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    PROLOGUE


    


    “Channel 3 was able to catch up with millionaire, and ex-playboy, Alexander James to discuss the future of Salerno Health, his thoughts on telemedicine, and his upcoming adventure into fatherhood in this exclusive interview.”


    “Alex…” I moan. I try desperately to fight against the fuzzy cloud surrounding my mind, and barely able to keep my head up.


    “Mr. James, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule. Channel 3, as well as all of our viewer’s, thank you.”


    “It’s my pleasure to support our valley in any way possible.”


    “Alex…” I can hear his voice, but it’s distant and all I want is for him to come to me. Can’t he hear me?


    “Before we start, we’d like to congratulate you on the upcoming birth of your first child. It’s got to be such an exciting time in your life.”


    “Thank you,” he chuckles. “I think the word you mentioned earlier was adventure. Up to this point, everything has been a whirlwind. And most definitely a good one.”


    “And the mother? How is she?”


    “She’s…perfect.”


    “Alex…” With each cry, my throat is on fire. On top of struggling to move, I’m unable to open my eyes.


    “I think I just heard women all over the nation swoon with jealousy. When is the baby due?”


    “Within the month.”


    “What an exciting time for you. Well, enough with us prying into your personal life, let’s get on to why you’re really here. Please, Mr. James, tell us about the telemedicine initiatives that Salerno Health is involved with.”


    “Well Diane, that’s actually a great segue since health is so personal to all of us…”


    Alex’s voice fades into the background just as I hear rustling filling in the all too quiet room. I can feel the panic setting in. As a reflex, my eyes flutter open and I instantly regret it. The dingy room is too bright and there’s a heavy musty smell in the air. I squint against the bright rays of sun shining through the filthy curtains, giving my eyes time to refocus on my surroundings.


    I don’t like what I see.


    “Alex?” I moan again. Why isn’t he answering me?


    The faint sound of a lullaby stills me. My heart skips a beat when I feel my baby kick. I can’t help myself from smiling, which quickly fades when I try to reach down and caress my belly.


    Rolling my head from side to side feels heavier than normal and my attempt at clearing the fog inside my mind is almost pointless. My eye lids feel heavy and when I attempt to wipe the sleep away from my eyes, the panic sets in.


    I’m unable to move my arms and legs.


    Through my fear, I’m struggling to fight off a full-fledged panic attack but manage to pry my lids apart and keep them open; the sun no longer hurting my eyes. Although my vision is fuzzy, I can make out the grimy yellow walls to my left side. The only item out of place is an old acoustic guitar that leans against the wall in the corner of the room by a bright teal door.


    Nothing about this room seems familiar. Frantically trying to remember how I got here, I can’t recall anything. It’s all a blur.


    My focus turns to the hand splayed on the bed next to me, a rope wrapped around its wrist. It takes a full minute before I realize the hand is mine.


    I roll my head slightly to the right taking in the rest of the room, trying to decide what level of alarm my brain should register. Dirty curtains, a worn brown chair that sits in front of an old bulky television with an awkward painting of a mother and child that doesn’t match the room sits on the far wall.


    My heart rate doubles at the sight of the unnerving painting and my thoughts go directly to my daughter. Cadence. I really have to get out of here. The adrenalin finally kicks in and with great effort I attempt to pull my legs up, before realizing that my ankles are also tied with rope. I continue struggling; beads of sweat forming on my forehead are now trickling down my temples.


    “Help! Please help! Is anybody out there?” I scream and scream until my voice grows hoarse.


    A faint chuckle breaks my screaming cries. Afraid of what I might find, I tentatively look to the right and freeze in sheer terror.


    Arianna stands, dark circles surrounding her eyes as she leans against the wall. Next to her, a tiny white whicker bassinette sits decorated in pink bows. The sweet furniture is a complete contrast in comparison to the nightmare standing next to it.


    “Good, now that you’re awake this is going to be way more fun.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    


    Tuesday, December 25


    ELYSSA…


    I wish all Vegas homes came with chimneys; smoke billowing from the rooftops, while heat spreads throughout the house, warming the hearts of everyone inside. Holidays past are always remembered with fond memories, and those California Christmas mornings were always my favorite time of year. Mom woke up early to bake homemade cinnamon rolls while dad sat in his favorite ratty, old chair after lighting the fire. I can still smell the firewood seeping through the rafters to my room, signaling for my sister, Rachel, and me, to get up so we could gather around the tree and open up our gifts.


    Those memories were always good, up until our parents died. Christmas became less of a loving remembrance and more the spectacle of Rachel trying to overcompensate for our loss. Needless to say, as much as I love my sister, the holidays are just not the same.


    This year, with the new baby coming and Rachel’s upcoming nuptials to the love of her life, Bryan, we vowed to start new traditions with our family. Unfortunately, a piece of our hearts is missing today, forever reminding us that the “perfect” life we’ve built for ourselves isn’t quite so perfect. We’d hoped to share our new traditions with Alex’s grandmother, Nana; however, the doctor is keeping her in the rehab facility until her vitals get better. We went and visited her last night and brought her favorite dessert, a piece of banana cream pie. Still healing from her fall, Nana’s recovery has left her lethargic and her appetite is not what is used to be. Even though Alex is worried about her, Nana placates him with that sweet smile of hers, always trying to ease his sorrows.


    As a new tradition, Rachel wanted us all to spend the night at her house so that we could wake up and experience the “Magic of Christmas” together. I’m going to go out on a limb and say it was probably a good idea we skipped the sleepover, seeing as how I believe my underwear may still be hanging next to our 1st Christmas’ ornament. Maybe it’s not an appropriate tree decoration, but hey, at least we made our own tradition. Thinking about it now, I’m still a little giddy, knowing that said tradition was to decorate the tree with pieces of my clothing. Yeah, definitely a good idea we skipped the sleepover.


    Caught up in the pleasure that is Alex, I almost didn’t notice when he placed the white gold locket around my neck. As I was laying naked underneath him, his fingers lightly feathered over what was to be the first of many presents, his words not mine. The white gold locket is intricate at the same time simple, with swirls of diamonds in the shape of a four-leaf clover. And most importantly, it’s empty. When I questioned him about it, his eyes lit up and he said that once LJ was here he’d put a picture of the three of us in there. I don’t know if it was the way his sky blue eyes changed color, or the abundant smile on his face, but in that moment I don’t think I could have loved him more. Soon, we’ll have our own little family to fill the gaps that I’ve felt for so long.


    


    Alex also bought LJ a present, but he said I couldn’t open it until we got to Rachel’s. Curiosity almost won out, but when I went to shake it, Alex informed me that if I didn’t leave our unborn child’s present alone, he would bend me over his knee and make me pay for being “naughty and impatient.” Curiosity turned into lust and I almost tore the paper off the package just to see if he would follow through. Alex could sense my need, so instead of letting me pout, he quickly took my mind off of the present when he spread me wide and buried his face between my thighs. You can imagine I forgot about the present, among other things, quite quickly.


    Waking up extra early so I could make a breakfast casserole, Alex loaded his car with all the gifts. Rachel also planned for Trevor and Travis to join us. I’m glad she includes them, as they have become an important part of our extended family. Both Trevor and I invited Janice to join us, but she had plans to spend the day with her parents, saying she’ll try and stop by later in the day.


    When Alex and I arrived at Rachel and Bryan’s, the brothers were already here. When I first saw Trevor, I had to hide my snicker. I’m guessing he didn’t get the memo that the Pajama Party for Christmas was vetoed. Walking around in a white t-shirt and Rudolph the Reindeer pajama pants with matching Santa slippers, he is the epitome of surfer boy gone wrong. The faux hawk throws the whole outfit off. Fortunately for him, we all love his eccentric ways.


    “Trevor?” On his way to the kitchen, he halts at my questioning tone. Helping me to remove my jacket, Alex chuckles when I continue. “Did Bryan forget to tell you to not come in your PJs?”


    Trevor grins, “He told me.”


    “Then what’s up with your Santa slippers?”


    He shrugs, and continues walking towards the kitchen. “What do you expect? I got off work at three this morning. You’re lucky I’m up and functional right now, let alone dressed.” He has a point. Rachel, conceding to not having everyone stay the night, wanted us all at her house at six. When we all fussed about the importance of sleep, she at last agreed to seven.


    I shrug and watch Alex strategically place the gifts in front of the tree, leaving the box I know is LJ’s in front. I look around the tree and gaze over the colorful boxes with shiny bows. My eyes mist over when I realize this is the first Christmas where it’s been more than just three of us.


    Since I knew they wouldn’t be joining us for Christmas due to family obligations, I exchanged gifts with Janice and Oliver yesterday. On my way to meet Oliver for lunch I decided to kill two birds with one stone and stopped by Janice’s apartment. I gifted her with a pastel pink tracksuit and several bottles of her favorite lotion. She, being the good friend that she is, gave me a too-generous gift card to Beautiful Bounty. Beautiful Bounty has to be the cutest maternity clothes store ever. And, as if that wasn’t enough, she gave LJ a tee that reads, “Future Heartbreaker.” I know I’m partial, but if the baby has any resemblance to Alex, the shirt will be worn every day. After wishing each other a wonderful Christmas we hugged goodbye. A short time later, I was sitting across from Oliver with a lost appetite.


    My gift exchange with him didn’t start or end on a happy note. It could have been the way I left the Christmas party early without saying goodbye or my dismissal of his offer to take care of LJ and me in Alex’s absence.


    After both of us sat awkwardly for several minutes, avoiding any semblance of familiarity, I decided to try breaking him out of his stubbornness and pushed his gift towards him. After much research, I had found what I thought was perfect for him. Who knew there was a watch that allows someone to track their speed and distance as well as count the number of waves caught?! When I imagined Oliver at home in San Diego using the app to share what he’s doing and where he’s at, I just knew he would get a kick out of it.


    When I gave him his Phantom board shorts and the waterproof RipCurl watch, I watched him carefully open the items with a lot less enthusiasm than I expected. I thought he’d love it. I thought wrong. No, maybe not wrong, but by the curt shrug of his broad shoulders, it just wasn’t the right time to exchange gifts. He obviously had other things on his mind.


    “So you’re just going to let him push his way back in.” Cutting right to the chase, his irritation was clearly showing on his handsome face. His green eyes pierced through the open box in front of him like he could see right through it to the table beneath.


    I pushed a second gift in front of him. “Can you give that to Mason for me?” Avoidance. Yep, that’s me.


    “Answer me!” he demanded, pushing the second gift aside.


    “He never left, Oliver. He’s always been there. Even when we were apart, he was always there in the back of my mind, in my heart.”


    His jaw ticked, showing that he was barely holding on to a semblance of control, when he snapped back, “The baby shouldn’t force you to settle.”


    “Picking him isn’t settling. I told you before,” I leaned into him, “I told you. There was never any other choice besides him.”


    “If you gave yourself time, you’d forget him. You know I could make you happy.” He reached across the table to hold my hand. His green eyes expressed everything he was feeling. Urgency, desperation…love. “Tell me you didn’t feel it in San Diego. Tell me it didn’t give you a glimpse of what real family and real love could feel like. We could be a family. I don’t need time to get my shit together. I don’t have a past that’s going to constantly creep up and break your heart every second of the day. Every second Ely. Do you know what that’s going to do to you over time?” He stopped and slowly shook his head, finishing in a whisper, “With me, you wouldn’t have to deal with any of it. What you see is what you get.”


    Tears swim in my eyes, lower lip quivering, and only because I do know. The life he showed me would be beautiful. Watching him with Mason, I know he’s a good father. Someone I will be grateful to have in LJ’s life. I have no doubt that he would be an amazing pseudo-father. The problem was never my doubt and he knows that.


    “Oliver, please hear me when I say you aren’t the problem. Of course, in an ideal world, you’re completely who I would picture myself with. San Diego was a glimpse into what life would be like with you. Beautiful. But, and this is where I need you to really hear me, even if I had met you first, I would still pick him.” He blanches. I know this isn’t coming out the way I intended, nor is it how I wanted today to go.


    I shake my head, remorse filling my eyes. “I’m not saying any of this to hurt you. I just need you to understand. I know, I know, Oliver, that I’ve made mistakes in my past. I’ve kept people around when they were toxic.”


    Abruptly, he jumps out of his seat. “Shit, Elyssa. Are you saying I’m the toxic one? You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    “Stop! You know that’s not what I’m saying. Please sit down.” Reluctantly, he does. “You have to know, this, what’s between us, is the first healthy relationship I’ve had with a man. You’ve become one of my best friends. I know it’s clichéd, but I honestly don’t know where my life would be without you in it. You make it better. But it’s my heart we’re talking about here. And my heart still wants him.”


    We sit silently for some time and I give that to him. I know I just broke his heart. How do I know? I’m not a mind reader, but I know him well enough and Oliver is, and hopefully will always be, the type to wear his heart on his sleeve. I see his heartbreak on his face and I know I will remember this for a long time to come.


    Finally he says, “I don’t like it, and you know I don’t agree, but I have no choice left but to respect your decision. But only because you’ve made it pretty clear that there’s nothing I can do to change your mind.” I nod, and even though it’s what I want to hear, it still kills a little part of me knowing I did that to him. “I need time. Fuck, Elyssa, I just don’t think I can be around you right now without hurting.”


    A tear falls, “I hope you know that I love you. I’m just sorry it’s not in the way you want it to mean.”


    Oliver stands and walks around the table. My eyes close when he bends, placing a single kiss on the crown of my head. Dropping a small, wrapped box in front of me, he whispers, “Merry Christmas, my Ely Bean.”


    I wait until I hear his footsteps retreat before covering my face with my hands. I quickly compose myself and decide now is the best time to open his gift. Alex wouldn’t understand my conflicted feelings, and after that scene, I’m not up for another one. At least not right now.


    I push past the red wrapping and open the plain white box. Nestled inside is a charm bracelet. White gold with only two charms attached; one being an old school movie reel and the second a surfboard. The choking sensation returns as I run my fingers along the dainty charms. In the box is a little hand written note:


    So you’ll always remember our beginning with the hope of adding more memories.


    “Hart? You okay?” Alex’s loving voice pulls me from my thoughts. Of course I’m okay, so I nod, but deep down I’m aching. I hate what I’ve done to Oliver. I silently hope we can stay friends, even if Alex disapproves. Searching my eyes, Alex contemplates my answer with a wary grin. He must believe I’m telling the truth because the second I grin up at him, he whisks me away by my waist to a nearby couch.


    Although my outward appearance is calm, I’m anything but as my fingers find the charms of my bracelet. I toy with the two while I watch the rest of my family settle into the living room. Alex’s jaw tenses as he watches me from the corner of his eye before grabbing my hand and placing it inside his. I smile up at him, feigning innocence. He has yet to ask me about my new piece of jewelry, but he’s not stupid. When it comes to Oliver, I’ve been up front with Alex so he knows I had lunch with him.


    “Is that what he got you?” he whispers, gesturing towards my wrist snuggly wrapped in his hand. I nod my head. “Do I need to be worried?”


    Startled, I turn fully in order to look him in the eyes. “There was never anything for you to worry about, Alex.”


    He shakes his head noncommittally, looking away towards the kitchen. His normal sure self has been tested this past few months and I would be a hypocrite if I didn’t think it’s been hard on him. Before turning to me, he sighs, “I’m not used to feeling this way, Elyssa. It’s going to take me awhile to learn how to deal with this…this, sharing.”


    “You’re jealous?” Not a new emotion from him and one I hope never goes away. Some girls don’t like the haughty, possessive type, but not me. I wouldn’t have him any other way.


    “Insanely. I want nothing to remind you of another man. I want to ruin every inch of you, to have every inch of you dripping with reminders of me so that everyone, Elyssa, everyone,” he growls lowly in ear, “will know that it’s only me and you.” He straightens up to make sure no one within ear shot heard him. Not that he really cares, but we are with family.


    I squirm in my seat, trying to stay focused. This is about me and Oliver and has nothing to do with the way I feel about Alex. And he needs to know this because I don’t want to break any promises to Oliver.


    “He’s a good man, Alex, and a good friend. He helped me through a tough time that eventually brought me back to you. I know my past experiences and trust me when I say that my memories of him aren’t like my memories of Cole. They’re healthy and fun. He made me laugh and I felt safe. I’d like to keep just a little piece of him.” I glance down at my wrist. “Besides, every inch of me belongs to you. There is absolutely nothing for you to be jealous of.” Grabbing the collar of his shirt, I pull him towards me and place a soft kiss against his delectable lips.


    Travis claps his hands before rubbing them together in excitement. “Alright love birds, let’s open some presents.”


    As we all settle into our seats, Bryan and Rachel sit to the left of us on the love seat and Travis on the floor to our right. Trevor passes out his presents to everyone and watches as we all open them. For someone who usually appears so self-involved, he’s wearing his heart on his sleeve while he watches with pure joy as everyone rips apart his or her gifts.


    Pushing himself off the floor, Travis pulls his brother in for a hug, whispering his appreciation in his ear. Travis has been stressed over the past few weeks, trying to figure out how to come up with the money to buy new tools for work. Now he doesn’t have to worry. Alex wanted to buy them for him, but Travis’ pride stood in the way. It’s fortunate Trevor knows his brother so well,


    I blush as Alex and I open our joint gift.


    “Travis can always hang it for you,” Trevor points out with a sly smile as he bounces his eyebrows up and down.


    I look down at the box that reads “360 Sex Swing.” The girl on the cover dressed in leather appears to be enjoying herself.


    “The chick at the sales counter said that it’s even safe for pregnant women.” I’m sure that was the first time she’d been asked that question.


    “Uh, thanks for checking on the well being of our unborn child?” I roll my eyes and continue to look at the bright pink box in front of us. Apparently the seat swivels…


    “Hey, Uncle Trevor has child safety always in mind,” he jokes. Among other things. I can’t imagine what he got Janice for Christmas.


    “Did you really get us the same thing?” Rachel chimes in as she stares at her own bright pink box.


    “Well, I figured since you’re engaged now you’d want to get knocked up right away. What better way to take the strain off of old man Bryan’s back then an orthopedic swing.” Bryan flips Trevor off. “Besides, they were buy two get one free.”


    I so want to ask who the third one was for, but think better of it. Instead, my eyes wander to Trevor just in time to see him wiggle his brows. Again.


    “We’re going to have lots of fun with this,” Alex whispers in my ear causing goosebumps to ripple across my skin. I blush as he takes the box from me, placing it on the floor behind us.


    Travis follows his brother’s lead and passes out his gifts. Thank goodness he doesn’t completely take after his little brother and decided on getting everyone less risqué presents. He signed Trevor up for the beer of the month club, which Trevor seemed overly excited about. I heard something about hops and yeast and then I stopped paying attention. He gave Rachel and Bryan custom made cake toppers. The bride and groom are feeding each other as the bride straddles the grooms lap in a chair. The craftsmanship is outstanding and the detail is like none that I’ve seen.


    “Travis, where did you get that?” I ask.


    “I made it,” he admits.


    “Yeah Travis is always playing with his wood. He’s good at it.” Travis punches his little brother which causes him to flinch and rub his arm in pain.


    “That is pretty impressive Travis, you should really consider going into business for yourself. The wedding industry is booming and people have millions of dollars to spend on customized wedding décor.” I’m amazed he has such talent.


    “It’s just a hobby,” he says sheepishly.


    “No seriously. It’s incredible,” Rachel chimes in crossing the living room to hug him. “I love it. Thank you, Trevor.”


    Alex and I open our gift which oddly is just a picture. We both look at it in confusion.


    “I got you guys a different type of chair,” he jokes. “It’s a rocking chair for the baby.”


    “You made it for us?” I can feel the tears well; damn pregnancy hormones. At least these are tears of joy.


    “I figured you’d need something for the long nights,” he adds.


    “Dude’s been up all sorts of hours trying to finish that shit.” Trevor’s colorful words make the gift all that much better.


    “I just need to sand and stain it and then it’s done. I should have it ready within the next couple of weeks.”


    “Thanks man. It’s really perfect,” Alex joins in. We both smile at the pair of brothers in appreciation.


    Bryan and Rachel pass out their gifts. She gave Trevor and Travis ringside tickets to an MMA fight. Apparently Trevor has a real hard on for Jason Cramer who is like the IT guy of the fighting world. She gave us the supreme ultrasound package that includes a 3D image of the baby and tons of pictures and a video to share. Which in reality is half a present to herself since the facility has more than enough space for us to bring our entire family and she’s already claimed dibs on one of the DVDs and paid for duplicate copies of all pictures. Merry Christmas Aunt Rachel.


    “Our turn,” Alex says as he stands and pulls two envelopes from under the tree. He wouldn’t tell me what he bought them for Christmas. All he promised was it would be something they would love.


    “Oh my God! Fiji!” Rachel screams, holding the opened envelope as she bounces up and down in her seat next to Bryan.


    “I thought you could use it for your honeymoon. The tickets and hotel are already taken care of,” Alex adds.


    Rachel bounds from her seat and pulls us both into a hug, hanging onto me as Bryan pulls Alex into a man hug. They exchange a look that says it all. Bryan was stressed over giving Rachel the wedding of her dreams, not to mention a honeymoon. Thankfully Alex was able to relieve some of that stress.


    “Alex, why do we have plane tickets and hotel accommodations as well? I’m not marrying my brother.” Trevor looks at the tickets in confusion.


    “If your attention span lasted more than a few seconds, the tickets they bought you,” gesturing towards Rachel and Bryan, “are for Jason Cramer’s title fight in New York. That’s to get you there and to make sure you don’t end up sleeping in a ditch. Not to say that won’t happen anyways.”


    “Fuck ya! I’ve always wanted to go to New York.” Trevor’s all smiles as he waves the tickets in front of Travis’s face. Travis smacks his brother’s hand away before they both thank us with large smiles.


    The group erupts in conversation, talking about their upcoming trips as Alex returns to sit next to me.


    “You’re too much,” I say before I kiss him.


    “Do you want to open up LJ’s present?” I nod in excitement as he grabs a box from under the tree. It warms my heart that he went through the trouble of wrapping it.


    “The anticipation is killing me.” His genuine smile makes my heart beat that much faster. I carefully pull off the wrapper and open the plain red box. The gift is absolutely perfect. A silver rattle sits nestled inside the velvet lined box. I notice an inscription: At first there was two and then came you. We love you.


    Without a doubt, his fear of becoming like his father is completely unwarranted.


    “Do you love it?” he asks, and I’m so overwhelmed with emotions I can only nod.


    “I love you so much.”


    “I love you, Hart. Merry Christmas.”


    “I hate that you have to go out of town so soon after the new year.”


    “It’s only for a day,” he assures me.


    “I know, Alex, but I still don’t like it.”


    “I’ll make it up to you.” The innuendo in his voice is promising.


    “You better.” I have no doubts that he’ll live up to that and so much more.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    


    Wednesday, January 2


    ALEX…


    I’ve glanced down at my phone on the rich mahogany table at least a dozen times in the past ten minutes. The dipshit lawyer has made this already uncomfortable meeting last longer than it needs to. In front of me, Thomas Windsor III, said lawyer, has asked me repeatedly to be patient. He’s advised me that we cannot start the meeting without all parties present. Normally I’m a patient man, but there’s a clear difference between being reasonably late and being a self-absorbed asshole. It’s not my problem people can’t tell time. Get the fucking ball rolling so I can get out of here.


    I’ll admit to being a little testy. And before I leap off my pedestal and beat him with it, I’ll try to remember that he doesn’t know what I had to deal with just to get here. If he would’ve seen her face, he’d understand. Even though she knew I was leaving, she was distant. My intentions were to be home later today, but the way things are going I’m bound to get stuck overnight.


    We all know our track record with time away from one other. No matter the time or distance, the insecurities always arise for both of us, which spells trouble. My unease with being away from her is spiked with each minute that passes. I know my thoughts are a tad bit irrational when I think that after our small fight that she’s probably moving out of our new home and right into her sister’s guest bedroom. I can just picture that sneaky bastard Oliver enthusiastically helping her pack. God, I hate that fucker.


    My mind flickers back to Christmas Eve. When Elyssa walked in the door, face splotchy, smile forced, she rushed into my awaiting arms, and almost put me on my knees. The force of her hug came at the expense of Oliver fucking Prescott. He upset her and then gave her that bitchass bracelet to remember him by. He’s got some nerve. If it didn’t mean so much, I would have tossed it out with the trash. She says he’s one of the only people good in her life, but I’d have to disagree. Shit. Why can’t he leave her alone?


    My neck cracks as I tilt my head side to side hoping to alleviate some of the tension. If I thought today wasn’t going to get any shittier, I thought wrong. It’s about to get even worse. As if all the oxygen has left the room, the door opens and the fire of Hades is breathing down my neck.


    “What in the hell is he doing here?”


    I clench my jaw and stare ahead. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. The bane of my existence. The shit I want to scrape off my shoes and flush down the drain. I don’t even have to look at her to know the conniving, crazy look in her eye, fueled by her self-imposed omnipotence. Knowing her she’s branded head to toe; her entire outfit costing more than what most individuals make in a month.


    Fuck Me.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as she settles in at the far end of the table. Cross. Uncross. Cross. Uncross. Her dark grey pencil skirt is short enough to show off her long legs as they continue to fidget, her heels bouncing on the tile below. I know she’s trying to get a reaction out of me. Why? Not sure. Possibly so I’ll give her a smidge of attention. Probably so she can concoct another crazy ass notion in her fatal attraction brain that I want her again. Come to think of it, I’m surprised this bitch didn’t bite my dick off like some crazy reverse praying mantis.


    “I’ve asked you all here today for the reading of Mr. Carlito Salerno’s last will and testament.”


    Arianna’s husband and Elyssa’s Godfather, Carl, passed away a week ago. I didn’t attend his funeral for this very reason. Just sitting next to this woman is trying enough. Sitting through an entire production, watching her play the grieving spouse would have been too much knowing all that I know. She may have loved him at one point, but not since I’ve known her has she given him a second thought. Arianna cheated on him every chance she had. His money got her wet, his name finishing her off. Being Mrs. Arianna Salerno was the pinnacle of her success: fame, money and the title of CEO of Salerno Health.


    The problem I saw? A slut is a slut. Marrying a respectable businessman doesn’t wash your sins away, nor does it make you into a decent human being. All it does is give her more opportunity to spread the wealth (if you know what I mean).


    “If that’s the case then why is he here?” I can feel her manicured finger poised in my direction, but I stay stoic and keep my head forward. “They barely knew each other; a dinner here, a drink there.”


    “Mrs. Salerno, as you know from our previous conversation, all parties mentioned are called to be present.”


    I’ve got to give it to her…she plays the role of grieving spouse extremely well with her dark clothes and handkerchief in hand. It’s almost believable that she loved the old man. Almost. “I just don’t understand,” her tearless sobs echo throughout the conference room. She would have continued with her dramatics if the lawyer didn’t cut her off.


    And thank God he did.


    “As I previously mentioned, Mrs. Salerno, all parties mentioned are called to be present.” He cuts a look in her direction letting her know her time to talk has long passed. He glances from myself to Arianna. “If no one else has further comments?” Holding up the document, the lawyer begins to read the prepared statement.


    “I, Carlito Benito Salerno, declare this to be my last Will and Testament. I hereby revoke, annul and cancel all wills and codicils previously made by me. I declare that I am of legal age and sound mind to make this will. This last will expresses my wishes without undue influence or duress.”


    The lawyer clears his throat.


    “I appoint Thomas Windsor III, esq. as my personal representative to administer this last Will and Testament, and ask that he be permitted to serve without Court supervision and without posting bond.”


    Thomas Windsor continues to read from the very verbose document that entails Mr. Salerno’s last wishes. Arianna said it all when she questioned why I was here; I’m just as unsure. My only assumption? Carl wants to fuck her one last time and he’s using me as his phallic.


    After determining what financial obligations require settling, Mr. Windsor adjusts his tie as he settles into his chair. His placid demeanor has gradually become more and more uncomfortable as he dives deeper into Carl’s last wishes.


    “Mr. Salerno was adamant that I read this next part verbatim.” Mr. Windsor takes a sip of his water and again he clears his throat before he begins.


    “I devise, bequeath, and give all of my shares, title, and assets of Salerno Health to Alexander Brayden James.”


    Arianna’s loud gasps fill the room, but I don’t turn to look at her. A rush of adrenaline courses through me. What the fuck? I grip the hands of the chair tightly, hoping to keep myself from allowing the immense shock I feel from showing the sense of satisfaction I know is to come.


    “In addition, Mr. Alexander Brayden James shall gain ownership of my properties in Versailles, Paris, New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago along with the contents of my safe deposit box and bank accounts.”


    My mouth drops. I’m not sure which expression I have on my face, but shock doesn’t cover it anymore. By all accounts, I’ve known this man for many years, however it was only weeks ago that I admitted not only to sleeping with his wife, but laid all her dirt on the table. He didn’t seem too excited at the time to learn that his wife essentially kept him around as her own personal piggy bank, then again, he wasn’t exactly shocked.


    Needless to say, I never expected this. But, I’ll admit that Arianna getting a taste of her own medicine is more than enough of a reason to relish this moment.


    “Mr.James…and I quote….I’ll never understand the desperation you felt when you decided to get in bed with my leach of an ex-wife.” Ex-wife? “All I can hope is that in my death, you will get a second chance. Learn from my mistakes and inadequacies. May you find what I never could.”


    “Excuse me?” Her sobs quickly diminish as her head practically spins on her neck. “I know I must have heard you wrong.”


    Instead of answering her, looking almost afraid of her wrath, Mr. Windsor continues with the will.


    “To my ex-wife, Arianna Salerno, soon to be Duncan. That panic that you’re feeling cannot be undone. I have given all that you cherish away, and to a man you thought would never amount to more than what’s located between his legs. Now he has the world at his fingertips and you are as insignificant today as you were when I first met you. I strip you of the title of my wife and in doing so, I find that I finally have a sense of peace that I was missing for far too may years.”


    The air in the room thickens into an un-breathable sauna like atmosphere. I pull at my tie, but then remember I have the upper hand. My lip twitches, allowing myself to calm down. My life is officially changing before my eyes.


    I glance over to see Arianna’s right knee furiously bouncing, her glares attempting to shatter into Mr. Windsor’s psyche. This is all right before she erupts in a fit of rage, eyes blazing.


    “This is not fu…”Remembering whose company she’s in, Arianna pauses, sweeping her hand over her skirt. After another deep breath, she regains her composure even though the rage is still all consuming. “Mr. Windsor, this must be a joke. This is absolutely not possible. Don’t you realize who I am? I am Arianna Salerno and if you think I’ll believe the lies printed on that piece of paper, you are surely mistaken. That paper is a fucking joke. You think you can bully me out of my rightful belongings? I’ll have my attorney contact you to settle this ridiculous matter.”


    “Ms. Duncan…”


    “It’s still Mrs. Salerno and you will address me as such. I can’t believe a man in your standings would stoop to such levels as to believe a dying man. My husband…”


    “Pardon me.” Clearly irritated at having to cut her off yet again, he continues but with a bite to his tone. “Your prenuptial agreement was very detailed. You voided all rights to his estate with all of your indiscretions. Take what little dignity you have left and start your life over.”


    Stifling a laugh, I hear Arianna shuffling before I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Finally chancing a look over in her direction, I absolutely wish I hadn’t. Standing and stomping towards the door, she pauses and looks over her shoulder.


    “Oh, and Alex?” I turn in my seat to fully face her for the first time since she waltzed in the room. “You may think you have the world at your feet. Problem is…you don’t see it crashing down on you until it’s all but on top of you. This isn’t the last you heard from me.” At that, she slams the door upon her dramatic exit.


    I turn to face Mr. Windsor, dubiously shaking my head. I don’t know why I thought she’d ever change. I hate to admit it, but when I think back to how our relationship started, I don’t know why I never thought that this is how it would end. All the signs were there, I was just selfishly blind to her tactics. Always believing that because she never sent it my way that I was immune to her spitefulness. Boy, was I wrong! If only I would have taken the stick out of my own ass, I could have prevented all the heartache of the past few months. But then again, I wouldn’t be standing where I am today.


    “I’m going to need a drink to make my balls come out from hiding.” Mr. Windsor reaches into his drawer bringing out a bottle of brandy. He pours a glass for himself before offering one to me, which I politely refuse. “What he ever saw in her, I will never know.”


    Figuring I wouldn’t need to concur, as it’s a given, I decide now would be a good time to speed this little meeting up. I need to get home to Elyssa, sooner rather than later. If I leave now, I’ll be able to get home tonight. “Mr. Windsor, not to be rude, but what do I need to do to get my business here done?”


    “Well, Mr. James, that is entirely up to you. As per the will, you are officially the majority shareholder of Salerno Health and have acquired all of Carlito’s assets. He made it clear that Arianna is to be left with nothing.”


    Again, I shake my head in disbelief while scratching my cleanly shaven jaw. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”


    “They had an ironclad prenuptial agreement. What I do know, and what I can tell you based off of conversations I had with Carlito was that from the moment they said I do, he had a private investigator following her. Think about what you know of Arianna and what she’s done just in the amount of time you’ve known her.”


    Unfortunately, I do know everything she’s done in the past and trust me, she’s getting what she deserves. However, “I never asked for this.”


    “Carlito had his reasons. I’m just happy his bitch of an ex-wife is finally getting what she deserves.”


    If only this were the end of her.


    And believe me, his reasons are plain as day. He wanted to fuck his wife one last time, sans penis, before throwing in the towel. Problem is…he’s dead. He had to know what he would leave in his wake: a just poked rattlesnake poised and ready to strike. Target? I can think of only one other person beside myself that she’s going to go after…Elyssa Jane Hart.


    “To you!” Mr. Windsor raises his glass. I tilt my head in acceptance giving a sly smile to hide my unease. The only one that can release this pit in my stomach is now ignoring my third call of the day. If only she would answer the phone, I’d feel a hundred times better.


    *Where are you?!*


    Several minutes later…still no answer.


    Fuck. Me.


    ~~~~~


    My clenched fists only exacerbate my pounding heart as I unlock the door, pushing my way into the large foyer to find an almost eerily quiet house. Frantically, I glance around the room looking for anything that might be out of place. Relief washes over me when I see all the boxes are still where we left them, unopened and stacked against the slate grey colored wall.


    After finding out there were no available flights until midnight, I got a rental car and drove the four hours to get home. The anxiety over being ignored was the catalyst to my propulsion to get to her.


    I don’t deal well with being ignored. Until Elyssa, I’ve been the center of attention my whole life, whether that be good or bad. She has a way of turning my world upside down. I know I could have called Rachel or Bryan, because in reality that’s probably where she is. But, I’m stubborn; thinking we’re getting past all the selfishness only to come up short. After everything we’ve gone through in the past few months, I want to believe she wouldn’t leave me over something so trivial.


    “Elyssa?!” My voice echoes as I anxiously search from room to room.


    “Elyssa?!” Clearly shaken, my voice shakes as fear builds inside me. I run upstairs, hoping and praying her clothes are still hung neatly in our closet. There was one thing she was adamant about and that was getting all of her clothes organized in the proper places. Our new pots and pans are still in boxes, but her clothes are hung up. I chuckled when I made fun of her priorities. I’m not laughing now.


    I fling the closet door open and search through her hangers. Another brush of relief when it looks like there is nothing missing or out of place. My heart calms for a moment, but then another image flashes through my mind and I’m horrified that I didn’t think of it sooner.


    What if there is a problem with the baby? I glance at my phone again. Still no calls or messages. What if she’s hurt or was in an accident?


    With more than a little uncertainty, I call Bryan.


    “It’s about time! Are we on for tomorrow or what?” Bryan’s been bugging me to go hiking with the guys tomorrow. I didn’t want to give him an answer until I talked to Elyssa.


    “I still haven’t talked to her.” Literally.


    “Wow. Been living together for two weeks and she’s already keeping tabs on your ass. Do you have to ask for permission to piss too?” he laughs boisterously, like he doesn’t have to do that with Rachel.


    Curtly, I respond, “Shut the fuck up. Is she at your house?”


    “Who? E?” Shit, if he doesn’t know where she is…


    “Yes, who else would I be asking about?”


    “No, why would she be here?” His concern is evident, as he loves her about as much as I do.


    “I don’t know where else she’d be. I had to go out of town today to deal with some shit and you know us and being away from each other.” Bryan responds with a grunt. “I’ve been calling her all day and nothing. And now, I’m home and still don’t know where she is.”


    “I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll ask Rachel and call if I hear anything.” I nod even though he can’t see me before hanging up to try her again.


    Fuck…I hear the faint sound of her ringtone from our adjoining bathroom. I walk through our room to find her cell phone on the counter. I hang up only to wonder how many of my calls and texts have been useless.


    Where could she be? She never leaves without her phone.


    I walk back down the grand staircase and sit on the last step. The missed calls, the unanswered texts, the look on her face before I left. It’s all happening again and I was only gone for half a day. The last time we were apart, I swore I wouldn’t do this again. It almost killed both of us being away from each other.


    I drop my head into my hands, resting my elbows on my knees in defeat. It feels like we are constantly taking one step forward and five steps back.


    A moment later, the door opens and my Hart breezes through. She’s glowing, as usual. Normally I’d appreciate how her dress hugs all her curves, including the small bump protruding from her belly. But my actual heart is about to burst through my chest. I stand and rush to her, taking her face between my hands. My eyes look over every contour of her beautiful face before settling on her green eyes; the same eyes that are looking at me with confusion.


    “I don’t think you bought enough stuff,” Janice jokes as she comes through the door carrying several large bags. “Oh, hey Alex,” she greets me but quickly senses the tension filling the room.


    “Well…I’m gonna set these right here and be on my way. Elyssa…call me,” she mimics a phone to her ear hurriedly shutting the door behind her.


    “Alex?” Now it’s her turn to search my eyes, causing an ache to build inside my chest. The pain on her face tells me she has no clue why I’m in such a panic. As if my actions are far beyond the scope of normal, rational, human behavior. Hindsight, maybe I overreacted now that I can see her, but her of all people should know. She’s the same girl who jumped on a plane, with her outrageous fear of flying, just to see (literally that’s all she wanted to do was ‘see’) if I was still alive.


    Not able to reconcile in my brain my anger and my overwhelming relief, I release her immediately and begin to pace. My body is humming. I don’t even know how to explain the level of irritation I feel right now. How do I explain what she put me through? Now that I know she’s okay, the annoyance and worry has built into something I can’t contain.


    She cautiously approaches with her hands reaching out. “Alex? Talk to me.”


    “Don’t,” I huff, holding my hands out in front of me, protecting myself from her instead of the other way around. I’m too far gone for that. I push past her, explaining I have to get out of here. That I have to go. I barely make out her small voice, pleading for me to stay, before I reach the door. I stop, allowing her voice to penetrate my mind before shaking my head. I can’t contain the rage inside and it’s best I just slip out the door and leave before I say or do something I might regret.


    It’s not until I’m behind the wheel of the rental that I allow myself a moment to unleash the beast clawing its way out. My fingers are entwined in my hair, tugging hard, before dropping my forehead to the steering wheel in frustration.


    You’re such a hypocrite. You’re weak. You’ll never make her happy. She’ll leave you the moment she gets a chance.


    I wish I could turn off my inner ramblings. Instead, I try to drown them out as I turn up the stereo and speed out of our driveway.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    


    Thursday, January 03


    ALEX…


    “So tell me, what is it that you want to get from these sessions?”


    Why do therapists always start with these vague questions that can go in any direction? Let me tell you. They do it so you’ll pour out your heart and soul, allowing you to cut yourself open and reveal your insecurities while they sit back and judge.


    Before you call me a hypocrite, I can tell you with almost a hundred percent certainty, meeting with this stranger will not help me. I’m quite familiar with therapy. A while back I thought it would do me some good, until I realized it wasn’t doing shit for me. So, I fucked my therapist and then got the fuck out. Some would say that’s a therapist/patient taboo, but what do you expect? I’m fucked in the head. She should have known better. She’s the professional, after all.


    Fortunately, or unfortunately depending on who you ask, I can’t fuck myself out of this scenario considering I’m a reformed man. I no longer use my dick to get what I want; we all know where it got me. Yes, it made me the Vice President, and now owner, of a lucrative company. Yes, I have a nice home, money in the bank and security for my grandmother. But at what cost? What I almost lost…it’s almost more than what I’ve gained. If it weren’t for Elyssa, I don’t know where I’d be.


    Here it is, the next day, and although we’ve spoken a few words to one another, it feels like eternity since I’ve been able to hold her. To kiss her. To feel her. It’s been torture. The anger has evaporated between us; now it’s just everything else getting in the way.


    I agreed to go to therapy, for her, even before the L.A. trip fiasco. Because of my past visits with a therapist, I hesitated when Elyssa asked me to go. Also, it was a shock to hear her voice her concerns. But, because she thought it was the only way to make our future together work, I agreed to go. Okay, maybe I said it was for her, but I’m desperate to make this work. To make us work. I’m not such a prideful person to deny that we have issues.


    But, as I sit here and contemplate all the things I want to get from therapy, I’m brought back to the fact that I’m still not one hundred percent sure that therapy can even help. Because sitting here listening to that first question has already annoyed me.


    “Mr. James?” Shit, I didn’t hear a damn thing she said.


    “Yes?” I rest my steepled fingers against my lips, looking all around her demure office instead of at the therapist’s inquisitive eyes.


    She sits there in her red velvet kings chair, sipping on her hot drink, already judging me as she repeats herself. “What do you want from these sessions?”


    I huff, “What do your patients normally say?” I don’t let her respond; instead I jump on my high horse and continue. “Wait, let me guess…they want to love themselves, find love, build self-confidence, make difficult decisions, stop their intimacy issues.” The therapist’s brows perk at my brash words. I lean forward, making sure she understands exactly what I think about these sessions.


    “I know who I am. I’ve worked hard to build myself up from the shit of a childhood I had. I’m intelligent. I’ve had tons of women and have finally found the love of my life. I’m the Vice President of a Fortune 500 company and if Elyssa hasn’t already told you, we definitely don’t have intimacy issues. So you tell me, what could I possibly get from these sessions?” I lean back, attempting to relax when all I want to do is leave here and bury myself so deep inside Elyssa that she’ll apologize and realize the hell she put me through. I know, I know, not rational seeing as she technically didn’t do anything wrong. I’m the one that stormed out of there without further explanation. But, I’m not going to justify my anger. It was rational at the time. At least it was in my head.


    She thought therapy was the solution to our problems. I thought, as we progressed as a couple, she’d realize there’s nothing wrong with the way we love each other. It’s not us…it’s them. All of our problems stem from the fucked up world around us.


    But unfortunately that’s just not my luck.


    “Well, you mentioned your childhood. Let’s start there.” I’m pretty sure she just ignored my entire rant and honed in with her therapist-devil-winged ears on what peaked her interest.


    Might as well get this over with. The sooner I get home, the sooner I can forget this day ever happened. “What do you want to know?”


    Almost instantly, she asks, “What were your parents like?”


    Remembering how true my next statement is, I smile. “My mother was an honest-to-God angel. She stuck around with my asshole of a father to take care of me. Died on me. Left me with my grandmother. What else is there to tell?”


    Writing something in her notebook, she looks up before asking me about my father. “Why don’t you tell me more about your dad?”


    “Honestly, there’s not much to tell. He was a drunk. He beat and abused my mother in more ways than I care to discuss. He introduced me to experiences that no child should know at such a young age.” I shrug my shoulders. “He’s dead to me. Has been for a long time.”


    “He only abused your mother?” More writing…more judging.


    “What do you want me to say? I have daddy issues? Yes, he was abusive. If you ask him, he’d tell you that he made me the man I am today. He’s been looking for that pat on the back for quite some time. I haven’t had it in me to give it. I’m sure you can understand why.”


    “Are you always this callous or just when talking about your dad?”


    I don’t even flinch. She’s right. “What can I say…he brings out the best in me.”


    “I’m going to assume you’re being sarcastic?”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. Did the mocking tone not give it away?”


    Obviously used to dealing with assholes like me, she maintains the same line of questioning. “So tell me…what actually brings out the best in you?”


    “Elyssa.” Undoubtedly.


    Without skipping a beat, “What is it about her that makes you better?”


    That’s easy. “I want to give her the world. She makes me want more. I love that with a simple smile, she wipes away every horrible moment of my life. Creating a family with her wasn’t something I ever thought I’d want, but since she’s been in my life, everything’s changed. The memories we’re building,” I pause and smile. Even after everything we’ve gone through, I wouldn’t change a thing. “She’s the antidote to my life.”


    She nods, with a smile so brief I barely notice. Before she continues, she jots more notes down in her notebook while I wait not so patiently. “So I’ll ask again, what do you want from these sessions?”


    I probably should lie, but what would that do? Where would that get me? Nowhere I want to be. “To be honest, I didn’t want to come here nor do I want to come back.”


    “So why did you?”


    “No other reason except that Elyssa asked me to.”


    “And if Elyssa was here, what do you think her reasoning would be?”


    And here we go. Before I answer, I stare at the woman in front of me. Dr. Couser is a portly set woman, long brown hair that needs to be trimmed, glasses perched too low to actually be able to see in…needless to say, I know why Elyssa picked this woman, out of all others. Obviously, “We have some trust issues.”


    “Okay, so is it that you don’t trust her?”


    Belatedly I add, “Maybe some anger issues.” She looks up, tilting her head. I don’t like the accusation in her eyes. Again, this is why I don’t like therapy. She’s judging me.


    “Why are you so angry?”


    That’s a question I’ve never been able to fully answer. I’ve never had or wanted to explore that side of myself. I have enough secrets that once I’ve opened that box, I’d let something out that can’t be put away. She doesn’t need to know all of my darkest secrets. The thought of answering her with any more than, “I just am,” seems inopportune, but it’s all I have to give.


    Dr. Couser waits patiently, making notes in her ever-growing notebook. Without any more being said she clears her throat and moves on to the original question. “So, is it that you don’t trust her?”


    “No!” I say, adamantly, “I do.” It’s all the other assholes in the world I don’t trust.


    Steeping her fingers together, “Alright, so what’s the problem.”


    “Well, we have a tendency to withhold details from each other.” That’s putting it mildly. We’ve withheld so much of the truth it’s hard to juggle between what has and hasn’t been said.


    “That’s interesting. Why would you keep details from each other? Isn’t that the whole point of a relationship? To have someone there for you that you can be honest with?”


    Again, Judgy McJudgerson. Of course that’s the reason to be in, or stay in, a relationship. I don’t know how much Elyssa has told her, but I’m going with vague. “To protect each other.”


    Straight as a nail, she asks, “How’s that working out for you?”


    I actually laugh out loud. She hit it on the head. “Pretty shitty.”


    She smiles and gives me an all too knowing look. “Do you see the issue?” I don’t answer her, because I’m pretty sure she’s just being facetious. “Okay, let me ask you this. Do you plan on continuing these patterns?”


    “Listen, I get what you’re saying. I’m quite aware of our issues. Obviously, that’s the reason I’m here. But, I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t do everything in my power to protect my family.”


    “Including omitting the truth?” she probes.


    Even if it killed me, I would keep the truth from her. The need I have to keep her safe overrides any self-preservation. With the baby on the way, I have a feeling it’s only going to get worse.


    “Do you think she trusts you?”


    “You’d have to ask her.”


    “I’m asking you. Do you think she trusts you?”


    “I wouldn’t if I were her.” I hate that we have this between us. She deserves more. With everything I didn’t tell her at the beginning, she has every reason to doubt me. Hell, sometimes I even doubt myself.


    “Why do you say that?”


    My simple answers are obviously not working for her. So let’s show this unassuming doctor really how deep the rabbit hole really goes. I sit up and straighten in my seat, placing my right ankle on my left knee, bracing myself for the condemnation that I’m about to receive. No matter what my past is, it’s in the past. I’m not ashamed of what I’ve done to get where I am. I love Elyssa and the life we are just now starting.


    “It’s hard to trust a man whose body has been used entirely for profit; always getting what he wants. I was a very manipulative man, Dr. Couser. Countless women used for nothing more than gaining notoriety within a specific social class. I don’t know. Maybe she thinks she’s just one of many.”


    The doctor prudishly shakes her head. “Is she one of many?”


    I shake my head vehemently. “She’s the only one.” I’m still shaking my head, but now for a different reason. Disgust. “I can only imagine how it would feel if she had a similar past.” Eyes cast down, the good doctor let me have a minute. Fuck this self-loathing crap.


    With a much softer voice, clearly misdiagnosing the pain in my eyes as weakness, she asks, “Would you still want to be with her? If she had the same past, that is.”


    “Without a doubt.”


    “Then I guess you aren’t as confident as you seem.” My eyes crinkle, and not with amusement. “You see Mr. James, when you look at Elyssa you see value in her, no matter what circumstance. But, when you regard yourself, you discredit your own sense of self-worth.”


    Well, fuck me. While I sit and ponder the mind fuck for a moment, essentially pushing aside what she’s saying is true, I glare at her. Of course Elyssa would be worth all the trouble in the world; she’s my own personal wealth, the only one that money can’t buy.


    “Well, it seems I’ve given you some food for thought.” She stands, tucking a piece of loose brown hair behind her ear. “How about we meet again, the same time next week?”


    I can hardly believe it. Some of what the doctor said made sense. Or at least she made me believe it did. I nod and stand, adjusting my tie and slipping on my jacket before I leave.


    “Mr. James?” I turn to face her just as my hand reaches the door handle. “I think you’d be interested to know how Elyssa sees you. Maybe you should ask her.” My eyes move from the grin on her face to the floor before my own lips tip with a slight smile. With another nod, because I’m obviously incapable of proper words, I say my goodbye.


    She wasn’t so bad, but that doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to my next appointment.


    ~~~~~


    I’ve been fantasizing about her all day, imagining how I’d find her when I got home. In the short time we’ve lived together, coming home is like Christmas morning. I’ve found that even the most domestic tasks can be arousing; watching her pick up around the house, bent over making our bed in the morning and even her doing laundry gets me hard.


    But what I find when I get through the maze of boxes is a sight for sore eyes. Elyssa…barefoot, pregnant and comfortable in our home. Trevor’s digs about my domestication have really come true. He made a comment over beers with Bryan, saying we handed our balls over in sacrifice to the relationship Gods. The exchange…completely worth it.


    Instead of interrupting, I lean against the doorframe of our expansive kitchen. I don’t have a lot of moments like this, where I give myself time to just be in the moment, taking her in. Hair pulled into a messy ponytail at the crown of her head, black yoga pants hugging every curve of her firm legs, and don’t even get me started on her tight ass. I assume she just got home from the gym. If the made-for-men yoga pants weren’t a dead give-a-way, the light blue sports bra definitely gives it away.


    From behind you can’t tell a life is growing inside her; not until she turns to the side. Whenever I’m close, I take every opportunity to touch her, to feel her, to love her. I love the feel of her slightly swollen belly when I pull her into my arms. The feel of her skin. The smell of her hair.


    I smirk when she dips and swirls her hips to the music playing from the overhead speakers. We haven’t said more than five words to each other in the past twenty-four hours, so I’m not sure how my reception will be, but I clear my throat to get her attention anyways. She stills, but continues to wash the dish in her hand before turning to look at me out of the corner of her eye.


    “So, how was it?”


    I move behind her and rest against the island, watching her as she continues to do the dishes. “Fine,” I shrug.


    “What did you talk about?”


    “Not much of anything.” She nods, shoulders slumping slightly as she tilts her head side to side.


    “How’s Nana?” I already know how my grandmother is, but I appreciate Elyssa checking in on her. She visits Nana at least once every other day, if not more. I know my grandmother loves the company, as well. I hate that I can’t have her home with us, but the care she needs is more than just her live in nurse, Delores, can provide.


    Elyssa looks to me, shaking her head with a small frown. “The doctor wants to keep her longer. She’s not eating enough and her oxygen levels are still low.”


    I know she’s not telling me everything. From my last conversation with the doctor, along with my visit with Nana before I came home, I can see the deterioration is taking place. I'm extremely worried for her, as is Elyssa. The thought of not having her in my life scares me almost as much as the thought of losing Elyssa does. Nana still smiles, but it lingers only for a moment. Her attempts at taking walks are futile, her lungs giving out only after a few minutes and even when I bring her favorite foods, she still doesn’t eat. I’m trying not to worry her with my own frailties; trying not to show my unease or the absolute breaking of my heart every time I visit her. Trying, but not necessarily succeeding.


    The only one to bring me back from my desolation is standing in front of me, clearly in pain. Elyssa rolls her shoulders, an attempt to ease the tension. I may be angry with her, but I don’t even try to control my hands. Just as I reach out to begin massaging her, her head drops and her eyes close. “That feels incredible,” she purrs. As I continue to knead out the kinks in her shoulders, I can feel her relax. We’ve been through so much, with the lies of my past, her reluctance with me because of her past, and Arianna trying to fuck up our future; it’s these little moments in time that I want to keep.


    “She said I should ask you what you see in me.” She startles at my words. Staying stock still, I hear her sigh, but she stays silent. Clearing my throat, I continue but for some reason I’m nervous. Damn emotions. “She asked me to put myself in your shoes. If you had a similar past, would I still want you?”


    Elyssa turns and I see the doubt clouding her gorgeous green eyes. My hands drop from her shoulders when she levels me with her gaze. I hate that I put that uncertainty in her heart.


    “What was your answer?”


    Before she can even finish asking, I respond with a resounding, “Without a doubt.”


    She ponders that statement for a moment, eyes brightening with every passing second. And then she floors me. “You are the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on. You are thoughtful, smart, caring, and strong. You make me feel safe, especially when it seems as if everyone out there isn’t. You are going to be the most amazing dad.” Her hands drop to her belly. “Not because of all you have accomplished, but because, and in spite of all the ugliness you’ve seen in your life. You’ll protect me and the baby from ever experiencing anything close to what you’ve known in your life. You’re my unequivocal knight in shining armor.” She smiles up at me briefly before turning back around to continue with the dishes.


    “Is that why you left your cell phone at home?” I question. Her shoulders sag. I’m sure she was hoping I’d drop the matter entirely. As much as she thinks she knows me, I know her just as well.


    “I forgot.” Lies.


    “When are we going to get past this and be honest with each other?”


    Reluctantly she admits, “I was angry.” Finally, maybe we’ll get somewhere.


    “So you thought you’d ignore me and that would make things better?”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was just angry and left without it. It wasn’t intentional, Alex; I knew you’d be home sooner or later.”


    “Problem is I didn’t know if you were safe. I didn’t know if LJ was safe. Not a good feeling, Hart. What if you got in an accident? What if something happened with the baby?” I walk further away from her. “You can’t do that to me.”


    “To you?” She turns to face me. “Am I the one always leaving you?”


    I’m stunned she even asked that. “Yes! Why do you think those hours of not talking to you tore me up inside? I kept imagining you were packing up your stuff and moving back to Rachel’s or even worse.”


    “I get it, but I was fine.”


    “No, I don’t think you do get it. I see your point that I’m always leaving physically, but you know what’s worse, Elyssa? Even though I put physical distance between us, you always have the upper hand. The emotional space you put between us almost destroyed our relationship. So, when you go off and do stuff like not answering your phone, you are doing it all over again.”


    “Alex, I get it. But. I. Was. Fine.”


    I shake my head. She doesn’t get it. “Yes, but I didn’t know that! You left me thinking the worst. I didn’t even wait for a flight. I rented that stupid ass car thinking if I could get here sooner I could convince you not to leave.”


    She twists her head in an unusual way, making me start to believe I’m the crazy one. Eyes darting to the tile floor, she approaches me.


    “Alex, look at me,” she demands and even though I want to disobey her, I raise my head and the nakedness in her eyes, pure beauty, has me short of breath. I barely need to lean forward to touch my forehead to hers when she whispers, “I wasn’t leaving.”


    I shake my head slowly. “I get that now, but how was I supposed to know that?” And just the thought gets my blood boiling. I raise my hands in frustration before sliding down to the floor. I have no fight left in me.


    “Hey...” She pulls my hands from my knees and lowers herself onto my lap, “I’m not going anywhere.”


    “I thought…”


    “I know what you thought and I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking past my anger.” She caresses my face with both hands. “I’m sorry for making you worry. I just need…I need you to put us first.”


    What?! Where is this coming from? “I always put you first.”


    “No, you put your job first.” I open my mouth to protest, but she stops me. “I know you have work obligations. I’m not saying that I don’t want you to continue to be who you are. But it feels as if you’re always on one trip after another. What about when LJ comes? What then? If it continues the way it has, you’re going to leave us every week.”


    “I was coming back that same night. I told you I was.”


    “That’s not the point. You’re not the only one that feels as if they are always being left.”


    I caress her cheek before settling my hands on the back of her neck. “Aren’t we a fine pair?”


    We laugh, as I pull her tighter against me. It feels good to have her in my arms again. A soft sigh escapes her lips the moment my arms wrap around her, my lips settling on the nape of her neck.


    “Do you always dress this way when you go to the gym?” I ask.


    “Am I too dressed up? I have these dolphin shorts from when I ran track in high school. I’m sure they still fit.” The image of Elyssa wearing fuck hot tiny shorts causes my dick to twitch. I’m sure she can feel it too.


    “You wear that and I’ll have to tie you to the bed.” The growl intended.


    “Hmm…I don’t know if that’s a big threat, Mr. James. I’m thinking that could work in my favor,” she purrs. Her head rests against my shoulder when she confesses that she missed me. We live together; we should be spending every moment we can with each other. Instead we fight.


    And instead of being a dick pointing this out, I agree, “I missed you, too.”


    “So, do you plan on going to your next session?”


    I groan, having no doubt that I’ll succumb to the torture. Fuck, I’d do anything for this woman. Still, I have to play it off because in all reality, I don’t want to go. “I’ve been to therapists before, Hart. They’re a dime a dozen.”


    “But I like her.” If she wiggles her butt one more time, I may have to fuck her right here. Not like we haven’t done it before.


    “Then make nice and take her out with Janice. Don’t force me into a damn confessional with the lady.”


    “Alex we talked about this…” Clearly irritated she pulls herself out of my arms and walks over to the fridge. After she finishes pulling out different ingredients, she slams the door shut. As cute as it is watching her murder a carrot with a sparing knife, I need this night to be over with.


    I walk towards her, hoping to calm her unease. “Hart…”


    “Don’t Hart me. I know you don’t believe in therapy. I know you didn’t want to go. But you said you would make an effort, Alex. Be a man of your word. Please.”


    I wrap my arms around her again, grabbing the knife in the process, resting it on the solid wood cutting board. The carrot can thank me later.


    “I am trying, Hart. Honestly, I don’t see what she can solve for us that we can’t do on our own.”


    She turns in my arms. Her large green eyes looking at me with such need that it causes an ache in my chest. “You realize we’re having a baby right?” I nod. “You realize we don’t quite trust each other.” Understatement of the year.


    I take her chin in my hand, my thumb rubbing against her bottom lip. “I trust you.”


    She shakes my hand away. “No you don’t. I can tell every time I leave the house. You’re wondering where I’m going. Or when I’m on the phone, I know you want to ask me who I’m talking to. You still think I’m hiding something from you.”


    I turn from her and move to the opposite end of the kitchen, resting against the counter. I cross my arms. The tension in my muscles is nothing compared to the unease inside me. What does she expect? She hid from me for months. She lied to me about the baby. That type of shit fucks with a guy.


    “What do you want me to say?”


    “I want you to be honest with me. Stop treating me as if I’m made of glass. Yes, I’m pregnant. But what you fail to recognize is that I can handle a lot more than you think. I don’t want you to tell me what you think I want to hear. I want to actually hear about what you’re thinking. What’s going on in your life?”


    After all the turmoil and after all the anger and mixed feelings, all I want to do is wrap her legs around me and carry her to bed, but first this conversation needs to end.


    “Fine.”


    “Fine?” With a look of confusion she watches as I prowl towards her. My eyes take in every curve of her body. Her lips part as I get closer, reaching out to wrap my arm around her waist to pull her flush against me.


    “What do you want to know?” I whisper against her lips.


    “Ummmmm…” I go in for the kill, taking her mouth into mine before nipping and licking down her neck as my hands travel up her waist, settling just underneath her full breasts.


    “What do you want, Elyssa?” I grumble against her chest as I pull up her sports bra revealing her engorged pink buds.


    “You. I just want you,” she sighs. “Always you.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?” With a smirk, and all thoughts of our first fight in our new home gone, I lift her into my arms carrying her off towards the bedroom.


    


    ELYSSA…


    Instead of giving me what I want all at once, I feel his silent kisses drape along my thighs and belly, his tongue lapping at my nipple, climbing higher and higher before he’s inside me. I sigh as he fills me, feeling some relief.


    “I love you, Alex,” I moan as his body writhes above me, putting pressure in all the right places. “So much…”


    “There’s only you, Hart. Only you.” His panting turns me on even more, our mouths barely touching, heat radiating from each other causing the right amount of friction. His movements become more aggressive.


    I love this side of Alex, the one I fell hopelessly in love with. It took him awhile to get used to the thought of me being pregnant. At first, he handled me as if I was fragile; however, after a conversation with Dr. Parker he’s been a lot more like the old Alex. When he realized I wasn’t going to break…WOW! Un-freaking-believable.


    It’s not long before we come together. Not speaking to each other not only heightened our need, but once we got over ourselves, we realized that silence was not a solution. Our bodies crave each other. Alex pushes into me one last time before collapsing next to me; our breathing ragged as he pulls me closer.


    I smile, eyes closed, basking in post-orgasmic happiness. “I like make up sex.”


    “You do, huh?” I can image his dimpled smile as I nod my head in agreement.


    “Maybe we should argue more often,” I suggest, stretching my arms over my head.


    “You have no idea what fighting does to me.”


    My mind travels back to just a few weeks ago when Alex and I were far from together. It was a daily battle trying to stay away from him. I thought it was for the best. Arianna threatened everything I love. Alex had an incredible offense, though. He pulled down my walls, brick by brick. It was shocking I was able to hold out as long as I had.


    “You have to stop thinking I’m going to leave you. You have me…all of me,” I say against his lips, our foreheads resting against one another.


    Like a weight was lifted off his shoulders, he sags and responds with a kiss to the top of my head, “Us against the world.”


    “Just you and me,” I agree wholeheartedly as I settle in the crook of his shoulder. “Just you and me,” I whisper again, allowing my eyes to shut in exhaustion.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    


    Wednesday, January 16


    ALEX…


    “You’re looking handsome today,” Sandy’s overly flirtatious voice echoes through the sparse room.


    “Why thank you. I try.” I pull the chair out for her. She settles in while I move around to the other side.


    Sandy’s blonde hair dances as she looks around the bleak, old restaurant. “For the life of me, I can’t figure out why you asked to meet here.”


    Earlier in the week I asked her to meet me at a small café in old Henderson. We look completely out of place; her in her sleek white business dress and me in my black Armani suit. But, it had to be someplace inconspicuous.


    “Things are…” I steeple my fingers, elbows resting on the table, “Fragile over at Salerno. I didn’t want to meet you there and…”


    She interrupts, “And you didn’t want to meet somewhere in town where your girl would see.” Not one to beat around the bush, I nod in agreement. I have nothing to hide, with Elyssa or Sandy, but some things are better left unsaid. It’s not like I haven’t tried to bring up my friendship with Sandy to Elyssa. But, every time, I hit resistance. One day we’ll need to have that conversation, and soon. But for now, I couldn’t risk the chance of Elyssa seeing us together and automatically jumping to conclusions.


    Getting right down to business, I inform her that I’ve signed all the necessary paperwork for our business transaction to take place. I’m actually really excited about this. A place that I can call mine, a place where I can play music any time I want and know that I earned it myself. “The sale’s going through at the end of the month.”


    “You will be the owner of a slightly used club. Congratulations Alex.” She reaches over and caresses my hand. “It’s always been one of the major regrets in my life.”


    “You had to deal with your husband. If he never knew about us…”


    “Then it would have been someone else. You know I didn’t marry for love. It’s a recipe for failure when you marry someone for financial security.” I nod and give her an impish smile because really there isn’t any more I can add to her tribulations that will make it any better. She’s a good person and I wish her the best. The best happened to not be at the club, or at her marriage. Bad for her…good for me.


    When the waitress walks up to our table, we both look at each other and know this isn’t a breakfast kind of meeting. Instead, I politely decline any more than a cup of coffee for each of us.


    When the waitress, whose name I didn’t catch, retreats from the table, I reach out to Sandy to loosen the bite she has on her lip. I know her tell signs, and this one shows me she’s about to spill her anxiety. “I heard about Carlito.”


    This startles me, but not for the reasons you’d think. I know it shouldn’t because even before I ask, I know who would’ve told her. You have to remember, I know Arianna. I know how she works and have been waiting for the backlash from the meeting with the lawyer about the estate. Honestly, I’m a little surprised she hasn’t shown up at my house to torment Elyssa with this information.


    “You need to be careful, Alex. Sell everything as quick as you can and just get out of her way.”


    “The damage is already done. Carlito left me everything. The bull’s-eye is already on my back.” And Elyssa’s, therefore LJ’s, back as well. I know I need to be proactive with her, but what can I do at this point.


    “She’s not going to sit back and just let you have everything. I’m extremely worried for you. She’s been saying crazy things. Acting crazy.”


    I’m not even going to ask. Arianna’s always been crazy, so anything Sandy tells me will be nothing new. “When isn’t she crazy?” My attempt at a dry joke, said with a straight face, doesn’t go unnoticed.


    “Good point. In the meantime, watch your back.”


    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll deal with her when the time comes.” I give her a weak smile before taking a sip of my coffee.


    “I’ve never understood how you can drink your coffee black.” She points at the dark, steaming sterile white cup in front of me with memories floating in her eyes.


    I wink. “Apparently, I’m a creature of habit.” I’ve always taken my coffee black and she would know this from the many weekends we spent together before everything turned to shit.


    “Remember the time we went to that bed and breakfast in Connecticut? After that first night we were there, you wouldn’t ask for room service. Any time they sent anything up it was always that grabby old lady who brought it to us.”


    I laugh out loud at the memory. “Grabby? Ha! That’s putting it nicely. She grabbed my junk the first hour we were there.”


    “I don’t blame her,” she blushes. “She couldn’t help herself.”


    Looking back, I realize what we had was good. Real good. But, it’s nothing like what I have with Elyssa. Sandy is, and always was, a good friend. Yes, we had a physical relationship, but for the most part, it was more a release for her. I was just the lucky guy she kept around.


    “We had some good times, didn’t we? Though, I have to say, we’ve grown up and found where we were meant to be.”


    “I’m happy for you, Alex.” The words come out as truth, but I can’t help but see the hurt in her eyes. I don’t know where this is coming from, because I thought we had an understanding, but I guess when you spend so much time with someone, it’s bound to happen.


    I’m not sure if she wants a response, so instead of butting into her train of thought, I decide the best option is to stay quiet. Nothing I say will help the matter. Instead, she continues her internal dialogue, but with words. Words I don’t necessarily want to hear.


    “Really, I am happy for you and Elyssa. I don’t know her, but she’s a lucky girl. I can’t help but think what could’ve been. I hope she knows what she has with you.”


    I look into her eyes wanting her to know this as the truth, “You know as well as I do that we never had a real relationship. I was purchased goods for you.”


    “Alex, please. You were never just that to me. You were a small piece of happiness in my shitty life. You gave me an out when I thought I had no other options in the world. You gave me the strength to build my own empire and get away from him. You did that.”


    “You know, that’s how I see Elyssa. She’s everything to me. What we had, Sandy, whether or not it was paid for, made sense at the time. I care about how you are, just as I would any friend and I don’t want to hurt you.”


    She nods her head and looks away, pulling a handkerchief from her purse. She dabs her eyes and looks at me with her most convincing smile. “Take care of those most dear to you. You never know how long you have with them.” Sandy gathers her purse before standing.


    Finishing the last of my coffee, I notice she has barely touched hers. “You don’t want to finish your coffee?”


    “I think it’s time for me to head out.” She struggles putting on her coat, so I stand to help her. “Be happy Alex.” Sandy grips my hand holding onto the collar of her coat.


    “You too.” And I can say that without any guilt. She kisses my cheek before leaving. Her words and concern leave behind a looming cloud of dread.


    Leaving enough money to cover both coffees and a tip on the table, I give her a few minutes head start to get out of here. Not that it was awkward, but I don’t want to confuse her in any way. Her words hit a little too close to home.


    Blasted by a chill that runs straight through my bones, I walk towards my car and stop short when I notice a cardboard sign with glaring red words written on it. Before I finalize my steps, I glance around to the lack of cars in the parking lot. An eerie feeling washes over me, but instead of giving into it and heading back into the restaurant, the smart thing to do, I advance forward to the resting piece of garbage.


    **MONEY WON’T BUY YOU EXTRA TIME … TICK TOCK TICK TOCK**


    I pivot, looking left and right. Nothing. No one within seeing distance around. An empty fucking parking lot. Coward! Anger courses through my veins. I can feel my blood pressure rising to the point of explosion. I need to calm the fuck down and think. I release a long, deep sigh and rake my hands through my already tussled hair.


    I don’t need this shit! Taking the last few steps back to my BMW, I scan the parking lot one last time before getting behind the wheel.


    Could this really be for me? I don’t see how it couldn’t be. With everything that’s happened, I’m not surprised. But, seriously! Who the fuck does this. Did Sandy put this on my car? Feeling her words, telling me to watch my back, I don’t see how it could be her. But at this point I wouldn’t put it past anyone.


    Shit. Elyssa.


    Quickly, I pick up my phone to call and check on her, but rethink my choice of communication. Calling her would naturally alarm her, so instead I send her a text. When I get an immediate response that she’s visiting with Nana, I release the first real breath I’ve taken since I walked out of that stupid ass restaurant. She assures me that she’s fine, just reading a book to my grandmother.


    Thank fuck!


    All thoughts go straight to getting a bodyguard. If this shit can happen when I’m fifteen feet away, I can’t even begin to think of what I’d do if it happens in the same vicinity as Elyssa. Resolve flows through me. If she gives me shit about a bodyguard…shit, I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll think of something. She can’t know about this. Ever. Not with the baby coming. I shake my head in disgust. At myself for getting into this shit-hole and for the bastard who thought he could mess with me and mine.


    No other choice but to fight.


    


    Saturday, January 26


    ELYSSA…


    “You okay?” I lean over, yelling into Janice’s ear over the loud pulsating music.


    SINergy is probably not the best place to have a heart to heart with my bestie over her sullen mood, but this talk has been a long time coming. In the weeks leading up to Rachel’s bachelorette party my excitement grew exponentially as I watched Janice’s mood darken.


    Trevor.


    When Trevor joked with Bryan when he offered to give his soon-to-be wife a lap dance, the jokes ensued and hilarity won over seriousness. Obviously Trevor was joking. But when I realized I needed to plan her party, and fast, he jumped at the chance to help. Of course, he thought it would be hilarious when Bryan found out how many of his muscle-bound coworkers would be in attendance.


    So, you can guess why Janice is in a foul mood. She’s joined Bryan in the “I Highly-Dislike-Trevor” club. Janice hasn’t fully swallowed the idea of dating a male stripper. In fact, she’s actually choking on it at this exact moment. If I thought she was sulking before, now she’s downright morose as she stares at her boyfriend gyrating in the middle of a handful of women.


    Janice points to Trevor as another one of Rachel’s coworkers shoves a dollar bill down the front of his well-worn acid washed jeans. “Seriously Ely, would you be okay if that was Alex?”


    I’ll admit that another woman’s hand down my man’s pants is not ideal. The thought is actually downright nauseating. Although, I do have some knowledge of what she’s going through. Alex’s past has crept up on one too many occasions during our short courtship; so often that I now look at every woman as a possible ex-client. Just another downside of dating an ex-gigolo. You know, because it’s such a common existence.


    “No, I wouldn’t be okay with it. But, you knew what he did for a living when you started dating him.” I have to keep it real with her, because she knew what she was getting into when she decided to go further into their relationship. It was discussed at length, not only with Trevor but with me as well. She went into this relationship with her eyes wide open. Trevor has never been one to hide how he makes a living, he actually flaunts it. It’s practically chiseled on his six-pack abs.


    “Don’t remind me,” she groans, sinking further down in her plush chair. “I have no idea what I was thinking.”


    I have a pretty good idea of what she was thinking. She was thinking that her ex, Kevin, was a complete douchebag that took her for granted, led her on, and then cheated on her with a bug infested client. A man leaving you is bad enough, but adding a cockroach-infested household to the mix just makes it worse. I shudder at the thought of where their sexual conquests took place.


    I really need to get her out of this funk. “I’m sure you were thinking of how good he’d look naked…beneath you,” I jest, bumping my knee against hers.


    A big puff of air comes out of her mouth. “That’s the problem,” she yells, her hands pointing in the direction of an oiled up, gyrating Trevor who has moved on to Rachel’s boss. “Every woman in here is thinking the same thing. They don’t care what comes out of his mouth. They don’t care if he solves world hunger. The only thought coming out of their pea-brained head is how big his...you know what is.”


    Reaching for her hands, I put away the claws and pacify her with words that I know to be true. “Which is why a girl like you is exactly what he needs.”


    “Girls like me don’t date guys like that. Girls like me date nine to five guys. Guys with button up shirts with ketchup stains on them, who sit on the couch with their hands down the front of their pants.”


    Nice picture if you want to be known as the Peggy Bundy of Las Vegas.


    “Are you two party poopers going to sit here all night or are you going to celebrate the end of my freedom with me?” Rachel interrupts Janice’s rant in the nick of time by grabbing us both by our wrists and pulling us up. “I know my sister is all knocked up and off the market, but there is no excuse for you, Janice. Grab a man and mount up. What do they say? Save a horse, ride a cowboy?”


    I shake my head when I see who my sister’s eyes are lingering on. She’s clearly had too much to drink. Referring to men as cattle is only magnified when she sees a half-naked man wearing nothing but tight spanks and chaps.


    “How much have you had to drink, Rach?” I’ve already seen her with four different glasses, all with different colors in it. She likes the girly drinks, so there can’t be that much alcohol in them, can there?


    “Enough. This is the best bachelorette party EVER! I love you, my most awesomest sister!” Rachel is screaming at the top of her lungs, raising her glass to the party gods before bringing the glass to her lips.


    I groan. “Bryan is going to kill me.” Literally going to kill me. If he even knew what Rachel was doing at this moment, he would throw her over his shoulder like a caveman and race home with her. Not that she’s really doing anything too embarrassing…well, not yet.


    “Oh no, little baby sister; Bryan is gonna love you because tonight, when I get home, I’m gonna get on my knees and…”


    “Ladies and Gentlemen…if I could direct your attention to the main stage, we have a special treat in store for you.” All I can think of at this moment is ‘Thank God for DJs.’


    When the lights dim, I know that’s my queue. I usher Rachel and her friends to the seats in front of the decent size stage.


    “El…what’s going on?” Rachel asks over her shoulder as I nudge her forward.


    “You’ll see,” I taunt, pushing her into her seat and sitting next to her.


    This past week, Bryan and I have been busy plotting. Although he wasn’t on board with Trevor’s suggestion, he knew he wanted to do something special. He thought a “performance” would remind her of the kind of man she was marrying. Knowing exactly what he wanted to accomplish, and being the hypocrite that he is, he enlisted the expertise of Trevor to help him. When the discussions on a tear-away tuxedo started, I had to walk away. My poor handsome soon-to-be brother-in-law was doomed.


    As the curtains open Rachel’s gasp is drowned out by my own heartbeat. Bryan’s not the only one on the stage. Brethren in sickness and health, naked or dressed up like grooms, Bryan, Trevor and to my surprise, Alex are kneeling in front of us as the music starts.


    Now, I’ve seen Alex in a suit before and we all know how I love his suits, but Alex in a tuxedo is a sight. But these are not just any tuxedos. Shirtless, tanned and toned, our men’s chests are on display under sleeveless jackets and slacks. The cherry on this very edible sundae is the blood red bowtie around each of their necks.


    I completely understand Janice’s earlier anguish.


    When I glance around at the other women in the club, I hate that I catch each of them doe-eyed and drooling. Every single woman in this place is watching our men with the hunger of a pack of ravenous lionesses. Just as I’m thinking about how thick the toothpick needs to be to do any kind of damage, I look to Alex and I’m paralyzed with lust. He’s looking at me with the sexiest smirk, eyes greedily honing in on me. My heart prances inside my chest. I love this man.


    Rachel, in her alcohol induced glory, has an ear-to-ear smile, unlike Janice who is glaring daggers at the women crowding the stage. Maybe I should get those toothpicks for her. I’m glad Rachel and Bryan have a playful relationship. Alex and I are still learning to get to that comfortable stage. Janice and Trevor…yeah, not going to even speculate as to where their relationship is. Lust does not equal love.


    My eyes no longer watch for Rachel’s reaction when our respective men begin to strip. No, instead my body flushes when Alex moves across the stage, inching his way closer to me. What is it about a man slowly removing his belt that turns me on? When it’s done well, or at least when Alex does it, it’s a definite turn on. The gleam in his gorgeous blue eyes combined with the side smirk as he slowly undoes his belt, removing his jacket along the way, has my panties melting from the heat between my legs. I’m about to claw my way through the scantily clad women bracing themselves against the stage just to claim him.


    With only boxer briefs and bowties on, I watch as all three men work the stage. Left to right, the women screech and reach out as our men get closer. The screams reach def-con level. If it wasn’t for the knowledge that I’m the one carrying Alex’s child or the fact that he looks at me as if I’m the only woman in the world, I would think this scene was the epitome of disgusting. Instead, I allow the feeling of change wash over me. At this exact moment all feelings of anger and irritation at the women ogling my man dissipates. It’s idiotic to think that women wouldn’t find Alex attractive.


    I get it. Part of trusting your significant other is knowing where their heart lies. When you can trust in this, all the other bullshit will fade away. Don’t get me wrong; my inner green-eyed monster is still here. Trust me on that. But at least now it’s hibernating for the moment.


    Well, that is until I’m finished with the last pat on the back in celebration of conquering my inner demon. Seriously?! Why can’t the universe ever be in my favor? Right when I think I have my own shit together I catch a blonde bob out of the corner of my eye. Great.


    I almost forgot that Sandy owns SINergy. I almost forgot she knows Alex, very intimately. I almost forgot that she even existed on the same planet. However, reality slaps me right across the face the moment she sashays her way to the stage, placing a bill in the waistband of not only Trevor’s, but like I’m not even here, Alex’s pants as well.


    Now I’m heated in an entirely different way. My blood is boiling. What was I just saying about being understanding of people’s lust over my man? Yeah, not when it’s someone Alex has had sex with. That’s where I draw the line.


    I’m completely dumbfounded. How dare she. If it wasn’t for Alex knowing me so well, he wouldn’t have reached out to me through his stormy eyes. He slowly shakes his head as if he read my mind. I would have done something I may have regretted. Ha. Regret is such a heavy word. And although it was a fleeting moment, I’m glad he has that authority over my body, bringing me back to the moment to remind me that Sandy was his past. I am his future and as much as I’d like to clock her, involving myself in drama is bad for the baby. Thanks Alex.


    Still, something about her presence rubs me the wrong way. It might have something to do with the fact that I recently only found out Sandy was the owner of SINergy and Trevor’s boss. As I sit and watch her move around the stage, it still bugs me that Alex didn’t mention it before. I didn’t bring it up to him, but only because you have to pick and choose your battles. Right now, I guess that’s just not something I want to argue over. I know eventually I’ll experience verbal diarrhea and spout off my irritation, however this is just not the time.


    Not when World War III is about to go down.


    If you can remember, when I first met Janice, she was a timid little thing. However, over time she grew a backbone and no longer allowed those who previously walked all over her to tread on her self-esteem. Knowing this, I should have been worried the moment her face changed from one of utter shock with a little bit of anger to a side smirk with a devious glint in her hazel eyes.


    This is bad. Really, really bad.


    The moment she grabs the cowboy by his chaps and hauls him towards a chair the disastrous dominoes are set in motion. Simple thoughts of Sandy are completely diminished when Billy the Kid got up close and personal. My eyes go between Janice and the stage where Trevor is no longer shoving his pelvis in women’s faces. Instead, he’s frozen. His face shows every ounce of agitation. Too soon he’s on his way over, hopping off the stage and menacingly walking towards Janice.


    In Janice’s defense, Trevor should learn to swallow a dose of his own medicine. In Trevor’s defense…who am I kidding, he doesn’t have one, but I do feel a bit for him when Janice takes it too far by slapping the cowboy’s ass, yelling, “Giddy Up.” I’m guessing that last shot of tequila was not what my friend needed.


    Train wreck (aka Billy the Kid) meet Trevor.


    Just when said cowboy decides to move their little dance a little further, allowing Janice to get acquainted with his body by brushing her palm down his abs, all the way towards no mans land, Trevor violently pushes him aside. I’ve never seen this side of him before. Trevor got in the cowboys face saying something I couldn’t quite make out before pushing him back and grabbing Janice by her arm, pulling her up and towards the manager’s office.


    It wasn’t that long ago that I was the one being hauled away by Alex to the very same office. That was a time when I thought I was protecting him. A time when I thought distance would gain him his freedom. Obviously it didn’t quite end up that way. At least not the way I was envisioning it all playing out. Thank God for that.


    These days Alex is as free as a bird. Arianna is practically off the map. Since Carl’s death, she’s been MIA, which is fine with me. However, I’d be lying if I didn’t say that something still seems off; it could be patterns of the past or women’s intuition. Either way, I can’t quite shake the feeling that the battle between the two of us isn’t over. One could only wish.


    When I see Sandy grab Trevor by his forearm on his way to the back room, I immediately wish I would have honed in on my lip reading skills. You know with all the time I have on my hands. No job, pregnant and home bound. Before I can even try to decipher even their body language, their conversation ends and Trevor is once again dragging Janice to the back. I see Sandy shake her head in understanding as she comes around, resting against the bar top to watch the stage.


    Before I even contemplate what I’m about to say or what this could mean, I head in her direction. This conversation is a long time coming.


    “Elyssa, how nice to see you again.”


    She doesn’t get niceties from me. Hers are as fake as the color in her hair. “You know that’s his girlfriend right?”


    “Yes, I’m aware that Trevor is in a relationship if that is what you’re asking.”


    I’m in bitch-protective-mama mode. It doesn’t get past me that I’ve approached her to discuss Trevor and Janice, and not my own boyfriend. Right now, I have to trust in Alex and trust in the ‘us’ he’s always talking about.


    “Don’t you think it’s slightly inappropriate for you to shove dollar bills down his pants then? Considering you are his employer and all.”


    Before she responds, she takes a moment to stare at me, cocking her head in amusement. “You do realize having dollars shoved down your pants is kinda what this establishment is all about, right? Trevor lives off of his nightly tips. I just got the party started. If you can come up with a better way to open up the women’s pocketbooks than putting the first dollar out there, by all means, please enlighten me.”


    Why you patronizing little bitch. “And Alex? He’s most definitely not your employee.” After all, that is something I would know.


    “Jealousy doesn’t suit you. Alex is my friend. I was just messing with him.”


    Friend? She has got to be kidding. If Alex saw me do that to Oliver, his head would explode. Friendly or not. “That was a tad bit overly friendly don’t you think?” I ask with a sugary smile. I will not show her the depths of which I want to gouge her eyes out.


    “I’m assuming Alex has told you about our past?” I briefly nod. “Then you should know you have nothing to worry about.”


    Oh honey, “I’m not worried.”


    “No? So this was all about you setting me straight for your friend?”


    “I don’t want to see the past repeated,” I say.


    Sandy picks up her martini and takes a long sip of the green liquid. “Even though you aren’t worried, let me set some things straight. Our past, Alex and mine, wasn’t just about sex.” I cringe. “At some point he became my friend and I enjoyed spending time with him outside of the bed just as much as in it. I was trying to help him get out of this life and I blame myself every day that I got him caught up with Arianna.


    “But Alex, just like Trevor, is a big boy. He’s made each and every decision in his life. Alex seems to have risen above that past, whereas Trevor is still finding what road he wants to travel down. Neither you, me, or your friend in there are going to be able to make that, or any decision for him.”


    Why do I feel like I was just put in my place? Not what I wanted to accomplish by walking over here. I can be a big girl and realize when someone is being real and being fake and as much as I don’t want to admit it, Sandy may not be as fake as I thought. Well, how do I like them apples?


    “They are both my closest friends and I only want what’s best for them.”


    “Then we have more than one thing in common. It’s good that Trevor has people in his life that care about him. He wasn’t dealt the same deck of cards that Alex was. He has more choices then Alex did; yet he still has to make them his own. All I’ve ever wanted is to see Alex happy. To see him in a life different than the one he had.”


    What is she talking about? “If you’re such a good friend, caring and all, how were you trying to help Alex before?”


    “I think that’s a conversation you need to have with him. Just know that he’s a different man. He loves you. Any breathing person can see that. He doesn’t need you threatening or approaching women in his defense. By the way he looks at you, they know they have no chance.”


    I nod my head in understanding. I really thought I would hate her. Knowing what I know about their past, I thought she’d be the same as Arianna. But she seems to be someone who genuinely cares about Alex.


    She takes a minute to finish her drink before one last smile lightens her face. “Take care of him, Elyssa. He deserves it.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    


    Saturday, January 26


    ELYSSA…


    Alex looks at me with his head cocked to the side, “Hart?” The questioning look in his eyes pulls me back. I didn’t see him leave the stage, but thankfully he’s clothed in khakis and a plain white t-shirt. I say thankfully because my libido, even after talking with Sandy, has not calmed down. Damn, my man’s hot…with or without clothes.


    “Sorry, I didn’t see you come over. I guess I was a little distracted.”


    Alex tilts his chin towards the bar, “What was that about?” I’m not sure if he’s referring to my conversation with Sandy or the scene Janice and Trevor just made, so I don’t say anything. At least not until he inches closer, wrapping his arm around my waist before kissing the side of my head. I’m doomed. The sweet side of Alex will always kill my resolve.


    But, even though I know I’m about to cave, I decide to avoid the Sandy topic until we’re home. There’s a time and place for any conversation and that one has trouble written all over it. Better to be safely tucked in bed. Who knows how my heart will feel after. Instead I lead in with the safer topic. “Trevor might be incapable of having a relationship.”


    “I hope she doesn’t give up on him.”


    Turning my head, I search the depths of his irises. I can’t help but wonder if he’s referring to more than just Janice and Trevor and that saddens me. After everything we’ve gone through to get to this point, there is still so much trust that we need to build. The thought that he even thinks there might be a possibility I would give up on him pains me to no end.


    Why can’t our relationship be easier.


    With resounding emotions, I bury my head in his broad chest. “Sometimes hope isn’t enough to keep a relationship together. Words and promises only go so far.”


    Alex tilts my chin up with his finger. “Hart, you can’t worry about them right now. Trevor’s only caught up in the money; he doesn’t care about any of the women who throw themselves at him. They are walking ATM machines. But, unlike them, he actually cares about Janice.”


    I look into his striking blue eyes, searching for a glimpse into what he’s thinking. The entire club has faded away and it’s only him and me. “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”


    “Hart, you know more than anyone about my former vices. We aren’t talking about me, and you know it.” His irritation shines through a dense fog. “Unlike me, Trevor believes it’s possible to have his cake and eat it too.”


    That doesn’t sound good. “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t go there, Hart. It’s not what you’re thinking.” Wait, how… “When I was doing…well you know…I knew it was never even a possibility to hold a relationship with anyone. Trevor thinks he has it all figured out. He thinks he can continue his profession and build a relationship with Janice. The problem I see, and maybe Trevor doesn’t, is that Janice deep down is still an insecure woman who’s been jaded by a previous relationship. Those two go together like oil and water.”


    “Can’t you talk to him?”


    “Not my place. Trevor has to decide which one means more to him, his relationship or his money.”


    I nestle my face against his chest and mumble, “Seems like an easy choice to me.”


    “You and Rachel actually have a lot in common with Trevor and Travis. After their parents died, they only had each other. Money was never in abundance and they’ve struggled and fought to keep their heads above water. Going from that experience to financial stability isn’t always an easy transition. Especially for someone like Trevor who doesn’t think he has more to offer than his body.”


    “He’s not a trained monkey, Alex. There has to be something else he can do.” I’ve known Trevor and Travis for some time now and I’m not convinced that’s all he’s capable of. At least Travis has used his passion of woodworking and a job in construction. He may not be doing exactly what he wants to do, but at least it pays the bills without having to get naked. Or nearly naked. I’m not trying to judge, it just seems like there’d be something more he can do.


    “Tell that to a high school dropout who worked as a bus boy until someone took a chance on him,” Alex huffs an irritated breath at me, recalling his own past. “Regardless of the outcome.”


    “I see her trolling for children didn’t end with you.” As the distasteful words leave my mouth I flinch. Even though I meant it, coming from me it sounds way too judgmental. The only right I have to say anything bad about Sandy is the stories I’ve heard from Alex. Before tonight’s little enlightening conversation, what I knew of her, I didn’t like. Anyway, I’m only trying to protect what little virtue Trevor has left.


    Alex’s mouth slightly drops before he catches himself, lips forming a thin line. “Regardless of what you think of Sandy, trust that she was the lesser of two evils in comparison to Arianna.”


    “Honestly Alex, I don’t see how you can talk about her as if she was your savior.”


    “Elyssa, you need to stop condemning her. You weren’t there. You don’t know everything. Nor do I care to discuss this right now. Just know what’s in the past will stay in the past, but only if you let it.” His words come out in a rush, almost like he’s mad, but when he pulls me to his side, I know we will be okay. As long as I’m in his arms, everything will be okay.


    Call me a glutton for punishment, but I can’t let it go. “You’re right, Alex. I don’t know what you went through. Or what Sandy did to help you. I won’t know until you fully share that part of your life with me.” Okay, that sounded a little desperate. He says to trust him, which I do, but not when it comes to two women: Arianna and Sandy.


    “It’s Rachel’s party. I’m positive this isn’t the right time to have this discussion. Agreed?” I nod, but only reluctantly. “Go have fun and we’ll talk about it at home.” Alex wraps me in his arms before placing a kiss on top of my head.


    “You promise.”


    “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” Now, our past dictates that he may or may not share everything I want to know, however, the sincerity in Alex’s voice makes me want to believe him.


    Standing on my tippy toes, I place a kiss on his tender lips. “I love you.” It feels as if it was just yesterday we were masters at keeping secrets from one another. Today’s a new day, and I choose to believe we’ve put it in our past.


    “I adore you.” He smacks me on the butt, hard. “Now go get your sister before her and Bryan make a baby in front of everyone.” I look over my shoulder and see an alcohol charged Rachel grinding on top of Bryan. Their faces pressed tightly together as their hands explore each other’s scantily dressed bodies.


    I giggle. “I like seeing her this happy.”


    Attempting to push me towards the lucky couple, but not letting me go, he agrees with me. “I’m happy for them as well, however, let’s stop them before this gets indecent.”


    I turn and look into his eyes so he knows I’m playing with him. “This coming from a male gigolo?”


    “Ha! Ex-gigolo. I’m reformed.”


    “Really? Is there a support group or something?” I love this side of him.


    “No. Just beautiful brunettes that make you want something more in life.” He can keep telling me words like that and I’ll never leave him again.


    Taking his hands from my shoulders and placing them on my swollen belly, I give him a genuine smile. “Well, for our sake, I’m glad you found something else to live for.”


    “You and only you my heart.” Alex kisses me deeply before breaking apart to move towards the happy couple in unison.


    “Okay guys, enough! We’re here to break this party of two up.” I push against each of their shoulders, prying apart the death grip their mouths have on one another. “There’s more than just the two of you here.”


    Rachel groans, stomping her tiny feet. “But this is my bachelorette party and I’ll make out with my fiancé if I want to.”


    I pull Rachel from Bryan’s lap, forcing a modicum of distance between them. “Come on love birds, we’ve got places to be.”


    “Where you guys headed next?” Bryan asks.


    Just as I’m about to answer, shouting and slamming of a very loud door comes from behind the bar. Like a marionette, all our heads turn and watch as a pissed off Janice bounds towards us. You can practically see the steam coming from her ears as she stops in front of us. Picking up a nearby shot glass, she tosses the amber liquid back before slamming it down on the table. I don’t have the heart to tell her the drink wasn’t even ours. As pissed as she is, I bet she wouldn’t blink an eye.


    She glances at each of us girls, bypassing the men entirely. With a stone face, showing no emotion except for the trembling of her fingers, she fidgets with the hem of her blouse. “We ready to leave?”


    Alex breaks the awkward silence, his eyes straying from mine to Janice’s and back. “You okay?”


    “I want to leave. Tonight can kiss my ass. I’m d-u-n, done.” I let the misspelling and the swearing slide because I’m certain she’s done with more than tonight. More so, she’s done with the man I just finished defending.


    My eyes land on Trevor, who up until two seconds ago, was headed in our direction. That was until Sandy stopped him with a look of confusion on her face. I’d like to believe she has another motive than to cause drama, but since my feelings toward her just changed tonight, it’s hard for me to fully trust her. Trevor isn’t mine, but no matter, he’s a part of my family, and no one messes with my family. The unease swirls around my little group, but no one moves.


    That is, until my brilliant sister attempts to sober and save the night. Placing her arm around Janice’s shoulder, she says, “Let’s go get our spa on. A massage and facial is where it’s at.” Another perk of having a larger than life boyfriend? Alex reserved a local spa and coordinated extended hours for Rachel’s bachelorette party. Have I said lately that I love him?


    Janice nods, her eyes beginning to glisten as she allows Rachel to pull her towards the door.


    “See you at home, loverboy,” Rachel calls over her shoulder to Bryan.


    Janice’s stony disposition stutters as Trevor ends his conversation with Sandy, making his way over to us. When she sees him approaching, she doesn’t need Rachel to pull her any further. I yell out at them that I’ll be right behind them. All I get is a finger wave from my still drunk, but trying to get sober, sister.


    It’s because I love Trevor as a brother that I want to kick his ass. No one should treat another human being the way he’s treating Janice. I’m going to assume he doesn’t even know what he did wrong. I bet if you asked any of the men in my little group what went wrong, they all probably couldn’t tell you. What’s the saying…Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus! So true.


    Trevor tugs at his spiked hair in frustration as he watches Janice walk out the door. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he didn’t care. But, you can see the dejection in his eyes. That is until he speaks. “Fuck me! I don’t know how you guys do it. Bitches are crazy!” He looks from Bryan to Alex and lastly at his brother, who’s been quietly sitting on the sidelines watching as the drama unfolds.


    “Not only do they think they own your penis, your soul is also theirs, the moment you become monogamous.” He shakes his head, “Now I know why Clooney never married.”


    “Not to burst your woman hating bubble, but Clooney actually was married when he was younger,” I interject.


    “You’re fucking shitting me. That’s a lie right?” He looks between the three men. They both shake their head simultaneously. “Fuck me…It’s like she’s telling me the President is part of the Taliban.” We all look at him in confusion. So not the same.


    “Really Trevor? It’s not anywhere near me telling you the President is part of the Taliban. Fact versus delusion. ”


    “Alex, I know she’s hot and all, but does she purposely try to make you feel stupid all the time.” My eyes go buggy. I should probably walk away, sooner rather than later. I don’t want to be responsible for what comes out of my mouth, nor do I want to be responsible for what happens if he insults me again. Alex has stayed rather calm, which kind of surprises me with how protective he is of Janice and me.


    “No, it’s just you.” Now probably isn’t the time to give Trevor shit. “In all seriousness, what the hell happened?”


    “You know what happened. She’s pissed about my job. How many damn times do we need to have this conversation? I’m. A. Stripper! Taking off my clothes and having women give me their fuck me eyes is part of my job.”


    “Well…” Alex tries to intercede, but is rudely interrupted.


    “Seriously dude, don’t you go all feminist on me with some twats before cock’s bullshit. She knew what she was getting into when we started this. I never lied about who I am. And I’m not going to start now. It’s like she wants me to be like this motherfucker over here,” Trevor gestures at Alex, “and start wearing suits and talking about stocks and shit. I don’t know who the fuck Dow Jones is and I don’t care!” By the end of his rant, he’s so heated his face is bright red. It’s obvious he does care, but he doesn’t know how to channel those feelings.


    “Trevor…calm down. Janice doesn’t want you to be different. She’s just scared,” I add in an attempt to still his beating chest.


    I went through the same feelings with Alex. With his past, I didn’t think I could stack up to the gorgeous bevy of women he seduced and who seduced him. The only thing that changed my mind was time. And even then, it’s been hard. But, when you love someone, you’ll do just about anything to stay with them. Even get over your own insecurities. Problem with Janice and Trevor is they aren’t there yet. Janice has to be asking herself if it’s worth it. I don’t blame her.


    “Of what? If anyone should be scared, it should be me. Have you ever thought of that E?” Okay, my guess is that I’m not helping. “She’s the one getting the short end of the stick being stuck with a dumb high school dropout with no future. She’s smart, beautiful, has a good job. I have nothing to offer her. You don’t think eventually she’ll realize that and leave my ass? Then what…what will I be left with?”


    “Trevor…” I know I shouldn’t pity him, but right now I do. I hate that he feels that way about himself. Why doesn’t he see that he has more to offer her than just his body? He needs to figure out what his passion in life is. When he finds that he’ll find himself. Goes to show you that even if everyone else can see how beautiful you are inside and out, it really only matters how you feel about yourself.


    “It’s useless, E. Why drag this out when we all know it won’t work?” Trevor snatches a beer from a passing waitress, downing the contents in one gulp.


    I feel useless.


    Seeing my distress, Alex whispers in my ear, “Hart…we’ll take it from here. Go have fun with your sister and take care of your friend.” I look at him with love before settling my eyes on Trevor. I want nothing but happiness for him.


    With a heavy heart I whisper back, this time against his lips. “Okay, take care of him.” Alex nods, caressing my small belly before I leave to join the party.


    “Took you long enough,” Rachel whines when I open the door to the limo.


    “What did that asshole say? Did he try to blame me?” Janice starts the inquisition as the limo pulls away from the curb.


    This is going to be one. long. night.


    


    Sunday, January 27


    ELYSSA…


    “What time is it?” I groan, wiping the sleep from me eyes and stretching my limbs.


    Alex pulls me tight against him. “A little after three. You should go back to sleep, Hart.” I can smell the alcohol on him, but I could care less. What I care about is that he’s with me, home, his hand resting on our unborn child. I could stay like this forever.


    “What did you end up doing?”


    “You know strippers, explosions, car chases; the usual.” His breath tickles; laughter dying when his lips caress my neck, pulling a soft moan from my own lips.


    “Sounds like you guys had more fun than we did.”


    He pulls back, knowing our night could have gone either way, and obviously not liking that it could have gone downhill. “Girls didn’t like the spa treatment?”


    “No we loved it. Thank you, by the way.” He nods, without breaking his assault on my neck. “Janice turned it into a man-hating-bitch-fest. She ended up drinking two bottles of champagne. She’ll regret...” I trail off.


    “You smell sweet.” He runs his nose along the nape of my neck, hands caressing each side of my body, traveling up to knead my swollen breasts


    “So, what did you guys really do?” My question comes out all breathy as he pinches both my nipples, rubbing them between his obsessive fingers.


    His hands halt their exploration of my most sensitive parts. “Don’t trust me?”


    I rest my hands on his wrists, to show my solidarity. “It’s not that. I’m just curious.”


    “Alcohol, pool, and tattoos. Exactly in that order.” That shocks me and I know Alex felt my body tense. I can admit tattoos were never really my thing. But when I saw Oliver’s, it began my intrigue knowing they meant something to him. And then when Alex got his, my name across his chest, during our self-imposed separation…nothing could be hotter.


    I turn around in his arms a little too eager to find out if he got something else permanently inked on his body. “You got another tattoo?”


    He trails kisses along my neck, “No, that was Trevor and Bryan. But I can feel how much the thought of another tattoo gets you hot…right here,” he cups the apex between my legs and squeezes, causing a tremor. “If you like it so much I could get another tattoo next to your name.” His assault doesn’t stop and I can barely make out his words when he mumbled something about an “X” shadowing my name. When he notices my lack of response, he slows his pace. “Don’t worry Hart, I’m waiting for the baby to get the next one.”


    A smile brightens up my lust filled face just thinking of how great of a father Alex is going to be. “Speaking of our baby. We need to come up with a name.”


    “Well,” he stops tracing my collar with his tongue, “We already agreed that if it’s a girl, her middle name would be Molly.” Alex dips his head in the crook of my neck, continuing his attack from earlier.


    I could barely contain the moan lodged in my throat. “She needs a first name too, Alex, and what if it’s a boy?” The feeling of his hair wrapped around my fingers is heaven as my hands find the back of his head. I hold him in place for nearly a minute, taking in all of his features.


    Alex slides his leg between mine, the muscles of his thighs pressing against my now moist, sensitive core. This time not even trying to contain it, I moan loudly, bringing his lips to mine. The moment our tongues collide, the thought of baby names is the last thing on my mind. Instead, my thoughts are all on pleasure, need, and Alex.


    “You taste like alcohol.” I whimper when Alex pulls away. Lucky for me, it doesn’t last long.


    “Oh God, is that bad for the baby?” When he’s sober, Alex is gorgeous. When he’s drunk, he’s even more adorable. “No more kissing, just fucking.” His hands pull up the hem of my nightie until it’s over my head and on the floor. I giggle in absolute happiness as he pounces off the bed to pull off his boxers before kneeling at the foot of our bed. He wipes the floor with being adorable. He bypassed adorable and went full on S-E-X-Y. Even drunk, he still exudes strength and sensuality.


    Since he isn’t too fond of me wearing underwear to bed, I’m already bare before him. Over breakfast one day he mentioned how he likes to be able to slide into me whenever he pleases. I couldn’t say no to that, now could I? Even the thought sparked my desires and we ended up making love on our granite countertop.


    “Touch yourself, Hart.” Alex is mere inches away, yet it feels like miles when my body desires his touch. He grips his cock, slowly stroking himself. The picture before me is the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen in my life.


    I tease him by slowly licking my lips. Squirming in need, I continue to watch the slow-motion picture in front of me. “Why don’t you come here and do it for me?”


    Not allowing me to retreat, not that I was trying to, he crawls up the bed inching closer to where I desire his touch. “Show me how you like it.”


    I decide to give into him as my hands find my breasts. I roll my nipples between my fingers, watching Alex attentively as he continues to leisurely pleasure himself.


    Normally when I’m doing this I close my eyes and picture him, so now, I have to fight the heaviness of my lids knowing I have the full effect in every dimension imaginable. Watching him stroke himself is erotic. With one hand still on my breast, I move the other down my swollen belly to my aching, drenched core.


    I dip my finger inside before circling my finger along my clit. I hiss in pure torture, aching for a combination of friction and penetration. My hips voluntarily gyrate against my hand.


    I can feel my climax building, lids slipping past my irises just as my hand is pushed away and replaced with Alex’s tongue. Sucking, biting, licking the most sensitive parts of me while he fingers me, Alex brings me to an earth-shattering climax as I scream his name in pleasure.


    With a cocky, dimpled grin, Alex lifts his head, remnants of my arousal still on his lips. He moves his way up my body while his delectable mouth graze my thighs, my belly, and my breasts, settling on my neck.


    “You’re so beautiful, my Hart. It’s unbelievable how amazing my life is now that you’re in it. It’s moments like these that remind me what we’re fighting for,” Alex murmurs, gently sliding inside me.


    Deliberately going slow, he moves in and out, grinding our pelvises together in an almost torturous battle. This allows both of us to relish the punishing feeling as our bodies move against each other.


    Rolling us, he groans, “I need you on top.”


    “I’m going to squash you, Alex.” I might only be a little over fourteen weeks, but I feel like I’ve swallowed a small planet.


    “You’re light as a feather,” he says as he grips my hips, lifting me up and slamming me down on him. It’s not long before I’m rolling my body, his fingers rubbing my clit with urgency bringing me to my second orgasm of the night. Alex joins me in bliss shortly after.


    My muscles feel like jelly as I collapse on top of him. I listen to his rapid heartbeat until it’s slow, strong rhythm returns. “You make me so happy, Alex. Happier than I knew possible.”


    Pressing his strong hands against the small of my back, he crowds me closer to him so I can hear him whisper. “I love you too, my Hart. Now go to sleep.”


    Hard to fall asleep when, “You’re still inside me.”


    “Easier to start again in a few hours this way.” Alex rolls me off him. Temporarily pulling out, he settles my back against his front before sliding back in. He’s semi-erect, but even a semi-erect Alex puts average fully erect men to shame.


    I mew in bliss as he tightens his arms around me.


    “Can I ask you a question before we go to sleep?” I mumble, sleep already confirmed in my tone.


    “Anything.”


    “Can you tell me about Sandy?”


    His long drawn out breath should have been my clue not to push it. I knew if I waited it would go by the wayside and I’d unintentionally forget about it. And this is something I want to know. Something I need to know. After a few more seconds of contemplation, he tells me to ask away.


    The absolute most important question that I can’t seem to grasp is the difference between Arianna and Sandy. “Why don’t you hate her as much as you do Arianna?”


    He doesn’t hesitate. “You have to understand where my life was at that point in time. Nana was struggling to keep up her mortgage due to her health slowly declining. I couldn’t help her with the amount of money I was making, nor could I stay by her side all day to help with the memory loss. I was in a very similar situation that Trevor is in…skating by and barely surviving. This is how Sandy found me.”


    The pain laced through his words almost brings me to tears. His past is so tortured and so different from the man I have in front of me. Sometimes it’s hard to fathom how much he went through. I make a promise to myself, right then and there, that I won’t bring any more heartache to him. He’s endured, lost and loved, and come out the other end a beautiful human being…even if he doesn’t think so.


    “Sandy was a lonely woman in a loveless marriage,” he continues. “There was no immoral intentions on her behalf. There was no evil scheme in place to even direct me into what I eventually became. With her it didn’t even start as sex. Because she was so unhappy in her marriage she wanted companionship and a feeling of being needed. We started off flirting, which then turned into sex, but it was more of a friends-with-benefits kind of situation.


    “Bit by bit she learned a little about my life and realized that she could use her husband’s money for my greater good. That’s when she started helping me out here and there as we saw each other.”


    Okay, now I’m confused. “I don’t understand.”


    “Hart, you have to let me finish. Promise it’ll all make sense and then we can move past this.” I can feel the tilt of his lips against the back of my neck, goose bumps trailing down my arms. I shiver but tell him to continue.


    “She knew my dreams of becoming an entrepreneur. I knew the only way to get out of the hole Nana and I were in was to do something for myself. I didn’t think working for the proverbial man was going to get me to a positive place. That’s when I explained my desire to open my own club and told her my ideas. In the process she bought SINergy. She put up the money with the intentions of selling it to me.”


    Okay, so that explains the beginning of their relationship, but he obviously doesn’t own SINergy. She does. “Then what happened?”


    “Her husband found out about our friendship. And before you have some smart ass comment, by this time it was just a friendship.” I nod, because I believe him. “When he found out about us and her intentions to help me, he beat her up pretty badly.”


    Lost in thought, it takes a minute before he continues. It must’ve been really bad for him to have this scowl on his gorgeous face. “She ended up in the hospital. I urged her to press charges, to leave him, but she wouldn’t. She blamed herself, her infidelity, for pushing him to that limit. After all was said and done, he forced her to end our relationship.”


    “Why didn’t she still sell the club to you?”


    “Her husband threatened to leave her; to basically put her on the streets without a penny to her name. The club, her lifestyle, the damn roof over her head…all of it would have been lost. Instead, she tried to play it smart, for herself and for me. She held onto what little bit of a marriage she had left, knowing one day she would own her own empire large enough to where he would no longer matter. That’s when she introduced me to Arianna. She thought because she had already started the process of helping me, that Arianna would be someone who would take her place.”


    I refuse to bring Arianna into my bedroom, especially into my bed. So instead of asking more about the start of their relationship, because let’s be real, I don’t want to know, I ask, “So what happened to him?”


    He snuggles closer to me, kissing the top of my head. “He’s still around. I believe he married one of his secretaries last year.”


    “And she never remarried?”


    “No.”


    “I still blame her for introducing you to Arianna.”


    “I know you aren’t going to like what I’m about to say, but it’s the truth. No matter what Arianna has done, you can’t blame her.” I squirm out of his hold, attempting to turn my head to look at him. He doesn’t let me budge. “Let me finish. If it wasn’t for that introduction, I wouldn’t be where I am today and we would never have met. Sometimes out of the most depraved situations comes salvation. That’s what you are for me…my salvation.”


    “Alex…” I melt.


    “Sandy was at most a business relationship. There is nothing there for you to worry about.”


    There is one thing. “Is she sleeping with Trevor?”


    “What?! Where did that come from?” He pulls me back, examining my question.


    “It’s not actually that odd of a question. Considering their beginning is eerily similar to the start of yours and hers, it’s not too far fetched.”


    “They are not sleeping together, Hart. She is his employer. Sandy was trying to give him a break. She has the means, so why not. Besides, until last night, he was in a relationship with your best friend.”


    He’s right. I should’ve never thought that of him. “How was he last night after we left?”


    He shakes his head. “You don’t want to know.”


    “I think I do.” Having to deal with Janice last night was hard enough, I can only imagine what Trevor was like.


    “Men do stupid shit when they’re hurting.”


    I’m quiet for a minute, letting the words sink in. They really do care for each other, so I hope it’s not the end for them. Janice has come out of her shell since meeting Trevor. I don’t want to see the light in her eyes dim. “I hope they can work things out.”


    “Before they can move further with any relationship, they need to figure out a way of being content with themselves apart before they can try being a couple.”


    I sigh. He’s right. And I love that he knows this about them, but mostly about himself. “Since when did you become such an expert in relationships?”


    “I think it’s your damn shrink. Must be rubbing off on me.”


    Minutes of silence pass by, my eyes fluttering shut, before Alex speaks again. “I’m going to buy SINergy.”


    I know he can feel my body still. As I let the idea sink in, I know it’s the right path for him. I would never stand in his way. Plus, it would get him away from SHI. And there it is. The lesser of two evils.


    “Okay Alex,” I sigh. “Thank you for telling me.”


    With nothing more to say, I fall asleep in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    


    Monday, January 28


    ALEX…


    Bang! Slam! Rustle! Smash! Thump!


    For the past twenty minutes I’ve watched Arianna pack her office. One word can be used to describe the feeling deep within my soul…satisfaction. Complete and utter satisfaction. Arms crossed over my puffed out chest, smug look fully seated on my face, I could give a fuck if how I’m reacting is distasteful. After everything she’s put us through over the past few months, this one moment is nothing but a small victory in comparison to the turmoil she’s caused.


    “How did this happen?!” She tosses another book into an oversized cardboard box. “How could my husband have been so naïve?” She lets out a loud scream in frustration while she stomps across the room to grab her lone plant from her bookshelf.


    “Mrs. Salerno, I’ve already warned you once. If you don’t keep your voice down we’ll have no choice but to escort you off the property and ship your personal belongings.


    She stops dead in her tracks, takes a long hard look at the security guard, and screams, “Fuck you, Rico!” The look that accompanies the nastiness would make a grown man cry. Pouncing towards us, she gets right in the guards face. “I own this company. I own you. Who the fuck do you think you are?”


    And that right there is when I lost it. She doesn’t own shit! I’ve held back laughter on several occasions while watching her process her anger, but I can’t hold it back any longer. Once my chuckle fills the awkward silence, she directs her ire right at me. Bring it, Arianna. I can’t wait to hand you your ass.


    “Fuck you too, Alex! Show some tact,” Arianna spits at me.


    “Tact? Ha!” I erupt in laughter. “Do you hear yourself? You don’t own shit.” I uncross my arms, moving to get closer into her space. “This is MY company. This is MY building. This is MY employee, which I will only warn you once to treat him with respect or I will throw you out on your ass myself.”


    “Your company? YOUR company, Alex? Do you hear yourself?” she echoes my earlier statement. “This company is mine! I made this company. When Carl wasn’t able to, no when he didn’t want to deal with it anymore, I was here. I ran this company by myself. So excuse me if this is just a little baffling.”


    I stare at her for a good long minute, contemplating her words. The woman before me, dressed to the nines in her pale blue pantsuit, is not who I once thought she was. She really has no clue.


    “No Arianna, what’s baffling is how you thought you could manipulate him into thinking you were worth more than what you ended up getting in the end. You brought this on yourself.”


    She turns her head, mumbling, “It wasn’t until that bitch came along. Everything was fine before her.”


    I know she meant for me to hear her words and I fight to remain unaffected. Until she decided to bring Elyssa into this conversation, my resolve was steadfast. Now, I no longer care how this is affecting her or what her future holds. I can finally release the invisible hold she has on me. “Just get your stuff together. Don’t drag this out any further than it needs to be.”


    “Now you’re having a baby together. Ha! What a fucking joke.” She stomps over and picks up a familiar picture frame. It’s the photo of her and Carl together during a Christmas party a few years back. She stares at the picture, momentarily looking solemn before her bitch face returns. “You think you can have a family, Alex? That you even deserve one? You’re not a family kind of guy. You’re going to fuck her and this baby up because that is what you James’ men do.”


    “Shut the fuck up!” I feel the veins in my neck tighten as my voice rises, echoing through the room. I rush towards her, stopping just close enough to make my point. She drops the frame in a moment of panic. This bitch knows I would never touch her in anger. “Listen to me carefully. You will never mention Elyssa or our baby again. Do you understand me? They do not exist to you. This…this is between me and you, and as far as I’m concerned…this is it. This is the final blow. Checkmate. Done. There is nothing after this. No reason for us to ever have to see each other again. Take what you have, move on. Leave town. Die for all I care. Just leave my family alone.”


    I see the moment the fear leaves her. Her lips curve in a vicious smile, “Oh Alex. If you think this is checkmate, you are sorely mistaken. This is only one move. Even though my King may be dead, in this game,” she motions between the two of us, “the Queen is still very much alive. And, like me, she’s the only game piece that matters.”


    Red splashes my vision, dark thoughts imagining my hands wrapping around her throat and squeezing, are interrupted by Janice’s small voice. “Mr. James.” She waits, allowing me to calm the fuck down. I turn to her, seeing that she’s trying to say something to me, but not hearing her. I shake my head and look at her expectantly. “The staff for your nine o’clock meeting is waiting for you in the conference room.”


    “Thank you, Janice. I’ll be there in a moment.”


    She continues to look at me with her kind eyes, attempting to be assertive. “Mr. James, the staff…”


    “I said I’d be there in a moment, Janice.” Shit. She doesn’t deserve my contempt.


    I turn away from everyone to pull myself together before facing the guard. “Rico, please make sure she’s out in the next ten minutes. If she’s not, do what’s necessary to correct the situation.”


    “Alex…”I don’t turn around, instead pausing when I reach the doorframe. “Families are such finicky things. They can disappear as quickly as they came. Don’t get too comfortable.”


    “Mr. James.” Rico grabs my bicep just as I’m about to turn around. “I have this. Go ahead to your meeting.” I nod at him, adjusting my tie before stepping out into the sea of speculating eyes. I don’t doubt they all heard our heated words. Right now, I could care less. The thought of Arianna being escorted out by guards, carrying a box of her crap, settles something inside me. Satisfaction. The word continues to repeat over and over in my head as I walk to the conference room, a slight smile pulling at my lips.


    


    ELYSSA…


    “You should have seen it, Ely. It was freaking amazing.”


    The sound of the shower distracts me as I sit on the side of our bed, stroking my belly. After seeing she called three times during dinner, I figured I should call her back. In case it was an emergency, I called her when Alex started the shower. However, the moment she started describing the scene I have only dreamt of, Arianna being escorted off the property, the shock is almost paralyzing. She’s gone?


    “How did this happen, Janice? She owns Salerno now that Carl is gone.”


    “You don’t know,” her breath hitches. It’s a statement not a question.


    “Don’t know what?” I feel my blood pressure rising. Not good.


    “Maybe I should let Alex tell you.” My eyes cut to the bathroom door. Secrets. Just when I thought we were making headway. I can’t even deal with that blow. Not right now. I need to know what she knows and I will get her to tell me.


    “Maybe you should just tell me.”


    Silence carries over the line for only a short while. Fortunately, she caves a lot earlier than I thought she would. “Mr. Salerno named Alex owner. Ely, Alex owns the controlling shares of the company. Arianna’s been dismissed by the board, which I’m surprised didn’t happen earlier considering none of them seem too fond of her. However, I’m assuming they didn’t want to create waves with Mr. Salerno.” I let her ramble, barely hearing another word.


    I can’t catch my breath. I can’t hear the shower anymore. I can’t see past the hurt clouding my heart and I can’t feel said heart beating. “Alex owns everything.”


    “Everything. Every paperclip, every stapler, EVERYTHING.”


    “He didn’t tell me, Janice.”


    “I’m sure he’s just been preoccupied.” Her back peddling isn’t going to work. I know I asked her to tell me, but I can’t even deal with her right now. I don’t want to hear one more word come out of her mouth. I will literally crumble if I do.


    “I need to go.”


    “Try to calm down before you talk to him, Elyssa. Remember he loves you and I’m sure he has every intention of telling you.”


    “Janice, please stop,” I beg. “I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Okay,” she sighs. “Please call me later.”


    I hang up and drop my cell phone on the bed before opening the door and sitting atop of the vanity. His silhouette shifts through the frosted glass of the shower as the water shuts off.


    “Elyssa?” His deep voice reverberates throughout the sterile space. I haven’t had a chance to make those finishing touches to our home yet, so our bare walls are another reminder of how much I still need to do.


    I can’t answer him. I want to. But the more I think about it, the more that I stew on the facts, I can’t come up with a logical reason for him to keep something so huge from me. Inheriting a multibillion-dollar company might be something you’d want to share with your girlfriend.


    The shower door opens revealing a very wet Alex. His eyes settle on me as he steps out with no shame. Standing in front of me, naked as the day he was born, my eyes devour each and every inch of his soaked flesh. He grabs a towel, but blatantly doesn’t cover himself. He allows me every opportunity to appreciate what he says is mine by drying himself off one portion of his body at a time. My eyes roam from his sexy hair, following a bead of water as it falls to his muscular shoulders, down his chest, past his rippled abs, before settling on his semi-erect cock. Damn him. My body responds no matter how angry I am. What makes me even angrier is that I can feel how wet I am for him. It’s physically not fair what he does to my body.


    After only allowing me a few more seconds of perusal, he chuckles. But when I don’t say anything, his face straightens. “Elyssa?” His voice reveals the uncertainty fleeting across his face.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I whisper, looking away.


    “What are you talking about?” Honestly confused, Alex drops the towel and prowls towards me, pushing my knees apart before settling between them.


    “Why didn’t you tell me you own SHI?” Alex’s wandering hands freeze on my thighs. He drops his head back, allowing me full access to the muscles ticking in his jaw. I don’t continue until he has the courage to look at me again, which of course takes a long minute. “What makes me angry is that I heard about this from someone else. What hurts is the thought you didn’t think you could tell me.”


    Quick to reassure me, “Hart, it’s not that I didn’t think I could tell you. I was waiting until I had everything finalized.”


    “Finalized? As in Arianna being escorted off property?” I try to push him away, but Alex just ends up closer; his erection settling on my sensitive, aching core. Dang pregnancy hormones!!! Not fair when you’re trying to make a point.


    “I see you’ve been talking to Janice,” he growls, pulling me tighter against him. “I was protecting you.”


    That stops me short. All he ever wants to do is protect me, but at what cost. I don’t like feeling I’ve been lied to. And if we’ve learned anything it’s that omitting the truth is the same thing as lying.


    “I thought we were making progress, Alex. I thought we were finally getting to where we needed to be. Where we could trust each other with everything. Not just what we think the other can handle.”


    “Hart, you can’t blame me for wanting to protect you and the baby. The last time you were stressed, you ended up in the hospital.”


    “I ended up in the hospital because I had just received an envelope full of pictures of you with another woman. Thanks for that reminder, by the way.” I push against his solid chest. Alex grabs my wrists, holding my hands tight against him. His naked skin is warm and soft, making me lose some of my ire.


    “I was going to tell you,” he kisses up my neck, trying to distract me.


    It’s easy to be caught up in Alex. Easy to ignore my anger. Easy to ignore my pain. When he’s touching me, stroking my body, I tend to forget what brought me into the bathroom. His kisses become urgent and my moans become breathy.


    “I love how you give in to me, each and every time.”


    My neck stiffens. My breath hitches. Not this time. I guess the naked powers he has over me doesn’t overpower my feelings of rejection. I know I know…not rational. I get it. But, by him not telling me, the deception and dishonesty feels a bit like rejection.


    “You say you were going to tell me?” He stops his attack, looks up and willingly nods. “Before or after you fucked me?”


    He grabs my hips, the pressure burning good. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’ll know when I fuck you, and this, this isn’t me fucking you, Elyssa.”


    “Excuse me for believing that my boyfriend wouldn’t lie to me. I consider it fucking, Alex, when the person I’m with is keeping shit from me. We, of all people, should know secrets create doubt and distance. You’re not making love to me when all of that is between us.”


    “It’s my job to take care of you. This is me taking care of what’s mine. I love you and this baby more than anything. You have to know that. I’m trying to make sure you’re safe.”


    “We talked about this before, Alex. Remember?”


    “You know I do. And if I remember correctly we spent the last few months of the year with you lying. Keeping shit from me because you thought it was for the best. You thought you were doing what you needed to do. Don’t be a hypocrite, Elyssa. It doesn’t suit you.”


    Ouch. Okay, so I deserved that, but still. “Didn’t we learn anything?” I’m back to whispering. I hate the uncertainty in my voice. It reveals me as weak and I’m trying to be stronger. For myself and for LJ.


    Alex lets out a long huff in frustration, his grip on my hips tighten before he drops his forehead to mine. “Honestly Elyssa, how was I supposed to know Carl was going to leave everything to me in his will?”


    I pull my head back, staring at him in bewilderment. “Everything?!” Holy shit. He’s my Godfather, so I know a little bit more about him than the average person. He has amassed a lot of personal possessions and money over his lifetime. He can’t really mean everything, can he?


    “The company, properties, money. He left Arianna with only a few dollars and the clothes on her back.” He does mean everything. Shit! That’s a lot of responsibility. More so because if he thinks Arianna is going to sit back an idly watch him play with her things, he’s naive. She doesn’t like to share. Obviously.


    I can’t deal with her anymore. Not now, not when the baby is coming and I want to actually have a future. No! “I don’t want anything of hers, Alex.”


    “I know, Hart. This is why I was trying to get all the details worked out before I included you. There’s still so much in the air. Let me worry about this.”


    “Details?”


    His pause causes my heart to stutter. I can read him better now than I ever have before, and I know what he’s about to tell me isn’t going to be what I want to hear. “My plan is to sell the company. I’m buying SINergy.”


    I was right. As much as I want his dream of owning his own club to come to fruition, it would be with dirty money. Dirty only because Arianna touched it. “I want nothing to do with her, Alex. Nothing. She almost ruined everything. I can’t have her claws in our life anymore.”


    “It’s not her money. It’s Carl’s. I have to believe he did this for a reason, Hart. If anything it was to give us a better life. To give us the life he wanted but never had.”


    “I don’t think you’re hearing me. I want nothing to do with it. Nothing good can come of this. I don’t know why you can’t see that.”


    I can tell he’s losing his patience with me. Well good, because I’m doing the same. “I’m not involving you in anything. I’m keeping you far away from it.”


    “No, what you’re doing is keeping information from me, which to me equals keeping secrets. It’s breaking my heart.” I push against his chest, this time he lets me.


    I start to walk towards the bedroom when I’m stopped short. It wasn’t something he said or the lack of protest…it was something in my heart that made me turn around. What I find almost brings me to my knees. My breath staggers at the beautiful man in front of me. Does he know how much he is gutting me? Alex’s muscular body, tense from our argument, defeated and slumped over, fully aroused from being so close.


    I lower myself slowly, avoiding touching him no matter how much I want to give in. Keeping secrets is what got us into trouble. We agreed. We agreed this time around we would do things differently. If I give in, it will set those same patterns into motion. And that would be the end of us.


    “You don’t know what you’re dealing with Alex. This play of Carl’s wasn’t so innocent. He had to know what she would do if he took everything away from her. The fact that he gave everything to you should tell you something. I’m afraid it just taunted a sleeping tiger. She would’ve already been fuming after Carl’s gift to you, but now? Now, she’s humiliated. Everything that she’s worked so hard for was stripped from her. She doesn’t even have her dignity anymore.”


    “Are you feeling sorry for her?”


    “Sorry? No. Scared? Yes. And you should be too.”


    “This time I’m prepared for anything she throws our way.”


    “I’m afraid you’re being too confident.”


    Alex inches towards me, but stops before he gets too close. “It’s not confidence, Hart. It’s determination. With time, I’m hoping I can make you feel safer. You may be scared of her, but she’s the one that should be scared of me. I don’t just want to keep her out of our lives…I want to ruin her. I want to destroy any semblance of a life that she’s known. She never should have fucked with you.” Alex is seething, hands clenched in fists at his side.


    His words shake me to the core because I’ve had these very same thoughts. Difference is I fought that battle. Unsure if the road that it would lead to is the right one to travel. My initial reaction after all the trouble she caused was to go to Carl and ask him for information to take her down. But now, now things have been so peaceful that I’m happy not having her threaten me every five minutes. I kind of like not having her intrude in my life and decisions.


    I’m worried that Alex just ruined that brief moment of peace we had.


    He has to know what he’s doing isn’t good. I know he thinks he’s protecting me, but I don’t see how. “You’re seeking revenge.”


    Too quickly, he responds his assertion. “I’m seeking retribution. I want her to suffer a hundred times worse than what she did to us.”


    “I hope you didn’t make things worse. You’re goading her, Alex. Who’s gonna get hurt in the process?”


    “No one.”


    “Can you guarantee that? Can you ensure there will be no further casualties?”


    Alex doesn’t answer. Instead, he stares at me and then at his bare feet. After a too long minute, I have my answer and leave him standing in the middle of our bathroom. Alone.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    


    Tuesday, January 29


    ELYSSA…


    “Sign here and here, Miss.”


    I woke up from a horrible night sleep. I anticipated a bad night, but this one was for the record books. Although Alex and I slept in the same bed, we could’ve been on separate sides of the world. After our argument, Alex spent quite a while in the bathroom sulking before settling on the opposite side of the bed. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t kiss me goodnight. And he didn’t kiss me goodbye this morning before he left for work. He always kisses me goodbye. Always.


    When I rushed down the stairs and peeped through the window, I smiled thinking maybe Alex sent me something to apologize. But standing here in my pajamas with sleep in my eyes, I look at the middle-aged stout deliveryman curiously.


    No flowers. No candy. Nothing but a thick envelope.


    After I sign the forms, I walk with a scowl towards the living room. You can imagine my surprise when I gape at the envelope sitting on my coffee table and noticed the delivery is not from Alex, but from Carl. Uh…yes, that Carl. The very deceased Carlito Salerno.


    After staring at the unassuming envelope for more than long enough wondering what he could possibly sent me, I strip away the tear off tab and open the flap, pulling out a stack of papers. A folded up note falls out, landing on the carpet. Picking it up, I open the letter and instantly tears begin to well in my eyes.


    


    Elyssa:


    Part of being a Godfather is being a guiding light throughout your life. Unfortunately, I haven’t been that for you. In all honesty, there are many things I regret. One of them is not protecting you when I had the chance. And for that, my dear Elyssa, I am truly sorry.


    First, let me start off by saying that I’ve watched you throughout the years grow into an amazing young woman. Your parents would be so proud. If you are reading this letter, it is because your parents are no longer the only people looking over you.


    I never had children. It was never because I didn’t want them. It was because I never found what your parents had or what you and Alex seem to have. My assumption is that over the year you may have heard some unsavory details about your parent’s marriage. Let me assure you, they loved each other beyond words. Don’t ever doubt that. Like any marriage, they had their ups and downs. However, up until their last breaths, they loved each other.


    You may be questioning my decision in leaving everything to Alex in wake of my passing. My initial intention was to give him the tools necessary to build a life for the two of you. However, I also had an ulterior motive. I know Alex despises my ex-wife. I also know that she believes she cares for him deeply. Alex is the only one who can hurt her as much as she’s hurt those who have cared about her. Your mother, your father, and at one point in time myself, just to name a few.


    To finally be at peace knowing that the person who caused their demise, got her karma in the end, is something I can now give to your parents. Your sister came to me with her assumptions about their death. Please know her theory isn’t without merit. I didn’t see the necessity in revealing to Rachel what could have been very hurtful, and for that I’m sorry. I could have saved you a lot more heartache if I had.


    Also, I believe you can chalk my own death up with theirs. I’ve known for years that she was slowly poisoning me. Why didn’t I turn her in? The only answer I’ve been able to come up with is that love is blind. I loved her and I didn’t realize until it was too late. By then, my broken heart wanted nothing more than to be put out of its misery. What better way than by the hands of the person you bared your soul to and loved most in this life?


    Although I loved her, I also know what she is capable of. This is why I’m sending you the enclosed file. This past year, I had my private investigator look into my ex-wife’s past. I’ve included his report for you. Do with it what you like. It is my hope that this buys you the security you and Alex will both need.


    I love you my Goddaughter and I wish the best for you, Alex, and your child.


    Best Regards,


    Carlito Salerno


    


    INVESTIGATION 227


    Gracen Hawk (Badge # 21)


    Client: Carlito Salerno


    Subject: Arianna Salerno (Maiden Name: Arianna Duncan)


    Using Subject’s maiden name, records end one year prior to marriage to my client.


    Credit Report Confirmed: Subject lived in Los Angeles until the age of eighteen.


    State Records Confirmed: Records prior to the age of nineteen were sealed; however, was able to locate juvenile file. Records indicate Subject was orphaned at the age of 16.


    Sister of Subject, Rose Duncan, died at the age of six. Death was ruled as an accidental drowning. Ms. Duncan fell through the ice pond near the Subject’s family home. Further findings place Subject with her sister at time of accident. After reviewing the documentation and declarations from Subject’s parents, along with eyewitness accounts, Subject was accused and later dismissed of pushing her sister into the pond. No reason noted in file as to why no further investigation was done.


    No physical markings left on Ms. Duncan’s body, unrelated to drowning.


    Interviews with neighbors and classmates at the time of the accident ensured Ms. Duncan and Subject did not get along. Ms. Duncan flaunted her belongings in front of Subject. Report states on numerous accounts that Ms. Duncan was spoiled and Subject was envious of her.


    No further investigation done and case later closed.


    Father and mother died in a homicide/suicide case. Case shows Subject was home with parents when they began to argue. Father killed mother and then turned the gun on himself. In review of case, there are discrepancies in the detective’s findings. Gunpowder residue was not found on either of the deceased’s hands. Splatter marks found on the corresponding wall to Female conflicts with direction of bullet. Male’s body was naked and shows signs of sexual intercourse prior to death; however after examining Female there shows no signs of recent sexual activity. Subject found in bedroom covered in blood, unresponsive.


    Mental examination done at hospital documented no emotional reaction to parents’ death. Poor personal hygiene. Physical examination concluded Subject recently engaged in sexual activity and showed signs of self-mutilation. Psychiatrist at hospital notated suspicions of schizophrenia and Subject placed on suicide watch. Subject was unresponsive at the hospital and was placed in a mental health facility.


    Progress notes from the attending psychiatrist at Beltmoore Treatment Center documented erratic behavior to include hallucinations, obsessive behavior disorder, sex addiction, with severe signs of aggression towards other patients. Subject revealed in session that father had initiated sexual relations starting at the age of eleven and continued until father’s death. Subject spoke fondly of her father; however, during discussion of her mother, Subject became combative. Sessions resulted in Subject being subdued and restrained.


    Records while at Beltmoore show several records of inappropriate relationships with staff members, which resulted in the termination of the individual’s employment. One termination resulted in lawsuit stating unlawful termination. Plaintiff, Edward Adams, stated that Subject drugged him unknowingly and initiated sexual intercourse against his wishes. Lawsuit was settled outside of court for an undisclosed amount of money.


    Edward Adams: Deceased; Cause of Death: Neck was sliced open during an attempted robbery two years ago.


    Subject was released from Beltmoore upon reaching the age of eighteen, no longer a ward of the state of California.


    Employment Confirmed: During engagement with my client, Subject worked at Leather and Lace Gentlemen’s Club (L&L LLC). Spoke with former Manager Chandler Freeman who confirmed Subject’s employment for one year, at which she departed and became Arianna Salerno. At this time, Mr. Freeman lost contact with Subject.


    Higher Education Confirmed: University of Santa Barbara, four-year degree in business administration.


    School file shows complaint from Subject’s English teacher, Charles Harris, which was later dropped. Complaint indicated Subject had stalked and harassed the teacher for months. Copies of emails and pictures were also enclosed in file. Case was dismissed when Subject filed a similar complaint stating that her and Mr. Harris were engaged in an inappropriate relationship and the teacher was retaliating after Subject tried to end the relationship. Mr. Harris was dismissed, resulting in the loss of his tenure. He now works as a foreman for a construction company in Florida.


    Interview with Mr. Harris resulted in conflicting information not included in school file. Mr. Harris confirmed that he had a sexual relationship with Subject. However, Mr. Harris ended relationship shortly after initial consummation. States Subject would regularly show up to his home, broke into his school email account and sent emails to herself pretending to be him, took video of their sexual encounters in hopes of blackmailing. Mr. Harris indicated mental stability of Subject was questionable and added that he feared not only for his career but for his safety and expressed his regret for ever meeting Subject. Mr. Harris agreed to quit without tenure in hopes of starting a new life. Mr. Harris states he would regularly receive anonymous letters and phone calls for the first year after leaving the school. Believes communication was sent by Subject. No police reports were filed.


    No further records until the age of twenty where it is indicated that attendance at previously mentioned university is where she met and befriended Abigail and Dean Hart (parent’s of my client’s Goddaughter).


    Death of both Abigail and Dean Hart ruled an accident when plane crashed in San Luis Obispo. Reason for crash ruled as unknown; however, review of flight records shows clear electrical tampering, which would have resulted in equipment failure.


    Investigation into relationship with Alexander James was as suspected. Subject met Alexander James at Salerno Health where Mr. James was a mailroom clerk. Relationship started with Subject after being introduced by Sandra Tanner through male escort website. Transfers totaling $400,000 was made over a four year span which included college tuition, room and board while Mr. James attended college. During said time, a sexual relationship had taken place.


    Mr. James’ mother, Katherine Dunn: Deceased-Cancer; Mr. James’s father, Gary Dunn: whereabouts unknown


    Placed in the care of grandmother, Molly James, at the age of seventeen. Medical records show grandmother diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Grandmother resides at same address as Mr. James.


    


    “Oh. My. God,” I whispered. Somewhere after page one I had sunken to the floor, my knees drawn up as close to my chest as they would go. So much has gone on in her life that I can’t even fathom how she’s still breathing. The facts were as dark as her soul. As much as I hate her, as much as I fear her, I can’t help the solemn feeling of sorrow deep in my heart.


    I am so dumbstruck at what I’ve just read I don’t even know how to wrap my head around it all. Her father? Did I really just read that her own father sexually abused her? She was so young. Her innocence ripped from her…by someone who should’ve protected her.


    I know I can’t compare my past with what she went through, but I’ve always identified with victims of abuse. But this? This is, I shake my head, this…I can’t imagine the damage inflicted to her over the years. How the abuse altered her thoughts. It all makes sense now. It’s made her into the monster she is today.


    “Hart?” Alex’s voice reverberates from our entryway as the chime of our alarm system notifies me our door was opened. I have a horrible memory sometimes and forget to arm the alarm when I’m home alone. I know I’ll hear about it.


    “In here!” I yell from the living room. Within seconds Alex is standing in the doorframe holding a bouquet of lilies. Not expecting to see what he sees, his eyes bulge from his face. I can only imagine what I must look like: eyes puffy from crying, holding myself, shielding my baby. A mess.


    “Hart? What’s wrong?” His concern makes me start my crying jag all over again. Quickly setting down the bouquet on a nearby chair, he kneels down to crawl towards me.


    Instead of attempting to describe how the words just ripped my heart in two, I hand over Carl’s letter along with the investigation file. “You’re scaring me, Elyssa. What is this?”


    “Just read it, I cant…I can’t even…”


    Alex settles back, resting on his calves as he shuffles through the papers, reading them with intent. Face unreadable except for the tick of his jaw, he reads over the pages and learns all the facets of Arianna’s horrendous life.


    “Fucking hell.” His eyes lift to mine as he drops the papers and pulls me by my wrist into his lap. I go willingly, needing the comfort only he can provide. And as much as I need him, I know he needs me just as much, if not more. “Fuck. I didn’t know.”


    I shake my head, needing him to know that this has nothing to do with him. He has no responsibility in any of this. None of us do. “How could you, Alex? How could any of us know?” She was my Godmother for goodness sakes and I didn’t know.


    “She killed her parents?” He’s making his own conclusions; ones that I had barely been able to register before he came in and took over. Thank God he came in when he did.


    “Based on that file, I would assume so.” My voice is unrecognizable, scratchy and hoarse.


    “Elyssa, I don’t want to believe this, but I know what I’m reading. If it’s correct, she had something to do with your parents’ death?” Shit. It did say that. It said the words I never wanted to believe. When my sister brought it up, I didn’t want to think Arianna could do something like that. Something so unthinkable. But, facts are facts and the words on the document are eerily similar to how Rachel describes what she knows. I nod unable to speak as I choke on my sobs. “Hart…shhhh…I have you.”

    His arms tighten around me.


    “They didn’t deserve to die, Alex.” I hiccup, my sobs barely able to be contained. I hate knowing this information. Why would Carl do this now? Now that I can’t ask him any questions. Now that he can hide behind death. Shit, that was heartless…but what did he expect me to do with this information? Think Elyssa.


    Reading my thoughts, Alex interrupts my inner ramblings to state the obvious. “Carl knew. He knew and didn’t do anything about it. He’s had this file for a year and knew she was responsible for killing him and he just let her go through with it.” Alex shakes his head, angrily pulling his hair with his long fingers.


    He had to know I would do something with this information. But, what? “Maybe to help us.” Realizing too late that I was answering my own question, I sit straight up and look into Alex’s crazed blue eyes.


    Confused, he asks, “What do you mean?”


    The beginning of an idea pops in my head. “Who was listed as his executor of estate?”


    “I believe I was.” He looks at me, trying to ascertain where my mental state is. “Where are you going with this, Hart?”


    Silently asking him to give me a second by putting up my index finger, I shake my head. This is gross, but, “Can’t you request to have his remains exhumed?”


    He pauses, really looking at me. Hesitantly he asks, “For what reason?”


    “Carl said it all in that letter, Alex! I doubt there was ever an autopsy of his body to see what the cause of death was. This letter gives us probably cause. We get that, along with this letter and file, and maybe they can build a case against Arianna. She killed him, Alex. We can bring her down and erase her from our lives.”


    Jumping up, he follows me. “I want you close at all times. Do you understand me? Everywhere you go, I know where you are.” I nod in understanding not even caring how to the outside world this may seem a tad bit territorial or overbearing. This is Alex doing what he needs to do in order to keep me safe. And for that, I love him.


    “I’m getting a security detail.” I nod again, resting my head against his chest. “There’s one thing that I can buy with Carl’s money and that’s safety. I want someone with you at all times.”


    “Alex, what about you? This goes both ways, I need to know that you’re safe, too.”


    “Don’t worry about me. My main concern is you, the baby, and my grandmother. At least until we have her behind bars.”


    “Fine. But the deal is that I’ll take a security detail if you have one as well.”


    “Anything, Hart. I’ll do anything as long as you’re safe.”


    “No more secrets, Alex. This won’t work if we keep anything from each other. There’s already too much going against us. We can’t be one of them.”


    “No more.”


    “I love you.”


    “Me too, Hart.” Alex kisses the crown of my head. “So much.”


    


    Friday, February 01


    After reading, and rereading, the background on Arianna, I had this overwhelming urge to console her. To tell her that what she went through is something no child, or adult, should go through. I actually wanted to feel sorry for her.


    My thoughts are plagued with images of a young Arianna being tortured. To know the one man in your life who is supposed to nurture you and keep you safe is the same man who did unspeakable things to you… Okay, enough. I can’t think about this anymore. I know that’s naïve of me but if I don’t think about it, it didn’t happen. At least not to me. And most definitely not to LJ.


    It hurts my heart knowing Alex went through something similar with his father. Just because his father didn’t sexually abuse him, doesn’t mean what he did to him wasn’t far from it. Introducing him to sex at such a young age is classified, at least in my book, as a form of sexual assault. No child should have to deal with adult decisions. Period.


    But, everyone has a past and we all have a choice in our lives. You can either fall into your past or claw yourself out and make a better life. When that realization hit, I knew what I needed to do. I couldn’t let her poison my life any more than she already has. She’s done too many unspeakable things for me to sit idle. So, I made an appointment with a lawyer in order to ensure my freedom from Arianna Salerno.


    Led by an emaciated, yet beautiful brunette, I follow her into a small conference room to wait for the attorney I found in the yellow pages. When I decided to talk to someone about my options, I knew I couldn’t involve Alex. Not at this point, at least. When I find more information I will tell him, but involving him right now would only deter me for what needs to be done. As much as he says he hates Arianna, I’m positive there’s a small part that feels indebted to her.


    Clearing his throat as he enters the room, I immediately stand to greet the extremely tall attorney. If it weren’t for his overly friendly smile that reached his sparkling blue eyes, he would intimidate me to no end. When I say tall, I mean Yao Ming tall.


    I offer my hand as he approaches, “Mr. Moore, thank you for meeting with me.”


    “Ms. Hart, it’s my pleasure. Please take a seat so we can discuss your very vague request.”


    When I requested the meeting, I didn’t know how much I should say over the phone. I may be paranoid, but I wouldn’t put it past Arianna to have my phone bugged. Seriously, that woman knows no bounds, or boundaries for that matter. All I told the receptionist was that I needed to talk to an attorney about a thing. I know I know, silly, but I can’t be too careful.


    Mr. Moore specializes in criminal law. I’ve heard his name a couple of times on the news regarding previous exhuming cases, so I wasn’t worried he would turn me away. I was banking on the fact he would actually agree to this and I would finally get some answers.


    Taking the seat directly across from me, he pulled out his notepad and dismissed his receptionist.


    “I don’t have a lot of time before my boyfriend realizes I’m here, so I’m going to be frank with the information I have. Once I’m done, please let me know if I have a case or if I’m wasting my time and energy.” This was a free consultation, so I knew I didn’t have a lot of time regardless of what I said about Alex.


    “Of course, Ms. Hart. This is why I do the free consultations. Please go ahead and I’ll be upfront and honest every step of the way.”


    I then proceeded to tell him everything I had learned in the past week regarding Arianna. It took longer than I thought, even though I didn’t give him everything. I flinched a few times when I had to tell him about my parent’s death and Alex’s too recent past. Throughout the entire speech, Mr. Moore listened intently. He only stopped me a couple of times to clarify this or that, but for the most part he just listened.


    When I was done, Mr. Moore sat back and laughed. When I heard the bellow from across the table, I cocked my head and glared. None of this was funny.


    “I’m so sorry, Ms. Hart. I know I shouldn’t have done that, but do you know who you’re dealing with?”


    Can he be serious? “If you’re talking about Arianna, yes I’m well aware of who I’m dealing with. If you didn’t catch it, she’s my Godmother, my parent’s supposed best friend, and my boyfriend’s ex-madam. Trust me, I know who and what I’m dealing with.”


    Sitting up straighter, he towers over me but not in a threatening way, and shakes his head. “Again, my apologies. I laughed because you are not the first person to come in here and ask me about her. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, but I cannot let another person walk through my doors and not do anything about her. I’m not at liberty to discuss prior conversations, but I would be extremely happy to help you with whatever you need me to do.”


    The breath I hadn’t realized I was holding was released in a big huff. I can’t believe he knows who she is. I silently wonder who could have brought her to his attention, but regardless I will use this to my advantage.


    “Okay, Mr. Moore, please tell me what you can about exhuming a body.”


    Over the next hour, Mr. Moore tells me everything I need to know and how and what we need to do to get the evidence needed to unearth Arianna Salerno from our lives. It will take awhile to get all the necessary paperwork in place, but Mr. Moore ensured me he would take care of everything and only call me in when it was necessary.


    I left his office feeling a tad bit lighter, knowing what we were planning was the right thing to do. It will be hard to tell Alex, but only because he won’t like that I went without him. When I find the right time to tell him he won’t be able to fight me on it.


    I hope.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    


    Monday, February 4


    ALEX…


    “Alex,” she giggles, allowing me to run my hands up and down her bare legs.


    “Whoever invented these exam tables...genius!” I muse, standing in front of my girl.


    “Genius, huh?” Elyssa asks as she playfully bats my hands away. I don’t let her, of course, only pushing myself closer to nudge her legs open.


    “Can’t you see?” I tease. “It’s the perfect height.” Just to prove my point, I push my arousal into her core.


    “Alex,” she half gasps, half moans. “Someone’s gonna walk in. What ever will they think?” Her words berate me, but her teasing tone and the soft look in her eyes is all I focus on.


    “They would think your man is not only very fertile, demanding, and devastatingly handsome, but that he’s addicted to his extremely smart and sexy girlfriend.” My hands grip her ass, pulling her tightly against me.


    She laughs a breathy sigh. “No, Mr. James, what they’re going to think is that we are sex crazed.”


    I bring her mouth to mine for an all-consuming kiss. She giggles, her fingers rubbing against my stubbly chin. “They would be right.”


    A double knock against the door stills Elyssa; her palms flat against my chest. As the nurse comes through the door, Elyssa attempts to push me away, but I don’t budge. Instead, I tighten my arms around her, my hands settling on her ass. “Mine,” I growl in her ear. She shivers.


    The nurse’s eyes light up with mirth as she steps into the room. “Ms. Hart?”


    Blood rushing to her face, she stutters like she has something to be mortified of. “It’s not what you think. Well, okay maybe it is.” She shakes her head. “My…Alex, he’s just…please come in.” I laugh, placing a kiss on the crown of her head as I step aside, allowing the nurse to step closer.


    “You must be the father.” I nod, settling on the side of the exam table. Elyssa’s hand finds mine seconds later. Her simple, yet reassuring touch, comforts me. She knows how upset I’ve been at myself for missing her previous appointments. To include me in the rest of them is a privilege. One I’m not going to mess up. I’ve made a promise not only to Elyssa, but also to myself and to LJ that I’ll always be here.


    When the nurse, whose nametag reads Samantha, pointedly asked me if we were ready to see the baby, she must’ve seen the wonder in my eyes stationed on Elyssa’s wide smile. Without having to acknowledge, she continues to get whatever she’s doing set up. But when she asks, “Are we finding out the sex of the baby or do you want to keep it a secret?” we both looked up at her. Me with what must look like astonishment in my eyes and Elyssa with a knowing, loving smile.


    When Elyssa looks up at me, her lower lip bitten, I see her slight nod. We discussed this earlier today and thankfully we were on the same page. Hell yes we want to know the sex of our baby. It’s one more step to fulfilling my vision of our future. She waits for my thoughts to fully ascertain my stance before answering the nurse.


    My slight head tilt confirms it, when Elyssa announces, “Yes Samantha, we’d very much like to know.”


    The nurse squirts blue goo all over Elyssa’s small round belly causing her to flinch. My eyes dart to her belly in concern. “Oops, sorry. Should have warned you that it might be cold,” Samantha explains. I scowl at the nurse for making Elyssa even remotely uncomfortable. Elyssa calms me by rubbing the back of my hand with her thumb.


    The nurse grabs the wand and suddenly my knees feel weak with anticipation. Unconsciously, I think I’ve always wanted this. As I stand next to the woman I am meant to spend the rest of my life with, the gravity of the situation weighs a ton. No longer able to stand, I take a seat in the chair, scooting as close to Elyssa as the bed and chair will allow. Not close enough.


    My eyes are glued to the large screen as the nurse rubs the wand over her belly. A rapid wooshing sound fills the room. My chest constricts listening to the most beautiful sound in the world. “Is that the baby’s heartbeat?” I ask, continuing to watch the screen in awe.


    Samantha nods, “Yes. Good heart rate. Strong.” Strong. When Elyssa squeezes my hand, I bring hers up and place a swift kiss against her knuckles. The black and white screen lights up with what looks like a butterfly rapidly flapping its wings.


    I see a head and watch in amazement as our baby moves around inside Elyssa’s belly. The nurse adjusts the wand so that we can see more of the body.


    “Well, she’s definitely a mover.” The nurse freezes the picture on the screen as she creates an arrow and types, “It’s a girl!!!”


    She. A girl. My girl.


    “We’re having a girl?” Elyssa’s small voice next to me is miles away as I stare at the screen. I’m a father. I’m going to have a daughter. My chest fills with something so overwhelming and consuming that I struggle to take my next breath.


    “Yes, a healthy little girl. Her measurements are good. She looks perfect.”


    It’s not until I feel moisture touch the back of my hand that I take my gaze off my daughter and look towards Elyssa. What I find makes me lose my breath for a second time in mere minutes. She has the largest smile on her beautiful face with tears streaming down her cheeks.


    “We’re having a girl, Alex.” Burying her face in the crook of my neck, I wrap my arms around her. The sheer emotion of this moment is so intense it almost strangles me. I fight the urge not to show everything that I’m feeling at this moment. “A girl,” she sighs.


    I have no words. All I can do is hold them tightly. To assure her, and myself, that I will not let anything or anyone harm them. Everything I’ve never knew I wanted is in my arms. The jacket of my suit is constricting. If I had my way, I’d crawl on top of the exam table with her and never let her go.


    Along with the weight of our reality comes the sheer terror of my past and present. Not only am I absolutely terrified of losing Elyssa, now I have a baby girl to worry over. Which means Elyssa may be really pissed off at me soon. I have every reason and no reason not to double up Elyssa’s security detail. She may not like it, but if she even knew the type and consistency of the threats I’ve received over the past month I know she’d understand.


    “Mr. and Mrs. Hart?”


    Elyssa dries her eyes with the back of her hand, “Oh no, we aren’t married.” She pauses, only to wait for me to take my eyes off the approaching doctor. When our eyes meet, she smiles, “At least not yet.”


    “Oh sorry. I just assumed.”


    We didn’t hear the doctor enter the room in the middle of our mini celebration. And I’m glad we didn’t. When I overheard Elyssa and Rachel joke about how handsome her doctor was, I wasn’t amused. My reaction might have been slightly murderous. I believe they laughed when I suggested she switch to a female OB/GYN. As you can assume, I didn’t think it was funny. Not even in the slightest.


    But now as I stand to move towards the “handsome” doctor, my male ego causes my shoulders to straighten, my muscles to flex, and back to stand as tall as possible. I extend my hand to greet the good doctor, squeezing tighter then I normally would. “Alexander James.”


    “Dr. Justin Parker,” he smothers a laugh. If Elyssa wasn’t sitting mere inches from me, I might’ve had to call him out on it. “Nice to finally meet the father.”


    Luckily for the doctor our greeting is cut short. My phone’s been constantly vibrating in my jacket pocket since we got into the room. I wasn’t about to answer it while I was learning the fate of our unborn child, but now I could care less about hearing from the condescending doctor. Don’t think I didn’t miss the jab about finally meeting me. With a finger, I ask the room to give me a moment and glance down at the screen.


    My father.


    How the fuck he got my number is a mystery to me. Over the past week his calls have been increasing, leaving unanswered voicemails insisting we meet. I’ve ignored him, which is exactly what I plan on doing today. He will not touch what Elyssa and I have built, or our future.


    *I’m outside. How about you join me?*


    Rage erupts inside me. I clutch my phone, stare unseeingly at the text message, and focus on my breathing hoping not to alert Elyssa. I can’t believe that motherfucker is outside right now. The audacity he has shouldn’t be shocking, but for some reason it is. I’ve done quite well without him meddling in my life. Why does he think it’s okay to come back now? I owe him nothing. I want nothing from him.


    Dr. Parker’s voice breaks my homicidal thoughts, “Ms. Hart, did you have any questions?”


    “No, I think we’re good.” Her sweet voice and excitement instantly calms me, bringing me back to the present.


    “Alright, if that’s all, you can go ahead and get dressed. Just stop by the front desk to schedule your next appointment,” Dr. Parker announces. Before he leaves the room, he turns to me and adds, “It was nice meeting you, Mr. James.”


    “You as well,” I respond, insincerely. I walk towards Elyssa, eyes roaming over her gorgeous face. I kiss her lips, holding back all of the emotion coursing through my body. I’m warring between absolute elation and torture. At the moment, torture is winning out. “I’m going to step outside a moment to make a call.”


    Her eyes search mine with concern. “Everything okay?”


    “Nothing you need to worry about. Get dressed and I’ll meet you outside.” She nods before I kiss her crown and leave the room.


    “Sir, do you need the car brought around?”


    I hired our security detail as planned. After discussing at length what was happening around us, it was agreed that Elyssa would have two people on her at all time and I would have one. Frank Deline, an ex-Marine and all around badass, is in charge of the detail and has been my shadow ever since I met him over a week ago. I’m well aware that Elyssa isn’t too fond of this arrangement, but she knows to keep it to herself.


    It’s not that I don’t care how she feels, but if she knew that not twenty-four hours ago I got another threat taped to my door, she would rethink her position on our security detail. This threat wasn’t as subtle as the last few. “Last Chance,” is all it said.


    “Not yet. Stay with her. I’ll meet you outside when she’s done,” I say, when he stops me while I attempt to walk past him.


    “Sir, I’ll call Darron and have him come and escort you.”


    Fuck, I don’t need this right now. “I don’t need an escort. Just stay here with her. She’s the priority. Do you understand?” I question, hostility seeping through my words.


    “With all due respect, Mr. James, you are both my priority.”


    I get in his face, not having time to make my point any other way. “Well, Mr. Deline, I need you to focus on her.” I point to her room. “Do I make myself clear?”


    I don’t wait for his answer, assuming he will stay like he’s told, and take off my jacket as I walk through the clinic. I loosen my tie, unbuttoning the top button before removing my cufflinks, placing them in my pocket before rolling up my sleeves as I reach the front door.


    I glance around the parking lot before my eyes meet the man that made me. My muscles strain as I clench my fists, gripping my jacket as if my life depends on it. All that separates us is a few parking stalls. All that stops me from rushing him, gripping his neck so tight until I feel his life leave him, is knowing that I’d go to prison and my family would suffer. Instead, I close my eyes and count to…oh who the fuck cares if I go off on him. It’ll be justified.


    “What the fuck do you want?”


    “Is that any way to greet your dear ole dad?” Only one parking stall separates us and it’s far too close. I need him to get the hell out of my face.


    “I stopped claiming any ties to you a long time ago. So, once again, what the fuck do you want?”


    “How’s my grandbaby? You having a boy or girl? You should know by now, right?” My blood boils and I immediately see red. I rush him, gripping the collar of his shirt as I push him so far back that I slam his back against the wall of the building.


    “My baby is not your grandchild. I’m not your son. We are not anything. Do you hear me?” He doesn’t even flinch. Instead, he smiles in my face as I spit threats at him. Anger radiates from my body. Does he not remember how our last encounter ended?


    “You wouldn’t want your pretty, little and very pregnant girlfriend coming out here and getting upset would you? Didn’t she end up in the hospital last time she got too emotional?” My grip loosens slightly. How the fuck does he know all of this? “Consequences Alex. You do remember how your consequences played out when you were a bad little boy. You should have answered my calls; I wouldn’t be here right now if you had.”


    I hate that he has any knowledge of my past. To me he’s dead and buried. I wish he would stay that way. Taking a step back, I ask him what he wants. And even though I already know, I cringe when he responds. “I think you know.” When I don’t respond out of irritation, he replied, two hundred grand.”


    “And then you’re gone for good.” A statement, definitely not a fucking question.


    “I think that’s a start.”


    I take a step towards him, ready to tell him where he can shove his “start” when I’m interrupted by a strong hand settling on my shoulder. “Mr. James…is everything alright?” Fuck. I should just clock him. Just one punch and this would all be over. I should have known that Frank wouldn’t let things be. At least he stayed with Elyssa and instead sent Darron to check on me. Shit. I guess that’s why I’m paying him.


    “Everything’s fine, Darron,” I yell over my shoulder, eyes never wavering off the piece of shit in front of me. “Leave now,” I say through clenched teeth. “Get the fuck away from me and my family.”


    “The money?” he shoots back, voice wavering enough to cause me to pause. It’s not until now that I take him fully in. His clothes are disheveled. There’s a stench of alcohol mixed with sweat that causes my stomach to turn. His eyes have dark circles and his face looks thin.


    “You’re pathetic. The poorest excuse of a man. What was it you used to say? A man is only worth the money in his pocket?”


    “Fuck you!” he bellows, his stench seeping through his pores.


    “No Dad. Fuck. You. Now take your sorry ass away from here before I call the police.”


    “You’ll regret this. You think you can dismiss me with empty threats?”


    “I don’t fucking care what you think.”


    “Alex?” My eyes close in agitation at the sound of her voice. God dammit. Why did she have to come out here right now? It pains me that she may have heard even a part of what was said. I’m not irritated with her, but more so that she has to witness what’s happening.


    “Hart, go back inside. I’m almost done out here.”


    Frank lays a hand on my shoulder, urging me back. “Mr. James, we can handle this from here.”


    “Alex please…” Elyssa begs, closer to me than I thought. I turn and wrap my arms around her as she buries her face in my chest. When I look up, I see Frank and Darron escorting Gary towards the back end of the parking lot. They could kick the shit out of him and I wouldn’t care. I refocus and my priority is to get Elyssa far away from my sperm donor.


    “Elyssa, is it a boy or a girl?” Gary yells from behind us.


    Completely ignoring him, by choice or not, she asks what he wanted. “What he always wants. Money.”


    “He freaks me out.”


    Reaching my BMW, I settle her back against the front passenger door. Cupping her face with my hands, she rests hers on her swollen belly. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Hart.” I kiss the top of her head. “I promise. Now let’s go.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    


    Monday, February 4


    ELYSSA…


    We’re both quiet as Alex speeds out of the parking lot. My mouth opens to ask him the many questions I have, but I know when not to push him. Right now, he’s still fuming so I let him work whatever he needs to work out in his brain to settle himself. So instead of coming clean about my previous visits from his father, I watch the landscape of buildings, condos, and houses go by, closing my eyes as exhaustion sets in. It may be the coward’s way out, but I don’t want to push Alex over the edge. He’s already teetering as it is.


    Ever since I read what I’ve dubbed the “Arianna file,” I’ve had horrible dreams. What she went through gives me nightmares and since it wasn’t a complete document of her pain, the dreams are the worst my imagination can conjure up. Now with Alex’s father here, it only adds to my growing unease.


    “Do you mind if we stop before grabbing a bite to eat?” Alex asks. I push away the chilling images and remind myself that today has been such a good day. We’re having a girl. With thoughts of only my daughter clouding my brain, I don’t even bother opening my eyes. I hum a happy, “Uh huh,” and nestle against the doorframe.


    Alex’s knuckles brush against my jaw before his hand settles on my thigh. “My girl is tired.” I don’t answer him knowing my sleepy state is more than enough of an answer. The quiet hum of the engine lulls me to sleep.


    Shortly after, we come to a complete stop. I can feel Alex’s fingers strumming along my leg, trying to wake me up. “Hart?”


    “Hmm?” My eyes flutter open as I move in my seat to face him. He really is handsome with his dimpled smile looking back at me.


    “Can you go inside and put forty dollars on pump four? I forgot my card at home.”


    I nod, wiping the sleep from my eyes and stretch a bit before unbuckling myself. I take the two twenty dollar bills and head toward the convenience store. It’s not until I’m almost to the doors that the familiarity of this place hits me.


    I stop in my tracks and glance around, looking back at Alex who is leaning casually against his car just like he was when I first saw him. Although there’s a chill to the air, the sun is shining and there’s a slight breeze to the day, just as I remember from our very first encounter.


    “This is our gas station,” I breathe to myself, thinking how different our lives are from that fateful day. We were in such different places in our lives. Two souls living in the same place and time, yet not even knowing the other existed. Now we are happy, together and in love. Smiling, I caress my belly and pull open the door with a renewed energy that I didn’t feel moments ago.


    I greet the gas station attendant and hand him the forty dollars in my hand. The older gentleman on the other side of the counter has a sweet smile. “Which pump Miss?”


    “Oh sorry, pump four please.” I point towards Alex’s car, noticing he’s no longer resting against the side. A moment of panic sets in while I scan the parking lot. Still unable to see him, I gasp when I hear someone clear his throat behind me. At first I don’t want to turn around for fear of what I’ll find. Arianna, as always, crosses my mind. It’s not until I see the store worker motion for me to turn around that I begin to feel my heart beat again.


    “Hart?” I glance behind me, seeing Alex resting on one knee. My heart practically jumps out of my chest at the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. Yes, we’re in gas station. Yes, the floors are dirty and the smell isn’t so great. Slot machines going off aren’t the typical background music you’d expect to hear. Yet, even with all the undesirable parts, this is the moment I want to remember for the rest of my life. If I could paint a picture, I would make it so incredibly vivid, using the bluest of blues to shade in Alex’s eyes as he looks up at me. Because he is all that I see.


    “Saying I love you doesn’t encompass the depth of my emotions for you. In the small amount of time we’ve been together, you’ve become everything to me. You are my Earth, my sun, my entire universe. Before you, I felt my life story was already written with a sentence to a life of loneliness, never having anything to call my own. Because I felt owned. Although now I still feel very much owned, it’s different because I give myself willingly to you. You, Elyssa Jane Hart, own every inch of me; my body, my heart and most definitely my soul. The only thing that could make me happier in this lifetime is if you would agree to be my wife. Will you marry me?”


    If I looked down I would see the red box settled in his outreached hands. And inside said box is what I’m guessing is going to amount to an enormously big, yet gorgeous ring that I surely don’t deserve. But what I can’t do is tear my eyes away from his to even peek at what he’s obviously trying to give me. All I can see is him. I attempt to speak, but my lips are trembling. I don’t even realize I’m crying until I raise my hands to mask my soft sobs.


    “Yes,” I nod frantically, cupping my face. “Yes, a million times, yes!”


    My feet are no longer touching the ground as Alex stands, lifting me so we are face-to-face, lips to lips. I barely register the applause from the few people present to catch our special moment. My sole focus is my boyfriend…no wait! Oh my God…my fiancé.


    “I’m going to make you so happy, Hart.”


    I kiss him again, my fingers messing up his perfectly styled hair. “I’m going to hold you to that, Mr. James.”


    With our bodies pressed together they sway with the overhead music, extremely content and caught up in the moment. “You’re really going to marry me,” he sighs against my lips.


    Amongst the bottles of soda, bagged snacks, and random condiments, I make a promise with my complete heart, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    


    Friday, February 8


    It’s been four days since I officially became Alexander James’ fiancée and I can tell you that the entire four days I’ve been on cloud nine. I find myself constantly lost in thought staring at my flawless engagement ring. It’s not over the top, but more simple and elegant. Watching as the sun reflects off the radiant-cut moissanite diamond, I do my own reflecting and can’t help but smile when I remember the conversation we had after my initial shock of his proposal. All sorts of questions started spewing from my mouth.


    “Alex, how many carats is this?”


    “Almost four.”


    “Have you thought about where you want to go for our honeymoon?”


    “No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?”


    “Because I can’t be anywhere near water.”


    “Why’s that, Hart?”


    “I’ll sink. I’ll definitely drown even though I’m a pretty good swimmer.”


    “Hart…”


    “Seriously Alex, I love you but this is too much.”


    “Are you happy?”


    “Deliriously.”


    “Then that’s all that matters.”


    “Then why do I feel like I’m wearing a house on my finger?”


    “It’s big, but it’s not that big.”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Hart, none of this matters. What matters is you finally agreed to be my wife.”


    Needless to say, when you’ve been put in your place, albeit lovingly, you need to stop asking meaningless questions.


    “Thanks for meeting me,” a husky voice comes from my right, momentarily startling me. Casually standing in a pair of faded jeans, his white t-shirt hugs his broad shoulders perfectly. Oliver waits expectantly for me to stand and step into his outstretched arms. His hug doesn’t last long, but what he does next shocks me. Putting me at arms length, his gaze and his hand drop down to my swollen belly. “Pregnancy suits you.”


    I gently lay my hand on top of his; he flinches, but doesn’t pull away. “Thank you, Oliver.”


    With a small smile he moves away, taking his warmth with him as he sits across from me.


    “How have you been?” he asks, while looking over the menu. The awkwardness of our reunion is depressing. I don’t like where we’ve ended up. Our friendship has always been easy. Now it’s a jumbled mess.


    “Pregnant,” I joke. “You?”


    He chuckles, but the laughter doesn’t reach his eyes, “I’ve been better.”


    “Oliver…”His sadness breaks my heart. Whenever I’ve needed him, he’s been there for me, and now I feel like I’ve betrayed him. Let him down. It’s not fair that he helped me through a difficult time in my life, yet I sit here and joke with him when he clearly needs a friend.


    With effort he attempts to fight through the awkward conversation, “Boy or girl?”


    I smile at him. “A girl.”


    He contemplates that for a minute before asking, “Have you guys picked out a name?”


    We have thought of a few, and as much as I’d love to talk to him about it, I don’t think it’s appropriate. Besides, Alex and I decided we would keep it to ourselves until we absolutely have to. “We’ve been toying with a few,” I answer.


    “Olivia sounds pretty good to me,” he deadpans.


    I laugh, a full belly laugh, which feels really good to do with him again. “I’m sure Alex would love that.”


    “Speaking of Alex, how is he handling being captain of the world?” Sarcasm laces his tone while I fight back my irritation.


    “Very well actually; it’s been a seamless transition for him.” I don’t like where this is going. He has to know that I’m going to back up Alex, so his snarkiness needs to stop now.


    “I’m sure.”


    “You know…if we’re going to do this,” I point between us. “If we’re actually going to continue our friendship, I need to be able to talk about Alex.”


    “Can’t we just pretend that he doesn’t exist?”


    “Can’t ignore someone who’s a huge part of my life, Oliver.”


    “I know. As much as I would like to, I know.”


    “You know this isn’t his fault. How we ended up.” I can hardly control the tears threatening to spill. I continue, but in a whisper, “If you’re going to be angry at anyone it should be me.”


    “That’s never going to happen. You should know me better than that. I miss you too much to be mad at you.” Oliver’s puppy dog eyes are clearly his attempt at being playful.


    “Well if it helps, I’ve missed you, too. I was happy when you asked me to lunch.”


    He gestures to my wrist. “I’m surprised that he lets you wear the bracelet.” I toy with the small surfboard, smiling at the memory of our time in San Diego, but I don’t respond. There really isn’t anything I can say that won’t diminish the time we spent together.


    “So what’s up with the men in black?” Looking off to the side, Oliver point towards where Frank is standing. Normally he’s with Alex, but for some reason today he thought it would be better that he stay with me. Alex hasn’t said anything, but the past few days he’s been on edge even more than normal. He won’t tell me anything when I ask, so instead I get Frank. I like Frank, but he’s a bit much.


    “Security detail,” I respond without further explanation.


    Oliver drops the menu he’s been hiding behind. “Wow, Alex amped up the psycho scale and smacked a tail on you, huh?”


    “It’s not like that.”


    “Then what’s it like, Ely? Because from what I see, it is like that.”


    “He has every right to be worried about me. I am carrying his child.”


    He laughs at himself, leaning over almost conspiratorially, “If I reach over and touch your hand, will MIB karate chop me in the throat?”


    “No, but I may,” Alex’s voice startles me. What’s with everyone coming up behind me today? Am I so self-absorbed that I can’t even tell when people are right next to me? I would love to blame this on the pregnancy, but I don’t want to put that kind of energy on my little girl.


    I turn around to see my very angry fiancé. “Alex?”


    “I’ve been trying to call you.” His words are directed to me, but his stony gaze is stuck on Oliver who’s sitting relaxed in his seat, arms crossed over his chest.


    “What were you saying earlier about that psycho scale?”


    “Shut up, Oliver,” I say through clenched teeth as I stand to face Alex.


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. I didn’t hear my phone because it’s in my purse.”


    “I called Frank,” is all he says.


    I sigh, “So you knew I was okay then.”


    His eyes finally leave Oliver, softening as he looks at me. “Doesn’t mean that I don’t worry, Hart.”


    So there’s no question in Alex’s mind, I move towards him and wrap my arms around his waist. “I know and again, I’m sorry. I wanted to have lunch with my friend and I knew if I told you, you would’ve been against it.” He’s been against me going out a lot lately. I’ve chalked it up to him being overprotective because of our baby, but again it makes me feel like there’s something he isn’t telling me.


    Rubbing the small of my back, he explains, “The last time you guys had lunch you came home upset.”


    “Hey, that wasn’t my fault,” Oliver interjects.


    Alex cuts him a glare. “Whose fault was it then?”


    Oliver clenches his fists resting on the table. “Whose fault is it always?”


    “You’re blaming this on me?” Alex points a finger to his chest. “I told you from the start that she’s mine. You were the one that attached yourself to her, humping her leg every chance you got.”


    “You don’t think I know she’s yours?” Oliver angrily points towards my protruding belly. “Our time, if there was ever really an ‘our time’ would’ve been in San Diego. I may have kissed her, but I can’t deny it anymore. I see it every time I’m around the two of you. I won’t do this to myself or her anymore. She doesn’t look at me the way she looks at you.”


    “You kissed her?” Alex growls. I can feel as his body tenses against me, pushing ever so slightly in Oliver’s direction.


    “Asshole, that’s all you got from everything I said?” Oliver stands and panic sets in. “I just told you I know she’s yours. I give up. You win!”


    Alex visibly relaxes, but continues to hold me against him. “Then why are you here?”


    “Because I love her. Because I want to be in her life. If that means that I’m that guy friend that she calls and cries to every time you fuck up, then so be it. I’ll always be here for her.”


    “I won’t fuck up,” Alex says straight-faced, loosening his grip.


    Oliver sits back down with a huff. “Let’s hope not.”


    I look up at Alex, urging him with my eyes to calm down. He does, but only because he has to leave. He promised me he would always try to never leave me mad or upset. “I have to go back to the office.” I nod. With that he leans down and kisses me softly, rubs my belly, and disappears as quickly as he came. I watch until his bulky silhouette disappears.


    “Fucking psycho,” Oliver mutters as I sit back in my seat. A genuine smile protrudes from my face. Men!


    “Uhhh…would you guys like to start with an appetizer?” The young waitress eyes the two of us, looking behind her in the direction Alex just disappeared, as if he’s going to magically appear again.


    “After that I need a fucking drink. Beer and chicken wings,” Oliver orders. Our waitress doesn’t bother asking if I need a cocktail considering my current state. I’m happy with my little glass of water and tell her so.


    “Beer and chicken wings?” I ask with a raised brow.


    “I need something to bring back my balls. They’re ashamed.”


    Looking at his pouting frame across the table I erupt in laughter. A calm washes over me as I settle in my seat. “And Oliver,” I wait until he looks up at me, “I’ll always be there for you, too.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    


    Thursday, February 14


    ELYSSA…


    “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    A small round of applause breaks the happy silence, causing me to turn and see our closest friends gathered to watch Rachel and Bryan tie the knot. This day could not have been more perfect. I not only get to see my sister marry the man of her dreams, I have the man of my own dreams standing across from me. And as if on cue, my belly flutters when my eyes meet Alex’s gorgeous blues.


    Barely able to tear my eyes away from his, I look back to the happy couple. You’d never be able to tell looking at her now, but my beautiful sister has been a mess for the past twenty-four hours. But now she’s flawless. But not because of the swept up hair-do adorned with tiny flower hairpins or the impeccably romantic color tones of her eye shadow or the blush of her cheeks. It’s not even in her simple flowing white floor length gown. It’s because of the giant smile on her face as she looks into the face of her husband, my brother-in-law.


    Looking past the endearing couple, I find Alex standing patiently on the other side. He looks incredibly handsome in his classic black suit. Rachel insisted that the groomsmen had to wear cerise bowties. I didn’t quite agree; however, the three most handsome groomsmen in the history of groomsmen look quite dapper draped all in black, with only a hint of pink.


    In the weeks leading up to the wedding I thought there might be the start of another World War. After Travis and Trevor got into a tussle over who should stand at his side, Bryan said it was a no brainer to ask Alex to be his best man. Personally, I thought it was ridiculous for them to fight over the title, however, I’ve noticed they seem to be at each other’s throats lately. Luckily, they were able to calm down, but for some reason I knew it wasn’t because they were done fighting, but more so to appease Rachel’s griping. She said that if she wasn’t allowed to complain they needed to shut their traps. Her words not mine.


    So, when Travis walked in this morning I was floored. The past few times I’ve seen him, he’s been a little rough around the edges…lumberjack style. I guess our teasing got to him, because the once long dark locks of hair are now much shorter. It wouldn’t be him though if he didn’t at least style it a little messy.


    Although his transformation is still catching me off guard, I’m even more surprised at where I find him staring all night. His intense gaze is directed solely at my best friend.


    Confused, my brows furrow as I look to Trevor, who also has an intense air about him. He too is looking at my best friend who’s been staring at her feet for quite a long time. Catching Trevor’s eye for the brief second he took his eyes off Janice, I smile up at him only to remember my conversation from this morning. Bordering on motherly affection, I had to chastise him a little about his perfectly straight and spiked faux hawk, reminding him he was at a wedding. All he did was laugh and bring me in for a bear hug.


    Unsure of what’s going on between the three of them I look back at Alex and nod my head towards his two friends hoping he understands my silent question. Alex looks at the two of them and pauses. When he notices both their eyes glued to Janice as well, he shrugs and turns away. Just then the pastor announces to the group, “Pease join Mr. and Mrs. Bryan Harris in our banquet hall so we can start the celebration.”


    Rachel and Bryan agreed almost immediately to a small wedding at one of the chapels on the strip. Alex offered to pay for a larger ceremony, but they said they didn’t need anything besides each other and their closest friends. I’m just thankful they didn’t take the Viva Las Vegas package and have Elvis give Rachel away. Instead, their quaint wedding was perfect.


    After changing into a simple white strapless dress that hugs her curves and stops inches above her knee, not common for Rachel, I walk behind my sister into the banquet hall. She’s usually more reserved in her clothing choices, but as she reminded me it is her wedding day after all. Seeing the banquet hall for the first time is when I notice her cool demeanor splashed all over with the different shades of pink and dashes of white. Elegant and beautiful, just like my sister.


    “You’re breathtaking,” Alex whisper-sings in my ear, his arms wrapping around me from behind. Turning my head to the side, I meet his soft lips.


    “You look pretty sexy yourself, Mr. James.” And he does. From his dimpled cheeks, to his messy yet coifed hair, everything about his face makes me crave forever with him.


    “It’s the pink bowtie. It’s very masculine.” His chest rumbles against my back as we sway to the music watching Rachel and Bryan eat at a nearby table. His hands find my belly, fingers strumming an imaginary guitar.


    Closing my eyes to feel the flutter, “I think the baby likes it when you do that?”


    His lips brush against my cheek as I happily settle against him. “Do what?” he asks.


    “When your fingers move with a rhythm, it’s as if you’re playing a song.”


    “The song of us, huh?”


    “My favorite song,” I purr against him. My eyes close as I relish the moment of his all-consuming warmth against my back. His strength and solidity envelops me in a feeling of sheer protection.


    “They look happy.” My eyes flutter open as I look over at my sister and Bryan. What I find makes me chuckle. Currently, the lovebirds are feeding each other pieces of pineapple. “We look happy,” he whispers against my ear causing a flutter of another kind.


    I turn towards him but he stops me before I turn completely. I allow this, but only because I love being cradled in his arms. That and I’m exhausted, so in his arms is where I’d rather be. “I am happy Alex, so incredibly happy.” And I thank God we are where we are in our relationship. I had high hopes for us, but in reality it was a long shot. With our backgrounds, who knew we’d finally be at a place where we can both agree on our mutual happiness. The fact that we deserve it and that we achieved it should count for a lot. After our beginning, our middle seems to be where we were always meant to be. No more Arianna. No more secrets. No more lies.


    “Come on,” he tenderly pats my belly before letting me go. “Let’s feed you before the baby gets cranky.”


    After placing his hand on the small of my back, he guides me to our seats. As we approach, I notice the scene before me and I’m not liking what I see. Janice is sitting miserably between an equally cheerless Trevor and Travis. Seriously, what is up with the three of them? I make a mental note to ask Janice after the festivities die down. I don’t want to cause a scene here, and from the looks of it and the imperceptible shake of her head, neither does she.


    Looking down the table, I find another couple totally out of their element and looking even more dreadful than the previous pack of misfits. Autumn and Oliver are most definitely not meant to be together. To be honest, I was surprised when Rachel mentioned wanting to invite him. At the time, I thought it was nice to know she thought of him, but now I’m not so sure.


    When I extended the invite he was adamant about not wanting to come alone. He said it was awkward enough being around me and Alex, but to have to be around all the other loving couples, he so politely declined with an, “Oh, hell no!” Hence, the reason Autumn got thrown in the mix. Don’t worry she wasn’t his first choice. He has better taste than that. No, he originally asked Janice, but since she insisted on waiting for Trevor to come to his senses, Oliver was forced to consider the only other non-threatening female he could think of.


    I almost choked on my laugh when he called to RSVP his plus one. Autumn wouldn’t be what I would consider non-threatening, but then again, Oliver is male and she’s always done better with the opposite sex.


    “I never want to get pregnant.”


    “And why’s that, Autumn?” I ask, barely paying attention to her nonsense. Being pregnant is the best feeling in the world. It equates to nothing and until you become pregnant, no one can describe the feeling of wholeness you have. My first instinct was to have Alex get me out of the conversation. However, he’s currently engaged in a discussion with Travis over construction plans for the house. Apparently he feels a playroom is now a necessity, therefore plans to knock some walls down are underway. He’s good at that considering he knocked down every wall I ever put up. So I’m left to fend for myself with a very talkative Autumn.


    “Just look at you. Your body’s gonna look like a deflated balloon once you’re done pushing that thing out of your vagina,” she huffs over the music blaring from the speaker overhead.


    “I think she looks beautiful,” Oliver adds, causing Autumn to roll her eyes.


    She lifts her glass, taking a large gulp of her wine, but not before muttering, “You would.”


    “Plus, their baby’s going to put all other babies to shame. Hot plus hot equals super baby,” Janice chimes in, putting Autumn in her place, as she tries to ignore the brooding brothers on each side of her.


    In the days leading to the wedding, Janice made her worry known, at least to me. She did not want to show up alone to the wedding and almost freaked out when I told her Oliver had asked Autumn. Not that she wanted to go with him, but at least she’d have someone. Now she felt like she had no one. She said she would be humiliated if Trevor showed up with, “some chick that can hold herself on a pole with only her thighs.” When I tried to placate her and tell her that he would never do that, she threw herself on her couch and mumbled something about being miserable and alone for the rest of her life. A little overdramatic, but who am I to judge.


    It wasn’t until two days ago when Janice mentioned Travis had offered to be her escort. It was the first time since her breakup that I saw a semblance of my old friend again. Although she was still a worrywart, not knowing if she should’ve accepted. She didn’t know how it would seem, showing up with her ex’s brother. Personally, I didn’t see the problem, considering Travis is an overall nice guy. So I convinced her that what she was doing was okay. Travis was just doing her a favor knowing her dilemma with Trevor.


    But now I’m rethinking the whole situation. My brows rise in shock as I notice Travis’ arm possessively hanging on Janice’s chair as he talks to Josh and Sam. Janice seems physically torn. Her body is facing Travis, yet slightly tilted towards Trevor. And based on the look on his face and the death grip on his beer, Trevor is fuming.


    Yeah…nope, this can’t wait. I abruptly stand and ask, “Janice, let’s go.” Alex pulls the chair out of my way, allowing me to lean down and kiss his cheek appreciatively. “I’ll be right back. Girl talk.” He chuckles when Janice stands just as dramatically, grabbing my hand to follow her.


    Behind the confines of the bathroom, Janice erupts in a dramatic fit as she softly bumps her head against the wall. When she goes on and on about berating herself because she said yes to Travis, I silently wait for her to finish. When she does, I gently ask, “What’s going on?”


    “My life sucks.”


    “Would you care to elaborate?”


    “I never meant for this to happen,” she starts. When I don’t say anything, she continues. “I know he was only trying to console me after everything with Trevor. You know, being the good guy that he is.”


    “Travis?” She nods. “You’re being very cryptic, Janice.”


    “I had sex with him,” she blurts, hiding her face between her hands during her confession.


    My mouth drops open in shock, body leaning against the counter for support. My shy, sweet, and somewhat meek friend has done a complete one-eighty. Not more than a few weeks ago she was completely enthralled with her bad-boy stripper. And now she’s not only broken up with him, but has done the unthinkable and slept with his quiet, broody older brother.


    “Janice…”


    “I know! Okay. I know. You don’t have to say it. I’m a whore. I’m thee whore of all whores. I’m going to hell!” she rants, throwing her arms about as if she’s trying to swat non-existent gnats.


    “First of all,” I attempt to swat her flailing arms, “calm down. Now tell me exactly what happened.”


    She takes a deep breath before hopping up on the counter to explain. “I saw Travis the day after the bachelorette party. I had gone to the drug store to get something for my horrible hangover and as I was walking out, he was with his construction crew; they were on a break eating some sandwiches on the bed of his truck. Damn stupid sandwiches,” she mumbles.


    “Okay, how does one go from a drug store slash parking lot meet and greet to the bedroom.” Because seriously, how does that even work?


    She sulks even further into herself. “If you’d give me a chance, I’ll get there.” I roll my eyes, which she swats me for, but continues. “I’m assuming he heard what happened between me and his brother, so he asked me how I was faring.” She pauses. Almost to herself she continues, “Seriously, who says ‘faring’ anymore? Ugh. Anyways, he asked if I wanted to grab some coffee. What possessed me to go? I don’t know, but I went.”


    “I’m sure the barista was shocked when you started humping on top of her coffee grounds.” I giggle at the image, but then cringe.


    “This is so not funny. This is a crisis. You are the worst friend ever.”


    “Alright, alright, sorry. Continue,” I say as I waive my hand.


    After slowly exhaling, an eye roll and a small smile, she opens up. “I don’t know how to explain it, but he made me feel normal when all I wanted to do was curl up and retreat. After feeling like crap, he made me forget all my misery. He made me laugh so hard tears came to my eyes. And although he comes off as this big, bad brooding, intimidating guy, he’s actually very sweet.”


    “Okay, so how did you go from a coffee break to sleeping with him?”


    “It wasn’t like that. Stop making it sound like I’m some hussy.” That causes me to roll my eyes. “After coffee he asked if I wanted to go to the park across the way. We talked, we laughed and we walked. We ended up spending the rest of the day together.”


    “Talking…” Again, not seeing how she ended up sleeping with him. I’m not judging her, but she has to know how bad this is. He is his brother.


    She looks like she’s ready to cry so I walk over to the vanity and pull out some tissues. When I give them to her, she adds, “He told me that he’s always thought I was beautiful. He thinks his brother is stupid for letting me get away, Elyssa. What was I supposed to do? Just say thanks and walk away.”


    “Janice…”


    “No, no, I get it. I should’ve walked away, but you know me. I don’t deal well with hot men telling me I’m beautiful. It’s like my kryptonite because it never happens. The moment he made those damn butterflies flutter I was done for.”


    I wish she could see herself the way we do. I remember so vividly the first night we went out, or even when we went to Victoria Secrets. She was like a shy, timid kitten. I was so sure that when she got together with Trevor, someone who exudes confidence, she’d find her own. I guess I was wrong. “Then what happened?”


    “He asked if he could call me,” she shrugs her bare shoulders. “We’ve talked almost every day and then two nights ago everything changed. After I was done venting to you about going to the wedding alone, he came over with dinner and a movie. I didn’t ask him to, I promise I didn’t. That’s when it happened.”


    I love the three of them like family, and I have a feeling this isn’t going to end well. “What about Trevor?”


    “What about him? He didn’t call. He didn’t text. And he certainly didn’t come over so we could figure anything out. He didn’t care enough to see if I was okay, or if we were okay, so he isn’t worth any more of my time. His actions, or lack thereof, made me believe he was fine with how we ended things.”


    “Travis is all Trevor has for family, Janice. I’m not judging you, because Lord knows you need to get some, but I’m just telling you to tread lightly on this. You don’t want to be the thing that tears that family apart.” Realization fleets across her face as my words sink in. “So now what?”


    She buries her face in her hands. “I don’t know, Ely. I’m confused.”


    “Why? Because you fell for one brother and then ended up with another?”


    “Gah…I didn’t end up with another. Just because we had sex doesn’t mean we’re in a relationship now. It’s not like I don’t care about Trevor…” she trails off.


    Janice is the type of person that if you let her, she’ll let things slide in her personal life. I’m here to show her that she can’t do that. She needs to stay strong and be honest with herself. “Then what’s it like?”


    “Trevor was the first guy to make me feel beautiful. In the short period of time we were together, I experienced so much with him. I felt as if I woke up for the first time in my life. He’s exciting and raw and everything I’m not.” I start to protest but she shuts me down. “I’m just saying, Travis is…more my speed.”


    “Please, whatever you do, don’t lead them on. Don’t play them against each other, either. As long as you’re honest with both of them, it’ll work out. ”


    Janice braces herself, hands so tight on the counter that they’re turning white. “I won’t lead them on, Ely. I already decided earlier that I’m gonna tell Travis that I can’t see him that way anymore. It’s not fair to him or Trevor. And like you said, I don’t want to be a wedge driven between them.”


    Janice hops off the counter and I shuffle towards her, wrapping my arms around her for comfort.


    “This isn’t fair,” she pouts. I can feel her tears as they fall on my shoulder. “I wish they weren’t brothers.”


    I let her go, but not before squeezing her tightly. “But they are and from the looks of it, they both care about you.” She nods. “Alright enough with all these emotions; let’s get you cleaned up before we go back out there.”


    ~~~~~


    “Is everything okay?” Alex asks as I settle in next to him at the round table.


    I nod. “Just getting some girl talk out of the way.”


    Pulling me in tightly to his side, he exaggerates his tone when he avows, “I’m just glad I’m no longer the hot topic. That shit’s exhausting and I’m not even in the conversation.”


    I chuckle into his chest. So he thinks. “Why do you assume you aren’t?”


    “Well, based on the tension between the three of them,” he points in the brother’s direction, “and Janice’s bloodshot eyes, I’m safe to say we weren’t the topic. At least not today.”


    “No,” I shake my head, “No, we definitely were not.”


    “Thank fuck,” he mutters, grabbing my hand and placing a kiss against my knuckles.


    Throughout dinner the tension didn’t dissipate. Shortly after dinner was brought out, Trevor used the excuse that he needed a drink and left the table. During the meal, Janice’s eyes would wander towards where Trevor retreated and never returned. Unfortunately, right now he’s chatting it up with a blonde who works with Rachel.


    All the while, Travis has kept his arm wrapped around the back of Janice’s chair. He smiles at her every so often with so much affection it’s almost hard to watch. She absently returns the gesture, but then cringes when she turns back around. You can see that it’s slowly breaking her heart.


    I can’t control the goosebumps at seeing my friends suffer. Alex brushes his hand over my forearm and asks, “You cold?”


    “Just a bit; I left my wrap in the car.”


    He kisses the top of my head. “I’ll be right back.” I watch him leave and can’t help but notice Trevor being overly friendly with the same blonde from earlier. Watching his finger trace the plunge of her neckline while they talk animatedly is a little tacky. Obviously, he’s forgotten where he’s at.


    When he and Janice got together, I thought it was an odd coupling. But the more time I spent with them, I got it. They just worked. I really thought she would ground him; that they would complement each other nicely. But maybe Trevor doesn’t need taming. Maybe he just needs someone who’s strong enough to hold on for the ride.


    Interrupting my thoughts, Bryan grabs my arms and says, “Come dance with me, baby sister.” Not that I wouldn’t, but Bryan doesn’t give me a chance to protest anyway. Oblivious to the tension filling the room, Bryan wraps his arms around me and in return I lay my head against his chest. We may not be related by blood, but regardless, he is most definitely my family.


    “You guys headed out tomorrow?” I ask, looking up from his chest.


    “Yup, hotel on the strip tonight. Flight’s tomorrow. Fiji here we come.” His laughter at himself always makes me chuckle. Bryan is the epitome of the easygoing guy. Exactly what Rachel needs.


    Thinking back on how I reacted to Janice telling me she slept with Travis, I know now how judgmental I was. But in my defense, I think it hit too close to home. I know the relationship Trevor and Travis have. It’s the same one I have with Rachel. She’s my only biological family and I can’t imagine anything ever getting between us. She’s everything to me.


    “Take care of her, Bryan.”


    “For the rest of my life.” He squeezes me tighter. I relax against him because I believe he would fight tooth and nail for her.


    Just as we dance the last seconds of the song, we hear a booming explosion in the distance followed by the ground rumbling below us. Everyone stills, looking around, wondering what happened. When I see Frank and his team running through the banquet hall, wrists up to their mouth shouting words I can’t make out, I feel my legs falter.


    Alex.


    Panic sets in allowing adrenaline to push me towards the entryway.


    “E,” Bryan grabs my arm insisting that I stay with him. “Let them figure out what’s going on.” Oh, hell no. I push Bryan away, moving around the mayhem. “Elyssa!” Bryan yells as I continue to run, pushing past the front door.


    “Ely?” I can hear Oliver’s voice behind me, but I refuse to stop. I push through everyone, frantic with concern.


    My heart stops. You can feel the heat off the fire even though it’s twenty yards out. The flame engulfs what used to be Alex’s pristine white BMW.


    I push even further forward, but don’t get far enough before arms are wrapped around my waist. “Ely, you can’t go near it,” Oliver says into my ear.


    “Alex!” I scream. I push out my legs trying to gain momentum to break his hold. “Alex!” My voice sounds distant. “Alex… Stop! Get off me!” I fight. I fight as hard as I can, but Oliver is unaffected by my flailing arms and legs.


    “Ely, the baby. You need to calm down,” he says again, his lips against my cheek as he cradles me.


    Instantly I sag into him. Now that I’ve stopped I can barely keep myself up. It feels like my whole body has given out.


    “Travis, ask Frank what’s going on,” Bryan orders from behind us. “Trevor, make sure the police and fire department know about this.”


    Minutes, which feel like years, pass before I hear the most beautiful sound in the known universe… “Hart?” His face is covered in patches of dirt, blood smeared close to his hairline, but he’s standing. He’s breathing. The binds that were holding me immediately release and I run full speed towards Alex, not stopping until I smash against him.


    The moment his arms surround me, my body gives and a sob erupts from my throat.


    “I’m okay.” His hands rub my back, his lips in my hair. “Shhhhh, I’m okay, Hart. You need to settle down.”


    “I th-thought…” My words strangle in my throat, consumed by sheer relief and the looming threat of what just happened.


    “I know.” Still in his arms, he walks us towards the sidewalk. It’s not until I’m ushered into his lap that I realize we’re sitting on a nearby bench.


    I pull back and can’t help but touch every part of his face, neck and arms with my fingers. I need to make sure he’s okay, knowing full well that he may not be. “We need to get you to a hospital,” I murmur, holding onto him tightly.


    He shakes his head disagreeing. “It’s just a slight cut from where I bumped my head.”


    “I don’t care.” My voice comes out a bit hoarse, probably from all the screaming. “You need to go to the hospital.”


    “Okay. We’ll go in a moment. Please…just let me hold you.”


    And I let him. I let him because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be. I let him because just moments ago I thought someone had ripped him from my life. I let him because I know if he lets me go right now, I’ll crumble into an unstable mess.


    “What happened?” I whisper, afraid to lose my connection to him. Thankfully, he doesn’t loosen his tight grip.


    “I went to the car to get your shawl. I was walking back and I was thrown forward so hard I blacked out for a minute before I realized what happened.”


    “Sir?” Frank’s voice cuts Alex off.


    “What the fuck happened, Frank?” I’d normally scold Alex for being so harsh, however, right now I’d really like to know the answer to that question.


    “We think a trigger was set. Fortunately, it didn’t go off when it was supposed to.”


    “Clarify,” he demands.


    “It should have exploded when you opened the door,” he deadpans.


    “How did this happen? What if Elyssa…” he trails off, pulling me closer to him.


    “We underestimated the threat. It won’t happen again, sir. I have my men dusting for prints and Darron is working on the finding the detonator.”


    I ignore their continued exchange and clutch Alex tightly as the sound of sirens approach from the distance. Just when I was feeling a little secure, like all was beginning to be right in our world…


    Again, how wrong was I?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    


    Thursday, February 14


    ALEX…


    I hate hospitals.


    Up until this past year, I’ve done a good job of avoiding the dirty, germ infested, house of supposed healing. Throughout my childhood, hospital visits were frequent due to broken arms, broken ribs, one or two concussions, and let’s not forget my fractured wrist. Dear ole dad can be thanked for all that.


    My nurse, a taller woman wearing the quintessential garb of scrubs and Crocs, unwraps the band from my forearm as she draws blood. I don’t cause a scene by complaining or bitching, but I am dumbfounded as to why they need it, when so much of my blood is still on the pavement and on my clothes. Instead, I stay quiet and consciously stop myself from glaring at everyone.


    “Alex?” I turn to look at Elyssa, who is sitting in a brown leather chair at the side of my bed. She hasn’t left my side, nor has she stopped touching me, since I found her leaning on Oliver for support. I know I’m supposed to be okay with their relationship, no scratch that…their friendship, but fuck that. He admitted he still loves her, yet I haven’t had a chance to talk to Elyssa about how she feels. I know she loves me, but I’m not oblivious to her feelings for him.


    I scowl at the back of the departing nurse. “I hate hospitals,” I huff. And Crocs.


    “You were almost blown up. It’s only a precaution.”


    I hate the worry in her eyes, but I really am fine. “Yeah and I’m still in one piece. You can see that with your own eyes. I don’t need to be here.”


    “I’m sure you’re right,” she placates me. “But, you hit your head so we’re just going to sit here for a little longer. Stop being such a baby and suck it up,” she smiles, but then almost immediately winces. Her hand rubs her lower belly.


    Now I’m the one that’s worried. “Hey, you okay?”


    “Yeah, just a little uncomfortable.” I would believe her if the worried lines I always thought were adorable on her forehead weren’t the most prominent feature on her face.


    “Elyssa, I don’t care if you’re just a little uncomfortable, sick or just plain tired...you need to tell me what’s going on. If you don’t, how am I supposed to take care of you?” I move to the side, making room for her to join me. “Here, come lay down.”


    The moment she stands, she grips her belly, causing her to bow forward. I saw the gleam of pain in her eye before she doubled over. A ball of nerves and energy, I rush to edge of the bed. She doesn’t give me a chance to do anything before saying the words I never wanted to hear. “Alex something’s wrong.”


    My first attempt to stand doesn’t go so well. Dizzy with vertigo, I shake my head and quickly pull myself together to move towards the hall. “Help!” I yell, moving slowly along the corridor. It’s not until my nurse comes around the corner that I begin to move back to my room. “My fiancée, please, she needs help.”


    The nurse quickly follows me, silently assisting me back into the room where we find Elyssa still bowed over in pain.


    “She’s pregnant,” I state the obvious like an asshole; then again, I’m surprised I’m even talking right now.


    The nurse disappears, but comes back shortly with a wheelchair. I move Elyssa to sit down, gripping her tightly to ensure she doesn’t fall.


    “Ms.?”


    “Hart. Elyssa Hart,” she responds through clenched teeth.


    “Okay, Ms. Hart, let’s go and get you checked out. Mr. James, another nurse will come in so I’ll need you to stay here.”


    “Fuck that. You can poke and prod me from wherever she is,” I deadpan, straightening my spine in hopes of appearing more put together than I really am. The truth? My head feels like it’s been hit with a sledgehammer, the right side of my body has to be bruised based on the ache that began about an hour ago, and the complete dread that’s overwhelming me right now is indescribable.


    I’ve sworn to protect her. I swore to protect my family. How can I accomplish that when I can’t even stop from getting blown up? I didn’t avoid my demise based on any hidden skills or some super-secret ninja work. Luck. That’s how I got out of dying in front of my friends and family. How can I feel confident in keeping those who’re the most important to me safe when everything seems so out of my control?


    “Well then, labor and delivery is going to love you,” she smirks.


    


    ELYSSA…


    I’m a bundle of nerves as we wait for the doctor. The nurse did her initial assessment, allowing us to hear LJ’s heartbeat. This eased some of my stress, however, the not knowing is still killing me.


    I glance over at Alex, who after giving the nurse a hard time about getting an MRI, has completely retreated inside himself. Although our hands are clasped, fingers strumming over my knuckles, I feel the distance between us again. Seriously, when is it going to be our turn to have an easy, carefree life?


    “Alex.” I wait for a beat, but he doesn’t budge. “Everything is going to be okay.” He doesn’t say anything. Instead, his eyes remain focused on the IV connected to my hand, his fingers still grazing my knuckles. “We heard the heartbeat and the nurse said it was strong. Strong is good. That still gives me hope.”


    With two knocks, Dr. Parker enters the room. “Ms. Hart, how are we this evening?”


    “It’s been a day, doctor. Please tell me I have nothing else to worry about.” Because I don’t know how much more my fiancé can handle.


    “Well, like anything there’s good and bad. What do you want to start off with first?” I hate when they do the whole good and bad crap. If any part of it is bad, then it’s just bad.


    “How about you start with the bad and get that over with,” Alex answers for me. He’s been silent for so long I almost forgot he was in the same room. Not really, but I’m glad he’s finally back in the conversation.


    Dr. Parker settles at the foot of my bed, a clipboard clutched to his chest. He looks from me to Alex and back. “The cause of your cramping is because you have an incompetent, or a weakened, cervix.”


    Okay, so far it doesn’t sound too terrible. That and his voice is so steadfast, it’s hard to read his demeanor. “What does that even mean?”


    “It’s not a common condition, but there are precautions we can take to ensure you make it through the rest of your pregnancy.” Seeing that we are both still staring blankly at him, he continues by telling us that it can be caused by trauma to the cervix. “My guess is that it was damaged by your previous miscarriage.”


    “Is the baby in danger?” I ask, trembling hands engulfed in Alex’s unwavering strength.


    “Not necessarily. Right now, the heartbeat is good and her growth is where it should be. We just need for her to stay in there a little longer so she’s strong enough to come out.”


    There has to be a catch. “So, what do we need to do?”


    “There’s a procedure that I’d like to perform called a cerclage. Basically we go in and stitch your cervix in order to strengthen the hold to ensure your cervix remains closed.”


    “What are the risks?” Alex asks stoically.


    “Uterine or bladder rupture, maternal hemorrhage, preterm labor. But these are highly unlikely.”


    “I don’t want to chance anything,” he says adamantly. “What’s another option?”


    “Bed rest. But if she shows any further signs of preterm labor, we will have to revisit this option. Even the most miniscule thing, something you may not even think is important, I will need to see her back in the office straight away.”


    I’m trying not to get irritated with Alex, or the doctor. I’m trying to be reasonable, remembering they both have my baby girl’s best interest and mine at heart. But the fact they’re having a conversation as if I’m not in this very room doesn’t vibe with me. At all. Needless to say it just fuels my fire.


    “Wait,” I interject. “Can we rewind and review the part where I have a say in this?”


    “Hart,” Alex chastises me.


    “Alex, this is my body. I appreciate your observations, but I need to be able to make a decision based on what I feel is best.”


    Crossing his arms with a look of defiance in his eyes, he asks, “Dr. Parker, can you give us a moment?” His words form a question, but his tone reflects an order.


    “Of course. This isn’t an easy decision. Please talk it over and I’ll come back in a bit.” With that the doctor leaves us in a standoff.


    “Elyssa…”


    “Don’t Elyssa me, Alex.” If I could I’d stand and face him in defiance as well. Unfortunately I can’t, so all he gets is my glare.


    Walking the two steps to reach me, he calms his façade, but only a little. “For once, can you stop being stubborn and just let me help.”


    “Making up my mind for me isn’t helping. You’re steamrolling me.”


    “I’m trying to protect you! For once, can you just let me do that!” he whisper screams, trying to contain his anger. I know him well enough to know he’s barely hanging on; his hands clench at his sides, his chest quickly rising and falling. I watch him and with every second that passes my irritation fades. Watching his hard exterior break down is too much for my already fragile brain to compute. “Please, I need to…”


    I stop him, “Okay, we’ll do it your way.” His gorgeous, yet tormented, blue eyes find mine the moment the words leave my mouth, the tension in his shoulders immediately slipping away. He sinks into the chair next to my bed. Reaching over he takes my hand between both of his before resting his forehead against them.


    With my other hand, I thread my fingers between his auburn locks hoping to ease his troubles. What a day…


    “Something could have happened to you,” he whispers, his voice slightly muffled.


    “Me? What about you? I was scared out of my mind today.”


    He looks up from our encased hands, staring into my soul. “Don’t you get it, Elyssa? Nothing else matters to me. Without you, I’d fade away.”


    “Alex…” I let out a small whimper, the day’s events weighing heavily on my heart.


    “You don’t understand,” he shakes his head, but never leaves my gaze. “For the first time in my life, I’m able to focus on creating the life I’ve always wanted. I haven’t had to worry about whether or not my grandmother will be taken care of. With the money from Carl, I can finally give her all she needs. She no longer physically needs me. And now, finally, when I feel I have everything I’ve ever wanted, the rest of the world wants to fuck my shit up.” He hangs his head at this confession.


    “Hey, look at me.” He does. “We are in this together. No matter what happens to you, I’m here. You are not alone anymore.”


    He shudders, but gives me the dimples I love so much. “Nothing can happen to you or this baby. I don’t think I’d survive it.”


    “Nothing is going to happen to us. We just need to be careful.”


    His anger reignites. “Frank should have been prepared for this.”


    “Be reasonable; I’m sure he’s beating himself up over this. He doesn’t need us to make him feel worse than he already feels.”


    “This can’t happen again, Elyssa. What the fuck do I pay him for if not to protect you.”


    “I’m confident this won’t happen again.” And I am. Frank is nothing but thorough. He will figure out how this happened and make sure it never happens in the future.


    Standing, he bends over and pulls me in for a kiss, before resting his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry for yelling.”


    “I’m sorry for being stubborn.”


    “I just love you so much.”


    “And I love you. It’s us against them, Alex. This time everything’s different. We need to remember, that unlike before, we’re in this together. No wavering this time.”


    With a nod Alex reaches over and presses the nurse call button. The speaker ignites with an accented voice. “Yes, how can I help you?”


    “Can you let Dr. Parker know he can come back in?”


    “Yes, I’ll go find him.”


    Alex smiles, but I can still see worry written all over his face. “Let’s get you home.”


    


    Friday, February 15


    ALEX…


    “I was surprised to see your name on my schedule today.”


    How I ended up back in the therapist’s office is beyond me. But, what am I supposed to do when my best friend, my better half, my everything, is the one person that I want to talk to, but can’t. I can’t put additional stress on her. I can’t tell her that I’m not sleeping through the night because I’m constantly checking on her. And I most definitely can’t tell her that I had Frank add additional staff after I received not one, but five different phone calls since yesterday from a blocked number with no one on the other end. Coincidence? Possibly. However, I’m not risking it.


    “I’m trying to be a better man.”


    “How’s that working out for you?”


    “It’s painful,” I say. And it is. I don’t know how to deal with all this internal shit I have going on in my brain.


    “What exactly would you say is painful?” Dr. Couser asks, pen in hand writing in her worn out notebook. I make a mental note to have Elyssa find her a new one. Online of course, since she can’t get out of bed.


    “I’m accustomed to being in control of every aspect of my life down to the smallest detail. My life only works with order and control.”


    She hmms, “And now you don’t feel in control?”


    Feeling very open today, I expunge all of my darkness on the expecting doctor. “I feel the complete opposite. Not just because of all of the recent events happening in my life. Ever since I met Elyssa, every aspect seems out of control; especially my emotions. Nothing has been my choice.”


    “Okay, let’s explore that. How does being out of control make you feel?”


    I look around the room. It hasn’t changed much. I wonder how Elyssa found this doctor. I think she may have mentioned Janice knew her, but I’m not sure. Without any further delay, and contemplation, I answer. “In a constant state of panic. Elyssa’s health, the baby, our safety, all of it is in someone else’s hands.”


    Without skipping a beat, she asks me, “Do you believe in God? Or have some sort of religious belief.”


    “Please do not tell me you’re going to spout some higher belief bullshit to me?”


    “I would never push my views onto someone else, Mr. James. All I’m asking is if you believe in a greater power.” I glare at her. If I wanted to talk to God, I’d go to church. I don’t and that’s why I’m here. “Work with me here. I’m trying to see if you might find solace in thinking of it from a larger picture.”


    “Let me explain my view point on greater powers. Elyssa and I had a discussion on whether or not we should tell the baby about Santa. Now, I know it’s not the same as talking about God, but go with me on this. She was adamant we should allow the baby to believe in something whimsical, something magical.” I roll my eyes when I remember the conversation. It ended up with her pouting, which put the discussion to bed…at least for that day.


    “And I’m guessing you were against it.”


    “Damn straight. Growing up, I was fed the same bullshit about Santa. My first grade teacher kept telling us if we were good, Santa would visit us and we’d get what we asked for. You know what was on my Christmas list?”


    The therapist shakes her head, her face unreadable. For some reason, I don’t think Dr. Couser is judging me today. She seems to genuinely want to help me. And for that, I give her another glimpse into my dark psyche.


    “I asked for my dad to die. Fucked up right? I was six and he was in full on asshole mode, and all I could think of is that if there really was a Santa Clause, he’d do this for me. What made it worse…Christmas came and I got a football.”


    “That didn’t strengthen your belief in him?”


    I laugh, without humor. “At first yes, but then I went to school and Steven Rodgers told me that Santa bought him a new bike and got him a puppy. And then once again, I started questioning things. Why did all of these other kids get these amazing presents and I was given something simple. Don’t get me wrong; I wasn’t such a jackass that I didn’t appreciate it. My mother raised me better than that. I knew we had practically no money growing up. But it didn’t make sense.”


    “So what happened then?”


    “I questioned my teacher. I asked her why all these other kids got what they asked for and I didn’t.” When Dr. Couser asked me what my teacher said, I knew this is where the judging would start. I remember it like it was yesterday, not twenty plus years ago. Fortunately for most kids who have a bad childhood, their brain shields them from the memories. Lucky them. Not me. I remember everything.


    “She asked me what I wished for. So I told her.”


    Her gasp is controlled, like she’s had to suppress them before. “You told her you wanted your father to die?”


    “Yes.”


    Frantically scribbling on the paper, I wonder what her assessment will be. For some reason, it matters to me. “And what was her response?”


    “She sent me to a child psychologist.”


    “And what did they do?”


    “Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. Did I tell them that my dad was abusive to my mom and me? No. They were the so-called adults. Shouldn’t they have seen some kind of signs?”


    “Alex…”This is the first time I recall her using my first name, instead of my last.


    “Shouldn’t they have questioned why a six year old would wish their dad would die? Shouldn’t that have been one big fucking warning signal?”


    She doesn’t say anything for a long moment. It’s then I realize I’m clutching the decorative pillow in my hands with a vice grip. With tears building in my eyes, I drop the pillow on the floor before placing my face in my hands.


    “Alex, I need you to not only listen to what I’m about to say, but really hear it.” I nod, but refuse to raise my head, allowing it to continue to hang in my hands. “The mistakes of the people who have let you down have nothing to do with you. It’s on them and they have to live with the error of their ways.”


    She isn’t telling me anything that I haven’t already heard before. But, I can’t dismiss the feeling of inadequacy; even if I was only six. “If I would’ve just told them what he was doing, I could’ve stopped everything. Ultimately, that’s my biggest fear now.”


    “What?” she asks.


    “I have this nagging feeling there’s something I’m supposed to do, that I’m not, which will irrevocably impact my future.”


    “I think you’re doing just fine.”


    I run a hand over my face, trying to calm myself and pull back my emotions. “Thanks, Doc. But, you’re paid to say that.”


    “Actually I’m not. In conversation and observation, there are three things that I can say without a doubt.” I look to her to lay her grand words of wisdom on me. “One, you have a woman that loves you unconditionally. Two, your past will not make you into a horrible father. Three, control doesn’t equal love when it comes to those you care about in life. Control equals suffocation and like all living things, when suffocated, they wilt and lose purpose and eventually die.”


    Not what I thought she was going to say, but appreciated all the same. “So what you’re saying is?”


    “What I’m saying is, you don’t need to be in control to love someone and you don’t have to take care of everything. Don’t forget to let those you allow to be around you take care of you in return.”


    All those things are easier said than done, but for some reason, I feel as if a weight has been lifted. Yes, our conversation was random and had nothing to do with the current threats, but sometimes all you need is a change of perspective.


    I get that I don’t need to control every situation. But what I do need is to have all my bases covered.


    A tiny chime sounds. The therapist looks up from her notebook with a genuine smile. “Well, that’s the end of the session. Should I book your next one?”


    “Let’s not push our luck. I’ll call you again if I need you.”


    “Let’s hope you don’t.”


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    


    Friday, February 22


    ELYSSA…


    I’ve been on bed rest for little over a week and let me tell you…it sucks. I’ve not been allowed to lift a finger. Nor have I been allowed to go anywhere. For example, Alex had just finished telling me how Nana’s physical therapy was working wonders. That her mobility has improved quite a bit. So naturally, I wanted to go see her. Instead, I had to visit with her through FaceTime. Can you believe that? Damn technological advances. I bet if I looked it up, I’d find that they were designed by controlling fiancés.


    And even though I’ve not done a damn thing for the past week, I’m exhausted all of the time. Going to bed around six in the evening and not waking up for anything until eight, nine sometimes even ten the next morning. Zombies could be attacking and I’d sleep right through it.


    So I was surprised to hear Alex’s deep voice answering his phone. I do recall him saying, “Yes this is him,” before drifting back to sleep, his conversation a mumbled lullaby. It’s not until I feel the bed jostle and hear the clinking from the buckle of his jeans that I’m stirred awake.


    “Alex?” I mumble.


    “Go back to bed, Hart. I’ll be back.” There’s something troublesome in his tone and if it weren’t for the sheer exhaustion, I would question him more.


    “Okay,” I murmur, falling back to sleep immediately.


    What feels like only minutes later, but by the light shining through the room I know it’s been hours, I’m jostled awake by weight hitting the mattress. Turning over to face Alex’s side of the bed, I lazily open my eyes and see him sitting with his elbows resting on his knees, his face in his hands. It’s not until I see his shoulders rising and falling that I realize he’s crying.


    “Alex?” I sit up, pushing forward as I walk on my hands and knees towards him. Immediately he grips my body and pulls me into his lap. The moisture from his tears coats my chest as I wrap my arms around him. His hot breath blows out raggedly against my neck and his hands grip me tightly.


    “Oh Alex, what’s wrong?” I rub his back trying to soothe him. What could have possibly happened? He’s only been gone at most a few hours. I’m both troubled and concerned not knowing what has shattered him.


    “She’s gone,” his broken whispers weigh him down.


    I don’t even need to ask. There is only one person in his life that would cause such emotion; to cause him to escape his normally strong persona. To break down so fiercely that he’s clinging to me for strength.


    I struggle to keep the emotion from my own voice when I ask, “When?”


    “About five minutes after they called me.”


    I can’t help the guilt that forms around my heart. No one should have to go through this by themselves, let alone Alex who has already lost so much in his life. Still trying to wrap my head around what’s happening, I hug him tighter. I’m at a loss because the last I heard was that she was doing better. The therapy was working. But, as much as I need to know the details, Alex needs me more. He needs me to be the strong one. So, I sit in his lap and wait for him to talk.


    “It just seems so unreal.” I let him speak his thoughts hoping to ease his troubled mind. “She was fine. She was pulling through.” His thoughts mirror mine. She was doing better.


    “Do they have any idea of what caused her change?”


    Alex shakes his head, “I asked. I asked question after question and I can’t even recall a single word.” Fighting to give in to his frustration, he pulls me in closer, fingertips digging into my hip.


    I don’t know what I would’ve been able to do, but, “I should have gone with you.”


    “There’s nothing…” he breaks at his confession.


    He’s right, but I still should have been there. “You shouldn’t have gone through that alone, Alex.”


    “They called, said she wasn’t doing good, that I needed to come. I never in a million years thought that by the time I got there, that she’d…” his weighted sigh engulfs me. “When I got there, they said she lost consciousness about five minutes after they called me. She became unresponsive. CPR was attempted, but she didn’t make it.”


    “Oh Alex…”I grip him tighter, both of us silently crying.


    He shakes his head, loosening his grip. “I don’t even know where to begin. There’s so much to do.”


    “I’ll help you,” I promise. “You shouldn’t have to worry about this right now. So let me help you.”


    He shakes his head, “I don’t want you stressing yourself out.”


    “It would be more stressful watching you go through all of this and not being able to help.” Alex reluctantly nods before reaching over to pull the blankets back on his side, settling us between the warm sheets.


    “I’m going to miss her so much, Hart. She’s been my life for so long, I don’t know what I’m going to do without her.”


    “I know,” I pull him closer. “I’m going to miss her, too,” I whisper against the crown of his head. Nestling into my chest, he wraps his legs and arms tighter around me. I let him crawl inside my body to escape the pain because right now it feels like this is the only way to comfort him. No words can express the loss, nor will it help.


    His breath is heavy on my neck. “Don’t let me go.”


    “Never,” I whisper my promise into our grief stricken room.


    


    Friday, March 1


    ALEX…


    Standing up in front of the small crowd, my throat closes. For so many years now, I haven’t had a problem speaking in front of people. But with my emotions so raw with the events leading to today, I can’t help that I’m choked up. I’m about to share a portion of myself, be completely unguarded, just so they can see how much of an impact she had on my life.


    I lower my head, take a deep breath, and slowly release it. Looking out into the crowd, I don’t know how I’m going to convey what this woman meant to me. There are no words. But, for her, I know I have to try. I’d be doing a disservice to my grandmother had I not come up here and at least try to explain what a selfless, loving, kind human being she is…I shake my head…was.


    “My Nana has been my everything for so long, I’m not sure what my life will be like going forward.” I smile an empty smile, knowing it doesn’t reach my eyes. It hasn’t for a long fucking time.


    “When I was little she shared her life with me, shared her wisdom, and protected me for as long as I can remember. First it was from the ‘bright big world,’ her words, not mine. Then it was from the evils within my family. But what she protected from most was myself. She was always there for me when I needed that extra push to do better, to be better.” Finally, some semblance of a real smile; she really was my everything. Until Elyssa.


    “I can sit up here and regale you with stories of how strong she was. How she kept on after her husband died and all about her sacrifices to ensure my mom was brought up right despite being a single mother. I’d do that, but there isn’t enough time.


    “In spite of all the forces trying to bring her down, she was the one that held us up. Her compassion touched every single person she came in contact with. She was ornery, had quick wit, but underneath the hard façade, she loved like no one I have ever known.” Well, until Elyssa. I look over at her for the first time and my legs almost buckle. I knew if I looked over earlier, I wouldn’t have been able to keep it together. She loves my grandmother and this is hurting her just as much. She wipes away a tear from her grief stricken eyes. She’s been so strong up until now, but the impact of our loss is clearly taking a toll. With a trembling lip, she nods her head for me to continue.


    Taking a deep breath, I release it even slower than before. Delaying? Stalling? Fuck yes. Who wants to do this? To remember all the things you won’t ever have with the one person you’ve shared most of your life with. Ever again. Such finality. Death. Dr. Couser would have a field day with me right now. All of her talk about a higher power, a God, having faith in something more, is all bullshit. It’s hard to envision something better for your life when all you’re expecting is loss.


    I want to scream.


    “Anything I say up here won’t bring her back. It’s not going to give any of you closure. Fuck, it’s not doing anything for me.” I rake my hand down my face, trying to search for the words that would convey who she really was. She’s been so sick for so long she’s not the same person. “It’s hard to remember someone who couldn’t even remember herself.”


    I throw my head back and growl in frustration. “I may be an asshole for saying this, but she’s been dead for far longer than her body has been in the ground. Her disease took that away from me. No. Shit,” I pause. “Sorry…it took it away from her. Always her.” As fast as my anger rose, my restlessness defeats me. I rake my hands through my already tousled hair and swipe my hand down my face. The tears I wipe away make me sigh, tiredly. Looking down, I clasp my hands in front of me. I feel like a little boy. Lost. Lonely. “She didn’t even remember me the last time I saw her.”


    It’s not until I feel someone rubbing my forearm that I realize my eyes are shut. I look up into the most empathetic eyes I’ve ever seen and lose it. Elyssa wraps her arms around me, holding me up, while my body releases all the tension I’ve kept in so tight. I’m not sure how long we stand there, but I feel her pull me closer and move me off to the side. All I can hear is the beating of my own breaking heart.


    Well, that didn’t go as planned.


    When I hear the pastor say, “Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust,” I brave a look in his direction. Words said over and over at hundreds of thousands of funerals, but I finally get them. As Nana is lowered into the ground, into the solid earth formed of dirt and dust, I lower my head. We come from the Earth, therefore it is befitting that we are returned to the Earth.


    I shake my head in disbelief. Sadly, the realization doesn’t make it any easier.


    It’s been little over a week and I still haven’t been able to accept that she’s gone.


    Gone. Yet the world still revolves and people go on. I feel like my old troubled self. Reverting back to the emotions I felt when I lost my mother. I’ve come full circle. Difference is that I had my grandmother, my one constant, to pick up the pieces. I fell apart when I lost my mom. But now I feel shattered.


    I couldn’t even step up to her casket during the viewing. How pathetic am I?


    “Alex…I’m so sorry.” Rachel approaches, her arms already wrapping around me. I know what I must look like. I can see her, but I feel as if I’m looking at vacant space. Her and Bryan cut their honeymoon short once Elyssa called them and told them about Nana.


    I know I should feel bad about this, but these days I don’t feel anything but sad.


    And numb.


    I feel numb. I literally cannot feel anything.


    And lost. Lost as if the compass guiding my direction suddenly ceased to exist. How do you keep going, how do you know what direction you are supposed to go when you don’t know left from right? North from South?


    Even worse is that I’m pulling Elyssa down this path of uncertainty with me. She continues to smile her beautiful smile, handling all of the details that I couldn’t pull myself together to make. She planned everything from the moment I fell asleep that fateful morning. She coordinated all the funeral arrangements and was up managing and directing the catering company she hired. They were at the house too early for my liking, but Elyssa just kissed me tenderly on the lips and told me she would handle it. The only promise I bound her to, was that she does whatever she needs to from the couch. She willingly promised, not needing the reminder of the whys. She agreed she didn’t want to end up in the hospital. Again, I have no idea how she finds the strength to do all of this, and continue to hold me up.


    “Hey man.” Two words spoken, but the tears in Bryan’s eyes communicate all that’s needed. He knows my pain. Instead of our standard man hug, he brings me in, his arms staying around me for longer than normal.


    The clearing of throats behind me could only be Trevor and Travis waiting for their turn. When we break apart, Bryan practically throws me towards the brothers. Janice is gripping Elyssa’s arm nearby. I look around at my tight circle of friends, acquaintances, and employees only to feel more lost. I make eye contact with Frank, then Taylor, and have no words for them. They shouldn’t even be here, but they both insisted. Insisted because there was yet another threat to my life today. Today, the day I mourn my grandmother. I wish I could care right now, but I don’t have enough strength. I suppose it’s a good thing they’re here. To care for me when I can’t. Everyone close enough to circle me is waiting for a sign of what they can do to help. But I have no guidance. No words of wisdom.


    “Are we going back to your house?” Trevor breaks the silence. I don’t answer. Instead, Elyssa speaks up, stepping forward to grab my hand and pull me toward the car.


    “Yes,” she answers to anyone who’s listening. “Let’s all head over now.” She tugs on me gently, but my body doesn’t budge. Instead, my eyes move to the dark plot.


    It’s fucked up, the thoughts that go through your mind during these times. I’ve asked myself over and over again if she suffered in her final hours, if she felt alone, if she knew I loved her. And for what? All that is doing is driving me fucking mad.


    We’re almost to the car as I hear Elyssa gasp. I look at her half expecting to find that a cruel joke has been played. That Nana will jump out of the car, healthy, smiling offering me a peanut butter and banana sandwich. My heart practically beats out of my chest with hope. When I follow her eyes my heart hardens and immediately my mood darkens.


    Rage surges as I drop Elyssa’s hand and move forward, shielding her from the impending fight.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I demand of the man who is half responsible for my conception, the other half being the angel he swindled into giving up her life.


    “I had to witness it with my own eyes, to see that God finally listened to my prayers. She’s always been a meddlesome little cunt,” he gestures towards the canopy hanging over my grandmother’s plot. “I swear, I thought that old bird would surpass us all.”


    Before I close my eyes to reign in my ire, I see Frank and Taylor flank me on both sides. This is not the place to get into it with him. I focus on my breathing, hoping to ignore his words and the callous smirk on his face. I feel Elyssa at my back before I hear her. Her hands grip my bicep as she pulls me back towards the group, speaking over my shoulder. “You need to leave.”


    “You, little girl, need to stay out of this,” he points his finger at her threateningly. His slurred words don’t go unnoticed.


    Ignoring his demeaning tone, Elyssa fights a battle she shouldn’t have to. “He doesn’t need you here. Have some sense of decency and just leave.” My arm reaches out to keep her behind me. I don’t know how much more self-control I have.


    He takes a wobbled step closer, but catches himself and straightens just as Taylor moves to place himself between us. I stop short and watch carefully, brows furrowing. With his back to Gary’s front, one might assume Taylor’s protecting Gary from me. And not the other way around.


    Staring into the eyes of the man I’ve paid to protect me and mine, I find myself even more pissed off. Seeing his mistake, Taylor quickly moves to stand in front of me, reminding Gary that he needs to listen to Elyssa’s request for him to leave.


    Gary doesn’t respond well to being told what to do and stands his ground. After giving Taylor a wary look which lasts a too long moment, he drops the tough guy act and proceeds to laugh in his face. Taylor tenses, but then repeats himself. “Mr. Dunn you need to leave the premises. Now!” Gary’s amusement and Taylor’s renewed anger would be comical if I wasn’t so despondent.


    With each menacing step he takes, he blatantly ignores Taylor’s demands. At the same time I retreat into my memories of him standing over my mother, screaming as he watches her cry and beg for him to stop.


    “Listen bitch…”


    None. I have no control. My sanity breaks.


    “You motherfucker,” I roar, my voice sounding unlike my own.


    “Alex!” I hear my name and then nothing. Everything goes black.


    When I’m thrown against something hard, with my face pushed against the surface, the darkness fades. I continue to struggle. My muscles strain as I fight to get free. From whom, I’m not sure.


    But I don’t stop.


    I can’t stop.


    “Stop resisting…” I hear from behind me, closer than I expect.


    “Please. Let him go. You’re hurting him!” My vision comes back, blurry at first, but as my eyes focus the first image I see is Elyssa. Crying and struggling in the arms of Taylor with her sister close by.


    It’s then I realize my arms are pinned behind my back. The weight of a man’s forearm is resting on my shoulder blades. Frank? Taylor? Where the fuck is my security?!


    “Calm the fuck down,” someone grits behind me. I continue to struggle to get free in hopes of getting to her.


    “Get off me,” I demand through gritted teeth.


    “Alex, please,” Elyssa begs. The absolute terror in her eyes stills me. “Please, don’t fight them.”


    It’s then I see a stretcher with my dad on it. I see red. Once again I struggle for them to release me. The need to finish the job I started consumes me.


    “You’re lucky, you fucking asshole. Just a few more minutes and you’d be dead. You’re a piece of shit. The thought I even came from you repulses me. Wait until I’m released. If you think this is over, you’re out of your God damn mind. You’re dead! Do you hear me, motherfucker. You. Are. Dead.” His face is covered in blood, but I don’t miss the devious smirk fleeting across his face. I hope he rots in hell.


    “Alex, please. Calm down.” Elyssa collapses against Travis, clutching his shirt tightly, hiding her face as she sobs. “Just stop.”


    “Mr. James, you have the right to remain silent. Anything and everything that you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you.” I hear the handcuffs before feeling the tightness around my wrists.


    “Please, he didn’t know what he was doing. We just buried his grandmother,” Elyssa begs. “Please, he’s not a dangerous person,” she cries.


    The officer, who I now know isn’t a part of my security team, huffs as [image: ]he pulls me up off the hood of the car. “Tell that to the man in the back of the ambulance.”


    The moment I look into her blotchy, yet still beautiful face, I know I messed up. It’s been a long time, but I let my rage get the best of me. I let him goad me into reacting, which is exactly what he wanted.


    “Taylor, please take Elyssa home,” I ask, looking around the officer as he pushes me towards the squad car. Elyssa, along with our friends, are frozen watching me as I’m ushered away. I don’t need her to watch this. I need them to do as I ask. “Taylor, fucking take her home. Now!” I urge, as pissed off as I sound.


    Finally, I see Taylor lift her into his arms, carrying my Hart away, sobbing hysterically, before I’m ducked into the back of the squad car.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    


    Saturday, March 2


    ELYSSA…


    “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care the cost, Bryan. Just get him out. We need to get him out of there.” Panic sets in as the minutes pass by. With my anxiety getting the best of me, I’m starting to feel dull pains in my lower abdomen. Not good. I take a calming breath and release it as I continue to pace. It’s not that I don’t think Alex can handle himself in jail, because we all know he can. But he doesn’t need any more guilt. Dealing with the loss of his grandmother is already enough on his fragile psyche.


    “E, I’m doing everything I can. They keep telling me that he got arrested at the wrong time. The soonest we’re looking at is Monday morning.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” a humorless chuckle escapes. “He’s the CEO of a Fortune 500 company and you’re saying that no one can do anything?” I bend over a little, only now feeling the pain in my lower back.


    “Janice called the lawyer, they’re working on it from their angle as well as public relations,” Bryan adds. I nod, only because I know they’re doing everything they can to get Alex out of jail. He doesn’t belong there and the sooner we can get him out the better.


    Closing my eyes at my impending headache, I rub my temples to ward off the pain. I really should sit down, but I’m too wired to sit idle. I’m startled when Frank, flanked by a younger guard, enter the living room. I almost forgot they had been stationed in the kitchen, doing God knows what, because they obviously haven’t been doing the job they’re paid for.


    Let the stand off begin. If he couldn’t tell by my incessant yelling and breakdowns, that I was furious, he will in about two point five seconds.


    Standing to my full height, I look up into the eyes of the man who is solely responsible for protecting Alex. On the edge of the living room, arms crossed over his broad chest, Frank is the most imposing man I’ve ever seen. He looks fierce and pissed off standing there in his fitted black shirt and cargo pants. Join the club. If I weren’t so overwhelmed with everything, I’d be intimidated by his presence.


    On the other hand, Frank’s minion is less intimidating, with a much smaller build. He kind of looks like Alex, but with sandy blonde hair; his twinkling blue eyes set off his chiseled jaw. Unlike Frank, his style is younger, more of a beatnik style. With a black fedora and matching skinny black tie, he stands out next to Frank. To match his younger style, he’s wearing black Converse. He gives me a tentative smile, but doesn’t say anything.


    “I’m trying to understand what the hell Alex pays you for, Frank,” I say, taking a step in his direction. He doesn’t respond, nor should he. “Can you please explain to me how this keeps happening? Why there are so many cracks in your supposed high and mighty security detail? You’re supposed to be here to protect us, yet we can’t even grieve properly. Alex is in jail, Frank. And if you couldn’t tell, I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown,” I finish off, hysterically.


    By the time I’m done yelling, I’m standing directly in front of him. He doesn’t seem phased and that ticks me off even more. Out of my peripheral, I see Mr. Converse step up to me. I turn my head and glare at him. He puts his hands out to placate me, which again makes me more pissed. I am not a lion in a cage. I am an angry, pregnant woman who has her hands tied behind her back.


    “Ms. Hart, Frank, if you don’t mind…”


    “Actually, I do mind,” I huff. “Who the hell are you?”


    Extending his hand, I dismiss the offer and instead cross my arms against my chest. He looks unaffected, and says, “Sorry, I haven’t introduced myself earlier. I’m Taylor, Mr. Deline’s second in command.”


    I scoff, ready to rip into his obvious lack of commitment but am interrupted yet again. “Taylor, it’s okay. I have this,” Frank orders.


    I whip my head back around at the sound of his voice, keeping clear note as to where Taylor is positioned. There’s something that I’m equally intrigued and wary of when it comes to him.


    “We were dealing with an immediate threat, Ms. Hart. I apologize, but we felt our attention was best focused on the breach.”


    “What breach?” I demand, putting my hand on the wall for support. I’m starting to get winded, which could just be from my ire, but I’m starting to think there might be something wrong. I need to wrap this up.


    “I’d feel more confortable speaking to Mr. James about this first.” I glare at him. “Again my apologies, Ms. Hart.” He turns, effectively dismissing me and asks to speak to Rachel and Bryan in the kitchen. I was going to push him on where his loyalty lies, but I decide maybe it’s best just to leave it alone. I’ll let Alex worry about Frank and his gaggle of unacceptable men.


    Taylor moves to my side, seeing my discomfort and helps me to sit down on the nearby couch. I’m surprised when he doesn’t follow them into the kitchen, instead choosing to sit next to me. Right next to me. If Alex were here, he would be all over him. But, he’s not and I don’t have the energy to even question what he’s doing.


    “Are you okay, Elyssa?” he asks. I find it oddly comforting that he used my first name. I nod and sink into the couch, resting my hands on my belly. Silently I tell LJ that everything will be okay.


    “How much longer do you have?” he asks, pointing to my protruding belly. I’m not sure why, maybe because I’m so tired, but unlike other people when they ask, I don’t mind his intrusive question. I don’t know him, yet I feel strangely at ease. There’s something in his eyes that makes me want to trust him. They aren’t as blue as Alex’s, but they seem peculiarly reassuring. He may be paid to be here, but for whatever reason he seems to genuinely want to know.


    “I’m just shy of the half way mark,” I smile, absently thinking that I love being pregnant. I’m glad that so far, minus the bed rest, I’ve had a pretty okay pregnancy. Yes, I’m exhausted and I’m most definitely hormonal, but knowing how much love I have growing inside me pushes me through. I can’t wait to meet her and I love how this has changed Alex. For the better.


    “Well, please let me say that pregnancy suits you, because you look absolutely beautiful,” his smile lights up his whole face. “I’d also like to add that if she looks anything like her mother, the world better watch out,” he says with a wink.


    I blush; I full on, head to toe, blush. Hey, no judging; I can’t help it. It’s not every day that a stranger of sorts tells you how nice you look, especially when you’re pregnant with another man’s child. Sure, Alex tells me all the time how good I look, how he wants to strip me naked and ravish me until I scream his name…oh hell, now I’m hot for a different reason. I look around the room attempting to calm my red-hot need, when I make the mistake at looking over at Taylor. I’m not sure if I like what I see. Before he can control his features, the one thing I never wanted to see from another man besides Alex, was smoldering on his face. Lust.


    In order to keep some modicum of professionalism, because let’s face it…I could’ve very well imagined it…I change the subject. “So Taylor, where are you from?”


    He shakes his head, but answers. “San Diego originally. I’ve lived in Vegas for the past ten months. Doing recon and then got the job with Frank a few months ago.”


    I love San Diego and have no qualms in telling him that. “Last time I was there, I had a great time. I met some really cool people and ended up having a picnic on the beach while we watched the guys out on the water.” I stop and smile, reminiscing about my brief time with Oliver. “It really made me miss being close to the ocean.”


    “Oliver’s good, but he’s got nothing on me,” he laughs. “I’ve surfed since I was …”


    I stopped listening because even though I can see his mouth moving, I’m a little stunned. How would he have known I was talking about Oliver? Didn’t he just say he’s only worked for Frank for a few months? And even with that, he wouldn’t know why or who I went to San Diego with.


    “Elyssa? Earth to Elyssa,” he says, waiving his hand in front of my face.


    I cock my head to the side, trying to figure him out. “Sorry, you were saying something about surfing?”


    “Well, yeah. I didn’t think you were watching your friends swim. Surfing was just the natural conclusion. Was I wrong?” He looks at me as if he knows he’s not.


    “No, no, you’re right. I guess I didn’t realize how much of my life you were privy too. Caught me off guard. But how do you know I was with Oliver?”


    “I’m sorry, sometimes I forget that I know so much about you, yet you’ve only just met me.” He looks at me with wide eyes. His sincerity almost floors me. When I nod in understanding, because really, that’s as good an explanation as any, he continues. “I only figured it would be surfing by your comments and I only assumed you were talking about Oliver because Alex doesn’t seem the type to go boarding. Not relaxed enough. That and we have background checks on every one of your friends. So, I’m pretty sure I know just as much about Oliver as I do you.”


    Huh. Now I kind of feel bad for my earlier ramblings about them not taking their job seriously. I look over at him, peeling my eyes away from my engagement ring that I’ve been nervously twirling. The knot in my stomach begins to unravel when I look into his smiling face.


    “So you were saying you’ve been surfing since you were how old?”


    My attempts to restart the conversations are short lived when I hear hushed voices approaching the living room. Bryan, Rachel and Frank reenter the room and my attempt to get up off the couch is stopped short by my new friend Taylor. My mild irritations at not being able to do something as simple as get off the couch without help is thwarted when I look into his eyes and see the sincerity in his smile. Instead, I change tactics and return my glare to Frank. “I can’t believe…” I start, but a sharp pain quickly cuts me off. I’ve been trying to hide my discomfort. The moment Rachel knows I’m having any sort of cramping she’s going to force me to the hospital.


    Bryan chimes in, “E, you need to calm down. I can see you’re in pain and Alex would cut off my balls if he knew you or the baby were in any kind of distress.”


    “Are you in pain?” Rachel interjects. I can see the worry in her eyes as she comes over to sit next to me on the couch.


    “Rach…”


    “Before you lie to me, remember that you’re pregnant, carrying my niece. Alex knows the baby is a priority. Let Bryan worry about him and let me take you to the hospital.”


    “Rach...”


    She’s already at the front, grabbing her purse and keys from the table at the entryway when she says, “Don’t Rach me. Get your pregnant ass up and in my car.”


    I don’t argue. Instead, Taylor helps me get up. Holding my hand he grabs my purse and leads me out the front door.


    


    Sunday, March 3


    It’s already nine the next morning by the time we get back to Rachel’s house because the hospital wanted to keep me for observation. I received the same lecture from Dr. Parker…stress and too much time spent on my feet aggravates my condition. With all the commotion between planning Nana’s funeral to Alex being taken to jail I guess it amplified everything. I feel as if I haven’t had time to breathe, let alone mourn our loss. From the moment we found out, I’ve been constantly going. Not really the definition of bed rest. In order to leave the hospital I promised Dr. Parker I would do better.


    “Do you want me to get you something to eat?” Rachel asks, before heading toward the kitchen. When she looks over her shoulder, I shake my head. I have no appetite.


    With my eyes heavy with exhaustion, I flop on the couch. There’s a slight oxymoron when it comes to hospitals. Many times, the road to recovery is paved with rest; however, how many people can honestly say they were able to relax in the hospital? In reality, they are the breeding ground for anxiety and everything opposite of rest and relaxation.


    “I’m going to try to get some sleep before I have to work tomorrow.” Rachel inches closer to me, kissing my head and giving me an awkward side hug. “Let me know if you need anything.”


    It’s at that moment that both Rachel and I jump at the unusually loud noise coming from my phone. Sitting on the coffee table in front of me, I stare at it curiously as I’ve never heard the blaring alarm. In unison, out of curiosity and a little bit of fear, we glance at my screen. It’s then I notice the app for our security system sending me a notification. It shows that someone tripped the alarm at our house.


    Almost immediately my phone rings. “Hello?” I answer after only one ring.


    “Hello Ms. Hart, this is Coaster Security. Are you in your home, Miss?”


    “No, I’m away,” my voice shakes.


    “Alright, stay where you are. We’re sending units to your house now.” I nod my head, even though he can’t see me. “We’ll be in contact with you once the house is secured.”


    “Okay, thank you,” I say to a dead phone. He didn’t even wait for me to finish before hanging up. What the hell is going on?


    “What was that?” Rachel asks, clearly concerned. She sits next to me on the couch once she realizes her plan to finally get some sleep has been foiled.


    “That was the security company,” I respond and even to me, my voice sounds dead. I look into my sister’s eyes and plead with her to make it all go away. “Someone just triggered our alarm.”


    “At your house?” she gasps. I nod. “God, as if this weekend couldn’t get any worse.” She tilts her head back, closing her eyes in exhaustion.


    I’d agree with her if I didn’t have an overwhelming feeling that this was just the tip of the iceberg.


    


    Monday, March 4


    ALEX…


    “Here are your belongings, Mr. James. Have a nice day and hope we don’t see you again.” The officer hands me an envelope with the few contents I had on me at the time of my arrest. Exiting the door to join society once again, I glance over and notice Bryan sitting on a nearby chair. He looks like he hasn’t slept for at least forty-eight hours. Welcome to the club my friend. Welcome to the club.


    Bryan stands, pulling me into a hug. “You look like shit.” I haven’t been an overly affectionate person since my mom died; however I’ve noticed that with my newfound family, I’ve become more comfortable with their affections.


    “As do you, asshole.” I shake my head with a sigh. “Thanks for bailing me out.”


    Not caring how either of us looks, I ask him how Elyssa is. When I called home last night and asked him to put her on the phone, he originally tried to tell me she was sleeping. If it were anyone else, I’d believe him. But knowing her the way I do, she wouldn’t want to miss my call.


    Needless to say, I really wasn’t amused when he finally told me the truth. And when he did, I wanted to pull every last strand of my overgrown hair out. I’m such a selfish bastard. Why I didn’t think about how much stress I’d put on the two most important people in my life, I will never know. In the moment all I could think about was killing, yes killing, my dad. Yet another thing to add to the forever growing pile of shit I can’t control; another thing to regret.


    I knew the days leading to Nana’s funeral were a lot for her. I checked out the day she died, unconsciously letting Elyssa deal with all of that added stress. Now, I unintentionally left her after yet another poor decision and because of all of the added mess she ended up in the hospital. I jeopardized her and our baby.


    Fuck. I can’t get anything right with this girl.


    “Where is she?” I demand, wanting him to take me to wherever she is. The need to see her, to feel her, to touch the place where my future rests, consumes me.


    “Calm down. I’m taking you to our house, but you can’t go in there and act all caveman. She’s finally resting.” When I look over at him as we walk to his car, I get the distinct feeling that she’s been doing everything but what she’s supposed to be doing. But, he placates me and says, “Don’t worry, she and the baby are okay. She’s just anxious to see your dumb ass so let’s not keep her waiting.”


    ~~~~~


    Ex-Playboy and now CEO of Salerno Health, Alexander James, was released from Clark County Detention Center this morning. Sources have confirmed the battery charge he received over the weekend has now been dropped. The identity of the victim is still unknown as well as the reason for the altercation. We hope to have more on this breaking story in the days to come.


    The moment I walk through the door and hear the sounds coming from the television my anxiety spikes. Victim? Bullshit. If anyone’s the victim, it’s my damn fiancée. Elyssa’s a novice to the shit-storm my dad brings when he’s around, and she shouldn’t have to deal with my father’s vast array of issues.


    Or mine.


    If I weren’t so selfish, I’d tell Elyssa to run as far away as possible. I’d remind her how volatile I am and how much pain all the baggage being with me can and will cause. The shit that’s piled high on my shoulders is enough to fill up not one, but more like four closets.


    As I approach the entryway into Rachel and Bryan’s living room I expect a tirade of insults and yelling to ensue the moment her eyes lay upon me. Instead, my breath hitches when I see Elyssa cuddled up on the couch; blanket around her swollen body as she lies in Rachel’s lap.


    I hesitate to stir her from her comfortable spot and instead watch her, soaking her in. She’s so fucking beautiful. I find it fascinating what a mother will go through to protect her child. Even with all the trauma her poor body has been through, she’s still here. Although there is so much working against her, she continues to shelter our baby, fighting to keep her safe.


    If it’s even possible, I might’ve just fell in love with her more than I already am.


    “El,” Rachel nudges her just enough to grab her attention when she notices me hovering in the doorway.


    I watch in rapt interest as she stands clumsily allowing the blanket to fall off her restless body. Eyes watering as I walk closer, I stop when I’m standing just a few inches in front of her. I’m afraid to touch her, to soil her with where I’ve been for the past two days. I can’t imagine what I look like after sitting in a room where everyone sleeps, shits, and pisses, sometimes at the same time.


    “I need a shower,” I explain, hands extended to keep her at bay.


    Her head shakes from side to side as she practically jumps into my arms. Reflexively, my arms wrap around her and I breathe her in and immediately relax. Her scent reminds me that I’m home. I don’t know why I ever try to resist her. I close my eyes as she places her gentle hands on my face while I allow her caring eyes to roam over me in concern.


    “You’re not mad?” I ask, reluctantly opening my tired eyes. Once again, she shakes her head. Without words, her bottom lip trembles as she fights the urge not to cry. “You should be,” I whisper, resting my forehead against hers.


    The paper band around her wrist draws my attention as she affectionately brushes her fingers over my two-day stubble. I toy with the band, knowing immediately what it is, but still needing an explanation. “Are you and the baby okay?”


    “I had some cramps, but we’re okay.” I can’t stop the overwhelming need to crush her to my chest. I know she can sense my anxiety, so she pacifies me with more information. “I was dehydrated which caused the cramping and my exhaustion. But I promise, we’re fine. I’m resting and I’m better.” I try to look away, shamed by my behavior. Instead, she grasps my face with both hands, forcing me to look into those beautiful green eyes. “Alex, I’m fine,” she says with such resolution. “We’re fine.”


    It’s then I realize she’s been on her feet the entire conversation, which can’t be good. I lift her and bring her over to sit on the nearby loveseat. “Hart, I don’t know if I can forgive myself.”


    “Hey, listen to me. There’s nothing to forgive,” she whispers, nestling against me.


    Within minutes, her soft purr lets me know she’s asleep. I sit back, adjusting her in my arms in hopes of making her more comfortable. Both Rachel and Bryan watch as I cradle her against me, their faces showing the empathy and love that only a real family can give.


    “I should have been here,” I speak as softly as possible. After her weekend, I don’t want to give her any reason to wake up.


    “And what would you have done?” Bryan pulls Rachel next to him on the couch. They both look as exhausted as I feel.


    “We took care of her, Alex,” Rachel adds. “No one blames you for how you reacted.”


    “I know and I’m thankful. I just don’t know how all this happened.” Rachel’s compassion and selflessness makes me feel even worse. Although Rachel’s words are meant to comfort, the hollowness in the pit of my stomach grows. I wasn’t there when she needed me, and as much as I am thankful, I’m also thoroughly pissed at myself.


    “Well, that’s easy,” Rachel explains. I lift my head up. This ought to be good. She smirks. “You have anger problems. But, seeing as though I did the same thing to Arianna only recently, I can’t really be a hypocrite. Hello pot, this is the kettle calling.” She smiles through her bleary face.


    “Yes, but the difference is, you didn’t go to jail,” I point out.


    “You’re right. I didn’t. It’s just your dumb luck the police were called. The thing that makes us similar is that I didn’t give a shit either. I didn’t care about the consequences, about what would happen to me. Or, for that matter, what my actions would mean to you or Elyssa. I reacted and in all honesty, it was worth it.”


    Bryan interjects, “Can’t deny, Arianna is the female equivalent of your dad.”


    Huh. I didn’t think of it that way. He’s right. The two of them are a pair. They can go fuck themselves.


    Bryan offers his take on the situation. “Come on man. It must have felt good to lay into him after all this time. No one blames you, especially E.”


    “She should. I’ve done nothing but bring too much baggage into her life and now she’s drowning in it.” I take my right hand off Elyssa’s thigh and rest my head in it.


    “You could never let her drown.” Rachel’s assurance is heartfelt, but she can’t really know how Elyssa feels.


    Leaning against Bryan’s shoulder, Rachel closes her eyes. He pulls her in closer, making me feel that this is all worth it. Family is worth it. “Seriously man, this is our family. Between you, Rachel, and me nothing is going to happen to E or your baby. Plus, you have the super squad tailing her ass everywhere she goes.”


    “Yeah man, I get it. But, sometimes the emotional strain causes more damage than the physical.” I know this for a fact considering Arianna was bullying Elyssa for the first part of our relationship without me ever knowing.


    “We’ll get through this, bro. My niece will be the most loved and spoiled child on the face of the planet,” he chuckles.


    “Thanks man.” I tighten my hold on Elyssa, closing my eyes for the first time in two days. I allow my defenses to drop and let the sounds of my slumbering family lull me to sleep.


    That shower’s gonna have to wait.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    


    Tuesday, March 5


    ALEX…


    It’s odd feeling safe. When one grows up in a place where you’re afraid to walk into the living room, knowing at any moment the monster known as your father could be lurking behind any given door. And even though it’s been more than ten years since I’ve had to deal with him on a personal level, I’m not so sure I’ve ever truly felt safe. I’ve felt used, powerful, wanted, but never safe.


    My false sense of security stems from the inevitable pattern my mom and I fell into. I was about five or six when my mom left my dad for what would be the first of many times. Of course, that sense of freedom was short lived. She went back after a few days. This would continue for the next few years, and even though I know she was trying to do what was best for me and for her, the back and forth did more damage than good.


    So when the foreign feeling of contentment coursed through my soul when I woke with Elyssa in my arms, her sister and brother-in-law across from us, I knew this would be a turning point in my life. Here I am, a man about to embark on a new chapter with the love of his life. My mother must have done something right. For the first time in my entire adult life, being surrounded by friends and family, the comforts of worn furniture and nick-knacks, I felt safe.


    Although the loveseat is more comfortable than the hard concrete bed in jail, it’s doing nothing for my back. When I wake up with Elyssa still snuggled into my chest, I nudge Bryan with my foot to jostle him awake. I manage to get to my feet to find Bryan already at the door ready to lock up behind us. A sign of her true exhaustion, Elyssa doesn’t even stir when I bring her out to the car.


    Thirty minutes later, I walk into our home with Elyssa in my arms. I glance up at the clock on our barely decorated wall and see that it’s after midnight.


    “Alex,” Elyssa mumbles against my chest as I lay her on our bed. “Someone broke into the house.”


    “I know, Frank filled me in.”


    It was explained to me that the sensor was triggered when someone hopped the wall in the backyard. Fortunately, I hired the best so the cops were called immediately as well as instant notification sent to my security team. By the time they arrived, whoever attempted to break in was already long gone.


    Leaning down, I kiss her forehead before venturing into the bathroom. I can’t imagine climbing into the bed we share with the layers of filth on me. Stripping down, I make my way into the steaming hot shower. I make a mental note to burn the soiled clothes. Filled with dirt, blood and memories of horrid mistakes my crisp white shirt sits on the floor, unrecognizable. Bruises and scrapes on my knuckles and forearm…I can at least burn the clothes. The stain on my skin can’t be erased. Tide has nothing on my memories.


    I scrub my skin raw, feeling every ache and pain imaginable. When you’re in the midst of beating the shit out of your own father, you don’t feel anything but numbness. Raw emotion pours out of you and nothing else matters. It’s the aftermath that causes more pain. You feel everything.


    Stepping out the shower, I dry myself off but don’t bother with clothes. Slipping back the sheets, I settle in with Elyssa’s back against my chest. I wrap my arms around her, and breathe her in. The only thing better right now would be if I could bury myself deep inside her, but with everything that’s gone on, I’m content with just holding her.


    Stirring, Elyssa says something about how good I smell. Such an odd comment, yet I find it oddly adorable. That is, until she utters, “I hate feeling this way.” I almost crumble when her breathy voice hits me. I feel like I’m failing her. “Like I’m just waiting for the next bad thing to happen,” she sighs.


    “You know I’d protect you with my life, right?” I kiss her neck, loving the feeling of her pressed against me. My hands rest on her belly, desperately wanting to feel our baby move. Feeling a connection with your child, even before their born, makes every attempt to feel her worth it.


    She turns in my arms, exhaustion still evident on her face. “That’s what I’m worried about, Alex,” she murmurs.


    “Listen, you don’t need to worry about anything. Please,” I almost beg. “We have more important things to worry about, like starting our family. The only thing you should focus on is this right here,” gesturing between us. Selfishly, I want to consume her and have her only thoughts be of me and our family.


    “You were almost blown up,” she whispers, lips trembling as she shakes her head. “Our house was broken into. You can’t tell me not to worry.”


    “Technically, they attempted to blow me up and since we’re in said house, it’s obvious they didn’t get inside.” I know I shouldn’t devalue her concerns, but if I don’t she’d lose her shit.


    “Do I have to remind you about the first time someone broke into your house?” She’s clearly crying now, the awful memories coming back. She doesn’t have to remind me. I remember very clearly the night I found Delores beaten within inches of her life. And all too clearly, I remember looking up at my hooded attacker and imagining what it would feel like to have his neck between my hands, squeezing the life out of him.


    “No Hart, I don’t need to be reminded,” I say a little too harshly. “But, things are different now. I know what I’m working against now.”


    “I know Alex, I’m just so tired.” When she looks into my eyes, I can clearly see the exhaustion that plagues her. Another look, one that I can barely place, sweeps across her face. “I never told you, but I think…I think Cole is the one that attacked you.”


    I know she’s waiting for my reaction, waiting for me to get angry or say ‘I told you so,’ but I can’t. Because, “I’ve thought the same thing.”


    Shocked, she asks, “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    I shrug, “Why didn’t you?”


    “Because I didn’t want to believe. I didn’t want to believe that my supposed best friend, who I brought into your life, was the one who could have ended it. I wanted to believe he wasn’t capable of such cruelty.”


    I don’t blame her. She trusted him for so long and for what. The only actions I’ve ever seen come from Cole Brandt are hostility and deception. I’d like to say I tried to be nice to him, but from the get go he was an antagonizing little shit that needed to be squashed. He may have been her best friend/ex-boyfriend, but he was nothing to me. And thankfully, he’s no longer anything to her.


    But just to make sure, I ask, “Have you seen him?”


    She shakes her head slowly. I’m going to believe her because she knows what he did was bad. I’m not sure what she’d do if he came back into her life, but I’d hope she’d be a little more forthcoming about Cole than she was in the past.


    “I don’t know what I’d do if I did see him,” she explains, confirming my thoughts. “I honestly don’t think I could even look at him.”


    I pull her tighter against me. “Let’s hope you never have to.” The tension fades away as the silence sets in.


    “I missed you,” she sighs, resting her head on my shoulder. “I can’t imagine a life where you are no longer in it.”


    “And you’ll never have to.”


    Elyssa throws a leg over my thigh, allowing her belly to rest against me aligning perfectly against my arousal. I’m almost asleep, drifting off after what has amounted to a rough few days, when I feel a light tap against my side.


    I gasp, frantically moving in excitement. “Was that what I think it was?”


    “You felt that?” Even in the darkness of our bedroom I can still see her smile, shining up at me as she pulls my hand to her belly. Once again I feel the slight tapping against my hand.


    I’m in awe; completely bewildered by the life growing inside her. I move to settle on my stomach next to her, pulling up her shirt so I can see the swell of her abdomen. I kiss her belly, whispering how amazing and beautiful this moment is. My eyes lock on my hand, impatiently waiting for the next movement. “Does it hurt?”


    So hell-bent on feeling my baby kick from the outside, I never thought about what it would feel like from the inside. “Does it hurt?” she asks in confusion. I nod. She chuckles lightly, moving my hand over half an inch. Shaking her head, she says, “No, not one bit. It’s hard to explain, but it’s the most amazing feeling in the world. It’s unlike anything else I’ve ever felt.”


    My heart swells and the stress of the past few days float away. I wish I could say that I won’t ever do anything to put myself in harms way again, anything that would take me away from her and the baby, but I’d be a lying asshole if I did. The truth is I love her enough to always fight for her. To always shield her from the rest of the world. If that means that I get in the way, that I fight to free her from any kind of pain or misery, I will continue to do so. For her and our unborn child.


    Gently rubbing my fingers over her sensitive flesh, I suggest a name I’ve been pondering for a while. “What about Cadence?”


    “For her name?” she asks.


    “Cadence Molly James.” Hearing my grandmother’s name creates a lump in my throat, but I push it back. I know she’d love if we named the baby after her; to keep the memory of her alive.


    Elyssa hums, mulling it around in her head with her eyes closed. “Where did you come up with Cadence?”


    “She speaks to my soul,” I explain, with a smile lifting up my face. “It’s as if the rhythm of our lives was changed the moment she became part of it.”


    “Cadence Molly James,” Elyssa repeats again. My grin takes over my face when I feel the baby tap against my hand. “Well, then it’s settled,” she coos at her belly. “I think she likes her name. Don’t you Cadie?”


    “Cadie? Like Katie?” I ask,


    She looks up at me tentatively and nods. “I think it’s cute.”


    I settle on my side, pulling my girls against me. “I love you, Hart. I never imagined I could have so much in my life. I’m never giving you up.”


    “That’s the beauty of love, Alex. You never have to.” Her eyes close as she trails off, her breathing becoming my own lullaby calling me to slumber.


    


    Wednesday, March 6


    “Mr. James, I need you to stay inside.”


    I glance nervously towards the bathroom, thanking whoever’s listening to my silent prayer that I can still hear the sound of running water. I pace the length of our bedroom, hoping this conversation ends before Elyssa finishes with her shower.


    Clenching the phone tightly, I ask, “What’s going on Frank?”


    “Sir, there’s been another threat. We were prepared though and I already have my men doing a sweep of both cars and the house. Currently, they haven’t found anything, sir. But just to be safe we’re running analytics on the note.”


    I can feel the muscles in my neck strain as I roll my head trying to find a release; adjusting to find a bit of comfort in all of my current tension. “Frank, what did it say?”


    “The same.” I nod, although he can’t see me. Frank is referring to the ominous threats of violence not only to myself but to Elyssa as well.


    Although I asked, I’m relieved he doesn’t tell me the specifics. Just knowing there’s someone out there trying to get to us is enough to deal with. What’s worse is nowadays, with my new position at Salerno, I have so many enemies that I wouldn’t have a clue who to single out. Frank has asked me repeatedly if I have any assumptions about who the threats could be from. I wish I could tell him, but the only ones who are definitively on the top of my list are my dad and/or Arianna.


    On one hand, the warnings are idle and simply focused on ruining everything I’ve built. Unfortunately, whoever is doing this knows how to push it to the next level by targeting Elyssa. But, on the other, the intimidation is becoming real. When the bombing went off, I was rattled, but dealing with not only the break-in, but with my Nana’s death, has brought me to my breaking point. Hence the nights spent in jail.


    At this point, I’m not ruling anything out but I would hate to be the one on the other end if I find out they were responsible for my grandmothers’ demise. Because I had my suspicions, the need to know exactly what happened has consumed me. Her sudden death is like a dark cloud hanging over my head. I wasn’t eating and sleep was out of the question. When, on day three of her passing, I looked in the mirror and saw my disheveled self, I immediately went to her physician and together we ordered the autopsy.


    Regardless of the reason for her death, if it was a part of this asinine plot to get at me or not, I should have done more to ensure she was cared for. And for that, I failed.


    “Mr. James?”


    “Yes, sorry, just let me know when it’s clear to leave.” My blood is boiling, so when the harshness of my voice penetrates through the phone, I apologize. Yet again.


    “Yes sir. As soon as we have the threat cleared, I will call you.” I nod, again forgetting he can’t see me. “I’m on your detail today, I’ll be ready to go when you are.”


    “No,” I retort. “You’ll be with Elyssa. She’s going to the college to talk to a counselor. I don’t want any issues there. I need your attention focused on her.”


    “Sir, I need to press the fact my services would be best used on your detail. You have a flight to Reno and several public appearances. I don’t feel…”


    “Your focus needs to be on her. Without her…” I trail off. “Frank, don’t fucking argue with me. If you want to continue your employment, she’s your priority. I trust that you’ll take care of her.”


    I can sense the reluctance, but Frank finally agrees. He hangs up, agreeing to text me when he feels the threat has been diminished. I sigh, hanging my head. It’s too early to be this tired.


    “I thought you would’ve left by now,” Elyssa startles me out of my funk. When I look over to the doorway to our bathroom, I find her standing wrapped in a fluffy white towel. My eyes soften just looking at his glistening body. So fucking beautiful; from head to toe she’s pure perfection.


    She laughs as she does this half strut, half waddle, across the room. The tease twirls the fabric around her finger to reveal the black bra and panty set she pulled out of the dresser. “Stop looking at me like that or you’re going to be late.”


    I prowl towards her and sweep her dripping hair off the side of her neck. Not touching her body, I breathe against her sending a shiver across her collarbone. “And how was I looking at you, Ms. Hart?”


    Careful not to touch me, she slowly steps into her underwear, shimmying them up her thighs before answering. “Like you want to eat me.”


    That’s all the invitation I need. I reach for her, press my front against her slick back, and grind my hard cock against her taut behind. There’s no mistaking what she does to me. My hands find the tuck of the towel between her breasts; I slowly release the hold, allowing the towel to pool around her feet.


    “Alex…” her breath hitches as my hands massage her breasts. Watching her fall apart in my arms in the full-length mirror sears my eyes with the most beautiful woman in the world. I’m in awe of how amazing this woman is. She encompasses everything that is pure, yet can seduce me with the simple curve of her body and the way her eyes soften when she looks at me. The sound of her voice alone rocks me to my core.


    My hand dips past her swollen belly before brushing against her clit. I gently nudge her towards the bed. She turns before sitting on the edge with a wanton look in her eyes.


    “You’re going to be late.” Her words protest, yet her body responds as I urge her to lay back. Looking up the length of her body, I run my tongue along her folds. Her back arches off the bed in response.


    I’m not sure if it’s the pregnancy or my absolute adoration for her, but I’m salivating to the taste of her all too sweet juices. Just another thing to add to the list of positives about her being pregnant. Oh, and she comes harder.


    “I guess it’s a good thing the plane on the tarmac can’t leave without me, huh?” I say, lifting my head slightly. What I find is almost painful to see. She can’t hide her need, almost as if my absence hurts her.


    She moans, begging me, “Alex…please.”


    Her hands run through my hair, tugging roughly, turning me on even more. I suck on her clit, her body humming as I work her thoroughly with my mouth. Between her pants, her moans, and the slight vibration of her body I know she’s close.


    “Come for me,” I demand. Although the strain of my erection is almost too much to bear, I’m too engrossed in her pleasure. I forget about myself and only focus on her needs.


    Elyssa’s scream echoes throughout our bedroom, allowing her ecstasy to swallow her whole as she gives in to her carnal desires. If I had hours, I’d take off this suit and bury myself balls deep. Instead, I climb her body and kiss her lips. With the taste of her lingering, I bite on her lower lip and suck on her tongue.


    “If this is what I get to look forward to when you go out of town, you need to go on more trips,” she jokes.


    I’ll admit the anxiety of leaving her, especially with what’s happening outside, has heightened my need to leave her on a happy note. We’ve gotten better in the past couple of months. Now, when I leave town, I don’t feel like I’m going to come home to nothing. We’ve compromised and although I still have the obligatory out of town trips, I’m never gone longer than twenty-four hours. But, I don’t know how long I can keep that up.


    I pull her into my lap, kissing her neck as she hums in satisfaction. “Trying to get rid of me?”


    Snuggling closer, she answers me with a breathy laugh. “Only if that’s how you plan on saying goodbye each time you leave.”


    I groan. “Hart, I’d do that to you nightly if it would make you happy.”


    My pocket vibrates. Still holding her, I lean slightly to the left to pull out my phone. When I see the text from Frank saying he’s ready, I tell her, “Gotta go, Hart,” with a lingering kiss to her lips. She follows me when I scoot off the bed, grabbing a robe and tightens it around herself. I grab her by the belt, pulling her close to my hard body. “I wish I didn’t have to leave.”


    Standing on her tiptoes, she kisses me. I let my lips linger on hers, memorizing ever nip and bite of her luscious kiss. The softness of her lips, the taste of her tongue, the way her hands find the back of my head as she pulls me closer. I memorize everything.


    Now knowing what I’ve missed my whole life, never having many pleasant memories to draw from, I’m reluctant to ever miss a single one with Elyssa. She makes it easy to forget that my life was shit before her. In fact, the only memory I can recall right now with any clarity is one of my mother taking me to the beach. There was no violence, no one else, just us. That single memory got me through all the torturous years.


    But with Elyssa, there may be pain, but out of pain there is love. The best kind. The one that doesn’t hurt.


    I sigh, kissing her one last time before walking toward the door. “I’ll see you tonight.” She closes her eyes to my touch. “Don’t ever forget…I love you.” She stills, looks up to me and gives me the most adoring smile. A smile that will forever be engrained in my memory. I brush the back of my hand against her cheek before turning to walk away.


    “Always?” she asks, knowing full well what my answer will be.


    “Always, Hart. Always,” I call over my shoulder before leaving the room.


    Stepping out my front door, I see Frank waiting next to my car. A single black escalade with dark tinted windows sits running, waiting behind my new gunmetal Porche Panamera for me to make my next move. Two of Franks “most trusted men” sit in the car, patiently waiting stoically behind the wheel.


    “Sir, I wish you’d change your mind.” Although I’ve given him no room for discussion, Frank keeps on insisting he travel with me; however, I’ve been just as insistent that he stay with Elyssa.


    “Not going to say it again, Frank.” I point to our bedroom window. “She is what’s important. I can take care of myself.”


    Reluctantly, Frank nods with no further argument. “Safe travels, sir.”


    “See you back here tonight.” I say one final goodbye, looking up to our bedroom window, where Elyssa is watching our exchange.


    With a little wave I shoot her a blinding smile and get into my car. Frank’s men offered to drive, but I’m not losing all of my independence because of this. I refuse to give up all of my control.


    I am Alexander James after all.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    


    Wednesday, March 6


    ELYSSA…


    “If money wasn’t an issue, what would you want to do with your life? What is your passion, Ms. Hart?” Mrs. Coleman, my enrollment counselor, asks as she closes the door before settling behind her desk. In her mid-forties, black rimmed glasses, hair pulled up in a bun, Mrs. Coleman is exactly how I pictured she’d look based on our conversation earlier in the week. Her olive skin hides her age well, except for the crow’s feet and the wrinkles on her forehead. I could tell just by the sweetness and sincerity of her voice that I’d like her the moment we met.


    “I’d like to help people,” I answer easily and honestly. Technically, with what has transpired over the past few months, money isn’t an issue anymore. I haven’t sat down and thought about it, because growing up the way I did with only my sister and her income, money wasn’t something we talked about. I’m still the same ole Elyssa, wanting nothing more than to make it in the world, have the man of my dreams with a family of my own.


    So far…so good.


    Although I’ve worked hard at making my own way, I’m almost glad Arianna showed her true colors. It gave me insight as to what I didn’t want to do, which paved the way for my eagerness to get back to school to do something I would thoroughly enjoy. My love life has finally come full circle and I have my very own Prince Charming; sharing a home, baby on the way. Everything in my personal life seems to be where I’ve always imagined it to be. However, I still want to give back to the world; leave my mark in some way.


    “In what way?” she asks, moving her mouse forward to stop her screensaver from turning on. What a good question. I’ve known for a while I wanted to be a part of the solution, rather than the problem, so all I have to do is think back to different times in my life for inspiration.


    “After my parents died, I only had my sister. Don’t get me wrong; she’s been everything to me: mother, father, sister, and best friend. But she’d be the first one to admit she didn’t know the first thing about being a parent. I lost something when her role changed. I lost my best friend, my confidant. Growing up is hard enough, but losing your parents and your sister was a lot to handle at that age.”


    “So are you thinking of more along the lines of a psychology degree?”


    “Not necessarily.” When I was younger I needed someone who I could talk to, but also someone who could help me through those rough times. My sister had so many burdens placed on her shoulders that I didn’t want to add any more. Even after I got through the rough years of my adolescence, I needed someone. Being raped in college, not knowing how to deal with the sheer frustration, vulnerability, and even the feeling of being weak, I desperately needed someone outside of my circle to guide me through. The fact that I came out relatively decent is a miracle in itself.


    Looking past my own life and into Alex’s childhood, knowing what he went through, I know he could’ve used someone also. Even if he never admit it. After hearing all of his stories, the fact that his mother loved him isn’t in question. I hate to think bad about a woman who Alex clearly adored, but ignoring the signs your child is being mentally (if not physically) abused is almost as bad as doing the damage yourself.


    I know, without a doubt, I want to work with children, so I say as much. “Maybe something with children.”


    She looks at me with such fondness, it’s like I’ve known her for much longer than my twenty odd minutes that I’ve been here. “Okay, so like a social worker?” I toss that around in my head for a moment. I’d love to be an advocate for children. To be able to speak on their behalf when they need someone to be the voice of reasoning, to really try to make a difference in their lives.


    Shuffling papers around her desk, she finally finds the pen she was looking for and writes something down on what I know to be my file. After a few moments, she hands me some pamphlets. “There’s quite a lot out there that you could get into. There’s intervention, criminal justice and corrections, developmental disabilities, community outreach efforts; the list goes on and on.”


    I take a minute to read over the list, thumbing through the pamphlets. “I’d be interested in victim assistance, intervention or youth offender services,” I answer.


    “That’s interesting,” she muses.


    “How so?”


    “Well, they are completely different. For example, someone who’s interested in intervention would normally work for Child Protective Services. CPS works to improve a child’s home life or in more difficult circumstances, remove them from their home. Whereas, victim social work is more focused on helping one through with coping mechanisms. They attempt to help the individual understand what’s happened to them. And then you have the youth offenders who can be, and most likely are, responsible for causing the trauma. I find it fascinating you’d be interested in completely different spectrums of social work.”


    Confident in my reasoning, I don’t hesitate when I respond. “Life happens, Mrs. Coleman, and it shapes your views and who and how you want to be. My fiancé had a rough upbringing. He was in an abusive home and luckily got out. Unfortunately, it wasn’t until the damage to his psyche was already done. If it wasn’t for his grandmother, he could’ve gone down a completely different path. So in my eyes, not everyone who has committed a crime, especially as a child, is a lost cause.”


    The mention of Nana tugs at my heart. She may be gone, but there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think of her sweet smile and her undying love for her grandson. As time approaches for Cadence to finally join this world, it saddens me that she’ll never know firsthand how amazing her great grandmother was.


    Mrs. Coleman smiles as she begins typing into her computer. “I think you’ve found your calling, Ms. Hart.”


    An hour later, with a large envelope under my arm and my purse in the other, I shake Mrs. Coleman’s hand. “Thank you. You’ve made this whole process less traumatic,” I sigh loudly, expelling all the stress I had been feeling hours before.


    “I’ve enjoyed our time, Ms. Hart.” She accompanies me to the door, holding it open so I can pass. “Anything I can do just let me know. You have my number.”


    “I’ll hold you to that. Just wait until I start in the fall. With a new baby and school, I might need you to talk me down from the ledge,” I say in jest, with a tinge of truth.


    “College should be fun, so just take it one day at a time.” Her motherly tone isn’t lost on me. It coats the world in sunshine, giving you the strength to believe that everything will be okay.


    I push through the door with a newfound excitement. When I originally went to college, I picked a degree that I thought would make me the most money. I never considered doing something I was passionate about. Now that I know I can, I’ll be the first to admit I’m nervous. The thought of starting over is slightly daunting, but what’s even scarier is not striving for my goals.


    I don’t ever want to be the kind of person who becomes complacent, only accepting what life has given them. I want to always be fighting against the current to achieve what I truly want. To sound clichéd, I want this so bad I can taste it.


    “Elyssa?” A figure moves from the shaded awning, startling me out of my contentment. I should have known who it was by the gruff voice, reverse baseball cap, and long sleeve shirt. But because my mind was in a much happier place, I wasn’t expecting anything to piss on my parade. That and where the hell is Taylor?


    It’s not until I see his sunken face that I gasp and take a step back, causing him to cringe. The past few months have not been good on my old best friend. He’s obviously lost weight if the baggy pants and too large hoodie is anything to go by. The dark circles under his eyes clearly indicate he also isn’t sleeping well. Almost instantly, my anger dissipates and I’m reminded once again that he used to be my friend. But all I can feel is sorry for him. Sorry that he couldn’t keep his life straight. Whatever happened to him is equally part sad and frightening at the same time.


    Again, I look around for Taylor, but he’s nowhere in sight. “What are you doing here, Cole?”


    He turns his head, squinting against the harsh sunlight surrounding us, as he glances across the expansive parking lot. “Please Ely, I need to talk to you,” he rushes out.


    “Here of all places?”


    He must sense my unease, because he pushes forward. “Don’t worry. I’m not here to hurt you. I’d never hurt you, but just so you know, your bodyguard went to fetch the car. I figured this might be the only opportunity I’d have, and it’s really important that I talk to you.”


    I tilt my head. “How do you know I have a security detail?” And more, how did he know where I’d be?


    He cocks his eyebrow. “It’s not hard to miss the men in black. They’ve been around you for weeks now.”


    “You’re stalking me,” I whisper what should have been a question, but come to find out it doesn’t startle me like it should. Unable to contain the shock and awe in my voice, I repeat it more clearly. “What the fuck, Cole? You’re stalking me?!”


    “Yes, but not in a ‘I’m taking millions of pictures and hanging them on my wall’ kind of way. But more in a ‘I miss my best friend and am looking out for her, needing desperately to talk to her’ kind of way.”


    I don’t bother listening to what he has to say. If Taylor is getting the truck that means they’ll be here any second and he needs to leave. As much as I hate to see him this way, it’ll be even worse if he’s here when they get back. “You need to get out of here, Cole.”


    “I need to tell you something.” He inches closer, his hands reaching up to touch my face like he used to; like there’s been no time apart or damage done. I tremble, taking a step back until I’m flush against the stucco wall behind me. His brows furrow in confusion, “You’re scared of me?”


    I pull the strap of my bag tighter against me, attempting to stand taller and not show how he’s really affecting me. “Hard not to be after everything you’ve done.”


    He takes a small step backward, giving us a foot of distance between us. “Everything I’ve done?” he asks, clearly confused.


    “Did you have anything to do with Alex’s car being blown up?” I whisper, looking across his familiar face. I always knew when he was lying to me, and I’m perplexed on how much I really want him to be lying. I know in my heart he’s the one that attacked Delores, but I hope my suspicions are wrong about the new threats.


    “What?” His voice rises. “No! Honestly Ely, how could you even think that?” Throwing his hands in the air, he turns around and begins pacing.


    I brave his wounded face and ask what both Alex and I have already blamed him for; what’s been eating at me for months. “Weren’t you the one that broke into his house? The one that almost killed Delores and put Alex in the hospital?” Delores has physically recuperated, but mentally, she still struggles. The fear eats at her, especially at night.


    “It’s not…” he stops in his tracks, his face reminding me of a caged animal.


    “Just a yes or no, Cole.” I’m done with being angry. I’m done with blaming myself for bringing him into their lives. At this point, I just need an answer. “Did you or did you not break into Alex’s home?”


    When he finally releases a gust of air, it’s like he’s expunging all the corroded parts of his body. “Yes! Yes! I did it! Is that what you want to hear?” He rakes his hands over his buzzed head before bending down in front of me. He hides his face in shame, shielding himself and waiting for my ire.


    But I don’t react. Knowing doesn’t change anything. I thought it would, but it really doesn’t. Instead, I watch my old friend as he crumbles in front of me. His shoulders rising and falling as he sobs, his forearms hiding his tears.


    “I’m so fucking sorry, Ely. You have to believe me; I never meant to hurt anyone. I was just so fucking angry. He took you away from me and you…you were all I had.” A sob so loud I’m surprised no one has stopped breaks through from deep inside his chest.


    I remain still, unwilling to comfort him. It would be extremely easy to take all my anger out on him, hitting and screaming until I was blue in the face. But I don’t think I have the energy. And really, what good would it do? He’s noticeably punishing himself. He’s the one that has to deal with the guilt from that night.


    “You need to get out of here, Cole.”


    He stands, wiping away his tears with his forearm. “Not until I make things right. I know I’ve made mistakes and, God knows, I’m trying to repent.”


    How dare he? He expects me to believe he’s turned a new leaf? That somehow he gave up his resentment towards Alex? “How? By trying to blow up the man I love?”


    “I told you I didn’t do it.” He moves closer and takes my face between his hands, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Look at me. Look at me and tell me that I’m lying.”


    His tired eyes meet mine and I look over his face. His gaze shows nothing except confidence. I believe him. God help me, but I do. “Then how are you looking out for me, Cole? You’ve only got a few moments, so please explain to me what you’re doing to regain yourself.”


    “You and Alex need to move away. Have him sell the company. Do whatever you need to do, but take your little family and move far away.” The conviction in his voice is more than a little bit unnerving.


    Frantically, I look around. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?” He looks more than apologetic when he admits he can’t tell me anything. Only that it isn’t safe for us here. What the hell? Only conclusion is that he’s gotten himself in so deep with his alcohol or maybe even gambling. We do live in Vegas, after all. “Seriously Cole, you’re starting to scare me. What are you involved with?”


    He shakes his head, “I’m in deep, so fricken deep that I’m drowning and I need you to get as far away from here as possible. Promise me, Ely. Promise you’ll listen and go.”


    Now I don’t know if I should be scared or pissed. If it were that serious, he would be able to tell me. I get not wanting anyone to know if you’ve gotten yourself into trouble, but telling me I have to move states? “You know it’s not that easy, and honestly Cole, you’re not making any sense.”


    “Just promise me!” he whisper screams.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Frank cautiously approach the two of us as if Cole has a weapon in his hands. Taking each calculated step with one hand stretched out in front of him and the other on the butt of his gun, holstered on his hip. “Mr. Brandt, I’m only going to ask you once. Step away from Ms. Hart.”


    Cole ignores Frank’s slow approach, still gripping my wrists tightly forcing me to look at him. “Promise me, Ely,” he demands.


    I shake my head, looking into the eyes I once loved. “I don’t owe you any promises, Cole. Talk to me…”


    He cuts me off, releasing my hands forcefully. “Then I can’t guarantee your safety.”


    Sadness is the only word I can use to describe the pain in my chest. Overwhelming sadness. “Oh Cole, it’s not your job to look out for me anymore.”


    He shakes his head repeatedly and is almost forceful with his words. “I’ll always look out for you. I have a lot to make up for.” Leaning closer, he gives me a quick peck on the forehead before jumping over the bench and running in the opposite direction.


    Frank stays next to my side while we watch Taylor and Darron run after Cole. When I peek over at Frank, I’m surprised to see that he’s studying me, waiting for a reaction. Waiting for me to fall apart, I’m sure. I can see it in his eyes. “Ms. Hart, are you okay?” he asks, as he reaches into his pocket to pull out a handkerchief. Seriously? A handkerchief? Who even carries these things anymore?


    I pat the moisture away and take Frank’s hand. “I’m fine, Frank. He’s an old friend and I know he wasn’t going to hurt me.” Of that I was sure. The red marks on my wrists say otherwise, but I know Cole and that wasn’t a mission to hurt. He was scared. And he was most definitely alone. I’ve thought about him a lot over the past few months, but am completely confused as to what happened in his life that would cause him to fall so far.


    “I’m sorry,” he sighs, letting me see how unnerved he had gotten. When he speaks again, he’s resolute in his answer. Standing up straighter he says, “It’ll never happen again, Ms. Hart. He should never have gotten anywhere near you.”


    “Frank, it’s…”


    “No, it’s unacceptable. I was clearly going against Mr. James’ wishes.” I’m still holding onto Frank’s arm, walking side by side towards the Escalade, when I tell him that I don’t quite understand his statement. “Mr. James specifically told me to be part of your detail. I was still in Reno when my men expressed concern that Mr. Brandt was attempting to contact you. I immediately took the first flight back.”


    That’s right. Wasn’t he supposed to be with Alex? I’m almost positive he wouldn’t leave Alex in Reno alone, so when I ask him about it, he confirms that another one of his men, John, is with him. Knowing he’s still being taken care of, I let Frank off the hook. I pat his arm and say, “I’ll handle, Alex.”


    Frank just nods. He may have seen Alex pissed beyond rationality, but I’m not so sure he’s figured out how to calm him down. Seeing as nothing happened to me, I’ll make sure to use every trick in the book to make Alex go easy on him.


    Before climbing into the back of the truck I glance in the direction Cole ran and secretly hope that he got away. Not sure why, though. He admitted he’s the one that almost killed Delores and critically hurt Alex. I should be more pissed off than I am. Maybe I’m getting soft in my old age. Regardless, I hope he’s around for at least one more day to repent for his sins.


    


    ALEX…


    The moment I glance down at my vibrating phone and see Franks name pop up, I know something happened. He’s supposed to be with Elyssa today and he knows how important this business meeting is with our Reno contracts, so of course my mind envisions the worst. Even though there’s been a shit ton of fuck ups on his part, I don’t trust anyone more than him when it comes to her safety. Panic sets in when I hear his voice say, “Sir…”


    “What happened, Frank? Is Elyssa okay?” I ask, cutting him off midsentence.


    “She’s fine sir. We had an incident with Mr. Brandt.”


    Imagine fucking that. I leave for one God damn day and he can’t take care of her? “Frank, you’re making me question your abilities.”


    He doesn’t hesitate, “My men were on him, sir. She was in no danger.”


    There’s no way I can continue to work, so I ask Frank to hold on for a second while I excuse myself from the small conference room. When I look around to see the reproachful eyes of some of the small business owners, I know I’m fucked. They don’t trust me, especially now when I’m acting like a crazy person. I left them with a promise that I’d be in contact.


    I make my way down the hall, down the elevator, and out to John who is waiting for me at the black Escalade, all the while clenching the phone to my ear. “Okay, tell me exactly what happened? And don’t give some bullshit answer, Frank. I was very specific with regards to Mr. Brandt. I thought I’d made it clear that he is never to be trusted.”


    He scoffed, clearly upset that I’ve doubted him. “Sir, with all due respect, I would never bullshit you. As for Mr. Brandt? He approached Ms. Hart as she was exiting the enrollment office at school. They talked for a few minutes and he left when he saw that I was approaching.”


    My attempt at keeping the asshole out of my tone is lost. “Forgive me, but I’m at a loss because I can’t picture any scenario where she would’ve been alone long enough for him to approach her.”


    “I told my men to stand down until I reached them,” he says with authority.


    My teeth are clamped down so hard my jaw is starting to hurt. “And where were you?”


    He hesitates, “On a plane back to Vegas, sir.”


    “Fuck, Frank. I gave you a direct order to stay with Elyssa. What am I paying you for?” I growl.


    “Again Mr. James, with all due respect, you and your fiancée are both my priority. I assessed the situation and felt my efforts were best suited with you. You’re the reason I’m even on your detail, so forgive me if I don’t apologize for following my gut. The threat appears to be directed at you, though indirectly at Ms. Hart. My men have been following Mr. Brandt for days; they already knew he was following her and knew what needed to be done if he approached her.


    “Did you at least detain him?”


    “No, sir. After I approached, he ran away before we had a chance to question him.”


    I’m positive he’s the one behind my assault. Although, I’m not thoroughly convinced he’s the one who’s been sending the threats recently. He’s a slippery little fucker; always up to no good. Especially where Elyssa’s concerned. But, even with all that, it seems a little too mature to be him.


    I have a feeling I know the answer to this, but I ask anyway, “Okay, so did she say what he wanted?”


    “Ms. Hart insisted on speaking with you directly.” Of course she did. My jaw tightens in frustration as we make our way down the street. Luckily we aren’t far from the airport and within minutes, I’m heading in to deal with the pre-flight arrangements. Thank fuck I decided to charter a plane.


    “I’m going through security right now. I’ll call you when I land. And Frank, there better not be a scratch on her.” I end the call, not letting him get another word in. He deliberately ignored my directive and anything he has to say would be lost in my frustration.


    After another thirty minutes, I ascend the steps leading into the plane. My thoughts are no longer on Frank’s incompetence, but on Elyssa. I don’t know what it is with us and separation, but it’s getting a little ridiculous. She knows Cole Brandt is non-negotiable. So, here I am once again, rushing home and although I’m trying not to be angry, my blood is boiling over with rage. Rage at her for even talking to that sneaky motherfucker and rage at him for having the audacity to approach her.


    It’s a damn good thing I have a few hours to calm myself.


    


    Thursday, March 7


    ELYSSA…


    It’s past midnight by the time I feel Alex pull back the covers and join me. Normally when he gets into bed, I can expect to feel his warm, solid body engulf me and pull me in to his chest. Not tonight. Instead of wrapping me in his arms, Alex is laying on his side, his back facing me. He’s angry. Now that he’s home, I realize how nervous I’d been since Frank got off the phone with him. Sighing, I turn and scoot forward. Resting my chin on his shoulder I ask, “You’re mad at me?”


    Minutes pass until he lets out a sigh of his own, blowing out his frustrations, and answers me, “I’m trying to calm down before we talk.”


    “You know, they say you shouldn’t go to bed angry,” I mutter before kissing his shoulder. “I missed you,” I whisper into his neck while I pull him down for a hug.


    Even angry, Alex would never deprive me of his body, clad only in a pair of dark blue drawstring pants. I move my hand from his shoulder, down his muscled bicep before wedging my arm between his torso and his arm to settle my hand on his chest. I can feel his heartbeat. At times I forget how human he is. Most of the time he seems almost superhuman, able to leap over obstacles with ease.


    After only a few moments of borrowed time, I look up into his gorgeous blue eyes. It’s then I see the doubt. “Why would you talk to him?”


    I knew this was coming, but even knowing doesn’t make the blow any easier. “I promise I didn’t seek him out, Alex. He’s the one that was following me and waited until I was alone.”


    “And what did he want?” he asks, clearly wanting to know everything. In the past, this would’ve been the time where one, or both of us, would start to clam up. We’d pretend we knew what was best for the other and make the decision to hold out on information. Not this time. I need to be upfront and honest when it comes to Cole; he isn’t going to be the cause for any more of my fights with Alex. Not if I can help it.


    “He said he wanted to warn me, but couldn’t give me specifics.” I now wish I would’ve asked him more questions. Seems silly that I didn’t, but I was getting a little unnerved with him being so close after not seeing him for so long.


    “So he’s involved in this.” A statement not a question. I shrug. “If he’s come to warn us, he has to be involved, if only a little.”


    “When I asked him if he had anything to do with your car bombing, he acted surprised. I believe him. He says he’s not the one doing it.”


    “Did he give you any indication of who is?”


    I shake my head. “No, he didn’t. But Alex, he didn’t look good. He looked worse than I’ve ever seen him. I don’t think he’s slept or ate anything in awhile.” I try hard to fight off the impending tears, because he really doesn’t deserve them. So far, I’ve been able to keep them at bay, but who knows how the night will end. Alex pulls me in closer; obviously I haven’t kept my emotions under wrap like I thought.


    I hesitate in telling him about Cole’s admission; however, he deserves to know. “He admitted that he broke into your house and attacked you and Delores.”


    Alex is silent, but I can feel his body tense. “And you still talked to him?”


    I move away as he turns to face me, irritation shown on his face. As he looks me over his irritation is quickly replaced with concern. Anyone who says that Alex is a selfish person can come talk to me. He lives for my protection, and even though he can be overbearing, he can overbear my ass any day.


    He takes my hands in his, inspecting every inch of my skin before placing a kiss against my knuckles, landing on the inside of my wrists. If it weren’t dark in our room, he’d see the red marks on my skin. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


    He waits in anticipation for my response, his body tensing against mine as he expects the worst. Always the worst. I shake my head and move one of my hands from his grasp and rest it on the stubble on his jaw. “No, he only grabbed my wrists to make me listen to him. I’m fine, really.”


    His hand settles on the back of my neck as he voices his request, “I don’t want you around him again.”


    “Honestly, if I don’t see him again it’ll be too soon. As much as he was my past, he holds no place in my future.”


    The tension in his body settles as he pulls me against him, the roundness of my belly against the stability of his muscled core.


    “I know you don’t like it, but today proves that someone needs to be with you at all times.”


    I nod, reluctantly. I can just imagine, Frank with me strapped on his back toting me around like a toddler. “I hate feeling as if I have no independence,” I whisper against his chest.


    He stills my hand from stroking his jaw, waiting for me to look up at him. “I’m not some crazed boyfriend that’s trying to keep tabs on you. It’s for your safety. You know the difference, right?”


    Taking a deep breath, “I know. That came out wrong. All I meant is that it is far beyond being fair that our lives keep going on the defense.”


    “I know, Hart.” He runs his hand through his hair and down his face in frustration. “Dammit, I wish I could make this go faster, but know I’m working on being completely separated from everything Salerno.”


    That makes me still, in excitement maybe? Definitely a tinge of hope. “What are you planning on doing, Alex?”


    “After our conversation a few weeks ago, I started looking into selling the company. So far I have a few interested parties. It won’t happen overnight. In fact, it takes quite a long time, but at least I have the ball rolling in the right direction.


    Yup. That tinge just became a full-fledged hefty dose of hope. “Then what would you do?” I ask, almost too eagerly. He chuckles, but calms my nerves by stroking my belly, playing a new lullaby.


    “I still have SINergy. Plus, I’d be happy just staying home with you, making babies, and loving you.” I can feel his smile as his lips brush against my clavicle.


    “Babies?” I like the sound of that. “How many do you plan on having, Mr. James?”


    “As many as you’ll give me,” he sighs, contentedly.


    “Cadie isn’t even here yet and you’re already planning for more?”


    “I’ll love her, Hart. I already do. I’ve thought a lot about this, and I don’t want her growing up without siblings. Watching you with your sister, I’ve wondered how different my life would’ve been if I had a brother or a sister. Always having someone to depend on. Always having a voice of reason when things started spiraling out of control. I didn’t have that, and I want that for Cadie.”


    “You’re right about always having someone to depend on, but trust me when I say that my sister was never my voice of reason. The choices I made were my own. But, I’ll always be thankful for having her with me after my parents died. Having her support meant I could be who I want, when I wanted, and not have to worry.”


    “You’re my support system now,” he yawns.


    I nod, settling into the crook of his shoulder. “And you’re mine,” I whisper, placing my hand on his chest.


    I close my eyes, exhausted from the day, happy that we could come to a resolution instead of going to bed torn. I love the feel of his body wrapped around me. Wrapped so tight that all I can feel is the rise and fall of his chest, his warmth, and the safety of being in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    


    Saturday, June 29


    ELYSSA…


    “So…how much does this suck?” Oliver asks as he rolls the dice. His excitement doesn’t match his question. Watching him move his small metallic dog around the board, I swear you’d think he was a twelve-year-old boy. If only to accentuate my earlier thoughts, he punches the air and wiggles in his seat. “Ha! Passed go! I get two hundred dollars,” he singsongs, holding out his hand.


    Yep. You guessed it. Monopoly. My life has been reduced to mindless board games with anyone who gets suckered into “keeping me company.” As I pass over the paper bills, I shake my head and roll my eyes when I see him color coordinate his money. All in good nature since we just finished arguing over who’d be banker. I nixed his banker hopes faster than he could finish his sentence. Something about Oliver says he cheats at board games. He pouted for a good five minutes before succumbing to my stubbornness and laughter.


    “It sucks big time,” I answer. You would think the part that would bother me the most is the fact that I’m bedridden. Nope. Forgive me, but I can’t be bothered by the fact that if I need to get anywhere in the house, Alex is right there to take me. Carry me, to be more exact. So sweet and gentle, how could anyone complain about that? Besides, it’s what’s best for Cadie, so I can live with it. No, what drives me crazy is the physical need to be taken care of. Currently, my friend is holding me hostage while Alex helps Rachel and Janice prepare for my baby shower.


    However, I know it could be worse, so when Oliver says as much, I don’t argue. “You’re right, it could be worse; nothing like a boring ole game of Monopoly to put your life into perspective. Unless of course, you like car bombs and death threats; because hey, if that’s your thing, then who am I to judge.”


    He’s right. The past few months have been eerily quiet. Not dead silent, since Alex still gets random notes, but nothing menacing. Ever since my meeting with Cole we’ve been on alert more than normal. It’s amazing how you can get used to the constant threat. I know it’s not the same considering I have my own security detail, but I’m assuming this is how life goes on in far off countries where war and genocide are common. Not that I’m comparing my life to that of war, but you get the point.


    “How was the party last night?” I ask Oliver, who surprisingly went to the grand opening of the new and improved SINergy. I, on the other hand, was at home pouting. With the revamp, along with the sale of Salerno, Alex has been a busy boy. Although he’s in the process of selling the company, he’s still very much active in the day to day. At least for now, he says. He really must have been desperate to ask Oliver to come and keep me occupied while they stressed over having our closest friends and family over.


    The other day when I asked Alex why they didn’t just hire a party planner, seeing as though everyone’s lives are so topsy-turvy, his answer was quite endearing. He said he didn’t want to hire someone to help with these moments in our lives. He wanted to remember every little detail because, and I quote, “making memories of our lives is the glue that will keep our family together.” I’m not sure what Hallmark card Alex got that from, but those words were exactly what I needed to hear to keep me in bed, playing Monopoly with Oliver.


    Not that Oliver and I are alone; Frank, flanked by Taylor, is always close by or checking in every few minutes. I’m not sure what they think can happen during a board game, but I’m long past trying to figure out their routine. I’d never admit it out loud, but I kind of like having another friend in Taylor. Or at last the beginning of a friendship. It’s nice to have all these gorgeous men vying over who can protect me more. I know I know, not a very feminist thing to say, but have you seen them? Of course, we all know who would win that pissing contest.


    “I’ll admit your man knows how to throw a party. Scantily clad women and men, serving up shots all night, dancing whenever they felt like it…oh yeah, Alex definitely knows how to throw a party. It doesn’t look like a strip club anymore, that’s for sure. It’s more ethereal and mysterious.”


    Part of the revamp was changing SINergy into what it was always intended to be, a nightclub. However, Alex had to add his own flare into the development plans with an upscale restaurant and twelve rooms for private parties, which includes karaoke and gaming platforms at the patron’s request.


    I never considered gaming and drinking to be a good combo. The establishments I’ve been to felt a little dirty. But, with the combination Alex has conjured up, it seems as if I’m completely off base. He confirmed just yesterday that various NFL and NHL players have booked the rooms out until the end of the year. Quite impressive.


    As his partner in life, I wanted to be there for his big night. To show how I couldn’t be more proud of him. Even after I bribed him with sex, which by the way was unsuccessful considering all the sex we already have, he insisted that I follow the doctor’s orders. Which translated in another night of reading on my Kindle with my sister by my side. I should get a dog; maybe then I wouldn’t have to be babysat for the rest of my pregnancy. Pipe dreams. Alex would kill me. Well, not literally…but you know what I mean.


    “How was he last night?” I ask, rolling the dice against the game board.


    “Oh you know, the usual…surrounded by flocks of money, hungry women just waiting to suck him off.” I glare at Oliver with a look that if it could, it would kill. Or at least shoot daggers at him. “Calm down there tiger, he was on his best behavior. I will say that you have him pretty whipped because he was all business and no play. The old Alex would’ve taken advantage of the buffet of women and gone back for not only seconds, but probably thirds and fourths…”


    “Enough Oliver, didn’t need that visual,” I cut him off, stomping my tiny car around the board in irritation.


    “I’m just saying that he’s a reformed man and you have nothing to worry about. It’s obvious to anyone that he loves you.” His voice softens causing me to glance up at my friend. Although I’m sure it pains him to admit that, this just shows the progression we’ve made from almost couple to most definitely friends. Shaking his head he says, “Wow that was painful. Can we change the topic now?”


    I laugh when after Oliver rolls the dice and gets a three, he lands on my Boardwalk; the one that as soon as I could, I put a hotel on. What can I say, at one point growing up, this was the only form of entertainment Rach and I had. I’m a pro.


    He throws his hands up in defeat. “Damn it! You’ve sunken my battleship.”


    I laugh even harder. Oliver’s a sore loser. “Wrong game, but yes I just handed you your ass via Monopoly.”


    Pouting, he gets up from the makeshift couch of pillows and blankets on the floor of my bedroom and looks at the vast array of pictures I’ve placed on the tall slate grey armoire. “You guys ready for this?” he asks when he reaches the most recent sonogram.


    “If you’re asking about the baby,” Oliver nods absently, moving on to look at a picture of me and Alex from our San Diego trip, “then the answer is yes. Room’s painted, crib’s assembled and the clothes are washed and in her dresser.”


    He hums noncommittally, but still doesn’t look at me. “What’s your theme?” What an odd question coming from a man who has the body of a Southern Cali surfer, rugged good looks, and acts like he’s a kid himself.


    Perplexed, I ask, “How do you even know what a theme is? Alex looked at the girl from Pottery Barn like she had two heads when she mentioned a theme.” Pausing for a few seconds, I chuckle at the memory. Needless to say, he was thoroughly impressed when she helped educate him and set up our registry.


    “Hello…have a kid, remember.”


    I know what you’re thinking, but I didn’t forget Mason. It was an honest question because I don’t recall if he was with him at that stage of his life. Or, maybe I did, and the hormones are all out of whack again. Pregnancy brain is a thing. Don’t judge. “How is Mason these days?”


    He has always been so proud of his son, but the smile that takes over his face is heartwarming. It reminds me of Alex’s face when he talks about Cadence. “As badass as ever. Kid’s a natural at sports, and well, everything else. What do you expect, he’s my kid.” He shrugs, like it should be obvious.


    Grabbing my hand, he pulls me from my bedroom, “Come on; show me the baby’s room.” Passing Frank on our way to Cadence’s room, Oliver greets him with a, “I’ll have that drink now, Jeeves,” and then proceeds to double over in laughter.


    “Ignore him, Frank. I do,” I say as we walk down the hall and take the first left into her room.


    Immediately my belly flutters with excitement when I notice the new furniture sitting in the corner of the room. My new rocking chair sits in the already picture-perfect room, but somehow makes it that more complete. Painted stark white, the seat and matching ottoman has a soft pink cushion on each that makes the room whole. I sigh audibly and whisper, “Thank you, Travis,” through my unshed tears.


    Okay, so I know I’ve been confined to pretty much my bedroom, minus the few jaunts to the rest of the house, but seriously…“How did they move it in without me knowing?” Now that I think about it, it was a little odd that Oliver wanted to see the baby’s room.


    Walking over to the dresser, Oliver lifts Cadence’s stuffed lamb adorned with a pink bowtie around its neck and rubs it over his jaw. I don’t blame him; I pet the thing as much as possible, it’s that soft. The moment my eyes saw that stuffed animal, I knew I had to have it. Not only is it made of the softest material known to man, it was what inspired Cadence’s theme. I spent months scouring the Internet to find the perfect pieces of shades of grey, pink, and white to match. “Trust me Ely, you’re a hard one to surprise. I’m shocked you didn’t hear Trevor. For a male stripper, dude’s clumsy as fuck.”


    I chuckle, knowing all too well how uncoordinated my friend is. Every time I see him he has a new bruise somewhere on his body. He says it’s from the ladies, but I know better.


    “How are my girls?” Alex asks from the doorway. Dressed in a pair of distressed jeans and a simple grey t-shirt, it still amazes me each day that he chose me.


    “We’re fine, sweetheart,” Oliver answers for me in a singsong feminine voice as I settle into the rocking chair. I release another blissful sigh, lifting my legs to place my feet on the ottoman. Content is what I’d use to describe how I’m feeling right now. Not only do I have my new comfy rocking chair, I have the man of my dreams and my best friend all in the same place…getting along, if you can believe that. Of course, Oliver pushes the tentative truce all the time, but for the most part Alex sees through him.


    “Very funny, Prescott.” Alex pushes off the doorframe, inching closer to bend down and place a kiss on my forehead. “So how are my girls?” he asks, caressing my belly.


    I joke, “Hungry,” just as my stomach grumbles. Alex kneels in front of me, pulling my oversized maroon t-shirt up to kiss my belly.


    “And that’s my queue to leave,” Oliver chimes in, but neither Alex nor I break our gaze from one another.


    I’m sure at some point Oliver left, but I can’t bring myself to pull my eyes from Alex as he starts to talk to our baby girl. He’s gotten so used to feeling her move that he told me a few weeks ago that it’s his favorite thing to do, besides kissing me of course. At night, he’ll lift my shirt and watch the ripples across my belly and lose sleep to witness every moment of my growing body. He waits for her to kick before asking, “Cadie baby, what do you want mamma to eat?”


    Come on, Cadie…help your mamma out. “Cadie says, ‘Daddy, she’d like a giant burger with a side of garlic fries please. Oh! And fry sauce!’” Ehh, I know…not the healthiest choice. But doesn’t it sound so good? Lately, all I’ve wanted is fried foods, but I’ve been good: tons of water, fruits and vegetables.


    “Janice and Rachel are aware you’ve been craving red meat and everything deep fried. So I’ve given them strict instruction to stick to the diet the doctor gave you.” I grumble, but don’t protest. All involved want nothing but the best for our baby girl, so if that means I wait a few more months to eat the Five Guys hamburger that I’ve been craving, so be it.


    Instead, I decide to focus on the impending party. “Is everything set up, and more importantly, can I finally come out of my cell?” I sit up straight in my seat, hoping to finally join the rest of civilization, aka…my living room.


    “Don’t be so dramatic, Elyssa. This is hardly a cell.” Alex stands, taking my hand and helping me up into his arms. “You promised, no overdoing it today. Stick to the couch or the seating area outside.” For this very reason, he insisted we have the shower at our house.


    Originally, the party was going to be at Janice’s apartment and limited to only a few girls. But when Alex decided it would be at our house, he also insisted he be able to invite the guys. With a semi-Janice-fit, consisting of glares and pouts, she reluctantly went along with it. Unfortunately, for as close as those two are, she still sees him as her boss even when they’re outside of work. So as worked up as she was, she didn’t say anything. But, I know her too well, and the tizzy she was in wasn’t because she didn’t support co-ed baby showers. No, what got her there consisted of three words…Travis and Trevor.


    “Yes sir,” I salute him. He chuckles as we walk out of the nursery and make our way to the living room.


    My eyes widen in surprise as I look at the spectacle they’ve made and my heart grows a thousand times bigger. I look at my sister and Janice through teary eyes, both of their smiles blinding as I glance around the room. All shades of pink pom-poms hang from the ceiling and white and pink streamers cross the expanse living area. When I notice what appears to be a replica of my belly, made into a cake, I walk over to the table at the far end of the living room.


    “Remember when I measured your belly and we said it was for a game?” Rachel asks from behind me. I nod with my attention solely on the cake. Pink fondant covers what would be my torso made of sugary goodness. I glance down at my chest and back to the cake. Have my boobs really grown that big?


    Seeing where my eyes have strayed, Janice giggles and adds, “We’re all under strict instructions that no one but him is allowed to touch your breasts.” I can feel my cheeks redden as I glance over at Alex. Standing there with his dimpled smile like he has no care in the world, he leans effortlessly against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.


    “What? I was looking forward to it,” Oliver adds in mock exasperation. He looks silly carrying a giant box with wrapping paper adorned with a pattern of baby bottles and ducks. Looking from person to person, he asks, “Where can I put this thing? It weighs a ton.”


    Rachel points to one corner of the room while Alex simply glares at him, for what I assume is because of the breast comment.


    I walk towards Rachel and Janice and wrap my arms around them. “You guys are too much. Thank you for all this,” I gush. In a two by eight foot banner, Cadence’s name is strewn across in cut outs along pink yarn.


    “Do you like the theme?” Janice asks.


    “Theme? Why is it that with everything baby related there has to be a theme?” I ask, partially joking.


    “It’s a baby shower, El. Of course it needs a theme,” Rachel interjects.


    That’s when I see “Ready to Pop” in the same lettering as Cadence’s name. Throughout my pregnancy I haven’t been one of those women who’ve complained about my weight gain. I know the gain is for the greater good and I’ve watched what I’ve been eating. Except for the random shake runs at midnight here and there and my most recent love for red meat and deep-fried everything. But the theme is an obvious dig at the growing belly. “So calling me fat is now a theme?” I joke, silently loving they put the effort and thought into the decorations.


    “You are far from fat,” Rachel states while she places her hand on my belly. She loves to feel Cadence move almost as much as Alex. “So do you like it?”


    What’s not to like? The table is covered in pink popcorn in different flavors, cake pops covered in pink chocolate and nuts, pink champagne, popcorn shrimp and chicken. It’s quite clever actually. “I really do love it.” I kiss Rachel on the cheek before going to stand by Alex.


    Janice jumps up, tossing a piece of caramel popcorn into her mouth. “We have plenty more food in the kitchen, if you’re hungry.”


    It’s then that Travis and Trevor both come into the living room. The door must be open because I didn’t hear them come in. The presence of the two brothers practically causes Janice to choke on her miniscule snack.


    “You look beautiful, Elyssa,” Travis says as he comes over placing a sweet kiss on my cheek. He’s just as handsy as the rest of them, finding his way to my belly. “How is the beautiful Cadence today?”


    I beam up at my friend, “We’re good, Travis. Real good. Hey, thanks again for the rocking chair. It couldn’t be more perfect.” I really do love it. Because I know his bare hands created the piece, it makes it that much more special.


    He shakes his head, “I’m just glad I got it to you before the baby was born. Ehh, what can you do…Christmas in June is even better, right?”


    “Dude, my turn,” Trevor claims while shoving a box and a couple of bags into his brother’s hands, effectively moving him aside. “How’s my baby mama?” he asks, hands replacing Travis’ on my belly.


    Chuckling, “Sore and tired, but we’re good. But, I’m gonna have to collect on that losing poker bet real soon.” He frowns, pouting because he knows he has a thirty-minute massage he sorely lost. A couple of weeks ago, he ended up being my babysitter on one of his rare nights off. But instead of playing strip poker that Alex nixed real fast, we decided to wager things instead of money, or in his case clothes. More fun that way. Except of course when you lose, which fast talking Trevor tends to do. Yeah for me!


    He can see my excitement bubbling over and he pouts even harder, frown lines even come out. It’s hard not to smile at how foolish, and dare I say childish, he is most of the time. I understand why this would’ve been one of Janice’s major complaints. When she did a pros and cons list between each brother, his lack of maturity was pitted against his mature and equally handsome brother. There was a clear difference. The thing with Trevor is that his smile and carefree nature is what makes him, him. His personality isn’t something you would ever want to change, so now he just needs to find a woman who appreciates that and can help him grow. Harness the good and create the best.


    Lost in thought, I hadn’t realized the awkward tension that had built in my non-physical absence. Both brothers are at a standoff with my best friend. Travis and Trevor look on, almost expectantly, while Janice fidgets with the hem of her shirt before moving to the snack table to grab some more popcorn.


    Stuffing her cheeks full like a chipmunk, “This is so good, stop standing there and eat something. You guys look hungry.” And then because it couldn’t be any more awkward, she mumbles under her breath, or at least what she thinks is under her breath, “Shit, not cool Janice, not cool. Now they think you’re a pervert.”


    “Janice, we need to give them clothespins,” Rachel instructs. Damn, I knew I loved my sister for a reason. I look to the brothers and notice they haven’t moved a muscle.


    Springing into action, “Crap! Yes, forgot. Here,” she says around a mouthful, forcefully handing out pink clothespins to everyone. “Don’t cross anything or say the word baby. If you do and someone catches you, you lose your pin.”


    “And then what happens?” Travis asks looking at the clothespin as if it grew horns and a mouth to growl at him.


    “Easy; whoever has the most at the end of the party wins a prize,” Rachel explains while clipping a clothespin to her own shirt.


    “Oh, I so got this,” Trevor cracks his knuckles. “Do we get to pick the prize?” he asks, eyebrows bouncing as he eyes Janice flirtatiously.


    Janice doesn’t answer him, instead deciding instantly that Oliver needs to be ushered into the kitchen. “Come on big O,” she pushes on his shoulders. “You look like you need to stuff your face.”


    “Is it me or did she just bolt out of this room?” Autumn asks from the entryway. Wow, didn’t think she was actually going to show her face at my baby shower. There’s no love lost between me and Autumn, so when Janice mentioned she invited her, I just shrugged. I have too many other things to worry about, besides what and who Autumn is doing nowadays. “Well, well, well…look at how big you are!” Autumn smirks, setting her gift back next to the other presents.


    Before she can take one step, I grab Rachel’s arm. I know my sister well and she was just about to smack Autumn upside the head. Yes, yes, I do know her that well. Bryan, also keen on her outbursts, takes her hand and pulls her against his chest in a bear hug. He holds her captive until her glare and squirminess dissipates.


    I don’t have an opportunity to get self-conscious because Alex is right there, holding me from behind, hands on my growing midsection. “It’s all belly,” he says to the group and then to me he whispers, “I rather like you this way. I can’t wait to have another baby with you. Maybe when Cadence is born, we’ll have to try real hard for another.”


    I shiver but not from the cold. “You always know what to say to me,” I whisper back before turning my head to give him access to my lips. Taking full advantage, his tongue finds its way into my eager mouth and an unexpected moan escapes me.


    “And kids, this is how babies are made,” Trevor adds while the room busts out in raucous laughter. Thank God this doesn’t deter Alex. With one final nibble of my bottom lip, and what may have been an embarrassing whimper, he gives me his dimpled smile. Kissing my temple, I turn back to face the crowd.


    “God, you guys make me sick,” Autumn calls out before heading to join Janice and Oliver.


    My loud sister calls out, “Let’s eat people!”


    A goodly amount of gifts collected in the corner, check. An awkward love triangle moment that still hasn’t been resolved, check. Someone has been made sick by love, check. The party has officially started.


    


    ALEX…


    When I demanded the baby shower be held at our house, I never expected to have this many people show up. All at once. Another thing to question my sanity on is having a co-ed baby shower. With all the familiar faces, I feel like I’m at a SHI meeting. Okay, so I’ll admit I had no idea what to expect, seeing as I’ve never been to a baby shower, but I never imagined it would equate to a sixth grade dance.


    What do I mean? The men are lined up against the walls as the women go around the room like hyenas engaging in conversation. At first glance you’d think they’re all just being friendly. But, if you listen and look real closely, the tricky ones are attempting to turn the conversation around so they can nab the next clothespin. This prize better be made out of gold, for fucks sake.


    One woman, who I just learned is Rachel’s coworker, has been eyeing me for the past fifteen minutes. However, it’s clearly not in a sexual way. She’s focused on my hands and lips, reading out my conversation. Just waiting for me to slip up. I’m so uncomfortable that I’m almost inclined to throw the wooden object at her, hoping that it would stop the insanity.


    “Fuck me.” Trevor pushes through a group of women. “They’re out for blood.” He clutches the five clothespins he collected within the first thirty minutes of the party.


    “I thought you’d be used to this type of crowd,” Travis takes a jab at his brother.


    “Usually they’re trying to grab my dick, not my clothespin. This is definitely a new one for me.”


    I watch Elyssa walk around the room, greeting and thanking everyone for coming. I watch her every move, the way she moves her hair, the way she sways her hips. Fuck, she’s gorgeous. The way she wears the pink dress she picked out, online of course, fits her body like it was made for her. Her body…the same except for the ever growing belly that I can’t seem to get enough of. I’m just about ready to go remind her she needs to stay off her feet when I see Rachel bound over to her and escort her to the couch. Thank fuck, because I don’t need to hear how overbearing I’m being, even though I know she says it in jest.


    “Dude, you’re gonna be a dad,” Trevor points out while shoveling piles and piles of pasta into his mouth. If I had to take a guess, I’d say that was the eighteenth time he’s said that to me. And each time it’s as if he’s more and more in awe of Elyssa’s pregnancy. It’s obvious Trevor is the kind of guy who needs to have physical proof that something’s happening, because it’s like its just now sinking in.


    I’ve had time to wrap my head around the fact that in five weeks we’ll have Cadence here. But unlike before, I’m looking forward to it. I’m looking forward to watching her grow and doing all of the things that my father never did with me.


    Hitting him on the back of the head, Travis chastises his brother, “I swear I have no clue where you learned your manners from.” I think its funny how polar opposites these two are. But, regardless of how they were brought up or how they are now, I am thankful they are in my life. Travis brings balance to the group. Trevor is just a good time.


    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I have manners.” I’d have to disagree, and almost say so, reminding him not too long ago he burped the alphabet, but Oliver’s fake laugh distracts me. He’s over with a gaggle of Rachel’s friends and although we have made a less than cohesive pact, I still can’t stand the asshole. Too much history.


    I take another swig of my beer. “Why in the hell is Oliver over there with all of the girls?” This question comes from one of the sales agents at SHI. Apparently his girlfriend met Elyssa once and Janice felt that warranted an invitation. I really should’ve had a say, or at least approved, the guest list. I really didn’t need all my employees at my house.


    “At least you don’t have to worry about him trying to get it on with Ely anymore,” Trevor reminds me, still stuffing his face.


    “By the way, how’s Janice?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at him. Was it in bad taste to bring this up with both Trevor and Travis standing here? Maybe? Do I give a shit? Nope.


    “Dude you’re crossing your arms. Give it here,” Travis reaches over with the universal sign of ‘gimme,’ to his brother. They look at each other, unsaid emotions passing between them, before Trevor relinquishes his five clothespins. Seeing his brothers ire, Travis continues saying, “Hey, don’t give me shit because you can’t control your dick long enough to play a stupid game.”


    Stomping off, Trevor storms out of the living room and into the unfinished backyard, effectively dismissing not only his brother, but the rest of us as well. I’d like to feel bad for him, but they need to work their shit out. I have my own to deal with, so instead of being a girl and following him, I stay put and finish my drink.


    Six beers later, I’ve sat through eating a bunch of pink colored food and six games. Remind me to never go to one of these again. If it weren’t for the party being for Cadence, I never would’ve sat through Rachel’s final game. Melting candy bars inside a diaper so the guests could guess which candy bar it was is not my idea of fun. Let’s just say that I’ll never look at a Snickers bar the same way ever again. I’m ready for the party to wind down and to be alone with my girl.


    Watching Elyssa open present after present, I’ve lost count on how many pacifiers and towels one little girl could need. Each time she slowly rips off the paper or opens the gift bag, she glows like it’s the first. However, as much as I love watching her bask in the shower of gifts, I’m a little baffled why we went through creating a baby registry at all. So far, every present she’s opened hasn’t been anything we added to the registry. Whatever. It’s not like I can’t spoil my girls myself. I make a mental note that in the future, as our friends have babies, I’m only shopping off their registry.


    “Who’s present is this?” Rachel calls out, scanning the room while holding up a small pink bag.


    “It’s from me,” I respond, smiling.


    Rachel eyes me, cocking her head. “You bought a gift for your own baby shower?” Although a question, her tone reflects nothing but adoration.


    “You bought me a gift?” Elyssa’s sweet voice breaks through the awes echoing around the room; her bright smile and teary eyes speak directly to my soul.


    I nod, tilting my head to the gift, encouraging her to open it. In reality, this is more for me than her. Biting her lower lip, she not only pulls out the wrapping paper, but also the brochure I had the photographer make.


    One of the females yells out, “What does it say?”


    Clearing her throat of unshed tears, Elyssa looks up at me as if we’re the only two in the room. “To remind you of how beautiful you are to me. Today. Tomorrow. Forever.” She pauses. “He bought us pregnancy pictures.”


    Many of my work colleagues mentioned that their wives had a hard time adapting to the changes that their bodies go through while pregnant. None of the women saw the beauty of their ever-changing bodies. I refused to accept this for Elyssa. I’ve always told her how beautiful she is, not only when we first met, but especially since she’s been pregnant. I have no plans to stop and will continue to remind her how beautiful she is long after.


    Her smile lights up the room as her friends look at me as if I just turned water into champagne. “We are scheduled to go in tomorrow,” I add, not taking my eyes off her.


    Trevor jabs me with his elbow, “Dude you’re so getting laid tonight.”


    Travis slaps his brother on the back of the head, “I think that already happens, a-hole,”


    “Alrighty then,” Rachel’s voice cracks as she wipes away what I assume is a stray happy tear. Fuck me. I didn’t mean to make all of the females in the room cry. Picking up the next bag, she searches for a tag. Giving up she asks, “Who’s this one from?”


    The room is silent as everyone looks to each other, realizing no one’s taking credit for the gift. She shrugs and hands the bag covered in monkeys over to Elyssa.


    She takes out the wrapping paper and pulls out a onesie. Her smile fades, face draining of all color, as she reads the shirt. She quickly gets up from her chair and runs to me, colliding with my torso. Wrapping my arms around her, she clutches the onesie as she silently cries into my chest.


    When the whispers start, I pull her out of the room. I don’t let go until we are in the hallway, and when I do her sobs haven’t stopped. I look at her questioningly, but all she does is shake her head and then buries herself in my chest.


    “Hart, I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me what’s wrong.”


    “The gift,” she mumbles, handing over the shirt. Still clutching to me, I open and read the words. Written in pink font, “Grandpa’s Girl.” Immediately I see red and frantically start looking for Frank while simultaneously moving Elyssa to the back of the house.


    “Alex, how did he…” she sobs.


    Through my own ire, I try to calm her, but my own words are broken. “Shhhh…I’ll take care of this.”


    “Is everything okay?” Janice asks from behind us.


    I look into Elyssa’s eyes, silently pleading with her. She knows me well enough, and without words she nods. Fuck, I love her.


    I turn to her and explain, “No Janice, it’s not. Stay with her, please.” I don’t even wait to see what her response will be. Instead I leave a lasting kiss on Elyssa’s forehead, squeeze her shoulders and push past Janice as she enters the room to console Elyssa.


    When I exit the room, I see Frank walking up the hallway towards me with a look of confusion. “How the fuck did this happen, Frank?!” I throw the shirt at him, hitting him squarely in chest.


    He looks at the shirt, his eyes widening in shock, but quickly schools his emotions. “There’s no way. I have this house locked down, sir. Not only do you have your security system, but I’ve had men on all of the doors the entire time.”


    “Then how did this get in here?”


    Frank shakes his head, adamantly declaring, “There’s no fucking way.”


    I can see how upset he is, which is the only thing keeping me from taking out all of my aggression on him. “I want my father found.” I demand, clenching my fists tightly. “Now!”


    “I’m on it.” Frank turns, running down the hallway holding the onesie in his hand.


    “Frank,” I call after him, he turns mid stride. “This can’t happen again.”


    “I know Mr. James.” He hangs his head in defeat one last moment before squaring his shoulders. “I know.”


    I add one final demand, “While you’re at it, burn that fucking shirt.” He nods and turns to run out of the house.


    My steps echo on the hardwood floor, bouncing back at me with an almost eerie foreboding. When I reach the back bedroom, I find Janice with her arms wrapped tightly around Elyssa. Still sobbing, she looks up at me when I enter the room; fear has replaced sorrow.


    One thing I’ve always been able to do was make her feel safe. Now, I’m not even capable of that and it’s killing me.


    “How did this happen, Alex?” she half whispers, attempting to find her voice.


    I shake my head, hating that I don’t have any answers for her. “Frank doesn’t know, but he’s on it.”


    “Why does this keep happening? We’re not safe anywhere!” she screams, her frustration finally coming out.


    “Hey,” I move towards her, wrapping my arms around her again.


    She cries into my chest. “I just want this to be over, Alex.”


    “Me too,” I admit. “Me too, Hart.”


    Something tells me that even though I want this to be over, the threats and pushes to stir us up, are someone’s version of forming the puzzle pieces to a much bigger picture.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    


    Friday, July 5


    ELYSSA…


    “When should we expect the pictures?” I ask, grabbing a pair of gold hoop earrings out of my jewelry box. As I attempt to finish getting ready, I watch Alex through the doorway leading from our bedroom to the bathroom. He was adamant he didn’t want any doors separating the two rooms. Now I know why. Thank God for his foresight.


    Alex’s muscles flex as he runs his towel over the planes of his skin. Without thought, my bottom lip finds it’s way between my teeth while I take him in. Desire pools between my legs as I look from his powerfully built chest, down to the ‘V’ of his abdomen. He is nothing but confident as he stands naked, his skin glistening as he dries off.


    I’m trying to be discreet by watching him through the vanity mirror, however if he looks in my direction, he’d see my lust filled gaze. I stay discreet, because I won’t be responsible for what would indubitably happen next. When my eyes drop down to his cock, my body simultaneously buckles. The ache inside me stirs, and it takes all my resolve to finish getting ready. I am one lucky girl.


    Letting the towel drop, my eyes continue to follow him as he walks toward our dresser to grab a pair of briefs. Needless to say, living with Alex has been quite an adjustment. First of all, outside my father, I’ve never lived with a man for any period of time. But more importantly, I’ve never even been around anyone, let alone live with someone, who’s so comfortable in his skin and sexuality that it practically seeps out his pores.


    My eyes remain trained on Alex, watching him walk toward the closet, as I continue to fiddle with my last earring. So, when he tells me the photographer said it would be a couple of weeks, I almost didn’t hear him. Quick to recover, at least with my thoughts, I ask with a breathy voice, “Where did you want to put them?”


    From the closet, he turns around to face me and says, “The living room?” I nod; I was thinking the same thing. The photographer showed us the pictures on her laptop and I picked the ones I wanted, while I let Alex peruse the portfolio. I wasn’t surprised when, after about fifteen minutes, he decided he couldn’t live without any of them and bought them all. It’s a good thing the photographer already weeded out the most unflattering ones.


    My favorite one, which we blew up the biggest, is the one of Alex standing behind me. I’m naked, however his hands are resting on my bare belly while my hands cover my exposed breasts. While my head is tilted to the side, his head rests against my temple. In that one picture, everything we’ve worked towards was captured.


    I sigh in stark disappointment when Alex comes from the closet dressed in his usual business attire. Not that I ever bore of Alex (naked or dressed), because let’s face it…he’s out of this world attractive. Dimples out, he shoots me a sexy smirk when he catches me staring at him. I can’t help it. There’s something extremely erotic when the man of your dreams is standing in front of you, head to toe in tailored clothing that match the blue of his eyes, staring right back at you.


    “You look handsome,” I turn in my seat to face him, the skirt of my dress twisting beneath me.


    He brings his hands up to the pendant of my necklace and with a husky tone says, “I like this on you.” Our daughters name in script, much like that of the name inked on his chest, sits upon a white gold chain around my neck. Alex seems to be in a very giving mood lately, because along with the photos, he got me this necklace as well.


    “Well, I love it. Not that I haven’t told you a million times already.” I look up at him and try to convey just how much I love him with just one look.


    I must’ve succeeded. Before I know it my back is pressed up against my vanity and Alex is tucked in between my legs. In his still husky voice, he tells me, “You need to stop looking at me like that.”


    “Why is that, Mr. James?” I tease him through my lashes.


    He groans. “Because Janice will kill me if you don’t make it to your spa day. And since I work with her I can’t very well escape her obstinate mouth.” He smiles. Although still considered his assistant, their relationship has evolved. Janice is even more hands on now and runs Alex like a well-oiled machine. I’m sure it has everything to do with her not seeing him as the intimidating boss, but rather Alexander James: sometimes CEO, most of the time Elyssa’s man.


    His fingers playfully graze my jaw, leading to my chin before tilting it up, bending, and kissing me. “But trust me Elyssa when I say, I want nothing more than to lift that dress of yours, bend you over and take you right here.”


    “That sounds like fun,” I respond against his lips before pushing him forward enough to turn around. From this vantage point, I see him standing behind me, but more importantly, I feel him growing against my backside.


    Growling in sexual frustration, he closes his eyes while he attempts to reel himself in. When he groans and stands to adjust himself through his pants, I know he wasn’t successful. “Hart, you will be the death of me.”


    I run my fingers along my plunging neckline revealing more of my ample cleavage. “We could be quick. Besides,” I stand and turn around to wrap my arms around his neck before whispering in his ear, “I’m not wearing any panties.”


    Within seconds, I’m straddling his lap on the bench of my vanity. He barely has enough time to unbuckle his belt and pull his pants down just enough to free his ever-straining cock before I’m desperately squirming in his lap. I pull up my skirt and Alex eagerly positions his tip at my entrance. With no hesitation, I fall on his shaft, taking him deep which stirs a moan out of both of us. Always gentle, but fuck does it feel good. It feels like home. I’m one lucky woman. He so readily gives into my growing needs and desires.


    With a tug, the strap of my dress is moved aside so he can free my breasts. Instantly, he takes my nipple into his mouth torturing me with his tongue. Nibbling aggressively against my sensitive bud, my hips grind against him faster, harder. I can’t get enough.


    “Touch yourself, Hart. Touch yourself and feel me deep inside you.” His demands turn me on even more. I don’t hesitate and immediately my hand finds my clit. I rub myself eagerly, pushing myself to the edge. “Come for me, Elyssa. Come all over my fucking cock,” he urges, his hands grasping my hips, pushing and pulling me against him with such haste that my legs begin to tremble as my climax builds. If his body wasn’t enough, his voice is a symphony of pure seduction. When my whimpers start, he pulls my mouth to his. His kiss muffles my throaty moan as I pulse around him, reaching my climax quicker than I ever have before.


    Alex’s movements grow more urgent as he lifts and drops me on top of him with consumed urgency. Riding out his own climax, he pulls me tighter against him allowing our bodies to slowly grind against each other. Heavy breathing and Alex’s groans of ecstasy are the only sounds in the room.


    My body spent, I fall lazily against him. After only a few minutes, I mumble against his neck, “I don’t think I can stand.”


    Pulling the strap of my dress back on my shoulder, Alex steals one more kiss before joking, “You said quick.”


    With his semi-erect cock still inside me, I respond in a much lower voice, one that doesn’t hold any of the conviction I try to muster, “Yes, but I didn’t say hard and rough.”


    “I believe you were talking to me telepathically or it could have been all of the ‘Fuck me harder, Alex,’ from last night that I keep replaying in my head.”


    “Please…don’t,” I groan in embarrassment, slapping my hand against his chest. He rumbles in laughter as he holds me tighter against him.


    “I fucking love you.” He kisses my hair before lifting me up. The moment he pulls out, I know I’m a goner. I miss him already. The knowledge that pregnancy makes you horny is an understatement. I’m insatiable.


    “You better,” I whisper, running my fingers through his tousled strands. He looks even better after sex. Unfair.


    A knock on the door startles me, but Alex is right there wrapping me tightly in his embrace. In the safety of his arms, I know nothing can touch me.


    “Mr. James,” Frank’s voice is muffled through our bedroom door, “your car has been pulled around front.” Instantly, my cheeks redden. Just the thought he might’ve heard us makes me flush with embarrassment. That and ever since the baby shower fiasco, anytime I hear Frank’s voice I immediately go on alert.


    “Thank you Frank,” Alex calls back to him, his eyes never leaving mine. Kissing me one final time, I moan when our tongues intertwine. All too quick, he slows down our passion and murmurs, “I have to go.” Whether it’s a chaste kiss or a long, lasting one, kissing him still leaves me breathless.


    “Drive safely,” I murmur as his lips leave mine.


    Re-buckling his belt, Alex straightens his shirt, still looking as put together as he did when he walked out of the closet. “Have fun today, Hart. Love you.”


    “Love you,” I call after him. “With all my heart,” I add as he reaches the door. Flashing me his sexy dimples one last time, he opens the door and disappears. Breathless and head over heels in love, that’s how he leaves me every day. Not a bad way to start your day, if I don’t mind saying so myself.


    I glance down at my vibrating cell and notice a text from Janice.


    *You better be on your way*


    **Leaving now**


    I gather my things, and head towards the front door where I know I’ll find Frank waiting.


    “You ready to go, Ms. Hart?” I avoid eye contact hoping, no praying, that he didn’t just hear us. I nod and continue out the door. Frank doesn’t allow me to carry anything, including the purse he’s currently holding hostage, and leads me towards the awaiting Escalade.


    Ever since the baby shower, Frank has been overcompensating unnecessarily. He’s been trying to figure out a way to make up for what’s happened under his watch so when I can help it, I try not to complain too much. At times I catch him so deep in thought, almost as if he’s going over each individual detail. Like he’s trying to pinpoint what could’ve slipped through his non-existent crack. So yah, sometimes I don’t want to put more pressure on his brain.


    “Frank, you know I can carry my own purse,” I joke with him, hoping to lighten his mood.


    “I don’t mind. I told Mr. James I would take care of you.” Frank opens the back door and when I climb in I notice Taylor sitting in the passenger seat. “Taylor will be my second today,” he explains as he closes the door. Taylor flashes me a toothy grin over his shoulder as Frank jumps behind the wheel.


    As he starts up the SUV, Frank shakes his head and looks in the rear view mirror. “Janice wanted me to remind you to wear sandals today.”


    “A little late for that, dear Frank,” I jokingly chastise him. Glancing down at my rhinestone leather sandals, I have to shake my head. I’m sure her need to remind me has everything to do with my latest spats of pregnancy brain. Everyone knows to wear sandals when you’re getting a pedicure, it’s written in a manual somewhere I’m sure.


    Both of them chuckle as Frank maneuvers us out of the driveway.


    Settling back into my seat, I relax in a way I know won’t happen for much longer. As my pregnancy gets further along, spa days will be a thing of the past. When Alex came up with the idea to have a day with my very best friend, I couldn’t say no. Bought and paid for, all that was left to do was convince him to let Janice have the day off so we could go during the week. Weekends are my special time with him, so I didn’t want to lose out on that just to be pampered by someone else. I quite enjoy when he pampers me at home. So, when I told him this, he didn’t hesitate to let Janice have the day off so we could go together.


    Smiling, I tilt my head back and rest it against the headrest. I’m not sure if it was the sex or the anticipation of a day of leisure that has me feeling at ease, but regardless, I’m thankful for a few minutes of peace. “Frank, will you be partaking in a little mani-pedi with us today?”


    I can see his smile in the rearview mirror as he glances into the backseat. “Not today, Ms. Hart.”


    Some time passes before I remember thinking to myself that I should ask Frank about his life outside of guarding us. Not sure if he’ll answer, but just curious enough, I catch his eye and ask, “Frank, do you have a mini-badass family waiting for you somewhere?”


    If my line of questioning makes him uncomfortable, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he’s casually driving with one hand on the wheel while the other sits in his lap. “I was married, yes.”


    I know I shouldn’t, but too eager for more juicy gossip, I unbuckle my seatbelt and move forward to rest my chin on my crossed arms. “And what happened?”


    “Ms. Hart, I really wish you’d sit back in your seat.” When I make no effort to move, he sighs, “What always happens? Worked too much, wasn’t home enough.”


    “Do you have any kids?” I turn my head to rest my cheek on my forearm, still ignoring his request.


    “No. No kids,” he answers, matter-of-factly.


    “Well Frank, I think you would make a good dad,” I answer with a hum.


    He shakes his head, “Let’s get you and Alex out of the woods first before making these colossal statements.” Frank’s chuckle is like music to my ears. A brand new tune that you can’t help but smile to. In the time I’ve known Frank, this is the first time I’ve ever heard him laugh. Most of the time he’s been so stressed, so on edge that other facets of his personality are never shown. Still though, I rather enjoy his frosty nature.


    “What about you, Taylor?” I turn my cheek to look at his side profile. Unlike Frank and his ease of conversation regarding his past, Taylor seems to tense slightly.


    “What about me?” he asks, his jaw tensing.


    With his peculiar reaction, my curiosity is getting the best of me. “Family? Kids?”


    “No wife, no kids, but…”When his voice trails off, he turns to gaze out the window.


    “You have your eye on a lucky girl? What’s she like? How’d you meet her?” I push against his shoulder, jostling him to the right.


    “I met her on a job.” Taylor rubs his finger against his lips, a tinge of a smile peeking through. His face lights up when he continues. “She’s beautiful and smart and out of everything in my life, she’s the one thing that I deserve the most. After it all, after everything I’ve been through…I just want…he doesn’t deserve…it’s me. She needs to choose me.”


    My eyebrows squish together when I notice Taylor clutching his fists tightly. Out of the corner of my eye I see Frank mirroring my confusion.


    “Taylor…” Frank’s voice is cut off by a loud pop.


    Bang!


    I jump back in my seat, frantically grabbing at my seatbelt. Ears ringing at an unbearable level, my hands shake as I struggle to place the clasp into the slot. I clutch my strap tightly across my chest as I brace for an impact I’m sure is about to happen. Watching the SUV swerve left and right on the road, Frank screams out in agony. Pulling himself together, he clutches the steering wheel with one hand and his right shoulder with the other. I can see the blood seep between his fingers and I can’t help but cringe at the smell. My eyes dart between the two men in the front of the cab, and silently plead for this to not be happening right now. My heart races as I watch Taylor hold a gun aimed directly at Franks face.


    “Taylor…” my voice is shaky.


    “Elyssa, please…just sit back.” Taylor, in all his fury, turns to look at me with so much concern it hurts my heart. To look into the face of someone who just shot another person is terrifying. Until Frank coughs, Taylor stays eerily calm. With the sudden movement and sound, Taylor’s ice blue gaze turns lethal. Noticeably gripping the gun tighter, he turns to Frank and through clenched teeth says, “Keep driving.”


    I can feel my body shaking as I instinctively hold my belly. I don’t know what else to do.


    “Fuck! Really Taylor?” Frank asks in disgust. “All along, it was you who planted the bomb, who broke into their house, who wrote the notes.” Frank grits through the pain, I notice his hand tightening on the steering wheel as he accelerates down the street.


    “Shut the fuck up and drive,” Taylor instructs, pointing the gun to the side of Frank’s head.


    “I knew I was missing something, but this? You seemed to genuinely care about her, how could you…” Frank’s usually strong voice is strained as he struggles to control the SUV.


    “I fucking love her!” Taylor erupts in uninhibited rage, the cords of his neck straining as his voice booms throughout the cab. “She was nowhere near that car when it exploded, she wasn’t even home when I broke-in. And those threats weren’t for her!” At this last explanation, he points the gun into the backseat. Instantly, realization ensues.


    Holy fuck. He’s talking about me…


    My mind wanders back to every kind gesture, every compliment, to every look he’s ever given me. How did I miss this? I thought he was my friend. Tears stream down my face.


    “She’s getting married. She has a baby on the way. Doesn’t that matter for anything?”


    “Shut the fuck up. Turn left here!” Taylor orders while frantically looking between the front and back seat. While Frank attempts to distract him, I slowly reach down to my lap for my phone. Even though Taylor’s straining to catch every movement, I pray he doesn’t see the shift of my hands. I’m about to touch Alex’s name under my favorites, but almost immediately my phone is snatched away. I slump in defeat, looking cautious in my attempt to look small.


    “Uh, uh, uh,” he tsks. “You don’t see it now, but you will. He’s not the one for you.” His fingers move swiftly across my screen before he throws my phone onto the floor of the front seat.


    “Please, just let us go. I’ll pay whatever you want. Alex…Alex will pay whatever you want.” My voice is shaky as I beg for our freedom.


    “You think this is about money?” He turns in his seat to face me; once again his eyes softening as he searches my face for understanding. He’s not going to find it because I’m lost. “It may be about money for Gary, but not for me. It hasn’t been about money in a long, long time. Not since the moment I laid eyes on you.


    “I’ll admit, when Gary approached me with his plan I was hesitant. It’s true; all I’ve ever wanted was his life. So, when I was given the opportunity to make him suffer, by my hands, I was all for it. At first, it was about making him suffer, because he has everything I’ve ever wanted.” Again, not following him I shake my head and draw my brows in confusion. “You,” he admitted. “You’re what I’ve wanted, needed, in my life.”


    Frank grits through his pain, “Why don’t you let Ms. Hart go and I’ll negotiate whatever concessions you’re asking for?”


    Taylor smacks Frank on the side of his head with the butt of the gun. “Weren’t you listening? She’s what I want.”


    “I don’t understand what you want with me,” I plead, silently moving to the seat behind him so I can see Frank better. What I see scares me more than the gun to Frank’s head. With the gunshot and the hit to his skull, Frank has lost a lot of blood. The stain on his shirt is soaked through, looking more crimson than red. With only my eyes, I frantically search the backseat for something to stop the bleeding. Nothing. There’s absolutely nothing of use. With no time to waste because I have no idea how long someone can continue to lose blood and not lose consciousness, I immediately begin to tug at the skirt of my dress.


    “What’s going on back there?” Taylor asks, still trying to keep an eye on Frank. “Don’t be stupid, Elyssa. You can’t jump, your baby won’t survive.”


    Finally, I get a piece of material off my skirt and inch forward. Slowly moving my hands forward so Taylor can see I have no intentions of fighting him, I release a slow breath when he allows me to continue. “I need to stop his bleeding.” He nods and allows me to tie the material above Frank’s wound. Frank winces as I pull the material tighter, but that’s the only movement he makes.


    With the barrel of the gun pressed up against Frank’s temple, Taylor grinds it a little more and demands that Frank turn right. While I have no way of knowing where we’re going, I at least have some hope Frank does. If he doesn’t, we are so totally fucked. Not wanting to think the worst, I rip off another piece of my skirt and hold it against Frank’s head.


    In the rearview mirror, Frank catches my eye. “Ms. Hart, please sit back and put back on your seat belt.” Yes, Frank definitely has a plan.


    “Whatever you think you have planned, Frank, I’m fairly confident you wouldn’t harm a hair on her body. Remember you’re carrying precious cargo. You’ve been on the side of his wrath. Imagine what it would do to him if he not only lost the love of his life, but also his first child. Unforgiveable, I’m sure.” He says this with a smile on his face, a wretchedly chilling smile.


    During his rant, I realized he’s right. If we don’t follow whatever he wants us to do, he could kill us. Or, he could find someone else to finish his job.


    “You don’t have to do this, Taylor,” I continue to beg him, sobbing through each word.


    “With him out of the way…”


    I shake my head adamantly, “I would still love him.”


    “No, Elyssa. You love the thought of him. You love that he’s been able to rise up from his upbringing and can give you the life you deserve.” I shake my head, but for a completely different reason. I want nothing but Alex, but Taylor wouldn’t know this. He doesn’t know Alex and me like he says he does. “No? Well, let me enlighten you then. Me and your precious Mr. James…we are one in the same.”


    By now, I’ve sat back because if I can’t take care of Frank, at least I can take care of Cadence. I’m just so confused and scared. Mostly scared. “I don’t understand.”


    Taylor relaxes in his seat, but stays alert while he watches Frank maneuver us through a neighborhood I’ve never seen. “All his life he’s had everything easy. Anything he ever wanted was given to him.”


    Being so far from the truth, I argue, “You know nothing about him.”


    “Nothing?” Taylor moves in his seat so he can glare at me. “Trust me. I know. I know he lost his mother when he was almost a teenager. I know he grew up with a grandmother that looked out for him. I know he only had to endure a few years of abuse.”


    I’m silenced. Some of Alex’s life is public, like his mother’s death and now Nana’s. But the knowledge of abuse is not. The only people who would know are those closest to Alex, and Taylor is definitely not one of those people. My mind races through every scenario possible. Nothing comes to mind, my only conclusion is that he has to have an in with someone. Not wanting to think he’d do something as low as trick Nana into talking to him before her death, I glare at him while he glares back. No, oh God no…


    “How do you know all of this?” I squeeze my hand into a fist, riding out the pain radiating in my lower back. Taylor eyes me, seeing the pain in my face. When he asks what’s wrong, I remind him that I shouldn’t even be out of bed. He’s been to enough doctors’ appointments with me and we’ve had enough conversations that he knows I’m on bed rest. Yet he stares at me, observing and waiting. For what, I’m not entirely sure.


    Maybe to take my mind of the pain, he continues with his story. “I know this because I was six when he came to live with us! He would tell me all the time how different I was compared to his Alex. Never a day would go by that he didn’t tell me what a no good whore my mom was. And because of that I was an inconvenience because he just knew my mother tricked him into getting her pregnant.”


    My heart stops. Oh. My. God. No…


    They can’t be…okay, so there are slight similarities; his eyes, just like Alex’s; strong jaw, defined cheekbones. But he doesn’t have the same dimples or the boyish grin. On any other day, Taylor would be considered attractive, but he lacks so many of the good qualities that Alex has, there is no comparison.


    “You’re his brother,” with the realization, I release the breath I didn’t know I had been holding.


    He points, directing Frank to the left. “Half brother, but yes, unfortunately we share the same dear ole dad.”


    “It’s not his fault,” I whisper, now feeling a little sad for Taylor, too. “He was just a kid.”


    “Not his fault? Oh, it’s his fault…him and that bitch of a mother. If he wasn’t such a fucking whiney bitch and his mother would’ve just sucked it the fuck up and took what he was giving, I never would’ve known the man. He would’ve never had to come live with us and he wouldn’t have had a chance to get my mother hooked on that shit. My life would’ve been different. So, forgive me Elyssa, when I don’t agree with you.”


    “You can’t blame them for wanting out of the same situation you ended up in.”


    “I can blame him for whatever the fuck I want. That’s the beauty of the situation. Being fucking crazy, no one questions you. They fear you. The fact I know at least a dozen ways of killing someone is always a plus. And trust me…I plan to torture him until he’s pissing and shitting himself, begging for his life.”


    “Taylor we can help you. It doesn’t have to be this way.” I try to play into his emotions since he claims to feel something for me. Taylor shakes his head continuously, closing his eyes as his fists sandwich his temples.


    “If I help him, he’ll leave us alone. I’ll be free. Alex has to lose everything or the deal is off.” Taylor points to a vacant parking lot where an old blue Bronco waits for us.


    Tears continue to stream down my face when I realize there is no plan. There is no rescue. Alex thinks I’m safely at a spa with Frank watching over me. He will have no clue where to even start looking. My thoughts immediately go to him thinking of everything I should have told him. Then my thoughts go to our daughter. God Cadence. I need out of this situation.


    We park next to the rusty old Bronco. It’s then I notice Gary Dunn, Alex’s dad, step out of the driver’s seat; a cocky grin on his face as he leans against the door and folds his arms across his chest.


    “Stop the truck,” Taylor barks. The Escalade comes to a halt suddenly, I jerk forward against the seatbelt restraints.


    “I’ll find you,” Frank threatens. Please Frank, don’t. At this point, my only hope is that they leave Frank, a guide to help Alex find me.


    “Is that so?” Taylor tilts his head looking at Frank menacingly. He opens the door, taking the keys out of the ignition, the gun trained on Frank the entire time. Trying to get his attention to beg him to run, I’m not aware the door has been opened until Taylor grabs my forearm. Pulling me from my seat, he walks me towards Gary. My knees shake as I try to push against his hand that’s urging me forward.


    “Well, well, you actually did your job for once. I guess you aren’t as useless as I thought. Now you just need to finish the job.”


    Taylor doesn’t say anything, but is hesitant as he looks between his dad and Frank. Only a moment passes before he says, “Sorry Frank, it’s nothing personal,” at the same time Gary turns me to face them and whispers in my ear, “Say goodbye to your little bodyguard.”


    “Noooo!” I scream, my lungs hurting as Alex’s dad ties my hands behind my back. It’s then that Frank lunges forward, but he’s quickly stopped as Taylor shoots off another round. My ears ring, my head throbs as I watch Frank drop to his knees. Blood pools on his belly, soaked up by the tight material of his shirt.


    “No! Please no!” My voice hoarsens as I scream with all my might, struggling against Gary’s grip. Frank remains unmoving on the ground and I cry my apology to him, his life taken simply because he was tasked to watch over me.


    “Get the bitch in the car,” he orders as I’m tossed into the backseat. Just as pieces of the puzzle are coming to light, my world starts to darken as he pushes a rag against my face. I struggle as he continues, but hear him bark an order to Taylor to back up. I’m confused and my fight is waning. My eyes close, allowing the darkness to swallow me whole. But not before I hear Gary say, “Arianna is waiting.”


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    


    Friday, July 5


    ALEX…


    “Alex, you promised you’d let her leave on time. The manicurist keeps shooting me death glares and I don’t know how much more I can take,” a tight laugh echoes on the other end of the phone.


    I glance down at my watch and catch the time. It was more than an hour ago that I received a text from Elyssa telling me she got to the spa. My brows furrow and ice rolls over my heart. Tossing the file folder in my hand onto a nearby table, I place the call on speaker while I scroll through my messages. “I’m looking at her text. It says she got to the spa over an hour ago.” I read and re-read the message, making sure I didn’t miss something. I didn’t and now I’m fucking worried.


    “There’s no way, Alex. I’ve been here at the front door waiting for her.” I can hear Janice’s voice, along with some shuffling on her end, coming through the phone.


    “And there’s no back entrance? Frank may have made other arrangements.” Trying not to think the worse, but only coming up with shit, I feel like I’m grasping at straws.


    “There’s no back entrance. I’ve asked everyone. No one has seen her.” Janice’s voice has changed from mocking concern to just plan concerned in a matter of seconds.


    “I’ll call you back.” I end the call and immediately try to call Elyssa. After the mandatory five rings, it goes to voicemail where her sweet voice sings with true happiness. It’s all I’ve ever wanted for her, for us. No message left, I end the call and dial Frank. I growl and squeeze the phone tight when his phone rings with no answer.


    When I get to Taylor’s name and try to call him, I at least get his voicemail, but still no message left. My last hope is Darron, and when he answers on the second ring, I let out a small sigh of relief.


    “Mr. James?” His calm voice quells my apprehension, if only a little. If anything happened to Frank, surely Darron would be on alert.


    “Where’s Frank?” I ask, looking at the boardroom that’s at a standstill in my absence.


    “Mr. Deline and Taylor are escorting Ms. Hart to the spa.”


    “They aren’t answering, Darron, and my assistant is at the spa where they should have arrived over an hour ago. When was the last time you spoke with either of them?”


    “As they were leaving your residence, sir.” Although his answer comes quick, I can sense the unease in his tone. I hear his footsteps echoing in the background, shuffling papers on what I assume is Frank’s desk. “Taylor gave a status check about half an hour ago saying everything was as planned.”


    “Something’s wrong, Darron. Do whatever you have to, but you need to find them,” I demand with urgency. Forgetting about the packed boardroom, I start jogging towards the elevator.


    “According to the GPS on Franks phone, he’s on the corner of Hollywood and Alto Avenue. Sir, that’s the middle of nowhere…” his voice trails off.


    “Fuck,” I mumble under my breath. I go for the stairs, knowing the elevator will take too long. “I’m on my way. Go to the spa, get my assistant and make sure she’s safe.”


    “Stay where you are, Mr. James. I’ll have someone pick you up.” With his labored voice, I can tell Darron is running.


    “Fuck that.” I hang up and practically leap from floor to floor. In no time I’m already in the pristine lobby pushing through the crowds as I make my way towards the garage.


    I try to make sense of their location. I try to come up with thousands of different explanations, but nothing seems to placate me. I can feel it in my bones that something is really wrong. This is it. The accumulation of all that’s happened in the past few months, all the threats and destructiveness, is raining down on us.


    My phone rings, Janice’s name fleeting across the screen, as my hopes die that Elyssa has some reasonable explanation for her whereabouts. “Alex? Did you find her?” Janice asks, panicked.


    “I need you to call the police,” I huff as I sprint up the stairs of the parking garage to the third floor. “Stay where you are, Darron is on his way to you. Tell the police to meet me on the corner of Hollywood and Alto. Let them know to look for Frank’s black Escalade.” I finish my instructions to Janice, trying to stay calm as I sit behind the wheel and start the car.


    Voice escalating with panic, “What’s on the corner of Hollywood and Alto?”


    Frustrated, I tell her as much but without tact. “No time for questions. Just do as I ask and call the police. Keep calling Frank until you get a hold of him.” I disconnect the call without closure.


    What the fuck is going on? Where’s Elyssa and my baby? Did Frank run into trouble? Were they followed? And where the fuck is Taylor? I scream my frustration and speed out of the garage, heading east. So many questions run through my head and I fear the worst. Trying to quell my anxiety, I rake my hand through my hair and down my face. Not succeeding, I continue to work through a list of possible things that could’ve gone wrong. The worst part of conjuring up your own worst nightmares is when those nightmares become reality.


    ~~~~~


    A cloud of dust settles around my car as I come to a screeching halt. The expansive dessert barren with rows and rows of cacti in every direction, the black Escalade out of place against the desolate landscape. Scanning the area, I lock my eyes on the SUV and notice both the passenger and driver’s side doors are ajar. I inch closer and notice a gleam on the ground next to the front tire, something metal shining against the unyielding rays of the sun above.


    “Elyssa!” I scream. Waiting, desperately hoping for an answer back, but am met with unnerving silence.


    Edging closer to the vehicle, eyes still scanning, I get a closer look at the gleaming object and my heart plummets to my stomach. A tiny surfboard sits among the dirt and rubble just mere inches from my foot. An irrational hate of Oliver’s gift washes over me. Despair settles in the pit of my stomach thinking that this is the only reminder of my heart left on this desolate Earth.


    I hold the tiny silver charm in my hand so tight I can feel my nails digging into my palm. I drop my head in despair, trying to figure out what to do next. This was my only lead, which is a complete dead end. Just as the thought leaves my head, I hear a light gurgling and cough from the other driver side of the SUV. Immediately I’m on alert. It would be too much to ask that one of the bastards who did this was taken out in the process. Fuck that, I hope they all die. But if one of them is alive, maybe I can find Elyssa.


    As I cautiously round the hood of the SUV, my heart slams against my rib cage. Frank, covered in dirt and blood, sits against the front wheel well. He flinches as he holds something against his chest. I quickly move to his side, his eyes coming into focus as I near him.


    “Sir,” his attempts to speak are thwarted when he coughs up more blood.


    Hearing the sirens in the distance, I tell Frank to save his energy. “Help is on the way.” I look around, but there’s no sign of Elyssa. All I see are tire tracks and sand. When I look back to ask Frank about her, I notice a sliver of pink chiffon tied around his right shoulder, the same material from Elyssa’s dress. I close my eyes, remembering the way she looked, her smile, her emerald eyes shining with adoration.


    Frank struggles to speak, wincing with each movement of his lips, “They took her.”


    “Who?” I ask, urging him to push through the pain and give me something. His eyes flutter. I shake him slightly; I need to have something to go on. “Frank,” I urge him to keep conscious. He mumbles something incoherent. I drop down to place my ear to his lips.


    “Your brother…your dad,” he chokes out, another large glob of blood erupting from his throat. I take off my shirt, the stark white material now dyed crimson as I pat it against his mouth.


    “Brother?” I ask, hoping Frank can shed light on my dark thoughts.


    “Taylor,” he sputters before losing consciousness, the sirens now echoing in my ear.


    I hear the crunching, people rushing around me, and then a voice saying, “Sir, we need you to step back.”


    But through all of the hustle, I’m frozen in place. Brother and Dad? Taylor? Shoving me out of the way, I stumble on the ground. The rocks under my hands cut into my skin as I process what I’ve just learned. I watch through hazy eyes as the paramedics work on Frank. His limbs are limp as they assess his body, moving him to a nearby stretcher.


    My dad has Elyssa. My fucking asshole of a father has my beautiful, innocent Hart.


    I can feel my body begin to tremble as I get to my feet; my mind racing as I explore everything that’s happened in the past few months. With my hands behind my head, I pace. I pace while I attempt to take deep breaths, feeling my anxiety spike. I pace like a madman.


    Taylor. My mind repeats over and over. Brother.


    I find it hard to believe my father brought another useless human being into the world. I picture his face, remembering every feature, looking for similarities between the two of us. For the life of me, I can’t come up with anything.


    “Excuse me, sir?” I look up from the rock I’ve been fixated on. An officer stands a few feet from me, eyes watching me closely in my volatile state.


    “They have my fiancée,” I murmur, still in shock. I look to my blood stained hands and can only imagine what this must look like.


    “Alex!” Janice’s terrified screams pull my attention to the right. Before Darron can even shut off his SUV, she’s out the door and running. With red-rimmed eyes still glistening with tears, she smashes against me. Her hands desperate, nails digging into my skin while she clutches me tightly.


    I can’t move, afraid to drop the tiny charm still in my hand. Afraid I might lose my shit. But mostly afraid that if I move it all becomes real.


    “Elyssa?” she asks, standing back, noticing my blood stained hands and shirtless appearance most likely for the first time.


    “They took her,” I whisper. “They took her,” I repeat again. And even to my own ears, I sound like a crazy person.


    “Mr. James,” the officer prompts, yet again. Before I can even tilt my head in his direction, Darron derails him from approaching. Frustrated, and not hiding it all too well, Darron’s eyes never leave his boss who is currently being loaded into the back of an ambulance, strapped down tightly to a stretcher.


    While I listen to Darron fill in the officer, my vision starts to go blurry with anger. I struggle to keep my control, but all my efforts are useless. In the end, the inevitable happened. I don’t know why I thought I could stop the threats from coming to fruition. This is obviously bigger than me. I honestly thought I could stop an enemy by anticipating their next move. But never would I, or could I, have been prepared for this.


    My hands pull at my hair in frustration and I scream into the vast desert. When my screams are no more, my frustration turns to tears. Falling to my knees, I let the water roll down my cheeks, feeling it through my hands as I cover my face. At some point Janice’s arms surround me but I feel no comfort. All I feel is pain…loss…anger.


    “We’re going to need his statement. Whether it’s here, or at the precinct, we need it,” the officer explains to Darron. With the distance between us, their voices are muffled by the wind and my own sobs. “Sooner, rather than later, yes?”


    “You’re going to have to give him a minute,” Darron relays, his voice closer, yet miles away.


    


    Saturday, July 6


    It’s after midnight by the time an officer drops me off at home. I feel a punch to my gut with each step I take to reach the front steps of the house, knowing Elyssa won’t be here waiting. I feel like I’m being gutted. Not knowing where she is, or if she’s safe. Not knowing if our baby is continuing to thrive in whatever state they have Elyssa in. My only saving thought is that I know how Taylor felt about her. I know he felt more compassion towards her than to me, or anyone else on his security team. For that, I’m grateful because it means he’ll watch out for her. But until I find her, and I will find her, I won’t stop worrying or fighting to get her back.


    Darron has been on point since we left the desert, giving me an up to date report on Frank’s condition. The last one being an hour ago, saying that although he’s critical, he’s alive. Fighting for his life in the ICU after undergoing a second surgery, the doctors are optimistic.


    Not knowing when he had time for research, Darron also gave me an update on Taylor. Fortunately, he knew exactly what I wanted to know, and not some unnecessary bullshit. The reason there was no connection to my life when Frank hired him was because no father is listed on his birth certificate. Why am I not surprised? Nothing of this makes sense, but at least it wasn’t on Frank. He doesn’t need the shit storm of guilt. No one ever considered I had a brother.


    It’s still unknown if any of the blood at the scene was Elyssa’s. But the police are hopeful that since she wasn’t found at the scene that she’s still alive. At least there’s that.


    Exhausted, I sink to the floor the moment I lock my doors, not even bothering to rearm the alarm. I have nothing left in me. Everything that has kept me going is gone and to make matters worse, the police have no leads. And although I am exhausted, if I had any idea where to start, I know I’d have the energy to find her.


    Knock. Knock.


    I stand, wiping the tears from my eyes and cough through the thickness in my throat. I don’t know if I’m ready to see the only two people who’d show up this late at night. Calling Rachel and Bryan had been one of the hardest conversations I’ve ever had. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to forget the sounds of her screams. She didn’t need to say it, but in her wordless cries I know I let her down. Hell, I’ve let everyone down, including the one person I said I’d always protect. My inadequacies and inability to protect the one person that means most to all of us…Gone. Disappeared. Kidnapped. All because of me.


    Standing just on the other side of the solid door, only inches thick, I imagine opening it and being attacked. I’m expecting her to hit me. I’m expecting her to scream and claw at me and blame me for not protecting her sister, but none of that happens. Instead, when I finally stop being a pussy and open the door, it takes a second for me to comprehend who I’m looking at. Who I’m met with is for sure not the face of a beautiful brunette staring at me with hate filled eyes. No, it’s definitely not her.


    Scraggily looking motherfucking Cole.


    Immediately, I see blazing hot inferno red and I rush him. Clutching his neck and squeezing as hard as I can, I try to lift him as his back makes contact with the wall. His hands attempt to make purchase, clawing at me trying to undo my hold. Fuck that. I have nothing to live for if I can’t find Elyssa, therefore I have nothing to lose by killing him. I squeeze tighter, feeling absolute hate and emptiness.


    “What are you doing here?” I spit at him. Murderous thoughts take over as I imagine reaching into his esophagus to rip his windpipe from his throat. My anger fuels me as I feel my muscles clench, tighten with the strength of a madman. I can hear him gurgle as he struggles to speak, his face turning slightly blue. None of this registers, none of it matters.


    “Woooooaaaaaa.” Someone grabs me from behind, yanking at my arms to pry me off Cole. With the rage inside me, their efforts seem like a simple pat on the back. Like an irritating gnat I want to squish. “Alex, calm the fuck down.” The voice is familiar, but through the haze I can’t place it. The faceless person’s hold tightens on my shoulders as he continues to wrangle me away from Cole.


    It’s then I hear something close to Elyssa’s name come from the recognizable voice. I stop and loosen my grip. Oliver. Fuck, just what I need. Another member of Elyssa’s fan club here to tell me how much I fucked up. I take a step back. Cole bends over trying to catch his breath, his hand immediately coming up to try to fend me off.


    Oliver doesn’t let me go, which I assume is for fear I may attack my unwanted guest; his fear is not unfounded. “Speak now before I go back to fucking killing you.”


    Through heavy breathing, Cole looks up at me with such shame. It takes me a minute to fully take him in. It’s then I see he looks nothing like the guy I met at the health fair. His cheeks are sunken in, dark circles around his eyes. He looks like shit.


    Cole clutches his chest, resting his back against the wall. “They have her.”


    “Who are they?” Oliver asks before I can even get it out.


    “Arianna,” he wheezes. Cole points to me, but doesn’t make eye contact, “His brother and dad.”


    “Where?” I ask with pure venom lacing every word. He needs to speak quicker, needs to stop clutching his chest as if either of us give a fuck about his condition. Maybe I need to remind him that I’m only seconds away from finishing what I started. I start to make a move, but am thwarted by his reluctant voice.


    “Some house in the middle of nowhere. It’s about five hours from here,” Cole explains, looking between Oliver and me.


    “If I let you go, are you going to kill him?” Oliver asks standing so close his voice is almost directly in my ear.


    I pull Oliver in Cole’s direction despite his efforts at keeping me away. “If he had something to do with them taking her…”


    “Dude, you better give him something,” Oliver urges, trying to dig his feet in to pull me back.


    Cole waves his hands in front of him, frantically looking like a fucking lunatic. “No way, I was protecting her. I was trying to stop them.”


    “Were you protecting her when you broke into my house and took a bat to me?” I vehemently ask, my gaze burning a hole through him. Cole folds into himself. Fucking coward. This is getting us nowhere. Obviously Cole knows where she is and killing him will not bring her back. I take deep breaths before tapping Oliver’s forearm. “You can let me go.”


    “You sure?” I nod. Oliver’s grip loosens, testing my resolve before he fully steps away. We look at each other, both of us coming to the same conclusion before I grab Cole and pull him towards Oliver’s car.


    “You’re going to show us where they have her.” I toss him in the backseat before running around and getting in the passenger side.


    “There are three of them,” Cole nervously points out from the backseat as Oliver starts the engine.


    “One for each of us,” Oliver adds as we race down our driveway and onto the street. “But that’s only if you’re on our side.”


    “I just want her safe,” Cole mutters. I look back at him and notice he’s fidgeting nervously. I’m not sure what we’re going to find when we get there, whether or not we’re walking into a trap or not. But without any other leads, I have to trust that he does care. That he wouldn’t want to harm her, even though his past dictates that he doesn’t always have her best interests at heart. If her and the baby aren’t all right, my life doesn’t matter anymore. Ambush or not, we have to go all in. It’s then I look over at Oliver and realize he’s put himself into this situation without hesitation.


    “Why are you even here?”


    With his eyes trained on the road, he doesn’t flinch or hesitate when he answers. “I heard about Ely and wanted to see how you were holding up.” His voice is sincere.


    Fuck. He didn’t come to judge.


    Elyssa always said he was a good guy; that underneath his sarcastic, asshole exterior he truly did care about people. I guess I just never saw it. Or maybe I chose to never want to see it. Then again, it goes both ways. I’m sure he never wanted me to see his vulnerabilities. More alike than I thought, or cared to think about.


    I stare at him, letting the sincerity sink in. “Thanks man, much appreciated.” Considering all that we’ve been through, with his ex and Elyssa, it’s a wonder we can even sit in the same car, let alone call each other friends. But after this, after him putting his life on the line to help me get back my girl, I have a deeper respect for him.


    “Let’s go get our girl.” I ignore his false sense of possession and nod. He knows it as well as I do, it’s not “our girl,” rather “my girl.” I watch as houses and trees fleet past us as Oliver makes his way towards the freeway, Cole directing us the entire way.


    


    ELYSSA…


    “Good Morning, Elyssa.”


    At the sound of a grating voice, I attempt to pull myself out of the haze slowly seeping out of my brain. I fight against the restraints, but my efforts are futile.


    I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to release all of my built up frustration and negative energy. But I can’t. I won’t do that to myself, to Cadence or to Alex along with every single person who has stood behind me and next to me. That would give her too much satisfaction.


    “Why Arianna?” I ask calmly, masking my trepidation and anger.


    She steps away from the wall, making her way towards the bed, and ultimately to me. With the grace of a ballerina she sits on the edge, crossing her legs, in the process covering her knees with the skirt of her dress. She expends too much effort situating herself, remaining calm the entire time. I don’t feel her wrath, her menacing nature, until she turns her eyes to me.


    With an evil sneer, “I’m so excited this day has finally come.” She clasps her hands together in enthusiasm. “It’s a win-win for everyone.”


    I’d like to say my attention is solely on the succubus sitting in front of me, instead it’s on the tightness of the ropes around my wrists. I know that if I don’t move, it won’t hurt as much, but I’m stubborn. Thinking that if I keep tugging at my wrists, it’ll eventually loosen enough for me to get away. So far, no such luck, only new scrapes. I look up, still in a fog, when Arianna smooth’s out the raggedy old wool blanket covering me.


    Remembering I should be working on staying alive, which would mean paying closer attention, I ask, “What are you talking about?”


    “I think you know by now, I always get what I want. Now, Gary will get what he wants and well, Taylor sort of gets what he wants. Unfortunately for you,” she throws back her head to laugh, at the same time moves so she’s up close and personal, “The only two that are shit out of luck in this scenario is you and Alex.” With her declaration, she swipes the tip of her nail along my jaw line.


    I shake my head, “I don’t understand.” Maybe if I try to keep her talking, she won’t notice my continued attempts to escape.


    “You never did, sweetheart. You were always so naïve. Can’t say I didn’t try to warn you. I made many attempts to convince you to stay away from Alex. I was quite sure that if I took those pictures of us together, after I drugged him, you’d finally see his ways. But instead you refused to see him for what he is. And now look. Look where we are,” she waves her hand around the old, dusty room. “You’ve ruined your life for him. You’ve let him ruin his life for you.” Her fingertip falls along the dip of my blouse and I cringe.


    I stiffen, but erupt with finality, “My life didn’t start until I met him.”


    “Ha!” she breaks out in laughter. “Your life ended the moment you decided to continue your farce of a relationship with him. I made a similar warning to your mother, told her that your father would be the end of her. She never listened. Even when he was fucking me, she never listened. Turned a blind eye when I warned her that he wasn’t what she thought he was. But, can you blame him? They had just lost a baby and your mother wasn’t giving him what he needed. Can’t blame a man when he wanders to lusher pastures when their needs aren’t being met.”


    I can feel my eyes bug out of my head. Too many revelations going on, I don’t even know where to go begin. My mother lost a baby? I try to think back, to remember something out of my past that would trigger any truth from her statement. I got nothing. She has to be lying. I can’t even deal with the rest of her admissions right now. “Leave my parents out of this. Just let them rest in peace.”


    I’d like to say that my whispered request would’ve penetrated the thick wall of stone she’s erected around her chilling persona and heart, but it’s like I haven’t even spoken. Anyone could’ve been in the room. Today was going to be the day of confessions and I have a feeling my head is about to explode.


    “Don’t you see? All of this, it’s because you all turned your backs on me. I’ve always looked out for the people I care about in my life, but for what? No matter whose life I touch, it turns out this way. You and your sister. Alex. Carl. My mother…”At the mention of her mom, a pain that I’ve never seen washes over her face. But before I can reach a conclusion on the intensity, she shuts down, concrete walls come up and the fire in her eyes is burning bright.


    “All of you, including my mother turned your backs on me. All those years my father touched me, raped me, she never, not once, did she ever stop him. But it was because she was scared. I get it. I really do. But when I got rid of him, she should’ve been happy, right? Ha. No, she was furious with me. She told me that I ruined her life. I freed her and she hated me,” she screams, jostling my body.


    “You killed everyone who ever cared about you,” I point out, but because she still has a hold of me, it comes out as a harsh whisper.


    Suddenly, she sits up. Crossing her legs she tends to her skirt that had ridden up. “I didn’t kill everyone. For example, my English professor is still alive. He thought he could fuck me and then go back to his perfect life with his perfect little wife. No, I didn’t kill him, I just ruined him and sent him packing to Florida.”


    “Arianna…you don’t have to do any of this. Please just stop before it gets worse,” I plead, hoping to talk some sense into her. “There’s no getting out of this. You’ll end up in jail.”


    “Jail? Please. They didn’t lock me up after what I did to my parents. They didn’t do anything after your parents. Shit, they didn’t do anything when I pushed my sister through the ice. I even took the time to watch her struggle to climb out of the icy hole before drowning and still didn’t get caught.” Abruptly she stops, almost as if the revelation just hit her. It only takes another second before she throws her head back in one of her banshee cries, “Nothing ever happens to me.”


    She’s right and that scares me. I let her laugh die down, wondering and praying she doesn’t have a plan. As she settles, I look around the room for anything that might be of use. With me laying on the bed, I don’t have much to work with, but I have to try; for myself, for Alex and most importantly for Cadence. “What are you planning on doing?”


    “I have money. I have a passport, new identity, everything. After you have the baby, we’ll go, start a new life.” Her nonchalance is what scares me the most. She’s been planning this for far too long if she has everything she needs to start a new life.


    Wait…


    My heart plummets. We’ll go…


    I shake as the realization hits. She’s planning on taking Cadence. She’s going to let me bleed out, take my baby and flee the country. Fear clutches my insides. There’s nothing worse than feeling absolute helplessness when all you want to do is protect those you love. “Arianna…” I cough out, seemingly out of breath.


    She’s not done.


    Pacing, she continues to appease her conscience. “It wasn’t easy getting you alone. But, I have my ways. You forget so easily that I know you, Elyssa. Well enough that I thought for sure you’d blame yourself when we got rid of Alex’s precious Nana. When you confessed to Taylor you thought it was indeed your fault, I thought you guys would simply fall apart. I thought you’d blame yourself for bringing this into his life. I hoped you’d come to the realization that you’re the one that needed to leave. But once again, like so many times in recent past, you disappoint me.”


    With dread in my heart and a sinking feeling that this isn’t the last of her confessions, my tears stream down my face while my heart breaks. Nana. She killed Nana for what? So Alex and I would break up? She tortured Alex for months because he loved me and we decided to start a family.


    This is my fault.


    My heart wrenching sobs hide the sound of the door opening and closing. I’m startled as I slowly open my eyes to find Gary standing half naked beside Arianna at the foot of the bed. I take him in with as much disgust as I have for Arianna. How a heartless monster created the love of my life is completely beyond me. I’ll never understand.


    “Why’s this bitch crying? We haven’t done anything to her yet.”


    “She’s having a moment of clarity, darling.” Arianna stands, placing a kiss on Gary’s lips. My stomach rolls as I watch them. Disgusting.


    Aggressively, Gary clutches the back of her head to deepen the kiss. He growls into her mouth, “You’re like a fucking dog in heat. I bet if I dipped my fingers inside you, you’d be wet. Fuck, baby? Does this turn you on?”


    Without preamble, Arianna grabs his hand, lifts her skirt and deftly pushes his fingers towards her vagina. When his hands make purchase, she throws her head back with a loud moan. I cringe and close my eyes, not wanting to witness any second of this torture.


    “Open your eyes, bitch, or I’ll fucking do this to you.” Immediately my eyes pop open.


    I can feel his lifeless gaze burn into me, seep into my pores and make me feel filthy. I’m defenseless, strapped to a bed, spread open for everyone. Luckily, I still have my clothes on, but it wouldn’t take much to remove my panties. I can barely keep my eyes open as I watch Gary remove Arianna’s dress, practically ripping it from her body.


    Not wearing a bra, her bare breasts are the biggest part of her. She looks sickly skinny, the bones of her hips and ribs showing through her pasty skin. Regardless, Gary growls his appreciation as he lifts her against his bare chest.


    Sitting on the chair near the bed, Arianna straddles his lap and immediately grinds down. “You’ll watch us. If you don’t, I’ll do everything to you that you refuse to watch. Pregnant or not, I could care less.”


    She giggles as he aggressively slaps her ass before she helps him pull down his pants. I want to close my eyes. I want nothing more than to not have this image burned into memory. But I watch out of fear, fear of receiving the same. Knowing it’s more than a threat, since I’m well aware of Alex’s childhood. I hate that I now share this with him. Being exposed to such horrific images, exposing him to such debauchery at a young age.


    The most confusing part of this is Arianna actually likes his perversion. She’s screaming through her climax, as he gets rougher.


    Gary’s grunts fill the room. “Does my son fuck you like this?” I don’t answer him. Instead, I keep my eyes focused on the curtains behind them, avoiding the image of Gary lifting Arianna up and down on top of him.


    “Why don’t you tell me, Arianna? You’ve been with my son. Am I better than him?” She squirms and wiggles on his lap as he holds her down.


    “Please Gary,” she begs.


    “Answer me,” he demands.


    “I don’t want…” It’s then that he slaps her. I’ve never seen Arianna succumb to anyone before. But just when I thought to feel bad for her, a gleam in her eye catches mine. Gross.


    “He’s better than you,” she whimpers, holding her hand to her face with a ghost of a smile.


    He doesn’t hit her again. No, instead he begins to pump into her aggressively, lifting his hips while pulling her down.


    Their fucked up heads and quasi relationship is too much to deal with. I look around the room, hoping they’re distracted enough so I can continue to find a way of escaping. The windows are covered, so there’s no way of flagging anyone down. No phones anywhere to be seen. Nothing sharp anywhere within reach even if I was able to get loose. Nothing.


    With an almost primal scream Gary climaxes, Arianna slumping against his chest. It’s then that Taylor walks through the door.


    “You two fuck like rabbits,” he says nonchalantly, walking over to a nearby couch and sitting down. This family is fucked up with a capital F.


    Arianna mews as Gary pulls out of her, smacking her ass one last time. I close my eyes, thankful that it’s over. My thoughts immediately go to Alex. I know he’s probably going out of his mind with worry. I always thought his possessiveness over where I am all the time was a tad bit overbearing, but now I’m grateful. It couldn’t have taken him long to realize I’m missing. Which means there’s hope.


    Opening my eyes at the shock of feeling a finger graze my jaw I cringe at the smell that is way too close. “I told you, keep your fucking eyes open,” he demands, smacking my face. Once, twice, three times starting light and ending with a relentless pain.


    I stare my bleary eyes into his vacant face and again wonder how this man is still alive when so many before him are not. Without words, he trails his fingers down my clavicle to the insides of my breasts landing on my navel. I know better than to shut down, so instead I look over to the other side of the room while my body shakes. When my eyes catch Taylor, he’s barely containing his fury. Sitting on the very edge of the seat, his face is hard as stone glaring at Gary.


    Fear consumes me as I blink back more tears. I glance over to where Arianna is and she has no clue the tension has built in the room. Self-absorbed as usual, she’s preening herself in the mirror, fixing her perfect fire red hair. I hate her so much; I can feel my face redden. She’s supposed to me my Godmother. Who does this to another person? Anger washes over me. But before I can even voice my incense, I feel the skirt of my dress being lifted.


    Instinctively, I squirm. When I look into my captor’s empty eyes, I know I’m screwed. He doesn’t see me. He doesn’t see what he’s doing is wrong.


    “What the fuck, Gary? She’s mine. That was the deal,” Taylor growls, now standing.


    “Settle down, boy. You’ll have your turn,” his response is curt as he looks from Taylor back to me. “First, she’s mine. I want to feel her squirming beneath me, writhing. To feel what all the fuss is about.”


    At that, Taylor is at Gary’s side pushing him away at the same time pulling my dress down. “I said, she’s fucking MINE,” he voices with a menacing whisper.


    I look between the two men and can’t catch my breath. The stare down happening before my eyes is unnerving. It lasts for a long moment before Gary takes a breath, shakes his head, and turns his face towards Arianna. Fighting back a laugh, Arianna sits practically naked in the chair she and Gary had sex in.


    Gary looks around the room, seemingly searching for something. I can’t even explain the relief I feel when he walks away towards the other side of the room. “Fine. You can have the bitch.” I audibly sigh out of reprieve, causing Gary to look back at me. With a frightening gleam in his eye, he makes his concession. “But, if I give you this, I get something in return.”


    When he makes no attempt to finish his thought, I turn my focus back to Taylor. His fury reminds me so much of Alex, I don’t know how I didn’t put it all together. Hindsight and all, but still, it’s plain as day now. When he looks at me, my fear turns into something more like dread. He saved me from his father, but at what cost. I don’t quite understand my feelings, but I don’t want anything bad to happen to him. He’s a product of a bad man, which doesn’t mean he has to be. It’s obvious his obsession of me is irrational, but I don’t think its coming from a bad place.


    I follow Taylor’s movements as he turns to look over where Gary is standing behind Arianna, caressing her naked breasts. I don’t catch what he’s whispering into her ear, but I can tell they’re planning something more sinister, more than Gary’s body touching mine.


    Speaking louder than needed, Gary orders Arianna to go to Taylor. When she stands up, mostly naked, and makes her way over to the bed, Taylor visibly stiffens. I know how sadistic Arianna, and now Gary, can be so I shouldn’t be surprised when she drops to her knees directly in front of him. But I can’t help the gasp that escapes my lips. I quickly divert my eyes to the ceiling, pray this ends soon, and think to myself what more can happen.


    “Suck him off,” Gary instructs, causing my head to bounce off the bed. I don’t know why, but through all this fuckedupness, I don’t want Taylor to allow her to touch him.


    “I don’t want this bitch,” Taylor erupts in a fit. His eyes stray to mine, and stay there the entire time Arianna stays on her knees. In that moment, I know what he wants. I’ve felt it from the start. But I thought it was just a simple attraction, nothing fatal, nothing that would have ended up like this.


    “You better listen, boy. When I tell her to suck you off, I expect nothing from you. You fucking hear me?” Gary stands, his now flaccid penis in one hand as he points at his son with the other. When Taylor doesn’t respond, he moves to point at Arianna and finishes by demanding, “Now fucking suck him off.”


    Not wasting time and clearly enjoying herself, Arianna reaches down to unzip Taylor’s pants. When she pulls him into her mouth, he flinches at first, but eventually succumbs to her mouth and tongue. I close my eyes, praying for this all to end.


    “Watch bitch!” Gary’s at my side in an instant and slaps me, the sting of his hand causing my cheek to throb.


    With tears in my eyes I watch as Taylor’s Adam’s apple bobs, his eyes on me, but his hand on the back of Arianna’s head as he guides her mouth. My heart aches for him. Unlike Alex, Taylor has grown up with Gary as a father figure. This is all he knows. However, even with growing up with such perversion, there are hints of a good person deep inside him. I’ve seen it. Just like Alex, I imagine these traits come from his mother as well.


    “Does that feel good, boy?” Gary asks with a husky voice. I’m not looking, but I can imagine from the sounds coming from him that he’s pleasuring himself.


    Taylor nods, his eyes still trained on me before they close in pleasure. “Fuck…” Taylor moans. “That feels so fucking good, Elyssa.”


    I’m broken and sickened at the same time. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take. Alex…please find me.


    It’s then that I feel a gushing sensation down below, as if I unknowingly peed myself. That can’t be right. I know I haven’t been able to use the restroom in however long, but I’ve never peed myself before.


    Oh no…no, no, no. I shake my head, my eyes widen, and I fall apart. The gushing doesn’t stop and my whole backside and legs are drenched.


    My water broke. No, no, no, no….


    My baby is coming and there’s no hope in sight for a rescue. I silently cry while the sound of moans and Gary pleasuring himself echoes throughout the room.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    


    Saturday, July 6


    ALEX…


    My merciless mind occupies the time while Oliver drives. I’ve thought about nothing but all the signs, the ones I may have seen and ignored and the others that were maybe not so obvious. Yet, if I’m being honest with myself, all of them point in one direction…my father. From birth, let alone since I’ve been back with Elyssa, he’s been the destructive catalyst in all of this. Now, add into the equation the not so obvious half-brother, and we have a full-fledged fucking war.


    It’s been hours of driving and I have yet to comprehend what’s going on. Nor have I come up with any sort of plan. Cole said we’d have to walk the last half-mile to make sure we don’t alert anyone, but at this rate I don’t care about them knowing. The only thing I care about is that she’s alive and our baby is safe. After that, nothing else matters.


    Pulling over on the side of a dirt road, we all get out of the car and stretch our legs. Mind reeling from all the heaviness and vigilance, I look over to Oliver who seems to be pussing out. “We should’ve called the police.” Yup. Pussing out. I, on the other hand, am fueled by two things: my unadulterated hate for my father and my profound love for Elyssa and Cadence.


    “Frank’s guys are right behind us. If you want to wait here for them you’re more than welcome,” I throw over my shoulder as I make my way down the road, not wasting another second.


    He swears under his breath before I hear the popping of his trunk. “I never said I wanted to wait. I just have a feeling that shits about to go down.” When I glance back, I see Oliver pulling out a bat.


    Cole eyes the aluminum stick. “Is that really necessary?”


    Oliver holds up his sports equipment like a proud little leaguer. “You’re the one that was in cahoots with the piranha and her mate, so you tell me. Better to have it and not need it, then need it and not have it. I have a feeling this shit is gonna come in handy.”


    “Okay, if you say so,” Cole shakes his head. “You do realize that Alex’s brother is a trained Marine, right?” he adds, as he and Oliver walk towards me.


    “Half-brother,” I correct him. Not wanting to waste any more time, I start to jog down the dirt road. I assume they’re following, but that’s on them. I’ll do this alone if I have to.


    “Half, full, doesn’t matter. My point is that he’s a freaking psycho.” Pulling up next to me, Cole continues on about Taylor and I realize in an instant the fact that he knows more about my brother than I do, irritates me. I stay silent, letting him do most of the talking, stewing in my annoyance. I think what irritates me more is that I feel the need to understand him.


    “If he’s such a psycho, why didn’t you warn Elyssa about him? You had your opportunity when you saw her at school, so why didn’t you tell her then?”


    Cole stops in his tracks, stunned by my question.


    “You were supposed to listen to me. You were supposed to take her away. Not hang around and play house with your freaking military detail. The only reason I was even allowed to get close to her was because I was supposed to create havoc, create discourse in the ranks. Taylor created the diversion, buying me time to get near her. Instead of tormenting her, I tried to warn her. She is not a good liar, so I knew if I tipped her off about Taylor, he would’ve known. They would’ve killed me and then found and killed her.”


    “If she doesn’t get out of this, I’ll kill you myself,” I yell, fists clenched and stalking towards Cole.


    “Keep it the fuck down,” Oliver warns, getting close. I glare at Cole, but allow Oliver to pull my elbow to keep us moving forward. I could take out all my aggression on him, but I think I’ll save that for my dad.


    “You’re a selfish bastard. Always were and always will be.” With a few more steps to get to a clearing in the trees, I take one final jab at him. He doesn’t deserve my words, and he’s only here because he serves a purpose. I won’t be held responsible for what happens to him after we get Elyssa and my baby. Just as I’m about to tell him as much, a house in the distance comes into our line of sight.


    “There, that house,” Cole points. “They’ll have her on the first floor in the living room.” Focus and eyes trained on the structure ahead, I’m startled when his despondent voice reaches my ears. The house is completely opposite of what Arianna would use, but then again, none of this makes sense. I suppose it’s because she needed something more low key, but I haven’t been able to wrap my head around any of this. So, what’s one more thing to add to the confusion?


    Only now realizing this really could be a set up, I really look at Cole. It’s a little too convenient how much he knows and I don’t know what to believe anymore. Staring at him, I fight the urge to rip him limb from limb, again. All of these plans and not once did he allude her to what was happening. Cautiously I ask, “How do you know all of this?”


    He sinks back behind Oliver. His assumption is right that I want to kick the shit out of him. But if he thinks creating distance between the two of us will do anything but piss me off further, he’s stupider than I thought. I stare expectantly. Only after Oliver pushes Cole ahead of us saying, “If you think hiding behind me will do you any good, you’re fucking joking yourself,” does he respond.


    With a big rush of air, words coming out too fast, “They had me following Ely.” He knows that’s not going to cut it. I continue to glare/stare, whatever the fuck you want to call it, until he continues. “In the process, I was privy to some of their plan.”


    “How do I know this isn’t a set up, in itself? I don’t trust you Cole, you have to know this.”


    “I do know this, Alex. And I know my past actions haven’t given me any credibility, including following her, but in a sick and twisted way, I think this was the only way I thought I could stay in her life. I loved her, Alex. Loved, still love her. She was my only family for a long time before you came along. But I swear on anything, this isn’t a set up.”


    After his too long rant, I see how much this is costing him. He hurts. Fuck, we’re all hurting right now.


    “Fine, but you better be telling me the truth or my earlier threats will become a reality.” He nods. I look to Oliver and back to Cole, “What was the plan?” I ask through gritted teeth.


    Raising his face to the darkened sky above, the light from the moon shines down on his aging face, showing every ounce of regret. When he turns to face us, I take in his features and instantly I know I need to brace.


    “They’re planning to take your baby.”


    If there’s one thing that all of the years of doing business has taught me, it’s telling when someone’s lying. He’s not lying.


    I feel gutted. I drop to my knees with an almost hollow feeling. Imagining what they’re doing to her, what they could be putting her through, while she’s fucking pregnant. I can’t breathe. I’m frozen in place, unable to wrap my head around why there is such evil in this world. That someone’s idea of entitlement or revenge would push them to this. To not only kidnap a pregnant woman, but also force her into childbirth all so they can steal her legacy.


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck…


    Oliver clutches my shoulder, pulling me behind a nearby shed to take cover. “You need to hold your shit together.”


    I didn’t realize I was crying until I’m bent over, hands resting on my knees. My chest rising and falling rapidly as all of my emotions flood over me. Anger. Frustration. Absolute despair. It feels as if someone’s choking me from within, as if imaginary hands are squeezing my windpipe, sucking the life out of me.


    “She’s not gone. She’s strong. She’d hold off for you.” I hate that Oliver is the one holding my shit together. But I’m thankful. Thankful he’s here and in this moment, thankful she has him as a friend. He’s right; she’d never leave this world on their terms. She knows I’ll find her, one way or another.


    “You know, when I took her to San Diego, I knew,” although irritating, I focus on his voice, “I knew she was yours. I was being selfish because I had a picture of having a life with her. And just to say, that life looked pretty fucking perfect.”


    “Maybe she would’ve been better off.” Oliver’s face turns to me in shock. “With you that is.”


    “None of this is your fault. It’s those fuckers in there that need to pay. No one should be punished for loving someone. No one.” He rests his hand on my shoulder, the absolution in his voice pulls me from the spiral of darkness. It’s then he blurts out, “Fuck me,” as if he only now realized he was comforting me. Oliver removes his hand from my shoulder, “Never would’ve imagined we would be working together because of her.”


    I shake my head. Definitely not. “Let’s get this shit over with and go and get my girl.” I straighten, my muscles flexing when I hear the worst sound imaginable: the love of my life screaming in pure agony.


    


    ELYSSA…


    You would think the back pain and the stomach cramping would be the worst of what I’m going through. You’d also think that through the contractions, I wouldn’t be able to hold off on pushing. You’d be wrong. I know once the baby is out, she’ll be ripped from my arms and taken by these monsters, so no, the worst pain of it all is not the pain, but knowing I’m going to lose my baby if I don’t focus on keeping her inside.


    In the short time I’ve been here, I’ve already been exposed to unimaginable things. The thought of what they’d do to my daughter, the way she’d be raised…


    “Here,” Taylor comes near the bed to drop off the supplies in Arianna’s jean clad lap before settling by my side. Fortunately for me, when she decided it was “time to get this ball rolling,” her and Gary got dressed. When I look over to Arianna, she stands and places the bucket of water on the ground before going to the sink to wash her hands. When Taylor pushes my hair out of my face in what could only be described as a loving gesture, I quickly turn my head away from him.


    With a deep sigh, “Why are you fighting this? I’m not gonna hurt you,” he whispers into my ear as he eyes Arianna. “Can’t you see that I love you?”


    I plead with him, whispering so he can see and hear my desperation. “You’re good Taylor. If you’re anything like Alex, I know you are. Why are you doing this?”


    “I’m better than that piece of shit. I can protect you. You think if you were mine you’d be here right now? I would’ve killed anyone and everyone to keep you safe.” He grits his teeth, the muscles of his forearms flexing as he grips my hand.


    “And this,” I point my chin to my restrains, “This is keeping me safe?”


    Another wave of contractions hit and I clutch my knees tighter and tighter, fighting the sensation and instinct to push. In the middle of my last set of contractions, they decided to remove the ankle straps, giving me the ability to thrash around in agony. But nothing, and I mean nothing, is dulling the debilitating ache radiating throughout my abdomen, pelvis, and back.


    Pain skitters across his face as he watches me. He continues without answering my question. “I had to get you away from him. That was the only way you’d finally see he’s failed you. Failed at protecting you; failed at loving you. Failed and now these are his consequences. What he can’t give you, I can.”


    “And what?” I grunt through the pain, panting loudly. “You think I’ll fall in love with you when you’re letting these people take my baby?”


    “Who said I’m letting them do anything?” Irrational. Everyone around me is crazy. I continue to huff out my pain, unable to control the ungodly sounds. Taylor stands to full height when Arianna makes her way back, drying her hands on a yellow stained towel.


    “Please…just let me go,” I cry, pushing my face into a nearby pillow. My screams are from absolute frustration, pain and misery.


    Arianna comes closer, her hand running through my hair in an attempt to be motherly. “Shhhhh, sweetheart…it will all be over soon.”


    I thrash my head side to side, the only movement that doesn’t involve my lower half and the outright despair I feel. “Stop…touching…me,” I demand, which of course she doesn’t respond to.


    “I really hope my daughter looks like, Alex,” she whispers into my ear menacingly, clearly meaning the ‘my’ in her declaration. “It will give me great pleasure looking at his face for the rest of my life.”


    She slaps my head, moving away from me one more time. I can’t do this. I’d rather die than to let her take my child, Alex’s child.


    “Is the bitch ready yet? Let’s get this ball rolling,” Gary says, sitting on a nearby couch. I nearly forgot he was here, he’s been so quiet. But how could I ignore the stench in the room?


    “Please…someone…please, help me,” I scream as loud as I can, my lungs aching with each word I yell.


    Suddenly the room goes eerily quiet. Arianna and Taylor go stock still as Gary urges them to, “Shut the fuck up!” Through my hazy eyes filled with tears I can’t see much, but what I can do is hear. My heart skips a beat as Gary starts to cuss under his breath as he rushes over to the front of the house. I miss the initial commotion, but all of a sudden the only noise echoing through the room is a loud crash, the cracking of wood splintering, followed abruptly by the rush of movement.


    Heart racing with anxiousness, I find solace in the depths of my hope. The one thought I’ve been holding onto the entire time; that Alex would find me.


    And he did.


    Alex, Oliver and Cole fill the room and within seconds each of them have one of my captors in their grasp. Alex grabs his father. Pinning him against a nearby wall his fist repeatedly, with deadly precision, fall against his face and temple. Oliver wrestles with Taylor while Cole grabs Arianna in a death grip, her arms pinned behind her as he struggles to avoid her legs as she tries to kick him.


    Gary’s unconscious body slumps against the wall as Alex rushes over to help Oliver who is close to losing the battle against Alex’s brother. Taylor straddles Oliver’s torso raining fists down on his face. Oliver is barely defending himself when Alex yanks Taylor off him. No love lost, Alex throws Taylor to the ground. With a crunching sound, Taylor’s bones break. I flinch as Alex stands over his brother, who is now clutching his arm in agony.


    The rage in Alex’s face nearly cripples my already depleted body. More movement, more shuffling, more moans and faint screams. Alex walks over and picks up a bat I hadn’t noticed before. He swings it in Taylor’s direction, connecting with his kneecap. The penetrating scream that escapes his mouth causes me to shudder.


    “You fucking bitch-ass motherfucker!” Taylor screams in agony.


    Alex lifts the bat again. High above his head. This time I know he intends to deliver a final blow to Taylor’s skull. Through my haze and pain I can’t help the need to stop him. “Alex…Alex, please don’t do this. Please stop!” I scream.


    His eyes shoot to me instantly. I feel the hot tears streaming down my face as I beg him. I need him to see, to know, to feel, that all I need is him. That killing anyone isn’t going to make this right. All I need is his arms around me to feel safe again. Whatever my face shows, he gets it.


    “Watch him,” Alex commands Oliver, pointing to Taylor who’s slumped over his knee. Rushing to my side Alex’s hands deftly work to remove the straps around my wrists. Swearing under his voice, he keeps repeating, “Let’s get you out of here,” while he works on the knots.


    Unrestricted, my arms flop against the bed. I release the biggest sigh of relief and exhaustion. My energy has been depleted after all the struggling I’ve done to be free, along with the unrelenting contractions.


    “You found me,” I whisper against his chest as Alex pulls me to him. It’s almost surreal having him here. If it wasn’t for the chaos surrounding his arrival, I might’ve thought that I’d died and gone to heaven.


    “I wasn’t going to stop until I did.” His lips feel like silk against my warm forehead. I ignore everything around us; Arianna’s screams and Taylor spouts of profanity are nothing in this moment.


    When another contraction hits, I flinch in pain and try to breath through the each wave. I squeeze his hand, hoping to quell some of the discomfort. I whimper, “The baby’s coming.”


    Alex pulls out his vibrating phone from his pocket before lifting it to his ear. “Coast is clear.” There’s silence for a beat while Alex listens to whomever he’s talking to. “Darron, I don’t have time for this. Make sure an ambulance is on its way.” He hangs up without listening to the response on the other end.


    “You are such a fucking coward!” Arianna yells, struggling against Cole in the nearby corner. Her hand comes loose allowing her nails to sink into the skin of Cole’s face. Streaks of red highlight his cheek. She laughs and then turns her crazy green eyes towards us, her chest rising and falling rapidly.


    “This,” she waves her hand like the lunatic she is, “All of it could’ve been avoided.”


    Tensing, Alex sets me next to him on the bed. I don’t want him to engage her. I clutch his arm tightly, hoping against his better judgment, to keep him near. I lose the silent battle when he mutters, “I’ll be right back.” Kissing my forehead, he releases my hold on his arm while I hold my belly tight, trying to work through each contraction.


    “Yes, do come over so we can play,” Arianna sneers. Alex passes Gary’s unmoving body. When he gets close enough, he looks down and kicks him in the head for good measure. Can’t say I blame him. Inching closer to the woman who set out to destroy him, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to stop him from ending her. From ensuring she never has an opportunity to do this again. Part of me feels like I should care, but the other part, the part that was just kidnapped and held against her will, could give a fuck what happens.


    As Alex gets closer, Arianna pushes against Cole’s chest causing him to fall before her, as she hurriedly pulls something from behind her back.


    “Get down!” Alex yells. Panic follows as I struggle to move, the pain from my abdomen and pelvis already radiating. Even with what I assume is a broken shoulder and knee, Taylor dives in my direction, pulling me to safety underneath him.


    The gunshot reverberates through the room, my ears stinging from the loud pop. Commotion ensues, flashes and blurs of bodies scrambling around the room. Bright red pooling on the floor catches my attention right next to my ex-best friend, who’s clutching his abdomen, lying still on the floor.


    Cole.


    Alex struggles with Arianna to get control of the gun. He wins the fight, knocking her down in the process. His jaw tightens when he notices Taylor near me, shielding me, but I push his jealousy to the side and crawl on my hands and knees to Cole. When I reach him, I take his head in my lap, my hands shaking as I run my fingers through his hair.


    Sobbing, I whisper, “Shhhhh…Just hang on, okay?” My torso rocks as I fight through my own pain. “Please Cole…for me, hang on.”


    “I’m sorry,” he gurgles, coughing up bits of blood that now trails down his cheek and into my lap.


    “Shhhhh…don’t talk. Just hold on. Someone’s coming,” I coo. “Someone’s coming,” I repeat, resting my hands on his head silently praying we all make it through this in one piece.


    “I never meant for you to get hurt. I didn’t know how to handle you not loving me.” He flinches. “I get it now. This is how it was meant to be.”


    “Cole please…you can’t leave me like this. Conserve your energy and wait for help,” I beg, my tears falling on his pale face.


    “You’re going to make such a beautiful mom.” Cole smiles up at me, our eyes meeting. “Forgive me. I can’t do this knowing you still hate me.” His body shakes as he coughs profusely.


    “I forgive you,” I cry, clutching my eyes tightly. “Just hold on.”


    “Take care of her.” The last words spoken before I feel his body slacken, his hand dropping to his side. His last words not meant for me, but for Alex who is standing behind me.


    I scream for someone to help, for someone to do CPR, to do something. My hands grip his shoulder as my tears fall on his peaceful face. Cole was my first love. My first everything. How could he do this? Through all the pain and suffering he’s caused, his last effort in life was to give his life to save mine, to save Alex and to save Cadence. None of this makes sense. He gave his life to ensure that my family would be together. He gave his life for my future. I rest my cheek against Cole’s forehead, blood covering my hands and clothes. Allowing the sorrow to consume me, I sob onto my lifeless past.


    More movement. More painful consequences.


    I barely comprehend what I’m hearing and it takes ever ounce of strength I have left to look up to where Alex has Arianna at gunpoint. Her apparent lack of remorse evident when she nonchalantly says, “You wouldn’t shoot me.”


    “Shut the fuck up,” Alex orders, standing just to the right and front of me.


    “You’ll never be safe, Alex. I’ll always find a way to get to you, Elyssa, and your baby. Haven’t you figured it out already, I always get what I want in the end. Always.” Her hair matted, mascara running down her cheeks, she fists her hands tightly. Even though she’s on the other end of a pointed gun, she’s sitting just as confident, just as menacing as if she was the one holding it.


    “Shut up!” Alex screams. I can feel his control wavering.


    “I started with your dear grandmother. Had Gary slowly poisoning her for weeks; similar to the poison I gave Carl. You couldn’t do anything to help her. You never even knew.” Alex’s knuckles are white as his fist grows tighter and tighter around the handle of the gun. The muscles of his forearm flexing with tension as he listens to her painful words. “Imagine questioning your every move for the rest of your life. Every time your daughter gets sick, every time she even coughs, how will you know I’m not the cause?”


    “Alex…please baby, don’t listen to her,” I beg, knowing he’s fighting the urge to pull the trigger.


    “Ha!” she laughs, wincing as she pulls herself up to stand. Only then do I notice she’s nursing her arm. It appears to be broken and I feel no sympathy. Her movements become unpredictable as she paces back and forth, murmuring under her breath. “Don’t listen to her,” she mocks.


    Eyes never wavering from Arianna, Alex tosses Oliver his cell phone and asks him to call Darron. “Ask them how much longer and make sure they called an ambulance.”


    Oliver’s voice is drowned out by the tension between Alex and Arianna as she unravels before us. She appears to be growing even more unstable, her hands pulling at her already disheveled hair.


    “I’ll claim insanity. They’ll release me and I’ll be back. You know it. Been there and done that,” she mumbles in-between her threats.


    Instantly, my heart sinks to my belly as her words hit me. She’s right. She’ll always come back. She’s done it before. She’s manipulated everyone in her life. I can’t let her do this. Not to me, not to him and I can’t live my life always fearing she’ll be around the next corner.


    “Alex give me the gun,” I demand. He looks at me with confusion, but only for a moment as he brings his attention back to Arianna. Devilishly grinning nearby, she obviously thinks she won.


    “Hart…” he shakes his head.


    “Give me the gun, Alex,” I reach out my hand.


    “You’re not doing this. We’ll wait for the police. You don’t want that on your conscious.”


    “She’s right. She’ll always be there. I’ll always worry. There’s no other choice,” I cry. “I’ll always question everyone who comes into our lives. We’ll analyze every decision we ever make, every step along the way. What about our daughter? She can’t live under constant surveillance. What kind of life is that for her?”


    Arianna laughs maniacally as Alex’s face soaks in the realization that I’m completely right. He knows that we’ll forever be haunted by her presence, which is exactly what she wants. She wants to consume us. She wants us to focus solely on her.


    His head bows in acceptance, knowing the road ahead of us, knowing that morally we can’t take a life without consequences. As his realization haunts him, Arianna lunges forward and the loud explosion startles mere seconds later. Alex pulled the trigger. Arianna stills, blood trickling down her face as the bullet hole in her forehead seeps slowly. Her eyes are blank, almost at peace as she drops to her knees first, then falling face first to the ground.


    I’m numb as I look around the room. Gary slumped in the corner, still unconscious. Oliver standing in shock next to Taylor, who is still nursing his broken limbs. And then there’s my Alex. Still gripping the gun, he stares down at Arianna’s lifeless body, his face completely devoid of emotion.


    The sounds of sirens approach in the near distance as Alex turns to me. He drops to his knees at my side, the gun still in his hand as he wraps one arm around me. I can’t let him take the guilt on himself and instantly remove the gun from his hand, pushing it aside as I gently lay Cole’s head on the ground and wrap my arms around him.


    “It’s over,” he whispers in my ear. “I couldn’t let you live with that.” I nod into his neck knowing the sacrifice he made. He’s probably right. I don’t know if I could’ve, but he shouldn’t have to either.


    “The baby?” he asks as we separate and his hands find my belly.


    With all the commotion and misplaced energy, my pains were nothing. But now, with Alex’s hands resting on my belly, all I can focus on is the pain. It’s radiating from everywhere. I can’t hide the agony. When Alex sees this he lifts me and places me on the nearby bed as Oliver goes to the door to usher in the EMTs and Frank’s men.


    Three of Frank’s men detain Taylor; zip tying his hands behind his back. He winces as they handle his broken arm, Darron not caring in the least bit. John pulls Gary off the floor as two EMTs check Arianna’s and Cole’s lifeless bodies for a pulse.


    “They’re gone,” I hear one whisper and my heart breaks at the same time a sensation of relief washes over me. I grieve for my old friend, but I’m at peace knowing Arianna can’t hurt us anymore.


    “My fiancée is in labor,” Alex calls their attention over. The female EMT settles at the foot of the bed urging Alex to move aside.


    Nudging my knees apart she glances down before announcing to her partner, “This baby isn’t going to wait. She’s crowning already.”


    Alex grasps my hand, kneeling on the floor next to my side as the EMT settles between my legs. “I’m here, Hart. It’ll be okay. Our baby will be okay.” I’m not sure if he’s trying to placate me or reassure himself. Either way, he’s here and that’s all that matters. With that, I take notice and prepare to listen to the woman at my feet.


    “I need you to take a deep breath and push,” she instructs, rolling up her sleeves, grabbing a nearby towel. I gather up what’s left in my body and squeeze Alex’s hand tightly as I push as hard as I can. “Okay, good. That was good, but I need one last push. Just one more and we can get you guys out of here.” It burns and everything hurts as I cry out. This is not how I imagined bringing my baby into this world. This is not how this was meant to happen.


    “Come on, Hart. Just one more push,” Alex urges me as he glances between my legs. I nod, gathering the very last of my resolve. I push. I push to end all of this madness. I push for my life with Alex. I push in hopes of never having to hear the name Arianna Salerno ever again. I push to bring Cadence into a life of only happiness. One surrounded by love and safety. And lastly, I push knowing that Alex gave us all of that when he ended Arianna’s life. He gave us our future. So, I push to give him the family he deserves.


    The moment her cries resonate in the room my body slumps as exhaustion consumes me. My groggy smile brands my face. She’s safe. There are no monsters waiting to take her away. The only arms she’ll be in are those of her father’s, who has proven that he’ll risk his own life for hers. For ours. To keep us safe.


    “Cadence,” I whisper contentedly. My eyes flutter closed, exhaustion overwhelming me. I attempt to fight it, wanting to open my eyes and take a look at my daughter, but my effort is useless.


    “She’s beautiful,” Alex’s whispers fill the room. I can hear his voice, but my vision is blurry. “Hart?” I can feel his hand on my shoulder, nudging me lightly. Once again, I feel my lashes flutter, but I see nothing. Nothing but darkness along with the look of my best friend’s face as he left this Earth knowing he finally set everything right.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    


    Sunday, July 7


    ALEX…


    Cadence’s weight in my arms is the only thing that has kept me grounded the entire trip to the hospital. Watching her beautiful face I see Elyssa, and just like her mother, she leaves me breathless. However, right now Elyssa’s lifeless body overcasts the joy of holding my newborn daughter.


    Watching the EMTs work vigorously, connecting IVs and starting CPR has left me without any rational thought. The moment they loaded her onto the stretcher and got her in the back of the ambulance, she coded. I nearly lost my mind.


    I’m observing from the corner of the ambulance as they pump her chest and squeeze air into her lungs. Without a doubt this is the hardest thing I’ve ever witnessed. I want to scream. I want to shake her awake. She can’t leave me. Not after everything we’ve survived. This is the second time she’s coded and both times I’ve sat here and done nothing. Nothing but hold our daughter and watch. At some point, the EMT tried to explain why, saying her body was put through so much in the last forty-eight hours. He explained that because the loss of blood during the birth, coupled with the dehydration, it was just too much for her body to take.


    Fuck. She can’t leave me. She can’t leave us. She hasn’t even held her own baby. I know I’m an asshole for feeling this, but I’m pissed at her. Elyssa’s the strong one. Not me. She knows how weak I am. I’m nothing without her. How could she even consider giving up?


    The instant we arrive, Elyssa’s whisked away and now I’m left with a struggle I never knew I’d have to face. Who to follow: my future wife headed into surgery in hopes of stopping the bleeding to keep her alive or my newborn daughter, who’s little hand clasped my finger tightly the entire ride. For the first time in my life my heart is overfull with emotion and I don’t know which part to follow. It’s like I orbit two planets and the gravity of each is pushing and pulling me in two.


    I look back and forth between the corridor and Cadence’s sweet face.


    “Alex…” Oliver’s voice is close, but I can see nothing but the never-ending stark white hallway and the flush of Cadence’s sweet pink chubby cheeks. “Alex, I can stay with the baby.” It’s then that Oliver’s hands come into focus. His knuckles are scrapped and busted open with so much blood and violence in contrast to my sweet, innocent daughter.


    I shake my head, clutching Cadence even tighter against my chest.


    “She needs you.” I look into Oliver’s red-rimmed eyes, his throat bobbing as he swallows down the all-consuming grief. “I got your girl while you go take care of our girl.”


    Our girl. In the past I’d hate him for taking any possession over Elyssa, but it’s only now that I realize she’s as much in my heart as she is in his. Oddly, I can now take comfort in the knowledge that he’d lay down his life for the woman I love, even knowing in the end she’ll still be mine. I guess that’s what unconditional love is.


    I kiss Cadence’s forehead before handing her over to Oliver’s waiting arms. He coos at her, following the nurse to the maternity wing.


    I hesitate; take one final glimpse at Oliver’s retreating back before sprinting in the direction they took Elyssa. My head turns at every open door, hoping to glean a sign of where she could be. I look at the signs overhead as I rush past groups of nurses and families. It’s a never-ending maze of doors and signs. I try to focus on the pounding of my shoes against the tiled floor instead of the weight of what I may find when I get to my Hart.


    “Sir.” A nurse stops me as I reach the double doors at the end of the hallway. “You can’t go in there.”


    Her words don’t deter me. Unfortunately, the fact that I need a badge does. Still, I try to push through only to get beeped at. Access fucking denied. The doors rattle against my strength, but it does not budge. I pound my fist against the wall in frustration, allowing my breathing to run ragged. I fight the urge to hit and kick the door until it opens, but realize quickly that it won’t help.


    I need to know if she’s all right, if she’s still breathing and fighting.


    I rest my head against my fists, which are now clenched against the wall. I focus on my breathing. It’s not their fault this happened. It’s not their fault my life is behind these doors. I try to remind myself of these simple facts when everything inside me wants to take out all of my aggression on their lack of action. Like the nurse just standing there, looking at me as if I’ve gone rogue, waiting for me to do something to warrant a call to security. “Sir, I need you to calm down.”


    “My fiancée. Please. I need to know what’s going on,” I beg through clenched teeth, looking down into the face of the tiny nurse. Watching her look of fear turn into compassion, she takes me in with her roaming eyes. I’m a mess, disheveled clothes covered in blood. At this point, I don’t even know whose blood I have on me. Does it matter?


    “She’s in surgery?” she questions, her hands reaching out to grab my elbow. I flinch at her touch and fight the urge to pull away. Adjusting, I find strength in her support as she leads me to a group of nearby chairs. Her hand now resting on my biceps, she asks, “What’s your fiancée’s name?”


    I look at her nametag: Jasmine. With the dark circles under her eyes and the purse hanging from her shoulder, I realize she is most likely done with her shift. More of the unconditional kindness I’m only beginning to realize is part of the average person. Something propelled her to stop and help my lost soul, and for that I’m thankful.


    “Elyssa Hart,” I choke out, swallowing back the sob that has been creeping up my throat since I arrived at the hospital.


    “Stay right here.” She stands, but I quickly grab the hem of her scrubs. I look up at her as her hand settles on my fists. She placates me by patting my hand, “I’ll be right back. I’m not leaving you.” Her soft and reassuring voice allows me to let go. Using her badge to go into a nearby room, she pulls something from a shelf and comes back out within seconds, the door closing softly behind her.


    “Here,” she shoves a pair of blue scrubs into my hands. I look up at her in confusion, barely able to hide my irritation. I don’t need fucking clothes; I need to know how Elyssa is. Ignoring my ire, “There’s a bathroom right there. Go clean up and I’ll go and check on the status of your wife.”


    I don’t correct her. Regardless of whether she’s my girlfriend, fiancée or wife, all that matters is that everyone knows she’s mine and I plan on keeping her on this Earth with me for a very long time. I’ll fight until my last dying breath until I know she’s resting easy.


    I take the offered scrubs just as I see a doctor wearing a surgical cap walk through the doors. I jump up, scrubbing my face with my hands; my lame attempt to look a little less maniacal. But instead of stopping, the doctor continues to walk over to a man waiting on the opposite wall. Until this moment I hadn’t realized there were any other people around. I’m relieved he’s the only other person viewing my melt down.


    When I look at the elderly man, I can tell he’s in bad shape. As the doctor continues to quietly talk to him, you can see the man shutting down. You don’t need to be a mind reader to know the news being received is bad. Within seconds, the poor man’s face morphs from worry to loss, followed by one of the worst wails I’ve ever heard. Watching him drop to the floor, he holds his knees for support as the doctor continues to stand next to him, hand on his shoulder for a modicum of support and compassion.


    “Hey,” Jasmine’s sweet voice brings my attention back to her. “That doesn’t have to be you. In fact, it’s not going to be you, so you need to clean up. She doesn’t need to see you like this,” she waves a hand towards me. “So the sooner you get into the bathroom, the sooner I’ll feel better about leaving you to check on her.”


    When I nod, Jasmine backs away and leaves me to my thoughts. Before I step into the empty bathroom, I look back and notice a counselor has joined the desolate man. I fear that will be me, that I’ll hear the words no man ever wants to hear. I’ve done everything I could possibly do, but she didn’t make it. To hear that the fault lies within Elyssa’s inability to stay with me; that my fear of her always leaving me with come to reality.


    Forever.


    And where will that leave me? Alone with a daughter who I will love with everything I am, but will eventually fuck up. We all know I’m incapable of raising her alone.


    It’s not until I’m within the confines of the four sterile walls, washing the blood from my hands that the world falls down on top of me. I rush to the toilet and empty my stomach of nothing but bile and water. I haven’t eaten and the smell, sight and sounds that rush into my eyes and ears nearly buckles me. Frantic, I yank off my blood stained shirt and stare down at my equally stained hands. Desperate to remove the horrific images, I rush over to the sink. Blasting the water as hot as it will go, I scrub off the reminders of the day. The look on her face as her life left her, the way her hand dropped off the gurney as she gave up the fight, the way the EMTs fought to keep her alive, all the while little Cadence slept safely in my arms.


    My chest aches as I rest my hands on the basin of the sink. I drop my head, focusing on my breathing, hoping for any measure of relief. As much as I want to forget this miserable day, there are some things that can’t be forgotten. Like how strong and determined Elyssa was to bring our baby into this world, when Cadence wrapped her tiny hand around my finger and the soft whimpers of our daughter as she was born. Yes, throughout the pain and misery of the past two days, I hold on to the small amount of happiness and keep my hope alive.


    “Where’s my sister?” The muffled scream coming from the other side of the door sets me in motion. Hastily, I throw the scrubs on and run some water through my hair before rushing to open the door.


    Rachel.


    The ache in my chest returns full force. She doesn’t see me, and being the coward I am, I watch her frantically pace, grief written all over her face, with Bryan following her every move. Without actually touching her, Bryan’s hands ghost her shoulders attempting to calm and still her. It would almost be comical, if anything were funny about this situation. Rachel is a force to be reckoned with and Bryan is no match.


    When her eyes meet mine, we share a moment of intense helplessness that only two people who love deeply can feel. Pools of tears fall like streams as she walks towards me. I barely have a chance to wrap my arms around her before she buries her face in my chest. Her heart wrenching sobs wrack her body, and in turn wrack mine.


    I look at Bryan as I try to comfort his wife; his face speaking everything that we can’t say at this moment. He’s unable to give anything to Rachel to sooth the turmoil she’s feeling and he’s unable to give me any peace. And for that, I know he feels the depths of our despair.


    “Sir?” Jasmine approaches slowly. Rachel wipes the tears away from her cheeks as she draws her shoulders back, preparing for the news. “Your wife is still in surgery.”


    Rachel grips me tighter as she burrows deeper in my arms. The only way I can imagine what Rachel is feeling, is if something were to happen to Cadence. But a thousand times worse. Because not only is Elyssa her sister, but in many ways, her child. She raised her. She went through all the bad times to get to the good. The depth of their bond can only be compared to what Elyssa will feel with Cadence. Not even I will feel that level.


    Jasmine touches my arm, “Mr. Hart?” Again, I don’t correct her, because does it really matter. She can call me whatever she wants as long as it gets me closer to seeing Elyssa. “I don’t know, but maybe you want to visit your daughter while you wait.” She hesitates, looking from her purse to the vacant corridor. She walks to a nearby room before coming back empty handed while I continue to console Rachel. “I promise to come get you the moment she’s out of surgery.”


    Although I don’t want to leave until I see Elyssa, I know Rachel needs something to get her mind off the looming uncertainty. I push her gently away from my chest, lifting her chin with my hand so I can look into her face. A face that reminds me so much of everything I love in this world.


    “Do you want to meet your niece?” I try to smile at her, knowing it resembles what I feel. Empty.


    “Is she-is-is everything okay?” Her lips tremble as her face contorts. The tears continue to fall. “Please tell me you were with her when she had Cadence. Please tell me she wasn’t alone.”


    “I was with her and Cadence is absolutely beautiful,” I whisper in her ear, my hand finding the back of her head. Eventually Rachel’s trembling stops and with a beautiful smile, similar to that of her sister, she looks up at me before looking at Jasmine.


    “Can you take us to my niece?” Rachel looks over at Bryan and after what feels like forever, releases me. He wraps his arm around his girl and my insides clench because that’s all I want to do right now. What I need right now. Without Rachel in my arms, I feel more alone than I have since all this started. The heaviness of her body against mine gave me what little bit of comfort I needed to get through, and now I feel the coldness seep in.


    I glance back at the double doors before following Rachel and Bryan down the hallways and eventually to the elevator. Jasmine takes us up to the fourth floor, which according to the legend on the interior of the elevator is the maternity wing. The original birthing plan involved having a bag packed, Elyssa and I rushing to the hospital, and her bringing Cadence into this world surrounded by love. This was not the plan. Elyssa even insisted we take a tour of the hospital months before she was due. What a tour would do for us in the end? I’m not sure, but I agreed because I’d do anything for her. Just to see that smile.


    We stop in front of a large glass window showcasing the newborn babies wrapped in pink and blue blankets. It doesn’t take long before I pinpoint Cadence. I could find her with my eyes closed. The way her soul speaks to mine is indescribable. She’s the perfect melody to complete my life.


    “That’s her.” Rachel presses a finger against the glass pointing at a pink blanket in the first row. She’s crying again, but this time, its tears of joy. Joy for my daughter, my Cadence.


    “She’s beautiful, Alex,” Rachel whispers.


    “Can we see her?” I ask Jasmine. She nods, tapping on the window calling the attention of one of the other nurses. Tucking another baby with a pink blanket, she finishes and leaves the room to come and join us. It’s then that Oliver comes up behind us resting his hand on my shoulder.


    “Judy, this is the Mr. Hart,” Jasmine introduces us.


    “Mr. James,” I finally amend her previous error. I don’t want her to feel bad, so I place my hand on her shoulder and squeeze. She’s done more for me than her duty requires and I need her to know I appreciate it.


    “Oh,” she nods, “excuse me, Mr. James. The baby who was brought in earlier by ambulance, this is the father.” Judy nods and the look of pity is downright infuriating. There’s nothing to pity here. Because regardless of what she may know about Elyssa’s condition, there’s no ending other than the one where we walk out of this hospital together; as a family. She can save her pity for someone else.


    I straighten my stance in defiance, unwilling to give into the overwhelming heartache that looms over us like a dark cloud.


    “She needs to be fed daddy, would you like to do the honors?” Judy asks looking at me with more compassion now than pity.


    I know nothing about feeding babies. I’ve never even held one until Cadence was placed in my arms. I stand frozen with an unanswered question before me, but the moment her tiny mouth opens and I hear her melodic cry, I’m compelled to go to her. I nod my head and ask if everyone can come with, which I’m sure is against hospital rules.


    Judy smiles her approval, knowing we all need a little light in our day. She nods and allows us to follow her to a nearby nursing room. She brings in a couple more chairs, shortly after wheeling in Cadence’s bassinet. The nurse lifts her, walking over to me before settling her in my arms.


    It’s then that the storm inside me is calmed. All the rage is caged as I look down at my newborn daughter. Her tiny pink lips quivering as she whimpers from hunger. The nurse hands me a bottle and a hint of anxiety returns. I can’t do any of this without Elyssa. I take a deep breath and look up into the kind eyes of Cadence’s nurse. Sensing my unease, Judy shows me how to hold her while feeding and reminds me to burp her, giving me simple instructions before leaving us to ourselves.


    “She has to be the prettiest baby in the history of all babies,” Rachel coos over my shoulder as she watches Cadence suck on the nipple. Rachel caresses her cheek with her finger before playing with a lock of her dark hair.


    “She is pretty freaking cute,” Bryan adds, wrapping an arm around his wife.


    As she finishes off her bottle I clumsily try to support her head as I make my first attempt at burping. We all laugh as she lets out a tiny belch before I settle her in my arms again.


    “Want to hold her?” I look up to Rachel who’s practically clapping in anticipation. I’m glad something can keep her mind off of things for a second. I didn’t have to ask again. Rachel quickly, yet gently, snatches the baby out of my arms as she goes to the opposite end of the room and starts to rock Cadence.


    “I’ll help you, Alex. If something happens to…” Rachel starts, tears starting to well again.


    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I cut her off. I refused to accept the pity from the nurse earlier and I’ll be damned if Rachel starts to give up on her too.


    “We need to make plans.” Rachel says, her eyes meeting mine with defiance. I know Rachel is familiar to loss. I know she’s use to stepping up and doing what needs to be done, but I can’t have her throwing in the towel just yet. Unlike her, some of us won’t return from this.


    “I’m not planning that and neither should you. She’s strong. She’ll fight. She’ll be fine.” I choke on my last words, hoping to sound surer of myself as I cross my arms over my chest.


    “Alex…I heard the nurse talking. She lost a lot of blood.” I hate that Rachel is holding our daughter and talking like Elyssa’s future has already been determined. As if I’m the crazy one for holding on to a smidge of hope. It’s all I have; it’s all I have to not fall apart.


    “I said I don’t want to talk about it, Rachel!” I whisper scream, clenching my hands against my temples. Rachel holds Cadence tight against her, comforting her as she startles in her arms. Cadence starts to cry and immediately I regret using that tone around her. This, if anything, shows how much I can’t do this alone.


    Bryan moves from his place next to Rachel, standing between us. After a few more tense moments of nothing but the sounds of the monitors in the other room and Rachel’s pacing, we are interrupted by a soft knock on the door. Jasmine’s head pops inside, her concerned eyes looking between the three of us. I move to be closer to Jasmine, needing to hear what she came to say.


    “She’s out of surgery and in recovery. I don’t know any more than that, but I do know that you can see your wife.”


    With a glance behind me, and a small nod from Rachel, I’m out the door. I refuse to accept anything but a lifetime with her. Anything less, they might as well take my heart from my chest, because I’ll be a shell of a man.


    


    Tuesday, July 9


    ELYSSA…


    “If I lay here. If I just lay here. Would you lay with me and just forget the world. I don’t quite know. How to say. How I feel. Those three words. Are said too much. They’re not enough.”


    I love his voice, the raw emotion and huskiness of his tone. If this is Heaven, I could be here for eternity and be happy. But his voice is distant and if this were Heaven, his voice would fill every crevice, every surface, and I’d soak in it.


    But something feels off. This doesn’t feel like all is right. This can’t be Heaven if I don’t feel whole. It’s then I feel an ache in my chest, in my abdomen, in my head, as my fuzzy mind starts to come to.


    “I need your grace. To remind me. To find my own.”


    My eyes flutter open, immediately stinging from the light overhead. My lids are heavy, but I manage to pry them open and slowly turn my head in the direction of his voice.


    “If I lay here. If I just lay here. Would you lay with me and just forget the world.” His voice is clearer and as beautiful as ever, which matches my first vision upon waking up from complete darkness. Alex has Cadence in his arms. With his eyes closed, his head resting against the wall behind him, he cradles her to his chest as she sleeps.


    “Cadence, can you tell your mommy to wake up so we can go home.” The struggle in his words kills me. “I miss her, baby girl. I miss her so much.”


    Instantly, I remember everything and my sobs threaten to break through. But the feeling of comfort and security, knowing Alex and the baby made it out unscathed, overwhelms the negative. My silent cries fill my heart to completeness. I allow myself to cry for my friend, knowing Cole gave his life for Alex. I cry knowing Alex holds the burden of taking another person’s life. But most of all, I cry in the knowledge that I get the family I’ve always wanted. That the man I chose, the man that chose me, who struggled and fought to find me, is mine. He saved me when I thought all hope was lost.


    “Alex,” my throat is raw, sounding hoarse. His head immediately pops up and scans my face. I watch and relive all his pain, but when he finally moves the only word to describe his emotions is relief. Moving his chair closer, he takes my hand into his free one before kissing my knuckles.


    “Do you need me to get the nurse?” Alex attempts to stand, but I shake my head, just wanting a moment between the three of us. My effort to keep him seated is futile with my weak arms.


    “You, Alex. You’re all I need right now. You and my baby girl.” He finally resolves to sit, worry lines showing on his forehead. My arms are heavy as I lift to brush my fingertips along his forehead, hoping to ease some of his stress.


    “I’m okay. Stop worrying,” I struggle to speak, my throat feeling as if a thousand needles are pricking along my airway.


    “You have no idea.” His voice is strained as he struggles. His head shaking left to right, bowed as he recounts the moments of darkness. “You died on me.” I try to remember my last memories. The last thing I remember was Cadence’s cry as I gave birth. “Twice.”


    “I came back to you.” I smile as he kisses the tips of my fingers. I don’t remember leaving him. There was no white light, no voice from beyond, just a void of nothingness before I heard his voice leading me back to him.


    He nods, whispering, “You came back to us.” Lifting Cadence up on the side of the bed so I can get a better look at her, I let the tears run down. She’s angelic. “Cadence baby, this is your mommy,” Alex coos at our daughter. I reach out, my fingers brushing them against her cheek until they settle on her tiny hand. Her lips pucker as she sucks on an imaginary bottle, possibly the cutest thing ever.


    I speak my thoughts from earlier, “She’s so beautiful.”


    “She looks just like you,” he adds, eyes moving between our daughter and me.


    “I think she looks like you.” I play with her dark strands of hair. It’s then her eyes open and the purest blue irises look back at me; Alex’s eyes. I know they say that their eye color can change as they grow older, but internally I’m praying that she keeps his.


    “She’s a combination of both of us.” And he’s right; I can see myself in her.


    “The best of both of us,” I coo, my fingers brushing over her tiny lips.


    “Thank you for coming back to me.” I look at him and see the dark circles under his eyes and know I must have put him through so much. He rests his forehead against my temple. “I’d be lost without you, Hart.”


    “Thank God you’re okay,” Rachel’s voice shrieks from the doorway. Alex quickly moves back, shielding our daughter as Rachel practically pounces on me from the other side of the bed. “If you ever do anything like that to me again, I will…well I don’t know what I’ll do, but whatever it is…you won’t like it.” She hugs me, which hurts. But I don’t have the heart to tell her. So instead, I endure the pain and bask in her love.


    “Fine. I’ll never get kidnapped and give birth so some psycho can take my baby. Scouts honor.” Rachel winces. Too soon for jokes? “I was just kidding, Rach.”


    “First of all you were never in the Girls Scout and secondly, that’s not even close to being funny.” Bryan pulls a chair next to my bed for Rachel to sit in, which she fills and immediately asks for Cadence. Alex gives in and settles our daughter in her arms. She kisses our daughter’s forehead and cuddles her against her chest, inhaling her scent. “I love how she smells.”


    We sit in silence, watching Cadence in my sister’s arms. She’s breathtaking. Listening to her little noises and hearing the sound of her breathing is the most beautiful sound in the world.


    After a few minutes, I remember to ask Alex, “How’s Frank?” I don’t know what I’ll do if he didn’t survive. I get that he signed on for this and was getting paid a generous salary, but no one deserves to get shot by a psycho.


    “We’ll talk about this when you’re feeling better,” Alex insists, but I give him my best scowl even though it hurts to do anything but lay there. Seriously, it hurts to even move my eyebrows. I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like when they want to get me out of bed.


    “I’d like to know now. Please.”


    With a resounding sigh, “He’s recovering. It was touch and go, but he’s hanging in there.” I nod my head, the heaviness of it all weighing on me.


    A nurse comes in and begins checking my vitals and administering more fluids to my IV. “Would you like some water?” I smile my approval.


    “Arianna?” I ask. I know I watched Alex take her life, but I need confirmation that it’s really over.


    “Gone,” Rachel chimes in. “Good riddance because if she hadn’t died, I would’ve ripped her to shreds with my own bare hands.” I look at Alex, who doesn’t seem affected by this one bit. As if her death has no bearing on him whatsoever. I’m not sure if it’s shock or if he really doesn’t care. I don’t bother asking about Cole, I held his lifeless body for long enough to know.


    “We’ll arrange something for Cole,” Alex adds, immediately knowing the questions that were looming in my mind. I nod my head, tears rimming my lashes.


    “Taylor?” I don’t know how to tell Alex that his brother, although seriously touched with a bit of crazy, cared for me. Something tells me that he protected me as much as he could.


    “Arrested, along with Gary. Both of them are going to be put away for a long time. Like die in prison jail time,” Bryan adds. I look over to him and smile. I’m so thankful my sister has him to get her through all this drama. I know I’m the one that lived it, but my sister takes on too much emotion that isn’t hers. I know she is somehow blaming herself for all of this.


    I look from my brother-in-law back to Alex and need to know if he’s okay, so I ask. “How are you doing with all of this?”


    “You mean with my girl getting kidnapped and forced into child birth by my ex, my father, and my half brother?” Okay, so when he puts it that way… He shakes his head, almost violently. “All of it is fucked.”


    “Do we know anything more about Taylor?”


    “Just that Gary is his dad. His mother was a prostitute. She died when he was twelve. He has some mental issues, which I’m assuming comes from Gary raising him.” How Bryan knows all of this is beyond my realm of thought. Taylor didn’t even have a chance in life.


    The awkward silence threatens to consume me. I watch as Rachel looks at Alex. I assume she’s imagining the conflict he is feeling. He knows what his upbringing would be like if Nana hadn’t raised him. And although his life wasn’t perfect, he became the man he is because of the women in his life.


    Patting my daughters behind, Rachel soothes her to sleep. A few moments later, Rachel clears her throat, looking between Alex and me, before admitting, “Cadie is coming home with us until you’re better.”


    My head snaps between to the two of them, eyes bugged out in shock. I try to sit up as the nurse brings me my water. She leaves and I don’t hesitate to try and get out of bed. When I move to dangle my feet over the edge, a wave of nausea and dizziness threatens to wash over me. I give up, turn to Alex, and ask, “When can I get out of here?”


    I’m sure he can see the panic in my eyes. With his hand running over my head, he doesn’t hesitate to answer, “The doctor wants to run some more tests, but he thinks within the next day or two.”


    “I’ve already missed so much. I don’t want to be away from her,” I implore, tears building in my eyes. I feel a little crazy right now, and it’s not that I don’t trust Rachel. It’s just that after someone tries to kidnap your child, you become a little possessive.


    “It’s only for a couple of days and I promise to bring her every day. This is because lover boy here doesn’t want to leave your side and bring her home himself.”


    In his defense he says, “I don’t want to be away from you.” His lips brush my knuckles, and I know what his words actually meant. He can’t be away from me. My belly flutters just watching him watch me.


    “Fine.” I point my accusatory finger at my sister. “But no bonding with my baby before I get the chance to.”


    “Don’t worry, E. She’s already a daddy’s girl. There’s no other bond that can break that one. The moment she’s in his arm, she immediately calms down and falls asleep.” Bryan’s soft voice adds to the melancholy of the whole situation.


    He takes Cadence from Rachel’s arms, which leaves her pouting. “Why does watching him with her make me want to make babies?” Rachel whispers to us, not loud enough for Bryan to hear. “Nothing sexier.”


    I peek up to Alex and smile. I second that statement.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    


    Tuesday, September 17


    ALEX…


    “Fuck me! Why the fuck is he here?” Facing away from the scuffle, I’m glad I can’t see him. I know he’s questioning the imposing guard, whom I’m guessing won’t budge from the doorway.


    “Sit the fuck down.” I look over my shoulder, catching the end of the faceoff between the correctional officer and my half brother. I smirk because, if he’s anything like me, I know Taylor is toying with the idea of clocking the guard. Anything to get out of this conversation. Instead, he runs his hand over his face in clear frustration before plopping down on the steel chair across from me.


    I’ve struggled with this. It’s been months since Cadence was born; two months since everything was put back together. Needless to say, Gary and Taylor were both sent to prison. However, for cooperation in Gary’s conviction, Taylor received a reduced sentence. That along with Elyssa’s testimony gave him twenty years with a possibility for parole after eight. This was drastically reduced in comparison to Gary’s life term, which in my opinion wasn’t enough. I wanted death. I wanted death by my own hands, however, as you can imagine, the legal system didn’t support that suggestion.


    Elyssa and I went back and forth about Taylor. I wanted him to rot right alongside my father. He shot Frank for God’s sake. He tormented and went along with the plan for months. But she insisted he shielded her, that underneath it all he was a good person. Then she flipped it around on me and reminded me that I could’ve gone down a similar path. I called bullshit, but with much reluctance I had to admit she had a point.


    According to the prosecutor, Taylor had a troubled childhood. Several complaints lodged with CPS, but nothing ever came of them. He fell through the cracks like so many do. I may be an asshole for this, but I admit that I didn’t care at first. But as he started showing us photos of bruised ribs and his battered face at different stages of his life, I couldn’t help but feel somewhat sorry for him. I remembered those nights spent in the hospital, nurses asking me repeatedly what happened, me lying through my teeth about falling down some stairs or getting beat up on the way home by a bunch of kids. But unlike him, although damage was done, I escaped.


    “Why are you here?” he huffs, crossing his arms in defiance. He’s glaring at me, which completely rubs me the wrong way considering what he’s done. Why I thought he would be anything besides the cocky little asshole I saw before, I have no idea. But for a moment I thought he might show an ounce of regret, just a smidge of remorse to show me that Elyssa was right.


    “Fuck this. I don’t know why I even came.” I slam my hands on the table in frustration as I push myself up, ready to leave and never look back.


    “I have no idea what she sees in you,” he mumbles under his breath. It takes only a second before I’m reaching over, grabbing him by the collar of his dark green standard issue prison uniform. I raise my fist, but before I can release any of my aggression, the guard rushes over and grabs my elbow effectively separating the two of us.


    “Honestly, I don’t know what she sees in you. She said you were a good guy and I’d hoped you would show some ounce of humanity if I came to see you. I’d hoped you wouldn’t be the exact same fucking piece of shit as our sperm donor. I can’t believe I actually felt sorry for you. That maybe you were just a product of circumstance. You’re just like him!” I push against the guard, whose forearm is resting against my chest pushing me towards the door.


    Taylor sits there and hangs his head.


    “Calm down,” the guard demands through gritted teeth, struggling to keep me back. The door opens and I notice another officer has come for back up. Not the smartest idea to start a fight inside the four walls of a prison’s visiting room. I should probably thank the guard later for keeping me out of jail by thwarting the punch.


    “She said that?” Both the guard and I look at my half brother in surprise. Me because he’s no longer glaring at me, and the guard because I’m sure he expected a full out brawl. “She said I was a good guy?”


    Realizing that I’m no longer pushing against him, the guard drops his arm. “I technically should escort you out,” he says. “So if this happens again, I won’t hesitate.” I nod before sitting back in my seat.


    I mull over his question. I didn’t want to talk about her, especially because he believes he cares for her. “She has a tendency to believe the best in people. She’s slightly naïve.” A dig, but still the truth.


    “Like her being friends with that asshole Cole.” I’m conflicted as Taylor mentions his name. Yes, Cole was an asshole. During our entire relationship I could never understand their past. But, he also saved both of our lives. It’s rather hard to be mad at a dead man.


    “You could say that.” I slump back in the chair, crossing my arms over my chest. My biceps strain against the cotton of my midnight blue dress shirt. Let’s just say I’ve been hitting the weights pretty hard since everything went down. It was the only outlet for all of my frustration.


    “So, why are you here?” This time the question is posed with less malice and more curiosity. “I figured you probably hate me, so why the visit?”


    “I’ll admit, yes I hate you. But I’ve had a lot of time to think about things.” I sigh, sitting up to rest my elbows on the table. “I’m curious as to why you would go along with anything Gary planned? I mean…he doesn’t seem to be any more of a father figure to you than he was to me.”


    I’ve seen pictures of him as a child, him with his Mom, some even with Gary. Taylor seemed like a normal kid, but then again, so did I. Although others may not have been able to pinpoint it, I was able to see the hint of sadness in him when I looked at the pictures of his teenage years.


    “You want to share horror stories? Maybe compare notes?” Taylor extends his legs under the table; his foot brushes slightly against my pant leg, which I ignore and focus on his hands. I can tell by how he’s picking at his nail beds how nervous he is.


    “For months I’ve directed all of my anger towards you and Gary. But it wasn’t until Elyssa reminded me that we were both raised by that asshole that I stepped back and tried to look at things a little differently. She’s the one that suggested I come here and talk to you.”


    He scoffs, “So you’re doing this because she told you to?”


    “I’m doing this because I need to make sense of everything. Because although you had a fucked up childhood; so did I. But you don’t see me out there kidnapping innocent women.” I look up with a murderous glare. Because no matter how much I try to understand his past, some things cannot be so easily forgiven. “You have to hate him as much as I do. So it doesn’t make sense. Why would you be a sidekick to his bullshit?”


    “We aren’t doing this. We aren’t bonding over how horrible our dad is. Fuck that,” he spits, his hands slamming down on the table causing a loud clanking, which echoes throughout the almost empty space. My jaw ticks. He doesn’t deserve to be angry. He almost ruined my life. And for what?


    “I’m not trying to bond with you. I came here to get closure. Closure for both of us,” I reluctantly admit through clenched teeth. I fight the urge to reach across and choke the life out of him because although that would feel really good right now, it won’t get me the answers that I need in order to feel safe. The first month after being home, I couldn’t leave Elyssa or Cadence’s side. Clingy is not a good look on any guy, including and especially me. When combined with the rage I’ve been holding inside, I continued to erupt in a blink of an eye. Again, not a good look, especially when I have a newborn daughter that I woke up on one too many times with my raised voice.


    Most often the eruptions happened when Elyssa would advocate for Taylor. Any mention of his name sent me on a whirlwind of hate and resentment that wasn’t good for either of us. Which is why the therapist suggested that I come talk to him; that maybe I’d get a glimpse of the person Elyssa swears is inside of him. In the end, I need to find a way of dealing with all of the hate I have. Either it’s going to consume me or I find a way to let it go.


    I sigh, running my hand down my face. I’d rather not do this. I’d rather be anywhere besides here.


    “Closure? Ha! Are we breaking up?” He’s a cocky little shit. I chuckle as he reminds me a little of the man I once was.


    “You have no fucking clue do you?” My voice rises slightly, which causes the guards brow to perk up.


    Taylor rolls his eyes. “Please enlighten me, oh great one.” The sarcasm in his tone causes my fists to clench tighter. But instead of giving into my initial response, I take a few deep breaths feeling my heartbeat settle.


    “The only reason you had a reduced sentence was because of Elyssa. Because even after I got pissed at her, pleaded with her not to, she still insisted on telling the prosecutor that you helped her. Then you actually did something decent and helped them seal the case on Gary, which surprised me. You owe her your life.”


    “Life? Ten years…twenty years…fuck it…a hundred years. You really think that makes a fucking difference? Regardless, my life is over. So yes, in my eyes, I have given her my life.” He stands, throwing his hands up in the air. Quickly, the guard tells him to sit down before he has to make him. Taylor doesn’t seem affected, if anything, he sneers in his direction, almost egging him on.


    “Why’d you go along with it? Why would you go along with his fucked up plan?”


    Taylor sits, the chair scrapping along the concrete below under his weight. “I didn’t even know I had a brother until my Mom died. Then it was just Gary and his drunken ramblings about his hotshot son somewhere in Nevada. How you were ungrateful, how I would never live up to anything close to what you had become.”


    “That still doesn’t explain…”


    “I’m getting there, dickhead. If you want your questions answered, then just sit there and fucking listen.” I clench my teeth tighter, but stay silent.


    “I’ve watched her from the moment you met her. You were such an asshole to her. But no matter how far your head was up your own ass, she still looked at you as if the sun shone from the very place you stood.”


    My insides clench just thinking of everything he’s seen. “And you wanted that.” A statement, not a question.


    “Bet your ass I did. I wanted someone as beautiful as she is to tell me she loves me, to carry my baby, to look at me as if I made the world turn. I wanted that instead of being beaten because I cried when my mom died, being told I was worthless, being told I would add up to nothing.”


    “It’s not my fault that’s what happened in your life.”


    “No. It probably isn’t, but I don’t know who to blame these days. You know, I thought when I left home when I was seventeen, joined the army…I had hopes that I was getting as far away from him as possible. I followed directions, did everything that was asked of me. Then one issue with a Colonel’s wife and bam!” He slams his hands together. “Out of the army, no benefits, nothing.”


    “Issue?” None of this was in any of his files, at least not what was shown to me.


    “I fucked her. He found out. Got pissed. We fought and I end up being the one in trouble. So then I had to go back to where I came from. I had risen from the bowels of hell to slip right back in.” He leans forward, resting his forearms on the table. “You know what’s worse than losing hope?”


    I shake my head.


    “It’s having it. Getting a glimpse and then having it taken away from you, like a tease. You never know the depth of your shitty life until you’ve had the good. And when it’s ripped from you…” he bows his head, shaking it silently.


    Trust me, I get it. I understand what it is to bring yourself out of the depths of hell. I’ve been there one too many times. But, “None of this explains why you went along with Gary.”


    Almost as if he’s replaying it in his mind, Taylor keeps his head bowed but he finally answers what I’ve wanted to know. How and why this all started. “After I was kicked out and dragged myself back home, Gary didn’t hesitate and was all too eager to take me on a trip. That was the first time I’d seen you. You were having lunch with a leggy blonde; she had a nice rack, nice pair of DSLs. Just eating, smiling at each other. Your life seemed so carefree. I hate to admit it, because I’d never felt anything but hatred, but I envied you. It was like looking into an alternate universe and seeing what my life could’ve been.”


    “Still can be,” I admit, almost reluctantly. Elyssa was right. I could have very well ended up on the other side of this table.


    “Bullshit,” he raises his head to look me in the eye. “You’ve had everything handed to you: this job, your girl, your baby. Everything given to you, all paid for and wrapped in a fucking bow, by using your dick.”


    Okay, so he’s right. My dick has gotten me far, but I worked hard for what I have. None of this was easy. “Before you go and judge me, know that what I did was a means to an end. Period. I used what I had to get by. I used my resources to go to school, to rise in the ranks in my company, to take care of those close to me. I did that. Not my dick, not my mistress, and certainly not our father.”


    Minutes pass by; the only sound, a distant TV.


    “The first time I saw Elyssa was probably one of your first dates. You took her to a nice restaurant at one of the casinos. At first I thought she was like all of the other women, just a pump and dump. But I watched you with her. You were different. She was different. She was innocent and sweet, not like these other skanks you fucked around with. I kept watching her, not you, just her. It was then that I fell in love with her. So when you ask me why I went along with Gary’s plan, it’s because of her. Because as long as I went along, I was able to see her, get close to her, keep her safe.”


    My eyes narrow and the possessiveness inside me wants to hurt him. I’m at odds, because as much as I want to hurt him, to make him pay for what she went through, I can’t. Regardless of his overall intentions, he cared enough to keep her safe. And that is what it boils down to. Through his and Gary’s fucked up plan, he was there when I couldn’t be.


    “She’s easy to care about,” I acquiesce, placing my elbows on the metal table.


    “Yah well, you have it all. So how about you get the fuck out of here, go back to your perfect life and let me rot in peace.” Taylor stands signaling for the guard.


    Not one to argue with justice, and a good plan, I stand and push back the chair taking one last look at him as I slip on my jacket. Looking closer at him, now knowing we are related, I can see glimpses of similarities between the two of us.


    “You know I may hate you, but that doesn’t mean I’m not thankful that you kept both of my girls safe.”


    Taylor nods as he follows the guard. As he reaches the exit, he turns and asks, “Don’t you wonder?”


    I turn to look at him. My brows knit together. “About what?”


    “What happened to him when he was younger to make him the way he is?” Taylor shrugs, seemingly not caring one way or another.


    “Not really,” I answer honestly. I have never thought of the whys or how’s when it came to Gary, just that he’s a piece of shit that I’d rather not think of at all.


    “Don’t you worry that whatever is inside of him is inside of you, too?”


    I have worried about that. I’ve worried that something will snap inside me and the monster will be released. That one day I’ll take Elyssa and Cadence down with me in a burning mess. But then I look at them. I look at them and sense peace. They calm me. I’d take my life before hurting either one of them. That’s the difference between Gary and me. I know the gift I’ve been given and I plan on never taking it for granted.


    “I used to.”


    He stares at me for a long moment, seeing that I’m being honest. He shakes his head, and when he speaks it’s almost in a reverent tone. “But not anymore,” he bows his head again and starts to walk away.


    “No Taylor, not anymore. My life is theirs and theirs are mine. This is what I was destined for.” He nods in finality, turning to leave. I can’t say for certain that this will be the last time I’ll see him. Only time will tell, that and Elyssa’s unwavering belief of the good inside of him.


    


    ELYSSA…


    I jump up the moment the door opens and closes. I’ve been waiting in anticipation since Alex left to go visit Taylor. He’s been more troubled since Cadence was born. I don’t blame him. It’s not like I’ve been the pillar of mental health these days, but I’ve been able to deal with what’s happened. Alex is just in denial. Well, that and he’s been extra controlling.


    You’d think with Gary behind bars and Arianna rotting in the pits of hell he’d save the trouble of having the Men in Black follow us around. Nope, it wasn’t until a couple weeks ago that he lightened the security detail. I conceded to having Darron with me at all times, without words, because it was obvious he needed a little peace of mind.


    “Where are my girls?” Instantly I coo internally and glance at my daughter, whose arms and legs are flailing at the sound of her daddy’s voice. Her eyes are still as blue as ever and her cheeks are full and pinchable. Cutest baby ever.


    “In here,” I call out, sitting back on the sofa, crossing my legs to place Cadence in my lap.


    My heart eases the moment he walks in the room. His sleeves are rolled up, his tie already loosened around his neck, his slacks a perfect fit. Alex throws his jacket on a nearby chair, flashing me his dimpled smile that I love so much. God, he’s ridiculously attractive, like off the charts hot almost to the point where I feel the need to pinch myself. Daily. He leans down, placing a quick kiss on my lips before taking Cadence from my lap.


    It wasn’t until we got home from the hospital that I noticed one very obvious thing. Alex with Cadence is not only adorable, but seeing her in his arms makes him out of this world sexy. The way he holds her against his chest, how he hums or sings to her every chance he gets. He’s so attentive and patient with her; he’s a natural. I’ll admit their bond sometimes makes me a little jealous. But I get over it quickly knowing, and loving, that she’ll always have him at her side, supporting her in all she does.


    “The moment you get home, I’m chopped liver,” I joke, crossing my arms in a pout as I lay back against the fluffy pillows.


    “Your mom is the sexiest chopped liver ever, isn’t she?” he coos at Cadence as he walks over to the nearby rocker. Lately, I’ve found him more times than not asleep in that chair. I end up having to wake him to usher them upstairs. I’d say it’s a pain to do, but I love every minute.


    I watch my little family in contentment waiting for him to tackle the elephant in the room. Unsurprisingly, he doesn’t broach the topic; he actually avoids it entirely making a list of errands.


    “So?” I prod him. I’m trying not to pry. Really, I’m not. I’m trying to let him go at his own pace, but what I’ve come to realize about Alex, is that sometimes he requires a little push every now and then. I’ve been told this isn’t just an Alex thing. It’s a guy thing.


    “It’s done. That’s what matters.” His azure gaze sets upon me, the fire behind them speaking more than his words. If it wasn’t for Cadence in his arms, I’d probably be bent over this couch and Alex would be taking me from behind. Although I love my orgasms, Alex has been insatiable since the kidnapping. The moment Cadence falls asleep, I’m naked and he’s inside me. Not that I’m complaining, I just don’t want him using sex as a coping mechanism for other issues.


    “Do you feel better?”


    Alex shrugs off my question as if it was ridiculous to ask. “I wasn’t troubled in the first place.”


    “Come on now…you’ve been losing sleep for months.”


    I didn’t notice it until a couple of weeks after getting released from the hospital. I thought Alex was having a case of insomnia when I’d catch him up in the middle of the night; most of the time he’d have his laptop up working in bed next to me. Or he’d be in Cadence’s room, just sitting in Travis’ rocking chair. It wasn’t until exhaustion had gotten the best of him that I noticed the night terrors. He’d wake up, sheet soaked with sweat, breathing as if he’d just ran a marathon. Instantly he’d reach for me. The only peace I could give him was with my body. I gave it often.


    “That happens when your pregnant fiancée is kidnapped. Not to mention a plot to kidnap my daughter. Oh and did I forget the fact that you died in front of me…twice. That kind of shit traumatizes a guy, ya know?” I don’t miss the sarcasm, so I’m going to forgive him, and chalk up his edginess to the fact that he just had his first full-blown conversation with his brother.


    “I do know, but I think there are other deep rooted issues going on. Alex…”


    He cuts me off, “Why do you sound more and more like our shrink after every session you have with her?”


    I roll my eyes at him. “You’re in denial. If you’re gonna continue to be a butthead, I might as well leave you to deal with your own shit.” I stand to walk away, passing him with every intention to take out my frustration on the dishes in the sink.


    “Wait.” He grabs my forearm, adjusting Cadence so he can pull me into his lap. “Don’t murder the dishes cause you’re angry at me.” He nuzzles into the crook of my neck. I’m irritated, but that doesn’t stop me from loving the feel of him against me. All it does is piss me off even more.


    I push against his arm, which is wrapped around my waist. “You frustrate the shit out of me.”


    “What do you want me to say?” he asks, lips brushing against the lobe of my ear. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, my man is so damn bipolar; one minute angry, the next minute sweet, my own personal sour patch man.


    “I just wish you’d talk about it; if not to me, then to Dr. Couser. Because all you’re going to do is keep it bottled inside and then you’re going to fuck your frustrations away.”


    “Are you complaining?” he teases, which means he’s being playful. I guess that’s a step up from denial.


    “Of course I’m not complaining. But, at this rate I’m going to end up pregnant again and you still won’t have any of your issues worked out. Then what? We’ll have two kids and you’ll still be pissed at the world.”


    “I’m not pissed at everyone,” he says calmly, his fingers strumming across the sliver of skin peaking out above the waist of my shorts.


    “Well you’re definitely pissed at your dad, your brother, Frank, possibly even me.”


    “Why does everything have to be analyzed? Why do we have to talk about everything? I swear I’ve never talked this much my whole life.” Alex’s voice rises, which startles Cadence who was falling asleep. Quickly, he begins patting her bottom, hoping to calm her startled nerves. “And for the record I’m not pissed at Frank…anymore. And why would I be pissed at you?”


    “Because I asked you to go talk to Taylor. Because I got his sentenced reduced. Because I don’t see him as a complete monster like your dad.”


    “Fuck me,” Alex groans, running his hand down his face.


    “You’re going to have to learn to stop cussing in front of the baby,” I point out the obvious.


    “She’s only three months. I’m sure my “fucks” and “shits” and “motherfuckers” will not be engrained in her long term memory.”


    “I guess then calling you a stubborn asshole won’t get engrained in her long term memory either.” I try to stand, but Alex wraps his arm around me again.


    He chuckles against my throat, his chest rumbling against my back. “Did you just call me an asshole?”


    “Stubborn asshole to be exact,” I mumble, trying to stay mad at him.


    “Hart, I’m having a hard time with this. You need to be patient,” he urges. I’ll concede to that. I know I’m not a patient person. In all honesty, everything with us has gone at warp speed, so I guess I expected him to deal with his issues just as quickly.


    I sigh, pulling his arm up so his hand is resting on my chest. “I just want you to be happy, Alex.”


    “I am happy. Probably for the first time in my life, I’m completely happy.”


    “But you aren’t at peace.”


    “And I probably never will be. Did I get some of my questions answered? I guess so. But it also generated more unanswered questions. This problem isn’t going to be solved overnight.”


    Hope springs in my chest. “So does that mean you’re going to talk to him again?”


    “I don’t know.” He shakes his head, seemingly trying to figure out what to reveal next. “I will admit that I’m not struggling so much with the fact he has a reduced sentence. He’s still an asshole, but I don’t think he’s completely evil like Gary. He got caught up and made poor choices in his life. We all have a story, but I don’t like that he’s using his fucked up childhood as an excuse to make more poor choices.”


    Although I want to point out to Alex that he’s sounding more and more like our therapist, I won’t. Instead I snuggle against him, happy he’s open to talking about it, even if only a little.


    “I just keep thinking that it could’ve been you,” I whisper.


    “He did say one thing that got me thinking.” I look into his eyes, acknowledging his comment. “He said he was envious of me.”


    Of course he is. “And what’s shocking about that?”


    “Because I didn’t look at my life as something to be envious of.” He pauses, reverently. “But then he went on about how he watched us together and about how you look at me. I’m such a lucky fucking guy. I never want to take what we have for granted. But then I started to feel sorry for him, which is definitely not what I expected.”


    “He’s had a rough life, Alex. I’m not saying it was any harder for him, I’m just saying that you should be able to relate to him in some way.”


    “I had the thing he didn’t. He’s never had anyone that cared enough about him to guide him. I may have had a horrible childhood, but I’m the man now knowing how much my mom sacrificed for me, and I had the love of my grandmother. His mother wasn’t strong enough for him and when she was gone, he had to live with Gary during his most impressionable years.”


    “You were definitely lucky. He has a right to envy you because you came out on the other side, a good man with a family that loves you.”


    This time, he doesn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry for being a stubborn asshole.” He pulls me tighter to him as he begins to softly rock the chair back and forth. I settle against him, resting my head on his shoulder as I close my eyes.


    “It’s okay. You’re lucky that I find stubborn assholes attractive.”


    Alex chuckles. I pry open one eye, taking a peek at Cadence sleeping next to me.


    “It was all worth it,” Alex mumbles as he falls asleep.


    “That it was,” I whisper. I lull myself to sleep listening to the sound of his heartbeat. It’s not until three hours later that Alex wakes me as he guides me up the stairs with our daughter nestled in his arms.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 22


    


    September 17


    ONE YEAR LATER….


    ELYSSA


    “You look beautiful,” Rachel breathes. We both stare at my reflection in the floor length mirror, the ivory dress accentuating my sun kissed skin. Normally modest, I wouldn’t agree with my sister out loud; however, I can’t help but adamantly nod as tears start to pool in my eyes. She slaps my bare shoulder before grabbing a tissue to blot her own eyes. “Stop or your makeup will streak.”


    The stylist really did an amazing job. From my French manicured nails, to the blush on the apples of my cheeks, everything is exactly as I imagined it would be. As she adds the final flowers to my already weighty hair, I look at the final product and sigh in contentment. I settled on a strapless silk crepe gown with a plunging back. The material feels amazing against my skin and hugs every curve of my post-baby body.


    I look to my best friend, stepping into her bridesmaid gown, while the wedding coordinator’s assistant whirls around her like a hurricane. She looks beautiful in a strapless French rose chiffon knee length dress. I want to remember everything about this day, even the anxiety etched on Janice’s face as she turns from side to side taking herself in.


    “Are either of you going to tell me where I’m getting married?” I ask as the stylist holds out a tissue for me to blot my lips.


    “We are both sworn to secrecy,” Rachel calls from the bathroom. Why my sister is peeing with the door open, I have no idea. Maybe she thinks it’ll keep me from getting Janice to cave on the details. You know how the bride is supposed to have every whim of her wedding fantasy come to life with doves released, a horse and carriage, the Cinderella glass slipper. You know, the whole shebang. Well, not me.


    The only details I’ve been privy to are my dress, the food and cake, oh and the music. Other than that, Alex has kept me in the dark. Pre-wedding, he and I agreed we wanted a small ceremony followed by a bigger reception. I suppose I should be happy to at least know those details. The venue, however, is a complete unknown.


    Even our Hitler of a wedding coordinator, Sasha, is not on my side. She placates me with simple nods, but buzzes around fulfilling Alex’s every whim. I’ve become used to it, but it’s still quite irritating.


    “Well, that’s just bullshit. I’m the bride, dammit. I’m supposed to know every damn detail. I’m supposed to feel like Cinderella and I do not feel like Cinderella.” I huff in slight irritation as Rachel comes out of the bathroom to join Janice. Both of them look at me as if I just turned into bridezilla and grew another head. Maybe I have.


    “Oh no, no, no!” Sasha tsks at me, sashaying into the room. “My bride does not yell on her wedding day. My bride is calm and glowing with rainbows coming out of her ass. She does not yell bullshit and taint the magic in the air.”


    I open my mouth, ready to spit venom at her, but instead she wraps her arms around me. “Listen to me and listen good,” she coos. “That man, the very one that has kept all of these pesky details from you, loves you more than any groom I’ve ever seen. He’s going to fulfill all of your dreams and then some. So please, please stop freaking out and just focus on looking gorgeous for him. Before you give me a migraine.”


    Like I said, she’s an infuriating woman, but something in her words calms my soul. “More than any groom, huh?”


    She nods with a large smile fleeting across her Mick Jagger cherry stained lips. “He puts most men to shame.” I nod, taking deep breaths. She continues to hold my shoulders until a calm washes over me. It must be evident, because as soon as it settles in the pit of my stomach, she claps her hands together. “We must leave in twenty minutes, so chop chop.” And then she’s gone, leaving the room in a whirlwind much like how she entered.


    “Where in the hell did Alex find her?” Janice whispers, cautiously looking back to the door as if Sasha has spies listening in.


    “Hell if I know.” I shake my head as all three of us erupt in laughter. Leave it to Alex to find the one wedding planner who’s willing to alienate the bride. “I’m going to chalk it up to post traumatic stress disorder and say he hired her out of duress.”


    “At least he seems better?” A statement and a question, Rachel’s referring to Alex’s post-kidnapping behavior. To say he was overbearing before is an understatement. After the kidnapping, he became downright tyrannical which caused me to retreat inside myself even more.


    “Therapy has helped.” For both of us. Talking through our pain, together with Dr. Couser and individually, has lightened our hearts. His night terrors are nonexistent and his grasp on the reigns has lightened some, allowing me to breathe. For example, although Darren and Frank are still on our security detail, he will actually let me go inside stores without following. They do however stand guard outside; concessions of which I’m willing to work with.


    For months Alex worked with our therapist in understanding his OCD like tendencies. He blamed himself for what happened to me and for what almost happened to Cadence. He had us cocooned inside our home, where he felt safe. For a while, I fed off the constant security of knowing he was close by. I needed it almost as much as he needed to give it. It wasn’t until Janice and Oliver came over and had a friendtervention that my eyes were opened. I realized our behavior was unhealthy. Not surprisingly, it took Alex a little longer to come to that realization.


    They nod in agreement and go back to fiddle with the train of my dress. They know that we are in a much healthier place. If we hadn’t made leaps and bounds, I wouldn’t be walking down the aisle today.


    “I’m surprised Alex was able to pull all this off with the grand openings coming up,” Janice tries to fill the silence with a change of topic. She always has work on the brain.


    SINergy is doing so well that Alex has now expanded to two other locations in L.A. and Seattle. With the sale of Salerno almost finalized, Janice has officially quit as his admin and moved over as his right hand at the club. Of course, this created quite the controversy considering Trevor was also employed at SINergy.


    Trevor, who stopped his stripping ways, has really stepped up to help Alex manage the business. Who knew there were actual brains inside that beautiful body? With that being said, you can imagine the awkward conflict that was created for my best friend.


    “But it’s only because he has you and Trevor,” I point out, taking one final look in the mirror. Regardless of the secrets, regardless of all of the tears and frustration that led up to this day, I’m absolutely happy. The forever kind of happy.


    Rachel and Janice join me at the floor length mirror, looking at my reflection. “You look beautiful, El. I just wish Mom and Dad…”Rachel’s voice trails off.


    I reach back to hold my sisters hand as her and Janice’s eyes begin to well with tears. “I have everything I need right here.”


    “If you ruin your makeup I will be forced to separate the three of you.” Sasha, with ninja like skills, materializes out of nowhere to threaten us, as she once again storms into the room. I almost feel sorry for her Bluetooth. It must hate her as she shouts orders into it as she makes final adjustments on my dress and train.


    “God I’m good!” She gives herself a final pat on the back before barking at us, “Alright, let’s go. Limo’s waiting. This wedding can’t happen without the bride.”


    Hesitantly all three of us follow her out of the suite. Just outside the doors, Frank joins our flank, looking handsome in an all black tuxedo, highlighted with a pink bowtie.


    “Wow Frank, you sure do clean up well,” Janice jokes, but you can tell she’s serious because her eyes just went bug-eyed. He really does look handsome.


    “Can’t look like a Neanderthal when I walk the bride down the aisle.” Yes, Frank is the one giving me away. Alex and I both agreed that Frank not only deserved the honor, but he’s become a father figure in many ways since coming into my life. Not to mention, he took a bullet for me. “You look beautiful,” his soft voice makes me tear up.


    Once again, that overwhelming choking feeling comes back as I fight the tears. But instead of crying, I take his elbow while he leads us down the elevator to the entrance of the casino.


    “Move. Bride coming through,” Sasha calls into the crowd of people barely in our way. I turn beet red in embarrassment as patrons turn to look at us.


    “Who needs Frank when you have Sasha?” Rachel jokes as we watch my wedding coordinator throw elbows at anyone within reaching distance.


    “You know, I could shoot her,” Frank adds when we finally get to the awaiting limo. I know he’s joking, but I’m actually considering taking him up on the offer. Frank takes my hand, helping me into the car as Rachel and Janice join me.


    Taking a deep breath, I reach down to hold both of their hands. “You ready girls?”


    Rachel turns fully in her seat, “I knew this is how you’d end up. The first time I saw you two together, I knew he’d be the one.”


    My sister, always the romantic…


    


    ALEX…


    “Dude, it’s hot as fuck out here,” Trevor complains as he adjusts the collar of his shirt.


    Watching Trevor, I realize the error in my ways and know that Elyssa is going to murder me. Trevor admittedly joked that if he couldn’t be the best man, he wanted to be in the ceremony in some way. Well…let’s just say he got his wish. Instead of him standing next to his brother as one of the groomsmen, he’s standing next to me. At the altar. Ready to marry us. I practically pissed myself when he showed me the certificate that deems him able to join us in holy matrimony.


    I didn’t think it was possible, however, I completely underestimated him and his conviction to one up his brother. Travis, who’s standing next to Bryan, is scowling at his brother as Trevor rocks back and forth on the balls of his feet.


    “Stop fucking complaining. I swear you cry more than Cadie does,” Travis adds, not one to hold in his hostility anymore for his brother.


    “The only reason Cadie cries is because she loves her uncle Trev. She’s saddened by the fact you guys won’t let me take her out by myself.”


    “Uh, could it be because all you want to use her for is to pick up chicks,” Bryan chimes in, chuckling.


    “Dude, she would so be a chick magnet. Have you seen those big blue eyes? She’s like Viagra, but for chicks.”


    Nope, not going to let that one go. “Could we stop referring to my daughter as an erectile dysfunction medication?” I shake my head at my knuckleheaded group of friends.


    “You let that asshole take her to Chuck-E-Cheese.” Trevor points to Oliver who’s standing where Trevor should’ve been, next to his brother as one of my groomsmen.


    You could say that Elyssa was shocked when I told her that I had asked Oliver to be one of my groomsmen. I know what you’re going to say and no I have not lost my mind. Yes, he did have a moment of insanity where he thought he could take my girl. Then there’s the part where he offered to be a pseudo father figure to Cadence before Elyssa and I got our shit together. And I’m sure he’ll always hold a candle for my soon-to-be wife. But, and this is a big but…he also helped me save her and for that I’ll forever be grateful. He also adores Cadence and throughout this year has become a good friend to not only Elyssa, but to me as well. He’s become part of our family.


    “I have a kid dickwad,” Oliver spits back, a little louder than necessary causing the small group of people to turn their heads in his direction. “I’m not going to fucking lose her or sell her off for a piece of ass.”


    “Bullshit!” Trevor yells in laughter, pointing a finger in Oliver’s direction. I slap my hand on my forehead. My minister just yelled bullshit at my wedding. “I heard you telling Bryan that Cadence makes women’s ovaries open up and shout to the Gods begging for the D.”


    I give a tight smile to the crowd in front of us as they look to one another in shock.


    “If you’re going to ear hustle, you should probably get your facts straight. I said that Cadence made women’s legs open, not their ovaries, you asshat.”


    And in an instant, with my friends joking and teasing each other with profanities, my world slows down and speeds up at the same time. When the wedding march begins to softly play, my heart stops in anticipation.


    Down the aisle, Delores holds Cadence’s hand as she pulls one petal at a time and stumbles over her little feet. If someone told me I would love someone as much as I love Elyssa, I would’ve thought they were full of shit. But then my daughter came into our lives and has me completely wrapped around her finger. With just one smile, I’d do absolutely anything for her and don’t get me started with her tears. I’d jump over the tallest building and wrestle a bear if that would make her happy again.


    After Delores recuperated fully from Cole’s attack, she agreed to come on as Cadence’s Nanny and once again our house felt complete. So it was a no brainer when we insisted on having her part of the ceremony as an ode to my grandmother. She was her companion for so long, it just felt right; a way to have a piece of her with us on this day. With the knowledge of what happened with Nana, and Carl for that matter, we decided to leave the autopsy and exhumation alone. We decided to not let Arianna taint any more of their souls.


    “Dada!” Cadence yells excitedly, haphazardly coming down the aisle towards me. In her mission to get to me, she drops the basket of rose petals, leaving Delores to finish off Cadence’s job as I lift my daughter into my arms.


    “Hi baby girl.” I kiss her cheek, handing her over to Delores to sit in the front row.


    The slow march of first Rachel and then Janice begins. Bryan’s eyes mist as he watches his wife approach. I make a mental note of teasing him later. Trevor fidgets nervously as he watches Janice approach, her eyes almost completely trained on Travis instead. However, I notice the slight movement of her eyes as she glances over at Trevor and her face softens.


    I wouldn’t touch that situation with a ten-foot pole. I tell Elyssa that every time she brings up their little love triangle, because if I gave her my insight, she probably wouldn’t talk to me for a few days. Janice still clearly loves Trevor, although she’s with Travis. He’s more her speed, but sometimes it’s not the people who match us that are our soul mates. Sometimes, it’s the people that push us past our own boundaries that we’re meant to be with.


    Speaking of soul mates.


    As Elyssa ascends down the aisle, I’m completely speechless. Everything about her is absolute perfection. Her hair is swept up, with messy strands hanging down. Tiny white flowers are scattered throughout her hair. But the most perfect part of her, besides the dress that shows off every curve of her body and makes my dick twitch with each step, is her smile. She’s happy and the only person she’s focused on is me.


    I watch her take each deliberate step that brings her closer. Her hand clings to Frank’s bicep as he walks her down the aisle. The man who not only fought tooth and nail to protect my family, but who almost died in the process, has become more than just an employee. He’s become one of my most trusted friends. The knowledge that he already gave his life for her once, but that he’d do it again, made our decision to have him walk her down the aisle even more reassuring.


    Changing his tone to a more mature version of Trevor, one I’ve never heard before, he asks, “Who gives this woman away?”


    Without skipping a beat, Frank answers, “I do,” while he places Elyssa’s hand in mine.


    Mine.


    Finally.


    Something inside me, something primal, wants to roar out in finality as I pull her close. I kiss her on the lips, the curve of her smile prevalent as I bite her lower lip. The small group of our friends erupts in whistles and applause as I deepen our connection.


    “Dude. I didn’t say you could kiss the bride yet,” Trevor leans in and whispers causing Elyssa to laugh, breaking our kiss. So much for the mature side of Trevor. I glare at him.


    “You didn’t tell me that Trevor was our minister,” she whispers out the side of her mouth. There’s a smile on her face, so at least I know she’s not planning my death.


    I hold her hand tightly as I look to our friend, standing as seriously as he possibly can, waiting for the okay to continue. To prolong the memory, I look past him and over the expansive red rock that surrounds us. What was once my place of solace will now forever be the place I married the woman of my dreams. “I also didn’t tell you that we were getting married here either.”


    The group settles down and Trevor begins.


    “Thank you for joining us today to celebrate the joining of Elyssa Jane Hart and Alexander Brayden James. In the words of Justin Timberlake, ‘I’m looking right at the other half of me. The biggest scene inside my heart there’s a space but now you’re home. Show me how to fight for now and I’ll tell you baby, it was easy. Coming back into you once I figured it out; you were right here all along. It’s like you’re my mirror; my mirror staring back at me. I couldn’t get any bigger, with anyone else beside of me. And now it’s clear as this promise, that we’re making two reflections into one.’”


    The crowd snickers as Trevor wholeheartedly quotes the pop icon. Never in a million years would I imagine anyone quoting Justin Timberlake at my wedding, but to say that the words aren’t fitting would be a lie.


    “Elyssa and Alex have written their own vows, which they will exchange now.” Trevor gestures to me, stepping to the side as I look into a sea of green and see nothing but forever.


    “Elyssa…my Hart. I loved you even before I realized what love was. You have changed me in more ways than I could’ve imagined. You’ve pushed past every boundary, accepted every flaw, and have tamed the beast inside of me. If there is one word that could describe how I feel about you, it would be thankful. I’m thankful for you. You are my love, my blessing, and my best friend. I promise to love you no matter how many times you make me watch the same damn movie over and over again. I promise to get up with Cadence at night because we know how cranky you get when you don’t get enough sleep. I promise to support you in anything you wish to do, give you everything that is me, and take everything you have to give, because you are my equal. You are the only one I can imagine a lifetime and more with. I’m the luckiest man in the world because you took one look at me and gave this poor soul a home.”


    I can hear the sniffles surrounding us, but it’s the tears of joy pooling in her green eyes that make me reach over and wipe them away before placing the band on her finger. In return she kisses the palm of my hand before pulling back her shoulders, shooting me her beautiful smile to begin her own vows.


    “Alex…” Elyssa begins her vows, but turns slightly toward the crowd watching us. “I’m sure many of you know that he kept all the details of our wedding from me. Who does that?” she chastises me in front of our friends, who snicker in laughter before she turns back to me. “I’ll tell you who. This man, who despite all of my grumbling, all of my complaints, all of my efforts of getting any details from him, was able to keep this a secret.” She pauses, looking around at the rocky landscape. Sasha was a miracle worker. She not only got this overlook reserved for our ceremony, but had an alter built, with flowers and ivy woven into the intricate woodwork. It wasn’t until later that I found out that none other than Travis made it. All of the heartache she gave me was worth it to see the look on her face.


    “Every woman wants to have the wedding of her dreams, usually she makes those dreams come true herself. But you didn’t need me. You gave me everything I could have imagined and more; and that’s what I want to give to you. I know in the past I’ve been a flight risk. Running or avoiding was easier than dealing with things head on. But I promise you, today and for the rest of our lives, that I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life by your side. I promise to watch action movies with you, even though I prefer romance. I promise to let you cook because we all know that I can burn water. I promise to kiss you every day as if it’s our last. Most importantly, I promise to remind you of how amazing you are because you deserve our happily ever after. And although you never imagined you’d ever end up here, I am so happy I’m the one that gave you what you never realized you wanted.”


    She’s barely able to get through her vows, her voice breaking as she pushes the band onto my left hand.


    “Well then,” Trevor clears his throat trying not to get choked up, “With the power vested in me by the State of Nevada, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    She’s right. She’s given me everything I never realized I wanted. Without a doubt, I always knew she was the one. Regardless if I pictured myself getting married and starting a family, now I couldn’t picture myself without her and Cadence.


    I pull her against me, her breath hitching as I lovingly place my hand on her jaw before sliding it behind her head to bring her mouth to mine. The kiss speaks volumes. She’s needy as she inches to get closer, a soft moan escaping as I deepen the kiss, my tongue caressing hers. It’s not until Trevor clears his throat that I break away, disgruntled, yet completely satisfied. Her chest is heaving with need, her hands resting against my chest, and those eyes. Our honeymoon cannot come soon enough.


    “Join me in congratulating Mr. and Mrs. Alexander James!” Trevor yells out to the awaiting applause, whooping and whistles as I grab her hand and head towards the awaiting limo.


    “Wait!” Elyssa stops me mid-way.


    I look at her with confusion. “What’s wrong?”


    She looks around before closing her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I want to remember this moment. How I felt, how everything looked, just everything,” she sighs.


    If possible, I think I just fell in love with her all over again. When she opens her beautiful green eyes, I pull her against me and ask, “You ready Mrs. James?”


    “Always.”


    What happens after the unattainable dream has finally come true? I’m not quite sure. All I know is that whatever it is, wherever we may be, she will always be by my side. Knowing that I have the other half of me until my final breath is drawn calms the storm inside of me.


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    


    September 17


    TWO YEARS LATER….


    ALEX…


    “Daddy, the baby stinky,” Cadence yells throughout the house trying to find me. “Stinky stinky stinky…” I hear her singsong voice get closer and closer.


    Elyssa giggles against my lips. My daughter, although I love her more than life itself, has her very own built in cock-block radar. The moment my dick even thinks about Elyssa, Cadie finds some way of getting between us. I groan as her little fists begin to pound against the bathroom door. Yes, you heard right…bathroom door.


    I’m quite literally right in the middle of something: Elyssa propped on the bathroom counter, legs wrapped around my waist. Robe dangling off her shoulders, she’s baring her naked body with every part of herself on display. With her breasts in my hands, I toy with her sensitive nipples, loving how she moans with every twist, turn and tug. Seconds away from pushing into her…


    “Daddy,” she whines. Next I hear a little thump against the door, which I can only imagine is her tiny head pressed up against the door to listen. “What are you doing?” It’s then that her tiny fingers appear under the door, wiggling with excitement.


    This, if nothing else, is a stark reminder why I should never give Delores a day off. Maybe if we stay silent she’ll get distracted and give us a moment. All I need is a few moments. Alone. With my wife.


    “Daddy…”


    I rest my forehead against Elyssa’s trying to reign in my desperate need to fuck her senseless. “I think I’m going to be sterile.”


    “Impossible,” she giggles.


    Tapping against my chest, I step back to allow her to hop down from the countertop. Her eyes roam down my bare chest, her bottom lip slipping in between her teeth. Adjusting her robe, she covers her once exposed breasts as she tightens the belt around her tiny waist. I groan in disappointment, fighting the urge to pound my head against the nearby wall.


    Before reaching for the door, Elyssa pauses to take a look back at me. Shaking her head, she gestures to my strained erection, “Put that away or you’re going to traumatize your daughter.”


    I momentarily consider pulling her back to bury myself inside her, but the moment I imagine my cock sliding inside her wet channel, my imagination is thwarted. Quickly dismissing my arousal, I hear Cadence begin to sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ from the other side of the door. Immediately, I tuck myself back inside my pants as my erection deflates. Nothing like Twinkle Twinkle to get you out of the mood.


    “Hi, my girl.” Elyssa kneels down to face our angry daughter, whose face softens the moment her mom wraps her arms around her. My wife doesn’t realize how fucking sexy she is when she’s being a mom. How her being sweet and attentive makes me want her even more. Not to mention the curve of her ass and the definition in her legs as she bends down. I shake my head and chuckle to myself. We really need some adult time.


    My wife in her robe reminds me that she still needs to get ready. Our family and friends will be here shortly and if there’s one thing that I don’t want, it’s my all too attentive friends seeing my wife in her barely there clothing.


    “Come to daddy.” I hold my arms out and Cadence practically jumps out of Elyssa’s arms and into mine. I grin, looking at my wife as she feigns disappointment. She knows that Cadence is my little partner in crime. “Let’s go and get you dressed while mommy finishes getting ready.”


    “Can I wear my Hello Keety?” My daughter loves her Hello Kitty, she just can’t quite pronounce it without sounding British.


    “You can have whatever you want, my love.” I rub my nose against hers and she giggles in delight. I adore her. I love the blue of her eyes, the dimples of her cheeks; Elyssa says that she encompasses the best of both of us. I have to agree.


    “And this right here is why she’s so demanding all the time.” Elyssa points her hand at me, resting against the sink with a large smile on her face.


    “What?” I try to play stupid, but we all know that I spoil her rotten. I cuddle my daughter while looking at my wife with a teasing smile. “She’s just so…hard to say no to, just like her momma.”


    Her eyes twinkle as she gets closer. With her lips against mine she whispers, “Well in that case, you can go change the baby’s diaper.” She slaps my stomach before giggling and walking back to the counter. “You know, since you have such a hard time saying no to the women in your life.”


    If it weren’t for Cadence, I’d torture her. I’d bend her over that counter and…


    “Howsy daddy, howsy.” She hops up and down in my arms. I flip her around onto my back, making sure her grip is solidly around my neck. It’s then that I make noises that I’d never have imagined I’d make five years ago as I gallop out of the bathroom, through our bedroom towards the baby’s room.


    “My Hello Keety, daddy!” Cadie is still adjusting to not being the full center of attention. As we approach the crib, my daughter humphs and pouts realizing that her brother is going to require my attention, as well.


    Reed Travis James was born three months ago and when they say having a boy is different than a girl, they weren’t lying. My little man is sturdy like a football; he’s also the calmest baby in the history of babies. The polar opposite of his sister, who is high maintenance with a capital H and M, Reed is content with either a tit or a diaper.


    “Let me change the baby’s diaper and then we’ll get you ready,” I say quietly, setting her down inside Reed’s crib before picking him up to take him to the changing table.


    I’ve mastered changing diapers to the point where I could probably do it one handed. With a new diaper on I pick up my sturdy little guy and hold him against my chest. Whereas Cadence looks like a smaller version of Elyssa, Reed is the spitting image of me. That probably explains why she is and will always be my little girl and Reed has an unbreakable bond with his mom.


    Almost immediately Reed begins to purr against my chest, so I know he’s back asleep. Softly, I place him back down and pick up Cadence; thankful she doesn’t wake up her brother. Once in her room, I dress her in her favorite Hello Kitty ensemble. It’s all ruffles, and bows, and pink. Hand in hand we head to the kitchen where our family waits.


    “Come here, Cadie!” Rachel squeals as Cadence starts running towards her aunt before jumping into her arms. Rachel twirls her around and around as the group watches, both of them giggling.


    “Where’s little man?” Bryan asks.


    “He fell back asleep,” I answer, taking the offered beer.


    “How does it feel?” Trevor asks. Not sure if he’s referring to the date, which happens to be mine and Elyssa’s third wedding anniversary, or the fact that I now have two children. Regardless, I smile at him, which is the only answer he needs.


    “I should be asking you the same thing,” I cock my head, pointing to the baby nestled in the crook of his arm. Trevor looks down at the little girl with much reverence. It’s a look I’m very familiar with, as I can imagine that’s what I look like every time I’m with Cadence and Reed.


    “It’s indescribable, yet breaks my heart every day,” he admits, solemnly.


    Whoever said a year makes all the difference, wouldn’t be lying. Especially between Trevor and Travis. Last year they were at ends with one another, both fighting for Janice. Travis never wavered on his feelings towards Elyssa’s best friend, however it was Trevor who was never sure what he wanted. Or more aptly, that he deserved what he wanted.


    And that caused a lot of friction between the two brothers.


    Problem was, by the time Trevor got his head out of his ass, Janice and Travis had already been engaged for a year. But, in true Trevor style, even the love for his brother wouldn’t allow him to sit back and idly watch him marry the love of his life. Nope, instead he pursued Janice and by default won in the end.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    It’s been close to a year since Travis’ untimely death, but the pain is still fresh in all of our minds. After the horrible, unexpected accident took the life of our dear friend, we took stock in how fragile life really is. So instead of wallowing in the grief, we decided to fill our lives with little pieces of him. We have reminders of him everywhere; from our wedding alter that still sits in our backyard to the rocking chair that we now have in Reed’s room. And of course, that is how our son got his middle name. He is named after a man who meant so much to all of us. I would be tremendously proud if he grew up to be like his Uncle Travis.


    When I look to my friend, it never ceases to amaze me how much he reminds me of his brother. And I hate it that the last conversation Trevor had with Travis was an argument over Janice. It was always over Janice. Trevor wasn’t dealing with their engagement all that well, so when they announced her pregnancy…well, you can imagine how smoothly that went. I don’t need to remind you how little tact Trevor has. And yet here it is, a little over a year later and I still can’t fathom how both Janice and Trevor are coping after such loss.


    She had only been a month or two pregnant when she was closing up the club, something she’s done countless times by herself. It had been a particular rowdy night, a night where she had to kick a couple of drunken lunatics out. Nevertheless, it wasn’t like she hadn’t had to do it before. When I left earlier that evening, she promised me she wouldn’t go outside until Travis got here. She agreed with me, but I guess her nightly routine got the best of her. She didn’t even think twice about leaving the club by herself, knowing Travis was on his way.


    What happened next is straight out of a movie; too surreal for our comfortable lives to comprehend. Janice was attacked from behind, just as Travis pulled into the parking lot. Immediately, he jumped out of the car and rushed to yank the jackass off Janice. When the guy spun around to engage Travis, he brought out a knife he had hidden in his pocket. In an instant, he was on Travis and stabbed him in the side. In. And. Out. And then the asshole ran.


    It happened so fast, but caused so much damage. Later we found out it was one of the assholes Janice had kicked out of the club earlier that night. Of course, just like most criminals in Vegas, he had a long list of crimes and warrants out for his arrest. I was only too eager to hand over the security tapes and put this animal behind bars.


    With the weight of the devastation and guilt, she ended up in the hospital. Not only was she in distress, the baby was now fighting for his or her life.


    Now, almost a year later, Trevor and Janice have finally made there way into each other’s hearts, burrowing down and staying there. Although Trevor gave her time to heal, he was always and continued to be by her side. Both of them have supported each other while accepting the loss. But even now as Janice nears him, putting an arm around his waist, you can see the guilt on her face. Even with such as small and simple gesture, she can’t hide the conflict she continues to deal with internally.


    I can only assume she thinks we are judging her, which we definitely are not. If I’ve learned anything over the course of the past few years is that you don’t get to choose who you love. In the end, it’s up to fate and persistence. I know Travis would have wanted his girl to be happy, and if that meant she ended up with his brother, so be it. Besides, at least he can rest easy knowing his daughter is being taken care of by someone who will always love her as much as he would have.


    “Knock! Knock!” Oliver bellows from the front of the house.


    “We’re in here,” Janice calls out, almost as comfortable in my home as the inhabitants are.


    Oliver comes strutting into the kitchen carrying a box wrapped in silver paper, which he places on the dining table.


    “Where’s my girl?” Oliver jokes, but his words don’t cause me to see red like they use to. Probably because even though I still occasionally catch him looking at Elyssa, longing for what could’ve been, the girl he is referring to is our daughter.


    “Uncie Ollie!” Cadence’s excited scream echoes as she fights to be released from Rachel’s arms. As soon as her tiny feet hit the ground, she shoots off towards Oliver, who quickly picks her up, twirling her around and around.


    “Since when did he become her favorite?” Rachel pouts.


    “Since he bought her a doll a day for a week straight,” Elyssa jumps in, carrying Reed in her arms as she climbs down the stairs. She looks absolutely beautiful carrying our son, even in simple tight jeans and a plain white t-shirt.


    “Hey! Not my fault if she likes me more,” Oliver coos at Cadence as he tickles her side. Cadence wiggles in his arms, laughing uncontrollably.


    “Don’t push it, Prescott,” Rachel argues back, sounding a little like me from the past.


    “You’re starting to sound like Alex,” he speaks my thoughts, cuddling my daughter to his chest. “When are you two planning on adding another ruffian to the mix?” Oliver asks Rachel, who’s currently wrapped in her husband’s arms.


    “We are trying…daily,” Bryan teases, as he waggles his brows. Turning with a blush forming on her cheeks, Rachel slaps his chest. It’s not a secret that they’ve been humping like rabbits. Last time we were all together, we caught them getting busy in our guest bathroom. I’m gonna take a guess and say that Rachel is still a bit embarrassed. I, on the other hand, couldn’t be prouder. It’s nice to see they’re still going strong and that my friend is taking care of his girl the way he should. “What about you Uncle Ollie? You’re not spreading your seed anywhere?”


    We all look at him with curious eyes. A couple of months ago he shocked the crap out of us and brought Autumn as his plus one to Cadence’s birthday party. Not only does that woman hate children, but we were convinced she was waiting to snag herself a sugar daddy instead of settling for someone like Oliver. And that’s not to say Oliver isn’t a decent guy. She’s just…well, she’s Autumn.


    “Yeah, where is your ginger snap?” Trevor, being Trevor, asks.


    “She’s out of town with her family,” Oliver scowls. He knows we are all questioning his sanity, so he gets to be a bit defensive when it comes to his new girlfriend.


    “So, you and Autumn?” Elyssa asks with a look of disgust on her face. I remember a time when Elyssa was jealous of her, which I will never understand. Not only is Elyssa more beautiful, her soul is kind and she makes loving her effortless. Autumn sucks on the souls of young children for breakfast.


    He shrugs his shoulders. “We’re dating.”


    “Oh, so in other words, you’re fucking,” Trevor bellows. His laughing is halted as Janice shoots him a glare, while simultaneously hitting his bicep. Luckily, Oliver has some common sense and attempts to cover Cadence’s impressionable ears.


    “How about we not use the F word around my daughter,” Elyssa reprimands our playful friend. “Turning to the rest of our guests, while rubbing her now flat belly, she lands her gaze on me. “How about we eat? I’m starving.”


    “She’s starving? She just had a baby three months ago, already returned to her pre-baby weight and looks better than ever.” Her sister rolls her eyes before running over to confiscate Reed from her arms. “But yeah, she’s starving.”


    We all settle in at the large table my wife demanded I buy and almost in unison notice the empty chair next to Janice. Trevor looks at her while she looks at what would have been Travis’ chair, her eyes already glistening.


    “Well, I’ll be the first to say,” Bryan breaks the silence, trying to refocus our emotions on the celebration instead of our grief, “Congratulations to the happy couple. Not only have you survived the past three years, you both seem happier than ever. We love you both.” Bryan raises his beer bottle to us as everyone else follows in suit.


    “I’ll be the first to admit that I didn’t think you’d two would still be together,” Oliver adds. “But that was never because I doubted your love for each other. It was simply because I was convinced she would come to her senses and see how much better I am than you and come running.” He pauses, chuckles to himself, and gestures to Cadence in his lap and Reed in Rachel’s arms. “I’m happy it didn’t happen because in the end look at everything you two have created.”


    Elyssa reaches over, taking my hand in hers. We really have made a life together.


    “A toast.” I raise my glass to join my friends. “To my beautiful wife. Thank you for everything you have given me and for being you every day. I don’t know what I would do without you. To our friends, our family, thank you for always being there for us. Also, to those who can’t be with us today,” I gesture towards Travis’ seat and to the picture of Nana on the hutch next to us, “May you always watch over us. We miss you.”


    I look around the room and find the women crying, the men consoling, but all with smiles and love in their eyes. We drink to our successes, we bask in our sorrows, and drown in the hope of many more years to come.
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