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Chapter 1

I’m lying in a heap on the bed,
numb from endless sobbing and wracking pain. I don’t know how long
I’ve been lying, listening to my blood rush through my head as my
heart self-implodes inside my body. I’m nothing but a shell. A
quiet, empty shell of exhaustion and heartache rumpled beyond
recognition.

I lashed out, hit at him, and
shoved him away with every ounce of strength I possessed, yet
still, he tried to cling to me.

My Jake, my body and soul. Now the
destroyer of everything that I was.

I told him not to touch me, never
to touch me again. To leave and to go away. I screamed and cried
and fell to pieces on the floor at his feet. His words tumbled
around me like noise that I couldn’t understand, so consumed by my
grief.

It’s only when I whimpered and
begged that he leave me alone that he finally listened, moving away
so I could find my way to my feet, running into the solitude of
this room … our room. His room. Shutting him out and locking him
away. I can’t bear for him to be near me, touch me, or look at me
anymore. 

What we are is lost; his betrayal
sealed our fate, and my world has been ripped apart with such
devastation. I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again. All I can
think about is his mouth against hers, over and over, and it rips
through my heart. Kissing the mouth of the one woman in the world I
hate beyond compare. He does not know the depth and damage cheating
with her has done. He has no idea how deeply his betrayal has
wounded me.

He kissed someone else. Not just
anyone else but her. The object of all my hatred and pain for the
last few months.

The woman who possessed his heart
once upon a time. The only other woman who has been loved by him
and now carries his child.

Marissa Hartley. 

How can I ever get beyond this or
believe his feelings for her are as clear-cut as I
thought?

Her name is like a dagger in my
chest, a wound so unbearable, burning, and searing, ensuring I
never recover from the fatal blow.

Why, Jake? … Why? Because you were
so sure of my readiness to betray you? Fueled by insecurity because
of my refusal to start a home with you or answer your
proposal?

Fueled by my stupidity in making
you believe I would betray you so readily over a fight.

Were we so fragile that something
this stupid has ripped us in two?

There’s a light chap on the door.
My breath halts and my pulse stops. His closeness still affects me.
Even at a distance, my body feels him in the air and
trembles.

“Emma?” Jake’s voice, hoarse and
raw, causes sharp pain in my chest. I slide onto my side to blot
him out, covering my ears, curling into a ball with a fresh wave of
the unbearable aching inside me, silent tears pouring down my face.
I just want this pain to stop devouring me.

“Emma, please? … Let me in.” He
pleads, his voice as far away from my Jake as it could possibly be,
different from how he normally sounds, crushing my soul. I’m so far
away from myself that I fear I’ll never find my way back. I close
my eyes tight, screwing them hard, willing him to leave. My voice
wouldn’t come even if I wanted it to. It’s so raw and painful,
making it too hard to swallow, aftereffects of the wailing of a
desperate woman.

There’s a gentle thud against the
door. It creaks with the pressure of human weight, a noise of
something heavy and soft sliding down the other side
slowly.

“I’m not going
anywhere, Neonata. I’m staying right here until you let me see you. I need to
see you, Emma … I’m going insane out here.” The sadness in his tone
makes me ache. He sounds as broken as I feel. His normally low
husky tone is strained and hoarse, emotion breaking with every
agonizing word.

He left me until I became quiet,
but I couldn’t lock him out forever. This is his apartment … his
home. Not mine anymore. I need to get up, take everything I own,
and leave him; he’s left me no choice but to go. There’s nothing
here for us anymore.

Fresh waves of devastation hit me,
causing me to break the silence with a sob. I can’t begin to think
about leaving him, not yet, not while my body wants to lie here and
die. The pain is so all-encompassing I can
barely breathe.

“Please … Please,
Bambina. It’s killing me
staying out here listening to you cry. Let me in. Let me hold you.”
His voice breaks, the pain too much. I imagine him slumping against
the door, his knees up and arms around his shoulders, maybe
cradling his head, as broken and crumpled as me. I try to shake his
image from my mind, tears consuming me; the thought hurts me more
than I can imagine. I can’t bear for him to be as broken as me,
aching in agony outside his own door.

I’m drowning in confusion. I can’t
endure the pain of letting him close. The thought of his touch
brings the flash of a vision into my head of him and her - him
touching her, focusing on her eyes, kissing her. It slices through
me like a hot poker and tortures me to my core.

What has he done to us?

“I … I … I can’t.” My voice is weak
and fragile, a ghost of the normal tone I usually possess. I
breathe through tears, unsure if I’m loud enough for him to hear
me.

“Emma, I won’t touch you. I swear.
I’ll keep my distance. I just need to see you … look at you.” He
begs. He shifts toward the door to strain for my response, which
shatters me all the more.

I don’t like him this way. He’s my
strong, domineering Carrero, always so sure and infuriatingly
confident, in control of everything.

I can’t bear this sad, quiet
version of him begging me, sitting slumped outside, and seeking
permission to enter a room in his apartment.

This is not Jake. I want my Jake
back. I want the Jake from a week ago, the one who never betrayed
me and left me this way. The Jake who would move mountains to
protect me, not this man sitting out there who is so far removed
from the one I thought I knew.

“I can’t. I can’t get up.” it’s
true. I don’t have the strength to walk to the door. My body’s
broken. I cry quietly, tears falling freely beyond my control. I
can barely lift my head, so drained of life I am beyond the point
of moving. Fatigue is wracking every limb with emotional
exhaustion. I don’t know what time it is, but it feels like I’ve
been here for days.

“Just tell me I can open the door,
and I will,” his voice is strained. He’s waiting and hoping I won’t
hold him out while still seeking my permission.

I can’t keep him out as much as I
desperately want to. He’s the one causing me paralyzing agony but
is also the only person in the world with a hope of helping me.
That’s my torture. My healer is also my tormentor. When all I can
feel is devastation, my heart aches, calling out for the one person
who always grounds me and makes me feel secure.

“It’s your house,” I crumble, not
deciding for him. I flinch moments later, clenching my body in
surprise, as he kicks the door open with effortless force. The wood
splintering and metal sheering violently; light flooded from the
other room, showing his strong masculine figure silhouetted in the
frame.

I curl into myself tighter, as I
did when I was a child, covering my face with my arms and
instinctively defending my body. The pain of him being near me is
more excruciating than anything I’ve ever endured. I hear him
moving closer. The bed dips as he slides on, keeping his distance.
He sighs heavily. I can feel every ounce of strong energy radiating
from him, despairing and remorseful, surging with as much heartache
as I am.

“I love you, baby … I can fix this.
I want to fix this. I want you so badly that this … What I’ve done
… It’s killing me. It’s ripping me apart that I’ve hurt and lost
you.” His voice aches and trembles, and the urge to turn and wrap
myself into his safe arms overwhelms me, but I know I won’t find
the relief I desperately desire. His touch will only cause more
devastation to my heart.

Marissa, with her nasty snarl and
wicked eyes, is running through my head, smirking at me, cackling
at me. I can almost sense her satisfaction coursing through me.
She’s won. She’s taken him from me in the worst way.

“I don’t know if I can come back
from this … I need time to breathe, time to think,” I whisper,
afraid that saying it louder will be more crushing to my
soul.

“I don’t want you to leave.” He
croaks as he tries to see my face in the gloom of the dim light,
leaning closer so I can feel his body heat hovering over mine. He’s
caging me in without touching me, and I hold my breath.

“I can’t stay.” I curl up tighter,
hiding what I am from the man I love most in the world, the one
person who changed everything in my life for the better. Yet
destroyed it all in the same gentle stroke.

“I’ll do anything, whatever you
ask, Emma … Just please, don’t leave me,” his voice is softer,
almost breathless. He sniffs, and I know he has tears on his cheek.
It kills me inside, despite what he’s done, I don’t want him to be
hurting. I’ve never seen Jake cry over anything before this, and I
don’t want to see it now. I can’t bare it.

“I need to go. I need time away
from you … It hurts too much having you near me. I don’t know if I
can forgive you while everything is so raw and fresh. I need space
and time to think.” My words are empty, as though from another
person. I wish I had conviction in my request, but I sound pathetic
and small like I’m asking for his permission to go.

He takes a sharp breath, trying to
fight the internal battle threatening to consume him, trying to
keep it all in, but I can hear it in every noise he makes. His
regret is the only thing keeping me sane right now. The only thing
keeping my anger at bay. His obvious pain at what he’s done to us
is the only balm in this horrible train wreck that was once our
relationship.

He stays silent. The bed moves as
he clenches the sheets, his hands trawling in desperation at
whatever his inner dialog is saying to him. Jake in turmoil is
devastating to my soul.

“I’ll have Jefferson take you back
to Queens whenever you want to go.” He breathes the words as though
I just stabbed him through the heart with a dagger.

If I have, I’ve also turned it on
myself, and now I’m bleeding to death.

“I think it’s best if I go as soon
as I can get myself together.” I don’t think that’s possible right
now. My body is detached and useless, barely wanting to move, let
alone get up. My heart is aching so heavily that it throbs through
my chest and stomach. I feel sick with all of it. My head is light
and swimming with the effort of trying to breathe. My nose is
blocked from crying, and my throat is raw and raspy.

“I can’t … I can’t, Emma!” His
voice suddenly turns powerful, tugging me to him in a flash, and I
yelp in surprise. He buries his face into my hair, crushing me in
his embrace and letting out the pain he’s been holding
back.

I never in my life thought I would
see Jake cry, and it’s the most awful thing I’ve ever witnessed. It
has the same effect as watching everyone I love cut down and
murdered while I lie useless and watch. My heart is broken in
two.

I sob into his body in reaction,
trying desperately to push away the thoughts running through my
mind tormenting me. I stiffen against him, afraid to let him hold
or let me go. Afraid to give in to the thoughts spiraling out
of control in my mind. Thoughts of him and her. Afraid to try to
envelope myself in him for fear of what will consume me.

“Please, let me go.” I cry
silently, begging him to stop making this worse for me. He has no
idea of the agony that touching me is causing or how much internal
pain it inflicts.

He seems to compose himself,
sensing that I’m unresponsive in his arms, and loosens his grip,
letting me go. He stands and quickly turns his back to me as he
takes several heavy breaths. His posture is that of deflation and
hopelessness.

“I’ll let you leave, Emma, but I
can promise you this. I’ll never let you go … Even if I need to
chase you for the rest of my life, I won’t stop trying to get you
back.” He walks off slowly. I sense it’s before he does something
he will regret, like pushing me further away. He pauses by the door
taking a final look at my disheveled form lying carelessly on
the bed. His discarded, broken woman.

Our eyes meet, and it causes the
sharpest wrenching kick to my gut, so much sadness and pain
mirrored there.

Why did you have to kill me
so?

“If I have to spend the next sixty
years begging at your feet, Emma, then I will. You’re the only one
for me. The one! …
I love you with every piece of my soul, baby. I know I fucked this
up, but I won’t ever stop trying to get you back in my life and
your heart. Because I need you.” With one final aching look, he
leaves the room, walking further into the apartment, heading toward
one of his many unused guest rooms to give me space. I wish his
words could comfort me, but they don’t; they only bring
heart-ripping anger cutting through my grief.

If I really meant that much to
him, then he would’ve never touched her at all.






* * *






I get up when my body can finally
hold my weight, and I dress quickly. I can’t bear to wander the
apartment. I don’t want to see Jake at all. I grab what clothes I
can, and then, with a final walk out the door, I press the intercom
button, which summons Mathews into the internal apartment. He
appears, dressed in his Men in
Black attire, informing me that Jefferson
will only be a few minutes. He seems to know what I want, and I
guess Jake has brought him up to speed like he always
does.

Jake is nowhere to be seen, but I
can sense him somewhere in the apartment. I can feel his presence.
I’m trying not to give way to thoughts of him, or else I won’t
cope. I need to stay strong to be able to leave.

Mathews agrees to have Nora pack
and send the rest of my belongings later today. I’ve decided that I
need to walk away, taking all that I am. I need to get organized,
get back to Sarah and home, and take time to think all this
through. It’s a plan and all that is holding me together. The old
PA Emma taking over, clinging to organized thoughts and planning to
help me get through the worst moment of my life. It’s all so very
polite and calm. My requests come from a seemingly sane person
arranging a little trip while, in sheer agony, I try not to show
the tormented soul that I am. It’s what I need right now since any
emotion would make me crumble at my own feet.

Mathews stands politely and
silently as I give instructions on certain items I don’t want or
couldn’t bear to have with me. His black hair is sprinkled with
gray, his crinkled eyes highlighting the soft blue kindness in
them. He’s maybe in his late forties. I’ve always liked him as a
quiet protector, always present sort of way.

I can see why Jake trusts him to
run his security both in and out of his home. He has the air and
quiet gentleness of a military man underlined with a hint of
danger. I’ve no doubt he’s the kind of man who would take a bullet
for Jake. I like that he has Mathews to take care of him now that I
won’t be here to do it anymore.

My body is held together only by
sheer will as Mathews takes my case and leads me to the elevator at
the outer doors of the penthouse apartment. I manage to find the
old part of me deep inside that shields how I feel. PA Emma lifts
her chin and sets her face in a blank mask. I take one last look
around. My heart aches like a dead weight in my body, not for this
apartment, since it was never really mine anyway, but for what
walking out of it symbolizes. I’ve lost everything just like I
thought I would.

Not because I let Jake seduce me
into a one-night stand but because I fell in love with him. I let
go of so many defenses which kept me safe. Yet the outcome was the
same: I lost him, my job, and our relationship. Here I am again,
walking out of his life for the second time, only this time, I
don’t see a way of ever coming back.


Chapter 2

It’s only been a day since I left
him, but it feels like an eternity. The apartment is eerily quiet
while Sarah and her boyfriend, Marcus, visit his family for the
next six days. I have all technology switched off, so Jake can’t
contact me, and I’m slowly dying inside. It doesn’t feel like I
belong back here, in this apartment. Queens isn’t where I should be
anymore either.

The anger sweeps through me,
followed closely by grief, then mourning. I can’t seem to be still.
Every part of me cycles through emotions over and over. I feel like
I’m caught in a nightmare I can’t wake up from, and everything
around me is surreal. My palms are cold, and my body trembles, but
I feel hot and sick. I’ve tried to do something other than lie on
the bed and sob, but I’ve lost all my capabilities.

The years I was hurt and abused at
the hands of men used to somehow give me the strength to fight
back. No matter what they did, my anger fueled me to be better. But
Jake has left me barren and empty. There’s nothing in me but an
agonizing pit of despair and hopelessness as I lie crumpled
and useless on a bed.

Food doesn’t tempt me, I can’t
swallow water, and the thought of getting up is abhorrent to me.
I’ve thrown up so many times since I got here. Maybe a reaction to
the emotional trauma.

Thoughts of Jake and Marissa run
over and over through my head. My imagination is taking hold,
running wild, seeing them kissing passionately, hands running up
and down her body pushing things further. I can’t shake it; every
new visualization becomes more detailed and more excruciating
than the last. I’m literally torturing myself into
insanity.

I’ve no idea how far things went or
how they even started, but my mind is slowly tormenting me. I know
if I stay here like this, I’ll slowly go insane or die from
starvation. I need to get up and shower, get up and eat. Just get
up and not lie, falling into oblivion. I need to start
rationalizing my thoughts to help process what has
happened.

You need to pick up the pieces and
file them into the back of your head. You are better than
this!

I finally drag myself up, sitting
and watching the rain fall down the window from my padded,
silver-gray headboard. The dark gray sky brings a dull light to
everything around me in my stark modern room. It seems to echo how
I feel inside. I’ve no idea what time it is; it ceased to exist the
moment he told me what he did.

I pull myself to standing, ashamed
that I’m still in his T-shirt and running pants, acknowledging the
mess of me. I don’t want his smell around me or the memory of him
so close. I must pull myself together and look like I’m coping
with life. Maybe by doing this, I’ll find my old
resolve.

I force myself into the small
shower of my apartment. The confines of the cheerful pink bathroom
Sarah insisted on decorating brings me a little comfort, a minor
spark of happiness amid a sea of darkness. A touch of Sarah with
her bright, happy face pushes Marissa aside for a moment, giving my
head respite.






* * *






I’m a little saner from the harsh
jets of hot water drilling into my skull, distracting me from my
reality, and I stand that way until my legs go numb, like a
mindless drone on autopilot.

I dress in fresh clothes and brush
out my hair before moving to unpack my things into the empty
wardrobe.

The doorbell ringing snaps my focus
around, and I hesitate, stomach lurching in panic. Sarah won’t be
back for a few days, and I’m not expecting anyone I can think of.
Experiencing a moment of fear as my gut tells me it might be him,
that maybe he doesn’t want to give me space to think, but I can’t
see him so soon. My insides go weak, turning to liquid mush, my
legs become rubber, and my hands start sweating. I’m close to
fainting when sense steps in.

Wait!

My brain snaps into focus, telling
me it’ll be Mathews with my belongings! I asked him to bring
them to me sooner rather than later, wanting the pain of the task
out of the way quickly. I feel ridiculous and try to regain some
stability in my legs.

Get a grip, Emma. Breathe … Count
… Breathe.

I stumble to the door through the
open-plan lounge opening it hesitantly without checking the spy
hole, willing myself to find the courage and poise to hide the
internal disaster that I am.

I’m right, and Mathews stands with
another man dressed in matching black, holding cases, a serious
expression on his face. I know he’s taking me in, trying to
ascertain how I am without asking. It’s what he does. He appraises
people instantly, analyzing me at a glance.

“Miss. Anderson, shall I have
everything brought in?” His deep gravelly voice is comforting. I
smile emptily, moving out of the way, gesturing they should,
finding PA Emma, pushing her out in front to take control of my
lifeless body for a while.

It doesn’t take long to bring the
cases and boxes in; my head and heart hurt a little more each time.
I didn’t realize how much I accumulated moving in with Jake;
ever generous, always flourishing me with clothes via Donna or
little surprise things among my jewelry or shoes, even
down to books I read. Always finding a new one beside my bed when I
was nearing the end of the one I had.

He never ceased to anticipate my
needs knowing exactly what I’d like. He never made a big thing of
it, though. No large dancing gesture, presenting me with gifts he
knew I’d feel embarrassed about accepting … so he’d slot them in
with my things to find while alone. I never refused anything that
way, always warmed by the thoughtful touches he left for
me.

God, I miss him so much. He always
knew what I needed.

When the men are done, Mathews
turns to me at the door, ushering his man out, and gives me a
paternal, warm, sympathetic smile.

“Miss. Anderson, Mr. Carrero asked
me to give you this.” His steady gaze takes in the flicker of
emotions across my face as he holds out the long slender cream
envelope with my name on the front and Jake's achingly bold and
beautiful handwritten script. My heart pangs and contracts at the
sight of it. I instantly bite my lip to quell the tears. The heavy
swallowing to calm my emotions doesn’t go unnoticed. He gives me a
sympathetic look, sliding the envelope into my palm with a brief
pat on my shoulder and a nod.

“He loves you, ma’am. Men are
idiots when it comes to love and relationships. We all make
mistakes. Just don’t dismiss all you have without really thinking
things through. You are his universe, Miss. Anderson.”

An interesting observation from a
man who sees so much and yet is only a mere brief presence in our
lives.

He smiles at me gently, and I nod
too, ignoring that tug in my throat that aches so badly. Tears pool
in the back of my eyes, my throat throbbing.

“Please tell Jake I need time
alone. I’m grateful for my things, Mr. Mathews, and thank you,
really.” I smile emptily.

He understands I’m dismissing him
before I fall apart because even hearing Jake’s name brings an
unbearable agony that cuts through my core. He nods and says a
small farewell before leaving, pulling the door closed behind
him.

I stand stiff and numb, staring at
the door handle for a few moments, lost in an empty daydream before
my head snaps into focus, and I stare down at the letter in my
hand. I’m grasping it so tightly I’ve put a wrinkle across its
smooth surface.

I walk to the couch and sit down,
holding the letter in front of me as though it’s some foreign
object I don’t recognize and don’t know what to do with. I sit
for the longest time and stare, my heart beating through my chest,
my breathing labored.

His neat, beautiful writing scrapes
at what’s left of my strength, knowing whatever is inside has the
power to fuel another onslaught of tears, sobs, and crushing pain
that I’m just not ready for. I get up, walk to my room, and slide
it in front of the mirror on my vanity instead. I need time - time
to get myself together before I read it.

Jake kissed someone else, Marissa,
of all people! Will I ever be ready to face that?

To some, the act is excusable,
maybe even understandable, considering everything that went on
leading up to it. I can’t change how irreversibly it has hurt me.
It’s about trust, betrayal, and security. He did something as
painful as full-on sex. He touched her and gave her something that
should only belong to me from the second he gave me his heart,
regardless of his pain. He gave his touch to someone he knew would
crush me. The woman he will be tied to for an eternity because of
her unborn child. I know drunk Jake can be irrational and
impulsive, fueled by rage, but a part of me shakes its head
sadly.

If he loved me, he wouldn’t have
been able to throw me aside so carelessly and cruelly, turning to
that woman and doing something so vindictive.

Maybe this is what I deserve in
life. Perhaps this is my retribution because of the insecure,
afraid, emotional, weird mess that I am who pushed him away for so
long, even though I’ve no doubt that Jake loves me. I’ve seen it so
many times in the ways he’s changed his life for me. I do not doubt
that he regrets what he’s done. I would be blind not to see it
written all over him, but it’s not any of that which holds me
here.

It’s knowing I may never be able to
trust him again, letting my insecurities expand beyond control,
knowing I’ll always be second-guessing him anytime he leaves me
alone. Always doubting if he has unresolved feelings for Marissa.
He showed me that all men, even the ones who love you, can still
crush you so easily. It’s a black mark in our almost perfect union,
a hideous, ugly scar, forever there between us.

I know I have blame in this too.
Maybe that’s why I can’t hate him, and maybe it’s why even as I’m
dying inside, all I want is him. The source of my pain is my only
cure, and as much as I hate what he’s done, as much anger and hurt
there is inside me, I can’t stop pining for him. It makes me more
messed up in the head and unable to get my thoughts
straight.






* * *






I spend the next several days
locked in my solitude, leaving only to buy groceries and then
returning home. I’ve mindlessly sat through so many hours of
daytime TV and horrible romantic movies that make me want to throw
books at the screen. Sarah should be back soon, and I don’t want
her to see what I’ve become; some slobbish, tear-stained mess of a
girl living in a sea of junk food, chocolate wrappers, and
screwed-up tissues.

Classy look, Emma; really holding
yourself together, aren’t you?

After a much-needed pep talk and a
long agonizing look in the mirror, I am finally so sick of my
depressive mood and disgusting behavior. I force myself to get up
and stop moping around like a broken-hearted zombie, doing
anything to stop mulling it over in my brain.

I busy myself with cleaning the
apartment, wiping away hours of lying around sobbing into tissues,
and eating carbs. I can't bear to look at the endless sea of
clothes on my floor, all tied viciously to memories of him. I need
to get myself together and show Sarah I can be who I used to be. I
can pretend to be in control for her sake by looking as I should
and having our home as neatly kept as we usually do. I won’t
inflict this person I’ve become on her when she returns. I’m
ashamed of who she is.

I have texts from him and emails,
all unopened. The bunches of flowers and expensive gifts sent to my
door were all turned away. Jake’s trying so hard to reach through
my wall of silence and contact me, but as I told him on every
returned gift card:

Leave me be. Give me
time.

Every time the bell goes, the pain
of being betrayed rears its ugly head, with each bunch of gorgeous
flowers more extravagant than the last, chocolates,
jewelry, and even a stuffed bear holding a broken heart. Each
one causing a flood of tears and a ravaged soul. It’s been hell
trying to tell the couriers to take them back, that I don’t want
any of them. Inflicting my sobbing, manic, blubbering, messed-up
self on any delivery guy brave enough to give me any of Jake’s
gestures. Flapping my hands to move them out of my sight. It’s all
too much to bear, and now I’ve muted the intercom, so drivers
assume no one is home.

I can’t fault him for trying to
reach me. Not a day has passed that he hasn’t tried, but I’m not
ready to face this or him just yet. My head is a mess; my body is a
mess; my emotions are a mess. I feel like I’ve been cut loose and
left adrift. I can’t focus on a single thing. I’ve never
experienced this kind of torment. I thought being sent away by Jake
to his dad’s company was the worst pain I would ever endure in my
life, but this tops that. This is excruciating.

At night, I barely sleep and reach
for him when I do. I dream of him, and each dream gives way to my
old night terrors, waking me up in a panic and causing me to dive
toward my headboard. I pull my covers to my chest, trying to fight
off the shadows coming at me as I drag myself out of my mind,
desperate to wake up fully.

Those nights are the worst,
drenched in sweat and fear, gasping in terror as I slap at the
shadows around me. I wake up, often hoping that it’s all been a
dream and that I’m in his apartment again. Held captive by his
limbs, and he’s right there beside me to make me feel safe, but
every time, my body gives way to sobbing when I realize where
I am.

I’ve cried so much that I’m unsure
how my body still has any fluid left, but it seems I have a
never-ending supply reserved just for him. Exhaustion is the only
thing that helps numb the pain; my head is foggy with fatigue
constantly.






* * *






“Emma?” Sarah’s worried voice hits
me as I scrub the cooker for the fiftieth time, her arms flying
around me as she sees me. I didn’t even hear her come in. I finally
caved a few hours ago, in a phone call while she got ready to
travel home, and told her why I was here, unable to talk through
tears, but she finally understood.

“Oh, my God! I was frantic the
whole flight, desperate to get back to you.” She croons, holding me
tight, and I relax into her embrace. Holding myself together,
telling myself not to fall apart. To not be the girl who crumbles
when her friend asks how she is.

“I’m okay, Sarah … Better than I
was the last couple of days.” a numbness has started to envelop me
most of the time, making me able to cope with menial tasks and
mindless routines in an almost zombie-like state.

I turn in her arms and spot Marcus
scurrying away with cases to her room, a typical man avoiding
female tears, a real charmer. Jake would have brushed them away for
me and asked me to tell him all about it. He would’ve wiped the
floor with the likes of Marcus and his evasive behavior to female
tears.

I push down the thought and bite my
lip.

I can’t keep torturing myself this
way. Stop thinking about him.

“Is this it? Are you really walking
away from what you had?” She gazes at me with an intense frown. “He
made a mistake, Emma … He’s human.” Her revelation surprises me; it
makes me stop what I’m doing and gape at her.

“On our call, you were all for me
kicking him the balls, if I remember.” I point out in surprise.
Complete disbelief etched on my face. In truth, I’m more than a
little hurt.

“Yeah, but then I had time to
simmer and think about everything, Ems … Jake loves you. I don’t
think this is something he’d ever repeat.” She looks incredibly
sincere at this very moment.

Why am I shocked? She’s just
another version of my mother, letting a man hurt you and then
crawling back to him again. She’s given Marcus so many chances in
the past, and here he is again.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do.
I’m beyond confused.” I admit, glancing down between us at the way
she’s holding both of my hands tightly, a sudden urge to haul her
into my arms and cry. I don’t miss the old me who never
allowed this kind of touch between us. It’s comforting and so
necessary to me right now.

“Emma, think about it. He could’ve
done more than a kiss … He could’ve taken her back to her hotel and
done the deed. As soon as he kissed her, he knew he’d fucked-up,
right?” Her hopeful blue gaze bores into my face, and I try to
ignore it.

I can’t deny that the Jake of old
would have thought nothing of screwing some girl from a bar or even
screwing Marissa if he was drunk enough. He’d done that already,
the baby proof of that. I quash down the vile thoughts of his body
entwined with hers, revulsion pushing up my throat at the traumatic
visions going through my mind.

“So, you think I should just forget
it … Brush it off as nothing?!” I snap, yanking my hands away. Of
all people, I expected Sarah to be on my side.

But not this!

“No, of course, I don’t. He’s hurt
you, Emma. But I think you can move past this and be with him again
when you’re ready.” She sounds so young and pleading. I don’t want
this version of Sarah. I want her jokes on what she would do to
maim him in her unrelenting loyalty to me, dragging his name
through the dirt, calling him all the cusswords she can think of.
Instead, she’s championing him, making me feel anger that has lain
dormant the past few days.

“It’s not just the kiss … It’s who
he kissed!” I stamp, pulling myself away, heading to the couch, and
slumping down. Trying hard to simmer the wave or irritation growing
in my belly. “It was her … Marissa. The one person I hate more than
anyone and the one person that can truly kill everything between
us.” the tears sting my eyes at the mention of that bitch’s name,
and I bite them back defiantly. Not while her name is on my lips, I
wouldn’t dare.

That bitch will never get my
tears.

“It probably wasn’t a choice, Emma,
just a coincidence. Someone or anyone that happened to throw
themselves at him because that’s how much he was hurting; how
irrational he was being … There was no attraction in it.” She
raises her hands almost in exasperation and meets my furious
scowl.

How are you so sure, Sarah,
because I don’t even know!?

“If he loved me, then he wouldn’t
have so cruelly kissed her.” I spit, her stance unmoving,
arms folded across her chest as though dealing with a petulant
child. Her voice is steady and stern, with a look in her eye that
belongs to a schoolmistress.

“If he didn’t love you, then he
wouldn’t have done anything at all, Emma. He stupidly did it
because he was in an incredible amount of heartache. You hurt each
other. He only found out later that you were bluffing about the
other guy, but you still rejected him.” She walks forward, sliding
beside me, regarding me, pleading, and takes my hands gently, but I
turn my face away, defying her defense of him.

“He should’ve known I would never
do anything like that, and I didn’t reject him. I just said it was
too soon.” a tear rolls down my cheek; my head is in chaos again. I
never seem to be able to get any of this straight in my head, at
exactly whose fault this is, if I should’ve done anything
differently, or how we could’ve prevented all this.

“Men can be idiots, especially
drunk and emotional men. He was already hurting because he felt
like you rejected him. With an ego like his, I’m sure that was a
devastating thing, Ems and the other guy comment sent him over the
edge. Maybe he just figured you had finally realized he wasn’t what
you wanted anymore.” She’s trying to sound soft, but I feel so
angry and enraged.

“Well, he’s an idiot because he was
everything I wanted and needed. I would’ve followed him to the ends
of the fucking Earth.” I sob, unleashing a heart-breaking cry so
raw even Sarah is silenced by shock. She watches me with large blue
eyes, and her lip trembles.

“Emma?” she finally whispers,
leaving me to calm to a gentle sniffing, my anger deflating before
she continues, “If he’s everything to you, then why would you
reject a home with him?” She watches me closely, regarding me with
a confused and gentle expression.

“Because I’m scared,” I admit
finally. “I’m scared I’m not enough to keep him with me for a
lifetime. I’m scared of letting someone else take the lead and
losing all I am. I’m scared of this new life he’s offering me that
could be taken away at any minute.” It’s then that I realize I’ve
never believed in myself, never thought I could keep someone like
him for more than a few blissful months, let alone marriage and
life. That I could be more than my career and give him something
equivalent to all he was trying to give me. Even now, I feel like I
never really deserved any of it.

I have so much to thank my mother
and her lovers for; self-doubt is so huge I’m too scared to let
myself be happy. Jake is right. I’m incapable of ever fully letting
go or letting him in all the way.

“Emma, I believe he’s the one for
you, mistakes aside. I truly believe you’ll never find another love
or happiness like you did with him. He seems to know what you need,
almost instinctively, and he gives it to you. He understands you.
You have no idea how rare that is.” She tightens her grasp on my
hand and gazes at me fondly. Those tropical blue eyes twinkle with
love. “You changed someone like him, Emma. He changed you. You have
no idea how huge that is. I don’t think he’ll ever look elsewhere
again if you give him another chance. No, in fact, I know he
won’t.”

“I can’t just push aside what he
did.” I sigh.

“But you can learn to forgive him,
and you can only do that by talking to him and seeing what happens
next.” She strokes back my hair from my face wiping away some of
the wetness on my cheek. “You can’t wallow in here and hide away
forever.”

“It hurts me when I think of him or
even see his name on a text or an email. I can’t bear to open any
that he’s sent, not even the letter Mathews brought the first day.”
I shrug at her hauling my hair across my face and twisting it
harshly. Lately, every anxiety-driven habit and fidget I’d learned
to control has returned tenfold, reminding me of him and his warm
hands pulling my fingers from my hair. I yank my hands away,
clenching my fists to curb the urge.

“You’re doing what you always do.
You’re pushing it away, denying its effect on you. It’s hurting you
trying to catch it all in that little black box in your head, but
it won’t work with this. You look awful.” Sarah smiles at me, but I
can see the concern in her eyes. “I’m not telling you to run back
to him with open arms, just go see him … Or let him come see you.
Talking is the only way forward.” How she inclines her head with a
knowing look gives me a tingle of suspicion. Something in
that ‘know it all’ expression makes me stop and take note.

“He’s talked to you, hasn’t he?” I
finally click that she knows more than I managed to say through
hysterical tears, and she changed her whole attitude in the last
few hours since my call. I’m not dumb. Only Jake could’ve given her
the insight that I don’t have. The way she’s been fighting to give
him a chance when only hours ago she wanted to rip that pretty head
from his wide, strong shoulders.

More like his asshole head and
arrogant shoulders. Man up, Emma!

“Yes, he did. I wasn’t sure if I
should tell you. I wanted to give him a piece of my mind, if I’m
being honest. He gave me his number a while back when I couldn’t
get through to you at work and had to call your main office.” She
looks away sheepishly as though she’s done something
wrong.

“What did he say? How did he
sound?” I can’t help myself. It’s like dangling alcohol in front of
a drunk. Any little insight into Jake right now is what I need and
crave, even if it’s something I’m not sure my frayed emotions can
handle right now. I know how contradictory my reaction is to what
I’ve been thinking, but it’s a spontaneous impulse I have no
control over.

“He sounded so … broken. The first
thing he said was, “How is she?” … That kind of threw me.” She
shrugs nonchalantly. “I was all set to yell at him, but then I sort
of didn’t. He sounded like a man living through hell, Emma … Not
very Jake Carrero at all.”

I swallow hard, returning my focus
to my hand as the tremble in my lips betrays my urge to cry. I
don’t want to hear how hurt or different he is. I want to know my
domineering cocky asshole is still in there. I need him to be the
Jake I love.

“Tell me …” I stumble over the
words like lead in my mouth. “… Tell me what he told
you.”

“Maybe it’s best coming from him,
sweetheart? He told me because he needed someone to offload to,
someone who would be on your side. Someone he knows loves you as
much as he does. I think he wanted me to see it from his side, and
somehow, if I could understand it, he would have a chance at
getting you to understand too.” The honesty in her eyes makes me
break.

“No … I couldn’t bear to hear him
say any of it. I don’t think I could handle it. Please, Sarah.” I
turn to her with watery, pleading eyes and a grim expression. My
pain is so visible that she lets out a small cry of sympathy,
making my heart thump harder in my chest.

She thinks for a long while before
resigning herself to saying more, my begging gaze boring into her,
weakening her resolve. Defeat in her eyes as she slowly gives in to
my silent will.

“He barely kissed her, Ems …
seconds at most, and then felt an almighty kick in his gut. He said
he knew instantly he was throwing away everything that mattered to
him. That he was being an idiot, so he turned around and walked
away. Left her standing in the club. He went home with Daniel until
he was ready to face you.”

She looks at me, waiting for some
response, and she carries on when I don’t give one.

“He said he switched on his phone
when he couldn’t stand it any longer and had two messages and a
voicemail from you. It was like having his heart ripped out all
over again. He knew as soon as he saw them that he’d lost you. He
knew you would go the second he told you what he’d done.” She sighs
and raises her eyebrows in an ‘I’m
sorry’ gesture.

“I just don’t get how he could do
that to me.” I sob as pain sears through my chest despite her
telling me something I already know. I bite down the burning knot
of agony in my throat, fighting down the words trying to come out
of my mouth.

“He’s a man, Emma … He’s human and
not perfect. God, you’ve told me how many times before how
imperfect your Boss was? He’s still the same guy, except now you
love him. We all have insecurities, and we all jump to conclusions
and make stupid mistakes, even him.” She hands me the box of
tissues from the side. No one knows more than me that we’re capable
of irrationality when insecurity raises its head.

I am the queen of insecurity and
jealousy.

“What if I can never forgive him?
Never stop feeling this broken?” Fresh tears roll down my cheeks,
hopelessness devouring me.

“I promise you that you can move on
from this, and if he’s the guy for you, he’ll earn your forgiveness
a thousand times over. I have faith that he will, Emma.” She tips
my chin with her fingers, so I look at her. “He really loves you in
a way that makes me kind of jealous.” She smiles, casting her eyes
to her shut bedroom door. “Not all men are so easy to love or show
it so openly. But Jake and you, I think you’re the exception to the
rule. You two are the fairy-tale couple despite his impulse to fuck
it up all the time. He dotes on you in a way most men aren’t
capable of, and he doesn’t care who sees it either.”

“It doesn’t feel like it right
now.” I sigh, wiping my nose with my sleeve, ungraceful and
completely angst-pushed. The old Emma would be rolling in her
metaphorical grave right now.

“Don’t walk away from him … I’m not
saying that for him. I’m saying it for you. I don’t think I’ll ever
see you get over him if you do.” She sets a serious look on her
gentle face. “You owe it to yourself to try to forgive him. If you
can’t, then at least you know you tried.” Sarah’s warmth calms me,
bringing some sense of numbness back to the ache in my
chest.

“You really want the apartment to
yourself, don’t you?” I smile through my watery tears, and Sarah
giggles.

“Totally! It is my love nest, after
all.” We both laugh softly, releasing a tiny bit of tension. “You
know you can stay here forever. I would love nothing more, but I
want you to be happy, and I think it’ll only happen when you’re
back with him.”

Typical. Find happiness in the
arms of the one person who can destroy you.

“What should I do?” I finally
sniff, still confused at the riot of emotions and thoughts coursing
through my head.

“Read the letter, the messages, and
emails. Then maybe reply to one of them and take it from there.”
She presses a palm to my cheek in a surprisingly maternal way. “Do
what you feel is best for you. But don’t just sit festering, doing
nothing.” Sarah gets up and walks to her door, leaving me to digest
our conversation.

“I need to go unpack and see
Marcus. Tell him it’s safe to come out. He has a phobia of women’s
tears and a public show of real emotions. Just yell if you need me,
okay?” She smiles at me widely, realizing she still has her coat on
from coming home. She didn’t even stop to take it off before coming
and being here for me.

I love you, Sarah.

“I’ll be in my room … Reading.” I
sigh, resigning myself to following her advice for
once, unable to stop the trembling in my body, but my mind is
made up. Even if every part of me is screaming in fear.

Sarah halts and throws me a wink
and a smile.

“I was hoping you’d say
that.”


Chapter 3

With shaking fingers, I stare at
the folded paper in my hand. The envelope discarded, now lying on
the bed with his neat scroll on the front. I take an eternity to
run my fingers across the neat lettering, pain shooting through me
from every angle. I inhale deeply, steadying my nerves, unfolding
the thick cream paper, and biting my lip. I drag courage from
somewhere, telling myself I should dive in and do it.






Emma,

I’m sorry, Bambina, so extremely sorry. I don’t even know what
writing to you will achieve, but I had to do something. I saw them
packing up every piece of you, and I had to stop myself from
tearing it out of their hands and holding onto it all. I can’t bear
it. I feel like everything they remove is a slash across my
heart.

I know I don’t deserve you, I
don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’ll do anything to have it,
anything to get you back. I made a stupid mistake, wasn’t thinking
clearly, and wanted to lash out at everyone.

I’ll never hurt you again, I
swear. Just give me a chance to fight for you. I’ll never give you
a reason to doubt me again. I hurt the one person I love and need
more than anything in the world.

I won’t ever make that mistake
again. Being here without you is torture, so unbearable I can’t
breathe. I can’t get you out of my head or how you looked at me
when I told you what I’d done. It was like a knife being thrust
deep into my chest and turned; I know what I’ve done. You don’t
need to punish me, baby, nothing is as bad as this, and no
punishment could come close to the pain I’m in without you. I’ve
never felt regret like this before and never intend to earn it
again.

Please. Talk to me. I just want to
see you, look at you, and have you near.

I’m slowly going insane without
you, baby. I need you. I love you, and I can’t, won’t lose you.
I’ll fix this.

Just give me a chance.

Jake x






Tears roll down my cheeks, dripping
onto the paper, and I watch in agony as some of the ink from his
signed name bleeds across the surface. I watch in dismay as his
name becomes a blur of stained grey and throw the letter on the bed
as though it’s burned me.

It hurts more than I thought it
would, reading something he wrote for me, connecting to him in some
small way. It hurts because I miss him so damn much, and I’m dying
of pain. Everything he wrote makes me ache, and I want to see him
more. I’m so confused and in turmoil about what to do. His words
have cut me to the core with longing and anger, so much love from
one man. Yet he’s capable of cutting out my heart in one selfish,
childish act. I want him right here with me, but my mind wants to
punish him by staying away.

I pull my phone out of the bedside
drawer and switch it back on. After his third text, I turned it off
days ago, unable to cope anymore, hoping to find relief in the
silence. I needed a break to be alone and process things. It bursts
back into life, and I try to steady the inner wave of tears and
fear waiting to drown me. I need to do this if I desire to move
forward. I need to see what he wants to say and decide where I go
from there. Sarah is right. I can’t dwell on hoping I’ll wake up
fine tomorrow and forget all about it. The only way to sort this
out is to face it head-on and start taking steps to either fix us
or forget him.

When my phone is fully caught up, I
flick to my texts from him, opening the oldest one unread in the
row on display.

I love you, and I miss you xx I’m
sorry, baby. J

I bite my lip and quell the new
onslaught of tears, moving to the next text quickly, like ripping
off a Band-Aid fast, trying to avoid the overemotional response to
each one.

I wish you would just say
something, anything. Even if it’s to yell at me and tell me you
hate me. Silence is torture. Xxx J

My hands tremble as I trace the
words on my screen. My heart is aching for him like a pathetic
idiot. My fingers hover over the kisses longingly for a moment
before I shake myself out of it. I notice under the third message
is one more; a new one received when my phone was off, updating
now.

Tell me what to do. What you need
from me? Talk to me. Please. Xxx J

With another punch in the gut and
another tear to my collection, I sigh, biting back the tremble on
my bottom lip, and push the next one open.

I can’t do this; I will end up
banging down your door just to see you. Please, Emma. Reply or
something. I got every bunch of flowers, every piece of jewelry,
and every gift sent back to me. Emails ignored; texts ignored.
You’re not giving me any choice but to show up and fight for you,
baby. I love you too damn much to let this go, and I’m going crazy
with this silence. We had so much, too much, to let it end this
way. Xxx J

My breath catches in my throat at
the last one, a mix of heartbreak and something else, a tingle of
something I can’t even pinpoint. I should be angry with the way
he’s texted me, but strangely, I’m not. He should be groveling at
my feet for my forgiveness.

This is the Jake I need to see. The
one who ignores all and comes pounding after me regardless. The
Jake who came after me to Chicago despite me saying no. The Jake
who always pursues me because he can’t help being the dominant
one.

Do I want Jake to show up and break
down my door to see me? Prove to me he will fight for
me?

Maybe I do. Perhaps it’s partly
what I need from him - that instinctual way he cuts through
everything to come for me regardless of protest.

I shake the thought aside and
quickly open my email app, logging into my personal account. Before
I can linger on my confusing thoughts, there are two.

Jake Carrero has sent you an
iTunes song.

Jake Carrero has sent you
Beyoncé–Halo.

Attached message – I never had a
way to resist letting you in. You’re my angel baby. The light in my
world, the reason I want to be better, you’re in everything I look
at. You’re always around me even when you’re not here. You’re the
voice in my head that tells me to be a better man. I waited a
lifetime to find you and will not lose you now. I need to know what
you’re feeling and thinking. I won’t just lose you without a fight.
Talk to me, Emma, Please. Xx J.

The use of our old mode of
communication hits me like a punch to the heart, painful yet not.
Memories of how sweet he can be, attentive, funny, and loving. It
confuses me more, and despite myself, I press play on the song as I
agonize over his sweet words.

Listening to it almost breaks me.
More tears and more internal assault as I imagine Jake saying every
single word to me. I can’t stop the ache of longing or the insane
depths to which I miss him. Each lyric clawing at me reminds me of
all the good in him and how he shows me love and always expresses
his devotion without hesitation. It hurts so much.

When the song ends, it lingers in
my head for a while before I have the strength to read his last
email. Thoughts of his touch, his kiss, his heart like bittersweet
torture.

I tried your cell and got your
answering machine a dozen times. I hate that you don’t want to talk
to me. Just tell me what to do, baby … Please. I’m literally on my
knees begging here. Xxxx J

I have no clue in which order the
emails and texts were sent. My head is too frazzled to care. The
point is I’ve done it. I’ve read them, despite the emotional
turmoil, the tears, and the ache to see him, and yet, I’m
still breathing.

The salty warm tears are pouring
down my face, and I slump back onto my bed, staring at the ceiling,
my head a whirling mass of crazy emotions and thoughts.

I don’t know what to say to him or
what I need from him. I’ve never been here before, dealt with this
kind of heartache, or been in a situation where I’ve freely given
my trust away only to have it wrenched apart like a worthless rag.
The thought of never seeing him again destroys me, but the thought
of him brings a full vision of his mouth on hers that tortures me.
I’m so stuck between two excruciating realities I can’t
breathe.

I hold the phone above my face and
read his texts again, wanting his nearness through the only contact
I’ve allowed. My heart constricts and twists inside of me. I devour
the messages over and over, memorizing them until they are etched
into my heart, absorbing the words, letting the slice of agony they
cause dim. Trying to find calm in my chaos yet still being
connected to him in some small way.

What do I say? I know he’ll come
here at some point if I say nothing. Jake won’t sit back forever
and wait. Do I even want him to come?

I don’t know if that’s what I want;
my mind and body are at odds with one another, fighting a grand
battle to the death. Self-preservation, PA Emma, telling me to keep
him out, the new weaker me begging to let him come.

I sit up, take a deep breath, and
wipe my face, steeling myself to do this, to do something. I don’t
want him to sit suffering in my silence indefinitely,
despite the pain he’s caused me. I can’t do that to him.
I can’t keep inflicting silence when he’s trying to reach out to me
in any way possible. My hands tremble as I impulsively type a
response.

I needed head space to think. I’m
confused and heartbroken. You hurt me. I don’t know what I need
from you, so how can I tell you what to do? X Emma.

I look at the text before sending
it, inhale heavily, emotions swirling up again, my hands shaking
violently. If I don’t know how to deal with my head, what chance
does he have? This day may kill me after all.

My phone beeps seconds later. My
heart skips a beat, and my fingers shake when I swipe my
phone.

Let me pick you up so we can talk
face-to-face. X J

I inhale sharply as panic sets in,
knowing it’s too soon. I don’t know if I can handle seeing him
right now. My heart bleeds that he’s so quick to connect like he’s
been waiting. It feels like he’s right here beside me. But he’s
not. He’s somewhere alone, mirroring what I’m doing, touching me
instantly when I need him like he always has done.

What happens if I can never handle
seeing him again? What happens if this destroys everything, so I
can never move on? Maybe it’s better to see what happens rather
than hide and die a slow, painful death of heartbreak.

I grab my hair at the temples of my
head, tugging in frustration. My emotions and brain are tormenting
me relentlessly. I can’t pick one path to follow, which drives me
insane.

I take my phone from my lap and
stare at it, taking a deep and calming breath before deciding what
to do and say.

Not yet. I need time to digest all
the messages and your letter. I only just read them. Give me time.
That’s all I ask. My response to your song, Jake, Beyoncé's
“Broken-Hearted Girl.”

X

I sigh with a deflated breath as it
sends onto him. My heart is aching, but I can’t see him yet. The
song expresses the craziness of what’s going on inside of me. This
war raging inside me, relentlessly consuming my thoughts, needs to
be dealt with first.  I’m scared about his response, holding
my phone with bated breath. I wonder if he’ll listen to the song,
pondering it, and then my phone beeps.

You’re killing me, Emma. I’ll do
what you ask. Xxx, I love you so much.

I don’t feel any better with his
response, an inner wave of disappointment that he’s not trying to
change my mind. Anger boils up inside me, coming from nowhere, and
with it, the impulse to smash my phone off a wall.

What the hell is wrong with me?
What is with my undying need to make Jake come after me and devour
me?

It was the same when we fought
after Arrick’s birthday. My anger wanted him to take me with a
vicious passion, as though he had no control, and now here I am,
angry because he isn’t ignoring my wishes and pushing his way here
to see me. It’s like I need the extreme from him. Maybe the lack of
real love in my life growing up has caused this deep-aching desire
to have someone show their love in dominant ways. I can’t begin to
analyze that right now. All I know is I want him to take away my
decision not to see him and let his own needs take over. That’s the
Jake who swept me into his world. The guy who never took NO for an
answer and pursued me regardless.

God. Maybe I do need therapy after
all.

There’s a gentle knock on my door,
and Sarah wraps her head around warily. Her eyes flicker over me
very analytically; she’s clearly assessing my mental
state.

“Emma … honey? Are you up for a
visitor? There’s someone here to see you.” She looks sheepish, and
my heart plummets in cold fear.

Oh, my God, he didn’t?! He
couldn’t?! Forget all that pushing his way in stuff … NO! I really
don’t want to see him.

She sees my face pale visibly and
immediately cuts in.

“No, no, not him … God, no … That
girl you told me about. Leila?” She smiles in an almost terrifying
effort at bravery, and I sag with breathless relief.

Oh lord … Leila.

I get up and start adjusting my
casual, rumpled clothes self-consciously. I must look a fright. My
hair is wild. My face is tear-stained and puffy. God knows how
crushed and dirty my loungewear is. Sarah takes my fussing as a cue
to let Leila come in.

Within seconds the whirlwind that
is Leila bounds in, dressed from head to toe in a gray
tracksuit with fur trim and sparkly silver trainers. She’s like my
modern-day Fairy Godmother. A crazy combination of a sporty woman
and a cute child. She practically knocks me over with the force of
her hug and over-energetic hand gestures.

“Jake is an actual fucking idiot.”
She releases enough to gaze up at me with angry eyes, carrying on
her dramatic emphasizing sign language. “I told him as much before
I threw the contents of his kitchen at him a couple of hours ago,
complete fucking idiot … I swear. Him and that shithead best mate
of his both need a major fucking brain overhaul.”

“Leila, you did what?!” I gasp in
shock, unsure if this is what I want Jake to be enduring right now.
With her mad temper, I can visualize her fiery little self causing
chaos in his immaculate kitchen. Images of her mounting a full-on
arsenal of pans and cutlery fly through my head as Jake ducks and
weaves to avoid the collision.

“Yeah, I did! It’s not like he
can’t afford some new gadgets and a clean-up crew. I’m just sorry I
have such a shit aim. He was stupid enough to tell me why you were
no longer at the apartment; fuckwit!” She grins at me, and I can’t
help but smile back, beautiful, crazy little Leila. I wish that
smile meant she was joking, but I know it’s unlikely. I would never
like to be on the wrong side of that small blonde cyclone in full
fury. I can only speculate that, despite his ferocity, Jake was
probably slightly scared.

“Please tell me you didn’t mark
that face, though? As much as I hate him right now, it would be
devastating to know you ruined it.” I catch her wrist as she fusses
with my mess of hair and shake my head out of her palms. I know
this mess is beyond repair and her efforts are completely
futile.

“Stop right now with that pouty
look of despair, and no, I didn’t … Lucky for him, he’s got fast
reflexes. Pity his brain doesn’t have the same skills. We’ll get
you dressed up and go somewhere cozy for cocktails, music, and a
girl chat. It’s an order, not a request.” She lets me go and starts
yanking through the cases of clothes on my floor that I still
haven’t had the heart to unpack, pulling dresses loose and holding
them up to investigate.

“I don’t think I’m up for this.” I
balk at her, my voice on the pleading side. My stomach is doing
somersaults at the mere thought of venturing into the public
domain.

“It’s about time I made good with
your side chick through there. I can’t have my girl mooning around
with another woman without getting a look in. Bet you’re glad I
like threesomes.” She winks at me with that devilish air that can
only be described as Leila. She’s not going to take no for an
answer. I sigh heavily and brace my hands on my hips, trying to
look more authoritative.

“Leila. I look like crap and am
just not in the mood….”

“Shh, not a word. Your job is to do
as you’re told and let Auntie Leila take care of everything.” With
one stubborn Leila look, I know I’ve no hope in hell of arguing my
way out of this.


Chapter 4

I sigh for the hundredth time as I
sit across from Leila and Sarah in a small booth at a trendy little
cocktail bar. I feel like crap. I don’t want to be here, but the
force that is Leila not only whipped me into a dress and heels, and
a face of make-up, but also cajoled Sarah out with us too. Sarah is
in complete awe of this sassy, little whirlwind, and I can tell
Sarah loves her, like everyone else who ever meets her.

“Sex on the beach?” Leila blinks at
me innocently. I blink back, gulping, instantly incredibly
awkward.

“What?” My head immediately zooms
to the week Jake took me to the Caribbean, and I flush with both
the memory and the heartache.

Why the hell would Leila be asking
me this right now?

“It’s a drink, Emma.” Sarah cuts
in, cupping her hand over mine. She’s still being the gentle and
sweet maternal one, still anticipating my moods, mothering me.
Meanwhile, Leila is being a rather bossy and domineering little
pest.

“Get that look off your face. By
the time we leave, I will have you smiling and pissed. Broken
hearts are cured with lots of delicious alcohol, and you know … the
quickest way to get over a man is to get under a new one.” She
winks naughtily, grinning, as my stomach hits my ankles and a cloak
of dread passes through me.

This was so not a good idea. Leila
is completely nuts.

Leila shoves Sarah’s hand back from
the top of mine with a rather sassy eyebrow raise.

“Stop coddling her. She’s made of
much tougher stuff, and this new, all-teary Emma is not a good
look. I swear if you don’t suck it up a little for one night, I may
have to get my whip out.” Leila’s words hit me, almost like a slap,
and I try to ignore the whip thing, wondering how serious she
is.

She’s goddamn right! I am not
someone who sits and cries their way through life’s upsets. I’m
stronger than this.

I also think that, secretly, Leila
is a sadist.

I lift my chin and paste a defiant
smile on my face. Meeting Leila’s approving wink instantly, her nod
of pride at the show of my old self.

“Yes, sex on the beach all round!”
I chirp up, trying to sound brighter, my heart desperately pushing
down the resistance and tears. Sarah regards me a little warily
before shrugging and leaning back into her chair
resignedly.

“Why not? Been ages since I had to
get through a shift with a hangover.” She shrugs.






* * *






“Oh, my God! Leila, get down!” I’m
laughing so hard my sides hurt as Leila dances along the bar top,
shimmying and singing full pelt into the wireless mic of the
karaoke machine. She’s in full rock star mode, strutting her stuff
like a coyote ugly wannabe. Sarah is so drunk she’s sprawled over
the bar, laughing at my poor attempts to control the wild petite
blonde.

“Leave her alone, honey. She looks
mighty fine up there.” Some sleazy fat man grabs my wrist, tugging
my arm from Leila’s leg, and I recoil in disgust at his touch. His
eyes travel under the dress she borrowed from me to wear, and my
repulsion grows into something more empowering, seething anger. I
elbow him hard in the ribs and stand back with a fierce glare when
he comes around at me.

“What the hell is wrong with you?
Crazy bitch!” He moves in angrily, but my inner anger and psycho
switch clicks on, pulling my height up to its full length in
readiness, too drunk to care about what I’m doing or any subsequent
consequences.

Bring it on, asshole!

“That’s enough. Do you need me to
escort you out, Tom?” The bartender cuts in, sliding the empty
glass away from the man with a warning glare. The man snaps his
attention to the burly tender, with his bulging muscles and
no-nonsense expression, and sneers my way.

“Fucking bitch … No. I’m going
anyway.” The chubby older man turns on his heel and stalks off,
leaving me feeling a little smug. I’m trying to ignore the deep
welt of pain growing inside of me, managing to convince myself that
it has nothing to do with the anger inside of my broken heart.
Anger is a good emotion for me right now. It’s pushing away the
melancholy from the last few hours. I’ve been thinking about Jake
almost every second, despite the alcohol-fueled party mood that
Leila has inflicted on me, and I’m trying my hardest not to let it
show for fear of Leila’s wrath.

“Try not to get yourself into a
fight, honey. Some of the regulars can be prissy as shit.” The
tender winks at me and moves off to tend to the crowded bar. I
glare after him, drink bringing out this alarming inner rage inside
me rather than my merry carefree drunken Emma.

What would Jake think of drunk
Emma like this? Wouldn’t like her very much, would he? This is more
like Drunk Teen Emma.

Leila is still singing her heart
out, but the song switches to something slower, and now she’s
swaying around up there. I’ve given up trying to reach her now that
she’s moved further along the bar, which spans the room and turns
in a U shape along the other side. I have no idea how she’s still
upright, considering we’ve been here for hours and drunk enough
alcohol to render the three of us unconscious.

My legs ache from our dancing
attempts, and I have the head of a drunk girl wandering around the
crowded room aimlessly. I have a fuzzy, almost dream-like haze with
my consciousness, and I just want to lie down. I am suffering the
effects of my drink, and the room is spinning and swaying around
me. I hold onto the bar for support and stand slumped, watching the
room, a little detached from reality.

She starts belting out a love song
rather tunefully, a little flat in places, but she’s giving it her
all and enjoying herself, so I sit down to listen. It takes only a
moment to realize it’s a song Jake has sent me in the
past.

Pink, ‘Give me a
Reason.’

It hits me like a punch in the
stomach, winding me and bringing the huge weight of agony back to
the forefront of my mind. Emotion heavy in my chest, I let out a
long heavy breath to hold back the new onslaught of tears prickling
behind my eyes.

I miss him so damned much. I wish
he were here right now. Why did he have to infect every part of me
with his presence?

I realize, suddenly, I don’t like
being drunk anymore. I only ever drank with Jake because I knew he
would take care of me and my little bubble of bravado, well and
truly pops. I hate being in a bar, without my protector, surrounded
by strange men who stare and sleaze over the women around them. I’m
vulnerable and emotional. The last thing I should’ve done was come
here and get drunk. I feel so powerless and small.

Now I’ve started this monsoon of
depressed feelings. I can’t seem to switch it off. I watch Leila
for a moment and see, almost with new eyes, how the men around the
bar are looking up her dress, checking out her ass, practically
drooling with every little movement she makes. Male eyes check out
every girl that walks by, all with the same leering stare and
licking of lips. Like animals searching out prey, and it sickens
me.

I feel nauseous, so aware now of
how awful this is. We’ve left ourselves vulnerable in a lion’s pit,
too drunk to function and take care of ourselves, and at this
moment, I’ve never wanted Jake beside me more than right now to
take care of me. Sarah’s passed out, hordes of drunk men surround
Leila, and I’m so out of my depth that an edge of panic starts
coming on, the old Teen Emma freaking in my mind.

I haul out my cell in my drunken
haze, noticing the wetness on my chin and wiping it with surprise,
unaware tears have even been falling. The phone sways in my vision,
my focus shot, and I try to make the screen less blurry by holding
it at various distances.

“You all right, beautiful?” A male
voice comes considerably close to my ear. I recoil as his warm
breath hits my neck, revulsion creeping over my skin like a moving
tide of cringe.

“Fuck off and get away,” I snarl,
all claws hissing and recoiling against the bar. I’m in full
defensive Emma mode and feel hemmed in by over-sexed sleaze bags
who wish to touch me. I’m prickling with angry energy.

“Fuck you, lesbo!” he snaps and
moves along to try his luck with the next one. That knot of anxiety
stays well and truly tightened within me, my body tense.

Charming. Dickhead.

I stab at the phone manically,
unsure if I’m managing to call anyone at all, suddenly desperate
for him to be here. I can hear ringing, so I put it to my ear and
hold my breath.

“Emma?” Jake’s voice is like a
complete blast of light beaming from heaven, running through me,
hitting me right in my center. His low sexy, soothing tone and the
way he says my name, yet with a hint of worry. Trembling rivulets
of warmth run through my body at just hearing his voice.

Oh God, I miss you.

I managed to get Jake on the first
try. I’ve never felt such relief at hearing his voice, my heart
constricting in pain and longing. Now I’ve finally broken the
silence. It feels like it’s been months since that gentle tone was
inside my head.

“Who else would it be….” I slur
crazily. I try for light and humor, then get angry at myself for
being this weak and calling him. Even now, I cannot stop the stupid
onslaught of tears pouring down my face. I’m aware my mind is still
in a deep pit of confusion, but my itchy hands and aching heart
must’ve overridden my brain with the need to see him.

I hate you. I love you. God, I
miss you.

“Baby, are you drunk?” I can
decipher the concern in his beautiful voice, which only makes me
want to cry even more.

He’s still calling me baby, his
baby. I want my Jake.

“I’m too drunk … I don’t like it
much. You’re not here to take care of me.” I burst into half gasp,
half sob trying desperately to right myself on my shoes, stumbling
and recoiling rapidly when my arm scuffs a warm arm.

“Don’t touch me,” I snap, in anger,
at the blurry mess of a figure to my right. Recoiling at the male
touch, wishing that Jake was there beside me.

“Calm yourself, sweetheart. You
fell into me. Watch where you’re fucking going.” The male voice
snaps back angrily as they turn away from me.

Screw you, asshole.

“Who the fuck was that asshole,
baby? Where are you? I’m coming to get you.” Jake isn’t so gentle
anymore; he sounds like bossy Carrero with a serious touch of
aggression. Internal me picks up with satisfying warmth. The same
me who wants the Jake I know and love to raise his head. He must’ve
heard the asshole down the cell, who is now snarling at me with
evil gleaming eyes and a twisted mouth over his shoulder. I turn my
back to him and stumble against a bar stool.

“I don’t know.” I sigh heavily,
tears replaced with exhaustion. The desire to listen to his voice
and hear him talk. I sigh, and the drunken wave of daydream tugs at
me for a moment. My drunken mind instantly distracted by Leila
hitting an impressive high note.

“Leila is singing. Can you hear
her?” I lift the phone above my head and hold it at an odd angle so
he can get full clarity of that wonderful sexy soulstress. She’s in
the full throws of Christina Aguilera’s ‘Voice Within.’ Right now,
it’s all I can think about to distract me from his voice being so
painfully close, too alluring, even though I wanted to drown in it
a second ago, causing me more pain and joy.

Damn you, Carrero.

I sway in time to her singing a few
lines, then bring the phone back down when I can stand the sound of
him again.

“Emma? … Emma?! … Fuck’s sake!
Emma?!” Jake’s mid-ranting and sounds overly worked up into
aggressive mode.

Oops. He obviously didn’t like
Leila’s singing.

“Don’t swear at me! You, of all
people, should not be swearing at me right now,” I snap and
immediately burst into tears. Drunk and emotional are not a good
combo. Having him verbally close is just making me
worse.

Does he have no clue how much he’s
hurt me or messed my head up?

He inhales slowly, steadily, to
calm his temper. His tone lowers, but there’s that sound he makes
when he’s talking through gritted teeth; his -
angry yet trying to control myself
tone. I get a little ripple of longing
again.

“Baby, listen to me, don’t cry. I’m
sorry, okay? I’m really worried about you and losing my mind a
little, tell me where you are, and I’ll be right there. I’ll come
to take you home. I’ll take care of you.”

Home? Home sounds good. The
apartment in Manhattan overlooking the sea of lights and tall
buildings, wrapped in bed with Jake, wrapped up in Jake; that’s
home for me.

“I don’t know where we are.
Somewhere, Leila brought us. Sarah’s here too, but I think she’s
dead.” I watch as she slides ungracefully off the bar where her
body previously was, and she ends up in a chaotic heap on the
floor, behind her bar stool between two men, seemingly ignoring
her.

I don't seem overly concerned for
someone who thinks Sarah might’ve died. I trip toward her a little,
stooping to see if she’s breathing, almost losing my balance and
nearly falling on top of her.

“Never mind. She’s just snoring,” I
slur down the phone with a dramatic sigh of relief. I slump down on
my knees beside her to peel what looks like a beer mat off her
cheek.

Yay, my friend isn’t dead after
all. But that is disgusting.

I hold the beer mat out in front of
me and squint, looking at the blurry, sticky vile thing, before
tossing it casually over my shoulder and rubbing my hands on
Sarah’s dress.

“For the love of God, are any of
you capable of something coherent? Emma, put Leila on,” Jake
commands, the tone of his voice riling me a little.

You’re supposed to be groveling
for my forgiveness, not barking commands, Dick. Asshole. You
gorgeous, sexy asshole … But I still hate you.

“Jerk.” I sniff down the phone, and
I swear Jake growls … like, actually growl.

I find myself sighing and
attempting to walk toward Leila, rolling my eyes, my defiant chin
stuck in the air. I’m instantly confused when suddenly I’m facing
down on a leather booth seat after the wall I was using to keep me
upright opened into nothing. It was a splat and vertical drop
without my attempting to save myself.

“Ouch,” I murmur as my face peels
painfully from the seat. I realize my phone is squished to my face,
and I can hear Jake rather loudly on my cheek. Opening my eyes, the
lit screen blinds me near my eyeballs.

“Did you just fall? What the hell
…?! Emma, hello?! Okay, look, hang up but don’t leave that bar.
I’ll find you my way.” It sounds more like a threat, and when I
reply, I realize he’s disconnected my call.

Asshole! I didn’t ask you to come
for me. I don’t want you to come for me! You don’t know where I am
anyway, so good luck with that.

I crawl onto the booth where I’m
already lying and curl up on the seat, trying to get a hold on
these damn infernal tears. I should call him back and tell him to
go to hell, but I don’t want to. Part of me wants him to find me
and take care of me. Wanting him to ignore my pleas to stay away
and do what Jake does – Come charging in all dominant mode trying
to bend my will to his. If he does that, maybe my confusion can
take a long walk off a short pier for a while and give my mind a
well-needed break.

I don’t like it here anymore, and I
think Sarah may really be dead. She’s not moved at all, but I'd
rather rest first because she’s too far away to get to. I wiggle my
feet out of my shoes and drop them on the floor, feeling an odd
sense of heartache at this simple act. Jake always took my shoes
off for me when I was drunk. He always took care of me regardless
of his mood or sobriety. I hate that he plagues everything I
do.

I sigh, trying to wipe away the
mess pouring down my face, resting my head against the wall and
closing my eyes to block out the wave of people mulling around the
bar and floor. For a small place, it’s crowded and noisy, with a
thick foggy atmosphere. Maybe if I drown it all out for a few
minutes, I could get my head straight and get us back home. Take
Sarah home somewhere safe to sleep in a position a little more
natural and get Leila off that damn infernal bar, so men stop
trying to grope her.






* * *






“Emma, Bambina, wake up.” Jake’s
voice comes at me through the darkness, and suddenly I’m aware of
music, people, and a lot of noise. Warm fingers trace my jaw, and I
push my face into them, rubbing like a greedy cat at the touch. I
choke on the atmosphere and come to in complete confusion. I find
my neck stiff from the angle I’ve been curled up at the booth's
corner.

“I’m going to lift you, okay?”
warm, strong, familiar arms slide under my legs and behind my back,
and I’m hoisted up against the smell of my Jake, the feel of him,
his warmth, and his strength like some fantasy dream. I close my
eyes, nuzzling into him, wanting this dream to last forever. I want
the safe and comforting feel of him surrounding me to last, keeping
the horrible ache of not being with him at bay.

I come to my senses a little, aware
of movement, and open my eyes suddenly, looking right at Jake’s
face. Not a dream or a hallucination, but really him, and the pain
of what that means right now is sheer agony. I choke back the gulf
of emotions at seeing him again.

Bittersweet sums this up
completely.

My chest feels like it might
concave, and my heart has stopped beating. He looks beautiful if a
little tired and sexy and ruffled, yet completely here and familiar
and safe.

We’re still in the bar, and he’s
carrying me out of the booth across the floor, my head is swimming,
and I realize he did it; he found out where we were and came for
me. Impulsively I reach out to that beautiful face and poke him in
the cheek, checking that he’s real and not some sweet figment of my
imagination. I always did like poking that man of perfection in the
face, but he frowns at me with an amused expression.

How the hell did he do that? I
shouldn’t be surprised with Mathews on his security; he probably
tracked my cell.

Asshole! … My asshole … Jerk! … My
sweet jerk.

“Your face is still too pretty!” I
sigh in defeat, looking for something to criticize and finding
nothing.

“Glad to hear it.” He smiles at me
softly and lifts me with a little jerk to get me in his arms
better.

“Wait, my shoes! … Sarah … Leila,”
I mumble as coherently as I can, regaining my senses, surprised at
the slurring mess I hear in my own ears.

Still drunk then? How long was I
out?

“Daniel has taken Sarah to the car
already. He’ll come back for Leila in a sec, and I have your shoes
here.” He lifts his fingers under my legs, and I see my shoes
swinging below them.

Of course, Jake would never forget
a detail like that.

“Why are you here?” I gaze up at
him with wide eyes, trying to focus on the double Jake I can see in
front of me. I know why he’s here, but I need the words. I need
Jake to be the balm that heals my wounds, and he needs to find a
way to do it because trying to do it alone isn’t
working.

“You know why, Emma. Do you think I
could sit in the apartment knowing you were out in the city
somewhere and vulnerable? You may not like me very much right
now, Bella, but I love you. I wouldn’t just leave you here. I couldn’t.”
He pulls me closer and lifts my temple to press against his mouth,
closing his eyes and inhaling me. It brings me an odd sense of
comfort. “You don’t need to like it, but I’m taking the three of
you back to the apartment. Not one of you is capable of taking care
of the others.” His eyes return to mine, those beautiful hazy green
eyes with so much going on inside them. So much translating from
him to me with just a locking of them. My heart thuds heavily, held
in his arms like I have been so many times before, but this feels
new.

I don’t get a chance to protest
because I cringe at Leila’s voice piercing the
atmosphere.

“I don’t fucking think so!” Such a
sweet thundering tone of malicious intent scouring the air; the
precious little flower she is. I squirm in Jake’s arms to see which
direction her yell came from and catch sight of her immediately.
She’s still on top of the bar with mic in hand, hands on hips,
glaring like a psychopath at one Daniel Hunter.

Daniel is standing in front of her
on the floor, looking up, one hand attached to the hem of her short
dress with a vice-like grip. He has zero intention of letting go
and meets her fiery snarl with one of his own. Equally matched in
the ability to throw harsh icy scowls and in the ability to handle
one another.

“I’m not fucking leaving you here
alone, so get down now, or I’ll fucking make you. I’m not playing,
Leila!” he yells back at her. Jake stiffens as a man approaches
Daniel and tries to pull him back with a hand on his shoulder. It
seems that someone is trying to act chivalrously by thinking of
protecting my feisty little friend.
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