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IT ALL BEGAN WITH A little white lie.

A lie of omission, if you want to be technical.

But somewhere along the way, that little white lie turned into a massive, gaping black hole, mercilessly sucking in every facet of my life bit by fucking bit.

I’ve done everything I can to protect Ivy, to keep her out of my screw up. But one day she’s going to find out. And I know I need to tell her before someone else does. I need her to understand. I need her forgiveness. I need her to hear the sincerity in my words, my apology.

I can only hope that Ivy is open-minded and understanding enough to accept my past transgressions as she’s accepted her own. She has to accept me as I accepted her, fuck ups and all, right?

Ivy knows I’m not myself. I haven’t been myself in what feels like years. She can see the guilt of an unnamed crime written all over my face, but for whatever reason, she chooses not to say anything. Maybe she’s terrified of what the truth will bring?

She should be.

And frankly, so am I.

The demons of my past haunt me every fucking day. I wish things had unfolded differently. I never imagined that one decision could ever bite me in the ass like it has. But I can’t turn back time and rewrite the past without changing the course of my present … my future. The choices I made ultimately led me to her. And she is all that is good in my life …

The one thing going right.

And I won’t give that up without a fight.

The streetlight streaming in through the cracks in the blinds is just enough to illuminate our bedroom. I’ve been awake for hours; my mind racing to all the dark places I hate visiting.

I sit up, careful not to stir Ivy. Her hair cascades across her pillow. She looks so beautiful when she’s asleep. There’s no worry in her face, and she is just at peace with the world. Everything about this woman was created specifically for me. I can watch her for a single moment and easily find one thousand new things I love about her.

Over the past few weeks, I’ve perfected the fine art of quietly escaping our bedroom. I stealthily make my way to the door and slowly turn the handle. I look back over my shoulder and watch her sigh in her sleep. She’s snoring softly, and I just know.

I know that this is it.

She is it.

Most guys would never admit the moment they knew they wanted to marry the love of their life.

Then again, I’m not most guys.

I’m just an asshole. Quite possibly the luckiest asshole in the history of assholes.

And who knows how long my luck will last.

Because today is going to be the day I come clean and tell her what happened.

And this time I mean it.
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“STOP LOOKING AT ME.” I fight a girlish smile, hating how I feel so stupidly giddy in his presence. I keep my eyes fixed on the oil and pastel painting of ballerinas that hangs prominently on the wall in front of us. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Phoenix simply beam back at me with that damn grin and that perfect dimple that I’ve come to love so much. I know he’s happy, but beyond that he doesn’t give much away. Actually, since we’ve moved to New York, he doesn’t give much away, period.

“What?” I goad, turning to face him.

“Nothing.” He looks back to the exhibit wall, smirking at the artwork.

“Do I have something on my face, Phoenix?”

His laugh echoes throughout the Degas exhibit room. “No, Ivy. There’s nothing wrong with your face. Your face is perfect.” He winks and then steps to the next picture in the room. It’s a gray pastel sketch of another dancer, but this one is holding a fan as her feet are turned out in some numbered position that I can’t remember.

I smile at him intently as he feigns interest. I know art isn’t his thing, but he makes it his thing. For me. He makes everything his thing for me. And it makes me love him even more.

Sigh. Slowly this man has become the world to me. Don’t get me wrong, I certainly don’t need a man, but I feel fulfilled having him in my life. Phoenix just makes everything better.

The museum is eerily quiet tonight. My high heels echo off the marble, interrupting the silence in the wing. I lace my fingers between his as we stand shoulder to shoulder.

“I wish I had her kind of easy grace.” I rest my head against his shoulder and look at the sketch. “My parents made me take dance for a year when I was little. I hated the tutus and tights and would pitch a fit whenever they made me go.”

“I love that.”

“What? That I hated tutus?”

“No, that I learn something new about you every day.” Phoenix hums softly and lets go of my hand to wrap his arm around my waist, drawing me even closer to him. His cologne is warm and inviting. I inhale him deeply, committing his scent to memory, thankful he can’t see me do it.

“And for what it’s worth, I think you’re graceful.”

I snort as he reaches out and gently pulls my chin toward him. I’m about to tell him I’m as graceful as a Mack truck when he plants a whisper of a kiss upon my lips. Even after a thousand kisses, my heart still quivers when his lips touch mine. I like how every kiss feels like our first kiss under the stars. He likes to make each kiss special. Memorable. It’s as if he’s trying to replace all of the tainted kisses from my past with his good ones.

Phoenix withdraws, stuffs his hands in his pockets and rocks on his feet, heel to toe, over and over again. For whatever reason, he’s nervous—I think. Phoenix has been acting a little strange lately. He’s still his wonderful, charming, caring self, but his mind is clearly elsewhere. We’re closer than ever, yet he manages to keep himself at a slight distance, never letting me in completely.

He doesn’t think I notice these things. But I do.

And it drives me fucking mad.

We’ve been in New York for exactly six weeks and tonight marks our sixth date. It was Phoenix’s idea to plan an outing once a week to explore our new city together. He even made a list of all the things he wants to do and stuck it on our obnoxiously loud fridge, ceremoniously scratching each one off after each date. So far we’ve seen a musical on Broadway, gone people watching in Washington Square, ridden the Staten Island Ferry, kissed atop the Empire State Building, and pedaled our way through Central Park. Tonight we are at The Met. It’s my first time here, and I’m pretty sure I never want to leave.

Six wonderful weeks.

But through these six weeks, I’ve seen new sides of him unfold. He’s the same Phoenix I fell for, just a little more guarded. I know he has a lot on his mind between trying to patch things up with his estranged father who is dying of cancer and getting settled with his new architecture firm. Plus, I know that living with your brand new girlfriend in an apartment the size of a postage stamp can’t be easy. But I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something he’s not telling me.

“Why are you acting so strange?” I bump into him playfully, trying to hide the concern in my voice.

“What do you mean?” He pulls his hands from his pockets and gently holds my face, tracing his thumb over my lips.

“I don’t know, you just don’t seem like yourself lately. You’re distracted. Is everything okay?” I look at him intently, my eyes pleading to tell me what’s on his mind.

“What? I can’t kiss my girl whenever I want?”

He takes my hand and twirls me around before pulling me to his chest, swaying our bodies in a music-less dance. But his smile, his touch, his charm ... It all disarms me and I forget about his reservations and find myself wanting to fall into him further.

“No … That you can do.”

I wrap my arms around his neck to still his restless body. My eyes focus on his perfect lips, soaking in his beauty as he starts to lean in to kiss me again, but hesitates. In a brushing moment of solemnity, I can see the secrets in his eyes. I search his expression for the answers, but then he offers me the small endearing smile that I fell in love with and whatever burden plagued his mind melts away.

“I wish you could see yourself through my eyes, Ivy,” he says, tucking a loose strand of dark hair behind my ear. “We’ve been circling this place for hours now, surrounded by priceless works of art, and yet you are the only masterpiece I’ve seen in this entire museum.”

And just like that, I’m a puddle at his feet.

He always knows what to say and when. He always knows how to make me feel every indescribable emotion. He is obnoxiously perfect like that. And I couldn’t hate him for it, even if I tried. I just wish he knew that too much perfection could be a mistake.

Phoenix holds my face in his hands and rubs his thumb over my lips. I don’t dare speak and spoil the moment. Instead, I roll up on my tippy-toes and place a delicate kiss upon his lips. When I start to pull away, he pulls me closer deepening the kiss, exploring my mouth with his. Slowly, he traces his hands down my shoulders, over my arms and around my waist, his lips never leaving mine.

I am connected to this man in every way imaginable.

I swallow his groan and my head spins. Even after a thousand kisses, this never gets old. This simple display of love is so not overrated, at least with him. Kissing him has always been a heady venture. I’m drowning in his sensations.

The sweet taste of his lips …

The smell of his cologne …

The scruff of his five o’clock shadow against my skin …

I need to feel him in my veins. It’s all too easy to get lost in.

He picks me up, and I instinctively tangle my legs around his waist, hooking him closer to my body. I don’t even bother being embarrassed by the fact my dress rides up dangerously close to my ass.

My back slams against the doorframe into the room. Phoenix’s mouth and deliciously hot breath move from my lips to just below my ear, down my neck before coming to rest on my collarbone. The sensory overload sends chills up my spine.

I feel his hand lightly trail from my calf up to my thigh and tease my skin along the bottom edge of the fabric of my dress. I know exactly what he’s craving right now.

And fuck, I’m aching for it, too.

“Nu-uh,” I say, not believing the words that fall from my mouth. I gently grab his hand and move it away from my upper thigh. I roll my head back, giving him easier access and softly moan as he runs his lips back up my neck, drinking me in.

“Ivy …” Phoenix breathes as he continues his assault of tender kisses. He’s waiting for me to stop him again. Deep down, I want to grab his hand and pull him into a remote part of the museum.

Where the cameras don’t reach.

Where there’s less of a risk of getting caught.

Where I can finally ignore my nagging conscious and just lose myself in him.

I fight the urge to strip down and take him right here in public. Everything about him feels so damn good. And every last part of my body needs him in every sense of the word.

Every part of me except my head.

“Stop.” I shut my eyes tightly, instantly regretting the declaration. It always slams me from ten thousand feet in the air to the hard ground below. Don’t get me wrong—I want to. I’m just not ready to go there yet.

Life is still too raw.

Wounds not yet healed.

My mind still not at ease with how life has played out.

And yet here he stays.

Perfect…

Patient…

Waiting…

For me.

One day my head, my heart, and my drive will all fall in sync. But that day is not today. I can practically hear the old Ivy in the bowels of my brain flipping her shit in frustration. But I know better. I won’t jump in deep waters so soon and wreck everything we’ve worked so hard to overcome and build.

This relationship is something I refuse to ruin. And clearly my track record of relationships driven by sex has worked out so well. I just want to build us up first before potentially complicating things further with sex.

Slowly, I unwrap my legs and Phoenix gently lowers my feet to the floor. I tug down the bottom of my dress and search his face for disappointment. He masks it well as he silently nods and then presses his forehead to mine.

“I love you, Ivy.” He says the words so softly I barely hear him, but I feel the words on his breath and the weight of his profession in every cell of my body.

I’m a shotgun loaded with emotion, desperate to pull the trigger and catapult us into unchartered territory.

“Ahem.”

I unwillingly pry myself from Phoenix and we look toward the sound to find a gray-haired man in a uniform watching us uncomfortably from a few feet away. He purses his lips and shifts his weight from foot to foot.

“The museum is closing in fifteen minutes. If you could, uh, please wrap things up and make your way back downstairs.” The security guard moves his gaze to the floor before continuing to walk through the wing.

Well, that’s just great. Had I known we were giving a show, I would have at least made it a little more exciting for everyone involved. Then again, with security being tighter than Fort Knox, it’s a wonder we weren’t interrupted sooner. Or maybe he was just watching us for that long. Ugh.

My cheeks flush scarlet and Phoenix winks at me. “C’mon, Ivy.” He places his hand in the small of my back and whisks me toward the elevators.

 

 

THE SKY IS DARK AND velvety by the time we make it outside. It’s surprisingly chilly for early August, but it’s a nice reprieve from the sweltering summer nights we’ve experienced lately. A breeze sends goose bumps down my body as it rolls over my skin. Phoenix takes my hand in his and leads me down the stairs. “Are you ready to go home? Or would you rather grab a drink somewhere?”

“Nah.” I look back at The Met—it’s truly stunning when it’s lit up at night. I wish we could have stayed longer and explored the other exhibits though I’m sure Phoenix was bored a few hours ago. “Why don’t we just walk?”

He smiles his killer smile and we take off in no particular direction with no particular destination. We walk hand in hand, in silence, for a good fifteen minutes. When we stop at a crosswalk, I notice the same unsettled look in his eyes that I’ve witnessed off and on for the past few weeks. Just as I’m about to ask if something’s on his mind, he speaks.

“You know what I appreciate the most about you?”

“What’s that?” My heart flutters in anticipation of his answer.

“You make living each day easier. With you, Ivy, you let the past stay there. You allow for history to be done. “

I know exactly what he means by this. After all, he does the same for me.

“I love you.” I give his hand a squeeze.

“I know you do. I love me, too.”

I slug him playfully in the shoulder and he just laughs. “I love you too, Ivy. More than you could ever begin to comprehend.”

The streetlight changes along with my mood and we turn in the direction of our apartment, heading home.

We really lucked out finding that apartment. It’s an older building in SoHo with archaic appliances and no elevator. The bad news is we have to schlep up three flights of stairs to get to our fourth floor apartment. But the good news is my calves have never looked better. The tiny apartment we call home is roughly the size of the walk-in closet at my parents’ house back in Chicago. We have just enough living space to not be in each other’s business all the time, just enough counter space for a coffee maker, and just enough closet space to hang up our nicer clothes.

But I love it because it’s ours.

Normally our silences are welcomed. Comfortable, even. But as we walk down Fifth Avenue, the quiet between us is unnerving. I tuck a loose strand behind my ear and slow my pace.

“You’d tell me if something were wrong, right?”

He stops walking and turns toward me. “Yeah, of course I would.” He forces a tight smile and I instantly know that he’s lying to me. It’s infuriating how we can have hundreds of miles between us and be so intimately close, but then there are moments when he’s standing right next to me and we may as well have the expanse of the sea between us.

“Really?” I ask, searching for any kind of reassurance from him. He knows he can open up to me about anything. I just wish he would.

“Yes, really.” He sighs and closes his eyes. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind right now. It’s nothing you need to worry about.” He reaches out and takes my face in his hands, tracing his thumb along my jawline. Phoenix leans down to kiss me, but pauses just before our lips meet. He looks me in the eye and I feel the sadness or frustration or whatever the hell it is he’s harboring. And when his lips touch mine, I feel that same sadness in the depth of my belly.

I pull away hesitantly, my heart breaking. “Okay,” I say softly, effectively dropping the subject. I love him enough to let it go … for now.

But deep down we both know this conversation is far from over.
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“WATCH THE WALL!” I SCREAM as a wooden crate comes crashing down on the gallery floor. The boom is deafening and the protective packing material spills out onto the ground.

“That’s going to leave a mark,” Dane says, raking his hand through his hair as he watches helplessly.

“Relax, babe. It was empty. And everything is insured.” His girlfriend, Alex, rubs her hand delicately over his back in an attempt to reassure him.

“I know. It’s just that so many of these pieces are headed to private collections. I don’t want anything to happen to them.” He covers his mouth with his hands and turns around, afraid to watch the rest of his pieces get packed.

When I first arrived in New York, a residency had just started with local sculptor, Dane Wright. His work is truly remarkable and I have a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that this twenty-something man is capable of creating something so unique. Furthermore, Dane recently made a name for himself when a national hotel chain commissioned him for lobby art. It has been an incredible opportunity to learn the ropes because I only needed to execute the existing plans for the show. But the best part of it all? He is genuinely a nice guy.

But now that his show is wrapping up, I know I’ll need to step up my game for whatever comes next at the gallery. I’ve spent most of my time recently networking and researching potential new artists to feature. I have a few on my radar that will surely impress my boss James.

We follow Dane to the sleek white desk in the main part of the gallery. Alex watches Dane with love and concern. Judging from the way they move in sync, I can’t help but think they’ve been through a lot together but have nothing but the utmost respect for the other. I wonder if strangers can pick up on that with Phoenix and me.

“Sorry, but it’s fucking nerve-racking to see my shit get manhandled like that. I wish they would be more careful.”

“I understand. But I assure you that everything will be delivered on time and in one piece.”

At least it better be. It’ll be my ass if anything happens.

Alex leans over and gives Dane a kiss on the cheek, and I excuse myself to give them a moment and talk with the head of the moving crew.

Life at the gallery is even better than I’d imagined. Sure, the pay isn’t spectacular, but I get to live in New York, work under one of the bigger names in the industry and I got here on my own merit. I couldn’t ask for much more.

After providing the moving team with the last of the delivery addresses for the sold pieces, I run into the back office to gather up the last of the paperwork for Dane then walk back across the gallery.

My heels click on the dark wood floor, each step echoing through the now empty space, giving me confidence. Each click, authority. We’re scheduled to do the final walk through today, but there are still a dozen sculptures that need to get packaged up, so it may not happen until late in the evening.

“I think you’re just about set,” I say, handing the final statements to Dane. He doesn’t necessarily need to be here for the rest of the evening as I wrap everything up. Dane reaches out his hand and I give it a firm shake.

“I can’t thank you enough, Ivy. You’ve been so incredibly helpful the past few weeks.”

“It was my pleasure. If you’ll excuse me one moment.” I rush across the gallery floor and grab the cordless phone at the desk. “Gallery 545. This is Ivy.”

“Ivy, it’s James,” a low voice clips in my ear.

“Oh hi, Mr. Horesji.” I turn my back and walk toward the blank wall so I can hear him better.

“I trust things are going well? I hate that I’ve left you unsupervised for so long.”

It’s true. I never received any formal training as James has been traveling in search of new artists to feature, but I feel like I’ve done well for myself.

“Things here are indeed going well. Dane Wright was in house today overseeing the tear down of his show.” I smile at Dane and Alex from across the room. They have a magnetic pull to one another. It’s endearing to witness and makes me wonder if bystanders think the same thing about Phoenix and me.

“Good, good. I heard he sold nearly all of his pieces to private collectors.”

“Yes, sir, that’s right.” I stand a little taller, proud of what I was able to help accomplish on Dane’s behalf. The gallery will receive a healthy cut as a result.

“Well, keep up the good work. We typically only have two to three weeks of down time in between artists, but it looks like we’ll be running closer to four or five for our next showcase.”

“Any particular reason why?”

“Well, I was hoping to bring in several oil on canvas collections from a few contemporary artists across the pond. However, fortunately for all of us, fate had their way and brought the visionary Brock Coulter into my life. This kid is the next big thing, Ivy. I can feel it.”

The excitement in his voice is palpable. I rush to the backside of the desk, grabbing a pen to note his name so I can start researching right away.

“I can’t wait to learn more about him. What’s his take?”

“He’s a sculptor, like Dane, but Brock specializes in shadow art.” I smile, excited by the promise of something so unique. I’ve seen shadow art exhibits but only in pictures, and when done well they are truly incredible. The artist takes everyday items and arranges them in such a way that they cast silhouettes of things or even people onto an adjacent wall. But my favorite part is how it doesn’t make sense until you turn on a spotlight to reveal the shadow. That’s when the real magic happens.

“Brock uses a variety of textiles in his sculptures. I saw a portfolio of photos from an exhibit he did last year in Paris and reached out to him right away. I was surprised to learn he has a studio in New York City and has been working on a new series over the past ten months. And to make a long story short, he’s agreed to a two-week residency at 545. I trust you’ll take care of everything from the press preview to the public showings.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll follow everything to the letter.”

“Good,” he clips. “My assistant, Farrah, will be dropping off the signed contract next week. I’ll be in touch.”

James hangs up the phone without so much as a goodbye. I appreciate him being straight and to the point, but a little kindness could do him some good.

A shadow artist. I’m not sure if it gets more wonderfully mysterious than that.

 

 

WHEN EIGHT IN THE EVENING rolls around, nearly all of the sculptures have found their way into wooden crates, most of them ready for delivery into prestigious addresses in Tribeca, Lenox Hill, and the Upper East Side. I can’t imagine having that much discretionary income where I could go out and buy a pricey sculpture without a second thought. Actually, that’s a lie. I can. I witnessed my parents do it time and time again. I just hope that these boxes find their way into homes happier than the one I left behind in Chicago.

And on the flip side, I can’t even begin to imagine what it must be like to know that a piece of art you created is being prominently displayed in someone’s home. It’s like having a piece of your soul immortalized … a part of Dane that will exist long after he dies. Hopefully it continues to be appreciated because that man has talent.

Just as the last of the crates are being loaded into the truck, a dark-skinned woman stands just inside the front door, holding a beautiful arrangement of sunflowers and alstroemeria.

“Hi.” I walk over to greet her. “Can I help you?”

She looks down at her clipboard. “I have a delivery for Ivy.”

“I’m Ivy.”

The girl takes a step toward me and hands me the vase of flowers. They smell like heaven and it reminds me of the fields of wildflowers I’d see when I traveled between Madison and Chicago during the summer back in college.

“Sorry, these were supposed to arrive hours ago, but I couldn’t find the place.”

“No worries.” I sign the delivery receipt and eagerly pluck the tiny envelope off of the plastic stem and open up the card.

 

Just because.

 

My breath hitches as I smile. I set the flowers on the desk and look around the room, noting that the bright buttery yellow of the petals is the only splash of color in the whole space.

Oh, Phoenix. He brings so much life and color into my otherwise black and white world. I keep waiting for him to realize how he could do so much better than me and leave.

 

Ivy: Would you quit being so damn perfect?!

 

Phoenix: ?

 

I sigh, shaking my head. This boy spoils me rotten.

 

Ivy: Thank you. The flowers are beautiful.

 

I grin as I move to the back office to wrap things up for the night.

 

 

IT’S PUSHING EIGHT THIRTY WHEN I finish filing the last of the paperwork from Dane’s show. My cell phone chimes just as I’m shutting down my laptop.

 

Phoenix: Get out here before we both die of hunger.

 

Huh? I quickly spin on my heel and find Phoenix leaning against the doorjamb, arms folded across his chest with his dimple playfully tugging at my heartstrings. He’s mouthwatering with his sleeves rolled up and cobalt tie loosely hanging from his neck, evidence from a long, hard day at the office. He needs a haircut, but I find myself wanting to grab fistfuls of his hair. I swallow hard, taking in his beauty. Some days it’s hard to believe that this man is mine.

“Hi,” I whisper shyly, pulling my hair back behind my ear. He looks from me to the vase and back to me again.

“They’re not as beautiful as you.”

“What?”

“The flowers. You said they were beautiful. But they’re not nearly as beautiful as you.” Phoenix slips his hands into his pockets and slowly walks toward me, his eyes devouring my body with every step. My heart flickers in my chest and I want nothing more than his lips on mine and his hands all over every inch of my body. And if I’m not careful, I’m going to lose it at work and jump him right here and now.

Control yourself, woman!

“Just because, eh?” I wink.

Phoenix silently nods once, before stopping directly in front of me. He drapes his arms over my shoulders and plays with my hair, twirling a few strands between his fingers.

“Yes, just because,” he whispers thoughtfully. “Just because you’re the only one for me.”

His lips come crashing into mine. The kiss is frenzied and wistful and heady and I’m completely lost in the moment. We’re both starving for the other like we haven’t eaten in years. When he pulls back, I’m left breathless and panting.

“Just because you’re the most amazing creature I’ve ever known.” He takes my lower lip between his teeth and gently pulls. It hurts a little, but it’s the good kind of pain. Welcome, even. I feel heat in every cell of my body and I whimper for more.

“And just because you’re mine.”

The slow timbre in Phoenix’s voice makes me so weak in the knees that I just want to die right here in his arms. Instead, he presses his lips softly to mine and breathes me back to life. When he pulls away, he stares straight through me. His eyes say more than words ever could.

“Come on,” he says tilting his head toward the door. “Let’s get you home. I want to make you breakfast for dinner.”

I grab my clutch from behind the desk and slip my hand into his.

It fits perfectly.

Just like everything else with him in my life.
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I LOOK AROUND THE GALLERY. It’s so empty now that Dane has cleared out. The scent of fresh paint burns my nose each time I inhale, but it’s admittedly therapeutic. There’s something to be said about starting over. Each wall is a blank canvas, just waiting for the next story to be told.

As much as I love the emptiness of the gallery between exhibits, I hate being in the back office when no one else is around. My mind plays tricks on me. I keep thinking I hear people in the gallery, but when I come out of the back office, there’s no one there. As a result, I much prefer to be at the open desk in the main part of the gallery

How is it only eleven?

This is single-handedly the longest day ever.

I open a browser and type Brock Coulter into the search bar. Dozens of results generate and I click an interview translated from a French newspaper. I quickly gather that this guy is a piece of work. He’s nearly forty but acts like he’s nineteen. A self-proclaimed playboy who never keeps the same man for more than one night. And he spent an evening in jail in Paris for urinating off of the Pont des Arts Bridge.

I haven’t even met the guy and already I’m sure that I’m a fan. I click back to the search results and scan through the links, hoping to get a better sense of his art. After all, that is arguably more important than the content of his character. I stumble onto what appears to be a fan website and what I find completely blows me away. There are pages upon pages of nonsensical sculptures made from PVC pipes, fast food wrappers, and one even made from human hair. It’s intriguing, at best. But the shadows on the wall behind them is where the true art lies. Upon turning on the spotlight, the PVC pipes cast the shadow of a boat on the ocean. Fast food wrappers reveal someone hovering over a toilet. And the human hair creates a tornado with debris kicked up all around it.

Nothing is what it seems at first glance. And every sculpture harbors a secret until the lights go down and the spotlight shines on it. It’s truly stunning, and kind of like people— what you see isn’t necessarily what you get. Sometimes you see something completely different and beautiful when the light hits you just right. Hopefully, this theory applies to Brock as well because I’m not sure I have it in me to tolerate a thirty-something party boy.

My phone chimes, pulling my focus away from the computer.

 

Phoenix: How’s your day going?

 

Ivy: Eh, kinda boring. Just doing some research on the next artist in residence.

 

Phoenix: Want to grab lunch?

 

Ivy: I can’t head out since Farrah is coming by at some point. Want to bring lunch in?

 

Phoenix: Sounds great! I’ll be over in 20.

 

Ivy: Perfect. See you soon! xoxo

 

Phoenix really lucked out finding an architecture firm needing a landscape architect when we moved to New York. Landscape architects aren’t exactly in high demand these days, but Smyth & McCabe were in the process of expanding their offering to skyline oases in the city, which Phoenix claims is just another fancy way to say rooftop garden. Even better, he’s a ten-minute cab ride away in light traffic. His boss, Carl McCabe, has been a wonderful mentor for Phoenix, and the pair have been hard at work pulling together a pitch for a new rooftop design at a luxury hotel off of Times Square. If they can secure it, it would be an incredible addition to his portfolio.

I’m filing some paperwork in the back office when the smell of cheeseburgers pulls me out into the gallery. My mouth waters and my stomach growls.

“Oh my god, I could kiss you right now!” I squeal when I spy Phoenix holding a greasy bag from Petey’s Burger in his hand.

“Good. Get your ass over here and kiss me before we both starve.”

I sprint toward Phoenix and jump into his arms, planting a passionate kiss on his lips. He tightly wraps his arms around me and deepens the kiss, his tongue skirting mine. I’m starving, but not so much for food right now. He laughs deeply when he pulls his lips away from mine. “I love that you’re not a salad girl.”

“Life is too short to not eat cheeseburgers.” With my feet finally back on the floor, I pry the bag from his hands and pull out the cheeseburgers. We take a seat on the floor and lean our backs against one of the walls. I eagerly peel back the wrapper and take a huge bite, smiling as the beef practically melts on my tongue.

“Petey’s is so damn good,” I moan.

Phoenix laughs. “You better watch out or I’m gonna get jealous over here,” he says with a wink. “I want to be the only guy who makes you moan like that.”

Oh … I want that too, Phoenix.

We’re devouring our cheeseburgers, enjoying one another’s presence, when his phone plays the Imperial March from Star Wars. Phoenix blushes and sends the incoming call to voicemail, silencing his phone. “Who was that?”

Phoenix breaks eye contact and looks apprehensively at the floor. “Hailey,” he deadpans.

“Oh.”

That was one name I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear. A fitting ringtone—the perfect mixture of death and evil. My stomach flops as I remember the horrible feeling that washed over me when I saw Phoenix with his arm around her at the welcome party at the Signature Room before Gen’s wedding. It’s just as nauseating now as it was then.

“I didn’t realize that you guys still talked.” I hate that my voice sounds so feeble and pathetic.

“We don’t, actually.” He stops eating and fidgets with his cheeseburger wrapper nervously. “But she won’t stop calling. This has to be the tenth time this week.”

Tenth time?

While I appreciate his honesty, part of me would rather not know she has been calling him, let alone calling him obsessively. I don’t like the thought of any girl calling him, period. I don’t want to be that girlfriend, but nothing good can come from this. However, I do know from personal experience that there are only two ways to get someone to stop calling you.

One, you block the number.

Or two, you deal with it head-on, answer the damn phone and find out what the hell it is they want.

“Don’t you think you should at least answer? If she’s been trying to get a hold of you, it must be something important. What harm is there in asking what she wants?” I take another bite of my cheeseburger, but it no longer sits well in my stomach.

“I wouldn’t say there isn’t any harm. Hailey has a history of starting unnecessary drama. Forcing her way into situations and stirring shit up. And I don’t want to invite that into our life.”

The way he says our makes my insides melt, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more than what he’s telling me. I thought for sure we’d be leaving all of the past bullshit in Chicago where it belongs. But that’s the thing about bullshit. It will hunt you down and slowly erode your sense of security.

“All right. Well, she is your friend.”

“Was,” he clips sharply. “She’s certainly no friend of mine now.”

“What the heck happened with you two?”

Phoenix diverts his eyes toward the floor, grinds his jaw and simply shakes his head, either unable or unwilling to tell me about their history.

“Whatever she is—or was—I know you’ll make the right decision.”

Phoenix leans over with a small smile and kisses my cheek. “Thank you for understanding, Ivy.”

I’m not quite sure I do understand, but I’m trying to. Just as I’m about to ask him how he and Hailey fell into the same circle of friends, a petite blonde walks through the door, lifting her sunglasses on top of her head. She stops in her tracks and looks at us questionably through slitted eyes.

“James informed you there’s no food allowed in the gallery, did he not?”

Well, hello to you, too. Glad to see we’re off on the right foot.

“You must be Farrah,” I say, pushing myself to my feet and rushing over to introduce myself to her formally. “I’m Ivy.” I reach out my hand and she takes it cautiously. Her handshake isn’t nearly as firm as I’d expect it to be. “And no, he didn’t mention it to me. I just assumed it was fine since the shows here are catered. It won’t happen again.”

I look back to Phoenix and he wraps up what’s left of our food and stuff it back into the bag.

She looks at me and embarrassment flashes in her eyes. “Sorry, I’m usually not this rude. I’m just not having the best day. My boyfriend left the country this morning and I won’t see him for a few months. I just picked up the paperwork from Coulter’s studio,” Farrah explains, shoving a stack of papers into my hands. “I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. He had a collection of antique doll heads nailed to the wall. No bodies. Just the heads. And on top of it all, he hoards junk. Literal piles of junk that should be thrown away. The guy really creeps me out.”

Farrah shudders and the hairs on my arm stand on end.

“Maybe it’s art?” Phoenix says, attempting to put her in place.

“Or … maybe it really is just trash?” Farrah retorts as she examines her nails in what I can only presume is boredom.

“Well, regardless, he sounds lovely.” I try to be optimistic, but these details paired with his alleged penchant for partying send all sorts of red flags flying in my mind. I’ve spent the last twenty some odd years dealing with the inexcusable antics of Genevieve and my mom. Certainly I can handle whatever theatrics this guy throws at me. But if he’s anything remotely like my experience with Dane Wright, this shouldn’t be bad at all.

“Yeah, good luck with that.” Farrah drops Brock’s signed contract on the desk and heads out the door.

Then again, maybe not.
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I’M HAVING ONE OF THOSE days.

You know the kind—the world is out to get you, nothing is in its right place, and the only thing you want is to be left the hell alone.

For whatever reason, Phoenix’s secrecy is really just pissing me off today. And with the seed of Hailey now firmly planted deep inside, I feel like a grenade just waiting to detonate. But instead, I’m here on the couch with Phoenix, his head resting in my lap. I should be content in this moment, but I’m more irritated than anything else. He keeps laughing at the television, but I couldn’t even tell you what he’s watching. I’m mindlessly lost in my own thoughts, playing the tortuous game of what if.

I can’t shake this feeling that there’s something he’s not telling me.

What if there’s someone else?

What if we’re not going to work out?

What if he feels obligated to stay with me, not out of love but out of some misplaced responsibility?

And why the hell is Hailey still calling?

Phoenix rolled out of bed last night around three or so. This is the fourth time this week he’s done that. I couldn't fall asleep after he left, and I couldn’t bring myself to go after him. Instead, I listened to the TV through the wall. Nineties sitcoms are a popular choice for him in the wee hours of the morning. I focus on the screen for a moment and notice that’s what he’s watching right now. It’s the Friends episode with the naked guy and the giant poking device. I’ve seen this one no less than twenty times to be exact. It must be nice to have all of your problems solved in thirty minutes or less with some heart-warming underlying message. It makes me wish Marta Kauffman or Lorne Michaels could direct my life.

It amazes me how Phoenix and I rarely butt heads on things. It’s kind of refreshing, especially having grown up in a home where more often than not you could hear my parents arguing through the walls about mundane bullshit. But with Phoenix, the only time we’re ever at odds is when he doesn’t want waffles for dinner. And even then it’s not a major point of contention. And it’s not like one of us is just being overly accommodating—we just genuinely share the same interests and views. But there’s one thing we can’t agree on, and he refuses to agree to disagree.

Sully.

Don’t get me wrong. We both vehemently agree that he is a self-righteous shitbag who deserves to have the ACME anvil dropped squarely on his head in a most painful death. But I would much rather not dwell on all the shit that happened. I know that I can’t keep moving forward if I continue to allow my past to have a grasp on me. So I elect to just let it go.

But Phoenix, on the other hand, wants me to personally crucify him. And as enticing as that sounds, I don’t think I have the emotional capacity to face it head on without absolutely imploding. So I do as I see fit. And continue to ignore the whole situation.

Or at least try to.

Phoenix looks up at me and knits his eyebrows together, detecting something is off. He sits up to see me at eye level. “What’s the matter, hon?”

“Nothing, I’m fine,” I lie.

Why is it that once you start lying it’s easier to keep telling lies than to simply come clean? Then again, he would know. He’s been sitting on a secret for a while now.

“You look like you’ve got something on your mind, babe. Want to talk about it?”

It takes effort not to ask what is eating at him to the point of insomnia. But instead, I just shake my head, not wanting to probe him. I’ve done a good job convincing myself that he’ll open up when he’s good and ready.

“You’re thinking about what happened back in Chicago again, aren’t you?”

“No, but now I am.” I press my index fingers to my temples and rub.

Trying to calm my racing mind.

Trying to squeeze out the rising hurt.

Trying to forget about everything that happened.

“Ivy,” he says, his voice laced with unease, “I really think you should reconsider pressing charges.”

I close my eyes and slowly inhale through my nose, attempting to rein in the mounting rage. It’s like he’s pulled the pin out from the grenade and I’m mere seconds away from detonation.

Three …

Two …

One …

“Jesus Christ, not this again!” I turn off the TV and throw the remote down on the coffee table as I stand to leave. This has to be the hundredth time he’s brought this up over the past few weeks and I’m sick of it. I just want to move on and forget it ever happened. There are plenty of other issues that we should be addressing. Like his issues.

“Yes, damn it! Yes, this again.”

“I can’t. I don’t want to think about this right now, Phoenix.” I storm into the bedroom, putting some much-needed space between us. I busy myself by folding the shit out of the basket of clean laundry that has been sitting on the floor for days. His heavy footsteps come up behind me, but I don’t dare turn to look at him.

“Can’t we talk about this rationally?”

“No.”

“You can’t pretend it didn’t happen, Ivy. It did.” There’s compassion in his eyes, but I just don’t care.

But he’s wrong. I can pretend. And I’ve been doing a pretty damn good job of it lately, I think.

“I know it did. And I don’t need you to fucking remind me of it every other god damned day.”

I snatch up the pile of T-shirts and toss them in the drawer before slamming it shut. It rattles so hard the framed photo of us on top tumbles over the edge. I watch it hit the ground, but by some miracle the glass doesn’t shatter.

“Stop it.” He spins me around and pulls the rest of the clothes from my hands. “The only time you ever clean is when you’re pissed off. Can’t you just stop and talk about this?”

I look at him blankly and pull a loose piece of hair behind my ear. No, I can’t talk about this. I don’t want to talk about this. I don’t want to relive anything that happened with Sully. I don’t want to think about that night and how I can’t remember anything that happened with him. It’s like Phoenix expects me to suddenly remember and piece my emotions together. There are no memories other than how empty and confused and angry I felt sitting in that hospital room as the truth of Sully drugging and raping me soaked in.

The only thing I carry is rage over being violated, and that has the power to consume me, so I’m doing my best not to let it. I just want to forget about it all. Forget learning the truth.

The truth doesn’t set you free. The truth will fucking destroy you.

There are days I think I would have been much better off not knowing. I want to move on and leave the past exactly where it belongs—in the past. But Phoenix won’t stop pressing the issue.

“Please, Ivy. You clearly have unresolved issues over what happened.”

I know he’s coming from a good place and wants to help, but his pompous intonation makes me want to slap the dimple right off his perfect cheek. “The only issue I have right now is that you continue to bring it up.” I clench my teeth so hard that pain radiates through my jaw.

“You need to deal with this. You need to do something to help you work through it.”

His eyes look desperate. I know he’s coming from a genuine place, but I really don’t think he’d like who I’d become if I dealt with this head on. I wouldn’t like me. I know he wants me to feel some kind of resolution over what happened, but the truth is that is never going to happen. I just need to accept that it’s a part of me and move on.

He needs to learn to accept that, too.

“You know, there are days I wish I would get hit by a truck on my way to work. Suffer some head trauma. Get amnesia. Forget any of that shit ever happened to me. Just leave it all behind and get a fresh start.”

Phoenix cringes and I instantly feel horrible wounding him like that. I’ve reminded him of the way his mother died. And as much as I hate it, he is deeply woven into my past. Forgetting where I come from and what happened to me would mean forgetting him, too.

“You don’t mean that.” He reaches down and picks up the photo, setting it gently back on top of the dresser.

“Sometimes I think I do,” I bite back. He needs to lay off.

I watch his chest rise and fall slowly for a few moments before I finally meet his gaze again. “I love you, Ivy,” he says, searching my face.

“If you loved me, you’d just let it go,” I whisper.

“It’s because I love you that I can’t let it go. You can’t just pretend it didn’t happen. Sully abused you. He fucking drugged you and took advantage of you. And you’re going to let him get away with it?”

“You can’t even say it. Can you?” I give him a pointed look, reminding him that I’m the victim here. Not him. “Sully raped me. How does it feel to hear that? To know that someone you once called your best friend raped your girlfriend?”

Phoenix rakes his fingers through his hair and I’m certain he’s going to rip his locks from his skull. “I know! And it fucking kills me to think that I could have prevented it. I fucking beat myself up over this every day. I should have stayed with you in the room that night. He never would have laid a finger on you. I should have taken better care of you. I can’t help but take the blame for this.”

“I wasn’t your responsibility. And neither was he. You can’t take the fall for that piece of shit. He would have found a way to take what he wanted. And if it weren’t me, it would have been somebody else. “

“And that is exactly why I think you need to talk to someone. File the police report.” His voice turns commanding and that is not the way to get me to crack.

“Look. Pressing charges isn’t going to turn back the clocks and change the past. It can’t undo what has already been done.” Selfishly I haven’t filed because I don’t want to relive any moment that involves that asshole.

“No, but it can prevent it from happening to someone else.” His eyes plead with me.

“So I report it and then what? Sabotage Genevieve’s sham of a marriage? I’ve already ruined my family enough as it is. Any more damage and my mom will personally schedule my public execution. I’m done with them. I’m moving on. And you need to move on with me. I can’t think about this right now.”

“Look, I get it, babe. You’re not ready to face your past. I just don’t think you should be so quick to dismiss it. I can’t force you to do anything about it, but if you decide to, I’m here for you.”

Oh. Now he wants to play the nice guy? He’s so wrapped up in me and my problems he’s not even going to acknowledge his own.

“Really? Really, babe? You think I’m not ready to face my past? What about you, Phoenix? What the fuck are you not telling me?”

His eyebrows knit together and he softly gasps. Judging from the look on his face, I’ve caught him off guard.

“You don’t think I know you sneak out of our bedroom in the middle of the night? What were you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit! I’m thrilled to finally get to be the pot because I was getting tired of being the goddamn kettle.”

His eyes fill with rage and I watch his jaw tense as if he’s grinding the words in his mouth before he spits acid at me.

“I don’t know what it is you’re hiding from me, but I know whatever it is, it’s bad enough to eat at your insides.” I push him away from with all of my strength.

“Stop it! You’re acting like a child, Ivy. Can’t you see I’m not fighting with you? I’m fighting for you. You don’t seem to have any fight left.”

No fight left in me?

“You want fight? I’ll show you a fucking fight.” I storm out of the bedroom, grab my purse and slam the front door with so much force our neighbor pops his head out into the hallway.

“Everything okay out here?” He looks sheepishly at me from his doorway.

“I’m fine, Thom,” I mutter as I walk away with more purpose in my step than I’ve had in weeks.
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IT’S BEEN THREE DAYS AND we haven’t said a word to each other.

Three. Painful. Days.

On my walk home from work, I resolve to extend the olive branch. I hate that we’re fighting. But secretly I’m relieved because it means we have something that is actually worth fighting for. I’ve been with far too many men who have no backbone. They’d let me walk all over them and simply had no fight. Maybe if I had cared about them, things could have been different. But now? Now I have a partner who isn’t afraid to punch back and fight with me. Fight for me. Fight for us. When I get caught up in my own head, he knows how to push me and bring me back to earth. And knowing I get to kiss him each night with a proverbial swollen lip and bruised cheek makes me the luckiest girl in the world. The amount of happiness Phoenix brings is incalculable. And I am such an idiot for not talking to him the past few days.

Both of us are idiots, really.

Even if he’s not ready to talk about whatever is eating at him, I need to put my pride aside, go home and make this right. I know he was only looking out for me. And frankly, our relationship is far more important than my need to be right and get the last word in.

Standing outside the door, I take a deep breath and collect myself while searching for my keys.

When I push open the door, I find our home is eerily peaceful. And just when I think he’s not here, I hear a slight cough coming from the back of the apartment.

The sooner you say you’re sorry for losing your shit, the faster you can get back to loving each other.

I stand in the kitchen doorway, watching him silently. It’s hard to see what he’s doing from behind, but I don’t want to interrupt him. It’s probably some new plans for work. He’s been working just as hard as I have these past few weeks.

“Hey,” he says, quickly glancing over his shoulder. His voice is meek and his eyes are red as if he’s barely slept since I walked out a few days ago. “How long have you been standing there?”

He’s at least talking to me. That has to be good, right?

“I just got home.” I set my bag down and slowly walk into the kitchen. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

His head is back down, leaning over the kitchen table. “No, I’m just keeping my mind busy.”

Coming up behind him, I rest my hand on his shoulder and give it a soft squeeze. His back melts into my hands.

“I’m sorry.”

I want my apology to come across as confident and meaningful, but my voice just sounds feeble. It’s one thing to feel weak, but it’s a completely different story to actually be weak. And I loathe being weak. I wish I’d never started this stupid fight with him.

“I hate arguing with you,” I admit softly.

“I know, me too. But it’s what we do, Ivy. We fight hard, and then we love even harder.”

He pulls away from the table and holds me in his arms like he means it. His embrace is so tight it nearly suffocates me. Even so, his touch breathes life back into me. I’ve never felt more loved than I do right at this moment. And the ironic part is, I know I don’t even deserve it.

“I just hate fighting with you. I know it’s inevitable in any relationship, but it doesn’t mean either of us enjoys it.” I let go of him and pull back to look him in the eyes.

Even though I’m the first to break the hug, he doesn’t break contact. Instead, he drapes his hands over my shoulders and tangles his fingers in my hair. I watch his chest rise and fall as he takes a deep breath.

“Look, the way I see it is neither of us is fighting to win the argument or piss the other off,” he says.

“Then what the hell are we doing?”

“We’re figuring each other out,” he says calmly. “Rather passionately, I might add.”

Passionate. That’s one word for it.

I nod my head knowingly and offer a small smile. “Well, I am sorry, Phoenix.”

He tilts his head as he looks down at me. That single look makes me feel so many unnamed emotions. Slowly, he sits back down in his chair and reaches out to take my hands. I’m taken aback by just how handsome he is.

“I know. I’m sorry too, Ivy. I shouldn't have pushed the issue—”

“Stop. I was a complete bitch and you caught me on a shitty day where I was over-thinking everything. And even then, that’s no excuse for my behavior. You don’t need to apologize … Unless, of course, you have something to be sorry for.”

I leave the door wide open. I silently promise that I won’t be mad about whatever it is. I just need him to talk to me.

Tell me. Please just tell me. I know there’s something. I can feel it.

He opens his mouth to say something, but quickly snaps it shut before he looks down. “There are … things I want to tell you. I just can’t. At least not right now.”

I nod my head, trying to respect his admission, but secretly wanting to pummel whatever it is out of him. Perhaps that’s something that I would have done once upon a time. But this is a relationship of equals. And I need to appreciate the fact that he’s at least acknowledging that there is something. Even if he can’t bring himself to talk about it yet.

My eyes shift from Phoenix to the pile of colorful squares littered across our tiny kitchen table.

“What are you doing?” I ask, changing the subject. Picking up a piece of delicate paper and examining it between my fingertips. This piece, in particular, is a textured parchment, in slate with woven specks of silver intertwined.

“It’s something my mom spent hours doing in a haze after we left my dad. I think she took comfort in keeping herself busy with something so mundane. She would spend hours mindlessly folding the paper, barely slowing down to look at her fingers, making dozens of paper cranes in one sitting. I didn’t realize just how therapeutic it was until after she was gone,” he says as he pinches the paper to make the head of the bird and sets the yellow crane upright on the table. “When she died, I started to make these almost daily. It made me feel closer to her. It’s been a while since I made one and I’m surprised I remember how to do it. My fingers must have committed the motions to memory. Here, you try.”

Phoenix passes me a square piece of navy paper and I look at it, completely clueless.

“I don’t know how. I’ve never done origami before.”

“It’s easy,” he says with a hint of a smile that just touches his eyes.

He kicks out the chair next to him and I take a seat. He guides me through the process of folding, unfolding, creasing and tucking the corners of the paper, whispering each step like a lullaby as we go.

Each fold creating an imperfection on a flat piece of paper, but those flaws skillfully creating a beautifully perfect bird. Phoenix is an artist in his own right and doesn’t even realize it.

“There,” he says proudly, placing his red crane next to the yellow one from earlier. Six of them stand wing to wing on our table.

I look at my blue blob of a bird and laugh.

“Mine looks like a deformed swan,” I say, comparing it to his. “That’s a lot harder than it looks.”

“It’s perfect.” He closes his eyes and gives me a soft kiss on my forehead. “Did you know that the crane is a holy creature fabled to live for a thousand years? It’s Japanese folklore. Whenever my mom would finish folding a crane, she’d hand it to me and tell me to make a wish. She believed that each crane you created granted you one wish. I wished for so many things. For my mom to get back to her old self. For her to find love again and get remarried. As I got older, I wished for more trivial, selfish shit like a car or to get laid.” He laughs at the memory.

I brush the hair out of my eyes and look at Phoenix, lost in thought at the memory of his mother. It’s obvious that losing her still pains him after all this time. He grabs another piece of square paper and begins to fold in the first corner.

“She had it all wrong, though. The legend actually says that in order for you to receive a wish, you have to fold one thousand paper cranes—one crane for each year of its life.”

I watch him in silence as he runs his fingers over a mint green square, creasing the paper, making it perfectly crisp. I reach out and rest my hand on his shoulder, running my thumb along the soft cotton of his shirt.

“That’s not all, though. She didn’t realize that the wish only comes true for the person who made the cranes. She spent all her time wasting those wishes on me when she needed to keep them for herself. Maybe then …” He trails off with a sigh.

I know he’s thinking that she could still be here on earth if she just kept the wishes for herself. But we both know there’s nothing anyone could have done to save her.

“I’m sorry.” The words come out just louder than a whisper. And he knows I’m not just apologizing for his mother.

Phoenix nods and reaches for my hand. We sit in silence for what feels like hours.

“Ivy.” He closes his eyes and gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. “This relationship … this is the one that I want to fight for, but I can’t be the only one fighting. And I certainly don’t want to be fighting with you.”

My vision turns everything into watercolor and I lose it. I am so not deserving of this incredible, forgiving man in front of me.

Phoenix pulls me into his lap and holds me tight as his shirt welcomes my tears.

“Shhh …” he whispers.

“I love you.”

“And I love you more than all the birds in the history of time, paper or otherwise.”

And just like that, everything is as it should be.

Almost.
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THE ACRID STENCH OF TOBACCO smoke burns my nostrils, pulling me from the back office where I was busy rocking out to One Way or Another. A strange man is lying down in the middle of the gallery floor, arms splayed out to his sides, cigarette loosely hanging from his lips. His feet flip back and forth lazily, like a metronome keeping rhythm as he mumbles some indecipherable tune that is most definitely not Blondie.

“Excuse me … you can’t smoke in here.” I nudge his foot with mine and cross the gallery floor to turn down the music.

I walk up beside him again, but he is lost in his own thoughts. He brings his hand up to his face and takes the cigarette from his mouth, flicking the ash to the floor as he exhales several smoke rings into the space between us. He’s like the hookah-smoking caterpillar, and I’m Alice, and together we’re lost in this magical place called Wonderland. Except Wonderland is this whitewashed gallery just waiting for the colorful mess of the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Though in fairness, he’s probably taking both the red and blue pills.

When he brings the cigarette back to his lips, I nudge his leg with my food. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave.” I grit my teeth, politeness faintly seething through.

“I’m really struggling with the zen of this place.” He waves his empty hand in the air. “It doesn’t feel right.”

And I’m really struggling with you interrupting my Debbie Harry zen with your nonsense.

He sits up abruptly, folding his legs underneath his body. And I eye the phone on the desk, tempted to make a dash and call the cops.

“Sir,” I bite back, trying to be firm, but polite and professional. “You need to leave. Now.”

He stands himself upright and drops the cigarette to the floor, crushing it under the bottom of his soft leather shoe.

“Simmer down, peaches. I’m just checking the place out.” He has the audacity to wink at me, and I’m surprised by his striking blue eyes electrified by his sapphire gingham shirt. I feel like I should know him, but nothing rings a bell.

Now that he’s at eye level, I can see just how handsome he is. I quickly snap myself from my reverie and follow him as he explores the space.

He uses his hands to frame invisible things throughout the gallery as he mutters nonsense to himself.

Cautiously, I walk over to the desk and grab the cordless phone, debating if I need to call the cops.

“This’ll do. But it’s bigger than what I envisioned. So I’ll need to push everything back. By at least three weeks.”

Push back? What the hell is he talking about? “I’m sorry. What was your name again?”

He turns his back to me, as he circles the room. “Brock. I’m Brock Coulter.” His voice is low and rough from what I can only assume is decades of smoking.

He stops and turns, looking directly at me. The man before me shares little resemblance to the photographs I saw online.

“Oh … my apologies. I had no idea you were coming in today.”

Damn moody artists, so unpredictable. I dismiss the cigarette butt on the floor, knowing full well that Mr. Horesji would be fine with him breaking the rules of the gallery.

“And you are?”

“Ivy Phillips. Associate Curator. I’ll be your main point of contact here. Anything you need, I’m your girl.”

“Anything?” He paws at my arm, and I blush at the insinuation in his voice.

“Don’t push it, buddy.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about a thing. I’m a practicing asexual.”

I stare at him blankly.

“I practice loving myself. A lot.”

Oh geez. “Um, I hate to break it to you, but that’s not what it means to be asexual.”

“Sure it does! I just love myself until I find some other man who can love me hard enough on my behalf.” He flits his fingers in the air as though his comments are fact.

“If you say so.” I chuckle and give him a brief tour of the gallery, explaining the capabilities of the space and my vision for his upcoming show.

“I meant what I said though. About the zen. It’s all wrong for my artistry.”

God, this man is full of himself.

“Well, whatever you need me to do to make it right, just let me know.”

“Oh, I’ll let you know.” He tries to undress me with his smile, but I just shake my head in disbelief.

We spend the next few hours discussing exactly the kind of zen he needs to ensure satisfaction at Gallery 545, and I learn three very important things about Brock.

One, while he may be certifiably insane, the man is pure genius. He doesn’t listen and he’s moody, but he has a vision and knows precisely what he wants. I like to imagine that all of the artistic greats throughout history shared a similar manic approach to life. I’m sure I’m one of the few out there who appreciates this kind of mentality.

Two, the man is in love with himself. Ridiculously so. It’s as if he’s the forbidden love child of Andy Warhol and Steve Stifler from American Pie. When I ask him what inspires him, he replies, “Anything phallic.” When I ask him what he likes to do when he’s not holed up in his studio all day, he simply says, “Myself.” Brock is a giant man-child in so many ways. He needs both his cock and his ego stroked to stay happy.

And three, despite the fact we clearly have nothing in common beyond an appreciation for art, we are getting along swimmingly. He makes it clear that, in general, he hates people, but for some reason he didn’t hate me. When I ask why he simply responds, “Have you actually met people? People inherently suck.”

And with that, he seals his fate in my good graces. I kind of want to put him in my pocket and take him home, though I’m sure there is some kind of professional rule against it.

But something tells me Brock wouldn't mind one bit.
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TRUE TO HIS WORD, MY dad has come to visit me in New York. And true to my nature, I’m running behind schedule to meet him. Again.

The first time he was here we grabbed a quick lunch since he was in and out of the city the same day. It was rushed, but not nearly as awkward as I thought it was going to be. Things have finally started to feel easier in his presence. It only took twenty-some odd years.

About damn time.

This time he’s back in town for an overnight business trip and wanted to take Phoenix and me out for a nice dinner.

“Can’t you go any faster?” I beg the cab driver.

“And where exactly would you like me to go?” His European accent is thick and his cab reeks of homeless people and bleach. I reach for my phone in disgust and Phoenix answers after the third ring.

“Ivy?”

“Sorry, I’m on my way there now. I'm stuck in a cab on Fifth Avenue, but I’m almost to Broadway.”

“I told you the train would be faster.”

“I know. I just don't have the patience for swarms of people right now.” I look out the window and see an elderly man with a cane moving faster on the sidewalk.

“And you'd prefer to sit in the parking lot known as Fifth Avenue during rush hour?”

“I know, I know …” I hate it when he’s right. And he is almost always right.

“Well, your dad and I are about to be seated, so we will see you whenever you get here.”

“Okay. Go easy on him, Phoenix. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

I end the call and begin taking notes on my phone with tomorrow's to-do list for work. With less than a month until opening, there is still far too much to do: contact the lighting company, the invite list for the press preview, providing the showcase list to insurance, and a dozen other odds and ends tasks. By the time we finally pull up in front of The NoMad, my list is nearly twenty items long. Of course, my dad couldn’t just dine at one of our favorite local dives. He went and picked the fancy restaurant in his hotel. Phoenix and I will surely be out of our element here.

Once inside, I easily find their table. I'm shocked to find them laughing heartily over a two glasses of whiskey neat.

“And just what is so funny?” I smile as they both stand to greet me. My dad gives me a quick hug.

“Oh, I was just telling Phoenix about the time you drove my Jaguar into the side of the garage when your mother and I were out of town. I still can't believe you called a contractor to fix it before we got home.”

He grins at the ridiculous memory, and I can’t help but smile back at him. The only reason they even found out was because I gave a hilarious drunk confession during Easter dinner my freshman year of college.

“And don't forget I brought the car to the dealer to touch up the paint I scraped off.” I beam at them both and give Phoenix a kiss. “Lesson number one in stealing your parent’s car—don’t do something wrong when doing something wrong. And if you do, make sure you cover it up.”

“You're incredible.” Phoenix shakes his head in disbelief as he pulls my chair out from under the table.

“Thorough is more like it.” I sit down and place the napkin in my lap. “So are you two behaving?”

I feel horrible leaving him with my dad for so long, but he seems to have fared well. I know how badly Phoenix wants to lay into him for the way he and my mom treated me in the past. But I appreciate him heeding my request and giving my dad a chance, all things considered.

“Yeah, we're behaving,” Phoenix says with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“Just sharing a few of my favorite stories from when you were growing up. Nothing you need to worry about, Ivy.” Dad reaches out and gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

“Ooookay.” Phoenix secretly winks at me as my dad looks down at his menu.

I open the menu and scan the entrees, quickly realizing just how out of place I am. No longer am I privy to expensive dinners like this. Not that I ever truly enjoyed them in the first place. It reminds me of just how far I’ve come in a few short months. I’ve turned my life around and learned how to stand on my own two feet.

Much to my surprise, the dinner conversation flows seamlessly. Phoenix impresses my dad, detailing the rooftop garden remodel he’s drafting for a swanky Manhattan boutique hotel. Then he intently listens to me babble about my first encounter with Brock and all of the challenges I foresee in my future. It’s the first dinner I’ve had with a family member where we all seem genuinely happy.

Admittedly, it’s a nice change.

After he clears the plates from the table, our waiter returns with the dessert menu. The decadence of each practically leaps off of the page. I wish I could taste one of everything.

“So, Ivy, have you talked to your sister at all?” Dad shifts in his seat and Phoenix goes silent. The look he gives me speaks volumes, and we both notice the tension shift in the air at our table.

“No, I have nothing to say to her.” I’ve deleted her texts without reading them, and her few attempted calls have been sent straight to voicemail. The thought of even hearing her voice makes me get all stabby.

“Well, I think you should. She’s had a lot going on and—”

“We’re not having this conversation, Dad. After everything that happened, I have nothing to say to her. End of story.”

He looks surprised when I snap, and it dawns on me that he may have no clue as to the full extent of what went down before I left Chicago. It’s not like Genevieve or my mother would ever admit it to anyone. Even so, I’m not about to cater to her ego just because she feels bad or because my dad thinks I should.

Phoenix reaches out and squeezes my knee under the table, offering a small reassuring smile. He’s proud of me. Hell, I’m proud of me.

“I’m sorry. I’m going to pass on dessert. If you’ll excuse me a moment.” I place my napkin on the table and excuse myself to the restroom.

Sometimes a little space and a cleansing breath is all I need.

I wash my hands a little too aggressively and stare at my reflection in the mirror. So much for an enjoyable evening. I get points for trying, right?

When I emerge, Phoenix is waiting for me outside the door with my purse.

“Don’t be mad, but I invited your dad back to our apartment. He says he needs to talk to you about something.”

I stand there with my mouth agape. I’m shocked that Phoenix would do something like this considering my dad is trying to push Genevieve back into my life. He should know better.

“If it’s about Gen, I’m not talking about it.”

“I really don’t think that’s what it’s about. But whatever it is, he made it seem like it was important. Maybe you should just listen? Have an open mind, okay?”

I sigh and take my purse from his hands.

“Fine. But the minute he brings Gen back up, he’s outta there.”

 

 

BY THE TIME WE GOT back home it is nearly ten thirty. Between the heavy dinner and the half carafe of wine I single-handedly polished off, I’m getting sleepy and frankly a little tired of all this small talk. I stifle a yawn, trying not to be rude.

I watch my dad take a calculated sip of water and brace himself.

“Say, Phoenix, would you mind if I talk to Ivy alone for a few minutes?”

Oh, shit. This means business.

Phoenix looks to me and raises an eyebrow. I give a subtle nod, letting him know I’ll be okay. I truly appreciate him looking out for me, but he can’t protect me from all of the monsters in this world and demons of my past, no matter how hard he tries.

“No problem, sir. I need to send a few quick emails for work.” Phoenix stands, gives me a soft kiss and walks into the kitchen, giving us some privacy. My dad watches him intently as he leaves the room.

“You know, Ivy, there’s a way that a man looks at a woman when he knows he’s found the one. And Phoenix has had that look on his face all night long.”

I smile at his observation, knowing it’s true. One single look from him makes me feel everything.

“I’ve been watching you both together and what you have is something special. He always puts you first, Ivy. I hope you realize that when you put the person you love first, you will never be second.”

I chew on his words for a moment, recognizing just how true they are. My heart clenches at the thought of my parents’ marriage and I wonder if there was ever a time when my mother put him first.

He stands from the chair and comes to sit next to me on the couch. “I’m so proud of everything you’ve accomplished here in such a short span of time.”

He’s not a man of many compliments, but I can tell he’s building up to something. Something bad. I wring my hands and play with the loose hemline on the bottom of my dress.

“Ivy,” he says, reaching out to place his hand on top of mine and gives it a gentle squeeze. There’s a spark in his eyes that I’ve never seen before, one of happiness and content. But hidden within are traces of anxiety. Resentment. “I came here tonight because I wanted to tell you in person … I’m leaving your mother.”

He lets the words float between us for a while as he silently squeezes my hand. I’m not quite sure how I should feel at this moment given the history with my parents, but relief pulses through my veins. I offer a small, tight smile and a nod. There are no words I can give to a relationship that never made any sense to me in the first place.

There is peace in death. And the death of their relationship is no different.

“Say something,” he whispers.

“Why?”

It’s probably the stupidest thing I could ask. It’s an answer that I certainly don’t need. I don’t think he has ever been truly happy. Even when he followed suit with Mom’s behavior, he never acted out in malice. He was simply … persuaded to act as less of a father toward me.

“Oh, Ivy. There are a million reasons. But we aren’t very good for each other. At least not anymore. As we got older, we simply grew apart rather than together, and now we both want very different things out of life.”

I nod in understanding. Growing together seems to be at the core of every successful relationship. And my mom much preferred to be a raging selfish bitch rather than grow as a person. As a couple. Good for him for putting himself out of his misery.

“As long as you’re happy, I’m happy for you, Dad.”

He nods and exhales slowly, clearly still carrying a burden on his shoulders.

“That’s not all …” he continues softly, worry suddenly streaking down his face. “Now, what I’m about to tell you, I don’t want it to make you upset.”

I look over my shoulder wishing Phoenix would magically appear. He gives me strength, and something in my dad’s face tells me I’m going to need all the strength I can get.

“It doesn’t change how I feel about you at all. But it’s something I’ve suspected for years.”

How he feels about me?

I pull my hand out from his to cross my arms and shift in my seat.

“Dad, you’re scaring me.”

“I really don’t know how to say this …” His eyes wander around the room, looking at everything but me.

“Dad!”

“You’re not my daughter,” he whispers and my insides drop to the floor. I feel as if I could throw up. “No, no. I mean, you are my daughter and always will be. You’re just … not mine. Biologically.”

He fumbles over his words as my heart sinks into the pit of my stomach. I swallow hard, reining in the need to vomit. It’s hard to fight the feeling when you’re suddenly this light-headed.

“But it doesn’t mean that I love you any less because you will always be my daughter in every sense of the word. And I will always be your dad.”

I don’t hear anything else he says over the pulsing beat of my heart in my ears. My hands tremble, and I close my eyes, trying my best to force a calming breath. The phrase not my daughter rings through my mind and leaves a biting taste in my mouth. He keeps talking, but I have no idea what he’s saying.

The one sliver of a redeeming person in my family isn’t really my family. I’m not even of his blood. And just because I share her blood doesn’t make her my family.

I finally have the answer I’ve been looking for.

Since birth, I have been a thorn in my mother’s side.

And now I know exactly why ... I am a constant reminder of her infidelity and she resents me.

I’ve wasted so much of my young life trying to figure out just what I did to her to make her hate me so much. I always just assumed it was because I was the rebel who couldn’t be contained.

But this?

This explains so much.

The never-ending disapproval. The constant comparison to Genevieve, Mother’s golden daughter. How her glare spoke volumes of loathing and contempt.

My thoughts shift outward when I feel him grabbing both of my shoulders, giving me a gentle shake. Sorrow pools in his eyes and instantly shatters what is left of my heart.

“I love you, Ivy. And that will never change.”

He may not be my father, but this man most certainly is my dad.

 

 

THAT NIGHT IN BED, PHOENIX curls up against my back and wraps his arms around me. I’ve been an incoherent mess since my dad left, but his very presence gives me sanity.

He switches from running his fingers through my hair to tracing his hands over my arm. His breath is hot as it skims the back of my neck each time he exhales, enveloping me in a warm embrace.

Phoenix brings his face down close to my ear. “I know there isn’t anything I can do or say right now to take away the hurt you’re feeling. But I want you to know if I could, I would—in a heartbeat. You’re not just someone important thing to me, Ivy. You’re my everything.”

I roll over to face Phoenix and he thumbs away a rogue tear from my cheek. I may be delicate right now, but he doesn’t treat me like glass.

“Listen to me, Ivy.” His eyes pierce mine, as his face turns flat, serious. He speaks slowly. Deliberately. “You know exactly who you are. Where you belong. And what you are—and aren’t—willing to compromise. Nothing from your past will ever shake that.”

I absorb his words and know he’s right. I bury my head in his shoulder. My shoulders quake, but his arms keep me whole.

“Thank you,” I whisper into the darkness between us. “Thank you for giving me strength.” And for loving me in spite of being screwed up and royally damaged.

He kisses the top of my head. “What can I say, Ivy? You’re my weakness. And I’d do absolutely anything for you.”

At that moment, I know he’s speaking the truth in his heart.
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THE DAYS THAT FOLLOW MY dad’s visit spiral out of control. I have a hard time concentrating on work, and Brock has been increasingly more demanding. Farrah is all up my ass with details that don’t even matter yet, and I’m still not convinced Phoenix is telling me everything that plagues his mind.

I’ve never really understood the phrase “waiting for the other shoe to drop.” I mean, what’s so bad about a shoe dropping in the first place? Unless, of course, it’s the heel of your favorite pair slipping into the subway grates on the sidewalk. That happened to me this morning and subsequently ruined my red patent leather pumps.

Phoenix is stuck late at the office tonight, so I’ve become a permanent fixture on the couch eating Chinese take-out directly from the carton. And, of course, I’ve made a mess of things because I’m stubborn and insist on using the chopsticks. Which would be fine if I were capable of using them correctly. Which I am not.

I have the TV turned up so loud I barely hear my phone chime, alerting me to a new text message. Tossing the chopsticks onto the coffee table, I snatch up my phone and smile to see a message from Rachel.

 

Rachel: How are you holding up?

 

Ivy: Fine.

 

Rachel: Really? I don’t believe that for one second.

 

Ivy: Why? Is there a reason I shouldn’t be fine?

 

Rachel: Glad to see you’re still fluent in sarcasm. Seriously though, I can’t believe Genevieve did that. Are you okay?

 

Genevieve did what? And why the fuck am I the last to find out about everything these days?

I quickly dial Rachel’s number from memory.

“What are you talking about?” I command. No hello. No how are you. Just give me the answers.

“Genevieve. She went to the cops.”

Fuck.

“What? Why? She didn’t …”

“She did.”

“And?”

“Apparently that loving husband of hers beat the shit out of her.”

My stomach drops. From the fact he hit her or from the fact she still married him, I’m not entirely sure.

“She filed a police report. Has a restraining order. She’s building a case against him. Everything.”

I don’t say anything. The only thing I’m capable of doing is taking slow, shallow breaths. Even though my sister can be a raging cunt, I never would have wished this upon her. I would never wish this upon anyone.

“Hello? Ivy? Are you still there?”

“Yeah. I just …”

I stare off into space with no fucking clue how to process any of this. The memories rip my heart into countless shreds.

“I know. I wasn’t sure when or how you’d find out. I kind of already assumed your dad mentioned something when he was in town.”

I’m surprised he didn’t say anything either. Perhaps he doesn’t know? Or maybe he decided that dropping the hey, I’m not actually your dad bomb on me was more than enough news for one visit.

“No, he didn’t mention it. He was too busy telling me that my mom resents me because I’m a constant reminder of her inability to be faithful in their marriage.”

Rachel gasps into the phone. And doesn’t say anything. It’s official. The shit show that is my life has finally rendered my best friend speechless.

“Ivy. I …” she trails off, words failing her.

“It’s okay, Rachel. I’ve come to terms with it.”

I know it’s not okay, but I have to pretend that it is to keep my world from crumbling down on me. It’s like my brain knows that I’m only capable of processing little bits of life-altering news at one time and so I’m slowly getting a grip on the truth that is my life rather than falling completely off the deep end.

“It’s like the whole fucking universe is trying to screw me over right now. Karma is finally coming back to bite me in the ass for all those years of defiance and being a total bitch.”

“Karma Sutra!” Rachel snorts into the phone. “The universe has resulted in coming up with the most creative ways to fuck you over!”

I pull the phone away from my ear when she howls wildly on the other end of the line.

“It’s not funny, Rachel!”

She continues to cackle. “Admit it. It kind of is.”

Okay. It kind of is. But I’m not about to tell her that.

“I’m so glad I amuse you,” I deadpan. This girl is utterly ridiculous. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Oh, don’t get your panties tied up and twisted, Ivy. I’m only joking.”

“Allow me to take a page from your book, Rachel. Wasn’t it you who once said that it’s impossible to get your panties in a bunch when you’re not wearing any?”

She snorts into the other end and I’m thankful for the momentary reprieve from the heavy. Rachel takes a cleansing breath and brings me back to the matter at hand.

“What are you going to do? About Genevieve?”

Nothing. There’s not really anything I can do. Or want to do. I kind of just want to move on with my life and pretend nothing ever happened to me.

“I don’t know yet.” And that’s the honest truth. I don’t know.

“Well, I know you don’t want to hear it, but I do think you should at the very least consider making a statement.” She sighs heavily into the other end of the phone.

“You’re right,” I agree. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“Ivy …”

“Hey look, I need to get going.”

I’m desperate to get off of the phone. I need to stay out of my own head and if I listen to Rachel prattle on about what I should or shouldn’t do with reporting Sully, I’m going to be sick.

“Fine. If I don’t talk to you again before the end of the week, have a wonderful birthday. Be sure to make that man of yours treat you right on my behalf.”

“Thanks, whore,” I tease. If she hadn’t reminded me, I probably would have forgotten all about my birthday.

“Love you, girly.”

“Love you, too.”

I hang up the phone and toss it on the couch next to me.

He hit her.

He actually hit my sister.

I chew on my cuticle and stare off into space, forcing myself to go numb.

Don’t think. Don’t feel. Just turn it all off.

I don’t want to feel anything right now. Especially not sympathy. And especially not for Genevieve.

 

 

THE WEEK THAT FOLLOWS PASS in a blur. I tried not to think about everything Rachel told me, but that was a recipe for disaster. The more effort you put into trying not to think about something, the more it consumes your every waking moment. Eventually, it eats away at me until I confess the conversation to Phoenix after pushing my dinner around on my plate for the better part of an hour.

“He hit her?” he says, shaking his head in disbelief. “I mean, I always knew he had an anger problem and control issues … but I never took him as that kind of guy.”

I scoff but don’t bother correcting him. What would he really expect of his former best friend who drugged and raped unsuspecting girls? The real shocker for everyone should be that he hasn’t been caught fucking things up before now. But that’s Phoenix for you, I suppose. Always wanting to see and believe the good in everyone.

“Listen, I don’t want to talk about right or wrong or good or bad with Sully. We both know his true colors, and I’ve experienced firsthand what he’s capable of. I just … I don’t know. I feel partly responsible for what just happened to Genevieve. If I had reported things when they first happened months ago, maybe this wouldn’t have happened? He could have been shipped off to jail and never married Gen. I mean, my family would hate me for even more reasons, but at least this wouldn’t have happened.”

“Ivy …” he grabs my shoulders firmly and looks at me deliberately. “He is not a good man. Nobody is deserving of his love. Except for maybe prison inmate number 82104.”

I appreciate his attempt to lighten the mood, so I feign a small smile and roll my eyes at his ill-timed joke.

His expression turns serious again. “But you cannot feel like you are to blame for any of this. No matter what you did or didn’t do, he would have hurt Genevieve one way or another. There’s no way for you to know that all of this could have happened.”

Maybe he’s right. And who knows, Sully could have hurt Genevieve in ways I don’t even know about before he ever met me. But it’s hard not to feel like I’m to blame on some level because I should have spoken up when he pushed the issue the thirty-thousand times before. I mean, as wretched as Genevieve can be, she is still my sister. I’ve spent the last few months so wrapped up in my own hate, doing what was selfish instead of doing what was right.

God, I’m such a bitch.

“I’m not going to say it because you already know how I feel.” He pulls back to look at me and takes my face in his hands. “But I meant what I said before. I don’t want to push this issue with you. However, I want you to know that whatever you decide to do, whether or not I agree with it, I swear that I will support you wholeheartedly.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

Deep down, Phoenix knows I’m starting to have a change of heart. I can see it in his eyes and feel it in the way he touches me. It’s as if I’m delicate; like I’m one of his paper birds that could fly away at a moment’s notice.

But I can’t fly away. I am tethered to this man in so many ways that if I lost him, I’d lose myself, too.

“You’re an incredible and resilient woman, Ivy. You’ve been through more over the past few months than any individual should experience in a lifetime. And I’m proud of the fact that you’re so headstrong.”

Phoenix leans over and gently kisses my forehead. I wrap my arms around him and allow some of the guilt I feel to slip away.
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“So we’re going to need to create another false wall here,” I say, pointing to an open space on the floor plan. “And over here.”

Brock looks up to inspect the area I’m referencing and nods. “And I’d like to build another one on the east side of the room by the entrance for a feature piece if possible.”

“We can make that happen,” I say, even though I’m not really sure it’s possible. James Horesji’s words we can and will accommodate every artist’s needs echo through my head. I figured he meant making sure we stocked their preferred bottled water or even opening early so they could gain access whenever they needed. I never imagined it would involve reconstructing and repainting the whole damn space in such a short period of time.

Brock’s alleged needs are aggressive, but hopefully doable.

The open floor plan of the gallery is quickly turning into a maze as Brock maps out where each structure will be placed, the space needed for the angle of each light, and how the shadow will be cast upon the wall behind it.

We’ve been at this for days and this has to be version thirty-seven of the plan. I knew artists were anal retentive, but Brock brings the obsessive tendencies to a whole new level. Actually, Brock brings perversion to a whole new level with his constant inappropriate gestures and jokes. But I digress.

He reaches over me and grabs an earlier version of the floor map that we nixed this morning, reconsidering it.

“Are you wearing Chanel No.5?” he asks, sitting back on his knees right beside me.

“How’d you know?”

“Oh, honey, it’s my favorite. I used to steal my mom’s bottle when I was little and walk around pretending I was Coco Chanel.”

I smile, imagining a miniature version of Brock dressed in black, running around acting all classy and fabulous.

“So on opening night, you be sure to wear that perfume along with your sexiest little black dress. You’ll be my good luck charm!” He squeals like a little girl and claps his hands twice.

I curl a loose hair behind my ear, not having the heart to tell him I no longer accept orders from people other than myself. I played that game a little too long and it left me too unhappy.

“Aww, chin up, buttercup.” He touches his index finger to my nose and I instinctively grin. This ridiculous man either irritates the shit out of me or makes me smile. It drives me crazy. He looks at me with a glint of mischief in his eye and then looks back at the floor plan.

A brown paper bag is tossed onto the floor beside me and snaps my attention from the task at hand.

“Oh! Hey, baby. I didn’t hear you come in.” I beam at my handsome boyfriend who looks cautiously down at the mess of notes we’ve created on the floor.

Brock and I aren’t exactly in a compromising position, but judging from Phoenix’s body language, it’s obvious that we’ve crossed some threshold of comfort for him. We’ve spent the last hour huddled together on the floor, mapping out the placement of his pieces and determining just how much space is needed for the light and the angle at which the shadow will be cast upon the wall.

I quickly push myself up and throw my arms around his neck in a tight hug. When I pull back to introduce him, I can see that Phoenix’s eyes never left Brock.

He’s possessive. And dare I say jealous?

I stifle a giggle.

“Phoenix, this is Brock, the artist behind our next installation.” I gesture to my black-haired friend on the floor. “Brock, this is Phoenix. My—”

“Her boyfriend,” he proudly interrupts.

“Hey, man.” Brock tilts his head up to greet him. “Your girl here is quite talented. She’s been working hard for me these past couple of weeks.”

I hate his tone more than I hate his insinuation, but I love watching him taunt my overprotective boyfriend.

“I know.” Phoenix clenches his fist at his side and shoots daggers from him eyes. “She’s been working late the past few nights.”

Brock nods and moves to his feet, coming over to shake Phoenix’s hand. Both men stand unfriendly and firm. It’s as if a high-noon showdown scene from an old western movie is unfolding before me—two men sizing each other up, on the verge of taking ten paces and drawing their weapons.

If Phoenix had come down to the gallery and met him a few weeks ago like I’d wanted, we would have avoided this whole situation. I wonder how long it’ll take for him to realize that Brock will inevitably be more interested in him than me.

Brock’s hand hangs vacant in the air before Phoenix musters the decency to reach out and grab it. “Shit, man. You don’t have to break my fingers.” Brock shakes out his hand.

“Sorry,” Phoenix lies.

Brock looks thoughtfully at him for a moment and then back at me. I bite the inside of my cheek and subtly roll my eyes.

“Look. If you think I’m interested in Ivy, you’ve got it all wrong,” Brock says, sensing my dilemma.

Phoenix narrows his eyes at Brock but says nothing.

Brock over-dramatically mouths the words I’m gay before putting his finger over his lips like it’s some big secret. If Phoenix had spent five minutes with this guy before passing judgment, he easily would have realized this without making an ass out of himself.

“I’m going to the restroom, Ivy. I’ll be back in a few.” Brock slaps Phoenix’s ass with an earsplitting squeal and throws a wink over his shoulder.

I double over in laughter and watch Phoenix’s face fall in horror.

“Fuck. Ivy! Why didn’t you tell me?” He looks down at me in disbelief.

“Why? It doesn’t matter.” Phoenix is utterly ridiculous. Gay or straight or martian or purple it shouldn’t matter. He has absolutely nothing to worry about. There’s no one else out there for me and he should know this by now.

“So what’s up?” I ask, taking his hand in mine and giving it a little squeeze. Sometimes even the most secure guy needs a little reassurance.

“It’s been a while since I’ve made it down here and my afternoon meeting was canceled. So I thought I’d bring you lunch today.”

“You mean you thought you’d come check out your nonexistent competition,” I tease.

He smirks, flashing his dimple. “Yeah, sorry about that. I just feel like I haven’t seen you much lately. You’ve been working late a lot, and I’ve been really busy with the blueprints for the new rooftop garden at work. And well, I just miss you. Like hell.”

I mold perfectly into his body as he wraps his arms around my waist. “I know. I miss you, too.” I reach up and give him a soft peck on the lips. “Things here have been really busy. I’ve got less than a month to pull everything together for this show and construction on the new walls has to start this week if we’re going to open in time.”

Really busy is an understatement, but I leave out the part where Brock is making things especially difficult for me with his constant changes. He nods, understandingly.

“Okay. Well, why don’t I pick you up tonight and take you to dinner?”

“I’d like that.” For a split second, I wonder if he remembers it’s my birthday. I’m certainly not one to make a big deal about it, but at the very least it’s nice to have it recognized. However, it’s been months since I even mentioned it to him, so I have no expectations.

“Great. I’ll swing by at six thirty. Will that give you enough time?”

“It should. Thanks again for bringing me lunch. I appreciate it.”

“It’s a date!” It’s funny … a few months ago he said the exact same words to me with the exact same enthusiasm. Some moments are impossible to forget.

“I’ll see you tonight, babe.”

He leans down to kiss me goodbye and I grab his face, pulling him in closer. He tastes like heaven. I know that I will never grow tired of kissing this man.

When Brock makes a crude gagging sound that launches him into a coughing fit, I pull away from Phoenix. He takes my hand and kisses my palm before he winks and heads out the door.

I return my attention to Brock, who continues to look at me with a mix of boredom and disgust. “What?” I ask.

“It’s just such a shame …” He shakes his head and returns his attention to the floor plans we’ve spent the morning discussing.

“What is?”

“That you and I both share the same divine taste in men. God I wish I could bend him over and—”

“Hey, paws off, princess. He’s mine.”

Brock covers his face with his hands, protecting himself from my playful swatting. He is not allowed to have his choice of all the men in the world, especially when it comes to my boyfriend.

Now look who’s the jealous one.

“I’m serious, dude. Don’t even think about it.” I give him one final smack on the shoulder before he leans away from me.

“Did you really just call me dude?” Brock cackles.

I need to get him focused again before he spends the remainder of the afternoon plotting how to turn a straight man gay. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s had success on that front in the past. He senses my annoyance and changes the subject without me even prompting.

“So what’s next? Paint colors?”

“I thought you made your final color selects last week? I already ordered the paint.” I look at him in disbelief.

“Meh. I made that decision on a powder blue day. I’m feeling like dark beige or perhaps a sandy brown would be a much stronger choice for the show. I’d get a better contrast of shadows.”

I inwardly cringe at the thought of beige. Not because it’s yet another change on his never ending to do list, but because it’s so lifeless and brings me back to a time when my life lacked color. I take a calming breath and count to five before plastering on a phony smile.

“Sure, Brock. I’ll add that to my list of things to take care of.”

 

 

BROCK LEAVES LATE IN THE afternoon, and a bike messenger arrives shortly after, carrying a medium-sized box. He’s covered in a thin sheen of sweat as he looks down at his clipboard. I walk from the back of the room to greet him.

“Hi, I’m looking for a Miss Ivy Phillips?”

“That’s me.”

“Delivery.”

Obviously.

I sign my name on the confirmation clipboard as he pulls out a box from his messenger bag. It’s a standard white shirt box wrapped with a royal blue satin ribbon. When he leaves, I tug on the tail of the ribbon, unraveling the knot and slowly open the box. The meticulous wrapping and carefully plaited tissue paper tell me its contents are of value. When I peel back the wrappings, my breath is stolen.

It’s stunning.

I run my fingertips over the soft, gray chiffon before pulling it out of the box.

It’s a cocktail dress. And it’s exactly what I would have picked out for myself if I were to go shopping for something of this caliber. I look back through the packaging and there’s no note. I can only assume it’s from Phoenix.

And he wants me to wear it.

Tonight.

Which can only mean one thing: he remembered that it’s my birthday.

Of course he remembered, you idiot. He remembers everything.

Phoenix’s gestures are rarely over the top. If anything, they are perfectly understated. Making sure the freezer is stocked with my favorite waffles. How the toilet seat is always left down. His thoughtfulness perfection makes me feel so unworthy of his love. But this … this is almost too much.

As the clock nears six thirty, I quickly slip into my new dress and touch up my makeup, dabbing a bit of cherry red gloss on my lips and adding more mascara. It’s no surprise that it fits perfectly, but what is surprising is how it makes me feel radiant from the inside out. I hardly recognize the girl in the mirror from the undeniable glow of anticipation.

But when I watch the clock hit and pass Phoenix’s arrival time of six thirty, my insides begin to go haywire. Phoenix is never late. And when he is, he always gives me ample notice.

I grab my phone and fire off a quick message, trying to calm my nerves.

 

Ivy: Hey … are we still on for dinner?

 

Phoenix: Yep! Come outside in a moment. It should only be a few more minutes...

 

Tossing my phone back in my purse, I head outside, locking the main gallery door behind me and wait …

And wait …

And wait some more.

Seriously. What the fuck, Phoenix?

Just as I’m about to give him a call to make sure he’s all right, an old-fashioned bike bell draws my attention. A hipster on a rickshaw pulls up to the curb with a wide, gap-toothed smile.

“Are you Ivy?”

I nod in confusion.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I had some issues finding the building. Hop in. Your chariot awaits.” He gestures grandly to the bench behind him in the tiny cart and senses my hesitation.

“Um …” I eye him suspiciously.

“Phoenix sent me.” He nods to a small bouquet of sunflowers on the seat behind him. It isn’t the first time he’s sent me sunflowers and I can’t help but wonder if it has any significance to him. “I’m your ride. And you’re already late. Besides, you have no idea where you’re supposed to go, so you’re kind of stuck with me.”

He makes a valid point. And whatever Phoenix has planned, he’s gone to great lengths to make it happen. The dress … the rickshaw … and whatever he has planned for what he’s trying to make a memorable evening.

I hop off the curb and climb into the seat. I’m still anxious, but the sentiment is more akin to the time he picked me up for our first date back in Madison. The rickshaw driver stands up on the pedals and pushes us into traffic. As the sun begins to hide behind the mid-rise buildings, we cruise through Chelsea and into the streets of Washington Square Park. Fifteen minutes later, he turns onto MacDougal Street and pulls up in front of a small Italian restaurant.

“Here you go!” He beams back at me.

I reach for my purse, but he refuses to take any cash.

“That man of yours generously took care of everything,” he says with a wink. “Have fun tonight. And happy birthday.”

I smile at him then turn around to the building behind me. The green awning is weathered, but there’s an indescribable charm about this place that reminds me exactly of my boyfriend.

“Welcome to Dinner La Lanterna di Vittorio,” the hostess says warmly when I walk through the door. The dining room is loud with conversation and a bustling wait staff, but the aroma of the food is already making my mouth melt. The interior is a scene right out of a movie and immediately transports me to my time abroad in Italy. This place has all of the rustic Italian charms but without the language barrier and smelly Europeans who don’t believe in showering on a regular basis.

“Let me show you to your table.”

She turns and guides me through the dining room and to the back of the restaurant into a space reminiscent of a greenhouse. Lush plants crawl up a brick wall across from me, but the sidewalls and ceiling above us are glass, spilling ambient light into the room. Hanging from the ceiling are four colorful blue lanterns, casting a soft, romantic glow to the tables below.

Standing next to a small bistro table in the center of the room is Phoenix. He’s handsomely dressed in charcoal pants and a button up shirt with his sleeves rolled up casually. The smile he wears is infectious and makes me glow from the inside out.

Damn, I love this man.

It’s not a room. It’s an indoor garden, complete with a greenhouse ceiling covered in vines, minimizing the city lights above us. Tiny wrought iron bistro tables fill the room with small flickering votive candles scattered throughout. This place is otherworldly.

Phoenix walks to meet me at the bottom of the stairs. “You …” he says, breathlessly, choking on his words. “You look exquisite.”

And even more, this dress makes me feel exquisite. I remember Gen prattling on about how radiant she felt when she found her wedding dress. She automatically knew it was the one. I imagine it’s something like this feeling. I reach out and take Phoenix’s hands with a smile.

“Thank you for the dress. It’s perfect. And for the flowers. And the rickshaw ride.” I smile and know that nothing else in the world matters except for what is standing before me.

“Happy birthday, Ivy.”

Phoenix remembered. My heart skips a beat and I can’t avoid the subtle blushing that floods my cheeks. He pulls my hands and greets me with a quick kiss before leading me to the table and pulling out my chair.

I can’t recall any other guy I’ve dated pulling out my chair.

Moments later, a server appears and a bottle of pinot noir is poured into two glasses and a plate of antipasto set between us. In spite of the busy dining room, the entire winter garden is empty except for us.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering for us.”

“Not at all,” I say, taking in the beautiful, thoughtful man in front of me. Some girls may be offended by having someone order on their behalf, including me. Well, the old me. But I like how Phoenix wants to take care of me. I look around the room in awe. “This is really impressive.”

“I never want to stop impressing you, Ivy.”

I imagine that my parents stopped trying to impress each other years ago, and it likely helped contribute to the demise of their relationship. For things to work, you always have to be trying. No matter how big or small, love requires effort, even when it comes naturally. But especially when it doesn’t come naturally. That’s when you risk losing it all. Love takes work. And the two of us know this. More than most.

“Well, you’ve certainly managed to outdo yourself.” I inhale the wine in appreciation before taking a small sip.

Phoenix reaches across the table and takes my hand in his, giving it a squeeze before tracing circles with his thumb on my palm. He looks like he wants to tell me something, but instead, he lets go of my hand and picks up his fork. I watch as he spears a piece of fresh mozzarella and brings it up to my mouth in a sweet offering.

“So how was the rest of your day?” he asks as I chew slowly, relishing in the flavor.

“Pretty good. Brock is an interesting duck, to say the least. He has more major changes for the show. I’m not sure why I even bother pressing him for decisions this far out because I know I’ll be scrambling with his changes up until the minute his show starts.” I roll my eyes.

“Yeah. Brock is … something else, for sure.”

I giggle softly. “I think he likes you. As in he like likes you.”

He brings his napkin up to his mouth and adjusts himself in his chair uncomfortably. “Well, then it looks like you and Brock have that one thing in common. Hopefully, he didn’t take my lack of interest too hard,” he jokes.

“I thought you were going to pee on my leg. Mark your territory to make sure he knew I was spoken for.” I laugh.

“Can you blame me? I just don’t want to lose you to anyone.”

“You’re not going to lose me.”

“I hope not. I know firsthand that you can always lose the person you love and that’s what scares me the most. Just because I have you today, doesn’t mean I’m going to have you tomorrow. And that terrifies me.”

I reach across the table and take his hand in mine. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I hope not,” he says in a barely audible breath.

 

 

MY BIRTHDAY DINNER CONTINUES ON without a hitch. I love being able to reconnect with him in spite of our lives being so crazy busy these days. Two bottles of wine, some pesto lasagna and a shared slice of tiramisu later, I feel like he’s going to have to carry me home. When I return from using the powder room, he smiles nervously at me.

“I have one last gift for you. I’m sorry it’s not wrapped.”

I softly gasp as he places a small square jewelry box on the table. I run my fingers over the navy velvet material and smile.

“You’ve already done too much, Phoenix. The dress … the flowers … this dinner…” I look around the empty room of the restaurant. “You didn’t need to do this.”

I like to think I’m a simple girl who just happens to come with excess baggage. And while he treats me like a queen, he doesn’t need to be flaunting or wooing me over. But even though he didn’t need to, I’d be absolutely lying if I said I didn’t love every moment of it. Because I do. Because I’ve never had a man go to the edges of the earth quite like he does.

“I know I didn’t need to do this. But I wanted to. In fact, I had to. Like I said earlier, I never want to stop impressing you.” Phoenix gestures to the box. “Open it up and I’ll explain why.”

Slowly, I pick up the box and look at him with cautious eyes. Surely he’s not proposing right now, right? It’s far too soon. He sits up a little straighter and smiles confidently. When I lift the lid off the top of the box, my breath hitches.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper.

Embedded in a piece of plush scarlet fabric is a silver necklace. I lift it out of the box by the chain and closely examine the simple charm with my fingertips. It’s the outline of an origami paper crane made out of white gold. I’m instantly reminded of the day where I came home to find him folding paper cranes in our kitchen.

My heart skyrockets and melts all at the same time. I’m about to burst with love.

“Here … let me help you.” Phoenix stands and takes the necklace from my hands, walking around behind me. I scoot my chair back and stand to meet him.

I sweep my long, dark hair over my shoulder and he clasps the necklace around my neck, then hugs me from behind. I close my eyes and lean back into him as we sway gently to a silent tune. His breath is hot as he leans down and leaves a trail of kisses on my skin, starting behind my ear and slowly moving down my neck.

But as wonderful as his gifts are, I don’t need the concrete things to feel his love. I need the intangible. The hummingbird wings in my heart … the delicate somersaults in my stomach … the tingle that travels from my chest all the way down to my toes each time he looks at me through hooded eyes. He gives me all of this and more.

I feel Phoenix take a deep breath and lower his lips down to my ear. His voice is low and sincere and tender. “My mother would have loved you, Ivy. So much. Arguably more than I do.” He laughs softly into my neck and it sends chills down my body. “If you had the chance to meet her she would, no doubt, already be harassing us about giving her grandbabies. And one day we will give them to her, even though she’s not here with us. I hate that you’ll never get to know her.”

My heart breaks a little, knowing that I’ll never have the opportunity to sit down and look through Phoenix’s childhood photos with her. Hear stories about how much of a handful he was as a little boy. Or secretly plan surprise parties with her for her son. But even through all that sorrow, knowing he’s sure that she would have loved me brings some resolution. And hearing him talk about having babies … well, that just sends me heart aflutter.

I nuzzle into his body a little more, taking in his warmth. Phoenix spins me around in his arms and presses his forehead to mine.

“This necklace,” he pauses, choking up as he thumbs the metal bird around my neck. His voice is barely a whisper. “This necklace … It was hers. I just … I wanted to give you a way to be close to her. To know that she would have loved you as if you were her own daughter. And I know that, one day, you will be. For more than twenty years, my mother was the most important woman in my life. And for the longest time, I never thought anyone could take her place. But you, Ivy … you’ve shown me how to love someone wholeheartedly. You’ve shown me how to surrender myself to this crazy emotion and just exist with no one in the world but you. Just like my mother loved my father, screw ups and all—you’ve managed to find a way to love me. And ever since I met you, you’ve become the most important woman in my life. You’re beautiful. And phenomenal. And resilient. And I love that you chose me. Thank you for choosing me.”

I look up at Phoenix with tears pooling my eyes. This man has given me everything. More than I’ve ever wanted. More than I thought I needed. And more than I probably deserve. I know I should feel inadequate in his presence, but he lifts me in ways I never dreamed possible.

Tears of love and happiness start to spill down my cheeks. I reach my hands up, holding his face in my fingertips. In his eyes, I see years of pain, repaired by what we have. We’re both broken in so many ways, and yet we’ve found a way to mend ourselves together. And through that healing, his pieces and my pieces changed to our pieces and we’re forever mixed. He’s now as much a part of me as I am him. The way he looks at me tells a tale of love. I know that he’s a good man. An incredible one, in fact. And he makes me a better person.

But the best part about him? He’s mine!

And I know that it’s forever.

I roll up onto my tiptoes and press my lips to his, pouring every last ounce of love I have into this kiss. His body molds to mine, fitting perfectly together. It feels like it’s our first kiss and last kiss and every kiss in between all rolled into one. Phoenix knows how to ruin me in all the best ways possible.

I surrender myself to him as he grabs the back of my head and deepens the kiss. He pulls my hair lustfully and desire courses my veins, my body igniting with passion. I trace my hands down the front of his shirt and fist the soft fabric in my hands, pulling him closer to me. He moans into my mouth and the vibrations in his chest send my body into overdrive and I trail my hands lower. I whimper in response, plunging my tongue into his mouth before clenching the buckle of his belt with my fist to pull him closer, not so subtly letting him know where my mind is at.

It’s impossible to tell how much time passes as we stand there, lip locked and tangled in each other’s grasp. Minutes or hours … I always find a way to lose myself in him.

I pull away, revealing nothing but pure longing and need in my eyes. The kiss may have started slow, but it quickly escalated leaving us both in a heated, breathless mess. Fighting the urge to strip down here in public and have my way with him proves to be quite the challenge.

I want him.

No … I need him.

Now.

“Ready to go?” I ask, a little eager to get him home.

He licks his swollen lips before narrowing his eyes playfully. “In a rush, my dear?” He chuckles softly.

“Eh, a little bit.” I blush and try to hide the excitement in my voice. The effect he has on me with a single kiss …

God, there are so many things I am ready to do with you.

“No, I’m not ready to go. Because I’m not ready to rush things with you.” He brings his hand to my chin and runs his thumb over my lips. He speaks pointedly. “Trust me, Ivy. With you … I’m going to take my time … savor every taste … kiss every inch of that porcelain skin … and worship you … exactly like you deserve to be worshiped.”

My entire body hums at his implication of his words. Phoenix pushes his thumb into my mouth and I gently bite. He smiles devilishly.

“Oh, good God,” I whisper.

“Phoenix. My name is Phoenix.” He stares intently, practically fucking me with his eyes. I know I’ve won when the glint in his eyes lights up his whole face.

“Oh, the hell with it!”

He throws down a stack of bills, snatches up our things and takes my hand, leading me up the stairs and through the restaurant at a breakneck pace.

 

 

THE START OF OUR CAB ride was a little intense. I nearly mauled him in the backseat but was a little uncomfortable making out like horny teenagers under the watchful eye of the cabbie in front of us. Slowly, the electrical charge in the air between us dissipates and by the time we arrive back at the apartment, the chivalrous gentleman has returned.

Eager to keep the spark alive, I slip out of the cab and pull him out behind me. Phoenix holds the door open for me as we walk into the lobby of our building and up the stairs. But when we get to the front door of our apartment, he stops and turns me toward him with a glint of delight in his eye.

“Happy birthday, hon. I hope you enjoyed dinner.”

“Thank you, Phoenix. Tonight was truly something else.”

“And thank you for agreeing to a date, Ivy.” He takes my face in his hands, firm but gentle, and gives me a deep kiss I feel all the way down through my toes. When he pulls away, the smile in his eyes tells me everything I need to know. Everything that I already know.

This man loves me unconditionally.

And I want to give him every last piece of my heart. I probably would have given it to him back there at the restaurant, or hell, even in the cab, if he wasn’t so damn cavalier.

“Good night, Ivy.” He picks my hand up and kisses it softly before turning around to walk down the hall.

Good night? Oh, hell no.

“Phoenix! What are you doing?” I call out to him when he is almost at the stairwell.

He stops in his tracks and turns around to look at me.

“This was a date. I'm dropping you off,” he says like his motives should be obvious to me.

Dropping me off? Oh. This isn’t just a date night. He wanted this to be a date date.

Well, two can play this game.

He is, was, and always will be ever the gentleman.

“Oh … well, I hope you don’t wait three days to call and ask me out again.” I pull out the keys from my clutch, unlock the door and step inside, leaving it slightly cracked. He laughs softly from the hallway and I fight my growing smile.

One … two … three …

I pop my head back through the doorframe.

“Hey, Phoenix,” I call out to him. “Do you … uh, want to come inside? Have a night cap or something?” Or me? I offer up a coquettish smile, knowing full well the double meaning of my questions.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

He jogs back to the door and I step out of the way to let him in.

Everything is in its usual place. If I said I wasn’t a little disappointed, I’d be lying. After such a thoughtful evening, I half expected candles and flowers scattered throughout the apartment. While Phoenix is a hopeless romantic, he is first and foremost a chivalric man. He would never assume that a date of this caliber would lead to anything.

And that is one of the many things I adore about him.

“There’s another bottle of wine in the fridge if you want to grab it. I’m just going to slip into something a little more comfortable.” I try to sound innocent, but there’s a little too much excitement as I utter the cliché.

I retreat to the bedroom and steel myself, knowing exactly what I want for my birthday. Exactly what I’m ready for.

Him.

We’ve spent the past few months building a fire … each kiss, each touch, each hungry glance adding more fuel. And tonight I’m finally ready to light the match.

The mere thought of sleeping with Phoenix makes my heart beat faster.

“Here, let me help you.” He walks up behind me and I feel his hands on waist. I sweep my long hair over my shoulder, giving him access to the back of my dress. He kisses the base of my neck and in between my shoulder blades before undoing the clasp and pulling down on the zipper.

With his fingertip, he traces the outline of a heart on my shoulder. It leaves my skin ablaze.

Just as my dress falls at our feet, Phoenix’s phone rings.

He quickly pulls it out from his pocket, declining the call and tosses it on the nightstand.

I turn to meet his hungry gaze. My body thirsts for him and I want to drink in every last drop. But I need to ask about the call.

“Phoenix … what if that was—”

“No. Tonight is your night. Whoever that is can wait.”

It rings again, the vibrating sound against the wood irritating us both.

I take the two steps toward the nightstand to pick up his phone. It’s his dad. As much as I need Phoenix right now, he needs to talk with him.

That doesn’t mean I can’t drive him crazy in the process though. I smile sweetly at Phoenix and push the accept button.

“Hi, Mr. Wolfe!” I toy with the lace on the cup of my bra as I watch Phoenix explore my near naked body from afar. “Sure. Phoenix is right here.”

I hand him the phone with a smirk and reach around to unclasp my bra. Phoenix clears his throat before shaking his head with a devilish look in his eyes. He excuses himself to the kitchen. Quickly, I grab my softest camisole and slip into a pair of Phoenix's plaid boxers.

Minutes later he returns, handing me a glass of wine.

“That wasn’t very nice, Ivy.” His voice is low and brooding.

“Neither is ignoring your dad.” I smile sweetly and take a healthy sip from the stemless glass. He mulls over my words, realizing I’m right and swiftly changes the subject.

“Nice underwear.”

“Thanks.” I wink. “And thank you again for the wonderful evening, Phoenix. It truly was unexpected.”

He grins and takes the paper crane charm around my neck in between his fingers. “It looks beautiful on you.” He pauses thoughtfully while savoring a small sip of wine. “So … we could … uh, watch a movie or something.”

A movie? He’s kidding, right? Always so unassuming.

I cough demurely and shake my head.

“Or not. I guess we could pick up where we left off before you so rudely answered my phone.”

I bite my lip to fight the growing smile on my face.

“Get over here and kiss me, Phoenix,” I husk.

He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me closer to him. His lips come crashing into mine like waves on a rocky shoreline over and over again. He feels so damn good.

“You’re wearing entirely too many clothes right now,” I state with conviction and anxiously unbutton his shirt, throwing it to the floor. My thumbs refuse to work as I fumble with his belt buckle. I can’t unhook it fast enough, adrenaline charging my body.

We are nothing but a blur of limbs, making out like horny teenagers trying not to get caught by our parents.

Suddenly he stops and pulls back to look at me. And I mean really look at me. His breath quivers, and it’s clear he’s nervous. It feels like it’s the first time on so many levels.

“Phoenix,” I pant. “The only thing I want right now … need right now, is your lips on my body.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He relaxes his shoulders and gives me a wicked smile. “Now where were we?”

“I believe we were right about here …” I turn off the overhead light in the bedroom and scoot back on the bed, the sculptured lines of his body glowing from the bedside lamp.

I’m far too eager to play coy and seductive. I know what I want right now, and I’m going to get it.

“Come here birthday girl …” Phoenix crawls onto the bed, desire coursing his veins and heat wild in his eyes. Whatever nerves he had moments ago have dissipated.

He plants a delicate kiss upon my lips before his palms skim down my sides, and his fingers splay across my stomach underneath my camisole. My body clenches in anticipation.

I lean up slightly, and he pulls the soft fabric over my head. His eyes flare at the sight of my naked chest underneath him. He hovers over me, taking his time, savoring my body, inch by inch with his tender lips. Kissing down my chest and stomach before sitting up on his knees.

Phoenix hooks his fingers inside my boxer shorts and pulls them down painfully slowly. I watch his face light up when he realizes I’m not wearing anything underneath. My chest heaves in anticipation.

“My god, you're so beautiful.” He looks at me with wonder in his eyes.

This feeling. This feeling is unlike anything I've ever experienced.

I've had my fair share of guys in the past, but none have come remotely close to this. Nerves wash through me like a live wire and I feel as anxious as I did the night I lost my virginity.

He settles between my legs and delicately kisses his way up the inside of my thigh. His hot breath against my skin charges my body with anticipation. He is moving painfully slow. But when he finally reaches my core, I shamelessly buck my hips to meet his mouth, welcoming him to taste me. And the instant I feel his tongue enter the depths of my body, a savage moan escapes my mouth.

We've fooled around before, but never in this capacity. Never this intimate. Never this determined.

We both know tonight is different.

This moment is different.

And our relationship is on the brink of catapulting to a whole new level. There is no turning back.

I’m ravenous for every last piece of him.

“Phoenix,” I pant with frustrated delight as his tongue swirls over my opening. “I need you … now.”

He pauses and looks over my naked body, catching my gaze.

“Shh ...” he muses as he delicately glides his finger over my clit in tiny circles. My insides clench at his touch. “Right now you just want me. I’m about to show you what it’s like to truly need me.”

I moan as Phoenix slowly presses his fingers inside me and leans back down to kiss the inside of my thighs. He traces his tongue back to my center, nipping my clit playfully with his teeth.

Want? Need? The hell with it all! Whatever he is giving I am willingly taking.

My body melts into the bed and I submit myself to his heated touch. Pumping his fingers in and out at a rising pace, I roll my head back on the pillow and try to control my breathing as my body absorbs his every move.

“Phoenix ... I ...” Words fail me and I writhe as he brings me closer and closer to the brink.

Oh. My. God. He feels even better than I imagined.

I slowly rock my hips in time with his hands, meeting him thrust for thrust. Then in a moment of torture, he stills his hand and watches the rise and fall of my breasts as I pant uncontrollably.

What the hell?

I catch his gaze and he gives me a wicked smile.

“You are so fucking beautiful, Ivy.”

What? No!

“What are you doing, Phoenix? Don’t stop. I want you so fucking badly right now.”

“Right. You want me,” Phoenix says simply and licks his lips seductively. I sigh and grip the bedsheets in frustration.

“Please!” I beg brazenly and try to wrap my legs around his body. With that, he buries his face between my thighs, his hot mouth returning to my core, and sets the fire within ablaze.

Somehow his lips are both savage and tender, licking and sucking and kissing my insides. He takes his time and touches me with care. With insanity. With love.

Phoenix continues to bring me to the edge and then back off, tormenting me in the best way possible. But when he curls his fingers up inside my body, hitting that elusive spot that drives me wild, he doesn’t relent. His tongue works skillfully in tandem with his hands, and all the muscles in my body start to tighten.

My chest heaves, desperate for more air, desperate for more Phoenix, desperate for a release. I rock my hips to meet him and claw my fingers in his hair, finding every which way to bring him closer to me.

“Phoenix ...”

I breathe his name over and over as I climb closer toward euphoria. When the intensity of his touch is almost too much to bear, tingles roll through my body in waves and my muscles quake, erupting in pleasure. I can’t see straight, and I certainly can’t form a coherent thought.

“Shit ...” I mutter breathlessly. My body quivers as he slows his tongue, placing soft kisses on my thighs. “That was beyond incredible. I needed that. I need you,” I whisper.

Phoenix sighs contently and gives me a satisfied smile in agreement as I rake my hand through my hair trying to regain composure.

“I’m serious, hon. I need you. Please ...” I look at him with such ferocity and intent.

I know what I want.

What I need.

Him.

Phoenix sits up and grasps my hand, stroking his thumb over my palm. The gesture drives me wild.

“Are you sure you want to do this tonight?”

I want to scream that I have never been more sure about anything in my life, but all that I can muster is “uh-huh.” I reach across the bed to turn off the bedside lamp.

“No, don’t,” he commands gently. “I want you to leave it on. I want you to see me. I need you to look me in the eyes and know that it's just you and me. No one else.

“You …”

He kisses my lower stomach as he crawls up my body.

“And …”

He kisses my breasts.

“Me …”

He leans down and kisses me deeply, holding his weight up above my body. I feel his hardness through his boxer briefs and eagerly lift my hips to grind against him.

“Here,” he whispers as he slides off of me and rolls onto his back. “I want you to be in control.”

His comment steals my breath away. It isn’t a gesture of laziness. And it’s not him going all alpha on me, telling me what to do.

It’s an act of love.

Given all that has happened, he wants me to have the power over what happens to my body and when. He wants me to be in charge.

This man. God, I fucking love this man.

With my body still shaky and sensitive, I slowly climb over his body and grab a condom from my nightstand. I’ve secretly kept them on my side, knowing this day would eventually come. But I couldn’t have scripted a more perfect evening if I tried.

I trace my fingers across his chiseled chest and playfully snap at the elastic on his boxer briefs before impatiently tearing them off his legs. Carefully, I open the foil and gently roll it down over his beautiful length. I hesitate a moment, taking everything in. We both know we are standing on the precipice of irreversible change. He smiles warmly, and there is no one else in the world other than the two of us.

Carefully I ease myself onto him, and Phoenix gasps my name. His voice is like honey … slow and smooth and sweet. He feels phenomenal. Phoenix grabs my hips and stills my body, searching my eyes. The moan that passes my lips makes him smile, and I take a moment to allow my body to adjust to his length.

I lean over and softly kiss his lips.

“I love you, Ivy.”

His love for me is like water. It fills me up and spills over. It can reach the darkest places that I don’t even know exist. It cleanses me from the inside out.

“And I love you, Phoenix.” I pull his bottom lip between my teeth before starting to rock my hips back and forth. I feel each one of his fingertips pressing firmly into my skin, permanently searing my body with his touch.

Aside from the soft creaking of the bed frame, the only other sound is our shared breath—subtle gasps, soft moans, hitched breathing.

Phoenix interlocks his fingers with mine as our bodies piece together. His eyes pierce mine and never look away.

“God, Ivy. You feel perfect.”

He leans up and takes my breast in his mouth, grazing his teeth over my nipple. It makes my entire body clench with want.

“Phoenix …” I close my eyes and tilt my head back. Drowning in a sea of emotional sensation, punctuated by physical perfection. Instinctively, I quicken my pace and tighten my grip on his hands.

“Look at me,” he whispers. “I love you more than you can even comprehend.”

“And I love you.” I feel those words on a molecular level. They’re strung so deep that passion for him is coded in every fiber of my being.

Phoenix reaches his face up toward me, and when I lean down to kiss him passionately, it happens. The colliding of worlds in the most unanticipated—and painful—way possible.

“Ow! FUCK!”

I hear a crack when his forehead smashes my face, and all I see is stars. A raging headache consumes me.

“Oh my God, Ivy. Are you all right? Shit!” Phoenix’s hands instantly frame my face.

I nod as I laugh painfully at our collision. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry, Phoenix!”

If you can’t laugh a little during sex, you’re doing it wrong. Or at least doing it with the wrong person.

“Shh … I’m fine, baby. I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

He wraps his arms around me and pulls me down to his chest before kissing me just above my eye. Slowly we begin our rhythm again. Beads of sweat build between us, but our eyes remain locked together. Moments later, the searing pain dissipates when he reaches down and strokes me without restraint. It’s almost too much to handle.

His actions send me over the edge again, and I unravel above him until my skin is flush and my body is weak and I’m practically crying in pleasure. Coming down from the high, I mutter a few obscenities, and he grips my hips once more. Through my lightheadedness, I continue to ride him until he shudders below me, finding his release.

Phoenix pulls me tightly down over his chest, his body still inside mine.

“Yours,” he whispers. “I am forever and always yours. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

I am his.

We’ve created this perfect love together.

This is definitely the best birthday in the history of birthdays.
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FLOATING. ALL DAY LONG I’VE been floating. I woke up and everything was in its right place. I went through the motions of the day in a delightful bliss. I can’t remember the last time I felt this happy. This complete. This … everything.

I can still smell Phoenix on my skin, taste him on my lips and feel him deep inside the marrow of my bones. He has become a part of me in every sense of the word. We spent the night talking with kisses, delicate caresses, and toe-curling orgasms. I should be exhausted, but instead I am completely rejuvenated.

 

Ivy: I’m still wearing the smile you gave me last night.

 

Phoenix: Good. When I get home, you better still be wearing that. And ONLY that.

 

I turn the corner and search for the keys in my purse, trying not to drop the groceries I picked up on my way home. I’m going to attempt to make a romantic dinner for the two of us. Attempt being the operative word. My last attempt ended in a burnt skillet and frozen waffles in the toaster.

There’s a young woman sitting on the floor in front of our door. The way the sun shines through the window at the end of the hall gives her an ethereal glow. She fumbles with the luggage tag on the suitcase that sits next to her and I quickly realize there is nothing angelic about her.

She looks familiar.

A little too familiar, in fact.

As I step closer, I know exactly who it is.

Fuck.

“Excuse me, it’s Hailey, right?”

She looks at me and forces a stiff smile. My stomach curls in on itself.

“Yeah. And you’re Genevieve’s sister,” she states wryly. “God … what’s your name?”

I watch her feebly search the air for the answer. Being genuine is clearly not in her DNA.

“It’s Ivy.” I reach out my hand but she just looks at it as she plays continues to fidget with the tag absentmindedly.

“Ivy. That’s right.”

Her eyes scan my body and it makes me feel naked. I don’t like being sized up. I’m not some threat. And as much as I think she’d like to be, she’s not a threat to me. There are no threats because there is no competition when it comes to Phoenix. I’m the only one for him, and I’m not about to let this black widow think she has some hold over either of us.

“So what can I do for you?”

“I came for Nix.” She offers up a forced smile as she pushes herself to her feet.

Okay. No need to be flippant. And I know for a fact that Phoenix doesn’t want to see you.

“Well, Phoenix isn’t home from work yet. Is there anything I can help you with?” I slide the key into the lock and turn the handle. I feel like I have no other choice but to invite her inside.

Quietly, Hailey follows me in and sets the suitcase in front of the bookshelf. Her moves are slow and calculated. She soaks in her surroundings and I swear I see her face fall ever so slightly. Clearly something inside her is breaking. When she eyes a picture of Phoenix and me kissing on the Staten Island Ferry with the New York skyline in the background, she quickly snaps her head back to me. Hailey’s blonde hair flies in a choreographed routine of I’m better than you.

“I just brought him a few things he left at our place. Mail. Some of his favorite shirts. You know, the basics.”

Our place? What the shit? Did they live together? Surely, no. There’s no way they could have lived together. He would have told me … right?

This definitely isn’t a friendly visit. I’m not an idiot. I know exactly what she’s doing. I used to play this exact same game. Hell, I invented this damn game. She’s not looking for Phoenix at all. Hailey came here for me. I just need to figure out what it is she wants me to know and then she’ll be on her merry way.

I steel myself and act like her vitriolic comments roll right off my back. I can lick my wounds clean later.

“Oh? That was awfully sweet of you, but it’s a little late to be showing up with the basics, don’t you think? You could have just forwarded his mail and sent up a box or two clothes.” I make my way into the kitchen, a Hailey-free zone, and catch my breath.

“It was no big deal, really. I’m meeting some girlfriends up in the Hamptons. So this was right on the way.” She calls from the other room.

Sure it was.

“Well, I’m more than happy to relay the message to Phoenix. And I’ll make sure everything you brought gets to him.”

Assuming I don’t burn it before he gets home. I find myself wanting to set fire to everything she touches.

I put the groceries away, needing to focus on something other than the toxic energy Hailey emits. I’m not comfortable with her in our home, but I have absolutely no idea how to get her out of here without turning into a total bitch. This situation is bound to get uglier before it gets any better.

“Oh, that’s okay,” she says with a flip of her wrist, following me into the kitchen. “I’ll just wait for him. I haven’t chatted with him all week and I’d love to catch up before I’m stuck in the car for a few hours.”

All week? So much for him not talking to her since he left with me in Chicago. What the fuck? Maybe he decided to take my advice and answer her call to find out what she wanted? I just wish he would have told me. Perhaps then I could have been better prepared for this moment.

As I lean over to put the milk away, I shut my eyes tightly to stop the tears from flowing before I turn back around to face her. Either Phoenix has been lying to me or this chick is here for the sole reason of crawling under my skin. My mind is filled with a dozen questions. And I know she’ll be the one to answer them, since Phoenix clearly isn’t.

“Do you mind if I use the bathroom to freshen up quickly? I’ve had quite the afternoon of traveling.”

I ball my fists tightly behind my back and try to keep up with her fakeness. “Sure, it’s right over there.” I gesture to the door in the hallway.

As soon as she disappears I take another deep breath and steady myself. I’m sure Phoenix has a perfectly good explanation for this. He’d better have a good explanation for this.

Shit. What if he doesn’t have an explanation?

I pull out my phone out from my pocket, determined to rectify the situation quickly.

 

Ivy: We have company.

 

Phoenix: ?

 

Ivy: Hailey.

 

Phoenix: wtf?

 

Ivy: What do you want me to do?

 

I watch my phone, willing it to light back up with what I should do. But his lack of response sends me into an emotional tailspin.

A few minutes later, Hailey saunters into the kitchen and I mentally sharpen my talons. I don’t know what to say to her. So I do what any normal host would do.

“Thirsty?”

“Yes. Sparkling water, thank you.” Hailey disappears back into the living room and I pull out a glass from the cupboard and spit in the bottom before filling it up in the sink. If only I had rat poison. Damn.

“Sorry. Fresh out of sparkling,” I say curtly, passing her the drink. She eyes it suspiciously before taking a sip.

Our conversation is a struggle, but I let her do most of the talking. She prattles on over mindless drivel. Her friends. People that Phoenix used to know. Horrific gossip. Hailey certainly isn’t the friend that Phoenix once painted her to be. All the while, I will Phoenix to walk through the front door to rescue me from this hell.

Eventually, she runs out of things to talk about and an agonizing silence fills the air. I brace myself for the topic I’ve tried so desperately to avoid the past few months.

“So you and the asshole used to date?”

“CJ, you mean? Mm hmm,” she muses, looking around the apartment.

“How did you guys meet?” I ask, trying to make small talk.

“Oh, you know … college,” she answers vaguely. “I went to the University of Illinois. That’s where I met CJ and your sister. And technically Nix, too.”

I hate hearing her say his nickname. Actually, I hate his nickname. I hate how she so casually associates my boyfriend and my family with all of that painful shit we left behind. Her being here has ripped open the scab and I feel like I’m about to bleed to death from all the drama.

And the way she so casually says her ex’s name makes me believe that she has absolutely no idea that he raped me. Or maybe she knows and simply doesn’t believe it. Just how oblivious is this chick?

The doorknob starts to rattle and in walks Phoenix, looking handsome as ever. He smiles when he sees me, the memory of last night still fresh in his mind. But quickly, his eyes settle on our guest and confusion, then fury sets in.

“What the hell are you doing here, Hailey?” He moves to position himself between me and her.

“I was just bringing you some of your things, that’s all.” She smiles demurely and bats her eyelashes at him. She can’t think for one moment that either one of us actually believes this charade. We all know she is not nearly as innocent as she attempts to be.

“I told you I didn’t need anything. I told you to stop calling me. I told you to leave me the hell alone. You need to get out. Now.”

So they have talked. Why wouldn’t he just tell me that? I move out from behind Phoenix and my eyes volley between them while they stare at one another.

He’s hiding something from me.

Something she knows.

And I feel guilty for even thinking it, but I know this is the moment I’ve been waiting for. I’m finally going to get some answers. Finally understand the true purpose of her visit here.

“Get out,” he seethes. His hands are at fists by his sides and I hear him cracking his knuckles. Each pop sends an unsettling sensation shooting down my spine.

After an uncomfortable silence, Hailey stands and grabs her clutch from off of the coffee table. She turns and looks at me with conviction.

“Did your sister ever tell you about the night she met CJ?”

I’m a little taken aback by her question and unsure what to make of it. But clearly, whatever it is she wants me to know, it has to do with Genevieve.

“No.”

Phoenix cracks his neck in a silent threat. “Hailey!” Phoenix snaps and she looks him square in the eyes.

“Oh. Well … you might want to look into that.” She smiles. And even though she’s talking to me, she never breaks eye contact with Phoenix. My eyes move from Phoenix to Hailey and back to Phoenix again. He looks like he is one nanosecond away from wringing her neck.

“Leave.” Phoenix moves to hold the door open for her and a tiny vein pulsates from the temple of his forehead. I want to slap that conniving smirk off of Hailey’s pretty little face.

The picture frame on the bookshelf rattles when he slams the door shut behind Hailey. I can hardly understand the string of obscenities Phoenix mutters underneath his breath, but it’s enough to tell me we are close to hitting DEFCON level one.

He just stands there, raking his fingers down his face before he turns to me. “What else did she say?” There’s venom in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. His words are terse. His stance guarded.

“Well, hello to you, too!” I bite back. My sweet and sensitive and perfectly caring boyfriend from last night is nowhere to be seen. Our undeniable connection completely cut.

He scoffs. And looks around the room. He looks everywhere but at me. “I’m serious, Ivy. What did she say to you?”

What the fuck? And where the hell does he get off being angry? He lost this privilege when he lied.

“Well, for starters, she brought it to my attention that you guys were living together when you were in St. Louis.” He cringes when it registers that he conveniently left out that truth after months of dating. “What the fuck, Phoenix? How the hell did you live with Hailey and just fail to mention it to me after all this time? Better yet, why is she the one to tell me about it?”

I get up and start to pace restlessly.

“I never thought it mattered because she never mattered.”

“Oh! She absolutely matters now.” My voice grows louder to combat the tears that risk filling my eyes. If I can just stay angry, I won’t cry. I don’t want him to see me cry right now. If I cry, he’ll comfort me. And I don’t need his comfort. I need his honesty.

“And why is that?”

“Because she was a lie. You’ve lied about her for months! And you know exactly how I feel about lying.” If he’s capable of lying about living with Hailey, who knows what else he’s keeping from me. I can feel the bile bubbling up through my stomach.

“It wasn’t a lie! It was irrelevant! She is irrelevant. The only reason she’s here is to piss me off and get under your skin.”

I eye him suspiciously. I want to call his bluff. Her cryptic message didn’t go unnoticed and I need answers.

“What are you hiding? What the hell did she mean about the night Gen met Sully?” I cringe as his name passes my lips.

“I don’t know.”

“Really? Because she seemed pretty sure that something happened that I should know about.” I’m practically shouting and I barely recognize my own voice. “Maybe I should just go call Gen and ask her myself?”

“Be my guest,” he challenges, knowing that the last thing I want to do is talk to my sister. “But I honestly have no idea what Hailey was talking about.” His tone doesn’t sit well with me and he folds his arms defensively across his chest.

“Fine.” Whether he does or doesn’t know what she was talking about is irrelevant right now. He fucking lied to me. And that is a huge problem. “If you’re not going to tell me that, did anything ever happen between the two of you since you were living together?”

His stance is sheepish and his silence unnerving. I fucking hate that he won’t look me in the eye right now.

“Look at me. Tell me nothing happened.” I move so I’m standing directly in front of him. No doubt he can feel the anger rolling over me in waves.

After a few minutes of silence, he lifts his eyes and looks at me in quiet defeat.

“You swore she was just a friend and nothing more!” I shout, not even bothering to control the rage that is brewing deep inside me. “What is she to you? Did you ever fuck her, Phoenix?”

“We had an arrangement. A friends with benefits type thing. Nothing more than that,” he says meekly looking at the ground. “But that was before …”

“Before what?”

“Before you. Okay? That was all before I ever met you. The day I got back from Madison I called it all off and ended things with her. We had a huge blowout and she threatened to ruin things between us, but I couldn’t get you out of my head and knew that ending things with her was the right thing to do.”

“How could she possibly ruin things?”

“I … I don’t know, Ivy.” He throws his head back and closes his eyes.

He’s lying.

“Did she mean anything?”

“To me? No. Though I can’t say the same about her feelings toward me.”

Lies.

“Who else knows?”

“No one.”

All lies.

Fury rages through me and I feel like I’ve been violated all over again.

I storm into the kitchen so I can have room to breathe. I throw open the dishwasher door with so much force it nearly bounces back up. Bowl after bowl, I stack on the counter, not caring if I break anything.

“Stop cleaning and talk to me, damn it!”

“Don’t you dare tell me what to do.” I take a plate out of the dishwasher and throw it at him, narrowly missing his head. We watch it break into several large chunks when it hits the wall behind him. He looks at me in disbelief. It’s no accident that I missed hitting him. I grit my teeth and reach into the dishwasher to pull out another plate.

“Whoa. Stop this, Ivy.” He closes the gap between us, gently reaches out and takes the dish from my hands, setting on the counter.

Instinctively, I step back. Just like the devil, love wears all sorts of disguises. And I have to be careful to not allow my heart to fool my mind.

I need space to sort through all of this.

“You need to leave me alone.” I feel the walls of the apartment closing in on us, suffocating me. I’m desperate for air.

Phoenix sighs, taking in the sight of me before he turns on his heel and wordlessly leaves the apartment, giving me the space I so badly need. When he shuts the door, he takes all of the air out of our apartment with him.

I fall to my knees as the sobs take over.
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IT TAKES CLOSE TO AN hour for me to pull myself together. I’m not sure how or exactly when I got in the back of this cab, but here I am driving the streets of New York City in a torrential downpour. I take notice of the electric blue fuzzy dice swinging from the rear view mirror and run my fingers over the shitty leather seat, taking in how exceptionally clean this particular taxi is.

The mind works in mysterious ways, I suppose. I couldn’t bear to be left alone in our apartment with nothing but the buzz of the refrigerator, so my subconscious kicked in and dragged me out of there without a second thought. There is only one place I want to be right now, so I’m not at all surprised when the cab driver pulls up in front of Gallery 545. There’s nothing quite like throwing yourself head first into work on your day off to keep your mind from creeping into the darkest places.

I can hardly see the entry to the gallery through the deluge. There’s no way around it—I’m going to get soaked in the four-second sprint to the door.

I toss some cash in the front seat and pull the keys out of my purse. I make a beeline for the door and panic when the handle and pulls open too easily.

Why is it unlocked?

Stepping inside the gallery, I’m assaulted by the sound of a German man screaming unintelligible gibberish in what I can only assume is some shitty death metal blaring through the speakers in the ceiling. It’s so loud that the floors are pulsating to the beat. I rush over to the wall and adjust the volume on the control pad.

“What’d you do that for?” a phantom voice calls out.

My pulse races at the strange voice and I rush toward the back of the gallery.

“Hello? Brock? Is that you?”

Brock appears around the corner. He’s dressed in all black though his fitted shirt reads Honorary Lesbian in thick pink letters. Ironic. I instantly regret the owner agreeing to give him a key for gallery access. My sanctuary has turned into a playground for the asexual Stifmeister, and I am undoubtedly going to be irritated as long as I’m here. Is there nowhere in this city where I can get away and get some goddamn peace and quiet?

“In the flesh,” he coos and opens his arms dramatically. I roll my eyes at the gesture. I’m emotionally drained after the past twenty-four hours and don’t have it in me to deal with his bullshit today. If he’s going to be working, he needs to be doing it at his studio and not here.

“Okay. Well, I have some things I need to get done. If you’ll excuse me.” I make my way to the back office and slam the door, hoping he can take the hint to leave me the hell alone. I wanted nothing more than to get lost in work, but instead I’m stuck with this lunatic.

I take a deep breath and shut my eyes, appreciating the moment of solitude. But not even one goddamn minute later, the German man is back to shrieking through the walls. Brock has turned the music up so loud that even the doorknob is vibrating. Whoever said artists are quiet and live simple lives obviously never met Brock Coulter. That man is a caged animal on a noisy path of destruction to break free. Or rather a path to destroy my sanity.

Fuck my life.

I should be at home with Phoenix, enjoying a romantic dinner and listening to the rain pour down against our windows. With any luck, there would have been a repeat of last night.

But no.

I’m here. At work. Alone. With nothing but Phoenix’s big fat lie and Hailey’s words ricocheting through my mind. My stomach twists in knots as I replay the afternoon in my mind over and over and over again. I dissect every word. Mentally relive every movement they both made. And dig deep into the vault of my memory to see if I’ve overlooked any blatant warning signs.

Clasping my head in my hands, I fight back the tears and pick up the stack of papers on the edge of the desk and thumb through them mindlessly. I need to shift my focus and think about something else before this consumes me. But all I see are words on paper and nothing resonates.

I can’t focus.

I can’t think.

I can’t even see straight.

I can’t do anything but sit here like a pathetic little girl, feeling hurt because her idiot boyfriend broke her heart.

It sucks. Mostly because I’m the one used to hurting the other person in relationships.

I dig into my bag and pull out my phone, immediately deleting the trio of missed calls from Phoenix. I’m too mad to deal with him right now. I don’t even know what I’d say. Swiftly, I punch Rachel’s numbers into the phone and wait for it to connect.

“You whore,” I mutter under my breath when it goes straight to voicemail. “Hey, Rachel. It’s your best friend. Remember me? Yeah. I’m kind of having a quarter-life crisis. Call me. Now. Please?” I add that last part sweetly, knowing she reacts to being bossed around about as well as I do. Which is, we both don’t tolerate it.

I attempt to lose myself online, scouring digital portfolios of potential artists before giving up and screwing around on Facebook and the tangled web of celebrity gossip sites. Sometimes the best way to overcome a worried mind is to beat it senseless with mindless dribble.

Finally, after what feels like a lifetime of angry Nazi propaganda being screamed over a heavy metal guitar, the entire office goes silent. The gallery lays still. And I’m finally able to take a few cleansing breaths.

Good. It’s about time Brock left.

I’m not sure what it is I want to do right now, but I definitely want to do it alone. When I emerge from the back office, I find Brock standing a few feet away from the door, arms crossed, with a pissed off look on his face.

“What are you doing here?” he interrogates.

“I’m working.”

“No. I was working. You have been moping. And hiding. And ruining the vibe with all of your negative energy.”

“I’m not moping.” I push past him to walk toward the front desk, but he grabs my wrist, spinning me around to look at him.

“Well, I’ve seen you work, and you’re certainly not working right now. So you must be moping about something.”

“I’m fine, Brock.” I yank my wrist out of his hand, briskly walking over to the desk and attempting to look like I came out here for a legitimate reason.

“Yeah. I get it.” He follows close behind me with heavy feet. “You’ve mastered the subtle art of not giving a fuck. And not very convincingly if you ask me.”

I take a seat behind the desk and begin rummaging through the top drawer. “You’re right. But I didn’t ask you.”

Brock sits on the corner of the desk and drums his fingers on top for a few moments. The beat of each finger grinds my every nerve. He stares off into space with an almost dreamlike look on his face for a few minutes. God, he’s so fucking weird.

He turns to me sharply with a barbed looked in his eye. “You go grocery shopping, right?”

“Huh?”

“Shopping. At the supermarket. You do that, right? Or are you one of those uptight, pretentious girls who has her groceries delivered so she doesn’t have to be out among the ‘common folk?’” He over exaggerates air quotes at the end of his question, but I just look at him blankly. I don’t have the patience to deal with him and his train wreck of thoughts today.

“Yes, I do my own grocery shopping.” I sigh, thinking of the groceries I had picked up for dinner just a few short hours ago. How quickly everything changes. I look at Brock and wait for him to get to the point of this nonsense.

“Have you ever seen a bruised peach or tomato resting on top of the pile in the produce section? It just sits there, waiting for someone to come and pick it up. Take it home. But no one ever does. It may be bruised, but it’s not ruined. I always want to pick up that little piece of fruit, hug it and ask … who did this to you?” His voice is full of passion and what feels like genuine concern.

I raise my eyebrows curiously but go back to pretending to look for something in the drawer. I really shouldn’t be surprised by these kinds of tangents. Brock never makes much sense to begin with. He pushes himself off the desk and walks toward me with open arms, pulling me into a warm embrace.

He lowers his lips to my ear and whispers, “Who did this to you?”

A shiver races down my spine with Brock standing a bit too close for comfort. He shouldn’t be hugging me right now. I’m not a fucking peach or tomato or whatever. He’s my artist; the artist who I’m supposed to be working with to make this next show nothing less than a success. Brock has been pushing the lines of friendliness for a while now, but our relationship needs to be kept strictly professional. He’s here on a personal invitation from Mr. Horesji and Horesji is depending on me. Even if Brock has good intentions with this inquisition, he really should mind his own business.

I pull my hands up in between our chests and push him back gently, needing to look him in the eye. “I appreciate your concern, Brock. Really, I do. But what happens in my private life is not something I want to go broadcasting to everyone.”

He sighs and shakes his head, ignoring my previous comment. “Let me guess. Boy trouble?”

“I’m not talking about this,” I sing-song in response before starting to head back into the office, away from him. I hear my ringtone sounding loudly and I desperately need to turn it off. Hearing that song brings Phoenix right back into my space and all I want right now—all I need right now is just to be left alone so I can sort everything out in my own thoughts.

“Ah ha! So you’re not going to deny it! Mr. Perfect isn’t so perfect after all, now is he?”

I stop mid-step and turn back toward Brock. Hearing him talk shit about Phoenix strikes a chord in me, and I fight the urge to wring his neck.

“Drop it.”

“You two got in a fight earlier.” He quirks an eyebrow, pretending like he knows me oh so well.

I don’t even dignify his statement with a response. You don’t have to be Sherlock fucking Holmes to figure that much out. I just wish this super sleuth wouldn’t keep trying to bring out the truth from me. The truth is Phoenix lied. Or rather, he conveniently kept the truth from me which is pretty much the same thing. And I really don’t feel like having him dissect our relationship.

“Or did he get all jealous of us working so closely together? I mean, I know I’m pretty awesome and the envy of many, many men out there. He’s just jealous and it drove a wedge and now you two aren’t on speaking terms.” His voice gets more excited with every word.

“No,” I say, shaking my head. I fucking hate his speculation.

Brock gasps theatrically. “He cheated.”

“No!” I may be mad as hell at Phoenix right now, but I still feel the need to protect his reputation from whatever bullshit Brock wants to spew in an attempt to rile me up.

His face softens and his eyes turn soft, a little sad even. His entire personality shifts as he slowly walks toward me.

“So then what did he lie about?”

“How did you—”

“Honey. If he’s not sleeping around or being all unnecessarily alpha on your sweet ass, then he definitely lied to you.”

Brock sits down in the middle of the floor and taps the space next to him, inviting me to sit down next to him. “Look, I know I can be a bit of an ass. But I have two good ears and a pair of pretty solid shoulders. Emphasis on the pretty,” he adds with an inviting smile. “You’ll feel better if you talk about it, Ivy. Come. Sit … Take a load off.”

I would give anything for Rachel to be the one sitting on the floor in front of me. But beggars can’t be choosers and right now I need someone. Anyone. And this substitution will have to do.

Cautiously, I close the gap between us and sit down next to him, pulling my knees tightly to my chest to hold myself together. Brock reaches his hand out and delicately rubs the small of my back. Surprisingly, his touch is comforting. My attitude toward him is as mercurial as he is.

“So …” he pauses. In thought or for dramatic effect, I’m not sure. “What happened?”

I purse my lips and slowly exhale all of the air from my lungs and begin. I focus on the grain of the hardwood floor a few feet away from me.

“His old fuck buddy showed up today. Literally. She was sitting on our doorstep when I got home from running errands.” I tangle my legs like a pretzel and pick at the hem of my jeans. Brock’s silence urges me to keep talking. “I had no idea they were living together and I was completely blind to the fact that they slept together. I am such an idiot.”

“No, you’re not an idiot,” he croons. “You’re just a girl in love.”

“That’s pretty much the same thing.”

He hums a sigh and stretches his legs out before lying on the ground and staring up at the ceiling. It’s exactly how I found him the day he first came to the gallery, minus the cigarette.

“So what are you more upset about? That there was another girl before you came into the picture? Or that he kept this particular circumstance from you?”

My heart snaps into pieces as I think about the events of this afternoon. Sure, he had the decency to break up with Annie, but he conveniently left out the part where he was still screwing anything with boobs and a pulse. The thought doesn’t settle well, even though I know that makes me a hypocrite. I can’t fault him for his past sins when those transgressions are exactly my own. The difference is I was always upfront about my past. I own my shit. But the fact they had their arrangement up until the point he met me, that he was living with her and failed to mention it after all this time … that makes absolutely no sense to me.

“I don’t care about his ex-girlfriends and who he’s slept with in the past. Everyone comes with some kind of baggage. I just … I hate that he never told me they lived together. That feels like such a huge piece of information to withhold. If he didn’t tell me about this, what else is he keeping from me?”

Brock reaches deep into his pocket and hands me his monogrammed ivory handkerchief. It’s such an odd things for him to carry around, but I don’t question it as I dry my watering eyes.

“And did he give you an excuse?”

“He said he never mentioned anything because it wasn’t a big deal to him. That the moment I walked into his life, she no longer mattered. Apparently Hailey—that’s her name—has a history of stirring shit. Which is how he explained her little drive by earlier.”

“And do you believe that?”

That’s a valid question. I hold my head in my hands trying to sort out the facts from my emotions. “I want to … but I honestly don’t know.”

“And does Phoenix know everything about your past?”

“Well … no, not everything. But I’ve told him all of the important things. And if I were fucking someone for leisure while I was living with them, I absolutely would have told Phoenix.”

At least I think I would have. Probably. Maybe. I don’t know. God, why is this shit so complicated?

Brock seems to sense my internal thought process and sits back up. He nods at my response and lets the silence settle between us.

“Are you capable of forgiving him?”

“I don’t know. He lied to me.” I don’t mean for my voice to turn whiney, but it does. Lying is such a large part of the reason why I’ve separated myself from my so-called family back in Chicago. Everyone was so incredibly two-faced.

“I know, pumpkin, I know. And I’m not saying what he did was right or wrong, nor am I trying to justify his actions. But is this one withholding a big enough reason to end what the two of you share?” He nudges my shoulder before looking me solemnly in the eye. “Just really think about it before you do anything drastic, okay? Trust me on that.”

His infliction lets me know that he’s speaking from experience, so I nod my silent promise.

Brock pushes himself to his feet and dusts off the dirt from the back of his pants. He’s probably just looking for a reason to touch his ass.

When I walked in tonight, I never would have guess that Brock and I would connect like this. He can be so down to earth and caring. He’s not nearly as edgy and “out there” as he wants people to believe. Behind his tattooed, tobacco-smoking exterior, Brock is just a sensitive little boy who actually cares about those around him.

 

 

BY THE TIME I SWALLOW my pride and head back home, it’s nearly midnight. I know I owe Phoenix an apology for freaking earlier rather than talking about everything like a rational adult. Although … I never claimed to be a rational person.

I turn the key and push open the door to our small apartment. It’s quiet and the living room is completely dark. For a moment, I’m certain he’s not home but then I hear a soft bump coming from the kitchen. I place my purse on the ground and walk toward a faint light near the back of our apartment.

Phoenix raises his face to meet mine. He looks about as wrecked as I feel.

“Hey.” He takes a deep breath. “You never returned my calls. I was worried you weren’t going to come back.” His voice cracks at the last part.

Glad to know that I wasn’t the only one worried about that. “I know … I just needed a little time to process everything.”

He nods, understanding that this afternoon was a bit much and the past two days have been nothing short of emotional whiplash. Together we’ve gone from standing on top of the world to having Hailey infiltrate everything that is good, forcing me to question everything about our relationship.

Sometimes you simply need a time out from life, I guess.

I cautiously take another step further into the kitchen, wanting to be closer to him. He knows that I’m upset with him, but he has every right to be angry with me for my outburst and I’m not sure how he’ll react. I look from him to the mess on the table.

“What are you doing?” I half expected him to be folding more paper cranes to keep his mind at bay, but he’s got pieces of white porcelain laid out in an elaborate jigsaw puzzle and a small tube of super glue. It’s what’s left of the plate I threw at him just a few short hours ago.

“I’m trying to fix the plate,” he states obviously before picking up the tube of super glue and lining one of the edges to piece it back together again.

I take one of the broken chunks and run my fingertip along the sharp edge before tossing it back on the table. I really did a number on this one. My shoulders rise with a deep sigh. As therapeutic as it was, I feel horrible for losing my cool like that.

“Don’t bother. I broke it, Phoenix. You should just throw it away.”

He stills his hands and looks at me thoughtfully. His eyes are pained, but kind. “When something breaks, you don’t just throw it away, Ivy. You fix it.”

Fix it? It’s not that simple.

His gaze pierces mine, and suddenly I get the feeling we’re not talking about the plate anymore. We stand there trying to read each other’s thoughts with nothing but the humming of the refrigerator between us.

“I’m broken,” I whisper. “And you can’t fix me.”

My eyes flood with tears, but the admission makes me feel one hundred pounds lighter. Phoenix reaches out and takes my hand in his. He pulls me close to him, wrapping his strong arms around me. He rests his chin on my shoulder.

“But I won’t just throw you away. I can’t throw away the one person who means everything to me. If I did that, I would cease to exist.”

Phoenix pulls me securely into his chest. He holds me so tightly it’s as if he is singlehandedly trying to keep me whole. And in a lot of ways, he is. His touch gives me reassurance. Strength. And tells me that in spite of what we’re going through, we will be okay … in time.

I loosen my grip and he looks at me. If I don’t get my words out now, I’m not sure when I will.

“My entire life has been based on a web of secrets and lies. My parents … my sister … even me.” It’s hard to admit my flaws, but it’s something that I promised myself I would do. And that includes owning up to my personal history of lying in past relationships. It’s a miracle that he still accepts me in spite of all that. “You, Phoenix … you are the one true thing that I have. I just … I just can’t handle finding things out like that from other people. Things you should have told me. It wouldn’t have hurt as much if you were the one to tell me you lived with Hailey and that you guys would hook up.

“I don’t care about the sex. Really, I don’t. I’ve never claimed to be some innocent virgin and I certainly make no apologies that I’m not. But what hurts the most is the secrecy. That you intentionally kept it from me for so long. I know you said it didn’t matter to you and it shouldn’t matter to me. But it still tears me up inside that you weren’t the one to tell me.”

Phoenix grows increasingly more uncomfortable. I genuinely don’t think he kept it from me with malicious intent. But that doesn’t make it easily forgivable.

“Can I try to explain?” He takes my tiny hands in his and rubs his thumbs over the back of them.

“I’d like that, thank you.”

I find myself grateful that he’s so patient and willing to talk through everything. I don’t know what about Hailey’s words made him so angry earlier. But I hope he’s willing to open up and tell me. This is what I’ve been waiting for. What I’ve needed.

I brace myself for the truths he’s about to share.

Phoenix licks his lips and swallows hard. “After Annie and I broke up, I spent the better part of my days just looking for someone to sleep with, something meaningless. The girls, they didn’t matter. Hailey was just a quick fix, a sure bet for me. And I know you know what I mean by that.” He gives me a knowing look without judgment. We are far more similar than either of us like to admit. “But everything changed when I found you. After our date in Madison, I knew you were the one person I didn’t just want to sleep with. You quickly became the only person I wanted to wake up with each morning. No one else could come close to comparing to you and how you made me feel.”

Phoenix squeezes my hands reassuringly. He always knows exactly what to say. But as wonderful as those words are, I need to make one thing clear if the pair of us ever want to last a lifetime.

“Listen, Phoenix … you cannot lie to me again. I’ve been burned by lies too many times in the past and that is the one thing I won’t tolerate.”

“I know. And I am so, so sorry, Ivy. I wanted to tell you but could never bring it up in conversation. I should have been as forthright as you’ve been with me. But Ivy … the one thing I desperately need from you is trust. I will tell you almost anything and everything you want to know, but you’re going to have to trust me.”

Almost anything?

My insides do that anxious little flip flop thing and before I even have the chance to ask about his choice wording, he continues.

“I know I’m not perfect, but if you can’t trust me our relationship will punch a one-way ticket to self-implosion without trust.”

Sigh.

He’s right. As difficult as it is for me, I need to do a better job putting my trust in him. Phoenix is not Matt. He’s not any of my past boyfriends. He’s not anyone who deliberately fucked me over in a relationship … or someone who I want to fuck over in turn.

Phoenix pulls back and I look up into his glossy eyes. There’s a visible shift in his demeanor. His expression is clouded, but he appears lighter. Happier. Relieved.

“I can do that … for you. Just be patient with me. Trust is something that doesn’t come easy for me.” My trust for him is shattered and that my trust is a privilege he’s going to have to earn back, but I’m determined to give us another chance.

“From here on out, no more lies. I swear I will never lie to you again, Ivy.”

I can feel the sincerity in his words. But I’m not so quick to be convinced. “I really want to believe you when you say that, Phoenix.”

“I know you do. And as long as you’re willing to let me, I will spend the rest of my life proving that to you.”

I nuzzle into his chest, but I still can’t shake Hailey’s words from my mind. I want to give him one final opportunity to come clean if there was indeed something she was trying to tell me.

My lungs slowly fill with air and I exhale slowly. I need to ask him. Because if I don’t, it’s going to eat me alive. “I promise this will be the only time I ask you and I’ll believe whatever it is you tell me. But what did Hailey mean about the night my sister met Sully?”

His arms squeeze tighter and he rests his chin on top of my head.

“I don’t know. But the one thing you need to understand about Hailey is she hates to see other people happy. I think she’s simply pissed that I’m no longer interested in our previous arrangement and she’s still having a hard time dealing with the rejection. I honestly have no idea what she meant by her comment, but I’m certain that her sole motive for being here was to get under your skin and try to make you doubt everything about us. I never realized how horrible she truly was until it was too late.”

“Okay,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

Phoenix pulls back to kiss my forehead and then look me straight in the eye.

“That’s the God’s honest truth. I’m sorry that you had to deal with her earlier. I had no idea she’d pull that stunt.” His words are earnest and bring me a small sense of relief.

“Me, too. I just hate that I feel like she forced us to take ten steps backward. Especially after last night. Last night was … it was …” There are simply no words to describe its perfection.

“I know. It was something else. I just hope it didn’t ruin your birthday.”

I bring my fingers up to my neck and feel the delicate bird that is still draped around my neck. He smiles as he watches me.

“No, Phoenix. Nothing could have ruined my birthday.”
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THERE IS NO AWKWARDNESS IN the days that follow. Hailey’s kamikaze visit still weighs heavily on my mind, but I promised that I wouldn’t bring it up again. I gave him his chance to say his peace and it’s time to put it behind us and move on.

I’m just not certain how long I’ll be able to keep that promise.

Once upon a time I would have come out guns blazing to challenge him. But things are different with Phoenix and I don’t want to screw it up by behaving the way I used to with all of my failed relationships.

As skeptical as I am with men, I trust Phoenix. At least I want to and that's more than I can say about any man in my life before him.

We’re sitting on the couch watching Usual Suspects for the second time this week because we’re too lazy to walk down the block and return the DVD to the Redbox machine. Sometimes the simplest things seem to take the most work.

“So I’ve been thinking …” I begin nervously.

“A well-thought woman is a dangerous thing, you know.” Phoenix kisses me softly just below my earlobe. A warm shiver melts through my body.

“I'm serious, Phoenix.” I softly laugh and playfully elbow him in the ribs.

“I am, too.” He wraps his arms around me and pulls me near to cuddle against him.

I reach for the remote control that's wedged between us and pause our movie, not that either of us were really paying much attention to it in the first place.

“Okay. I'm sorry ... I'll be good. What's on your mind?”

I don't know how to tell him. So I elect to just spit it out. “I think I'm going to go to Chicago in a few days.” Phoenix loosens his grip and sits up a little straighter, paying close attention to me. “Actually, I know I’m going. I booked my ticket last night.”

“Why?”

He knows exactly why. He doesn't usually ask a question like this unless he knows the answer.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said. About Genevieve. And you're right. As much as I can't stand my sister, I couldn't live with myself if I let CJ continue with his bullshit and fuck more people over. No one deserves that.”

Phoenix bounces his knee up and down frantically. I place my hand on his thigh, stilling him. I love this man and right now I’ve catapulted his mind into overdrive.

“I'm coming with you.”

“No, Phoenix, you can’t. This is something I need to do on my own. You’re under deadline and I don’t want you to screw up this pitch. I really do appreciate you wanting to be there, but I just have to go alone.”

I divert my gaze to the floor. I don’t want him to be upset with my decision, but I need for him to understand that to move forward I have to face the demons of my past on my own.

“I get that, Ivy. I just really want to be there for you. I wish you’d let me.” He places his hand on top of mine and taps his finger absentmindedly. His entire body is restless.

I shake my head and lift my gaze from the ground to his. Phoenix’s small, tight smile is nothing but sincere. I think he understands exactly where I’m coming from, and exactly why I need to do this on my own. It’s clear that his heart aches for me. This beautiful man will always be my protector.

“Hey,” he whispers, reaching out to take my face in his hands. His fingers delicately trace my jawline and he runs his thumb over my lips. “I’m proud of you for doing this.”

He’s been pushing me to report his former best friend ever since it happened, but this was a decision that needed to be made on my own terms. You don’t realize just how personal that choice it is until you’re the one who is forced to make it. Never again will I silently chastise a girl for not taking action for any wrongs committed against her. Unless you’ve been in those shoes, you have no idea how painful and stressful and frustrating and heartbreaking the situation truly is.

With a moment of hesitation, Phoenix leans over and kisses me with caution and restraint. I don’t like it. He’s handling me too carefully. It makes me feel weak—and weak, I am not. I grab his head, tugging his hair with my fingertips and pull him closer, desperate to deepen our kiss. Desperate to feel safe in his arms. Desperate to forget about my fear of what’s to come. When I fall, Phoenix is my net. But when I fly, he is my wind and keeps me from hitting the bottom.

He whimpers in my mouth before pulling back. His eyes shift from concerned to questioning and then lustful. Desperation takes hold and I crawl into his lap, straddle his body and wrap my arms around his neck. There’s a conviction in my eyes that he needs to see.

“Ivy ... I’m not sure we should—”

“Shhh ...” I lick my lips and lean in and kiss him with the heat of a five alarm fire. His hesitation quickly subsides and he falls into our kiss. His tongue dances around mine as I move my hands up the back of his neck and run my fingers through his hair. I can’t remember the last time we had been this wrapped up in a single kiss. Phoenix trembles and softly moans into my mouth and I inwardly smile.

Phoenix slips his hands underneath my shirt and feels his way up my back and unclasps my bra. In one swift motion I pull my top up and over my head, tossing it across the room, then rip my bra off unceremoniously. He delicately palms my breasts before leaning down to kiss my nipples. A soft moan escapes my lips as he takes his time sucking and licking and kissing my nipples taut. When I feel him growing hard beneath me, I teasingly grind my body against his.

“You won’t be needing this for a while ...” I husk while I take off his shirt and discard it on the floor behind us. I trace my hands down his bare chest and push him flat on his back against the couch.

Impatiently we both strip off our pants and I smiles when Phoenix’s boxer briefs get caught on his ankle as he tries to kick them off. Just as I’m crawling back on top of him I realize something’s missing.

“Shit ... I need to grab a condom,” I say, moving to dash out of the room in search of protection. But he grabs my hips tightly and shakes his head.

“You’re not going anywhere right now.” He reaches out to the drawer in the coffee table and grabs a condom from underneath an old issue of Sports Illustrated. He really does think of everything.

Phoenix hands me the condom and I rip open the foil. Just as I’m about to roll it down over his hard-on, his hand is between my thigh, tenderly stroking me.

His eyes are full of want and need and never leave mine.

Fuck foreplay.

Eagerly, I grab Phoenix’s erection and guide him into my body, easing down over his impressive length. All the air leaves my lungs and my head rolls back as I still my body to take him in. When I feel his hands grab my hips and start to rock my body, I snap my head back to look at him. His gaze pierces right through me. It makes me feel vulnerable, but still sexy as fuck.

“Ivy ...” he breathes my name and I lean over, running my tongue up his jawline before gently sinking my teeth on his ear lobe. He moans and says “I want to see you.”

I sit back up and I bring one hand up cupping breast and softly stroke my clit with the other. Phoenix watches me intently as his hands are all over my body, caressing my thighs, my ass and my hips.

“You’re so beautiful,” he proclaims in appreciation. But the love in his eyes tells me he’s talking about much more than my appearance.

Phoenix’s arm reaches out and grabs my throat firmly but doesn’t squeeze. His gaze penetrates me and I know that this man is the only man to ever truly see me for who I am, the only man to ever make me feel. It is, quite possibly, the single most erotic exchange of my short-lived life. Slowly he slides his palm down between my breasts, over my stomach before moving up over my hip and onto my ass where he grabs firmly.

The gesture sends me into overdrive and I feverishly ride him harder and harder, desperate to take everything he’s willing to give me.

Phoenix quickly sits up and wraps his arms around my body, attempting to flip me over onto my back. He fails gloriously and our bodies go crashing to the floor in a loud thud. He hesitates and pushes his body weight up above me. But when a soft laugh escapes my lips, he smiles devilishly returns to ravaging every last inch of my skin. Minutes later he unwraps my right leg from his waist to reposition it against his shoulder.

“Fuck!” I shout. His depth knows no bounds. I raise my hips in the air, meeting him thrust for thrust, a sheen of sweat forming on our bodies. “God! I am so fucking close,” I cry out, moving my hips underneath him, begging for more and desperate for a release.

“Ivy!” His body tenses and he slams into me one final time, sending me over the edge. Fireworks set off in my nerves and every last inch of my body quakes. I can barely catch my breath.

Phoenix presses his forehead to mine and smiles as he kisses me. When he pulls back to look at me, he just shakes his head. “It’s a good thing we both have insurance.”

What the fuck is he talking about?

“Because at this rate, one of us is going to end up in the hospital with a sex induced injury. Between falling off the couch and crashing heads, one of us is bound to end up with a permanent scar.”

I want to tell him it’s too late. That his love has already left me with a permanent scar. Instead I softly smile and kiss him sweetly.

Phoenix rolls to his side, wedging our bodies between the couch and coffee table. He grabs the box of tissues from the table and offers it to me so we can both clean up. Then, I tuck my head in his chest and he grabs the blanket half hanging off the couch and pulls it over us before wrapping me up in his arms. It makes me feel untouchable and safe. And together on the floor, we fall into a sated sleep.
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THERE IS AN UNSETTLING FEELING when I arrive in Chicago a few days later. I know I'm probably going to see Gen at some point but I just can't bring myself to return her recent stream of phone calls. I really have nothing to say to her. Or rather, I don’t know what to say to her.

I guess sometimes silence is the loudest statement of all.

I keep reminding myself that this is a business trip. I’ll show up, make my statement, and head home. And spend a little bit of quality time with my best friend, of course. I’ll deal with the whole Genevieve ordeal when I have the emotional capacity and when I’m sure she won’t turn all psycho bitch on me again. I’m not a quick one to forgive, and while she has probably already paid her penance, I can’t bring myself to talk with her … yet.

Coming down the escalator in O’Hare airport, I’m stunned to see Rachel bouncing on the balls of her feet in excitement. I was planning on meeting her at her apartment. It’s a wonderful surprise and I practically knock an old man over as I sprint to give her a hug.

She looks different … good. Happy, even. It’s refreshing to see her this way. Things finally seem to be coming together for her.

The moment we touch, we fall back into our old ways.

“I've missed you so much, you whore!” she says excitedly.

“I've missed you too, Slut Monkey.” I laugh softly. “I just wish I were here under different circumstances.”

“I know you do. And I wish you were, too. You’ll take care of business and then we’ll catch up on life. And since you're only in town for a day and a half, we're going to make the most of it.” She winks.

Oh, God. What does she have in store for us? I'm not sure I can handle her crazy, fucked-up antics.

“So what’s new? Any love interests?” I ask, happy to catch up with my best friend live and in the flesh.

“Nah, unless you count my new found love for dry shampoo. Which probably isn’t a good thing because I’ll likely have the same hygiene habits as my Great Aunt Betty, who spends her days in a nursing home.”

I playfully take a whiff of her and she swats me away. I’ve missed the way sunbeams radiate from her smile.

“So what time do you have to go in to make your statement?” Rachel reaches out and grabs my hand, giving it a quick squeeze.

“This afternoon.” I swallow hard, trying to keep my nerves at bay. I’ve been doing my damnedest not to let everything consume me. “Except I don’t have to go downtown. They’re going to send someone out to your apartment to meet with me.”

It was a huge relief when I called the RAINN hotline and learned more about the reporting process. A small part of me was worried that I had waited too long, but they assured me that everything would be fine. I can feel the bile rising in my throat just thinking about what I’m going to say.

“Well, I, for one, am extremely proud of you. Anything that you can do to help get that two-timing, dickless spunk bubble, shit lord, pathetic excuse of a man behind bars needs to be done.”

I snort involuntarily and raise an eyebrow. “Dickless spunk bubble?”

Where does she come up with this shit?

“Catchy, isn’t it?” Her face beams with delight.

Oh, how I’ve missed your colorful commentary, Rachel.

We grab my suitcase from baggage claim and take the quick cab ride back to her apartment in Wicker Park. Rachel’s place is different from when I stayed here in a numb haze. It’s nothing like I remember it. The beige walls are long gone and she’s painted the living room a soft elephant gray. She’s scattered coral and teal accent pillows all throughout the room. Rachel always had quite the eye for style. Her life here is definitely anything but beige.

I follow her into the kitchen, which she’s painted a soft mint green that picks up the sunlight from the window above the sink. “Can I get you anything to eat?”

“Nah, I’ll just make myself some coffee. But thanks.” I walk over to her Keurig and look over her selection of k-cups before pulling out the strongest blend I can find. I’ll need it to get me through today.

“But I have waffles,” she sing-songs temptingly as she waves a bright yellow box of frozen waffles in the air.

She knows me so well. “Well, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I grab the box from her hands and pull out a pair of waffles, dropping them into the toaster.

“So does your family even know you’re in town today?” she asks before pulling down two plates from the cabinet.

“No. And frankly, I intend to keep it that way. I wouldn't mind seeing my dad, but I'm still processing everything he told me when he was in town a few weeks ago and I'm just not ready to go there again just yet.”

Rachel nods in understanding. I spent the better part of the weekend after my dad left on the phone with her analyzing everything he told me. I felt bad making Phoenix listen to me for hours on end and finally told him I needed some girl talk. There’s just something about your best friend knowing exactly the right thing to say to help make things a little more okay.

When the waffles pop up, I toss one onto each plate and climb onto the counter, making myself at home. She wouldn’t have it any other way.

I slather a generous layer of Nutella on my waffle and listen to her yammer about her upcoming interview with a notable interior design firm. It’s just for an internship position, but it sounds like there is a lot of promise if they like her. I’m thrilled that she seems to be figuring her shit out … finally.

“Okay. So before I go, do you need me to get you anything?” Rachel asks.

“Only a getaway car in the event my afternoon goes to shit.”

I grab our plates and clean up the few dishes in the kitchen before slipping into the shower in a feeble attempt to de-stress. But being alone with my thoughts only seems to make my nerves worse. I’m thankful Rachel won't be here for this. She, like Phoenix, wants to hold my hand through it all, but this is something that I have to do on my own.

The hot water does little to calm my nerves. I’m pretty sure that even a bottle of tequila wouldn’t be capable of settling my busy mind. If only it were as simple of shutting off your brain. But no, mine remains electric with anxiety.

When I get out of the shower, I keep my hair wet so the natural waves come through and I slip into my favorite pair of jeans and one of Phoenix’s old shirts. It’s my way of having him here with me today. I don’t bother putting on any makeup, but I do find the energy to at least brush my teeth.

Examining myself in the mirror, I realize that I actually look like a victim right now. I fucking hate that. I hate that I was oblivious to everything that happened. I hate that it happened, period. I didn’t ask for any of this.

I turn away, disgusted by own appearance.

Walking into her living room, I notice an envelope on the coffee table with my name on it. I instantly recognize Rachel’s chicken scratch and inwardly smile. I open the envelope to find an email from Phoenix to Rachel’s account with the subject line “Please give this to Ivy when she arrives.”

 

Dear Ivy,

 

I would give anything to be there with you today. I know how difficult this is for you and you may even be second-guessing your decision. But please know that you are doing the right thing and we are all so incredibly proud of you.

Never forget that there are people in this world who care about you, that you deserve nothing less than the best, and that not everyone in your life is a horrible, shitty person.

Do me a favor? I want you to fold this note up and put it in your pocket. That way, you’ll carry me with you today. If you ever find yourself needing a hand to hold, simply take this out and hold me tightly. It’s the next best thing to having me sitting next to you. Know that I’m with you in spirit and love you fiercely. I’ll see you tomorrow.

 

Love,

Phoenix

 

PS … I hope you know that you are my most favorite person in the history of everything that ever existed.

 

Seriously? This man thinks of everything.

His words give me strength and I want for nothing more than to be back in New York City with him. I reread his note several times, feeling a little more confident each time. How he manages to make me feel this way when he’s not even around baffles me. I want so badly to be worthy of his love. Hopefully today will bring me one step closer to that.

An obnoxious buzz pulls me from my thoughts and I walk over to the receiving box on the wall. I inhale and exhale slowly, counting to ten. I reach my hand to hit the button on the wall and hesitate a moment. The buzz shrieks again.

I need to do this. I need to do this. I have to do this.

“Hello?” I don’t recognize the shaky voice that comes from my mouth. It scares me.

“Hi. It’s Officer Danya Brown. I have my partner, Officer Lori Webster, with me. May we please come up?” Her voice is kind. Warm, even. And although I haven’t even seen her face to face, it already offers me the slightest bit of relief.

I don’t respond but push the buzzer, allowing them inside the building before I change my mind. Quickly, I fold Phoenix’s note up and clench it tightly in my fist before unlocking the front door, leaving it cracked.

I move to sit on Rachel’s couch.

And wait.
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“I HATE THAT I CAN’T remember anything,” I admit feebly.

“Just because you can’t remember doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” Officer Webster’s voice is compassionate and puts me at ease.

I’ve spent the past hour recounting the party in Madison, sharing every detail that I can remember ...

Arguing with Matt, the drinking, Sully introducing me to Phoenix, drinking some more, the strange exchange between the guys, the shots, the dancing, drinking the keg dry, and then waking up the next morning feeling like I’d been plowed by a steamroller. My heart hurts and my soul aches, but I finally feel like I can breathe again.

I look at the folded piece of paper in my hands and mindlessly trace my fingers along the creases of it. I’ve been clutching onto Phoenix’s note like my life depended on it ever since the pair arrived. I genuinely wish I had allowed him to travel back here with me. His presence makes me stronger.

“Do you think Phoenix would be willing to make an official statement? Knowing Mr. Sullivan’s history of illicit behavior, he could really help us strengthen our case,” Officer Brown says, closing her notebook shut on her lap.

“I ... I don’t think that would be a problem.” If it would help put Sully away for a while and bring a small semblance of justice to what happened, I have no doubt he would cooperate with authorities.

Even though there’s no time limit on stepping forward, I feel guilty for not reporting Sully sooner. Going to the police would have sealed his fate weeks ago and Genevieve, while she no doubt would hate me even more, she would at least not be bruised and battered. But I know firsthand that not all scars are visible.

“Well, let us know,” Office Brown says, handing me a card with her contact information on it. I look at it carefully and nod slowly as the pair stands to leave.

“Listen, Ivy ... You’ve been through a lot, not just physically, but emotionally as well. I want to encourage you to seek counseling if you haven’t already done so. There is nothing to be ashamed about. You are a survivor of sexual violence. By speaking with us today, you are taking the right steps in bringing justice not only for your situation, but for countless of other women.”

I nod, knowing she’s right, then stand to walk them to the door, thanking them for their time. As they leave, they take the weight of my reality with them.

 

 

THE AFTERNOON PASSES IN A blur and I am emotionally exhausted by the time they leave.

I open Phoenix’s note in my lap and reread, “I hope you know that you are my most favorite person in the history of everything that ever existed.” I place my palm over the words on the page. I would rather be holding him than his words right now. I often wonder what life would be like if I had met him in another place at another time. Would he be as overprotective of me? Would we be this crazy in love? I honestly don't know.

The whole notion of each person having only one soulmate baffles me. I mean, there have to be countless people that you can fall in love with, right? But I imagine that only a select few can be epically great.

And Phoenix and I …

Our love story can be more than epic.

I pull out my phone and look at it quickly, feeling a flash of disappointment when I see he hasn’t reached out to me today.

 

Ivy: I miss you.

 

Phoenix: I miss you too. More than you know. How did it go?

 

Ivy: About as good as it could, I guess.

 

Phoenix: Good. I'll call you tonight when I get off of work I love you, cubby bear

 

Ivy: I love you, too.

 

I’ve got a little bit of time to kill before Rachel gets back home, so I settle back onto her couch and flip through the TV channels. I’m desperate for some mindless banter in the background so I don’t have to sit alone in my thoughts. It doesn’t work very well.

When my phone rings, I jump up to grab it, thinking it’s Phoenix. Annoyance jolts through me when I read Genevieve’s name on my screen. I send it to voicemail. She calls again. Voicemail. And the third time she calls, I simply silence my phone.

I know I need to talk to her. And I will. Just not right now.

When my phone silently lights up on the cushion with a text message, curiosity gets the best of me.

 

Genevieve: Are you in town?

 

Shit. How the hell does she know I’m in Chicago right now? There’s no way she knows. Nobody but Rachel and Phoenix know I’m here.

Genevieve calls a total of seven times and sends me three more text messages before I give up, turn my phone off and close my eyes, shutting out the world.

Much to her chagrin, when Rachel arrives home that night I’m not really in the mood to go out and paint the town fuchsia. What I really need is some girl time.

“Fine,” Rachel eventually agrees, “but I’m picking the food and the movie.”

I fold my legs up underneath me on her couch as I listen to the rain come crashing down against the window. Rachel orders from my favorite Chicago-style pizza joint and we have ourselves a good old-fashioned pajama party, complete with wine and a Channing Tatum movie marathon.

“I swear I could watch this one scene on repeat and die a happy woman,” Rachel comments just as Magic Mike begins to grind the floor during Pony.

“Oh, hell yeah.” There’s something about a way a guy dances that tells you everything you need to know about his bedroom capabilities. My mind flashes to the first time I danced with Phoenix.

Just when Channing Tatum pulls down his sweatpants to reveal his g-string, Rachel’s door buzzer sounds.

“You weren’t expecting anyone, were you?”

“No.” Rachel furrows her eyebrows curiously. “I was just planning to hang out with you tonight.” The buzzer shrills again, signifying the person outside is quite impatient. Rachel runs across the room to speak into the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Rachel! Let me up. It’s Genevieve.”

I cringe at the sound of her voice and feverishly shake my head no. She is not doing this to me. Not here. Not now. I will not be ambushed by her bullshit.

“I know Ivy is there. Please let me up. I need to talk to her! It’s important.”

“Don't you dare.” I shoot daggers at Rachel. Her finger hesitates over the button, but she sits back down next to me.

“How did she even know where I live?”

I shrug. “How does she even know I’m in town?”

Eventually, the buzzer stops and we continue with our movie until we nearly freak the fuck out when a fist beats on Rachel's door. It’s desperate, and it sounds like the whole damn wall is going to cave in.

“Ivy!” the voice pleads.

Are you fucking kidding me? I pause the movie, roll my eyes and walk to the door, opening it a little too aggressively.

“What do you want, Gen?”

Her clothes are drenched and she shivers as she pushes her way into Rachel’s living room. It’s either storming much worse than we thought or she has been outside waiting for a while. Both, probably. But one thing hasn’t changed, being in her presence still makes my hair stand on end and my stomach turn in disgust.

“Oh, Ivy! I’m so glad you’re here.”

Genevieve turns to me and opens her arms for a hug, which goes unreciprocated. She stands there for a moment before dropping her arms back down to her sides. Her soft pink tunic blouse is stuck to her skin, revealing her black bra underneath. It’s like the forces of nature are making her pay for her crimes of fashion. I feel bad for everything she’s been through, but my empathy isn’t enough to make me fake some bullshit sisterly bond.

“I guess I probably deserve that.”

She probably deserves a cunt punt to the moon if we’re being honest. I softly snort and shut the door before walking back over to take my seat on the couch. I act like her presence doesn’t phase me, but I am totally affected and in all the wrong ways. Does she even realize that everyone around her simply tolerates her because we have to?

“What do you want, Gen?” I ask again.

She stands in the middle of the room awkwardly. She’s not accustomed to feeling unwelcome in someone’s home, and she doesn’t know if she should simply sit or be invited to make herself at home. Admittedly it’s entertaining to watch.

“I just wanted you to know that I really appreciate you coming back home and making a statement for me.”

She thinks I did this for her? Is she mental? Her husband is the one who rapes me and she thinks that I’ve come back here to help her. Of course, she finds a way to make this about her. Why should I expect anything less?

“Let me make one thing clear, Genevieve,” I say slowly and deliberately. “I didn't come back here for you. I came here to make that asshole pay. I came here to make sure your husband doesn’t drug anyone else. Doesn’t rape anyone else. Doesn’t hurt anyone else. He is a monster. Please don’t think I’m here doing you any favors.” I’m surprised that I’m panting and practically shouting. I was so even-keeled two-seconds ago.

Genevieve’s shoulders slink down and her bottom lip quivers.

“I know. I just...”

She drops her purse off her shoulder and it hits the floor at the same time my heart bottoms out. I watch her fall to her knees and sob. There’s a tiny part of me that wants to reach out and comfort her but it’s taking most of my effort not to pull her back up on her own two feet just so I can bitch slap her properly. But if I’m going to bitch slap someone, I’m not going to do it at their lowest point. I’ve been there and it’s arguably the loneliest place in the world.

The silence in the room is painstakingly uncomfortable. Rachel looks from me to Genevieve and then back at me again. I want her to kick Genevieve out, but there’s some sadistic part of me that wants her to stay. Even through all the bullshit she’s pulled and all the drama she’s been through, she’s still my sister. And I’ll forever hate what that monster did to her—did to us.

I sigh audibly, my shoulders rising and falling with my chest. I can feel my features soften and I quickly glance at Rachel, wordlessly letting her know that Genevieve needs to stay for a little bit. I know she has answers. And I know answering them won’t come easily. The sheer thought of watching her squirm brings me a small fucked up sense of satisfaction.

“I'll just give you two a moment.” Rachel slips out of the room as if reading my mind. Channing Tatum is still frozen on her TV screen, dripping sex. I can’t even stare appreciatively because Genevieve has found yet another way to infiltrate herself in my life and ruin things. Once we hear Rachel’s bedroom door shut and her stereo kick on, Genevieve lifts her gaze from the ground to look at me.

“Get up,” I say.

Genevieve looks pathetic sitting on the ground in front of me, but she doesn’t move. She just contorts her face into the most unglamorous sniffle I’ve ever seen. I push myself off the couch and reach my hands out to her in a tiny gesture of kindness. Reluctantly, Gen grabs them and I pull her to her feet and tilt my head to the empty recliner against the wall. I walk back over to the couch and toss her Rachel’s fleece throw blanket to help warm her up.

This could very well be the nicest thing I’ve done for her since we were kids.

“I’ve been trying to call you for a few weeks now.” I haven’t heard Genevieve’s voice this sheepish since we were little kids. “I’m not sure if you even got my messages.”

I nod, acknowledging her effort, but don’t say anything because it simply isn’t worth my air. She isn’t worth my air. Well, that’s not entirely true. But I don’t want her to know that.

“I just … I owe you an apology. You know, for everything.” Her eyes are bloodshot and she is packing some serious bags underneath them, but she doesn’t look at me and speaks to the floor. “I feel horrible the way things played out. I should have sided with you. Believed you. I never should have married CJ. I just … I don’t know.” She pauses thoughtfully before locking eyes with mine. “My life is so fucked up. I focused on all the wrong things. I’m sorry.”

That’s it? That’s all I get? I have no idea how to respond to that.

Genevieve draws the blanket to her more closely and caves in on herself, a feat that seems impossible. For a woman of so many words, brevity seems to have struck her at a convenient moment.

She sighs audibly. “Look ... there’s no way I can justify my actions,” she continues, her face desperate with regret. “And I won’t even begin to give you excuses because everything I’ve done is inexcusable. I just hate that it took both of us getting hurt to realize it. I know I don’t deserve it, but I do hope that you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me.”

This is single-handedly the more sincere moment we’ve shared in more than two decades of sisterhood. But just because someone apologizes doesn’t mean they should be forgiven.

I’m happy that she realizes she fucked up. I hate that it took her a black eye and broken heart to figure it all out though. Nobody deserves to be on the receiving end of abuse. But as much as she’d like to make this conversation about her right now, I simply don’t have time or capacity for her apologies. And even if I were to accept her apology, it doesn't change anything. I can’t forgive her. Not yet, at least. Her words can't change what she did. How she behaved. All the cruel things she said. Only time and her actions.

“It’s okay.” It’s really not, but I can hear the sincerity in her voice and a small part of me wants to try and be sympathetic since it was the same dickless spunk bubble who ruined both of us. Besides, I don’t want to get on the arguing carousel with her right now. Who knows how long that ride would last?

“Thank you for being so understanding, Ivy. I just—”

“I need to ask you something,” I say, cutting her off. Partly because if I don’t do it now, I never will. But also because I can’t bring myself to listen to her prattle on about their so-called relationship.

“Okay?” She’s uncomfortable but still willing to talk, which is more than what I can say for Phoenix these days.

I exhale slowly and wrap my arms around my knees. “Listen, Genevieve … I need you to tell me about the night you met CJ.” My stomach rolls at the thought of Phoenix lying to me. Or maybe it’s churning at the fact that I’m searching for answers behind his back when he assured me there was nothing to worry about. Either way, that stomach-curdling sensation has returned and I feel like I’m going to throw up again.

“Huh? I really don’t want to talk about him, Ivy. I just want CJ to be a blip on the radar and move on. It doesn’t matter.”

She runs her palms over her face and pulls at her hair. Unfortunately, that man has left more than a blip on both of our lives.

“Yes, it does. Please, Gen …”

“Why?”

“I just … I just need to know. Okay?”

I watch her sigh deeply, searching the air for some kind of memory to come back to her. “I honestly don’t remember much about that night.”

“I know you don’t. But you owe it to me to try, Gen.” I lean forward, pressing her for details. Something … anything.

Her breaths fill the void and send chills up my spine. I mindlessly look at the patterns on the throw rug, trying to suppress the demons in my imagination.

“It was at some college bar down in Champaign. I was there with some girlfriends and we met up with a group of guys. I was pretty fucked up that night. Like most nights,” she adds the last part softly with a sad flash in her eyes and I know she’s trying to tell me that she was coked out. “After partying for a while, we went to some apartment for after hours and it all is pretty hazy after that. I know Phoenix was there, and I assume CJ was, too. But I honestly don’t remember meeting CJ until the next morning.”

“What else happened?”

“I don’t know. We were all fucked up in various capacities. Half of us crashed there and I got CJ’s number before I left the next day.”

The story sounds a bit familiar. Has it crossed her mind at all that she could have been a victim of CJ’s bullshit as well?

“Think, Genevieve.” I press her memory, knowing it will be most likely useless.

“I remember dancing with Phoenix and flirting with one of the other guys. Bradley, maybe? I don't know. There might have been body shots. I vaguely recall taking a line in the kitchen. It was so long ago, I really can’t remember.”

I blanche at her confession. The thought of Phoenix taking a body shot off of anyone, let alone my sister, makes me wince.

“I don't see why any of this matters, Ivy.” Her eyes are panicked and there’s a charge in the air between us.

“Because Hailey said something to me in passing and it’s been chewing at me for weeks. I thought Phoenix was keeping something from me, bu—”

“Ugh, Hailey. That bitch will say anything to get her way. Her jealousy seriously knows no bounds.”

Does she actually hear herself talking?

“But she sa—”

“I honestly wouldn’t worry too much about it, Ivy. Everybody knows that almost everything she says is a lie and she only looks out for herself. Besides, Phoenix is so into you. I really don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

I’m unsure how to respond to this. This seems like legit sisterly advice, but she’s never been in the position to offer up her opinions so sincerely. Nor has she ever behaved like a legit sister.

“If you manage to remember anything else, would you please let me know?”

“Of course.” She sighs and shifts uncomfortably in the chair. “And, Ivy, I meant what I said. I am sorry.”

When Genevieve finally gets up to leave, it’s pushing midnight. She gave me a hug before slipping out and it’s the most cordial gesture we’ve shared in our adult lives.

It’s still storming outside and I feel like I have lightning in my bones when the thunder claps in the distance. My mind has been racing non-stop, thinking about Genevieve dancing with Phoenix, pawing at him, toying with him, doing God knows what else with him.

Shit. I have to get that visual erased from my mind.

After Rachel goes to bed, I grab my phone off the coffee table and curse myself for not realizing I never turned it back on. I quickly boot it back up and see that I have more voicemails than when I turned it off. Picking up the messages, I quickly delete the messages from Genevieve and smile when I hear Phoenix's voice. Even at a distance, his presence is calming.

God, I miss him.

I need more than his voice right now. I know it’s late and he has work in the morning, but I don’t care. I dial his number from memory and it connects me to him through FaceTime after three rings.

“Hey, baby...” he mumbles sleepily into the phone. His head is resting on the pillow and I can tell he’s sleeping without his shirt on. Clearly, I’ve woken him up. Phoenix stifles a yawn. “I was worried about you. You never returned my calls.” He shifts in our bed. I wish I were lying there next to him in our little oasis of colorful, overstuffed pillows and not here in Chicago with Rachel.

“I’m so sorry. I turned my phone off when Gen started calling me and I guess I forgot to turn it back on.”

“Genevieve?” He chokes on her name and slowly sits up. It’s hard to read his face since it’s a bit dark on his end, but he more awake at the sound of my sister’s name.

“Yeah. I don’t know how, but she knew I was in town. I never even mentioned it to my dad.”

“That’s really weird,” he says softly as I nod. “So everything went okay when you made your statement?”

“I guess.” It’s impossible not to notice how quickly and eager he is to get off of the subject of my sister. “I’m not sure when I’ll hear anything from them next, but they really appreciated me coming forward, even after all this time. They said they’ll keep me posted on what details they can share with me about the case.”

“Good.” He shares a tight-lipped smile and I can see it in his eyes just how much he misses me. I’m on the cusp about bringing up what Genevieve had said earlier, but Phoenix needs me to trust him. I need me to trust him. The only way our relationship is going to work is if we can work through our own insecurities and trust each other. A large part of my string of failed relationships and the never-ending parade of men was because of my lack of trust.

“I miss you,” he says sweetly. His words melt my core.

“I miss you, too.” More than you could ever imagine.

As Phoenix tells me about his day, I settle in on Rachel’s couch, pulling a heavy quilt up over my legs.

“Don’t hang up on me tonight, Ivy,” he asks, tilting his phone up against the pillow next to him.

“I won’t,” I promise him.

Then we fall asleep together next to each other, with thousands of miles between us. Just like we used to.
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WHEN I ARRIVE BACK IN Manhattan, I head straight to the gallery rather than home. As much as I want to be back in Phoenix’s arms, I’m still silently stewing over everything Genevieve told me. I need a little more space and time to process. And he needs me to trust him. And if I walk in with Genevieve’s story of the night she met Phoenix weighing heavily on my mind, I may as well be holding a ticking time bomb. I fucking hate that I am being such a girl these days. I vowed I would never be one of those super confusing and conflicting bitches whose emotions get the best of her. But alas, here I am. One super confused and conflicted bitch. Sigh.

I just need a few hours to help clear my mind. Convince myself that they were drunk and he simply doesn’t remember because they were stupid and in college and partying. Because if he remembered, he’d tell me. Right? He knows where I stand with lying—at least now he does—and I don’t think he’d be game for castration. And if we’re being entirely honest, that would be a waste of a God-given gift. And womankind should not be deprived of that kind of glory. And by womankind I mean me.

Besides, not only do I want to forget about it all for a little while, but I legitimately need to make sure everything is moving forward as it should so we can start thinking about the final preparations for Brock’s show. I don’t care that it’s almost the end of the workday.

“Hey! My little chocolate truffle muffin filled with tequila-flavored sunshine is back!”

Truffle muffin? Tequila-flavored sunshine? Where the hell does he come up with this shit? I fake a smile, pushing all of my emotional turmoil to the back of my mind.

“That I am.”

I leave my suitcase in the back office and quickly get brought up to speed on things. With just a week left before the show, we’re still behind on the vendor details for opening night. I’m just about to dial the caterer’s phone number when Brock pops into the office, knocking like a madman as he walks through the door.

“So how was your whirlwind trip to the Windy City?”

“Eh, it was fine.” I’m deliberately vague.

“Really?” He gives me a pointed look that travels right down his nose. “I don’t buy that for one minute. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

“Really. It was fine. I’m fine. How was everything here?”

“Oh, you know,” he flicks his wrist, “the usual. The fairest of them all made an appearance and was none too happy with your absence.”

Huh?

“Who?”

“Farrah ...” he rolls his eyes dramatically. “She came by to get the updated press preview invite list. Seemed really inconvenienced by your travel plans.”

“Whatever. I cleared everything with James.”

Brock shrugs and I shrug off the thought of her attitude. Outside of work, Farrah and I could actually be good friends. Beneath her tough exterior, I know there is a sweet girl who enjoys sarcasm as strong as her drinks. And hopefully she thinks the same of me.

 

 

A FEW HOURS LATER, I am bombarded with the most amazing smell of Italian when I step into our apartment. My mouth waters at the rich aroma of zesty sauces and melted cheese. I follow my nose into our dimly lit kitchen and see Phoenix's back hunched over the sink, scrubbing a pan.

I know he can hear me drop my bag to the floor, but he doesn't turn around to greet me. The gesture speaks volumes.

“Hi,” I say softly.

“Hey … You’re finally home.” I hate the sadness in his voice. I hate that I’m somehow responsible for it. I hate everything about this moment in time.

I take a single step through the doorframe into the kitchen.

“I’ve been worried about you. I thought you would have gotten home hours ago. I took the afternoon off to spend with you. I know we've both been so busy and distracted lately, so I wanted to surprise you with a nice dinner. Hopefully, it still tastes good.”

I hate that he’s so annoyed with me. Though I know I did this to myself. So really, I hate that I’m displacing my own self-loathing on him.

I watch as he scrapes the rest of the unfinished food on his plate into the garbage can. My heart sinks. “Phoenix … I'm so sorry. I should have called.”

“Or, at the very least, texted me back.”

I jump as a fork clanks in the sink.

“You texted?” I quickly grab my phone from my purse and cringe when I see a missed call and three texts from Phoenix.

I want to tell him how, when I looked up from my desk, I was shocked to see it was dark outside and nearly nine o’clock. How I've been so involved with coordinating the details of the press preview I completely lost track of time. How I instantly grabbed my bag and ran out the door to hail a cab.

But I don’t say anything.

Because none of that matters right now.

In spite of what he is or isn’t telling me, the only thing that matters is that I’ve hurt him. Phoenix went out of his way to do something nice for me, and I’ve managed to ruin it without even trying.

“It's not a big deal, Ivy.”

He sighs and turns to pops a plate of leftover lasagna in the microwave. Judging by the mess left all over counters and the burned out votive candles on our tiny kitchen table, it is a big deal. He clearly spent a good deal of time making me what was once a romantic dinner. From scratch. All he wanted to do was show me just how much he loves me. How much he missed me while I was in Chicago. And I didn’t even give him the courtesy of calling to let him know I was headed to work when I landed.

With each beat of my heart, guilt penetrates my body.

“Phoenix …” I close the gap between us and grab his shoulder, spinning him around to face me. “I feel horrible. I lost track of time and raced home when I saw it was dark outside.”

I am such a bitch for not coming straight home and into his arms. Why do we instinctively feel that way when we've wronged the ones who love us most?

“I know, Ivy. I just feel so disconnected with you lately. I want nothing more than to be there for you and you push me away. I don’t want to do anything but help the woman I love the most, and I can’t even be there with her when she has to do one of the most difficult things she’ll ever face. Then, when the only thing I want is to spend a nice night in with my girl, she prefers the company of work than actually facing her problems and spending time with her boyfriend.”

Whoa.

The sadness turns to annoyance and dare I say anger? It leaves me speechless. I don’t know how to react to him being upset with me. If anything, I thought I would be the one with a point of contention tonight.

I jump when the microwave lets out an obnoxious beep. Phoenix pulls the lasagna out, placing it on our small table.

I’m not hungry, but telling him that would only pour salt in the wound. So I take a seat in the empty chair and force myself to take a bite. Surprisingly, the flavors dance on my tongue. He has really outdone himself with this meal. I eat about half of the plate before I come up for air. Apparently I was hungrier than I thought.

“This is really good.”

“It was my grandmother's recipe. One of the few things I have of my mom's mom.”

I spear another piece with my fork and pop it in my mouth, appreciating the flavors. I don't recall him ever talking about his grandmother.

He sits with me as I eat, mostly in silence. Occasionally he takes a swig of his beer, and I can't help but wonder what number he's on, knowing that I’m to blame.

“Do you want to watch a movie tonight?”

I could really use some one on one time cuddling with him on the couch; try to forget about all of Gen’s bullshit that I'm reading too much into. Forget about upsetting him by not coming home once I landed. Forget all of our grievances and just exist together as a couple. Get back to what makes us great. It would be so much fun to resurrect the lost art of making out. I miss his touch, his nearness on every level. It doesn't matter that I crawl into bed with him each night; he still feels guarded, distant. And it's killing me slowly.

“Nah, not tonight, Ivy.” He slides his chair back and finishes his beer in one gulp. “I'm actually exhausted. I think I'm just going to go to bed.”

“Is everything okay, Phoenix?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“I meant with us. Are things okay with us?” I fold the napkin and place it on the table next to my plate.

Phoenix slumps his shoulders and nods subtly. But I know things aren’t okay. I’m just desperate for his reassurance. He puts his hand on the back of my chair and gives me a soft, closed-mouth kiss. It doesn't feel right.

“I’m sorry about tonight, Phoenix,” I say to his back as he moves to walk out of the kitchen.

“I know you are.” His voice is weak and laced with disappointment. “I am, too.” Then he disappears into our bedroom.

My heart sinks and I push the half eaten plate of lasagna away from my body. I hate that I can hurt him so easily without intention. A moment later, Phoenix quietly closes our bedroom door. Through wet, blurry eyes I see the light from underneath the door turn off. I fold my arms on the table and cry softly into my arms. I feel so distant to everyone these days.

After I finish cleaning up in the kitchen, I lose myself in a steamy shower and slip into my favorite Led Zeppelin T-shirt. I quietly tiptoe into our room, careful not to wake Phoenix. Gently, I ease myself under the covers and rest my head on the cool side of the pillow. It feels so good against my cheek.

Looking at Phoenix's broad shoulders, I resist reaching out to wake him.

“Goodnight, Phoenix. I love you,” I say in a faint whisper. I roll over, my back to him and settle in for sleep.

A minute or so later, I hear a faint sniffle. “I love you too, Ivy.” And just like that, he's at my back, arms wrapping around me, his body molding perfectly around mine.

His grip is tight. Needy.

He whispers, “So fucking much” hotly into the back of my neck before pressing his lips on my shoulder. I close my eyes shut and surrender to his words. “But please ... please stop shutting me out. I’m not a doormat. I’m your boyfriend.”

You’re more than that, actually.

I know it seems stupid, and perhaps I’m blind, but I never saw my actions as shutting him out until now. I’ve always been in control with past relationships, but this ... What we have is an equal balance of power, and every last little thing I do affects him in some way. And lately, everything I’ve done has crushed him in some capacity.

I turn around in his arms to face him, the weight of my actions visible in his glossy eyes.

“I’m so, so sorry Phoenix.” I press my lips to his chest and kiss him gently.

“I know. But I need more than just words, Ivy. I need you to show me.” His words are soft but honest. And I feel absolutely horrible for the way things have played out between us lately.

Tears spill down my cheeks as he takes my face in his hand, gently thumbing the drops away. “I promise,” I whisper with a sniffle. And I really do mean that. I intend to show him.

We don’t make love in the traditional sense. We simply create it at an exponential rate with words and apologies and nothing more than soft kisses.

And it's the closest I've felt to him since my birthday.
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IT’S BEEN A LONG DAY.

Most of it has been spent catering to Brock’s every whim, and while it’s really interrupting my productivity, it’s at least keeping my mind off of the fact that things don’t feel entirely normal between us.

It’s too cold.

It’s not cold enough.

There’s a fly in here and it’s pissing me off.

The stain on the floor isn’t dark enough to complement the stands that some of my pieces sit on.

I can’t concentrate over the sound of your gum chewing. Never mind the fact I wasn’t chewing gum at all.

I’m in the back office working on some vendor invoices for a few special events during the course of the show when Brock walks in and seats himself on the corner of the desk, perched upon the stack of papers I was sorting through. Of course. He crosses his legs at the knee, folds his hands and his lap theatrically and purses his lips.

“You’ve been off since you got back from Chicago. I know you insisted that everything was fine yesterday, but I’m sensing that things aren’t as kosher as you claim. Is everything okay, Sugar Lips?”

“Ugh. Don’t call me that.” That name reminds me of a one night stand I had with Dalton my sophomore year of college the weekend before spring semester began. He brought me back to his apartment after a long night of drinking at Great Dane. He tried a little too hard at being kinky and pulled out a strawberry frosting flavored lube that was supposed to heighten my senses. He applied so much that I went numb and he wouldn’t stop referring to my nether regions as “Sugar Lips” since they apparently tasted so good. The only reason this particular one night stand is burned into my brain for all of eternity is because the following week I walked into my anthropology class to find Dalton as my T.A. He proceeded to call me Sugar for the entire semester. My skin still crawls at the memory.

I spin my chair around and pull the catering purchase order off of the printer, mentally noting that I need to get these out before the end of the week.

He snaps his fingers twice at me and raises an eyebrow. “Hellooooo. Over here, Ivy! Don’t avoid the question.”

This guy is seriously relentless. I am not going to spill my guts to Brock. I need to keep this relationship as professional as possible. So I dig into my old bag of tricks and pull out one of my personal favorites: denial.

“Everything’s fine, Brock. Really.” I plaster the fake plastic smile I perfected through all of those fake plastic years I spent in my parent’s house, trying my best to convince him to drop the subject. “You’ll have all of your pieces moved in by the fifteenth, right?”

“Nuh-uh.” He shakes his head with a little more attitude than is necessary.

“Brock! We open the sixteenth!”

“I mean yes. Yes, everything will be moved in, but no changing the subject on me.”

I sigh and Brock hops down off of the desk and sits down on my lap, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. He brings his cheek next to mine and hugs me tenderly. “So what did lover boy do wrong?”

“Nothing,” I snap, a little too quickly.

He grinds his teeth and leans back to look me square in the eyes. “You don’t have to lie to me, Baby Cakes.” He takes a loose piece of hair that fell from my ponytail and sweeps it from my face. “Boys are stupid. And that snickerdoodle of yours is no exception, Dirty Girl Scout.”

I wouldn’t call Phoenix stupid. Sure, he made a dumbass choice when he elected not to tell me about Hailey. And then there’s the million-dollar question about whether or not he actually remembers hanging out with my sister that fateful drunken night. But he’s been nothing but sweet and supportive through all of my crazy, fucked up antics.

I didn’t know how to breathe until Phoenix walked into my life. He keeps me grounded and sane. And in spite of our current disconnect, he is the glue to my everything.

“Really, Brock, it’s nothing. We’re just … a little out of sync right now.” I keep my voice light, trying to downplay everything, but it’s not far from the truth.

“I’m sorry.” He reaches out and touches my cheek.

The gesture makes me uncomfortable. I hate that our professional relationship is morphing into one where he deems it necessary to impart his sage wisdom upon me whenever he sees fit. If I wanted, or hell, even needed his two cents, I certainly would ask.

“Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault.” I hate empty apologies out of sympathy. Or empathy. Or apathy.

Brock sighs and shrugs. I try to push him out from my lap, but the dude is a fucking brick. He may look a bit on the lean side, but he is heavy.

“But,” he raises his index finger into the air grandly, “I know how you can get yourself back in sync.” He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.

“We’ll be fine, Brock. Let it go,” I deadpan. I don’t need this right now. And I certainly don’t need this from him of all people. There is shit to do. I try to push him again, but he just laughs.

“You just need to use your power of … persuasion.” He folds his arms across his chest and winks at me. “And, honey, you’ll win. You have all of the power. Don’t you know that the vagina always wins?”

I snort softly under my breath. “How do you figure?”

Brock rolls his eyes, shocked that this is news to me.

“It’s a scientific fact. That little clit of yours has more than eight thousand nerve endings bundled tightly together. The penis? It only has four thousand. Clearly, your hoo-ha wins. That glorious golden ticket that Grandpa Joe broke out in a musical number over in the Willy Wonka movie? He was singing about your vagina. And Buzz and Woody in Toy Story? Think about it! With names like that they are all about your vaj. That tunnel of love is superior, baby!”

I roll my eyes and laugh as I push him off of my lap.

“What? It’s true. You’ve got the ultimate finger food between those thighs.” He waves his finger in the general vicinity of my crotch with a wicked smile. “That vagina of yours is a magical thing. If I had one, you bet your cute little ass I’d be out flaunting it more often than not. You are seriously underestimating the powers that your vagina possesses.”

“Brock! Can we please stop talking about my vagina?”

“Oh shush. You know I’m just jealous.” He winks. “All I’m saying is that for better or worse, your vagina is the key to setting things straight again. Why not use it for good?”

My eyes grow wide at his comment, and my mouth hangs open, words failing to express my disgust and amusement. Is he really implying that I should be putting out to get back on the same page with Phoenix? I mean it’s not necessarily a bad idea. It feels very much like something that the old Ivy would do, but I guess every now and then she had a halfway good idea. I, however, don’t want to receive advice from my gay artist in residence who I’m desperately trying to keep at arms length purely for professional reasons.

“I’ll think about it.” I roll my eyes, humoring him.

“All I’m saying is give it a try when you get home tonight. Sometimes you just need to shut up, turn off your damn brain and let your body do all the talking to make things right again. Trust me, I bet you’ll see just how extraordinary that snatch patch of yours can be.”

“Go home, Brock.” I shake my head incredulously.

“You, too. Go home. Get laid. Come back tomorrow in a better mood, please. Your negativity is crushing my mojo.”

I want to tell him where he can put that mojo, but I bite my tongue, knowing that the comment would end up the butt of yet another inappropriate sexual joke. So I simply shake my head in disbelief. Brock blows me a kiss as he leaves and I sit in silence, mulling over his suggestion.

I throw myself back into work and when I finally come up for air, I notice just how late it actually is. Midnight.

Fuck.

I am certainly not earning any brownie points these days. I quickly wrap things up and head home with the resolve to at the very least make a subtle insinuation with Phoenix.

After all, an apologetic blow job couldn’t hurt, could it?

 

 

A BELL CHIMES GENTLY AGAINST the door when I walk into the laundromat later that evening. Phoenix looks up from his chair, surprised.

“What are you doing here so late?” He closes the book he’s reading and stands. His arms open wide to welcome me, and I quickly close the space between us.

“I could ask the same of you.” I smile and let him wrap me in his arms.

“Well, the laundry room flooded, and you were running dangerously low on underwear, so I thought I’d help out since you’ve been so busy with work lately. I’d hate to be the guy whose girlfriend simply doesn’t wear panties because all of hers are too dirty. Not that I’d complain in our own home … but … you know.” He blushes at the admission.

Oh, Phoenix. You are ever the overprotective, borderline jealous boyfriend. And I love you for it.

“Thank you,” I say sheepishly. “Listen … I know I’ve been really wrapped up with the gallery and Brock’s show and with traveling back to Chicago, and I haven’t had much time to spend with you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m guilty of working late, too.” He kisses my forehead and leads me over to the plastic chairs in the back corner. “How’d you know I was here?”

“When I got home tonight, I was bummed you weren’t home. I was looking forward to curling up with you in bed.” I playfully walk my index and middle finger up his shirt with a shy smile. “I heard music next door and stopped by Thom’s, thinking you were over there having a drink with him. He mentioned he saw you leave with a few baskets of laundry, and I figured the only open laundromat in a ten-block radius was a smart starting point. Looks like I was right.”

“You didn’t have to come down all this way, you know. You could have just called.”

“I did. But someone left his cell phone on the coffee table.” I smile and hand him his phone, secretly proud I didn’t go snooping through it when he wasn’t looking. Learning to trust is a tough thing. “Besides, I’ve missed you. Lots.”

“I’ve missed you, too. I’ve missed us.” His lips meet mine hungrily. “I hate that we haven’t made time for each other lately. We live in the same freaking apartment, yet we rarely get to be together.”

Sadness and relief wash over me. I'm thankful that he misses me just as much as I’ve missed him, but I hate that this is what our life is right now. We both know that this craziness is only temporary. But I want nothing more than to curl into him and never let go, even when the sun rises.

“Come here,” he says, pulling me to his body tight. “It’ll be all right. We’re both giving one hundred and ten percent to prove ourselves to the proverbial man. But we’ve got each other. And really, that’s what matters.”

“I know. I just don’t want our professional success to come at the cost of our relationship. I hate that.”

“Me too, Ivy. Me too.”

I think about how we've gotten away from our weekly date nights to explore the city and it hits me just how much I miss him. It’s hard not to feel like a lovestruck, smitten pathetic schoolgirl when I get in my head like this.

I look at my adoring boyfriend and give him a sad smile. Sensing my need for his touch, Phoenix leans down and kisses me feverishly again. His tongue slips into my mouth and blissfully dances around mine. He tastes so fucking good and smells like he stepped out of the shower. He reaches up to take my face in his hands, and electric tingles shoot straight through my legs.

I can’t get Brock’s suggestion out of my mind.

He pulls away, cutting our kiss short. A small whimper escapes my lips, and I fight the urge to pull his mouth right back to mine. He takes a loose piece of hair in his hand and lets it fall through his fingers.

“But look, you're here now. And the clothes have at another forty minutes in the dryer. So let’s make the most of our time together.” He beams, happy with my presence. “Unless you’re tired? I could meet you back at home.”

“Nope! Not tired,” I say a little too eagerly.

Phoenix sits down in the plastic chair and picks up the book he was reading before I arrived. I instantly recognize the cover and raise an eyebrow at him.

“Pride and Prejudice?”

“Hey, don’t judge. I've never read it before and I know it’s one of your favorites. I wanted to see what it was about.”

My heart bursts as I lie across the plastic chairs, putting my head in his lap. He brushes my hair delicately as he begins to read Austen's words aloud, describing Elizabeth's visit with her Aunt and Uncle in Pemberley. She is standing at a window, detailing the estate before her, but really she is describing Darcy and her change of heart.

The humming of the dryer paired with Phoenix's voice and Austen's words soothe my body. It’s difficult to not get lost in the romanticism of it all. My fingers instinctively stroke the soft khaki fabric of his shorts. There is nowhere else I'd rather be. No one else I'd rather be with. I am his and he is mine.

When Phoenix reaches the end of chapter forty-three, he closes the book and shifts his weight underneath me. I sit up and watch him blush as he adjusts his growing erection.

“Sorry,” he whispers.

I smile inwardly and look at the clock on the wall. It's nearly one fifteen, and there's no one else around. And I highly doubt anyone else will be coming at this hour.

“Don't be.” I like that I can do that to him. I reach over and lightly tease the bulge in his pants, giving a shy invitation with my eyes.

Phoenix shudders in consent, just like I knew he would. He closes his eyes and rolls his head back. “Ivy ... What are you doing?”

Exactly what your body wants me to do. Exactly what my body wants me to do.

“Making up for lost time.” Slowly, I tug on his fly zipper and graze my fingertips over his hardness. I smile as his breath hitches. I slip my hand inside his boxers and grip him firmly in my fist, pumping twice before asking, “Should I stop?”

“Nu-uh.” Phoenix glares at me in warning then slouches a little further down into the chair and lets his legs drop to the sides. A soft laugh escapes my lips and I stroke him again before repositioning myself to lay in his lap. Pulling his shorts and boxers down slightly, I release his taut hard-on from its confines.

God, he looks delicious.

I take a quick moment to admire his beauty before bringing my lips to his rising length, tracing my tongue around the edge. He tastes as good as he looks. Pumping my fist once more, I take him further into my mouth as he gently moves his hips.

His body is a banquet and I want to taste everything he has to offer.

A low moan escapes his throat. He can be so easy to please. And I’m the lucky bitch who gets to please him.

I nip playfully against the base of his staff and he releases a wild hiss.

“You are going to be the death of me, woman.”

Death by blowjob seems like a pretty good way to go if you ask me.

“That's enough. Come here.”

I like how he commands every part of me. I rise before him and he swiftly picks me up and plants my ass firmly on the edge of the dryer, pooling my skirt up around my waist in the process.

He pushes the fabric of my panties aside and skillfully slides in one finger and then two, spreading my wetness up over my clit. My body is ready for him and he knows it.

“Please,” I whimper.

He leans down and kisses my flesh once before grabbing his cock and positioning himself at my entrance.

“Phoenix. Please,” I beg again.

He grabs my ass tightly and collides his body into mine relentlessly. I hook my legs around his waist and squeeze as he pushes into me over and over and over again. Between the heated vibration of the dryer and our frenzied bodies, it won't take me long to combust.

He is my match. And each time he strikes against me, he ignites an undeniable fire. A fire that burns only for him. And each time we touch, we’ve rekindled the flame.

“Fuck, Phoenix. You feel so incredible.”

He plunges in once more, stilling his body against mine and kissing me fiercely. My insides clench and he moans instinctively.

“Shit,” he pants.

“What? Are you okay?”

“A condom. I didn't put on a condom.”

My body hesitates, but I know he's clean and so am I. I place my hand on his cheek. “It's okay. I'm on the pill, remember? Relax.”

“Are you sure about this?”

I lean back and slowly grind my hips against him, begging him to continue. I've never been so sure about anything in my entire life. I could never ask him to stop loving me, to stop making love to me. I can feel him pulsing inside of me. The sensation is intoxicating and I only want more.

“I want every piece of you,” I whisper before kissing him with the fervor of a wild stampede.

Phoenix picks up his rhythm mid-kiss and it’s all almost too much to handle. The intense pleasure. The risk of getting caught. The urgency to have him here and now.

“I'm so close, Ivy. I'm gonna come...”

As Phoenix tries to pull away, I grab his body and bring it to mine, keeping him upright as he unravels in my arms. I smile, satisfied that I could give him this release.

“You,” he pants before bringing his lips to mine and kissing me. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Yes, you should have.”

He presses his forehead against mine and we stand there, panting.

I jump as the dryer buzzes beneath me and we both double over in a startled fit of laughter. Phoenix pulls his pants up and fumbles with his belt while I smooth my skirt out over my thighs.

“What about you, Ivy? I need to take care of my girl.”

“I'll let you make it up to me when we get home.” I can’t fight the smile, knowing what awaits us when we get back to our apartment. Phoenix tosses me a warm towel from the dryer. I hop down, do what I can to clean myself up and help him quickly toss the clean clothes in a laundry basket, not caring about the wrinkles.
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I HATE TO ADMIT IT, but that horny buffoon of a man was right. A little emotional intimacy was just what Phoenix and I needed to find our way back again. And really, it’s probably less about intimacy and more about actually making a concentrated effort to be together. I could have spent the evening having him read me the phone book and I would still feel connected to him again.

Though I’d be a fool not to admit that the nearness of him wasn’t appreciated. Because it was.

Thrice.

I’m just thankful that things have finally gotten back to normal. And by ‘things’ I really mean us. It feels good to be back in his arms and out of my own damn head. Because being in my mind is a scary, ugly place to be.

Phoenix walks through the front door, already unbuttoning the top buttons of his oxford shirt. He looks so handsome with his overgrowth hair, trademark boy scout smile, and his dimple that just begs to be kissed. I instinctively give in to his natural charm and stand to greet him with a kiss on his cheek.

“You beat me home!” he exclaims, pushing me back in his arms to take a closer look at my face.

“I know, right? I walked into the gallery this morning and Brock had several of his sculptures in place.” Phoenix has heard me talk about how much of a train wreck Brock is and he raises his eyebrows questioningly. “I’m just as shocked as you are. I was prepared to be there late again, but we called it a day by three.”

“I’m just glad you’re home.” I feel the smile on his lips as he leans down kiss me again.

Mmm … me, too. I wrap my arms tightly around the back of his neck and slip further into the drunkenness of his kiss. He dips me backward, devouring me. It’s the kind of kiss that comes with intention. Insinuation. Intoxication. Inescapable want and need.

And if he keeps this up, I will never grow tired of kissing him.

Phoenix sets me upright after a few more minutes of our impromptu make out session, and then brings his thumb to my lips, wiping away my smudged lipstick.

“So what do you want to do tonight?” he asks casually.

You.

“Well, Brock invited us out for drinks. Though I’m not sure how much more of him I can take.”

Phoenix nods understandingly. “Based on the stories you’ve shared, I don’t blame you.”

“But—”

“There’s always a but!” Phoenix interjects and smacks my ass as he walks toward our bedroom. I follow behind him, admiring the view that his perfectly molded pants provide.

“But we probably should. I can practically hear James in my ear telling me to give the man what he wants. And if he wants to take us out for drinks, we should probably let him. Besides, as crass as he is, he can be a little funny.”

Phoenix sits down on the bed to take his shoes off and sighs. I’m tempted to say, “The hell with Brock,” and take him right now, riding him until the sun shows up in the morning.

“Really? I was kind of hoping to take you out to an improv show tonight. You know, get back to our weekly date nights.”

His eyes turn soft and melty, much like my insides. I sit down on the bed next to him, taking his hand in mine. Our fingers interlace and he slowly traces his thumb along the palm of my hand sending shivers of delight through my body.

“Being around Brock is kind of like being stuck in an improv sketch. It should be fun. And if we’re miserable after an hour, we can ditch him and still make the show.”

“Fine,” Phoenix concedes. “But if we’re going to a gay bar you are both in deep shit.” He cracks his killer smile, and playfully winks at me.

 

 

“ANOTHER ROUND OF SHOTS!” BROCK signals to a waitress, who is wearing shorts so tiny they are no doubt intended for a toddler. She acknowledges us with a wink and a nod.

I’m not sure how much more of this my liver can take. Phoenix, on the other hand, is matching Brock drink for drink. I stopped counting when I needed two hands.

“Thanks, Brock. But you really don’t have to do this,” I say, offering him a kind smile, tracing my finger over the edge of my glass of vodka tonic. We can’t keep blurring the lines of professionalism.

“Of course I do, my little honey bunny. It’s the only way I’m getting you kids up on that stage.” He waves his finger to the platform at the back of the bar where a stout man with a British accent is singing to Beyonce’s Single Ladies, complete with hand movements, a little too passionately I might add.

“There is no way you are getting me to sing karaoke. I told you that when we walked in here,” I retort.

“Wanna bet?” He throws his head back and laughs himself into a fit of hiccups.

“With enough alcohol, I’d venture to say I could get her to do anything,” Phoenix chimes in.

“Anything?” There’s a scandalous glint in Brock’s eye that instantly brings unease.

“Anything.” Phoenix seems confident in his abilities. And honestly? He’s probably right. For him I would do just about anything, alcohol not even required. Though it surely helps.

“Could you get her to do a time capsule?” The smirk on his face tells me I don’t want to know more.

“A what?” I say, exchanging a confused look with Phoenix. He apparently is as clueless as I am.

“Oh, come on. Everyone who’s anyone has heard of a time capsule.” He picks at his cuticles, waiting for us to take the bait.

“No, definitely not,” Phoenix replies as I shake my head.

“Well, you’re in for a treat.” Brock cracks his knuckles and leans into us, resting his elbows on the table. He speaks directly to Phoenix. “Okay, so you know when you’re in bed having a good time with a guy? Well, I guess in your case, a good time with a girl?”

Phoenix raises his eyebrows in intrigue and the waitress returns, sliding three more shots of whiskey onto the table. I smile at her innocently, praying she hasn’t overheard any part of this conversation.

“Okay, so you’re in bed doing your thing. And instead of … you know inside of her. You pull out and drop your load in a Rubbermaid container.”

I feel my face fall and turn bright red. “What the fuck?”

“Then you go into your backyard—”

“But I don’t have a backyard,” Phoenix interjects.

“Meh, semantics. So you go into your backyard. Dig a hole. Bury the Rubbermaid container. And you wait twenty years.”

“Twenty years?” Phoenix asks as my eyes volley back and forth between the pair like I’m watching a championship tennis match.

“Yes, twenty years,” Brock clips.

“That’s a long time to wait.”

“It’s a time capsule. What do you expect?”

“Good point,” Phoenix states, satisfied with the rationale.

“So twenty years pass and then, and only then, do you dig up the container and track down the girl. You go to her house, ring the doorbell … Then, when she opens the door, you throw the jizz in her face and cheer, Thanks for the memories! That, my friends, is a time capsule.”

If I were sober, I’d be mortified, but I laugh so hard vodka comes out my nose and stings like a fucking bitch.

“That shit is right out of the urban dictionary,” I say, slapping his shoulder with the back of my hand. Phoenix is doubled over in hysterics.

“Pretty much.” Brock grins as a handsome piece of young meat catches his eye across the bar. He grabs his shot glass off the table and raises it in the air. Phoenix and I follow suit. “To new friends, compromising sexual situations, and time capsules!”

I throw my head back with the shot and enjoy the slow burn in my throat.

“Brock Coulter, you’re next!” the DJ announces from the back of the bar.

Brock slams his empty shot glass down on the counter and theatrically stands up, whisking himself away to take center stage.

Phoenix and I give him a whooping holler, egging him on in his shenanigans.

“That guy is insane,” Phoenix says, watching him jump on stage in disbelief. It’s amusing that Phoenix actually decided he likes hanging around Brock, considering he doesn’t warm up easily.

“That’s one word for it.” I’m clapping so hard my hands hurt.

Brock raises his hand, effectively silencing the raucous crowd. The only sound is the clinking of glasses at the main bar.

He looks out into the audience, grabs the mic like he’s about to make love with it and as the bass guitar line starts in the background, he coolly says, “Are you bitches ready to do The Time Warp?” The crowd explodes into a frenzy as the instrumental to the iconic soundtrack booms through the speakers.

Brock closes his eyes and runs his palm down the front of his chest stopping in front of his crotch as he sings. “It’s astounding ...” he croons, his voice haunting

I fall back in my seat as I watch him unbutton his shirt and fling it to the floor as he sings both the male and female parts of the song to perfection.

Brock shakes his hips to the music as he sings but when he gets to the chorus the entire bar jumps to the left, steps to the right and shakes their hips right along with him, reenacting the scene straight from the Rocky Horror Picture Show.

Mid-song, I look over at Phoenix. He is all smiles and actually rocking out in his chair. Humph ... and he thought he wouldn’t have fun.

The crowd is electrified and it is clear that no performance for the rest of the night will come remotely close to measuring up to Brock’s awesomeness. When he finishes, everyone erupts into wild cheers and Brock takes a bow, soaking up the attention. After he picks his shirt up off the floor of the stage, he returns to the mic rather than coming back to our table.

Oh, fuck.

“Okay folks, you are in for a real treat. For one night only, my dear friends have agreed to put their dignity aside and grace you with their presence.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity fuck. I’m going to kill him.

“I’m gonna kill him,” Phoenix says, reading my mind.

“Not if I kill him first.”

“Give it up for Phoenix and Ivy!” Brock beams brightly as he pumps up the crowd.

Everyone in this joint had better be fucking wasted. Or at least three degrees beyond fucking wasted. That is the only way this going to happen.

I hear Phoenix mumble son of a bitch as he grabs my hand and leads me to the back. Brock covers the mic to speak directly to us. “I took the liberty of picking my favorite duet for my favorite couple. If you don’t know this song, I’m going to have to find new friends. Which would be a pity considering my tolerance for people is pretty much nil and I actually like you guys.”

The DJ hands me a second microphone with a smile. “Don’t worry. Most of this will fall on him,” he says, gesturing to Phoenix. The pair of us turn to the monitor to see our fate.

I take a deep nervous breath and found myself wishing I had an intravenous hookup of vodka flowing directly to my bloodstream to take the edge off.

The electric guitars chime in and I howl with delight with the biggest smile on my face. I couldn’t be irritated with Brock if I wanted to. I fucking love this song and the sheer drunken joy in my eyes is a dead giveaway. I watch Phoenix grab the microphone with both hands like a rock star and without missing a beat chime in with the lyrics to Meatloaf’s Paradise by the Dashboard Light.

Who is this man?

He owns the stage.

He owns the crowd.

And how did I not know he could sing? And sing really well at that!

Right on cue I chime in, and Phoenix and I get lost in the song. Although I’m pretty sure he’s seeing ten of me right now from the way he’s swaying.

Our energy feeds off of each other and with all eyes on us, I feel more connected to Phoenix at this moment than I have in a long time. Our love feels invincible, and I know he feels it, too.

During an instrumental, he takes me by the hand and twirls me before pulling me in close. We’re both a sweaty mess from the blinding spotlights and his eyes say it all and he doesn’t hold back. Phoenix dips me backward deeply and plants the deepest passionate kiss upon my lips. I can taste the liquor on his lips and on his tongue. I can’t hear him over the deafening music, but I can actually feel the groan rising deep from his chest.

The crowd erupts as we kiss and starts singing on our behalf when the lyrics pick back up. By the time we pull apart, the song is nearly over.

It’s such a rush.

At the end of the song, Phoenix throws his fist in the air victorious and turns to me. I can’t hear what he says over the thunderous applause, but he squeezes my hand and his infectious smile glows brightly. Dare I say brighter than the metal on the edge of a knife?

As we make our way back to the table, I pluck two more shots of Fireball off of a waitress’ tray and give one to Phoenix. As fun as it was, I am desperate to erase that performance from my memory and I’m only as strong as the drink in my hand. That was the first and last time I will ever sing in public. On the other hand, I could listen to Phoenix sing the dictionary any day of the week.

“That was insane!” my adoring boyfriend cheers as we slide back into our chairs. I attempt to give Brock the stink eye, but I’m pretty sure I look like I’m just a drunk girl squinting. Probably because I am.

“Admit it, Ivy. You love me!” he laughs.

“You are in so much trouble, Brock.”

“What?” He grins crookedly.

“If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will personally see to it that you never get laid for as long as you live.”

“Aww, don’t be like that, Sweet Tits.” He blows a kiss my way and wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. “Now, if you'll excuse me for a moment …”

Phoenix and I watch Brock get up from the table and follow a twenty-something sandy-blond man toward the restroom. I shake my head in disbelief.

“He’s right. Your tits are sweet,” Phoenix slurs.

“You two are absolutely ridiculous.” I shake my head, knowing that this pair has found friendship in foolishness.

We watch Brock work his game with the unsuspecting blond from across the bar. Of course. He drags us out into the early morning hours and then goes off chasing the cutest boy toy he can find. I really shouldn’t expect anything less.

“And then there were two.” There’s a sexy air in Phoenix’s voice and the way he smiles at me makes me want to drop my panties right here and ride him like a rodeo bull.

Phoenix props himself up against the back of the chair with a goofy grin on his face. My head is light, my teeth are tingling and the only thing I want other than Phoenix right now are pancakes bathed in maple syrup.

This can only mean one thing ... I’m not just drunk. I’m shit-faced.

And I’m not the only one. With hooded eyes, Phoenix sleepily sways in his chair, bobbing to the music.

“Hey, don’t go getting too comfortable over there, sleepy head. Remember, if you pass out in a bar with your shoes off, it’s fair game to draw penises on your face.”

“You wouldn’t,” he challenges me.

“Oh, I would in a heartbeat.”

Phoenix laughs and shakes his head as the DJ calls some chick named Abby up to the stage.

Phoenix nudges me with his elbow. “Hey, that chicks looks a lot like Gen. Don’t you think?” he slurs dreamily.

I turn to the stage to agree—the resemblance is uncanny. But I’m more surprised that he remembers what she looks like since he wasn’t around her for very long back in Chicago.

“You have an impeccable memory. Hopefully, she sings better than Gen.” I’ll never forget the valiant attempt she made trying to sing Britney Spears in a middle school talent show. If she hadn’t been so popular, she would have been laughed off the stage. To say Genevieve was tone deaf would be the understatement of the century. She’d open her mouth and the dogs would come running.

Within the first notes of Madonna’s “Like A Virgin” this chick is without a doubt, worse than Gen when it comes to singing. The performance is on par with having a root canal—without the anesthesia.

Phoenix watches her intently for a few minutes before turning back to me. He takes a long draw from the beer he’s been nursing since we finished our performance.

“Ya know, Ivy … I got the better sister.”

Got the better sister? He says it like he had a choice. The comment jolts me to my senses and I sober up quickly.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I can’t reel in the sharpness in my voice.

“Oh, you know. You're the real prize in the family. I really lucked out falling in love with you. And having you fall in love with me.” He beams at me proudly, but I only offer up a small frown in exchange. While sweet, his comment completely rubs me the wrong way. I’m not something to be won, and I never want to be seen as competition with my sister.

“All I’m saying is I’m so happy we ended up together,” he slurs.

Oh.

I need to stop allowing the alcohol to run my imagination. I cuddle under his arm, and warmth radiates through my chest. I'm not sure if it's the way he makes me feel or the shots of Fireball, but I don't care. It feels nice … right, even.

“Me too.” I smile, content in this moment, in this life.

He reaches out and traces the rim of his lowball glass with his index finger, humming the tune of the song to himself. I watch as his eyelids droop down his gaze. The poor guy is going to be in a world of hurt when he wakes up tomorrow. Both of us are, in fact. Good thing it’ll be Saturday.

“I’m so lucky that you’re mine,” he slurs.

“I know. You are lucky.”

Phoenix chuckles and looks dreamily at me. “I love it when you’re schaucy. It’s schmexy…”

“And you’re cute.” I giggle and tap his nose with my index finger before leaning over and giving him a quick peck on his cheek. “And wasted.”

He places his hand on my thigh and gives it a firm squeeze before creeping dangerously close to my crotch. I chew on my bottom lip and swallow a groan.

“We should head home,” he growls in my ear before nipping my lobe playfully. “I’ve got some things I want to do to you.” The look in his eyes tells me he’s on the cusp of devouring me whole.

“Just let me find Brock to let him know we’re leaving.”

At that exact moment, Brock wraps his arms around Phoenix and me and sticks his face in between us.

“So I’m gonna head home with that pup over there. You two kids good?” He looks beyond our table at the blond kid standing by the door. Pup isn’t an exaggeration. He looks to be half of Brock’s age. But who am I to judge what, or who, he does?

“Yeah, we were just coming to let you know we’re taking off, too.”

“Okay. Well, you guys have fun tonight. I’ll see you Monday.”

I lean over to give Brock a friendly kiss on the cheek, but at the last possible moment he turns toward me and plants a kiss smack dab on my lips.

Phoenix grabs my arm possessively and pulls me under his arm. “Hey now!” he husks as he puffs out his chest. Brock simply rolls his eyes, leans down to give Phoenix a sloppy kiss on the cheek and turns to leave. I should be flattered that he wants to be this protective of me given all that’s happened, but it’s Brock. And the reaction is a bit overkill.

“He’s gay, Phoenix,” I deadpan as I turn to face my boyfriend. “And you’re trashed. No need to turn into the alpha dog and pee on my leg.”

“I know. He just—”

“He was just being friendly. You just need to calm the hell down. You’re drunk and overacting. Not every guy out there wants to get into my pants. Especially when the guy and I both prefer the company of dudes.”

“You’re right. Let’s go.”

I’m surprised at how easily he drops the argument.

After closing out our tab, we spill out into the streets of New York. “Do you want to cab it?” he asks, heading for the curb.

“Nah, let’s walk for a bit.” I’m hoping the fresh air will sober me up. He stumbles next to me and grabs my hand.

“Great idea.” He reaches out and pulls me close under his arm as we walk in silence with no sound other than the club rats and the occasional car in the street. We make it a block and a half before my curiosity gets the best of me.

“About what you said earlier, about me being the better sister … Could you ever have gotten the other sister?”

“Oh…” he sighs, slightly more defeated than he was a few moments ago. “You know … I’m just lucky.” He smiles weakly. “Not that I’d even want her anymore.”

Anymore?

He’s drunk and rambling, but all I hear are muffled sounds in my head as I try to make sense of what he’s even saying. I slow my pace and stop dead in my tracks and watch him take a few steps more before he turns around. We’re just outside Penn Station and even this time of the early morning, it’s buzzing with people. Damn club rats.

I tilt my head and look at him, fighting the rising nausea in my stomach. “Phoenix?”

“Hmm?” He spins around to look at me and nearly loses his balance.

The only way I’m ever going to get to the bottom of this is to take advantage of him being under the influence of liquid truth. It feels so wrong, but I may never tell me otherwise.

Just do it. Just rip the damn Band-Aid off.

“What happened the night you and Sully met Genevieve?” I can’t help but ask the question that has been silently eating away at me.

“Nothing.” His tone is all wrong. This isn’t the man I love talking right now.

“Nothing?”

“Sully wasn’t at the party that night.” He closes his eyes and sways. “I don’t think he got there until the next morning. I’m pretty sure that’s when he met Gen.”

Oh no.

I steel myself and ask him the same question from earlier. “Could you have gotten with my sister?”

He opens his mouth and snaps it shut a few times before breaking eye contact.

Oh god. What exactly does that mean?

“She made a pass at me and we fooled around for a little bit,” he says it quickly and casually.

“You what?” My stomach lurches and I fight down the rising bile.

He's deliberately being an ambiguous ass. I wait for a logical explanation but my heart running rampant and I feel like I’m about to pass out. But my mind won’t let me. I’m a fucking masochist and need to know more.

“Fooled around? Define fooled around, Phoenix!” My voice cracks as I shrill into the air. I can feel my pulse all the way through my toes.

He says nothing.

“What did you do? Did you fuck her?”

“What? No!” Shock and panic wash over his face.

“Then what happened, Phoenix?” I get right in his face and shove his shoulders. He’s so drunk he loses his balance and falls right on his ass.

“Ivy, let’s not do this here.” The calm in his voice is unnerving. “Please … “

I hate that he’s begging. But deep down I know he’s not telling me what happened because he did fuck her. This is what has been keeping him up at night. This is what he’s been hiding from me for months.

He screwed around with my fucking sister. Deep down, I know it. He can’t hide the growing guilt in his eyes.

And he has the audacity to ask me not to do this here. He’s the one pouring the kerosene. He’s the one who lit the match. You can’t just throw gasoline-soaked kindling on the flame and expect it not to explode.

“Tell. Me. What. Happened.” I can’t control the rage, and all I see is red. Venom shoots through my veins, and my entire body is on hyper alert.

Random people slow down to stare, to watch the dirty secret of our relationship unfold, the fabric our love unraveling at the seams.

He pushes himself up on his feet and slowly approaches me. “Listen. I’ll tell you everything. But please. Not here. Not like this.” His eyes are desperate and he’s shattering in front of me. In that single moment, the whole world shifts its axis and I know that the magnitude of what is about to transpire is enough to eternally tear my heart into pieces. Nothing will ever be the same again.

My body shakes, and I plant my feet firmly in the ground in an attempt to stay strong. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me.”

His eyes search the streets but he never once looks at me.

“Phoenix, you either fucked her or you didn’t. Which is it?” Adrenaline shocks my system, sobering me to the magnitude of our situation.

His head drops down and he nods before falling to his knees on the damp ground. “I don’t think she remembers. Hell, I barely remember. I didn’t even know her name at the time.”

He looks at me apologetically like it's supposed to make me feel better. Like everyone's ignorance makes it all right. Really it just makes it worse. I can’t breathe and it feels like the entire world is zeroing in on my reaction. My eyes bite back the threatening tears. My insides are heaving. An earthquake rips through my heart and my soul.

I close my eyes and take short, calculated breaths, doing everything I can to keep me grounded.

“You've been lying to me this whole time. I asked you weeks ago when Hailey was here, and you lied! All this time I’ve been nothing but open and honest with you. And you’ve just sat there pretending everything was okay. Knowing you were keeping this from me. Knowing how much this would hurt me. How? How could you do that?”

I’m dancing the fine line between rage and an emotional meltdown. And as much as I want to cling to the anger and turn red in the face from screaming and make him physically hurt like he’s hurt me, sadness wins out. Because that’s what happens when you actually care about someone.

I don’t bother hiding the tears as they stream down my cheeks. I don't care that it's nearly two in the morning, and I’m making a scene in the middle of New York City. The only thing I care about is that my heart is on the ground, splintered in a million irreparable pieces. It suddenly feels like everything about him—about us—was a lie.

He climbs back up to his feet. “Let’s just go home. Get some sleep. And talk about this in the morning like adults.”

“Our entire relationship is based on a lie! You asked me to trust you, and against my better judgment, I did. Wholeheartedly. And this? This is how you repay me for that trust?”

“No! Don’t you dare say that. I fucking love you. And that is the God’s honest truth.” Phoenix cautiously moves in front of me and tries to look me in the eye. When I look away, he reaches his hand out to touch my shoulder, but I slap it away.

“Don’t touch me!”

“Ivy …” He breathes my name desperately, his eyes glassing over.

He doesn’t have the right. He lost the privilege to love me when he elected to keep the world’s biggest fucking secret from me for months. Months! He should have told me this when he first realized that I was Genevieve’s sister.

How foolish am I?

“If you loved me, you would have told me from the beginning. After the whole Hailey thing you swore you'd never lie to me again, Phoenix.” I muster up all of my strength and push him with all of my weight. “You swore you’d be honest! That was the only thing I ever asked of you. It was the one thing I expected from you!”

And that’s what this all boils down to again. Expectations. Or rather, falling short of them.

I can't bear to see the pained look in his eyes. Not because it hurts me, but because I have absolutely no clue if they’re even remotely genuine. The man I've allowed to help build me back up is the same man to crumble me to ruins.

Fuck. I need to get out of here.

I quickly turn around and throw my arm into the street, my eyes scanning for the nearest available cab. Moments later, a yellow car pulls up.

“I need to be alone tonight.”

We both reach out for the door handle at the same time and I give him a pointed look. He drops his hand and steps back as I open the door.

“Fine. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

He just doesn’t get it. I sit down in the cab but don’t slide over. He’s not welcome in my presence right now.

“No, Phoenix. I need some space. I don’t want you coming with me.”

“Ivy…”

My name hangs in the air between us.

“I’m sorry. I just can’t do this right now.”

I slam the cab door and give the cab driver the intersection of our apartment. Phoenix bangs on the cab as we pull away. I clench my eyes tight as I hear him call out my name in the night. I feel like a bitch, but I need to be by myself and digest everything I’ve just discovered. I don’t know where he’ll sleep tonight, but I do know that if he were in my presence, he would never live until the morning.

I have no memory of the cab ride back to our apartment building, no recollection of climbing the four flights of stairs, and no clue how I ended up in our bed.

I fitfully roll over and see it’s nearly three-thirty in the morning. I’m wasted, and I’m sober. I’m angry and hurt from being ripped open. I’m feeling everything and nothing.

I clench my cell phone in my hands and dial Rachel. It rings once and goes to voicemail. I hesitate but then decide to just tell her. I need to tell someone. I’m desperate for someone to take the weight of his lies off my shoulder for two goddamn seconds and just carry it for me.

“Rachel … he lied to me. He slept with her. Phoenix slept with Genevieve …” I choke out before I cry into the phone for so long that the voicemail cuts off and disconnects my call.

A feral sob erupts from my chest and I bury my face into my soaking wet pillow, crying myself to sleep.
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THE ONLY THING WORSE THAN going to bed pissed off is waking up even more pissed off after a night of restless sleep. The hurt and anger never really dissipate and on top of it all, you’re left with a raging hangover. Mix that with extreme exhaustion and I don’t even want to be in my own miserable company.

And as if things weren’t bad enough, we’re out of coffee.

And right now I fucking need coffee.

And I need to talk to Rachel.

And I need for the world to just stop being such a prick and just cut me some goddamn slack for once.

Simply stated … I just need to be put out of my misery.

I stand in the kitchen with no sound other than that fucking refrigerator motor.

“Shut up! SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!” I scream before giving it several swift kicks on the bottom part of the door. A sharp pain shoots up through my shin, and my vision blurs with threatening tears.

Fuck.

I hop pathetically around the kitchen muttering obscenities that would get me kicked out of a truck stop. My head hurts. My heart hurts. And now my fucking leg hurts, too.

I just can’t win. Fuck it all to hell.

I don’t care that I’m not really angry at the refrigerator. I’m irate at myself. At Phoenix. At Genevieve. At the universe. I’m angry that, after all the shit I’ve had to deal with this year, this is the hand I’ve been dealt. I am one knee whack away from having my own personal “why me … why anyone!” Nancy Kerrigan moment.

Ugh. Just kill me now.

I sit down at the small table in our tiny kitchen and put my head in my hands. Everywhere I look there are traces of Phoenix. Photos of us being stupid in love on the fridge. His favorite mug on the counter still half full of coffee from yesterday morning. A paper crane he left for me by a bottle of wine. Even one of his trade publications on top of the mail stack. Life here simply points to him. A dull ache in my head throbs, agony sears my heart, and my eyes begin to fill with water.

This is what happens when you let your guard down.

You don’t just fall in love. You crash head over heels in love with the man who fucked your sister … the man who fucked your sister and then conveniently lied to you about it.

I need to talk to someone about this before it fucks me up beyond all belief. I pick up the phone and dial Rachel again. I’m desperate for my best friend’s solace. Her voice has the power to wrap me in a hug and give me the comfort I need, even with the expanse of five states between us.

But instead, it goes to voicemail. Again. I don’t care that it’s too damn early to be functioning with a hangover on a Saturday morning. She needs to learn to answer her phone. Doesn’t she know this is an emergency?

I pull back and quickly fire off a text.

 

Ivy: Where the hell are you? I really need to talk.

 

I move back through the apartment and throw my phone down on the couch. While I wait for her to respond, I slip into the bedroom and pull out an old pair of track pants, an oversized Wisconsin shirt and tie my dark curls in a knot on top of my head. My hair is greasy and my skin reeks of last night’s bar, but I don’t care. I don’t have it in me to shower, and my need for caffeine reigns supreme.

When I look in the mirror, I can hardly believe the woman looking back at me. I definitely should not being seen in public like this. Why doesn’t Starbucks offer door-to-door delivery? They really need to get on that. I could singlehandedly keep them in business with that kind of customer service.

Hastily, I throw back some aspirin for my raging headache and newly found shin pain, snatch my keys off the counter and slip my feet into a pair of worn out flip flops. A Starbucks run is absolutely necessary before I can even attempt to wrap my head around last night’s events.

Coffee understands me. It would never judge me. Coffee certainly would never sleep with my sister. And coffee would absolutely never lie about it.

Coffee could, quite possibly be, my best romantic prospect.

I open the door to leave and I nearly trip over the crumpled pile of a man lying on the ground before me.

Phoenix.

From the looks of it, he apparently crashed on the floor in the hallway outside of our front door. Around five fifteen, I’d heard him pleading for me to let him in. I nearly did just so he wouldn’t wake up the whole damn building, but if he were here my ass would have hightailed it to sleep on the floor of the gallery. When things finally went silent, I figured he’d left and found a hotel room.

I take a step back from his body.

Shit. He looks about as good as I’m feeling right now.

Phoenix’s eyes open and he stares up at me, wordlessly broken. Pain penetrates his gaze and I do everything in my power to steel and protect my heart. He pushes himself to his feet and tears begin to pool in front of his beautiful maple brown eyes. I have to remind myself that those are the same eyes that looked at my sister and did unspeakable things with her. My insides heave at that thought and I try to shake the demons from my imagination. When he takes a step toward me, it feels like all of the air has been sucked out of the room and the walls quickly are closing in on us.

“Ivy … I can explain.” He reaches his hand out for me. But I put my hands up in front of me and step back, putting some needed breathing room between us.

“Don’t.” My tone is so sharp it scares me. And as far as I’m concerned, there is no explanation. Besides, I can’t do this right now. I’m not prepared to face him and relive everything that was ripped open last night.

“Please. Just listen to me.” His voice is small and desperate, but it pierces right through my core. It is absolutely haunting.

And that’s the thing about the human voice. There’s nothing in this world that is more powerful. A voice can crush you. Console you. Wrap around you in a warm embrace. And even grovel at your feet. It can start wars and restore peace. It can hate. And love. And make you feel. Really, truly feel. It is stronger than the most violent forces of nature, and yet it is an incredibly delicate instrument that each of us plays.

There are some voices that you barely notice. And others that boom with such dominance and authority that you can't help but stop and take notice. And some voices you could never ever forget, even if you tried.

But Phoenix’s voice?

Fuck. Phoenix’s voice is sincere. And laced with anguish. And even a hint of love. I hate that I hate him so much right now. And I hate that I’m incapable of hating him even more.

“Please …” he implores, his eyes boring into mine.

His voice is tearing my heart into pieces all over again. I close my eyes and inhale slowly, trying to take a cleansing breath. Trying to separate the emotion from the facts. The hurt from the anger. The lie from the truth.

When I open my eyes, I look at him in disgust.

“You explained yourself just fine last night.” My headache pulses behind my eyes, and I can’t contain the sensation of throwing up as visions of him screwing Genevieve plague my mind. I am in no way equipped, nor adequately caffeinated, to deal with this situation right now.

I’m walking the fine line between hurt and outraged, but I’m struggling not to let him see just how deep he’s cut me.

“No, I didn’t.” He takes a cautious step my direction, and I move until my back is flush against the wall. “I know I should have told you ages ago. I should never have let things—let us get to this point without you knowing. You deserve the truth. So will you please just hear me out?”

Now he wants to explain everything? Only now, because he slipped up in a drunken stupor, do I deserve the truth?

“No. You slept with Genevieve. My sister. And after months of being together … of loving you,” my voice cracks as more tears threaten to fall, “you lied, Phoenix. You lied to me for months.”

As far as I’m concerned, this is completely unforgivable. I don’t know how anyone gets over a hurt, a betrayal of this magnitude.

I bend my knees and slowly slide down the wall, curling up into myself when my ass hits the ground. I wait for the floor to open up and swallow me whole like quicksand, but the reprieve never comes. Instead, we stay here in silence, him looking at me, me looking at the floor because I can’t bring myself to look him in the eyes. I’m desperate to shut down completely. And he’s wildly desperate to explain himself. Usually, our silence is the ultimate comfort. But right now, it’s inciting a riot on our relationship.

But I don’t want his excuses. I thought I’d left all of the drama in my life back in Chicago. But apparently, I’d packed it in my carry-on suitcase and lived out of it the past few months.

Phoenix paces our modest living room, chewing on his thumbnail before finally sitting on the couch. He presses the heels of his palms in his eyes and lets out a sound that I’ve never heard before. I instinctively cringe, my heart incapable of handling this situation. It’s obvious that he has regrets. A lot of regrets. But I can’t help but think his biggest regret of all is simply getting caught.

“Look, Ivy. The truth has been rotting my soul since I put two and two together and realized Gen was actually your sister. I’ve spent the last few months hating myself. I know I should have told you the moment I pieced everything together. But then everything with Sully happened and then that fucked up wedding and the move. Hell, Ivy! I came to New York for you. I followed you here because I knew from day one that it was only you. Don’t you get that? I should never have lied to you. I know I should have come clean ages ago, but there was never the right opportunity.”

The right opportunity? I fucking gave him an invitation to come clean ages ago after the Hailey incident. Clearly he’s only been looking out for himself.

“You know it’s really not that hard, Phoenix! How about, Hey Ivy! Once upon a time in a land far, far away I fucked your sister!”

“It’s not like that.” He crosses the room to kneel beside me, but I pull away. The move wounds him, but it’s nothing remotely close to the internal damage I’m trying to nurse.

“It is exactly like that,” I bite back bitterly. There’s a fire in my words that match the blaze in my veins. Flames lick my pain and I grow angrier each time he speaks.

“No! Every day I’d wake up with resolve. I’d promise that I would find a way to tell you. I knew I had to say something and I wanted to tell you sooner, but I could never find a way.”

“Well, it looks like you’re a real pro at breaking promises,” I snap back. Phoenix has turned into just another empty promise in my life. This just goes to show that the only one I can depend on is myself. I trusted him not to hurt me, and in turn he was the one to deliver the fatal blow, effectively killing every last piece of my heart.

He ignores my previous comments and continues. “But instead, I did nothing. And it metastasized like a cancer.”

“And that’s the problem with cancer, Phoenix. You do nothing about it and it will eat you alive. It. Will. Kill. You.” I look him straight in the eye, feeling sick to my stomach. “If you had any respect for me or yourself, you would have told me no matter how difficult it was. You swore there would be no more lies, Phoenix. You swore.” I fight the urge to push him away from me. To slap him. To make him hurt as much as he’s hurt me.

I stand and walk next to the armchair on the other side of the room. I’m trapped and I need space. He rises but doesn’t follow me. Instead, he just watches me with sad eyes.

“I knew I would lose you if I told you. And I would eventually lose you if I didn’t. I was fucked either way.”

Is he fucking serious?

“Well, congratulations! You and Genevieve weren’t the only ones who got fucked that night!” I can’t control the rage in my voice. I snatch my phone off of the couch, slip it in my pocket and try to step around him, but he quickly blocks my escape.

“There’s no way I ever could have known that was your sister. It happened ages ago. Please ... can we just talk about this?”

“Seriously? It’s disgusting enough that you slept with my sister. But to add insult to injury you lied about everything! I have absolutely nothing else to say to you right now,” That’s a lie though, what I really want to say is fuck you, asshole. But he would see right through that.

“Come on…”

“Phoenix! You slept with the enemy. You screwed my sister and then denied anything ever happened! How do you not see that this is an unforgivable crime?”

“Do you have any idea how much it crushed me when I realized what I had done before I ever even knew that you were related to Gen? I cursed my past every damn day. These were implications that I never could have imagined.”

He tells me this like I’m supposed to pity him for having to live with this secret. When in all actuality, he deserves to live with the weight of this burden until the day he takes his last breath.

I fold my arms over my chest and chew on the inside of my lip. When suddenly it hits me.

“Tell me Phoenix … how is what you did any different from what Sully did to me?” My breath is shaky, and anxiety over my revelation takes control. “If Gen was truly as fucked up as you say she was, and I have no doubt that she was wasted in every sense of the word, then you are absolutely no different.”

My vision blurs and tears spill down my face. I can barely see his face blanching in pain through my emotional tidal wave. It may have been a low blow, and sure there’s a strong possibility that Gen was asking for it and Phoenix was simply thinking with his dick but what he did is not okay.

He lied.

Point blank.

He lied about it all.

“Come on, Ivy.” His voice is soft. Calm, even. His eyes desperately plead for forgiveness.

My tears turn to angry sobs, and all I see is red. Fury pulses through my veins. And the longer he stands in front of me the more enraged I become. And I welcome it all. Because if I’m angry and livid and pissed, I know I won’t feel the insurmountable hurt. At least not as much.

I wipe my face with shaky hands and bite my tongue, savoring the dull pain. I take a steady breath and glare at him.

“You and that old best friend of yours,” I begin with a steady, calm voice. “You two are cut from the exact … same … cloth.”

“Don’t be a bitch,” he breathes softly.

An audible squeak escapes me lips. “A bitch? You think I’m being a bitch right now? I can show you me being a bitch!”

I walk up to him, standing toe to toe and slap him across the face. My palm stings and I can’t control the tears cascading down my cheeks. Phoenix tries to pull me close, but I swat at his chest, trying to push him away. The harder I push, the tighter he wraps his arms around me.

He squeezes me to the point of surrender and I just sob.

Phoenix tucks his face down close my neck and whispers, “I’m so, so sorry.”

You’re only sorry you got caught. Lies exist for one reason and one reason only ... to be self-serving. It was never meant to protect me.

“I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. Please. I should have told you from the start. Let’s try to work this out. I love you so damn much, Ivy. Please?” With each apology, he clenches me tightly like he knows I’m slipping through his grasp and he’s doing everything he can to make it stop.

If I don’t do it now, I may never have the strength. But I made a promise to myself a long time ago that I was worth so much more than someone who could cut me on such a deep level. The days of lying are in the past and that any relationship I’m in has to be based on truths. I have too much self-respect to allow this … us ... to continue on any further, especially after he lied to my face.

I take a calculated breath and close my eyes.

“You need to leave,” I whisper, trying to keep my voice strong. “Just get your shit while I’m at work later and go. I don’t care where you run to, but you can’t stay here.”

His arms go limp and he steps away from me in disbelief. Phoenix is heartbreaking beautiful.

“Are you breaking up with me?” He falls to his knees in front of me and I think I hear him gasp “no” before his emotions kick into overdrive and the lament settles in. He wraps his arms around my legs, pleading for me to take back my words.

The question sends chills down my spine and the hair on my neck stands on end. But what he doesn’t seem to understand is that you can’t break up a relationship that was broken from the beginning.

“Well, right now I certainly don’t know what we are … let alone who you are. All I know is that somebody who truly loves me would not have ever—EVER—entertained doing that, kept it a secret for so long and then fucking lied about it!”

Phoenix looks up at me from the floor. “What do you need right now, Ivy? I will do anything. Just don’t leave me.”

It pains me to see him beg like this. Hurt like this. In my former life, I loved to see men beg. But this? This is silently killing me.

“What I need from you right now is some space.” I take a deep breath, trying to steel myself so I cannot be swayed before continuing. “Some space without you in it.”

Guilt nags in the pit of my stomach knowing he has absolutely nowhere to go. But right now I can’t even look at him. And not just because I’m beyond disgusted—but because I know that if I look at him right now I’m going to break.

I divert my gaze out the window.

“Please. Just go…” I whisper.

Phoenix lets go of my legs and stands up in front of me.

“Ivy …” he reaches out to take my hand, but I pull it back, folding my arms across my chest. “Please…”

I don’t say anything and we stand in silence for what feels like hours.

The shrill of my cell phone snaps me from the numbness. I pull the phone out from my pocket and look at the name. My saving grace.

“Hi, Rachel.” My voice is solemn and I grab my purse and head for the door. “Hold on just a second.”

I hit the mute button and hesitate in the doorway and look back at Phoenix in the room.

“I’m going to the gallery for the next few hours. That should give you plenty of time to pack up your essentials. We can figure out the rest of the stuff later on.” The sadness in his eyes is unbearable and pain streaks down his face. “Goodbye, Phoenix.”

Then I do the most difficult thing I’ve ever done in my life.

I close the door.

And I walk away.
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ONE LIE.

One lie is all it takes.

One lie will infect your world with incomprehensible doubt.

Shatter all hope.

Destroy all trust.

And ultimately crush you.

One lie is enough to make you question everything. Including your sanity.

Doubt is a mother fucker like that.

Once the truth is unfolded, it will taunt you relentlessly. And while it may not shake the love you share, it’s impossible to have the fullest kind of love when insurmountable doubt exists. It drains you, and you’re left running on empty. Not because of emotional exhaustion or hurt or sorrow. But because you emptied out your soul, giving everything you had to the lie.

The only reason to lie is because you're afraid. And Phoenix had every right to be afraid of what would happen if I found out. But that doesn’t justify withholding the truth. And I hate knowing that he didn't think I was worth the truth. That our relationship isn't worth a foundation of honesty.

Am I overreacting? Perhaps. I’m not an idiot. I get there were other women in the past. But now his past has caught up to us. Ugh. And the fact that it was Genevieve? Double ugh. But knowing that he fucking lied about it? That’s what is reprehensible.

This entire situation is a total mind fuck and my head hurts as much as my heart. Love should really come with warning labels.

And the worst part about it all is knowing that where there is one lie, there are inevitably more. This has proven true time and time again, and I should have known when he initially lied to me about Hailey. But apparently, I was too stupid to listen to my gut. It’s true—you really do only hear what you want. And I wanted to believe that Phoenix was an honest man.

What else has he lied about?

I know things can never go back to the way they once were.

Not when we are sitting on a bed of lies.

The truth is patient. It will sit there waiting for you until you're ready to accept it. Deny it's existence as you may; the truth will always come out.

Always.
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I TAP THE TOP OF the bar twice, signaling the bartender to pour me another shot.

The hipster slinks over and grabs a bottle of Knob Creek. Nothing but the best to drown my sorrows.

“You really should come up for air, man,” he says as he slides the shot glass of whiskey my way. His jet black hair seemingly match his eyes. I know what he’s thinking, that poor, pathetic fuck up. Frankly, I wish he'd keep his judgment to himself. After all, he’s on the other side of the bar serving me.

“I don’t recall asking for your opinion.” I can't control the bite in my bark and throw back the amber liquid, savoring it hastily before chasing it with the little that is left of my beer. I wince as I slam the glass back down on the bar.

He walks away and I continue to brood in silence, spinning the empty shot glass on its side like a top.

The past twenty-four hours have been absolute hell. I've been working hard to avoid a situation like this and then my stupid ass walked right into it without hesitation. I should have told her months ago.

I am such a fucking idiot. If there were ever a lord god king of fucking idiots, it would be me, no contest.

I slide off the barstool and make my way over to the jukebox. Slipping a few quarters in, I search for the most depressing song I can find, punch in the numbers and then return back to my seat before it has a chance to cool.

“Of all the songs in that little machine over there, you want to listen to Beck’s Loser?” The barkeep shakes his head and wipes down the counter with a dingy dishtowel.

“It’s fitting.” And also, fuck you.

I’ve lost the one person who means the world. The probability of Ivy forgiving me is slim to none. It shouldn’t have gone down like that. It shouldn’t have gone down at all.

I close my eyes and drop my forehead on the bar. Behind my eyelids, all I see is Ivy's rage, her contempt, her throwing me out with the trash. Exactly as she should have because that is exactly what I am.

I did the unthinkable with one of the people she hates the most. And to make matters worse, I hid it from her instead of coming clean. A real man would have told her. A real man would have looked out for his woman before he looked out for himself. But I'm not even a real man. I'm a fucking coward, and I'm not worthy of a woman like Ivy. That much is clear.

When I lift my head, the bartender is staring me down. He needs to chill the fuck out. The place is nowhere near capacity and I no doubt have the highest bar tab in the joint. At least I should after sitting here drinking for three straight hours.

I've been drinking to remember.

Drinking to forget.

And drinking to ease the pain.

At this rate, I'm going to be in a world of hurt. A second bender was not in my weekend plans. Roll with the fucking punches, I guess.

I tap my fingers on the bar again as the nameless bartender passes me by.

He stops in front of me and gives a disapproving look. My eyes plead with him. Just one more shot to put me out of my misery. He sighs heavily, shaking his head before filling another shot glass. This time he slides me a chaser of water.

“I know it's none of my business, and you probably don't want to hear it, but I'm cutting you off after this shot.”

Asshole.

“Hey, thanks, Aston,” a deep voice says as a body piles into the stool beside me. “Trying to drink this place out of business, Moonpie?”

I must be drunker than I thought because I look to my left and see three Brocks blurring together like a tropical oasis in the desert. Well, this is just fucking peachy.

“Brock? Is that you?”

“No. It’s your fucking fairy godmother.” He bumps into my shoulder and leans up onto the bar.

“Fairy! Ha, you’re funny …” the words practically drool out of the side of my mouth. “So are you really here? Or have I drank myself into oblivion and you’re just here to ridicule me?”

“Yeah, I’m here. And I’m not here to taunt you. Though you are distracting me from my latest conquest.” Brock looks over his shoulder at a wide-eyed ginger who is clearly here with a fake ID. How many guys does this dude go through in a single weekend?

“Sorry,” I mutter without sincerity.

“So what are you doing here by yourself? Where's Ivy?”

“I don't know what I’m doing with anyone anymore,” I slur. “Ivy kicked me out. I'm pretty sure we're over.” I swallow hard, my body slightly sobering at the realization that I really have fucked everything up beyond repair.

“Wait … what? What the hell are you talking about? You guys were perfectly fine last night.”

I wince at the thought of our perfect night. The happy go lucky girl I love after a few drinks. The high of being on stage together and singing as a team. Our karaoke kiss that I can still feel on my lips when I close my eyes. Though if I close my eyes right now, I’m going to pass out on the bar.

I exhale slowly, bracing myself to confess my sins once more. “I know. Last night in my drunken stupor, I confessed to sleeping with her sister.”

“Whoa. The sister she hates? You’re an asshole to cheat on Ivy.”

I nod silently, focusing my eyes on the grain marks on the wood bar.

“Yeah ... I’m definitely an asshole. But I didn’t cheat on Ivy. It happened a while ago.”

“You’re a bold man tasting two different apples from the same family tree.”

I scoff. That wasn’t bold. It was unknowingly stupid. “It’s not like that at all. In fact, it’s far more complex than anyone could have ever imagined. But the fact of the matter is, I never told her. And I should have told her months ago.”

Aston pours something into a shot glass and passes it to Brock. When the hell did he order this?

“So tell me.” Brock slides the shot glass my direction with a glint of concern in his eyes and a sad smile on his face.

I take the shot glass in my fingers and look at it before sighing and wishing the painful memories away. I would give anything to go back in time and tell her sooner and under the right circumstances. Maybe then I would have had a fair shot at earning her forgiveness, keeping her trust, making this—us—work. But nope. I went and ruined it before we ever had a chance to make it work.

I bring the glass to my lips and savor the burn as the whiskey spills down my throat. It hurts so good. I nudge the empty shot glass back to Brock and take a sip of water, nearly choking on it. I wipe my mouth. “God. I don’t even know where to start. It’s all such a fucking mess.” Brock nods sympathetically and orders a vodka soda from Aston. “Well, just tell me from the start.”

I take a deep breath, unsure if I really want to recount my dirty past with him. But I haven’t made many friends in New York, and I don’t want my work buddies to judge me for my inexcusable behavior.

The hell with it. I have nothing to lose at this point.

I sigh. “Several years ago I dated this chick, Annie. She was a great girl, just not the girl for me.”

“Are you sure you’re into girls?” he asks. My glare cuts right through him and he raises his hands in mock surrender. “Adorable piece of ass like you? Can’t fault a guy for dreaming.”

“Anyway.” I take another deep breath. “Annie was expecting a ring and instead I gave her back the key to her apartment. She didn’t take it well, but I knew it was the right thing to do. Then I did what most guys would do. I threw myself into alcohol. Sex. Unadulterated debauchery. Women became my vice.”

I never committed to any of them because none of them were worth my time. Harsh? Yes. Does that make me an asshole? No doubt. But true? Absolutely.

“And that’s when I met her sister, Genevieve. Although, I honestly don’t even think she remembers doing anything with me. At least she never acted like she did. But who knows. It’s not like I’m going to bring it up to her in casual conversation.”

Brock snorts. “I would never have pegged you as a forgettable lay.”

This guy is unrelenting. I can certainly tell he’d be a handful for Ivy to work with.

I ignore him and continue. “She was pretty fucked up that night. Beyond the booze, I saw her take two lines of coke, and who knows how many I didn’t see.”

Silence lingers between us as he processes the implications of what I just said. The look he gives me isn’t one of judgment, but rather sympathy.

“But between the booze and the flirting and the dancing, one thing led to another and … you know …” I trail off, reaching a whole new level of self-loathing.

“I feel like an asshole for even suggesting this … but did she consent?”

“I should never have gone against my better judgment and fooled around with her. She was so fucking high. And I knew better. I’m not that kind of man. But all of that wasn’t enough to stop me when she came onto me all hot and heavy. She practically fucked me on the dance floor. And I did what I think most guys would have done in that situation. I surrendered to her conquest. And I hate myself for it.”

Maybe Ivy is right? Maybe I’m just like Sully ... a worthless piece of shit. There’s no way that anyone can understand the regret and confusion I feel with the whole situation, so I don’t even bother trying to explain. Instead, I just keep my eyes down toward the bar and nod.

“That’s fucked up, man.” Brock drums his fingers against the wood rhythmically. I feel it reverberate all throughout my pounding head. I should really stop drinking.

“I know.”

“How’d she find out?”

“Me,” I sigh, running my hands through my hair with a firm pull. The pain is surprisingly soothing. “I’m an idiot. I slipped up earlier in the night and then in my gloriously eloquent intoxicated state, I spilled it all on the walk home after the bar. I know I needed to tell her, but not like that. I’m such a fucking dick.”

“Can’t argue with you there, Tiger.”

The truth has been gnawing me raw for months and guilt has become a permanent part of my DNA. I thought I’d feel relief once I didn’t have to carry that secret with me anymore. But instead, I just want to hole up and die.

“It gets worse though…”

“If you slept with her mom too, I am officially de-friending you.

I snort at the absurdity of the thought. I’m pretty sure if I ever see her mother again, some choice words will be exchanged. She’ll be lucky to be alive after all is said and done.

“Nah, nothing like that. I’m not that big of a douchebag. To keep a long story short, I had a friends with benefits sitch with my old roommate Hailey. I immediately called it off when I met Ivy but never told Ivy about the arrangement. To me, it was irrelevant and didn’t mean anything. Then a few weeks ago, Hailey flew in out of nowhere and tried to play up our alleged ‘relationship.’ Before she left, she said some things alluding to what happened with Genevieve and I don’t think Ivy has wholeheartedly trusted me since. Needless to say, it put a huge fucking wedge between us for a while, but we worked it out. At least I thought we had.”

“Fuck. That's heavy.” He rakes his hands through his hair.

I know what he's thinking. It's the exact same thing I'm thinking … that Aston’s thinking … that every other person in this whole bar is thinking…

I’m a fucking asshole.

“I know I’m not the perfect guy Ivy thought I was. But she makes me want to be that man. A girl like Ivy? I’m not worth her time and affection and I’ve been holding on for dear life, trying not to royally fuck everything up even further. Which is why I have to give her the space that she wants. I’m just hoping a little time apart will ultimately bring us back together. That time helps her realize that all that happened before I even knew her. If it were any other girl, we probably wouldn’t even be in this situation?”

“Do you really believe that’s what she wants?”

“Yes? No? I don’t know.” Right now, I would give her anything she wants to have even the slightest chance of getting her back.

Brock leans against the bar on his elbow, resting his chin in his hand. “Giving her time and space won’t change things. Believe me, I know this all too well. The only ones who can change anything in your situation are you and Ivy. You both have to recognize that the past is what it is. You can’t just jump in your time traveling DeLorean, go back a few years and change the course of your present. From what I’ve gathered in the short time I’ve known Ivy is that she’s absolutely crazy about you. And girls? They act out on emotions rather than logic. She’s clearly hurting right now. And I understand why you’re giving her space, but I’m not so sure you should be rolling over to give her what she’s asking for. She’s a stubborn bull, that one, but she probably doesn’t truly know what she wants right now because she’s too focused on the hurt. Once she can get beyond that, I imagine she’ll see the reality of your situation—that all of this happened before you fell in love with her. Hell, before you ever met her. I wouldn’t give up on her just yet. But she’ll probably need a nudge in the right direction.”

Maybe he’s right? Maybe I shouldn’t have left. Maybe I should have shown more fight. Stayed there until we talked it out. Made her listen to me. But no, I gave her what she thought she needed. Me out of her life.

Ivy is the typhoon. And I know that if I give myself to the storm, I will help destroy everything in her path. Including us. I have to refuse to let that happen. I have to get her to hear me out. Make her understand. I need her to realize that sometimes wrong choices bring you to the right ones.

And she is all that is right.

Brock wraps an arm around my shoulder, shaking me from my thoughts. “Your past doesn’t define you. What you do right here. Right now. That does. And that is the only thing that matters.”

I didn’t think Brock was capable of this kind of sage wisdom. He sits back and pulls his wallet from his back pocket, tossing a credit card onto the counter for his drinks. “So she really threw you out?” he asks.

“Yeah.” I roll my neck feeling the pain from last night’s fitful sleep in the hallway. I’m going to have to go and sleep on the floor in my office when I finally leave this bar. Fitting, considering trash belongs on the floor.

He claps his hand on my shoulder as he begins to stand. “Well, we can't have a pretty boy like you out on the street. You'd be eaten alive. C'mon, you unlucky Casanova, you’re coming home with me.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I think I'm just gonna stay here a little bit longer.” Another drink or two should help erase this trip down memory lane. I lean against the bar as the room spins around me.

“It wasn't an offer. I'm leaving, and you’re coming with me. End of story.”

I snap my gaze up to him and try to look threatening. “Don’t you dare try to make out with me tonight, Brock.”

“Ivy would cut off my balls if I did. And I’m quite fond of my junk.”

I go to stand, but my legs turn to jelly. Brock scoops under my arms and somehow holds my body weight upright. “Easy does it, El Capitan.” As he steadies me, I feel a rogue hand squeeze my ass.

“Watch the hands!”

“Sorry,” he apologizes with a wink. “Hey, Aston, can you help me get him out to a cab?”

The barkeep grunts in response, not bothering to hide his annoyance. He obviously hates me. I find it humorous because there isn't a person in this world who hates me more than I hate myself in this moment.

Aston opens the door as Brock helps keep me upright. I practically stumble over my own two feet.

A high-pitched whistle shrieks.

Tires squeak in front of me.

I slump face first into a curry-scented cab.

And the whole world goes black.
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MY DAMN PHONE WON’T SHUT up. I would have chucked it into the Hudson River days ago if I could afford a new one.

The first thing I did was change my ringtone. Foo Fighter’s Everlong has been replaced. Now, whenever my phone rings or I receive a text, I’m treated to some generic shrilly jingle. It makes me cringe when it sounds off, but it doesn’t make me cry, so that’s a bonus.

I guess.

Then I trashed the selfie that Phoenix and I took in Central Park that served as my phone’s wallpaper. I didn’t bother replacing it with anything, so my phone remains a black screen void of any memory.

Black is fitting.

The past week has been broken up into flights of work and fits of deleting. I work for hours, check my phone and delete the latest traces of him, then I put my head down and continue to work again.

I avoid the apartment we once shared as much as possible. It hurts too much to be there alone in my thoughts and all of the photos of us happily smiling down at me.

I lather, rinse, and repeat into the late hours of the night.

Today is no different.

 

Phoenix: We need to talk.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: Can I come by later?

Delete.

 

Phoenix: Ivy … please call me.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: Ivy … please … I love you.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: We can work this out.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: I know I'm a fuck up. Just let me explain.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: It's been days, Ivy. I can't sleep. I can't eat. I can't function. Please talk to me.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: Look. I know you're pissed as hell at me right now, and you should be. And I hate myself enough for the both of us. But you need to know that that night meant nothing to me. You’re my everything. YOU ARE.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: I miss you. Will you at least hear me out?

Delete.

 

Phoenix: You can’t end things like this. You can’t end things, period.

 

I’m half tempted to write back and remind him that he ended things before we even began. But I refrain.

 

Delete.

 

Phoenix: I realize that no apology will ever make things right. Those are just words and while I mean them, words will never repair the faith you lost in me. But damn it, I will spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you.

Delete.

 

Phoenix: Please?

Delete.

 

Phoenix: I don’t just love you, Ivy. I’m in love with you. Don’t you fucking see that? And nothing from my past, present or future will ever change how I feel about you. Nothing.

 

My finger hovers over the trash can icon, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. While I can delete his words from the screen, I’ll never be able to delete the imprint he’s left on my heart, and I can never forgive him for what he’s done. But no matter how much I hate him, I just can’t stop loving him.

No matter how hard I try.
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I SIGN MY NAME AT the bottom of the square and begin mindlessly folding.

Corners in.

Crease.

Unfold.

Refold.

Tuck.

Spread flat.

It’s amazing how something as complex as origami becomes second nature once more, even after all these years. I’m beginning to understand why my mother spent so much time making these damn cranes after we left my father. It’s much easier to lose myself in trivial work than actually face my problems. It’s all I can do to keep the fucking head games at bay.

I’ve lost count as to how many times I’ve sat down to write this letter and ended up staring at a blank page for an hour. But now that I’ve finally got my thoughts out on paper I’m afraid I’ll second-guess myself and chicken out if I attempt to re-read the words on the page.

I hope this works. It has to work. The past week has been torturous. She says she needs space, but I know the more space she puts between us, the easier it will be for her to push me away. And I can’t lose her.

I can’t.

When I finish folding the crane, I pinch the beak and hold it in the palm of my hand.

“Is that it?” Brock asks coming out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He eyes the bird tentatively. While I certainly appreciate him letting me crash on his couch until I figure out what the hell is going on, I wish he would at least act like he has a houseguest. The walls of his studio apartment are getting smaller with each passing day, but I can’t complain about his generosity.

“Yeah.” I take a slow, deep breath and try to release the building tension from my shoulders.

“Want me to take it in for you tomorrow?” He shakes the water from his hair and droplets rain down on me.

“No. I know she doesn’t want to see me, but I really think a few moments together will help.”

“Your funeral.” Brock takes the towel from around his waist and rubs it through his hair. I turn my head and look out the window. I’ve lost the number of times he’s conveniently found a way to flash me his dick.

“Is it really that bad with her?” The clouds are rolling in and I can tell we’re due for a storm. How fitting.

“I don’t know, man,” he calls out from the bathroom. “She refuses to talk about anything other than work. She’s bitchier than normal and she still looks like she’s been put through a meat grinder.”

Typical Ivy. Throwing herself full force into her career. Classic avoidance.

“Your girl has serious issues.”

If only you knew the half of it.

I look down at the paper bird, realizing I’ve done the same damn thing. Only I’ve thrown myself into the mindless mundane to avoid letting myself feel the magnitude and hurt of our situation. I look at the ever-growing pile of paper cranes on the table.

“You know, with enough of those things you could re-enact Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds but those little bastards could slay you with paper cuts instead of pecking out your eyeballs. So are you still planning on running away to St. Louis?” Brock comes back out wearing underwear.

“I’m not running away,” I lie. I’m simply leaving for a few days so I don’t continue to look after Ivy from the shadows like some creeper. I kind of hate myself for acting like such a pussy. At least work granted me the time off when I told them I needed to head back home for a few days to be with my ailing father.

“But you’ll be back in time for the opening, right?”

“Yeah. Though I’m pretty sure I’ll be on some security list to be escorted out of the building if I make an appearance.”

“You trust me with this, right?”

Not really. I nod, knowing that this convoluted plan of his is probably the last legitimate shot I have of getting her to talk things out.

“I just hope it works,” I sigh.

“It will. Girls may not be my forte, but I am the master of apologies.”
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I’M SURPRISED TO SEE FARRAH at the gallery so early in the day. Normally she doesn’t show up until the afternoon when her hangover wears off. But there she sits, typing away and brushing her golden locks from her eyes every few seconds. Why she doesn’t just clip it back, I’ll never know.

“Phoenix came by earlier this morning.” She doesn’t bother looking up from her computer.

Oh? “And what did he want?”

“He didn’t say much, actually, looked like shit. But he left that for you.” She gestures to a soft blue paper crane perched on the edge of the desk. I finger the delicate paper bird for a moment and notice the words I’m sorry penciled lightly upon the wing.

My heart sighs for one hesitant moment before anger coats my insides at the thought of his confession. I snatch the bird in my fist and crush it before dropping it in the silver wastebasket. I don’t need this right now. I need to just let go and move on with my life.

Farrah glances up from her laptop and gives me a pointed look before taking a long sip from her oversized coffee cup. I notice the barista has butchered her name in big black bold letters—Fairuh. I’m convinced that baristas deliberately make a mockery of people’s names with bogus spellings. Once, they spelled my name as I.B. and Rachel claimed it stood for irritable bitch. And in some ways, I guess she wasn’t so wrong about that.

Farrah looks from me down to the wastebasket and back to me again.

“Don’t ask,” I deadpan and her eyes soften ever so slightly. My stomach falls because I don’t want her pity. It’s no secret that there’s trouble in paradise. Anyone can tell just by looking at me. You can’t hide sadness when you wear it in your tired eyes and your plastic smile.

“Listen, Ivy. I know you’ve got a lot going on in your personal life right now. Why don’t you take a mental health day? I’ve got things covered here.”

“But the show is in a few days and—”

“Exactly. We open in a few days, I’m wrapping up the final details here and just about everything is pretty much set. You’ve done a great job preparing for Sleeping Shadows. But you need to be on your A-game this weekend when we open. Go home. Read a book. Get some sleep. Go for a run. Do whatever it is you need to do to unwind and get back to your usual self.”

I can’t control the audible sigh. Farrah’s right. I certainly don’t want to be here. Although I don’t want to be anywhere else, really.

She stands up and walks around the desk, gently touching her hand to my arm. I think she’s trying to comfort me, which is a little weird considering how abrasive and standoffish she’s been since day one. “All you’ve been doing lately is working. You need to get out more.”

These days my idea of getting out is a dose of Nyquil chased with a bottle of wine. Who knows … maybe she’s right? Maybe I do just need to sleep this off so I can wake up with a renewed sense of life. But when I sleep, my dreams and nightmares are made of Phoenix. It’s a winless situation.

“Thanks for covering for me, Farrah.” The last thing I want to appear as is out of my element during the press preview. I can only hope that calming my busy mind will help pull me together.

Farrah squeezes my arm and gives me a reassuring smile. I turn on my heel and head out the door, determined to walk home.

Alone.

 

 

IT’S FUNNY HOW ACUTELY AWARE of the deafening silence you become when you are alone.

Actually, it’s not funny at all. In fact, it’s kind of depressing.

Alone.

That word has never bothered me. I’ve always been content on my own. But now that little word has two very different meanings.

First: Alone. In the company of one’s own self.

Second: Alone. In the absence of those who helped define who you are.

Similar concepts but completely different contexts. And for the first time in my life I’m falling into the latter category.

Alone.

And it fucking sucks.

The void that Phoenix left is just as painful as the truth of his past. He slept with my sister. And without even knowing it at the time, ruined the course of his future … my future … our future. Then, to add insult to injury, he knowingly lied about it straight to my face. That’s nearly as unforgivable as the act itself.

But the worst part about it all?

This is entirely my fault. I let my guard down. I trusted him and that was purely my mistake.

His love was simply a drug by any other name. His kisses, cocaine. His touch, ecstasy. It’s addicting. It’s debilitating. And it has completely fucked up my life. But falling in love is the greatest high I’ve ever experienced. It made me feel incredible if only for a little while. Is the high really worth the pain of coming down? This painful withdrawal that makes me question everything. For the past few months, Phoenix has been my crutch, my addiction. And I hate how I’ve become dependent on him. How my soul craves him. How my head and my heart are at war with each other.

Phoenix is the drug I can no longer allow myself to take advantage of. And at this moment, I feel like I’m coming down from a horrible high.

And frankly, I’m not sure if it’s worth all of this searing hurt. With pain of this magnitude, how can love ever be worth it? Judging from my parents’ relationship, or my sister and the sultan of spunk bubbles as Rachel so eloquently put it … I’m just not sure that love, or what people perceive love to be, is enough.

When I walk into the apartment, I’m not greeted by Phoenix blaring the latest Foo Fighters or the sound of nineties sitcoms in syndication in the background. There is no one here to kiss me deeply and say, “Why are you home so early? Not that I’m complaining or anything.”

There is only the shaky sound of my own breathing and the rattling hum of the damn motor in the old refrigerator. I should really call the landlord and get that fixed.

Our apartment is so much bigger now that he has moved out some of his belongings. Then again, I guess it’s my apartment now in spite of the constant reminders of him and our life and love together. This morning I found one of his old T-shirts tucked into my drawer when I was putting laundry away. I cracked when I pulled it out and sobbed for a solid hour.

How could I have been so stupid? Falling for a guy I barely knew. Or rather, a guy I thought I knew.

As if on cue, my phone rings and a photo of Rachel and I from my last visit to Chicago fills the screen. I really need to find a way to make my arms longer because both of our heads are cut off from our horrible attempt at selfie.

“Hi,” I say meekly and curl up on the couch.

“Hey, sweetie ... how are you holding up?”

“I'm alive. So that should count for something, right?” I look across the room at the bookshelf. It's lifeless ever since I took down the picture frames that held memories of us around New York City.

Lifeless ... just like me.

Rachel sighs in my ear. “Have you talked to him at all?”

“No, I haven't. I can't.” I run my fingers over the throw pillow on the couch that we picked out together. I hate that I can't see the imprint of his body sunken into the pillows anymore. I hate that he's not here. And I hate that I hate myself for missing him.

I need to make myself angry. I don't hurt nearly as much when I'm angry with him. It helps mask all the pain I'm feeling deep inside. “Did I tell you he called me a bitch?” I say, trying to change the subject to one of hurt to one of anger.

“He what? Doesn't he know that I'm the only one allowed to call you a bitch?” she shrieks into the phone. “When did he say this?”

“The other morning when my life imploded. I told him what he did to Genevieve was no different from what Sully did to me.” Rage starts to bubble within at the thought of that conversation before I left him behind to collect his things.

“Ouch. Don’t you think that was kind of harsh, Ivy?”

Feel the anger.

Embrace the anger.

Own the anger.

“It's the truth, isn’t it?”

“Oh, sweetie ...” Rachel goes silent for a few moments. “You know how much I love you, right?”

“Uh huh.” I don't like how she's prefacing this. I clench the throw pillow to my chest like a lifeline.

“But as your best friend, I need to tell you I think you're looking at everything completely wrong. You have every right to be upset about this whole situation. Really, you do. But I think you've been acting out of anger so you don't have to feel vulnerable and hurt.”

“You don't think I'm hurting right now?” I grip my cell phone tightly and fight the urge to throw it across the room at her insinuation. I'm hurting to the point where I don't remember what it's like to exist without this kind of pain. It is all-consuming.

“No, I know for a fact you're hurting,” she says pragmatically. “But don’t you see that you're hurting and angry and upset because you care about him so fucking much? If you didn’t love him, and if you didn’t want to work things out, I think you’d be acting differently right now.”

Rachel pauses for dramatic effect. “Besides, don’t you remember what happened with Ivan?”

His name was actually Evan, but I don’t want her to recount the story to me. And I remember all too well how I slept with Carter on a Friday night, not realizing he was Evan’s roommate until the next morning. Evan and I were going out on Saturday night, or at least we were until he saw me parading out of Carter’s room wearing nothing but his boxers and a wife beater. Evan punched Carter and word has it that their friendship never recovered. But I had taken the path of indifference and pretty much brushed off the whole debacle before I ever made it home that day.

“That was different,” I quip, wanting to avoid this trip down memory lane.

“Exactly. It was different because you didn’t care. And Matt and Geoff and Parker and Charlie and your entire little black book of guys were different from what you’re going through with Phoenix. And it’s different for the most obvious reason. Think about that, Ivy.”

I sigh into the phone.

“Besides, maybe Phoenix was right? Maybe at that moment you really were being a bitch and he called you out on your shit because he loves you enough to not let you walk all over him and destroy your relationship? I know that doesn't make it right, but maybe he's not the only one who was wrong?”

I'm not sure I agree with her on that. I would never call him an asshole to his face even if I thought he was acting like one. But I guess I see what she's saying.

I chew on my bottom lip as I think back to our fight.

“Ivy, you’re not always the easiest to love, hon. Don’t get me wrong, I adore you. You’re my best friend and have been for years. But you have a bad habit of keeping people at arms length the instant things get tough. Even me.”

Her voice is thick with pain and earnestness. I want to stop her right there and correct her. Even after learning that Phoenix had lied about Hailey, I worked hard to not push him away, even when my instincts told me otherwise. I forced myself to see the good in our situation. Convinced myself that he was telling me the truth. Took a chance and blindly trusted him. Pretended that it was all a misunderstanding. But then the truth of Genevieve came to light. And I had to push him away. I can't have that kind of toxicity in my veins. I needed to remove all traces of him from my life.

“Listen, you’re a diamond in the rough, Ivy. Sure, you may be crystal clear, unbreakable, strong and even precious. But diamonds are capable of cutting anything in their way. He’s just a boy. And at their very core, boys are kind of dumb. I don’t want you to do any permanent damage because you and I both know deep down that he is the best possible man for you. I don't want you to break him beyond all belief. Because if you break him, you're going to break yourself.”

“Rachel he isn't—”

“No, he is. And it’s time for you to stop trying to convince yourself otherwise. Sure he fucked up. But newsflash, Ivy, love doesn't keep a running tally of your fuck ups. Besides, you’ve made mistakes in the past, too. You’ve just never stuck around long enough for anyone to forgive you. I really think you need to put your pride aside and at the very least hear him out. You don’t have to forgive him. But you do need to allow yourself the opportunity to be open to forgiving him. Even if things don't work out between you two, doing that will at least give you the closure you need to move on. Otherwise, he's going to be taking up indefinite residence in your head, and more importantly your heart, until you go crazy or die trying to move past him.”

Shit. She's right.

If I continue to push him away, I'll always wonder. I'll always hang onto the hurt and allow that to spoil all of the good that once was. I walk into the kitchen and pull open the junk drawer. I take out my favorite photo of us that, as of a few days ago, was hanging on the world's worst refrigerator. I trace my fingers over his face and my heart jumps with mixed emotions.

“I’ll think about it,” I whisper.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Okay. Call me soon.”

We say our goodbyes and her voice wraps me in a hug powerful enough to cross half of the country.

 

 

RACHEL’S SUGGESTION HAUNTS ME LONG into the evening. The simple truth of the matter is this ordeal consuming my mind and will continue to do so until I do something about it. I can either hold onto the anger and the rage or I can chip away at it piece by piece.

I grab my phone and scroll through the contact list mindlessly before pushing the call through.

Just as I’m about to hang up after the fourth ring, the line connects.

“Ivy? Is that you? Is everything okay?” The voice is as surprised to hear from me as I am that I actually dialed the number.

“Hey Gen. Yeah ... I’m okay.” Before I can even consider facing Phoenix again, I need to start a little closer to home. Admittedly, it’s kind of nice to hear her voice as much as I hate what happened.

“I’ve been actually meaning to call you ... well, Phoenix rather. Can I talk to him for a quick second? My pulse quickens and my stomach instantly knots at her request. What the hell does she want to talk to him about?

“Uh, he’s not here,” I mumble, trying to reign in the tears and keep my imagination from running rampant at the thought of the two of them together. “He’s out of town. Visiting his dad for a few days.” It’s not a lie, but I’m not in the mood to tell her the truth about my current relationship status.

“Okay… Well, when you see him next would you tell Phoenix I said thanks?

Huh? Thanks?

“What for?”

“He went on record and detailed the times he witnessed CJ’s improper behavior. Let’s just say that with the charges coming against him he is going to be the state’s problem for a quite a while. Phoenix’s statement was the missing piece needed to up his charge count.”

I had no idea. When did he even find time to do that?

“Oh ...” My voice trails off and I start to feel a bit of relief. “Sure ... No problem, Gen.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound okay. Is something going on?” She actually sounds concerned ... sisterly.

I’m not entirely sure how to respond. I hadn’t planned on what to say if she actually picked up.

“I ... No. I’m not okay actually. But I will be.” I sigh, hoping that’s the truth. “Look ... the reason I called was to say I’m sorry for being a raging bitch to you. And that I genuinely forgive you for what had happened.” I imagine she thinks my forgiveness is for the drama that happened with her fiancé and my overall bitchtastic attitude toward her. I have no idea if she even realizes she slept with Phoenix all those years ago, but given her history I doubt it.

I chew the inside of my cheek, debating whether or not I should even bring it up in conversation, but decide against it. If she remembers having sex, it’ll only crush me knowing that she lied and kept it a secret, just like Phoenix. And if she doesn’t remember, it will only confuse her and potentially make things significantly worse. I’m not sure I want to deal with either of those scenarios playing out. I’m better off letting her make of it what she will. I’ve resented her for long enough. And I need to learn to let go of that bitterness. I know just doesn’t magically disappear overnight, but I know that this is a small step in the right direction.

Sure, Genevieve may not deserve my forgiveness for everything she’s done to me over the past two decades. But I deserve the peace that comes with letting it go. I am worthy of that.

“Thank you for accepting my apology. But for what it’s worth, when I had left Rachel’s apartment that night I had already forgiven you. You don’t need to hear someone’s apology to forgive them in your heart.” When the hell did she get so wise? I’m not sure truer words have ever been spoken.

We sit on the line in silence, her words about forgiveness replaying in my mind over and over again. I’m not sure that I could forgive Phoenix so easily, if at all. He lied directly to my face and on more than one occasion. When my blood starts to boil at the memory of his lies, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

“Ivy?”

“Yeah, Gen?” I take a deep, sleepy breath and run my fingers through the fringe on the throw blanket on the couch.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.” And this time I actually mean it.
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MY STOMACH TWISTS IN KNOTS and I can't focus on anything other than the phone ringing on my desk. It's my boss. Even though he approved it, he's pissed that I'm leaving for St. Louis in the morning with such short notice. He needs to chill the fuck out. I'm ahead of schedule at work since I've been spending upwards of fifteen hours a day here. He can't expect the best work out of me when I want to be giving my best to someone else.

I know Ivy has my letter. I missed her this morning by only a few minutes. After I’d dropped the paper crane off with Farrah, I crossed the street to hail a cab to head to the office. Just as one pulled up to the curb, I saw her walk through the front door.

She looked beautifully pained. I can only image how much she's hurting. How horribly I've hurt her. I kind of hate myself.

Part of me is relieved that she wasn't there. No doubt I would have been on my knees in front of her begging for her forgiveness ... her understanding. Though if the tables were turned, I'm not sure I'd have it in me to be that compassionate.

Farrah was a little surprised to see me, but she swore that she would make sure Ivy got the paper crane. When I asked Farrah how Ivy had been doing, she simply gave me the look of are you really fucking asking me this right now?

Sigh. Yes, I know better.

With any luck, Ivy will reach out this afternoon. I have to make it up to her. I need her to hear me out. But she needs to be willing to let me in again. And I'm not certain I've earned that right.

The minute hand is quickly approaching the top of the hour as the short hand points to three. It's been over six hours. Six long hours and nothing. If this crushing silence is her answer, I'm not sure I'm ready to know just yet. Because I'm not sure I could live without her in my life. And I'm certainly not ready to accept a life without her.

Ivy is unlike any other woman I’ve ever known. I never imagined that I could be with someone like her. She is the abstract painting in my life. Even though I know I will never fully understand it, I am instantly drawn to its beauty, complexity and hidden meaning.

A knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts.

“Are you sure you're okay, Phoenix?” my boss asks as he pops his head into my small office. He knows something is up. I work hard, but he can tell I'm distracted. I've been here late every night the past week but producing less work than I did before our fall out.

“Yeah, thanks.”

He comes inside and leans against the corner of my desk. “When do you leave?”

“My flight takes off first thing in the morning.” But with Ivy's radio silence part of me is tempted to change my flight to tonight.

I hold out hope that she'll call me when she gets off work tonight.

But I don't hold my breath.
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I’M THANKFUL TO BE BACK at work the next day, even though it’s a struggle to keep my eyes open.

I’m sitting on the ground between two sculptures, and looking around the gallery, I’m really proud of how well this is coming together. To the untrained eye, it’s just junk. To my left, chunks of metal welded together with colorful tiles glued in place. But Brock tells me that when we turn the lights down and the spotlights on, we’ll be treated to an incredible shadow of the Chrysler building on the wall behind me. To my right, the antique brooms that are fashioned together will show a family of evergreen trees. I’m looking forward to finally getting the electrician in to help affix the lighting so I can experience the shadows come to life.

It’s truly amazing how nothing is what it seems with this installation.

We’ve got our hands full the next few days getting the rest of the pieces set and lights adjusted before the press preview on Friday night. I jot down a few reminders of things I need to finalize before the show officially opens.

“You’re normally not this chipper in the morning.” Brock drops his tattered messenger bag on the floor by the door and comes and sits down next to me.

I don’t even fight the urge to scowl at him. I thought a mental health day would help, but after I hung up with Rachel all I did was sit on my couch in Phoenix’s old shirt eating ice cream out of the carton. By the time I realized it was almost midnight, I’d cried until my eyes were swollen shut. Apparently being in my own miserable company was a terrible idea.

“Coffee?”

He offers me a paper cup and I take a small sip. It’s too sugary and apparently has half a bottle of syrup in it, making it taste like complete shit. But I don’t have it in me to complain. Brock isn’t one for kind gestures, so I accept his generosity before he gets mercurial.

“Thanks.”

My shoulders slump as I go back to reviewing the guest list for opening night. I’m not sure how we’re going to fit everyone in here, we will no doubt be pushing fire code capacity.

“How are ya feeling, Kitten Head?” There’s sincerity in his voice that tells me he’s in a serious mood today. It must be because we’re so close to the opening of his show and he finally understands there is little time for tomfoolery.

“I’m fine.” My voice is flat, but my eyes are full of emotion. I tuck some loose hair behind my ear and then trace my fingers over the lid of the cup absentmindedly.

“No. I’m fine, Ivy.” He beams. “Look at me! Who wouldn’t want a piece of this irresistible ass?”

I crack a feeble smile and laugh softly. I guess he’s not so serious, after all.

“All joking aside, I hate seeing you all moody and depressed and shit. I can only assume you’re having troubles again with that adorable piece of man meat?”

“Something like that.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not really, Brock. But thanks.” I press my lips firmly together and inhale slowly trying to calm my restless thoughts.

“Oh, my little lamb chop!” He wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his body. It’s been a while since I’ve had any physical contact with another person. I both hate it and love it at the same time. “I know things must be hard right now. You’ve got a lot on your plate as it is, and then Romeo has to go and screw things up. Is he being a shitty person?

“Shitty people don’t bother me at all. I grew up with shitty people. I know how to deal with shitty people. Trust me. It’s when a shitty person comes disguised as a nice person … therein lies the problem.”

I want to believe that Phoenix hasn’t always been shitty, but rather that he’s made a few shitty decisions. But, unfortunately, all signs aren’t point that direction as of late.

A rogue sniffle and single tear betray my hard exterior.

“Aww, things will be okay in the end. And if they’re not okay, then just have faith that it’s not the end.”

“Thanks, Brock.” I gather the papers that are sprawled out on the floor. It’s time to get to work. “So, I know you have the rest of your pieces being delivered this afternoon. The electrician is scheduled to come out tomorrow morning and it is my hope that everything will be set up and ready by tomorrow night. But what the hell is going on in the back room?”

I’m irritated that he has been so secretive about this particular piece. When I stole a glance earlier this morning, it was completely empty with the exception of a wire rack hanging from the ceiling and gray walls.

“Have I ever told you about Joe?” he muses, ignoring my desire to get him focused.

“No, but we really have to get things moving, Brock.” I thumb through the paperwork looking for the caterer’s phone number so I can confirm quantities.

“Well … Joe. He was the love of my life. He was the kind of guy who made me want to be a less shitty human being. He was a phenomenal lay and an even more phenomenal boyfriend.”

“Brock!” I snap my eyes to him in disgust. These kind of comments really shouldn’t surprise me anymore.

“What? I’m just saying everyone loved him, especially me.”

“Nice to see there is a seed of humanity inside of you.”

Brock cackles and takes a long sip of his coffee. “Thanks. I like to think I’m not half bad. Well, Joe and I dated for close to a year, but he refused to bring me home to meet his family. It drove me insane. He had met my entire family and all of my friends really early on. I mean, we were inseparable, so it just kind of happened. But I just couldn’t wrap my head around the fact he didn’t want me to meet the important people in his life. One day I decided I had had enough and so I took things into my own hands. I knew that Joe was it for me. So I did what any noble man would do.”

“Oh my God. You didn’t … did you?”

“I did,” he whispers sheepishly. “I went over to his parents’ house one Sunday afternoon and introduced myself. Professed my love for their son and asked for their blessing to marry him. The law didn’t fucking matter. There was nothing that was going to keep us apart.”

My heart sinks. I know exactly where this is headed without him even saying what comes next. I rest my hand on Brock’s thigh and give it a tender squeeze.

“Well, while Joe was completely comfortable in his own skin, you could say he didn’t have the most understanding parents. And that is the understatement of the century. They had no idea he was gay. I fucking outed the one man who meant the world to me. I thought I was doing the right thing by asking for his hand in marriage, and instead I destroyed him, his family, and obviously our relationship. After we split, I went off the deep end. Spent a lot of time in Europe. Did some stupid shit. And even landed in jail for pissing off a bridge and into the Seine River. Good times!”

I find myself sympathizing a little bit with Joe, at least on the whole parental thing. But I can’t even begin to imagine having this scenario play out in my life.

“I’ve seen him out and about a few times since then. He’s always with the same blond guy who probably is no good for him. But he looks happy …”

“I’m sorry.” I offer my condolences like a soft prayer. I know they can’t fix the hurt and regret he lives with each day.

We sit in silence for a few moments and I hear him take a shaky breath.

“My point is that all guys do stupid shit. Even devilishly handsome, cavalier, perfect men like me.” Brock laughs softly, but his eyes turn sad. “But more importantly, you can’t force the truth out of someone if they’re not ready to share it. And you never really realize just how deeply you love someone until you’re forced to watch them love someone other than you. I would lay my life down to go back and make things right. So whatever happened between you two, you need to decide if it’s worth fighting for. Could you carry whatever regrets you have on your shoulders for the next decade? Or is it worth the effort to make things right?”

I chew on my thumb as I think about Phoenix. “But he hurt me, Brock.”

“I know, sweetie.” He kisses my temple. “But that’s part of being in a relationship. Hurt comes with the territory. No couple is perfect all of the time. And no individual is completely flawless … except me, of course, but I digress. You just need to ask yourself if you can continue to genuinely love him in spite of the hurt?”

I think already know the answer, but I’m not brave enough to admit it out loud. I let the silence between us soothe my heart. Rachel is right, as is Brock. The reason this hurts is because I love him so deeply. He’d made those choices before I was ever in the picture.

“Have you at least talked to him at all?”

“No.” My body rocks to the side as he nudges me with his shoulder. “He’s been trying to get a hold of me for the past week, but—”

“But what? You’re too stubborn to hear him out?”

“Stubborn? No. I’m just … I don’t know?”

“Hurt,” he says matter-of-factly.

I look at my feet and nod.

“And do you think he’s not hurting right now?” Brock looks at me and simply shakes his head in disbelief. “If I had to guess, I’d venture to say he’s been drowning in a sea of regret.”

Phoenix knew exactly how much the truth would hurt me. But lying about it was for his benefit, not mine. Was he trying to protect me by keeping his secret? Probably. Should he have told me what happened a long time ago? Absolutely. Is this worth ending what is arguably the greatest relationship in my entire life? I’m not sure. But what I do know is I owe it to him to at least talk it out. He’s done nothing but be persistent and I’ve continued to shut him out.

“Just remember, Phoenix is only human. And so are you. Not everyone is as upfront to their mistakes as you are, Ivy.”

I know I’m far from perfect. But at least I’ve owned up to my fuck ups in life. He’s spent so much time and energy avoiding them. Making sure I didn’t learn about his tryst with Genevieve. I think the only thing more terrifying than having everything you've ever wanted is knowing that you are the sole reason you lost it. In spite of Phoenix’s mistakes, I fear that I have single-handedly sabotaged my happiness.

Can I really fault him for the things he did before he ever even knew me? Sure, I have a right to be angry. But for how long? And are the secrets from his past truly unforgivable to the point where I'm willing to throw it all away? Or am I allowing my emotions to get the best of me? He never once faltered when it came to my past. He accepted me just as I accepted myself, flaws and all. Then again, I’d never locked them away from him.

It’s clear that he’s been torturing himself over his past far more than I could ever torture him. And I’m doing a damn fine job of tormenting Phoenix these days.

Brock clears his throat, pulling me from my thoughts.

“You know, my grandma used to cross-stitch all of these stupid quotes and frame them all over her house. I remember one that said, ‘Love can mend our broken wings and teach us how to fly.’ I never really thought about it until now.” Brock pauses thoughtfully, staring up at the ceiling. “You’re not strong because you haven’t been broken, Ivy. You’re strong because you had the courage to try to love someone else in spite of being broken. And no matter how weak you think you are at any given moment, you are more than a little birdy, broken on the ground feeling helpless.”

The words broken and birdy jolt through my brain and before I know it, I’m on my feet at the desk flipping over the wastebasket looking for that damn bird.

“Shit!”

“What?”

“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. SHIT!” I fist my hair and the pain reenergizes my body. “What day is today?”

“Tuesday.” I’m halfway out the door and into the street when I hear him call out after me. “Why?”

Because trash day is Tuesday.

Because I threw away what could very well be my last link to Phoenix.

Because I am on the brink of losing it all.

Relief washes over when I see a mountain of black and white plastic garbage bags peaking over the top of the dumpster. They haven’t been by to pick up the trash.

Relief …

… and then panic.

Because the only way that bird is coming out is if I go in and get it myself. And who knows what the hell is hiding in those garbage bags.

Don’t think about the rats.

Don’t think about the rats.

Don’t think about the rats.

As I steel myself to climb up the outside of the dumpster, I note that this may very well be the lowest point of my life. I don’t just bend over backward for any guy, but I will find a way to move mountains for Phoenix. And apparently today I’m a moving mountain of filth.

I nearly gag at the pungent stench of what I can only assume is dead fish, animal feces, wet dog, and rotten flesh. With my luck, I’ll stumble across a decaying body.

Lowering myself into the dumpster, my legs sink in the sea of rubbish. I reach out to tear open the trash bag closest to me and shudder at the slimy residue now covering my hands. My eyes slowly start to fill with tears and a small, but terrified squeak slips from my lips.

I cannot believe that my life has come down to this.

I cringe as I sift through stale bread and expired lunch meat from the deli across the street as I grab the next bag. This one is thankfully tame—just paperwork from an office that apparently doesn’t believe in recycling. Trash bag upon trash bag I tear open, looking for any evidence of the gallery garbage that would have been put out last night. I find it all—maggots enjoying a mid-morning snack, a used pregnancy test, and even a taxidermy cat.

It isn’t until I find an empty Starbucks cup with red lipstick marks around the rim and the most complicated order known to mankind that I know I’m close. The side of the cup reads “Fairuh” and I can only hope she threw it away at the desk where I pitched the delicate bird. I’m not sure how much more of this I can stomach.

I tear the hole open a bit more and empty the contents of the bag out on top of the other trash bags. I sift through the dreck, moving old papers and leftover Chinese takeout around until I finally spot the crushed powder blue crane in the wreckage.

Its wings are broken, just like mine.

Inhaling the sourness, I slowly smooth out the paper wing and examine the bird more closely. Pen mark indentations have pushed their way through the paper and I feel Phoenix’s words beneath my fingertips … in my heart … in my soul. Phoenix has written something inside. The mere thought of his pain on paper makes my hands tremble.

Deep down, I know this is his apology.

I crawl my way to the edge of the dumpster, sinking deeper and deeper with each movement. Hoisting my weight into the palms of my hands I kick my leg over the edge and lose my left shoe in the process.

Fuck it. I’m not going back in there.

I chuck the other cheap ballet flat into the dumpster behind me, convincing myself that the pair always gave me blisters. The street is hard beneath my feet and I take a seat on the curb, lost in my own world. Carefully, I unfold the crane, amazed at just how time-consuming it is to unfold it.

It’s ironic to be undoing the intricate folding work of this paper crane. I imagine his fingers delicately folding each piece with focus and precision. And yet with each flap I undo, I’m releasing new secrets into the wild. I am unfolding the truth. Unfolding his love. I imagine it takes me nearly as long to unfold the origami as it did for Phoenix to fold it into the bird in the first place.

I smooth the paper out over my thighs and begin to read.

 

Dear Ivy,

I know you said you needed space and I’m trying my damnedest to give you that. But I’ve been torn at wanting to fail at your request.

I just wanted you to know that I miss you. A fuckload.

Yesterday I spent the day at The Met simply to be close to you. I saw you in every painting. Every sculpture. Hell, every person who stopped and looked thoughtfully at a work of art—there you were. It hurt to be there alone, but strangely I found comfort in the pain.

Then again, maybe that’s not so strange after all? I guess we both know a thing or two about pain. Don’t we?

While I was there, I came across this painting by Picasso, The Blind Man’s Meal, and all I could see was the regret in every brush stroke. The anguish, not just on the man’s face, but all across on the canvas as well. I wouldn’t be surprised if you can picture the painting in your mind right now. The blue tones. The epitome of human suffering. A man completely lost in every sense of the word. And yet, I saw me framed in that canvas against the while.

And while the man couldn’t see in the literal sense of the word, he can see things that can’t physically be seen. God. Hope. Love.

That’s when I finally “got it.”

I don’t want to be that blind man. I don’t want to live a life of regret. I don’t want to know what it’s like to experience that kind of love … our kind of love, and have it taken away.

I can’t regret my past actions. They ultimately led me to you. But I do hate myself for what I did and how I never told you about that night. You deserve better than what I gave you. And I intend to live each and every day trying to give you that ‘better’.

Ever since my mom passed away, I’ve tried to live my life with as few regrets as possible. So while I’m horrified by my behavior, there are many things I’m not sorry for.

I’m not sorry for wanting the best for you, even if it means that I’m not it. I’m not sorry for falling for you.

And I’m certainly not sorry for following my heart when you took it with you to New York.

But most of all, I’m doing my damnedest not to be sorry for what I’ve done in the past. Because my mistakes have made me the man you fell in love with, and I wouldn’t change that for all the money in the world.

In spite of all this, I’m still ME, Ivy.

I’ve been staying at Brock’s for the past week, trying to figure out how to make this right. But I’m fairly certain I’ve worn out my welcome. He’s over listening to me talk about you and honestly, I’m over listening to him and his revolving door of “gentleman callers.” So I’m headed back to St. Louis for a while to visit with my dad.

I'm not sure when I’ll be back, but I hope you’ll give me the chance to talk to you in person.

I love you. And I promise that I’ll never stop, even when you ask me to.

 

Phoenix

 

By the time I reach the end of his letter, the tears have flooded my vision. I barely make out the reference to our song, Everlong, but I know it’s there.

I sit on the curb in a blubbering puddle. Smelling like shit. Missing my shoes. Mascara no doubt streaming down my cheeks as New York City continues to buzz all around me. And I couldn’t care less that I look like a crazy person who will never get the stench of curry and egg fart out from her hair.

I bring my hand up around my neck and finger the delicate metal crane necklace that I have yet to take off. I think of the birds, and Phoenix learning how to mindlessly fold crane after crane. And for the first time ever, I truly feel a connection to the woman I never knew. Before now, I couldn’t wrap my head around how his mother was able to forgive his father for cheating on her. But I guess when you truly love someone, it makes you do incredibly fucked up things. It forces you to see beyond their mortal flaws and scars. And deep in your heart, you’ve forgiven them for their misgivings long before your mind even realizes it.

How fucking hypocritical of me to act like I'm better than him. I'm not. We're both only human, and we have both made our share of mistakes. Some mistakes are gravely worse than others, but those mistakes are what make us exactly who we are.

God, I am such an idiot.

It takes me nearly fifteen minutes to collect myself and walk back into the gallery to find my phone. But first I have a bone to pick with a certain artist in my presence who knows how to play multiple audiences.

Brock looks up from adjusting one of his light fixtures and it takes all of my energy not to march up to him and slap him across the face.

He knew.

He’s known all along.

He probably knows the whole damn story and has been playing both sides this entire time. I'm not sure if I want to hit him for making me relive the whole thing or kiss him for helping me figure my shit out.

Quickly Brock comes over to me and wraps me in a bear hug. I don't stop him and loosely drape my arms around his waist.

“Ugh! What’s that smell?” Brock wrinkles his nose in disgust, but I no longer care that I reek of rotten eggs and filth right now.

“Betrayal.”

He pulls back to look me in the eye. “What are you talking about?”

“I know he’s been staying with you.” I hold the wrinkled piece of paper with Phoenix’s confession up for him to see. He tries to pull the page from my hands to read his letter, but I whip it away before he gets the chance. How we could work together the past week without him ever slipping up and saying something about Phoenix staying with him is beyond me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What? And spoil all my fun?” He winks, trying to lighten the mood. “I promised him I wouldn’t poke the bear. I figured that if you knew that I was helping him out, you’d castrate me. And frankly, I’m a little fond of my dick, as are half the men in Manhattan.”

He's right about that. If I had known, there's a strong possibility I would have inflicted bodily harm. But secretly I'm relieved that Phoenix wasn't left to his own devices. The thought of him not having anyone in the city to lean on or talk to never sat well in my stomach. I guess it's nice to know he was able to find friendship in this bizarre man and still have a link to me.

It also means he knows exactly what Phoenix has been up to. How he's been. How he's feeling about our fight ... about me.

I swallow hard and bite my thumb. “How is he?” I ask softly.

The look on his face tells me everything I need to know. Brock chews on the inside of his cheek and simply shakes his head. My body deflates as I exhale slowly and shift my eyes to the ground. I'm not sure my heart can handle any more heartbreak today.

“Phoenix is ... well, Phoenix is really hurting. And that’s putting it lightly. He misses you. He feels helpless. He just wants a chance to explain. He's still pussy whipped by your pussy, and he's immune to my charm. In short, he's still hopelessly yours.”

I smile weakly at his last two comments. I’m sure Brock had a field day torturing Phoenix.

But even if he really still is whipped and mine, he probably hates me, and rightfully so. I deserve to be hated right now. I kicked him out and refused to give him the time of day while we both carried on with our lives in a world of hurt. He deserves so much better than me. I don't know why he hasn't realized that yet.

At the very least, I need to apologize. I need for him to hear me out.

I am such a bitch.

My eyes shift from the ground and then back to Brock.

“Do you think I'm too late?”

He smirks at my question. “Nah. You could never be too late when it comes to him. You're all Phoenix talks about and he has been nothing but a pathetic moping puppy dog. Besides, you do realize that time doesn't exactly exist, don't you?”

“What are you talking about?” I look at the clock on the wall, watching the second hand creep slowly toward the six at the bottom. “Of course it exists. It's 3:01.”

“No. Time is merely a figment of our imagination. It's something that the human race created to measure an infinite series of intangible, untrackable moments. The only thing that actually exists is the here and now, and even that is fleeting. This one moment, right now is the only thing that matters.”

I look at him blankly, trying to wrap my head around the concept of moments strung together in not actually being time but something bigger and more elusive.

Brock reaches out and touches my arm gingerly. “And because time doesn't exist, you're technically never too late, Ivy. So just embrace the moment.”

I smile at his logic. “And you really think he’ll have me back?” I’m cautiously hopeful and silently praying that my stubbornness hasn’t ruined whatever chance we had of fixing things.

“I don’t think. I know. And with the amount of bitching and moaning and crying I’ve seen him do the past few days, once things are good you better treat him nice. Celebrate steak and blow job day early or something. But I’d be more than happy to help you out in that department,” he says suggestively.

I smack his shoulder with the back of my hand. Brock ducks out the way, laughing at me. “Well, Phoenix was right about one thing. You are a little firecracker. An erratic piece of dynamite.”

I let him hug me one more time, but I don’t tell him that Phoenix is wrong. I’m not dynamite. Our love is. Together we are strong enough to crumble mountains. Transform landscapes. Tear down buildings. And … if we let it … self-implode.

We are explosive in all the best ways possible.

And apparently the worst ways, too.

I pull away from Brock and walk to the desk. I snatch my purse out from the bottom filing cabinet and fling it over my shoulder before leaving without saying a word. Walking with purpose, I throw my arm out and slip into the first taxi that pulls up to the curb.

As I slide into the back seat, he crinkles his face in disgust, presumably catching a whiff of my stench. Ignoring him, I grab my phone from the bottom of my purse and quickly type a message before I have the chance to second-guess myself.

 

Ivy: I’m ready to talk. When do you get back in town?
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MY PLANE TOUCHED DOWN A few hours ago.

I drove aimlessly around the city trying to summon the courage to see my dad. It wasn’t until I went to the park at the bottom of the St. Louis Arch that I found the strength to head home.

A weight was lifted off of my shoulders when I confessed, but Ivy continues to carry that weight and refuses to let me help her. Since Friday night, my old nightmares have finally stopped—only to be replaced with new ones of hurt, loss and solitude. And the new nightmares don’t even wait for me to be sleeping. I live each day toeing the line between heaven and hell. Every waking moment without Ivy in my life is a nightmare, torn between wanting to sleep away the pain of my past and wanting to make Ivy see that we belong together.

You just can’t force someone to love you though.

Surely this is how my dad felt back when my mom and I walked out on him.

When I walk through the door, my dad looks up over his newspaper and nearly spits out his hot tea. He looks weaker than before. The chemo and radiation are really doing a number on him.

“Phoenix,” he says in disbelief. “What are you doing here?” He pushes his chair out and places his weight in his palms against the table to stand.

“Oh my God ... Dad ...” I have no idea what to say, but the sight of him is absolutely heartbreaking. I lean my bag against the wall and walk over to him, taking in his frail frame. He's lost an ungodly amount of weight. He can see the immediate concern in my eyes.

“I know, right? That damn poison they keep injecting me with makes me throw up all the time. It's a perfectly good waste of food.” He cracks a smile, trying to ease the tension. But instead I instantly feel guilty for not coming to visit him sooner ... for not working to make amends before now. His days are clearly numbered and honestly, I had no idea he would deteriorate this quickly.

“Come here, son.” His eyes glass over a little and he stretches his arms open wide. I walk into them and he claps his hands against my back. It feels weird but good. I honestly can't remember the last time we hugged. I had to have been a little kid.

We stand like that for an indefinite amount of time, taking the moment in. It's not as awkward as I thought it would be. I know that Mom would be proud of me. Of us. We've come a long way…

Dad is the first to let go. He slowly makes his way back to the kitchen table to pick up his teacup and walk over to the couch. It's the same tan woven couch from my childhood. I sit down next to him and smile at the cigarette burn on the side of the seat cushion, remembering the night a few friends snuck over and tried to convince me to smoke for the very first time. It ended in a glorious coughing fit, a permanent burn mark on the fabric and my sorry ass getting grounded for a month. Who knew you couldn't cover up the tobacco stench with Lysol?

“So what brings you back to St. Louis? And where's that lovely lady of yours, Phoenix? Did she come with you?” He takes a long pull from his tea.

My eyes shift to the floor. “I, uh ... needed a change of scenery for a little bit. Things have been stressful with work and I wanted to come back and check in on you.”

It’s not exactly a lie. It’s just not the whole truth. I have really got to stop doing that.

I glance back to him and he gives me a pointed look. I was never much good at telling lies. I'm much better at just avoiding the truth instead. It must be one of the qualities I got from him.

“No ... you didn't. You don't just show up to check on your old man without so much as a heads up. What's going on?”

I take a deep breath and brace myself for my pending implosion. There's no way I can explain everything without completely losing myself. But if there’s one person out there other than Ivy who knows what it's like to lose yourself when you lose the one you love, it would be my dad.

“I fucked up.” It comes out in a rushed mumble, but he clearly understands judging from the solemn look and subtle nod he gives me.

“Do you want to talk about it?” He licks his chapped lips and settles further into the couch. His voice still has the comforting lazy draw that I remember from my youth.

“Honestly? Not really.” I don't intend to be rude, but the last thing I want to do is explain to my dad that I'm a lying sack of shit. That I take after him a little more than anyone would like to admit. Besides, he doesn't need to feel the weight of my burden. That cross is mine to bear and mine alone.

“You know, you've got the same look on your face that your mother had whenever things weren't going well. You're so much like her, it's uncanny.” A sad smile plays upon his lips and he looks across the room at one of their wedding photos on the wall. After all these years of separation and even beyond her death, he still holds out hope. He still harbors deep regret. He still wants nothing more than to change the past and get back the best thing that ever happened to him. “Well, Phoenix, if you want to talk about it, I'm here. I know I haven't been much of a father over the past ten years or so, but I do love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.” The words feel foreign on my tongue, but I don’t hate the way they come so easily. Maybe through anger and hurt the heart never really stops loving someone in any capacity? Maybe it just needs to be reminded of the good moments in order to be open to loving that person again?

I pull my phone out from my pocket and my chest crumbles when I see nothing. I thought for sure she would have sent me a text at the very least. Maybe she’s ready to move on?

My dad reaches out and grabs the remote off of the coffee table in front him. He flips it to SportsCenter and stretches his legs out in front of him. They're showing highlights from last night’s Chicago Cubs versus Milwaukee Brewers baseball game. Neither team is in the hunt for the pennant, but my heart instinctively aches at the thought of Ivy and her lazy passion for her hometown team.

Ivy. My little cubby bear.

Not much in my life makes sense. The one logical thing that has always remained constant is how I feel about Ivy. And that’s one thing I can’t control.

I tilt my head back and lean against the top of the couch. Above me is the same popcorn ceiling from twenty plus years ago. If I squint my eyes, I’m able to make out shapes and designs. It reminds me of the day I took Ivy out for a date in Central Park.

We’d spent the afternoon at the pond before walking over the Gapstow Bridge. At the crest of the bridge, Ivy stopped me and leaned against the side, staring up at the sky.

“Look at that,” she’d said as she pointed to a cluster of clouds. “It looks like two people kissing. Like in Gustav Klimt’s ‘Der Kuss.’”

Her voice was awestruck and the look on her face was downright ethereal. It hadn’t mattered that I’d never seen the painting she referenced because I knew it was beautiful from the passion in her voice. I looked in her gestured direction and never could find the couple kissing, but Ivy was always capable of seeing the things that most people were incapable of seeing. She didn’t view the world with her own two eyes. She saw the world through her heart.

Until I ruined her outlook indefinitely.

This entire time I’ve been trying to get her to see our situation with her head. Logically approach everything. Realize that there was no possible way I ever could have predicted the outcome we experienced. But that’s not how Ivy processes things. I’ve been so wrapped up in trying to force Ivy to hear me out and give the chance to explain that I never stopped and thought about the depths of the pain she’s feeling. How my actions impacted her heart.

Jesus Christ on a cracker. I am such an asshole.

Even though sleeping with Genevieve wasn't a calculated move, I still can't help but feel at fault for everything. Yes, I should have told her ages ago, but that wouldn't have mattered. I'm sure it would have yielded the same outcome.

“Why did you do it, Dad?” I blurt out, lifting my head to look at him. I don't understand what would motivate someone to knowingly cheat on someone they love.

“Hmm?”

“With Mom. Why did you cheat on her?”

He looks at my questioningly, instantly knowing how I fucked things up with Ivy. I don't give him the details, how it was her sister and happened before I ever even knew Ivy. Not that it matters because that fact doesn’t matter to Ivy. I don’t know why I’m suddenly desperate to know. Perhaps there’s some clarity my subconscious is searching for?

“Honestly? I have no good reason. I was young … really fucking stupid. I had it all and then everything that was good and right in my life was gone in a haze of indiscretion. I had absolutely no idea what I had in my possession. I took your mother for granted for twelve years. And you for that matter.” He shifts uncomfortably.

“How'd you get her back?”

“I wish I knew. Sheer dumb luck? I knew all along she was too good for me. But she made me want to be a better man. And when you two left, I realized just how much I desperately loved her. How watching her walk out the door that fateful day, my heart ripped out of my chest and I never even wanted it back. It was hers for the taking and I spent the next decade of my life trying to make sure she never lost it. I could never love anyone else as much as I loved your mother.”

Dad is quiet for a moment and shifts in his chair uncomfortably. “The affair was the biggest mistake I ever made. But I’m convinced that the day she walked out on me and took you with her was the day that saved our relationship. I know that may be difficult to understand, but it took losing you both for me to truly understand how much I loved you both. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend the emotional scars that I’d left on her, but once I grasped that, it became my mission to make things right. I am forever grateful to your mother for giving me that second chance.” His eyes wander from his tea and up to me again. “And I'm grateful that you were willing to give me that second chance, too.”

He doesn't need to say anything more on that subject. We both know how he fell short as a father for my formative teenage years. I know I could continue to crucify him for his past sins, but I've been working hard on forgiveness. And frankly, I appreciate him putting his pride aside for me through it all.

Forgiveness is a funny thing. It doesn't justify harmful actions. Forgiveness just prevents their past actions from continuing to impale your heart. It's the only true way to move forward. And I know that if I can't get Ivy to truly forgive me, this is going to eat at our souls for an eternity.

“Look ... I don’t know what is going on with you and Ivy. And I’m here to talk or listen and do whatever I can to support you. But I want you to know that you are worthy of her love. Never second-guess that. She is one of the luckiest women in the world to be loved by you, and hopefully she realizes that. But she can't just know you love her. She needs to understand the true extent of your love. She has to feel that. If you love her like I think you love her, you need to make her feel like she's the only girl in the world. That no matter what happened today or in the past or tomorrow or hell, even twelve years from now, she is, was, and always will be the only one for you. If you are able to make her feel that, she won't ever be able to shake you from her bones.”

If only it were that easy.

For years, I watched my dad try to make things right from afar. In time, Mom finally found it in her heart to let him back in. He tore down the walls he initially helped build and they learned to love again. Not that they ever really stopped. I'm pretty sure Mom loved him all along, in spite of the hurt he brought her. They were made for each other and he’d paid the ultimate price for his mistake.

I take a collective breath and hold it tight in my chest.

“I hope so, Dad.”

My phone vibrates on my thigh and I flip it over quickly. I get tunnel vision as Ivy’s name stares back at me. My heart rattles in my ribcage and my pulse goes haywire. The phone dares me to read her message. It challenges me to clench onto that last thread of hope. It threatens to either destroy me or make me whole once again.

“Everything all right?” he asks.

“It’s her …” I whisper.

My stomach twists and I swallow hard. I open her text message, read her words, then exhale through blurry eyes.

Relief.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

THE PAST FEW DAYS I'VE done nothing but throw myself blindly into work. Phoenix isn't due back until after the show opens, so I'm doing anything and everything to keep my mind from trying to make any rational decisions on behalf of my heart. Conversely, I’m trying to not allow my heart to dictate my head, at least not before we actually attempt to talk through things. I don’t know if we’ll ultimately work things out, but we owe it to each other to at least try. Or rather, I owe it to him for being a complete and total beeyotch and not truly listening to his side of things.

I feel like I've been living at the gallery recently, preparing for the opening of Sleeping Shadows. And in a way, I have. It’s probably not the healthiest coping mechanism, but it works for me. It’s too painful to stay at home … alone … with nothing but the memory of him everywhere I look. So I’m better off working long hours and proving my worth to James Horesji and ensuring a successful show.

It's for the best though. Brock's opening is tomorrow and as I expected, I've been left scrambling to accommodate some last minute changes. It feels like there won’t be enough time to do it all. There’s never enough time. Though I don’t dare mention that to Brock. He doesn’t care because he’s convinced time doesn’t exist, and I don’t have it in me to argue about it.

I'm standing in the center of the gallery floor in the dark trying to look around the main room.

“Just one more minute,” Brock says through the darkness.

Through the speakers, I hear the same piano chord repeat itself and I instantly recognize that he is playing my favorite alt-J song, Tessellate. Of course, he’d pick a song about sex.

“Are you ready?” Brock says over the intro with a hint of childhood excitement in his voice.

“Yes! Just do it, already!” His excitement is infectious and my voice sounds like seven-year-old Ivy waiting to peel down the stairs on Christmas morning.

He cranks the volume up as loud as it can go, flips a switch and all of the spotlights turn on simultaneously. I don’t know where to look first. I suck in a sharp breath, rendered speechless.

Wow.

Slowly, I spin in place, looking around the room. He moves to the center of the room next to me, standing shoulder to shoulder. He reaches out and grabs my hand with a confident squeeze.

“Brock ... this is incredible!” I’m overflowing with awe and bewilderment.

“I know, right? Things aren't always what they seem. That's the one thing I want people to take away from this experience.” After giving my hand another squeeze, he winks and moves to make a few adjustments to a piece on the west wall of the gallery.

I sit down on the floor in the middle of the room and soak everything in. Amid all of the darkness, there is a beam of light that casts beauty in the chaos … just like my life.

I stare at the silhouettes about to kiss as the lead singer’s voice rolls over my body in comforting waves. In front of me, a shadow is cast of a child holding onto the tail of a balloon while being pulled up into the sky. On my left is the silhouette of a man with a butcher's knife above his head, the structure casting the shadow is made entirely up of random doll limbs. It's truly what nightmares are made of. Next to that creepy doll piece is a pile of fast food wrappers that reveal a shadow of a bulimic girl, hovering over a toilet. And to my right, a couple leaning in for a kiss, one breath away from their lips connecting.

That is the piece that gets me. I know they’re just faceless, nameless shadows ... but I feel as if that image is Phoenix and me. The hair and body types are just too similar. And in some ways, it’s almost too difficult to look at. But I don't dare ask for confirmation though.

Shadow after shadow Brock has captured snapshots of life. Each one powerful in its own way. Each one telling a very different message. Each one simply captivating.

When the song is over, Brock turns down the music. He looks around, impressed with himself. And he should be. This is quite the sight.

“So everything out here is pretty much ready to go.”

“And what about that room?” I ask, pushing myself back to my feet and gesturing toward his secret project in the back corner.

Earlier this week, he’d rushed into the gallery to tell me that he has one final addition for the show. The only problem was it required us to reorganize all of the existing floor plans for the show and build a completely separate room within the gallery. Brock called it a “three-sixty experience” and instructed me that it was to be kept under strict lock and key until the night of the show. I don’t dare tell him I already took a peek inside the room … and its contents, or lack thereof, is cause for concern.

“It will be my finest piece yet, assuming I can pull it off.”

“How much more do you have left to do?”

“Um ... not that much?” Try as he may, he fails at acting casual about it and there's a bit of panic in eyes.

Brock plays with the house lights for a little bit, quadruple checking his desired dimness levels for the show. Once he's satisfied, he turns the lights all the way and grabs six large garbage bags from behind the desk.

“Is there anything that I can help you with, Brock? I can't have you still piecing things together when I open the doors tomorrow night.”

“Nah. I've got it under control, my little Funny Bunny.”

Brock smiles warmly as he disappears into the newly created room with his arms full of the trash bags. I roll my eyes at his absurd pet name and follow him. But when I get close, he slams the door on my face.

“I'm serious, Ivy. You can't come in here,” he says through the wall.

Fine.

Without Brock in my space, I make the executive decision to blast my 80’s guilty pleasure jam before grabbing the broom from the back office so I can tidy up a little bit. As I sweep, I dance to the ridiculous musical stylings of INXS and sing “I Need You Tonight” at the top of my lungs. I’m in such a good mood.

Hopeful that there will be a resolve of some kind with Phoenix.

Confident that tomorrow’s show is going to go off without a hitch.

Certain that James Horesji will be nothing less than impressed with my performance.

“So were you able to get a hold of Sergeant Sexy Pants at all?” Brock shouts through the door.

“This is ridiculous, Brock. Just let me in.” I shake my head at the absurdity of the situation.

Brock cracks the door to the new room and sticks his head out. “No. Now keep me company and start talking. And for the love of all that is good, turn this dreadful emo shit off.” He slams the door hastily and I cringe at the sound of something falling over in there. A ladder, maybe?

“Excuse me, but INXS is definitely not dreadful emo shit. It’s eighties. It’s awesome. And it’s classic. So deal with it.”

Humph. And if I’m not allowed in there, he’s not allowed to play DJ.

“No. My mother is classic. Anyone who births a legend like me is an instant classic. Now turn this crap off and tell me what happened.”

With a hop in my step, I walk over to the controls and turn the music down so we can talk. He’s not getting his way right now. Not after putting up with his pet names and general absurdity for weeks.

I take a seat on the floor against the door, fold my arms and speak through it. “We talked for a few minutes last night on the phone. I didn't keep him long, knowing he was spending some time with his father.”

“And did you two kiss and make up?”

“Not exactly.” I frown. Something of this caliber certainly can't be solved over the phone, much less in just a few minutes. “But we're making plans to talk when he gets back into town next week.”

I need to try and make things right between us. I'm not sure I can ever truly get over what happened between him and Genevieve, but I need to try to find a way to accept it. And I certainly don't like having him halfway across the country. It reminds me too much of the time just after we met and we had to rely on our phones to keep us connected.

I give Brock the abbreviated version of our conversation, but he doesn't seem to be paying much attention, engrossed in whatever artistry is going down behind the closed door. Pushing myself up onto my feet, I turn the music back on and finish tidying up to help my mind distracted from the one person I want to talk to the most right now: Phoenix.

 

 

THE SECOND HAND ON THE clock is moments away from striking midnight, and I can only assume Brock is nowhere near done for the day. Plus, I'm tired of talking to a fucking wall.

I knock swiftly on the door and instantly feel ridiculous. Or annoyed. Either way, both are totally appropriate in this context. Brock pops open the door and slips out so I don't see whatever this super secret project of his is. With my luck, he's probably fashioning some phallic tribute to his own dick with the shavings of his pubic hair. The press would have a field day with that shit.

“Are you almost done?”

“Honestly? No,” he clips, looking back over his shoulder. His forehead is covered in a sheen of sweat and I can tell he’s really starting to stress out.

“Just let me help you.” If this doesn’t get done, it’s going to be both of our asses. Not finishing this piece, whatever it is, is not an option.

“If I did that, your name would have to appear on the piece alongside mine. And that is not going to happen.” Brock slips through the door and closes it behind him. He wraps his arm around me and starts to walk me toward the back office. “Why don’t you head home and get some beauty sleep? I can handle locking up when I’m done. We both have a big day tomorrow and it doesn’t make sense to have you stick around, babysitting me through a wall. Besides, I need to listen to some Fleshcrawl and I know how much you love my music.”

Ugh. I am not dealing with any more of his Nazi death metal bullshit.

I stifle a yawn. “Are you sure?” I ask and Brock pulls me in for a quick hug.

“Yeah. I really appreciate all of your help, Ivy. You've been incredible to work with, and tomorrow will be glorious, thanks to you.” I smile at his compliment and he releases me, pulling back at arms length. “Sweet dreams, Monkey Moo.”

And now I'm a primate who lives on a farm.

Awesome.
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BROCK LEANS AGAINST THE DOORJAMB to the bathroom, studying my every move.

“You’re a fucking basket case. Would you just chill the fuck out already? Everything is going to be fine.” I realize that I don’t know him exceptionally well, but I’m starting to sense that an irritated Brock is an angry Brock.

“I’m just anxious. That’s all.” I comb my hair again, trying to make sure each and every piece is in its perfect place.

“You’re hot as shit, but you’re going to brush your head bald if you keep it up at this rate. And who will want you without that glorious mane of yours? Besides, the nervous look is really unbecoming on you. Now get out of the bathroom, Sugar Pants. I need to finish getting ready.”

I slip out of the door before he has the opportunity to pinch my ass. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s managed to grab a feel. The man seriously has no social boundaries.

“So everything is set up? Are you sure she’s going to go in beforehand?” I call out from the large space in his studio apartment.

“For the millionth time, yes! She’s too curious not to go in. And I was there until ten this morning. It’s perfect. Now shut up and just trust me on this.” I can barely understand him over the sound of his electric toothbrush in his mouth.

I check my reflection in the window. I’m wearing Ivy’s favorite gray and cobalt shirt. I just hope she doesn’t get pissed off when she sees me. As far as Ivy knows, I’m still in St. Louis and not due back until the weekend. Wiping my sweaty palms against my jeans, I pace around the room.

“You know what they say will calm you down?”

“I don’t know, but if it’s anything other than alcohol, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Hey—I was just offering to lend you a hand,” Brock says with a suggestive wink. “But if you really need it, there’s some gin in the cabinet above the microwave.”

“No, there’s not. I polished it off last week.” I sit down on the couch and lace up my chucks.

“Glad you made yourself right at home.” Brock crosses the room and stands right in front of me with his hands on his hips. “Come … let me see you.” He snaps his fingers demandingly.

I stand and raise my arms in the air like I’m about to be arrested. He twirls his index finger in a small circle in the air and I slowly turn at his request. I need for everything to go according to plan today and that means I need to appease the mastermind to ensure smooth success. None of this will have mattered if I’m able to get the time I need to talk to Ivy. And if all goes according to plan, she’ll definitely take the time to listen to what I have to say.

“You look devilishly handsome.” He smiles at my appearance in approval.

“Thanks?” I’ve never been called handsome by another man.

“You manscape?”

I pick up a random piece of PVC pipe from the pile of trash on the small side table and chuck it at his head.

“What? I’m just that confident that you’re going to get her back and then get her on her back tonight. That’s all. Have faith, young grasshopper.” Brock walks back into his bedroom and looks over his shoulder just before he disappears out of site. “We leave in twenty.”

And just like that the nerves take over.

Again.
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I ADJUST THE VOLUME FOR the music and walk around the gallery, taking in the fruits of our labor. We’re a few hours away from opening the doors and I can hardly contain my excitement. Yesterday, Brock and I had a minor disagreement about the musical selection for tonight's opening. And by minor disagreement, I mean World War III. He was insisting on a German band named Morgoth and I was leaning a little more toward something classy … you know, music that would actually fit the vibe of an art gallery. But I humored Brock and gave it a listen and the noise that invaded my ears was exactly what you’d expect from a band that calls themselves Morgoth. Somehow I convinced him that death metal was not an appropriate selection for the evening. After playing my veto card, I got him to agree to some ambient music by the French band, Air. Their amazing ambient sound on the Moon Safari album is much more fitting for an art gallery and, more importantly, a show titled Sleeping Shadows.

This morning I chose my trusty little black sheath dress with delicate lace detail and styled my hair in long waves with the sides pinned back out of my eyes. For the time being, I’m walking around barefoot as I'm not quite ready to punish myself for hours on end in four-inch heels. I don’t think I’ll ever be convinced that the wicked blisters I’ll inevitably get are worth the price of beauty. If only my Converse were appropriate formal wear.

I look around the room ... nearly everything is ready. The didactic panels explaining each piece are secured next to the respective sculptures, the caterer is nearly set and the lighting has created the perfect mood. I know Brock was still working in the room earlier this morning, and I have no clue if he’s still in there, but it’s nearly six o’clock and we’re a few hours away from showtime.

In the back office, Brock left the final didactic panel for his three-sixty art experience on the seat of my chair. Normally it’s my responsibility to write the backstory to the piece for guests to read, but since I was forbidden from the room, I made Brock agree to take care of it.

I lift the thick cardboard up off the cushion of my seat. The panel reads “VOL” in thick, black, bold letters. Underneath it he simply typed “Love can mend our broken wings and teach us how to fly.” My heart drops to my feet and I find myself trying to catch my breath. These are the exact same words he’d spoken to me moments before I went dumpster diving.

Oh my God. What did you do?

I quickly make my way to his secret room and knock on the outside of the hollow door.

“Brock?”

Silence prevails, but I know that the absence of his words does not necessarily mean the absence of him. I put my hand on the knob, turning it slowly to crack the door. I’ve respected his request for privacy back here for the past week, but we are hours away from opening to the press and I don’t have time for his nonsense anymore. I have to know what’s on the other side of this door.

When I walk through the doorway, the sight on the other side steals my breath away. Brock has painted the entire back room in iridescent charcoal. The walls practically shimmer with the house lights. Strung from the ceiling are hundreds … no, thousands of birds in countless sizes and varying shades of gray. Each bird dangles from a clear piece of twine at alternating lengths, creating a stunning pattern of waves and monochromatic tones.

Slowly I step underneath the installation to examine Brock’s work more closely and my heart sinks. These aren’t just birds.

They’re paper cranes.

Tears begin to flood my eyes and I find myself unable to breathe. I reach out to touch one of the birds cautiously when suddenly the lights go off and I’m standing in darkness.

I turn my head toward the cracked door and see a stream of light coming through from the main part of the gallery. “Brock? Is that you? I’m back here!”

My pulse rushes in hot pursuit of answers and I need an explanation for all this. Fast.

Suddenly, the spotlight on each of the walls flick on simultaneously and the piece comes to life. The way Brock has angled the lights casts shadows of larger birds in flight on each of the four walls. The intangible shadow art he’s created throughout the room, and the dramatic display of tiny creations wired from the above, is truly is a full three-sixty experience.

The door clicks shut behind me and I’m pulled from my awestruck reverie. I spin around to find him standing there in all his beautiful, broken glory.

Phoenix.

“Hey,” he whispers. Shyly, he stuffs his hands in his pockets and looks at the wall to his right. “The guy is talented, right?”

I open my mouth only to find myself rendered speechless. “How?” I ask for lack of a better word. I'm stunned that he's standing here before me. He's not supposed to be here.

“I think that why is probably the question you’re looking for.” His eyes light up and his dimple quietly winks at me. He simply mouths the word, “You.”

Slowly, Phoenix approaches me and takes both of my hands in his. We stand underneath the cloud of floating paper cranes and La Femme D'argent by Air fills the empty space between us.

It's the first time I've seen him in weeks and my heart is bursting and breaking all at once. I want to kiss him and scream at him and grab him and slap him and everything in between. My mind tells me to run far and fast, but my heart forces me to stay planted exactly where I am. I can already tell my mind is going to lose the battle of what I know and what I feel.

Love will win.

When love is real, when it's true and unflappable and honest, it will always win.

Even though he's clearly broken, there's a quiet confidence about him. Resolve in his eyes. And I realize that he is a direct reflection of me. In this moment, we know. We both simply know.

“Phoenix, I'm sorry.” My voice quivers, but I need to explain myself.

“No, Ivy. I—”

“Stop. Just listen to me.”

I pull my hand out from his and put my palm flat against his chest. His heart is thrumming manically and he closes his eyes and nods. When he opens them again, his gaze is so full of love it melts my core. He shakes his head no, taking my hand off of his chest and holds it loosely in between us.

No?

My stomach churns and Phoenix must see the sheer panic that flashes in my eyes. He drops his forehead and presses it against mine.

“Me first,” he whispers with hesitation in his voice. He’s so close I can taste the mint from his sweet breath on my lips and I fight the desire to press my mouth against him and allow our bodies to make amends.

Lightly, I feel him trace circles with the pad of his thumb inside my palms. I close my eyes, focusing on his touch, and prepare myself for whatever it is he needs to tell me.

When I will myself to open my eyes and look at him, he swallows hard then nervously stares at the cranes above us. Deep down I know he is responsible for each and every last one of them.

“My mom had it all wrong,” Phoenix says softly before tilting his head up, examining the birds intently for a few moments. He exhales abruptly when he looks back down at me. He’s not exactly looking in my eyes but rather the base of my neck. He smiles as he touches the necklace he gave me on my birthday. His body relaxes and there’s a quiet confidence in his face as he meets my gaze once again.

“Above us hangs three thousand cranes, and three thousand cranes means three wishes granted.”

He speaks slowly.

Softly.

Reflectively.

Reverently.

“I’ve had a lot of time to think lately. About me … you … us. I’ve thought about what I want out of life and what I need. And so, Ivy … I have three wishes in life. And these are my three wishes, from me … to you.”

My heart smiles and warmth radiates from my chest. He’s still nervously running his thumbs over my palms, except I realize they aren’t circles. They are infinities, over and over and over again.

“My first wish … I want you to know me. The real me. The one with no secrets. And it’s okay if you decide you don’t like that guy because sometimes I’m not sure I like him very much either. He’s exactly like the me you already know, but with a landslide of problems that I don’t like to acknowledge.”

“Stop being so self-deprecating,” I exhale softly.

“Shhh …” He places a single finger to my lips. “Just listen.”

I swallow hard, try to still my racing heart and look him in the eye. It's hard to process everything that's happening right now. I need to apologize to him, but I get the feeling that he needs to say his peace more.

“As I was saying. I want you to know everything about me, including the things that no one else knows and the things you wouldn't even care to know.” Phoenix reaches up and touches one of the birds that hangs down on fishing twine. It sways a little, bumping into the bird next to it.

“For so long, I’ve wished I could turn back time and make different choices and make things right. And part of me still wishes I could do that. But those choices, for better or worse, are what led me to you. So instead of changing history, I wish I had told you about my past sooner and that I was honest from the get go, even if that meant risking losing you. And for that, I am truly sorry, Ivy.”

I open my mouth to respond, but he quickly places his index finger back over my lips.

“Inside each and every one of these three thousand cranes I've written something about me that nobody else knows. Pieces of me from the past twenty-five years. Everything from my favorite fourth grade teacher to acceptable condiments on a hot dog to how it makes me feel when I hear you talk in your sleep to even what I felt the day I saw my dad cheating on my mom. Anything you can dream up, I'm confident I've captured here. And it’s my wish that you’ll take the time to read every last one of them and see me for who I really am.”

“Three thousand?” I say under my breath in awe before shaking my head. “Do I really talk in my sleep?” My cheeks flush with heat. Out of embarrassment or being touched by this intimate gesture, I'm not quite sure.

“Shhh … I’m not done yet.”

I watch as he reaches up. Three ivory cranes fly among the sea of gray birds in the center of the installation. He pulls the first one down off the twine and places it in the palm of my hand. “Go on … open it.” He gestures toward the crane in my hand.

As I start to unfold the iridescent colored paper, I begin to realize the magnitude of what he’s done. I pull the square piece of paper taut.

 

On August 11th at 3:01 a.m., I knew that you were the woman I would spend the rest of my life with.

 

My lower lip quivers and I lift my gaze slowly to meet his eyes. I have no idea if August eleventh was a day of consequence, but it is now. Conflicted emotions flood through me in waves. I should be apologizing to him. Not being on the receiving end of this grand gesture.

I look back down to the slip of paper and read his handwriting over and over until my hands turn shaky and I wipe away a tear with the back of my hand.

“My next wish is for your happiness. I never want to see you cry again over something stupid that I’ve done. Happy tears? Totally fine. But knowing that I’ve hurt you …” his voice trails off and he shakes his head, silently scolding himself. “I can’t handle being the root of your sadness.”

Phoenix pulls down the second ivory crane and cautiously hands it to me. I purse my lips, release a breath and trace my fingers over the outside of the paper before carefully unfolding the bird.

 

I will never forgive myself for being the source of your tears. Ever. But as long as you'll let me, I want to be the man who dries those tears. Your happiness, no matter the cost, is what I want for you in life. You deserve nothing less than infinite happiness.

 

I want that, too. I really, really do.

“And my last wish ...” Phoenix takes a deep, shaky breath. “Well, this one is a bit selfish. But my last wish is that one day you will agree to be wife.”

I look at him, my mouth agape and forget how to breathe. After everything we've been through, after how horribly I've treated him, after all of our mistakes and hurt and healing ...

It's me that he still wants.

“I know we have a lot to work through, and I know it won’t be easy, but I am absolutely certain that I was put on this Earth for you and you only.”

Phoenix reaches up and pulls down the third ivory crane and places it in my palm. The weight is slightly heavier than the previous two and he gestures me to open it.

I pull the seams of the paper apart with my thumbs. Inside the slip of paper is a stunning oval ruby ring lined with tiny sparkling diamonds. The center stone is a rich crimson and when it catches the light, it flickers, reminding me of a beating heart. I look down at the slip of paper to see Phoenix's handwriting.

 

Only you. It's only ever been you.

 

My heart is bursting and my mind simply cannot process everything fast enough. I swallow down a deep breath and my body begins to shake. Phoenix takes the ring and grabs both of my hands in one of his. The panic and excitement must be palpable.

“Ivy ... this isn't a proposal. Yet.” A strange combination of relief and sadness wash over me as Phoenix takes the ring and slips it onto the ring finger of my right hand. It fits perfectly. He lifts my hand to his lips and presses a kiss into my knuckles.

“Thank you,” I say stunned. But it barely comes out as an audible whisper and I can’t even hear my words over the beating of my heart inside my ears.

His eyes study my face with seriousness. “When the day comes that you’re ready to take the next step with me … if it ever comes … I want you to take this ring off and give it back so I can put it on your left hand where we both know it belongs. But I want that day to be after you've read the truths written on each and every last one of these cranes. Because not all of it is puppies and kittens and rainbows in the fold. The real me has some ugliness to it … things I don’t like talking about. But I want you to know everything from my past so we can have an unshakable foundation for the future. Then, and only then do I want you to decide if you want me for the long haul. I know we have that once in a lifetime kind of love. I just want you to know it, too.”

I look back to him and swallow hard, nodding slowly in agreement.

We both look above us and I sense just how long it must have taken him to not only think of and write down three thousand things, but also to fold three thousand cranes.

“But if you ever decide that a future with me is not what you want—and I understand that that could happen—I still want you to keep this ring. Because this ring is yours, it has always been yours. And even if you decide you can’t keep me in your life, I want, no … I need you to keep this piece of me.”

Through my tears, the ring sparkles vibrantly. I throw my arms around his middle and he clutches me tightly. As beautiful as this ring is, it pales in comparison to the beauty of his words.

Phoenix lowers his lips to my ear. “I love you more than anyone has ever loved you before and I'm serious when I say I want nothing less than an eternity with you, Ivy.”

I love this man fiercely. He would do anything to be my everything. And I would do the same for him. I would happily take a hundred bad days with him than one single good day with anyone else.

But his words aren’t the only ones that need to right this wrong I’ve created between us.

Phoenix pulls back to look at me and cups my chin in his hand, gently running his thumb over the side of my jaw. He slowly starts to lean in and I close my eyes…

“Stop,” I breathe.

I want to kiss him. God, do I want to do more than kiss him right now! I know all could be forgiven with the single touch of our lips, but the only thought running through my head is how I am such a raging, horrid bitch. He was probably suffering much more than me, and the last thing I deserve in this world is this selfless, tender man standing in front of me handing his unwavering love over on a silver platter.

Phoenix’s forehead creases in confusion and a pained look floods his eyes.

“I owe you an apology. Before anything, please … just let me talk …” I bring my hands to his shoulders. “Nearly everything I’ve ever done in my life has been motivated by pain. And hate. And sometimes even self-loathing. I have a tendency to run away from things when they get tough and overreact with anger over things that can’t be changed.” I give him a knowing look after those words leave my mouth.

“And yet through it all … there you stand. Picking up the pieces … literally. You demonstrate more patience than I deserve. And for whatever reason, you still manage to love me in spite of all my horrifying imperfections.”

It’s true, I have been nothing but horrible to him because that’s what I’m used to. That’s what I know. That isn’t an excuse, but I need him to realize and understand that every single one of my relationships has been nothing more than a painful act of self-preservation.

“I’m not the same woman I was a few months ago. Working through twenty-three years of pain changed me. You changed me. And even after seeing me at my worst and lowest points of my life, you still find it in you to love me. And for that, I love you. Thank you for not giving up on me. You’ve shown me that pain isn’t the only thing that changes you. Love does, too.”

And shit … do I love this man.

I could say that I’d be nothing without him, but that’d be a lie. I simply don’t want to be anything without him.

“I shouldn’t have pushed you out before. I just … the only thing I could focus on was the hurt and I reacted the only way I knew how at that moment. I know you would never do anything to deliberately hurt me. “

The corners of Phoenix’s mouth twitch upward in a subtle smile and he takes my hands off his shoulders, holding them tightly as if they are his lifeline. “Promise me you’ll actually be open to talking things out and having those difficult conversations because I’m not going anywhere.”

His eyes are intense and I know he is capable of seeing through any exterior that I wear. I slowly nod, agreeing to his request.

“And no more untruths or omissions from me. Ever,” he adds. His lips part, beaming down at me and I give him a small, cautious smile. “I’m sor—”

“Oh just shut up and kiss me, Phoenix.”

I grab his face firmly in my hands and pull him toward me, my lips crashing into his hungrily. The instant we connect, a moan crawls from the depths of his chest and he welcomes me, his body melting into mine. His right hand runs through my hair and holds the back of my head as his left hand pulls my body closer to him. He pours every ounce of love he has into that single kiss and accepts every breathless moment I give him. He kisses me in a way that he’s never kissed me before.

We finally come up for air, lips swollen and chests panting. The look on his face tells me everything I’ve known all along.

This man is mine.

Whole-heartedly.

“Happy tears?” he asks softly as he pulls a linen handkerchief from his pocket and brings it to the corner of my eye.

“The happiest.” I laugh softly under my breath. “I’ll never understand why you love me the way you do,” I whisper, shaking my head in disbelief. The fates have kept us together.

He leans down to kiss me tenderly. At that moment, with Phoenix before me under a sky of origami cranes, I realize that art is exactly like love. It is all in the eye of the beholder. Every moment is open to interpretation, and every person sees and feels something completely different and beautiful. Each day, thousands of people walk the hallways of The Met and every last one of them takes away something different.

I’d wanted to start my life over, to paint over the canvas and create something new, but I had it all wrong. Just because you paint over the canvas doesn’t mean the original piece no longer exists. It’s still there, you just can’t see it.

Just like the scars of our past.

They make us who we are. The memory of their pain simply molds us into a new work of art. And it doesn’t make the masterpiece any less beautiful.

In fact, it makes it perfect.
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EIGHT MONTHS, THREE WEEKS AND four days.

That is how long it took me to read, understand and absorb each one of the three thousand cranes.

Some truths were simple.

 

When you’re not around, I like to sing in the shower. More specifically, I like to sing It Takes Two by Rob Base and DJ EZ Rock. I can rock the shit out of the one-man duet.

 

Others were a bit tougher to digest.

 

One time I was dared to secretly videotape myself having sex with a girl I met at a party. She never knew, and I have no idea what happened to the tape. I’ll never be able to run for office (not that I’d want to).

 

And a few were downright painful to read.

 

When I was seventeen, I was so upset over my parents’ divorce and angry with my Dad for trying to fix things that I tried to kill myself with prescription drugs. My mom found me and saved my life in more ways than one. When I woke up, she helped me understand just how much I had to live for.

 

Needless to say, we had our fair share of late night discussions. Some of them were heavy, but for the most part it was one of the most eye-opening and healing experiences I’ve ever had. I never would have guessed he went through a scarily rebellious stage as a teenager. Or that Annie was the girl who helped him get his shit back on track. I got to know Phoenix on a level that no one else came close to.

And when I read the final crane saying that he firmly believes toilet paper should always go under and not over the top, I knew I had met my match. I look to my left and smile at the roll hanging on the side of the stall. According to Phoenix, it’s loaded incorrectly, so I pull it out from the holder and reverse the roll.

“Are you almost done in there, Ivy?” I shift uncomfortably on the toilet seat and look at black and white checkerboard tiles on the floor. It’s a little too early in the morning for Rachel to exhibit this much enthusiasm.

“Good Lord, give me a damn moment, woman! I haven’t even had a chance to pee yet,” I bark through the stall door.

I take a calming breath in what will likely be my last moment of solitude for a while. Admittedly, it feels kind of nice.

A few minutes later, I emerge and step up to the bathroom mirror and take a calming breath.

“You look absolutely beautiful. Simply glowing from the inside out.”

“You think?”

My best friend nods at me in appreciation.

I thought I’d feel more nervous today. Don’t most brides panic on their wedding day? However, all I feel is comfort with a hint of excitement.

Phoenix wanted a traditional wedding. But when I got him to consider what really matters in a wedding day, he got on board with my idea.

And that was just last week.

I knew I wasn’t a huge celebration with the big church and four hundred person celebration kind of bride. I’m fairly certain that if I were to enter a church these days, lightning would strike and burn the place down in my presence, and I’m not sure I want that on my conscience. So when I talked him down off that ledge, his only prerequisite quickly turned into having both of our fathers here. After two quick phone calls, everything fell perfectly into place. Of course, when Rachel found out she invited herself along for the ride. Brock, too. After the Sleeping Shadows show wrapped, I couldn’t quite shake him from my life. Because of his success at the gallery, he was commissioned by a design firm to create custom pieces for some of their Fortune 500 clients. He deemed me his lucky charm and gave me one final pet name: Magically Delicious. Phoenix cringes every time he calls me that but it makes me laugh.

I touch up my lipstick and slip the tube into the pocket of my gray chiffon dress. It’s the same dress I wore at my birthday dinner. The one Phoenix picked out.

“Okay. Let’s do this.”

I take a deep breath and give my best friend a tight hug. She sniffles in my ear.

“Don’t you dare start crying. You’ll make me ruin my mascara.”

“I won’t, Bitch Tits.”

She squeezes me a little tighter and we share one final single girl laugh. I’m secretly amazed that we both made it to this moment in one piece.

Rachel wipes her cheeks and opens the door. I beam brightly at my dad who is waiting for me on the other side. Rachel kisses my cheek and skips down the hall and before disappearing behind a closed door.

“You ready?” He looks handsome in his charcoal suit. But more importantly, he looks genuinely happy. I melt when I see a single tear escape his eye at the sight of me.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” I hook my arm in his.

He hands me a simple but colorful bouquet full of white lilies tucked with pastel paper cranes before leading me down the hallway, then turns to face me.

“You know, this isn’t how I imagined your wedding day. I wanted the best for my baby girl. The biggest party money could buy. But the man who’s waiting for you on the other side of this door … that man is the best. And I couldn’t have handpicked a better match for my baby girl.”

He leans over and kisses my check, and I smile warmly at him.

“But with that said, it’s not too late to make a run for it. I already staked out the closest emergency exit.” He winks at me and I just shake my head and laugh.

Dad pushes the door open and we step inside. The room is small, but overflowing with happiness.

Rachel stands on the right, with Brock flanked at her hip. The pair only met yesterday but are already holding hands. No doubt that pair is double trouble. In Brock’s free hand, he’s holding up a cell phone with a video feed so my sister can watch the nuptials from her apartment back in Chicago. Mr. Wolfe stands proudly to the left beside his only son.

And there in the center, next to the judge, is Phoenix. His smile illuminates the room. The longer he takes in the sight of me, the more emotional he becomes. He chokes up, bringing his hands up to his face to mouth, his watery eyes never leaving mine.

The road traveled here to this exact moment in time doesn’t even compare to the road ahead of us. The only thing that matters is the here and now.

He smiles, showing me my favorite dimpled cheek and mouths the word “you” just like he did during Brock’s show when revealed his three wishes to me. My face flushes with heat at the memory.

There is no fanfare.

No bridal march.

No flower petals cast down the aisle.

There is only love.

I walk toward him in silence, to nothing but the rhythm of my heart.

When I reach Phoenix, I pass off my bouquet to Rachel and we take in the sight of each other. Before the judge begins the civil ceremony, Phoenix takes my hand in his, opens my palm and kisses it softly and closes it into a fist, just like he did in Madison the morning after we first met.

“Hold onto that until he says I can kiss you,” he whispers.

And together we stand there.

Fingers, love, and lives all intertwined.
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FOR MORE REASONS THAN I care to admit, this book nearly did not happen. Since the initial release of Love Nouveau, life threw me an unfair amount of plot twists. So the fact that you are reading the acknowledgments is a huge victory in and of itself. In the words of Liz Lemon, I’m high-fiving a million angels right now. Don’t know the reference? Google it. It’ll make you smile.

Writing is arguably one of the most isolating things a person can do. There are incredibly long stretches of time where you sit in a room, Googling questionable things and talking to fictitious people in your head. Most days you’re lucky if you remember to shower. You sacrifice a lot ... family time, relationships, personal hygiene (I’m only slightly kidding), and more. But as isolating as it is, it takes an army of people to bring the stories in my head to life. So thank you, to everyone who helped make this duet happen.

To my husband, Mike. Thank you for being so supportive of me in pursuit of my dream. For playing dad, mom, chef and everything in between. For never complaining all those late nights I sat in bed being a slave to the manuscript. For being open and honest when I crossed lines (and let’s be honest ... I crossed them a lot), but more importantly thank you for never giving up on me. I love you. And to amazingly awesome kiddos, I know you’re too little to understand what I’m doing when I disappear to write for a few hours, but thank you for being such incredible little humans. You can do anything you can dream up if you just put your mind to it.

To Jennifer Roberts-Hall, my editor extraordinaire ... I think it’s funny how much I miss you when I’m not in editing mode. Thank you for your expertise, but more importantly your friendship. You are a remarkable woman and I wish everyone in the world could know you personally and see the inspiration that you are.

I seriously have no idea how I would function without Sharon Goodman and the entire SFab family. You go above and beyond the call of duty time and time again. Sharon ... when I hit a low point back in February, your morning phone call/pep talk helped me maintain forward motion. Thank you for your endless understanding and support. Whenever our paths cross, you can expect two things to happen ... one, I am going to hug the shit of out your tiny ass. And two, we are going to take an epic bathroom selfie.

Najla Qamber ... your talent makes me want to write a million and one books just so I can have you continue to design the most beautiful covers on my behalf. I wish I could bottle your talent and professionalism so I could spread it throughout the indie community. You are one of a kind and I love your creative prowess!

Alexis Durbin of Indie Girl Proofs ... your eagle eye is incredible. Thank you for making sure my baby was polished and ready to publish. You are incredibly talented. To anyone looking for a fantastic proofreader to make sure your manuscript is clean, you need to reach out to Indie Girl Proofs!

And Julie of JT Formatting ... your interior work continues to amaze me. Thank you for your patience and answering my never ending stream of questions.

How did I get to be so lucky to score a friend like Angie Albertson? You have seen the roughest, ugliest, most ridiculous stuff I’ve written and you still haven’t run away from me. The “Pony” reference in this book is for you. Thank you for keeping me focused and motivated throughout it all. Drinks are on me the next time I’m in town.

Courtney Stocker-Coulter ... my dear, sweet Courtney. Where do I even begin with you? It feels like we’ve been friends for a lifetime and I hate that we’re separated by such distance. Who ever could have guessed that the quirky, chipper woman who reached out to me after reading Love Nouveau would turn into my muse for Brock. Thank you for all of your ideas and suggestions as you beta read and for being so incredibly passionate about this series!

Erycka Thesing, for all of your support through everything. I miss you terribly and love you to bits! Never forget that you can’t have a rainbow without a little rain.

Marisol Herrera for being my last set of eyes on this sucker. You did a lot on a little time and I am forever appreciative. Thank you for your awesomeness.

Stephanie Rose ... my sounding board, my cheerleader, my favorite mob wife accent. Oh, how I adore you!!! Thank you for being my source of sanity throughout this crazy process. You let me whine, sometimes cry, and listened to me unload whenever I got frustrated. You truly are the best!

To all of my indie chicks ... thank you for motivating me day in and day out, for keeping me focused, and for celebrating the tiny victories that come with writing each day. I love your faces dearly and each of you help make me a better writer. I would be so lost if it weren’t for our little family. And I want the world to know that Jade Eby gives the most incredible bedroom eyes. #FYW #HAM

A huge thanks to the incredibly talented Lisa De Jong for allowing me to incorporate her characters Alex and Dane in the beginning of the book. Her books, Plastic Hearts and Glass Hearts were some of the very first indie books that I read and loved. If you haven’t checked out Lisa’s books, you need to get on that stat!

Over a decade ago my sister Cathy gave a wedding toast which would end up serving as the premise for this book. Thank you for all of your wisdom, love and awesomeness through the years. And to my entire family, your continued support means the world to me.

To Claire Williams for giving me the visual for the last line and for being a badass. I miss your face daily. And Heather Markey for your ridiculous, crass sense of humor.

All of the bloggers who rallied around this series ... thank you simply isn’t enough. You have no idea just how much I appreciate you. The support you give indie authors always amazes me and you are such a critical part of this process. I wish I could wrap Phoenix up and hand deliver him to each of you.

To my favorite people in the universe over in The Berry Brigade—this book is as much a part of you as it is me! Without even realizing it, you gals helped me brainstorm ideas and helped shape this story in so many ways. Thank you for your infinite badassery!

And, of course, thank you to you...the reader. For taking the time to read this duet. I sincerely hope that you came across some lines that hit home and that this story stays with you. You are a large part of the reason I write and I appreciate you taking this journey with me.

Finally, thank you to Ivy and Phoenix. For speaking to me so clearly and being such a part of me for the past two years. I’ll miss you dearly.
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B.L. BERRY IS MANY THINGS. A New Adult author. A self-proclaimed music whore. A long-course triathlete. A marketing savant. And a full-time working mom. While there are never enough hours in the day, she does the best she can to get things done and hopes for technological advances in human cloning.

When she’s not hiding behind her computer writing, you can find her spending time with her family or catching up on her favorite TV shows. Rumor has it she’ll sleep when she’s dead.

She is Canadian by birth. Mexican by marriage. Chicagoan by heart. Kansan by choice. Jayhawk purely by common sense.

Residing outside of Kansas City, she lives with her husband, two children and black pug. Each day her family thanks the makers of e-Readers, because without which they would be living amongst stacks and stacks of romance novels. Conversely, each day B.L. Berry thanks the makers of e-Readers for hiding her book-hoarding tendencies.

 

 

I’d love to hear from my readers … let’s connect!

 

blberrywrites@gmail.com

Facebook – http://www.facebook.com/blberryauthor

Blog – https://blberrywrites.wordpress.com

Twitter: @blberrywrites

Instagram: @blberrywrites
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