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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.






CHAPTER
23


 


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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