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        I think I just accidentally married my ex.

        Years ago, we were happily engaged.

        Then out of nowhere he broke my heart into a thousand pieces.

        Is it any wonder that I never want to lay eyes on him again?

        So why did he just move in RIGHT NEXT DOOR?

      

        

      
        Ever have someone completely break your heart?

        Yep, that’s how it went for me.

        Epic romance turned tragic disaster.

      

        

      
        He was my first. My best friend. My future.

      

        

      
        Just when I think I finally have my life figured out,

        I get the surprise of a lifetime.

      

        

      
        It seems my ex not only has the nerve to still exist,

        but he also has the audacity to become my new neighbor!

      

        

      
        He’s even sexier than before (which I didn’t think was possible),

        and close enough to touch (I can’t believe this is happening).

      

        

      
        I won’t look at him.

        I refuse to acknowledge him.

        And I absolutely won’t let him break my heart again.

      

        

      
        One stupid trip to Vegas later

        and I may have just ruined my life forever.

      

        

      
        But what if our love really does deserve a second chance?
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        WANT A FREE BOOK?

      

        

      
        SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER AND GET

        BOSS NASTY FOR FREE!

      

        

      
        My Ex.

        My Weakness.

        My Worst Nightmare.

        My New Boss??

      

        

      
        I’m right where I want to be.

        In a city I love.

        Working my dream job and quickly climbing to the top.

        Life is great.

        The only problem. My ex.

      

        

      
        He’s right where I don’t want him to be… back in my life.

        Unexpected, uninvited, and unbelievably hot!

      

        

      
        Worst of all, he’s my new boss.

      

        

      
        Crazy rich, devastatingly handsome and STILL holding the key to my heart.

        But he broke it once before and I’ll never let him do it again.

      

        

      
        He thinks I’m still in love and he may be right,

        But that doesn’t mean I’m going to give in.

        I stopped taking his orders in the bedroom a long time ago,

        I’m not about to let him control me at work.

        Not in a million years.

      

        

      
        But something tells me he’s not going to give up.

        Not until I obey Every. Dirty. Command.

      

        

      
        SIGN UP HERE AND GET A SECOND

        BONUS FREEBIE SENT RIGHT TO YOUR INBOX!
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      This book is dedicated to all the hopeless romantics. To the beautiful lovers out there who just want love, plain and simple.  Love… wrapped in a delicious, hard as nails, muscle-clad package that will make you forget your own name… plain and simple.

      

      -	ALEXA HART
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      “They want you to think that ‘Snow Day’, ‘Soft Dove’, and ‘Cloud Nine’ are different colors. They’re not, Francine. They’re just not. They’re all white. Look at these,” I gestured towards the three virtually identical strokes of paint on the dining room wall.  Francine followed my hand, seeming to take into consideration the case before her.  “See?  It’s all a conspiracy.  A paint conspiracy,” I continued, running a palm down her velvet back.  Francine gave me a curt glance, as if to say I was absolutely correct – or perhaps just that she couldn’t care less – and took off at a full speed feline gallop.

      There was a time when I wouldn’t have been alone in this house, talking to my 12-year-old cat like a half-sane senior citizen.  Just slightly over a year had passed since the Dupree household of Minneapolis, MN had been booming with activity.  While I long ago had very much turned into the boring eldest sister with no social life (but a strong work ethic), my younger sisters had kept my parents on their toes.

      Aurelie, who was now 21, was the middle child.  She’d been back and forth from college, sometimes bringing friends – often bringing a new boyfriend.  True to the stereotypical expectations that came with her position in the family, Aurelie had always been the least predictable.  If either of my parents were to die sooner than expected, I would rightly wonder if Aurelie hadn’t stolen a few of their natural years through her numerous stress-inducing predicaments alone.

      She had been the most excited about the move to New York, even though the reasons for said movement were due to Elise having been accepted into Julliard’s preparatory music program at 17 years of age.  Elise was an incredibly gifted pianist – so much so that my parents were willing to uproot their settled lives in the Midwest and enter the ceaseless cog of activity that was New York City.  Poor Elise had been torn, leaving behind more “best friends” than seemed accurately possible.  But she had wanted Julliard more than she wanted anything else, and off they went.

      Aurelie wouldn’t have had to go, but a prison cell couldn’t have kept that girl from jumping on the New York bandwagon.  For better or for worse, Jules and Brigitte Dupree much preferred to keep their “never a dull moment” child geographically close.  So, they had sold their house – to me – for a much lower price than was necessary and started a new life in a city townhome with their two lovely, and exhaustingly lively daughters.  Between Aurelie’s adventurous nature and Elise’s packed school schedule, I was sure my parents didn’t have the time to wonder if they’d made the right decision in going – even if they occasionally missed the slower pace of Minnesota.

      They certainly didn’t have time to hold full-blown conversations with less than interested Birman cats about conspiracies in the paint color industry; staring with agitated indecisiveness at the same three paint swatches for over an hour.

      But I did.

      I had chosen this life – quiet, steady, and borderline reclusive.  I’d chosen it five years ago, and clung to it like a life-raft ever since – refusing to look back.

      “Pas de regrets.”

      No regrets.  Madeline Dupree, my grandmother, had said this nearly every day of her life – in her beautiful, accentuated French which had always reminded me of windchimes tinkling in the breeze.  As a child I’d heard her say it to my parents, and then, as a young adult, it was often said to me.

      Especially after...

      I shook my head, physically attempting to dispel images and sensations that would emotionally never disappear.

      I had chosen this life for a reason.

      I ran a small antique and collectible shop near, but not exactly in, downtown Minneapolis.  I’d started it with my own money, which had been saved for other pursuits originally.  I enjoyed what I did.  I found pleasure in the occasional, relaxed hunt – roaming through the things that were no longer wanted (or simply no longer appreciated) for original, irreplaceable items.  Estate auctions, flea markets, and the like were the height of my “extracurricular activities”.  There was something about finding a cast-aside, written-off piece of unequalled beauty that made me happy – as though I were restoring some type of order to the world by giving the object another chance to matter.

      I even preferred the types of people my store tended to attract.  They were most often interesting, unique, and somewhat eccentric collectors.  Frequently, they shared fascinating stories and vivid, yet occasionally questionable anecdotes while they perused the shelves.  Sometimes they reminded me of Mamie Madeline.

      My days were calm, but they weren’t boring.  Not in my opinion, at least.

      Every minute of every hour would have been much more adrenaline charged if I had stuck with my undergraduate studies in pre-med.  I had excelled at science and math since childhood and never wanted to be anything other than a surgeon.  It had been part of a life path that I’d solidified in my mind well before I made it out of junior high.

      No one had ever expected it of me, demanded it of me, or anything close to that.  My parents belonged to the “whatever makes you happy” school of thought – especially when it came to their daughters.  This worked out well for Aurelie, who had changed her major four times since beginning college and had yet to earn a degree in any major at all.  We had their blessing before we asked for it – if we ever did ask for it.  Elise and I, on occasion – Aurelie, never.

      So here I sat, a 26-year-old home and business owner.  It was impressive, maybe, given my age, to have achieved this much stability in life.  But it had all come at a price, and not one that could be measured in green dollars.

      I was alone, and had been for five solid years.  I turned down dates, I shunned outings with the few college friends I had left in the area, and I most definitely avoided any type of obligation that could lead to an attachment – or worse yet, a dependency.  It had been easier to do before my family moved away, and much easier to do before Mamie had passed the year before they left.

      But the seclusion was beginning to wear on me now.

      Even Sylvie Dupree craves human affection.

      However, I was far from giving in to a mere craving.  I was sure there were still years of contented solitude left in me before my heart – and perhaps my ovaries – began screaming at me to find someone.

      I had already found my someone.  Ryker Griffin had asked me to go on a date when I was just sixteen.  He’d been a year older – a senior – and ridiculously handsome and charming, even at that young age.  For the following five years he’d become my world – my best friend, my lover, my fiancé, my everything.  And then our relationship had vanished like the setting sun, taking all of the light and promise of a beautiful future with it.

      “Cloud Nine.  I’m gonna go with Cloud Nine, Francine,” I murmured, lost in thought and unaware that my furry companion was no longer in the room nor listening.

      Kids.  Babies.  A family that consisted of more than two people.  These had been the bricks of the wall that Ryker and I had ferociously slammed into one fine June evening, sitting right here in this dining room at my grandmother’s table, happily addressing wedding invitations.

      I supposed it was something I had simply mistakenly assumed every couple planned on.  We hadn’t ever really talked about children – we were only 21 and 22 at the time.  But I had assumed.  Later.  After college.  When our careers were in full swing, and we could afford the addition of tiny little humans to our twosome.

      Ryker had grown up only ten or so blocks away from me, but he had experienced a very different childhood.  It had shaped his views of “parenthood” and “family” in such a way that he, with complete confidence, was convinced that fatherhood was not a road he wanted to go down.  Given what his young eyes had seen (and more so what his vulnerable heart had been forced to carry), he did not share my unspoken belief that kids were just naturally a part of the plan.  The idea that babies would someday join us was just as alien to him, as the notion that babies weren’t ever going to be a part of our picture was to me.

      One discovery.  A single variation in our eagle eye view of the future that ended everything.

      Five years of my life gone to waste.

      Of course, we hadn’t broken things off that very night of revelation, but there had been an instant change between us – and we both felt it.  It hadn’t taken long for either of us to realize just how immoveable our individual stances on the subject were.

      Ryker said the words first.  “This isn’t going to work.”  But I would have said them eventually anyway.  And what was left after that?  He’d been just as destroyed as me – but a brick wall remained a brick wall, whether or not you wanted it to exist at all.

      We broke.

      When Aurelie was younger – maybe eleven or twelve – she'd attempted a completely ill-advised backflip out of the oak tree in our backyard.  “I can land it!  I can!”  I could, to this very day, still see that defiant little face, full of smug determination, staring down at me and refusing to listen to even one word of reason.

      She’d jumped, and to her credit, almost landed the flip.  But instead of victory, she’d ended the venture with a broken ankle.  I remembered holding her hand while Elise ran screaming into the house – looking for Dad or Mom or Mamie – anyone at all.

      “It’s going to be okay, Aur,” I had assured her, not complaining when she squeezed so hard that my fingers began to numb.  She’d looked at me with wild, angry brown eyes after I said this.

      “It’s broken, Sylvie!  Broken!  I broke my ankle!  You don’t know what it feels like, and it is not going to be okay!  So shut up!”  Harsh words for a sister, but I’d been old enough to know it was her pain screaming at me, and not Aurelie herself.

      Her ankle had healed, as broken bones do.  But the doctor had warned her that there would always be some level of weakness in the mended bone.  “It will always be something you want to keep in mind, okay, little Aurelie?  You’ll be fine, but that ankle isn’t ever going to be quite the same,” he’d told her as kindly as possible.

      I understood Aurelie’s sentiment better after my relationship went up in flames.  No one knew what it felt like, and it was not going to be okay.

      But that depended upon your definition of “okay”, and I found over time that the heart was much like a bone.  One break, and it would never be quite the same.  There would always be some level of weakness inside the confines of those beating, bleeding walls – and that weakness was to be protected at all costs.

      My mother had assured me that I would find someone even better than Ryker – someone who did want children and therefore deserved me.  I didn’t know how to explain to her that Ryker had never stopped deserving to be with me just because of his honest feelings about parenthood.  He wasn’t wrong.  I wasn’t right.  It wasn’t a war, and Ryker would always “deserve” to be with me or anyone else he fell in love with.

      It was more that Ryker and I being together long term had become an impossibility.  We were no longer feasible.  We’d become a word problem that didn’t have an answer – no matter how you worked the math.  A square peg and a round hole.  All of the love in the world between us, but we had ceased to make sense, nonetheless.

      Mamie had seen it more clearly, as she often did everything in life.

      “It’s never going to stop hurting, my Sylvie.  It won’t, and you need to accept that,” she’d told me quietly one afternoon, placing her aged hand on mine gently.  I’d looked at her with puffy, red eyes – shocked that anyone would say such a depressing thing to me at that moment in time.  “It will always hurt.  But, mon petit amour, you will continue to walk about this earth, and you must decide where those steps will take you.  What do you want, my Sylvie?”

      I’d wanted Ryker, of course.  But I knew what she was asking.  Shortly after, I made a few major changes to my life’s plans, and I also made myself a promise.

      Surely someday I would need companionship – someone to grow old with.  I would want those babies and that family.  But I would never, ever again allow myself to love someone the way that I had loved Ryker.  That love had been all-consuming.  That love had been everything.

      Yet somehow, that love had still not been enough.
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        * * *

      

      The amount of time it took me to gather together my thoughts and focus on the next necessary move for the day was ridiculous by even the most generous of standards.  It was never good for someone like myself to skip too far down Memory Lane.  Sometimes coming back to the present was a struggle.  After five years of these particular struggles, I had learned to avoid that rabbit hole altogether – if possible.

      It wasn’t always possible.

      Today, however, I had a very specific task to perform.  Simple as it was, a quick drive to the hardware store to purchase two gallons of Cloud Nine would be enough to bring me back to the peaceful, painless present.

      I stood on the porch, locking the giant old door and giving Francine (whom was watching me leave with the same expression she always did, the one that inferred I was traitorously abandoning her forever) one last glance.

      Give her a break.  She’s watched a lot of people go out that door and simply not come back.

      I turned and stared at the empty yellow house that stood directly across the driveway from my own.  The street was full of old Victorian homes – nearly all with porches, and certainly all with character that was sorely lacking in modern design.

      Mr. Ezekiel Curtis had lived in this friendly, sunshine colored home for longer than I had been alive.  And though the neighbors – and especially their children – saw him as a cranky, ancient relic of a hermit (Old Man Curtis was his official title given by the locals), I had come to know him much more deeply before he died.

      Six months.  It’s only been six months.

      I shivered.  The way that time could feel endless and non-existent all at once was unsettling.  Surely it had been just yesterday that I was sitting on his front porch, our two wicker rockers quietly swaying back and forth, listening to Ezekiel’s stories about war, debauchery, and love...

      And on the other hand, it felt like he’d been gone for decades.

      It was the same surreal sensation that came upon me when I thought of Mamie.  Two years since she left us?  No.  It couldn’t have been more than two hours.  But also – two centuries.

      I was weary from people dying, leaving, disappearing.  Maybe I knew exactly how Francine felt, and why a part of her might assume I wasn’t barging back through that door anytime soon.  The reality was that we were all essentially on an invisible timer – never quite knowing when the buzzer would go off.

      Stop it.  Cloud Nine.

      I sighed, pulling my purse strap over my head and across my chest.  Someone would buy the house soon, and I would have a new neighbor to distract me from the ghost of the old – maybe even a family of neighbors.  It would be sad on many levels – making it all completely official that Ezekiel was gone forever, but it would also be an overwhelming relief.  I needed the closure.

      As if on direct cue from my thoughts, a sleek black truck turned slowly into Old Man Curtis’ driveway across the lawn.  I turned away, embarrassed that any new neighbor’s first impression of me would be this spaced-out woman staring at their new home.

      You look like a fucking serial killer.  Stop it.  Cloud Nine.

      I began walking down my driveway to retrieve my car from the garage.  The black truck had parked directly across the backyard right where Old Man Curtis’ driveway met his garage door.  It’s not Ezekiel’s garage anymore, Sylvie.  Realizing I was staring yet again, and that it now appeared I had purposely walked this way to get a better look at the vehicle’s passengers, I nearly ran the last few feet to my destination.

      Now you look even more suspicious.

      Feeling an inexplicable panic adding to my growing embarrassment, I considered running back into my house and never leaving it again.

      It’s probably just the realtor.

      This thought soothed me, and I had just let my body relax when a voice shot out from somewhere near that truck, hitting me like a spray of bullets made of fire.  “Sylvie!”

      I knew that voice.  In a million years, across a thousand galaxies, I would have known that voice.

      Ryker.  Ryker is HERE.

      My eyes sought out his form – instantly taking in the smooth lines of his unfairly handsome face; the jaw still chiseled and strong, the smile still warm and charming.  Five years hadn’t changed a thing about Ryker’s mischievous brown eyes, either.  They were sucking me in even from this distance.  And his body...

      Simple jeans and a t-shirt couldn’t conceal the fact that young Ryker Griffin was a full-grown man now – not a trace of adolescent softness left to his Hollywood features.  Everything was bulging out of everywhere – muscles stretching fabric to tortuous levels of tightness, enhancing his human frame into a priceless sculpture.

      He literally looks like he lived at the gym for the last five years and never left...

      But that couldn’t have been true, because his skin was darkly tanned, suggesting he had seen sunlight, and a lot of it.  He ran a hand through his dark hair, still waiting expectantly for my response.

      It was June and definitely warm out for Minnesota, but I suddenly had the sensation of being somewhere in the tropics – the air so humid and hot that I could barely inhale.

      “Why are you here?” I finally managed, clutching the doorknob to the garage to steady myself.

      He took a few steps from his truck into Old Man Curtis’ yard, still smiling, but carefully surveying me as he did so.  “I bought it,” Ryker offered, shrugging his shoulders and looking so handsome that my stomach clenched.

      “You bought what?”

      “I bought Old Man Curtis’ house.  He died.”

      “I know.”

      Silence.  We stared at each other, no one moving then.

      Ryker bought Ezekiel’s house.  Ryker bought the house right next to my own.  Ryker is my new neighbor.

      All of this was absolutely unacceptable.

      “Paint,” I blurted.

      He raised an eyebrow, taking another tentative step towards me, though there was at least twenty feet of grass between us still.  “Paint?”

      “I have to go buy paint,” I returned blankly, my knuckles actually aching from the strain of my grip.

      “Okay...  That’s... cool.  Um.  You look great.  It’s really, really good to see you, Sylvie,” Ryker spoke, and I heard the tone go from playful to careful to something else – something charged that I did not want to further analyze.  I instinctively knew he wanted to come to me – to touch me – to make sure I was real.

      I froze in a paralyzed stupor.  He couldn’t just do this.  He couldn’t just buy the house right next to my parents’ house – right next to mine – and move in.  Not after all of this time, and not after the way it had ended.  Life had been debilitating for both of us after we parted ways – for a very long time.  The thought of being back in that prison-like mind-space sent shivers of fear through my body.

      Why in the hell would he even WANT to live there?  To live HERE?

      My brain stalled, unwilling or unable to go about answering that question.  I turned from him without another word, proceeded to get into my car, and backed down the driveway without another glance in his direction.

      Stop it.  Cloud Nine.  This is just a normal Saturday and you are doing normal Saturday Sylvie Dupree things.

      Except that it wasn’t a normal Saturday, and I might not see one of those ever again.  Normal did not involve my ex-fiancé being present in my life, and it hadn’t for five years.  Yet there was Ryker Griffin, standing in Old Man Curtis’ yard watching me leave.

      And now it was Ryker’s yard.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      “Boom goes the dynamite!” Ryker bellowed triumphantly, bouncing Elise’s giant, sparkly-pink ball on the grass and watching it sail over my head.  “Slammer success!”

      “Whatever, Griffin!  Take this!” I returned the slam with as much force as my 17-year-old arms could muster.  Sadly, my move was nowhere even near the realms of impressive.  Ryker knocked it aside – laughing – and it bounced against the pole of our swing-set, then flew over the fence and into Old Man Curtis’ backyard.

      “Shit,” I muttered, standing on tiptoes to see over the white-washed panels of wood and spotting the escaped culprit.  Ryker was beside me, not having to stand on tiptoes, and seeing the same predicament before us.  Nobody wanted to step foot on Old Man Curtis’ property.  As young children, we had all but decided years ago that he was completely insane.

      “Will she even notice it’s gone, Syl?” Ryker whispered to me, instantly in stealth and survival mode.

      “It’s her favorite ball, Ryker!  I promised her we wouldn’t even touch it.  She’s eight.  She’ll kill us all,” I hissed back.

      “Dude.  Old Man Curtis is an asshole.  He’s a super-asshole,” Ryker replied, eyes still on the sparkles of the traitorous rubber sphere.

      “Yeah, well, so is Elise when you cross her.  My parents will make me go get it anyway.  Hold on, I’ll be back,” I conceded, dread in my stomach as I began to walk towards the gate.  Ezekiel couldn’t actually murder me in broad daylight, and I had the sneaking suspicion that I was his favorite neighborhood nuisance anyway.  That certainly didn’t mean that the old man liked me, but it was reassuring to know that he possibly hated me the least.

      Ryker grabbed my arm.  “I got this.”  He winked at me and stepped back a bit, then charged our fence and lunged himself over it in one swift, svelte, and completely unnecessary act of physical superiority.  I resumed my tip-toe stance to watch Ryker’s mission unfold.  He was already to the ball, picking it up, when –

      “What in the damn hell are you doing in my yard, you dirty hoodlum?” Came the booming voice of Ezekiel Curtis out of his back screen door.

      I saw Ryker struggle to fight off the laughter at having been called a “dirty hoodlum”.  His lips were turned up into the beginnings of a smile and he pressed them together, willing the amusement away.  I was proud (and shocked) when he politely responded, “I’m sorry, Sir.  I meant no disrespect.  I just... I lost my ball.”  It was an unimaginative response, but it was the truth, and seeing Ryker stand there staring straight-faced and solemn up at what I could only imagine was a very irate Old Man Curtis – probably in a robe and shorts and nothing else as his irritated eyes surveyed the overtly girly object of intrusion that had caused such a fuss – nearly sent me into my own hysterical giggles.

      “You know I don’t want you damn kids in my yard.  And you don’t even live over there anyway, ya little shit, so I definitely don’t wanna see your mug on this side of the fence, you got it?  Get your ball and go,” Ezekiel’s voice was more annoyed and bored than angry at this point.  He had probably been hoping for a burglar, mugger, or basically anyone that he had the legal right to shoot at.

      Ryker was swiftly obeying orders, looking more like an 8-year-old himself than the 18-year-old that he actually was, swiping up the ball and beginning to jog away, when Old Man Curtis stopped him with another bark.

      “Kid!” He roared.

      Ryker halted abruptly, nearly falling on his face.  “Yes, sir?” He called back.

      “You might wanna learn to keep a better eye on your balls before some woman steals them altogether,” came the response, and then raucous chortling that echoed through the air – bouncing off of suburbia like its own runaway plaything.  It wasn’t exactly a happy sound, but it gave Ryker the “go ahead” to get the hell out of that yard.  He had barely made it back through the gate before losing his composure entirely.

      And then, when both of us were breathless from laughing, Ryker took my hands gently in his own and looked at me with a completely grave face – though his eyes were as playful as ever.  “Sylvie, I promise to only ask you this once.  Please, if I ever get to the point where I’m screaming at teenagers in my underwear and publicly cracking jokes about balls, just shoot me.  Will you?  Please?”

      I rolled my eyes, falling into another fit of laughter, barely managing to get out – between giggles – the reassuring, “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of reasons to shoot you way before then, Ryker.”
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            Ryker

          

        

      

    

    
      “You sure you’re gonna make it without me?” I cracked, giving Will a solid pat on the back.  Part of me thought this might be a situation that called for a hug, seeing as it was the end of an era.  Bachelor roommates, we’d been making our way in the world from this downtown, over-priced loft apartment for five full years; parting ways for the same reason most buddies did – women.

      Will smiled at me sideways.  We were both leaning against his car, staring at my over-stuffed truck.  With the five million security straps that Gina, Will’s wife, had insisted we use, the truck bed had begun to resemble a colorful rubber-band ball.  It was going to be one hell of a fun time untangling all of that.

      Alone.

      “I think I’m going to be just fine.  Gina isn’t going to give me much free time to be anything else,” Will returned, making us both laugh loudly.  Gina was what one might call a “go-getter", and in spite of the fact that it was generally a great quality to possess, Will occasionally seemed (happily) exhausted by his new bride.  “It’s you I’m worried about, Ryke,” he added, a slight tone of actual concern edging his nonchalantly spoken words.

      “I will be fine.  Seriously.  It’s a great neighborhood, a great house – it’s a good move, Will, I promise,” I assured him, knowing that what I had said was true, and also that I had left out a key factor which happened to be the main cause for the uneasiness that Will was preparing to vocalize.

      “We joke about it a lot, Ryker, but seriously.  You have to prepare yourself for the fact that she might want nothing to do with you.  Nothing,” Will emphasized, looking at me now and waiting for me to give him some sign that I truly understood this.

      “Ha.  You’re probably right.  Knowing my luck, she’ll just move away.  I give it a week,” I replied, still refusing to actually give in to that fear – that logical, sensible, this-is-going-to-kill-you fear – that had lodged itself deep in my gut ever since I signed those mortgage papers.  I could acknowledge its presence – silently – but it wasn’t going to stop me.

      Nothing was going to stop me.

      Will shook his head, chuckling a little, and making peace with the fact that his best friend had lost his mind.  He knew me well enough to not waste another breath on a last-ditch effort to pound sense into my head.

      There was only one thing in my head – one thought, one person, one intent.

      Sylvie.  I’m going to get her back.

      The five years since we had broken off our engagement had changed a lot of things.  I’d gone from a carefree college kid to a slightly less carefree financial advisor.  I was an official grown-up now, in theory.  And to be fair, I’d done pretty well for myself in my line of work.  My boss loved me, my clients loved me, and I’d managed to hole away enough money to make purchasing my first home a smooth and easy process.

      I hadn’t planned on buying a house at 27 years of age.  When Will and Gina had gotten engaged, I basically had the loose idea in my head that I would simply lease another apartment downtown by myself.  It was the only adult reality I had known up until then, and the idea of still being near my job and the two of them was comforting.  They were like family.

      Which wasn’t to say that I didn’t have family.  I was close to my mother and even closer to my younger sister.  They often came to see me, enjoying the eclectic shops and cafés that downtown provided and suburbia did not.

      But I only went home for holidays, or at least, I had only gone home for holidays in the last five years.  The old house, the old neighborhood – it was all Sylvie Dupree territory in my mind.  Granted, she’d grown up a good ten blocks or so away – but that might as well have been an inch.  Every time I was back in the area, I carefully avoided even nearing her street... her house... her.  The single occasion where I had decided to drive by the old Dupree home – somewhere around two years after our break-up, I’d had the sensation of being stabbed repeatedly in my chest.

      I hadn’t been willing to experience that again.  No idiot in their right mind would sign up for that.

      What had made me consider buying a house instead of leasing another loft?  It had only been an impulse – and not one that I initially even remotely took seriously.  I was bored mostly – clicking away at work when the idea hit me.  I made my living assessing other people’s goals for their money and the wisest ways to handle it...  No one knew better than I did that the ownership of assets was a smart ship to be on.

      But I was young, single, and didn’t really take the whim too seriously until a couple of google searches had led me to randomly view a house for sale that I instantly recognized.  Old Man Curtis’ home had glared back at me from the screen in all of its yellow glory, and I was instantly a teenager again.

      Sylvie.

      Ezekiel had made it quite clear that he despised me on numerous occasions, but I knew he was something of a grumpy, abrasive grandfather figure to Sylvie.  She had always held a soft spot for the old man, and though he’d never admitted it verbally – at least not that I knew of – I was pretty sure Sylvie was the granddaughter he’d wished he had.

      He had obviously passed, or at the very best of circumstances was still alive in a nursing home somewhere nearby.  But I couldn’t, deep down, picture Ezekiel ever allowing himself to be taken to such a place.  He would have laid down and purposely died on the spot before he let that happen.

      I wondered how Sylvie had taken it.  And then I wondered where Sylvie was living now.  And then I wondered if her parents still owned the bright white dwelling next door.

      A few more clicks, and I had the answers to at least two of those questions.  According to public records, Jules and Brigitte Dupree had sold their home – they no longer lived there.  They had sold it to one Miss Sylvie Dupree.

      Sylvie lived there.  Sylvie owned the house.  Sylvie hadn’t – as far as I could tell – married anyone.  Not yet.

      It was done then.  All of the longing and agony and regret that I’d battled with for the last five years came at me in one giant tidal wave of emotion.  I thought of Sylvie’s face... her sweet brown eyes and long, dark hair.  Since the day I noticed her in high school, I was convinced that she was the most beautiful girl in the world.  Beyond “model pretty”, Sylvie had exuded a type of ethereal glow that instantly – and permanently – hooked my heart.  I had worshipped her with a reverence that, to this day, I would not have thought possible for a 17-year-old boy.  But I had been that boy, and Sylvie’s pull was undeniably real.

      She had never let go of me.

      Ten years later and just one simple thought of Sylvie could pull me into a hypnotized state of haze that was both heaven and hell.  I loved her.  I couldn’t stop – and I had tried.  I had tried so hard to stop.

      It just wasn’t possible.

      But I had ruined it – I had ruined everything in such a way that made it cruel to do anything other than leave her alone entirely.  That was what she had asked of me in the end, after the breakup.  I hadn’t thought I’d be able to follow through on the promise.  Regardless of our engagement’s complete and total demolishment, I still loved her.  I still wanted her.  I still wanted only her.  And we were so young – too young to be stale-mating over a future family that didn’t exist.  We had existed.  We were enough for me.

      I knew that in that past moment, we were enough for Sylvie as well.  But she couldn’t go forward with me while knowing that one of the only things she truly wanted in her future – children – couldn't happen.  Wouldn’t happen.

      I had loved her so much, needed her so deeply – I had searched my soul and tore at my heart, trying to feel differently – wanting to feel differently.  When I couldn’t force that inner change, I had considered just telling her what she wanted to hear.  We could deal with this brick wall later.  I loved her.  She loved me.  Letting go of her wasn’t something that I was willing to do.

      She was my everything.

      It was my mother who had convinced me that no matter the cost, I had to be honest with Sylvie.  Losing her would destroy me, but lying to Sylvie would positively kill her in the end – when the time came to actually have that conversation again.

      “I love Sylvie like my own, Ryker.  You know that.  And that is why I cannot let you lead that girl on – let her actually marry you – knowing you won’t give her what she wants,” Lorelei Griffin had told me, tears spilling down her cheeks as she felt the weight of the impending loss herself.  “A woman who knows she wants babies – that is a strong, unbreakable desire.  She will need those babies.  Do you understand?  The day will come when she will need them.  That is how she is built.  And you are a good man – a good person.  You are a good son.  You don’t have to feel the way she does...  I understand better than anyone why you feel the way you do...  But you can’t take that from her just to keep your own heart from breaking.  You can’t, Ryker.  That isn’t love.  And you love that girl.  We all do.  Please do right by her.”

      My father, if you could really give him that title, had not done right by my mother; nor had he done right by myself or my little sister, Sadie.  His beautiful tale of falling in love with my mother had gone something like this:

      “Well, I knocked her up.  In my day, you knocked a bitch up that meant you were gettin' married.  Sure wasn’t my goddamn idea.”

      He had first told me this when I was five, apparently assuming I was man enough to hear the truth.  He’d repeated the story to me several times – usually when he was particularly annoyed over the matter of being a married man with kids.  (Which was nearly always.)  He sometimes added in what a “shit deal” it had been having kids you didn’t want.  My mother, sister, and I – we’d ruined his life, according to him.  I think that was why he felt okay giving my mother the occasional smack or shove – sometimes a punch.  There were times when he most definitely had intended on spreading the “love” to me and my sister as well – but my mother always intervened.  She had saved us – repeatedly – and made it a million times worse for herself.  Repeatedly.

      Not surprisingly, Chester Griffin had disappeared completely by the time I was ten.  Ironically, my father leaving was the best thing that could have ever happened to us.  We’d finally been able to live in peace.

      That had been my paternal role model.  My mother hadn’t ever remarried – not wanting to even chance ending up in the same type of hellish prison she’d previously experienced.  And after witnessing all of that, I had just known.

      I had known – as a child, and then as a teenager, and certainly as a young man – that I would never risk becoming the monster my father had been.  I was terrified that the same ugliness he’d shown to us lived somewhere deep inside of me.  We were blood.  DNA alone made it possible that Ryker Griffin could fuck up just as badly – maybe even worse – than Chester Griffin had.

      I’d refused to even entertain the idea of being a father myself.  And until I had taken notice of (and then fallen hopelessly for) Sylvie, I hadn’t thought marriage was in my future either.  She had changed that.  I had wanted her, and wanted her forever.  The idea of Sylvie not becoming my wife had seemed ridiculous.  Of course I was going to marry her.  That was meant to be.

      But children...?  We hadn’t discussed them, until “the discussion” that ruined everything in one instant.  I wasn’t oblivious to the fact that having a family was the norm, but I had never let myself think about it too much – not even when I’d proposed.  We were young.  Sylvie was pre-med.  She’d never brought up kids, so neither did I.

      It was easier, for me, to hope that the issue wouldn’t make or break our relationship.  I was in denial – but it was a self-chosen denial, and it kept me safe from the one thing that terrified me more than anything else in the whole entire world.  I could not lose Sylvie.  I would not live through that.  I wouldn’t allow anything to take her away from me.  But in the end...

      We broke.

      I still hadn’t had any intention of truly letting her go.  This was going to blow over, the engagement would be back on, and Sylvie would join me in my visions of a happy life with just the two of us, where we could love each other endlessly and never worry about causing the same type of damage that my father had. She couldn’t possibly live without me – we needed each other like we needed oxygen.  It would take time, and persistence, but I had truly believed, or had convinced myself that I believed, Sylvie would come around.  She would want a life with me and no children more than she would want some future idiot and his babies.  She loved me.  Love trumped everything.

      But it hadn’t.

      Just as I’d been dead positive that I couldn’t do it – I could never enter the land of fatherhood, could never take that chance – Sylvie hadn’t budged either.  She had told me that she couldn’t – she’d be lying to herself.  She wanted a family.

      That was when I had considered lying enough for the both of us to keep us together.  Time had a way of changing perspectives.  Sylvie knew what my father had been – the scars he’d left behind.  She understood where my mindset had been created.  Just a year of us together – blissful – without children, and she would see.  We were okay without them.

      Several conversations with the female gender had put bullet holes through that life-raft of an idea.  My mother, my sister, Mamie, Sylvie’s mother, Sylvie’s sisters... all in their own different way, had reiterated the same thing.  It was like there was a sacred knowledge amongst women – some connection that was all-powerful, all-knowing...

      Sylvie will never stop wanting a family.

      And even then, even as I was forced to accept that Sylvie really wouldn’t ever change her mind, I had almost convinced myself that keeping her was necessary, no matter the means.  I could lie – I had to lie – and I would simply gamble on the fact that she loved me enough to forgive me when the truth finally came to light.  Again.

      But that last time that I saw her, fully prepared to say anything and everything she needed to hear and lost in my own deep mixed psychosis of panic and pain, I had known I couldn’t go through with it.  I couldn’t lie to her.  She had looked up at me with tear-filled brown eyes – exhausted, shattered, and weak – and asked one thing of me.

      “Please just leave me alone, Ryker.  If you love me, you’ll go away.”

      Sylvie had meant those words.  And I had known then that I couldn’t keep her.  I couldn’t lie to her – I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself.  And Sylvie would have known anyway.  She would have seen the truth in my eyes, just as she saw everything else.

      So, I had gone away.

      I had finished college, began my career, and attempted to enjoy the bachelor lifestyle with Will, until Gina had put an abrupt end to that.  I had done all of this with an abyss of misery spiraling inside of me – quiet, but ever-present.

      And two years ago, when Sadie had handed me her newborn son for the first time – my tiny baby nephew – I’d realized that I hadn’t known myself as well as I thought.  I hadn’t known myself at all.  I wanted this – this tiny little perfect creation staring up at me with sleepy eyes.  And I wanted it with Sylvie.

      But I had already ruined that.  Sylvie wouldn’t believe me in a million years if I had told her I’d changed my mind.  And beyond that – Sylvie could be completely over me.  Sylvie could be engaged.  Married.  Maybe she’d already started the family that I had refused to give her.

      The sorrow I’d endured from that moment in my sister’s hospital room right up until the moment that I saw Old Man Curtis’ house for sale, had sucked nearly all of the life out of me – leaving me in a dark and excruciating state of “alone”.  I had kept up appearances, knowing everyone expected Ryker Griffin to be his usual happy-go-lucky self, but inside...  Inside it was just blackness.

      When my eyes finally saw the ad for that very familiar yellow house, the lights had suddenly clicked back on.
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        * * *

      

      Driving down her street – my street – felt surreal.  I was 27 and 17 simultaneously.  I hadn’t needed to see the Curtis home before purchasing it, and I didn’t honestly care what shape it was in.  I’m handy.  I could fix whatever needed fixing.

      Sylvie.  I cared about Sylvie... and there she was.

      I slowed my truck, taking my time as I approached my new driveway, so that I could fully absorb the sight of the only woman I had ever loved in my entire life.  She was still Sylvie – slim, graceful body with just the right amount of soft curve to suggest what I knew to be her beyond-beautiful bare form.  Dark hair down to her lower back – she'd always worn it long, and I had always loved it – and dark eyes deep in thought, as per usual.  Ironically, she was staring at my new house as she contemplated some unknown notion.

      As I turned into the drive, knowing my tinted windows would keep me completely hidden, I watched her turn her attention my way.  She immediately looked embarrassed.  I had missed that face and all of its expressions so much that I nearly laughed with pure happiness at viewing it again.

      She took off immediately down her own driveway, causing us to again be just across the yard from each other when I put the truck into park in front of Ezekiel’s mildly dilapidated garage.  I saw the horror cross her face as she realized she was staring again, and this time I did laugh.

      Sylvie Dupree was right there – right in front of me, and I was going to get her back or die trying.

      But if I didn’t hurry up and get out of the goddamn truck, I was going to miss this particular opportunity to speak to her entirely.  Her little hand had just reached for the door when I clumsily bolted out of my vehicle, unwilling to let this moment pass us by.

      “Sylvie!”

      She swung around so quickly, immediately assailing me with those eyes, that it almost felt as though she had been the surprise arrival and not myself.  Her face had tensed, as well as her posture.  She looked ready to run – as though a huge threat was looming in her direction.

      I was the threat.

      I saw in her eyes exactly what I was feeling in my chest.  Pain.  And not just pain, but pain that had lived for years, making itself somewhat of a ghostly companion that was never welcome yet always present.

      She hadn’t moved, except to grasp the door handle, which she now squeezed so tightly her knuckles turned white.  I knew I was smiling like an idiot, but Sylvie didn’t even so much as grin.  I wasn’t sure if she was ever going to move again when she finally responded.

      “Why are you here?”

      It was a fair question, though not quite a friendly one.  I searched her face carefully for a single sign that she was happy to see me.  “I bought it,” I offered, shrugging for lack of a better answer.  My brain wasn’t operating on full power in the moment.

      “You bought what?” Sylvie demanded calmly, still frozen.

      “I bought Old Man Curtis’ house.  He died.” I was instantly hit by the realization that this was blatantly obvious information which she surely had known for months, and furthermore that I was a moron.

      “I know,” she called back.  We stared at each other, my gut clenching mercilessly with the longing to run to her.  Grab her.  Kiss her.  Make her mine again.  I had taken a few steps into the yard but was completely unaware of it.

      “Paint.” Her face was blank now – emotionless.  Even her eyes seemed to have taken cover beneath some impenetrable glaze.

      “Paint?”

      “I have to go buy paint,” Sylvie said robotically.

      Mostly, I just heard the word “go”.  I wasn’t ready for her to disappear again so quickly, but what could I do?  Tackle her?  There was a time when that would have been alright – whether I was just playing around or preparing to storm her body with my own in a much more passionate way.

      Things were different now.

      “Okay,” I said, still frantically trying to think of a way to keep her right there in front of me.  “You look great, Sylvie.  It’s really good to see you.” I managed, taking a tentative step forward.

      Maybe a hug.  Maybe I can offer a hug.  Will she let me?

      The way that Sylvie suddenly fled into her garage solved the question of a hug with one abrupt motion and a resounding, unspoken yet clearly communicated word.

      No.

      I watched her back down the driveway, an increasingly distant face sheltered inside of a practical, four-door sedan.  I could hear my own pulse beating violently through my body as she took off down the street.

      This was my house, this was my yard, and that was definitely Sylvie Dupree.  But she most certainly wasn’t mine anymore.
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      “Look at these,” Sylvie growled, tossing an incredibly overpriced envelope at me.  “I think my calligraphy is actually getting worse the harder I try.  We should just have the damn things printed.”  She put her head in her hands, waving a proverbial white flag after hours of addressing – then re-addressing – wedding invitations.  I hadn’t understood the need to purchase extra envelopes when Sylvie placed the astronomically expensive order, but the reasoning had become quite obvious.

      “Babe, we can print them.  Or you can keep doing your thing.  Or I can do it myself with crayons, okay?  It’s nothing to beat yourself up about,” I cooed, leaning in to sweetly kiss her cheek.  At that point, my responsibilities regarding the invitations had been twofold.  Stuff the envelopes.  Lick the envelopes.  Repeat.

      She peeked at me sideways, unable to keep a small grin from her lips.  “You would really do these with crayons if I let you.”  It wasn’t a question, and then she was giggling.

      “Hey.  Art is art.  Beauty is in the eye of the beholder!  Never judge a book by its cover!  And Crayola has never let me down since pre-school,” I said authoritatively, giving a serious nod to my ridiculous declaration.  I put my arms around her waist and nearly pulled her off of her chair while I kissed her soft, willing lips.  The heat between us was ignited instantly, as always, and I had very much wanted to take her right there on the dining room table.  None of her family members were home.

      And I knew she would let me.

      Before I could make the suggestion with words or action, Sylvie had resumed wedding talk – pattering away even as I held her to me.  And that was fine.  It was cute.  She wanted the wedding to be perfect.

      I was already convinced it would be perfect for the simple fact that she would be there – beautiful and glowing like she always was.  And she would leave the wedding as my wife.  Mrs. Griffin.

      Mine.

      Nothing in the world could top that.

      “Aunt Evelyn said she went to a wedding in May that had crayons and little, miniature coloring books for all of the kids at the reception.  I actually think that’s an adorable idea.  What do you think?” Sylvie cocked her head sideways, the way she always did when she was considering something new.

      “Hey.  Whatever keeps the little booger-pickers happy,” I returned, still picturing Sylvie laid out naked on the tabletop.

      “They don’t all pick their noses, you know,” she defended, rolling her eyes at me and moving back in for another kiss with her arms around my neck.

      “Yeah, sure – kids are great – yep,” I mumbled, pulling her onto my lap so that she could straddle up to me tightly.  I kissed her again, sensing her desire growing right along with mine.

      “Hey, c'mon.  You like kids.  You coach little league for God’s sake,” she murmured, gently biting my earlobe and beginning to work her body against mine.

      I moaned slightly, intending to actually follow through with my table vision, come hell or high water.  “Love kids.  As long as they aren’t mine.”

      Sylvie stiffened immediately, raising her head up and peering down at me.  “Um.  I’m pretty sure you’ll love your own kids, Ryker.”  She was attempting to stay nonchalant, but there was an obvious new concern in her tone.

      “I would if I had them,” I agreed, wanting desperately to go back to kissing her neck.  We didn’t have to talk about kids.  I didn’t want to talk about kids, and I’d so far successfully avoided it for five years.

      “But you do want to have them, right?  Eventually?”  All action had come to a standstill.  Sylvie was no longer attempting to hide her anxiety.

      “I mean,” I hesitated – knowing I was about to say the wrong thing, albeit the truth, and knowing that the words would be irreversible. “No.  I’ve never pictured myself as a dad, Sylvie.  I’ve never wanted to.”

      Her dark eyes were the epicenter of a building stormfront then.

      “No?  Just like that?  No?” She smiled wanly, as though what I had said couldn’t possibly be true, and I must be messing with her.

      “No,” I said calmly – honestly – staring up at her and feeling the foundation of everything that we were begin to rumble for the first time.

      “Oh.”  Sylvie’s smile was gone.
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      I had fully planned to go into complete stealth mode when I arrived home, but as I neared my safe haven I realized, with the help of the growing twilight, that no lights were on inside of Ezekiel’s house.

      It’s not Ezekiel’s house anymore, Sylvie.  Ryker.  It’s Ryker’s house.

      There wasn’t a truck in his driveway, and unless he’d unpacked, put his truck in the garage, and gone to bed by 7:00 p.m. on a Saturday night, it was safe to assume he wasn’t currently present.  This gave me a window, however small it might be, to put my car away for the night and book it through the backdoor with my hefty cans of Cloud Nine.

      I decided I’d leave my lights off as long as possible.  The sun would be completely down within the next two hours or so, and maybe I would leave them off even then.

      Let Ryker think I’m not home.  It’s Saturday night.  Maybe I have a date.

      I cringed.

      Maybe Ryker has a date.

      “That doesn’t matter,” I spoke to the empty kitchen, relieved when Francine sauntered in to inspect my purchases with her tiny nose.  Talking to the cat was better than talking to no one.  I slid onto a kitchen stool, hearing the silence of my home in a way that made me sigh heavily.  The complete lack of sound had come to be the loudest clamor I’d ever known.

      Lonely.  I could admit it – at least to myself.  I was lonely.  I’d been in this house my entire life – always surrounded by family and noise, and now I was the only one here.  No Mamie.  No Mom or Dad.  No sisters.  Even Ezekiel was gone.  The sound of him yelling at a young passerby would have been music to my ears at this point.

      And now Ryker was here.  For some unexplainable, inconceivable reason, my ex-fiancé had taken up residence right next door.  Was he insane?  He had seemed okay – lucid, normal, present.  In fact, he had seemed happy.  He wanted to be here.

      And why?  To torture us both?  Or was I the only one who would suffer because of this?  Maybe Ryker was fine.  Maybe Ryker had a girlfriend.  He could have a wife for all I knew.  Or maybe he’d just decided to move back to the old neighborhood to be closer to his mom and sister.  Houses didn’t go up for sale that often in this suburb.  Old Man Curtis’ house had probably been his only option.

      He was obviously fine and over it.  Over me.  He must have moved on at least enough to figure that he could handle being my next-door neighbor.

      Or maybe he thought you would have moved away by now.  Maybe he didn’t figure you’d turn into such a pathetic old maid.

      Mamie would have scolded me for that one.  She had considered herself young right up until the day she died at the decidedly old age of 72.  She hadn’t believed in time.  “It’s all a farce, peu d’amour.  I am Madeline Dupree, the same as I have been since the day that I married your grandfather.  No more, no less.”

      It was fair to say being single at 26 didn’t yet grant me “old maid” status.  And I knew Mamie had been proud to be a “free woman” after Papa had passed.  She had declared as a widowed fifty-something that she would never love anyone like she had loved her husband, and would therefore never re-marry.  However, that certainly hadn’t meant that she wouldn’t enjoy herself.  And I knew for a fact that once, and only once, Mamie had come very close to another round of nuptials, in spite of what she’d said.

      Many hours spent with Ezekiel had given me quite the education about the history of Mamie and Old Man Curtis.  You couldn’t exactly call it a fairytale, as the happy ending never quite came.  But it was certainly a tale worth being told, regardless; and something inside of me had felt right – felt good – that Mamie’s last bout with “love” had been shared with me before Ezekiel passed.

      They had both apparently planned to take it to the grave.

      Madeline Dupree may not have ever loved anyone like she had her late husband, but she certainly had truly fallen for Ezekiel Curtis, all the same.  And Ezekiel, whom I’d spent my entire childhood fearing, had turned out to be nothing more than a soft heart stuck in a very terrifying exterior.  His parents had died when he was a child, leaving him and his brother to be raised by his severely strict grandparents.  He’d married at only twenty, and his young bride had died before they’d even made it to their fifth anniversary.  The brother – John – lived somewhere out west.  I'd only seen him twice.  John was present at the funeral, and he was the only person who moved anything out of Ezekiel’s home before disappearing, I assumed, forever.  The rest of the Curtis household was auctioned off.

      Oddly, it was the one estate sale that I hadn’t had any desire to attend.  My mother had suggested that I go and purchase something meaningful – something to remind me of all of the time I had spent with the old man in his last days.  But I didn’t need to pick through Ezekiel’s house and belongings to remember him; the thought of watching other humans do it – humans who hadn’t known who he really was at all – seemed unbearably melancholy.

      I knew the furniture inside of that house.  I knew the pictures on the walls, the knickknacks, the classic train collection which he had abandoned in the basement long before he died...  I knew the stack of records in the corner of his living room, which he would occasionally ask me to rummage through so that he could hear some old tune to bring him peace, or something close to it.  I knew the stack of ancient Playboy magazines he kept in the lowest drawer of his dresser, relics that they were.  Those I had found on accident, while fetching him a sweater one particularly cool evening.  I knew he had an unused stash of cigars in the back of a bureau cabinet, put aside for celebrations and happy occasions.

      There had been far too many of those cigars left by the time Ezekiel died, and I was almost certain that he hadn’t smoked a single one since his wedding night.

      Other than the realtor who pounded the “For Sale” sign into the ground a week after the auction, I hadn’t seen another soul go anywhere near the Curtis home for the last six months.

      You didn’t even notice that the “For Sale” sign is gone.

      I suddenly bee-lined for the dining room window that faced Ezekiel’s house.  Carefully pulling aside the curtain, I peeked at the front yard.  And it really was gone.  This wasn’t some type of cruel practical joke.  The house had been sold.

      The house had been sold to Ryker Griffin.

      And there he came, pulling slowly into the driveway of his new home once again.  His truck appeared to be as packed as it had been the first time, but a giant, strapped-down tarp covered its contents.  I found this mildly obnoxious, having hoped to skim some details about Ryker’s current relationship status by the types of things being carted to the yellow house.

      I thought it didn’t matter what Ryker’s relationship status was.

      So, it was already happening.  I was beginning to obsess over the details of Ryker’s life – over Ryker in general – and not even 24 hours had passed.  Five years of healing and struggling to find peace, and he was just moving in next door.  No problems.  No worries.

      No sanity.

      This was going to take everything away from me all over again.  I didn’t even know how to go to sleep with Ryker existing so closely.  My life had crashed down like a house of cards because of this man, yet I was supposed to just suck it up and deal with the fact that he was back.

      He was back, he was absolutely fine, and I was just here.  The neighbor lady.  That boring, unmarried, stereotypical old woman that resided somewhere on everyone’s block, making them extra grateful for their partners’ love and companionship.

      “I am not the neighbor lady,” I said, again speaking only to myself, but this time too angry to care if that was a sign of impending, infinite solitude.

      Ryker Griffin is not going to ruin my life twice.

      Without much of a plan (without any plan at all, really), I found myself marching out my front door, down the porch steps, past my driveway, up Ezekiel’s porch steps, and pounding on his front door.  It couldn’t have taken Ryker more than ten seconds to open it, and he was still smiling.

      Still.

      “Sylvie,” he greeted me, looking pleased and handsome and –

      “Why are you here?” I blurted out, wishing to express my anger – my outrage – and only pulling off “icily curious”, at best.

      Ryker’s grin – his stupid, godforsaken beautiful grin – stretched even wider.  “I told you.  I bought Old Man Curtis’ house.  I live here now.”  His answer made so much immediate, logical sense, that it threw me off for a second, but it didn’t really answer anything at all.  “And I think I found something – something you might want to keep,” he continued, waving me in and disappearing for a second into the kitchen of the house.  When he came back, I tried to ignore the flash of desire that exploded in my stomach.  It wasn’t that I’d forgotten how attractive he was...  It was more that I hadn’t had to deal with the longing for quite some time.  I was wavering internally, and I knew this wasn’t going to work if I didn’t keep up a strong game face.

      As Ryker handed me an incredibly old, leather-bound notebook, brushing his fingers against my own, I realized that this was the first time we had touched in five years.  The pressure in my chest built furiously at this thought.

      There wasn’t supposed to be another first time, goddammit.

      But then I was distracted.  Opening the notebook, I immediately recognized Ezekiel’s messy scrawl.  The pages were dated as far back as his wedding day – a gift from his wife, maybe.  I flipped delicately, suddenly missing the old man very much.  I was completely unaware of the way that Ryker was studying my face – that his smile had faded and now he just looked... pained.  Needful.

      There didn’t seem to be any entries at all after Ezekiel had become such a young widower.  All those years had passed by, and apparently he hadn’t been able to bring himself to write down anything.  But then on the very last page...  One small entry from last November...

      “It won’t be long now.  I can feel it.  Been waiting to feel it for at least fifty years.  Won’t matter much, anyhow.  I was done with this world long before it decided to be done with me.  But I hope the girl will be okay.  Lost little thing.  Don’t know what she’ll do with her free time after I’m gone.  I hope she’ll be happy.  I wish I’d been happy.  I wish I’d married Madeline.  But that doesn’t really matter now either.  No one is going to miss me much, and I sure as hell won’t miss them.  But the girl.  Can’t say I ever knew what it was like to have a daughter, let alone a granddaughter.  She’s the closest I got, and I’m not sure she’ll be okay all alone...  I think she needed me.  I know I needed her.  I’ll miss the girl.  I daresay she might miss this old bag of bones too.”

      My throat had constricted violently, and I felt a sob harboring in my chest.  Hot tears were stinging my eyes, and I realized that for the past two years or so – since Mamie had died – Ezekiel had been my only real friend.  I did miss him.  I missed him terribly.

      “You’re the girl, huh?” Ryker asked softly, leaning against the kitchen doorframe and observing me closely.

      I tried to gather together the bittersweet thoughts I was having and shove them quickly down deep – somewhere that Ryker couldn’t reach.  Preferably somewhere that even I couldn’t reach.

      “I’m the girl,” I replied, nodding and attempting a smile.  Ryker’s eyes were wide with concern and emotion, his lips still curved into that never-failing grin.

      “Tamed the terrifying Old Man Curtis.  The unthinkable.  The impossible.  Maybe he was in love with you,” Ryker teased, and I was suddenly grateful for his ability to lighten any situation.

      Almost any situation.

      “Ha.  No,” I responded blankly, clutching the journal tightly to my chest. “He was definitely in love with Mamie, though.”

      Ryker nodded – we had both always thought as much – and silence fell over us.  It was thick.  Intoxicating.  He stepped towards me, and I was freshly reminded of how small and safe Ryker’s towering, muscle-ridden frame had made me feel.  He’d managed to effortlessly lock me into his gaze, brown eyes intently focused on brown eyes.  I felt a small tremble run through my body, and I shook my head in an attempt to escape whatever was happening between us.

      “How’d you find this?” I burst out cheerfully, taking two very large, and obvious, steps backwards.  I couldn’t remember why I was here.

      “Well,” Ryker began, reading my retreat and adjusting his approach accordingly, “as you can see, the house came with a bit of leftovers.  Just part of the deal.  Figured I’d use what I can, give the rest to Goodwill.  The journal was in his bedside table.  Top drawer.  So was a pipe, a bag of medical weed, and some jellybeans.  But I’m not sharing any of that with you so don’t ask.  Finders keepers.”

      I giggled in spite of myself.  “He was in a lot of pain.  At the end, I mean,” I offered, my eyes scanning these rooms that I had come to know so well and realizing there really was quite a bit of Ezekiel’s leftovers for Ryker to sort through.

      “I’m sure having you around helped.  You might have been the only friend he had left,” Ryker spoke kindly, dropping himself down into Ezekiel’s worn leather recliner.  “Every old man needs a good chair, Sylvie.  That’s not shit for important, but it’s fact.”

      “And he was mine,” I murmured without thinking, running a finger along the dusty fireplace mantle.

      “I highly doubt that,” Ryker replied, on his feet again and walking towards me.  I was reminiscing, thinking of the last Christmas Ezekiel had seen.  It had snowed four feet Christmas Day, and this had made him exceedingly happy.  He had shared with me late that evening that he didn’t expect to see another winter holiday.

      And he hadn’t.

      Ryker was behind me suddenly, close enough that I could hear him breathing.  He slid his own hand along the mantle until it reached mine and delicately laced his fingers through my own.

      What is he doing?  Why is he doing this to me?  Why?

      I felt his lips near my ear, then skimming down my jawline, and finally my neck – not kissing, not touching – but close enough to create a vibrating current inside of me.  I remembered this sensation.  The heat and the craving and the smell of Ryker’s skin – it was as though he’d never left.

      But he did leave.

      I jarred myself out of my daze, pulling my hand away from his and stepping back to face him.  “Why are you here?” I asked again, my voice little more than a whisper.

      Ryker’s jaw flexed, and he stepped towards me – not caring that I had pulled away.  He put a finger to my chin and tipped it upward.  Eyes that were always some degree of roguish seemed to magnetically be keeping me in place.

      “I’m here for you, Sylvie.”

      Ryker grabbed my face with both hands and kissed me – gently at first and then with growing aggression and desire, one hand firmly on my lower back, the other twisting into my hair – melding us together immediately.  Everything inside of me was responding as it always had – moth to flame.  His touch felt like home – a home neither of us could ever leave.

      But he did leave.

      I pushed him back forcefully – walking the far way around the room then – knowing that I just needed to get out of there.  I felt strangely like a relapsed addict, and I knew that I wouldn’t see anything clearly while I was drifting through the fog that Ryker Griffin had brought back with him.

      “You can’t just do this,” I told him, edging my way out of the living room slowly.

      “I can, Sylvie.  I’ve changed.  I’m different,” Ryker said, not moving at all now, but pleading with me to stay, from the depths of his dark eyes.

      “Of course, you’re different!  It’s been five years!  Everything is different!  I’m different!  Whatever it is that you’re looking for is gone, Ryker.  Understand that?  Gone,” I repeated, trying to force a cruelty that I didn’t feel to carry through the air with my words.

      “It didn’t seem gone a minute ago,” Ryker rebutted calmly, sending off electric butterflies throughout my body.

      “That was a mistake,” I shot at him, simultaneously angry and in awe of the effect he still had over me – the power.

      Ryker cocked his head slightly to the side and smiled now.  “That would hurt if I thought you meant it.  You don’t.  I know you, Sylvie.  I know you.  And I did come back for you.  And maybe for that recliner chair too.  It’s comfortable as shit.”

      A laugh escaped my lips before I could stop it, and this only frustrated me all the more.  That was how Ryker had always been – funny, charming, charismatic.  He floated through life on some impenetrable cloud of likeability that showed no signs of ever having dissipated – not even a little.  Ryker could crack a joke at a funeral, and no one would fault him.  They’d be too busy busting up laughing.

      “But seriously.  For you,” he insisted, still keeping his distance patiently.

      “Maybe you think you did, Ryker,” I sighed, putting a hand to my forehead.  “But I’m not interested.  Okay?” I was creeping towards the front door again.

      Ryker crossed his arms – muscles hard and proud and protruding – and leaned back against the mantle.  “I dunno, Sylvie.  You seemed a little interested.  Like at least a teeny, tiny bit.”  He held his fingers up for emphasis.

      “You’re infuriating,” I tossed at him, reaching the door now and not looking back.  “Thanks for the journal.  Enjoy your new home.”

      I wasn’t even down the porch steps when I heard him call after me, “I’m a patient man, Sylvie, and you still want me.  That kiss showed your cards.”

      I scowled over my shoulder, nearly tripping on the sidewalk as I did so.  But once I was secluded back inside of my home, locking and re-locking every door and window obsessively, I heard his words again.

      “I’ve changed.  I’m different.”

      “Changed how?” I whispered, picking up Francine and burying my face in her fur.

      But there was only one type of a change that would have mattered to me – only one thing I had ever wanted from Ryker that he hadn’t freely given.

      He was referring to children.  And maybe he had somehow convinced himself that he felt differently.  But that was after ditching our entire life together – everything we had – because “I know I won’t change my mind, Sylvie.”.  I could still see his face when he had said those words five years ago.  I could still hear the door slam shut when he left for the last time.  I could still feel that overwhelming sense of loss that had sent me to my knees, and kept me there for far too long.

      “One does not return to the same fire that burnt them.  You douse it out, and you build a new fire.  I promise you, the new fire will be better kept,” Mamie had said this to Aurelie once when one of Aurelie’s numerous boyfriends had broken her heart.  My sister had been inconsolable – as always, but I had heard Mamie’s soft words to Aurelie and stored them somewhere deep within myself like a verbal life vest.

      “New fire,” I said, putting Francine down and nodding my head.

      The last fire had been out of control.  The last fire had nearly killed me.  As far as I was concerned, that last fire was now nothing more than smoke and ash.
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      Ryker had wanted to resume kissing me, and the new, foreign panic that was radiating throughout my body made me wish that I could shut my brain off and do the same.  I stood, unraveling myself from around his body, and catching the defeated expression on his face as I did so.

      “Never?” I knew that asking the same question wasn’t going to get me a different response, but I couldn’t fathom that what Ryker was saying was true.  He had to be joking – classic Ryker Griffin.  He was taking a serious subject and messing with it – messing with me.  It was his forte.

      Except I could clearly see at that point that he wasn’t kidding.  He wouldn’t have taken it this far.  The serious, somber look on his face as he shook his head yet again was something I had rarely seen in the entire five years we’d been together.

      Ryker Griffin didn’t want children.

      “But you’re so good with...” my voice had trailed off as I thought of the happy faces of his little league players.  They absolutely loved him.  And he seemed so happy himself amongst them, plotting out the next play in a dusty dugout on humid summer nights.

      Beyond that, Ryker was an excellent older brother to not just his sister, but to mine as well.  There was no reason for me to have ever suspected that he could feel this way about having a family.  None.

      “You never told me,” I said finally, cutting through the awful silence that had consumed us.

      Ryker looked at me with repentant eyes.  “You never asked.”

      That triggered me, and I nearly shouted at him then. “Why would I ever think that you didn’t want kids with me, Ryker?  What kind of a person doesn’t want to have a family some day?”

      I’d wounded him with this.  He stared at the floor, slowly shaking his head back and forth.  “Can we not do this?  Sylvie, let’s not do this.  I love you.  We’re getting married.  That’s enough for us.” He hadn’t meant to further agitate me with that last sentence, but he had all the same.

      “That’s enough for you, Ryker,” I corrected him, feeling ice slowly spreading through my veins – momentarily freezing out the landslide of hurt that was coming with steady sound.

      “Yes.  You are enough for me, Sylvie.  Is that a bad thing?  I love you that much?  That’s why we’re doing this!  We’re in love!” He pled, waving a hand at the open boxes of invites and stationery.  He tried to grab my hand then, to pull me back to him, but I stood stiff.

      “I’ve always...  People get married and...  Ryker, I want to be a mother someday.  After med school – whenever the time is right.  But I have to know there will be a time.  I want a family.  I want a family like mine,” I sputtered out, tears coming to my eyes.

      This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening, this isn’t happening.

      He’d grown so unbelievably miserable by that point, that his voice cracked when he told me, “I don’t want a family because of mine.”

      I thought I understood then.  Actual relief soared through my body as I realized that this wasn’t about Ryker and kids – it was about Ryker and his father.

      “Babe,” I said, sitting back on his lap. “I am and will always be so sorry for you – for what your father did.  I can’t – I can’t pretend I know exactly what you went through.  But knowing how hard it was for you...  It makes me love you all the more for the man you’ve become.” I kissed his cheek, and then put my forehead against his.  “You are not your father.  You never will be.”

      Ryker held me tightly to him, which I mistook for the grand signal that everything was going to be okay.  This one discussion wasn’t going to derail our love – we were fine.  Everything was fine.

      “You’re right,” he whispered finally, and the sound of sorrow still encasing his words made the panic rise from my stomach again.  “I’m not like him.  And I’m never going to give myself the chance to be.”

      The utterance of those words was the first time that I realized it was possible for Ryker to not be a part of my future.  It was possible for something to come between us.  But I wasn’t anywhere near ready to accept this, so I squeezed him back.  We sat there, clinging to each other silently; neither of us willing to let go.

      But we would.  Eventually.
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      “What in the living hell is wrong with you, Ryker?  Are you insane?”

      The beautiful, heart-warming sounds of family cut straight through my thoughts as I sipped a cold beer on the backsteps of my new home.  Sadie, my dear sister – younger by six years and feistier by a thousand – had come for me.  I’d been expecting her.  My mother had kept my purchase of Old Man Curtis’ home a secret up until moving day but warned it was “public knowledge” after that.

      This only meant one thing to me.  It meant the wolves would be coming; and by wolves, I mean Sadie.

      She had parked her tiny two-door car, unlatched Preston from his car seat, and was now standing before me looking furious with my biggest fan sitting on her hip.  It worked in my favor that she had Preston with her – she would keep her crazy to a minimum in front of her toddler son’s vulnerable eyes.

      “Wow.  At least Pres is happy to see me!” I returned, bypassing her question altogether.  “Hey buddy.”  I put out a finger and the chubby two-year-old hand that grabbed it reinforced that my nephew was, in fact, very happy to see me.  I swept him up out of Sadie’s arms and spun him a couple of times, making us both dizzy.

      “Don’t you think you’re gonna use the baby to get out of this, Ryker.  You are in some serious trouble,” Sadie continued, swiftly pulling her hair up into a ponytail to stave off the heat.  Sadie had the same dark hair as I did, but her eyes were blue like our father’s.  She had always hated this fact.  She’d begged my mother to buy her colored contacts once as a high schooler, and my mother had told her that she needed to accept who she was and where she came from.  According to Lorelei Griffin, it only got harder to do with age.

      “Am I grounded?” I asked, giving Sadie the sibling sarcasm that was always reserved for only her.

      “Ryker!  It’s not a joke!” She hissed at me, giving Preston a wide smile immediately after, to assure him all was well.  He looked back and forth skeptically between the two of us, showing that his two-year-old self wasn’t even close to believing Sadie’s smile.

      He already knows us too well.

      I sighed, plopping Preston down in the grass and resuming my spot on the backsteps.  “Sadie, I don’t think it’s a joke either, okay?  I don’t.”  I tried to say this with as much sincerity as possible, but I knew it didn’t matter.  Sadie wasn’t here because of what I thought – she was here because of what Sadie thought.

      “No.  I know you don’t.  You’ve completely lost your mind.  And that would be fine, Ryker, if it only affected you.  It doesn’t, and you know it!” Sadie lectured, holding Preston’s tiny hand while he toddled aimlessly.  The struggle she was having of expressing her severity while also trying to appear bubbly and happy to her son was almost comical.  It was like a bad improv act where she was playing two separate characters and failing to be convincing as either.

      “I love her, Sadie,” I said calmly, taking on the full intensity of my sister’s gaze.  “I love her, and I don’t regret buying this house.  Even if Sylvie hates me forever, at least I know I’ve done literally everything I can to get her back.  And I’m pretty sure she doesn’t actually hate me at all.”

      Sadie’s eyes widened.  “What did you do?  You’ve been here for one night!”

      I was laughing then.  I couldn’t help it.  “I’m just getting acquainted with my neighbors.”

      Sadie shook her head.  “You are the damn ‘neighbors’!  Our house is like five seconds that way!” Sadie exclaimed, pointing down the street and beginning to lose her composure entirely.  “Jesus, Ryker.  Tell me you didn’t sleep with her.  Tell me you didn’t already sleep with her!”

      I was laughing harder now.  Sadie’s mind had a way of escalating any and all situations to their extreme worst-case scenario with barely any effort at all.  Besides, the way I saw it, sleeping with Sylvie wouldn’t have been a bad thing.  I was all but sure she still wanted me – and there was no question to how I felt about her.  “Calm down, sis.  I haven’t invaded the castle.  Not yet.  Not that that is any of your business.  And besides,” I continued, feeling a little frustration beginning to fume but containing it like a champ, “you like Sylvie.  Why wouldn’t you want us to get back together?  Would that really be such a bad thing?  C’mon, Sadie.”

      Sadie sank down into the grass, her eyes constantly on Preston.  She already looked exhausted from dealing with her “insane” older brother, but I was sure the June heat wasn’t helping either.  “Yes, Ryker.  I like Sylvie.  I loved Sylvie.  But seriously...” she looked up at me, her eyes expressing a deep concern that instantly made a slow guilt start to spread through my mind.  “Ryker, you destroyed her.  Destroyed her.  Aurelie used to tell me that she didn’t even recognize her own sister after.  After the break-up.  For Christ’s sake, Aurelie and I stopped hanging out because of how much it upset Sylvie to even think of you – which unfortunately my presence was always going to make her do.”  Sadie went silent then, pulling at a stray dandelion near her foot.  She wasn’t looking at me anymore, and I knew she was revisiting what had to have been some unpleasant times for herself.  And Aurelie.  And Sylvie.

      “I’m sorry, Sade,” I said quietly, plopping down beside her on the lawn.  “I know – I know all of the things that happened affected everybody.  I know it hurt you too.  That wasn’t something I wanted.  The break-up wasn’t even something I wanted.  And I’m not here now to cause anybody more pain.”

      Sadie looked at me sideways, sad and angry at the same time.  “You think you’re here to make everything okay again.  You think because you love Preston so much that you magically can promise her kids.  And you’re assuming that she would even still want them with you.  But you don’t understand what you put Sylvie through.  She doesn’t deserve this, and you...” Sadie’s voice trailed off.

      “And I don’t deserve her?” I finished the sentence, gazing up at the bright white Dupree home.  I heard Sadie sigh, and Preston dropped down into her lap as if he felt the frustration of it all as well.

      “You let her go, Ryker.  You let her go a long time ago,” Sadie voiced quietly.  I was aware that she was looking at me now, and although I wanted to appear my usual aloof self, I knew Sadie could see straight through the bullshit were I even to attempt to pull it off.

      “And it was the biggest mistake of my life, Sadie,” I responded finally, meeting her eyes.  “I’m different now.  I’ve changed.”  It didn’t matter if she believed this or not, because it was the total truth on my end of things.  I would never, ever, have bought this house and moved back to this place on a mere whim.  I’d realized the first time I held Preston in the hospital, that I was wrong – that I hadn’t really known how I felt before – that I couldn’t have really known how I felt before.  Since then, life had basically just been a full two years of that realization churning over inside of me, taking root in my heart and mind.

      This wasn’t an impulse decision.

      “Men like to say that,” Sadie sniped, and I put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder.

      Sadie had become pregnant when she was only eighteen – a senior in high school.  While Aurelie and all of Sadie’s other friends were excitedly preparing to start their first year of higher education and the beginning of their free adult lives, Sadie had been dealing with the fact that her previous plans were going to be de-railed for a while.

      Maybe forever.

      Her boyfriend, Dallas – whom I had disliked for the entire year that they’d been dating – had promised to be by her side throughout the pregnancy.  He had supposedly proposed to her – wanting to get married after the baby was born.  He didn’t have a ring, but he swore he would buy one just as soon as he could.  His part-time job wasn’t exactly granting him massive financial stability at the time.  Sadie had eaten this up, finding it romantic even, that Dallas wanted to do so much for her – that he was going to try so hard in the face of such challenges.

      I hadn’t believed him for a single second.

      Granted, I was biased.  I couldn’t understand how, in that situation and with what she had seen as a child, Sadie wasn’t biased.  My mother had told me that love truly did make people blind, but not always in the cute romance novel type of way.  It sometimes simply made you blind with stupidity and fear and attachment.  It was the reason she’d stayed with my father even when he repeatedly hurt her.  Mom hadn’t had a good feeling about Dallas either, but she’d held no illusions that anything we said to Sadie would change her mind about him.

      Dallas would change Sadie’s mind about Dallas, all by himself.  And he did.

      He hadn’t physically harmed her, but emotionally, Dallas had steamrolled right over Sadie – and Preston.  The strain between them had grown right along with Sadie’s belly.  It was worse after the baby was born.  Whatever enlightenment I had experienced when meeting my newborn nephew certainly hadn’t spilled over to Dallas’ mind.  Granted, he was younger – just 20 to Sadie’s 19 when they became parents – but he was also selfish, lazy, and completely worthless on any financial or emotional level of support.

      Dallas had disappeared before Preston was even three months old, and Sadie was left to face the fact that she’d not only been abandoned by her own father, but by her child’s father as well.  And Preston – Preston didn’t even know what a father was, or was supposed to be.

      The situation had made Sadie – who, admittedly already had a rather tough exterior – harder.  It had made her older.

      It had made me angry.

      Dallas had fled to some other part of the country where he had friends or family, and that was the one and only reason why I hadn’t punched his useless face in.  I was upset for Sadie, of course – feeling the ripple effect of her fresh desertion, and how it collided straight into the other never-ending tide of betrayal that our father had left in his wake.

      But I was most upset for Preston.  To be labeled as dispensable by your own father was a wound that he would have to face someday.  By the time Preston even realized the wrong that had been done to him, that particular wound would already have seared its way deep into his psyche.  He would feel the full rush of his abandonment at some point, and it broke my heart for him.  There wasn’t a way to protect him from that – at least not forever.

      But between my mother, Sadie, and I, we’d done our absolute best to make his life full of fun and carefree days, at the very least.  Preston was a happy little guy, and whatever heartache awaited him would hopefully be cushioned (even slightly) by the amount of love he’d been surrounded with since day one.

      Dallas had returned once, when Preston was about six months old.  With promises of being a changed man, Sadie and my mother had allowed him to stay with them while he re-adjusted to his life in Minneapolis.  They hadn’t told me he was back, fearing my reaction.  Sadie said she had planned to tell me after Dallas had been home for a month, so that she had some evidence to show me of his very real and heartfelt transformation.

      But good ol’ Dallas hadn’t even made it a week before disappearing again, and no one had heard a word from him since.  A solid eighteen months had more than convinced the three of us – and anyone else who happened to know of the situation, for that matter – that Dallas was gone for good this time.

      It was better for his face that way.

      And in the long run, I was positive it would be better for Sadie as well.  If he kept coming and going, she would keep letting him come and go – deeply scarring more pieces of herself each and every time.  Dallas was her “blind-spot”, as my mother put it.  Just as I knew that my father leaving had been a blessing in disguise, I felt that this was the same sad-but-true conundrum Sadie now lived with.

      I understood why Sadie had qualms with the entire male species at this point, but that didn’t change the things I knew to be true.  It certainly didn’t change that I was determined to win Sylvie back.

      “I’m not Dallas, Sadie.  And I’m not Dad, either.  It took me long enough to accept that last part.  I’d appreciate it if my own sister could see the difference,” I hesitated, seeing that my words had hurt her slightly.  But she had hurt me too, and I’d worked too hard to be in the healthy place that I was, as far as self-acceptance went, to not stand up for myself.  “I know I caused Sylvie a lot of pain – but I didn’t leave her alone with a child to raise.  I didn’t abandon anyone.”

      Sadie nodded, softening immediately.  “Ryker, I know.  I know that.”

      “I was afraid I’d turn into him.  I couldn’t do that to Sylvie.  I didn’t think there was another choice,” I said, blankly staring up at the sky.  It seemed so foolish now – assuming I would ruin the lives of any children that I ever had simply because my father had been a monster.  But I had fully believed it then.

      “I know, Ryker.  I’m sorry.  You’re not him – you're not even capable of being like him,” Sadie was back to picking at the grass.  Preston had apparently decided that we were a lost cause altogether.  He was laying on his back, occasionally rolling over just for something to do.

      “I know that – or at least I do now,” I agreed, sighing and looking back to the peaks of the Dupree house.  Sadie’s gaze followed mine and she shook her head.

      “I still think you’re insane,” she murmured, pulling Preston back to her lap and burying her face in his hair.

      “Batshit crazy,” I confirmed.

      There was a long pause before Sadie asked, “Do you really think you stand a chance, Ryker?  Sylvie isn’t going to sign up for the pain train all over again.  Not without putting up a fight.”

      I smiled, thinking of how quiet little Sylvie Dupree could get rather feisty when necessary.  I looked forward to her putting up a fight.  It would make the victory sweeter, and there would be a victory.

      “I stand a chance,” I responded finally, relieved to see Sadie was also smiling now.

      “I still can’t believe you bought Old Man Curtis’ house.  It’s ridiculous.  Surreal,” Sadie said, looking at the giant old home in front of us.

      “It is,” I agreed, standing to my feet and offering her a hand. “And you gotta come inside and let me show you around.  That old grump left a lot of random surprises in there.”

      “Old Man Griffin...” Sadie called out as we climbed the stairs to the back door. “Has a nice ring to it, Ryker.  But you’re gonna have to get a lot meaner.”

      I laughed, and then thought of how Sylvie had teared up when she read Ezekiel’s last journal entry.  She’d loved that old man, which meant he was probably more misunderstood than he was actually “mean”.  Sylvie was able to see past the obvious.  Sylvie was able to see the truth.

      I only hoped now that Sylvie could also see me.
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      Sadie took in my new surroundings with a cynical, hesitant eye.  I knew that it didn’t seem real to her yet.  It barely seemed real to me.

      “At least it’s all still the original woodwork.  That’s hard to find these days,” she commented absently, running a hand along the archway between the living and dining rooms.  I was almost positive that my 21-year-old sister was simply repeating something she’d heard elsewhere.  Sadie was a lot of great things, but she wasn’t an architectural expert.

      Regardless, it was nice to see that Curtis had kept the maintenance of the house up fairly well.  I had some painting to do, a little floor buffering, and the general task of finishing the removal of the previous owners’ leftover possessions – but that was all minimal in my mind.  My worries had been more about secret rat infestations, black mold, or dungeon cells where the old man had imprisoned all of the annoying brats that ran through his yard or dared to look him in the eye from the sidewalk. Maybe I wasn’t actually worried about that last one, but with Old Man Curtis’ reputation, I wouldn’t have been shocked either.

      Preston was wholly unimpressed with all of it.  He toddled along beside us from room to room, seeing nothing of particular interest with his wide and curious eyes.  Lucky for him, I had a surprise arriving any minute now that would more than make up for the lackluster house tour.

      The arrival of Preston’s new swing set caused a whole new wave of chaos.  He was all giggles and squeals, and, as I had expected, he wanted to put it together immediately.  Sadie meanwhile, was bouncing between smiling uncontrollably at how excited her son was, and giving me the occasional scolding look that screamed, “You’re going to spoil him, Ryker.”

      I knew my sister well enough to know she didn’t really have a problem with the surprise.  Anything that made Preston this happy automatically pleased her as well.   “Let’s get to it!” I said loudly, giving Sadie a clap on the back.

      “You think I’m going to help you with this thing?  You’re out of your damn mind,” Sadie protested, holding Preston in her arms and following me down the long driveway while I lugged the ginormous package to the back yard.

      She was, of course, bluffing again.  Fifteen minutes later saw the two of us twisting screws and lining up the proper parts like Preston’s own personal duo of faithful, dedicated servants.

      “Jesus, Ryker,” Sadie emitted suddenly, swiping at the sweat on her forehead.  “You do know he’s only two, right?  Did you have to get the uber deluxe model?  Did ya?”

      She wasn’t wrong.  Considering that the baby swing was really the only part of the set tailored to Preston’s tiny size, the rest of the swing set was beginning to feel a bit superfluous.  The process was complicated, and the heat had continued to rise all throughout the afternoon.

      “He’ll grow into it,” I offered, attempting to make both of us feel better.  Sadie nodded, and I didn’t add the rest of my thought out loud.

      And hopefully, my kids will play on it someday, too.  Someday soon.

      A door slapped shut somewhere on the other side of the fence that concealed Sylvie’s yard from our view.  The screen backdoor, maybe? Sadie’s head swiveled exactly in time with my own.  We both waited, frozen in our previous movements, with ears in hyper-drive mode.  Even Preston seemed suddenly at attention.

      But there wasn’t anything more to listen to.

      “I still can’t believe she’s right over there,” Sadie said finally, breaking the silence.  She shook her head slowly, like someone waking up from a dream that was perhaps a little too real to differentiate from actual reality.

      “Well.  She is.  Trust me.  I’ve seen her,” I replied, grabbing some fresh screws and crawling across the grass to the next group of parts needing attention.

      “How did she look?” Sadie asked, pulling some grass off of Preston’s chubby legs.

      I smiled, closing my eyes and picturing Sylvie gripping that door handle after having been completely caught off guard by her new neighbor.  “She looked perfect, Sadie.  She looked like the woman I’m going to marry.”  I thought I heard a sound then – a gasp, or maybe just a sharp intake of breath – on the Dupree side of the fence.

      I looked towards the sound, but by that point, Sadie had resumed her assembly duties, and Preston was loudly running in circles yelling “Swing!”.  There was too much of a racket going on for me to hear anything past what was happening in my own backyard.

      Sylvie Dupree is right over there.

      That was enough.  For now.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      I sat on my bed, staring out the same window I’d viewed for the last 22 years.  It would be easier once I got my own apartment.  Dorm life was over, and it was time for my first adult-ish move.  I was almost positive that Will and I were going to have to split the rent just to be able to afford an apartment in the downtown neighborhood we both liked.  But that was okay.  Having a roommate wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      And it would get me out of this room.

      I desperately needed out of this room, this house, this neighborhood.

      Everything I had planned on – my entire future – had taken a complete nosedive.  My old life had essentially crashed and burned right before my eyes.  I couldn’t look at familiar things anymore.  It was killing me.

      It was all Sylvie.  She was everything.  She was everywhere.  She was all that I could see.

      Now that she was no longer mine, I couldn’t imagine staying anywhere near her.  I’d spent most of my time since the official break-up right here.  On my bed.  Sometimes I cried.  Sometimes, like now, I just stared out the window.

      Often, I did both at the same time.

      My mom had tried to comfort me as much as she possibly could.  She hadn’t ever seen her son like I was – defeated – because I had never had a reason to be heartbroken before.  Sylvie was the first girl I had ever loved.  Sylvie was supposed to be my forever.

      “Time.  It will take time,” my mother had murmured, running fingers through my hair like I was still a child.

      I hadn’t really believed that.  I couldn’t see myself ever not wanting Sylvie.  I didn’t want to know what that Ryker Griffin would look like.

      The front door suddenly slammed with extra force, making the whole house shake, and I knew that Sadie was back from camp.  She’d been gone when the wedding was called off.  But she wasn’t gone anymore.

      I counted the stairs as she ran to the second floor, bracing myself for what was coming.  Sadie loved Sylvie, and at all of 16 years of age, I knew she would take the news poorly.

      She didn’t knock – just busted through my door like the Kool-Aid man and started screaming.

      “How could you do this, Ryker?  Do you know what you’ve done to her?  She loves you!  You love her!  You can’t do this over kids!  Seriously!  It’s stupid!  You’ll probably change your mind anyway!”  Sadie’s words were delivered as a plea and an accusation simultaneously, and every last one of them flew from her mouth at an octave I’d never heard her reach before.

      “I won’t change my mind, Sade,” I told her solemnly.  This stopped her for a second, as she processed what that meant for everyone involved.

      “So, it’s just over?” Her voice cracked on the last word, and the rage she’d entered with had all but left her young face.

      “Yeah,” I said, staring back out the window and wanting to be anywhere – anywhere else than in that godforsaken room with my baby sister and her own personal grieving process.

      “How are you even gonna do anything without Sylvie, Ryker?  How are you ever gonna be happy again?” Sadie wailed, sitting down at the foot of my bed.  She immediately burst into tears, and I found myself comforting her, assuring her that everything would be okay.

      While Sadie sobbed into my shoulder, I continued to look through the same panes of glass that had held my attention for days.  My tears were silent, running down my cheeks in incessant rivulets of anguish.  I’d given up trying to stop them from coming.  Tears were merciless – they came and went as they pleased.

      How am I ever going to be happy again?
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      I was certain they had heard me.  I had tried my absolute hardest to sneak silently from the backdoor to ground level.  My plan was to crawl – literally crawl – the length of the fence until I reached the swing gate, then rush from the gate to the garage door without a single look towards Ezekiel’s house.   I would be backing down the driveway before Ryker or Sadie even had a chance to say hello.

      I didn’t know what my plan was for arriving home, but I assumed I could figure that out later.  Sunday afternoon was my regular grocery run day, and I wasn’t going to let Ryker Griffin change that or anything else.  Business as usual – that was my new mantra.

      Of course, I hadn’t counted on Francine trying to take advantage of the situation.  She must have instinctively sensed that this might be her last chance to achieve the freedom she’d always dreamed of.  I saw her floof of a body charging towards the door as I was ever so slowly allowing it to close, and immediately slammed it shut on impulse.  Francine was the epitome of a spoiled housecat – she wouldn’t have had a clue what to do in the great wild.

      My survival instincts had me dropping flat to the grass after the loud thwack of sound shot out across the neighborhood.  If anyone actually walked over to the gate to check on things, they were going to see a full-grown 26-year-old woman laying stiff as a board in a frozen “army-crawl” position.  I had the fleeting thought that at some future point in life, this might be funny to look back on.  But right now, it wasn’t funny.  It was humiliating, and it was ridiculous.

      This is all Ryker’s  fault!

      I heard the chatter between Sadie and Ryker come to a complete halt.  They had heard – they had absolutely heard me.  I held my breath, waiting for whatever was coming next.  After a lifetime (or possibly ten seconds), their conversation picked back up.

      “I still can’t believe she’s right over there,” Sadie’s voice carried to my ears.

      You have no idea how accurate you actually are right now, Sadie.

      “Well, she is.  Trust me.  I’ve seen her,” Ryker replied, his words making my stomach clench with a mixture of longing and excitement.

      “How did she look?” Sadie pressed, sounding genuinely concerned.

      There was a pause then, and I began to fear that Ryker really was going to come walking through that gate.  The sight of me like this would be sure to send him over the edge with laughter.  I would never live the embarrassment down.

      “She looked perfect.  She looked like the woman I’m going to marry.”

      My breath ceased with one sharp intake of air, and now it wasn’t my stomach that hurt.  My heart – my chest – were flooded with an ache that I’d not experienced in years.

      Because you got past that ache, Sylvie.  You buried it like a dead body.

      Presently, however, it felt very much alive – like some undead creature clawing its way out of the grave by sheer willpower alone.

      Things got noisy then – clanking swing set pieces adding to the nonstop energetic babble that was coming from Sadie’s small son.  I pulled myself up into a sitting position, leaning against the fence that was just barely concealing me from Ryker and his sister.  I didn’t want to go to the store anymore.  I didn’t want to do anything.  There was a dull ringing in my ears, and the pounding pain in my chest was ruthlessly squeezing my body tighter and tighter...

      I stayed like that, no longer hearing the commotion from Ezekiel’s backyard.  Time passed, but I couldn’t have said if it were minutes or hours.  I was lost – gone – no longer 26 and sitting in the grass – but 21, and drowning in a personal agony that hadn’t ever truly gone away or been buried sufficiently deep enough.

      The woman he’s going to marry.  He already had that woman.  She’s not here anymore.  She’s not here anymore.  She’s not here any –

      The sharp smack of a screen door – Ryker's screen door – brought me back to myself.  I tuned in, once again the master of my senses.  All there was to hear now was silence.  The sun was beginning to lower its gigantic self in the sky, and I realized they must have gone inside.  I was free to move about.

      I pulled myself up, stiff from the long repose, and rushed quietly back into my house.  Whatever was happening here – whatever was happening inside of me – it all had to stop.  I had to pull myself together.

      I couldn’t lose my grip on the Sylvie Dupree that I had become, because I wasn’t sure I had enough strength left in me to find her ever again.
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        * * *

      

      “Promise me you’re not kidding, Sylvie Marie.  You kids and your pranks – it's a wonder I believe anything that anyone says ever,” my mother prattled off, her voice teetering between increasingly concerned and cautiously skeptical.

      “This isn’t a prank, Mom!  He’s here!” In spite of my intent to achieve some type of zen about Ryker’s reappearance into my life, I had broken down fully and called my mother in a complete hysteria.

      “Oh.” There was a long pause as my mother processed the information she had just received.  Her first instinct, unsurprisingly, was to protect her daughter.  “Sylvie, you can’t go back to him.”

      “That’s what I said,” I agreed vehemently.

      “He already asked you to get back together with him?!” My mother nearly shrieked into my ear.

      “Oh my God, Mom.  No.  Not exactly,” I returned.  The very real and incredibly recent meeting of my lips to Ryker’s was replaying in my mind, and it hit me again how stupid I had been.  You don’t kiss your ex-fiancé the very first time that you see him after five years of complete and total separation have taken place.  You don’t kiss your ex-fiancé at all.

      And ex-fiancés don’t buy the house right next door to the person they left for dead.  They don’t do that.  This doesn’t happen.

      But it was happening.

      “Not exactly, Sylvie?” I heard my mother sigh deeply, and a flash of her worried face standing over my bed all of those years ago, trying to convince me to at least come out of my room for family dinner, churned a deep guilt in the pit of my stomach.

      “He told me he was here for me.  I told him I wasn’t interested,” I clarified, leaving out the part that involved lips and desire and electricity.

      “Good.  Very good!” She exclaimed, relieved by my words, even if she suspected that there might be more of the story missing.  “As far as I see it, Sylvie, you’ve said what was needed.  It doesn’t matter if he really moved back there for you.  And it seems highly doubtful that Ryker would buy an entire house – take out a mortgage loan – for something that he had to have known was a long shot, if it were a shot at all.  He couldn’t actually think you’d just take him back, and people don’t purchase homes just to chase down their ex.  Ryker most definitely didn’t buy Ezekiel’s house just to be near you.  I don’t believe that for a second.  It was probably the only house in the neighborhood that was currently up for sale.  He probably wanted to be near his mother and sister again.  You are the bonus.  He probably thought you’d moved out years ago.  This is a coincidence more than it is anything else.”

      Everything that my mother was saying echoed the arguments I’d already made to myself.  Somehow, though, it felt different when she was voicing the opinion.  It stung a little, that she was so easily dismissing Ryker’s declaration.  I had called her to confirm that this was all nonsense, and that was exactly what she was doing.

      Why did that bother me so much?

      “You have built yourself a beautiful life in that beautiful house.  You have a beautiful business, a beautiful brain – you are a beautiful woman.  You are not Ryker Griffin’s plaything,” came the next wave of motherly emotion.  She was upset, but furthermore – she was worried.  I could hear it in every protesting syllable that hit my ear.

      “He said he’s changed,” I said quietly, knowing no further explanation would be needed.  My mother had adored Ryker.  She had remained strong on the surface for me during my mourning, but our break-up had been painful for her as well.  Like myself, it had taken her a very long time to accept that Ryker Griffin didn’t want children.  “But he’d be such a GOOD father!” I had heard her wailing to my dad late one night when she thought I was asleep.  No one, aside from me, had wanted him to change his mind more than Brigitte Dupree.

      “Sylvie, you listen to me.  Maybe Ryker has changed.  That’s great.  That’s great for him and whoever ends up putting up with him.  But I remember that boy’s face when you two broke up.  He loved you very much.  He wouldn’t have left you if he hadn’t been absolutely certain about his feelings.  He didn’t want a family.  Maybe he thinks he does now.  Maybe he won’t again in two weeks.  You can’t live your life riding the waves of Ryker Griffin’s feelings.  You cannot go through that again.”  Mom was trying to sound stern, but her voice was cracking slightly; I knew she was just scared.  Terrified.  Ryker Griffin had been a horror movie that severely traumatized her firstborn, and that movie had ended a long time ago.

      Over.  It’s over.

      “I know, Mom,” I assured her, absently glancing out the kitchen window at the looming yellow edifice next door.  It was strange.  As a child I had been terrified of that house.  As an adult it had become a source of comfort.

      Now it was back to being a threat of some sort.

      “Show Ryker that you mean what you say.  He’s your neighbor now.  Fine.  For however long that lasts, be neighborly.  Bake him a housewarming pie.  Show him you’re unphased.  And then keep your distance, for God’s sake.  Neighbors don’t have to be friends.  Neighbors barely have to be acquaintances,” my mother rambled on, a touch of bitterness in her tone.

      “You want me to bake him a pie?  Do I really have to be that neighborly?  It’s Ryker.  You want me to bake Ryker a pie?”

      “I want you to show that boy that you have moved on.  Show him that he missed his chance – forever.  If you can hand him a warm, neighborly gift with a few friendly words and walk away unaffected, he’ll begin to realize.  He’ll realize he’s too late, and he’ll leave you alone – eventually,” she said, maternal determination making her voice hard.  I understood the thinking behind the plan, but I wondered if my mother even believed herself that it would go that smoothly.

      I hesitated then, grabbing at the sugar and flour bins in the pantry.  “Mom?  What if I can’t?”

      “What if you can’t what, Sylvie?”

      “What if I can’t walk away unaffected?”  It was a real fear – my main fear.  I was a Dupree – I was able to put on a happy face and say the right things.  We were a polite, well-mannered family.  But excellent etiquette didn’t exactly mean you were a force to be reckoned with.  In spite of the self-confidence that my mother had instilled in me and Mamie’s constant, proud, and feminine presence; I was still a fairly gentle and quiet woman.

      “You can, Sylvie,” was her reply.  But I knew her well enough to translate that answer to “You have to, Sylvie.”

      “I know.”  I closed my eyes and tried to steady my thoughts.  She was right.  This was a mind over matter situation if there ever was one.  There was no choice – there was only what must be done.  I had to protect myself.  My peace was worth protecting.  “Mom?”

      “Yes, Sylvie?”

      “Can you please not tell Aurelie about this just yet?  She’ll...  She’ll want to know everything, and it’s just too much to handle right now.  She can know later – when things have settled.  When this is just funny...”

      And when exactly will you be laughing about this, Sylvie?

      “I will only tell your father.  Be strong, Sylvie.  Think of what Mamie would say.  Think of what Mamie would do,” my mother encouraged.

      I nodded, trying not to think about the fact that Mamie and Ezekiel both had “been strong” one day, long ago – veritably ending everything that was between them.

      They had both expressed a haunting, sorrowful regret about that, in the end.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later and I was staring at a pristine, steaming blueberry pie on my kitchen counter.  Baking was a big part of the Dupree family’s traditions, and always had been, according to Mamie.

      Mamie was French Canadian.  Her parents had moved to the states when she was a baby.  They had spoken fluent French on a regular basis throughout her entire childhood, and Mamie had often done the same – especially when coaching myself, Aurelie, or Elise in the kitchen.

      We’d become little mini-experts at crafting the perfect éclair, delicate crème brûlée, and fresh-made croissants.  Tiny little fingers followed the careful instructions of Madeline Dupree, eager to impress the exquisite grandmother whom never ceased to impress everyone else.

      “Excellent travail!” Mamie would cry out happily while we displayed our ‘masterpieces’ in the world of French baking.  “Excellent job.”  Those were words we lived for as young girls.  Mamie’s praise was sought out by all who had known her; mostly because when she smiled, she had a way of making you feel the exuberant joy that radiated from her on a daily basis.  And Mamie was always smiling.

      “Excellent job, Sylvie.  Well done,” I murmured to myself, wiping a hand across my forehead and preparing myself for what came next.

      Ryker.

      Francine meowed mournfully from her perch on the kitchen table.  I looked at her and sighed.  “Same.”

      I wrapped the pie loosely in one of Mamie’s classic checkered cheesecloths and pulled myself up into a straight, confident stance.  This was starting to look like a scene from a fifty's television show, but it didn’t matter.  I’d committed.  Now was the last part of the “I’m so okay with you living here” performance, and I was determined to perform fantastically.

      The less than ten steps to Ryker’s porch were a bit surreal.  Had he really done this?  Did he really live here?  It was ridiculous.

      People don’t do this.  People DON’T DO THIS.

      “Sylvie!  To what do I owe this pleasure?” Ryker was genuinely surprised, and his smile couldn’t have possibly gotten any wider or more inviting.  I could tell he had recently showered – his dark hair was still glistening – and the scent of manly bodywash was more than enough to make me slightly giddy internally.

      Just KEEP it internal, Sylvie.

      “I made you this.  Welcome to the neighborhood,” I replied, dumbly holding out the pie.  Steam was still filtering out from the sides, and I knew it smelled heavenly.  I also knew that Ryker preferred apple pie.  Hence, my choice to use blueberries.  I couldn’t be that nice.  It would defeat the purpose of this little act.

      I’m over you.  The blueberries support that statement.

      “Wow, Sylvie.  Thanks,” Ryker countered, gently taking the gift from my hands.  He made damn sure that his fingers trailed over mine slowly, which made me shiver involuntarily.  Without missing a beat, he nodded over his shoulder.  “Wanna come in for a sec?  Have a slice?” Ryker’s eyes were twinkling – little gold flecks ablaze in his chocolate brown gaze.

      The butterflies were back with their electric hum, and I realized that I very much did want to go inside that house.  Maybe I wanted to stay for longer than “a sec”, too.  But surely that was the past talking.  It was normal – instinctual – to have this reaction to Ryker.

      It was not, however, wise to take that path.  Not tonight.  Not ever.

      “I’m good, but thanks,” I returned flippantly, taking a casual step backwards.  I didn’t know what I would do if Ryker touched me again, but I was loosely certain it would be the wrong thing.

      Ryker nodded, not letting any of the disappointment that I knew he must be feeling show.  He peaked under the cloth covering.  “Mmm.  Blueberry.  My favorite.”

      This took me so off-guard, the idea that I had unintentionally made Ryker his favorite flavor was so unacceptable that I immediately protested.  “No!  Apple is your favorite!”

      Ryker laughed loudly, his voice echoing down the quiet, darkened street.  “It was, but now it’s blueberry.  As of right this second.  Definitely blueberry.”  He grinned at me with that maddening charm, and I fought the urge to knock the pie out of his hands.  “Were you out of apples?” He asked slyly, giving me a wink.

      Don’t you dare wink at me, Ryker Griffin.

      I was beginning to lose my composure.  I tossed my long hair over my shoulders, turned, and swiftly took the four porch stairs to the sidewalk.  Glancing back, I was sure that I saw a flash of defeat on Ryker’s face.  Finally.  “I have tons of apples, Ryker.  Tons.  Just didn’t wanna waste them.  Enjoy the pie.”

      As I walked away, haughtily swinging my hips and hoping that it made him just a bit more miserable, he called out after me cheerily, “Thanks again, Sylvie!  I have a feeling that you’re going to be the best neighbor ever!  See you soon!”

      “Ass,” I muttered, not giving him a single glance back.  I made it inside and shut the door, resting my head against it for a moment.  As much as I wanted to declare this a clean victory, the heat between my legs and the need inside my heart prevented me from actually doing so.

      I hadn’t even remotely phased Ryker in his mission – I had only revealed all of the weak spots in my own.

      Francine strolled into the entry way and stared at me, unconcerned and sleepy.  “Bed.  Let’s just go to bed,” I said, swooping her up and heading for the stairs.

      I didn’t know that Ryker was still standing on his porch, holding the pie, grinning, and looking at the Dupree household with steadfast decidedness.  I also didn’t know another set of eyes were on my home, watching from a different angle entirely, and waiting patiently for the warm, suburban lights of the block to go out one by one.

      I wouldn’t know that for a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      Although silence occasionally made me melancholy during the daylight hours, at night it was amazing.  I had slept sound and long nearly every night since my family flocked to New York, with nothing to disturb me.  Even Francine had seemed to realize the benefit of the change, sprawling out peacefully beside me on a nightly basis.

      The crashing sound of breaking glass that woke me was so foreign to my sleepy ears that I almost ignored it entirely – thinking it had to have been a part of whatever dream I’d been in.  But then I heard a few more sharp sounds of glass shattering and my adrenaline rush informed me that this was, quite clearly, not a dream.

      So what in the hell is it?  Or... who in the hell?

      I was on my feet immediately, tiptoeing to my bedroom door while Francine bee-lined for my closet.  I was nearly ready to step into the hallway when I remembered the baseball bat under my bed.  Retrieving it as quietly as possible, I again approached the hallway with great trepidation.

      There were definitely sounds coming from downstairs.  Either the dining room or the front room – I couldn’t be sure.  But someone was rushing around doing something, as there were other noises that I didn’t quite yet understand.  I crept down the wooden steps, trying to avoid every creaking plank that I knew by heart.  My back was to the wall, the bat was raised, and as I neared the first floor, I gathered that the sounds were coming from the front room.  I paused at the last step.  From here I could easily sprint through the kitchen and go get help of some sort.  I hadn’t even thought to grab my phone before – it was sitting up there on the nightstand, useless to me now.  If I could just get to a neighbor’s house – even Ryker’s, I could call the police.

      No.  You don’t need Ryker.

      But even I knew it was foolish to be stubborn in this situation.  Ryker’s house was very well my best bet.

      I didn’t have time to deliberate much more as a figure emerged from the front room, leaning large objects against the dining room wall.  One, two, three times he or she came back before I realized from my crouched position at the landing that this person was taking something wholly priceless to me.

      Mamie’s paintings.

      The front room was full of her collection of French paintings – the walls were nearly plastered with them.  They were of great comfort to me, and I always enjoyed the magnificent vision when I arrived home from work.  The front room had a large picture window with only thin lace curtains for privacy, and I had liked the thought that any passerby could glance through the window and see the beautiful artwork of Monet, Matisse, Duchamp, Renoir, and others.

      I now realized how foolish I had been.  It was almost an invitation to thieves – an open call for a house robbery.  The most frustrating part was that other than one very pricey piece, the others were mostly limited-edition prints – copies, in laymen’s terms – and not worth nearly as much.  Certainly not worth the trouble it took to commit a felony.

      The thief seemed intent on taking every last one, and he was making fast work of it.  My heartbeat was pounding in my head, and I raised the bat while padding silently towards the front room.  Most robberies of this sort weren’t violent in nature.  Maybe I could scare them off simply by letting them know someone in the house was up.

      I had just decided to use the bat to knock over a trio of vases – hopefully completely terrifying the robber and causing him to flee – when the perpetrator walked straight into me.  The dark had masked us both from each other, and I felt a painful thump as our foreheads knocked.

      We both sprawled on the floor, and I frantically felt around for the bat while my head spun.  I was both aware of the intruder and the danger he signified, and also numb to the fear.  It was all fight or flight, kill or be killed at that point.  Just as my hand found the fat end of the bat, I felt something jam into my temple and heard a telltale click.

      “Let go of the bat.”  The voice was low and cold.  I pulled my hand slowly away from the only weapon I had.

      Fuck.  Is this how I die?

      “Now this is what’s going to happen here, you nosy bitch –”

      But I never did hear the thief’s plan for me.  Someone busted through the front door so hard that they went rolling before jumping up and fiercely swinging their own bat directly at the criminal’s head.  He groaned, and dropped to the ground, his gun spinning away on the marble floor.  A foot stopped the gun.  Strong and sure hands picked it up and disarmed it.  I squinted as the light flipped on and Ryker stood there, bare chested in pajama pants, holding the gun securely in one hand and a giant bat in the other.

      “Bet you wish you’d played softball now, huh Syl?” He quipped, breathing rapidly but still – STILL managing to smile.  “And did you know you left your front door unlocked?  This asshole obviously didn’t.  You don’t even wanna see the front window.”  Ryker was speaking so fast, giving the unconscious man a slight kick just to make sure he was really out.  “Bet his hands are cut to shit.  Dumbass.”

      I was frozen, partially from the fear but also from the speed at which everything had happened.  Ryker put down his weapons and offered me a hand, pulling me up gently and looking serious for the first time since he had made his karate kid entrance.

      “Are you okay, Sylvie?  Did he hurt you?” Worried dark eyes searched my own for a sign that I was undamaged.

      “Yes.  I mean no.  I mean, I’m okay.  He didn’t hurt me.  He didn’t have time,” I rambled airily, feeling lightheaded and then sad as I saw the paintings were all down, most of the brackets ripped straight out of the walls.

      “Cops are on their way.  Why don’t you go over to my house and I’ll wait with this piece of shit until they get here?” Ryker suggested softly, putting a firm hand on my lower back.

      “No,” I told him, shaking my head.  “I’m waiting here with you.”

      Ryker looked as though he were about to protest, but thought better of it and nodded instead.  “Okay, Sylvie.  That’s fine.  That’s fine.”

      The robber really did look pathetic laying on the floor amongst stacks of paintings which would have given him a mostly sad return for all of his undertakings – had he been successful.

      “I think he might have over-estimated his abilities as a super villain,” Ryker said, standing tall and not taking his eyes off of the pile of human on the floor.  I couldn’t help but look over his bare upper body.  Every tight bulge, every tensed muscle, every firm line of strength...  It was mildly hypnotizing.  He was perfect.  He was French painting worthy.

      “Shit!” I exclaimed suddenly, taking off at a dead run for the stairs.

      “What?” Ryker called after me, alarmed.

      “I gotta check on Francine!  Make sure she’s okay!” I took the stairs two at a time, concern for my longtime companion overshadowing all else.

      “Jesus Christ – Francine is still alive?”
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      “One two!  One two!  Like this!” Ryker’s fists hit the air in precise, swift strikes.  His entire sweat-covered body seemed to flex when he did this, making me slightly swoony, but I didn’t show it.  If I had, we’d be rolling around on the gym floor getting a different kind of workout.

      “Ryker, I get it.  But I’ve got class in 25 minutes.  I need a shower,” I said, mimicking his movements on the punching bag and feeling the satisfying thump against the stationary perpetrator.

      “Just trying to keep you safe, Dupree,” he returned, shrugging and giving me a wink.  I nearly jumped on him then.  Ryker made me insane with desire.  Constantly.

      “I can keep myself safe, Griffin,” I replied, giving the bag one final punch for good measure.

      He stood there grinning, watching me gather up my things.  I knew he was in the same mood that I was, but I also knew I couldn’t miss Calculus class.  The professor was an asshole, and my college GPA needed his A.

      “Of course, you can take care of yourself,” Ryker agreed, sliding his arms around my waist and pulling me to him.  He kissed me on my sweaty forehead and whispered, “But just in case you ever need backup... I’m always going to be here.”
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      We both swept in silence for a while.  In addition to the glass from the demolished window, there were chunks of wall plaster littering the entire front room of the Dupree house.  I had promised Sylvie I’d help her fix the walls tomorrow, and she had reluctantly agreed.  I’d then made her promise me to get a real fucking curtain for the picture window and to look into security systems as well.  She was all alone here now, and I knew it wasn’t possible for me to be “on watch” 24-7.  I might not make it in time were this to happen again.

      What if you hadn’t made it this time?

      I really didn’t want to follow that thought.

      “How did you know?  Did you hear?  You must have heard.  It was so loud,” Sylvie said absently, stroking debris gently into a dustpan.  The circumstances certainly weren’t romantic, but I wanted to grab her and maul her with kisses anyway.  She looked so small – so fragile.

      She would kill me if I ever said that out loud.

      “Yeah.  I heard.  Almost fell out of my bed.  Loud.  That guy could never be an assassin.  He’d totally get fired,” I rambled rapidly, giving her a reassuring grin and sweeping a particularly large piece of glass towards my pile.

      This wasn’t the truth – or at least half of it wasn’t.  I was pretty sure that the now “in custody” surprise visitor who had clumsily busted through the front window really did lack the ability to ever achieve actual assassin status; but I certainly hadn’t been sound asleep in my own bed when the break-in had commenced.

      I’d attempted to prepare for bed after Sylvie left earlier that evening, but even in my favorite over-worn pair of pajama pants, surrounded by pillows, comfort, and quiet, I hadn’t been able to fall asleep.  So I’d grabbed a bottle of water and sat on one of Ezekiel’s left-over rickety porch chairs; satisfied just to be looking at the dwelling which housed the only woman I had ever loved – the only woman I could ever love.  Seeing Sylvie, touching her hand, observing her attempts to be cold, and knowing I had gotten under her skin – it all had put me in a strange, intoxicating daze.  I had sat staring at her house for at least two hours – smiling off and on as I thought of the future that we could have.  It was so possible – so within reach...

      I wasn’t going to give up.  Not now.  Not ever.  I didn’t care if she got married and had fifteen kids in that big white house.  I’d simply wait it out.  Maybe they’d get a divorce, statistics boasted a 50/50 chance, or her husband could die, or maybe he’d end up just flat out leaving like my prick of a father had.  Fifteen kids were a lot to handle, after all.

      No matter what happened, I knew I could never walk away from Sylvie Dupree again.  If that meant I ended up as “Old Man Griffin, the Loner Across the Driveway”, taking my unrequited love to the grave – then so be it.  It would be a fitting punishment for walking away from the perfect woman all of those years ago.

      But that wasn’t how it was going to go if I had any say in it.  And from where I sat – literally, from where I had sat – I knew I had a say.  It might have been a small say currently, but it would grow.  Sylvie still loved me – I could read it on her like a neon billboard.  And now that I was here, forever here, the love could only grow.

      Trust.  That was the part that would prove the most challenging.  Sylvie didn’t trust me – not about having children, at least.  I knew this instinctively, in spite of the fact that we hadn’t yet talked about my change of heart in detail.  Sylvie didn’t trust me, but she would.  She would.

      I’d drifted off eventually, thinking happy thoughts and completely pleased with how things were going so far.  I hadn’t exactly planned on spending the night on the front porch, but that was where I’d passed out, regardless.

      I would forever be grateful for that fact.

      The wannabe cat burglar had also helped simply by being horrible at his chosen “profession”.  Preston could have pulled that robbery off more efficiently.  Hell, Francine probably could have too.

      My first instinct on hearing the crash, coming to, and seeing two feet hanging out the front window of Sylvie’s house had been to charge.  Thankfully, my second instinct had been to grab my bat from the indoor coat closet.  I hadn’t only coached little league; I’d been something of a baseball star in high school.  I could thwack the shit out of someone if need be.

      The bat was my weapon of choice – but mostly because I hated guns.  No amount of “self-protection” speculation could ever convince me to buy one.  One of my earliest childhood memories was that of my father waving a gun in the air while he screamed obscenities at my mother.  Chester Griffin had loved guns, and if he was alive, I was certain he still did.  Thus, my aversion to firearms had occurred at a very early stage of life.

      It would have been helpful if I had known the front door was unlocked.  I could have saved my body from a rather jolting slam into the thick wooden slab.  But I didn’t fault myself too much for not checking first.  I was in high adrenaline rescue mode.  It was the dumbass whose key component to success was a silent entry, that had made a giant mistake when he skipped checking the locks altogether.

      I put a hand to my shoulder, rubbing it lightly to test the soreness.  I would have willfully broken my damn shoulder if that’s what it took to save Sylvie.  Luckily, it seemed I’d just be sporting some gnarly bruises for a week or two.

      I heard Sylvie clear her throat – which had always been a sort of nervous tick for her.  She did it when she was uncomfortable, uneasy, or restless.  My eyes met hers and she quickly looked away, sweeping extra vigorously.  Her cheeks flushed bright red – the shade of embarrassment that had always been so cute and such a goddamn turn-on for me in the past.

      She was checking me out.

      I didn’t stay in shape for any sort of attention from the female population; I had always worked out, even as a teenager.  I suspected it was another psychological reaction to my father, who hadn’t taken care of himself at all.  One thought of Chester Griffin’s beer gut hanging over his belt while he screamed obscenities at us, and I suddenly was able to do extra reps of anything.

      “Did you hurt yourself?” Sylvie asked quietly, breaking the tension in the air with her sweet, meek voice.

      “I’ll be fine,” I told her, truly not caring about what had happened to me.  “Are you okay?  I know you told the cops you were.  But I’m not so sure.  You were on the floor when I got here.” I stopped sweeping and waited for her reply.

      “Ryker, I’m fine.  Scared.  That was scary,” Sylvie admitted, brushing stray strands of hair away from her face. “But you got here...  You got here before anything serious happened.”  She had paused now as well, and our eyes locked across the disarranged room.

      I nodded, searing need shooting through my body.  “I’m glad.  That I got here.  I’m glad that I’m here, period.  I am always going to be here, Syl.”

      Sylvie shook her head then. “Ryker...”

      “I left once, Sylvie.  I won’t do it again,” I stated firmly, unable to smile as I said the words.  They were too real, too serious, and too painful.

      Biggest mistake of my life.  It was the biggest mistake of my LIFE...

      Sylvie sighed heavily and leaned against the wall.  “Ryker, I know you want me to be the same person that I was five years ago, but I’m not.”

      I was automatically stepping towards her then. “Sylvie, I know you aren’t the same.  But you’re still Sylvie.  I’m not the same either.  But I’m still me.  I’m still the me that you knew.  And loved.”

      “You’re still the guy who broke off our engagement and disappeared.  I know,” Sylvie returned, anger just barely edging her words.  But I could see she wasn’t angry.  She was hurt.  Still.

      Always.

      “You know that doing that almost killed me, right?  I never wanted to leave you.  I had to be honest though, didn’t I?  I had to.  I had to because I loved you so much.  And I’m being honest right now, too.  I see it all so clearly now – I know why I thought what I did back then.  I forgive myself for that, because it wasn’t without reason.  I know that.  You know that.  I’ve had five years to better understand myself – to clean out some of the emotional bullshit that my father left behind.  I want a family, Sylvie.  I do.  I want a family with you.  And the one thing I won’t forgive myself for is losing you.  I can’t ever be at peace with that.  I still love you.  I still want you.  Only you.” I was just a few steps away from her by that point – close enough to see her brown eyes filling with tears.

      Instead of crying, Sylvie suddenly became visibly vexed.  “That’s not fair, Ryker.  To come back and put that on me after... just after everything!  To buy the house next door!  Jesus, Ryker!  What if I were taken?  What if I had a boyfriend?  What if I had twenty boyfriends?” She nearly yelled.

      There was no way to tell her (without further infuriating her) that I had missed this too – her sweet nose crinkling with displeasure, the way her eyebrows furrowed nearly into one solid line of protest...  Sylvie Dupree was perfect in all states of mood.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” I asked, taking another step.  I was almost positive that the answer was no – I certainly hadn’t seen any sign of one in the last couple of days.  But my stomach still tightened into an unyielding ball of dread while I waited for her answer.

      Another big sigh, and Sylvie threw her hands up.  “No.  Okay?  No.  I don’t have a boyfriend.  Would you move away if I did?  Cuz I’m pretty sure I could get one.  There are guys all over the place, Ryker.”  She was being defiant now, which somehow was even hotter, and I felt myself going rock hard with desire for her fiery little body.

      “I won’t move away for anything, Sylvie.  I’m here.  For good.  Even if you have twenty boyfriends – I'm here,” I assured her calmly, taking another step and daring to put a hand to her cheek.  Sylvie shivered, but she didn’t pull away.  “I don’t care what men appear in your life, Sylvie.  I’ll watch them come, and I’ll watch them go.  And I will still be here.  Because I love you.  And you still love me.”

      She gave me a sharp glance which instantly turned soft.  There wasn’t a way for Sylvie Dupree to look me straight in the eyes and stay angry.  There never had been.  I put my other hand to her cheek and gently tilted her head upwards, meeting her lips with the fierce, hungry force of my own.  I was expecting to be shoved away immediately, but instead, Sylvie’s smooth lips responded and all resistance disappeared momentarily.  She let me command her tongue with my own, let me pull her body forcefully against mine, and even slipped her little hands around me – tiny fingertips touching the bare skin of my back gingerly.

      And then she pulled away.

      “It’s too much, Ryker.  This is too much.  Too fast.  Just – just let me breath, okay?” Sylvie pleaded, stepping away from me forcefully.  Her eyes were still tear-filled, and I knew she was fighting a rather intense internal battle.

      “Okay.  It’s okay,” I agreed, nodding and letting her retreat. “Take as much time as you need.  I’m here.”

      “Why does that sound like a threat?” Sylvie responded, feigning a small chuckle.  Neither of us were feeling humorous at the moment.

      “It’s a promise, Sylvie.  That’s all it is,” I clarified, eyeing the thin lace curtain that was flying out sporadically from the breeze through the missing window.  “I’m gonna board this up, okay?  I have some lumber over at my place.  A lot of it.  I’ll be right back.  And after I’m done, I’ll leave, okay?  You can go back to bed.  I got this.  I’ll lock up.”  I didn’t add that there was no way in hell I was sleeping tonight myself.  I’d be staring at the Dupree house until the sun was high in the sky and Sylvie had daylight to protect her from ambush.

      “I can’t just go to bed, Ryker.  I’ll help you.  It’s not even your responsibility.  I’ll pay you for the lumber.  I just know I’m not going to be able to sleep until it’s done,” Sylvie offered, and I realized she was still on high alert herself.

      “You’re not paying me for anything.  Stay here, I’ll grab some boards,” I ordered, walking towards the front door and feeling everything inside of me revolt at the idea of leaving Sylvie alone – even for a few minutes.

      Sylvie said no more, so I jogged down her driveway and across my backyard to retrieve the wood from the garage.  “Some lumber” might not have been an accurate description.  Old Man Curtis’ somewhat dilapidated garage, while large enough to park my truck in, was instead overrun with wood and miscellaneous projects that were in all different stages of completion.

      It was a hobby I had picked up almost out of pure desperation years ago, when Sylvie and I first parted ways.  Somehow, whittling a small chunk of wood into a paperweight had turned into a full-on obsession with furniture building.  My mother had encouraged the endeavor, seeing it as a type of therapeutic outlet.  I hadn’t ever really looked at it in that way – at least not in the beginning.

      But I understood now, to some degree, that it had been a lifeline to sanity.  All of the energy that had previously been focused solely on Sylvie Marie Dupree, had split itself between my family, career, friends, and woodworking.

      Preston had been a time-consuming addition to life, as well.  Aside from the simple fact that I wanted to be there for Sadie in any way possible (because, let’s face it, fuckface Dallas sure wasn’t ever going to be a solid base of support); Preston had instantly taken hold of my heart in a way that I couldn’t really explain – not even to myself.  The little dude had provided some type of transformational experience in my life that there simply weren’t words for.  I was a changed man – or maybe I was just finally myself.

      That change had led me straight back to Sylvie.

      I hefted some boards over my shoulder and made quick time of getting back to the issue at hand.  Sylvie insisted on holding boards in place while I hammered, squeezing her little body between me and the wall and driving me completely insane as she did so.  I attempted to take out my rising internal heat on the nails, hammering steadily and perhaps much harder than the situation called for.  I would have Sylvie again – I would.  And when I did, I would kiss every single inch of her silky, smooth skin.  But patience was key.  It had to be when she was ready.

      What if she’s never ready...

      This irksome thought ran circles in my mind while we completed the task of securing the Dupree domain.  By the time the last board was up, I’d swallowed the fact that all of the confidence in the world didn’t mean that a woman like Sylvie would let me back in.  But it didn’t matter.  I knew exactly what I wanted, and I wouldn’t give up until the day I was dead.  And even then, if possible, I’d haunt her from the grave.

      Sylvie still loved me.  That was something I had known from the second our eyes met upon my return.  Sylvie belonged with me, and I belonged with her.  This had been true for ten years, whether we were together or not.

      “Ryker?” She suddenly asked me in a shaky voice, jolting me out of my thoughts.

      “Yeah?” I returned, putting the hammer down and studying her face.  She wasn’t okay.

      “Can you stay?”

      I felt virtual fireworks going off inside of my body then.

      “Of course, I can stay, Sylvie.  Whatever you need.  Whatever you want,” I assured her, not moving closer for fear that she might change her mind.

      She nodded, biting her lower lip and gazing around at the badly abused walls.  “This would make Mamie so sad.”  And then she burst into tears.

      I went to her, unable to hold myself back any longer, and put my arms around her tightly.  I knew it wasn’t just thoughts of Mamie, but the entire series of events the night had provided, that were breaking Sylvie down now.  She’d held tough through the robbery, the cops, the window work – and now the emotions were going to pour out.  It was the way Sylvie had always been.  Steady, strong, but deeply affected by the world around her.

      She sobbed into my shoulder for a short while, gripping me fiercely.  It had been so long since I’d been able to just hold Sylvie to me.  Her sorrow mixing with my longing made for an over-charged atmosphere surrounding us.

      “Syl, we’ll fix all of this.  It’ll look just like it did.  We’ll fix it so that Mamie would never have even known a thing happened, okay?” It was foreign and simultaneously familiar, speaking of Madeline Dupree.  I hadn’t been with Sylvie when Mamie passed, and I’d avoided the funeral out of respect for the both of them.  That had been a moment in time that needed to be about Madeline – completely about Madeline.  I had known my presence would only make Sylvie hurt more.

      But I had grieved, all the same.  Mamie had been the closest thing to a grandparent that I had ever experienced, and I’d loved her deeply.  I hadn’t only lost Sylvie when we broke up – I'd lost an entire family.

      Sylvie was nodding now, breathing rapidly, and making every attempt to pull herself together.  It wasn’t necessary – not for my sake.  I’d watched Sylvie Dupree break down many a time before, and this present collapse was as beautifully bittersweet as all of its predecessors had been.

      “Let’s just go to bed.  Jesus, it’s 3 a.m.  I have to open the store up by 9 tomorrow,” she said after a moment, her voice low and hoarse from crying.

      I was absolutely shocked, but made damn sure not to show it.  I had assumed I’d be couch surfing for the remainder of the night, and that I’d be showing up to work in the morning unrested and sore.  I hadn’t allowed myself for even a second to think that Sylvie had wanted me to literally stay with her in her own room.

      In her own bed.

      I stood still while she went around the house, turning off lights and re-checking locks.  I knew that Sylvie would be significantly more careful about everything she did after this night.  The thought comforted me, but also had a melancholy element to it.  Sylvie’s naivety was one of her most charming qualities.  I’d known from a very young age that the world had a way of hardening a person from the inside out.  It wasn’t something I wanted to see happen to Sylvie.  Not ever.

      “Coming?” She spoke from behind me.  I turned, taking in the image of the girl I loved – had always loved – standing at the foot of the staircase in wrinkled pajamas, with Francine’s ancient fluff cradled in one arm.  Although Sylvie had no malice in her expression whatsoever, Francine had fixed her demon feline eyes on me with blatant hostility.  I assumed I would be getting this glare right up until I left her very precious territory tomorrow morning.

      I’m not gonna hurt her, Francine.  Not again.

      I followed Sylvie up the stairs, aware that Francine was still zeroed in on me from over her shoulder.  If cats could talk, I was certain Francine would have had a cutting word or two for the likes of Ryker Griffin.

      Not surprisingly, Sylvie hadn’t taken up the occupation of the master bedroom.  That was her parents’ room, and it was possible that she would always see it that way.  She walked straight down the hall to the same door I’d shut the very last time we saw each other.  I remembered the surreal feeling of doom – of the whole world being done for – as I had walked away that day.

      Five years later, and I was back – a penitent, hungry ghost just begging to be seen.

      Just let me be real again, Sylvie.  Please.

      She crawled back under the messed covers that she had no doubt fled in terror a few hours ago, and motioned me to join her.  I did so, but carefully kept my distance.  I expected nothing, and Sylvie didn’t owe me anything.

      I, however, owed her the world.

      I held my breath as she put her head on my chest and burrowed into the side of my body.  Instinctively my arms went around her.

      “Ryker?” She whispered now, the room dark and silent.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we just sleep like this please?  Just for tonight...  Just hold me?” Sylvie requested softly; her little hand placed solidly on my chest.

      “Of course,” I agreed, squeezing her ever so slightly.  “But if you kick me in your sleep, I’m kicking back.  Fair is fair.”

      She gave a small laugh, and was asleep within minutes.

      “Just for tonight.”

      I felt the peaceful rise and fall of her body as she slept in my arms for the first time in so many years...  It was right.  It was exactly the way we were supposed to be – together.

      “Tonight, and every night after.  But only when you’re ready,” I whispered into her hair, kissing the top of her head and then fading out into my own slumber.  I was exhausted, mildly sore, and rock-fucking-hard to a point of painful, animalistic need – but all of that was fine.  I was holding Sylvie Dupree.
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      I didn’t understand Sylvie’s obsession with I Love Lucy.  I would have given the credit (and the blame) to Mamie, but she never joined us when we watched the show.  She did, however, seem to hover a bit in the adjoining kitchen whenever Sylvie and I had a “couch and comedy” marathon.

      Sylvie had told me on more than one occasion that Mamie thought her parents were too lax as far as their “offspring monitoring” habits went.  We’d laughed about it, because one Mamie Madeline giving you the eagle eye was all the security cam that any parent could have asked for.

      Mamie saw everything.

      As per usual, Sylvie had fallen asleep about two episodes in; and so had my arm.  I slid it out from under her gently, desperately needing to pee.  I was well on my way to do so when Mamie summoned me to the dining room with a simple call.

      “Venez, Ryker.”

      Come.

      I couldn’t have said more than a sentence or two in French to save my life, but I understood many of the words.  You picked that up in the Dupree house.

      “Mamie!  What can I do for you?” I asked in a quiet – but cheerful – voice.  It was best to not show fear when dealing with Madeline.  I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and sat at the dining room table like an obedient child.

      She wasted no time.

      “Three years.  It has been three years now that you’ve wooed my sweet Sylvie.  You are 20 now.  You are a man, Ryker,” Mamie said these things with a clear indication in her voice that much more was to come.

      “Yes – sounds about right to me, Mamie,” I agreed, nodding and wondering where this conversation could possibly be going.  I was more or less sure that Mamie loved me and approved whole-heartedly of Sylvie’s choice, but something seemed different in that moment.  Mamie wasn’t smiling.

      “Not ‘about right’.  It is correct.  Three years,” Mamie responded severely.  I remained quiet, only nodding my agreement.

      I felt like a reprimand was coming, but I couldn’t think of a single thing I’d done wrong.  At least, not recently.  Silence and nodding seemed the safest route for the moment.

      “She loves you, Ryker.  You are her world.  Do you understand that?  Do you know the responsibility that comes with a love like that?” Mamie’s question was as direct as her eye contact.

      I swallowed nervously, no longer needing to pee at all.  “I do understand that.  She’s my world too, Mamie.  You know that,” I offered in my most reassuring tone.  And it was true.  It didn’t matter that I was only 20.  I knew exactly what I wanted for my future, and I wanted Sylvie.

      Mamie nodded then, seeming to soften ever so slightly.  “You have been given a gift.  Few find real love at such an age.  Many never find it at all, mon enfant.  Sylvie is a precious, sensitive child.  If you lose her once, Ryker, I am quite certain that you will have lost her forever.  Remember that.  Remember that every day, because you will never find a replacement for Sylvie Dupree.  She is the only one of her kind, comprendre?”

      I looked at Mamie, my face serious then, and my young heart infallible in its sensibilities.  “I will never lose Sylvie.  It would be the biggest mistake of my life.  She’s it.  She’s my forever.”
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      Ryker had always possessed a stunning ability to arrest my senses – even when he was fast asleep.  I stared at his face – the firm jaw line, the strong chin, his full lips, and closed eyes framed with dark, heavy lashes.  He was just as beautiful as he had ever been.  He was painfully beautiful.

      The sun was shining through my bedroom window, illuminating the two of us with a rising, pale light.  I hadn’t felt this calm – this wonderfully tranquil – in such a very long time.  The mix of Ryker’s cologne and sweat was heavily intoxicating.  His tightly muscled arms, which had held me firmly the entire night, were the safe haven – the familiar harbor that I had been craving.

      I’d been craving this for five years.

      I let myself feel the moment in its fullness, even though I knew that doing so was stepping onto risky ground.  I loved this man.  Time hadn’t changed that fact.  It hadn’t even lessened the intensity.  Waking up to Ryker – laying like this – it felt so incredibly right and divine.  This was exactly what I had wanted.  This was exactly how I had envisioned my future all of those years ago.

      But he left you.

      The time we had spent apart was real.  The ache that had taken up permanent residence inside of my heart was brutal.  The silence Ryker had left in his wake was deafening.

      And the thought of ever going through all of that again was terrifying.  I felt that I would rather die than live through the repeat of our break-up.  It had hollowed me out and brought me to my knees in a way that I didn’t think was possible.  As certain as I knew that Ryker had only done what he knew to be “right”, and as much as I forgave him for having felt the way he did at the time, I couldn’t just forget what had happened.

      He had been so sure then, just as he is so sure now.

      “You can’t live your life riding the waves of Ryker Griffin’s feelings.”

      I wondered how hard it had been for my mother to say those words – to give me that pep talk.  She had loved Ryker just as much as the rest of my family.  I knew there had to be a part of her that wanted our broken fairytale to have a happy ending.  But more than anything, Brigitte Dupree wanted her daughter to be whole.  Letting Ryker back in would only re-open the giant, gaping, empty place that he had already left destitute five years ago.

      I felt a lone tear trailing down my cheek.  I wasn’t ever going to have this – not really.  My dreams for us didn’t exist anymore.  A break-up had never been part of the plan, and I would always – always – be waiting for the next one.  Maybe it would be quick – maybe Ryker would feel differently within days.

      As horrible as that would be, I knew it could all turn out much worse.  Maybe he would hold strong for a few years.  Maybe we would have kids.  Maybe we would have several.  Maybe Ryker’s real feelings wouldn’t become apparent to him until we’d already brought innocent, vulnerable, and completely dependent children into the world.

      Whatever the case; I wouldn’t know it was over – again – until it was too late.

      It’s already too late, and you DO already know.

      I slid quietly out of bed, unable to look at Ryker any longer.  The break-in had thrown me off.  Ryker had saved me, and I was incredibly grateful for that.  He’d kept me company throughout the night while I processed the aftershocks of its events, and I was incredibly grateful for that as well.

      He loved me – I didn’t question that.  He wasn’t putting on a show.  I loved him too, and I knew he knew it.  Some things were forever.

      But I couldn’t do this again.  I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      I changed clothes, threw my hair up in a spectacularly sad bun, and made my way to my car in record time – all without waking Ryker.  As I began to drive down the street, I glanced back at the house and whispered, “Goodbye.”
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        * * *

      

      Aside from one of my regular customers pointing out that I looked “a bit stressed today”, I managed to pull off the open store hours with a nearly normal countenance.  It was almost as if my ex-fiancé hadn’t just moved in next door over the weekend, and no one had broken into my home last night at all.

      I had made sure, with one quick phone call, that the front window was getting replaced, and would be finished well before I arrived home.  One thing about being a business owner that I could appreciate as a homeowner – I already had quite a few connections when it came to upkeep and maintenance.  I wouldn’t have to go home to a boarded-up picture window.  But I would still have Mamie’s paintings to re-hang.

      In light of the ever-waiting predicament that lived just one house over, I’d decided to make my workday extra-long, thus lessening the amount of time I would have to avoid Ryker that evening.  It had been shitty to leave him like that this morning – I knew that.  But all it would have taken was one of those deep brown eyes opening, one word from his lips, one plea for me to stay...  I had put myself in a position where I knew I wasn’t strong enough to say no.

      No more sleepovers with Ryker Griffin.  Even if a burglary happens.

      It was the only way to stay strong.  I had to stay away.  I knew damn well that I hadn’t walked away from Ryker “unaffected” the way that my mother had hoped for.

      I simply had to avoid my next-door neighbor for the rest of my life.  No problem.  No problem at all.  Ezekiel had avoided every last human on our block for the entirety of his existence.  It was time to summon my inner Ezekiel.

      “Excuse me?  Miss?  I’m ready to check out,” a crackly, ancient voice called from the counter.  I immediately put down the box of knickknacks I’d been going through and hurried over.  I had occasionally considered hiring a part-time associate – mainly because it was hard to get anything done when the store was busy.  I was the manager, the checker, the stocker, the everything.  But the store wasn’t busy enough, often enough for it to make much financial sense to bring in help, and right now I was grateful for the endless lists of tasks before me.

      This particular customer was barely five feet tall and eighty-something if she was a day.  She had a pleasant, patient expression and nudged her tiny purchase forward as I approached.  It was a well-loved (ie: worn AF) paperback copy of Charlotte’s Web that looked lonely and small on the giant checkout surface.

      “One of my favorites,” I said to her amicably, typing swiftly on the cash register keys.

      “Mine too, dear,” she responded, giving me a wide, warm smile.  It was the type of smile Mamie had given so often to so many.  “I consider it a love story, though I’m sure many would disagree with that.”

      I cocked my head slightly, intrigued. “A love story?  Yeah...  I guess it actually is.  I can see that.”  I nodded, carefully placing the book in a small brown bag.

      “Of course, you can, dear.  You wouldn’t have a store like this if you didn’t see things like that.  I bet you have your own love story, don’t you?  It should be your favorite, epic adventure,” she declared happily, placing two crisp, one-dollar bills on the counter with gnarled fingers.

      I hesitated to respond, mentally making a fast-track trip through my history with Ryker.  It was definitely the epic love story of my life – but it was over, and the ending had been far from endearing itself into my psyche as my favorite anything.

      “You’re absolutely right,” I indulged, handing the paid-for package to my talkative shopper.

      “Who’d you think of just now?” The woman asked, leaning over the counter conspiratorially.

      “What?”

      “Who.  Who did you think of just now?”

      I was sure I was blushing deeply, and my throat constricted slightly before I finally replied, “No one.  You have a great day, ma’am.”  I walked towards the back room, holding a mountain of emotions in as I did so, and had almost reached my destination when I heard the good-natured chortle again.

      “I’d say that ‘No One’ was a lucky man, to have a girl like you in love with him.” And then she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      My house was completely dark as I pulled slowly into the driveway.  My guys had dropped the housekeys off at the store, letting me know the window was done, and the worst of last night was over.  I’d hang the paintings back up at some point, but not tonight.  I was mentally exhausted.

      I’d done decently well at creeping down the driveway, but nothing was going to make the garage door raise silently.  It wasn’t possible.  I would have given anything for it to be nighttime, but it was only 7:30, and the Midwestern summer sun hadn’t fully disappeared quite yet.

      Once parked, I took a deep breath and sprang into action.  I pushed the garage door’s “close” button on my remote as I ran – actually ran – through the gate and to my back door.  It was locked, which slowed me down considerably.  Any second now, Ryker would be busting out his own back door, calling my name and hypnotizing me with that goddamn smile of his.

      “Fuck,” I whispered heatedly, fumbling with the key and bursting through the door as the lock gave way.  It was shut and re-locked behind me in mere seconds, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I walked through my dark home – safe for now.

      Francine mewed pitifully from the top of the stairs.  I never came home this late, and she had most certainly taken note of the infraction.

      “Come here – ppsst, ppsst – come here, Francy.  I’m sorry!” I called to Francine in the ridiculous baby voice reserved for her and her alone.  She didn’t move an inch, and I decided to check out the front room’s brand-new picture window before turning in early for the night.  I was barely paying attention as I flipped the switched on, but froze in place as my eyes took in my surroundings.

      The paintings were rehung.  Every last one of them.  And they were all in their proper places – the places Mamie had chosen for them years and years ago.  There wasn’t a trace of the previous night’s surprise “visitor”.

      Only one person could have put all of those paintings back up exactly where they belonged, and it certainly wasn’t my repairman.  The paintings had been hung by memory – by someone who knew the house well.

      Ryker.

      I flipped the light off and leaned back against the wall, letting out a heavy sigh.

      I didn’t even tell him goodbye this morning.  Not one word.  I didn’t give him my phone number.  I don’t think he even knows where I work or what I do.  And he still did this for me.

      Francine was at my feet by then, but I didn’t even notice her as I padded through the house to a window facing the yellow dwelling next door.  Peeking carefully between the curtains, I could see that only a couple of lights were on – one upstairs and one downstairs.  It looked like Ryker’s day was nearly over as well.

      Good.  Stay over there.  Stay over there and we will have absolutely no prob–

      Someone knocked gently on the front door.  My heart seemed to stop beating, and I put a hand to my mouth to stifle the small scream of surprise that wanted to come out.  It was Ryker.  It had to be Ryker.  I knew it was Ryker.  And I wasn’t about to open that door.  I wasn’t prepared – mentally or emotionally – to deal with Mr. Griffin and his charm and his eyes and his chest and...

      “Fuck,” I whispered, sitting on a dining room chair and not moving.  If I stayed silent and still, he’d go away.  Probably.

      “Syl?” Came his voice after a second round of knocks brought no response.  “Sylvie?  Oh c’mon.  I know you’re in there.  There’s no such thing as a quiet garage door, and I hate to break it to ya, but you could never be an assassin either.  I know, I know.  This means you’re going to have to re-assess your hopes and dreams, but I feel like there’s still a semi-bright future ahead for you.  Probably.  Anyway – nobody under 100 years old is in bed already, so stop faking. I mean, you are older now, but you’re not that old.  Now Francine – that’s some OLD right there.  I swear to God, she’s gotta be like, close to breaking some world record.  Pretty soon she’s gonna be struttin’ around with a walker and an oxygen tank.” He paused. “Oh, come on, Sylvie.  I just wanted to check on you.  Make sure you recovered from all of the fun last night.  I don’t wanna come in.  Okay, no.  That’s not true.  I would totally come in and never leave, but that’s not really one of my options right now.  Not yet.  And I won’t come in.  Promise.  Just let me know you’re okay.  You didn’t even leave your number.  Makes a guy feel kinda cheap, you know.  I woke up all alone in someone else’s bed – some mean chick that didn’t even say goodbye after we spent a magical night together.  I feel a little used, actually.  Had to do that classic walk of shame all the way across the driveway. Super humiliating.  Man, that was an ice-cold move.  I’d say – ”

      “Oh my God!  Stop talking!  The entire block can hear you!  Jesus!” I barked, throwing the front door open to a fully clothed and super-hot Ryker Griffin.  He was just standing there, arms crossed casually, blabbing away.  The smile that took over his face when he realized he’d won the standoff was maddening.  I wanted to smack him and rip off all of his clothes at the same time.

      “Well.  That really wasn’t so hard to do, now was it?” He quipped, shoving his hands into his jean pockets and still looking nonchalant as hell.

      This was a time to be strong.  This was a time to be Ezekiel’s brand of neighborly.  This was the exact type of situation that could not be allowed to happen day in and day out.

      But I was at a loss as to how I would actually convey any of that to Ryker’s perfect, grinning face.

      “You okay?” He asked, after waiting patiently for a minute or so.

      “I’m fine.  I got up.  I worked.  I’m home.  I’m fine,” I replied stiffly.  I thought of the paintings and softened considerably without wanting to.  “Thank you.  For hanging Mamie’s paintings.  That was – that means a lot to me.”

      “I know.  That’s why I did it.  Well, and also because I felt like Mamie might materialize and do it herself if someone didn’t take care of it quickly.  I loved Mamie, but I don’t wanna deal with her afterlife version.  Can you imagine?  A ghost swearing at you in French?  That shit would be scary,” Ryker rambled adorably, resting one hand on the door frame and leaning towards me just slightly.

      I was grinning too at that point – I couldn’t help it.  Ryker was so ridiculously likeable that it was borderline unfair.  I backed up slightly, feeling like a fire was growing dangerously fast between us.  “Well, whatever the reason, thank you,” I repeated quietly, trying to reach some level of somber and failing horribly.

      “My pleasure.  Now.  The real reason I’m here,” Ryker began.

      “So, you weren’t worried about me?”

      “You live like six feet away from my house, Sylvie.  I will know if you’re not okay.  You do remember last night, don’t you?”

      I sighed.  “What do you want, Ryker?”

      Why did you even ask him that?  You should tell him to go away.  Just flat out say it.  Go.  Away.  I don’t want you and I don’t want this and I don’t love...

      I couldn’t even complete the thought.  My heart wouldn’t let me.

      “Well, as you may or may not know, I have done quite well for myself over the years.  You’re looking at a bona fide financial advisor.  I know, I know.  You feel like you’re in the presence of royalty now, don’t you?” Ryker winked as he said this, and the electric butterflies took flight once again.

      I laughed – hating myself for it – and shook my head.  “I knew.  Sadie.  Aurelie.  They’re like the real-life game of telephone when it comes to information sharing...”

      Ryker laughed then and the sound made my insides vibrate.

      “Yes, our sweet little sisters.  They were always good for blabbing all of the things all of the times,” he acknowledged.  “Now, this is the deal.  My boss travels – a lot.  He owns the firm so I guess he can do whatever the hell he wants.  Anyway.  He’s going to Vegas the day after tomorrow and bringing his wife.  He invited me to tag along.  Me and a guest.”

      Silence.  Ryker’s grin had faded for the first time since I’d opened the door.  He studied my face while I studied my feelings, and Francine judged us both from her place in the background.

      “That’s insane, Ryker.  That’s the worst idea ever.  You can’t be serious,” I said finally, waves of dizziness washing over my mind.

      “Oh, I’m serious.  I’m super serious.  Come with us.  It’ll be fun.  We don’t even have to stay in the same room.  Two separate suites, booked and ready,” Ryker continued the kneading.

      “I have a job, Ryker.”

      “Yes, yes you do.  And according to Sadie’s version of what Aurelie said some years back, you own your own antique store, and you’re your own boss.  Which is awesome.  Cuz that means you can close for a couple of days whenever you want.”

      “It’s not actually that simple,” I protested.

      “With all due respect, I think it is,” Ryker rebuffed, not missing a beat regardless of my icy and fully expected reaction to his proposal.  “We fly out Thursday morning – early – and we’ll be back by Saturday afternoon.  See?  No big deal.  Come on.  Say you’ll go.”  Ryker leaned even closer, and his scent assailed me mercilessly.

      “It’s literally the exact opposite of what I told you I want.  Or didn’t want.  Or whatever.” I couldn’t believe the incredulous boldness of the proposition.  But then again, it was Ryker.  He knew no limits and never had.

      “I know.  Say you’ll come.  It’ll be fun.  Remember fun, Sylvie?” Ryker’s eyes flashed mischievously.

      “I know how to have fun, Ryker,” I snapped at him – responding just as he knew that I would.

      “Do you?”

      We were only a few inches apart, and I had already been overcome with that love-drunk madness that I so desperately needed to avoid.  This wasn’t part of the plan.  This wasn’t even close to being a part of the plan.  In fact, it was the most preposterous idea I’d ever heard in my whole entire life.

      “I’ll go,” I blurted out suddenly, barely recognizing my own voice.

      “Yeah?” Ryker’s face was pure sunshine.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed, lost in the happy gaze coming from his beautiful, hypnotizing eyes.  We were so close – maybe three inches apart.  I wanted him.  I wanted him to kiss me.  I’d apparently lost my mind, and everything inside of me was screaming to seize the moment, among other things.  I leaned in, ready to kiss the living hell out of his face and God knew what else.

      Ryker backed up unexpectedly.  He stood on my porch, grinning like a bewitching, irresistible cartoon villain.  “Hey.  I promised you I wouldn’t come inside.  Don’t get any crazy ideas.  It’s just a trip, Sylvie.  Geez.  I might not even sit by you on the plane.  So pushy, Miss Dupree.  So pushy.”  And then he took off down the steps, even his t-shirt-clad back looking divine and inviting.  “Seven a.m. Thursday morning!  Be ready!  Our flight leaves at nine!” Came Ryker’s carefree words through the otherwise silent night air.

      I watched him disappear through Ezekiel’s front door and then slowly shut my own.  Francine gave me an accusatory glance before leaving me completely alone.  Overwhelmed, I sank to the floor with no plan to move anytime soon.  I was in awe of Ryker’s charm, but more so of my own stupidity.

      What in the hell just happened here?
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        * * *

      

      Ryker left me completely alone the next day.  There was no sign of him when I left for work.  I still hadn’t given him my phone number, so he definitely couldn’t harass me throughout the day.  Even when I closed up the store at 5 and made my way home, no Ryker popped out as I parked and walked – like a normal human and not a fleeing refugee – to my back door.

      No friendly knock to be heard from the front door.  No ridiculously long – and loud – speech being given on my porch.  I figured whenever he did decide to pop over, he’d use some new obnoxious tactic anyway.  Ryker was full of creative ways to drive someone absolutely insane.

      But he never came.

      I tried to ignore the fact that I was mildly disappointed.  I didn’t have time to sort through any emotional turmoil anyway.  I’d agreed to take an impromptu trip to Las Vegas with my ex-fiancé, and our flight left in slightly over twelve hours.  Apparently, I was the dumbest female on planet Earth – but there wasn’t any time to think about that either.

      I had packing to do.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      

      “I think this is a very bad idea, Sylvie.  I wish you wouldn’t go.”

      Those were the last words my mother had spoken to me while I pulled my suitcase out of her trunk.  Her eyes had been filled with tears, and her face had been filled with worry.  I had no energy to reassure her that everything would be fine at that point.  Maybe it wouldn’t be.  I was sure the world had ended anyway, and whatever happened now didn’t seem to matter very much at all.  I just wanted to get the hell away from anything that reminded me of Ryker – and that was everything.

      Non-refundable.  Ryker and I had laughed at the term when we booked our honeymoon trip nearly a year ago.

      “Shit, Syl.  This means if you leave me at the altar, we’re both out a few thousand dollars.  You should take that into consideration when you get cold feet.  Just sayin’,” Ryker had joked.

      I’d laughed loudly, alarming some of the travel agents busy at work around us.  “Hey.  I can still go on vacation.  I don’t need you.  Mexico is full of hot guys.”

      Ryker had scooped me up then, holding me tightly and nuzzling his face into my hair.  “You will always need me,” he’d whispered sweetly, kissing my cheek lightly and making everyone in the office let out a collective, “Awwww.”

      As it turned out, Mexico was full of guys, and they were all incredibly friendly and helpful.  I couldn’t tell if any of them were attractive – my sorrow wouldn’t allow me to notice.

      None of them were Ryker.

      But the sky – the ocean – the way the soft sand embraced my feet with every step...  I spent my days as far away from the other tourists as possible.  The resort was large, and there were certain hidden gems of beachfront within it that became my daily go-to spots.

      I sat for hours, listening to the merriment of happy couples and families in the background, but not really hearing them at all.  It was the waves – the never-ending parade of one giant crest followed by the next – that held my attention for those five days.  The waves were like an ever-moving painting.  Mamie would have loved them.

      I felt that I understood them – that all of humanity was really just a series of waves that rose and fell.  Each individual wave, small or large, had its own path and made its own way.  But the ending was always the same divergence upon the land, followed by a swift retreat to the pulse of the oceanic whole.  Occasionally they crashed against the ancient, unmoving rocks lining parts of the beach, and I felt that I understood those collisions as well.  I understood the collisions too well.  Every dream, every hope, every magnificent swell that surged towards the shore held its own one of a kind, exquisite brilliance.  But after the fantastic crash – nothing.  Just the next wave rolling in, as though the previous had never existed at all.

      When I returned home, I knew only one thing.  Waves crashed and dreams died, but life went on.
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      “You might wanna try relaxing now,” I said gently, placing a steady hand on Sylvie’s vibrating leg.  She’d been tapping her foot for the entire 45 minutes that we sat waiting for the plane to take off, and even though we were now flying peacefully through the sky – no turbulence, no problems – Sylvie couldn’t seem to hold still.

      “I’m relaxed!” She told me, giving me a wide and completely fake smile.  Her brown eyes were huge and alert, and every muscle in my body tensed as I fought the urge to kiss her.

      “Syl.  You know I still know when you’re lying, right?” I raised an eyebrow and attempted not to smile.

      “Okay.  I’m not relaxed.  But I will be,” she responded, nodding and tightening her lap belt for the eight thousandth time.

      “You’re trembling,” I countered, lightly grabbing her fingers and holding them up to prove my point.  Sylvie was positively shaking.

      She took a few deep breaths, closing her eyes and going somewhere I couldn’t see.  “I will be okay, Ryker.  Just jittery.  And this.  This probably wasn’t a great idea.  I know this wasn’t a great idea.  Oh my God, my mother is going to kill me when she finds out.” Sylvie was so lost in thought that she didn’t seem to notice or mind the fact that my fingers were now laced tightly through hers.

      “Your mom loves me,” I argued, grinning freely.

      “Yeah.  I’m not sure that’s the word I would use anymore, Ryker,” Sylvie tossed at me, rolling her eyes, but still not pulling her hand away.  “My mother wants me to ice you out, and I can’t say that I disagree with her.”

      I laughed – loudly.  I respected Brigitte Dupree beyond all measure – she was a great mom and had always been exceptionally kind to me.  But she wasn’t here, and no matter what actions she had advised Sylvie to take, it was obvious that her daughter wasn’t quite following through.  Not by a longshot.

      “Your mom will come around.  Just like you,” I declared, completely unsurprised when Sylvie yanked her hand free.

      “I’m not ‘coming around’, Ryker.  I’m being an idiot.  Maybe I’m entitled to one episode of idiocy in my life.  But this is not me ‘coming around’.  You understand that, right?  It isn’t.  I’m not.” Fierce little lightning bolts flashed in Sylvie’s eyes, and for the life of me, I still couldn’t stop smiling.

      I had only been back in Sylvie’s life for six days.  In those six days, I had convinced her to get on a plane with me and fly out of state.  In the first 24 hours, she had let me kiss her – and kissed me back quite passionately, even if it was short-lived.  We were now on our way to Sin City, and her little body was strapped in right next to mine.  She’d waited in lines, patiently by my side through check-in, security, and finally, boarding.

      Sylvie Dupree was coming around, whether or not she was capable of admitting it.

      And why shouldn’t she?  If she still loved me – and I was wholly convinced that she did – and I still loved her, what was so bad about the both of us fully giving in to that fact?  I wanted kids now.  I knew I had been wrong before – had been blinded by the hell that my father put our family through.

      But I’d worked through that.  Surely she could see the honesty in my face – Sylvie had always been able to look into me.  She had to know that I was telling the truth now – that I meant it.  And I knew – I could feel – how desperately she wanted to let go of the past and be with me again.

      The truth of the matter was, Sylvie was scared that this was a passing phase.  I could understand that.  I was just as surprised as anyone when I’d realized how badly I did want a family.  But feeble, wishy-washy phases didn’t last this long.  Preston was going on three.  I hadn’t entered a “phase” the day that he was born.  I had changed.  Permanently.  I had seen the light, and it led to Sylvie.

      All roads led to Sylvie.

      “Ryker?  Tell me you understand that.  Please,” Sylvie requested, her brow furrowed and her expression grave.

      I nodded. The grin wasn’t going anywhere, and I’d given up trying to repress it.  “You are not coming around.  Ten-four.  Over.”

      “You’re impossible,” Sylvie replied, shaking her head with exhaustion.

      “Absolutely,” I agreed, settling back into my seat and closing my eyes.

      And you’re in love with me.

      A low growl of feminine frustration hit my ear, and it only made me smile wider.  There wasn’t anything standing between Sylvie and I now besides fear, and I was going to conquer that for the both of us.  I owed it to Sylvie, to show her that this love was safe; and we both owed it to ourselves to be happy – finally.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, the vibrant colors and wild pulse of Vegas were enough to thaw Sylvie’s ice armor, at least slightly.  My continued patience and alcohol seemed to do the rest.  By mid-afternoon Sylvie was positively killing it at blackjack.  Buoyed up by pure adrenaline and several Bloody Mary’s, she was so joyous that she actually attacked me with triumphant hugs as her winnings grew.

      My luck was much worse, as far as the gambling went.  The odds were not in my favor – not even slightly.  And I couldn’t have cared less.

      Sylvie was my win.  Seeing her finally relax, let loose, have fun – it was almost like the last five years apart had never even happened.  She was smiling nearly nonstop and giggling with an infectious giddiness.  More than a few men did double-takes as they passed her, and every last one looked defeated as they realized she was with me.

      And she will always be with me.  Move along.

      By late afternoon we were both completely drunk.  This would have been fine if we didn’t have a dinner date scheduled with my boss and his wife at 7 p.m. sharp.  My boss loved me, obviously.  He’d brought me along on a business trip for absolutely no reason other than to just be a nice guy and give me some time away from the office.  But I knew the man well, and skipping dinner would be seen as a sign of deep disrespect.

      We had to be at that dinner.

      It wasn’t hard to convince Sylvie that we needed to head back to the suites and attempt to sober up a bit.  The second I suggested it, I saw the ever-responsible Miss Dupree reappear, and drunkenly try to pull herself together.  This told me she wasn’t too far gone to be able to make the dinner, but also that it was going to take more than just her usual stubborn resolve to get her back to a somewhat normal level of functioning.

      “How are you not drunk?” She demanded of me, giggling when she nearly tripped as we stepped out of the elevator.

      I caught her elbow, steadying the body that I was trying incredibly hard to not ravage.  I’d behaved so well.  So well.  I hadn’t initiated anything more than the occasional handhold, and most of the time that was just instinctive – natural.  Neither of us were truly aware of how locked our hands had been throughout the entire day.

      “Well, I didn’t down four giant Bloody Mary’s in four hours, Drunky.  And also.  I have a drink more than once a millennium.  Helps with the whole tolerance thing,” I teased, and this made her giggle more.  She clumsily slid her key card through the lock of her suite and grabbed one of my arms, attempting to pull me inside the room with her.

      “Come here,” she slurred, looking cute and irresistible and tugging me through the doorway.  We both nearly tripped on the rug inside, and my body slammed into hers as the door slammed shut.

      What happened next was almost like a dream.  Sylvie held me to her as she pressed into the wall.  Her legs spread easily, allowing my body to collide with hers, and then she was kissing me.  Silky lips assailing my own, then tiny bites on my neck.  She ripped my shirt over my head and kissed slowly down my chest, delicately circling my abs with her tongue as she went lower – almost to a kneel.  Deft fingers were working at my belt buckle, and it wasn’t hard to see where this was going.

      And oh, how I wanted to let it happen.

      I grabbed her shoulders lightly, and pulled her back up so that we were face to face.  “Hey...” I murmured, pulling her to me and drowning my face in her hair. “Hey...  You’re really drunk, Syl.”

      “And?” She was biting my earlobe now, and I was sure my cock would fucking explode if I didn’t take her right there against that goddamn wall.

      This was exactly what I had been dreaming of – almost.  If I let her go through with it – any of it – I would always wonder if it had only happened because of the alcohol.  Worse yet, Sylvie would always be able to say it had only happened because of the alcohol.

      I was confident that Sylvie was going to give in to me.  She loved me and she wanted me.  I had felt that way before this little drunken turn of events.  But this wasn’t how I wanted to win her back.  Any asshole could get a girl drunk and take advantage of the situation.  I wasn’t an asshole, but Sylvie definitely was drunk.  Superdrunk.  I didn’t need “Superdrunk Sylvie” to choose me.  I needed completely sober and endlessly stubborn Sylvie to choose me.  I wanted her to ache and burn and torture herself until she finally had to admit the truth.

      She loved me.  She wanted to be with me.  She wanted me to take her.

      “Let’s try sobering you up.  If you feel the same way later...  We’ll just see how the night goes, okay?” I detached myself gingerly from her grip, and went directly to the tiny kitchenette to get her some water.

      “Seriously?” She seemed to want to follow me, but collapsed on the bed instead.  “You’re probably missing your only chance, Griffin,” she huffed from her sprawled out position.

      “I don’t think so,” I said, grabbing a bagel from the welcome basket on the counter and taking both it and the water to her.  I set the food on the bedside table and then diligently turned the alarm on the clock to 6 p.m.  “Eat this, please.  Drink the water.  Take a nap.  You’ve got about an hour to sleep – that should help.  Just please, please, please, be up and ready to go by seven.  Can you do that?”

      I waited patiently while Sylvie pulled herself up and haughtily sipped her water.  “I’m a grown woman, Ryker.  Of course I can do that.”  Her resentment made her somehow even more beautiful, and I faltered slightly, wondering if maybe it was alright if the first time happened this way.

      But it wasn’t.  I could have sex with Sylvie all day long, every day, sober or drunk – or anywhere in between.  But we both needed this to happen in a different way if it were going to be the beginning of our second chance – the real beginning.

      I forced myself to walk towards the door, my body screaming with outrage internally.  I was meant to be with her – on her – in her.  I was going against every physical instinct that I had when it came to Sylvie Dupree. “I’ll be back, okay?  Two hours, Syl.  You have two hours.”

      I had never needed a cold shower more in my entire life.
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        * * *

      

      I was certain that Sylvie had done it on purpose.  She opened the door when I knocked (at precisely 6:45 p.m.) with a freshly determined expression completing her exquisitely done-up self.

      I had never seen her quite like this.

      Sylvie wasn’t much of a make-up wearer.  She’d never needed to be.  Soft, graceful features and those giant brown eyes had declared to the world long ago that this human creature didn’t need any help achieving “striking” status.  I could have counted on one hand the amount of times I had witnessed Sylvie actually wearing make-up.  Two of those times were our high school proms, one was graduation, and the others were random weddings.

      Yet here she was, dolled up like a Hollywood heartbreaker and a million times hotter than any of them could ever hope to be.  She was wearing a strappy blue dress that hugged her curves and stopped well above the knee.  It wasn’t even a normal blue – more like sapphire that sparkled in the lights as she moved.  She stood taller in dainty black heels, although I could still easily see the top of her head.  The tiny straps around her ankles were particularly fascinating, and I thought perhaps I really had made a huge mistake in turning her down earlier.  I definitely should have made love to this beautiful, majestic woman – drunk or not.

      “I’m ready,” she said cheerfully, giving me an innocent bat of her eyelashes and stepping into the hallway.

      Pick her up, take her back in that room, and make love to her now.  Do it now.  Do it NOW.

      But my boss was waiting.  I knew it.  She knew it.  And whatever torture scenario had just begun to play out between Sylvie and I was set to last for at least another couple of hours.

      She had most definitely done this on purpose.

      “Me too!  Let’s go!” I replied with overdone exuberance (when I was able to speak again).

      I don’t care how good you are at blackjack.  You’re not going to win this game, Sylvie Marie.

      This threw her off a little, as I hadn’t yet said a word about how amazing she looked, but she recovered quickly and proceeded to strut down the hall proudly like a damn supermodel.  “Coming, Griffin?” Sylvie called coquettishly over her shoulder.

      I followed after her like a lost puppy.
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        * * *

      

      My boss and his wife were seated and waiting in the ridiculously fancy restaurant that resided on top of our hotel.  Sylvie walked close to me as we followed the waitress to the proper table, but made sure that she didn’t so much as graze my hand.  I, in turn, made sure to avoid the same.

      “Bert!  We made it!  Sylvie, this is my boss, Bert Fuller and his lovely wife, Vanessa,” I shot out the introductions nearly as quickly as Bert pulled out a chair for Sylvie.

      “My God, Ryker.  This is Sylvie?  The Sylvie?” He questioned, and I nodded – more than mildly embarrassed that it was now apparent I had spoken of her often to Bert.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Sylvie.  Words could never do you justice.” He shook her hand happily, and Sylvie returned the merriment the best she knew how.  Vanessa, meanwhile, didn’t stand up to greet us.  She instead was staring at Sylvie as though she were seeing the actual face of Satan.  “Have a seat, kids!”

      We both obeyed, and then it was just the four of us sitting in what felt like a very awkward arrangement to me.  Sylvie and I were across from each other, as were Bert and Vanessa.  Something told me that Bert was incredibly happy about his rather close proximity to Sylvie.  Another glance at Vanessa, however, and I was almost fearful for Sylvie’s well-being.  I had never witnessed such a clear case of “if looks could kill”.

      “Vanessa!  How have you been?” I started in, determined to break her dead-lock gaze from Sylvie.  Vanessa turned to me and smiled widely.  She wasn’t a bad looking woman.  Older – Bert and Vanessa were both in their forties.  But Bert liked pretty things and that was why he’d married Vanessa to begin with.  The years had added a few wrinkles, maybe, but Vanessa could certainly still be considered quite pretty.  Yet still, I could see she saw Sylvie as a straight-up threat.

      “Ryker, you handsome young man!  I’ve been spectacular,” Vanessa’s voice was loud enough to command the attention of the entire table.  “I really wasn’t that excited about coming.  I mean, perhaps if we’d stayed at the Paris, like I requested, it wouldn’t be so dull.” Her face went dead as she glanced at Bert, and then slid back into the false friendliness she knew was required of her.  “You’re not too bored here, are you, dear?”

      The restaurant was filled with laughing, happy people.  The hotel was filled with excited gamblers and travelers.  The casinos were filled with even louder festivity coming from all directions.  And that was just in this one upscale hotel.  The strip was packed with them.  There were lights and music and tourist attractions galore.

      If Vanessa Fuller was having a dull time, it was almost certainly because she wanted to.  Or maybe she just didn’t want Bert to have any fun, which he more than made up for on his solo business trips, according to him.

      “Not bored at all, Vanessa.  Having a great time,” I assured her, smiling for real as I looked across the table at Sylvie.  She was positively dazzling, and she knew it.  She had left her dark hair down, and I had the sudden intense urge to pull it – hard.

      Vanessa followed my shift in attention and decided she wasn’t done making everyone uncomfortable just quite yet.  “Ah, yes.  You have Sylvie with you.  Always nice to bring a friend.  Next time, you should bring your girlfriend.  It would be marvelous.”

      Sylvie stiffened visibly, and Bert dropped his fork.  Vanessa’s smile grew with the realization that she had upset her husband and Sylvie all in one fell swoop.  This dinner was beginning to be a bit of a mild nightmare.

      “Yeah, that’d be great,” I agreed amicably, wanting anyone who wasn’t Vanessa Fuller to speak next.

      “Well, it’d be great if you had a girlfriend.  You have to have one to bring one,” Sylvie shot smoothly across the table, her eyes slightly narrowed, but her required polite smile in perfect place.

      I noticed that Sylvie’s wine glass had already been drained.  She couldn’t have possibly completely sobered up in the last two hours, and now she was adding more fuel to the drunk fire.

      “Yeah.  You’re right, Sylvie.  It’d be great to have someone to enjoy all of this with.  It’d be even better if they remembered it after the trip,” I replied, not smiling for the first time in days.  Sylvie had taken the insult, and I saw her fury growing from somewhere deep inside.  Bert cleared his throat uncomfortably, and Vanessa clasped her hands together – more than ready for a show.

      “Yes.  Memories.  They’re everything, aren’t they?  I mean, they’re really all we have left in the end, after life has gone to complete shit.  Right, Ryker?  I think we should do a toast!  To memories!” Sylvie cried out, grabbing the arm of the nearest waiter and requesting four lemon drops.  As she did this, another waitress refilled her wine glass, and Sylvie wasted no time attacking it.

      “Well!  I can’t remember the last time I took a shot of anything!” Bert declared, laughing and seeming to support Sylvie’s suggestion whole-heartedly.  Vanessa appeared disgusted, as though this were all beneath her, but she dutifully took her tiny glass when they arrived.

      “To memories!” Bert blasted, alarming every single person sitting anywhere near our table.  This really wasn’t the type of restaurant for our chosen activity, but I wasn’t about to let Sylvie get the best of me.

      “To memories,” I echoed, locking eyes with a more-than-slightly inebriated Miss Dupree.  She smiled at me sweetly before downing her shot, and immediately proceeded to empty the rest of her wine glass.  Again.

      My hand swiftly gripped the next waiter who was passing by, and I loudly ordered whiskey on the rocks for both Bert and I.  Sylvie wasn’t the only one who could get wasted.  I could be an amazing idiot when I wanted to be.  World class...

      “Oh...  Whiskey.  Good choice.  What about you, Vanessa?  How does a big Manhattan sound?” Sylvie beamed at everyone, apparently forgetting, or no longer caring that Vanessa would probably rather have Sylvie dead than sitting at this table with her husband.

      Vanessa didn’t have a chance to answer before Sylvie was up and again assailing the nearest waitress she could find.  The waitstaff in general were giving our table a wary eye by this time, and we hadn’t even ordered our entrees yet.

      “Quite the firecracker ya got there, Ryker,” Bert murmured to me discreetly.  He had finally become aware of the fact that Vanessa was going to murder him in his sleep for how nice he was being to Sylvie.

      I put a hand to my forehead, feeling the burn all the way down to my stomach as we sipped our whiskeys.  This was not going well.

      Sylvie plopped back down in her chair.  Her face was flushed, and I could tell Superdrunk Sylvie really wasn’t all that far away from making her next appearance.  The waitress promptly was back with two Manhattans, and dread flooded my body.

      “Maybe slow down a bit, Syl?” I suggested lightly, giving her a look that I knew she could read.

      Unfortunately, she did read it, and it instantly made her even more angry.  “Oh, Ryke.  Don’t you worry about me.  I’m just here for a good time.  When you come back next time, with your girlfriend, you can make sure she doesn’t get too drunk, okay?  But I'm a big girl, and I’m gonna have some fun.”  And down the Manhattan went.

      I nearly inhaled the rest of my whiskey, still staring straight at her.  “You’re right.  Fun.  We should just have some fun!  I love fun!”

      Bert and Vanessa were watching us interact like we really were a Vegas show.  I was sure there was a rather large part of the surrounding crowd that had also turned into an audience, but I was beginning to feel drunk myself and no longer cared.

      “Excuse me, I have to use the ladies’ room,” Sylvie said, abruptly grabbing her purse and rushing away from the table.

      “I’ll come with you, dear!” Vanessa called after her, moving surprisingly fast and catching up to Sylvie before they both disappeared from our view.  It would have seemed like a nice gesture if Vanessa didn’t have such a snakelike quality to everything she did.  She was only going for the entertainment value.

      “Somethin’ going on that you wanna talk about, Ryker?” Bert inquired quietly, avoiding eye contact.  I wasn’t currently sure just how much he liked me or where my boundaries actually were regarding the firm and keeping my job; but again, I didn’t care.

      “I'm gonna go check on her, Bert.  She’s had a long day – she isn’t acting like herself.  I’m sorry,” I rambled, flying out of my chair and rushing away before Bert could respond.

      Finding two women in Las Vegas was comparable to searching for a specific raindrop in a thunderstorm.  I did, however, see the lit restroom signs blazing down the hall, and approached accordingly.

      Loud feminine voices were echoing out of the restroom, and the closer I got, I realized that I was able to hear everything that was being said.

      “...and they’re all like that.  All of them.  Ridiculous and selfish,” Vanessa’s witch cackle voice was the first that I heard.

      “Ryker isn’t selfish,” came a sharp reply.

      “Oh, Sylvie.  What if you don’t know him as well as you think you do?  Trust me.  He’s alive and he has a penis.  He’s selfish.”

      “You don’t even know him at all,” Sylvie’s voice was fiercer now.

      “I know he left you weeks before your wedding.  I know you haven’t seen him since.  And I know he just dropped in next door to you like the king of the world, expecting everything to be fine and for you to kiss the ground that he walks on.  He’s selfish.  It’s just the way they are.”

      “He did what he thought was right, and quite frankly, it isn’t any of your goddamn business.”  This must have been Sylvie’s version of “bye”, because she was stomping out of the bathroom – heels and all – immediately.

      She saw me standing nearby, and I knew that she knew I had heard her defending me.  We seemed to call a silent truce in that moment.

      “Wanna go see some cool stuff?” I asked her, the alcohol making me sound like a teenage stoner.

      “Yes.  Yes, I do,” she said, nodding her head vigorously.  I grabbed her hand and we left the all-important dinner behind without another word, opting instead for the never-ending lights of Las Vegas Boulevard... and fun.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      “You look gorgeous,” I whispered into Sylvie’s ear, keeping time to the sway of our slow dance as I did so.  She giggled and shyly looked away.  She was a junior at the senior prom, and it was kind of a big deal.  There weren’t a lot of friendly looks coming her way from any of the girls, but all of the guys seemed absolutely elated to see her that night.

      Mine.

      “It’s so twinkly in here,” she observed, having no idea how insanely cute such a comment was.  But she was right.  The senior class prom committee had most certainly not skimped on the lighting.  Sylvie’s eyes looked like liquid pools of chocolate in the glow, and I was fascinated in a way that I’d never experienced before.  I would graduate this year.  Sylvie would graduate the next.  We’d both have college and careers to figure out, and that was fine.  Everything was going to be alright as long as this girl was mine forever.

      “I’m going to marry you someday,” I said, gently pulling her closer to me.  Sylvie laughed a little then, and put her head on my chest.

      “Sounds good.”

      We made it through the dance, two after-parties, and several beverages (acquired by so’n’so through another so’n’so’s parents’ liquor cabinet) before ending up alone in my car – a dinky and incredibly old Toyota Camry.

      I had wanted, but most certainly hadn’t counted on, tonight being our first time together.  Sylvie was so shy that I had mentally prepared myself for the fact that it probably wouldn’t happen.  When she climbed nimbly into the backseat and tugged at my tux jacket, wanting me to follow her, I still didn’t let myself think that we were going to go all the way.

      But Sylvie wanted to.  While I was kissing her, she had slowly pulled her dress skirt up, and calmly pushed my tux pants down.  As I struggled to grasp the fact that we were actually going to do it, Sylvie grasped something else and guided me into her.

      I paused, making her look at me for a moment while we were joined together for the first time.  “You sure, Syl?  We don’t have to.”

      “I’m sure, Ryker,” she’d whispered confidently, giving me a smile that made me worried I wouldn’t make it thirty seconds before exploding.  But I managed to make it quite a bit longer than I thought; and after that night, we were fused into a new, even stronger partnership – one that I was positive could never be broken.
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      It had been years since I woke up with a headache like this one.  I felt it before I opened my eyes and considered not opening them at all.  Something like a bleating sheep was sounding off steadily inside of my brain, and I groaned weakly, wondering if I was, in fact, dying.

      I heard a much lower groan follow my own, and swiftly turned my head towards the noise.  There lay Ryker Griffin, his hand on his forehead, and the other arm limply hanging off the side of the bed.

      Whose bed...?

      Feeling the sunbeams shooting through the window like repetitive smacks to the face, I sat up slowly and surveyed the current situation.

      First of all, this wasn’t my room.  I assumed it was Ryker’s, because anything else would have made no sense at all.  Second, we were both fully clothed – still dressed to the nines and laying on top of the pristinely made bed.  I hadn’t even taken off my heels.

      The third major thing that I noticed was the smell.  The room positively reeked of vomit, which nearly made me vomit.  When I noticed the trashcan next to my side of the bed and saw that I was smelling exactly what I thought I was, I did vomit; apparently not for the first time.

      “What a beautiful morning,” Ryker said hoarsely – sounding like he might actually be dying himself.  I grabbed a tissue from the bedside table and slowly wiped my mouth and chin.

      “What in the hell happened last night, Ryker?” I demanded weakly, turning to him and almost laughing at the sight.  He looked as terrible as I felt, and I was sure that I looked even worse.

      “We had fun?” He guessed – still a smartass even in his obvious misery.  He then rolled onto his stomach and put a pillow over his head.

      “You’re hilarious,” I snapped, wanting to smack him but having zero energy to do so.  I tried to remember the night before...  The dinner, the alcohol, the arguing, escaping the dinner... and lights.  So many lights.

      Lights everywhere.

      Water.  Get some water.

      I stumbled off of the bed, ridiculously wobbly, and made my way to the sink.  It was when I held the plastic cup to the faucet that I saw it.  An absolutely ginormous diamond-ish ring glaring back at me in all of its plastic glory.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked, unexplained panic creeping through my bones.  I turned and held out the giant eyesore towards Ryker, who had pulled his head out from under the pillow just enough to look my way.

      “A fucking hideous ring,” Ryker answered, his head dropping back down in exhaustion.

      “Yes, Ryker.  I’m aware.  Why am I wearing it?”

      “I don’t know why you have bad taste in jewelry, Sylvie.  It sounds like a personal problem,” he mumbled from under the pillow.

      “Thanks, Ryker.  That’s very helpful,” I sniped back at him, still staring at the abomination on my finger.  I closed my eyes and tried to remember... tried to remember anything...

      Crappy plastic ring.  Crappy plastic ring.  Like something out of those quarter toy machines you always see at grocery stores and gas stations...

      I remembered then – or thought I did.  Laughter, there had been so much laughter.  People passing by, staring at us – most of them smiling.  Laughter and smiles and people and tiny vending machines... rows of them...  A tourist shop maybe?  But then more images were taking form...  Exquisite stained glass reflecting both the outdoor luminescence and the indoor candle flames.  Roses – but not real roses – in my hands and a low voice talking while Ryker and I giggled uncontrollably.  His eyes had been so unbelievably filled with joy – I remembered thinking that I was marrying the most beautiful man in the world...

      “Oh no,” I said, nearly whispering.  I dropped to sit at the foot of the bed and stared at my left hand, briefly considering chopping it off entirely. “Oh.  No.”

      “What?  What’s ‘oh no’?  Why do you keep saying that?” Ryker demanded, propping himself up on an elbow and looking mildly alarmed.

      “I think we got married last night,” I spoke in a blank, lifeless monotone.

      “Oh my God, Sylvie.  We did not,” Ryker declared, immediately laughing in spite of his raging hangover.

      I ripped the hunk of plastic off of my finger and chucked it at Ryker’s head, missing (as expected) and hitting him on the shoulder.  He picked up the ring and stared at it, laughing harder now that he could see it up close.

      “Ryker!  Stop laughing and think!” I screeched, making both of our heads flare with pain.

      “Okay!  Okay.  Just stop throwing stuff at me and don’t yell.  I’m a sensitive soul, Sylvie,” he quipped, grinning at me and then re-focusing his attention on the lump sitting in his palm.

      “You’re a hungover soul,” I piped back.

      “And you’re not?”

      He had me there.  I watched while his mind went through what I could only imagine to be a similar process to the one mine just had.  He closed his eyes eventually, too.  Concentrating...  Concentrating...  Concentrating...

      Suddenly, Ryker’s head whipped up straight. “Jesus Christ.  We got married last night!”  And then he was laughing so hard that I was convinced he would make himself puke.

      “It’s not funny, Ryker!  This is serious!  We were obviously both out of our minds drunk!  Oh my God.  I knew I shouldn’t have come on this stupid trip,” I growled, frantically searching for my purse.

      Ryker took no offense – just continued to laugh like an insane person.  “You said it!  I remember now!  You said ‘I do’.  Can’t take that one back, Mrs. Griffin.”

      “Don’t call me that.  I don’t even know how legally binding this is – or how to undo it – but we ARE going to undo it!  I need to fly home – TODAY.  If I get ahold of my lawyer fast enough, this can all be taken care of before the work week starts.  Oh my God.  Of all the irresponsible, stupid things that I could do...”  I buried my face in my hands.  The mixture of panic and outrage and nausea and headache was forming some sort of internal hellfire in my chest.

      Ryker came around the side of the bed and sat next to me.  “You know, you didn’t always think that marrying me was a stupid thing to do.”  I looked up quickly, thinking he was still making light of the situation and once again fighting the urge to slap him.  But his face was serious now – a rare moment of raw Ryker Griffin.  “Would it really be so bad, Syl?”

      My shoulders dropped, and I realized that I had hurt his feelings. “Ryker, come on.  You know what I mean.  This isn’t how people do things.  This isn’t how I do things.” My tone had softened significantly.  This wasn’t Ryker’s fault.  And if it was, then it was every bit as much my fault.

      “So, you would marry me, then.  Just not like this,” Ryker stated, a half grin forming on his lips.

      He just can’t help himself.

      I rolled my eyes dramatically.  “I didn’t say that, Ryker.”

      “You didn’t say you wouldn’t either.” His eyes were radiating playfulness again.

      “Oh my God,” I huffed.

      “So, you are definitely maybe going to marry me – just not in Vegas.  Sounds like a plan,” he continued, nodding calmly.

      “Ryker!  Would you take this seriously for two seconds, please?  We need to pack.  We need to get back to Minneapolis ASAP!  We need– ”

      Ryker gently put a hand to my back.  “We leave tomorrow anyway, Syl.  Your lawyer will still be there.  Can we just relax, try to recover from these godforsaken hangovers, and have a decent day together?  How often are we going to be in Vegas?  Maybe never again.  C’mon.  Stay.  Stay with me.”

      Anyone who has ever had the misfortune of locking eyes with a sad puppy would have understood how hard it was to turn Ryker down for anything, ever.  The worst part of it was that he wasn’t even trying to be irresistibly adorable.  He just effortlessly had those soul-stirring brown eyes and that sweet, handsome face which melted your heart whether you wanted to cave or not.

      I slapped a hand to my forehead, instantly knowing I would stay.

      “Fine.  But promise me that we don’t have to be anywhere near Bert and Vanessa,” I demanded, feeling pouty and defeated.

      “I don’t even know anyone named Bert or Vanessa,” Ryker assured me, his giant smile back in place.  I shook my head at him, fighting my own grin, and made my way towards the door to his room.

      “I have to go shower.  Wash away some of the shame,” I told him as I walked.

      “Yeah.  Me too.  I feel awful.  All of the shame.  Shame everywhere.  All over me.  Damn,” Ryker agreed, giving a dramatic and completely sarcastic sigh.  I had no response this time – apparently this was going to be funny to Ryker for quite a while.  I might as well accept that.

      Just before the door closed, I heard him say my name.

      “Sylvie?”

      I stuck my head back in the door.  “Yeah?”

      “You looked absolutely mind-blowingly gorgeous last night.”

      I hesitated. “You could have told me that last night.  It might have been nice to hear.”

      Ryker laughed.  “Maybe I did tell you that last night?  You don’t know.  I don’t even know.  We could have gotten baptized in holy water and bought a Tahitian island last night.  It’s not outside the realm of possibility.”

      I shut the door and made it into my own locked room before I let out the giggle that had lodged in my throat.
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        * * *

      

      A hot shower and fresh clothes went a long way towards making me feel like a human again, and not just some messy, drunk remnant of the previous night’s events.  But the hangover seemed untouchable.  My head still throbbed and every few minutes my stomach would turn unexpectedly, almost making me puke yet again.

      I laid down on my bed, staring at the ceiling and following the intricate scroll patterns in the shiny design.  It was possible that the ceiling of this room was nicer, and worth more, than my entire house.

      Vegas.  You could have been so much fun.

      Apparently, it had been fun – but it was of the type that only came to you in blurry, haphazard flashes.  And knowing that I had somehow managed to end the night as Mrs. Ryker Griffin was so jarring that any hilarious memories attempting to creep back into my brain seemed completely overshadowed by my stupidity.

      It had only been one week – one fucking week – since Ryker had appeared in Ezekiel’s driveway.  One.  Week.

      My quiet, peaceful life – the one that I had spent five years building in the wake of Ryker disappearing from my reality – had already been wholly interrupted.  I’d gone from making blueberry pie and showing how “stonewall cold and over him” I was, to laying on a bed in Las Vegas as a newly married woman.

      A newly married woman who can barely move without throwing up.

      A soft knock at the door brought me slightly out of my cloud of self-disgust.  I stood – slowly – and made my way to the peephole; but I knew it was Ryker.

      “Wow.  Lookin’ rough, Syl,” he commented as the door swung wide open.  I knew Ryker had to be just as hung over as I was – but his shower had seemingly turned him back into a GQ model.

      “Yes.  I look and feel like shit.  I know.  But thanks for rubbing it in,” I growled at him weakly.  This, of course, only made him chuckle.

      “I brought a first aid kit – you’re gonna be just fine,” Ryker assured me, entering the room with eager confidence.  I hadn’t noticed at first, but he was carrying a few sacks.  I somewhat hoped that cyanide was in one of them.

      “Ryker, I know you wanted to hang out today, but I seriously couldn’t care less if we were in the queen’s royal palace.  I’m not going sight-seeing.  I’m going to lay back down on the bed and die, okay?”  Then I did flop back down – completely prepared for the afterlife.

      “Well, before you give up entirely, why don’t you try this,” Ryker said, busy at the kitchenette counter.  He was mixing something together, and promptly brought me a glass of questionable-looking liquid.

      “What in the hell is that?” I asked doubtfully.  I no longer trusted any liquid that I couldn’t identify.

      “Half pickle juice, half pineapple juice, and a lot of black pepper.  It works.  I dunno why, but trust me, it does.  But you have to down it.  It tastes fuckin’ awful,” Ryker informed me.  As if to show me that it was safe to ingest, he tipped back his own cup and made the concoction disappear in about ten seconds flat.

      Ryker’s nose had wrinkled up into an adorable expression of “yuck”, and he gave his head a quick shake.  He tried to smile at me, but there was no hiding the after effect of his “magic potion”.

      “Wow.  Now I really don’t wanna drink it,” I whined, lifting the cup towards my lips and closing my eyes.  It went down – not smoothly – but it went down.  I gave Ryker the most threatening look I could manage while my body struggled to cooperate with this latest gift.  “If I just drank that, and it doesn’t do anything at all, I will kill you, Ryker.  I will.”

      That made him laugh, and I was grateful when the next “surprise” that he offered me was a simple, and very recognizable bottle of Gatorade.  “I bought six of these.  Get goin’,” he ordered gently.

      It turned out that Ryker had brought multiple everything that could possibly help the both of us recover more quickly.  But it also became very apparent that his body was recuperating much more quickly than mine, which I found completely unfair and obnoxious.

      “I ordered breakfast.  Should be here any minute,” he informed me, finding the remote to the flat screen on the wall and sitting carefully at the foot of the bed.  “Also, I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “Ryker,” I protested, immediately terrified as to what that statement could mean.  Ryker had always loved “surprises”; I had always hated them.

      “Oh chill.  It’s nothing big,” he assured me through his laughter.

      A little flipping through channels with the remote and Ryker found exactly what he was looking for.  “Marathon.  It’s a marathon, Syl.”  He smiled, as though he were sharing the best secret ever, and repositioned himself by me on the bed.  He carefully stacked pillows for both of us to lean back on, and left a good six inches between us when he finally laid down.

      I Love Lucy was suddenly blaring from the TV, and I felt tears coming to my eyes.  “It’s our show...” I murmured.

      “Well, technically, Syl, it’s your show.  I’ve always thought it was fuckin’ horrible,” he clarified, still grinning and happy – I knew he was happy – to see the emotional effect it had on me.

      “You always watched it with me,” I rebutted.

      “True story.”

      “And you didn’t like it the whole time?”

      “Not at all.  But I liked you,” Ryker said, reaching a hand out as though he were going to touch my cheek, but dropping it instead.

      He’s trying so hard to behave.

      “So this is how we’re spending our last day in Vegas, huh?” I observed lightly.  One of the most popular travel destinations on the planet, and we were hunkering down for an I Love Lucy marathon.

      It seemed very “Ryker and Sylvie” of us.  Classic Ryker and Sylvie, actually.

      “Well, we could go down to the pools and party it up.  Do some shots.  How’s a Manhattan sound?” Ryker suggested sweetly.

      I gagged at the thought.  “No thanks, Griffin.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Breakfast did come a few minutes later.  It all looked like puke fuel to me, but Ryker coaxed me into a few bites of toast and scrambled eggs.  I really didn’t want to admit it, but everything he was doing was truly helping to ease my suffering at a much faster rate than my previous plan of laying on the bed and wanting to die would have.

      At some point we both relaxed, snuggling together and watching episodes that the both of us could probably have recited from memory.  Just like the old days, when we were young and happy and in love, I eventually fell asleep with my head on Ryker’s shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark when I finally opened my eyes.  The TV was still going, but Ryker must have turned the sound down.  I lifted my head – instantly noticing how much better I felt – and met the attentive, affectionate brown eyes that had been calmly watching me sleep.

      “Hey,” I mumbled, sitting up slightly.

      “Hey,” Ryker returned, not moving at all.

      “Jesus, the day is over,” I exclaimed, glancing at the digital 9:23 p.m. that was glowing neon in the dimly lit room.

      “Yep.”

      “I’m sorry I ruined your vacation,” I told him, thinking of what a train wreck the last 48 hours had been.

      Ryker was still smiling, but his voice went extremely serious. “You didn’t ruin anything.  You couldn’t.  You’re you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, still sleepy and confused.

      “Sylvie.  You made the trip perfect just by being here.  Perfect.  Do you understand?” Ryker put a finger under my chin, holding my gaze with his own.

      “But your boss...”

      “Already talked to him.  He said it was the most entertaining dinner he’s had in a long time.  He also said that it was best we didn’t hang out again anyway, cuz apparently Vanessa wants to actually murder you.”

      We both laughed at that.

      “Damn.  And here I thought I had made a new best friend,” I joked, remembering Vanessa’s hateful eyes.

      Poor Bert.

      Ryker laid his head back on his pillow mountain. “I know.  I know.  Life is hard.  I guess you’ll just have to take consolation in the fact that you’re going home with a new husband.” He meant for it to be funny, but I stiffened instantly.

      “Ryker, you know that’s like, the first thing we’re taking care of when we get home, right?” I tried to keep my voice light, but instant terror had made it severe.

      “Oh my God, Sylvie.  Yes.  I know.  We’ll take care of it.  Can you stop acting like I’m the hunchback of Notre Dame?”

      “Ryker, you know that’s not what –”

      Strong, full lips were on mine then.  Ryker pulled me to him – one hand on my back, and the other holding my head – and proceeded to kiss me passionately.  The fleeting thought that we shouldn’t be doing this flew through my mind, but it dissipated almost instantly, and I found myself kissing Ryker back fiercely.

      I wasn’t drunk now.

      Ryker’s tender kisses trailed down my neck, feeling like heaven itself was touching my body.  He pulled my shirt over my head, patiently removed my bra, and continued his trail to my bare breasts.  He held them, sometimes squeezing viciously and sometimes massaging, while his mouth went from one to the other and back again, as though he would never have enough of my flesh in his mouth no matter how hard he tried.  Moans were escaping my lips without my permission, and I decided to let go – of the control, of fear, of prudence.  I was going to enjoy this freely and fully, no matter the consequences.

      His mouth eventually trailed down my stomach, one hand still clutching a breast while the other undid my pants.  Then both of his strong arms were flexing as he pulled my pants down, taking my panties away with them.  Ryker pulled off his own shirt, undid his own pants, and positioned himself on top of me, locking eyes with me while he slid two fingers into my very eager slit.

      It wasn’t so much a moan that escaped me then, as it was some animalistic cry of hunger.  The fingers went up and down, slowly, and then faster, and then so fast that I felt my heat and my need culminating into one giant burst of ecstasy.  I let out a soft scream while my body shook and convulsed around the happy intruders, coming in a way that I had forgotten existed.  Ryker slid out slowly, pressing his fingers against my tender insides while he exited, and then promptly shoved his giant cock into my wet and welcoming body.

      I had forgotten how deliciously huge he was.  Granted, there had only been a couple of others in the entirety of my life, but Ryker’s staff was magnificently, beautifully, ungodly large.  It charged through my insides, going much deeper than any finger could, and Ryker paused with this first pump, looking at me with a slight sheen of sweat already covering his body.

      “You want this,” he said quietly, holding steady while I began to quiver impatiently.  He had me pinned – hands to hands, muscled legs holding me in a wide split – and my passion had turned into absolutely mad need.  He lowered down, and whispered in my ear, “Tell me you want this, Sylvie.”  One pound, and then another pause.

      I moaned, protesting the interruption, and wanting nothing more than to be fucked silly by Ryker Griffin in this fancy Vegas suite.  “I want this,” I whispered back, my voice shaky and needful.

      Another pound, then another, hard enough to evoke a happy scream.

      Ryker had paused again, and I thought I was going to lose my damn mind if he didn’t keep ramming into me immediately.

      “You love me,” Ryker told me, smiling now and enjoying the torture he was providing.  “Say it, Sylvie.”

      “I love you!  I fucking love you!  Now fuck me!”

      And that was all it took.  I clung to Mr. Griffin’s divinely muscled form while he struck again and again and again, making his own unhuman sounds now.  His thrusts and his skin and his scent were making me near a tremendous climax all over again, and just as I felt the tell-tale quiver of my second orgasm beginning, Ryker was building up his own release with rapid, greedy attacks.

      The euphoric explosion that erupted from the both of us simultaneously was so rapturous that I felt I must have entered a different reality – a paradise – where Ryker and I and our love existed in complete bliss – untouched by the outer world.

      After, we lay beside each other – both still trembling with pleasure and struggling to regain our breath.  There was a satisfied, electric silence blanketing our naked bodies as we nuzzled into each other again – exhausted and happy.

      Home.  I was finally home again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      “Did you remember to put my hair-tie on the door?” I whispered, giggling as Ryker’s hand found my breast, then my nipple, and gave it a playful pinch.

      “Of course, I did.  Will won’t bother us.  The last thing he wants to see is my naked ass,” Ryker whispered back, greedily tugging at my jeans while his mouth found my other breast.

      “And the door is locked?” I couldn’t help it.  This was the first time we had attempted to have sex in Ryker’s dorm room.  The room itself was the size of my closet at home, and the hallway on the other side of that door was full of loud, happy, and sometimes inebriated chaos.

      I had no intention of living in the dorms when I started college the next fall.  Ryker’s experience in them had educated me well enough.

      “Of course, it’s locked...  Syllllvie, relax.  I haven’t seen you all week.  Just let me defile your body for a little while and forget all of that out there,” Ryker pled, still whispering and still playful.

      He had a point, and as he carefully slid himself inside of me, I decided I didn’t give a shit about the damn door.  He was quietly thrusting me, and I put a hand over his mouth when he moaned unexpectedly.  He let it stay there and kept pumping.  Noise in the background, fire in my body, bliss making me hazy – I let out a moan myself.  Now Ryker placed one of his hands over my mouth, which somehow made me even more wild.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he was whispering into my palm while I continued to moan into his.  We were pretty good about keeping our end game quiet – a few years of dating with rare bouts of privacy had taught us a little self-discipline in the silent orgasm realm.

      But it had been a week, and when he peaked, I peaked as well – both of our hands falling from the other’s lips and both of us letting out loud, satisfied noises that anyone with half a brain would know were sexual.

      There were cheers in the hallway then.  Lots of “Hell yeahs!” and “Way to gos!” were being directly shouted at Ryker’s dorm room.  He was laughing incredibly hard, but I was so embarrassed I wanted to die.  The ruckus died down eventually, but one last “Woo!  Save a horse!  Ride a cowboy!” assailed us – apparently dedicated to the lovely act of carnal pleasure that had just taken place in this bed, and I couldn’t help it then.  I had to laugh.

      “Goddamn, I can’t wait until college is over and we have a place of our own,” Ryker said between ragged breaths, and I nodded my agreement.

      That was going to be a magical day.
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      My eyes kept closing, and I kept forcing them back open.  Sylvie was completely out; exhausted by a second round of activity that I hadn’t expected to happen at all.  It was hard for me to imagine leaving this – going home to separate houses and separate beds.  We were so right together that being apart was starting to sound completely ridiculous.  Surely Sylvie would at least be open to the idea of getting back together after all of this.

      As it turned out, she wasn’t.

      Every hour that went by brought a slightly more distant Sylvie with it.  When she woke, she was undeniably happy and sweet – full of kisses and giggles.  Checking out, she stood away from me, allowing me to hold her hand loosely, and the one (and only) time I tried to put my arms around her she shrugged away unbelievably quickly.  The plane ride was mostly silent, and I noticed that Sylvie was going out of her way to not place her hand anywhere near mine.

      By the time the Uber dropped us off in front of our houses, it was as though the Vegas trip had never happened at all.  Sylvie took off with her suitcase – no kiss, no hug, no anything.  When she reached her front door, she called out to me coolly, “Tomorrow, let’s talk about the lawyer, okay?  We can get that set up and taken care of.”

      She didn’t wait for a response – just disappeared into her house like it was all no big deal.  Like I had imagined the entire thing.  I was angry, confused, and mostly sad.

      “Guess she isn’t in love with me after all,” I said quietly to myself, standing alone on the sidewalk and staring at the Dupree home longingly, yet again.  I wasn’t the type of person who gave up on anything, and I would never give up on Sylvie.  But it seemed possible that I had overestimated her feelings for me.

      That’s bullshit.  Shake it off and man up.

      I had known Sylvie was still in love with me before the Vegas trip ever happened.  I had known from the moment I saw her frozen in front of her garage.  Being with her again – like that – had only confirmed and further convinced me that I was right.

      She wanted me.  She was in love with me.  Whoever the imposter was that had gotten off of that plane – it didn’t matter.  It was an act.  It was bullshit.  Sylvie had put up steel walls as soon as we left Vegas, but steel was heavy.  She could only hold those walls up for so long before the truth brought them crashing back down.  And it would.  A love like ours wouldn’t be silenced by anyone or anything – not even ourselves.  It couldn’t be silenced.  It was too loud, too real, too powerful; and it scared the shit out of Sylvie.

      I unlocked my own front door, smiling and shaking my head.  It was more than a little funny that Sylvie was still fighting a battle she had already, very obviously, lost (or won, depending on how you looked at it).  She hadn’t just shown her cards – she'd given me the whole damn deck.  I didn’t have to call her bluff because she no longer had one.

      She’s mine and she knows it.  It’s only a matter of time until she admits it.
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        * * *

      

      I slept long and hard.  By the time my eyes were opening the clock showed 10:48 a.m.  The weirdness of waking up in Old Man Curtis’ house, let alone his former bedroom, was definitely still “a thing”.  I wondered what it was like – to wake up in this room all alone for decades upon decades.

      Maybe you’ll find out.

      I shook the thought off.  The only thing I was going to find out was how long it took Sylvie Dupree to let herself be with me again.  I didn’t have to try to make her love me or wonder if she loved me – I just had to hold my ground and know she loved me until the day the walls came down, permanently.

      I took a quick shower and threw on some fresh clothes.  Sadie had mentioned possibly stopping by this afternoon, so I figured at the very least I could make myself presentable.  I certainly didn’t need to hear another lecture about my fate of becoming the next scraggily, old Ezekiel Curtis.

      A fresh pot of coffee, some eggs, and I was feeling good.  I kind of liked my new home – all of the Sylvie stuff aside.  It felt lived-in, for lack of a better term.  The new lofts and apartment complexes going up downtown were definitely spiffy, but they all had the same sterile quality to them.  No matter how long you lived in one, it never seemed to feel like “home”.

      Clear, concise knocks at my front door interrupted (and ended) my peaceful quiet for the day.  It was nearly noon now, but I didn’t know if I was quite ready to deal with Sadie’s opinions.  She always had so goddamn many of them.

      There was more knocking before I could even make it to the door, and I was about ready to yell something snarky at her about patience, when I heard Sylvie’s voice instead.

      “Ryker?  Hello?”

      I froze.  Sylvie wanted to discuss the lawyer and annulments and other pesky issues that I wasn’t particularly fond of. She certainly hadn’t wasted any time following through on her promise of a “talk”.  This meant she was still in high-alert-fix-this-situation mode, and the problem with that was simple.  I didn’t feel there was anything that needed to be fixed.  We just needed more time.

      More knocking – heavier and rapid – confirmed my theory that Sylvie was freaking out more than she was thinking clearly.  She needed to calm down.  She needed to go through the events of Vegas slowly and let herself really accept what was so obviously true.

      This is meant to be.

      I knew I couldn’t force her to stay married to me, and I didn’t want to.  I wanted her love-drunk and dying to be married to me.  If she could just relax for a few hours...

      The knocking had turned into pounding.

      “Ryker Griffin!  I know you’re in there!  Your truck is still here and it’s Sunday!  Answer your damn door!  You can’t avoid this!” Sylvie’s voice was strained and agitated.

      I couldn’t avoid this forever.  But I could avoid it for now.

      I sat back down at my kitchen counter, pouring a second cup of coffee and smiling.  Sylvie came from such a well-mannered family that the idea of her making a scene on my front porch was absolutely comical.  All of these neighbors who had known her since childhood were going to see her screaming her head off like a loon in broad daylight.

      “Ryker!  Ryker!”  Her knocking could be more accurately classified as beating at this point, and I was laughing so hard I was crying.  Silently.

      She gave up eventually, after five minutes of intermittent pounding and yelling.  I fully expected her to come around to the back door and repeat the exact same scene, but all went quiet.  I’d outlasted her, as I knew I was able to do.  And at some point, she was going to murder me for it.

      My thoughts shifted to Sylvie’s silky, bare skin, her eyes glazed with pleasure, her ‘ohs’ that grew fiercer as she climaxed, and how those sounds made me absolutely insane.

      “You could be making those sounds right now, Sylvie,” I whispered to no one.  My coffee stared back at me blankly, and for the first time I contemplated getting a dog.  Or a cat.  Or a gecko.  Something.

      Sadie would absolutely hate the gecko thing.  She’d had a phobia of reptiles since the day she was born, but I had a feeling Preston would think it was pretty cool.  He’d probably want one of his own, and Sadie would blame me for it.  I would then be forced to turn right around and get him one just to see the look on her face...  I might end up with two geckos, but it would all be worth it to see my sister’s expression.

      A THUMP came from somewhere upstairs, and it wasn’t a small one.  I went straight from laughing at Sadie’s face when Preston received his first scaly pet from Uncle Ryker, to retrieving my bat in complete and total stealth.  Careful, quick steps had me up the stairs in seconds, and adrenaline would take care of all the rest.

      Who the fuck breaks in during the day?  In this neighborhood?  Maybe a bird flew into a window... but that thump was big.  Maybe it was an eagle.  Eagles are supposed to be incredibly intelligent.  It’s gotta be something else.  Something dumber.

      I heard a small groan from the bathroom and instantly turned my attention to the sound.  That certainly wasn’t a bird.  Pushing the door slowly open I saw what was perhaps the single funniest thing I would ever see in my lifetime.

      Sylvie Dupree lay sprawled across the tiled floor, one pant leg snagged on a loose nail in the ancient window frame, and as a result of this – one leg straight up in the air and one foot still dangling in the summer sunshine.  She lifted her head slightly, and then dropped it back down.

      “Ryker, if you so much as let out one laugh, I will make you pay,” Sylvie threatened, embarrassment making her voice high and whiny like a child’s.

      I was going to owe Sylvie a lot of money.

      If I’d been in my right mind, I would have grabbed my phone and taken a few snaps before releasing Sylvie’s pant leg from its literal hang-up.  But it was too funny to think clearly, and the image would be emblazoned in my memory forever regardless.

      The laughter was non-negotiable.  I was uncontrollably exploding with it, even after she was standing up straight like a normal human being who hadn’t just broken into her next-door neighbor’s house (and failed miserably at it).  She glowered at me while I held my stomach, bent in half with relentless, convulsive howls.

      When I could finally manage words again, I took one of her hands and tried to be as solemn as possible while saying kindly, “It’s okay if you went to the same assassin school as the other guy.  Don’t beat yourself up too much.  Public education has really taken a nosedive in the last few years.”

      She punched my shoulder then, which I barely felt at all.  My chuckling was becoming more spread out, and Sylvie simply remained frozen – blushing and scowling simultaneously.

      “You about finished?”

      I tried, with everything inside of me, to stop laughing cold-turkey.  Between her fury at me for not opening the door, her embarrassment about the humiliating break-in that she had just (sort of) accomplished, and her added fury from watching me bust a gut...  I was in for it.

      “Why?  Just why?” I asked her, swallowing the laughter that instantly bubbled up in my throat.

      “You wouldn’t answer your damn door!” She roared.

      “I was busy.”

      “No, you weren’t, Ryker.”

      “I was sleeping.”

      “Lies.”

      “Where’s my screen?” I leaned out the open window, locating one slightly bent window screen two floors down on the grass.

      “It’s fine.  It’ll go back in.”

      “How in the hell did you even make it up here?” I asked, impressed with her dedication, if nothing else.

      “The trellis,” she responded, bending and running a hand over her ankle.

      “You hurt?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Want some coffee?”

      “I want to talk about the damn lawyer, Ryker!” She shouted.  I nodded, knowing that unless I was willing to shove her back out that window, I couldn’t avoid the conversation anymore.

      “Fine.  Let’s go downstairs.  We can have coffee and talk,” I agreed, cheerily leading the way.

      Sylvie followed close behind me. “I don’t want any coffee!”

      I almost busted out laughing again, but contained it like a pro.  “That’s fine, that’s fine.  Calm down, Sylvie.  You realize you just committed a crime, right?  I should have you arrested, really.  That’s what any sane person would do.”  I knew I was messing with her too much, pressing too far, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “I guess it’s a good thing that you’re not a sane person then, huh Ryker?” She snapped back.  For all of her protest about a simple cup of coffee, she still seemed to down the one I poured her rather quickly.  We settled in at the kitchen counter, straight across from each other; and I prepared myself for “the talk”.

      “Okay.  Lawyer stuff.  You want me to go see yours, I assume.  That’s fine.  At this point you know I’ll sign just about anything,” I quipped, making her smile for the first time since her haphazard entrance.  “Is there really anything else that needs to be said?”

      “I already made us an appointment for 8:30 tomorrow morning,” Sylvie shared.

      “That’s early,” I noted, my stomach tensing as I realized how quickly this happy mistake was going to be undone.  I would sign whatever she wanted me to, but I wasn’t going to enjoy it.  Not at all.

      “I have a store to run, Ryker.  Early works best,” she countered.

      “Okay, Sylvie.  Whatever you want.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you care if I drive?” I ventured a request.

      “Why?” Sylvie raised an eyebrow.

      “I honestly don’t trust your coordination skills anymore.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You wish you did.”

      It was a stalemate then.  We sat quietly, staring at each other and sipping.  It seemed that there wasn’t really that much to talk about, and I wasn’t sure why Sylvie hadn’t stormed out the front door yet.

      “I’m sorry about yesterday,” she blurted suddenly.  Visions of the arctic cold treatment I’d received flashed through my mind.

      “It’s okay.  I know you have issues,” I said, maintaining a straight face and managing to sound genuine.

      “For God’s sake, Ryker, can you be serious for like, two seconds?” Sylvie was beyond frustration at this point, but I didn’t care.

      “You’ve been serious enough for the both of us,” I replied, standing and putting my cup in the sink.  When I turned around and met her eyes again, she really did look apologetic – and exhausted.  “Syl, I know it’s serious.  We’ll take care of it.  That’s what you want, right?   So, we’ll do it.  End of story.”

      “Okay,” she confirmed, giving one firm nod, and then seeming to space off entirely.  I studied her face, which was partially hidden by her hair.  Less than 48 hours ago I’d had my hands tangled up in that hair, pumping Sylvie’s naked body like a beast.  And she had been in ecstasy, digging her nails into my back aggressively enough to leave proof of her desire.  She had been completely present then.

      I wasn’t sure where she was now.

      Then came more knocking.

      Fuck.

      True to her word, Sadie had arrived.  I walked to the door robotically, unsure how this was all going to play out.  I didn’t know exactly when Sylvie and Sadie had last spoken, but I knew it had been years.

      “You’re here!  And you brought my biggest fan!” I greeted my sister after throwing open the door.  Preston was immediately trying to wiggle his way out of Sadie’s arms to get to me, and I swooped him away from her happily.  It was best to put him in between myself and the women that were currently in this house anyway.

      “Sadie.  Oh my gosh, it’s been so long.  You’re so grown up!” Sylvie’s voice rang out behind me.  I wasn’t aware that she had followed me to the door, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.  Apparently, this was going to be a group hang.

      I hoped it would be very short-lived.

      Sadie and Sylvie hugged each other – a real hug, with real smiles – and Preston absently attempted to remove my ear while he watched his mother embrace this strange new human.

      “Pres, I want you to meet Sylvie Dupree.  She’s a nice lady, but you might wanna lock your windows from now on,” I said dramatically, loudly whispering the last part.

      Sadie’s face was a portrait of confusion, and I was sure Sylvie was going to punch me again no matter who or what I was holding in my arms.  Instead, she regained her composure and carefully put out a hand towards Preston.  “Nice to meet you, little guy.”  Preston promptly released my ear and clutched one of Sylvie’s outstretched fingers.  I knew he would fully attempt to remove that too, but it seemed like an entertaining thought, so I didn’t warn Sylvie.

      “Preston.  His name is Preston,” Sadie corrected me, smiling as her son focused his little eyes on Sylvie’s face.  “Ryker thinks they’re best buds for life, but I intend to keep bad influences away from my son.” She shot me a smug grin, and Sylvie giggled.  Preston had absolutely no idea what was going on, but he could sense everyone was in good spirits, and clapped his little hands together.

      We all let Preston be the center of attention for the next five minutes or so, and then the awkwardness began to take over the room like an unwanted, and highly expected fog.

      “I just came over for some coffee,” Sylvie said, looking guilty and embarrassed and proving that she was still an absolutely horrible liar.  No one had even brought it up until she did.

      “Yep.  Sylvie just stopped by a bit ago.  Just dropped right in, didn’t ya, Syl?  Like a surprise package.  Or a bomb,” I gave her a good-natured pat on the back, and her eyes shot daggers at me even while she smiled.

      “Regular neighbor stuff,” she agreed, nodding her head entirely too vigorously.

      Sadie didn’t believe either of us for a second, but her smirk relayed the very clear message that she was immensely enjoying “the show”, regardless.  She smiled at us both widely – too widely – and pulled Preston back into her own arms.

      “Ya know, I just remembered that I have some really important errands to run before it gets too late in the day.  Preston goes to bed at seven,” she said, grinning at my nephew.

      “Hey, Sylvie goes to bed at seven too!  Small world!” I exclaimed, not daring to look her way.  Sylvie emitted her nervous cough and attempted to give a nonchalant laugh.

      “Ryker’s still a funny guy,” she said to Sadie, giving me the light punch (which was probably her hardest possible attempt) to the arm I had expected earlier.

      “Ha.  He’s still a lot of things.  Mostly obnoxious, though,” Sadie agreed, making her way to the door and shooting me one last smirk.  She had obviously decided to let us continue on doing whatever the hell we were doing before she and Preston showed up.  I knew she would grill me for details later.

      “It was really good to see you, Sadie.  Preston is adorable,” Sylvie called after her.

      I walked out onto the porch with Sadie, giving Sylvie a brief repose.

      “Whatever you’re doing, Ryker, you better fucking mean it,” Sadie hissed at me when the door was shut.

      “Why would you say that?  Of course I mean it!” I hissed back, mocking her severity with my hands on my hips.

      “She loves you.  Like, really loves you.  Don’t.  Mess.  It.  Up,” Sadie warned.

      I smiled.  Sadie had thought this was all a horrible idea.  To be fair, I was pretty sure that she still felt that way; but the fact that she could easily see the very tangible love between Sylvie and myself was encouraging.  I wasn’t the only one who found it overtly obvious.

      Sylvie was back in the kitchen when I re-entered the house, and instead of testing her rage level, I decided to distract her.  I wasn’t ready to die today.

      “Syl!  Come here.  I wanna show you something,” I ordered pleasantly, hoping to appease her.  She turned and came, but the annoyance was very evident on her face.  She hadn’t appreciated my jokes.

      I, however, found them hilarious.

      “What?” She asked flatly, following me through the living room.  I noticed her pause slightly at Ezekiel’s old chair.  Some day she would tell me all about who Old Man Curtis really was.  But not today.

      I led her into what I had labeled “the work room”, and watched her eyebrows raise while she looked around.  Wood was everywhere.  Finished projects, half-finished projects, outlines for new projects – this was where the magic happened.

      “You made all of this?” She asked, awe in her voice as she ran a hand over a glossy coffee table.  That one was finished and would be going in the living room shortly.

      “Yep,” I answered, quickly putting some of the outlines in a random dresser drawer.

      “I didn’t know you could do this,” Sylvie murmured, making her way through all of the miscellaneous creations.

      “Ha.  I didn’t either.  Until I did,” I said, giving Sylvie a warm smile and trying very hard to not think about the circumstances that had led me to woodworking.

      “They’re beautiful, Ryker.  You could sell this stuff, ya know?” She mused, sitting briefly in a dining room chair and wiggling her tiny butt around as if she were testing it out.  I suddenly wanted nothing more than to take her right in that chair.

      “Yeah.  I might sell some of it.  Use some of it.  I dunno.  We’ll see,” I spoke, making my way to where Sylvie sat.  She looked up in alarm when I reached her, and quickly stood up.

      “Ryker, I know that look.  Stop.  Just stop, okay?  I need to go.  I just – I just need to go,” Sylvie prattled away – panicking and attempting to distance herself as quickly as possible.

      “C’mon, Syl.  Stay.  Have more coffee.  I’ll even make you a Manhattan if ya want,” I joked, moving towards her rapidly.  She gave me a sad smile and shook her head.

      “No.”

      “Oh my God, Sylvie!  Why?” I demanded, beginning to lose my cool.  If this was a game, it was stupid – like hide and seek with no hiding spots, or tag when everyone was “it”.

      “I just can’t,” she returned calmly, not looking at me anymore.

      I went to her and grabbed her shoulders, making her face me whether she wanted to or not.  “You love me.  I love you.  And you know I’m different now.”

      Once again, our brown eyes were at a stalemate, and Sylvie’s were tearing up slightly.  “I know that you could change your mind any day, any time.  That’s what I know.  I don’t wanna be there for that, Ryker.  That would kill me.”  She pulled loose from my hands, exited the room, and then left the house.

      The door slam echoed throughout my new home, reminding me of the last time I had left Sylvie all those years ago.

      If I hadn’t left, Sylvie would be my wife right now, and not because she got blackout drunk in Las Vegas.  But I couldn’t change what had happened then, and I was beginning to believe that I really couldn’t change what was happening now, either.  The very substance of what had made us inseparable was what kept us apart.

      Sylvie loved me too much to give me a second chance.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      “Steady...  Support his head...  Like that...  Good,” my mother coached, hanging over me like a hovercraft.  I would never have admitted it, but contrary to every single other moment of my adult life, I was glad to have her guidance.

      Holding a newborn is scary as fuck.

      Preston was sleeping, as was Sadie.  He was wrapped so thoroughly in a hospital blanket that only his pudgy little face was showing.  I stared down at him, aware that I was connected to this tiny man for life, and suddenly feeling very unworthy of the honor.

      A giant yawn escaped his teeny lips, and tears sprang to my eyes immediately.

      He was absolutely perfect.

      No flaws, no trauma, no fears, no damage.  I knew what the world held, and all of the possible disasters that could be awaiting this helpless little dude.  He would need guidance and love and patience and protection.  Sadie would do everything that she could (I was sure) and so, possibly, would Dallas (I was not so sure); but I would help in any and every way that I was able.  This I knew immediately.

      Nephew.  I have a nephew.

      I wasn’t overcome with my usual fear – the one that smothered me every time I saw a baby, heard a baby, or thought of a baby.  I wasn’t scared that I would screw him up.

      Instinctively, I knew I would be strong for this kid – I knew I would do everything in my power to prevent him from ever getting screwed up.  The acceptance of this responsibility, as well as the confidence in my ability to follow through on it, felt like an integral part of me that had simply been waiting for the right moment to show itself.

      “Well, what do you think?” My mother whispered to me.  I swallowed roughly, trying to find my normal voice in the midst of this kaleidoscope of emotions.

      “I didn’t know.  I didn’t know it was like this.”
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      I spent the remainder of Sunday sobbing by myself.  I knew I could change that, in a split second, by simply walking over to Ryker’s house and just letting him fucking love me.  This knowledge only made me cry harder.

      I may have momentarily lost my mind when I decided to climb that trellis.  (Ezekiel had told me long ago that the bathroom window didn’t lock.)  But that’s what seemed to happen to me whenever Ryker was involved.  Insanity.

      I wished, more than anything, that I hadn’t seen him holding Sadie’s baby.  I could never have counted how many times I had envisioned him holding our baby; it had to have been in the billions.  I had pictured it so much that over the years I found it hard to even go on dates with other men for this one reason alone.  What was the point?  It always headed in the same direction, and the end game would be – eventually, with someone – marriage and babies.  I hadn’t met a single man that I wanted to picture that future with.  I’d only ever been able to see it happening with that cute, charming high school senior who’d made my insides twirl every time he looked at me.

      The vision was even more clear now – more poignant.  I’d seen it right in front of my very own eyes – the real-life edition.  It was both beautiful and heart-breaking.  This love...  It was a curse to love someone this much.

      And his room full of carpentry?  That was an amazing piece of Ryker that I had never even glimpsed in the past.  Ryker hadn’t even known Ryker would be so good at that.

      But he is.  And now you see how people can come to know themselves better over time – how people can change.

      But could you really compare babies to barstools?  I could blatantly see that Ryker adored Preston, and vice versa.  He obviously had realized that he did, in fact, have a deep desire for children.  However, if he got sick of woodwork, he could simply quit.  The scary truth was that if he got sick of being a father, he could technically quit that also, in every way that mattered, and leave more than just my broken heart or a pile of unused lumber in the wake of his new enlightenment.  Our children – my children – would suffer the loss as well.

      I didn’t let Francine leave me that night.  I clutched her to me in the darkness and tried desperately to not feel alone.  No one was ever really alone, right?  There were people all around me – the block was full of them.  Just not in this bed.  Or room.  Or house.

      It was a miserable night.  I barely slept.  But when I did sleep, I dreamt of Ryker.
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        * * *

      

      “Right there.  On the left,” I directed, pointing at the tiny brick building that we were swiftly approaching.  Ryker smoothly turned into the parking lot and brought his truck to a gentle stop.  He wasn’t himself today.  I knew why, and I ached to make it better.

      But I couldn’t.  I wouldn’t.

      Gary Grassley had been my family’s lawyer for as long as I could remember, and I had used him personally for a few business transactions since opening my store.  He was bald, short, fat, and the nicest person anyone would ever meet.

      He was waiting at the door, giving me a hug and offering Ryker a warm handshake.  Ryker was trying to smile and be polite – but I could see he was struggling.  He didn’t want to be here and he didn’t want to do this.

      Once sat in Gary’s office, I began to feel mildly ill myself.  I certainly had never pictured myself coming here for this reason.  Divorce wasn’t Gary’s normal bread and butter, but he was making an exception for me.

      Yay.

      “Well kids,” he began, his voice light and happy – as if this wasn’t the type of meeting that it clearly was, “I would say that I have good news – except that I’m not sure if you both will see it that way...” he paused, glancing quickly at Ryker.

      “And?” I pressed.  I was divorcing the love of my life.  I didn’t have the emotional wherewithal to have a long, drawn-out conversation about it.  We just needed to do this, and get it over with.

      “You’re not married.  You never were,” Gary announced, chortling a little as he did so.  Another glance at Ryker and he was serious again.  “No marriage license – no marriage.  I know because I’ve already checked the records with the Clark County Courthouse down there in Nevada.  Those Vegas weddings mean nothing if you don’t make them official – before or after.  The ceremony is null and void without the right signed paper, and you two never signed a marriage license.  You never even applied for a marriage license.”

      “But... we signed something,” I said, searching through my very pieced memories of that night.  I hadn’t yet looked at Ryker, and I didn’t want to.  In our previous engagement, we had never made it to that “license” step, so I only had a foggy idea of how the process worked.  I now felt like a bigger idiot than ever.

      Gary laughed freely now.  “Indeed you did!  A verified certificate of... let me try to get this right... ‘Vegas Love is from Above’.  I believe that’s what the little lady I spoke with on the phone told me.  They print those themselves – for their ‘newlyweds’.  You also forgot to take it with you when you left...” Gary raised an eyebrow then, and I blushed with embarrassment.

      “We were just so intoxicated, Gary,” I offered, though he already knew this.

      “Anyone who decides to get married at The Heaven on Earth Chapel in the middle of Las Vegas is more than likely intoxicated.  Don’t beat yourself up about it, Sylvie,” Gary comforted me – if that’s what you could even call it.  “I’m chargin’ ya nothing.  Quite frankly, it was worth doing it just for the laugh.”

      I attempted to smile, but the entire situation – while funny to others, was too incredibly real to me.  Ryker wasn’t smiling either.

      “So that’s it, then?  We can go?” Ryker spoke for the first time since entering the building.

      “That’s it,” Gary agreed, throwing his hands up for emphasis.

      “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Grassley.  Thank you for your time and trouble,” Ryker said, sounding like a pre-recorded answering service.  He shook Gary’s outstretched hand and then silently walked out of the room.

      Gary turned his face to me questioningly.  “I thought you two didn’t mean to get married in the first place?”

      “We didn’t,” I confirmed, sighing and feeling the lump forming in my throat.  Why?  Why was I struggling so much with this?

      “Ooooh,” he replied, nodding his head.  “So, you’re just in love, then.”

      My eyes shot up to meet Gary’s.  He was smiling, but trying not to, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to hug him or smack him.

      “I didn’t say that,” I protested quietly, standing and making my own way to the door.

      “You didn’t say you weren’t,” Gary retorted cheerily.

      I nearly ran out of the building, slowing only to appear “fine” to Ryker, who was ready and waiting in his truck.  I climbed in, expecting...  something, but Ryker didn’t even look at me.  He simply backed up, pulled carefully onto the road, and headed towards our homes.

      “I’m sorry.  That you had to come for this.  Come for nothing, I mean,” I stammered, keeping my eyes straight ahead.

      “I came for you.” And then silence.

      “It was never even a real marriage, Ryker.  That should make us happy,” I reasoned, interrupting the heavy, suffocating quiet.

      “It was real to me,” he replied calmly.

      “That’s how you want to get married to someone?” I demanded, growing angry and not knowing why.  Ryker wasn’t doing or saying anything wrong.

      “Jesus Christ, Sylvie!  How do you not get it by now?  I would fucking marry you any day, anywhere, under any circumstances!  In Vegas, at a bowling alley, in a box on the side of the road!” Ryker was shouting now – something I had rarely witnessed him do.  “And now I sound like a fucking Dr. Seuss book!”

      Silence.

      “You don’t sound like a Dr. Seuss book, Ryker,” I offered blankly.

      “It wasn’t an insult.  Dr. Seuss is fucking awesome,” he retorted briskly, still as serious as the grave, but wholly unable to keep his humor from creeping in even in the middle of... this.  He shook his head, his brow furrowed, and his jaw tensed.  “It doesn’t matter.  None of this matters.  You will never listen to me.  You’re too goddamn scared.”

      Something inside of me burst then – red and hot and indignant.

      “Screw you, Ryker.  That’s not fair and you know it.  I’m not scared for some ridiculous reason or no reason at all.  You left!  You fucking ended our engagement and left!  For five fucking years, Ryker!  You told me that the one thing I wanted more than anything wasn’t possible!  You took that from me!  And then you just fucking show up and think I’ll forget about all of it?!  Are you insane?!  That’s not how it fucking works!  This isn’t Hollywood!  What we had is over and it’s because of you, so YOU are going to have to deal with it!  It’s never coming back!”

      We were pulling onto our street.  Ryker listened to my attack, pulling calmly into his driveway and bringing the truck to a stop at the garage front.  He turned to me as I finished my tirade, and I saw five years of pain looking at me through those deep brown eyes.

      “It never left, Sylvie.  It doesn’t have to come back because it never left.”  He then quietly exited the truck and began walking towards his backdoor.  This infuriated me.  I jumped out of the truck and slammed the door, running after him.

      “You don’t just get to say that and walk away, Ryker!  No!  That’s not okay!” I screamed, aware that my voice was carrying throughout the neighborhood and not caring at all anymore.

      Ryker froze and turned slowly around.  “This is what you’re asking me to do, Sylvie.  Walk away.  So I’m doing it, okay?  I’ll stop.  We can play by your rules now,” he told me in a dejected, defeated voice.

      “I never wanted you to walk away.  But you did.  I don’t have any rules, Ryker, other than not wanting to have my heart ripped out of my chest again!  How can you not see why I can’t trust you?  Why I can’t be with you?  This isn’t my fault, Ryker!” I was still shouting, but now I was also crying, and I hated Ryker in that moment.  I hated him for leaving, I hated him for coming back, I hated him for loving me – and I hated myself for not being able to stop loving him.

      “I see it.  I understand.  It’s okay,” Ryker spoke calmly, still frozen on his own back steps.  “I’ll live in this house for the rest of my life just to be close to you, Sylvie.  I won’t leave again.  Not even when you fall in love with someone else.”

      “I will never be able to fall in love with someone else!” I half sobbed, half shrieked.  The truth of the statement was instantly drowning me – suffocating me with its endless agony.

      “You and me both, Sylvie,” was Ryker’s flat reply.

      “This isn’t fair,” I whimpered.  My body felt ready to drop and die right there in Ezekiel’s front yard.  “This is like a nightmare that you never wake up from.”

      I regretted the words instantly as I watched them strike Ryker like a bullet.  I saw actual tears glistening in his eyes, and it was too much.  It was all too much.

      “Ryker, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean it like...” I was walking to him now, as though a magnetic field had been activated, and I absolutely had to touch him.

      “I know how you meant it, Syl.  It’s okay,” Ryker turned to his door as he said this.  “I’m gonna get going.  Bert’s not gonna be super excited that I’m late our first day back.”  He went into his house and the screen door flapped shut behind him.

      Panic struck me then.  Something about Ryker disappearing behind that door with that miserable look on his face – it felt like a re-enactment of the most painful day of our lives.  He was leaving me.  Again.

      I ran to his door, swinging it open and calling out his name.  “Ryker!  Ryker!”  I entered his kitchen, and he came around the corner – looking confused, hurt, and absolutely drained.

      “Jesus, Sylvie.  You told me it can’t happen, and I’m listening now, okay?  I’m listening.  So why are you in here?  What more do you want from me?”  Ryker’s voice was hoarse – no trace of his usual happy self left in it.

      “I don’t want anything from you.  I just want you,” I answered, tears running down my face.

      There was a pause – a moment where we just stared at each other, tortured and needing.  Ryker broke the stillness, charging towards me and lifting me up like a feather.  He pressed me wildly against the wall, and before he began to ravage me, whispered in a husky, hungry voice, “You have me – you have always had me.”

      Clothes were ripping then – tearing and shredding and falling to the floor in ruins.  Ryker grabbed my naked thighs, lifting me again and sliding right into my body as I slammed back into the wall.  He wasn’t so much kissing me as he was annihilating my mouth with his own.  Pound after pound – each thrust seeming to go inexplicably deeper into my body – I was lost; gone.

      We had left reality again, falling into that world where nothing mattered except for Ryker’s body becoming one with my own. It was the only place that felt right – the only place where I felt free.

      I wished we could stay in that world forever.
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      The worst sound in the world, I had decided, was the constant, quiet beep of the heart monitor.  Mamie had been in ICU for a week now, and I was sure that if that sound didn’t stop soon, I would go completely mad.  But if the sound were to stop, I knew that Mamie would most likely be stopping with it.  Forever.

      She was rather heavily sedated; her whole arthritic body having reached a level of pain that she couldn’t bear any longer.  My parents and I took shifts staying with her until the very late evening, switching out for the night, and one of us coming back early in the morning.  None of us could stand the thought of Mamie dying all alone.

      Aurelie and Elise came for visits, but neither of them could stand the sight for more than five minutes before bursting into tears and leaving the room.  Mamie didn’t really realize they were ever there to begin with.

      Every once in a while, she’d seem to come around – to almost be Madeline Dupree again.  There would be the familiar, joyful light in her eyes, and she’d call us by name.  “Sylvie, viens me faire un câlin, mon amour.”

      “Sylvie.  Come hug me, my love.”

      Those were the times that I nearly ran to her side, knowing she might not ever say those words again – knowing it could be the last time she said my name at all.  She was always smiling when I reached her bed, and she would attempt to talk and ask questions while she was coherent enough to do so.

      The pain always came back though, and another round of opioids would be pumped into her veins – taking her back to that place that wasn’t quite dead and wasn’t quite living.  Her doctors had simply told us, “Any day now.”

      It wasn’t fair.  Mamie was only 72.  It might not have been a young age, but there were certainly people who lived much longer.  Old Man Curtis was eighty-something, yet he still managed to be as loud and terrifying as ever when any foot mis-stepped onto his lawn.  He’d outlive us all.

      Mamie deserved to have a longer life than this.  But her body didn’t seem to care, and I knew nothing would stop what was happening.  She was leaving us.

      Forever.

      I normally brought paperwork with me from the store – things that I would otherwise have been getting behind on.  I didn’t actually care if “the books” were slacking a little – or a lot.  I just needed something to keep my mind busy while Mamie slept.

      And she almost always slept.

      This particular day I couldn’t bring myself to do anything.  It was close – very close now.  So I sat and stared at her chest rising up and down slowly, and listened to the incessant beep that I both hated and loved.

      I certainly didn’t expect Old Man Curtis to show up, a bouquet of flowers in the crook of his arm and a downtrodden expression on his face.  He eyed me from across the room, giving a rough nod and going to Mamie’s bedside.

      “She’s asleep...  They told us she can’t hear us,” I offered him, noticing that he seemed to be whispering almost silently to her.

      “She can hear me,” Ezekiel Curtis returned gruffly, not even looking up.  He had grabbed one of her hands and was rubbing it ever so gently in his own.

      “I can put the flowers in some water.” I stood, uncomfortable and sure that I was going to start sobbing very, very soon.  He grunted his okay at me, and I carefully took the bouquet from him.  “It was nice of you to bring these, Mr. Curtis,” I spoke quietly while arranging the wide array of colors in a large glass of water.  They were tulips.  Tulips were Mamie’s favorite.

      “Eh.  Those flowers won’t make it more than a couple of days.  I didn’t come to bring a dying woman dying flowers.  I came because I made a promise, and I intend to keep it,” Ezekiel replied sharply.  I wasn’t fazed by his tone, but I was intrigued by his words.

      “A promise?” I asked, being as nonchalant as possible and returning to my seat on the well-used hide-a-bed couch.  It had occurred to me more than once that this seat was reserved for those who were watching their loved ones die.  I didn’t want to be a part of that special group of people.  I supposed that no one did.

      “Told her I wouldn’t let her die alone,” Ezekiel answered surly.  He still didn’t bother to look my way when he talked.  He only gazed at Mamie with a softness I’d never known the man possessed.

      “We make sure she’s never alone.  I promise you, Mr. Curtis,” I tried to reassure him, biting my tongue until it bled to stop myself from crying.

      He actually looked up at me then.  “There’s a different kind of alone, girl.  We promised each other – whoever went first –” his voice cracked, and he abruptly stopped speaking.

      I waited a moment, until I thought it was safe to talk. “A different kind of alone.  What do you mean?”  I felt like it was an imposition to even ask.

      But I wanted to understand.

      “You know what I mean better than you’d like, girl.  People want to know that someone loves them when they die.”

      “But we all love –”

      “Not that kind of love,” Ezekiel barked – but quietly.

      “Oh,” I said, sinking back into the cushions.  It was an unspoken but agreed upon theory amongst the Dupree household that Mamie and Old Man Curtis had been involved somehow.  To what extent, no one knew.  But Mamie’s face always changed when she spoke of Ezekiel, even if just in passing.  Her expression had been quite similar to the one on Ezekiel’s face right now.

      “If it were you in that bed, walking down Death’s Highway, who would you want to be sitting here?” He motioned at his own seat.

      “My fam –”

      “Besides your family, girl.  Family is a given, and it’s not the right answer.  But I think you know that,” Ezekiel growled in my general direction.  I wondered if he was capable of ever speaking kindly to anyone.

      I bet he spoke kindly to Mamie.

      I shook my head, knowing what he was getting at and not wanting to think about it.  Why would I open up about any of that to Old Man Curtis, of all people?  It was none of his business.  He didn’t know me at all.

      But Ezekiel had watched my entire family grow up from a very close proximity.  He had seen enough to know certain things, and he wasn’t a man who backed down on what he knew to be fact.

      “You’d want that boy here.  That boy that broke your heart – that's who you’d want here.  Even if you hate him,” he declared, daring me to deny it with his eyes.

      I couldn’t speak in that moment.  Visions of Ryker were flooding my brain, and as I had long ago accepted that I would never see him again, it was hard – and gut-wrenchingly painful – to imagine him being at my side in the end.  It was hard to think of him at all.

      “I really don’t want to talk about that, Mr. Curtis,” I managed to croak out.

      He laughed – the laugh of an old man who knew too well that you couldn’t just shut certain things out simply because you wanted to.  I would learn, over time, that several atrocities had eaten at Ezekiel his entire life, and he didn’t believe in letting go; mostly because he’d never been able to.

      “Fine then.  But you do know what I mean.  You’re a smart little one, if I compare you to the rest of the young riff-raff in this godforsaken world.  Take them out of the equation, and I suppose you’re just a normal girl.”  He had somehow managed to compliment me and insult me in the same breath.

      I felt a small defiance rising in my chest.  “I saw you with Mamie.”

      “Huh?” His elderly head swung back to me.

      “When I was five.  I saw you with Mamie on your back steps.  You kissed her,” I told him, deciding he could take the same dose of discomfort that he had just doled out to me.

      “I did a lot more than that to her,” Ezekiel corrected, a sad chuckle escaping him.  “Anyhow, that’s none of your business.”

      “Nope.  Sure isn’t,” I snapped back.  For a moment, there was quiet.

      “We were going to get married, you know.  We were going to get married,” he suddenly blurted, his voice cracking again and misery blanketing his face.

      It wasn’t a huge surprise – not really.

      “So why didn’t you?” I asked after a minute or so.

      “She was scared, and I was stubborn,” he shared, squeezing Mamie’s hand for a moment.

      I knew I should stop asking questions.  Old Man Curtis was the last person I really wanted to spend quality time with as Mamie lay dying on a sterile white bed surrounded by machines.  But the whole conversation was so bizarre that the normal rules of conduct didn’t seem to apply.

      “What was she scared of?”

      “The end.”

      “The end?”

      “The final toot-a-loo.  The last dance.”

      I paused.  Mamie hadn’t ever seemed scared of anything.  She was the most self-confident female I had known thus far into my lifetime.

      “She was scared of dying...?  Or she was scared of you dying?” There apparently was no stopping me now.  I wanted to know – I wanted to know everything.

      “She was scared of having to say good-bye, girl.  When you’re older, you see death coming at you like a speed-train.  She didn’t want to chain herself to a tragedy.  But it’s all tragedy, really.  Just spaced out over time,” Ezekiel mused.

      “She didn’t want to love you...” I said softly, beginning to understand.

      “Bingo.”

      “But she did anyway.”

      Ezekiel gulped heavily.  “Yes.  She did.”

      “And you loved her.  And neither of you ever stopped,” I continued, connecting random dots of memory from the duration of my childhood up until now.  I had known – even when I was that tiny, five-year-old girl.  I had known they were in love.  I could see it.

      “You can’t stop love.  Not if it’s got two shits in a can to back it up.  You love someone, you love them always.  That’s how you know the real stuff from the crap.  This world is full of crap,” Ezekiel spoke with authority, but no arrogance.  He was simply stating the facts as he knew them.

      “So she was scared, and you were stubborn.  Stubborn about what?” I thought it would be my last question, though it was the most invasive.

      “Nosy little thing, aren’t you?” Ezekiel snapped, but he had a little smile on his ancient, wrinkled face.

      I shrugged my response.

      “She had called it off.  She was scared.  It hurt me.  No one likes being hurt, and certainly not an old man.  I’d been to war.  It was enough.  It was all too much, really.  Suffered enough and saw enough suffering for two lifetimes.  When she started to come back around, I knew all I had to do was let her.  But she’d done me wrong.  Never was much of a second chance type of person.  Stone-walled her out, nice and tight,” Ezekiel rambled, staring at Mamie intently.  I wondered if he were re-living the moment right now.

      “So why did you promise her this?  And why follow through?  She probably wouldn’t know if you didn’t come,” I said, mostly thinking out loud and not quite realizing how my words stung Ezekiel’s heart.

      Old Man Curtis looked at me then like I was the dumbest person on the planet.  He put his other hand on top of Mamie’s, cradling her withered palm between his.  “I promised because I loved her.  I came because I love her still.  And she knows I’m here, girl.  She knows.”  He lowered his head then and rested it on their entwined hands.  “I was always here, Maddie,” he whispered to her.

      Ezekiel stayed in the same position at Mamie’s side for the next 48 hours.  He was the first to notice when the beeping slowed dramatically... and then stopped altogether.
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      Sylvie’s breasts bounced against my chest in time with the hammering movement of our bodies.  I felt like I had lost my mind completely.  The only thing I knew was that I loved this woman, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life inside of her.

      It was rougher this time – pain, anger, frustration, exhaustion all mixing into every passionate thrust.  Sylvie’s sounds were magnified into screams, and I wondered if we were going to alarm any neighbors.  But I didn’t care.  The police could walk right through my front door, and I wouldn’t stop for a second.

      “Harder!” She commanded, her back sliding up and down the kitchen wall.  “Fucking do it harder!”

      And then I was all animal.

      I pumped faster and deeper, tearing at Sylvie’s neck with my teeth, and feeling my insanity grow when she bit me back just as hard.  If I could have lasted forever – eternal fucking – I would have.  But there was no way to take Sylvie like this and not reach that epic point of no return.  She was quivering, her screams having turned into howls of “YES!”, and I kept my eyes open, watching the ecstasy overtake her as she climaxed – clenching onto my intrusion tighter and tighter as her waves of pure bliss washed over the both of us.

      The clenching had only made me ram harder, and I was now the one feeling that tingle – that fucking delirium of growing ecstasy preparing to release inside of her.

      So.  Close.  So.  Close.  So. Close.

      And then the eruption – an angry, red-hot volcano rushing out of me and filling the woman I loved with my multitudes of frustrations.  I pounded until I had nothing left and stayed inside of her, holding her to that wall, long after it had come to an end.  Come was running down both of our legs but I didn’t fucking care.

      Mine.  She’s mine and I won’t let her go.

      I lifted Sylvie slightly, pulling myself out of her and then gently lowering her shaking body to the floor.  We both stood still, leaning against the wall, completely covered in sweat and fully bare.

      I knew I had destroyed Sylvie’s clothes just as she had destroyed mine.  I grabbed two towels from the downstairs bathroom, wrapping one around my waist, and handing the other to Sylvie.  She dutifully swung it around her, and promptly sank to the floor.

      “We can sit on the couch.  C’mon,” I said, offering her my hand.  She shook her head, her breath still ragged and uneven.

      “Gimme a minute, okay?” She breathed.  I watched the perfect curves of her body trembling as she put her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.

      “You okay?”

      Sylvie gave me a weak smile without opening her eyes.  “I’m amazing.  That.  Was.  Amazing.”

      It certainly wasn’t the first time we’d ever had slightly rougher than normal sex – but it was different now.  It was white-hot fire, and it was burning us both alive.  Sylvie was everything – she was the only thing I could see or ever cared to.

      She has to fucking let me in.  She can’t live without this.  Neither of us can.

      “Okay... now the couch?”  I’d been standing the entire time, and the soft cushions were calling to me.

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I dunno.  Why are you so bossy?” Sylvie smiled as she spoke, crossing her legs and getting comfortable as though she planned to live on that floor.

      “Why are you so difficult?” I countered, bending and picking up her entire body.  I marched us to the living room and again put Sylvie down.  I nearly sank into the couch myself – still not breathing entirely normal.  “You gonna sit?” I asked Sylvie, who was standing right where I had put her, holding her towel loosely and staring at me with an incredibly mischievous smile.

      “Nope.”

      “Why?”

      “Cuz you told me to.”

      In the past we had played around much like this, but it had usually ended in giggle fits, wrestling, and cuddling.  This was going to have an entirely different outcome altogether.

      “You’re being a brat.  Get up here,” I ordered, feeling myself hardening as I stared at Sylvie’s defiant, petulant and completely fucking perfect face.

      “No.”

      “Do it, Sylvie.”

      “Make me, Ryker.”

      The animal inside of me was already back – beastly need surging through my body again, and my cock growing thicker by the second.

      “You want me to?” I asked, raising an eyebrow and grinning like an evil version of the Cheshire Cat.

      Sylvie shrugged, as though she couldn’t care less, and pretended to ignore me.  I stood, went to her, picked her up, and then laid her down on the floor.  She thought she knew what I was doing until I rolled her over and ripped her towel off.  I pulled her hips up swiftly, and immediately slid into her still-wet slit.

      Then it was all pounding.  One hand holding her long hair back so that I could reach the exact position and depth that I wanted, the other giving the occasional playful smack to her flawless ass.  I had always, always made sure that Sylvie climaxed before or right about the same time as me.  I’d never denied her an orgasm.  But this time...  Just as her moans began to rise, I let go of all self-restraint and pumped rapidly until an unbelievably satisfying second explosion shot out of me.  I pulled out promptly and laid beside her on the floor.  She was breathing heavily again, still face down.

      “You told me to make you,” I quipped, laughing slightly and anticipating her “Sylvie-esque” response.

      She gave an eye-roll and then, “You owe me an orgasm, Griffin.”

      I laughed harder.  “That’s not such a bad IOU, ya know.  I think I might even enjoy making it up to you.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You say that a lot.”

      Sylvie smiled then, wicked and naked and sleepy from everything I’d done to her, with her, on her, and in her.  “I know.”

      “Ever mean it?” I knew she didn’t, but it was fun to play.

      “Every single time.”

      “Stay the night with me.”

      “Fine.  But at my place,” she bartered.

      “Why?”

      “Having sex in Ezekiel Curtis’ house is weird,” she admitted, shrugging and letting out a guilty giggle.

      “You didn’t seem to think that two minutes ago,” I pointed out, leaning back against the couch.  All I needed was a break.  And then I would take her again.  And again.  I’d decided the night would be full of sex, and Sylvie would be full of me. For hours.

      “I was distracted,” she reasoned, beginning to laugh with me.

      “Lemme go grab you some clothes,” I said, standing up completely naked and knowing Sylvie was watching me lustfully. “I have a lot more distracting to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was always “the morning after” that freaked me out with Sylvie.  She seemed to have an uncanny ability to sweep away whatever had happened between us without even trying to.

      But she was decently warm.  Rushed, but warm.  She had to get back to her store, which had been closed for five full days in a row, and I had to get back to Bert and finances and blah, blah, blah.

      “I’ll see you tonight, okay?” I told her, sweetly kissing her cheek and putting my arms around her waist.

      “Good,” Sylvie agreed, relieving a large amount of the tension I had built up inside.  She kissed me passionately, smacked my butt, and sent me on my way.

      Bert had already called me eight million times, and I had a feeling I was in for a good ol’ “talking to” when I arrived at the firm.  I was correct.

      “You could have called in, Ryker.  Even a text would have been nice.  You know, there are a lot of guys in this office that I would fire immediately for just not showing up,” Bert rambled, slurping black coffee and having no idea that some of it had landed on his overly-expensive tie.

      “I know, Bert.  I apologize.  You know I love this job.  It was a rough weekend, and I think the... aftershocks... from Vegas just hit me really heavily yesterday.  Just wasn’t a normal day.” I put my head in my hands as I said this, partially because it might evoke some sympathy from Bert, partially because I wasn’t upset in the slightest and I didn’t want him to see that – but mostly because I was exhausted from the sex marathon I had left this morning.

      “I know, Ryker.  You seemed to have a rough time with your girl,” Bert granted me, nodding his head with sympathy.

      You have no idea how rough.  Or how many times.

      “Can ya give me one more chance, Bert?  I’ll take you out for lunch today – on me.  I never did get to hear how your and Vanessa’s trip turned out.”  Charm.  Lay on the charm, then lay it on again.  I didn’t often use what I knew to be one of my “superpowers” for evil.  People liked me – almost always – and though I still didn’t know quite why, I knew what they responded to.  I wasn’t a guy who was in trouble very often – if it all, but I knew the right card to play in certain situations.  I’d play a thousand of them if it meant another day like that with Sylvie.

      “Of course you get another chance, Ryker.  You’re the best of the best in this firm.  Just let me give you a little advice,” Bert said, pausing and twiddling his thumbs in circles.  I waited patiently, feigning interest that I didn’t feel in the slightest.  “You know that saying – everybody does – of ‘what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas’.”  I nodded, and he continued.  “There’s a reason people say that, Ryker.  Vegas always gets out of hand.  Always.  Once you sit your ass on that plane back home, you wipe your brain clean.  Whatever happened with you and Sylvie in Las Vegas doesn’t have to mean a thing in Minneapolis.”

      I swallowed my laughter, still nodding.  “You’re right, Bert.  What happens in Vegas might not even be legal.”

      Bert’s eyebrows shot up. “You kids didn’t get into some type of bad trouble, did you?  Because that’s the kind of thing I need to know, Ryker.  I’ve gotta keep the firm looking nice and clean.  No surprises.”

      I could no longer hold my laughter in.  It busted out of me, echoing off the walls of Bert’s office.  “We didn’t get into any trouble, Bert.  I’m just messin’ with ya.”  He gave me a relieved smile and waved me out.

      I was still laughing when I sat at my desk.  “Whatever happened in Las Vegas doesn’t have to mean a thing in Minneapolis.”  That sure as hell was the damn truth.  It didn’t really mean anything in Vegas either, for that matter.

      But I deeply wished it had.

      When I finally did get Sylvie to the altar again (I refused to give up hope that that was where all of this would lead), it was going to mean everything.
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      It was easy to assume that Sylvie was avoiding me, mostly because I’d been paranoid all day that she would avoid me.  Also, because she tended to avoid me.  The clock went from five, to six, to seven, to nearly eight before she pulled into her driveway at the speed of an elderly sloth.

      I knew it would be wiser to wait and let her get settled in, but I didn’t have the patience to.  If I could do her doggy-style on my living room floor like a rabid animal, then I should – at the very least – be able to step outside and welcome her home from work.

      I went out the back door, knowing that was where she’d be.  She exited her garage and saw me almost immediately.

      “Hey,” I called out amiably.  I didn’t leave the back steps, not wanting to assume anything and more so not wanting to scare her off.

      “Hey,” she returned, smiling.  Time seemed to pause for a moment while we both considered our next move – or if there would even be a next move.

      “Work late?”

      You’re an idiot.  Of course she worked late.  It’s almost dark out.  Dumb.  Dumb ditty dumb dumb dumb.

      “Yeah.  Turns out that disappearing from your own business for five days actually has consequences,” she replied, giggling a little, but still not coming towards me.  I attempted to laugh with her.

      “Who woulda thought?” I said, raising my arms for emphasis.  She was smiling.  She hadn’t run inside of her house and she was smiling.  Those were two very good things.

      “Did Bert come down on you pretty hard?” Sylvie asked, genuinely wanting to know.  She couldn’t stop herself from caring about me if someone paid her ten million dollars to do it.  Or so I liked to think.

      “Nah.  Bert’s a softie.  He was fine just letting it be Vegas’ fault and forgetting about it,” I told her, not mentioning that Bert had, purposely, it seemed, ordered the most expensive steak on the menu when I took him to lunch.  I figured that was his form of punishing me, and I could handle that reprimand just fine.

      “Good,” Sylvie said, nodding.  Another weird frozen moment was happening, and I could barely stand it anymore.

      “You’re still too scared, aren’t you.”  It wasn’t a question.  It was just a statement that flew out of my mouth and into the warm June evening.

      Sylvie didn’t say anything at first.  Her smile dropped and she looked torn.  When she did speak, every word hit me like a fresh hot coal.  “I am. I am scared.  I spent the whole day trying to think of any way I could change that.  I couldn’t think of anything.  I don’t see how anything could ever make me not scared of this, Ryker.  And I think it’s honestly unfair – like you’ve purposely forgotten how traumatic that all was, and you expect me to magically be able to as well.”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything, Sylvie.”

      “Well then, you should completely understand,” she shot at me, perhaps more severely than she meant to.

      I had two choices then.  Run to her, beg her, kiss her, and possibly at least get to spend some time with her.  Maybe even make love to her.  But that see-saw was wearing me down.  The never-ending cycle of having Sylvie let herself love me, and then instantly shy away was a lot to digest.  She knew how I felt.  She knew how she felt.

      I decided to go with my other option.

      “Okay, Syl.  It’s whatever you say.  It’s whatever you want.  I’m gonna try to get some solid sleep, okay?  Have a great night – call me if you need anything.  And lock your doors.”

      Sylvie looked a bit shocked.  Maybe she had fully expected me to come running to her.  Maybe she had wanted me to do that.  And I knew I would again, many times over.  But tonight, I was exhausted in every way that a man could be exhausted.  I just needed rest, and to be fair, Sylvie probably did too.

      I waved and went back into my house.  I checked the locks, turned off the lights, and crawled into bed alone – in the same room Ezekiel Curtis had slept in by himself for all of those years.

      What had he thought about during all of those nights of solitude?  Mamie?  His dead wife?  Had he expected to be this alone right up until the day he died?

      Sylvie’s companionship in his last days had obviously been of great comfort to him.  “I’ll miss the girl...”  That one journal entry alone had fully convinced me that Ezekiel was not the monster he tried to be, and he couldn’t have possibly been satisfied with his lonely existence.

      He needed people.  He needed someone.  Everybody did...  Including Sylvie.

      She needs ME.

      Suddenly, I had an amazing idea.  I sat up in bed, thinking it through and nodding.  I knew that whether I lost my job or not, I wouldn’t be going into work tomorrow.  I was going to be busy.

      I left my room, walking down the hall to the next door and letting it slowly swing open.  It was completely empty except for a small bookshelf that apparently no one had wanted.  I went to it, looking at the completely abandoned paperbacks that all but filled it.  1984.  The Turn of the Screw.  To Kill a Mockingbird.  Les Misérables.  War and Peace.  Great Expectations.

      I was beginning to wish that I had known Ezekiel Curtis much better than I had.  He seemed to be much more than a terrifying, angry hermit that roamed this house in solitude.  He was smart.  He was deep.  He’d somehow won the love of Mamie.

      “Maybe this was his office,” I said quietly, again thinking that I needed a pet – something to talk to that didn’t make me feel so... alone.  I knew for a fact that Sylvie had always talked to Francine in an incredibly hilarious, high-pitched voice.  I highly doubted that had changed much – especially since the Dupree’s had moved away, Ezekiel had died, and Francine was really the only relic left.

      I re-focused my attention on the room.  I liked to think that this had been a special space to Ezekiel – a place where he pondered the world and all of the philosophy that he could get his hands on.

      “This is it.  This is the room,” I spoke again, whispering now for no actual reason.  “This is the room, and it’s going to be perfect.  Absolutely perfect.”
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      “The house right next to hers?  You can’t be serious!  Always with the jokes, Ryker,” Bert exclaimed, shaking his head as he realized he’d been had.

      Except that he hadn’t.

      “It’s not a joke, Bert.  I bought it.  It’s mine.  I move in three weeks from today,” I replied calmly.

      I thought his eyes would fall out of their sockets then – like a Bugs Bunny cartoon from way back when.  He was still shaking his head as he leaned back in his heavily overtaxed luxury office chair and put his feet up on his desk.  I was always secretly waiting for the day that chair gave out.  It would be epically funny, and it couldn’t possibly support all of Bert forever.

      “That seems kind of extreme, Ryker.  You don’t even know if she’s married by now,” Bert pointed out, and I could almost see the mental list of protests that he was about to go through.

      “Her last name hasn’t changed,” I said, shrugging.  Obviously, this was something I had thought about, but all signs pointed to Sylvie still being single.

      “That doesn’t mean squat.  Women these days – they don’t even want your last name.  They don’t need it anymore.  Cuz they’re women.  My second wife acted like the idea of taking my last name was a custom that hadn’t been used since caveman days.  And besides, what if she just doesn’t like you anymore?  What if she flat out says something like ‘ew’ and never talks to you again?” More protests.

      “She won’t say ‘ew’, Bert,” I rebutted confidently, almost laughing.

      But she definitely might say no, and I’m fully prepared to deal with that.

      “You seem mighty sure of yourself for a man who broke off an engagement and hasn’t even talked to his ex for five full years.  Not even on the phone.” Bert opened a can of Pepsi, and leaned back again.  The chair held.

      “I’ll be able to tell, in about two seconds flat, if I still have a chance.  I’m almost certain I do.  And if I don’t...  Whatever.  Nice neighborhood, gorgeous neighbors.  I see no problems.  Fool proof plan.”  I knew my confidence was driving Bert insane.  Bert was on his third wife, and he wasn’t sure if a single one of them had loved him or ever would.

      I, however, had experienced love.  Just once – just with Sylvie.  I didn’t think it was possible for that love to die.  Ever.  She could absolutely hate me, but she would still love me regardless.  It wasn’t something that went away.

      It had never gone away for me.

      “It’s all overrated anyway, Ryker.  Trust me.  Third wife.  Still no peace.  When this one is over, I’m done.  Done.  I know that means I’ll end up dying alone in some crap-ass nursing home that smells like piss...  But it would be better than a fourth wife.  Much better,” Bert’s face was aghast at the idea that another woman could trick him into matrimony.

      “I’m no expert, but what if you just attempted to keep this one?  Vanessa?  She seems nice.  She brings you cookies.  You have someone that brings you cookies at work.  Think that one through,” I said, half-playing, half-serious.

      “I’m not a six-year-old, Ryker.  I can buy my own damn cookies,” Bert snapped back at me.  I was beginning to suspect that he might actually be a larger part of the problem than any of his wives.  But that was none of my business, and I honestly didn’t care very much either.  Bert was a great boss.  That was where my knowledge of him stopped.  It never needed to go further.

      “Well, ya got me there, Bert.  Ya got me there,” I conceded, humoring his mood.  It was funny how he had sat me down to give me a lecture about my life, but was instead completely embroiled in his own.  Bert was a very unhappy man underneath all of that high energy gusto that he blew up our asses every morning.  His beginning of the day pep talks were seeming much more “put on” than I had already thought they were.

      “And you broke it off because you didn’t want kids?  You?  Mr. Little League?  That seems unlikely.  I mean, I can’t stand the little shits – not even my own – but you.  You could be the face of the American dream dad,” Bert mused, now ripping open a Slim Jim.

      “Yeah well, you didn’t know my father.  Kinda did a number on me,” I said, feeling uncomfortable with the conversation for the first time.

      “You think a wife won’t?” Bert cracked, laughing at his own cleverness.  I didn’t find it funny at all.  I didn’t think, that deep down, Bert did either.

      “Sylvie won’t.  All she ever wanted was a family.  I have a feeling she’ll be excellent at it,” I said, again with a confidence that seemed to somehow irk Bert.

      “Maybe she already has a family, Ryker,” Bert offered, seemingly to make himself feel better about my odds of failing.

      “Maybe she does.”

      “You’ve really lost it over this girl, haven’t you?”  Slim Jim number two was already in progress.

      “That’s what you don’t get, Bert.  I haven’t lost it.  I found it.  A long, long time ago.  And I’m going to get it – her – back,” I declared, suddenly realizing how ridiculous it was for me to be sitting here defending true love to my boss.  “I gotta get going anyhow.  I’ve got a lot to do.  Lots to pack.”

      Bert seemed to lift out of whatever funk cloud had come down on him instantly.  “We should get drinks after work.  We could talk more about it then.”

      “Gotta pack, Bert,” I repeated, standing and making my way to his office door.  His face looked like a disappointed child - which made me think there might be more of a six-year-old inside of Bert than either of us knew.  “Next time, for sure.  Promise.”

      He brightened then, and called after me as I was walking away, “I’ve got a Vegas trip coming up next month, Ryker!  Maybe we’ll make it a guys’ trip!”

      I smiled, shaking my head and feeling massively relieved to be out of that office.  I was sure Vanessa wouldn’t be thrilled with her husband’s “guy trip to Vegas” idea.  I really hadn’t ever known just how unhappy Bert was until now.  And it only made me want Sylvie more.
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      I left incredibly early for work the next morning.  I didn’t want to chance seeing Ryker, and not because I didn’t ache to see him.  I’d barely been able to sleep the last night, wanting him so badly that physical pains occasionally racked my body.  Francine had grown very annoyed with my tossing and turning, and at some point, she left the bed completely.

      I’d never seen such a clear divide between my body, my mind, and my heart.  One touch from Ryker and I was physically incapable of pushing him away.  My heart had apparently been his the entire ten years we had known each other – including the last five where we had existed on two completely separate planets.  And I was pretty sure I had always known that, deep down in that quiet place where I had pushed all thoughts of Ryker.  It was my brain – my damn brain – that ceaselessly replayed images of my former heartbreak like a round-the-clock movie marathon.

      And particularly, this last night, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his early childhood.  His father.  His mother.  The abuse.  I wanted to run to that little boy and protect him from all of it.  Ryker hadn’t asked for any of that.  Ryker hadn’t deserved any of that.

      And what mindfuck would I have experienced if my childhood had been similar to his?  If I’d only known my own flesh and blood father as a man who frequently abused my very tiny, meek mother... for years...  What if I had not only witnessed it, but tried my best to shield Aurelie and Elise’s eyes from the same and failed, because there wasn’t a shield big enough for that trauma?

      Ryker had felt like a failure since he was ten – if not earlier.  He’d told me, in one of the very few conversations we ever had about his father, that he’d thought it was his duty to protect Sadie.  He told me that he had dreamed of the day when he would be big enough to stand up to his father and thereby protect his mother as well.  He had also made it abundantly clear that he had failed at this duty, and would never forgive himself for it.

      It all had played into his decision to never have children.  He couldn’t fix things as a child himself – couldn't stop his father nor the monster that lived inside of that man.  And at what age it had occurred to him that his DNA made him a candidate for the same type of atrocities, I didn’t know for sure.  But that idea had cemented itself into his psyche so firmly, that he had literally been incapable of even considering the possibility that perhaps he could be a good father – an amazing father.

      The last five years, he had obviously worked through this.  I was certain that Preston’s appearance into the world somehow was a major factor in Ryker’s new mental clarity.  Ryker had positively beamed at Preston when he held him – and Preston had returned the same.

      I could see the change.  I could see the difference.  I believed him when he said he wanted kids and that he was no longer afraid.  The transformation was clear as day.  And he was back.  He was here.  My Ryker was right next door and dying to be with me again.

      I wanted, more than anything, to believe that his mindset wouldn’t shift again.  I wanted to believe that we could fill a home with children and love and happiness, and it would carry on sweetly until we rested in our graves.

      But in the back of my mind, 21-year-old Sylvie Dupree was breaking – sobbing – wailing.  She couldn’t leave her room.  She couldn’t eat.  She couldn’t drink.  She couldn’t sleep.

      I had the crystal-clear recollection of lying on my bed and wishing I could die.  I remembered how nothing had mattered anymore – because Ryker wasn’t a part of it.  And if nothing mattered, why did I have to keep going?  He was my everything.  There was a piece of him everywhere I looked – in every thought that I had.  I hadn’t been suicidal – I never would have harmed myself.  I had just been dead inside, and living each day without Ryker had sounded like an impossible nightmare that I simply couldn’t bear.  I had wanted to just wash away like an ocean wave – peaceful and done with the shore.  Forever.

      That Sylvie was still very much alive inside of me, and her suffering was still incredibly loud.  I listened to her stories and heard her constant pleas to run away from Ryker as fast as I possibly could; to never let her – to never let myself – go through that type of pain ever again.  Not for Ryker, not for anyone.  This Sylvie was certain that it would kill her, certain that a second chance was a guaranteed death sentence.

      Ryker had lived through a hell I couldn’t begin to understand.  It had shaped his decisions – and it had ended us entirely.  And now the hell that I had lived through as a result of those decisions – losing every single dream that I ever had in one giant blow – was set to end us entirely again.

      It wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t fair that either of us had ever been put into the positions we were.

      “Life is very unkind sometimes, Sylvie.  It is dur et froid.  Harsh.  Cold.  You must find a way to be happy even as you accept this cruelty.  That is why we are all here.  And there are many joys awaiting you yet, mon petit amour,” Mamie had said to me one night, stroking my hair while I cried – for hours – drowning my pillow and listening to her windchime voice.

      I hadn’t known at the time that Mamie had suffered every day as well.  I hadn’t known how deeply in love she had been with Ezekiel, nor that they came so very close to marriage.  The knowledge of the pain she must have felt, even while comforting what was left of her mourning granddaughter, tore me up inside.  Mamie had always comforted all of us.  Who had comforted Mamie?

      The day dragged – stretching itself out like a never-ending walk through a hot dry desert.  The horizon was always within view – but never within reach.  When I closed and locked the doors promptly at five, I still couldn’t bring myself to leave.  Going home meant Ryker.

      Ryker IS my home.

      I had to find it within me to be strong enough for both of us.  I could protect us both if I simply stayed away.  This was substantially harder to do than ever before, considering he now lived right next door.  But I had to do it.  Had to.

      I finally left the store at 8:30.  I’d spent the last few hours sitting in my tiny office, eating a ramen noodle cup, and trying to go blank.  Not thinking was highly preferred to anything else.

      But I couldn’t stay there forever.  Ryker aside, I had Francine waiting for me.  She needed food, water...  I had laundry to do – my Vegas suitcase was still packed full and sitting by the front door.  And despite the complete lack of appetite that I had, my stomach was growling and protesting.  A cup of noodles wasn’t exactly full of sustenance.

      I turned my lights off as I neared my driveway, pulled in slowly, and turned off the engine, attempting to cruise the rest of the way to the garage.  It didn’t work out very well.  The car stopped about ten feet short of what I was aiming for, and I ended up having to restart the engine just to get it the rest of the way.

      I had decided to forego opening the garage door altogether.  It was too loud.  If Ryker hadn’t already heard me arrive, he would most certainly hear that door.  Quietly slipping out of my car and easing the door shut, I tip-toed towards the back gate.

      Screw Ryker.  I could be an assassin.

      This was the last ridiculous thought that I had before I heard his voice.

      “Sylvie!  Sylvie – wait.  Please.”

      My heart throbbed, my stomach tensed, and I knew the only way to avoid Ryker was to take off running for my back door.  He might follow me, but he would never force his way in.  If the door was locked, Ryker would accept it.

      I looked at the door, and then to where Ryker stood on his back steps.

      Safety or love.  You can’t have both.

      “Sylvie.  Please,” he repeated.  He was calm – patient.  And he was Ryker.  His voice carried through my body, making the electric butterflies take flight.  The internal frenzy made me instantly dizzy – dizzy and weak.

      “What?” I finally responded, still eyeing my back door like a hostage.

      You should go.  You should go now.

      “I’m not trying to keep you up.  I know it’s late.  I’m not trying to do anything, okay?  I won’t touch you.  I promise.  I just want to show you something,” Ryker spoke carefully, and I heard the plea in his voice.

      Last chance, Sylvie.  Run.  Now.

      “Please, Sylvie?”

      That warm purr had hypnotized me years ago, and I was certain that I had remained entranced ever since.  I sighed, gave my escape door one last glance, and turned to go to Ryker.

      “Show me.  Show me and then I’m going home, okay?  My bed.  By myself,” I stated firmly, the threat sounding pitiful even to my own ears.

      “Okay.  Yeah.  That.  Promise,” Ryker agreed, nodding profusely and looking oddly nervous.  Ryker never looked nervous.  Not ever.

      But he was right now.

      I followed him carefully up the back steps and into his home.  It was finally starting to seem possible that this was Ryker’s house, and not Old Man Curtis’ anymore.

      Ryker was in jeans and a simple white t-shirt – his usual “not trying to be hot but so hot he can’t help it” outfit of choice.  But he was sweaty, and his shirt was covered in streaks of something that I didn’t recognize.

      “It’s upstairs,” he told me over his shoulder, not stopping or turning around.

      “Upstairs?  Is this the night that I go up those stairs and am never heard from again?” I asked, warily putting a foot on the first ancient wooden stairstep.

      Ryker laughed at that, sounding instantly more like himself.  “If there was a way to make that happen without my ass ending up in prison, you could count on it.”

      I rolled my eyes, relaxing slightly.  I could handle this.  I could handle ten minutes in Ryker’s house looking at whatever the hell he wanted me to see.  It was probably another random treasure of Ezekiel’s that he had found in the attic or something.

      You can do this.  See it and go.  That’s all you have to do.

      Ryker led me down the upstairs hallway.  We passed Ezekiel’s old bedroom, which I now assumed was Ryker’s, and he stopped at the door to what Ezekiel had called his “reading room”.

      In the end, Ezekiel had barely been able to climb the stairs, but stubbornly insisted that he could.  When I had suggested a lift – the kind that he could sit on and safely be transported to the second floor, he had scoffed.  “I’d rather die climbing the stairs.”

      The memory made me smile, and then a wave of sadness hit me.  I did miss that “old bag of bones”.  I missed him a lot.

      But I didn’t have much time to wallow in that. Ryker was smiling now, his hand on the doorknob as he patiently waited for me to catch up.  “This is something I...  I just thought you should see it,” he said quietly – almost shyly.

      Ryker Griffin has never been shy a day in his life.

      His uncharacteristic behavior had me off-kilter before I even entered the room, but when I did step into it, I nearly fell to my knees with emotion.

      The room had been entirely redone.  The dingy dark walls were now a cool, light gray.  The faded, old oriental rug that had partially covered an incredibly worn floor had been replaced with a fresh, silky white throw – and the floors themselves looked to have been buffered and shined.  Bright white curtains framed the long window – which had always been covered in heavy maroon drapery before.

      All of that was beautiful, but it wasn’t the main shock.

      A crib, a changing table, a rocking chair, and a chest of drawers – all in a light, happy pine – spoke the delicate, sweet purpose of this room with no sound at all.  Fuzzy gray elephants hung from a mobile that hung over the pristinely decorated baby bed.  And a wooden sign in playful italic letters hung on the wall, reading “Little Baby Griffin”.

      I couldn’t speak, and I most certainly couldn’t look at Ryker.  I felt like I’d left reality and entered a world where all of my happiest dreams came true – where we had never broken up at all.  It was everything I wanted – right here in this room – and a sob finally broke loose from my chest.

      “Why would you do this to me?” I choked out, crying profusely and loving Ryker more than ever while also hating him – hating him – for showing me this.

      “To you?  I did it for you, Sylvie.  I did it for us.  I did it for the family we’re going to have,” he answered softly, standing close beside me.

      I nodded, knowing that was the answer before I’d even asked the question.  “Did you make all of this?” I asked, my voice pathetic and broken.

      “Yes.”

      I turned to Ryker then, looking him full in the face for the first time that evening.  His eyes were warmer, darker, shining with those little gold flecks amongst the deep brown – and his face...  His face was a beautiful mixture of desire and anguish and determination.

      “And you thought that this would make all of my fears disappear?” I asked him directly, tears still drifting aimlessly down my cheeks.

      “No, Sylvie.  Nothing can do that.  But I hoped you could see... physically see... that our dream is the same.  It’s not just a happy idea.  It’s reality.  It’s our reality.  And it can happen.  It’s already happening...” Ryker’s voice cracked on the last word, and I saw tears glistening in his eyes.  He looked exhausted – but also happy and hopeful in a way that I hadn’t seen since we were young.

      Before.

      He put a hand to my cheek, his eyes absolutely begging me to see – to see the world we always wanted that was right there in front of us.  Around us.  Engulfing us.

      “It’s beautiful, Ryker.  It’s absolutely beautiful,” I said, pulling away from him and taking a step backwards.

      “No.  Sylvie – no.  That fear you’re feeling right now is a liar.  Everyone is scared of love.  Everyone.  You can’t have it without risking the pain.  You can’t.  And if you’re not scared at all – people who aren’t scared of love probably don’t really have it to begin with.  Do you get that?  You are incredibly scared because we have an incredible love, Sylvie.  We’re some of the very few lucky ones.  There are so many people who wish they had what we have!” Ryker spoke intensely, moving closer to me anytime I knowingly, or unknowingly, took another step backwards.

      “You gave up what we had, Ryker,” I whispered, truly believing what he was saying and simultaneously feeling my fear grow with his words.

      “I did.  I can’t take that back.  But I never, ever – not for one second – stopped loving you.  I have wanted to be with you every second of every day the entire time we were apart.  I wanted to protect you, Sylvie.  I know you understand that!  I wanted to protect you from my father!  And it was so fucking stupid – because he was never here.  He’s a fucking boogeyman that scared me as a kid.  I’m not a kid anymore.  I’m a man.  And he was never here.  You’re here.  I’m here!  Our babies are going to be here.  And it’s going to be scary as hell – because it’s a fucking beautiful thing to have this!  And we have it!  We have it!  Look me in the eye and tell me that we don’t!” His hands pulled my face upwards as he demanded this.

      Stunning.  Ryker’s face was a portrait of passion and strength.  He meant every word he said.  Every single word.  And I knew – I knew he could never do what his father had done.  I had never believed he was capable of that – not for a second.  I was only scared that he was capable of doing what Ryker had done – again.

      “You’ll leave.  You’ll change your mind,” I managed, trying to look away from him and his gentle, strong hands not allowing it.

      “Fear.  Lies,” he whispered, putting his forehead against mine.

      I wanted this so badly.  He was right.  It was fucking beautiful.  The idea that we could actually have the life we had wanted – the life that so many wanted and could never find – it was everything.  This was everything.  We were everything.

      “She didn’t want to chain herself to a tragedy...”

      Ezekiel’s voice and the image of Mamie lying in that bed dying.  The things that could have been.  The blatant, merciless truth that time ran out for us all.  Everybody left eventually, one way or another.

      “She was scared of having to say goodbye, girl.”

      In a different world, Ezekiel could have been sitting at her bedside, holding her hand, and reminiscing over the years and years of love and happiness that they had experienced together.  Instead, in the end, he could only sit there, keeping his promise to her and imagining all of the rest.

      “I wish I’d been happy.  I wish I’d married Madeline.”

      I wanted to rewind the clock for them.  Let them try again.  Let them love each other.

      But that was over.  This was our clock now – our time – our love.  And I held it all in the palm of my hands while Ryker stood there, waiting for me to give us the same second chance that Mamie and Ezekiel had deserved.  We still had time.  We still had our dreams.  We still had a chance at making them all come true.

      The beauty and weight of the moment came crashing down on me, overwhelming all of my senses.  I couldn’t see.  I couldn’t think.

      So I ran.  Down the stairs and out of that house – I ran.
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      “Daddy, I don’t wanna talk about it right now,” I said quietly, swaying back and forth on the porch swing and not knowing what time it was, what day it was.  Not even slightly caring to know.

      He waited for the swing to come forward, and plopped clumsily down beside me, momentarily interrupting the soothing rhythm.  “I know you don’t, Sweetie.  I know you don’t.”  His voice was warm – as always – and comforting.  But he sounded thoroughly worn, as though he had aged quickly in these past few weeks.  If there had been any way for me to even start to fake that I was okay, I would have.  For his sake.  Mom’s sake.  Aurelie and Elise.

      Mamie never would buy it no matter how well I pulled it off.  I didn’t realize then that this was because she knew the exact pain that I was experiencing.  She wouldn’t for a second have thought I was better, or okay, or “happy”.  Not yet.

      “Maybe you don’t have to talk, and I can just talk to you?” Dad suggested, not looking at me – letting me decide.

      “Okay.”  I pulled my feet up underneath me and put my chin on my knees.  Dad kept the swing moving with the occasional scuff of his foot against the porch floorboards.

      “I thought maybe I could give you a little... insight.  Insight that the rest of this house can’t really give,” he began, his words calm and even.  “I know a thing or two about being a young man.  I was one, you know.  And regardless of what it seems like to you and your sisters, it doesn’t seem so very long ago either.  It’s all flying by, but it’s all still right here,” he spoke, pointing to his head.  Tears were already building in my eyes.  I had no idea what he was talking about.  I only knew that every time someone tried to talk to me, I started crying all over again, and thus I had tried to avoid everyone at all costs.

      “Daddy...” I began, wanting to tell him to stop talking.  Stop talking and go away.  Please.  But I wasn’t able to get out the rest of the sentence, and he kept on going.

      “Ryker doesn’t know yet, Syl.  He doesn’t know all of the things that are in his heart.  He knows he loves you.  He knows he doesn’t want to be like his father.  But there’s a lot more that he will come to understand, in time,” Dad paused, putting a hand on my shoulder and making me cry harder.  “He’s gonna figure it out.  He’s a good kid.  A smart kid.  He’s a kid that cares.  Those are qualities that it can be incredibly hard to find in one person – especially a young man.  But Ryker is special, and he is going to figure it out.  I promise you that.”

      “When?” I whispered, not even attempting to stop the flow of emotion that never ceased to fall from my eyes these days.

      “No one can know when, Sweetie.  No one can predict that exactly.  But I assure you, it will happen.  He’ll see.  He’ll change,” my father continued.  He sighed deeply then, again sounding much older than he was – much more tired.  “But what I’m going to tell you next is the hardest part to swallow.”

      It didn’t seem like there could be anything worse than what I was already being forced to deal with, so I wasn’t particularly worried about what he would say next.  But I should have been, because it was a truth that somehow twisted the knife just a little bit deeper and made the day just a little bit darker.

      “When he figures this out – once he really knows himself...  Well.  It could take a lot of time, Syl.  And... you might have already moved on at that point,” Dad spoke slowly, as though I wouldn’t understand it any other way.

      “I’m never gonna move on, Daddy,” I declared, my tears stopping suddenly as I looked him straight in the eye. “Never,” I repeated fiercely.

      Another deep sigh, and then he told me the rest of what he had to say.  It was far, far worse than the first part.  “Sylvie...  Maybe you won’t.  Maybe you won’t get over him.  But you have to face the fact that somewhere along the way, while Ryker figures out who he really is and what he really wants...  Well.  He might meet someone.  And he might be the one who moves on.”

      “Why would you say that to me?!” I demanded, jumping to my feet and preparing to go inside.

      “Sylvie Marie, I’m saying it to you because it’s the truth.  I can guarantee you that Ryker won’t always feel the way he does now about kids.  His heart’s too big to never figure that out.  But by the time he does, it will more than likely be too late for the two of you.  You need to know that, accept that, and try to move past this – even if it’s at a slow crawl.  We’re all here for you.  We’ll all do what we can to help you.  You’re loved beyond measure in this house, and I hope you know that.  You aren’t alone.  Not in this.  Not in anything.  We’ll help you get through this – get past it.  I promise you.”

      I wanted to scream at him, and not because he wasn’t right.  I wanted to scream at him because I knew he was right.  The odds of Ryker and I ever having our happy ending were nearly non-existent.  So instead of screaming, I burst into tears, again, and my father held me in his arms.  He didn’t say anything more, and neither did I.  It was over.  It was done.

      There was nothing left to say.
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      Sylvie had fled my house so quickly that I barely had a chance to realize it was happening before she was out the front door and gone.  Completely gone.

      My heart sank in my chest, and I cried – really cried – for the first time in a very long time.  This had been my last move.  My last chance.  I had known it – felt it – the entire day as I worked on the nursery.  I’d begun at dawn and finished only a half hour or so before Sylvie pulled into her driveway, attempting to be incognito once again (and failing horribly, once again).

      This had been it.  I didn’t know what to do now.

      Of course you know what to do now.  You’re going to live out your years in this house – alone and miserable – watching Sylvie move on with her life.  Accept it.  It’s happening.  And the nursery?  That’s gonna be empty forever, and you need to accept that too.

      I had sat on the floor without even realizing it.  The rug was silky soft – perfect for a little one learning to crawl.

      “I made sure it wouldn’t hurt his knees,” I said out loud, hating the sound of my own voice.

      Everyone had doubted this venture, but up until this very moment – I hadn’t doubted it once.  That had changed the second Sylvie walked away from this room.

      It had been everything that she wanted – absolutely everything.  I knew that, and so did she.  But the fear – the fear would be the winner in this face-off.  I would never be happy without Sylvie, and even now, rejected and dejected, I still believed that Sylvie would never be completely happy without me either.

      But unlike me, Sylvie would move on, eventually.  The pain would dull again, to the point where she could convince herself that she deserved a family with someone – anyone.  She’d date for a while, meticulously picking out the right partner for the life she envisioned.  Most of those guys would vanish out of her life just as quickly as they had appeared.  Sylvie was incredibly picky.  She wouldn’t marry just anyone – not just “some nice guy”.  He’d have to meet a lot of other standards, and whoever finally won her over would definitely be a decent man.

      But he could never be me.

      More than ever, I determined to stay put right in this old yellow house, embracing the miserable person that age and loneliness would turn me into, and watching Sylvie’s life unfold like a proper chapter book.

      Maybe someday I’d be yelling at Sylvie’s kids to get out of my goddamn yard.  Maybe I would see their sweet, perfect little faces in passing nearly every day.  Maybe each time I saw them I would turn just a little colder inside, a little hollower, until there wasn’t much left of me besides my human shell.

      I would hate her husband.  Hate him.  I hated him already.  I hated him for claiming what wasn’t his – Sylvie's heart.  I hated him for giving her the life she deep down only wanted with me.  This man would be a thief, an imposter – and probably one of the nicest people that I ever met.  If I met him at all.  Maybe I’d just growl at him, Ezekiel-style, any time our paths crossed.  Maybe he would put two and two together and realize that I was in love with his wife and always had been.  I hoped he would, and I hoped it would anger the hell out of him.  I hoped it would make him scared – scared to lose the precious thing that he had stolen.

      I hoped he would eventually realize that she was also in love with me, and he could never change that.  Time could never change that.  Love didn’t change.  You could gag it and throw it in a closet for the rest of your life, but it would be there – silently screaming – the whole entire time.

      It was the proverbial skeleton in the closet that people spoke of, and I was beginning to understand what people meant when they said that.  The skeletons weren’t the bad things that you had done.  The skeletons were the beautiful things that you didn’t do.  Those were what would haunt a person in the end.  Those were the things that Ezekiel must have thought about every night when he crawled into his bed, alone for another day and mostly just waiting to die.

      Ezekiel had written that he had “been waiting to feel it for at least fifty years”.  That was how long he had pondered and welcomed death.  It had seemed a little dramatic when I read it that first night here.  But he wasn’t being dramatic.  He was stating the truth – plain and simple.  He was writing the story of his whole life as it had happened after his wife died.  And he didn’t even need two pages to fit it all in.

      Empty.

      Ezekiel had written on the last page for a reason. He left all of those other bright white pages between his wife’s death and his last entry blank, because all of those years had been worthless to him.  Maybe, if he had married Mamie after all, there would have been several more entries – maybe even several more journals.  But he hadn’t, and there wasn’t.  Just blank pages.

      Life didn’t mean anything if you weren’t with the person you loved.  It went on, sure.  Nothing stopped that.  There would always be the next season, and the next, until there was simply blackness.  Ezekiel had been waiting for death – looking forward to it, because all of the seasons were the same to him.

      I wished that I had gotten to know the old man.  I wished I’d been kinder to him as a child, instead of screaming “It’s Old Man Curtis!  Run!” and laughing like a maniac while my friends and I pedaled away on our ten-speeds.  Ezekiel hadn’t been scary at all.  He had just been incredibly sad for a very, very long time.

      Someone should have hugged the guy.  I bet Sylvie did a lot, towards the end.  She loved Ezekiel.  And he adored her.

      How could you not adore a girl like Sylvie?  Her heart was soft – soft and open, her intelligence was unquestionable...  and she understood people before she had any reason to even want to.  She had had a soft spot for Ezekiel even when we were teens.  “I don’t think he’s really that mean, Ryker.  I think he’s sad.  Being mean is easier than being sad.”  She had told me this sometime after high school graduation, when Ezekiel got pissed with the amount of noise coming from her graduation party on the other side of the fence.  He had literally turned his hose on “to water the plants” and “accidentally” sprayed a little high – for quite a while.  Even as she was completely soaked and her party somewhat ruined, Sylvie had looked melancholy and said, “We should have invited him.  Why didn’t we invite him?”

      Sylvie was special.  She was so special that not even Ezekiel had been able to keep her from befriending him.  And maybe it was a sad sort of friendship – bonding over shared loss – but it was real.  Sylvie was incapable of being ingenuine.

      That was why I believed her when she left this time.  Our whole lives – every last one of our dreams – had been laid out before her.  She could see them.  We had both stood there in this nursery with our love teetering over the edge of an abyss.  Sylvie held the final word in her hands – choosing to start the ultimate beginning, or lock the door on the actual ending.

      Nothing was teetering anymore.  Sylvie had shoved our love over the edge and walked away.

      I put a hand out and grabbed one of the crib rails.  I’d made the crib a year or so ago, telling myself it was something to sell and a good test of my skills and progress.  But I hadn’t actually believed that for a minute.  I had diligently crafted this crib, taking painstaking measures to smooth out all of the edges – any possible flaw.  And the furniture that followed... the changing table, the rocking chair, the chest of drawers – I hadn’t made them all from the same pine on accident or because it was what I had in my possession at the time.

      I’d made each and every single one of these pieces with the solid intention of my infant someday using them – the infant that I would make with Sylvie.

      I didn’t want kids with anyone else.  The thought made me ill.  Sylvie would need them to cover the hole in her heart where I was supposed to be.  Children would fulfill her in a way that kept her going, kept her busy, dulled the pain and the regret.

      I would remain alone.  Always.  By choice.  And whichever of us went first, at the end of this life, the other would die inside accordingly.  When Sylvie was gone, I would be gone – if not in body, in every other way.  And it would be the same for her, were I to die first.  I was sure of this, if nothing else.

      I miserably made my way downstairs, unable to even glance at my bedroom.  Ezekiel’s bedroom.  The bedroom of never-ending solitude and misery.  I would have to choose a different room.  I would have to shut that door, lock it, and pretend it wasn’t there – because I couldn’t sleep inside those four walls ever again.

      And maybe I would do the same with the nursery.  I would leave it neat and perfect and untouched – just like our dreams.  I’d lock that door as well, and never look at that room again.  Or maybe I would take one last look – when I was an old, feeble man, and knew death was coming for me shortly the way that Ezekiel had.  Maybe when I was dying.  Maybe then I’d stare at the empty crib and ancient elephant mobile that had never played Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star because there had never been a need for it.  I would at least be able to remember a time when I was young and full of hope and blowing up with love for Sylvie Dupree.  I’d be able to remember that I hadn’t always been worthless and alone and dead inside.

      The kitchen was silent, as was everything.  I filled a glass of water at the faucet only to find out that I couldn’t swallow even a sip.  It simply wouldn’t go down, and I realized I really didn’t fucking care if my throat went as dry as the Sahara.  Nothing fucking mattered anymore.  Sylvie had made her final choice, and she let us go.

      Anger ran through my veins then and I threw the cup at the wall, watching it smash into a million tiny shards that sparkled like diamonds on the kitchen floor.  It fascinated me – put me into a trance – and I absently grabbed another glass and threw it even harder at the same wall.  Beautiful, crystal rain flew everywhere – creating a magical downpour.

      But it was the kind of beauty you couldn’t touch.  If you tried, you’d cut your hands to shit.  You could only watch this.  This is how it would be for me, watching Sylvie’s life play out like a Hallmark Channel movie from my dark, curtained windows.

      You can look but you can't touch.  And besides, someone else would be touching her anyway.

      “No.”  I was so lost in the moment that I didn’t at first realize that I was the one who had spoken.  But then I said it again – louder.  “NO.”

      None of the horrible things I was imagining had happened yet.  Sylvie had left my house maybe five minutes ago – even though it seemed like an eternity had passed already.  Only five minutes ago.

      “NO!” I shouted now, my voice echoing off of the walls and only infuriating me more with its despondent, forlorn sound.  I left the kitchen – carefully avoiding what was going to be one bitch of a mess to clean up later.

      So she had walked away.  It wasn’t the first time.  And perhaps the feeling of finality that had come when she was gone was not the actual ending itself, but my last warning bell.

      She will really leave this if you let her.  If you let her.  Why are you letting her?

      Sylvie Dupree was still “right over there”.  She wasn’t married.  She loved me unquestionably.  This wasn’t how it was going to end.

      The rest of the world went quiet then, becoming just a faint hollow ringing in my ears.  I yanked some shoes on and took off running, throwing my front door open and not bothering to close it.  I had just hit a dead sprint – bee-lining straight for Sylvie’s front door, when I collided with something hard and flew backwards.  I thought for a split second that I might pass out – lights were flashing and the world was blurry... but I regained focus, a hand to my aching head, and realized that I hadn't run in to something.  I had run into someone, and that someone was Sylvie.

      She had sprawled out backwards in much the same way that I had.  My bent stance for sprinting had created the perfect collision of our foreheads, and I was worried that I might have actually knocked her out.

      But then she began to moan, holding her forehead the same as me, and I crawled over to her like a wounded soldier coming back for his fellow dying comrade.

      “Are you trying to kill me, Griffin?” She muttered, still laying on the sidewalk and still holding her head.

      “No.  I didn’t see you,” I answered, feeling like a fucking mass murderer.

      “Yeah.  I noticed.”

      “Let me look at that lump,” I commanded weakly, putting a hand to her forehead and sliding it lightly across.  There was definitely the beginning of what would probably be a pretty groovy bruise forming on her forehead.  I didn’t need to check my own forehead for damage – I knew it was most definitely there.

      “Please, doctor, tell me I’m going to die,” she groaned, attempting to sit up and falling back down.

      “Hey.  I’m supposed to be the funny one,” I rebuked, laying down beside her.  Half of my body was in the grass and the other half was on the sidewalk.  A passerby would have assumed that there were most definitely two dead bodies in front of the Curtis house, lit only by the dim glow of the streetlight.

      “You’re the stupid one that runs into women in the dark and gives them concussions.” She laughed after she said this, and I was beginning to worry that she really might have an actual concussion.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, turning my head to look at her and feeling the pain increase as I did so.

      “I’m fine,” Sylvie assured me wanly.  “I lay on sidewalks all the time.  It’s my favorite.”

      She laughed again and I almost did too, but the seriousness of the evening hadn’t been lost on me quite yet. “Why were you out here?”

      “Why were you out here?” She fired back.

      “I was coming to tell you that you can’t walk away from this,” I said blankly, noticing that the stars were incredibly bright in the cloudless night sky.  They were beautiful – I could frame them with my fingers... yet so impossibly far away.

      Unreachable.

      “I was coming to tell you that I can’t walk away from this,” Sylvie responded calmly, also fixated on the sky.

      My heart skipped a beat, and then seemed to stop beating altogether.

      Is she kidding?  Is she delirious from the head knock?

      “Ha.  Funny.  Why were you really out here?” I asked, tensing from head to toe while I awaited her answer.

      Her head swiveled to me, and she smiled – bigger this time.  “I just told you, Griffin.”  There was a twinkle in her eyes, and immediately I was hearing the gently turning elephant mobile singing out its nursery rhyme.

      “You’re serious?” I tried to swallow and couldn’t.

      “Yep.” Another smile.

      “You want to do this?”

      “Yeah.  I mean, when I can stand up again without falling over.  Yeah, Ryker,” her hand grabbed mine.  “I want to do this.”

      “You’re not scared anymore?” I wasn’t used to being the one coming up with excuses.

      “I’m always going to be scared, Ryker.  Always.  I’d just rather be scared and live the life I want... with you... than be scared and end up living some other life...  without you...” Sylvie sat up slightly, propping herself on an elbow and looking down at me sweetly. “I ran out of your house and straight into mine.  And I stood there, looking around and crying like an idiot.  That house is empty.  It’s full of things but it’s empty – and it always will be.  Cuz you’re not in it.”

      Sylvie leaned all of the way down, her hair falling over my face and then surrounding us like a canopy.  She began to kiss me – tender at first and then more and more passionately.  I pulled her onto me, completely lost in that kiss.  It was the first kiss of our new life together.

      Lights were popping on up and down the street, alerting us to the fact that we may have made more noise than we realized.  “You wanna come in?  I’m not sure laying out here like this is legal.  Kind of a gray area...”

      “Getting married in Las Vegas was a gray area, and you didn’t seem to mind that at all,” Sylvie retorted, grinning profusely.  I stood, pulling Sylvie gently up with me.

      “Hey.  You’re not supposed to talk about Vegas.  It’s a rule or something,” I mumbled, locking my hand with hers and slowly leading the way up the porch steps.

      “So I’ve heard.  I don’t really feel like talking very much right now anyway,” Sylvie admitted.

      I halted, concerned immediately.  “Do you feel okay?  If you need to go to the doctor for real, we can–”

      “Ryker, I’m fine.  I’m convinced your head is made of effing granite, but I’m fine.  I meant...  I feel like doing something else.  Something that doesn’t involve a lot of talking...” she hinted, gazing up at me with the eyes that had mesmerized me for a decade.  “How about you show me the kitchen?”

      “Oh.”  I didn’t have to be asked twice.  I lifted Sylvie up by her hips, and she straddled me tightly.  Then I carried my wife into our home.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      “Jesus, Ryker.  I never knew your balls were so small.  Go ask her out!  What the hell!?  Since when have you been nervous around girls?” Will heckled me, punching my arm and leaning against his locker, waiting for the show.

      “Sylvie isn’t like other girls, I don’t think,” I responded, not even feeling the punch.  I was staring at a slim teenage girl, across the hall and down a few lockers.  She was putting books away, and pulling out different ones for her next class, and her long dark hair kept swishing around her shoulders as she moved.

      “How would you even know?  You’ve never talked to her a day in your life,” Will continued the razzing.

      “I’ve been observing her,” I said defensively.

      “Probably don’t lead with that.  It makes you sound creepy as hell,” Will got in another jab.  He was on a roll today.

      “Your face is creepy as hell.  Shut up.  What do you think I should say first?” I could hear my heartbeat in my head.  My hands were clammy, and I thought I might have to run to the bathroom first to vomit.  Maybe it was better to just get that over with.

      “Most people start with ‘hello’, moron.  That’s a safe bet.  You do realize that girl is a junior right?”

      “Yeah.  So?”

      “Cradle robber.”

      “You dated a freshman last month for two weeks, Will,” I retorted.

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t a cradle robber, too,” Will replied, shrugging and having a great time watching me sweat it out.  “You know, if you don’t go over there soon, the bell is gonna ring, and I guarantee you that good girl gets her butt to class fast.”

      “Don’t talk about her butt,” I spat, punching Will’s arm.  We were even now.

      “Oh my God.  You know what I meant.  Jesus.  You’ve got it bad.  You’ve got it bad for a chick who has no idea that you’re even alive.  It’s possible she won’t like you at all,” Will warned, seeming to be rather cheerful about this prospect.

      “Everybody likes me.”

      “I know.  It’s really fucking annoying.”

      “Stop swearing,” I snapped.

      “Ryker, she can’t hear us.  Watch.  Sylvie!  Hey Sylvie!” Will called out over the din of the hallway.

      Sylvie whipped her head around, trying to find the person who had just called out her name.

      “She totally heard you, dumbass!” I wanted to murder Will in that moment.

      “I know,” he agreed, giving me a giant shove across the hallway.

      I instantly knew there was no going back from this.  I caught myself before I crashed into the lockers, shot Will a glare, and then decided it was time.  Now or never.  I’d been noticing this girl all year long.  Now it was springtime, and if I didn’t ask her out soon, it’d be summer.  School would be out, and who knew when I would see her again.  I was graduating this year.

      I cleared my throat, and took a few tentative steps towards Sylvie Dupree.

      “Sylvie?” My voice came out squeaky, and I could hear Will bust up laughing in the background; but all of that went away when she turned towards me with a shy little smile on her freaking gorgeous face.

      “Me?” She pointed at herself, raising her eyebrows.

      “Yeah.  You.  I mean.  Hi.  I’m Ryker.  I don’t think we’ve ever had a class together or anything so you probably didn’t know I existed until now, but –”

      “I knew,” she blurted, then immediately blushed a deep cherry red.

      I felt my body relax slightly.  “You did?”

      “I mean... you know.  Everybody knows everybody here.  Kinda,” she stammered, transforming into the cutest, bashful living creature that could possibly have ever existed in the entirety of history.

      “Right,” I agreed, nodding and trying to ease her embarrassment.  At least she hadn’t started this conversation by ramrodding across the hall like a clumsy idiot.  I wasn’t actually sure if she had seen that entrance or not, but I prayed not.

      “So...  I have to get to class,” she said, still smiling and pointing backwards over her shoulder.

      “Right,” I agreed, feeling myself freeze up inside and very nearly walking away.  “But hey, real quick, can I ask you something?”

      Her eyebrows shot up again and her blush deepened.  “Sure.”

      “You wanna go out sometime?  With me?  Maybe like a movie or something – I dunno, whatever you want.  Bowling?  Rock-climbing?  Shuffleboard?  I’ve got a great hook-up down at the senior citizen center...”

      She laughed then, and it was my new favorite sound from that second on.

      “I like movies,” Sylvie said, still giggling a little.

      “What about popcorn?  Cuz you can’t watch a movie without popcorn.  It’s illegal.  It’s a little-known fact, but it’s true,” I told her in my best “serious adult” voice.  She laughed again, and my stomach clenched.

      That sound...  Oh my God, that sound...

      “I guess I’m lucky then, cuz I love popcorn,” she replied, shutting her locker and preparing to walk away.  The final bell had just gone off.

      “I think the popcorn’s the lucky one,” I said – meaning to joke and complement her at the same time, but having no intention of saying the moronic words that fell out of my face.

      She giggled some more, cocking her head to the side and observing me with the biggest brown eyes I’d ever seen.  “Meet me here after class.  I’ll give you my number.”  Sylvie looked surprised at her own words then.  I had a gut instinct that she had never said them before.

      “Sounds rad,” I agreed, nodding like a bobble-head.

      “Right.  Okay.  Bye.”  She ducked her head down slightly with the smile still on her lips, and took off swiftly down the hall – long dark hair now swishing in time with her perfect hips.

      I didn’t even notice that Will had crossed the hall until he clapped me on the back.  “Well, Ryke, that was possibly the saddest thing I have ever witnessed in my entire life.  Rad?  Seriously?  Is this the 80’s?  I have never heard you use that word before even one single time.”  He was speaking through his heavy laughter, starting to double over.

      “I don’t think I ever have said that word before,” I replied listlessly, still watching Sylvie until she was a tiny form that took a corner and disappeared from my view altogether.

      “Popcorn is a law?” Will couldn’t help himself.

      “Shut up.  I’m gonna marry that girl.  You just wait and see,” I declared with a confidence that only a 17-year-old boy could possibly possess.

      Will guffawed.  “Not if you keep saying stupid shit like that!”

      I turned to him, finally smiling a little as I realized how humorous the scene must have been for Will.  “You just wait.  Wait until you meet your wife for the first time.”

      Will let out a cry of disgust. “I’m never getting married, my man.  Gonna be a free agent forever.”

      “That’s what you say, and you can think that all you want.  But I really hope I’m there to laugh at you when you do meet her.  You’ll say way stupider shit than I did,” I told him, both of us walking down the hall.

      As it turned out, I was there when Will met Gina; and he did manage to say some of the most ridiculous shit that ever left his mouth in his entire lifetime.

      It was an incredibly rewarding moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Whoever had invented Halloween obviously didn’t have four kids under the age of eight.  The chaos that sounded throughout the house was a mixture of excitement and disaster, and possibly the reason that Advil existed.

      “Moooommy!  Ayden broke my tiger tail!” Came Anna’s wail from upstairs.  Ryker was supposed to be handling things up there – getting the littlest ones ready while I prepared the older two.

      Zeke stepped out of the bathroom, his Thor helmet sitting crooked on his 5-year-old head.  “Why can’t I really be a superhero?  It’s not fair.” His downtrodden little face was staring up at me pitifully.

      “Life’s not fair, Zeke!” Maddie chimed in, sharing the great knowledge that seven years of life had given her.  Zeke looked like he was two seconds away from crying, and we definitely didn’t have time for a breakdown if we were going to make the parade.

      “Hey.  I think you’re a superhero, bud.  You’re the best superhero ever,” I told him, straightening his helmet and kissing his little cheek.

      “I thought I was the best superhero ever!” Ryker’s voice boomed off the walls.  He was coming down the stairs with a child swinging under each arm.

      I rolled my eyes.  “That’s right.  I forgot.  That’s where you get your superpowers from.  Daddy,” I said to Zeke.  Ryker nodded his head as if this was a historic fact.

      “Daddy has superpowers?” Anna’s tiny voice – which had thankfully dropped back down to its normal capacity once she realized her tiger tail was not broken – asked with obvious great interest.

      “Well...  He did save Mommy once.  Busted right through the front door and took down a bad guy,” I shared as dramatically as possible.

      “Did you hurt yourself, Daddy?” Maddie asked.

      “Um.  The door wasn’t actually locked, so no.  Not really, Mads,” Ryker admitted to his daughter, which was probably a painful thing to do.

      Maddie did look rather disappointed then.  She turned to me, raising an eyebrow skeptically.  “Do you have any superpowers?”

      My brain stalled, and I gave Ryker a look that said, “Help me!”

      Not missing a beat, Ryker bent down and looked solemnly at all of his children in turn.  “Well, Mommy thought she had superpowers once.  She thought she was a bird.  She tried to fly into my window.”  The kids were all laughing then – even Ayden, who was only two.

      “Did you get hurt, Mommy?” Maddie asked in suspense, and four little faces turned to me.

      “Of course not!” I said this at the exact same time that Ryker belted out “You better believe she did!”  He was laughing incredibly hard now, and the kids joined in with him, although they didn’t seem to have any clue exactly what the funny part was.

      “I’m glad you’re just regular Mommy and Daddy,” Anna piped up, wrapping herself around Ryker’s leg like a baby koala.

      “Me too, Sweetie,” I said, giving her a huge smile and thinking that I didn’t deserve all of this.  I had wanted it, yes, but I didn’t deserve it.  My children were perfect.  Ryker was a stellar father.  Ever since the night I had decided I couldn’t live without him, life had rolled out like a smooth red carpet for the both of us.

      The kids were grabbing their bags and getting excited all over again, and Ryker managed to find a moment to pull me around the corner and kiss me passionately.  “I don’t think there’s a single regular thing about you.  You’re magnificent,” he told me between kisses.

      I giggled, like I was still sixteen, and shook my head.  “No funny business, Mr. Griffin.  You have four kids listening to you right now.”

      Ryker nodded, not even slightly releasing me.  “I know.  Let’s make another one.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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        First, I agreed to get fake married to my billionaire boss.
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        Want to know how I just screwed up my life?

      

        

      
        First, I agreed to get fake married to my billionaire boss.

        Then, I gave up my v-card.

        And then I actually fell for him.

      

        

      
        Wow.

        I should win an award for most consecutive stupid mistakes.

      

        

      
        Look, Zachary Brinkmann isn’t even my type.

        Rich, smug, arrogant… total jerk.

        Total drop-dead GORGEOUS jerk!

      

        

      
        I would never go anywhere near him if I didn’t desperately need my job,

        and I 100% would NOT have agreed to marry him if I didn’t need the money he offered.

      

        

      
        I just have to get through this fake arrangement,

        and get my life back to normal as soon as possible.

      

        

      
        But what if life is never quite normal again?

      

        

      
        It’s fine…

        I was fine before Zac and I’ll be fine… BETTER than fine when this is all over.

        We’re not an actual item,

        this is no more than a business deal.

      

        

      
        So why am I having such a hard time convincing myself?
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Elle

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of the city had troubled me in the beginning.  Intrusive invasions constantly bombarded my senses through sirens, horns, traffic, and a menagerie of human voices.  I couldn’t pinpoint when I had started to hear the symphony amongst the chaos.  It was a different type of song than what I had always known, but I had found its rhythm and gradually learned its essence.

      I spent hours on the weekends tending to my meager rooftop garden, sinking fingers into fresh dirt, and connecting happily with my newly familiar friend – my new home.

      Elle Lundin falls in love with the city.

      The thought made me smile.  From up here I could view the vast expanse of streets and buildings, cars and people, that spread out like a living blanket as far as my eyes could see.  It had taken a lot of getting used to – but I could realize the beauty now, urban as it was.

      I still missed home.  Our rural, Upstate New York farm had been somewhat of a magical haven to me.  It had coddled me through my entire childhood, and stood ready with open arms to soothe me when I had made the trip home on college breaks.  Sanctuary – that's what that place had been.

      I missed the animals.  Fat and ridiculously spoiled chickens running all over the yard, our two pet cows bounding around in the field like puppies; actual puppies and kittens ramrodding haphazardly and keeping their frazzled mothers mercilessly busy – that had been reality.  Gertrude, the goat I had hand-raised since I was five, never failing to greet me at my car door with an unmeasured, pure adoration... and my horses...

      That hurt the most.  My horses.  I had assumed the sting would fade as the months passed by, but it never did.  I simply buried the pain deeper as time went on, and therefore faced the loss less frequently.

      It was still there – the farm.  The new owners had assured us we were welcome to visit anytime – anytime at all.  Neither my mother nor I had mustered the heart to visit even once.

      “Closed doors are best left that way,” she had murmured as we drove away for the last time. For all of the multitude of things that I disagreed with my mother on, I felt she was absolutely right about this.  I couldn’t bear to see them – my furry little family – and know I could never really be with them again.

      There was a time – an extensive period of life – where the idea of the Lundins not residing in that towering yellow house, surrounded by all of their creatures and majestic woods that stretched for miles, would have seemed ludicrous.  The Lundin Bed and Breakfast, which operated on the first two floors of the home, flourished year-round.  My father’s organic fruits and vegetables were renowned throughout the state for their superb quality.  My mother grew exquisite flowers – outdoors and in greenhouses – that the surrounding florist shops wholly depended on to supply their stock.

      I had existed in a perfectly woven womb of peace; never a child of a wealthy family, but a child of a happy family – one that did well for themselves and knew a type of riches that a dollar amount could never describe or do justice to.  And like a well-worn, much-loved sweater, my family’s downfall began with the tug of one loose thread.  Eventually our world would unravel altogether, but we hadn’t known it in those first disturbing days that were the beginning of the end.

      It had started quietly enough.  My sister, Cassidy, older by two years and more adventurous by immeasurable volumes, entered what appeared to be a “typical” stage of teenage mischievousness.  I was fourteen the first time I overheard my parents lecturing her in stern voices they seldom had use for.  Her grades slipping, her attitude becoming increasingly unpleasant, her adherence to curfew frequently seeming to be non-existent – they had laid it all down on her with vigor, sans venom.

      Things had seemed to level out then.  No huge bumps in the road for the Lundins it appeared, until Cassidy abruptly ran away when she turned seventeen.  Panicked and frightened, I had crouched at the top of the stairs, listening to the frantic voices of Jonathan and Nicole Lundin intermixing with the calm, authoritative tones of the local police.

      That first time they had found her a few towns over, staying with some “friends” that we were all unaware she had, in a dilapidated “den of sin” (as my mother put it).  She hadn’t seemed the same after that, and we rapidly grew distant from each other.  I was fascinated by her fearlessness, as I had been since we were small children, but there was something hard in Cassidy’s face then that scared me away from her.

      The day she turned eighteen, Cassidy disappeared again.  It was different this time, as she was now a legal adult.  It wasn’t simply a matter of listing her as a missing person and hunting her down.  She had to actually be missing from a place she had chosen to reside.

      That place was no longer the Lundin Bed and Breakfast, and therefore, my parents couldn’t really claim her as gone.  She was, in fact, quite present – just somewhere else, in a place where her eighteen-year-old self saw a better life for Cassidy Lundin.  She had not cared to disclose this location to us.

      Six months had passed, with my parents and I attempting to go about our lives as normally as possible.  High school was hell, with the constant circulating rumors about my “crazy sister” who had vanished without a trace.  It seemed the teenage mouths that surrounded me each day never knew how to just shut up, and my teenage ears certainly didn’t know how to just stop listening.

      When they actually found her, it was much worse than anyone had expected.  I remembered sitting at the kitchen table, finishing some trigonometry homework, when my father opened the front door and carried Cassidy in.  She was bone thin, her eyes were sunken hollows where there used to be light, and she swayed in his arms like a life-size rag-doll as he walked.

      Dad had made eye-contact with my mother, who let out a distraught yelp before pulling herself together like a tight steel wall, and tending to the hanging and blank thing that was my sister.

      Heroin.  Cassidy had somehow become a full-blown heroin addict in the six months that had taken her away from us.  And as much as she belonged at home and desperately needed us now, the drug had claimed her – heart and soul – while she was gone.

      It was a full three weeks before my parents even allowed me to see her.  The first two she had spent at the hospital, detoxing from her poison of choice while simultaneously being pumped full of anything that could fill her with life again.  The third week she was at home, in her room, but my mother kept the door shut.

      “She needs a little time, Elle,” Mom had said, giving me a look that dared me to argue with her.  I hadn’t.

      And so eventually I had gotten to “visit” my sister, in her own room, in my own house.  Five minutes at first, then more, and finally whenever I wanted.  She went for walks with my father in the morning, and my mother in the evening.  I saw her slowly returning to the girl I had grown up with, but she still seemed off, somehow.  I felt that the Cassidy before my eyes was something of a mirage – a painted, foggy image of her actual self.

      She’d been home for three months before she finally opened up to me about her experiences while she was “away”.  I had so badly wanted to know what had happened, and how – just how could things have gotten so bad, so quickly.  But after the day she shared her story with me, I wished intensely that I had never known anything at all.

      It was a rainy Sunday in March, and we were playing Monopoly.  One instant I was passing go, collecting my $200, and the next Cassidy was speaking words that made the game disappear into the life I had “before the conversation”.

      “They’ll never tell you everything – the whole story,” she had blurted randomly.  I’d looked at her, alarmed, and once again saw that not quite right glow in her pale green eyes.  She was twisting long, limp, white-blond hair, identical to my own, around her finger and her brow furrowed.

      “Everything?” I had replied lamely, not even sure who “they” were, but sensing something dark looming over our heads now.

      “Everything.  They don’t think you can handle it.  They told me not to tell you.  But we’re sisters.  I have to tell you, right?” Cassidy’s voice had developed a vacant quality to it that was almost robotic.

      “They...?” I had murmured.

      “Mom and Dad, Elle.  Our parents.  They think they can protect you.  But they can’t.  That’s the problem.  They tried to protect us so hard,” she had leaned forward then, grabbing my hand across the game board. “The world is a shitty fucking place, Elle.  The sooner you know that, the sooner you can protect your damn self.”

      I had immediately been scared.  Cassidy’s gaze was wild and yet empty somehow.  She was looking at me, but I wasn’t sure she even saw me.

      She was somewhere else.

      “There are men, Elle, who will say anything – anything – to get you to do what they want.  I was in love, Elle.  I loved him.”  Cassidy had stopped there, dropping my hand and staring at the rivulets of water running down the window panes.  “He just needed another employee.  That’s all.”  She’d laughed, locking her eyes with mine again.  There were tears in them then, and I hadn’t known what she was going to say next, but I had suddenly wished very much that she wouldn’t say anything at all.

      “Cassidy...”

      “Listen to me.  I gave someone my heart, and you know what he gave me?  Some heroin.  And you’ll never know what that feels like because I will fucking kill you, Elle, if you ever go near the stuff.  Cuz once you do – boom.  It owned me.  And he had it.  So, he owned me.  And I had to do whatever he said if I wanted more – and I wanted it more than I wanted to breathe.  You will never know what that feels like!”

      Cassidy was openly crying then, and I had wondered if our mother was going to hear and come flying into the room with her usual over-attentive speed.  Part of me had hoped that she would, and soon.

      “He sold me.  I sold myself.  Every.  Goddamn.  Day.” Pausing to mindlessly straighten the Community Chest cards, Cassidy’s tears seemed to have stopped entirely when she said this.  I was processing what she meant, what she was relaying to me, and simultaneously denying that what she was saying could be real.

      My sister... sold...herself?

      “Have you done it yet?” She’d asked me suddenly.

      “Done what?” My voice had come out small and frightened.

      “Sex, Elle.  Have you let anybody screw you yet?” Cassidy leaned in again with that, her face inches from mine, her bloodshot eyes boring holes through my own.

      “No.  No, not yet,” I had stammered, thinking of Brandon DeWitt, the boy I’d been sort of dating at the time.  I was certain he would have no problem foraying into the world of “active” sexual status with me, and I hadn’t had a specific reason thus far for not doing so.  The best and most honest thought I’d had about the situation was that I just didn’t really like him all that much.

      “Good.” Cassidy was nodding and seeming to feel an intense relief that made no logical sense to me.  “Good.  Don’t do it.  It’s awful.  It’s awful.  And they don’t really even care if it’s you or a hole in the wall.  It doesn’t mean anything to a man, Elle.  It doesn’t mean a damn thing.  They can marry you or just find you on a street corner – and either way it won’t mean a damn thing.  Every girl should know that.  Mothers should make that very clear to their daughters.  But Mom won’t.  I know she won’t because she fucking didn’t.  So, I’m doing it for her.”

      I had leaned back as far as possible then, my chair scratching against the wood floor in protest.  Cassidy hadn’t looked human in that moment.  There was a feverish, fiery glare emanating from her face.  Drops of sweat had formed on her forehead and started trickling down her nose and cheeks.  She had reminded me of Dickens’ “The Ghost of Christmas Past”.  She was here, but not really.  She was somewhere else now, and that other place had turned her into an angry, willowy, wisp of the girl she had been.

      I had taken her advice.  I knew my sister was a train wreck, but this seemed to be the one subject that she was very, very knowledgeable about.  I was never in a hurry to give up my “V” card anyway – even before our conversation.  And after that conversation with Cassidy I was utterly terrified that sex would leave me in some shadowland of ghost girls who couldn’t really be happy ever again.  That fear would take me clear into my twenties and straight to the present as a virgin – an urban legend, a mythical creature that was surprised by her own existence.

      If I had been older, I could have reasoned out the incredibly specific and individual circumstances that had caused Cassidy to feel the way that she did.  I could have mentally separated her view and personal experience from my own.  I could have reassured myself that my path was not and did not have to be anything like my sister’s.  I could have felt the veil of addiction and trauma that coated her words.

      But I was sixteen.  I was sixteen, and I very much believed this new Cassidy, because she meant every single word that she spoke.  I could feel that.  And as I mourned internally for the happy-go-lucky sister that I had spent my entire childhood with, I also took extreme note – bold, italic, all-caps note – that sex had somehow had something to do with the death of that little girl.  Instinctively, I knew my Cassidy really wasn’t ever coming back.

      And she hadn’t.

      Cassidy would run off again.  Three times my father retrieved her.  Three times my parents sent her to the finest rehab facilities that they could find.  I think they would have kept this cycle up for the rest of their lives, but Dad died after the third round. Heart failure. My mother said it literally was his sad heart wanting to stop hurting – and  then everything had changed.

      Mom couldn’t keep up with everything by herself.  I tried to help – I even offered to take a break from college – but she absolutely refused.  Slowly, the farm became steadily less productive, and Lundin Bed and Breakfast followed suit.  After I graduated, we sold the entire estate.  The money was just barely enough to pay off some hefty, overdue bills related to Cassidy’s rehab, and to secure us a hellishly high-priced townhouse rental in the city near the jobs we had both found.

      My heart was broken by that move in a way I didn’t know it could be.  The pain writhed inside of me every second of every day.  I watched my mother turn slowly into a stone version of her former self, and I was now old enough to realize this was possibly the only way she could survive all of the loss.  She had to stop feeling.

      Cassidy had really disappeared this time.  I assumed forever.  There was sorrow and relief in that assumption.  We all needed to begin again.

      And so I had found my job – copy-editor assistant to the executive assistant – a title so long my mother had rolled her eyes when she first heard it.  She had found a position at an upscale floral shop, and we had started over.

      A year later and I was a different person.  I had chosen to find beauty in the ashes of my past life.  I could smile again and actually mean it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Presently, I wasn’t smiling at all.  My fingers were flying across the computer keys at my desk, and I was trying to block out the yelling I could hear coming from inside my boss’s office.  Mr. Zachary Brinkmann was letting someone have it, and his voice cut through the office walls like an angry butcher-knife.

      “Elle.  Take this to Mr. Brinkmann.  He asked for it immediately,” came a command from over my shoulder.  Mr. Brinkmann’s executive assistant (my pseudo commander-in-chief), Ms. Elizabeth Hendricks, held a paper out with one perfectly manicured hand.

      “Now?!” I nearly squeaked out the words and instantly hated myself for doing so.  If there was one quality required to survive in a place like Brinkmann Property Investments, Inc., confidence was that quality.  My voice had traitorously displayed anything but.

      Elizabeth raised one authoritative dark eyebrow.  Her naturally red hair was pulled back taut in a fashionable yet somehow intimidating bun.  She was in her late thirties, but she was still stunning.  Everything from her immaculate lipstick down to her glossy Manolo Blahniks spoke of perfection.  I both admired and feared her.

      “Yes.  Now.  I believe it has something to do with his current meeting, and as I said before, he asked for it immediately,” she spoke calmly, but with a very palpable sense of irritation.

      “Okay,” I nodded, forcing myself to exude the courage I did not feel.

      I took the paper without really seeing it, and abruptly walked to the door that led to the “waiting room” between our office and Mr. Brinkmann’s sprawling expanse of workspace.  The voices were still booming – his client now equally agitated and loud – and I felt my blood run cold as I gently tapped my knuckles against the thick mahogany door of his office.

      There was no response and I was almost sure that neither of the men had taken any notice of the sound at all.  I cracked open the door slightly, thinking perhaps this would grab the attention of at least one of them.

      Nothing.

      I had firmly decided to slip my full body into Mr. Brinkmann’s office and boldly face whatever fate awaited me, when he let out a particularly loud, “YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING ME!”, throwing his hands into the air and tossing several papers as he did.  Both men had their backs to me, and from my vantage point it seemed almost suicidal to enter the room now.

      Part of me – a rather larger part – felt Mr. Brinkmann was a spoiled, entitled brat who expected the entire world to conform exactly to his wishes.  Always.  He had only been the CEO for two years, and I assumed the familial pressure to give a stellar performance worthy of overtaking his father’s reign was monumental.  That type of strain could make anyone a monster.

      However, he was ridiculously rich, and that had to be a bit of a consolation.  We all had problems and responsibilities to live up to.  We didn’t all have Rolls Royce collections to drown our sorrows in.

      On top of that, he had a seemingly never-ending line of women at his beck and call.  I had observed as much in the year that I had been employed by the man.  And he was barely a man.  Twenty-nine didn’t impress me greatly.  I was 22.  He wasn’t exactly my elder.

      The cherry on top was that it wasn’t just his money that kept him in constant female company.  He was gorgeous.  Movie-star gorgeous.  Finely preened ash-brown hair, crystalline blue eyes, and features so perfectly aligned he almost looked like a mannequin.  I found it unbelievably obnoxious.  The office girls were always swooning over him and making complete asses of themselves to get his attention.  Elizabeth had commented quietly once that “You would think the feminist movement had never happened if you saw this office”, and I completely agreed with her.   She certainly didn’t seem phased by his masculine beauty, and I respected her all the more for it.  I tried dubiously to follow her example, and she seemed to respect me all the more for that.

      I didn’t have the opportunity to gather my thoughts or prepare my next move in my “mission impossible”, because suddenly Mr. Brinkmann had turned around, finally sensing my presence.  The absolute rage that came over his façade when our eyes met made me realize that whatever he was lacking in age and experience did not in any way overshadow his ability to inspire terror.

      I sucked in my breath and froze.
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