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Teri Michelle.
Thanks for all the tears of laughter.
#Seeyousoon



  
We Were – Keith Urban
Man Enough Now – Chris Bandi
Leave Me Alone – Tyler Braden
Hate me – Ellie Goulding, Juice WRLD
Mercy – Brett Young
Time – NF
I Ain’t Going Nowhere, Baby – Cody Johnson
Wish You Never Met Me – Papa Roach
If You Met Me First – Eric Ethridge
Someone You Loved – Lewis Capaldi
Truth Hurts – Lizzo
My Heart I Surrender – I Prevail
Somebody’s Got Me – Mitchell Tenpenny
Used To Love You Sober – Kane Brown
One More Chance To Stay – Sam Riggs
Hear Me Now – Bad Wolves
Boo’d Up – Ella Mai
Talk – Khalid
Creep – Radiohead
Bad Liar – Imagine Dragons
To Save Something You Love – Sam Riggs
Kiss Away My Ghosts – Creed Fisher
Just A Phase – Adam Craig
Cross Me – Ed Sheeran
Right Girl Wrong Time – Jon Langston
Tell Me You Love Me – Demi Lovato
Withdrawals – Tyler Farr
Losin’ Control – Russ
Hurt Me - Lapsley
Yours to Hold – Brett Young
Marry Me – Thomas Rhett



  
DEAR READERS,
Please make sure and pick up We Were Memories before you read We Were Forever.
This is the continuation of their story.
Lots of major plot points will be spoiled and misunderstood if not read in the correct order.

Xo



  
Gang violence or personal vendetta?
Roman Blackhart, 34, of Newport Beach California, has been acquitted for the murder of Armillio Caballero in the first degree. Blackhart was picked out of a lineup by witness Sherry Cole, who goes by the alias of Meka West. She was at the nightclub at the time of the shooting. Although the .40 Smith & Wesson used to kill Caballero was never found, Blackhart was convicted and sentenced to life in prison just over one year ago.
However, he was recently freed with most charges dropped after an appeal court cited lack of evidence, including the murder weapon. Also, the defense team was able to poke holes in Sherry Cole’s original statement and shed doubt on her motives for testifying, suspecting that she had been paid off by an off-duty police officer.
In the end, after over a month of speculation, the Supreme Court rejected a prosecutor’s appeal to retry Blackhart, stating that the evidence in question wasn’t strong enough to place him as the shooter. His case was overturned.
It is rumored that Blackhart has been having a romantic relationship with his seasoned lawyer, Veronica Decosta, privately. Our news team reached out to Blackhart and Decosta for personal insight, but the rest of the details are unclear as both parties refused to comment.
-Laura Renley, reporter, NBT



  
“So, I’ve been meaning to tell you, I’m seeing someone. I have been for a while, actually.” Erin shoves a giant bite of French toast into her mouth at the end of her sentence, most likely to avoid the firing squad she knows I’m going to rain down on her in questioning.
She’s been in and out of the dating game for years. This is nothing new to us, but lately she’s...different. “He’s really something,” she says around her fork, still shoveling her food in.
“What? No, you didn’t mention it.”
“I didn’t?”
I narrow my eyes at her attempt to downplay the situation, to silently let her know I’m on to her, but for her pride’s sake, I feign innocence. I know better. I know her better than she knows herself. I almost feel guilty for a split-second. The thoughts that are running through my mind are not that of a best friend. We haven’t had near as much time together this past year as we did before. Before men and babies, like we promised we always would. But life happens and the show must go on.
She shakes her head in confirmation, insisting she swore she told me, sticking to her story. I continue my role as a good girl and don’t call her out on it. “Well, I helped this guy rent a place a few blocks over from the apartment.”
This earns her judgement from all around the table. Ryan gives me a small smile, kindly not saying anything out loud either, but I know he’s thinking exactly what I’m thinking. This guy was her client and now they’re sleeping together. Typical Erin. Always taking on a charity case.
These men take advantage of her and bounce once they get what they want from her. I.e.: in her pants, her money. Whatever they can get. I try to hide my disapproval but it’s not an easy job. I can only tolerate so much before something’s got to give. “You guys should meet him!” I see that look in her eyes and give in like I always do. I’ve seen it all too many times. I’ve had that look myself not too long ago, I’m sure of it. I put on a fake smile for her and give her what she wants, once again.
“We’d love to. Maybe we can double date or something one night when I can work the sitter in for nighttime. We’d like that, right babe?” I look to Ryan again for support and he nods in agreement. Luckily for him, I don’t have to kick him under the table. “Who is he? You never told me all the juicy details.” This, I really do kind of want to know. Ryan rolls his eyes and mutters under his breath.
“Oh, his name is Blaze. Well, that’s what he goes by, anyway.” My fork clatters to my plate. I choke on a piece of toast, that feels like cotton balls instead of food, being shoved down my throat. Her and Ryan both watch me recover, genuine concern etched all over their faces.
“You okay, Ley?” he asks as he takes our plates from the table to the sink. I put my hand to my chest to slow my breathing and clear my throat. I wipe my mouth on my napkin and fold it into a hundred tiny folds and leave it on the table. “Yeah, fine. Just need more juice.” I hold my glass up for show, avoiding Erin’s face at all costs. I can see her watching me, staring at me out of my peripheral vision. She’s on to me. She knows something’s amiss. No matter the length of time spent apart, we still read each other like an open book.
Ryan nods. “Why don’t you two go out back? Catch up. Spare me the juicy details.” He wiggles his eyebrows jokingly, but he truly couldn’t give two shits about the dude Erin’s boning. “I’ll clean up and take Maddy.” She squeals at the mention of her name and I can’t help but smile. Erin picks her up out of her high chair and squishes her cheeks together while she smothers her with kisses. I’m feeling all kinds of things and I don’t know how much longer I can watch this.
Thankfully, Maddy reaches for Ryan and wraps her little hands around his neck as he takes her from Erin. I grab ahold of her arm and pull her along behind me toward the privacy of the patio.
“We’ll be out here if you need us.” I don’t wait for Ryan to respond before I shut the door behind us. I lean against it. Slowly taking in one deep breath after the other.
“What are you doing? And why do you look like you’re about to explode?”
“I’m breathing.”
“Okay. That much I know. What’s going on?” My hands fly to the top of my head and I lock my fingers together out of frustration. “What? Tell me.”
“You said his name is Blaze?”
She nods.
“Do you have a picture of him?” She digs her phone out of her back pocket and scrolls through it till she finds the right picture to show me. Of all times, the Selfie Queen can’t find a decent picture to share. She finally turns her screen toward me, and I grab it out of her hands the second my eyes land on his. They’re lying together, on her bed, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. “Shit, Erin. This is not okay.” I shake my head and pace around the patio. I curse and bite my nails and pace some more. I’m not sure what to make of this. Is this a joke? It has to be. Right?
“Ley, I need to know what’s going on. You’re scaring me.” She puts her hand on my arm, stopping me from looking like I’m two steps away from the looney bin, no doubt. Her eyes flick to the door. “Ryan’s right inside.” She lowers her voice another octave. “You have to tell me. What is this?” I have a really bad feeling in my belly. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten so much breakfast. Or let her come in at all. I feel like I’m going to be sick.
“Roman,” I force his name past my lips and tears fall down my cheeks at the mention of it. I don’t understand why. I don’t miss him and I sure as hell don’t have any good feelings left to feel about him. Not anymore. That sick to my stomach feeling, as if I could throw up everything I just ate right here on the concrete, is back in full swing. I walk back to the chair and sit. I tap the phone screen to light it up again and stare at his picture, study it, look for clues. Fuck, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this information. “He works with Roman. I’ve seen him. Erin, I’ve met him.”
“What? Are you sure he doesn’t just look like him?”
“What? I’m not an idiot. I promise you. How did you meet him?”
“He came into Robin’s. I was the only one in the office that day. He wanted to look at a house…”
I shake my head as her sentence trails off, worry replacing her obliviousness from just two seconds before. “You can’t.” I grab her cold hands and grip them tight in mine. “It won’t end well. Please.”
She pulls away from me and leans back in her chair as if my words have burned her. The hurt running deeper than I intended it to. My touch mixed with my words more than she can handle. “I don’t know what to say.”
“I know you’re confused but that’s what they do. That’s what Roman did to me. You saw it! He made me love him and then completely cut me out. You were there, Erin. He’s done some bad shit, and I know his friend there is no saint. Don’t do this.”
“Wow. I don’t know, Ley. I think I need to go.” She stands abruptly, taking her phone away from me with shaky hands. I’m on her heels to the back door before she can get too far. I put my hand over the knob before she can grasp it to open it.
“Don’t bring him back here, Erin.” Our eyes lock for a moment too long and it’s uncomfortable. Unfriendly. I blink back the hurt to ward off any stray tears that haven’t yet fallen. She says nothing. Instead, she swipes my arm out of her way and walks through the door and straight out the front, leaving me standing in the doorway with my jaw on the floor. Ryan calls out to her from the living room, but she doesn’t even stop and say goodbye.



  
The perk of being on the inside for so long, if you’re optimistic and like to call it that, is that everyone knows who you are. Mostly the guards. I was treated like shit in here until I earned my place. Now it’s all about respect. I respect them, they respect me. Everyone else sees that, so I get respect from them too. Every now and then a newcomer thinks they can run up and get shit done but they quickly get knocked back down a notch. Prison ain’t like the outside.
My once thriving, beating heart was capable of being a decent human being. Of doing what’s right and understanding the act of right from wrong and fully prepared to deal with the consequences.
Now? That heart is long gone. Obliterated into nothing but an empty dark hole.
“Blackhart. Your lawyer’s here.” The guard stands outside the door of my shared cell. I stand in the doorway with my feet spread apart and my palms flat against the wall so they can shackle me as usual. “What’s her name?”
My eyebrows dip, not sure who he’s talking about but not wanting to fully give away my vulnerability that I don’t know, either. “I don’t have a lawyer.”
“Then who’s that hot blonde waiting to see you? Guess I’ll give her a go myself if you don’t want her.”
Her.
I didn’t call a lawyer. Obviously, he’s screwing with me and I’m not in the mood for it.
I shrug. “Fuck you. Are we doing this or not?” He pushes me down the walkway and I trip, catching myself before I hit the ground.
“Be careful, Blackhart. Don’t forget where you are and who you’re talking to.”
I laugh subtly. “How could I forget?” I hold my chained hands up, stopping at our destination. We’re in a private room today. This is new. My senses are on full alert. The reality hits me that there probably is no lawyer and I’m probably about to get jumped.
“Relax and sit down. She’ll be a minute.” He smirks and pops his gum between his lips. He shuts the door behind him, and I’m left alone in a small metal room, not much bigger than my cell, with nothing but a metal table and four chairs. All secured to the ground. I checked.
A few minutes later, the metal hinged door creaks open and in walks a small blonde figure, also alone. No guards escorting her in. This is new, too. My eyebrows lift at the sight of an unexpected familiar face from my past. “What are you doing here?”
“Saving you.”
I have questions. So many questions. But I can’t let her know that, not yet. Not until I know what’s really going on here. They’re probably listening in on our talk anyways. Actually, there is no ‘probably’, they always listen. She walks to the table and leans over it to set her papers down in a neat stack between us and rests her palms flat on the cool shiny surface. Her small cleavage poking out of her shirt. She smiles the moment she catches me looking.
I lean back in my chair as much as I can and get comfortable. This should be interesting. “I don’t need saving.”
“Oh, big bad Roman.” She rolls her eyes. “You don’t have to do that with me. That tough guy shit. Because it looks like you do from here.” She reaches across the table and grabs the chains around my wrists and shakes them for show. Her long blonde hair, her Victoria’s Secret perfume, she’s intoxicating. It brings back all the memories of years and years ago. Or maybe I’ve just been chained up in here too long. I haven’t touched someone else since…
“Veronica…” I warn, her hands roaming down the chains still attached to me, past my wrists, and down to the top of my thighs on my lap. When she doesn’t back off, I pull her forcefully the rest of the way across the table to my lap. Fuck the cameras, then. If she wants to dance, I’ll show her how. She pulls my shackled hands up over her head and down behind her back to rest just above her ass. “What if I did do it?” Her breath hitches but she isn’t scared. She’s not afraid of me. If anything, she’s turned on, intrigued. This isn’t the same girl I knew back then. But then again, we were only just out of high school. Babies.
“Then you fucking lie,” she whispers as a matter-of-fact, her lips only an inch from mine. I pull back and look in her eyes. Searching for deceit or anything that tells me she’s full of shit. “You lie. And I lie. We lie our asses off together and get you out of here. Help me help you.”
Veronica and I go way back. All the way back to junior high. I got her knocked up in high school, but she lost the baby. Or at least she says she did. She could have had an abortion or been lying about the whole thing for all I know, because she wouldn’t see me for months. We tried to reconcile a while after that, but she left town to go to law school after college and I sure as shit didn’t. I shied away from serious relationships after that and look where that got me. I never told anyone else about her. I guess I tried to forget about her entirely when she hurt me. Which is funny now, if you think about it, seeing as I did the same thing to someone else. I guess we are two peas in a pod.
“Why do you wanna help me? We haven’t seen each other in years. You vanished.”
The lawyer in her comes out and she shimmies out of my hold and walks around to take a seat. Being so close to me clearly threw her off her game more than she thought it would, or at least more than she wanted me to know. She shrugs. “Figured I owed it to you.”
Ah. “You owe me nothing. I don’t need your pity get out of jail card or whatever this is.”
“You don’t want out of here? To go home?”
I don’t have a home anymore. Not one that I want to go to anyway. I laugh, unamused. “I’ve been here a long time, but not long enough. Got a lot more time to go. There is no going home.”
“I’m good at what I do.”
I smirk at her choice of words and she blushes.
“I’ve read your case. You had a shit attorney before. Don’t be stupid over self-pride or some man card bullshit. I can get you out of this. Get you your daughter back.”
Shit just got real. I’m not playing games. Not when it comes to them.
“How do you know about her?”
“I told you, I’m good at what I do.” She gives me a final wink and walks to the door putting an extra pep in the sway of her ass without looking back. She pauses, her hand on the doorknob ready to walk out, just waiting on the guards to buzz her through. “Think about it, okay?” And then she’s gone.
The guard takes her place and escorts me back to my cell.
   
I lay my head down for a bit, needing the quiet now more than ever. I’m trying not to think about Veronica and Leylah. Blaze and all the shit he’s done for me despite the fact that he’s barely been to visit me. I can count on one hand how many times I’ve seen him since being locked up. Or anybody for that matter.
Fuck, of course I want to get out of here. There’s nothing more frustrating than being confined to these four walls. Wanna go out to eat at your favorite restaurant? Watch a movie? Go for a walk on the beach? Too bad. I hate every second of it. I understand that prison isn’t supposed to be fun. I just miss the small things a lot more than I ever thought I would.
I’ve spent the last year picturing Leylah walking around out there in the world with my daughter. Spending her days doing whatever the hell she wants. She hasn’t been to see me, but I knew she wouldn’t come. Hell, I don’t want her within fifty miles of this shithole, and truly, I can’t say I blame her but that doesn’t make that hole where my heart once was hurt any less. It’s what I deserve, though, for abandoning her when she needed me the most.
There’s no doubt when I’m mad the rage takes over. I welcome it. There’s no changing my mind. Even if it’s a shit decision that’s going to make the rest of my life suck. I know that now and I’d do anything to change that part of who I am.
To see her pretty face one more time.
To feel her warm sun-kissed skin flush with mine.
My mind drifts to the image forever sketched into my soul of her long black hair and the way her curves fit perfectly in my hand. It’s been too long since I’ve had my mouth on her, but I’ll never forget the way she tastes. Just the thought of her like that makes my dick hard.
I reach down and adjust myself in my jumpsuit pants—another daily reminder of everything I’m missing out on. With all the time in the world, I palm my hard length and distract myself from the pain, chasing a release that only she can give me.



  
Veronica wasn’t bullshitting me when she said she was good at her shit. Forty-seven days later, I’m standing across from the woman that holds my very near future in her hands. Veronica brought me a suit to wear, swearing that it makes a huge difference in how the judge views me. It looks better to be in civilian clothes than your prison uniform. I won’t argue with that.
Veronica told me not to ask questions and do what she says. So, besides what V tells me and what I hear from the judge, which isn’t much, I’m in the dark. I’m fine with that. I don’t need all the nitty gritty, behind the scene details. If she can get me out of here like she says, I’ll sit back and let her do her thing. Which is exactly what I’ve done until now. I’ve spent countless hours sitting beside her in the courtroom listening to her talk and argue and go to bat to defend me. I’m not really listening to what she’s saying, but the sound of her voice soothes something inside of me.
Now, shit’s getting real and I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wasn’t nervous. And I don’t do nervous. My hands are sweaty, and the collar of this damn suit is choking me. I keep adjusting it, but V gives me looks every time I move. I hate these suits she dresses me up in. Some designer bullshit name she said. I can’t remember now. She stopped telling me about it when I told her I’d burn the courtroom down if she brought me another one.
I’ve been confined in a small, hot room for the past four hours with ten other guys that have committed crimes like me, and worse. Murder, child abuse, rape. You name it, they’re in here. And there’s me, in the middle of all of them looking no different than they do.
Now it’s my turn to hear the fate that Veronica has been promising me of nothing but good fortune. I hope she’s right because this is it. There’s no going back after this. An appeal, a retrial after a retrial—none of that fancy lawyer shit will happen after this. Even if it did, the percentage of it being successful is pretty much nothing after the first time.
The deputy clerk walks me over to the bench to stand next to Veronica. “The matter before the court at this time, United States vs. Roman Blackhart.”
Judge Hardaway sits and looks around the courtroom. “Alright, good morning, counsel. Roman Blackhart is represented by Veronica Decosta and her firm partner, Eddie Stillman. The jury is present at this time.” There’s a round of good mornings said back to the judge and I don’t know my boundaries here, so I don’t say anything yet. This day is much different than all the others. I can feel the electricity of the atmosphere buzzing around me. Hardaway sits but Veronica remains standing, as do I.
“Mrs. Kinner, would you please give the verdict forms envelope that you have to my Deputy here?” An older woman in her mid-fifties does as she’s asked and says good morning.
Hardaway pushes her glasses up her nose and shuffles through her papers. Placing some in stacks here and some there. Honestly, the flippancy she has shown the entire time I’ve been in here is nerve-wracking. She looks like she’s just leisurely reading the newspaper at her breakfast table. “And would you return those to the juror, please?”
“Yes, your honor.”
“Alright. Now that you’ve had the chance to review the verdict, are they the same ones that you signed and reviewed?”
“Yes, your honor.”
“Hand them to my deputy, once again.” People cough, there’s lots of shuffling around in the stands. I’m shitting my pants. I just want out of here as soon as possible. “Great. Now, ladies and gentlemen, and the jury, I’m going to ask that you please listen to the verdicts as they are being read by the clerk. After the verdicts have been read, you will be asked if these are your correct verdicts. If there is any disruption during the verdict readings, the bailiff will be instructed to remove any person disrupting the proceedings. Understood?”
“Mrs. Decosta, Mr. Stillman, Mr. Blackhart, stand and face the jury.”
“Mrs. Kinner, go ahead.”
“The Superior Court of California, of Orange County, in the matter of the people of the state of California vs. Roman Blackhart case number JT1457699, we the jury in the above entitled action find the defendant not guilty of the crime of murder in violation of Penal Code Section 555-A, a felony, upon Armillio Caballero, as charged in count one of the information provided.
“We the jury further find this circumstance that the defendant has been convicted of a crime of murder of the first degree to not be true.” Veronica reaches for my hand subtly and gives it a tight squeeze. I hear the words she just read, but they don’t connect with the logic in my brain that what they just said is really happening. I don’t even realize I’m crying. The wetness streams down my face and I don’t bother to take my hand away from V’s to wipe it away.
“Alright, alright. Let’s quiet the courtroom, please. I may remind you that if you disturb this proceeding, you will be escorted from the courtroom immediately. Mrs. Decosta, Mr. Blackhart, please take a seat.” Everyone around me is probably just as shocked as I am to hear the news. I still don’t know how she did it, or even got the judge to look at me twice.
“Thank you, bailiff, Orange County Sherriff’s department, and jury commissioner. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I am excusing you from your services on this case. Thank you, very much.”
Veronica shakes my hand, for audience purposes, and gathers her things scattered across the table. “Congrats! They’re dismissing the case!” I’m still in such shock that I can’t even thank her properly for everything she’s done. The adrenaline rushing through me feels like a high I’ve never felt before. I just hope it doesn’t all come crashing down before this is over. “It may be a few hours. Just sit tight. I’ll file my paperwork and be there waiting.” The sheriff cuffs me, for my safety and the others, and escorts me back to the holding room. Now I know that heavy sense of relief those guys that go to prison for twenty years for the wrong crime and finally get set free after all those years must feel. Except I’m not so innocent, and I definitely don’t deserve to walk.
   
I had to wait twenty-four hours for my paperwork to be filed to officially drop the charges. It probably didn’t even really take that long; they were milking it for all they could not to let me go.
I turned down my offered right to a medical visit before I’m released. I just want to get the hell out of here. The guards take their time taking my inmate ID card and erase it right in front of me. Followed by taking a new set of fingerprints, and one last mug shot.
Not until they hand me my wallet I had on me that day over a year ago, do I start to feel like this is real. It’s really happening. No one’s going to pop out and say, “Hey, asshole, go back to your bunk.” Basically, it’s a whole lot of hurry up and wait. I’m not going to celebrate until I’m a hundred yards away from this joint and safely on the other side.
They hand me my release payment of a shitty $200 and go on and on reminding me that despite the fact that the charges were dismissed, I still have to report once a month, obtain permission to travel, and the really fucking annoying one-attend court-ordered anger management classes for one whole year. It is what it is, though, and I’m not going to bitch about it. I’m lucky they even took Veronica’s case for me. Anything is better than being in here for the rest of my life. Denial put me here, maybe? Of the fact that I would even end up here, let alone forever. I thought I could handle it. Thought I’d change and grow accustomed to it if it went down like it did. Or maybe that’s the problem, I didn’t think at all. Never imagined that life as my reality. But it’s different in here. Not what you expect until you live it. It changes you mentally and physically.
“Hope we don’t see you again,” the guard says and slaps me on the shoulder, shuffling me toward the locked gates standing between me and the outside world. I have all the belongings I can carry in an oversized Ziplock baggie, and nothing else. This is all I have left.
The buzzer sounds and the red light indicating the gate is locked flashes to green. When the click of the lock hits my ears, my feet gravitate toward it as if they have a mind of their own. Everything else is a blur. One gate, two gates. On the third, I’m escorted out into the courtyard, except on the good side of the fence. The right side, not trapped on the ugly side with hundreds of other men that probably shouldn’t even have the right to be breathing right now.
The final, exterior door closes behind me and I look up to the old towering building. The razor wire high on the fences around the perimeters, impossible to reach the top. The tiny slits the size of a soda can in the stucco exterior all that’s there for a window. My home for the past year. The one that taught me a lot about myself and who I am. Or more accurately, who I’m not anymore. I turn back around and walk toward my freedom, and I don’t allow myself to look back again. Afraid that if I do, it’ll all somehow be taken away from me.
I don’t know why, but it surprises me to see Veronica, true to her word, waiting at the curb in jeans and a t-shirt. I guess I should have expected her here after all she’s been doing for me over the past few months. It’s not who I would have chosen to be here if I could, but I’m thankful, nonetheless.
“You came.”
“Duh! We just made a huge victory. You think I’d leave you in there after all that?” I eye her skeptically, still not understanding why she’s doing all this for me. I haven’t paid her a penny so she’s not working on my dime. Is it the publicity? The experience she gains under her belt from winning a murder case? She catches me eyeing her lit cigarette. “Want it?” She hands it to me without waiting for my answer, red lipstick coating the part that was just between her lips, and I willingly accept.
I nod. “Yeah, I do actually.” She grins back at me while I inhale what’s left of it. The smoke burns my throat in the best way. Cigarettes were prime contraband, and not worth the hassle. I saw grown men kill other men just for a pack of smokes. That’s not saying I didn’t have my fair share of them, just not like this, the real thing.
“You look good. Healthy.” She squeezes my bicep and her hand lingers longer than it probably should but I’m not fighting it. I’ll let her touch me wherever she wants. “You’ve gotten a lot of ink since high school.”
“No shit. A lot of things have changed since high school.” I am healthy on the outside. Hard not to be when you have access to nothing but church, a half-assed gym, and whatever your assigned day job is. I’m not a church guy so you can guess where I spent most of my free time. Not to mention, the food is shit. There is no indulging. Which reminds me, “I need a cheeseburger.”
Veronica laughs and starts the car. “Let’s go get you one, then. Or four. Whatever you want.”
“Where’d you find this car? It’s badass.” I didn’t expect this petite blonde lawyer to drive an old muscle car. A 1970s Chevelle to be exact. Turns out, she is full of surprises.
“It was my dad’s. He completely restored it,” she yells over the sound of the road and the wind whipping her hair around. I whistle in admiration and stick my hand out the window and let the air push my arm back as we ride all the way to town just like that.
   
“You’ve got to remember, I might be a miracle worker, but I don’t know that I could do it twice on one case.” She smirks at me, proud of her work and not afraid of showing off her accomplishments. Me being the grand prize. I can’t help but feel like I’m just a check in her box. Another notch to add to her resume. Nobody is ever nice just for the sake of being nice. No strings attached. No ulterior motives.
I shove another cheeseburger in and down my Coke. I nod to everything she says but I stopped paying attention once she started talking rules. I can’t focus. All I can think about is Leylah and what she’s doing in this exact moment. Our daughter and how much I know she’s grown. She was just a baby when I went inside, and they grow fast. I know I’ve missed a lot.
“So, why’d you do it? Perform such big miracles, as you call it,” I ask around my mouth full of food. The million-dollar question.
She takes another drink of her milkshake and studies my face before responding. Is she working out which lie to tell? She has proven to be good at that so far. “I saw your case in the paper when you were sentenced. I had just got laid off at my old law firm. My boss was a real dick. Fired me when I wouldn’t let him in my pants like all the other women in the office.” She sucks her straw till what’s left of her milkshake bubbles up on the bottom and it makes that annoying slurping sound.
“Said I’d never make it in this field if I didn’t give it up and be a real woman.” She uses air quotes and shrugs. “So, I said fuck him and went rogue. I spent some time looking for smaller pro bono cases to help build a good reputation and that’s when I saw your case and spent all my time invested into it. I actually hired a PI to help with some of the legwork and found out a lot of what they wrote on your case sentencing was just hearsay. The problem was proving it. That’s why it took so long. I’d have come sooner, but I didn’t want you asking questions. Nothing that could be thrown out or work against us.”
“Thank you, really, I don’t know what else to say that would express how much it means to me. It’s my life, so...It just means a lot.” I’m bad at this whole expressing your feelings thing and she shrugs again. She keeps doing that, shrugging.
“I couldn’t let you sit in there. Not after all that we went through when we were kids. Not without trying, at least. I had to try.”
I tilt my head at the way she describes us. Just kids. “Why’d you run off, anyways? You could have gone to school here.”
She shakes her head, not even giving it another thought. “I just couldn’t. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize for something you’re not sorry for. You don’t have to do that with me.” I throw her words back in her face, half-joking, but she only nods in response and I’ve successfully managed to make it awkward. “You done?” I motion toward her half-touched plate. I guess she’s still more affected by my presence than I am hers. I throw my dirty jail money out on the table and take one last swig of my Coke. Damn, I forgot how good that is. I’m going to need to invest in a good gym now that I’m able to eat whatever I want. I have a lot of making up to do. There’s a whole list and everything.
She grabs her purse and scoots out of the booth. “We should probably figure out where you’re going to be staying.” She blushes and I know what she’s silently fishing for. Maybe even wishing for it. We haven’t talked about any of my personal life not pertaining to my case, or hers for that matter, until now. “I just mean, for when you report in and all. You’ll need a physical address.” I see the look on her face once she tries to backtrack and not sound so interested. Shit, I’m an asshole. I throw an arm over her shoulder and kiss her temple. It feels foreign but that’s on me. I owe her one. I make a note to try and not be so moody around her no matter what happened in our past. I keep telling myself she moved mountains for me. I can have some kind of relationship with her without pushing her away. Why is it so hard to accept that?
“Let’s go look at my options, yeah?” Plus, I’m gonna need to drive that car.



  
It’s no secret I cheated—he forgave me.
That’s what you do in a marriage when it gets hard. You fight. It’s more than just a piece of paper and a pretty diamond on your left hand. As for myself? I’m still working on forgiving her. That girl that I was trying so desperately to break free from when I destroyed my family. That’s not who I was, or who I’ll ever be again. That girl is long gone. A caterpillar turned butterfly. My wings might be slightly damaged, but I’ll still fly or die trying.
I worked the night shift last night. It’s not my favorite but right now with Maddy being so little, it works so I don’t have to put her in daycare all the time. Ryan is with her at night and I have the help of my trusty sitter during the day while I sleep. Today, though, Ryan is off, and I got to sleep in a little longer than I usually would. After the shift I had last night, I needed it. Every night at work seems worse than the last, lately. I lay here and stretch until I can’t any longer.
I grab my cover up and make my way down the hall. I stop just outside the bathroom where I hear their voices. Maddy is sitting on the counter in her PJs playing with her Barbie doll, while Ryan brushes the tangles out of her wet hair. He sprays the detangler on her hair and she laughs as some of the mist hits her skin. She has some of the most thick, darkest hair I have ever seen on a toddler. She definitely gets that from me.
“What are you guys doing?” I open the door and make my presence known. As soon as Maddy sees me, she’s on her feet standing in the middle of the counter and reaching for me.
“Morning, babe. You sleep good? I didn’t want to wake you.” Ryan gives up the fight of the hairbrush and accepts defeat now that I’m here.
“I slept so good,” I say in a singsong voice in the crook of Maddy’s neck while I blow raspberries to make her giggle.
Ryan glances down at his watch. “It’s like five but we can go get some food and hit up the store if you want. I put her in her PJs because I was just going to order some take-out while you slept, but it’s up to you. You too tired after work last night?”
I shake my head. “No, we can go. Just let me shower first.”
   
“Shit, I forgot the milk,” I tell Ryan as we’re already looking for the least crowded checkout line. I don’t know what I was thinking, agreeing to come to the store tonight. It’s crowded. Too crowded for this time of the day, and I’m not in the mood. I should have just put in for a pickup order and drove in tomorrow. First world problems. But Maddy and her milk. We go through several gallons a week, and at this point I should just invest in the whole damn cow. It would save me tons of money and late-night trips of peopling.
“Want me to grab it?” he offers.
I shake my head back. “I’ll get it. I’ll be quick.” I leave Ryan and Maddilyn to pick a checkout lane while I run back to the cold section. I quickly glance around at anything else we might need that I’ve forgotten and decide against it. I just want to get out of here and be done already. The whole store is shaped like a giant L and the smaller leg part, where the milk is, is scarce compared to the rest of the place. Thank goodness.
As I’m standing on my tippy toes reaching for the milk, a bulky arm wraps around my middle. I all but cry out, trying to spin around to see who has their hand on me while their other hand firmly covers my mouth.
“Shhh. I’ve got you,” he croons into my hair, towering over me. The smell of tobacco and leather float down to my nose. That voice. I struggle out of his grip and turn around to face him as soon as he releases me from his hold. He puts his hands up in defense and takes a small step back, fully prepared to take whatever I spit at him but still giving me the room to go off. I’m cornered like a wild animal ready to attack.
Eyes wide, I ask, “What are you doing? You can’t be here. Ryan is right around the corner.” My eyes scan the people around us as if he might pop out any second, suspicious of what’s taking me so long even though it’s only been a minute. Time seems to have stopped. Sludging through mud at a snail’s pace. I don’t know why that thought crosses my mind in that split second. The need to hide from Ryan. So what if he did see? I’m not doing anything wrong. Am I? It’s not my fault he’s here in the same grocery store as me. And I surely didn’t ask Roman to come here. The thought makes me even angrier that he’s here willing to risk ruining everything for me.
“I know. I needed to see you.”
I put my hand to my chest. The air around me so thick I can barely breathe. I force myself to calm my breathing, so I don’t go into cardiac arrest, but my efforts are useless. I have to get out of here. I push past him, but he grabs my forearm, stopping me.
“Wait. Please,” he begs, his once beautiful eyes holding my stare. Now there’s no emotion inside of them. Wait, that’s not true. No good emotion. I feel like I’m staring into a dark abyss of anger and destruction.
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted. I’m human after all, I have a beating heart. All the memories come rushing back. The bike. The ocean. His living room floor. But so does the pain. The deceit. All of the bad that he brought out of me. I close my eyes. I’m not that girl anymore. I’m not. I won’t be.
“You should have picked up the phone. Then.
I can’t do this.” I look down at my arm where his grip still has a firm hold with no intention to set me free. “Let. Go,” I say through gritted teeth louder than necessary to make my point and shrug him off as I make my way through the crowd back to Ryan. I forgot there were so many people here. The fact that Ryan could have been one of them makes my heart race faster. It would have killed him to see that. I see his head over the checkout shelves and say a silent prayer that he’s found a spot and already checking out. I hope he’s almost finished and just waiting on me to get back with the forgotten milk so we can go home.
I excuse my way through the line of people waiting to check out behind us, set the milk down with shaky hands, and try to put out the flames of this fire before it even starts. I don’t know what Roman’s capable of. He’s done a lot of shitty things. I don’t think he’d give a damn if we were in a crowded grocery store or the privacy of our own home to make a scene. I mean, obviously, he came here after me. So that just proves my point. I’m not taking any chances.
“I don’t feel good. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I need to go out to the car. I’ll take Maddy with me while you finish up here, if that’s fine with you?”
“Okay, babe. You sure?” Ryan looks at me in question, but only out of concern, not suspicion. Fingers crossed, anyway. I’m paranoid and overthinking everything.
I plaster on a fake smile to reassure him. “Yeah. We’ll be in the car. Do you have the keys?” I feel around in my purse, but they aren’t there. Then again, right now all I have is tunnel vision, so I keep digging just in case. My mind is all over the place.
“Here.” He reaches in his pocket and holds them out in the palm of his hand, and I can only hope he doesn’t notice how clammy my hands are as they brush against his.
Maddy cries for Ryan as I force her legs out of the cart. Don’t do this to me Mads, not now. I hold her against me despite her efforts to reach for Ryan. You haven’t lived as a parent till you’ve carried your kicking and screaming child kidnapper style out of a busy place in public while everyone stares at you. Fuck me, this day was supposed to be relaxing.
I almost forget where we parked and I hate myself for letting him have this effect on me, and I just want to get as far away from here as possible and go home before he’s able to stir shit up. I buckle her in her car seat all the while she screams that she has to sit in it instead of being inside with Ryan. I blindly root around her bag, while keeping both eyes on the door. If Roman comes out, I want to be able to see him at all times.
My fingers graze the rubber top of her cup and I pass it back to her in hopes that it’ll calm her down. Thankfully, as soon as it touches her lips, it does. I place my hand over my chest, over my heart, to feel that I’m still breathing. It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s going to be okay. Calm your crazy.
I sigh in relief when Ryan walks out of the double rolling doors first. No signs of Roman. Good. Hurry up. Let’s go already, babe. I’m chanting to myself without even realizing it. I step out of the truck to help when he gets closer and he smiles when his eyes meet mine.
“I got it, Ley.”
Oh, right. I forgot I’m not feeling well. I climb back in the passenger seat and wait for him to load up. Once he’s finished, he throws a bag of Skittles and a small assorted bouquet of flowers in my lap. The kind with the pink, blue, and yellow daises and roses that are kept cold in the little black bins. I look over to him and he winks back. I don’t deserve him, I really don’t. Here I am trying to secretly bury my past in a ten-foot hole and he’s in there buying me flowers and candy that he knows I won’t buy myself.
He puts the truck in reverse and drives out of the parking lot. I watch my rearview mirror the entire time we drive away, until the store is nothing but a tiny speck in the sunset, but I never saw Roman leave. I don’t know what’s more shocking. The fact that he’s had his arms around me again, or that he let me go unscathed. Part of me wonders if he was ever really there at all.



  
“I figured it’d be gone.” We roll up to the old house I lived in before. Some part of me kind of hoped it would still be available and I could just swoop it up and continue on with my life like before. Not that I was living much of one then either, but I could have been if I hadn’t royally fucked it all up. Now it seems I have to start all over anyway. I’m right back where I started, if not worse. Definitely worse.
There’s an SUV parked in the driveway and kids’ toys thrown about by the garage. A family lives here, taken over what used to be mine. Yeah, I’ve got money and yeah, the shop’s still mine. The building is, anyway, not sure how much the business is hanging on. But like Veronica keeps reminding me, they’re watching me ever since I got out of there, and I can’t go fucking things up. I can’t go busting out stacks of cash that are off the books without raising too many red flags. I don’t want to give the state too many reasons to look at me twice. So, for now, I lay low. Veronica insists I do things the normal way, whatever that means. Without breaking laws and shit, I guess. I’ve never really been a rule follower. I don’t know that I can start now. I can stay off the grid, but obedient I am not.
“I think I’m just going to sleep at the shop for now. Got room in the loft upstairs. I need to clean shit up there anyway.” I never bothered fixing up the upstairs before when we were working out of there every day. Occasionally the guys would hang out up there or take a girl back there, but no one ever really cleaned it up and took care of it. Never had a need to. Just stored shit up there that I didn’t have room for anywhere else. It’s a loft that has a tiny kitchen and space for sleeping with the bathroom right downstairs. It could pretty much be someone’s one-bedroom apartment. Plus, bonus points for me, it’s free rent and saves me some money I don’t have to spend on a new place. For now, at least. I can wake up and come to work. That’s got to look good for something.
“Are you sure?”
I look out my window and nod. I know she wants me to come back to her place, even if only temporary, but I don’t think I can do it. Don’t think I even want to. I flex my fists to remind myself where I am. I’m free. Relax, man. “I need to get a phone. Am I allowed to do that?” I roll my head in her direction just giving her a hard time about all the rules she keeps giving me shit for. But she’s tight-lipped and all of her once lighthearted attitude is long gone. I know I’ve rained on her parade in some way. Female feelings and all that shit.
“Yeah, you’re allowed to do that.” She white-knuckles the steering wheel the rest of the drive up the coast.
   
I’ve been chain smoking one cigarette after the other ever since I had Veronica take me to get some. I never should have smoked hers. I seem to have this reoccurring problem, that once I get addicted to something, I have to always have it. I take the saying ‘go big or go home’ and run with it. I go big over everything. I can’t half ass anything. Even the bad shit. Well, except relationships, obviously. Everyone that’s been in one with me would probably agree with that. That’s probably why I’m closing in on forty and I’m still single. Never been married. I laugh to myself at the thought of me with a wife. May God have mercy on the poor girl that ever takes that title.
I give Veronica the address to drop me off at the shop after our excursion, even though I’m pretty sure she already knows where it is. I need some time alone, to figure out my headspace. She said she’d stop by later, so I guess I didn’t hurt her feelings too bad. I need to figure this out with her, what she’s expecting of me, but that can wait.
I haven’t called anyone about my release yet. To be honest, I’m not sure how to start. My head feels loud and quiet all at the same time and it’s throwing me off. I’m never not in control of my feelings until all of this second chance case shit popped up and I’m learning it’s a weakness of mine, to feel this way. Like everything else seems to be lately. The ups and downs are a lot and I’m not digging it. Vulnerability makes me twitch and I’m one hair away from dismantling everything.
I sit down on one of the old barrels outside of the shop and lean against the side of the building. The bang of my feet on the hollow barrel echoing out into the dark California night. The lights on the fence the only thing alive around here for miles. If I wasn’t in such a headspace right now, I’d say it’s almost peaceful. But, unfortunately, there’s no peace going on here. The walls inside my mind wreak havoc, and I’m struggling to keep them all in place.
With unsure hands, I stick another smoke between my lips while my eyes adjust to the brightness of my phone. I flick the flame on my lighter off and on. Off, on until it’s too hot to touch and even then, I welcome the burn. Veronica insisted on adding me to her phone plan for now, until things get sorted. She said it looked good on record, or some shit. Stability, responsibility. It’s whatever. When I get the shop up and running again, I’ll figure it all out on my own. Which reminds me, I need to get in contact with Blaze soon and figure out what’s up. Why this place is a dead-end right now. That wasn’t part of the plan. I know I left him in the dark a lot, but this isn’t him. It isn’t us. I’m starting to see this pattern, too. Everything’s different. Fuck. I grind the palms of my hands into my eye sockets and rub them till my vision is blurry and little white dots paint the night in front of me.
Back to my phone, I squint as I scroll back and forth between the three numbers that I have in it, including Veronica’s. One, his. Two, hers. One, two, one, two. Once I do this, everything changes or it doesn’t, and I’m not sure which one would be worse. I’m about to find out real fast which way it’s going to go.
I click on Leylah’s number first. The smarter, better half of my brain knows I should probably just leave her alone, but I like I said, this is my second chance. If I don’t take it, I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering what if. I, of all people, have learned just how short life is. Eat the fucking cake. Buy the expensive car. Call the girl. Life’s too short, don’t set limits.
With a deep breath and my stomach in my ass, I press enter on Leylah’s name. My confidence is quickly shot down when it goes to a dial tone error saying that her number has been disconnected. I laugh to myself, because of course she changed her number. Hell-bent on being in control and having things her way. Right? I keep telling myself that anyway. It feels better to be angry than like a lost lovesick puppy. It’s been so long since I’ve seen her face, I’m second-guessing everything. This is bullshit.
I click up one to Blaze’s name and type out a text to him. I can’t handle being rejected twice in one night.
Me: B? It’s Rome. Need to talk.
I lay my head back against the building and smoke another cigarette. I’m going to need another pack by tomorrow at this rate. A minute ticks by, then another, then an hour. Just when I think he isn’t going to respond either, he comes through with an address.
It’s Leylah’s old apartment.



  
I blew up an old air mattress and set it up in the loft of the shop last night. True to her word once again, Veronica came by after she dealt with an emergency client or something up at her office. All I know is, it was late. I was extremely drunk. She was also drunk. That’s probably why she’s naked under the blanket next to me.
Light from the warehouse airflow vents in the ceiling let in enough light to light up a runway, which is doing nothing for my post drinking binge headache. I glance over at her sleeping form. Her tan curves taunt my fingertips. She’s pretty in a natural kind of way. The kind of natural that can leave the house without makeup on and no one would notice. She’s got a small chest but the good kind of small, proportionate to match the rest of her. She’s just a cute, down-to-earth kind of girl with a good head on her shoulders. The total opposite of Leylah. Leylah is spicy as fuck and you know it the minute you see her. She’s crazy in all the best ways and she doesn’t hide any of it. I miss every inch of her attitude and all the rest. The good and the bad. So I can’t stop questioning what the fuck someone like V is doing in my bed.
With the room still spinning, I climb off the mattress as quietly as I can, but my efforts are wasted because every little dip on this thing moves the whole bed.
“Hey.” Her gravely morning voice slices right through my attempts at getting out of here unnoticed and I cringe. I’m not actively trying to be an asshole; it just keeps happening. It might as well be imprinted on my forehead.
With no need to be quiet now, I slip on my jeans and throw a t-shirt on. “Go back to sleep if you want.” I tilt my chin to the bed in hopes that she’ll stay and let me leave in peace or take the hint and leave herself.
“Come back to bed.” She turns over toward me now and sprawls out under the sheet, running her hand over where I was just lying. Her boobs are out on full display and believe me when I say just how close I am to crawling right back into that bed for a sure thing, but I can’t.
“I’ve gotta leave for a bit. I need to get some things squared away from…before.”
Confusion paints her pretty face, but she doesn’t ask questions like I know she wants to. Instead, she sits up and pulls the blanket up to cover herself. “I don’t want to keep repeating myself like a nag, but just remember where you are now. I’d hate to see you go back.”
“I know. I’ve got this, V.” I throw her one of my t-shirts to put on, kiss her on the cheek, and head downstairs to the bathroom to spare her some pride if she has any left after the way I keep blatantly rejecting her. And really, I just want her to leave without any further interrogation.
“I’m gonna head out,” she calls through the bathroom door. I don’t bother opening it. “Be careful, okay? I’ll call you later.”
“Thanks, Veronica. Don’t worry about me so much. It’s all good.” She stands there on the other side of the door for a minute before she walks away, not believing a word I say. I know, because I don’t believe me either.
   
I drive straight through the night, only stopping to piss and fuel up. I’m dehydrated and starving but I can remedy that later. I know the risks I’m taking doing this. Not just with her, but with my entire life. I didn’t have the time or honestly the fucks to give, to wait for court approval to leave the state. They would have just said no. Who knows, maybe they wouldn’t, but I wasn’t going to take that chance. Not yet, it’s too soon.
Twenty-four hours later, nostalgia rears her ugly head when my truck turns into the apartment Blaze told me to meet him at. Leylah’s old place. The one she lived in when I left her alone and pregnant with our daughter with nobody but her best friend and her husband who was apparently a lot smarter than me because he got the girl in the end. How fucked up is that?
I can still see the pain on her face when she opened the door and here I sit in almost this exact spot. It was one of the last times I saw her.
“Fuck!” I bang my fists on the steering wheel because I’m an idiot. I don’t deserve to be here. Blaze is in there and it should be me instead. He wouldn’t even be here if I hadn’t ruined everything for everyone. Well, I guess I’m the only one that’s been ruined. Everyone else is going on without me.
I don’t know where these shitty ass dark thoughts keep coming from. Since when do I care what everyone else does and thinks? I need to knock it off. I rub my hands down my face to clear the air and dismiss the funk that’s slowly taking over.
Is Leylah here? I hadn’t thought of that. I’d been so busy on the drive over thinking of everything I could have done or said differently, I didn’t think about what would happen when I actually got here. Probably because I’m being a pussy and I’m scared that she won’t even want to see me. She didn’t while I was inside. It’s been a long time. Why would she want a fucked-up loser now? That husband of hers has long since won her over and there’s no room for me after all this time.
My thoughts are cut short, thankfully, when Blaze walks out of the apartment with the biggest shit-eating grin on his face I’ve ever seen. He all but runs to the truck and picks my big ass up off the ground. I’m telling you; I’m not even close to kidding when I say my boots left the concrete. He squeezes me in a bear hug and it’s the best emotion I’ve felt since getting out.
“What the fuck, man? You couldn’t have called?” His currently puzzled features are darker than they used to be. There’s something more sinister about him if that were even possible. He’s not a bad guy in my book, he’s just seen some shit. A lot of it at my hands. Then again, my book is a lot different than that of your average blue-collar working man, and he knows that. Knew that from the start.
At what cost is it enough to be happy and get out of this dirty life we have lived? To have a wife and kids, and raise them right, together. Here I go again, getting in touch with my feelings. All over B’s hardened looks. I can’t help but wonder is that what I look like to him? Like someone else that’s lived a hundred different lives in only a short amount of time?
I nod. “I know, I know. We need to talk.”
“Let’s go inside. Just me here right now. Erin’s running but she’ll be back soon.”
I’m frustrated yet relieved that Leylah’s not here. It should have been obvious she’d never live here in this small grungy apartment anymore, not with him and my daughter. And definitely not with B. I’d have loved to see the look on Leylah’s face when she found out about the two of them.
The fact that I know for sure she’s no longer living here gives me some more time to figure out a plan. Get my shit set straight. “You and Erin are a thing now, yeah?”
He wiggles his eyebrows in response and we laugh but I can sense the tension that wasn’t there before. “A lot of shit’s happened, brother.” That’s the understatement of the year. He sighs and I hear the top of his beer bottle being knocked off, followed by the clink of it spinning as it hits the floor. “You want a beer?” he calls out.
“Yeah, whatever you’ve got is good.” I stand just inside the entrance and slowly make my way toward the kitchen where he is, distracted, cautious. It’s completely different than it was back then. All new furniture, paint. It looks like a whole new place. But my girl is the main thing that’s missing.
“Sit.” He hands me a beer and points toward the couch. “You look like shit. Jacked but shitty. What you up to now?” He nods toward my arms and I can’t help but smirk. Always a competition with this one.
“Bout’ two eighty. Ain’t nothing like a good jail gym regimen,” I joke, but really I’m trying to deflect the conversation from me and more toward what I really want to know. “I had a long night. Just drove straight through.”
He must pick up on it, because his tone changes and he doesn’t give me any more shit. “What’s going on? Why are you here? How, I mean?”
I scratch my face and think about this. How this is going to go. It could go several different ways and I don’t particularly like any of them. I down the rest of my beer and get another before we dive deep into this, whatever this is. I could ask him why he never bothered to come see me. Or answer any of my calls. Or why the hell he’s here with Leylah’s best friend and not at home handling shit like he said he always would. But then again, that’s on me for being too trusting. One thing at a time.
“What are you doing here?” I hold my arms out and motion toward the apartment. This fucking city. This fucking state.
He sets his beer down on the glass coffee table between us and rests his elbows on his knees. “I couldn’t stay there, man. It just wasn’t working out. California, it’s not been good to me, bro.”
I know it’s selfish of me to have expected him to stay in California and run the shop for me forever. Cause that was my plan. I was going to be gone forever. But now I’m here and once again, things changed without me. I’m having trouble grasping that. Seeing him here, looking like this, I’m not so sure Texas has been kind to him, either. Sometimes it’s not the place at all, but the person in the place. That’s what I’m seeing sitting before me. He’s got a world of problems that this life won’t fix. But he’s not my problem. She is.
“And her?” I ask quietly.
“Leylah?”
I stare him down, a face of stone, waiting for his answer. He hesitates and it tells me everything I need to know. His hesitation is a crystal-clear answer that I’m too late. That she’s not mine.
“She’s with him, man. What was I supposed to do? It’s her fucking husband.” His lip curls in disgust and I’m taken aback by the passion in his attitude. His anger for this man that we don’t even know. He’s always been hotheaded. This just proves how bad it’s gotten.
“He was her fucking husband then, too, and you know that,” I throw back at him for giving me his bullshit excuse.
“You want me to go over there and put a bullet in his head? Huh? Is that what you want from me?” He’s on his feet and in my face when the front door opens and in walks Erin in her workout gear. She stops short, surprised to see me standing in her living room. I fall to my knees when her leashed companion sees me and runs by my side.
“Hey, Woodzy. You miss me, boy?” He whines as I talk and rough him up on his face like he likes. I’m trying not to look like a pussy in front of these two over a dog. But he’s not just any dog. He’s special and always has been. I gather some composure when he settles down and stand up to greet Erin.
“Hey,” she says, shyly. I know she’s unsure of what she just walked in on and really, so am I. She’s still pissed at me for what I’ve done to her friend, I’m sure. She has every right to be. I just fucking hate that she had to choose this moment of all times to come home. Things were just getting heated and that’s always when the truth comes out. We’ll have to wrap this conversation up later, but soon.
“Hey,” I say back, thankful that Woodzy is here for a slight distraction. I look away from her and rub his belly, giving him all my attention.
“I’m going to go wash up. Sweaty and gross.” She motions toward her clothes and kisses Blaze and disappears to the bathroom. I know she’s just leaving the room for us to finish what she thinks she might have interrupted, but I’m still not risking talking about Leylah at all with her around to hear. Erin might have a sense of loyalty to B, being with him and all, but I know her bond with Leylah is strong and I know she’d go running with anything I gave her. So, I’ll make sure I give her nothing.
“We can finish this later.” Blaze takes a final swig of his beer and points to me with his index finger. “You can rest up in the spare bedroom if you want.”
“Where is she?” I ask him quietly so I know Erin can’t hear. It’s the one thing I have to know right now. I can’t help it. I’ll be the first to admit, I’m a weak man when it comes to her.
He sighs, already fed up with my desperate one-sided love bullshit. I hate to break it to him, but it’s only just beginning. “She moved back in with Ryan. Over in Frisco in some fancy new suburb. Take you there later, if you want.”
“Thank you.”
The bathroom door is open and the light off. Erin must have slipped into her bedroom when I wasn’t looking. It’s fine, let her report back to her whatever she wants. It’s only a matter of time until I’m able to get my hands on her myself, anyway.
“We’ll talk more later. You gonna hang?” He nods toward the spare bedroom. I look down the hallway where he’s suggesting and realize that it’s Leylah’s old room. I tell him we’ll figure the rest of this shit out later when we’re truly alone. Or I’ll do it myself, without him. The choice is his. Either way, it’s happening and I’m fine with being a one-man show.
“Come on, boy.” I don’t have to speak twice and he’s hot on my heels. I shut the door behind me, and he hops up on the black wrought iron daybed and curls up waiting for me to join him. I look around the space at all the changes that have been made since I was in here last. There’s no trace that Leylah and I were once in here, tangled up in nothing but our sheets. Leylah moved all her shit out and Erin threw some furniture in here to replace what she took. All her pictures are gone. All the girly shit. And the bed. The bed that I sat on while she begged me not to go but I did anyway. All of it, gone as if it never happened.
I lay down next to Woodzy and stare up at the ceiling much like I’ve grown accustomed to doing in my tiny little cell. I’m on the outside now. No longer caged. But why does it feel like my insides are chained and shaking to get free, and the key is right there, dangling right in front of me just out of reach? I thought I’d be better out here. Nope, that’s not true either. I never thought I’d be back out here again. It’s nothing new to me, that I have to work for everything that I want. I’ve never been handed anything, never took the easy way out. So, why would I start now?
I scratch the top of Woodzy’s head until we both eventually fall asleep.



  
We’ve been in Oklahoma for the past week, traveling for Ryan’s work seminar he signed up to attend. He’s required to do a certain number of important meetings a year now, but he doesn’t have to go away near as often anymore, and not near as far. Only once in a blue moon is an overnight stay required, and Maddy and I almost always get to go too. We make a mini vacation out of it. Overseas and month-long cross-country trips just weren’t working, obviously. This, so far, seems to be going okay. One of our many marriage compromises.
Ryan had to work Monday through Friday, then we spent the weekend hanging out here before we have to head back home to Texas. Tonight’s our last night here, and I’m sad to go. We rented a cabin about an hour away from Oklahoma City and the scenery is beautiful. It’s the kind of place you can go and just do nothing and enjoy every minute of it. No technology needed. No fancy restaurants. The fancy cabin though, that is what I’m here for.
“I just put Maddy down,” I say through my glass of wine. “Oh, that’s smooth.” I swirl the red around in my glass and watch it swirl.
“Are you wine drunk?”
“Maybe a little. It’s been a while since I’ve had this much.”
“You should join me.”
Ryan stands up inside of the hot tub and leans against the edge of it. I can see the V of his hips out of the water and immediately know he’s not wearing any bottoms. I set the baby monitor down and refill my glass. I take my top off and shimmy out of my shorts. “I don’t have my suit on, either.” I look at him pointedly to let him know I know what’s going down inside that hot tub in about two point five seconds.
“You don’t need it.”
I slide my panties down my legs slowly, playfully putting on a show. I’m trying to be sexy, but I probably look like a bull in a china shop. It’s whatever, though, more wine please.
Ryan obviously likes what I’m throwing down, because as soon as my panties hit the floor he groans. A literal, full-blown man growl. He holds his hand out to help me up the stairs and into the water. I gasp because the water’s so hot. Between that, the alcohol, and Ryan’s banging bod, I’m a sweaty mess.
“You look amazing.”
“No, you do.” I suddenly feel shy under his lustful stare. All these years together and I still feel the need to impress him. I want to be something he likes to look at and besides, we all have our own insecurities. He’s good at kissing all of those away. Like now.
“Ryan…” He takes my wineglass out of my hand and sets it on the edge of the hot tub.
“I want…” He kisses my lips gently. “To kiss…” And then the dip between my boobs. Followed by my skin that peeks just above the water. “All of you.” And then his head goes underwater and I think he’s just going under to come right back up, but then I feel his mouth on me, there, and the fact that we’re outside on the porch in the middle of the woods in a hot tub, makes it that much hotter. I’ve never been kissed underwater before, on any part of my body. I lean back on the side of the tub and let my legs float in the water, with Ryan holding my weight up. It’s a sensation that I’ve never felt and love and want more of all at once.
He comes back up for air all too soon, but I swear to God, I’ve never loved him more. And no, not just because of that thing he does with his tongue. Although, it is the icing on the cake. Water drips off his face and he shakes his head like a dog after a bath. I let out a squeal at the sudden wetness everywhere.
“I can’t believe you just did that.”
“What? Kissed my girl?” My cheeks heat a thousand degrees and I bite my lip, too shy to say anything back. I’ve never been good at this, talking about sex. I just want to do it. Whatever you want to do to me, just do it, and tell me what to do in return and I’m down. Ryan knows this about me, always has. I think he just likes to see me squirm. “Let’s go to bed.” He wiggles his eyebrows and I know by bed he doesn’t mean sleep. I missed this Ryan. This flirty, vivacious, carefree version of himself. When the adventurous Ryan comes out to play, I fall in love with him all over again. Knowing that he’s still in there, that playful part of him, makes it all worth it a million times over.
He helps me out of the hot tub, the wine having made its way into my bloodstream ten times over by now. I’m a little more than unsteady on my feet. My wet feet slip and slide on the tile floor, and I giggle all the way down the hall at our attempts to be quiet when we’re clearly being anything but.
He picks me up like he’s carrying me over the threshold on our wedding night, and throws me down on the bed, wet and all. Our sheets are ruined but it’s okay. We spend the next three hours not going to bed.
   
As much as we hate to leave and go home back to reality, all good things must come to an end. But it’s fine because we’ll go somewhere else next time, and soon. Plus, I missed the comfort of my own bed. I’m picky about my sleep and I’m cranky without it. It’s like me being hangry on crack. Not pretty for all parties involved.
“I’ll take her in.” Ryan takes Maddy from my arms so I can carry the rest of my bags. She fell asleep as soon as the tires starting rolling. If it’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s not to wake a sleeping baby. But now that she’s getting bigger, she’s heavy and my arms are jelly. It makes naptime more difficult when you’re always on the move.
“Thanks, Ry.” He takes her in through the garage, still sound asleep even through the arm transfer, and leaves the door ajar so I can make it in easier.
I throw my last bag’s strap over my shoulder when I hear it. An obnoxiously loud engine. I can practically feel the pipes vibrating beneath my thighs. I close my eyes and shoot up a silent prayer. Fuck. I’d know that sound anywhere. I do a quick assessment: Ryan took Maddy inside. He’s going to put her in her crib and then he’ll be right back out to help me, depending on how easy she goes down. If she doesn’t wake up, he’ll be back any minute. With my luck, he’ll be back out here before I can shut this down.
The engine cuts off abruptly, and I know he’s pulled into the driveway right behind me. I’m scared to turn around. I’m scared to see his face again. Especially after I freaked out on him in the grocery store. I don’t look until he gets off his bike and the sound of heavy boots clomping up the concrete stops behind me.
Much to my dismay, I grit my teeth and turn around to face the music. I wrap my arms around my middle to protect myself. From what? I don’t know. It sounds stupid, but my instincts just take over all my bodily functions every time he’s around me.
“Oh, you have a different bike.” I take note that this isn’t the same bike we had sex on in the middle of nowhere, on the side of the road, and my cheeks turn fifty shades of red.
He glances back at it and turns back to me with a smirk on his face. “Surprised you could tell the difference, but it’s Blaze’s actually.”
“Cute. I guess you didn’t get the memo the other day when we ran into each other like this. What are you doing here?”
“I came to see you.” He takes a step forward. Just one.
“Stop,” I blurt out a little more forcefully than I intended. But still, it’s like I have no control over my limbs or my mouth. Luckily for me, my inner bitch seems to know exactly what she’s doing. I’m glad one of us does, because I’m not sure of anything at this point.
He stops immediately when I tell him to and shoves his hands in his pockets. I follow his eyes to the open door inside the garage. “Yes, they are in there. Please just go.” I can barely get the words out. My tongue is dry and I almost dry heave. My voice doesn’t even sound like mine to my own ears.
The garage door that leads into the house bangs against the wall behind me as Ryan bursts through it, and it’s like my worst nightmare is happening right before my eyes. “What’s going on?” He stands by the truck slightly behind me, appearing calm on the outside, but I know he’s anything but that. I’m going to feel the wrath of it as soon as he leaves our driveway, I just know it.
“I don’t know…” I tell the truth. But it still feels dirty that he’s standing here in our home. It feels like a part of Ryan and I is being violated against our will. I don’t have the guts to look either one of them in the eye. I just want to shrink away and pretend this never happened.
The awkward silence is deafening as Roman walks backward toward his bike and doesn’t break eye contact until he sits and starts the engine. I keep diverting my eyes, but every time I look back, he’s still holding my stare. He finally goes to leave, and I don’t even bother with the rest of my shit in the truck. Screw him and this whole damn day.
I bolt past Ryan with tears in my eyes, for which reason, I’m not exactly sure. Seeing Roman again? Ryan being a witness? I don’t know. I slam the door shut behind me and don’t even know where I’m going. I aimlessly pace toward the kitchen and stand at the island. I wish I would have barricaded myself in the bathroom before he could face me when I hear him walk through the door.
“Leylah!” The door slams for the third time. That poor door is taking a beating today. It’s a wonder Maddilyn is still sleeping through all the ruckus. Ryan is after me just as quick as I marched in here. I’m assuming he waited till Roman left because I don’t hear the bike anymore. “Leylah. Where are you?” He stops when he sees me and stands there in a heavy faceoff. The aura around us reeks of anger. “Start talking.”
“I don’t know! I don’t know what he was doing here or what he wanted. I know just as much as you.”
He doesn’t beat around the bush or give me any chance to come up with excuses. Not that I am or have anything to be so freaked out about in the first place, but he’s as serious as I’ve ever seen him throughout our entire marriage. I’m sure I’d look guilty to me too, if I were him. “Are you seeing him again?”
“What? No!” I put my hands in my hair and squat down on the floor because this can’t be happening. I cry because I’m angry and I’m angry because I’m crying. This is exactly what he wanted. It’s why he came here. He knew Ryan would be here. He knew he’d make me look guilty. He knows I’m vulnerable when it comes to him with our history and what it would look like. How could he do that to me after he just ripped what was left of my heart out and left me?
“Leylah. Look at me right now.” I stand up and face him, shame written all over me, no doubt. I don’t know why, because I haven’t done anything wrong. I keep telling myself that, but it doesn’t seem to be ringing true. Or maybe this is my lifelong punishment, along with every other bad thing that keeps happening to me since I fucked up. I messed up so many people’s lives and one punishment wasn’t enough. They’re just going to keep coming and coming. “Listen to me. I trust you, okay?” He grabs my hands out of my hair and pulls me in to him.
“I swear to you; I didn’t know he was coming here. I haven’t talked to him.” I don’t mention the fact that I saw him in the grocery store and the fact that I’m a piece of shit, but that just makes me cry even harder.
“Okay, stop crying.” He pets my hair and consoles me while I cry out my frustration. I pull it together enough to blow my nose and wipe all the shit off my face. Ryan grabs his keys and heads toward the front door.
“Where are you going?” I ask in between sniffles.
“Don’t worry about it. Go to bed,” he calls out and slams the door behind him one last time.



  
Blaze willingly gave me Leylah’s new address. He volunteered to go but I did this one solo. It’s probably for the best, especially since B and I still haven’t concluded our heated conversation from the other night. Until now, at least. He’s different when Erin’s around. I’ve never seen him like this before, around any female. I’m not so sure that it’s a good thing, either. Luckily for me, she works every day so there’s not so much tension put on me right now with her gone.
I keep dodging Veronica’s calls, and I know she’s been by the shop. She keeps asking where I am, but I can’t tell her right now exactly, so I’ve just ignored her all together. It’s a risky gamble to piss her off but right now I’m up against much bigger things. I’m only here for another day or two before I head back to the coast, and I’ve accomplished nothing.
I went to see her today and it went exactly like I expected it would. Especially when I saw the fancy house she’s living in with him. He’s got her high up on a pedestal right now after losing her. Which is exactly what I should have done before I even lost her. That douchebag let her go long before I did. Completely checked out. Didn’t even want to fuck his own wife. If she loved him, she never would have found me. Bet me on that.
“What the fuck is that?”
I’m reporting to Blaze my lame ass attempts at seeing her today and what an epic failure it was, when the motherfucker himself pulls up and parks next to Blaze’s bike. Yeah, the one I rode over to their place on. A part of me wanted to unnerve her. I wanted her to hear me coming. From the look on his face, I’d say mission accomplished.
He gets out of his truck and doesn’t even bother shutting the door. B and I are chilling out on the balcony, so we already have front row seats to this shitshow about to go down. Fuck, I guess I’m about to get arrested. If he puts his hands on me, I’m done.
He’s angry, no doubt, but so am I. I’ve had dreams about this exact moment happening for over a year. I never thought it would actually present itself to me on a silver platter. The difference is thinking on it and acting on it and I have about two point five seconds to make that decision.
“What are you doing? What’s it going to take for you to leave my wife alone?”
“Probably the same thing it’s going to take for me to get your ass out of my yard.” I can’t help but let a small smile slip at Blaze taking Ryan head on. It’s my battle but he’s willing to fight it with me. I see glimpses of the old Blaze still in there and I have to keep reminding myself things have changed. Clearly, it’s less difficult at times than others like now, because my daughter’s mom’s husband is trying to fight me at my boy’s house. This is definitely not the point where I was at in life a year ago.
“Nothing but trash, both of you. Where have you been all this time, huh? Living the good life, getting three free meals a day? You want to see that little girl? Get a lawyer before I put you back where you never should have come from.” I can’t help but wonder if his threat refers to prison or hell. I’ve been to one and I’m most definitely going to the other. Bring it on.
Blaze bolts out of the balcony and back inside. He comes back out through the sliding glass door of his bedroom and aims a nine-millimeter at Ryan’s chest.
“What the fuck, man?” In all my years of knowing B, he’s never pulled a stunt this big. Not in the daytime with witnesses on all sides. He looks to me and I see the red lines in his eyes, and the way he flips the fuck out over the smallest things. All it takes is one small thing to set him off, and he’s off his fucking rocker.
Ryan shuts his face and stares back at B, not faltering. He’s got big balls. I’ll give him that. B is hotheaded and would literally pull the trigger if I wasn’t standing here to talk him out of it. To stare down that very barrel of such an unstable person is ballsy. I nudge Blaze’s arm out of the way, and he lowers it all together. “Sick of this motherfucker. Don’t come to my own fucking house and shit talk me.”
“I’ll get that lawyer, bro.” I laugh in Ryan’s face at his dumbass comment. He just made a big mistake. If he only knew who I had in my back pocket, he never would have opened his fat ass mouth.
He walks away, never turning his back. Much like I did at their house earlier today. As soon as he drives away, I turn back to Blaze and he shuts me up before I even start.
“Don’t fucking do it.”
“Do what?”
“I don’t want to hear it. A lecture or speech or whatever smart shit you think you have to say.” He mindlessly waves his hand with the loaded gun around as he talks.
“Okay.” It’s that moment that I can’t deny the fact that he’s on something heavy. I can’t help but wonder if my money played a part in that. Part of me already knows that answer and I can’t ask it out loud.
I reach for my phone out of my back pants pocket when he’s finally cooled off enough to go back inside and dial V. “Hey, it’s me. We need to talk…”
   
“I don’t know why I bother telling you to do anything when I know you aren’t going to listen.”
As soon as I landed in California, I hit V up to give her the rundown of everything that’s been going on. She agreed to meet me at a pizza pub down the road from her office as soon as she could get out of there for the day. I figured if she could handle me being a former convict over something so serious, she could handle a little cherry and some whipped cream on top of that. I’ve got to be honest with her from this point forward. All of it. All the way back to the beginning of me and Leylah.
“I’m sorry. I know I lied and went against everything you said. But I’d do it again, and probably will. It’s just who I am. Who I’ve always been.”
“Listen, I’m not your mom. I know what I signed on for when I got in touch with you. You’ve never been an angel. I know that just as much as you. I just don’t want you to jeopardize this. I’m trying to look out for you is all and it’s turning out to be a full-time job, you dick.” She throws her napkin at me across the table, pizza sauce all over it.
She’s an easy distraction for me. I figure it’s because she’s a familiar face and a piece of her is a small part of my history. I’m clinging on to every last little piece I’ve got right now. I’ve spent a lot of time dodging her when what I’m missing might be sitting right in front of me all along.
She curls her pizza to the side as she eats it and it’s weird as fuck, but she looks good doing it. And who knows, all this talk might just be the three pitchers full of beer that we drank with our dinner. The longer we sit here, the more beer I down without realizing how much I’ve had in such a short amount of time.
Leylah’s done with me. Time was an asshole to the two of us, and I was an even bigger one.
“When I saw her, she looked scared of me. Like I was some dirty secret that she couldn’t stand to look at. A lesser human. But you,” I slur the words, “you weren’t scared of me even when you saw me at my darkest.”
“Okay, Romeo. You’re drunk.”
“She fucking hurt me, V.” I plead with her more than I intend to, and I’ll probably regret it tomorrow. I’ve never had anyone to just be completely honest with, no strings attached. I don’t know if this is even that, it just feels like the right thing. To spill my guts to this undeserving woman that will listen to my outpouring pain.
She reaches across the table and rubs my arm. “I know. It sounds like you hurt her, too. Love is a tricky, evil bitch.”
“I did what I had to do, and I shouldn’t have fucking done any of it.”
She shakes her head. “Life doesn’t work that way. Even if things were different and you never left, she still might have gone back to him. He was her husband, that’s big. I think she didn’t know what she wanted and got lost. You were simply just the wrong man, at the wrong time. Sometimes it really can be that simple.” She shrugs.
“You’re a smart woman.”
“Have to be to keep up with you.” She winks, and it makes me smile. “Let’s get you home before we have to call in for reinforcements to get you upstairs.”
“V?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you. For everything.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll help you make sure you get to see your daughter. Don’t you worry.”



  
“Time of death: 2100.”
And the room goes quiet.
This day just went to shit. It was going smooth until nighttime hit and all the crazies started pouring in. It must be a full moon tonight.
After taking turns spending what felt like an eternity doing compressions on my patient, the doctor on call announces there’s nothing more that can be done and calls the time of death. I have to join the nursing team for a meeting at shift change and finish my paperwork before I can go home. Some days I don’t know why I do this job. It’s hard on the mind, body, and soul. Days like today when I have to look a mother and father in the eyes and tell them their son is no longer living brings me down a few notches and makes me appreciate the things I have. The things that matter. Maybe that’s why I do what I do. To appreciate. Sometimes, things are the way they are just to keep you in check. A message from the Big Man Upstairs.
“Hey, babe! You done for the day?”
“Yeah, I’m gone. Longest night ever.”
“Say a prayer for me that today goes smooth.”
“Good luck, you’re going to need it.” Amber from day shift is just coming in. I fill her in on my rounds and get her up to speed on the night we had. I walk the long trek to the parking garage and dig around for my keys in my bag. I always have them clipped to me, but I changed my top earlier in my shift and must have put them in my locker.
I stop once I get out of the elevator and step out of the way of the closing doors. My car is only a row over, but I don’t want to have to walk all the way back in if I don’t have my keys. “Oh, there they are.” I’m so tired, I can’t think straight.
I click my tongue to my teeth as soon as my feet march forward and I see what’s waiting for me. Blaze is leaning against my car. His hands in his pockets, his face unreadable. On second thought, I stop dead in my tracks. It’s not too late to go back inside. It scares me and he notices as I try to recover.
“Good morning,” he smirks.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Against better judgement, I don’t turn back. If I’m not going to keep looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life, I might as well stop now. I stop walking a few feet shy from him instead. I’m tired from this day, I want to go home, and I’m tired of their shit. The sun isn’t even all the way up yet and I’m still dealing with these idiot mistakes from my past. So over it.
“Not kidding at all, actually.”
“Move. I just came off a really long night and I want to go home.” I ready my keys in my hand and try to get in my door but he’s in the way. He knew that already though, of course, that was his plan all along.
“Why are you so stubborn?” he asks. “When will you learn?”
“Please just move,” I sigh. “I’m not doing this.”
“Oh, you are doing this.” He grabs me by the neck and slams my back into the side of my car. His face not even an inch from mine. He squeezes but not hard enough to block my airway. Not meant to hurt, just intimidate.
“Fuck you,” I spit out.
“You want to? Let’s go. I’m sure your husband wouldn’t mind sharing you again.” He makes a joke of unbuckling his jeans with one hand but doesn’t actually do it. He’s a bully. That’s all he’s good for, running his mouth and talking down to other people.
“She’s too good for you.” My poor best friend. How could I have let her get involved in this? I shouldn’t test him, not right now being somewhat alone in this parking garage. But I can’t help it. He’s going to ruin her just like he’s done to himself. “California must be full of nothing but assholes, because you guys sure are a piece of work. You two belong together.”
He laughs. “You don’t even know the half of it.”
“No, you’re right. I don’t. You know why?” He lets go of my neck but pins his hands on either side of me against the car, caging me in. He waits for me to explain. “Because he wouldn’t tell me a damn thing. He shut me out when I was pregnant with his daughter and left me alone with not so much as a phone call. So, no, I don’t know anything.” He pushes off the car and paces around the empty parking space beside us. “I don’t want to know, either. Not anymore. Please, stop this. Just leave me and Erin alone. Before it’s too late.”
“You’re fucked in the head if you think I’m leaving her.”
“Cute. Real cute.” His behavior is disgusting. How Erin could see anything remotely redeeming in this guy is beyond me.
“Erin knows everything there is to know about me. Unlike your boy, I was honest.”
“Oh my God. He’s not my boy.” I hold up air quotes to mock him as I yell a little louder than necessary, my voice echoing out into the garage. “I am married.” I say each syllable of the word slowly because they aren’t getting it.
“You were then, too.”
“Why are you here?”
“You know why.”
“Stop. Stop coming to my work. Stop watching me. Stop thinking about me or doing anything else that has to do with me.” I try my keys one more time and surprisingly he lets me unlock the door and get in.
“He won’t, you know.”
“What?”
“Stop.” He knocks on the top of my car and walks off to wherever he came from. I lock myself in and cry.
   
“Hey,” Ryan greets me the moment I walk through the door. He turns his video game off and sits on the barstool in the kitchen while I lay all my shit from the day out on the counter. I sigh a physical sigh of relief walking through the front door. The smell of home is always crucial to me at the end of a bad shift. I walk through the door and a million pounds disappear off my shoulders just like that.
I sent him a text earlier in the night about the patient I lost and every little thing that spiraled downward after that. He told me he was sorry and that he’d be here waiting for me when I got home, and here he is. He’s exactly what home is for me.
I’m about to tell him about what happened in the parking garage, but something tells me not to. Not yet. He’s in a good mood, I’m extremely tired, and I can’t fathom fighting through anything like that tonight. It’s just not worth it.
“I cooked dinner last night.” He nods toward the fridge behind me. “I can heat it up if you want. Or we can go to bed if you’re tired. Maddy will sleep for a few hours still.” He glances down at his watch to check the time.
“Thanks, I’ll heat it up.” I take off my scrubs and throw them in the laundry room off the kitchen and slip on a t-shirt that was in the basket on top of the dryer. Looking at the overflowing pile, I clearly need to add laundry to my list of never-ending things to do. The microwave pings, letting me know my food is finished, and I hurry back to the kitchen. I’m starved. Though, it’s a wonder I can eat after that bizarre run in with Blaze in the parking garage.
Ryan sits on the other side of the island across from me and absentmindedly plays on his phone while I eat.
“You want to go somewhere, babe?”
“Like where?” I ask around a mouth full of food. I’m too tired to go anywhere but to my bed and die for a week straight.
“I don’t know,” he shrugs nonchalantly, “the beach, maybe?”
After the day, week, year I’ve had, the beach sounds heavenly.
“What beach?” I eye him skeptically, unsure of where he’s going with this. Is this hypothetical or do I get to relax somewhere tropical? Don’t play with my emotions. He can’t control his face and his smile slowly creeps up on him no matter how hard he fights it. I narrow my eyes at him. “Are we going to the beach?”
“If you want to, it’s yours.” He turns his phone around and pushes it across the island for me to look at what he’s picked out.
“Wow, can we afford this?”
He shrugs as if money doesn’t matter. “I’ve been putting in some overtime and so have you. What’s the point of working so hard if you aren’t going to enjoy it later?”
“It looks amazing.” I scroll through the pictures of the private Airbnb condo with a full eat-in kitchen and extra lavish bathroom. Plus, the beach view and beachfront glass swimming pool. All the bells and whistles. Okay, I’m sold.
“I think the two of us need some away time, really bad.”
“Wait, just the two of us?”
“I figured Maddy could stay with Erin. She loves her. Or the babysitter could just stay, and we pay extra for overnight. It’s only three nights. We’ll figure it out.”
“Did you book it already?”
“Yeah,” he laughs with no shame in his game.
“Of course you did. What if I said no?”
“I’d have convinced you somehow.”
It’s not until I’m climbing into bed that the thoughts of the night come crashing back down on me. The parking garage. His hands around my throat. Despite being mentally and emotionally exhausted, I don’t sleep a wink all day.



  
“I’m so fucking hungover. It really does get worse the older you get. I used to drink like a fish and I never felt like this.” I grip my head in my hands like a basketball to stop the world from spinning.
Veronica laughs. “You did have a lot to drink last night. Maybe even fish equivalent.”
“Yo, thanks for bringing me home.”
She bites her lip between her teeth to stifle a laugh that’s obviously causing her turmoil to keep inside.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing. It’s just, I never thought the roles would be reversed like this.”
“What roles?”
“Oh my God, you are so literal. Why are you so scared to have someone in your life care about you? Me, taking care of you like this.” She gestures to me in all of my hungover glory. “It was nice, last night, listening.”
I nod, taking in what she’s saying. Shit, how much information did I purge if she’s thanking me for opening up? I open up for no one. We were just supposed to be eating a late dinner and have a couple beers. Apparently, I had a couple too many.
“You were upset. I want to be there for you, okay?”
“Okay, cool. Sorry for last night. I wasn’t expecting any of this.” Well, I kind of was. That’s why I had so much trepidation about going there in the first place.
“We’ve got to stop doing this, apologizing to each other.” She tilts her head to the side and her blonde curly hair falls over her shoulder. She looks so innocent on the outside, but I should know better. She sees some gnarly shit on the daily with her job and I don’t send her running for the hills. What kind of love did she not get as a kid to want this in her life?
“So, what do you want to do about your daughter?”
“Her dick husband came at me with the whole get a lawyer bullshit, so what are my options?”
“This is going to be difficult, I feel.”
I scoff, no shit. Nothing ever worth having comes easy.
“Okay, well they’ll obviously learn about your jail time if they don’t already know. It’s fine. That isn’t a threat because it’s been dismissed and signed off by a judge. You’re no different than me, in that respect. Now, the fact that you haven’t spent any amount of time with her since birth is what proves to be challenging in winning cases like this. Especially when it’s the father and not the mother. It’s not like you live right down the street and she can just walk her over on the weekends. Plus, Texas judges hate men that don’t take care of their children.”
I flinch at her words, but I can’t even be mad at her for speaking the truth. I haven’t taken care of her.
“Which was out of your control, but now that you do have the ability to see her, we need to make it happen and prove that you care. Baby steps.”
She gets up off the blow-up mattress I’m still sleeping on and makes her way downstairs. I don’t bother getting up, my head’s still spinning. She comes back up a few minutes later with her bag full of notebooks and shit.
“I’ll draw something up and if you like it, let’s send it to her and start there. She can agree or not, but it gets the ball rolling and we’ll know what to do next according to her decision. What?”
I can’t stop staring at her. Her initiative to help me and my daughter leaves me at a loss for words. “Nothing. Thank you.”
“Don’t worry. Maddilyn will have her little toes in the sand in no time.”
Leylah is going to be so pissed. But I can’t think about that right now. I DO need to see my daughter. I’m not taking her away from her mother. I only have every intention of exercising my right to see her, seeing as I have just as much jurisdiction as she does to pursue that. My thoughts keep going back to the look on her face when she saw me standing there unannounced in her driveway. I almost got to touch her. Kiss her. Feel the way she felt against me again. Almost. But almost doesn’t count. I feel like now that things have gotten so twisted, it’s Maddilyn or nothing. I won’t ever have them both as mine again.
“Come here.”
“What?” Unsure that she heard me right, V stops her writing and looks up from her paperwork. I lift my chin, inviting her back over to the bed with me. She slowly sets her papers down on the floor at her feet and stands at the end of the mattress.
I hold my hand out and she grabs on to it, steadying herself across the wobbly air mattress. She straddles my lap in just a t-shirt and sleep shorts.
“What are you doing?”
I cup her pussy through her shorts and rub my thumb across it.
“Rome…” She rocks into my touch and though her thoughts are confused, her body isn’t. “We don’t have to do this.”
I sit up on my elbows and give her one last chance to make up her mind. “You’re right, we don’t. If you don’t want this,” I squeeze her in my hand a little bit tighter, my thumb rubbing circles in all the right places, “then say so now.”
For a split second, I think her mind might have won the war over her body but then she lifts her t-shirt up over her head and discards it beside us. I take that as my cue and brush her hair back out of the way with one hand and roam my other hand over her vivacious tits.
I didn’t think the first girl I’d be buried inside once I got out would be anyone other than Leylah. I also don’t know what to do with these thoughts here and now in the moment that it isn’t Leylah.
With her shorts pulled to the side and riding on my dick, all I can picture is long black hair and every way her facial features differ from V’s. The way Leylah’s boobs spill out of my hands but V’s fit in one hand with room to spare.
I can’t shake the thoughts and my dick is just as confused as I am. I flip V over, face down ass up, and thank you Jesus, her image all but disappears.
Despite being a small girl, her pussy has no problem eating my dick up and it hurts so good. I pull her arms behind her back and watch the way her ass jiggles every time I thrust against it.
I push her face down into the mattress and hold her arms still pinned behind her back. I let everything go and take all of my pent-up frustrations out on this girl’s pussy, and I have no regrets because her screams echoing around the warehouse are music to my ears.
I pull out at the last second and paint her back with my load that never stops. Ass still in the air and panting for breaths, she wipes her sweaty hair out of her face and smiles. “You really need to get a better bed.”
I flop down on the mattress beside her and catch my breath. You know it was good sex when the mattress is on the other side of the room from where you started when you’re finished.
“I’m going home. I need a shower and to stop by the office for a bit. I’ll get started on your stuff.” She gathers her discarded t-shirt and her pre-sex abandoned paperwork. “Buy a bed!” she yells out as she disappears down the stairs.
I can’t help but laugh. Good times.
I never said I didn’t have issues. Some of them are just more obvious than others. I feel bad for V, mentally fucking Leylah while I’m balls deep inside her instead, but I’m going to purge that girl from the depths of my soul one way or another, even if it kills me.



  
Me: Want to go to the mall in Frisco today?
Me: I need to pick out a couple bathing suits for a trip.
Erin: Trip where?
Me: We’re going to Puerto Vallarta in two weeks.
Erin: Sorry, can’t go today.
Erin has been acting more and more weird toward me the more time that goes by. It doesn’t matter what I do, she seems to always find a way to avoid me. This is just the icing on the cake and I’m about over it. I won’t force somebody to be my friend. Not when she’s supposed to be so special in my life. I’m in my feelings today, and especially when it comes to her, so it’s just hitting me harder than I expected.
I frown at her quick response to shut me down. No hesitation whatsoever. Ever since Roman came back and turned our world upside down, she’s been walking on eggshells around me it seems. Or maybe it goes further back, to Blaze and his conniving ways. Have I not paid her enough attention through my own struggles?
It’s whatever. What’s done is done at this point. It takes two to put in the effort and she’s clearly not willing. I still have to have some extra suits, whether I go alone or not. I guess Maddy and I are going to the mall by ourselves today.
   
After two hours of stuffing my ass into bikinis I didn’t really like, Maddy finally fell asleep and I’ve just been strolling along window shopping while she naps. I brought her out with me during her regular naptime, so I will just let her sleep.
“I thought that was you.” I’m browsing through Nordstrom in one last attempt to find something that jumps out at me, when she spots me. I could have gone my whole life without seeing her here today or ever, really.
“Hey, Janice.” Fake it till you make it. Kill them with kindness. Can’t beat em’, join em’. I repeat to myself all these cheesy, inspirational quotes to keep from lashing out and strangling the bitch. Ryan’s whole family thinks I’m some adulterer that stole him away from his first wife, and that we practice some kind of evil sacrifice séances on every full blood moon and it’s bullshit. That’s the kind of crazy they see in me.
What they don’t see, is that I’m a normal, grown ass woman. He was single when we met. I didn’t ruin their marriage. The two of them did. I’ve come to terms with the fact that they will never like me. It’s why Ryan’s son doesn’t spend any time at our house when he’s home and I truly hate that for Ryan, but it’s not my fault. His mother, Janice, can’t be told otherwise. Or she won’t hear it, rather, seeing as I’ve told her many times before straight to her face. I have no issue with her. She won’t give me a chance and thanks to that, any relationship with Parker is strictly antagonistic. He’s brainwashed by her. Anyway, that’s another story for another day. It will never be what it should be, and we’ve done all we could to make it happen.
“And who’s this?” She squats down in front of Maddy’s stroller and gushes over how cute she is. I know that she knows about my affair. I’m not sure that she knows that I know, but I wouldn’t put it past her. Just using it as an excuse to flat out taunt me. It’s always in her M.O. to go straight for the jugular.
“This is Maddy. She’s taking her afternoon nap, as you can see.” So, don’t wake her up and nobody gets hurt.
“She’s a cute little thing. Tell me, who is her father again?” And there it is. I can picture the blood squirting from the metaphorical slice she just made straight to my throat. I could bleed out right here on this floor and she’d never call for help. She’d just step right over my helpless body and leave me here alone to die. I really scored a ten in the mother-in-law department. Go me.
“Ryan didn’t tell you?” Two can play this game.
She purses her lips and pretends to think about it. Can she remember such minuscule information? Because, you know, that’s how important I am to her. Not at all. “No, I don’t think that he did. I’d remember something like that.”
“Ryan is her dad. He has been there for her since day one, and that’s all that matters. We’re happy together, the three of us.”
“You don’t ever want more children?”
“What do you mean?” I don’t mean to, but I let my guard down for two seconds and she sees it written all over my face that she has me over a barrel. She enjoys every minute of it, too.
“I mean, how do you plan on having more kids? Adopting?” This time I’m completely unable to hide my expressions and honestly, I’m getting fed up with this whole charade. She covers her mouth with the side of her hand to cover her ugly fake smile. “You really don’t know why I’m asking do you?”
“I guess not, Janice.” I don’t ask for more. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want her to tell me something devastating about my husband that I know she’s going to love hurting me with. I don’t want to know. My heart can’t handle any more pain, from my own hands or someone else’s.
“Well, I guess I might as well spill the beans since we’ve gone this far. I just knew that he told you about his vasectomy.” She whispers the last part like it’s a dirty word and someone might hear. “I thought that might have been why you two split up but now I can see that I was way off.” She pointedly looks to Maddy in her admission.
Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. Not in front of her. Don’t let her see her victory.
I sigh, exasperated and embarrassed. But also really proud of how far we have come since those dark days of uncertainty. “Yes, I cheated on Ryan. But you know what? He’s a big boy and we worked it out. So, thank you for being concerned.” I put my foot on the stroller to push it out of its place and get the hell away from her. Before I can go, she puts her hand on me and stops me.
“You should talk to your husband, dear. I am truly sorry this had to come from me.” I stare at the spot where her hand is connected to my body. I stare and I stare, and I don’t look away until she moves it back to her personal bubble and out of mine. If she’s going to make me out to be the crazy one, I might as well give her something to talk about.
Oh, me and Ryan are going to have words later. Trust me when I say that. But first, I have to figure out what to do with this information. How to bring it up at the right time to make sure I cover all my bases.
“It’s always so good to see you, Janice.” I give her the biggest, fakest smile I can possibly muster up. Full frontal teeth and everything. I don’t know what she expected telling me this here, today in the middle of a random department store, but she’s not getting the reaction she wants from me. Not today, bitch.
   
I stop by the pretzel stand on my way out, because I know she’s just lurking around here somewhere, watching, waiting for my meltdown to happen. It’s totally going to happen but I’m going to get a fucking pretzel first and then proceed said meltdown in the privacy of my car, away from prying eyes.
Maddy wakes up on our way out and it’s perfect timing. I’m just glad we got away from Janice first. I’d never deny Janice from seeing her “granddaughter” if she actually gave a shit and that’s what Ryan wanted, but I’m just happy I didn’t have to witness it today. Maddy slept the whole time, oblivious to all the chaos. Thank you, Jesus. Now, I have to go home and figure out if my husband has been lying to my face for all these years.



  
“Do you feel insecure in your marriage?”
Fuck, I’m already crying. “Sorry,” I tell Anne while she passes me yet another tissue. “I don’t like to cry, and I didn’t think I’d do it so soon.” After I learned the news that Ryan’s swimmers might not actually swim one hundred percent, I had to take a moment for myself.
“Why don’t you go talk to someone?” Ryan had said, when he felt how cold I was after dinner that night. I wasn’t ready to confront him just yet without having all of my ducks in a row and I almost feel like it’s the pot calling the kettle black after me doing all the shit I did. How can I be mad for something he did forever ago when I did something equally, if not more, terrible to him?
I try not to ice him out, but it’s never been my nature to fake my attitude. My emotions are written all over my face, my attitude, everything. What you see is usually what you get. So, he knew something was up with my short, tense yes or no answers. Call me childish if you want, it’s how I deal.
“Like a therapist?”
“Sure. Whatever you need to get you through it. I’ll pay for it. I’ll go with you. Anything.” I laugh to myself. He thinks I need help getting through the pain, the pain from the past. But he has no idea how much of it he’s causing in this exact moment.
I caved and made an appointment because I can’t keep up with this level of dysfunction on my own anymore. Anne was recommended to me by one of my co-workers, being one of the top-rated licensed therapists in the state. She holds up her hand with her pen in it and points to me.
“You don’t like to cry. Does it make you feel a certain way to show emotion in front of others?”
I wipe the tears away and sniff. My nose red and swollen. Clearly, I have no problems with it here. Something inside these four walls must be made of magic. “I mean, yeah. It makes me uncomfortable. I’m not embarrassed or ashamed or anything like that I just feel really…transparent.”
“You don’t like people to see that side of you.”
I shrug. “I don’t. I don’t think that I’m this major tight ass or something. I just go to great lengths not to cry around other people. And honestly, I’d rather cry around people I don’t know than people close to me.” She nods and makes a note of that. More than likely filing me away in her ‘definitely crazy’ section.
“I know that you said long story short, Ryan forgave you. I don’t want to focus on that, though, Ryan’s feelings. Possibly in the future, if Ryan is up for it, he could come in and we could tackle everything that we learn together with him. If that’s something you’re interested in. But for now, I’d love to solely focus on you since you are the one that stepped out of the marriage.” That’s fine with me, I don’t particularly want him here with me. I need this for me. Not him. Or us.
“Sounds like a deal to me. I’m not ready for him to be here yet, anyway. I have too much stuff to figure out.”
“Great news. It seems we have a lot of ground to cover together and I just want you to get the best experience out of the two of us meeting together. I think you can benefit exponentially from it if you stay consistent.” I nod and go along with her rules. I get it, these things take time.
“So, back to my question, do you feel insecure in your marriage?”
I think about this question long and hard. I thought I’d dodged it earlier but clearly not. She’s good.
“I don’t know if insecure is the right word.”
“What is the right word?” I clench my fists because her questions get on my nerves. I don’t know how people do this. I’m trying, though. Lord, I’m trying.
“I’m human. Yes, I have insecurities. And yes, I may reflect them on Ryan sometimes, but I don’t think that’s what this stems from. Insecurity.”
“Okay.” Anne writes more notes. I crack my knuckles together because I just don’t know how this is going to work. Total type A over here and I really need to know what she’s writing about me. I don’t like not knowing. I want to know everything she’s thinking. Can’t we just be best friends and tell each other everything?
We talk for two hours instead of the scheduled one. She had the opening and I have the money, I’m here for it. I asked her about our vacation and if she thought it was a good idea or not. And of course, she asked me if I thought it was a good idea and does the risk of growing from the trip outweigh all the bad that could come from it. So, I stopped asking her questions and just spilled my guts about my feelings.
“My ultimate goal is to be able to handle things differently. I want to KNOW that Ryan loves me, despite what I did. He tells me every day, but I want to feel it in my soul that he would never leave me, and I don’t know how to get past what I did. I feel like I’m forever being punished for it and how can he even look at me without seeing the other man’s face? I just want to live my day-to-day life without being so scared about what if. I don’t know how to let the anxiety go. The guilt is a nightmare. I’d almost rather be the one that was cheated on.”
“You need to understand that Ryan’s feelings, your feelings related to the cheating-they have a beginning, middle, and eventually an end. And you have to work together through all the phases. These feelings come with different intensities, and knowing that, acknowledging that, will help you ride the waves through them. They may happen, but they will become less and less the more time that goes by that you continue to work together. My point is, Leylah, you won’t do this alone. You are not alone. Forgiveness comes as you trust yourself again.”
“Thank you.” I’m forced to dab away the tears again. She keeps hitting me where it hurts the most and I can’t stop the waterworks. It feels good though, to let it all out with no judgement. She probably is silently judging me, but you know, professionalism and HIPAA and all that. She reaches over her notebook and pats my knee.
“It’s my pleasure. We’re going to work together and accomplish great things, okay?” She leads me out of her office and to the receptionist’s desk where I make my next appointment. She wants me in for weekly sessions to start so I don’t get overwhelmed, but I’m welcome to call her if I need to come in before my next appointment. She’s going to need a big ass bottle of wine and a trip to Costco to buy bulk in tissues before she’s finished with me.



  
Despite Erin’s coldness toward me the past few months, she agreed to keep Maddy while we go to Mexico. I’m kind of bitter about it because Ryan asked her, and she said yes. I can’t help but wonder if she would have done it if I asked, too. I don’t bring it up, because I already know Ryan would just say I’m being too sensitive or overthinking it. She’s my best friend and blah blah blah.
“She goes down in her crib around eight. You’ll know if she’s tired, she starts rubbing her eyes and meltdowns are unavoidable over every little thing. Just lay her down with her elephant blanket and she’ll pass right out.”
“Elephants at eight. Got it.”
Erin sits on the edge of my bed while I run through the list of last-minute things I need to make sure I didn’t forget. I made a physical list on the back of my water bill to mark things off as I packed but I’m still paranoid.
“Cloud eats two cans of food at dinnertime, but you know that.” She jumps up on the bed at the mention of her name and settles herself on my suitcase and purrs. I would totally take her with me if I could.
“I know. I remember. I can’t wait to snuggle her tonight.”
“You can sleep in here, if you want.” My eyes flick to hers and she’s already looking at me, waiting for me to ask. I can feel it hanging in the air between us, but I don’t mention him. Instead, I tell her my wishes and can only hope that she respects them. “Please don’t have him over tonight. Not here, in our home, after everything.”
“I get it, that you don’t like me seeing him. Don’t worry, he’s not coming over. He’s busy anyway.” I feel better saying it out loud, speaking how I feel. I don’t even let her guilt trip sway me to feel bad in the slightest. Rather she listens or not is up to her now.
   
After two and a half hours on the plane and a short Uber ride to our private resort, I’ve already had several drinks in me, and I am feeling no regrets about coming here. My only thought is that I never want to leave. Ryan will just have to rent out this place forever and pack up his suitcase and go back to our lives and do everything for me. I’m never leaving.
“You love it, Ley?” Ryan stands behind me, watching me watch the beach. Our views are fantastic. The side of the condo that goes outside is nothing but solid glass and all you see is crystal clear blue water. The pool has a glass wall that overflows out of it and past that all you see is cloudy sand and blue water for miles and miles. No matter where you are inside, you can see water. It’s so relaxing.
“I fucking love it. It’s so pretty and perfect. I could literally stay right here and not even leave the condo if I didn’t want to.”
“I’m down with that.”
I turn around to see what he wants to do first and his stance in the doorframe catches me off guard. Vacation Ryan is still my favorite. Without a care in the world, his arms rest on the doorframe above his head. His button-down shirt opened all the way, and the sleeves rolled up. His swim shorts hanging low on his hips just like I like. I can’t help but stare at the outline of his dick through his shorts and it gets me good. Three days is not going to be enough time for all the ways I want to eat him up.
“Put your suit on. Let’s go out. I want you all to myself later.”
   
I practically brought nothing but bikinis and dresses in my suitcase. That’s how I plan to live for the next three days.
Ryan rented jet skis and the rental guy set us up with all the rules and parameters we’re to follow. Basically, don’t fall off, and if you do just make sure the bungee cord is around your wrist and it will shut off when you fall in the water. Great.
It sounded sketchy the way the dude ran us out of there so quickly, but it’s so much fun once we get going, just the two of us. Ryan is braver than I am and speeds ahead of me and performs a bag of magic tricks, zipping this way and that. I’m not taking any chances of tipping this thing over and going under. I’m not about to be any shark’s dinner today.
He slows his roll and rides up next to where I sit parked in the water.
“Come here,” he says, and I think I mishear him, because we’re parked in the middle of the ocean on mini sized boats basically, and he wants me to jump skip over to his? But then he reaches his leg out and hooks on to my jet ski and moves us closer together. He holds his hand out for me and I reluctantly climb aboard his jet ski. The lunge is awkward, but I manage.
He has me straddling the seat while facing him and I can see my reflection in his sunglasses. My hair is crazy windblown and it’s hot as hell but I’m happy here in this moment with Ryan. The thought that comes to mind is: I’m glad I chose him. Because I did. I made some bad choices along the way, but they all led me back here, right where I’m supposed to be. The sudden bursts of love that I sometimes get when I look at him make me wonder if all the other not so loving things are even worth worrying about. Everything else is just inconsequential compared to this moment.
“You do know that I love you, right?” he asks and pulls a small clear baggie out of the jet ski compartment behind me. I push my sunglasses to the top of my head and stare at him in confusion. I don’t even answer his question because I’m stunned speechless. “I bought this after you left me because I had every intention of getting you back.” The Adam’s apple in his throat bobs and he looks away, off into the distance. The squareness of his jaw ticks and I know he’s fighting back heavy emotions. “You’re mine, Ley. You hear me? No one else. Ever again.” I nod because I’m still so shocked by this sudden intimacy in the middle of the ocean that I didn’t see coming. He passes me the ring he held between his fingers and it’s one of the prettiest things I’ve ever seen. Even prettier than my original rings that I took off before.
The stone is purple, my favorite, just like the flowers he used to always send me, wrapped in two woven bands that intertwine like tree vines, and the bottom band is a dainty solid diamond band.
“It’s so pretty,” I whisper because I don’t trust myself to say anything else. “I love you.” My hands are shaking, and I can’t form a proper sentence. Ryan takes the ring back and slides it onto my hand effortlessly.
“No one else.” He leans his forehead against mine and I agree.
“Just me and you.”



  
The texts keep pinging through on my end of the line and I’m not sure what to think about it.
Blaze: You should come here tonight. They’re gone for three days.
Blaze: Erin is with her. You could go over and see her.
Blaze: Without them there. Or just come here and hang.
I bounce my knee, unsure of what to make of it. Blaze keeps texting me, trying to convince me to catch a plane to Texas to see Maddilyn because Leylah is in Mexico. I don’t know, man. Sounds super sketchy. If Leylah found out I was in their house without her there, she’d probably end my life herself. I know her husband would. Can’t say I blame him; I’d do the same thing.
“Your friend is not the best of influences, you know?” Veronica’s opinion cuts through my thoughts. She doesn’t know B like I do. She doesn’t even know a tiny sliver of just how much of what she said is true.
“I know, you think it’s a bad idea.” I don’t question her because I already know it is. Common sense. A part of me was hoping she’d tell me to go for it. Get on that plane. Go see your baby girl. And the other part of me is angry that she’s even there and her mother won’t give me the time of day. But it’s not about that anymore.
“Absolutely, I do. We’re sending these important papers over and if you go and do something stupid to fuck it up, I’ll be really pissed off that I put all that effort into doing that for you for nothing.”
I stare at her for a moment, trying to figure out where Veronica went and who put this girl in her place. “I think that’s the most honest you’ve been with me.” It’s not about the papers. That’s her job. She could do that shit in her sleep. It’s a respect thing, I get it.
She visibly relaxes once she knows she’s got me. I’ll listen, only because it’s so important. The last thing I want to do is fuck up a tiny little human’s life because I did something stupid. I’ll wait and do things the right way, just this once.
“I’ll deal with the papers this week. Have them served to her.” She downs her shot and hops down off the barstool. I’ve been spending more and more time at her place because she hates the shop’s mattress and I haven’t gotten around to getting a real one yet. She’s still just a distraction, I tell myself in hopes that it’s true. She’s there for me and sucks my dick at night because she wants to, and I let her. “You should go. Home I mean, for the night,” she clarifies when she reads the confusion on my face.
I nod. I don’t have to be told get the fuck out twice.
   
I do what I do best when I’m confused as fuck and lost in my own head. I ride. My bike doesn’t use me or judge me or get pissed at me when I do the wrong thing. It doesn’t fuck me over and leave me like the trash that I wish I wasn’t. It just is me. It’s who I’ve always been. I find myself riding up and down the coast almost every day with no set destination.
I torture myself tonight, for some reason, and bring myself down to the pier that I brought Leylah to before prison, before Maddilyn. I look out at the water and picture her swimming in it at this exact moment. Somewhere halfway across the map with someone else. I stay here long enough for the sun to rise before I head back home.
I ride back by V’s house on the way, but her car isn’t there. She must have left for work already. I hope that she sends those papers out and comes around. I know I’m an asshole, and I’m hard to read. I’ve always been too hard to show any kind of emotion or feeling to another human being and I feel like I’m slowly being punished for it with each person that comes and goes in my life. I’m angry. Fuck am I angry. At life, at God. At myself. At her.
I make one last stop before going home. The tattoo parlor my dude that’s done a lot of my ink works at, is just a few miles out of the way to the shop. I have just enough space on my left calf that needs some work. He’s always here, he’ll see me anytime I ask. I just need to feel something other than anger. Something that doesn’t consume me like rage. The pain and tingle of the needle is much better than this. That high gets me like riding my bike.
I lay on his table and take it for the next four hours.



  
“Oh my fucking GOD.” I squat down with the envelope in my hand because if I don’t brace myself, I might faint.
We got back late last night from three days full of nothing but the sun and open water all around us. I’m quickly knocked down a notch from bliss when I opened the door to a man that just served me with papers.
“What?” Ryan calls out from the couch, his football Xbox game playing on TV. He has no idea what hell we’re about to endure, seeing those words written across the paper. “What is it?” He pauses his game and calls out again intrigued by my stunned silence.
“It’s Roman.” The words feel weird coming out of my mouth to him. Like the two different worlds mixing right in front of my eyes, yet again. Exactly what I’ve worked so hard to avoid after all that we’ve been through. Every time we get over one incident that he’s created, another one follows. It’s never going to end. “He’s reaching out for partial time with Maddy.” My butt finally hits the ground like I just spoke the final nail in the coffin out loud. The papers are wet from tears falling down my face one after the other until I can’t even read the words anymore through blurry vision. I should have seen this coming. Should have known that once I didn’t give him exactly what he wanted he’d push back.
Ryan walks around the island and stands there as dumbfounded as I am. He squats down in front of me and takes the papers away. “Leylah, he’s just trying to get to you. Come here.”
“No! He wants my daughter,” I lash out at him and he flinches at the use of the word my. I shouldn’t be throwing that in his face, not now, but him consoling me isn’t going to fix this. Everything we just built together the past three days feels like it was snuffed out in all of three seconds.
He takes the papers out of my hands and disappears to his office, the door slamming shut behind him. Why does it feel like everything is starting to fall apart just when everything was going so right?
   
“What are you trying to do?” I haven’t spoken to him since he tried to ambush me the last time, in the grocery store and in my driveway. I finally worked up the nerve to call him. His and his lawyer’s phone number are written at the bottom of the forms for me to kindly reach out to if I have any questions.
“Well hello to you too, babe.” His words are laced with humor and I’m feeling anything but humorous. Murderous is more like it. The thought of him trying to ruin my marriage again without even asking me what I want. After completely ghosting me, pregnant and alone, just to come back over a year later and knock down everything I have worked so hard to rebuild. Add my baby girl into the mix and he’s just asking for it. I am seething. “I take it you got my papers?”
“Why?” The word comes out raspy, and it’s all I can muster up without saying something that he could hold against me. I consider it for a moment, if I should ask or not. But I feel like he owes me that at least.
He sighs. His voice is echoey. He’s probably sitting in his office, frowning at his desk where my ass once sat. I shake my head clear of the memory. I cannot, will not, go down that path. They’re just memories. They’re not a part of who I am anymore. If I keep spiraling down into that depression of unwanted memories with him, I don’t know that I’ll be able to climb out again.
“She’s my daughter, too, Leylah.”
“Is it because I won’t see you? Is this your form of punishment?” I hear voices in the background and it just fuels my anger that he can have this conversation so nonchalantly.
“Nope. It has nothing to do with you.”
“Right. Well, I’m not agreeing to those papers.” My voice is shaky, and I know he can hear it. That just pisses me off even more.
“Do what you have to do.” The unspoken threat in his demeanor sends chills down my spine. All those times I spent crying for this man when he wouldn’t so much as answer my texts. Here I am, on the line with him after all those late nights of wondering why he won’t talk to me, and now I’m the one damn near speechless. “I don’t want to hurt you, Leylah.”
“Don’t you, though?”
“I think you’ve hurt enough people for the both of us.”
Me? How dare he accuse me of doing the one thing he’s so good at doing to everybody else. “You left me…” I shout it down the phone and I didn’t mean to. I didn’t even know I was going to say it.
“I’m here now.”
I shake my head even though I know he can’t see it. “It’s too late.”
“Is it, though?”
“You know that it is.”
“I don’t think you believe that to be true.”
“No! See! You don’t get to just leave my life unannounced and come back into it the same way.”
“Okay, Leylah. I gotta go.” I roll my eyes even through the tears. Of course, always deflecting. Always running away from me when I demand something of him. Time, answers, loyalty. Everything. I end the call before he does and breathe a sigh of relief to be done with it. Looks like I’m going to have to get a lawyer of my own. I should have done it from the start and I’m kicking myself for not doing so sooner.
   
Ryan and I pull into the parking lot of an older 1970s farmhouse. It’s obviously been redone. Flawless paint, a wrap-around porch, and all the vintage vibes with a modern touch. It’s beautiful. Expensive. That means he is going to be expensive. I look to Ryan for support even though it’s tense as hell in here right now. He grabs my hand and kisses my knuckles in attempt to calm my nerves.
“I’m here for you, Ley. No matter what.”
I take a few deep breaths and unbuckle my seat belt forcing my body to go through the motions. It’s now or never. I don’t want to be late for this appointment. As much as he’s costing me, I can’t afford an overcharge.
“Mrs. Foxworth, right?” An older slender man walks through a set of sliding wooden doors as soon as we enter the front door. I nod. “Come on in, I’m Shane Gadsby.” He gestures to the office behind him. He closes the doors for privacy as soon as we take our seats. The office is extravagant, more so than I expected from the outside. He has taste, clearly. I set my purse on top of the marble tabletop and gather my papers for him. “So, I had a chance to sit down and review the papers you sent over, and I’m just going to let you know now that California laws are quite different than those in Texas. The state that the child was conceived in has jurisdiction over custody and visitation issues.” He takes a seat and folds his hands into one another. “Since there is not an order in effect now, and your daughter has not resided in California at any point in time in her life, a paternity test would be a good place to start.” He looks to Ryan and then me. “Just to cover all our bases. They’re going to order one anyway.” He takes one look at my face and grimaces. “They were smart. Knew where to hit right below the belt. But that doesn’t mean this is a complete loss,” he says, gesturing to the papers spread out before us. “You won’t lose primary custody of your daughter, trust me there. This is Texas, after all.”
“Is there any way to avoid him having her at all?”
“Is that what you want?” Ryan squeezes my hand, letting me know that it’s okay. ‘No matter what’, he had said.
“I don’t want to intentionally keep her from her biological dad. What I don’t want is my baby, because she is still very much that, halfway across the country without me.”
“So, visitation isn’t off the table.” He makes a note in his file and I feel like my body is breaking out in hives. I just want to make it stop and take Maddy and hide where no one can find us. But then that would make me a hypocrite because that’s what I’m afraid he might do.
“I just want to make the right decision…for her.”
“The worries of parenting. You wouldn’t be a good one if you didn’t worry. We all want what’s best for the little ones. The decisions we make now will impact them for the rest of their lives.” Right, so I just need someone to tell me what to do. Help me make this heavy decision so I don’t have to.
“Is there some kind of protection we can get, so that he can’t leave the state with her?” I can’t look at Ryan as he asks all the questions I should be asking but my voice is somewhere buried between shame and regret.
“I’d be happy to help you every way I can. The outcome might not be what you want, but it’ll be a hell of a lot better than what could happen.”
“Let’s do it,” Ryan says. I look to him and offer a silent thanks. It’s all I can do right now.



  
Being back at work after vacation is a bummer, but I started the shift feeling refreshed and it was exactly what I needed. I came back to days this rotation and for the unforeseeable future, which also helps, because my body is getting too old to stay awake all night. I’m not eighteen anymore. When I work nights, it feels as though my body can’t catch up. I’ve felt that way for weeks now and it’s exhausting. Even though the days are still long, I’m looking forward to some normalcy in our daily lives now that I can spend nights at home and sleep while they sleep.
By the end of the day my feet hurt, my back aches, and I could use a good soak in the tub as soon as I get home. I call Ryan like I always do on the drive home but I spend a good five minutes in the parking garage trying to get my phone to connect to Bluetooth so I can drive hands-free. The last thing I want to do right now is get pulled over for talking on the phone.
When it still doesn’t connect, I pull out of my parking space and dial him anyway. I’ll mess with it while I go. I just want to get home already.
“Hey, Ley. How was work?”
“Good.” I yawn. “Will you put my scrubs in the dryer, please?” Laundry is the last thing I want to do when I get home. I never did get around to adding that to my to-do list.
“Yeah, I’ll do it when we hang up. You on your way?”
“I don’t know why my Bluetooth isn’t connecting.” I’m merging onto the freeway and hitting the little blue button like I’ve done a million times before, but it won’t go through for some reason.
“Better not get a ticket.”
I look into my side mirror as I merge and make sure no cars are in my blind spot. This freeway is always chaos, no matter what time of day it is. “Ryan let’s—” I’m about to suggest that I grab something quick to eat on the way home so we can watch a movie and relax afterward, when a truck blindsides me and hits the side of my car. The impact of the hit knocks me sideways and the car in the other lane rams the back end of me on the other side. I’m being thrown around like I’m nothing but a little metal Ping-Pong ball.
I drop my phone upon the impact, and I don’t know where it landed, or if Ryan’s still on the line or not, but I call out to him as soon as the car stops moving. “Ryan. Someone hit me. I can’t see anything.” I start to shake as soon as everything goes still. I’m pretty sure I’m upside down and being held in place by my seat belt and the airbag. My passenger side window is busted out and all I see on the ground is glass and debris. I feel around the roof, which is now the floor, for my phone but it’s nowhere in sight.
I’m scared to unbuckle myself incase I’m injured. I’m aware that I might not be thinking clearly with my adrenaline running, and I don’t know the full extent of the damage from where I sit. Or hang, rather. So, I breathe and wait. It’s a lot different when you’re in this situation than when you’re helping someone after the fact.
Luckily, since the road I’m on is a regularly busy place to be, I don’t have to wait long before glass crunching and metal bending can be heard through all the road noise around me. A random stranger squats down into my line of view and pokes his head in through the broken window across from me. “She’s conscious. Still in her seat belt,” he calls out to whomever is here to help me, I hope. “Ma’am, what’s your name?”
“Leylah.”
“Are you hurt anywhere that you know of?”
“I don’t think so. It just hurts my head hanging here.”
“Good. Good, that’s good.” A group of men crowd around my car and set a stretcher down at the passenger window. An EMT crawls through to support my neck.
“A nurse,” he says, flicking my hospital ID badge on my mirror out of the way now that it’s currently on the ground. “Good girl staying put. We’re going to get you out of here in just a sec.” He unbuckles my seat belt and supports my weight so I don’t fall as I’m released. He climbs out backward and takes me with him straight onto the stretcher.
“Do you see my phone? I was on a phone call.”
“Check for a phone, Newton.” The man helping me nods toward someone standing nearby.
A woman with a kind face leans over me and finishes strapping me in for the ambulance ride. Neck brace. Straps over my chest, middle, and legs. And last, an oxygen tube in my nose. I get the whole shebang. “Is there anyone we can call for you?”
“Yes, my husband. Ryan. Is anyone else hurt?”
She pats me again like I’m a child and tells me not to worry that everyone is in good hands. I want to tell her to cut the shit and tell me what happened. Who hit me and what caused it? Are they okay? But before I get the chance to say anything else, the wheels of my stretcher are up and rolling into the back of the ambulance, and the woman is no longer hovering above me to ask questions to.
The guy riding in the back with me checks my oxygen levels and blood pressure. All my vitals are okay, if not a little high. He starts an IV and between that and the movement of the ambulance I’m afraid I’m going to need a barf bag.
“Did someone find my phone?”
“We got your personal things that were in the car. They’ll be with you the whole way.” My head hurts suddenly, I’m assuming from hitting it on the airbag and the blood rushing to my brain from hanging upside down. I’m tired of asking questions and getting vague answers. I close my eyes and rest the last leg of the way to the hospital.
Ryan is going to flip his shit.
   
The ride over was really unnecessary. All I can think about is how freaked out Ryan must be and what the fuck just happened? Now that I’ve been checked over for seat belt bruises, cuts, and contusions, they rolled me out of the trauma room and into a little nook to wait for Ryan. They are overly crowded and have no space for patients with minor injuries like me. So, I’m sitting on a bed in the hallway, with no privacy whatsoever. I insisted I was fine to be discharged and could Uber home, but they got ahold of Ryan and said he was on his way and to sit tight until he can check me out to drive me home.
I feel a lot better now that I’ve had a bag of fluids in me and my nerves have calmed down. I’m sure I will be sore tomorrow, but for now I’m fine. All of my injuries are just superficial.
“I’m so glad you’re okay.” Ryan’s face relaxes as soon as he rounds the corner and sees me waiting for him. He rushes the rest of the way down the hall to close the distance between us. He leans over the bed and kisses my forehead like we’ve just been reunited after being apart for years and years.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. And the car…”
“Don’t worry about the car. It’s all replaceable. Tell me you’re really okay.”
“Leylah, Dr. Kent.” The doctor that previously checked me over in the ER interrupts us with my discharge papers, or so I assume, and shakes my hand followed by Ryan’s. He shuffles through his papers and the awkward silence between us stretches on and on. Ryan and I exchange a glance, so I know it’s not just me feeling uncomfortable.
“I’m confused, is something wrong? I’d really just like to get out of here already.” I work in this field. I get it, trust me, I do. But I’m over it and I need my bed before I lose my shit.
Dr. Kent pulls the stool across the hall over to the side of my bed and sits. He crosses something out and makes a note of something else. “Okay. Sorry it took so long. We were waiting on your blood work and urine cultures and no one noted it the first time, but I looked over your chart and since you’re pregnant and there was some blood in your urine, I’m ordering an ultrasound to make sure everything is as it should be internally.”
“Wait, what?” Ryan drops my hand from his and takes the words right out of my mouth. The doctor looks between the two of us and takes his glasses off.
Dr. Kent’s eyebrows inch closer together in confusion the longer we stare at him like the idiots he probably thinks we are. “You didn’t know?”
I pick my jaw up off the floor and shake my head to clarify. “Neither of us did.” For some reason, I start to cry while Ryan just stands there with his mouth hanging open, and the doctor stares back at us as if we’re the shittiest parents on the planet. We’re clearly not jumping for joy with excitement. This probably puts me in the worst mother category.
Dr. Kent has no time for our shit, however, and his show must go on. He clicks his pen and makes more notes. “I ordered the ultrasound. A tech will be down shortly to take you in. I also wrote a prescription for some nausea medicine if you need it until you can get into your OB. Get some rest.” He pats the chart on the side of the bed and wishes us all the luck. I know it’s not personal, but I can’t help but feel otherwise.
“Why are you crying?” Ryan asks as soon as we’re alone again. Or as alone as we can be in this busy hallway.
“I don’t know.”
The look on his face upsets me the most. I didn’t think in a million years that I’d be pregnant any time soon again, especially after what his mother told me, let alone find out like this. That look he’s giving me practically confirms he’s having the same thoughts. Ryan and I tried for so long to have a baby; this was not the way I wanted him to know.
The ultrasound tech interrupts what little conversation we get to have. Of course, they come now because any other day they’d take their sweet ass time.
“Leylah?”
I nod.
The tech checks that my ID bracelet matches her information on file for me and pulls a wheelchair up that I don’t need, but it’s hospital policy, and wheels me toward a set of double doors and down another long sterile hallway. This is officially the longest day of my life.



  
“Alrighty. Put this gown on, please ma’am, and then you can lay up here for me.” The tech that says her name is Lucy, pats her hand on the paper covered bed. She says her instructions robotically like it’s something she’s used to doing twenty thousand times a day, which I’m sure she is but some compassion would be nice. I make a mental note to make sure no matter how shitty of a day I’m having to never treat my own patients like I have been today.
I do as she instructs, with Ryan by my side. He looks like a deer in headlights but I’m right there with you buddy, because there are some skeletons in the closet that are slowly leaking out and not in the way that I thought they would.
Lucy turns the screen away from me where I can’t see anything and inserts the wand. It’s uncomfortable and I’m irritated, and I just want to go home. This shitshow of a day just keeps stretching on and on. I can’t believe this is happening right now. I should have stayed longer at work. Not bothered with my stupid Bluetooth. Anything to put me in a different time and place than those cars that collided with mine.
After a minute of studying the computer, she swivels the computer screen in our direction and describes what she sees. I don’t need her to, though, because I can see it plain as day.
There is definitely a baby in there.
All I can think about is Ryan and our past. What he’s thinking. I feel like he’s judging me and secretly wondering if this baby is even his. Of course it is, I know that. But he doesn’t know that and I’m just being irrational, but this is me. Irrational and dramatic and always in need of reassurance.
Lucy points out what is where and that the baby has a healthy heartbeat of 109 BPM and that I’m about eleven weeks along. Eleven weeks. How could I not have noticed this? I have so many questions and things I need to say and hear Ryan say, but they aren’t appropriate in front of strangers. So, to save myself embarrassment, I wait until we get home. She informs me that all my test results from the day will be sent over to my primary doctor and writes down my estimated due date and prints out a picture and sends us on our way.
The Foxworth household is about to get very real and real interesting when we walk through that door.
   
Ryan paid the babysitter for the week and showing up on short notice and excused her for the night as soon as we got home. I came straight to the bathroom without a word and locked the door. I’m taking the longest bath I’ve ever taken. Mostly to avoid that look he gave me at the hospital, and also because it feels so amazing after this day I don’t want to get out.
“Why’d you lock the door?” The doorknob turns but resistance keeps it from opening. I feel guilty, knowing I never lock the door and choosing this moment to do so, but I just needed a minute. I picture him standing there, leaning against the darkened wood with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows and worry etched on his face. Worry that I seem to not be able to stop putting there in the first place. “Damnit, Leylah. Don’t shut me out. It’s not fucking fair.”
His voice breaks during his outburst and a part of that sound breaks another piece of me. I know he’s right. It’s beyond unfair. I sink lower down into the tub and blow the bubbles that touch my lips around in the water. “I’ll be out in a minute.” I hear nothing, so I assume he’s going to stand there and wait. I look down at my pruning fingers and rub them together. I pull the plug with my toes and drain the water, and rinse what’s left of the soap off before I get out. I take my sweet time because I’m the queen of procrastination. At all the things.
I dry off and open the door while I towel dry the ends of my hair that got wet. Ryan sits on the end of the bed, a few feet away from the bathroom door. His face is in his hands, resting on his knees, waiting for me just as I suspected. “So, you really didn’t know?”
“No, Ryan. I didn’t know.” I’m already exhausted from my day, then the accident. I’m really in no mood to be interrogated, especially when I haven’t done anything wrong. Not this time. His delivery in his questioning is all wrong and doesn’t sit well with me. Maybe it’s the fact that I know he’s hiding something from me that has me bitter about the whole situation. He has no right to be mad at me when he’s got his own shit to worry about.
I crawl up the bed into my spot on my side and fluff my pillows. If we’re going to duke it out, I at least want to be comfortable.
“Do you need anything?” He’s asking because of the trauma from the accident. Not the other…thing. I narrow my eyes at the way he looks at me. Just knowing what I know, what his mother said, pisses me off that he isn’t telling me. That’s got to be why he’s being so weird. He is hiding it from me and freaked the fuck out. Is this what I was like when I was doing the same thing and lying, sneaking around every day?
“I can’t believe this is how you’re reacting.” I fluff my pillows up around my neck to prop myself up. If I lay down, I may just fall right to sleep. That’s how tired I am after this lame ass day.
“How am I reacting? I feel the same way about you. I can’t tell if you’re happy or sad or what’s running through that head of yours. You’re happy one minute and sad the next. Or crying over something he said or did and now that we finally find out something like this that I always thought you wanted, you won’t fucking look at me!”
“How can I be pregnant, Ryan?” I say each word slowly, so that he can maybe connect those ugly little dots that he can’t seem to find the words to tell me himself.
“What?” He has the most confused look on his face and for a minute, I almost feel sorry that I’m putting him through this, but then I think about the look on Janice’s face when she told me, and all those feelings immediately disappear.
“Your mother told me. About your vasectomy.” He stands up abruptly, like the bed just burned him and looks at me like I have three heads or something. As if I’m the only one that can lie in this relationship. How dare I accuse him of such things? I’m supposed to be the only liar here.
“When did you talk to my mom?”
“That’s what you ask me right now?”
“Yes, Leylah. Because she’s full of shit and just out to hurt you. Drive a wedge between us. You know that. And I’d say it’s working, wouldn’t you?”
“So, you didn’t have a vasectomy and not tell me, then?”
He runs his hand down his face and paces toward the door. He leans against it, arms stretched out and palms flat against the doorframe. He’s tired. He can’t be tired. Not yet. If he doesn’t fight, I don’t fight. Not anymore. Not after everything.
“Leylah.”
The lack of denial tells me everything I need to know without saying it.
“Oh my God. You did.”
“I didn’t. Listen to me. I had a vasectomy. Right before I got divorced the first time. Parker’s mom conned me into it, thinking it was the right decision and then shit went sideways. That’s on me. I shouldn’t have done it because I didn’t truly want to. I let her convince me that I did. I was young and so stupid. After she left, I had it reversed. It was before we ever even got together.”
“And you never told your mother that you had it reversed?”
“No, I didn’t tell her any of the details. Despite what she thinks, she doesn’t know everything and none of it is her business to know.” Part of me wonders if he’s telling the truth. But then I remember I have his kid in me, so he has to be. My fight is slowly losing its last leg to stand on.
“And you didn’t think to tell me this bit of information all those years we tried and tried to have a baby, and nothing was working? We went to the fucking doctor! I thought that it was all my fault and I felt so guilty all those years every single time I got my period for not being able to have that with you.”
“I know, I’m sorry. I just hoped like hell that didn’t have anything to do with it and eventually I’d get you pregnant, and everything would work out. And I did…”
I flop my arms out on the bed, exasperated, but lacking the energy to show it. “We’re a hot mess, Ryan. I don’t know how to fix this.”
“Leylah, I fucked up. I’m sorry. I should have told you long before now. Before we got married. Or even after, all those times. But I didn’t. Then we separated and I sure as hell didn’t want to tell you after you were with him and risk losing you again.”
The ice queen in me melts a tiny bit at the admission of his fears. The very same fears that are going to haunt me for the rest of my life. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
“Afraid of what?”
“As soon as that doctor said I was pregnant, I thought to myself “Wow, Ryan’s going to think I cheated on him again because me and him can’t have a baby”. And I know how long we’ve tried and tried to be parents together and you had to find out in some sick crowded hallway. I always dreamt of telling you in some special way, and all of that was ruined. Then add to that what I knew, or thought I knew that you weren’t telling me, I was angry and hurt.”
Ryan blows out a long breath and sits back down silently for a good long while. I don’t say anything incase he’s thinking something good and me speaking will ruin it. I don’t want to interrupt his thought process, whatever that may be.
“We’ve been through a lot, you and me. It’s not going to fix itself overnight. I told you I forgive you for what happened, and we can’t move forward if you can’t let it go like I’m trying to do.” He lays back on the bed with his legs dangling off and rubs my thigh absentmindedly. “What you said didn’t once cross my mind. I don’t think you were with him, and I don’t ever want to imagine it again. I told you that. When will you start believing it?” I want to believe it. God, do I want to. More than anything.
“I’ll do a DNA test. I’ll do whatever you want, I just have to know that you trust me. It drives me crazy on a daily basis wondering what you’re thinking about me, us, Maddy. Sometimes, I just wish I wasn’t me, so that I didn’t have to go through the pain that I inflict on myself for that very reason.”
“That’s not healthy. I don’t think anything bad about any of us. I wouldn’t be here if I did. You’re the only thing that keeps making me think about what happened by bringing it up all the time. And as far as Maddy goes, well I know you know how much I love that little girl. This shit has to stop, now.”
He’s right, I know. He’s never once thrown the past in my face or used it against me. I’m always the one worrying and accusing and casting my fears of what I did on to him. I flat out told my therapist this myself. I clearly know what I need to. I need to learn to stop projecting and just live. Doing it and believing it are two whole separate issues.
“Thank you. I’m sorry for not coming to you first about your mother.”
“I’ll deal with her. Just talk to me, okay. We’re the only ones in this thing. Not him or her or anyone else outside of these walls. Get some sleep. I’m going to go get a workout in before I come to bed.”



  
I got a hotel room since V and I flew in together. It didn’t feel right bringing my attorney- is that all she is? -to stay at Leylah’s best friend’s house and I couldn’t just leave her high and dry. Blaze keeps telling me I’m fucking stupid for spending money on a hotel when he has a perfectly good bed for me. He doesn’t know everything, though. And honestly, I can’t find it in me to tell him anything like that right now. I’m not in the right headspace and neither is he. His erratic behavior is the last thing I want to deal with right now. I plan to avoid him at all costs this trip.
Veronica insisted on getting her own room, but I talked her down to conjoining rooms. Separate but still questionable. She’s still partly giving me the cold shoulder. Why? I don’t know. Jealousy, maybe. She hasn’t completely written me off though, from the looks she’d give me when she thought I wasn’t looking on the plane. And the way her fingers brushed mine when our arms bumped together on the armrest from sitting so close.
Also, the fact that I have my dick shoved all the way down her throat, might temporarily cloud my thoughts.
I barged into her room an hour ago and she didn’t turn me away. She’s currently laid out on her back with her head hanging off the end of the bed. I reach across her body and rub her clit while I thrust my dick in her face repeatedly. She gurgles on it and the overflow of spit runs down her cheeks and into her hair. I thrust one last time and hold it there till she can’t breathe any longer and pull it out all at once.
“Turn over,” I growl at her but flip her over myself before she even has the chance to register that I told her to do so. She squeals and the sounds makes my dick bob in excitement. “Don’t move.” I pad back to my room and grab the lube out of my bag. Yes, I always travel with lube. I’m always ready.
I walk back over to her room and flip the lid open on the bottle and squirt it all over her ass cheeks. She moans at my touch, massaging it over the globes of her ass. I give her one more good squirt right between her cheeks and toss the bottle to the side. I climb up on the bed hovering over her and slide my dick between her ass cheeks a couple times before it sucks it right in.
I don’t go slow. I’m rough and I’m brutal. I know I hurt her even though she’d never admit it, and I’ll regret it later, but right now I see nothing but the blackness in my soul.
“Roman…” She chokes out my name on a sob and I feel her shuddering beneath me. Her voice hits my ears and I slap her ass until I come.
She flattens her body out across the bed once I get off and makes no move to get up. My hand is forever imprinted into her ass from the looks of it. I wipe the sweat off my body and flop down on the mattress next to her to catch my breath. Her pretty brown eyes flutter open and stare into mine. I wipe the sweaty hair out of her face so I can see her better.
“I’m not her.”
Fuck me. Am I that pathetic? That obvious? “I never said you were.”
“I thought we might have something again, you know?” She’s quiet for a long time and I think that’s the end of the conversation. I don’t really know what to say and really, I don’t want to say anything. I just want to go to sleep after that.
I was going to stay over here in her room after I roughed her up so much but now it just seems stupid. I’m not going to try to be the good guy that I’m not, when she clearly doesn’t want me to be.
I ease off the bed and just as I step to the threshold connecting our two rooms she says out from her pillow, “I can’t compete with something that will never be.”
Instead of telling her I’ll never be with Leylah again and that I don’t love her, I turn around and slam the door putting a barrier back between us.
I can hear her faint cries through the walls, and like the asshole I am, I turn the tv up louder so I don’t have to hear it.
   
The next morning, I hear Veronica’s shower water running through my bathroom wall. I debate going over there and joining her but after last night, I’m blurring lines of what’s wrong and right and up and down. Just need to get through today, then I can decide if I’m going to deal with that shit or not.
She texts me while I’m in the shower and tells me she’ll meet me in the lobby with coffee in thirty minutes. Silver linings and all. I also get a text from B, asking if I need moral support for the day. I think I’m good there. I thought we’d already established he’s the last person I’d ask for this but he doesn’t pick up on my subtle hints. Isn’t it funny how your people change at different moments in your life?
I get dressed in my normal attire. A flannel, jeans, and boots. Veronica’s going to love that. I smirk despite myself. I brush though my beard and head downstairs to get this whole thing over with.
She stands up from the lobby seating when I step off the elevator double fisting two large coffees. I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Once she finally stopped crying, I turned the tv off and stared at the ceiling till the sun came up.
“I hope they’re both for me,” I joke, pointing to the coffees.
“Really?” She ignores my comment, eyeing my body from head to toe and makes a face. Knew she’d love it.
I shrug. “I change for no one.”
“Yeah, you can tell the court that. They’d have a field day with you.”
“You saying I look bad, V?” I try to make light of the tension between us. It’s the last thing I need today, and I was stupid for upsetting her last night before something so important. She looks both strictly professional and beautiful despite crying half the night after I left. She’s got the whole schoolgirl meets librarian meets teacher thing going on. She’s just as hot in her business attire as she is naked in the sheets.
“I’m saying in the grand scheme of things, your appearance always matters in this world.” ‘This’ world being lawyers and fancy courtrooms and judges. Her world. “Let’s go, I’m not in the mood for games this morning.”
“Hey,” I call out louder than I intended to before she reaches the lobby doors. Eyes from passersby watch me curiously. “I know today’s important. You don’t have to remind me of that. I’m here for my daughter.”
“Is that all?”
Our eyes dance with unspoken threats and promises. She hits me good and hard. Always back to Leylah with this one. She turns and climbs into the Uber waiting at the curb before I can sink my teeth into her. She’s still running away from me like she did all those years ago.
I’m used to people always running. It’s probably why I’m so good at it myself.
Our Uber driver comes to a stop downtown, outside the place we were instructed to meet.
“Listen, no matter what, we’re here for Maddilyn today. Stick with what you know, and I’ll be there to help you, okay?” I nod and that’s all she’s getting from me. Just being here outside this place knowing what I’m doing here is making me physically ill. V tips our driver and everything else is a blur as soon as I step into that room.



  
Today’s the day.
“Is he here?” I ask Shane, my lawyer. The closer this day got the more that I’ve been freaking out and now that it’s here, I just want it to be over with. I feel like a giant ball of nerves wrapped in explosives. I’ve only been to the bathroom twenty-eight times since we left the house.
“He is. Him and his lawyer just walked into the conference room. We can go on up if you like. Where’s Ryan?”
“He’s coming. There,” I point out across the parking lot and wave him over in our direction. He dropped me off and went to park the car so I wouldn’t be late. Traffic was god awful and there is no parking whatsoever. Shane was already here waiting for me when I got out of the car.
“Awesome, let’s do this. Remember, today is nothing fancy. Just a meeting, but still an important meeting. Keep it calm and keep it professional. I’ll be right there with you guys if you have any concerns or questions, don’t be afraid to speak up.”
“Okay.”
Ryan squeezes my hand and walks me up the stairs to the mediator’s office. It’s an affiliate to the courthouse and very official. It’s scary, intimidating. We go through a metal detector and place our phones, keys, and any other metal or sharp items in the plastic bin on the tray.
Once the three of us get through that process, Shane leads us up yet another flight of stairs and down a long hall full of business offices. “Here we are.” Shane holds the glass door open for Ryan and me, and we make a grand entrance with all eyes on us.
“Hello, you must be Mrs. Foxworth?” The woman who I assume will be mediating our session stands and walks around the giant table that is the only thing that separates me from Roman.
I hold out my hand and firmly shake hers with a kind smile on my face. Kindness is everything and gets you a long way here. “Leylah.”
“Ryan Foxworth.” Ryan does the same and Shane follows behind him. Shane sets his briefcase on the table, and we all take a seat. Roman has yet to say a word to me, and he’s barely looked up from his phone since seeing me walk in. Next to him sits a pretty woman in a fancy blazer and pencil skirt. He looks like a seasoned biker sitting next to her. I mean, he is one, I guess, but sitting next to her drags him down a couple notches. She’s professional looking, like she belongs working in a place like this. He looks like a criminal that should be under the jail. I have no room to judge her, seeing as I was once attracted to that criminal. But people change, clearly.
I learn that Clara will oversee us today, making sure Roman and I don’t kill each other while we try to peacefully work something out that suits us both. That is what she’s here for, right? To babysit us while we try to work out our shit to save a couple bucks and the hassle of going back and forth to court. After walking in this room, I think I’d almost prefer it to this. I’m going to have to make that twenty-ninth trip to the bathroom any minute now.
I also learn that the pretty blonde woman sitting next to Roman, Veronica, is his lawyer that’s been representing him all along since his release. Of course she is. I’d expect nothing less of him.
Shane hands Clara the paperwork we were mailed to fill out before we arrived. She has a small fee but according to her, Roman agreed to split it down the middle with me.
“Now, just a reminder, there are a few simple rules of conduct today. You all must use common courtesy and allow each other to complete statements without interruption. You may take notes on your provided tablets to allow preservation of thoughts and any questions you might have while it’s not your turn to speak, but no information may legally leave this room. It’ll all be collected at the end of the session. Documents used in here cannot be used later as evidence in court if the need to go to such lengths were to arise. Understood?” Everyone says their parts of agreement and Shane gives me the go ahead to voice my wants and concerns.
“I guess I’ll start.” I clear my throat wanting to try and take the reins on having the upper hand and maybe he will simply give me what I want. Wishful thinking. “We’re here because obviously we both want what’s best for our daughter. I’m only having such a hard time with all of this because she’s so little and doesn’t know anything but Ryan and myself. You have been absent up until now.” I pause, taking in the effect my words have on him. Shane was strict about not shit talking Roman and his role as a parent, or the lack thereof. Not here and not today. And while I’m not exactly doing that, I’m not going to lie about my feelings either. Don’t want to look like a shitty ass person? Don’t be one. “But I understand you’re trying to do the right thing now.” I throw that in more for Shane’s benefit than anyone else’s.
“She is my daughter just as much as she is yours,” he cuts me off before I can continue any further. Veronica swivels her head in his direction and has the gall to look nervous, unsure if she’s going to be able to control the beast sitting next to her. Welcome to my world, princess. You unleashed him, now deal with it.
Veronica takes the opportunity to quiet him and speaks out for the both of them. I personally feel that’s her best bet. Maybe she is smarter than I gave her credit for upon my first impression of her. “I wrote up a draft of sorts, just as a visual, of a timeline that Roman sat down and handpicked dates for Maddilyn to spend in California. You can take a look at them and see what you think.” She hands the papers to the mediator who then walks them over to me. “The days Maddilyn would be spending with Roman are as you see highlighted. We are flexible with the events that may override the regular schedule such as vacations or medical emergencies.”
I take my time going over all the days, holidays, and birthdays for the next two years. That’s what I’m looking at. A timeline of the days my daughter will be away from me out of the next seven hundred and thirty days. The days Roman would be spending with her are highlighted in pink.
“Jesus, that’s a lot of days,” I scoff unamused and this warrants me no response from anyone.
“Can I have a moment in private?” I ask Clara. Not Roman and not his bitch of a lawyer. She’s not a bitch, or maybe she is, I don’t know. She’s just doing her job, but it makes me feel better to think of her as one.
“Absolutely. Shane, you may walk Mr. and Mrs. Foxworth to the private conference room right next door. We’ll take a break and meet back here in thirty minutes. If that isn’t enough time, we will call another break.”
Roman stands from the table and waits for us to exit the room. This is going to take forever if I have to leave the room to talk to Shane and Ryan about something without their ears overhearing. We should have just done this separately, but everyone I talked to advised against it. It’s a clusterfuck no matter how you look at it.
“What’s he offering?” Shane has his hands on his hips, ready to put in the work.
I lay the paper down on the table identical to the one in the other room and pull one of the rolling chairs up to it and collapse into it. “One week a month. All year long.” I flip through the papers to the following year, and it’s the same, just the opposite on all the major holidays.
Shane spends a lot of time calculating and inputting numbers. “This is significantly more than we were prepared to offer, but I know you already know that.”
“No shit,” Ryan interjects as if he just realized how shitty this is going to be. “We’re not doing that. That’s a lot of travel time, flights, airport pickups and drop offs in between his actual scheduled time. Plus, a whole fucking week? She doesn’t know this asswad anymore than I do.”
“I understand that, but realistically, it doesn’t matter. As the paternal father, he has every right to ask for this much and then some. He can ask for whatever he wants. It doesn’t mean we have to give it to him.”
I rest my head in my hands on the table and pray for the strength to get me through this.
“Here’s what we’ll do. We aren’t going to accept their offer. Instead, we propose our plan that we went in there with. They will review it like so, and if they reject too, then it’s back to the drawing board for everyone. Let’s give them our ideal schedule first, so we don’t have all our eggs in one basket, so to speak. Work for you?” Shane looks to me and Ryan and I nod because what else am I supposed to do?
   
We walk back in about the same time that everyone else does and take our seats. I used the restroom and got a drink to freshen myself up before facing him again.
Shane must not trust me to speak right away because like Veronica, he proposes our counteroffer for me. Be my guest. “Okay, guys. We wanted you to also take a look at our schedule, if you would?” He hands it to Clara and she, again, walks it to their end of the table. My days are in pink, his are in blue. Shane suggested a five to seven day visit every two months since Maddy is younger and not in school. Then we can bump it to one weekend a month or even every other month when she starts school. He also noted that there can be an allowance of times when he can come and visit her here, not in his home, state, and not on his time. Myself being the custodial parent, and Roman the non-custodial parent. Roman takes forever going over all the notes, the dates, and part of me wonders if he’s even reading it. Comprehending what all this entails. Or if he had his mind made up long ago and he’s only leaving me on the edge of my seat for his enjoyment. His world is about to be turned upside down with a human being that he has never cared for in his life.
Part of me really hopes he will just accept this, so we don’t have to take it to court before a judge. It’s going to get complicated that way because, like Shane said, laws are different in Texas than they are in California and I don’t want to get all of the higher up legalities involved.
“I’ll sign off on this,” Roman blurts out without even consulting Veronica.
Silence is once again earned all around the room. Pretty sure everyone else is just as shocked as I am, but Shane doesn’t miss a beat.
“Okay, great. Now, we just need to establish how you all will be communicating with each other about Maddilyn. I am going to assume text and phone calls?” He looks to me for confirmation.
“That’s fine.”
Roman agrees.
“And if any need for changes should arise, you will both be required to meet back here before a mediator, before any other legal decisions are made. Agree?”
After hours of planning and preparing the custody agreement, we sign it so it can be submitted to the court for approval. I feel like I just signed my daughter’s life away, and I’m not happy about it one bit. I’m the first one to exit the room and run to the bathroom to puke my guts out.



  
It’s been two months since our mediation session. Apparently, it wasn’t as quick and easy as we thought it would be with Roman going to jail previously for such a high-risk conviction. Even though it was dismissed he still had to complete a parenting course and an adult behavioral class with a shitload of hours before any judge would even look at our files to sign off on. Which was fine by me. It gave me more time to deflect the issue and pretend it was never going to happen.
That was all too short-lived though, because now I’m currently an emotional mess knowing that Roman is just minutes away from the house to pick up Maddy for the first time. She’s never truly been away from me like this. She’s stayed with Erin for short getaway trips, but she knows and loves Erin. And with our relationship on the rocks, it’s been a while.
I’ve been crying all weekend while I pack her bags to leave me for a whole week. That’s a long time for someone so little to be away from their mama. I just hope it doesn’t hurt her as much as it does me.
“Barbados is looking real nice right about now,” Ryan jokes. He catches me holding her blanket and sobbing over her crib, again. “She’ll be fine, baby. I don’t like it either but there’s nothing we can do short of fleeing the country.”
“It’s not funny.”
He sighs and sits down in her chair and rocks, the wood creaking every other beat.
“She’s never been with him. She’s never been on an airplane that she can even remember. It’s just plain mean, to me, to make her leave here when this is all she knows.”
“I’m not saying I don’t agree. I’m saying it’s happening whether we like it or not. So, try not to be so upset in front of her. He’s not going to hurt her or leave her somewhere. He’s got too many eyes on him.”
“Do you hear what you just said?” All of my fears are confirmed.
He throws his hands up in the air and stands to leave. “I love you. Stop crying.” I can’t. I’m blaming it on the pregnancy hormones.
   
The doorbell rings and I pretend I didn’t hear the truck pull into the driveway five minutes ago. I don’t know what took him so long to come in. Maybe he dreads this just as much as I do, and he’s only doing this to hurt me. It makes the most sense. Why wait so long to claim her as yours? Why does he all of a sudden insist on her knowing who he is?
I told Ryan he could leave. Go and pick up dinner while I handle this. That he doesn’t have to be here when Roman got here to pick her up, but he refused to leave. He said he wasn’t going to leave me, though, he’s here to support me. But really, I think he just wants to be here while Roman is inside his home, so they can have a pissing contest and compare dick sizes.
“I’ll get it,” I call out to Ryan in the kitchen and he says nothing. He’s downed a couple shots and I know this is hard on him, too. I just have no problem expressing it. Even now, this whole thing is a lot more nerve wracking than I expected now that the time is here. I don’t want to do this, but I also don’t want to throw Ryan in the middle of all of it either. I’ll put my big girl panties on and do it myself.
I swing the door open and there he stands, tall and rugged. “Hey,” I greet him as awkward as possible. My ex baby’s dad that I cheated on my husband with, who is standing right in the kitchen, is just hanging out on my doorstep. If that isn’t dysfunctional, I don’t know what is. I notice the way he eyes me when I’m not directly looking at him because it physically pains me to do so. I know him though. He doesn’t care if I’m looking or not. Or Ryan. He’ll look all he wants no matter who’s around to witness it.
“You look good,” he says, pointing to my baby bump under my dress.
I nod. “Yeah, baby’s growing.” Why couldn’t I have just said thank you? This is painful.
“Boy or girl?”
“I don’t know yet.”
He rubs his hand through his beard and nods looking past me. Small talk is not something I enjoy, and this is proven to be way more awkward than I anticipated.
“You want to come in?” I walk back inside and leave the door ajar for him to follow. Although, I really wish he’d turn around and just go home like he did the first time he came here. It’s not too late, miracles can happen.
I don’t know what to do in this situation. The etiquette of…co-parenting? I don’t think there are rule books for this type of thing. Is there a co-parenting manual? If not, there should be. I feel obligated to be nice to him so he’s nice to my baby girl. Does Ryan understand that? I hope so. The last thing I want is for him to mistake my kindness for something it’s not.
Roman lets out a whistle. “Fancy place you got here.”
I nod, knowing full well that was a dig at Ryan, but it’s okay. In one ear and out the other. My inner pep talk sounds like what I would be giving a five-year-old but whatever works. “Thanks. She’s in her room playing. It’s the last door on the right.” I gesture down the end of the hall for him to go ahead. “I’ll be there in a minute.” I duck around the wall that’s been blocking Ryan from our view once Roman starts down the hall and throw my hands up at him in a silent ‘this is awkward, what do I do, help me’ smoke signal. He shakes his head and gets another beer out of the fridge. Well, that’s helpful.
Let’s get this over with, I suppose.
I pad down the hall quietly, and sneak in the doorway of Maddy’s room. She’s all about sharing her toys and making new friends right now. Not a shy bone in her body. The selfish part of me hoped she would throw a fit and hide away from him and I’d demand she stay with me, but I know. I know I can’t do that. I need to get over myself already.
The view is not quite what I’d expected. Roman sits Indian style in the middle of the floor on her fluffy rug. Maddy carries her baby dolls one at a time and drops them in his lap. He looks ridiculous and out of place, but soft and it scares me a little bit that I’m already seeing this side come out of him.
He finally looks my direction when he feels me watching their exchange. “I know this is hard for you. Thank you for letting me see her.”
“I didn’t exactly have a choice, did I?” I make my way over to her rocking chair and sit. I guess we’re really doing this.
“She is my daughter too.”
“Really? In front of her?”
“You think she understands? She has no idea about…” he waves his hand around, “me and you.”
“Thank goodness for that.”
He gives me a look that says my words hurt deep and I’m pushing it. Maybe being in the comfort of my own home gives me more confidence to say what I feel. It was probably a bad idea after all, to have him come here to get her. We should have met with our attorney like they suggested. “This is weird.”
“It is what it is and I’m trying to do right by her. Don’t make it something complicated.”
Noted. It hurts. It hurts so bad.
“Got it.” I pick up her bags that I had packed all week and put the few last-minute things in them that she needs. “She sleeps with this every night.” I hold up the pink blanket with elephants on it that she insists on having, or meltdowns will ensue and there will be no sleep. I run to the kitchen and grab her sippy cups and throw them in, too. “She sleeps with those at night, too. I know it’s a bad habit, but we’re working on it.”
He nods along to all the things I’m telling him, but I can see the gears spinning faster and faster with everything that I add to the plate. “She’s picky with what she eats but typically whatever you eat, she’ll eat, too. Within reason. Finger foods, obviously. It’s not as complicated as it seems, it’s just a lot of information. You can text me if you need to. Are you working?”
He smirks at my interest and my guard goes right back up. “Yes. I’m at the shop still.”
“Where will she be while you’re working?”
“Jesus, Leylah.” He runs a hand down his face and stands. His form overly intimidating in a pink room full of Barbies and elephants. “I don’t need an interrogation. I can take care of her. I will take care of her.”
My voice catches in my throat and I’m forced to swallow the lump down and act like he doesn’t affect me in any way, shape, or form. Good or bad. I can remain neutral in his presence. “I know. Sorry.”
“He pissed I’m here?” He tilts his head in Ryan’s direction through the walls down the hall where he drinks away his frustration.
“I mean, neither one of us are thrilled. He loves her just as much as I do.” He just nods while letting that sink in. That another man loves his daughter. I can only imagine what that feels like for him, but he had his chance before and didn’t take advantage of it. I waited and waited. Beyond that, it’s not my fault. I don’t sugarcoat it. “It’s like a culture shock for us and you’re going to have to give me some slack.”
“I can say the same.”
“You asked for this, though. I didn’t.”
“I don’t want a therapy session out of this, honestly. I just came to get her.” I laugh, clearly unamused. So unamused I’m sure I could blow flames out of my nose if I tried hard enough.
“Right. Well, if you fuck this up, you will need a therapy session. I’m not playing around.” He laughs to taunt me and at this point anything else I say is just pointless. He’s turned to egging me on like a teenager and I’m playing right into it. There is no reasoning with him or talking like two sensible adults because there are no sensible adults in this room at this moment, and I’m not even ashamed to admit it. When it comes to my family, I’m the most dramatic, unreasonable, protective mama bear you’ve ever seen, and I won’t apologize for it. “Take these bags in there. We’ll be out in a second.”
He does as I say without further comment. Maddy starts to follow but I call her back to tell her I love her in private. “Mads, come here.” I hold my hands out and she runs right into them. I snatch her up and hold her close to me and rock her back and forth while she struggles to catch up with her new “friend”. She squirms in my hold, not wanting to miss a thing that might involve her.
“Down, down!” I put her down against my will and off she goes.
Ryan catches her in the hallway and picks her up as she squeals in laughter. Out of the small handful of people in her life, he’s probably her favorite. He makes a makeshift chair out of his hands in front of him and carries her down the hall giggling the entire way. There she sits like a tiny queen on top of her throne.
Roman stands in the entryway with her bags at his feet. Oh, God. I feel like I’m going to puke. A common occurrence with my nerves here lately. I’m going to need everything to calm down after this. I don’t know how much more I can take.
“You want to go with your new friend on an airplane and go to the beach?” I ask her in a super excited voice. If I’m excited about it, then she has to be too. She’s never been in an airplane that she would possibly remember, and she’s never been to the beach. So many firsts that I won’t get to be there for. She sits there in Ryan’s arms, attentive but cautious. She gets quiet just as the rest of us do.
“We should probably get going.” Roman looks behind him out the front door. I know he’s itching to get out of here just as much as I am for him to be gone. “Don’t want to miss our flight.”
“Can we put her in the car?” I feel small asking, but I do anyway.
“Yeah.”
Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. It’s about to happen. I grab her car seat out of the truck and fasten it into the back of his rental. Ryan makes his way between me and the car door and buckles her in her seat.
“Have fun, okay Mads?” Ryan tickles her chest and she squirms to get out of his touch all the while begging for him to do it again. She loves it.
“I love you so much.” I thought I’d shower her with hugs and kisses and not be able to let go, but the longer I linger around, the harder it is to see her go. I need to say my goodbyes while I can still speak. I finally pull away from her and Ryan shuts the door. All is fine in her world until that door slams shut. It becomes clear to her that we aren’t coming with her.
Roman climbs in the driver’s seat and makes the final blow. “I’ll text you when we get to the house to let you know she’s safe.” I nod through the tears and shrug out of Ryan’s comforting grip. I just need to dive into my bed and not be out here doing this. I don’t even feel bad this time for leaving Ryan out there all alone with Roman.



  
I thought we were going to be okay, but Maddy’s been crying for hours now. I know it’s because I’m not familiar. Hell, I don’t even blame her. I’d probably cry too if some scary looking asshole took me away from my home. Not to mention the fact that I’m not her mother. She hasn’t been away from her, and I’m practically a stranger. This is equally hard on everyone. But I guess I didn’t realize it would affect her the most.
“You wanna call mommy?” Her eyes are red and puffy with snot pouring down her face, and she’s so upset she’s choking herself every other cry. I just know with each new sob she’s going to throw up all over us both. I rub circles on her back in attempt to calm her down and it helps a little. Reaching for my phone, I wince because it’s two hours ahead in Texas and it’s late, but I know she’d be more pissed if I didn’t call.
I scroll down to Leylah’s name and hit FaceTime. Maddilyn calms down at the sight of seeing herself on the screen. I pull her in closer to me while we wait for her to answer.
“Hey…” It’s dark on her end of the line and I can’t see anything until she flips on the lamp beside her bed.
“Mommy,” Maddy cries and sucks in the most pitiful sounding breaths I’ve ever heard as soon as her face pops up.
“Hi, baby. What’s wrong?” Leylah pulls her comforter up over her chest and I feel guilty for even looking. She’s still so beautiful, she hasn’t changed a bit. Besides the baby in her belly, that I didn’t give her. I look over to Maddy next to me, beyond relieved to see her mom. She touches her face on the screen and I feel all kinds of things I’ve never felt before. I haven’t even had her for twenty-four hours and I’m second-guessing everything. Am I doing the right thing? I’ve never been as weak as I am now that I’ve allowed all these women in my life. They have a hold over me that nothing else can compare to.
“She’s upset. We were all good till bedtime.”
“Hold on a sec,” she whispers into the phone and the screen momentarily moves around and out of focus. Leylah gets out of bed and walks into a different room. I’m assuming because Ryan is asleep in the bed beside her and she didn’t want to wake him. Yeah, I’m still bitter about it.
She turns the kitchen light on and her face illuminates again. She squints against the light and I feel bad for waking her. “Did you try giving her some milk in the orange cup with the clear lid? It’s the one in the side pocket of her bag.”
“Yeah. She fell asleep with what I gave her earlier. She woke up though and it freaked her out. She can sleep with me if that helps.” I finally bought a real bed. Veronica took me shopping against my will. She practically had to drag me there at gun point, but I caved.
She thought it would be a good idea to set Maddilyn up her own little space that was separate from mine, so we decked her out with all the goods. Her own bed included. She doesn’t want anything to do with it, though. I even sat beside her on the floor but as soon as I got up, she freaked out all over again.
Leylah makes a face but turns away so I only saw a glimpse of it. She’s wondering if I’m alone, I’m sure. She probably thinks I fuck everything that breathes. Sorry to disappoint. “Relax. It’s just me here, Leylah.”
She narrows her eyes in suspicion. “I didn’t say anything. She sleeps in her own bed at home. It’ll screw her up when she comes home. But being so far away, I guess if that’s what comforts her, let her do it. I don’t want her upset.” I nod because there’s so much I want to say but won’t in order to keep the peace. “Maddy, be a good girl and go to sleep, okay?”
“She has a bed. She just doesn’t want anything to do with it.”
“She does?”
“Yeah.” I let out a laugh at the fact that she’s so surprised I can provide a simple necessity. “We’ll let you go back to sleep.”
“I have to work in the morning. I picked up a couple extra shifts while she’s with you, but you can call back if you need to. Goodnight, Maddy. I love you.” My heart aches that she’s saying that to our daughter but not to me, too. And I still have to hear it all the same. The call ends and I put my phone back on the table by the bed. Out of sight, out of mind.
“You wanna lay down with me, baby girl?” I stretch her blanket with the elephants across her side of the bed and pat the pillow next to my head and hope that she’ll take the bait.
“Mommy…” I kiss the top of her head as she lays it down on my chest, finally surrendering. I don’t think she’s willingly giving in, she’s just too exhausted to fight it any longer. I think I’ll always miss her mom just as much as she does.
   
I wake the next morning to someone crawling over my feet. The sun is blaring through the warehouse vents, still on the rise, so I know it’s early. I squint through the light until my eyes adjust.
“Good morning, baby girl.” Her hair’s a mess and her pull up is full of pee, no doubt, after all the milk she conned out of me last night just to get her to go to sleep. But thank fuck we made it through the night. I’m hoping I can win her over today and maybe tonight won’t be as painful.
The intercom rings downstairs and catches me off guard. I wasn’t expecting anyone this early, or at all today for that matter. It’s probably V, wondering why I haven’t called her back. I carry Maddilyn with me to see who’s here.
“What the fuck?” Blaze is taken aback at the baby in my arms, surprised to see her here and not with her mom in Texas, I guess. I still haven’t updated him on my life, lately. Or anything for that matter. Our relationship has pretty much been radio silence. There are a lot of unspoken questions that I can’t bring myself to ask and I know he’s avoiding them just as much as I am, if not more.
“Dude. What are you doing here?”
“Are you alone?” He pokes his head around, looking to be nosy. Sniffing out any females I might be hiding. But he won’t find any. This little lady with her arms wrapped around my neck is the only female I’ve got. Even she doesn’t like me very much right now.
“Yes, I’m alone. We’re trying out this co-parenting thing. Come in or go. It’s too early for this. Why aren’t you still sleeping, anyway?” I start to walk back upstairs to the loft, but he has other plans.
“I haven’t been to bed yet, actually, and I’m not staying, I just wanted to give you a heads-up that I’m probably not coming back.”
“Okay. What does that have to do with me?”
“I’m moving in with Erin for good. I won’t be back at the shop.”
Surprise, surprise. Laughter escapes me, confused at who he thinks he’s talking to, because he hasn’t been here for me or for the shop in months. Yeah, he kept it above water, just barely, in the beginning when I went away. But then month after month it got worse and worse until it dwindled to nothing and he just turned his back on it without a word to me. “It’s fine, dude. Whatever you wanna do.” I wave him off in hopes that he will leave. Maddilyn and I have things to do today and I really don’t feel like him tagging along.
“Why are you mad, bro?”
“Mad? I’m not mad. And I really don’t want to do this in front of her.”
He holds his hands up in defense to say he comes in peace. “Just wanted to let you know, in case you needed to find some help around the shop. A replacement or whatever.”
I nod. “That’s the last thing on my mind right now. Hard to find good help that you can trust these days.” It’s a low blow meant for him but if he catches it or not, he doesn’t let on.
“I talked to Andrew. He said he’d come back if you called.”
“Thanks, but I’ll handle it.” Honestly, I’ve been slowly turning over one bike after the other by myself at my own pace since living upstairs and it’s been kind of…nice.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to it. I was turning in the keys to my old place and packing shit up that I’ve had in storage. I leave in the morning.”
“Take it easy.” The old me would have offered to help him. But the old me would have never let this happen, either.
“Bike!” We start back up the stairs but Maddilyn freaks out when she sees the assortment of bikes parked around the shop. There are the ones I’m working on for customers and the others I buy for super cheap and turn around and sell for a profit. It’s quick, easy money and it’s what I’ve done all my life.
I set her down and let her do her own thing, shadowing behind her so she doesn’t get hurt. Woodzy never too far behind wherever she goes. Of all the bikes parked in here, she walks over to mine first and holds her little hands up to sit on it, and I’ll be dammed if I don’t feel it in my rusty old heart.
Maybe the two of us will get along just fine after all.



  
Maddy’s at Roman’s house and Ryan had to drive a few hours away to pick up a client package or something super important, so I went out for drinks with a couple of the girls from work. I obviously can’t drink but I stayed long enough for the other ladies to sober up afterward and now it’s late.
I pull into the driveway but stop short when I see the garage door up. We never leave the garage door open, not ever. Ryan’s not home yet, so I know he didn’t do it. I was the last one to leave the house this afternoon, too, and I know I closed it like always.
That’s when my eyes spot the broken window to the left of the garage. My heart sinks to my stomach and I hop back in the car and lock the door.
“Hey.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Someone broke in. Our bedroom window is busted, and the garage is open. I’m about to call the police but I just wanted to check in with you first. I’m freaked out.”
“Yeah, go ahead. I’m still an hour outside of Frisco. Drive back to the front gates until they get there.” I try to visualize if the gates were opened when I pulled in or not. Pretty sure I used my keycard and they were closed. But now that I’m seeing this, I could be wrong.
“Okay, I’ll call you back.”
Fifteen long minutes later, a police unit pulls his SUV alongside mine.
“I’m the one that called about the break in.” I rattle off my address again and give him my key to open the gate. I circle around and follow him through to investigate.
“You can wait out here. Is there anyone that should be home? Anyone that might have come home early? No kids?”
“No, it’s just me. My husband is working. My daughter is at her dad’s.”
“No dogs or anything that’s going to surprise me?”
My heart sinks. Cloud. I swallow the lump in my throat. “No dogs. Just a cat.”
He nods and talks into his radio while he makes his way through the garage.
He comes back out the front door a few minutes later, unharmed. “All clear. You want to come take a look and see if anything is missing?”
“Did you see the cat? She isn’t usually scared of anyone.”
“Uh, no. Didn’t see the cat, actually. I’ll walk through with you.” Another police officer joins us and makes his rounds outside of the house. Nothing appears to be out of place besides the window and the garage except for the fact that the sheets and comforter were thrown off the bed onto the floor. But that’s it.
The officers write notes for their reports and take photos for proof and insurance purposes. Basically, I’m fucked because the chance of finding the guys that do things like this are slim to none.
And the worst of it all? Cloud is nowhere to be found.
   
I go could go for a bottle of wine right now. This is misery. Cloud’s been missing for over a week now, and there’s no signs of her coming back. She’s just…gone. Ryan thinks she probably jumped out the window, but I don’t know. I don’t care one way or the other as long as she’s okay, I just want her back. All the theories and thoughts of her being out there alone and scared just break my heart all over again.
“You can’t do this every day, babe.” He’s hunched over the foot of the bed, trying to get me to leave my sanctuary.
“I just miss her.”
“I know.” He replaced the window already, but I still feel violated. Someone was here, in my bedroom. What once was my favorite place to enjoy and relax is now ruined by some stranger I’ll never even know. “Why don’t you go to Erin’s for a while? Catch up like you always used to do?”
“She won’t hardly talk to me anymore.”
“Ask her anyway.” I sigh and pick up my phone off the bedside table to get him off my back. “Good girl.”
Me: Can I come over?
Me: Need some girl time.
Just as expected, I don’t get a response. I turn on the Housewives and binge until I somehow fall asleep.
   
I wake up to beeps and dings that I’ve never heard before coming from down the hall. “Ryan?” I sound like the stupid chick in the horror movie that goes to investigate the loud noises, but this is more like construction zone than horror moviesque.
“Hey, you’re up.”
“I heard bells and power tools.”
“Oh, sorry.”
“What is that?” I point to the newly installed panel box on the wall by the door.
“It’s our new alarm. Should have had one put in when we moved in, really. That’s my bad. So, I’m doing it now. Give us some peace of mind.”
“It looks expensive.”
“Not too bad. Just got the basic package for the doors and windows and you can control it on your phone.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal. He drops his tools when he sees the trepidation about it all written on my face. “Babe.” Ryan walks over to me and closes the distance between us, rubbing my belly in his hands. “I want to keep you safe, but mostly I want you to feel comfortable. That’s all this is, okay?” He doesn’t mention bringing Cloud back.
I nod and rest my head on his shoulder. I think of the broken window, the stranger that walked through the house, maybe even where I’m standing right now. Maybe an alarm’s not such a bad idea after all.
“I think I’m going to just drive over to Erin’s and show up unannounced.”
“Yeah?”
I pull away from our embrace and look at his face to see if he thinks it’s too much. “You think I should?”
“I do. Then you can say you tried your best.” He shrugs. “Want me to drive you?”
“No, you do that.” I wave my hand to his handiwork and grab my purse. I’m going to go figure out what’s going on with my best friend.
By the time I pull into her apartment complex, my bravery has all but diminished. I’m having second thoughts about even coming here. I look pathetic forcing her to be my friend. But Ryan is right, if it doesn’t go as planned, she can’t say I didn’t try everything I could to make things better.
I knock on the door and wait, in hopes that she’s even home. I look behind me and search the parking lot for her car. I don’t see it right away but that doesn’t mean she isn’t here. Sometimes we got shitty parking and had to walk far from where we parked.
I don’t hear anything on her side of the door, so I knock again one last time. Just when I think she isn’t going to answer, the door opens just slightly with the chain still locked in place.
“Hey, what are you doing here?” The shock in her question isn’t in surprise but more out of annoyance that I’m here bothering her.
“I wanted to see you. I was hoping that we could talk.” Her head is sideways poking through the chained crack in the door. This is weird. She shuts the door in my face and for a second I wonder if she really just did that, but she opens it again, chain free and steps outside. She shuts the door behind her, and I guess I’m not invited in. He must be in there and she doesn’t want to mix the two of us together. Fine by me. I don’t have any desire to even think about him. If she knew what he did to me that day, and all the other people he’s hurt, she’d flip her shit. Or maybe she does know, and she’s not the person I thought she was.
“Wow, you are pregnant, pregnant.”
“Yeah, thanks a lot.” I laugh and she does too. She hasn’t been around me at all this time, unlike last time when we lived together. She listened to me cry and bitch about guys and laid in bed with me and held Maddy when she was teeny tiny so I could eat something or take a shower.
I sent her a text after I found out after the wreck and all she said was congrats a week later. We have been so absent from each other’s lives; I don’t know what to do.
“I miss you.” I shrug, unsure of what else to say.
“I’m sorry, Leylah.” She looks behind her at the closed door. “It’s just not a good time, you know?”
“No, I don’t know. What’s going on?”
“We were just making something to eat.” She’s walking backward as she speaks and stops when her butt hits the door. “I’ll text you.” I feel like the spark in her eye says she wants to talk to me, so why is she running?
She turns around and closes the door behind her, leaving me standing alone and speechless.



  
Pretty sure every time I get Maddilyn for the week, she has grown another inch. Maybe two. I think Leylah’s finally coming to terms that this is happening. This is our life now. I’m not going anywhere. She may be out of my life in a sense, but she’ll never be all the way out of it rather she likes it or not.
“Rome!” V calls out from the water over the sound of the seagulls and crashing waves. “You coming in?” I came back up to our chairs on the beach to grab my phone and take a picture of Maddilyn to send to Leylah. She still freaks out if I don’t update her once a day. I’m just trying to keep the peace.
Veronica looks good with a baby. She helps me more than she’d ever admit. I’m still new at this whole keeping another human alive thing. I’m a grown ass man but nobody keeps me on my toes like a toddler with the will to do whatever she wants. She scares me. Both of them.
I take the picture of Maddilyn splashing in the ocean and toss my phone back under the towels and join the girls.
She screams in excitement every time the tide brings the water up and covers her feet in the sand. She’s growing partial to V, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s because she misses her mom or if she’s just growing used to being here and V hanging out with us a lot.
“She could probably use some more sunscreen.”
“You wanna head back up to town and grab a bite to eat? Or we can eat up there, on the pier?” She looks to Maddilyn and out across the ocean. I don’t know what she fears of me now-of us-when she didn’t before, and she knew what she was getting herself into when she signed on to my case then. You can’t expect much of a convict doing hard time. She wasn’t scared of me then. Why now?
I know I’m an asshole. But I’ve always been one. Even when we were kids, I was never the good guy. Never the popular jock. I skipped school and got high every chance I got. Pretty sure they graduated me just to get me the hell out of their hair. So, yeah. I’ve never claimed to be a masterpiece. What you see is what you get. Always.
Just when I think she might say no, she makes a decision that shocks us both, I think. “Sure, I’d like that.”
   
It takes twenty minutes to get Maddilyn cleaned up and dressed to walk up to the pier from our spot on the beach. We forgo the restaurant and grab hot dogs from a stand on the boardwalk and eat them on the dock overlooking the ocean. Maddilyn all but falls asleep sitting up while she’s eating, so I throw her over my shoulders and let her sit on them while we walk.
V walks ahead of us just a few steps, her hand swings into my free one every other step she takes. “Oh my gosh. Stop.”
“What?”
“She fell asleep up there.” She takes her own phone out and takes a picture and shows it to me. Looks like my little buddy couldn’t hang after playing in the sun all day. “Should we go back?”
I nod. “Yeah, we can. I can take you home, or you can come over to the shop.”
“Rome…” I get this same spiel and look every time.
“V…”
She takes her sunglasses off and looks up at me with her pretty, yet worried eyes.
“What are we doing?”
“I thought we could go back to the shop and watch a movie or something. She’s probably tapped out for the night.”
“No.” She shakes her head in frustration. “I mean, what are we doing here? This, me and you, all of it. I’m kind of growing to like her and I don’t know what that means.”
“You’re only here for her? Is that why you hang out with me?”
She hits my arm playfully. “I’m serious.”
“I don’t know, V.”
“See, that’s not good enough for me.”
“Am I good enough?”
“That’s not fair.”
“I don’t know what we’re doing. I look at you and see something there that I want. I don’t know if it’s because you were mine once and I see now that I lost something good, or-fuck, I don’t even know what. I just like when you’re around. Even if I don’t act like it sometimes.”
“We were just kids, Rome. It would have been a mistake back then, and you know it.”
“Yeah…” But we’re not kids now. Sometimes agreeing is just easier than arguing, and I’m not sure what my argument is yet. We walk like this for a while. The lights and game bells and whistles from the pier intensified by the silence stretching between the two of us.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
“Do you think you will ever stop loving her?”
I stop dead in my tracks and if I could wipe that look off her face right now, I swear I would. “Is that what this is about?”
“I struggle with it,” she admits. “When you got out, she was all that mattered. And I just worry that I won’t ever be able to hold a flame to those feelings that you have for her.”
“You saw her. She’s moved on. Me? I’m breathing just fine without her. I’m not the one that stepped out on my marriage and I don’t have to deal with that day in and day out.” I put those thoughts in her head, and she ponders them all the way back to our parking spot on the beach.
I buckle Maddilyn up, still sleeping soundly, and head home. “Your place or mine? Up to you.”
V leans her head back on the headrest and a small smile tugs at the corner of her lips. “Yours.”



  
I wake Veronica to the scrape of my teeth biting the inside of her thighs. She locks her legs around me when her sleepiness fades.
“Come downstairs,” I whisper into her hair and ease my way quietly down the steps.
“You really need an apartment, you know?”
I pick her up and cup her ass in my hands. It’s tight and firm and I just want to sink my teeth into it just like her thighs. “I have one already.” Woodzy jumps up, fully prepared to take me out to protect her from me. I see where his loyalty lies. Trader. His eagerness makes her laugh and I spin her around to knock him down.
“Knock it off, Woodz.”
“No, this is a loft.” She points above us. “An apartment has walls and ceilings that provide privacy for moments like this.”
“Moments like what?”
“Like this…” She reaches down the band of my underwear and wraps her fist around my cock. I close my eyes momentarily and thrust into her hand.
“I have an office.” I wiggle my eyebrows in hopes she takes the bait but feel like an asshole at the same time. This girl deserves better than some shitty old couch in the corner of a mechanic shop. She gives me the look, the one that says to keep dreaming and all my dreams are crushed.
“Later. I have to pee.” She walks away in her t-shirt with her ass cheeks hanging out just enough to tease.
“You’re killing me.”
“Don’t you have to be at the airport in an hour?”
“Yeah, you coming with?” All the playfulness leaves her face with just one question.
“I don’t know, is that such a good idea?”
“You don’t have to. No pressure.”
“Vee!” Maddilyn calls out from the top of the stairs with her bedhead and sleepy eyes.
“See, walls. Privacy.” She looks to me and then back up to her. “Good morning!”
“You can use the shower if you want. I’ve gotta get her ready.”
“Vee!” I look to Veronica amid Mad’s cries to her. Her emotions are heavy, I can feel them from here. She’s torn between what she wants and what she thinks she shouldn’t want.
“Okay, I’ll come to the airport.” This whole no privacy thing totally just worked out in my favor.
   
We packed Maddilyn’s bags and loaded up to the airport. Leylah’s flight just landed and they should be here at the gate any minute. This whole travel thing is still weird and will take some getting used to.
We won’t always do it like this, with one of us flying with her. But for now, while she’s still so small, Leylah insists and I’m not arguing.
“There’s mommy.” I set her down and she runs to greet her. Veronica hangs back or tries to anyway. I grab her hand and pull her in closer to me. I’m not hiding her. Hell, I don’t even know what she is to me, but she’s something and I don’t want to cast her out when she had the balls to come here with me in the first place.
Leylah’s all smiles until she sees her standing next to me. Her eyes lock on our hands and I know she’s about to shit her pants. “Did you have so much fun?” she asks Maddilyn in excitement, pretending she isn’t instigating shit in her head. It’s fine, I’m going to pretend that, too.
“You’ve met Veronica.” I look to her when I say it and it’s awkward, but she smiles at the mention of herself and it eases me a little.
“Hey.” Leylah’s cold, despite V being genuinely nice. Leylah would change her tune if she could see all that she does for me. Or maybe that would just piss her off more. I don’t know at this point. “You’re his lawyer, right? We met, at mediation.” Her finger points between the two of us and I can see her slowly connect the dots.
“That would be me.”
Leylah makes a ‘hmm’ sound and goes about smothering Maddilyn with hugs and kisses. Ryan’s not with her, I guess he isn’t joining this awkward party of three.
“When are you due?” I squeeze V’s hand in a silent thank you for being an adult and making conversation even if it is practically one-sided.
“Oh, um, three more months.” Her hand mindlessly goes to her belly.
“That’s soon. Do you know the sex?”
“No, I don’t think we’re going to find out until it happens.”
“That’s so neat. Well, you look great.”
“Thanks. I guess we’re going to head out. I have to find a restroom and I need something to eat before I catch my flight out.”
“You good?” I motion to her bags.
“Yeah, I got it.”
“Bye, Mads.” I kiss her head and she leans into Leylah, suddenly shy now that she’s around.
“Bye.” V waves back too.
We don’t linger around to watch them leave.
“That was awkward.”
“She’s probably getting on her phone with her lawyer right now. Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being the bigger person.”
Her face softens.
“I’m used to this type of thing. I see it all the time. It’s one of the reasons I started taking criminal cases instead. Believe it or not, it’s easier than family.”
“I believe it.”



  
“You don’t think it’s weird?”
“What’s weird?”
“That his girlfriend is his lawyer.”
“How do you know she’s his girlfriend?”
“He was holding her hand. I don’t know, I could just tell.”
Ryan sighs and I know I’m pushing my luck, but I can’t get Veronica off my mind since witnessing them together over two weeks ago at the airport. Roman never bothered telling me about her or the fact that she’s been hanging around my kid. I mean, I’m not completely stupid, I can imagine what goes on there. A little heads-up would be nice is all I’m saying.
“Why do you care?”
“It’s not that I care. It’s just…weird. She got him out of jail, right? And then helped him with our custody plan, and now she’s what-dating him? It’s just weird to me is all.” I realize I sound like a hypocrite, because I talk like he’s some lowlife that no one would want to be around, but I had a child with that same guy.
“Can we not talk about him and his dysfunctional relationships right now?”
“I’m sorry.”
Ryan rolls over and drapes his arm over me. The cool air and his feathery touch make little chills prick my skin. “He kicks incredibly hard.”
“I know, it’s partly why I never sleep anymore. He moves my whole body.” We had agreed we weren’t going to find out the sex of the baby until the birth, but my doctor called with blood test results and I caved. Ryan said he wouldn’t hold it against me if we went against our word and that was all I needed to hear.
He kisses my shoulder and throws his arm over his face to go to sleep. He gets on my nerves that he can close his eyes and go right to sleep. Meanwhile, my thoughts skip to Veronica once more.
   
I toss and turn for two hours before I finally say fuck it. I slip my pajama shorts on and head to the kitchen for a giant slice of cheesecake that’s been calling my name since I put it there after dinner. The struggle is real.
I take my slice to the couch and flip the tv on to my Real Housewife reruns. I’ve seen them all enough times to quote them, but I can’t stop watching. Tamra and Gretchen are giving Vicki hell about her boyfriend faking cancer when the security alarm beeps. I pause the tv to make sure that’s what I really heard. Ever since the window incident, I’ve been paranoid about sounds at night and every little thing freaks me out. Especially since I haven’t been sleeping well. Why can’t things go bump during the day? It’s always at night.
Sure enough, it beeps again. This time it doesn’t stop. Great. I set my plate down on the table and check out the panel by the door. I left my phone in my room, so this is the closest option. I don’t want to wake Ryan over nothing and since he showed me how to work it, I start there. There are different alarm sounds for different settings. The one currently beeping is the motion detector.
I enter the code and the camera that’s sensor is detecting the movement outside pops up on the screen.
“Ryan!” The person outside hits the driver’s side tire several times and takes off running. I hit the button on the screen to alert the local authorities and run to the bedroom. He comes around the corner at the same time I do and makes me scream in surprise.
“What the hell, Ley?”
“The alarm. Someone was outside.”
He’s still putting his shirt on when he inspects the system and answers his phone as it rings. I’m assuming it’s the security people or the police, as he’s describing what he sees on the screen.
He goes outside to where the intruder once was, and the front and rear driver’s side tires are flat.
“Yeah nobody’s here now,” he tells the person on the other end of the line. “Okay, thank you.” He ends the call and squats down by the car. “You saw what happened?”
“I was on the couch and the alarm went off. Someone was out here but they ran off. I didn’t see their face or anything- it was dark and they were covered up too good.”
“It’s okay. Go back inside. Check on Maddilyn. I’ll wait out here for the cops.”
Thankfully, Maddy slept through the whole ordeal. Even when the cops came in and took our statement. Again, there’s not a whole lot they can do. Just our luck.
“Why do you think this keeps happening?”
“What do you mean?”
“First the window, now this? It’s freaking me out. This neighborhood is supposed to be safe.”
“It’s probably some shitty kids with shitty parents that don’t know where their kids are, babe.” I don’t believe a word he says. “Come back to bed. They’re long gone now, and the tires can be replaced. We’ll figure everything out later.”
As if I can go to sleep now.



  
Leylah: Are you fucking with me?
Me: Um, you’re gonna have to be more specific.
Leylah: Weird things keep happening and it’s getting old.
Me: Weird how?
Leylah: Flat tires, broken windows, cat’s missing.
What the fuck? I abandon texts and hit the dial button on her contact.
“Hey.”
“What do you mean flat tires and broken windows?”
“And my cat is missing.”
“Why isn’t Ryan doing anything about it?”
She scoffs, “What do you think he’s doing? There is nothing to do. We installed an alarm and called the cops when it happened, but nothing ever came of either incident.”
“You got a gun?”
“Yes, why?”
“Just making sure. I like knowing my daughter is protected in her own home.”
“I was only asking to see if this shit was you, I don’t need a safety lesson.”
“It’s pretty low you think I’d do that, but nope, you’re all clear, it’s not me. Anything else?” Just when I think things might be looking up with her attitude toward me, she comes at me with something like this. We’ve all established I’ve been a shitty human being, but I’d never do anything to physically harm them. The fact that she thinks otherwise is insulting.
Leylah sighs in defeat and I don’t care. I don’t feel bad about the way she makes me react. “I’m sorry. I’m just exhausted and need a good night’s sleep.”
“Hey, can I ask you an odd question since we’re already talking?”
“Okay…”
I scratch my neck, unsure of how to ask it without sounding so shady. I decide there is no good way to sugarcoat it without coming outright and blabbing about the whole thing, so I just do it. “Did Blaze ever give you what I left for you and Maddilyn?”
“No? What do you mean?” I already knew the answer, I just needed to hear it straight from the source.
“Don’t worry about it. I just needed to clarify some things.”
“Are you going to do something stupid again?”
“Gotta give me a little credit, yeah? Tell Mad I love her.” She’s quiet for too long. I pull the phone away from my ear to see if I lost her call, but she’s still there. “Leylah.”
“I’ll tell her. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Be safe.” The call ends from her end before she has a chance to hear me. Well, if I thought things couldn’t be any more weird, I was wrong.
   
“You want me to help you out?” Veronica’s sitting against her headboard with her hand shoved down the front of her underwear. She says nothing but doesn’t have to.
She crawls to the end of the bed and I meet her there to lift her up against me. She rubs herself against my jeans, searching for friction to ease her arousal.
I replace my hand where hers was a minute ago, and her head falls back at my touch. Every time we’re together she lets loose a little more. I’m slowly peeling back her layers one at a time and I don’t hate it. We seem to skirt around all our issues and end up fucking every time, but whatever floats her boat.
Everyone is too quick to put a label on everything. Everything always has to be something. We don’t work that way. We just are what we are. Two people brought together by an unusual second chance and all the chaos that goes along with that.
We’re just adults that have unexplainable feelings that like to touch each other more than most friends probably do. And the sex is rad, so why would I complain?
“God, you feel so good.”
“Yeah? How ‘bout now?”
She gasps as I add a finger to her ass and assault her clit with my thumb. I don’t get a warning other than her muscles tense up around my fingers and her body shakes in my arms.
She leans forward on me once she’s finished until she catches her breath. Her sweaty skin glows in her post-orgasmic state.
“What about you?”
“Nah, I’m good.” I kiss the top of her head as she climbs down my frame on shaky legs. “I can’t stay.”
She cringes at her wetness left behind on my t-shirt.
I laugh. “I’ll have you with me for the rest of the night, I guess.”
“That’s kind of nice, in a really disgusting way. But still, coming from you, nice.”
“You’re welcome. Come lock the door behind me.” She grabs a towel off the floor and wraps it around her to see me out. She doesn’t ask me where I’m going and why I can’t stay, though I can see the want to all over her face. “You headed to bed?”
“Yeah. I work early.”
I nod and kiss her on the lips one last time. “I’ll call you.”
She stands there in her towel and watches me leave. I don’t even bother changing my t-shirt.



  
I told Leylah I’d fly in to pick up Maddilyn this time. I’ve got some business to take care of while I’m here so I might as well kill two birds with one stone.
I stop by their apartment before I head over to her house. I don’t need her with me to deal with this bullshit.
B’s bike isn’t here and that’s just my luck. I knock on their door and give it a shot anyway. “Erin! It’s me. Open the door.”
She opens the door but leaves the chain on it and doesn’t look too surprised to see me standing here. She looks tired. Nothing like the Erin I’ve known. “He’s not here.” She starts to close the door in my face but I’m stronger than her by a hell of a lot and just my hand against it holds it open long enough for me to talk.
“He say when he’ll be back?”
“No. He left two days ago. I haven’t even gotten a text from him.”
“You sure he isn’t home?”
“I’m sure. I’m not an idiot.”
“Okay, okay. Just let him know I stopped by?”
“Okay.”
“Thanks.”
The door closes and that’s the end of the conversation.
I go to leave and just as soon as I do, Blaze’s bike pulls up in the parking lot. He doesn’t recognize me in this rental. I know he doesn’t know I’m here or he probably would have kept on driving.
I hop out of the truck to cut him off before he has a chance to hide from me. “Where you been, man? Everybody’s been looking for you.”
“Everybody?” He claps me on the back in a bro hug that doesn’t feel genuine. He’s just going through the motions.
“You look like hell.”
“Yeah,” he sniffs, “I know.”
“What are you doing, B? You can’t live like this.”
“That’s rich, coming from you.”
“I’m not the one coked out of my Goddamned mind for days on end. You’ve been acting crazy. Crazier than normal which is saying something.”
He tsks me and doesn’t want to hear it. They never do, trust me I know an addict when I see one. I step to the side just as he does so he can’t run from me. “What’d you do with it all, B?”
“I swear I had every intention of doing what you asked. But one thing after another just kept falling in my lap and I met Erin and once I moved here, I fucked everything up.”
“Where is it?”
“I can get it back for you. I promise. I just need some time.”
I shake my head and go to leave before I kill him where he stands.
“Have I ever done you wrong, before now?”
“I don’t know, have you?”
“I haven’t. I fucked up. I told her where you were, but I kept the money. She was already fucking with him again and I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t give her what was meant to be yours.”
“That wasn’t for you to decide.”
   
I’m too pissed off to drive over to Leylah’s right now. I need some time to cool off before I go over there. I don’t think I should leave town yet, not with things like this. He needs help and I know Erin’s not going to be able to get it for him.
I’m at a war with my mind over this. I can tell myself he’s not my problem till I’m blue in the face, but it still doesn’t change the fact of who he is to me. How much he means to me. And damnit if I don’t sound like a pussy, but it’s true. You don’t run out on your family when they need you the most. And he is very much that, family.
Me: I’m gonna pick Maddilyn up in the morning, something came up.
Leylah: Oh. Okay. Is everything okay?
Me: It will be. Changed my flight out. Hitting up a hotel so she can just stay with you for an extra night. Cool?
Leylah: Cool.
Once I finish with her, I call Veronica.
“What’s up?”
“I’m still working.”
I glance over at the clock and it’s 9:58 here.
“Shit, sorry. I forgot about the time difference.”
“It’s fine. I’m probably about to shut down for the day anyway. I’m overly tired already and I’ve got a client court hearing bright and early in the morning. Tell me what you’re wearing.”
She makes me smile. She’d give me shit if I asked her that. “I’m not so sure how I feel about these roles being reversed as you say.”
“They’re not reversed anymore. They’re…even.”
“Even. I like that.”
“Are you on your way back?”
“No. I missed my flight.” I cringe when the lie escapes me so easily, but it doesn’t matter the technicalities. It won’t do anything but make her worry and get me lectured. I’m leaving in the morning, that’s all she needs to know.
“Alright, well I’m about to finish up here. Call me when you’re situated tomorrow?”
“Sounds good.”
I can’t bring myself to say the L word. Not again. I don’t know if I ever will. This girl brings me close to it, though, and that’s good enough for me. I just hope it’s enough for her, too.



  
A loud bang from somewhere at the front of the house wakes me with a start. I lay here another second, listening for the sound again. Maybe it was just in my dreams.
Please, not again. It’s been a hot minute since anything out of the ordinary has happened and my paranoia was just starting to dissipate. I glance over at the clock and it reads 3:48 A.M. Great, I have to be up for work in two hours tops. Now that I’m awake I might as well go pee. I’ll never be able to go back to sleep if I don’t.
I’m mid-pee when that same bang I thought I heard happens again and Maddy immediately starts crying. “Ryan!” I yell out into the bedroom hoping that he hears me. He’s a heavy sleeper and can sleep through anything. Luckily, he does. He must have heard it, too.
“Leylah, where are you?”
“Here,” I call out into the darkness while I tie my robe around me and run out into the hall after him. I didn’t even finish peeing when I heard her cry out. I make it to her room first, while he went the other way to find out what we heard. I don’t know what I’m expecting. Broken windows again, everything thrown about, or the Boogeyman himself, maybe. My imagination is running wild, but I don’t expect to see nothing. She’s still in her crib and everything is where it’s supposed to be.
I pick her up and she instinctively wraps her legs around me and sits her butt on my belly. “It’s okay,” I coax her to stop crying.
Ryan flips the lights on in the hall and living room. I walk out to meet him. “Nothing?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t see anything. Alarms are good.” He types the passcode into the panel by the door and checks the video and that’s when we see it. Blaze walks up to the door and taps it once with the end of a bat.
“Not this shit again.” Ryan flips the locks to open the door.
“Ryan, wait.” He looks over his shoulder at me and Maddy standing in the foyer behind him.
“Go to the bedroom. Lock the door. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“What? No. Don’t open it, he’ll go away.”
“Leylah, I’m tired of running. The threats. He’s not going away.” Our eyes silently dance, an unspoken conversation running strong between us. It’s my fault. I caused this. His admission confirms my fears. I wasn’t going crazy. He was putting us through this all along.
I look to the panel once more and there he stands, like a statue in a hoodie and jeans. He looks normal except for the fact that he’s holding a baseball bat to our door in the middle of the night.
“I’m not going in there without you. Please.”
He sighs and disarms the alarm, flipping the last lock keeping him outside.
“What’s going on?” Ryan asks Blaze and I can’t hear what he says in response. I’m standing just far enough out of earshot and Ryan is blocking my view. Ryan opens the door and steps to the side so Blaze can come inside.
Blaze looks to me but doesn’t say anything. His eyes are an empty void, his clothes wet with sweat. I squeeze Maddy a little bit tighter to my chest. I look to Ryan again for some guidance on what to do but he’s as dumbfounded as I am.
I clear my throat and search for the right words. “Blaze.” He stops pacing and stands in between the couches in the middle of the living room. He still doesn’t say anything but looks to me as if daring me to continue. To say the wrong thing. I’ve got his full attention, don’t blow it. “What’s wrong? Is Erin okay?”
“None of this was supposed to work out like this. It wasn’t supposed to be this way, you know?”
Okay. Something is clearly off. Beyond off. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out here. I realize what we’re dealing with is that of a sick person. I see this all the time. It’s extremely different, though, when they’re on this side of it, in the middle of your home with your husband and baby girl. Not strapped to a bed or an orderly nearby to help hold them down while I administer a sedative in their IV. This is much, much different.
His body language is defensive and erratic. I turn my nurse mode on and talk to him like I would any other patient. “Well, let’s talk about it then, okay? Tell me what’s bothering you. I’ll just listen.” I softly bounce Maddy back and forth on the balls of my feet to keep her quiet. I can’t tell if she went back to sleep or not without making it obvious and I don’t want to call any extra attention to her. Not with him here watching me so closely.
My phone is lit up on the counter, a phone call coming through. I had set it there when we walked in here before Ryan opened the door. I hope it’s the alarm company like last time. I take one step at a time as Blaze talks. Slowly. So painfully slow that time stands still. I feel like he can feel every move I make. Every breath I take.
“He’s always fucking me over. Always ruining everything for me. Just taking, taking, taking.”
“Who?” Ryan barks out. I cringe at his tone, because it’s nothing near the gentle voice I’ve been trained to use. The compassion I’ve learned you have to give while treating even the worst of people. But he doesn’t see what I see. A broken, hurt, lost person in pain. That’s what I see.
Blaze lets out an unamused laugh. “Who? That’s funny. Who?” He looks around the room as if we’re complete morons and should know exactly who he’s talking about. I do. I don’t know if Ryan’s caught on but I’m well aware.
“The asshole that demands me to do his dirty work for him. Has all his life. And what did I do? I did it. Because he’s my fucking brother. But I can only take so much. The motherfucker that took your wife. The motherfucker that got my sister killed. He hands me all this money and says do this, do that. I tried. I really did. But I just can’t do it anymore.”
He walks over to the barstool closest to me and Maddy. I would have made it to my phone had he not walked over here. I pray that it doesn’t light up again or else he will see it too.
“B…”
I gasp at the sound of his voice behind me. Ryan is standing in the doorway just behind a sad looking Roman. I guess he let him in during Blaze’s outpouring cry for help. His eyes jerk over to where all of ours are and he’s quickly on his feet again.
He shakes his head over and over. “No, no, no. You’re not going to come in here and do this and be the hero all over again.”
“What are you talking about, man? I just want to help you.”
Upon further inspection, I realize his hands are shaky, his skin is see-through, his eyes bloodshot. He’s on drugs of some sort. Most likely coming down off something. Hence the freak out. It’s all starting to become clearer. But I still don’t see why he came here.
“You have any medicine here?”
“What? No. What kind of medicine?”
“Come here,” he growls to me and waves his hand for me to stand before him.
“Can I just put her down first?”
“No.” The rims of his eyes are almost purple. Spittle flies from his mouth as he seethes in anger.
“B, don’t do this,” Roman intervenes and I just want to run away. I would if I was sure I could make it without him catching me. I should have gone to our bedroom when Ryan told me to. One day I will learn to listen to him. But today is obviously not that day.
Blaze pulls a small pistol out of the back of his waistband. He waves it around carelessly and it scares the shit out of me. Not the fact that he has a gun, but the fact that he has one in his condition. I think he’s going to point it at me or Roman for telling him to stop but much to my surprise, he points it at Ryan.
“Isn’t this what you wanted, brother?” He taunts Roman, spitting the word brother as if he means nothing to him. The words seething from his mouth like a rabid wolf. My heart drops. I look to Roman with my jaw on the floor.
“Leylah. It’s not what you think.”
Now I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place, who to believe and who to trust? Obviously not Blaze, the lunatic threatening to shoot my husband, but what he said can’t go ignored.
“Shut up.” Blaze pulls the hammer on the gun and just when I think he’s going to use it, Roman manages to get a grip on Blaze’s hand at the last second before it fires and aims it down, away from the rest of us. His force of fighting Roman off causes him to pull the trigger on himself, shooting him somewhere in his midsection. It all happens in the blink of an eye and I can’t tell which way is up and which way is down.
As soon as the gun goes off, Roman steps back, eyes wide in regret. “I didn’t…He pulled the trigger.” Blaze turns around and puts his back to the side of the island. He slinks down it slowly, his butt hitting the hardwood floor with a thud. Blood seeps out of his shirt and onto his hands.
I’m disoriented from the loud sounds of the ringing in my ears from the gun going off. Maddy’s crying and Ryan is shouting but it all sounds so far away. I run to put Maddy in her room and lock the door behind me from inside so no one can go in.
I come back out to the literal scene of the crime that just went down in my living room slash dining room, and both Roman and Ryan are standing over Blaze’s slumped over body.
“Baby.” Ryan puts his hands on my shoulders like he’s about to try and explain the alphabet to a toddler. “He’s not doing good. Not breathing right. I need you to help him, okay? It’s okay. I’m right here.” That’s when I realize he’s using that voice on me. The gentle, patient one. I must look like I’ve lost it.
“Okay, let me look at him.”
“Okay, good. You have to go,” he says, looking to Roman.
“What?” we both question at the same time.
“Can’t be here when the cops get here. Not if you want to keep seeing her. Just go.” Roman looks around the room like he’s fighting an internal battle within himself. For me, maybe. Or simply only for Maddy, I don’t know. Maybe he just doesn’t want to go back inside. Not after getting a taste of freedom after all this time.
Ryan picks up on his internal struggle and assures him that we’ve got this. “Just get the fuck out, or don’t, it’s your last chance.” He puts his cell phone to his ear and leans it on his shoulder so he can help me while he talks. Once I’m able to take in the scene around me, my nurse mode seems to kick back in as if it never left. My hands are shaky, and I still can’t hear a damn thing, but I can do this.
“Leylah. Tell me to stay.”
I shake my head. “It won’t change things, just go.” I shift all my attention over to Ryan so he can give me what I need to get through this. After struggling to make the right decision, Roman takes that as his cue to leave. I’m okay with it. Surprisingly, more than okay. I don’t want him to go back to prison any more than he does. Not for my sake, but our daughter’s. She doesn’t deserve to have to feel that pain.
“Help me pull him out a little bit. I need to see if there’s an exit wound.” Ryan pulls Blaze’s body over a few inches away from the kitchen island so I can get to him easier. I put my fingers on his pulse points and there is one but it’s all over the place from whatever drugs he’s on. Between that and the blood loss, he doesn’t have long. I also don’t see an exit wound. He could be bleeding internally, and we won’t know it without getting him to the hospital. I put my hands to his chest and pump air into him with everything I’ve got.
“Don’t. You. Freaking. Die,” I chant between compressions to his chest. CPR is nothing like in the movies. You can’t stop. You keep going to get a pulse or keep going to keep one. You stop and the damage done will be irreversible later. My arms are already jelly and sweat pours down my face, but I don’t stop. I feel for a pulse again, and it’s there but faint. As long as I can keep it steady until real help arrives. I just hope they hurry before my body gives out. I’m literally breathing for the both of us and I can only go for so long without someone else’s help.
“They’re sending an ambulance. What do you need me to do?” Ryan asks me all kinds of questions, and I send him through the motions to help but I don’t physically hear anything. Not until I’m being pulled off Blaze and two EMTs take over what feels like an eternity later. It’s almost like having an outer body experience and I just came crash landing back down into my own body at two hundred miles per hour.
“They got it, Ley.” Ryan wraps his arms around me, and I can’t move. My body rests limp against his. My bloody hands hanging down by my side.
“We need to check her out.” Stranger after stranger is poking and prodding around me.
“I think she’s in shock.” I think I hear Ryan tell the paramedic, but I’m not sure who is who. Bright lights shine in my eyes and my heart is beating so fast. All of a sudden, I’m hit with a wave of exhaustion and confusion and I just want to take a nap. I look down at my blood covered hands and it’s the last thing I remember seeing before everything goes black.



  
Machines beeping and hushed voices cut through my dreams. Is it my dreams? Or am I dead? Everything hurts. Do you still feel pain when your dead? I slowly try to fight through the fog to hear what’s going on around me, or at least I feel like it’s slow. Apparently not slow enough because everything is screaming at me. The beeping, my body, the voices. Why does everything hurt so bad?
“Leylah, can you hear me?”
I blink several times until I can clearly see the once blurry woman standing beside me. An unfamiliar face isn’t what I wanted to see. I look down and palm my middle with sore arms just to find that my belly is flat. My baby is gone as if it never existed.
“Leylah, relax.” The nurse puts her hand on mine to calm me down. I do as she instructs and breathe in and out until I slow my heartrate to normal.
“Hey, babe.” Ryan’s right beside my bed, too. I just didn’t see him before. Everything happened so fast, and yet I have no recollection of time at all right now. “You wanna hold him?” He gently rocks a now unhappy baby after all the ruckus I made my machines make.
“He’s okay?” I wince as I give my best effort to sit up a little bit taller. I realize now that I’ve been out for quite some time. I clear my throat that feels like sandpaper when I try to talk, and my lips are dry and sticking together.
“He’s perfect! Six pounds, four ounces, nineteen inches long,” the nurse declares, handing me an extra pillow to support him in my lap. “So you don’t hurt your belly. Your incision.” She gestures to my abdomen where I’m guessing they took my baby from. Holy balls. I had a c-section and never even knew it. He was early, too. I knew doing those compressions all that time that one of us wasn’t going to come out of it unscathed. Which reminds me of the whole night all over again and I feel sick to my stomach.
Ryan places the tiny baby burrito on the pillow in my lap.
“I’ll be right back with your medicines. Give you three some alone time.” The nurse ushers her way out the door with her electronic charts and gadgets and leaves us alone for the first time since everything happened. Ryan grabs a chair from across the room and pulls it up next to the side of the bed.
“I don’t remember anything,” I admit.
“Anything?”
“I mean, I remember that, but nothing afterward. Like how I got here. And him.” I take his little baby beanie off and rub my fingers over his hair. So much blonde. Completely opposite of his big sister. “Where’s Maddy?”
“She’s fine. She’s at the sitter’s house. With everything that happened, I figured she’d be better there until we get things cleaned up.”
I nod, relieved she’s not at home after that. It feels tainted, dirty. I don’t know how I’m going to feel walking back into it when I have to leave here.
“You passed out. Your blood pressure skyrocketed to stroke levels and his was bottoming out,” he nods toward the baby, “so they drove you in and knocked you out to take him by c-section. I didn’t even get to scrub in with you till they were pulling him out, it all happened so fast. You’re going to be sore for a few days.”
“He looks just like you.”
Ryan grins. “I know. I knew you’d give me shit for that.”
“I do all the work and then he comes out looking like a mini Ryan. Totally unfair.”
“Oliver,” Ryan suggests. “Oliver James.”
Tears hit the corner of my eyes unexpectedly and the importance of his name hits me right in the feels. Ryan’s Papaw’s name. “He and I had some heart-to-heart walks up and down the halls while we waited for you to wake up. We came up with his name while we waited. We thought you might like it.”
“I love it. It’s everything I wanted and then some.” I dab my eyes with the tissues he hands me, and he kisses the top of my head. If he thought I was emotional before, the feelings I have now are going to blow his socks off.
We spend the next hour ogling our brand-new baby. He was here with me last time I did this, but it was definitely nothing like this. I felt abandoned by Roman and a burden to Ryan. Not this time, though. This time, I feel such an outpouring of love. I feel like I could burst open like a pinata and little tiny hearts might just float around the room. It’s not just the hormones, it’s Ryan. The way he feels standing next to me is what I’ve been waiting for all this time. But he’s been there all this time, it’s just taken me a lot longer than it should have to realize it. To feel it. And boy, do I feel it. If I could only ever have one feeling for the rest of my life, this would be it.
“It’s crazy what they found at Erin’s place.” After our moments of intimacy, his voice becomes harder and strained. I know this topic pushes all his boundaries, but we can’t sweep it under the rug. His choice of words though, ‘Erin’s place’, confuses me.
“What do you mean? Did he make it?”
“He did. He’s here, too, if they haven’t already transported him over to County. It sounds batshit crazy when you say it out loud, but apparently, he’s been stalking us. Or me rather. He had all kinds of pictures of me going to work and coming home. Keeping track of my whereabouts, I suppose.”
“But why?”
“I don’t know, babe. Revenge? Jealousy? He was on some shit. That alone makes people do crazy things. You know that. Plus, that’s something you’re going to have to talk to Roman about, I guess. Though from the look on his face that night, I don’t know that he knows either.” Oh God. Will it ever not bring me shame to hear his name leave Ryan’s lips?
“Later,” I agree but don’t feel like talking about Roman any further right now.
“Oh, they found Cloud.”
“What? Where?”
“Erin’s apartment,” he cringes. “She’s okay. She’s with Maddy at the sitter’s, too.”
I lay my head back on the pillow and rest my eyes. This is all so fucked up. My best friend teamed up with a drug addicted psycho that couldn’t handle the life he chose, so he came after mine instead?
He wanted to hurt Roman. How do you hurt the one person that can’t be broken? Hurt me.
Oliver starts to cry, that sad helpless newborn cry. I lift him up to my chest and lay him on me, skin-to-skin, and he stops crying. Ryan rests his arm across us and lays his head on the side of the bed. I know in this exact moment that this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.



  
Me: What’s going on?
Me: You guys good?
Me: Anything new?
I stop texting after the first forty-eight hours of radio silence. I caught the first flight back to California. Didn’t want to be caught dead anywhere near the state of Texas when the shit hit the fan. I was already too close for comfort being in her house. If she would have told me to stay, I know I would have. I’d have laid my life down or gone back to prison. Either way, I put it all in her hands. Dick move to put that on her shoulders, but I couldn’t make the decision myself without her approval.
I’ve sent multiple texts and haven’t received a response yet. It’s stupid of me to do that, even, but I need to know.
I should have brought Maddilyn with me. I should have stopped him from going there in the first place. I should have done a lot of things that I didn’t do.
I’ve lost two days of my life to my latest alcoholic binge. Veronica’s sent me texts and came to the shop, but all I can do is sit here in the dark corner of my office and drink away my regrets.
My phone pings sometime later in the day. I had drifted off to sleep in my office chair.
Leylah: Everything’s okay.
I close my eyes and rest my head in my hands, relief coursing through me at just those two little words.
Me: Where’s Maddilyn?
Leylah: She’s fine. At the sitter’s house.
Leylah: I’m still at the hospital. Phone was dead.
Me: And you’re okay?
I can’t bring myself to ask the other question. Is B okay, too? I decide I’m not going to incriminate myself through text messages. Through all of Veronica’s bitching, I may have learned a thing or two. I’m still a fuck-up but I listen sometimes.
Leylah: Yeah. Had the baby. He’s perfectly healthy.
Me: Congrats.
I remind myself to thank Ryan for that night next time I see him. He’s an asshole and so am I, but we love the women that we love and when it comes down to it, we’d do anything to protect them. I can’t fault him for that.
Now that I know everything’s okay on that end of the world, I grab my keys and drive to V’s. I’ve got a lot of shit to mend on this side of the world before everything aligns as it should.
   
I grit my teeth and turn the knob, in hopes that it turns and lets me right in. I’m shocked as hell when it does. I knew for sure after I left all of her messages unanswered again, she’d shut me out for good this time.
All the lights are off and her bedroom box fan that she sleeps with is on. I can hear it as I walk down the hall. I may be big on my feet but I’m quiet as a church mouse and she doesn’t hear me coming.
I stop in her bedroom doorway and watch her sleeping. She works so hard while I’m out there tearing up lives and breaking up gun fights. Shit’s exhausting. I should join her world. It looks pretty cool from where I’m standing.
I take my boots off, step over my discarded clothes, and climb into bed beside her.
“What are you doing here?”
I pull her in to me as close as she can get. “I missed you,” I whisper. Her confused state doesn’t know what to think of me here. She drapes her arm over me and gently traces circles around my skin with her middle finger.
“Is it over?”
I look down at her, even though I can’t see her face, and the level of patience this girl has given me is astounding. I forget what I’m dealing with when it comes to her, how smart she is. She’s not just another piece of ass to hit it and quit it. She’s proven that a hundred times over just being here with me right now.
“Yeah, V. It’s over.”



  
My pain meds have all but wore off and I’m waiting on the nurse to bring me some more. I of all people should know better than to wait to ask for it till the pain is already rearing its ugly head. My incision is screaming at me and I could sleep for days, but I’m all too aware of how lucky I am and blessed to be okay after everything that’s happened over the past few days.
Ryan ran home to check on Maddy and get us something to eat while the nursery gives Oliver a quick sponge bath. I’m about to indulge in a luxurious catnap while I have a moment alone.
I’m just about to drift off to sleep when there’s a soft knock on the door. It’s so quiet, it could almost pass for a knock on the neighboring room’s door. I lay here for a minute, and hear it again, louder this time and I know someone’s here. So much for sleep.
“Hello?” I hear the voice call out, and immediately wish I could disappear. I am so not in the mood for this.
“Hey, Janice.” Of course, she comes when Ryan isn’t here. I’m sure that was her intention, she was just hoping to catch me alone anyway, so she can tear us apart some more.
“I heard about what happened. Ryan told me. I hope you don’t mind I stopped by.” She props her hip up on the side of the bed and sits at my feet. I move over slightly, but the movement makes me cringe. “No, no. No need to move, I’ll just be a second.”
“The baby’s in the nursery.”
“I would love to see him, though that’s not why I’m here.” She crosses her arms over her purse on her lap and takes a deep breath as she looks around the room. “I know I can be a bit impertinent.”
“Oh…Okay.” I’m not exactly sure what she’s wanting me to say, here. I don’t feel like ‘yes, I agree’ would fly.
“Anyway, my point is, I was out of line for what I said to you in the mall.”
“Ah. Ryan told you?”
“He did, but it’s more than that. I have been this way for a long time and punished you unfairly. Both of you, really. You’ve been in Ryan’s life for a long time now, and I hardly know you. I’ve been doing some thinking and I realize that if my son loves you, then you must mean something awfully special to him and I want to know that part of you too, if you’ll have me.”
Hell has frozen over. Speechless. Shocked.
She finally pats my feet and stands to go. “I know it’ll take time, but let’s make this better.”
“I’d like that.”
In perfect timing, my nurse shows up with the next round of my pain meds. I welcome her with open arms. Janice takes that as her cue to leave and I don’t argue.
“Once you get settled, let me know and I’ll come by and see the baby. I’ll let you rest now.” It’s going to take a lot more than just a few words to get me to open up to this woman that’s hated me for no fault of my own for years. I’ll let my guard down little by little but she’s right, it’s going to take time.
   
Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse than Janice walking through my door, Ryan walks in sheepishly with a redhead on his heels. Fuck, the fate of this day is just shoving all my least favorite people straight at me.
“I don’t know if I should do this right now. I don’t know if I can do this.”
Ryan and I might have fighting words later if he leaves me alone with her. She senses my anger and rightfully so.
“He didn’t bring me here, if you’re wondering. Don’t be mad at him. I was coming here to see you and ran in to him on the way up.” Ryan rounds the bed and stands by my side.
“Why would you come here?”
“To see you. And apologize.”
“Apologize?” I laugh. “You stole my cat and kept her from me for a long time. You stayed by the man’s side who wanted to hurt me and my husband and almost killed my unborn child.” I’m all but shouting by the time I’m finished and all the effort it takes to recite my anger leaves me in physical pain, but I can deal with it until she’s gone.
The nurse pokes her head in the door overhearing all the commotion. With a quirked eyebrow she asks, “Is everything okay in here?”
“Yes, we’re just finishing up, thank you.”
She eyes us warily not buying a word I said but leaves us alone regardless.
“I’m sorry for whatever he did to you to make you become this person. Who you’ve been for the past year isn’t who you are, and I know that. I’m sorry if I could have done something to change that. I forgive you, but I can’t be friends with you.”
She doesn’t look surprised by my words. If anything, it’s relief she expels and part of me is glad by that too. She walks to the side of my bed and wraps her arms around me in a warm embrace.
“Thank you.”
She pulls away and leaves just as quick as she came.
I look to Ryan and if his face mirrors mine, I’d imagine we look like a pair of idiots right about now.
“I need to know if there’s anyone else walking through that door today. Because I’m about at my limit for peopling.”
Ryan laughs and tells me to get some rest, that he’ll guard the door and ward off any unwanted visitors. He better take his job very seriously. If I don’t get some sleep soon, the next person that walks through that door may not leave alive.



  
This jail is a lot different than the one I was in. Or maybe it’s just the fact that I’m on this side of the glass this time. B walks down the row of chairs until he gets to our assigned window and sinks down onto the round metal seat. His head is shaved completely, and he’s got some new face tats. I know exactly what he’s going through in there. Close enough, anyway. He’s about to find out real quick who he really is in there.
He gestures toward the phone on the wall rack between us with his cuffed hands. I pick it up and wait for him to do the same.
“Look what the cat dragged in,” he smirks.
“You doing okay? Need anything? You look good.” His skin has normal color back into it, maybe even a bit tan from spending time out in the yard. The discoloring of his eyes is all but gone and it makes it hurt a little bit more than it should. He looks like the Blaze that I knew before all of this.
“I could use that lawyer of yours, if she’s got the time.”
He jokes about it, but I know behind every joke is a little bit of the truth. So, I do the same.
“I’ll let her know you mentioned it.”
His face sobers, all joking aside, and he nods. “Why you here, bro?”
I shake my head at a loss for words yet all of them want to come out at once, in anger and betrayal. I feel a huge sense of loss staring at someone that used to be my brother, who I don’t even know who he is anymore, on the other side of that glass. “I couldn’t not come.”
“You don’t have to do this. I don’t need a pity visit.” It’s funny. Those words sound all too familiar.
“I don’t pity you.”
“Morgan, five-minute warning.” The guard calls out B’s last name and reminds him of his time limit. Our time together is quickly running out.
“What’d you do with the money?”
His forehead wrinkles, confusion seeping off of him in regard to why I’m asking that question here and now of all times. Probably because I won’t ever see him again. I’m not coming back here, I’ve decided. And once he gets out, we’re too far gone to ever come back from it.
He sets the phone down in his lap momentarily, and I wait for him to find the courage he needs to tell the truth. “A lot of that went to that smart girlfriend of yours.”
“What?” It’s my turn to be confused, because what the fuck?
“Relax, man. I told her not to tell you. I knew you wouldn’t accept the help if you knew.” I grip the phone so hard it might crack.
“And the rest of it?”
“Put some of it in an account. The rest of it,” he shrugs, “that’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Go see Erin.”
“Time’s up, Morgan,” the guard calls out for the last time and B is quickly on his feet, headed back to his cell. I sit here for the next five minutes working out what he just told me. If he’d have done what I asked, would Leylah still have ran from me all this time? It’s a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, knowing that my future was left in someone else’s hands that had no intentions of doing the right thing. I see that now. He’s a fucking psychopath, for Christ’s sake. A psychopath with the hunger for addiction. I just didn’t want to allow myself to see that then. Blinded by his will to do anything and everything. This is on me.
   
“Holy shit, you scared me.” Erin’s hand flies to her chest when she sees me standing in her doorway as soon as she walks in. I shut the door behind her with my boot and slam her body up against it.
“The outcome of this visit is all on you. Don’t lie to me.”
Her eyes are wide, shocked that this has finally caught up with her. All the shit her and Blaze put Leylah through. And now me, here to see it through. “Okay. About what?”
“You have something for me?”
“It’s in my room.”
“It’s all on you,” I remind her just in case she needs it. I follow her down the hall and into what was her and B’s room. She rummages through the closet and pulls down a box and hands me a key from inside of it.
“It’s the credit union over on 3rd St. That’s all I know about it.”
I believe her. “Thank you.”
“Did you see him?” I pause in the doorway but I’m not going to entertain any kind of conversation with her. She was once a good friend to Ley, I know that. But not anymore. She claims to have been in the dark about all of B’s shit stirring, and that he forced her not to say anything, but I don’t buy it. She’s smarter than that. But maybe not, since she allowed him to play her like that.
“Don’t go back there.”
“Why not?”
“He’ll ruin you too, eventually. If he hasn’t already. You look better, Erin. Run while you can.”



  
Vault number seventy-six is written on the key tag of the key to the deposit box. Thankfully. I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet but it’s always nice when things do come easy.
The woman behind the counter checks me in and swipes her key to gain access to the vault. “Take your time.”
“Thanks.” I stare at the sea of boxes in the room around me. All the important, shady shit that must be in here is suffocating. I put the key in the hole and turn the lock. It opens without difficulty and there lies a plain white envelope.
I grab it and lock the box. I leave the key with the woman that helped me because this place will likely never see any of our faces again.
I hop back in the truck and pour the contents of the envelope out on the center console. There are only three things inside. The deed to the shop, a picture of me and Leylah, and a check made out to me for fifteen thousand dollars. Leylah was pregnant in the picture. We were on the Newport Pier, my arms wrapped around her from behind. A smile stretched across her face that says she was genuinely happy.
The check made out to me is chump change compared to what I left behind. I wanted her to have it all. I didn’t deserve a penny of it to be spent toward my freedom. I almost rip up the check right here and now but decide better of it. I know exactly what I need to do.
   
I’m not on my time with Maddilyn right now, and I don’t even know if they’re home, but I made an impulsive decision to come here anyway. I turn the truck off and before I can even start up the driveway, Leylah opens the door and stands on the front porch.
“Hey? I didn’t know you were coming. Ryan took the kids out. She’s not here but I can call him if you want to see her.”
“Wait, it’s not that.” I reach in my back pocket and pull out the newly written check. The one that’s now made out to Leylah, instead of me. I stopped and bought a book of checks, which is weird as fuck. I’ll never use the rest of them but it’s whatever. I deposited the money into an account no one will use but her and made the check out to her so no one else could touch it.
Her eyes bug out of her head at the zeros I’m casually handing over.
“It’s for Maddilyn.”
“Wait. How’d you get this, because I don’t want…”
“It’s clean money. Buy her a car when she’s old enough. Put it in a college fund. Whatever you think she needs, do that.”
“Why are you giving it to me? Why not give it to her yourself?”
“You’ve always been there for her. I’m learning, Leylah. Let me do this.”
She glances down at the check again and still looks doubtful, but she gives in at my pleas. “Okay.”
“Cool. Thanks.” I turn to go, and she doesn’t say anything else. I palm the picture in my back pocket and get the hell out of dodge before I undo everything I just did.
   
Veronica opens the door before I even get to storm through it. Actually, I’m not so sure I was going to. I don’t know. I spent the whole flight back to California weighing my options and going back and forth between being pissed and confused. That just makes me even more mad that I feel these atrocious feelings. That I allowed another woman to have this kind of hold over me after I swore I’d never do it again. Not unless it was her, and it will never be her again.
I’m surprised to see Veronica standing there in only a towel, her long blonde hair wet from obviously just stepping out of the shower.
“What’s wrong? What are you doing here?”
“I need to ask you something.”
“Okay, come in. It’s cold.” She shivers in her towel and gives me a weird look when I don’t immediately move to come inside. Uncertainty looming in the air between us.
“I’m not coming in.”
“You’re just going to stand out there like a crazy person?” She pulls her towel around her tighter and looks past me at the street at anyone that might see her standing here half naked.
“Did you take money from Blaze to get me out?”
She visibly relaxes once she hears what I’m here about. Rather that should relieve me or not, I’m not sure.
“I did.”
I nod and turn away from her, unable to speak. Crippled by anger and pain. Story of my life. I might strangle her with my bare hands right here and now if she opens her pretty lips and says one wrong thing. Right now, I’m just a ticking time bomb and my timer’s long expired.
I knew something was shady the minute she walked through those prison doors. Hearing B tell me he paid her off only confirms what I’ve known all along. And now hearing it straight from the source is like a kick in the dick.
“Will you please come in and stop being ridiculous?”
I stand here another minute before I allow myself to make yet another shitty decision that ruins everything. Fed up with me, she sighs and walks away from the door, leaving it cracked enough to hear her rummaging around inside. She comes back a few seconds later.
“Do you mean this money?” she asks, shoving a check at me that’s seen better days. “He wrote it out to me because obviously I’m not taking a huge bag of cash. Too many red flags. Plus, I had no intention of actually using it. It was safer this way.” She waves off the money matter-of-fact like.
I let out a long whistle, unable to tear my eyes away from the zeros written out beside her name. She didn’t cash the check and I’m not sure what that means for us. “When were you planning on showing me this?”
She shrugs her shoulders and leans her head against the doorframe. “I don’t know. That’s the truth.”
“If you didn’t want my money,” I ask holding up the check, “then why take it in the first place?”
Veronica scoffs. “I’m smarter than you give me credit for. I wasn’t going to let him keep all that money. Not the way he was flaunting it around and acting crazy. After I met with you that day, I wanted you to be okay. No bars between us, no strings attached. That’s it. I did what I had to do to get you out of there and I guess I was afraid if I gave you that back, you’d be out of here in a heartbeat. I don’t know that I want you to go anywhere else.”
“You’re wrong. If you were a smart girl, you’d be running for the hills. As far away from me as possible, in the opposite direction.”
“Maybe so. But here we are.”
“Here we are.”
Her towel slowly slides off her body and pools around her feet as it hits the floor. “I missed you,” she says quietly, pulling me in to her. I could stop her if I wanted to. She’s tiny and couldn’t sway me an inch if I didn’t let her. But here I am, giving in to this woman in the flesh, baring herself to me with honesty and flaws. “And I want you here.” She takes my hand in hers and guides it between her legs.
“Yeah?”
She nods.
Me not needing anyone to show me what to do, I pick her up and knead her ass in my hands.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” her lips whisper on mine.
I bite her shoulder and work a finger inside of her knuckle deep until my ring rubs the inside of her pussy. She closes her eyes and cries out at all the mixed sensations. Pain and pleasure, my two favorite things.
“You want me?”
“Yes. So much.”
“Tell me what you want, babe.”
“I want you inside me. Please.” She grinds against my hand in desperation for more.
I won’t deny her that. Not now, or ever for that matter.
I grip her hair in my fist just hard enough to get her to pull back and look at me. “I’m sorry I’m an asshole. I told you I always would be.”
“I can handle it. You’re not as scary as you think.”
Fuck me. This woman will be my undoing.
And I’m about to show her scary. She hasn’t seen nothing yet.



  
“That’s me you’re killing, Ley.”
“Oh, shit. This is hard! I can’t tell who’s who.”
I also can’t move my fingers fast enough on the controller to keep up with Ryan. I don’t know why up is down and down is up. He’s adjusted my setting ten different times already, I just suck.
Zombies attack me out of nowhere and I scream. Ryan laughs and shoots everything around me before I can even respawn.
Repeat this over and over and that’s how we spend the rest of our Christmas Eve. On the floor, propped up against the couch with a bowl of popcorn between us with nothing on but the tv and the white lights of the Christmas tree.
I used to get so annoyed when Ryan would play games all day and night and not pay me any attention. How stupid is that? Even if I suck at what we’re playing, I can learn to do it. It’s something I’m trying to work on because I know he likes it. And you know what? It’s fun! He’s not out there buying drugs or addicted to alcohol or porn or something worth asking questions about. He’s in our home, doing what he likes to do. When he asks me if I want to play with him, you bet your sweet ass I do. I’ve never spent so much time laughing till it hurts with tears running down my face than I have playing Xbox with him. Who would’ve thought?
Despite the fact that I’m slowly learning the different games he plays, I’m admitting that I’m probably never going to get any better at it. Or good at all for that matter, but it’s okay. I look over and study his profile with his headset on, taking the game all too seriously. The veins in his hands start to pop out when he’s attacking someone, and he hits the buttons extra hard with both hands.
My husband is hot.
His match ends and I’ve long been dead. He looks over at me and catches me watching him. I bite my lip to fight the smile that spreads across my face until my cheeks hurt. I’m caught.
He slides his headset off and crawls over between my knees, knocking over the bowl of popcorn. I can’t help but giggle at the more he moves, the more mess of snacks and blankets he makes all around us. He slides me down to my back and kisses my neck.
Shit gets real when he pulls my panties to the side and aligns himself up with my entrance. I stop giggling and watch where the two of us meet. I throw my head back to the floor as soon as he enters, unable to keep my eyes open and watch any longer.
I arch my hips up off the floor, angling myself better for him. His breath hitches the faster he goes in and out. His hands hold up my ass, palming my ass cheeks harder with each thrust. He tortures me like this, taking turns going fast and slow, denying me on just the cusp of pleasure.
My insides start to burn like fire, and I know he feels it too. He grips my hips so hard; I know I’ll have bruises tomorrow, but it hurts so good.
He continues like this for a moment longer until my vision sparkles with little black dots. He joins me in nirvana and our limbs tangle together as we pant and heave for air to reach our lungs again.
I reach over and slap his naked ass. “Good game.”
   
Christmas day is always supposed to be something special. I think having kids makes it that much more magical. I dressed Maddy in her pretty red and white Christmas dress she picked out and Oliver’s wearing his first pair of red baby suspenders with a white onesie and a pair of jeans because the chill in the air is just enough to need something extra for warmth. Yes, I’m currently that mother that dresses her kids in matching clothes. Fight me.
Times sure have changed since the past few holiday seasons. I’ve lost a few people and gained others.
I follow behind Ryan, my arms full of presents, all the way up the long driveway at his mom’s house. The view in front of me isn’t too bad to look at.
Maddy insisted Ryan carry her no matter how many times he put her down. In the end, he caved. She has him firmly wrapped around her little finger. She always has.
His other arm flexes as he grips Oliver’s car seat. Between his muscles and his butt in those jeans—yeah, I’m one lucky girl.
“You guys made it, after all!”
Janice swings the heavy front door open and I crane my neck up to take in the view of her ginormous house. I’ve only ever been to their house a few times in the beginning of our marriage and they have moved since then.
“This place is beautiful, Janice.”
“Thank you. Let me help.” She takes the presents out of my hands and disperses them underneath the Christmas tree.
“Hey, mom.” He kisses her on the cheek, and she hugs him back. I’ve never seen this side of their relationship and it tugs on my heartstrings to see Ryan experience that side of her that I know he’s longed for all this time.
“Well, hello. You sure have gotten big. Would you like a cookie? I think Santa brought some just for you,” she whispers. “If it’s okay with mama, of course,” she says, looking to me for approval.
I nod, unable to keep the smile off my face. Things may be weird between us for a while until we get used to it but she’s trying and that’s all that matters. She gets her all set up with a cookie and a cup of milk, before returning to Oliver. I appreciate the time she took to acknowledge Maddy and show her attention, too. The new baby has taken up a lot of our time that used to be solely for her and she’s still adjusting.
“Oh, my baby had a baby.” She puts her hands on her cheeks unable to hide her excitement. “Can I hold him?”
“Yeah, mom.” Ryan laughs and unbuckles him for her and gently places him in her arms. Being released from his seat, he stretches like a little old man, earning him praises from all around.
I sit on the arm of the chair and look at my family sitting before me. I’ve come a long way. We all have. We might fight like hell and say things we don’t mean, but we pick each other up and hold one another together like the glue that family is.
I watch Ryan sit next to his mom on the couch holding our baby, Maddy sitting in the middle, eating up all the love she can get. It’s when Ryan catches my eye and gives me a wink that no one else catches, that I know everything will always be okay as long as we have each other.



  
“Merry Christmas.” V laughs and throws a snowball at me and runs in the opposite direction to avoid the wrath I’m about to rain down on her for doing that. Woodzy takes off after her and all but knocks her down the minute his body collides with hers.
“You better run,” I call out to her back, but she’s only ahead of me for a few seconds, if that. She glances over her shoulder and knows she doesn’t stand a chance.
“Okay, Okay. I surrender.”
My body blankets hers as we both lay on the snow-covered ground panting for air, our lungs burning from the cold. “You gonna beg for mercy?”
“If you make me.”
“You know I will.”
Woodzy interrupts my mouth on hers, always one to protect her. Still a trader. I’m thankful he loves my girls just as much as I do. I swallow hard at the admission of my own thoughts. The very ones I can’t even bring myself to say out loud. Love.
I brought her up to the mountains to spend Christmas with her. Maddilyn’s with her mom this year and I won’t be getting her till next week. I wanted to do something special for Veronica, even if I don’t know what the repercussions of that might lead to.
I’ve thought long and hard about what’s going on between the two of us. We still don’t do labels but when you wanna kill a man for so much as looking in your girl’s direction, you know you got it bad. And that’s where I’m at. Would I be okay if I let her slip away into someone else’s bed? Because that’s exactly what’s going to happen if I don’t stop being a pussy and treat her how she deserves to be treated.
“Rome…”
“Yeah, V?”
“Move in with me.”
“Seriously? You reverse the roles again, now?” I groan. Killing me.
She throws her head back into the snow and laughs, her blonde hair halos around her. She truly is a motherfucking angel.
“Is that what you want?”
“Only if you’ll stay forever.”
“Forever? Deal.”



  
“God, you’re so unfair! Dad and V would so let me go.”
“And you’re still too young. I’m sorry, but no.”
“I just want to go live with my real dad.” Maddilyn storms off to her bedroom and the slam of her door is soon to follow. Ryan walks in at the same time, a confused but timid look etched on his face. I slap my oven mitt down on the counter and blow my hair out of my face. I’m covered in flour, and vanilla, and whatever the hell else is in this kitchen to make these stupid cupcakes. I regret volunteering to make four dozen cupcakes for Oliver’s baseball team fundraiser. Between work, and Maddilyn giving me hell, and baseball games and school, I’m going insane. Fucking Karen and her fancy ‘must be homemade’ rules. Next time, I’m hitting up an HEB bakery and they’ll never know the difference.
I type out a text to Roman about his sasshole of a daughter. If I have to endure this on my end, then he’s at least going to hear about it.
Me: Your daughter is driving me crazy.
Roman: Why?
Me: Her mouth. The sass is strong.
Roman: Sounds like her mom.
Me: Ha ha. I’m gonna send her to live with you.
Me: It’s what she keeps telling me when she’s pissed at me.
Roman: I’ll talk to her.
Ryan wraps his arms around me and sweeps my hair to the side to kiss my neck. The touch of his fingertips brushing against my skin is enough to calm my nerves after this hectic afternoon. Even after all these years, he still showers me with love as soon as he comes home.
“What’s going on, babe?” He reads my texts over my shoulder and sighs. He’s as frustrated with her as I am, I’m sure, but he never shows it. Not to her anyway. He IS her dad. Not by blood, but she knows that and holds it over my head every second she gets. Or when it’s convenient for her, like now.
We didn’t bother telling her all the gritty details about how I fucked up for a while, but she knows to an extent that I met Roman in California and that he is her biological father. She’s a smart girl, the rest she can learn later when she’s older, or never would be fine by me, to be honest. It’s in the past and if the need to know ever arises, we’ll face it then. For now, I avoid the topic like the plague.
“She wants some eighteen-year-old man, because that’s what he is, a man not some harmless little boy, to come pick her up Friday night to go to a Slipknot concert till three in the morning. I said no.”
Ryan cringes. “Good call. Remember when I met you at that Avenged Sevenfold concert when we were dating?”
“Oh my God,” I groan. “I’m never letting her out of the house again.” He laughs at my pain and spins me around to hug me against his chest. “I’m sorry she said that about her dad. And that you heard it.”
“Don’t be. It’s fine, Leylah. I mean, it’s not fine but I’ll say something to her. Don’t worry about me. She’s a pissed off teenager, I get it. I’m a big boy. I can deal.” He kisses my forehead and pulls his work shirt up over his head before he heads up to take a shower. “Quit letting her stress you out so much.”
“You should stop working out so much,” I can’t help but mention, since his hard, tan pecs are staring me in the face. “You’re making me look like a sack of potatoes compared to you.”
“You’re not fat, babe. You’re pregnant. You look great.”
I sigh because he’s half right. My body doesn’t do the same things as easily as it did fifteen years ago, and I really should cut myself some slack. It’s easier said than done, of course.
I found out I was pregnant six months ago when we cruised out of the Gulf of Mexico. I spent the entire trip sick as a dog and could hardly get out of bed. After being severely dehydrated and having to get off the boat at port to get medical treatment, viola! Pregnant.
Finding out that we are adding another child this late in the game was the opposite of planned. After having Oliver, I quickly went on birth control until we were ready to have another baby. With Ryan’s vasectomy issues and me being perfectly fertile, I didn’t want to take any chances with a roll of the dice until I was ready again.
Time kept passing by, life kept us busy, and the occasion never happened. I never expected to get pregnant being on birth control. Sure, you hear about it all the time and you cross your fingers that you’re not in that statistic, and then you pray to the porcelain gods when your period rolls around every month.
I was devastated at first. Having a baby now when my youngest is half grown almost, is not on my bucket list. But every time he or she kicks, and I get that not so gentle reminder that it’s coming whether I’m ready or not, I just look at Ryan and know that we’ve come this far, we can survive anything.
Messy hair, messy kids, messy life. I’m doing it all and not taking no for an answer.
“I’ll talk to her before I leave town tomorrow night. I’m going to shower and clean up and then we can figure out dinner.” He gives me one last kiss, with tongue and that pretty, lopsided Ryan smile, before he disappears upstairs.
  
Damn she’s beautiful. Even now, when it’s half past midnight and she’s passed out on the couch in one of my t-shirts, because that’s all that fits over her belly anymore, with an almost empty bag of salt and vinegar potato chips laying in her lap. Reruns of her stupid housewife show are quietly playing, the glow of the tv the only light in the room.
It’s hard to believe in a few short months we’ll be adding another member to our growing family. Leylah loses her shit more than she’d like to admit but it’s okay. I’ll always be there to pick up the pieces and gracefully mend them back together, no matter how hard she might fight me on it.
Cloud jumps up on the arm of the couch to be pet as soon as she hears me come through the front door. She’s got to be three hundred years old in human years but she’s still kicking thanks to all the extremities Leylah goes to to spoil her, I’m sure.
“Hey, baby,” I lean down over the back of the couch and whisper, in attempt not to scare her. She wasn’t expecting me home till tomorrow and I don’t want to take any punches to the face in surprise.
“What? What are you doing home?” She blinks through the dark and as disoriented as she may be, she still puts a smile on her face when she sees me home.
“Shh, it’s okay. I came home a day early.” I lean down to scoop her up in my arms and carry her to our bedroom.
My favorite pastime.
We’re about to spend the next three hours not going to bed.



  
I know it took forever (get it?) for me to publish this book. It brought many tears, late nights, and self-doubt to the fullest, but I made it. I appreciate my friends sticking by my side no matter how many times I asked them if I sounded crazy. And for all the times they said no, even when I know I was. Teri, Tiffany, Kayla…I’m looking at you!
My husband, Josh, suffered through my rants and anxiety daily for YEARS over this book. Bless his heart, he always listens when I just need to vent and tries to offer advice to the best of his ability, LOL. Love you!
My mom always tells me she just wants to read my books. So, here you go mom! Love ya.
Jay, thank you so much for killing my covers as usual. I wish I could wrap you up in a bubble and keep you all to myself!
Virginia, thanks for making sense of my words since 2017.
Most importantly, to the readers that have waited almost two years to get this baby in their hands, I definitely couldn’t have finished this if it weren’t for you. I’ve written so many words and deleted them and repeated no less than ten times just to get this book right and do it justice to the original story. I hope that you are happy with their ending and thanks for sticking it out with me even after all this time!
Xo



  
STAY CONNECTED
Sign up for my newsletter to receive alerts about my next book release, Dear Rodeo!
Newsletter signup: http://eepurl.com/c5JsTH

Brandi Aga is a stay at home mom of two boys and three cats. She spends her free time reading, writing, and online gaming with her husband of eleven years. Her love for books quickly escalated the need to tell her own stories. Dark, taboo, and dystopian romance are her favorites, but she reads a little bit of everything. Feel free to reach out and stalk her on all platforms to say hi and keep up with future new releases!
Website
Facebook
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