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Chapter 1


Aleks
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One Year Ago


She does not know, but I am watching her through the corner of my eye.  My younger brother Vlad sits next to me at the table, telling me something about this Russian model that he is obsessed with, but I am not listening.  Vlad has the attention span of a gnat.  Before I make an effort to listen to him, he is on to the next subject.  The woman I am watching is the love of my life.  Tall, blonde, legs that go on forever, eyes so blue I have to pull myself out of a trance half the time when I speak to her.  It has been like that since we met six months ago.  Yes, she is a model.  That drives Vlad nuts.  He has been trying to land a model for years.  I pick them up like candy from a baby. 

Svetlana is the longest relationship I have ever had.  I normally get in and get out and move on, especially with my lifestyle.  I have never been ready to settle, but with Sveta, I am.  Vlad laughs when I tell him that.  But then he follows my gaze, noticing that I am watching my love like she is a precious gemstone.  He speaks in spotty English, trying to conceal our conversation.  The rest of the guests at our table only speak Russian.  “Sveta…will she set me up with her sister?” Vlad asks, wiggling his eyebrows, eying the two blondes walking to the ladies’ room together.

Smirking, I say.  “You are not her type.” 

Svetlana’s sister Magdalena is not into overweight, overly-horny youngsters like Vladimir.  

“Why?” he pounds his chest playfully like an ape.  Vlad is hopelessly obese, never having seen the inside of a gym in the last ten years.  Although we were both raised to be gymnasts, I was the only sibling that took it seriously.  Vlad owns his own business, and he is a good man, but certainly not fitting for a woman of Magdalena’s calibre.  

“No matter. She is seeing someone anyhow.” I lie, cutting him some slack.  I do not have the heart to tell him the truth.

“I have not seen her with anyone.  She is not with anyone here.” He argues, looking around, as if expecting to see some tall, dark, handsome man appear and attach himself to Magdalena.  

Just as I am about to answer, one of my colleagues walks into the restaurant and recognizes me right away.  It is not difficult, seeing as we are at a table with giant metallic balloons labeled ‘Happy Birthday’ on them, floating in the air.  The half-eaten cake is in the middle of the table, and my parents are sitting on either side of it.  My mama and papa are both wearing silly hats emblazoned with ‘Happy Birthday’ on them.  They are the only married people in our part of town in Riga that share the same birthday.  As a tradition, the restauranteur always offers them a free meal, and has for as long as I can remember.  From what I understand, my parents went to high school with the owner’s father.  It would be an insult to not offer them something.

Marta, my colleague, waves at me from overhead.  She looks like she is trying to direct air traffic.  Feeling my cheeks heat, I wave back.  What is worse, is she is in her gym outfit.  Tights, a bright red spandex shirt, bright red running shoes to match, and her hair is pulled back in such a high pony tail that she is giving herself a facelift, she looks completely out of place in an establishment where we are all in dinner jackets.  

As she approaches me, I can feel Vlad sizing her up.  Elbowing him, I paste on a smile, hoping like hell that Svetlana and Magdalena do not return from the bathroom before she leaves.  Standing up, I give her a perfunctory smile.   Greeting me in English, she nods hello to everyone, and I gesture to her, explaining in Russian who she is and that I work with her.  Then she turns to me, sliding her glance down my outfit.  “You clean up nice, Aleks.” She notes with a hint of…I am not sure.  Sveta has come to meet me at work many times, so she knows that I am taken.  I am sure it is not flirting.  

“Thank you.  What brings you here?”

“I am just getting takeout.  Me and the girls from the gym are hanging out at my place tonight.”

I nod, mentally willing her to leave.  

“This is Alicija’s favorite restaurant and it was her pick for tonight.” Marta explains.  Alicija is another one of my colleagues.

Trying to look interested, I purse my lips together, just as I see Svetlana and her sister emerge from the washroom.  Marta sees her and sizes her up.  Svetlana is in a very sexy halter-style black dress with a slit up the side; something my mama did not approve of.  It was a gift from me.  Magdalena is in a blue dress, below the knee, with spaghetti straps.  Compared to Marta, both girls look like they just came off a runway.  Being an alpha female, Svetlana does not usually squander the opportunity to make another woman, especially one that I work with, feel out of place.  

“Aleks,” she addresses me, but her eyes are on Marta.  “I do not believe you invited Marta to your parent’s birthday party, did you?” there is an obvious edge in her tone.

“Relax, Sveta,” I say, placing my hand gently on her waist.  “She is just here picking something up and came over to say hello.”

Mama, who was conversing with one of my aunts, is now staring at us.  My mama, also an alpha female, does not get along with Svetlana, or any of the girls I have dated for that matter.  I can hear her cursing, gesturing in not-so-subtle ways, up and down, saying in Russian that Svetlana and her sister dress like they get paid to walk around looking like that.   But mama has it all wrong about Svetlana.  We have lasted six months, and what mama does not know is that Sveta and I are going to have a baby.  Or at least, we have been trying to.  Of course, mama would kill us both if she knew that we were trying without being married first.  Which is a cardinal rule in a Russian Orthodox family.  But the way Svetlana explained it, mama cannot argue if she is carrying her first grandchild.  

Yes, we have been talking about marriage, but Svetlana is not ready to settle down yet.  I am in love with kids; I coach them when I am not at the gym, and I would love to have my own.  Mama and papa would go nuts if I gave them their first grandchild, too.  The ring is already bought, which Svetlana does not know about.  Once she is pregnant, I will give it to her, and then she cannot say no.  Not that I believe she would if I proposed now, but I have to pace myself, just in case.  

Mama’s searing gaze is on Svetlana, and Svetlana’s got daggers in her eyes, piercing through Marta’s.  Being the mature, well-bred girl Marta is, she holds her gaze on Svetlana.  “My friends are just waiting in the car.”

“Then you should go join them.” Svetlana says.  Her tone cutting.  “It is rude of you to interrupt Aleks’s parent’s birthday party.”

A cold smile from Marta.  “On the contrary.  It would have been rude to not come over and say hello when I see a colleague.  I do have some class, Svetlana.”

Looking over at mama, I see the ghost of a smile on her face.  Unlike papa, she can speak perfect English.  That is how I learned to master it, aside from what we are taught in school.

“If you had any class, you would have dressed more appropriately.” Svetlana points out, looking Marta up and down.

“Girls, take it easy.” I say, intervening.  Vladimir is watching like he is at a ping-pong match. He is probably two seconds away from offering to go get them a vat of mud so they can fight it out.

“No, it is fine, Aleks.” Marta chuckles without a hint of mirth.

“Do not speak to him.” Svetlana chides.

“I work with him.  It is allowed.” Marta says flatly.

“Well, you are not at work now, are you?” another sizing up, “But you would not know, I suppose, in that outfit.”

Marta smiles at her too sweetly.  “You are a piece of work.” She shakes her head.  “I will see you on Monday, Aleks.” She gestures over to mama and papa and says ‘Happy Birthday’ to them in Russian out of respect.  

I know better than to say anything to her other than to give her a nod.  Svetlana and her sister are both glaring at me.  Watching Marta go back to the hostess counter, I see her receive her items.  She says something to the host and stands by the counter.  

“Remind me to smack her the next time I see her poking at you at the gym.” Svetlana murmurs under her breath, taking a seat beside me.  

“She does not poke me, we work together.  Sometimes I spot her.” I clarify.  She just rolls her eyes at me.  Displeased, mama gives me the same look that she used to give me when I was a child if I was not using proper manners at the dinner table.  The only other woman that holds precedence over me is mama, so I rise to go over to her.  

In Russian, mama says that Svetlana is a disgrace to this family.  Pursing my lips together into an apologetic smile, I kiss mama’s cheek.  As I am about to hug her politely, Marta approaches, carrying a paper take-out box.  She walks right up to mama and papa and hands them the box, explaining that it is two cupcakes for them in honor of their birthday, from her.  They both kiss her on either cheek in thanks and she reciprocates as Svetlana and Magdalena watch from a distance, with sour expressions.

When Marta walks away, she smiles at both girls, satisfied.  

Later, as Svetlana and I drive back to my place, the trip is very quiet.  The distance between us is palpable, and my knuckles are white as I grip the steering wheel.  Saying nothing, I drive home, and hope like hell that the matter will not be broached.  Two minutes from my house, just when I think it is free and clear, she starts.  

“She is trash, Aleks.” Svetlana huffs.

I say nothing, knowing I will only be digging a hole.  It is best to let her go off on her rant, let her blow off steam, and then I can apologize for what happened tonight.

“I do not like it that you work with trash.” She adds.

Never mind the trash that she works with.  The male models are never a worry, most of them are gay or so narcissistic that they consider a girl like Svetlana beneath them.  But the females are, for the most part, worse than Svetlana.  Of course, my lips are sealed, and I keep that to myself.  

“Can you not find somewhere else to work?” she barks.

“I have tenure there, Sveta.” I explain, my voice soft.  “Plus, those are my clients.  If I leave, I lose them, and I have to start from scratch.”  A pause.  “Besides, her son goes to the school, so I would see her there, too.” She is not going to suggest I quit both my jobs, is she?

Her jaw drops.  “You never told me that, Aleks.” 

I look over at her.  “What?  That she has a son, or that he goes to the gymnastics school?”

“Both!” she yells.  

“It has only been for a little while.  He is not in my class.  I figured it was not important.” Svetlana is like this with every female I work with…or talk to…thank God I do not have any sisters.

“I do not like it…I do not like it one bit.” She starts murmuring expletives in Russian, and I can feel a trickle of sweat rolling down my back, in between my shoulder blades.  As we pull up to my house, she exits the car, slamming the door in her wake.  The car tilts unnaturally to one side with the force.  Using her key to my house, she unlocks the door and enters, leaving the door open for me.  The moment I walk in, she closes it behind me, blocking me from moving. Her eyes are on me and we are nose-to-nose.  She says nothing as she pulls my suit jacket open, practically ripping it off me.

In seconds, we are like the Tazmanian Devil, as clothes are forced off, making a pile of garments on the floor of my foyer.  Svetlana claws at my naked chest with her overly long, manicured fingernails, wasting no time making marks, which pisses me off and it stings, too, but I do not say anything.  Her tongue finds its way to mine as she grasps the waistband of my underwear and tugs them down so forcefully that she rips them.  Her breathing is so heavy I can smell the wine that she had earlier.  

Reaching for her bra, I try to slow her down by pulling her close, but she pushes back, and tears it off, and then slides her underwear off.  Naked, we are still standing at the door.  My arms find her waist as I attempt to lift her. 

“No, I want to do it here.” She pants, irritated.  

“What, against the door?” I ask in disbelief.

“What is the matter, Aleks?  Are you afraid to live on the edge?” she spits back teasingly.  

“No, I just figure it might be nicer to make love in bed.  More comfortable.”  

“Well, you pissed me off tonight.” She traces a finger over my ear, and down my jawline.  “So, this is the way I want to do it.”

Shit.  “Are you sure?”

Nodding, she jumps up my body, being careful to land on my pelvis.  The door bangs as her knees make contact.  “You okay?”

“Oh, just quit being a pansy, Aleks, and take me.” she demands, finding the head of my cock by lifting her ass up and impaling herself with me.  I am barely hard enough to enter her, but she forces it in.  As I go to turn around, she stops me by putting the heel of her hand against the door from behind my neck.  “No, I want you to be against the door.”

“Fine.” I grunt, feeling pissed right off.  Svetlana likes this rough sex thing, and I play along.  It is a huge turn-on for her, so I do not argue, but I do pull away from the door.  Thank God I am a gymnast and I have enough strength to hold two full-sized human bodies in my arms if I ever had the need.  As I pump her up and down, trying to find pleasure in her rhythm, I watch her face.  After only a minute or two of friction, I can tell that she is already on the edge.  Her head is rearing back as she rides me, lifting herself up and down, using my neck as leverage.  

Just as I am starting to get there, she grunts, cries out, and I feel her insides quiver.  Fuck.  When she is done, she stops moving and kisses me tenderly.  “That was nice, baby.” She whispers.  

“Oh, yeah…you like that.” I say, my voice salacious.  I start pumping her slowly, once twice, and she gives me a look.  “What is wrong?” I ask.

“Stop.” She says, pulling herself off me.  

“What…um…Sveta, I did not finish.” I point out, but I know it is futile. We both know I did not.

She chuckles, picking her clothes up off the floor, dressing herself.  My dick is already shriveling.  “Yeah, well, like I said. You pissed me off tonight.”

“So…that is it?” I clarify.

“That is it.” she practically laughs.  My blood starts to boil, but I bite my tongue.  Her double-handled purse is on the floor, and she picks it up, missing the second handle.  The zipper is half open from when she grabbed her keys to unlock the door.  As her purse contents tumble on to the floor, I see a circular plastic container fall out. I recognize what it is because one of my female colleagues once accidentally dumped her purse out in front of everyone, and she got made fun of because of the package of birth control pills that landed right next to a tampon.  

When I see the pills, I look at her.  She tries in vain to stuff them back in her purse without me noticing.  “What the hell are those?” I ask, waiting for the lie.  

“Mints.” There it is.

“Like hell they are.” I seethe.

Her eyes dart to mine.  “Do not talk like that to me.” she barks.

“Then do not lie to me.”  I look around for my underwear and pants and put them on, suddenly feeling very aware of the fact that my balls are hanging out…in more ways than one.  

“Who do you think you are, Aleks?” she asks, her voice is as cold as ice.  

“Your boyfriend, your lover…and the last time I looked, the man who you were trying to have a baby with.” My arms cross over my chest.  She hates it when I do that, but I do it anyway.

“Well…maybe I do not want to have a baby anymore.” She points out, chuckling, like it was a huge fucking joke to begin with.

“So, why did you not tell me?” my voice raises an octave.

“Are you…yelling at me?” her eyes are slits.

Never in my life have I ever wanted to slap a woman before.  My chest is heaving I am so angry.  As she waits for me to answer her, her toes are tapping defiantly on the ceramic tile floor.  The look on her face says that she does not give a damn about how upset I am.  The lie, the betrayal, means nothing compared to the fact that I am raising my voice at this spoiled, rude, selfish and overbearing princess.  Never hit a woman…never hit a woman.  “You come to my parent’s birthday tonight, embarrass me, insult my parents and my friend, then you practically fucking rape me against my own fucking door, and now you are going to stand there and lie to me?  You are on the fucking pill, and who knows how long you have been on the pill without telling me.  What ever happened to honesty, Svetlana?” she hates it when I call her by her full name, too.  Sveta is the preferred short form.  

But I ignore that fact, because her eyes are wild with rage. I have never raised my voice or sworn in front of her before now.  Her fist balls up and she is about to punch me, when I stop her with my hand.  “That is it.” I say, baring my teeth at her.  “Take your clothes, your purse, and whatever fucking shit you have left here and get the fuck out of my life!”   

Her chest is heaving now.  She pulls her dress up, stuffs her fake, oversized tits into her bra and pushes her feet into her six-inch heels before doing up her dress.  The smile on her face is so overly sweet it takes everything in my power not to smack it off.  “I was done with you two months ago, Aleks.  That is when I went on the pill…for my other boyfriend…who does not want little brats like you do.” I make way for her so she can open the door and leave.  “Maybe the next woman you meet will not mind you being such a mama’s boy.” She spits before leaving.  

I watch her walk out to her car that was parked in my driveway since this afternoon.  As she peals out of my driveway, she flips me the bird, and I smile.  

As God is my witness, I will never date another woman again after that.  Even a year later, wild horses could not drive me to another woman.  And then I go, a year later, and do the stupidest thing I could ever do, and it changes my life forever.  








  
  

Chapter 2


Mallorie
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Present Day


Brent looks at me and sees the longing look on my face as my sister-in-law, Kayla, holds her and my brother Daniel’s first baby in her arms.  Sure, we have Henry, our six-year-old son, but I’ve longed to have another one for at least a few years.  Jealousy does not suit me well, but I can’t help it.  Kayla and Daniel found each other, fell in love, got married, and while it took a number of years for them to have Mitchell—because my brother wanted to open up his medical practice first—they still have him, and my brother’s been using the word ‘kids’ for a long time, so I know they’ll have more. 

The coming together of Brent and I was by no means romantic.  After my long-term boyfriend was unfaithful to me while I was away in Afghanistan, serving our country, Brent and I got together in a drunken stupor.  He was a sergeant and I was just a corporal.  Which is a huge taboo in the military caste system.  My military service was cut short during my pregnancy, and I haven’t been back since.  Although Brent promises that we’ll get married some day, and we’ll have more kids together, it hasn’t happened.  As I said before, Henry is six.  I keep telling myself that it will happen, but the more days that pass the more the hope fades.  

Since Brent’s last mission finished, he’s been working for his dad’s company.  They manufacture and sell specialized household construction equipment.  It’s great money, so great that Brent has insisted that I stay home with Henry, even though he’s in the first grade now.  I’ve done a little freelance work from home for the military, but it doesn’t pay much, and it’s painfully boring.  Thank goodness I come from a good family, with many in the medical field, so money has never been an issue for us.  

Kayla hands me two-week-old Mitchell and I cuddle him close, looking at his huge blue eyes and chubby cheeks.  He’s perfect.  He never cries.  Just like Henry when he was that size.  When he started walking, Brent would hold his hand and he was so patient with him, walking up and down the streets in our neighborhood.  He was so proud.  As Henry started talking, Brent would help him learn to read and write.  Hours he spent, day in and day out, working with our son, until his grammar and comprehension level was way beyond that expected of a Kindergartener.  When he started school, it was a breeze for him.

Now that Henry is getting older, Brent shows him how to do minor repairs, and he’s coached him on how to ride a bike and play baseball.  A notably supportive father, Brent has been there for Henry since the day he was born.  When I hand Brent the baby, he takes him and gushes over him just like I did.  A feeling of hope bubbles up inside me.  Sitting with the baby, seemingly adoring him, Brent admires him for more than a half an hour before he starts to fuss.  

“He’s hungry.” Kayla says gently, cradling his tiny head in her hand as she grasps his bottom and pulls his infant body towards her.  My heart melts at the ghost of a frown that shows on Brent’s face.

“You two ever think about having another one?” Daniel asks, elbowing me.

“I’d love to have another one.  How about you, honey?” I ask as Henry hovers over Kayla while she nurses.

He sighs and tilts his head.  “Some day, yeah.”

“Well, Henry’s at the perfect age to be a great big brother.” Kayla supplies as the baby suckles her happily.  

“He is.” Brent agrees, but the unsure edge is evident in his voice.  Henry loses interest and walks over to the television.

“C’mon, honey.  Remember how sweet Henry was when he was a baby?” I coax.  That gets a warm smile but no further comment.

“You better hurry up, man.  I know my sister here doesn’t wait around forever.”

Looking at Brent, I watch his warm smile slip a notch.  “Yeah, I know that.  But things are a little…uncertain right now.”

Now my smile slips.  “What do you mean?”

He tilts his head again in that way that tells me there is a lot to his story.  “Well, my brother wants to work for my dad’s company.” 

Brent has a much younger half-brother from his dad’s second marriage, who just graduated from college.

“And there isn’t a spot for him right now.”

“Is your dad going to retire?” I ask, growing concerned.

Brent waves.  “Na.  My dad’s not ready to retire. Not by a longshot.”

“So, what’s the deal then?  Is your dad going to expand?” Daniel asks.

A resigned sigh from Brent. “He’s working towards it, yes.  But…I’ve decided to take a step back from the company for a while.”

My face falls.  “What?  W…what are you going to do?”  I pause.  “Do you want me to go back to work…because I can do that.”

Lifting a hand, Brent silences me.  “That’s not necessary, honey.”

“Okay,” I say, puzzled.

“Commander Edwards called me a couple of weeks ago.” Brent announces, bringing up the name of the head of his former Battalion when he served.

“Oh yeah?” Daniel says, interested.  Daniel served for a number of years as well, before he and Kayla met.  “What did he have to say?”

“There’s a mission coming up in a few weeks.  Right up my alley.” He names the mission and explains its purpose, highlighting that it’s a similar mission to the one that he and I were serving from back before Henry was born.  

“But…” I interrupt, and he looks at me, knowing full well that this is the deal we agreed on when Brent came back to be a part of mine and Henry’s life.  At first, when I was dismissed from the service during my pregnancy, Brent fazed himself out of my life, even after promising to be a father to the baby when it was born.  I wouldn’t forgive him, and I told him that he wasn’t welcome to see the baby unless we had some ground rules.  We would both be good parents to Henry, and neither of us would join a mission again, for the foreseeable future.  

Up until now, nothing has been discussed since then.  “I know what you’re going to say, Mallorie, but I’ve been thinking about it and I think this matter is worth discussing.”

“So, are you thinking about going back?” Daniel probes.

“Daniel, if you didn’t have pride in your job, do you think you could be a good father to little Mitchell here?” Brent asks.

“Well, I don’t know.  I’m a doctor and Kayla’s a registered dietician, so I guess we both have pretty commendable jobs.”

“But if you were a grocery store clerk or a banker, or a goddamn tool salesman, you probably wouldn’t be such a proud parent, would you?” Brent says, making it sound like he runs a child trafficking ring.

Daniel looks like Brent just asked him how big his balls are. “Um…I don’t know.  I suppose not.”

Becoming more upset by the second, I glance over at Henry, and see that he is deeply enthralled in a cartoon that Kayla put on for him earlier, she even gave him a set of headphones, which he is now using.  Bless her.  “So, what are you saying, Brent?  Are you going against your word?  Are you heading back to Afghanistan?”

“Mallorie, I can’t keep doing this.  I’m…a goddamn salesman.  It’s demeaning.  I’m a military Sergeant, goddammit!” he slams his fist against the wall, reminding me of the passion in him that once drove me to him, which is now backfiring in my face.  

“But you’re also an excellent father, Brent! How long are you going to be gone?”

“I haven’t made my decision yet.” Brent lies.

“Bullshit!” I seethe.  “How long?”

“A year…two, maybe.” He admits. His expression is so solid I have to look away.

“So me sacrificing my military career was all for naught then.” I admit.  “Or any career for that matter.” I look at him.  “Since you insisted that I stay home with Henry, I don’t even have a career, thanks to you.”

“Hey, I never told you to stay home.” Another lie.  

“Like hell you didn’t!”  I spit.  “If that were the case, I would have gone back to work two years ago, when Henry started school!”

“And what would you have done, huh?  Go back to the military?” Brent points out with scathing directness.

“So, it’s okay for you, but not for me?” I point out.  Kayla switches sides so the baby is suckling the opposite breast.  Daniel watches her with an adoration that makes me ache.  You would think that my younger brother or his wife would be uncomfortable with us having this argument in front of them, and in their house, no less.  But that’s not how us Lynches work. We were raised in a home where we said what we meant, and we always told the truth about how we felt.  There was never any shame in that, and we were all a passionate bunch.  We still are, and that’s half the reason why I was so drawn to Brent: because he mirrored my passion.

“Mallorie, with all due respect, you were a corporal.”  Brent says fairly.

“Yeah, but who knows what rank I would have now if I hadn’t given it up.”

Glossing over my response, Brent looks at me.  “Look, I never said I made up my mind.”

“It sure sounds that way to me.” I say, feeling my heart pound with anger.  

Two weeks later, as I watch Brent slide into his military uniform, I see Henry walk into the bedroom, beaming at his father in his freshly dry-cleaned suit, loaded with military badges and pins, and I take in Brent’s face as he picks our boy up and holds him in his arms for the last time before leaving.  “You take care of your mother, okay?  You’re the man of the house now.”

“Okay, daddy.” He says.  “Can I come with you?”

“No, daddy’s got to go on his own this time.  Maybe when you grow older you can come and join the army, just like daddy did.  You’d love it, son.  You get to see the world, you get to defend the country, and you get to meet all kinds of wonderful people.”

“Do you get a gun, daddy?”

“Yes, you do.  And they teach you how to shoot it, too.” He licks his lips.  “I tell you what.  How about when I come home next time, I’ll teach you how to shoot?”

Henry nods emphatically, and Brent smiles.  “Okay, partner.  That sounds like a plan.  “I have to go now, okay?  But daddy loves you like crazy, okay?”

“I love you too, daddy.” Henry says.  Neither of them sheds any tears.  Both Brent and Henry have emotions of steel.  I’m pretty up there, too.  As he sets Henry back down on the floor, Henry runs for his radio-controlled car in the hallway, something Brent bought him for his birthday.  He loves it and constantly plays with it.  

“I’ll see you, buddy.” Brent says as he walks down the stairs with his suitcase in hand.  It’s almost like I’m invisible.

“You sure I can’t give you a ride to the airport?” I offer.

“No, hon.  I’ve got a cab coming.  Should be here any minute.”

“Okay.” I say, looking at the floor.  He tips my chin upward with his hand.

“Hey,”

I look at him.

“I don’t know how long I’m going to be gone.” He says soberly.  “Let’s call this what it is…a break.” 

My eyes search his.  “What are you talking about?”

“I don’t want you to sit around waiting for me, Mallorie.”

“What does that mean?” I’m insulted that he’s even insinuating this.

“Mallorie, you know we were never meant to be together.” He explains softly.  “You and I…we got together for all the wrong reasons.”

“But I thought we stayed together for the right reasons.”

He shakes his head, looking me straight in the eye, as my heart breaks in two.  “I don’t think so.” He whispers.  “And I don’t think it’s fair for us to keep going on like we’ll be together forever.  I’m leaving, and I don’t know when I’m coming back.”

“But…what about Henry?”

“I’ll always be his dad, Mallorie.  I’ll write to him and we’ll talk over the phone, and I’ll come visit him when I come home. I’ll still be there for him.”

“You just don’t want to be with me.” I clarify.

He sighs, letting go of my chin.  “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

“Fine.” I say, swallowing back the tears.  “Go. But just remember that I love you.  Whether or not you love me.  Whether or not you love your son.  I love you.”

He lifts a defensive finger.  “Now hold on a minute.  I love my son.  You just heard it yourself.” He gestures with his eyes towards Henry, who is upstairs, running his car up and down the hallway, squealing with joy as his car plows into the wall and crashes into the baseboards.  

“But you don’t love me, do you?” I say as though it’s a rhetorical question.  “Tell me something; how can you live with someone for five years without loving them?  Was I just a roommate to you?  Is that all I ever was?”

We hear a car pull up and honk its horn.  “Look, Mallorie. I tried to make it work.  I gave it six years.  I went to work with my dad every day for five goddamn years, selling parts, working my ass off doing something I hated, came home and tried to be a good dad to Henry, but I…I just can’t do it anymore.” He glances out the door and motions to the cab driver that he’ll be one minute.  “I gotta go.”

“Sure.” I sniff.  He pulls me close and hugs me, even though I fight him at first.

“Mallorie, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry to have to do this to you.  But you’re a great mother.  You’ve dedicated every minute of your life to him since the day he was born, and I know that you never regretted it.”  He grips me tighter, and then pulls back.  “I do love you.” He says softly.  “But it’s not enough.” he kisses me on the lips so passionately that I think he’s going to make love to me right against the door.  His tongue dips in slowly yet vigorously, and when he’s done it leaves me breathless.  Another one of the reasons why I fell for him.  

His lips find mine once more before he says goodbye.  My eyes are red with unshed tears.  Part of me wants to hit him, part of me wants to beg him to stay, and part of me wants to tell him to never come back.  But the only part of me that I actually listen to is the one that says when one door closes, another one opens.  

Little did I know that the door would open the next time my phone rang.








  
  

Chapter 3


Aleks
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Egor stands above me, spotting me as I bench press nearly double my weight.  Feeling the veins in my neck bulge, I grunt, placing the barbell back in the cradle.  “You want to spot me now?” Egor asks.   

“Sure,” I say as I rise and wipe the sweat off my brow.  At the end of each day, we normally do a workout, and depending on who is left, we practice different things.  Trading places with Egor, I lift my head and see some of my medals that I have earned over the years.  There are so many of them, I have to split them between the gym, the gymnastics school where I teach, and home.  Mama even has some from when I was a boy still at my childhood home.  

The certificates I keep in an acid-free photo album at home, just in case I ever have to use them for reference when signing up for competitions.  I have competed in so many events I have lost count.  Most of them I have won, some of them I have won first place.  Thankfully, none of my colleagues ever draw attention to them, because I was bullied a lot for it when I was younger.  Until I grew to be this size, that is. Then it seemed like they left me alone.  The scars never go away though.  

As a young child in present day Riga, Latvia, both males and females are trained heavily in gymnastics as part of the school curriculum.  Learning to speak, read and write English, Latvian and Russian is also part of the curriculum. Most kids tend to let their English fall by the wayside, and stick mostly to Latvian or Russian, or both national languages, but mama is an English teacher, hence, the language has remained strong in me.  What has also remained strong in me, and is stronger than ever, is the sport of gymnastics.  

Training six days a week for as long as I can remember, I have accomplished a lot in my thirty-five years.  From national gymnastics and pole sport championships, nationwide fitness championships, even fitness modelling, I have done it all.  It is what I do.  It is what I feel passion for.  It is what I love.  I also love to coach and train children, and share my passion with boys that remind me of me when I was that age.  Working hard and training hard is in my blood.  A typical day for me lasts at least sixteen hours, as I coach early in the day, and train at the gym during the latter part of the day and into the evening.  After that is my personal training time, where I prepare myself for the next challenge, and I am always training for something.  

“Two or three hundred?” I clarify with Egor.  

“Just leave it the same.” He says, pulling the metal bar that I was using a moment ago slowly down to his chest and back up.  Egor is larger than me, but he is training to be a bodybuilder.  That is something I strive for, but my body is too lean for that, and I have more flexibility and agility than hard core muscle.  Shirts never fit properly in the shoulder and bicep area due to my girth, but unless I use steroids or some other artificial means, my body mass will never match Egor’s, and I am fine with that, even though he likes to get a rise out of me every now and then.  It is okay though, since we have been friends for many years, and I know he is joking.  

After ten repetitions, Egor’s chest is heaving.  “You had enough, buddy?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he pants, using all his strength to push the barbell back on the cradle.  I help him so he does not crush his own chest.  

“Why do you not stay at five?” I ask, noting my limit.

“Please,” he says facetiously.  Sometimes his ego does not suit him.  “Your sister could press that.” He teases.

“I do not have a sister.” I point out, teasingly offering him a hand to get up.  He slaps it away and gives my hair a tousle when he rises.  

“You want to do another round of ‘Summer Fit’ teams?” he asks, referring to the program we just offered for the first time, where we worked with several clients, all striving to meet their fitness goals by summer, so each could have the perfect bathing suit body.  

“I think I will sit this one out.” I say.  “We did not have enough staff to cover clients who are off the street.  I would rather do one-on-one that way.”  I pause.  “Alicja and Marta would be up for it though.”

“Fair enough.” Egor says.  “This has nothing to do with that chick who was flirting with you, would it?”

One of the ‘Summer Fit’ ladies could not keep her hands off me.  Touching me every chance she had.  It pissed me off.

“She was fucking hot.” Egor points out.

“If you liked her so much, why did you not ask her out?”

“I thought you liked her.  She is so your type being a model and fucking drop-dead gorgeous.  And you have not dated anyone since Svetlana…like…a year ago, so I figured I would leave her alone for you.”

“Thanks, but do not do me any favors.” I say, trying to keep the edge out of my voice that seems to involuntarily present itself whenever my ex-girlfriend’s name is mentioned.  “And, no, it does not have anything to do with her.  I just like doing one-on-one better than coaching as a team.”

“Must be the teacher in you.  Probably get it from your mama.” He teases.

“I probably get it from the gymnastics school, dickwad.” I spit back.  “I am a teacher, after all.”

“So is your mama.” He teases.  If it were anyone other than him or my brother Vladimir, I would have told him where to go, but I bite my tongue.  He knows he has hit a nerve, so he pats my shoulder and walks over to the barbells by the wall.  The gym is very large.  We are in the largest room, which houses a host of equipment, including all the weights.  We also have a set of fitness rooms, where we have different specialized classes like cardio and yoga, and we have a room for special equipment like a yoga swing, poles and other aerial equipment.  Our gym is one of the most popular and holds the most accolades in Riga.  We are a chain, with other locations in Latvia and in other parts of Russia.  

As Egor picks up two of the heaviest weights, we hear Alicija and Marta giggling as they walk down the hallway from the yoga room, where they held a class earlier tonight.  Both girls are in yoga pants and shirts, with zippered sweaters.  Marta has a towel across her shoulders, which she is using to mop the sides of her temples, while Alicija is adjusting her long ponytail.  

“You ladies done for the night?” Egor asks, grunting as he pulls two barbells towards his chest and back.

“Yes.  Thank God.” Marta answers.  “Now I understand the fuss with Hot Yoga.” She says as she continues to wipe her face with the towel.

“Oh, you girls were doing that tonight?  How did you manage that?” I ask with interest.

“Did you not know that Pavlov had the handyman adjust the thermostat so that room is independent of the others?” Marta says.

“And we had him install special seals on the windows and door.” Alicija adds.

“But do not think we did not open them when it was over.” Marta barks, which gets a smile out of Alicija and Egor.  

Egor addresses the girls.  “I hear you are up for the ‘Summer Fit’ program again.” 

Marta shrugs.  “Sure.” 

Alicija nods and then looks at me.  “What about you, Aleks?”

“He is going to do one-on-one.” Egor supplies before it is out of my mouth, something annoying that he does often.  I get it that we are like brothers, but even though he is bigger than me, I am older than him.  

“Okay,” Marta says, and then she takes a step towards me and gives me a quick hug and pecks me on both my cheeks as I reciprocate politely.  “See you in the morning.” 

Alicija does the same to Egor and then moves on to me.  “How is Timur?” she asks, referring to Marta’s son, who in the last year, has come under my wing at the gymnastics school.  He has a lot of talent, but his motivation is lacking, something I have not figured out how to tell Marta.

“Good.” I say and leave it at that.  

The girls do not probe.  “Okay, goodnight.”  They wave.

When they leave, Egor grabs a mat and sits on the floor, doing curls.  I join him.  “How come you never went for Marta?” Egor asks me.

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Is it because you only date models?” Egor probes, hitting a nerve in me.  

“I do not date anyone…anymore.” 

“Your dick is going to start to shrivel soon if you do not get out once in a while.” Egor says, pissing me off.  He misses jibing me about dating models.

“Mind your own business.” I say, cutting him off.

“I can fix you up.”

“I am not looking.” 

“Man, she really fucked you up.” He states.  “Remember the good old days? When we used to pound the chicks almost weekly?  Man, we could both pick them up like twigs.”

“This is way more about you than me, man, because it was never about competing for me.” 

“Bullshit.” He motions to my medals.  “You are all about competition.”

A ‘v’ forms between my eyebrows.  “You are an asshole.  I have never seen women as competition.  Maybe you have.”  I point to my temple.  “Maybe all those steroids are finally starting to get to your head.” I say, knowing that I have crossed a line, just like he has.  

“You would know.” He grunts as he gets up, only finishing half his curls.  I have pissed him off, and part of me is glad.  I have had enough of him for one night.  Suddenly, as much as my brother Vladimir is a pain in the ass, I would gladly be hanging out with him instead of Egor.  “And by the way, the only reason why I never went for Marta, is because I do not go after women that I work with.” 

“Anymore.” I add, recalling Marija, a wonderful, sweet girl who used to work here.  Egor slept with her and then strung her along, like the typical guy.  She quit a month later.

“At least I bagged her, man.” He says.

I try to keep my voice casual, but I cannot hide the snide tone.  “Yeah?  How is that working out for you.”

“You know…you really do need to get laid.  You are edgy as hell.” He says, walking over to the other workout room to avoid me, which I am totally fine with.  

Maybe Svetlana did ruin me for other women.  But after what she put me through, who can blame me.  Egor has never known what a long-term relationship is, so he would not understand.  Like my brother, Vladimir, Egor has had longer relationships with a carton of milk.  Luckily, Egor does not usually press me about my personal life, so I do not know what spurred him on tonight.  This is the first time he has mentioned anything since Svetlana and I broke up.  I have heard through mutual friends that she has been with this guy and that guy, but I do not care.  As long as she is not with me anymore.

I hear him come back into the room.  “Look,” he says, walking towards me. With a heavy sigh, he sits next to me like he was a minute or so ago.  “I do not mean to bust your chops.”

“Fine.” I nod.

“It is just…” another sigh as he stares off towards the other side of the room, as if trying to figure out a way to tell me something.  “Man, this is hard.”

“Just spit it out, man.” I guffaw.  “There is obviously something on your mind.  You do not usually go out of your way to piss me off like you have tonight.”

He shakes his head as if ashamed.  “Fuck, man.  Svetlana’s pregnant.” He blurts.  Did I mention that Egor is one of our mutual friends?  “You are going to find out some time and I would rather you hear it from me.”

“Was it an accident?” It must have been.  She was hell bent on not having any kids with me like she promised.  I heard once that she admitted that the only reason why she did not want kids was because pregnancy would ruin her body.  

“I do not know, but I think he is going to propose.  His buddy told me that he has already bought the ring.”

I have one if he wants it.  Still did not take it back to the jeweller.  Not that I am not over her, or anything like that.  I just…cannot touch it.  It makes my skin crawl.  I have considered giving it to Vlad so he can do the deed for me, but it is not important enough to me to bring it up.  The thing can rot in my nightstand until kingdom come for all I care.  

“Are you okay, man?” Egor asks, patting me on the leg.

“I am fine.” I say honestly.  “I do not really care, actually.” I never told anyone what really happened with me and Svetlana.  And it seems to me that she did not, either.  

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” I nod.

“I just figured…you know…that you were like…waiting for her or something.  That is why you have not seen anyone since her.  I figured you fell hard for her.”

“I did.” I explain.  “But I was over her the night we broke up.” Which is the truth.  

“So…you not seeing any other girl…what is that about?”

I scoff.  “You ever heard of taking a break?  I mean, you do not know what went on between us.”

“True.  And I know that she can be a real pill.”

“That is putting it mildly.”

“So she really just wrecked you then?  You are not waiting for her to come back?”

“Hell no.” I say pointedly.

Trouble is, which is worse?  

I’ll find out soon enough…








  
  

Chapter 4


Mallorie
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Watching my mother play with Henry always makes me smile.  Watching my dad with Henry is even better.  Dad had a stroke a long time ago, that all but broke him, but you would never know it today.  For that matter, mom had a nervous breakdown after dad’s stroke, and again, you would never know it.  Both have made a full recovery since Henry’s birth.  I never knew grandparents could love their grandchild so much.  But they do.  Always begging me to leave him with them, and prolonging visits, plus he has more stuff here than at home.  He could easily live with them.  With Mitchell, they have a crib for him, even though he’s only a few weeks old.  I just know they’ll make one of the other bedrooms into a nursery for him, too. 

Telling my parents about me and Brent is going to be one of the hardest things I’ll have to do.  They’re old-fashioned people, and they want what’s best for Henry.  Being a single mother is not what’s best, at least, that will be their view.  They don’t even know that Brent is gone yet.  I have a bad habit of leaving things until the last minute.  Kind of like how I came home from the military, eight months pregnant.  My mom knew but my dad didn’t.  Then I thought it would be a disaster, but my dad was so excited he didn’t care about the drama behind how his future grandchild was conceived.  My only hope is that they’ll both be as supportive when I tell them the truth this time.

Pulling one of the DVDs out of the case for Henry to watch, I coax him over to the television and give him the bright yellow earbuds my parents bought him recently.  When he starts watching the video and his attention is no longer on mom and dad, I start.  “Mom, dad.  I’ve got some news.”

They exchange a glance, but judging by their facial expressions, they know this isn’t good news.  “Brent is gone back to the military.  He left yesterday.”

“What?” mom gasps.  “But…for how long?”

“I don’t know, exactly.  He said it could be a year or two.”

“What about Henry?” dad asks, looking at my son, who is smiling at the television.

“He’ll be fine, dad.  Brent explained it to him.  He said goodbye properly.   He said he’d keep in touch.”

After a beat, my mom looks at me and purses her lips.  “I always knew he would go, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, well, that wasn’t the deal, and he knew it.” I said.

“Men like that aren’t cut out for domestic life, love.” Dad points out. 

“What about you?  And Daniel?” I argue.

“We’re doctors, love.  It’s different.” He explains gently.  “Sure, we had to go through all the basic training, and we had to learn how to fight, but when it came down to it, we’re doctors.  Brent, he belongs on the battlefield, just like you did.”

“There was a time when I belonged there.” I look at Henry.  “But not anymore.  I just…I don’t think I have it in me anymore.”

“Do you want to go back, too?” mom asks.

“I did.  Badly.  But once my maternal instincts kicked in, and Brent promised me a family, that all seemed to fade away.”

“And now?” dad asks.

“Now…I don’t know what I want.”

“You do.” Dad says, nodding.  “You know what you want, dear.” A pause.  “But it’s gone now, and that dream won’t be back for two years.”

“Longer than that, dad.” I point out.  “It’s gone for good.  Brent ended things with me.”

“I knew that wasn’t the whole story.” Mom says, just as my phone rings.  It’s my friend Larissa, who I met in high school.  I haven’t spoken with her in a couple of days.  She doesn’t know about Brent, either.

“It’s Larissa.” I say, pulling my phone out so she can see the display.  Mom smiles.  She adores her.  Larissa is the only friend who encouraged me to follow my dreams and go into the military.  She’s been very supportive and was even my Lamaze coach in Brent’s place when he couldn’t decide whether or not he wanted to be a father.  She was there in the room when Henry was born, and has been his honorary aunt since his birth.  “Hey, girl.  How’s it going?”

“Hey, shit just hit the fan.  Where are you?”

“At my parent’s place.”

“Can I pop over?  They’re gonna love to hear this, too.”

“Sure.” I say.

“Be there in five.” She says and hangs up.

“It seems that my life isn’t the only one that’s in shambles.” I explain.  “She’s on her way over.  She says, and I quote, ‘shit has hit the fan’.”

“That’s Larissa.” Mom chuckles.  Dad goes over to Henry and sits next to him on the floor.  It amazes me how far my dad has come.  A few years ago, he couldn’t walk or get up without help, now, he’s crouched on the floor, unassisted, sitting like an Indian, next to his grandson.  It warms my heart.

Two minutes later, Larissa welcomes herself as always, into my parent’s house.  She’s done that since day one and my mom can’t get enough of it.  She’s like a member of the family.  When she arrives, she hugs my mom and kisses her on each cheek, the European way, and then she bends down on one knee to do the same to both my dad and to Henry.  Like a true young boy, Henry immediately wipes the spots where she kissed him with the backs of his hands, making my dad laugh out loud.  

“So what shit hit the fan?” I ask as my mother goes into the kitchen to make tea.  

“I’m getting married next year, right?” she asks as if I don’t know…like I’m not the Maid of Honor.  I just nod and wait.

“So the church that we’re getting married in won’t accept my confirmation papers from my parents because the priest who originally performed the confirmation is dead, and his signature is all faded so you can’t even see it.” She explains.  “To them it’s like I was never confirmed, and therefore I’m not true Russian Orthodox.”

“Why can’t you get married in another church?” I ask.

“Because this is the one that Abel was Christened in, and his grandmother, who is on her death bed, according to my future mother-in-law, by the way, and probably won’t even live long enough to see us get married, will not give us her blessing unless we get married there.”

“And you can’t get married in the church that you were baptized and confirmed in?” mom asks, bringing us tea.  She sets them on the coffee table and takes a seat beside me on the couch.  Larissa is sitting in the armchair on the opposite side of the couch.  

“Like I said, his grandmother insists that we get married in this church.” Larissa repeats.

“What if you tell her the situation?” I ask.

“She’s a ninety-five-year old Russian Orthodox woman, who speaks no English, and was raised by nuns.  If anything, she’ll side with the other priest and deem me not fit to marry her grandson.”

Mom shrugs.  “Get married after she dies.” 

I elbow mom and her mouth quirks into a smile.  Larissa catches the smile and mirrors it.  “I wish I could.  But her mama lived to see one-hundred and three.”

“So, what are you going to do?” I prompt.

Larissa sighs and shrugs.  “The only thing I can do…I have to go to Latvia and get confirmed at the church we’re getting married in.  My parents and my grandmother are already there for the summer, and most of Abel’s family lives there, so…most of the problem is solved.”

I frown.  “So…there you go.”

“I said…most…of the problem.” Larissa points out.

“And…what’s the other problem?” I coax.

“Abel’s grandmother knows my other bridesmaids and the wedding party.”

“She should.  They’re all family members.” I say.

“Exactly.” She leans towards me and places her hand on mine.  “But she hasn’t met you yet.”

“Oh,” I’m confused.  “So, she’ll meet me at the wedding.  And I’ll be there a couple of days beforehand.  Plenty of time.”

“She says she wants to meet you now.  Like…when I go get confirmed.”

My mouth opens wide.  “Are you saying that you want me to hop on a plane and go with you to Russia?”

Her palms come together as though in prayer.  “Please…I’ll even pay for the whole thing…tickets, expenses…you name it.  Please, Mallorie.  I really need to get this behind me.  You’re my best friend and this woman is going to be the death of me.  I really need your help.”

Larissa has no idea that my life was just turned upside down, too.  “Larissa, I can’t.  You don’t understand.” I pause, her palms are still clasped together.  “Shit hit the fan in my life, too.  Brent left me to go back to the military.”

Larissa’s eyes widen.  “What?” her hands now cup her mouth and nose.  “Oh my God!  What an asshole!” she hisses, eyes sliding over to Henry.

“I guess you can call him that.” I shrug.  “But that being said, I can’t just leave Henry…now that his dad is gone.”

Mom glances at Henry.  “Mallorie, he’s fine.  I mean, how long would you be gone, anyway?” her gaze goes to Larissa.

“Two…three weeks tops.” She lifts a hand, nodding.  “The priest has a schedule planned out for me.  I have to go through the whole process like a twelve-year-old would, but he’s condensed it to two weeks versus four months.”

“Can’t I just go and meet Abel’s grandmother and then come home?” I say, shaking my head.

“You’re my Maid of Honor, Mal.  You can’t just show up, shake her hand, and leave.  She knows we’ve been best friends since high school.”

“But she doesn’t even speak English.” I guffaw.  “How am I going to do more than that?”

“We all speak Russian and English, Mal.  And believe me, being around people that speak Russian that much you’ll be picking it up yourself when we’re not translating for you.  I’ll even teach you some.” There is a notable smile on her face, like I’ve just erased all the stress in her life.  Too bad she can’t do the same for me.  

“It’ll do you good to get away for a bit, Mallorie.” Mom points out, and dad gives the thumbs up from beside Henry.  Anything to spend more time with their grandson.  

“And I suppose you’ll watch Henry for me?” I say, as if this is more a favor for them than for me.  

“Of course.” Mom says.  “When was the last time you went away?  Gosh, you used to travel the world in the military.  You haven’t been anywhere since then.”

“You’ve never been to Russia.” Larissa says, lifting a finger at me, satisfied.  “And this will be all expenses paid, too. Plus, this will actually be a vacation, not the military.”

I pause for a moment in thought.  “Where would we stay?”

“My parents are down there early this year for the summer to help plan the wedding.  We can stay with them.”  When Larissa’s grandmother died, she left the house to the family.  Larissa’s parents have spent summers there for as long as I can remember.  “We’ll also stay some with Abel’s parents and his grandmother.  We’ll probably split the time.”

“What if I don’t want to stay there?  What if I’d rather stay in a hotel?” I challenge.

“We can do that, too.  But if you want to please Abel’s babushka, you’ll stay with the family.”

“Because that’s what I live for.  To please Abel’s babushka.”

Despite the facetiousness in my tone and the eye roll, Larissa smiles, giving me a playful shove.  “So you’ll come with me?” she nods encouragingly.  Her brown eyes are shaped like dinner plates.  

“Fine.  But you’re buying me a serious internet package so I can at least video chat with Henry every day.” I lift a finger at her.

She frowns as if that is no problem.  “Done.”
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