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A Note from the Author

 

 

Thank you, readers, for taking time to read You Belong to Me. I hope you enjoy it as much as I loved writing it.

We all know someone who has fought for love and lost it too. Love is the biggest risk your heart will ever take. And it can also be your biggest reward. In this book, you will experience both love and loss through James and Jesse.

Without the love and encouragement from my dear friend Ann Lister, this story may have never been written. Thank you for your support.

All my love,
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IN THE BEGINNING, I was only aware of the steady sounds coming from the machines helping the love of my life breathe. As I sat in the semi-darkened room that had become my refuge, hours ticked by, the longest of my life.

I thought we had overcome the worst when Dr. Briggs successfully removed the bullet lodged in James’ brain. It was touch-and-go for a while with so much uncertainty. But no, this was worse. It was just a matter of waiting for him to wake. The day that his body fought the respirators, I thought we survived the storm. The unbearable and torturous bedside vigil was over, or so I had thought.

“What happened?” I shouted as loud as I could stretch my vocal cords.

Dr. Samuel Briggs, a world-renowned surgeon, was standing before me and waited for me to calm down. It was a miracle in itself that he was the one that saved James. I remember sitting in a London coffee house, crying over my cold latte to my best friend, Shae, who was trying to comfort me as much as she could via our phone call…

 

“Shae, it’s bad, really bad. I’m going to lose him. The doctors are saying that they are unable to remove the bullet. I’m scared, Shae. I can’t lose him,” I told her.

Someone at the next table said, “Excuse me, sir. I don’t mean to listen in on your conversation, but maybe I can be of assistance.”

I asked Shae to hold on for a second, and then I turned towards the stranger who interrupted my phone call.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m the guy who can remove the bullet,” he confidently replied.

“I have to go, Shae. I’ll call you back.”

He introduced himself as Dr. Samuel Briggs, a neurosurgeon from Johns Hopkins Hospital. He, along with his wife, Dr. Gillian Taylor, ran a clinic here for stroke research and other areas of the brain. His beautiful wife was in line waiting for coffee. He asked if he could join me, and I nearly knocked back my own chair to find one for him.

I said, “So you said you could help?”

“I believe I said more than that, but yes, I can.”

We talked for about an hour as I filled him in on James’ condition. His wife joined us and gave her medical opinions as well. They were the first people who did not roll their eyes and look at me as if I was crazy to believe he could survive. They actually listened and wanted to get to the hospital to go over his records. As far as I was concerned, I considered them both hired, and I would take great pleasure in telling his current doctor to kiss my arse. Yeah, James would appreciate that I was getting used to speaking in his language.

 

Dr. Briggs went on, “Jesse, if you are through, I would like to explain my latest findings. We are wasting time, precious minutes that can make all the difference in the world for James.”

“I’m so sorry. I am just out of my depth here.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there before, but we still have hope.”

He showed me the latest scan of James’ brain, and it showed a brain bleed. According to Dr. Briggs, it wasn’t as catastrophic as I believed, but it might as well have been because he wasn’t awake and talking to me.

He said, “It happens from time to time. I almost expected it due to the impact of his injury. But I promise it is a simple repair.”

I told him, “Nothing is simple about this, but I trust you. You have kept him alive this long, so I can wait a little longer for him to return to me.”

“And he will, Jesse,” Dr. Briggs assured me.

The doctor was right. After another surgery, he removed the bleed, and by all the miracles in heaven, James was breathing on his own with no help from the respirator. They kept telling me that it was just a matter of time for him to wake. His brain needed to heal and that would take time. Yeah, waiting sucked, but at the end of the day, time was the only thing I had.

My tolerance was slowly fading as my anxieties increased: I can pound my fists on the punching bag. I can run ten miles until my legs weaken. I can scream at the top of my lungs until my throat muscles bleed. But where will it all get me? I can tell you…nowhere, because I have already tried all those things, and James is still unconscious! He looks as if he’s sleeping. Every once in a while, I see his eyelids flicker, and then my heart is filled with hope that he’s coming back to me. How did we get here, when we were perfectly happy just six months ago?

I leaned over James laying in his hospital bed. I needed to feel his breath on me and the warmth from his skin. Feeling for his pulse had become the most natural thing to do.

“I will not give up on you, so don’t give up on me. I love you, James. Don’t you dare leave me, not when it took us so long to be together. Open your eyes. I’m here, waiting,” I said as I placed my head on his heart.

I kissed James ever so gently on his forehead and then his soft pouty lips. I wanted to plunge my tongue inside of him and awaken all his senses.

The sounds of Big Ben could be heard throughout the city, and I knew it was a new day. James and I had come so far since the day we met…

 

Our first encounter was on the dance floor at one of the hottest gay clubs in town. He was alluring, and someone I knew I wanted to know better. It didn’t take long for him to invite me back to his home, where he took me all night in his bed. The awkward part was when I woke up alone with a note telling me to lock up on the way out. That’s never happened before. Well, the joke was on him, because I walked into his conference room the next morning with two coffees, a smug smile, and a raging hard-on. I had just been hired as the new creative director of marketing for Prestige Publishing, which he owned. Judging by the look on his face and something down below that matched what I was trying to hide, he didn’t expect to see me there. Surprise!

While observing the sexual chemistry between us, which was almost impossible not to notice, Shae smiled and sipped her latte. I knew just by looking at her that the wheels were turning in her over-imaginative brain. I winked over at her and then turned my head toward James, who was failing miserably at avoiding me. I shifted in my seat to ease my discomfort. Shae leaned in close and concealed her smile behind her notebook.

In just above a whisper and with a little sass to her tone, she said, “This is going to be fun. Good luck with that one. You are going to need it.”

After introductions were made around the room, James leaned against a desk with his arms stretched across his chest. As much as he tried not to give me attention, his smoldering brown eyes found mine.

Not really caring who noticed, I put my lips together and aimed right for James. His facial expression heated, and the porcelain face Brit turned multiple shades of red. Boom! And it begins, I thought to myself.

Shae was shaking her head in victory, knowing me as well as she did. At the time, I had no problem agreeing with her earlier statement.

I leaned in with my own notebook in hand and said to her, “I couldn’t agree with you more. This is definitely going to be fun.”

 

I rubbed my hands over my three-day old beard as I stared down at my still empty journal. I started getting disheartened and thought to myself, Suck it up man, you can do this. Get the words out. Shae sent me this book in which to write down my feelings. She was worried and afraid I was going to get hurt doing reckless things like running in the middle of the night on a busy London street. Again.

A few days earlier, I was nearly struck by a car because I was so caught up worrying over James that I missed the blaring sound of the horn and blinding lights coming straight toward me. I got out of the way just in time with only a few cuts and scrapes after I jumped out of the way.

That didn’t go over too well with my best friend after we talked the following day. She began crying, and that just about gutted me. She wanted to join me here in London, but I convinced her to remain in Ireland with her husband and infant son. Shae had finally gotten her happily ever after with her long-lost love, Seamus O’Toole, and now they were a family with a child of their own. She and Seamus had already spent a considerable amount of their lives searching for one another, and even though I selfishly wanted her here, I couldn’t bear to be a reason for her to rush away from her loving family.

Thinking about the two of them made me realize: Wow, what a difference a year made for all of us. This time last year, I was willing to accept even the smallest gesture James would give me and do anything in return just for a smile, but he put the brakes on us and our dreams. But he and I eventually reconnected. We vowed to remain together forever. This was our promise. I wanted to forget all the times he pushed me away and hurt me until I felt broken and alone. Reuniting with him was all I could hope for, and I never wanted to be reminded of the troubled parts of our past.

Once we were officially back together in our committed relationship, I used to tell him that it wasn’t important to revisit the past, the uncertainty of the unknown, and what led us to finally becoming one. But, James being James, he wouldn’t hear of it.

He said, “Our past is part of the story of who we are, and it should always be remembered.”

He explained that he would never forget how close he came to losing us. Then he shared more truth: if I made it easy for him, then he feared he would take what we had for granted. I shrugged it off, but he was never more serious when it came to our relationship.

We continued to talk after he made love to me that night, which now seemed so long ago. James was strong. His long and lean body was toned and hard as stone with layers of muscles. He held me close to his body in a protective embrace. I loved it. I felt safe. I was home, and so was he.

“No escaping now,” he whispered to tease me. “You belong to me.”

Where would I go, when here in his arms is the only place I want to be? I loved the intimacy of how we worked with one another and how intense and unquestionable our connection was.

We will have that again.

We just have to.

He will wake up, and we will have that again.

I was going crazy in this hospital room, but that’s why Shae gave me this journal. Shaena once told me that it was writing that made her absence a little easier to bear when the man who eventually became her husband was separated from her when they were younger. It was all he could do to pass the time until they reunited.

I grabbed myself a coffee and took a seat by the window with the moonlight as my guide. As my eyes scanned over the blank journal sheets, a tear fell from my eye. I wish Shae could be here. I needed my best friend to tell me that everything was going to be okay and to have hope in believing James would survive this. Talking to her daily was helpful. Shae kept me centered and reminded me of how long it took to be with James and how fate would not be so cruel to separate us again.

So this was Shae’s great plan: for me to write my heart out and hopefully feel better. I told her that I wasn’t a new, up-and-coming author who she could woo to sign on the dotted line as the next big thing, although James would love that.

While I waited for him to return to me, I would write our story. When he was able and ready to read it, he could tell me how amazingly talented I was and then love on me like there’s no tomorrow.

“Wake up, you stubborn man. Just love on me, baby, and I’ll take care of the rest,” I whispered and then kissed him again.

So here I am, Jesse Dempsey, a writer for hope…hope that the man I love would return to me, and hope that we would be okay again. I’d always been the dreamer in our relationship, the one that wanted the house, the kids, and two dogs.

I smiled at the memory because we were almost there. But the life we were rebuilding from the ground up came tumbling down with just one phone call, which eventually led to my James in this hospital, in this bed.

And just like that, inspiration hit me, and then I knew I had my beginning. I could write down every detail from the first moment I met my dashing Brit, but I believed that what mattered most was writing about how we shared our life together this past year.

…Wow, what a difference a year made for all of us.
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The story of us…

 

 

I FINISHED THE last of my coffee and twirled the pen in my hand. James Gentry and I had so much history, such memorable events.

When Shaena Blake, our top agent at our publishing house, left for Kildare, Ireland, to sign author Weston James, my relationship with James was contentious at best. I was always trying to get a rise out of him to show who we were and what we could be, but my man was a stubborn one and needed convincing.

I smiled at the memory of us in our conference room, also known as the War Room. It was right before Shaena arrived with a signed contract from Weston James, our newly acquired superstar that would put Prestige Publishing on the map…

 

“Okay, people, listen up,” James announced. “Shaena will be here any minute with a signed contract in hand from Weston James. Today, our company competes with the world. Today, we become global, and it is just the beginning.”

“Gee, James, tell us how you really feel.”

He stopped abruptly to address my interruption. All eyes were on us. The sexual tension was strong, and it would not be contained for much longer. One thing you do not do on War Room day is interrupt the boss, but we were so much more than that, and it was becoming clear to everyone in the room.

“Something to say, Jesse?” he asked calmly but with an underlying curt tone.

“I have plenty to say, James, but I’m just not too sure you want me to say it in front of an audience.”

I knew taunting him was not the smartest thing to do, especially with Shae due here soon, but he deserved it after giving me the cold shoulder and confusing signals. Did he want me or not? When we were in bed, I clearly knew his intentions, but to the rest of the world, he treated me like I was just another guy in the crowd. Well, harass that, not today. James was going to see me, and if it was our last time together, then he was definitely going to remember my parting gift.

His angry eyes never left mine as I knew he was about to have everyone clear the room. What was about to happen did not require an audience.

“That’s a wrap, people. You have your fuel, so now go out there and light some fires. You smell it…sell it.”

Everyone left the room, thinking that I was about to get my rear handed to me. Who was he kidding? That sexy idiot. I was up for playing his game.

He inhaled deeply, showing me his neck muscles. I loved running my tongue over his Adam’s apple every time we messed. He could not get enough of the sensation when I did it. Was he thinking about it now? His neck was bitable and so inviting for me to sink my teeth into now, but I had other ideas where I wanted to place my mouth.

After the last person walked out and closed the door behind him, James turned to me and said, “Okay, Jesse, the floor is yours. What’s gotten you so hot and bothered?”

Oh yeah, just the reaction I was looking for! He wasn’t pissed; he was turned on. Talk about lighting some fires, that’s all I wanted to do when I looked at him.

His cool exterior could scare the trash out of anyone who worked for him, but for me, it turned me on as I had never felt before. He stood tall in his six foot three, long and lean frame. I knew what he looked like underneath his designer suits and how his body felt against mine when he shared my bed with me. He wanted me, this I knew. He never shifted his eyes as I got closer to him. His arms crossed with a determined expression as I was now standing in front of him.

This was the game we played with each other: push and pull until one of us breaks. But I was taking the wheel today. James was clearly the dominant in our relationship. He only allowed me so much room to play, and then he would regain his composure and take back his control. It was time to show James whom he belonged to and end this trash for the last time.

I could feel his breath on my lips, and if I were to touch his tenting toe, I knew I would feel the pre-come leaking from his slit. I reached for his neck and pulled him closer, and I crushed my mouth on his and forced him to open for me. Our tongues did this vicious dance for dominance.

He moaned in pleasure, unzipped, and there it was—Boom!—the green light for me to take what I wanted and craved like my next meal. I held James in place, with him panting between moans and breaths. He wanted me just as much as I wanted him, but he kept holding back time and time again. What was he afraid of? The door was not locked, and I knew we could be interrupted at any moment, but I had to take my chance and force him to see what we could have if he would just allow himself to.

He held my gaze, and then his strong hands gripped my shoulders to lower me down to my knees. He gave me just enough access to take what I wanted. His delicious cock disappeared down my throat as he held me in place. I took him as deep as I could without choking, and as his balls tightened, I knew he was close to exploding. I would drink every drop he spilled into my mouth and always crave more.

“I’m close, Jesse, so close.”

I gripped his bare rear and dug my fingers into his flesh. Not a chance, was I releasing him! Gripping my hair, James exploded all he had down my throat. With the last of his hot seed swallowed, I gave him what he needed to see: a look of pure satisfaction. This was for him. I could take care of myself later, but I had a feeling I would not have to do it alone.

Something shifted when he looked down to meet my eyes staring up at him. There was no more denying what I had known from the first moment we shared a bed: James was mine, and I was his.

His strong arms pulled me up by my shoulders and held me close to his body. Our dicks were rubbing up against each other like a cockfight for dominance. I wanted him so badly, and I was a step away from clearing his desk so he could take me…until we were interrupted.

My phone vibrated from my pocket. Shae was in the building and making her way upstairs. Perfect timing.

I wiped the corners of my mouth and looked back over to James. No words were spoken, just a look: to be continued, and in private. When he finally let out a breath, he released me.

Always the polished one, he quickly put himself back together, never giving away anything as to what just happened here. I was okay with that, for now.

 

I looked over to James in the hospital bed, as I took a deep, long breath. That day was the turning point to us reuniting. I pushed him over the edge in more ways than one, and it had left me hopeful.

“James, I know you are in there. Please hear me. How can you expect me to sit here day-in and day-out with you just lying there, teasing the heck out of me? I know you’ve always enjoyed getting a rise out of me, but babe, I can think of better ways to do that. You must love it, don’t you? I’m here writing our story, and what’s worse? Now I’m all hot and bothered remembering us and the sexy moments we shared. How can any man in this close proximity be sane around you? It’s impossible. I am so madly in love with you. I need you, James. Please come back to me and be the man you were before you were shot. Be mine. Be the man who said to me that he would love me forever and stay. I need to hear that.”

I closed my eyes and willed him to wake up. He has to wake up and come back to me, he just has to. The best surgeon in the world did what others could not—the impossible. He removed the bullet that should have killed him. The way miracles go, James was still here and stable. Now he just needed to open his eyes.

“Open your eyes, James! Open your eyes!”

Letting out another breath, I went back to my writing. At least he was with me within the words of my journal.

“Excuse me, sir,” the nurse called out to me as she did daily when I would fall asleep next to James.

This morning was different, though, since I was wide awake. I was at the small table near the window with my pen still in hand. Pages and pages were lined with words. My words and memories of us. My life with James.

“Mr. Dempsey, you really need to go home at night. Sleeping here is not good for you. Don’t you think he would want you to be well-rested?” she asked with caring eyes.

“I’m good, Ann. I am right where I belong,” I said as I closed my book and walked over to the bed where she was now taking his morning’s readings.

“How’s he doing today?” I asked, as if I didn’t already know.

“He’s the same, Mr. Dempsey. Not worse, so that is a good thing, sir.”

“Ann, I believe we are way past the formalities here. You can call me Jesse.”

“Thank you, sir. It’s a hard habit to break, but I will try.”

“Good, because ‘sir’ doesn’t work for me. Having to watch my man get shot has aged me enough.”

She gave me a sympathetic smile.

I said, “Listen, maybe you’re right. I do need to step out for a while. Will you please call me if there’s any change? I won’t be long.”

“I promise I will.”

I leaned down to kiss James and whisper sweet words close to his ear. These were the moments that were most private and I hated to share my time with anyone else, but Ann was the exception to that rule. She was older like a grandmother, but badass to the core. She was the nurse manager and was very selective on which nurse was assigned to his care. James was incredibly good-looking, and I didn’t want any young things fawning all over him. That job was reserved only for me.

I took a cab to James’ home down on Kensington Gate. Just a little flat, he called it. Yeah right, it’s a palatial five-bedroom luxury apartment, all beautifully designed by James and his personal team of home designers.

Since becoming a couple, my first trip to London was shortly after Shaena’s wedding. We spent a few days in Kildare, Ireland, with my best friend, and then before returning home to New York, James said he wanted to show me London—his London. It was an incredible week spent touring the city by day and getting reacquainted at night wrapped around each other in post-coital bliss. The day of our arrival, James decided to role play and morphed into a debonair real estate agent…

 

“As you can see, Mr. Dempsey, this listing is a truly magnificent, first-floor lateral apartment on one of South Kensington’s most prestigious addresses. Spanning over 50 feet across two grand period buildings directly overlooking the charming garden square and benefiting from a balcony over the entire frontage, the epic high ceilings offer unparalleled grandeur and height. Now, if you would follow me, this hallway leads to a voluminous space for entertaining. Here is the spacious eat-in kitchen, of course finished with marble countertops and Gaggenau appliances.”

As James and all his sexiness was giving me the grand tour, I was thinking how I once thought my Whirlpool Dishwasher back home was the bomb. Dang! How am I going to compete with all of this? He screams of new and old money.

“Mr. Dempsey, pay attention to the best part: the master bedroom. Shall we try out the bed?”

I was nervous for some reason. James and I had been together countless times, and I certainly wasn’t shy about making my feelings known to him. Here in his home, though, I was suddenly feeling insecure.

“Baby, are you okay?” he asked, taking me in his arms. “You smell amazing. I can hardly think of anything else. I want to forget you so hard right now, and then when I’m done, we make sweet love until you forget your name. Get naked…now!”

Goodness! I wanted him. James Gentry was my everything. Wow, I sounded like a pussy. I quietly laughed because pussy was the last thing I wanted. The only thing I would ever want was toe, and it belonged to the dashing sexy as idiot Brit who had me by the balls. Literally.

I was laying underneath his long, lean frame as he worked me over in a sexed bliss sensation. I had wanted him for as long as I could remember and every time he was in reach, he slipped further away from me. Now that was all about to change. I was here with James at his home, in his bed. And, soon to be inside of him.

“Goodness! I want you, Jesse.”

“You have me, James. You always have.”

He stilled and intently looked into my eyes as he said, “Do I? Because I meant what I promised Shae. I am all-in this time, and I swear I will stay and not run, not ever again.”

He cupped my face and crushed his mouth down hard, and my lips numbed after we broke our connection.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe, I was so turned on. I thought to myself: This is our time. We waited too long to admit what we truly felt for the other. There is no way I am ever leaving him again.

With all my strength, I flipped him to his back and held his stare. James had a few inches on me in height, and it was no easy task to top him. Rather, I believed he allowed me to do so. It was a rare moment between us, but nonetheless, I loved it and enjoyed every bit of him when he submitted to me and under me.

I told him, “I love you, James. I always have with everything in my soul. I want you. I’ve always wanted this right here with you. Please, James, let me show you how much.”

“Check the right-hand drawer. You will find everything you need to get me ready for you. Yes, Jesse, I want you to take me tonight and show me exactly how much you want and love me. Are you ready for that?” he asked breathlessly as my gaze was focused only on him.

“Absolutely!” I vigorously exclaimed.

 

The memory of that lovely, sweaty night crossed my mind as I entered the apartment. Ann wasn’t exactly wrong. I did need rest, and James would want me healthy. I knew I needed to do better, but I was running out of areas of my life that I could compartmentalize, especially with overseeing operations in New York and taking care of Poppy, his niece—now our daughter.
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The phone call that changed their world

 

 

“HI, ANN. ANY change?” I asked as I reached the nurses’ station.

“I’m sorry, Jesse, but he is the same.”

I depressingly sighed and politely smiled up at her.

“Jesse, may I offer you some advice?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“I’ve been doing this job for a long time and have been involved in some serious cases, but as you know, all cases and patients are different. Your James in there is a fighter, this I can say without any doubt. When he was first brought in here, the odds of him surviving were slim at best, but he did. Secondly, after you were told the worst of scenarios, you didn’t give up. You refused to listen and then moved heaven and earth to bring the best of doctors to help him. Your American doctor performed the impossible, making his chances a great deal higher. Now after two surgeries, he is still here and stable. Dr. Briggs is very optimistic of our patient making a full recovery, so don’t you dare give up on him.”

“Thank you, Ann. I would never do that, but it was nice being reminded. It’s hard watching him sleep while knowing what caused it.”

“Is there anything I can help you with? You know, I have become quite fond of you.”

“Are you flirting with me, Ann? Because I kind of dig it.”

“Oh you wish, you handsome devil, but thank you for reminding me that I still can.”

“You’re welcome. I’m going to sit with him for a while and do some writing,” I said.

I gave Ann a warm hug and made my way inside James’ room. He looked so handsome with his beard now groomed and his hair combed off his face. I should be jealous that a nurse was able to touch him in the same places that were reserved for me, but I knew who owned his heart.

“Hey, baby, is today going to be the day you wake from your slumber? I really need you to open your amazing brown eyes, ones that I have been lost in since our first encounter. And if you are not careful, I may just be stolen away from you. Your nurse, Ann…yeah, that tease has a crush on me. I know you hear me and are probably silently laughing at me. It’s okay, babe. I know you are and would appreciate it if you would just wake up.”

I kissed his lips and told him that I loved him, but he already knew that. I took my seat at the table by the window and opened my journal to write down the next entry.

“So where should I begin today? Any ideas, James? Okay, how about we talk about Archie and how his one phone call led us here? I am not blaming him, babe, so let’s get that straight right now. But in order to tell our story, I guess you have to include the bad parts too.”

I said aloud as I wrote, “Archibald Gentry also goes by the nickname Archie, thank goodness, because I’m not sure I could have met him using his full name. I’m not really sure what your parents were thinking when they chose that name, but he actually makes it work.”

I paused after writing that last part.

“…made it work. Thank you for allowing me to meet him. He was one of the great ones and will be missed. I can’t believe he’s gone, but we have the greatest reminder of him, and that is his beautiful daughter, Poppy. What is it with these names? It’s growing on me, though. How can it not when she is so adorable? It would be so easy to skate over the next part, but it has to be told, right? I am so sorry.”

“We had just spent the entire weekend sunning ourselves on the beaches in the Hamptons. Okay, I’m already stretching the story here. I was sunning my rock-hard abs while my pasty, white British boyfriend was hiding under the umbrella. I swear that thing was so big it was like a tent! It didn’t matter to me, because you were still the hottest man on that beach. We had been working non-stop since returning home from Ireland and London. Shae was busy doing her part working closely with author Weston James. That guy was such a diva and only wanted to work with her, or there would be no deal.

After our hot moment in the conference room, you were so sexy in your three-piece suit. You pulled yourself together like no one’s business and commanded the room. Shae walked in with her surprise fiancé on her arm and a contract in hand for Weston James. You were pissed that he was calling the shots how his contract was going to be penned, but in the end, you were convinced and agreed to the terms. You know, the rest of that day is just a blur to me, but what matters most is what I heard you say to Shae when you believed no one was listening…”

 

“How do I keep him, Shae?” I heard James ask. The tone he used was raw and laced with something I had not heard before…fear.

She responded, “That’s easy, James. You love him. You love Jesse with everything you have, and when you plant your feet firmly to the ground and face tough times, you stay. My best friend needs you to stay and fight for him and what you have been denying for far too long now. You are the one, James, the one he wants. I think the bigger question remains: Do you feel the same for him? I am telling you straight…if you do not own up to your feelings for Jesse finally, then you are going to lose him. Do you hear me, James? You will lose him. He wants a heck of a lot more than just random hook-ups or a quickie in the coat closet. He wants a commitment; he wants you.”

“And I want him! Do you think I am just messing around? You know me better than that, Shaena, and he does too. I have done this before, and it scares the trash out of me. Sure, everyone knows I’m gay—I do not hide it—but I do not flaunt it either. For so long, all I have had is my work—this work—that you and I are pretty great at. Here I am, thinking I have it all figured out, and then Jesse entered my life so unexpectedly. I wasn’t ready for him. He’s in my heart, mind, and soul. How do I even rationalize that? My head is spinning out of control, and with every step we take forward, I am afraid I’m going to phoo up and fall a foot backwards.”

“Doesn’t it feel good?” Shae asked him.

“What?” he barked as he raked his fingers through his hair.

“To admit your true feelings? It must be a huge weight off your chest.”

“Yeah, I guess it is, but how do I know Jesse won’t change his mind six months down the road?”

“I guess you are going to have to stick around to find out.”

“Okay, he wins…we win. He’s worth taking a risk for, and if I’m going to leap, I want to hold Jesse’s hand and know he will not let me fall.”

 

“You never knew I was there, but I heard every word you said to Shae, and once our eyes locked, I knew that you were mine and I was yours. We belonged to each other as I had believed from the first moment we met. You even let me kiss you in front of Shae and her fiancé, which was amazing because you were never all that comfortable with PDA. It was our true beginning, the day you allowed your walls to come down and move forward with me as your partner. James, you have made me so happy and I have not wasted a second of our time together loving you. I wish your brother would have known that kind of love. At least he was able to experience fatherhood with Poppy, even if it was for only a short time.”

I paused for a moment to gaze over at James. If someone didn’t know he was recovering from a gunshot wound, they would think he was just peacefully sleeping.

“Stop distracting me, just looking all sexy,” I said aloud, hoping he would hear me. “Okay, where was I?” After another minute of staring at my beautiful man, I turned back to my book.

“Your brother had been sick on and off for several months, and it was really beginning to worry you. At first, it just appeared to be a flu, and then he managed to be well for a while and then suffered yet another setback. His doctors were puzzled, but Archie, always the laid-back gent, chalked it up to a bad strain of a seasonal flu and believed he would be well soon.

“We had just returned home to the city when your brother called you on Skype. I gave you a kiss wanting to give you privacy, but you asked me to stay and say hello to Archie…”

 

“Hello, my brother, it is so good to hear your voice,” James said as he leaned back in the chair from behind his desk, wearing the biggest smile.

“Wonderful to talk to you as well,” Archie replied. “I miss you, James. I think it’s about time you visit me again with Jesse.”

Now I was the one smiling because I knew it made James happy knowing how much Archie approved of our relationship. James flashed his sexy grin over at me and blew a kiss. As much as I wanted to say hello to Archie, I remained quiet in the background.

“Archie, I was just there, remember, and I was not alone, if you recall.”

“I know, but you are my only brother and some days it’s hard when we are separated by an ocean.”

“Talk to me, Archie. Are you alright? You do not seem yourself.”

“I’m not, and I haven’t been in a long while. To tell you the truth, I have been sick lately to the point that I had to be hospitalized shortly after I saw you back in January.”

“Why didn’t you phone me sooner? I would have come back for you.”

“Come on, James, it’s not as if I live in the next town over. I am across the pond! Anyway, they say it is the flu, but it does not seem to be going away. This is the longest I have ever been down with illness before.”

I knew it was hard to hear this news from his brother. I watched James furrow his brow, and he looked to be in deep thought.

“What does Scarlett say to this?” James asked.

“Ugh! Do not get me started on that vile jerk.”

“Are you having problems again? I would have thought after the birth of Poppy that she was willing to try to make your marriage work. She seemed fine when I chatted with her, and she was very taken with Jesse, I might add.”

Now that caught my attention. He blew me another kiss, and I just smirked back. Archie’s wife was a bit touchy-feely, but my man knew which way I swung.

Archie said, “Is that jealousy I hear? So soon, my brother? Well, you better get used to that. Your Jesse is quite the looker. How he landed a pale Brit like yourself is the million-dollar question.”

I wanted to cheer and fist pump in the air after hearing that, but I decided to just tease my man instead. I lifted my shirt and showed James my bare upper body, which he loved to run his tongue over until he reached down below to take my toe in his mouth. By the look that James was giving me, he knew what I was thinking, and then I knew I had him. His response back to Archie was so James.

“Now, Archie, don’t hate. My man is just fine with my fair skin. He licks it on a daily basis when I’m not doing it to him. One more thing, brother, he never complains.”

“Okay, I think I just threw up in my mouth. Now who’s hating? I envy you, James. You sound so happy.”

“I am, Archie. For the first time in a long while, I truly am. Now, let’s get back to you.”

“What can I say? We were having problems in our marriage long before Poppy was born. No matter how much I give, it never seems to be enough for Scarlett. Yes, I thought having a child would help us, but it only separated us more. Poppy is such a precious soul, and I love her more than anything, but Scarlett looks at her like a mistake, one that should have never happened. You don’t know what it does to me to see that look in her eyes. It pains me to no end.”

“That’s dreadful. How can someone not love her own child? If it is that bad, either go into counseling or just cut your losses and serve her with a divorce decree.”

“I cannot do that to her, James. She’s going through some depression right now. They say it can happen to new mothers. Asking Scarlett for a divorce right now would only further damage her. I need to try to repair my marriage, and if all fails, I will further discuss matters with my lawyer.”

“And sue for custody? It cannot be second-guessed, Archie. You know this, right?”

“Yes, without hesitation. I will not allow someone as unstable as Scarlett to raise my daughter.”

“Good. Happy to hear that you are still exercising good judgment.”

“I am going to pretend I did not hear that. By the way, did you receive the guardianship papers from my lawyer? He told me that you should have received them by now.”

“I did, but why the extreme lengths? You know I will always be there for Poppy.”

“I want to be covered legally just in case something were to happen to me. I need to know that my daughter will be loved and cared for in the event of my death.”

“Archie, of course. You will never have that dreaded thought cross your mind again. I am your brother, and I love you and my niece very much, but she has a mother. And you are not going anywhere.”

As I sat quietly on the sofa, I watched James shift in his seat to stand up and pace in front of the window. The friendly brotherly banter I was enjoying had shifted to something serious, and I almost felt as if I shouldn’t be privy to their conversation.

I moved off the couch and was about to make my way out of the room when James raised up his hand to stop me. Once I sat back down, James focused his attention back to his brother, who was now shouting.

“James! Are you still there? Blimey hell! Will you listen to me, please?”

“I’m here, Archie. Settle yourself.”

“You settle, my brother. This is not a joke.”

“Okay, I apologize. Please go on.”

“Sorry, I lost my head. James, I have been sick on and off for months now, and doctors are unable to find what is causing my illness. There are no absolutes in this life, and I will not risk safeguarding my daughter if I have the power to do so now.”

“Okay, again, I am sorry for upsetting you.”

“Will you do it, be her guardian? I understand I am asking a great deal of you, but you are the only one I trust with my child.”

“You have my word. I promise I will always be there for Poppy.”

“And what about Jesse? How will he react to this new adjustment to your relationship? She would not only need to be loved by you, but from him as well.”

All I could do was smile and show him how much I loved him at that moment. He visibly relaxed and took the seat behind his desk.

James looked lovingly at me and then answered his brother’s question. “She already is loved by both of us. If I said yes to Jesse the first hundred times he asked me to commit, I probably would have three children by now. Archie, that’s all he has ever wanted. All Jesse wants is me and a family for us to raise and share together.”

“Okay, but is it what you want? Before another word is spoken between us, I need to know.”

“With all my heart. I love Jesse very much and having a family with him is what we both want and will have someday.”

“Good. You don’t know how pleased I am to hear you say that. For a time, I was a bit worried for you, lad. I never thought it would happen for you. It’s nice to see, and I am really happy that I was able to meet and spend time with Jesse.”

“Archie, there you go again sounding grim. Will you stop talking like that?”

“I’m sorry, James, but I had to know.”

“Archie?”

“Yes?”

“I am happy to have appeased you, but we do not even have to pursue this crazy line of talk. You will get better and be the amazing father you are to Poppy, and Jesse and I will be fantastic uncles. Stop worrying about the unknown. It’s just the flu.”

“I hope so. I truly hope you are right. I have to go, James. I will be in touch with you soon. And James…?”

“Yes, Archie?”

“I love you. You have always been there for me, and I am sorry for ever questioning you.”

“I love you too. Get some rest, big brother. We will talk soon.”

I watched James conclude his call with Archie, and then he just looked unsettled. Was Archie overreacting to his fears? Or was James underestimating the seriousness of the situation?

 

“Okay, James, my hand is beginning to cramp. I will continue with story time tomorrow.”

I put my things away and considered gently climbing into bed with James. But Ann was right about sleeping here. My back had reached its limit of cramping up. I also needed to be home more with Poppy. She was being cared for by a nanny that had been with Archie since her birth. I knew she was okay, but I also knew that James would be happy knowing I was with her.

“Good night, James. Will you do me a favor? Be awake tomorrow morning when I arrive. I would love that. I love you more than words can say.”

I kissed him again and made my way home to our daughter. Please God, bring him back to us. Poppy needs him and so do I. We are a family now.
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Hope…

 

 

“GOOD MORNING, POPPY. Daddy’s here,” I said as I fell in love with her over again just by looking at her.

She was a beautiful child and was ours to love forever. I picked her up and held her close to my chest. She nestled her sweet little face against me and made the sweetest sounds. If only Archie was here with us, life would be perfect.

“I love you, baby. I would love to stay home with you today, but I need to go see your dad. I’m sorry, baby, that he’s not here—both of them—but James will be back home with us soon. You just have faith, little one. Everything is going to be okay. It has to be. You be good for Mrs. Peterson today.”

I kissed her once more and placed her back in her crib. Mrs. Peterson was outside the nursery when I stepped out.

“Mr. Dempsey, maybe you should spend the day with Poppy. She needs you.”

“So does her father,” I curtly responded.

“I apologize if I spoke out of turn.”

“You didn’t, and it’s me who should be apologizing. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

“It’s okay. You and Mr. Gentry have been through so much. He will come back to you. You just keep talking to him. He will feel your love.”

“Thank you, and I hope you are right. Our love didn’t save Archie, but I am hoping it will save James.”

“It has to, Mr. Dempsey, it just has to. I am so sorry for what you are going through, but rest assured, Poppy is fine.”

“Thank you. Okay, you have my numbers if you should need anything. I have to get to the hospital.”

I could have easily stayed and talked with her, but my heart was pulling me to James. I arrived at the hospital just in time to catch Dr. Briggs finishing up his examination of James with his wife, Dr. Taylor. She was moving James’ legs back and forth, while Dr. Briggs was flashing a light into his eyes. I stepped out while they finished up. I was trying to calm my breathing while I hoped for good news.

“Hi, Jesse, why don’t we step down to the conference room where we can talk privately?”

Dr. Briggs stepped forward with his wife by his side, and all I could do was follow. My heart was in the pit of my stomach, fearing what they might tell me. We sat down at a small round table with Dr. Briggs looking too serious at the moment, but from what I’d been told, that was his usual look.

“Okay, doc, you better hit me with all you’ve got before I lose my breakfast all over this table. Has he taken a turn for the worse?” I said as my nerves were rattled and I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.

“Jesse, based on my examination of James this morning, I can say I see improvement. By all indications and what his latest scans show, he is as stable as he is going to get. The bleed we repaired is healing nicely with no new ones to speak of. Post-op swelling is gone, and now at this point and time, it’s up to your James.”

“Come again?”

“I believe what my husband is trying to say,” Dr. Taylor weighed in, “is that all that needed to be done medically has now been completed. It’s now up to James to wake.”

I leaned back in my chair with my hands behind my neck and let out the breath I was holding. This was too surreal to take in and understand. I felt as if time had been standing still. My hands were shaking, and my nerves were getting the best of me. Dr. Taylor sensed it and placed her hands over mine. Her eyes filled with compassion for the dire situation we were in.

“Jesse, the best thing I can tell you,” she said as she looked over to her husband and back to me, “is it’s a miracle he is alive. Something deep inside would not allow him to give up. He fought through two very long surgeries with so much stress on his body, and for him to be breathing on his own right at this very minute…well, there’s your miracle in itself.”

“I appreciate all you have done, both of you. I just want him to open his eyes and come back to me. What are we looking at? Days? Weeks? How much longer?”

“That is the big question, and I am sorry, Jesse, but I don’t have the answer. We just wait,” Dr. Briggs said. “What I will say is that I am not going anywhere until my patient does the very thing we need him to do.”

He shook my hand, and his wife gave me a hug. They were extraordinary in their field and had made so many strides in their research. Meeting them that day in that coffee shop was the universe literally giving me a lifeline to save James. I truly believed it with all my heart, because if I didn’t, then I don’t think he would have made it.

After my meeting, I took a few minutes to myself in the hospital chapel. To pray. To breathe. To find my hope.

I needed to be heard for not only James survival, but my own. Please, Goodness, let today be the day. I couldn’t live this life without him, and what about Poppy? She was just over a year old and only had James and me looking out for her. I lit one last candle and made my way back to James.

“Good morning, baby. Sorry it took me so long to get here, but I was detained by one very hot brain doctor. Yeah, I said it. The guy is packing, babe, and the way he wears a suit…just…wow! Dang, that should be incentive for you to wake up so you can see him up close and personal. Well? No? Okay, be stubborn, you jerk. What do you suggest I write today? I know. How about the conference call with Shae? Yeah, that was a good day before the worst happened. Okay, here we go...”

 

“Shae, I have been going crazy sitting here waiting for your video call,” James yelled.

Dang, my man was hot when he was on edge. He was exaggerating, by the way. We hadn’t been in the office all that long and most of it was spent shagging on his desk. Yeah, another one of his words that he liked to use. Whatever. I didn’t care what he called it, as long as the act of being together was the same. It was the only universal language I understood. I loved James, and he loved me.

Shae appeared on the computer screen and said, “Good morning to you, James. Hi, Jesse. You are looking…um…rested?”

I responded, “I think the correct term you are looking for is that I am well-fu…”

James’ hand immediately went over my mouth, and then Shae burst into laughter.

He said, “Okay, Mr. Dempsey, that will be enough from you and your very colorful commentary with our lead agent. So what’s the verdict? Did your guy blow it out of the water?”

“Speaking of blow…” I interrupted.

“Jesse,” James shot me a censorious look.

James was always the professional with his steel features and cool persona. My guy was ready to burst in excitement over Weston’s new follow-up novel at number one on all the book lists. This was what we worked so hard for, to bring Prestige Publishing front and center and to show our competition that we had come to play and would be sticking around for a long time.

I just smiled and looked over to the screen where my girl was very happy with herself. I already knew what she was going to say next, and I loved how we both messed with James.

She said, “The answer to your question, yes, Weston James has killed it with sales and has over-exceeded our wildest expectations for The Raven Returns. Now turn around, James, and kiss our amazing man before he hands you the golden report.”

He kissed me hard on my lips and whispered a promise for only me to hear. Dang, it was only ten o’clock in the morning, and I was already over today. I only wanted to be with James at home, in our bed, and shut the rest of the world out.

“Okay, you two, that’s all I have for now. Go celebrate,” she said.

James bid goodbye to Shae as he left his office to meet with the rest of our team while I talked with my best friend.

“I miss you, Shae.”

“I miss you too, Jesse. More than you know,” she said as she wiped a tear from her eye.

“Yeah, me too, but knowing how happy you are in your new life makes the absence worth it. You have everything you have ever wanted.”

“So do you, best friend. It’s about time.”

“Not yet, but we’re working on it. I’m in a good place with James, and we are building our life together piece by piece.”

“I am so happy for you. I always knew in my heart that he was worth fighting for. James just needed to be shown the way…and maybe a hard kick in his rear in the right direction.”

“You mean his arse, which is mighty fine,” I laughed.

“Okay. On that note, I will say goodbye and leave you to your celebrating.”

“Celebrating? Have you met our boss before? Highly doubtful he will cut his day short, but I’m always hopeful.”

“That’s the one thing you never give up on, Jesse. Always have hope.”

 

As I wrote the last sentence down, my memory went back to that call with Shae. I missed her so much, but one thing was for sure, she was always right on point when it came to my life with James. She was the one that was secretly fighting for us when I spent my nights alone and angry with him for giving up. In truth, he wasn’t doing that at all; he was just scared and afraid to take the jump and make the next move with me.

Sure, it was fun messing around with others, but it left me feeling empty.

Every single time I looked deep into his eyes, though, I saw my future and who I wanted by my side…

The guy: James Gentry.

The home: Wherever he was.
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Sunshine and rainbows…

 

 

AS JAMES LAY still in his hospital bed, I said aloud, “Man, you owe me one heck of a massage, big time. My neck is killing me from sitting in this chair, but I do love writing our story.”

 

So with James in such a good mood over his latest author making our publishing house a lot of money, he surprised me an hour later with plans to take the rest of the day off. I wasn’t going to waste a minute.

“Jesse,” he said.

“Yeah, baby?” a response he loved.

“Leave the laptop right where it is. There will be no work today or tonight.”

“I like how you think, boss,” I said, winking.

“Exactly. I’m the boss in here and at home, especially in our bed.”

“Take me home then, boss. Take me hard.”

 

“Come on, babe, you remember that day? It was amazing, one I will never forget,” I said aloud as Ann popped her head in to check on me and James.

I hoped she didn’t notice my erection, and after she left and shut the door, I said to James, “Okay, I guess I will add that love scene to our story much later.”

 

James was mumbling as he slept practically on top of me after hours spent making love. He was right about one thing, he was definitely my boss in all ways that mattered, and I was willing to follow anywhere he wished me to go.

“What was that you just said?” I asked.

“Oh, you’d heard me? I said, ‘sunshine and rainbows.’ It was something our mum used to tell me and Archie when we were younger. She told us that once we found the right person to share our life with, we would always have sunshine and rainbows. I was the pragmatic one and never gave too much thought on the romantic notions of a woman who spent most of her life tending to a garden while my father worked day-in and day-out. But it was something she believed in and wanted her sons to believe too. For a time, Archie did when he met Scarlett, but not too far into their marriage, grey skies and a lot of thunder overshadowed their life together.”

My satiated lover, who was relaxed a minute ago, was now pulling away from me. Um, that will never do. I reached for his wrist, and he turned and gave me the look I needed to see.

“I’m not running, babe. Just going to fix myself a drink. I’ll be right back,” he said.

Once James returned with his favorite bourbon in hand, he crawled back into bed. He sat up with his broad shoulders against the headboard and positioned me close to him, my head on his chest.

I said, “You never talk about your family. I mean, at least not that much. I know the basics but not really the history.”

“You know more than most, but it’s not something I really enjoy revisiting. I loved my childhood with Archie, two lads running amuck and just enjoying life when the days were long and filled with…sunshine and rainbows. The literal ones, though. Yes, I know that’s reaching when it comes to life in London, but sometimes after the rain, the clouds would part and if you were lucky, you would see a rainbow. I believe that’s what my mum meant in her own special way. Once we grew older, the seriousness came into play. Our father wanted us to run the business alongside him, but my heart was leading me elsewhere. Archie, always the obedient son, did exactly what he was expected to do. Look where it got him…he’s rich. Although, he’s married to the female version of the devil and has more stress than any one man deserves.”

“Yes to all of those things, but you are forgetting one thing he also has.”

“Oh yeah, and what’s that?” James asked.

“He has Poppy, his beautiful baby girl. Something so perfect and pure.”

“She’s all those things and more. Do you remember our trip to London? I loved so many things about that trip but especially spending time with my niece. Remember the way she fell asleep in your arms, and I was able to capture the moment before she woke up?”

“I love that picture, and it looks great on our mantle, sandwiched between our photos. Archie will definitely have his hands full when she begins walking.”

“You’re right about that. He’s such a good father.”

“That he is, and I’m sure things will work out with his wife.”

“Keep dreaming, Jesse. You’ve met her. She is a snake and doesn’t care at all about their child. She’s just in it for the money. The way he’s been sick on and off for months now, and where is she? Not by his side where she should be. No, instead she’s off shopping and spending his money while she leaves Poppy with a nanny. It’s so frustrating.”

“I know, baby, but your brother is a smart man, and he will work it out. Now, finish your drink and finish me.”

The following months were blissful for us but were no better for Archie and Scarlett. She filed for divorce and demanded a five-million-dollar settlement. Archie countered and was only willing to agree to her terms if she gave him full custodial rights to their daughter. Scarlett never signed a document so fast in all her life. I was sick to my stomach after James told me the story, but if it gave Archie his freedom, then we were happy for him.

If only he was feeling better though. He had been so sick with multiple hospital visits and long recovery times. It was an unexplained illness that no one could figure out. He was steady for now, and I believe that’s what prompted him to take the necessary measures to protect his daughter. We were hopeful for Archie all the way in London.

Meanwhile on the other side of the Atlantic, James and I were hopeful for our relationship and what we were building. We discussed what we wanted for our future, and it certainly included children. Sunshine and rainbows…that’s where my heart was leading me.

Skipping out from work was not a thing James often did, but if his version of playing hooky always involved us entwined with the other making love, then I would encourage him to do that more often. With the smell of sex in the air and tangled limbs in our massive king-sized bed, it was a moment of pure unadulterated bliss.

We were nearly asleep after another spectacular round of shagging. The shrill of his ringtone woke us both. I squeezed his side as he groaned out his displeasure of being disturbed.

I said, “Didn’t I tell you that you can’t hide from the office? Eventually all of your minions will figure out that the boss is a big fat liar and he’s canoodling with his marketing director.”

I hugged him tighter and felt his erection come back to life.

“I don’t care what they think, Jesse. Now kiss me.”

Oh, I did, until the phone rang again. This time when it rang, he reached for it.

“Leave it. Let the machine get it,” I said after he made me forget about the outside world and focused on us in our bubble.

“It might be work, and they know to forward all emergency calls to our home,” James said as he began to roll over.

“I love how you say ‘our home,’” I beamed and gave my body a deep stretch.

“It is, isn’t it? I love all of it, but you, Jesse Dempsey, I love the most.”

“Me too, without a doubt.”

The ringing stopped, and we resumed our coupling, only to be interrupted again. James broke our kiss and turned over to answer his mobile. I stroked his back until he could stroke something else.

“What!? No!” he cried out.

“James?” I whispered as I got up on my knees, trying to listen.

“I will be on the next plane out. Where is Poppy? Good. Secure her, and do not allow that jerk or anyone else near that child until I arrive. Do you understand?”

James tore the bedsheet from his naked body and clutched his chest as he stood up.

“James, what’s wrong? Who was on the phone?”

“It was my Aunt Sophia, calling to tell me that my brother collapsed and was taken to the hospital. He was working in his office when it happened. He never regained consciousness. Jesse…he’s brain dead. They are waiting on my arrival to disconnect the machines. I am the one listed as his proxy.”

“I am so sorry, love,” I said as I tried to wrap my arms around his naked back, but James pulled away from me. “James, please, let me help you. Don’t shut me out. Not now.”

He turned to see tears falling down my face. It was the last thing he needed to see me doing, but I knew he was hurting. All I wanted to do was comfort him, but he was numb. All because of one phone call.

He left me alone and dejected in our bed. I watched him walk into our bathroom and close the door behind him. I heard him take a few deep breaths and then get on the phone with his assistant. He literally and figuratively shut me out.

No way. Not this time, lover, I silently thought. He did kiss me on my forehead before turning away, but it wasn’t enough, not by a long shot. We had come so far and I would do anything possible to keep him here with me.

I left our bed and showered in the guest bathroom while James finished up in the other. I was always quicker than James. I was the t-shirt and jeans guy whereas my man buffed, polished, and groomed himself to the Adonis he was.

As he came out, he looked completely broken. He was usually so strong, a commanding presence in my life, so now it was my turn to be that for him. I waited for him to talk with me, and I didn’t exactly get the reaction I was looking for.

“What are you doing? And where are you going?” he shot daggers with his cold tone.

By the look on his face, he didn’t realize I had packed both our bags, but his eyes only zeroed in on mine. His expression changed in an instant, and I knew he thought the worst.

Before I could say a word to him, he strongly grabbed me by my shoulders and said to me, “I’m the one who runs, remember? Is my heart not breaking enough from my brother’s imminent death, and now what…your feelings are hurt? You just pack a bag and run? What the heck! Who does that? Talk to me, dang it!”

He was in pain over Archie and wasn’t thinking clearly. This was not my James. His doubts broke me, and I stared back at him with sadness and shock. He continued to yell and demand answers. I knew he was devastated over the phone call he received not an hour ago, so I allowed him to take his frustrations out on me. My silence only enraged him more, and then he shoved away from me, causing me to lose my balance. I got up quickly and shoved him back.

“What is wrong with you? Beating me down is not going to bring Archie back. I’m so sorry for your loss, but physically hurting me is not the answer.”

“Are you hurt?” he asked with caution to his tone.

“No, just my heart, because I know you’re in pain.”

“I’m sorry for shoving you. If it matters, it was just my reaction to what I saw.”

“You are a beast of a man!” I jabbed my finger into his chest. “I am not going anywhere. I would never leave you, and for you to accuse me of running in your time of need just breaks my heart. How could you believe that?”

“Your bags are packed, are they not? I’m not blind, Jesse!”

“No, what you are is grief-stricken over the loss of Archie. I am going to forgive you for your lack of faith and trust in me and what we have. I love you so much, James. The only place I am going is to London! With you!”

Not knowing what to say, James slowly fell to his knees. He was devastated over the loss of his only brother. I joined him on the floor, and at first, he tried to push me away, then he allowed me to hold him. His tears fell as he collapsed in my arms. He roared in pain.

“I’m sorry, Jesse. I am so sorry for being cruel.”

“Look at me, James,” I cupped his face and gently kissed his lips. “Baby, I love you, and I know you love me. We are in this together, right?”

“Right. We have to go to London. Together,” he said as he slumped his body onto me.

“I know we do, babe. We just have to get up from this floor.”

“I don’t deserve you. The first sign of distress, and I believe the worst and hurt you.”

“Stop it. You deserve me, and I deserve you. We did not fight as hard as we did to give up now, and Shae would kick our rear if we did.”

“She would. You are right about that. Forgive me, please?” he pleaded.

“There is nothing to forgive. Now, let’s go. I have a car waiting downstairs for us.”

As we walked downstairs with joined hands, James handed off our bags to our driver and then pulled me back and wrapped his arms around me.

“Jesse, our lives have completely changed with that phone call. Do you comprehend what’s going to happen once we get into that car? We are going to London to not only say goodbye to my brother but to also bring Poppy home with us. Are you okay with all of this?”

“I am, and I already agreed months ago when we had this conversation. I am just so sorry it came to this. I will be there for you and your brother’s little girl, no matter what.”

“No matter what?”

“I promise you, James. No matter what.”

Our hands were linked together the entire time to the airport. James was silent. I knew he was processing and needed time to figure it all out.

He was the younger brother of the two, but so serious and determined. Archie may have worked in the business world, but James wanted to run it from behind his own desk at Prestige. It was a joke between them when they had their weekly calls. I always smiled in the background and, for the most part, agreed with Archie.

James didn’t always have to take on the weight of the world, especially with me in his life. We would get through this together. We would have our sunshine and rainbows.

No. Matter. What.
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Half-way mark…

 

 

“WHAT DID YOU think about those chapters? Yeah, I think they are awesome too. So, by writing our story, does this mean I get paid? You know, this book in the right hands could change my life. I could be the next breakout star Prestige Publishing signs. Come on, James, you know you love the chase when it comes to finding fresh, new talent. Everyone loves a love story. This one I’m writing is ours, and it means so much because it’s your path back to me.”

It was day five, and James was still the same. No worse, no better. As for me, I didn’t know how I was. I thought I was managing quite well with handling the day-to-day operations for Prestige, and then there was Poppy. She bore a striking resemblance to her Uncle James. Every time I looked at her, I saw James. She was the innocent one in all of this.

“Hey, Poppy, daddy’s here,” I said as I bounced her up and down on my knee.

She cooed and drooled all over me. She was cutting teeth again, and everything she could get her hands on went into her mouth. She was walking now and just as I predicted, was getting into everything. The only thing was that we thought Archie would be the one chasing her around his home, not James and me.

“Sir, would you like for me to take her?” Poppy’s nanny asked, but I shook my head, telling her no.

Poppy was my saving grace, my hope. And now, my daughter…a daughter I will be raising with James, but he just needs to wake up first.

“Oh, Poppy, I know I am probably not making a lot of sense right now, but that’s okay. Grown up stuff is hard to understand, especially when it’s so complicated. Don’t you worry, baby. He will be home soon. I promise.”

I spent the rest of the day with Poppy, and I actually had a real meal. It felt good to take some time and get my mind off of James, if only for a little while.

I checked in with the office, and then I called my one voice of reason. Shae always made problems better just by the sound of her voice. She said all the right things to bring me back to center, but what I needed most was James. I promised to call her again soon. Three lullabies later and Poppy was sound asleep. I kissed her on her cheek and left for another long night sitting a bedside vigil with James.

When I arrived at the hospital, James’ room was empty. He was not in bed. Naturally, I didn’t take it very well.

“WHERE IS HE?!” I shouted as Ann came rushing inside his room.

“Jesse, he’s just upstairs getting an MRI. He should be back in his room shortly.”

“Why another scan? Has something happened since I left earlier?”

“No, nothing like that. Dr. Briggs has orders in place for scans to make sure there are no changes within his condition. A physical exam can only show so much. I promise you, Jesse, Dr. Briggs just wants to be cautious.”

“I understand that, Ann, but a phone call would have been nice. Walking in here to see his bed empty nearly gave me a heart attack.”

My voice was louder than it should have been, but if the roles were reversed I would hope that Ann would understand. Nonetheless, she didn’t deserve me lashing out on her.

“I apologize, Ann.”

“It’s fine, sir. No need to worry about my feelings,” she said as she flashed her kind smile and turned to walk away.

“Ann, may I ask you a question?”

“Of course, anything.”

“Is he going to wake from this? Come back to me all whole and healed?”

“Well, was he whole and healed before he was shot?” she asked.

I paused before answering, remembering my last few conversations with James and how determined he was to make us work.

“Yeah, he was getting there. With me. Now, look where we are.”

“Jesse, in my career, I have had to sit alongside families while they say goodbye to their loved ones. Some give up and mourn the loss before it ever becomes a reality, but not you, and certainly not your doctors. He is still here. That alone is what you need to hold onto to keep going.”

“Thank you, Ann. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know. I just wanted to remind you.”

James was eventually wheeled back and settled into his room, where I sat down right beside him. Waiting. Always.
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The dark days…

 

 

“HEY, YOU. YEAH, I’m talking to you. The sexy Brit pretending to be Sleeping Beauty. Haven’t you had enough attention already? You have nurses falling all over you day in and day out, and then of course there’s me. I sit here all day talking to you, and when I’m not doing that, I’m writing about us. And let’s not forget that I am not only running Prestige thousands of miles from home, but I am also taking on the role of two dads for Poppy. You’re a jerk, James, you know that? What was our deal? You promised me that we would be raising Poppy together, you said that, James. I believed you when you told me that we would be a family. ‘Sunshine and rainbows,’ that’s what you said. From where I’m sitting, it’s thunder clouds all the way. Do me a favor? Wake the heck up, and keep the promise you made to me.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Dempsey. May I have a word with you?” someone interrupted from the doorway.

I closed my eyes, angry that another unwanted visitor overheard a moment I was having with James. Every moment with James is precious, even the times I was yelling at him to wake up.

“I love you, baby. I’ll be right back,” I whispered to James as I held his hand and brought it to my lips and gently kissed it. I turned around and tried with valiant effort to keep myself in check.

“And you are?” I questioned, pissed off that I was being interrupted.

Judging by the look he’s giving me, I guess I wasn’t all that great at schooling my features. What do you expect? How am I supposed to be when the man I love is in a coma? People are going to have to just get over themselves, I silently thought to myself.

“I am Chief Constable David Essex, and I am in charge of the criminal investigation regarding the shooter, your sister-in-law, Scarlett Gentry.”

“She’s not my sister-in-law, and the only thing I want to hear from you is that she is burning in hell.”

“Well, unfortunately that’s not up to me to decide that, but what I can promise is that she will not see the outside of prison walls anytime soon. Would you like to step in the hallway to further discuss this?”

“Give me a minute, please.”

I waited for him to leave the room, and once he did, I turned all my attention back to my love. I sat on the bed to be as close as I could to James.

I whispered, “I’m sorry I called you a jerk. I’m angry, and I took it out on you. I’ll be back in a few minutes. I have to make sure that the devil that brought forth our angel is never heard from again.”

Chief Essex told me in the hallway, “Mr. Dempsey, I apologize for taking you away from Mr. Gentry, but I felt this news would be better given in person.”

“Okay, go on.”

“Scarlett Gentry is being moved the day after tomorrow to a permanent facility. Because she has confessed and waived her rights to a trial, the magistrate overseeing her case felt it would be best to move along the process by placing her. I have met with her, and she has accepted the magistrate’s ruling.”

“Okay, so what does this have to do with me?” I questioned.

“Her solicitor has asked me to ask you one request before she leaves.”

“And? What does she want? Hasn’t our family given her enough?”

“Sir, I know this is difficult.”

“Do you really? Because it’s perdition. My partner is in a coma recovering from a gunshot wound to his head. Two surgeries later, and he’s not awake yet. Will he? If I know. And when he does wake up, I have to be the one to remind him that his only brother is dead, and at the hands of that psycho jerk who poisoned him for months.”

“Sir, whatever you decide on this matter will not change what will happen the day after tomorrow. I was asked to deliver a message to you, and now I have. I am truly sorry for your loss and hope you get a happy ending in your story.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I mumbled as he walked away.

I never went back inside to be with James. My head was all messed up, and I needed to find some clarity before I talked with him again. I went home and changed into my running gear, something I hadn’t done in a while. With my iPod on blast, I ran mile by mile until my legs finally won out in the end. I looked at the running app on my phone, and I clocked close to seven miles. It wasn’t enough. I still had all this rage inside of me, and I didn’t know how to release it.

What will it prove seeing Scarlett again? The last time our paths crossed, she had just shot James. I was too late to save him. It all happened so quickly. It was a bloody scene. An image of James with blood gushing from his head is one I would never forget. I never wanted to leave his side. If he was going to die, then I wanted to be the one who held him. But he was still breathing and had a chance. Once I let him go, he was placed into an ambulance, and Scarlett was in handcuffs.

Suddenly, my heart begun to beat faster to the point of pain. I was struggling with what I needed to do and what I wanted to do. It was late, and my body was exhausted. I ran home at a slower pace and promised myself that I would be better tomorrow for James.

The next day, I greeted James, “Hey, babe, I guess you don’t need to hear me say sorry again. I should have come back yesterday, but I wasn’t in the greatest headspace and needed time. I dreamed of you last night. Yeah, what else is new? Anyway, I did some writing before the sun came up this morning. It was more sad parts, but they have to be written, right? Sometimes the hardest words written are the best ones read. I don’t know how true that is, but Shae says it a lot when she’s swooning over one of her authors.”

“Okay, so the last time I read you some pages, I was at the part of us leaving for London. You held my hand practically the entire flight to Heathrow. You needed to feel safe in an unjust world. You kept asking why a great man like Archie was no longer with us. Yeah, that was hard for me to come to terms with too. I’m still not sure if I have.”

“When we arrived at the hospital, Poppy was sleeping in her carriage and slowly being rocked by your Aunt Sophia. Sophia was singing to her, and when we walked up to them, you told me you knew the song. It was one your mum sang to you and Archie as children. She took one look at you and rushed into your arms, trying to make some sense to why this happened. I took care of Poppy while you and your aunt said your goodbyes to Archie.”

“The days that followed his funeral were soul numbing. You were so strong, James, never allowing yourself to break down, but it was different at night when we were alone. You didn’t have to be strong for me, babe. I had your back…”

 

“What are you thinking about?” I asked James.

“What comes next for us? I mean, are you ready for all of this, Jesse? I know we talked about it in theory, but now it’s become real, and we have to make some decisions about Poppy.”

“I thought we already decided that,” I said.

“No, I brought it up once after the funeral, and you quickly said yes to everything.”

“Well, you know how I love to submit to your every request.”

“Jesse, come on babe. That’s not funny.”

“Look, I’m just trying to make a sucky situation a little bit better for you. The way I see it is that we adopt Poppy and bring her back to New York for us to raise and be her dads. I see nothing else when I look at that beautiful baby.”

“Scarlett is going to be a problem. She wants her parental rights back,” he said.

“That’s never going to happen. We won’t let it.”

“I love how confident you are, but she’s ruthless and will stop at nothing to get what she wants. The divorce settlement proved that.”

“James, I know you will move heaven and earth to protect that baby, and so will I.”

I knew he was afraid, but he didn’t have to be. He loved his brother, and we would love his daughter as our own. We would protect her and keep her safe. When he was ready, we would give Poppy siblings, and our family would be complete.

“I love you, Jesse, so much. I don’t believe I would have made it these last weeks without you. I know we have so much more to talk about, but can you just help me forget for a while? Just for tonight?”

“You need saving, James?”

“Yes, I do. Jesse, I believe you are the only one that can help me.”

Every relationship came with tests and tribulations, we both knew that. It was one of the reasons why he kept me at a safe distance for so long, but eventually we proved that together we could handle anything. We just had to get through the storm to see the sunshine and rainbows.

In our beginning, I made my intentions to James very clear. I wanted him, it was just that simple. For a time, I was willing to accept anything he was willing to give, but in the end, I wanted more.

He wasn’t ready for the same things I desired. My parents were hippie leftovers that spent their retirement money traveling the country attending revival concerts of the Grateful Dead. They lived their life to the fullest and spent every single day loving each other. What they had was what I wanted with James. Okay, not watching the tribute bands that couldn’t hold a candle to the original, but it was the rest that I wished for.

I once told Shae that I was always ready for the commitment that scared the heck out of him on most days. When he refused me again, I found solace in the arms of someone else, and it hurt really bad to feel as if I was betraying James. It wasn’t my fault, but I still carried the guilt until my girl called me out on my trash and then took a few turns talking with James. Walking in on what she thought was a private conversation was the best moment of my life. I heard him ask her how he could hold onto me, and my heart felt full. He loved me all along, even in the moments that I doubted.

James was always the dominant in our relationship, a part he played very well. But tonight, he wanted to hand me the reins. To give someone that much control over your heart and body required so much trust between each other.

He wanted rough, I wanted gentle. We would have plenty of time to play, but for tonight my James needed gentle. I kissed, licked, and left a few marks all over his body. He submitted beautifully to me when I got him ready. He widened his legs and brought me closer.

“Make love to me, Jesse. Make me forget and take us to a place that is just for us.”

His words were a melody, the perfect song for only me to hear.

“I love you, James Gentry, for always and forever.”
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The dark one rears her ugly head…

 

 

IT WAS ANOTHER long night of writing in between staying up with Poppy. Our poor little baby was up half the night with periods of crying—more like wailing at the top of her lungs. Her gums were very red, almost to the point of swollen. She was cutting some teeth, and no matter what I did to comfort her, it wasn’t enough. Our nanny offered to take her from me, but I wanted to be the one to care for her. After all, when James recovered and we all went home to New York, I would have to know what I was doing, so I sent her very helpful nanny back to bed.

The medicine for her gums seemed to be working, and our little girl managed to fall asleep around three a.m. I was now fully awake and a bit wired with one too many coffee drinks that I chugged to keep my eyes open. No time like the present to sit down and write. I am beginning to understand more now how writers take every opportunity to write when they can.

Poppy was in our bed surrounded by big pillows serving as a cocoon to keep her safe. I wasn’t too far away, but if she did wake up, I wouldn’t want her to be afraid. As I skimmed over the latest pages I wrote, my heart warmed at the memories I made with James, how I loved him so much. But now it was time to address the bad incidents that led to where James was now…

 

For me to describe his brother’s funeral as a nightmarish experience would be an understatement. Archie’s ex-wife, now bereft, put on a show that would make Hollywood actresses jealous. She had already waived her rights to Poppy, but all the while at the service, she insisted that Aunt Sophia turn the baby over to her. I finally had to intervene after I sent James ahead with the limo to Archie’s final resting place.

“What are you doing here, Scarlett? You are not welcomed here, and let’s be clear, you were not invited.”

She replied, “You are a feisty one, I must say. You must positively be animalistic in bed. You would have to be, for James to take you on. Tell me something, Mr. Dempsey, has he tied you up yet? It’s quite the rush.”

I thought to myself: What the heck? No way would James ever touch her in a million years. I know James was bisexual years ago, but he always told me that he preferred men. Last year we vowed to start over, a new beginning for us as a couple. Our new status has not reached its first milestone yet, but our history is still close to five years long, and since then, he has been men only. This jerk is trying to play me, just like she did with Archie. I can play too.

She lit a cigarette and dropped a button to show me her voluptuous breasts that were practically spilling out from the flimsy material she called a bra.

“You can cover up. I’m not interested,” I snapped.

“Oh yeah? That’s not what James said, and my answer is yes to being the third in your bed. Archie didn’t have the spine for—let’s just say—our kind of play and proclivities, but his brother is a different story, and I’m guessing, so are you.”

Not taking the bait. She’s good, I’ll give her that, but I’m better.

I said, “For the last time, you must be high. Sniff any paint lately?”

“No, darling, that was Archie that did that.”

“Excuse me? What did you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing. You were saying?”

“Back the heck off, Scarlett. Because whatever you think is going to happen between the three of us is just a made-up fantasy in your head. James likes toe—my toe, to be clear—so you can take your offer and choke on it, for all we care.”

“You know, I would love to continue this enlightening conversation, but I believe I have given you enough to chew on for one day,” she said as she began to slink away, but not before issuing me a warning. “Poppy is my daughter, and I signed her custody papers under duress. I will get her back, Mr. Dempsey, and the money too. I’ll be in touch. Hopefully, you’ll have a change of heart.”

My head was spinning after she left, and my body felt dirty around her. James had sent the car back for me, and it was pulling up when I felt like someone was watching me. I scanned the area and looked all around but found nothing. It must have been the stress of the day that was causing my mind to play tricks on me. I stepped into the limo, and twenty minutes later, I was reunited with James, Aunt Sophia, and baby Poppy.

She was so precious. Her eyes lit up once she connected with me. I held out my arms, and she practically bounced out from her great aunt’s embrace.

“Come here, little one,” I said. “How are you? Don’t you worry, Poppy. I will never allow anyone to hurt you, especially Scarlett Gentry. I promise you.”

James walked over and took us both in for a hug.

“It’s time to start, Jesse. Will you stand by me?”

“Of course, I will. Forever, right?”

“Yes, that’s where my heart is leading me to,” James winked at me and kissed Poppy on her head.

I held the baby on my left while my right hand was linked with James. An hour later we were beyond exhausted and on our way back to James’ home in London. Aunt Sophia was staying with us, along with Poppy’s nanny until we could settle Archie’s estate and make sure it was okay for us to legally bring Poppy to New York.

He hardly ate anything today, and even less at dinner. James was holed up in his office with his and Archie’s lawyers. His brother was a very rich man and had a huge estate to break down. Archie was very clear on his last wishes. All he requested was a private viewing for close friends and family, then onto an interment in his parents’ vault.

We didn’t do this type of mourning in my family. My mom and dad were all about free love and felt our bodies should be returned to the earth as it was in the beginning. They missed the Woodstock experience but still believed in free love and humanity for all. I guess if you were going to compare James and me on a balance sheet, we were men with polar opposite backgrounds. Luckily for me, when we met, those stereotype labels were never an issue for either one of us. I saw the man and nothing else.

With James still in his meetings and the baby now asleep, I was on my own for a little while and decided to take a walk. I left him a note telling him I would return soon. As I walked through the opulent streets of Kensington Gate, I once again had a feeling that I was being watched. My New Yorker skills were on high alert and was ready to kick some major rear if I was about to be jumped. All I had to use were my fists, and being the son of hippie leftovers, yeah, I got into a few fights. I could hold my own and most of the time came out with hardly a scratch.

I kept walking and must have lost my way, because I was at a dead-end street. Just great! Now where do I go? I waited a few minutes and then started to walk back when I saw my alleged stalker up ahead and behind a tree. Behind a tree and wearing a hood. Way to be covert. No time like the present to introduce myself! I pulled out my phone and pretended to talk with someone, giving him the impression that my guard was down. I heard his footsteps get closer, and then when I felt I could easily grab and knock his rear to the ground, I turned to him and pounced.

“Okay, idiot, why are you following me?” I shouted while knocking him down to the grassy surface below.

What I didn’t expect was the identity of my so-called attacker.

“Stop, you’re hurting me,” she replied.

A she? What is going on here? I released her immediately, and she quickly got up on her feet.

“Who are you?” I asked.

She removed her hood, and I recognized her immediately: Archie’s personal assistant, Emma.

“Are you hurt?” I questioned before I asked the obvious one. She told me she was fine and how sorry she was for scaring me.

“Again, I apologize, Mr. Dempsey, but I saw no other way without bringing attention down onto myself.”

“It’s Jesse, and I think you need to explain yourself.”

“Not here, it’s not safe. Please, Jesse, come with me, and I promise to explain everything to you. I mean no danger to you. I swear it on Archie’s life, or rather, his memory.”

I hesitated at first, trying to decide what I should do. She seemed harmless enough, but I was still on guard. I texted James to tell him who I was with and glossed over the real reason on how we crossed paths. He didn’t text back, probably was still with the lawyers. I kept my phone on, which was connected with James’, so if I ended up dead in an alley tonight, at least he could find me. Emma hailed down a taxi, and we drove to what I recognized as Archie’s office.

“Why are we here?” I questioned.

“All will be explained. Follow me.”

We stepped onto the elevator that took us up to the tenth floor, where his office was located. Archie owned a private marketing firm that dealt with large scale companies all throughout the world. No wonder why that jerk of an ex-wife demanded the money she did. Archie was beyond wealthy, but you would never know it. He was down to earth and very kind, not a mean bone to speak of, unlike the barracuda he married.

Once we reached his office, Emma unlocked the door and disarmed the alarm. We stepped in, and she closed the door behind us.

“Why are we here?” I asked. You really need to start talking.”

“I know I have been cryptic, but there is a reason, and I must tell you now before anyone else gets hurt.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“Archie was a wonderful man. He was so generous and kind, which also made him a target for people to take advantage of him. I’m not speaking of his business associates; in this area he was focused and never showed weakness. But his personal life? That’s another story. I have been with Archie for the past ten years, and we developed a close working relationship that evolved into a friendship. I loved him very much, but he never returned my feelings. I guess what you Americans call the ‘friend zone,’ that was me for many years, and for a moment I believed things between us may have changed. But then he met Scarlett, and I knew she turned his head and attention away from me.”

“From the beginning, I knew she could not be trusted. There was something so cold about her, but she put on a convincing show that she was ever the loving wife. I tried to talk with Archie about this, but he wouldn’t listen. Things became estranged, and the wonderful friendship that we once shared begun to unravel. He kept things professional between us after that. I can’t begin to explain how hurt I was by his choices.”

“Okay, Emma, it’s clear that you cared about Archie, but why all the cloak and dagger? Why are you telling all of this to me and not to James?”

“He’s grieving for his brother, and I fear he may not be so objective to what I have just explained to you.”

“I understand, but Archie was his brother. Anything pertaining to Archie, James has a right to know.”

“I agree, but after I tell you.”

“Okay, go on.”

“Being with James, you must have been privy to at least some of the phone calls between them. I was the one that scheduled his weekly calls with James, and it was always during business hours because he never wanted to share that part of his life with Scarlett, this I knew. Before she got pregnant, Archie and her had been fighting, and it was beginning to become a very hostile environment. When I thought they were heading towards dissolving their marriage, she became pregnant with Poppy, and how convenient of the timing of it all. Archie had just landed a multi-billion-dollar contract for a hotel chain in Dubai, making his company a great deal of money and increasing his personal wealth. Archie was over the moon when he found out she was carrying his child, but I always felt that the baby served a higher purpose.”

“Which was?”

“His money. She got pregnant to appease Archie, and once that beautiful baby was born, she paid no mind to Poppy at all and left Poppy in the care of nannies and house staff. When he could, Archie did most of the parenting. He loved his daughter very much.”

“Yes, I know. When I met Archie for the first time back in January, you would have to be blind not to notice how much he loved Poppy.”

“If he had only listened to me, he would still be here with us.”

“Okay, you are beginning to spin conspiracy theories now. Emma, I am so sorry that you are grieving over Archie. We all are, but I need to get back to James, who needs me the most.”

“Mr. Dempsey…Jesse…please stay. I know I must sound like the rejected lover, but I can assure you that I am not. I was Archie’s friend and cared for him a great deal, but I was too late to figure it all out.”

“What are you talking about?” I frustratingly questioned.

“Archibald Gentry is dead because Scarlett Gentry killed him, and I can prove it.”

Time had gone still, and all was quiet. Only the sounds of my beating heart could be heard. Did I hear her right? Scarlett was responsible for Archie’s death? But how?

“I think I need a drink. You have any booze in here?” I asked.

“I do. I’ll join you.”

She poured us each two fingers of scotch with me easily knocking it back quickly. She filled my glass again and then I downed that as well, giving me a calm buzz. I wasn’t a big drinker on any level, but this was at least helping me absorb all that I was hearing. Actually, my head was beginning to ache and I was feeling a little dizzy, which was weird since I was not that much of a lightweight.

“Are you alright, Jesse?” Emma asked.

Bile rose from the pit of my stomach, and I hurried to the private washroom to spill my guts until I had nothing left to expel.

“Oh hell, I haven’t felt this bad since college. What’s happening to me?” I said as I rinsed and wiped my mouth.

“I’ll tell you. Since we have arrived to this office, you have been slowly ingesting a silent killer. Toxins are in these very walls, the same poison that made Archie slowly sick over the course of several months and then eventually killed him.”

“Excuse me? What did you just say?”

“She killed him, Jesse, and this is how,” Emma said as she waved her hands up and around the room to direct my attention to the walls.

I couldn’t stand to be in here for much longer, and after being sick, I just wanted to go home to James, but I knew I needed to stay and hear the rest of the story.

“Emma, we were only in there for no more than an hour. How could I have gotten sick so quickly?”

“It’s a silent killer, an odorless toxin that develops in paint that has been tainted. When Scarlett surprised Archie with a newly decorated office, he was thrilled at first. He viewed it as an olive branch to their months of fighting after Poppy was born. This gesture showed that she still had kindness within her and by doing this for him, maybe it would lead to reconciliation. Shortly after the office had been renovated, Archie became ill, but doctors never found anything wrong with him. He would get these horrible nosebleeds, headaches, and erratic mood swings. It was a mystery, but Archie got well for a short time until the next round where he would be mysteriously ill again. Tensions between them only increased, and as you know, they divorced with her walking away with a huge settlement, and he with his daughter. Here’s the twist: Poppy was his heir, and the person or persons that would raise her in the event of his death would be in total control of his estate and assets, which include this company. With Archie now gone, Scarlett’s next target is their daughter. You must stop her, Mr. Dempsey, before James becomes her next victim, or you yourself.”

She then handed me a leather portfolio, and inside was a thick folder filled with documents, lab results, financial holdings, etc.

“Inside is everything you need to stop her and prevent Scarlett from hurting anyone else. When his doctors could not determine the cause of his illness, I took matters into my own hands. Archie was perfectly fine until his office was painted. Without him knowing, I searched everything in here until I managed to find my first clue. It was receipts from the paint purchase. I made copies and returned the originals where I found them in his desk. Over a period of time, he developed more symptoms, and that’s when I knew I had to do more digging. I took his medical results without his knowledge and forwarded them to a private lab outside of London. I had a friend who worked there, and he also analyzed a paint sample I scraped off a corner of the wall. When I received the findings, I nearly collapsed. My suspicions were correct, but it was too late for Archie. He had slowly been poisoned over several months, and his body had weakened over time.”

“Who else knows about this?”

“Only you, Jesse. I must go.”

“Wait a minute, Emma. We are not through here. How can you be so sure it was toxic paint that killed him? Maybe it was the scotch! How did you even come up with such a theory?”

“Because I know! I felt it deep inside of me from the beginning. Who was this woman that suddenly was in his life? She came from nowhere, and then before I could even process the quick romance, they were married. Don’t you see? She’s a professional con artist that preyed upon Archie, and when he didn’t serve her purpose, she killed him. Yes, I know this sounds farfetched, but you must believe me. I traced the paint back to its original supplier, and I was told that this particular line of paint had been discontinued. It was no longer being manufactured due to contamination back at the factory. Large volumes were released before the recall, so who knew exactly how much was out there on the open market?”

She went on, “I have told you everything I know, and now you have the proof. I cannot begin to know how Archie felt about all that was happening to him. All I know is I had to trust my gut feeling and where it was leading me to in regards to Scarlett. She’s a dangerous woman and needs to be stopped. I desperately want to believe that he may have suspected some kind of foul play to his condition, or he would have never gone to extreme measures to protect his daughter. He knew, Jesse. There’s no other explanation. He just didn’t know the reasons behind her duplicity. Please take to James what I have given to you. And, beyond anything else, please protect that child. I must go. Godspeed.”

I was at a loss for words, and by the time my mind registered with my brain, she was gone. I ran for the elevator but decided to take the stairs. I ran as fast as I could until I reached the lobby, where I saw her running toward the tube. I called out for her, but she kept going until she disappeared from my sight. I thought I could catch her, but she was lost in the crowd. I hailed a taxi and hurried the driver along to get me home to James as quick as the laws would allow.

I held onto the papers and searched for James. Mrs. Peterson was the first to greet me.

“There you are, lad. Mr. Gentry has been calling you but has now retired for the evening. Shall I fix you some dinner?”

“No, thank you,” I answered.

I checked my phone and, sure enough, I had many missed calls from James and a text message: Where are you?

“Is Poppy still asleep?” I asked Mrs. Peterson.

“Yes, I just checked on her.”

“I know this may sound like an odd request, but I would like for you to sleep in the nursery tonight. I would feel better knowing you were close.”

“It’s not an odd request at all. You are a father now, and all of this is very new for you,” she said.

“Thank you for understanding. We are right upstairs if you should need us for anything.”

“Poppy and I will be fine.”

Before going to James, I had to take a breath to process all that happened tonight. Emma seemed as sincere as one person can be. She was a trusted employee and friend. Aside from Sophia, she was the one person here in London that had Archie’s back, so there would be no reason to make this up and lie to me.

Another thing that stuck with me was how she said it wasn’t safe. Was Scarlett on to her? Was Emma in danger? I sat by the roaring fire and nursed my scotch. I was fighting my memory to go back to every last word that was said between Scarlett and me, and then it was as if I was punched in the stomach.

She practically admitted her role in Archie’s death to me today when we were arguing. No way! I knew I heard her right, and she just skated over her slip of the tongue.

 

“For the last time, you must be high. Sniff any paint lately?” I asked.

“No, darling, that was Archie that did that.”

“Excuse me? What did you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing. You were saying?”

At the time, I was just messing with her. I had no idea that what I actually said would be true and the very reason why Archie was dead. This woman was certifiable and was coming after Poppy to get the money.

“No! You jerk. You will have to go through me first,” I said aloud.

“Jesse? Are you alright?” James called out.

Idiot! I didn’t hear him come in, nor did I realize what I just said for him to hear. I put my glass down and took a breath.

“Hey, did I wake you?” I asked. Yeah Jesse, real smooth.

“Yes, and only because you were not beside me. Where have you been? What have you been doing all this time?” James questioned me with the tone he usually used on his staff, a curt and to the point “don’t mess with me” tone.

I cast my eyes away from him, but that was the wrong move on my part. I knew how much he hated when I did it. But I could never win in a stare down with him. He reached for me until he bridged the gap between us, pulling me in closer with no means of stepping out from his hold.

“Look at me, Jesse. What’s wrong with you? Do I have a reason to be worried here?”

“Yes, you do.”

He sighed in frustration and said, “Jesse, I know I pulled away from you today, but by the heavens, I buried my only brother today. Is it so wrong to ask for some time to get through my grief?”

I pulled away from him, and he didn’t try to stop me this time. We were here again, at a place filled with doubt, insecure feelings, and lack of trust. I paused for a moment and then turned to look at him, taking in all his mercurial moods and beauty before me.

I said, “Once again, you are doubting me, James, and what we have. No, I am not pulling away from you. I am not running. When are you going to get that through your thick and stubborn head?”

“When you stop giving me reason to. Now, for the last time, where have you been?” he demanded as he reached for me again and tightened his grasp on my upper arms.

“James, you’re hurting me, and I don’t just mean physically. Please trust me and us, for that matter. I will tell you everything, but you need to calm down so I can.”

His eyes softened, and he let go of my arms as if he was just burned from fire, only to pull me back in and hold me close to him.

He said, “I’m sorry, baby, so sorry. I don’t know what I am doing, and all I seem to do is mess up with you.”

“Shhh, you haven’t done anything wrong here. You have just gone through something so unjust and painstakingly hard, I don’t even have the right words to comfort you.”

“You’re here, and that is all that matters. Please, talk to me.”

“Would you mind if I took a shower first? I really need one,” I said.

“Would it be too forward of me to ask to join you?”

“I would be crushed if you didn’t.”

That made him smile, and the temporary storm cloud that surrounded us both was lifted as he took my hand. Please God, give me the strength that I need to tell James that his brother was murdered.

He led us into his colossal sized bathroom. Yeah, this space put small apartments to shame. Italian granite tile from one end to the other. The hardware on the sinks alone were worth thousands, and all customized by James. He grew up in luxury, that was obviously clear, but for him it was so much more. This was his and his alone, and every inch of his magnificent home had his personal mark on it. For him, that meant everything. He made that perfectly clear to me on the very first day we arrived here and he gave me a tour…

 

“Jesse, I want you to know that this home was never a home until I knew what it meant to love another. To be committed to my soulmate, and to know that his heart is now connected with mine.”

“What took you so long to figure it all out?” I asked him as he slowly ran his tongue from my ear down onto my neck, sending exhilarating shivers down my spine.

“It’s simple…I was waiting for you.”

 

“Jesse…” he said, as he extended his hand. When my hand linked with his, he brought it up to his lips. Caressing the marks he left on my upper arms, he leaned in and kissed every last one.

He continued, “I am so bloody sorry for marking you.”

I looked up to him and tried to lighten his mood with a witty comeback, but he wasn’t going to let me have that. He was struggling with his feelings and believed he had hurt me. Yes, he did, but not in any way that we could not move on from. I remained quiet until he finished his inspection. He didn’t look any better, so now it was up to me to try again.

“James, I’m fine. I love you. Look at me, please,” I asked him gently at first, but he still had his eyes cast down in shame.

It drove him insane whenever I did this to him. Now turning the tables on me, I knew exactly how he felt. I didn’t like it either. Once he raised his head, his eyes were nothing but dark pools of brown. He was shutting down on purpose because of his guilt.

I finally saw no other way than to just crush my mouth to his and force him to let me in. I told him that I loved him over and over again until the wall he put up came crashing down around us. I needed him just as much as he needed me.

He wrapped his arms around my back and held me with all his strength. My lover was back, and he so beautifully reminded me that sunshine and rainbows was the only path we would be taking. I believed him. We would just have to weather this storm before we could have what he promised.

And as his passion was reignited, I thought to myself, Now…how do I tell him?

James led me into his massive glass surround shower which had two benches on either side. Knowledge of how to operate the luxurious shower system was too overwhelming for me at the current moment. But James, always a step ahead of me, hit a button on the system, and we were transported to a waterfall.

Sprays of water fell on us from all sides of the encased unit. The temperature was set just under scorching. I jumped at the sensation and then slowly relaxed as the massaging sprays hit my skin in a precise and calculated rhythm and the tension in my body slipped away. Our heated moment from earlier was forgotten, and I was so lost in James. He was caressing me with every kiss and touch, and then when he looked into my eyes, he made his intentions crystal clear to what he wanted to do next.

“There now, feel better?” James asked as he continued to hold me, effectively making me forget all that was troubling me.

I was supposed to be the one making him feel good, but always the attentive lover to my every need, he sensed my anxiety too. I wanted to tell him right then and there about what Emma discussed with me, but I chose not to. I wanted to have this one perfect moment with him before I had to crush him with what had been revealed to me tonight.

I closed my eyes as James slowly descended to his knees, taking my hard toe into his mouth while massaging my balls with his expert hands. I was unsteady on my feet, but again James knew that too and placed his hand on the small of my back to keep me in my place. He worked me over and over again until I could barely stand on my own.

“James, it feels so good. Please let me come,” I desperately implored.

Knowing James and what a dominant man he was, my sobs were ignored. He released his mouth in a loud pop and stood up, turning me around with my chest against the cool granite wall. His hard length was pressed against my backside with his hands now over mine.

Leaning closer and biting down on my neck, he whispered ever so slowly, “Oh, Jesse, have you forgotten so soon? I say when and I certainly say how much you will come for me, but only when I feel you are ready to do so. Now, be the compliant lover that I know you are and open your legs for me. Please.”

I did so without another command given. I bit my lip, knowing he was loving this roleplay between us as much as I did. James kept lube in here, but before I could even reach for it, he already had it in hand and applied the liquid generously to his toe, but not before dropping to his knees once more.

“I know how you feel. Let’s see how you taste,” he said.

Oh my balls! How am I going to hold off for much longer?

As if having the power to hear my every thought, he slapped my rear hard and said, “Control, Jesse. Hold on, and do not let go of what I am building.”

He whispered as his hands parted my rear and rimmed me beautifully with his skilled tongue, sending me crashing through my orgasmic high. He was my drug, and I would always crave him. I gripped my erection as hard as I could to hold off from exploding all over the wall.

“Wait for me, Jesse. We are almost there.”

I slowed my breathing down to a strenuous halt until I regained some of the control I easily gave away anytime I was in close proximity of my lover.

He ordered, “Keep your hands on the wall as I enter your body and we become one.”

Before I could agree, James pushed inside the restricting wall of muscle, making me clench down until the pain became pure unadulterated pleasure.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I told him I was, and then he entered me again and again until he was fully inside taking what I so willingly gave him.

“I love you, Jesse. You belong to me, and I belong to you. We will always have this between us. Now, come for me,” he said.

I silently counted to five, and then hot bursts of come shot out of me like a cannon, spraying the tile in a spectacular finish. James pumped the last of his release deep inside of me and remained there until his toe went flaccid. I immediately felt the loss of him, but he didn’t go far. Turning me in his arms, he held my face in his hands and made me look at him. This side of James I would never grow tired of. The way he controlled our sex was mind-blowing.

“I love you,” he whispered.

Three words, and that’s all it took for me to fall deeper in love with the strong man before me. I didn’t say them back, but he knew. I was still so blissed out from what we just shared that James just winked and began to wash me, leaving kisses along the way.

By the time our hot shower sex-capades was over, my body was calling for sleep, easily forgoing the reason I wanted to speak with James, that sexy Brit. He got us to bed, and his arms held me close with his left leg over mine, securing me at all costs. I was so tired that even if I wanted to move, my exhausted mind and body would not allow it, let alone James, for that matter.

He kissed me again, and I heard him say, “I love you baby. Tomorrow is another day.”

How does he do it? I’ll never know, and I don’t care. What I do know is that his keen senses had noticed my feelings and obliterated the stress at least for a little while. Tonight had been the first night since we arrived in London that I actually slept soundly. After our fight and then unrestrained lovemaking in the shower, I was now in his arms, protected and loved by the man with whom I would forever be connected.

Tomorrow would be hard, sharing the knowledge of what I knew about his brother’s death. I silently prayed that my man had enough strength inside of himself to hear it and to not run off like a crazy man to try to avenge his brother’s death.

We would both have to be smart about our next move. There was Poppy to consider, and of course, her deranged psychotic mother, who was responsible for this nightmare.
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Exposed…

 

 

THERE WAS STILL no change in James’ condition after a full week. Both Dr. Briggs and Dr. Taylor examined him this morning, and their findings were still the same. He was stable. His test results and scans all showed he was on the path of healing. But if everything is going so well, then why isn’t he awake yet?

“James, I’ve lost track on how many times I have asked, begged, shouted, and cried asking you to wake up. Does it give you that much pleasure to piss me off? Okay, you win. Does that make you happy? Wake up! Wake up! Wake the heck up!”

“Excuse me, Mr. Dempsey?” someone called from behind me.

I closed my eyes tightly, immediately recognizing the voice. It was Chief Essex. I leaned in over James and kissed his forehead and whispered close to his ear how much I loved him, to forgive me for my crass words, and to just come back to me.

Taking a breath, I turned around and asked, “What do you want?”

“An answer.”

“Let’s step outside,” I told him. “This is not the place to have this conversation.”

I led him away from James’ room and down the corridor until we reached an empty waiting room. Not too many people frequented here during the day, so it was as private as it was going to get.

I said, “Look, Essex, I already have given you my answer on how I feel about Scarlett Gentry. My feelings have not changed since the last time we spoke. She can burn for all I care, and believe me when I say that is exactly what I pray for each night before I go to bed.”

“Okay, Mr. Dempsey, I figured I would ask one more time before she leaves tonight. You may be praying for hell, and by all accounts that’s what she deserves, but it is not up to you or me to decide that eternal fate. Good day.”

Yeah, good day to you, jerk! Hell is too good for her, but he was right. It was not up for me to decide, but knowing how evil Scarlett was and the devastation she left in her wake, I would think judging and deciding her fate would be easy. I wasn’t going to debate this any longer, and I certainly wasn’t going to waste another minute second guessing my decision. I had to get back to James.

I grabbed a coffee and quickly checked in with Bryce back in New York. He was currently taking on the role as Chief Executive Officer of Prestige while James recovered here in London. We never could find a happy medium with each other, but those differences were cast aside at the moment. Not even Bryce Chapman would rub salt into my gaping wounds.

Our call was brief, but effective. We were on target with our next quarter’s production schedule, and we both held high hopes for an announcement from Weston James, who only worked with Shaena Blake. He held an ironclad contract with Prestige and Shaena. She had shared with me that he was giving a great deal of thought for another book, but he gave no indication as to when. I was just happy he was considering it at all since he was adamant of his original agreement. His follow-up novel, The Raven Returns, was still sitting high on every American and European list, successfully bypassing the first book’s overall sales. Yeah, Weston James was definitely a diamond in the rough, and knowing he was still under the Prestige umbrella made James one happy publisher.

Ann met me before I reached James’ room and said, “Not to alarm you, they took him down for another scan. Mr. Gentry…he moved his arm.”

I almost dropped the coffee I was holding, but Ann had quicker reflexes and reached for my cup.

“Did he open his eyes?”

“Not that I am aware of, but he did respond to stimuli testing. Not only did his arm move, but both legs and feet as well. He’s coming back to you, we just know it. So you keep yelling at him, and if it helps, use those cuss words of yours too. Whatever the method, it’s working!”

I embarrassingly blushed after Ann’s last comment. I did tend to yell a lot at James, never realizing the staff outside could hear me.

“Thank you so much, Ann. I just wish I was here to see it for myself. You know, seeing is believing.”

“I was here, and trust me when I say this, it’s a good sign. All his brain function tests have been positive. I guess you landed a real stubborn mate, and he is taking his sweet time waking up.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing sweet about this, more like…a living, breathing hell.”

“It’s almost over, I promise. I have seen far worse cases than Mr. Gentry, and those patients walked out of here just fine and returned back to their lives. This too will happen for you, just please do not give up. I see you have your journal with you. He’s going to be a while, so why don’t you sit, relax, and write for a bit.”

“I guess the secret’s out.”

“No, we are just observant, not only with our ears but eyes as well. Is it helping at all?”

“Yeah, it is,” I responded.

“You see, a good sign. I’ll let you know when they are bringing him back up.”

“Thanks, Ann, for everything.”

She kindly smiled back at me, and then I dropped my messenger bag down to the table. I brought my laptop with me this morning so I could do some much-needed work for Prestige. I had gotten most of it done last night and only needed to complete a few tasks. The unexpected visit from Essex did not serve me any good. He was so determined to get me to see Scarlett before she left for her incarceration.

I meant every word I said about Scarlett. She was evil and would have to pay for the crimes she committed one way or another. I knew all about forgiveness, but some people were just unredeemable. Just look at the wake of destruction Scarlett left in her path…

 

The following morning, I woke up to James sitting on the edge of the bed and waiting for me to wake. I was startled at first, but then my eyes zeroed in on what he was holding in his hands: the portfolio from Emma.

I was naked under the covers, so I carefully sat up and positioned myself against the headboard of the bed, not exposing an inch of my lower body. Normally, James would have ripped them away by now, but this morning all he could do was stare at the file in hand and then back over to me. The look in his eyes were filled with pain, maybe betrayal. Was this look meant for me? I only discovered the information last night. I hoped he didn’t believe I would hide something like this. When I was fully awake and readied myself to speak, he began.

“Scarlett…killed…my…brother?” he said, his voice breaking with every word.

“Yes, it appears that way.”

“Appears? Or is it actually a fact? Which is it, Jesse? And better yet, why didn’t you tell me this last night?”

His angry scowl was hurting me. Yup, once again my beautiful man who made passionate love to me last night was replaced with an untrusting, angry man.

“It’s a fact, and you can wipe that look off your face before this…” I said waving my hand between us, “…gets bad. I am not the enemy here, James. I wanted to tell, but you kind of distracted me when I came home, or have you forgotten already?”

I used the same words back at him, the same he used last night when he was me, but my tone was laced with hurt and anger.

He replied, “I don’t forget anything when it comes to you and me. Every moment shared with you is an everlasting memory burnt into my brain.”

“If that’s true, then why are you looking at me the way you are right now? It hurts James, and I don’t deserve it.”

Phoo! I was too upset to stay in the bed that he held me all night long in, so I threw the covers and didn’t give a flying idiot what he thought of my bold nakedness. I ignored him when he called out to me, but nature was calling and I had to take a leak. The door was closed but not locked. Perhaps he thought I was shutting him out. In a way, I might have been, but I needed a few minutes to myself to go over what I would say next.

I took longer than I should have by showering and then giving myself a shave. A little manscaping did wonders for my ego, and I knew it would drive him crazy when he took a whiff of the cologne he preferred me to wear.

My run yesterday and workout—make that two workouts—helped my body look great this morning. Dang, but as good as I looked, my muscles ached. Yesterday’s shower sex was awesome, but it was exhausting too. Then James used my body over and over for most of the night. He would never allow me to slow down. He kept leading me to where my heart and body naturally wanted to go. When he was in Dom mode, there was no way he would ever accept me saying no to him. We never used a safe word with each other, but the subject of it had come up before. I always told him that I knew my limitations, and he promised to always respect them if it became too much. So far, I never had to go there with him. We didn’t do the real kinky trash some couples practiced, but for what we did share, it was hot.

I walked out of the bathroom dressed only in a towel, and I found James standing outside the door, leaning up against the wall. He looked weary with pain in his eyes. He hated when we argued, but for once, I wasn’t going to feel bad for him. I rationalized that he should feel some level of guilt.

“I’m sorry, if that matters at all,” he painstakingly said.

My first instinct was to take him in my arms and kiss the heck out of him, maybe even a hard taking against the wall, but I resisted with every urge within me. He may have been even a little shocked by my actions. It was rare for me to refuse him on anything. I walked over to the tall boy dresser and pulled out a pair of boxer briefs to put on.

James knew I liked to stretch. It was something he enjoyed watching me do. What better way to tease him than with naked yoga? Yeah, that works and it will frustrate him knowing that he doesn’t get to touch me until we work this out between us.

I knew I was playing with fire with James. You don’t play games like this without knowing what will happen once it’s over. As much as we were intimately in love, our physical attraction was just as important, almost vital like the air we breathe. I raised my arms up toward the ceiling in a Mountain Pose, showing him all of me. Next came the fun part. I turned around and did a Downward Dog Pose, resulting in James saying rather loudly, “Idiot me.”

I smiled knowing the state he was in. To finish off my floor show, I slowly bent down to pull up my briefs. All you could hear was the deep inhale of his breath. I let out a few deep breaths myself and felt confident enough to turn around and acknowledge what he said.

Tucking in my hard erection, I said, “It matters, James. Everything you say has an effect on me and on our relationship. I appreciate the apology. I love you, but I will not discuss that file and what it contains until you get yourself together and find the strength you need to hear what I had to go through last night to get that. It was no picnic for me.”

With my parting words, I grabbed some jeans and a t-shirt and went back into the bathroom to finish dressing. When I came out again, James was gone, furthering obliterating my sensitive heart. What made me think he would stay when he was always so good at running?

I called Shaena, needing to hear her voice. It went straight to voicemail, indicating she was on the other line. I didn’t leave a message. She never missed a call from me, so I knew I would hear from her as soon as she could call.

My stomach was grumbling, and I was in need of some serious food. I took the stairs and made my way to the kitchen. I saw some fresh pastries under a glass-covered serving dish, and on the sideboard were three breakfast platters. I fixed myself a plate of eggs and bacon, and I grabbed a few pieces of French toast to complete my meal. I knew I would probably get another run in today, so I didn’t feel guilty about my breakfast.

I took a few bites of this mouthwatering food when I overheard James’s voice. He sounded awful, and I wondered who he was speaking with. Off the kitchen, there was a sitting room that led outside to his backyard. I knew I shouldn’t have listened in on his call, but in the past by doing so, it always served in my favor.

James said, “Please, Shaena, how do I make this right with him?”

He’s talking to Shae, and about me! I loved how she was not only my best friend, but someone James could trust when he couldn’t talk to me. I continued to listen, only hearing his side of the call, but if I knew our girl, then she was giving him a lot to think about.

He said, “How was I supposed to react to him? We share an incredible night after days of being in perpetual darkness. It was my intention of surprising him with breakfast in bed, and then I go downstairs to find a file as thick as the Holy Bible! I was floored by all that I read.”

Yeah, join the club, James. You had to read about it, whereas I had to hear about it. My ears are still bleeding from it all.

He continued, “Yes, I should have said that…No, I did not…What do you think he did? He shut me out, and then when I thought he would talk to me, he told me off, but not before teasing the heck out of me…Oh, don’t play innocent with me, Shaena. You know Jesse. He gives just as good as he gets, and he certainly got even with me…Yes, that’s exactly what he did! I wanted to just knock him on his arse and harass the heck out of him for being so alluring and sexy. Teasing idiot, he is…Yes, I’m frustrated, and now, because of him, horny…Look, I know I hurt him...No, it wasn’t that bad in the way you are thinking, but might as well have been. Shae, don’t you know by now that he is my sunshine? I’m the dark one in our relationship, always messing up and then begging him to forgive me. It’s a surprise that he’s still here with me at all…Why do I say that? Because it’s true. Every time I believe we are moving forward with each other, something happens and completely derails all the progress we have made—no, scratch that—I have made.”

That’s not true, babe. I love you, and I am not going anywhere. Stubborn man, all I need you to do is love me, and I’ll do the rest, I thought to myself. To listen to James just broke my heart, but it was necessary if we were going to talk once he was through with his call.

“Yes, I promise…I said I would. What more do you want from me, woman!” he barked into the phone.

Oh, hell no! No one talks to Shae like that. I bet she’s handing him his balls right about now.

“I’m sorry, Shaena…Yes, I mean it…My head is so messed up right now. It’s impossible to even know where my heart and brain connect when it comes to Jesse. My feelings are so strong for him, it’s hard to articulate into words…Thank you for saying that. It means a lot…No, I don’t know where he is at the moment. I left him in our bedroom and then came downstairs to call you...He what?...Maybe he was calling you to tell you about me…Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m spilling my guts about him. It’s no wonder why you land the clients you do, your powers of persuasion are fierce…Okay, I promise…I will talk with him, yes, and I will say exactly that…What?...No, Shaena, I don’t think so. Are you sure?”

What is Shae telling him? I leaned in closer when I heard James moving about the room. He stepped outside for a moment, and then I couldn’t hear anything. I was positioned against the door when a sudden jolt pushed me back, and I landed on my already sore and abused rear.

“Idiot! What the heck, James?” I screamed as he stood over me with the phone still attached to his ear.

He said, “I stand corrected. You were right, Shae. He was listening…I love you too…Yes, we will phone you later…Okay, I must go now. My man is injured…No, not really, but he’s still on the floor. Okay, bye-bye.”

“Do you think this is funny?” I asked, still on the floor.

“Actually, I do. I didn’t want to believe it, but then Shae asked me to shove the door, and voila, she was right. I guess you and I are pretty predictable.”

“Yeah, I did hear ‘toe’ in that sentence,” I joked.

“That too. So are you going to sit there all day, or shall I join you and we can have the conversation I hoped to have an hour ago?”

James was so good looking, and now my gentle lover was back with me. He was smiling as he reached for my hand to help me up, and once I was there, I was back in his arms.

He whispered in my ear, “I’ll do better, Jesse. I swear it on the memory of my brother. I love you, and I will fight with everything I have to keep you.”

“I would have to leave you in order for you to do that, and that is not an option for me.”

“For the both of us.”

“Exactly,” I responded.

He kissed me hard in a bruising kiss, a kiss I would feel for days, but this was his way of making sure we were okay. Either one of us could drop to the floor right now to pleasure the other, but we needed to talk, so I pulled away and broke our kiss.

“We need to talk,” I said, my lips tingling.

“Yes, we do. Let’s eat, and then we will.”

I took a seat at the breakfast bar while James fixed himself a plate. We sat and ate with light conversation until he shoved his plate away and addressed the elephant in the room.

“Tell me about Scarlett.”
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Aftershocks…

 

 

WHEN DR. BRIGGS finally returned from spending most of the morning with James, he confirmed what Ann told me when I first arrived. James was coming back, and it could be anytime now.

I spent most of the day working, and once I finished with Prestige business, it was all personal for the rest of the day. I spent hours writing and detailing as much as I could bear about the ordeal we were in.

I knew I should have been home with Poppy, but after learning about James and then having to deal with Essex, I phoned Aunt Sophia to take her home. I was spent and could not be in two places at once. I only brought the baby here once, thinking James would miraculously wake upon hearing Poppy and the way she smiled and made all the silly sounds babies tend to do, but he didn’t. It was too hard for me to witness. James was still asleep, and she was too young to understand it.

I tried to eat some food, but my mind was elsewhere. My thoughts kept retreating to the morning when I revealed all to James, and then what happened after he knew the truth…

 

“James, I am telling you all that I know. I was completely blindsided last night when Emma approached me. After she brought me back to Archie’s office, it was so evident that something was not right in there. I don’t know why I had the reaction I did. Maybe over time Archie developed a resistance to the fumes. I read through the report from Emma’s friend, and he compared it to carbon monoxide poisoning. In this case, instead of quietly falling asleep, this strain of toxins slowly makes you ill and attacks you from the inside. It’s no wonder why the doctors diagnosed his illness as a bad flu. I am only guessing here, but in the times he was feeling better, maybe it was due to a resistance to being in the room. You know the long hours he worked.”

He responded, “I just can’t believe that Scarlett went to such great lengths to hurt my brother. Why? It doesn’t make sense. Archie never had a contentious bone in his body. He wouldn’t have made her stay in a marriage she didn’t want, no matter how he felt about her. It was only money, Jesse. To know this was the reason that motivated her to do what she did, just sickens me. I feel as if I am choking on this truth. It was only money. He had given her five million dollars, and that was not counting what she took during the marriage. She wanted out, so he gave it to her. Why did she have to murder him too? Did he suffer in the end? Or did he finally succumb to the poison and just go to sleep? Why, Jesse? Can anyone tell me this?”

“I don’t know James, but she has to be stopped. She cannot be allowed to walk away clean from this and not be punished for it.”

“How do we prove it? Yes, we have this file here, but it’s her word against ours, and without undisputed evidence, it’s all just circumstantial. She can claim that she had no knowledge of the toxic paint. I mean, how would you really know? It’s not like you can just research it.”

“That’s it, James!” I exclaimed.

“What’s it?”

“Research. She must have done her homework on how to commit murder and get away with it. We can search her home, grab her laptop, and find the proof.”

“Jesse, this is not Sherlock Holmes. We just can’t do that. How would we even get through her door? And especially after how I treated her at the funeral.”

“Yes, but you are forgetting how she came on to me and practically shoved her fake belly in my face. I bet if I played my cards right, I could have her in bed in one hot second.”

“Yeah, that’s not happening. She’s not going to ever get that close to you, let alone believe you will harass her,” he said.

“It wouldn’t take much to convince her, and I would be willing to guess that she would take the bait. You didn’t see the look in her eyes when she was trying to turn my head in her direction.”

“Spare me the highlight reel. I was too busy burying my brother while she was attempting to get you off.”

“Seriously? Are we back there again?” I asked.

“No, just stating the facts.”

“I could do this, James. Trust me.”

“I do trust you, Jesse. It’s the she-devil I do not. She’s dangerous. I will not endanger the man I love. She’s already taken so much already. If I lose you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“You will never have to worry about that happening, because I am not going anywhere. How many times do we have to prove that?”

“As many times for me to believe it. I know this hurts you, Jesse, but this is one of the reasons why I fought you so long in agreeing to a commitment. If I agreed, then I would have something to lose. If I remained alone, then my heart was protected.”

“Yes, and where did that ever bring you? I already know the answer, so don’t bother saying it. You were alone, and I was alone. But now, we are together. So trust what we have. Trust who we are. Trust me. I swear it, James, I will never disappoint you. I love you.”

“Show me,” he said and then led me upstairs to our bedroom.

He began stripping out of his clothes the minute we hit the top floor, leaving a trail that led to our room. Once inside, we locked the door and shut the rest of the world out.

James wanted to play, that much was clear. It wasn’t too often we switched our roles, but today was different. It was something he needed and wanted from me. I took my cues from James. Never making it to the bed, I placed James over the chaise lounge and held him in place while I got him ready.

He milked his cock as I inserted two fingers inside of his rear. I maintained a steady rhythm of scissoring my fingers to stretch him. He demanded a third, the greedy idiot! Once I did, he cried out his release, coating the leather couch.

“Baby, you came,” I said as I leaned down to bite his earlobe.

“What did you expect? My prostate with your fingers, it was all I could do before I passed out.”

“You haven’t experienced yet, but you will. Are you ready for me?”

“Hell yes. Idiot me, Jesse, and don’t hold back.”

“Never,” I replied and then grabbed his hips and positioned myself over him.

I knew he wanted it rough, but I held back until he accepted all of me. I didn’t want to hurt him. James asking me to go hard was just his way of forgetting the pain he felt over Archie. He had to know I would know the difference.

He begged and begged for more, and then I increased my speed and began thrusting in and out of his body until I filled him completely, savoring every push and pull. It didn’t take long for his toe to come back to life. I reached around him and held him off until we could come together. As electric pulses traveled up and down my spine, my balls tightened, and I knew we only had seconds left to reach our release.

My fingers dug into his hips, leaving marks where I had been. The only mark James craved was from the inside out. As sweat began to bead down his sculpted back, all his muscles flexed, and we came together beautifully. James collapsed onto the couch with me still connected with his body. My hot seed from my climax slowly trickled out as I separated myself from James’ body, causing him to wince. I loved seeing my come all over him, as much as he felt it inside of him. It truly was animalistic marking on my part, but it was something that he wanted, and knowing I would be the only one giving it to him made me just love and want him more.

We showered and slept for a few hours, and then the subject of exposing Scarlett came up again. I went with a more tactful approach and suggested we call her to arrange a meeting. I hated to do it, but we could use Poppy as the reason to talk. We knew she didn’t care for Poppy, nor had a maternal bone in her body, but what she did want we would use for our advantage. She wanted the money, and if we promised her just that, then we knew we could get her. Once I convinced James to go along with my plan, we had a moment of calm before another quake rocked us both to our core. We focused our attention to the television. Raising the volume, we listened while holding our breath.

“Emma Covington, assistant to Archibald Gentry of Gentry Holdings, was found dead in her London flat located in the High Street district. Police were called after a neighbor who chose not to be on camera said she heard sounds of a struggle and furniture being toppled over from the inside of Ms. Covington’s home. Upon discovery, Ms. Covington’s body had been beaten and was declared dead at the scene. Family members have been notified as this investigation continues. Authorities refused to comment at this time so early into the investigation. If you remember just yesterday, we reported that Archibald Gentry, CEO of Gentry Holdings, was laid to rest after he succumbed to an undisclosed illness.”

“NO!!!” James screamed at the television. “Not illness! It was murder! My brother was murdered, and now Emma has been too.”

James was beside himself, and so was I, for that matter. I had just spent last night with Emma, and now not twenty-four hours later, she’s found dead. Was she followed when she left me last night?

“James, she said she was afraid and that it wasn’t safe. Scarlett must have known that Emma came to me about her involvement in Archie’s death. Don’t you see? If she knew about Emma, then she surely knows about me too. We have to stop her, and soon!”

James let out a frustrated sigh while running his hands through his hair. He knew I was right. Scarlett had to be stopped. He let out a sigh and placed his head on my thigh. I felt wetness as soon as he touched me. James was not a man to show this level of emotion to anyone, but with all that been revealed in the last few hours, he needed to breathe and cry out his emotions.

“Promise me that we will be okay, even if you don’t believe it,” he sobbed.

My heart was aching to make this right for him. I just had to trust my gut feelings on this and come face-to-face with the devil herself.

“I promise,” I responded, the two words I could say that he wanted to hear, even though I didn’t believe it myself. I tried with the best of intentions to do so and prayed that all would work out.

“Where’s Poppy?” he asked as he was draped over me, looking for some comfort.

“She’s with your aunt and the nanny.”

“Good. Call Sampson and make sure he has eyes on them. I need to know they are safe.”

After I made my calls, James was dressed and had phoned Scarlett to come over to his home to discuss what we agreed on: Poppy, the one bargaining chip we had to play. I felt sick over it, but it was a means to an end, and we hoped it would be hers.

His home was wired with cameras for security reasons. The Gentry family was extremely wealthy, and in the line of work that Archie was involved in, millions of dollars were always changing hands. Sometimes enemies were made, and the family needed to be protected. Who would have ever predicted that they would need protecting from someone they thought they knew? She had fooled all of them, especially Archie, who at one time deeply loved her. He used to tell James all the time that somewhere along the way, she had changed, and that’s when the life he knew began to unravel.

We agreed to have our talk with her in the library that also served as James’ office while here in London. It was a vast room with cathedral ceilings and much room to move around in. Once we knew the baby was secured, it was only a matter of time for Scarlett to arrive.

The only sound that could be heard was the tick tock and chimes coming from the antique clock James had in there. Once the clock struck six o’clock, the alert arrived on James phone. We looked at the monitor and saw Scarlett waiting by the gate for entrance.

James granted access while the gate guard waved her in. You don’t get as far as you do in this life without making the proper connections. One of the calls that James made was to his head of security, Sampson Gravely. After securing his family, he was back here on James’ property securing us. He would be listening and ready to strike if needed. The police were also listening in on the same frequency Sampson was using. Like I said: connections. And the Gentry family had a lot of money to use them at their disposal.

James took a few calming breaths and took a minute to compose himself back in the library while I answered the door.

I said to myself, “You can do this, Jesse. Do this for Archie and Emma.”

“Well, well, well, I knew you would call,” she said as she brushed past me, making it very clear what her intentions were. She licked her lips as if I was her next meal.

“I guess you are a mind reader then, one of many talents I’m sure you possess.”

“Oh, darling, you haven’t begun to see what I possess, but you will soon enough. How about fixing me a drink, and we can discuss.”

“Let’s go in here, where we will be more comfortable.”

I placed my hand on the small of her back and almost pulled it back in disgust but willed myself to keep it there. She took a look around and wasn’t amused by her surroundings.

“The library? Seriously, Jesse? I was thinking more on the lines of the bedroom, unless you are planning to mess me against a stack of books. Is that what you really want? Because the ladder over there will do just fine.”

“What’s the hurry, Scarlett? We have all night, and sex will be the last item on the agenda.”

“Idiot me now, and then we will talk,” she said straight-faced.

“That’s not how this works, so stop trying to negotiate with me.”

“Testy, I’ll give you that. Okay, what do you have that’s good besides your big, thick toe?”

Breathe Jesse, just breathe. James is right outside. Focus on why we are doing this, I told myself. I walked over to a sideboard table and looked up to see her stroking her fingers along the massive wall of books.

“Pick your poison: scotch, vodka, or bourbon?” I asked.

She looked over to me with an incredulous look on her face, kind of like the one she wore the last time I tripped her up. Only that time was by accident.

“Interesting choice of words, don’t you think?” she replied.

“No, not really. Don’t bartenders say that?”

“No, only in the movies. I’ll take the scotch, neat,” she hissed while answering.

I thought to myself, Yeah jerk, enjoy it while you can. I handed her the drink, and she knocked it back before I could pour one of my own.

“Thirsty much? How about another?” I asked.

“No, let’s not. Okay, cut the garbage, and let’s get down to it, shall we?”

“Whatever do you mean?” I asked. “I thought we had an understanding.”

“Yeah, we did, and then you decided to play detective. Isn’t that what you Americans call yourselves? Clever, I’ll give you that, but that’s all you will be getting from me tonight. Forget you and whatever this was, because I am leaving and taking my daughter with me.”

“You are!” James shouted as he came rushing through the doors.

“I was wondering when you were going to show up. Dang, you were always the beautiful one. Your spineless brother had nothing on you.”

“You shut your mouth, you whore. It’s because of you that I don’t have a brother anymore, and I will be darned if you touch one hair on his daughter’s head.”

“My daughter, James. And just tell me, how you will stop me? You have nothing on me, and the padded file that I know you have in your possession, I’ll be taking that back now.”

Just as she said it, she retrieved a hand gun from her pocket and aimed it right at James. I stepped in front of him, and he instinctively pushed me around to his back.

She called out, “How noble of you, Jesse, to step in front of your lover. Don’t worry, I have more than one bullet in this gun, so you’ll get your turn too. Now, bring me the file.”

James did not back down to her. In fact, he stepped closer while facing her and the gun.

He stopped right in front of her and whispered only one word, “Why?”

He remained where he was while the gun was still aimed directly at his chest.

“Don’t you know?” she asked.

“No, I don’t. Enlighten me.”

“I married the wrong brother. The weak one. A man that could never fulfill my desires to come on demand nor idiot me right until I passed out. Now you, James, are entirely a different story.”

“You’re out of your mind if you ever thought we would have anything between us. What we had was a moment that lasted less than a second, and then when my toe didn’t respond to you, it was over. I always wanted men, and I told you that when we first met. Archie was the one that wanted you, but that didn’t stop you from making a pass at me. I should have warned him of you then, but I knew it would crush him, so I never said a word. And now my brother is dead because of my silence.”

“You faked it, James. Stop lying. You wanted me, and now you can. We can take Poppy and leave London. A new start.”

“I think the poison that you used to kill Archie may have been ingested by you as well. Forget you, Scarlett. I wouldn’t touch you if you were the last living human being on this earth.”

“You will never prove it,” she said, still pointing the gun.

“I already have, and the file you so desperately want is now in the hands of law enforcement. You killed my brother, and then you killed Emma, all because she discovered your role in his death and was willing to expose you for it.”

“That little groin, always flashing her smile at Archie. Not even a doe-eyed little princess like Emma could turn his eye away from me. I guess they are together now, reunited in death,” she said. I almost expected her to start cackling maniacally.

At that moment, James, not caring at all about the gun aimed on him, lunged forward and grabbed Scarlett by the throat, knocking the gun out of her hands. He had her pinned to the floor, but she was flailing her arms and fighting him. I tried to get James off of her, but he fought against me.

“No, Jesse, get the gun.”

As he said it, she had reached for what looked like pepper spray from her pocket and sprayed James, temporarily blinding him. We both lunged for the gun, but she was closer and got to it first. Now the gun was pointed at me.

“I bet you two believe you are so smart, don’t you? But you are wrong. I am in charge here. Bravo, you figured it out. Yes, it was my genius plan to slowly poison Archie. You should have seen him in his last days, so disoriented and frail. You see, the poison infects the brain’s way of thinking and then alters the physical form. After a time, the body begins to shut-down, and the poison takes over. I guess he was stronger than I gave him credit for seeing how long he lasted. I was home free, and then Emma started to get nosy and get into my business, but touché, princess. She fought hard for her survival, but a needle to her neck was her downfall. Always airing on the side of caution, you know just in case the injection didn’t take, I crushed her skull to make sure she was dead. Tsk…tsk.”

“You are a monster,” James and I said almost at the same time. He continually wiped his eyes until he could see.

“Yeah, that may be true, but what are you going to do about it? Now, where’s my daughter?” she asked with the gun back on James.

I had to do something. I saw flashing lights coming through the windows and bodies outside of the library doors. The police were here now and heard all she said. Now, how do I get the gun? And protect James at the same time?

“Fools, you both are. Say hi to your brother from me!”

James was frozen as she pulled back the trigger.

I screamed, “No” as I lunged for her, sending the gun to go off as I tackled her to the ground. The doors crashed opened, and the room filled with armed officers, all aimed to shoot Scarlett if she dared to move.

“James! James!” I called out for him.

He was on his side. I rushed over to him, and he looked fine until I noticed the blood seeping from the side of his head near his ear.

“Get an ambulance, hurry,” I screamed out as I held his head in my lap.

“Please, Goodness, don’t take him from me. Please, baby, hold on,” I said over and over again, but he lay there lifeless in my arms.

And then, just like the brightest of days when the sun greets the dawn, there was darkness. And my hell greeted the night.
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The greater the storm, the brighter the rainbow…

 

 

HERE I WAS at day ten, and still my sleeping prince had not awakened yet. I was at the lowest point in my life, and I truly did not know what to do. So when all else failed, I prayed. It was worth a shot, right?

I felt like a hypocrite sitting in this hospital chapel praying to a God that many say does not accept men like me into his kingdom. I am what you created me to be, and I am not ashamed of who I am. Aren’t we all your descendants? It was one of the reasons why James remained unattached and unwilling to be in a committed relationship with me.

I was determined to live my life freely and out in the open with no labels attached to me, but isn’t that the way a gay man is perceived? Why are we judged as a stereotype? Or worse, a lifestyle? I despised those two words and refused to ever be judged by two ignorant words that should never be compared to my relationship with James, nor any man in love with another. No way!

I don’t like using the word “hate,” but I hated the word “label.” It needs to go. It is overused and placed on us for the wrong reasons. In a perfect world, if they labeled me as a man who simply loved another man, that would be one label I could live with.

I know my parents preached to the moon, stars, and the sun, all while dancing in the rain on the campus of their college in Berkley. My point is, they believed in the higher power, a power that might not be seen but could be felt in your heart where it should matter most.

I am a gay man, and the person I love most in this world is also a gay man. We believe in who we are, even when the world doesn’t.

That’s what my parents told me and raised me to be. Once I was an adult, it was up to me on how I chose to live my life and who that I would want by my side. For me, the answer was simple: James Gentry. Now, I didn’t meet him until my late twenties, but wouldn’t that have been amazing to know him before that?

James Gentry was as charismatic as they come. He was devilishly handsome and could easily give cover models a run for their money. Charming and sophisticated, yes, he was all those things and so much more. I loved the man beneath the custom suit and the American Express Black card he carried.

I lit a candle, one of many, and looked up to the cross before me. I’d been here countless times to pray for James, probably more than I ever had in all my life. So, no matter what, I was determined for God to hear me.

“I never said I didn’t believe in you, but my heart is conflicted when I know the ones that say their beliefs for all to hear about how much of an abomination I am. I think often to why people care at all. I am one man among billions in the world, but then am I really? I am not alone nor have I ever felt that way. Love is love, and when you believe in it, you see and feel nothing else. So let the haters hate. I will go on and continue to love. Maybe one day, the world will see us differently. I know that’s a huge miracle to take on, so that’s why I said one day, but for now, my someday is today.”

“Goodness, I need that miracle. James, the one who holds my true heart, needs to be okay. Please allow the healing power of your love heal James, so we can be together and raise our daughter. Please, do not judge him for the sins that are bestowed upon him because of the man he is, nor for his wanting to openly love another man. I’m that man, and my life does not work without him. Please, hasn’t he suffered enough? He was only trying to save me from being hurt. He’s lost enough at the hands of someone so merciless that she never thought twice about pulling the trigger and taking another life. She can’t win. Please heal him. His daughter needs him, and so do I. I’ll say thank you for listening to yet another person beg for your help. I would walk through fire to get you to hear me. If I could turn back time, I would have taken that bullet.”

My phone was on silent while I was in the chapel. It had gone off a few times, but I ignored it while I continued to pray for James. I couldn’t even look at Ann as I passed the nurses’ station. For what? So she could feel sorry for me? Look into my eyes with her empathetic ones? Not today, angel. My broken heart could only take so much, and I didn’t know how much longer I could go on this way.

One of my missed calls was from Sophia. I called her back once I was settled into James room. I used the FaceTime feature on my phone so I could see the baby.

“Hi, Poppy! It’s daddy. Show me how you walk!” I said.

She looked around for me before finally focusing on the screen to see my face. Yes, I was in a small box, but she knew who I was. The sounds that followed made me laugh, and then the tears followed. I could not stop them from falling, no matter how hard I tried.

“Oh, Jesse, what can I do?” Sophia asked as I tried in vain to stop my crying.

“You’re doing it, just by loving Poppy the way you do. I promise I will be home soon. I am just not ready to leave him yet.”

Once I said the words, I felt sick with bile rising in my throat. I felt broken and defeated, using words that I swore I would never say.

It was in that moment when Poppy chose to lift me up from the depths of my despair. I heard her say, “Dada” and then it was like a song on repeat as she crawled up the small table to hoist her little body up. From there, she took off, sprinting all around the room while singing my new favorite word: “Dada.”

“We love you, Jesse. Call soon, okay?”

“I will, Sophia, and I love you too. Bye, Poppy, your daddies love you so much.”

Our call disconnected, and then another one followed. This time it was Bryce in New York. Why does he choose now to call? It’s as if he knows when I have a glimmer of happiness that he swoops in and squashes it. I know I may be stretching the truth just a little bit, but he never fails to tell me something that he knows will piss me off. I had been running Prestige through e-mails, phone calls, and Skype. Considering the circumstances, it hasn’t been that bad, but according to Bryce, the ceiling was shattering.

“Dempsey,” I answered.

“Oh, look who decided to pick up his phone. I only left you—oh, hold on a second while I check my call log—seven calls!” he sarcastically shouted out.

“Bryce, in case you missed the memo, I am kind of busy here in London. So stop with the dramatics and just say what you have to say,” I shouted louder than I wanted, but he brought it out in me.

He said, “We lost J. M. Wood. She signed with another publishing house.”

“What?! You have to be pulling my chain here. Her deal was golden. How did she slip through our fingers and sign with another house? And who was it with?”

“According to her spokesperson, it hasn’t been released yet. But it is not Prestige.”

“Well, that’s just great, Bryce. It will be wonderful news to share with James once he wakes the heck up. You know what? I should fire your rear. No, first, I should kick your rear, and then fire your rear, and then kick your rear some more for wasting six months of our efforts, only to not be able to close the deal.”

“I’m sorry, Jesse. Please know I did all that I could.”

“Yeah, whatever man, fly a kite and try not to lose any more of our clients while we are away,” I said as I hung up before the poor sap could say another word.

Dang it it to perdition! This is just what I needed today. Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. I am so kicking your rear! I kicked the chair in frustration. I was so angry. Ann popped her head in and admonished me for my language. I apologized, and then she left me on my own. I just wanted to lose myself for a while. I leaned back and closed my eyes and tried to think of something to take my mind off Bryce and my temper tantrum…

 

Man, Jesse is really angry today. At least he’s not calling me a jerk. Yeah, that was fun to endure when he went off on yet another moment of rage. I didn’t hold it against him, not when I was the reason for his stress. I was usually the one that was exploding and making whatever was troubling at the moment seem bigger than it really was. Jesse was only taking cues from me, and sadly, I taught him well.

I started coming out of my twilight yesterday when a surge of electricity or one really strong spasm hit my arm, and then I felt it down my legs. I never wanted to open my eyes more than at that moment, but I was fighting against a barrier that would not allow me to break through.

I don’t remember all of it, but I recall moments of feeling Jesse hold my hand. I remember Poppy, the sound of her voice, and her smell when she was close to my face. I could make out sounds, like the clicks of the keyboard or from that ancient pen Jesse used and refused to modernize. Click. Click. Click. Oh how that sound got under my skin when we would be in conference. It was a nervous tick on his part. I had to imagine by now he’d worn out the clicker on that stupid pen.

My throat felt scratchy and dry, not to mention my tongue. I felt wetness on my lips…maybe ice chips? And then something softer…lip balm? I was only going to get the answers to my questions if I woke up. I wanted to wake up. I needed to wake up.

I willed myself to move my fingers first, wiggling each one. Good, I could do that. I tried next with my toes. Yes, I could feel them move. I didn’t want to scare Jesse by suddenly jerking my leg or something like that, so I’d try what he had been begging me to do: to wake the heck up. After I heard him say the words to Bryce about kicking and firing his rear, I knew exactly what I would say. Would he be amused? Let’s find out.

“As long as you don’t harass his rear, then kicking it would be fine by me.”

“Yeah, no chance at that happening,” Jesse responded in a flash.

Goodness, I love him. I couldn’t wait to open my eyes to see his beautiful face, touch his golden skin, and feel his breath on my mouth.

Come on, Jesse! You are not imagining what you just heard and replied to! It’s your turn to come back to me!

 

“James?” I said, opening my eyes. Baby, please, if I’m not completely losing my mind, squeeze my hand and show me that I did not just imagine hearing your voice and my voice replying to your snarky comment, which I loved by the way.”

My eyes were closed, and I was praying as hard as I could for him to hear me. Just then, I felt him squeeze my fingers! My eyes opened to see his eyelids flutter, with his long eyelashes sweeping across them.

“That’s it, James! Open your eyes. Open your eyes, and see me,” I exclaimed.

“They hurt a little, but I’m here, babe, and I am not going anywhere.”

I cupped his face ever so gently and kissed him awake. After several attempts, he slowly opened one eye, and then the other. I grabbed a warm cloth to place on his eyes to help with the dryness he was experiencing. Once they were both opened, I called for Ann to page Drs. Briggs and Taylor.

I said to James, “Oh my goodness, you are really awake and looking at me. This is not a dream, right?”

“No, Jesse, I can assure you, I am very real and here with you. Could you pour me some water?”

After all this time, he asked me the simplest request, and I was scared. Could he drink water so soon after waking up? He coughed, and then again, and again. I immediately went to the pitcher to pour him some when Ann walked in with a fresh cup filled with ice, as if she knew this was what he needed.

“Welcome back, Mr. Gentry, you have become quite popular on this floor,” she said.

She assisted him with a bendable straw, and I helped to support his head while he took some slow sips of the water. She raised his bed so he was in a better position and began taking his vitals. Dr. Briggs entered the room, followed by his wife, Dr. Taylor.

“Welcome back, Mr. Gentry. I’m Dr. Samuel Briggs, and to my right is my wife, Dr. Gillian Taylor.”

“Hello, and thank you.”

Dr. Briggs raised his hand to silent him for the moment and said, “It was my pleasure, but now the real work begins, and that’s where my brilliant wife comes in. Darling…”

He reached out for his wife’s hand and brought her closer to James.

“Thank you, Samuel, for your warm introduction,” she said as she gave her attention to James, and I sat on his right side, holding his hand. “As my husband so eloquently stated, our work together will begin very soon. Mr. Gentry …” he raised his hand and coughed again before asking her to call him James. She smiled and continued. “Okay, James it is. As a physiotherapist, it’s my job to get these limbs of yours working again. You will have a team of physical therapists, which I choose and will oversee on your behalf. It will be up to me to get you started into a specialized program that will help you recover from your brain injury. Let me rephrase that. Yes, you took a bullet, but by the grace of God, it did not hit your brain. When you were shot, it skimmed your skull, just above your ear. If you can focus on this scan, you will see it shown here.”

James eyes were wide open and transcended to the patches of white on the film. He closed his eyes tightly, and that’s when he gritted his teeth, making his jaw clench.

“Okay, I think he’s heard enough for the time being,” Dr. Briggs said, with his wife understanding and putting away the scans. “James, I know you have been through hell, but before we proceed with further explanation, let me do an exam and see where we are, okay?”

James didn’t speak this time, just squeezed my hand and nodded. Two hours later, after all of Dr. Briggs tests completed, it was time for James to rest, but he refused and willed himself to stay awake. I knew Dr. Briggs ordered something in his IV to help James sleep tonight, but he didn’t need to know that. Dr. Briggs explained that although he was awake and talking, we didn’t want to push him to do something he was not ready for.

Talking today and saying the words he did was beyond Dr. Briggs’ expectations. Dr. Briggs explained that although his brain function was normal, he just wasn’t ready to wake up. Yeah, tell me about it. I phoned Sophia, and then I called Shae, keeping both calls to a minimum. Now that James was awake, there would be time later to catch them up.

“I’m so sorry for putting you through this. How long was I gone?” he asked with tears falling from his eyes. I wiped them away quickly, and more fell.

“We don’t have to talk about this now.”

He grunted and then squeezed my hand.

“How long?” he struggled to speak against his sore throat.

“Six weeks from the first surgery, and ten days from the second. Seven plus weeks in all. It might as well have been forever. You don’t know how long I have waited for you.”

He asked for more water and then used the throat spray to coat his vocal cords.

“I heard you,” he admitted. “The way you fought for me to survive. I heard you cry. I heard you pray. I heard you scream. I heard you call me a jerk.”

“I’m so sorry, baby. You know I didn’t mean it.”

“I know that too. Your apologies were heartwarming, and every word you whispered in my ear, I heard. Your pained voice and your thousand emotions pierced my soul. In those moments, all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around you and tell you that everything was going to be okay. I love you, Jesse, and I will never put you through anything like this ever again.”

“Good, because I am never going to let you out from my sight again. You coming back to me is a miracle. I prayed for this miracle daily, never more so than today in the chapel. We have so much to be thankful for.”

I knew he wanted to ask me about Poppy and Scarlett, but I kissed him madly until sleep finally took over. The sedative took only seconds to do its job.

I kissed him on his forehead and made one last assurance before I left for the night: “I promise you, James, from this moment on, it will be sunshine and rainbows.”
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Taking back what she took…

 

 

THE DAYS THAT followed James’ miraculous awakening were probably the hardest ones I had to endure since Scarlett shot him. It didn’t stop me from visiting the chapel daily to give God my thanks for the gift he had given us: time.

I knew James was thankful, but our bliss was short-lived when the nightmares began, and then came his demands of making me recount the events that led up to his near-fatal shooting. I refused him, which angered him more. He said he had a right to know and was frustrated because he only had patches of memory from that night. Who knew if he would ever remember? I would soon rather forget, but my obstinate man was preventing me from doing so.

On top of his entire body in need of recovery, his vocal cords and throat also needed time to heal. He had a tube down his throat for weeks, connected to a machine helping him breathe. Dr. Briggs recommended for James to have a Laryngoscopy soon after he woke from his coma to examine and get a closer look at his larynx. Although James was communicating with us, his voice had a strong gruffness to it. When he forced himself to talk, he was in pain, and a round of hard coughing followed. I authorized the procedure right away after he started coughing up blood.

He wasn’t blind, and I knew he saw the fear in my eyes after his coughing episode. That’s when James stopped fighting me and behaved as the perfect patient. Thank goodness! Once he was brought back to his room, he slept comfortably for the next few hours. I should have rested myself, but then my phone buzzed in my pocket, forcing me to leave James to take the call.

“Hello, is this Jesse Dempsey?” the unknown caller questioned.

“Depends. Whom may I ask is calling?”

“Sir, this is Senior Officer Linda Klein of HM Prison Holloway. Is this Jesse Dempsey?”

What the heck is this now, I thought.

“I’m Jesse Dempsey. What can I do for you?”

“I am calling about inmate 462782, Scarlett Gentry.”

“Please, let me stop you right there. I am not sure the reason for the call, but whatever you have to say, I do not care to hear. Please, do not call this number again.”

Before she could say another word, I disconnected the call and shut off my phone. Just the mere mention of that name sent chills down my spine. I made a promise to heaven that if he saved James, I would try my best not to hate and hold a grudge against the woman who was solely responsible for this nightmare we were living, but it was a daily struggle.

Since the shooting, I’d wrestled with my own personal demons and the possibility of living life without James and raising Poppy all on my own. Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about that any longer, but we were far from being okay. James had a long recovery to get through. We had Poppy, and of course, there was our work.

I finished writing when James started to come to. I stowed my book in my bag and pulled up a chair close to the bed. His eyes opened and found mine looking back at him. He half-smiled and reached for my hand. He had so much strength in his hands, shocking Dr. Briggs during his physical exam.

James wanted out from this bed, but his doctors were all in agreement for him to rest a few more days and do light physical therapy from his bed. Dr. Taylor and her team worked with him daily to move his arms, legs, and even some neck exercises. He was in bed for so long, and thankfully he didn’t develop any new challenges.

By the end of his first full week since waking up, he was finally able to sit up on his own without help. The results from the scope showed he had sores lining the walls of his throat, and now with the antibiotics and coating spray to soften his vocal cords, his voice was returning to normal. His British accent that I loved so much was close to 100%. James could make asking for toilet paper sound sexy.

The writing of our story was helping me with my own recovery, the healing of my heart, and coming to terms with all we had been through. Before James regained full use of his voice, he was communicating with me in small doses. Always the same questions. Always me refusing to answer them. Now, one month had passed, and that was all about to change.

It was Monday morning, and if we had been in New York, our team would be in conference discussing “War Room day,” a term we used when discussing new clients, strategies, all of the above. I hadn’t been a part of participating in a round table meeting in months, and part of me missed the normalcy of it. James, always a commanding presence when he walked into the conference room, ignited my soul on fire those days. Actually, on most days, it was hard to concentrate just listening to his voice and the way words slipped off his tongue like the sounds of an erotic melody. Idiot! Stop it, you horny mongrel. Thinking about sex should be the last thing on your mind, I said to myself. But that still didn’t stop me from pulling one off while in the shower this morning. Reliving memories of happier moments with James shifted my memory from bliss to despair all in under a minute.

Shaking off my melancholy mood, I walked in the hospital to find his room empty. He wasn’t in the bathroom, and his bed had been made.

“Where is he?” I questioned aloud.

My heart began to beat faster as I slowly turned around to witness James…standing before me…and balancing himself with the use of a cane!

“I wanted it to be a surprise. Are you happy?” asked James.

Happy? I was ecstatic!

As much as I wanted to rush to take him into my arms, I halted my steps and just took in the glorious sight of him. All six foot three of him. The build of his body was lean, toned, and ripped in all the right places, and as I stood here fantasizing about all the places I wanted to touch him, he stepped closer.

He said, “I know what you are thinking, and just so we are clear on the subject, it’s all I have thought about since waking up to you. I want you, Jesse. Consider this a promise, or even a warning, take your pick. The minute that I am cleared for all physical activities—and I do mean all of them—make no mistake about it, I fully intend to take you all night long and harass the trash out of you. Be ready, lover. You. Have. Been. Warned.”

And I may have just come in my pants!

We just stood there in the middle of his hospital room holding each other. His one hand rubbed small circles up and down my back, erasing every fear I felt since the shooting. That shooting! Will I ever be able to forget? Sensing the shift in my body, he used his right hand to touch my cheek and pull me in closer to his mouth.

“Hey, where did you just go? Please, Jesse, stay here with me.”

“I’m trying, James. You don’t know how much I want to.”

“Come, let’s talk about it.”

“I’d rather not,” I said.

“Well, it’s not up to you, now is it?”

“Is it ever?”

“No, it’s not. So, let’s not change the rules now,” he said as he took a seat in a chair, forgoing the bed. Every time he looked at it, his facial muscles hardened with disgust.

He said to me, “Now, as much as I have been compliant and have had to accept your refusals to talk to me, I went along with it. But now, that is over. As you can see, I am walking and talking all on my own. We will have the conversation you have been avoiding whether you like it or not. It is not something I wish to do, but I have to. I know I have asked a lot from you, but please grant me this one concession.”

“Okay, what do you want to know?” I replied.

I knew my time was up with James, and he would not stop until I told him what he wanted to know. He seemed relaxed, so that was at least in our favor.

He said, “Before we begin, I want you to know that I have not forgotten the endless hours you have spent here with me. As I have explained, I remember most of it. You never stopped fighting. There were moments that I imagined myself just screaming at the top of my lungs for you to hear me, to hear me say the words that I am here with you and am doing all I can to come back to you. It was excruciating and paralyzed me to not give you any form of a sign. To what was going through your mind throughout the painful ordeal, I may never fully be able to understand. All that I know is that I am so grateful for you and all you did to bring me back. To be sitting here in front of you is truly a phenomenon in itself.”

“Thank you. You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.”

“I think I do. It’s because I love you so much, and it is your love that saved me.”

“Wow, you sure know how to make a guy feel good,” I smiled.

“You haven’t seen nothing yet,” he smirked, giving me his sexy wink as his sculpted lips formed the perfect grin. “Okay, now for the hard part. Jesse. Like I said, I remember most of it. I don’t need to hear it word for word. What I do want to know is what happened with Scarlett after she shot me. Did we get enough on tape implicating her in Archie’s murder?”

“Yes, and yes. Don’t forget she shot you. If our attempts to make her confess to her role in his death failed, then we still had enough for what she did to you.”

“Yes, I am aware. I will never be able to forget what she did to my beloved brother, to me, and to us. He was a good man, the best. How do I look at his beautiful daughter and not feel pain because she will never know him? She will never know the man he was and how much she was wanted and loved by him.”

“James, that’s one question I have an easy answer for.”

“Yeah? And what’s that?”

“You will tell her. I will tell her. Aunt Sophia will tell her. Three people that love her very much will share stories of Archie with her for as long as she needs us to. I know she’s just a little baby now, but she will grow up and of course will have questions. When that day comes, we will be there for her.”

“Promise?” he asked.

“Always.”

“I want to see her. Will you bring Poppy to me?”

“Yes, of course I can. When?”

“Now, if that’s okay,” he said.

“I’ll call Sophia and have her bring the baby here.”

“No, I would rather you go and pick her up. I want to watch you walk through this door holding our daughter.”

If he’s trying to break me down, it’s working. My heart is screaming his name with loud emoticons. I am so in love with James Gentry!

I promised him that I would return as soon as possible with Poppy. My body was tingling with excitement. My arousal for the only man I desired most was indisputable, judging by the bulge inside my pants. There was no denying how much we wanted each other, but James promised that our time was coming, and our reunion would be spectacular. I was happy that after James shifted the conversation from Scarlett to declaring his love for me, my mind had been put at ease. I never really answered his questions, leaving it to be continued down the road. What I was most grateful for was that he didn’t push me for more. I knew he wanted to know the entire story, but it would have to wait.

She took so much from us. James suffered many losses at the hands of Scarlett Gentry. Why give her anything else?

I made a promise to myself as I left James to wait for our return that I would try to focus on the present and to look forward to our future. These past few months have been a living, breathing nightmare, and one I want nothing more than to move forward with James and now our daughter.

I phoned Sophia once I left the hospital to meet me at James’ home. She had been taking care of Poppy at her home, along with the assistance of Mrs. Peterson, the nanny.

Once inside, I called out for Sophia. I dropped my keys in the glass bowl that was beside the door in the entryway. Just as I was about to call for her again, sounds of a giggling Poppy greeted me. I dropped to the floor with my two arms stretched out before me. She had been walking on her own for only a couple of months now, and every so often she got shaky on her feet and plopped down on her bottom. She was adorable, and the faces she made when it happened was just priceless.

These were the moments that made my time here bearable. I only wished James hadn’t missed so much of her milestones, but it would be my mission for him to not miss anything else.

“Come here, Poppy. Walk to daddy.”

I gave her the encouragement she needed, and then in six baby steps, she was in my arms with me blowing kisses on her chubby cheeks. She was a beautiful child with porcelain skin, rosy cheeks, and her hair was the color of night that matched her father’s and James’. Her eyes were a vibrant cerulean. You could almost see your reflection in them. She was stunning.

“Okay, Poppy, daddy has a surprise for you. How would you like to see…” and my mind just went blank.

I knew James and I discussed our roles in her life, but since the moment James was shot, I had been the primary parent and just assumed calling myself daddy would be okay. What if it’s not?

“Jesse, are you alright?” Sophia asked as I held Poppy closer to me, who grabbed hold of my shaggy hair and lightly tugged on the overgrown locks.

“Excuse me, what?” I asked.

She assured, “It’s going to be fine. James is recovering at a pace that even has his doctors amazed. It’s that strong will that made him wake up, and now all you have to look forward to are good things.”

“You make it sound so simple, but it’s not. We never thought we would be here at this point in our lives. So much as changed since last year, I can hardly keep up.”

“You know, people who say that our destinies are planned out for us never met you, nor James for that matter. Whatever the original plan that was set in place for you, you two and your love changed it. You may have had to go through something so great that no one will ever understand, but the odds were defied, and you both came out stronger for it. Hold on to that, and I promise you will be okay, Jesse. Now, bring Poppy to her dad, and go make new memories.”

Sophia had made such a beautiful, articulate point. I kept thinking about it all the way back to the hospital, and it made me smile.

“Are you ready?” I asked James, as I stepped inside of his room.

“Yes, god yes.”

He couldn’t get down to the floor as I did, but he was standing on his own and waiting to see us walk in. With Poppy in my arms, her moment of recognition was magical when she locked on to James. He was smiling, and I knew he was capturing this new memory of our family finally being reunited. We were together and safe.

Ann was also recording the memory for us on camera. Poppy wiggled again and smiled as James looked over to us. Then, she said what I had hoped she would. With her cheeks a lovely shade of rose, she said the sweetest word ever heard by a father, “Dada.”

Wiping tears from his eyes, we met him halfway, as he wrapped his arms around us.

He whispered, “Yes, baby, I’m your dad. I love you so much. You will never know another day without me.”
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Unbreakable bond…

 

 

“SO WHAT’S THE verdict?” James asked Dr. Taylor.

He was hopeful that today would be the day he could be discharged from their care and he could continue his outpatient therapy back home in New York.

“Let me confer with my husband for a moment,” she winked over at me and then smiled lovingly at Dr. Briggs.

How will we ever be able to thank them for saving James life? What if I never had met them in the coffee shop? Where would that have left James? Thank goodness I talk so loudly. I guess James will no longer tease me about it since my usual carrying voice saved his life. Yeah, I can think of a lot of ways he can thank me.

“So Dr. Briggs,” she said, “shall we kick our patient out of here? He sure does take up a lot of space.”

Now, that was funny. Since waking up from his coma, James had a laundry list a mile long consisting of personal things from home he needed to have with him. I’d bring the entire house to him if it meant having him here with me, but he wasn’t that much of a diva. Dr. Briggs viewed his latest scans, blood work, and his wife’s notes from her physical therapy sessions.

James was determined to reclaim the man he was before the shooting. The surgeries saved his life, but it was the exhausting coma that took its toll on his body. He had lost over ten pounds in weight and even more in muscle mass. James tall frame was sculpted beautifully with lean muscle that just made him look like a work of art. So to get all of that back, he knew he would have to put the work in. And he did it in an undefeatable manner. The beginning was challenging, but that was to be expected after all the weeks of James laying in a coma. You wouldn’t know it by watching him lift his weights, walk on the treadmill, and catch the medicine ball after he demanded I throw it at him with all of my force. He fell a few times using the cane, causing him to work harder to master it. The day he walked to me while using it took my breath away, an image I would never forget.

After they finished going over his chart, the doctors joined us over at the conference table.

Dr. Briggs said, “Yes, James, you are officially discharged. However…”

“I knew that was coming,” James grumbled.

“James, I cannot—no—we cannot stress enough how astonished we are that you have made the progress you have. It has been a long, hard road to get you here, but you did it. We are confident that you will continue to do well in your recovery but at an agreeable pace. We made some calls and have an outpatient program in place for you to continue your therapy in New York. I would like to see you in six months for a post-op examination at Johns Hopkins, and once you resume your physical therapy, Dr. Fryer will forward her notes on your progress to Dr. Taylor, agreed?”

“Agreed! Dr. Briggs, how will I ever be able to thank you? To thank you both for saving my life and extending your stay here in London to oversee my care?”

“I’ll send you my bill,” he said. “James, Jesse, it was my pleasure being your doctor. I am just happy that I was in the right place and at the right time to be nosy, but don’t lose faith in the team who had your back before I entered the picture. At the time, they gave you the best odds at survival, and I believe whether we met on the day in the coffee shop or some other way, I would have been your doctor. This is what I do, and I’m sure my colleagues here would have made that call to contact me. You just met me first.”

We all embraced one another in a group hug. Ann, Dr. Taylor’s team, and the rest of the staff all lined up to say their goodbyes to us. We took photos and contact information for Ann and the nurses that cared for James from the very beginning. James also had flower and gift deliveries sent to the entire staff and had a huge meal catered for them. He said no amount of “thank you” in any form will ever be enough to show them how grateful he was to be alive.

As much as we wanted to be with Poppy on our first night home, Sophia said we needed at least one night to settle in, maybe two before becoming full-time fathers. I didn’t have to twist his arm; James happily accepted her offer. Once we were home, James looked a little tired, but he would never admit it to me. I wasn’t going to push him to do anything he wasn’t ready for. The gift was being together. Everything else would happen at its own pace. We had the rest of our lives now.

“Hey, how about we go upstairs and I run you a bath? You can relax while I arrange dinner for us. We can have it here in our bedroom or downstairs in the dining room in front of the fire. You decide,” I asked as I took him in my arms and savored the feel of his body against mine.

He felt it too, as he breathed me in and kissed my neck just below my ear. Dang, now I’m hard. Sexy idiot! Home for two minutes and my toe is at full salute.

He whispered, “Bath, bed, and food on the warmer until I have had my fill of you.”

“James, there’s no rush. You know that, right?”

“No more waiting, Jesse. It’s been months of our lives just lost to us. We missed so much, including Christmas and New Year’s, and most of all, our anniversary. Tonight is our do-over to all of those things. Please don’t deny me the one thing I desire most.”

“Never. You can have anything you want from me. Just promise me one thing.”

“Anything. It’s yours,” he said.

“Breathe. Just keep breathing. Keep on living, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

We linked our hands together and walked up the floating curved staircase to our bedroom. James brought my hand to his lips and gently placed a kiss on it, showing me nothing but love and desire in his eyes.

I told him, “I’ll be right back. Let me start the bath.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Just keep telling me that for the next sixty years, and maybe I’ll believe it.”

“I’m breathing, Jesse. I promise.”

I halfheartedly turned away and walked through the double doors that led to our bathroom. I turned on the faucets to let the water run for a minute to get the right temperature and then chose the bubble bath and salts for his soak. While the tub was filling up, I lit some candles and arranged them all around the room, setting the tone for our night. When I thought the mood was set, I took a long look around the room to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.

It was seduction, full speed ahead, and I knew he would love it. Bubble bath. Candles. Music. All ready to go. Now all I need is my man. My anticipation level was rising at rapid speed, making my heart beat so fast, I’m talking heart attack-level size proportions. My palms are sweating. Why am I so nervous? This is James, the man I love, who loves me back. So why can’t I get my feet to move to walk out this door to get him?

Two light knocks later on the door, and the man who I had been fantasizing about made his entrance. He removed all of his clothing, only leaving his tight briefs on. Goodness, he was beautiful and all mine.

“Hey, what are you thinking about, sitting in here all by yourself? I was getting lonely out there,” he said as he stepped closer to me in a primal animalistic stride, slowing roving his magnetic eyes all over my body.

“Nothing. Everything.”

He closed the distance between us, as his hand clutched the back of my neck to bring my mouth closer to his. I closed my eyes and savored every touch, every breath against my skin. I inhaled him as if he was essential for me to survive. We kissed and aggressively fought the other for dominance. Who was I kidding? James owned me, and I gave him every part of me in return. Willingly. Desperately.

“Open your eyes for me, baby,” he whispered, sending chills down my back and straight to my toe.

“They are open,” I responded.

He let out a frustrated sigh, “No, they’re not, and I know why.”

“Oh yeah, Dr. Freud? Tell me.”

“It’s okay. I’m here with you. Please, baby, be here with me. Open your eyes, and see me. See us.”

“I’m afraid,” I said, not realizing how sorrowful I sounded.

“I know, me too, but you don’t have to be. I’ll never be able to truly understand what you went through, witnessing me get shot, feeling my body slowly die in your arms. And when I did survive, praying I would breathe on my own. It’s a hell that can never be unseen or unfelt. You will never know how sorry I am for you to ever have gone through that pain.”

I thought I was hiding it well, but how did I ever believe he wouldn’t realize how terrified I was? The realization of one day we were happy and in love, and then the next, some deranged lunatic fires a bullet into my lover’s head? Yeah, I’m scared.

I couldn’t speak. What words could I say in return? He said them for me, and when it felt as if I was going to fall apart in his arms, he lifted me up and put me back together again.

“The bath can wait,” he said. “Come, I want to hold you in our bed with nothing between us. Not losing Archie. Not reliving the shooting on repeat. Not fearing that you are going to lose me. I want you to put all of those thoughts and images out of your head. Now.”

Was it possible to be floating on air? That’s what it felt like when James took control. He made it okay and lightened the heavy burden I was carrying.

“You are wearing too many clothes. Let’s divest of these right now.”

I remained silent and allowed James to completely undress me as he removed my shirt, slowly sliding it over my shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. His hands found my waist next and unbuckled my belt, popping the button off my Armani pants he insisted I wear, and now he slid them down my legs with no care at all.

“Lift your leg for me?” he said looking up and keeping his eyes trained on mine. “And, the other, please.”

I followed his command, and then all that was left was my briefs. James was on his knees with his arms wrapped around my waist and his nose pressed against my toe.

“I love how you smell. A heady mix of, you know what? It may take me a minute to figure out. It’s not a scent you have worn before, or was it for someone else?” he winked at me with eyes never going too far away from mine.

I replied, “Only for you, baby. It’s new and a gift from Shae. She sent a basket of goodies for us, and this particular gift was for me. I believe her words were, ‘Wear this for James, it will drive him insane.’”

“She knows me so well, so let’s test my ‘Jesse’ skills, hmm?”

Now with his game face on, he was determined to break down the sweet-smelling blend that had his curiosity piqued and his body aroused, just like my BFF predicted it would. He deeply inhaled and leaned his head back in a dramatic way, and then delved in again just for affect. My toe was so hard that I probably could use it as a hammer to pound nails into a board, or James’ rear, which I preferred.

“Okay, lover, I am going to begin with orange blossom,” he said.

With his hands at the band of my briefs, he seductively pulled them down, and this time I lifted my legs without him asking. Dang, I wanted him so much.

He said, “Okay, babe, let’s take this to our bed. My knees are going numb from this floor, and what I am about to do to you next requires a softer surface for something very hard.”

“Incredible! James, you win. I’m relaxed.”

“Shhh, I haven’t begun to make you feel good yet, so lie back and enjoy. I love you, and I want you more than I can say my own name, which I fully intend to make you scream out very soon. Now, where was I? Oh yes, I was sucking your balls that taste very blossomy, but let’s see what your toe tastes like.”

I was flat on my back with James’ hands all over me. He parted my legs and took my toe in his mouth. It felt so good to be here with him, loving him, and having James love on me. My eyes were rolling to the back of my head with all the sensations he was causing me to feel.

“Hmm, grapefruit, and let me see, a touch of patchouli and sage. What a combination. It’s like summers spent on the sound. I know how you love the beach. Am I right?”

“Yes! You are perfect. Please, James, make love to me. I need you.”

“No, you don’t.” he said to me, and causing my heart to break.

I was stunned by his words. I tried to sit up, but he pushed me down to my back with his tall frame hovering over me.

“Relax. What I’m trying to say is that you think you need me, but the truth is that I am the one who needs you. You are the strongest man I have ever known. You pushed yourself into my life when all I did was push you away. You made me believe that what we had was real, to tell my pride to shut up and just live in the moment with you, and that I could and would be happy. So, Jesse, you don’t need me, but I certainly need you. And if you’ll have me, I want you to be my husband, so I can love you and give you back everything you have given me, and a lifetime’s more.”

He just asked me to marry him. He sucked me senseless until I had no brain cells to rub together, and while in blissful oblivion, he asked me to marry him.

“Say something,” he asked, as he was now completely on top of me with his commanding presence.

“Are you sure? Because you better be, or I’m going to kick your arse.”

He laughed, “I’d like to see you try. So is that a yes? Because, babe, I have never wanted you more, and I mean for life. You are the only one I want or shall ever want forever and always. I want you as my husband, father to our children, and my partner in all areas of my life that is now blended with yours. Please do me the extraordinary honor and say yes to me. Yes to forever and always! Yes to sunshine and rainbows!”

My eyes were drowning in tears. I was so in love with him.

“Yes, James Gentry, I will marry you!”

“We are unbreakable, Jesse Dempsey. We have an undeniable bond between us, and no one will ever come between us again.”

I pushed against his strong body, and it must have been the adrenaline I was feeling, but I managed to flip James to his back. Oh okay, he probably let me, but I don’t care. All that matters is us, and I want to show him how real we are.

“My eyes are open, and you are all I see,” I said.

“And I’m breathing! Now, make love to your husband-to-be.”

Oh, and I did. My man, always a thunderous presence, submitted just as beautifully as he dominated. With his hands now over his head, he completely gave himself to me. I generously poured the lube onto my two fingers and with precise motion spread him apart and entered his tight hole. It had been months since we were together, and I knew I needed to take this slow to avoid hurting him. He was making it difficult to think straight with his moans and grunts as I delved deeper into his channel and worked my fingers into a steady rhythm over his prostate.

“More, babe, give me a third,” he cried out.

I opted not to and positioned my body between his legs, opening him up even more.

“James, how do you feel?” I asked.

“Seriously? I think you know.”

“Sorry, I just want to make sure you are ready.”

“More than ready. Jesse, I need you. Now.”

With his legs parted and his toe laying across his taut stomach leaking beautifully with his essence, I entered him slowly, and when he bucked his hips forward at me, I knew he wanted harder. I battled against my self-control to slow down, but he wasn’t having any of it and thrusted up at me again.

“Stop holding back. I won’t break. Now idiot me like you mean it, and bring us higher.”

Closing my eyes and kicking my fear to the curb, I opened them again to lose myself in James. It was so easy to. For the first time since we committed ourselves to one another, I believed deep within my soul just how unbreakable we were.

“I’m close, babe. Come. Come with me,” I uttered.

We did in a spectacular fashion, with me doing exactly what he said I would. I screamed his name as I pumped the last of my come and filled his rear to the brim, collapsing on top of him.

“I love you, James,” I breathed out.

“I love you too. Now, let’s have that bath.”

“I think the water may be cold at this point. Give me a minute to refill the tub, okay.”

“Sure, I’ll be waiting.”

I kissed him madly before going back to the bathroom.

Incredible! I’m getting married! I always knew we would get here, it was the when part that I wasn’t sure of. But no more guessing, because we made it! We survived the storm, and now it was sunshine and rainbows from here on out. He denied who he was and what he felt for so long, and now the love of my life was going to be my husband. Unbelievable! If that’s not the universe giving you everything you have desired, I truly don’t know what will top it.

Seduction, take two…all that was needed now was James. The room was dimmed with the light from the fireplace. The steady drum of my heart beat faster until I got closer to our bed. I found him in the same position I left him in. He looked too tired for a bath. He looked at peace, but that didn’t stop me from putting my two fingers to his neck to check for a pulse. His skin was warm, and his heartbeat vibrated off my fingers.

He’s breathing. Thank goodness for bringing him back to me. I pulled the cover up and over him as I settled in to hold him for the night. Heck, I would hold him for the rest of my life. I always believed this was where we would be, in each other’s arms and wrapped around all the love we felt for the other.

I needed to send Shae the biggest bouquet of flowers to thank her for being right. How I remember the fights she and I used to have over my love life, and her lack of one. I loved her with all of my heart, but she could be a real pain in the rear, always sticking her nose into affairs that she knew nothing about. Dang, I loved her.

The sudden need to hear her voice was overwhelming. I looked back over to where Sleeping Beauty was out cold from all our extra strenuous activities tonight. I figured it was safe to slip out and call her. It was past midnight, but with having a new baby, I was positive she was awake. Oops! I was wrong. Her groggily voice answered my call on the fourth and final ring, and then I felt bad for not choosing a more reasonable hour.

“Jesse, what’s wrong? Is it James? Poppy? Oh my goodness, is Aunt Sophia okay?”

Wow! My girl, she owned the rights to worrying about others, and I loved her for it. She was a godsend to James and myself while he was recovering. Although James had smoothed things over with Bryce and made me apologize for the way I spoke with him, Bryce was still pissed at me. Shae, always the mediator, made Bryce see the error of his ways in regarding the loss of signing J.M. Wood to our house. I mean, it was his fault. My girl, Shae, once again flew in on her golden pen and closed the deal. She found out that J.M. was on holiday in Dublin and saw the opportunity to try one more time. Well, needless to say, J.M. wanted to sign with us all along but only wanted to work with Shaena Blake, the one and only agent that landed the elusive and very reclusive Weston James. She planned on returning home for good to her native home of Ireland and felt having representation in the same country would suit what she wanted. Shaena agreed to represent her for Prestige, as long as J.M. understood that she was a new mom and would not be traveling outside of Ireland. That’s my Shae. My hero. My best friend.

“Hey! Best friend, will you please let me get a word in?” I interrupted.

I heard her sigh, and then she said, okay.

I told her, “I promise you everyone is fine. You know I would never keep anything from you, so please just take a breath and listen.”

“Okay, but next time, text me first so I don’t worry.”

“I will.”

“So, of all the nights for you to call, you pick the one night my baby is actually sleeping. Babies are unpredictable, so talk fast.”

“I love James.”

“Yes, I know. What else do we know?”

“He asked me to marry him tonight.”

I knew my girl and the reaction she would have, so I held the phone away from my ear while she shouted out her happiness, of course waking her husband, followed by the piercing cries of her infant son.

“Shae! Earth to Shae, come back to me,” I called out.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Jesse, I am so happy for you and James. It’s about time. I would have thought you would be the one asking, but since you probably racked up about a thousand proposals to his one, I guess it was time for him to ask.”

“Yeah, thanks for the reminder.”

“It doesn’t matter, Jesse. He asked! This is a big step, and because it’s James, well, that makes it even bigger. I just knew you two would get here. I am so incredibly happy for you. If any two people deserve a happily ever after, it’s you two, and now with Poppy, you are perfect.”

“Thank you, sweet girl. You are the first person I wanted to share our news with. After all, it was you that told me to not give up.”

“…and?”

“It was you that told James to fight for me.”

“…and?”

“You called us both jerks on an individual basis, and then reiterated again how much we loved each other and to fight for the togetherness we both wanted. Thank you, Shae, for always having my back. Our friendship means everything to me, and I couldn’t have gotten through these past six months without you. I love you. That’s all I wanted to say.”

“I love you too, best friend. All I have ever wanted for you is to be happy, and now you are. Now, as much as I would love to continue this conversation, my baby is hungry. I have to go, but we will talk soon. I promise.”

I knew it was late, but I had to know that our daughter was safe and sound. I texted Sophia, asking her how Poppy was and if she could send me a picture of Poppy sleeping without waking her. Well, I didn’t have to wait long to receive one. Sophia was still up watching “Downton Abbey.” A marathon was on, and she was engrossed. I laughed but was happy Sophia found some enjoyment of her own. My heart melted when the picture came through.

Poppy slept just like James, with her little arm over her eyes. I placed a kiss on my screen and silently recited how much I loved her. I texted Sophia back to tell her we would pick her up first thing in the morning. We needed her with us, but I was so thankful we had this night to ourselves to reconnect. It was beautiful and more than I could ever hope on having with James.

I stripped out of my sleep pants and climbed into bed to join James. Instinctively, I felt his neck for a pulse again, this time using my mouth disguised as a kiss. He was fine, which meant that we were fine. I pulled him closer to me, with my arm protectively over his body.

“I love you, James. We are an unbreakable bond, always and forever. Sleep well, my love, and just so you know, I want my raincheck for our bubble bath.”
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One more hurdle before the happily ever after…

 

 

THE PAST TWO weeks have been amazing here in London. Did I actually just say that? Oh good, it was in my head, and I’m thankful that James didn’t hear me.

I’d been better since our night together and how he asked me to marry him. The next morning when he woke up, he was sorry for falling asleep on me but definitely fulfilled his promise of the raincheck I wanted.

He not only took me in his cavernous and glorious tub fitted for a small party. We then moved on to the shower, and then almost made it to our bed. Reconnecting with James was everything I imagined, but my fantasies didn’t hold a candle to the reality. He was getting stronger with each day and soon would be resuming his therapy once we were home in New York. For now, he was running and making use of his home gym.

While Poppy was spending the day with Sophia, I spent the afternoon packing our things. With this home being a permanent residence for James, and now myself, he said to only pack the essentials and leave the rest. So I concentrated on Poppy’s nursery.

Once James and I were home, it was time for Archie’s estate to be settled. He hated it but knew it had to be done. His only living relative was Sophia, his father’s sister. She was very special to James, Archie, and to me. She was amazing with Poppy, and we would miss her very much. James had asked her to come to New York with us, but she said her home was in London.

I looked down to my cell and was getting a little worried at the lateness of the hour. James had been gone practically the entire day. I’ll give him a few more minutes and then I am definitely calling him. Another exercise I was trying to master: patience. I was learning how to tamper down my anxiety on always waiting for the other shoe to drop and keeping myself in check anytime he was not in my sight. James asked me if I wanted to speak to someone about it, and I told him idiot no and not to bring it up again. I had Shae to talk to, and she didn’t bill by the hour. I smiled and went back to packing when I heard him calling out for me.

“Jesse, are you home?”

“I’m in Poppy’s room,” I answered back. “How does a baby who is so small require so much stuff? I mean, this is the sixth box I’ve packed.”

I turned around to see him leaning against the door with his hands across his chest.

“What’s wrong? And where’s Poppy? I thought you were bringing her home.”

“That was the plan. But then I decided against it,” he said slowly, seemingly angrily.

Suddenly the temperature in the room dropped below freezing.

“Oh yeah? Why is that?” I asked as I saw his face.

My trepidation was at a ten, and if it reached any further, I was sure to have a stroke. An angry James was never good. What had him so upset? He walked in and took the tape gun from my hand.

“We need to talk,” he said.

“What’s wrong, James? And I won’t dance around the twenty questions with you. It’s clear that you are angry with me over something, so why don’t you just cut the trash and tell me.”

“That’s kind of you, Jesse. Thank you for that. But this conversation should have been discussed weeks ago, when I first came home.”

“Wow, sorry for that babe, but I guess I was too focused on us. And have you forgotten that you asked me to marry you? I guess I have been a little preoccupied on planning our life out together. Sue me.”

“I haven’t forgotten. Asking you to marry me was the best moment of my life. And, in case you forgot, we do have a life. It’s a good one, one that I want with you forever.”

“Okay, then if that is true, why are you so angry right now? What changed from this morning when we were making love to now? Why the arctic freeze over?”

“This is why,” he said as he handed me a stack of letters from Scarlett stamped with “Return to Sender” on them.

Idiot! He was never supposed to see these.

“I can explain,” I said.

“I’m waiting.”

“Please, baby, will you wipe that scowl off your face first? I love you.”

His face visibly softened, and he let his anger fall away from him.

“I love you too, and I’m sorry. This was a shock, and I wasn’t prepared for it. Once I was over my initial reaction, I made a few phone calls. These letters were not the only things you refused. Why didn’t you tell me that she was trying to get in contact with you through her lawyer? Or about her attempted suicide attempt? Don’t you think I had a right to know?”

I knew about the requests for a visit. But the suicide attempt? I did not.

“Truth?” I said.

“Yes, no matter how much it hurts me to hear it.”

“That’s just it, baby. Haven’t you been hurt enough? Haven’t we suffered enough at the hands of that deluded psychopath? I was protecting you.”

He let out a deep breath and raked his fingers through his hair. Never a good sign, but I knew to be quiet and give him his time.

“You should have told me,” he said.

“I know.”

“All the times I asked you about the shooting, you always put me off, but then I also held back for your benefit. You may not have been shot in the head, but that didn’t mean you didn’t suffer as much as I did. I love you, Jesse, and you know I demand honesty.”

“You have it, James. I would never knowingly hurt you. You said it yourself, I suffered too. Can’t we just be happy for one minute? When you finally woke up, I knew God answered my prayers and gave me the miracle I was praying for. Hating that woman was no longer an option. I had you back. I promised myself that I would never waste a minute of the gift I had been given. So to waste my air on that piece of trash was a price I wasn’t willing to pay. Please tell me you understand.”

The thought of him not, just about splintered my heart. It was broken when he was shot, and then put back together when he survived. Please, baby, I don’t think I’ll survive it this time.

“Jesse, come here,” he said softly.

Instead of walking into his arms like I should have, I stepped out of the nursery. James called out for me. I ignored him and rushed to our room.

There weren’t too many places I could hide from him, so I chose the bathroom and locked the door behind me. I collapsed to my knees and just cried. I knew he was on the outside of the door, but he made no effort to get in. I needed to feel this pain no matter how much it sucked to shut out James.

How did I ever believe this part of our life was over? I was fooling myself. What I feared most has finally happened. The other shoe had dropped, along with my heart, and the person who was responsible for all this perdition was Scarlett Gentry. Here I am on the hard, cold granite floor, warming it with my tears, while the man I love is waiting for me to open the door to let him in. I had been in here longer than I should have. What was I doing? I was doing the very act I hated most. Hiding. Running away from James. Harass that! And harass her! I’m not ever going to run from him, nor would I ever allow him to hide from me. I need James. I have to find him.

I opened the door to see him standing there and with Poppy in his arms. It was the most beautiful sight to take in. Here was my family, and with new tears falling down my face, I stepped closer to embrace them.

“Dada, dada,” Poppy called out as she bounced in his arms with the brightest of smiles on her little face. I loved her so much.

“That’s right, my sweet girl. This amazing man is your daddy, and he is in need of a hug.” James said as he handed me our daughter, who drooled lovingly all over my face, but never broke our hug. “You see, baby girl, he’s a good man. A better man than I ever hope to be, but I’m trying to do better. He loves me despite my flaws. Owning my feelings and being responsible for someone else’s heart is new, and your daddy here is serving as my teacher. Now, he will disagree with what I just said, but that’s who he is. He lifts others up when they are down and never puts himself above others. All he does is love. He deserves nothing but the best. We are so lucky he loves us the way he does. I hurt him today when I shouldn’t have. What I should have done was talk with him, but your dear old dad here chose to yell, accuse, and overreact until the sensible part of himself kicked in. Poppy, will you ask daddy to forgive me for being an arse? And then tell him that I love him more than life itself. And…”

I interrupted, “Shut up. Just shut up and kiss me.”

With Poppy sandwiched between us, he kissed me madly until I felt lighter on my feet.

I said, “I’m sorry for lying to you, James. I just saw no other way to protect you. You had a right to know. If you are ready to do so now, I will tell you everything. I promise to fill in the missing blanks for you.”

“Not tonight. I would rather spend time with you and our daughter.”

And that’s exactly what we did. While I was trying to pick myself up off the floor, he drove over to Sophia’s and picked up Poppy. To see them standing there righted all the wrongs of our messed up fight. Once we put the baby to bed and had our dinner, James and I talked.

“Jesse, please love, look at me,” he implored with his hot breath on the back of my neck.

I wasn’t avoiding him. I just didn’t want to say the wrong thing that may hurt him. We’ve had enough of that for ten lifetimes. He moved me himself and held my face in his hands.

He said, “Listen to me. I love you. Nothing has changed here today with us. You know me better than anyone, and I’m going to mess up from time to time. It’s in those times that I expect you to understand my feelings and not lock yourself in a bathroom just to get away from me. I guess I should be grateful you stayed in the house, but having said that, I never ever want you to pull away from me.”

“You just love quoting my words back to me, don’t you?”

“Does that mean you forgive me?” he asked.

“Do you forgive me for lying to you?”

“There is nothing to forgive. You did what you felt was best at the time, and I love you for it. Moving on from here, just talk to me. Always talk to me, and we will find our way.”

After hours of hot make-up sex with James, I didn’t believe I could move any part of my body. James worked me over with not only his big toe, but then he turned up the heat and pulled out the toys. Sexy idiot! All he had to do was flash me his devilish smile, and I was up for anything.

The smell of coffee roused me awake. I rolled over to an empty bed and one missing James. Deciding not to wait for breakfast in bed, I searched for my man. Poppy was not in the nursery. James must have brought her down with him. I went back to our room to shower and dress and then joined them in the kitchen, which was empty. Where are they? His home was huge with many places they could be, or the alternative was that James had taken Poppy out somewhere, but without at least telling me they were leaving? No, that didn’t make sense, and the anxiety I was causing myself was just a spin-off to last night’s revelations.

I said to myself, “Okay, Jesse, take a breath. He’s here. You just need to find him.”

I walked toward the library, and sure enough that’s where they were. I heard James on the phone and then stepped into the room and saw Poppy playing about on the carpet. In that moment, watching our sweet baby play, surrounded by too many toys and stuffed animals, I began to shake and remember. Did James not realize where he had placed her to play, right where he was shot? Sure, everything was cleaned and replaced, but it was the memory of that night that was still here and very much a part of me.

Now realizing I hadn’t moved into the room yet, James asked whomever he was speaking with to hold for a moment. He placed the phone down to his desk and slowly walked over to me.

“Jesse, what’s wrong?” he asked, snapping his fingers in front of my face.

When I finally blinked and focused on him, I nearly fell apart.

He said, “Hey, come sit down with our daughter, and I will be right back. I promise.”

He stepped back, giving me space, and then I let out a deep breath and kneeled down where Poppy was playing. He kept his back to me while he finished up with his call. I didn’t want to be hurt by that gesture and quickly shoved it out of my very fragile heart.

“I agree…Yes, it should be today…I need to make a few arrangements, and then my partner and I will meet you there in a few hours,” James said as he looked down to his watch.

Disconnecting his call, he walked over and joined us on the carpet.

“Hey, babe, how are you this morning?” he asked as he leaned in to kiss me. “Can you tell me what just happened? You look as if you had seen a ghost.”

“I’m fine, James. Are you okay?”

“Don’t change the subject. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“If I ask you to let it go, will you?”

“No, Jesse, I don’t believe I can. Not when I know how badly you are hurting. Something freaked you out when you walked in here. Please tell me.”

“You really don’t know, do you?” I said.

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking.”

“James, this is my first time back in this room since the shooting, and I walk in to find Poppy playing on the spot you were shot on.”

He looked absolutely horrified. He immediately took me in his arms and hugged me.

He said, “I am so sorry. I wasn’t even thinking about it. I guess this is one of the missing blanks that I blocked out. Jesse, I will have my decorator here in an hour to begin drawing up plans to redesign this entire room if that would make you forget.”

“I appreciate that, James, but no matter how many layers of paint we put on, or rip up carpets and replace with floors, it will always be there in this room. The memory of you shot by Scarlett, it will always be there.”

“I am sorry. Come, we don’t need to be in here.”

“No, wait,” I said as I reached for his hand. “Who were you talking to? You looked pretty serious on the phone. Did I walk in on something you didn’t want me to hear?”

“Relax, Jesse. Everything is fine, and we are perfect. I am done overreacting, and I promise my temper is now curbed. I swear it. You and Poppy are too important to me, and I meant what I said about no one ever coming between us again, especially my foolhardy temper.”

I closed my eyes as he cupped my face, slowly taking in calming breaths.

“What is it, Jesse? Talk to me.”

I shook my head and said, “Nothing. I just needed to hear that. We really are going to be okay? Right? Because I need to believe that, James.”

“Jesse, have you ever known me to lie to you?”

“There was one time.”

“Yes, I remember. My one and only lie that almost cost me the greatest thing in my life. What a fool I was to ever deny my heart. I shall hope you have forgiven me for that,” he said.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up. I know you love me and do not lie.”

“It’s fine. Don’t ever let me get away with anything. I don’t ever want to take what we have for granted. Now, we need to talk about who I was on the phone with.”

“Go on,” I prodded.

“After the letters, you know I made some calls regarding Scarlett. As you know, she has been incarcerated at Prison Holloway. It appears that a David Essex has been calling you for weeks now regarding Scarlett. He says he also met with you on two separate occasions, and both times you refused to talk with him. Is this true?”

“You know it is, James, or you wouldn’t be asking me about it. So did he tell you anything else? And for the record, I did speak with him on the two times he visited at the hospital while you were still in the coma. I took time away from you to speak with him, but I was not going to give in to her request because some high and mighty guy was asking. She used Essex to get to us. I want her gone and out of our lives forever.”

“That’s all that I want too, Jesse, but before we go home to New York, we need to close the door with Scarlett. And it begins today when we both drive up to Holloway to see her.”

“Hell no!” I shouted, causing Poppy to cry.

I tried to calm her, but James took her from me and called out for Mrs. Peterson to take her so we could talk.

“I’m sorry for making her cry. It was a knee-jerk reaction,” I said.

“Stop apologizing. Babies cry. I spoke to my lawyers here in London. The stipulations in Archie’s will cannot be contested. The moment I arrived here in London to claim Poppy, she legally became my daughter. I have already drawn up the adoption papers for you to become legally her father as well, but that will have to wait until we marry. It looks better to the courts. In my eyes, you are her daddy, and I am her dad. We will both co-parent Poppy and will officially make it known to the world once we marry. Scarlett is not getting away with anything, Jesse. She is never going to experience freedom again, especially serving two life sentences, and a third for attempted murder. It doesn’t make us weak or give her power just because we are seeing her today. If anything, it gives us our power back. I promise you, babe, it’s going to be okay because we are going to make it that way. Trust me, please?”

“I trust you, James, with everything I have. I’m just scared.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there, and I get it. You have been so incredibly strong throughout this entire ordeal. You saved me, babe, now it’s my turn to help you. The other shoe is never going to drop again because I will never allow it to. Now, kiss me and tell me you love me.”

“I love you, James,” I said as I took him in my arms and kissed him passionately.

When we got to Prison Holloway, Chief Essex was there to greet us.

“Thank you for making the trip, Mr. Gentry. Hello again, Mr. Dempsey.”

I willed myself to be quiet and my manners in check while shaking his offered hand.

He said, “You are looking well, Mr. Gentry.”

“Thank you, Mr. Essex, I’m almost back to where I was before I was shot, but then again…” James paused and looked a little crestfallen. “I guess one can never really go back in time, now can we? If we had the power to do so, then my brother would still be alive.”

James took my hand in his, giving me the assurance I needed to get us both through today, and said, “Let’s get this over with. Mr. Essex, we have a life to get back to.”

We walked through corridors where prisoners were held in small isolated boxes they now called home. The hallway that led to where Scarlett was waiting felt unnerving and cold.

James tightened his grip on my hand as we entered the room and saw the devil herself. Her wrists were shackled to the table with very little room to move. Two guards were in the room, one on either side, along with Essex, who was ordered to remain with us at all times.

“Thank you for seeing me today. I didn’t believe you would,” she stated only to James.

He paused for a moment, trying to find the right words, and when he looked in her eyes, I knew he was about to unleash all his rage on her.

“Let’s be clear as to why I am here. It is not for you. My visit here today is for the lives you took. My beloved brother, Archibald Gentry. Emma Covington. You remember them, don’t you, Scarlett? Let’s not forget how you nearly killed me too. But as you can see, you did not break me. Not even a bullet had enough balls to take me away from Jesse, Poppy, and everyone who loves us. Forget you! You vicious, vile murdering groin!”

He cleared his throat and turned three shades of red from embarrassment. “Mr. Gentry, surely the use of that language is unnecessary,” Essex stated.

I wanted to punch this jerk in his junk for trying to silence James. He had a right to speak, and his voice would be heard here today, no matter how many bad words my man chose to use. James gripped my hand and let out a breath. I wasn’t so calm. With his hand still in mine, I shot daggers over at Essex.

I shouted back at him, “Shut-up, and mind your own business. She wanted him here, he’s here. Shouldn’t he have the right to speak his mind?”

He said nothing and gestured to James to continue. James gave me a half-smile and squeezed my hand. My man was incredibly strong and brave. He was composed and continued to question her.

“Why? Why did you do it? You killed my brother. For whatever reason, he loved you. He gave you everything, including a priceless gift that you abandoned. And all for what…money? And when it wasn’t enough, you demanded more. He gave you more, and you killed him for it. And then you nearly killed me. I need to know why.”

“You said it yourself. I am a vicious vile groin who married and used your brother to give me power, wealth, and everything I never had growing up in a trash town that’s not even worthy enough to be on a UK map. I played him like the fool he was, but he wasn’t the first. There were many before him that I used to get what I wanted and made me into someone that I wasn’t, far from it. By the time I met Archie, my entire past was wiped clean. I was the ultimate chameleon. Nothing about me was real. I used every trick in the grifter playbook, and he fell for every last one. I played him. It’s just that simple. I guess I didn’t take into account him falling in love with me and wanting more of something I was just not capable of giving. Archie was a mark. That’s all it was,” she said in a cold, soulless tone.

I looked at James, and I knew he was on the edge of just about choking the heck out of her. James was silent in a disconnected manner. I watched his free hand tremble under the table. And then he reacted.

He took a sip of his water and then spat it back in her face. The room erupted in chaos, but then Scarlett told Essex to mess off and allow James to have his say. After he composed himself, James brought me in close and whispered in my ear that he was fine and we would be leaving in a few minutes.

“Was anything about you ever real?” he shouted as he slammed his fist down on the table. “You know, I thought coming here today would give me the peace I needed to move on with my life, but all it has proven is how much you disgust me. This prison does not even come close to the punishment you deserve for murdering my brother and Emma and what you did to me. My brother was the most honorable man I had the privilege of knowing. He had a pure, selfless heart. He loved you and was willing to do almost anything to keep you with him. Again, I’ll never know why.”

“The why is not important. What is, though, is that I am responsible for his death. I calculated my every move and watched him become sick and then sicker as the long months went by. Once he died, I thought I was home free, never realizing that I couldn’t get Poppy back, no matter what the original agreement stated. I was the mother, and I just assumed I had rights, but then you showed up and blew all that to trash. So I tried to play you both, and when that failed, Emma confronted me with what she suspected. I threatened her and scared her into silence, not realizing she had a spine and already exposed me to your silent man over there. I saw no other way when I saw that money wouldn’t silence her. It got physical, and I smashed her skull in with a fire poker and kept striking blows until she was dead. Do we need a replay of what I did to you? Or can I skip that part and go right to the end?”

“You left out how you injected her with the same toxin you used to kill my brother.”

“Right. Emma took a while to go down; hence, the fire poker. I underestimated her. She was quite the tough jerk, I’ll give her that. Shall I enlighten you some more on how I felt about shooting you? You know, James, it was an accident. You are much too pretty to kill.”

“No, that will not be necessary. I’ve heard enough. We are leaving, and once I walk out of this room, I swear on the memory of my brother, I shall never think of you again. For that would mean that I have compassion for you, and I do not. You deserve a lot more than to spend the rest of your miserable life in a 6x8 room. But I am hopeful that beyond these walls, a greater hell awaits you.”

James never let go of my hand the entire time we sat in front of Scarlett. He said his peace, and I had never been more proud of him. He faced his demons and did not show her any emotion that she could use against him.

“James!” she shouted to our retreating backs.

James clenched his jaw and closed his eyes, inhaling one last breath to give him the strength he needed to walk out of this room. He slowly turned and faced her once more.

She said, “I had one thing in all of my life that was not a scam, and now you get to raise her and call my daughter your own. Even in the briefest of life’s greatest moments, she was real. I carried her inside of me for nine months and endured a fourteen-hour excruciating labor. Archie was there throughout it all, holding my hand to get me through it. Once she was out and free from me, he was the first to hold her. The look on his face will be an image I will never forget. He instantly fell in love with her, and I was jealous of the life I had just pushed out into the world. I am everything you said I was and so much more, but I am thankful for one thing.”

“And? What might that be?”

“She will never know the monster that killed her father, and for that, I am grateful.”

He said nothing more as he pulled us away from the room and hurried us out all the way to our waiting car. Knowing that Poppy was ours helped my heart recover from the firestorm we just went through.

James was silent throughout the entire car ride home. Along the way, we picked up Poppy from Sophia, and then continued on to James’ home. He kissed me and Poppy, and then made his way to his office to take some time for himself. He needed the quiet, so I let him have it while I took care of our daughter.

Minutes ticked by in a drawn-out manner. I was going crazy wondering how he was doing, and then I didn’t have to imagine the worst when he finally emerged from his seclusion. His hair was in disarray, probably from his hands raking through it. His shirt was untucked and opened just enough where I could take in the beauty underneath. As exhausted as he appeared, he was striking and all mine. With quick strides, I was in his arms, holding him as close as two people could be.

“Are you okay? What can I do?” I said as I wiped away his tears. “This is becoming a habit. Both of us crying and losing ourselves to our pain. This needs to stop. My heart can’t take it, and neither can yours.”

“I guess today was the exception. I’ll do better.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. You are always so strong and put together, no one would believe me anyway.”

“Stop it, you are making me blush. Today was not what I expected it to be, at least not in the way it played out in my head. There was so much I could have said to her, and then she surprises me with more truth to add to the mind-harass that today represented. Thank you for making it easy for me to get through it, even though I know it sucked for you. You put your own personal feelings aside for me, no matter how much it hurt you.”

“James, listen to me. I am only a man in love. It’s easy taking care of you. To love you is my greatest joy in my life. I will always be here for you.”

“I’m counting on that, babe, because you have me for life, one that we need to return to,” he said as he pressed his hard length against mine and kissed me along my neck.

“Babe, what are you saying? I thought we needed to be here in London.”

He pulled away, smiled up at me, and said, “Not after today we don’t. Archie’s affairs are now settled. My brother was a very smart man and made sure that his daughter and the ones he loved were taken care of. What it means for us is that everything is in order with Poppy, and Sophia will take care of the sale of Archie’s home. Anything personal and sentimental of his has now been packed and shipped off to New York. I’m sure Poppy will appreciate them when she’s older. The rest of his things will be sold, and the funds that come from those sales will be established for the Gentry/Covington Scholarship Fund. I pray that they have been reunited in heaven and know their legacy will live on and help a lot of young adults find their way.”

“You amaze me, James. After all you have been through, to do this is just heartwarming. You are a good man.”

He shrugged and responded, “What can I say? I learned to be better. All because you love me, believed in me through the times I didn’t. Thank you, Jesse.”

“Okay, I’ll sleep with you. You don’t always have to butter me up. I am a sure thing.”

“Okay, you can have that one. You know, I was totally being sincere.”

“I know, but I also know you needed less of the heavy and a reason to smile.”

“Just being with you accomplishes that.”

“James, I know that your brother is smiling on you, as well as your parents. Archie’s greatest legacy is Poppy. I promise you that the very best version of myself will be dedicated to her. Not a day will go by that she will ever feel unloved. I promise you.”

“I know that, Jesse, and Archie does too. She will never forget Archie, because we will tell her about him. He was my brother, and I loved him very much, but I need to miss him far away from here. It’s time to go back to New York, babe. We begin the rest of our lives tomorrow. The first thing on our to-do list is plan our wedding. How does that sound?”

“Perfect. Just like you.”




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

IT’S NOT ABOUT the happy ending, it’s about the story—our story that Jesse was so eloquently writing. I had the pleasure of reading it while on our trans-Atlantic flight home. He was apprehensive at first about me reading it until it was finished, but how could he write the ending when we didn’t have it yet? The best was yet to come, and it was a point I had no problem reassuring him of. Yeah, that part of the program would have to wait until we were enclosed in the privacy of our bedroom.

For now, we needed to behave ourselves in front of our very bright-eyed daughter who was up to party for most of the trip home. It was no hardship at all, though. I missed so much time with her when I was recovering that I was almost jealous of the time Jesse got to have with her. He wouldn’t allow me to feel guilty about it. He said he was grateful that Sophia helped as much as she did with Poppy, or he couldn’t have spent so much time at my bedside.

I would never be able to truly understand what my man went through all that time. Sure, we talked about it until we exhausted ourselves over it, but unless you went through it and could speak of the experience firsthand, then it was very hard to relate to. As the patient, I knew how I felt about it. As the man who waited day-in and day-out for me to wake up, well only Jesse could truly know what that felt like. We didn’t push each other, because at all costs, we were trying to move on from it and concentrate on our future.

Once the baby was finally asleep, Jesse curled up to my side as I finished reading the last chapter written. For someone who’s always the confident one, my guy was sure nervous on what I thought about our story: the life of James and Jesse, acts one, two, and three.

I told him, “Relax, baby, it’s wonderful. Do you ever stop amazing me?”

He looked up into my eyes with a sheepish look, and then hid his face against my chest.

“Jesse, look at me, and stop pulling away. What is it? Talk to me.”

“It’s nothing, babe. You will think I’m foolish.”

“Impossible, no chance of that happening,” I said as I brought him in closer for a kiss, tangling my tongue with his. “I love you, Jesse. I am so proud of you for writing our story. It’s incredible, and do you want to know why I am saying this to you?”

“If you must.”

“Your words about us. Words are the window to your soul, one that I am connected to…for life. It’s easy to say ‘I love you’ and move along, but it’s entirely different when you write those words down and stand behind them every single day. This right here is just a very small part of something so big that on most days, I’m just lucky to be part of.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“In here.”

I placed my hand on his heart to show him exactly what I meant.

I said, “You are my entire reason for waking up and not joining my brother on the other side. Whatever fate decided for me, I think I was ready, and then I heard you cry, yell at me, over me, and then call me a jerk, which gave me the strength I needed to come home to you. Right here is where I want to be. It begins and ends with you, Jesse. Will you marry me?”

“How many times do you plan on asking me? You know I already said yes.”

“As many times as I feel like it, and as long as the answer doesn’t change, why not?”

“Yes. I will marry you, James.”

“Perfect, let the planning begin!”

Our beautiful Poppy chose the perfect moment to wake up and join in on our conversation. She began clapping her hands, wanting us to join in and sing with her. I picked her up and nestled her between us. Leaning in to Jesse, I placed a kiss on his cheek and simply whispered the one word that was us: “Perfect.”

The next few days was spent getting acclimated back into our life. I briefly checked in with my office and promised it would be full speed ahead come Monday morning, but for now I was taking the rest of the weekend to remain in our bubble.

We hired a permanent live-in nanny to help us with Poppy. Jesse fought me on every applicant we interviewed, finding something wrong with each one. I knew what he secretly desired, but I wasn’t ready to give him that concession. I worked crazy long hours, and Jesse was more than happy to stay at home with her, but I needed him with me in more ways than as just my marketing director. We were a team both professionally and personally. I never knew how much Jesse was essential to my life’s happiness until I nearly lost him.

With a lot of convincing on my part, Jesse finally agreed to hire Cora Clarke. She was in her early fifties and sadly, a widow. She lost her husband to cancer two years ago, and with her four grown children out and living their lives, she was now on her own and in need to be needed again. Her eldest son was gay and out living with his husband of one year in Pennsylvania. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about finding the right fit for our family. We were two gay men in a committed relationship, and the last thing we needed would be a backward conservative that didn’t accept us, but Cora was not like that at all. We liked her a lot, and it appeared Poppy was comfortable with her as well. It didn’t surprise me, because she was such an adaptable child and loved everyone. Cora agreed to a Monday thru Friday schedule and wanted to go home on the weekends, which was fine by us.

I returned to work on Monday and was greeted by my entire staff welcoming us back. I was a lucky man in all areas of my life. Jesse had finally worked out his differences with Bryce. He was a good man that held my publishing house together while I was recovering. I owed him a great deal of thanks for all that he did. The last thing I wanted was Jesse to be at odds with him. They were both significant to what we did here and needed to be civil with one another.

I easily slipped right back to my routine. We secured three new authors to our house, along with J.M. Wood, who was busy writing her committed six-book PNR series all about sexy shapeshifters and vampires. I could hardly wait, and it was all due to Shaena and her mad skills. I missed her so much here in New York, and Jesse did too. But she had chosen her life, and it was with her husband and new baby in Kildare, Ireland. I was just lucky to still have her on my payroll and with our bestselling client, Weston James.

All was great at work even with Jesse taking one more week to be home with Poppy and to make sure Cora was settling in nicely with our daughter.

“She’s finally down and hopefully for the night,” Jesse said as he strolled back into our bedroom with the baby monitor in hand.

“Jesse, you have to allow our nanny to actually do her job,” I winked and invited him to our bed.

“It’s hard, James. All that time in London when Sophia did most of the work, I have so much to make up for, and these are the months that really count. We need to bond with our daughter. She needs that. She needs me.”

“I know what you are doing, and it will not work.”

“And what exactly am I doing?”

“Cora stays, and you are coming in to work tomorrow morning with me.”

“How about I stay home tomorrow, but make you come tonight? Deal?”

And he says I’m the sexy idiot in our relationship? He is completely disarming me with just his eyes alone. Time to turn the tables on my sexy submissive.

“Take off your clothes, Jesse. Piece by piece, and do it slowly.”

He quirked his smile up and began to undress. His white, tight fitting t-shirt that hugged every muscle on his upper body went first. He grabbed hold of the hem of the shirt and just the way I asked for it, pulled it up slowly, making me bite my lip with the flirtatious teasing he was treating me to. Next was his belt. Once it was off, he brought it to his mouth and deeply inhaled the scent of leather and dropped it to the floor. Finally, the wait was over, and he began unbuttoning his jeans. I knew Jesse wasn’t wearing anything beneath them since these particular jeans had a hole on the back pocket. Yes, I am sure that was an all-day treat for Cora today.

The suspense was killing me. I knew I initiated this game, but I was turned on by his seductive floor show. I needed just a taste.

“Come here, now,” I commanded as I kneeled closer to inhale his intoxicating scent. His engorged toe was leaking pre-come, which I quickly swiped over with my tongue. It was erotic as idiot. Wasting no time to tease, I took all of him inside of my mouth and devoured him like 31 Flavors: each time I sucked him harder, a new taste was discovered.

“I love you so much, Jesse.”

“I love you too, James. Oh, babe, I am so close. I am on the edge of oblivion.”

His hands gripped each side of my head to the point of pain, but there was no way I would stop him. Jesse was completely lost in the throes of passion that I didn’t believe it registered with him where his hands were and how close he was to my scar. It was still very sensitive but manageable. He grazed it just enough for me to jerk back just the slightest bit. Once the realization hit him, the look of pure ecstasy was replaced with worry and regret.

Before he could say a word, I focused on his eyes and whispered, “Keep your eyes on me, and us. I love you.”

Reassuring him put him more at ease, and then I continued to pleasure him. It didn’t take long for Jesse to relax and enjoy the ride. This was for him, and I wanted nothing more than to please him. He beautifully shot into my mouth and down my throat. I didn’t release him until I milked every last drop of his seed, leaving no remnants behind of the hot liquid.

I quickly rose to my feet and crushed my mouth down to Jesse’s, taking him hard. There was nothing more erotic than having my lover taste himself where he had just been.

“My turn. Get on the bed,” I commanded.

Arms and legs were entwined in a tangled mess with our sheets saturated in our sweat. I couldn’t move if I wanted to, and I didn’t. We remained like this for the next few hours until we finally showered, resentful to wash the other’s scent off.

Once I knew Jesse was really sleeping this time, it took all my control not to jump him again. But it was during these stolen moments that I could appreciate the real treasure I had in Jesse. We had been through hell and back, and no matter what I had done or will ever do in my life, loving Jesse Dempsey would be my greatest accomplishment ever.

Now it was time to make it official.
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IT’S NEVER A good sign when it rains for five days straight leading up to your wedding day. Always the reassuring one, James never worried. He said over and over again that no matter what, we would have our day, come rain or shine.

With missing all the major holidays while James recovered from his shooting last year, he wanted something big for our wedding. Go big or go home, right? So, of course, my man chose July 4th with fireworks to commemorate our union. We rented a beach house in the Hamptons, where we would be married. Then we would celebrate with our friends and family for the next three days before honeymooning in Paris, the first of many countries on our worldwide itinerary. James was pulling out all the stops to wine and dine me in every romantic city in the world. It didn’t escape my memory that it was this time last year that we lost Archie and gained a daughter, the saddest and happiest time of our lives.

We only talked about it once, and James said when the planned fireworks display would go off, it would rival Macy’s. Yeah, I laughed at that one. My man always had to come out on top, no pun intended. It would be his way of honoring not only our wedding, but also his brother, who loved this holiday. After sharing some of their memories, how could I say no to him? It was nearly impossible to do so. I didn’t stand a chance if I tried.

But now it was raining and all I could hear in the back of my head was “Don’t rain on my parade.” James came up behind me and kissed away my worrying, proving one more time that he had everything under control.

The next morning, I woke up surrounded by flowers as their exotic scents filled my senses. I slowly sat up in bed, alone, a stupid rule James made me agree to. He wanted our wedding day and our night to be perfect. The room was still darkened on account of the drapes being closed. I had to turn on the lights to really take in the gorgeous flowers. Once my eyes adjusted, I found a note attached to one single stemmed rose on top of a gift-wrapped box. Of course, he also had breakfast and hot coffee prepared for me. He always thought of everything. I opened his card first, which was sprayed with my favorite Tom Ford cologne, the one that he said reminded him of summers on the sound, and me.

 

Dear Jesse,

Happy Wedding Day! You can open your eyes now. It’s not a dream. Today is happening, and it will be the best moment of our lives. I am so in love with you that you are all that I see. Thank you for loving me the way you do. I can only hope that I will be able to return as much love and grace to you as your husband as you have given me every single day of our life together.

You are an amazing father to our daughter. Let’s give Poppy a brother or sister soon, okay? But not before we have one heck of a honeymoon. Now, open your gift. I’ll wait.

 

I was smiling so hard, my cheeks hurt. He was too much. Once I untied the ocean blue ribbon on the sand colored paper, what was in-between the tissue paper took my breath away. It was a leather-bound book with my name on it.

 

You Belong to Me

by Jesse M. Dempsey

 

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I had to wipe them away a few times before I could actually see the printed pages. As I flipped through the book, my words, the ones I wrote about us, seemed to dance from page to page, scene to scene. My heart was overflowing with love for James and his thoughtfulness behind this gift. He was the real treasure in my life. I continued to read and even stroke my fingers over the beautiful font he chose. Here it was, all in black and white, the story I wrote every single day about how my James was fighting for his life to come back to me. I flipped to the last page and realized what James had given me. It was our story, with all but the last chapter still yet to be written. The last page was where he left me a handwritten note in his beautiful penmanship.
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I closed the book and wiped away another tear before opening the shades to see exactly what he promised. It was an arc of delicate colors. The way the array of yellow, blue, and red skipped over the crashing of the waves looked like something created with movie magic on a Hollywood set, but this was something more.

So. Much. More.

Today was perfect, and I hadn’t even seen James yet. To know that he had seen me and left the flowers, my gift, and his lovely notes just sent my heart into a dizzy tailspin of the best butterflies my stomach ever felt. I practically bounced all the way to the shower. This one was nice and had all the luxurious elements that I had come to appreciate and love in both our London and New York homes. Only one thing was missing: James.

I finished soaking my skin under the hot sprays and made my way back to our bedroom, only to find more gifts waiting for me on my dressing table. What has he done now?

Since my man could wear a suit like no other, I thought it would only be fitting to wear the perfect accessory to complete his look. I contacted Sophia for some help to what James would like, and when I told her my suggestions, she practically shouted out her excitement on the other end of the call. Sophia, his father’s sister, was now head of the family and also the keeper of the Gentry family heirlooms. I Skyped with Sophia several times over the course of a couple of weeks and once I selected James’ gift, it was now up to me to add my special touch. A platinum tie clip that was once worn by his father would now be worn again by James. I added a dark brown diamond to match his beautiful eyes, with an inscription on the back.

 

Every breath you take, I take with you.

Love, Jesse

 

It was perfect. Just like James. I gave it to him last night as he walked me to my door. He would wear it for me today when we married.

Now it was my turn to open his gift. I opened the small wrapped box and found a pair of stunning cufflinks with the brightest of blue sparkling stones shining back at me. I smiled as I knew exactly what these cufflinks represented and the reason behind them. I read his card.

 

My Jesse,

Wear these today for me. Allow them to be a reminder to always keep your eyes open and always see me and the love I have for you. I never believed I would ever find someone so perfect to share my life with. I have told you so many times before, that’s exactly what you are to me. You know me better than anyone, and I trust you completely with all that I have, but most of all, with my heart. I will always breathe for you. Only for you, Jesse, as I trust you will never close your eyes to me again. I love you.

James

 

My eyes were transfixed on the beautiful cufflinks. James designed the perfect gift for me, as I designed his. I took in a few deep breaths and wondered how he was doing.

Was he nervous? I know I am, but not about marrying James, more like falling apart when my eyes find him waiting for me at the end of the aisle.

He is going to look debonair in his custom-fitted tuxedo that he personally called Georgio Armani to design for him. Dang, my man was a label whore, but so was I. Yeah, we were a perfect match. I began fastening the cufflinks when I heard the sweetest voice behind me, make that two voices.

“Hey handsome, need some help with those?” I turned to see my best friend, Shaena Blake, now Mrs. Seamus O’Toole, holding their eight-month-old son.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I rushed to give my girl a hug.

I hadn’t seen her since she married her husband back in Ireland, nearly two years ago. She hugged me back, and with a few sniffles too. Her baby boy, Brendan, babbled on as I gave him a greeting on his chubby rosy cheeks. I loved babies. I couldn’t wait to add to our family.

“Do you think I would miss my best friend marry the love of his life? Not a chance. You look incredible, Jesse. I think James needs to put a leash on you to keep you close.”

“He already does,” I whispered, and then she smacked me on my chest.

“You are naughty. Do you ever change? Spare me the kinky bedroom stories, please.”

“Why would I do that when it is so much fun to make you blush? Oh please, don’t even try to convince me that you don’t get your freak on with the Irish guy. ‘Sonnets of love in the rose garden’ is probably just a ruse to throw me off track.”

“I plead the fifth, so let’s move on. Also, we have little ears in the room. Let’s keep the banter G-rated until his daddy comes for him.”

“Did I hear my name?” Shae’s husband, Seamus, said as he walked in.

His son began bouncing in her arms as he saw his daddy reach for him. My heart was overflowing with so much love at the moment, and I missed James and Poppy, wishing they were here with me. Seamus held his son and affectionately kissed my best friend in return. They were a stunning couple and were now complete with their child.

“I don’t mean to interrupt your reunion, I just wanted to say hello and congratulate you on your nuptials,” he said.

He extended his hand at first, and then I pulled him in for a hug. We didn’t have the greatest introduction when we first met, but that time had long been forgotten, and now we were friends. He was the guy that made my girl happy. As long as he continued to do that, we would never have a problem.

“Thank you, Seamus. It means a lot. Thank you for making the trip. I wasn’t so sure if you would be here at all.”

“Nothing would have kept Shaena away. She loves you, Jesse. We both do. We are so happy you and James have your second chance. Be happy with each other, and have an amazing life together,” he said as he hugged me again and then took his son out to the beach to take their seats.

“So, you ready?” Shae asked me.

I let out a breath and asked, “Is he? Have you seen him?”

“I have, and he is so ready to marry you. It’s time, Jess. It’s time to get your sunshine.”

I laughed hearing Shaena say the same words I told her long ago when she first left New York for Ireland, only now the term “sunshine” had a different meaning for James and me. Back then, I was just referencing for my girl to take a chance and live a little. For us, it meant so much more, a predestined hope from his beloved mother that one day, James would find—well—me. It was something we believed in and trusted with all our faith. And now, after days of thunderous storm clouds and torrential downpours, the sun was out and shining down on us.

I took Shaena in my arms and placed a kiss on her forehead.

“Yeah, I’m ready,” I told her.

“Good. Let’s get you married then.”

Shaena entwined her arm in mine and walked us both down to where James was waiting for me. He was breathtaking. To see him standing at all was a miracle, and he was healthy and strong.

Thank goodness, for blessing my life with James. I will forever be thankful and promise to never take him for granted. Not even for one single day that my life is joined with his.

Shae kissed me and then James, smiling at us, as we joined hands and the ceremony began. Sophia was holding Poppy, as they both smiled and blew us kisses. I blew a kiss to our daughter, and she clapped her little hands together shouting out “Dada” for us both to hear. I told James that I loved him, and then in perfect James fashion, he brought my hand to his lips and kissed it, whispering he loved me more.

We were already falling deeply into a blissful state. It was easy to do when we were around each other. Once we returned to the surface, we focused on the pastor who married us. We had written our personal vows, with James going first.

“I love you. Today I choose you, Jesse Michael Dempsey, to be my husband and life partner. I promise to sleep by your side, to be the joy of your heart, the food of your soul, and the best person I can be for you. I promise to laugh with you when times are good, and to suffer with you when they are bad, but I believe that part of our story is behind us. From this moment moving forward, I promise you that with every breath I take, it will be sunshine and rainbows every day of our life together. This is my promise.”

Acting on instinct, James lovingly wiped away the tears that were falling down my face. His words were beautiful. Just like him.

“My turn,” I whispered as he winked over at me. “I love you. I promise to be your lover, companion, and friend. Your faithful partner in parenthood. In times of trouble, I promise never to stay angry for too long and to always kiss you goodnight. I promise never to run and to stay with you always. You are all that I see, and I will forever be the light to your sunshine. James, you live within my soul. As individuals, we are exceptional in our own right, but together, our bond is unbreakable. This is my promise.”

I returned the loving gesture, and I too wiped his tears and kissed his hand. We exchanged our rings, and as they were blessed, the pastor said her final blessing to us.

“Over the last few months, I have had the honor of knowing these two remarkable men you see here today. Both have had to overcome great pain and losses, some alone and some together, only to find each other in the end. Their love was tested as they were tested. Love is the most powerful sign from the heavens above. It is something that should always be trusted and allowed to guide us along our individual paths we walk in this life. Now, today, James and Jesse have found their path together and have pledged their commitment to each other as you all bear witness. Please keep them in your prayers, as today they no longer belong to themselves, but to each other. James Daniel Gentry, do you take Jesse Michael Dempsey to be your husband?”

He beamed over at me and answered, “I do. Forever and Always.”

“Jesse Michael Dempsey, do you take James Daniel Gentry to be your husband?”

With my eyes solely focused on him, I answered, “Yes, I do. Always and Forever.”

“By the power vested in me, and by the State of New York, I hereby pronounce you: husband and husband. You may embrace your groom.”

James led and I followed in accepting the most passionate and loving kiss he ever graced me with. He cupped my face as I held his, with our foreheads touching the other. We both said together, “I love you.”
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As I penned the final words that would complete our story, I smiled and looked up to the candescent sky above. From the moment James took his first breath after waking up and returning to me, not one second of our time was wasted. We valued every gift given to us. We were a family, loving each other and raising Poppy along with our twin sons.

Soon after we married, James wanted to expand our family and found the perfect surrogate to carry our baby. Little did we know that when we began the process, we never anticipated having more than one. It was another blessing.

I wanted James to be the donor. It was the easiest decision we made. He lost his brother in the cruelest way. But through tragedy came a blessing, our daughter. I wanted our children to come from that strong bloodline and of course look just like James.

Our boys were born four weeks early and remained in the NICU for a couple of weeks until they were strong enough to come home. They were exactly how I pictured them, both with full heads of dark hair and eyes that matched the color of James’. Our family was complete, and all the hopes and dreams that his mother wished for him had all come true. I held the journal close to my heart and knew the final words I would write.

My love for James was a journey. We began at forever without ever knowing it would be for always. Through the push and pull of turbulent waters, we crashed together along the shores and became one. He belonged to me, and I to him. I never knew where these journal entries would take me to. From one day to the next, it was my escape from pain and served as my guide for healing. It gave me strength to fight and bring James home. I was never worried about getting our happy ending, because it was always about our story, trusting that fate had led us here.

I was nearly finished when James came into the room. His hair was windblown, and his skin sun kissed. We had been celebrating our anniversary here on the same beach since we got married two years ago.

He walked over and kissed me soundly on my lips. Looking over my shoulder, he read the last few entries and then smiled and kissed me again.

“It’s time to complete it, babe. And hurry, or we will miss the sunset.”

“I wouldn’t miss it. Go on. I’ll be right there,” I said.

“Okay, I’ll be waiting for you, love.”

Would it be too cliché to write the usual “happily ever after” endearments? I tapped the pen down to my journal a few times thinking about what would be best suited for James and me. I smiled, knowing how I once teased Shaena and how she went on with her romantic ideas of what love was and how special it was to find if you were lucky enough.

I knew I was one of the lucky ones now, beyond the shadow of a doubt. Our togetherness served as a testament to not only love, but to the strength and courage to overcome life’s hardest struggles, to walk hand-in-hand along the shore while our children laughed and played happily in the sand. Yeah, that’s what James and I had. It was as close to living happily ever after as two people could achieve.

I scribbled “The End” on the last page of the journal, but was it really? Our love story was merely the beginning to many more chapters to many more journals that he and I would write together.

“Daddy, daddy! Hurry! The sun is setting,” Poppy called out, bouncing around and pulling me away from my desk.

“Okay, sweetheart, daddy’s here.”

I kissed her lovingly as I joined James and our boys on the blanket he set out for us. Poppy hugged her brothers, and then James leaned in to me as we all watched the sun setting over the ocean and waited for the fireworks.

And as we sat there as a family, I entwined my fingers with James’ and thought to myself:

 

We were one.

I was his breath, as he was my sight.

Together for always and forever.

Where there would be for us to see and to breathe…

Sunshine and rainbows.

 

 

The End
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