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    Rich- Thanks for putting up with my crazy.


    As for the rest of you? You’re pretty amazing as well…. You know who you are.


    Special thanks to my bitches, because without you’re threats of locking me in a basement with no pizza, this probably wouldn’t have been finished.


    And Stevie…. Thanks for loving Benton so hard. I hope you still do after this….


    (That was WAY longer than I planned on it being….)


    


    


    ! CRAZY PLAYLIST!


    If you’re the type of person that likes to listen to music while you read to set the tone of the book, click here to follow my Spotify playlist for CRAZY. These songs were on repeat while writing, editing, and creating Gabby and Benton.


    Enjoy ;)


    https://play.spotify.com/user/12178207242/playlist/2GC0yxjD1r3X3GtCgrprm8


    

  


  
    



    Prologue


    Gabby


    7 months ago


    “You plan on telling me what you’re daydreaming about over there?” Annaliese asks from her spot in front of me. “That grin on you face tells me you’re up to no good.”


    Sure, I’ll definitely tell you about the hot piece of ass I slept with when I left your engagement party early. The hot piece that I haven’t been able to stop thinking about ever since. The hot piece that I should be able to take my mind off of now, but I can’t. I’ll just sneak in the fact that he’s your fiancé’s best friend, and we’ll be peachy.


    Not.


    “Nope.” I take another drink of my coffee, and go back to staring at my computer screen.


    “Oh, come on, Gabby. You’ve been sitting here for a half hour staring at the same word on that screen. It’s one word. What the hell are you doing, anyway?”


    Glaring at her over the screen, I pull down my glasses that I’ve just recently started needing, and ‘tsk’ my tongue at her.


    “Sorry that your ovaries hate you today, but it’s not my fault that this case I’m working on is a hard one for me to grasp.” More like ‘I don’t want to write this report because it hits too close to home…’ but then she’d be on to me, and I can’t have that.


    “I’ll find out,” she warns.


    “I bet you won’t,” I say, grinning.


    She won’t, because I’m never doing it again. He’s so beautiful that I could easily see myself wrapped up in him too fast and too hard. I can’t do that. I have to stick to what I know works: lots of variety and lots of women. For some reason, I don’t get attached to women, but the last man I got attached to ended very badly.


    “Are you coming to my birthday party?” she asks, picking at her manicure.


    “Oh course,” I scoff. “I wouldn’t miss it, bitch.”


    I actually don’t want to go, but I know it means the world to her. I don’t want to risk running into him again, because I know, if I do, it’ll be the end of my self-control. It’s been hell not asking how he is, or for his number. It’s been hell sleeping at night next to Ellie because all I think about is how perfect he felt inside of me. It’s been hell living, knowing he’s out there probably with someone else by now and happy with her.


    It’s been hell, but it’s worth it. I don’t deserve him. I can’t have him.


    But, god, how I want him.


    The first time he winked at me, I about melted my panties right there on the spot. What grown man can wink at you and not look creepy?


    Benton, that’s who.


    Benton, full of muscles and tattoos. The nipple piercings I just want to play with. The package sent from the gods, and moves to go with it. He’s the one man that’s ever given me multiple orgasms in one night, and the only one I’ve ever obsessed about for weeks after sex.


    Shit, just thinking about him has me wet.


    I know I shouldn’t go to the party, expecting to hook up with him again, because I can’t let myself do that, but I can’t help wanting just one more night with him. I could see myself being easily addicted to someone like him, so I’ve got to play it safe… but I have to have him again, if only for one night.


    By the time Saturday has come around, I’ve orgasmed to the thought of Benton too many times to count. Ellie doesn’t know it, or she’d be pissed, but, most of the times she’s gone down on me lately, I’ve pictured him between my legs.


    He’s fucking addicting, and one time wasn’t enough.


    That’s why I’m donning the tightest black dress I have and bright red heels. I’ve tamed my hair to gentle waves and upped the make up tonight to make sure he can’t deny me.


    Let’s just hope he’s not there with a date, or I may be the bitch that breaks them up.


    After tonight I can have my fill and be able to move on.


    I can’t be with him, as much as I want to. I can’t be with anyone.


    I’m broken.


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Secrets


    


    Present Day


    The furthest thing from what I need right now, and the only thing my mind wants to focus on.


    Gabby Rosdale.


    The woman that helped me bring my best friend happiness. The woman that’s taking the Chicago court system by storm with her quick wit and fast paced cases. The woman whom I see every damn time I close my eyes. I can’t stop thinking about her. I can’t stop worrying about her. I can’t stop her. Period.


    It didn’t used to be like this. It started out as fun and games. It wasn’t supposed to get this deep. The first time, the night we began this crazy ride, I was pretty much warned about her, but I couldn’t stay away.


    That was the night that everything started. The night I had her for the first time.


    The night I got addicted.


    ***


    7 months prior


    “I’m happy for them,” I say, nodding towards the newly engaged couple, trying to get her to open up to me somehow. I’ve known her for months, but she’s always so closed off. Nice, but not too nice. Giving, but not too personal. She listens, but she never really talks. She was all for helping me find Annaliese to bring her and Adam back together, but anything more than that hasn’t happened. I realize my wife passed away a few months ago, but a guy needs to have a release outlet, and I’d love it for her to be mine.


    “Mmm.” She smiles and nods, a glazed look comes over her eyes as I wonder if everyone else notices the small things I do about her. Like the way she constantly fidgets with the rubber bands on her wrist, or the fact that her left eye has a hint of a shimmer to it, but her right eye doesn’t. I wonder these things, but then I wonder how sane I am that I’m actually wondering these things about a girl who hasn’t really paid me that much personal attention since the day I met her. “I wish them well.” She finally looks over at me, and gives me a tight grin. “I’ll never understand it, though.”


    Her comment takes me by surprise.


    “I thought you wanted them to be happy together?” I ask, shocked as to why she would go through the trouble of helping me get Adam and Ann back together if she doesn’t think they are going to work out.


    “Oh no!” She laughs. “I’m stoked for them. They’re amazing. I just don’t get the whole ‘monogamy’ thing. How someone can find one person and be okay with being with them the rest of their life. Not for me.” She shrugs and takes a swig of her beer, eyeing me for a response.


    “Interesting…” I mumble, my brain muddling through the possibilities that she’s a lesbian, quickly erasing that thought when I notice her eyes flick to my trousers, giving me my ‘go’ that I needed. I grin and lean in closer, so only she can hear me. Her brown, side-swept hair smells like fresh cleaned clothes, her skin has an exotic tint to it. I haven’t been with anyone since Carly, and I’m starting to get incredibly tired of my hand being my main source of release. “You wanna get out of here?” I whisper, and then breathe in her scent again before backing away slowly to connect my gaze with hers. Jesus Christ, she smells good.


    “I thought you’d never ask,” she whispers, setting her drink down. Her fingers lace in mine as we walk out of the engagement party we worked so hard to help plan.


    ***


    These last seven months have been nothing short of hot sex all the damn time. I’ve never felt more sleep deprived, and I honestly don’t care. I shouldn’t be messing around like we are, without a care in the world. I have a baby. She’s ten months old. I’m a thirty-year-old single widow father. I need someone who can give me more, but I’m here with Gabby, about to leave her to go get my baby from my parents’ house (whom don’t even know I have a ‘fuck buddy’) and all I can think is, When am I going to see her again?


    She’s wrapped in my arms in her bed in the middle of a Sunday, the sunlight pouring in, cascading over her brilliant Brazilian curves, and I groan when she rolls into me and lays her leg over mine.


    “Gab, what’re you doing?” I moan, stretching, trying to stop my dick from getting hard for her again. Three times this morning is probably a record for me, but dammit if my asshole dick doesn’t want to try for more.


    Is there even anything else left in it?


    “I’m just so horny,” she whispers in my ear. “Last night was brutal, not being able to touch you all night.”


    Her lips suck and bite at my neck, her nails playing with my nipple piercings, sending waves of pleasure straight to my fucking groin. Shit, this woman is nonstop. She’s right, though. Last night was torture, but it’s all because she won’t let me tell people about us. I’ve tried, but, every time the topic comes up, she shuts me up with a kiss and a fuck like none other. She doesn’t want people to know we’re fucking, probably for the same reason she doesn’t want to be exclusive with me. It all means commitment, and Gabby doesn’t do commitment. Hell, she won’t even meet my daughter because of that.


    I know she has demons. I’ve heard her nightmares and felt her body tremble, but she’s never opened up to me about them, and I’m in no place to pry. Lying here, though, with her hands making me harder by the second, is only going to make me late to my parents. They kept Hannah last night while I attended a work party. I work for Carson and Lewis, a startup firm that my best friend Adam and I run. To say he has power and money is an understatement. He’s fucking loaded, and gets anything and everything he needs with a snap of his finger. It’s insane, but I’m happy he’s on my side. His fiancé is best friends with Gabby, so, when I went last night, I should have figured she’d be there. Seeing her with her bright yellow skin tight dress on, her bronzed skin glowing, and not being able to touch her all night was fucking brutal. The minute I got her back in her apartment, I couldn’t take my hands off her, she’s so goddamned beautiful. Now, I have a half hour to head out and get to my parents’ house before my mom starts calling, worrying. I feel like a teenager sometimes with Gabby with all the sneaking around and lying, but she’ll drop me the minute I tell anyone, and I can’t have that happen. I’m addicted. It’s crazy, but I need her.


    “Babe, I gotta go get Hannah. My parents are probably worn out from last night with that girl. I know she’s a handful.” I stand up and chuckle when she pouts, but, as soon as her phone dings, she hops out of bed and turns giddy with whatever’s on the screen.


    “What’s that all about?” I ask, pulling up my jeans and looking around for my shirt. Where the hell did I put it last night?


    “Ellie,” she smiles and giggles, typing something out on her screen.


    Ellie. The other woman that was in Gabby’s life before I came along. Apparently, she likes men and women… fine by me, but I didn’t realize I was sharing her anymore. Stopping my search for my shirt, I look over at her typing and cock my head.


    “Wait, you’re still seeing her?” I ask, trying not to sound hurt, but I don’t think it’s too convincing.


    “Uh… yes?” she asks, her hands dropping to her sides, and her eyebrows rising.


    “Oh.” I nod, trying to process that the girl I’ve been fucking, even though we weren’t monogamous, has been with the ‘competition’ too. And, by the looks of it, it’s been recently.


    “Don’t, Benton. We’ve been through this,” she huffs, crossing her arms. “I told you I don’t do relationships. I warned you-“


    “I know you fucking warned me, Gabby, but you never told me you’ve been fucking someone else!” I yell, pissed that she can’t commit to me. Pissed that I’m letting myself get worked up over this. Pissed that I’m pissed.


    “B, please.” She sighs, walking over to me. “I just like to have fun.” Her hands run up and down my arms, trying to calm me.


    She’s not stupid, she’s a lawyer for fuck’s sake, so she can see anger coming from a mile away. Gabby knows how my anger can get if it’s not subdued quickly, and, luckily, she knows exactly how to subdue it. Just being around her makes me feel something better than I was feeling. Her presence alone makes me want to be a better man.


    “Fuck,” I groan. “I know you said that… and it’s not fair of me to expect anything else… but shit, Gab, that doesn’t mean I want to see it!”


    She quirks her eyebrow at me, and I immediately know what she’s thinking. Always sex.


    “No,” I chuckle. “Not happening.” Though I’ve toyed with the idea plenty of times, I don’t think I’d be able to actually go through with a threesome with her and Ellie. Ellie’s not bad looking, but she’s flat lesbian. She wouldn’t pay any attention to my dick, and I’m not turning into the side act while the two girls go at it, no matter how hot that would be.


    “Fine,” she huffs, then backs away. “I’ll text you,” she says, practically pushing me out the door, and shutting it, before I’m able to reply.


    She fucking just pushed me out! No shirt, no shoes… just jeans and skin. She’s done it before out of playfulness, but something tells me she’s cool with me leaving without my things. Ellie’s probably on her way over. That’s the only option.


    “Nice, Benton.” I hear Ellie whistle when the elevator door open. Jesus, Gab doesn’t waste time, does she?


    Ellie’s eyeing my body like its meat, and she’s a very hungry carnivore. Isn’t she a lesbian? She’s not supposed to look at me like that, is she? Sure, I know it’s a sight. The piercings, the tattoos… it’s nothing that most girls haven’t seen nowadays, though, so why she’d be looking at me like that is just confusing.


    “Ellie,” I growl, knocking on Gabby’s door. No fucking way I’m leaving without my shoes, at least.


    The door swings open to Gabby’s laughing face, her hands holding my belongings, but, as soon as she sees Ellie, she drops my shit, cursing and fumbling to pick it up. Maybe she didn’t expect her this soon.


    “Here, sorry… uh… hi, El,” she stammers, handing me my things.


    I don’t stick around for what happens next, though from Gabby’s surprise to Ellie’s grin, I’m assuming it isn’t anything good… for them at least.


    Grinning to myself, I head to the car to go get my baby, and hopefully get her home before naptime. Last night was a long night, and I didn’t sleep much. This daddy could definitely use some couch snuggles with his girl before work starts again tomorrow.


    Walking into my parents’ house, my senses immediately flare at the smell of my mom’s homemade meatloaf.


    Dammit, I miss that.


    “Hey, Mom! Dad, I’m here!” I yell upstairs, hearing the TV on in the playroom. Putting money on the fact that they’re both playing with Hannah, I make my way into the kitchen for a soda. Coffee sounds better, but it looks like they’ve already emptied the pot for today.


    “Hey, son,” my dad says, rounding the corner with Hannah in his arms. “She’s a busy one!” he laughs as she wiggles out of his grip and lunges for me.


    “Dada!!!” The squeal that comes out of her is heartwarming. She’s always so happy to see me.


    Adopting a baby turned out to be the only way that Carly and I were ever going to have a family. When she was in the accident last year, and taken from me far too early, I decided to go along with the adoption, because I thought it would help all of the emotions rolling through me. Being able to focus on another life than focusing on the bad in mine sounded like a solid plan. And it was, for a couple weeks, until the sleepless nights caught up with me.


    That’s when the piercings and tattoos started.


    I don’t have many, but it’s a way for me to feel like a human again when my mind won’t stop replaying that night a year ago, and my body won’t stop shutting down due to lack of sleep. I needed something to make me feel. At one point in the last year, I found that in pain.


    Now, I’ve found it with Gabby.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Lies


    Oh, shit, Gabrielle! What did you do?!


    The voices ring in my head, muddling the noise of the courtroom. Closing my eyes, I try to black out the attack, but it useless. Why today?!


    “Fuck, Gabby!”


    His screams pierce my ears loud enough to cripple me to my chair. I close my eyes, shutting out everything around me, and try to block out the flashback that started all because I didn’t have a chance to read the fine details of this case until making it into the court room today.


    Shit! Breathe, Gabby. Breathe.


    Five…


    “Ma’am, you have to stay back!”


    Four…


    “Noo!!!”


    Three…. Breathe… two…


    Oh god, what have I done?


    One…


    Opening my eyes, I flick my gaze around the courtroom until I can focus on something. Anything. Of course, today this would happen. My heart’s pounding, and all I can do is stare at the plant that my eyes have focused on. One fucking plant. The people moving about are still are a blur. My assistant is talking to me, but I can’t make out his words. Everything is slowly coming back, but that was a bad one.


    Shit, one of these times an attack like that is going to hit me in the middle of a case, or in the middle of my driving home. One of these times it’s going to get me killed, and I’m not entirely too upset about that thought. Maybe that’s just what I deserve.


    “Gabby?” Lance’s voice cuts through the fog, and I glance over at him. His face is etched with worry, and my guilt immediately starts eating at me that he’s worried about me. People shouldn’t worry about me. I’m not fine. I’ll never be fine, so there’s no need to worry because there’s nothing they can do. “Hey, you okay?” His eyebrows scrunch together and I sigh.


    No. No I’m not okay. I’m broken, and there’s no fixing me.


    Unfortunately, I can’t tell him that. I can’t tell anyone that. Ever.


    What I can do, however, is pull up my big girl panties, paste on the smile I’ve perfected, and kick this case’s ass. Anything that has to do with a small child immediately comes to me. They all know I’m passionate about it, but none of them know why. I like to keep my personal life away from… well… everyone.


    “Yep. I’m fine, let’s do this.” Standing, I take my files to the judge for review, and then return to my seat as the defending attorney does the same. How someone can defend scumbags like that is beyond me. I’d never be able to do that, no matter how much money they offer me.


    Within two hours, the case is closed and another win is notched on my belt. My first few wins, I’d felt the rush of the victory, but now a win means nothing more than the good guy won, the bad guy lost, and back to the real world we all go. A loss… well, those are devastating. Grabbing my phone, I see a missed call from Benton and a few missed texts from Ellie. Grinning, I reply to the texts before putting Benton on Bluetooth on the way home. She’s already at my apartment waiting, so this phone call can only last as long as it takes for me to get home. He knows about Ellie… he’s known the entire time that I’m open in my relationships, so I don’t get too attached, but he’s not really a fan of Ellie. She’s hot, and good in bed, but she can be a bit of a bitch.


    “Hey,” he answers, Hannah crying in the background. I’ve never met her, but his love for her shows brightly through his rough spots. Not jealous at all of him at this point in the day. I’m looking forward to getting home and having dessert before dinner tonight. That’s hard to do with kids at home.


    “Hi, what’s up?” Turning into Chicago traffic, I curse and hit the brakes. The light’s green, but the three lights ahead of us are red, so I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. I grab my phone as a new text comes through to see what my plans for tonight are.


    Oooh, very nice, Ellie.


    “I was seeing what you have going on tomorrow. Hannah’s going to my parents for a bit,” he says, hopefully, which makes me grin a bit wider. Already grinning from the image Ellie just sent me, I put the phone back after replying to her and finally answer Benton.


    “Don’t you think this is getting to be a lot?” I say, worried that I’m getting a little too attached to him already. He’s been around for months now. The first time together, it was all fun and games. The second time together, it was like fucking fireworks. Every time since then keeps getting better and better, and compared to my other partners in the last seven months, none of them hold a candle to the orgasms that Benton brings me. I’d love to see him every night, but that’s where the problem lies.


    I can’t do that.


    I can’t let myself get that close to anyone again. I know it won’t end well. I let myself get this wrapped up with him. Sleeping with him for the past seven months is the longest running male connection I’ve had since the accident, but I can’t let it go further.


    “Uh… no?” he says, agitation lacing his voice.


    “Really? Because that’ll be about six times in the last week.” Six amazing, mind-blowing times that blow every other partner out of the water, Ellie included, but I’d never tell him that. I just need to keep my distance, and I’m worried spending so much time with him is just going to lead to more heartbreak than is needed. Maybe it’s time I start backing away.


    “Gab if you’re done with me, just tell me,” he huffs, obviously annoyed with the screaming baby in the background. “Listen, I’ve gotta go. Call me later, okay?”


    “Yes, sure. Absolutely,” I say, grinning. Hopefully, Ellie will be gone by the time I have to call him back. No need to rub in his face, no need to make him upset.


    See! This is why I don’t do long term relationship fucks! They start expecting something, and then things just get all kinds of muddled.


    By the time I make it home, the sun it starting to set and the lights in my apartment are already off. Door locked, no candles, no music. Great. A note lies on my counter.


    Greg came home. Sorry, babe, -E


    Wonderful. Greg is Ellie’s other plaything, and she’s about as tied to him as I am my job.


    I love my job, but there’s times I feel like I chose the wrong profession. Always working or traveling, I feel like my home life consists of fucking different people, and not having time to be a mid-twenties girl in Chicago.


    Of course, that’s what I wanted, isn’t it? When choosing my life, I chose the path that didn’t allow for much ‘me’ time, because my brain can’t handle too much of that.


    Dinner in the fridge, the pictures of what Ellie had planned for tonight start flooding my phone. Oh, she’s good. How she got herself into those poses and had the camera there for pictures is too much. She’s very… intense. She knows about Benton, but she hates him: a jealousy type of hate.


    All I can tell her is that he stays. I don’t tell her why, because I’m not entirely certain why. What I do know is that every time I see him, I want more. Just being around him… seeing him, hearing him, smelling him… makes me want so much more than I deserve. I know I should get rid of him before it becomes something bad, but he’s just so good. All of him.


    After heating up leftovers, I grab my phone to call Benton back. If Ellie isn’t keeping me company tonight, maybe I can pay him a visit. When the call goes to voicemail, I grunt and toss my phone on the side table, then head to the kitchen to grab a beer. The attack today hit me hard, and my head is starting to pound from it. Popping a few aspirin and downing them with the beer, I chuckle that I’m not at all worried about the fact that I just took medicine with a beer.


    It’s hard to care when you don’t even want to be here anymore.


    Lately, the guilt from twelve years ago has been eating at me, and I know it’s because his birthday is coming up, but, for some reason, this year it feels worse. It could be that work is adding a whole new stress to my life, it could be that I’ve been on these medications for a while now and maybe it’s time to switch up, but I’m fairly certain it’s because I’m starting to have feelings for a person that isn’t myself… and that isn’t supposed to happen. I still remember the conversation we had when all of this started. It was the night of Annaliese’s birthday party. Adam rented a rooftop at one of the hotels in downtown Chicago for the entire weekend as a surprise and invited all of Annaliese’s friends. One look at Benton, and I knew I’d be having a replay of the night they got engaged. That was the night he learned just what type of person I am.


    ***


    “So uh… can we keep all this to ourselves?” I ask, pulling the black dress strap back over my shoulder.


    “Oh.” He acts surprised in his response. Like he was expecting me to run and tell the world that I just slept with Benton James for the second time. Uh… sorry, guy. If I screamed to the world every time I had sex... well... I’d have a very sore throat. “Yeah,” he mumbles as he fiddles with the zipper of my dress to help out. His fingers graze my skin and I feel the tingles start between my legs again. It’s happened both times now. One look from this man and I’m putty.


    “I mean… it’s just fun. All fun and games.” I shrug and smile back at him as he kisses my shoulder once he has the final clasp of the dress together. He’s good at that… like he’s had practice before.


    Probably because he’s a widow, Gabby. He’s damaged goods, too.


    “Right, fun and games,” he says, then trails off, looking around for his shirt.


    “Benton, I don’t do relationships. Look… this was a grand time. Great fucking sex… but I don’t do monogamy… or long-term shit. I’m down for doing this again, and again, and again. What I’m not down for is you expecting something out of me that I’m not willing to give. I can’t.”


    He silently nods at me as he stands in the hotel room, bare-chested, and the color from his tattoos, brilliant in the moonlight, glowing in through the window. Beautiful. And I suddenly feel terrible for hurting his feelings.


    “Yeah, sure. That’s fine… just sex. I can do that.”


    “I’m with other people now, Benton. It’s not just you… you understand, right? I’m not going further with this if you’re the jealous type,” I say, crossing my arms under my breasts, watching his gaze immediately flick to them.


    “Got it. Not jealous. Now, come here. I just decided we’re not quite finished here yet,” he growls, chucking the shirt and pouncing on me, laughter erupting from me as he tackles me to the bed.


    ***


    Smiling, remembering that night like it was just last week when it was really months ago… I still miss that dress. He ruined it that night. Apparently, zippers take too long for him.


    I head to bed that night frustrated that he never called me back. Angry that Ellie dropped me, and even more upset at myself that I’ve got too wrapped up in something that I swore up and down I’d never do.


    I’m not looking for pity, but I’m not looking to tell anyone about my issues. We all have them, some bigger than others, but I’m not ready to set mine free. Being with one person, and one person only, is bound to make those secrets come out.


    I can’t have that.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Jealousy


    “What the hell, man? What’s your deal today?” Adam huffs. “You need to get laid, B.”


    I chuckle, so goddamned tired from being up with a teething baby last night that I can barely focus on the words on the page.


    “Right, Adam. I’ll be getting laid when my daughter is about thirty,” I joke. He knows nothing about my sex life, but he thinks he does. He thinks he knows everything about me, but he’s wrong.


    Adam likes to think he knows a lot, but he doesn’t know about the piercings, he doesn’t know about the tattoos, and he doesn’t know about Gabby. I want like hell to tell him about her. It’d be nice to have another dude’s point of view… but I promised her. No one knows. Now, here I sit, so fucking tired and still worrying about the girl that wants nothing more than to fuck me and leave.


    Most guys would be ecstatic about having a hot as hell ‘fuck buddy’, but not me. I’m thirty years old with an almost one year old. I’m coming up on her birthday, which also happens to be an anniversary of my wife’s death. I’m a fucking widow with a baby… Can’t I get a break here and not fall for the crazy ones?


    Sure, I knew going into it that she doesn’t do relationships, but my dumb ass thought I could change her. I thought ‘well, we will just have to see about that’. Now, seven months later, I’ve had the best sex I’ve ever had my entire life more times than I can count, I think I’m falling in love with her, yet she still won’t fess up and tell me she just wants to be with me. It kind of puts me in a hard position.


    I see something in her eyes when she starts to get to comfortable with me. I see the flicking of the bands on her wrist, the constant taking down and putting up of her hair, over and over. I see the little nervous habits, and know she’s got something deeper than a hate of relationships going on, but I can’t really do anything about it to help her until she opens up to me. And that’s the thing… I want her to open up to me. I want her to be comfortable with me. The only way she’s ever going to do that is if she commits.


    Unfortunately, she’s afraid of that.


    “Listen, you’re obviously busy inside that fancy head of yours,” he scoffs. Was he talking to me? Shit? “Just be at lunch tomorrow, okay? It’s a big client. Don’t fuck it up,” he warns, and I chuckle.


    “Fuck you… get out, I have work to do,” I grumble. I’m not in the mood to shit around right now. There’s so much on my mind, I don’t even know what the meeting tomorrow is for, but he wants me there for some reason.


    “Tomorrow, B.” His eyes lock on mine and I nod, knowing full well how important tomorrow’s meeting is to him.


    It’s funny. We used to have meetings in secret with men that held all the power of the city. Secret meetings. Now, we have them in public in the middle of broad daylight. Adam Callahan isn’t a stupid man. He almost got caught in the wrong web of lies and deceit one too many times.


    By the time the day is over, all I can do is think about getting to Gabby. After I feed Hannah, I make it to my parents’ house with an hour to go before her bedtime, making my parents happy that they can spend some time playing with her before they have to put her down.


    “So, you’ll get her in the morning before work? Are you sure about that, Benton? You look tired… Why don’t you take the day off tomorrow?” my mom starts in on me, and, as much as I know she means well, it gets annoying at times that she doesn’t understand the importance of my job.


    “Mom, tonight’s just a small work get together,” I lie, frustrated that I can’t even tell her what I’m doing tonight. “I won’t be out late. I’ll get a good night sleep and no, I can’t take tomorrow off. Big things are happening, Mom. I have to be there for them.”


    “You need some relaxing time, Benton. Maybe one of these weekends you and your father can go fishing or something. Or maybe we can take Hannah for the weekend! That would work, right?”


    Shaking my head, and laughing at her honest worry, I hug and kiss her, promising her that I won’t run myself ragged, then kiss Hannah goodbye and head out to the car. I’m antsy and I don’t know why. I’ve done this with Gabby so many times before, but tonight feels different. It feels like tonight’s the end. She was so distant when we spoke last night, and then she never called me back. I feel like she’s pulling away and I can’t help but worry that she knows that my feelings for her are stronger than friends with benefits. If she knew how I’m falling in love with her, I know she’d run. I’ll keep my feelings to myself if it means I can keep her. I need to be around her. She makes me feel real. She makes me feel alive. I haven’t felt that in a long time.


    Having a baby is a blast, and, for the most part, she’s a great kid, but there’s days that being a single dad really eats at me. Between the teething, sickness, and anger, I’m not sure if I’ll make it by myself. I love that I grew up with two parents in the house, and I’d love for Hannah to have that too. That’s not what I’m doing, per se, with Gabby… but it’d be nice if she’d be able to be involved in Hannah’s life. I can’t do that, though, until I know that Gabby’s serious about us. No reason to introduce Hannah to someone who won’t be around long enough for Hannah to remember or make memories with.


    By the time I make it to Gabby’s place, I’ve already worked myself up for another conversation like we has last night, but, when the door swings open to a dark room and candlelight flickering, I grin and my pants immediately start to tent.


    Fuck.


    “Mr. James,” Gabby whispers, standing in front of me in the flickering candlelight, the bodice of her outfit cupping her curves and allows her tits to spill out like they’re just begging me to touch them.


    “Oh, fuck,” I mumble, moving to her and kicking the door closed. “Good God, woman.”


    My hands run down her side as she giggles and wraps her arms around my neck. Her eyes lock on mine as she pushes her body against mine, moaning when she feels me hardening for her.


    “Well, hello there,” she whispers, moving her hand down to gently cup me.


    Goddamnit.


    “Mmm, baby,” I groan, squeezing her ass, and lifting her to wrap her legs around me. Her ass cheeks fill my hands perfectly, and her warmth from between her legs heats my cock to fully erect. “Fuck, Gabby.”


    “Fuck me, Benton.” She grins and bites down on her lip, narrowing her eyes at me as I lay her on the bed.


    “Fucking gladly, babe.” Walking into her bedroom, she crawls up the bed on all fours and glances at me over her shoulder, waiting for me and wiggling her ass.


    It takes me no time at all to strip and grab a condom, and, as soon as I push into her, I feel a sense of peace come over me. Euphoric. She calms me and makes my heartbeat skyrocket from one touch. I crave her; I crave this. Her moans fill the room as I pump into her, slamming into her harder than I planned, but the more she moans the harder I slam.


    Fuck!


    By the time we’re finished, I’m spent and so thankful for not having to go get Hannah and take her home tonight. I love that girl, but I’m actually looking forward to a full night’s sleep for once.


    Gabby’s phone has been dinging with messages all night, and she’s been ignoring them, but, as I’m in the bathroom cleaning up, I hear her laugh to herself. Walking out of the bathroom, I see her staring at her phone biting her lip and I immediately tense up.


    “Hey you, what’s that all about?” I ask, trying to not let my tension laced body show to her. I know who she’s talking to just by the grin on her face, and it pisses me off.


    “Oh Ellie, she’s being a moron,” she says, and then laughs as another message dings through.


    “Ah.” The zing from her mentioning Ellie’s name is felt deep. I know she’s still with her, but I don’t want details. I’ve agreed to this, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.


    Now seems like a good time to leave.


    “Okay, so I’m heading out,” I say, starting to find my shit. Why can I never find my shit when I need to leave?


    “Uh... okay?” she says, putting her phone down. Finally.


    “Nope, you’re just busy with her… and I’m going.” I hate that I get so jealous over her, especially when I promised her seven months ago that I wasn’t the jealous type.


    Apparently, I am.


    “B, you’re being weird,” she says, hands on her hips.


    Jesus, even angry, she still is the most beautiful thing I’ve laid eyes on in a very long time.


    “I’m not.”


    “You don’t like her?” she asks, nodding to her phone.


    “Never said that,” I clip, pulling my shirt over my head and looking around for my shoes.


    “You don’t have to. You know… I warned you about this, Benton,” she laughs harshly. As if her laughing would make it all better, she stops and smiles at me and shakes her head. “I don’t get you, Benton. Why now? What’s so special about me that you have to get jealous?” She furrows her brows and looks so damn cute I just want to wrap her in my arms and never let go.


    I just want her to be mine and mine alone.


    “It’s not just other people, Gabby. I guess I thought that I’d be the one to change you, and I was wrong. I’m sorry, but I just want to scream to the world that you’re my girl and I CAN’T, because you’re not. And you won’t let me. And I’m fucking exhausted,” I growl. “From everything.”


    “Oh come on, Benton. It’s all just fun… I told you that, remember?” Her eyes lock on mine, but her smile is gone. She feels something between us, or else she wouldn’t be freaking out right now that I’m about to walk out that door and not come back.


    Maybe that’s the scare she needs. Maybe she needs to think I’m gone, then she’ll start appreciating me more and maybe… just maybe… she’ll drop Ellie and really become just my girl.


    “I’m gonna head out,” I huff, slipping on my shoes and heading to the door.


    “Wait!” she says, almost frantically. “You can’t just leave. We just had a great time. I was hoping to have more tonight,” she pleads. Her eyes are searching mine for something, her hand resting on my elbow.


    I can’t do it. I’m falling hard for this woman. Hell, I’ve already fallen for her. I’m not a college-aged kid anymore, though. I have responsibilities and a child to take care of. I can’t play games like this forever.


    “We’ll talk tomorrow, Gabby.” I sigh, kissing her forehead. I hate to leave her upset, but tonight’s over.


    “I work all day tomorrow, Benton. I’m swamped. Can’t you just stay for a little while longer?” Her eyes are pleading with me to stay, but I can’t. I have to clear my head and figure out what I’m going to do about this beautifully crazy woman in front of me.


    “Well, then, call me tomorrow night.”


    “You sure you don’t want to stay?”


    “I’m positive. Goodnight, Gabby.” I love you. The words stick in my throat, thankfully. Telling her that wouldn’t get me anywhere fast, but the curb.


    On the drive back home, I replay the conversation we had a few months into our situation. Her words still ring true tonight.


    ***


    “You’ve never been in love?” I ask, curious as to why this beautiful woman hasn’t been swept up yet.


    “Ah… see, Gabby Rosdale doesn’t do that type of stuff,” she grins, moving over to straddle my lap. “I don’t fall in love, Benton. I’m not programmed like that.”


    I grunt when her lips slam to mine, but I can’t keep those words from resounding in my head.


    ***


    She’s not programmed like that? Bullshit. I’ve seen the way she watches me when she thinks I’m sleeping. I’ve seen how she looks at the clients from her job. That’s the perk of being a silent partner in her firm. I have a financial say in things, so I have to be in the building at certain times. She can’t tell me she doesn’t love her job, because I’ve seen it.


    Exhausted by the time I get home, I have just enough energy to strip down to my boxers and fall into bed, her scent still on me, torturing my dreams with an idea of happily ever after I’ll never have.


    The next morning, I grab Hannah quickly from my parents’ house, my mom happy to see that I look a little more refreshed than I did the night before. It’s amazing as a parent what one good night’s sleep can do for you. Taking her straight to daycare, I head in to work, my brain only functioning at fifty percent due to the Gabby drama, so when Adam peeks his head in at lunch time, to remind me of our meeting, I actually jump.


    “Fuck, man!” I moan, trying to wipe the coffee off the papers I was looking at. “You can’t do things gently anymore, can you?”


    “Nope. We’re leaving in twenty. Be ready.” He nods, heads out of my office, and into the conference room.


    That man never fucking sits still, and I swear, since Annaliese came back, he’s a new man. So much more energy, he’s in a better mood, and I can’t help but think it’s all because of her. One day, I hope to have someone in my life that makes me a better version of myself. I had hoped for that to be Gabby, but I’m starting to think that’s a lost cause. I don’t want to believe it, I want her to be mine, but she’s so hard to get through to.


    Right before I head out of my office, my phone rings. Picking it up, I pray it’s nothing of importance, and grab a pen when the recording starts.


    “Mr. James, this is Elice from Dr. Travers office. I’m just calling to confirm your appointment with Randy tonight at six. Please give us a call if you can’t make it, but if you’re good, we’ll see you at that time. Thanks, have a great day.”


    The phone call ends, and I shake my head. Fuck, I totally forgot about that. Ever since Carly’s death, I’ve been seeing Dr. Travers to talk things over. I got pretty low for a while there, and I was afraid the state was going to take Hannah away from me. When Dr. Travers came alone, I started seeing him regularly for everything, from depression to anxiety to just conversation about being a new parent. Expensive conversation, but he helps.


    Maybe he’ll have some insight as to what to do with the Gabby situation.


    Making a mental note to talk to him about it, I meet Adam at the waiting car and we head to lunch. Everest is one of the higher end restaurants in the downtown Chicago area, but, of course, Adam Callahan’s lunches never need reservations. Waltzing in like he owns the place (and he probably does in one way or another), we take a table in the middle of the restaurant to conduct our business.


    Waiting for our lunch partner to arrive, I see a very familiar figure walking towards a table across the room.


    Gabby.


    And on her arm is Ellie.


    What the fuck, I thought she was working today?


    “B?” Adam’s voice cuts into my anger-induced foggy brain.


    “Yeah,” I growl, not taking my eyes off her ass in that dress. What the hell is she doing here, and why the hell is Ellie hanging off her arm like she’s arm candy?


    “You good, man?” Adam asks, turning to see what I have my eyes locked on. Fuck, he can’t see her. He’ll know something’s up. Luckily, just as he turns around, the waitress comes to take our lunch order and I’m given a reprieve of the sight before me.


    What’s this all about, and why would she lie to me like she did last night? Maybe she really is trying to get rid of me.


    No. No fucking way. She needs me just as much as I need her, and I plan on reminding her why.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Time for a Change


    He just walked out on me.


    Fuck, what did I do?


    I was just laughing at the text that Ellie sent me of a man she saw on the subway today. Nothing she said was funny, she wasn’t flirting even… but this man had to be shared. I feel terrible because I know Benton doesn’t like her, I just inadvertently rubbed her in his face, and now he’s gone.


    Fuck, what’ve I done now? I’ve lost the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time. Shit, shit, shit! If he doesn’t come back I don’t… oh God…


    Calm down, Gabby. Breathe. You did this. You pushed him away with your rules and games… he’s a grown ass man, he knows better than to play games like that for too long. Fuck!


    Breaths coming in short spurts, I feel the panic attack coming on before it’s in full force. It’s been over a day since my last one, but still… that’s too close for comfort.


    Count to ten.


    One, two, three….


    Stop! Let me go! Oh, my GOD!


    The screaming from inside the car pierces my ears like it’s happening in front of me all over again. Oh God, what did I do? Sliding down the door, my ass hits the cool tile, and my arms wrap around my legs, squeezing my eyes shut, I try to block out the images that haunt me.


    Breathe.


    FOUR, FIVE….


    NOOO!!!!! The images of that night flash in my mind.


    The blood. The screams. The flashing lights.


    SIX, SEVEN, EIGHT…


    My heart starts slowing down, and I take a breath. Squeezing my eyes as tight as I can, I try to fight back against the images that race into my vision.


    NINE, TEN…


    I take a deep breath and open my eyes, reacquainting myself with the current surroundings. The alarm on my phone is yelling at me that I have a few new text messages, and the lights are all giving me a headache. My entire body aches, and it takes a few minutes to collect my senses before standing up. Once I do, I silence my phone, then walk to the bedroom and pull out the three bottles from my underwear drawer. My ICE pills… in case of emergency. Most days, I’m okay with just the daily medicine regimen, but today’s been so exhausting that my brain just can’t handle it.


    Crawling into bed, I lie still, staring at the dark ceiling, praying that the visions don’t come back as I fall fast asleep.


    The next day at work, I’m so tired that I decide to call it a day before the day even begins fully. By nine AM, I’m done. Cancelling my appointments for the day, I get only a few evil looks from fellow coworkers when I grab my bags and head out into the sunshine. I need a day to fix my head.


    The attacks have been coming more and more frequently lately. The one last night was bad… I physically felt as if I were there. I could smell the smoke, see the flames.


    I relived it all, and sitting here on my couch alone is just making the memories start to flood back. What good did I think leaving work would do? Now, I have nothing to keep the memories and guilt at bay. When my phone dings, I’m relieved for the reprieve from the memories of that night.


    Ellie: Hey. Lunch?


    Me: Perf, bitch. Deets.


    Perfect. Just what I need.


    I’d love to stay with Benton, but he seems hell bent on being with just me. I’m not sure if I could do that. I want to, but it scares me. I can’t even imagine myself with anyone else but Ellie and Benton, and, recently, Ellie’s been so needy that she’s not even really doing it for me. The amount of texts that she sends me, and the amount of pouty faces I get when I tell her I’m with Benton, is insane.


    Sure, she’s nice to me. Sure, she’s a good lay. But, let’s be real here, I like the D… and Benton has a very nice one to ride. Unless Ellie can find a Benton sized strap-on, it looks like I’ll be keeping the D for a while.


    If he’ll still have me, that is.


    Making it to the restaurant, I cringe at the people waiting in line. Fuck, I don’t want to do this! I hate crowds, I hate lots of noises in one place… I just can’t do it. Waiting here is a no go.


    “Gabby!” I hear Ellie call from inside the restaurant.


    Thank fuck.


    “Hey,” I smile, making a bee line for her, through the massive blob of people who are angry and waiting. “How’d you get in here?” I ask, astonished that she was able to get a table by just walking in.


    “The girls are over here. They already had one, so they just pulled up a few more chairs! So awesome, right?!”


    “Sure, if you like fake plastics,” I mumble, following her to a table full of everything I never want to be. Fake tits, fake lips, fake hips, fake hair…. Everything on these girls screams ‘fake’; even their smiles are obviously forced.


    “Be nice, Gabby,” she warns, taking my hand as we walk towards the table.


    Why does this feel so forced? Why don’t I want to be here with her right now?


    Typically, I’d be happy to be out of the office, but my mind can’t stop playing last night out, over and over. He just walked out, like it wasn’t hurting him a bit that he was walking away from me. I guess he wasn’t as attached to me as I would’ve liked him to be. Why I want him to be, I’m not sure, but, if I’m getting attached, I was hoping he was too. Now, I sit here at lunch at a brilliant restaurant, and all I can think of is the terrible cinnamon rolls that Benton made us a few weeks ago for breakfast. Everything reminds me of him. It’s terrible. I need to be okay that he left me, but I can’t be. I still want him, even if I don’t deserve him. I need to figure this shit out, and I can’t do that while sitting at a table full of fake Barbie wannabes and MILFs.


    “Hey, I’m heading to the bathroom,” I whisper, leaning in to Ellie a little too far and brushing my lips against her ear. She gasps, then giggles, taking that as an invite to come with. Great.


    “Okay.” She winks and I sigh.


    Honestly, it’s been a week or so since I’ve been with her sexually, and I’m okay if we don’t do that anymore. I’d really like to keep her around for the companionship, but my sexual satisfaction comes from Benton and his beautiful package.


    The tattoos, the nipple piercings, the fucking muscles. They all make for one very perfect package. One very perfect package that I’m trying to talk myself out of enjoying anymore. What the hell’s wrong with me?


    Walking into the bathroom, as soon as I go to lock the door, I feel the handle turn. About to tell the person on the other side of the door to knock that shit off and learn to knock, Ellie comes sneaking through the door like she just stole something.


    “Nice,” she whistles, locking the door behind her. “Single family bathrooms.” She stops perusing the bathroom long enough to lock her gaze with me.


    She’s a pretty laid back person, but, in situations like this, she turns into the strongest dominant I’ve ever met.


    “You been having fun with that penis of yours?” she quips, walking towards me. Stalking is more like it, like a lion does to their prey.


    “Benton. I’ve been enjoying time with him, yes. Problem?” I say, backing myself up against the wall of the bathroom. Typically, I’d be excited for this, for the play of power, but something in my brain is screaming at me that this is all wrong. I don’t really want to be with her. I don’t really want to have a girl anymore. I just want Benton. Whatever I can give him, I want to, but I don’t want Ellie anymore.


    Right?


    “Gabby, really?” Her hands trace down my collar bone. “You’re just going to stand here and tell me you like it more than me?” She grins, and her lips come to my ear lobe. “You like his lips on you better than mine.” She kisses right behind my ear, and brings chills to my body. “You like his hands on you better than mine,” she whispers, as her fingers caress down my neck and slowly make their way up and under my dress. “You like big, meaty man hands shoving inside of you, rather than delicate, loving female hands?” Her fingers push inside me, her teeth biting down on my neck, and I gasp. Typically, I’d be all about this, but her actions are doing nothing for me. I’m just barely wet, and that’s only because the side of my neck is an immediate turn on spot for me… no matter who you are.


    Fuck, I’m not even attracted to her anymore! When did this happen?!


    “Not even a little bit, huh?” she pulls her fingers out, and I flinch. Fuck, Gabby!


    “S- sorry,” I manage, embarrassed with this whole show.


    “You know what I think? I think you really want him. I also think he left you last night, because why else would you look like that?” she waves to my outfit and cringes. “And why else would you be able to take a lunch break this long if you hadn’t called into work sick today because you’re just heartbroken that your boy toy broke it off?” She pouts her bottom lip out, and I shake my head. Mainly because I’m pissed she’s right. “Tell ya what, Gab. I’m leaving this room… I’m leaving the restaurant, and whenever you get your head out of his golden ass, come find me. I may still be available.” She huffs, then opens the door, slipping out before letting it click behind her.


    Fuck!


    Both of them in less than a day! Leaning back against the wall again, I contemplate what just happened.


    I wasn’t wet for her. I’m not turned on by her anymore. Does this mean what I think it does? I think so, but I’m not sure what to do with it. Do I pursue him, give him the chance to make up for walking out? Do I find someone else to fill the void that’s now in my life due to both of them walking out on me?


    It doesn’t take long for me to realize one thing: I’m in a bathroom in a very busy restaurant, and there’s probably people gathering outside my door. Great. Collecting my wits, I go to open the door and head home, only to slam into the rock hard, delicious smelling chest that I can’t stop thinking about.


    “Benton, what the fu-”


    Before I can get the rest of my words out, his lips are on mine, and he’s pushing me back into the bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind him. Without words, he spins me and slams me to the door.


    “Enjoying your work day, Gabby?” he growls, his hands cupping my breasts, as he slams his lips to mine again. All I can do is moan as he squeezes and caresses my nipples to hardened peaks. “How about that lunch fuck, how was that? She wasn’t in here very long,” he considers, flicking his glance to mine as his fingers travel up my neck. “Nice to know you’re having a good day ‘at work’, Gabby,” he rumbles. His lips crush to mine again, and his hands wrap around me, gripping my ass as my arms go around him. I press my body against his, and feel him hardening for me. Fuck, that’s hot.


    “Benton, I’m so-”


    “No.” He backs away, releasing me, and leaving me cold from his sudden movement. “You don’t get to talk. Just listen. I have an appointment this afternoon, but tonight you better fucking be home. I won’t have long, but I have a few very important things to say to you.” He curses and runs his hands down his face. “Go home, Gabby. Obviously, you’re not working today, but I’ve got a very important meeting that’s about to happen. I need you out of this restaurant, so that I can focus on that, and not worry about who you’re screwing in the bathroom.” His lip quirks up in a grin, and his eyes gleam. “Unless it’s me.”


    “Oh, Benton,” I moan. “I can’t… I-” I’m starting to freak out. He’s being so possessive and I’m torn between being pissed that I like it, pissed that I can’t have it, and incredibly fucking turned on, as well as upset over Ellie and my new found emotions about Benton I didn’t knew ran so deep. My head is all kinds of fucked up. When my brain has to work this hard just to help me stand straight, it takes away energy from other things that have to keep my body moving.


    Like breathing.


    “You need to go,” I start to breathe heavy, feeling the panic well up in me. I can’t have this. I can’t have this. I want this, I don’t need this, and I can’t have this. Why the hell does this have to happen here?! In the bathroom of a crowded restaurant, all I can see is the man standing in front of me, currently looking at me like I’m crazy as the edges of my vision start to blacken. Fuck!


    “Gabby?” His voice hums through my body, soothing me, but not enough to make the pace of my heart slow down.


    Fuck! I took my meds today, I should be okay! I should be, but I’m not. Fuck fuck fuck.


    “Benton, you need to go,” I whisper again, closing my eyes briefly, then shooting them back open when I realize closing them will only bring me more visions and pain than I need right now. There’s enough going on in the room in front of me, I don’t need to invite the images from that night back.


    Oh, god, I feel like I’m going to pass out. Light headed, I put my hand on the wall behind me to brace my body before I fall to the bathroom floor.


    “Gab, you’re scaring me.” His voice is so close. He’s staring at me, right in front of me, but he physically feels so far away. When his hand comes in contact with me, I have to close my eyes for fear of fainting. Just his touch is enough to help me silently and painfully make it through this episode.


    Fuck.


    Counting down from ten, breathing through my nose, gritting my teeth as the tears roll down my face, I see everything as if it were happening again. All over again. Each screech of the tires, each scream, the screaming baby.


    Then… nothing.


    “Oh, my god,” I whimper as the end of the flashback roars through me, crippling my body. Benton’s arms come around me tightly and hold on to me, so we don’t end up on the floor. The tears are streaming, and I physically ache in every part of my fucking body. Why did this have to happen to me?! Why am I the one that has to live with this?!


    Because it’s your fault, Gabby.


    “I’m here, babe,” he whispers, kissing my forehead and holding me tightly.


    As unsettling as an attack is, especially one that violent, being here in his arms makes the recuperating process a ton easier than on my own. So warm and caring. So comfortable.


    Shit.


    “Benton,” I breathe. “You need to go back to your meeting.” My eyes connect with his, and I know I hurt him, but I’m so embarrassed right now and all I want to do is go home.


    “Gabby, I’m not leaving you right now. What was that?” His worried expression warms my heart, and it pisses me off. My heart doesn’t deserve this.


    “Stop, B. I’m fine. They happen all the time. Thanks for being here, but you need to get back to your meeting before you miss it.” I give him the best smile I can muster, then lean in and kiss his lips softly, calming the rest of my body. The only traces now of any attack is the memory of it, and the slight ache in my joints. The toll a panic attack has on someone is intense, and, when I have one that strong, that intense, that the flashbacks take over my vision, my entire body can ache for days. I’m on meds for it, and the doctors have all said what I have is normal for someone in my situation.


    I’m anything but normal.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Rage


    


    She wants me to leave, but her eyes are begging me to stay. I know it. I know that look. That’s the independent but needy Gabby shining through unintentionally. That’s the woman that wants me to leave her alone while holding her on the couch. This look in her eyes tells me everything I need to know. She wants me. She doesn’t want to push me away.


    Then, why is she?


    “Gab, screw the meeting. You need me right now.”


    “I don’t need you, Benton,” she hisses. I’d be insulted, but I saw that look. She’s angry now, hell maybe she’s embarrassed, though she has no reason to be, but I saw that look she gave me. “I’m fine. Please… Please go back to your meeting. You can call me when it’s over. Hell, you can come over when you’re finished with it, but I need you to give me a few to… just give me a few, okay?”


    Her eyes are pleading something, her hands still shaking, and she’s starting to flick the band again. I feel like I’ve heard something about the bands before. Are they used for suicidal patients? Is it just a nervous habit? Does she really like pain? Why can’t she just tell me?!


    “Gab-“


    “No, Benton. No. I’m going home. You’re going to your meeting. I’ll see you afterwards.” She puts her hands on her hips, and I know that’s it. She’s not letting me fight this anymore.


    “Fine. I’ll call you as soon as I’m done.” She nods, and sighs, as I kiss her and sneak out of the bathroom.


    “Take long enough, dude?” Adam eyes me as I sit back in my chair. Thankfully, our guest hasn’t arrived yet, because I need to calm the fuck down.


    “Everything okay, man?” Adam smiles as he sees our potential client arrive at the restaurant. “Let’s do this.”


    “Perfect,” I grumble, watching the leggy blondes saunter over to the table. There’s no way Annaliese is letting him go through with this.


    “Ladies,” Adam smiles, shaking their hands.


    Uh… no thanks.


    Smiling, I extend a hand out of politeness, making a mental note not to use it until I wash it. I’m not a germaphobe, but seriously, these woman probably hold more germs than the entire city of Chicago. To say we’re doing illegal business right now isn’t exactly true. These ladies do run a legal business… and then some. They want to expand, but can’t do so without Adam’s help.


    “So, Mrs. Allister, tell us a little about your business,” Adam says after the waitress takes our order.


    “Oh, well we sell high end re-sale items.” The one on the left smiles. “And we want to expand.”


    Her fake smile is rubbing Adam raw, I can tell by the clenching of his jaw. We both know why they are here, so why is she wasting time with her ‘side’ business? The way they’ve been eyeballing both of us all lunch is incredibly irritating. Really, everything about these girls strikes me as wrong, but what Adam wants, Adam gets.


    “Listen, girls. I have to get home to my fiancé. We have a very important wedding coming up, so, if you plan on wasting my time beating around the bush, you can go home now. I need straight forward, and I needed it yesterday,” Adam says in the most polite way possible, but the looks on their faces say that they are anything but pleased with it.


    Trying not to chuckle, I clear my throat a few times, then nod at Adam while taking a sip of water.


    “He’s right. We have a lot of important shit to get to,” I say, seeing the glare from Adam for cussing on a business lunch. Who does he think we’re meeting with?! They’re prostitutes!


    “Mr. Callahan, Mr. James, we’d like you to help fund our resale business legally, and under the table we will be using the money to start up a high end call girl and call boy service for the higher ups in the city of Chicago.” The woman on the right smiles, like she’s better than the girl on the left because she has the balls to actually say it.


    Well congratulations, girls, your moms must be proud.


    Adam starts talking numbers, and I block him out. The minute Annaliese gets word of this wild hare he’s got, she’s going to be pissed he even considered the idea, let alone thought he could actually get away with it. Hell, she’s not really the jealous type, but if word ever gets back to her about this lunch meeting… shit, Adam might be sleeping on my couch for the next week.


    By the time it’s over he’s finished with them and I can tell he really wants to work with them. He’s smiling, thanking them, and promising to call them soon.


    “Right,” I scoff, as soon they leave the table.


    “What?” Adam grumbles, paying the bill and standing.


    “How you think you’re gonna pull that one off?” I smile as he narrows his eyes at me.


    “How was Gabby in the bathroom, B?”


    Fuck.


    “Adam,” I warn.


    “Hey… not my place, Benton. Right? I wouldn’t run to tell anyone about the 15 minutes that you spent in the bathroom with my fiancé’s best friend. Bros before hos… and all that shit.”


    Fuck fuck fuck.


    “I’m taking the rest of the day off,” I grunt, getting up from the table, and heading towards the door.


    “Too hot of a mess for me, man. Enjoy your balls while you still have them,” he jokes, then shudders exaggeratedly.


    “Tomorrow, Adam.” I nod, ignoring his antics and head back to the office to close out my shit for the day. My appointment is in an hour, but I’m already sitting in the waiting room. I haven’t talked to Dr. Travers in a month, and so much has happened this last month that I’ll be lucky if I can get it all in this weekend.


    By the time my wait is up, I’ve completely worked myself up into an almost rage. Why would she want to live her life like this, hopping form one person to the next? Why can’t she fucking commit to me? We’re fucking perfect for each other… why can’t she see that?


    “Benton,” Dr Travers says, eyeing me as I pick at the wood of the old chair. “Mind telling me what’s on your mind? Last month you were doing pretty good, but today you look… well, why don’t you just tell me what you’ve been up to?”


    He’s sitting across from me, legs crossed, hands clasped on his lap. So fucking proper. Asshole.


    Jesus, why am I so angry this afternoon?


    “I’ve been seeing someone,” I start, trying not to growl at him. I flick my gaze to him and he’s just nodding silently, allowing me the time I need to talk.


    So I do.


    I tell him everything. From the first meet, to the first fuck, to everything else that I can think of. I spend forty-five minutes talking about Gabby, and it isn’t until I realize that he’s giving me the fifteen minute warning that I haven’t mentioned Carly or Hannah once this entire time.


    Dr. Travers smiles and nods when I trail off, leaving off at the restaurant this afternoon. He knows everything. He can fix me. He can, and will, fix my crazy.


    “Benton, you’ve been through a lot in the last year. Your wife died suddenly, you adopted a baby, you’ve taken a few huge leaps with the company; it’s safe to say you’re a little stressed. You seem to be channeling anger again, though,” he says, nodding towards my clenched fists. Getting it all out helped, but it wasn’t enough.


    I need to hit something.


    “I want to see you back at the gym, Benton. You need that release.” He grabs his note pad and writes a few notes before looking at me again. “Gabby, right?” he asks, pen in hand. I nod, and he eyes me curiously as he takes more notes.


    “Listen, Benton, I don’t know the entire story. You’ve talked a lot, but I know there are still things that are missing. I’m not here for relationship advice, I’m here to make you level out. If being with her makes you happy, you need to pursue that, but if all you get is frustrated and mad... Benton, Hannah doesn’t need that. You have to think of your baby in this.” He shakes his head and stands up. “If it were me, and, after all this time, the girl wouldn’t commit to me, I’d have to draw the line. Either she commits, or you need to move on and be happy for that sweet girl of yours.” He shrugs. “It’s a hard truth, but you need to be happy. This,” he waves at my demeanor. “This isn’t good for you or Hannah,” he says.


    “You’re right,” I say, pissed that I knew that’s what he was going to say, but it didn’t matter… it didn’t click… until he just now told me. “Thanks,” I grumble, standing and nodding, making an appointment on my way out for a few weeks from now.


    On my way home to get cleaned up, I call my parents to check in on Hannah. They’re such an amazing support system. I’m not sure what I would do without both of them to help me in my times of need. It’s hard to be there for every drop off and pick up from daycare, especially with my job. I’m there as much as I can be, but, when I’m not, she has that strong and reliable source from my parents.


    By the time I get to Gabby’s, I’ve calmed down enough to actually smile genuinely at her when she opens the door. She’s so fucking cute. Hair on the top of her head, reading glasses on, leggings and massive socks to match. How the hell does someone so sexy do cute so well? There should be a fucking law about that.


    “Hey,” she smiles gently, rubbing her eyes under her glasses before closing the door behind me. The sexy vixen in the tight as shit dress from earlier is gone, and before me stands a real woman. A woman I have so many feelings for, it’s insane.


    “Hi, how are you?” I ask, pulling her to me, unable to keep my hands off her. Pecking my lips quickly, a smirk crosses her face when she sees the gleam in my eyes. I can’t help it. She’s so damn beautiful.


    “I’m fine. Just a small headache,” she says, rubbing her eyes again.


    “You sure you’re okay with me being here? You look tired,” I say, earning a slap in the arm. “What the hell?” I laugh, grabbing it, and feigning hurt while she looks at me with huge eyes.


    “You’re not supposed to tell a girl she looks tired, Benton!”


    “OOOh… okay. I’ll remember that next time you look tired,” I say, grinning.


    She laughs it off and heads into the kitchen where she’s making lasagna. Watching her do something as simple as cooking has my feelings so wound up for her. I just want to tell her I think I’m falling hard for her. I want her to know that I’m growing to love her. The more that I watch her do these simple tasks the more I can see myself being involved like this for the rest of her life, but I can’t. I can’t, because I don’t want her to go, and, if I tell her how I really feel, she’ll run.


    I know it.


    “It was my gran’s recipe,” she whispers, setting a plate in front of me.


    In all these months we’ve been friends with benefits, not once has she made dinner for me. When she brings me a drink, I grab her hand before she retreats to get her bowl and notice how perfect our hands fit together. She’s watching me intently, but I can’t take my eyes off of the only place our bodies are connected. I feel such warmth from having her hand in mine. Such peace.


    Shit, I want this… I want her… so fucking bad.


    “Can we just eat first, please?” she whispers, knowing that we have a heavy topic to discuss tonight.


    “Absolutely. This looks fantastic, Gabby.”


    She doesn’t say anything, just smiles and nods, and the twinkle in her eye from earlier is gone. What’s going on with her today?


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    I Can’t Be Alone


    “This is delicious, Gab,” he says, as he shoves another bite into his mouth. His beautiful mouth, on his beautiful body, that I’m afraid I’m caring for way too much lately.


    “Thanks,” I answer, feeling like I’m on autopilot tonight. The episode in the bathroom earlier took a lot from me. Having it in front of him made the recoup from it better, but, when I got home, I realized just how bad things are starting to get. I’ve had so many panic episodes and flashbacks this last week compared to a year ago, and I can’t help but peg it on the fact that I’m starting to have very strong feelings for the man sitting in front of me. I want to be with him, I want a normal life… what girl doesn’t? I’m not made for that, though. I don’t deserve that. Not after what I did.


    “Here, let me,” Benton says, taking my empty plate before I’m able to set it in the sink. “You cooked, I’ll clean,” he says, then grins and winks at me as he walks to the sink. His wink and grin has me ready to jump him, but I don’t. We need to talk, and fucking… as delicious as it sounds… won’t allow us time to talk.


    Even when my mind is muddled with every emotions possible, he still has a way of getting through and soaking my panties with one small smirk. Coming behind him, I instinctively wrap my arms around his midsection and hug him, feeling him, still in his dishwashing, before his hands, wet with soap, clasp on to mine. We don’t say anything, just hold each other. I know he hurts, he knows I have issues though he doesn’t know specifics, but we both accept that. We hold each other like we’re holding ourselves together. In this crazy world, we’re just two broken souls; one trying to move on, one trying to forget.


    When he clears his throat, I loosen my grip on him as he turns and looks at me, his hands resting on my arms.


    “How are you, really, Gabby?” His voice full of sadness, and it angers me because I hate pity. I don’t want to be pitied.


    “I’m okay, Benton. I promise,” I whisper, not looking him in the eyes. He knows what I’m doing, though. He knows I’m not okay.


    “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and leading me to the living room. We sit on the couch, so he turns in his spot and starts playing with a tendril of hair that fell out of my bun at some point in the evening. Absentmindedly twisting it between his fingers, he sighs and looks me in the eyes, his deep brown meeting my light brown. Nothing else matters right now, but this connection. With this one connection, I feel real.


    “I need to tell you something, and I need you to listen.” He clears his throat and his eyes move to his fingers playing with my hair. “I went and saw my therapist today,” he starts. I nod, knowing that he’s been seeing one for quite some time, but never knowing any details about it.


    I could never talk about my meetings with Dr. Travers, so I’m astounded he’s able to. It takes a big person to be able to admit they have a problem out loud, to someone else.


    “Gabby, I love spending time with you. Time inside the bedroom is the best I’ve ever experienced,” he curses and sighs. “Time outside the bedroom, even though you make me pretend we aren’t together most of the time, is still fan-fucking-tastic.” He shakes his head and chuckles. “You know, if you would’ve told me a year ago I’d be having this type of conversation right now, I would’ve thought you were on drugs, but here we are, and this is real, and we can’t keep playing these games.”


    I feel my breath start to come on faster as he keeps talking about us, and about how we can’t be anymore. No! Did he come here tonight just to break this… this thing that we have… apart? He wouldn’t have. He’s not that type of person. I can’t be without him right now. I can’t be alone. Alone is no good. Life without Benton is no good. Fuck! I can’t become dependent on him. What the fuck, Gabby?!


    “Benton, I like our time together, too,” I whisper when he pauses. He needs to know, though, that I can’t do commitment. He’ll just end up getting hurt.


    “Gabby, listen,” he stands, his body starting to tense. “I have anger issues. I always have. I used to deal with them by fighting, but then everything changed a year ago, and I’ve been learning to deal with them in other ways. Seeing you with other people, seeing you with someone that’s not me, makes me so mad and I don’t know how to deal with it anymore. I can’t. I’m a fucking father, Gabby!” he yells, cursing and pacing, trying to calm himself down. “I can’t do this.” He waves his arms between us, and I feel the panic start to well. My vision is creeping on blurry and my head feels like its spinning.


    “Benton, please stop,” I whisper, closing my eyes.


    “Gabby, I can’t. I can’t stop, because I’m addicted to you. I’m addicted to how I wake up with your entire body wrapped around mine. I’m addicted to your fucking crazy hair, and your smile, and humor, and you. I’m addicted to you, Gabby, and I don’t want to quit you, but I will. I will for my daughter if you can’t promise me. No one else, Gabby.”


    Opening my eyes, astounded that he’d give me that ultimatum, I gasp when I see him. I broke him. The man that I have grown close to in the last 5 months, the man that’s the best lay I’ve ever had… the man that I don’t want to love, but I’m afraid that’s what these feelings are. Fuck.


    “Benton.” I’m shaking my head, tears starting to well up, as I watch his face fall. Walking over to me, he drops to his knees and takes my hands in his, forcing the tears in my eyes to roll down my cheeks. Shit, Gabby. “I’m broken, Benton,” I whisper, through my tears. “I’m broken, and not good for you.”


    “Goddamnit, Gabby, stop. You’re the best thing I’ve had in a very long time. You’re strong, brave, and beautiful,” he whispers, kissing my hands. “I just need you for myself, and it’s fucking selfish, but, if I can’t have that, I can’t keep doing this.”


    I sigh and take my hands from his, wiping my face, then taking his face in my hands, I look into his beautiful, sad, brilliant eyes. I don’t want him to be sad, I don’t want to be alone, and with Ellie leaving me today, I will be if he leaves. I know the consequences of my decision right now could be terrible, but, for some reason, I don’t care. Fate is going to do what it needs to do, when it needs to do it. I’m going to finally do something I want to do, because I want to do it, and not because I feel like I deserve it, because I don’t. I don’t deserve him, but, for some reason, he wants me. I don’t deserve to be happy, and I’m nowhere near being happy every day, but, when I’m with him, I see happy and I feel like I can reach it.


    “No more Ellie,” I whisper, starting to grin.


    “No more anyone, Gab. It’s you and me. That’s it.” His voice is raw with emotion and my heart immediately hurts for this man. I’ve caused him so much pain, I should let him go and find someone that is normal… but I’m selfish, too.


    I’ll take what I can give with him. I can give him sex. Lots of it, since he’ll be the only one. It’s been a tremendous amount of time since that’s been the case, since I’ve only had one partner, but I’m willing to try it for him. Maybe this is what my mind needs to calm down a little bit. I can focus on one thing, and not trying to focus on two totally different people and make them both happy.


    Maybe this can work.


    “No one, B. No one else.” I smile when his eyes go wide.


    “Really?” he whispers, like he wasn’t expecting me to say that. His hands go around my wrists, holding on to them, as I smile and nod, then he leans in and kisses me. Not just a kiss, but the strongest connection we’ve ever had.


    “I can’t promise you it’ll work, Benton,” I say, pulling back. “And I’m warning you, I’m not normal. I’m far from it,” I whisper, pressing my forehead to his. “But I’m willing to try.”


    “Fuck yes. Fuck. Yes. Gabby,” he growls, scooping me up and carrying me to the bedroom, wails of laughter coming out of me as he throws me on the bed and slams his lips to mine, ripping the clothes off of me, tossing his to the side, and diving in for a taste of me.


    “God, fuck, baby, you taste so good,” he growls, pushing one, then two fingers inside me. Arching my back, I push into him, resting my hand on his head as he tastes, licks, and hums into my core.


    This is happy. This is my happy place.


    In bed with the one man that helps me forget.


    The next morning, I head in to work, drained from lying awake in bed all night last night. I can’t seem to function properly and have already lost three emails that I’ve typed out and exited before sending. Nothing’s working right today, but I can’t leave. I’m starting to get backlogged with cases, and am not finishing more than I’m receiving. I’d love to be made partner someday, but, at this rate, I’ll be lucky if I can keep this job until Christmas.


    “Hey Gab,” Lance knocks on the door to my office. “I have a Chelsea Barnes on the phone. She says it’s urgent.” He quirks an eyebrow in question, and waits for my response.


    I have none, though.


    The name isn’t any of my clients, it rings no bells, and I have no scheduled phone calls of potentials. Interesting.


    “Put her through,” I say, setting aside the paper I’ve been staring at blankly for the last two hours.


    “Gabby Rosdale,” I answer after Lance sends the call through.


    “Gabrielle,” I hear her voice and immediately shut down. It’s been years, but I’ll never forget that voice and the evil it spat at me.


    My breathing stops, all noises around me go silent, and my vision blurs to black. That’s how fast it can happen. Before I know it, the phone falls out of my hands, and my head hits the desk, completely blacking out the world around me. 


    Waking up, I’m Count to ten.

    One, two, three….

    Stop! Let me go! Oh my GOD!

    The screaming from inside the car pierces my ears like it’s happening in front of me all over again. Oh God what did I do?

    FOUR, FIVE….

    NOOO!!!!! The images of that night flash in my mind.

    The blood. The screams. The flashing lights.

    SIX, SEVEN, EIGHT…

    My heart starts slowing down and I take a breath. Squeezing my eyes as tight as I can, I try to fight back against the images that race into my vision.

    NINE, TEN…

    I take a deep breath and open my eyes, reacquainting myself with the current surroundings. The alarm on my phone is going off and I sigh grabbing it to silence the annoying chirp, then walk to the bedroom and pull out the three bottles from my underwear drawer.greeted by Lance’s beautifully handsome face. Too bad he’s gay, he would’ve made a fantastic fuck.


    “Hey,” he smiles, flicking his eyes to the doorway. “You wanna tell me what happened? You just kind of… dropped.” He seems worried, which pisses me off. Sitting up, I try to right myself when his hands smack mine away. Clicking his tongue, he fusses over me and hands me a water while I sit up and try to refocus on my surroundings.


    I’m okay. I’m not with her. She can’t hurt me anymore.


    She can’t, but I can.


    “I have to go,” I say, frantic that the deal I made with Benton is just going to get him hurt, or worse… it’ll end up hurting his daughter. Shit, why’d I do this?! How’d I not think of her?! He has a kid! I can’t be around kids! I haven’t been around kids since that night, and I’m not sure how I’d do if I were forced to be around them now. Fuck, he’s going to want me to hang out with the two of them!


    Oh fuck, Gabby what have you done?


    “Gabby,” Angie Merrian walks in to my office and stops when she sees me grabbing my bags. “Where are you going?” She flicks her stare to Lance, who shrugs and watches me curiously.


    “I have to go,” I mutter.


    “You did this yesterday too, Gabby.” She’s standing in my doorway, blocking me, and, if she doesn’t watch it, I will punch her to get through. “Gabby, this is becoming a habit we can’t have here.”


    Fuck. I know this, I’m smarter than this, but I can’t be here right now. I’ve already blacked out and been found out. I can’t be here when the attack hits. Squaring my shoulders, I take a breath and look my boss straight in the eyes.


    “Listen, I have to leave. If you need to fire me, go ahead, but I have to go. Now. Excuse me.” I push past her, hearing her huff as I speed walk down the hallway.


    I need help. I can’t be fixed, I can’t be helped, but I need him to try. Frantically pulling out my phone, I dial those seven numbers I’ve memorized over the years.


    “Dr. Travers office,” Nancy says happily before I cut her off.


    “Nancy, it’s Gabby. I need him. Now,” I say, frantically feeling another fucking spell coming on. What the hell? Why can’t I go one day without these anymore?


    “He’s in, Gabby. I’m moving appointments now. Come on in, sweetheart. Can you drive, or do I need to send a cab?” she asks, always looking out for me like a mother would.


    A good mother, at least.


    “I need… I’m ok. I’ll be ok,” I lie, used to saying the words that hold no weight.


    Getting in my car, my vision not totally better but getting here, I turn the key and make my way to the office I know better than my own apartment.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    It’s Always Guilt


    “Dadadadadadadadadada!” Hannah sings from her crib, waking me up from my deep sleep. I was dreaming about Gabby and her beautiful curves. Her wild hair draped over me, her moans, her touches. Such a great fucking dream, so sad to have had to wake up from it, but that shit happens.


    Trudging into Hannah’s room, I pick up the laughing, happy girl, and we head into the kitchen to make my morning coffee. Today’s my mom’s birthday, and we’re surprising her with a day out on the town. I took the day off work, Hannah has been called out of daycare already, and our bags are packed for the fun outing. My mom loves downtown Chicago: Michigan Avenue, the restaurants, the people. She’s a people watcher and would be happy just sitting and watching people, a cup of coffee in hand, for hours. There’ a few small parks downtown that we can stop and play with Hannah at. There’s a ton of kid friendly restaurants and stores to go in, so hopefully it should be a good day. My father won’t go with us. He’s not into that kind of stuff. Neither am I, but at least I can make my mom happy and spend the day with the two girls in my life that will love me unconditionally.


    By the time we make it to my parents’ house, she’s already out and working in the garden, not ready to go at all. Not that I expected her to be waiting for me to leave, but at least my dad could have helped aid in the surprise… like not letting her get dirty and sweaty already.


    “Hey, ma,” I say and wave to her, then turn to my dad who’s sitting on the porch and give him a WTF look.


    “She insisted,” he says smiling and shaking his head. Taking Hannah from me, I look out into the yard at my mom, covered in dirt and happy as can be, and shake my head.


    “She’s not gonna go, is she?” I ask, unable to be upset when I see how happy my parents are living here. The suburbs of Chicago can be sketchy, but they chose a good town to retire in. Great for families and older couples, perfect for Hannah to come visit. How can I be angry that she’s outside working and actually enjoying it?


    “Nope.” He laughs and stands up with Hannah. “Come on, Sweets, let’s get you some breakfast.” She giggles and laughs as my dad takes her inside. I could have mentioned that we already had breakfast, but he’s so happy to have time with her, and she’s always happy to eat, that I let her second breakfast slide this time around.


    “What brings you over?” my mom asks, smiling and wiping her brow with her wrist.


    “Well, It’s your birthday if you remember,” I say, smiling and leaning on the desk post. Crossing my arms, I laugh when she narrows her eyes at me. “What! I remember these things, Mom. Not my fault your old brain can’t handle all the important dates.”


    She laughs and shakes her head at me. She’s so easygoing, I know I get that from her. I get my anger from my father, and, after the accident, it all tripled. All of it. On my easy days, I’m so carefree that nothing can touch me. On my bad days, I want to hulk smash everything and everyone in sight.


    “Benton Marshall James, you need to speak to your mother nicer than that,” she boasts, smiling.


    “Well, mother,” I stress, because she never makes me call her that. Way too stuffy for us. “I was planning on taking you to the city today. Spend the day with you and Hannah shopping, playing… whatever you wanted to do. My father was supposed to HELP you,” I sarcastically yell into the open window of the kitchen and hear his scoff. “He was supposed to make sure you were ready to go when we got here. BUT, you’re working. I’m sorry. I should’ve just told you.” I shrug and grin.


    “Oh Benton, you treat me too well,” she croons, smiling at me proudly. I’m an only child, but they raised me right. They kept me involved in school activities, and made sure I was used to being around other kids and didn’t have the only child syndrome that a lot of only children have. That also means, though, that my relationship with my parents was that much stronger. We moved around when I was a kid, and, sometimes, I only had my parents to play with. They were my best friend at times, so it’s only logical that as an adult I’m comfortable talking to them like old friends rather than holding anything back. “Can we just stay here, though? I think a relaxing day at home with my husband, granddaughter, and son sounds better than any old stuffy, busy city trip.”


    “Mom, it’s your birthday. We can do whatever you want to. If you want me to leave, so you can be with dad today, we’ll do that too,” I offer, smiling because I know that’s going to get her worked up. She knows I’m joking, I always joke with her about these things. It’s just our relationship.


    “Oh, you stop! Don’t you dare leave! I want you two here. This is perfect.” Her hand goes to her heart and she smiles. A look crosses her face so quick that I almost miss it, but I don’t.


    “Everything okay, Mom?”


    “Yeah… Yeah, everything’s okay. I just had a weird feeling, but I’m okay. Come on,” she says, holding up her hands and laughing at the dirt on her arms. “I want to get cleaned up before playing with that baby girl today.” She smiles and heads inside with a skip to her step.


    My mom’s only in her late fifties, my dad early sixties. They had me young and never had luck again having children, though they did try. A lot. She’s healthy for her age, always getting her annual check-ups and doing the tests they offer. She runs a few times a week and tries to eat healthy, even though most of her meals she prepares for us are plate filling, carb loaded, butter drenched goodness. The other days, she’s good.


    “Hey Benton, how’s work?” my dad asks, adorned in a tiny silver sparkly tiara that’s making Hannah crack up. She throws a pink boa at him, he takes it, and dramatically tosses it around his neck, rolling his eyes at me and smiling. He loves this shit, even if he acts like it’s annoying having to play with girl things. He was actually the one to buy the items they are playing with right now.


    “Fine, fine,” I say, sitting in the recliner to watch the two play. “Busy,” I say, nodding.


    I sit there for what seems like hours, just watching my parents play with my little girl. She has to be the luckiest girl around, because, even at the ripe age of sixty, her grandpa is willing to don a princess hat and sip tea with her without a care in the world.


    I’m so beyond lucky that Hannah has two healthy grandparents to grow up with. I never really knew my grandparents, and Carly’s parents have wanted nothing to do with Hannah since everything happened. That’s okay with me… I’m not sure I’d be able to handle being around them and remembering everything I lost. It’d be too hard.


    The rest of the day we spend playing inside, outside, in the basement… all over the place. By dinner time, we’re all exhausted from chasing Hannah around all day and I don’t want my mom to have to cook for us on her birthday. Heading out for her favorite Chinese restaurant, I call Gabby on the way.


    “Hey, you,” I say, when I notice she answered the phone but hasn’t said anything.


    Strange.


    “Hey,” she mumbles.


    “Were you sleeping?” It’s only six pm. She shouldn’t be sleeping already. I hope she’s not getting sick.


    “Yeah, I was. What time is it?” she mumbles, the phone scratching on her pillow.


    God, what I’d do to be in that bed with her right now.


    “Six, babe. You sure you’re okay?”


    “Fuck! Shit shit shit, I gotta go, Benton. I’m sorry,” she frantically says, then ends the call before I’m able to say anything else to her.


    What the hell?


    Shaking off the phone call, I make sure my phone’s on loud when we go into the restaurant just in case Gabby calls me back. Luckily, I have a very open and willing child that loves to try new foods, so taking her here isn’t going to be too big of a pain. She’s pretty chill, unlike some of my friends that I’ve made that have boys her age. I thank God every day she’s so relaxed. I’m not sure what I’d do if I had a crazy child… there’s enough crazy in my life without any of that nonsense.


    By the time we’re seated, I’m starving and I can tell Hannah is too. After ordering right away and grabbing her some crackers to munch on, I feel like I can finally relax until our food comes.


    “So Benton, tell me,” my mom starts in on me, sipping her tea. “Any girls you’ve been seeing lately?”


    She’s smiling sweetly, but I know the meaning behind the question. I know she wants a mother for Hannah. I know she thinks that Hannah needs more female interaction, but that’s not what I think is most important right now. I think she needs to be healthy, happy, and diverse. She needs to be comfortable with anyone, in any situation. I can’t stand the kids that scream every time their parent walks out of the room. My job means I’ll be gone quite a lot, so she’s going to have different babysitters. I don’t want them stressing over her fits every time I walk out the door.


    I’m not on the hunt right now for a ‘mom’ for her. I’m on the hunt to start a life with her, with my daughter, with or without a female companion. If it works out that that companion is Gabby, then I’d be over the moon excited, but I’m not holding my breath. I can’t take more heartbreak, even as much as I think I’m starting to love her.


    “No, mom,” I lie. “No one since Carly,” I mutter her name like saying it is going to bring back her ghost or something. She’s long gone, and I’ve finally accepted that it’s okay for me to love again. Sure, she was my first love, but she wouldn’t want to see me like I was when it first happened. She would want me happy, not ruined.


    Hell, I still remember the first time I ever met Gabby. I’m surprised she even talked to me after what she saw.


    ***


    Knocking on the door, I watch impatiently as the handle doesn’t move. What the fuck, where is she? Maybe this is the wrong address. I scoured for this, bringing in help to find her because, once she moved from the apartment her and Annaliese shared, it was crazy hard to get the new address. This has to be it!


    Taking a breath, I turn to leave and hear the handle open and the door squeak. Jackpot. Turning around, my eyes focus in on the most beautiful sight I’ve seen in a very long time. The light pouring in from the bay window behind her, her softly darkened skin glowing and the dark curls falling down her shoulders make her look like an exotic goddess.


    “Gabby?” I mutter, flushed from the instant attraction to this woman. She’s eyeballing me like she should be afraid. I don’t blame her. Hell, I bet I look like shit, but I don’t care enough to fix it. The drinking binge I went on last weekend did wonders for me in the looks department, and, now that I’ve not had a drop since, my body hates me even more.


    “Who’s asking?” She narrows her eyes at me. Who is this chick, and why does something seem off about her?


    “Benton. Benton James,” I stammer when it looks like she’s about to slam the door in my face. She can’t do that, though. I need her if we’re going to get Adam and Annaliese back together. I need her help. When recognition crosses her face, her features relax and she grins.


    “Ah yes… Benton James. The fighter.”


    “Oh, uh,” I mutter, not expecting that one. How do I tell her my wife died, and I have a kid now, so I had to stop fighting? That’s not exactly a first meet conversation, but this woman is so damn sexy I’m suddenly wishing I can see her again… and there’s that feeling of guilt that I’d be doing wrong to Carly.


    She’s dead, Benton. Dead. She’s not coming back.


    “I used to be,” I manage through the rage that’s started building inside of me. Rage because I want something, but I’m not letting myself have it because of guilt.


    It’s always guilt.


    “Well, then, ex fighter Benton James,” she says, resting her hand on her beautiful curve of a hip. “What can I do for you?” She shifts her weight and cocks her eyebrow at me, a silent invitation to come inside.


    Maybe another time. Today, I’m on a mission to make my best friend happy again, because both of us can’t be miserable.


    “I need your help,” I whisper, locking eye contact with those beautiful brown eyes for the first time.


    ***


    By the time I make it home from dinner with my parents, it’s well past Hannah’s bedtime. She’s so comfortable sleeping on my shoulder that I almost lay on the couch with her and let her snuggle on me all night. I’m not dumb. I know eventually she’s going to not want anything to do with her big old dad. I know she’s going to start asking questions in a few years about her mom, and why she doesn’t have one. Just the thought of those questions breaks my heart, but it’s a conversation that’s going to have to happen in order for her to truly understand how much I love her. Sure, I work a lot, and I’m always busy, but I do it all for her. I wanted her so badly, and I got her. At one point I was close to losing her, and I can’t have that again. I won’t have that again.


    Deciding to let her sleep in her own bed so I can get some work done, I kiss her forehead gently and lay her down, turning on the music and night light for her that she sleeps with. Clicking the door closed as gently as possibly as to not wake her, I walk down the hallway and into my small office, then absentmindedly head to the computer and start scrolling through images on the laptop. Images from a few years back, when we thought we had everything.


    Mam how things can change.


    When my phone buzzes, I smile from a text from Gabby.


    Gabby: Busy tonight?


    Me: Swamped. Tired. Wore out. Tomorrow? We can take Hannah to the park.


    I hit send before I really think about what I just asked her. She hasn’t met Hannah yet, and she’s never shown interest in her. Shit, what if she doesn’t want anything to do with her? Suddenly starting to panic that I just ruined things for us, I call her to hear her voice. To make sure things are still okay.


    “Was I not texting fast enough?” she asks, and I can hear the smile in her voice.


    “I mean… sorry. I just needed to hear your voice.” The lie runs off my tongue and I’m happy with it. I’d rather not let her know that I just freaked myself out for nothing.


    “Well, hey there, then.” She giggles and I can just picture her curled up on the couch under a huge blanket.


    “Hey,” I chuckle. “So, park tomorrow. I uh-”


    “I’d love to, Benton. I think it’s about time, don’t you?”


    I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding and smile.


    “Absolutely.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    The Look


    I can do this. I want to do this.


    So, why am I starting to freak out?


    I need to do this. I need to show him that I’m okay being around his little girl. I need to show him that I can be normal, or he’ll leave me. If he leaves me, I’ll be alone. If I’m alone, I won’t make it. I won’t be able to function if he leaves me, especially if he leaves me because he finds out I’m crazy.


    Deep breaths, Gabby. I can do this.


    I took an extra pill this morning, something to help calm my nerves, as well as some Benadryl just in case. Any normal person would practically be in a coma because of the overload of meds this morning that are flowing through my system, but I’m so used to all of it that it just slightly numbed my heightened senses.


    The park we’re meeting at is just a few blocks from my apartment, which also happens to the half way between Benton’s place and mine. Chicago is great for this, with parks on practically every block and tons of lunch and picnic options along the way. I have about four hours until we’re supposed to meet, and if I sit around doing nothing my head is going to insane again by worrying about everything that could go wrong. I can’t do that. I have to be able to focus today, and an attack isn’t in the cards. To take my mind off everything else happening, I do the one thing I know will be able help me focus, short of going out and finding another sex partner.


    I clean.


    I clean so hard that an hour in I’m dripping with sweat and disgusting. I clean with the music so loud, that I don’t hear Annaliese until she taps me on the shoulder and screams.


    “WHAT THE HELL?!” I scream, flipping around to find my best friend grinning at me. “Shit, woman. Don’t you warn someone before you make them shit themselves?!”


    I fucking hate people scaring me, and she knows it!


    “I called. Then I knocked. Then I got worried you were dead, so I used my key you gave me. Glad you’re not dead.” Her smiling gives me a calmness that I need right now.


    “Thanks, bitch. I almost pissed myself from that. You know I hate being scared,” I huff, tossing the dust rag I was using on the fan in the living room on the table, then grab a bottle of water and chug it down.


    “Welcome. What’s going on today? You wanna go shopping?”


    “Oh uh… I’ve got plans…” I trail off, wondering if I should tell her about Benton or not. I guess I could, since it’s officially official that we’re together, but I haven’t ran it by him yet so I don’t know if he wants to tell Adam first, or if we should tell them together… see this, again, is why I don’t do this! This is why I stay out of relationships. Because things get messy and confusing, and commitment only means heartbreak for me.


    But I did it anyway. I went in and dove into a relationship with a man that I could see myself living happily ever after with.


    If only I did that stuff. If only I deserves that stuff. I hate that I’m not going to make it out of this in one piece, but I can’t stay away from him. He’s like a drug. The best drug I’ve ever been prescribed.


    “Hello, earth to Gabby?” Annaliese waves her hand in front of me, and I realized I’ve spaced out again.


    “Sorry,” I mumble, washing my hands and wiping a cool rag over my face.


    “So, you gonna answer me? Plans?” she asks, hands on her hips. “What plans? I’m your best friend. I feel the need to know what put you in such a trance right now. Is it a special someone?” Her grin makes me laugh. She wants so badly for me to have a normal life. To find a happily ever after, like she did with Adam. I love her, but I just don’t see that happening.


    I don’t deserve that, Annaliese.


    Instead of ruining her day, though, with the news that I took a few lives and ruined tons others, I take the high road and smile and shrug, not giving way to the real reason of what I’m doing today. Not until I talk to Benton about it.


    “So you do, then? Are you gonna tell me about him… or her?” Grinning again like she thinks she’s in on a secret, I laugh it off and cock my head at her.


    “Don’t you have wedding planning shit to do? It’s just a few weeks away now. Shouldn’t you be too busy to function at this point?”


    She sighs and shakes her head.


    “No. Adam hired a wedding planner to take over things now that it’s getting so close to the event. He doesn’t want word getting out to the paparazzi or anything.” She shrugs and picks at her nail polish. I have to remind myself that she chose this life. She chose to be married to Mr. Chicago, so she knew all of it would come with a price. That price right now happens to be not being able to plan her own wedding. Something I know she’s wanted to do since the minute they got engaged.


    “Listen, Ann. I know you’re bummed about it, but it’s for the best. You don’t need those hogs ruining your wedding day.” She scoffs at my comment and smiles.


    “I know; it’s all just so different than I thought.”


    “I hear ya, bitch,” I say. “Life doesn’t ever turn out like we thought it would.”


    She eyes me like she’s on to me, but I smile and shrug it off before she notices the change in my demeanor. In the time since the accident, I’ve grown to be able to put off a happy vibe even if I don’t feel it. I don’t ever want anyone feeling the hurt that I feel, so I try my hardest to show others the love and kindness that wasn’t ever shown to me, before, or after, the event that changed my world. The only physical appearance leftover from the accident is my eyes. With the impact and the infection from the accident, I’ve been slowly losing sight in my right eye. I’ll never get it back once it’s fully gone, but I’ve grown to accept it. I deserve it, at the very least.


    “So listen… I’ve gotta get ready…” I trail off and make a face at her. “Not to kick you out or anything… buuuut...”


    “I get it, I get it. You better tell me who this hot date is with.” She throws her purse on her shoulder and walks towards the door. Before I can protest her assumption, she turns and points at me. “Don’t you dare tell me it’s not a date, either, woman. There’s something… different… about you lately, and I can’t pin it, but I think it has something to do with a little relationship bloom. One day, you’ll tell me,” she smiles. “One day. Or I’ll throat punch you.”


    I laugh at her insane threat.


    “You’ve been practicing your threats I see.”


    “I have to, with all the crazy bitches after my fiancé.” She shrugs. “I learned from the best, you know.” She wiggles her eyebrows and I roll my eyes.


    “Bye, bitch,” I say, opening the door for her.


    “Later, whore,” she says, slapping my ass on her way out.


    Glancing at the clock by the door, I have a little over an hour before I meet Benton and Hannah. I have a little over an hour to try not to freak out that he’ll know something’s wrong with me and drop me like a bad habit. I have all this time to get ready and leave… and pray to God… a God I’m not sure likes me… that I don’t fuck things up today.


    After showering, shaving, primping and then trying to make it look like I didn’t primp too much for a park playdate, I head outside to make the short walk to the park. It’s the perfect day in the city for this. Sunny, breezy, and cool. Fall in Chicago is beautiful, but winter can be horrible. The walk isn’t too bad, as it’s not too crowded. Making it there about half hour before Benton and Hannah, I sit on the bench and wait.


    Waiting has never been something I’m good at. My mind starts to wander, back to that night so many years ago… the night that changed my entire fucking life.


    ***


    “Jesus fucking Christ, Gabby! Slow the fuck down! You’re going to kill us all!” Jordan yells from the back seat. “Mother fucking cunt, and this stupid goddamned child won’t shut up!” I realize the baby won’t stop screaming, and he’s doing nothing to make it better. If anything, yelling like that at me, and cursing at me, is only making it worse.


    “Babe, can you please give him his binky back?” I ask, as calmly as I can without flipping out on his ass. I’m fairly certain he’s high, so fighting with him is pointless right now. I’m pissed that he got in the car with me, I’m pissed I can’t get away from him, and I’m pissed that I have to deal with this the rest of my life.


    “Fuck that, this kid needs to learn how to cope,” he growls, pissing me off even more. He’s a two-month-old baby, not a ten year old!


    “Jordan, please,” I sigh, holding a binky out to the back seat for him.


    “Fuck, no! Turn this mother fucking car around and go home, Gabby!” He’s screaming, the baby is still screaming, and, when Jordan hits the binky out of my hand, I lose it.


    “Fuck you, Jordan!” I swerve the car to the side of the road to kick him out.


    Then, everything goes black.


    ***


    “Gabby!” Benton’s voice comes from behind me, and I take a few calming breaths. Typically, a flashback to that night would set off a reaction of attacks and more flashbacks, but with everything rolling through my system today, I’m so relaxed it’s almost scary. Standing to greet him, I smile my perfected smile and walk towards him.


    “Hey,” he kisses me gently, then backs away, and looks down at his little girl in the stroller.


    “Gabby, this-” He motions. “Is Hannah.” Smiling, he watches me as I interact with his baby for the first time.


    Don’t fuck this up, Gabby.


    “Hey, Hannah,” I say, smiling. “You wanna swing?”


    Her face lights up at the mention of a swing, and she starts trying to get out of her stroller straps, getting madder and madder by the minute. Benton chuckles and comes behind me, gently unsnapping her and lifting her up. He goes to hand her to me, since she still doesn’t walk, but I guess the scared look on my face has him second guessing.


    “Okay,” he laughs. “One step at a time, right?”


    I laugh nervously, pissed that I let my fear shine through. I need to seem comfortable with her. I need to not let the fear of hurting her come out. I’ll be okay. We can do this for a few hours then I’ll be able to go home, to the safety of my apartment, where I can’t hurt anyone but myself.


    While in the swing, Hannah laughs and giggles, happy to be out of the stroller. We take time and walk around with her, Benton holding her to steady her uneasy feet. It’s adorable, really, watching how he’s bonded with her over the last year. The man that showed up on my doorstep last year wasn’t ready to be a father, but this man… this man is the sexiest, most caring and attentive father I’ve ever seen.


    Let’s just amp that sexy up a few more notches, why don’t we?


    After two hours of sliding, swinging, laughing and playing, Hannah is ready for a nap and my nerves are ready for a break. After everything I’ve been through, I still can’t get the anxiety-ridden feelings to lie low when in public. Any big crowd does it to me… makes me unable to think straight, see straight, and sometimes walk at all. After Noah was born, I had an episode at Target where I had to call Jordan to come pick me up because I couldn’t move. I literally was so afraid someone was going steal Noah right out of the cart that I froze. It was humiliating. That was the very last time I went out in public with my child.


    “So, we’re going to head back home, I guess,” Benton says, shoving his hands in his pockets after securing Hannah in her stroller. Before I can turn his unspoken invitation back to his place down, his phone starts to ring. He curses under his breath, pulling it out to check. “Hey, it’s my dad, can you hang on a sec?”


    After smiling and nodding, he answers the call and his face immediately falls. I’ve seen that look before. Oh god, I know that look on him.


    “Gab, can you just…” He flicks his eyes from me to Hannah and I nod silently, worry etching his face as he walks to a nearby bench. I watch him sit down, as my hand instinctively goes around the handle of the stroller. Tight. When Hannah starts to fuss, I start slowly moving the stroller back and forth, hoping to calm her down from the movement the same way I used to calm Noah down.


    “Shh,” I say to Hannah, while my eyes watch Benton. Elbows on his knees, head hung low, one hand holding the phone, the other on the back of his neck. That’s the looks of despair. The look of worry.


    I remember seeing that look so many times over the years that I’ve grown used to it.


    It’s a look that haunts my dreams at night.


    He hangs up shortly after, and takes a moment to compose himself. Whatever that phone call was about, it wasn’t good. Taking a breath, he rubs his hands down his face before standing up and shoving his hands in his pockets. His walk back to me is slow and deliberate, like he’s putting all his effort into bringing his body to us.


    “Hey,” I whisper when he reaches us. One hand still on the stroller, I reach out to touch his cheek and he turns his face into my touch. “What’s up?”


    He groans and takes my hand in his, moving it to his mouth to kiss it before locking his deep brown, stormy eyes on mine. The pain in his face tells me it definitely wasn’t a phone call just to say ‘hi’. Something happened. Something bad happened. Everything starts running through my brain, but, with as little as I know about his personal life, I really don’t know what it could be. Sure, I know he’s insanely close to his parents, more so than most thirty year olds that I know, but I don’t know if he has siblings, cousins, a large or small family… I don’t know, and now I suddenly wish I did. I wish I knew this stuff. I want to be here for him, because, even though he doesn’t know it, he’s been there for me more times than I can count.


    “My mom,” he manages to choke out. “I need to go,” he says, frantically starting to pack the rest of his things into the stroller.


    “Wait, B,” I say, resting my hand on his shoulder, helping him calm his erratic movements. “What happened? Where are you going?”


    “Hospital,” he whispers and my stomach drops.


    “Oh God, Benton,” I whisper, kneeling down by him. “What about Hannah?”


    Apparently, he hadn’t thought of that, because, the minute I say it, his eyes grow wide with panic.


    “I’ll… I…” he stammers, but he can’t get words out. He’s in shock, I think.


    “Hey. How about I take her back to your place until you’re done? I don’t have plans today, so I’ll take her back, we’ll nap and do girl stuff while you be with your mom. How’s that sound?” I’m silently cursing myself for suggesting that, but I need to be here for him. I need to help in any way I can. A baby, especially one that wants to be as independent as she can, but isn’t quite ready to yet, would be a headache at a hospital. Trying to keep her off the floor, keeping her from touching her face with her hands after she touches all the gross surfaces that hospitals have to offer. He can’t bring her with. This is the only option.


    “Are you sure?” His sad eyes hit mine, and my heart breaks for him. I hate that he’s hurting. Smiling, I nod.


    “Absolutely.”


    He sighs, then pulls me in for a kiss that turns into a hug that turns into him not letting go of me for what feels like forever. Wrapped in his embrace, I’m safe. He’s safe. Together, we’re safe.


    As long as we don’t let the world touch us.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Mom


    Watching Gabby walk back to my house with my baby girl is the most beautiful sight I think I’ve ever seen. She’s intuitive with Hannah, like she’s done the ‘hanging out with a child’ thing before, but, from what I know about her, I know she doesn’t have kids or siblings or anyone in her life that would make that possible. Maybe she’s just a naturally maternal person. I’ve known her for months, she’s my best friend’s fiancé’s best friend, so I trust her with my girl. Actually, I’m not worried one bit about the two of them. I know they’ll be just fine.


    What I am worried about, though, is what’s going on with my mom. My dad didn’t have any information other than he found her on the floor of the kitchen, blood coming from a wound on her head. That’s all I have to go on, and this taxi ride is taking way too fucking long. I can’t get there fast enough.


    By the time the cab stops in front of the hospital entrance, I’m already halfway out before it comes to a complete stop. Thank God for card swipe machines in the back of those things now. I swiped my card right off the bat, so I could get out and run to my family. They need me.


    I need them.


    I find my dad in the corner of the ER waiting room, wringing his hands together with worry. A simple gesture that I remember seeing a lot in my childhood. As an adult, I notice it and realize it’s worry, but, as a kid, I had no clue. They worked so hard to keep me happy and upbeat like any other child, but now I know the struggles they went through. The things they sacrificed for me. Now that I’m older, I want to repay that. I need to.


    “Hey,” I whisper, sitting next to him. His glances over at me, and his arm immediately goes around my shoulders.


    “Oh god, Benton. I… I don’t know,” he starts with a strained voice, but stops himself and clears his throat. “I’m not sure what’s going on. She wasn’t coherent the entire way over here in the ambulance. I haven’t seen her beautiful eyes since I left for golf this morning. I just need to see her. I have to know she’s okay... I don’t know what happened, son.”


    “She’s a fighter, dad. She’ll be okay.”


    “I pray so,” he sighs.


    Sitting in the hospital takes me back to a year ago. When they called me down to the morgue to verify that it was, indeed, Carly in the car when it crashed. It was a different hospital, and it wasn’t the ER waiting room, but still… the smell starts getting to me after a while.


    “Hey,” I say, standing. “Let’s go get some fresh air,” I offer, reaching my hand out to help him up.


    After a moment of thought, he stands and glances towards the doors that he’s seen doctors coming out of all afternoon, just to be let down that he hasn’t been called for Mom yet.


    “I’ll let them know we’ll be outside,” I offer, helping him towards the door, stopping by the desk on the way. He seems ten times frailer since the last time I saw him, or maybe it’s being here in this situation that has me thinking about life and death. My parents definitely aren’t getting any younger. Luckily, though, up until now, we’ve had no health scares in the family. No chronic illness, no cancer, no deaths. It’s been pretty smooth sailing, so, for this to happen so suddenly, probably has my dad on high alert that life isn’t as long as it once was for him.


    By the time we make it outside, it’s almost dark and I make sure to pull out my phone and check on Hannah. Shooting a quick text to Gabby once I finally have reception, I slide my phone back in my pocket and take a seat next to my dad.


    “You know, we used to talk about traveling when we were older,” he says, staring at his fingers. “She wanted to go to France. I promised her the Eiffel Tower at night.” He sighs and rakes his hands through his hair.


    “Stop talking in past tense, Dad. She’s gonna be fine.” I huff, not wanting to start dwelling on the negative. “She’s in a great hospital, she’s getting great care, I’m sure she’s fine. They probably are just running slow, like any other hospital in this area.”


    “You didn’t see her, Benton. Her skin was graying… her fingers were chilled. You didn’t see it, Benton,” he whispers pained.


    “Dad, she still had a heartbeat when you guys got here, didn’t she?” I ask frantically. What is he not telling me?


    “I-”


    “Mr. James?” A nurse calls from the doors of the waiting room that lead out into the courtyard. “Mr. Eric James?” She looks around, and, when my dad stands, her eyes find him and she smiles sadly.


    Sadly. Fuck.


    “Hey, Dad, you want me to come with you?” I ask, putting my hand on his shoulder.


    He looks at me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen on him and just nods. That’s it. He doesn’t smile; he doesn’t speak. It’s like he knows something I don’t. The nurse leads us into an office just down the hallway and tells us the doctor will be in any minute.


    “They normally call you to take you to the patient,” he mumbles, staring at the dark wood desk in front of us. This must be a secondary office, because it’s not riddled with papers or phones or computers. Just a few pens, a few files of some sort, and dust.


    “I’m sure it’s because they’re busy and want to update us on everything, so we don’t worry,” I say, trying to convince myself the words I’m saying are true. Honestly, I can’t think anything but negative things at this point in the game, but I’m trying to stay positive for my dad.


    He grunts his response, and nods, as we wait silently for some type of news.


    It has to be happy news. She can’t be gone. The last thing I told her was a lie… that I wasn’t seeing anyone… the last conversation I have with my mom will not be based on a lie. She’s got to be happy and healthy, and just resting somewhere while the doctors make their rounds. I can’t live without my mom. My dad can’t live without my mom. I still remember when we had to go without her for a week when I was a teenager. It was terrible. I lived off mac and cheese and pop tarts for six days straight because my dad can’t cook like her. He missed her so badly that all he did was waste away in front of the TV. I went to school and came home, and I swear he didn’t move from his spot on the couch. She was gone, trying to help nurse her father back to health, but, with them living five hours away, it was no use for her to come back home. When she finally did, my dad made sure to be the best he could be around her so she never left again. They love each other harder than I’ve ever seen a couple love. I can only wish one day I’ll find that love again. I had it with Carly, and, though we had our rough times (like every couple does), I swore we’d be the happy couple ‘till death. I just didn’t know death would strike so soon. Now, I’m a thirty year old single father to a baby I adopted the day my wife passed.


    I thought I had everything in my world finally in neat little boxes, and, in one day, everything changed. Now, here we are again, almost a year later, waiting for news in a hospital. My phone dings and I smile, seeing a picture Gabby sent of her and Hannah eating dinner. Spaghetti it is, and Hannah is covered in red sauce. Another message dings through and I open it, remembering to silence my phone before I go on.


    Gabby: Bath night tonight. Sorry


    I shoot her a quick text back, smiling as I type.


    Benton: Looks fun, wish I was there. Will call once we hear something.


    All I get back is a symbol for a response, but it still warms my heart.


    Gabby: <3


    Her message reminds me that I have people waiting for me at home. I have a life that I can live because I was spared from being in the car with Carly that night, because I had people that would need me. My mom is going to be okay, because she has people that need her. She needs to live for us, and for herself. She’s young. She’s healthy. There’s no way she … I can’t even think it!


    This can’t be happening again. There’s no way God would put me through something like this again. This can’t happen… it isn’t happening.


    “Mr. James…” my father and I hear as the door opens. As we turn, we see a man in blue scrubs walk into the room. Dreary.


    “Yes. That’s me. This… uh… this is my son, Benton. Benton James,” my father stammers nervously as he shakes the doctor’s hand. I follow suit, and the doctor smiles sadly.


    I remember smiles like that.


    “Mr. James,” he addresses my father. “I have some unfortunate news for you.”


    Those words. Unfortunate news.


    Unfortunate news would be a rained out ball game. Unfortunate news would be missing the train to work and being late. What’s about to come out of his mouth isn’t unfortunate news. It’s news that’s going to devastate an entire family.


    I can just feel it.


    “You wife is no longer with us, Mr. James,” he says empathetically. Like he’s gone through this shock before.


    Shock doesn’t even register at this point. It feels like I’ve been hit with a ninety-pound barbell right in the middle of my chest. Silently sobbing next to me, my father can’t form any coherent sentences and it’s up to me to step up, but I’m having a hard time finding my breath.


    “She’s gone?” I manage, fighting back tears that threaten. “Oh, God,” I whisper, slumping in my chair, feeling like I’m going to vomit. “Oh, fuck.” Moaning, I lean forward and hang my head between my knees, trying to find something… some sort of level feeling when my entire being wants to give up.


    This can’t be happening.


    “Mr. James, both of you, I’m so sorry for your loss. Your wife had an aortic aneurysm. It had started to burst when she got here, which is what must have caused her to fall and hit her head. Blood flow had slowed, causing her to faint. By the time we got in, and saw what we were dealing with… it was too late. She was already gone.” He purses his lips together sadly and watches us, hands clasped in front of him. Like watching an angry bear ready to attack.


    I feel numb. I can’t cry, though I feel the knot welling up. I can’t get mad because I need to be here for my dad. I can’t speak, because everything that comes out is going to be anger at the man that didn’t save my mother.


    “If it’s any consolation, she wasn’t in pain when she left us,” he says, standing and clearing his throat. “If you would like to say goodbye, we have her cleaned up for you. We like to give the family the option, but it’s completely up to you.”


    My dad’s gaze watches him with puffy eyes, like he does not comprehend what the doctor is saying to him.


    “Dad,” I whisper. “We need to tell her goodbye.”


    Fuck this hurts.


    He doesn’t say anything. He just shakes his head from side to side, then looks over at me, and bursts into tears again. I know his hurt. I felt the same pain when I lost Carly last year. He lost his life partner. His forever love.


    “Come on, Dad,” I say, helping him stand up. Fuck, I shouldn’t be doing this right now. I shouldn’t have to tell my mother goodbye. I shouldn’t be walking back through the gates of hell again. This can’t be real. It has to be a joke.


    But it’s not.


    As the door to the room they are keeping her in opens, I smell it first.


    Death.


    The gray skin on my mother’s face doesn’t match her usual colorful life filled cheeks. Her hands, limp at the table, will never hold my baby girl again. Oh God, Hannah. Pain sears through my body at the thought of having to explain to my girl that grandma won’t be able to watch her anymore. That she won’t be here for her anymore.


    Fuck me.


    “I’ll give you two a moment,” the doctor whispers, clicking the door closed behind him.


    I glance over at my father and he’s just standing there, holding my mom’s lifeless hand. She’s clean. There’s no more blood from the fall, no signs of any trauma. I’ve heard people say their loved ones finally look at peace when they die, but peace on my mother doesn’t look like this. It looks like her holding Hannah, rocking her to sleep, dancing with my father in the kitchen. It looks like everything we’ll never have again.


    “Dad,” I choke out, wiping the tear from my face. “Dad,” I manage again, going to his side. “Oh God, mom,” I cry, falling to my knees, my dad sliding down with me.


    The hurt I feel is nothing compared to his, but I still feel it. I still feel the pain, the tears, and everything. The thought of Hannah not knowing how much her grandma loved her makes the hurt and anger swirl inside me, until I feel like I could take out every doctor that didn’t save my mother, every doctor in this fucking hospital that failed us.


    “Benton,” my dad whispers. “She loved you, son. More than anything. I hope you know that,” he manages. It’s the most words he’s spoken since he heard the news.


    Then, it clicks. The pain I’m feeling is because of Hannah and how she’s going to react to it. I’m more worried about my child at this point, and her growing up without a grandma. My dad, the man holding on to me for dear life, is hurting for me. He’s hurting because he’s alone now, and he knows how close my mom and I were. He’s hurting every single hurt I could possibly hurt times ten.


    When the doctor comes back into the room, we’ve composed ourselves enough and say our final goodbyes to my mom. Well, to her body. She’s not in there anymore.


    Walking out of the hospital, shock settling in that my dad has to go home alone tonight. Every night. I know that feeling, and it’s not a fun one. Not at all.


    “Hey, you need me to come with you tonight?” I ask, remembering that he has to go home and clean her blood off the floor still. Shit.


    “No.” He stops next to the doors of the hospital. “I need to go home and clean up.” He mutters something about the blood, and my heart sinks a little more for him. He shouldn’t have to go back by himself and do this all alone, but he’s so stubborn that I know he’s not going to let me come along.


    I grab a cab, not wanting to make my dad drive around any more than he needs to tonight, and call Gabby three times on the drive home. Missing every call, I try to tell myself that they are just sleeping, but with all the bad that happened tonight, I just need to know everyone else is okay.


    By the time we pull in front of my building, I’ve already paid and am out of the cab and inside the building in no time. Waiting for the elevator, I check my messages and notice nothing new has come through since the heart from Gabby. Christ, I hope everything is okay.


    When the doors open, my heart sinks even more when I notice the couple walking out of the elevator.


    “Adam?” I blurt.


    When Annaliese’s eyes hit mine, I know something’s not right.


    “What’s wrong?”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    Gabby


    Fade to Black


    Walking to the park alone on crowded streets is hard enough for me to do without having an attack. I don’t do crowds well. Walking an unfamiliar route to someone else’s house with their child in tow is a whole new level of anxiety. My hands grip the stroller tight, leaving indents on my fingers, but I’m not letting go for anything. The thought that someone could rip her away from me, and I’d be the cause of ruining Benton’s life, runs through my head the entire time I speed walk back to his place. By the time we make it up the elevator and inside, locking the door behind us, I’m out of breath and on the edge of a breakdown already. Hannah is starving and keeps yelling at me to eat, even signing ‘eat’ by putting her fingertips to her lips. I only know this because I, at one point, thought I’d be teaching my child the same thing.


    The maternal feeling and instincts are all still there, hiding in the darkness, but, with Hannah, it all feels natural. She’s low key, and eats what I put in front of her. The fussing stops after she has food in her belly and, shortly after snack time, she’s passed out on my shoulder in the rocking chair. I could lay her down. I should lay her down. But I don’t. I don’t because SIDS is a real thing, and I can’t be the one here if that were to happen. So, instead, I stay curled up on the rocker-recliner with her, scrolling through my phone. I’ve texted Benton a few times, but there’s been no response. If I know hospitals the way I used to, he probably doesn’t have good service in there, but I keep texting. Sending him winks, pictures… anything to help his day go smoother. I’m unsure what’s going on, but it’s already been a few hours with no word.


    By the time Hannah wakes up, it’s close to dinnertime. We play for a while, stacking blocks… knocking them down… stacking them again. This goes on for about three minutes, until she’s bored of that game and on to another one. She’s busy, and wants to be independent, but she’s not quite there yet. Cruising along the sofa, she makes her way to the remote and starts chewing on it.


    “Gross, Hannah,” I scoff, taking it from her just to hear her start to wail. “Okay, okay… uh… here,” I say, turning it on and finding some sort of happy colored kids show. She stops crying immediately, and is glued to the TV.


    Fine with me. I need to make dinner.


    After putting Hannah in the waiting Pack-N Play, I head to the kitchen to see what type of dinner I can make us. I should know him better than I do. I should have known someone with a body like his, with abs like his, would be a health freak when it came to eating. It takes me digging to the back of the pantry, but I find a box of spaghetti and a can of sauce that still are good, so I opt for an easy dinner and get to work. Kids love spaghetti, right?


    So right.


    Hannah squeals when she realizes that she’s going to get to eat soon, and, as soon as she sees the spaghetti, it’s everything I can do to keep her out of her high chair before it’s dinnertime. I never got to this part of motherhood. I was never allowed to get stressed over screaming kids at dinnertime.


    And, unfortunately, the alarm going off on my phone right now is reminding me why.


    Fuck.


    “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, racing to turn it off. A few hours ago, the noise level in this apartment was bearable, with the soft snores of Hannah sleeping. Add in a hyper girl, cartoons, an oven beeping with garlic bread that’s burning, a phone alarm screaming, and we’ve just probably broken noise records. I can already tell the meds from earlier are starting to wear off, so I’m happy to be getting my evening dose.


    Turning the alarm off and grabbing my purse for my backup pills, it’s not until I empty my entire bag out that I realize they aren’t there. The bottle is completely empty. Holy shit, how can that be? Has it been that bad lately that even my back up bottle is empty? When did that even happen?


    Oh, God. I can’t be here right now. I took so many meds this morning that, pretty soon, they are all going to crash through my system and I’m not sure what I’ll be like when that happens. Fuck, Fuck, Fuck!


    “Hannah, it’s coming,” I say in a soothing voice to try and calm the screaming kid. I can’t stop now. She’s hungry, I’m hungry, and we both need to eat. I’ll feed her, then figure out what to do about my pills. I’ve never missed a dose, so I can’t miss this one. I’m not stable enough on a consistent regimen; I’d hate to know what I look like when I miss a dose.


    Benton texts in the middle of dinner, so I snap a picture of his girl full of spaghetti, messy as can be, and giggle looking at her. She’s going to need a bath tonight. That’ll be good. Clean her up, spend the night snuggling, and take my mind off the fact that I have no pills. Hopefully, he’ll be home soon enough and I’ll be able to get back to my place and get my dose.


    When he texts me back, I can feel the stress through the words in his text. I don’t know what he’s going through, I don’t know what happened, but I have to come across as the strong one here. I have to be strong for him and Hannah. He can’t know I’m silently freaking out that I’ll hurt his daughter, or myself, if tonight ends up not going well. I text him back a heart, because something like today can’t even begin to be processed into text messages, then go on my way finishing up dinner and start to get Hannah cleaned.


    Bath time with an almost one year old is insane. Water everywhere, toys everywhere, and the screaming when I have to wash her hair is insane. Enough to get my heart racing again for the tenth time this evening. I can tell I’m starting to crash from the overload on meds this morning, and I now feel like maybe that was a bad idea, but I never would have thought I’d end up alone with a one year old for all these hours. I still haven’t heard from Benton about his mom, and I’m starting to worry that something is seriously wrong.


    By the time Hannah is finished in the bathtub, she’s a hot wrinkly mess of over-tired and cranky baby. I try everything I can think of to calm her, but the more she screams, the more my heart races. I just want to walk away from her, but I can’t walk away from a crying baby. I just want to let her cry, but I feel like I can’t do that. Each piercing scream that comes out of her little throat starts to sound more and more like his screams the night of the accident. Every blink of my eyes, I see the wreckage, the fire. I see it all, and it’s not long before I can’t take it anymore.


    Setting Hannah in her crib, I frantically pace the apartment to try to calm myself. A cool rag to the face, cold water over my arms, deep breaths. Nothing works. She’s still screaming, and I can tell my vision is starting to blur, the panic welling inside of me more and more, setting my entire body off.


    This can’t be happening.


    Moving for my phone, I call Benton only to get put straight through to voicemail. Trying again with trembling hands, three more times I’m sent to voicemail. He has no reception. I can’t be here alone with her right now. I can’t do this.


    “Shit,” I mumble, fumbling with my phone. My hands are shaking more and more, and I’m afraid I’m going to pass out if I can’t get this under control.


    So I call the only other person I trust to help me and not judge. Annaliese.


    “Gabby?” There’s a ton of noise in the background, and I suddenly feel terrible for bothering them when they are obviously busy. I need her though. This is so scary, and I’m about to completely black out if I don’t calm myself.


    “I need you, Ann,” I start to say, then the tears start. I hate admitting I need help. I hate admitting there’s something wrong with me, and that’s why I haven’t. Ever. To anyone. Annaliese doesn’t even know a third of the things I’ve gone through. Shit, why won’t Hannah stop crying?!


    “Gabby, what’s wrong?” she says, beginning to sound frantic.


    “I can’t… I need…” I start gasping for air, and I know it’s only a matter of time. FUCK! “Annie, I need you,” I whimper, squeezing my eyes shut as the room starts to spin.


    “Where are you?” she demands. I hear voices in the background, and vaguely remember hearing a loud noise before finally answering.


    “Benton’s,” is all I can get out, then everything goes black.


    ***


    “You know what you’re worth,” my mother growls, hovering over me. “Nothing. You’re a piece of shit nothing that can’t ever keep anything good. That boy was all you had, and you made him go away. Now, you’re fucking stuck in here with me. This motherfucking apartment isn’t even big enough for the two of us,” she growls, kicking me while I’m down.


    I never knew she felt that strongly about him. I know she hates me, but I always thought she hated everything about me, but apparently she loves my boyfriend. Mothers are supposed to be kind and gentle and caring. Mine is anything but.


    Limping to my room, I lock the door and curl into the bed, rubbing my protruding stomach where she kicked me.


    “One of these days we’ll be out of here, buddy,” I whisper, willing myself to sleep.


    ***


    “Gabby!” I hear her voice through the darkness, but I can’t find her. “Gabby, wake up.” Frantic hands find my arms and I moan, cursing the pain radiating through my body. “Jesus Christ, Gabby wake UP!”


    “I’m going in to check on Hannah,” a male voice says.


    Not my Benton. He’s not here for me.


    “Gabby,” Annaliese whispers, pulling my body into her arms, as I start to weep. I can’t open my eyes to see the look on her face. I can’t look around to see what happened while I was out. I don’t want to know what time it is because I don’t want to know how long I was out. I can’t do this. This is so fucking embarrassing. “Please talk to me, Gab,” Annaliese whispers as my tears slow to a halt.


    “I can’t,” I mumble, trying to pick myself up from the floor only to fail miserably. Huffing, I curse and sit up straight, at least. She doesn’t need to support all of my crazy.


    “What the hell, Gabby? You had me worried sick,” she says, her hands fidgeting in front of her. I feel so fucking bad that I made them come save my crazy ass. I feel so fucking bad I passed out while watching Benton’s baby girl.


    “Oh, god! Hannah!” Getting up from the floor in record time, I sprint into the bedroom where Adam’s rocking her. “Oh shit,” I whisper, him glaring at me.


    “She’s fine. She woke up when I came in the room,” he whispers.


    “She was asleep?” I ask nervously.


    “Yes,” he snips, the glare on his face not relaxing. I take that as I’m not welcome in the room, so I walk back out slowly to Annaliese who has gotten a glass of water and is waiting on the couch for me.


    “You wanna tell me what’s going on, Gab?” She offers me the water, and watches me gulp it down. Shit, I need to get home to take my pills, but I can’t ask them to stay with Hannah, and, last I checked, I couldn’t get a hold of Benton. What the hell happened to him? I hope everything’s okay.


    “I’d rather not,” I say honestly, watching her reaction go from sad to hurt instantly. Shit. “Look, Ann… It’s such a long story…” I sigh and curse, wrapping my arms around my knees. Everything in my body aches right now, but that’s nothing compared to the pain I’m going to feel when Benton finds out about this. He’s going to leave me for good. I just know it.


    “I’m here, Gabby. I’m not going anywhere until you talk to me. You’re my best friend; I need you to talk. Please,” she whispers. I see the hurt on her face, and notice the glare in her eyes. Sighing, I close my eyes, and remember the first attack I had in front of her.


    I told her it was just panic because of school. I told her I’d be okay, and not to worry. She believed me at the time. This time, I don’t think I’m going to get away with that simple of an answer.


    “Annaliese, you don’t want to hear it all.” I sigh, watching her scoot closer to me.


    “I do, though. I’m hurt that you’ve been keeping things from me, Gab. I thought we could tell each other anything.”


    “I know… and we are….” I stop, watching her hands come around mine to stop them from fidgeting.


    “Gabby, you need an outlet. Something, someone to talk to. Please,” she pleads.


    Annaliese is the closest thing to a sister I’ll ever have. If I can’t tell her, I’ll never be able to tell anyone.


    “It all started twelve years ago, Ann,” I huff. “That’s a hell of a lot of storytelling to do,” I warn.


    “I’m here, bitch. Let Adam get his uncle snuggle time in. We’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”


    She gives me the eye that she gives me when her determination is set. I’m not getting around this tonight.


    So, I tell her.


    “I was young,” I say. “I had a very rough childhood. My mom was abusive, and my dad was a drunk. Ann, I never planned for anything past high school because I didn’t think I’d be alive to see past the age of 18. When it happened… when I got pregnant… that was the best thing that ever happened to me. I actually had something, for the first time in my life, to look forward to.” I stop, taking a breath, knowing there’s no more easy part of the story to tell. Then, I go on. I tell her everything. About Jordan and how he was abusive, how I tried to break it off. I tell her that living now without a child is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I leave out the gory details of that night. I tell her about Benton and our relationship, and, when I finally stop talking, the tears streaming down her face hurt more than anything.


    “I don’t want pity,” I whisper. “I don’t want things to change now.”


    “Oh, Gabby… I don’t pity you. I love you, Gab. You’re like a sister to me.” She takes a breath and tries to collect herself. “I… I’m so sorry I never asked.”


    “Ann, you had no reason to. I hide it from everyone. You’re the first person I’ve ever opened up to since it happened.”


    “So, what are you going to do now?”


    “Go on like normal,” I say, shrugging.


    “But Ben-”


    “Stop. No… there’s no way I’m telling him and, if you blab to anyone, I’ll cut you,” I growl. She laughs and shakes her head at me, smiling.


    “I love you, bitch.”


    “Yeah, yeah, stop getting mushy. Take your man home. I think he wants to murder me after tonight. The death rays he was sending me were enough to kill earlier.”


    “He’s a very loyal person, Gab. He loves and protects hard. He’s just worried about all of you.”


    She has a point. He’s never shown me anything but kindness and he loves Hannah. I smile and nod, accepting her words as true, if anything just to calm her and make her leave.


    I want her out so I can refocus my energy to get off the couch. I’d never tell her, but I don’t think I can move right now. I need rest. I need aspirin. I need my meds. Most of all, though… I need Benton.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Numb


    If I thought I was numb the entire cab ride back, I was wrong. Now that I’m in an elevator that is taking its sweet old fucking time to get me upstairs, I’m shaking from nerves that something happened. My gut told me the entire ride home that something was wrong, but I ignored it. I thought that it was just the nerves and emotions rolling through my body that made me feel like something bad happened. Seeing Adam and Annaliese in my building, though, proved me wrong.


    Something did happen. They just wouldn’t tell me what. The only words Adam told me were, “Everything is fine. I’ll see you at work.” He didn’t ask where I was, I didn’t tell him about my mom, I didn’t ask about Gabby. No small talk. He looked pissed, and Annaliese looked sad, and now this elevator is going to look busted if it doesn’t speed up. How long does it take to travel 8 floors, anyway?!


    When I finally make it to my floor, I rush to my door and take a few deep breaths before opening it. Adam wouldn’t have left my baby alone up here… Gabby is still here… Everything is fine. Those words keep rolling through my head, easier words to have on repeat than ‘your mother’s gone’. Sneaking inside the condo, the lights are all off, save for one lamp on the side of the couch. It’s silent and clean. Nothing looks touched. Did she clean up everything they did tonight? Shit, she’s good. Heading first to Hannah’s room, I crack open the door to see her sleeping soundly in her crib. A part of my heart calms down and warms knowing that she’s safe and sound in her bed. Nothing bad happened. Maybe Adam was pissed because he had to spend his evening here, and Annaliese could’ve been sad because she found out about Gabby lying to her. That’s it. That has to be it. Everything here looks normal.


    Walking into the kitchen I go straight for a beer, then put it back. Harder.


    Reaching above the sink into the cupboard, I grab the bottle of whiskey and head to the living room. No glass needed tonight. I need mind-numbing.


    Rounding the corner, my breath is taken away by the sight on the couch. Gabby, curled in the corner of the couch, so innocent and peaceful. This is what peaceful looks like. I glance at her, and then glance back to the whiskey in my hand. Why am I planning on drowning my sorrows in this bottle when I have the perfect woman right here in front of me?


    “Hey, you,” I whisper, leaning down and kissing her forehead. She opens her eyes and I see the difference in them, just like I saw it the first time I met her. One shiny, one dull… but both red and puffy.


    “Hey,” she stretches out, her pure beauty so breathtaking, I feel so much for her right now it’s scary. All of my emotions are on high alert from today’s devastating news, but what’s crazy is that right now the sorrow I felt at the hospital is replaced by pure adoration. “How’s your mom?” she asks innocently, smiling at me.


    “Uh…” I stammer, sitting down next to her. “She’s uh…” Shit. I don’t know why, but I wasn’t expecting that one. She caught me off guard. I was too busy admiring the beautiful woman in front of me to remember what really happened today. The severity of if all slowly hits me as I look around the room. Silently glancing at every picture I have of Hannah and my mom, my heart breaks all over again for the small, innocent child sleeping away. The one that’ll never get to know the grandma that loved her more than anything.


    “What is it, Benton? You’re scaring me,” she says, turning her body to face me. She’s so damn beautiful, and I don’t know what I’d do without her in my life. Is that an insane thought? To feel that strongly for someone so soon after meeting them? Is seven months long enough to have these strong of feelings for someone? I look at her for the longest time, trying to come up with the words to tell her I no longer have a mother. She’s dead, and life isn’t fucking fair, but I can’t find the words. Shaking my head, I swallow the knot in my throat.


    “Oh, Benton,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around me. I thought I wanted mind numbing, but I really just want to feel… feel anything but this overwhelming sadness that’s come over me. She holds me like this for what feels like hours. Once her steady breathing has calmed my nerves, I’m finally able to find the words to talk about what happened tonight. I don’t have many.


    “She’s gone,” I manage to whisper, the dam of tears threatening to spill over with each word I say.


    “Oh, no. Oh God, baby.” She pulls back and puts her hands on the sides of my face, lifting my head gently to look at me. “What happened?”


    “I… her heart,” I choke out, then the damn bursts and the fucking tears start to fall. I don’t even try to stop them. Instead of trying to talk any more about it, she pulls me to her and holds me there for the rest of the night. No words exchanged, no bodies move. She falls asleep on my lap with her head curled into the crook of my neck. It’s the most peaceful I’ve felt all fucking day, and it sucks so bad because I know, the minute she wakes up, she’s going to want to talk. Every woman does. They want to talk about feelings, and talk about what happened, and talk about plans.


    I don’t want to talk. I want to move on.


    When morning comes, Gabby is gone. I don’t remember when she got up and left, but there’s no note or anything from her this morning. The minute I get off the couch, I immediately regret sleeping on the couch last night, but falling asleep with her in my arms was worth it. I just wish she were here this morning. It pisses me off that she just up and left me in the middle of the night… especially after what I’ve been through. She could’ve been here for me.


    When she calls as I get off the couch to make some coffee, I’m relieved that she’s at least okay, though I’m still mad at her for leaving. That is, until I hear her voice.


    “Hey,” I answer. “Where’d you go this morning?” I try to have more emotion to my voice, but it sounds like a robot is talking when the words come out. That’s kind of what I feel like this morning, though: a robot, just going through the motions to keep things moving smoothly.


    “I’m sorry, Benton. I had to get home. To take care of something.”


    “Great,” I growl.


    “I’m so sorry, babe. I just… I’m sorry. There was no way around it.” She sighs and I feel like an ass, but she walked out in the middle of the one night I needed her to stay. For me. “How are you this morning?” She’s trying, so I try to be nice and willing to have a conversation.


    “I’m going over to my dad’s today. All the arrangements and shit need to be made.”


    “Let me come with you,” she says quickly.


    “It’s not going to be a fun day,” I warn.


    “Are you trying to make me take back my offer? I want to be there for you,” she whispers. I know me trying to get her to understand how miserable today is going to be is making her think I don’t want her there, but she’s never had to deal with something like this before.


    I have.


    “Look, babe. I want to be there for you and Hannah. It’s going to be tough, and you’re going to need someone. Let me be that someone.” Her plead is heartwarming.


    “When can you be ready by? We’re going to be leaving here in thirty,” I warn.


    “I’m ready when you are. Come pick me up.” Her voice is happy again, and I feel a slight weight lifted off my shoulder that I don’t have to go through today alone.


    Walking in to get Hannah, the perpetual knot in my throat seems huge as I watch her smile and giggle when I pick her up. Dealing with the death of a parent is hard enough. Dealing with the death of your child’s grandparent is devastating. She’s only one, so I don’t tell her what happened since she won’t understand. We just go about our morning as usual, albeit as quickly as possible, and pack our bags to head to my dad’s house. It’s supposed to be a workday, but there’s no way I’m going in today. Not until I know my dad is going to be okay.


    On the drive to pick up Gabby, I decide to give Adam a call and see what last night was all about.


    “Where the fuck were you last night, dude?” he demands, pissy already this early in the morning.


    “Hospital,” I manage, watching traffic buzz by.


    “Shit, dude… everything okay?” he stammers.


    “No. My mom died,” I whisper, the words not wanting to come out.


    “Fuck... oh shit, man. I uh… Shit…”A grin breaks on my stone features that the great Mr. Chicago is speechless finally. Sucks balls that it’s over a topic like this, though.


    “Yeah, so, if you don’t mind, I’ll be taking a few days off.”


    “Yeah… absolutely. You need help with anything? Who’s with Hannah?” His workaholic tone from earlier is gone, and he’s back to best friend mode. Thank God.


    “Nah, it’s fine. Gab’s coming with me today to help out,” I say nonchalantly, like we’ve spoken about the whole ‘Gabby’ situation.


    “So you uh… You gonna be ok?” He knows how bad I was when Carly died. He was there for me every step of the way.


    “Things suck, man,” I sigh. “But I have Hannah.” I smile, glancing in the mirror and see her sleeping already. “I have to be good.”


    “You have more than Hannah, you know?”


    “Yeah, man. I do,” I smile, parking in front of Gabby’s building. The smile grows as I watch her run through the rain that’s started so she doesn’t get too wet. “I absolutely know, Adam. Don’t worry.”


    “Good,” he grunts.


    “I gotta go, man. Gab’s here,” I say, as she hops in the car and slams the door.


    “Treat him good, Gabby,” Adam warns.


    She chuckles and shakes her head.


    “I wouldn’t worry about me, Mr. Chicago,” she says sarcastically. “I’m still sticking to my promise from last year. Make your fiancé happy, Adam.”


    He grumbles something, and hangs up shortly after. I’m slightly confused, but I don’t care enough to inquire. I don’t really want to talk right now. The mindless chatter with Adam was nice, but, the truth of the matter is, I’m about to go to my parents’ house for the first time since my mom died and I’m not sure what to expect. Do I act like it’s just a normal day? Do I try talking to my dad, or do I leave him alone? When this happened with Carly, Adam took care of a lot of the details because I couldn’t function. Am I going to have to do this with my dad?


    About half way to their house, Gabby reaches over, and silently takes my hand in hers, running her thumb up and down mine, a silent reminder that she’s here for me. I’m thankful she hasn’t tried talking about my mom. I’m happy she’s here, and I’m thrilled that she seems to understand I need silence to help me cope.


    By the time we make it to my dad’s, it’s late morning and he’s sitting on the porch. He’s changed clothes, and looks like he’s showered and shaven. That’s a good sign. Gabby gets Hannah out of the back without saying a word as I head to the porch, hands in my pockets, not entirely sure how to act right now. Inside, I want to curl into a ball and cry for weeks straight. My mom is gone. I’ll never get her back, but I can’t dwell on that. I can’t dwell on the sadness, because I have a life that relies on me. I have to be strong for her. For everyone.


    My dad’s eyes are sad, but alert. He seems a little better than last night, but still looks like shit.


    “Hey,” I manage, walking onto the porch. He nods and moves his gaze to Gabby, who’s a few steps behind me. “Oh dad… uh… this is Gabby,” I manage a weak smile and he smiles brightly at her.


    “Hi,” she says happily. “I’m so sorry for your loss. I hope it’s okay I’m here.” She offers her hand for a handshake, but my dad surprises us both and stands to hug her.


    “Thank you for being here, Gabby,” he whispers, then lets go and takes Hannah from her arms.


    “Come on, sweet pea. Grandpa has breakfast to make my baby girl,” he tells Hannah, just like any other morning we come over.


    I watch him, astonished that he could go from distraught to cheerful in a matter of seconds.


    “Kids seem to help in times like this,” Gabby says, her hand resting on my elbow, like she can tell exactly what I’m thinking. “You good?” she asks, a reassuring smile on her face.


    “Yeah,” I whisper. “Thank you.”


    She smiles and nods, then we head inside for a day filled with picking out my mother’s final outfit, making funeral arrangements, and entertaining a one year old.


    By the time we leave, the sun it setting and Hannah’s asleep in Gabby’s arms. Gabby did fantastic today, and, other than a few moments when I caught her off guard and saw a few looks of panic on her face, she’s a total pro with Hannah and was the backbone between the three adults.


    It’s like she knows exactly what we’re going through.


    Who is this woman, and how soon is too soon to tell her I love her?


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    The Only One


    Last night, Benton made love to me. It wasn’t just sex, and it was a far cry from fucking. The look in his eyes said it all, but he never said the words. Every day when I wake up, I have to remind myself not to have an attack if he decides to finally verbalize his feelings for me. I see it, but it doesn’t mean I should like it.


    I mean… I do like it. I love it. I love the feeling of being wanted, but I don’t like the feeling that I’m going to inevitably screw something up. I love being around him, I love watching him with Hannah, and I love the man he is when he thinks I’m not looking. All of it is what any girl would dream of, and what I used to dream of. The dream I had last night was all too real, though, reminding me that I’m not meant for this life.


    ***


    “You good for nothing bitch,” she growls, kicking me again right in the stomach. I pray to a god I don’t even believe in that I’m not far along enough for it to hurt the baby, but I can’t be sure. I don’t have insurance, and I haven’t seen a doctor yet. I just know I’m pregnant, and that the baby belongs to my ex. The man who took the one thing I held dear, the one thing I had control over, and ran with it, leaving me with a child on the way. No income, no health insurance, no place to raise this poor tiny being… but I’m not giving up.


    “I’m leaving, mom,” I say, cringing when I stand up. The pain in my abdomen hurts just a slight bit less than the hit I took a few weeks ago. Maybe she’s lessening her blows to make sure she doesn’t hurt the baby.


    Doubtful.


    “Right. With no man, no money, and no schooling?” She barks out a laugh, and then starts coughing through the smoke.


    “I’m finishing school, Mom. I can do both,” I say, standing my ground. “There’s ways to do it. I won’t be a deadbeat.” Like you.


    “Please. You do that, do finish school and get your fucking degree. You’re just like your fucking father, you know that.” Her insinuation that I’m like him pisses me off, and I storm out of the house to be met with the face of the first man I ever gave myself to.


    And the father of my child.


    “Gabrielle.”


    ***


    “Hey,” Benton’s voice sooths my flashback, bringing me back into the real world. His arms wrap around me as I slide back down in bed. It’s amazing… I can take all the medicine in the world, but the best thing to calm me… the only, fastest thing… is Benton.


    “Hi,” I say, smiling. Out of habit, my eyes flick to the clock and see the time. Seven a.m.…. One hour until the first round of pills.


    Ever since the night his mom passed, I’ve been doubling up on some of my anxiety pills to help with getting myself through it. I haven’t had an episode like that night again, but there’ve been moments these last few days that I thought I wasn’t going to make it out of the room before breaking down.


    “What’s on your mind?” he asks, tracing his fingers down my arm. Every time his hands come to me, I get goosebumps, and, every time he notices, he traces them, smiling. Like he’s happy he can get a reaction out of me that easily.


    “Nothing,” I lie. Everything’s on my mind, but I can’t tell him that. I can’t let on that I’m so broken, and have to fill up on pills every damn day just to function like a normal human being.


    He nods and grins, then sighs and puts his arm behind his head, staring at the ceiling.


    “You know, when I was younger, my mom and I would lay in her bed and stare at the cracks in the ceiling, seeing what shapes we could make out from them.” The chuckle that comes out of him makes me hope he’s starting to get through this disaster.


    And a disaster it has been.


    These last few days we’ve been through hell, but I like to think I’ve been able to help him through it and make it out on the other side unscathed. Benton loved his mom… he still loves her… and it shows in the way that he raises his little girl. I’ve watched him more this week than I’ve had the chance to these last few months, and, if I were capable of loving someone, I’d have fallen in love with him ten times over just from the way he treats Hannah.


    “You’re gonna be okay, you know that?” I say, curling into him, tracing the tattoo lines on his chest.


    “Yeah,” he says, then clears his throat. “Doesn’t mean I want to hear that,” he says, getting out of bed, and leaving me cold from where my body was pressed against his.


    These mood swings have been a recurring thing these last few days too.


    “Work tomorrow?” I ask, standing and stretching, choosing to ignore the anger starting to radiate from him. I’ve learned that if I don’t pay a lot of attention to his swings, then he calms down faster than when I pick a fight with him. I’ve seen him fight, I’ve seen what he’s capable of… and I know what being hit feels like. I’d rather not have it come from someone I care deeply about ever again.


    “Yeah,” he clips, his tone a fragment happier. Pulling his clothes on, he sighs and rakes his hands down his face before looking at me. “Listen… I’m sorry, Gabby.” He walks towards me and circles his arms around me. “I’m just… shit,” he sighs.


    “Hey,” I say, pulling back the slightest bit to look him in the eyes. His beautiful brown eyes that have been dark and stormy these last few days are starting to come back to life. “It’s okay. I get it. It’s been rough, babe. You’ve been so strong,” I whisper.


    He clenches his perfectly sculpted jaw, the shadow from not shaving for a few days is starting to turn darker, making him look more distinguished. Just watching him look at me turns me on. It’s never been like this with anyone before. I’ve never felt so satisfied from just sleeping with one person; that’s why I always had multiple partners and liked to change it up. Ever since Benton, though, he’s been the one. The only one.


    “I like this,” I say, smiling as I rub his face with my hands. “You should keep it.”


    “Mmm,” he replies, leaning in to pull me in for a kiss. Moaning, I melt into his arms, and welcome the warmth, comfort, and peace that he brings me. “You’d probably like to feel what it’s like between those beautiful legs of yours, wouldn’t you?” His hand slips between my legs to start playing me and I feel the automatic heat and wetness from just one touch. Jesus, he’s good.


    “Mmmm,” I moan, not able to form full words anymore. His fingers enter me and he groans, making me even wetter. “Shit,” I pant as he pushes me against the wall, and his lips come down on my collarbone.


    “God, Gabby,” he moans, his fingers fucking me and rubbing me, sending me on my way to another mind blowing orgasm.


    “I need you, B. I need you in me,” I pant, locking eyes with him. He grunts and lifts me easily, carrying me to the bed. Sitting me on the edge, he lets me take my time pulling the shirt off he just put on and flicking his nipple rings with my tongue. I love to hear his moans when my tongue plays the bars.


    “God, Gab,” he growls. “Lay back, baby.” I do as directed, playing with myself, teasing him as he kicks his boxers off and grabs a condom.


    “No,” I blurt. I hate condoms, and I want to feel all of him. I want… need… the connection to him.


    He looks at me quizzically, a half grin playing on his lips.


    “I uh…” Shit, Gabby, way to think before you speak! “I just want to feel you. All of you. I’m clean, I promise.”


    “You sure about this? I mean… I’ve been fucking waiting for this day for months now… the day when I can finally be with you without this little bitch… but… are you sure?” He’s holding it in the air, waiting for my answer. I grin and bite my bottom lip, suddenly too shy to answer with words.


    Since when is Gabby Rosdale shy? I’m lying here on this bed, playing with myself in front of a naked male… there’s no room for ‘shy’ in this scenario.


    “Fuck yes,” he growls, then slides into me and rests his forehead on mine. “Oh good god, Gabby,” he pants, going to his elbows, and taking my face in his hands. His eyes collide with mine, and I see those three little words on the tip of his tongue.


    Oh shit, don’t say it, Benton. Don’t say them.


    “Mmm, Benton,” I moan, closing my eyes and throwing my head back to give him the silent invitation to move his lips a little lower, trying to distract him from saying those three words.


    He does as instructed, and starts moving slowly, groaning with every slight movement. I feel everything… every ridge, every pulse… everything. It’s so divine being this connected to someone that you love.


    “Oh, God,” I exclaim. Not from the intense pleasure, but from the realization that the feelings I’ve been feeling are… love. I fucking love him?


    No! I can’t fucking love him. I don’t do that shit.


    “Jesus, Gabby, it’s never felt this good,” he pants, and I can feel his orgasm coming. Without the barrier it’s easy to tell when he’s starting to harden, right to the point of release. Slowing his movements, he sits up on his knees and starts massaging my clit while pinching my nipples. The pain and pleasure combination sets me off and has me turning my head into the pillow to hide the connection I’m feeling with him.


    “Fuck, Benton,” I moan, pushing my face into the pillow so my moans don’t wake Hannah.


    And so he can’t see the true feelings that are radiating from me right now.


    Love. Last time I loved someone, everything was ruined.


    “Shit, Gabby,” he growls, smashing his lips to mine. His movements get stiffer and harder. The deeper he goes, the better it feels as I ride my orgasm out to his release. Fuck. This is perfection. We lay like that for what seems like hours. His pants matching my ragged breaths, our glistening bodies twisted together without anything between us.


    It’s beautiful.


    As soon as we finally start to move and get cleaned up, Hannah starts crying from her room down the hall. Benton chuckles and kisses my forehead when I groan. I don’t want to leave the bed. I don’t want to be away from him. I know I should, I know that being this addicted to him won’t end well, but I don’t want to.


    “At least she waited until we were finished,” he winks, his famous fucking Benton wink that gets to me every time. He walks out and closes the door behind him, and I power out of bed to find all my clothes. I need time alone. I need time to process this. I need to leave.


    “Hey, I’ve got some stuff to get done at my place today,” I say, bag already in hand when he walks out of her room with the baby on his hip. I have a phone call with Dr. Travers in a few hours and need to be alone for it. I need some advice, and he’s always been there for me whenever I need him. No matter what day or time. When I texted him last night, I still hadn’t realized my true feelings for Benton or how deep my feelings for his daughter were. Now, I have a shit storm of things I need his advice and help on.


    “Oh… okay. Yeah, that’s cool. We’re just going to lay low today before having to get back to the real world tomorrow,” he says, trying to mask his disappointment. It actually hurts my chest to walk away from them today after all this time we’ve spent together, but I need some time to myself to figure these feelings out. I haven’t felt this strongly for anyone ever. I don’t even think I felt this way for Jordan, but even then, I still know what can happen when I have an episode. I know what happens in my attacks, and it’s not good. I can’t be the one to hurt this family.


    By the time I make it home, I’ve tried talking myself out of staying in a relationship with him about ten times, but I still haven’t been able to stick with it. Something is keeping me from breaking it off with him. I know what that something is, but I don’t want to accept it. Grabbing lunch, I wait for the phone call that will hopefully help me settle some of the nerves coursing through my body.


    When the call finally comes, I breathe a sigh of relief. He’s always been able to help me… hopefully this time isn’t any different.


    “Gabby, hello,” his deep voice comes through the line and immediately soothes me. It’s been this way since I was a child, and saw him in my school counseling room. He knows my past and knows everything about what happened that night. Dr. Travers is a lifesaver, and the only man I’ll ever really trust.


    Or, at least, I thought that would be the case.


    “Hi. I’m sorry for needing this today, but things have been so scary lately,” I whisper.


    “Scary how? Have you had any episodes?” His voice is professional, but still has a hint of personal worry. He’s invested his career in my well-being. He doesn’t charge me, he cancels appointments when I need him… he’s put shit on the line for me.


    So I tell him. I haven’t seen him since Benton’s mom passed, so I fill him in on everything. He already knows about the relationship between us, but he doesn’t know yet about us being exclusive. I tell him about Benton, the job, Hannah, Benton’s dad. I tell him my worries about Annaliese, and how she’s not truly happy. I tell him everything. That’s the thing about Dr. T. He doesn’t judge, so I don’t hold anything back. The only way he can help me get through this is if he knows everything, so I tell him about the episodes the night I watched Hannah, the extra pills…. Everything.


    By the time I’m finished, I feel better just from getting everything off my chest. It’s nice to talk to someone that knows what I’ve been through and doesn’t judge me.


    “Sounds like you’ve got a lot going on. How’s your anxiety today?”


    “It’s fine. I came home to have some alone time. It’s funny… I used to hate being alone, but I needed it today just to get my head on straight.”


    “I understand. Listen, I’m not a fan of you taking pills when you deem fit. It’s not a good habit to get into, and it worries me that you’ve been doing this for a while now.”


    I knew he wasn’t going to like it, but it’s the only thing that’s helped. I didn’t have a choice.


    “I can’t not take them,” I whisper, worried he’s going to pull me from it all. “I need them. I need to feel normal.”


    He sighs into the receiver, taking a moment to collect his thoughts.


    “Gabby, I’d like to see you. Can you come in Thursday?” His voice is out of concern, but I hate that he can’t just talk me through this over the phone. “Don’t do anything rash, Gabby. Just spend the week mulling things over, no extra medicine. Spend time with Benton and Hannah… they seem to be good for you. I’ll see you at our normal time on Thursday, okay?”


    “Yeah. Fine. Thanks,” I huff, unhappy with the outcome of this call.


    So, now I get to wait all week to have him tell me I’m crazy.


    Back to work it is.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Benton


    More Lies


    “Sue, find me the file on Tagers.” The account was opened a few months back, but I can’t find anything on it, and with the way my brain has been muddled lately, I just need to make sure something didn’t happen while I was gone.


    “On it,” she says cheerily, walking out of my office with an air about her… something that I haven’t seen lately.


    Yesterday, I came back to work to an office that was completely normal. Being gone a week, I would have thought that things would’ve been fucking nuts here, but it seems like Adam made sure to keep it as normal and smooth as possible until my return. That’s what’s good about working with him. He’s organized and thorough. Sure, he can be a ruthless dick, and sometimes wants to take on projects that are too big for his own good, but he’s the most reliable business partner I could’ve ever imagined and the best friend a man could ask for.


    “Hey,” he says from my doorway. “Holding up good?” Adam walks into the room with purpose, clicking the door shut behind him. Slowly making his way to my desk, where I’ve been all morning, getting caught up with emails, he makes a point to check out every photo I have on my desk of my family.


    “As good as can be expected, I guess,” I say, huffing when he sits in front of me. “What’s up, man? I’ve got a shit ton of catching up to do.”


    Really, I’ve been avoiding him since I came back because I know he’s going to want to talk about shit.


    “I know for a fact that’s a lie. I made sure to leave you less of a workload than you had when your leave started. It’s only been a week or so, B. You don’t need this stress,” he says, shaking his head and staring at the papers I’ve accumulated this morning.


    “I need this more than you think, Adam,” I sigh.


    “Really? Gabby not doing it for you anymore?”


    “Shut the fuck up, man! Can’t you fucking deal with your shit and leave me to mine?!” I bark, standing from my chair, ready to fight. I’ve been so on edge lately that I’m trying to pick a fight over nothing. Fuck, Benton. Calm your shit.


    He smiles and leans back, loving the fact that he got to me that easily. Shit, he did it on purpose just to see my reaction to her.


    “Fuck,” I sigh, sitting back down.


    “Yeah, really. I never thought I’d see the day you moved on from Carly, but here we are…”


    “Fuck off, Adam. You know that’s not what this is. She’s not coming back, and I’m finally happy with someone.”


    “Someone who blacks out in your house while babysitting? Someone who lies to you about said blackout? Dude, I think you need to get your priorities straight. She better be fucking great in bed-”


    “What the fuck are you talking about?” I cut him off. The noise that comes out of me puts a quick look of fear on his otherwise calm complexion. He knows what happens when I get mad. That’s why he used to bet on me, and only me, when I fought. Back when things were less complicated.


    “Shit. I can’t say, exactly, but I can tell you Gabby isn’t all she’s making herself out to seem. Something’s going on, dude,” he sighs. “Annaliese and she sat in the living room that night for over an hour and, by the time they were finished, Gabby was passed out on the couch and Annaliese cried the entire way home.”


    “What the hell happened that night? Gabby said you two stopped by because you were in the neighborhood, but didn’t you have that fundraiser? That’s on the other side of Chicago.” I’m starting to get very worried that what Gabby has told me about the happenings of that dreadful night aren’t exactly full of the truth. Why would she lie to me about that, about something regarding my daughter?


    “Dude, I wasn’t in the room. All I know is that Gabby called freaking out, Annaliese made us leave the party, and, when we got there, Gab was passed out on the living room floor, phone still in hand.”


    Passed Out?


    “Fuck me,” I moan, putting my head in my hands for a moment to take in the disappointment. The rage. The hurt. What the hell? “Adam, she lied to me,” I say, astonished that I almost told her I loved her the other day. How can I love someone that lies to me about something like that? And what type of person does it make me that even though I know she lied, I still have incredibly strong feelings towards her? Feelings of love and hope for the future.


    Fuck.


    “Yeah, well…” He rests his elbows on his knees and sighs. Looking at me and glancing back at the door, like he’s making sure I’m the only one to hear his next words, he clears his throat and continues. “B, she has a kid.”


    It feels like the wind’s been knocked out of me. A kid? A KID! She has a fucking kid?!


    “I need you to leave, Adam,” I growl, clenching my fists, feeling the need to hit something. Hard.


    “No can do,” he leans back and stares at me. “You’re not about to ruin this office because you can’t get that anger under control. Too much fucking money lies right here in this beautiful desk.” He pets the desk and grins. Asshole.


    “I’m not going to destroy the office,” I say as calmly as I can. “I’m going to find Gabby.”


    “Nope. She’s in cases all day, I’ve already checked. Good thing our company has a good chunk of money in her office. We can keep track of all of our employees that way.” He shrugs and picks up a picture frame of Hannah and my mom. “It’s a beautiful picture, B. She truly loved that little girl,” he says, trying to get my mind off the fact that I want to scream at Gabby until she tells me the truth.


    “Adam,” I warn.


    “The way I see it,” he sighs and sets the frame down, making complete eye contact with me. “You have two choices. Obviously, you love her, or you wouldn’t have let her watch Hannah abruptly like you did. Obviously, she means the world to you or else you wouldn’t be so upset right now about all of this. You can storm into her office, piss her off, embarrass her and make her tell you…. OR you can do it the civil way, and actually talk about the shit that bothers you.” He stands and shrugs, then walks towards the door. “Your call, B. I just don’t want you to do something rash and regret your decision. I’ve seen how happy you were before you mom passed… I think Gabby has a lot to do with that. I love you and will always. She is a huge reason why Annaliese and I are together so I’ll always have a soft spot for her as well. I may come off as brass and mean and stubborn, but I fight for those I love. I love you both, but you both have growing and learning to do before you can move forward.”


    I’m speechless. Mr. Chicago talking so freely about his feelings? I know he thinks the world of me… what with helping speed up my adoption, helping with the funds for Carly’s funeral last year, and even helping out with Hannah whenever he can. He’s a better uncle than most blood relatives are but he’s never come out and said anything like this before.


    “I don’t want to see either of you get hurt, that’s all.” He slightly grins at me and shrugs again.


    “I appreciate that man.” I sigh and run my hands down my face. “I don’t think she’s hiding anything bad…. I’m sure it’s just insecurities or something.” I hope so at least, but something tells me there’s more to it.


    “Yea… well either way… I want you both happy. Sure I give you a hard time about her, but it all has been so weird, B. I don’t like not being in the know, and you kept this from me for a long time. I’m worried… for both of you. I just want you guys to be as happy as I have become with Annaliese.”


    With that as his sign off, he leaves my office, not closing the door behind him.


    Asshole has a very valid point, and, as much as I want answers now, I know it’s only going to hurt both of us if I don’t go into this level headed. Maybe she has a reason she lied to me. Maybe there’s a perfectly good explanation of why she won’t tell me what’s really going on with her. I’ve seen the results from the nightmares, the shaking hands when out in public with Hannah. I’ve seen all these little things but none of it makes sense. Gabby is the typical American twenty-something woman. She’s smart, sexy, funny… she has the world ahead of her and a backbone to get it.


    What’s she keeping from me?


    Too upset to get any work done, I head out for an early lunch and call Dr. Travers on the way. Maybe he can help me out with these feelings of rage.


    “Hey, Benton,” he answers, happy all the damn time. “What’s up?”


    “I didn’t really expect you to answer,” I grumble. I love Dr. T; I just wish I had half of his optimism at times.


    “It’s my lunch break, and I know what you’ve been going through. I saw the papers, son. I’m terribly sorry about your mother.”


    “Thanks. Listen… I need to talk,” I sigh, running my hands through my hair. “You got a minute?”


    “Absolutely, as long as you don’t mind me crunching in your ear,” he laughs. “What’s on your mind?”


    I don’t plan on it, but I proceed to tell him everything. Every time I think I’ve heard rattling pills, to the gazed look she has at times, to the panic I see when I watch her out in public. Everything. When I’m finally done, I hear him take a breath and sigh.


    Great, here we go. Now he can tell me how crazy I am for making myself fall in love with a woman who’s obviously broken.


    “I’d like you to come in, Benton. Can you do that?”


    “Uh… sure. When?” it’s weird he won’t talk to me over the phone. We’ve had a ton of these conversations before, but now he’s needing to see me in person?


    “Thursday work for you? I have time in the evening. Six work?”


    “Yeah. Sure, I’ll see you then,” I say, confused.


    “Hey Benton, just don’t do anything rash right now, okay? You know the truth, everyone is safe, just… don’t let the anger get the best of you. We’ll talk Thursday, okay?”


    “Great,” I mumble, hanging up.


    A knock on my door makes me look up as soon as I set the phone down.


    “Mr. James… there’s a Gabby Rosdale here to see you?” Sue says from my doorway, looking about as confused as I feel.


    “Send her in,” I say, pissed that all I want to do is yell and ask why she lied to me.


    The minute I see her, though, all the anger washes away and it’s replaced by sadness. Sadness that this woman I love feels like she can’t trust me with the truth. Jesus, all these fucking feelings. It was never like this with Carly. We were high school sweethearts; I never had these mature feelings of a new relationship with her.


    “Hey, you,” I say, wrapping my arms around my life force. Gabby sighs, wrapped in my arms, then I feel her whole body shudder. “God, Gab, what’s wrong baby?” I ask in a hushed tone, gently shutting the door before wrapping my arms back around her. I thought she looked sad when she walked in, but she definitely didn’t start crying until she was here in my arms. “Hey,” I say gently, moving the hair out of her face to see her beautiful light brown eyes. Eyes that still amaze me. The right is still a little… cloudy… which worries me, but I’m sure she’s fine. It’s only like it when she seems over tired or emotional. I’ve never seen something like that on a person before, but I’m starting to believe nothing with Gabby will shock me.


    She’s full on crying now, in my arms, so I take her to the couch and sit down with her. She keeps apologizing for something, but I can’t understand what she’s trying to say to me.


    “Shhh,” I whisper. “It’s gonna be ok, Gab. You just need to talk to me, baby. I can’t help you until you talk to me.” I’m starting to worry something terrible happened. She’s crying so hard, shaking like she’s scared. Goddamnit.


    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for bothering you, I just…” she hiccups and sniffles, backing away from me and turning, so I can’t see her beautiful face. No, no she needs me, but she’s pushing me away. Why the hell is she doing this?


    “Gabby, just tell me what’s wrong,” I push, walking towards her and taking her arm in my hand gently. She turns and her light brown eyes hit mine again and my heart sinks. She’s so sad. “Please.”


    “They let me go,” she sniffles. “The fucking firm filled my position last week when I didn’t show.” Fuck. She was fired because of me. Shit!


    “Gabby… shit. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry,” I say, taking her in my arms. She won’t let me coddle her, though. Like she doesn’t want help… which makes no sense because she came to me. What the hell is happening? “Didn’t you have leave to take?” I’m so confused why they’d fire her without any warning.


    She shakes her head and sniffles.


    “I haven’t been there long enough. It’s nothing. I’ll find another job, I just… after last week… and I haven’t been feeling well… and shit.” She curses, shaking her head. “God, you’re probably thinking I’m bat shit crazy right now!” her laughter fills the room, but it’s not happy laughter. It’s scared laughter.


    “Gabby, I don’t think you’re crazy,” I say, taking her hands in mine. “I love you, Gabby.”


    The second the words slip out of my mouth, I see her face fall, and know I didn’t exactly do that right. Fuck. Oh shit, what did I just do?


    “I mean… You’re… I…” I try to justify my words. I try to make it not look so scary to her… but I can’t. I fucking love her, lies and all.


    What the hell is wrong with me?


    “Oh,” her eyes go wide and her hands start to tremble in mine.


    Well, that’s a fucking reaction someone wants to see when he or she admits their love.


    “I have to go,” she whispers, and then takes out of my office like a scared cat.


    What the fuck?!


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Just Relax


    “Jesus Christ, Gabby! What the fuck were you thinking?” Jordan’s voice screams from behind me.


    “I was fucking thinking of keeping my baby away from them!” I scream, rounding on him, preparing myself for a hit that never comes. It’s not typical of him to hit me, but he’s had his moments.


    “They are your goddamned parents, Gabrielle,” he growls, stepping close enough for me to feel his breath on my skin.


    Beer. It always smells like beer.


    “You know, for someone four years older than me, you sure are stupid,” I snap, immediately feeling the sting on my face from his slap. There it is.


    “You will let them see him.” His menacing whisper makes my skin prickle.


    “Over my dead body,” I whisper, trying to keep the tremble out of my voice.


    ***


    Jolting up in bed, covered in sweat, it takes me a moment to reacquaint myself with my surroundings.


    I’m safe. I’m in my bedroom.


    I’m alone.


    The pills I took today when I finally made it home kicked me on my ass almost immediately. I’ve been out since then, and glancing at the clock… that was about seven hours ago. Shit. Groaning, I stand and try to clear my head from the day’s events.


    I was fired today. Not even fired, but ‘let go’. Assholes were clever in their wordage, so I can’t collect anything from them, which makes it hurt even more. They were more than happy to let me have the leave last week, because, according to Lance, they’d already replaced me. Leaving my email accounts open was a mistake, leading me to believe I still would have a job walking in today, but I should have known better. I pretty much told my boss to go fuck herself last time I saw her. I’m honestly surprised she didn’t fire me right then.


    My situation couldn’t be any worse right now. I lost my job… my one source of income. I have maybe a half of a month’s worth of money saved up for rent and other bills. My boyfriend just told me he loves me… which, to any other girl, would be fantastic, but to me that just means more heartbreak on the way for all of us. My best friend won’t stop bugging me about talking to my boyfriend and telling him the truth, so I now regret my decision to ever tell her about what happened to me.


    This is why I try not to get attached to people! Sure, at the moment, I’m really the only one suffering, but I can’t let it get worse or I may not come back from it. I need to stay away from Benton. I need to stay inside my apartment and job hunt.


    I need to get back to what I’m used to, and who I’m used to being.


    Several times throughout the night of job hunting, I pick up my phone and attempt to call over Ellie, but I never do. I don’t cheat, and, without talking to Benton and officially breaking things off, I can’t just go back to my old fuck partner.


    I promised Dr. Travers I’d lay low until Thursday, so that’s what I’ll do. I’ll job hunt from inside the apartment, and not leave unless it’s an emergency. The anxiety isn’t terrible between these walls. I know I’m safe here, and, if I have no contact with anyone, I can’t hurt anyone. I can stay on my low pill regimen, and not have attacks every time I see a child on the sidewalk walking without holding his mother’s hand, or every time I notice that someone’s not buckled into their car correctly. All the small things that normally go unnoticed by regular people eat at me from the inside, but, from inside my apartment, I can’t see them so they don’t exist.


    The phone call from my mother a few weeks ago at work has me on edge, but I’d never tell anyone that. That’s something I won’t even tell Dr. T. I’m sure he’d have me in protective custody, and police all over me, if he found out I think she’s trying to find me. I still remember her words to me last time I saw her.


    ***


    “You’re the reason they are dead. I hope you never forget that,” she growls from the side of me as she walks out of my child’s funeral. “If I ever see you around here again, I’ll make sure to end your sad fucking life myself.”


    ***


    No. I’ll never tell anyone. If I stay inside, she won’t be able to find me. I’m certain of that.


    By the time the sun is coming up, I’m exhausted. I’ve sent out about twenty resumes to places through online sites, not really hoping for any of them to contact me, but at least I’m looking. I don’t even know what I want to do with my life anymore. Working for a big wig lawyer as a peon attorney wasn’t doing it for me. I know I’ll be paying off student loans for it for forever and a day, but I need something to numb the pain and make me work, not something that will send me into panic attacks every time I start a new case.


    Honestly, nothing feels right anymore. It’s been almost twenty-four hours since Benton said those words to me, and all I can think about is how much I hurt him when I ran and didn’t look back. I know he expected me to say them back, and I do feel that way, but I can’t say it. I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life, I know I love him with my whole heart and then some, but I can’t be with him like that. I’ve already proven how much I can hurt someone just by my actions yesterday. Staying with him would just cause the pain to be worse. Life crippling.


    By the time Thursday is here, I’ve showered once and changed right back into my pajamas. I’ve not taken my pills yet and I missed last night’s dose, too. I’m starting not to care if I become the crazy cat lady anymore. This life of being alone is a lot easier than worrying if I’m going to ruin someone else’s life. Even if the pain from losing him hurts more than I care to admit.


    “Hey,” Annaliese says, walking into my apartment. I heard her buzz in. I heard her key in the handle and the soft click of the door as she closed it behind her. I heard it all, but I didn’t move from my spot. Now, she’s standing here, hands crossed in front of her with a worried expression on her face.


    I hate that I told her the truth. This is what happens when people know the truth. They get sad around you. I don’t need her to be sad, I need her to be my upbeat backbone that she’s always been.


    “Hi,” I mutter, my eyes glued to the spot on the TV that’s gone blank. One fucking spot in the entire fifty two inch plasma screen, but I can’t stop staring at it. It’s amazing how one small spot giving out affects the way the entire picture changes.


    “So, you’ve not been out of the house for a while?” She eyes the takeout boxes stacked on the counter and chuckles. I shake my head, taking a sip of my water and setting it back down. Without words, she starts cleaning up my mess from these last few days. Boxes in the trash, floors swept. Swiffer ran across the tabletops and shelves.


    “You’re too good to me, bitch,” I manage, looking around at her speedy progress. At least, I think it was speedy. Honestly, I don’t remember what time she got here, or how long she’s been cleaning silently. She smiles at me, and plops on the couch.


    Yoga pants, an old t-shirt, hair pulled in a bun… She’s a hot mess, but it makes me smile because lately all I’ve seen her in has been the designer clothes, makeup and heels that she works in. It’s nice seeing my best friend hasn’t lost herself to Mr. Chicago.


    “So, you want to tell me what’s going on?” She crosses her legs under her, and starts playing with a corner of one of my pillows. Her gaze on the pillow hurts my heart, because I know it’s only to not show me how much she’s hurting from the sudden withdrawal of her best friend.


    I’ve never gotten this low around her. I’ve never had a spot in my life since I’ve known Annaliese that I just kind of said ‘fuck it’ and given up on life. She’s never seen me like this, but, since she knows the truth now, I really don’t have to hide anything from her anymore. It’s nice in a way that I don’t have to be the Gabby that everyone thinks they know in front of her, but it still hurts when she directs that sad gaze at me.


    “I’m fine,” I mutter, staring at the pillow in her hands.


    It’s a hand me down pillow. It came from my grandma’s house, the only house I ever felt safe in.


    “You know, Gabby… I wish you would talk to someone. You might not want to talk to me about what’s bothering you, but you need to talk to someone.”


    Her words remind me of the appointment this afternoon. Maybe he can help me get through this. I smile and chuckle softly.


    “Annaliese, you know me all too well,” I say, pasting on the fake smile that she wants to see. Apparently, me being real with her doesn’t sit well with her sunny outlook on life. “I’ll do that this afternoon. Promise.”


    She smiles and nods, and we spend the rest of the morning watching horrible soap operas on TV, making fun of the dramatic plot twists and over dramatic acting. She comments on the storyline, and I silently nod along, agreeing with her all the way… even if some of them are too close to home to feel the same about.


    By the time my appointment comes, I’ve cleaned up and brushed my teeth. I’ve never needed to bother with makeup or primping before an appointment with Dr. T because, typically, I end up in tears anyway. He’s seen me at my worst, and he still is there to help me, so, for that, I’m thankful.


    Making it to the office about fifteen minutes before my appointment, I watch the people streaming in and out of the three doctor office. All three doctors are in their late sixties, all brothers, and all therapists. Each specializes in their own areas, one being marriages, one being pediatrics, and one being trauma and PTSD patients.


    Dr. Travers deals with PTSD patients.


    “Gabby,” Maryanne, one of the receptionists for the office, calls me back. “He’s ready for you. Head on in, dear.”


    I smile and thank her, tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear shyly. I’ve been coming here for years, but I still have a hint of self-consciousness when it comes to being in a shrink’s office.


    “Gabby, glad you could make it,” he says, standing from his desk and meeting me at the door. He does his usual hug, then closes the door behind him, and turns on the ‘occupied’ light. Propping himself on one side of the couch, I sit on the other and take a calming breath.


    “Why don’t you tell me what’s been on your mind lately, Gabby?” His smooth voice immediately calms me, like my brain knows this is a safe place.


    “I’ve been seeing someone… as you know,” I say, and he nods, silently watching me. “He told me he loves me,” I whisper, staring at the floor. This office is old, but the doctors here try to keep it up to date at least. It’s a nice touch that they are willing to come into a new century of decoration merely for their patients’ comfort.


    “I see,” he mutters, taking notes. “So, you didn’t like that?”


    “I don’t know what to feel!” I erupt, suddenly on edge because this is the first time I’ve actually had to voice my real feelings for Benton. “I love him! I do. I love him more than I think I’ve ever loved anyone. Definitely more than I love myself, but it’s fucking scary! It’s scary to think that he has a little girl, and he’s still mourning the loss of his wife last year. His mom just passed away… I could ruin everything he has left!”


    Pacing back and forth, now I feel like a completely crazy person.


    “Why do you think that?” Dr. T asks, watching me without a care in the world. Like this is normal.


    I guess for my sessions it is pretty normal, but usually I’m crying, not frantic.


    “Because.” I stop pacing and shrug. “I ruin everything, don’t I?”


    He narrows his eyes at me, and put the pen down. “I don’t like to hear that, Gabby. You weren’t the reason for the accident that night. You weren’t the one that took those lives. It wasn’t you. All your life, you’ve been hearing that you’re not good enough and you’ll never be anything, but now you have someone that loves you and you’re willing to walk away before even giving it a true shot?” He raises his eyebrows in question, and my mouth flaps like I’m going to have a witty comeback for him… but I’ve got nothing.


    “You told me he lost his mom last week. He lost his wife last year. He has a baby, Gabby. He might not be a knight in a Porsche, riding off into the sunset and going on exotic vacations, but if someone who’s been through that much loss can love again… I mean, he has a daughter, he wouldn’t just go around proclaiming love to the first woman he meets, don’t you think?”


    He has a point. Benton’s been through as much heartbreak as I have, and has had less time to process it as me. I can’t say I’ve processed well, but if he’s willing to put his heart out there again, why can’t I? I know what I feel; I’m not stupid. I know these last few days without him have hurt more than the constant thought that I’m going to end up hurting one of them. That alone should be my sign that I need to give it a real go. I need to tell him my feelings.


    “You’re right,” I say, calming a little and sitting back on the couch. “I think it’s time I tell him how I feel. I need to apologize,” I whisper.


    “Gabby, have you told him the truth yet? Does he know what happened to you?”


    My eyes flick to his, and I start to panic. “No. No, he doesn’t, but… but, if I… if I tell him-”


    “He’s going to want to help you, Gabby. He’s not running from you. Not now, not ever. You have to have a little more faith in the man,” he says, almost like he’s getting annoyed with me. Like he’s rooting for Benton without even knowing him. It’s cool that I have a shrink that isn’t afraid to show his emotions, but I want to be coddled, dammit! At least a little bit.


    “I know,” I mutter. “It’s just scary… that’s all.”


    “Eventually, you have to let go of your fear and start to trust him,” he says, shrugging. “I have a client booked after you, Gabby. Let’s talk about the medicine you’ve been misusing,” he says, signaling for me to move on from my pity party.


    He’s right, though. I do need to put more trust in Benton, and in myself. What could telling him everything hurt?


    Everything. It could hurt everything.


    We spend the rest of my hour talking about ways other than meds to help calm myself. He wants to start seeing me once a week again until things normalize, which I’m okay with. If talking shit out with my shrink helps me keep a straight head on my shoulders, I’m down. By the end of the appointment, I feel better about the situation with Benton and I’m no longer stressed about the job situation either. Dr. T has a strange way of calming me.


    “So, I’ll see you next week, then? I’ll leave this block open for you every week if this works?” he says, ushering me to the door. Strange, he never walks me out of his office.


    “Yeah. That works,” I mutter, trying to keep my head down. I hate looking at the people in the waiting room. They all know I’m crazy when I walk out of his office, and I don’t like it when they stare.


    “Great, I’ll see you then,” he says, and opens the door for me to leave as he calls the next patient in.


    “Benton, you ready?” his voice rings from behind me, and I immediately jerk my head up to see Benton’s worried face staring at me. Fuck.


    “Uh… Yeah,” he mutters, then nods at me as he follows Dr. T back to his office, only looking back once to make sure he wasn’t seeing something.


    I stand there in shock that that just happened, staring at the door as it clicks closed behind him.


    What the hell?


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    BENTON


    A Set Up


    “What was that?” I ask, as the door clicks behind me. Dr. Travers hasn’t looked at me the entire walk back to his large office. That was definitely Gabby back there, and she was definitely coming from an appointment with him. Why else would she have looked so frazzled? “Dr. T?” I demand, like he owes me something.


    He fucking does owe me something. I know he had a hand in that.


    “Yes?” he asks from his desk chair.


    “Did you plan that? You never walk patients out,” I grind out. He knows something. Why else would he have done that?


    “What’s so wrong with wanting to stretch my legs?” He stretches his legs out in front of him and groans. “I’m getting too old for this sitting around all day.”


    His eyes catch mine, and I know he’s lying. I narrow my eyes at him and shake my head. Why would he have done that? He knows from my phone call the other day I’m having issues with this whole thing. I want her so fucking bad, and these last couple of days with her ignoring me has been hell, but I’ve been giving her the space she needs. Every morning that I’ve woken up with no response to my texts, and no missed calls, I lose a little bit of hope. I need her in my life, but, if she can’t open up to me, I’m not sure how to help her.


    “Listen… you’re paying for this. Why don’t you sit and have a talk with me?” He motions towards the chair I always sit in, and I chuckle.


    “You set that up back there, didn’t you?” I rub the back of my neck, astonished that the good old Dr. T is trying to play matchmaker.


    “I’m unsure what you’re talking about, Benton.” His blank face is so damn hard to read, but he has to know. I’ve said her damn name too many times for him to not put two and two together.


    “Gabby. You know about Gabby and me. That’s why you just did that, isn’t it? You never pick up patients on your own¸” I say, starting to pace.


    Damnit, just seeing her back there made me want to wrap my arms around her and never let her go. Fuck. I miss her so bad, and it’s only been a few days. This shit’s insane. These feelings I have for her are stronger than I had with Carly, and I hate thinking that, but it’s true. Carly was a true love, no doubt, but Gabby…. I just feel like Gabby and I are meant for each other. Like we fit together perfectly… as long as we open up to each other.


    “Ah, Gabby,” he says, shaking his head. “She’s a sweet girl.”


    “Damn right she is,” I mumble.


    “What was that?” he asks, eyes on mine.


    “Nothing. Let’s get this over with,” I growl, sitting in the chair.


    We spend the entire hour talking about my relationship with Gabby, the loss of my mother, how being a single parent is. He’s curious most about my feelings towards my relationship with Gabby, though. He doesn’t necessarily want to know why I love her, or what I’d do for her, but it’s as if he’s trying to get my true feelings of how things have worked out between us.


    “Fuck, I don’t know. I hate that it all got so muddled. It’s like, the moment we decided to give being exclusive a go, my mom passed and shit just went to hell. I see something in Gabby that I want to help, but she’s not letting me in. I’ve tried letting her in to my story, but she shuts down. Having a kid… well, that shit doesn’t make it easy for adults to have heart to hearts.” I chuckle and Dr. Travers smiles and nods his head.


    “True, but it’s needed. Those conversations, if never done properly, can break relationships.”


    He’s right.


    We need to talk. Really talk. We both need to lay our shit out there, and get over it together, because that’s what I need. I need her.


    After the appointment, I head back to get Hannah from my dad. He’s been going fishing a lot more lately, not spending much time at the house. Every time I see him walk into the kitchen, he makes it a point not to walk next to where he found my mom. I still remember having to clean up her blood from the kitchen floor that my dad wasn’t able to get. I don’t walk in there at all. Not yet. Maybe one day.


    “Hey, B,” he says from the living room. He’s holding Hannah, who’s fast asleep in his arms. It’s not her bedtime yet, but seeing how peaceful he is holding her, I don’t say anything about it. He needs her. He needs to feel needed. My mom relied on my dad for a lot, so I’m sure he’s feeling a little lost right now.


    “Hey, Dad. How’d tonight go?” I ask, packing up the diaper bag.


    “Good. She’s smart, son. Been learning a lot lately, I can tell.”


    “Yeah, Gabby’s been working on walking a lot with her,” I say absentmindedly, not realizing what I said until I notice my dad smiling at me. “What?”


    “Gabby? She spending a lot of time with you two?”


    “Dad.”


    “Oh come on, I know you’re a grown man. I’m just curious what people my granddaughter is hanging around, that’s all,” he says, grinning.


    “Yes. We’ve been seeing each other for almost eight months now, Dad.” A small stretching of the truth to keep him happy.


    “Well, I like her,” he says, turning back to the TV.


    “Me too,” I whisper, grabbing Hannah out of his arms, and putting her in the baby carrier.


    “Bring Gabby back over sometime, okay? You two don’t be strangers.”


    “Will do, sir.” I salute him, then nod and head out to my car. The half hour drive home after the day I’ve had is much needed peace and quiet.


    Getting Hannah into her crib without waking her up is a challenge I’ve had way too much practice at. By the time I click her door closed and turn on the baby monitor, I’m ready for a beer and some mind numbing TV.


    All of that changes when there’s a knock on the door before I’m even able to sit. Opening it without checking, I see Gabby standing in front of me, tears streaming down her beautiful face.


    “I’m sorry,” she says, sniffling. She’s so fragile looking right now that I just want to hold on to her, but I have so many other feelings swarming me so I just stand and stare at her. “Can I come in?”


    “Oh yeah, of course,” I mumble, moving to the side so she can make her way inside. She looks drained, and I’m worried because, if she’s that drained and sad, why didn’t she come to me?


    “So… what’s going on?” I walk towards her, following her into the kitchen, and wait for a response. It never comes though. Her small, curvy figure sits atop one of my barstools as she tucks her legs under her. Her eyes hit mine and I feel a pull to her. Magnetic. Like we’re meant to be together. I see her eyes start to dart around the room, her fingers start playing the band on her wrist. Something’s bothering her. I just wish I knew what the hell it is.


    “I uh,” she starts, then stops. Taking a deep breath, she stands abruptly. “I need to use your bathroom.”


    Taking off towards the bathroom, I’m left alone in the kitchen, staring in her direction as she makes her way down the hall. What the hell is going on here? Is she drunk? Her eyes aren’t bloodshot, and she isn’t wobbly when she walks. Something’s going on, and I plan on finding out tonight.


    It’s all or nothing. If she can’t trust me with everything… with every piece of her… then I can’t keep this game up. Dr. T is right. I need to be able to have a stable and happy life for Hannah. This guessing game shit with Gabby needs to stop. I don’t want it to, but I can’t go on like this.


    Before she makes it out of the bathroom, there’s another knock on my door. What the fuck?


    It’s after 10PM on a work night, and I’m typically in bed by now. Who would be banging on my door right now? Growling at the strange way this evening is turning out to be, I peek through the peephole to see a very frantic Annaliese, and an incredibly disgruntled Adam.


    What the fuck?


    “Hey,” I say, letting them in. Adam has to nudge her in the front door just so he can get it closed behind them. What the hell is going on?


    “She needs to tell you something,” he grunts, nodding at her.


    “I… Gabby…” she whispers, her eyes finding mine finally. She looks scared, or sad… or something.


    “What? What about Gabby?” I feel a bit frantic at this point because whatever she came here to tell me obviously isn’t something she’s comfortable talking about, and, if they knew Gabby was here right now, in my bathroom, Annaliese probably wouldn’t tell me why they came here. I have to get it out of her before Gabby comes back. “What is it, Annaliese?” The growl that comes out of me wasn’t meant to be menacing, but Adam sure took it that way.


    “Hey now, calm the fuck down. We’re just here to help, Benton. Shit’s deep… I’m not even sure you’re aware of it but she’s got issues. I… we… just want to make sure you both are on the same page. You have a kid, man… you don’t need to be involved with someone that’s going to bring you down.”


    “Adam don’t make it seem like she’s a bad person!” Annaliese says angrily. She turns her gaze to me and smiles sadly. “We’re worried about you both because we love you both, Benton.”


    “Fuck,” I say, sighing and glancing to the bathroom door. “Just tell me what it is.” I’m pleading, but I have to know. I just want to fix her. We stand in my foyer, staring at Annaliese, waiting for her to say something… anything… but she’s too nervous. Right as she opens her mouth to start to talk I hear Gabby behind me.


    Shit.


    “Ann? Adam?” Gabby says from behind me.


    Fuck.


    “Oh God, Gabby you’re okay.” Annaliese runs to her and hugs her while Adam just stands there, stern, shaking his head.


    “What the hell is wrong with you, man?” Why’s he look so angry towards her?


    “She tell you how she found Gabby today, dude?” he asks.


    “No,” I whisper, watching Annaliese fuss over her best friend.


    “She’d been calling and texting for days. Ever since she heard of her being ‘laid off’ from the lawyers place, she’s been trying to get a hold of her. Apparently, Gabby shut down, dude. She was out of it when Ann arrived today. Add to it the drama shit that happened to her all those years ago? Chick’s got skeletons, man. I don’t want you unhappy, Benton. Shit, I love the thought of you two together, but you don’t need that drama in your life. She needs to fess up or get the fuck out.”


    “Excuse me?” Gabby’s surprised voice comes from behind me, and I want to reach out and slug Adam.


    He just doesn’t think about other people’s feelings.


    “What? I’m just warning my best friend that his ‘girlfriend’,” he exaggerates with air quotes. “Is a PTSD patient who eats pills for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”


    Gabby’s face falls. Harder than ever before, I see her façade of being ‘okay’ break and the hurt shine. Fuck.


    “Adam, what the hell?!” Annaliese wails on him with her purse. If it’d been under any different circumstances, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from laughing, but the way Gabby is glaring at them, then looking at me, I want to hold her and make the hurt go away. Even if I don’t know what the hurt is being caused by.


    “Baby, listen…” Adam sighs, pointing his hand to me. “He needs to fucking know she’s a goddamned mess.”


    “Oh, fuck you, Mr. Fucking Chicago!” Gabby screams. “I can’t fucking believe you, Annaliese. One thing I confided in you, and you go and tell the biggest fucking mouth in the city!”


    “Gabby, I had to talk to someone,” Annaliese whispers. “I thought my fiancé would know how to keep his big mouth shut!” The glare she sends him tells me everything I need to know.


    He’ll be sleeping on the couch tonight.


    “Go,” Gabby whispers.


    “Gab, no,” Annaliese whispers.


    “Just… please, Ann. Just go.” Gabby’s plea is almost silent as the tears start streaming down her face.


    I’m so nervous, and so confused, and all I can do is watch as this unfolds right here in my foyer. Hands on my head, eyes wide, I watch as Annaliese hugs her best friend with no reciprocation, then drags Adam out of my place, gently clicking the door shut behind her.


    “Gabby,” I manage, bringing her into my arms. Her entire body is trembling, and tears are soaking through my shirt. Son of a bitch, I’ll kill the person that made her like this.


    “I’m so sorry,” she hiccups.


    Fuck.


    “Babe, I need to know what the hell is going on. Every time things get rough, we go through this. You cry, you apologize, then you run. I know you’ve had a rough past, but I need to know details, Gabby. I want to know. I need you to tell me.” I’m trying to keep my voice as calm as possible, but, when her sad light brown eyes look at mine, I suddenly get furious that someone did this to her. Someone made my Gabby feel this way. “Goddamnit, Gabby! Just fucking tell me!”


    She whimpers and backs away, closing her eyes like she’s preparing for a hit.


    She thought I was going to hit her?


    “Gabby,”’ I whisper, walking towards her and taking her face in my hands. “I’d never hurt you, Gabby. I love you, Gab. I just… I need to help you, and I can’t do that without knowing what’s wrong,” I plea with her, begging for her to tell me… to let me in. Her tears stream down her face as she backs away from me, breaking a little piece of my heart off and stomping on it.


    “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have even come here,” she cries, and then leaves the apartment as fast as she stormed in.


    “Son of a bitch,” I mutter. Running into my bedroom, I grab the baby monitor and check on Hannah. She’s still fast asleep, and the monitor reaches outside the building. If I move fast enough, I can catch Gabby before she’s too far gone.


    We can get through this. We have to.


    Running out the door, I come to an abrupt stop at the sight before me. If I thought she looked fragile sitting on my stool, I was wrong. Now, curled into a ball in the corner of the hallway, crying her eyes out, my girl looks terrified and broken.


    And all I want to do is take all the hurt away.


    “No, no no Gabby,” I whisper, falling to my knees in front of her. I take her hands in mine, and she looks at me with tears in her eyes.


    “It was all my fault, Benton. I can’t do it again.”


    She sniffles, then shakes her head and curls into my body as sobs course through her. I manage to stand, holding her in my arms, and bring her back inside my apartment. Taking her straight to my bedroom, I lay her on the bed and let her curl her body into mine. It’s not long before the tears stop and her breathing evens out.


    We have a lot of talking to do, but right now she needs to rest.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Gabby


    It’s Time


    Noo!


    “Ma’am, you have to stay back!”


    “Let me GO! My son is in there!” I wail on him until his hands let me slip free, but, from the impact of hitting the tractor, I’m not stable enough to get back to him. “Noah!” I cry out, crawling my best towards the flames.


    “Gabby!” Jordan screams from the back seat.


    No no no… Why can’t he get out?


    “No!”


    I keep screaming, but, when I feel the arms come around my midsection, I know it’s no use fighting. Everything hurts and I can only partly see out of my right eye. I know there’s blood all over me, but I don’t care. I have to get to my baby.


    When the blast happens, my biggest fear unfolds right before my eyes.


    Please, God… no.


    Hold on baby, help is on its way.


    ***


    “NO!” I jolt up, eyes tracking the room, all in an attempt to remind myself that I’m safe. I’m not back there.


    “Hey, it’s okay, Gab.” Benton’s voice calms me and reminds me why I’m here.


    He came for me and brought me in here. He didn’t make me talk, he didn’t make me explain. He just held me. That’s exactly what I needed… everything I wanted… and he did it without me having to ask.


    “I’m sorry, Benton,” I whisper, contemplating getting out of bed and going home.


    Last night, after my appointment, I completely lost it. On the way home, I saw a family on the train and they were so happy and laughing and playing with their small baby that I completely lost my shit. My mood has been shit lately, and I thought after meeting with Dr. T that things were looking up, but then I was reminded of everything while I watched that family. I didn’t ever make it home, I just wandered until I ended up here. Then Annaliese and Adam happened, and then I passed out.


    That’s how low I’ve gotten.


    “Lay down, babe. It’s the middle of the night.” His groggy voice would normally have me crawling on top of him, begging him to take me, but, this morning, I can’t stop my mind from rattling off everything I shouldn’t be doing.


    I shouldn’t be here.


    I shouldn’t have told Annaliese.


    I shouldn’t be spending all this time with Hannah.


    I shouldn’t… but I can’t get myself to leave.


    I keep trying to get the words that Dr. Travers told me last night back to the foreground. I was so set on telling Benton when I left there. Even after seeing him in the office, sure I was scared that he knows something is up, but, by this point in the game, he’s crazy if he doesn’t suspect something.


    Lying back in bed silently, he wraps his arms around me and kisses my head.


    “I know you’re not ready to say it, and that’s totally okay. I don’t expect you to say it back to me just because I said it, Gabby. But know this…” He pauses and leans up on one elbow, looking me in the eyes. “I love you. I love that you are so good with Hannah, I love that you’re so determined to get past whatever you went through all alone…. But I wish you would talk to me. You need to trust that I can handle whatever it is you have in your past. I’m not going anywhere.”


    He leans down and gently kisses me, igniting my need for him. It’s been too long since we’ve had sex that, the minute he deepens his kiss, I feel my body start tingling. Slowly and without words, he undresses me until we are each bare, vulnerable, and connected in only a way that lovers can. It’s not fucking. It’s making love. The way his eyes stay on mine with every thrust, the way his lips take in my pert nipples, sending waves of pleasure straight to my core. He’s treating my body as if it’s a temple. He’s worshipping me, showing me how much he loves me without words.


    “You feel so goddamned perfect, Gab,” he whispers, his lips trailing my neck. I moan and arch into him.


    “I’m so close, Benton,” I whimper, his hand snaking down and rubbing gently on my clit. “Oh, mmm,” I purr.


    “Open your eyes, Gabby. Let go, baby. I’ve got you.” He thrusts harder, deeper, and within seconds I’m exploding around him, feeling the effects of the orgasm all the way to my toes. That has to be the fastest I’ve ever came before, and it definitely was one of the strongest orgasms I’ve had. So much passion and love in his eyes, making me feel things I’m not used to; things my body loves.


    “Fuuuck,” he groans, firmly inside me as he lets go of his release. The feeling of being connected without any barrier is so sexy. I can feel every pulse of his orgasm, every small movement, and I fucking love it. Panting, he leans on his elbows and kisses me sweetly, rubbing his nose lightly on mine. Groaning, he moves to lie beside me


    The room is silent, except for our breathing, his arm draped across me. I’m surprised that Hannah is still sleeping after that, but I’m thankful that she is. I need to tell him. Everything. And I finally have the courage to. That was the most passionate love making I’ve ever had. He bared his soul to me. It’s time I trust him with mine.


    “It all started when I was a kid,” I whisper, his body still but I know he’s listening. “My parents were abusive drunks… the worst parents a girl could have.” I chuckle, because, looking back, I didn’t really think much about it. Now, though, I know how bad they really were. “When I was sixteen, I met a boy. I thought I loved him, and he took my virginity and me. In one night, I lost my innocence to a man that was just about as bad as my parents.” He groans and sets up on his elbow to watch me. I start tracing the lines inked on his arm absentmindedly while I talk, unable to meet his gaze. “I tried breaking it off with him once I realized once how bad he really was, but it was no use. He kept coming back and forcing me back into the relationship. I was weak and unstable, so I went with him. Stupidly.” I take a breath and pause.


    “Gab, you don’t have to,” Benton offers, watching my fingers trace the same spot on his arm over and over.


    “I want to. I do trust you, Benton,” I whisper, those three words I’ve been feeling for so long stick in my throat. “He got me pregnant. I think it was on purpose, so I would stop running from him because he knew I’d be too scared to run if I had another life to take care of. He was eighteen; I was sixteen. He had finished high school…. I never got to. After everything, I was able to get my GED and head to college to make something of myself, but that was after the fact.”


    “You’ve gone through so much, Gab-”


    “Stop. I’m not done.” I don’t want him to pity me. Everything that happened that night was because I was too weak to do anything about my situation. “It was late, and we had just been fighting about something dumb. Like always,” I whisper, remembering that fight all too well. The fight when he told me that I had to let my abusive parents watch my son. No way in hell. “When I told him I was leaving him, he laughed at me because I never went through with my threats. I was so weak,” I whisper. “I tried leaving in the middle of the conversation, so I put Noah in the car and pulled away, but Jordan ran after me and was in the car as I started driving away. He was screaming at me, Noah was crying, I was crying.” I stop and sniffle, bracing myself for the next part. When I told Annaliese these details, I was already numb from the panic attack I had just suffered, but right now, lying naked in bed with the man I love, this feels so raw. “The road was dark, and I didn’t see the tractor. What the hell kind of hillbilly city has tractors crossing the road at midnight?” I feel a tear roll down my cheek, and realize I’m full blown crying by this point. Every time I blink, I can see the wreckage scene. I remember the screams, the noise, and the smell. It’s something I’ll never forget.


    “Gabby…” he pauses and takes a breath, but I can’t stop now or I won’t get it all out.


    “I hit it. I hit the tractor. Huge fucking tractor…” I pause and shake my head, collecting myself. “Because I wasn’t paying attention, because he was screaming at me, and Noah, my son, wouldn’t stop crying, and I was crying and my vision was blurred because of the tears and I hit the goddamned tractor.” I know I’m rambling and crying and probably making no sense, but I never thought I’d be able to talk about it without having an attack. Now that I’m talking, I’m realizing how good it feels to actually let some of the crazy out.


    “No,” Benton whispers, shifting up to take my face in his hands and trying to meet my gaze. Closing my eyes, I try to shake him off. I don’t deserve the pity. I fucking killed two people that night.


    “Benton, they died,” I cry. “By the time I came to, there were other people helping and trying to get the door open. My door somehow popped open on impact, I don’t know. Maybe I didn’t have it closed all the way since I left in a hurry… but the baby. My Noah,” I cry. “I killed him, Benton.”


    “Gabby, that’s not your fault,” he whispers, his hands wiping away my tears as they fall freely down my cheeks.


    “It is, though. It’s my fault because I shouldn’t have been driving that fast. I should have not been driving so upset. I couldn’t get back to them once the flames started. Someone pulled me to the side of the fucking road, and wouldn’t let me get to the car. Jordan, my boyfriend, was screaming… he was stuck in the car. I can still hear Noah’s screams every time my mind starts to wander. I’ve been on so many different medications to try and right myself, but nothing works one hundred percent of the time. I always relapse, I always end back up in my dark place, and I always run. That’s what I do. I can’t stay, because, if I stay, then I start to get attached and I’ve only ever ended up hurting the people I get attached to.” Taking a breath, I slowly move my eyes to his. He’s searching my eyes, shaking his head. His thumb is gently tracing my jaw line, then slowly retreats from touching me and he sighs. I can finally breathe. I can finally be around him without any worries that he will hate me. If he hated me, he’d be asking me to leave right now.


    “Fuck, Gabby,” he says, finally rolling to his back.


    I know he loves me. He’s not running from me. I have to push back the feelings that he’s trying to figure out how to push me away and try to focus on the fact that he’s still here and I’m still here. I just told him something huge; obviously, he needs time to process it. So, I do the only thing I know how to do. I stand up to leave, but not to run away. To give him space. Because I know if someone I love told me something like that, I would need time to figure out my brain.


    “I used to fight,” he says, staring at the ceiling. “I was married, and I would get so upset about things that I’d need a release, so I fought. Underground shit for money. I loved the feeling of kicking someone’s face in and watching the blood fly. I loved the rush of winning.” He sits up and looks at me, like he is just realizing what I’m doing. He doesn’t say anything; he just keeps talking. “I used to enjoy hitting people. Gabby… I never hit my wife. I never hit someone outside of that ring. I’m not like that, and I pray you don’t think I’d ever do that.”

    “Benton, I’d never,” I whisper, crawling across the bed to touch him. Just one touch and I feel myself calming. Placing my hand on his cheek, I smile when he closes his eyes from my touch. “I know you love me, Benton. I know it; I accept it. I know you’d never hurt me.”


    “Why’d you flinch from me earlier?”


    Is this what he’s going to hold on to? The fact that my parents hit me when I was younger? He’s not asking about the two people I killed, he’s more worried that I don’t like the fact that he used to fight. Who is this man, and how did I get so lucky to have him?


    “Baby… it’s just a reaction. One I’m not proud of, but I found things hurt less when you brace yourself for it. I learned it at a very young age… so any type of aggression… be it angry voice or flexed muscles… it puts me on edge.” I’m not ashamed to talk about that part of my life. I got out when I could, I always knew what they were doing was wrong, so I laid low and left as soon as I could, never looking back.


    “You’re not afraid of me? Because I do love you, Gabby. I love you so fucking much it hurts when you shut me out and don’t let me help you,” he whispers, slightly leaning his face in the palm of my hand.


    “I know… I’m sorry. Benton I…” I pause and take a breath. “I love you, Benton.” I see his features lighten, and a smile play across his lips. “I love you, but I don’t really know how to love. I don’t know how to do this. I’ve been having terrible panic attacks lately because I start to freak out that I’m going to ruin someone else’s life, and I love you and Hannah so much that it would kill me to hurt you two,” I whisper.


    “Gabby, you’re not going to hurt us. I trust you.” He kisses me softly and pulls back to gaze into my eyes. His beautiful dark brown eyes are radiating love for me, and I just want to curl into him and cry, but I’m not finished.


    “Benton, I have PTSD. That’s why sometimes you see a glazed look in my eyes… I have flashbacks, and, lately, I’ve been having a shit ton more. I think it’s because I’m being reminded of what I used to have… what I ruined.”


    “Baby,” he whispers, pulling me into his arms. “You’re so fucking strong. Whatever you need… whatever I can do… I’m here for you, Gabby. I don’t want you to suffer alone anymore.”


    He sounds so positive that he’s going to be able to make me better. I’m not going to ruin his moment by promising him that no one can make me better.


    “Can we just lay here for a while? I’m not tired, but I just… I want to feel you,” I say into his chest. He lets out a light chuckle and we lay down in complete silence. I’m not sure how I got all that out without having another panic attack. I think that’s the most I’ve ever talked about that night. Annaliese didn’t even get that much detail. Granted, I haven’t told Benton everything, but he knows the majority of it, he’s still willing to try this out with me, and for that I’m grateful.


    About an hour of lying together is all we get before Hannah wakes up. Sighing heavily, he closes his eyes and takes a few breaths before making a move to get off the bed. Before he opens the door, he turns and grins at me.


    “I’m making breakfast, taking the morning off, and we’re spending time together. Just us. Here. We’ll figure this out as we go, but I need you with me, Gabby.”


    “I need you, too,” I whisper, watching his grin and slight nod before he leaves to get Hannah out of her crib.


    I do need him. More than he knows.


    The morning goes by with ease. Hannah is definitely a morning kid. So much energy and, even though it’s only been a few days since I’ve seen her, I feel like she’s grown an entire foot!


    “It’s only a matter of time before she tries for her first steps,” Benton says from his spot on the floor. We’ve been sitting here for about an hour now, playing with Hannah and giving her some much needed attention. He’s right, though. She’s already developing fast. Next thing we know, she’ll be running all day and we won’t be able to hold her back.


    I smile to myself, loving how a word as simple as ‘we’ doesn’t freak me out anymore.


    Maybe telling him everything was the best thing I could have done for us.


    I can do this, and he can help.


    


    

  


  
    

    Benton


    Death Changes People


    “Hey,” Adam calls from his office as I walk into the office. Groaning, I knew this would happen, but I really wished it wouldn’t. Not at work at least, but apparently he can’t wait.


    “What’s up?” I ask, popping my head in his door. Maybe if I make it look like I’m in a hurry, he won’t instigate this conversation. I know he’s going to want to talk about last night, but I’d rather not share all of Gabby’s secrets.


    “Come on in, close the door,” he says, closing a few windows shut on his computer screen. Groaning, I find my way to his couch and plop down as unprofessionally as I can.


    “This isn’t a business meeting, is it?” I ask.


    “Nope,” he says, standing and walking around to sit on the edge of his desk. “She talk to you?”


    “For once, I just wish I knew something before you,” I say shaking my head. “Of course she did. You really didn’t give her any choice, calling her out like you did. That was rude, dude.”


    “It needed to be done. She’s got issues, B.”


    “Yeah,” I say, rubbing my neck remembering her words this morning. “I know.”


    “So, she tell you what happened?”


    “About the accident?”


    “Yes,” he drawls. “And the whole ‘blacking out while watching your baby’ thing.”


    “Oh,” I say, thinking back to our conversation. “No… no she hasn’t.” She hasn’t, but I know she’d never do it on purpose. It may be stupid of me, but I seriously trust her with my daughter. Maybe I shouldn’t, though. Maybe I should just make it to where they never have alone time anymore. That seems incredibly unfair to both of them, but how am I supposed to make sure something like that doesn’t happen again? I’ve lost a wife and a mother in the past year. I can’t lose a daughter and the woman I love. I won’t have that.


    “She can’t be with her, Benton,” he growls. “What if she was out in public with Hannah and that happened? What would’ve happened to your baby girl?”


    He has a point. Gabby can’t go out with Hannah until I know she’s clear of the blackouts. She did say this morning that things have been getting worse lately. I wonder if being around us is causing her to have more? Now that I know her past, I can only assume that we bring back things she’d rather not remember.


    Shit!


    “Dude… I can’t leave her with Hannah,” I whisper, sitting back on the couch, feeling like I’ve been sucker punched.


    How can the woman I feel like I could’ve spent the rest of my life with be this broken?


    “Yeah… no. Definitely not. Not a good idea,” he scoffs. “She’s fucking nuts.”


    “Don’t you ever fucking say that again, Adam.” The growl that comes out of me takes him aback and he cocks his head at me. “She’s not fucking crazy. She’s stronger than you and I put together. She’s a fucking fighter; she’s just broken. If you ever pull an asshole stunt again like you did with her, I’ll rip your balls off and feed them to the birds.”


    “You love her, don’t you?” He grins and slides his hands in his pockets.


    “I do,” I say, standing. “It’s insane how much I love her. I’ve never felt like this before,” I admit.


    “Carly?” He raises his eyebrows.


    “It’s an asshole thing to say, but, by the time Carly and I were into the adult stage of our relationship, we were already past the ‘honeymoon’ phase and well into the ‘I’m used to you so I don’t have to impress you’ phase. I’m not used to these grown up feelings I have for Gabby. Don’t get me wrong. I loved Carly with my entire heart, and there’s a part of me that will always… always… belong to her. She helped give me Hannah, she molded who I am today… she was my first love,” I whisper. “But she’s gone, and she’s not coming back. Gabby is here, and I know I love her. Hard. I’m going to help her, Adam.”


    He smiles and nods slowly.


    “Alright. Sounds good. I’ll help any way I can… you know that.”


    “Yeah, thanks, man. A-Team and all that shit,” I say, chuckling. He laughs loud and sighs.


    “Alright... get to work, slacker. You’ve got shit to do, and I have to make myself look busy while you run my business,” he says laughing.


    Saluting him, I chuckle as I walk to my office. The entire time I’m working, I can’t stop thinking about Gabby and what happened to her. I wonder how she’s really dealing with it. I wonder if she’s on meds and what kind. I wonder how often she meets with Dr. T. Then, I wonder if I can really help her.


    I can. I know I can.


    By the time I make it to daycare to get Hannah, I’m ready to eat and relax. Even after an entire afternoon working, I still feel like I didn’t really get anything done. I have a new client meeting tomorrow that I didn’t prepare for. Adam wants to talk about the prostitutes he wants to employ, which pisses me off. I couldn’t stop thinking about Gabby all damn day, and my secretary was useless, letting calls come in every five minutes.


    Useless.


    When my phone rings after I finally have Hannah in bed, I smile at her picture on my screen.


    My Gabby.


    “Hey you,” I say smiling. “How was your day?”


    “Ugh,” she moans and I immediately feel my dick harden for her. Shit this woman. “I’ve been job hunting all afternoon and so far nothing full time has come up. I’m starting to worry I won’t find anything in time to pay my next month’s rent.”


    “I have faith, Gabby. You’re a smart girl. If I had my way, I’d be able to force the firm to take you back.” I hate that they let her go, but they claimed downsizing for the layoff.


    I call bullshit, but I’m just a silent investor with no say in who they hire and fire.


    “No. I don’t want to go back there. I don’t want a pity job. I just… I can’t be without my apartment. I guess I could move back in with my mom but-”


    “No!” I blurt. She can’t do that! “I respect your choices, Gabby, but that’s a terrible idea.”


    “I know it is, but, baby, I don’t really have any other choice. If I can’t pay, they kick me out. There’s no way I’m living on the streets.”


    “Move in with me,” I blurt without even thinking about what I’m actually saying.


    When silence meets me, I know I said the wrong thing.


    “Um…” she says finally after what seems like a lifetime of silence. “Let’s just think about this and maybe I’ll find something in time.” It’s a very nice way of telling me no. “Listen… I uh… I have to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow okay?”


    “Sure, yeah. Can you come over after I get off work tomorrow? I’ll make dinner.”


    “Yeah… Yeah. I’ll be there. I have to go. Bye.” She hangs up quickly, and I’m left standing in my bedroom staring at my phone shaking my head.


    Damnit.


    I should’ve known not to push her that fast, especially after her just admitting her real feelings to me last night. I should’ve known she’d be skittish about relationship things. She was raw last night; open. She didn’t hold anything back.


    Except for the fact about her blacking out.


    Shit! I meant to ask her about that. Should I confront her about it, or should I just leave it be and make sure there’s not a chance it can happen again? I’m not sure about how her day went the rest of the day today, but even last night while telling me everything about what happened with her son and her boyfriend she didn’t have a panic attack so that means she’s probably getting over it, right?


    Either way, I know for a fact that she can’t be with Hannah alone anymore. Not for a while, at least.


    The rest of the week goes by without incident. If Gabby has any panic attacks, it’s not when she’s with me. She seems stable mentally, but she still hasn’t found a job. I worry about her going back with her family. Her mom, from the sounds of it, was terrible to her. She can’t live in that again. Even as an adult, I know that people just don’t get over their abusive nature. I won’t let her go back there.


    “Hey, you ready?” she asks, popping her head in Hannah’s room. We’re heading out to see my dad this afternoon. A much needed day out of the city.


    “Just about. Her stupid dress… button… thing…” I mumble, trying to figure out the snaps on this horrible concoction. Why are little girls so hard to dress?


    Gabby laughs and walks over to where I’m kneeling on the floor. Stooping down, she picks up Hannah and laughs at me while walking to her closet. She acts so natural with her, and I now know why. She did this before. She raised a baby… for… uh…


    “How old was he?” I blurt.


    “Hmm?” She turns and looks at me curiously. I probably shouldn’t have chosen this time to talk about it, but I’m curious and I need to know.


    “How old was you son?”


    Her eyebrows pull together, and she cocks her head at me, glancing at Hannah and taking a long breath.


    “He was just a couple months old,” she whispers, tucking Hannah’s hair behind her ear. “Noah.” She looks up at me. “Noah was his name.”


    Now I understand a little more why Gabby’s been having a hard time with this. She never got to see her own son at the age that Hannah is at now. She never got to experience these moments with him.


    “You sure you’re okay with… well, with all of this?” I whisper, walking over to her. I place my hands on her hips, ducking my head to make her look at me and, when she does, I see the tears forming in her light brown eyes. “Baby,” I whisper, leaning in and kissing her forehead.


    “I just want to make you guys happy… and I don’t want to hurt you… and when we’re here, in this apartment, I know we’re safe and can’t get hurt. Out there, though… there’s crazies, and tractors, and killers, and the big mean world and I can’t…” She’s crying harder now, but, when I go to take Hannah from her arms, she resists. “No. No I need to hold her. I need her.” Her pained whisper makes my heart break for everything she lost. For everything she is still going through.


    When she pulls Hannah into an embrace, and kisses the top of her head, my love for her swells to levels I didn’t know existed. She loves this little girl… my little girl. She loves her, and wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt her.


    “I’m going to pack the car,” I whisper, gently kissing Gabby on the forehead, then doing the same to Hannah.


    My two girls.


    “You do that.” She takes a deep breath and wipes her eyes. “I’m going to get this little one the best outfit ever.”


    I don’t bring it up because she’s already upset, but I’ve been struggling lately making Hannah look ‘girly cute’ like she used to. My mom used to love helping out with her outfits, but, ever since she passed, I haven’t been able to make things match up right. Too many frills, and different shades of pink, and buttons and bows…. It’s all just a huge mess. Time with Gabby will be good for Hannah.


    By the time we’re packed and ready to go, it’s Hannah’s morning naptime, so the drive to my dad’s is pretty quiet. Gabby’s hand stays tucked inside mine the whole drive, and I can tell she’s fighting demons, but I don’t bring it up. She’s smiling, but she’s distant.


    Pulling into my dad’s house, it’s like Hannah knows the crunch of their gravel under my tires because she’s wide awake the second the rubber hits the rocks.


    “Hey, guys!” my dad calls from the porch. He’s looking better and better each time I see him. For a while there, it was touch and go, but he seems to be accepting the changes taking place. Someone must be keeping up with the gardening my mom used to do, because the flowers and garden looks damn near pristine. Walking in the house, everything in here seems almost perfect, too, like no one’s even been living here!


    “Dad, this place looks great,” I say, wandering in to the cleanest kitchen I’ve ever seen. “You doin’ okay?”


    “Things are going real good, son. I’ve learned I have to live my life still… so I am.” He shrugs and takes Hannah out of my arms. “Hello, my sweet cakes. Papa missed you,” he says, walking into the living room.


    “This is so bizarre. My dad never did this stuff when I was growing up,” I say, shaking my head at the clean countertops.


    “Death changes people,” Gabby whispers from the doorway she’s leaning on.


    I nod contemplatively.


    “It sure does.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Just Go For It


    “I’m sorry ma’am. We’re just not looking for any help right now,” the woman on the phone says sympathetically. I sigh and thank her, hanging up and throwing myself back on my bed.


    Two weeks without a job has made my panic start to swell. I’m not going to be able to pay rent. I can make part of it, and maybe stay a few more weeks, but that’s it. Unless I find a job today, I’m out of here. This place was my first place I got on my own without the help of anyone. Sure, I haven’t lived at home for years, but I’ve always lived with someone. Jordan, a friend, a cousin, Annaliese… I never had a place all to myself, and I’m so proud of this place that it breaks my heart knowing I’ll have to leave it.


    Dr. T told me that whenever I start to feel the panic rise I should keep my eyes open, focusing on something, anything, around me that I find to be attractive, and count to ten. It’s supposed to help me think about positive things in the present rather than focusing on the negative from the past. It’s worked about half the time. I blacked out yesterday shortly when doing dishes and cut my finger pretty bad, but that’s been it really. The other episodes were difficult to live through, like when I finally got home from Benton’s the night after I told him about everything… I seriously thought he was never going to speak to me again. I thought I ruined everything. Granted, I had to leave because he was going to work, but my brain told me he was kicking me out. I’ve learned to live with the self-doubt, but I’ve also learned to love him and Hannah in ways I never thought I’d let myself, and it scares the shit out of me.


    Benton hasn’t mentioned anything about moving in with him again, but I’m starting to wonder if he really meant it. If I have to leave here, I need to have a place to go. I said I could go to my mom’s, but that was just a kneejerk reaction. I don’t trust that whore. Especially since the last thing she said to me was threatening… I’d be okay if I never saw her again. I don’t want to ask Annaliese because she and Adam are getting married next week, and the last thing they need is to have me move in with them.


    Instead of lying here, wallowing in my self-pity like I really want to, I get up and shower. Maybe surprising Benton at his work today will make both of our days better.


    Walking into his office, I first notice the woman working behind the desk. Too pretty for her own good.


    “I’m here for Benton James,” I say, tapping my finger. I hate buildings like this: big, busy, way too clean. I know Adam has money, but this doesn’t have any personal touches to it at all.


    After finally allowing me past her desk, she walks me to Benton’s office and nods when he smiles and waves me in. He’s on the phone, so I get to take a few moments to look around where he spends most of his time. There are a few awards on a shelf, and his framed degree sits next to them. Photos take over his desk space, and I smile when I see one he took of Hannah and I a few weeks back. He thought enough of it to put it in a frame on his desk?


    How’d I ever find this guy? He’s perfect.


    And hot.


    Seriously. I see him a lot in casual clothes: jeans, t-shirts, shorts… But not very often do I get to see this Benton.


    This Benton whose well-tailored suit looks like it was designed just to fit his body type, sculpted muscles and all. Benton, whose hair is even well sculpted. This Benton is making me want to do all kinds of things to him that aren’t ‘office friendly’. The look he gives me lets me know he’s thinking the exact same thing. I came here just to see him, but now my mind has a whole different agenda.


    “Craig, we need to finish this another time,” he practically growls as I walk back and shut the door, feeling the heat pooling between my legs at the thought of doing him in his office. Clicking the lock, I hear him groan. “No, that account… fuck… listen, I’ll call you back, Craig.”


    I turn and start playing with the strap of my dress, slowly slipping one strap down my shoulder, a grin playing on my lips as he growls to the man on the phone.


    “Jesus Christ, Craig. I’m hanging up, I’ll call you back.” Slamming the phone down, he narrows his eyes at me and shakes his head. “Awfully forward, aren’t we, Gabby?” His hand goes to his crotch to rub himself as I slowly make my way to him, dropping my dress to the floor right as I stand right in front of him. Turned in his office chair, he groans and leans in, laying gentle kisses along my abdomen.


    “I thought you might enjoy a little company this afternoon,” I whisper. His lips travel up to find my pert nipple under the black lace bra I put on just for him. “Fuck,” I groan then hiss when his teeth come around it.


    “Best surprise ever,” he moans, snaking his hand under my panties. “Fuck. So wet, Gabby.”


    “Just for you,” I moan.


    His fingers slide inside me, playing me perfectly, as he slams his mouth to mine. One hand inside me, the other snakes around my neck as he stands and lavishes me.


    “I only have about ten minutes before my next meeting,” he says between kisses. I moan and nod my understanding that this has to be quick. “Bend over the desk.”


    His demand has me burning with need for him. I love this side of him, and I don’t get to see it very often. Don’t get me wrong. I love the sweet side of him too, but, sometimes I need this and he seems to know exactly when. Grabbing the lace panties, he rips them off of me.


    “Good God, Gabby. This ass is perfection,” he whispers, tracing his fingers down my ass and lets it rest on the one spot I’ve never let anyone go. Feeling me tense, he chuckles lightly. “Not today, love. I can’t fucking wait until you let me, though,” he says, leaning down to kiss my back as he pushes into me. A moan escapes me as he pulls back and slams into me, releasing a little of his gentle touch for a much rougher side.


    Grabbing onto the edges of his desk, nipples pushed against the cool wood, he slams into me over and over, bringing me to the brink of orgasm.


    “Fuck, Gabby.” He reaches around and starts to rub my clit with the prefect amount of pressure and gentleness. Unable to hold it at bay any longer, I bite into my arm to suppress the scream that wants to come out of me when my orgasm explodes around him. Thrusting one more time, he leans into me and latches on to my neck, suppressing a moan that would alert the entire office what we’re in here doing. “Fuck fuck fuck,” he murmurs into my neck. Groaning, he slips out of me and grabs a tissue to clean up before pulling himself back together. Grinning, I slowly pull my dress back up and reach for my shredded panties on the floor. “Leave them,” he growls. “I’ll take care of them.” He winks, and I melt right there.


    Jesus Christ.


    “I’m glad I could be of service to you,” I whisper, trailing my fingers down his face and gently kissing him. He takes my hands in his and smiles, immediately followed by scrunching his eyebrows as he lifts my hand to his gaze.


    “What happened?” he asks, inspecting my bandage that has blood seeping through.


    Fuck.


    “I cut myself. It’s nothing,” I say, pulling my hand back.


    “That looks bad, babe.” He reaches for my hand again, and I know it’s no use trying to hide it from him. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”


    Walking me back to his chair, he sets me down and leaves his office, just to return shortly with a first aid kit. He’s watching me intently, not letting his eyes leave me, and it’s making me nervous. He’s going to ask, I’m going to have to tell him, and then he’s going to judge me.


    “What’d you do, Gabby?”


    Called it.


    “Cut myself,” I answer, grinning. The teenager in me wants to add a ‘duh’ in there, but I hold it back when the look he gives me tells me this isn’t a laughing matter. He pulls the bandage off, and I look away. I remembered seeing flapping skin yesterday when it happened, but I wrapped it so fast that I really didn’t have much time, or want, to inspect it.


    “Jesus Christ, Gab. That’s bad,” he says. “How did you cut yourself?” His voice is growing angry, and I keep telling myself he’ll never hurt me. Never. He loves me. He’s not my mother.


    “I had an episode. While doing dishes,” I whisper. He curses under his breath and starts cleaning it up. It burns a bit, but I’m trying not to show him that he’s hurting me. He’s doing it to help me, not because he wants to.


    He sighs and wraps me up with new gauze and tape, kissing it gently before cleaning up his desk.


    “I wish you would’ve called me.”

    “Why? So you could drop everything to tend to my knife cut?” I try to laugh it off but he’s not joking.


    “No. I know you can care for yourself, you’re very independent but Gab, I just want you to talk to me. If you have an episode, a flashback, if you black out, I want to know. I want you to talk to me,” he whispers, pulling me in for a hug.


    I’d be calling you a lot, Benton.


    “I’m okay. I promise.” I smile as best as I can and he sighs, standing and putting the kit in his desk.


    “Any news on a job?” he asks, helping me stand and walking towards his door. I know he has a meeting, but I really don’t want to have to leave him.


    I also don’t want to talk about this.


    “No. Nothing.”


    “My offer still stands, Gab. I meant it.” He’s looking me square in the eye, seriously offering his house for me to live in.


    “You don’t have a spare bedroom, Benton.” I smile, watching him raise his eyebrows.


    “You wouldn’t need one, Gab. I need you in my life, and having you there when I wake up would be the best thing ever. Think about it, and I’ll call you tonight,” he says, gently kissing my on the lips. “I’ve got to get to this meeting.” He winks and opens the door, allowing me to walk past him and out the door. “I like your freshly fucked hair,” he whispers, and then pinches my ass before walking down the opposite hallway, as I go to leave.


    That man.


    The rest of the afternoon goes by so fucking slow. I meet with Dr. T for a session and, though I’m still having episodes, he’s happy with the way I’m progressing. We’ve cut back on the amount of pills I allow myself to take during the day, substituting them with different coping techniques. I feel on edge all the time, more so than before, but he said that’s normal for someone going through what I am.


    “So, how’s Benton?” He smiles and watches me for my reaction.


    “Fine,” I answer, picking at the couch cushion.


    “Any progress made with your relationship? You’ve talked an awful lot about him these last few sessions, but this one you’ve stayed quiet on that topic. Why is that, Gabby?”


    “Because I’m scared to hear what you have to tell me,” I answer with a smartass tone, which brings a laugh out of him.


    “Well, that’s probably because you know what I’m going to say already, and the answer scares you.”


    When I don’t answer, he chuckles.


    “Fine. He asked me to move in with him. As you know, I haven’t been able to find a job, so I’m about to lose my place,” I huff. “I told him I could move back in with my mom, but he just blurted out that I should just move in with him. It wasn’t because he wants me there, it was because he felt obligated.”


    “What makes you believe that? Hasn’t he showed you just how much he cares for you?”


    “Yea, but he has a kid.”


    “And you love him, right? Have you told him yet?”


    I narrow my eyes at him and nod my head. He nods and grins at me, standing up.


    “Listen, your time was up ten minutes ago… but I think you should do it, Gabby. It would be fantastic, for both of you,” he says.


    I smile at him and nod, the lump in my throat stopping me from speaking.


    Can I do this, really? Can I give up everything I’ve worked for to move in with Benton?


    I guess I really don’t have a choice.


    The entire drive to his place I’m so nervous that he’s going to take back what he told me, that, by the time I make it to my parking spot, I’m on the edge of an attack. Trying to breathe it out doesn’t work. I don’t carry ICE pills anymore, per Dr. T’s request, so my only other hope is finding something beautiful to focus on.


    Near Benton’s place is a small park. It’s cool outside today, and there’s a dad with his little girl all bundled up like it’s winter time, pushing her on the swing. I can’t see their faces with the way they are standing, but I love the carefree scene in front of me. So innocent, so sweet, a father spending time with his daughter, probably giving the mom some time to rest, or maybe mom’s with the little newborn baby brother. It’s all so perfect in my head, these beautiful situations I’ve dreamed up for this father and daughter. Before I know it, I’m smiling, imagining this little girl all grown up, always a daddy’s girl, and tears are rolling down my cheek. But the attack isn’t threatening me anymore.


    Pulling my mirror down, I quickly check for makeup smudges. When a knock comes at my window, I shriek, slamming the mirror closed to find Benton and Hannah smiling at me. Hannah’s cheeks are windblown, and Benton’s nose is red.


    And they are wearing the jackets that the dad and his daughter at the swings were wearing. When my eyes flick to the swings, they aren’t there anymore… then it hits me.


    The beautiful thing that I focused on to get my attack to die down was my Benton and Hannah.


    I have to move in with them… Maybe they really can fix me.


    Maybe they’re just what I need after all.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    I’m Ready


    She’s staring at me like she just pissed herself, and I can’t help but laugh.


    ‘’What’s up, why’re you just sitting here?” I laugh when Hannah wiggles her way over to her as soon as Gabby is out of her car.


    “I uh… I was waiting for you to be finished at the park.”


    Her strange behavior has me second guessing her real reason as to why she looked to be fixing her makeup in the car, but I don’t push. I’ve noticed lately she’s been open with me about her episodes and feelings, so there’s no reason she’d hold back now. I’d hope not, at least.


    “Let’s get inside. She’s gonna be starving soon,” I say, closing Gabby’s car door and walking them inside. Hannah is in heaven playing with Gabby’s sunglasses, and from the looks of it she’s not bothering Gab at all by getting her tiny fingerprints all over them.


    “So, how was the rest of your day?” she asks as we finally make it inside. I grin, watching her set Hannah in the pack and play, handing her a few toys to play with. She’s such a fucking natural, which breaks my heart because that reminds me why she is.


    “Good… it was good.” It’s a lie. It was terrible. Adam thinks he can acquire this prostitute business now, and I think he’s losing his damn mind. Annaliese will have his balls for this.


    “That’s not very convincing.” She grabs a beer and props herself on the counter. So. Damn. Sexy.


    “Mmm… yeah.” I’m not able to keep myself away from her. I’m like a moth to a flame with her, but with her I know I won’t get burnt. “How was your day?” I ask, running my hands up her thighs.


    “I met with Dr. T today,” she says nonchalantly, and takes a swig of beer.


    “Yeah?” I stop, and watch her eyes travel to mine. She’s never talked about her therapy sessions, and I know better than to pry, but I’ve always wondered what happens behind those closed doors.


    “Mhmm.” She takes another drink of her beer and grins at me when I narrow my eyes at her. “What?” She stops, the bottle so close to her lips that I have the fleeting thought that I wish I were that bottle.


    Then Hannah’s laughter rings through the room, and I remember why I can’t be right now.


    “That’s good,” I say, clearing my throat and backing away. Don’t pry, Benton. She’ll talk when she wants to.


    “You’re not going to ask about it?”


    “You’ll talk when you’re ready,” I say, starting to grab food to make for dinner.


    “I’m ready,” she whispers.


    I immediately stop what I’m doing, and turn to look at her. She’s ready?


    “Great, babe. That’s… that’s fantastic.” I say, walking back over to her. “Like, right now? Or later? Or just… whenever?” I’m not used to talking out feelings, Carly didn’t really ever want to do that, so I haven’t had much work in that area, but I’ll do it for Gabby. I’ll do it for us.


    “Later, Benton,” she says, laughing. “Right now, we need to cook. And you need to show me around this place.”


    Show her around? She’s been here hundreds of times it seems… she should know where the necessities are. I must be looking at her strangely, because she laughs and slaps my arm.


    “So, when I move in, I’m not totally lost.”


    My jaw drops and heartbeat quickens.


    When she moves in. She’s moving in.


    She’s moving in!


    “Seriously?!” I laugh and smash my lips to hers, unable to hide the joy those words just brought me. “For real?”


    “Yeah… I think it’d be good for both of us. And Hannah needs someone to teach her how to be a fashionista at an early age. I can help with that,” she says with a wink. Pressing my forehead to hers, I sigh.


    “Fuck, Gabby… you had me worried for a while there.”


    “Why?” she grins, cocking her head.


    “I honestly thought you were going to try to break this off. With the way you reacted to me outside to the way you’ve just seemed a little put off lately… I don’t know.” I shrug, backing up.


    “I’m sorry, babe… I was watching you guys on the playground earlier, and I didn’t know you had made it to my car so fast. It was beautiful, seeing you and her out there, so carefree.” She scoots off the counter and wraps her arms around me. “And I’m sorry I’ve seemed weird lately. I’m learning all these new coping mechanisms when things start to get too rough… when the flashbacks start. Sometimes it makes my focus off.”


    “The meds not working?” Why wouldn’t she just keep taking the medication that the doctor prescribed her? “Gabby, playing around with your prescriptions isn’t a safe thing to be doing.” I don’t want to sound too ‘fatherly’ or seem like I’m lecturing, but I can’t have her overdosing herself because of this.


    “Relax, babe. Dr. T told me to take the lowest dosage I can to see how I do with it. He knows… it was his idea. I’ve been… misusing them lately.” She hangs her head, and I suddenly feel bad for insinuating that she’s not taking her meds right… like she’s some sort of junkie or something.


    “You’ve been stressed… we all have,” I say sighing. “I love you, Gabby. I’m not entirely certain how you trapped me in this web of feelings, but you have me, and I’m not going anywhere. Stop trying to scare me off with your past, stop trying to make me want to leave you because you think having issues will make me not want you. Stop. I want you. I need you.” I stop when Hannah starts fussing. “I also need to get her fed,” I say, grinning.


    Gabby laughs and gives me a quick peck before tending to Hannah in the living room while I finish up dinner. The rest of the night is spent just like any typical ‘normal’ family would spend theirs. I play on the floor with Hannah while Gabby does the dishes, even after I insisted I do them because she’s a ‘guest’… that didn’t go over too well, of course. After she finishes up, she comes to the living room with pajamas for Hannah and helps get her changed. I love watching these two interact, and I love how Hannah has taken to Gabby. My heart swells every time Hannah laughs at Gabby’s antics. I can see this woman being the mother of my child, but as beautiful as that sounds, I’m not sure Gabby ever wants to have that. We’ve never talked about our dreams and aspirations for the future because, for the longest time, we didn’t need to. We were just ‘fuck-buddies’… but now we’re so much more. With everything going on these last few weeks, we haven’t really had much time to talk about anything else other than the drama at hand. Between my mom, Gabby’s job loss, and learning what makes her… her, I haven’t really learned much else about the woman I love. The woman I could see mothering my children.


    By the time Hannah’s bedtime rolls around, the two of us read her books and Gabby reluctantly lets me rock Hannah to sleep before setting her down in her crib. When I walk out to the living room, she’s propped on the arm of the couch, watching the TV, her face as pale as a ghost.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask, moving my gaze to what has her in the trance. It’s just another woman on the news talking about the recent killings in a city about 5 hours south of us. Why would this have her looking like she saw a ghost? “Hey,” I whisper, kneeling next to her. Her face finally turns to mine, eyes wide, tears forming and blurring her beautiful irises.


    “They’re looking for my mom,” she whispers. “They think… they said…” She trails off and turns back to the TV, sliding down onto the couch and wrapping her arms around her legs.


    “What are you talking about, Gabby? This is from St. Louis… not Chicago. Your mom lives in Chicago. And, why would they be looking for her unless-” Then, the news broadcaster speaks and on the screen pops up an image of my Gabby about twenty years from now.


    Fuck. Me.


    “The woman, Lynette Burns Rosdale, was last seen driving a white Dodge Intrepid, traveling north on Interstate 55. If anyone has any information to her whereabouts, please call the number listed on your screen.”


    Her voice trails off as my mind starts to race. Her mom is wanted for murder? She could pass as Gabby’s older sister! How in the hell can that be someone who made Gabby’s life so miserable?


    “I have to go,” Gabby whispers, quickly getting up from the couch. Frantic, she starts searching for her things, tears streaming down her face. I can’t let her go. I can’t let her be alone right now.


    “Stop, Benton… I ha… I have to go…” she cries, gasping for air. Her eyes close, and she pushes the heel of her hands to her temples. What the fuck is happening?!


    “Gab, stop. You’re not leaving like this.” I wrap my arms around her trembling body, and break for the woman I love, as she melts into a panic attack. I can feel her pulse racing underneath my fingertips. Her breathing is ragged, and she’s whimpering and shaking.


    “You have to let me go. I need to go. I have to leave; I can’t be here. She’s going to find me, she’s going to hurt you, and she’s going to hurt Hannah!” She’s wailing and crying, and it’s all I can do to get her to my bedroom and close the door, hopefully keeping the noise from waking Hannah up.


    I have to calm her down.


    “Shh. Gabby, listen to me. When was the last time you talked to your mom?” I ask, gently smoothing her hair as she curls into me on the bed.


    “Uh,” she whimpers. “She called me at work… sometime right before I was fired. I hung up, then blacked out,” she whispers.


    Shit.


    “Gabby, before that, how long had it been?” I’m trying to keep my voice calm but I can’t seem to regulate my breathing right now. Is her mom stalking her?


    “It’s been a while,” she says.


    “As in?” I know I’m pushing, but I need to know.


    “Twelve years,” she whispers. “Last time she spoke to me, she told me never to come back… so I didn’t. I packed up and drove north until I landed here. She threatened me, Benton. I wouldn’t ever go back to her.” I feel her tears start to soak through my shirt and curse. Fuck.

    “I shouldn’t be here, Benton. It’s not safe,” she says, her voice eerily calm. “I know what she wants. She warned me. Somehow, she’s been following me… I can feel it. I’ve felt it for a while now, but seeing her face on the news today confirmed it. She’s coming for me.”


    Bullshit.


    “No. I’m not letting you walk out this door and walk out of our lives. You’re a goddamned lawyer, and I have connections everywhere. We’ll put a fucking guard outside this door until that lunatic is found, but, I swear to you, I will not let you leave me because you’re scared.” I rumble, angry that the thought won’t leave her mind.


    “It’s not safe,” she whispers again.


    Goddamnit!


    “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t care? I know the risks I’m taking, having a kid and bringing her out in public. Dammit, Gabby… I love you. Every bit of you. Stay here, and let me fucking help you.”


    She sniffles and sits up, staring at me with her beautiful yet extremely different eyes.


    “You’d put yourself in danger for me?”


    She’s so convinced something bad is going to happen that it breaks my heart even more. She grew up with nothing but pain and bad news. It’s all she’s used to.


    “I’m not going anywhere, baby.” I pull her in to me, and kiss her forehead gently. “Neither are you.”


    She sighs and, together, we lay back on to the bed, holding on to each other until sleep finally hits.


    The next day at work, Adam walks in to my office and closes the door immediately.


    “Problem, B.” He sits on the chair opposite my desk, and puts his hands behind his neck.


    Raising my eyebrows in question, I wait for him to explain.


    “Annaliese won’t let me have the prostitute gig,” he says seriously.


    “Oh,” I answer, trying not to crack a smile. “Well… too bad.”


    I now know he’s been fucking with me all along when he cracks a grin then grits his jaw tight.


    “Fuck you, man!” I laugh and he busts out laughter.


    “How the fuck long were you going to believe that I’d take on a business like them?!” He’s laughing so hard right now; it’s good to see it after everything lately.


    “Dude, you were believable. You’ve been brushing up on your acting skills.”


    “Right, with all my free time,” he scoffs. “Those girls were annoying as hell. I dropped contact with them the day after the meeting when Annaliese found out about it.” He chuckles and crosses his ankle on his knee.


    “Oh, so she did find out about it?”


    “Fuck, yes, she did. And I had to sleep on the couch! Thing is nice looking, and crazy expensive… but it sleeps like shit.”


    I can’t help but laugh at him. Sometimes all it takes is a woman to bring us back to reality.


    “Hey, if I would need your help with some personal issues… you game?”


    “Intriguing…” he hums, tapping his fingers on the chair. “Gabby?”


    “Something like that, yeah,” I say. I’m not sure how much she wants me to tell people about her past and her crazy mother, but I need to know Adam will have our back if everything starts falling apart.


    “Anything you need, man. Anything at all.”


    “Thanks. Now, get out. I have a phone interview with a possible small business that wants your money,” I say, nodding at the door.


    “Have fun giving my money away. Make good decisions, bro. A-Team out,” he says, then shuts the door behind him.


    Right before my phone call, I get a text from Gabby.


    GABBY: I’d like to take Hannah to the park. Do you think that would be okay?


    She what? I didn’t think she wanted to even be with us, and now she wants to take her out in public? I can’t say ‘no’, because then I’d put off the vibe that I think something could go wrong. What could go wrong? Definitely nothing with your girlfriend’s crazy mother… or the fact that your girlfriend herself is prone to panic attacks and blackouts that leave her cold on the floor.


    Fuck.


    ME: That’s fine. Just be careful and have fun.


    I hit send, and then look around my office. All the pictures of Hannah as a newborn, Hannah’s one month, two month and so on images.


    I can’t lose her. I can’t lose Gabby. So, instead of taking the phone call when it comes in, I have it rescheduled and leave the office. Gabby told me what park they’re going to. I won’t ruin their girl time, but I will keep an eye on them… just to make sure they’re safe until they get back inside my place and behind locked doors.


    If Gabby wants to live a real life, wants to try to be normal, and this is how she wants to do it, I’m going to be right there watching her, making sure everything is safe and secure for the two girls I love most in this world.


    Even if she doesn’t know it.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    It’s all OK


    The swings creak and I leave one hand on her as long as I can before she swings forward again. I like the fact that she’s not fully mobile yet, so coming to the park is as easy as sitting her in a swing and letting her laugh and enjoy herself, locked in one place where I can be right by her. I’ve been watching the other people here, and, so far, no one looks familiar and no one puts off a ‘killer’ vibe. Not that I wouldn’t know my mom the second I saw her, but she’s evil enough to hire someone to off me if she thinks I’ll run.


    Which I would, if it came down to it.


    Of course, the anxiety I typically feel when out in public is heightened to new levels today with the threat of my mother finding me, as well as being out here with Hannah, but I’ve been focusing on keeping her laughing. Her laughter has kept me grounded so far.


    We swing for an hour like this, making silly noises and faces every time the swing brings her back to me. The fit of giggles this girl has coming out of her has put a permanent smile on my face. She’s so bright and happy and innocent. At one point, I thought that being around her would make my panic attacks and flashbacks worse, since I’d constantly be being reminded of what I lost… but somehow she’s the best therapy I’ve ever had. She’s happy and carefree. She’s small and brave. She’s innocent.


    I love her like she were my own, and I think that’s why I can do this without freaking out. I know what happened when I was neglectful of my own child. Sure, the court system said it was just an accident, and no blame was laid on me legally, but I know the truth. I was neglectful and he suffered. They both did. I’ll never be that neglectful again, especially now that Hannah is in my life.


    “You about ready to go home, Hannah Banana?” I ask, pulling her out of the swing and pressing my chilly nose to hers. She giggles and snuggles her face into the crook of my neck, signaling that naptime is almost near.


    I was thrilled when Benton said I could keep her at his place today. Not having a job, the days get lonely and long. Having her with me has helped break some of that up. During her morning nap, I napped with her, and, if all goes well, she’ll be asleep for the walk home and transfer to her crib nicely, allowing me time to get a much needed phone call made.


    On the walk back to his place… our place… I make sure to make eye contact with every person that passes me. None of them look like they know me, or are up to anything suspicious, but that doesn’t loosen the grip I have on Hannah’s stroller.


    No one will take her from me.


    Walking back into the apartment, I grab my phone and text Benton that we’re back inside safely and locked in. I texted him a few times from the park, but he never answered. I hope he’s just busy, and not hurt and needing me somewhere.


    See?! That’s where my mind fucking goes. Always negative. It pisses me off.


    I was right that Hannah would fall asleep and pat myself on the back when I’m able to get her in her crib without her waking up.


    After checking the door and window locks one more time, I sit on the couch and call Annaliese. We spoke briefly the other day when she called and apologized for everything that happened here the night I finally told Benton, but really she didn’t have to. After everything calmed down from that, I realized that she couldn’t have done anything more perfect… because it brought Benton and I closer in the long run. I haven’t, however, filled her in on the drama with my mom. She needs to know… Me being in her wedding could be catastrophic.


    “Hey, bitch,” she answers.


    “Love you too,” I joke. “What’re you up to?”


    “Nothing,” she huffs. “Adam told me to go shopping today and get things for the honeymoon, but I don’t plan on wearing anything the entire two weeks… soooooo there’s not much to buy.” She laughs, helping mend my worries about the two of them.


    “Just a week away, babe… You ready for this?”


    “Ugh, yes,” she answers exasperatedly. “I’m ready to move on with our lives together, as man and wife… and not have to keep everything so secretive and quiet. I have a fucking team of people ready to wait on me hand and foot next weekend, but all I want is to be in Adam’s arms and on that private Island for two weeks. Too bad we have to wait a month for that; I just want it now. I couldn’t care less about the ceremony, the people… I mean my dress is beautiful, so that’d be a shame… but all I want is him.”


    Somewhere in her speech I found myself daydreaming about what it would be like if I ever were to get married. Of course, it wouldn’t be anything near as extravagant as Annaliese and Adam’s wedding, but I’d still want a party. Just a party. Maybe a courthouse wedding, maybe a small get together with family and friends… but I would want to party. I’ve never really let myself think about what my life would be like when I grew up because I never thought I’d make it. Now, the thought of actually getting married and being with that one person has my mind flying around like it’s on drugs. Scattered and focused at the same damn time.


    “What’s up, Gab? You never call me in the middle of the day,” she says.


    “Oh… um…” I pause, then start talking and don’t stop until I’ve told her everything. Every little detail. It’s amazing that, a year ago, I’d never told anyone about my life before college, and now I find that talking to my boyfriend and best friend is one of the most therapeutic things to do. By the time I’m done, she’s silent.


    Annaliese is never silent.


    “Annie?” I whisper into the phone.


    “I hate that name,” she whispers, and then laughs, forcing a chuckle out of me. “Jesus, Gabby. What are you going to do?”


    “Hide?”


    “Well, that’s not an option. You’re the maid of honor at my fucking wedding. No you… no wedding.”


    “Annaliese, I’m not putting your wedding day on the line.”


    “Gabby, you don’t even know if she’s actually coming for you! You can’t pull out of your best friend’s wedding just because you’re scared!”


    “Shit.” I sigh. “I know… but, if you don’t want me there, I understand. You don’t know her… she’s fucking evil.”


    “Fuck you, Gabby. Stop being so ‘woe is me’ and be happy that I’m getting married! You’re the fucking maid of honor, and I’m the bride that gets what she wants,” she says, then bursts out laughing. “Sorry… I tried to channel Bridezilla… it didn’t work.” She laughs and I immediately feel better.


    “So, you’re cool with me still being there?”


    “Of course! I told you, I’m not getting married without you there. You’re family… the little family I have left.”


    “Love you, woman,” I say, then hear Hannah wake up from her nap. “Gotta go, bitch. I’m being summoned,” I joke.


    “Later, sweets.”


    By the time I get Hannah up, changed, and fed a snack, it’s almost time for Benton to be home.


    Home.


    Smiling, I wander around his place while Hannah plays in her bouncer.


    Home.


    I call my place my place… I called the apartment I shared with Annaliese our apartment. I called the place I lived when I was younger my mother’s house, because it never felt like home. It’s insane to think that this beautiful place will be my home.


    Vaulted ceilings… I guess being on the top floor of a remodeled condo building can have its perks. Dark wood floors are a manly touch to the otherwise bare décor. I wonder if he lived here with his wife, or if he moved after she passed. If I were him, I would have moved.


    Making my way back to the living room, Hannah looks ready to get out of her bouncer, and I’m ready to do something else but play with blocks and balls. Grinning, I search the place until I find exactly what I’m looking for.


    Finger paints.


    By the time Benton makes it home, Hannah and I are well on our way to making the biggest mess ever with finger paints. Apparently, she likes the taste because I’ve spent the past five minutes trying to stop her from eating it.


    “Wow,” Benton says chuckling. He drops his bags next to the door and laughs again, hands on his hips. “So how was your day, little miss?” he asks Hannah, leaning in to kiss the top of her head. It’s hilarious watching him try to escape her tiny messy fingers when she grabs for him. I never pegged him as a man who cared much for vanity, but he obviously doesn’t want that suit getting washable finger paint on it.


    “Hey, you,” he says smiling at me. “How was it today?” His hands cup my face gently and I melt into him. It feels so good, so natural, him coming home to Hannah and me playing. I haven’t had an attack all day, which is hopeful and reassuring that I’m making the right choice.


    “Wonderful,” I answer. “I love her.” Our eyes connect and he smiles, leaning in to kiss me gently on the lips. So much of me wishes I could push this further, but, with his daughter starting to pull for him, I know that’s not a good idea.


    “I’m going to have to do a little work from here tonight,” he says, walking to the kitchen.


    Work from home? He’s never had to do that.


    “Oh. Okay,” I say, picking Hannah up and heading to the sink to wash her up before dinner. “Everything going okay?”


    “Yes. Everything is fine,” he says, sighing. He looks worried about something. I hope he’s not keeping something from me.


    “You sure?” I push for more, but he doesn’t budge.


    “Positive, Gabby. Sorry… just stressed. There’s a few business acquisitions we may be getting that have me on edge. I can’t really talk about anything else until it’s all final.”


    “Ok. I get it, trust me.” He nods silently, watching me clean off Hannah’s hands. “So, dinner tonight?”


    “Let’s order in. I need to go to the store,” he says, sighing as he looks in his bare fridge.


    “I can go tomorrow. You’re busy. Hannah and I can go to the store.” I say it without thinking that he might not want me to have her tomorrow. I mean… he is paying for daycare. Maybe he wants her there.


    “Oh… ok. Yeah. That works,” he says. I notice him clenching his jaw and watching me. I wish he’d tell me what’s going on tonight. He seems off about something.


    “You heard anything about your mom?”


    “Oh, um. No. I haven’t had the news on today, though.” I shrug it off, trying not to let the comment get to me. Obviously, the thought crossed his mind that it’s not safe for me to take his daughter out in public. It crossed mine too, the minute I said I’d take her, but I can’t let him see my self-doubt or else he’s not going to let me be with her again… and I can’t have that.


    “Why do you think she’s even after you anyway? I mean… what’d you ever do to her that would make her want revenge this far in the future?” He throws another shirt on to get ready for his evening workout, and I hold back the drool.


    “Uh… I don’t know.” I shrug. “Being born?”


    “That’s not funny, Gab. I, for one, am glad you were born,” he says kissing me gently.


    “Mhmm… who knows? You know what, it’s all going to be okay. She’s probably just running from the cops and not actually out there looking for me,” I say, trying to make myself believe the words I’m saying.


    I don’t, but I need to. I need to… because we all need to be okay.


    We will be, too.


    We’ll be fine.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Trust


    “Dude, you look like shit,” Adam says as I walk into the break room to grab my third cup of coffee this morning. It’s only 9AM. I’ve only been here for an hour, and downed more coffee that I usually do in an entire day. I thought being a parent brought on a lack of sleep, but that’s nothing to these past few days of pulling double time following Gabby and Hannah around town.


    I’m not sure how she can feel so comfortable with taking Hannah out and about like she has been with her mom still on the loose, but, if she’s comfortable, I trust her. She wouldn’t put my daughter in danger. She loves her.


    Just watching her care for Hannah makes me love her more and more. Each time I see her, my heart swells with pride that she’s finally coming out of her flashback haze she seemed to be in for a while there. I think being around Hannah has been truly good for her. Now, if only I could learn to juggle working full time and keeping up with my normal work flow, as well as being a good partner and parent when I’m home and not a walking zombie PLUS secretly watching my girlfriend and daughter every time they leave the house, I’d be fantastic. Unfortunately, at this rate, I’m wearing down fast.


    “I know.” I grumble something to Adam then head back to my office with two mugs of coffee. I have too much shit to get done this morning, and, this afternoon, Gabby is planning another trip to the park, so it’s going to be another day of working my ass off, sitting in a car watching my girlfriend to make sure she’s safe, then staying up all night to finish work.


    Who needs sleep, anyway?


    “So, you good for Friday night?” Adam asks, breaking my concentration on the files in front of me.


    “I’m your best man. I better be ready,” I grumble.


    “Will you have that stick up your ass the entire night, or can you pull it out before then?”


    “Sorry man, but this whole playing two different roles is starting to wear on me. It’s only been a few days, but I’m so goddamned tired.” I lean back in my seat and sigh, running my hands down my face.


    “You know, if you would just talk to her about it, you wouldn’t be in this situation?”


    “Right. And then piss her off because she’ll think I don’t trust her.” I do trust her.


    It’s everyone else I don’t trust.


    “She’s not stupid, man. Give her more than that. Gabby knows there’s a danger out there right now,” he says, shrugging.


    I told him yesterday, finally, what’s been going on when he called me out on being completely off my game lately. Even when Hannah was a newborn, I wasn’t this scatter brained. She slept well at night; she didn’t cry too much. She hasn’t been a sick baby, thank God. Parenthood so far has been easy… way easier than making sure a crazy person doesn’t kill your girlfriend and daughter.


    I spend the rest of the morning locked in my office with no one around to bother me. I have to get some of these papers filed, and emails answered, before I break to watch Gabby. It sounds creepy as fuck, but I don’t care. I want her to trust me, I want her to know I trust her… but I need those two safe. If this is the only way to make sure that happens, then I’ll do whatever it takes.


    By the time I’m finally on my way to the park, I’m starving and angry that I forgot lunch again today. Fuck! My mind seriously needs to get used to this new schedule. And my dick needs to get in line, too. We haven’t had sex in days because I’ve been so stressed and tired. I know she knows something’s up, but I can’t tell her.


    My phone rings as I watch the woman I love play with my daughter at the park near my place. Picking it up, I see my dad’s face on the screen.


    “Hey, Dad,” I answer, not taking my eyes off Gabby. The park is busier than normal for the middle of the week. I can’t lose sight of them or I’ll never find them.


    “Hey Benton, how’s things going? I didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I?”


    ‘Nah... Just on my lunch break,” I answer with half honestly. The gas station sandwich on my passenger seat is lunch, technically.


    “I haven’t heard from you lately. Just checking in on my granddaughter. Am I still watching her this weekend?”


    I smile, knowing how excited he is to have her all to himself this weekend. This will be good for Gabby and me. We need this time to work on us… and to fuck.


    Jesus, I need to fuck her.


    “Yeah. I’ll have Gabby bring her over early on Friday if that’s okay. They have girl stuff to do for the wedding, so she’s gotta get going pretty early.”


    “Oh Gabby… that’s good, good.”


    “Yeah… She’s moving in with us, Dad.”


    I’m met with silence for a moment before he finally speaks again.


    “Good. I’m happy for you, Benton.”


    “Thanks, Pop.”


    “Do you love her?” he asks, uncharacteristically. He never wants to talk about shit like this.


    “I do. A lot.” I answer as honestly as I can without getting mushy with my dad.


    “Treat her right, Benton. You never know when will be your last day with her.”


    His words remind me that it hasn’t been that long at all since he lost the love of his life… my mother. I miss her every day, but I know how to cope with an unexpected death. Just don’t dwell on the bad, and you’ll make it through the day. Each day you make it through gets easier and easier until one day you only remember the good things.


    “I will, Dad.” I watch Hannah start to cry from the swing she’s in, and Gabby immediately takes her out and walks her around, bouncing her gently to calm her.


    So fucking beautiful.


    When she puts her back in the stroller, I know I’m parked in a spot that they’ll see me when they walk by, so I have to focus on getting out of the way before they come by.


    “Listen, Dad, I’m about finished with my lunch and have a call coming in. Can I talk to you tomorrow?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Bye, dad.”


    “Bye, Son. Tell Gabby hi, and hug my granddaughter for me.” He hangs up before I can reply, and I’m able to finally move and find a different perspective to watch them walk home.


    Gabby’s texted a few times today, and she always texts when they are locked back inside the apartment, but I can’t answer until I’m out of her sight. I don’t want her to think I’m free when I’m sitting here watching her. I don’t really have a reason for it, but I know that she can’t find out.


    She’s so fucking beautiful walking down the street with Hannah bundled up in the stroller. Every day here gets colder and colder. Soon, the winter is going to hit and these walks to the park will come to a halt. Hopefully sooner than that, Gabby’s mom will be found and I can stop worrying about them every time they go out while I’m at work.


    I love Gabby, and watching her interact with my daughter puts the thought in my mind that I need her to be my wife. It’s crossed my mind plenty in the past few months, but it’s not until today that I realize the seriousness of it all.


    I need her… forever.


    I’m doing everything I can to keep her safe, but, when she’s married to me, she’ll be mine for good and I’ll always be able to keep her safe. Always.


    I love her, she loves me… we both love Hannah more than anything else, so why not get married and make us a family? What the hell am I waiting for?


    “Call Adam,” I tell my phone, pulling out into traffic as soon as I get the text from Gabby that they are safe and locked inside.


    “What?” he answers shortly.


    “I’m not coming back in today,” I say, sitting at a red light. Quickly, while listening to Adam start to yell at me for never being in the office anymore, I pull up directions to the nearest jewelry store.


    I need Gabby to be my wife.


    “Adam, fucking chill, dude. I’m getting shit done, am I not? I just need to take care of something important right now,” I say, locating a shop a few miles away.


    “What the fuck is going on, Benton?”


    “I’m asking Gabby to marry me,” I say, so scatterbrained and excited that I kind of feel like squealing.


    Grown men do not squeal!


    “Nice dude… um… congratulations. You think she’s ready for that?”


    “She is. I am. I need her to be my wife, Adam. Need.”


    “I know the feeling.” He chuckles and sighs. “Jesus, you fell hard, B.”


    “Yeah… I did.” I nod, following Siri’s directions as I make my way to the shop. “I want to do it after the rehearsal dinner.”


    “Oh. Um… I’m okay with it, but I’ll have to check with Annaliese…”


    “No dude, not at the rehearsal dinner. That’s your time. I want to do it after. After all of that. I need to take her some place beautiful.


    And I know just the place.


    “Hey man, I need some help,” I say, parking in front of the jeweler. I then, as quickly as I can, tell Adam my plan to make her mine.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Paper Lanterns


    This past week of living with Benton has taught me that I really can love again. It’s scary as shit, and I worry every day that something will happen to rip this happiness out from under me, but I can’t force these feelings away any more. When he proposed this crazy idea, I laughed. Hard. Now that we’ve grown into a routine, though, it all feels so right.


    “Hey, you,” he whispers on my neck before leaving a gentle trail of kisses down to my shoulder, causing goosebumps to rise from the gentle touch. “You always do this.” He chuckles, tracing the tiny bumps on my arm with his fingertips.


    “Can’t help it.” I smile, pulling my hair to the side. “Zip me?”


    He growls in frustration. “I’d rather be taking this off of you.”


    “And I can’t be late to my best friend’s rehearsal dinner,” I warn, turning and wrapping my arms around his neck. Reaching up on my tiptoes, I press my lips to his as soon as his hands go around my waist. Deepening the kiss, I can’t find it in myself to pull back and finish getting ready. It’s so unbelievable to me how, in less than a year, I’ve fallen so hard for this man, when I never wanted any of this for myself.


    “Hey, what’s goin’ on in that beautiful head of yours?” he asks, caressing my lips with his thumb.


    “Just…. You. You’re filling my head with all these feelings and perfectness. I can’t help but feel like it’s all too good to be true. It’s just so hard to believe.”


    “Hmm…” He yawns, breaking the spell he’s had over me.


    “You’re so tired lately, Benton…. Why don’t you take some time off work?”


    He gives me a funny look, then chuckles and shakes his head. Stepping back from me, his hands run down his face, and he sighs and curses.


    “It’s not work, babe… I think with everything moving like it is between us, my brain just is moving faster than my body wants to. It’s all good… no need to worry. Come on, don’t wanna be late.” Grabbing my purse for me, he waits impatiently for me to finish my hair so we can leave.


    What an abrupt change of mood. Just a few moments ago, he looked like he could ravage me and now he can’t wait to leave.


    I didn’t lie when I told Benton this all seems too good to be true. I’m not sure why I can’t wrap my head around this, but I feel like something bad is lurking in the corners. I mean, other than my crazy mother.


    Hannah’s been with Benton’s dad all day, and I’ve been primped and pampered with the help of Adam’s Black American Express. He’s good for something, I guess.


    “Babe!” Benton yells from the living room.


    So impatient!


    “Coming, hang on!” I yell back, trying to make my hair perfect for the dinner tonight.


    “No, really, Gabby get in here,” he yells again.


    What the hell? I walk into the living room to see his eyes glued to the TV, and my heart immediately starts slamming in my chest. What happened? Where is she? This means they haven’t found her, right?


    “Police surround a home in Bloomington, Illinois today after a tip that Lynette Burns Rosdale is hiding inside. The standoff has been going on for hours now. Let’s go to…”


    That’s all I hear. My ears start to buzz, and I have to sit down.


    “She was on her way here,” I whisper, staring at the woman’s image on the screen. The woman who put me through so much torture as a child. The woman that gave me life, and then ruined it.


    “They got her, though,” he says, sighing. Looking at me, he smiles and laughs. “They fucking got her, Gabby! You don’t have to be worried anymore! There’s no fucking way she’s getting out of that… did you see how they had the house surrounded?!” He’s so damn happy and hugging me that I can’t help but feel some of his relief.


    I laugh, because he’s completely right. I don’t have to worry every time I take Hannah outside. I don’t have to look over my shoulder to make sure no one’s following us. She’s locked away, and isn’t getting out any time soon. I’m sure that day will come, but I know now that she’s gone, and I feel a little freer than I have these last twelve years.


    “Come on,” I say smiling. “We’re going to be late… and I have good news to tell the bride.”


    Soon, we’re out the door and finally on our way to the Langham Chicago, one of the most expensive places in the city to party, but Adam’s not about to go low key on this event. Tomorrow is my best friend’s wedding, and I’m so happy for her, but I can’t help but feel a little green with envy that she can lead a normal life like I’ve always wanted but not deserved.


    The entire drive, he still seems off about something. Nervous, almost. What’s his deal this week? I’ve noticed him working late into the night. I’ve noticed him getting up when he thinks I’m asleep to get work done. What’s going on at work that he has to work longer hours plus stay up all night? I know he’s busy, but that’s just insane.


    By the time we get to the rehearsal dinner, everything is in full swing. Benton is white as a ghost for some reason, but, the minute we walk in the room, Annaliese finds me and grabs my hand, awkwardly playing with my fingers as she talks about everything we have to do tomorrow.


    “So, you two are good the whole day?” She’s asked me this about a hundred times tonight, and each time she gets the same answer.


    “Yes, babe. Hannah is with Benton’s dad all weekend. Tomorrow is just for you. Promise.”


    She pulls me into a bear hug and squeals, making me smile and remember our crazy college days like they were just yesterday. It’s amazing how much growing up we’ve both done since this time last year.


    The night goes off perfectly and, when it ends, I’m ready to get this weekend over with. I’m so excited and happy for Annaliese, but I just want to start my new life with Benton. All of my shit is currently in boxes in storage because we still haven’t had time to properly move anything. I’m ready to move on.


    “You wanna take a walk?” Benton asks on our way to the car. It’s dark and late, but knowing I don’t have a crazy person out for me makes me more willing to spend time in public, even if it is the middle of Chicago in the middle of the night.


    “Sure,” I say smiling. He takes my hand and leads me on a walk. Before I know it, we’re in the last place I ever imagined we’d end up.


    The building we first met at: my old apartment complex.


    “Benton, what the hell are we doing here?” I ask, suddenly confused and worried he’s going to tell me to move back in here. What if he pulled strings and got me my apartment back? I can’t… he doesn’t want me? “Are you telling me to move back in?” I whisper, eyes wide, staring at him as he grins at me.


    “Relax, babe.” He pulls out a black tie from his back pocket and smiles. “Sorry, but I have to.”


    “Over my eyes?! What the hell, Benton?” I huff when he wraps the tie around my face. “I’m gonna fall.”


    “I’ve got you,” he says, taking my hand and leading me inside. I didn’t live in this building too long, but I remember it like the back of my hand. He’s taking me to the roof.


    The roof?


    “Okay… so I have to take this off, but I need you to promise to keep your eyes closed. Can you do that?” His breath on my ear, I feel the heat pool between my legs at his proximity. I nod my head silently and, as he slips off the tie, I squeeze my eyes closed, keeping to my promise.


    I don’t know how long I stand there, and I try to use my other senses to figure out what’s going on, but I get nothing. I never really knew this building had a rooftop where people can go and hang out at… probably because I never tried having many social gatherings.


    I’m not a huge fan of crowds.


    “Okay,” I hear him say from somewhere nearby. “You can open your eyes.”


    I take a breath and slow open my eyes to reveal what he seemed so weird about tonight. Everywhere there are lanterns strung, lighting a path to Benton. My Benton.


    “What is this?” I whisper as I slowly make my way to him. As I pass by a lantern, I notice they aren’t just paper lanterns. They have images on them.


    Images of me. Images of us. Pictures I never knew he took cover each paper lantern. He had these made?


    When I look up at him, he’s smiling gently, watching my reaction to his obvious love for me.


    “These are beautiful,” I whisper, walking by a lantern scattered with images of Hannah and I. Candid pictures I don’t remember him taking.


    “They are how I see you, Gabby. Every image on these shows you how beautiful you really are. You don’t see yourself like I do. I see a beautiful, strong woman who loves the people closest to her unconditionally. I see a woman with a broken past, but not a broken woman. I see a strong fighter, not a weak girl.” He smiles his famous smile, and I see a slight twinkle in his eyes.


    At this point, I’m not entirely sure what to think of this whole thing. Am I being proposed to, or is this is a romantic gesture for him to show me how much he really loves me?


    “Gabby, I love you.” His hands come around my face and he kisses me gently and quick.


    “I love you too, but I don’t get the rooftop… Benton, I hate heights,” I whisper, flicking my gaze over to the side rail that’s way too close for comfort.


    “I know,” he grins. “Gabby, I trust you with my world. I’ve never been afraid that you’re not going to take care of my child, and I can’t stand it when you aren’t with me. Even at work, I find myself getting upset that you aren’t there with me.” He chuckles and shakes his head. “Before we go on, though… I have to admit something. You’re not going to be happy with it, but I can’t see us going on with me keeping something like this from you. The reason I’ve been so distant and tired this last week is because I’ve been pulling split shifts with work. I’ve actually taken a lot of time off-”


    “What?” I blurt, cutting into his speech. I knew something was up, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. He wouldn’t go through all this trouble to set this up for me if he were telling me he’s been cheating. No… I know he loves me, but I’m afraid what he’s about to tell me is going to crush me.


    I opened my heart, and he’s about to destroy it.


    “Don’t get worked up… I just… shit,” he huffs, backing away from me and dropping his hands. “I saw your reaction to the news about your mom, I know what she did to your past… I couldn’t have that again. Gabby, I followed you and Hannah each time you went out this week-”


    “You what?! Benton, that’s crazy!”


    “I trust you, Gabby. I do, with my entire heart, so don’t think this is about me not trusting you. It’s about me not trusting other people out there and not being able to live with myself if something happened to either of you two because of someone else’s crazy.”


    “Benton, I-”


    “I’m not telling you to start a fight, or to tell you I don’t love you, or any of that. I love you. I love you so much I’d die if anything happened to you.”


    “Don’t say that,” I whisper, still trying to accept the fact that he followed us.


    I feel like I should be angry with him, but I know he trusts me, or else he wouldn’t have left Hannah with me. I actually feel more loved… more cherished. He’s been putting himself through hell this week just to keep us safe. He’s no knight… and there’s no shiny armor or expensive cars or mansions in the country… but he’s mine and he’s perfect.


    “I want to show you something,” he says, holding his hand out.


    He’s going to walk me to the edge. I know it. I can’t do it. I can’t walk to the edge of this rooftop. I don’t even know why this rooftop. I don’t understand what’s about to happen, but I can’t do what he wants me to do.


    “Gabby,” he says, breaking into my mental breakdown. My eyes flick to his, and I see the glisten in them again. He’s grinning and holding his hand out still, waiting for me. Can I do this? What if I fall? What if the balcony collapses and he falls? I can’t live without him? “Gabby, do you trust me?”


    “Yes,” I whisper without hesitation.


    “I won’t let anything bad happen to you, Gabby. Please….” He’s begging me silently to trust him.


    I do trust him. He wouldn’t ever put me in danger.


    I hesitantly take his hand, and he releases a breath I didn’t even know he was holding. My heart is racing, but I slowly make the steps it takes to get to the banister with him.


    “Look down,” he whispers, noticing I won’t take my eyes off him.


    “I can’t,” I whisper. He smiles sadly, then leans in and whispers in my ear. “I need you to trust me that nothing bad will happen. I just need you to look down.” His breath is hot on my skin, making every part of me tingle for him.


    I do trust him. He wouldn’t put me in danger.


    I nod and muster up a courageous smile, then turn my head gently and peek over the edge. What I see takes my breath away.


    “Oh my god, Benton,” I manage, feeling the tears well in my throat. That knot that I felt because of fear is now there because of pure happiness and love. Spelled out on the sidewalk below in glowing candles are the words “Marry Me, Gabby.” Holy shit!


    I turn to face him, his face is beaming, and he’s holding out a little black box.


    Holy fuck.


    “Gabby Rosdale, I love you more than life itself. I can’t live without you.” He opens the box revealing a diamond ring, sparkling from the lights hanging above us. “Bad things happen, Gabby. Life is random, but love is true. I’m sticking with you through this, thick and thin. We’ll figure this out together, day by day… but I know I need you there with me. Throughout the beautiful times and the ugly.”


    “I can’t believe you did this,” I whisper, looking all around and taking everything in. “How long… How did you?”


    “Gabby, I’m standing here asking you to marry me and you’re worried about how long it took me to plan this?” He’s smiling, and on the verge of laughter. Cracking a smile, I lock eyes with him and see the man I fell in love with. Under all the drama we have in our lives, all the sadness and heartbreak, we still have each other. I love him.


    “Well… I mean you didn’t really give me a choice when you stole my heart, huh?” I smile, raising an eyebrow at him.


    “So, that’s a yes?” he asks, grinning and still holding my beautiful ring.


    “Absolutely,” I whisper.


    “Then, I do believe…” he starts, pulling the ring from the slot it was resting in. “This is for you.”


    The ring slides on with ease. A perfect fit.


    Just like us.


    Kissing me gently, he seals the night in the most perfect way possible. I’m not sure how he was able to orchestrate all of this, and I don’t know if I want to know. I’d rather keep it all a secret, and not kill the romance of it. I don’t care how he did it. I just love that he did… and he did it in the most romantic way I could have thought of. In the first place he ever laid eyes on me, showing me that trust is a huge thing in a relationship. We trust each other, and that matters the world to me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Fade to Black


    I’ve been doing this for a week already, but waking up next to my fiancé is something I’ll never get used to. However, his rock hard body and morning wood are something I can definitely learn to live with. Each morning since he proposed, I’ve made sure to start the day off right. His body must be getting used to this, because he’s rock hard and still fast asleep. Grinning to myself, I snake my body under the covers and take him in my mouth, slowly, all the way back. Hearing his moans makes me wet immediately, and it’s only a few pumps before he’s fully awake and cursing, hand on my head over the covers.


    “Fuck, baby,” he moans as I swallow him. I love pleasing him, and surprising him like this in the morning is the absolute best. “God, Gabby, I’m gonna come,” he groans.


    Pumping harder and faster, he tenses and I suck as hard as I can as his orgasm explodes in my mouth. Making sure I swallow every last drop, he’s practically pushing me off of him with laughter by the time I’m done playing with him.


    “Damnit, woman,” he grunts, pulling me up to kiss him. “I could get used to waking up like that.” He slams his lips to mine and kisses me. “I’m gonna be late to work,” he whispers between kisses. “But I don’t fucking care.”


    Flipping me over, he takes his time kissing down my body. When he comes to my belly button I can’t help but laugh when he starts licking around it, the dips his tongue in. Fuck, that’s hot.


    Making his way lower and lower, he takes his time getting to my core, now soaking wet with need. Slipping his fingers in with ease, I moan as he takes my clit in his mouth and starts nibbling on it.


    “Oh, fuck,” I gasp as one of his fingers travels south to my ass and slips in. “Shit shit shit,” I murmur over and over as he starts playing me.


    “Like that?” he asks between licks of my clit. He starts biting my inner thigh as his fingers twist up and I lose it.


    “Shit, yes,” I pant as he gently pulls it out and pushes it back in. “Fuck, Benton, don’t stop.” I gasp when his teeth come around my tight nub, sending waves of pleasure through my entire body.


    “One day, I’ll have this fucking ass, baby,” he growls, licking and groaning. Shit, that’s so fucking hot. Goddamnit, this man.


    “FUCK!” I scream, bowing my back off the bed. The minute he notices my orgasm starting to rip through me, he pulls his finger out of my ass which sends off another wave of pleasure through my body. “Holy shit,” I groan, coming down from the intense orgasm. “Fuck me,” I gasp. Shit.


    “I’d love to, but now I’m really going to be late for work,” he stands and winks at me and my vagina is automatically ready for him again. How can one wink do that to me?!


    “Fine,” I huff. “Tonight… I’m holding you to it.”


    “Oh, you’ll be holding something tonight… that’s for sure.” Grinning, he slips into the bathroom right as I throw the pillow at him.


    Jesus, I love that man.


    By afternoon, Hannah and I have run all over the city to change addresses, fill out paperwork, and get things finalized with my move to Benton’s. He keeps telling me to call it home, but until everything of mine is where it should be, and I’m no longer living out of a box, it won’t seem like my home.


    Hannah’s crying and I’m trying to get her and the groceries in and out of the hallway before someone on the floor gets pissed that we’re making so much noise. Apparently, these walls are paper-thin… or so says our neighbor whose bedroom backs up to our bathroom.


    Grinning, I remember that morning in the shower all too well. He’s so attentive and loving. His hands take what they want and give what I deserve and then some. He’s the best I’ve ever been with, and will ever be with. I still can’t believe this ring, but he’s convinced he wasn’t going to buy anything less.


    I guess it’s time for me to start planning the wedding… my wedding! Holy shit, I’m getting married!


    “Hannah!” I squeal when it all clicks. “Oh, how awesome! You can get a little dress, and, oh my gosh, this is so awesome!” We dance around the kitchen, momentarily forgetting the groceries waiting on us.


    How’d it take me this long for it all to click? Maybe because I took the weekend off from worrying about shit to focus on my best friend’s wedding that was just absolutely perfect. I’ve never cried at weddings, but I definitely did at this one. She was so beautiful, and Adam just looked beside himself with joy. It makes me proud to know that Benton and I had a hand in getting those two stubborn assholes together.


    “Alright, pea. I’ve got to get these put away before it all goes bad.” I put her in the bouncer on the kitchen floor and start humming a song to her when there’s a knock on the door. Glancing at the clock, I know Benton should be home any time now, but he never knocks.


    Maybe he left his keys at home today, or has his hands full with something.


    Swinging open the door, I see a face I haven’t seen in years and one word screams over and over in my head: RUN.


    “Gabrielle,” my mother grins. “How’s your life treating you?” Slyly, she pushes her way into the foyer, and I have half a mind to punch her out. I can’t let her see Hannah, so I back my way to the kitchen opening, trying to block her from my mother’s view.


    “You don’t have to hide anything from me. I know all about sweet Hannah, and Benton… I know it all. The happy life you’re trying to live when you deserve none of it.” She pulls something out from her back, and I immediately tense.


    She’s got a fucking gun. A GUN!


    “You know, I should’ve done this a long time ago,” she mumbles. “You need to be reminded why you don’t deserve shit like this.” She shakes her head then raises the gun and shoots.


    Just like that.


    “No!” I yell, lunging for Hannah.


    Hearing a gunshot on TV is one thing. Hearing it such a close range is a whole different thing. The pain in my ears makes my vision blurry. I see a figure in the doorway… the woman that fired the shot.


    Then I see another figure in the doorway, immediately pummeling my mom to the ground. Oh God, I never knew close range shots could make your vision blur and your entire body hurt. I hear Hannah crying, and immediately turn to her, seeing a speck of red on her shirt.


    “Shit,” I try to whisper, but it all comes out muddled. Too muddled. I feel… drunk? I try to turn and look at the woman standing in my doorway, but I can’t see anything.


    That’s when everything fades to black.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    All over again


    “Benton! Stop!” I hear Adam’s voice behind me, but I don’t slow down. Not even bothering with the elevator, I take the steps two at a time. As soon as I get to my floor, I hear the gunshot.


    FUCK!!


    “NO!” I scream, bursting through the door and plowing down the hallways to my door. Wide open.


    The figure in the doorway looks menacing, and is still holding the gun out. Logic completely turns off and I take her down. The fucking bitch ruined my Gabby’s life. I hear another shot as I take her down, but my switch has been flipped, and I’m in attack mode. Nobody comes into my home and tries taking the only thing I love from me.


    Nobody.


    “Mother FUCKER,” I scream, plowing into her face until all I see is red. This bitch called me a half hour ago telling me what she was going to do. Fucking crazy cunt, knowing full well I was far away from home. She’s good as dead when my fist gets done with her.


    Son of a bitch!


    “Benton!” Adam yells from the hallway. I don’t stop. I can’t stop.


    Jesus Christ, hitting something feels fantastic.


    “Fuck, B!” Adam screams, hopping over me into the apartment. I throw a few good punches, though I’m fairly certain she’s good as dead since it’s been a few hits since she stopped moving. Standing, I spit on her lifeless body, and look where Adam ran to, immediately falling to my knees.


    Oh, shit.


    “Oh, fuck… no. No, baby, no,” I cry, feeling the bile rise. Fuck!


    “Benton, get the fuck over here!” he yells back at me, lifting her body and trying to find a pulse.


    I can’t move, though. I can’t… I can’t.


    “Fuck, B! Get your goddamned phone out, and call 911! She’s got a fucking pulse, but it’s weak,” he says, cradling Gabby’s bloody body on his lap.


    “Oh my god,” I whisper, managing to crawl over to her. I hear Adam curse and see him pull his phone from his pocket, but she’s so pale. She’s… she’s grey.


    Oh fuck fuck fuck no.


    I hear Hannah crying and see her in her bouncer, right around the corner, Gabby’s blood splattering her clothes.


    No…. no no this can’t be happening.


    “Gabby,” I cry, laying myself on top of her. “Oh fuck, no baby.” My hands are shaking as I take her body in my arms. There’s no movement from here, and only a very light breath coming from her nose. Shit! I can’t lose her. I can’t lose her!


    “Fuck!” I scream as Adam tries finding her wound. God, there’s so much blood.


    I cry harder than I cried when I lost Carly. I cry harder than when my mom died. Jesus, why do I keep losing the people I love? Adam picks up Hannah and tries to calm her, but I don’t leave Gabby’s side. There’s two holes where she was shot, so I apply pressure as best as I can but she’s not responding at all. No moaning, no movement… nothing. Fuck!


    I cry for Gabby and her life she’s going to miss. I cry for Hannah. I cry for every fucked up thing that has made my world so terribly depressing. When the paramedics come in, they have to physically pull me off of her to get to her.


    I’m numb. When they wheel her out, Adam stays with Hannah so I can ride with Gabby. There’s beeping in the ambulance, but that doesn’t mean she’s alive. She’s so cold.


    “She’s cold,” I mutter, taking her hand in mine. Is this the last time I’ll hold her hand? Oh, fuck. Shit!


    “Here,” one of the paramedics in the front seat hands me back a blue blanket, and I drape it over the lower part of her body as the other men and women in the ambulance with me work on her to keep her alive.


    Staring numbly, I watch them applying pressure to the bullet holes, checking machines, cutting clothes. I barely remember them taking her from me when we make it to the hospital… I can’t move. I can’t do this all over again.


    The driver tells me where I can wait for her, so I numbly walk and sit in a room filled with other people. I think I’m going to pass out.


    I can’t do this again.


    Closing my eyes, I block out every noise and moment in the room. I’m not here. I’m not waiting in a hospital room, sitting here while someone I love is being worked on. I’m not doing this for the third time in a fucking year.


    This can’t be real.


    I’m not sure how long it’s been. I don’t know what time we left the house, what time we got here. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead.


    She can’t be dead. I’ve gone from sad, to numb, to pissed since I’ve been sitting here. Pissed at the world because it apparently hates me.


    “Hey, man,” I hear Adam say, sitting down next to me.


    “Where’s my daughter?” I mumble, wondering why the last time I saw him he was going to stay with her, now he’s here with me, and she’s nowhere in sight.


    “Annaliese has her. You shouldn’t be here alone, B.”


    “I’m fine. Your time is precious, Mr. Chicago. Don’t waste it on me.”


    “I’m not taking offense by that because I know you’re hurting,” he says. “I’m also not going anywhere. Get used to it.”


    He leans back in his seat, and puts his hands behind his head, making himself comfortable for the long haul.


    Hours pass and we still haven’t heard anything. It shouldn’t be taking this long, right? We should have heard something by now.


    “Mr. James?” A nurse says from the doors to the surgery doors.


    It’s not a doctor. She doesn’t look sad… that’s a good sign, right? Adam stands and pats my back, reminding me that he’s still here for me. Even if we haven’t talked since he got here.


    I can’t. I don’t know what to talk about, and I definitely don’t want to relive the phone call I got. We were just getting ready to leave work when it came through. The minute I head the scratchy voice on the other end of the phone, I knew it wasn’t going to be anything good. When she told me, “I hope you kissed her goodbye this morning. It’ll be the last kiss you’ll ever have on her warm lips”, I lost it. Adam came running after me and we made it to my place in record time… but I wasn’t fast enough.


    “If you want to sign a few things for us, Mr. James, you’ll be able to come see the doctor. Without you two being married, it’s a little different, but she has no next of kin and she’s so groggy that we’re taking your word on being her fiancé.” She looks over at Adam and shrugs. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to stay out here, Mr. Callahan.”


    He chuckles and smiles. “First time I’ve ever been turned down.”


    “Get used to it,” I grumble as I start to fill out the mounds of paperwork.


    By the time I’m done, I’m shaking with nerves while I wait for someone to take me to her. She’s alive, and that’s all that matters.


    “Mr. James, this way please,” the nurse from before says from the doorway. Walking behind her, she stops at an office first. There’s a young doctor in a white coat going over some files. When the nurse announces who I am, he stops and looks sadly at me.


    Fuck.


    “Hey, Benton,” he says. “Have a seat, please.” He motions to a chair in his office, and I look at the nurse.


    I thought I was going to see my girl?


    “Come on, it’ll be fast. I’ve been on my feet for a long time. Just need a break,” he says, sitting in his chair.


    “Benton, Gabby went through a lot today. One bullet hit a rib and splintered out, piercing vital organs. We’ve repaired them, but, in order to get to a few of the pieces, we had to cut her open in a few spots. She also had a shot in the shoulder that went all the way through, but hit a few nerves on its route. Unfortunately, repairing those won’t be so easy. There’s a surgery scheduled for the morning to attempt to mend some of the pieces. Her body couldn’t take much more today… she already lost so much blood before she got here.” He sighs and rakes his hands through his hair. Watching him, I see how exhausted he is. He was probably the doctor that worked on her, and he looks that wore out. Fuck. “She’ll have to undergo a lot of physical therapy and, even with that, she might not ever have full function of her arm. She’s going to be sore, angry, and probably more depressed than she already was.”


    I narrow my eyes at him and he chuckles.


    “She’s in our system through Dr. Travers. I’m able to see all of her medical records. That’s why I called you in here. I need you to do something for me.”


    “Anything,” I whisper. “I love her. I’ll do anything to help her.”


    “Good… she’s going to need you. She’s going to need patience. She’s going to need help… but she’s going to need you to trust her.”


    “I do trust-”


    “Not like that. She’s going to need you to trust in her. Trust that she’s going to make it through this. When someone with PTSD goes through another horribly tragic event like this, it can set back their recovery and sometimes wipe all progress clear to the point of starting over.”


    Oh.


    “I will be there for her.” I grind, feeling the knot in my throat tighten again.


    “Good… because, if you can’t promise me you’ll be there for her through everything and not get mad because she’s not the girl you fell in love with… you need to leave now.” He nods at the door and glares at me.


    He’s fucking serious!


    “I’m not leaving her,” I growl. “I need to see her,” I say, standing and walking to the door. “You can either show me, or I’ll find my on way.”


    With my hand on the doorknob, he chuckles and stands to take me to my girl.


    My Gabby.


    Walking into her room, I see her like I’ve never seen her before.


    Blank.


    She’s awake. Laying in the hospital bed, her eyes open but not moving, she doesn’t respond to me entering the room. There are tubes all over her and machines beeping, but she’s not my Gabby. She looks the same, but there’s a look in her eyes that has me freaked out.


    She’s blank.


    The doctor gives me a look of warning before he leaves me be alone with her.


    “Hey,” I whisper, walking to her side and taking her hand in mine. Before I can pull it to my mouth to kiss her, she pulls it away and looks out the window across the room.


    Fuck.


    I sigh and pull up a chair.


    “Gabby,” I whisper. “I know you might not want me here, but I don’t care. I love you and I’m here.”


    She doesn’t respond, which scares me.


    I need my girl back.


    And I’m not leaving her side until she’s my Gabby again.


    We sit in silence for I don’t know how long. Thankful Annaliese is confident with Hannah, I don’t move a muscle, just waiting for Gabby to talk to me.


    When the sun starts to rise I finally feel my eyes getting heavy. Refusing to leave her side, I lay my head back in the chair and drift off to sleep, remembering back when things were less complicated.


    ***


    “What’s that?” Gabby asks, tracing the scar on my back.


    “I got that in my first fight. I wasn’t trained well… and I wasn’t aware that some of the men out there were as ruthless as they were.” I sigh, not really wanting to relive that injury.


    “What happened?” she whispers, laying gentle kisses on it. Jesus, if we’re just fucking around, this is walking dangerously close to romantic feelings and shit. I didn’t think she wanted that?


    “I wasn’t watching him… apparently, neither were the refs. He pulled a knife and I went down.” I roll to my back so she can’t see it anymore and brush the hair from her face. “I don’t like to talk about my scars,” I whisper.


    “Me either,” she whispers back, bringing her fingers to my jawline.


    “Your bod is fucking pristine,” I growl, pulling her on top of me. She laughs and rolls her eyes.


    “If you only knew,” she says, right before she kisses me and reaches down to rub my dick like she’s ravaged for it, even though we just got done having sex for the third time tonight about a half hour ago.


    Damn, this woman will be the end of me.


    ***


    “Hey,” her raspy voice wakes me from my light nap. I’ve been sleeping like shit these last few days so any chance I get now my eyes seem to close on their own accord.


    “Hey!” I say, shooting up in my seat. Jesus, I need to calm down. She was just shot; I need to chill. I just… I need her. “How are you?” I reach for her again and, when my hand connects with hers, she just stares at it. Blankly. I sigh, not knowing what to say to her.


    I’m sorry I wasn’t there to save you?


    Thank you for jumping in front of the bullet that was headed for my girl?


    I love you so much it literally hurts me knowing that you’re hurt and I can’t do anything about it?


    “Water,” she rasps, trying to reach for her cup. It’s full of ice, so I give her a few chips and watch her close her eyes as she gently chews on it. When she’s done, she takes a ragged breath and opens her eyes, glancing down at her bandaged body. “More permanent reminders,” she whispers, shaking her head and laying it gently back on the pillow.


    “More?” I whisper, watching her as she shuts down again.


    It’s been days of her not talking to me. I’ve been sitting here just waiting. Waiting for the sparkle in her eyes to come back to normal. Waiting to hear her tell me she loves me. Waiting for something that has never came. Each day that passes, I fear it never will come.


    “More.” She whispers, opening her eyes and gently lifting her head. “The eyes,” she manages. I know her voice is still scratchy and dry, but I’m not sure what she’s getting at.


    “Eyes?” I hate to make her talk, but I don’t understand what her eyes have to do with permanent scars.


    She smiles sadly and nods. Clearing her throat and taking another ice cube, she takes a breath and watches me as she tells me, in detail, what happened the night twelve years ago.


    “When the car hit the tractor, the airbags all went off. I had on glasses at the time. A shard of glass got impaled in my eye… I didn’t have insurance, and didn’t get it checked out. It got infected... there were all kinds of complications.” She shrugs and looks out the window. “I’m losing sight in it. It gets worse as the years go on. I’m sure that, in a few more years, I’ll be completely blind in it.”


    Blind?


    “Jesus,” I say, sighing. “Gabby, I’m sorry, but I don’t see you as that person with a bad eye… or someone with scars. I see you as my Gabby. The woman who loves my daughter. I see you as the woman who makes me so goddamned hard every time she walks into the room.”


    She grins and my heart warms. She hasn’t grinned for me in days. I’m actually getting somewhere.


    At least, I thought I was. Until she starts playing with her ring. The look on her face tells me exactly what she’s going to say before she even says it, and my heart immediately starts to crack.


    “B… I can’t do this,” she whispers. “I’m sorry.”


    Slipping off the ring, she hands it back to me, and it’s all I can do not to scream at her, but the doctor’s words ring in my head.


    Be patient with her.


    “Gabby, please don’t do this.”


    “Can you please go? I’m tired,” she says, pushing the button on the side of her bed.


    Fuck!


    “Yes, ma’am… Can we get you something?” The nurse’s voice rings through the small speaker on the side of her bed.


    “I’m tired. Can you please make sure no guests for a while?” she says with her eyes closed. “My guest will be checking out shortly.”


    I sigh and shake my head. Standing to leave, I make it to the door before I turn back to look at her. She’s my Gabby. I’m not giving up, and I’m not letting her push me away.


    She needs me, but I need her more.


    “I love you, Gabby,” I whisper, watching her take a deep breath after the words leave my mouth.


    She’s listening. She knows. She’s just sad, and having a hard time. I’ll give her that, but what I won’t give her is the satisfaction that she’s hurt me. I know that’s what she’s trying to do. She’s trying to push me away, but it’s not that easy to do.


    Making it out to the waiting room, I have a few missed calls from Adam that I need to tend to before he shows up here, pissed.


    “Hey,” I say when he grunts his answer.


    “Benton. Fuck, man… you’ve put me through a shit storm today, you know that?” He sounds drained, and I suddenly feel bad for not finding help this week while I’ve been slacking at work.


    “Sorry, man. I’ll bring someone up from downstairs to fill in for me until this stuff gets sorted out.”


    “No man... not work. Work is going perfect. Take another week off,” he says chuckling. “You haven’t heard, obviously, have you?”


    “Heard what?” I growl. What other bad news is going to smack me across the face?


    “Gabby’s mom died from her injuries yesterday in the same hospital you two are at.”


    Oh, fuck.


    “Shit,” I say, sitting on a bench because I suddenly feel like I could pass out.


    Shit, I killed someone.


    “Oh my god, Adam,” I groan. “This isn’t happening. I didn’t… she wasn’t… she fucking shot Gabby!”


    I can’t go to jail. I can’t leave my baby. I can’t… oh fuck fuck fuck.


    “Relax, man. I’m having it taken care of. She has no next of kin, and no one really cares she’s dead. Plus, it was all in defense of Gabby who couldn’t defend herself.”


    “Hell,” I sigh.


    “B, dude, don’t worry about it. I’ve got this, but I just thought you should know in case Gabby finds out before you.”


    Shit.


    “Listen, I need to get moving. I have a meeting with the state department in a half hour. You’re going to be fine, Benton. I promise you. Now, go take care of your girl.”


    Hanging up without words, I don’t move.


    I can’t.


    She’s going to hate me. I’m a killer. If she didn’t want to stay with me before, now she’s going to be terrified of me.


    Fuck.


    


    

  


  
    



    Gabby


    Crazy


    One week later


    “Today’s the day!” Annaliese beams, opening the blinds of my room. “You can finally get out of this terrible place.”


    She turns and puts her hands on her hips. I can’t take her happiness. I have nothing to be happy about. I can’t take the fact that Benton hasn’t been back in my room, but I know he’s at least safe.


    I warned him. I warned him that being around me would lead to nothing good, but he wouldn’t let it happen. Then he made me go and fall in love with him, and everything was ruined in one shot.


    One shot that was meant for his daughter.


    A tear slips down my cheek as I silently cry for everything I’ve lost. I didn’t deserve it, and I knew it, but it still hurts to lose the two people I love the most. It hurts thinking that he’s going to move on without me. It hurts to think that Hannah will fall in love with another woman, and maybe even call her ‘mom’ one day.


    It hurts to know that everything I was learning to crave: love, affection, motherhood… was all ripped away from me in one moment.


    Now, I have to learn to move on again, all by myself. Without Benton, without Hannah… and without Annaliese.


    “You can head out. I’ve got this,” I say, trying to stand up from the chair I’m sitting in.


    Wincing, my free hand immediately goes to my abdomen.


    Shit that hurts.


    “Sit, bitch. You’re not pushing me away. You can’t fucking walk on your own. I’m taking you home and I’m staying with you until Benton gets there.”


    “Um…” I never told her I broke up with him. I couldn’t. She’s been here every day, but we haven’t really talked about anything. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want to be… I just want to be left alone and wither away. Living without Benton and Hannah is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.


    “What?” She stops fussing with my wheel chair long enough to look up at me.


    “I’m not going back there,” I whisper. “I broke it off with him.”


    Her eyes narrow, and she slowly stands. Hands on her hips, she pegs me with those beautiful eyes and I know I’m about to see the wrath of Annie that only comes out in dire circumstances.


    Fuck.


    “Gabrielle Adriana Rosdale. Stop being a bitch, and get in the goddamned wheelchair, so I can wheel your ass out of here and back to your fiancé who is miserable without your sorry ass.” She narrows her eyes at me, then glances at the wheelchair she finally has ready and taps her foot, waiting for me to get off the bed.


    Well, shit.


    “Wait, are you seriously pissed?” I ask, surprised that, after all these years, it looks like I’ve actually pissed off the Annaliese Ryder.


    “Yes. If you wouldn’t have been so… blah… these last few days, you wouldn’t be miserable right now. It’s fucking stupid, Gabby,” she says, sighing and sitting in the chair she just prepared for me. I raise an eyebrow at her and grin when she narrows her eyes at me.


    “You don’t get to smile right now. Just listen, bitch. Your fiancé put his life on the line for you. Everything he has could be taken away because he loves you that much. Everything,” she whispers, furrowing her eyebrows at me.


    “Excuse me?” He didn’t do shit. He’s the victim here, not me. He was the one my mom was aiming for… his little girl is his world, and if she‘d been killed, it would have killed him. What could he possibly have on the line because of this? I freed him. I let him go so he could out of this shit-storm.


    “Gabby…” Annaliese sits on the bed next to me and takes my hand. “Honey, you haven’t heard yet… and I know Benton was going to wait to tell you,” she says, then sighs and curses under her breath. “Gab, Benton beat up your mother the day you were shot. He was there… he and Adam found you. I can’t… I’m so happy we weren’t on our honeymoon yet,” she whispers. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you left me.” She sniffles and takes a deep breath, still holding onto my hand.


    “So… Benton went straight for your mom… he beat her so good she wasn’t even recognizable when the paramedics finally got to her.”


    Wow.


    I always knew he had a temper, and I know he used to fight, but I guess I never knew him to be the person to be able to beat someone to the edge of his or her life.


    Then it dawns on me what she’s trying to tell me.


    “Ann, are you telling me he killed my mother?” I whisper, not even believing that I’m having to say the words out loud. She groans and stands up, starting to pace. A reaction like this wouldn’t be this dramatic if she’s still alive. His livelihood and family and life wouldn’t be on the line if he hadn’t killed someone. “Shit,” I whisper.


    She’s gone.


    The woman who made my life a living hell. The woman I have been wishing dead since I was nine years old is finally gone. I should feel sad that my mom died… any normal person would… but, with everything she put me through, she never really was a ‘mom’. She was the devil in a pretty blue dress most days. She was the woman who made sure to put on a show that her daughter was pristine, and she was the epitome of perfect house wife on the outside, just to come home and throw her daughter down the stairs if her hair wasn’t just right.


    She was the devil, and I’m happy she’s gone.


    Strangely enough… I’m ecstatic that it was my Benton that killed her. Does that show how crazy I am? I should be scared shitless that he has it in him to kill someone, but I know he’d never hurt me. I should be worried that one day he’s going to hurt his daughter, but I know the love he has for her. I do fear for her future boyfriends, but that’s normal for any father of little girls.


    No, I’m not scared at all that he’d ever hurt me. What I am scared of is the fact that he killed someone, and he’s going to have to pay for it, right?


    “Oh God, Ann,” I gasp. “If he goes to jail… Hannah… Oh my god,” I whisper, tears starting to fall.


    “Don’t worry about that, Gabby. Adam has the best of the best on it. You know, more than anyone, how what he did was in defense for you… it’s all going to work out.”


    I’m going to be sick. Shit.


    “Ann, I need to talk to him,” I whisper. “I have to see him.”


    Standing, forgetting about the stitches on my abdomen, I wince and immediately freeze.


    “Fuck,” I hiss, pressing my free hand to my stomach. With one hand in a sling, and the other nursing a wound, moving is going to be pretty difficult.


    “Stop, crazy. I’m here to help,” Ann says, shaking her head. “And when you get home, Benton will be there to help.


    I smile gently as she helps me into my wheelchair, and we make our way down the hall. I signed all my release papers this morning, but I haven’t been in a rush to leave because I haven’t really known where I was going when I left here.


    Now I do. I just hope he takes me as I am. Broken.


    By the time we make it back to his place, I’m a mess. I want to cry and scream. I’m shaking from nerves, I’m sweating, in pain, and tired. Hot fucking mess.


    “Come on,” Ann says as we slowly make our way into the building. I’m up and walking, but so incredibly slow I’m fairly certain a turtle would be able to pass me up no problem.


    “You ready?” she asks when the elevator doors close and we start to ascend.


    “As I’ll ever be,” I say, my fingers absentmindedly going to my ring finger. I only had the ring for a very short amount of time, but I had grown so used to having it on that I feel naked without it.


    “You know he’s been back at the hospital every day since you kicked him out?” Ann says gently while watching the numbers of the elevator rise.


    “Really?” No one told me that.


    “Yea. Every evening after work, I would take Hannah back to his house and he would sit in the waiting room in case you decided you wanted to see him.”


    “Huh,” I manage. He really was there. The entire time I thought he left and didn’t look back, and he was sitting just rooms away, waiting for me. Smiling, I look over at Annaliese. “I’ve missed him so bad.”


    “I bet. You were a bitch to him, Gab.”


    “Thanks for handling me with kid gloves, jeez,” I whine as the doors open and she helps shuffle me out into the hallway.


    “Hey… look. I know you’ve been through a shit storm in your life, but you finally have something worth being happy over… someone that loves you deeply, and who will do anything for you. Someone that literally would kill for you,” she chuckles.


    “It’s not really funny… but I’m so glad I have him,” I say, smiling.


    “Good. Because we’re here, and I’m not staying. You two have shit to talk about. And I have a playdate with my niece,” she says. Opening the door, she walks me in, and I see Benton standing in the hallway with Hannah on his hip, a surprised look filling his face.


    “Oh my god, what… how…”


    “I might have lied.” Annaliese smiles slyly. “So, I’m taking this tiny one to the park, and you two are going to figure this out.”


    Without any more words, Annaliese grabs Hannah’s diaper bag and stroller and has her out the door in mere minutes after arriving, leaving Benton and I starting at each other in his hallway.


    “I uh… I thought you knew.”


    “No. I mean…. She told me you weren’t getting out until tomorrow. I thought you were sleeping in her spare room,” he says, sounding hurt and confused.


    “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I can go-”


    “NO!” he blurts. “I want you here. So bad, Gabby… come on, can you walk?”


    “No, Annaliese carried me in,” I say, grinning. He finally cracks one himself and I start laughing. “Yes, I can walk with a little help. You mind?”


    “Yeah… absolutely.” He takes my arm and helps me move down the hallway to the couch. I feel so awkward with him, but I don’t want to. I want to feel normal with him, I want to be able to feel comfortable around him, but I feel so bad for pushing him away and I have to apologize. I take a breath to speak… to get out everything that I need to tell him.


    To apologize.


    Before I’m able to say anything, though, he starts in with a worried tone to his voice.


    Something’s off with him, and I know what it is.


    “Listen, Gab,” he sighs. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but just because you pushed me out of your hospital room doesn’t mean you pushed me out of your life. If that’s what you were trying to do, you’re going to have to try a whole hell of a lot harder than that… and even then I’m not certain you’ll be able to ever get rid of me. I don’t know what’s going on in your mind, but I’m here. I’m giving you your space, but I’m not gone.” He sighs and curses. “But, before you say anything,” he blurts. “I have to tell you something that might change the way you think about me. It’s nothing I planned, it’s nothing I’m proud of… but I can’t change it.” He’s going to tell me about my mom, but seeing the sadness coursing through him, I can see he’s actually having a worse time with the news than I am.


    “Benton, I know what you’re going to tell me,” I say smiling. Resting my good hand on his cheek, I shake my head. “I’m not worried about it. I know you didn’t mean to… I know it was an accident… I also know that you love me and you’d never hurt me. Ever. I know this. I also know I love you more now than I ever did before, and I didn’t even know that was possible. What you did? You cleared my slate. Wiped it clean. Something in me snapped when I heard the news about her. Something in my brain clicked back on… and now all I can think is how big of an asshole I was to you.”


    A smile breaks his tense features, and I’m finally starting to feel right again, but I’m not done with what I have to tell him. This is important to me. This is something that I was never given when I was younger.


    “I’m sorry, Benton,” I whisper, feeling the knot in my throat grow.


    “Gab, no,” he says, taking my face in his hands.


    “No, I have to. I wasn’t in my right mind, and I thought that pushing you away from me would keep you safe. I’m so sorry I did that. You’re my world, and I can’t function without you.” I’m rambling but I can’t stop. I didn’t realize how badly I missed him until I was told I would be discharged… and I didn’t know where to go. I don’t care that I sound desperate or that I’m bawling my eyes out. I don’t care that I’m probably coming off as weak. I’d be all over him, begging for his forgiveness, if it wouldn’t be for the stitches in my side not letting me move without pain.


    “I love you, Benton. I do… and I screwed up when I made you leave. When Annie told me you were at the hospital every day, I realized just how much I ruined,” I whisper through the tears.


    “Oh god, Gabby, no… No, baby, that’s not… I’m not… Baby, you didn’t ruin anything.” Gently he takes my face in his hands and leans in to kiss me, thumbing away the tears. “Gabby, I told you I’m not going anywhere, and I meant it. I’m so in love with you it hurts physically when I have to think about a world without you.”


    He stands and walks across the room. As he walks, I notice the small things about him that I fell in love with. The muscles under the t-shirt that I can tell are tense right now, the hair I love to run my fingers through, the strong jawline that currently is harboring a few days of beard growth. All of it making my libido roar back to life as if I never were shot. Unfortunately, my current condition won’t let me act on it. Damn, this is going to be a long six weeks.


    “When you pushed me out of that hospital room was the day I heard about what happened to your mom. It was one of the worst days I’ve had this last year… and it’s been a rough year as you know.” He chuckles lightly. “But, Gabby, I knew you were hurting and I knew I just needed to give you space so I did. Granted, I still came up there every night just in case you decided you wanted me… but I couldn’t stay away, Gab.”


    He walks back to the couch and sits back next to me, turning so he’s facing me.


    “I’d love it,” he says, opening his closed fist to reveal my ring I so stupidly handed back. “If you would put this ring back on your finger, and never hand it back to me again.” He’s grinning a stupid grin and I can’t help but laugh at his way of proposing for the second time in a month.


    “Well, when you put it that way, I can’t exactly turn it down, can I?” I laugh and hold out my finger so he can slip it on. It’s looser this time than it was when he first slid it on my finger.


    “We need to get you some food, woman,” he grunts.


    “Hey, B?” I ask as he stands up from the couch. “You know I’m not fully fixed, right? I mean… Just because I know I lost it at the hospital… I still have demons.” I know it’s dumb to have to remind him, but I don’t want him thinking that I’ve suddenly healed. She’s gone, but the memory of what happened that night will never leave me.


    He grins at me.


    “Babe, aren’t we all just a little bit crazy?” I get the famous Benton wink, and realize he knows exactly what I’m talking about.


    I’m crazy, and he loves every bit of it.


    


    

  


  
    



    Benton


    Scared


    “Goddamnit, I love you, Gabby,” I moan into her mouth, pushing my release into her. I could get used to these early mornings.


    “Fuck, Benton,” she pants, biting down in my lip. Shit, that feels good. Grinding her hips up to meet me, I feel her tense and recognize the start of her orgasm start to explode around me. “Ah, fuck!”


    She purrs and squeezes her eyes shut as her orgasm rips through her, trying her damndest to stay quiet, but it’s to no avail. I chuckle when she starts moaning louder as I pull out and taste myself on her while she rides out her release on my face.


    Jesus, she tastes so fucking good, and I get to taste this every damn day for the rest of my life.


    Crawling back up her body, she kisses me deeply, licking her taste off my tongue. Fuck, that’s hot.


    “Mmm, baby,” I growl when she starts biting my neck. “Fuck, Gab. I gotta get moving.”


    Her lips leave my neck and turn to a pout as I pull away from her and stand straight. Grinning down at the beautiful sight, I still can’t believe she’s all mine. I don’t know how we’ve made it through everything in one piece, but we’re stronger for it. The two of us, and Hannah, can get through anything, as long as we’re together.


    “I’m gonna hop in the shower,” I say, then wink at her and hear her groan as I walk away. Chuckling to myself, I close the bathroom door and start the shower water. While I’m waiting for it to warm up, I look at myself in the mirror.


    A Killer.


    I know that’s not what she sees when she looks at me, but when I look at myself that’s all I can think.


    I’ve killed someone. A month ago, I beat someone so badly they died from their injuries… and that person was my fiancé’s mom.


    There’s so much messed up shit about that, but I can’t talk to Gabby about it without a fight and I don’t really think I should tell Dr. Travers because he’s liable to turn me in. I mean, it’s not like they don’t know who did it, but no one’s come after me yet. Maybe it’s because Adam is the most powerful man in the city of Chicago and he’s had his hands in this, orchestrating it all, but I haven’t heard a thing from the police or anything. It’s strange, really, knowing that I was the cause of someone’s death, but I’m not being penalized for it at all.


    Shaking off the imminent feeling of dread that follows me around, I hop in the shower to quickly clean off before getting dressed for the day. We have a new potential client today at the agency, and Adam is putting me in charge of it.


    By the time I get to the kitchen, Gabby’s already dancing with Hannah on her hip while she makes us breakfast. I take a moment to snap another picture of them before she notices that I’m here and grin when Hannah starts wiggling with Gabby to part of the song. Good God, this sight… I still can’t believe how sexy it is watching Gabby interact with Hannah. I really want her to adopt Hannah as her own, and I’m sure, once we’re married, she won’t freak out when I ask her… but I hate fucking waiting.


    “Hey you,” I say, kissing the side of her head and taking Hannah from her arms to get some snuggles in before work. “So, I was thinking tonight we could take Hannah to my dad’s. Maybe bring some cards and let her play there for a bit while we visit?” I haven’t fully told my dad everything that happened, and I’m not sure if I will, but it’s time we visit him again.


    “Sounds good, babe.” She sets an omelet in front of me and grins as she takes a bite for herself. I can’t even act upset because she’s so damn cute sipping her coffee like she didn’t do anything. “We’re heading out to run some errands today, you need anything?”


    “Yeah actually, Can you-” I’m cut off by a knocking at the door.


    Strange. It’s eight in the morning… who would be here at this time?


    “I got it,” she says as she walks towards the door, shaking her ass for me as she leaves the room. I grunt and shake my head. Damn vixen is gonna keep me hard all damn day for her.


    I hear the door open, and think nothing of the silence or time it’s taking her until she walks back into the room. Pale.


    “What is it?” I ask, shooting up from my chair.


    Then, I notice the men following her. Fuck.


    “Mr. James.” The dark haired man nods at Gabby and me. “Officer Jones from the Chicago PD. We’re going to need you to come with us,” he says, calmly watching me. Probably because he knows of my anger. Probably because he’s ready to protect himself.


    Or maybe because he can tell my heart is about to beat out of my motherfucking chest and land right here at the damn table.


    Fuck. This is it.


    “What? Why?!” Gabby demands from behind them. It’s funny, really, seeing how small and feisty she is even next to these two grown men.


    “Mr. James is wanted for murder, Ms. Rosdale. We’re going to need to take him in to discuss some things.” He points his glare at her, and her eyes go wide.


    “Fuck,” she mutters, picking up Hannah. I see the panic in her face and I pray to God she’s up on her meds, because I’m about to leave my daughter with her in a very tense situation. Fuck, this sucks.


    I want to vomit. I knew this was coming. Just as I start to think I have a perfect life set up here with Gabby and Hannah, it all gets ripped out from under me.


    “Okay,” I sigh, standing up and kissing Hannah and Gabby goodbye.


    Fuck, this sucks.


    “I’m calling Adam,” Gabby says as the men walk me out the door and straight for the elevator. They don’t fuck around… which I guess is a good thing to say about our fine city’s law enforcement, but it still sucks that they are pushing me through and not letting me really say anything to Gabby.


    Shit!


    By the time we make it to the station, I’m boiling with rage. I need to contain it because I’ve seen what it can do… but I just need to get out of this damned car. I need fresh air. Fuck, are they going to lock me up in a cell?! Oh shit, I can’t have that! I’m in my fucking suit… I have a motherfucking meeting this morning!


    “Come on,” the short, pudgy one says, pulling me out of the back of the cop car. They handcuffed me right before we got out of the elevator and haven’t taken them off since. I growl as they make sure to be extra rough with me, for what reason I don’t know since I’ve given them no reason to think I’m dangerous.


    Oh, right… I’m a murderer.


    “In there,” the tall one nods to the right where I see a closed door. I raise my eyebrows at him and cock my head. My mother fucking hands are behind my back, dimwit.


    He chuckles and instead of opening the door for me, he unlocks my hands and sets me free to open it myself.


    What the hell? I didn’t think they were supposed to do that.


    “Go on in. The DA is waiting for you.” He chuckles and watches me walk to the room before walking away.


    Slowly, unsure of what lies on the other side of the door, I slowly open it and am greeted with a very smug, laughing face of the one and only Mr. Chicago. Letting out a breath, I smile and chuckle at him then notice the man he’s sitting next to.


    “Holy shit,” I mutter, staring at someone I thought I’d never see again. “What the fuck?”


    “So, you remember Colton?” Adam beams from across the table.


    Colton Crawford: the most ruthless man, aside from Adam, that I’ve ever met. I went to college with him. He tried taking Carly away from me at one point… tried breaking us up. I haven’t liked him since. What the fuck is he doing here?

    “Yeah,” I say, dumbfounded.


    “Nice to see you, Benton,” he says, smiling. “I wish it were under different circumstances.” He chuckles, and I notice Adam shake his head.


    “We’ve got a meeting, Colton… Can we get on with this?” Adam clears his throat and adjusts his suit, sitting up a little straighter and glaring at Colton.


    What the fuck is going on!?


    “Right… so Benton,” he starts. “You beat up Mrs. Rosdale in defense of your fiancé… Is this correct?” He pins me with his glare and I feel my palms getting sweaty.


    “Yes,” I say.


    “And you were defending her why?” He readies his pen, and watches me as I narrow my eyes at him.


    “She had a gun in my home. She had already shot my fiancé once and was ready to shoot again. My child was in the room and, at the time, I wasn’t aware who had been shot… I was defending the people I love from a crazy-“


    “That’s good. Adam, we have all we need. Benton,” he says, standing. “Your defense of Gabby and Hannah is all I needed to hear. Homicide in defense of someone in the state of Illinois is termed ‘justifiable homicide’ and is not illegal. You did what you had to do to save lives. I truly believe you didn’t beat her with the thought of killing her.” He pauses and narrows his eyes at me. “So, for those reasons, we’re clearing your papers and you’re good to go to work. Oh… and I really am sorry about everything it seems you’ve been through lately, Benton.” He smiles and holds his hand out to shake mine as I fumble with words to respond. Instead of speaking, I shake his hand and thank him, watching in confusion as he walks out of the room.


    “Damn,” Adam chuckles after Colton leaves the room. “He said you weren’t going to like him, but that was just cold, dude. You just literally got away with murder,” he says, laughing.


    “It was self-defense,” I growl. “Why the hell… how the hell… what the fuck just happened? Why was I brought in like a criminal just to be set free?”


    “Oh, that? He thought it’d be funny,” he says, chuckling. “Don’t worry, dude. Gabby called… she knows it’s all good and they are fine. They’ll be waiting for you at home tonight.”


    “Fuck,” I say, shaking my head. “So, that’s it?”


    “That’s the perks of being bro’s with the most powerful man in Chicago.” He chuckles. “That, and the fact that you didn’t do anything illegal, man.”


    “Yeah,” I mutter as we walk out to the car. “Doesn’t feel right still, though.”


    “Yeah… we all have things like that. Things that’ll eat at us if we let it. Just don’t let it. Come on… we have money to give people.” He slaps me on the back as I get in the passenger seat of his car.


    That’s the damn truth.


    The trick is… just don’t let it eat at us…


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Epilogue


    Happily Ever After Does Happen


    “Shh!” I hear Annaliese say from the other side of the door.


    It’s wedding day, and, after only six months of planning, we’ve finally made it here. The day we become ‘us’. A family. One entity.


    These last few months have been touch and go with panic attacks, flash backs, and physical therapy. Benton’s been seeing Dr. T more… I think he’s having a hard time accepting the fact that he got off scot free for killing someone, but she was going to kill me if he didn’t step in. She had a fully loaded gun! I’m happy he’s free, and can finally start moving forward with his life. I have Adam to thank for that because, without him, we wouldn’t have gotten such a fantastic attorney. It’s been amazing being able to live without the fear of her finding me… and without the fear that Benton is going to get taken away from me.


    He did nothing but protect me. That’s how I see it.


    I’ve been in physical therapy a few days a week for the past few months. It’s been rough going, but I’m starting to regain a good amount of movement in my arm. The other wounds from that night are all healed, but I’ll forever have the scars to remind me how much evil there is in this world.


    Benton knows I’m not good with crowds so we planned a courthouse marriage with a small get together afterwards at our new place just outside of Chicago. We moved last month after searching for what seemed like forever to start over together. We both had a hard time living in his apartment after what happened there. He’s been the best groom a girl could ask for, really. Especially when you take into account my situation.


    “It’s go time,” I hear Ann’s voice from the door. Smiling, I walk out into the small foyer of the old courthouse and smile at my groom. We went with grey suits and crisp white shirts, which couldn’t look any better on a man than it does on my Benton. The black and white chucks finish the outfit out perfectly. Neither of us wanted a stuffy wedding. We didn’t want to feel uncomfortable all day and we definitely didn’t want to spend an arm and a leg for a day that only lasts 24 hours.


    “You look beautiful,” he whispers in my ear once I make it to him.


    I’m wearing an off white lace dress that falls right at my knees with cap sleeves that I paired with turquoise pumps. Annaliese helped me find a matching outfit for Hannah so the two of us can match today.


    “Mama!” Hannah exclaims from Adam’s arms, and my heart warms as I see the love on Benton’s face from her words. Love towards his little girl and me. Benton asked me last week if I’d like to adopt Hannah as my own, and I still get choked up thinking about it. He was so sweet, the way he asked. Just thinking about it puts tears in my eyes. I love them so much.


    A daughter. I’m going to have a daughter after today.


    I take her from Adam and set her on her feet, letting her walk into the room with us where we will officially be man and wife. It’s so surreal, and though most girls don’t envision this as the perfect wedding, I couldn’t be happier.


    “You ready for this?” he asks as our names are called.


    “Crazy ready,” I say, grinning.


    He chuckles and holds my hand in his as we walk up to start the rest of our lives.


    Together.


    Sometimes life can be crazy, but when you find that one person that makes you better, the crazy doesn’t seem so bad. Benton is my one. My one that makes everything okay. My one that makes my world spin. Neither of us are perfect, but together we can conquer anything.


    I may be a little crazy, but aren’t we all?


    


    


    THE END


    


    


    

  


  
    



    Other works by M. Dauphin


    


    Just Go (Adam and Annaliese’s Story): http://amzn.to/1PxQUXD


    


    Devastatingly Beautiful Series: http://amzn.to/1DvxfCc


    Fight Series


    Fight 1: http://amzn.to/1Gf0zIi


    Fight 2: http://amzn.to/1DY1cYc


    


    Fight 3: http://amzn.to/1FjYIFV


    


    Co-Authored with H.Q. Frost


    For3ver- http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00TC1JYA0


    BANG: http://goo.gl/8LOsFG


    


    


    Also in:


    Once: A Collection of Sinfully Sexy and Twisted Tales (Anthology): http://amzn.to/1SD57Bz


    Suits and Shades Anthology: http://amzn.to/1MAwD26


    


    

  


  
    



    


    About M. Dauphin


    M. Dauphin is a mom, wife, sister, daughter, granddaughter, best-daughter-in-law-EVER, and when all else slows down… a writer. She’s a stay at home mom, having an ‘early retirement’ from teaching at the ripe young age of 27, she now spends her days chasing the tiny ninjas around her house and picking up after them (or else her feet are subjected to sharp as shit Lego pains… and nobody’s got time for that).


    You should befriend her on her Facebook page. She likes meeting new people.


    www.facebook.com/authormdauphin


    


    


    


    


    WRITE A REVIEW!


    Readers, in the age of ebooks, remember that you are in control of separating the good from the bad, the wheat from the chaff.


    


    Please take a moment to go back to the site where you purchased this book and leave your opinion, however lengthy or brief, about it.


    


    Make your vote count! Your opinion will help other readers make their future purchasing decisions in regards to ebooks.
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