair to love the ease of his life and the
comfort of his affectionate family without actually being in love with the
man?  


“Drive safely,
son.”  Oliver’s Dad pats him on the back, bringing him in for a tight hug. 
Oliver nods and picks up his little boy who has been clutching the leg of his
jeans the entire time we’ve been in the room.


“You, little
man, be good for Grandma and Grandpa, okay?”  Oliver looks over Mason’s little
face, etched with sadness.  “I’ll be back in a few days, I promise.”  Mason
nods, still not saying anything.  “You’re such a big man already; you make me
proud every day.”  


Oliver kisses
Mason on his forehead before setting him down.  Immediately Mason races over to
me with tears in his eyes.  My heart breaks for this little boy and I can’t
help but feel responsible for taking him away from his Dad earlier than
necessary.  We could have left tonight, but Oliver can’t seem to get away from
me soon enough.  


I kneel in front
of Mason and study his saddened face.  Even though he shares his mother’s
features, he looks so much like Oliver.  But, it’s those eyes that do me in. 
He has the same emerald color as his father and they speak to me the same way
Oliver’s do.  


“It was nice
meeting you, Mason.”  I reach out my hand to shake his, but instead he jumps
into my arms and wraps his small hands around my neck.  


When he speaks,
his voice is muffled against my shoulder, “Will you come back and see me?”  


With his arms
still around my neck, I’m able to look over Mason’s little shoulder at his
Dad.  He’s no longer looking at me with hate in his eyes.  No, now it’s worse. 
His eyes show what his words can’t, and I can only imagine what he’s thinking
while his son is wrapped in my arms.  It’s as if I crushed a dream of what he
pictured for his future.  


“I hope so.”  


“My Dad told me
he wants to share his bubblegum with you.”  He’s crying now.  I pull him back,
brushing the tears away from his cheeks.


“Did he?”  I
look up at Oliver gritting his teeth, holding back his own emotions.  “Can I tell
you a secret?”  Mason nods as his tears slowly stop falling.  “Your Dad, he’s
probably one of the strongest, most handsome men I know and I hope when you
grow up you’re just like him.  Because whatever girl you decide to share your
bubblegum with will be the luckiest girl in the world.”


Mason flashes me
a toothy grin, wiping the last of his tears away with the back of his hand. 
“You listen to your grandparents.”  I kiss him on top of his unruly hair and
stand, letting him run back to his grandparents.


I look at Oliver
and for a moment his face softens and I see my friend.  But as soon as Mason is
back with his grandparents, he waves goodbye to his son and walks out, setting
his aviator sunglasses on his nose before stepping into the morning California
sun.  Just like that, his cool demeanor returns and I know we’re in for a long,
quiet ride home.


~~~~~


We just passed
Barstow and my bladder is begging for Oliver to stop.  I was hoping he would’ve
pulled over for gas by now, but he seems dead set on getting home as soon as
possible.  I’ve tried a dozen times to talk to him, but my words seem to fail
me and never come out.  I don’t want us to go back to Vegas with this wall
between us.  He’s my friend and although he’s blurred the lines on several
occasions, I’ve always leaned on him for strength when I needed it.  Maybe
that’s the problem; I’ve depended on him to pull me through the darkness when
all he’s ever wanted was to be my light.  But he’s never been my light, my
reason.  He’s just been the safety net who’s been there to catch me when I
fall.


I’m desperate to
let him know what I think of him, to let him know how I feel.  But how?  It’s
then that I notice the IPhone charger sitting between us.  I connect it to my
phone and search through my playlist until I find the perfect one.  This has to
work.  Oliver doesn’t look at me, he doesn’t even acknowledge me.  But when Near
to You by A Fine Frenzy comes through his speakers I can see the tension of
his body ease.  


While she sings
about how being near to someone heals the hurt inside, I watch as Oliver
listens intently.  The song describes how, although her heart is broken by
another, she feels better when he’s near.  The same as I feel for Oliver. 
Being around him is like Novocain; he eases my pain.  The lyrics explain how
her love is gone and although he’s there, it’s hard to let herself love him. 
Or, even how to love again.  


Towards the
middle of the song Oliver reaches over and takes my hand in his.  


I hope he
understands that the choice between him and Alex was never a choice.  That my
heart chose Alex the moment I laid eyes on him.  That I was ruined for every
other man way before Oliver even came into the picture.  That he never had a
chance because by the time he came barging into my life, my heart was already
fated to another.


When the song is
over and another one begins, Oliver takes his chance and tries to explain his
reaction.  “I kept thinking last night you were the same as Melanie; another
attention whore who wanted me to continually pine after you.”


“Oliver…”


“Just let me get
this out,” he pleads.  I nod.  “I’ve been thinking about it all night and
although I don’t like it, nor do I agree with it, I can’t compete anymore.  I
know you love him.  I’ve never loved someone that much, well except for Mason. 
But, I guess I get it.


“I love Mason
with my life.  I’d do anything for him and although the relationship between us
is different than your relationship with Alex, it’s the only way I can even try
to put myself in your shoes.  Being away from Mason breaks me…daily.  Even
though I know I’m making the right decision by making a life for us in Vegas, I
feel responsible for hurting him every time I leave.  The distance between us
is my fault.  I know I’m doing it for our future, but he doesn’t.  Not yet at
least.  So that pain, the pain I feel deep in my gut, it’s the closest I can
come to understanding.”


I look out the
window, tears streaming down my cheeks.  God, if he only knew.  “I’m
pregnant, Oliver.”  I turn to face him and understanding finally sinks in as he
looks between the road ahead of us and me.  “Alex knows, but I lied to him.”


“What?  You lied
about what?”


“I told him
about the baby.  And Oliver, he was elated; over the moon, excited.  But, then
something happened and reality struck and I realized he’s better off without
me.  So, I did the unthinkable and lied to him.  I told him the baby wasn’t
his.”  I try to explain through my sobs, but as each second passes, my chest
aches with the comprehension of what I’ve done.  He covers his gasp and in true
Oliver fashion, he empathizes.  But not with me this time; with Alex.  


“Ely…that will
kill him.”  He shakes his head.  “I can’t imagine.  No, you know what?  I can,”
Oliver’s voice trails off.  


“That’s why you
left?  Why you came to San Diego isn’t it?”


“I needed him to
finally give up.  If not for me, for himself.  We aren’t good for each other. 
So you see….I’m putting distance between us for his own good.  But it doesn’t
mean I don’t love him.  I do, which is why I can’t do that to you.  It’s not
fair to give you only a portion of me.  My body, that’s all I have left because
my hearts with him.”  


Always will be.


Oliver nods in
understanding and grips my hand tighter.  I rest my head against the door,
allowing the tears to fall.  We drive like this until we get closer to Baker.  


“How about we
stop and get something to eat?” he asks, with a squeeze to my hand.


I nod and
finally feel at peace.  I know this isn’t where Oliver wants us to be.  But,
knowing he’s willing to be in my life, with the understanding that I’m half the
woman he thought I was, makes me feel closer to him than I ever have before. 






CHAPTER
21


 


Monday, December 17, 2012


Remind me to
never take a week off from work again!  I had over 400 emails, a training class
to attend, and at least two dozen voicemails to cipher through.  I expected
Maggie to be pissed over my absence, but instead in Maggie fashion she gave me
a friendly hug and welcomed me back.  I must say it does feel nice to be back,
especially after clearing the air with Oliver.  There are no more expectations,
no more innuendos, and no more decisions to be made.  


Although Oliver
doesn’t agree with me keeping Alex in the dark, he agreed to not say anything. 
I will say that he made every attempt at convincing me on our way home to tell
Alex.  Describing the moments where he fell in love with his son; moments that
I’ll inevitably steal from Alex.


Knowing my
pending workload I should have expected to leave later than usual.  It’s dark
and even I know I shouldn’t be walking out to the parking lot alone.  But, when
you leave the office and it’s already past seven, what choice do you really
have?  None.  Not even old Mr. Hodges is around to escort me.  So, like a good
Girl Scout, I have my keys ready as I approach the third floor.  Since my last
run in with Arianna, I’ve made it a habit to park somewhere visible and closest
to the elevator as possible.  Even though the parking garage is lit, there’s an
increasingly eerie feeling that I just can’t kick.  I know it’s stupid, but I
feel like someone is watching me.  Something I’ve felt over the past few
weeks.  And as I approach my car, I find it’s for good reason.  


It’s at the
moment I click the button to unlock my car when I see a figure move out from
the shadows.  Wearing a knee length tan trench coat, I’m unable to see his face
and I start to panic.  It only takes a minute and probably a hundred short,
deep breathes, but the instant the intruder steps farther into the overhead
light I know who it is.  Sunken in with dark circles under his eyes, I notice
just how much more prominent his harsh features look since I last saw him.  


“I thought you
were going to have him call me,” he barks.


“I-I gave him
your number, but he’s not ready to…” I stutter, voice shrinking when I try to
lie.


“What!  What an
ungrateful little shit.  After everything I…”  I squint at him, attempting to
study his face.  He is not a kind man, nor a man to pity.  After everything
Alex told me, everything his father put him through, I can’t imagine him
feeling entitled to anything.  He not only ruined Alex’s childhood, he tortured
Alex’s mother, his own wife.  The person you are supposed to love, honor and
cherish.  No.  This man is a monster.  


“Listen!”  I
point my finger at his chest, reacting on adrenaline only.  “Alex doesn’t owe
you a damn thing.  I gave him your number.  He obviously doesn’t want to talk
to you.  Just back the fuck off, Mr. James!”  My voice echoes through
the empty parking garage.


I can see his
sinister features darken as he moves closer.  Of course now I realize how dumb
that was, forgetting momentarily that I’m alone with a man whom I’m not
familiar with.  With each step forward, I step back until I bump against the
cement column near my car.  His face contorts in anger as he tilts his head, bringing
his face near mine.


“You listen here
you little bitch.”  He slams his hands against the concrete slab my head is
resting against.  “I don’t care what Alex wants.  If he doesn’t give me
what I need, I’ll make his life a living hell.  And I’m getting that you know I
can do just that.”  


Not trusting my
voice, I simply nod and turn my head away from him at the same time squeezing
my eyes shut.  Anger seething from his pores, he grabs my chin and yanks it
back towards his face.  “Bitch, look at me when I’m talking to you.” 


I hate that his
features remind me of Alex: same jaw line, same bright blue eyes.  The
difference is that I love the different facets of color I can see in Alex’s
irises; specks of dark blue, aqua, and a tinge of green.  I’ve always loved the
reflection of myself in his eyes…pure, confident, sexy.  It says something
about the man because the same reflection in his father’s eyes is quite the
opposite.  I look scared and weak.  


“HEY!”  I hear a
familiar booming voice followed by the sound of heavy footsteps approaching. 
“Hey, get away from her.”


He pushes
against the column with his fist as Oliver approaches.  “You better get him to
call me.  I don’t think I need to remind you what can happen if you don’t
follow through with what you’re told.”  


Oliver’s
cautious eyes move between the two of us.  “Elyssa, you okay?” 


“She’s fine.” 
His eyes never leave mine, answering Oliver’s question.  “You make sure you
pass along the message, Elyssa.”  He slowly retreats as Oliver nears.  I didn’t
realize how much my body was shaking until I feel Oliver wrap his arms around
my shoulders.


“You okay?” he
whispers in my ear, holding me close.  I nod, unable to speak.  We watch Alex’s
father leave just as the last shudder rocks through my body.  “Who the fuck was
that, Elyssa?”  I shake my head, still unable to find the words.  Fortunately,
Oliver doesn’t push.  Instead he holds me closer and nudges me closer to my car. 
“Come on…let’s get you home.”


I feel safer now
that Oliver is here, but it doesn’t stop me from looking over my shoulder and
locking the doors the instant I’m inside my car.  Just another day in my brutal
existence. 


 


Friday, December 21, 2012  


I’m settled on
the couch, comfortable for a change, rubbing my little belly that seems to have
grown over night.  After the week I’ve had, all I want to do is unwind, maybe
open up a book, or maybe even sleep.  So when I hear a rapping against my door,
I’m a little upset at the prospect of not having that relaxing evening.  But,
even as the errant thoughts roll through my brain, I’d be lying if I said that
I didn’t hope it was Alex.  I haven’t seen nor spoken to him since last week. 
On the bright side, I haven’t seen his Dad since Monday either.  


When I look
through the peephole the last person I expected to see standing on the other
side of my door is Cole.  Suddenly interested in my feet, I take a deep breath,
close my eyes, and exhale as I open the door.  When I finally decide to look up
at him, he’s standing there with a somber look on his face leaning against the
stucco wall next to my front door.  At least he seems sober.


I cross my arms,
ready for the fight.  “What do you want, Cole?”  


“Can I come
in?”  I hesitate, but not for long.  The moment his eyes reach mine I know
there’s something important he wants to tell me.  I also know it’s not
something I’m going to like.  I may regret my decision, but nevertheless, I
move aside and close the door behind him.  Wrapping my shawl around myself, I
settle back on the couch and pull my legs beneath me.


Cole frantically
paces the length of my living room, practically walking a path into my tan
carpet; his hands inside the pockets of his hoodie, his eyes glowing in a semi-panic. 
Cuts and scrapes line his jaw and neck and I notice his lower left eye is
bandaged.  Whatever he’s gotten himself into, it’s definitely bad.  “What I’m
about to tell you…I need you to listen before kicking me out.”


“Cole...” He
rushes towards me, taking my hands between his.  He’s begging me with his eyes
and I’m not going to lie and say it doesn’t scare me a little.  “Promise me
you’ll let me tell you everything before you kick me out.”  


“How do you know
I’m going to kick you out?” I murmur, although I know there is a high
probability I will, regardless of what he has to say.  It is Cole we’re talking
about. 


“Trust me.  You
will.”  He looks to the window, pulling out an envelope from the pocket of his
hoodie.  He stands and continues to pace, slapping the envelope against the
palm of his hand.  “Promise me, Elyssa.”


With an eye
roll, I clutch my shawl tighter around me after realizing that I’m only wearing
a cami and sleep shorts.  “Fine Cole, I promise not to kick you out.”  


“I’ve been
following you.”  I gasp.  I had a feeling; my gut was telling me something was
off.  Why didn’t I listen to my instincts?  “That’s how I knew you were at the
doctor’s office that day.  The deal was to follow you, but to never let you see
me.  But that day,” he shakes his head, solemnly, “that day I was worried about
you.  I had to make sure I was outside when you left, because I had to know you
were okay.”  


My mouth drops
farther in shock.  I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised, but what he’s telling
me is almost unbelievable.  Who does this?  


“I never
imagined in a million years you would be pregnant, nor was I prepared for what
you told me later that night.  You can’t know what that did to me.  Well, I
guess you can know, since you went through it alone.   You have to believe me
when I say I’m sorry.  If I had known you were going through that, I would have
done something…anything.  I’ve been beating myself up about it ever since.”  


He walks over,
dropping to his knees in front of me.  “If I knew you were pregnant, I would
have taken care of you.  I would have loved you more than I already had.  I
would have stopped drinking and been anything you needed me to be.  You don’t
know how sorry I am.”


Cole takes my
hands between his again, fingers running over my knuckles as I sit weeping
silently over both of our losses.  What have we done to each other?  We used to
be so close, he used to be someone who I called my best friend.  Why would he
do this to me?  It doesn’t make sense.


Sensing my
confusion, he continues, “This is the part where you are going to hate me.  And
I want you to know, I will understand if you do.  Hell, I hate myself for what
I’ve done to you.  I now know it wasn’t worth it.  Nothing is ever worth your
pain.”  When his eyes start to glisten, I furrow my brows with further
confusion.  God, what has he done that could be worse?  


“Cole, you’re
scaring me.  What have you done?”


“I wasn’t
following you for me.  Well, I of course still care about you, so it wasn’t an
inconvenience for me, but I didn’t just up and make that decision.  I may be a
jealous person, but I’m not crazy…”


“You’re
rambling.”


After a moment
of hesitation, he finally spits it out, and when he does it’s like a slap in
the face.  “Right…Arianna.  She paid me to follow you.”  The second her name
left his lips I saw red.  Red as fiery as the burning sun.  I yank my hands
away from his and scurry to the other side of the couch creating as much
distance between us as I can.  My feet frantically move against the cushions,
pushing me farther and farther away.  What the fuck?  “You promised to
hear me out.”


“Then hurry the
fuck up so I can kick your ass out of here,” I spit with disdain as I furrow
into the far end of my sofa.


With hands
tightening around every strand of his hair, he continues.  “At first it didn’t
seem like much.  She was upset with you because of Alex, so when she brought
the proposition to me, all she wanted to know was when you were with him.  She
seemed like a jealous ex, so stupidly, I went along with her.  Arianna wanted
to know what you were up to, if you were with him in any capacity, or if you
were staying away from him like you were supposed to.”


Damn. 
Everything finally makes sense.  Her knowledge of every move I made, every
chance encounter Alex and I ever had together.  She knew about it because of
Cole.  Oh God!  What if she knows about the baby?


“God, please say
you didn’t tell her about the baby?!”


Cole shakes his
head profusely.  “No and she can’t find out.  She’s crazy, Ely.  You can’t
imagine the things she’s had me do, all the awful things I’ve done.”  Staring
down at his hands like they’re soiled in filth, he begins to shake.  I notice
his knuckles are scabbed, obviously healing from a recent fight.  


“Cole?”  I look
at him and for a brief moment I feel pity.  Yes, he followed me and yes, he
reported everything back to that bitch, but he also kept my baby safe by not
telling her about LJ.  He continues to shake, but reaches for the envelope he
dropped to the floor when he fell to his knees in front of me.  I point my chin
towards the envelope.  “What’s that?”  


“I don’t want to
hurt you any more than I already have.”  Cole looks me in the eyes and I can
see that it pains him, what he knows, what he’s about to tell me.  From his
look alone, I know I don’t want to know what’s in the envelope.  But, because
I’ve proven time and time again that I’m a glutton for punishment, I continue
to pester him for more.


“You’ve already
done enough damage, what’s one more thing?”  Strangely, I feel calm.  I know
what he’s about to tell me will shatter the remaining pieces of my heart.  But,
like everything to do with Alex, I have to know.   


Cole shakes his
head.  He seems to be battling between telling me and leaving me ignorant. 
Whoever said ignorance is bliss is a damn fool.  I can’t take it any longer and
know Cole is leaning towards the cowardly way, so I make the choice for him. 
Reaching down, I rip the large envelope open.  And when I do, pictures begin to
float down and fall into my lap.  


I immediately
regret my decision.  Maybe the damn fool had a point.  Sometimes you don’t need
to know everything.  Lesson learned.


The picture on
top causes so much guttural pain, I immediately push myself up from the couch
and sprint to the bathroom, hoping to make it to the toilet in time.  I dry
heave; nothing comes out except for the tears that seem to find solace on my
face. 


“Ely, you
okay?”  I can hear Cole’s voice echoing through the bathroom, but I can’t see
him through the tears.  I continue to heave, hoping the ache in my chest expels
into the toilet along with my lunch.  Cole pushes himself closer, dropping to
the floor near me.  I can feel his hand running up and down the length of my
back until I heave again.  This time, he reaches forward, moving my hair out of
the way.


Several minutes
pass before the nausea eases and I slump against the cool tile wall.  I’m still
crying, unable to swallow past the lump that’s grown bigger in my throat every
second since the moment I saw the picture.  It took only one picture to break me
in two.  


Cole moves
inches closer to me; his jeans brushing against my bare leg.  “I’m sorry,
Ely.”  I shake my head, pushing away all of his words and replay over and over
the image in my head.  “I never wanted…”


“When did you
take that picture?”  My mind is frantic with questions.


“While you were
out of town.”  


“H-how could
he.”  I struggle to speak as heart wrenching sobs echo through the bathroom; I
struggle to breath.


“Ely…”  


“HOW. COULD.
HE?!” I scream and turn to Cole.  “She’s ruined everything!  She took away my
happiness and he gives her….he gives her….”  I clutch my hand against my
belly.  Cole tries to pull me close, but I push against him.  I fight his need
to comfort me and ball my hands into fists and pound them against his chest. 
He doesn’t try to stop me.  I strike him over and over again until my hand
feels numb.  Eventually I quit fighting and Cole pulls me against his chest.


“Shhhhh…I’m so
sorry.  I wish I could undo everything.”  One of his hands moves to my hair,
soothing me.


“How could he
give into her so easily?” I mutter against his chest.  The cotton material of
his sweater muffles my cries.


“I don’t know,
Ely, I don’t know.”


My stomach
wretches again and I feel a severe cramp in my lower abdomen.  I clutch my
belly and push away from Cole.  What the hell am I doing?  He did this. 
They all did this.  Arianna, Cole…even Alex.  The one man I thought I was safe
with.  He betrayed me.  I clutch my eyes tightly together as I ride out the now
dull pain deep in my belly.  


Even when I
close my eyes, all I see is the image of that picture scorched into my lids.  I
can make out every detail.


Alex lying on
his back.  Naked.  The muscles of his biceps are strained as he clutches her
hips.  She’s straddling him, also completely naked.  Devil red hair cascades
down her neck, head tilted back in pleasure, her hands pushing against his
chest.  Mouth partially open, eyes clutched tight, brows furrowed, Alex’s face
is a mixture of pleasure and pain.  


I immediately
know who the woman is.  The hair is a dead giveaway, but no, that’s not how I
know who it is.  The bitch has the nerve to wear that sparkling watch that
ruined my life months ago, while ruining it again.  That damn watch mocks me,
sealing the fate I refused to accept before.


I’m not sure
what hurts more.  The fact that Alex slept with someone else or the fact that
the woman he went running to was the very woman that tore us apart.  I can’t
imagine giving myself to someone after sharing something so intimate with him. 
I can’t imagine feeling anything close to the pure pleasure I felt when I was
with Alex.  


“Ely?”  Cole’s
voice is wary.  My eyes shoot open and I’m immediately overwhelmed with an
unfathomable amount of anger that ripples through my body.  


“You!”  I push
against his chest and pull myself off the floor.  “You did this to me!”  Cole
rises with an expression of anguish on his face as he realizes that I’ve gotten
over the initial shock.  And now that I’ve moved on to anger, he should be
scared.  I am livid.  


“I didn’t want
to hurt you.  At first, yes, I wanted you to hurt the way you hurt me, but I
never wanted it to go this far.”


I push against
him causing Cole to stumble out of the bathroom.  


“You ruined my
life!  Why?  Why Cole?  Because I didn’t chose you?  You were my best friend. 
Friends, Cole.  That was it.  You had no right to come between me and Alex.” 
He tries to move towards me, but I rear my hand back, clutching my fingers
tightly before hitting him square in his jaw.  He stumbles back against the
wall of hallway.  Okay, that’s going to hurt tomorrow.  Thankfully, my fury has
far surpassed my ability to feel any pain.


“Tomorrow, or
the next day, or hell next year, when you think about what you did, I need you
to know that I didn’t hate you yesterday or the day before.  No, I may have
been pissed at you, but what I feel now…now hate isn’t a strong enough emotion
to show how much you’ve hurt me.  I despise you, Cole.  You are dead to me.  Do
you hear me?  D.E.A.D.”  My voice is monotone and I’m eerily calm considering
my hand aches and my entire body is vibrating with anger and pain.  


I need him to
leave so I can calm down enough to get to the ER.  I’m sure everything’s fine,
but with the last few days and the additional stomach pains, I’m beginning to
worry.  All this stress can’t be good for the baby.  But right now, I just need
him out of my life.  


“I didn’t know…”


“Get out!”  I
raggedly point to the door.  “I let you come in and say what you needed to
say.  You can report back to Arianna that you delivered the last blow.  She
wins!  Congratu-fucking-lations!  She got what she wanted all along.”  Another
sharp pain shoots from my lower belly causing me to hunch forward.  Please
God, please let the baby be okay.


“Ely, you
okay?”  Cole attempts to move towards me again.  I hold my hand out to him,
keeping him at a distance.


“Don’t you dare
come near me.  We are nothing.  Do you understand me?”  Cole looks tortured as
he takes in my words but watches as I hold my hand against my belly.


“Let me take you
to a hospital.”


“You’ve done
enough, just leave,” I cry as I slide down the wall.  If I’m losing this baby,
if I’m losing the last piece of happiness I have left, then I’m selfish enough
to not want Cole here with me for these last moments.  I want him, Arianna, and
Alex as far away from me as possible.  “Just leave,” I repeat again, a little
more deflated.


Cole doesn’t
move at first, but eventually I see his shoes retreat and hear the door close
behind him.  Not physically able to get up because the pain is so severe, I
crawl to the couch where my cell phone is and with trembling hands I call
Rachel.


“Rach?” I sob
into the phone the second I hear her answer.


“What’s wrong?”


“Come please.  I
need you to take me to the hospital.”  I drop the phone to the floor after
Rachel tells me she’s on her way.  I have enough fight left in me to get to the
hospital and pray that LJ is stronger than his or her mama.  Because at this
point, LJ is all I have left.  Being broken, shattered and un-repairable, I
hope like hell that the baby still wants me.


Note to self: Leave well enough
alone.







 



CHAPTER
22


 


Saturday, December 22, 2012


 “El, do you
think this is a good idea?”  Rachel questions from the doorway of my bathroom. 
I look at her in the mirror as I finish touching up my makeup.  I stand back
and look at myself in the mirror.  Considering the devastation that has hit my
life in the past twenty-four hours, I must say that I look pretty damn good.


My eye lids
shimmer gold, lashes coated with black mascara; simplicity with a hint of
sexy.  Needing something to hold myself together, I guess makeup will have to
do for me today.   Oh, and the bronze plunging v-neck maxi dress I bought,
along with the matching heels.  Yes, they too will also have to do, today.  I
bought the dress and shoes to wear to the Christmas party tonight far before
all of the recent events had come to light.  Such a beautiful dress to waste
away in my closet; I might as well wear it out and end the year on a bang,
right?  Right.


“Do I think
what’s a good idea?  Going to a Christmas party thrown by the very woman who’s
ruined my life?  Or going knowing that I’ll very likely see my good for nothing
baby-Daddy who was recently caught dabbling in some cougar coochie while I was
out of town? Hmmmmm…”  I place my finger to my lips feigning as if I’m deep in
thought.


My expression
must scream crazy because Rachel just tilts her head and rolls her eyes before
crossing her arms over her chest.  She’s giving me that motherly look which is
probably what I need right now, but definitely annoying as all hell.  I’ve made
the right decisions, I’ve tried to keep those I love safe and look where it’s
got me.  Devastated.  


If having images
of Alex naked with Arianna straddling his lap burned into my retinas wasn’t bad
enough, last night scared the shit out of me.  I honestly thought I was going
to lose my baby.  And it would have been her fault.  


“Can you promise
me that you’ll listen to what the doctor said, that you’ll take it easy, no
matter what?”  When we went to the ER last night, the doctor recommended that I
avoid stress at all costs.  He said that if things progressed at the
same pace in my life, I would eventually end up on bed rest and even worse I
could lose the baby.  I’ve been struggling with how I feel about Alex, but at
least I’m sure about something.  I want LJ; therefore I will protect my baby at
all costs.  


So, here I am. 
I explained everything to the doctor, and now I feel up to going to the party. 
What’s the worst that could happen?


“What could be
easier than a party?”  Once again my voice is laced with sarcasm.  I know I’m
directing my anger at the wrong person, but she’s in my war path and I need her
to let me get this night over with.  After tonight, I’m turning a new leaf,
making better decisions for me and LJ.  


“Hey!” Rachel
shouts causing me to turn and face her.  Her face is red with irritation but
quickly eases when she places my face between her hands.  “I’m worried about
you.  You’re my baby sister.  I’m supposed to look out for you.  You haven’t
been the same since we left the hospital, and I don’t want you doing something
you’ll regret.  It’s not just you anymore.”  Her eyes dart to my belly hidden
under the satin material of my dress.  “You have my niece or nephew to think of
now.”


I sigh.  “I know
Rach.  There’s nothing to worry about.  I have this handled.”


“I know you’re
mad at Alex, but…”


I shoot daggers
at her, pushing her hands away.  “Don’t you dare defend him to me.”  


“I’m not
defending.  I’m more playing devil’s advocate.”  She pauses, I glare.  “Listen,
you’re the one that told him the baby wasn’t his.”  


Yes, I told
Rachel that I took the coward way out and told him the baby wasn’t his.  I
figured if I told her while in public, it might cushion the blow.  So, last
night while we were waiting for the ultrasound technician, I calmly explained
my exit out of Alex’s life.  She still yelled.  In fact, it was so loud that it
caused the nurses to stick their heads in past the curtain and ask her to keep
her voice down.


“You don’t think
I know how wrong it was for me to lie to him like that?  Trust me I know,” I
huff.  “I know what the right thing to do is.  I also know I should tell him
the truth, but does it really matter anymore?”


Rachel walks
over to me, pulling me into an embrace and whispers in my ear.  “Of course it
matters.  You need to tell him the truth, El.  If not for him, for yourself.” 
She pulls away from me and walks out of the bathroom and into my bedroom.  I
follow.  “Do you really want to live with that secret for the rest of your
life?  What happens when LJ gets older?  You gonna lie to your child too?”


 I know she’s
right.  She’s always right and that’s why I am so thankful to have her in my
life.  I’m so lost right now, but what she says makes sense.  I have no right
to keep it from him, especially after recently reliving the nightmare with
Cole.


“I get it,
you’re mostly right.  He deserves to know and I wouldn’t be able to live with
myself if I kept this from him.  It would eat at me and I already did that
once.  I saw the devastation in Cole’s eyes when we hashed everything out.  It
wasn’t a good look.  I can’t do that again, not to anyone, but especially not
to Alex.  No matter how much he’s hurt me.”


“Thank God,” she
whispers.  “You’re doing the right thing.  He’s going to be a father; you’re
going to be a mother.  No matter what happens between the two of you, you both
deserve some happiness out of all of this.”


She should have
just stopped at “Thank God.”  I don’t know why, but this pisses me off
something fierce.  Fire Engine Red.  And this time I’m not chalking the mood
swings to pregnancy.  Alex.  Arianna.  They both cause me to see red.


“Shit, Rach. 
Did he think of my happiness when he was fucking Arianna?  Again.  I had every
chance to sleep with someone else while he was in New York and while I was out
of town.  You don’t see me spreading my seed in his absence.”


“You technically
don’t have any seed to spread.”  


I slap my hand
against the counter in frustration.  “You know damn well what I mean!”  


“All I’m saying
is technically he didn’t cheat because you broke up with him.  You can’t hold
this against him.”  Since when did she become the advocate for male whores?


“You’re telling
me that while I was in Reno and you and Bryan were fighting, if he went out and
slept with an ex, you would be able to look past it?”


“Our situations
are entirely different, and you know it.  Seriously Ely, wake up.  If only for
the baby’s sake, you can’t be this stubborn.”  


“Watch me.”  I
grit through my teeth.  I know I’m being irrational.  If it was any other
woman, seriously, any other woman besides Arianna, I probably could look past
this.  But after everything, he just ends up back in bed with her the moment
I’m out of the picture.  This proves to me that Alex really hasn’t changed. 
You can take the whore out of the business, but in the end, I guess they’re
really just a whore wearing a suit.


“I’m just
letting you know now…this is a bad idea.”  


“Are you driving
me or am I driving myself?”


“Let me grab my
keys.”  


~~~~~


The party is
being held at a ballroom at one of the local casinos.  Janice told me that
Arianna was going to have it at our event center, but after the whole Cole
debacle at the fundraiser, she wanted to have it somewhere with more security
at her disposal.  Rachel asked if I wanted her to just drop me off or if I
wanted her to wait.  I told her I would be an hour tops, what I had to take
care of wouldn’t be long.


I take the skirt
of my dress in my hand as I ascend the stairs to the double doors.  My heart is
pounding and I struggle to swallow the growing unease building in my throat. 
With each step, images of Alex continue to flash in my mind.  His hands fisted
at his side, his face tight with pleasure, his eyes wired shut and then there
are those lips.  His lips swollen with pure torture from what could only be
caused by hours of kissing.  Those same lips that only days before muttered
words of affection and devotion.  It all feels like a lie and all of it is
crashing around me.  I’m not entirely sure my heart can recover from this.  Nor
am I sure I want to.  


Taking the last
step on the grand staircase, I’m transported into a winter wonderland.  Shades
of silver and blue adorn every available space, glittery snowflakes hang from
the ceiling, and an extravagant crystal chandelier hangs in the middle of the
ballroom.  The round tables are covered in stark white cloths that mimic the
snow that I remember from our time in Reno and the center piece decorations are
bowls filled with Christmas tree decorations.  I haven’t gone too far into
myself to know that this place is beautiful.


I stand back
watching as happy couples come and go from the exorbitant buffet to the far end
of the room to reach the dance floor.  Arianna being Arianna decided on a DJ
instead of a band, which would have been classic, sophisticated.  Words I used
to associate her with.  Not anymore.  


I’m not sure
what to do, so I continue to stand, and fidget with my hands as I wait, willing
my body forward.  


“Don’t you look
beautiful?”  Oliver’s deep husky voice startles me from behind as he wraps an
arm around my waist, pulling me in for a side hug.  


“Thank you.  You
look nice, as well.”  And I’m not lying.  He does clean up well.  He’s dressed
in an all black suit with a green tie that brings out the crispness of his
eyes.  His hair is slicked back and his face is cleanly shaven.  Women will
swoon the moment they lay eyes on him, unlike me.  Although I can appreciate
how nice he looks, my butterflies are dead.  Destroyed by the very woman who I
thought could catapult my career into something I could be proud of.  I guess
the price of success comes at a cost, and unfortunately I didn’t realize how
much until it was too late.


“I hate these
monkey suits.  I’d rather put on a pair of board shorts and a t-shirt and call
it a day.”  He grins at my side as we people watch.  He does look equally good
in his normal beach attire.  But then again, he’d look good in anything.  “You
gonna sit down anytime soon?”


“I’m trying to
move, but my feet won’t listen.”  I try to joke, but all that comes out is my
unease.  


Oliver grabs my
hand, squeezing my fingers in his large, warm hands.  “I’ll help you.  Come
on.”  He tugs, but I can’t move.  My head begins to shake unintentionally.  


“Hey Ely Bean,
it’s just me.  What’s wrong?”  I know his words are meant to calm me, but I am
so terrified.  He thinks I’m strong, but I’m not.  Even with him by my side.


“I can’t do
this, Oliver.  I thought I was strong enough, but I can’t face them.”  My eyes
brim with unshed tears as I look into his caring eyes.  He must sense that
something is running amuck in my head because instead of pushing me forward,
he’s patient and continues to hold my hand.  


“Let’s dance.” 
Oliver pulls me close.  “Let’s dance.”  Hands resting on my lower back, he
pulls me against his chest. I look around, paranoid as I watch everyone pass.  


“We aren’t on
the dance floor.”  


“I don’t give a
shit.  We’ll dance wherever we want.”  Oliver begins to sway, easing my body
into movement with his.  People pass, leering as they eye us.  We must look
ridiculous, embracing practically right next to the entrance.  But at this
point, with the way I feel in his arms, comfortable and protected, I could care
less.  I wish I could feel like this all of the time.  I close my eyes and
savor the momentary relief I feel as I rest my head against his chest.  He
smells nice; not Alex nice, but nice all the same.  My hands clutch his biceps
as we continue to move.  


“You ready to
sit down?”  I tilt my head up and glance around.  I didn’t even realize he
moved us closer to the tables.  “Unless, of course, you want me to continue to
hold you?”


I blush and
shake my head, taking a seat; our table is practically empty.  It’s in this
quiet moment I feel a modicum of resolve.  Knowing what I have to do tonight
isn’t easy, but it’s the right choice.  I’m going to tell Alex the truth.  Not
just about the baby, but about all that Arianna has taken away from us.  He may
have chosen to go running back to her, and even though he has hurt me beyond
repair, she doesn’t deserve an ounce of happiness.


Pulling me out
of what I know I have to do, I’m temporarily relieved when Janice comes
bounding our way with a plate full of delicious smelling food.  I want to say
I’m in shock at seeing Trevor sauntering right behind her with two plates in
his hands, because apparently I’ve missed the progression of their relationship. 
It’s nice to see them together, happy and enjoying each other’s company.


I eye his hefty
plates as he takes a seat next to me.  “You feeding an army?”


Trevor goes to
ruffle my hair, but decides against it when I give him a hearty glare.  He laughs,
“Hey squirt, leave me alone.  I’m a growing boy.”  Of course I can only tease
him because he has a body most men would die for.  The two plates must be
covered in at least five thousand calories and yet he has a ridiculously low
amount of body fat.  “You want some?”  Trevor nudges a plate at me.


“No thanks.  I
lost my appetite.”  


“You feeling
okay?  Bryan said Rach had to take you to the hospital.”  Both Oliver and
Janice’s eyes dart in my direction.  I don’t know when they would have expected
me to tell them, but I guess I have failed to mention this little fact to
either of them.  


My smile may be
fake, but thankfully, I can at least be honest with my reply.  “I’m fine and
the baby is fine.”  Trevor nods his head, mercifully dropping the subject. 
Obviously he has more important things to worry about, aka the large amount of
food he just shoveled in his mouth.  Janice looks at him as he continues to
inhale his food, not with disgust, but with a fascination one could equate to
lust.  I watch her as she remains focused on his jaw.  Hmm, what is going on
here?  


“Is the baby
okay?” Oliver leans over whispering in my ear.  I nod, trying to avoid this
conversation.  “What happened?”  I look away, hoping to mask my dewy eyes.  I
can’t cry.  Not here, with him being so kind to me.  


“We’ll be
back.”  Oliver pulls me from the chair and leads me to the bar.  “I need a
drink.”  His jaw is tense, eyes dark with irritation.


“Why are you
mad?”  I’m not sure where any of this emotion is coming from.  I know I’m a
basket case, but mad or sad, or any emotion for that matter, shouldn’t be
hovering over Oliver.  


“I’m not mad. 
I’m irritated.”


I’m so
confused.  “Well, why are you irritated then?”


“Because you
aren’t telling me everything.  After this past weekend, I thought we were
better than this.  I know you better than you think I do.  You’re keeping something
from me.    First you drop the fact that you’re pregnant,” he whispers to avoid
the prying eyes surrounding us.  “Now you’re going to the hospital and you’re
not saying anything?  Are we, or aren’t we, friends.  Did we, or did we not,
confess a whole bunch of shit to each other last weekend?”  


“What do you
want me to say, Oliver?”


“The truth!  For
once, just tell me what’s going on.” 


I shuffle away
from him towards the exit, but Oliver grabs my elbow and turns me to face him. 
“You want the truth.  Fine.  Even though this isn’t the time, or the place,
I’ll tell you.  But it doesn’t change anything between us.  It can’t.”  He nods
and brings me in closer so I don’t have to speak so loud.  “Cole came to visit
me last night.”


“Your ex-best
friend?  The guy that Alex beat up?”


“Yes, the same. 
He told me…” my voice waivers as I continue.  “He told me he’s been following
me.  Arianna paid him to follow me.  It’s how she’s known every time I’ve been
with Alex.  He…he had pictures, Oliver.”  I choke on the last words as tears
trickles down my face.  Oliver’s thumb grazes my cheek wiping away my tears. 
“Alex slept with her while we were in San Diego.”


“Arianna?”


I nod.  “And the
worst part is…I can’t even be mad at him because I broke his heart before I left. 
I told him the baby wasn’t his and I broke up with him and now…oh, God.”  My
lip quivers, my chest feels as if someone is sitting on it making it hard to
breath.  “Now it’s just me and this baby.  I’ve ruined everything.”


“You didn’t ruin
anything.  It’s not your fault.  None of this is your fault, Elyssa.  You have
done everything you can to do right by you and Alex.  Hell, even in a twisted
way, Arianna.  But no, none of this is your damn fault.”  Pausing to make sure
I get what he’s saying, I look up into his deep green eyes and acquiesce.  


“And Elyssa,
you’re not alone if you don’t want to be.”  


Still staring
into his eyes, I’m not sure if I comprehend what he’s telling me.  Of course,
I’m alone.  It’s just me and LJ.  “What?  What are you talking about?”  I panic
as I look over his face and realize he’s completely serious.


Oliver looks
nervous as he takes my hands between his.  “I could be there for the two of
you.  I would love the baby regardless of it not being mine.  We could be,” he
clears his throat, “we could be a family.  You, me, Mason and the little one.” 
He clutches my hands tightly forcing me to stay in the moment with him.


Breaking the
staring contest, I shake my head.  “Oliver, I can’t ask that of you.”


“You’re not
asking.  I’m offering.  Plus, you’re good with Mason.  I saw how you were with
him, so kind and patient.  I’ve never once seen Melanie like that with him.  It
wouldn’t have to be so hard, Ely.  Being with me would be effortless.”  He runs
his hands up my arms to rest on my biceps.


Effortless.


Alright, I can’t
believe I’m even doing this, but here it is...the pros of being with Oliver:
he’s attractive, he loves kids, he’s successful in his career, he’s carefree,
he enjoys the outdoors, he has good taste in food and cars, and he’s safe. 
Cons: he’s not Alex.  


Fuck.


From behind I
can hear a throat being cleared.  I look over my shoulder and realize that Alex
is standing behind us.  I wonder how much of the conversation he heard.  If it
wasn’t for the fact that I feel betrayed by him, I might actually care if he
heard Oliver laying out our easy life.


And again, if I
wasn’t so hurt by his betrayal, I might actually take a moment and appreciate
how agonizingly handsome he looks tonight.  His hair is styled in that messy
way that screams sex.  My fingers ache to twirl around his auburn strands. 
Like Oliver, he’s also in a black suit; Alex has a white dress shirt with a red
vest underneath, jacket parted showing his slim waist line.  As if I have x-ray
vision, I can practically see the lines of his defined abdomen and taut chest
muscles underneath.  I sigh a deep meaningful sigh.  It’s been over a week and
the ache that radiates deep in my chest almost causes my knees to buckle.


“Elyssa…can I
talk to you for a second.”  He looks tense as he stands with his hands in his
pockets waiting for my response.  His eyes moving between my face and the hand
Oliver still has resting on my biceps.


“You don’t have
to talk to him, Ely,” Oliver whispers.


“Yes, I do.”  I
look up into his concerned face.  I know what he’s offering and I’d be blind if
I didn’t know this was going to hurt him.  Me walking away to talk to Alex. 
Alex who, in Oliver’s eyes, doesn’t deserve me.  I just don’t know how to
respond quite yet.  “I’ll find you when I’m done.”  He nods, but not before he
shoots Alex a warning glare before he leaves.


I turn to Alex,
my heart and soul, and know that this is it.  This is the time where I need to
be the old Elyssa Hart, strong and determined.  I’ve lost sight of that over
the past few months, or maybe it’s that she had been ripped from me.  Either
way, I need her now.  Resolving to get everything off my chest, I reach deep
and without looking away from his deep blue irises, I take a step forward.  


Note to self: When in doubt, pull
up your big girl panties and fight your way through.
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Even if our
physical distance is nothing but a mere ten feet from one another, I feel as if
we are oceans apart.  The way my heart is being ripped from my chest; he might
as well be in New York again.  Because in this moment, I don’t feel safe with
him.  Not once have I ever felt this way in his presence and I hope to never
feel that way with another again.  The only part of me that continues to move
in his direction is my body, and I blame that partially on LJ.


“You’re
breathtaking,” he sighs heavily when we are less than a foot apart.  Those two
words defeat me in a way I didn’t think possible.  My head droops down, along
with my shoulders, and the only reason I know he’s reached me is because I can
see his shoes brush against the material of my dress.  I’m trying so
desperately not to look at him.  If I look at him, I’ll give in.  I’ll feel all
the pain I felt last night when Cole showed me those pictures and then where
will that leave me?  If last night was a test of my will, and LJ’s
perseverance, we both passed.  But tonight, seeing him in person, standing mere
inches away looking at me the way he always does, I don’t know how well I’ll
pass that test.  I remain silent, hoping he’ll just say what he needs to say so
I can say my peace and leave, without me looking into his longing eyes.


“Why aren’t you
looking at me?” he asks, while his feet shuffle beneath him.  Just the sound of
his voice causes my lips to tremble.  I’m not sure if it’s the anger I feel
towards him or better yet the anger I feel towards myself, or the utter
heartache I feel when I’m near him.  I feel as if a sledgehammer has busted
through whatever semblance of a person I was.  I was strong, I was sure of
myself, I trusted my heart, but now I feel foolish for ever believing that Alex
and I had a future together.  Damn foolish.


“I. Can’t.”  I
struggle to just speak those few words.  I’m searching within for the resolve I
had when I decided to come to this party.  To find the strength to say what I
need to say.  “I thought I could do this, Alex.  But, I can’t.  I can’t look at
you.  It hurts too much.”


“Hey, come
here.”  Alex takes my hand pulling me to him.  I struggle against him, pushing
against his chest with my eyes shut tight.  “Hart, look at me.”


I know I
shouldn’t, but his pleading breaks my resolve.  I know when I open my eyes all
I’ll see is betrayal.  Never said I wasn’t a masochist.  I pry my eyes open and
allow myself to look at him; really look at him.  “Fine.  I’m looking at you.” 
I can feel the wetness of my tears as they stream down my cheeks.  “What do you
want, Alex?”


“Why are you
looking at me through hate filled eyes?  I should be the one that’s angry.” 
His arms tighten around me the more I struggle.  I don’t have the energy to
fight him.  It’s not until I hear the voices around us that I realize he’s
holding me in the middle of all of our co-workers.  Well, there goes that
secret.


“Alex stop,
everyone is looking at us,” I cringe further into him.  


“So, let them. 
I don’t care anymore.  I’m transferring departments remember; taking a step
down.  I put in the request before I asked you to move in with me.”  


I shake my head
at his words.  “It doesn’t matter anymore.  You’ve made your decision.”


“You’re my
decision.  I don’t want to live without you,” his voice softens.  


“You’re not
obligated to do anything for me.”  This would be the best time to tell him, to
tell him all the lies I’ve fabricated to push him away.  To tell him how much
he hurt me by going back to the one woman who I despise.  But I can’t get the
words out.  I know I’m a coward.  We’ve already determined this when I ran out
on him in New York.  Nothing ever changes.  


“I’m not doing
it out of obligation.  Open your fucking eyes!  I love you, Elyssa.  You are my
everything and I’ll do whatever it takes to be with you.”  I break down, knee
buckling and all.  Alex doesn’t let me fall and pulls me tighter against him,
walking us both outside.  Leading us to a small table, he sits down on one of
the metal chairs and brings me in closer.  It’s cold, but all I can feel is his
warmth as he pulls me into his lap.


I push against
him, struggling to stand on my own.  “I don’t think there’s anything left to
give you.  I love you, but right now, love isn’t enough.”


“It is enough,
Elyssa.  I love you and you know that means something.  I’ve been going out of
my mind this past week.  It has literally been the worst week of my life. 
Worse than the month I was in New York.”


“How so?”  I
don’t believe him.  How could I when there’s evidence to the contrary?  No, he
thinks he missed me, he thinks he loves me, but really…what does he even know
of love.


“I’m not going
to lie, when I was in New York, it hurt.  But it’s nothing compared to how I
feel now.  You gave me a peek into what I want my future to look like.  What I
want our family to look like, Hart.  The prospect of having a family, of taking
care of you, you taking care of me.  Finally having the family that I’ve always
wanted, but never thought I deserved.”  


Shaking his
head, he loosens his grip just enough for me to pull away to stand.  Grasping
for me, he continues and breaks my heart even further.  “You took all of that
away.  Tell me, Elyssa, what do you do when the one you love takes away your
future?  I’ll tell you.  Your heart gives up because there’s nothing left to
live for.”  


No. No. No.  He
doesn’t get to hurt like this.  Not the way he hurt me.  I lash out at him with
as much venom in my voice as I can muster.  “Is that why you slept with
Arianna?”  The words leave my mouth before I even have a chance to stop
myself.  Each word full of hatred.  For Alex.  For Arianna.  For the past.  For
ruining my future.  


Alex looks at me
with confusion and tries to move closer.  I don’t allow him, with each step he
moves forward, I back away. “I don’t know where this is coming from, but
Elyssa, I haven’t slept with her since you first came into my life.”  Pain
etches each feature on his ruined face.


“Don’t fucking
lie to me, Alex.  I saw the pictures.”  


“Pictures?”  He
shakes his head, “What are you talking about?”


“You sure you
don’t know?  At this point I wouldn’t be surprised if you were all in on this
sick little joke.”  


Alex takes a
calculating step forward, and I have nowhere else to go.  I’m backed into the
brick wall and he knows he has me.  Again, not feeling so safe here.  “Elyssa,
I’m going to only say it one more time.  What the fuck are you talking about?”


Fine.  “Cole. 
He came to me last night and told me your sick little girlfriend had him
following me for the past month.  But tables were turned and while I was out of
town last weekend, he followed you.  He has pictures of you.  With Arianna. 
Naked, Alex.  You were fucking naked with the one person that has ripped
everything away from me.  From us.”


“Hart, I swear I
didn’t sleep with anyone.  I spent that entire weekend drunk off my ass.”


“Think long and
hard Alex, because I’ve seen them.  That picture is burned into my mind.  I
can’t escape it.”  


He runs his
hands through his hair before settling them on the back of his neck.  “Hart, I
swear.  I don’t remember anything.  I blacked out.  I don’t know what
happened.  I just kept drinking and drinking until I couldn’t see your face
anymore.  Until I didn’t have to picture what you were doing out of town with him.”


I weep quietly
as Alex kneels in front of me.  Unshed tears pool is his eyes as he looks up at
me.  His firm conviction he did nothing wrong has me wanting to believe him.  I
don’t know what to do.  Ely now…tell him now. 


“God, you’re
fucking pathetic.  I don’t know what I ever saw in you.”  Both of us turn our heads
and our attention moves to the figure stepping into the light.  Out of the
darkness my nightmare comes to life.  Dressed in a blood red floor length gown
that hugs every inch of her body Arianna steps forward with her hands fisted at
her sides.  Her hair pulled into a tight bun, causing her already tight
features to stretch even further.  I’d say she looks beautiful if it wasn’t for
the psychotic wide-eye expression on her face.


Alex stands, his
hands fisted at his sides as he pulls me behind him.  “What do you want
Arianna?” Alex’s voice is laced with venom.  


She saunters
closer, reaching out to brush her fingers over the lapel of his jacket.  “What
ever do you mean lover?”  


“Don’t call me
that,” he growls.  “We haven’t been together in a very long time, Arianna, and
you know damn well that’s the fucking truth.”


“Oh, I guess if
last weekend constitutes a very long time, you’re right.  It has been a long
time,” she squeals with laughter.   


“What the hell
are you talking about?  I was not with you last weekend.”


“You don’t
remember?  You were drunk.  I saw you at Sandy’s bar.  You needed a ride home. 
You practically ripped my clothes off.”


Alex is shaking
his head in disbelief.  “No, there is no way I would have done that.”


“You did.  We
did.”  Her eyes dart to look over his shoulder at where I’m standing.  “And
you…I warned you not to think you were special.  You had this stupid fairy tale
all made up in your head.  Didn’t I tell you he’d come back to me?”  Her wicked
smile is directed at me and I can’t look away.  As much as I hate this woman,
hate her with the fiery passions of hell, I can’t look away.


“I don’t believe
you.  There’s no way I would have touched anyone.  Let alone you.”  Alex turns
to me, eyes pleading, “You have to believe me.”


I shake my
head.  “There are pictures, Alex.  There’s too much proof not to.”  Head still
shaking, I decide to settle this now.  “You were fucking naked with her in your
bed, Alex.  You had sex with her.  Just face it!”


 Alex grits his
teeth, throwing his arms in the air in frustration.  “Goddamnit!”  He screams
into the air.  Luckily we are alone outside.  Unluckily, Arianna is practically
having an orgasm watching him.


“You’re just
like your mother.  Pathetic.  Even when your men are fucking other women, you
still take them back, licking up the leftovers after they’ve been with me.”  


Her words reach
into the depths of the darkness I feel and ignite the anger I’ve felt for the
past twenty-four hours.  I push past Alex, nudging my finger into Arianna’s
boney chest.


“You!  You
stupid bitch!  I’m done with your fucking games.  You had Cole following me,
for what reason?  To know if I was with Alex.  He. Doesn’t. Want. You!  No one
ever wanted you.  You’re the one that’s pathetic.  The problem is you want
everyone else’s life, but you’re stuck in your own miserable existence.  


“I’m done with
you intimidating me.  You will stay the fuck away from me.  You will stay away
from my family or so help me God I will make you regret the day you were ever
born!”  I push against her chest, anger radiating through my pores.  I’m
shaking.


“You have no
power to make threats.  I own you.  Just like I own him.”  She points to Alex,
seething behind me.  “Just like I own your precious little Cole.  Don’t push me
little girl, because when I push back, you’ll regret the day I entered your
life.  Not only will I ruin your life, and you know I can, but I will destroy
the lives of those you love.  Mark my fucking words, Elyssa.”  


My hand fists
and right when I bring my arm back to pummel her to the ground, another hand
rams into Arianna’s cheek causing her to fall backwards with a loud yelp.  I
glance to my left and see my sister whose entire face is red with anger.


“That’s for my
Mother, you fucking bitch.  Because she was more of a lady than I am and would
never have put you on your ass which is where you belong.”  Rachel steps
forward, her foot stomping on Arianna’s hand splayed on the ground.  “That is
for my sister.  You better stay the fuck away from her.  You hear me?” 
Rachel’s teeth are gritted as she stares at Arianna quivering on the ground.


Arianna’s
maniacal laugh sears through the bitter cold.  “She works for me.  I own her.”


“You don’t own
shit, Arianna.  There is nothing in this life you can take away from me
anymore.  Not now, not ever.  You deserve every piece of shit that comes your
way.  I fucking quit!” I scream from behind Rachel, my body vibrating with
nervous energy.


“You think
you’ll get away with this.  I am Arianna Salerno and nothing touches me. 
Rachel, be ready because I’m going to have you arrested for assault.”


“Go right
ahead.  A stay in jail is well worth the satisfaction I just got.  It’s been a
long time coming.”  Rachel grabs my hand, pulling me behind her away from
Arianna who incidentally is still laying flat against the ground.


A slew of
nervous energy feeds my momentum as Rachel and I move through the crowd inside
of the banquet hall and through the double doors I came in.  She did it; she
knocked Arianna on her ass.  Boom!  Bitch goes down!  Rachel is like Mike
Tyson, minus the ear biting shit.  


Although I’m
ecstatic that Arianna got served a dose of whoop ass, I can’t help and wonder
if her threats will come to fruition. What if she does press charges?  Rachel
looks horrible in orange and I although she is feisty, I can’t imagine her
being in prison.  Rachel definitely didn’t think this through.


I pull back
against her arm, stopping us in front of the casino.


“You just hit
her!”  Rachel tilts her head sideways as if I just told her the sky is blue.


“Uh yah, she
deserved it.”  She huffs as she grabs my arm, pulling me to her car.  “I can’t
believe that manipulative bitch.”


Rachel’s rants
are halted by Alex’s booming voice behind us.  “What was that back there?”  I
ignore him and continue to hurry behind Rachel.  “Where are you going?  We’re
not done.”  Alex pulls on my elbow.  I twirl around still vibrating with anger
and adrenaline.


“We are so
done.  Go back to your fuck buddy.”  I point to the double doors still trying
to edge my way to Rachel’s car.  My sister is now standing with her door open
watching our standoff.  She widens her eyes as I look at her, pushing me to
take it easy on him.


Backing away,
Alex runs his hands through his hair in frustration.


“You’re mad at
me?”  He points his thumb towards his chest.  “You broke up with me.  You told
me you’re having some other man’s baby days after you told me the baby was
mine.  That you were both mine.  I was drunk, I don’t remember.  You don’t have
a fucking leg to stand on when it comes to this.  You don’t deserve…”


“I know!  You
don’t think that I realize that I caused all of this!  You don’t think that I
know that!  It doesn’t make it any easier, Alex.  And now I’m jobless,
homeless, and pregnant!  This is not the most ideal situation.  So I know what I
deserve and what I don’t deserve.  I don’t need you to remind me.”  I wrap my
arms around myself before pivoting to walk towards the car.


Alex stops me,
pulling me against his chest, my back to his front, as he wraps his arms around
me.  “Why didn’t you tell me everything that was going on…with Arianna…with
Cole?”  His voice is soft.


  “I was trying
to protect you.  She would have ruined you, Alex.”


“That’s the
thing.  In a relationship, you protect each other.  You don’t leave someone in
the dark until everything has gone to shit.”


I turn in his
arms looking up at his darkened face.  “So now you know.  You know all the
fucked up truth that I’ve been hiding from you for the past couple of months. 
You know why I fought against being with you so hard.  Why I ignored you in New
York.  You know it all.”


“I don’t think
you’ve told me everything.”  Alex’s fingers brush against my chin, forcing me
to keep eye contact.  “You’re still keeping something from me.”


I shake my head,
my eyes fluttering closed as I search for the courage to rock his boat again. 
“I-I don’t know how to say it.”  I swallow back the nerves jumbled in my
stomach as I look into his blue irises which are darkened by the shadow of
night.  I don’t know what it is about us in parking lots and pregnancy
discussions.


“Just tell me. 
With everything that’s come out tonight, I think I know, but I need to hear you
say it.”  I look back at Rachel, who’s signaling with her hands for me to go
on.  Turning back to Alex, I drop my head, resting my forehead against his
chest as I take deep breaths.


Breathlessly, I
reveal my last secret, “The baby…it’s yours.”


“Say it again.” 
His chest rumbles with his demand.  I look up into his handsome face, unable to
read his reaction.  He’s grinding his teeth together causing his jaw to flex. 
Other than that, nothing.


“The baby is
yours,” I release again, this time more confidently as I look him in the eyes. 



It feels like
eternity has passed since I told him, yet his face is still unreadable. 
Silence is all I’m met with before he drops to his knees in front of me,
clutching my body to him.  I’m frozen for a moment before my fingers find his
hair to comfort him.


“Alex, your
suit.”  I tug on his arm, but he doesn’t budge.


Resting his
forehead against my belly Alex murmurs, “Fuck my suit.”  I giggle as his arms
tighten around my waist.  “No more secrets, no more lies.”  Alex looks up the
length of my body.


I nod.  While
Alex has a moment with LJ, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  I can’t
shake the anger and the images of Arianna and Alex together.  I shouldn’t have
to.  “What about Arianna?”


He stands up,
but doesn’t allow me to pull away.  “What about her?”  


“You slept with
her, Alex.  That’s not something I’m going to forget anytime soon.”


“I wish I had an
explanation for you.  I know it’s a lame excuse, but I honestly don’t
remember.  Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it.  I know I didn’t sleep with
her, but I don’t know how I can prove that to you.  Please, Elyssa, please just
trust me.  After everything Arianna has done…”


I bang on his
chest with both fists, only to have him pull me in closer.  “You think this is
gonna be easy to forget?  That the pictures are just going to erase from my
mind.  I saw you, Alex.  I get that I shattered your faith in me, but to go and
be with her, I just don’t know how I’m going to put this behind me.  I
want to,” I shake my head, “I want to be with you more than anything.  Help me
believe in us again.”


“I will do
anything, Elyssa.  You have to know I wasn’t in my right mind.  You took away
everything from me.  I didn’t care if I saw the next day; all I wanted was to
drink until it didn’t hurt so much.  It doesn’t absolve me of anything, but I
want you to know it’s my truth.”


I run my hand
along his cheek, before resting it on his jaw line.  I’ve seen the pictures,
I’ve felt the heartache.  But I also believe Alex when he says he doesn’t
remember.  In my heart, I know he’d never intentionally hurt me.  And although
being drunk is no excuse, I can’t ignore the fact that what we are is bigger than
Arianna.


Alex turns his
face in, kissing my palm before pulling me in closer so that my head rests on
his shoulder.


“No more running
away.  We take care of each other now.”


There is still
so much to work through, but I’m tired of fighting.  “You sure you want to do
this?  Your baby mama is homeless and unemployed.  These are not check marks in
the pros column.”


“No, my fiancée
is beautiful, having my baby and we are moving into a new house together. 
She’s giving me the family I never imagined and is my reason for being. 
Besides, I could care less if she works as long as she’s pregnant, naked, and
waiting for me when I get home.”


The image he
paints stirs a smile, but it quickly vanishes as I look towards the double
doors as Arianna shakes hands with a few men in suits.  


“What are we
going to do about her?”


Alex leans down,
his lips brushing against mine.  “I protect what’s mine.  Let me worry about
her.  She won’t touch you or this baby.”  


“I can’t let her
hurt the baby, Alex.  I can’t.  You have to promise me.”  I look into his face,
pleading with him to give me some sense of security after months of unease.


“Cross my
Hart.”  He marks an x on my chest, giving me a dimpled grin.


Unraveling his
arms, Alex takes my hand in his, pulling me towards Rachel.


“That was an
impressive right hook, Rachel,” Alex jokes as he pulls me to his side.  I wrap
my arm around his waist.


Rachel giggles
as she shakes her hand.  “It still stings.  Movies make it seem so simple.”  We
share a laugh as Rachel looks between the two of us.  “So, you guys are good?”


I look up at
Alex.  The truth set me free, well that and letting go of my job.  Although the
pictures of him with her still bother me, I know that I have no right to be
angry with him.  


“We have a lot
to work through.”


Alex kisses me
on my temple.  “Yes, but we will work through it together.”  


“So no U-Haul
and bothering the guys to move your stuff to my place tomorrow?”


Alex answers for
me.  “She’s still moving, just into our house.”  Alex reaches into his pocket,
pulling out a key.


“Merry
Christmas, Hart.”  He places it in my palm.


“What’s this?”


“Our new home.” 



Excuse me?  Our new
home?  What, when, how?


“When?”


“I placed an
offer on it the week you agreed to move in with me.  I’m not going to lie.  I
almost cancelled, but I just couldn’t.  I wasn’t ready to give up on us just
yet.”


“Well, it seems
you guys are on the right track.  I better get out of here before the cops
come.  Keep your cell phones on in case I need bail.”  She laughs as she gets
into her car.  “I’ll call you tomorrow, El.  Love you.”


“Love you
more.”  I wave goodbye as Rachel pulls out and drives away.


“So what now?”  


“Make-up sex. 
Lots and lots of make-up sex.”  Alex pulls me into a constricting embrace
before kissing me as if there was no tomorrow.


This is far from
my happily ever after.  I can’t live in my fairy tale until I know the wicked
witch has been destroyed.  But I can enjoy the brief moment of joy and triumph
while Alex eagerly kisses me, deepening it with each move of his tongue.





EPILOGUE


 


Jesus.  How did I ever
find this sniveling, pathetic, spineless waste of air attractive enough to let
him inside me?  I really need to remind myself to douche later on.  His weak
sperm might cause a malfunction in my uterus.  


“I did everything you
asked of me.  I followed her.  I took those pictures.  I delivered them to
her.  I basically ruined her life.  She’ll never forgive me.”  Cole takes his
head into his hands as he sits on the edge of the bed.  I can’t stand when men
cry.  They might as well grow a vagina and get the word “pussy” tattooed on
their forehead.


This façade is growing
cumbersome.  Cole may have outgrown his intended purpose.  He couldn’t even get
the simple task of following her right.


“I need you to get your
clothes on and leave.  I have company coming.”  I blot at the corners of my
lips with a tissue, removing any remnants of our brief time together.  Cole’s a
sloppy kisser.  It’s as if his tongue has a mind of its own; traveling to the
four corners of my mouth erratically.  Its times like these that make me miss
Alex.  No not miss; crave.  Missing someone is a weak emotion.  Craving is how
your body communicates sheer primal attraction.


“Who?”  Cole lifts his
head, looking at me over his shoulder.  I stand and walk over to the couch to
grab my silk kimono robe draped over the arm.


“Those photos weren’t
enough to break her.  I want her begging for her life to end.  I want her to
watch as everyone she’s ever loved is taken away from her.  Then, I’ll finally
be satisfied.”


“The photos were
convincing.  We staged it perfectly.  She’ll never get over the thought of the
two of you being together; regardless if it’s true or not.”


“It would have
happened.  Just a little more coercion and he would have…”


“Who are you kidding,
Arianna?”  Cole stands in frustration; re-buttoning his jeans and pulling on
his jeans.  “He was completely wasted.  The last thing he wanted to do was
fuck.  I had to practically glue his hands on you to take those photos.”


“Fuck off, Cole.”  I
tighten my robe around myself.  


“I can’t do this
anymore.”  He sounds pathetic and looks even worse with his head bowed down. 
Why I thought he would have enough conviction to follow through is beyond me at
this point.


“Can’t do what?  Fuck
me or go ahead with what we agreed.”  I stand with my hand resting on my hip. 
If he thinks this is over, he has another thing coming.


“She doesn’t deserve
this.”  Here we go again.  I don’t know what it is about that girl, but she
must have some fairy dust inside her because she makes men stupid.  Alex threw
away everything I gave him for what?  Love?  Ha!


“No, she doesn’t; she
deserves so much more.  And you need to remember that you agreed to go through
with this.  You’re in too deep to try to back out now.”


“I’m not doing anything
else.  I’m out.”  He throws his hands up in the air.


“You’re out huh? 
Hmmmm….do you think the police will buy into your sudden need to have a
conscious?”  I place the tip of my finger on my lip.  “I’m pretty positive
attempted murder isn’t just wiped clean by good intentions.  After the fact.”


“Stop,” he grumbles. 
Cole covers his face with his forearms; his hands resting on top of his head.


“What?  Too difficult
to hear?  You almost killed two people Cole.  Their blood is on your hands.”  I
push the verbal knife in a little deeper.


“I thought she was
him.”  His voice is muffled, but I can still hear his pathetic excuses for what
he’s already done.


“Do you think they will
forgive you for that?  Do you think your precious Elyssa will look past the
fact that you tried to kill the love of her life?”


“Stop.  Please,” he
begs, irritation flaring his nostrils.


“I can’t wait to see
what you look like in an orange jumpsuit.”


“Stop!”  Cole clutches
the sides of his head as he erupts in anger.  


My, oh my, this is a
side I’ve never seen.  It actually turns me on.  Maybe he’ll tie me up, get
rough a little.


Knock! Knock! Knock!


Guess a little red room
of pain action will have to be postponed.  Business first.  I walk to the door
and open without looking through the peephole.  I must say the similarities
between father and son is astounding; dark hair, dimpled cheeks, those fierce
blue eyes.  If he fucks anything like his son does, I can only imagine I won’t
be able to walk for days.  I ache with want as my eyes run over his rough
features.  


I step back, giving him
room to step inside just past the entryway.  Obviously the years haven’t been
kind to him.  Even though he looks so much like Alex, I can see the dark
circles around his eyes and his hand me down clothes show exactly what tax
bracket he’s in.


“Cole, I need you to
leave.”  I instruct without looking back at him.  He pauses at the door, taking
in the man in front of me before pushing past and slamming the door behind him.


“Come have a seat.”  I
gesture towards the couch.  He eyes me suspiciously before walking past and
making himself at home.  “Thirsty?”  


He nods.  He looks like
a scotch man, so he’ll appreciate the 25 year old Speyburn I’m pouring on the
rocks for him.  He finishes off the glass before I even have a chance to settle
in next to him.


“Why did you ask me
here?”


“Well, I’ve come to
find out that you’ve been sniffing around my company trying to find your son.”


“What’s it to you?”


“I think we can be of
use to one another.”  I run my finger up his thigh before making its way to the
inseam of his khakis.  He grabs my wrist; I eye him through my lashes.


“What did you have in
mind?”


“Your son is in love. 
I can’t have his mind on anything besides work.”


“Work or you?”


“One in the same.”


“What do I get out of
it?”


“I figure you’re here
for a reason.”  He nods, letting go of my wrist.  I quickly unbuckle his pants
before eagerly pushing my hand inside his briefs.


He settles in, resting
his head on the back of the couch as he opens his legs farther.  Content, he questions
the deal, “So, I help you ruin his little girlfriend and I get what I want in
return.”


“Anything your heart
desires.”


“Fine.  Let’s start
with you dropping to your knees and sucking my cock.”


I think I may like my
new business partner.  I drop to my knees, eagerly pulling his pants down, and
salivate at the thought.  Elyssa thought it was over.  But I warned her, time
and time again, she didn’t want to fuck with me. 


~~~~~


“Mr. Salerno will see
you now.”


I follow the butler
down the long hallway before stopping inside a suite decorated in gaudy gold
fixtures.  Red drapes surround the ceiling to floor windows, allowing very
little light to enter the room.


“Mr. Salerno, Mr. James
is here to see you.”  The butler gestures to the chair next to the bed.


It has been a while
since I have seen the elder Mr. Salerno.  I’d heard stories of his ailing
frame, but I didn’t realize how sick he was.  I knew he left the day to day
operations to Arianna for a reason, but I never imagined he was this ill.


I sit, watching as he
feebly tries to pull himself up to rest against the large pillows.  I’ve met
Mr. Salerno a handful of times.  Mostly during the parties Arianna forced me
attend.  She got off on fucking in public, especially events she attended with
her husband.  I didn’t care then, but so much has changed in me.  I almost feel
the need to apologize to this man for taking what was his.  Almost.


“What can I do for you,
Mr. James?”  His voice cracks.


“We need to talk about
your wife.”


“What?  Is she riding
you too rough?  Literally.”  He scoffs before coughing into the handkerchief
he’s clutching.


I force myself to stay
calm.  Is he really saying what I think he is?  “You knew?”


“You’d be surprised
what I know.”  I wonder if he knows what a fuck up his wife is, and how her
whole day is consumed with messing with people’s lives?  But then again, if he
knows about me and Arianna, then he’s more lucid than I think.  Which is
definitely a plus.


“She’s trying to hurt
my family.”


“I didn’t know you had
family.”


“Why would you?”


“I looked into you when
I found out you were fucking my wife.”


“And?”


“I found nothing, which
explained why you were letting her manipulate you.”  Sometimes I try to
convince myself that I was manipulating her, but I get the point.


“Elyssa Hart.  You know
her?”


He nods.  “She’s my God
daughter.”


“Well, she’s my life. 
I can’t have Arianna fucking around with my family.”


“And what do you
propose I do?”


“Well, let me start by
telling you a little story…”
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    PROLOGUE


    


    “Channel 3 was able to catch up with millionaire, and ex-playboy, Alexander James to discuss the future of Salerno Health, his thoughts on telemedicine, and his upcoming adventure into fatherhood in this exclusive interview.”


    “Alex…” I moan. I try desperately to fight against the fuzzy cloud surrounding my mind, and barely able to keep my head up.


    “Mr. James, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule. Channel 3, as well as all of our viewer’s, thank you.”


    “It’s my pleasure to support our valley in any way possible.”


    “Alex…” I can hear his voice, but it’s distant and all I want is for him to come to me. Can’t he hear me?


    “Before we start, we’d like to congratulate you on the upcoming birth of your first child. It’s got to be such an exciting time in your life.”


    “Thank you,” he chuckles. “I think the word you mentioned earlier was adventure. Up to this point, everything has been a whirlwind. And most definitely a good one.”


    “And the mother? How is she?”


    “She’s…perfect.”


    “Alex…” With each cry, my throat is on fire. On top of struggling to move, I’m unable to open my eyes.


    “I think I just heard women all over the nation swoon with jealousy. When is the baby due?”


    “Within the month.”


    “What an exciting time for you. Well, enough with us prying into your personal life, let’s get on to why you’re really here. Please, Mr. James, tell us about the telemedicine initiatives that Salerno Health is involved with.”


    “Well Diane, that’s actually a great segue since health is so personal to all of us…”


    Alex’s voice fades into the background just as I hear rustling filling in the all too quiet room. I can feel the panic setting in. As a reflex, my eyes flutter open and I instantly regret it. The dingy room is too bright and there’s a heavy musty smell in the air. I squint against the bright rays of sun shining through the filthy curtains, giving my eyes time to refocus on my surroundings.


    I don’t like what I see.


    “Alex?” I moan again. Why isn’t he answering me?


    The faint sound of a lullaby stills me. My heart skips a beat when I feel my baby kick. I can’t help myself from smiling, which quickly fades when I try to reach down and caress my belly.


    Rolling my head from side to side feels heavier than normal and my attempt at clearing the fog inside my mind is almost pointless. My eye lids feel heavy and when I attempt to wipe the sleep away from my eyes, the panic sets in.


    I’m unable to move my arms and legs.


    Through my fear, I’m struggling to fight off a full-fledged panic attack but manage to pry my lids apart and keep them open; the sun no longer hurting my eyes. Although my vision is fuzzy, I can make out the grimy yellow walls to my left side. The only item out of place is an old acoustic guitar that leans against the wall in the corner of the room by a bright teal door.


    Nothing about this room seems familiar. Frantically trying to remember how I got here, I can’t recall anything. It’s all a blur.


    My focus turns to the hand splayed on the bed next to me, a rope wrapped around its wrist. It takes a full minute before I realize the hand is mine.


    I roll my head slightly to the right taking in the rest of the room, trying to decide what level of alarm my brain should register. Dirty curtains, a worn brown chair that sits in front of an old bulky television with an awkward painting of a mother and child that doesn’t match the room sits on the far wall.


    My heart rate doubles at the sight of the unnerving painting and my thoughts go directly to my daughter. Cadence. I really have to get out of here. The adrenalin finally kicks in and with great effort I attempt to pull my legs up, before realizing that my ankles are also tied with rope. I continue struggling; beads of sweat forming on my forehead are now trickling down my temples.


    “Help! Please help! Is anybody out there?” I scream and scream until my voice grows hoarse.


    A faint chuckle breaks my screaming cries. Afraid of what I might find, I tentatively look to the right and freeze in sheer terror.


    Arianna stands, dark circles surrounding her eyes as she leans against the wall. Next to her, a tiny white whicker bassinette sits decorated in pink bows. The sweet furniture is a complete contrast in comparison to the nightmare standing next to it.


    “Good, now that you’re awake this is going to be way more fun.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    


    Tuesday, December 25


    ELYSSA…


    I wish all Vegas homes came with chimneys; smoke billowing from the rooftops, while heat spreads throughout the house, warming the hearts of everyone inside. Holidays past are always remembered with fond memories, and those California Christmas mornings were always my favorite time of year. Mom woke up early to bake homemade cinnamon rolls while dad sat in his favorite ratty, old chair after lighting the fire. I can still smell the firewood seeping through the rafters to my room, signaling for my sister, Rachel, and me, to get up so we could gather around the tree and open up our gifts.


    Those memories were always good, up until our parents died. Christmas became less of a loving remembrance and more the spectacle of Rachel trying to overcompensate for our loss. Needless to say, as much as I love my sister, the holidays are just not the same.


    This year, with the new baby coming and Rachel’s upcoming nuptials to the love of her life, Bryan, we vowed to start new traditions with our family. Unfortunately, a piece of our hearts is missing today, forever reminding us that the “perfect” life we’ve built for ourselves isn’t quite so perfect. We’d hoped to share our new traditions with Alex’s grandmother, Nana; however, the doctor is keeping her in the rehab facility until her vitals get better. We went and visited her last night and brought her favorite dessert, a piece of banana cream pie. Still healing from her fall, Nana’s recovery has left her lethargic and her appetite is not what is used to be. Even though Alex is worried about her, Nana placates him with that sweet smile of hers, always trying to ease his sorrows.


    As a new tradition, Rachel wanted us all to spend the night at her house so that we could wake up and experience the “Magic of Christmas” together. I’m going to go out on a limb and say it was probably a good idea we skipped the sleepover, seeing as how I believe my underwear may still be hanging next to our 1st Christmas’ ornament. Maybe it’s not an appropriate tree decoration, but hey, at least we made our own tradition. Thinking about it now, I’m still a little giddy, knowing that said tradition was to decorate the tree with pieces of my clothing. Yeah, definitely a good idea we skipped the sleepover.


    Caught up in the pleasure that is Alex, I almost didn’t notice when he placed the white gold locket around my neck. As I was laying naked underneath him, his fingers lightly feathered over what was to be the first of many presents, his words not mine. The white gold locket is intricate at the same time simple, with swirls of diamonds in the shape of a four-leaf clover. And most importantly, it’s empty. When I questioned him about it, his eyes lit up and he said that once LJ was here he’d put a picture of the three of us in there. I don’t know if it was the way his sky blue eyes changed color, or the abundant smile on his face, but in that moment I don’t think I could have loved him more. Soon, we’ll have our own little family to fill the gaps that I’ve felt for so long.


    


    Alex also bought LJ a present, but he said I couldn’t open it until we got to Rachel’s. Curiosity almost won out, but when I went to shake it, Alex informed me that if I didn’t leave our unborn child’s present alone, he would bend me over his knee and make me pay for being “naughty and impatient.” Curiosity turned into lust and I almost tore the paper off the package just to see if he would follow through. Alex could sense my need, so instead of letting me pout, he quickly took my mind off of the present when he spread me wide and buried his face between my thighs. You can imagine I forgot about the present, among other things, quite quickly.


    Waking up extra early so I could make a breakfast casserole, Alex loaded his car with all the gifts. Rachel also planned for Trevor and Travis to join us. I’m glad she includes them, as they have become an important part of our extended family. Both Trevor and I invited Janice to join us, but she had plans to spend the day with her parents, saying she’ll try and stop by later in the day.


    When Alex and I arrived at Rachel and Bryan’s, the brothers were already here. When I first saw Trevor, I had to hide my snicker. I’m guessing he didn’t get the memo that the Pajama Party for Christmas was vetoed. Walking around in a white t-shirt and Rudolph the Reindeer pajama pants with matching Santa slippers, he is the epitome of surfer boy gone wrong. The faux hawk throws the whole outfit off. Fortunately for him, we all love his eccentric ways.


    “Trevor?” On his way to the kitchen, he halts at my questioning tone. Helping me to remove my jacket, Alex chuckles when I continue. “Did Bryan forget to tell you to not come in your PJs?”


    Trevor grins, “He told me.”


    “Then what’s up with your Santa slippers?”


    He shrugs, and continues walking towards the kitchen. “What do you expect? I got off work at three this morning. You’re lucky I’m up and functional right now, let alone dressed.” He has a point. Rachel, conceding to not having everyone stay the night, wanted us all at her house at six. When we all fussed about the importance of sleep, she at last agreed to seven.


    I shrug and watch Alex strategically place the gifts in front of the tree, leaving the box I know is LJ’s in front. I look around the tree and gaze over the colorful boxes with shiny bows. My eyes mist over when I realize this is the first Christmas where it’s been more than just three of us.


    Since I knew they wouldn’t be joining us for Christmas due to family obligations, I exchanged gifts with Janice and Oliver yesterday. On my way to meet Oliver for lunch I decided to kill two birds with one stone and stopped by Janice’s apartment. I gifted her with a pastel pink tracksuit and several bottles of her favorite lotion. She, being the good friend that she is, gave me a too-generous gift card to Beautiful Bounty. Beautiful Bounty has to be the cutest maternity clothes store ever. And, as if that wasn’t enough, she gave LJ a tee that reads, “Future Heartbreaker.” I know I’m partial, but if the baby has any resemblance to Alex, the shirt will be worn every day. After wishing each other a wonderful Christmas we hugged goodbye. A short time later, I was sitting across from Oliver with a lost appetite.


    My gift exchange with him didn’t start or end on a happy note. It could have been the way I left the Christmas party early without saying goodbye or my dismissal of his offer to take care of LJ and me in Alex’s absence.


    After both of us sat awkwardly for several minutes, avoiding any semblance of familiarity, I decided to try breaking him out of his stubbornness and pushed his gift towards him. After much research, I had found what I thought was perfect for him. Who knew there was a watch that allows someone to track their speed and distance as well as count the number of waves caught?! When I imagined Oliver at home in San Diego using the app to share what he’s doing and where he’s at, I just knew he would get a kick out of it.


    When I gave him his Phantom board shorts and the waterproof RipCurl watch, I watched him carefully open the items with a lot less enthusiasm than I expected. I thought he’d love it. I thought wrong. No, maybe not wrong, but by the curt shrug of his broad shoulders, it just wasn’t the right time to exchange gifts. He obviously had other things on his mind.


    “So you’re just going to let him push his way back in.” Cutting right to the chase, his irritation was clearly showing on his handsome face. His green eyes pierced through the open box in front of him like he could see right through it to the table beneath.


    I pushed a second gift in front of him. “Can you give that to Mason for me?” Avoidance. Yep, that’s me.


    “Answer me!” he demanded, pushing the second gift aside.


    “He never left, Oliver. He’s always been there. Even when we were apart, he was always there in the back of my mind, in my heart.”


    His jaw ticked, showing that he was barely holding on to a semblance of control, when he snapped back, “The baby shouldn’t force you to settle.”


    “Picking him isn’t settling. I told you before,” I leaned into him, “I told you. There was never any other choice besides him.”


    “If you gave yourself time, you’d forget him. You know I could make you happy.” He reached across the table to hold my hand. His green eyes expressed everything he was feeling. Urgency, desperation…love. “Tell me you didn’t feel it in San Diego. Tell me it didn’t give you a glimpse of what real family and real love could feel like. We could be a family. I don’t need time to get my shit together. I don’t have a past that’s going to constantly creep up and break your heart every second of the day. Every second Ely. Do you know what that’s going to do to you over time?” He stopped and slowly shook his head, finishing in a whisper, “With me, you wouldn’t have to deal with any of it. What you see is what you get.”


    Tears swim in my eyes, lower lip quivering, and only because I do know. The life he showed me would be beautiful. Watching him with Mason, I know he’s a good father. Someone I will be grateful to have in LJ’s life. I have no doubt that he would be an amazing pseudo-father. The problem was never my doubt and he knows that.


    “Oliver, please hear me when I say you aren’t the problem. Of course, in an ideal world, you’re completely who I would picture myself with. San Diego was a glimpse into what life would be like with you. Beautiful. But, and this is where I need you to really hear me, even if I had met you first, I would still pick him.” He blanches. I know this isn’t coming out the way I intended, nor is it how I wanted today to go.


    I shake my head, remorse filling my eyes. “I’m not saying any of this to hurt you. I just need you to understand. I know, I know, Oliver, that I’ve made mistakes in my past. I’ve kept people around when they were toxic.”


    Abruptly, he jumps out of his seat. “Shit, Elyssa. Are you saying I’m the toxic one? You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    “Stop! You know that’s not what I’m saying. Please sit down.” Reluctantly, he does. “You have to know, this, what’s between us, is the first healthy relationship I’ve had with a man. You’ve become one of my best friends. I know it’s clichéd, but I honestly don’t know where my life would be without you in it. You make it better. But it’s my heart we’re talking about here. And my heart still wants him.”


    We sit silently for some time and I give that to him. I know I just broke his heart. How do I know? I’m not a mind reader, but I know him well enough and Oliver is, and hopefully will always be, the type to wear his heart on his sleeve. I see his heartbreak on his face and I know I will remember this for a long time to come.


    Finally he says, “I don’t like it, and you know I don’t agree, but I have no choice left but to respect your decision. But only because you’ve made it pretty clear that there’s nothing I can do to change your mind.” I nod, and even though it’s what I want to hear, it still kills a little part of me knowing I did that to him. “I need time. Fuck, Elyssa, I just don’t think I can be around you right now without hurting.”


    A tear falls, “I hope you know that I love you. I’m just sorry it’s not in the way you want it to mean.”


    Oliver stands and walks around the table. My eyes close when he bends, placing a single kiss on the crown of my head. Dropping a small, wrapped box in front of me, he whispers, “Merry Christmas, my Ely Bean.”


    I wait until I hear his footsteps retreat before covering my face with my hands. I quickly compose myself and decide now is the best time to open his gift. Alex wouldn’t understand my conflicted feelings, and after that scene, I’m not up for another one. At least not right now.


    I push past the red wrapping and open the plain white box. Nestled inside is a charm bracelet. White gold with only two charms attached; one being an old school movie reel and the second a surfboard. The choking sensation returns as I run my fingers along the dainty charms. In the box is a little hand written note:


    So you’ll always remember our beginning with the hope of adding more memories.


    “Hart? You okay?” Alex’s loving voice pulls me from my thoughts. Of course I’m okay, so I nod, but deep down I’m aching. I hate what I’ve done to Oliver. I silently hope we can stay friends, even if Alex disapproves. Searching my eyes, Alex contemplates my answer with a wary grin. He must believe I’m telling the truth because the second I grin up at him, he whisks me away by my waist to a nearby couch.


    Although my outward appearance is calm, I’m anything but as my fingers find the charms of my bracelet. I toy with the two while I watch the rest of my family settle into the living room. Alex’s jaw tenses as he watches me from the corner of his eye before grabbing my hand and placing it inside his. I smile up at him, feigning innocence. He has yet to ask me about my new piece of jewelry, but he’s not stupid. When it comes to Oliver, I’ve been up front with Alex so he knows I had lunch with him.


    “Is that what he got you?” he whispers, gesturing towards my wrist snuggly wrapped in his hand. I nod my head. “Do I need to be worried?”


    Startled, I turn fully in order to look him in the eyes. “There was never anything for you to worry about, Alex.”


    He shakes his head noncommittally, looking away towards the kitchen. His normal sure self has been tested this past few months and I would be a hypocrite if I didn’t think it’s been hard on him. Before turning to me, he sighs, “I’m not used to feeling this way, Elyssa. It’s going to take me awhile to learn how to deal with this…this, sharing.”


    “You’re jealous?” Not a new emotion from him and one I hope never goes away. Some girls don’t like the haughty, possessive type, but not me. I wouldn’t have him any other way.


    “Insanely. I want nothing to remind you of another man. I want to ruin every inch of you, to have every inch of you dripping with reminders of me so that everyone, Elyssa, everyone,” he growls lowly in ear, “will know that it’s only me and you.” He straightens up to make sure no one within ear shot heard him. Not that he really cares, but we are with family.


    I squirm in my seat, trying to stay focused. This is about me and Oliver and has nothing to do with the way I feel about Alex. And he needs to know this because I don’t want to break any promises to Oliver.


    “He’s a good man, Alex, and a good friend. He helped me through a tough time that eventually brought me back to you. I know my past experiences and trust me when I say that my memories of him aren’t like my memories of Cole. They’re healthy and fun. He made me laugh and I felt safe. I’d like to keep just a little piece of him.” I glance down at my wrist. “Besides, every inch of me belongs to you. There is absolutely nothing for you to be jealous of.” Grabbing the collar of his shirt, I pull him towards me and place a soft kiss against his delectable lips.


    Travis claps his hands before rubbing them together in excitement. “Alright love birds, let’s open some presents.”


    As we all settle into our seats, Bryan and Rachel sit to the left of us on the love seat and Travis on the floor to our right. Trevor passes out his presents to everyone and watches as we all open them. For someone who usually appears so self-involved, he’s wearing his heart on his sleeve while he watches with pure joy as everyone rips apart his or her gifts.


    Pushing himself off the floor, Travis pulls his brother in for a hug, whispering his appreciation in his ear. Travis has been stressed over the past few weeks, trying to figure out how to come up with the money to buy new tools for work. Now he doesn’t have to worry. Alex wanted to buy them for him, but Travis’ pride stood in the way. It’s fortunate Trevor knows his brother so well,


    I blush as Alex and I open our joint gift.


    “Travis can always hang it for you,” Trevor points out with a sly smile as he bounces his eyebrows up and down.


    I look down at the box that reads “360 Sex Swing.” The girl on the cover dressed in leather appears to be enjoying herself.


    “The chick at the sales counter said that it’s even safe for pregnant women.” I’m sure that was the first time she’d been asked that question.


    “Uh, thanks for checking on the well being of our unborn child?” I roll my eyes and continue to look at the bright pink box in front of us. Apparently the seat swivels…


    “Hey, Uncle Trevor has child safety always in mind,” he jokes. Among other things. I can’t imagine what he got Janice for Christmas.


    “Did you really get us the same thing?” Rachel chimes in as she stares at her own bright pink box.


    “Well, I figured since you’re engaged now you’d want to get knocked up right away. What better way to take the strain off of old man Bryan’s back then an orthopedic swing.” Bryan flips Trevor off. “Besides, they were buy two get one free.”


    I so want to ask who the third one was for, but think better of it. Instead, my eyes wander to Trevor just in time to see him wiggle his brows. Again.


    “We’re going to have lots of fun with this,” Alex whispers in my ear causing goosebumps to ripple across my skin. I blush as he takes the box from me, placing it on the floor behind us.


    Travis follows his brother’s lead and passes out his gifts. Thank goodness he doesn’t completely take after his little brother and decided on getting everyone less risqué presents. He signed Trevor up for the beer of the month club, which Trevor seemed overly excited about. I heard something about hops and yeast and then I stopped paying attention. He gave Rachel and Bryan custom made cake toppers. The bride and groom are feeding each other as the bride straddles the grooms lap in a chair. The craftsmanship is outstanding and the detail is like none that I’ve seen.


    “Travis, where did you get that?” I ask.


    “I made it,” he admits.


    “Yeah Travis is always playing with his wood. He’s good at it.” Travis punches his little brother which causes him to flinch and rub his arm in pain.


    “That is pretty impressive Travis, you should really consider going into business for yourself. The wedding industry is booming and people have millions of dollars to spend on customized wedding décor.” I’m amazed he has such talent.


    “It’s just a hobby,” he says sheepishly.


    “No seriously. It’s incredible,” Rachel chimes in crossing the living room to hug him. “I love it. Thank you, Trevor.”


    Alex and I open our gift which oddly is just a picture. We both look at it in confusion.


    “I got you guys a different type of chair,” he jokes. “It’s a rocking chair for the baby.”


    “You made it for us?” I can feel the tears well; damn pregnancy hormones. At least these are tears of joy.


    “I figured you’d need something for the long nights,” he adds.


    “Dude’s been up all sorts of hours trying to finish that shit.” Trevor’s colorful words make the gift all that much better.


    “I just need to sand and stain it and then it’s done. I should have it ready within the next couple of weeks.”


    “Thanks man. It’s really perfect,” Alex joins in. We both smile at the pair of brothers in appreciation.


    Bryan and Rachel pass out their gifts. She gave Trevor and Travis ringside tickets to an MMA fight. Apparently Trevor has a real hard on for Jason Cramer who is like the IT guy of the fighting world. She gave us the supreme ultrasound package that includes a 3D image of the baby and tons of pictures and a video to share. Which in reality is half a present to herself since the facility has more than enough space for us to bring our entire family and she’s already claimed dibs on one of the DVDs and paid for duplicate copies of all pictures. Merry Christmas Aunt Rachel.


    “Our turn,” Alex says as he stands and pulls two envelopes from under the tree. He wouldn’t tell me what he bought them for Christmas. All he promised was it would be something they would love.


    “Oh my God! Fiji!” Rachel screams, holding the opened envelope as she bounces up and down in her seat next to Bryan.


    “I thought you could use it for your honeymoon. The tickets and hotel are already taken care of,” Alex adds.


    Rachel bounds from her seat and pulls us both into a hug, hanging onto me as Bryan pulls Alex into a man hug. They exchange a look that says it all. Bryan was stressed over giving Rachel the wedding of her dreams, not to mention a honeymoon. Thankfully Alex was able to relieve some of that stress.


    “Alex, why do we have plane tickets and hotel accommodations as well? I’m not marrying my brother.” Trevor looks at the tickets in confusion.


    “If your attention span lasted more than a few seconds, the tickets they bought you,” gesturing towards Rachel and Bryan, “are for Jason Cramer’s title fight in New York. That’s to get you there and to make sure you don’t end up sleeping in a ditch. Not to say that won’t happen anyways.”


    “Fuck ya! I’ve always wanted to go to New York.” Trevor’s all smiles as he waves the tickets in front of Travis’s face. Travis smacks his brother’s hand away before they both thank us with large smiles.


    The group erupts in conversation, talking about their upcoming trips as Alex returns to sit next to me.


    “You’re too much,” I say before I kiss him.


    “Do you want to open up LJ’s present?” I nod in excitement as he grabs a box from under the tree. It warms my heart that he went through the trouble of wrapping it.


    “The anticipation is killing me.” His genuine smile makes my heart beat that much faster. I carefully pull off the wrapper and open the plain red box. The gift is absolutely perfect. A silver rattle sits nestled inside the velvet lined box. I notice an inscription: At first there was two and then came you. We love you.


    Without a doubt, his fear of becoming like his father is completely unwarranted.


    “Do you love it?” he asks, and I’m so overwhelmed with emotions I can only nod.


    “I love you so much.”


    “I love you, Hart. Merry Christmas.”


    “I hate that you have to go out of town so soon after the new year.”


    “It’s only for a day,” he assures me.


    “I know, Alex, but I still don’t like it.”


    “I’ll make it up to you.” The innuendo in his voice is promising.


    “You better.” I have no doubts that he’ll live up to that and so much more.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    


    Wednesday, January 2


    ALEX…


    I’ve glanced down at my phone on the rich mahogany table at least a dozen times in the past ten minutes. The dipshit lawyer has made this already uncomfortable meeting last longer than it needs to. In front of me, Thomas Windsor III, said lawyer, has asked me repeatedly to be patient. He’s advised me that we cannot start the meeting without all parties present. Normally I’m a patient man, but there’s a clear difference between being reasonably late and being a self-absorbed asshole. It’s not my problem people can’t tell time. Get the fucking ball rolling so I can get out of here.


    I’ll admit to being a little testy. And before I leap off my pedestal and beat him with it, I’ll try to remember that he doesn’t know what I had to deal with just to get here. If he would’ve seen her face, he’d understand. Even though she knew I was leaving, she was distant. My intentions were to be home later today, but the way things are going I’m bound to get stuck overnight.


    We all know our track record with time away from one other. No matter the time or distance, the insecurities always arise for both of us, which spells trouble. My unease with being away from her is spiked with each minute that passes. I know my thoughts are a tad bit irrational when I think that after our small fight that she’s probably moving out of our new home and right into her sister’s guest bedroom. I can just picture that sneaky bastard Oliver enthusiastically helping her pack. God, I hate that fucker.


    My mind flickers back to Christmas Eve. When Elyssa walked in the door, face splotchy, smile forced, she rushed into my awaiting arms, and almost put me on my knees. The force of her hug came at the expense of Oliver fucking Prescott. He upset her and then gave her that bitchass bracelet to remember him by. He’s got some nerve. If it didn’t mean so much, I would have tossed it out with the trash. She says he’s one of the only people good in her life, but I’d have to disagree. Shit. Why can’t he leave her alone?


    My neck cracks as I tilt my head side to side hoping to alleviate some of the tension. If I thought today wasn’t going to get any shittier, I thought wrong. It’s about to get even worse. As if all the oxygen has left the room, the door opens and the fire of Hades is breathing down my neck.


    “What in the hell is he doing here?”


    I clench my jaw and stare ahead. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. The bane of my existence. The shit I want to scrape off my shoes and flush down the drain. I don’t even have to look at her to know the conniving, crazy look in her eye, fueled by her self-imposed omnipotence. Knowing her she’s branded head to toe; her entire outfit costing more than what most individuals make in a month.


    Fuck Me.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as she settles in at the far end of the table. Cross. Uncross. Cross. Uncross. Her dark grey pencil skirt is short enough to show off her long legs as they continue to fidget, her heels bouncing on the tile below. I know she’s trying to get a reaction out of me. Why? Not sure. Possibly so I’ll give her a smidge of attention. Probably so she can concoct another crazy ass notion in her fatal attraction brain that I want her again. Come to think of it, I’m surprised this bitch didn’t bite my dick off like some crazy reverse praying mantis.


    “I’ve asked you all here today for the reading of Mr. Carlito Salerno’s last will and testament.”


    Arianna’s husband and Elyssa’s Godfather, Carl, passed away a week ago. I didn’t attend his funeral for this very reason. Just sitting next to this woman is trying enough. Sitting through an entire production, watching her play the grieving spouse would have been too much knowing all that I know. She may have loved him at one point, but not since I’ve known her has she given him a second thought. Arianna cheated on him every chance she had. His money got her wet, his name finishing her off. Being Mrs. Arianna Salerno was the pinnacle of her success: fame, money and the title of CEO of Salerno Health.


    The problem I saw? A slut is a slut. Marrying a respectable businessman doesn’t wash your sins away, nor does it make you into a decent human being. All it does is give her more opportunity to spread the wealth (if you know what I mean).


    “If that’s the case then why is he here?” I can feel her manicured finger poised in my direction, but I stay stoic and keep my head forward. “They barely knew each other; a dinner here, a drink there.”


    “Mrs. Salerno, as you know from our previous conversation, all parties mentioned are called to be present.”


    I’ve got to give it to her…she plays the role of grieving spouse extremely well with her dark clothes and handkerchief in hand. It’s almost believable that she loved the old man. Almost. “I just don’t understand,” her tearless sobs echo throughout the conference room. She would have continued with her dramatics if the lawyer didn’t cut her off.


    And thank God he did.


    “As I previously mentioned, Mrs. Salerno, all parties mentioned are called to be present.” He cuts a look in her direction letting her know her time to talk has long passed. He glances from myself to Arianna. “If no one else has further comments?” Holding up the document, the lawyer begins to read the prepared statement.


    “I, Carlito Benito Salerno, declare this to be my last Will and Testament. I hereby revoke, annul and cancel all wills and codicils previously made by me. I declare that I am of legal age and sound mind to make this will. This last will expresses my wishes without undue influence or duress.”


    The lawyer clears his throat.


    “I appoint Thomas Windsor III, esq. as my personal representative to administer this last Will and Testament, and ask that he be permitted to serve without Court supervision and without posting bond.”


    Thomas Windsor continues to read from the very verbose document that entails Mr. Salerno’s last wishes. Arianna said it all when she questioned why I was here; I’m just as unsure. My only assumption? Carl wants to fuck her one last time and he’s using me as his phallic.


    After determining what financial obligations require settling, Mr. Windsor adjusts his tie as he settles into his chair. His placid demeanor has gradually become more and more uncomfortable as he dives deeper into Carl’s last wishes.


    “Mr. Salerno was adamant that I read this next part verbatim.” Mr. Windsor takes a sip of his water and again he clears his throat before he begins.


    “I devise, bequeath, and give all of my shares, title, and assets of Salerno Health to Alexander Brayden James.”


    Arianna’s loud gasps fill the room, but I don’t turn to look at her. A rush of adrenaline courses through me. What the fuck? I grip the hands of the chair tightly, hoping to keep myself from allowing the immense shock I feel from showing the sense of satisfaction I know is to come.


    “In addition, Mr. Alexander Brayden James shall gain ownership of my properties in Versailles, Paris, New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago along with the contents of my safe deposit box and bank accounts.”


    My mouth drops. I’m not sure which expression I have on my face, but shock doesn’t cover it anymore. By all accounts, I’ve known this man for many years, however it was only weeks ago that I admitted not only to sleeping with his wife, but laid all her dirt on the table. He didn’t seem too excited at the time to learn that his wife essentially kept him around as her own personal piggy bank, then again, he wasn’t exactly shocked.


    Needless to say, I never expected this. But, I’ll admit that Arianna getting a taste of her own medicine is more than enough of a reason to relish this moment.


    “Mr.James…and I quote….I’ll never understand the desperation you felt when you decided to get in bed with my leach of an ex-wife.” Ex-wife? “All I can hope is that in my death, you will get a second chance. Learn from my mistakes and inadequacies. May you find what I never could.”


    “Excuse me?” Her sobs quickly diminish as her head practically spins on her neck. “I know I must have heard you wrong.”


    Instead of answering her, looking almost afraid of her wrath, Mr. Windsor continues with the will.


    “To my ex-wife, Arianna Salerno, soon to be Duncan. That panic that you’re feeling cannot be undone. I have given all that you cherish away, and to a man you thought would never amount to more than what’s located between his legs. Now he has the world at his fingertips and you are as insignificant today as you were when I first met you. I strip you of the title of my wife and in doing so, I find that I finally have a sense of peace that I was missing for far too may years.”


    The air in the room thickens into an un-breathable sauna like atmosphere. I pull at my tie, but then remember I have the upper hand. My lip twitches, allowing myself to calm down. My life is officially changing before my eyes.


    I glance over to see Arianna’s right knee furiously bouncing, her glares attempting to shatter into Mr. Windsor’s psyche. This is all right before she erupts in a fit of rage, eyes blazing.


    “This is not fu…”Remembering whose company she’s in, Arianna pauses, sweeping her hand over her skirt. After another deep breath, she regains her composure even though the rage is still all consuming. “Mr. Windsor, this must be a joke. This is absolutely not possible. Don’t you realize who I am? I am Arianna Salerno and if you think I’ll believe the lies printed on that piece of paper, you are surely mistaken. That paper is a fucking joke. You think you can bully me out of my rightful belongings? I’ll have my attorney contact you to settle this ridiculous matter.”


    “Ms. Duncan…”


    “It’s still Mrs. Salerno and you will address me as such. I can’t believe a man in your standings would stoop to such levels as to believe a dying man. My husband…”


    “Pardon me.” Clearly irritated at having to cut her off yet again, he continues but with a bite to his tone. “Your prenuptial agreement was very detailed. You voided all rights to his estate with all of your indiscretions. Take what little dignity you have left and start your life over.”


    Stifling a laugh, I hear Arianna shuffling before I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Finally chancing a look over in her direction, I absolutely wish I hadn’t. Standing and stomping towards the door, she pauses and looks over her shoulder.


    “Oh, and Alex?” I turn in my seat to fully face her for the first time since she waltzed in the room. “You may think you have the world at your feet. Problem is…you don’t see it crashing down on you until it’s all but on top of you. This isn’t the last you heard from me.” At that, she slams the door upon her dramatic exit.


    I turn to face Mr. Windsor, dubiously shaking my head. I don’t know why I thought she’d ever change. I hate to admit it, but when I think back to how our relationship started, I don’t know why I never thought that this is how it would end. All the signs were there, I was just selfishly blind to her tactics. Always believing that because she never sent it my way that I was immune to her spitefulness. Boy, was I wrong! If only I would have taken the stick out of my own ass, I could have prevented all the heartache of the past few months. But then again, I wouldn’t be standing where I am today.


    “I’m going to need a drink to make my balls come out from hiding.” Mr. Windsor reaches into his drawer bringing out a bottle of brandy. He pours a glass for himself before offering one to me, which I politely refuse. “What he ever saw in her, I will never know.”


    Figuring I wouldn’t need to concur, as it’s a given, I decide now would be a good time to speed this little meeting up. I need to get home to Elyssa, sooner rather than later. If I leave now, I’ll be able to get home tonight. “Mr. Windsor, not to be rude, but what do I need to do to get my business here done?”


    “Well, Mr. James, that is entirely up to you. As per the will, you are officially the majority shareholder of Salerno Health and have acquired all of Carlito’s assets. He made it clear that Arianna is to be left with nothing.”


    Again, I shake my head in disbelief while scratching my cleanly shaven jaw. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”


    “They had an ironclad prenuptial agreement. What I do know, and what I can tell you based off of conversations I had with Carlito was that from the moment they said I do, he had a private investigator following her. Think about what you know of Arianna and what she’s done just in the amount of time you’ve known her.”


    Unfortunately, I do know everything she’s done in the past and trust me, she’s getting what she deserves. However, “I never asked for this.”


    “Carlito had his reasons. I’m just happy his bitch of an ex-wife is finally getting what she deserves.”


    If only this were the end of her.


    And believe me, his reasons are plain as day. He wanted to fuck his wife one last time, sans penis, before throwing in the towel. Problem is…he’s dead. He had to know what he would leave in his wake: a just poked rattlesnake poised and ready to strike. Target? I can think of only one other person beside myself that she’s going to go after…Elyssa Jane Hart.


    “To you!” Mr. Windsor raises his glass. I tilt my head in acceptance giving a sly smile to hide my unease. The only one that can release this pit in my stomach is now ignoring my third call of the day. If only she would answer the phone, I’d feel a hundred times better.


    *Where are you?!*


    Several minutes later…still no answer.


    Fuck. Me.


    ~~~~~


    My clenched fists only exacerbate my pounding heart as I unlock the door, pushing my way into the large foyer to find an almost eerily quiet house. Frantically, I glance around the room looking for anything that might be out of place. Relief washes over me when I see all the boxes are still where we left them, unopened and stacked against the slate grey colored wall.


    After finding out there were no available flights until midnight, I got a rental car and drove the four hours to get home. The anxiety over being ignored was the catalyst to my propulsion to get to her.


    I don’t deal well with being ignored. Until Elyssa, I’ve been the center of attention my whole life, whether that be good or bad. She has a way of turning my world upside down. I know I could have called Rachel or Bryan, because in reality that’s probably where she is. But, I’m stubborn; thinking we’re getting past all the selfishness only to come up short. After everything we’ve gone through in the past few months, I want to believe she wouldn’t leave me over something so trivial.


    “Elyssa?!” My voice echoes as I anxiously search from room to room.


    “Elyssa?!” Clearly shaken, my voice shakes as fear builds inside me. I run upstairs, hoping and praying her clothes are still hung neatly in our closet. There was one thing she was adamant about and that was getting all of her clothes organized in the proper places. Our new pots and pans are still in boxes, but her clothes are hung up. I chuckled when I made fun of her priorities. I’m not laughing now.


    I fling the closet door open and search through her hangers. Another brush of relief when it looks like there is nothing missing or out of place. My heart calms for a moment, but then another image flashes through my mind and I’m horrified that I didn’t think of it sooner.


    What if there is a problem with the baby? I glance at my phone again. Still no calls or messages. What if she’s hurt or was in an accident?


    With more than a little uncertainty, I call Bryan.


    “It’s about time! Are we on for tomorrow or what?” Bryan’s been bugging me to go hiking with the guys tomorrow. I didn’t want to give him an answer until I talked to Elyssa.


    “I still haven’t talked to her.” Literally.


    “Wow. Been living together for two weeks and she’s already keeping tabs on your ass. Do you have to ask for permission to piss too?” he laughs boisterously, like he doesn’t have to do that with Rachel.


    Curtly, I respond, “Shut the fuck up. Is she at your house?”


    “Who? E?” Shit, if he doesn’t know where she is…


    “Yes, who else would I be asking about?”


    “No, why would she be here?” His concern is evident, as he loves her about as much as I do.


    “I don’t know where else she’d be. I had to go out of town today to deal with some shit and you know us and being away from each other.” Bryan responds with a grunt. “I’ve been calling her all day and nothing. And now, I’m home and still don’t know where she is.”


    “I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll ask Rachel and call if I hear anything.” I nod even though he can’t see me before hanging up to try her again.


    Fuck…I hear the faint sound of her ringtone from our adjoining bathroom. I walk through our room to find her cell phone on the counter. I hang up only to wonder how many of my calls and texts have been useless.


    Where could she be? She never leaves without her phone.


    I walk back down the grand staircase and sit on the last step. The missed calls, the unanswered texts, the look on her face before I left. It’s all happening again and I was only gone for half a day. The last time we were apart, I swore I wouldn’t do this again. It almost killed both of us being away from each other.


    I drop my head into my hands, resting my elbows on my knees in defeat. It feels like we are constantly taking one step forward and five steps back.


    A moment later, the door opens and my Hart breezes through. She’s glowing, as usual. Normally I’d appreciate how her dress hugs all her curves, including the small bump protruding from her belly. But my actual heart is about to burst through my chest. I stand and rush to her, taking her face between my hands. My eyes look over every contour of her beautiful face before settling on her green eyes; the same eyes that are looking at me with confusion.


    “I don’t think you bought enough stuff,” Janice jokes as she comes through the door carrying several large bags. “Oh, hey Alex,” she greets me but quickly senses the tension filling the room.


    “Well…I’m gonna set these right here and be on my way. Elyssa…call me,” she mimics a phone to her ear hurriedly shutting the door behind her.


    “Alex?” Now it’s her turn to search my eyes, causing an ache to build inside my chest. The pain on her face tells me she has no clue why I’m in such a panic. As if my actions are far beyond the scope of normal, rational, human behavior. Hindsight, maybe I overreacted now that I can see her, but her of all people should know. She’s the same girl who jumped on a plane, with her outrageous fear of flying, just to see (literally that’s all she wanted to do was ‘see’) if I was still alive.


    Not able to reconcile in my brain my anger and my overwhelming relief, I release her immediately and begin to pace. My body is humming. I don’t even know how to explain the level of irritation I feel right now. How do I explain what she put me through? Now that I know she’s okay, the annoyance and worry has built into something I can’t contain.


    She cautiously approaches with her hands reaching out. “Alex? Talk to me.”


    “Don’t,” I huff, holding my hands out in front of me, protecting myself from her instead of the other way around. I’m too far gone for that. I push past her, explaining I have to get out of here. That I have to go. I barely make out her small voice, pleading for me to stay, before I reach the door. I stop, allowing her voice to penetrate my mind before shaking my head. I can’t contain the rage inside and it’s best I just slip out the door and leave before I say or do something I might regret.


    It’s not until I’m behind the wheel of the rental that I allow myself a moment to unleash the beast clawing its way out. My fingers are entwined in my hair, tugging hard, before dropping my forehead to the steering wheel in frustration.


    You’re such a hypocrite. You’re weak. You’ll never make her happy. She’ll leave you the moment she gets a chance.


    I wish I could turn off my inner ramblings. Instead, I try to drown them out as I turn up the stereo and speed out of our driveway.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    


    Thursday, January 03


    ALEX…


    “So tell me, what is it that you want to get from these sessions?”


    Why do therapists always start with these vague questions that can go in any direction? Let me tell you. They do it so you’ll pour out your heart and soul, allowing you to cut yourself open and reveal your insecurities while they sit back and judge.


    Before you call me a hypocrite, I can tell you with almost a hundred percent certainty, meeting with this stranger will not help me. I’m quite familiar with therapy. A while back I thought it would do me some good, until I realized it wasn’t doing shit for me. So, I fucked my therapist and then got the fuck out. Some would say that’s a therapist/patient taboo, but what do you expect? I’m fucked in the head. She should have known better. She’s the professional, after all.


    Fortunately, or unfortunately depending on who you ask, I can’t fuck myself out of this scenario considering I’m a reformed man. I no longer use my dick to get what I want; we all know where it got me. Yes, it made me the Vice President, and now owner, of a lucrative company. Yes, I have a nice home, money in the bank and security for my grandmother. But at what cost? What I almost lost…it’s almost more than what I’ve gained. If it weren’t for Elyssa, I don’t know where I’d be.


    Here it is, the next day, and although we’ve spoken a few words to one another, it feels like eternity since I’ve been able to hold her. To kiss her. To feel her. It’s been torture. The anger has evaporated between us; now it’s just everything else getting in the way.


    I agreed to go to therapy, for her, even before the L.A. trip fiasco. Because of my past visits with a therapist, I hesitated when Elyssa asked me to go. Also, it was a shock to hear her voice her concerns. But, because she thought it was the only way to make our future together work, I agreed to go. Okay, maybe I said it was for her, but I’m desperate to make this work. To make us work. I’m not such a prideful person to deny that we have issues.


    But, as I sit here and contemplate all the things I want to get from therapy, I’m brought back to the fact that I’m still not one hundred percent sure that therapy can even help. Because sitting here listening to that first question has already annoyed me.


    “Mr. James?” Shit, I didn’t hear a damn thing she said.


    “Yes?” I rest my steepled fingers against my lips, looking all around her demure office instead of at the therapist’s inquisitive eyes.


    She sits there in her red velvet kings chair, sipping on her hot drink, already judging me as she repeats herself. “What do you want from these sessions?”


    I huff, “What do your patients normally say?” I don’t let her respond; instead I jump on my high horse and continue. “Wait, let me guess…they want to love themselves, find love, build self-confidence, make difficult decisions, stop their intimacy issues.” The therapist’s brows perk at my brash words. I lean forward, making sure she understands exactly what I think about these sessions.


    “I know who I am. I’ve worked hard to build myself up from the shit of a childhood I had. I’m intelligent. I’ve had tons of women and have finally found the love of my life. I’m the Vice President of a Fortune 500 company and if Elyssa hasn’t already told you, we definitely don’t have intimacy issues. So you tell me, what could I possibly get from these sessions?” I lean back, attempting to relax when all I want to do is leave here and bury myself so deep inside Elyssa that she’ll apologize and realize the hell she put me through. I know, I know, not rational seeing as she technically didn’t do anything wrong. I’m the one that stormed out of there without further explanation. But, I’m not going to justify my anger. It was rational at the time. At least it was in my head.


    She thought therapy was the solution to our problems. I thought, as we progressed as a couple, she’d realize there’s nothing wrong with the way we love each other. It’s not us…it’s them. All of our problems stem from the fucked up world around us.


    But unfortunately that’s just not my luck.


    “Well, you mentioned your childhood. Let’s start there.” I’m pretty sure she just ignored my entire rant and honed in with her therapist-devil-winged ears on what peaked her interest.


    Might as well get this over with. The sooner I get home, the sooner I can forget this day ever happened. “What do you want to know?”


    Almost instantly, she asks, “What were your parents like?”


    Remembering how true my next statement is, I smile. “My mother was an honest-to-God angel. She stuck around with my asshole of a father to take care of me. Died on me. Left me with my grandmother. What else is there to tell?”


    Writing something in her notebook, she looks up before asking me about my father. “Why don’t you tell me more about your dad?”


    “Honestly, there’s not much to tell. He was a drunk. He beat and abused my mother in more ways than I care to discuss. He introduced me to experiences that no child should know at such a young age.” I shrug my shoulders. “He’s dead to me. Has been for a long time.”


    “He only abused your mother?” More writing…more judging.


    “What do you want me to say? I have daddy issues? Yes, he was abusive. If you ask him, he’d tell you that he made me the man I am today. He’s been looking for that pat on the back for quite some time. I haven’t had it in me to give it. I’m sure you can understand why.”


    “Are you always this callous or just when talking about your dad?”


    I don’t even flinch. She’s right. “What can I say…he brings out the best in me.”


    “I’m going to assume you’re being sarcastic?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. Did the mocking tone not give it away?”


    Obviously used to dealing with assholes like me, she maintains the same line of questioning. “So tell me…what actually brings out the best in you?”


    “Elyssa.” Undoubtedly.


    Without skipping a beat, “What is it about her that makes you better?”


    That’s easy. “I want to give her the world. She makes me want more. I love that with a simple smile, she wipes away every horrible moment of my life. Creating a family with her wasn’t something I ever thought I’d want, but since she’s been in my life, everything’s changed. The memories we’re building,” I pause and smile. Even after everything we’ve gone through, I wouldn’t change a thing. “She’s the antidote to my life.”


    She nods, with a smile so brief I barely notice. Before she continues, she jots more notes down in her notebook while I wait not so patiently. “So I’ll ask again, what do you want from these sessions?”


    I probably should lie, but what would that do? Where would that get me? Nowhere I want to be. “To be honest, I didn’t want to come here nor do I want to come back.”


    “So why did you?”


    “No other reason except that Elyssa asked me to.”


    “And if Elyssa was here, what do you think her reasoning would be?”


    And here we go. Before I answer, I stare at the woman in front of me. Dr. Couser is a portly set woman, long brown hair that needs to be trimmed, glasses perched too low to actually be able to see in…needless to say, I know why Elyssa picked this woman, out of all others. Obviously, “We have some trust issues.”


    “Okay, so is it that you don’t trust her?”


    Belatedly I add, “Maybe some anger issues.” She looks up, tilting her head. I don’t like the accusation in her eyes. Again, this is why I don’t like therapy. She’s judging me.


    “Why are you so angry?”


    That’s a question I’ve never been able to fully answer. I’ve never had or wanted to explore that side of myself. I have enough secrets that once I’ve opened that box, I’d let something out that can’t be put away. She doesn’t need to know all of my darkest secrets. The thought of answering her with any more than, “I just am,” seems inopportune, but it’s all I have to give.


    Dr. Couser waits patiently, making notes in her ever-growing notebook. Without any more being said she clears her throat and moves on to the original question. “So, is it that you don’t trust her?”


    “No!” I say, adamantly, “I do.” It’s all the other assholes in the world I don’t trust.


    Steeping her fingers together, “Alright, so what’s the problem.”


    “Well, we have a tendency to withhold details from each other.” That’s putting it mildly. We’ve withheld so much of the truth it’s hard to juggle between what has and hasn’t been said.


    “That’s interesting. Why would you keep details from each other? Isn’t that the whole point of a relationship? To have someone there for you that you can be honest with?”


    Again, Judgy McJudgerson. Of course that’s the reason to be in, or stay in, a relationship. I don’t know how much Elyssa has told her, but I’m going with vague. “To protect each other.”


    Straight as a nail, she asks, “How’s that working out for you?”


    I actually laugh out loud. She hit it on the head. “Pretty shitty.”


    She smiles and gives me an all too knowing look. “Do you see the issue?” I don’t answer her, because I’m pretty sure she’s just being facetious. “Okay, let me ask you this. Do you plan on continuing these patterns?”


    “Listen, I get what you’re saying. I’m quite aware of our issues. Obviously, that’s the reason I’m here. But, I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t do everything in my power to protect my family.”


    “Including omitting the truth?” she probes.


    Even if it killed me, I would keep the truth from her. The need I have to keep her safe overrides any self-preservation. With the baby on the way, I have a feeling it’s only going to get worse.


    “Do you think she trusts you?”


    “You’d have to ask her.”


    “I’m asking you. Do you think she trusts you?”


    “I wouldn’t if I were her.” I hate that we have this between us. She deserves more. With everything I didn’t tell her at the beginning, she has every reason to doubt me. Hell, sometimes I even doubt myself.


    “Why do you say that?”


    My simple answers are obviously not working for her. So let’s show this unassuming doctor really how deep the rabbit hole really goes. I sit up and straighten in my seat, placing my right ankle on my left knee, bracing myself for the condemnation that I’m about to receive. No matter what my past is, it’s in the past. I’m not ashamed of what I’ve done to get where I am. I love Elyssa and the life we are just now starting.


    “It’s hard to trust a man whose body has been used entirely for profit; always getting what he wants. I was a very manipulative man, Dr. Couser. Countless women used for nothing more than gaining notoriety within a specific social class. I don’t know. Maybe she thinks she’s just one of many.”


    The doctor prudishly shakes her head. “Is she one of many?”


    I shake my head vehemently. “She’s the only one.” I’m still shaking my head, but now for a different reason. Disgust. “I can only imagine how it would feel if she had a similar past.” Eyes cast down, the good doctor let me have a minute. Fuck this self-loathing crap.


    With a much softer voice, clearly misdiagnosing the pain in my eyes as weakness, she asks, “Would you still want to be with her? If she had the same past, that is.”


    “Without a doubt.”


    “Then I guess you aren’t as confident as you seem.” My eyes crinkle, and not with amusement. “You see Mr. James, when you look at Elyssa you see value in her, no matter what circumstance. But, when you regard yourself, you discredit your own sense of self-worth.”


    Well, fuck me. While I sit and ponder the mind fuck for a moment, essentially pushing aside what she’s saying is true, I glare at her. Of course Elyssa would be worth all the trouble in the world; she’s my own personal wealth, the only one that money can’t buy.


    “Well, it seems I’ve given you some food for thought.” She stands, tucking a piece of loose brown hair behind her ear. “How about we meet again, the same time next week?”


    I can hardly believe it. Some of what the doctor said made sense. Or at least she made me believe it did. I nod and stand, adjusting my tie and slipping on my jacket before I leave.


    “Mr. James?” I turn to face her just as my hand reaches the door handle. “I think you’d be interested to know how Elyssa sees you. Maybe you should ask her.” My eyes move from the grin on her face to the floor before my own lips tip with a slight smile. With another nod, because I’m obviously incapable of proper words, I say my goodbye.


    She wasn’t so bad, but that doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to my next appointment.


    ~~~~~


    I’ve been fantasizing about her all day, imagining how I’d find her when I got home. In the short time we’ve lived together, coming home is like Christmas morning. I’ve found that even the most domestic tasks can be arousing; watching her pick up around the house, bent over making our bed in the morning and even her doing laundry gets me hard.


    But what I find when I get through the maze of boxes is a sight for sore eyes. Elyssa…barefoot, pregnant and comfortable in our home. Trevor’s digs about my domestication have really come true. He made a comment over beers with Bryan, saying we handed our balls over in sacrifice to the relationship Gods. The exchange…completely worth it.


    Instead of interrupting, I lean against the doorframe of our expansive kitchen. I don’t have a lot of moments like this, where I give myself time to just be in the moment, taking her in. Hair pulled into a messy ponytail at the crown of her head, black yoga pants hugging every curve of her firm legs, and don’t even get me started on her tight ass. I assume she just got home from the gym. If the made-for-men yoga pants weren’t a dead give-a-way, the light blue sports bra definitely gives it away.


    From behind you can’t tell a life is growing inside her; not until she turns to the side. Whenever I’m close, I take every opportunity to touch her, to feel her, to love her. I love the feel of her slightly swollen belly when I pull her into my arms. The feel of her skin. The smell of her hair.


    I smirk when she dips and swirls her hips to the music playing from the overhead speakers. We haven’t said more than five words to each other in the past twenty-four hours, so I’m not sure how my reception will be, but I clear my throat to get her attention anyways. She stills, but continues to wash the dish in her hand before turning to look at me out of the corner of her eye.


    “So, how was it?”


    I move behind her and rest against the island, watching her as she continues to do the dishes. “Fine,” I shrug.


    “What did you talk about?”


    “Not much of anything.” She nods, shoulders slumping slightly as she tilts her head side to side.


    “How’s Nana?” I already know how my grandmother is, but I appreciate Elyssa checking in on her. She visits Nana at least once every other day, if not more. I know my grandmother loves the company, as well. I hate that I can’t have her home with us, but the care she needs is more than just her live in nurse, Delores, can provide.


    Elyssa looks to me, shaking her head with a small frown. “The doctor wants to keep her longer. She’s not eating enough and her oxygen levels are still low.”


    I know she’s not telling me everything. From my last conversation with the doctor, along with my visit with Nana before I came home, I can see the deterioration is taking place. I'm extremely worried for her, as is Elyssa. The thought of not having her in my life scares me almost as much as the thought of losing Elyssa does. Nana still smiles, but it lingers only for a moment. Her attempts at taking walks are futile, her lungs giving out only after a few minutes and even when I bring her favorite foods, she still doesn’t eat. I’m trying not to worry her with my own frailties; trying not to show my unease or the absolute breaking of my heart every time I visit her. Trying, but not necessarily succeeding.


    The only one to bring me back from my desolation is standing in front of me, clearly in pain. Elyssa rolls her shoulders, an attempt to ease the tension. I may be angry with her, but I don’t even try to control my hands. Just as I reach out to begin massaging her, her head drops and her eyes close. “That feels incredible,” she purrs. As I continue to knead out the kinks in her shoulders, I can feel her relax. We’ve been through so much, with the lies of my past, her reluctance with me because of her past, and Arianna trying to fuck up our future; it’s these little moments in time that I want to keep.


    “She said I should ask you what you see in me.” She startles at my words. Staying stock still, I hear her sigh, but she stays silent. Clearing my throat, I continue but for some reason I’m nervous. Damn emotions. “She asked me to put myself in your shoes. If you had a similar past, would I still want you?”


    Elyssa turns and I see the doubt clouding her gorgeous green eyes. My hands drop from her shoulders when she levels me with her gaze. I hate that I put that uncertainty in her heart.


    “What was your answer?”


    Before she can even finish asking, I respond with a resounding, “Without a doubt.”


    She ponders that statement for a moment, eyes brightening with every passing second. And then she floors me. “You are the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on. You are thoughtful, smart, caring, and strong. You make me feel safe, especially when it seems as if everyone out there isn’t. You are going to be the most amazing dad.” Her hands drop to her belly. “Not because of all you have accomplished, but because, and in spite of all the ugliness you’ve seen in your life. You’ll protect me and the baby from ever experiencing anything close to what you’ve known in your life. You’re my unequivocal knight in shining armor.” She smiles up at me briefly before turning back around to continue with the dishes.


    “Is that why you left your cell phone at home?” I question. Her shoulders sag. I’m sure she was hoping I’d drop the matter entirely. As much as she thinks she knows me, I know her just as well.


    “I forgot.” Lies.


    “When are we going to get past this and be honest with each other?”


    Reluctantly she admits, “I was angry.” Finally, maybe we’ll get somewhere.


    “So you thought you’d ignore me and that would make things better?”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was just angry and left without it. It wasn’t intentional, Alex; I knew you’d be home sooner or later.”


    “Problem is I didn’t know if you were safe. I didn’t know if LJ was safe. Not a good feeling, Hart. What if you got in an accident? What if something happened with the baby?” I walk further away from her. “You can’t do that to me.”


    “To you?” She turns to face me. “Am I the one always leaving you?”


    I’m stunned she even asked that. “Yes! Why do you think those hours of not talking to you tore me up inside? I kept imagining you were packing up your stuff and moving back to Rachel’s or even worse.”


    “I get it, but I was fine.”


    “No, I don’t think you do get it. I see your point that I’m always leaving physically, but you know what’s worse, Elyssa? Even though I put physical distance between us, you always have the upper hand. The emotional space you put between us almost destroyed our relationship. So, when you go off and do stuff like not answering your phone, you are doing it all over again.”


    “Alex, I get it. But. I. Was. Fine.”


    I shake my head. She doesn’t get it. “Yes, but I didn’t know that! You left me thinking the worst. I didn’t even wait for a flight. I rented that stupid ass car thinking if I could get here sooner I could convince you not to leave.”


    She twists her head in an unusual way, making me start to believe I’m the crazy one. Eyes darting to the tile floor, she approaches me.


    “Alex, look at me,” she demands and even though I want to disobey her, I raise my head and the nakedness in her eyes, pure beauty, has me short of breath. I barely need to lean forward to touch my forehead to hers when she whispers, “I wasn’t leaving.”


    I shake my head slowly. “I get that now, but how was I supposed to know that?” And just the thought gets my blood boiling. I raise my hands in frustration before sliding down to the floor. I have no fight left in me.


    “Hey...” She pulls my hands from my knees and lowers herself onto my lap, “I’m not going anywhere.”


    “I thought…”


    “I know what you thought and I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking past my anger.” She caresses my face with both hands. “I’m sorry for making you worry. I just need…I need you to put us first.”


    What?! Where is this coming from? “I always put you first.”


    “No, you put your job first.” I open my mouth to protest, but she stops me. “I know you have work obligations. I’m not saying that I don’t want you to continue to be who you are. But it feels as if you’re always on one trip after another. What about when LJ comes? What then? If it continues the way it has, you’re going to leave us every week.”


    “I was coming back that same night. I told you I was.”


    “That’s not the point. You’re not the only one that feels as if they are always being left.”


    I caress her cheek before settling my hands on the back of her neck. “Aren’t we a fine pair?”


    We laugh, as I pull her tighter against me. It feels good to have her in my arms again. A soft sigh escapes her lips the moment my arms wrap around her, my lips settling on the nape of her neck.


    “Do you always dress this way when you go to the gym?” I ask.


    “Am I too dressed up? I have these dolphin shorts from when I ran track in high school. I’m sure they still fit.” The image of Elyssa wearing fuck hot tiny shorts causes my dick to twitch. I’m sure she can feel it too.


    “You wear that and I’ll have to tie you to the bed.” The growl intended.


    “Hmm…I don’t know if that’s a big threat, Mr. James. I’m thinking that could work in my favor,” she purrs. Her head rests against my shoulder when she confesses that she missed me. We live together; we should be spending every moment we can with each other. Instead we fight.


    And instead of being a dick pointing this out, I agree, “I missed you, too.”


    “So, do you plan on going to your next session?”


    I groan, having no doubt that I’ll succumb to the torture. Fuck, I’d do anything for this woman. Still, I have to play it off because in all reality, I don’t want to go. “I’ve been to therapists before, Hart. They’re a dime a dozen.”


    “But I like her.” If she wiggles her butt one more time, I may have to fuck her right here. Not like we haven’t done it before.


    “Then make nice and take her out with Janice. Don’t force me into a damn confessional with the lady.”


    “Alex we talked about this…” Clearly irritated she pulls herself out of my arms and walks over to the fridge. After she finishes pulling out different ingredients, she slams the door shut. As cute as it is watching her murder a carrot with a sparing knife, I need this night to be over with.


    I walk towards her, hoping to calm her unease. “Hart…”


    “Don’t Hart me. I know you don’t believe in therapy. I know you didn’t want to go. But you said you would make an effort, Alex. Be a man of your word. Please.”


    I wrap my arms around her again, grabbing the knife in the process, resting it on the solid wood cutting board. The carrot can thank me later.


    “I am trying, Hart. Honestly, I don’t see what she can solve for us that we can’t do on our own.”


    She turns in my arms. Her large green eyes looking at me with such need that it causes an ache in my chest. “You realize we’re having a baby right?” I nod. “You realize we don’t quite trust each other.” Understatement of the year.


    I take her chin in my hand, my thumb rubbing against her bottom lip. “I trust you.”


    She shakes my hand away. “No you don’t. I can tell every time I leave the house. You’re wondering where I’m going. Or when I’m on the phone, I know you want to ask me who I’m talking to. You still think I’m hiding something from you.”


    I turn from her and move to the opposite end of the kitchen, resting against the counter. I cross my arms. The tension in my muscles is nothing compared to the unease inside me. What does she expect? She hid from me for months. She lied to me about the baby. That type of shit fucks with a guy.


    “What do you want me to say?”


    “I want you to be honest with me. Stop treating me as if I’m made of glass. Yes, I’m pregnant. But what you fail to recognize is that I can handle a lot more than you think. I don’t want you to tell me what you think I want to hear. I want to actually hear about what you’re thinking. What’s going on in your life?”


    After all the turmoil and after all the anger and mixed feelings, all I want to do is wrap her legs around me and carry her to bed, but first this conversation needs to end.


    “Fine.”


    “Fine?” With a look of confusion she watches as I prowl towards her. My eyes take in every curve of her body. Her lips part as I get closer, reaching out to wrap my arm around her waist to pull her flush against me.


    “What do you want to know?” I whisper against her lips.


    “Ummmmm…” I go in for the kill, taking her mouth into mine before nipping and licking down her neck as my hands travel up her waist, settling just underneath her full breasts.


    “What do you want, Elyssa?” I grumble against her chest as I pull up her sports bra revealing her engorged pink buds.


    “You. I just want you,” she sighs. “Always you.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?” With a smirk, and all thoughts of our first fight in our new home gone, I lift her into my arms carrying her off towards the bedroom.


    


    ELYSSA…


    Instead of giving me what I want all at once, I feel his silent kisses drape along my thighs and belly, his tongue lapping at my nipple, climbing higher and higher before he’s inside me. I sigh as he fills me, feeling some relief.


    “I love you, Alex,” I moan as his body writhes above me, putting pressure in all the right places. “So much…”


    “There’s only you, Hart. Only you.” His panting turns me on even more, our mouths barely touching, heat radiating from each other causing the right amount of friction. His movements become more aggressive.


    I love this side of Alex, the one I fell hopelessly in love with. It took him awhile to get used to the thought of me being pregnant. At first, he handled me as if I was fragile; however, after a conversation with Dr. Parker he’s been a lot more like the old Alex. When he realized I wasn’t going to break…WOW! Un-freaking-believable.


    It’s not long before we come together. Not speaking to each other not only heightened our need, but once we got over ourselves, we realized that silence was not a solution. Our bodies crave each other. Alex pushes into me one last time before collapsing next to me; our breathing ragged as he pulls me closer.


    I smile, eyes closed, basking in post-orgasmic happiness. “I like make up sex.”


    “You do, huh?” I can image his dimpled smile as I nod my head in agreement.


    “Maybe we should argue more often,” I suggest, stretching my arms over my head.


    “You have no idea what fighting does to me.”


    My mind travels back to just a few weeks ago when Alex and I were far from together. It was a daily battle trying to stay away from him. I thought it was for the best. Arianna threatened everything I love. Alex had an incredible offense, though. He pulled down my walls, brick by brick. It was shocking I was able to hold out as long as I had.


    “You have to stop thinking I’m going to leave you. You have me…all of me,” I say against his lips, our foreheads resting against one another.


    Like a weight was lifted off his shoulders, he sags and responds with a kiss to the top of my head, “Us against the world.”


    “Just you and me,” I agree wholeheartedly as I settle in the crook of his shoulder. “Just you and me,” I whisper again, allowing my eyes to shut in exhaustion.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    


    Wednesday, January 16


    ALEX…


    “You’re looking handsome today,” Sandy’s overly flirtatious voice echoes through the sparse room.


    “Why thank you. I try.” I pull the chair out for her. She settles in while I move around to the other side.


    Sandy’s blonde hair dances as she looks around the bleak, old restaurant. “For the life of me, I can’t figure out why you asked to meet here.”


    Earlier in the week I asked her to meet me at a small café in old Henderson. We look completely out of place; her in her sleek white business dress and me in my black Armani suit. But, it had to be someplace inconspicuous.


    “Things are…” I steeple my fingers, elbows resting on the table, “Fragile over at Salerno. I didn’t want to meet you there and…”


    She interrupts, “And you didn’t want to meet somewhere in town where your girl would see.” Not one to beat around the bush, I nod in agreement. I have nothing to hide, with Elyssa or Sandy, but some things are better left unsaid. It’s not like I haven’t tried to bring up my friendship with Sandy to Elyssa. But, every time, I hit resistance. One day we’ll need to have that conversation, and soon. But for now, I couldn’t risk the chance of Elyssa seeing us together and automatically jumping to conclusions.


    Getting right down to business, I inform her that I’ve signed all the necessary paperwork for our business transaction to take place. I’m actually really excited about this. A place that I can call mine, a place where I can play music any time I want and know that I earned it myself. “The sale’s going through at the end of the month.”


    “You will be the owner of a slightly used club. Congratulations Alex.” She reaches over and caresses my hand. “It’s always been one of the major regrets in my life.”


    “You had to deal with your husband. If he never knew about us…”


    “Then it would have been someone else. You know I didn’t marry for love. It’s a recipe for failure when you marry someone for financial security.” I nod and give her an impish smile because really there isn’t any more I can add to her tribulations that will make it any better. She’s a good person and I wish her the best. The best happened to not be at the club, or at her marriage. Bad for her…good for me.


    When the waitress walks up to our table, we both look at each other and know this isn’t a breakfast kind of meeting. Instead, I politely decline any more than a cup of coffee for each of us.


    When the waitress, whose name I didn’t catch, retreats from the table, I reach out to Sandy to loosen the bite she has on her lip. I know her tell signs, and this one shows me she’s about to spill her anxiety. “I heard about Carlito.”


    This startles me, but not for the reasons you’d think. I know it shouldn’t because even before I ask, I know who would’ve told her. You have to remember, I know Arianna. I know how she works and have been waiting for the backlash from the meeting with the lawyer about the estate. Honestly, I’m a little surprised she hasn’t shown up at my house to torment Elyssa with this information.


    “You need to be careful, Alex. Sell everything as quick as you can and just get out of her way.”


    “The damage is already done. Carlito left me everything. The bull’s-eye is already on my back.” And Elyssa’s, therefore LJ’s, back as well. I know I need to be proactive with her, but what can I do at this point.


    “She’s not going to sit back and just let you have everything. I’m extremely worried for you. She’s been saying crazy things. Acting crazy.”


    I’m not even going to ask. Arianna’s always been crazy, so anything Sandy tells me will be nothing new. “When isn’t she crazy?” My attempt at a dry joke, said with a straight face, doesn’t go unnoticed.


    “Good point. In the meantime, watch your back.”


    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll deal with her when the time comes.” I give her a weak smile before taking a sip of my coffee.


    “I’ve never understood how you can drink your coffee black.” She points at the dark, steaming sterile white cup in front of me with memories floating in her eyes.


    I wink. “Apparently, I’m a creature of habit.” I’ve always taken my coffee black and she would know this from the many weekends we spent together before everything turned to shit.


    “Remember the time we went to that bed and breakfast in Connecticut? After that first night we were there, you wouldn’t ask for room service. Any time they sent anything up it was always that grabby old lady who brought it to us.”


    I laugh out loud at the memory. “Grabby? Ha! That’s putting it nicely. She grabbed my junk the first hour we were there.”


    “I don’t blame her,” she blushes. “She couldn’t help herself.”


    Looking back, I realize what we had was good. Real good. But, it’s nothing like what I have with Elyssa. Sandy is, and always was, a good friend. Yes, we had a physical relationship, but for the most part, it was more a release for her. I was just the lucky guy she kept around.


    “We had some good times, didn’t we? Though, I have to say, we’ve grown up and found where we were meant to be.”


    “I’m happy for you, Alex.” The words come out as truth, but I can’t help but see the hurt in her eyes. I don’t know where this is coming from, because I thought we had an understanding, but I guess when you spend so much time with someone, it’s bound to happen.


    I’m not sure if she wants a response, so instead of butting into her train of thought, I decide the best option is to stay quiet. Nothing I say will help the matter. Instead, she continues her internal dialogue, but with words. Words I don’t necessarily want to hear.


    “Really, I am happy for you and Elyssa. I don’t know her, but she’s a lucky girl. I can’t help but think what could’ve been. I hope she knows what she has with you.”


    I look into her eyes wanting her to know this as the truth, “You know as well as I do that we never had a real relationship. I was purchased goods for you.”


    “Alex, please. You were never just that to me. You were a small piece of happiness in my shitty life. You gave me an out when I thought I had no other options in the world. You gave me the strength to build my own empire and get away from him. You did that.”


    “You know, that’s how I see Elyssa. She’s everything to me. What we had, Sandy, whether or not it was paid for, made sense at the time. I care about how you are, just as I would any friend and I don’t want to hurt you.”


    She nods her head and looks away, pulling a handkerchief from her purse. She dabs her eyes and looks at me with her most convincing smile. “Take care of those most dear to you. You never know how long you have with them.” Sandy gathers her purse before standing.


    Finishing the last of my coffee, I notice she has barely touched hers. “You don’t want to finish your coffee?”


    “I think it’s time for me to head out.” She struggles putting on her coat, so I stand to help her. “Be happy Alex.” Sandy grips my hand holding onto the collar of her coat.


    “You too.” And I can say that without any guilt. She kisses my cheek before leaving. Her words and concern leave behind a looming cloud of dread.


    Leaving enough money to cover both coffees and a tip on the table, I give her a few minutes head start to get out of here. Not that it was awkward, but I don’t want to confuse her in any way. Her words hit a little too close to home.


    Blasted by a chill that runs straight through my bones, I walk towards my car and stop short when I notice a cardboard sign with glaring red words written on it. Before I finalize my steps, I glance around to the lack of cars in the parking lot. An eerie feeling washes over me, but instead of giving into it and heading back into the restaurant, the smart thing to do, I advance forward to the resting piece of garbage.


    **MONEY WON’T BUY YOU EXTRA TIME … TICK TOCK TICK TOCK**


    I pivot, looking left and right. Nothing. No one within seeing distance around. An empty fucking parking lot. Coward! Anger courses through my veins. I can feel my blood pressure rising to the point of explosion. I need to calm the fuck down and think. I release a long, deep sigh and rake my hands through my already tussled hair.


    I don’t need this shit! Taking the last few steps back to my BMW, I scan the parking lot one last time before getting behind the wheel.


    Could this really be for me? I don’t see how it couldn’t be. With everything that’s happened, I’m not surprised. But, seriously! Who the fuck does this. Did Sandy put this on my car? Feeling her words, telling me to watch my back, I don’t see how it could be her. But at this point I wouldn’t put it past anyone.


    Shit. Elyssa.


    Quickly, I pick up my phone to call and check on her, but rethink my choice of communication. Calling her would naturally alarm her, so instead I send her a text. When I get an immediate response that she’s visiting with Nana, I release the first real breath I’ve taken since I walked out of that stupid ass restaurant. She assures me that she’s fine, just reading a book to my grandmother.


    Thank fuck!


    All thoughts go straight to getting a bodyguard. If this shit can happen when I’m fifteen feet away, I can’t even begin to think of what I’d do if it happens in the same vicinity as Elyssa. Resolve flows through me. If she gives me shit about a bodyguard…shit, I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll think of something. She can’t know about this. Ever. Not with the baby coming. I shake my head in disgust. At myself for getting into this shit-hole and for the bastard who thought he could mess with me and mine.


    No other choice but to fight.


    


    Saturday, January 26


    ELYSSA…


    “You okay?” I lean over, yelling into Janice’s ear over the loud pulsating music.


    SINergy is probably not the best place to have a heart to heart with my bestie over her sullen mood, but this talk has been a long time coming. In the weeks leading up to Rachel’s bachelorette party my excitement grew exponentially as I watched Janice’s mood darken.


    Trevor.


    When Trevor joked with Bryan when he offered to give his soon-to-be wife a lap dance, the jokes ensued and hilarity won over seriousness. Obviously Trevor was joking. But when I realized I needed to plan her party, and fast, he jumped at the chance to help. Of course, he thought it would be hilarious when Bryan found out how many of his muscle-bound coworkers would be in attendance.


    So, you can guess why Janice is in a foul mood. She’s joined Bryan in the “I Highly-Dislike-Trevor” club. Janice hasn’t fully swallowed the idea of dating a male stripper. In fact, she’s actually choking on it at this exact moment. If I thought she was sulking before, now she’s downright morose as she stares at her boyfriend gyrating in the middle of a handful of women.


    Janice points to Trevor as another one of Rachel’s coworkers shoves a dollar bill down the front of his well-worn acid washed jeans. “Seriously Ely, would you be okay if that was Alex?”


    I’ll admit that another woman’s hand down my man’s pants is not ideal. The thought is actually downright nauseating. Although, I do have some knowledge of what she’s going through. Alex’s past has crept up on one too many occasions during our short courtship; so often that I now look at every woman as a possible ex-client. Just another downside of dating an ex-gigolo. You know, because it’s such a common existence.


    “No, I wouldn’t be okay with it. But, you knew what he did for a living when you started dating him.” I have to keep it real with her, because she knew what she was getting into when she decided to go further into their relationship. It was discussed at length, not only with Trevor but with me as well. She went into this relationship with her eyes wide open. Trevor has never been one to hide how he makes a living, he actually flaunts it. It’s practically chiseled on his six-pack abs.


    “Don’t remind me,” she groans, sinking further down in her plush chair. “I have no idea what I was thinking.”


    I have a pretty good idea of what she was thinking. She was thinking that her ex, Kevin, was a complete douchebag that took her for granted, led her on, and then cheated on her with a bug infested client. A man leaving you is bad enough, but adding a cockroach-infested household to the mix just makes it worse. I shudder at the thought of where their sexual conquests took place.


    I really need to get her out of this funk. “I’m sure you were thinking of how good he’d look naked…beneath you,” I jest, bumping my knee against hers.


    A big puff of air comes out of her mouth. “That’s the problem,” she yells, her hands pointing in the direction of an oiled up, gyrating Trevor who has moved on to Rachel’s boss. “Every woman in here is thinking the same thing. They don’t care what comes out of his mouth. They don’t care if he solves world hunger. The only thought coming out of their pea-brained head is how big his...you know what is.”


    Reaching for her hands, I put away the claws and pacify her with words that I know to be true. “Which is why a girl like you is exactly what he needs.”


    “Girls like me don’t date guys like that. Girls like me date nine to five guys. Guys with button up shirts with ketchup stains on them, who sit on the couch with their hands down the front of their pants.”


    Nice picture if you want to be known as the Peggy Bundy of Las Vegas.


    “Are you two party poopers going to sit here all night or are you going to celebrate the end of my freedom with me?” Rachel interrupts Janice’s rant in the nick of time by grabbing us both by our wrists and pulling us up. “I know my sister is all knocked up and off the market, but there is no excuse for you, Janice. Grab a man and mount up. What do they say? Save a horse, ride a cowboy?”


    I shake my head when I see who my sister’s eyes are lingering on. She’s clearly had too much to drink. Referring to men as cattle is only magnified when she sees a half-naked man wearing nothing but tight spanks and chaps.


    “How much have you had to drink, Rach?” I’ve already seen her with four different glasses, all with different colors in it. She likes the girly drinks, so there can’t be that much alcohol in them, can there?


    “Enough. This is the best bachelorette party EVER! I love you, my most awesomest sister!” Rachel is screaming at the top of her lungs, raising her glass to the party gods before bringing the glass to her lips.


    I groan. “Bryan is going to kill me.” Literally going to kill me. If he even knew what Rachel was doing at this moment, he would throw her over his shoulder like a caveman and race home with her. Not that she’s really doing anything too embarrassing…well, not yet.


    “Oh no, little baby sister; Bryan is gonna love you because tonight, when I get home, I’m gonna get on my knees and…”


    “Ladies and Gentlemen…if I could direct your attention to the main stage, we have a special treat in store for you.” All I can think of at this moment is ‘Thank God for DJs.’


    When the lights dim, I know that’s my queue. I usher Rachel and her friends to the seats in front of the decent size stage.


    “El…what’s going on?” Rachel asks over her shoulder as I nudge her forward.


    “You’ll see,” I taunt, pushing her into her seat and sitting next to her.


    This past week, Bryan and I have been busy plotting. Although he wasn’t on board with Trevor’s suggestion, he knew he wanted to do something special. He thought a “performance” would remind her of the kind of man she was marrying. Knowing exactly what he wanted to accomplish, and being the hypocrite that he is, he enlisted the expertise of Trevor to help him. When the discussions on a tear-away tuxedo started, I had to walk away. My poor handsome soon-to-be brother-in-law was doomed.


    As the curtains open Rachel’s gasp is drowned out by my own heartbeat. Bryan’s not the only one on the stage. Brethren in sickness and health, naked or dressed up like grooms, Bryan, Trevor and to my surprise, Alex are kneeling in front of us as the music starts.


    Now, I’ve seen Alex in a suit before and we all know how I love his suits, but Alex in a tuxedo is a sight. But these are not just any tuxedos. Shirtless, tanned and toned, our men’s chests are on display under sleeveless jackets and slacks. The cherry on this very edible sundae is the blood red bowtie around each of their necks.


    I completely understand Janice’s earlier anguish.


    When I glance around at the other women in the club, I hate that I catch each of them doe-eyed and drooling. Every single woman in this place is watching our men with the hunger of a pack of ravenous lionesses. Just as I’m thinking about how thick the toothpick needs to be to do any kind of damage, I look to Alex and I’m paralyzed with lust. He’s looking at me with the sexiest smirk, eyes greedily honing in on me. My heart prances inside my chest. I love this man.


    Rachel, in her alcohol induced glory, has an ear-to-ear smile, unlike Janice who is glaring daggers at the women crowding the stage. Maybe I should get those toothpicks for her. I’m glad Rachel and Bryan have a playful relationship. Alex and I are still learning to get to that comfortable stage. Janice and Trevor…yeah, not going to even speculate as to where their relationship is. Lust does not equal love.


    My eyes no longer watch for Rachel’s reaction when our respective men begin to strip. No, instead my body flushes when Alex moves across the stage, inching his way closer to me. What is it about a man slowly removing his belt that turns me on? When it’s done well, or at least when Alex does it, it’s a definite turn on. The gleam in his gorgeous blue eyes combined with the side smirk as he slowly undoes his belt, removing his jacket along the way, has my panties melting from the heat between my legs. I’m about to claw my way through the scantily clad women bracing themselves against the stage just to claim him.


    With only boxer briefs and bowties on, I watch as all three men work the stage. Left to right, the women screech and reach out as our men get closer. The screams reach def-con level. If it wasn’t for the knowledge that I’m the one carrying Alex’s child or the fact that he looks at me as if I’m the only woman in the world, I would think this scene was the epitome of disgusting. Instead, I allow the feeling of change wash over me. At this exact moment all feelings of anger and irritation at the women ogling my man dissipates. It’s idiotic to think that women wouldn’t find Alex attractive.


    I get it. Part of trusting your significant other is knowing where their heart lies. When you can trust in this, all the other bullshit will fade away. Don’t get me wrong; my inner green-eyed monster is still here. Trust me on that. But at least now it’s hibernating for the moment.


    Well, that is until I’m finished with the last pat on the back in celebration of conquering my inner demon. Seriously?! Why can’t the universe ever be in my favor? Right when I think I have my own shit together I catch a blonde bob out of the corner of my eye. Great.


    I almost forgot that Sandy owns SINergy. I almost forgot she knows Alex, very intimately. I almost forgot that she even existed on the same planet. However, reality slaps me right across the face the moment she sashays her way to the stage, placing a bill in the waistband of not only Trevor’s, but like I’m not even here, Alex’s pants as well.


    Now I’m heated in an entirely different way. My blood is boiling. What was I just saying about being understanding of people’s lust over my man? Yeah, not when it’s someone Alex has had sex with. That’s where I draw the line.


    I’m completely dumbfounded. How dare she. If it wasn’t for Alex knowing me so well, he wouldn’t have reached out to me through his stormy eyes. He slowly shakes his head as if he read my mind. I would have done something I may have regretted. Ha. Regret is such a heavy word. And although it was a fleeting moment, I’m glad he has that authority over my body, bringing me back to the moment to remind me that Sandy was his past. I am his future and as much as I’d like to clock her, involving myself in drama is bad for the baby. Thanks Alex.


    Still, something about her presence rubs me the wrong way. It might have something to do with the fact that I recently only found out Sandy was the owner of SINergy and Trevor’s boss. As I sit and watch her move around the stage, it still bugs me that Alex didn’t mention it before. I didn’t bring it up to him, but only because you have to pick and choose your battles. Right now, I guess that’s just not something I want to argue over. I know eventually I’ll experience verbal diarrhea and spout off my irritation, however this is just not the time.


    Not when World War III is about to go down.


    If you can remember, when I first met Janice, she was a timid little thing. However, over time she grew a backbone and no longer allowed those who previously walked all over her to tread on her self-esteem. Knowing this, I should have been worried the moment her face changed from one of utter shock with a little bit of anger to a side smirk with a devious glint in her hazel eyes.


    This is bad. Really, really bad.


    The moment she grabs the cowboy by his chaps and hauls him towards a chair the disastrous dominoes are set in motion. Simple thoughts of Sandy are completely diminished when Billy the Kid got up close and personal. My eyes go between Janice and the stage where Trevor is no longer shoving his pelvis in women’s faces. Instead, he’s frozen. His face shows every ounce of agitation. Too soon he’s on his way over, hopping off the stage and menacingly walking towards Janice.


    In Janice’s defense, Trevor should learn to swallow a dose of his own medicine. In Trevor’s defense…who am I kidding, he doesn’t have one, but I do feel a bit for him when Janice takes it too far by slapping the cowboy’s ass, yelling, “Giddy Up.” I’m guessing that last shot of tequila was not what my friend needed.


    Train wreck (aka Billy the Kid) meet Trevor.


    Just when said cowboy decides to move their little dance a little further, allowing Janice to get acquainted with his body by brushing her palm down his abs, all the way towards no mans land, Trevor violently pushes him aside. I’ve never seen this side of him before. Trevor got in the cowboys face saying something I couldn’t quite make out before pushing him back and grabbing Janice by her arm, pulling her up and towards the manager’s office.


    It wasn’t that long ago that I was the one being hauled away by Alex to the very same office. That was a time when I thought I was protecting him. A time when I thought distance would gain him his freedom. Obviously it didn’t quite end up that way. At least not the way I was envisioning it all playing out. Thank God for that.


    These days Alex is as free as a bird. Arianna is practically off the map. Since Carl’s death, she’s been MIA, which is fine with me. However, I’d be lying if I didn’t say that something still seems off; it could be patterns of the past or women’s intuition. Either way, I can’t quite shake the feeling that the battle between the two of us isn’t over. One could only wish.


    When I see Sandy grab Trevor by his forearm on his way to the back room, I immediately wish I would have honed in on my lip reading skills. You know with all the time I have on my hands. No job, pregnant and home bound. Before I can even try to decipher even their body language, their conversation ends and Trevor is once again dragging Janice to the back. I see Sandy shake her head in understanding as she comes around, resting against the bar top to watch the stage.


    Before I even contemplate what I’m about to say or what this could mean, I head in her direction. This conversation is a long time coming.


    “Elyssa, how nice to see you again.”


    She doesn’t get niceties from me. Hers are as fake as the color in her hair. “You know that’s his girlfriend right?”


    “Yes, I’m aware that Trevor is in a relationship if that is what you’re asking.”


    I’m in bitch-protective-mama mode. It doesn’t get past me that I’ve approached her to discuss Trevor and Janice, and not my own boyfriend. Right now, I have to trust in Alex and trust in the ‘us’ he’s always talking about.


    “Don’t you think it’s slightly inappropriate for you to shove dollar bills down his pants then? Considering you are his employer and all.”


    Before she responds, she takes a moment to stare at me, cocking her head in amusement. “You do realize having dollars shoved down your pants is kinda what this establishment is all about, right? Trevor lives off of his nightly tips. I just got the party started. If you can come up with a better way to open up the women’s pocketbooks than putting the first dollar out there, by all means, please enlighten me.”


    Why you patronizing little bitch. “And Alex? He’s most definitely not your employee.” After all, that is something I would know.


    “Jealousy doesn’t suit you. Alex is my friend. I was just messing with him.”


    Friend? She has got to be kidding. If Alex saw me do that to Oliver, his head would explode. Friendly or not. “That was a tad bit overly friendly don’t you think?” I ask with a sugary smile. I will not show her the depths of which I want to gouge her eyes out.


    “I’m assuming Alex has told you about our past?” I briefly nod. “Then you should know you have nothing to worry about.”


    Oh honey, “I’m not worried.”


    “No? So this was all about you setting me straight for your friend?”


    “I don’t want to see the past repeated,” I say.


    Sandy picks up her martini and takes a long sip of the green liquid. “Even though you aren’t worried, let me set some things straight. Our past, Alex and mine, wasn’t just about sex.” I cringe. “At some point he became my friend and I enjoyed spending time with him outside of the bed just as much as in it. I was trying to help him get out of this life and I blame myself every day that I got him caught up with Arianna.


    “But Alex, just like Trevor, is a big boy. He’s made each and every decision in his life. Alex seems to have risen above that past, whereas Trevor is still finding what road he wants to travel down. Neither you, me, or your friend in there are going to be able to make that, or any decision for him.”


    Why do I feel like I was just put in my place? Not what I wanted to accomplish by walking over here. I can be a big girl and realize when someone is being real and being fake and as much as I don’t want to admit it, Sandy may not be as fake as I thought. Well, how do I like them apples?


    “They are both my closest friends and I only want what’s best for them.”


    “Then we have more than one thing in common. It’s good that Trevor has people in his life that care about him. He wasn’t dealt the same deck of cards that Alex was. He has more choices then Alex did; yet he still has to make them his own. All I’ve ever wanted is to see Alex happy. To see him in a life different than the one he had.”


    What is she talking about? “If you’re such a good friend, caring and all, how were you trying to help Alex before?”


    “I think that’s a conversation you need to have with him. Just know that he’s a different man. He loves you. Any breathing person can see that. He doesn’t need you threatening or approaching women in his defense. By the way he looks at you, they know they have no chance.”


    I nod my head in understanding. I really thought I would hate her. Knowing what I know about their past, I thought she’d be the same as Arianna. But she seems to be someone who genuinely cares about Alex.


    She takes a minute to finish her drink before one last smile lightens her face. “Take care of him, Elyssa. He deserves it.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    


    Saturday, January 26


    ELYSSA…


    Alex looks at me with his head cocked to the side, “Hart?” The questioning look in his eyes pulls me back. I didn’t see him leave the stage, but thankfully he’s clothed in khakis and a plain white t-shirt. I say thankfully because my libido, even after talking with Sandy, has not calmed down. Damn, my man’s hot…with or without clothes.


    “Sorry, I didn’t see you come over. I guess I was a little distracted.”


    Alex tilts his chin towards the bar, “What was that about?” I’m not sure if he’s referring to my conversation with Sandy or the scene Janice and Trevor just made, so I don’t say anything. At least not until he inches closer, wrapping his arm around my waist before kissing the side of my head. I’m doomed. The sweet side of Alex will always kill my resolve.


    But, even though I know I’m about to cave, I decide to avoid the Sandy topic until we’re home. There’s a time and place for any conversation and that one has trouble written all over it. Better to be safely tucked in bed. Who knows how my heart will feel after. Instead I lead in with the safer topic. “Trevor might be incapable of having a relationship.”


    “I hope she doesn’t give up on him.”


    Turning my head, I search the depths of his irises. I can’t help but wonder if he’s referring to more than just Janice and Trevor and that saddens me. After everything we’ve gone through to get to this point, there is still so much trust that we need to build. The thought that he even thinks there might be a possibility I would give up on him pains me to no end.


    Why can’t our relationship be easier.


    With resounding emotions, I bury my head in his broad chest. “Sometimes hope isn’t enough to keep a relationship together. Words and promises only go so far.”


    Alex tilts my chin up with his finger. “Hart, you can’t worry about them right now. Trevor’s only caught up in the money; he doesn’t care about any of the women who throw themselves at him. They are walking ATM machines. But, unlike them, he actually cares about Janice.”


    I look into his striking blue eyes, searching for a glimpse into what he’s thinking. The entire club has faded away and it’s only him and me. “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”


    “Hart, you know more than anyone about my former vices. We aren’t talking about me, and you know it.” His irritation shines through a dense fog. “Unlike me, Trevor believes it’s possible to have his cake and eat it too.”


    That doesn’t sound good. “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t go there, Hart. It’s not what you’re thinking.” Wait, how… “When I was doing…well you know…I knew it was never even a possibility to hold a relationship with anyone. Trevor thinks he has it all figured out. He thinks he can continue his profession and build a relationship with Janice. The problem I see, and maybe Trevor doesn’t, is that Janice deep down is still an insecure woman who’s been jaded by a previous relationship. Those two go together like oil and water.”


    “Can’t you talk to him?”


    “Not my place. Trevor has to decide which one means more to him, his relationship or his money.”


    I nestle my face against his chest and mumble, “Seems like an easy choice to me.”


    “You and Rachel actually have a lot in common with Trevor and Travis. After their parents died, they only had each other. Money was never in abundance and they’ve struggled and fought to keep their heads above water. Going from that experience to financial stability isn’t always an easy transition. Especially for someone like Trevor who doesn’t think he has more to offer than his body.”


    “He’s not a trained monkey, Alex. There has to be something else he can do.” I’ve known Trevor and Travis for some time now and I’m not convinced that’s all he’s capable of. At least Travis has used his passion of woodworking and a job in construction. He may not be doing exactly what he wants to do, but at least it pays the bills without having to get naked. Or nearly naked. I’m not trying to judge, it just seems like there’d be something more he can do.


    “Tell that to a high school dropout who worked as a bus boy until someone took a chance on him,” Alex huffs an irritated breath at me, recalling his own past. “Regardless of the outcome.”


    “I see her trolling for children didn’t end with you.” As the distasteful words leave my mouth I flinch. Even though I meant it, coming from me it sounds way too judgmental. The only right I have to say anything bad about Sandy is the stories I’ve heard from Alex. Before tonight’s little enlightening conversation, what I knew of her, I didn’t like. Anyway, I’m only trying to protect what little virtue Trevor has left.


    Alex’s mouth slightly drops before he catches himself, lips forming a thin line. “Regardless of what you think of Sandy, trust that she was the lesser of two evils in comparison to Arianna.”


    “Honestly Alex, I don’t see how you can talk about her as if she was your savior.”


    “Elyssa, you need to stop condemning her. You weren’t there. You don’t know everything. Nor do I care to discuss this right now. Just know what’s in the past will stay in the past, but only if you let it.” His words come out in a rush, almost like he’s mad, but when he pulls me to his side, I know we will be okay. As long as I’m in his arms, everything will be okay.


    Call me a glutton for punishment, but I can’t let it go. “You’re right, Alex. I don’t know what you went through. Or what Sandy did to help you. I won’t know until you fully share that part of your life with me.” Okay, that sounded a little desperate. He says to trust him, which I do, but not when it comes to two women: Arianna and Sandy.


    “It’s Rachel’s party. I’m positive this isn’t the right time to have this discussion. Agreed?” I nod, but only reluctantly. “Go have fun and we’ll talk about it at home.” Alex wraps me in his arms before placing a kiss on top of my head.


    “You promise.”


    “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” Now, our past dictates that he may or may not share everything I want to know, however, the sincerity in Alex’s voice makes me want to believe him.


    Standing on my tippy toes, I place a kiss on his tender lips. “I love you.” It feels as if it was just yesterday we were masters at keeping secrets from one another. Today’s a new day, and I choose to believe we’ve put it in our past.


    “I adore you.” He smacks me on the butt, hard. “Now go get your sister before her and Bryan make a baby in front of everyone.” I look over my shoulder and see an alcohol charged Rachel grinding on top of Bryan. Their faces pressed tightly together as their hands explore each other’s scantily dressed bodies.


    I giggle. “I like seeing her this happy.”


    Attempting to push me towards the lucky couple, but not letting me go, he agrees with me. “I’m happy for them as well, however, let’s stop them before this gets indecent.”


    I turn and look into his eyes so he knows I’m playing with him. “This coming from a male gigolo?”


    “Ha! Ex-gigolo. I’m reformed.”


    “Really? Is there a support group or something?” I love this side of him.


    “No. Just beautiful brunettes that make you want something more in life.” He can keep telling me words like that and I’ll never leave him again.


    Taking his hands from my shoulders and placing them on my swollen belly, I give him a genuine smile. “Well, for our sake, I’m glad you found something else to live for.”


    “You and only you my heart.” Alex kisses me deeply before breaking apart to move towards the happy couple in unison.


    “Okay guys, enough! We’re here to break this party of two up.” I push against each of their shoulders, prying apart the death grip their mouths have on one another. “There’s more than just the two of you here.”


    Rachel groans, stomping her tiny feet. “But this is my bachelorette party and I’ll make out with my fiancé if I want to.”


    I pull Rachel from Bryan’s lap, forcing a modicum of distance between them. “Come on love birds, we’ve got places to be.”


    “Where you guys headed next?” Bryan asks.


    Just as I’m about to answer, shouting and slamming of a very loud door comes from behind the bar. Like a marionette, all our heads turn and watch as a pissed off Janice bounds towards us. You can practically see the steam coming from her ears as she stops in front of us. Picking up a nearby shot glass, she tosses the amber liquid back before slamming it down on the table. I don’t have the heart to tell her the drink wasn’t even ours. As pissed as she is, I bet she wouldn’t blink an eye.


    She glances at each of us girls, bypassing the men entirely. With a stone face, showing no emotion except for the trembling of her fingers, she fidgets with the hem of her blouse. “We ready to leave?”


    Alex breaks the awkward silence, his eyes straying from mine to Janice’s and back. “You okay?”


    “I want to leave. Tonight can kiss my ass. I’m d-u-n, done.” I let the misspelling and the swearing slide because I’m certain she’s done with more than tonight. More so, she’s done with the man I just finished defending.


    My eyes land on Trevor, who up until two seconds ago, was headed in our direction. That was until Sandy stopped him with a look of confusion on her face. I’d like to believe she has another motive than to cause drama, but since my feelings toward her just changed tonight, it’s hard for me to fully trust her. Trevor isn’t mine, but no matter, he’s a part of my family, and no one messes with my family. The unease swirls around my little group, but no one moves.


    That is, until my brilliant sister attempts to sober and save the night. Placing her arm around Janice’s shoulder, she says, “Let’s go get our spa on. A massage and facial is where it’s at.” Another perk of having a larger than life boyfriend? Alex reserved a local spa and coordinated extended hours for Rachel’s bachelorette party. Have I said lately that I love him?


    Janice nods, her eyes beginning to glisten as she allows Rachel to pull her towards the door.


    “See you at home, loverboy,” Rachel calls over her shoulder to Bryan.


    Janice’s stony disposition stutters as Trevor ends his conversation with Sandy, making his way over to us. When she sees him approaching, she doesn’t need Rachel to pull her any further. I yell out at them that I’ll be right behind them. All I get is a finger wave from my still drunk, but trying to get sober, sister.


    It’s because I love Trevor as a brother that I want to kick his ass. No one should treat another human being the way he’s treating Janice. I’m going to assume he doesn’t even know what he did wrong. I bet if you asked any of the men in my little group what went wrong, they all probably couldn’t tell you. What’s the saying…Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus! So true.


    Trevor tugs at his spiked hair in frustration as he watches Janice walk out the door. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he didn’t care. But, you can see the dejection in his eyes. That is until he speaks. “Fuck me! I don’t know how you guys do it. Bitches are crazy!” He looks from Bryan to Alex and lastly at his brother, who’s been quietly sitting on the sidelines watching as the drama unfolds.


    “Not only do they think they own your penis, your soul is also theirs, the moment you become monogamous.” He shakes his head, “Now I know why Clooney never married.”


    “Not to burst your woman hating bubble, but Clooney actually was married when he was younger,” I interject.


    “You’re fucking shitting me. That’s a lie right?” He looks between the three men. They both shake their head simultaneously. “Fuck me…It’s like she’s telling me the President is part of the Taliban.” We all look at him in confusion. So not the same.


    “Really Trevor? It’s not anywhere near me telling you the President is part of the Taliban. Fact versus delusion. ”


    “Alex, I know she’s hot and all, but does she purposely try to make you feel stupid all the time.” My eyes go buggy. I should probably walk away, sooner rather than later. I don’t want to be responsible for what comes out of my mouth, nor do I want to be responsible for what happens if he insults me again. Alex has stayed rather calm, which kind of surprises me with how protective he is of Janice and me.


    “No, it’s just you.” Now probably isn’t the time to give Trevor shit. “In all seriousness, what the hell happened?”


    “You know what happened. She’s pissed about my job. How many damn times do we need to have this conversation? I’m. A. Stripper! Taking off my clothes and having women give me their fuck me eyes is part of my job.”


    “Well…” Alex tries to intercede, but is rudely interrupted.


    “Seriously dude, don’t you go all feminist on me with some twats before cock’s bullshit. She knew what she was getting into when we started this. I never lied about who I am. And I’m not going to start now. It’s like she wants me to be like this motherfucker over here,” Trevor gestures at Alex, “and start wearing suits and talking about stocks and shit. I don’t know who the fuck Dow Jones is and I don’t care!” By the end of his rant, he’s so heated his face is bright red. It’s obvious he does care, but he doesn’t know how to channel those feelings.


    “Trevor…calm down. Janice doesn’t want you to be different. She’s just scared,” I add in an attempt to still his beating chest.


    I went through the same feelings with Alex. With his past, I didn’t think I could stack up to the gorgeous bevy of women he seduced and who seduced him. The only thing that changed my mind was time. And even then, it’s been hard. But, when you love someone, you’ll do just about anything to stay with them. Even get over your own insecurities. Problem with Janice and Trevor is they aren’t there yet. Janice has to be asking herself if it’s worth it. I don’t blame her.


    “Of what? If anyone should be scared, it should be me. Have you ever thought of that E?” Okay, my guess is that I’m not helping. “She’s the one getting the short end of the stick being stuck with a dumb high school dropout with no future. She’s smart, beautiful, has a good job. I have nothing to offer her. You don’t think eventually she’ll realize that and leave my ass? Then what…what will I be left with?”


    “Trevor…” I know I shouldn’t pity him, but right now I do. I hate that he feels that way about himself. Why doesn’t he see that he has more to offer her than just his body? He needs to figure out what his passion in life is. When he finds that he’ll find himself. Goes to show you that even if everyone else can see how beautiful you are inside and out, it really only matters how you feel about yourself.


    “It’s useless, E. Why drag this out when we all know it won’t work?” Trevor snatches a beer from a passing waitress, downing the contents in one gulp.


    I feel useless.


    Seeing my distress, Alex whispers in my ear, “Hart…we’ll take it from here. Go have fun with your sister and take care of your friend.” I look at him with love before settling my eyes on Trevor. I want nothing but happiness for him.


    With a heavy heart I whisper back, this time against his lips. “Okay, take care of him.” Alex nods, caressing my small belly before I leave to join the party.


    “Took you long enough,” Rachel whines when I open the door to the limo.


    “What did that asshole say? Did he try to blame me?” Janice starts the inquisition as the limo pulls away from the curb.


    This is going to be one. long. night.


    


    Sunday, January 27


    ELYSSA…


    “What time is it?” I groan, wiping the sleep from me eyes and stretching my limbs.


    Alex pulls me tight against him. “A little after three. You should go back to sleep, Hart.” I can smell the alcohol on him, but I could care less. What I care about is that he’s with me, home, his hand resting on our unborn child. I could stay like this forever.


    “What did you end up doing?”


    “You know strippers, explosions, car chases; the usual.” His breath tickles; laughter dying when his lips caress my neck, pulling a soft moan from my own lips.


    “Sounds like you guys had more fun than we did.”


    He pulls back, knowing our night could have gone either way, and obviously not liking that it could have gone downhill. “Girls didn’t like the spa treatment?”


    “No we loved it. Thank you, by the way.” He nods, without breaking his assault on my neck. “Janice turned it into a man-hating-bitch-fest. She ended up drinking two bottles of champagne. She’ll regret...” I trail off.


    “You smell sweet.” He runs his nose along the nape of my neck, hands caressing each side of my body, traveling up to knead my swollen breasts


    “So, what did you guys really do?” My question comes out all breathy as he pinches both my nipples, rubbing them between his obsessive fingers.


    His hands halt their exploration of my most sensitive parts. “Don’t trust me?”


    I rest my hands on his wrists, to show my solidarity. “It’s not that. I’m just curious.”


    “Alcohol, pool, and tattoos. Exactly in that order.” That shocks me and I know Alex felt my body tense. I can admit tattoos were never really my thing. But when I saw Oliver’s, it began my intrigue knowing they meant something to him. And then when Alex got his, my name across his chest, during our self-imposed separation…nothing could be hotter.


    I turn around in his arms a little too eager to find out if he got something else permanently inked on his body. “You got another tattoo?”


    He trails kisses along my neck, “No, that was Trevor and Bryan. But I can feel how much the thought of another tattoo gets you hot…right here,” he cups the apex between my legs and squeezes, causing a tremor. “If you like it so much I could get another tattoo next to your name.” His assault doesn’t stop and I can barely make out his words when he mumbled something about an “X” shadowing my name. When he notices my lack of response, he slows his pace. “Don’t worry Hart, I’m waiting for the baby to get the next one.”


    A smile brightens up my lust filled face just thinking of how great of a father Alex is going to be. “Speaking of our baby. We need to come up with a name.”


    “Well,” he stops tracing my collar with his tongue, “We already agreed that if it’s a girl, her middle name would be Molly.” Alex dips his head in the crook of my neck, continuing his attack from earlier.


    I could barely contain the moan lodged in my throat. “She needs a first name too, Alex, and what if it’s a boy?” The feeling of his hair wrapped around my fingers is heaven as my hands find the back of his head. I hold him in place for nearly a minute, taking in all of his features.


    Alex slides his leg between mine, the muscles of his thighs pressing against my now moist, sensitive core. This time not even trying to contain it, I moan loudly, bringing his lips to mine. The moment our tongues collide, the thought of baby names is the last thing on my mind. Instead, my thoughts are all on pleasure, need, and Alex.


    “You taste like alcohol.” I whimper when Alex pulls away. Lucky for me, it doesn’t last long.


    “Oh God, is that bad for the baby?” When he’s sober, Alex is gorgeous. When he’s drunk, he’s even more adorable. “No more kissing, just fucking.” His hands pull up the hem of my nightie until it’s over my head and on the floor. I giggle in absolute happiness as he pounces off the bed to pull off his boxers before kneeling at the foot of our bed. He wipes the floor with being adorable. He bypassed adorable and went full on S-E-X-Y. Even drunk, he still exudes strength and sensuality.


    Since he isn’t too fond of me wearing underwear to bed, I’m already bare before him. Over breakfast one day he mentioned how he likes to be able to slide into me whenever he pleases. I couldn’t say no to that, now could I? Even the thought sparked my desires and we ended up making love on our granite countertop.


    “Touch yourself, Hart.” Alex is mere inches away, yet it feels like miles when my body desires his touch. He grips his cock, slowly stroking himself. The picture before me is the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen in my life.


    I tease him by slowly licking my lips. Squirming in need, I continue to watch the slow-motion picture in front of me. “Why don’t you come here and do it for me?”


    Not allowing me to retreat, not that I was trying to, he crawls up the bed inching closer to where I desire his touch. “Show me how you like it.”


    I decide to give into him as my hands find my breasts. I roll my nipples between my fingers, watching Alex attentively as he continues to leisurely pleasure himself.


    Normally when I’m doing this I close my eyes and picture him, so now, I have to fight the heaviness of my lids knowing I have the full effect in every dimension imaginable. Watching him stroke himself is erotic. With one hand still on my breast, I move the other down my swollen belly to my aching, drenched core.


    I dip my finger inside before circling my finger along my clit. I hiss in pure torture, aching for a combination of friction and penetration. My hips voluntarily gyrate against my hand.


    I can feel my climax building, lids slipping past my irises just as my hand is pushed away and replaced with Alex’s tongue. Sucking, biting, licking the most sensitive parts of me while he fingers me, Alex brings me to an earth-shattering climax as I scream his name in pleasure.


    With a cocky, dimpled grin, Alex lifts his head, remnants of my arousal still on his lips. He moves his way up my body while his delectable mouth graze my thighs, my belly, and my breasts, settling on my neck.


    “You’re so beautiful, my Hart. It’s unbelievable how amazing my life is now that you’re in it. It’s moments like these that remind me what we’re fighting for,” Alex murmurs, gently sliding inside me.


    Deliberately going slow, he moves in and out, grinding our pelvises together in an almost torturous battle. This allows both of us to relish the punishing feeling as our bodies move against each other.


    Rolling us, he groans, “I need you on top.”


    “I’m going to squash you, Alex.” I might only be a little over fourteen weeks, but I feel like I’ve swallowed a small planet.


    “You’re light as a feather,” he says as he grips my hips, lifting me up and slamming me down on him. It’s not long before I’m rolling my body, his fingers rubbing my clit with urgency bringing me to my second orgasm of the night. Alex joins me in bliss shortly after.


    My muscles feel like jelly as I collapse on top of him. I listen to his rapid heartbeat until it’s slow, strong rhythm returns. “You make me so happy, Alex. Happier than I knew possible.”


    Pressing his strong hands against the small of my back, he crowds me closer to him so I can hear him whisper. “I love you too, my Hart. Now go to sleep.”


    Hard to fall asleep when, “You’re still inside me.”


    “Easier to start again in a few hours this way.” Alex rolls me off him. Temporarily pulling out, he settles my back against his front before sliding back in. He’s semi-erect, but even a semi-erect Alex puts average fully erect men to shame.


    I mew in bliss as he tightens his arms around me.


    “Can I ask you a question before we go to sleep?” I mumble, sleep already confirmed in my tone.


    “Anything.”


    “Can you tell me about Sandy?”


    His long drawn out breath should have been my clue not to push it. I knew if I waited it would go by the wayside and I’d unintentionally forget about it. And this is something I want to know. Something I need to know. After a few more seconds of contemplation, he tells me to ask away.


    The absolute most important question that I can’t seem to grasp is the difference between Arianna and Sandy. “Why don’t you hate her as much as you do Arianna?”


    He doesn’t hesitate. “You have to understand where my life was at that point in time. Nana was struggling to keep up her mortgage due to her health slowly declining. I couldn’t help her with the amount of money I was making, nor could I stay by her side all day to help with the memory loss. I was in a very similar situation that Trevor is in…skating by and barely surviving. This is how Sandy found me.”


    The pain laced through his words almost brings me to tears. His past is so tortured and so different from the man I have in front of me. Sometimes it’s hard to fathom how much he went through. I make a promise to myself, right then and there, that I won’t bring any more heartache to him. He’s endured, lost and loved, and come out the other end a beautiful human being…even if he doesn’t think so.


    “Sandy was a lonely woman in a loveless marriage,” he continues. “There was no immoral intentions on her behalf. There was no evil scheme in place to even direct me into what I eventually became. With her it didn’t even start as sex. Because she was so unhappy in her marriage she wanted companionship and a feeling of being needed. We started off flirting, which then turned into sex, but it was more of a friends-with-benefits kind of situation.


    “Bit by bit she learned a little about my life and realized that she could use her husband’s money for my greater good. That’s when she started helping me out here and there as we saw each other.”


    Okay, now I’m confused. “I don’t understand.”


    “Hart, you have to let me finish. Promise it’ll all make sense and then we can move past this.” I can feel the tilt of his lips against the back of my neck, goose bumps trailing down my arms. I shiver but tell him to continue.


    “She knew my dreams of becoming an entrepreneur. I knew the only way to get out of the hole Nana and I were in was to do something for myself. I didn’t think working for the proverbial man was going to get me to a positive place. That’s when I explained my desire to open my own club and told her my ideas. In the process she bought SINergy. She put up the money with the intentions of selling it to me.”


    Okay, so that explains the beginning of their relationship, but he obviously doesn’t own SINergy. She does. “Then what happened?”


    “Her husband found out about our friendship. And before you have some smart ass comment, by this time it was just a friendship.” I nod, because I believe him. “When he found out about us and her intentions to help me, he beat her up pretty badly.”


    Lost in thought, it takes a minute before he continues. It must’ve been really bad for him to have this scowl on his gorgeous face. “She ended up in the hospital. I urged her to press charges, to leave him, but she wouldn’t. She blamed herself, her infidelity, for pushing him to that limit. After all was said and done, he forced her to end our relationship.”


    “Why didn’t she still sell the club to you?”


    “Her husband threatened to leave her; to basically put her on the streets without a penny to her name. The club, her lifestyle, the damn roof over her head…all of it would have been lost. Instead, she tried to play it smart, for herself and for me. She held onto what little bit of a marriage she had left, knowing one day she would own her own empire large enough to where he would no longer matter. That’s when she introduced me to Arianna. She thought because she had already started the process of helping me, that Arianna would be someone who would take her place.”


    I refuse to bring Arianna into my bedroom, especially into my bed. So instead of asking more about the start of their relationship, because let’s be real, I don’t want to know, I ask, “So what happened to him?”


    He snuggles closer to me, kissing the top of my head. “He’s still around. I believe he married one of his secretaries last year.”


    “And she never remarried?”


    “No.”


    “I still blame her for introducing you to Arianna.”


    “I know you aren’t going to like what I’m about to say, but it’s the truth. No matter what Arianna has done, you can’t blame her.” I squirm out of his hold, attempting to turn my head to look at him. He doesn’t let me budge. “Let me finish. If it wasn’t for that introduction, I wouldn’t be where I am today and we would never have met. Sometimes out of the most depraved situations comes salvation. That’s what you are for me…my salvation.”


    “Alex…” I melt.


    “Sandy was at most a business relationship. There is nothing there for you to worry about.”


    There is one thing. “Is she sleeping with Trevor?”


    “What?! Where did that come from?” He pulls me back, examining my question.


    “It’s not actually that odd of a question. Considering their beginning is eerily similar to the start of yours and hers, it’s not too far fetched.”


    “They are not sleeping together, Hart. She is his employer. Sandy was trying to give him a break. She has the means, so why not. Besides, until last night, he was in a relationship with your best friend.”


    He’s right. I should’ve never thought that of him. “How was he last night after we left?”


    He shakes his head. “You don’t want to know.”


    “I think I do.” Having to deal with Janice last night was hard enough, I can only imagine what Trevor was like.


    “Men do stupid shit when they’re hurting.”


    I’m quiet for a minute, letting the words sink in. They really do care for each other, so I hope it’s not the end for them. Janice has come out of her shell since meeting Trevor. I don’t want to see the light in her eyes dim. “I hope they can work things out.”


    “Before they can move further with any relationship, they need to figure out a way of being content with themselves apart before they can try being a couple.”


    I sigh. He’s right. And I love that he knows this about them, but mostly about himself. “Since when did you become such an expert in relationships?”


    “I think it’s your damn shrink. Must be rubbing off on me.”


    Minutes of silence pass by, my eyes fluttering shut, before Alex speaks again. “I’m going to buy SINergy.”


    I know he can feel my body still. As I let the idea sink in, I know it’s the right path for him. I would never stand in his way. Plus, it would get him away from SHI. And there it is. The lesser of two evils.


    “Okay Alex,” I sigh. “Thank you for telling me.”


    With nothing more to say, I fall asleep in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    


    Monday, January 28


    ALEX…


    Bang! Slam! Rustle! Smash! Thump!


    For the past twenty minutes I’ve watched Arianna pack her office. One word can be used to describe the feeling deep within my soul…satisfaction. Complete and utter satisfaction. Arms crossed over my puffed out chest, smug look fully seated on my face, I could give a fuck if how I’m reacting is distasteful. After everything she’s put us through over the past few months, this one moment is nothing but a small victory in comparison to the turmoil she’s caused.


    “How did this happen?!” She tosses another book into an oversized cardboard box. “How could my husband have been so naïve?” She lets out a loud scream in frustration while she stomps across the room to grab her lone plant from her bookshelf.


    “Mrs. Salerno, I’ve already warned you once. If you don’t keep your voice down we’ll have no choice but to escort you off the property and ship your personal belongings.


    She stops dead in her tracks, takes a long hard look at the security guard, and screams, “Fuck you, Rico!” The look that accompanies the nastiness would make a grown man cry. Pouncing towards us, she gets right in the guards face. “I own this company. I own you. Who the fuck do you think you are?”


    And that right there is when I lost it. She doesn’t own shit! I’ve held back laughter on several occasions while watching her process her anger, but I can’t hold it back any longer. Once my chuckle fills the awkward silence, she directs her ire right at me. Bring it, Arianna. I can’t wait to hand you your ass.


    “Fuck you too, Alex! Show some tact,” Arianna spits at me.


    “Tact? Ha!” I erupt in laughter. “Do you hear yourself? You don’t own shit.” I uncross my arms, moving to get closer into her space. “This is MY company. This is MY building. This is MY employee, which I will only warn you once to treat him with respect or I will throw you out on your ass myself.”


    “Your company? YOUR company, Alex? Do you hear yourself?” she echoes my earlier statement. “This company is mine! I made this company. When Carl wasn’t able to, no when he didn’t want to deal with it anymore, I was here. I ran this company by myself. So excuse me if this is just a little baffling.”


    I stare at her for a good long minute, contemplating her words. The woman before me, dressed to the nines in her pale blue pantsuit, is not who I once thought she was. She really has no clue.


    “No Arianna, what’s baffling is how you thought you could manipulate him into thinking you were worth more than what you ended up getting in the end. You brought this on yourself.”


    She turns her head, mumbling, “It wasn’t until that bitch came along. Everything was fine before her.”


    I know she meant for me to hear her words and I fight to remain unaffected. Until she decided to bring Elyssa into this conversation, my resolve was steadfast. Now, I no longer care how this is affecting her or what her future holds. I can finally release the invisible hold she has on me. “Just get your stuff together. Don’t drag this out any further than it needs to be.”


    “Now you’re having a baby together. Ha! What a fucking joke.” She stomps over and picks up a familiar picture frame. It’s the photo of her and Carl together during a Christmas party a few years back. She stares at the picture, momentarily looking solemn before her bitch face returns. “You think you can have a family, Alex? That you even deserve one? You’re not a family kind of guy. You’re going to fuck her and this baby up because that is what you James’ men do.”


    “Shut the fuck up!” I feel the veins in my neck tighten as my voice rises, echoing through the room. I rush towards her, stopping just close enough to make my point. She drops the frame in a moment of panic. This bitch knows I would never touch her in anger. “Listen to me carefully. You will never mention Elyssa or our baby again. Do you understand me? They do not exist to you. This…this is between me and you, and as far as I’m concerned…this is it. This is the final blow. Checkmate. Done. There is nothing after this. No reason for us to ever have to see each other again. Take what you have, move on. Leave town. Die for all I care. Just leave my family alone.”


    I see the moment the fear leaves her. Her lips curve in a vicious smile, “Oh Alex. If you think this is checkmate, you are sorely mistaken. This is only one move. Even though my King may be dead, in this game,” she motions between the two of us, “the Queen is still very much alive. And, like me, she’s the only game piece that matters.”


    Red splashes my vision, dark thoughts imagining my hands wrapping around her throat and squeezing, are interrupted by Janice’s small voice. “Mr. James.” She waits, allowing me to calm the fuck down. I turn to her, seeing that she’s trying to say something to me, but not hearing her. I shake my head and look at her expectantly. “The staff for your nine o’clock meeting is waiting for you in the conference room.”


    “Thank you, Janice. I’ll be there in a moment.”


    She continues to look at me with her kind eyes, attempting to be assertive. “Mr. James, the staff…”


    “I said I’d be there in a moment, Janice.” Shit. She doesn’t deserve my contempt.


    I turn away from everyone to pull myself together before facing the guard. “Rico, please make sure she’s out in the next ten minutes. If she’s not, do what’s necessary to correct the situation.”


    “Alex…”I don’t turn around, instead pausing when I reach the doorframe. “Families are such finicky things. They can disappear as quickly as they came. Don’t get too comfortable.”


    “Mr. James.” Rico grabs my bicep just as I’m about to turn around. “I have this. Go ahead to your meeting.” I nod at him, adjusting my tie before stepping out into the sea of speculating eyes. I don’t doubt they all heard our heated words. Right now, I could care less. The thought of Arianna being escorted out by guards, carrying a box of her crap, settles something inside me. Satisfaction. The word continues to repeat over and over in my head as I walk to the conference room, a slight smile pulling at my lips.


    


    ELYSSA…


    “You should have seen it, Ely. It was freaking amazing.”


    The sound of the shower distracts me as I sit on the side of our bed, stroking my belly. After seeing she called three times during dinner, I figured I should call her back. In case it was an emergency, I called her when Alex started the shower. However, the moment she started describing the scene I have only dreamt of, Arianna being escorted off the property, the shock is almost paralyzing. She’s gone?


    “How did this happen, Janice? She owns Salerno now that Carl is gone.”


    “You don’t know,” her breath hitches. It’s a statement not a question.


    “Don’t know what?” I feel my blood pressure rising. Not good.


    “Maybe I should let Alex tell you.” My eyes cut to the bathroom door. Secrets. Just when I thought we were making headway. I can’t even deal with that blow. Not right now. I need to know what she knows and I will get her to tell me.


    “Maybe you should just tell me.”


    Silence carries over the line for only a short while. Fortunately, she caves a lot earlier than I thought she would. “Mr. Salerno named Alex owner. Ely, Alex owns the controlling shares of the company. Arianna’s been dismissed by the board, which I’m surprised didn’t happen earlier considering none of them seem too fond of her. However, I’m assuming they didn’t want to create waves with Mr. Salerno.” I let her ramble, barely hearing another word.


    I can’t catch my breath. I can’t hear the shower anymore. I can’t see past the hurt clouding my heart and I can’t feel said heart beating. “Alex owns everything.”


    “Everything. Every paperclip, every stapler, EVERYTHING.”


    “He didn’t tell me, Janice.”


    “I’m sure he’s just been preoccupied.” Her back peddling isn’t going to work. I know I asked her to tell me, but I can’t even deal with her right now. I don’t want to hear one more word come out of her mouth. I will literally crumble if I do.


    “I need to go.”


    “Try to calm down before you talk to him, Elyssa. Remember he loves you and I’m sure he has every intention of telling you.”


    “Janice, please stop,” I beg. “I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Okay,” she sighs. “Please call me later.”


    I hang up and drop my cell phone on the bed before opening the door and sitting atop of the vanity. His silhouette shifts through the frosted glass of the shower as the water shuts off.


    “Elyssa?” His deep voice reverberates throughout the sterile space. I haven’t had a chance to make those finishing touches to our home yet, so our bare walls are another reminder of how much I still need to do.


    I can’t answer him. I want to. But the more I think about it, the more that I stew on the facts, I can’t come up with a logical reason for him to keep something so huge from me. Inheriting a multibillion-dollar company might be something you’d want to share with your girlfriend.


    The shower door opens revealing a very wet Alex. His eyes settle on me as he steps out with no shame. Standing in front of me, naked as the day he was born, my eyes devour each and every inch of his soaked flesh. He grabs a towel, but blatantly doesn’t cover himself. He allows me every opportunity to appreciate what he says is mine by drying himself off one portion of his body at a time. My eyes roam from his sexy hair, following a bead of water as it falls to his muscular shoulders, down his chest, past his rippled abs, before settling on his semi-erect cock. Damn him. My body responds no matter how angry I am. What makes me even angrier is that I can feel how wet I am for him. It’s physically not fair what he does to my body.


    After only allowing me a few more seconds of perusal, he chuckles. But when I don’t say anything, his face straightens. “Elyssa?” His voice reveals the uncertainty fleeting across his face.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I whisper, looking away.


    “What are you talking about?” Honestly confused, Alex drops the towel and prowls towards me, pushing my knees apart before settling between them.


    “Why didn’t you tell me you own SHI?” Alex’s wandering hands freeze on my thighs. He drops his head back, allowing me full access to the muscles ticking in his jaw. I don’t continue until he has the courage to look at me again, which of course takes a long minute. “What makes me angry is that I heard about this from someone else. What hurts is the thought you didn’t think you could tell me.”


    Quick to reassure me, “Hart, it’s not that I didn’t think I could tell you. I was waiting until I had everything finalized.”


    “Finalized? As in Arianna being escorted off property?” I try to push him away, but Alex just ends up closer; his erection settling on my sensitive, aching core. Dang pregnancy hormones!!! Not fair when you’re trying to make a point.


    “I see you’ve been talking to Janice,” he growls, pulling me tighter against him. “I was protecting you.”


    That stops me short. All he ever wants to do is protect me, but at what cost. I don’t like feeling I’ve been lied to. And if we’ve learned anything it’s that omitting the truth is the same thing as lying.


    “I thought we were making progress, Alex. I thought we were finally getting to where we needed to be. Where we could trust each other with everything. Not just what we think the other can handle.”


    “Hart, you can’t blame me for wanting to protect you and the baby. The last time you were stressed, you ended up in the hospital.”


    “I ended up in the hospital because I had just received an envelope full of pictures of you with another woman. Thanks for that reminder, by the way.” I push against his solid chest. Alex grabs my wrists, holding my hands tight against him. His naked skin is warm and soft, making me lose some of my ire.


    “I was going to tell you,” he kisses up my neck, trying to distract me.


    It’s easy to be caught up in Alex. Easy to ignore my anger. Easy to ignore my pain. When he’s touching me, stroking my body, I tend to forget what brought me into the bathroom. His kisses become urgent and my moans become breathy.


    “I love how you give in to me, each and every time.”


    My neck stiffens. My breath hitches. Not this time. I guess the naked powers he has over me doesn’t overpower my feelings of rejection. I know I know…not rational. I get it. But, by him not telling me, the deception and dishonesty feels a bit like rejection.


    “You say you were going to tell me?” He stops his attack, looks up and willingly nods. “Before or after you fucked me?”


    He grabs my hips, the pressure burning good. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’ll know when I fuck you, and this, this isn’t me fucking you, Elyssa.”


    “Excuse me for believing that my boyfriend wouldn’t lie to me. I consider it fucking, Alex, when the person I’m with is keeping shit from me. We, of all people, should know secrets create doubt and distance. You’re not making love to me when all of that is between us.”


    “It’s my job to take care of you. This is me taking care of what’s mine. I love you and this baby more than anything. You have to know that. I’m trying to make sure you’re safe.”


    “We talked about this before, Alex. Remember?”


    “You know I do. And if I remember correctly we spent the last few months of the year with you lying. Keeping shit from me because you thought it was for the best. You thought you were doing what you needed to do. Don’t be a hypocrite, Elyssa. It doesn’t suit you.”


    Ouch. Okay, so I deserved that, but still. “Didn’t we learn anything?” I’m back to whispering. I hate the uncertainty in my voice. It reveals me as weak and I’m trying to be stronger. For myself and for LJ.


    Alex lets out a long huff in frustration, his grip on my hips tighten before he drops his forehead to mine. “Honestly Elyssa, how was I supposed to know Carl was going to leave everything to me in his will?”


    I pull my head back, staring at him in bewilderment. “Everything?!” Holy shit. He’s my Godfather, so I know a little bit more about him than the average person. He has amassed a lot of personal possessions and money over his lifetime. He can’t really mean everything, can he?


    “The company, properties, money. He left Arianna with only a few dollars and the clothes on her back.” He does mean everything. Shit! That’s a lot of responsibility. More so because if he thinks Arianna is going to sit back an idly watch him play with her things, he’s naive. She doesn’t like to share. Obviously.


    I can’t deal with her anymore. Not now, not when the baby is coming and I want to actually have a future. No! “I don’t want anything of hers, Alex.”


    “I know, Hart. This is why I was trying to get all the details worked out before I included you. There’s still so much in the air. Let me worry about this.”


    “Details?”


    His pause causes my heart to stutter. I can read him better now than I ever have before, and I know what he’s about to tell me isn’t going to be what I want to hear. “My plan is to sell the company. I’m buying SINergy.”


    I was right. As much as I want his dream of owning his own club to come to fruition, it would be with dirty money. Dirty only because Arianna touched it. “I want nothing to do with her, Alex. Nothing. She almost ruined everything. I can’t have her claws in our life anymore.”


    “It’s not her money. It’s Carl’s. I have to believe he did this for a reason, Hart. If anything it was to give us a better life. To give us the life he wanted but never had.”


    “I don’t think you’re hearing me. I want nothing to do with it. Nothing good can come of this. I don’t know why you can’t see that.”


    I can tell he’s losing his patience with me. Well good, because I’m doing the same. “I’m not involving you in anything. I’m keeping you far away from it.”


    “No, what you’re doing is keeping information from me, which to me equals keeping secrets. It’s breaking my heart.” I push against his chest, this time he lets me.


    I start to walk towards the bedroom when I’m stopped short. It wasn’t something he said or the lack of protest…it was something in my heart that made me turn around. What I find almost brings me to my knees. My breath staggers at the beautiful man in front of me. Does he know how much he is gutting me? Alex’s muscular body, tense from our argument, defeated and slumped over, fully aroused from being so close.


    I lower myself slowly, avoiding touching him no matter how much I want to give in. Keeping secrets is what got us into trouble. We agreed. We agreed this time around we would do things differently. If I give in, it will set those same patterns into motion. And that would be the end of us.


    “You don’t know what you’re dealing with Alex. This play of Carl’s wasn’t so innocent. He had to know what she would do if he took everything away from her. The fact that he gave everything to you should tell you something. I’m afraid it just taunted a sleeping tiger. She would’ve already been fuming after Carl’s gift to you, but now? Now, she’s humiliated. Everything that she’s worked so hard for was stripped from her. She doesn’t even have her dignity anymore.”


    “Are you feeling sorry for her?”


    “Sorry? No. Scared? Yes. And you should be too.”


    “This time I’m prepared for anything she throws our way.”


    “I’m afraid you’re being too confident.”


    Alex inches towards me, but stops before he gets too close. “It’s not confidence, Hart. It’s determination. With time, I’m hoping I can make you feel safer. You may be scared of her, but she’s the one that should be scared of me. I don’t just want to keep her out of our lives…I want to ruin her. I want to destroy any semblance of a life that she’s known. She never should have fucked with you.” Alex is seething, hands clenched in fists at his side.


    His words shake me to the core because I’ve had these very same thoughts. Difference is I fought that battle. Unsure if the road that it would lead to is the right one to travel. My initial reaction after all the trouble she caused was to go to Carl and ask him for information to take her down. But now, now things have been so peaceful that I’m happy not having her threaten me every five minutes. I kind of like not having her intrude in my life and decisions.


    I’m worried that Alex just ruined that brief moment of peace we had.


    He has to know what he’s doing isn’t good. I know he thinks he’s protecting me, but I don’t see how. “You’re seeking revenge.”


    Too quickly, he responds his assertion. “I’m seeking retribution. I want her to suffer a hundred times worse than what she did to us.”


    “I hope you didn’t make things worse. You’re goading her, Alex. Who’s gonna get hurt in the process?”


    “No one.”


    “Can you guarantee that? Can you ensure there will be no further casualties?”


    Alex doesn’t answer. Instead, he stares at me and then at his bare feet. After a too long minute, I have my answer and leave him standing in the middle of our bathroom. Alone.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    


    Tuesday, January 29


    ELYSSA…


    “Sign here and here, Miss.”


    I woke up from a horrible night sleep. I anticipated a bad night, but this one was for the record books. Although Alex and I slept in the same bed, we could’ve been on separate sides of the world. After our argument, Alex spent quite a while in the bathroom sulking before settling on the opposite side of the bed. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t kiss me goodnight. And he didn’t kiss me goodbye this morning before he left for work. He always kisses me goodbye. Always.


    When I rushed down the stairs and peeped through the window, I smiled thinking maybe Alex sent me something to apologize. But standing here in my pajamas with sleep in my eyes, I look at the middle-aged stout deliveryman curiously.


    No flowers. No candy. Nothing but a thick envelope.


    After I sign the forms, I walk with a scowl towards the living room. You can imagine my surprise when I gape at the envelope sitting on my coffee table and noticed the delivery is not from Alex, but from Carl. Uh…yes, that Carl. The very deceased Carlito Salerno.


    After staring at the unassuming envelope for more than long enough wondering what he could possibly sent me, I strip away the tear off tab and open the flap, pulling out a stack of papers. A folded up note falls out, landing on the carpet. Picking it up, I open the letter and instantly tears begin to well in my eyes.


    


    Elyssa:


    Part of being a Godfather is being a guiding light throughout your life. Unfortunately, I haven’t been that for you. In all honesty, there are many things I regret. One of them is not protecting you when I had the chance. And for that, my dear Elyssa, I am truly sorry.


    First, let me start off by saying that I’ve watched you throughout the years grow into an amazing young woman. Your parents would be so proud. If you are reading this letter, it is because your parents are no longer the only people looking over you.


    I never had children. It was never because I didn’t want them. It was because I never found what your parents had or what you and Alex seem to have. My assumption is that over the year you may have heard some unsavory details about your parent’s marriage. Let me assure you, they loved each other beyond words. Don’t ever doubt that. Like any marriage, they had their ups and downs. However, up until their last breaths, they loved each other.


    You may be questioning my decision in leaving everything to Alex in wake of my passing. My initial intention was to give him the tools necessary to build a life for the two of you. However, I also had an ulterior motive. I know Alex despises my ex-wife. I also know that she believes she cares for him deeply. Alex is the only one who can hurt her as much as she’s hurt those who have cared about her. Your mother, your father, and at one point in time myself, just to name a few.


    To finally be at peace knowing that the person who caused their demise, got her karma in the end, is something I can now give to your parents. Your sister came to me with her assumptions about their death. Please know her theory isn’t without merit. I didn’t see the necessity in revealing to Rachel what could have been very hurtful, and for that I’m sorry. I could have saved you a lot more heartache if I had.


    Also, I believe you can chalk my own death up with theirs. I’ve known for years that she was slowly poisoning me. Why didn’t I turn her in? The only answer I’ve been able to come up with is that love is blind. I loved her and I didn’t realize until it was too late. By then, my broken heart wanted nothing more than to be put out of its misery. What better way than by the hands of the person you bared your soul to and loved most in this life?


    Although I loved her, I also know what she is capable of. This is why I’m sending you the enclosed file. This past year, I had my private investigator look into my ex-wife’s past. I’ve included his report for you. Do with it what you like. It is my hope that this buys you the security you and Alex will both need.


    I love you my Goddaughter and I wish the best for you, Alex, and your child.


    Best Regards,


    Carlito Salerno


    


    INVESTIGATION 227


    Gracen Hawk (Badge # 21)


    Client: Carlito Salerno


    Subject: Arianna Salerno (Maiden Name: Arianna Duncan)


    Using Subject’s maiden name, records end one year prior to marriage to my client.


    Credit Report Confirmed: Subject lived in Los Angeles until the age of eighteen.


    State Records Confirmed: Records prior to the age of nineteen were sealed; however, was able to locate juvenile file. Records indicate Subject was orphaned at the age of 16.


    Sister of Subject, Rose Duncan, died at the age of six. Death was ruled as an accidental drowning. Ms. Duncan fell through the ice pond near the Subject’s family home. Further findings place Subject with her sister at time of accident. After reviewing the documentation and declarations from Subject’s parents, along with eyewitness accounts, Subject was accused and later dismissed of pushing her sister into the pond. No reason noted in file as to why no further investigation was done.


    No physical markings left on Ms. Duncan’s body, unrelated to drowning.


    Interviews with neighbors and classmates at the time of the accident ensured Ms. Duncan and Subject did not get along. Ms. Duncan flaunted her belongings in front of Subject. Report states on numerous accounts that Ms. Duncan was spoiled and Subject was envious of her.


    No further investigation done and case later closed.


    Father and mother died in a homicide/suicide case. Case shows Subject was home with parents when they began to argue. Father killed mother and then turned the gun on himself. In review of case, there are discrepancies in the detective’s findings. Gunpowder residue was not found on either of the deceased’s hands. Splatter marks found on the corresponding wall to Female conflicts with direction of bullet. Male’s body was naked and shows signs of sexual intercourse prior to death; however after examining Female there shows no signs of recent sexual activity. Subject found in bedroom covered in blood, unresponsive.


    Mental examination done at hospital documented no emotional reaction to parents’ death. Poor personal hygiene. Physical examination concluded Subject recently engaged in sexual activity and showed signs of self-mutilation. Psychiatrist at hospital notated suspicions of schizophrenia and Subject placed on suicide watch. Subject was unresponsive at the hospital and was placed in a mental health facility.


    Progress notes from the attending psychiatrist at Beltmoore Treatment Center documented erratic behavior to include hallucinations, obsessive behavior disorder, sex addiction, with severe signs of aggression towards other patients. Subject revealed in session that father had initiated sexual relations starting at the age of eleven and continued until father’s death. Subject spoke fondly of her father; however, during discussion of her mother, Subject became combative. Sessions resulted in Subject being subdued and restrained.


    Records while at Beltmoore show several records of inappropriate relationships with staff members, which resulted in the termination of the individual’s employment. One termination resulted in lawsuit stating unlawful termination. Plaintiff, Edward Adams, stated that Subject drugged him unknowingly and initiated sexual intercourse against his wishes. Lawsuit was settled outside of court for an undisclosed amount of money.


    Edward Adams: Deceased; Cause of Death: Neck was sliced open during an attempted robbery two years ago.


    Subject was released from Beltmoore upon reaching the age of eighteen, no longer a ward of the state of California.


    Employment Confirmed: During engagement with my client, Subject worked at Leather and Lace Gentlemen’s Club (L&L LLC). Spoke with former Manager Chandler Freeman who confirmed Subject’s employment for one year, at which she departed and became Arianna Salerno. At this time, Mr. Freeman lost contact with Subject.


    Higher Education Confirmed: University of Santa Barbara, four-year degree in business administration.


    School file shows complaint from Subject’s English teacher, Charles Harris, which was later dropped. Complaint indicated Subject had stalked and harassed the teacher for months. Copies of emails and pictures were also enclosed in file. Case was dismissed when Subject filed a similar complaint stating that her and Mr. Harris were engaged in an inappropriate relationship and the teacher was retaliating after Subject tried to end the relationship. Mr. Harris was dismissed, resulting in the loss of his tenure. He now works as a foreman for a construction company in Florida.


    Interview with Mr. Harris resulted in conflicting information not included in school file. Mr. Harris confirmed that he had a sexual relationship with Subject. However, Mr. Harris ended relationship shortly after initial consummation. States Subject would regularly show up to his home, broke into his school email account and sent emails to herself pretending to be him, took video of their sexual encounters in hopes of blackmailing. Mr. Harris indicated mental stability of Subject was questionable and added that he feared not only for his career but for his safety and expressed his regret for ever meeting Subject. Mr. Harris agreed to quit without tenure in hopes of starting a new life. Mr. Harris states he would regularly receive anonymous letters and phone calls for the first year after leaving the school. Believes communication was sent by Subject. No police reports were filed.


    No further records until the age of twenty where it is indicated that attendance at previously mentioned university is where she met and befriended Abigail and Dean Hart (parent’s of my client’s Goddaughter).


    Death of both Abigail and Dean Hart ruled an accident when plane crashed in San Luis Obispo. Reason for crash ruled as unknown; however, review of flight records shows clear electrical tampering, which would have resulted in equipment failure.


    Investigation into relationship with Alexander James was as suspected. Subject met Alexander James at Salerno Health where Mr. James was a mailroom clerk. Relationship started with Subject after being introduced by Sandra Tanner through male escort website. Transfers totaling $400,000 was made over a four year span which included college tuition, room and board while Mr. James attended college. During said time, a sexual relationship had taken place.


    Mr. James’ mother, Katherine Dunn: Deceased-Cancer; Mr. James’s father, Gary Dunn: whereabouts unknown


    Placed in the care of grandmother, Molly James, at the age of seventeen. Medical records show grandmother diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Grandmother resides at same address as Mr. James.


    


    “Oh. My. God,” I whispered. Somewhere after page one I had sunken to the floor, my knees drawn up as close to my chest as they would go. So much has gone on in her life that I can’t even fathom how she’s still breathing. The facts were as dark as her soul. As much as I hate her, as much as I fear her, I can’t help the solemn feeling of sorrow deep in my heart.


    I am so dumbstruck at what I’ve just read I don’t even know how to wrap my head around it all. Her father? Did I really just read that her own father sexually abused her? She was so young. Her innocence ripped from her…by someone who should’ve protected her.


    I know I can’t compare my past with what she went through, but I’ve always identified with victims of abuse. But this? This is, I shake my head, this…I can’t imagine the damage inflicted to her over the years. How the abuse altered her thoughts. It all makes sense now. It’s made her into the monster she is today.


    “Hart?” Alex’s voice reverberates from our entryway as the chime of our alarm system notifies me our door was opened. I have a horrible memory sometimes and forget to arm the alarm when I’m home alone. I know I’ll hear about it.


    “In here!” I yell from the living room. Within seconds Alex is standing in the doorframe holding a bouquet of lilies. Not expecting to see what he sees, his eyes bulge from his face. I can only imagine what I must look like: eyes puffy from crying, holding myself, shielding my baby. A mess.


    “Hart? What’s wrong?” His concern makes me start my crying jag all over again. Quickly setting down the bouquet on a nearby chair, he kneels down to crawl towards me.


    Instead of attempting to describe how the words just ripped my heart in two, I hand over Carl’s letter along with the investigation file. “You’re scaring me, Elyssa. What is this?”


    “Just read it, I cant…I can’t even…”


    Alex settles back, resting on his calves as he shuffles through the papers, reading them with intent. Face unreadable except for the tick of his jaw, he reads over the pages and learns all the facets of Arianna’s horrendous life.


    “Fucking hell.” His eyes lift to mine as he drops the papers and pulls me by my wrist into his lap. I go willingly, needing the comfort only he can provide. And as much as I need him, I know he needs me just as much, if not more. “Fuck. I didn’t know.”


    I shake my head, needing him to know that this has nothing to do with him. He has no responsibility in any of this. None of us do. “How could you, Alex? How could any of us know?” She was my Godmother for goodness sakes and I didn’t know.


    “She killed her parents?” He’s making his own conclusions; ones that I had barely been able to register before he came in and took over. Thank God he came in when he did.


    “Based on that file, I would assume so.” My voice is unrecognizable, scratchy and hoarse.


    “Elyssa, I don’t want to believe this, but I know what I’m reading. If it’s correct, she had something to do with your parents’ death?” Shit. It did say that. It said the words I never wanted to believe. When my sister brought it up, I didn’t want to think Arianna could do something like that. Something so unthinkable. But, facts are facts and the words on the document are eerily similar to how Rachel describes what she knows. I nod unable to speak as I choke on my sobs. “Hart…shhhh…I have you.”

    His arms tighten around me.


    “They didn’t deserve to die, Alex.” I hiccup, my sobs barely able to be contained. I hate knowing this information. Why would Carl do this now? Now that I can’t ask him any questions. Now that he can hide behind death. Shit, that was heartless…but what did he expect me to do with this information? Think Elyssa.


    Reading my thoughts, Alex interrupts my inner ramblings to state the obvious. “Carl knew. He knew and didn’t do anything about it. He’s had this file for a year and knew she was responsible for killing him and he just let her go through with it.” Alex shakes his head, angrily pulling his hair with his long fingers.


    He had to know I would do something with this information. But, what? “Maybe to help us.” Realizing too late that I was answering my own question, I sit straight up and look into Alex’s crazed blue eyes.


    Confused, he asks, “What do you mean?”


    The beginning of an idea pops in my head. “Who was listed as his executor of estate?”


    “I believe I was.” He looks at me, trying to ascertain where my mental state is. “Where are you going with this, Hart?”


    Silently asking him to give me a second by putting up my index finger, I shake my head. This is gross, but, “Can’t you request to have his remains exhumed?”


    He pauses, really looking at me. Hesitantly he asks, “For what reason?”


    “Carl said it all in that letter, Alex! I doubt there was ever an autopsy of his body to see what the cause of death was. This letter gives us probably cause. We get that, along with this letter and file, and maybe they can build a case against Arianna. She killed him, Alex. We can bring her down and erase her from our lives.”


    Jumping up, he follows me. “I want you close at all times. Do you understand me? Everywhere you go, I know where you are.” I nod in understanding not even caring how to the outside world this may seem a tad bit territorial or overbearing. This is Alex doing what he needs to do in order to keep me safe. And for that, I love him.


    “I’m getting a security detail.” I nod again, resting my head against his chest. “There’s one thing that I can buy with Carl’s money and that’s safety. I want someone with you at all times.”


    “Alex, what about you? This goes both ways, I need to know that you’re safe, too.”


    “Don’t worry about me. My main concern is you, the baby, and my grandmother. At least until we have her behind bars.”


    “Fine. But the deal is that I’ll take a security detail if you have one as well.”


    “Anything, Hart. I’ll do anything as long as you’re safe.”


    “No more secrets, Alex. This won’t work if we keep anything from each other. There’s already too much going against us. We can’t be one of them.”


    “No more.”


    “I love you.”


    “Me too, Hart.” Alex kisses the crown of my head. “So much.”


    


    Friday, February 01


    After reading, and rereading, the background on Arianna, I had this overwhelming urge to console her. To tell her that what she went through is something no child, or adult, should go through. I actually wanted to feel sorry for her.


    My thoughts are plagued with images of a young Arianna being tortured. To know the one man in your life who is supposed to nurture you and keep you safe is the same man who did unspeakable things to you… Okay, enough. I can’t think about this anymore. I know that’s naïve of me but if I don’t think about it, it didn’t happen. At least not to me. And most definitely not to LJ.


    It hurts my heart knowing Alex went through something similar with his father. Just because his father didn’t sexually abuse him, doesn’t mean what he did to him wasn’t far from it. Introducing him to sex at such a young age is classified, at least in my book, as a form of sexual assault. No child should have to deal with adult decisions. Period.


    But, everyone has a past and we all have a choice in our lives. You can either fall into your past or claw yourself out and make a better life. When that realization hit, I knew what I needed to do. I couldn’t let her poison my life any more than she already has. She’s done too many unspeakable things for me to sit idle. So, I made an appointment with a lawyer in order to ensure my freedom from Arianna Salerno.


    Led by an emaciated, yet beautiful brunette, I follow her into a small conference room to wait for the attorney I found in the yellow pages. When I decided to talk to someone about my options, I knew I couldn’t involve Alex. Not at this point, at least. When I find more information I will tell him, but involving him right now would only deter me for what needs to be done. As much as he says he hates Arianna, I’m positive there’s a small part that feels indebted to her.


    Clearing his throat as he enters the room, I immediately stand to greet the extremely tall attorney. If it weren’t for his overly friendly smile that reached his sparkling blue eyes, he would intimidate me to no end. When I say tall, I mean Yao Ming tall.


    I offer my hand as he approaches, “Mr. Moore, thank you for meeting with me.”


    “Ms. Hart, it’s my pleasure. Please take a seat so we can discuss your very vague request.”


    When I requested the meeting, I didn’t know how much I should say over the phone. I may be paranoid, but I wouldn’t put it past Arianna to have my phone bugged. Seriously, that woman knows no bounds, or boundaries for that matter. All I told the receptionist was that I needed to talk to an attorney about a thing. I know I know, silly, but I can’t be too careful.


    Mr. Moore specializes in criminal law. I’ve heard his name a couple of times on the news regarding previous exhuming cases, so I wasn’t worried he would turn me away. I was banking on the fact he would actually agree to this and I would finally get some answers.


    Taking the seat directly across from me, he pulled out his notepad and dismissed his receptionist.


    “I don’t have a lot of time before my boyfriend realizes I’m here, so I’m going to be frank with the information I have. Once I’m done, please let me know if I have a case or if I’m wasting my time and energy.” This was a free consultation, so I knew I didn’t have a lot of time regardless of what I said about Alex.


    “Of course, Ms. Hart. This is why I do the free consultations. Please go ahead and I’ll be upfront and honest every step of the way.”


    I then proceeded to tell him everything I had learned in the past week regarding Arianna. It took longer than I thought, even though I didn’t give him everything. I flinched a few times when I had to tell him about my parent’s death and Alex’s too recent past. Throughout the entire speech, Mr. Moore listened intently. He only stopped me a couple of times to clarify this or that, but for the most part he just listened.


    When I was done, Mr. Moore sat back and laughed. When I heard the bellow from across the table, I cocked my head and glared. None of this was funny.


    “I’m so sorry, Ms. Hart. I know I shouldn’t have done that, but do you know who you’re dealing with?”


    Can he be serious? “If you’re talking about Arianna, yes I’m well aware of who I’m dealing with. If you didn’t catch it, she’s my Godmother, my parent’s supposed best friend, and my boyfriend’s ex-madam. Trust me, I know who and what I’m dealing with.”


    Sitting up straighter, he towers over me but not in a threatening way, and shakes his head. “Again, my apologies. I laughed because you are not the first person to come in here and ask me about her. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, but I cannot let another person walk through my doors and not do anything about her. I’m not at liberty to discuss prior conversations, but I would be extremely happy to help you with whatever you need me to do.”


    The breath I hadn’t realized I was holding was released in a big huff. I can’t believe he knows who she is. I silently wonder who could have brought her to his attention, but regardless I will use this to my advantage.


    “Okay, Mr. Moore, please tell me what you can about exhuming a body.”


    Over the next hour, Mr. Moore tells me everything I need to know and how and what we need to do to get the evidence needed to unearth Arianna Salerno from our lives. It will take awhile to get all the necessary paperwork in place, but Mr. Moore ensured me he would take care of everything and only call me in when it was necessary.


    I left his office feeling a tad bit lighter, knowing what we were planning was the right thing to do. It will be hard to tell Alex, but only because he won’t like that I went without him. When I find the right time to tell him he won’t be able to fight me on it.


    I hope.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    


    Monday, February 4


    ALEX…


    “Alex,” she giggles, allowing me to run my hands up and down her bare legs.


    “Whoever invented these exam tables...genius!” I muse, standing in front of my girl.


    “Genius, huh?” Elyssa asks as she playfully bats my hands away. I don’t let her, of course, only pushing myself closer to nudge her legs open.


    “Can’t you see?” I tease. “It’s the perfect height.” Just to prove my point, I push my arousal into her core.


    “Alex,” she half gasps, half moans. “Someone’s gonna walk in. What ever will they think?” Her words berate me, but her teasing tone and the soft look in her eyes is all I focus on.


    “They would think your man is not only very fertile, demanding, and devastatingly handsome, but that he’s addicted to his extremely smart and sexy girlfriend.” My hands grip her ass, pulling her tightly against me.


    She laughs a breathy sigh. “No, Mr. James, what they’re going to think is that we are sex crazed.”


    I bring her mouth to mine for an all-consuming kiss. She giggles, her fingers rubbing against my stubbly chin. “They would be right.”


    A double knock against the door stills Elyssa; her palms flat against my chest. As the nurse comes through the door, Elyssa attempts to push me away, but I don’t budge. Instead, I tighten my arms around her, my hands settling on her ass. “Mine,” I growl in her ear. She shivers.


    The nurse’s eyes light up with mirth as she steps into the room. “Ms. Hart?”


    Blood rushing to her face, she stutters like she has something to be mortified of. “It’s not what you think. Well, okay maybe it is.” She shakes her head. “My…Alex, he’s just…please come in.” I laugh, placing a kiss on the crown of her head as I step aside, allowing the nurse to step closer.


    “You must be the father.” I nod, settling on the side of the exam table. Elyssa’s hand finds mine seconds later. Her simple, yet reassuring touch, comforts me. She knows how upset I’ve been at myself for missing her previous appointments. To include me in the rest of them is a privilege. One I’m not going to mess up. I’ve made a promise not only to Elyssa, but also to myself and to LJ that I’ll always be here.


    When the nurse, whose nametag reads Samantha, pointedly asked me if we were ready to see the baby, she must’ve seen the wonder in my eyes stationed on Elyssa’s wide smile. Without having to acknowledge, she continues to get whatever she’s doing set up. But when she asks, “Are we finding out the sex of the baby or do you want to keep it a secret?” we both looked up at her. Me with what must look like astonishment in my eyes and Elyssa with a knowing, loving smile.


    When Elyssa looks up at me, her lower lip bitten, I see her slight nod. We discussed this earlier today and thankfully we were on the same page. Hell yes we want to know the sex of our baby. It’s one more step to fulfilling my vision of our future. She waits for my thoughts to fully ascertain my stance before answering the nurse.


    My slight head tilt confirms it, when Elyssa announces, “Yes Samantha, we’d very much like to know.”


    The nurse squirts blue goo all over Elyssa’s small round belly causing her to flinch. My eyes dart to her belly in concern. “Oops, sorry. Should have warned you that it might be cold,” Samantha explains. I scowl at the nurse for making Elyssa even remotely uncomfortable. Elyssa calms me by rubbing the back of my hand with her thumb.


    The nurse grabs the wand and suddenly my knees feel weak with anticipation. Unconsciously, I think I’ve always wanted this. As I stand next to the woman I am meant to spend the rest of my life with, the gravity of the situation weighs a ton. No longer able to stand, I take a seat in the chair, scooting as close to Elyssa as the bed and chair will allow. Not close enough.


    My eyes are glued to the large screen as the nurse rubs the wand over her belly. A rapid wooshing sound fills the room. My chest constricts listening to the most beautiful sound in the world. “Is that the baby’s heartbeat?” I ask, continuing to watch the screen in awe.


    Samantha nods, “Yes. Good heart rate. Strong.” Strong. When Elyssa squeezes my hand, I bring hers up and place a swift kiss against her knuckles. The black and white screen lights up with what looks like a butterfly rapidly flapping its wings.


    I see a head and watch in amazement as our baby moves around inside Elyssa’s belly. The nurse adjusts the wand so that we can see more of the body.


    “Well, she’s definitely a mover.” The nurse freezes the picture on the screen as she creates an arrow and types, “It’s a girl!!!”


    She. A girl. My girl.


    “We’re having a girl?” Elyssa’s small voice next to me is miles away as I stare at the screen. I’m a father. I’m going to have a daughter. My chest fills with something so overwhelming and consuming that I struggle to take my next breath.


    “Yes, a healthy little girl. Her measurements are good. She looks perfect.”


    It’s not until I feel moisture touch the back of my hand that I take my gaze off my daughter and look towards Elyssa. What I find makes me lose my breath for a second time in mere minutes. She has the largest smile on her beautiful face with tears streaming down her cheeks.


    “We’re having a girl, Alex.” Burying her face in the crook of my neck, I wrap my arms around her. The sheer emotion of this moment is so intense it almost strangles me. I fight the urge not to show everything that I’m feeling at this moment. “A girl,” she sighs.


    I have no words. All I can do is hold them tightly. To assure her, and myself, that I will not let anything or anyone harm them. Everything I’ve never knew I wanted is in my arms. The jacket of my suit is constricting. If I had my way, I’d crawl on top of the exam table with her and never let her go.


    Along with the weight of our reality comes the sheer terror of my past and present. Not only am I absolutely terrified of losing Elyssa, now I have a baby girl to worry over. Which means Elyssa may be really pissed off at me soon. I have every reason and no reason not to double up Elyssa’s security detail. She may not like it, but if she even knew the type and consistency of the threats I’ve received over the past month I know she’d understand.


    “Mr. and Mrs. Hart?”


    Elyssa dries her eyes with the back of her hand, “Oh no, we aren’t married.” She pauses, only to wait for me to take my eyes off the approaching doctor. When our eyes meet, she smiles, “At least not yet.”


    “Oh sorry. I just assumed.”


    We didn’t hear the doctor enter the room in the middle of our mini celebration. And I’m glad we didn’t. When I overheard Elyssa and Rachel joke about how handsome her doctor was, I wasn’t amused. My reaction might have been slightly murderous. I believe they laughed when I suggested she switch to a female OB/GYN. As you can assume, I didn’t think it was funny. Not even in the slightest.


    But now as I stand to move towards the “handsome” doctor, my male ego causes my shoulders to straighten, my muscles to flex, and back to stand as tall as possible. I extend my hand to greet the good doctor, squeezing tighter then I normally would. “Alexander James.”


    “Dr. Justin Parker,” he smothers a laugh. If Elyssa wasn’t sitting mere inches from me, I might’ve had to call him out on it. “Nice to finally meet the father.”


    Luckily for the doctor our greeting is cut short. My phone’s been constantly vibrating in my jacket pocket since we got into the room. I wasn’t about to answer it while I was learning the fate of our unborn child, but now I could care less about hearing from the condescending doctor. Don’t think I didn’t miss the jab about finally meeting me. With a finger, I ask the room to give me a moment and glance down at the screen.


    My father.


    How the fuck he got my number is a mystery to me. Over the past week his calls have been increasing, leaving unanswered voicemails insisting we meet. I’ve ignored him, which is exactly what I plan on doing today. He will not touch what Elyssa and I have built, or our future.


    *I’m outside. How about you join me?*


    Rage erupts inside me. I clutch my phone, stare unseeingly at the text message, and focus on my breathing hoping not to alert Elyssa. I can’t believe that motherfucker is outside right now. The audacity he has shouldn’t be shocking, but for some reason it is. I’ve done quite well without him meddling in my life. Why does he think it’s okay to come back now? I owe him nothing. I want nothing from him.


    Dr. Parker’s voice breaks my homicidal thoughts, “Ms. Hart, did you have any questions?”


    “No, I think we’re good.” Her sweet voice and excitement instantly calms me, bringing me back to the present.


    “Alright, if that’s all, you can go ahead and get dressed. Just stop by the front desk to schedule your next appointment,” Dr. Parker announces. Before he leaves the room, he turns to me and adds, “It was nice meeting you, Mr. James.”


    “You as well,” I respond, insincerely. I walk towards Elyssa, eyes roaming over her gorgeous face. I kiss her lips, holding back all of the emotion coursing through my body. I’m warring between absolute elation and torture. At the moment, torture is winning out. “I’m going to step outside a moment to make a call.”


    Her eyes search mine with concern. “Everything okay?”


    “Nothing you need to worry about. Get dressed and I’ll meet you outside.” She nods before I kiss her crown and leave the room.


    “Sir, do you need the car brought around?”


    I hired our security detail as planned. After discussing at length what was happening around us, it was agreed that Elyssa would have two people on her at all time and I would have one. Frank Deline, an ex-Marine and all around badass, is in charge of the detail and has been my shadow ever since I met him over a week ago. I’m well aware that Elyssa isn’t too fond of this arrangement, but she knows to keep it to herself.


    It’s not that I don’t care how she feels, but if she knew that not twenty-four hours ago I got another threat taped to my door, she would rethink her position on our security detail. This threat wasn’t as subtle as the last few. “Last Chance,” is all it said.


    “Not yet. Stay with her. I’ll meet you outside when she’s done,” I say, when he stops me while I attempt to walk past him.


    “Sir, I’ll call Darron and have him come and escort you.”


    Fuck, I don’t need this right now. “I don’t need an escort. Just stay here with her. She’s the priority. Do you understand?” I question, hostility seeping through my words.


    “With all due respect, Mr. James, you are both my priority.”


    I get in his face, not having time to make my point any other way. “Well, Mr. Deline, I need you to focus on her.” I point to her room. “Do I make myself clear?”


    I don’t wait for his answer, assuming he will stay like he’s told, and take off my jacket as I walk through the clinic. I loosen my tie, unbuttoning the top button before removing my cufflinks, placing them in my pocket before rolling up my sleeves as I reach the front door.


    I glance around the parking lot before my eyes meet the man that made me. My muscles strain as I clench my fists, gripping my jacket as if my life depends on it. All that separates us is a few parking stalls. All that stops me from rushing him, gripping his neck so tight until I feel his life leave him, is knowing that I’d go to prison and my family would suffer. Instead, I close my eyes and count to…oh who the fuck cares if I go off on him. It’ll be justified.


    “What the fuck do you want?”


    “Is that any way to greet your dear ole dad?” Only one parking stall separates us and it’s far too close. I need him to get the hell out of my face.


    “I stopped claiming any ties to you a long time ago. So, once again, what the fuck do you want?”


    “How’s my grandbaby? You having a boy or girl? You should know by now, right?” My blood boils and I immediately see red. I rush him, gripping the collar of his shirt as I push him so far back that I slam his back against the wall of the building.


    “My baby is not your grandchild. I’m not your son. We are not anything. Do you hear me?” He doesn’t even flinch. Instead, he smiles in my face as I spit threats at him. Anger radiates from my body. Does he not remember how our last encounter ended?


    “You wouldn’t want your pretty, little and very pregnant girlfriend coming out here and getting upset would you? Didn’t she end up in the hospital last time she got too emotional?” My grip loosens slightly. How the fuck does he know all of this? “Consequences Alex. You do remember how your consequences played out when you were a bad little boy. You should have answered my calls; I wouldn’t be here right now if you had.”


    I hate that he has any knowledge of my past. To me he’s dead and buried. I wish he would stay that way. Taking a step back, I ask him what he wants. And even though I already know, I cringe when he responds. “I think you know.” When I don’t respond out of irritation, he replied, two hundred grand.”


    “And then you’re gone for good.” A statement, definitely not a fucking question.


    “I think that’s a start.”


    I take a step towards him, ready to tell him where he can shove his “start” when I’m interrupted by a strong hand settling on my shoulder. “Mr. James…is everything alright?” Fuck. I should just clock him. Just one punch and this would all be over. I should have known that Frank wouldn’t let things be. At least he stayed with Elyssa and instead sent Darron to check on me. Shit. I guess that’s why I’m paying him.


    “Everything’s fine, Darron,” I yell over my shoulder, eyes never wavering off the piece of shit in front of me. “Leave now,” I say through clenched teeth. “Get the fuck away from me and my family.”


    “The money?” he shoots back, voice wavering enough to cause me to pause. It’s not until now that I take him fully in. His clothes are disheveled. There’s a stench of alcohol mixed with sweat that causes my stomach to turn. His eyes have dark circles and his face looks thin.


    “You’re pathetic. The poorest excuse of a man. What was it you used to say? A man is only worth the money in his pocket?”


    “Fuck you!” he bellows, his stench seeping through his pores.


    “No Dad. Fuck. You. Now take your sorry ass away from here before I call the police.”


    “You’ll regret this. You think you can dismiss me with empty threats?”


    “I don’t fucking care what you think.”


    “Alex?” My eyes close in agitation at the sound of her voice. God dammit. Why did she have to come out here right now? It pains me that she may have heard even a part of what was said. I’m not irritated with her, but more so that she has to witness what’s happening.


    “Hart, go back inside. I’m almost done out here.”


    Frank lays a hand on my shoulder, urging me back. “Mr. James, we can handle this from here.”


    “Alex please…” Elyssa begs, closer to me than I thought. I turn and wrap my arms around her as she buries her face in my chest. When I look up, I see Frank and Darron escorting Gary towards the back end of the parking lot. They could kick the shit out of him and I wouldn’t care. I refocus and my priority is to get Elyssa far away from my sperm donor.


    “Elyssa, is it a boy or a girl?” Gary yells from behind us.


    Completely ignoring him, by choice or not, she asks what he wanted. “What he always wants. Money.”


    “He freaks me out.”


    Reaching my BMW, I settle her back against the front passenger door. Cupping her face with my hands, she rests hers on her swollen belly. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Hart.” I kiss the top of her head. “I promise. Now let’s go.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    


    Monday, February 4


    ELYSSA…


    We’re both quiet as Alex speeds out of the parking lot. My mouth opens to ask him the many questions I have, but I know when not to push him. Right now, he’s still fuming so I let him work whatever he needs to work out in his brain to settle himself. So instead of coming clean about my previous visits from his father, I watch the landscape of buildings, condos, and houses go by, closing my eyes as exhaustion sets in. It may be the coward’s way out, but I don’t want to push Alex over the edge. He’s already teetering as it is.


    Ever since I read what I’ve dubbed the “Arianna file,” I’ve had horrible dreams. What she went through gives me nightmares and since it wasn’t a complete document of her pain, the dreams are the worst my imagination can conjure up. Now with Alex’s father here, it only adds to my growing unease.


    “Do you mind if we stop before grabbing a bite to eat?” Alex asks. I push away the chilling images and remind myself that today has been such a good day. We’re having a girl. With thoughts of only my daughter clouding my brain, I don’t even bother opening my eyes. I hum a happy, “Uh huh,” and nestle against the doorframe.


    Alex’s knuckles brush against my jaw before his hand settles on my thigh. “My girl is tired.” I don’t answer him knowing my sleepy state is more than enough of an answer. The quiet hum of the engine lulls me to sleep.


    Shortly after, we come to a complete stop. I can feel Alex’s fingers strumming along my leg, trying to wake me up. “Hart?”


    “Hmm?” My eyes flutter open as I move in my seat to face him. He really is handsome with his dimpled smile looking back at me.


    “Can you go inside and put forty dollars on pump four? I forgot my card at home.”


    I nod, wiping the sleep from my eyes and stretch a bit before unbuckling myself. I take the two twenty dollar bills and head toward the convenience store. It’s not until I’m almost to the doors that the familiarity of this place hits me.


    I stop in my tracks and glance around, looking back at Alex who is leaning casually against his car just like he was when I first saw him. Although there’s a chill to the air, the sun is shining and there’s a slight breeze to the day, just as I remember from our very first encounter.


    “This is our gas station,” I breathe to myself, thinking how different our lives are from that fateful day. We were in such different places in our lives. Two souls living in the same place and time, yet not even knowing the other existed. Now we are happy, together and in love. Smiling, I caress my belly and pull open the door with a renewed energy that I didn’t feel moments ago.


    I greet the gas station attendant and hand him the forty dollars in my hand. The older gentleman on the other side of the counter has a sweet smile. “Which pump Miss?”


    “Oh sorry, pump four please.” I point towards Alex’s car, noticing he’s no longer resting against the side. A moment of panic sets in while I scan the parking lot. Still unable to see him, I gasp when I hear someone clear his throat behind me. At first I don’t want to turn around for fear of what I’ll find. Arianna, as always, crosses my mind. It’s not until I see the store worker motion for me to turn around that I begin to feel my heart beat again.


    “Hart?” I glance behind me, seeing Alex resting on one knee. My heart practically jumps out of my chest at the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. Yes, we’re in gas station. Yes, the floors are dirty and the smell isn’t so great. Slot machines going off aren’t the typical background music you’d expect to hear. Yet, even with all the undesirable parts, this is the moment I want to remember for the rest of my life. If I could paint a picture, I would make it so incredibly vivid, using the bluest of blues to shade in Alex’s eyes as he looks up at me. Because he is all that I see.


    “Saying I love you doesn’t encompass the depth of my emotions for you. In the small amount of time we’ve been together, you’ve become everything to me. You are my Earth, my sun, my entire universe. Before you, I felt my life story was already written with a sentence to a life of loneliness, never having anything to call my own. Because I felt owned. Although now I still feel very much owned, it’s different because I give myself willingly to you. You, Elyssa Jane Hart, own every inch of me; my body, my heart and most definitely my soul. The only thing that could make me happier in this lifetime is if you would agree to be my wife. Will you marry me?”


    If I looked down I would see the red box settled in his outreached hands. And inside said box is what I’m guessing is going to amount to an enormously big, yet gorgeous ring that I surely don’t deserve. But what I can’t do is tear my eyes away from his to even peek at what he’s obviously trying to give me. All I can see is him. I attempt to speak, but my lips are trembling. I don’t even realize I’m crying until I raise my hands to mask my soft sobs.


    “Yes,” I nod frantically, cupping my face. “Yes, a million times, yes!”


    My feet are no longer touching the ground as Alex stands, lifting me so we are face-to-face, lips to lips. I barely register the applause from the few people present to catch our special moment. My sole focus is my boyfriend…no wait! Oh my God…my fiancé.


    “I’m going to make you so happy, Hart.”


    I kiss him again, my fingers messing up his perfectly styled hair. “I’m going to hold you to that, Mr. James.”


    With our bodies pressed together they sway with the overhead music, extremely content and caught up in the moment. “You’re really going to marry me,” he sighs against my lips.


    Amongst the bottles of soda, bagged snacks, and random condiments, I make a promise with my complete heart, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    


    Friday, February 8


    It’s been four days since I officially became Alexander James’ fiancée and I can tell you that the entire four days I’ve been on cloud nine. I find myself constantly lost in thought staring at my flawless engagement ring. It’s not over the top, but more simple and elegant. Watching as the sun reflects off the radiant-cut moissanite diamond, I do my own reflecting and can’t help but smile when I remember the conversation we had after my initial shock of his proposal. All sorts of questions started spewing from my mouth.


    “Alex, how many carats is this?”


    “Almost four.”


    “Have you thought about where you want to go for our honeymoon?”


    “No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?”


    “Because I can’t be anywhere near water.”


    “Why’s that, Hart?”


    “I’ll sink. I’ll definitely drown even though I’m a pretty good swimmer.”


    “Hart…”


    “Seriously Alex, I love you but this is too much.”


    “Are you happy?”


    “Deliriously.”


    “Then that’s all that matters.”


    “Then why do I feel like I’m wearing a house on my finger?”


    “It’s big, but it’s not that big.”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Hart, none of this matters. What matters is you finally agreed to be my wife.”


    Needless to say, when you’ve been put in your place, albeit lovingly, you need to stop asking meaningless questions.


    “Thanks for meeting me,” a husky voice comes from my right, momentarily startling me. Casually standing in a pair of faded jeans, his white t-shirt hugs his broad shoulders perfectly. Oliver waits expectantly for me to stand and step into his outstretched arms. His hug doesn’t last long, but what he does next shocks me. Putting me at arms length, his gaze and his hand drop down to my swollen belly. “Pregnancy suits you.”


    I gently lay my hand on top of his; he flinches, but doesn’t pull away. “Thank you, Oliver.”


    With a small smile he moves away, taking his warmth with him as he sits across from me.


    “How have you been?” he asks, while looking over the menu. The awkwardness of our reunion is depressing. I don’t like where we’ve ended up. Our friendship has always been easy. Now it’s a jumbled mess.


    “Pregnant,” I joke. “You?”


    He chuckles, but the laughter doesn’t reach his eyes, “I’ve been better.”


    “Oliver…”His sadness breaks my heart. Whenever I’ve needed him, he’s been there for me, and now I feel like I’ve betrayed him. Let him down. It’s not fair that he helped me through a difficult time in my life, yet I sit here and joke with him when he clearly needs a friend.


    With effort he attempts to fight through the awkward conversation, “Boy or girl?”


    I smile at him. “A girl.”


    He contemplates that for a minute before asking, “Have you guys picked out a name?”


    We have thought of a few, and as much as I’d love to talk to him about it, I don’t think it’s appropriate. Besides, Alex and I decided we would keep it to ourselves until we absolutely have to. “We’ve been toying with a few,” I answer.


    “Olivia sounds pretty good to me,” he deadpans.


    I laugh, a full belly laugh, which feels really good to do with him again. “I’m sure Alex would love that.”


    “Speaking of Alex, how is he handling being captain of the world?” Sarcasm laces his tone while I fight back my irritation.


    “Very well actually; it’s been a seamless transition for him.” I don’t like where this is going. He has to know that I’m going to back up Alex, so his snarkiness needs to stop now.


    “I’m sure.”


    “You know…if we’re going to do this,” I point between us. “If we’re actually going to continue our friendship, I need to be able to talk about Alex.”


    “Can’t we just pretend that he doesn’t exist?”


    “Can’t ignore someone who’s a huge part of my life, Oliver.”


    “I know. As much as I would like to, I know.”


    “You know this isn’t his fault. How we ended up.” I can hardly control the tears threatening to spill. I continue, but in a whisper, “If you’re going to be angry at anyone it should be me.”


    “That’s never going to happen. You should know me better than that. I miss you too much to be mad at you.” Oliver’s puppy dog eyes are clearly his attempt at being playful.


    “Well if it helps, I’ve missed you, too. I was happy when you asked me to lunch.”


    He gestures to my wrist. “I’m surprised that he lets you wear the bracelet.” I toy with the small surfboard, smiling at the memory of our time in San Diego, but I don’t respond. There really isn’t anything I can say that won’t diminish the time we spent together.


    “So what’s up with the men in black?” Looking off to the side, Oliver point towards where Frank is standing. Normally he’s with Alex, but for some reason today he thought it would be better that he stay with me. Alex hasn’t said anything, but the past few days he’s been on edge even more than normal. He won’t tell me anything when I ask, so instead I get Frank. I like Frank, but he’s a bit much.


    “Security detail,” I respond without further explanation.


    Oliver drops the menu he’s been hiding behind. “Wow, Alex amped up the psycho scale and smacked a tail on you, huh?”


    “It’s not like that.”


    “Then what’s it like, Ely? Because from what I see, it is like that.”


    “He has every right to be worried about me. I am carrying his child.”


    He laughs at himself, leaning over almost conspiratorially, “If I reach over and touch your hand, will MIB karate chop me in the throat?”


    “No, but I may,” Alex’s voice startles me. What’s with everyone coming up behind me today? Am I so self-absorbed that I can’t even tell when people are right next to me? I would love to blame this on the pregnancy, but I don’t want to put that kind of energy on my little girl.


    I turn around to see my very angry fiancé. “Alex?”


    “I’ve been trying to call you.” His words are directed to me, but his stony gaze is stuck on Oliver who’s sitting relaxed in his seat, arms crossed over his chest.


    “What were you saying earlier about that psycho scale?”


    “Shut up, Oliver,” I say through clenched teeth as I stand to face Alex.


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. I didn’t hear my phone because it’s in my purse.”


    “I called Frank,” is all he says.


    I sigh, “So you knew I was okay then.”


    His eyes finally leave Oliver, softening as he looks at me. “Doesn’t mean that I don’t worry, Hart.”


    So there’s no question in Alex’s mind, I move towards him and wrap my arms around his waist. “I know and again, I’m sorry. I wanted to have lunch with my friend and I knew if I told you, you would’ve been against it.” He’s been against me going out a lot lately. I’ve chalked it up to him being overprotective because of our baby, but again it makes me feel like there’s something he isn’t telling me.


    Rubbing the small of my back, he explains, “The last time you guys had lunch you came home upset.”


    “Hey, that wasn’t my fault,” Oliver interjects.


    Alex cuts him a glare. “Whose fault was it then?”


    Oliver clenches his fists resting on the table. “Whose fault is it always?”


    “You’re blaming this on me?” Alex points a finger to his chest. “I told you from the start that she’s mine. You were the one that attached yourself to her, humping her leg every chance you got.”


    “You don’t think I know she’s yours?” Oliver angrily points towards my protruding belly. “Our time, if there was ever really an ‘our time’ would’ve been in San Diego. I may have kissed her, but I can’t deny it anymore. I see it every time I’m around the two of you. I won’t do this to myself or her anymore. She doesn’t look at me the way she looks at you.”


    “You kissed her?” Alex growls. I can feel as his body tenses against me, pushing ever so slightly in Oliver’s direction.


    “Asshole, that’s all you got from everything I said?” Oliver stands and panic sets in. “I just told you I know she’s yours. I give up. You win!”


    Alex visibly relaxes, but continues to hold me against him. “Then why are you here?”


    “Because I love her. Because I want to be in her life. If that means that I’m that guy friend that she calls and cries to every time you fuck up, then so be it. I’ll always be here for her.”


    “I won’t fuck up,” Alex says straight-faced, loosening his grip.


    Oliver sits back down with a huff. “Let’s hope not.”


    I look up at Alex, urging him with my eyes to calm down. He does, but only because he has to leave. He promised me he would always try to never leave me mad or upset. “I have to go back to the office.” I nod. With that he leans down and kisses me softly, rubs my belly, and disappears as quickly as he came. I watch until his bulky silhouette disappears.


    “Fucking psycho,” Oliver mutters as I sit back in my seat. A genuine smile protrudes from my face. Men!


    “Uhhh…would you guys like to start with an appetizer?” The young waitress eyes the two of us, looking behind her in the direction Alex just disappeared, as if he’s going to magically appear again.


    “After that I need a fucking drink. Beer and chicken wings,” Oliver orders. Our waitress doesn’t bother asking if I need a cocktail considering my current state. I’m happy with my little glass of water and tell her so.


    “Beer and chicken wings?” I ask with a raised brow.


    “I need something to bring back my balls. They’re ashamed.”


    Looking at his pouting frame across the table I erupt in laughter. A calm washes over me as I settle in my seat. “And Oliver,” I wait until he looks up at me, “I’ll always be there for you, too.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    


    Thursday, February 14


    ELYSSA…


    “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    A small round of applause breaks the happy silence, causing me to turn and see our closest friends gathered to watch Rachel and Bryan tie the knot. This day could not have been more perfect. I not only get to see my sister marry the man of her dreams, I have the man of my own dreams standing across from me. And as if on cue, my belly flutters when my eyes meet Alex’s gorgeous blues.


    Barely able to tear my eyes away from his, I look back to the happy couple. You’d never be able to tell looking at her now, but my beautiful sister has been a mess for the past twenty-four hours. But now she’s flawless. But not because of the swept up hair-do adorned with tiny flower hairpins or the impeccably romantic color tones of her eye shadow or the blush of her cheeks. It’s not even in her simple flowing white floor length gown. It’s because of the giant smile on her face as she looks into the face of her husband, my brother-in-law.


    Looking past the endearing couple, I find Alex standing patiently on the other side. He looks incredibly handsome in his classic black suit. Rachel insisted that the groomsmen had to wear cerise bowties. I didn’t quite agree; however, the three most handsome groomsmen in the history of groomsmen look quite dapper draped all in black, with only a hint of pink.


    In the weeks leading up to the wedding I thought there might be the start of another World War. After Travis and Trevor got into a tussle over who should stand at his side, Bryan said it was a no brainer to ask Alex to be his best man. Personally, I thought it was ridiculous for them to fight over the title, however, I’ve noticed they seem to be at each other’s throats lately. Luckily, they were able to calm down, but for some reason I knew it wasn’t because they were done fighting, but more so to appease Rachel’s griping. She said that if she wasn’t allowed to complain they needed to shut their traps. Her words not mine.


    So, when Travis walked in this morning I was floored. The past few times I’ve seen him, he’s been a little rough around the edges…lumberjack style. I guess our teasing got to him, because the once long dark locks of hair are now much shorter. It wouldn’t be him though if he didn’t at least style it a little messy.


    Although his transformation is still catching me off guard, I’m even more surprised at where I find him staring all night. His intense gaze is directed solely at my best friend.


    Confused, my brows furrow as I look to Trevor, who also has an intense air about him. He too is looking at my best friend who’s been staring at her feet for quite a long time. Catching Trevor’s eye for the brief second he took his eyes off Janice, I smile up at him only to remember my conversation from this morning. Bordering on motherly affection, I had to chastise him a little about his perfectly straight and spiked faux hawk, reminding him he was at a wedding. All he did was laugh and bring me in for a bear hug.


    Unsure of what’s going on between the three of them I look back at Alex and nod my head towards his two friends hoping he understands my silent question. Alex looks at the two of them and pauses. When he notices both their eyes glued to Janice as well, he shrugs and turns away. Just then the pastor announces to the group, “Pease join Mr. and Mrs. Bryan Harris in our banquet hall so we can start the celebration.”


    Rachel and Bryan agreed almost immediately to a small wedding at one of the chapels on the strip. Alex offered to pay for a larger ceremony, but they said they didn’t need anything besides each other and their closest friends. I’m just thankful they didn’t take the Viva Las Vegas package and have Elvis give Rachel away. Instead, their quaint wedding was perfect.


    After changing into a simple white strapless dress that hugs her curves and stops inches above her knee, not common for Rachel, I walk behind my sister into the banquet hall. She’s usually more reserved in her clothing choices, but as she reminded me it is her wedding day after all. Seeing the banquet hall for the first time is when I notice her cool demeanor splashed all over with the different shades of pink and dashes of white. Elegant and beautiful, just like my sister.


    “You’re breathtaking,” Alex whisper-sings in my ear, his arms wrapping around me from behind. Turning my head to the side, I meet his soft lips.


    “You look pretty sexy yourself, Mr. James.” And he does. From his dimpled cheeks, to his messy yet coifed hair, everything about his face makes me crave forever with him.


    “It’s the pink bowtie. It’s very masculine.” His chest rumbles against my back as we sway to the music watching Rachel and Bryan eat at a nearby table. His hands find my belly, fingers strumming an imaginary guitar.


    Closing my eyes to feel the flutter, “I think the baby likes it when you do that?”


    His lips brush against my cheek as I happily settle against him. “Do what?” he asks.


    “When your fingers move with a rhythm, it’s as if you’re playing a song.”


    “The song of us, huh?”


    “My favorite song,” I purr against him. My eyes close as I relish the moment of his all-consuming warmth against my back. His strength and solidity envelops me in a feeling of sheer protection.


    “They look happy.” My eyes flutter open as I look over at my sister and Bryan. What I find makes me chuckle. Currently, the lovebirds are feeding each other pieces of pineapple. “We look happy,” he whispers against my ear causing a flutter of another kind.


    I turn towards him but he stops me before I turn completely. I allow this, but only because I love being cradled in his arms. That and I’m exhausted, so in his arms is where I’d rather be. “I am happy Alex, so incredibly happy.” And I thank God we are where we are in our relationship. I had high hopes for us, but in reality it was a long shot. With our backgrounds, who knew we’d finally be at a place where we can both agree on our mutual happiness. The fact that we deserve it and that we achieved it should count for a lot. After our beginning, our middle seems to be where we were always meant to be. No more Arianna. No more secrets. No more lies.


    “Come on,” he tenderly pats my belly before letting me go. “Let’s feed you before the baby gets cranky.”


    After placing his hand on the small of my back, he guides me to our seats. As we approach, I notice the scene before me and I’m not liking what I see. Janice is sitting miserably between an equally cheerless Trevor and Travis. Seriously, what is up with the three of them? I make a mental note to ask Janice after the festivities die down. I don’t want to cause a scene here, and from the looks of it and the imperceptible shake of her head, neither does she.


    Looking down the table, I find another couple totally out of their element and looking even more dreadful than the previous pack of misfits. Autumn and Oliver are most definitely not meant to be together. To be honest, I was surprised when Rachel mentioned wanting to invite him. At the time, I thought it was nice to know she thought of him, but now I’m not so sure.


    When I extended the invite he was adamant about not wanting to come alone. He said it was awkward enough being around me and Alex, but to have to be around all the other loving couples, he so politely declined with an, “Oh, hell no!” Hence, the reason Autumn got thrown in the mix. Don’t worry she wasn’t his first choice. He has better taste than that. No, he originally asked Janice, but since she insisted on waiting for Trevor to come to his senses, Oliver was forced to consider the only other non-threatening female he could think of.


    I almost choked on my laugh when he called to RSVP his plus one. Autumn wouldn’t be what I would consider non-threatening, but then again, Oliver is male and she’s always done better with the opposite sex.


    “I never want to get pregnant.”


    “And why’s that, Autumn?” I ask, barely paying attention to her nonsense. Being pregnant is the best feeling in the world. It equates to nothing and until you become pregnant, no one can describe the feeling of wholeness you have. My first instinct was to have Alex get me out of the conversation. However, he’s currently engaged in a discussion with Travis over construction plans for the house. Apparently he feels a playroom is now a necessity, therefore plans to knock some walls down are underway. He’s good at that considering he knocked down every wall I ever put up. So I’m left to fend for myself with a very talkative Autumn.


    “Just look at you. Your body’s gonna look like a deflated balloon once you’re done pushing that thing out of your vagina,” she huffs over the music blaring from the speaker overhead.


    “I think she looks beautiful,” Oliver adds, causing Autumn to roll her eyes.


    She lifts her glass, taking a large gulp of her wine, but not before muttering, “You would.”


    “Plus, their baby’s going to put all other babies to shame. Hot plus hot equals super baby,” Janice chimes in, putting Autumn in her place, as she tries to ignore the brooding brothers on each side of her.


    In the days leading to the wedding, Janice made her worry known, at least to me. She did not want to show up alone to the wedding and almost freaked out when I told her Oliver had asked Autumn. Not that she wanted to go with him, but at least she’d have someone. Now she felt like she had no one. She said she would be humiliated if Trevor showed up with, “some chick that can hold herself on a pole with only her thighs.” When I tried to placate her and tell her that he would never do that, she threw herself on her couch and mumbled something about being miserable and alone for the rest of her life. A little overdramatic, but who am I to judge.


    It wasn’t until two days ago when Janice mentioned Travis had offered to be her escort. It was the first time since her breakup that I saw a semblance of my old friend again. Although she was still a worrywart, not knowing if she should’ve accepted. She didn’t know how it would seem, showing up with her ex’s brother. Personally, I didn’t see the problem, considering Travis is an overall nice guy. So I convinced her that what she was doing was okay. Travis was just doing her a favor knowing her dilemma with Trevor.


    But now I’m rethinking the whole situation. My brows rise in shock as I notice Travis’ arm possessively hanging on Janice’s chair as he talks to Josh and Sam. Janice seems physically torn. Her body is facing Travis, yet slightly tilted towards Trevor. And based on the look on his face and the death grip on his beer, Trevor is fuming.


    Yeah…nope, this can’t wait. I abruptly stand and ask, “Janice, let’s go.” Alex pulls the chair out of my way, allowing me to lean down and kiss his cheek appreciatively. “I’ll be right back. Girl talk.” He chuckles when Janice stands just as dramatically, grabbing my hand to follow her.


    Behind the confines of the bathroom, Janice erupts in a dramatic fit as she softly bumps her head against the wall. When she goes on and on about berating herself because she said yes to Travis, I silently wait for her to finish. When she does, I gently ask, “What’s going on?”


    “My life sucks.”


    “Would you care to elaborate?”


    “I never meant for this to happen,” she starts. When I don’t say anything, she continues. “I know he was only trying to console me after everything with Trevor. You know, being the good guy that he is.”


    “Travis?” She nods. “You’re being very cryptic, Janice.”


    “I had sex with him,” she blurts, hiding her face between her hands during her confession.


    My mouth drops open in shock, body leaning against the counter for support. My shy, sweet, and somewhat meek friend has done a complete one-eighty. Not more than a few weeks ago she was completely enthralled with her bad-boy stripper. And now she’s not only broken up with him, but has done the unthinkable and slept with his quiet, broody older brother.


    “Janice…”


    “I know! Okay. I know. You don’t have to say it. I’m a whore. I’m thee whore of all whores. I’m going to hell!” she rants, throwing her arms about as if she’s trying to swat non-existent gnats.


    “First of all,” I attempt to swat her flailing arms, “calm down. Now tell me exactly what happened.”


    She takes a deep breath before hopping up on the counter to explain. “I saw Travis the day after the bachelorette party. I had gone to the drug store to get something for my horrible hangover and as I was walking out, he was with his construction crew; they were on a break eating some sandwiches on the bed of his truck. Damn stupid sandwiches,” she mumbles.


    “Okay, how does one go from a drug store slash parking lot meet and greet to the bedroom.” Because seriously, how does that even work?


    She sulks even further into herself. “If you’d give me a chance, I’ll get there.” I roll my eyes, which she swats me for, but continues. “I’m assuming he heard what happened between me and his brother, so he asked me how I was faring.” She pauses. Almost to herself she continues, “Seriously, who says ‘faring’ anymore? Ugh. Anyways, he asked if I wanted to grab some coffee. What possessed me to go? I don’t know, but I went.”


    “I’m sure the barista was shocked when you started humping on top of her coffee grounds.” I giggle at the image, but then cringe.


    “This is so not funny. This is a crisis. You are the worst friend ever.”


    “Alright, alright, sorry. Continue,” I say as I waive my hand.


    After slowly exhaling, an eye roll and a small smile, she opens up. “I don’t know how to explain it, but he made me feel normal when all I wanted to do was curl up and retreat. After feeling like crap, he made me forget all my misery. He made me laugh so hard tears came to my eyes. And although he comes off as this big, bad brooding, intimidating guy, he’s actually very sweet.”


    “Okay, so how did you go from a coffee break to sleeping with him?”


    “It wasn’t like that. Stop making it sound like I’m some hussy.” That causes me to roll my eyes. “After coffee he asked if I wanted to go to the park across the way. We talked, we laughed and we walked. We ended up spending the rest of the day together.”


    “Talking…” Again, not seeing how she ended up sleeping with him. I’m not judging her, but she has to know how bad this is. He is his brother.


    She looks like she’s ready to cry so I walk over to the vanity and pull out some tissues. When I give them to her, she adds, “He told me that he’s always thought I was beautiful. He thinks his brother is stupid for letting me get away, Elyssa. What was I supposed to do? Just say thanks and walk away.”


    “Janice…”


    “No, no, I get it. I should’ve walked away, but you know me. I don’t deal well with hot men telling me I’m beautiful. It’s like my kryptonite because it never happens. The moment he made those damn butterflies flutter I was done for.”


    I wish she could see herself the way we do. I remember so vividly the first night we went out, or even when we went to Victoria Secrets. She was like a shy, timid kitten. I was so sure that when she got together with Trevor, someone who exudes confidence, she’d find her own. I guess I was wrong. “Then what happened?”


    “He asked if he could call me,” she shrugs her bare shoulders. “We’ve talked almost every day and then two nights ago everything changed. After I was done venting to you about going to the wedding alone, he came over with dinner and a movie. I didn’t ask him to, I promise I didn’t. That’s when it happened.”


    I love the three of them like family, and I have a feeling this isn’t going to end well. “What about Trevor?”


    “What about him? He didn’t call. He didn’t text. And he certainly didn’t come over so we could figure anything out. He didn’t care enough to see if I was okay, or if we were okay, so he isn’t worth any more of my time. His actions, or lack thereof, made me believe he was fine with how we ended things.”


    “Travis is all Trevor has for family, Janice. I’m not judging you, because Lord knows you need to get some, but I’m just telling you to tread lightly on this. You don’t want to be the thing that tears that family apart.” Realization fleets across her face as my words sink in. “So now what?”


    She buries her face in her hands. “I don’t know, Ely. I’m confused.”


    “Why? Because you fell for one brother and then ended up with another?”


    “Gah…I didn’t end up with another. Just because we had sex doesn’t mean we’re in a relationship now. It’s not like I don’t care about Trevor…” she trails off.


    Janice is the type of person that if you let her, she’ll let things slide in her personal life. I’m here to show her that she can’t do that. She needs to stay strong and be honest with herself. “Then what’s it like?”


    “Trevor was the first guy to make me feel beautiful. In the short period of time we were together, I experienced so much with him. I felt as if I woke up for the first time in my life. He’s exciting and raw and everything I’m not.” I start to protest but she shuts me down. “I’m just saying, Travis is…more my speed.”


    “Please, whatever you do, don’t lead them on. Don’t play them against each other, either. As long as you’re honest with both of them, it’ll work out. ”


    Janice braces herself, hands so tight on the counter that they’re turning white. “I won’t lead them on, Ely. I already decided earlier that I’m gonna tell Travis that I can’t see him that way anymore. It’s not fair to him or Trevor. And like you said, I don’t want to be a wedge driven between them.”


    Janice hops off the counter and I shuffle towards her, wrapping my arms around her for comfort.


    “This isn’t fair,” she pouts. I can feel her tears as they fall on my shoulder. “I wish they weren’t brothers.”


    I let her go, but not before squeezing her tightly. “But they are and from the looks of it, they both care about you.” She nods. “Alright enough with all these emotions; let’s get you cleaned up before we go back out there.”


    ~~~~~


    “Is everything okay?” Alex asks as I settle in next to him at the round table.


    I nod. “Just getting some girl talk out of the way.”


    Pulling me in tightly to his side, he exaggerates his tone when he avows, “I’m just glad I’m no longer the hot topic. That shit’s exhausting and I’m not even in the conversation.”


    I chuckle into his chest. So he thinks. “Why do you assume you aren’t?”


    “Well, based on the tension between the three of them,” he points in the brother’s direction, “and Janice’s bloodshot eyes, I’m safe to say we weren’t the topic. At least not today.”


    “No,” I shake my head, “No, we definitely were not.”


    “Thank fuck,” he mutters, grabbing my hand and placing a kiss against my knuckles.


    Throughout dinner the tension didn’t dissipate. Shortly after dinner was brought out, Trevor used the excuse that he needed a drink and left the table. During the meal, Janice’s eyes would wander towards where Trevor retreated and never returned. Unfortunately, right now he’s chatting it up with a blonde who works with Rachel.


    All the while, Travis has kept his arm wrapped around the back of Janice’s chair. He smiles at her every so often with so much affection it’s almost hard to watch. She absently returns the gesture, but then cringes when she turns back around. You can see that it’s slowly breaking her heart.


    I can’t control the goosebumps at seeing my friends suffer. Alex brushes his hand over my forearm and asks, “You cold?”


    “Just a bit; I left my wrap in the car.”


    He kisses the top of my head. “I’ll be right back.” I watch him leave and can’t help but notice Trevor being overly friendly with the same blonde from earlier. Watching his finger trace the plunge of her neckline while they talk animatedly is a little tacky. Obviously, he’s forgotten where he’s at.


    When he and Janice got together, I thought it was an odd coupling. But the more time I spent with them, I got it. They just worked. I really thought she would ground him; that they would complement each other nicely. But maybe Trevor doesn’t need taming. Maybe he just needs someone who’s strong enough to hold on for the ride.


    Interrupting my thoughts, Bryan grabs my arms and says, “Come dance with me, baby sister.” Not that I wouldn’t, but Bryan doesn’t give me a chance to protest anyway. Oblivious to the tension filling the room, Bryan wraps his arms around me and in return I lay my head against his chest. We may not be related by blood, but regardless, he is most definitely my family.


    “You guys headed out tomorrow?” I ask, looking up from his chest.


    “Yup, hotel on the strip tonight. Flight’s tomorrow. Fiji here we come.” His laughter at himself always makes me chuckle. Bryan is the epitome of the easygoing guy. Exactly what Rachel needs.


    Thinking back on how I reacted to Janice telling me she slept with Travis, I know now how judgmental I was. But in my defense, I think it hit too close to home. I know the relationship Trevor and Travis have. It’s the same one I have with Rachel. She’s my only biological family and I can’t imagine anything ever getting between us. She’s everything to me.


    “Take care of her, Bryan.”


    “For the rest of my life.” He squeezes me tighter. I relax against him because I believe he would fight tooth and nail for her.


    Just as we dance the last seconds of the song, we hear a booming explosion in the distance followed by the ground rumbling below us. Everyone stills, looking around, wondering what happened. When I see Frank and his team running through the banquet hall, wrists up to their mouth shouting words I can’t make out, I feel my legs falter.


    Alex.


    Panic sets in allowing adrenaline to push me towards the entryway.


    “E,” Bryan grabs my arm insisting that I stay with him. “Let them figure out what’s going on.” Oh, hell no. I push Bryan away, moving around the mayhem. “Elyssa!” Bryan yells as I continue to run, pushing past the front door.


    “Ely?” I can hear Oliver’s voice behind me, but I refuse to stop. I push through everyone, frantic with concern.


    My heart stops. You can feel the heat off the fire even though it’s twenty yards out. The flame engulfs what used to be Alex’s pristine white BMW.


    I push even further forward, but don’t get far enough before arms are wrapped around my waist. “Ely, you can’t go near it,” Oliver says into my ear.


    “Alex!” I scream. I push out my legs trying to gain momentum to break his hold. “Alex!” My voice sounds distant. “Alex… Stop! Get off me!” I fight. I fight as hard as I can, but Oliver is unaffected by my flailing arms and legs.


    “Ely, the baby. You need to calm down,” he says again, his lips against my cheek as he cradles me.


    Instantly I sag into him. Now that I’ve stopped I can barely keep myself up. It feels like my whole body has given out.


    “Travis, ask Frank what’s going on,” Bryan orders from behind us. “Trevor, make sure the police and fire department know about this.”


    Minutes, which feel like years, pass before I hear the most beautiful sound in the known universe… “Hart?” His face is covered in patches of dirt, blood smeared close to his hairline, but he’s standing. He’s breathing. The binds that were holding me immediately release and I run full speed towards Alex, not stopping until I smash against him.


    The moment his arms surround me, my body gives and a sob erupts from my throat.


    “I’m okay.” His hands rub my back, his lips in my hair. “Shhhhh, I’m okay, Hart. You need to settle down.”


    “I th-thought…” My words strangle in my throat, consumed by sheer relief and the looming threat of what just happened.


    “I know.” Still in his arms, he walks us towards the sidewalk. It’s not until I’m ushered into his lap that I realize we’re sitting on a nearby bench.


    I pull back and can’t help but touch every part of his face, neck and arms with my fingers. I need to make sure he’s okay, knowing full well that he may not be. “We need to get you to a hospital,” I murmur, holding onto him tightly.


    He shakes his head disagreeing. “It’s just a slight cut from where I bumped my head.”


    “I don’t care.” My voice comes out a bit hoarse, probably from all the screaming. “You need to go to the hospital.”


    “Okay. We’ll go in a moment. Please…just let me hold you.”


    And I let him. I let him because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be. I let him because just moments ago I thought someone had ripped him from my life. I let him because I know if he lets me go right now, I’ll crumble into an unstable mess.


    “What happened?” I whisper, afraid to lose my connection to him. Thankfully, he doesn’t loosen his tight grip.


    “I went to the car to get your shawl. I was walking back and I was thrown forward so hard I blacked out for a minute before I realized what happened.”


    “Sir?” Frank’s voice cuts Alex off.


    “What the fuck happened, Frank?” I’d normally scold Alex for being so harsh, however, right now I’d really like to know the answer to that question.


    “We think a trigger was set. Fortunately, it didn’t go off when it was supposed to.”


    “Clarify,” he demands.


    “It should have exploded when you opened the door,” he deadpans.


    “How did this happen? What if Elyssa…” he trails off, pulling me closer to him.


    “We underestimated the threat. It won’t happen again, sir. I have my men dusting for prints and Darron is working on the finding the detonator.”


    I ignore their continued exchange and clutch Alex tightly as the sound of sirens approach from the distance. Just when I was feeling a little secure, like all was beginning to be right in our world…


    Again, how wrong was I?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    


    Thursday, February 14


    ALEX…


    I hate hospitals.


    Up until this past year, I’ve done a good job of avoiding the dirty, germ infested, house of supposed healing. Throughout my childhood, hospital visits were frequent due to broken arms, broken ribs, one or two concussions, and let’s not forget my fractured wrist. Dear ole dad can be thanked for all that.


    My nurse, a taller woman wearing the quintessential garb of scrubs and Crocs, unwraps the band from my forearm as she draws blood. I don’t cause a scene by complaining or bitching, but I am dumbfounded as to why they need it, when so much of my blood is still on the pavement and on my clothes. Instead, I stay quiet and consciously stop myself from glaring at everyone.


    “Alex?” I turn to look at Elyssa, who is sitting in a brown leather chair at the side of my bed. She hasn’t left my side, nor has she stopped touching me, since I found her leaning on Oliver for support. I know I’m supposed to be okay with their relationship, no scratch that…their friendship, but fuck that. He admitted he still loves her, yet I haven’t had a chance to talk to Elyssa about how she feels. I know she loves me, but I’m not oblivious to her feelings for him.


    I scowl at the back of the departing nurse. “I hate hospitals,” I huff. And Crocs.


    “You were almost blown up. It’s only a precaution.”


    I hate the worry in her eyes, but I really am fine. “Yeah and I’m still in one piece. You can see that with your own eyes. I don’t need to be here.”


    “I’m sure you’re right,” she placates me. “But, you hit your head so we’re just going to sit here for a little longer. Stop being such a baby and suck it up,” she smiles, but then almost immediately winces. Her hand rubs her lower belly.


    Now I’m the one that’s worried. “Hey, you okay?”


    “Yeah, just a little uncomfortable.” I would believe her if the worried lines I always thought were adorable on her forehead weren’t the most prominent feature on her face.


    “Elyssa, I don’t care if you’re just a little uncomfortable, sick or just plain tired...you need to tell me what’s going on. If you don’t, how am I supposed to take care of you?” I move to the side, making room for her to join me. “Here, come lay down.”


    The moment she stands, she grips her belly, causing her to bow forward. I saw the gleam of pain in her eye before she doubled over. A ball of nerves and energy, I rush to edge of the bed. She doesn’t give me a chance to do anything before saying the words I never wanted to hear. “Alex something’s wrong.”


    My first attempt to stand doesn’t go so well. Dizzy with vertigo, I shake my head and quickly pull myself together to move towards the hall. “Help!” I yell, moving slowly along the corridor. It’s not until my nurse comes around the corner that I begin to move back to my room. “My fiancée, please, she needs help.”


    The nurse quickly follows me, silently assisting me back into the room where we find Elyssa still bowed over in pain.


    “She’s pregnant,” I state the obvious like an asshole; then again, I’m surprised I’m even talking right now.


    The nurse disappears, but comes back shortly with a wheelchair. I move Elyssa to sit down, gripping her tightly to ensure she doesn’t fall.


    “Ms.?”


    “Hart. Elyssa Hart,” she responds through clenched teeth.


    “Okay, Ms. Hart, let’s go and get you checked out. Mr. James, another nurse will come in so I’ll need you to stay here.”


    “Fuck that. You can poke and prod me from wherever she is,” I deadpan, straightening my spine in hopes of appearing more put together than I really am. The truth? My head feels like it’s been hit with a sledgehammer, the right side of my body has to be bruised based on the ache that began about an hour ago, and the complete dread that’s overwhelming me right now is indescribable.


    I’ve sworn to protect her. I swore to protect my family. How can I accomplish that when I can’t even stop from getting blown up? I didn’t avoid my demise based on any hidden skills or some super-secret ninja work. Luck. That’s how I got out of dying in front of my friends and family. How can I feel confident in keeping those who’re the most important to me safe when everything seems so out of my control?


    “Well then, labor and delivery is going to love you,” she smirks.


    


    ELYSSA…


    I’m a bundle of nerves as we wait for the doctor. The nurse did her initial assessment, allowing us to hear LJ’s heartbeat. This eased some of my stress, however, the not knowing is still killing me.


    I glance over at Alex, who after giving the nurse a hard time about getting an MRI, has completely retreated inside himself. Although our hands are clasped, fingers strumming over my knuckles, I feel the distance between us again. Seriously, when is it going to be our turn to have an easy, carefree life?


    “Alex.” I wait for a beat, but he doesn’t budge. “Everything is going to be okay.” He doesn’t say anything. Instead, his eyes remain focused on the IV connected to my hand, his fingers still grazing my knuckles. “We heard the heartbeat and the nurse said it was strong. Strong is good. That still gives me hope.”


    With two knocks, Dr. Parker enters the room. “Ms. Hart, how are we this evening?”


    “It’s been a day, doctor. Please tell me I have nothing else to worry about.” Because I don’t know how much more my fiancé can handle.


    “Well, like anything there’s good and bad. What do you want to start off with first?” I hate when they do the whole good and bad crap. If any part of it is bad, then it’s just bad.


    “How about you start with the bad and get that over with,” Alex answers for me. He’s been silent for so long I almost forgot he was in the same room. Not really, but I’m glad he’s finally back in the conversation.


    Dr. Parker settles at the foot of my bed, a clipboard clutched to his chest. He looks from me to Alex and back. “The cause of your cramping is because you have an incompetent, or a weakened, cervix.”


    Okay, so far it doesn’t sound too terrible. That and his voice is so steadfast, it’s hard to read his demeanor. “What does that even mean?”


    “It’s not a common condition, but there are precautions we can take to ensure you make it through the rest of your pregnancy.” Seeing that we are both still staring blankly at him, he continues by telling us that it can be caused by trauma to the cervix. “My guess is that it was damaged by your previous miscarriage.”


    “Is the baby in danger?” I ask, trembling hands engulfed in Alex’s unwavering strength.


    “Not necessarily. Right now, the heartbeat is good and her growth is where it should be. We just need for her to stay in there a little longer so she’s strong enough to come out.”


    There has to be a catch. “So, what do we need to do?”


    “There’s a procedure that I’d like to perform called a cerclage. Basically we go in and stitch your cervix in order to strengthen the hold to ensure your cervix remains closed.”


    “What are the risks?” Alex asks stoically.


    “Uterine or bladder rupture, maternal hemorrhage, preterm labor. But these are highly unlikely.”


    “I don’t want to chance anything,” he says adamantly. “What’s another option?”


    “Bed rest. But if she shows any further signs of preterm labor, we will have to revisit this option. Even the most miniscule thing, something you may not even think is important, I will need to see her back in the office straight away.”


    I’m trying not to get irritated with Alex, or the doctor. I’m trying to be reasonable, remembering they both have my baby girl’s best interest and mine at heart. But the fact they’re having a conversation as if I’m not in this very room doesn’t vibe with me. At all. Needless to say it just fuels my fire.


    “Wait,” I interject. “Can we rewind and review the part where I have a say in this?”


    “Hart,” Alex chastises me.


    “Alex, this is my body. I appreciate your observations, but I need to be able to make a decision based on what I feel is best.”


    Crossing his arms with a look of defiance in his eyes, he asks, “Dr. Parker, can you give us a moment?” His words form a question, but his tone reflects an order.


    “Of course. This isn’t an easy decision. Please talk it over and I’ll come back in a bit.” With that the doctor leaves us in a standoff.


    “Elyssa…”


    “Don’t Elyssa me, Alex.” If I could I’d stand and face him in defiance as well. Unfortunately I can’t, so all he gets is my glare.


    Walking the two steps to reach me, he calms his façade, but only a little. “For once, can you stop being stubborn and just let me help.”


    “Making up my mind for me isn’t helping. You’re steamrolling me.”


    “I’m trying to protect you! For once, can you just let me do that!” he whisper screams, trying to contain his anger. I know him well enough to know he’s barely hanging on; his hands clench at his sides, his chest quickly rising and falling. I watch him and with every second that passes my irritation fades. Watching his hard exterior break down is too much for my already fragile brain to compute. “Please, I need to…”


    I stop him, “Okay, we’ll do it your way.” His gorgeous, yet tormented, blue eyes find mine the moment the words leave my mouth, the tension in his shoulders immediately slipping away. He sinks into the chair next to my bed. Reaching over he takes my hand between both of his before resting his forehead against them.


    With my other hand, I thread my fingers between his auburn locks hoping to ease his troubles. What a day…


    “Something could have happened to you,” he whispers, his voice slightly muffled.


    “Me? What about you? I was scared out of my mind today.”


    He looks up from our encased hands, staring into my soul. “Don’t you get it, Elyssa? Nothing else matters to me. Without you, I’d fade away.”


    “Alex…” I let out a small whimper, the day’s events weighing heavily on my heart.


    “You don’t understand,” he shakes his head, but never leaves my gaze. “For the first time in my life, I’m able to focus on creating the life I’ve always wanted. I haven’t had to worry about whether or not my grandmother will be taken care of. With the money from Carl, I can finally give her all she needs. She no longer physically needs me. And now, finally, when I feel I have everything I’ve ever wanted, the rest of the world wants to fuck my shit up.” He hangs his head at this confession.


    “Hey, look at me.” He does. “We are in this together. No matter what happens to you, I’m here. You are not alone anymore.”


    He shudders, but gives me the dimples I love so much. “Nothing can happen to you or this baby. I don’t think I’d survive it.”


    “Nothing is going to happen to us. We just need to be careful.”


    His anger reignites. “Frank should have been prepared for this.”


    “Be reasonable; I’m sure he’s beating himself up over this. He doesn’t need us to make him feel worse than he already feels.”


    “This can’t happen again, Elyssa. What the fuck do I pay him for if not to protect you.”


    “I’m confident this won’t happen again.” And I am. Frank is nothing but thorough. He will figure out how this happened and make sure it never happens in the future.


    Standing, he bends over and pulls me in for a kiss, before resting his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry for yelling.”


    “I’m sorry for being stubborn.”


    “I just love you so much.”


    “And I love you. It’s us against them, Alex. This time everything’s different. We need to remember, that unlike before, we’re in this together. No wavering this time.”


    With a nod Alex reaches over and presses the nurse call button. The speaker ignites with an accented voice. “Yes, how can I help you?”


    “Can you let Dr. Parker know he can come back in?”


    “Yes, I’ll go find him.”


    Alex smiles, but I can still see worry written all over his face. “Let’s get you home.”


    


    Friday, February 15


    ALEX…


    “I was surprised to see your name on my schedule today.”


    How I ended up back in the therapist’s office is beyond me. But, what am I supposed to do when my best friend, my better half, my everything, is the one person that I want to talk to, but can’t. I can’t put additional stress on her. I can’t tell her that I’m not sleeping through the night because I’m constantly checking on her. And I most definitely can’t tell her that I had Frank add additional staff after I received not one, but five different phone calls since yesterday from a blocked number with no one on the other end. Coincidence? Possibly. However, I’m not risking it.


    “I’m trying to be a better man.”


    “How’s that working out for you?”


    “It’s painful,” I say. And it is. I don’t know how to deal with all this internal shit I have going on in my brain.


    “What exactly would you say is painful?” Dr. Couser asks, pen in hand writing in her worn out notebook. I make a mental note to have Elyssa find her a new one. Online of course, since she can’t get out of bed.


    “I’m accustomed to being in control of every aspect of my life down to the smallest detail. My life only works with order and control.”


    She hmms, “And now you don’t feel in control?”


    Feeling very open today, I expunge all of my darkness on the expecting doctor. “I feel the complete opposite. Not just because of all of the recent events happening in my life. Ever since I met Elyssa, every aspect seems out of control; especially my emotions. Nothing has been my choice.”


    “Okay, let’s explore that. How does being out of control make you feel?”


    I look around the room. It hasn’t changed much. I wonder how Elyssa found this doctor. I think she may have mentioned Janice knew her, but I’m not sure. Without any further delay, and contemplation, I answer. “In a constant state of panic. Elyssa’s health, the baby, our safety, all of it is in someone else’s hands.”


    Without skipping a beat, she asks me, “Do you believe in God? Or have some sort of religious belief.”


    “Please do not tell me you’re going to spout some higher belief bullshit to me?”


    “I would never push my views onto someone else, Mr. James. All I’m asking is if you believe in a greater power.” I glare at her. If I wanted to talk to God, I’d go to church. I don’t and that’s why I’m here. “Work with me here. I’m trying to see if you might find solace in thinking of it from a larger picture.”


    “Let me explain my view point on greater powers. Elyssa and I had a discussion on whether or not we should tell the baby about Santa. Now, I know it’s not the same as talking about God, but go with me on this. She was adamant we should allow the baby to believe in something whimsical, something magical.” I roll my eyes when I remember the conversation. It ended up with her pouting, which put the discussion to bed…at least for that day.


    “And I’m guessing you were against it.”


    “Damn straight. Growing up, I was fed the same bullshit about Santa. My first grade teacher kept telling us if we were good, Santa would visit us and we’d get what we asked for. You know what was on my Christmas list?”


    The therapist shakes her head, her face unreadable. For some reason, I don’t think Dr. Couser is judging me today. She seems to genuinely want to help me. And for that, I give her another glimpse into my dark psyche.


    “I asked for my dad to die. Fucked up right? I was six and he was in full on asshole mode, and all I could think of is that if there really was a Santa Clause, he’d do this for me. What made it worse…Christmas came and I got a football.”


    “That didn’t strengthen your belief in him?”


    I laugh, without humor. “At first yes, but then I went to school and Steven Rodgers told me that Santa bought him a new bike and got him a puppy. And then once again, I started questioning things. Why did all of these other kids get these amazing presents and I was given something simple. Don’t get me wrong; I wasn’t such a jackass that I didn’t appreciate it. My mother raised me better than that. I knew we had practically no money growing up. But it didn’t make sense.”


    “So what happened then?”


    “I questioned my teacher. I asked her why all these other kids got what they asked for and I didn’t.” When Dr. Couser asked me what my teacher said, I knew this is where the judging would start. I remember it like it was yesterday, not twenty plus years ago. Fortunately for most kids who have a bad childhood, their brain shields them from the memories. Lucky them. Not me. I remember everything.


    “She asked me what I wished for. So I told her.”


    Her gasp is controlled, like she’s had to suppress them before. “You told her you wanted your father to die?”


    “Yes.”


    Frantically scribbling on the paper, I wonder what her assessment will be. For some reason, it matters to me. “And what was her response?”


    “She sent me to a child psychologist.”


    “And what did they do?”


    “Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. Did I tell them that my dad was abusive to my mom and me? No. They were the so-called adults. Shouldn’t they have seen some kind of signs?”


    “Alex…”This is the first time I recall her using my first name, instead of my last.


    “Shouldn’t they have questioned why a six year old would wish their dad would die? Shouldn’t that have been one big fucking warning signal?”


    She doesn’t say anything for a long moment. It’s then I realize I’m clutching the decorative pillow in my hands with a vice grip. With tears building in my eyes, I drop the pillow on the floor before placing my face in my hands.


    “Alex, I need you to not only listen to what I’m about to say, but really hear it.” I nod, but refuse to raise my head, allowing it to continue to hang in my hands. “The mistakes of the people who have let you down have nothing to do with you. It’s on them and they have to live with the error of their ways.”


    She isn’t telling me anything that I haven’t already heard before. But, I can’t dismiss the feeling of inadequacy; even if I was only six. “If I would’ve just told them what he was doing, I could’ve stopped everything. Ultimately, that’s my biggest fear now.”


    “What?” she asks.


    “I have this nagging feeling there’s something I’m supposed to do, that I’m not, which will irrevocably impact my future.”


    “I think you’re doing just fine.”


    I run a hand over my face, trying to calm myself and pull back my emotions. “Thanks, Doc. But, you’re paid to say that.”


    “Actually I’m not. In conversation and observation, there are three things that I can say without a doubt.” I look to her to lay her grand words of wisdom on me. “One, you have a woman that loves you unconditionally. Two, your past will not make you into a horrible father. Three, control doesn’t equal love when it comes to those you care about in life. Control equals suffocation and like all living things, when suffocated, they wilt and lose purpose and eventually die.”


    Not what I thought she was going to say, but appreciated all the same. “So what you’re saying is?”


    “What I’m saying is, you don’t need to be in control to love someone and you don’t have to take care of everything. Don’t forget to let those you allow to be around you take care of you in return.”


    All those things are easier said than done, but for some reason, I feel as if a weight has been lifted. Yes, our conversation was random and had nothing to do with the current threats, but sometimes all you need is a change of perspective.


    I get that I don’t need to control every situation. But what I do need is to have all my bases covered.


    A tiny chime sounds. The therapist looks up from her notebook with a genuine smile. “Well, that’s the end of the session. Should I book your next one?”


    “Let’s not push our luck. I’ll call you again if I need you.”


    “Let’s hope you don’t.”


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    


    Friday, February 22


    ELYSSA…


    I’ve been on bed rest for little over a week and let me tell you…it sucks. I’ve not been allowed to lift a finger. Nor have I been allowed to go anywhere. For example, Alex had just finished telling me how Nana’s physical therapy was working wonders. That her mobility has improved quite a bit. So naturally, I wanted to go see her. Instead, I had to visit with her through FaceTime. Can you believe that? Damn technological advances. I bet if I looked it up, I’d find that they were designed by controlling fiancés.


    And even though I’ve not done a damn thing for the past week, I’m exhausted all of the time. Going to bed around six in the evening and not waking up for anything until eight, nine sometimes even ten the next morning. Zombies could be attacking and I’d sleep right through it.


    So I was surprised to hear Alex’s deep voice answering his phone. I do recall him saying, “Yes this is him,” before drifting back to sleep, his conversation a mumbled lullaby. It’s not until I feel the bed jostle and hear the clinking from the buckle of his jeans that I’m stirred awake.


    “Alex?” I mumble.


    “Go back to bed, Hart. I’ll be back.” There’s something troublesome in his tone and if it weren’t for the sheer exhaustion, I would question him more.


    “Okay,” I murmur, falling back to sleep immediately.


    What feels like only minutes later, but by the light shining through the room I know it’s been hours, I’m jostled awake by weight hitting the mattress. Turning over to face Alex’s side of the bed, I lazily open my eyes and see him sitting with his elbows resting on his knees, his face in his hands. It’s not until I see his shoulders rising and falling that I realize he’s crying.


    “Alex?” I sit up, pushing forward as I walk on my hands and knees towards him. Immediately he grips my body and pulls me into his lap. The moisture from his tears coats my chest as I wrap my arms around him. His hot breath blows out raggedly against my neck and his hands grip me tightly.


    “Oh Alex, what’s wrong?” I rub his back trying to soothe him. What could have possibly happened? He’s only been gone at most a few hours. I’m both troubled and concerned not knowing what has shattered him.


    “She’s gone,” his broken whispers weigh him down.


    I don’t even need to ask. There is only one person in his life that would cause such emotion; to cause him to escape his normally strong persona. To break down so fiercely that he’s clinging to me for strength.


    I struggle to keep the emotion from my own voice when I ask, “When?”


    “About five minutes after they called me.”


    I can’t help the guilt that forms around my heart. No one should have to go through this by themselves, let alone Alex who has already lost so much in his life. Still trying to wrap my head around what’s happening, I hug him tighter. I’m at a loss because the last I heard was that she was doing better. The therapy was working. But, as much as I need to know the details, Alex needs me more. He needs me to be the strong one. So, I sit in his lap and wait for him to talk.


    “It just seems so unreal.” I let him speak his thoughts hoping to ease his troubled mind. “She was fine. She was pulling through.” His thoughts mirror mine. She was doing better.


    “Do they have any idea of what caused her change?”


    Alex shakes his head, “I asked. I asked question after question and I can’t even recall a single word.” Fighting to give in to his frustration, he pulls me in closer, fingertips digging into my hip.


    I don’t know what I would’ve been able to do, but, “I should have gone with you.”


    “There’s nothing…” he breaks at his confession.


    He’s right, but I still should have been there. “You shouldn’t have gone through that alone, Alex.”


    “They called, said she wasn’t doing good, that I needed to come. I never in a million years thought that by the time I got there, that she’d…” his weighted sigh engulfs me. “When I got there, they said she lost consciousness about five minutes after they called me. She became unresponsive. CPR was attempted, but she didn’t make it.”


    “Oh Alex…”I grip him tighter, both of us silently crying.


    He shakes his head, loosening his grip. “I don’t even know where to begin. There’s so much to do.”


    “I’ll help you,” I promise. “You shouldn’t have to worry about this right now. So let me help you.”


    He shakes his head, “I don’t want you stressing yourself out.”


    “It would be more stressful watching you go through all of this and not being able to help.” Alex reluctantly nods before reaching over to pull the blankets back on his side, settling us between the warm sheets.


    “I’m going to miss her so much, Hart. She’s been my life for so long, I don’t know what I’m going to do without her.”


    “I know,” I pull him closer. “I’m going to miss her, too,” I whisper against the crown of his head. Nestling into my chest, he wraps his legs and arms tighter around me. I let him crawl inside my body to escape the pain because right now it feels like this is the only way to comfort him. No words can express the loss, nor will it help.


    His breath is heavy on my neck. “Don’t let me go.”


    “Never,” I whisper my promise into our grief stricken room.


    


    Friday, March 1


    ALEX…


    Standing up in front of the small crowd, my throat closes. For so many years now, I haven’t had a problem speaking in front of people. But with my emotions so raw with the events leading to today, I can’t help that I’m choked up. I’m about to share a portion of myself, be completely unguarded, just so they can see how much of an impact she had on my life.


    I lower my head, take a deep breath, and slowly release it. Looking out into the crowd, I don’t know how I’m going to convey what this woman meant to me. There are no words. But, for her, I know I have to try. I’d be doing a disservice to my grandmother had I not come up here and at least try to explain what a selfless, loving, kind human being she is…I shake my head…was.


    “My Nana has been my everything for so long, I’m not sure what my life will be like going forward.” I smile an empty smile, knowing it doesn’t reach my eyes. It hasn’t for a long fucking time.


    “When I was little she shared her life with me, shared her wisdom, and protected me for as long as I can remember. First it was from the ‘bright big world,’ her words, not mine. Then it was from the evils within my family. But what she protected from most was myself. She was always there for me when I needed that extra push to do better, to be better.” Finally, some semblance of a real smile; she really was my everything. Until Elyssa.


    “I can sit up here and regale you with stories of how strong she was. How she kept on after her husband died and all about her sacrifices to ensure my mom was brought up right despite being a single mother. I’d do that, but there isn’t enough time.


    “In spite of all the forces trying to bring her down, she was the one that held us up. Her compassion touched every single person she came in contact with. She was ornery, had quick wit, but underneath the hard façade, she loved like no one I have ever known.” Well, until Elyssa. I look over at her for the first time and my legs almost buckle. I knew if I looked over earlier, I wouldn’t have been able to keep it together. She loves my grandmother and this is hurting her just as much. She wipes away a tear from her grief stricken eyes. She’s been so strong up until now, but the impact of our loss is clearly taking a toll. With a trembling lip, she nods her head for me to continue.


    Taking a deep breath, I release it even slower than before. Delaying? Stalling? Fuck yes. Who wants to do this? To remember all the things you won’t ever have with the one person you’ve shared most of your life with. Ever again. Such finality. Death. Dr. Couser would have a field day with me right now. All of her talk about a higher power, a God, having faith in something more, is all bullshit. It’s hard to envision something better for your life when all you’re expecting is loss.


    I want to scream.


    “Anything I say up here won’t bring her back. It’s not going to give any of you closure. Fuck, it’s not doing anything for me.” I rake my hand down my face, trying to search for the words that would convey who she really was. She’s been so sick for so long she’s not the same person. “It’s hard to remember someone who couldn’t even remember herself.”


    I throw my head back and growl in frustration. “I may be an asshole for saying this, but she’s been dead for far longer than her body has been in the ground. Her disease took that away from me. No. Shit,” I pause. “Sorry…it took it away from her. Always her.” As fast as my anger rose, my restlessness defeats me. I rake my hands through my already tousled hair and swipe my hand down my face. The tears I wipe away make me sigh, tiredly. Looking down, I clasp my hands in front of me. I feel like a little boy. Lost. Lonely. “She didn’t even remember me the last time I saw her.”


    It’s not until I feel someone rubbing my forearm that I realize my eyes are shut. I look up into the most empathetic eyes I’ve ever seen and lose it. Elyssa wraps her arms around me, holding me up, while my body releases all the tension I’ve kept in so tight. I’m not sure how long we stand there, but I feel her pull me closer and move me off to the side. All I can hear is the beating of my own breaking heart.


    Well, that didn’t go as planned.


    When I hear the pastor say, “Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust,” I brave a look in his direction. Words said over and over at hundreds of thousands of funerals, but I finally get them. As Nana is lowered into the ground, into the solid earth formed of dirt and dust, I lower my head. We come from the Earth, therefore it is befitting that we are returned to the Earth.


    I shake my head in disbelief. Sadly, the realization doesn’t make it any easier.


    It’s been little over a week and I still haven’t been able to accept that she’s gone.


    Gone. Yet the world still revolves and people go on. I feel like my old troubled self. Reverting back to the emotions I felt when I lost my mother. I’ve come full circle. Difference is that I had my grandmother, my one constant, to pick up the pieces. I fell apart when I lost my mom. But now I feel shattered.


    I couldn’t even step up to her casket during the viewing. How pathetic am I?


    “Alex…I’m so sorry.” Rachel approaches, her arms already wrapping around me. I know what I must look like. I can see her, but I feel as if I’m looking at vacant space. Her and Bryan cut their honeymoon short once Elyssa called them and told them about Nana.


    I know I should feel bad about this, but these days I don’t feel anything but sad.


    And numb.


    I feel numb. I literally cannot feel anything.


    And lost. Lost as if the compass guiding my direction suddenly ceased to exist. How do you keep going, how do you know what direction you are supposed to go when you don’t know left from right? North from South?


    Even worse is that I’m pulling Elyssa down this path of uncertainty with me. She continues to smile her beautiful smile, handling all of the details that I couldn’t pull myself together to make. She planned everything from the moment I fell asleep that fateful morning. She coordinated all the funeral arrangements and was up managing and directing the catering company she hired. They were at the house too early for my liking, but Elyssa just kissed me tenderly on the lips and told me she would handle it. The only promise I bound her to, was that she does whatever she needs to from the couch. She willingly promised, not needing the reminder of the whys. She agreed she didn’t want to end up in the hospital. Again, I have no idea how she finds the strength to do all of this, and continue to hold me up.


    “Hey man.” Two words spoken, but the tears in Bryan’s eyes communicate all that’s needed. He knows my pain. Instead of our standard man hug, he brings me in, his arms staying around me for longer than normal.


    The clearing of throats behind me could only be Trevor and Travis waiting for their turn. When we break apart, Bryan practically throws me towards the brothers. Janice is gripping Elyssa’s arm nearby. I look around at my tight circle of friends, acquaintances, and employees only to feel more lost. I make eye contact with Frank, then Taylor, and have no words for them. They shouldn’t even be here, but they both insisted. Insisted because there was yet another threat to my life today. Today, the day I mourn my grandmother. I wish I could care right now, but I don’t have enough strength. I suppose it’s a good thing they’re here. To care for me when I can’t. Everyone close enough to circle me is waiting for a sign of what they can do to help. But I have no guidance. No words of wisdom.


    “Are we going back to your house?” Trevor breaks the silence. I don’t answer. Instead, Elyssa speaks up, stepping forward to grab my hand and pull me toward the car.


    “Yes,” she answers to anyone who’s listening. “Let’s all head over now.” She tugs on me gently, but my body doesn’t budge. Instead, my eyes move to the dark plot.


    It’s fucked up, the thoughts that go through your mind during these times. I’ve asked myself over and over again if she suffered in her final hours, if she felt alone, if she knew I loved her. And for what? All that is doing is driving me fucking mad.


    We’re almost to the car as I hear Elyssa gasp. I look at her half expecting to find that a cruel joke has been played. That Nana will jump out of the car, healthy, smiling offering me a peanut butter and banana sandwich. My heart practically beats out of my chest with hope. When I follow her eyes my heart hardens and immediately my mood darkens.


    Rage surges as I drop Elyssa’s hand and move forward, shielding her from the impending fight.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I demand of the man who is half responsible for my conception, the other half being the angel he swindled into giving up her life.


    “I had to witness it with my own eyes, to see that God finally listened to my prayers. She’s always been a meddlesome little cunt,” he gestures towards the canopy hanging over my grandmother’s plot. “I swear, I thought that old bird would surpass us all.”


    Before I close my eyes to reign in my ire, I see Frank and Taylor flank me on both sides. This is not the place to get into it with him. I focus on my breathing, hoping to ignore his words and the callous smirk on his face. I feel Elyssa at my back before I hear her. Her hands grip my bicep as she pulls me back towards the group, speaking over my shoulder. “You need to leave.”


    “You, little girl, need to stay out of this,” he points his finger at her threateningly. His slurred words don’t go unnoticed.


    Ignoring his demeaning tone, Elyssa fights a battle she shouldn’t have to. “He doesn’t need you here. Have some sense of decency and just leave.” My arm reaches out to keep her behind me. I don’t know how much more self-control I have.


    He takes a wobbled step closer, but catches himself and straightens just as Taylor moves to place himself between us. I stop short and watch carefully, brows furrowing. With his back to Gary’s front, one might assume Taylor’s protecting Gary from me. And not the other way around.


    Staring into the eyes of the man I’ve paid to protect me and mine, I find myself even more pissed off. Seeing his mistake, Taylor quickly moves to stand in front of me, reminding Gary that he needs to listen to Elyssa’s request for him to leave.


    Gary doesn’t respond well to being told what to do and stands his ground. After giving Taylor a wary look which lasts a too long moment, he drops the tough guy act and proceeds to laugh in his face. Taylor tenses, but then repeats himself. “Mr. Dunn you need to leave the premises. Now!” Gary’s amusement and Taylor’s renewed anger would be comical if I wasn’t so despondent.


    With each menacing step he takes, he blatantly ignores Taylor’s demands. At the same time I retreat into my memories of him standing over my mother, screaming as he watches her cry and beg for him to stop.


    “Listen bitch…”


    None. I have no control. My sanity breaks.


    “You motherfucker,” I roar, my voice sounding unlike my own.


    “Alex!” I hear my name and then nothing. Everything goes black.


    When I’m thrown against something hard, with my face pushed against the surface, the darkness fades. I continue to struggle. My muscles strain as I fight to get free. From whom, I’m not sure.


    But I don’t stop.


    I can’t stop.


    “Stop resisting…” I hear from behind me, closer than I expect.


    “Please. Let him go. You’re hurting him!” My vision comes back, blurry at first, but as my eyes focus the first image I see is Elyssa. Crying and struggling in the arms of Taylor with her sister close by.


    It’s then I realize my arms are pinned behind my back. The weight of a man’s forearm is resting on my shoulder blades. Frank? Taylor? Where the fuck is my security?!


    “Calm the fuck down,” someone grits behind me. I continue to struggle to get free in hopes of getting to her.


    “Get off me,” I demand through gritted teeth.


    “Alex, please,” Elyssa begs. The absolute terror in her eyes stills me. “Please, don’t fight them.”


    It’s then I see a stretcher with my dad on it. I see red. Once again I struggle for them to release me. The need to finish the job I started consumes me.


    “You’re lucky, you fucking asshole. Just a few more minutes and you’d be dead. You’re a piece of shit. The thought I even came from you repulses me. Wait until I’m released. If you think this is over, you’re out of your God damn mind. You’re dead! Do you hear me, motherfucker. You. Are. Dead.” His face is covered in blood, but I don’t miss the devious smirk fleeting across his face. I hope he rots in hell.


    “Alex, please. Calm down.” Elyssa collapses against Travis, clutching his shirt tightly, hiding her face as she sobs. “Just stop.”


    “Mr. James, you have the right to remain silent. Anything and everything that you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you.” I hear the handcuffs before feeling the tightness around my wrists.


    “Please, he didn’t know what he was doing. We just buried his grandmother,” Elyssa begs. “Please, he’s not a dangerous person,” she cries.


    The officer, who I now know isn’t a part of my security team, huffs as [image: ]he pulls me up off the hood of the car. “Tell that to the man in the back of the ambulance.”


    The moment I look into her blotchy, yet still beautiful face, I know I messed up. It’s been a long time, but I let my rage get the best of me. I let him goad me into reacting, which is exactly what he wanted.


    “Taylor, please take Elyssa home,” I ask, looking around the officer as he pushes me towards the squad car. Elyssa, along with our friends, are frozen watching me as I’m ushered away. I don’t need her to watch this. I need them to do as I ask. “Taylor, fucking take her home. Now!” I urge, as pissed off as I sound.


    Finally, I see Taylor lift her into his arms, carrying my Hart away, sobbing hysterically, before I’m ducked into the back of the squad car.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    


    Saturday, March 2


    ELYSSA…


    “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care the cost, Bryan. Just get him out. We need to get him out of there.” Panic sets in as the minutes pass by. With my anxiety getting the best of me, I’m starting to feel dull pains in my lower abdomen. Not good. I take a calming breath and release it as I continue to pace. It’s not that I don’t think Alex can handle himself in jail, because we all know he can. But he doesn’t need any more guilt. Dealing with the loss of his grandmother is already enough on his fragile psyche.


    “E, I’m doing everything I can. They keep telling me that he got arrested at the wrong time. The soonest we’re looking at is Monday morning.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” a humorless chuckle escapes. “He’s the CEO of a Fortune 500 company and you’re saying that no one can do anything?” I bend over a little, only now feeling the pain in my lower back.


    “Janice called the lawyer, they’re working on it from their angle as well as public relations,” Bryan adds. I nod, only because I know they’re doing everything they can to get Alex out of jail. He doesn’t belong there and the sooner we can get him out the better.


    Closing my eyes at my impending headache, I rub my temples to ward off the pain. I really should sit down, but I’m too wired to sit idle. I’m startled when Frank, flanked by a younger guard, enter the living room. I almost forgot they had been stationed in the kitchen, doing God knows what, because they obviously haven’t been doing the job they’re paid for.


    Let the stand off begin. If he couldn’t tell by my incessant yelling and breakdowns, that I was furious, he will in about two point five seconds.


    Standing to my full height, I look up into the eyes of the man who is solely responsible for protecting Alex. On the edge of the living room, arms crossed over his broad chest, Frank is the most imposing man I’ve ever seen. He looks fierce and pissed off standing there in his fitted black shirt and cargo pants. Join the club. If I weren’t so overwhelmed with everything, I’d be intimidated by his presence.


    On the other hand, Frank’s minion is less intimidating, with a much smaller build. He kind of looks like Alex, but with sandy blonde hair; his twinkling blue eyes set off his chiseled jaw. Unlike Frank, his style is younger, more of a beatnik style. With a black fedora and matching skinny black tie, he stands out next to Frank. To match his younger style, he’s wearing black Converse. He gives me a tentative smile, but doesn’t say anything.


    “I’m trying to understand what the hell Alex pays you for, Frank,” I say, taking a step in his direction. He doesn’t respond, nor should he. “Can you please explain to me how this keeps happening? Why there are so many cracks in your supposed high and mighty security detail? You’re supposed to be here to protect us, yet we can’t even grieve properly. Alex is in jail, Frank. And if you couldn’t tell, I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown,” I finish off, hysterically.


    By the time I’m done yelling, I’m standing directly in front of him. He doesn’t seem phased and that ticks me off even more. Out of my peripheral, I see Mr. Converse step up to me. I turn my head and glare at him. He puts his hands out to placate me, which again makes me more pissed. I am not a lion in a cage. I am an angry, pregnant woman who has her hands tied behind her back.


    “Ms. Hart, Frank, if you don’t mind…”


    “Actually, I do mind,” I huff. “Who the hell are you?”


    Extending his hand, I dismiss the offer and instead cross my arms against my chest. He looks unaffected, and says, “Sorry, I haven’t introduced myself earlier. I’m Taylor, Mr. Deline’s second in command.”


    I scoff, ready to rip into his obvious lack of commitment but am interrupted yet again. “Taylor, it’s okay. I have this,” Frank orders.


    I whip my head back around at the sound of his voice, keeping clear note as to where Taylor is positioned. There’s something that I’m equally intrigued and wary of when it comes to him.


    “We were dealing with an immediate threat, Ms. Hart. I apologize, but we felt our attention was best focused on the breach.”


    “What breach?” I demand, putting my hand on the wall for support. I’m starting to get winded, which could just be from my ire, but I’m starting to think there might be something wrong. I need to wrap this up.


    “I’d feel more confortable speaking to Mr. James about this first.” I glare at him. “Again my apologies, Ms. Hart.” He turns, effectively dismissing me and asks to speak to Rachel and Bryan in the kitchen. I was going to push him on where his loyalty lies, but I decide maybe it’s best just to leave it alone. I’ll let Alex worry about Frank and his gaggle of unacceptable men.


    Taylor moves to my side, seeing my discomfort and helps me to sit down on the nearby couch. I’m surprised when he doesn’t follow them into the kitchen, instead choosing to sit next to me. Right next to me. If Alex were here, he would be all over him. But, he’s not and I don’t have the energy to even question what he’s doing.


    “Are you okay, Elyssa?” he asks. I find it oddly comforting that he used my first name. I nod and sink into the couch, resting my hands on my belly. Silently I tell LJ that everything will be okay.


    “How much longer do you have?” he asks, pointing to my protruding belly. I’m not sure why, maybe because I’m so tired, but unlike other people when they ask, I don’t mind his intrusive question. I don’t know him, yet I feel strangely at ease. There’s something in his eyes that makes me want to trust him. They aren’t as blue as Alex’s, but they seem peculiarly reassuring. He may be paid to be here, but for whatever reason he seems to genuinely want to know.


    “I’m just shy of the half way mark,” I smile, absently thinking that I love being pregnant. I’m glad that so far, minus the bed rest, I’ve had a pretty okay pregnancy. Yes, I’m exhausted and I’m most definitely hormonal, but knowing how much love I have growing inside me pushes me through. I can’t wait to meet her and I love how this has changed Alex. For the better.


    “Well, please let me say that pregnancy suits you, because you look absolutely beautiful,” his smile lights up his whole face. “I’d also like to add that if she looks anything like her mother, the world better watch out,” he says with a wink.


    I blush; I full on, head to toe, blush. Hey, no judging; I can’t help it. It’s not every day that a stranger of sorts tells you how nice you look, especially when you’re pregnant with another man’s child. Sure, Alex tells me all the time how good I look, how he wants to strip me naked and ravish me until I scream his name…oh hell, now I’m hot for a different reason. I look around the room attempting to calm my red-hot need, when I make the mistake at looking over at Taylor. I’m not sure if I like what I see. Before he can control his features, the one thing I never wanted to see from another man besides Alex, was smoldering on his face. Lust.


    In order to keep some modicum of professionalism, because let’s face it…I could’ve very well imagined it…I change the subject. “So Taylor, where are you from?”


    He shakes his head, but answers. “San Diego originally. I’ve lived in Vegas for the past ten months. Doing recon and then got the job with Frank a few months ago.”


    I love San Diego and have no qualms in telling him that. “Last time I was there, I had a great time. I met some really cool people and ended up having a picnic on the beach while we watched the guys out on the water.” I stop and smile, reminiscing about my brief time with Oliver. “It really made me miss being close to the ocean.”


    “Oliver’s good, but he’s got nothing on me,” he laughs. “I’ve surfed since I was …”


    I stopped listening because even though I can see his mouth moving, I’m a little stunned. How would he have known I was talking about Oliver? Didn’t he just say he’s only worked for Frank for a few months? And even with that, he wouldn’t know why or who I went to San Diego with.


    “Elyssa? Earth to Elyssa,” he says, waiving his hand in front of my face.


    I cock my head to the side, trying to figure him out. “Sorry, you were saying something about surfing?”


    “Well, yeah. I didn’t think you were watching your friends swim. Surfing was just the natural conclusion. Was I wrong?” He looks at me as if he knows he’s not.


    “No, no, you’re right. I guess I didn’t realize how much of my life you were privy too. Caught me off guard. But how do you know I was with Oliver?”


    “I’m sorry, sometimes I forget that I know so much about you, yet you’ve only just met me.” He looks at me with wide eyes. His sincerity almost floors me. When I nod in understanding, because really, that’s as good an explanation as any, he continues. “I only figured it would be surfing by your comments and I only assumed you were talking about Oliver because Alex doesn’t seem the type to go boarding. Not relaxed enough. That and we have background checks on every one of your friends. So, I’m pretty sure I know just as much about Oliver as I do you.”


    Huh. Now I kind of feel bad for my earlier ramblings about them not taking their job seriously. I look over at him, peeling my eyes away from my engagement ring that I’ve been nervously twirling. The knot in my stomach begins to unravel when I look into his smiling face.


    “So you were saying you’ve been surfing since you were how old?”


    My attempts to restart the conversations are short lived when I hear hushed voices approaching the living room. Bryan, Rachel and Frank reenter the room and my attempt to get up off the couch is stopped short by my new friend Taylor. My mild irritations at not being able to do something as simple as get off the couch without help is thwarted when I look into his eyes and see the sincerity in his smile. Instead, I change tactics and return my glare to Frank. “I can’t believe…” I start, but a sharp pain quickly cuts me off. I’ve been trying to hide my discomfort. The moment Rachel knows I’m having any sort of cramping she’s going to force me to the hospital.


    Bryan chimes in, “E, you need to calm down. I can see you’re in pain and Alex would cut off my balls if he knew you or the baby were in any kind of distress.”


    “Are you in pain?” Rachel interjects. I can see the worry in her eyes as she comes over to sit next to me on the couch.


    “Rach…”


    “Before you lie to me, remember that you’re pregnant, carrying my niece. Alex knows the baby is a priority. Let Bryan worry about him and let me take you to the hospital.”


    “Rach...”


    She’s already at the front, grabbing her purse and keys from the table at the entryway when she says, “Don’t Rach me. Get your pregnant ass up and in my car.”


    I don’t argue. Instead, Taylor helps me get up. Holding my hand he grabs my purse and leads me out the front door.


    


    Sunday, March 3


    It’s already nine the next morning by the time we get back to Rachel’s house because the hospital wanted to keep me for observation. I received the same lecture from Dr. Parker…stress and too much time spent on my feet aggravates my condition. With all the commotion between planning Nana’s funeral to Alex being taken to jail I guess it amplified everything. I feel as if I haven’t had time to breathe, let alone mourn our loss. From the moment we found out, I’ve been constantly going. Not really the definition of bed rest. In order to leave the hospital I promised Dr. Parker I would do better.


    “Do you want me to get you something to eat?” Rachel asks, before heading toward the kitchen. When she looks over her shoulder, I shake my head. I have no appetite.


    With my eyes heavy with exhaustion, I flop on the couch. There’s a slight oxymoron when it comes to hospitals. Many times, the road to recovery is paved with rest; however, how many people can honestly say they were able to relax in the hospital? In reality, they are the breeding ground for anxiety and everything opposite of rest and relaxation.


    “I’m going to try to get some sleep before I have to work tomorrow.” Rachel inches closer to me, kissing my head and giving me an awkward side hug. “Let me know if you need anything.”


    It’s at that moment that both Rachel and I jump at the unusually loud noise coming from my phone. Sitting on the coffee table in front of me, I stare at it curiously as I’ve never heard the blaring alarm. In unison, out of curiosity and a little bit of fear, we glance at my screen. It’s then I notice the app for our security system sending me a notification. It shows that someone tripped the alarm at our house.


    Almost immediately my phone rings. “Hello?” I answer after only one ring.


    “Hello Ms. Hart, this is Coaster Security. Are you in your home, Miss?”


    “No, I’m away,” my voice shakes.


    “Alright, stay where you are. We’re sending units to your house now.” I nod my head, even though he can’t see me. “We’ll be in contact with you once the house is secured.”


    “Okay, thank you,” I say to a dead phone. He didn’t even wait for me to finish before hanging up. What the hell is going on?


    “What was that?” Rachel asks, clearly concerned. She sits next to me on the couch once she realizes her plan to finally get some sleep has been foiled.


    “That was the security company,” I respond and even to me, my voice sounds dead. I look into my sister’s eyes and plead with her to make it all go away. “Someone just triggered our alarm.”


    “At your house?” she gasps. I nod. “God, as if this weekend couldn’t get any worse.” She tilts her head back, closing her eyes in exhaustion.


    I’d agree with her if I didn’t have an overwhelming feeling that this was just the tip of the iceberg.


    


    Monday, March 4


    ALEX…


    “Here are your belongings, Mr. James. Have a nice day and hope we don’t see you again.” The officer hands me an envelope with the few contents I had on me at the time of my arrest. Exiting the door to join society once again, I glance over and notice Bryan sitting on a nearby chair. He looks like he hasn’t slept for at least forty-eight hours. Welcome to the club my friend. Welcome to the club.


    Bryan stands, pulling me into a hug. “You look like shit.” I haven’t been an overly affectionate person since my mom died; however I’ve noticed that with my newfound family, I’ve become more comfortable with their affections.


    “As do you, asshole.” I shake my head with a sigh. “Thanks for bailing me out.”


    Not caring how either of us looks, I ask him how Elyssa is. When I called home last night and asked him to put her on the phone, he originally tried to tell me she was sleeping. If it were anyone else, I’d believe him. But knowing her the way I do, she wouldn’t want to miss my call.


    Needless to say, I really wasn’t amused when he finally told me the truth. And when he did, I wanted to pull every last strand of my overgrown hair out. I’m such a selfish bastard. Why I didn’t think about how much stress I’d put on the two most important people in my life, I will never know. In the moment all I could think about was killing, yes killing, my dad. Yet another thing to add to the forever growing pile of shit I can’t control; another thing to regret.


    I knew the days leading to Nana’s funeral were a lot for her. I checked out the day she died, unconsciously letting Elyssa deal with all of that added stress. Now, I unintentionally left her after yet another poor decision and because of all of the added mess she ended up in the hospital. I jeopardized her and our baby.


    Fuck. I can’t get anything right with this girl.


    “Where is she?” I demand, wanting him to take me to wherever she is. The need to see her, to feel her, to touch the place where my future rests, consumes me.


    “Calm down. I’m taking you to our house, but you can’t go in there and act all caveman. She’s finally resting.” When I look over at him as we walk to his car, I get the distinct feeling that she’s been doing everything but what she’s supposed to be doing. But, he placates me and says, “Don’t worry, she and the baby are okay. She’s just anxious to see your dumb ass so let’s not keep her waiting.”


    ~~~~~


    Ex-Playboy and now CEO of Salerno Health, Alexander James, was released from Clark County Detention Center this morning. Sources have confirmed the battery charge he received over the weekend has now been dropped. The identity of the victim is still unknown as well as the reason for the altercation. We hope to have more on this breaking story in the days to come.


    The moment I walk through the door and hear the sounds coming from the television my anxiety spikes. Victim? Bullshit. If anyone’s the victim, it’s my damn fiancée. Elyssa’s a novice to the shit-storm my dad brings when he’s around, and she shouldn’t have to deal with my father’s vast array of issues.


    Or mine.


    If I weren’t so selfish, I’d tell Elyssa to run as far away as possible. I’d remind her how volatile I am and how much pain all the baggage being with me can and will cause. The shit that’s piled high on my shoulders is enough to fill up not one, but more like four closets.


    As I approach the entryway into Rachel and Bryan’s living room I expect a tirade of insults and yelling to ensue the moment her eyes lay upon me. Instead, my breath hitches when I see Elyssa cuddled up on the couch; blanket around her swollen body as she lies in Rachel’s lap.


    I hesitate to stir her from her comfortable spot and instead watch her, soaking her in. She’s so fucking beautiful. I find it fascinating what a mother will go through to protect her child. Even with all the trauma her poor body has been through, she’s still here. Although there is so much working against her, she continues to shelter our baby, fighting to keep her safe.


    If it’s even possible, I might’ve just fell in love with her more than I already am.


    “El,” Rachel nudges her just enough to grab her attention when she notices me hovering in the doorway.


    I watch in rapt interest as she stands clumsily allowing the blanket to fall off her restless body. Eyes watering as I walk closer, I stop when I’m standing just a few inches in front of her. I’m afraid to touch her, to soil her with where I’ve been for the past two days. I can’t imagine what I look like after sitting in a room where everyone sleeps, shits, and pisses, sometimes at the same time.


    “I need a shower,” I explain, hands extended to keep her at bay.


    Her head shakes from side to side as she practically jumps into my arms. Reflexively, my arms wrap around her and I breathe her in and immediately relax. Her scent reminds me that I’m home. I don’t know why I ever try to resist her. I close my eyes as she places her gentle hands on my face while I allow her caring eyes to roam over me in concern.


    “You’re not mad?” I ask, reluctantly opening my tired eyes. Once again, she shakes her head. Without words, her bottom lip trembles as she fights the urge not to cry. “You should be,” I whisper, resting my forehead against hers.


    The paper band around her wrist draws my attention as she affectionately brushes her fingers over my two-day stubble. I toy with the band, knowing immediately what it is, but still needing an explanation. “Are you and the baby okay?”


    “I had some cramps, but we’re okay.” I can’t stop the overwhelming need to crush her to my chest. I know she can sense my anxiety, so she pacifies me with more information. “I was dehydrated which caused the cramping and my exhaustion. But I promise, we’re fine. I’m resting and I’m better.” I try to look away, shamed by my behavior. Instead, she grasps my face with both hands, forcing me to look into those beautiful green eyes. “Alex, I’m fine,” she says with such resolution. “We’re fine.”


    It’s then I realize she’s been on her feet the entire conversation, which can’t be good. I lift her and bring her over to sit on the nearby loveseat. “Hart, I don’t know if I can forgive myself.”


    “Hey, listen to me. There’s nothing to forgive,” she whispers, nestling against me.


    Within minutes, her soft purr lets me know she’s asleep. I sit back, adjusting her in my arms in hopes of making her more comfortable. Both Rachel and Bryan watch as I cradle her against me, their faces showing the empathy and love that only a real family can give.


    “I should have been here,” I speak as softly as possible. After her weekend, I don’t want to give her any reason to wake up.


    “And what would you have done?” Bryan pulls Rachel next to him on the couch. They both look as exhausted as I feel.


    “We took care of her, Alex,” Rachel adds. “No one blames you for how you reacted.”


    “I know and I’m thankful. I just don’t know how all this happened.” Rachel’s compassion and selflessness makes me feel even worse. Although Rachel’s words are meant to comfort, the hollowness in the pit of my stomach grows. I wasn’t there when she needed me, and as much as I am thankful, I’m also thoroughly pissed at myself.


    “Well, that’s easy,” Rachel explains. I lift my head up. This ought to be good. She smirks. “You have anger problems. But, seeing as though I did the same thing to Arianna only recently, I can’t really be a hypocrite. Hello pot, this is the kettle calling.” She smiles through her bleary face.


    “Yes, but the difference is, you didn’t go to jail,” I point out.


    “You’re right. I didn’t. It’s just your dumb luck the police were called. The thing that makes us similar is that I didn’t give a shit either. I didn’t care about the consequences, about what would happen to me. Or, for that matter, what my actions would mean to you or Elyssa. I reacted and in all honesty, it was worth it.”


    Bryan interjects, “Can’t deny, Arianna is the female equivalent of your dad.”


    Huh. I didn’t think of it that way. He’s right. The two of them are a pair. They can go fuck themselves.


    Bryan offers his take on the situation. “Come on man. It must have felt good to lay into him after all this time. No one blames you, especially E.”


    “She should. I’ve done nothing but bring too much baggage into her life and now she’s drowning in it.” I take my right hand off Elyssa’s thigh and rest my head in it.


    “You could never let her drown.” Rachel’s assurance is heartfelt, but she can’t really know how Elyssa feels.


    Leaning against Bryan’s shoulder, Rachel closes her eyes. He pulls her in closer, making me feel that this is all worth it. Family is worth it. “Seriously man, this is our family. Between you, Rachel, and me nothing is going to happen to E or your baby. Plus, you have the super squad tailing her ass everywhere she goes.”


    “Yeah man, I get it. But, sometimes the emotional strain causes more damage than the physical.” I know this for a fact considering Arianna was bullying Elyssa for the first part of our relationship without me ever knowing.


    “We’ll get through this, bro. My niece will be the most loved and spoiled child on the face of the planet,” he chuckles.


    “Thanks man.” I tighten my hold on Elyssa, closing my eyes for the first time in two days. I allow my defenses to drop and let the sounds of my slumbering family lull me to sleep.


    That shower’s gonna have to wait.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    


    Tuesday, March 5


    ALEX…


    It’s odd feeling safe. When one grows up in a place where you’re afraid to walk into the living room, knowing at any moment the monster known as your father could be lurking behind any given door. And even though it’s been more than ten years since I’ve had to deal with him on a personal level, I’m not so sure I’ve ever truly felt safe. I’ve felt used, powerful, wanted, but never safe.


    My false sense of security stems from the inevitable pattern my mom and I fell into. I was about five or six when my mom left my dad for what would be the first of many times. Of course, that sense of freedom was short lived. She went back after a few days. This would continue for the next few years, and even though I know she was trying to do what was best for me and for her, the back and forth did more damage than good.


    So when the foreign feeling of contentment coursed through my soul when I woke with Elyssa in my arms, her sister and brother-in-law across from us, I knew this would be a turning point in my life. Here I am, a man about to embark on a new chapter with the love of his life. My mother must have done something right. For the first time in my entire adult life, being surrounded by friends and family, the comforts of worn furniture and nick-knacks, I felt safe.


    Although the loveseat is more comfortable than the hard concrete bed in jail, it’s doing nothing for my back. When I wake up with Elyssa still snuggled into my chest, I nudge Bryan with my foot to jostle him awake. I manage to get to my feet to find Bryan already at the door ready to lock up behind us. A sign of her true exhaustion, Elyssa doesn’t even stir when I bring her out to the car.


    Thirty minutes later, I walk into our home with Elyssa in my arms. I glance up at the clock on our barely decorated wall and see that it’s after midnight.


    “Alex,” Elyssa mumbles against my chest as I lay her on our bed. “Someone broke into the house.”


    “I know, Frank filled me in.”


    It was explained to me that the sensor was triggered when someone hopped the wall in the backyard. Fortunately, I hired the best so the cops were called immediately as well as instant notification sent to my security team. By the time they arrived, whoever attempted to break in was already long gone.


    Leaning down, I kiss her forehead before venturing into the bathroom. I can’t imagine climbing into the bed we share with the layers of filth on me. Stripping down, I make my way into the steaming hot shower. I make a mental note to burn the soiled clothes. Filled with dirt, blood and memories of horrid mistakes my crisp white shirt sits on the floor, unrecognizable. Bruises and scrapes on my knuckles and forearm…I can at least burn the clothes. The stain on my skin can’t be erased. Tide has nothing on my memories.


    I scrub my skin raw, feeling every ache and pain imaginable. When you’re in the midst of beating the shit out of your own father, you don’t feel anything but numbness. Raw emotion pours out of you and nothing else matters. It’s the aftermath that causes more pain. You feel everything.


    Stepping out the shower, I dry myself off but don’t bother with clothes. Slipping back the sheets, I settle in with Elyssa’s back against my chest. I wrap my arms around her, and breathe her in. The only thing better right now would be if I could bury myself deep inside her, but with everything that’s gone on, I’m content with just holding her.


    Stirring, Elyssa says something about how good I smell. Such an odd comment, yet I find it oddly adorable. That is, until she utters, “I hate feeling this way.” I almost crumble when her breathy voice hits me. I feel like I’m failing her. “Like I’m just waiting for the next bad thing to happen,” she sighs.


    “You know I’d protect you with my life, right?” I kiss her neck, loving the feeling of her pressed against me. My hands rest on her belly, desperately wanting to feel our baby move. Feeling a connection with your child, even before their born, makes every attempt to feel her worth it.


    She turns in my arms, exhaustion still evident on her face. “That’s what I’m worried about, Alex,” she murmurs.


    “Listen, you don’t need to worry about anything. Please,” I almost beg. “We have more important things to worry about, like starting our family. The only thing you should focus on is this right here,” gesturing between us. Selfishly, I want to consume her and have her only thoughts be of me and our family.


    “You were almost blown up,” she whispers, lips trembling as she shakes her head. “Our house was broken into. You can’t tell me not to worry.”


    “Technically, they attempted to blow me up and since we’re in said house, it’s obvious they didn’t get inside.” I know I shouldn’t devalue her concerns, but if I don’t she’d lose her shit.


    “Do I have to remind you about the first time someone broke into your house?” She’s clearly crying now, the awful memories coming back. She doesn’t have to remind me. I remember very clearly the night I found Delores beaten within inches of her life. And all too clearly, I remember looking up at my hooded attacker and imagining what it would feel like to have his neck between my hands, squeezing the life out of him.


    “No Hart, I don’t need to be reminded,” I say a little too harshly. “But, things are different now. I know what I’m working against now.”


    “I know Alex, I’m just so tired.” When she looks into my eyes, I can clearly see the exhaustion that plagues her. Another look, one that I can barely place, sweeps across her face. “I never told you, but I think…I think Cole is the one that attacked you.”


    I know she’s waiting for my reaction, waiting for me to get angry or say ‘I told you so,’ but I can’t. Because, “I’ve thought the same thing.”


    Shocked, she asks, “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    I shrug, “Why didn’t you?”


    “Because I didn’t want to believe. I didn’t want to believe that my supposed best friend, who I brought into your life, was the one who could have ended it. I wanted to believe he wasn’t capable of such cruelty.”


    I don’t blame her. She trusted him for so long and for what. The only actions I’ve ever seen come from Cole Brandt are hostility and deception. I’d like to say I tried to be nice to him, but from the get go he was an antagonizing little shit that needed to be squashed. He may have been her best friend/ex-boyfriend, but he was nothing to me. And thankfully, he’s no longer anything to her.


    But just to make sure, I ask, “Have you seen him?”


    She shakes her head slowly. I’m going to believe her because she knows what he did was bad. I’m not sure what she’d do if he came back into her life, but I’d hope she’d be a little more forthcoming about Cole than she was in the past.


    “I don’t know what I’d do if I did see him,” she explains, confirming my thoughts. “I honestly don’t think I could even look at him.”


    I pull her tighter against me. “Let’s hope you never have to.” The tension fades away as the silence sets in.


    “I missed you,” she sighs, resting her head on my shoulder. “I can’t imagine a life where you are no longer in it.”


    “And you’ll never have to.”


    Elyssa throws a leg over my thigh, allowing her belly to rest against me aligning perfectly against my arousal. I’m almost asleep, drifting off after what has amounted to a rough few days, when I feel a light tap against my side.


    I gasp, frantically moving in excitement. “Was that what I think it was?”


    “You felt that?” Even in the darkness of our bedroom I can still see her smile, shining up at me as she pulls my hand to her belly. Once again I feel the slight tapping against my hand.


    I’m in awe; completely bewildered by the life growing inside her. I move to settle on my stomach next to her, pulling up her shirt so I can see the swell of her abdomen. I kiss her belly, whispering how amazing and beautiful this moment is. My eyes lock on my hand, impatiently waiting for the next movement. “Does it hurt?”


    So hell-bent on feeling my baby kick from the outside, I never thought about what it would feel like from the inside. “Does it hurt?” she asks in confusion. I nod. She chuckles lightly, moving my hand over half an inch. Shaking her head, she says, “No, not one bit. It’s hard to explain, but it’s the most amazing feeling in the world. It’s unlike anything else I’ve ever felt.”


    My heart swells and the stress of the past few days float away. I wish I could say that I won’t ever do anything to put myself in harms way again, anything that would take me away from her and the baby, but I’d be a lying asshole if I did. The truth is I love her enough to always fight for her. To always shield her from the rest of the world. If that means that I get in the way, that I fight to free her from any kind of pain or misery, I will continue to do so. For her and our unborn child.


    Gently rubbing my fingers over her sensitive flesh, I suggest a name I’ve been pondering for a while. “What about Cadence?”


    “For her name?” she asks.


    “Cadence Molly James.” Hearing my grandmother’s name creates a lump in my throat, but I push it back. I know she’d love if we named the baby after her; to keep the memory of her alive.


    Elyssa hums, mulling it around in her head with her eyes closed. “Where did you come up with Cadence?”


    “She speaks to my soul,” I explain, with a smile lifting up my face. “It’s as if the rhythm of our lives was changed the moment she became part of it.”


    “Cadence Molly James,” Elyssa repeats again. My grin takes over my face when I feel the baby tap against my hand. “Well, then it’s settled,” she coos at her belly. “I think she likes her name. Don’t you Cadie?”


    “Cadie? Like Katie?” I ask,


    She looks up at me tentatively and nods. “I think it’s cute.”


    I settle on my side, pulling my girls against me. “I love you, Hart. I never imagined I could have so much in my life. I’m never giving you up.”


    “That’s the beauty of love, Alex. You never have to.” Her eyes close as she trails off, her breathing becoming my own lullaby calling me to slumber.


    


    Wednesday, March 6


    “Mr. James, I need you to stay inside.”


    I glance nervously towards the bathroom, thanking whoever’s listening to my silent prayer that I can still hear the sound of running water. I pace the length of our bedroom, hoping this conversation ends before Elyssa finishes with her shower.


    Clenching the phone tightly, I ask, “What’s going on Frank?”


    “Sir, there’s been another threat. We were prepared though and I already have my men doing a sweep of both cars and the house. Currently, they haven’t found anything, sir. But just to be safe we’re running analytics on the note.”


    I can feel the muscles in my neck strain as I roll my head trying to find a release; adjusting to find a bit of comfort in all of my current tension. “Frank, what did it say?”


    “The same.” I nod, although he can’t see me. Frank is referring to the ominous threats of violence not only to myself but to Elyssa as well.


    Although I asked, I’m relieved he doesn’t tell me the specifics. Just knowing there’s someone out there trying to get to us is enough to deal with. What’s worse is nowadays, with my new position at Salerno, I have so many enemies that I wouldn’t have a clue who to single out. Frank has asked me repeatedly if I have any assumptions about who the threats could be from. I wish I could tell him, but the only ones who are definitively on the top of my list are my dad and/or Arianna.


    On one hand, the warnings are idle and simply focused on ruining everything I’ve built. Unfortunately, whoever is doing this knows how to push it to the next level by targeting Elyssa. But, on the other, the intimidation is becoming real. When the bombing went off, I was rattled, but dealing with not only the break-in, but with my Nana’s death, has brought me to my breaking point. Hence the nights spent in jail.


    At this point, I’m not ruling anything out but I would hate to be the one on the other end if I find out they were responsible for my grandmothers’ demise. Because I had my suspicions, the need to know exactly what happened has consumed me. Her sudden death is like a dark cloud hanging over my head. I wasn’t eating and sleep was out of the question. When, on day three of her passing, I looked in the mirror and saw my disheveled self, I immediately went to her physician and together we ordered the autopsy.


    Regardless of the reason for her death, if it was a part of this asinine plot to get at me or not, I should have done more to ensure she was cared for. And for that, I failed.


    “Mr. James?”


    “Yes, sorry, just let me know when it’s clear to leave.” My blood is boiling, so when the harshness of my voice penetrates through the phone, I apologize. Yet again.


    “Yes sir. As soon as we have the threat cleared, I will call you.” I nod, again forgetting he can’t see me. “I’m on your detail today, I’ll be ready to go when you are.”


    “No,” I retort. “You’ll be with Elyssa. She’s going to the college to talk to a counselor. I don’t want any issues there. I need your attention focused on her.”


    “Sir, I need to press the fact my services would be best used on your detail. You have a flight to Reno and several public appearances. I don’t feel…”


    “Your focus needs to be on her. Without her…” I trail off. “Frank, don’t fucking argue with me. If you want to continue your employment, she’s your priority. I trust that you’ll take care of her.”


    I can sense the reluctance, but Frank finally agrees. He hangs up, agreeing to text me when he feels the threat has been diminished. I sigh, hanging my head. It’s too early to be this tired.


    “I thought you would’ve left by now,” Elyssa startles me out of my funk. When I look over to the doorway to our bathroom, I find her standing wrapped in a fluffy white towel. My eyes soften just looking at his glistening body. So fucking beautiful; from head to toe she’s pure perfection.


    She laughs as she does this half strut, half waddle, across the room. The tease twirls the fabric around her finger to reveal the black bra and panty set she pulled out of the dresser. “Stop looking at me like that or you’re going to be late.”


    I prowl towards her and sweep her dripping hair off the side of her neck. Not touching her body, I breathe against her sending a shiver across her collarbone. “And how was I looking at you, Ms. Hart?”


    Careful not to touch me, she slowly steps into her underwear, shimmying them up her thighs before answering. “Like you want to eat me.”


    That’s all the invitation I need. I reach for her, press my front against her slick back, and grind my hard cock against her taut behind. There’s no mistaking what she does to me. My hands find the tuck of the towel between her breasts; I slowly release the hold, allowing the towel to pool around her feet.


    “Alex…” her breath hitches as my hands massage her breasts. Watching her fall apart in my arms in the full-length mirror sears my eyes with the most beautiful woman in the world. I’m in awe of how amazing this woman is. She encompasses everything that is pure, yet can seduce me with the simple curve of her body and the way her eyes soften when she looks at me. The sound of her voice alone rocks me to my core.


    My hand dips past her swollen belly before brushing against her clit. I gently nudge her towards the bed. She turns before sitting on the edge with a wanton look in her eyes.


    “You’re going to be late.” Her words protest, yet her body responds as I urge her to lay back. Looking up the length of her body, I run my tongue along her folds. Her back arches off the bed in response.


    I’m not sure if it’s the pregnancy or my absolute adoration for her, but I’m salivating to the taste of her all too sweet juices. Just another thing to add to the list of positives about her being pregnant. Oh, and she comes harder.


    “I guess it’s a good thing the plane on the tarmac can’t leave without me, huh?” I say, lifting my head slightly. What I find is almost painful to see. She can’t hide her need, almost as if my absence hurts her.


    She moans, begging me, “Alex…please.”


    Her hands run through my hair, tugging roughly, turning me on even more. I suck on her clit, her body humming as I work her thoroughly with my mouth. Between her pants, her moans, and the slight vibration of her body I know she’s close.


    “Come for me,” I demand. Although the strain of my erection is almost too much to bear, I’m too engrossed in her pleasure. I forget about myself and only focus on her needs.


    Elyssa’s scream echoes throughout our bedroom, allowing her ecstasy to swallow her whole as she gives in to her carnal desires. If I had hours, I’d take off this suit and bury myself balls deep. Instead, I climb her body and kiss her lips. With the taste of her lingering, I bite on her lower lip and suck on her tongue.


    “If this is what I get to look forward to when you go out of town, you need to go on more trips,” she jokes.


    I’ll admit the anxiety of leaving her, especially with what’s happening outside, has heightened my need to leave her on a happy note. We’ve gotten better in the past couple of months. Now, when I leave town, I don’t feel like I’m going to come home to nothing. We’ve compromised and although I still have the obligatory out of town trips, I’m never gone longer than twenty-four hours. But, I don’t know how long I can keep that up.


    I pull her into my lap, kissing her neck as she hums in satisfaction. “Trying to get rid of me?”


    Snuggling closer, she answers me with a breathy laugh. “Only if that’s how you plan on saying goodbye each time you leave.”


    I groan. “Hart, I’d do that to you nightly if it would make you happy.”


    My pocket vibrates. Still holding her, I lean slightly to the left to pull out my phone. When I see the text from Frank saying he’s ready, I tell her, “Gotta go, Hart,” with a lingering kiss to her lips. She follows me when I scoot off the bed, grabbing a robe and tightens it around herself. I grab her by the belt, pulling her close to my hard body. “I wish I didn’t have to leave.”


    Standing on her tiptoes, she kisses me. I let my lips linger on hers, memorizing ever nip and bite of her luscious kiss. The softness of her lips, the taste of her tongue, the way her hands find the back of my head as she pulls me closer. I memorize everything.


    Now knowing what I’ve missed my whole life, never having many pleasant memories to draw from, I’m reluctant to ever miss a single one with Elyssa. She makes it easy to forget that my life was shit before her. In fact, the only memory I can recall right now with any clarity is one of my mother taking me to the beach. There was no violence, no one else, just us. That single memory got me through all the torturous years.


    But with Elyssa, there may be pain, but out of pain there is love. The best kind. The one that doesn’t hurt.


    I sigh, kissing her one last time before walking toward the door. “I’ll see you tonight.” She closes her eyes to my touch. “Don’t ever forget…I love you.” She stills, looks up to me and gives me the most adoring smile. A smile that will forever be engrained in my memory. I brush the back of my hand against her cheek before turning to walk away.


    “Always?” she asks, knowing full well what my answer will be.


    “Always, Hart. Always,” I call over my shoulder before leaving the room.


    Stepping out my front door, I see Frank waiting next to my car. A single black escalade with dark tinted windows sits running, waiting behind my new gunmetal Porche Panamera for me to make my next move. Two of Franks “most trusted men” sit in the car, patiently waiting stoically behind the wheel.


    “Sir, I wish you’d change your mind.” Although I’ve given him no room for discussion, Frank keeps on insisting he travel with me; however, I’ve been just as insistent that he stay with Elyssa.


    “Not going to say it again, Frank.” I point to our bedroom window. “She is what’s important. I can take care of myself.”


    Reluctantly, Frank nods with no further argument. “Safe travels, sir.”


    “See you back here tonight.” I say one final goodbye, looking up to our bedroom window, where Elyssa is watching our exchange.


    With a little wave I shoot her a blinding smile and get into my car. Frank’s men offered to drive, but I’m not losing all of my independence because of this. I refuse to give up all of my control.


    I am Alexander James after all.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    


    Wednesday, March 6


    ELYSSA…


    “If money wasn’t an issue, what would you want to do with your life? What is your passion, Ms. Hart?” Mrs. Coleman, my enrollment counselor, asks as she closes the door before settling behind her desk. In her mid-forties, black rimmed glasses, hair pulled up in a bun, Mrs. Coleman is exactly how I pictured she’d look based on our conversation earlier in the week. Her olive skin hides her age well, except for the crow’s feet and the wrinkles on her forehead. I could tell just by the sweetness and sincerity of her voice that I’d like her the moment we met.


    “I’d like to help people,” I answer easily and honestly. Technically, with what has transpired over the past few months, money isn’t an issue anymore. I haven’t sat down and thought about it, because growing up the way I did with only my sister and her income, money wasn’t something we talked about. I’m still the same ole Elyssa, wanting nothing more than to make it in the world, have the man of my dreams with a family of my own.


    So far…so good.


    Although I’ve worked hard at making my own way, I’m almost glad Arianna showed her true colors. It gave me insight as to what I didn’t want to do, which paved the way for my eagerness to get back to school to do something I would thoroughly enjoy. My love life has finally come full circle and I have my very own Prince Charming; sharing a home, baby on the way. Everything in my personal life seems to be where I’ve always imagined it to be. However, I still want to give back to the world; leave my mark in some way.


    “In what way?” she asks, moving her mouse forward to stop her screensaver from turning on. What a good question. I’ve known for a while I wanted to be a part of the solution, rather than the problem, so all I have to do is think back to different times in my life for inspiration.


    “After my parents died, I only had my sister. Don’t get me wrong; she’s been everything to me: mother, father, sister, and best friend. But she’d be the first one to admit she didn’t know the first thing about being a parent. I lost something when her role changed. I lost my best friend, my confidant. Growing up is hard enough, but losing your parents and your sister was a lot to handle at that age.”


    “So are you thinking of more along the lines of a psychology degree?”


    “Not necessarily.” When I was younger I needed someone who I could talk to, but also someone who could help me through those rough times. My sister had so many burdens placed on her shoulders that I didn’t want to add any more. Even after I got through the rough years of my adolescence, I needed someone. Being raped in college, not knowing how to deal with the sheer frustration, vulnerability, and even the feeling of being weak, I desperately needed someone outside of my circle to guide me through. The fact that I came out relatively decent is a miracle in itself.


    Looking past my own life and into Alex’s childhood, knowing what he went through, I know he could’ve used someone also. Even if he never admit it. After hearing all of his stories, the fact that his mother loved him isn’t in question. I hate to think bad about a woman who Alex clearly adored, but ignoring the signs your child is being mentally (if not physically) abused is almost as bad as doing the damage yourself.


    I know, without a doubt, I want to work with children, so I say as much. “Maybe something with children.”


    She looks at me with such fondness, it’s like I’ve known her for much longer than my twenty odd minutes that I’ve been here. “Okay, so like a social worker?” I toss that around in my head for a moment. I’d love to be an advocate for children. To be able to speak on their behalf when they need someone to be the voice of reasoning, to really try to make a difference in their lives.


    Shuffling papers around her desk, she finally finds the pen she was looking for and writes something down on what I know to be my file. After a few moments, she hands me some pamphlets. “There’s quite a lot out there that you could get into. There’s intervention, criminal justice and corrections, developmental disabilities, community outreach efforts; the list goes on and on.”


    I take a minute to read over the list, thumbing through the pamphlets. “I’d be interested in victim assistance, intervention or youth offender services,” I answer.


    “That’s interesting,” she muses.


    “How so?”


    “Well, they are completely different. For example, someone who’s interested in intervention would normally work for Child Protective Services. CPS works to improve a child’s home life or in more difficult circumstances, remove them from their home. Whereas, victim social work is more focused on helping one through with coping mechanisms. They attempt to help the individual understand what’s happened to them. And then you have the youth offenders who can be, and most likely are, responsible for causing the trauma. I find it fascinating you’d be interested in completely different spectrums of social work.”


    Confident in my reasoning, I don’t hesitate when I respond. “Life happens, Mrs. Coleman, and it shapes your views and who and how you want to be. My fiancé had a rough upbringing. He was in an abusive home and luckily got out. Unfortunately, it wasn’t until the damage to his psyche was already done. If it wasn’t for his grandmother, he could’ve gone down a completely different path. So in my eyes, not everyone who has committed a crime, especially as a child, is a lost cause.”


    The mention of Nana tugs at my heart. She may be gone, but there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think of her sweet smile and her undying love for her grandson. As time approaches for Cadence to finally join this world, it saddens me that she’ll never know firsthand how amazing her great grandmother was.


    Mrs. Coleman smiles as she begins typing into her computer. “I think you’ve found your calling, Ms. Hart.”


    An hour later, with a large envelope under my arm and my purse in the other, I shake Mrs. Coleman’s hand. “Thank you. You’ve made this whole process less traumatic,” I sigh loudly, expelling all the stress I had been feeling hours before.


    “I’ve enjoyed our time, Ms. Hart.” She accompanies me to the door, holding it open so I can pass. “Anything I can do just let me know. You have my number.”


    “I’ll hold you to that. Just wait until I start in the fall. With a new baby and school, I might need you to talk me down from the ledge,” I say in jest, with a tinge of truth.


    “College should be fun, so just take it one day at a time.” Her motherly tone isn’t lost on me. It coats the world in sunshine, giving you the strength to believe that everything will be okay.


    I push through the door with a newfound excitement. When I originally went to college, I picked a degree that I thought would make me the most money. I never considered doing something I was passionate about. Now that I know I can, I’ll be the first to admit I’m nervous. The thought of starting over is slightly daunting, but what’s even scarier is not striving for my goals.


    I don’t ever want to be the kind of person who becomes complacent, only accepting what life has given them. I want to always be fighting against the current to achieve what I truly want. To sound clichéd, I want this so bad I can taste it.


    “Elyssa?” A figure moves from the shaded awning, startling me out of my contentment. I should have known who it was by the gruff voice, reverse baseball cap, and long sleeve shirt. But because my mind was in a much happier place, I wasn’t expecting anything to piss on my parade. That and where the hell is Taylor?


    It’s not until I see his sunken face that I gasp and take a step back, causing him to cringe. The past few months have not been good on my old best friend. He’s obviously lost weight if the baggy pants and too large hoodie is anything to go by. The dark circles under his eyes clearly indicate he also isn’t sleeping well. Almost instantly, my anger dissipates and I’m reminded once again that he used to be my friend. But all I can feel is sorry for him. Sorry that he couldn’t keep his life straight. Whatever happened to him is equally part sad and frightening at the same time.


    Again, I look around for Taylor, but he’s nowhere in sight. “What are you doing here, Cole?”


    He turns his head, squinting against the harsh sunlight surrounding us, as he glances across the expansive parking lot. “Please Ely, I need to talk to you,” he rushes out.


    “Here of all places?”


    He must sense my unease, because he pushes forward. “Don’t worry. I’m not here to hurt you. I’d never hurt you, but just so you know, your bodyguard went to fetch the car. I figured this might be the only opportunity I’d have, and it’s really important that I talk to you.”


    I tilt my head. “How do you know I have a security detail?” And more, how did he know where I’d be?


    He cocks his eyebrow. “It’s not hard to miss the men in black. They’ve been around you for weeks now.”


    “You’re stalking me,” I whisper what should have been a question, but come to find out it doesn’t startle me like it should. Unable to contain the shock and awe in my voice, I repeat it more clearly. “What the fuck, Cole? You’re stalking me?!”


    “Yes, but not in a ‘I’m taking millions of pictures and hanging them on my wall’ kind of way. But more in a ‘I miss my best friend and am looking out for her, needing desperately to talk to her’ kind of way.”


    I don’t bother listening to what he has to say. If Taylor is getting the truck that means they’ll be here any second and he needs to leave. As much as I hate to see him this way, it’ll be even worse if he’s here when they get back. “You need to get out of here, Cole.”


    “I need to tell you something.” He inches closer, his hands reaching up to touch my face like he used to; like there’s been no time apart or damage done. I tremble, taking a step back until I’m flush against the stucco wall behind me. His brows furrow in confusion, “You’re scared of me?”


    I pull the strap of my bag tighter against me, attempting to stand taller and not show how he’s really affecting me. “Hard not to be after everything you’ve done.”


    He takes a small step backward, giving us a foot of distance between us. “Everything I’ve done?” he asks, clearly confused.


    “Did you have anything to do with Alex’s car being blown up?” I whisper, looking across his familiar face. I always knew when he was lying to me, and I’m perplexed on how much I really want him to be lying. I know in my heart he’s the one that attacked Delores, but I hope my suspicions are wrong about the new threats.


    “What?” His voice rises. “No! Honestly Ely, how could you even think that?” Throwing his hands in the air, he turns around and begins pacing.


    I brave his wounded face and ask what both Alex and I have already blamed him for; what’s been eating at me for months. “Weren’t you the one that broke into his house? The one that almost killed Delores and put Alex in the hospital?” Delores has physically recuperated, but mentally, she still struggles. The fear eats at her, especially at night.


    “It’s not…” he stops in his tracks, his face reminding me of a caged animal.


    “Just a yes or no, Cole.” I’m done with being angry. I’m done with blaming myself for bringing him into their lives. At this point, I just need an answer. “Did you or did you not break into Alex’s home?”


    When he finally releases a gust of air, it’s like he’s expunging all the corroded parts of his body. “Yes! Yes! I did it! Is that what you want to hear?” He rakes his hands over his buzzed head before bending down in front of me. He hides his face in shame, shielding himself and waiting for my ire.


    But I don’t react. Knowing doesn’t change anything. I thought it would, but it really doesn’t. Instead, I watch my old friend as he crumbles in front of me. His shoulders rising and falling as he sobs, his forearms hiding his tears.


    “I’m so fucking sorry, Ely. You have to believe me; I never meant to hurt anyone. I was just so fucking angry. He took you away from me and you…you were all I had.” A sob so loud I’m surprised no one has stopped breaks through from deep inside his chest.


    I remain still, unwilling to comfort him. It would be extremely easy to take all my anger out on him, hitting and screaming until I was blue in the face. But I don’t think I have the energy. And really, what good would it do? He’s noticeably punishing himself. He’s the one that has to deal with the guilt from that night.


    “You need to get out of here, Cole.”


    He stands, wiping away his tears with his forearm. “Not until I make things right. I know I’ve made mistakes and, God knows, I’m trying to repent.”


    How dare he? He expects me to believe he’s turned a new leaf? That somehow he gave up his resentment towards Alex? “How? By trying to blow up the man I love?”


    “I told you I didn’t do it.” He moves closer and takes my face between his hands, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Look at me. Look at me and tell me that I’m lying.”


    His tired eyes meet mine and I look over his face. His gaze shows nothing except confidence. I believe him. God help me, but I do. “Then how are you looking out for me, Cole? You’ve only got a few moments, so please explain to me what you’re doing to regain yourself.”


    “You and Alex need to move away. Have him sell the company. Do whatever you need to do, but take your little family and move far away.” The conviction in his voice is more than a little bit unnerving.


    Frantically, I look around. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?” He looks more than apologetic when he admits he can’t tell me anything. Only that it isn’t safe for us here. What the hell? Only conclusion is that he’s gotten himself in so deep with his alcohol or maybe even gambling. We do live in Vegas, after all. “Seriously Cole, you’re starting to scare me. What are you involved with?”


    He shakes his head, “I’m in deep, so fricken deep that I’m drowning and I need you to get as far away from here as possible. Promise me, Ely. Promise you’ll listen and go.”


    Now I don’t know if I should be scared or pissed. If it were that serious, he would be able to tell me. I get not wanting anyone to know if you’ve gotten yourself into trouble, but telling me I have to move states? “You know it’s not that easy, and honestly Cole, you’re not making any sense.”


    “Just promise me!” he whisper screams.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Frank cautiously approach the two of us as if Cole has a weapon in his hands. Taking each calculated step with one hand stretched out in front of him and the other on the butt of his gun, holstered on his hip. “Mr. Brandt, I’m only going to ask you once. Step away from Ms. Hart.”


    Cole ignores Frank’s slow approach, still gripping my wrists tightly forcing me to look at him. “Promise me, Ely,” he demands.


    I shake my head, looking into the eyes I once loved. “I don’t owe you any promises, Cole. Talk to me…”


    He cuts me off, releasing my hands forcefully. “Then I can’t guarantee your safety.”


    Sadness is the only word I can use to describe the pain in my chest. Overwhelming sadness. “Oh Cole, it’s not your job to look out for me anymore.”


    He shakes his head repeatedly and is almost forceful with his words. “I’ll always look out for you. I have a lot to make up for.” Leaning closer, he gives me a quick peck on the forehead before jumping over the bench and running in the opposite direction.


    Frank stays next to my side while we watch Taylor and Darron run after Cole. When I peek over at Frank, I’m surprised to see that he’s studying me, waiting for a reaction. Waiting for me to fall apart, I’m sure. I can see it in his eyes. “Ms. Hart, are you okay?” he asks, as he reaches into his pocket to pull out a handkerchief. Seriously? A handkerchief? Who even carries these things anymore?


    I pat the moisture away and take Frank’s hand. “I’m fine, Frank. He’s an old friend and I know he wasn’t going to hurt me.” Of that I was sure. The red marks on my wrists say otherwise, but I know Cole and that wasn’t a mission to hurt. He was scared. And he was most definitely alone. I’ve thought about him a lot over the past few months, but am completely confused as to what happened in his life that would cause him to fall so far.


    “I’m sorry,” he sighs, letting me see how unnerved he had gotten. When he speaks again, he’s resolute in his answer. Standing up straighter he says, “It’ll never happen again, Ms. Hart. He should never have gotten anywhere near you.”


    “Frank, it’s…”


    “No, it’s unacceptable. I was clearly going against Mr. James’ wishes.” I’m still holding onto Frank’s arm, walking side by side towards the Escalade, when I tell him that I don’t quite understand his statement. “Mr. James specifically told me to be part of your detail. I was still in Reno when my men expressed concern that Mr. Brandt was attempting to contact you. I immediately took the first flight back.”


    That’s right. Wasn’t he supposed to be with Alex? I’m almost positive he wouldn’t leave Alex in Reno alone, so when I ask him about it, he confirms that another one of his men, John, is with him. Knowing he’s still being taken care of, I let Frank off the hook. I pat his arm and say, “I’ll handle, Alex.”


    Frank just nods. He may have seen Alex pissed beyond rationality, but I’m not so sure he’s figured out how to calm him down. Seeing as nothing happened to me, I’ll make sure to use every trick in the book to make Alex go easy on him.


    Before climbing into the back of the truck I glance in the direction Cole ran and secretly hope that he got away. Not sure why, though. He admitted he’s the one that almost killed Delores and critically hurt Alex. I should be more pissed off than I am. Maybe I’m getting soft in my old age. Regardless, I hope he’s around for at least one more day to repent for his sins.


    


    ALEX…


    The moment I glance down at my vibrating phone and see Franks name pop up, I know something happened. He’s supposed to be with Elyssa today and he knows how important this business meeting is with our Reno contracts, so of course my mind envisions the worst. Even though there’s been a shit ton of fuck ups on his part, I don’t trust anyone more than him when it comes to her safety. Panic sets in when I hear his voice say, “Sir…”


    “What happened, Frank? Is Elyssa okay?” I ask, cutting him off midsentence.


    “She’s fine sir. We had an incident with Mr. Brandt.”


    Imagine fucking that. I leave for one God damn day and he can’t take care of her? “Frank, you’re making me question your abilities.”


    He doesn’t hesitate, “My men were on him, sir. She was in no danger.”


    There’s no way I can continue to work, so I ask Frank to hold on for a second while I excuse myself from the small conference room. When I look around to see the reproachful eyes of some of the small business owners, I know I’m fucked. They don’t trust me, especially now when I’m acting like a crazy person. I left them with a promise that I’d be in contact.


    I make my way down the hall, down the elevator, and out to John who is waiting for me at the black Escalade, all the while clenching the phone to my ear. “Okay, tell me exactly what happened? And don’t give some bullshit answer, Frank. I was very specific with regards to Mr. Brandt. I thought I’d made it clear that he is never to be trusted.”


    He scoffed, clearly upset that I’ve doubted him. “Sir, with all due respect, I would never bullshit you. As for Mr. Brandt? He approached Ms. Hart as she was exiting the enrollment office at school. They talked for a few minutes and he left when he saw that I was approaching.”


    My attempt at keeping the asshole out of my tone is lost. “Forgive me, but I’m at a loss because I can’t picture any scenario where she would’ve been alone long enough for him to approach her.”


    “I told my men to stand down until I reached them,” he says with authority.


    My teeth are clamped down so hard my jaw is starting to hurt. “And where were you?”


    He hesitates, “On a plane back to Vegas, sir.”


    “Fuck, Frank. I gave you a direct order to stay with Elyssa. What am I paying you for?” I growl.


    “Again Mr. James, with all due respect, you and your fiancée are both my priority. I assessed the situation and felt my efforts were best suited with you. You’re the reason I’m even on your detail, so forgive me if I don’t apologize for following my gut. The threat appears to be directed at you, though indirectly at Ms. Hart. My men have been following Mr. Brandt for days; they already knew he was following her and knew what needed to be done if he approached her.


    “Did you at least detain him?”


    “No, sir. After I approached, he ran away before we had a chance to question him.”


    I’m positive he’s the one behind my assault. Although, I’m not thoroughly convinced he’s the one who’s been sending the threats recently. He’s a slippery little fucker; always up to no good. Especially where Elyssa’s concerned. But, even with all that, it seems a little too mature to be him.


    I have a feeling I know the answer to this, but I ask anyway, “Okay, so did she say what he wanted?”


    “Ms. Hart insisted on speaking with you directly.” Of course she did. My jaw tightens in frustration as we make our way down the street. Luckily we aren’t far from the airport and within minutes, I’m heading in to deal with the pre-flight arrangements. Thank fuck I decided to charter a plane.


    “I’m going through security right now. I’ll call you when I land. And Frank, there better not be a scratch on her.” I end the call, not letting him get another word in. He deliberately ignored my directive and anything he has to say would be lost in my frustration.


    After another thirty minutes, I ascend the steps leading into the plane. My thoughts are no longer on Frank’s incompetence, but on Elyssa. I don’t know what it is with us and separation, but it’s getting a little ridiculous. She knows Cole Brandt is non-negotiable. So, here I am once again, rushing home and although I’m trying not to be angry, my blood is boiling over with rage. Rage at her for even talking to that sneaky motherfucker and rage at him for having the audacity to approach her.


    It’s a damn good thing I have a few hours to calm myself.


    


    Thursday, March 7


    ELYSSA…


    It’s past midnight by the time I feel Alex pull back the covers and join me. Normally when he gets into bed, I can expect to feel his warm, solid body engulf me and pull me in to his chest. Not tonight. Instead of wrapping me in his arms, Alex is laying on his side, his back facing me. He’s angry. Now that he’s home, I realize how nervous I’d been since Frank got off the phone with him. Sighing, I turn and scoot forward. Resting my chin on his shoulder I ask, “You’re mad at me?”


    Minutes pass until he lets out a sigh of his own, blowing out his frustrations, and answers me, “I’m trying to calm down before we talk.”


    “You know, they say you shouldn’t go to bed angry,” I mutter before kissing his shoulder. “I missed you,” I whisper into his neck while I pull him down for a hug.


    Even angry, Alex would never deprive me of his body, clad only in a pair of dark blue drawstring pants. I move my hand from his shoulder, down his muscled bicep before wedging my arm between his torso and his arm to settle my hand on his chest. I can feel his heartbeat. At times I forget how human he is. Most of the time he seems almost superhuman, able to leap over obstacles with ease.


    After only a few moments of borrowed time, I look up into his gorgeous blue eyes. It’s then I see the doubt. “Why would you talk to him?”


    I knew this was coming, but even knowing doesn’t make the blow any easier. “I promise I didn’t seek him out, Alex. He’s the one that was following me and waited until I was alone.”


    “And what did he want?” he asks, clearly wanting to know everything. In the past, this would’ve been the time where one, or both of us, would start to clam up. We’d pretend we knew what was best for the other and make the decision to hold out on information. Not this time. I need to be upfront and honest when it comes to Cole; he isn’t going to be the cause for any more of my fights with Alex. Not if I can help it.


    “He said he wanted to warn me, but couldn’t give me specifics.” I now wish I would’ve asked him more questions. Seems silly that I didn’t, but I was getting a little unnerved with him being so close after not seeing him for so long.


    “So he’s involved in this.” A statement not a question. I shrug. “If he’s come to warn us, he has to be involved, if only a little.”


    “When I asked him if he had anything to do with your car bombing, he acted surprised. I believe him. He says he’s not the one doing it.”


    “Did he give you any indication of who is?”


    I shake my head. “No, he didn’t. But Alex, he didn’t look good. He looked worse than I’ve ever seen him. I don’t think he’s slept or ate anything in awhile.” I try hard to fight off the impending tears, because he really doesn’t deserve them. So far, I’ve been able to keep them at bay, but who knows how the night will end. Alex pulls me in closer; obviously I haven’t kept my emotions under wrap like I thought.


    I hesitate in telling him about Cole’s admission; however, he deserves to know. “He admitted that he broke into your house and attacked you and Delores.”


    Alex is silent, but I can feel his body tense. “And you still talked to him?”


    I move away as he turns to face me, irritation shown on his face. As he looks me over his irritation is quickly replaced with concern. Anyone who says that Alex is a selfish person can come talk to me. He lives for my protection, and even though he can be overbearing, he can overbear my ass any day.


    He takes my hands in his, inspecting every inch of my skin before placing a kiss against my knuckles, landing on the inside of my wrists. If it weren’t dark in our room, he’d see the red marks on my skin. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


    He waits in anticipation for my response, his body tensing against mine as he expects the worst. Always the worst. I shake my head and move one of my hands from his grasp and rest it on the stubble on his jaw. “No, he only grabbed my wrists to make me listen to him. I’m fine, really.”


    His hand settles on the back of my neck as he voices his request, “I don’t want you around him again.”


    “Honestly, if I don’t see him again it’ll be too soon. As much as he was my past, he holds no place in my future.”


    The tension in his body settles as he pulls me against him, the roundness of my belly against the stability of his muscled core.


    “I know you don’t like it, but today proves that someone needs to be with you at all times.”


    I nod, reluctantly. I can just imagine, Frank with me strapped on his back toting me around like a toddler. “I hate feeling as if I have no independence,” I whisper against his chest.


    He stills my hand from stroking his jaw, waiting for me to look up at him. “I’m not some crazed boyfriend that’s trying to keep tabs on you. It’s for your safety. You know the difference, right?”


    Taking a deep breath, “I know. That came out wrong. All I meant is that it is far beyond being fair that our lives keep going on the defense.”


    “I know, Hart.” He runs his hand through his hair and down his face in frustration. “Dammit, I wish I could make this go faster, but know I’m working on being completely separated from everything Salerno.”


    That makes me still, in excitement maybe? Definitely a tinge of hope. “What are you planning on doing, Alex?”


    “After our conversation a few weeks ago, I started looking into selling the company. So far I have a few interested parties. It won’t happen overnight. In fact, it takes quite a long time, but at least I have the ball rolling in the right direction.


    Yup. That tinge just became a full-fledged hefty dose of hope. “Then what would you do?” I ask, almost too eagerly. He chuckles, but calms my nerves by stroking my belly, playing a new lullaby.


    “I still have SINergy. Plus, I’d be happy just staying home with you, making babies, and loving you.” I can feel his smile as his lips brush against my clavicle.


    “Babies?” I like the sound of that. “How many do you plan on having, Mr. James?”


    “As many as you’ll give me,” he sighs, contentedly.


    “Cadie isn’t even here yet and you’re already planning for more?”


    “I’ll love her, Hart. I already do. I’ve thought a lot about this, and I don’t want her growing up without siblings. Watching you with your sister, I’ve wondered how different my life would’ve been if I had a brother or a sister. Always having someone to depend on. Always having a voice of reason when things started spiraling out of control. I didn’t have that, and I want that for Cadie.”


    “You’re right about always having someone to depend on, but trust me when I say that my sister was never my voice of reason. The choices I made were my own. But, I’ll always be thankful for having her with me after my parents died. Having her support meant I could be who I want, when I wanted, and not have to worry.”


    “You’re my support system now,” he yawns.


    I nod, settling into the crook of his shoulder. “And you’re mine,” I whisper, placing my hand on his chest.


    I close my eyes, exhausted from the day, happy that we could come to a resolution instead of going to bed torn. I love the feel of his body wrapped around me. Wrapped so tight that all I can feel is the rise and fall of his chest, his warmth, and the safety of being in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    


    Saturday, June 29


    ELYSSA…


    “So…how much does this suck?” Oliver asks as he rolls the dice. His excitement doesn’t match his question. Watching him move his small metallic dog around the board, I swear you’d think he was a twelve-year-old boy. If only to accentuate my earlier thoughts, he punches the air and wiggles in his seat. “Ha! Passed go! I get two hundred dollars,” he singsongs, holding out his hand.


    Yep. You guessed it. Monopoly. My life has been reduced to mindless board games with anyone who gets suckered into “keeping me company.” As I pass over the paper bills, I shake my head and roll my eyes when I see him color coordinate his money. All in good nature since we just finished arguing over who’d be banker. I nixed his banker hopes faster than he could finish his sentence. Something about Oliver says he cheats at board games. He pouted for a good five minutes before succumbing to my stubbornness and laughter.


    “It sucks big time,” I answer. You would think the part that would bother me the most is the fact that I’m bedridden. Nope. Forgive me, but I can’t be bothered by the fact that if I need to get anywhere in the house, Alex is right there to take me. Carry me, to be more exact. So sweet and gentle, how could anyone complain about that? Besides, it’s what’s best for Cadie, so I can live with it. No, what drives me crazy is the physical need to be taken care of. Currently, my friend is holding me hostage while Alex helps Rachel and Janice prepare for my baby shower.


    However, I know it could be worse, so when Oliver says as much, I don’t argue. “You’re right, it could be worse; nothing like a boring ole game of Monopoly to put your life into perspective. Unless of course, you like car bombs and death threats; because hey, if that’s your thing, then who am I to judge.”


    He’s right. The past few months have been eerily quiet. Not dead silent, since Alex still gets random notes, but nothing menacing. Ever since my meeting with Cole we’ve been on alert more than normal. It’s amazing how you can get used to the constant threat. I know it’s not the same considering I have my own security detail, but I’m assuming this is how life goes on in far off countries where war and genocide are common. Not that I’m comparing my life to that of war, but you get the point.


    “How was the party last night?” I ask Oliver, who surprisingly went to the grand opening of the new and improved SINergy. I, on the other hand, was at home pouting. With the revamp, along with the sale of Salerno, Alex has been a busy boy. Although he’s in the process of selling the company, he’s still very much active in the day to day. At least for now, he says. He really must have been desperate to ask Oliver to come and keep me occupied while they stressed over having our closest friends and family over.


    The other day when I asked Alex why they didn’t just hire a party planner, seeing as though everyone’s lives are so topsy-turvy, his answer was quite endearing. He said he didn’t want to hire someone to help with these moments in our lives. He wanted to remember every little detail because, and I quote, “making memories of our lives is the glue that will keep our family together.” I’m not sure what Hallmark card Alex got that from, but those words were exactly what I needed to hear to keep me in bed, playing Monopoly with Oliver.


    Not that Oliver and I are alone; Frank, flanked by Taylor, is always close by or checking in every few minutes. I’m not sure what they think can happen during a board game, but I’m long past trying to figure out their routine. I’d never admit it out loud, but I kind of like having another friend in Taylor. Or at last the beginning of a friendship. It’s nice to have all these gorgeous men vying over who can protect me more. I know I know, not a very feminist thing to say, but have you seen them? Of course, we all know who would win that pissing contest.


    “I’ll admit your man knows how to throw a party. Scantily clad women and men, serving up shots all night, dancing whenever they felt like it…oh yeah, Alex definitely knows how to throw a party. It doesn’t look like a strip club anymore, that’s for sure. It’s more ethereal and mysterious.”


    Part of the revamp was changing SINergy into what it was always intended to be, a nightclub. However, Alex had to add his own flare into the development plans with an upscale restaurant and twelve rooms for private parties, which includes karaoke and gaming platforms at the patron’s request.


    I never considered gaming and drinking to be a good combo. The establishments I’ve been to felt a little dirty. But, with the combination Alex has conjured up, it seems as if I’m completely off base. He confirmed just yesterday that various NFL and NHL players have booked the rooms out until the end of the year. Quite impressive.


    As his partner in life, I wanted to be there for his big night. To show how I couldn’t be more proud of him. Even after I bribed him with sex, which by the way was unsuccessful considering all the sex we already have, he insisted that I follow the doctor’s orders. Which translated in another night of reading on my Kindle with my sister by my side. I should get a dog; maybe then I wouldn’t have to be babysat for the rest of my pregnancy. Pipe dreams. Alex would kill me. Well, not literally…but you know what I mean.


    “How was he last night?” I ask, rolling the dice against the game board.


    “Oh you know, the usual…surrounded by flocks of money, hungry women just waiting to suck him off.” I glare at Oliver with a look that if it could, it would kill. Or at least shoot daggers at him. “Calm down there tiger, he was on his best behavior. I will say that you have him pretty whipped because he was all business and no play. The old Alex would’ve taken advantage of the buffet of women and gone back for not only seconds, but probably thirds and fourths…”


    “Enough Oliver, didn’t need that visual,” I cut him off, stomping my tiny car around the board in irritation.


    “I’m just saying that he’s a reformed man and you have nothing to worry about. It’s obvious to anyone that he loves you.” His voice softens causing me to glance up at my friend. Although I’m sure it pains him to admit that, this just shows the progression we’ve made from almost couple to most definitely friends. Shaking his head he says, “Wow that was painful. Can we change the topic now?”


    I laugh when after Oliver rolls the dice and gets a three, he lands on my Boardwalk; the one that as soon as I could, I put a hotel on. What can I say, at one point growing up, this was the only form of entertainment Rach and I had. I’m a pro.


    He throws his hands up in defeat. “Damn it! You’ve sunken my battleship.”


    I laugh even harder. Oliver’s a sore loser. “Wrong game, but yes I just handed you your ass via Monopoly.”


    Pouting, he gets up from the makeshift couch of pillows and blankets on the floor of my bedroom and looks at the vast array of pictures I’ve placed on the tall slate grey armoire. “You guys ready for this?” he asks when he reaches the most recent sonogram.


    “If you’re asking about the baby,” Oliver nods absently, moving on to look at a picture of me and Alex from our San Diego trip, “then the answer is yes. Room’s painted, crib’s assembled and the clothes are washed and in her dresser.”


    He hums noncommittally, but still doesn’t look at me. “What’s your theme?” What an odd question coming from a man who has the body of a Southern Cali surfer, rugged good looks, and acts like he’s a kid himself.


    Perplexed, I ask, “How do you even know what a theme is? Alex looked at the girl from Pottery Barn like she had two heads when she mentioned a theme.” Pausing for a few seconds, I chuckle at the memory. Needless to say, he was thoroughly impressed when she helped educate him and set up our registry.


    “Hello…have a kid, remember.”


    I know what you’re thinking, but I didn’t forget Mason. It was an honest question because I don’t recall if he was with him at that stage of his life. Or, maybe I did, and the hormones are all out of whack again. Pregnancy brain is a thing. Don’t judge. “How is Mason these days?”


    He has always been so proud of his son, but the smile that takes over his face is heartwarming. It reminds me of Alex’s face when he talks about Cadence. “As badass as ever. Kid’s a natural at sports, and well, everything else. What do you expect, he’s my kid.” He shrugs, like it should be obvious.


    Grabbing my hand, he pulls me from my bedroom, “Come on; show me the baby’s room.” Passing Frank on our way to Cadence’s room, Oliver greets him with a, “I’ll have that drink now, Jeeves,” and then proceeds to double over in laughter.


    “Ignore him, Frank. I do,” I say as we walk down the hall and take the first left into her room.


    Immediately my belly flutters with excitement when I notice the new furniture sitting in the corner of the room. My new rocking chair sits in the already picture-perfect room, but somehow makes it that more complete. Painted stark white, the seat and matching ottoman has a soft pink cushion on each that makes the room whole. I sigh audibly and whisper, “Thank you, Travis,” through my unshed tears.


    Okay, so I know I’ve been confined to pretty much my bedroom, minus the few jaunts to the rest of the house, but seriously…“How did they move it in without me knowing?” Now that I think about it, it was a little odd that Oliver wanted to see the baby’s room.


    Walking over to the dresser, Oliver lifts Cadence’s stuffed lamb adorned with a pink bowtie around its neck and rubs it over his jaw. I don’t blame him; I pet the thing as much as possible, it’s that soft. The moment my eyes saw that stuffed animal, I knew I had to have it. Not only is it made of the softest material known to man, it was what inspired Cadence’s theme. I spent months scouring the Internet to find the perfect pieces of shades of grey, pink, and white to match. “Trust me Ely, you’re a hard one to surprise. I’m shocked you didn’t hear Trevor. For a male stripper, dude’s clumsy as fuck.”


    I chuckle, knowing all too well how uncoordinated my friend is. Every time I see him he has a new bruise somewhere on his body. He says it’s from the ladies, but I know better.


    “How are my girls?” Alex asks from the doorway. Dressed in a pair of distressed jeans and a simple grey t-shirt, it still amazes me each day that he chose me.


    “We’re fine, sweetheart,” Oliver answers for me in a singsong feminine voice as I settle into the rocking chair. I release another blissful sigh, lifting my legs to place my feet on the ottoman. Content is what I’d use to describe how I’m feeling right now. Not only do I have my new comfy rocking chair, I have the man of my dreams and my best friend all in the same place…getting along, if you can believe that. Of course, Oliver pushes the tentative truce all the time, but for the most part Alex sees through him.


    “Very funny, Prescott.” Alex pushes off the doorframe, inching closer to bend down and place a kiss on my forehead. “So how are my girls?” he asks, caressing my belly.


    I joke, “Hungry,” just as my stomach grumbles. Alex kneels in front of me, pulling my oversized maroon t-shirt up to kiss my belly.


    “And that’s my queue to leave,” Oliver chimes in, but neither Alex nor I break our gaze from one another.


    I’m sure at some point Oliver left, but I can’t bring myself to pull my eyes from Alex as he starts to talk to our baby girl. He’s gotten so used to feeling her move that he told me a few weeks ago that it’s his favorite thing to do, besides kissing me of course. At night, he’ll lift my shirt and watch the ripples across my belly and lose sleep to witness every moment of my growing body. He waits for her to kick before asking, “Cadie baby, what do you want mamma to eat?”


    Come on, Cadie…help your mamma out. “Cadie says, ‘Daddy, she’d like a giant burger with a side of garlic fries please. Oh! And fry sauce!’” Ehh, I know…not the healthiest choice. But doesn’t it sound so good? Lately, all I’ve wanted is fried foods, but I’ve been good: tons of water, fruits and vegetables.


    “Janice and Rachel are aware you’ve been craving red meat and everything deep fried. So I’ve given them strict instruction to stick to the diet the doctor gave you.” I grumble, but don’t protest. All involved want nothing but the best for our baby girl, so if that means I wait a few more months to eat the Five Guys hamburger that I’ve been craving, so be it.


    Instead, I decide to focus on the impending party. “Is everything set up, and more importantly, can I finally come out of my cell?” I sit up straight in my seat, hoping to finally join the rest of civilization, aka…my living room.


    “Don’t be so dramatic, Elyssa. This is hardly a cell.” Alex stands, taking my hand and helping me up into his arms. “You promised, no overdoing it today. Stick to the couch or the seating area outside.” For this very reason, he insisted we have the shower at our house.


    Originally, the party was going to be at Janice’s apartment and limited to only a few girls. But when Alex decided it would be at our house, he also insisted he be able to invite the guys. With a semi-Janice-fit, consisting of glares and pouts, she reluctantly went along with it. Unfortunately, for as close as those two are, she still sees him as her boss even when they’re outside of work. So as worked up as she was, she didn’t say anything. But, I know her too well, and the tizzy she was in wasn’t because she didn’t support co-ed baby showers. No, what got her there consisted of three words…Travis and Trevor.


    “Yes sir,” I salute him. He chuckles as we walk out of the nursery and make our way to the living room.


    My eyes widen in surprise as I look at the spectacle they’ve made and my heart grows a thousand times bigger. I look at my sister and Janice through teary eyes, both of their smiles blinding as I glance around the room. All shades of pink pom-poms hang from the ceiling and white and pink streamers cross the expanse living area. When I notice what appears to be a replica of my belly, made into a cake, I walk over to the table at the far end of the living room.


    “Remember when I measured your belly and we said it was for a game?” Rachel asks from behind me. I nod with my attention solely on the cake. Pink fondant covers what would be my torso made of sugary goodness. I glance down at my chest and back to the cake. Have my boobs really grown that big?


    Seeing where my eyes have strayed, Janice giggles and adds, “We’re all under strict instructions that no one but him is allowed to touch your breasts.” I can feel my cheeks redden as I glance over at Alex. Standing there with his dimpled smile like he has no care in the world, he leans effortlessly against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.


    “What? I was looking forward to it,” Oliver adds in mock exasperation. He looks silly carrying a giant box with wrapping paper adorned with a pattern of baby bottles and ducks. Looking from person to person, he asks, “Where can I put this thing? It weighs a ton.”


    Rachel points to one corner of the room while Alex simply glares at him, for what I assume is because of the breast comment.


    I walk towards Rachel and Janice and wrap my arms around them. “You guys are too much. Thank you for all this,” I gush. In a two by eight foot banner, Cadence’s name is strewn across in cut outs along pink yarn.


    “Do you like the theme?” Janice asks.


    “Theme? Why is it that with everything baby related there has to be a theme?” I ask, partially joking.


    “It’s a baby shower, El. Of course it needs a theme,” Rachel interjects.


    That’s when I see “Ready to Pop” in the same lettering as Cadence’s name. Throughout my pregnancy I haven’t been one of those women who’ve complained about my weight gain. I know the gain is for the greater good and I’ve watched what I’ve been eating. Except for the random shake runs at midnight here and there and my most recent love for red meat and deep-fried everything. But the theme is an obvious dig at the growing belly. “So calling me fat is now a theme?” I joke, silently loving they put the effort and thought into the decorations.


    “You are far from fat,” Rachel states while she places her hand on my belly. She loves to feel Cadence move almost as much as Alex. “So do you like it?”


    What’s not to like? The table is covered in pink popcorn in different flavors, cake pops covered in pink chocolate and nuts, pink champagne, popcorn shrimp and chicken. It’s quite clever actually. “I really do love it.” I kiss Rachel on the cheek before going to stand by Alex.


    Janice jumps up, tossing a piece of caramel popcorn into her mouth. “We have plenty more food in the kitchen, if you’re hungry.”


    It’s then that Travis and Trevor both come into the living room. The door must be open because I didn’t hear them come in. The presence of the two brothers practically causes Janice to choke on her miniscule snack.


    “You look beautiful, Elyssa,” Travis says as he comes over placing a sweet kiss on my cheek. He’s just as handsy as the rest of them, finding his way to my belly. “How is the beautiful Cadence today?”


    I beam up at my friend, “We’re good, Travis. Real good. Hey, thanks again for the rocking chair. It couldn’t be more perfect.” I really do love it. Because I know his bare hands created the piece, it makes it that much more special.


    He shakes his head, “I’m just glad I got it to you before the baby was born. Ehh, what can you do…Christmas in June is even better, right?”


    “Dude, my turn,” Trevor claims while shoving a box and a couple of bags into his brother’s hands, effectively moving him aside. “How’s my baby mama?” he asks, hands replacing Travis’ on my belly.


    Chuckling, “Sore and tired, but we’re good. But, I’m gonna have to collect on that losing poker bet real soon.” He frowns, pouting because he knows he has a thirty-minute massage he sorely lost. A couple of weeks ago, he ended up being my babysitter on one of his rare nights off. But instead of playing strip poker that Alex nixed real fast, we decided to wager things instead of money, or in his case clothes. More fun that way. Except of course when you lose, which fast talking Trevor tends to do. Yeah for me!


    He can see my excitement bubbling over and he pouts even harder, frown lines even come out. It’s hard not to smile at how foolish, and dare I say childish, he is most of the time. I understand why this would’ve been one of Janice’s major complaints. When she did a pros and cons list between each brother, his lack of maturity was pitted against his mature and equally handsome brother. There was a clear difference. The thing with Trevor is that his smile and carefree nature is what makes him, him. His personality isn’t something you would ever want to change, so now he just needs to find a woman who appreciates that and can help him grow. Harness the good and create the best.


    Lost in thought, I hadn’t realized the awkward tension that had built in my non-physical absence. Both brothers are at a standoff with my best friend. Travis and Trevor look on, almost expectantly, while Janice fidgets with the hem of her shirt before moving to the snack table to grab some more popcorn.


    Stuffing her cheeks full like a chipmunk, “This is so good, stop standing there and eat something. You guys look hungry.” And then because it couldn’t be any more awkward, she mumbles under her breath, or at least what she thinks is under her breath, “Shit, not cool Janice, not cool. Now they think you’re a pervert.”


    “Janice, we need to give them clothespins,” Rachel instructs. Damn, I knew I loved my sister for a reason. I look to the brothers and notice they haven’t moved a muscle.


    Springing into action, “Crap! Yes, forgot. Here,” she says around a mouthful, forcefully handing out pink clothespins to everyone. “Don’t cross anything or say the word baby. If you do and someone catches you, you lose your pin.”


    “And then what happens?” Travis asks looking at the clothespin as if it grew horns and a mouth to growl at him.


    “Easy; whoever has the most at the end of the party wins a prize,” Rachel explains while clipping a clothespin to her own shirt.


    “Oh, I so got this,” Trevor cracks his knuckles. “Do we get to pick the prize?” he asks, eyebrows bouncing as he eyes Janice flirtatiously.


    Janice doesn’t answer him, instead deciding instantly that Oliver needs to be ushered into the kitchen. “Come on big O,” she pushes on his shoulders. “You look like you need to stuff your face.”


    “Is it me or did she just bolt out of this room?” Autumn asks from the entryway. Wow, didn’t think she was actually going to show her face at my baby shower. There’s no love lost between me and Autumn, so when Janice mentioned she invited her, I just shrugged. I have too many other things to worry about, besides what and who Autumn is doing nowadays. “Well, well, well…look at how big you are!” Autumn smirks, setting her gift back next to the other presents.


    Before she can take one step, I grab Rachel’s arm. I know my sister well and she was just about to smack Autumn upside the head. Yes, yes, I do know her that well. Bryan, also keen on her outbursts, takes her hand and pulls her against his chest in a bear hug. He holds her captive until her glare and squirminess dissipates.


    I don’t have an opportunity to get self-conscious because Alex is right there, holding me from behind, hands on my growing midsection. “It’s all belly,” he says to the group and then to me he whispers, “I rather like you this way. I can’t wait to have another baby with you. Maybe when Cadence is born, we’ll have to try real hard for another.”


    I shiver but not from the cold. “You always know what to say to me,” I whisper back before turning my head to give him access to my lips. Taking full advantage, his tongue finds its way into my eager mouth and an unexpected moan escapes me.


    “And kids, this is how babies are made,” Trevor adds while the room busts out in raucous laughter. Thank God this doesn’t deter Alex. With one final nibble of my bottom lip, and what may have been an embarrassing whimper, he gives me his dimpled smile. Kissing my temple, I turn back to face the crowd.


    “God, you guys make me sick,” Autumn calls out before heading to join Janice and Oliver.


    My loud sister calls out, “Let’s eat people!”


    A goodly amount of gifts collected in the corner, check. An awkward love triangle moment that still hasn’t been resolved, check. Someone has been made sick by love, check. The party has officially started.


    


    ALEX…


    When I demanded the baby shower be held at our house, I never expected to have this many people show up. All at once. Another thing to question my sanity on is having a co-ed baby shower. With all the familiar faces, I feel like I’m at a SHI meeting. Okay, so I’ll admit I had no idea what to expect, seeing as I’ve never been to a baby shower, but I never imagined it would equate to a sixth grade dance.


    What do I mean? The men are lined up against the walls as the women go around the room like hyenas engaging in conversation. At first glance you’d think they’re all just being friendly. But, if you listen and look real closely, the tricky ones are attempting to turn the conversation around so they can nab the next clothespin. This prize better be made out of gold, for fucks sake.


    One woman, who I just learned is Rachel’s coworker, has been eyeing me for the past fifteen minutes. However, it’s clearly not in a sexual way. She’s focused on my hands and lips, reading out my conversation. Just waiting for me to slip up. I’m so uncomfortable that I’m almost inclined to throw the wooden object at her, hoping that it would stop the insanity.


    “Fuck me.” Trevor pushes through a group of women. “They’re out for blood.” He clutches the five clothespins he collected within the first thirty minutes of the party.


    “I thought you’d be used to this type of crowd,” Travis takes a jab at his brother.


    “Usually they’re trying to grab my dick, not my clothespin. This is definitely a new one for me.”


    I watch Elyssa walk around the room, greeting and thanking everyone for coming. I watch her every move, the way she moves her hair, the way she sways her hips. Fuck, she’s gorgeous. The way she wears the pink dress she picked out, online of course, fits her body like it was made for her. Her body…the same except for the ever growing belly that I can’t seem to get enough of. I’m just about ready to go remind her she needs to stay off her feet when I see Rachel bound over to her and escort her to the couch. Thank fuck, because I don’t need to hear how overbearing I’m being, even though I know she says it in jest.


    “Dude, you’re gonna be a dad,” Trevor points out while shoveling piles and piles of pasta into his mouth. If I had to take a guess, I’d say that was the eighteenth time he’s said that to me. And each time it’s as if he’s more and more in awe of Elyssa’s pregnancy. It’s obvious Trevor is the kind of guy who needs to have physical proof that something’s happening, because it’s like its just now sinking in.


    I’ve had time to wrap my head around the fact that in five weeks we’ll have Cadence here. But unlike before, I’m looking forward to it. I’m looking forward to watching her grow and doing all of the things that my father never did with me.


    Hitting him on the back of the head, Travis chastises his brother, “I swear I have no clue where you learned your manners from.” I think its funny how polar opposites these two are. But, regardless of how they were brought up or how they are now, I am thankful they are in my life. Travis brings balance to the group. Trevor is just a good time.


    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I have manners.” I’d have to disagree, and almost say so, reminding him not too long ago he burped the alphabet, but Oliver’s fake laugh distracts me. He’s over with a gaggle of Rachel’s friends and although we have made a less than cohesive pact, I still can’t stand the asshole. Too much history.


    I take another swig of my beer. “Why in the hell is Oliver over there with all of the girls?” This question comes from one of the sales agents at SHI. Apparently his girlfriend met Elyssa once and Janice felt that warranted an invitation. I really should’ve had a say, or at least approved, the guest list. I really didn’t need all my employees at my house.


    “At least you don’t have to worry about him trying to get it on with Ely anymore,” Trevor reminds me, still stuffing his face.


    “By the way, how’s Janice?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at him. Was it in bad taste to bring this up with both Trevor and Travis standing here? Maybe? Do I give a shit? Nope.


    “Dude you’re crossing your arms. Give it here,” Travis reaches over with the universal sign of ‘gimme,’ to his brother. They look at each other, unsaid emotions passing between them, before Trevor relinquishes his five clothespins. Seeing his brothers ire, Travis continues saying, “Hey, don’t give me shit because you can’t control your dick long enough to play a stupid game.”


    Stomping off, Trevor storms out of the living room and into the unfinished backyard, effectively dismissing not only his brother, but the rest of us as well. I’d like to feel bad for him, but they need to work their shit out. I have my own to deal with, so instead of being a girl and following him, I stay put and finish my drink.


    Six beers later, I’ve sat through eating a bunch of pink colored food and six games. Remind me to never go to one of these again. If it weren’t for the party being for Cadence, I never would’ve sat through Rachel’s final game. Melting candy bars inside a diaper so the guests could guess which candy bar it was is not my idea of fun. Let’s just say that I’ll never look at a Snickers bar the same way ever again. I’m ready for the party to wind down and to be alone with my girl.


    Watching Elyssa open present after present, I’ve lost count on how many pacifiers and towels one little girl could need. Each time she slowly rips off the paper or opens the gift bag, she glows like it’s the first. However, as much as I love watching her bask in the shower of gifts, I’m a little baffled why we went through creating a baby registry at all. So far, every present she’s opened hasn’t been anything we added to the registry. Whatever. It’s not like I can’t spoil my girls myself. I make a mental note that in the future, as our friends have babies, I’m only shopping off their registry.


    “Who’s present is this?” Rachel calls out, scanning the room while holding up a small pink bag.


    “It’s from me,” I respond, smiling.


    Rachel eyes me, cocking her head. “You bought a gift for your own baby shower?” Although a question, her tone reflects nothing but adoration.


    “You bought me a gift?” Elyssa’s sweet voice breaks through the awes echoing around the room; her bright smile and teary eyes speak directly to my soul.


    I nod, tilting my head to the gift, encouraging her to open it. In reality, this is more for me than her. Biting her lower lip, she not only pulls out the wrapping paper, but also the brochure I had the photographer make.


    One of the females yells out, “What does it say?”


    Clearing her throat of unshed tears, Elyssa looks up at me as if we’re the only two in the room. “To remind you of how beautiful you are to me. Today. Tomorrow. Forever.” She pauses. “He bought us pregnancy pictures.”


    Many of my work colleagues mentioned that their wives had a hard time adapting to the changes that their bodies go through while pregnant. None of the women saw the beauty of their ever-changing bodies. I refused to accept this for Elyssa. I’ve always told her how beautiful she is, not only when we first met, but especially since she’s been pregnant. I have no plans to stop and will continue to remind her how beautiful she is long after.


    Her smile lights up the room as her friends look at me as if I just turned water into champagne. “We are scheduled to go in tomorrow,” I add, not taking my eyes off her.


    Trevor jabs me with his elbow, “Dude you’re so getting laid tonight.”


    Travis slaps his brother on the back of the head, “I think that already happens, a-hole,”


    “Alrighty then,” Rachel’s voice cracks as she wipes away what I assume is a stray happy tear. Fuck me. I didn’t mean to make all of the females in the room cry. Picking up the next bag, she searches for a tag. Giving up she asks, “Who’s this one from?”


    The room is silent as everyone looks to each other, realizing no one’s taking credit for the gift. She shrugs and hands the bag covered in monkeys over to Elyssa.


    She takes out the wrapping paper and pulls out a onesie. Her smile fades, face draining of all color, as she reads the shirt. She quickly gets up from her chair and runs to me, colliding with my torso. Wrapping my arms around her, she clutches the onesie as she silently cries into my chest.


    When the whispers start, I pull her out of the room. I don’t let go until we are in the hallway, and when I do her sobs haven’t stopped. I look at her questioningly, but all she does is shake her head and then buries herself in my chest.


    “Hart, I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me what’s wrong.”


    “The gift,” she mumbles, handing over the shirt. Still clutching to me, I open and read the words. Written in pink font, “Grandpa’s Girl.” Immediately I see red and frantically start looking for Frank while simultaneously moving Elyssa to the back of the house.


    “Alex, how did he…” she sobs.


    Through my own ire, I try to calm her, but my own words are broken. “Shhhh…I’ll take care of this.”


    “Is everything okay?” Janice asks from behind us.


    I look into Elyssa’s eyes, silently pleading with her. She knows me well enough, and without words she nods. Fuck, I love her.


    I turn to her and explain, “No Janice, it’s not. Stay with her, please.” I don’t even wait to see what her response will be. Instead I leave a lasting kiss on Elyssa’s forehead, squeeze her shoulders and push past Janice as she enters the room to console Elyssa.


    When I exit the room, I see Frank walking up the hallway towards me with a look of confusion. “How the fuck did this happen, Frank?!” I throw the shirt at him, hitting him squarely in chest.


    He looks at the shirt, his eyes widening in shock, but quickly schools his emotions. “There’s no way. I have this house locked down, sir. Not only do you have your security system, but I’ve had men on all of the doors the entire time.”


    “Then how did this get in here?”


    Frank shakes his head, adamantly declaring, “There’s no fucking way.”


    I can see how upset he is, which is the only thing keeping me from taking out all of my aggression on him. “I want my father found.” I demand, clenching my fists tightly. “Now!”


    “I’m on it.” Frank turns, running down the hallway holding the onesie in his hand.


    “Frank,” I call after him, he turns mid stride. “This can’t happen again.”


    “I know Mr. James.” He hangs his head in defeat one last moment before squaring his shoulders. “I know.”


    I add one final demand, “While you’re at it, burn that fucking shirt.” He nods and turns to run out of the house.


    My steps echo on the hardwood floor, bouncing back at me with an almost eerie foreboding. When I reach the back bedroom, I find Janice with her arms wrapped tightly around Elyssa. Still sobbing, she looks up at me when I enter the room; fear has replaced sorrow.


    One thing I’ve always been able to do was make her feel safe. Now, I’m not even capable of that and it’s killing me.


    “How did this happen, Alex?” she half whispers, attempting to find her voice.


    I shake my head, hating that I don’t have any answers for her. “Frank doesn’t know, but he’s on it.”


    “Why does this keep happening? We’re not safe anywhere!” she screams, her frustration finally coming out.


    “Hey,” I move towards her, wrapping my arms around her again.


    She cries into my chest. “I just want this to be over, Alex.”


    “Me too,” I admit. “Me too, Hart.”


    Something tells me that even though I want this to be over, the threats and pushes to stir us up, are someone’s version of forming the puzzle pieces to a much bigger picture.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    


    Friday, July 5


    ELYSSA…


    “When should we expect the pictures?” I ask, grabbing a pair of gold hoop earrings out of my jewelry box. As I attempt to finish getting ready, I watch Alex through the doorway leading from our bedroom to the bathroom. He was adamant he didn’t want any doors separating the two rooms. Now I know why. Thank God for his foresight.


    Alex’s muscles flex as he runs his towel over the planes of his skin. Without thought, my bottom lip finds it’s way between my teeth while I take him in. Desire pools between my legs as I look from his powerfully built chest, down to the ‘V’ of his abdomen. He is nothing but confident as he stands naked, his skin glistening as he dries off.


    I’m trying to be discreet by watching him through the vanity mirror, however if he looks in my direction, he’d see my lust filled gaze. I stay discreet, because I won’t be responsible for what would indubitably happen next. When my eyes drop down to his cock, my body simultaneously buckles. The ache inside me stirs, and it takes all my resolve to finish getting ready. I am one lucky girl.


    Letting the towel drop, my eyes continue to follow him as he walks toward our dresser to grab a pair of briefs. Needless to say, living with Alex has been quite an adjustment. First of all, outside my father, I’ve never lived with a man for any period of time. But more importantly, I’ve never even been around anyone, let alone live with someone, who’s so comfortable in his skin and sexuality that it practically seeps out his pores.


    My eyes remain trained on Alex, watching him walk toward the closet, as I continue to fiddle with my last earring. So, when he tells me the photographer said it would be a couple of weeks, I almost didn’t hear him. Quick to recover, at least with my thoughts, I ask with a breathy voice, “Where did you want to put them?”


    From the closet, he turns around to face me and says, “The living room?” I nod; I was thinking the same thing. The photographer showed us the pictures on her laptop and I picked the ones I wanted, while I let Alex peruse the portfolio. I wasn’t surprised when, after about fifteen minutes, he decided he couldn’t live without any of them and bought them all. It’s a good thing the photographer already weeded out the most unflattering ones.


    My favorite one, which we blew up the biggest, is the one of Alex standing behind me. I’m naked, however his hands are resting on my bare belly while my hands cover my exposed breasts. While my head is tilted to the side, his head rests against my temple. In that one picture, everything we’ve worked towards was captured.


    I sigh in stark disappointment when Alex comes from the closet dressed in his usual business attire. Not that I ever bore of Alex (naked or dressed), because let’s face it…he’s out of this world attractive. Dimples out, he shoots me a sexy smirk when he catches me staring at him. I can’t help it. There’s something extremely erotic when the man of your dreams is standing in front of you, head to toe in tailored clothing that match the blue of his eyes, staring right back at you.


    “You look handsome,” I turn in my seat to face him, the skirt of my dress twisting beneath me.


    He brings his hands up to the pendant of my necklace and with a husky tone says, “I like this on you.” Our daughters name in script, much like that of the name inked on his chest, sits upon a white gold chain around my neck. Alex seems to be in a very giving mood lately, because along with the photos, he got me this necklace as well.


    “Well, I love it. Not that I haven’t told you a million times already.” I look up at him and try to convey just how much I love him with just one look.


    I must’ve succeeded. Before I know it my back is pressed up against my vanity and Alex is tucked in between my legs. In his still husky voice, he tells me, “You need to stop looking at me like that.”


    “Why is that, Mr. James?” I tease him through my lashes.


    He groans. “Because Janice will kill me if you don’t make it to your spa day. And since I work with her I can’t very well escape her obstinate mouth.” He smiles. Although still considered his assistant, their relationship has evolved. Janice is even more hands on now and runs Alex like a well-oiled machine. I’m sure it has everything to do with her not seeing him as the intimidating boss, but rather Alexander James: sometimes CEO, most of the time Elyssa’s man.


    His fingers playfully graze my jaw, leading to my chin before tilting it up, bending, and kissing me. “But trust me Elyssa when I say, I want nothing more than to lift that dress of yours, bend you over and take you right here.”


    “That sounds like fun,” I respond against his lips before pushing him forward enough to turn around. From this vantage point, I see him standing behind me, but more importantly, I feel him growing against my backside.


    Growling in sexual frustration, he closes his eyes while he attempts to reel himself in. When he groans and stands to adjust himself through his pants, I know he wasn’t successful. “Hart, you will be the death of me.”


    I run my fingers along my plunging neckline revealing more of my ample cleavage. “We could be quick. Besides,” I stand and turn around to wrap my arms around his neck before whispering in his ear, “I’m not wearing any panties.”


    Within seconds, I’m straddling his lap on the bench of my vanity. He barely has enough time to unbuckle his belt and pull his pants down just enough to free his ever-straining cock before I’m desperately squirming in his lap. I pull up my skirt and Alex eagerly positions his tip at my entrance. With no hesitation, I fall on his shaft, taking him deep which stirs a moan out of both of us. Always gentle, but fuck does it feel good. It feels like home. I’m one lucky woman. He so readily gives into my growing needs and desires.


    With a tug, the strap of my dress is moved aside so he can free my breasts. Instantly, he takes my nipple into his mouth torturing me with his tongue. Nibbling aggressively against my sensitive bud, my hips grind against him faster, harder. I can’t get enough.


    “Touch yourself, Hart. Touch yourself and feel me deep inside you.” His demands turn me on even more. I don’t hesitate and immediately my hand finds my clit. I rub myself eagerly, pushing myself to the edge. “Come for me, Elyssa. Come all over my fucking cock,” he urges, his hands grasping my hips, pushing and pulling me against him with such haste that my legs begin to tremble as my climax builds. If his body wasn’t enough, his voice is a symphony of pure seduction. When my whimpers start, he pulls my mouth to his. His kiss muffles my throaty moan as I pulse around him, reaching my climax quicker than I ever have before.


    Alex’s movements grow more urgent as he lifts and drops me on top of him with consumed urgency. Riding out his own climax, he pulls me tighter against him allowing our bodies to slowly grind against each other. Heavy breathing and Alex’s groans of ecstasy are the only sounds in the room.


    My body spent, I fall lazily against him. After only a few minutes, I mumble against his neck, “I don’t think I can stand.”


    Pulling the strap of my dress back on my shoulder, Alex steals one more kiss before joking, “You said quick.”


    With his semi-erect cock still inside me, I respond in a much lower voice, one that doesn’t hold any of the conviction I try to muster, “Yes, but I didn’t say hard and rough.”


    “I believe you were talking to me telepathically or it could have been all of the ‘Fuck me harder, Alex,’ from last night that I keep replaying in my head.”


    “Please…don’t,” I groan in embarrassment, slapping my hand against his chest. He rumbles in laughter as he holds me tighter against him.


    “I fucking love you.” He kisses my hair before lifting me up. The moment he pulls out, I know I’m a goner. I miss him already. The knowledge that pregnancy makes you horny is an understatement. I’m insatiable.


    “You better,” I whisper, running my fingers through his tousled strands. He looks even better after sex. Unfair.


    A knock on the door startles me, but Alex is right there wrapping me tightly in his embrace. In the safety of his arms, I know nothing can touch me.


    “Mr. James,” Frank’s voice is muffled through our bedroom door, “your car has been pulled around front.” Instantly, my cheeks redden. Just the thought he might’ve heard us makes me flush with embarrassment. That and ever since the baby shower fiasco, anytime I hear Frank’s voice I immediately go on alert.


    “Thank you Frank,” Alex calls back to him, his eyes never leaving mine. Kissing me one final time, I moan when our tongues intertwine. All too quick, he slows down our passion and murmurs, “I have to go.” Whether it’s a chaste kiss or a long, lasting one, kissing him still leaves me breathless.


    “Drive safely,” I murmur as his lips leave mine.


    Re-buckling his belt, Alex straightens his shirt, still looking as put together as he did when he walked out of the closet. “Have fun today, Hart. Love you.”


    “Love you,” I call after him. “With all my heart,” I add as he reaches the door. Flashing me his sexy dimples one last time, he opens the door and disappears. Breathless and head over heels in love, that’s how he leaves me every day. Not a bad way to start your day, if I don’t mind saying so myself.


    I glance down at my vibrating cell and notice a text from Janice.


    *You better be on your way*


    **Leaving now**


    I gather my things, and head towards the front door where I know I’ll find Frank waiting.


    “You ready to go, Ms. Hart?” I avoid eye contact hoping, no praying, that he didn’t just hear us. I nod and continue out the door. Frank doesn’t allow me to carry anything, including the purse he’s currently holding hostage, and leads me towards the awaiting Escalade.


    Ever since the baby shower, Frank has been overcompensating unnecessarily. He’s been trying to figure out a way to make up for what’s happened under his watch so when I can help it, I try not to complain too much. At times I catch him so deep in thought, almost as if he’s going over each individual detail. Like he’s trying to pinpoint what could’ve slipped through his non-existent crack. So yah, sometimes I don’t want to put more pressure on his brain.


    “Frank, you know I can carry my own purse,” I joke with him, hoping to lighten his mood.


    “I don’t mind. I told Mr. James I would take care of you.” Frank opens the back door and when I climb in I notice Taylor sitting in the passenger seat. “Taylor will be my second today,” he explains as he closes the door. Taylor flashes me a toothy grin over his shoulder as Frank jumps behind the wheel.


    As he starts up the SUV, Frank shakes his head and looks in the rear view mirror. “Janice wanted me to remind you to wear sandals today.”


    “A little late for that, dear Frank,” I jokingly chastise him. Glancing down at my rhinestone leather sandals, I have to shake my head. I’m sure her need to remind me has everything to do with my latest spats of pregnancy brain. Everyone knows to wear sandals when you’re getting a pedicure, it’s written in a manual somewhere I’m sure.


    Both of them chuckle as Frank maneuvers us out of the driveway.


    Settling back into my seat, I relax in a way I know won’t happen for much longer. As my pregnancy gets further along, spa days will be a thing of the past. When Alex came up with the idea to have a day with my very best friend, I couldn’t say no. Bought and paid for, all that was left to do was convince him to let Janice have the day off so we could go during the week. Weekends are my special time with him, so I didn’t want to lose out on that just to be pampered by someone else. I quite enjoy when he pampers me at home. So, when I told him this, he didn’t hesitate to let Janice have the day off so we could go together.


    Smiling, I tilt my head back and rest it against the headrest. I’m not sure if it was the sex or the anticipation of a day of leisure that has me feeling at ease, but regardless, I’m thankful for a few minutes of peace. “Frank, will you be partaking in a little mani-pedi with us today?”


    I can see his smile in the rearview mirror as he glances into the backseat. “Not today, Ms. Hart.”


    Some time passes before I remember thinking to myself that I should ask Frank about his life outside of guarding us. Not sure if he’ll answer, but just curious enough, I catch his eye and ask, “Frank, do you have a mini-badass family waiting for you somewhere?”


    If my line of questioning makes him uncomfortable, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he’s casually driving with one hand on the wheel while the other sits in his lap. “I was married, yes.”


    I know I shouldn’t, but too eager for more juicy gossip, I unbuckle my seatbelt and move forward to rest my chin on my crossed arms. “And what happened?”


    “Ms. Hart, I really wish you’d sit back in your seat.” When I make no effort to move, he sighs, “What always happens? Worked too much, wasn’t home enough.”


    “Do you have any kids?” I turn my head to rest my cheek on my forearm, still ignoring his request.


    “No. No kids,” he answers, matter-of-factly.


    “Well Frank, I think you would make a good dad,” I answer with a hum.


    He shakes his head, “Let’s get you and Alex out of the woods first before making these colossal statements.” Frank’s chuckle is like music to my ears. A brand new tune that you can’t help but smile to. In the time I’ve known Frank, this is the first time I’ve ever heard him laugh. Most of the time he’s been so stressed, so on edge that other facets of his personality are never shown. Still though, I rather enjoy his frosty nature.


    “What about you, Taylor?” I turn my cheek to look at his side profile. Unlike Frank and his ease of conversation regarding his past, Taylor seems to tense slightly.


    “What about me?” he asks, his jaw tensing.


    With his peculiar reaction, my curiosity is getting the best of me. “Family? Kids?”


    “No wife, no kids, but…”When his voice trails off, he turns to gaze out the window.


    “You have your eye on a lucky girl? What’s she like? How’d you meet her?” I push against his shoulder, jostling him to the right.


    “I met her on a job.” Taylor rubs his finger against his lips, a tinge of a smile peeking through. His face lights up when he continues. “She’s beautiful and smart and out of everything in my life, she’s the one thing that I deserve the most. After it all, after everything I’ve been through…I just want…he doesn’t deserve…it’s me. She needs to choose me.”


    My eyebrows squish together when I notice Taylor clutching his fists tightly. Out of the corner of my eye I see Frank mirroring my confusion.


    “Taylor…” Frank’s voice is cut off by a loud pop.


    Bang!


    I jump back in my seat, frantically grabbing at my seatbelt. Ears ringing at an unbearable level, my hands shake as I struggle to place the clasp into the slot. I clutch my strap tightly across my chest as I brace for an impact I’m sure is about to happen. Watching the SUV swerve left and right on the road, Frank screams out in agony. Pulling himself together, he clutches the steering wheel with one hand and his right shoulder with the other. I can see the blood seep between his fingers and I can’t help but cringe at the smell. My eyes dart between the two men in the front of the cab, and silently plead for this to not be happening right now. My heart races as I watch Taylor hold a gun aimed directly at Franks face.


    “Taylor…” my voice is shaky.


    “Elyssa, please…just sit back.” Taylor, in all his fury, turns to look at me with so much concern it hurts my heart. To look into the face of someone who just shot another person is terrifying. Until Frank coughs, Taylor stays eerily calm. With the sudden movement and sound, Taylor’s ice blue gaze turns lethal. Noticeably gripping the gun tighter, he turns to Frank and through clenched teeth says, “Keep driving.”


    I can feel my body shaking as I instinctively hold my belly. I don’t know what else to do.


    “Fuck! Really Taylor?” Frank asks in disgust. “All along, it was you who planted the bomb, who broke into their house, who wrote the notes.” Frank grits through the pain, I notice his hand tightening on the steering wheel as he accelerates down the street.


    “Shut the fuck up and drive,” Taylor instructs, pointing the gun to the side of Frank’s head.


    “I knew I was missing something, but this? You seemed to genuinely care about her, how could you…” Frank’s usually strong voice is strained as he struggles to control the SUV.


    “I fucking love her!” Taylor erupts in uninhibited rage, the cords of his neck straining as his voice booms throughout the cab. “She was nowhere near that car when it exploded, she wasn’t even home when I broke-in. And those threats weren’t for her!” At this last explanation, he points the gun into the backseat. Instantly, realization ensues.


    Holy fuck. He’s talking about me…


    My mind wanders back to every kind gesture, every compliment, to every look he’s ever given me. How did I miss this? I thought he was my friend. Tears stream down my face.


    “She’s getting married. She has a baby on the way. Doesn’t that matter for anything?”


    “Shut the fuck up. Turn left here!” Taylor orders while frantically looking between the front and back seat. While Frank attempts to distract him, I slowly reach down to my lap for my phone. Even though Taylor’s straining to catch every movement, I pray he doesn’t see the shift of my hands. I’m about to touch Alex’s name under my favorites, but almost immediately my phone is snatched away. I slump in defeat, looking cautious in my attempt to look small.


    “Uh, uh, uh,” he tsks. “You don’t see it now, but you will. He’s not the one for you.” His fingers move swiftly across my screen before he throws my phone onto the floor of the front seat.


    “Please, just let us go. I’ll pay whatever you want. Alex…Alex will pay whatever you want.” My voice is shaky as I beg for our freedom.


    “You think this is about money?” He turns in his seat to face me; once again his eyes softening as he searches my face for understanding. He’s not going to find it because I’m lost. “It may be about money for Gary, but not for me. It hasn’t been about money in a long, long time. Not since the moment I laid eyes on you.


    “I’ll admit, when Gary approached me with his plan I was hesitant. It’s true; all I’ve ever wanted was his life. So, when I was given the opportunity to make him suffer, by my hands, I was all for it. At first, it was about making him suffer, because he has everything I’ve ever wanted.” Again, not following him I shake my head and draw my brows in confusion. “You,” he admitted. “You’re what I’ve wanted, needed, in my life.”


    Frank grits through his pain, “Why don’t you let Ms. Hart go and I’ll negotiate whatever concessions you’re asking for?”


    Taylor smacks Frank on the side of his head with the butt of the gun. “Weren’t you listening? She’s what I want.”


    “I don’t understand what you want with me,” I plead, silently moving to the seat behind him so I can see Frank better. What I see scares me more than the gun to Frank’s head. With the gunshot and the hit to his skull, Frank has lost a lot of blood. The stain on his shirt is soaked through, looking more crimson than red. With only my eyes, I frantically search the backseat for something to stop the bleeding. Nothing. There’s absolutely nothing of use. With no time to waste because I have no idea how long someone can continue to lose blood and not lose consciousness, I immediately begin to tug at the skirt of my dress.


    “What’s going on back there?” Taylor asks, still trying to keep an eye on Frank. “Don’t be stupid, Elyssa. You can’t jump, your baby won’t survive.”


    Finally, I get a piece of material off my skirt and inch forward. Slowly moving my hands forward so Taylor can see I have no intentions of fighting him, I release a slow breath when he allows me to continue. “I need to stop his bleeding.” He nods and allows me to tie the material above Frank’s wound. Frank winces as I pull the material tighter, but that’s the only movement he makes.


    With the barrel of the gun pressed up against Frank’s temple, Taylor grinds it a little more and demands that Frank turn right. While I have no way of knowing where we’re going, I at least have some hope Frank does. If he doesn’t, we are so totally fucked. Not wanting to think the worst, I rip off another piece of my skirt and hold it against Frank’s head.


    In the rearview mirror, Frank catches my eye. “Ms. Hart, please sit back and put back on your seat belt.” Yes, Frank definitely has a plan.


    “Whatever you think you have planned, Frank, I’m fairly confident you wouldn’t harm a hair on her body. Remember you’re carrying precious cargo. You’ve been on the side of his wrath. Imagine what it would do to him if he not only lost the love of his life, but also his first child. Unforgiveable, I’m sure.” He says this with a smile on his face, a wretchedly chilling smile.


    During his rant, I realized he’s right. If we don’t follow whatever he wants us to do, he could kill us. Or, he could find someone else to finish his job.


    “You don’t have to do this, Taylor,” I continue to beg him, sobbing through each word.


    “With him out of the way…”


    I shake my head adamantly, “I would still love him.”


    “No, Elyssa. You love the thought of him. You love that he’s been able to rise up from his upbringing and can give you the life you deserve.” I shake my head, but for a completely different reason. I want nothing but Alex, but Taylor wouldn’t know this. He doesn’t know Alex and me like he says he does. “No? Well, let me enlighten you then. Me and your precious Mr. James…we are one in the same.”


    By now, I’ve sat back because if I can’t take care of Frank, at least I can take care of Cadence. I’m just so confused and scared. Mostly scared. “I don’t understand.”


    Taylor relaxes in his seat, but stays alert while he watches Frank maneuver us through a neighborhood I’ve never seen. “All his life he’s had everything easy. Anything he ever wanted was given to him.”


    Being so far from the truth, I argue, “You know nothing about him.”


    “Nothing?” Taylor moves in his seat so he can glare at me. “Trust me. I know. I know he lost his mother when he was almost a teenager. I know he grew up with a grandmother that looked out for him. I know he only had to endure a few years of abuse.”


    I’m silenced. Some of Alex’s life is public, like his mother’s death and now Nana’s. But the knowledge of abuse is not. The only people who would know are those closest to Alex, and Taylor is definitely not one of those people. My mind races through every scenario possible. Nothing comes to mind, my only conclusion is that he has to have an in with someone. Not wanting to think he’d do something as low as trick Nana into talking to him before her death, I glare at him while he glares back. No, oh God no…


    “How do you know all of this?” I squeeze my hand into a fist, riding out the pain radiating in my lower back. Taylor eyes me, seeing the pain in my face. When he asks what’s wrong, I remind him that I shouldn’t even be out of bed. He’s been to enough doctors’ appointments with me and we’ve had enough conversations that he knows I’m on bed rest. Yet he stares at me, observing and waiting. For what, I’m not entirely sure.


    Maybe to take my mind of the pain, he continues with his story. “I know this because I was six when he came to live with us! He would tell me all the time how different I was compared to his Alex. Never a day would go by that he didn’t tell me what a no good whore my mom was. And because of that I was an inconvenience because he just knew my mother tricked him into getting her pregnant.”


    My heart stops. Oh. My. God. No…


    They can’t be…okay, so there are slight similarities; his eyes, just like Alex’s; strong jaw, defined cheekbones. But he doesn’t have the same dimples or the boyish grin. On any other day, Taylor would be considered attractive, but he lacks so many of the good qualities that Alex has, there is no comparison.


    “You’re his brother,” with the realization, I release the breath I didn’t know I had been holding.


    He points, directing Frank to the left. “Half brother, but yes, unfortunately we share the same dear ole dad.”


    “It’s not his fault,” I whisper, now feeling a little sad for Taylor, too. “He was just a kid.”


    “Not his fault? Oh, it’s his fault…him and that bitch of a mother. If he wasn’t such a fucking whiney bitch and his mother would’ve just sucked it the fuck up and took what he was giving, I never would’ve known the man. He would’ve never had to come live with us and he wouldn’t have had a chance to get my mother hooked on that shit. My life would’ve been different. So, forgive me Elyssa, when I don’t agree with you.”


    “You can’t blame them for wanting out of the same situation you ended up in.”


    “I can blame him for whatever the fuck I want. That’s the beauty of the situation. Being fucking crazy, no one questions you. They fear you. The fact I know at least a dozen ways of killing someone is always a plus. And trust me…I plan to torture him until he’s pissing and shitting himself, begging for his life.”


    “Taylor we can help you. It doesn’t have to be this way.” I try to play into his emotions since he claims to feel something for me. Taylor shakes his head continuously, closing his eyes as his fists sandwich his temples.


    “If I help him, he’ll leave us alone. I’ll be free. Alex has to lose everything or the deal is off.” Taylor points to a vacant parking lot where an old blue Bronco waits for us.


    Tears continue to stream down my face when I realize there is no plan. There is no rescue. Alex thinks I’m safely at a spa with Frank watching over me. He will have no clue where to even start looking. My thoughts immediately go to him thinking of everything I should have told him. Then my thoughts go to our daughter. God Cadence. I need out of this situation.


    We park next to the rusty old Bronco. It’s then I notice Gary Dunn, Alex’s dad, step out of the driver’s seat; a cocky grin on his face as he leans against the door and folds his arms across his chest.


    “Stop the truck,” Taylor barks. The Escalade comes to a halt suddenly, I jerk forward against the seatbelt restraints.


    “I’ll find you,” Frank threatens. Please Frank, don’t. At this point, my only hope is that they leave Frank, a guide to help Alex find me.


    “Is that so?” Taylor tilts his head looking at Frank menacingly. He opens the door, taking the keys out of the ignition, the gun trained on Frank the entire time. Trying to get his attention to beg him to run, I’m not aware the door has been opened until Taylor grabs my forearm. Pulling me from my seat, he walks me towards Gary. My knees shake as I try to push against his hand that’s urging me forward.


    “Well, well, you actually did your job for once. I guess you aren’t as useless as I thought. Now you just need to finish the job.”


    Taylor doesn’t say anything, but is hesitant as he looks between his dad and Frank. Only a moment passes before he says, “Sorry Frank, it’s nothing personal,” at the same time Gary turns me to face them and whispers in my ear, “Say goodbye to your little bodyguard.”


    “Noooo!” I scream, my lungs hurting as Alex’s dad ties my hands behind my back. It’s then that Frank lunges forward, but he’s quickly stopped as Taylor shoots off another round. My ears ring, my head throbs as I watch Frank drop to his knees. Blood pools on his belly, soaked up by the tight material of his shirt.


    “No! Please no!” My voice hoarsens as I scream with all my might, struggling against Gary’s grip. Frank remains unmoving on the ground and I cry my apology to him, his life taken simply because he was tasked to watch over me.


    “Get the bitch in the car,” he orders as I’m tossed into the backseat. Just as pieces of the puzzle are coming to light, my world starts to darken as he pushes a rag against my face. I struggle as he continues, but hear him bark an order to Taylor to back up. I’m confused and my fight is waning. My eyes close, allowing the darkness to swallow me whole. But not before I hear Gary say, “Arianna is waiting.”


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    


    Friday, July 5


    ALEX…


    “Alex, you promised you’d let her leave on time. The manicurist keeps shooting me death glares and I don’t know how much more I can take,” a tight laugh echoes on the other end of the phone.


    I glance down at my watch and catch the time. It was more than an hour ago that I received a text from Elyssa telling me she got to the spa. My brows furrow and ice rolls over my heart. Tossing the file folder in my hand onto a nearby table, I place the call on speaker while I scroll through my messages. “I’m looking at her text. It says she got to the spa over an hour ago.” I read and re-read the message, making sure I didn’t miss something. I didn’t and now I’m fucking worried.


    “There’s no way, Alex. I’ve been here at the front door waiting for her.” I can hear Janice’s voice, along with some shuffling on her end, coming through the phone.


    “And there’s no back entrance? Frank may have made other arrangements.” Trying not to think the worse, but only coming up with shit, I feel like I’m grasping at straws.


    “There’s no back entrance. I’ve asked everyone. No one has seen her.” Janice’s voice has changed from mocking concern to just plan concerned in a matter of seconds.


    “I’ll call you back.” I end the call and immediately try to call Elyssa. After the mandatory five rings, it goes to voicemail where her sweet voice sings with true happiness. It’s all I’ve ever wanted for her, for us. No message left, I end the call and dial Frank. I growl and squeeze the phone tight when his phone rings with no answer.


    When I get to Taylor’s name and try to call him, I at least get his voicemail, but still no message left. My last hope is Darron, and when he answers on the second ring, I let out a small sigh of relief.


    “Mr. James?” His calm voice quells my apprehension, if only a little. If anything happened to Frank, surely Darron would be on alert.


    “Where’s Frank?” I ask, looking at the boardroom that’s at a standstill in my absence.


    “Mr. Deline and Taylor are escorting Ms. Hart to the spa.”


    “They aren’t answering, Darron, and my assistant is at the spa where they should have arrived over an hour ago. When was the last time you spoke with either of them?”


    “As they were leaving your residence, sir.” Although his answer comes quick, I can sense the unease in his tone. I hear his footsteps echoing in the background, shuffling papers on what I assume is Frank’s desk. “Taylor gave a status check about half an hour ago saying everything was as planned.”


    “Something’s wrong, Darron. Do whatever you have to, but you need to find them,” I demand with urgency. Forgetting about the packed boardroom, I start jogging towards the elevator.


    “According to the GPS on Franks phone, he’s on the corner of Hollywood and Alto Avenue. Sir, that’s the middle of nowhere…” his voice trails off.


    “Fuck,” I mumble under my breath. I go for the stairs, knowing the elevator will take too long. “I’m on my way. Go to the spa, get my assistant and make sure she’s safe.”


    “Stay where you are, Mr. James. I’ll have someone pick you up.” With his labored voice, I can tell Darron is running.


    “Fuck that.” I hang up and practically leap from floor to floor. In no time I’m already in the pristine lobby pushing through the crowds as I make my way towards the garage.


    I try to make sense of their location. I try to come up with thousands of different explanations, but nothing seems to placate me. I can feel it in my bones that something is really wrong. This is it. The accumulation of all that’s happened in the past few months, all the threats and destructiveness, is raining down on us.


    My phone rings, Janice’s name fleeting across the screen, as my hopes die that Elyssa has some reasonable explanation for her whereabouts. “Alex? Did you find her?” Janice asks, panicked.


    “I need you to call the police,” I huff as I sprint up the stairs of the parking garage to the third floor. “Stay where you are, Darron is on his way to you. Tell the police to meet me on the corner of Hollywood and Alto. Let them know to look for Frank’s black Escalade.” I finish my instructions to Janice, trying to stay calm as I sit behind the wheel and start the car.


    Voice escalating with panic, “What’s on the corner of Hollywood and Alto?”


    Frustrated, I tell her as much but without tact. “No time for questions. Just do as I ask and call the police. Keep calling Frank until you get a hold of him.” I disconnect the call without closure.


    What the fuck is going on? Where’s Elyssa and my baby? Did Frank run into trouble? Were they followed? And where the fuck is Taylor? I scream my frustration and speed out of the garage, heading east. So many questions run through my head and I fear the worst. Trying to quell my anxiety, I rake my hand through my hair and down my face. Not succeeding, I continue to work through a list of possible things that could’ve gone wrong. The worst part of conjuring up your own worst nightmares is when those nightmares become reality.


    ~~~~~


    A cloud of dust settles around my car as I come to a screeching halt. The expansive dessert barren with rows and rows of cacti in every direction, the black Escalade out of place against the desolate landscape. Scanning the area, I lock my eyes on the SUV and notice both the passenger and driver’s side doors are ajar. I inch closer and notice a gleam on the ground next to the front tire, something metal shining against the unyielding rays of the sun above.


    “Elyssa!” I scream. Waiting, desperately hoping for an answer back, but am met with unnerving silence.


    Edging closer to the vehicle, eyes still scanning, I get a closer look at the gleaming object and my heart plummets to my stomach. A tiny surfboard sits among the dirt and rubble just mere inches from my foot. An irrational hate of Oliver’s gift washes over me. Despair settles in the pit of my stomach thinking that this is the only reminder of my heart left on this desolate Earth.


    I hold the tiny silver charm in my hand so tight I can feel my nails digging into my palm. I drop my head in despair, trying to figure out what to do next. This was my only lead, which is a complete dead end. Just as the thought leaves my head, I hear a light gurgling and cough from the other driver side of the SUV. Immediately I’m on alert. It would be too much to ask that one of the bastards who did this was taken out in the process. Fuck that, I hope they all die. But if one of them is alive, maybe I can find Elyssa.


    As I cautiously round the hood of the SUV, my heart slams against my rib cage. Frank, covered in dirt and blood, sits against the front wheel well. He flinches as he holds something against his chest. I quickly move to his side, his eyes coming into focus as I near him.


    “Sir,” his attempts to speak are thwarted when he coughs up more blood.


    Hearing the sirens in the distance, I tell Frank to save his energy. “Help is on the way.” I look around, but there’s no sign of Elyssa. All I see are tire tracks and sand. When I look back to ask Frank about her, I notice a sliver of pink chiffon tied around his right shoulder, the same material from Elyssa’s dress. I close my eyes, remembering the way she looked, her smile, her emerald eyes shining with adoration.


    Frank struggles to speak, wincing with each movement of his lips, “They took her.”


    “Who?” I ask, urging him to push through the pain and give me something. His eyes flutter. I shake him slightly; I need to have something to go on. “Frank,” I urge him to keep conscious. He mumbles something incoherent. I drop down to place my ear to his lips.


    “Your brother…your dad,” he chokes out, another large glob of blood erupting from his throat. I take off my shirt, the stark white material now dyed crimson as I pat it against his mouth.


    “Brother?” I ask, hoping Frank can shed light on my dark thoughts.


    “Taylor,” he sputters before losing consciousness, the sirens now echoing in my ear.


    I hear the crunching, people rushing around me, and then a voice saying, “Sir, we need you to step back.”


    But through all of the hustle, I’m frozen in place. Brother and Dad? Taylor? Shoving me out of the way, I stumble on the ground. The rocks under my hands cut into my skin as I process what I’ve just learned. I watch through hazy eyes as the paramedics work on Frank. His limbs are limp as they assess his body, moving him to a nearby stretcher.


    My dad has Elyssa. My fucking asshole of a father has my beautiful, innocent Hart.


    I can feel my body begin to tremble as I get to my feet; my mind racing as I explore everything that’s happened in the past few months. With my hands behind my head, I pace. I pace while I attempt to take deep breaths, feeling my anxiety spike. I pace like a madman.


    Taylor. My mind repeats over and over. Brother.


    I find it hard to believe my father brought another useless human being into the world. I picture his face, remembering every feature, looking for similarities between the two of us. For the life of me, I can’t come up with anything.


    “Excuse me, sir?” I look up from the rock I’ve been fixated on. An officer stands a few feet from me, eyes watching me closely in my volatile state.


    “They have my fiancée,” I murmur, still in shock. I look to my blood stained hands and can only imagine what this must look like.


    “Alex!” Janice’s terrified screams pull my attention to the right. Before Darron can even shut off his SUV, she’s out the door and running. With red-rimmed eyes still glistening with tears, she smashes against me. Her hands desperate, nails digging into my skin while she clutches me tightly.


    I can’t move, afraid to drop the tiny charm still in my hand. Afraid I might lose my shit. But mostly afraid that if I move it all becomes real.


    “Elyssa?” she asks, standing back, noticing my blood stained hands and shirtless appearance most likely for the first time.


    “They took her,” I whisper. “They took her,” I repeat again. And even to my own ears, I sound like a crazy person.


    “Mr. James,” the officer prompts, yet again. Before I can even tilt my head in his direction, Darron derails him from approaching. Frustrated, and not hiding it all too well, Darron’s eyes never leave his boss who is currently being loaded into the back of an ambulance, strapped down tightly to a stretcher.


    While I listen to Darron fill in the officer, my vision starts to go blurry with anger. I struggle to keep my control, but all my efforts are useless. In the end, the inevitable happened. I don’t know why I thought I could stop the threats from coming to fruition. This is obviously bigger than me. I honestly thought I could stop an enemy by anticipating their next move. But never would I, or could I, have been prepared for this.


    My hands pull at my hair in frustration and I scream into the vast desert. When my screams are no more, my frustration turns to tears. Falling to my knees, I let the water roll down my cheeks, feeling it through my hands as I cover my face. At some point Janice’s arms surround me but I feel no comfort. All I feel is pain…loss…anger.


    “We’re going to need his statement. Whether it’s here, or at the precinct, we need it,” the officer explains to Darron. With the distance between us, their voices are muffled by the wind and my own sobs. “Sooner, rather than later, yes?”


    “You’re going to have to give him a minute,” Darron relays, his voice closer, yet miles away.


    


    Saturday, July 6


    It’s after midnight by the time an officer drops me off at home. I feel a punch to my gut with each step I take to reach the front steps of the house, knowing Elyssa won’t be here waiting. I feel like I’m being gutted. Not knowing where she is, or if she’s safe. Not knowing if our baby is continuing to thrive in whatever state they have Elyssa in. My only saving thought is that I know how Taylor felt about her. I know he felt more compassion towards her than to me, or anyone else on his security team. For that, I’m grateful because it means he’ll watch out for her. But until I find her, and I will find her, I won’t stop worrying or fighting to get her back.


    Darron has been on point since we left the desert, giving me an up to date report on Frank’s condition. The last one being an hour ago, saying that although he’s critical, he’s alive. Fighting for his life in the ICU after undergoing a second surgery, the doctors are optimistic.


    Not knowing when he had time for research, Darron also gave me an update on Taylor. Fortunately, he knew exactly what I wanted to know, and not some unnecessary bullshit. The reason there was no connection to my life when Frank hired him was because no father is listed on his birth certificate. Why am I not surprised? Nothing of this makes sense, but at least it wasn’t on Frank. He doesn’t need the shit storm of guilt. No one ever considered I had a brother.


    It’s still unknown if any of the blood at the scene was Elyssa’s. But the police are hopeful that since she wasn’t found at the scene that she’s still alive. At least there’s that.


    Exhausted, I sink to the floor the moment I lock my doors, not even bothering to rearm the alarm. I have nothing left in me. Everything that has kept me going is gone and to make matters worse, the police have no leads. And although I am exhausted, if I had any idea where to start, I know I’d have the energy to find her.


    Knock. Knock.


    I stand, wiping the tears from my eyes and cough through the thickness in my throat. I don’t know if I’m ready to see the only two people who’d show up this late at night. Calling Rachel and Bryan had been one of the hardest conversations I’ve ever had. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to forget the sounds of her screams. She didn’t need to say it, but in her wordless cries I know I let her down. Hell, I’ve let everyone down, including the one person I said I’d always protect. My inadequacies and inability to protect the one person that means most to all of us…Gone. Disappeared. Kidnapped. All because of me.


    Standing just on the other side of the solid door, only inches thick, I imagine opening it and being attacked. I’m expecting her to hit me. I’m expecting her to scream and claw at me and blame me for not protecting her sister, but none of that happens. Instead, when I finally stop being a pussy and open the door, it takes a second for me to comprehend who I’m looking at. Who I’m met with is for sure not the face of a beautiful brunette staring at me with hate filled eyes. No, it’s definitely not her.


    Scraggily looking motherfucking Cole.


    Immediately, I see blazing hot inferno red and I rush him. Clutching his neck and squeezing as hard as I can, I try to lift him as his back makes contact with the wall. His hands attempt to make purchase, clawing at me trying to undo my hold. Fuck that. I have nothing to live for if I can’t find Elyssa, therefore I have nothing to lose by killing him. I squeeze tighter, feeling absolute hate and emptiness.


    “What are you doing here?” I spit at him. Murderous thoughts take over as I imagine reaching into his esophagus to rip his windpipe from his throat. My anger fuels me as I feel my muscles clench, tighten with the strength of a madman. I can hear him gurgle as he struggles to speak, his face turning slightly blue. None of this registers, none of it matters.


    “Woooooaaaaaa.” Someone grabs me from behind, yanking at my arms to pry me off Cole. With the rage inside me, their efforts seem like a simple pat on the back. Like an irritating gnat I want to squish. “Alex, calm the fuck down.” The voice is familiar, but through the haze I can’t place it. The faceless person’s hold tightens on my shoulders as he continues to wrangle me away from Cole.


    It’s then I hear something close to Elyssa’s name come from the recognizable voice. I stop and loosen my grip. Oliver. Fuck, just what I need. Another member of Elyssa’s fan club here to tell me how much I fucked up. I take a step back. Cole bends over trying to catch his breath, his hand immediately coming up to try to fend me off.


    Oliver doesn’t let me go, which I assume is for fear I may attack my unwanted guest; his fear is not unfounded. “Speak now before I go back to fucking killing you.”


    Through heavy breathing, Cole looks up at me with such shame. It takes me a minute to fully take him in. It’s then I see he looks nothing like the guy I met at the health fair. His cheeks are sunken in, dark circles around his eyes. He looks like shit.


    Cole clutches his chest, resting his back against the wall. “They have her.”


    “Who are they?” Oliver asks before I can even get it out.


    “Arianna,” he wheezes. Cole points to me, but doesn’t make eye contact, “His brother and dad.”


    “Where?” I ask with pure venom lacing every word. He needs to speak quicker, needs to stop clutching his chest as if either of us give a fuck about his condition. Maybe I need to remind him that I’m only seconds away from finishing what I started. I start to make a move, but am thwarted by his reluctant voice.


    “Some house in the middle of nowhere. It’s about five hours from here,” Cole explains, looking between Oliver and me.


    “If I let you go, are you going to kill him?” Oliver asks standing so close his voice is almost directly in my ear.


    I pull Oliver in Cole’s direction despite his efforts at keeping me away. “If he had something to do with them taking her…”


    “Dude, you better give him something,” Oliver urges, trying to dig his feet in to pull me back.


    Cole waves his hands in front of him, frantically looking like a fucking lunatic. “No way, I was protecting her. I was trying to stop them.”


    “Were you protecting her when you broke into my house and took a bat to me?” I vehemently ask, my gaze burning a hole through him. Cole folds into himself. Fucking coward. This is getting us nowhere. Obviously Cole knows where she is and killing him will not bring her back. I take deep breaths before tapping Oliver’s forearm. “You can let me go.”


    “You sure?” I nod. Oliver’s grip loosens, testing my resolve before he fully steps away. We look at each other, both of us coming to the same conclusion before I grab Cole and pull him towards Oliver’s car.


    “You’re going to show us where they have her.” I toss him in the backseat before running around and getting in the passenger side.


    “There are three of them,” Cole nervously points out from the backseat as Oliver starts the engine.


    “One for each of us,” Oliver adds as we race down our driveway and onto the street. “But that’s only if you’re on our side.”


    “I just want her safe,” Cole mutters. I look back at him and notice he’s fidgeting nervously. I’m not sure what we’re going to find when we get there, whether or not we’re walking into a trap or not. But without any other leads, I have to trust that he does care. That he wouldn’t want to harm her, even though his past dictates that he doesn’t always have her best interests at heart. If her and the baby aren’t all right, my life doesn’t matter anymore. Ambush or not, we have to go all in. It’s then I look over at Oliver and realize he’s put himself into this situation without hesitation.


    “Why are you even here?”


    With his eyes trained on the road, he doesn’t flinch or hesitate when he answers. “I heard about Ely and wanted to see how you were holding up.” His voice is sincere.


    Fuck. He didn’t come to judge.


    Elyssa always said he was a good guy; that underneath his sarcastic, asshole exterior he truly did care about people. I guess I just never saw it. Or maybe I chose to never want to see it. Then again, it goes both ways. I’m sure he never wanted me to see his vulnerabilities. More alike than I thought, or cared to think about.


    I stare at him, letting the sincerity sink in. “Thanks man, much appreciated.” Considering all that we’ve been through, with his ex and Elyssa, it’s a wonder we can even sit in the same car, let alone call each other friends. But after this, after him putting his life on the line to help me get back my girl, I have a deeper respect for him.


    “Let’s go get our girl.” I ignore his false sense of possession and nod. He knows it as well as I do, it’s not “our girl,” rather “my girl.” I watch as houses and trees fleet past us as Oliver makes his way towards the freeway, Cole directing us the entire way.


    


    ELYSSA…


    “Good Morning, Elyssa.”


    At the sound of a grating voice, I attempt to pull myself out of the haze slowly seeping out of my brain. I fight against the restraints, but my efforts are futile.


    I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to release all of my built up frustration and negative energy. But I can’t. I won’t do that to myself, to Cadence or to Alex along with every single person who has stood behind me and next to me. That would give her too much satisfaction.


    “Why Arianna?” I ask calmly, masking my trepidation and anger.


    She steps away from the wall, making her way towards the bed, and ultimately to me. With the grace of a ballerina she sits on the edge, crossing her legs, in the process covering her knees with the skirt of her dress. She expends too much effort situating herself, remaining calm the entire time. I don’t feel her wrath, her menacing nature, until she turns her eyes to me.


    With an evil sneer, “I’m so excited this day has finally come.” She clasps her hands together in enthusiasm. “It’s a win-win for everyone.”


    I’d like to say my attention is solely on the succubus sitting in front of me, instead it’s on the tightness of the ropes around my wrists. I know that if I don’t move, it won’t hurt as much, but I’m stubborn. Thinking that if I keep tugging at my wrists, it’ll eventually loosen enough for me to get away. So far, no such luck, only new scrapes. I look up, still in a fog, when Arianna smooth’s out the raggedy old wool blanket covering me.


    Remembering I should be working on staying alive, which would mean paying closer attention, I ask, “What are you talking about?”


    “I think you know by now, I always get what I want. Now, Gary will get what he wants and well, Taylor sort of gets what he wants. Unfortunately for you,” she throws back her head to laugh, at the same time moves so she’s up close and personal, “The only two that are shit out of luck in this scenario is you and Alex.” With her declaration, she swipes the tip of her nail along my jaw line.


    I shake my head, “I don’t understand.” Maybe if I try to keep her talking, she won’t notice my continued attempts to escape.


    “You never did, sweetheart. You were always so naïve. Can’t say I didn’t try to warn you. I made many attempts to convince you to stay away from Alex. I was quite sure that if I took those pictures of us together, after I drugged him, you’d finally see his ways. But instead you refused to see him for what he is. And now look. Look where we are,” she waves her hand around the old, dusty room. “You’ve ruined your life for him. You’ve let him ruin his life for you.” Her fingertip falls along the dip of my blouse and I cringe.


    I stiffen, but erupt with finality, “My life didn’t start until I met him.”


    “Ha!” she breaks out in laughter. “Your life ended the moment you decided to continue your farce of a relationship with him. I made a similar warning to your mother, told her that your father would be the end of her. She never listened. Even when he was fucking me, she never listened. Turned a blind eye when I warned her that he wasn’t what she thought he was. But, can you blame him? They had just lost a baby and your mother wasn’t giving him what he needed. Can’t blame a man when he wanders to lusher pastures when their needs aren’t being met.”


    I can feel my eyes bug out of my head. Too many revelations going on, I don’t even know where to go begin. My mother lost a baby? I try to think back, to remember something out of my past that would trigger any truth from her statement. I got nothing. She has to be lying. I can’t even deal with the rest of her admissions right now. “Leave my parents out of this. Just let them rest in peace.”


    I’d like to say that my whispered request would’ve penetrated the thick wall of stone she’s erected around her chilling persona and heart, but it’s like I haven’t even spoken. Anyone could’ve been in the room. Today was going to be the day of confessions and I have a feeling my head is about to explode.


    “Don’t you see? All of this, it’s because you all turned your backs on me. I’ve always looked out for the people I care about in my life, but for what? No matter whose life I touch, it turns out this way. You and your sister. Alex. Carl. My mother…”At the mention of her mom, a pain that I’ve never seen washes over her face. But before I can reach a conclusion on the intensity, she shuts down, concrete walls come up and the fire in her eyes is burning bright.


    “All of you, including my mother turned your backs on me. All those years my father touched me, raped me, she never, not once, did she ever stop him. But it was because she was scared. I get it. I really do. But when I got rid of him, she should’ve been happy, right? Ha. No, she was furious with me. She told me that I ruined her life. I freed her and she hated me,” she screams, jostling my body.


    “You killed everyone who ever cared about you,” I point out, but because she still has a hold of me, it comes out as a harsh whisper.


    Suddenly, she sits up. Crossing her legs she tends to her skirt that had ridden up. “I didn’t kill everyone. For example, my English professor is still alive. He thought he could fuck me and then go back to his perfect life with his perfect little wife. No, I didn’t kill him, I just ruined him and sent him packing to Florida.”


    “Arianna…you don’t have to do any of this. Please just stop before it gets worse,” I plead, hoping to talk some sense into her. “There’s no getting out of this. You’ll end up in jail.”


    “Jail? Please. They didn’t lock me up after what I did to my parents. They didn’t do anything after your parents. Shit, they didn’t do anything when I pushed my sister through the ice. I even took the time to watch her struggle to climb out of the icy hole before drowning and still didn’t get caught.” Abruptly she stops, almost as if the revelation just hit her. It only takes another second before she throws her head back in one of her banshee cries, “Nothing ever happens to me.”


    She’s right and that scares me. I let her laugh die down, wondering and praying she doesn’t have a plan. As she settles, I look around the room for anything that might be of use. With me laying on the bed, I don’t have much to work with, but I have to try; for myself, for Alex and most importantly for Cadence. “What are you planning on doing?”


    “I have money. I have a passport, new identity, everything. After you have the baby, we’ll go, start a new life.” Her nonchalance is what scares me the most. She’s been planning this for far too long if she has everything she needs to start a new life.


    Wait…


    My heart plummets. We’ll go…


    I shake as the realization hits. She’s planning on taking Cadence. She’s going to let me bleed out, take my baby and flee the country. Fear clutches my insides. There’s nothing worse than feeling absolute helplessness when all you want to do is protect those you love. “Arianna…” I cough out, seemingly out of breath.


    She’s not done.


    Pacing, she continues to appease her conscience. “It wasn’t easy getting you alone. But, I have my ways. You forget so easily that I know you, Elyssa. Well enough that I thought for sure you’d blame yourself when we got rid of Alex’s precious Nana. When you confessed to Taylor you thought it was indeed your fault, I thought you guys would simply fall apart. I thought you’d blame yourself for bringing this into his life. I hoped you’d come to the realization that you’re the one that needed to leave. But once again, like so many times in recent past, you disappoint me.”


    With dread in my heart and a sinking feeling that this isn’t the last of her confessions, my tears stream down my face while my heart breaks. Nana. She killed Nana for what? So Alex and I would break up? She tortured Alex for months because he loved me and we decided to start a family.


    This is my fault.


    My heart wrenching sobs hide the sound of the door opening and closing. I’m startled as I slowly open my eyes to find Gary standing half naked beside Arianna at the foot of the bed. I take him in with as much disgust as I have for Arianna. How a heartless monster created the love of my life is completely beyond me. I’ll never understand.


    “Why’s this bitch crying? We haven’t done anything to her yet.”


    “She’s having a moment of clarity, darling.” Arianna stands, placing a kiss on Gary’s lips. My stomach rolls as I watch them. Disgusting.


    Aggressively, Gary clutches the back of her head to deepen the kiss. He growls into her mouth, “You’re like a fucking dog in heat. I bet if I dipped my fingers inside you, you’d be wet. Fuck, baby? Does this turn you on?”


    Without preamble, Arianna grabs his hand, lifts her skirt and deftly pushes his fingers towards her vagina. When his hands make purchase, she throws her head back with a loud moan. I cringe and close my eyes, not wanting to witness any second of this torture.


    “Open your eyes, bitch, or I’ll fucking do this to you.” Immediately my eyes pop open.


    I can feel his lifeless gaze burn into me, seep into my pores and make me feel filthy. I’m defenseless, strapped to a bed, spread open for everyone. Luckily, I still have my clothes on, but it wouldn’t take much to remove my panties. I can barely keep my eyes open as I watch Gary remove Arianna’s dress, practically ripping it from her body.


    Not wearing a bra, her bare breasts are the biggest part of her. She looks sickly skinny, the bones of her hips and ribs showing through her pasty skin. Regardless, Gary growls his appreciation as he lifts her against his bare chest.


    Sitting on the chair near the bed, Arianna straddles his lap and immediately grinds down. “You’ll watch us. If you don’t, I’ll do everything to you that you refuse to watch. Pregnant or not, I could care less.”


    She giggles as he aggressively slaps her ass before she helps him pull down his pants. I want to close my eyes. I want nothing more than to not have this image burned into memory. But I watch out of fear, fear of receiving the same. Knowing it’s more than a threat, since I’m well aware of Alex’s childhood. I hate that I now share this with him. Being exposed to such horrific images, exposing him to such debauchery at a young age.


    The most confusing part of this is Arianna actually likes his perversion. She’s screaming through her climax, as he gets rougher.


    Gary’s grunts fill the room. “Does my son fuck you like this?” I don’t answer him. Instead, I keep my eyes focused on the curtains behind them, avoiding the image of Gary lifting Arianna up and down on top of him.


    “Why don’t you tell me, Arianna? You’ve been with my son. Am I better than him?” She squirms and wiggles on his lap as he holds her down.


    “Please Gary,” she begs.


    “Answer me,” he demands.


    “I don’t want…” It’s then that he slaps her. I’ve never seen Arianna succumb to anyone before. But just when I thought to feel bad for her, a gleam in her eye catches mine. Gross.


    “He’s better than you,” she whimpers, holding her hand to her face with a ghost of a smile.


    He doesn’t hit her again. No, instead he begins to pump into her aggressively, lifting his hips while pulling her down.


    Their fucked up heads and quasi relationship is too much to deal with. I look around the room, hoping they’re distracted enough so I can continue to find a way of escaping. The windows are covered, so there’s no way of flagging anyone down. No phones anywhere to be seen. Nothing sharp anywhere within reach even if I was able to get loose. Nothing.


    With an almost primal scream Gary climaxes, Arianna slumping against his chest. It’s then that Taylor walks through the door.


    “You two fuck like rabbits,” he says nonchalantly, walking over to a nearby couch and sitting down. This family is fucked up with a capital F.


    Arianna mews as Gary pulls out of her, smacking her ass one last time. I close my eyes, thankful that it’s over. My thoughts immediately go to Alex. I know he’s probably going out of his mind with worry. I always thought his possessiveness over where I am all the time was a tad bit overbearing, but now I’m grateful. It couldn’t have taken him long to realize I’m missing. Which means there’s hope.


    Opening my eyes at the shock of feeling a finger graze my jaw I cringe at the smell that is way too close. “I told you, keep your fucking eyes open,” he demands, smacking my face. Once, twice, three times starting light and ending with a relentless pain.


    I stare my bleary eyes into his vacant face and again wonder how this man is still alive when so many before him are not. Without words, he trails his fingers down my clavicle to the insides of my breasts landing on my navel. I know better than to shut down, so instead I look over to the other side of the room while my body shakes. When my eyes catch Taylor, he’s barely containing his fury. Sitting on the very edge of the seat, his face is hard as stone glaring at Gary.


    Fear consumes me as I blink back more tears. I glance over to where Arianna is and she has no clue the tension has built in the room. Self-absorbed as usual, she’s preening herself in the mirror, fixing her perfect fire red hair. I hate her so much; I can feel my face redden. She’s supposed to me my Godmother. Who does this to another person? Anger washes over me. But before I can even voice my incense, I feel the skirt of my dress being lifted.


    Instinctively, I squirm. When I look into my captor’s empty eyes, I know I’m screwed. He doesn’t see me. He doesn’t see what he’s doing is wrong.


    “What the fuck, Gary? She’s mine. That was the deal,” Taylor growls, now standing.


    “Settle down, boy. You’ll have your turn,” his response is curt as he looks from Taylor back to me. “First, she’s mine. I want to feel her squirming beneath me, writhing. To feel what all the fuss is about.”


    At that, Taylor is at Gary’s side pushing him away at the same time pulling my dress down. “I said, she’s fucking MINE,” he voices with a menacing whisper.


    I look between the two men and can’t catch my breath. The stare down happening before my eyes is unnerving. It lasts for a long moment before Gary takes a breath, shakes his head, and turns his face towards Arianna. Fighting back a laugh, Arianna sits practically naked in the chair she and Gary had sex in.


    Gary looks around the room, seemingly searching for something. I can’t even explain the relief I feel when he walks away towards the other side of the room. “Fine. You can have the bitch.” I audibly sigh out of reprieve, causing Gary to look back at me. With a frightening gleam in his eye, he makes his concession. “But, if I give you this, I get something in return.”


    When he makes no attempt to finish his thought, I turn my focus back to Taylor. His fury reminds me so much of Alex, I don’t know how I didn’t put it all together. Hindsight and all, but still, it’s plain as day now. When he looks at me, my fear turns into something more like dread. He saved me from his father, but at what cost. I don’t quite understand my feelings, but I don’t want anything bad to happen to him. He’s a product of a bad man, which doesn’t mean he has to be. It’s obvious his obsession of me is irrational, but I don’t think its coming from a bad place.


    I follow Taylor’s movements as he turns to look over where Gary is standing behind Arianna, caressing her naked breasts. I don’t catch what he’s whispering into her ear, but I can tell they’re planning something more sinister, more than Gary’s body touching mine.


    Speaking louder than needed, Gary orders Arianna to go to Taylor. When she stands up, mostly naked, and makes her way over to the bed, Taylor visibly stiffens. I know how sadistic Arianna, and now Gary, can be so I shouldn’t be surprised when she drops to her knees directly in front of him. But I can’t help the gasp that escapes my lips. I quickly divert my eyes to the ceiling, pray this ends soon, and think to myself what more can happen.


    “Suck him off,” Gary instructs, causing my head to bounce off the bed. I don’t know why, but through all this fuckedupness, I don’t want Taylor to allow her to touch him.


    “I don’t want this bitch,” Taylor erupts in a fit. His eyes stray to mine, and stay there the entire time Arianna stays on her knees. In that moment, I know what he wants. I’ve felt it from the start. But I thought it was just a simple attraction, nothing fatal, nothing that would have ended up like this.


    “You better listen, boy. When I tell her to suck you off, I expect nothing from you. You fucking hear me?” Gary stands, his now flaccid penis in one hand as he points at his son with the other. When Taylor doesn’t respond, he moves to point at Arianna and finishes by demanding, “Now fucking suck him off.”


    Not wasting time and clearly enjoying herself, Arianna reaches down to unzip Taylor’s pants. When she pulls him into her mouth, he flinches at first, but eventually succumbs to her mouth and tongue. I close my eyes, praying for this all to end.


    “Watch bitch!” Gary’s at my side in an instant and slaps me, the sting of his hand causing my cheek to throb.


    With tears in my eyes I watch as Taylor’s Adam’s apple bobs, his eyes on me, but his hand on the back of Arianna’s head as he guides her mouth. My heart aches for him. Unlike Alex, Taylor has grown up with Gary as a father figure. This is all he knows. However, even with growing up with such perversion, there are hints of a good person deep inside him. I’ve seen it. Just like Alex, I imagine these traits come from his mother as well.


    “Does that feel good, boy?” Gary asks with a husky voice. I’m not looking, but I can imagine from the sounds coming from him that he’s pleasuring himself.


    Taylor nods, his eyes still trained on me before they close in pleasure. “Fuck…” Taylor moans. “That feels so fucking good, Elyssa.”


    I’m broken and sickened at the same time. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take. Alex…please find me.


    It’s then that I feel a gushing sensation down below, as if I unknowingly peed myself. That can’t be right. I know I haven’t been able to use the restroom in however long, but I’ve never peed myself before.


    Oh no…no, no, no. I shake my head, my eyes widen, and I fall apart. The gushing doesn’t stop and my whole backside and legs are drenched.


    My water broke. No, no, no, no….


    My baby is coming and there’s no hope in sight for a rescue. I silently cry while the sound of moans and Gary pleasuring himself echoes throughout the room.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    


    Saturday, July 6


    ALEX…


    My merciless mind occupies the time while Oliver drives. I’ve thought about nothing but all the signs, the ones I may have seen and ignored and the others that were maybe not so obvious. Yet, if I’m being honest with myself, all of them point in one direction…my father. From birth, let alone since I’ve been back with Elyssa, he’s been the destructive catalyst in all of this. Now, add into the equation the not so obvious half-brother, and we have a full-fledged fucking war.


    It’s been hours of driving and I have yet to comprehend what’s going on. Nor have I come up with any sort of plan. Cole said we’d have to walk the last half-mile to make sure we don’t alert anyone, but at this rate I don’t care about them knowing. The only thing I care about is that she’s alive and our baby is safe. After that, nothing else matters.


    Pulling over on the side of a dirt road, we all get out of the car and stretch our legs. Mind reeling from all the heaviness and vigilance, I look over to Oliver who seems to be pussing out. “We should’ve called the police.” Yup. Pussing out. I, on the other hand, am fueled by two things: my unadulterated hate for my father and my profound love for Elyssa and Cadence.


    “Frank’s guys are right behind us. If you want to wait here for them you’re more than welcome,” I throw over my shoulder as I make my way down the road, not wasting another second.


    He swears under his breath before I hear the popping of his trunk. “I never said I wanted to wait. I just have a feeling that shits about to go down.” When I glance back, I see Oliver pulling out a bat.


    Cole eyes the aluminum stick. “Is that really necessary?”


    Oliver holds up his sports equipment like a proud little leaguer. “You’re the one that was in cahoots with the piranha and her mate, so you tell me. Better to have it and not need it, then need it and not have it. I have a feeling this shit is gonna come in handy.”


    “Okay, if you say so,” Cole shakes his head. “You do realize that Alex’s brother is a trained Marine, right?” he adds, as he and Oliver walk towards me.


    “Half-brother,” I correct him. Not wanting to waste any more time, I start to jog down the dirt road. I assume they’re following, but that’s on them. I’ll do this alone if I have to.


    “Half, full, doesn’t matter. My point is that he’s a freaking psycho.” Pulling up next to me, Cole continues on about Taylor and I realize in an instant the fact that he knows more about my brother than I do, irritates me. I stay silent, letting him do most of the talking, stewing in my annoyance. I think what irritates me more is that I feel the need to understand him.


    “If he’s such a psycho, why didn’t you warn Elyssa about him? You had your opportunity when you saw her at school, so why didn’t you tell her then?”


    Cole stops in his tracks, stunned by my question.


    “You were supposed to listen to me. You were supposed to take her away. Not hang around and play house with your freaking military detail. The only reason I was even allowed to get close to her was because I was supposed to create havoc, create discourse in the ranks. Taylor created the diversion, buying me time to get near her. Instead of tormenting her, I tried to warn her. She is not a good liar, so I knew if I tipped her off about Taylor, he would’ve known. They would’ve killed me and then found and killed her.”


    “If she doesn’t get out of this, I’ll kill you myself,” I yell, fists clenched and stalking towards Cole.


    “Keep it the fuck down,” Oliver warns, getting close. I glare at Cole, but allow Oliver to pull my elbow to keep us moving forward. I could take out all my aggression on him, but I think I’ll save that for my dad.


    “You’re a selfish bastard. Always were and always will be.” With a few more steps to get to a clearing in the trees, I take one final jab at him. He doesn’t deserve my words, and he’s only here because he serves a purpose. I won’t be held responsible for what happens to him after we get Elyssa and my baby. Just as I’m about to tell him as much, a house in the distance comes into our line of sight.


    “There, that house,” Cole points. “They’ll have her on the first floor in the living room.” Focus and eyes trained on the structure ahead, I’m startled when his despondent voice reaches my ears. The house is completely opposite of what Arianna would use, but then again, none of this makes sense. I suppose it’s because she needed something more low key, but I haven’t been able to wrap my head around any of this. So, what’s one more thing to add to the confusion?


    Only now realizing this really could be a set up, I really look at Cole. It’s a little too convenient how much he knows and I don’t know what to believe anymore. Staring at him, I fight the urge to rip him limb from limb, again. All of these plans and not once did he allude her to what was happening. Cautiously I ask, “How do you know all of this?”


    He sinks back behind Oliver. His assumption is right that I want to kick the shit out of him. But if he thinks creating distance between the two of us will do anything but piss me off further, he’s stupider than I thought. I stare expectantly. Only after Oliver pushes Cole ahead of us saying, “If you think hiding behind me will do you any good, you’re fucking joking yourself,” does he respond.


    With a big rush of air, words coming out too fast, “They had me following Ely.” He knows that’s not going to cut it. I continue to glare/stare, whatever the fuck you want to call it, until he continues. “In the process, I was privy to some of their plan.”


    “How do I know this isn’t a set up, in itself? I don’t trust you Cole, you have to know this.”


    “I do know this, Alex. And I know my past actions haven’t given me any credibility, including following her, but in a sick and twisted way, I think this was the only way I thought I could stay in her life. I loved her, Alex. Loved, still love her. She was my only family for a long time before you came along. But I swear on anything, this isn’t a set up.”


    After his too long rant, I see how much this is costing him. He hurts. Fuck, we’re all hurting right now.


    “Fine, but you better be telling me the truth or my earlier threats will become a reality.” He nods. I look to Oliver and back to Cole, “What was the plan?” I ask through gritted teeth.


    Raising his face to the darkened sky above, the light from the moon shines down on his aging face, showing every ounce of regret. When he turns to face us, I take in his features and instantly I know I need to brace.


    “They’re planning to take your baby.”


    If there’s one thing that all of the years of doing business has taught me, it’s telling when someone’s lying. He’s not lying.


    I feel gutted. I drop to my knees with an almost hollow feeling. Imagining what they’re doing to her, what they could be putting her through, while she’s fucking pregnant. I can’t breathe. I’m frozen in place, unable to wrap my head around why there is such evil in this world. That someone’s idea of entitlement or revenge would push them to this. To not only kidnap a pregnant woman, but also force her into childbirth all so they can steal her legacy.


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck…


    Oliver clutches my shoulder, pulling me behind a nearby shed to take cover. “You need to hold your shit together.”


    I didn’t realize I was crying until I’m bent over, hands resting on my knees. My chest rising and falling rapidly as all of my emotions flood over me. Anger. Frustration. Absolute despair. It feels as if someone’s choking me from within, as if imaginary hands are squeezing my windpipe, sucking the life out of me.


    “She’s not gone. She’s strong. She’d hold off for you.” I hate that Oliver is the one holding my shit together. But I’m thankful. Thankful he’s here and in this moment, thankful she has him as a friend. He’s right; she’d never leave this world on their terms. She knows I’ll find her, one way or another.


    “You know, when I took her to San Diego, I knew,” although irritating, I focus on his voice, “I knew she was yours. I was being selfish because I had a picture of having a life with her. And just to say, that life looked pretty fucking perfect.”


    “Maybe she would’ve been better off.” Oliver’s face turns to me in shock. “With you that is.”


    “None of this is your fault. It’s those fuckers in there that need to pay. No one should be punished for loving someone. No one.” He rests his hand on my shoulder, the absolution in his voice pulls me from the spiral of darkness. It’s then he blurts out, “Fuck me,” as if he only now realized he was comforting me. Oliver removes his hand from my shoulder, “Never would’ve imagined we would be working together because of her.”


    I shake my head. Definitely not. “Let’s get this shit over with and go and get my girl.” I straighten, my muscles flexing when I hear the worst sound imaginable: the love of my life screaming in pure agony.


    


    ELYSSA…


    You would think the back pain and the stomach cramping would be the worst of what I’m going through. You’d also think that through the contractions, I wouldn’t be able to hold off on pushing. You’d be wrong. I know once the baby is out, she’ll be ripped from my arms and taken by these monsters, so no, the worst pain of it all is not the pain, but knowing I’m going to lose my baby if I don’t focus on keeping her inside.


    In the short time I’ve been here, I’ve already been exposed to unimaginable things. The thought of what they’d do to my daughter, the way she’d be raised…


    “Here,” Taylor comes near the bed to drop off the supplies in Arianna’s jean clad lap before settling by my side. Fortunately for me, when she decided it was “time to get this ball rolling,” her and Gary got dressed. When I look over to Arianna, she stands and places the bucket of water on the ground before going to the sink to wash her hands. When Taylor pushes my hair out of my face in what could only be described as a loving gesture, I quickly turn my head away from him.


    With a deep sigh, “Why are you fighting this? I’m not gonna hurt you,” he whispers into my ear as he eyes Arianna. “Can’t you see that I love you?”


    I plead with him, whispering so he can see and hear my desperation. “You’re good Taylor. If you’re anything like Alex, I know you are. Why are you doing this?”


    “I’m better than that piece of shit. I can protect you. You think if you were mine you’d be here right now? I would’ve killed anyone and everyone to keep you safe.” He grits his teeth, the muscles of his forearms flexing as he grips my hand.


    “And this,” I point my chin to my restrains, “This is keeping me safe?”


    Another wave of contractions hit and I clutch my knees tighter and tighter, fighting the sensation and instinct to push. In the middle of my last set of contractions, they decided to remove the ankle straps, giving me the ability to thrash around in agony. But nothing, and I mean nothing, is dulling the debilitating ache radiating throughout my abdomen, pelvis, and back.


    Pain skitters across his face as he watches me. He continues without answering my question. “I had to get you away from him. That was the only way you’d finally see he’s failed you. Failed at protecting you; failed at loving you. Failed and now these are his consequences. What he can’t give you, I can.”


    “And what?” I grunt through the pain, panting loudly. “You think I’ll fall in love with you when you’re letting these people take my baby?”


    “Who said I’m letting them do anything?” Irrational. Everyone around me is crazy. I continue to huff out my pain, unable to control the ungodly sounds. Taylor stands to full height when Arianna makes her way back, drying her hands on a yellow stained towel.


    “Please…just let me go,” I cry, pushing my face into a nearby pillow. My screams are from absolute frustration, pain and misery.


    Arianna comes closer, her hand running through my hair in an attempt to be motherly. “Shhhhh, sweetheart…it will all be over soon.”


    I thrash my head side to side, the only movement that doesn’t involve my lower half and the outright despair I feel. “Stop…touching…me,” I demand, which of course she doesn’t respond to.


    “I really hope my daughter looks like, Alex,” she whispers into my ear menacingly, clearly meaning the ‘my’ in her declaration. “It will give me great pleasure looking at his face for the rest of my life.”


    She slaps my head, moving away from me one more time. I can’t do this. I’d rather die than to let her take my child, Alex’s child.


    “Is the bitch ready yet? Let’s get this ball rolling,” Gary says, sitting on a nearby couch. I nearly forgot he was here, he’s been so quiet. But how could I ignore the stench in the room?


    “Please…someone…please, help me,” I scream as loud as I can, my lungs aching with each word I yell.


    Suddenly the room goes eerily quiet. Arianna and Taylor go stock still as Gary urges them to, “Shut the fuck up!” Through my hazy eyes filled with tears I can’t see much, but what I can do is hear. My heart skips a beat as Gary starts to cuss under his breath as he rushes over to the front of the house. I miss the initial commotion, but all of a sudden the only noise echoing through the room is a loud crash, the cracking of wood splintering, followed abruptly by the rush of movement.


    Heart racing with anxiousness, I find solace in the depths of my hope. The one thought I’ve been holding onto the entire time; that Alex would find me.


    And he did.


    Alex, Oliver and Cole fill the room and within seconds each of them have one of my captors in their grasp. Alex grabs his father. Pinning him against a nearby wall his fist repeatedly, with deadly precision, fall against his face and temple. Oliver wrestles with Taylor while Cole grabs Arianna in a death grip, her arms pinned behind her as he struggles to avoid her legs as she tries to kick him.


    Gary’s unconscious body slumps against the wall as Alex rushes over to help Oliver who is close to losing the battle against Alex’s brother. Taylor straddles Oliver’s torso raining fists down on his face. Oliver is barely defending himself when Alex yanks Taylor off him. No love lost, Alex throws Taylor to the ground. With a crunching sound, Taylor’s bones break. I flinch as Alex stands over his brother, who is now clutching his arm in agony.


    The rage in Alex’s face nearly cripples my already depleted body. More movement, more shuffling, more moans and faint screams. Alex walks over and picks up a bat I hadn’t noticed before. He swings it in Taylor’s direction, connecting with his kneecap. The penetrating scream that escapes his mouth causes me to shudder.


    “You fucking bitch-ass motherfucker!” Taylor screams in agony.


    Alex lifts the bat again. High above his head. This time I know he intends to deliver a final blow to Taylor’s skull. Through my haze and pain I can’t help the need to stop him. “Alex…Alex, please don’t do this. Please stop!” I scream.


    His eyes shoot to me instantly. I feel the hot tears streaming down my face as I beg him. I need him to see, to know, to feel, that all I need is him. That killing anyone isn’t going to make this right. All I need is his arms around me to feel safe again. Whatever my face shows, he gets it.


    “Watch him,” Alex commands Oliver, pointing to Taylor who’s slumped over his knee. Rushing to my side Alex’s hands deftly work to remove the straps around my wrists. Swearing under his voice, he keeps repeating, “Let’s get you out of here,” while he works on the knots.


    Unrestricted, my arms flop against the bed. I release the biggest sigh of relief and exhaustion. My energy has been depleted after all the struggling I’ve done to be free, along with the unrelenting contractions.


    “You found me,” I whisper against his chest as Alex pulls me to him. It’s almost surreal having him here. If it wasn’t for the chaos surrounding his arrival, I might’ve thought that I’d died and gone to heaven.


    “I wasn’t going to stop until I did.” His lips feel like silk against my warm forehead. I ignore everything around us; Arianna’s screams and Taylor spouts of profanity are nothing in this moment.


    When another contraction hits, I flinch in pain and try to breath through the each wave. I squeeze his hand, hoping to quell some of the discomfort. I whimper, “The baby’s coming.”


    Alex pulls out his vibrating phone from his pocket before lifting it to his ear. “Coast is clear.” There’s silence for a beat while Alex listens to whomever he’s talking to. “Darron, I don’t have time for this. Make sure an ambulance is on its way.” He hangs up without listening to the response on the other end.


    “You are such a fucking coward!” Arianna yells, struggling against Cole in the nearby corner. Her hand comes loose allowing her nails to sink into the skin of Cole’s face. Streaks of red highlight his cheek. She laughs and then turns her crazy green eyes towards us, her chest rising and falling rapidly.


    “This,” she waves her hand like the lunatic she is, “All of it could’ve been avoided.”


    Tensing, Alex sets me next to him on the bed. I don’t want him to engage her. I clutch his arm tightly, hoping against his better judgment, to keep him near. I lose the silent battle when he mutters, “I’ll be right back.” Kissing my forehead, he releases my hold on his arm while I hold my belly tight, trying to work through each contraction.


    “Yes, do come over so we can play,” Arianna sneers. Alex passes Gary’s unmoving body. When he gets close enough, he looks down and kicks him in the head for good measure. Can’t say I blame him. Inching closer to the woman who set out to destroy him, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to stop him from ending her. From ensuring she never has an opportunity to do this again. Part of me feels like I should care, but the other part, the part that was just kidnapped and held against her will, could give a fuck what happens.


    As Alex gets closer, Arianna pushes against Cole’s chest causing him to fall before her, as she hurriedly pulls something from behind her back.


    “Get down!” Alex yells. Panic follows as I struggle to move, the pain from my abdomen and pelvis already radiating. Even with what I assume is a broken shoulder and knee, Taylor dives in my direction, pulling me to safety underneath him.


    The gunshot reverberates through the room, my ears stinging from the loud pop. Commotion ensues, flashes and blurs of bodies scrambling around the room. Bright red pooling on the floor catches my attention right next to my ex-best friend, who’s clutching his abdomen, lying still on the floor.


    Cole.


    Alex struggles with Arianna to get control of the gun. He wins the fight, knocking her down in the process. His jaw tightens when he notices Taylor near me, shielding me, but I push his jealousy to the side and crawl on my hands and knees to Cole. When I reach him, I take his head in my lap, my hands shaking as I run my fingers through his hair.


    Sobbing, I whisper, “Shhhhh…Just hang on, okay?” My torso rocks as I fight through my own pain. “Please Cole…for me, hang on.”


    “I’m sorry,” he gurgles, coughing up bits of blood that now trails down his cheek and into my lap.


    “Shhhhh…don’t talk. Just hold on. Someone’s coming,” I coo. “Someone’s coming,” I repeat, resting my hands on his head silently praying we all make it through this in one piece.


    “I never meant for you to get hurt. I didn’t know how to handle you not loving me.” He flinches. “I get it now. This is how it was meant to be.”


    “Cole please…you can’t leave me like this. Conserve your energy and wait for help,” I beg, my tears falling on his pale face.


    “You’re going to make such a beautiful mom.” Cole smiles up at me, our eyes meeting. “Forgive me. I can’t do this knowing you still hate me.” His body shakes as he coughs profusely.


    “I forgive you,” I cry, clutching my eyes tightly. “Just hold on.”


    “Take care of her.” The last words spoken before I feel his body slacken, his hand dropping to his side. His last words not meant for me, but for Alex who is standing behind me.


    I scream for someone to help, for someone to do CPR, to do something. My hands grip his shoulder as my tears fall on his peaceful face. Cole was my first love. My first everything. How could he do this? Through all the pain and suffering he’s caused, his last effort in life was to give his life to save mine, to save Alex and to save Cadence. None of this makes sense. He gave his life to ensure that my family would be together. He gave his life for my future. I rest my cheek against Cole’s forehead, blood covering my hands and clothes. Allowing the sorrow to consume me, I sob onto my lifeless past.


    More movement. More painful consequences.


    I barely comprehend what I’m hearing and it takes ever ounce of strength I have left to look up to where Alex has Arianna at gunpoint. Her apparent lack of remorse evident when she nonchalantly says, “You wouldn’t shoot me.”


    “Shut the fuck up,” Alex orders, standing just to the right and front of me.


    “You’ll never be safe, Alex. I’ll always find a way to get to you, Elyssa, and your baby. Haven’t you figured it out already, I always get what I want in the end. Always.” Her hair matted, mascara running down her cheeks, she fists her hands tightly. Even though she’s on the other end of a pointed gun, she’s sitting just as confident, just as menacing as if she was the one holding it.


    “Shut up!” Alex screams. I can feel his control wavering.


    “I started with your dear grandmother. Had Gary slowly poisoning her for weeks; similar to the poison I gave Carl. You couldn’t do anything to help her. You never even knew.” Alex’s knuckles are white as his fist grows tighter and tighter around the handle of the gun. The muscles of his forearm flexing with tension as he listens to her painful words. “Imagine questioning your every move for the rest of your life. Every time your daughter gets sick, every time she even coughs, how will you know I’m not the cause?”


    “Alex…please baby, don’t listen to her,” I beg, knowing he’s fighting the urge to pull the trigger.


    “Ha!” she laughs, wincing as she pulls herself up to stand. Only then do I notice she’s nursing her arm. It appears to be broken and I feel no sympathy. Her movements become unpredictable as she paces back and forth, murmuring under her breath. “Don’t listen to her,” she mocks.


    Eyes never wavering from Arianna, Alex tosses Oliver his cell phone and asks him to call Darron. “Ask them how much longer and make sure they called an ambulance.”


    Oliver’s voice is drowned out by the tension between Alex and Arianna as she unravels before us. She appears to be growing even more unstable, her hands pulling at her already disheveled hair.


    “I’ll claim insanity. They’ll release me and I’ll be back. You know it. Been there and done that,” she mumbles in-between her threats.


    Instantly, my heart sinks to my belly as her words hit me. She’s right. She’ll always come back. She’s done it before. She’s manipulated everyone in her life. I can’t let her do this. Not to me, not to him and I can’t live my life always fearing she’ll be around the next corner.


    “Alex give me the gun,” I demand. He looks at me with confusion, but only for a moment as he brings his attention back to Arianna. Devilishly grinning nearby, she obviously thinks she won.


    “Hart…” he shakes his head.


    “Give me the gun, Alex,” I reach out my hand.


    “You’re not doing this. We’ll wait for the police. You don’t want that on your conscious.”


    “She’s right. She’ll always be there. I’ll always worry. There’s no other choice,” I cry. “I’ll always question everyone who comes into our lives. We’ll analyze every decision we ever make, every step along the way. What about our daughter? She can’t live under constant surveillance. What kind of life is that for her?”


    Arianna laughs maniacally as Alex’s face soaks in the realization that I’m completely right. He knows that we’ll forever be haunted by her presence, which is exactly what she wants. She wants to consume us. She wants us to focus solely on her.


    His head bows in acceptance, knowing the road ahead of us, knowing that morally we can’t take a life without consequences. As his realization haunts him, Arianna lunges forward and the loud explosion startles mere seconds later. Alex pulled the trigger. Arianna stills, blood trickling down her face as the bullet hole in her forehead seeps slowly. Her eyes are blank, almost at peace as she drops to her knees first, then falling face first to the ground.


    I’m numb as I look around the room. Gary slumped in the corner, still unconscious. Oliver standing in shock next to Taylor, who is still nursing his broken limbs. And then there’s my Alex. Still gripping the gun, he stares down at Arianna’s lifeless body, his face completely devoid of emotion.


    The sounds of sirens approach in the near distance as Alex turns to me. He drops to his knees at my side, the gun still in his hand as he wraps one arm around me. I can’t let him take the guilt on himself and instantly remove the gun from his hand, pushing it aside as I gently lay Cole’s head on the ground and wrap my arms around him.


    “It’s over,” he whispers in my ear. “I couldn’t let you live with that.” I nod into his neck knowing the sacrifice he made. He’s probably right. I don’t know if I could’ve, but he shouldn’t have to either.


    “The baby?” he asks as we separate and his hands find my belly.


    With all the commotion and misplaced energy, my pains were nothing. But now, with Alex’s hands resting on my belly, all I can focus on is the pain. It’s radiating from everywhere. I can’t hide the agony. When Alex sees this he lifts me and places me on the nearby bed as Oliver goes to the door to usher in the EMTs and Frank’s men.


    Three of Frank’s men detain Taylor; zip tying his hands behind his back. He winces as they handle his broken arm, Darron not caring in the least bit. John pulls Gary off the floor as two EMTs check Arianna’s and Cole’s lifeless bodies for a pulse.


    “They’re gone,” I hear one whisper and my heart breaks at the same time a sensation of relief washes over me. I grieve for my old friend, but I’m at peace knowing Arianna can’t hurt us anymore.


    “My fiancée is in labor,” Alex calls their attention over. The female EMT settles at the foot of the bed urging Alex to move aside.


    Nudging my knees apart she glances down before announcing to her partner, “This baby isn’t going to wait. She’s crowning already.”


    Alex grasps my hand, kneeling on the floor next to my side as the EMT settles between my legs. “I’m here, Hart. It’ll be okay. Our baby will be okay.” I’m not sure if he’s trying to placate me or reassure himself. Either way, he’s here and that’s all that matters. With that, I take notice and prepare to listen to the woman at my feet.


    “I need you to take a deep breath and push,” she instructs, rolling up her sleeves, grabbing a nearby towel. I gather up what’s left in my body and squeeze Alex’s hand tightly as I push as hard as I can. “Okay, good. That was good, but I need one last push. Just one more and we can get you guys out of here.” It burns and everything hurts as I cry out. This is not how I imagined bringing my baby into this world. This is not how this was meant to happen.


    “Come on, Hart. Just one more push,” Alex urges me as he glances between my legs. I nod, gathering the very last of my resolve. I push. I push to end all of this madness. I push for my life with Alex. I push in hopes of never having to hear the name Arianna Salerno ever again. I push to bring Cadence into a life of only happiness. One surrounded by love and safety. And lastly, I push knowing that Alex gave us all of that when he ended Arianna’s life. He gave us our future. So, I push to give him the family he deserves.


    The moment her cries resonate in the room my body slumps as exhaustion consumes me. My groggy smile brands my face. She’s safe. There are no monsters waiting to take her away. The only arms she’ll be in are those of her father’s, who has proven that he’ll risk his own life for hers. For ours. To keep us safe.


    “Cadence,” I whisper contentedly. My eyes flutter closed, exhaustion overwhelming me. I attempt to fight it, wanting to open my eyes and take a look at my daughter, but my effort is useless.


    “She’s beautiful,” Alex’s whispers fill the room. I can hear his voice, but my vision is blurry. “Hart?” I can feel his hand on my shoulder, nudging me lightly. Once again, I feel my lashes flutter, but I see nothing. Nothing but darkness along with the look of my best friend’s face as he left this Earth knowing he finally set everything right.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    


    Sunday, July 7


    ALEX…


    Cadence’s weight in my arms is the only thing that has kept me grounded the entire trip to the hospital. Watching her beautiful face I see Elyssa, and just like her mother, she leaves me breathless. However, right now Elyssa’s lifeless body overcasts the joy of holding my newborn daughter.


    Watching the EMTs work vigorously, connecting IVs and starting CPR has left me without any rational thought. The moment they loaded her onto the stretcher and got her in the back of the ambulance, she coded. I nearly lost my mind.


    I’m observing from the corner of the ambulance as they pump her chest and squeeze air into her lungs. Without a doubt this is the hardest thing I’ve ever witnessed. I want to scream. I want to shake her awake. She can’t leave me. Not after everything we’ve survived. This is the second time she’s coded and both times I’ve sat here and done nothing. Nothing but hold our daughter and watch. At some point, the EMT tried to explain why, saying her body was put through so much in the last forty-eight hours. He explained that because the loss of blood during the birth, coupled with the dehydration, it was just too much for her body to take.


    Fuck. She can’t leave me. She can’t leave us. She hasn’t even held her own baby. I know I’m an asshole for feeling this, but I’m pissed at her. Elyssa’s the strong one. Not me. She knows how weak I am. I’m nothing without her. How could she even consider giving up?


    The instant we arrive, Elyssa’s whisked away and now I’m left with a struggle I never knew I’d have to face. Who to follow: my future wife headed into surgery in hopes of stopping the bleeding to keep her alive or my newborn daughter, who’s little hand clasped my finger tightly the entire ride. For the first time in my life my heart is overfull with emotion and I don’t know which part to follow. It’s like I orbit two planets and the gravity of each is pushing and pulling me in two.


    I look back and forth between the corridor and Cadence’s sweet face.


    “Alex…” Oliver’s voice is close, but I can see nothing but the never-ending stark white hallway and the flush of Cadence’s sweet pink chubby cheeks. “Alex, I can stay with the baby.” It’s then that Oliver’s hands come into focus. His knuckles are scrapped and busted open with so much blood and violence in contrast to my sweet, innocent daughter.


    I shake my head, clutching Cadence even tighter against my chest.


    “She needs you.” I look into Oliver’s red-rimmed eyes, his throat bobbing as he swallows down the all-consuming grief. “I got your girl while you go take care of our girl.”


    Our girl. In the past I’d hate him for taking any possession over Elyssa, but it’s only now that I realize she’s as much in my heart as she is in his. Oddly, I can now take comfort in the knowledge that he’d lay down his life for the woman I love, even knowing in the end she’ll still be mine. I guess that’s what unconditional love is.


    I kiss Cadence’s forehead before handing her over to Oliver’s waiting arms. He coos at her, following the nurse to the maternity wing.


    I hesitate; take one final glimpse at Oliver’s retreating back before sprinting in the direction they took Elyssa. My head turns at every open door, hoping to glean a sign of where she could be. I look at the signs overhead as I rush past groups of nurses and families. It’s a never-ending maze of doors and signs. I try to focus on the pounding of my shoes against the tiled floor instead of the weight of what I may find when I get to my Hart.


    “Sir.” A nurse stops me as I reach the double doors at the end of the hallway. “You can’t go in there.”


    Her words don’t deter me. Unfortunately, the fact that I need a badge does. Still, I try to push through only to get beeped at. Access fucking denied. The doors rattle against my strength, but it does not budge. I pound my fist against the wall in frustration, allowing my breathing to run ragged. I fight the urge to hit and kick the door until it opens, but realize quickly that it won’t help.


    I need to know if she’s all right, if she’s still breathing and fighting.


    I rest my head against my fists, which are now clenched against the wall. I focus on my breathing. It’s not their fault this happened. It’s not their fault my life is behind these doors. I try to remind myself of these simple facts when everything inside me wants to take out all of my aggression on their lack of action. Like the nurse just standing there, looking at me as if I’ve gone rogue, waiting for me to do something to warrant a call to security. “Sir, I need you to calm down.”


    “My fiancée. Please. I need to know what’s going on,” I beg through clenched teeth, looking down into the face of the tiny nurse. Watching her look of fear turn into compassion, she takes me in with her roaming eyes. I’m a mess, disheveled clothes covered in blood. At this point, I don’t even know whose blood I have on me. Does it matter?


    “She’s in surgery?” she questions, her hands reaching out to grab my elbow. I flinch at her touch and fight the urge to pull away. Adjusting, I find strength in her support as she leads me to a group of nearby chairs. Her hand now resting on my biceps, she asks, “What’s your fiancée’s name?”


    I look at her nametag: Jasmine. With the dark circles under her eyes and the purse hanging from her shoulder, I realize she is most likely done with her shift. More of the unconditional kindness I’m only beginning to realize is part of the average person. Something propelled her to stop and help my lost soul, and for that I’m thankful.


    “Elyssa Hart,” I choke out, swallowing back the sob that has been creeping up my throat since I arrived at the hospital.


    “Stay right here.” She stands, but I quickly grab the hem of her scrubs. I look up at her as her hand settles on my fists. She placates me by patting my hand, “I’ll be right back. I’m not leaving you.” Her soft and reassuring voice allows me to let go. Using her badge to go into a nearby room, she pulls something from a shelf and comes back out within seconds, the door closing softly behind her.


    “Here,” she shoves a pair of blue scrubs into my hands. I look up at her in confusion, barely able to hide my irritation. I don’t need fucking clothes; I need to know how Elyssa is. Ignoring my ire, “There’s a bathroom right there. Go clean up and I’ll go and check on the status of your wife.”


    I don’t correct her. Regardless of whether she’s my girlfriend, fiancée or wife, all that matters is that everyone knows she’s mine and I plan on keeping her on this Earth with me for a very long time. I’ll fight until my last dying breath until I know she’s resting easy.


    I take the offered scrubs just as I see a doctor wearing a surgical cap walk through the doors. I jump up, scrubbing my face with my hands; my lame attempt to look a little less maniacal. But instead of stopping, the doctor continues to walk over to a man waiting on the opposite wall. Until this moment I hadn’t realized there were any other people around. I’m relieved he’s the only other person viewing my melt down.


    When I look at the elderly man, I can tell he’s in bad shape. As the doctor continues to quietly talk to him, you can see the man shutting down. You don’t need to be a mind reader to know the news being received is bad. Within seconds, the poor man’s face morphs from worry to loss, followed by one of the worst wails I’ve ever heard. Watching him drop to the floor, he holds his knees for support as the doctor continues to stand next to him, hand on his shoulder for a modicum of support and compassion.


    “Hey,” Jasmine’s sweet voice brings my attention back to her. “That doesn’t have to be you. In fact, it’s not going to be you, so you need to clean up. She doesn’t need to see you like this,” she waves a hand towards me. “So the sooner you get into the bathroom, the sooner I’ll feel better about leaving you to check on her.”


    When I nod, Jasmine backs away and leaves me to my thoughts. Before I step into the empty bathroom, I look back and notice a counselor has joined the desolate man. I fear that will be me, that I’ll hear the words no man ever wants to hear. I’ve done everything I could possibly do, but she didn’t make it. To hear that the fault lies within Elyssa’s inability to stay with me; that my fear of her always leaving me with come to reality.


    Forever.


    And where will that leave me? Alone with a daughter who I will love with everything I am, but will eventually fuck up. We all know I’m incapable of raising her alone.


    It’s not until I’m within the confines of the four sterile walls, washing the blood from my hands that the world falls down on top of me. I rush to the toilet and empty my stomach of nothing but bile and water. I haven’t eaten and the smell, sight and sounds that rush into my eyes and ears nearly buckles me. Frantic, I yank off my blood stained shirt and stare down at my equally stained hands. Desperate to remove the horrific images, I rush over to the sink. Blasting the water as hot as it will go, I scrub off the reminders of the day. The look on her face as her life left her, the way her hand dropped off the gurney as she gave up the fight, the way the EMTs fought to keep her alive, all the while little Cadence slept safely in my arms.


    My chest aches as I rest my hands on the basin of the sink. I drop my head, focusing on my breathing, hoping for any measure of relief. As much as I want to forget this miserable day, there are some things that can’t be forgotten. Like how strong and determined Elyssa was to bring our baby into this world, when Cadence wrapped her tiny hand around my finger and the soft whimpers of our daughter as she was born. Yes, throughout the pain and misery of the past two days, I hold on to the small amount of happiness and keep my hope alive.


    “Where’s my sister?” The muffled scream coming from the other side of the door sets me in motion. Hastily, I throw the scrubs on and run some water through my hair before rushing to open the door.


    Rachel.


    The ache in my chest returns full force. She doesn’t see me, and being the coward I am, I watch her frantically pace, grief written all over her face, with Bryan following her every move. Without actually touching her, Bryan’s hands ghost her shoulders attempting to calm and still her. It would almost be comical, if anything were funny about this situation. Rachel is a force to be reckoned with and Bryan is no match.


    When her eyes meet mine, we share a moment of intense helplessness that only two people who love deeply can feel. Pools of tears fall like streams as she walks towards me. I barely have a chance to wrap my arms around her before she buries her face in my chest. Her heart wrenching sobs wrack her body, and in turn wrack mine.


    I look at Bryan as I try to comfort his wife; his face speaking everything that we can’t say at this moment. He’s unable to give anything to Rachel to sooth the turmoil she’s feeling and he’s unable to give me any peace. And for that, I know he feels the depths of our despair.


    “Sir?” Jasmine approaches slowly. Rachel wipes the tears away from her cheeks as she draws her shoulders back, preparing for the news. “Your wife is still in surgery.”


    Rachel grips me tighter as she burrows deeper in my arms. The only way I can imagine what Rachel is feeling, is if something were to happen to Cadence. But a thousand times worse. Because not only is Elyssa her sister, but in many ways, her child. She raised her. She went through all the bad times to get to the good. The depth of their bond can only be compared to what Elyssa will feel with Cadence. Not even I will feel that level.


    Jasmine touches my arm, “Mr. Hart?” Again, I don’t correct her, because does it really matter. She can call me whatever she wants as long as it gets me closer to seeing Elyssa. “I don’t know, but maybe you want to visit your daughter while you wait.” She hesitates, looking from her purse to the vacant corridor. She walks to a nearby room before coming back empty handed while I continue to console Rachel. “I promise to come get you the moment she’s out of surgery.”


    Although I don’t want to leave until I see Elyssa, I know Rachel needs something to get her mind off the looming uncertainty. I push her gently away from my chest, lifting her chin with my hand so I can look into her face. A face that reminds me so much of everything I love in this world.


    “Do you want to meet your niece?” I try to smile at her, knowing it resembles what I feel. Empty.


    “Is she-is-is everything okay?” Her lips tremble as her face contorts. The tears continue to fall. “Please tell me you were with her when she had Cadence. Please tell me she wasn’t alone.”


    “I was with her and Cadence is absolutely beautiful,” I whisper in her ear, my hand finding the back of her head. Eventually Rachel’s trembling stops and with a beautiful smile, similar to that of her sister, she looks up at me before looking at Jasmine.


    “Can you take us to my niece?” Rachel looks over at Bryan and after what feels like forever, releases me. He wraps his arm around his girl and my insides clench because that’s all I want to do right now. What I need right now. Without Rachel in my arms, I feel more alone than I have since all this started. The heaviness of her body against mine gave me what little bit of comfort I needed to get through, and now I feel the coldness seep in.


    I glance back at the double doors before following Rachel and Bryan down the hallways and eventually to the elevator. Jasmine takes us up to the fourth floor, which according to the legend on the interior of the elevator is the maternity wing. The original birthing plan involved having a bag packed, Elyssa and I rushing to the hospital, and her bringing Cadence into this world surrounded by love. This was not the plan. Elyssa even insisted we take a tour of the hospital months before she was due. What a tour would do for us in the end? I’m not sure, but I agreed because I’d do anything for her. Just to see that smile.


    We stop in front of a large glass window showcasing the newborn babies wrapped in pink and blue blankets. It doesn’t take long before I pinpoint Cadence. I could find her with my eyes closed. The way her soul speaks to mine is indescribable. She’s the perfect melody to complete my life.


    “That’s her.” Rachel presses a finger against the glass pointing at a pink blanket in the first row. She’s crying again, but this time, its tears of joy. Joy for my daughter, my Cadence.


    “She’s beautiful, Alex,” Rachel whispers.


    “Can we see her?” I ask Jasmine. She nods, tapping on the window calling the attention of one of the other nurses. Tucking another baby with a pink blanket, she finishes and leaves the room to come and join us. It’s then that Oliver comes up behind us resting his hand on my shoulder.


    “Judy, this is the Mr. Hart,” Jasmine introduces us.


    “Mr. James,” I finally amend her previous error. I don’t want her to feel bad, so I place my hand on her shoulder and squeeze. She’s done more for me than her duty requires and I need her to know I appreciate it.


    “Oh,” she nods, “excuse me, Mr. James. The baby who was brought in earlier by ambulance, this is the father.” Judy nods and the look of pity is downright infuriating. There’s nothing to pity here. Because regardless of what she may know about Elyssa’s condition, there’s no ending other than the one where we walk out of this hospital together; as a family. She can save her pity for someone else.


    I straighten my stance in defiance, unwilling to give into the overwhelming heartache that looms over us like a dark cloud.


    “She needs to be fed daddy, would you like to do the honors?” Judy asks looking at me with more compassion now than pity.


    I know nothing about feeding babies. I’ve never even held one until Cadence was placed in my arms. I stand frozen with an unanswered question before me, but the moment her tiny mouth opens and I hear her melodic cry, I’m compelled to go to her. I nod my head and ask if everyone can come with, which I’m sure is against hospital rules.


    Judy smiles her approval, knowing we all need a little light in our day. She nods and allows us to follow her to a nearby nursing room. She brings in a couple more chairs, shortly after wheeling in Cadence’s bassinet. The nurse lifts her, walking over to me before settling her in my arms.


    It’s then that the storm inside me is calmed. All the rage is caged as I look down at my newborn daughter. Her tiny pink lips quivering as she whimpers from hunger. The nurse hands me a bottle and a hint of anxiety returns. I can’t do any of this without Elyssa. I take a deep breath and look up into the kind eyes of Cadence’s nurse. Sensing my unease, Judy shows me how to hold her while feeding and reminds me to burp her, giving me simple instructions before leaving us to ourselves.


    “She has to be the prettiest baby in the history of all babies,” Rachel coos over my shoulder as she watches Cadence suck on the nipple. Rachel caresses her cheek with her finger before playing with a lock of her dark hair.


    “She is pretty freaking cute,” Bryan adds, wrapping an arm around his wife.


    As she finishes off her bottle I clumsily try to support her head as I make my first attempt at burping. We all laugh as she lets out a tiny belch before I settle her in my arms again.


    “Want to hold her?” I look up to Rachel who’s practically clapping in anticipation. I’m glad something can keep her mind off of things for a second. I didn’t have to ask again. Rachel quickly, yet gently, snatches the baby out of my arms as she goes to the opposite end of the room and starts to rock Cadence.


    “I’ll help you, Alex. If something happens to…” Rachel starts, tears starting to well again.


    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I cut her off. I refused to accept the pity from the nurse earlier and I’ll be damned if Rachel starts to give up on her too.


    “We need to make plans.” Rachel says, her eyes meeting mine with defiance. I know Rachel is familiar to loss. I know she’s use to stepping up and doing what needs to be done, but I can’t have her throwing in the towel just yet. Unlike her, some of us won’t return from this.


    “I’m not planning that and neither should you. She’s strong. She’ll fight. She’ll be fine.” I choke on my last words, hoping to sound surer of myself as I cross my arms over my chest.


    “Alex…I heard the nurse talking. She lost a lot of blood.” I hate that Rachel is holding our daughter and talking like Elyssa’s future has already been determined. As if I’m the crazy one for holding on to a smidge of hope. It’s all I have; it’s all I have to not fall apart.


    “I said I don’t want to talk about it, Rachel!” I whisper scream, clenching my hands against my temples. Rachel holds Cadence tight against her, comforting her as she startles in her arms. Cadence starts to cry and immediately I regret using that tone around her. This, if anything, shows how much I can’t do this alone.


    Bryan moves from his place next to Rachel, standing between us. After a few more tense moments of nothing but the sounds of the monitors in the other room and Rachel’s pacing, we are interrupted by a soft knock on the door. Jasmine’s head pops inside, her concerned eyes looking between the three of us. I move to be closer to Jasmine, needing to hear what she came to say.


    “She’s out of surgery and in recovery. I don’t know any more than that, but I do know that you can see your wife.”


    With a glance behind me, and a small nod from Rachel, I’m out the door. I refuse to accept anything but a lifetime with her. Anything less, they might as well take my heart from my chest, because I’ll be a shell of a man.


    


    Tuesday, July 9


    ELYSSA…


    “If I lay here. If I just lay here. Would you lay with me and just forget the world. I don’t quite know. How to say. How I feel. Those three words. Are said too much. They’re not enough.”


    I love his voice, the raw emotion and huskiness of his tone. If this is Heaven, I could be here for eternity and be happy. But his voice is distant and if this were Heaven, his voice would fill every crevice, every surface, and I’d soak in it.


    But something feels off. This doesn’t feel like all is right. This can’t be Heaven if I don’t feel whole. It’s then I feel an ache in my chest, in my abdomen, in my head, as my fuzzy mind starts to come to.


    “I need your grace. To remind me. To find my own.”


    My eyes flutter open, immediately stinging from the light overhead. My lids are heavy, but I manage to pry them open and slowly turn my head in the direction of his voice.


    “If I lay here. If I just lay here. Would you lay with me and just forget the world.” His voice is clearer and as beautiful as ever, which matches my first vision upon waking up from complete darkness. Alex has Cadence in his arms. With his eyes closed, his head resting against the wall behind him, he cradles her to his chest as she sleeps.


    “Cadence, can you tell your mommy to wake up so we can go home.” The struggle in his words kills me. “I miss her, baby girl. I miss her so much.”


    Instantly, I remember everything and my sobs threaten to break through. But the feeling of comfort and security, knowing Alex and the baby made it out unscathed, overwhelms the negative. My silent cries fill my heart to completeness. I allow myself to cry for my friend, knowing Cole gave his life for Alex. I cry knowing Alex holds the burden of taking another person’s life. But most of all, I cry in the knowledge that I get the family I’ve always wanted. That the man I chose, the man that chose me, who struggled and fought to find me, is mine. He saved me when I thought all hope was lost.


    “Alex,” my throat is raw, sounding hoarse. His head immediately pops up and scans my face. I watch and relive all his pain, but when he finally moves the only word to describe his emotions is relief. Moving his chair closer, he takes my hand into his free one before kissing my knuckles.


    “Do you need me to get the nurse?” Alex attempts to stand, but I shake my head, just wanting a moment between the three of us. My effort to keep him seated is futile with my weak arms.


    “You, Alex. You’re all I need right now. You and my baby girl.” He finally resolves to sit, worry lines showing on his forehead. My arms are heavy as I lift to brush my fingertips along his forehead, hoping to ease some of his stress.


    “I’m okay. Stop worrying,” I struggle to speak, my throat feeling as if a thousand needles are pricking along my airway.


    “You have no idea.” His voice is strained as he struggles. His head shaking left to right, bowed as he recounts the moments of darkness. “You died on me.” I try to remember my last memories. The last thing I remember was Cadence’s cry as I gave birth. “Twice.”


    “I came back to you.” I smile as he kisses the tips of my fingers. I don’t remember leaving him. There was no white light, no voice from beyond, just a void of nothingness before I heard his voice leading me back to him.


    He nods, whispering, “You came back to us.” Lifting Cadence up on the side of the bed so I can get a better look at her, I let the tears run down. She’s angelic. “Cadence baby, this is your mommy,” Alex coos at our daughter. I reach out, my fingers brushing them against her cheek until they settle on her tiny hand. Her lips pucker as she sucks on an imaginary bottle, possibly the cutest thing ever.


    I speak my thoughts from earlier, “She’s so beautiful.”


    “She looks just like you,” he adds, eyes moving between our daughter and me.


    “I think she looks like you.” I play with her dark strands of hair. It’s then her eyes open and the purest blue irises look back at me; Alex’s eyes. I know they say that their eye color can change as they grow older, but internally I’m praying that she keeps his.


    “She’s a combination of both of us.” And he’s right; I can see myself in her.


    “The best of both of us,” I coo, my fingers brushing over her tiny lips.


    “Thank you for coming back to me.” I look at him and see the dark circles under his eyes and know I must have put him through so much. He rests his forehead against my temple. “I’d be lost without you, Hart.”


    “Thank God you’re okay,” Rachel’s voice shrieks from the doorway. Alex quickly moves back, shielding our daughter as Rachel practically pounces on me from the other side of the bed. “If you ever do anything like that to me again, I will…well I don’t know what I’ll do, but whatever it is…you won’t like it.” She hugs me, which hurts. But I don’t have the heart to tell her. So instead, I endure the pain and bask in her love.


    “Fine. I’ll never get kidnapped and give birth so some psycho can take my baby. Scouts honor.” Rachel winces. Too soon for jokes? “I was just kidding, Rach.”


    “First of all you were never in the Girls Scout and secondly, that’s not even close to being funny.” Bryan pulls a chair next to my bed for Rachel to sit in, which she fills and immediately asks for Cadence. Alex gives in and settles our daughter in her arms. She kisses our daughter’s forehead and cuddles her against her chest, inhaling her scent. “I love how she smells.”


    We sit in silence, watching Cadence in my sister’s arms. She’s breathtaking. Listening to her little noises and hearing the sound of her breathing is the most beautiful sound in the world.


    After a few minutes, I remember to ask Alex, “How’s Frank?” I don’t know what I’ll do if he didn’t survive. I get that he signed on for this and was getting paid a generous salary, but no one deserves to get shot by a psycho.


    “We’ll talk about this when you’re feeling better,” Alex insists, but I give him my best scowl even though it hurts to do anything but lay there. Seriously, it hurts to even move my eyebrows. I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like when they want to get me out of bed.


    “I’d like to know now. Please.”


    With a resounding sigh, “He’s recovering. It was touch and go, but he’s hanging in there.” I nod my head, the heaviness of it all weighing on me.


    A nurse comes in and begins checking my vitals and administering more fluids to my IV. “Would you like some water?” I smile my approval.


    “Arianna?” I ask. I know I watched Alex take her life, but I need confirmation that it’s really over.


    “Gone,” Rachel chimes in. “Good riddance because if she hadn’t died, I would’ve ripped her to shreds with my own bare hands.” I look at Alex, who doesn’t seem affected by this one bit. As if her death has no bearing on him whatsoever. I’m not sure if it’s shock or if he really doesn’t care. I don’t bother asking about Cole, I held his lifeless body for long enough to know.


    “We’ll arrange something for Cole,” Alex adds, immediately knowing the questions that were looming in my mind. I nod my head, tears rimming my lashes.


    “Taylor?” I don’t know how to tell Alex that his brother, although seriously touched with a bit of crazy, cared for me. Something tells me that he protected me as much as he could.


    “Arrested, along with Gary. Both of them are going to be put away for a long time. Like die in prison jail time,” Bryan adds. I look over to him and smile. I’m so thankful my sister has him to get her through all this drama. I know I’m the one that lived it, but my sister takes on too much emotion that isn’t hers. I know she is somehow blaming herself for all of this.


    I look from my brother-in-law back to Alex and need to know if he’s okay, so I ask. “How are you doing with all of this?”


    “You mean with my girl getting kidnapped and forced into child birth by my ex, my father, and my half brother?” Okay, so when he puts it that way… He shakes his head, almost violently. “All of it is fucked.”


    “Do we know anything more about Taylor?”


    “Just that Gary is his dad. His mother was a prostitute. She died when he was twelve. He has some mental issues, which I’m assuming comes from Gary raising him.” How Bryan knows all of this is beyond my realm of thought. Taylor didn’t even have a chance in life.


    The awkward silence threatens to consume me. I watch as Rachel looks at Alex. I assume she’s imagining the conflict he is feeling. He knows what his upbringing would be like if Nana hadn’t raised him. And although his life wasn’t perfect, he became the man he is because of the women in his life.


    Patting my daughters behind, Rachel soothes her to sleep. A few moments later, Rachel clears her throat, looking between Alex and me, before admitting, “Cadie is coming home with us until you’re better.”


    My head snaps between to the two of them, eyes bugged out in shock. I try to sit up as the nurse brings me my water. She leaves and I don’t hesitate to try and get out of bed. When I move to dangle my feet over the edge, a wave of nausea and dizziness threatens to wash over me. I give up, turn to Alex, and ask, “When can I get out of here?”


    I’m sure he can see the panic in my eyes. With his hand running over my head, he doesn’t hesitate to answer, “The doctor wants to run some more tests, but he thinks within the next day or two.”


    “I’ve already missed so much. I don’t want to be away from her,” I implore, tears building in my eyes. I feel a little crazy right now, and it’s not that I don’t trust Rachel. It’s just that after someone tries to kidnap your child, you become a little possessive.


    “It’s only for a couple of days and I promise to bring her every day. This is because lover boy here doesn’t want to leave your side and bring her home himself.”


    In his defense he says, “I don’t want to be away from you.” His lips brush my knuckles, and I know what his words actually meant. He can’t be away from me. My belly flutters just watching him watch me.


    “Fine.” I point my accusatory finger at my sister. “But no bonding with my baby before I get the chance to.”


    “Don’t worry, E. She’s already a daddy’s girl. There’s no other bond that can break that one. The moment she’s in his arm, she immediately calms down and falls asleep.” Bryan’s soft voice adds to the melancholy of the whole situation.


    He takes Cadence from Rachel’s arms, which leaves her pouting. “Why does watching him with her make me want to make babies?” Rachel whispers to us, not loud enough for Bryan to hear. “Nothing sexier.”


    I peek up to Alex and smile. I second that statement.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    


    Tuesday, September 17


    ALEX…


    “Fuck me! Why the fuck is he here?” Facing away from the scuffle, I’m glad I can’t see him. I know he’s questioning the imposing guard, whom I’m guessing won’t budge from the doorway.


    “Sit the fuck down.” I look over my shoulder, catching the end of the faceoff between the correctional officer and my half brother. I smirk because, if he’s anything like me, I know Taylor is toying with the idea of clocking the guard. Anything to get out of this conversation. Instead, he runs his hand over his face in clear frustration before plopping down on the steel chair across from me.


    I’ve struggled with this. It’s been months since Cadence was born; two months since everything was put back together. Needless to say, Gary and Taylor were both sent to prison. However, for cooperation in Gary’s conviction, Taylor received a reduced sentence. That along with Elyssa’s testimony gave him twenty years with a possibility for parole after eight. This was drastically reduced in comparison to Gary’s life term, which in my opinion wasn’t enough. I wanted death. I wanted death by my own hands, however, as you can imagine, the legal system didn’t support that suggestion.


    Elyssa and I went back and forth about Taylor. I wanted him to rot right alongside my father. He shot Frank for God’s sake. He tormented and went along with the plan for months. But she insisted he shielded her, that underneath it all he was a good person. Then she flipped it around on me and reminded me that I could’ve gone down a similar path. I called bullshit, but with much reluctance I had to admit she had a point.


    According to the prosecutor, Taylor had a troubled childhood. Several complaints lodged with CPS, but nothing ever came of them. He fell through the cracks like so many do. I may be an asshole for this, but I admit that I didn’t care at first. But as he started showing us photos of bruised ribs and his battered face at different stages of his life, I couldn’t help but feel somewhat sorry for him. I remembered those nights spent in the hospital, nurses asking me repeatedly what happened, me lying through my teeth about falling down some stairs or getting beat up on the way home by a bunch of kids. But unlike him, although damage was done, I escaped.


    “Why are you here?” he huffs, crossing his arms in defiance. He’s glaring at me, which completely rubs me the wrong way considering what he’s done. Why I thought he would be anything besides the cocky little asshole I saw before, I have no idea. But for a moment I thought he might show an ounce of regret, just a smidge of remorse to show me that Elyssa was right.


    “Fuck this. I don’t know why I even came.” I slam my hands on the table in frustration as I push myself up, ready to leave and never look back.


    “I have no idea what she sees in you,” he mumbles under his breath. It takes only a second before I’m reaching over, grabbing him by the collar of his dark green standard issue prison uniform. I raise my fist, but before I can release any of my aggression, the guard rushes over and grabs my elbow effectively separating the two of us.


    “Honestly, I don’t know what she sees in you. She said you were a good guy and I’d hoped you would show some ounce of humanity if I came to see you. I’d hoped you wouldn’t be the exact same fucking piece of shit as our sperm donor. I can’t believe I actually felt sorry for you. That maybe you were just a product of circumstance. You’re just like him!” I push against the guard, whose forearm is resting against my chest pushing me towards the door.


    Taylor sits there and hangs his head.


    “Calm down,” the guard demands through gritted teeth, struggling to keep me back. The door opens and I notice another officer has come for back up. Not the smartest idea to start a fight inside the four walls of a prison’s visiting room. I should probably thank the guard later for keeping me out of jail by thwarting the punch.


    “She said that?” Both the guard and I look at my half brother in surprise. Me because he’s no longer glaring at me, and the guard because I’m sure he expected a full out brawl. “She said I was a good guy?”


    Realizing that I’m no longer pushing against him, the guard drops his arm. “I technically should escort you out,” he says. “So if this happens again, I won’t hesitate.” I nod before sitting back in my seat.


    I mull over his question. I didn’t want to talk about her, especially because he believes he cares for her. “She has a tendency to believe the best in people. She’s slightly naïve.” A dig, but still the truth.


    “Like her being friends with that asshole Cole.” I’m conflicted as Taylor mentions his name. Yes, Cole was an asshole. During our entire relationship I could never understand their past. But, he also saved both of our lives. It’s rather hard to be mad at a dead man.


    “You could say that.” I slump back in the chair, crossing my arms over my chest. My biceps strain against the cotton of my midnight blue dress shirt. Let’s just say I’ve been hitting the weights pretty hard since everything went down. It was the only outlet for all of my frustration.


    “So, why are you here?” This time the question is posed with less malice and more curiosity. “I figured you probably hate me, so why the visit?”


    “I’ll admit, yes I hate you. But I’ve had a lot of time to think about things.” I sigh, sitting up to rest my elbows on the table. “I’m curious as to why you would go along with anything Gary planned? I mean…he doesn’t seem to be any more of a father figure to you than he was to me.”


    I’ve seen pictures of him as a child, him with his Mom, some even with Gary. Taylor seemed like a normal kid, but then again, so did I. Although others may not have been able to pinpoint it, I was able to see the hint of sadness in him when I looked at the pictures of his teenage years.


    “You want to share horror stories? Maybe compare notes?” Taylor extends his legs under the table; his foot brushes slightly against my pant leg, which I ignore and focus on his hands. I can tell by how he’s picking at his nail beds how nervous he is.


    “For months I’ve directed all of my anger towards you and Gary. But it wasn’t until Elyssa reminded me that we were both raised by that asshole that I stepped back and tried to look at things a little differently. She’s the one that suggested I come here and talk to you.”


    He scoffs, “So you’re doing this because she told you to?”


    “I’m doing this because I need to make sense of everything. Because although you had a fucked up childhood; so did I. But you don’t see me out there kidnapping innocent women.” I look up with a murderous glare. Because no matter how much I try to understand his past, some things cannot be so easily forgiven. “You have to hate him as much as I do. So it doesn’t make sense. Why would you be a sidekick to his bullshit?”


    “We aren’t doing this. We aren’t bonding over how horrible our dad is. Fuck that,” he spits, his hands slamming down on the table causing a loud clanking, which echoes throughout the almost empty space. My jaw ticks. He doesn’t deserve to be angry. He almost ruined my life. And for what?


    “I’m not trying to bond with you. I came here to get closure. Closure for both of us,” I reluctantly admit through clenched teeth. I fight the urge to reach across and choke the life out of him because although that would feel really good right now, it won’t get me the answers that I need in order to feel safe. The first month after being home, I couldn’t leave Elyssa or Cadence’s side. Clingy is not a good look on any guy, including and especially me. When combined with the rage I’ve been holding inside, I continued to erupt in a blink of an eye. Again, not a good look, especially when I have a newborn daughter that I woke up on one too many times with my raised voice.


    Most often the eruptions happened when Elyssa would advocate for Taylor. Any mention of his name sent me on a whirlwind of hate and resentment that wasn’t good for either of us. Which is why the therapist suggested that I come talk to him; that maybe I’d get a glimpse of the person Elyssa swears is inside of him. In the end, I need to find a way of dealing with all of the hate I have. Either it’s going to consume me or I find a way to let it go.


    I sigh, running my hand down my face. I’d rather not do this. I’d rather be anywhere besides here.


    “Closure? Ha! Are we breaking up?” He’s a cocky little shit. I chuckle as he reminds me a little of the man I once was.


    “You have no fucking clue do you?” My voice rises slightly, which causes the guards brow to perk up.


    Taylor rolls his eyes. “Please enlighten me, oh great one.” The sarcasm in his tone causes my fists to clench tighter. But instead of giving into my initial response, I take a few deep breaths feeling my heartbeat settle.


    “The only reason you had a reduced sentence was because of Elyssa. Because even after I got pissed at her, pleaded with her not to, she still insisted on telling the prosecutor that you helped her. Then you actually did something decent and helped them seal the case on Gary, which surprised me. You owe her your life.”


    “Life? Ten years…twenty years…fuck it…a hundred years. You really think that makes a fucking difference? Regardless, my life is over. So yes, in my eyes, I have given her my life.” He stands, throwing his hands up in the air. Quickly, the guard tells him to sit down before he has to make him. Taylor doesn’t seem affected, if anything, he sneers in his direction, almost egging him on.


    “Why’d you go along with it? Why would you go along with his fucked up plan?”


    Taylor sits, the chair scrapping along the concrete below under his weight. “I didn’t even know I had a brother until my Mom died. Then it was just Gary and his drunken ramblings about his hotshot son somewhere in Nevada. How you were ungrateful, how I would never live up to anything close to what you had become.”


    “That still doesn’t explain…”


    “I’m getting there, dickhead. If you want your questions answered, then just sit there and fucking listen.” I clench my teeth tighter, but stay silent.


    “I’ve watched her from the moment you met her. You were such an asshole to her. But no matter how far your head was up your own ass, she still looked at you as if the sun shone from the very place you stood.”


    My insides clench just thinking of everything he’s seen. “And you wanted that.” A statement, not a question.


    “Bet your ass I did. I wanted someone as beautiful as she is to tell me she loves me, to carry my baby, to look at me as if I made the world turn. I wanted that instead of being beaten because I cried when my mom died, being told I was worthless, being told I would add up to nothing.”


    “It’s not my fault that’s what happened in your life.”


    “No. It probably isn’t, but I don’t know who to blame these days. You know, I thought when I left home when I was seventeen, joined the army…I had hopes that I was getting as far away from him as possible. I followed directions, did everything that was asked of me. Then one issue with a Colonel’s wife and bam!” He slams his hands together. “Out of the army, no benefits, nothing.”


    “Issue?” None of this was in any of his files, at least not what was shown to me.


    “I fucked her. He found out. Got pissed. We fought and I end up being the one in trouble. So then I had to go back to where I came from. I had risen from the bowels of hell to slip right back in.” He leans forward, resting his forearms on the table. “You know what’s worse than losing hope?”


    I shake my head.


    “It’s having it. Getting a glimpse and then having it taken away from you, like a tease. You never know the depth of your shitty life until you’ve had the good. And when it’s ripped from you…” he bows his head, shaking it silently.


    Trust me, I get it. I understand what it is to bring yourself out of the depths of hell. I’ve been there one too many times. But, “None of this explains why you went along with Gary.”


    Almost as if he’s replaying it in his mind, Taylor keeps his head bowed but he finally answers what I’ve wanted to know. How and why this all started. “After I was kicked out and dragged myself back home, Gary didn’t hesitate and was all too eager to take me on a trip. That was the first time I’d seen you. You were having lunch with a leggy blonde; she had a nice rack, nice pair of DSLs. Just eating, smiling at each other. Your life seemed so carefree. I hate to admit it, because I’d never felt anything but hatred, but I envied you. It was like looking into an alternate universe and seeing what my life could’ve been.”


    “Still can be,” I admit, almost reluctantly. Elyssa was right. I could have very well ended up on the other side of this table.


    “Bullshit,” he raises his head to look me in the eye. “You’ve had everything handed to you: this job, your girl, your baby. Everything given to you, all paid for and wrapped in a fucking bow, by using your dick.”


    Okay, so he’s right. My dick has gotten me far, but I worked hard for what I have. None of this was easy. “Before you go and judge me, know that what I did was a means to an end. Period. I used what I had to get by. I used my resources to go to school, to rise in the ranks in my company, to take care of those close to me. I did that. Not my dick, not my mistress, and certainly not our father.”


    Minutes pass by; the only sound, a distant TV.


    “The first time I saw Elyssa was probably one of your first dates. You took her to a nice restaurant at one of the casinos. At first I thought she was like all of the other women, just a pump and dump. But I watched you with her. You were different. She was different. She was innocent and sweet, not like these other skanks you fucked around with. I kept watching her, not you, just her. It was then that I fell in love with her. So when you ask me why I went along with Gary’s plan, it’s because of her. Because as long as I went along, I was able to see her, get close to her, keep her safe.”


    My eyes narrow and the possessiveness inside me wants to hurt him. I’m at odds, because as much as I want to hurt him, to make him pay for what she went through, I can’t. Regardless of his overall intentions, he cared enough to keep her safe. And that is what it boils down to. Through his and Gary’s fucked up plan, he was there when I couldn’t be.


    “She’s easy to care about,” I acquiesce, placing my elbows on the metal table.


    “Yah well, you have it all. So how about you get the fuck out of here, go back to your perfect life and let me rot in peace.” Taylor stands signaling for the guard.


    Not one to argue with justice, and a good plan, I stand and push back the chair taking one last look at him as I slip on my jacket. Looking closer at him, now knowing we are related, I can see glimpses of similarities between the two of us.


    “You know I may hate you, but that doesn’t mean I’m not thankful that you kept both of my girls safe.”


    Taylor nods as he follows the guard. As he reaches the exit, he turns and asks, “Don’t you wonder?”


    I turn to look at him. My brows knit together. “About what?”


    “What happened to him when he was younger to make him the way he is?” Taylor shrugs, seemingly not caring one way or another.


    “Not really,” I answer honestly. I have never thought of the whys or how’s when it came to Gary, just that he’s a piece of shit that I’d rather not think of at all.


    “Don’t you worry that whatever is inside of him is inside of you, too?”


    I have worried about that. I’ve worried that something will snap inside me and the monster will be released. That one day I’ll take Elyssa and Cadence down with me in a burning mess. But then I look at them. I look at them and sense peace. They calm me. I’d take my life before hurting either one of them. That’s the difference between Gary and me. I know the gift I’ve been given and I plan on never taking it for granted.


    “I used to.”


    He stares at me for a long moment, seeing that I’m being honest. He shakes his head, and when he speaks it’s almost in a reverent tone. “But not anymore,” he bows his head again and starts to walk away.


    “No Taylor, not anymore. My life is theirs and theirs are mine. This is what I was destined for.” He nods in finality, turning to leave. I can’t say for certain that this will be the last time I’ll see him. Only time will tell, that and Elyssa’s unwavering belief of the good inside of him.


    


    ELYSSA…


    I jump up the moment the door opens and closes. I’ve been waiting in anticipation since Alex left to go visit Taylor. He’s been more troubled since Cadence was born. I don’t blame him. It’s not like I’ve been the pillar of mental health these days, but I’ve been able to deal with what’s happened. Alex is just in denial. Well, that and he’s been extra controlling.


    You’d think with Gary behind bars and Arianna rotting in the pits of hell he’d save the trouble of having the Men in Black follow us around. Nope, it wasn’t until a couple weeks ago that he lightened the security detail. I conceded to having Darron with me at all times, without words, because it was obvious he needed a little peace of mind.


    “Where are my girls?” Instantly I coo internally and glance at my daughter, whose arms and legs are flailing at the sound of her daddy’s voice. Her eyes are still as blue as ever and her cheeks are full and pinchable. Cutest baby ever.


    “In here,” I call out, sitting back on the sofa, crossing my legs to place Cadence in my lap.


    My heart eases the moment he walks in the room. His sleeves are rolled up, his tie already loosened around his neck, his slacks a perfect fit. Alex throws his jacket on a nearby chair, flashing me his dimpled smile that I love so much. God, he’s ridiculously attractive, like off the charts hot almost to the point where I feel the need to pinch myself. Daily. He leans down, placing a quick kiss on my lips before taking Cadence from my lap.


    It wasn’t until we got home from the hospital that I noticed one very obvious thing. Alex with Cadence is not only adorable, but seeing her in his arms makes him out of this world sexy. The way he holds her against his chest, how he hums or sings to her every chance he gets. He’s so attentive and patient with her; he’s a natural. I’ll admit their bond sometimes makes me a little jealous. But I get over it quickly knowing, and loving, that she’ll always have him at her side, supporting her in all she does.


    “The moment you get home, I’m chopped liver,” I joke, crossing my arms in a pout as I lay back against the fluffy pillows.


    “Your mom is the sexiest chopped liver ever, isn’t she?” he coos at Cadence as he walks over to the nearby rocker. Lately, I’ve found him more times than not asleep in that chair. I end up having to wake him to usher them upstairs. I’d say it’s a pain to do, but I love every minute.


    I watch my little family in contentment waiting for him to tackle the elephant in the room. Unsurprisingly, he doesn’t broach the topic; he actually avoids it entirely making a list of errands.


    “So?” I prod him. I’m trying not to pry. Really, I’m not. I’m trying to let him go at his own pace, but what I’ve come to realize about Alex, is that sometimes he requires a little push every now and then. I’ve been told this isn’t just an Alex thing. It’s a guy thing.


    “It’s done. That’s what matters.” His azure gaze sets upon me, the fire behind them speaking more than his words. If it wasn’t for Cadence in his arms, I’d probably be bent over this couch and Alex would be taking me from behind. Although I love my orgasms, Alex has been insatiable since the kidnapping. The moment Cadence falls asleep, I’m naked and he’s inside me. Not that I’m complaining, I just don’t want him using sex as a coping mechanism for other issues.


    “Do you feel better?”


    Alex shrugs off my question as if it was ridiculous to ask. “I wasn’t troubled in the first place.”


    “Come on now…you’ve been losing sleep for months.”


    I didn’t notice it until a couple of weeks after getting released from the hospital. I thought Alex was having a case of insomnia when I’d catch him up in the middle of the night; most of the time he’d have his laptop up working in bed next to me. Or he’d be in Cadence’s room, just sitting in Travis’ rocking chair. It wasn’t until exhaustion had gotten the best of him that I noticed the night terrors. He’d wake up, sheet soaked with sweat, breathing as if he’d just ran a marathon. Instantly he’d reach for me. The only peace I could give him was with my body. I gave it often.


    “That happens when your pregnant fiancée is kidnapped. Not to mention a plot to kidnap my daughter. Oh and did I forget the fact that you died in front of me…twice. That kind of shit traumatizes a guy, ya know?” I don’t miss the sarcasm, so I’m going to forgive him, and chalk up his edginess to the fact that he just had his first full-blown conversation with his brother.


    “I do know, but I think there are other deep rooted issues going on. Alex…”


    He cuts me off, “Why do you sound more and more like our shrink after every session you have with her?”


    I roll my eyes at him. “You’re in denial. If you’re gonna continue to be a butthead, I might as well leave you to deal with your own shit.” I stand to walk away, passing him with every intention to take out my frustration on the dishes in the sink.


    “Wait.” He grabs my forearm, adjusting Cadence so he can pull me into his lap. “Don’t murder the dishes cause you’re angry at me.” He nuzzles into the crook of my neck. I’m irritated, but that doesn’t stop me from loving the feel of him against me. All it does is piss me off even more.


    I push against his arm, which is wrapped around my waist. “You frustrate the shit out of me.”


    “What do you want me to say?” he asks, lips brushing against the lobe of my ear. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, my man is so damn bipolar; one minute angry, the next minute sweet, my own personal sour patch man.


    “I just wish you’d talk about it; if not to me, then to Dr. Couser. Because all you’re going to do is keep it bottled inside and then you’re going to fuck your frustrations away.”


    “Are you complaining?” he teases, which means he’s being playful. I guess that’s a step up from denial.


    “Of course I’m not complaining. But, at this rate I’m going to end up pregnant again and you still won’t have any of your issues worked out. Then what? We’ll have two kids and you’ll still be pissed at the world.”


    “I’m not pissed at everyone,” he says calmly, his fingers strumming across the sliver of skin peaking out above the waist of my shorts.


    “Well you’re definitely pissed at your dad, your brother, Frank, possibly even me.”


    “Why does everything have to be analyzed? Why do we have to talk about everything? I swear I’ve never talked this much my whole life.” Alex’s voice rises, which startles Cadence who was falling asleep. Quickly, he begins patting her bottom, hoping to calm her startled nerves. “And for the record I’m not pissed at Frank…anymore. And why would I be pissed at you?”


    “Because I asked you to go talk to Taylor. Because I got his sentenced reduced. Because I don’t see him as a complete monster like your dad.”


    “Fuck me,” Alex groans, running his hand down his face.


    “You’re going to have to learn to stop cussing in front of the baby,” I point out the obvious.


    “She’s only three months. I’m sure my “fucks” and “shits” and “motherfuckers” will not be engrained in her long term memory.”


    “I guess then calling you a stubborn asshole won’t get engrained in her long term memory either.” I try to stand, but Alex wraps his arm around me again.


    He chuckles against my throat, his chest rumbling against my back. “Did you just call me an asshole?”


    “Stubborn asshole to be exact,” I mumble, trying to stay mad at him.


    “Hart, I’m having a hard time with this. You need to be patient,” he urges. I’ll concede to that. I know I’m not a patient person. In all honesty, everything with us has gone at warp speed, so I guess I expected him to deal with his issues just as quickly.


    I sigh, pulling his arm up so his hand is resting on my chest. “I just want you to be happy, Alex.”


    “I am happy. Probably for the first time in my life, I’m completely happy.”


    “But you aren’t at peace.”


    “And I probably never will be. Did I get some of my questions answered? I guess so. But it also generated more unanswered questions. This problem isn’t going to be solved overnight.”


    Hope springs in my chest. “So does that mean you’re going to talk to him again?”


    “I don’t know.” He shakes his head, seemingly trying to figure out what to reveal next. “I will admit that I’m not struggling so much with the fact he has a reduced sentence. He’s still an asshole, but I don’t think he’s completely evil like Gary. He got caught up and made poor choices in his life. We all have a story, but I don’t like that he’s using his fucked up childhood as an excuse to make more poor choices.”


    Although I want to point out to Alex that he’s sounding more and more like our therapist, I won’t. Instead I snuggle against him, happy he’s open to talking about it, even if only a little.


    “I just keep thinking that it could’ve been you,” I whisper.


    “He did say one thing that got me thinking.” I look into his eyes, acknowledging his comment. “He said he was envious of me.”


    Of course he is. “And what’s shocking about that?”


    “Because I didn’t look at my life as something to be envious of.” He pauses, reverently. “But then he went on about how he watched us together and about how you look at me. I’m such a lucky fucking guy. I never want to take what we have for granted. But then I started to feel sorry for him, which is definitely not what I expected.”


    “He’s had a rough life, Alex. I’m not saying it was any harder for him, I’m just saying that you should be able to relate to him in some way.”


    “I had the thing he didn’t. He’s never had anyone that cared enough about him to guide him. I may have had a horrible childhood, but I’m the man now knowing how much my mom sacrificed for me, and I had the love of my grandmother. His mother wasn’t strong enough for him and when she was gone, he had to live with Gary during his most impressionable years.”


    “You were definitely lucky. He has a right to envy you because you came out on the other side, a good man with a family that loves you.”


    This time, he doesn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry for being a stubborn asshole.” He pulls me tighter to him as he begins to softly rock the chair back and forth. I settle against him, resting my head on his shoulder as I close my eyes.


    “It’s okay. You’re lucky that I find stubborn assholes attractive.”


    Alex chuckles. I pry open one eye, taking a peek at Cadence sleeping next to me.


    “It was all worth it,” Alex mumbles as he falls asleep.


    “That it was,” I whisper. I lull myself to sleep listening to the sound of his heartbeat. It’s not until three hours later that Alex wakes me as he guides me up the stairs with our daughter nestled in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 22


    


    September 17


    ONE YEAR LATER….


    ELYSSA


    “You look beautiful,” Rachel breathes. We both stare at my reflection in the floor length mirror, the ivory dress accentuating my sun kissed skin. Normally modest, I wouldn’t agree with my sister out loud; however, I can’t help but adamantly nod as tears start to pool in my eyes. She slaps my bare shoulder before grabbing a tissue to blot her own eyes. “Stop or your makeup will streak.”


    The stylist really did an amazing job. From my French manicured nails, to the blush on the apples of my cheeks, everything is exactly as I imagined it would be. As she adds the final flowers to my already weighty hair, I look at the final product and sigh in contentment. I settled on a strapless silk crepe gown with a plunging back. The material feels amazing against my skin and hugs every curve of my post-baby body.


    I look to my best friend, stepping into her bridesmaid gown, while the wedding coordinator’s assistant whirls around her like a hurricane. She looks beautiful in a strapless French rose chiffon knee length dress. I want to remember everything about this day, even the anxiety etched on Janice’s face as she turns from side to side taking herself in.


    “Are either of you going to tell me where I’m getting married?” I ask as the stylist holds out a tissue for me to blot my lips.


    “We are both sworn to secrecy,” Rachel calls from the bathroom. Why my sister is peeing with the door open, I have no idea. Maybe she thinks it’ll keep me from getting Janice to cave on the details. You know how the bride is supposed to have every whim of her wedding fantasy come to life with doves released, a horse and carriage, the Cinderella glass slipper. You know, the whole shebang. Well, not me.


    The only details I’ve been privy to are my dress, the food and cake, oh and the music. Other than that, Alex has kept me in the dark. Pre-wedding, he and I agreed we wanted a small ceremony followed by a bigger reception. I suppose I should be happy to at least know those details. The venue, however, is a complete unknown.


    Even our Hitler of a wedding coordinator, Sasha, is not on my side. She placates me with simple nods, but buzzes around fulfilling Alex’s every whim. I’ve become used to it, but it’s still quite irritating.


    “Well, that’s just bullshit. I’m the bride, dammit. I’m supposed to know every damn detail. I’m supposed to feel like Cinderella and I do not feel like Cinderella.” I huff in slight irritation as Rachel comes out of the bathroom to join Janice. Both of them look at me as if I just turned into bridezilla and grew another head. Maybe I have.


    “Oh no, no, no!” Sasha tsks at me, sashaying into the room. “My bride does not yell on her wedding day. My bride is calm and glowing with rainbows coming out of her ass. She does not yell bullshit and taint the magic in the air.”


    I open my mouth, ready to spit venom at her, but instead she wraps her arms around me. “Listen to me and listen good,” she coos. “That man, the very one that has kept all of these pesky details from you, loves you more than any groom I’ve ever seen. He’s going to fulfill all of your dreams and then some. So please, please stop freaking out and just focus on looking gorgeous for him. Before you give me a migraine.”


    Like I said, she’s an infuriating woman, but something in her words calms my soul. “More than any groom, huh?”


    She nods with a large smile fleeting across her Mick Jagger cherry stained lips. “He puts most men to shame.” I nod, taking deep breaths. She continues to hold my shoulders until a calm washes over me. It must be evident, because as soon as it settles in the pit of my stomach, she claps her hands together. “We must leave in twenty minutes, so chop chop.” And then she’s gone, leaving the room in a whirlwind much like how she entered.


    “Where in the hell did Alex find her?” Janice whispers, cautiously looking back to the door as if Sasha has spies listening in.


    “Hell if I know.” I shake my head as all three of us erupt in laughter. Leave it to Alex to find the one wedding planner who’s willing to alienate the bride. “I’m going to chalk it up to post traumatic stress disorder and say he hired her out of duress.”


    “At least he seems better?” A statement and a question, Rachel’s referring to Alex’s post-kidnapping behavior. To say he was overbearing before is an understatement. After the kidnapping, he became downright tyrannical which caused me to retreat inside myself even more.


    “Therapy has helped.” For both of us. Talking through our pain, together with Dr. Couser and individually, has lightened our hearts. His night terrors are nonexistent and his grasp on the reigns has lightened some, allowing me to breathe. For example, although Darren and Frank are still on our security detail, he will actually let me go inside stores without following. They do however stand guard outside; concessions of which I’m willing to work with.


    For months Alex worked with our therapist in understanding his OCD like tendencies. He blamed himself for what happened to me and for what almost happened to Cadence. He had us cocooned inside our home, where he felt safe. For a while, I fed off the constant security of knowing he was close by. I needed it almost as much as he needed to give it. It wasn’t until Janice and Oliver came over and had a friendtervention that my eyes were opened. I realized our behavior was unhealthy. Not surprisingly, it took Alex a little longer to come to that realization.


    They nod in agreement and go back to fiddle with the train of my dress. They know that we are in a much healthier place. If we hadn’t made leaps and bounds, I wouldn’t be walking down the aisle today.


    “I’m surprised Alex was able to pull all this off with the grand openings coming up,” Janice tries to fill the silence with a change of topic. She always has work on the brain.


    SINergy is doing so well that Alex has now expanded to two other locations in L.A. and Seattle. With the sale of Salerno almost finalized, Janice has officially quit as his admin and moved over as his right hand at the club. Of course, this created quite the controversy considering Trevor was also employed at SINergy.


    Trevor, who stopped his stripping ways, has really stepped up to help Alex manage the business. Who knew there were actual brains inside that beautiful body? With that being said, you can imagine the awkward conflict that was created for my best friend.


    “But it’s only because he has you and Trevor,” I point out, taking one final look in the mirror. Regardless of the secrets, regardless of all of the tears and frustration that led up to this day, I’m absolutely happy. The forever kind of happy.


    Rachel and Janice join me at the floor length mirror, looking at my reflection. “You look beautiful, El. I just wish Mom and Dad…”Rachel’s voice trails off.


    I reach back to hold my sisters hand as her and Janice’s eyes begin to well with tears. “I have everything I need right here.”


    “If you ruin your makeup I will be forced to separate the three of you.” Sasha, with ninja like skills, materializes out of nowhere to threaten us, as she once again storms into the room. I almost feel sorry for her Bluetooth. It must hate her as she shouts orders into it as she makes final adjustments on my dress and train.


    “God I’m good!” She gives herself a final pat on the back before barking at us, “Alright, let’s go. Limo’s waiting. This wedding can’t happen without the bride.”


    Hesitantly all three of us follow her out of the suite. Just outside the doors, Frank joins our flank, looking handsome in an all black tuxedo, highlighted with a pink bowtie.


    “Wow Frank, you sure do clean up well,” Janice jokes, but you can tell she’s serious because her eyes just went bug-eyed. He really does look handsome.


    “Can’t look like a Neanderthal when I walk the bride down the aisle.” Yes, Frank is the one giving me away. Alex and I both agreed that Frank not only deserved the honor, but he’s become a father figure in many ways since coming into my life. Not to mention, he took a bullet for me. “You look beautiful,” his soft voice makes me tear up.


    Once again, that overwhelming choking feeling comes back as I fight the tears. But instead of crying, I take his elbow while he leads us down the elevator to the entrance of the casino.


    “Move. Bride coming through,” Sasha calls into the crowd of people barely in our way. I turn beet red in embarrassment as patrons turn to look at us.


    “Who needs Frank when you have Sasha?” Rachel jokes as we watch my wedding coordinator throw elbows at anyone within reaching distance.


    “You know, I could shoot her,” Frank adds when we finally get to the awaiting limo. I know he’s joking, but I’m actually considering taking him up on the offer. Frank takes my hand, helping me into the car as Rachel and Janice join me.


    Taking a deep breath, I reach down to hold both of their hands. “You ready girls?”


    Rachel turns fully in her seat, “I knew this is how you’d end up. The first time I saw you two together, I knew he’d be the one.”


    My sister, always the romantic…


    


    ALEX…


    “Dude, it’s hot as fuck out here,” Trevor complains as he adjusts the collar of his shirt.


    Watching Trevor, I realize the error in my ways and know that Elyssa is going to murder me. Trevor admittedly joked that if he couldn’t be the best man, he wanted to be in the ceremony in some way. Well…let’s just say he got his wish. Instead of him standing next to his brother as one of the groomsmen, he’s standing next to me. At the altar. Ready to marry us. I practically pissed myself when he showed me the certificate that deems him able to join us in holy matrimony.


    I didn’t think it was possible, however, I completely underestimated him and his conviction to one up his brother. Travis, who’s standing next to Bryan, is scowling at his brother as Trevor rocks back and forth on the balls of his feet.


    “Stop fucking complaining. I swear you cry more than Cadie does,” Travis adds, not one to hold in his hostility anymore for his brother.


    “The only reason Cadie cries is because she loves her uncle Trev. She’s saddened by the fact you guys won’t let me take her out by myself.”


    “Uh, could it be because all you want to use her for is to pick up chicks,” Bryan chimes in, chuckling.


    “Dude, she would so be a chick magnet. Have you seen those big blue eyes? She’s like Viagra, but for chicks.”


    Nope, not going to let that one go. “Could we stop referring to my daughter as an erectile dysfunction medication?” I shake my head at my knuckleheaded group of friends.


    “You let that asshole take her to Chuck-E-Cheese.” Trevor points to Oliver who’s standing where Trevor should’ve been, next to his brother as one of my groomsmen.


    You could say that Elyssa was shocked when I told her that I had asked Oliver to be one of my groomsmen. I know what you’re going to say and no I have not lost my mind. Yes, he did have a moment of insanity where he thought he could take my girl. Then there’s the part where he offered to be a pseudo father figure to Cadence before Elyssa and I got our shit together. And I’m sure he’ll always hold a candle for my soon-to-be wife. But, and this is a big but…he also helped me save her and for that I’ll forever be grateful. He also adores Cadence and throughout this year has become a good friend to not only Elyssa, but to me as well. He’s become part of our family.


    “I have a kid dickwad,” Oliver spits back, a little louder than necessary causing the small group of people to turn their heads in his direction. “I’m not going to fucking lose her or sell her off for a piece of ass.”


    “Bullshit!” Trevor yells in laughter, pointing a finger in Oliver’s direction. I slap my hand on my forehead. My minister just yelled bullshit at my wedding. “I heard you telling Bryan that Cadence makes women’s ovaries open up and shout to the Gods begging for the D.”


    I give a tight smile to the crowd in front of us as they look to one another in shock.


    “If you’re going to ear hustle, you should probably get your facts straight. I said that Cadence made women’s legs open, not their ovaries, you asshat.”


    And in an instant, with my friends joking and teasing each other with profanities, my world slows down and speeds up at the same time. When the wedding march begins to softly play, my heart stops in anticipation.


    Down the aisle, Delores holds Cadence’s hand as she pulls one petal at a time and stumbles over her little feet. If someone told me I would love someone as much as I love Elyssa, I would’ve thought they were full of shit. But then my daughter came into our lives and has me completely wrapped around her finger. With just one smile, I’d do absolutely anything for her and don’t get me started with her tears. I’d jump over the tallest building and wrestle a bear if that would make her happy again.


    After Delores recuperated fully from Cole’s attack, she agreed to come on as Cadence’s Nanny and once again our house felt complete. So it was a no brainer when we insisted on having her part of the ceremony as an ode to my grandmother. She was her companion for so long, it just felt right; a way to have a piece of her with us on this day. With the knowledge of what happened with Nana, and Carl for that matter, we decided to leave the autopsy and exhumation alone. We decided to not let Arianna taint any more of their souls.


    “Dada!” Cadence yells excitedly, haphazardly coming down the aisle towards me. In her mission to get to me, she drops the basket of rose petals, leaving Delores to finish off Cadence’s job as I lift my daughter into my arms.


    “Hi baby girl.” I kiss her cheek, handing her over to Delores to sit in the front row.


    The slow march of first Rachel and then Janice begins. Bryan’s eyes mist as he watches his wife approach. I make a mental note of teasing him later. Trevor fidgets nervously as he watches Janice approach, her eyes almost completely trained on Travis instead. However, I notice the slight movement of her eyes as she glances over at Trevor and her face softens.


    I wouldn’t touch that situation with a ten-foot pole. I tell Elyssa that every time she brings up their little love triangle, because if I gave her my insight, she probably wouldn’t talk to me for a few days. Janice still clearly loves Trevor, although she’s with Travis. He’s more her speed, but sometimes it’s not the people who match us that are our soul mates. Sometimes, it’s the people that push us past our own boundaries that we’re meant to be with.


    Speaking of soul mates.


    As Elyssa ascends down the aisle, I’m completely speechless. Everything about her is absolute perfection. Her hair is swept up, with messy strands hanging down. Tiny white flowers are scattered throughout her hair. But the most perfect part of her, besides the dress that shows off every curve of her body and makes my dick twitch with each step, is her smile. She’s happy and the only person she’s focused on is me.


    I watch her take each deliberate step that brings her closer. Her hand clings to Frank’s bicep as he walks her down the aisle. The man who not only fought tooth and nail to protect my family, but who almost died in the process, has become more than just an employee. He’s become one of my most trusted friends. The knowledge that he already gave his life for her once, but that he’d do it again, made our decision to have him walk her down the aisle even more reassuring.


    Changing his tone to a more mature version of Trevor, one I’ve never heard before, he asks, “Who gives this woman away?”


    Without skipping a beat, Frank answers, “I do,” while he places Elyssa’s hand in mine.


    Mine.


    Finally.


    Something inside me, something primal, wants to roar out in finality as I pull her close. I kiss her on the lips, the curve of her smile prevalent as I bite her lower lip. The small group of our friends erupts in whistles and applause as I deepen our connection.


    “Dude. I didn’t say you could kiss the bride yet,” Trevor leans in and whispers causing Elyssa to laugh, breaking our kiss. So much for the mature side of Trevor. I glare at him.


    “You didn’t tell me that Trevor was our minister,” she whispers out the side of her mouth. There’s a smile on her face, so at least I know she’s not planning my death.


    I hold her hand tightly as I look to our friend, standing as seriously as he possibly can, waiting for the okay to continue. To prolong the memory, I look past him and over the expansive red rock that surrounds us. What was once my place of solace will now forever be the place I married the woman of my dreams. “I also didn’t tell you that we were getting married here either.”


    The group settles down and Trevor begins.


    “Thank you for joining us today to celebrate the joining of Elyssa Jane Hart and Alexander Brayden James. In the words of Justin Timberlake, ‘I’m looking right at the other half of me. The biggest scene inside my heart there’s a space but now you’re home. Show me how to fight for now and I’ll tell you baby, it was easy. Coming back into you once I figured it out; you were right here all along. It’s like you’re my mirror; my mirror staring back at me. I couldn’t get any bigger, with anyone else beside of me. And now it’s clear as this promise, that we’re making two reflections into one.’”


    The crowd snickers as Trevor wholeheartedly quotes the pop icon. Never in a million years would I imagine anyone quoting Justin Timberlake at my wedding, but to say that the words aren’t fitting would be a lie.


    “Elyssa and Alex have written their own vows, which they will exchange now.” Trevor gestures to me, stepping to the side as I look into a sea of green and see nothing but forever.


    “Elyssa…my Hart. I loved you even before I realized what love was. You have changed me in more ways than I could’ve imagined. You’ve pushed past every boundary, accepted every flaw, and have tamed the beast inside of me. If there is one word that could describe how I feel about you, it would be thankful. I’m thankful for you. You are my love, my blessing, and my best friend. I promise to love you no matter how many times you make me watch the same damn movie over and over again. I promise to get up with Cadence at night because we know how cranky you get when you don’t get enough sleep. I promise to support you in anything you wish to do, give you everything that is me, and take everything you have to give, because you are my equal. You are the only one I can imagine a lifetime and more with. I’m the luckiest man in the world because you took one look at me and gave this poor soul a home.”


    I can hear the sniffles surrounding us, but it’s the tears of joy pooling in her green eyes that make me reach over and wipe them away before placing the band on her finger. In return she kisses the palm of my hand before pulling back her shoulders, shooting me her beautiful smile to begin her own vows.


    “Alex…” Elyssa begins her vows, but turns slightly toward the crowd watching us. “I’m sure many of you know that he kept all the details of our wedding from me. Who does that?” she chastises me in front of our friends, who snicker in laughter before she turns back to me. “I’ll tell you who. This man, who despite all of my grumbling, all of my complaints, all of my efforts of getting any details from him, was able to keep this a secret.” She pauses, looking around at the rocky landscape. Sasha was a miracle worker. She not only got this overlook reserved for our ceremony, but had an alter built, with flowers and ivy woven into the intricate woodwork. It wasn’t until later that I found out that none other than Travis made it. All of the heartache she gave me was worth it to see the look on her face.


    “Every woman wants to have the wedding of her dreams, usually she makes those dreams come true herself. But you didn’t need me. You gave me everything I could have imagined and more; and that’s what I want to give to you. I know in the past I’ve been a flight risk. Running or avoiding was easier than dealing with things head on. But I promise you, today and for the rest of our lives, that I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life by your side. I promise to watch action movies with you, even though I prefer romance. I promise to let you cook because we all know that I can burn water. I promise to kiss you every day as if it’s our last. Most importantly, I promise to remind you of how amazing you are because you deserve our happily ever after. And although you never imagined you’d ever end up here, I am so happy I’m the one that gave you what you never realized you wanted.”


    She’s barely able to get through her vows, her voice breaking as she pushes the band onto my left hand.


    “Well then,” Trevor clears his throat trying not to get choked up, “With the power vested in me by the State of Nevada, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    She’s right. She’s given me everything I never realized I wanted. Without a doubt, I always knew she was the one. Regardless if I pictured myself getting married and starting a family, now I couldn’t picture myself without her and Cadence.


    I pull her against me, her breath hitching as I lovingly place my hand on her jaw before sliding it behind her head to bring her mouth to mine. The kiss speaks volumes. She’s needy as she inches to get closer, a soft moan escaping as I deepen the kiss, my tongue caressing hers. It’s not until Trevor clears his throat that I break away, disgruntled, yet completely satisfied. Her chest is heaving with need, her hands resting against my chest, and those eyes. Our honeymoon cannot come soon enough.


    “Join me in congratulating Mr. and Mrs. Alexander James!” Trevor yells out to the awaiting applause, whooping and whistles as I grab her hand and head towards the awaiting limo.


    “Wait!” Elyssa stops me mid-way.


    I look at her with confusion. “What’s wrong?”


    She looks around before closing her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I want to remember this moment. How I felt, how everything looked, just everything,” she sighs.


    If possible, I think I just fell in love with her all over again. When she opens her beautiful green eyes, I pull her against me and ask, “You ready Mrs. James?”


    “Always.”


    What happens after the unattainable dream has finally come true? I’m not quite sure. All I know is that whatever it is, wherever we may be, she will always be by my side. Knowing that I have the other half of me until my final breath is drawn calms the storm inside of me.


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    


    September 17


    TWO YEARS LATER….


    ALEX…


    “Daddy, the baby stinky,” Cadence yells throughout the house trying to find me. “Stinky stinky stinky…” I hear her singsong voice get closer and closer.


    Elyssa giggles against my lips. My daughter, although I love her more than life itself, has her very own built in cock-block radar. The moment my dick even thinks about Elyssa, Cadie finds some way of getting between us. I groan as her little fists begin to pound against the bathroom door. Yes, you heard right…bathroom door.


    I’m quite literally right in the middle of something: Elyssa propped on the bathroom counter, legs wrapped around my waist. Robe dangling off her shoulders, she’s baring her naked body with every part of herself on display. With her breasts in my hands, I toy with her sensitive nipples, loving how she moans with every twist, turn and tug. Seconds away from pushing into her…


    “Daddy,” she whines. Next I hear a little thump against the door, which I can only imagine is her tiny head pressed up against the door to listen. “What are you doing?” It’s then that her tiny fingers appear under the door, wiggling with excitement.


    This, if nothing else, is a stark reminder why I should never give Delores a day off. Maybe if we stay silent she’ll get distracted and give us a moment. All I need is a few moments. Alone. With my wife.


    “Daddy…”


    I rest my forehead against Elyssa’s trying to reign in my desperate need to fuck her senseless. “I think I’m going to be sterile.”


    “Impossible,” she giggles.


    Tapping against my chest, I step back to allow her to hop down from the countertop. Her eyes roam down my bare chest, her bottom lip slipping in between her teeth. Adjusting her robe, she covers her once exposed breasts as she tightens the belt around her tiny waist. I groan in disappointment, fighting the urge to pound my head against the nearby wall.


    Before reaching for the door, Elyssa pauses to take a look back at me. Shaking her head, she gestures to my strained erection, “Put that away or you’re going to traumatize your daughter.”


    I momentarily consider pulling her back to bury myself inside her, but the moment I imagine my cock sliding inside her wet channel, my imagination is thwarted. Quickly dismissing my arousal, I hear Cadence begin to sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ from the other side of the door. Immediately, I tuck myself back inside my pants as my erection deflates. Nothing like Twinkle Twinkle to get you out of the mood.


    “Hi, my girl.” Elyssa kneels down to face our angry daughter, whose face softens the moment her mom wraps her arms around her. My wife doesn’t realize how fucking sexy she is when she’s being a mom. How her being sweet and attentive makes me want her even more. Not to mention the curve of her ass and the definition in her legs as she bends down. I shake my head and chuckle to myself. We really need some adult time.


    My wife in her robe reminds me that she still needs to get ready. Our family and friends will be here shortly and if there’s one thing that I don’t want, it’s my all too attentive friends seeing my wife in her barely there clothing.


    “Come to daddy.” I hold my arms out and Cadence practically jumps out of Elyssa’s arms and into mine. I grin, looking at my wife as she feigns disappointment. She knows that Cadence is my little partner in crime. “Let’s go and get you dressed while mommy finishes getting ready.”


    “Can I wear my Hello Keety?” My daughter loves her Hello Kitty, she just can’t quite pronounce it without sounding British.


    “You can have whatever you want, my love.” I rub my nose against hers and she giggles in delight. I adore her. I love the blue of her eyes, the dimples of her cheeks; Elyssa says that she encompasses the best of both of us. I have to agree.


    “And this right here is why she’s so demanding all the time.” Elyssa points her hand at me, resting against the sink with a large smile on her face.


    “What?” I try to play stupid, but we all know that I spoil her rotten. I cuddle my daughter while looking at my wife with a teasing smile. “She’s just so…hard to say no to, just like her momma.”


    Her eyes twinkle as she gets closer. With her lips against mine she whispers, “Well in that case, you can go change the baby’s diaper.” She slaps my stomach before giggling and walking back to the counter. “You know, since you have such a hard time saying no to the women in your life.”


    If it weren’t for Cadence, I’d torture her. I’d bend her over that counter and…


    “Howsy daddy, howsy.” She hops up and down in my arms. I flip her around onto my back, making sure her grip is solidly around my neck. It’s then that I make noises that I’d never have imagined I’d make five years ago as I gallop out of the bathroom, through our bedroom towards the baby’s room.


    “My Hello Keety, daddy!” Cadie is still adjusting to not being the full center of attention. As we approach the crib, my daughter humphs and pouts realizing that her brother is going to require my attention, as well.


    Reed Travis James was born three months ago and when they say having a boy is different than a girl, they weren’t lying. My little man is sturdy like a football; he’s also the calmest baby in the history of babies. The polar opposite of his sister, who is high maintenance with a capital H and M, Reed is content with either a tit or a diaper.


    “Let me change the baby’s diaper and then we’ll get you ready,” I say quietly, setting her down inside Reed’s crib before picking him up to take him to the changing table.


    I’ve mastered changing diapers to the point where I could probably do it one handed. With a new diaper on I pick up my sturdy little guy and hold him against my chest. Whereas Cadence looks like a smaller version of Elyssa, Reed is the spitting image of me. That probably explains why she is and will always be my little girl and Reed has an unbreakable bond with his mom.


    Almost immediately Reed begins to purr against my chest, so I know he’s back asleep. Softly, I place him back down and pick up Cadence; thankful she doesn’t wake up her brother. Once in her room, I dress her in her favorite Hello Kitty ensemble. It’s all ruffles, and bows, and pink. Hand in hand we head to the kitchen where our family waits.


    “Come here, Cadie!” Rachel squeals as Cadence starts running towards her aunt before jumping into her arms. Rachel twirls her around and around as the group watches, both of them giggling.


    “Where’s little man?” Bryan asks.


    “He fell back asleep,” I answer, taking the offered beer.


    “How does it feel?” Trevor asks. Not sure if he’s referring to the date, which happens to be mine and Elyssa’s third wedding anniversary, or the fact that I now have two children. Regardless, I smile at him, which is the only answer he needs.


    “I should be asking you the same thing,” I cock my head, pointing to the baby nestled in the crook of his arm. Trevor looks down at the little girl with much reverence. It’s a look I’m very familiar with, as I can imagine that’s what I look like every time I’m with Cadence and Reed.


    “It’s indescribable, yet breaks my heart every day,” he admits, solemnly.


    Whoever said a year makes all the difference, wouldn’t be lying. Especially between Trevor and Travis. Last year they were at ends with one another, both fighting for Janice. Travis never wavered on his feelings towards Elyssa’s best friend, however it was Trevor who was never sure what he wanted. Or more aptly, that he deserved what he wanted.


    And that caused a lot of friction between the two brothers.


    Problem was, by the time Trevor got his head out of his ass, Janice and Travis had already been engaged for a year. But, in true Trevor style, even the love for his brother wouldn’t allow him to sit back and idly watch him marry the love of his life. Nope, instead he pursued Janice and by default won in the end.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    It’s been close to a year since Travis’ untimely death, but the pain is still fresh in all of our minds. After the horrible, unexpected accident took the life of our dear friend, we took stock in how fragile life really is. So instead of wallowing in the grief, we decided to fill our lives with little pieces of him. We have reminders of him everywhere; from our wedding alter that still sits in our backyard to the rocking chair that we now have in Reed’s room. And of course, that is how our son got his middle name. He is named after a man who meant so much to all of us. I would be tremendously proud if he grew up to be like his Uncle Travis.


    When I look to my friend, it never ceases to amaze me how much he reminds me of his brother. And I hate it that the last conversation Trevor had with Travis was an argument over Janice. It was always over Janice. Trevor wasn’t dealing with their engagement all that well, so when they announced her pregnancy…well, you can imagine how smoothly that went. I don’t need to remind you how little tact Trevor has. And yet here it is, a little over a year later and I still can’t fathom how both Janice and Trevor are coping after such loss.


    She had only been a month or two pregnant when she was closing up the club, something she’s done countless times by herself. It had been a particular rowdy night, a night where she had to kick a couple of drunken lunatics out. Nevertheless, it wasn’t like she hadn’t had to do it before. When I left earlier that evening, she promised me she wouldn’t go outside until Travis got here. She agreed with me, but I guess her nightly routine got the best of her. She didn’t even think twice about leaving the club by herself, knowing Travis was on his way.


    What happened next is straight out of a movie; too surreal for our comfortable lives to comprehend. Janice was attacked from behind, just as Travis pulled into the parking lot. Immediately, he jumped out of the car and rushed to yank the jackass off Janice. When the guy spun around to engage Travis, he brought out a knife he had hidden in his pocket. In an instant, he was on Travis and stabbed him in the side. In. And. Out. And then the asshole ran.


    It happened so fast, but caused so much damage. Later we found out it was one of the assholes Janice had kicked out of the club earlier that night. Of course, just like most criminals in Vegas, he had a long list of crimes and warrants out for his arrest. I was only too eager to hand over the security tapes and put this animal behind bars.


    With the weight of the devastation and guilt, she ended up in the hospital. Not only was she in distress, the baby was now fighting for his or her life.


    Now, almost a year later, Trevor and Janice have finally made there way into each other’s hearts, burrowing down and staying there. Although Trevor gave her time to heal, he was always and continued to be by her side. Both of them have supported each other while accepting the loss. But even now as Janice nears him, putting an arm around his waist, you can see the guilt on her face. Even with such as small and simple gesture, she can’t hide the conflict she continues to deal with internally.


    I can only assume she thinks we are judging her, which we definitely are not. If I’ve learned anything over the course of the past few years is that you don’t get to choose who you love. In the end, it’s up to fate and persistence. I know Travis would have wanted his girl to be happy, and if that meant she ended up with his brother, so be it. Besides, at least he can rest easy knowing his daughter is being taken care of by someone who will always love her as much as he would have.


    “Knock! Knock!” Oliver bellows from the front of the house.


    “We’re in here,” Janice calls out, almost as comfortable in my home as the inhabitants are.


    Oliver comes strutting into the kitchen carrying a box wrapped in silver paper, which he places on the dining table.


    “Where’s my girl?” Oliver jokes, but his words don’t cause me to see red like they use to. Probably because even though I still occasionally catch him looking at Elyssa, longing for what could’ve been, the girl he is referring to is our daughter.


    “Uncie Ollie!” Cadence’s excited scream echoes as she fights to be released from Rachel’s arms. As soon as her tiny feet hit the ground, she shoots off towards Oliver, who quickly picks her up, twirling her around and around.


    “Since when did he become her favorite?” Rachel pouts.


    “Since he bought her a doll a day for a week straight,” Elyssa jumps in, carrying Reed in her arms as she climbs down the stairs. She looks absolutely beautiful carrying our son, even in simple tight jeans and a plain white t-shirt.


    “Hey! Not my fault if she likes me more,” Oliver coos at Cadence as he tickles her side. Cadence wiggles in his arms, laughing uncontrollably.


    “Don’t push it, Prescott,” Rachel argues back, sounding a little like me from the past.


    “You’re starting to sound like Alex,” he speaks my thoughts, cuddling my daughter to his chest. “When are you two planning on adding another ruffian to the mix?” Oliver asks Rachel, who’s currently wrapped in her husband’s arms.


    “We are trying…daily,” Bryan teases, as he waggles his brows. Turning with a blush forming on her cheeks, Rachel slaps his chest. It’s not a secret that they’ve been humping like rabbits. Last time we were all together, we caught them getting busy in our guest bathroom. I’m gonna take a guess and say that Rachel is still a bit embarrassed. I, on the other hand, couldn’t be prouder. It’s nice to see they’re still going strong and that my friend is taking care of his girl the way he should. “What about you Uncle Ollie? You’re not spreading your seed anywhere?”


    We all look at him with curious eyes. A couple of months ago he shocked the crap out of us and brought Autumn as his plus one to Cadence’s birthday party. Not only does that woman hate children, but we were convinced she was waiting to snag herself a sugar daddy instead of settling for someone like Oliver. And that’s not to say Oliver isn’t a decent guy. She’s just…well, she’s Autumn.


    “Yeah, where is your ginger snap?” Trevor, being Trevor, asks.


    “She’s out of town with her family,” Oliver scowls. He knows we are all questioning his sanity, so he gets to be a bit defensive when it comes to his new girlfriend.


    “So, you and Autumn?” Elyssa asks with a look of disgust on her face. I remember a time when Elyssa was jealous of her, which I will never understand. Not only is Elyssa more beautiful, her soul is kind and she makes loving her effortless. Autumn sucks on the souls of young children for breakfast.


    He shrugs his shoulders. “We’re dating.”


    “Oh, so in other words, you’re fucking,” Trevor bellows. His laughing is halted as Janice shoots him a glare, while simultaneously hitting his bicep. Luckily, Oliver has some common sense and attempts to cover Cadence’s impressionable ears.


    “How about we not use the F word around my daughter,” Elyssa reprimands our playful friend. “Turning to the rest of our guests, while rubbing her now flat belly, she lands her gaze on me. “How about we eat? I’m starving.”


    “She’s starving? She just had a baby three months ago, already returned to her pre-baby weight and looks better than ever.” Her sister rolls her eyes before running over to confiscate Reed from her arms. “But yeah, she’s starving.”


    We all settle in at the large table my wife demanded I buy and almost in unison notice the empty chair next to Janice. Trevor looks at her while she looks at what would have been Travis’ chair, her eyes already glistening.


    “Well, I’ll be the first to say,” Bryan breaks the silence, trying to refocus our emotions on the celebration instead of our grief, “Congratulations to the happy couple. Not only have you survived the past three years, you both seem happier than ever. We love you both.” Bryan raises his beer bottle to us as everyone else follows in suit.


    “I’ll be the first to admit that I didn’t think you’d two would still be together,” Oliver adds. “But that was never because I doubted your love for each other. It was simply because I was convinced she would come to her senses and see how much better I am than you and come running.” He pauses, chuckles to himself, and gestures to Cadence in his lap and Reed in Rachel’s arms. “I’m happy it didn’t happen because in the end look at everything you two have created.”


    Elyssa reaches over, taking my hand in hers. We really have made a life together.


    “A toast.” I raise my glass to join my friends. “To my beautiful wife. Thank you for everything you have given me and for being you every day. I don’t know what I would do without you. To our friends, our family, thank you for always being there for us. Also, to those who can’t be with us today,” I gesture towards Travis’ seat and to the picture of Nana on the hutch next to us, “May you always watch over us. We miss you.”


    I look around the room and find the women crying, the men consoling, but all with smiles and love in their eyes. We drink to our successes, we bask in our sorrows, and drown in the hope of many more years to come.
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