
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Who marries their best friend just so he can
see her smile?

 


Nobody.

 


But Brad did.

 


 


He did that for me.
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MARITAL BITCH

 


Some people never grow up, and there are some
people you never grow out of no matter how hard you try.

 


She’s irrational. He’s crass. She wanted out
of South Boston. He never wanted to leave. She keeps him at a
distance. He refuses to leave her side. Together, Colleen Frasier
and Bradley Patrick are ridiculous and juvenile. Apart, they’re
just plain miserable.

 


While Detective Bradley Patrick was keeping
the streets of South Boston safe, Colleen Frasier was busy
litigating late into the evening and admiring the view from her
high-rise condo downtown. Her life was perfect– sort of. She spent
too much time drinking her high-priced lattes and acquiring an
impressive shoe collection and before she knew it she was 35 and
time for all that other stuff she wanted, like a husband and
children, was quickly passing her by. And then there’s that
longtime rift that’s kept her and her childhood best friend,
Bradley Patrick, at odds for over a decade.

 


All of that changes on Colleen’s 35th
birthday when she receives a surprise marriage proposal from Brad.
One night. One birthday wish. Trouble is, he brings out the worst
in Colleen. She can’t possibly marry him, can she? She’s never been
very good at saying “no” to him, either. What was supposed to end
the next day with an annulment takes on a life of its own when
video of the wedding ends up on the internet and their families are
overjoyed by the news. Fearing the shame of her Catholic family,
Colleen has a proposal of her own: pretend the marriage is for
real– and Brad is all too willing to play the doting husband.

 


 


MEN WITH BADGES

 


A line of romance novels with spunk! New
city, new love, new characters, and new adventures– all with the
classic heat you expect in your romance. From silly to suspenseful,
each MEN WITH BADGES book features a hot new male lead. He may not
always be in uniform, but he always carries a badge.

 


Check out THE SWITCH, book two in the Men
with Badges series, at the end of Marital Bitch!
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 CHAPTER ONE

(Colleen)

 


And you, Ms. Birthday
Girl—quit sulking.

 


I BLINK BACK the exhaustion that has
been creeping up on me for hours now, ever since the gang arrived
at my condo this morning. I can’t bring myself to look in the
mirror behind me above the sinks. The airport bathrooms here at
Logan International are a little too new and a little too well lit.
Nobody, with the exception of my sister-in-law, Darla, looks good
in that lighting. I resolve to nap on the plane, and do my best to
keep my spirits high despite our flight delay.

I can’t even think of that now. All I can
think about is the fact that I’m missing work for this. I rub my
eyes thinking over how it’s not a great time to be out of the
office. I can almost feel the markings of age on my face: wrinkles
and crow’s feet. I remember when the lines around my eyes first
showed up a few years back. They were a charming feature that added
a little wisdom to my face. Now I can barely see me behind all of
the lines.

Sometimes, I think I’m too young to feel so
old, so tired. And sometimes, I think the loneliness is making it
all that much worse. My job doesn’t help, I know that. Life as an
insurance defense attorney comes with long hours, and it shows. My
blonde hair is lifeless with only the tiniest glimmer to it.
Unfortunately, that glimmer is coming in gray. My green eyes have
lost their luster. I’m rundown and worn out. For a moment I think
that something has to change. I can’t continue to keep these hours.
But then I reason with myself—the hours and the job are just
perfect. I don’t need a break; I need more hours in the day and
more coffee in my cup.

A yawn escapes me. I’m reminded that I’m
still at Logan, and we haven’t even left Boston yet. I’m annoying
myself with my whiny internal monologue. I’m being a crabby bitch
who ought to be paid no mind. I don’t like my birthday, especially
this birthday.

Thirty-five, I’m thirty-five.

“Colleen,” I glance at Darla, my
sister-in-law. She stands to my right, powdering her nose. This is
the first time I’ve seen her powder anything aside from a kid’s
butt in God-only-knows how long. Darla stands at five-foot-nine and
has some amazing curves, despite being the mother to three rowdy
children. My curves are not-so-amazing and I don’t even have the
excuse of childbirth. In short, I’m jealous of the bitch.

Her voice is soft and strained. “This is for
your birthday,” she continues, “Try to act like you’re enjoying
yourself, will ya?” She doesn’t sound like my Darla, and that makes
me nervous.

I smile through a stifled yawn. “I’m sorry. I
really am.” I’m partially sincere at least, though not enough to
convince Lindsay, our other traveling companion. Lindsay stands
just under five-foot-four and is slightly rounded on the bottom.
Peeking her head around Darla’s busty form, Lindsay makes a face at
me in silent agreement with Darla: I’m being crabby and I shouldn’t
be.

I do my best to ignore her and focus on
Darla, who is pleading with me with her eyes. This trip may be for
my birthday, but this will be the first time she has gotten away
from her kids in over a year. My nephews and niece are the coolest
kids I know, not that I know any other kids, but after a couple
hours babysitting, I’m worn out. Auntie Colleen can only keep up
for so long. I know how valuable this kid-free time is for her, and
I don’t want to be a jackass and ruin it. I quickly blot my face
with a dampened paper towel and grin at my girls. Lindsay and Darla
planned this trip for our entire group for my birthday, I remind
myself.

“Okay, ladies,” I say, still grinning like a
maniac, “If we’re going to be stuck in this airport, we should at
least be drinking!” Lindsay and Darla both wear happy smiles at my
change of mood. Lindsay, the petite little thing with unmistakable
Black Irish features, zooms past me and shimmies towards the exit.
Darla, now all perky, follows suit, shaking her voluptuous curves
along the way. I do my best shimmy and bring up the rear of our
impromptu conga line, exiting the ladies room, now determined to
enjoy my birthday.

We saunter ourselves to the seating area of
Gate 15, seeking out the male half of our group. We are creating
quite the spectacle among the crowded terminal; all eyes seem to be
on us with the exception of the three snoring lugs before us. Our
boys.

My older brother, James, is a might of a man.
At six foot five, he is a foot taller than me, and his muscular
physique can be intimidating, despite his boyish dimples. Growing
up, he was always Mr. All-American and he lettered in every sport
he played—all four of them. He has never once let our parents down.
Not when he joined the force, following in our father’s footsteps,
and definitely not when he married Darla and gave them
grandchildren—something they have given up on getting from me.
Weekly, it seems, my mother reminds me that my ability to bear
children is reaching a critical point. At my last OBGYN appointment
I asked my doctor about getting pregnant and she threw a bunch of
scary statistics at me. To make it worse, she kept repeating the
words, “At your age.” Whoever decided that thirty-five was the new
forty-five forgot to tell my eggs that. As though I need to be
reminded that I’m thirty-five and single, and mostly disappointedly
of all: childless.

Next to James is my childhood best friend,
Brad. Just a few inches shorter than James, Bradley Patrick is tall
and muscular. Built like a cop, my dad, Dan, says. Brad is slouched
in his seat and asleep with his jaw hanging open and drool slinking
down his unshaven chin. He is not at his best. He looks like he
hasn’t showered in days, and his stubbly face indicates that my
guess is likely true. I admire the way his slight gut is peeking
out above the waistline of his jeans. I want to poke his belly,
though I know better—for he might fart or belch without waking.

Brad may be handsome and have a certain
appeal about him, but he is pure Southie: a loud, brash man with a
thick Boston accent and whose idea of culture is trying different
beers. When he went to the academy with James, my parents saw stars
in their eyes. They thought their son would be a cop and their
daughter would marry one. Brad’s parents, John and Emily Patrick,
have been friends with my family since well before James’s arrival,
and they have long since been praying that Brad and I would settle
down together. I have instructed them not to hold their breath. I
have never, not ever, wanted to be a cop’s wife.

Finally, on James’s other side is Lindsay’s
boyfriend and the newest addition to our group, Adam Stuart. Sure,
they’ve been dating for nearly three years—and living together for
two—but he’s still the new kid. Adam is handsome in an academic
way. He’d rather study a gun than fire one—unlike the meatheads
next to him—even though he is a pretty good shot. His shaggy black
hair hangs in his eyes. He is a graceful sleeper, nary a sound. I
adore Adam and his Southern twang. His gentle Southern nature is in
sharp contrast to Brad’s abrasive, Northeastern demeanor. I also
adore the fact that Adam seems is able to calm Lindsay down. She
stresses out like nobody I’ve ever seen (and I thought I was a
perfectionist.)

Darla nudges James a few times until he
stirs. His arms fly wildly at his sides, smacking both Brad and
Adam in the process. I giggle unabashedly at the sight. Brad and
Adam stare him down as they adjust to being awake. James is still
sleeping, but they don’t allow this for long. With an exchange of
devilish grins, the pair begins jovially slapping the big oaf. Our
group is, once again, drawing the attention of everyone around us,
including security. I try to voice my concerns, but it’s no
use.

I’m going in.

I carefully watch for James’s flying arms as
he bats away stray limbs that have found their way to his face, and
I throw myself into Brad’s lap, narrowly avoiding a black eye. He
makes a grunting sound as I land and loosely wraps his arms around
my waist.

“Hey, pretty girl,” he groans dramatically.
He is not in pain, the crybaby. “Are you gonna expect me to tip you
for this lap dance?” I roll my eyes. He’s laying his accent on
thick, even for him—something he normally only tries with tourists.
I don’t understand why, but women go crazy for the thick Boston
Irish accent, especially when they find out he’s a big shot
detective. I consider smacking him and reminding him that I know
him, and have known him, my entire life. That accent coupled with
his striking red locks and baby-blue eyes make Brad the poster boy
for Southie.

I try to wiggle out of his grasp and lament
that the only reason I threw myself into his lap was to stop them
from smacking my brother. James is momentarily mistaken and
believes I was acting out of sisterly devotion rather than a strong
desire to avoid airport jail. I don’t bother to correct him, but he
picks up on my base motivation when the security guard approaches
and strongly urges us to settle down.

I suddenly feel like I’m back in middle
school and I’ve been implicated in James and Brad’s cherry bomb
prank. So what if I lit the fuse? It wasn’t my idea.

“What time is it?” Brad stretches, arms still
around my waist; and yawns, his breath blowing in my face. I
grimace. He really needs a toothbrush, or a breath mint. Maybe a
routine cleaning wouldn’t be such a bad idea.

I look at my watch, “It’s four.” I sigh.
After this morning’s flight delay we were upgraded to first class,
but only after being informed that we wouldn’t be flying out until
six this evening.

“Let’s get those drinks, shall we?” I squirm
out of Brad’s grasp and move towards Darla, Lindsay, and Adam, who
are already heading to Boston Beer Works just down the terminal
from us.

“Great, I need a beer,” Brad says, letting
off a small belch at the end. With his accent, it sounds like he’s
saying beah. Whereas I’ve spent countless hours trying to
eliminate my accent, Brad’s seems to have gotten thicker with
age.

Brad stands up and blatantly adjusts himself
for all to see. He is worse than my two-year-old nephew when it
comes to touching himself in public. At least Alex has an excuse;
he’s a toddler. Brad, however, skirts the boundaries of indecency
every chance he gets. Working-class or not, some things are just
inappropriate in public. He catches me looking and gives himself a
little honk and he raises his brows. I will have to remember to ask
Darla why she invited him.

We crowd around a rectangular table at Boston
Beer Works and down our overpriced lagers. I’m onto my third and
Lindsay and Darla have just finished their second and first,
respectively. Empty glasses and three mostly empty pitchers crowd
our table—the boys have spent a lot. Airport beer is not cheap.

We hear the pre-boarding call for Flight
1128, non-stop to Las Vegas, and Adam pays the bill. He won’t allow
me to see it. I graciously thank him and try to ignore James’s
dismay with the bill. He and Brad are formulating a plan to arrest
whoever set the prices so high.

Finally, we board the Airbus A320, and get
ourselves situated in first class. The plane has one aisle with two
seats on each side. Our group takes up half of the first class
cabin. Lindsay and Adam occupy seats 1A and 1B. James and Darla sit
across the aisle in seats 1C and 1D. James is thrilled about the
leg room, as he actually has some. Brad and I sit directly behind
James and Darla.

The thing about first class is that you wait
forever for everyone to board. While it provides for some excellent
people-watching, the downside is that you also find yourself being
watched. Brad sits in the aisle seat, and all of the female
passengers who pass by offer him their best flirty smile, even the
women who are old enough to be his mother. I do my best to ignore
them, but it’s no use. I am strangely intrigued by their gawking at
my Brad.

Okay, so he’s not really mine in that way,
but he is my childhood best friend, so he is more mine than he is
theirs. I sit and watch the various women who board the plane.
Brad’s only real specification is that they have a curvy top
half.

One woman who boards is particularly
attractive—curvy and put together. Her dark hair hangs down her
back and her light brown skin practically glows. She appears to be
no older than late twenties. Her lips are full and pouty and I
admire her smart business suit and the way it hugs her body. I
notice Brad admire her as well, and when I look to her face to see
if she’s noticed him, I realize that her eyes are fixed on me. I
smile, feeling my face heat. Her deep green eyes are enchanting.
Slowly, she walks past but not before Brad can give her a quick
head nod: his lady-killer head nod. He couples it with a sexy smirk
and a slight chin rub; but the beautiful woman doesn’t take much
notice.

I allow myself the indulgence of following
her with my eyes, until she disappears into coach. During my
experimental college days I’d tried dating a woman—a Venezuelan
woman in fact—but it never got past a chaste kiss and some
handholding for me to realize it was a phase.

Settling back into my seat, I see Brad
staring me down. He’s not happy with me. Women are a touchy subject
between us after what happened with Heather. It was so awful we
took to calling it The Heather Incident.

“What?” I ask, feigning nonchalance, but he
isn’t buying it.

“Are you gonna ask her out?” His tone is
clipped and I can’t really blame him. He wanted to marry Heather
before everything went wrong, and he’s never really forgiven me for
my role in their breakup, not that I’ve forgiven myself.

“It was one time, Bradley,” I snap, sounding
much too like his mother. Finally, about five years ago, he stopped
finding creative ways to call me a lesbian. Brad doesn’t care if
any other woman on the planet likes women, but after The Heather
incident, he most certainly cares if I do. I don’t want this to rip
open old wounds, though it seems it has.

“Do me a favor, just move on, okay?” My
patience is wearing thin with this topic. It was over ten years ago
and a plethora of women have found themselves into his bed since.
Bradley Patrick is no monk.

He quickly turns away from me in his seat,
indicating that our conversation is over. I huff and pull out the
cheesy vampire book I’ve been enthralled with. I let myself drift
into the imaginary world, all the while imagining the male lead is
sitting next to me.

We remain silent for the entire
flight—neither one of us is willing to budge on this topic—which
suits me just fine. I can only apologize so many times, and I will
only allow myself to feel sorry for so long.

Brad seems content to be my friend when it
suits him, but then at the slightest blow of the wind, he’s back to
chastising me. One of us is going to have to demand some finality
once and for all. Either we can be friends, or we can part ways,
but he can’t continue on punishing me like this at will. I won’t
stand for it. My birthday has officially started to suck.

Our arrival in Las Vegas is far less exciting
than we had intended it to be. The shuttle ride to our hotel is
silent. I heard their subtle commentary on the plane to one
another. They miss their kids. Darla is on the verge of tears. Her
youngest is only six months old. She nearly backed out this morning
to stay home with him, but my parents wouldn’t hear of it. They are
no doubt in baby heaven right now, having their grandkids solely to
themselves.

Lindsay and Adam seem to be staying quiet in
an effort to avoid upsetting anyone. Brad’s and my silence is
bringing everyone down. I hear subtle murmurs from Darla about how
she knew this would happen—Brad and I haven’t spent more than six
hours together in the last decade without getting into a fight. And
it’s always about the same thing. It’s always about Heather.

The shuttle pulls up to Caesar’s Palace and
we file out with no enthusiasm whatsoever. I can tell that our
melancholy attitudes are wearing on Lindsay’s natural perkiness.
Nevertheless, she keeps mum until we’re all checked in and heading
to the elevators, where she promptly stops and turns around to face
us.

“Okay, that’s it,” Lindsay says.

“Darla, James. You miss the kids, I get it.
It’s only for two nights and they are in the best hands possible.
You know this. Please, try to enjoy yourselves.” I nod a little too
enthusiastically and she turns toward me next.

“And you, Ms. Birthday Girl, quit sulking and
talk to Brad, will you? If you two choose not to be friends after
this trip, fine. But we’ve all spent a lot of money on this goddamn
vacation and I would really like if you two can just grow the hell
up for a few days, okay?”

I gape in surprise. Lindsay intimidates me
when she gets like this, which is seldom, but still slightly
frightening. I have no idea why she’s yelling at me and not Brad,
but I decide it is best not to ask. The pair has formed a tight
relationship over the years. They have an implicit understanding. I
want to get along with Brad; he just makes it so difficult.

Upstairs, I am surprised to find that they
have rented a three-bedroom suite. Exquisitely draped, expansive
windows and marble flooring surround us. It must have cost a small
fortune, even though we’re only staying for two nights. I cringe at
the thought.

I have yet to find out about the sleeping
arrangements, but surely they don’t expect me to share a room with
Brad. Thankfully, Darla soon hands me a key and informs me that the
third bedroom is mine. Brad will sleep on the couch. I know he has
paid his fair share for this trip, and I hate to relegate him to
the couch. However, when I broach the topic he informs me he is
likely to find another room and a lovely lady, perhaps a Latina, to
keep him company—that stings, but I try to avoid him for the rest
of the evening.


 CHAPTER TWO

(Colleen)

 


Marry me, pretty girl.

 


IT’S LATE, BUT we don’t have much time
here, so we dress out for a few hours on the strip anyway. Ten
years ago, when we were in our mid-twenties, we could have stayed
out all night, but time is no longer on our side. James is already
complaining about how tired he is. He doesn’t care that it’s still
early in Nevada—back home in Massachusetts, it’s nearly
midnight.

Dressed in our best stylish
I’m-not-really-trying attire, the six of us make our way down to
the casino. The boys wear jeans and button-ups and we girls wear
jeans and heels. Darla and Lindsay say, “Go big or go home,” so I
suppose going big includes heels. It’s been hours of tense silence
and I’m more than ready to blow off some steam. We wasted the
entire day stuck in the airport and we’ve missed the comedy show
and dinner we had bought tickets to.

After losing some money and spending some
time in a nearby bar, we’re all loosened up, and I’m well on my way
to being drunk. After the day I’ve had, this warm, blissful feeling
is welcome. It’s been so long since I’ve indulged in anything more
than a pint of rocky road.

I peer over my right shoulder to see Brad at
the bar getting another beer. He is not one for hard liquor, only
drinking it when he’s having an especially rough time. He walks
back to our table and I signal for him to stand by me. I nudge him
gently upon his approach. Graciously, he gives me a half smile, the
corners of his mouth turning up. We’re making amends.

At some point we’re going to have to figure
out if this friendship is worth salvaging, but not tonight.
Tonight, we’re just Brad and Colleen. Tonight, we’re the little
kids who used to steal their dad’s badges and ride around the
neighborhood on their bikes arresting people. Tonight, we’re just
the kids from South Boston. Tonight, I won’t try to hide my
accent.

“What can I do to make you smile, pretty
girl?” This is Brad’s way of apologizing. He’s never really done
the whole ‘I’m sorry’ thing. I bat my eyes, burying the hatchet,
even if it’s in a shallow grave and just for the evening.

“Well, handsome,” I say, my thick Boston
accent flowing through every word. Brad’s eyes light up. It’s been
a long time since anybody has heard it. I’ve spent years hiding
this side of myself.

“Are you gonna take me to play cards, or
not?” Everyone at our table lets out an enthusiastic shout as my
speech transforms from my alma-matter-approved Harvard perfect
English to my native Boston Irish where the letter “r” always
sounds like an “h.”

“That’s my girl!” Brad leads the cheers as he
shoves his beer in the air and he and James clink bottles. He’s
laughing a full-on belly laugh and in this moment, he is
breathtaking. Tonight, it feels good just being little Colleen
Frasier from the neighborhood, not having to prove a thing to
anybody.

“Well, well, well, baby sister still has her
accent,” James says, dimples on full display. I laugh and look
around the table at my closest friends. I feel a case of shame
coming on, no matter how hard I fight it. James and Brad have
always been proud of their heritage. I always wanted more.

I wanted to know what it was like across
town, in the fancy high rises overlooking the river. I became a
lawyer because I could, and because it was about as far removed
from my blue-collar upbringing as I could get. I’m the only one at
this table who has ever aspired to be anything other than who they
are.

Thankfully, my sulking doesn’t last. Brad
sweeps me away to play blackjack while James and Darla excuse
themselves to go upstairs. Darla needs to pump her breasts because
she’s still nursing. James is going along for support. We all waive
them off, not needing to hear the details of motherhood.

Adam and Lindsay disappear, but Brad and I
don’t worry about them. We just play blackjack and laugh, and we
drink. Brad is dismayed with the “beah” selection and gripes to the
cocktail waitress. She smiles politely tolerating him, I think,
because despite his best efforts, he’s still charming. The night
wears on and we continue to drink.

An elderly couple sits beside us at the
blackjack table and they comment on our accents. Brad grins and put
his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close, telling him we’re
from the best place on earth: South Boston. He’s a proud one,
that’s for sure. He also manages to throw out the fact that he’s a
detective for the police force back home.

The day Brad got promoted, everyone south of
the basin heard about it. The elderly man was a firefighter in his
day, so he and Brad bond over their civil service. Brad calls me
his girl, loudly, and lays a big smacking kiss on my cheek. His
breath is rank, but I’m tipsy enough to not care. I blush under the
attention because people begin to stare and Brad is so loud.

The elderly woman asks how long we’ve been
together, if we’re married, and if not, when we will be. This is
not the first time we have been asked this. I choose not to wonder
why. When we inform her that we’re not together, the elderly woman
dons a look of pity. I don’t like where this is going.

“I don’t understand your generation,” she
says. “When I was young, a girl was lucky to genuinely like her
husband, much less have him as her best friend. You two are clearly
very close. I just don’t understand it.” Her husband tries to quiet
her down, but it’s obvious that he’s only making the attempt in an
effort to be polite because he backs down quickly and lets her
continue.

“This Bradley is a handsome man,” she gives
me her full attention, “and he is smitten with you. I can tell
these things. You young girls want it all, what you don’t know is
that nobody can have it all and still be happy.” Brad is grinning
and the woman quickly turns to him and berates him about what being
a proper suitor means. She tells him that if he has any decency
that he will marry me tonight. I scoff, but Brad promises her that
were I to agree, he would have married me long ago. Like I said,
he’s charming. But he’s also full of shit.

“How old are you?” she asks.

“Thirty-five,” I say, hating the way it
sounds. I just want to get out of here, but Brad’s on a roll. She
looks horrified and begins to tell me that I’m getting up there in
years. I’ve been drinking for hours now, nursing my drinks, but
it’s getting to me. My mind is getting fuzzy.

Her words sting me in a way I’m loathe to
admit. I thought that if I worked hard, I could be an attorney and
still have a husband and kids. I had a plan. It was a rough plan,
but according to my now-defunct plan, I should have been married by
now and I should have already had two children. I never thought I
would be alone at thirty-five. Unfortunately, the only men I spend
any amount of time with are family or the very married attorneys at
my firm, or Brad. I have no prospects and I think I’m starting to
give off that vibe of desperation.

“My sister never married,” the old bitty
says. Her voice is gentle and high-pitched, but her words reek of
judgment. “She was a spinster at thirty-five.” I nervously laugh
her off and avoid eye contact with everyone around me. Brad isn’t
laughing anymore. He places his hand on my back. He knows I’m upset
and in this very public place there is little he can do about it.
He knows that being alone and unmarried at thirty-five has always
been a fear of mine—which has now become a reality.

“Men don’t look at you the same once you’re
in your thirties,” she adds. Her words are spaced out and I can
tell she’s regretting saying anything at all. I suck back the tears
that threaten to spill and pick my head up. I’m training as a
closer at the firm. I know how to hold my own, but Nate &
Caldwell don’t train you to handle little old ladies with big
mouths. I need more practice. “But you’ve known that for a while
now, haven’t you?”

“Let’s go back to the bar, pretty girl. I
want another beer,” Brad says.

“Sure,” I put on my best smile and we excuse
ourselves, taking our meager winnings with us. I start heading back
to the bar, but Brad steers me outside. The hot air in Las Vegas is
in stark contrast to the biting wind chill we experienced at six
a.m., back in Boston. There is no wind here in the desert, just
this miserable, dry heat. Only the heat and the dust, and the glow
of the strip surround us.

I thought I would feel better, less on edge,
once we were alone. But I just feel vulnerable, and old, and so
very alone. Women who are married, especially the ones who have
been married for decades, have this way of forgetting their own
struggles being single. Even Lindsay seems to forget how she used
to bemoan the dating scene. They don’t understand being a
thirty-five year old woman and being alone. How could they?

“You okay, pretty girl?” Brad has his arm
around my shoulder, comfortably tucking me into his side. I nod
weakly. He sighs.

“Look, you aren’t any of those things that
old woman said, okay?” I break out into a pathetic wash of tears at
his words. He wraps both of his arms around me and holds me to him,
tight. My tears soak his button-up. Petty arguments aside, he is
always here for me. I collapse into him, sobbing.

I wanted so much and I thought that if I just
worked hard enough, it would come to me. I didn’t account for the
70-hour work weeks or the emotional demand that being a baby lawyer
would take on me. At the end of a work week, assuming I take a day
off that week, I’m much too exhausted to even consider going out
and meeting new people.

I let the weight of the old woman’s words
sink in. They hit me to the core. “I thought I’d be married by
now,” I sniffle into Brad’s chest. I sound ridiculous and I laugh
at myself.

“Me too,” Brad says. “Guess I haven’t found
my girl yet.”

“What are you looking for?” I ask, without
really thinking about what I expect to hear. This is as personal as
we’ve gotten in years. I’m not sure if I’m crossing some kind of
boundary line here.

“Birthing hips,” he chuckles. “She’s got to
be able to pop me out a baseball team. And Irish, she’s got to be
Irish—the fiery spirit and all. Working class, a girl who gets her
hands dirty and ain’t gonna worry about no chipped nails. And she’s
got to be tough to put up with me and all our kids.” I’m now
slightly uncomfortable with the depth of his answer. I expected him
to tell me he was looking for a 34D without a gag reflex. How is it
possible that after all of these years, he still surprises me? How
did I not know that would be his answer? I let myself feel bad for
having spent so long putting such a large distance between he and
I.

“What are you looking for?” he asks. I hiccup
and try to formulate an answer, but he doesn’t give me time. “Let
me guess—you want a hot shot lawyer like you. A guy who speaks
proper-like and has some fancy title like you got at Harvard.”

Pretty much.

I flush and compose myself. “Sounds pretty
good to me,” I say, trying to keep the shame at bay.

I don’t know why I feel so embarrassed by
what I want in a man. Maybe it’s because this is Brad. He has a way
of making me feel insignificant, less than, not enough; even though
that’s the last thing he’d ever want to do.

“I figured,” he says, sounding smug as ever.
“You’d never go for a guy like me.” He’s trying to sound hurt, and
he’s succeeding. I don’t know where he’s going with this, but it
makes me nervous. We’re in unmarked territory here. It’s
off-putting.

“That’s not true. I just,” my voice trails
off. “I know a guy like you won’t go for a girl like me.” It’s
true. I’m too high maintenance as he tells me. I try to shake off
the eerie seriousness of the conversation. Brad pulls back, places
his hands on my shoulders and looks me up and down.

“You’ll do,” he says as he scans my body and
his hands find purchase on my hips. “Nice and wide,” he sizes up my
hips.

Wide? What the hell!

I gape at him, much too surprised for my own
good. He has me hooked into whatever he is warming up to do or say,
just like when we were little. Whatever it is, I’m so screwed.

“So, here’s the thing, pretty girl,” he grins
devilishly. I’m sunk and I know it. “We got,” he looks at his watch
and presses a button on the side, illuminating the dial, “a little
over an hour left until midnight, and your birthday will be over.
What do you say we make one of those wishes of yours come true,
huh?” I’m confused. I haven’t a clue to what he is referring.

“Huh?” I ask. Before I can see it coming, he
drops to one knee. Suddenly, things become very clear, but I just
can’t believe what I’m seeing. Obviously, Brad has Vegas fever.
People are starting to notice the crazy man on his knee and it’s
making me nervous. They seem to have no apprehension about
gathering around and watching the show.

“So, you wanna marry me or something?” He is
still grinning, there on one knee, and I am mortified. This is so
typical—he sees a problem and sets out to fix it.

Sanity be damned!

“What!” I screech, unable to find any control
to my volume. I am half-past freaking out and he is the epitome of
calm. At least our friends aren’t here to see this. I just want to
crawl into a hole and die. With the best of intentions, he has
managed to make me feel even more insignificant, and less than, and
so terribly alone.

“Dude,” he laughs, “you’re my best friend.
You wanted to get married by thirty, and that one’s past, so let’s
just do it, okay? And can you answer me soon? My knee is fucking
killing me here.” The crowd is getting larger and everyone seems to
have an opinion of sorts: Marry him. Ask him where the ring is.
I’ll marry you. He’s hot, if she doesn’t marry him, I will. The
comments seem endless, though not a one is against the idea.

“Yeah, okay,” I say with a roll of my eyes,
“But you do realize that after the wedding we’d be married, right?”
The crowd laughs in unison and it’s Brad’s turn to roll his
eyes.

“Annulment, pretty girl,” he is winning me
over with his logic. And the being on bended knee thing. In my
drunken fog, this looks like a viable option.

“People get them all the time. So, come on.
Will you marry me, pretty girl?” I shift my weight from foot to
foot and back again, making him stew. There is something about Brad
that always makes me lose my sense of reason. One time he even
talked me into an impromptu trip to the tattoo shop. I chickened
out and got a very small flower on my hip bone instead of the
beautiful, but large, hibiscus flowers I had wanted to begin with.
He didn’t let me live that one down for weeks.

I find my resolve slipping away at rapid
speeds. This is Las Vegas. I mean, it’s sort of the thing to
do here, right? And I’ll be single again before my vacation is even
over, so, why not? Not that being single is so appealing or
anything. And a teeny, tiny part of me may think he looks sort of,
kind of cute down there, like that.

“Yeah,” I shake my head, “but if we’re going
to do this we better get going. My birthday’s almost over.” Brad
hops to his feet, grinning, and gives me a fist bump. Our onlookers
begin to disperse. I wonder if this is, perhaps, the strangest
display they’ve ever seen from a newly engaged couple.

We hail a cab and Brad tells them what we’re
looking for. The driver knows exactly what we need to do and he
drives us to the nearest ATM, where Brad gets out enough cash for
the marriage license; then the cabbie takes us to the courthouse.
We get out and Brad pays the guy an advance on his tip to stay
put.

It’s a Monday night, so the courthouse is
practically empty. Once we start filling out paperwork and handing
over the cash, the reality of what I’m doing sinks in; but Brad
keeps making jokes about being married and having a story to tell
his buddies at the station. He’s really excited about this. Brad is
all about having stories to tell his buddies back at the station. I
try to convince myself that I’m going through with this in an
effort to make my best childhood friend happy. It’s a pitiful
attempt. Deep down I know I’m not trying to make him happy. I’m
trying to make myself happy, if even for one night.

Back in the cab, Brad ruffles my hair and
shakes me into giggles. He’s so carefree and silly. I can’t help
but join in the spirit. I had a few stray day dreams as a teenager
of what it would be like to be with Brad, and I may have scribbled
Mrs. Bradley Patrick and Mrs. Colleen Patrick in a notebook a time
or two—or a hundred.

Little does Brad know that by doing this, I’m
accomplishing two of my goals without any of the hassle of a real
wedding or actual marriage. I resolve to find my old diary in my
parents’ attic and jot this down. I’m totally going to make the
sixteen-year-old girl inside jealous. Speaking of jealousy, I’ll
have to make sure Lisa Wilks hears about this. That woman has hated
me since we were in Kindergarten and Brad wouldn’t let her kiss him
no matter how many times she tried. He always let me kiss him
though.

The cabbie makes a few calls from his cell
phone and finds us a chapel that can work us in so that we’ll be
married before midnight. This guy is good and we decide that he’s
getting a hefty tip. Excitedly, we call and text our friends where
to meet us. The moment I say “chapel”, I hear Darla yelling at
James. I can’t make out all of what she’s saying, but I get the
distinct impression that she thinks we’re crazy—or drunk. She may
think we’re too drunk to make such a choice. We could be.

The next half an hour is a blur. We rush
through the explanations everyone is demanding and we try to laugh
off their concerns. James is the most relaxed. He hugs us both and
says “it’s about damn time.”

Darla is not pleased with his carefree
attitude and she’s playing with her phone. Her inattention to us is
worrying me. I can’t help but wonder what she’s doing over there;
but being the bride is an exhausting process, even in a
spur-of-the-moment Vegas ceremony. The Bridal Assistant talks me
into the elbow-length white gloves and the veil. Brad opts for a
blue-silver suit jacket. We laugh about our attire and joke that
we’re business on the top with our wedding gear, and party on the
bottom with our jeans.

I pick out a cheap gold wedding band for
Brad. It costs me a total of six dollars. Brad produces a Ring Pop
for me and jokes that my ring will last longer than our
marriage.

Darla finally lightens up. She’s all smiles
and taking a few sneak shots with her cell phone camera. I’m just
drunk enough to not think anything of this. It seems harmless
enough. Darla Frasier: 1; Colleen Frasier-soon-to-be-Patrick:
0.

She’s playing on Facebook, but I figure I can
convince her to remove it all later. It’s late here and even later
back home. Nobody is going to see it anyway, I reason, except maybe
for Lisa Wilks. Yes, yes, Lisa Wilks needs to see this.

The minister directs us to our places. James
walks me down the aisle, and half way through, he breaks out into
the funky chicken, but stops quickly when his back starts to ache.
For a fake wedding, James is really just too excited. Yeah, he’s
drunk, but still. Nobody can keep a straight face. The corners of
Brad’s eyes crinkle up in the corners and he can’t keep his eyes
off of me. This is how I’ve always wished he’d look at me. It’s one
of the best moments of my life.

Brad and I choose to make up our own vows. We
agree that it would be wrong, a slap in the face of the sanctity of
marriage, to recite the traditional vows. Darla points out that
getting married for fun is also a slap in the face of the sanctity
of marriage. It’s a slippery slope. I remind myself to go to
confession sometime this year. I’m informed that I’m up first. I’m
not quite sure what to say, so I go with utterly ridiculous. That
seems to be the theme of this entire wedding.

“I, Colleen Frasier, sort of, kind of, take
you, Bradley Patrick as my hubby. You’re like, my best friend, and
my partner in crime. I promise to like, bring you beer and keep
Tums and Beano on hand, and I promise to always be your best
friend.” My eyes shift around nervously. I just rambled, perhaps,
the absolute worst wedding vow in the history of marriage. Brad
laughs and our audience is collectively dismayed that that was the
best I could do, even for a fake bride. A way with words, I have
not—and this is why I’m not a trial attorney.

“I, Bradley Patrick, sort of, kind of, take
you, Colleen Frasier to have and to grope from this day forward
until whenever you break my hand. I promise to make you laugh and
to shower at least weekly; and above all, I promise to always be
your best friend.” The minister asks for objections and James
scoffs, muttering something about regretting not having dragged us
to Vegas sooner.

“I now pronounce you, by the power invested
in me by the state of Nevada, husband and wife,” the minister says.
He looks like Elvis in a certain light, but not enough to be an
impersonator, I don’t think. I reach out to hug Brad as a ‘thank
you’. He leans in and grabs me by the waist with his left arm,
pulling me full against his muscled frame. With his right hand, he
holds my face and kisses me. His lips are rough and dry against
mine—so very unlike the lips on the last man I kissed. Dale’s lips
were soft as silk—feminine even—and they did nothing for me. But
Brad’s lips are all male and strong as they move against my own. A
small fire erupts in the pit of my belly and I open my mouth to
him. We haven’t kissed like this since high school—before Heather,
before Harvard, before I moved across the river into a fancy condo
that overlooks Southie and everything I left behind.


 CHAPTER
THREE

(Colleen)

 


He played his part perfectly, the devoted
husband.

 


WE LEAVE THE chapel, laughing and
causing a ruckus all the way. This feels right and I couldn’t be
happier in this moment. We make the short trek to the strip and
bask in the glowing lights of the rotating signs from the casinos
and strip clubs that abound in this town. Brad is screaming that he
just got married. He throws an arm in the air for emphasis, all the
while the other is around my waist, never letting me go.

For a guy who acts like this was a favor to
me, he sure seems awfully delighted to be a married man. I
sincerely hope he doesn’t expect us to consummate the marriage.
That would just be weird. After the first—and last—time we tried
having sex, I really can’t see revisiting that kind of
relationship. All I remember from that event—where we had tried to
lose our virginity together on the night of our senior prom—was the
pain and the God-awful noises he kept making.

James pulls me aside and we lag behind the
others. Brad shoots James a look of annoyance. Darla doesn’t even
look back. I think she set James up to this. “You’re a married
woman now, little sister,” James beams and wraps his enormous arm
over my shoulder. “It’s about time—you and Brad.”

I laugh loudly, making my ears ring. The
sound catches me off guard and I stumble slightly. I hate these
shoes. I need a drink.

“I’m going to have to get used to calling you
Colleen Patrick,” James laughs, practically putting me in a
headlock in the process.

“Well, you won’t have time to get used to it
James, we’re getting this thing annulled tomorrow.” James stops
dead in his tracks before I even finish my sentence. He is not
pleased. It just now occurs to me that it’s possible not everyone
realizes that this was just for fun.

We’re staring at each other. No words need to
be exchanged. I’ve disappointed him; that is plain to see. “I’m
sorry, James,” I look up at him, feeling like the worst sister on
the planet. “I thought you knew.”

“No!” James shouts. “You mean to tell me that
you two idiots thought getting married would be fun!” Brad
hangs back, just slightly behind Adam. He has no interest in
James’s rage. Frankly, neither do I. My husband is a damn chicken.
I knew this already, so I shrug it off.

“Marriage is not fun!” James says. His
eyes are beginning to cross. Darla folds her arms over her chest in
annoyance.

“Well, it was Brad’s idea!” I shout and
scurry back towards Darla. She won’t kill me, I don’t think. I
mean, she needs all the babysitters she can get. James doesn’t
move. He just stands there with blood shot eyes and this vein
that’s throbbing on his forehead. He continues to rant and rave. He
is livid and I can’t really blame him. If Lindsay and Adam were to
get married spur of the moment and then tell me after it’s over
that they were just playing around, I would be a little sad. But
this is James—Brad’s partner on the force. This is my brother. How
could he have thought this was real? I mean, it’s me and Brad for
crying out loud. Even if our kiss back at the chapel got a little
steamy, that doesn’t mean anything—we’ve been drinking.

“Come on, bro,” Brad says, walking toward
James with his arms open wide. He gets within reach of James and he
trips. He’s falling down drunk. The realization hits. Brad is
falling down drunk, not James. I married Brad and he’s not even
sober enough to walk upright. I swear he didn’t seem this drunk in
the chapel. Oh, hell. James backs away from Brad, still
quite angry.

“Brad, don’t tell me that you plan on… plan
on…” James’s face is turning bright red. Wow, he’s really mad.

“Consummating the marriage? Bumping the ol’
uglies?” Brad asks. I think he wants a black eye. It’ll just be
another story to tell his buddies at the station meanwhile James is
shaking mad.

“How else do you think I’m going to get your
sister to pop out a baseball team for me, playing cards?” Brad
continues to goad James, and we all just stand there completely
shell shocked. We have nothing to say. There is nothing we can
do.

The four of us watch as James lunges at Brad
who expertly dodges him. They are a formidable pair. They know one
another’s moves as they’ve spent hundreds of hours sparring in the
station’s gym. Before that it was in my parents’ living room. These
two have been sparring since they could hold their heads up. This
strange dance continues on for longer that I’m entertained by it.
Eventually, Brad wears James down, and just like that, the hatch is
buried. I try not to let it get to me—the fact that Brad doesn’t
hold grudges with anyone else but me—but it still unsettles me.

The night wears on and we gamble and drink.
Brad tells everyone he sees that we just got married. The more we
drink, the more I find myself falling for all of his stories. He
tells the cocktail waitress that he knew he’d marry me someday the
moment I developed boobs back in seventh grade. He tells the dealer
that he’s looking forward to getting me back to the hotel. My skin
heats at the thought; it’s an unfamiliar feeling. If Brad’s goal
for the night was to convince me that he finds me appealing, he’s
succeeded; but I can’t tell him that.

FINALLY, A LITTLE after three, we make
it back to our suite. James and Darla made it back about an hour
ago. Adam and Lindsay disappear into their bedroom while Brad and I
stumble, as quietly as possible, through the living room. Delusions
and words of kindness aside, I decide that it would be improper for
my new husband to sleep on the couch. I have no ulterior motives, I
just want to cuddle.

Honest.

“Mr. Patrick,” I whisper-shout. Brad’s lips
turn up into a goofy grin.

“Mrs. Patrick,” he murmurs, pulling me close
and nuzzling my neck. I’m caught off guard and I gently press
myself against him. He feels heavy, and strong, and so, so good. He
sighs in appreciation.

“Stay with me tonight,” I whisper. Brad
kisses my neck chastely. My response and inner musings are anything
but chaste. For the first time since high school, I want to bed
Brad Patrick. Regardless of how horrific our attempt at losing our
virginity together was, I want to try again. We were
kids—inexperienced kids—back then. Surely we could get it right
this time.

“You’re drunk,” he whispers, tickling my
neck.

“You’re drunker,” I state, firmly.

“Am not,” ever the mature one, he argues.

“You were stumbling outside of the chapel,” I
think I’m making my argument. “That was hours ago, and you’ve drank
a lot since.”

“That’s what you do to me, pretty girl,” he
breathes, hot and heavy, into my skin. “I fall all over myself when
I’m around you.” My breath catches in my throat. He grip tightens
around me in a possessive manner.

“Hey,” he coos, “it worked. Your brother
thought I was so wasted, he went easy on me.”

“I thought that was real,” I mutter, feeling
slightly better about his state of consciousness.

“Are you trying to take advantage of me, Mrs.
Patrick? Is that why you married me?” He’s grinning and chuckling
against me. I slap his chest and pull him into my bedroom. I giggle
when he agrees to spend the night with me. As attractive as he is
in this moment, and as much as my hormones are going wild, I know
that tempting him into making love to me would only lead to
disaster. I decide to settle for falling asleep, curled into his
heavy frame.

Brad kisses my ear and pulls away enough to
meet my eyes. When I look into his eyes I’m caught off guard by
what I see. I see the five-year-old boy who used to bring me mud
pies as a present. I see the fifteen-year-old boy who let me cry on
his shoulder when the boy I liked publicly humiliated me; and of
course the same fifteen-year-old Brad who beat that stupid boy for
making me cry. I see the man in his dress blues for the first time
the day he graduated from the academy. I see Brad in every moment
I’ve ever been proud of him—and there are many. I see more than the
brash cop from the neighborhood, I see my best friend who I had
forgotten I have.

I love him—in a way. I love Brad in nearly
the same way I love James, only not quite. Only, I had forgotten
how much I love him somewhere along the way. I can feel the smile
on my face and the excitement in my bones. We’ve always had this
thing, Brad and I. We push and pull and we fight like crazy. But
then we’re closer, stronger—at least for a little while. Then it’s
back to our respective lives on opposite sides of town. At least,
that’s how it’s been the last few years.

Brad pulls away and kisses my forehead. “I’ll
change in the living room. I wouldn’t want to compromise what
little integrity you have left, Mrs. Patrick.” I scoff and swing at
his arm as he leaves the room. My eyes linger on the closed door
for longer than necessary and a goofy smile takes over my face.

Twenty four hours ago I was working on trial
prep and worried that I wouldn’t finish in time to leave for this
trip. I didn’t even want to be here and I wasn’t very happy with
the fact that Brad was going to be in attendance. We haven’t gotten
along this well since before my graduation from law school.
Normally, we would have been fighting about my job by now. But now,
I can’t even imagine enjoying my birthday without him here.

I walk into the en-suite bathroom and change
into my sweatpants and an old police academy t-shirt that I stole
from my dad years ago. When I return to the bedroom, I see Brad
standing on the opposite side of the bed. He’s wearing sweatpants
and his own old police academy t-shirt. We point at our matching
shirts and laugh. In his right hand is my veil.

“Will you wear this, Mrs. Patrick?” I laugh
at his request, but acquiesce. He tosses me the veil. I do my best
to secure it to my head, and crawl into bed. “Beautiful,” he says.
I curl into Brad’s side and fall into a blissful sleep.

THE NEXT DAY we wake up tangled around
one another. My veil is long-since gone and my hair is a knotted
disaster. I am wrapped securely in his arms, my back to his chest.
I can tell he’s awake by the way he’s breathing. When he’s
sleeping, he snores loudly. He’s not snoring now. I remain very
still, pretending that I’m still asleep. He moves slightly against
me and groans, muttering to himself. And that’s when I feel it—he’s
stiffened behind me—all of him, I mean.

“Seriously, dude?” he says quietly, disbelief
in his voice. I’m not really sure who or what he’s talking to. I
don’t think I want to know. I want to laugh at the situation, but
I’d rather he get up and take care of his not-so-little issue while
he thinks I’m asleep. This whole morning after marrying your best
childhood friend thing is sort of awkward enough as it is.

“Stop it. She’s Colleen. She’s off limits,”
he groans, sounding annoyed. I remain still, keep my breathing
even, and shove aside my feelings of inadequacy. I am an idiot. We
were drunk, he was being sweet. “The Yankees, The Chief naked,
James’s ass…” he speaks slow and steady and in a moment I feel him
deflate. I decide that it’s safe for him to know that I’m awake
now. I stir in the bed, trying to make it believable. I just want
to sprint from the bed and wash away this marriage and Brad’s
expertly crafted lies. I am such a fool.

“Good morning, Mrs. Patrick,” Brad says, a
smile in his voice. My back is to him, so thankfully, he can’t see
me wince. I don’t have deep-seeded feelings for Brad. It’s just
that, I’m alone. So very alone, and Brad was saying such kind,
gentle things to me. He played his part perfectly, the devoted
husband. He was very believable. I’m the one who messed up here. I
went beyond playing my part and having fun. I fell into my role and
for even the slightest sliver of time, I allowed myself to enjoy
the fantasy. The fantasy that someone loved me, even if it was
Brad; even if we were drunk; even if it made no sense; and even if
it was only for one night.

“Don’t call me that,” I snap and push away
from him. This is how it always is with us. One step forward and
two steps back.


 CHAPTER FOUR

(Brad)

 


Flashback: Sometime back in the 90s

 


“BRADLEY! HURRY UP!” I hear my mom
calling me from downstairs. We’re late for dinner at the Frasiers’,
and she is not pleased. Oh well. I shuffle my weight from foot to
foot. I’m not ready for dinner at the Frasiers’ just yet. Or, more
correctly, I’m not ready to see Colleen just yet. Last week, I told
dad about my plan. He’s pretty fucking excited about it. He says
it’s about time for me to step up to the plate and ask Colleen out
properly. I agree, but he’s never tried to ask Colleen Frasier out
before. It’s just not as easy as it looks.

“Brad!” I hear the sounds of the terrible
twosome stampeding down the hallway and moments later they barge
into my room. My fifteen year old sisters, Mary and Maggie, stand
side by side in my doorway with knowing smiles. The twins are
always up to something. God only knows how mom and dad are going to
handle them once they start dating. Mom says they’re as beautiful
as my older sister, Charlotte, and that it won’t be long before dad
is going to have to lock them up and send them to a convent. I
guess they’re pretty. I don’t know really, they’re my sisters.

I eye them wearily, “What?” I say with
hesitation clear in my voice.

“So,” Mary begins, slyly giving Maggie a
devious smile. “We were wondering…” she trails off.

This can’t be good.

“Well,” Maggie picks up, “We heard you were
considering asking Colleen to prom.” She returns the sly smile to
her twin. I gulp. Does everyone know about this?!?

“And we were curious if you were going to ask
her after dinner,” Mary nods and waits for Maggie to continue. I
know this routine.

“Or if you were going to, you know, chicken
out.” Maggie’s grin is blinding and all I want to do is to shove
her in my closet and lock the door. I don’t like this one bit. That
conversation was between me and dad. I should have known better…
growing up in a house full of women and all. I tell dad and dad
tells mom and mom tells Charlotte, because at this point they’re
more like girlfriends than mother and daughter, and then Charlotte
tells Darla, and sure enough Darla tells Lindsay who lets it spill
to the twins. I’m surrounded by nosey women. I don’t know why I
thought a conversation between two men could ever be private.
Colleen must know at this point—though, she is oblivious to almost
everything.

“Get out,” I shout, now annoyed with their
little game. It takes the twins a moment to realize that I’m
serious. I stalk towards them, muttering obscenities before they
scurry away, no doubt, to rat me out to mom. Sisters are so fucking
annoying. Why couldn’t I have been blessed with brothers? At least
I have James Frasier, who is as much family as my own flesh and
blood. God, I hope he doesn’t know. As I chase the twins from my
room, I see dad laughing and shaking his head from down the
hall.

“I’m sorry, son,” he says. His shoulders are
shaking with laughter. Dad was an only child so he doesn’t really
understand my plight. I have three sisters and no brothers and my
best friend is a girl. I don’t think many men could
understand my plight. I’m cursed with having more knowledge about
the inner workings of the female anatomy than most vagina doctors.
Now if only I had half as much understanding of sex, I’d be fucking
set.

“Whatever,” I gripe, walking out and slamming
my door behind me. “Next time, you wanna just plaster it on the
side of the station? That’d be easier, ya know.” I stomp
downstairs, ignoring mom’s complaints that I’m going to leave a
hole in her stairs. Maybe if I did stomp a damn hole in her stairs
I could fall the fuck in and skip what is surely going to be a
humiliating evening. Why I hadn’t considered the possibility that
my talk with dad would be public knowledge by know, I don’t even
know.

I reach the bottom of the stairs and mom
hands me a ceramic dish filled with something that looks like mom’s
famous stew. Charlotte is waiting by the door playing with her
cellular phone. I don’t know why anyone would want a phone that
goes with them everywhere. It seems annoying to me, but she’s all
over it. Mom asks her to put it away and she sticks it into her
pocket and takes the soda bread that mom hands her. Charlotte
doesn’t talk much these days—not after she introduced me to her
boyfriend, Peter, and I let the guy know what’s up. Yeah, that
didn’t go well.

Mary and Maggie follow Charlotte out, asking
her all about the cellular phone and how much is costs. The twins
are convinced that if they just present the idea the right way that
mom and dad will cave and get them their own cellular phones. I
don’t know what the fuck it is about girls and talking on the
phone. Colleen isn’t like that, which is one of the amazing things
about her. When I first tried to ask her to prom last week, I’d
done it over the phone, but five minutes into my rambling, she had
outright asked me if there was a point to our conversation, because
if not, Friends was on and she was missing something funny. I
sighed in defeat and let her go. She was distracted and at that
point it wouldn’t have done me any good to ask her because she
wasn’t even listening. Plus, I’d lost my nerve.

We walk down the street to the Frasiers’, all
of us carrying something. When we do dinner, we do it up big. Mom
says it’s our Irish appetites. All too soon, Colleen’s mom, Louise,
swings the door open and excitedly greets us. She’s more excited
than usual, which tells me that she knows. Fuck my life. I follow
my sisters into the house, but before I can make it past Louise,
she pulls me into a tight hug. I half hug her back, careful not to
drop the stew. She calls me her boy and tells me how handsome I’ve
gotten since the last time she saw me. I don’t remind her that the
last time she saw me was like two days ago. Yeah, there’s no doubt
that she knows.

As it usually is, getting settled for dinner
is an affair in itself. James bounds downstairs and wraps each of
my sisters in a tight hug. The Frasiers are definitely huggers,
except for Dan. Thank God. I give James the eye as he whispers
something in Charlotte’s ear that makes her blush. He may be like a
brother to me, but she is my sister and he’d do well to remember
that. I don’t care if he’s bigger than me, and likely stronger, I’m
not above taking him to task. Even if he would be an improvement
over that douche Peter that she’s dating. He’s got Darla anyway,
it’s a moot point.

Louise leads us into the dining room where
Colleen is setting the large table. She’s wearing a deep blue
fitted shirt and matching sweater atop a pair of black jeans. Her
shoulder-length hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She looks really
cute. I don’t care for her haircut. She said it was called “The
Rachel”, which doesn’t mean shit to me except that she cut her long
blonde hair that I liked so much. She grins up at all of us. Nope,
she definitely doesn’t know that I’m planning on asking her to
prom. If she did, she’d be looking all nervous and fidgety toward
me. My pretty girl is oblivious, as usual. Good.

After much chatter, the girls scurry around
to get dinner ready while we men sit and watch ESPN discuss the Red
Sox and their chances in October. That’s the benefit of being
surrounded by so many women; they group together leaving no room
for us guys to help. Dan shoots me knowing glances. He’s smiling,
clearly happy with my attempts to… woo, I guess, his daughter. It
sounds old-fashioned, but I guess that’s what it is. I definitely
want to get better acquainted with her body… her curvy, warm, soft
body; but I don’t want to just fuck her, either. I really want to
have sex, I think it’ll be pretty fucking cool… you know, once I
get the hang of it, and I think my best friend is who I want to
lose my virginity to. James says I already lost it to Lisa Wilks
back in sophomore year, but that was just a blow job. I
disagree—warm, wet holes are not all the same. Not at all.

“Dinner’s ready boys,” Colleen bounces into
the room. She literally bounces. God, I love her tits. I wait a
moment before standing up. Nobody, especially her dad, needs to
know I’m hard right now. Colleen waits for me, her smile still in
place. She is completely oblivious to how much I like her tits, no
matter how many times she catches me copping a feel. I walk up and
drape my arm over her shoulders. “Heya, pretty boy,” she grins. I
roll my eyes, tighten my grip on her shoulders and playfully glare
at her.

“How many times do I have to tell you, you
can’t call a dude pretty,” I say firmly. She giggles and covers her
mouth. My pretty girl likes to get me riled up. If she goes to prom
with me she’ll really see me riled up.

Dinner drags out and the twins make multiple
not-so-subtle comments about our upcoming prom. Every time the “p”
word is mentioned, I get nervous. I really don’t like how this is
going. Colleen remains silent on the subject until James calls her
on it.

“Okay, little sister, what’s going on over
there?” She stares at him blankly, not having a clue to what he is
referring. “Prom. You’re going, right?” Colleen clears her throat
and blushes and looks down at her plate. James’s gaze shoots toward
me and I try to play innocent. I haven’t a clue why he’s looking at
me. Nope. Not a one.

“I don’t know. My friend Lindsay wants me to
go, but,” she shoves some stew in her mouth and chews, trying to
delay the conversation. “Neither of us have dates, so I don’t
know.” I quickly shove some bread in my mouth and chew vigorously.
I look up and survey the room. Everybody but Colleen is looking at
me. This is fucking fantastic. “Do you have a date, Brad?” Colleen
asks without looking up from her plate.

“Uh,” I begin, “no, I don’t.” I swallow the
last of my bread, trying to figure out how to ask her… in front of
both our families. This sucks.

“I thought Lisa asked you last week?” Colleen
looks up and tilts her head to the side. Of course Lisa would have
told her that she asked me to prom. I really shouldn’t be this
surprised, but I am.

“You mean Sucks-A-Lot Wilks?” James asks,
laughing loudly. I scratch the back of my neck, not liking where
this is going. Colleen scowls at him and throws a piece of her soda
bread across the table. Louise tells them both to knock it off.
Everyone else is trying to maintain composure.

“Yeah, but I said no,” I say, shrugging my
shoulders and trying to maintain the appearance of calm. Colleen
appears confused. My heart rate increases and I feel like an idiot.
“So,” I can feel myself beginning to ramble because I’m nervous.
“Why don’t we go to prom together?”

“Are you asking so you don’t have to go with
Lisa?” she asks; her voice small.

“What?” I don’t quite know how to respond. I
mean, yeah, that’s part of the reason. But I really do want to go
to prom with her. Not because it’s prom, but because I know all
about prom night. I know that James got Darla to give it up at prom
last year, and the year before that it was with another girl. Shit.
I hope he doesn’t know I’m hoping his little sister will give it up
to me at prom.

“Am I like, your last-ditch effort to get a
date so Lisa won’t ask you again?” she asks. I try to respond, but
she seems pretty pissed. I can’t figure out why she’s so pissed.
I’m fucking asking her out here. She looks so hot when she’s
pissed.

“No,” I snap. “You sure know how to fuck up
when a guy is asking you out!” I’m embarrassed and pissed. How
dare she! Maybe I don’t want to go out with her after all. Lisa
Wilks will have sex with me on prom night. Mom yells and Louise
gasps at my language. Colleen crosses her arms over her chest,
pushing her tits up, and she huffs. Okay, I do still want to go out
with her.

Colleen looks down and I hear her sniffle.
Fuck. She’s crying. I stand up to walk over to her, but before I
can apologize, she’s up and running out of the dining room. I
grumble a string of curse words and chase her up the stairs. Damn,
she’s quick. I catch up to her in her room. She’s sitting on her
bed, looking at the floor.

“What just happened?” I ask her honestly,
because I really haven’t a clue. She shrugs her shoulders but
doesn’t say a word. “Okay,” I snap, again, “I’ll tell you what
happened. I asked you to prom and you bit my head off.” She looks
up at me with red eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

“You’re such a jerk!” she screams, startling
me. I begin to defend myself, but she keeps interrupting me. Why in
the hell do I want to go out with this girl again? Soon, we’re both
screaming at each other. I don’t have any clue what she’s screaming
about, but apparently she’s really upset about it. She stands up
and flings herself at me, her little fists flying at my chest. I
laugh a little at first, but then it starts to hurt and it’s not
funny anymore. I restrain her hands and glare at her. She’s glaring
back, cheeks flushed, breathing labored, and her red lips are moist
and inviting.

Without another thought, I grab the sides of
her face and kiss her roughly. She freezes under my lips, but I
continue to kiss her. If she doesn’t respond soon, I’m going to
call it quits. Throw in the towel. Hang it up. Basically, I’m going
to give up on this whole prom idea. A few moments later and her
lips move gently against mine. This is a good sign, I decide. We
continue to kiss until we’re both gasping for air.

“Fine,” she says and pushes back off my
chest. I pray she doesn’t look down and see me pitching a tent.
Wait, fine? Fine, what? “Fine,” she repeats, “I’ll go to prom with
you,” she says, pretending to look annoyed.

“Okay,” I say, grinning like a fool, “cool.”
She just shakes her head and laughs.

“Thank you, Brad,” she grins at me. “I know
you’re just doing this so I don’t have to miss out on prom. I
really appreciate it. You’re the best friend a girl could have.” I
stare at her stupidly. “You almost had me convinced there,” she
smacks my chest playfully, “that kiss.” She pushes past me,
laughing lightly and heads downstairs. I stand in her room,
confused and a little dejected, wondering if my pretty girl will
ever see me as more than just her best friend.


 CHAPTER FIVE

(Colleen)

 


Now enjoy being married.

 


I RUN INTO the en-suite bathroom like
the chicken that I am. Brad’s terms of endearment don’t sit well
with me. Not when I know that I’m just Colleen. I’m off limits.
He’s not supposed to be aroused around me. I get it,
Bradley. My stomach lurches at the thought.

I take several deep breaths, willing myself
to calm down. I married my best childhood friend—I thought this was
going to turn out… how? This was such a bad idea. What had I been
thinking? You weren’t thinking, I remind myself. Oh, yeah.
That explains it. When I feel myself sufficiently calmed down, I
decide that it’s time to assess the situation at hand.

I start at the root of the problem: I’m an
idiot. Aside from that, mine and Brad’s relationship is pretty
volatile and has been for a long time. Brad has mastered the art of
the push and pull. He will push me just far enough away and then
when he’s in danger of doing irreconcilable harm to our
relationship, he’ll pull me back. It works every time.
Unfortunately, this last round of push and pull has resulted in the
biggest mistake we’ve ever made. I don’t think I’ve told him “no”
with any seriousness even once. The more I examine the situation
that we’re in, I realize something truly unappealing about
myself.

While Brad may be a master of the push and
pull, I play along. I don’t know what it is about him that makes me
lose my ability to think clearly. As I mentally categorize my
issues that have led me to being fake married to my childhood best
friend, I decide that this level of psychoanalysis can really only
be dealt with by a professional. First thing back in Boston I’m
going to make an appointment.

Childhood best friend.

I mull over that term for a few minutes as I
shower and brush my teeth. Does that mean he’s not my best friend
now? We don’t really have anything in common anymore. We don’t
really hang out, especially not alone. We don’t like most of the
same movies or music and we certainly don’t frequent the same
establishments. So then, what links us? For the life of me,
everything I come up with has to do with our shared history.
Another realization hits me.

If Brad isn’t my best friend, then who is?
Darla could be, but then, she’s my sister-in-law. Maybe that
doesn’t count? Lindsay could be, but then, she has her own life and
I don’t really know how deep our friendship goes—especially in
comparison to mine and Brad’s. James isn’t my best friend, I know
that. The more I think it over, the more I realize that while Brad
and I barely talk, I’m still closer to him than I am to anyone else
in my life—and I barely speak to him. My head hurts, and now not
only am I alone and childless, now I’m almost best friendless.

Brad knocks on the door and doesn’t wait for
me to respond before he barges in. I check myself for any gaps in
the small towel. “I gotta piss,” he says, yawning and giving me a
sideways glance. I watch incredulously as he scratches his belly
and walks over to the toilet, legs spread.

“Hey,” he says in a seductive tone. My eyes
shoot up and his green ones are sparkling. I get a little lost in
them. “If you wanna see Mac, you’re welcome to stay,” he smirks. I
watch, horrified as he whips Mac out and starts peeing. I run from
the room.

“Brad!” I shout, clutching my towel to me. I
hear him laughing and peeing. God. I really didn’t think he could
get worse, but then he does.

“Married people piss in front of each other,
pretty girl. Get used to it!” he shouts. I hear his gravely morning
voice fade into a coughing fit. A few steps toward the bathroom to
check on his wellbeing and I hear him hawking a loogie onto
who-knows-what surface, and I decide that he can just decompose in
there. Besides, I’m a cop’s wife now. I’d get a pretty sweet
pension if the pig were to choke to death on his own saliva.

“I won’t have time to get used to it, dear;
we’re getting this thing annulled!” I shout back, annoyed.
Honestly, you’d think there would be some sort of grace period for
disgusting behavior in newlyweds.

I hear the water running and decide to take
advantage of this time alone. I search through my luggage for
something appropriate to wear. The best I can do is a white
sundress and matching wedge sandals. I don’t look very lawyery, as
Brad calls it, but oh well.

The shower turns on and soon enough I hear
Brad moaning. Curiosity gets the best of me and I tip-toe toward
the door. A few grunts, few more moans, and the sound of Brad
panting have me speechless. He’s actually… my mind trails and I try
to shake the image of Brad pleasuring himself out of my head. I try
to reason that legally he is my husband and there’s nothing wrong
with… enjoying… the image of him… enjoying himself. But then, my
husband is Brad… and he’s so… him. It’s a circular thought process
and is doing me no good.

HOURS, A FEW mimosas, a ridiculous
trip to an attorney and a very long conversation with the gang
later; and the six of us find ourselves waiting to see a judge
about our annulment. Our first stop was at an attorney’s office. He
all but kicked us out. There are thirty-five five legal reasons
that a judge would grant an annulment, and according to Bozo the
Attorney, we don’t qualify. He claims that impetuous decisions made
between lifelong friends are outside the legal parameters of which
he can work. I think he’s just being lazy and he didn’t appreciate
my side comments regarding his limited understanding of the law.
So, here we are.

It feels like we’ve been here forever. I
stare idly at the clock and take deep breaths in an attempt to will
my nerves away. I don’t like this feeling. I don’t like it one bit.
Finally, we’re called before the judge. At first I try on my lawyer
face and I find out quickly that it doesn’t work.

“Your Honor, with all due respect, Bradley
and I never intended to stay married.”

“Then why did you get married, Mrs. Patrick?”
she asks with an air of irritation in her voice.

“I wanted to be married by my 35th birthday,
and Bradley offered to be my husband,” I offer, thinking this is
sound reasoning for an annulment. I put away the legalese in an
effort to appeal to the Judge. She is a middle-age woman and
according to Google—never married. Surely she understands my
plight.

“Mrs. Patrick, you and Mr. Patrick have made
a mockery of the institute of marriage. I have not found your
Petition for an Annulment to have any legal bearing. Neither of you
misrepresented your wants from this marriage, neither one of you is
already married. Mr. and Mrs. Patrick, you wanted the experience of
getting married, now, I suggest you get comfortable and enjoy the
experience of being married. Your Petition is denied.”

She.Did.Not.Just.Deny.Our.Annullment.

“Hey,” Brad whispers, “what does this
mean?”

“It means we have to get a divorce,” I
seethe.

“We’re Catholic—we don’t get divorced. But
anyway, we can worry about that after lunch. I’m fucking starved,”
he says and rubs his apparently empty belly.


 CHAPTER SIX

(Colleen)

 


If we’re gonna be married, you got to start
putting out, pretty girl.

 


A LOUD BURP rings in my ears and I
look to my… Brad? Husband? Nah. I shake my head. Ball and
chain. Yeah, that sounds good. He has a smug look on his face
and he’s patting his belly. Thank God this restaurant we’re in is
nearly empty or I’d be mortified. As it is, I’m turning a little
pink.

“So,” Brad begins, “when’re ya moving in,
wife?” I groan, rolling my eyes, and turn to him. He has his iPhone
out and he’s playing with it. Looking around the table I see that
everyone has their phones out and they’re playing with them.
Something is afoot and I don’t like it—not one bit.

“Quit callin’ me that,” I protest. The longer
I’m around him, the more we talk, and especially the more we argue,
the stronger my accent gets—another unfortunate side effect of this
sham of a marriage. The gang all laughs. They, collectively, seem
to be finding great humor in our situation. Not even Adam is taking
this seriously. He won’t quit calling me The Mrs. when he
talks to Brad.

My phone dings and before I can pick it up,
it dings several more times. I catch sly grins and snickers in my
direction from my “friends” and I just know that this cannot be
good. I check my phone to find that there’s several updates on
Facebook. Oh no.

[Bradley Patrick is married to Colleen
Frasier Patrick]

[Bradley Patrick likes Colleen Frasier
Patrick’s status]

My eyes grow wide and I see that all of my
“friends” like my status. But I haven’t been on Facebook since we
left Boston. What the fuck? And why has my name changed!

[Colleen Frasier Patrick is having lunch with
“the hubs” Bradley Patrick]

“Who hacked my Facebook account?” I glare
around at each of them. I can’t tell who did it. They all look
guilty. I try to log into my account, but the password has been
changed. “Who changed my password?” I know I’m screaming but I
can’t stop myself. They all burst out laughing. I continue to
scroll through my hijacked Facebook page. Last night Darla posted
pictures from our wedding. Crap. She even posted a link where the
whole thing could be watched on the internet. And then I see it. I
see where my mom commented.

[Louise Carter Frasier commented on Colleen
Frasier Patrick’s relationship status > Colleen (Frasier)
Patrick! OMG! How can you do this without us? Emily is
distraught!]

And then Brad’s mom.

[Emily Shaw Patrick commented on Colleen
Frasier Patrick’s relationship status > Yay! Finally! I knew you
two were going to be married one day! Louise, can you believe it?
Next up, grandbabies! :D]

And then Brad’s older sister, Charlotte,
pipes up.

[Charlotte Patrick Leone commented on Colleen
Frasier Patrick’s relationship status > She probably already is
knocked up, mom. That’d explain the quickie wedding… ;)]

[Bradley Patrick commented on Colleen Frasier
Patrick’s relationship status > Well if she ain’t knocked up
yet, I’m not doing something right.]

Oh my God. He has to stop. Thanks, Charlotte.
You’re off my Christmas card list now, bitch. I pry my eyes
from my phone. I want to cry. I can’t believe this has gone to
Facebook. They’re all still laughing and not a single person
understands the severity of the situation. Not a damn one.

I have a job-- not just a job, but a career.
I have a reputation to uphold, not just out in the world but if
nowhere else-- at the firm. I quickly total up how much debt I have
in student loans left to pay and the fact that I’ve only been
practicing for eight years now… I’m still working my way up. I
can’t get fired. And honestly, I’ve spent a good half of what I
could have saved at Bloomingdale’s over the years. If I lose my
position because of this nonsense, I’ll have to move back in with
my mother. No, I won’t. No, it’ll be worse. I’ll have to move in
with my husband. Tears stream down my face.

“You don’t get it,” I whine-cry as I look
around the table. “I have a job, and my boss has certain
expectations of me. I could get passed up for promotions if someone
at the firm sees this!” Everyone scoffs at me, Brad pats my knee,
and Darla tells me that I shouldn’t have gotten married if I didn’t
want everyone to know.

I stand up, toss down a twenty dollar bill
and stomp out of the restaurant. Brad chases after, catching me as
I reach the street. He wraps his strong arms around me and I sink
into him, crying. He whispers his apology and promises me that he
wasn’t the one who hacked my Facebook account. I believe him.

THE REST OF the day Brad and I shut
ourselves off from the rest of our friends. I just can’t face any
of them. Despite the numerous phone calls, text messages, Facebook
comments and e-mail messages apologizing, I still don’t get a
single admittance of guilt from any one of them. They seem to be
banded together as a unit. That’s one thing I’ll say for them--
they’re loyal. They must not have anticipated how upset I would
be-- except for Darla. She just doesn’t care.

My phone rings and the Caller I.D. shows it’s
Grammy Mary. I dread this phone call, but Grammy hasn’t been in the
best health as of late, and I can’t just ignore it. I could for
anyone else, but not my Grammy. Grammy is the only one who
completely supported me when I made the decision to go to Harvard.
My mother has always been more worried about me producing
grandchildren for her than what I want for myself.

I look to Brad, who is next to me on the
couch, show him my phone and then bite the bullet and just answer
the damn thing. “Hey Grammy,” I say in my best cheerful voice.

“Colleen Mary Frasier! Or should I call you
Patrick now?” I cringe. I knew she knew the moment I saw her name
on my Caller I.D., but I was holding onto a thread of hope that I
was wrong. I remain silent and sure enough, she continues. “I can’t
believe you got married without me, young lady! And Bradley… did
that boy even think about what he was doing? Your father is
steamed. He wanted to walk you down the aisle.” I open my mouth to
apologize. I don’t have the guts to tell Grammy that it was a sham.
I don’t know if I ever will, honestly.

“I’m sorry, Grammy,” I say and look to Brad.
He sighs. He and Grammy have always had a special relationship. He
was her boy since birth, despite that there is no real relation
there. My Grammy is his Grammy, too. He doesn’t like her being
upset any more than I do. He won’t be able to tell her the truth
either, I just know it.

She sighs. “I’m just glad you finally did it,
young lady. Even if it wasn’t in a Catholic church, at least you
finally stopped fighting your fate. I always knew the two of you
would be perfect together.” She coughs and it doesn’t sound good.
It’s not one of those little, delicate coughs. It’s one of those
large, throaty coughs that sounds of phlegm and yuckiness.

“Are you okay, Grammy?” I ask, genuinely
concerned. Brad’s eyes are fixed on my face and I shake my head. I
know that she’s okay, I just have to ask.

“I’ll be fine. I just want you home. You will
come see me when you get back, won’t you?” I agree. “And you’ll
bring my boy with you, won’t you?” I agree. “Well, I guess he’s
your boy now, isn’t he? I guess I can share him with his wife,” she
says in a faux snippy voice. I laugh.

“I can share, Grammy. I promise. He’ll always
be your boy.” I smile at Brad and his face lights up. Before I can
stop him, he grabs the phone out of hand and runs off with it. He’s
talking animatedly with Grammy. I can’t help myself, I watch him.
He’s happy. He’s pretty much always happy. I don’t quite know what
to do with it, so I just sit there and watch him. He and Grammy are
making plans to have lunch and he insists on bringing me along.

If I weren’t so used to this, I might be
offended that my grandma is trying to get him alone. Knowing her,
she’ll try to convince him to knock me up if I’m not there. At
least if I’m present, she’ll just strongly suggest we have kids--
and soon. I don’t know how I feel about having lunch with Grammy,
but I do know one thing for certain. We can’t let her know that
this marriage isn’t real. But the question is-- can we really fake
it? Do I even want to fake it? I don’t know the answer to these
questions, all I know is that I need to stop staring at Brad. I
think I’m starting to drool.

Brad gets off the phone with Grammy and plops
down next to me. He is all smiles, I, on the other hand, am deep in
thought.

“What’s going on in that head of yours,
pretty girl?” he asks. I shrug, not wanting to tell Brad that I
think I might want to stay married. For Grammy, I mentally correct
myself. I just don’t want to disappoint Grammy. Yeah, that’s it.
Brad tickles my sides and I give up in one loud blurt.

“I don’t want to get a divorce!” I shout.
Brad’s fingers still at my sides and he slowly lets go. “Grammy is
sick. She’s old. She can’t live forever, and… she was so happy to
hear that we got married. And I…” I stutter, “I couldn’t tell her
the truth.” He nods and then grins. I let out a breath and smile at
him as I continue my explanation. “The thing is-- all of Facebook
knows we got married now… and our parents… God, Brad… our parents
know!” I put my hands on my face in exasperation.

“Good. We weren’t going to divorce anyway,”
he says with a smile. “Look, if I’m a taken man, then you gotta
start putting out, pretty girl.” I remove my hands from my face and
quirk an eyebrow at him. He must be joking. But then, he’s Brad, so
of course he’s not joking. He grabs his junk and my eyes follow his
hand. “I got blue balls here!” I smack his arm and glare at his
face. Yep, not looking at his crotch… definitely not looking at his
crotch. Nope. Not doing it. I’m not looking at it, so I can,
without a doubt promise that I didn’t notice the semi in his pants.
Definitely didn’t notice that.

“You can still date, or have sex, or hire a
hooker… do whatever it is you do, moron.” I practically spit at
him. “We’ll just be married, okay? I guess we’ll have to live
together, but we’ll have separate rooms. We can do things
separately, we can just pretend.” Then an idea comes to me. “We
don’t even have to really live together. I’ll keep my condo
downtown, and I’ll just change my address. I can stay at your place
sometimes, when we have to… you know, fake it.”

Brad nods and rubs his chin. He’s thinking
about all of this. “Okay,” he says and half smirks. “But I think
we’re gonna fuck it up. Somebody is going to find out that this is
all bullshit. If you start putting out, it’ll look more real.” I
squint my eyes in thought before I understand his implication. I
roll my eyes at him. I stand up and lean over him, shoving my chest
in his face. He’s noticing the girls, just as I knew he would.

“Read my lips, Bradley Patrick,” I
whisper-shout. “I am never going to sleep with you. So you can just
give up on that little fantasy.” He smirks and I think I’ve got
him. Quickly, he pulls me into his lap and kisses me. I freeze and
then, in shock, kiss back. Just when I’m getting into it, he shoves
me to the side and stands up, sauntering out of the room. All I can
think is: my husband is a great kisser.


 CHAPTER
SEVEN

(Colleen)

 


Okay, let’s play, pretty girl.

 


BRAD AND I came up with a few rules.
Rule number one was that we both need to be discreet. To the
outside world, we’re married, and we need to behave as such. If
either of us gets into a relationship, that person has to
understand the situation. Deep down, I know that Brad is right—this
plan is going to fail miserably. Neither one of us is sneaky enough
to pull this off-- not for long anyway. I didn’t quite think this
whole “let’s stay married” thing through when I suggested it, and
now, now it’s just too late to change my mind.

That conversation was yesterday. Today we’re
at McCarran, about to take off on a non-stop flight back home. This
time we’re flying coach, which is fine. We’re all seated together
and thanks to the six mimosas that I drank this morning, I’m
feeling pretty relaxed. Brad calls it tipsy.

“So,” James begins. I look to my right at my
massive brother. I’m wedged between Brad and James, and I mean that
quite literally. These seats in coach are small and neither the
husband nor his partner-in-crime is particularly slender. In fact,
they both look like they’re nearing the end of their first
trimester… James might even look to be in his second. I wiggle my
arms free and raise my eyebrows for him to continue, but he seems
to be stalling. From across the aisle, Darla smacks his arm and
gives him a look. You know, that married people look. I wonder if I
give Brad that look or if we’d have to be like, really married for
that to happen.

“Mom and dad are sort of…” he pauses, looks
at Darla, curses under his breath, and then looks back at me.
“They’re, uh, planning a surprise party for you guys, like, right
now. Just so you know.” I huff and turn to Brad. He looks as calm
as can be. He’s always calm and it’s pissing me off.

“Hey Bro,” Brad says. I get excited, thinking
he’s going to tell James that we don’t want a surprise party, but
he doesn’t because he’s Brad, and that would just be too kind of
him. “Can you make sure Mama Frasier bakes that chocolate cake I
like so much?” I muffle a scream and start elbowing them both
rapidly. Quickly, they each grab an arm and hold me still while
Darla, apparently, takes it upon herself and calls my mom. Darla’s
phone is up so loud, I can hear my mother from over here. She’s
thrilled. Of course she’ll bake her new son-in-law his favorite
chocolate cake. Of course.

Lindsay is seated between Darla and Adam. She
peeks her head around as much as she can and starts apologizing at
rapid speeds. My arms still bound, I lean forward as much as I can
to hear exactly what she’s apologizing for. There’s no telling.
Really.

“Colleen,” she squeaks, “I’m so sorry! When
Louise called to ask me about giving you guys a surprise party, I
just got so swept up in the planning! I mean, Colleen, she called
me!” Lindsay’s eyes glaze over and she is absolutely in heaven. She
loves to plan parties.

“I mean, really. I just gave her a few little
pointers, but then when Emily got on the phone, well…” her voice
gets small and I know I’m royally fucked. This is bad. Bad. Bad.
Bad. “Things just got away from me.” She slinks back into her
seat and I slink back into mine. She yells a quick “I’m sorry!” and
I yell back a quick “Shut up, it’s fine!” in response.

The rest of the flight goes pretty smoothly.
Well, as smoothly as can be expected. Brad and I explain the
situation with everyone, and they all agree that we’re doing the
right thing. Everyone loves my Grammy. Well, she is pretty much the
shit. They do take bets on how long it takes us to screw up and
either sleep together (which won’t happen), or for our little sham
to be exposed. Adam has the least faith in us. He’s betting on 5-7
days before everyone figures out what we’re up to-- including
Grammy. He claims that it’s not a lack of faith, he’s run the
numbers and he doesn’t see any strategic way that we’ll be able to
pull it off. Too many factors and too many variables are going to
make this impossible. His suggestion? Just fuck and be married and
quit pretending. Whatever.

All too soon, we’ve landed at Logan and we
make our way to Darla’s minivan. Since my mom has a minivan of her
own, we were able to take Darla’s so that we’d all fit in one
vehicle. Somehow, Brad and I get shoved in the far back into seats
that smell like Goldfish crackers and silly putty. He sniffs the
air and finds the putty wedged between the seats and starts playing
with it. He’s like a child himself. No wonder we never got
together. I avoid touching anything. Again, I love my nephews and
my niece, but damn, they’re a bunch of dirty birds.

Lindsay and Adam sit directly in front of us
and Darla plays copilot to James as he adjusts the driver’s seat in
the van to accommodate his large ass.

“Ah,” he breathes in deeply. I look at Darla
and she seems to be doing the same thing. What the heck are they
doing? This van stinks. “I miss my brats!” James exclaims. He grins
at Darla and she nods, wiping away a stray tear. From way back
here, parenthood looks a little lame. I turn around to see Brad
grinning at me.

“I can’t wait until we have kids and have a
van that smells like old cheese,” he says enthusiastically. I blink
at him. I stare at him. I think my mouth is on the floor. I can’t
be sure. What the hell did he just say to me?

“Don’t worry pretty girl,” he wraps his large
arm around my shoulder and pulls me to him. My body is stiff as a
board and I want to shove putty down his throat. “We’ll get you
inseminated or something’. But that’s expensive, ya know? It’d be a
lot easier if you just let me lay the pipe, ya know?” I push him
away, aggravated. I really didn’t think this whole sham marriage
thing out.

“Just grow up, already,” I mutter.

We pull up at Brad’s house and see an awful
banner, tall as can be, hangs off the front of his little white
city cottage, with the words “Welcome Home, Mr. & Mrs.
Patrick!” Well, if the whole damn neighborhood didn’t know
beforehand, they sure as hell do now. The street is clogged with
cars all the way down the block. I recognize a lot of these cars,
most actually. Reality is sinking in as I recognize my coworker,
Thomas's, car. It was one thing for Facebook to know, and one thing
for the neighborhood to know, but now my boss’ son knows. Crap.

We pass up Brad’s house and drive four houses
down to Darla and James’s where we pull into their garage and climb
out of the Cheese-mobile. Darla and James walk directly out of the
garage and into the street. The rest of us follow. I do my best to
postpone this royal embarrassment, but they aren’t having any of
it.

“You gonna walk or do I have to carry you?”
Brad asks. I pout, not liking either option. He lets out an
exaggerated sigh and says, “Alright then, have it your way.” I back
away from him, but it’s no use.

“I’ll walk, I’ll walk!” I shout nervously,
but he isn’t having it. Before I know it, he has me over his
shoulder and is smacking my butt. A few cars drive by slowly and I
hear whistles from inside the cars. I turn my head around and
recognize some of Brad’s buddies from down at the station. I give
them a small wave and try to smile.

“You don’t look very happily married, Mrs.
Patrick,” Darla quips. Brad laughs, shaking me in the process and
smacks me in the butt again—this time hard. I yelp and start
hitting him in the back. I really want to hit him in the butt. Not
to check for firmness or anything, honest. It’s just… what’s fair
is fair, right? I reach as far down as I can and I get another
idea. I can’t quite reach his butt, but I can reach his boxer
briefs. Without another thought, I yank them up as high as I can,
laughing wildly. Darla’s eyes go wide and Brad freezes immediately.
The whole group stops and Brad curses a string of profanities as he
drops me to my feet, causing them to sting.

“You want to play?” Brad unabashedly reaches
into his pants and removes his boxer briefs from his ass. “Okay,”
he leans in and kisses my cheek, “let’s play, pretty girl.”


 CHAPTER
EIGHT

(Colleen)

 


Around here, family is the most important
thing.

 


WE WALK THROUGH Brad’s front door and
we’re immediately assaulted with loud cheers and hoots and hollers.
I’m grabbed first by my mother, then Emily, then Grammy. Grammy
smacks my arm and scolds me for not telling her about our secret
love affair… apparently we’ve been holding out on her. I just
apologize, I’m not about to argue. My dad pulls me into a tight
embrace and then lectures me for not getting to walk me down the
aisle. My dad rarely expresses feelings of sorrow, and he never
makes us feel bad for leaving him out of something, so I know
walking me down the aisle was a big deal to him. I feel instantly
awful despite the fact that this isn’t a real marriage. To my
father, it is.

Brad’s sisters get a hold of me and they each
have their own opinion on my marriage. Like their brother, the
Patrick girls are never short on an opinion—especially when it
comes to me and Brad. Charlotte, his older sister, puts her hand on
my stomach and she nods her head and says that I’m definitely
pregnant. Yeah, my vagina just found that insulting since it hasn’t
seen any action from a man in over a year. I swat her hand away.
Brad’s younger sisters, twins, Mary and Margaret, gush over us all
finally being family. I tell them that we’ve always been family and
they take this as though I mean to say that I think their brother
and I were fated for one another. It’s more like he’s a fungus that
won’t go away.

Slowly but surely, I make my way through my
mother’s sisters and her brother, and then my father’s cousins.
Crap. They really went all out for this. I can’t believe my Great
Uncle Earl is here. I haven’t seen him since my first communion,
and that was over twenty years ago. Grammy keeps shooting Great
Uncle Earl dirty looks. They haven’t gotten along since they were
kids and if you even try to make sense of it all either one of them
will say is “potatoes.” We’re Irish; the source of most great
conflicts seems to be over potatoes in one form or another.

An hour after our arrival, I finally spot the
old Ball & Chain across the living room, leaning against his
giant Boston Celtics green and white and gold basketball stand and
hoop. God, that thing is so ugly. I’d tell him I wanted it gone,
you know, as his legal wife and all, but I’ve seen him dump
girlfriends for less. Wait. Since when am I concerned about being
dumped? I shake my head free of confusing thoughts. I haven’t a
clue what is going on upstairs anymore.

Brad spots me and calls me over. He’s smiling
wide. His enthusiasm is infectious and I find myself happy to be in
his company. I approach and do my best to look smitten and in love.
It’s really not that tough an assignment right now. The Ball &
Chain is surrounded by his parents, my parents, and Grammy. Our
mothers comment on how much in love we look. Either we’re good
actors or… no. We’re just good actors. He pulls me to him and
kisses me. I kiss back until I feel his mouth open. This is just
too much, I try to pull away but he holds me there. Reluctantly (or
so I maintain), I open my mouth to him. Our tongues slide against
one another’s. Neither one is fighting for dominance. There is no
dance of seduction that people commonly describe during a heated
kiss. He is gentle and loving and slow.

John, Brad’s dad, clears his throat and
elbows my dad, laughing quietly. We pull away, both sporting stupid
grins on our faces. “Hey baby,” Brad whispers into my ear and pulls
my back against his chest. He’s laying it on thick, a little too
thick for my liking. But then I look around. Our parents look so…
content? They look happy. I haven’t seen them look so happy in a
long time.

“Bradley,” my father says. He looks very
serious.

“Yeah, Chief?” Brad grins at him.

“You took my baby girl and married her in
Vegas. What do you got to say for yourself?”

He just shrugs, knowing there is nothing to
fear here. Anyone else might get pistol-whipped for such a thing.
But not Brad. “You want a beer?” Brad asks.

My father laughs and the two bond over
another beer. Neither one of them need another, but whatever. Their
mothers can deal with it.

“So,” Emily says, sipping on a beer of her
own. “When are you gonna make me a grandma?” She’s staring right at
me and when I take too long to answer, both Grammy and my mother
nudge me. “Well?” Emily asks. Brad leans in and rubs my stomach
much to my dismay. The longer we continue with this lie, the more
complicated it gets, and the worse I feel for it. Emily Patrick has
always been a second mother to me. Not a fiber in her body would
ever think we would be lying to her. If she knew the truth it would
break her heart. In this moment, I want nothing more than for this
marriage to be real. I want to love Brad the way he deserves to be
loved by his wife. I want it to be real, but I can’t make myself
love him. I just can’t.

“Don’t worry, Ma,” he says, “we’re working on
it.” Emily and my mother giggle and I shove Brad’s hand away. I
don’t know if that wedgie I gave him outside was worth it after
all. I look to John for help. He’s always been such a compassionate
man. Back in high school when he caught me and Darla shoplifting at
the mall, he didn’t tell my dad. Thankfully, John had been the
officer to respond to the call. He hauled us off to the side of the
building and told me he’d tell our fathers if we so much as spit on
the sidewalk after that. That’s been our little secret between the
three of us ever since.

“Son,” John says, sounding very serious. He
smiles at me and I smile back. Then something shifts and John gets
an evil look in his eyes. “I think you should take a vote, don’t
you?” Brad laughs and I groan, covering my face with my hands. I’ve
been to enough engagement parties and wedding receptions to know
what this is. Brad starts shouting for everyone to pipe down, and
it does take some effort. When they finally do, he tugs my hands
away from my face, and I just want to crawl into a hole… a very
deep hole.

“My father has brought to my attention that
we need to take a vote.” The crowd goes wild with whooping and
hollering. I see James and Darla in the center, each holding one of
their kids. Where their middle child, my little monster, went I
have no idea. He’s probably hanging from some piece of furniture
somewhere.

“So,” he rubs my stomach again. I try to bat
him away but he holds my hands in place. I see one of his fellow
detectives and hear him hoot. I can’t remember the guy’s name, but
he’s always annoyed me. “Can I get a number?” This is a tradition.
The bride and groom ask their guests how many kids they should
have. I’m not surprised to hear numbers like five and eight. Brad
shouts “higher,” and the crowd goes wild again.

“I’m trying for a baseball team here!” he
shouts. I laugh at his enthusiasm and wonder when he got to be such
a good liar. But then I remember the conversation before his
proposal. Brad wants kids. He’s always wanted kids, so I shouldn’t
be surprised. What does surprise me though is that he’s talking
about having kids with me. He’s been talking about having kids with
me since we got married. I wonder if his biological clock is
ticking. We’re both thirty-five now. Neither of us is all that
young. At my age I’d be lucky to have one healthy baby, let alone
five or eight. My mood worsens as I once again realize that in my
pursuit of my career, I have possibly cost myself something very
dear to me: becoming a mother. It doesn’t matter, I tell myself.
We’re not really married, anyway.

I seem to be continually forgetting that
little fact. We’re not really married. All of this is fun and it’s
easy to get swept up in the hoopla, but it doesn’t change anything.
At the end of the day, we’re not really in love. At best, we’re
lifelong friends. At worst, our friendship is hanging by a thread.
Some days I think nothing can split us up, other days I don’t even
know why we still attempt at talking to one another. We’re both
volatile and bossy and neither one of us will think twice about
hitting below the belt in the heat of the moment. The problem is
that the longer we play this little game, the longer that we act
like the happy couple, the more I’m starting to believe it myself.
I’m an attorney, I’m supposed to have my wits about me, but I can’t
help but feel like I’m falling into something that I’ll never dig
my way out of.

“It’s decided!” Brad shouts, “we’ll have 12!”
I force a choked laugh. The crowd cheers and through the mass, I
see Thomas Nate, my boss’ son, making his way towards us.

“Colleen,” Thomas says, in a very formal
manner, “Congratulations!” His smile is as fake as his blond hair
and white teeth. I smile back as politely as possible and thank
him. My body is rigid. Brad gives me a reassuring squeeze. Thomas
doesn’t even have the courtesy to address my new husband.

“Well,” he laughs with a condescending smirk,
“I’m hope you’re not really planning on having 12 children,
Colleen.” The way Thomas says my formal name just pisses me off,
but I know better than to show it, it could mean my job to piss him
off any more than I already have. First, turning him down for a
date (in part because he is married), and now, getting married
myself; he is displeased with me, but there’s nothing he can do
about is as long as I play the model attorney at work.

Brad snorts, “and why is that, and who are
you?” Thomas’s eyes travel up to Brad and they narrow. This is a
pissing contest in a civilized form, just barely.

“I’m Thomas Nate,” he holds his hand out, but
Brad just stares at it and shakes his head. I want to chastise him
and tell him to play nice with the little blond weasel, but I
remain silent. I’m enjoying this far too much to stop it.
Repercussions be damned!

“Colleen works at my father’s firm,” Thomas
raises his eyebrows in challenge. He knows what my job means to me.
“Twelve is just a lot. Don’t you think?” he asks Brad. It’s not
like twelve children is even a remote possibility—even if we are
Catholic—so this conversation is just ridiculous.

Thomas really shouldn’t be asking Brad
anything. They are polar opposites. I can’t see any good coming of
this. Then again, I couldn’t see any bad in marrying Brad, and look
where that logic got me…

“Ah,” I feel Brad nod his head and then lean
down and kiss my ear. “You’re not from here, are you, Thomas? You
see, around here… family is the most important thing. A woman’s
husband and her family come before any job does. And a man’s wife
and his family come before everything else.” Grinning, he ghosts
his lips over my neck. My hormones take over and I sigh, my eyes
fluttering closed. I try to focus on what Brad said to
Thomas—telling him how little my job means to me, which is a
complete falsehood; but… Brad’s lips are… on my neck, and… it just
feels so… good.

Growing up, James used to play cops and
robbers with Brad. I tagged along more often than not. One of us
would be the robber and the other two would be the cops, hunting
down the bad guy. While Charlotte, and Mary, and Maggie played
inside with child-sized kitchens and baby dolls, I ran in the
streets with my brother and best friend. More times than I can
count, my mother would ask me to play inside with the girls. She’d
tell me I could be a mommy if I stayed inside, but I was always
more interested in hunting down the bad guy. And that’s what it was
like growing up in Southie. Girls grow up to be mothers and wives.
Boys grow up to be what they dreamed of when they were young.

“Well, I should be going,” Thomas says, and
before I can thank him for coming, he storms out of the house. I
can practically see my career going with him and my heart falls.
How did I ever get into this mess? All I wanted was to be able to
have a career and be a wife and mother. It shouldn’t be an
either or thing, even if it feels that way.

The firm was very clear in their position on
where they believe my priorities should lie. No doubt Brad’s little
speech ticked off Thomas enough to send him running to daddy; but
there’s nothing I can do about that now. I think I could use a beer
now, actually. Brad hands me a fresh beer immediately. I’m half
creeped out and half amazed. I take a sip, so very grateful. The
beer is ice cold. He always seems to know what I’m thinking. I
smile at his handsome face, looking past the stubble for once. When
he’s quiet, he’s really very attractive.

“I know I’m hot, pretty girl. It’s okay, you
can say it out loud,” he laughs and leans down, blowing a raspberry
on my cheek. Like I said, he’s attractive when he’s quiet.


 CHAPTER NINE

(Colleen)

 


Who does that? Nobody. Except, Brad did.

 


JAMES AND DARLA approach; James is
grinning, their eldest child and only daughter, Lilly, hanging onto
his back. Lilly is five, and a handful. She is the apple of Brad’s
eye and he is her hero. Their middle son, Alex, is in James’s arms,
half asleep. The child is a magician. He disappears and reappears
it seems at will; but he’s my little monster no matter what. Darla
is wearing a scowl and holding their baby, six month old boy,
Fitz.

Lilly jumps off of James’s back and into
Brad’s arms. “Uncle Brad!” she shouts, half excited, half annoyed.
She looks so much like her mother when she pouts. “You were s’posed
to marry me, not Aunt Colleen!” He grins and gives her a big
hug.

“Hold up now, kid,” Brad says in a mock
serious voice. “I heard you’ve been sharing your cookies with
another guy. How am I s’posed to feel about that, huh?” Lilly
blushes and looks away. I smile at the pair of them. Brad has
always been so good with kids and he babysits James and Darla’s
kids every chance he gets. He’s going to make an amazing dad one
day. You know, to another woman’s children.

“Have not!” Lilly glares at him.

“Wanna bet, princess?” he challenges and she
folds her arms over her chest. “You know I’m friends with your
teacher, Miss Kate? She says you’ve been making googly eyes at a
Jeffrey Spaniel. ‘Said you even shared your cookies with the
guy.”

“How’d you find out?” she asks giving Brad
the stink eye.

“I’m a detective, sweetheart. You don’t think
I’m gonna know when my favorite girl is off sharing her cookies
with some strange kid?”

“Well, you married Aunt Colleen!” Lilly
retorts but Brad isn’t letting it go. The man takes his cookies
seriously and at least in five year old Lilly he’s found someone to
argue with.

“Well, you’re sharing your cookies with a kid
who’s named after a dog!” Brad smirks at Lilly as she opens and
closes her mouth several times before responding.

“I want cookies,” she says and he agrees that
he wants cookies, too. They walk off in search of the dessert
table. I know it’s around here somewhere. Grammy says she doesn’t
show up unless there’s a dessert table. Darla shakes her head and
laughs.

“He’s going to be a great father,” Darla
says. I nod my head and look for a distraction. I can’t wait to get
my hands on my little buddy, even if he is sleeping away in James’s
arms. James notices that I’m fixed on the sleeping boy and he hands
him over to me which effectively ends his slumber. Alex’s blue eyes
pop open and he squirms in my arms.

“Hey, Monkey,” I say, adjusting him to a more
comfortable position on my hip. For being just barely two, he sure
is stocky. With James as his dad, it’s no wonder.

“Auntie,” he says, laying his head on my
chest. I smile down at him and kiss him atop his head.

“So, how long do you think you can keep this
up for?” James asks. I shrug.

“I don’t have the heart to tell everyone it’s
not real, especially Grammy,” I say, mindful of who might be
near.

“Yeah, okay,” James says, “but what if she
lives for another five or ten, hell—fifteen years? You just gonna
pretend to be married to Brad? That’s pretty fucked up, sis.” My
eyebrows knit together and I consider James’s point. The honest
answer is that I just don’t know. I’m taking it day by day and
minute by minute here. This whole thing spiraled out of control
because my friends couldn’t leave well enough alone. They had to
butt in and broadcast the one evening of my life that I’d rather
keep quiet, all over the internet.

“Don’t even go there, James,” I walk toward
him and lean in. “You stood back and let them tell the world about
this. Where was your opinion then?” James is speechless. He has no
defense and he knows it. I glare at Darla next. She won’t even look
me in the eye. Good.

“And you,” I whisper-shout while running my
hand through Alex’s hair. “You’re treating this like it’s a game.
We’re adults, Darla. I have a career to worry about, not that you’d
understand my position.” I snap and walk away.

It was a low blow using my career against
her. Darla’s been a stay-at-home mom for years, and a stay-at-home
wife before that. I don’t have the right to judge her anymore than
she has the right to judge me. But deep in the back of my mind I’ve
always judged her. I’ve always wondered why she didn’t want more
for herself than to just be a cop’s wife. Even in high school while
I talked about going to college, she talked about getting married
after James graduated from the academy.

“Sissy!” Alex shouts, spotting Lilly and Brad
across the room.

“Hey Monster, you want a cookie?” I ask.
Alex’s eyes grow wide and he grins up at me. I love Lilly and Fitz
is such a cute baby, but Alex is my favorite. I know I shouldn’t be
playing favorites, but I can’t help it. Since the day he started
crawling, he’s been a terror. Alex will climb on anything and
anyone he can get his little hands on. I didn’t think much of it
when Darla told me she was pregnant with him; but then the day he
was born, I got it. I understood that maternal tug. I had never and
have never been as jealous of another human being as I was of Darla
the day that Alex was born.

“Cookie!” he chants, bouncing on my hip. Brad
looks up and sees us approaching. He grins at us and chomps on a
large cookie of his own.

”Husband,” I giggle when I say it and I’m not
sure why. But it feels right. He lights up.

“Wife,” he says with a nod and leans in
kissing me on top of my head. I hand Alex a chocolate chip cookie
and take a good look at us. With Brad holding Lilly in his arms and
Alex on my hip, we look like a real family. Brad wipes chocolate
off of Lilly’s face and cleans his finger off on his pants without
a second thought. He isn’t the slightest bit worried about walking
around with chocolate on his clothes. I look down at Alex covered
in chocolate and suddenly I don’t care about getting messy, either.
Here with Brad, surrounded by our family and friends; I’m starting
to think that I want this; that after everything, I might really
want this.

THE PARTY WINDS down and slowly but
surely, our nearest and dearest trickle out. Our parents are the
last ones to go. I should be a little disturbed and grossed out
that my dad high-fives Brad, but I’m not. Any other guy and my dad
would refuse to leave the house and stand guard the bedroom with a
shot gun. But this is Brad and though he remains mostly silent on
the subject, my dad couldn’t be happier. Emily and Louise are
disgustingly giddy on their way out.

They each rub my stomach for good luck. Brad
slaps my butt and shuts the door behind them. When they’re far
enough away, I turn to glare at him. The playful honeymooner’s
thing is wearing on me. The butt slaps are starting to awake my
hormones and it is better off I not go there. And all day, every
time someone mentioned kids or I saw Brad with someone’s kid, my
ovaries nearly exploded. I need to deal with my frustration in one
way or another and kicking the Ball & Chain’s ass right now
seems like a fairly effective means of letting off some steam.

“You better run,” I seethe. He throws his
hands up in the air and backs away from me. I take a quick jump at
him but I’m not watching where I’m going. My foot catches on our
luggage, which has mysteriously found its way into the house, and I
fall flat on my face. Brad rushes over and peels me off the
hardwood floor.

“Oh, pretty girl,” he says, standing, with me
cradled to his chest. I will admit that I’m surprised that he is
able to lift me so easily and how hard his body feels next to mine.
He always looked so plush to me. “What the hell are you trying to
do, hurt yourself?”

I huff, un-amused. I was going for
intimidating and instead I wound up with pathetic. “Okay,” he
mutters, “I know this game. You’re embarrassed so you’re going to
be silent. That’s fine. It’s late.” He walks up the stairs, me
still in his arms, and takes me to his bedroom. If I weren’t so
embarrassed and annoyed that he knows me so well I would
protest.

He’s taking me into his bedroom. Thankfully,
I know him well enough to feel comfortable in here. His spare room
doesn’t have a bed, just a pool table.

“Thanks,” I say as he sits me on his bed. I
look at his bedside alarm clock to find that it is indeed late. The
clock reads 11 p.m. I yawn and kick my shoes off and crawl under
the covers. Brad walks to his dresser and pulls out a t-shirt and a
pair of sleep pants and tosses them to me.

“These will be more comfortable,” he offers
and walks out of the room, closing the door behind him.
Immediately, I undress and slide into his clothes. They smell
wonderful and I might even give them a little sniff; but I’ll never
admit to it. I lie back down and groan at how uncomfortable my bra
is. Against my better judgment I go ahead and remove it, tossing it
to the floor with the rest of my clothes. The freedom feels
wonderful and I slide against Brad’s flannel sheets. I haven’t been
in here in almost a year, and even then it was only for a few
moments. This is the first time I’ve been in his bed since
everything went bad between us.

I snuggle into the blankets and turn on my
side, with my back to the door. I begin to drift into a calm sleep.
I’m slightly perturbed by the fact that Brad didn’t even say
goodnight, but I try not to dwell on that thought. Just when I’ve
let it go and I’m about to succumb to a much needed rest, I hear
the creaking of the hardwood and then the bedroom door opens. I’m
just awake enough to know what’s going on around me, but too far
under to react. I hear the blankets move and then the bed dips
behind me.

“Colleen?” Brad whispers. He gives my side a
little poke and when I don’t respond, he places a hand on my right
hip. I want to ask him what the hell he thinks he’s doing. I want
to swat his hand away. I want to remind him that I’m Just Colleen,
but he thinks I’m asleep and that’s very nearly true. So I give
myself this moment in time where I can pretend.

I may be very legally Mrs. Bradley Patrick.
Everyone who matters in our individual and joined worlds sees us as
a very real married couple; and at times I think we get lost in the
role play. But here, in his bed, I feel like Mrs. Patrick. Brad’s
hand on my hip wanders and it wraps around my waist, pulling me to
him. I settle my back into his chest, losing myself further to
sleep.

Tomorrow we’ll fight and argue and maybe even
throw things; because that’s what we do. Tomorrow Heather will be
brought up, because she is the proverbial elephant in the room
every time we fight. And tomorrow we’ll have to talk and see if we
can figure out where to go from here because of all the things said
to me today, only one sticks with me.

You just gonna pretend to be married to Brad?
That’s pretty fucked up, sis.

And James’s right. It is pretty fucked up,
but I don’t know what the hell I can do about that now. I don’t
know that there’s anything I want to do about it. I’m enjoying
pretending way too much right now. Because at the end of the day,
regardless of how fake this all is—it’s a hell of a lot more than I
had before some stupid Irish cop asked some stupid girl from
Southie to marry him just so that he could see her smile.

And in this moment, curled into Brad as he
snores like a freight train in my ear, I realize how lucky I am.
Who asks their best friend to marry them simply because they were
pouting? Nobody does that. No, I mean nobody does that. Except
that, Brad did. Brad did do that. And he didn’t just do that. He
did that for me.


 CHAPTER TEN

(Colleen)

 


What the hell was I about to do with
Brad?

 


HONK SHOE…

I feel hot breath on my neck and the faint
scent of Brad’s soap. I wiggle, cuddled up against my husband. I
withhold a small squeal at the thought. My husband. My
Bradley. I was having the biggest drought known to womankind. At
one point, I wasn’t sure if my vagina was still present or if it
had taken up on holiday. But now? Now, I’m curled into my lifelong
best friend and new husband, and I’m actually liking the feel of
his arms around me.

Honk shoe…

In the stillness of the morning, I breathe in
his scent and then it happens.

Burp!

Holy crap. The husband did not just burp in
my ear. Oh, but he did. I groan and cover my nose to hide the
smell. Despite the pungent aroma of his morning breath, I’m really
not all that put out. There’s something about being in bed with a
man, about having a man in my life that makes those nasty little
smells not so awful.

Honk shoe…

I wiggle again and feel what Brad refers to
as morning wood pressed up against my backside. My face flushes and
I don’t know what to do. I crane my neck around to peek at Brad,
finding him fast asleep—mouth hanging open, the roaring sound of
his snoring trailing out of his mouth. I feel emboldened, being in
his bed and wrapped in his arms. So I do something that I’ll deny
until my dying day. I press my butt against his erection, feeling
its slight twitch.

Honk shoe…

Brad’s breathing comes in short pants and his
arms tighten around me, leaving no room between me and Mac. A moan
involuntarily falls from my lips. It’s been a year since I’ve been
with anyone. I had dated a guy very briefly before I realized it
wouldn’t work out. Peter left me with the distinct impression that
he felt women should be seen and not heard. Clearly, we were not
meant to be. And if I’m being honest with myself, I didn’t quite
fit in his world; square peg, round hole, and all that.

Last week I had some semblance of
self-control; last week I was still single and not in a fake
marriage with the appearance of being taken. Last week I was still
Chief and Mrs. Frasiers’ greatest disappointment. Last week I was
still Colleen Frasier, Esquire. Now I guess I’m Colleen Frasier
Patrick, Esquire? No. No, I’ll keep Frasier professionally; too
much paperwork to change things around. I’ll stay Frasier for
professional use and adopt Patrick for personal use.

I continue to think about the small details
of being married. Do I need to inform my bank? What about my
automobile insurance? Probably. Should I get a ring? Do I even want
to wear a ring? Well, I do like diamonds. I wonder if Brad will buy
me a ring? Where will we live? Here, probably. I peek around the
room, inspecting its size. This is a small house. I have a lot of
shoes. Oh, where will my shoes go!

“Damn,” Brad holds onto me for dear life and
grinds Mac into my butt—all thoughts of my beloved shoe collection
forgotten as Brad dry humps my ass. I’m frozen, unable to move,
contemplating rubbing against him. I want to rub against him and
feel the friction I so need, afraid of what that might lead to.

“Baby,” Brad moans, leaning into my ear, “You
feel so good.” His breath, hot on my skin, sends chills down my
spine. I’m pretty sure he’s asleep. I hope he’s asleep. Wait… maybe
I don’t want him to be asleep.

“Right there, baby,” he begins thrusting into
my backside roughly. My breath catches. My heart speeds up. My body
moves involuntarily, meeting his thrusts. The feeling is divine.
This feels right and good and… so good. My brain is mush. I can’t
bring myself to stop, even if I am encouraging my childhood best
friend to sleep-hump me. Husband, he’s my husband; I try to reason
with myself.

We move together and I can feel the dampening
between my thighs. Brad’s hands wander and find purchase on my
breasts. They’re covered by his large t-shirt, but he doesn’t seem
to mind. His large, masculine hands knead my tender flesh through
the cotton shirt causing my nipples to harden almost immediately. I
moan louder than I should and rub against Mac, who is nearly
pressing against the very place I want him. If I just shift up a
little…

“Uh,” Brad’s voice startles me. He sounds
awake. I cringe and close my eyes in fear. I’m mortified. No matter
my mental state, my body is still yearning for him. “Colleen?” His
voice breaks off in a breathless squeak at the end. He’s panting.
Wanting. Needy.

“Yeah?” I croak nervously. My eyes are shut
as tightly as they can get. I can’t even. I can’t even. I don’t
even know what I can’t even, but I damn sure can’t. Can’t focus.
Can’t explain. Can’t excuse. Just can’t. All that I can comprehend
is that I need him to squash this ache in the pit of my belly.

His hands are still on my breasts. I feel him
shift behind me, though he doesn’t remove his hands and he doesn’t
move away. It’s just that now… now Mac is exactly where I need him.
I gasp. At least I think it’s a gasp. It felt like a moan. But I
hope it’s a gasp. God I hope that was a gasp.

“What are we doing, pretty girl?” Brad leans
down and runs his nose over the shell of my ear. My breathing is
strained.

“I don’t know,” I admit. But I need this. I
need him to not stop. I need this to continue.

“Brad?” I press myself even harder against
his erection and I feel it twitch. We moan together, sliding
against one another in urgent need. “Please don’t stop.” The words
fall from my mouth and I can barely believe I’ve said it. Brad
thrusts up against me roughly.

“Finally,” he mutters, turning me on my back
and crawling over me. My legs part, on either side of his thighs,
as he slides himself to right where I need him. Most of his weight
is supported by his forearms, only his lower half presses against
me, lined up against me.

Need takes over and I reached out and grab
his neck, pulling him to me. I capture his lips with my own and we
move together fluidly. Tongues meet and slide together. I’ve kissed
Brad before. Probably a lot, but then we’ve known one another since
birth. Kissing Brad has always been nice—great even. But this feels
like more. This is more than a couple of drunken friends. This is
more than two teenagers fumbling through the motions after prom.
This is more than a dare. This is plain, unfiltered need.

Our bodies bump and grind against one
another, one of his hands dipping underneath the cotton shirt and
traveling up my naked skin where he kneads my bare breast. I can
barely contain myself. His hands, rough against my skin, are
nothing like the hands of the men I am used to dating. They’re the
hands of a man who works hard for what he has. They’re the hands of
a man who takes pride in what he does. The rough, calloused skin
flicks my nipple causing me to buck against him.

Feeling emboldened, I reach down for his
boxers to yank them off when Brad’s house phone rings. We ignore it
but our movements falter as we try to keep the rhythm going. The
ringing is distracting but we do our best to block it out. The
portable is across the room, sitting in its dock. It’s too far. I
might combust if he moves to answer it. The ringing persists and
the answering machine picks up. My mother’s voice stops us dead in
our tracks.

“Colleen, Bradley… kids… I’m so sorry to
distract you,” she sounds sweet as she leaves the message. Too
sweet. “Especially if you’re….” and she whispers, “Having
marital relations,” and I swear I hear Emily giggle in the
background. “But Colleen, darling, that Michael Nate from your
work. He called your father and I. He said you were supposed to be
in court this morning. He’s worried about you.” I don’t hear the
rest of her message.

I push Brad off me and fly out of the bed,
damp with need, panting, and in search of the clock. I find it. On
the nightstand on the other side of the bed, the alarm clock reads
11:57 A.M. I don’t remember having to be in court this morning, but
I did have to be in the office. How in the hell did I sleep in? Why
in the hell didn’t my Blackberry wake me up? What the hell is
Thomas doing calling my parents? All these thoughts are combating
with the one clouding my every thought. What the hell was I about
to do with Brad?


 CHAPTER
ELEVEN

(Colleen)

 


I’m going to try.

 


IT TAKES ME approximately eleven
minutes to clean up and get changed into something more acceptable
than damp boxers and a wrinkled Red Sox t-shirt. All of the clothes
I have with me are pretty casual, but I don’t have time to make it
to my condo before going to the office.

I’m in so much trouble. So, so screwed, and
not the kind I wanted to be.

I put on my white sundress that I wore the
other day and rush around looking for my mobile phone. Brad comes
down after using the bathroom. We haven’t spoken since my mother’s
phone call. He watches me as I sift through the sofas for my
mobile. I divert my attention, uneasy under his gaze. I don’t want
him to tell me that being intimate is a mistake. I don’t want to be
rejected. But above that, the most pressing issue is that I don’t
want to be fired. Finally, I crack.

“Have you seen my phone?” I practically beg
as I toss cushions aside.

“Yeah,” Brad scratches his head, yawns, and
casually walks over to the kitchen. I practically leap over the
discarded cushions as I race for the kitchen. Brad picks my phone
up and tosses it to me. I catch it mid-sprint. The battery is dead.
I run to my luggage and pull out my charger, plugging it into the
nearest outlet. I wait with bated breath as it slowly comes to
life.

“You want coffee?” Brad hollers over the
repetitive dinging of my Blackberry’s alerts. I’m too focused to
answer him. 28, 29, 30, 31… Thirty-five one text messages, eight
voice mail messages, and fourteen e-mail messages; and my palms are
sweaty. What have I done? First I check my text messages: one from
James telling us to make him an uncle; one from Darla telling us to
ignore James, he’s drunk; four from Emily telling me that we need
to get together soon; and twenty five from Thomas Nate. I am so
screwed.

The first message from Thomas was sent last
night just after he left the party. He needed help in court this
morning. The next five are also from the previous night from
Thomas; various instructions and a few pleas for me to contact him
so that he can brief me on the Perkins case. The rest are from this
morning. They start out friendly, but the last five are to inform
me that once I pull myself from my husband that I need to meet with
him in his office as soon as possible.

Tears stream down my face. I can’t even
believe that I didn’t set my alarm for this morning. I didn’t even
bother to charge my phone. Missing a morning of work without notice
is bad enough, but that I can muck through. Missing court is
unforgivable short of a life or death situation. Dry humping the
husband is not a life or death situation, and for the life of me, I
cannot imagine an acceptable scenario to tell Thomas. I’ll just
have to go in and accept whatever punishment Thomas deems
necessary. I just hope it doesn’t cost me my position at the
firm.

I stand up, careful not to yank out my
charger and I look to Brad with tear-filled eyes. He’s calm and
cool, as always, and it angers me. Nothing shakes this man. This
house could probably get foreclosed on and he would still be calm
and cool, like there’s nothing to worry about. The coffee maker
beeps and he pours himself a cup, drinking it black.

“How can you be so calm?” I yell at him. He
barely notices and just shrugs his shoulders. I scream, stomp
toward him, and grab the mug from his hands. The steaming hot
coffee sloshes out of the mug, scolding my hands; which only makes
me even madder. Brad just watches me, still half asleep, an amusing
smirk playing on his lips. It’s not really his fault that I’m late,
but his aloof attitude has me spitting bullets.

“Oh, calm the fuck down, already, will you?”
His eyes narrow and he takes his coffee mug back. Now he looks like
he’s getting annoyed. Good. “You can’t blame me this time, pretty
girl,” he yawns lazily. I grumble in frustration and spin around,
grabbing my purse and my barely charged Blackberry. I don’t have my
car here, it’s across town at my condo. On my way to the door I eye
Brad’s key rack, and an idea comes to me. I grab his keys and run
out the door. He’s calling after me, trying to offer me a ride; but
I don’t want to be driven.

“MS. FRASIER OR should I call you Mrs.
Patrick?” Thomas says, bite in his voice. My stomach churns in
fear. He waves me in. “Shut the door, Colleen. We don’t need the
entire floor aware of your short comings.”

I shut the door behind me and sit in a guest
chair, awaiting my fate. Thomas and I are close in age, but he’s
the golden child of the senior partner. Thomas is not known for his
people skills, but he’s a competent enough lawyer. He’s also not
one for beating around the bush.

“When you were hired here, Colleen, the firm
made it perfectly clear what our stance was on our associate’s
personal lives interfering with their commitment to the firm. Need
I remind you of the commitment you made upon being hired?” I shake
my head. No, I needn’t be reminded, thank you.

“Employment at Nate & Caldwell is high
sought after. Had it not been for your father’s connections in the
D.A.’s office, you likely would not have been hired. Based on your
University scores and your interview alone, you were not an ideal
candidate for the position.” His words cut me to the bone. During
my interview, Mr. Nate, Sr. asked me about my father several times,
but I never thought much of it. And my scores from
University? That must be a joke. I went to Harvard.

“Mr. Nate,” I say as confidently as I can, “I
went to Harvard. I received above average marks, and I do not
appreciate the accusation that I did not obtain this position based
on my own merit—that I had to have daddy help me—so please. I have
no defense for my absence this morning.” I choose not to apologize
just yet. I don’t want to sound like I’m begging or kissing his
ass. I know Thomas wants me to kiss his ass more than anything
right now.

He nods his head and shoves a piece of paper
and pen at me. I peer over at the paper to find that it’s a
performance contract. I pick up the offending paper to find that I
am in more trouble than I had initially thought. This contract
basically says that I am to not miss another court date, that I am
to be in the office on time every day, and that my personal
life—namely my husband—are not to interfere with my work. This
feels extreme, even for Thomas.

“Mr. Nate, this contract feels a bit
presumptuous considering this is my first offense. This was my
first time missing any time at work since coming on board at the
firm. I cannot believe that all associates are sanctioned at this
level for a first offense.” I feel confident that I’m being picked
on and I don’t like it.

“Ms. Frasier,” Thomas says and then clears
his throat. “Err—Mrs. Patrick, you are not yet a full associate.
You are still in your probationary period and can be let go without
cause. This here,” he waves at the paper, “is a professional
courtesy.” Suddenly, I feel like I’m a small child and my parents
are disappointed in me. I doubt the legality of the contract, but I
feel boxed into a corner.

“So,” he says, the smug sound of superiority
laces his every word, reminding me of my place. “I suggest that you
sign the contract so that you may continue employment with Nate
& Caldwell; otherwise the firm will take your objection as your
resignation.”

I sign the form. I have little choice, apart
from unemployment; and in this economy I doubt that I will have
many job prospects having been fired from my one and only place of
employment as a practicing attorney. Thomas, The Toad, as I will
now take to calling him, dismisses me for the day. He suggests that
I go home and get the honeymoon out of my system so that I can be
in top shape for tomorrow.

I slink out of his office and keep my head
down on my walk out. I hear murmurs from my coworkers, all wanting
to know what happened and whether or not I’ve been fired. For
people with such heavy workloads, they sure are spending a lot of
time focusing on non-work-related affairs.

I make it back to the truck before I break.
Sobs rack my body with such force that it cripples me. As people
pass by and become more inquisitive about the sobbing woman in the
pickup, I collect myself enough to drive home.

Home.

Home is my condo; my condo with my desk and
my laptop and my filing cabinet. Home is neat and orderly and
quiet. Home doesn’t have Brad and his shenanigans and all the
bullshit, childish crap he talks me into. No, home—my condo—is my
safe place. Back at my condo, my job isn’t in peril and my career
doesn’t look so hopeless.

So I drive to my condo. I decide that I’ll
figure out what to do about Brad’s truck later. Right now I need to
collect myself. I need to work on my case load and to be
productive. I need a bit of normalcy before I crack under the
pressure.

I sigh, contentedly, as I slide the key in
the lock to my front door. Home is just a step away. I open the
door and put my keys in my purse and stroll inside, feeling only
slightly better than when I left The Toad’s office. I turn on the
living room lamp to find my condo nearly empty. I’ve only had this
condo for a few months now and it was sparsely furnished to begin
with; but now even the basics are missing.

My books that once sat in the large bookcase
across the room are gone. I walk to the dining room to see that my
dinette set is now missing two of its chairs and in the kitchen
even my coffee maker and toaster are gone. Just when I’m sure that
I’ve been robbed, Brad walks out of my bedroom with James and Adam
and Lindsay.

The boys look tired as they each have large
cardboard boxes in their arms. But Lindsay looks energized and
she’s box-free. Horrified, I realize that they’re packing my stuff
up to move it to Brad’s. We didn’t really talk about this, but it
makes sense. The outside world would expect a married couple to
live in the same house, and this place isn’t big enough for Brad to
live here. Not that he’d leave the neighborhood, anyway.

Brad spots me and he sets the box down. It’s
marked “Girly Shit.” He walks over to me and holds my face in his
hands, studying me. A tear slips down my cheek and I burst into
tears. He pulls me tightly against his chest and holds me. I wrap
my arms around him and sob.

Ever since we were kids, Brad had a way of
comforting me; and this is no different. He’s still here for me,
still comforting me. I make a vow to myself that I’m going to try.
I’m going to try to be a good friend and good wife, whatever that
means. Thomas’s indication that I can’t handle being a married
woman and having a career as well makes me livid. It’s everything
my mother told me growing up—that I’d have to make a choice, that I
would always regret choosing a career over having a family. I have
no intention of any of them right; so I’m going to try. I just hope
Brad wants to try, too.


 CHAPTER
TWELVE

(Colleen)

 


Game on, Patrick.

 


EARLIER IN THE week I had promised
myself that I would try in mine and Brad’s marriage. Every morning
when he wakes up for work, before he puts his suit on, Brad makes
us both a cup of coffee. It tastes like crap, but it’s the thought
that counts. By the time he leaves, I’m just barely stirring in
bed. Normal husbands would kiss their wife goodbye. Mine tells me
to get out of bed and then smacks my ass. Four mornings in a row
and I have yet to learn to get out of bed before I hear his
footsteps trudging up the stairs.

Every night I make sure Brad has dinner. Some
nights I just order from some place I know he likes; pizza or hot
wings or something like that. Other nights I try to actually cook.
My skills are limited, though. His schedule is hectic. I never know
if he’s going to come home in time for dinner or not. The nights he
doesn’t, I fix him a plate and put it in the microwave before I
head up to his bedroom that I’m slowly, but purposefully, taking
over. When Brad finally gets home and crawls into bed, I curl up
against him.

I think we’re working on some sort of record
because we haven’t fought since the day Thomas made me sign that
stupid performance contract and that was nearly a week ago. When
Brad found out about it, first he chastised me for not being
smarter.

I thought all you Harvard grads were supposed
to be smart, Colleen!

This shit ain’t legal. What’d you let that
prick boss ya around for, huh?

You want me to talk to him? I’m gonna talk to
him. This is bullshit.

I didn’t want to hear it. Signing the paper,
accepting Thomas’s words as gospel, and showing him that I have no
backbone had been eating away at me since I told Brad. Oh, he was
livid. I swear, if you’re not from the neighborhood, you can’t
understand a damn thing Brad says when he gets mad.

After questioning my intelligence, he went
about swearing in Gaelic and kicking things. He asked why I signed
the contract. Through streaming tears I managed to tell him that I
was scared of losing my job and not being able to pay the mortgage
on my condo, thus losing that, too. I did, however, leave out the
paralyzing fear of my inability to pay back my two hundred grand of
student loan debt. Brad knows it’s high, but he doesn’t know it’s
that high. If he found out, he would have told me that nothing is
worth that kind of debt, but I digress.

So, it’s Saturday morning and I woke up to a
hard smack on my ass at an ungodly hour. The sun wasn’t even up
yet. The only positive thing about Brad having to be at work so
early is that unless something happens on one of his cases, he
comes home early, too.

I formulate a plan for the day. I want to
clean up some and get the husband’s laundry done and his suits to
the cleaners. I’m sucking up, I totally am. I’m trying to seduce my
husband through starched shirts and clean dishes. We’ve been so
busy this week that the sex issue hasn’t come up again. At least,
that’s what I’m telling myself because if I don’t wholeheartedly
believe that Brad is too busy to rub himself against me then I’m
going to feel rejected. It’s one thing to be rejected by a guy you
just met, it’s quite another to be rejected by your best
friend.

As it turns out, Brad isn’t very messy; but
every room I’ve been in looks like a tornado has hit it. I never
really noticed how tidy he is in comparison. I’m hit with a sense
of guilt for always looking at him like he’s some sort of pig.

I take the time to unpack as much of my stuff
as I can. There’s extra space on the bookshelves in the living
room, so I fill that up. With some creative reorganization I manage
to fit all of my cooking utensils in the cramped galley kitchen. My
pots and pans happily cohabitate with his and I’m not the least
concerned with ever having to figure out what belongs to whom. When
Brad left for work today, the house was his. When he comes home
tonight, it will be ours. I sound like an idiot, I’m sure, but I
don’t care. I’m staking my claim.

After the kitchen, I find myself even
enjoying finding room for my clothes in his tiny closets and
already full drawers. I shove everything over in his sock and
boxer-briefs’ drawer to make room for my socks. I can’t bring
myself to put my panties or bras in there just yet—not before Brad
actually gets in my panties, anyway.

Unpacking doesn’t take very long and before I
know it I’m on to the very last box, which just has DVDs in it. It
turns out, I don’t have very much stuff; and I’m grateful that
whoever packed it up was methodical and organized about it. I’m
guessing it was the husband. Thinking over how neat he organizes
everything—something I hadn’t realized about him before—I wonder
what else I don’t know about him.

Brad’s DVDs are organized alphabetically by
genre and then alphabetically within the genre as well. I had no
clue he was this damn neurotic. I do my best to work within his
system as I fit my DVDs in with his. Between Action and Comedy
there is a lone, unmarked DVD case. For a moment I consider that it
might be porn, but then I remember back in high school how he kept
his porn in a rolling bin under his bed. Knowing Brad, that’s
probably where he still keeps it. He truly is a creature of habit.
Curiosity gets the best of me and I grab the unmarked case and open
it, only to be shocked by what I find.

‘The Notebook.’

Like, the chick flick, ‘The Notebook’. I
can’t believe I’ve found this here, and he’s hiding it no less. But
then I remember the whole gang going to see this movie in theaters.
We had only just resumed being on friendly terms without it being
super awkward between us after The Heather Incident. Brad sat at
the end of the row and I was next to him. I had a large supply of
tissues handy because I just knew I’d cry. But I didn’t need a
single one. No, Brad used them all. That’s been our little secret
ever since. I hadn’t even been tempted to ever bring it up to
torture him with. It just didn’t seem right since it was such a
significant turning point in our friendship.

I take the DVD out of the case and flip it
around. It’s covered in scratches, both deep and shallow. It’s so
beat up that I doubt it’ll even play. And I have an idea! I know
just how to show Brad that I want to try to make this work.

I rush to the kitchen and look for baking
supplies. Of which, there are none. I can’t bring him homemade
cookies at the station if I don’t have anything to make them. So, I
improvise. If there’s one thing I learned from Darla, it’s how to
fake being a domestic goddess. To this day, James still doesn’t
know that Darla’s famous lemon squares come from the corner
bakery.

THREE HOURS, ONE shower and four
stores later, I’m walking into the station with a wicker basket in
my hands, looking for my husband. I am so proud of myself for my
forethought. I was lucky—the corner bakery had some reject
chocolate chip cookies they gave to me. Old Mrs. Neilson even had
an old Tupperware container for me to put them in. She wasn’t very
helpful at first; that is until she found out the rumors about me
marrying “The Patrick Boy” are all true. Everybody loves both Brad
and James and if I didn’t love them both so much, it’d be
sickening.

Love?

Um…

Yeah. Yeah, love. You know, like
best-friend-love. Like first-kiss-love. Like
I-might-get-some-love.

“Miss, this area is restricted!“ the woman at
the front desk calls out to me as I pass. She has pale skin and
beautiful strawberry blonde hair with lovely grey eyes. I have
never seen any woman look this good in her dress blues. She is
stunning. I sort of want to s her already.

“Pardon me,” I say in a faux nice voice. I
look at her badge and try not to sneer. I have an irrational hatred
of her name. “Vicky,” I say, drawing it out. “My name is Colleen
Frasier Patrick. That means my daddy is the Chief, my brother is
Detective James Frasier, my godfather and father-in-law is John
Patrick, who is the Assistant Chief, and my husband is Detective
Bradley Patrick. Please remember that.” My tone is snotty and I
know it, but this “Barbie in Blue” needs to know who she is dealing
with. I grew up in this station.

I breeze past Vicky, ignoring her muttering
about policy and waltz into the squad room. Brad is seated at his
desk with James hunched over him. My dad and John are flanking them
on both sides. They look so serious.

I walk over to them and offer a timid,
“Hello,” so as not to startle them. They each look at me with sad
eyes. Each of their hellos is something akin to a gruff bark. I
don’t even want to know what they’re working on. I’ve spent years
blocking myself off from the gruesome world they work in, never
asking many questions and always respecting their boundaries when
it comes to what they’ll share about their work—and this is why—all
too often they’re working on a case where someone has lost someone
dear to them.

Brad stands, crosses the desk and hugs me
tight. His body is rigid and he’s burrowing his nose into my hair.
I set the wicker basket down on his desk and curl into him. I know
this hug. Brad needs this hug. When he’s working on a really bad
case, he needs a hug. It grounds him, lets him know that he’s still
here, with us. I’m more than happy to be able to be that for
him.

“What’re you doing here, pretty girl?” he
asks and we pull apart. My dad has collected all of the papers they
were looking at and has them safely in a manila folder far from my
line of sight.

“I made you cookies,” I beam up at him. Brad
smiles and kisses my forehead. I lean up and kiss his cheek,
shocking him. “You should look in the basket,” I whisper. Brad
turns and starts to rifle through the basket, pulling out the
cookie container first, his eyes dancing with amusement. I’m so
excited and proud of myself that I don’t even see it happening—it
being the chaos that is about to happen.

The moment that James hears there are
cookies, he grabs the container and opens it. Sure, they’re
discarded bakery cookies, but they don’t look half bad as homemade
cookies. Brad pulls out the Special Edition DVD of “The Notebook”
that I’ve bought him to replace his deeply scratched copy; and
quickly shoves in back in, his cheeks turning pink. He spies the
box of tissues and doesn’t even move to pick them up.

“Thanks,” he mumbles, embarrassed because he
knows the meaning behind the DVD.

“There’s a note,” I say, prodding him to read
it. I need to see his reaction when he reads the note. I spent a
lot of time thinking about that note. I’m not quiet about it and my
voice carries to James’s big old honking ears. Before I can stop
him, James finds the note in the basket and starts reading it. Brad
tries to snatch it from my stupid brother but he dodges him in
time.

The entire squad room watches the budding
show as James begins to read the note aloud. I put my head down,
nearing tears. This was private and was never meant to be shared
with anyone—especially not the entire squad room.

“Bradley—,” James recites in a feminine
voice. “—I wanted to replace your worn, but well-loved copy of “The
Notebook—,” James pauses to laugh. This is so bad. I hear feet
shuffle and chuckling from all around. “And the tissues are because
I know that you can never make it through Noah and Ally’s reunion
without tearing up—,” there’s more, but James stops reading, thank
God.

One of the rookies whose name I’ve forgotten
takes the opportunity to rag on Brad. “I want all of you, forever!”
he shouts to Brad. James is still laughing his ass off, though he
won’t be for long—not after I tell Mama and Darla about this.

Big brother, you’re going down.

John claps his son on the shoulder, trying to
withhold his laughter. “You know, son,” he clears his throat,
“There’s no shame in liking those girly movies.” Brad pulls away
from him, his back to me.

My dad takes the opportunity to chime in.
“John’s right, kid,” he rubs his mustache thoughtfully. “Those
movies keep Louise’s engine going strong, even with the on-set of
menopause.” I cringe and James verbally protests. I can hear John
in the background agreeing. If I wasn’t so mortified and sorry for
embarrassing Brad like this, I would be thoroughly disgusted by our
fathers’ topic of conversation—our mothers’ libidos.

Brad leans in close, his voice icy. “So
that’s your game, Frasier?” he snaps. I gulp. This is not how you
go about impressing your husband. Not at all.

“Patrick,” I correct him, nose firmly in the
air. He knows damn well what my last name is.

“Okay, then,” he smiles in the most
unfriendly way imaginable. “Game on, Patrick.”


 CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

(Brad)

 


My wife just declared war on me.

 


I WAKE UP to the buzzing of my
Blackberry. The alarm clock says it’s four in the fucking morning.
I twist around and grab it off the nightstand before it can wake up
Colleen—not that much wakes her up—she snores as loud as a
semi-truck coming down the turnpike.

“Patrick,” I mumble into the phone, rubbing
sleep from my eyes.

“I hate to wake you up, Sugar, but you gotta
get down here,” the soft voice on the other end says, sounding as
beat as I am. I stretch and kiss the back of Colleen’s head before
crawling out of bed.

“What’s going on, Vicky, you back?” I ask. If
Vicky’s calling that likely means she’s off suspension and back on
the streets. It’s about damn time.

“I wish, Sugar. They got me on dispatch.
Listen, a lady called in a 41-C on the 600 block of East Broadway
around midnight, but then disappeared before our guys could get
there. I just got a report of a D.B. at the same location. Caller
thinks the vic was a pro. Could be the same vic. James is already
on his way.”

“Shit. Good morning to you, too, Vicky,” I
bitch into the phone. I hate getting a call like this. When I
joined the academy, I never thought I’d be dealing with rape
victims and dead bodies, but somebody has to do it. “10-4, L-30,” I
say letting her know it’s going to be a good half an hour before I
get to the scene.

“No time for a good morning wank, eh?” she
laughs, knowing how hard my morning problem had been since Colleen
moved in.

“Shut up, Vic,” I grumble and hang up on her.
Goddamn women.

I WALK INTO the lobby from the squad
room, finding Vicky at the front desk. I yawn and plop down on the
free chair beside her.

“I’m gonna tell you how this is gonna go,
okay? I’m gonna sit down here and play with the phones all day and
you can go work the 10-16 I woke up to this morning,” I say. I let
my head fall back and close my eyes.

“Nice try, Detective,” Vicky laughs. “Now,
get to why you’re really here. You only come to talk to me for one
reason… so out with it—what’s your girl done now?” Now I’m
laughing, because this chick doesn’t mess around. She gets straight
to the point. Always.

“Nothing,” I say and let out a heavy
sigh.

“Bullshit. You two are always fighting.”

“That’s just it. She hasn’t done anything and
it’s making me edgy,” I admit.

“So, it’s all marital bliss at home,
then?”

“Yeah,” I whine in probably the least manly
way possible. “And the messed up thing is that she’s playing June
Cleaver or something. She’s always trying to help. And she makes me
dinner; and even when it tastes like crap, it’s great, ya know?
Or—she orders pizza that she knows I like; and if I’m not home for
dinner, she puts it in the microwave for me to heat up. She’s being
so damn nice and I don’t know what to do with it.”

“So, let me get this straight—,” Vicky
chuckles, “your wife is being nice to you and it’s freaking you
out?”

“Yeah?” I exclaim, happy that she’s getting
it. “It’s like… I wanted Colleen for so long and now that I’ve kind
of trapped her… and she’s being nice to me… it feels wrong. Like,
unless she’s bitching at me, it doesn’t feel real.” I take a deep
breath in an attempt to stop the verbal diarrhea that I’m spewing,
but it doesn’t work.

“It’s just wrong. She isn’t doing it for me,
you know? She’s just happy to play house and it’s really screwing
with my head,” I say. I wait for Vicky’s response for a few moments
before opening my eye to find her silently laughing her ass
off.

“Go ahead and laugh. Do you know how many
times I listened to you bitch about Joanne?” I remember back when
Vicky had just met Joanne and it was all this girly bullshit of ‘do
you think she likes me?’ and ‘what if she has a girlfriend?’ God,
if I ever sound like that, I’ll ask James to shoot me with my own
damn gun.

“Yeah, but at least I have a vagina—you, Sir,
just sound like one.” She sticks her tongue out and waves me off.
Disgruntled, I head back to the squad room. I have to talk to the
Chief and my dad about the case, anyway.

MY STOMACH IS grumbling and all I want
to do is to fall asleep eating a chicken wing. I know it sounds
gross, but you just gotta have a plate nearby so you don’t get
grease in the bed. I learned that the hard way.

“We should break for lunch,” James says,
putting an end to my thoughts of a chicken wing nap. I nod and look
to the Chief and my dad who are flanking us, as we brief them on
the dead Pro down on East Broadway.

When I look up, I see Colleen standing before
me. She’s beautiful. Absolutely stunning. She’s wearing a pair of
faded jeans and an old Red Sox t-shirt. Her long blonde hair is
down. It’s wavy—not straightened as she usually does it for
work—but I like it better this way. She’s not wearing any make-up
with the exception of a colored chap stick that makes her lips look
really pink.

The weight of the day hangs on my shoulders
and I can’t muster much of a smile. I do the only thing that I can
bring myself to in this moment. I walk across the desk and hug her
for dear life. Sometimes this job gets to me. It freaks me the hell
out. I have nephews and nieces and sisters, a mom, and now… a wife.
My wife has always been my pretty girl, but this is much more
official. It’s more real. I’m responsible for her as much as I have
always been. But this is different.

I don’t always sleep well—knowing what’s out
there. I’ve busted enough people that someone is bound to be out
there, aching for revenge. The thought sickens me, so I hold onto
my pretty girl even tighter. I just need to know that she’s here
and she’s safe.

“What’re you doing here, pretty girl?” I ask,
hoping everything is okay. She pulls away from me and for the first
time I see that she brought a basket with her. It looks like
something Yogi took on a picnic or some junk. I wouldn’t know, I
don’t picnic.

“I made you cookies,” she says. I kiss her
forehead and look to the ceiling to buy myself a moment. My girl
can’t cook and she sure as hell don’t bake, either; but it’s damn
cute of her to try. “You should look in the basket,” she
whispers.

I start reach in and pull out an old
Tupperware container. It looks beaten up from much use, but I don’t
own anything like it and neither does she. I packed up all her
kitchen shit personally. So, now I know she didn’t bake these
cookies. On the plus side, that means they’re probably safe to
eat.

James’s big hands grab for the container of
cookies as I pull out a DVD copy of “The Notebook,” before quickly
sticking it back in the basket and at the bottom is a box of
tissues. And suddenly, the past week makes sense—I think. I don’t
want to think Colleen’s such a bitch that she would try to tell
everyone about ‘The Notebook Incident of 2004’, but then—I also
never thought she’d mess with my girlfriend and she did that,
too.

“Thanks,” I mumble, embarrassed and agitated,
but trying to give her the benefit of the doubt.

“There’s a note,” she says, her smile about
the split her face in two. She’s way too eager about this.
Something smells fishy. James hears her and grabs the note before I
can.

“Bradley—,” James begins, trying to imitate
Colleen. “—I wanted to replace your worn, but well-loved copy of
“The Notebook—,” I reach for the note but the fucking hyena evades
me. “—and the tissues are because I know that you can never make it
through Noah and Ally’s reunion without tearing up—,” James trails
off, hopefully realizing that I’m going to have to beat him
senseless later on.

I glare at Colleen who is playing the part of
the poor, embarrassed little wife. Oh, she’s good, but not good
enough. All week, Colleen Frasier has been acting like she’s got a
thing for me… feeding me and shit. I should have known she was
working on some kind of master plan. She must be pissed about me
packing up her apartment or telling her how stupid she is for
signing that goddamn performance policy thing.

Well played, but baby, you don’t know who the
fuck you’re messing with. My dad puts his hand on my shoulder and
giggles like a fucking girl. “You know, son,” he clears his throat,
“there’s no shame in liking those girly movies.” I turn away from
my traitorous fucking wife and stare at the wall. It isn’t bad
enough I’ve got a dead hooker on my hands, now I have to put up
with this, too?

“John’s right, kid,” the Chief says, “those
movies keep Louise’s engine going strong, even with the on-set of
menopause.” I block them out after that. They’re actually getting
laid by their wives; all I’m getting is humiliation.

I turn to Colleen and lean in close. I am not
amused by this little stunt of hers. “So that’s your game,
Frasier?” I quip. She looks sorry, so I look away. I don’t want to
be deterred by crocodile tears.

“Patrick,” she retorts, sticking her nose in
the air like the snob she is. Had I called her Patrick, she would
have responded that her last name is Frasier. I can’t win.

“Okay, then,” I grin, putting on my work
mask—the one I use for a perp. “Game on, Patrick.”

I walk out of the squad room, ignoring the
guys as they quote “The Notebook” to me. I refrain from telling
those jerks that if they can quote it to me that means they watched
it, too.

Meatheads.

I stomp to the lobby and sit down in the same
chair I occupied earlier in the day. Vicky grins at me, a little
too happily.

“I met your girl,” Vicky says. I nod. “She’s
kind of a bitch.” Normally, that would piss me off and I’d have to
put Vic back in her place, but I’m too pissed to even argue.

“Yeah, she is,” I agree, because really, she
is.

“She pulled some ‘do you even know who I
am?’ crap when she blew past here. Cute though. Really cute,”
Vicky says nonchalantly. I decide not to tell Vicky exactly how
insecure Colleen is and just let her think she’s a royal bitch.

Vicky is hot—no doubt—but she’s also a
lesbian and according to her, I wouldn’t be her type even if she
did go back to men. Whatever. Her girlfriend, Joanne, is hot
too; and she’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. They’re
great for each other—and for my fantasies. Not that I ever think
about them… naked… in the shower… washing each other. Okay. So, at
least I don’t think about it often. As hot as it is in my head, the
chick-on-chick thing always brings me back to Colleen and Heather
and I lose it.

“Listen,” I say, “I’ve got an idea, so hear
me out until you tell me I’m an idiot and it’s a stupid idea.” I
look at her seriously and she nods. Thankfully, I don’t have to
explain how our marriage came to be as I’ve already filled Vicky
in. “My wife just declared war on me and I need to hit her where it
hurts. So, I think a little payback is in order, don’t you think?”
I ask Vicky, drawing in her interest.

“Payback, how?” Vicky asks. I smirk, reveling
in the genius of my plan.

“I’m going to hit her where it hurts. You and
I are going to start dating.” Vicky looks at me like I’ve grown
antlers. “Look—if there’s one thing that woman can’t stand more
than anything, it’s another woman being more important in my life
than she is. I need to know how she feels—and this is just the
thing to draw it out of her,” I scheme proudly, my excitement
replacing my earlier anger.

“You really want to do this?” Vicky asks and
I nod. I don’t even have time to ask if that means she’s willing to
participate in this little game. With no warning, Vicky pulls me in
and kisses me on the cheek. It’s not obnoxious or obvious as far as
kisses go. But then I hear a voice clear behind me and turn to see
Colleen. She looks angry and her eyes are bright red.

“Really, Bradley,” Colleen hisses. “If you’re
going to keep your little sluts then we’re going to need ground
rules. I will not be made to be embarrassed in public.” I cock an
eyebrow at her and lean forward.

“You mean like you just did to me?” I ask.
Her face turns an off shade of purple and she lets out a muffled
scream before stomping out of the station. I chuckle quietly, and
Vicky—God love her—has the decency to turn away and make herself
look busy.

As the doors slam, Vicky turns to me all
wide-eyed and a little nervous looking. “Oh, that was awful. Did
you hear her? She called me a slut.” She doesn’t seem offended,
just baffled.

“I told you, she doesn’t like to share; and
don’t worry about it—this is going to be fun.” I say, patting her
head and walking off back to the squad room, ready to crack some
skulls if anyone tries to be funny.


 CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

(Colleen)

 


That idiot is in love with you.

 


THIS IS WHY I’ve never tried anything
with Brad in the past. Aside from the fact that he is a smelly,
loud, hairy, jackass; he is also an aloof womanizer who hops from
bed to bed, sometimes before the condom even comes off. And to
think I was about to have sex with that pig.

I hold the tears at bay as I rush to my car.
I need a drink, or maybe… no, no. I haven’t done that since college
when my stupid brother and stupid Brad walked in on me and Lindsay
and nearly arrested the both of us. I’ll give Dumb & Dumber one
thing—they sure are a couple of goody goodies.

I hastily climb into my car and the tears
fall. Before I know it, my hands are covered in snot, my eyes hurt,
and I’m hiccupping. I choose not to analyze why I’m this upset. Is
it over my gift gone awry or over that other thing—that
amazon-looking Barbie in Blue? The station isn’t far from Brad’s
house, but I don’t want to go there just yet. My condo is empty,
and the very last place I’d want to go right now is my mom’s house.
I can’t very well explain the whole fake marriage fiasco and Brad
practically dry-humping Vicky the Bimbo at the station to my
mother. Okay, rationally I know that it was nowhere near
dry-humping, but that’s how it’ll forever be burned into the
caverns of my brain.

So, I drive to Darla and James’s house. Not
that any of us live very far from one another… I mean, Southie
isn’t very big. I park my car in front of Brad’s house, happy to
find a spot so close, and I walk the few houses down to see Darla.
I just know she’ll see my side of things and we can sit and cry
over how much boys suck.

The house is silent, so I use my key to get
in; knowing better than to ring the bell if the kids are sleeping.
I creep toward the living room. Darla is on the sofa reading a
book. She looks up and smiles at me, probably happy to have a
conversation that doesn’t include boogers and Disney Princesses. I
smile back through my red, puffy eyes and her expression changes.
She sets down the book and looks at me solemnly.

“What happened?” she asks, moving her feet
and patting the sofa beside her. I curl into her side and sniffle
as I begin to tell her the whole story—sans Brad crying at the
theater. Okay, that part might be important to Brad’s reaction, but
it feels like a major violation of trust—even if half of the
station now knows about it now. That was a total accident.

“Oh, honey,” Darla says, stroking my hair.
Her tone is motherly and consolatory. I knew I came to the right
place. She rubs my back and strokes my hair one more time and then
she hits me upside the head. I shriek and lean away, horrified that
she just hit me. Why did she just hit me!

“What the hell, Darla?” I ask, huddling into
the other end of the couch.

“Are you dumb or just plain stupid?” she
asks, her eyes boring into my skull.

“There’s a difference?” I say, honestly
perplexed. Aren’t dumb and stupid the same thing?

“Why in the world would you do something so
stupid?” Darla yells. Fitz starts making noise through the baby
monitor. She quiets down immediately and scowls at the contraption.
“I hate that thing,” she says, “makes me want to run away, but I’m
sure the moment I turned it off flying monkeys will come and snatch
him.” I stare at her like she’s got three heads; because did she
really just admit to worrying about flying monkeys? I mean, really?
Mothers are so weird.

I try to defend myself, but it’s no use—she
is not going to let up. Not one bit.

“Colleen,” Darla whines, “we’ve talked about
this. Men and women are different. It doesn’t matter that you would
have liked a gift like that at work… Brad is a guy. He is a man.
Food is good. Personal notes about embarrassing events that you’ve
kept secret are not okay, not ever! Not at work. Not in private.
Not at work! Do you hear me, not at work!”

I hang my head in shame. Sure, now she
tells me. Where was she when I had this bright idea?

“You want to know why you’ve had such trouble
finding and keeping a man, it’s because you don’t listen. You just
go about doing what you want with no regard for how it’s going to
affect anyone else; which, by the way, is how you wound up in a
fake marriage to begin with! God, Brad gets enough crap at the
station because of you!”

Ouch. And she’s back to yelling, but as least
it’s not as loud… then again, if she does wake up the baby then I
can probably play with him.

“Is nap time over yet?” I ask, changing the
subject and doing my best to ignore what she’s just said; because
my fragile ego can’t handle that kind of honesty right now.

Darla leans over and hits my leg—hard. I yelp
and swat at her. Getting hit is getting really old. I’m not into
that freaky crap and definitely not with my sister-in-law.

“Listen up, stupid,” she glares at me. “You
are not going to wake up my kids. I finally got some time to
myself. So if you wake them up, you take them with you for the
night… all of them.” I cringe. My little monkey, Alex, is bad
enough on his own. Lilly is pretty well-behaved. All I’d have to do
is hand her over to Brad. She prefers him anyway. It’s Fitz that
makes it difficult. Don’t get me wrong—I’d lay down my life for
that kid, he’s just so needy. I’m okay with just him, but with the
other kids? Nope, I’m a goner.

“Now,” Darla says, “did you hear me?” I nod
my head unhappily. “I don’t think you did. I said Brad gets enough
crap at the station because of you.” My ears perk up. My heart
speeds up.

“Why?” I ask. Darla laughs, a
honest-to-goodness laugh. I smile at her sadly. I don’t know why,
but I think she’s been waiting for me to ask this.

“It’s about time,” she says. “That idiot is
in love with you, but you’ve got your head too far up your own butt
to see it.” I scoff, but she’s not laughing anymore. Not even a
tiny little smile. She’s not joking. She really believes this.
Darla wouldn’t lie to me about this. If she’s saying it, it’s
because she believes it; but do I?

“You know what’s worse?” she asks. I shake my
head, looking away. This conversation has not gone how I expected
it to. We’re getting into some very serious territory here that I
hadn’t planned on. “You’re in love with him, too. But once again,
your head is up your own butt and you don’t even realize it.”


 CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

(Colleen)

 


He’s serious about my safety. He always
is.

 


“DARLA—,” I SAY, I say. My eyes are
filled with tears. She smiles at little—just enough to look
sincere. This is the same smile she gave me when she told me that
she was in love with my brother and that she was going to marry
him. There wasn’t a hint of humor at that moment. Back then, she
didn’t know how much James loved her. She didn’t know that he would
bother me with constant questions about her. She didn’t know that
James’s world begins and ends with her—even then it did—and he was
a goner from the first moment that he spoke to her. I used to
wonder how she could be so blind…

“Colleen,” she says gently, “I wouldn’t lie
about this. You’re my sister and I want the best for you—and if you
can get your hoity-toity head out of your Ivy League butt, then
maybe you could see that Brad is what’s best for you.” I gulp
loudly. I don’t know what to say. What can I say?

“How…” I trail off. I want to ask her how she
knows; or what makes her think all of this.

“No man puts up with as much shit as he does
from you unless he’s in love. Besides, we’ve all known it for a
long time. You’re just a little slow,” she shakes her head in
disbelief.

“What about all those other women?” I ask,
thinking about the parade of women that have come and gone from
Brad’s bed. Darla scoffs as though my question is the stupidest
thing she’s ever heard.

“Again—you’re thinking like a woman. You need
to grow a pair and think like you’ve got a penis. As a woman, if
you’re in love with a man, you’d rather remain celibate than to go
out sleeping around; so of course it doesn’t make any sense to you.
But as a man? Honey, if your cookie jar is off limits… what do you
expect? The man’s got an appetite. So either you show him that
you’re ready to bake or leave him alone when he fills up
elsewhere.”

“I have left him alone,” I muse, realizing
that if, perhaps, I had put forth some effort back when we were
teenagers that things might have turned out different. But do I
really want for things to have turned out different? Darla
‘hmphs’ and rolls her eyes.

“No, you have not!” she says. I’m confused.
Again. “Every single time that man gets a new girlfriend you buddy
up to her and push your way in-between them. Next thing he knows
he’s the third-wheel in his own relationship.” I’ve always made
friends with Brad’s girlfriends, but I never had any ulterior
motives; at least I didn’t think that I did.

“Have I really?” I ask her, pleading for the
truth. She nods her head at me like I’m her child. I’d be insulted
if I didn’t feel so stupid right now. “Maybe that’s what I need to
do with Vicky,” I mumble. Darla’s eyebrows shoot up.

“Vicky?” she asks. I sigh. Apparently James
didn’t talk to her yet.

“Yeah. You know, I told Brad he could date,
so it’s not like he’s really cheating, but he was pawing all over
her down at the station. You know her, beautiful, strawberry
blonde, with knockers that could poke your eyes out?” Darla
nods.

“Uh, Colleen,” she draws her words out like
I’m short bus special. “How much do you know about Vicky?” I tell
her the very little bit that I know, which is, essentially, just
what I saw.

“So, you don’t really know anything about
her, then?” Darla questions, a little too curiously. I shake my
head. I wish I knew a little bit about her, that way I could size
her up and tell Brad if she’s a good fit for him or not. Maybe she
wants to do lunch…

Oh, God.

Oh, God.

Darla is right. I always find a way to wedge
myself into Brad’s relationships. “How long have I been interfering
in his relationships, Darla?” I ask, defeated.

“According to your mother—since you two were
in diapers. You even got jealous when he would play with his
sisters. She says you’d push the twins away from him; and if
Charlotte tried to play, you’d bite her.” Darla laughs, telling me
all of this. I put my head in my hands and feel like my head is
about to explode.

The baby starts to fuss and Darla stands up.
Our visiting time is over and I’m no longer in the mood to play
with the baby. I stand up, too, and ignore her protests, asking me
to stay. I don’t want to talk much anymore—afraid of what else I’ll
find out about myself that I didn’t even know.

“Colleen,” Darla says, turning around from
her position at the stairs. I look to her and wait to hear her
parting words. She takes a deep breath. “I know you better than you
know yourself sometimes. You are so in love with that man, but so
afraid of getting hurt that you can’t even move. It’s time you go
get your husband and tell him how you feel.” I smile; all watery
eyes and shallow breaths. There’s really nothing I can say, so I
don’t even try.

I’m going to go get my husband.

I walk out of the house toward Brad’s. His
truck is in the drive. I’m a mix of confidence and nervousness. I
don’t know how much I care about Brad just yet—calling it love
seems a bit presumptuous at this point—but I know that I do indeed
care. A lifetime of caring for someone doesn’t equate to love. No,
there’s more to love than that. There has to be.

The front door is unlocked and I walk
straight in. Brad is hunched over in his leather Lazy Boy recliner
in the living room, a glass of liquor in his hand. He looks at me,
expressionless and just stares. He hasn’t given me this look since
that fateful night so many years ago when he walked in on me and
Heather.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. He shakes his head
and stares at the glass in his hand, swishes the liquor around and
downs it. I need to make this right, and fast. He’s shutting down.
But before I can say or do anything else, he turns his head,
looking at me from the corner of his eyes. For a brief moment, they
soften. He smirks, but it’s not the playful smirk he always wears.
He looks mean. Not angry, just… mean. I try to smile, but it’s
forced.

In a moment so brief I barely register what
happens, he throws the glass across the room. It shatters on the
wall. I step back; my body flush against the front door.

“What? You’re scared of me now?!?” he’s
screaming; and yeah, I am sort of scared of him right now. I’ve
never seen Brad so angry before in my life.

“How much have you had to drink?” I ask
quietly. I want to know, because this is a side of him that I’m not
sure I can deal with.

“Answer my question. You’re scared of me
now?” He stands from his seat in the chair and takes three
tentative steps towards me. His face now wavering between
apologetic and angry is trained on mine. Something happened, and
it’s hurting him. I can’t imagine that I could have done this much
damage.

“I’m not scared of you, Bradley,” I say,
keeping my voice low. He takes two more steps forward. I relax a
little, my nails no longer digging into the wall. Brad would never
hurt me, I know this. I give him a sad smile. He closes the
distance between us. I lean against his chest and his arms wrap
around me.

“Are you okay?” I ask him. He says nothing
for several minutes. We just stand there and I breathe him in. This
being in his arms feels really nice, homey even. Part of me thinks
that I’m letting everything Darla said get to me. The other part of
me thinks that maybe I’m finally opening my eyes to what’s been
before me my entire life.

“I don’t want you going out at night, okay?”
His voice is gruff, like he’s fighting his vocal chords just to
speak. I want to ask him why, but I know better. My dad’s a cop and
so is my brother; this isn’t the first time they’ve asked me to do
something for my safety. The three of them—they’re always looking
out for me. I wonder if that’s something I’ve taken for
granted.

“Colleen?” Brad says, taking my face between
his hands and forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Don’t go out at
night, okay? Not without me. Please.” I nod, looking into his eyes.
He’s serious about my safety—he always is. Why haven’t I noticed
this before?

He looks different up close. He doesn’t look
slobbish or crude. He’s handsome. Well, he’s always been handsome
in that Irish brute sort of way; but now, he looks different. He
looks… sexy?

Without another thought, I act on instinct,
grabbing his neck and pulling him down toward me. I don’t seem to
have any control over my actions. I kiss him. At first I’m gentle,
but when he doesn’t respond immediately, I attack him.


 CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

(Brad)

 


“Brad,” she says all serious, “We’re
having sex.”

 


THE DAY HAD gone to complete shit.
First of all, I hate waking up to a murder. Second, Colleen’s
little stunt at the station had been haunting me all day. By the
time I left work it seemed everyone in South Boston knew about it.
They’re all nosey as is, and this whole thing was really starting
to piss me off.

The pro down on East Broadway turned out to
be a college girl—from Harvard. I don’t know what she was doing
down there, but if I was to guess, she was trying to score some
Adderall. Once college kids figured out ADHD medication would make
pulling an all-nighter easy as pie, we started picking them up
after trying to score in some pretty rough parts of town. Stupid
children. Whatever happened to doing things right, even if they
aren’t easy?

I remember Colleen trying that once when she
was at Harvard. She was a year from graduating and her grades were
in the toilet. I don’t think she would have graduated that next
spring without the little extra help she was getting from Adderall.
As it is, she skated through her final year with high C’s. Once I
found out she was doing that, I put an end to it, and we haven’t
talked about it since. She’s reckless—always has been—and she
doesn’t think things through.

By the time Colleen stormed out of the
station, the stench of indignation hot on her backside; I had gone
from angry to amused. My pretty girl can’t stand anybody coming
before her in my life. This plan with Vicky was perfect. Although,
I knew by the time this was over and done with, I’d owe Vic big
time. Maybe this was a bad idea? Colleen can be pretty cruel and
I’m purposefully putting one of my closest friends in the line of
fire… eh. Whatever. Vic’s tough and she’s got her glock if Colleen
gets crazy. I just hope it doesn’t come to that.

So anyway, I come home and it’s dark out
already. Colleen isn’t home, but her car is. After what I dealt
with today, irrational fear welled up inside of me and I began to
pace. She wasn’t with James or my mom or sisters. She wasn’t with
the Chief or my dad. Lindsay and Adam hadn’t seen her. And I
started to drink. And I continued to drink; and then my stupid ass
thought to call Darla—after I was already pretty damn drunk. Like I
said, I’m stupid. So I call Darla and she tells me that Colleen was
with her—and she’s on her way home. And get this—that I should be
nice to her. What the hell?

Okay, I know my head is pretty foggy right
now, but Darla had to be joking when she told me to be nice to her.
Did Colleen not tell her how she royally embarrassed me at the
station? She probably did tell her and they’re just man haters.

So, somehow we got from my drunk-ass worried
about my stupid, stupid, pretty girl to her mauling me with her
lips. I’m too stunned to respond. Wasn’t I just mad at her? Hadn’t
I just scared her? Does she like drunken assholes? I don’t get it.
So I don’t kiss back at first. I just stand there… being attacked.
Seriously, if I was a chick and some dude was all up on me like
this; it wouldn’t be cute or funny, it’d be scary. But I’m not a
chick, I’m a man. I have a penis; so I do what men do. I act.

I start to move my lips against hers and she
bites me. She bites my lower lip and instinctively, I open my mouth
to her. Her tongue slides against mine and I’m a goner. This is
better than every other time we’ve kissed. This is even better than
the other morning… on my bed.

As the kiss heats up, Colleen’s hands start
to wander. They move cautiously from my neck down to my chest. She
pinches my left nipple and holy hell, I thought that would be weird
but it’s not—it’s a turn-on. Plus, this means I can pinch her
nipple now, right?

My lower half is throbbing with need. If we
don’t move things along soon, it might be too late. I reach around
to her curves and knead, pressing her body against my penis. She
feels so good pressed against me. This only spurs her on further.
Like a woman gone mad, she starts trying to climb up me. I move my
hands from her butt to the backs of her thighs and I pick her up.
She wraps her legs around my waist and begins to gyrate against me.
I shouldn’t be thinking and should just go with it, but all I can
think is: where has this Colleen been all my life? Not that I don’t
like the other one, but Mac is partial to this one.

“Brad,” she pants, nearly breathless. Her
nails rake up my arms and she grabs my neck roughly. At this rate,
she’d break a lesser man; as it is, I’m barely hanging on. She
grinds against me. “Take me to bed already.” I swear I can hear Mac
cheering in the background. I want to throw her down on the couch
and rip her clothes off. But this is the first time for us in
years—as adults—and considering I’ve been in love with this maniac
my entire life, it just sounds tacky.

“Say please,” I say, moving to her neck. I
didn’t have time to shave this morning, so I’m as gentle as I can
be, trying not to mark her up too bad. Her hands latch onto my
hair, urging me on. Nip. Suck. Lick. I’m covering all the
bases here.

“What?” she mumbles through a moan.

“I want,” bite “you” nuzzle “to” lick “say”
suck “please.” She pulls her head back and raises an eyebrow at
me.

“Are you serious right now, pretty boy?” she
asks, her thick Boston accent pouring out of every word. I grin at
her incredulous look and buck into her core. She moans softly,
trying to control her body’s response. If she just says “please”
then we can get on with the show.

“Just say please and I’ll take you to bed. I
promise, pretty girl,” I kiss her lips gently but her hand comes
up, lightly smacking me in the face.

“I’m not going to beg, dumb ass.” Damn.
Impasse. Now is not the ideal time to be at an impasse.

“Please just say please, Colleen,” I
whine.

“Why?” she asks. I almost tell her it’s
because I’ve envisioned her begging me to make love to her for
years and with that one little word, one of my many, many fantasies
can come true. But she’s being difficult. I guess this means she
won’t dress up as Princess Leia, either.

“Please,” I beg. She smirks. What just
happened here? She kisses me, holding on for dear life. I lose
myself in the kiss, forgetting what we were talking about or
why.

“What was that, pretty boy?” she whispers,
her teeth nipping at my ear.

“Please,” I whisper roughly, my hot breath
ghosting on her neck. This woman is driving me insane.

“Okay, pretty boy,” she giggles, “Take me to
bed.” She pinches my nipple again sending a shock down to Mac. I’m
so hard it’s nearly painful. I’m distracted and not completely
listening to her, but I think she just made me beg her. She’s
sneaky, always has been.

I shake the confusion away and hold her
tightly against me as I rush us through the living room and up the
stairs. By the time we get to the top of the stairs, I’m panting,
but it’s not because of how much I want her. I don’t care how
skinny a woman is, she’s still heavy after a flight of stairs. I
walk us into my room—I guess it’s our room now. Eyeing the phone, I
decide that blasted thing is not going to ruin this for us again.
Reaching around behind Colleen, I fumble, pulling the chord out of
the wall. I hear plaster cracking. Crap. I’ll have to fix that
later.

We tumble onto the bed in a frenzied mess. We
push and pull at each other’s clothes, unable to contain ourselves.
Before I know it, I have her in nothing but her bra and panties.
Both are white, plain, and so perfectly Colleen. My shirt is off,
thrown somewhere across the room. My pants are unbuckled and
Colleen’s right hand is so very close to Mac. She just needs to
move her hand a little to the left.

And as though God has opened heaven’s gate,
rays of light shine through the clouds and her fingers gently
stroke Mac. I think I hear angels singing. Her gentle stroke with
the back of her fingers only lasts a moment. Just as Mac and I are
trying to control ourselves so we don’t embarrass ourselves before
we can even get in the holy land; Colleen wraps her hand around Mac
and gives him a gentle squeeze through my boxers.

“So,” Colleen says, “you’re on deck,
Patrick.” She is absolutely beautiful, lying on my bed, face
flushed, chest heaving; and the best part is that she’s here for
me. I laugh because she’s talking baseball and she knows what that
does to me. The one thing in our entire lives that we have never
argued about is the Red Sox. We both love our baseball—and thank
God, too. That’s a deal breaker for me.

“Does that mean I get a practice swing?” I
chuckle while kissing her neck. “You know, just in case I foul it
off the first time?” Her body shakes with laughter.

“I’ll give you three strikes to get it right.
You think you can handle that?” I reach beneath her, undoing her
bra and tossing it over my head. I’ve seen her breasts before but
this is different. In the past it was either on a dare or by
“accident” or she was drunk and, well, I’m no saint—and then that
one prom night. But this, here and now, is more than I’ve dreamed
for. It is one thing to imagine pretty girl and it’s quite another
to have her here. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, just to have her.

My hands each claim a breast, holding them
gently. I take a moment to get a feel for the softness of her skin
before I begin to massage her nipples. Her eyes are trained on
mine, never wavering. Her breaths are coming in short pants, her
lower half writhing on the bed in response to my efforts; but her
eyes—they never leave mine. This doesn’t feel like anything else
before. I guess this is making love?

I lean down, holding myself up on my elbows,
and kiss her. I want to tell her that I love her. I want to tell
her that she means the world to me. I want to tell her how long
I’ve waited for this. But as long as I don’t know how she feels,
I’m going to keep that to myself.

Our kiss turns from gentle and slow to rough
and frantic. Her body shudders with every touch, she’s so very
ready and I haven’t even gotten down to her aching core yet. I
reach down to her panties and tug at the side. She lifts her butt
up and helps me shimmy them down over her hips. I reach down, my
fingers caressing her folds. She is wet, swollen. My thumb makes
circles over her clit as I slip a finger inside of her.

“Oh, shit!” she shouts, so loudly in my ears
that I swear they’re ringing. Goose bumps appear on her damp flesh.
I slip another finger inside as I pump in and out of her.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” I whisper
against her lips as she clamps around my fingers. I readjust my
hand and curl my fingers inside of her as she shakes beneath me. I
feel smug. Like a god who just created a new planet. I feel
powerful.

And then, as her body is still shaking from
her orgasm; she grips Mac again, and I’m putty in her hands. With
frantic need she pushes my boxer briefs down and with them, my
pants fall to the ground. She pulls my erection closer to her
entrance.

“We really gonna do this, pretty girl?” I
ask.

“Please,” she whimpers. I smirk down at her
as I slowly slide inside of her. Deep in the back of my mind I’m
chanting “I’m in, I’m in!” like a fucking virgin on prom night.
Coincidentally, that was the first and last time since I’ve been
here; but this time she’s not yelling at me to hold still and I’m
not so nervous that I think we’re going to get caught. Though, like
the last time, I’m still afraid of losing myself and coming way too
soon.

With her eyes fixed on mine, we don’t break
contact. Her lips are parted, pert little mouth forming an “O”
shape. Again, I feel smug, empowered. I pull out slowly. Her chest
starts to shake. I’m thinking she’s close to coming again. I’m
thinking I’m that good; but then it happens. She starts to laugh.
Not a giggle. Not a small chuckle. She bursts out into an
uncontrollable fit of laughter. You have got to be kidding me.

“Are you laughing at me?” I ask, annoyed. I
slam back into her, causing her laughter to break and a moan to
escape. It only lasts a moment before her laughter turns to a
giggle.

“Brad,” she says all serious, “We’re having
sex.” And for some reason, that is funny; and I start laughing,
too. This is probably the worst attempt at having sex in the
history of mankind, but it’s fitting, it’s us. If ever there was a
way to mess up sex, we would be the ones to figure it out.

My rhythm falters as I try to maintain some
semblance of sexiness; but I’m pretty sure that went out the window
when I nearly fell on top of her. Eventually our laughter dies
down, giving way to panting and moaning. Our bodies are slick with
sweat. We will need to shower after this; I just hope it’s
together.

I switch between the gentle thrusts and
hammering into her. Her body is responding and I know it won’t be
long until she’s on the brink again. Her hips raise to meet mine,
the sound of wet skin slapping against skin is sending me over the
edge.

“Come for me, pretty girl,” I say in between
ragged breaths. She directs my hand down to her clit and I massage
it gently. Her back arches off the bed and all I can think to
myself is… it actually worked. In those crap romance books that
Lindsay reads, all I should have to do is to tell Colleen to cum
and she’ll see fireworks. Romance books for the win.

“Not yet,” she whispers. What? Okay? I rub
her clit a little harder, making her moan so loudly I think the
neighbors might hear.

“Come for me, now, Colleen!” I say as I slam
into her roughly. A few panting breaths and she regains her
composure. With a raised eyebrow and smirk on her lips, she stares
up at me, completely incensed.

“Are you serious right now?” And with that,
my Colleen is back—snarky and irritable and so goddamn difficult. I
think I actually missed this side of her.

“Yeah, come on,” I’m whining again, but I
don’t care. I’m not going to last throughout this argument if she
doesn’t fucking come soon. I swear, I’m going to be pissed at her
if I embarrass myself. “Please, Colleen,” I grit my teeth, trying
to hold myself off.

“It doesn’t work like that.” Her lips are
pursed and she’s looking at me like I’m the biggest idiot on the
face of the earth; which is very likely an accurate assessment.

“It does in those books that Lindsay reads,”
I try to defend myself, barely able to speak as the heat begins to
spread from my groin down to my toes.

“You’re really talking about Lindsay right
now?” I slam into her, changing the angle that I’m entering her.
That shuts her up immediately as she throws her head back and
moans. My thrusts are rough and soon enough I can’t hold off any
longer. My head drops into the crevice of her neck as my orgasm
rips through me. Just as I think I’ve let her down, her body spasms
beneath me. I’ve come down from my high just enough to watch her
face as she loses control. It’s beautiful and unlike anything else
I’ve seen.


 CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

(Colleen)

 


To my face he defends me…

 


"FINALLY DECIDED TO treat your husband
right, eh, pretty girl?" Brad says, lying on his side, facing me. I
snort, feeling like I'm on a cloud. My body is heavy with
exhaustion and for once my mind is clear. I'm not over-thinking
this, I'm just enjoying it.

It hasn't escaped my attention that ever
since I threw caution to the wind and accepted Brad's ridiculous
marriage proposal that life has gotten much more interesting; and
even when I have half a mind to choke him-- more fun.

And the sex—Holy hell, that was amazing. I
had been so worried that if we ever had sex that it would change
things between us. Prom night doesn't count. My poor virgin vagina
was not ready for that; and it didn't help that neither Brad nor I
really knew how to pleasure a woman, so there was no clitoral
stimulation. We just kissed for a few minutes before attempting to
have sex for the first time. That had been the only time until now
that Bradley Patrick had been allowed anywhere near my poor,
traumatized vagina. But damn, if I had known what I was missing out
on, I would have hung on for dear life and let him go at it. Being
a virgin himself, it likely wouldn't have lasted that long
anyway.

But not tonight, tonight the sex was... us.
It wasn't angry, hot sex. It wasn't beautiful, romantic sex,
though, there was a connection there. It wasn't random or a
mistake; it just was, and it was us through and through. We argued
and laughed and had those little moments where I remember why he's
always been my best friend.

And then there was the moment that I realized
that I am completely and totally in love with Brad Patrick-- my
husband, my best friend-- that I won't ever forget. We were looking
at each other as he moved in and out of me. There's no denying that
he's quite well-endowed (which, Emily informs me is an inherited
trait-- yuck!), and even though he felt really, and I mean really,
good; that's not what sent shivers down my spine. It's the look
that was on his face.

He looked like a man enraptured. He studied
me, every inch of me. I have never felt so loved, so in love, so
right, in my entire life as I did in that moment. And frightened
with the intensity of it all, I was on the verge of tears. So
instead of doing what I really wanted to do-- tell him that I just
figured out that I'm in love with him-- I burst out laughing. That
could have gone really bad, but in true Brad fashion, he just
rolled with it and broke out laughing, too; because we were-- after
all this time-- finally having sex. No. It wasn’t sex. We were
making love. And damn Lindsay's romance novels to hell. They can
keep their wall sex and their steamy love scenes; I like this, just
me and Brad, just us. It was just as it should have been.

And the entire night should have been
perfect. It should have been the beginning of "us." But only
minutes after we finish, just barely coming down from our highs,
there's a knock at the door. I don't have a clue about who could be
here this late or why, but judging from the look on Brad's face, he
knows exactly who it is.

"Damn it," he says, his face paling. "I'll be
right back. Don't you move an inch, pretty girl," he smiles and
kisses my lips. I can barely respond before he's flying out of the
room, pajama pants in hand.

Without Brad beside me, I shiver under the
cool breeze of the ceiling fan. I pull out one of his old Patriots'
t-shirts and creep out of the room and down the hall, intent to
find out who's visiting us this late. The perky voice I hear stops
me dead in my tracks. It's Officer Barbie from this afternoon, the
same bitch who had her lips all over my Brad!

"Well, handsome," her nasally voice echoes
off the walls. "You look like a hot mess," she giggles.

"I am," Brad says and he sounds really happy.
I feel a twinge of pride knowing that I’m the reason he looks like
a disaster—and if this bitch would leave, we could have shower
sex.

"Oh God," she groans, "I should go then."

"Yeah," Brad says, "I don't want her to
know." He doesn't want me to know? What doesn't he want me to know!
And it dawns on me-- they are seeing each other. And after what we
just did, he doesn't want me to know. Maybe he's going to break it
off with her, I try to rationalize her visit away.

"Right," she laughs, "wouldn't want the old
battle axe to catch on to our dirty little secret, now would we?"
What the hell? Battle axe? Oh hell to the no! This bitch is about
to be on my bad side.

"Be nice," Brad warns, "I know she's a royal
pain in the ass, but she's my royal pain in the ass." I smile
smugly. Take that, Vanna White!

"Whatever, dude," she quips, causing me to
snap. I walk out onto the landing, smiling wide and fake as hell. I
am going to make this stupid cow like me. All of Brad’s girlfriends
have liked me. They have always adored me. Every.single.one. How
dare she not like me! I'm not the one visiting a married man! I
realize that I’m glossing over the bigger problem—I just figured
out that I’m in love with my husband and his new girlfriend has
shown up; but one thing at a time, okay? Right now I need to get
this wench to like me.

"Valerie!" I say in a cheerful voice. Both of
their heads shoot up to look at me. I'm aware that I'm standing in
nothing but Brad's old t-shirt and that it barely covers my naked
ass; but right now, I have more important things to deal with, such
as that Blow-Job-Barbie wanna-be in my house.

"Please, come in! I'll be right down." I
smile and turn around. I can hear her telling Brad that she'd
rather leave as I walk back to our bedroom. He assures her that
leaving would be a bad idea. He knows me so well. I grab a fresh
pair of underwear from the drawer and go to the bathroom to clean
up. I forgot how messy sex was; then again, I also didn’t realize
how good it could be. Hot damn, I want to do that again and I most
certainly won’t be letting that Vicky get in my way. Come hell or
high water, she needs to go.

I slip the fresh panties on, fluff my hair up
a little, spray a tiny bit of perfume on and walk out—without
pants—because this is my home and I’ll walk around butt naked if I
want to after my husband has taken me in our bed. I walk down the
stairs and find them in the living room. Brad is on the couch with
Vicky by his side and they’re talking quietly. I clear my throat
and they look up, both smiling nervously. Vicky stands first and
stretches her hand out to shake. I close the distance and take it
gladly.

“I’m Vicky,” she says, making damn sure I
know her name. I grip her hand tightly in an attempt to make her
squirm. I want her to know who she’s dealing with; but she’s
strong. She squeezes back and I squeeze harder. The smile has now
fallen from her face and she’s giving me a pointed look. It’s a
challenge.

“Colleen Patrick. I’m Brad’s wife. But we
went over that at the station,” I say, a fake smile plastered on my
face. I look down at my attire or lack thereof and give my best
innocent look. “You’ll have to forgive us. We’re newlyweds, you
know.” She’s squeezing me too tight, I try to pull my hand back but
she won’t let go. I look to Brad and whimper.

“Vic, come on,” he urges her to let go. I
smirk at her. That’s right, Bitch. Brad shakes his head.

“Come sit down, pretty girl,” Brad says in a
gentle but commanding way. I would go sit down, you know, if I
could get my hand back!

“It’s okay, Colleen,” Vicky grins, “you don’t
have to pretend here. I know you guys aren’t really married. I
never would go out with a man with a real wife.” Excuse me? She’s
joking, right? If what I just did doesn’t qualify me as a real
wife, then everything Grammy said about marriage is a lie.

“Oh,” is all I can say. She finally lets go
of my hand and takes her seat beside Brad. I narrow my eyes at her
as I watch her hand touch his knee. Brad grits his teeth. I walk
over and plop down on his lap, crushing her hand beneath my leg.
She yanks her hand back, clearly annoyed. Brad is shirtless and he
looks amazing. I wrap my right arm around his neck and place the
other on his chest, making a light trail. His entire body
tenses.

“So, what brings you to our home, Vanessa?” I
ask, watching her ire rise.

“Actually,” she reaches out and rubs her hand
on Brad’s arm and batting her lashes at him. “Brad invited me.” My
nails dig into the back of his neck as I fight the urge to slap her
hand away.

“Oh, did he?” I ask, glaring at him. He’s
wincing. How in the hell could he do this to me? This is beyond
mortifying. I compose myself quickly, removing my nails from his
neck and stand up. “Where are my manners? Is there anything I can
get you two to drink?” Brad shakes his head but Vicky nods.

“Yes, do you have any juice?” she asks.

“Is Cranapple alright with you?” I ask. She
nods again and I walk off. From around the corner in the kitchen, I
can hear their muffled conversation.

“… Great ass, Bradley. Seriously, it’s firm
and perky. God, you’re a lucky man.” I hear him grumble and then
walk into the kitchen. I try to look like I was getting glasses out
of the cupboard the entire time.

“Would you put some goddamn pants on,
please?” he snaps, his face livid. I raise an eyebrow at him.

“Why would I do that? You don’t want your
precious little tart to know that you fucked me? Or is that a dirty
little secret you’d like to keep?’ My voice is cold and callous;
but his face softens at my words.

“No,” he says softly, his hand finds mine.
“You are not a dirty little secret, Colleen, not ever. I want you
to put some pants on because Vicky is bisexual and apparently she
thinks you have a great ass.” Oh.

“Oh,” I say, blushing just slightly. I move
our hands to my ass, encouraging him to touch it. “And what do you
think?” He grins and pulls me flush against him.

“Keep it up and I’m going to bend you over
this counter and give Vicky a good show.” I laugh and slap his
chest away. I walk to the fridge and pour two glasses of Cranapple
juice. Brad takes one and downs it. I want to be annoyed with
him—he said he didn’t want any juice, and yet—but I can’t bring
myself to be. It’s not like he’s being a jerk. I refill the glass
with Cranapple and put the juice away. The laundry room is just off
the kitchen, so I sneak in there and grab a pair of sweats and pull
them on. Vicky may be bisexual, and she may think I have a great
ass, but I know she still wants Brad, I can tell.

Walking back into the kitchen, I pick up the
glasses. I peek around the corner and see that she’s looks
unhappy.

“I get that I have bad timing, but she’s
being a real bitch, Brad,” she grumbles. “I don’t even know why I
agreed to this.”

“She’s just embarrassed,” he whines.

“Is there ever going to be a day that you
won’t blindly defend her?” she grumbles. “You told me that Medusa
in there tries to make friends with your girlfriends. You promised
me lunch dates and clothes shopping and gossip, not bruises and
emotional scarring! You owe me for putting up with her bullshit,
pal.” Well… I’ve never. How rude. I have been as nice as I possibly
can to an interloper like her.

“I know. It must be the effect my manhood has
on you ladies—fighting over me,” he sighs and they laugh. Suddenly
I feel very small and inconsequential. To my face, he defends me;
but now I know what he says when he thinks I can’t hear, and I
don’t think I like it. My eyes water and I bat the tears away. I
refuse to look so needy in front of her. Once my eyes are dry, I
leave the kitchen about to show her what a bitch really looks
like.

I bring Vicky, the two-bit floozy, her juice,
a fake smile plastered on my face. Brad smiles at me. He is
oblivious to what is about to happen. I neatly tuck my left foot
under the rug and continue on with my right. As my left foot
catches, I lean forward-- planned shocked look on my face-- as the
She-Devil's juice flys out of the glass, drenching her perfect
bosom.

"I'm so sorry!" I screech, playing the part
of the apologetic host. I don't offer her a napkin as she whimpers
and tries to wipe down some of the mess. "Your poor thing," I lay
it on thick, "you must be used to having jizz--" I contain my
giggle, "I mean juice all over you."

"And why would she be used to that!" Brad
snaps; his voice thick with rage. I shrug, though inside I’m upset.
He should be on my side.

"Oh, well," I say innocently, "I must have
heard James wrong, then," and I rush out of the room to clean the
few drops of juice that landed on me. I sure do hate to be
sticky.


 CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

(Colleen)

 


… as cheesy porn music starts to
play.

 


BRAD STALKS INTO the room. He is
absolutely livid. Oh well, I’m not real pleased with him, either.
“What the fuck is your problem?” He growls, making his way to the
sink. He grabs the nearest hand towel and wets it.

“I’m mortified, you asshole. What was this,
all a ploy to embarrass me?” His scowl turns to a frown.

“No,” he whispers. “I’m sorry. I asked Vicky
to stop by earlier when I was pissed. I didn’t know you were going
to maul me when you got home.” I don’t miss the smile forming on
his lips. Brad likes to be mauled. I’m saving this for later, you
know, when I don’t want his nuts on a stick.

“I know. But this is embarrassing,” I mutter.
My anger is waning. Part of me wants to be angry with him; the
other part of me wants to drag him back upstairs. I feel really
bipolar right now.

“Colleen,” he says, moving to my side. “This
was all a ploy to make you jealous, pretty girl. I know how
possessive you get.” He chuckles. I scoff. I’m not that stupid. I
know that man and the amazing Mac have been around, and if he
thinks he’s going to convince me that bringing Veronica here was
for the benefit of our… relationship… he can just kiss my somewhat
perky ass.

“You’re a big, stupid liar!” I snap and march
through the living room and up the stairs into our bedroom. Vicky
is still in her spot on the couch. Sticky slut. I slam the
door when I get to our room. Because, you know, I’m mature like
that. Brad brings out the worst in me, he always has.

I sit on the bed and sulk for a while. I can
hear Sir Moron down there apologizing to Sticky Slut. He doesn’t
take long sending her off. I really don’t want to see him right
now, so I quickly gather a change of clothes and rush to the
bathroom down the hall. Right now I wish we had more than one
bathroom so he won’t be tempted to come in for any reason.

I hop in the shower and turn the water on
hot. I don’t know what I’m trying to wash away: the hurt or the
humiliation. I had stupidly believed that sex would change things
between us. Just as I’m getting comfortable under the spray, the
bathroom door swings open. I peek around the shower curtain to see
Brad’s chest heaving.

“You can’t just go around being a bitch to
whomever you want!” he yells.

“Oh yeah? Watch me!” I laugh and stick my
tongue out. Slowly, he walks into the bathroom and rips off his
pajama pants. My rueful laugh turns to a horrified squeak. If he
thinks he’s getting in this shower after the humiliation I just
suffered he’s damned mistaken.

“Brad!” I warn, shifting my weight from my
left foot to my right. “Do not even think about it.” His eyes
twinkle and I know I’m completely screwed. Okay, maybe not
completely screwed yet, but by the grace of God, I’m about to be.
Oh, Mac!

“You know you want me, baby” he coos,
stroking himself. Mac grows instantly. Oh no you don’t!

“After that spectacle?” I ask, annoyed. “Not
even you’re that good, pretty boy.” He takes a few more steps
forward. If I don’t do something soon he’s going to be in the
shower with me. I lean down and grab the first thing I get my hand
on—a can of my shaving cream—and throw it at him. He lets go of Mac
and blocks himself as best he can. The can bounces off of his upper
thigh.

“What the fuck!” he shouts. “Woman, you are
unbalanced!” He takes a few more steps toward me and I throw the
shampoo bottle, but it doesn’t deter him. With every step he takes
I throw one more item at him; still he won’t stop. Finally, he
steps into the shower. I narrow my eyes at him and reach out to
push him away but he catches my hand first and wraps it around Mac
who throbs beneath my touch; and I’m a goner.

SUNDAY MORNING I ran out of the house
before Brad even woke up. I called Lindsay and asked her if she
wanted to go to the museum with me. Lindsay is a museum tramp. Me,
I’d rather go shopping, but whatever. It was a convenient
distraction from the horny bastard I left at home. The only real
issue I’d had on Sunday was the never-ending questions about why I
was avoiding Brad. I couldn’t really answer them without someone
winning that stupid bet; of which Brad and I have vowed not to tell
anybody. Let them sit and wonder.

Monday morning has come quickly, thank God. I
just don’t know how much more time I can spend with Brad, alone, in
this house. It seems the angrier I am with him, the more I want to
have sex with him; and he sure is excellent at pissing me off.

I sip my coffee while I stand at the kitchen
counter. I have my purse and brief case beside me, all ready to go.
Brad isn’t due into the station until late morning, so when he
walks downstairs butt naked, I’m a little surprised.

“Mornin’ pretty girl,” Brad mumbles. He
slides up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and resting
his chin on my shoulder. I lean my head back and place my coffee
mug to his lips. He slips it carefully and smacks his lips. I smile
up at him over my shoulder. We’ve been getting along since Sunday
evening. Well, when we’re having sex we get along; so we’ve been
having a lot of sex. As Brad says “we finally found a way to get
along.” So now we’re all about “getting along.”

“Where’s your laptop?” Brad asks as he
nuzzles my neck. I curl my face into him and giggle.

“It’s in my briefcase,” I laugh. Brad tenses
behind me.

“Can you leave it here today?” he asks. I
turn to face him. My smile falls when I see the look on his face.
He’s nervous.

“I can’t,” I say, my brow furrowing. “Why?” I
ask.

“I sort of broke mine last week,” he says.
He’s acting strange. I figure maybe he wants to borrow it for a
little self-loving before work. Before all the sex I’d be grossed
out. Now, I’d leave it with him if I didn’t have it take it to
court with me today. I set down my coffee mug and grab my purse and
briefcase.

“Colleen!” he shouts. I turn to look at
him.

“Yeah?” I ask.

“You can’t take the laptop with you today!
You have to leave it here!” I step away from him and walk quickly
towards the front door.

“You are acting very weird, pretty boy,” I
laugh and rush out of the house without looking back.

The drive to the office is quick, there is
very little traffic. It’s not the short commute that I enjoyed to
and from my condo, but it’s not bad; and I have to admit that I
kind of like being back in the old neighborhood. It reminds me of
every good thing I’d forgotten in my time spent downtown. People
know me in Southie, some of them even love me. I came up on these
streets, left my mark, and for a number of reasons that I can’t
remember right now, I ran away as fast as I could.

Once in the office, I avoid looking anyone in
the eye. I don’t feel nearly as comfortable here as I used to and
it seems as though I’m not as welcome as I used to be. If I think
too long on it all, I might feel like I’m regressing into who I
used to be. Used to. It seems that everything has changed as a
result of my marrying Brad. Had I known this, I don’t know if I
would have married him back in Vegas. Realizing I’m in love with
him is just a strange byproduct of our marriage, though I have a
hard time truly regretting it.

An hour after arriving in the office and my
head is spinning. I still haven’t had time to turn my laptop on
much less do a last minute review of my notes. Thomas is all smiles
this morning and I suspect it’s because I’m the idiot who signed
that stupid form regarding my conduct. I have half a mind to shove
that conduct form up The Toad’s ass.

“You ready to go, Colleen?” Thomas pops his
head into my office. I smile politely up at him and nod.

“Yes,” I say, “and you?” Thomas nods and
gestures me to follow him. I grab my briefcase and we leave the
building for the courthouse.

“And how is married life, Mrs. Patrick?”
Thomas asks. I note the hint of faux interest in his voice. The
mask he wears on his face is one of kindness, but I know
better.

“I’m loving it,” I smile genuinely up at him.
“How are Lisa and the kids?” I ask. Thomas tenses up. He doesn’t
like to discuss his wife and children with me. It seems to put a
damper on his attempts to get into my pants. Disgusting
fool.

“Fine,” he clears his throat and turns his
attention elsewhere. It seems that catch-up time is through.

We get into the mediator’s office in the
courthouse and settle in. I pull out my laptop and turn it on. It’s
just me and Thomas in here right now so I have a few minutes to
re-group before the Judge, the mediator, opposing counsel, and our
clients come in. I just hope it’s enough time to get everything
started up.

I sit down just as the computer starts up. I
stretch my legs out underneath the large conference table. With my
hands held onto the side of the table and my legs stretched out, I
hear moaning. My eyes shoot up to Thomas who is staring at me
quizzically. I don’t know where it’s coming from, so I really wish
he’d stop staring at me. The laptop screen goes black and cheesy
porn music starts to play. My mouth drops open as a cheesy porn
movie plays on my laptop screen. In a moment of unforgettable
horror, my hands push off from the table but the wheels to my chair
get caught on something below. I screech as I fly backwards, head
first to the floor.

Thomas rushes around the table and closes the
laptop screen but the porn music continues to play. Me, with my
heels high in the air and my skirt inching its way upwards, I
scramble from my position on the floor to stand; but it’s no use.
Thomas is standing over me, doing everything in his power to stop
my laptop’s shenanigans, while effectively blocking any means of me
righting myself. Finally, I give up and kick him a little on my way
to standing.

“What the hell is this, Colleen? Thomas
hisses. Tears flood my eyes and I shake my head.

“I…” I whisper-sob, “I don’t know!” I reach
over to open the laptop screen and am greeted by what can only be
described as some kind of man-on-man free-for-all. “Ew!” I yell as
I fumble around to pull the battery out. Just as I have my hand on
the battery pack, the Judge walks in.

“Counsel,” he says sternly, “what in God’s
name is going on in here?” He is beat red and in no mood for a
half-assed explanation set to cheesy porn music. My heart beats in
my chest so hard that I worry it might jump out. Finally, I regain
my senses and yank the battery out and the music finally stops. I
hear the Judge railing on us in the background but all I can make
out are the words “embarrassment”, “professionalism”, “lawsuit”,
and “contempt.” All I can think is “please, God, don’t let me get
fired or disbarred for this.”

Thomas dismisses me from the room and allows
me to clean up in the bathroom down the corridor. He is clear to
make sure I return because “despite [my] inability to remember my
position as an officer of the law, a position which is to be taken
seriously,” he still needs me in there today and he doesn’t have
time to replace me as co-chair. I can’t really blame him because I
wouldn’t want to be around me right now, either. I know for certain
that the porn music was intended to be some kind of joke, but as
always, it didn’t turn out quite so funny.

In the bathroom, I clean myself up and check
my cell phone. I have two missed phone calls and three missed text
messages from Brad. “Hey pretty girl. Please do not open your
laptop today. I’m not kidding. Adam installed this porn virus on it
as a joke. Please call me back.”

Oh.

Oh.

He thinks he’s funny. That’s okay. Hell hath
no fury like a woman scorned. Game on, Mr. Patrick.


 CHAPTER
NINETEEN

(C0lleen)

 


She’s the only person who’s always been
supportive of my choices.

 


THE MEDIATION ENDS without any more
fuss despite the fact that I can’t access my notes on the case
because they’re tucked away in the porntop. Thankfully, I
know my stuff and I manage just fine without them.

“You did well, Colleen,” Thomas says as we
load everything back in his Lexus. Whenever we need to leave the
office for business purposes, we take his car. Apparently, my
three-year new Honda doesn’t send the right image to our clients.
Like his Lexus does? If I were our client, that Lexus would tell me
I’m being overcharged.

“Again,” I say, exasperated, “I am so very
sorry for what happened.” I climb into the passenger seat. Thomas
looks at me from his driver’s seat and pats my knee. I try to shrug
it off and ignore the inappropriateness of his hand on my knee—his
very married hand on my very married knee. Pig.

“Colleen,” Thomas says, patting my knee. I
place my hand near his so that he can’t move up my leg; which he is
very likely to attempt. “I always thought you had potential as an
attorney. You’re a smart girl; but I remember telling you that when
you were first hired on at the firm that you were going to have to
make some sacrifices.” I nod. I remember that, but have no desire
to reminisce.

“I remember telling you that my family has
made it very difficult for me to pursue my career,” I say, thinking
it all over. At my law school graduation, they all showed up and my
dad proceeded to tell my favorite professor that he was shocked I’d
gone through with it and finished. When Professor Jameson asked him
why, he laughed and said that the women in our family never pursued
college much less with a graduate degree and a career. Nope, not
the women in our family; we’ve got birthing hips and we’re built
for changing diapers and feeding hungry men. That’s all they assume
we’re good for and that’s what we’re raised to believe we should be
doing.

I was so angry with him at that moment. My
own father, who had supported James in everything he did, and
couldn’t be happier now that he’s on the force, just tore down
every single one of my accomplishments because they weren’t what he
had wanted of me. Right then, Grammy walked up and told me that
she’s never been more proud of me than in that moment. She is the
only person who’s always been supportive of my choices.

“Yeah, and what advice did I give you?”
Thomas asks, a hint of laughter in his tone. He pulls out of the
parking space and we make our way back to the office.

“You told me to keep them at a distance if I
really wanted to excel here,” I whisper. Thomas nods. When I
started at the firm I was so eager to do anything I could to
succeed. I wanted so bad to fit in that I could barely stomach it.
But now, I haven’t had as much fun as I have since I married Brad;
nor have I been so angry or annoyed. I have never felt so alive or
so loved.

Before my birthday I had lived in a
mind-numbing but predictable routine. I woke up and went into the
office where I studied precedents and worked on my cases without
distraction. I went home every night to my quiet, peaceful condo
and re-read my notes from the day and then settled in with a good
vampire book.

I scoot Thomas’s hand off my knee and he
re-positions it on the gear shaft for the rest of the drive. The
afternoon at the office passes quickly. I immerse myself in my
cases as best I can; but my mind continues to slip back to how best
to pay Brad back for the porntop prank. And Adam—that jerk is going
down, too.

“Hey,” Thomas pops his head into my office. I
look up from my handwritten notes and give him a professional
smile. His mood has done a complete flip since last week. I don’t
really know where I stand with him except for the fact that he
still wants to get into my pants. “I just wanted to let you know
that regardless of what happened this morning, I know that wasn’t
your fault. I know that was your idiot husband’s fault.” I sit back
in my chair, stunned. Yeah, that wasn’t one of Brad’s finer
moments, but did he just call him an idiot?

“Brad isn’t an idiot, Thomas,” I say as
gently as possible. “He was just fooling around. He tried to stop
me from taking the laptop with me this morning.”

“It was still rather juvenile, though, wasn’t
it?” he laughs. “I mean, he’s what, thirty-five? It’s time to grow
up, don’t you think?” I stand up and raise my eyebrows at him.

“This coming from a man whose wife’s Barbie
dolls take up an entire room in their house?” I quip. Yeah,
unfortunately, I’ve seen Lisa Nate’s Barbie room. The walls are
painted pink and the ceiling is painted with clouds to look like
the sky. The damn whack job even put in green carpet. She told me
it looks like grass, which she says sounded like a great idea at
the time but now she’s not so sure because Barbie needs a road to
drive on. And all I could think was “get me the hell out of
here.”

“That’s a priceless collection, Colleen, and
you know it!” Thomas looks upset. I laugh, annoyed. So he can
insult my husband but I can’t tell the truth about his wife? Oh, I
don’t think so.

“Priceless, my ass! She plays with them,
Thomas! She won’t even let your kids into the room for fear that
one of them will mess up her precious, insane little world!” I
place my hands on my desk and lean forward. I am thoroughly pissed
off. “And watch your step, Mr. Nate. You can insult my grades from
law school. You can question my judgment as an attorney; but do not
think that I will stand for you insulting my husband.” I straighten
myself up, grab my purse and briefcase and push past him and out
the door.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Nate; and I
highly suggest that the next time we speak we keep things on a
professional level and leave our spouses out of it.” I close my
speech by turning on my heel and marching out.

IT’S AFTER DARK by the time I get to
Lindsay and Adam’s apartment. Brad called to see if I’m staying out
late just to make him worry. It seems that he stopped by the house
just as the sun set to make sure I was home. I let him know that I
was going to be with Adam and Lindsay to which he promptly said
goodbye and hung up no doubt worrying over what hell I’m going to
put Adam through. For now, I’m just going to let them both think
that I have a plan. That always makes them paranoid.

“Well, hello Colleen,” Lindsay says as I
breeze through their front door and sit down at the table.

“Heya guys,” I say, looking at the dinner
spread set out before them: baked chicken, asparagus, and a side
salad. It looks pretty good. I grab Adam’s fork from him and cut
myself a piece of chicken.

“Help yourself,” Adam says sarcastically,
giving me a look. I smile and take another bite.

“I will, thank you, computer boy,” I smile.
His face blanches. He knows I know. Good. Now it’s time to make him
squirm. “So, anyway,” I clear my throat, smiling. “You guys still
got that Viagra, right?” Lindsay and Adam share a nervous glance. I
just continue to smile at them, knowing they’ll give me what I’ve
asked for.


 CHAPTER
TWENTY

(Brad)

 


The girl turns my brain to sludge.

 


COLLEEN IS SO hot and cold all of the
time that it makes my head spin. But I'm not complaining because
she's been giving Mac all kinds of attention lately. I make her mad
and then reap the rewards of it. It's screwed up, but it's also so
typical of how we've always been. Part of it is that we don’t
communicators, but I think that most of it is that she enjoys being
a pain in the ass. Not that I'm an angel, but I like to think I'm
the more reasonable of the two.

That Monday, after the porntop incident as
Colleen is referring to it, I was nervous as hell. I should have
just told her outright what I'd had Adam do before she left the
house; but she was all nice and sharing her coffee and I was naked.
Plus, Mac thought she looked good in that power suit. I know it was
a dumb, messed up idea. I’m an idiot. I have no defense except to
say that the girl turns my brain to sludge. Horny
sludge.

I don’t even want to get started on the Vicky
situation. I told her I called it off but once Colleen started
acting up she didn’t care. I guess she’s being a good friend by
looking out for me because she thinks Colleen is a spoiled princess
because she strings me along. I’ve tried to tell her time and time
again how untrue that is, but she won’t listen. She just doesn’t
get us. Most people don’t.

Now it’s Friday and I’ve spent all week with
a serious case of paranoia. You know that saying “sleep with one
eye open”? Yeah. I’ve mastered that shit. Every tiny movement in
the bed at night and I’m on high alert. Wednesday night after I
reached for my gun after Colleen got up to pee, she demanded that I
put it across the room at night. Then she proceeded to tell me that
if she was intent on killing me that I wouldn’t be able to get to
the gun in time. Then she told me not to worry. Not to worry? The
hell? And then she tried to cuddle me. So now I don’t even have my
gun to keep me safe at night.

I know something’s coming. Colleen doesn’t
know how to let anything go and this was a big thing. I haven’t
slept well in days, delirium is getting to me and I swear to God
that my shampoo smells funny when I use it. I took a shower last
night and asked Colleen if my hair looked darker when I got out.
She leaned up, kissed my cheek and told me I looked just as
handsome as I ever did. So now I’m convinced there’s something in
my hair. When Colleen is that kind to me, something’s very, very
wrong.

I’m in the kitchen, drinking my coffee and
waiting for the devil herself to come downstairs. I check my watch.
I have to leave if I want to get to work on time. I give her
another minute to come downstairs and when she doesn’t I trudge
upstairs to say goodbye. She may have me ready to piss myself with
fear, but I still want to tell Satan’s leader goodbye before
heading off to work.

When I get upstairs she’s still sound asleep.
I creep toward the bed and kiss her cheek. She jumps suddenly a
huge smile on her face and shouts “good morning.” I jump backwards
nearly falling on my ass. My heart is about to jump out of my chest
and I’m not ashamed to admit that I’ve nearly peed myself.

“You’re so jumpy this morning,” she smiles
innocently.

“You’re evil,” I mutter, my hand over my
heart.

“What, you don’t like surprises? I mean, it
could have been worse. You could have been at work when it
happened.” Her nose wrinkles at the thought. I narrow my eyes at
her. She crawls across the bed and stands on her knees. Placing her
hands on my chest she lets them wander south below my belt buckle.
When her hand finds Mac and she starts stroking him through the
fabric, I’m at a loss.

“I have to go, pretty girl,” I hiss and let
my head fall back. The last thing I want to do is leave but I
really do have to show up. It doesn’t help that we haven’t had sex
since Monday night. I have to sleep every night with that tight
little butt pushed against Mac and pretend to be oblivious to her
obvious attempts to rile me up.

“I know, pretty boy,” she says huskily. She
unzips my fly and pulls out my straining erection, circling her
thumb on the moistened tip. “You’re so ready to go, baby,” she
whispers. I hear the bed move and next thing I know her mouth is on
Mac. She feels amazing. But then, moments later her mouth is gone.
She tucks me back in and zips me back up and crawls off the bed.
From the doorway she’s giggling. “I just wanted to make sure you’re
hard for me all day, baby.” And she walks off. I’m going to kill
her one of these days if she doesn’t kill me first.

I use the drive to work to will away my
painful erection. She felt good. So warm and wet, moving up and
down… damn it. I’m not convinced that I’m going to be able to leave
my truck until I see James’s wide load crawling out of his SUV. A
few breaths later and I’m good to go. I’d have to punish her for
that later on—sending me to the station like that.

Medusa herself calls me around noon and lets
me know that she’s bringing me lunch. She’s been on a really fierce
bender this week and somehow negotiated with her boss to work from
home today. I don’t even want to know what she said to get him to
agree to that. Normally she says he’s a stickler about being out of
the office. Frankly, I kind of want to call the guy up and demand
that he demand she goes back into the office. At least when she’s
there I know I’m safe. I don’t know how she’s been at work and I
really don’t care. He can worry about watching his back and I’ll
worry about mine.

“Hey, Brad. Come in here, will ya?” Dan calls
me into his office. I stand up from my desk and stretch. I hate
filling out paperwork. If I could, I’d make some dumb rookie do it
for me so his sorry ass can be stuck at his desk all day. At this
point I think I’d even go for being a meter maid if I didn’t have
to fill out anymore forms.

“What’s up, Chief?” I ask as I walk into his
office and plop down in one of the guest chairs.



“Is there something going on at home?” he
asks slowly. The Chief is all for talking personal stuff when it’s
positive but the moment things goes south, he’s out of there. I
shrug my shoulders.

“Sure. Why?” I ask.

“Um,” he sits in his chair and clasps his
hands together. His head is down and his shoulders are shaking.
“You just look a little blue, that’s all.” And he breaks out into a
full-on chuckle. This joke is clearly over my head. I have no idea
what’s funny about the color blue.

“You, uh, drinkin’ at work again, Chief?” I
laugh, thinking that I’m funny. He narrows his eyes at me and I sit
up straighter. “Sorry,” I mutter and rub my neck. Right when
Colleen and I were graduating high school, Louise got pregnant with
twins but lost them pretty late in the second trimester. That was a
rough time in the Frasier household. I knew it wasn’t their first
miscarriage but it had hit them the hardest because she’d lost them
so late.

“It’s okay, son,” the Chief says. He looks at
me seriously and sighs. “You’re a husband now. I just want to know
that you’re taking care of my little girl.”

“I’m trying but you know how she is,” I
grumble.

“That I do,” he laughs wistfully. “She seems
happier with you. I haven’t seen her so lively since she went off
to that damn college. She’s been all work and no play. It’s time my
girl enjoyed her life.” I smile at him.

“I want wring her stubborn neck every other
minute, but she’s it for me, you know?” I say. Dan smiles at me. I
gulp, a little surprised at my confession. It’s not like he didn’t
know before. Like any good father, he just likes hearing it.

“Don’t think there aren’t times that I don’t
want to ship Louise off somewhere tropical.” We laugh for a moment.
“So things are okay? There’s nothing fishy going on that’d make you
blue?” Again with the blue!

“No, sir,” I lean forward with a slight bit
of confusion. “Do I look blue or something?” And he bursts out
laughing again. I stand up, annoyed now because I have no idea why
he keeps talking about the color blue. He waves me off and I walk
back to my desk. Colleen is in my chair, playing with her
phone.

“You come to feed me, pretty girl?” she looks
up and smiles. I give her a kiss on the forehead. She stands up and
pulls me down to her, kissing me passionately. I wrap my arms
around her waist and pull her close. As the kiss heats up I can
hear cheers from all around.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” James mutters
in complete shock. Colleen pulls away and kisses the side of my
mouth. I look around to see that we’ve attracted quite the
audience.

“Before you eat baby, you might want to take
one of these.” Colleen smirks and tosses me a prescription bottle.
I look at the label. Viagra. Oh, she’s hilarious. The label is
obviously homemade. My pharmacy prints my middle initial on the
bottle and this label doesn’t have that. Yeah, Viagra my ass.

“My wife is funny,” I laugh and hold the
bottle up so the boys can see it. “She thinks I need Viagra.” They
all start laughing. Colleen bites her lip and stomps her foot,
obviously annoyed that I’m not buying it.

“Baby,” she whines, “how do you expect us to
conceive Bradley Jr. if you don’t take your little pill first? Come
on, baby. Let’s have a nooner!” she says with faux enthusiasm and
rubs her belly. Yeah, like this is going to embarrass me. I smile
and wink at her.

“Oh, baby, that’s not how you talk in bed.” I
puff my chest out because yeah, I know I’m a stud and if she wasn’t
on the pill or whatever, she would be knocked up by now.

“My ears!” James shouts. I look at him to
laugh but my dad is standing behind him and even he looks
disgusted. Maybe that was too much?

“Well,” Colleen challenges, “I’m ovulating.
So go ahead, pop your little blue pill so we can get on it. Will
ya?” I smirk at her and open the lid. Her eyes grow wide. I know
she’s faking it. These things have to be sugar pills or something.
I reach in and grab one and toss it into my mouth.

“Bradley!” she screams. The Chief comes
running out of his office to see what all the fuss is about but the
moment he sees that it’s just me and Colleen, he waves us off and
walks back into his office. I laugh at the Chief’s dismissal.
Before I know it, Colleen is pulling me off to the side, pulling me
down to her height.

“That was really Viagra, you idiot!” she
seethes in my ear. I laugh and shrug her off. I’m not going to
panic, not until I have a problem that won’t go away.

“DUDE,” JAMES SAYS knocking on the
bathroom door. “Are you okay?” I grunt, incapable of voicing
exactly how not okay I am at this moment. It hurts. I’ve taken care
of the issue twice but figured out after the second time that that
wasn’t doing me any good. Orgasms are no fun when they keep coming
back and won’t go away.

“Go away!” I yell. I’m on the floor, my pants
are down around my hips and my erection is literally painfully
hard. Poor Mac is so sensitive that I can’t even touch him. It may
not last long but the relief is unimaginable.

“It’s been three hours!” James yells. I kick
the door and wince. That action shook my torso. “You should know
that Colleen just got here. She feels real bad, dude!” James will
always defend his sister. I scoff.

“Your sister is a bitch!” I shout just loud
enough for only James and whatever other nosey asshole is outside
to hear. All the lug nut does is laugh.

“Porntop, dude, porntop.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble. I’m never going to
live that one down.

I scramble to cover myself up when I see the
lock turn and the door open quickly. Colleen sneaks in and re-locks
the door behind her. I practically growl at her. I can’t decide if
I want to have my way with her until she’s as uncomfortable as I am
or if I want to hogtie her and leave her for dead on the Southeast
Expressway.

“I am so sorry!” Colleen whispers. Her eyes
are red and she looks truly sorry. I want to believe her but Mac
isn’t buying it. If he has to take a trip to the hospital, he’s
going to withhold sex for a week. I’d go for longer but I’m a
sucker for her big blue eyes.

“Just forgive her, dude,” James says through
the door. Colleen turns around and pushes her face to the crack of
the door.

“James, I’m about to try some creative
techniques to take care of Brad’s problem in here, so unless you
want to hear, I suggest you back up.” I laugh and then moan because
even moving hurts at this point. Colleen turns back to me and I
notice that she’s wearing a skirt—without panties. Half of me has
had this fantasy for a long time and the other half of me is about
to cry because I’m not sure Mac can take it.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
ONE

(Colleen)

 


… in an effort to be something
more.

 


THERE HAVE BEEN many moments in my
life where I thought that I could not be more embarrassed. There
have been times where I have burst out into tears in public because
I just can’t handle the teasing. There have been times where I have
been certain that the ground is going to swallow me whole. Most of
those times have involved Brad. This time is no different.

We’re due at my parents’ house in a few
hours; though I’m not sure we’re going to make it. We’re both
suffering from some stomach issues. And when I say some, I’m being
gentle. There’s a big family get-together this afternoon, which
should be fun. I haven’t seen much of my friends and family since
returning home from Vegas, not that I’d seen them much before that.
I was always working and just plain too busy to visit. At least
that’s what I told myself. The truth is probably more like I felt
like an outcast around them. I don’t anymore.

All of them know who they are and they take
pride in that. I had tried so hard to separate myself from them in
an effort to be something more. Though now, the elusive something
more still evades me. I remember wanting a nice house, a small
backyard, a devoted husband, and a couple of kids. In this moment,
my stomach bloated and all of the windows open, I don’t know why
what my parents had was never good enough for me. It seems I don’t
know much of anything anymore, including myself.

“Can you go in the other room, stinky girl?”
Brad asks, sitting in his chair and chuckling. I cock an eyebrow at
him.

“You’re not exactly smelling fresh yourself.”
I grumble and throw the green and white Celtics coaster at him.
“Besides, this is your fault.”

“My fault?” he scoffs, blocking the coaster
from hitting his face. He laughs and another round begins. I grab
the nearest throw pillow and bury my nose in it. It doesn’t help.
Nothing helps. Everything smells in here. “This is not my fault,
Colleen. Who bought the laxatives to begin with?”

“Yeah, but they were supposed to just be for
you, not me!” I shout through the pillow, covering my face. He
laughs again and I fear the worst but nothing comes. Thank God.

“Yeah and you’re the idiot who fell for the
old bait and switch routine. Did you really think I hadn’t
anticipated that you’d put something in the creamer of my coffee?”
he says, smiling and lets another one go. Now I think he’s doing it
on purpose, if that’s even possible.

“Yeah and you’re the idiot who didn’t
anticipate that I had switched mugs,” I remove the pillow from my
face and smile at him smugly.

“Yeah and you’re the idiot who accidentally
put it in both mugs! Now you’re suffering, too. So explain to me
how it is my fault that you sound like Ol’ Flatulent Aunt Fanny
over there?” I grimace and my stomach betrays me. Aunt Fanny is
Brad’s great aunt who passed away a few years back. In her later
years she was unable to control her bowels no matter where she went
and she always had gas. No matter what.

Out of nowhere I start laughing
uncontrollably. Brad just stares me down as though I’ve gone insane
and I’m sure I have. Sitting here in the living room, channel
surfing and polluting the air; I have more than I ever thought I
would. Right now it really doesn’t matter how embarrassing this
little problem is. Brad isn’t shaming me for it, he doesn’t find me
disgusting for it, and he isn’t running away because his image of
me is shattered. A lifetime of friendship has prepared us for
dealing with flatulence—together—and not running like hell.

“You and me,” I finally calm my laughter.
“We’re sitting here, letting ‘em rip, and it’s okay,” I say. Brad
raises his eyebrow.

“Why wouldn’t it be okay, pretty girl?” He’s
serious.

“Well,” I mumble and tuck a strand of hair
behind my ear. “You’re not running away from me. You’re just here.”
I smile up at him, thoroughly embarrassed at having to explain
myself.

“When the hell are you going to get it?” he
asks. “You’re my pretty girl and not just when you’re all dressed
up. You’re my pretty girl when you’ve had too many beers and you’re
ready to puke. You’re my pretty girl when you’re jealous and when
you’re shy; and you’re definitely my pretty girl when you’re
farting your ass off,” he smirks at me. I laugh loudly, unabashedly
snorting along the way and he joins in. I take a moment to look at
him and see a twinkle in his eyes.

We don’t talk about what we are to each other
anymore. I don’t think either of us knows. We’re married. Okay. But
are we friends? Lovers? Fuck buddies? God, I hope we’re not fuck
buddies. As much as I’ve been enjoying the sex, I don’t just want
to be something Brad does when he’s bored or between women. These
past few weeks have me wanting more from Brad than just his
friendship. I want his everything and I want to be everything for
him; but what if Darla is wrong? What if Brad doesn’t love me? Part
of me thinks I’d be an idiot to think he doesn’t have feelings for
me. The other part of me doesn’t know. This thing with Brad has
always been there, so what if I’m wrong? What if I’m too late and
he’s just settled into this level of comfort with me where he could
never seriously think of me that way…

“Dude!” James’s voice shocks me from my
thoughts. I look up and find him walking in the front door. Brad
has gotten up to let him in. He shuts the door behind him. James
crinkles his nose. “It stinks in here.”

“Colleen’s got some bad gas,” Brad says
nonchalantly like it’s an everyday thing. My face turns beat red. I
don’t care if it is just James or not—it’s still embarrassing and
damn it to hell—half of the stench in this place is Brad.

“Did you knock my sister up, bro? Darla had
bad gas with each of our kids,” James muses as Brad leads him into
the kitchen. They’re chatting back and forth about “Darla’s monster
farts” as James calls them but I can’t really tune into it. James’s
off-handed comment about being pregnant has thrown me off. I try to
calculate the time since my last shot but my memory is fuzzy. It
was definitely before Vegas.

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Brad says. I hear
something drop in the kitchen and pull myself from my thoughts.

“Are you for real?” James asks. Brad
laughs—loudly.

“Yeah, for a little while now,” he confirms.
I can hear James’s gasp loud and clear. “Can we keep it between us?
I don’t want Colleen freakin’ out. You know how they all are. It’s
bad enough right now that our parents run around and rub her
stomach. She doesn’t need crap from our friends, too.” I’m actually
a little impressed with him right now. He’s standing up for me.

“So, you guys are actually trying for a baby
or something?” James asks.

“I don’t know. I think Colleen’s on something
but she doesn’t talk about it and I don’t ask. If I knock her up
she can’t leave me right,” Brad says firmly. My jaw drops. Is he
serious? I remember his comment on the way home from the
airport.

I can’t wait until we have kids and can have
a van that smells like old cheese.

At the time I thought he was insane, but that
feels like a lifetime ago. Images of rowdy little boys with Brad’s
hair flood my imagination. The thought makes me smile.

“I told you, you could have knocked her up
years ago and spared yourself all this hardship,” James says. Just
because he and Darla had a pregnancy scare back in high school and
mom and dad sat him down and told him that if she was pregnant that
he would have had to marry her—James now thinks impregnating women
is the most effective way of keeping them around. If I didn’t know
him, I’d think he was a major creeper who possibly needed to be
locked up.

Walking back into the room, James is carrying
a package of flour and a six pack of beer. He holds them up for my
benefit. “Flour’s for Darla and the beer’s for me. She drives me to
drink when we have one of these family things. Thinks she’s got to
out-do the corner bakery.” I smile and laugh. That’s my Darla. She
definitely goes all out.

“So, you looking to be pregnant or what?”
James asks, giving me the eye. Air leaves my lungs and I feel like
I’m been knocked in my windpipe. Brad snorts but then looks at me
and he stands up straight, giving me a look that is unreadable.

“I’m not looking to be anything, James,” I
defend and roll my eyes trying to shrug it off. If I freak out
about my potentially lapsed birth control shot then Brad will, too;
and that’s no good. I smile at them both. James seems placated by
my response but the husband is giving me a knowing look. As he
walks James to the door, I hurry out of the room. I rush upstairs
to hide from him even though he’ll find me; this at least buys me a
few moments of peace, but not for long. A few words are exchanged
and Brad closes the front door. I hear his footsteps on the
stairs.

“Ah, come on, stink. Don’t hide from me. You
know he was only joking!” I crawl into bed and hide my face under
my pillow trying to think things through. How could I have been so
reckless with something so important? It’s not like we’ve ever used
a condom. Come to think of it, I never even thought about a condom
or birth control until this moment. I had stayed on the shot for
the convenience of it, despite not needing birth control. I suppose
that it should have been more of a priority, but clearly it wasn’t.
My brain thinks over the time frame and I realize that my shot
would have been wearing off right around my birthday. And it’s then
that I remember I was supposed to reschedule my doctor’s
appointment because it interfered with our trip, and I just didn’t
remember.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
TWO

(Brad)

 


Of course, I love you.

 


“AH, COME ON, stink. Don’t hide from
me. You know he was only joking!” I shout, rushing up the stairs.
As I walk into the bedroom, I find Colleen curled up underneath the
covers. I crawl in behind her and wrap my arms around her waist.
Her head is beneath her pillow. She refuses to move it.

“Why are you hiding from me?” I ask, somewhat
afraid of what the answer might be.

“I’m not hiding from you. I’m hiding from the
world. I stink,” she whines, clutching tightly to her pillow. I
know that’s not the real reason, but I’ll accept this answer for
now.

“Yeah, well, you just stay right there,” I
say, curling around her and getting comfortable. “We have a few
hours before we have to go. Let’s nap.” She doesn’t speak, but she
does remove the pillow from her face and toss it across the bed
opting instead, to lay her head on my arm. We lay like this for a
while before she dozes off. Sometime later she stirs and her body
stiffens in my arms.

"Brad?" My pretty girl's voice breaks my
thoughts. She shifts in my arms and turns to face me. Only, her
head is cast down and she's refusing to meet my eyes. "I'm not on
anything," she whispers.

I'm a detective. I should be perceptive
enough to know what she means. At the very least I understand that
this statement has significance.

"I never said you were," I defend myself,
thinking she thinks I'm accusing her of something. Colleen likes to
fight with me, so there's a very good chance she's just throwing
this out there to see how pissed off she can make me. She knows I
hate it when she puts words in my mouth.

"Do you get what I'm saying?" her voice gets
small, almost indistinguishable from the low whizzing of the heater
as it pushes warm air through the house. The thing is, I don't get
what she's saying. Though, in the back of my skull, I wonder if I
really do get it and I'm just playing dumb.

I lift up her chin, forcing her to look at
me. She stubbornly refusing to look me in the eyes; instead opting
for staring at my ear. I use my other hand to lightly flick her
nose. Immediately, she shoots me a glare.

"The hell?" She grumbles.

"Eyes front and center, pretty girl," I
demand. Okay, so it's not much of a demand. If she didn't do it,
what could I really do about it? Nothing. But she does look at me.
Just when I think she'll never listen, she does. And that's part of
what I love about this insufferable woman-- she keeps me
guessing.

"I don't know what you're talking about, but
it sounds important," I say. Being straightforward is probably the
best option at this point. I think.

"Brad," she whines and tries to cover her
face, but I block her. Without turning away she from me she says,
"I'm not ON anything." It takes only a split second before her
meaning seeps through my thick skull. She's not ON anything. No
birth control. We've never used a condom, and it’s been great.

Not for a single moment have I ever
considered birth control. It just wasn't a concern. With every
other woman, I've been Captain Careful; but this is Colleen. Who
cares if we have a kid? I guess that's what I was thinking at
least, because the fear of pregnancy never struck me.

"Please say something," she whispers, her
eyes filled with unshed tears. I smile at her as best I can. It's
not that I'm annoyed with her, I'm just in shock. I don't know what
to say or do right now. I can't place the responsibility on her
because I never brought it up. And even if I could, I'm not pissed
about the possibility. Maybe I sound lame for saying it, but I want
to be a dad. I like kids. They're fun and entertaining, and damn if
James and Darla's daughter, Lilly, doesn't have me wrapped around
her little finger.

I look at James and see the way his entire
demeanor changes when he sees his kids and I envy the bastard. The
day Lilly was born, he actually cried. Bawled like a bitch in front
of all the boys in the middle of the hospital. A few of the guys
there thought he looked like a tool, but most of them "got it."
Meanwhile, I stood there wishing I'd "gotten it."

"So?" I manage to say because my brain hasn't
caught up to my mouth just yet. And that does it. She starts with
the goddamn crying. I want to tell her that it's alright. I want to
tell her that I'll be here for her no matter what. I want to tell
her that I love her and that if I have or do knock her up, that
I'll be the happiest man on the planet. But I'm an idiot so I
don't.

"Ah, come on," I say. I wipe the tears from
her eyes and kiss her forehead. "Why are you crying?" I ask, trying
to sound gentle because I don't want to see anymore fucking
tears.

"You're an asshole!" she shouts in my face. I
pull back, my ears ringing, annoyed. What the hell is with the
shouting now?

"What's your damn problem?" I snap back.

"MY problem!" She snorts. When she's pissed,
like now, her accent is really strong and it's hot. "I tell you
that we've been having sex without any protection and you stare at
me like I'm speaking a foreign goddamn language!" The truth is,
sometimes I do think she's speaking a foreign goddamn language.

"I'm trying to be comforting here!" I growl,
because I'm really trying and she's not making it easy. Once again,
I go from wanting to kiss her to wanting to choke her.

"Ha!" She laughs, but not a trace of humor is
to be found in her features.

"Do you want a baby or not!" I yell. I can
feel my veins pumping with adrenaline. All I wanted was a nice nap
and she's pulling the theatrics.

"What?" Her eyes go wide and she stares at me
blankly.

"You heard me! Do you want a baby or not,
because if you do, just say it and I'll knock you up!"

"What?" She asks. She's paled and she looks
almost sick.

"Would you knock that off?" I lower my voice.
"You want a baby?"

"Um," her voice waivers and she starts crying
again. Oh hell. I can't win for losing here. "With you?" She asks
through the tears. I can't tell if she's hopeful or disgusted. In
order to spare my ego, I decide to go with the former.

"No," I smile, trying to stop the damn
waterworks, "with the mail man." She laughs. A real fucking laugh;
and I know we're going to be okay.

"We have a mail lady," Colleen quips. I roll
my eyes. Hot and cold all the time; Colleen can't pick a mood and
stick with it

"Come on, pretty girl," I whine, "quit
bustin' my balls, will ya?" She giggles and buries her face in my
chest. So she's shy all of a sudden? Hm.

"You're not mad at me?" she asks.

"For what?" I stare at her dumbly. Again, I'm
slow on the uptake. "Oh, no actually, this was part of my plan," I
laugh, trying to make her feel better. "I think I'll keep you," I
smirk.

"You want to keep me?" her head pops up.
She's looking at me like I just invented chocolate or something
else she'd really like. Hm, for once it seems I've said the right
thing.

"Of course, I love you," I blurt out without
thinking. She looks like she's been shot in the butt with a pellet
gun. This isn't good. This isn't how this was supposed to
happen.

"Uh," she says. She's stopped breathing and
hasn't moved her eyes from mine.

"Colleen,” I ask.

"Huh?" she says, looking appropriately
stunned. Of course she doesn't know what to say. I'm her best
friend. I'm not REALLY a husband, I guess. I feel like a fool.
These past few weeks I'd allowed myself to believe that there was
more to our relationship than just friendship.

"You... love... me?" she mutters. I wish she
knew how much I love her. I wish I could tell her. My mouth keeps
opening and closing of its own volition, but nothing comes out.

"Yeah," I say, staring into her eyes,
imploring some kind of sign that she could possibly love me, too.
Even if it's a little bit, I'll take it. I feel a moment of hope
before my world shatters.

"Oh," she whispers. Her mouth opens and then
closes and opens again. She doesn't know what to say. I don't blame
her. She can't help it if she doesn't feel the same way. I feel
like throwing up. If I don't do something, I'll have completely
ruined what little bit I have with her.

Her mouth opens and in a moment of panic, I
rush to talk over her.

"As a friend," I lie and laugh lightly.
Through my own voice, I hear hers.

"I love you, too," she says and then laughs.
There's a moment where I think she's serious. Or maybe I'm hearing
things. And then it passes and it's gone so quickly that I think it
never happened.

"As a friend," she clarifies. I laugh a
little more, forcing myself not to fall apart. I've loved this
woman my entire life; and this is what's come of it. A lifetime's
worth of disappointments fester in my gut, threatening to spill
out. The laughter that comes from her sends my lunch to my throat
and I rush from the bed to the bathroom where I expel my
breakfast.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
THREE

(Colleen)

 


You want a baby?

 


I WANT, MORE than anything, to rewind
the last five minutes of my life.

I want to strike the entire conversation from
memory.

I want out of this house.

For a split second I had it all. I had a
career. I had a beautiful husband. I was in love. Deeply in love.
And I was loved in return. And then with three little words, I had
nothing. For a split second, Brad loved me. Or so I thought.

"As a friend," he said just as I had gotten
up the nerve to tell him that I love him, too. I must have looked
like the biggest idiot.

And to top it off, it wasn't until Brad was
holding me in his arms, asking me if I want a baby, that I really
knew what I want and where I belong, and who with. I belong with
Brad. I always have, but it seems that I am an idiot because it's
only taken me thirty-five years to really believe it.

Hearing Brad say he loves me was
indescribable. I wish I could capture the feeling in a bottle so
that I'll always remember it.

I want out of this room.

I just want to hide in my misery. I close my
eyes and shove my face in my pillow as the tears pour out of my
eyes. Soon enough, I move from the acceptable "I'm hurting" cry to
the all-out, balls-to-the-wall-ugly-cry. And breathing is
difficult; not that I care much about breathing at this moment.

Brad is in the bathroom, throwing up. I'm
kind of annoyed at him for making it there first. I feel sick. I
should go and see if he's okay, but my puffy eyes give me away.
It's one thing to sort-of, kind-of tell your best friend that you
love him. It's another for him to know how much it's hurting you.
Eventually, I compose myself enough to yell out and ask him if he's
okay and if he needs anything. Thankfully, he doesn't. So I stay in
bed and sob.

I hear the flush of the toilet, knowing he
will be out soon, and run to do something about my red eyes. I find
an unopened jar of an organic face mask that I just had to buy. I
remember buying this at Macy's. It cost me fifty dollars. When I
first moved in Brad told me I was beautiful just as I am and I
don't need this "expensive crap" and that it's a waste of money. At
the time I was annoyed with his judgment, but now, I don't know
what I was thinking when I bought it.

The bathroom door cracks open and I rip the
lid off the jar of expensive goop. I dig my hand in and slather it
all over my face just in time for Brad to walk down the hall,
holding his stomach. His eyes are red, but that’s no surprise. He
always gets watery eyes when he throws up. I have no excuse for my
red eyes except that I’m in love with him and he doesn’t feel the
same.

“What the hell is on your face?” he asks,
inspecting the foreign substance.

“Face mask,” I mumble, avoiding his gaze. He
makes some sort of grunting sound and plops into the bed.

“Were you drooling, stink?” he asks. I turn
to find him looking curiously at my soaked pillow. I laugh it off
as best I can.

“I guess so,” I shrug. “I’m going to go take
a shower,” I say. I hear some sort of groan coming from him before
I realize the effects of the laxatives haven’t quite passed
yet.

Once I’m alone in the bathroom, with the door
shut, I can’t hold back anymore. I manage to turn on the water in
just enough time to muffle the sounds of my sobs. I undress slowly,
clutching my stomach in pain. This is the same pain I felt when
grandpa died, only this feels even worse if that’s possible.
Grandpa didn’t have a choice; but Brad is still here. He just
doesn’t want me the way I want him. And I can’t even believe that
it hurts this much when a week ago I was oblivious to my own
feelings. How can it hurt this much?

I step under the spray of the water and lean
my head against the tile, my cries racking my entire body. I’d been
trying to be quiet; to cry in silence. I don’t want Brad to know
that I’m crying. There’s nothing he can do to make it better
anyhow. I can’t force him to love me the way I love him.

I hear Brad open the bathroom door and I
think that I should straighten up and pretend that I’m okay, but I
can’t. I scream loudly and throw my arms against the tiled wall. I
don’t open my eyes, but I know what he’s doing. He’s coming to save
me. He’s always coming to save me. Some obligation I must be.

“Colleen?” Brad asks, shoving the curtain
aside and stepping into the shower. I sob even harder having him in
here with me. I can’t even throw my pity party for one in peace,
apparently. “Did you get that junk in your eyes?” he asks and wraps
an arm around my waist, pulling me against him. I let my body sink
against his solid frame as I continue to cry. He’s fully clothed
and now soaking well to boot.

Before I can protest, he directs the spray to
the top of my head. Water runs down my face and he uses his hand to
clean my face off. He’s so gentle. He always is. I continue to cry,
propped up against his body.

“Is that better?” he asks. I scream out
again, still clutching my stomach.

“It hurts,” I whine. It does hurt. It hurts
like nothing I knew I could feel, if that even makes sense.

I love him.

He loves me.

As a friend.

He asked me if I want a baby.

I don’t just want a baby.

I want his baby.

“Brad,” I sniffle, trying to calm down my
cries. “Why did you ask me if I want a baby?” I can’t stop from
crying but I have to ask before I lose my nerve.

“I’m getting up there in age, pretty girl,”
he smooths my wet hair out of my eyes and redirects the spray. “I
need to get started on that baseball team and who better to do that
with than my best friend?” I feel his lips against the back of my
head and the little bit of composure I had falls away.

“So, my uterus is convenient?” I whimper. His
body shakes for a moment. I think he’s getting cold back there but
then he goes stiff. His heart is beating fast, nearly thumping
right out of his chest. I turn around and wrap my arms around his
waist.

“Colleen,” he says sternly, “you are anything
but convenient.”

“Yes,” I blurt out without thinking about it.
For once I’m acting on instinct. I’m saying exactly what I want
from him and not what I think he wants to give me. Back in high
school, I wanted him to ask me to prom, but I didn’t want him to
feel obligated to do it. So when he asked, I acted like such a
bitch—my trademark reaction to everything it seems. Thankfully,
he’s as stubborn as I am and he didn’t take no for an answer.

“Yeah?” he asks, resting his chin on the top
of my head.

“Yeah,” I say, “I want a baby.” His chin
moves on top of my skull and I just know he’s smiling. I’m not
fighting him or questioning him or doubting him for once. There’s a
slight nagging feeling in the back of my head telling me that this
is a disaster waiting to happen. And it probably is. But then, part
of me thinks that maybe it’s not. Our marriage should have been a
disaster; but here I am. In love. Our cohabitation should have been
a disaster; but here we are. Wanting to have a baby. I know that
bringing a baby into this mess is the worst idea imaginable, but
this is Bradley Patrick. He said he wants to keep me; and even if
he only loves me like a friend, I can live with that. I’d rather
have some of him than nothing at all. I can live with being just
his best friend and his wife and the mother of his children. The
very idea gives me butterflies. He doesn’t have to be in love with
me. He just has to keep me and I’ll be alright.

“We should get started then,” he laughs and
starts to strip. “We only got an hour before we have to be at your
parents’ house.” I laugh at the sudden shift in our moods. Adam
says we’re perfectly normal, capable human beings; but together,
we’re bipolar. I can’t say he’s wrong.

Brad steps out of the shower and then grabs
me, throwing me over his shoulder and carefully walks back into our
bedroom where the throws me on the bed. “We’re really doing this?”
he asks, a grin on his face. I smile, a blush heating my face.

“Yeah,” I say quietly, “we are.”


 CHAPTER TWENTY
FOUR

(Brad)

 


Colleen has a problem and in rides Brad.

 


WE'RE HAVING A baby. Well, we're
trying to have a baby. Hell, we might already have one on the way.
I have no clue. Apparently, I can't just man up and tell her that
I'm in love with her, but I can tell her I want to have a baby with
her. This probably says something about me.

"I can't wait to go shopping for maternity
clothes!" Colleen blurts out from across the room. And it is
comments like that that remind me how very real our decision is.
Talking about having a baby is one thing, but having sex without
any protection in order to have a baby is quite another. How
did I get into this, again?

Oh. Yeah. I thought that a baby would make
Colleen happy. I know that a baby will make me happy. I know that I
want a baby with Colleen, but I have the nagging feeling that this
just isn't a good idea. Which all leads me to wonder how far am I
willing to go to make her happy.

"Dude," Colleen says. I look up at her to
find that she's got her t-shirt pulled up and she's looking at her
profile in the full-length mirror. Well, she doesn't look pregnant
yet. "You think I'm already knocked up?" She smiles. I shrug. Damn
if I know. I've never knocked anyone up before.

"You really want to have a baby with me?” I
ask her seriously. She drops her shirt and walks over to me. She
isn’t smiling, she looks very serious. She places her hands on my
cheeks and smiles softly.

“Bradley Patrick,” she says nary above a
whisper. “There is nobody else I’d rather be married to, or have a
baby with, or be tied to in such a permanent way.” And what the
hell does she mean by that?

“As a friend, right?” I say, giving her a
chance to say something. The words she says don’t sound like things
friends say to each other. I should know, I’ve been saying shit
like that to her for years and I’ve never said anything close to
that to any of my girlfriends. She’s the only one. She’s always
been the only one. I thought Heather might have been a good
substitute for a while, but she never even came close to being my
pretty girl.

Her face falls. I swear to God she looks like
she’s about to cry. “Is there something you need to tell me?” I
ask, trying to get her to say what seems to be written all over her
face.

“You’re my best friend,” She leans up and
kisses the corner of my mouth.

“We better go,” I mumble and turn to walk out
of the room.

“WHAT’S GOING ON with you and
Colleen?” Dan asks. I take a long pull of my beer and think about
that for a moment and I come up with nothing.

“I have no clue,” I say, “she’s bipolar.” Dan
laughs.

“She’s not the only one,” Charlotte plops
down on the picnic bench beside me and snorts at her own comment.
She thinks she’s real funny, always has.

“Where’s my girl?” I nudge my older sister
and cock an eyebrow at her. She points across the yard. My niece,
Sarah, is pulling on Colleen’s t-shirt and gabbing away. Colleen is
talking to her and making her laugh. I involuntarily smile at the
sight. She may be a damn difficult human being but she is going to
be an amazing mom. I’ve never doubted that.

“You never come by and visit anymore, little
brother,” Charlotte pokes me in my arm. “I guess you’re busy being
all married now, right?” I sigh.

“I guess,” I mumble. She opens her mouth to
say something else but is distracted by my nephew, George, who is
trying to climb over the back fence and get into a neighboring
yard. He’s eight now. What are you going to do? Immediately, she
rushes over to him and starts yanking him down. I love that
boy.

“So, what’s really going on, son?” Dan gives
me the side eye. “I’ve been a cop for a long time, kid. I know when
something’s up.” I look away, doing my best to avoid his
question.

“We’re trying to have a baby,” I mutter,
trying to keep Dan from asking anymore questions. The way I figure
it is if I’m talking about sex with his daughter, then maybe he’ll
drop the subject. No dice.

“Look,” he leans in and rubs his mustache. “I
know this whole marriage thing was supposed to be a joke and a
bunch of shit went down, okay? I know you guys didn’t intend to
stay married. But my wife doesn’t know; and all she can talk about
is how happy she is now that you two are together. When I say
happy, Bradley,” he trails off and gives me the most serious
expression I’ve ever seen him give anybody—including a suspect. “I
mean happy and when she’s happy, Bradley, I’m happy. Don’t
make me unhappy, Bradley.” I laugh a little nervously at his
statement.

“How in the hell do you know that?” I hiss.
Dan smiles proudly. Darla walks over and hands him a beer. He grins
up at her.

“Here’s your beer, pop,” she says and walks
away. I catch the smile he gives her and I just know who the rat
is. The rat is Darla. Dan catches my look and straightens up.

“So, have you told her yet?” Dan sighs
happily as he opens his fresh beer.

“Told her what?” I ask, claiming
ignorance.

“You mean to tell me that you married my
daughter and now you’re trying to get her pregnant—“ he pauses, a
disgusted look crosses his face as he realizes the conversation
he’s stepped into, “and you haven’t even told her you’re in love
with her?” I look away from him. He already knows the answer.

“What, you don’t want me to knock her up?” I
try to divert the conversation. He just shakes his head and stands
up as my dad walks over.

“Your son is an idiot,” Dan looks John square
in the eye and shakes his head.

“Yours isn’t any better,” my dad laughs and
points to James who is, on a dare from my own mother, chugging two
beers at once.

“Louise probably shouldn’t of drank with that
one,” Dan smirks and walks away. My dad laughs and sits down beside
me.

“Is Colleen pregnant?” I’m surprised by his
question. I definitely wasn’t expecting that. I stand up and shift
my weight from foot to foot. Sensing my discomfort, he stands as
well.

"She ain't knocked up," I say defiantly. My
dad cocks his head to the side and looks over my shoulder. I turn
around and see what's holding his attention. Colleen. She looks
amazing, and there in her arms is Alex. I watch, captivated, as she
rubs noses with him. "Well," dad says, "by the way she's looking at
that kid, if she isn't pregnant now, she will be soon."

“Why would you even ask that?” I ask. I know
I’m snapping at him, when really he’s done nothing wrong, but damn
it. Why the hell is he asking?

“Calm down, son,” he raises his arms in the
air, surrendering. “I just ask because she’s over there asking your
mother how long it took her to get pregnant with you and the girls;
seems like she wants a baby to me.”

“Yeah,” I grumble, “she wants a fucking baby,
alright.”

Somehow, it wasn’t clear to me before; but it
sure is now. Colleen wants to be a mother. She wants to have a
child. Whatever I saw on her face earlier wasn’t what I thought it
was. For a moment there I thought I saw love in her eyes. But it
wasn’t love, after all. I’m just a means to an end and as her best
friend, who better to do the deed?

She doesn’t want a baby with me, she just
wants a baby and I’m a willing participant. I just can’t believe I
didn’t see it before now. All of her “attempts” to be a real couple
that had my head spinning were, after all, a fucking ploy. What was
it she said back in Vegas? She thought she’d be married by now?

Colleen has a problem and in rides Brad, the
ever-willing participant. I’m sick of it. I just can’t keep going
on and giving and giving. I just can’t be her rock when she needs
me and a pebble that she trips over when she’s gotten what she
wants. She is my entire world. My first memory in life is of her;
and every important moment in my life has her in it—my pretty
girl—and I want my last moment to be with her as well. But I’m so
fucking sick of taking scraps and the little tiny bits that she
throws me.

I’m done.

“Uncle Brad!” Sarah yells as she runs toward
me. I bend down and scoop her into my arms. At the age of seven,
she’s getting pretty big. She’s tall for her age, but so skinny;
and she has this bright red hair, just like her mom.

“What’cha doing?” she asks with a toothy
grin. I chuckle at her enthusiasm. I’m pretty sure she is the
Energizer Bunny, because she never stops going.

“Just thinking,” I say.

“Oh,” she says, “well stop it. You look like
you have to poop!” A real laugh slips through and I throw my head
back. Sarah is never one to think before speaking; a problem which
will likely get her in trouble when she gets older. She and Colleen
may not share any genetic material, but they are so much alike in
so many ways.

“Who’s that?” Sarah screams and tugs on my
arm. I look to the sliding back door and see Vicky of all people
coming out. Darla rushes over to her and hugs her. Vicky looks
shocked but smiles anyway. I spot Colleen, Alex still in her arms,
eyeing Vicky. She’s furious. I watch, alarmed, as Colleen stomps
over to Vicky. At the last moment she plasters a fake smile on her
face and gives Vicky a dainty hug.

Oh, so we’re back to that game, again?

“Brad!” Vicky calls to me, looking terrified
as Colleen talks to her about God only knows what.

“Oh! The pretty lady knows you, Uncle Brad!
Let’s go talk to her!” Sarah shouts, pulling me toward a
still-stunned Vicky. We walk over and the look of terror fades from
Vicky’s face.

“You’re pretty!” Sarah shouts. Colleen shoots
her a dirty look. Is she seriously giving the stink eye to a seven
year old?

“Um, thank you,” Vicky says, smiling at
Sarah. “So, Brad,” she says through clenched teeth, “you invited me
to this little family party?” I scratch my head and think back. Did
I invite her? No, I’m pretty sure I didn’t.

“Vic!” James shouts and rushes over. A loud
burp escapes him and the smell of hot dog and beer fills the
immediate area. Damn, that stinks. Vicky snorts at him and gives
him a quick hug. “You got my invite!” James is bouncing on his
heels, completely oblivious to the glare his sister is shooting
him.

“I did,” Vicky says, “any reason you invited
me to a family event, James? Not that I’m not happy to be
included,” she clarifies, but it’s obvious that she feels a little
nervous about being here. I’m willing to bet that Colleen is most
of the reason for that. Colleen gives her brother a questioning
look. She, too, wants to know what James was thinking.

“Yeah, James,” Colleen snaps. At the sound of
her voice, Vicky’s head snaps to her and the two women glare at
each other. This is ridiculous. I won’t have Colleen ruining this
barbeque just because she has to be a complete bitch when Vicky is
around. I still haven’t forgiven her for what happened the last
time they saw each other. Deciding not to chance another juice
throwing incident, I grab Colleen by her elbow and escort her
across the yard. Her head spins around to give Vicky a hateful look
as I drag her away.

“You need to knock it off,” I growl.

“Or what?” Colleen crosses her arms over her
chest and she smirks. I back her up against the fence and place my
hands beside her head.

“You listen to me and you listen good,
Frasier—you are going to be nice to Vicky because she’s my friend,”
I say through clenched teeth. “You know, friends, like we are.
Except that I’m not trying to knock her up. So please, be a little
decent toward her, will you?” Colleen scowls at me, her jaw set and
her chin in the air. She pokes my chest.

“And you listen to me, Patrick. I’m a Patrick
now, too, so quit calling me Frasier! And as for Barbie Bitch over
there, I’ll be nice to her when she stops trying to jump my
husband!” I laugh at her defense.

“But I’m your husband in name only, remember?
We’re friends, right, Frasier?” I’m trying to let it go, but I
can’t. I’m just her friend.

A stray tear slips down her cheek. She
brushes it away just as quickly. Here she goes again trying to make
me feel bad for yelling at her. “Just do me a favor this time, and
don’t sleep with her, okay?” I turn around and walk away. Colleen
rushes past me into the house, sniffling all the way. I don’t even
care. I’m just tired of her attitude.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
FIVE

(Colleen)

 


Do you want a girl or a boy?

 


"YOU HAVEN'T PUT this many hours in
since before you got married," Tim says from the door to my office.
He lets out a yawn and rubs his eyes.

"Yeah," I respond and sit my pen down. I've
been working on a game plan for the upcoming trial for hours now
and yet nothing has come of it. I lean back and yawn, which causes
Tim to yawn again. "It's getting late," I say, "You should go home
to your wife."

"And you should go home to your husband," he
smiles. I clear my throat and check the digital clock on my desk;
it reads 9:30 p.m. Brad will be here any minute.

"Actually," I smile, "he's coming to pick me
up. He should be here soon."

"He's picking you up?" Tim asks with raised
eyebrows.

"He's working on some case that's shot his
nerves. He just doesn't want me out at night alone," I nod. Tim
rubs his chin in contemplation; most likely sizing himself up as a
husband in comparison. Even when he’s being a shit, no one really
compares to Brad.

"Well, one thing's for sure-- he must really
love you," Tim says, throwing a wink in for good measure.

"You'd think," I mutter under my breath. My
cell phone buzzes, signaling a new text message. It's Brad. He's
pulling up to the building. "Well, he's here," I say, standing and
collecting my things in my brief case.

"Have a good night, Colleen," he smiles. I
shake my head and laugh at him. For a forty-year-old seasoned
attorney, he still busts his ass like when he was a baby lawyer.
"You go home and enjoy what's left of your night. I have a few more
hours to put in." I nod and brush past him.

"Ah come on, Tim," I look back and grin.
"Daddy owns the firm. Cut yourself some slack." He walks up beside
me and thumps my shoulder with the prescription glasses in his
hand.

"That is the reason I can't cut myself any
slack," he says and walks away. "Go home, kid, your husband's
waiting for you." I walk down the hall and get into the elevator,
still smiling. It's a relief to have Tim back from the D.C. office
where he had been transferred to on a temporary basis for the last
six months. I don't feel so alone here now; stuck with just The
Toad and his diaper-wearing imbecile father.

Downstairs in the lobby, the feeling of calm
leaves me. Brad’s truck—which he has unfortunately named
Sweetness—is parked in the fire lane right out front and he's
gotten out; standing on the other side of the locked doors, waiting
for me. Sheesh. I want to run out there and shake him and ask him
why he insists on doing this if he thinks of me as just a friend. I
can get home without incident. As he so kindly and continuously
likes to point out—anyone who kidnaps me is in for an ordeal. He is
entirely convinced that my abductor would return me within the
hour.

I swipe my I.D. badge to unlock the door, and
then walk out. He doesn't smile at me, he just places his hand on
my lower back and escorts me to the truck. This is the most contact
we've had in over a week.

It's Friday now, and he's come to pick me up
all week since I've been putting in fifteen-hour days: getting off
usually no earlier than 9 p.m. Monday and Tuesday nights he didn't
look at me, either, nor did he place his hand on my back. It was
the same with Wednesday, but at least then he opened the door to
the truck for me. Thursday night he gave me a sad smile. Tonight, I
don't even get that; and I don't even know what I did that was so
awful to deserve any of it. All I know is that he's angry with me;
but he won't talk about it, and by Tuesday I was tired of pressing
him to open up.

Brad normally has no issue telling me what
I've done to piss him off, but this silent treatment is faintly
reminiscent of The Heather Incident and that scares me. Deep down I
had a feeling he would never truly get over that, and maybe he
never will.

The whole thing used to make me a little sad.
It's been years and he has yet to really move on from it. I used to
wish that he could just get over it and we could erase the whole
incident from memory. But I get it now. If I saw him with someone
else, I'd lose it, too. He really loved Heather and I messed that
up for him.

A tear slips from my eye and I try to wipe it
away without notice. He scoffs. I look over to him and he's shaking
his head. "What the fuck are you crying for?" His lack of sympathy
or even general regard for my emotional well-being sends me over
the edge and I break out in a full cry. "Crap," he grumbles.

"I'm sorry," I say. Since he's barely
speaking to me, I decide to take the floor. "I'm so sorry about the
whole Heather thing. I am! I am!" I sob, turning into a blubbering
mess. I don’t even know where this is coming from.

"Don't!" he shouts, startling me. "Don't you
fucking go there!" He grips the steering wheel tightly, his face
reddening. I ignore him and continue. Fighting with Brad is far
better than being ignored by Brad.

"I know I can't take it back and I'm sorry
for that! I have no excuse!" I scream. "But at some point you have
to forgive me or not. There can't be an in-between anymore." I
cover my face with my hands.

"You? You!" He barks an angry laugh. "You
have no clue how shitty it is to follow you around like a lost
fucking puppy, just waiting to be pet and then shoved aside when
something else interests you!" My stomach churns at his words. One
moment, I feel a little light headed and the next I can feel my
dinner making its way up.

"Stop the car!" I panic as the intensity of
my queasiness skyrockets.

"She's not a car, Colleen," he chastises, not
even looking away from the road.

"Stop the damn truck!" I yell, my arms
stretched out before me on the dash. Still he doesn't look
over.

"Why!" he snaps, "for what goddamn reason
should I stop the truck?"

My line of vision goes fuzzy and I can't make
out the road in front of us. I dry heave once and my stomach calms.
But the peace doesn't last. I take two deep breaths and then expel
my dinner onto the floorboard.

"Oh, shit," Brad says, startled. He slowly
pulls over and puts the truck in park. "Baby, are you going to get
sick again?" he holds my hair back away from my face. His free hand
is rubbing my back in the most soothing manner. I shake my
head.

"I told you to stop the truck, you imbecile,"
I groan and wipe my mouth. This is so disgusting.

“I wish I had listened to you. Poor
Sweetness,” he says. Sweetness? Poor Sweetness? Seriously? Even the
truck gets more sympathy than I do. And only Brad would name his
damn truck Sweetness. Really? I kick the floorboard and find myself
disgusted when my own throw up sloshes around my shoe. I dry heave
again, this time opening the door and into the fresh air.

“Disgusting,” I hear him mutter from behind
me as he holds my hair and tries his best to soothe me, which isn’t
saying much. He fishes around and finds a water bottle for me. I
gulp its contents down quickly and lean back inside the
truck—stupid Sweetness—catching my breath.

“Is it something you ate?” he asks nervously.
I shrug my shoulders and close my eyes. It probably is. I haven’t
thrown up in years. “Or do you think you could be pregnant
already?” I feel one of his hands graze my stomach before he pulls
it away quickly. My heart flutters and my cheeks redden at his
impulsive action. I like his hand there. It feels so intimate.

Pregnant? I think that over for a moment. Is
it too soon? It’s probably too soon, I reason. But God, I sure hope
so. Another flood of images of rowdy little boys flood my mind and
warm my heart. I want to have Brad’s baby.

"How long's it been since, you know, anyway?"
he asks. I brace myself against the dash and shoot an incredulous
look his way. Is he really trying to ask how long we've been having
sex for? He begins to blush under my stare. Brad. Blush? What?
Well, this is new.

"You mean how long we've been bumping uglies
for? You mean how long we've been fucking for? You mean--" and he
cuts me off.

"Don't be crude, Colleen," he chastises me, a
smirk playing on his lips. The hell? Really? He is telling me not
to be crude? Oh, for the ever loving-- "and it’s not bumping
uglies," he says, interrupting my internal banter. "It's bumping
pretties." I roll my eyes.

He starts up the car and rolls down the
windows. "Let's go home, you disgusting thing, you. I don't think
my poor truck can take any more of your particular brand of
abuse."

"Anyway," I grumble, "I don't know how long
it's been. We'll have to look at a calendar."

We get home and to my surprise, Brad comes
around to my side in a flash and opens up my door. He offers his
hand, which I happily accept, and he helps me out. We walk in and I
leave my disgusting shoes just outside the door, and rush up to the
bathroom to brush my teeth.

"So, should I go buy one of those things?"
Brad asks, sneaking into the bathroom behind me. Despite having
brushed my teeth, I can still smell the puke on me so I decide to
shower. I undress in front of Brad. I notice he's paying attention
to my now naked body as opposed to my face. I take a small bit of
pride in the fact that I can cause a physical reaction out of him,
judging by Mac's suddenly obvious presence.

"Would you?" I ask. He nods, his eyes
focusing on my bare breasts. I'm still on the fence about whether
or not I think he thinks of me just as a friend; so I do what any
red-blooded woman would do, I try to seduce him to find out. My
right hand finds its way to my right breast and begins to gently
rub my nipple. Brad gulps, his eyes never leaving my chest. In a
not-so-genius move on my part, I try to roll my nipple between my
fingers but my nail gets in the way and before I know it, a biting
pain shoot through my nipple and I swear on all that is Holy, I
think I'm having a heart attack.

"What the hell are you trying to do!" Brad
shouts, rushing toward me. The tears flow freely down my face.

"Trying to seduce you!" I cry, unabashedly.
His body shakes with laughter but he's careful to keep as quiet as
possible.

"You don't have to try, pretty girl," he
whispers as he gently massages my battered nipple. He kisses my
forehead and smiles. God only knows what the hell he's smiling
about.

"I'm going to take a bath," I say with a
sigh. I feel better under his touch.

"And I'll go pick up that thingamajig," he
grins.

"Hey, pretty boy," I say as he walks away. He
looks back, still grinning.

"What's up, pretty girl?"

"Do you want a boy or a girl?" I ask. His
entire face lights up.

"What do you want?"

"On three," I say and he nods.

"Boy," we say in unison. And we're both
standing there like love-struck fools. At least I hope we are. I
know I am.

"Don't you ever tell James this, but I'm
really glad I had a big brother," I admit sheepishly. He laughs and
walks back over to me.

"As the middle child, and only boy; I can
promise you that having an older sister sucks," he admits. Now I'm
laughing along with him. "But really," he says, his voice
softening, "a little girl like you would be pretty cool." I sniffle
at his words, tears threatening to spill; and I'm really damn sure
now that I'm not just his best friend.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
SIX

(Brad)

 


I wouldn’t have her any other way.

 


I LEAVE COLLEEN in the bathroom and
head down to my poor vomit-ridden truck and get to work on cleaning
her out. She's a mess and she smells like shit, but I really don't
care. Colleen might be pregnant. And the biggest, ear-to-ear grin
lights up my face. I realize how stupid I look-- scrubbing up vomit
and smiling like a fool. If vomiting is a sign that we're going to
have a baby, then I don't care how many more times I have to clean
up puke.

A baby.

My baby.

Our baby.

Despite how much I want this, I can’t help
but think about how screwed up our relationship is. We’re off and
then we’re on, but only for a moment because I look at her wrong or
she only hears what she wants to. Then I get annoyed and she gets
pissed and we’re left standing there, looking like the idiots we
are. The only thing that’s changed since we were babies is that now
we solve our arguments through sex. We both initiate it. Arguing is
like our mating dance or something ridiculous like that.

The fact that we’ve been unable to mature any
in the last thirty-five-odd years leads me to believe we’re going
to raise some messed up kids. I mean, I think we’re capable of
feeding and diapering and caring for a kid on a daily basis; but
what will we be teaching them?

My brain hurts.

The thought occurs to me that even if, in
time, Colleen learns to love me as more than just her best friend
that we may never get along. We may never be Ward and June Cleaver
who never seemed to fight and lived in this idealistic state of
marital bliss at all times—not that I’m much like Ward Cleaver.
Anyway. Colleen is definitely no June Cleaver, I can tell you that.
I have never seen that woman make the bed or a decent meal in her
life (not one that was edible anyway.)

I finish cleaning out Sweetness and I give
myself a sniff. I stink pretty badly, but whatever. I’m going to
buy a pee stick, not sit at some fancy dinner. So, I ignore the
scent and grab my keys from my pocket, pulling out the spare to
Colleen’s Honda. I know I’m going to stink her car up, and I can’t
help from smiling. It serves her right. She’s just lucky I haven’t
puked in this thing.

The drive to the drug store is short. I could
have walked it, but I really don’t want to hold up this process any
more. Colleen could be pregnant with our baby right now.
Unfortunately, when I get to the drug store, it’s packed; which is
strange for this time of night. Neighborhood folks form a line at
the front registers that is at least ten people long. I groan. I
hate waiting in line. I wish I had my badge right now. I could
flash it and see all these people scatter. Well, okay, maybe not;
but the thought is nice.

So, I finally make my way to the back of the
store where they got condoms next to diapers and pregnancy tests
next to drug tests. Huh. The aisle is empty, thank God. I feel like
some kind of pervert, like I’ve done something wrong to be here. I
feel like I did that time back in high school when James thought
Darla was knocked up and she made him go buy a pregnancy test. She
said not to tell anyone, so what did he do? He dragged me along. I
remember standing there, my hands shoved in my pockets, looking
like I had been the irresponsible jerk who felt like their life was
about to end.

Why is he my best friend again?

Oh, that’s right. He’s not.

His obnoxious little sister is.

My wife.

And we’re back to present day and I’m
standing here and I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing.
Some of these tests say they’ve got digital readings on them. Some
of them give you a plus or negative sign. Some of them have the
word “pregnant” appear and some of them, I just don’t even know
what the hell they do. So I look through them and decide on the one
that spells out the word “pregnant” or “not pregnant” because damn
if that ain’t clear.

“Thirty-five dollars!,” I shout. The entire
drug store silences and heads poke around the corners of the sex
aisle and gape at me. I rub the back of my neck and look around.
“Damn,” I say, trying to look innocent, “some people got no
respect. Why do they have to be so loud?” I continue to look around
as innocently as possible and soon enough the nosey birds are no
longer interested in the idiot down aisle sex with sticker
shock.

Thirty-five dollars seems a little ridiculous
to me. I want to call James or Darla or hell, even Ma, and ask them
what’s considered a reasonable price; but nobody else knows that
we’re trying to have a baby, except Dan, and I’m thinking the wife
wouldn’t like me just blurting it out to the world. And if I tell
Ma, I’m telling the world. You see, despite Colleen’s opinion of
me, I do think things through before I do them. But much like the
wife herself, I go ahead and do it, bad idea or not. I won’t tell
her that, though. I also know how to keep from starting a fight;
but I kind of like fighting with her. She’s never more passionate
than when she’s angry, and she seems to thinking putting out will
show me. Yeah, she “shows me” real good when she’s pissed. Needless
to say, Mac is partial to an angry Colleen.

I poke around the aisle and continue to gripe
about price gouging because damn it, this is ridiculous. I’m half
tempted to drive across town to Walmart and hope their prices are
considerably cheaper, when my favorite misguided youth walks down
the aisle.

Joe McCarthy is a GED recipient who works
down at the butcher shop around the corner. I first met him while
volunteering as a big brother at the Southie location of the Boys
& Girls Club. I was his mentor; so when I picked him up on a
“drunk in public” charge last year, I felt like I had failed him.
Despite his sometimes reckless behavior, he’s a decent kid just
doing the best he can. I remember cuffing him and he broke down
crying. He had just found out his girlfriend was pregnant and he
didn’t know what to do. Joe was just sixteen at the time.

“Joe,” his head snaps my way and his eyes
widen before he smiles at me.

“Patrick!” he says enthusiastically. “What
you doin’ in my ‘hood, bro?” I quirk an eyebrow at him. I may not
be on duty or in my work clothes, but that doesn’t mean I’m not
going to command respect. If anything, this kid needs someone to
show him how to be in the world.

“Uh,” he coughs, “Officer Patrick, Sir,” he
stutters.

“What are you doing here, kid?” I ask.

“I got to pick up some formula,” he points to
the display before him. “Maya isn’t breastfeeding, and this shit is
expensive.” I lean over and look at formula prices. Oh, fuck that.
Colleen’s just going to have to play dairy cow until the kid can
eat adult food.

“That’s not cheap, kid,” I say, trying to
hide my fright at the possibility of having to pay those costs. And
here I thought thirty-five bucks for a test was bad. That formula
would put me in the poor house.

“Don’t I know it. What’re you doing down
here?” he asks again and I realize that I ignored his question the
first time he asked it.

“Just picking something up for my wife,” I
say. Joe leans over and looks at the couple hundred pregnancy tests
that I’m standing in front of.

“You go and knock up your girl, Officer
Responsible?” he asks. I throw my head back and laugh.

“My wife,” I correct. “You know, it’s this
little thing adults do. They get married and then they knock
up their girl.” I nod my head and Joe looks away briefly before
righting himself and sticking his chest out.

“Yeah, well, maybe some of us are just that
good,” his body gives a false bravado, but his eyes look desperate.
The longer I stand here with this kid, the more I remember little
things about him. His dad’s gone-- has been for years-- and it was
just he and his mom until Maya came along. They were already
struggling when they’d found out he knocked her up. By then, his
hopes of college and a future outside of Southie had all but
disappeared. He reminded me so much of Colleen back then, wanting
out of Southie at all costs.

Standing here with this kid, I’m reminded of
how lucky I am. I feel like I need to do something like hug my mom
and dad right now; but I’m thirty-five so I don’t dare voice that
to anyone. Not even the wife needs to know when I get emotional.
She’s liable to ask me if I need a tampon. Why do I love this woman
again?

“You doing okay?” I ask. He nods with a
determination that doesn’t meet his eyes. “Tell me the truth, Joe,
or I can’t help you.” I urge him to talk because I really do want
to know what’s going on with this kid. I know he’s still doing the
big brother thing at the Boys & Girls Club, but that doesn’t
mean he is doing okay. After his daughter, Jane, was born he
transitioned from little brother to big brother in the program. I
still look after him as much as I can, though.

I was there the day he found out his life was
totally fucked. I was there the day he started on as a big brother
to some poor kid who had it worse off than he did. I was there the
day his kid was born, and I want to be there if he needs me
now.

Kids like Joe aren’t just a nuisance in the
neighborhood. They’re good kids who grew up with nothing, had to
work with nothing, and were expected to live off nothing. Dad
always said it was moments like this that made him want to be a
cop. I used to think he sounded like a girl saying it, but looking
at Joe, I know what he means. I want to make a difference in this
kid’s life; even if it is something as small as buying the formula
for him. Everybody deserves a helping hand.

“It’s just tough,” he says. “You know that
scholarship you got me?” I nod. It wasn’t really a scholarship. It
was more like a gift from me and James, but Joe doesn’t need to
know that. It wasn’t all that much, either. We just put $500 in
each so he could get started at the local community college.

“I don’t want you thinking I just didn’t want
to go or something, but I had to return it. I can’t take classes
right now. I’m working two jobs because Maya don’t want to work.
Something about bonding or some shit.” I know better to ask him
about his mom. She’s been relying on welfare for years and hasn’t
worked since he was a small child. This kid has the weight of the
world on his shoulders; I could never be mad at him for making the
best choices he can for his family.

“Well,” I say, “you have to do what you have
to do, kid. But you know that scholarship is there when you’re
ready to use it. It won’t expire.” He nods and sighs. I’ll figure
out a way to help him later.

“Can’t decide which one to get?” he asks. I
shrug.

“They’re so expensive,” I gripe before
stopping myself. I like being friendly with the kid, but we’re not
friends. My job alone sees to that.

“Buy one of the clearance ones,” he suggests,
leaning over and pointing at a bunch of pregnancy tests with bright
orange labels showing a cheaper price. They look generic in brand
and their boxes are pretty beat up, but they’re marked down to
$4.99. I reason with myself that they wouldn’t sell them if they
didn’t work. Besides, how complicated can this be?

“Sweet,” I say, grabbing a box. Joe
smirks.

“So, Officer Catch Some Snatch is gonna be a
dad, huh?” I stare at him incredulously.

“What did you just call me?” I ask, half
confused and half irritated. The kid always has some creative name
for me, but this takes the cake. He gulps and laughs nervously. I
dismiss it and ask him if he’s still at his mom’s. He confirms and
I tell him to stay out of trouble, leaving him behind to pick out
his own damn formula.

Up at the register, I pay for my item and a
$50 gift card as well. The cashier makes a side comment about being
unaware they were still carrying that brand. She must be surprised
this place is selling them so cheap. I smile and tell her I was
happy to get a good deal. She seems uncomfortable so I don’t engage
her further.

“So,” I address the cashier after she rings
me up. “This gift card is for the teenage kid that walked in a few
minutes ago. His name is Joe. He’s got blond hair.” The cashier
just stares at me like I’m speaking a foreign language, so I lean
in to emphasize my point.

“Tell him someone left this behind and use it
to pay for his purchase, and then give it to him. Tell him you
can’t tell him how much is on it but he can call that number on the
back.” And she just continues to stare at me. “Okay?” I ask, a
little annoyed at her ineptitude.

“You don’t want me to tell him it’s from
you?” she asks, finally catching on. I shake my head no.

“My name is Officer Bradley Patrick, so I
urge you to take this seriously. Make sure he leaves with that
card.” I walk off, hoping she does as I ask. I’d hate to have to
come back with my badge, not that it can really do anything.

In my car, I watch and wait for Joe to leave
the store. He looks lighter, relieved. His eyes scan the parking
lot looking for me, but I’m without my truck so he doesn’t find me.
I know he knows the gift card is from me. A genuine smile crosses
his face and he walks home, I hope feeling just a little better
about his day.

I think about Joe and the other kids at the
Boys & Girls Club whom I’ve met over the years. Colleen used to
volunteer as a big sister before she started at the firm and got
too busy for all of us from the neighborhood. She used to be really
something special, she still is, but I hadn’t seen it in a while.
If there’s one positive outcome to this marriage it’s that my old
Colleen is coming back little by little. I remember the day she
told me she was going to Harvard. I didn’t understand. She’d spent
two years at the community college and then got into state and from
there, Harvard for grad school. I didn’t really understand why she
would want to be a lawyer, but then she told me, and I couldn’t
help but support her. She wanted to be able to help kids like Joe,
like all of them at the club. She wanted to work in family law. I
don’t know when things changed, but they did. She became more
concerned with the almighty dollar and her reputation and
appearance than she was actually helping people.

James, Colleen and I started volunteering
back in high school. Our dads always made sure we knew how lucky we
are. My time with the kids has dropped dramatically since the Vegas
trip as I’ve been distracted with the old lady; and work hasn’t
been easy, either. Those stupid college kids and their “study aids”
have been keeping me pretty busy. Just as I walk into the house, I
resolve to spend more time at the center. I wonder if Colleen will
come with me or if she hasn’t come back to herself as much as I
think she has.

Upstairs, Colleen is sitting in the center of
our bed, chewing her bottom lip right off. She’s wearing one of my
old t-shirts-- her favorite night wear-- and her long blonde hair
is down and damp. She picks up a water bottle, takes a gulp and
then squirms in place. I chuckle at the sight. What in the hell is
she doing?

“Oh, thank God!” she exclaims, tosses the
capped water bottle to the side and jumps up. She grabs the small
plastic bag from my hand and rush to the bathroom. In a matter of
seconds, I hear the bag crinkle, the box opens, and plastic being
ripped apart.

“Took you long enough!” she shouts. I round
the corner to find the bathroom door wide open and Colleen peeing
on the stick. I walk over to her and pick up the directions as she
continues to pee.

“Did you even read how to work this thing?” I
ask, trying to make sense of the directions. I find the spot that
tells me not to pee on the stick for too long. And Colleen keeps
right on peeing. God, I hope she’s peeing on the right fucking end.
I don’t want to have to go back out.

“Uh, babe,” I say, “I don’t think you’re
supposed to pee on it for that long.”

“I can’t help it!” she whines and continues
to pee.

“Seriously?” I stare down at her. “You can
keep peeing but remove the damn stick!”

“What am I supposed to do with it?” she
asks.

“Hell if I know,” I say, shrugging. I’ve
never been in this position before. Her confusion leads me to
believe that neither has she. I breathe a sigh of comfort, allowing
myself to imagine that I’m the only man she’s ever been with.
Unfortunately, I can’t pretend that I’m the only person, as I’ve
seen firsthand that I’m not.

Pinching the end of the stick daintily with
the tips of two fingers, she plops the stick on the counter,
leaving a trail in her wake. This is a pretty gross process to be
honest. Messy, too. With all the fancy shit scientists can do
nowadays and they still haven’t figured out a way to tell a lady if
she’s knocked up without her peeing on her hand? Either way, her
piss, her problem. I am not cleaning that off the counter.

Looking at the directions, it says to check
the stick in five minutes, but not to trust results after ten
minutes. I check my watch, it reads 11:05 p.m. “Okay, we got five
minutes pretty girl,” I say, smiling down at her. She looks up at
me and grins.

“I can’t believe we’re really doing this,”
she says, her voice giddy with excitement.

“I know,” I smile at her goofily. She sighs
and then snaps back to reality.

“Can you leave? I need to... finish up here,”
she looks around nervously. I smirk and back away.

“Okay, pretty girl,” I say, “but if you wipe
three times, you’re just playing with yourself.”

The plastic hand soap dispenser comes flying
at my head just as I turn the corner into the hall. I walk into our
bedroom and check my watch. Two minutes to go. I plop down on the
bed and chuckle as she continues to call me every name under the
sun. The only thing that really registers is the threat that if I
keep it up, I won’t be playing with her anymore. The woman is
unbalanced-- definitely unbalanced-- but I wouldn’t have her any
other way.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
SEVEN

(Colleen)

 


Maybe it’s too soon.

 


I WALK OUT of the bathroom, scowl
firmly in place, and find my impossible other half on our bed. His
shoulders are shaking with laughter. I want to keep on giving him
the look of death but I can’t help myself. I walk up to him and
give him a push backwards. His torso falls back much too easily,
and then his arms wrap around my waist, pulling me with him. I land
atop him with a thud.

Eyes wide and frozen in place, he stares at
me. “Are you okay?” Absentmindedly, I scoff, until I understand
what he means. I straddle him, knees on either side, and sit
up.

“I— I think so,” my expression mirrors his. I
am beyond out of my element with this. I’ve never been pregnant
before. I don’t know what’s okay and what isn’t; and apparently
neither does he. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I confess.

“I’m pretty sure that’s a first,” he smiles
earnestly. I love him most when he’s like this. I realize now that
I love him always. Even when I want to smother him, even when I
want to scream, and even when he’s so wonderful that I’m convinced
it must be charade—I love him.

I lean down and kiss him, running my hands
through his hair, and grinding on his pelvis. At first, there’s
shock on his face, but then he gets into it and kisses me back. We
move together, our bodies alight with need. His hands travel up and
down. Slowly, he strips me of my clothes, and then we switch
positions and I return the favor.

There is no big bang—just a little one—but
it’s more than enough. This isn’t about fireworks or showing off.
This isn’t a challenge and it’s not a frenzied attack. This is us:
slick with sweat and a burning ache, the need to connect coursing
through our bodies, and a thousand promises that we’re in this
together.

And when we’re done, I curl into his side,
savoring his slippery frame and the feel of him under my fingers.
Then I remember about the pregnancy test.

“Do you think it’s been two minutes yet?” I
ask, somewhat shyly. He laughs lightly and leans in, kissing my
head.

“Probably,” he smiles, and rolls out of bed.
“I am the Irish stallion.” I roll my eyes.

“It’s Italian stallion,” I correct him.

“Please. Those WOPs got nothing on the
Irish,” he turns around and smirks. Naked, Brad disappears into the
bathroom, having taken the task of being the one to look first upon
himself. He’s silent in there and it feels like it’s taking
forever. I burrow further into the bed and clutch to his pillow. I
close my eyes as a distraction but I see myself, heavily pregnant
and in the same position as now. The image doesn’t help any; it
only makes me want this even more. How is it possible to want
something so much in such a short amount of time?

When he emerges from the bathroom, he looks
crestfallen. I can’t bear to look at him anymore. I already know
the answer.

“I’m sorry, pretty girl,” he says, offering
me a supportive look. It doesn’t help. I feel like I’ve lost
something. But that’s insane—to have lost something you never had.
And the tears begin. He curls himself around me and lets me cry. I
notice he’s not crying and I understand why. He didn’t want this as
much as I do. He was making the best of a bad situation. Brad’s
always wanted kids. I guess he just doesn’t want them with me—and I
cry even harder.

“Maybe it’s too soon,” he offers. I shake my
head.

“It’s stupid,” I concede to the fact that my
womb is but a barren wasteland, inhospitable to Brad’s perfect
sperm. “We weren’t even trying.”

THE NEXT WEEK is tough. I feel like
I’m going out of my mind—and I probably am. We’ve only been married
a few weeks but my entire life is radically different from what it
was. Brad’s life doesn’t seem to have changed all that much in
comparison. He lives in the same house. He’s in the same place with
his career. He’s still Brad. I don’t really know who I am
anymore.

And I realize that I’m being overly
dramatic.

I wish I could blame pregnancy hormones… but
I can’t.

So, it’s Tuesday and I’m in my office. It’s
been over a week since the test came back negative and with every
passing day my mood has worsened. The Toad has been making subtle
comments all day.

You seem distracted, Colleen.

Your work is slipping.

Are you even listening to me?

It wasn’t even 10 a.m. when The Toad made a
sly comment about how many cups of coffee I’ve drank today. The
number, then, was up to 4. So sue me. I’m going to enjoy one of the
few perks of not being knocked up—caffeine—lots and lots of
caffeine.

It was noon when I stopped for lunch—turkey
sandwich on white with pickles, onions, banana peppers, and Swiss
cheese. Normally I hate banana peppers. But today, those juicy
little things called to me. In the break room there were some
snacks—cookies, brownies, and pastries. I only made two trips: two
cookies, two brownies, and an apple fritter. I’m a glutton for
sweets and I eat when I’m depressed. The Toad asked me if there was
something I’d like to tell him. It took all my strength not to tell
him he’s a sleaze.

It was a little after 2:00 p.m. when we were
in an all-hands meeting and The Toad kept giving me curious glances
across the table. At one point he even had the nerve to ask me for
a bite of the cookie I was munching on. I politely told him I was
sick and proceeded to cough on the cookie. I wouldn’t have shared
that cookie with Jesus Christ himself let alone The Toad.

There’s a knock at my office door. Before I
have the opportunity to acquiesce to the intrusion, the door flies
open. It’s The Toad. He’s standing there, hands in his pockets,
looking rather shy. I know better. He’s a snake.

“Thomas,” I say, smiling, and gesture to a
chair in front of my desk. He nods and walks in, closing the door
behind him. The Toad takes the seat I’ve offered him and he leans
back in his seat, making himself at home. I really wish he wouldn’t
do that. He has no right to feel so comfortable in my office when
I’m so uncomfortable with him being in here.

When he says nothing, I blow out a breath and
decide it’s going to be up to me to get things rolling. “So, what
can I help you with?”

“Colleen,” The Toad begins, “Is there
something you need to tell me?” I stare at him blankly. Several
things come to mind: you’re a pig, I hate you, die in a fire… but
none are things I can vocalize. I raise my eyebrows, asking for
clarification. “I just mean,” he stutters, “You’re eating a lot—a
lot” he emphasizes.

I narrow my eyes and slap my hands down on my
desk. “What are you trying to say, Nate?” My temper has left me and
so have my senses. I disregard the fact that he is my boss. I
disregard the fact that I spent over three years in law school. I
disregard my student loan debt, and the economy. If I lose this
job, I can say hello to bankruptcy, because finding another one
would be impossible. The trouble is that I just don’t give a flying
fuck anymore.

He fumbles over his words. He fidgets. He
opens his mouth repeatedly; but no words come out. Thomas Nate is
stuck at the bottom of a well and it’s apparent that he knows if he
speaks one wrong word, I’m going to drown him alive. So I throw him
a bone.

“Spit it out, please. It’s nearly time for
second lunch!” I snap, revealing myself as a closet “Lord of the
Rings” nerd. The Toad looks unfazed. I should have known he was too
lame to appreciate all that which Tolkien can offer. Idiot.

“ARE YOU PREGNANT?!?” he shouts, eyes darting
around the room—looking anywhere but at my face—and a nervous sheen
appearing on his forehead. Score one point for Angry Colleen.

“WHY!” I shout back, my blood boiling. He
continues to squirm.

“I’m sorry,” he pleads, but I’m not having
it.

“No, no. Don’t be sorry, Nate. I understand,”
I nod my head, my voice ice cold. His eyes widen in what appears to
be fear. Inside, I giggle maniacally. Good. “I get it. A woman
can’t have a healthy appetite because either she’s a pig or she’s
with child.”

“That is not what I meant!” he defends
himself weakly.

“Sure, sure,” I say, wanting to throttle him.
My arms twitch and the papers on my desk fly around the office. I
stand up and lean over my desk.

“What do you want to hear, Nate? That I’m
depressed? How about I tell you I’m a pig? How about I tell you
that I just like cookies?” My arms twitch again and more papers fly
around. And again. My desk is now cleared of every last loose
paper. “How about I tell you that I can’t stand you?”

He stands up, having now found his voice.
“This is unprofessional, unacceptable, and I urge you to lower your
voice, Ms. Frasier.” I let out a muffled scream. How dare he! The
stupid bastard. My last name is Patrick. I may not have Brad in
every way I want him, but I do have his last name, damn it.

“Or what?” I challenge.

“Or you will be excused from your position at
this firm.” His voice is condescending.

Without another thought, I make a decision.
“DON’T BOTHER!” I scream at the top of my lungs. Leaning forward
across my desk, I meet The Toad’s eyes.

“You will have my personal items boxed up and
delivered to my condo—not my husband’s house. You will expedite a
check to me for all of my recently submitted billed hours,” I raise
an eyebrow at him knowing that he was likely planning on trying to
swindle me out of my billed hours; especially considering the fact
that I’ve put in a lot of overtime as of late, and that extra
cushion will help me during my apparent upcoming season of
unemployment.

“Do we understand one another?” I ask. Nate
remains silent. It’s probably for the best. I’m one short answer
from backhanding that moron right about now. I grab my purse and
pull my apple fritter from the top right hand drawer and smirk at
the pansy before me—and then take a huge bite of my pastry—and
smile wide as I exit what was once my sanctuary.

“And one more thing—if there is not a
sufficient enough bonus attached to my last check from this firm,
then you can assure that I will be filing a civil suit against you
and the firm for your horrid behavior. Surely, an attorney of your
caliber should know by now that badgering an employee and then
outright asking whether or not they are with child is illegal… and
that, Toad, is one of your milder offenses. I keep good records, so
don’t even try me, you swine.”


 CHAPTER TWENTY
EIGHT

(Colleen)

 


This is going to kill us both.

 


TWO WEEKS AGO I quit my job. I’d
threatened my boss—practically threw my chair at him—in what Brad
would proudly call a hormonal rage. He’s always been all about
labeling any type of outburst as a hormonal rage. The shit head. I
didn't tell him—haven’t told him. I will… eventually. You know...
after I get caught in my lie. But for now, I'm going to keep right
on pretending that I'm an employed, capable adult who did not throw
the mother of all temper tantrums and quit her job.

Yeah, that definitely wasn't me last
week.

And it wasn't me who kicked a dent into the
side of The Toad's car.

Nope.

Didn't do that, either.

Not that we’ve talked much. I sort of stopped
talking to him and now he’s sort of stopped talking to me. He and
James have been thick as thieves lately. They’re always talking and
quietly and if I try to inquire about it, they clam up. Not that
I’ve been a peach. Brad can’t do anything right lately. One minute
he offers to help me with coffee in the morning and I’m swooning
over this man who offers to help with the little stuff like making
coffee; and the next I’m cursing him out for thinking I’m a moron
who can’t make her own coffee. He can’t win for losing, so I can’t
say that I really blame him for backing off, any sane person
would.

So, I got up this morning and tried to put on
my requisite work uniform: black slacks, comfortable pumps, white
pin-striped button-up, and black blazer. The slacks were
uncomfortable so I opted for my period slacks. Work slacks have
been uncomfortable all week. I must be bloated or something,
because everything fits abnormally.

Then again, I am unemployed and I’ve turned
into a major snacker, according to the old ball and chain himself.
Yesterday, I read a study that detailed how the unemployed have a
higher probability of being overweight than the employed. I really
shouldn’t have kicked Brad’s Knicks hoop when he called me the
Snack Queen for the first time. I just really hate that hoop. And
I’m not terribly fond of the new nickname, either.

I left my hair down and put on very minimal
makeup. Brad commented on my hair and makeup. I just shrugged and
said that I didn’t feel like doing much today. It was the truth,
but more so, I was tired of squeezing into clothes that didn’t fit
to go sit in a park and feed pigeons and stuff myself with uncooked
pasta. Don’t judge me. I like to snack on uncooked macaroni.
Everybody has their thing.

Anyway, Brad being Brad, he tried to make me
feel better. He told me I looked great. And I almost cried. I hate
my period and the emotional rollercoaster that comes with it. But I
love my husband. I really do.

So, today I decided to be proactive. I had a
few main problems on my hands and I needed to figure them out
before Detective Patrick caught onto me. I didn’t have much time.
My daily trip to the park would have to wait until after I’ve met
with the real estate agent.

I’m selling my condo. Unfortunately, I’ll be
lucky to break even. I bought high and now I’m selling low. But I’m
also unemployed right now and to be quite frank, I’d much rather
break even or have to dole out a few grand to be rid of the debt
than to hang on to a place I’m not even living in and let it get
foreclosed on. Because you know, the unemployed don’t exactly have
a lot to work with in regards to finances. And my husband—God love
him—doesn’t have enough money to support the both of us as well as
my debts, which are substantial. Being an adult blows.

My cell rings. It’s Brad.

“Hey,” I say, looking around nervously. I
don’t want him to hear anything he’s not supposed to. To the best
of his knowledge, I’m in my office in a high rise in downtown
Boston right now; not around the corner from the station in Southie
to meet with a real estate agent. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt
me.

“Hey, pretty girl,” he says. I smile. God, I
love this man. His voice is smooth and low. He’s at work and most
likely doesn’t want the boys ragging on him about the way he’s
talking to me.

“What’s up, pretty boy?” I ask, trying to
withhold a giggle. I can practically hear his eyes rolling from
here.

“I’m gonna be off early tonight if you wanna
go to dinner at my parents’ house. Ma’s been bugging me to bring
you by.” I spy Carol’s office door open and she’s stepping out.

“Hey, I have to go, but I’ll be home soon.
Bye,” and I hang up. With a final, resigned sigh I smile at Carol,
my agent, as she makes her way down the hall. I stand up and we
shake, and walk back into her office.

“Colleen, it’s so nice to see you!” Irina
coos. She’s nice—nearly my mother’s age, though—I just wasn’t about
to spill everything to her. We chat for a few minutes, going over
the basics.

“You mean you married that guy?” she
asks, taken aback. I nod and smile. She’s not quite scowling, not
quite smiling, but definitely not as happy about our union as I am.
Carol met Brad once and she grew to dislike him quickly. Every
place she showed me the day he tagged along, he went about telling
her how unsafe every neighborhood we looked at was.

‘You know what neighborhood is safe?’
he asked. Carol remained tight-lipped and frustrated, but she’d
played along.

‘What neighborhood, Mr. Patrick?’ And
that annoyed him. He’d asked her to call him Brad—twice—and she’d
relented. Meanwhile, she’d been calling me Colleen for weeks.

‘Southie,’ he stated, his arms crossed
over his chest. She scoffed and he continued with his stare down.
‘Know why Southie’s safe? It’s because I’m there and so’s the
rest of Colleen’s family.’

At the time, I wasn’t exactly swooning at his
feet when he’d referred to us as family; but now it held a much
different meaning.

“Save it, Carol. I love him.” I’m a little
shocked by how it rolls off my tongue. I giggle and then grin at
her. “I love him.” She nods slowly, undoubtedly thinking I’m
insane. I am. After a few uncomfortable minutes, we dig in. She
gives me the riot act about selling in this market. Her business
can’t be doing too well, but she’s cool enough to try and stop me
from a big mistake. The thing about that is, I’m getting really
comfortable making big mistakes. Married on a whim? Check.
Sabotaged career? Check.

Nearly had a baby with my new husband who I’m
not sure how he feels about me? Sadly… check. This one, I’m still
working through.

Aside from the fact that I’m no longer in a
position to keep on affording the condo, it’s not big enough for
more than just me. Not that my womb is hospitable to growing life…
apparently… but that doesn’t mean that I don’t want a baby. It just
means I waited too long and all of those horror stories my mother
warned me about are true.

Which brings me to my next big
mistake—getting pregnant on purpose without Brad knowing—and
believe me, I know it’s a mistake. I’m sure if I told him I want a
baby, he’d be all for it. The guy has baby rabies even if he won’t
admit it. Honesty always seems to get me and Brad into trouble, so
I’m going for what does work for us: stupidity. The only problem is
that my libido is shot right now. And I’m very, very moody.

So, while I’m sitting in Carol’s office, my
mind wandering—something it’s prone to doing lately—I’m thinking up
ways to get my libido going again so I can steal my husband’s
sperm… but only if he doesn’t give it to me willingly. Carol drones
on and on about what we’re going to try to make off the condo and
honestly? I couldn’t care less. My mind has already moved on to
painting Brad’s spare room in either blue or pink. I like the idea
of pink, but a little Brad… in blue… that would be cute, too.
Absentmindedly, I rub my stomach.

“Colleen!” Carol snaps me out of my reverie
and I move my hand, hoping she didn’t catch that little move. My
eyes shoot to hers and I try to make like I’d been paying attention
all along. “You’re pregnant!” She sounds surprised and somewhat
relieved, like if I was pregnant, that would make sense of this
whole marriage business. What is her flippin’ problem with Brad,
anyway?

“Not yet,” I say and I want to crawl into a
hole. “We’re,” I stumble over my words, “Trying.” I smile politely,
nervously. She nods and asks if we’ll need to look for another
house. I shake my head and inform her that we have a room for our
baby when he or she arrives.

Our baby.

For a brief moment I wonder if I should be
planning on tricking Brad into fatherhood after all. We’re supposed
to be in this together. We said we would try but we haven’t been
speaking. No doubt Brad would still be in if I told him; but then
that’s like telling him I love him. I’m just not ready for that one
yet.

Once we get all of the details squared away,
I set out for my daily visit to the park not too far from the
house. My first day as an unemployed woman, I went to the park just
a few blocks from the house. I didn’t even think about the fact
that anyone on the force could drive by and see me. I thought about
that on day two, but by then it felt kind of good to be bad. I’ve
never really been bad—not much anyway—and this small risk felt
good. So I did it every day just daring someone to drive by and see
me. It was a rush and I felt like a daredevil.

It’s pretty cold at the park, so I change out
of my slacks and into my sweats. On day three, I gave up on the
yoga pants. I’ve gained weight since getting married and the yoga
pants don’t look the same. Not to mention that they are a little
tight now. My ass is wider, my thighs are bulkier, and my hip bones
seem to be disappearing. Even certain shirts are getting hard to
fit in… my arms have gotten fat. So, sweatpants it is. To complete
the outfit I put my Uggs on and a sweatshirt.

My bench is cold, but it’s where I sit every
day, so I refuse to move. With my favorite mid-day snack in hand, I
begin to munch. I didn’t bring any bread for the birds today, just
my uncooked macaroni.

I’ve been at the park for nearly an hour when
I hear it. “Aunt Colleen!” My eyes dart left to see Alex managing a
pretty quick run for me. He’s followed by Darla who is pushing Fitz
in his stroller. I grin at him and scoop him up in my arms when he
crashes into my legs.

“Monster!” I wrap my arms around him and
cuddle as if my life depended on it. Darla clears her throat and I
realize what’s going to happen. I’m at the park in the middle of
the day when I just told Brad that I would be leaving work early
for dinner with his parents. Darla probably knows this. Darla knows
all.

“Spill it,” she says bluntly and plops down
on the bench next to me. Alex wiggles from my lap and stands up on
the bench between us. He places his little feet on my legs and
grabs onto my neck and starts climbing. Accidentally, he knees my
chest and I hold my injured breast like it will fall off if I
don’t. That really hurt.

“Alex,” Darla whines and yanks him off.
Eventually, he relents and releases me, but manages to take some
hair with him. I give him a dirty look and the little shit gives me
one back. He definitely has Darla’s attitude even if he is the
spitting image of James.

“I don’t have anything to spill,” I defend a
little too guiltily. She raises an eyebrow and smirks. “I don’t,” I
continue. “Why would I have anything to spill?” I bounce my leg.
“Can’t a girl just sit around a park and snack in her sweats? Can’t
she? Huh!” I’ve morphed into a jittery, nervous mess.

“You’re such a bad liar, I almost feel bad
for forcing it out of you,” she muses while trying to wrangle the
toddler on her lap. During a moment of weakness when she can’t
quite get him to sit, I snatch him back and blow a raspberry on his
cheek. He squirms and giggles.

“Uncle Brad,” he squeals and starts looking
around for Brad. Alex equates raspberries with his favorite uncle.
Darla laughs, not missing a beat.

“You used to hate those,” she says,
verbalizing my very thoughts. Brad used to drive me nuts blowing
raspberries on me and the kids. I couldn’t stand all the spit going
everywhere. And now I’m doing it, too. “Man, he’s gotten to you
good,” she shakes her head and smiles.

“I love him, Darla,” I look her dead in the
eye and speak with confidence. She seems a little surprised that
I’m so confident in my words but she’s classy enough to not call me
out on my previous cowardly behavior.

“So, about the sweats,” she says looking me
over. I stick my chin out defiantly. “And the weight…” Her eyes
grow wide and she pinches some flab on my upper arm. “How much have
you been eating?” Suddenly feeling very self-conscious, I sit Alex
in my lap to hide my fat thighs and bloated belly. She continues to
inspect me, even going so far as to poke my stomach.

“Stop that.”

“Holy shit. Colleen, are you pregnant?” My
eyes are wide with unshed tears. I wish I could blame the weight on
being pregnant. If that were true, I’d be walking around showing
off my belly, proud of my growing physique. But this is just
fat.

Before I can stop them, the tears start
pouring out and I’m whining/crying/filling Darla in on recent
events. She listens and waits and gives me a look of pity that I
did not want. I tell her that I quit my job but I make her swear
that she won’t tell James or anyone else about this whole bout of
unemployment. She agrees, but I’m still nervous about the whole
thing.

“Chit,” Alex shouts but we ignore him, both
having learned long ago that giving his potty mouth any attention
only encourages him. He’s just like a little parrot, he likes to
mimic. Besides, he doesn’t actually know what it means yet.

“You’re insane,” she says and then shrugs her
shoulders. “But rock on, girlie. I’m not touching this one with a
ten-foot pole.” A few minutes of idle chitchat pass as I absorb her
words. Somewhere in the back of my head I know she’s shooting
glares at me, trying to steer me away from my plan; but the other
me who’s in control right now—the crazy one—hears that I’m a
genius.

Eventually, Darla has to leave to pick up
Lilly from kindergarten and reluctantly, I let my little monster
go. She tries one last ditch effort to get me to tell Brad how I
feel about him before I embark upon “Operation: Impregnation” as
she has so fondly named it; but I can’t do that. I’ll just die if
I’m not “it” for him like he is for me. I’d rather live in the
dark, never knowing. Besides, I’m on a mission. If I tell Brad how
I feel and he doesn’t feel the same, the chances for success with
“Operation: Impregnation” are probably slim.

Back at the house, I pull up a little
surprised to see Brad already there. It’s not quite five yet and
dinner isn’t until seven, I assume. Emily always has dinner on the
table at seven sharp. She’s just that good. I need a shower and
decide that maybe the old Ball & Chain and I can conserve some
water and shower together. Besides, we’re now a one-income
household, he just doesn’t know it yet.

I walk in the house to find Brad engrossed in
a video game with James. I tell them that I need a shower, but
neither one of them get the hint. I make a few subtle comments
about not wanting to shower alone which go ignored. Stupid baseball
video game. This is how I’ve found my husband and stupid brother
every night this week: parking their butts in front of the TV,
playing a video game, ignoring me. When I’ve asked Brad about it,
he shrugs and changes the subject. The last time James hung around
Brad this much was after the whole Heather incident.

I hop into the shower and try to wash away
the day’s thoughts of listing prices, nosey sister-in-laws and my
own fat behind. When I get out of the shower, I wrap a towel around
me and sneak off to our bedroom. Inside, I find the sexiest thing
alive: my husband… and he’s doing laundry. He stops when he sees me
enter the room. His frame in arched over the bed, his hands frozen
mid-fold. He’s wearing a wife beater and basketball shorts. His
toned arms are on display. And then I notice that he’s folding my
laundry.

The man is folding my laundry.

Who does that?

Nobody.

And suddenly, my libido is back. I smile
wickedly at him and turn off the lights. He smiles at me. I’m not
sure what I would call this smile. It’s not predatory, and it’s not
needy; he just looks happy.

I cross the room as he finishes his folding
job and sets my top into a tidy pile. I’m practically panting at
him, imaging that he’s folding tiny shirts and onesies and matching
up baby booties instead. I wait until I’m right up next to him and
I drop my towel. His eyes widen and now he gets it.

Slowly, carefully, we push and pull and
fumble with one another. I’m hesitant to let him really see me
until we’re under the covers, so I work diligently at getting him
naked so his focus is elsewhere. I toss the tidy piles of fresh
clothing aside while pulling up the blankets. He doesn’t pause to
be upset; he just continues his assault on my neck. Suck. Lick.
Nibble.

No words are exchanged, none need to be. He
towers over me. We fall back onto the bed. I scramble for the
blankets and cover myself up. He’s gentle, cushioning my fall with
his hand and using his elbows to keep his weight off of me. Brad
kisses my forehead before he leaves me. Crouching down on the
floor, he kisses my ankles and slowly, affectionately, slides his
hands up my legs. Making his way up my body, he peppers soft,
chaste kisses along my legs. His hands roam, gently kneading my
pliant flesh.

The attention he’s paying my body should be
relaxing me. It feels great; but I can’t help but cringe every time
his hands grab at my flesh. There’s fat where there used to be very
little. I feel out of sorts and uncomfortable. Half of me doesn’t
want this moment to end and the other half is screaming for it to
stop. I don’t feel attractive. I feel disgusting and I fear that
I’m going to have a sudden bout of gas. My diet hasn’t been what it
probably should be as of late and it’s causing control issues. I
didn’t know at the time that sabotaging my career would cause this
kind of downward spiral; and yet I don’t really regret it.

In Brad’s words, the Toad can suck it.

I try to pull him up but he isn’t budging. “I
like this,” he murmurs as he crawls up my body at a snail’s pace. I
roll my eyes, annoyed. I don’t need him to bullshit me. I just need
him to ravage me—preferably with his eyes closed so he can’t see my
expanding flesh. God, I’m fat.

“What’s wrong, pretty girl?” I close my eyes
and cringe. I can’t explain to him what’s wrong because I don’t
even know what’s wrong. Curling up beside me, I can feel his breath
on my neck. My hands are clenched tightly to the blanket around me,
unwilling to let him see me; not that he’s trying. “Colleen, you’re
scaring me.”

I shake my head back and forth, panic rising.
Brad seems to be picking up on my panic attack. He’s feeling my
forehead and I think he’s checking my heart rate, which is
undoubtedly abnormal right now. In this moment, I seem to be his
only concern. I want to reach out and hold him, but I don’t. I
haven’t done much but avoid him and sulk since the whole negative
pregnancy test thing. Oh, God, I’m depressed. That must be it.

“Please stop touching me!” The tears begin
and I no longer have any control over my emotions. He removes his
hands immediately. I don’t open my eyes. I can’t bear seeing him
seeing me like this. I’m insane. The realization that I am,
essentially, out of control in every manageable way only upsets me
further. I’m spiraling down a rabbit hole and I just want to claw
my way out—mentally, emotionally, and physically.

“What’s wrong?” Brad’s voice is soft, gentle.
He’s intent on figuring out what the problem is. I need to pull it
together soon before he calls the funny farm, or worse, my mother.
God, help me.

“I’m fat!” I scream, unable to verbalize
anything deeper that may be wrong—definitely is wrong—so I stick to
the surface issues. “I’m a loser.” I swear, I feel the bed move
lightly. If he’s laughing at me, so help me, God, I will lose the
last strands of sanity I may have.

“You’re a successful attorney, you married
me—smartest decision you’ve ever made, by the way—and you’re
beautiful.” I know he’s trying to be kind, sincere in his own way;
but the mention of my profession sends me into an angry tailspin. I
sit up quickly—narrowly avoiding falling back onto the bed in a
lightheaded haze—and glare down at him. He’s still on his side,
worry on his face, but an encouraging smile playing at his lips. I
smack him on his arm. Hard.

“Is that all I am to you? A show piece?!?
Huh!” The look on his face is unmistakable. I’ve done a 180 in a
matter of seconds. My tears dry up as the blood rushes to my head.
Rationally, I know that the idea that he’s attached to my
paycheck—former paycheck—is ludicrous. I just can’t help this
emotional rollercoaster that I’ve gotten myself stuck on even
though I so desperately want to get off of it.

“What the fuck are you even talking about?”
He shoots up, yelling. “You are Grade A fucking certifiable,
Frasier,” he practically spits his disgust at me. He stands up and
walks away from the bed. I still there clutching the blanket like
it’s a lifeline.

“I don’t know anymore!” I scream, and like
the mature adult that I am, I kick my feet at the floor.

“Do you want out? Is that it?” My brows knit
together. Why would he think that? He stares at me like I’m an
idiot. Maybe I am. “If you want out, just fucking say so. Quit
jerkin’ my chain, will you?”

“Do you want out?” I yell back. I drag the
blanket off the bed, wrapping it around me fully.

“We don’t get divorced, Colleen, or have you
forgotten that we’re Catholic?” he’s annoyed, frustrated. I don’t
know if I want to kiss him or s him, maybe a little of both. I
scoff because that is such bullshit. It’s always bothered me about
the Church. With all the crap that goes down in the name of the
Lord and all the stuff those same Catholics do when they like to
pretend that no one is looking, getting a divorce is mild.

“Let me rephrase that, Colleen,” Brad
seethes, “I won’t get a divorce. Marriage may not mean shit to you,
but it means something to me. Even if we have to be separated for
the rest of our fucking lives, we will die married to one another.”
His body is shaking with anger. I have to look away. His eyes are
boring into the side of my head. He’s watching me, chest heaving,
refusing to look away. I’m intimidated, but not intimidated enough
to show it.

“I don’t need your permission, Bradley,” I’m
glaring at him with hate flowing through my veins. “If I want a
divorce, I’ll fucking get one.” I don’t hate him. I’ll never hate
him. I hate myself. I can’t stand that I’m pushing him away, but I
can’t seem to bring myself to hang onto him. Not like this—out of
control with no idea what’s going on. I’d rather let him go than to
take him down with me; so I push him farther. “We’re just friends,
remember that, Brad.”

He stalks toward me looking menacing. I want
to hide under the bed, disappear, or really anything that would
stop this moment in its tracks. He reaches his right hand up and
places it behind my neck. Leaning in, Brad kisses my forehead. He
isn’t rough but I can feel the anger vibrating off of him.

For a brief moment I think this might be the
moment where we both magically figure out what the hell is going on
with me. I imagine that he moves to cuddle me in the bed. I dream
that I’ve gone back five minutes and have managed to control the
insanity long enough to stop this from happening. I wish he weren’t
backing away right now, refusing to meet my eyes.

And I wish he weren’t leaving me, walking out
on the crazy. But he is and as much as I don’t want him to go, I
can’t bring myself to stop him. I am a worse mess now than I was
weeks ago when we got married. My entire life is a disaster and if
I can’t even let Brad touch me without falling apart, then we need
some time away from one another; because this is going to kill us
both if I don’t find a way to minimize the casualties.


 CHAPTER TWENTY
NINE

(Brad)

 


Flashback: The Heather Incident, 1999

 


“SO,” SHE SAYS, trailing off
nervously. “Do you love her?”

And the world stops on its axis.

My breath catches in my throat as I try to
claw my way out of my own head. Minutes seem to pass, but in all
likelihood it’s only a few moments. I don’t know what to say. Her
green eyes stare at me awaiting an answer.

How do I tell her the truth? After all this
time, how can I be honest with her? My stomach churns and I think
I’m going to be sick. I feel like I’m cheating on them both. My
best friend, my girlfriend—the truth is, I love them both.

But that’s not enough, is it? It’s not enough
for a woman to have to share her boyfriend, but that’s all that I
can offer. I can’t just stop loving Colleen. Believe me. I’ve
tried. I really have. All that I’ll ever be able to offer Heather
is half of me, if even, but I’m going to try like hell to be good
to her. I’ll treat her how I’d treat Colleen, if she’d have me. But
she won’t. I’m not good enough. So, whatever.

“Yeah,” I say as calmly as possible. I stare
at my pretty girl with a sad smile on my face. She beams back at
me, completely unaware of how I feel about her, how I’ve always
felt about her.

“Good,” she says, her smile getting even
bigger. “She loves you, too, Brad. You be good to Heather. You know
she’s like my Monica.” I nod. Yeah, I’ve watched the show, Friends,
with them enough to know what she’s talking about. Colleen is
Rachel, and Heather is Monica. Best friends who share everything.
Except, they don’t share a man. Only, they do, but neither of them
know it.

“This doesn’t change anything, right?” I ask
Colleen seriously. She looks perplexed. Of course this doesn’t
change anything for her. I’m still Brad. I’m still pretty boy.
Always have been. Always will be.

“You’ll always be my pretty boy,” she
giggles. I roll my eyes. I hate when she calls me pretty boy. I
don’t think she’ll ever understand that it sounds really fucking
gay and the guys on the force pick on me for it. I don’t even know
how in the hell I can love a woman who calls me a pretty boy.

“Is it serious?” she asks. I just want to hit
something. She has no clue what the fuck it is she’s asking me.
It’s serious enough. Serious as I could ever be with anyone who
isn’t her. But I can’t tell her that. Our friendship would be
destroyed.

“Uh,” I stutter, “yeah.” Silence fills the
air and smothers me. She nods.

“So, like, how serious we talkin’ here?” Gone
is the smile that once split her face in two. Her eyes are scanning
my shirt and then they dart over to the wall behind me and continue
around the room. She won’t look at me and that just makes this so
much more awkward.

“I dunno,” I mumble, shoving my hands in my
pockets and rocking back on my heels. “Serious, I guess.”

“You wanna explain that?” Colleen is pushing
and it’s pissing me off. I don’t know why she is pushing me to talk
about this. Can’t she see how uncomfortable I am? I can see how
uncomfortable she is. She won’t even look at me. So I get fed
up.

“I’m gonna marry that girl,” I say, finding
my voice much to my surprise. Colleen’s eyes shoot to mine. She
looks like she’s been hit in the gut. Good. Maybe she’ll know how I
feel all the damn time now. “She’s nice and she’s smart and she
loves me.”

“Being nice isn’t a reason to marry someone,”
Colleen stands a little taller as she says this. “Neither is them
loving you.” These never-ending games have worn me out.

“Well, I am going to marry her, Colleen,” I
snap. “What would you know about getting married, anyway?”

“I know enough to know that the only reason
for marrying anyone is because you can’t imagine a single reason
not to; and that you want to be tied to them in every way
possible.” Her lip quivers, but I refuse to let myself care. She’s
acting like she’s jealous, I think. But that’s too much to hope
for—that she could possibly be jealous. No, I’m imagining it, I’m
sure.

The front door opens and Heather, Lindsay and
Darla rush in, putting a stop to our conversation. I forgot they
all planned on getting ready for Charlotte and Peter’s engagement
party over here. Colleen turns away from me and plasters what I
know to be a fake smile on her face as she greets everyone. Heather
gives Colleen a passing smile and rushes over to me. I smile as
best I can and pull her close. She’s wearing the perfume I gave her
for her last birthday—the same perfume that Colleen wears. It’s
fucked up, I know. I close my eyes, breathing her in.

Heather stretches up and kisses me. I kiss
back, but am somewhat hesitant. I feel awkward showing affection in
front of Colleen. And after the conversation we just had—I’m not
sure I’ll ever be able to kiss a woman comfortably in front of her
again. Even if she’s not mine, she’s still my pretty girl.

WE LEAVE MY parents’ house a little
after eleven. It’s late and both my girls are drunk. Heather isn’t
so bad, but Colleen can’t even walk on her own. I have her thrown
over my shoulder. Despite her initial protests, she is giggling and
smacking my ass like she’s playing the drums. I want to be annoyed
but she is telling Heather how firm my ass is.

“I know, right,” Heather laughs as she hangs
onto my left arm. The right one is holding Colleen in place so she
doesn’t fall and split her head open. “You should feel his ass
during sex, Col,” Heather says. I puff my chest out, because damn,
any man would be proud to hear his girlfriend talking about how
great he is when he’s fucking her. “His ass is like rock solid. I
love to grab it.” Colleen squeezes my ass repeatedly.

“Oh! It is firm!” she shouts and then starts
to rub it. I shift her so that she can’t reach it anymore. I’m
getting hard with all the patting and touching and spanking, and
it’s making carrying her goofy ass just a bit difficult.

We get to the car and I load Colleen in the
backseat with the intention of giving Heather the front; but as I
make sure all of Colleen’s limbs are inside the vehicle, I see
Heather crawl in the other side. Colleen squeals and they hug
telling one another that they missed each other. Drunk Colleen is
open and funny and silly. She’ll tell you things that sober Colleen
never will, which is unfortunate.

“Seriously though,” Heather seems to sober up
for a moment. “My Bradley is really sexy and he is such a good
lover.” Heather’s voice takes on a dreamy sigh.

“Well,” Colleen snorts, “my Bradley wasn’t
very good the one time we tried.”

“Hey!” I interject. “We had both been
drinkin’ and you know that. I don’t care how drunk you are,
Frasier. That ain’t cool.” Why I feel the need to argue with
drunks, I don’t even know. Truth be told, being the first man to
ever get it in—even if it was only part way in—with Colleen, will
always be something for me to brag about. Even if I can’t remember
much because the moment I got past her barrier she freaked out and
pushed me off her.

We get back to Heather’s apartment in record
time. I must have been speeding. Heather crawls out and rubs her
butt against the outside of the backseat window for Colleen’s
amusement. Both girls burst into giggles. I coax Colleen out of her
seat after promising her that I’ll let her rub my stomach for good
luck. She’s so weird.

“You’re my pretty boy!” Colleen shouts making
me take a step back. Heather sides up to her and they link
arms.

“He is pretty!” Heather yells, grinning. I
shake my head and do my best to wrangle them into the building and
up the stairs. I can’t believe Chief Frasier is making me deal with
her. She’s his daughter, shouldn’t this be his responsibility?
Chief Frasier’s words play in my head again and again. She’s
your girl, Bradley. Always has been.

I wish.

Not even two minutes after I get the drunken
duo into the apartment do they start begging for food. I look
through Heather’s cupboards, going so far as to offer to make them
omelets. But they don’t want any of it. Heather mentions Taco Bell.
I groan. Taco Bell gives them both gas. I definitely won’t be
getting laid if I feed Heather that crap. But she begs and pleads
and I feel my resolve weaken. And then, to seal the nail in the
coffin, Colleen pouts and says “please.”

So I leave them there on the couch, wrapped
in each other’s arms and cheering me on as their hero. It’s
ridiculous and yet so fucking normal. Back in middle school girls
started to notice me. My voice was changing and I shot up above six
feet by eighth grade. Every girl that I had tried to befriend had
somehow become close friends with Colleen, too. Not that I opposed
her possessiveness, but being so close to having her was torture.
She continued to wedge herself between me and any of the chicks who
were interested in me right up until I met Heather. And now I
realize that she did it again. I don’t know how I didn’t see it
before.

Heather and I have been together for about
thirteen months now, according to Colleen. She’s counting, it
seems. Having been friends with her first, Colleen would constantly
talk Heather up to me. I ignored her, but then, I met Heather.
Standing just a few inches taller than Colleen, with her skin
slightly darker and her green eyes dulled in comparison; Heather
still intrigued me. She and Colleen share these inside jokes and
secrets and neither one will let me in. I don’t know which one I’m
more jealous of.

I hit the steering wheel in frustration. The
line at Taco Bell is just ridiculous. This whole situation is
ridiculous, but this line is pissing me off. I count to one hundred
and calm myself. Once I relax, the line moves smoothly and I order
a variety of food. If I’m not getting laid at least I can eat
well.

On the drive back, I roll down my window
because fast food always causes a stink in enclosed spaces. The
fresh air soothes my frazzled nerves. I’m not looking forward to
having to put them to bed after they make themselves sick on
processed cheese and meat mix. I circle the block and find a spot
around the corner from the building entrance and trudge up to
Heather’s apartment with the bag of stink.

Everything is silent inside so I try to be as
quiet as I can, hoping they’ve fallen asleep. I set the Taco Bell
bag on the kitchen counter and creep toward Heather’s bedroom at
the end of the hall. The door is opened part way and all of the
lights are off in the apartment, but I hear heavy breathing. When I
look through the door, my entire world feels as though it ends.

Colleen is sprawled out on Heather’s bed on
her back. Her breasts are unclothed and on display, bouncing before
me. I’m momentarily frozen by their unexpected presence in my line
of sight. She moans loudly, her eyes closed tight. I let my eyes
travel down her body only to find Heather naked on the bed, with
her hands exploring all of Colleen’s naked flesh.

My stomach lurches into my throat. I can
barely breathe. Colleen is always between me and everyone else.
Always. She’s always there, taunting me with what I can’t
have. I want to be the one with my hands on her. I want to be the
one making her clench around me, making her moan. I want it to be
my hands, running up and down her soft flesh, worshiping her
body.

Heather stretches up and pinches Colleen’s
nipple, making her moan louder. I’m disgusted by the display before
me, but I can’t move. Heather moves up further, blocking my view of
Colleen’s face. I can’t see their faces, but they’re kissing. The
betrayal is indescribable. I’m upset with Heather, but I’m livid
with Colleen. She denies me at every turn but freely gives herself
to Heather. I never saw this coming.

All the rage within me flies out in a moment
that I can’t take back. I throw my fist into the door. And again.
And again. It splinters beneath my hand and soon, there’s nothing
but bits of wood dangling from atop the gaping hole I’ve thrown my
fist through. In the moonlight from the window I can see the blood
on the door, on my fist and arm, and dripping to the carpet.

Both girls scream in surprise. They claw at
the sheets to cover themselves. I hear Colleen screaming at me to
stop, that I’m going to really hurt myself. So I turn and stare at
her before kicking my way through the bottom of the door. Heather
is crying, curled into herself. Colleen wraps the sheet around
herself and approaches me, trying to check my hand. I push her away
as gently as I possibly can. I don’t want her hands on me. I don’t
want either one of them to put their hands on me. Not after this.
Not after what Colleen’s done.

A WEEK PASSES since that night. I
don’t sleep because every time I close my eyes I see Colleen. She’s
naked and writhing beneath me. I pump into her fast and hard and
she moans. And then I’m watching the whole thing, watching myself
pound her. And then it turns into Heather in my place; her lips,
her hands, on Colleen. And I wake up at that point. I have a
nightly ritual now. After one of those nightmares, I grab the
remote and watch the TV until I pass out a few hours later. This
new routine is making it tough to function at work.

“Dude,” James says, shaking me from my
thoughts. “You got something.” An envelope plops on my desk. I look
up to see that it’s from Heather. She’s written my name on the
front. I would recognize her handwriting anywhere. I shake my head
and shove it in my drawer. I can’t look at it right now. I don’t
know if I’ll be able to look at it ever.


 CHAPTER
THIRTY

(Colleen)

 


I may have found a purpose.

 


HOW LONG IS too long to go without a
shower?

How long is too long to go without changing
your sweatpants?

I ask these questions of Darla and
Lindsay—who stand before me, arms crossed, donning matching
scowls—who refuse to answer. The question seems legitimate to me.
After all, if they are going to accuse me of being a dirty bitch,
I'd like to know by what standards they're judging me.

"Can you hand me that candy bar?" I ask, but
neither Darla nor Lindsay is budging. I pout and tears well up in
my eyes. The candy bar has somehow made its across the coffee
table, which is strange considering I've made a conscious effort to
keep all perishable items within reach.

"Get off your fat ass and get it yourself,"
Darla shakes her head. Lindsay gives Darla the stink eye and elbows
her, mouthing, "Be nice."

"We are not going to feed into your little
downward spiral. Call it depression or whatever, but we're putting
a stop to it." Lindsay's voice is firm, bartering no disagreement.
She may be unmoving, but she's also tiny and easy to tackle.

"Look, I'm not in the mood for company. If I
were, I would have opened the damn door when you knocked." Darla
smirks. When I didn't open the door she used her copy of the house
key to get in.

"We're not leaving, Colleen. We have business
to take care of," Lindsay pleads with me. The candy bar continues
to give me the come hither look from its unreachable location.

"Well, if you're not here to socialize, then
what are you here for?" I shimmy down the couch and stick my socked
feet out toward the coffee table in an attempt to bring the candy
bar closer. Eyeing me, Darla nabs the candy bar, which is already
opened, and takes a bite, smiling. I'm not amused. That candy bar
was my pre-dinner snack. My pizza should arrive any time now.

"This, Colleen," Lindsay smiles softly—in
sharp contrast to Darla's devious grin—"is an intervention."

"A what?" I shout and huddle back into my
corner of the sofa. A crinkle and a crunch sound behind me and I
pull out a mostly empty bag of Cheetos. Thankfully, there are still
some crumbs at the bottom. I stick my middle finger in, cover it in
processed cheesy goodness, and then stick it in my mouth. Dip.
Lick. Repeat.

"Look at yourself, Colleen. You're
disgusting," Lindsay says, snatching the chip bag. She disappears
into the kitchen and returns with the garbage can. For a moment,
I'm oblivious to the trash lain about the living room. But then I
see it. I'm a pig: there's a Chinese takeout container on the
entertainment center, a pizza box from a few days back under the
pile of candy bar wrappers and empty soda cans on the coffee table.
I look down at the couch and see a few more wrappers poking out
from between cushions. I stand up immediately in disgust as Lindsay
tries to rid Brad's house of my slovenly ways.

"Come on," Darla urges, suddenly very gentle.
She approaches slowly, as though she's afraid of startling a wild
animal, and I suppose she is. I nod and she opens her arms. She
only hugs me for a moment and then holds me at arm's length,
wrinkling her nose. "Have you showered at all in the last
week?"

I look away, feeling myself blush. I'm not
exactly proud of my unkempt ways as of late. I just haven't had the
energy since my fight with Brad. Every day for the past five days I
have woken up on the couch with the intent of showering and
cleaning up the house. But then when I realize that I'm on the
couch, again, I can't bring myself to move. The first night I tried
to sleep in Brad's bed, it just felt wrong without him there.

The next day I tried to shower, but I saw his
razor tucked away in its holder on the sink and I broke down
crying. I sat on the floor and just stared at the shower,
remembering the almost shower sex. Yesterday, I dropped a piece of
sweet and sour chicken on my lap. I had every intention to change,
but I had found Brad's not-so-hidden home video collection and I
was too sad to move. I was on the third tape. It was of us on my
second birthday. Even as a baby, he was beautiful, and even as a
baby, I pushed him away. And I may have bit him a few times to
boot. I cried even harder, then. He's always put up with me.

The only productive thing I’ve done since
Brad left me was to work on a new case. In his haste he left a case
file on the coffee table. I didn’t mean to look at it, but
curiosity won out. The file came from the Boys & Girls club for
one of their former little brothers who has since transitioned to
being a big brother himself. Brad mentored him a few years ago. I
remember how disappointed Brad was when he told me that the boy had
gotten his girlfriend pregnant. They were both in high school. The
file had notes with it, hand written by Brad. He’s been working on
creating an internship for kids like this one down at the station.
How did I not know he was working on this? How could I be so
blind?

By day three, I was going insane and I needed
something to do, so I threw myself into Brad’s project. The idea is
ambitious, but it’s plausible with some hard work and a good
attorney working on it. And for now, I have purpose in life. I have
something that matters. This something reminds me why I got into
law in the first place. I wanted to help people. But so far in my
career all I’ve done is help myself.

I let Darla lead me upstairs to the bathroom.
She starts running the water for the shower. I undress in front of
her, not caring anymore. Normally, I would be embarrassed about my
naked self, even without the added weight. It's just that without
my career and without my Brad, I just don't care. Everything I have
ever defined myself by is gone. I have always been Colleen the
lawyer or Brad's best friend, the lawyer. Even before I graduated,
I was Colleen, the lawyer. And now? Now I don't know who I am
without it.

I step under the hot, inviting spray and the
tears start flowing as my mind purges itself of everything that's
fallen apart the past week.

How much have you been eating?

You're insane.

The man is folding my laundry.

Who does that?

Nobody.

Do you want out?

We don't get divorced, Colleen, or have you
forgotten that we're Catholic?

Let me rephrase that, Colleen, I won't get a
divorce. Marriage may not mean shit to you, but it means something
to me. Even if we have to be separated for the rest of our fucking
lives, we will die married to one another.

I don't need your permission, Bradley.

We're just friends, remember that,
Bradley.

That was the biggest lie of them all. We're
not just friends. We haven't been for a while. Maybe ever. He's
always been my Brad—my pretty boy—in one way or another. I've
always been his pretty girl and he's always been my best
friend.

When he looks at me, I swear I can see love.
Even when he's angry, I see love. But then, he's been looking at me
the same way since as far back as I can remember. I could be
imagining it—the love. But somewhere deep down I know that's just a
safety cushion. I don't know if I want him to love me back. If he
loves me back, I have a hell of a lot to lose.

Who marries their best friend just so he can
see her smile?

Nobody.

But Brad did.

He did that for me.

I wash myself thoroughly, though I try to
avoid the noticeable curves which have shown up the past two weeks.
They're everywhere. My hips have meat on them and my thighs no
longer fit in my regular pants. I'm reduced to exercise wear. My
stomach is filling out, forming a pouch above my pelvis and below
my naval. I noticed the beginnings of my first fat roll a few days
ago. The one good thing that's come with the added weight are my
new breasts. Even if they are sore, they've definitely gotten
bigger. Along with the exercise wear, I'm also now reduced to
sports bras. The fancy ones are too uncomfortable and they create
an extra bulge of fat over the cup.

If I had the guts, I'd take a pregnancy test.
It's just that, right now, I don't want to be let down again. And
it's a double-edge sword anyway. If I am pregnant, and I've pushed
Brad away permanently, then he's stuck with me. Having a baby
wouldn't be such an awesome thing if the father-to-be can't stand
the mother-to-be. Besides, I think I'd know if I was pregnant.

After my shower, feeling much better, I dress
in the yoga pants, underwear, sports bra, and t-shirt Darla has
laid out for me. The t-shirt is one of my old Red Sox shirts from
seasons back. I doubt it's going to fit, but I squeeze into it
anyway. The reasons why are things I don't let myself spend too
long thinking about. It might lead me down a road I'm not yet ready
to explore.

When I leave the bathroom, I see Darla and
Lindsay in the bedroom, sitting on the bed, waiting for me. Darla
has my Uggs sitting out waiting for me. I give her the eye but she
assures me that we're just going to her house. She explains that I
need a change of scenery. I'd fight her, but she's right. Plus, I
really can't stand being in this house without Brad anymore.

I wonder if he's ever coming home.

"Can I get a minute alone?" I ask gently. I
assure them both that I won't be locking the door or jumping out of
any windows or hiding under the bed or in the closet. When I finish
the list of never-ending places to hide/flee, and they decide I'm
being sincere, they leave me alone in the room. The moment they're
gone I rid myself of my t-shirt and I raid Brad's drawers for
something far more comfortable.

Brad's dresser is long and deep set. His top
drawer houses his boxers, his socks, and some old t-shirts he
mostly wears around the house because they're falling apart. Upon
inspection, I find that they're sorted by team: a stack each for
the Celtics and the Patriots, and the Bruins. There are two stacks
for the Red Sox.

I dig through the piles looking for a
particular shirt. It's an old navy blue with the Red Sox logo in
the center. On the right shoulder there are remnants of faded black
writing. Early on in the '07 season, I wrote "This is the year" on
Brad's sleeve. He wore that t-shirt to every home game we went to
together, despite the incessant whines of his then-girlfriend, Amy.
We won the series that year.

Finally, I find what I'm looking for at the
bottom of the stack. My hand scrapes against a piece of paper. I
try to ignore it, but I can't. A piece of paper in the bottom of a
clothing drawer reeks of a hiding spot.

Deciding that it would be rude to
automatically pull the paper out, I push the clothes aside and
stare at it. The paper is well worn and halfway sticking out of a
white envelope. Its condition is indicative of it having been
folded and re-folded a hundred times. Whatever is written on it
must be something Brad wanted to read more than once.

Curiosity gets the better of me and I cave. I
lift the envelope from the drawer and remove the paper, unfolding
it. It's of your standard lined fare with no ornamentation to it.
My gut drops when I realize what I'm holding.

This is a letter to Brad from Heather.
Instantly, I worry that he's still in love with her. But before I
let those thoughts run away with me, I read it. Morality be
damned!

Bradley,

I wish you would talk to me. I wish you would
let me explain in person. I don't want your forgiveness, but I know
that Colleen does. She needs it.

All I could make out from your screaming the
last time we saw each other was that you can't believe what Colleen
did. I was there, too, Bradley. But as usual, that's a minor
detail. It's always about Colleen.

You love her and I understand that. She's in
love with you, too. It's plain as day. I don't know how you can go
on pretending it's not there.

That's why I can't feel too bad about what
happened. You're mad about Colleen getting with your girlfriend. I
should be mad about you loving her when you said you loved me. Or
maybe I should just be mad at myself for believing you every time
you told me you were just friends. Like I said, it's always about
Colleen. I should have known better. It was obvious. I just can't
believe you weren't even a little upset at seeing me with someone
else; instead, you were livid with Colleen. It was like I wasn't
even there.

I just wanted you to know that it's not
totally her fault. I wanted her and I went after her. Maybe I
wanted her because you wanted her. I'm not sure. It doesn't matter
anymore.

Don't be mad at her for too long. She never
would have done that sober. Sorry I hurt you,

Heather

Breathing becomes difficult and I feel my
knees give way. I let myself cry for what feels like forever. But I
rebound slowly and with a new purpose. I need to rectify what's
happened between me and Brad. I need to show him that I can be good
for him. I need to get him back. I go to walk out the door but then
I remember something. I need a shirt. I neatly tuck the note back
in the envelope as it was and place it at the bottom of the drawer
and I pull out the shirt I'd gone looking for and throw it on.
Regardless of how confused, and sure, and sad, and happy I am
inside all at the same time, I soldier on because I can't hide
away, avoiding my problems for ever.


 CHAPTER THIRTY
ONE

(Colleen)

 


It’s always about Colleen.

 


DARLA AND LINDSAY don't ask what my
problem is. They just let me sniffle and stay in my daze on the way
across the street. They don't comment on the t-shirt change or my
red eyes, either. Lindsay seems mildly worried, but Darla seems to
understand. Or she thinks she understands. Either way, she's being
pretty awesome right now.

It's always about Colleen.

Heather's words play through my head again
and again. Part of me wants to believe her; but the other part of
me is scared to. What if she was wrong? But then, if she was wrong,
why did he read that note so many times? Is it possible? Could he
have been in love with me back then?

It's so obvious.

I must be the world's biggest idiot.

The moment we walk into Darla and James's
house, the noise level goes through the roof. James is on the
living room floor with Lilly and Alex; he has a Barbie in one hand
and a toy truck in the other. I spy Fitz in James's lap, chewing on
a soft block, drool coating his hand and the toy. James gives me a
quiet smile and Darla leads me upstairs and into her and James's
bathroom. I don't even ask why. My brain is well past questioning
anything anymore. She sits me on the toilet lid and shuts the door
behind her, locking it. I notice that we've lost Lindsay somewhere
along the way.

"Colleen," Darla's voice is quiet but stern
as she holds up a pregnancy test. I stare at it wide-eyed, about to
cry. I'm clamming up and retreating to my germ-ridden, fast food
littered world of an hour prior, but she won't give in.

"Yes," she says in a gentle, motherly tone. I
can see that I won't be winning this one, but I decide to hold out
for a little longer. She sits the test down on the counter in front
of me.

Little fists bang against the door at
alternating heights. Shouts for "mommy" resound from the other side
in two different voices. Darla remains still but the voices
continue. First Alex breaks out into a desperate cry and then Lilly
escalates into a shriek. She cracks immediately and slinks out of
the bathroom.

"Take that damn test," she hisses as the
little boogers drag her away. Alone in the bathroom, I contemplate
my options. I could take the test and either a.) be disappointed
because it's negative which would only further serve to show that
I'm really just fat; or b.) would confirm my hopes/fears that I am
pregnant and of course it has come at a time when Brad can't stand
to be around me, and possibly never will again. Some would say
(namely Lindsay) that I'm being histrionic.

I look around the room to buy time for a
distraction. The toilet seat is not terribly comfortable and I find
myself shifting. My right foot slips out and smacks something that
feels like it's loaded with water. I look down to see Alex's potty.
At first I'm disgusted that it seems to be full. Do they ever clean
that thing out?

And then a thought strikes me. I don't
necessarily need to take the test with my urine. For starters, I'm
being forced into a very emotional event that could send me back
into a stinky tailspin; and to top it off, I don't even have Brad
here to comfort me. That, of course, is my own doing; but it
doesn't make it any easier.

If Heather knew why didn't she say anything?
If it was so obvious, then why didn't we know? I call upon the
detective that I know is somewhere inside of me and I analyze the
situation from an unbiased standpoint. Psychologically, the only
reason someone reads a letter as many times as Brad has obviously
read Heather's is that it holds value for them. So where is the
value? In the apology? In the admission? No.

It's in the "you love her" comment.

And most especially the "she loves you"
comment.

Did I?

I suppose I did. Brad has just always been
there, always so constant, so steady and wonderful. How did I not
know? Perhaps, because I've never known any different.

I force my mind to focus on the task at hand:
foiling the pregnancy test. I absolutely refuse to take a pregnancy
test without Brad by my side. I think over the moral implications
of using my nephew’s discarded pee in order to fool my overbearing
but well-meaning friends and family. It only takes a moment for me
to decide that it's morally acceptable. After all, it was
discarded. It's not like I'm loading the kid up on water and making
him go. That would be cruel.

I open the test and squat down before the
potty, trying to get this over with as soon as possible. I take a
deep breath and open the lid.

Oh, thank God, just pee.

Just as I dip the tip of the stick into the
urine, the bathroom door opens and I think I'm busted. I close my
eyes but don't move any other muscle.

"Auntie Colleen!" Alex shouts. I let out a
deep breath and open my eyes.

"Shut the door, buddy," I say. He toddles in
and closes the door behind him.

"What'cha do with my pee?" I cringe,
realizing I've been caught mid-urine-theft. I smile as reassuringly
as I can at the toddler who is giving me the stink eye.

"Can Auntie borrow your pee, buddy?"

"Don't you got your own?" Alex has one
eyebrow raised, just like his mother, and his arms over his chest,
staring at me. I remove the stick from the urine and cap it with as
little mess as possible and then close the lid and wash my
hands.

"I ran out and it's an emergency!" I say with
big eyes, pouting. Alex takes a minute to think this over. Finally,
he nods his head.

"But you gotta give it back when you get yer
own again, okay?" The kid raises his eyebrows at me like this makes
any sense. I just nod my head, smiling.

"If you promise not to tell anybody else,
Auntie will buy you candy, okay?" He nods his head excitedly.
"Remember; don't tell anybody Auntie borrowed your pee."

"I won't," he mutters as he wanders around
the bathroom. I stare at the pregnancy test on the counter and then
look at the clock on the wall in order to time myself. Hearing
footsteps coming down the hall, I quickly flush the toilet and
readjust my pants and shirt and all just in time for Darla to walk
in the door. She's all giddy and smiling.

"You just wait, Colleen. This is going to be
positive." I smile, feeling a little guilty now.

"I doubt it, Darla." She shakes her head.

Minutes pass and we talk about different
things: how Lilly is doing in school, how Fitzgerald is starting to
work out his leg muscles in preparation to walk, my potential
pregnancy, my shattered marriage, my ruined career. Finally, we
look down at the test. It's negative. The twinge of sadness at
seeing a nice big "not pregnant" across the digital display is only
hidden by the fact that it's not my pee. It's not even a woman's
pee. It's stolen pee from a toddler. I am the world’s worst
aunt.

Geez, I'm screwed up.

Darla's eyes fill with tears and she hugs me.
She shakes her head in disbelief and annoyance.

"This test is wrong, Colleen. I just know
it." Her words are earnest. She seems half confused and half
disappointed. It's like she really wanted us to be pregnant, too. I
shake my head of the thought and we walk downstairs. I try to carry
Alex just in case he gets a case of the blabsies and tries to out
me, but I can't seem to pick him up. My body, both my breasts and
my fat belly are getting in the way. Instead, I opt for holding his
hand on the way down.

In the living room, Lindsay is on the couch
next to Adam, talking quietly. I hear laughter coming from the back
of the house in the kitchen. Lilly is gabbing away and before I can
make a run for it, I see Brad. He's got Lilly seated on the kitchen
counter, and he's listening intently to her day.

"What's Brad doing here?" I ask Darla as
quietly as I can. At the sound of his name, his head shoots around
and he stares at me. With hurt in his eyes, he gives me a sad
smile. I return the sad smile, tears coming to my eyes.

"He's been staying here," Darla says and
continues on behind, pushing me into the kitchen. I'd been
wondering where he'd gone. Somehow, knowing he'd been less than 500
feet away is harder than if he'd been a couple blocks away at his
mom's house.

"Well, this isn't awkward," James mutters.
Darla gives him a look and he just shakes his head. "I'm just
saying," he defends himself.

"Can we talk?" I ask Brad. He shrugs.

"Talk," he says.

"Alone?" I let go of Alex and he steps away
from Lilly. His body has visually tensed and he looks like he's on
edge. I look at him, I mean really look at him, and he looks tired.
With a few days' worth of stubble and bags under his eyes, it looks
like he's keeping up only slightly better than me. He's wearing his
sleuthing suit, as I like to call it. He's either getting ready for
shift or getting off shift. I can't remember his schedule for
today.

"Here's fine." I gulp. Something stirs inside
me. It could be courage, or fear. Hell, at this point, it could be
gas. Either way, I feel this overwhelming desire to run to him and
kiss him and to never let him go. I can't play games anymore. I
can't hide behind myself in my untidy little hole. I've fallen to
pieces without him.

"I love you," I blurt out. The relief of
getting it off my chest sends me on a roll. I can't shut up now;
but I can't look at him, either. I screw my eyes shut and ball up
my fists and I let the verbal diarrhea spew. I hear a police radio
in the background, but it doesn't deter me. "I love you and I don't
want out and you're not just a friend. I love you, Brad. I love
you!"

"Repeat central, repeat," I hear Brad say.
Confusion sets in and I open my eyes. He's got the radio to his
mouth, jaw slack, and eyes wide. In a moment of haze, I think he's
talking to me.

"I said I love you! I don't want out. I want
you, Brad. You!" I realize that I'm shouting, but I can't control
myself, which is nothing new lately. He plugs his left ear with his
thumb and stares at me. It seems he wasn't talking to me. He was
talking to the station. But he heard me. I know he did. I can tell
by the deer-in-headlights look he's giving me.

"Patrick," the nasally voice wafting through
the radio belongs to Vicky. I still don't like her. "I said there's
a burglary at the corner of Dorchester and Broadway. I know you're
not on shift yet, but you're around the corner." He nods.

"We'll be on foot," he says with his work
mask on. I can see my Brad under there and I want him to come out.
I'm a selfish being at my core. Some poor sap is getting robbed
around the corner and here I am pouting because I want my big mushy
"I love you" time with my husband.

"James! We got a 10-26 over on Dorchester,"
Brad shouts and clips the radio to his belt. James appears in his
suit. I surmise that they're heading out to work now. So now, not
only do I have to wait until after an arrest to get some time with
my husband, now I have to wait until the end of his shift, too.
Damn it. That is, if he feels the same, but I don’t let myself
consider that.

"Wait!" I scream and rush to place myself
between Brad and the front door. "I said I love you!" I put my
hands on my hips in annoyance. This is supposed to be my big
moment. He's supposed to be overcome with joy. He's supposed to be
ravaging me. This is supposed to be my big romantic gesture. What
the hell?

"Yeah, I heard you, crazy. Now, I have to
go!" Brad's calm demeanor has cracked and slides past me and runs
out the door at full speed. James spares one look at Darla and then
at me and runs out the door after him. In my frenzied state, I
chase (okay, so it's more of a run/waddle) after them, shaking my
fist.

"I'm going to kick your butt when you get
home, Bradley Patrick!" As I'm shaking my fist at his retreating
form, I hear laughing behind me. I turn around to see Darla,
Lindsay, and Adam in various states of undoing. Their faces are
contorting and they're turning purple. All it takes is for Adam to
double over in a fit of laughter before the other two follow their
lead. This continues on until Lilly and Alex make their way over to
see what the ruckus is about. Soon, the kids join in laughing even
though they have no clue what they're laughing about.

"That was really awkward," Adam manages to
get out in between breaths.

"I have never seen an 'I love you' go like
that before," Lindsay squeaks out as she clings to Adam for
support.

"What just happened?" I ask. One minute I'm
bearing my soul and the next I'm the butt of a joke. I replay it in
my head and soon I'm laughing, too. And then I have to pee. Small
tears spring from my eyes; because really, on what planet does that
ever happen? How does it happen that you tell someone you're in
love with them and they call you crazy and then run away?


 CHAPTER
THIRTY TWO

(Brad)

 


Congratulations.

 


WE'RE NOT PREGNANT and it's just
something I'm going to have to deal with. I've been dealing with
it. I just wish I weren't dealing with it alone, across the street.
I am the one who walked out, but that doesn't make it any easier.
Whatever my pretty girl's going through, I want to go through it
with her; only she doesn't want me to.

Colleen has been crying at the drop of a hat
lately and it's wearing me out. When I acknowledge that she's
upset, she gets even more upset and tells me to go away. When I
pretend that I don't notice the tears, she accuses me of being a
heartless bastard. And then there's the eating. The woman eats all
the time. I'm starting to wonder if maybe a clearance pregnancy
test was such a good idea, because Colleen is reminding me a lot of
Darla when she was pregnant.

It's been weeks since we found out that we
are not going to have a baby; and we definitely haven't been
engaging in any activity that leads to a baby, so it looks like
parenthood is out for now—which really sucks. It's not that I have
"baby rabies" like chicks get. It's just that having a kid with
Colleen would be pretty cool. My pretty girl would make a beautiful
baby—crazy, but beautiful.

I don't know what to do with her—not that I
ever have. And the worst part is that I don't think she wants me to
do anything with her. It feels like I'm losing her more and more
every day that goes by that I'm not with her. It's terrifying. I've
never been so close to having her and losing her all at the same
time.

It's been nearly a week since I left the
house. I didn't know what else to do. She didn't want me there. She
doesn't seem to want me anywhere, so I left. She didn't exactly say
she wants out, but that was the gist of the idea. And now she's
here at James's—my refuge—and I can't decide if I want to scream at
her or if I want to kiss her; not that that's anything new.

She asks if we can talk and I want to talk to
her. It's just bad timing. I'm about to head out on shift and if
the conversation goes bad, then the entire shift is going to be
awful. And maybe I'm a baby because I can't handle it if she tells
me she wants out. Just maybe.

"Here's fine," I say. We have an audience—a
bunch of nosey bastards making no attempt to give us any
privacy—but whatever. I just want to get this over with. If she's
going to leave me, I'd rather it be quick. And if I'm being honest
with myself, she looks like she wants to leave me; or the house at
least. She wants to run, I can see it. Midway through my
frustration at our very private conversation being made public by a
bad venue, she starts rambling.

"I love you," she screams at a level I swear
I thought only dogs could hear. My mouth falls open. She looks very
uncomfortable; her eyes shut tight, fists at her sides. This
doesn't look like my Colleen. This is that other Colleen that I
don't care for very much. My Colleen isn't afraid of anything; but
this woman is terrified. The fear is practically rolling off her in
waves, sweat beads forming on her forehead.

Did she just say she loves me?

I'm about to ask her to repeat what she
said—just in case I might be hallucinating—when my radio goes off.
Very faintly in the background, I can hear Vicky's voice directing
me to a burglary in progress. This gives new meaning to the phrase
"bad timing." I can't stand here and hash it out with Colleen, and
I can't respond to the call before clearing a few things up. For a
split second, I'm tempted to ignore the dispatch; but I can't. I
would never be able to live with myself if someone got hurt because
I was dealing with my own personal crap.

Colleen's talking and I can't hear half of
what she's saying, but what I am hearing isn't very fucking good. I
hear "I love you" and then I hear "friend" and then "I love you"
again. I shake my head in frustration and ask Vicky to repeat the
message as I plug my finger in my ear and hold the radio close to
the other one. I think Colleen will get the hint, but she doesn't.
Now she's rattling off about something or other. I can't tell if
she's telling me she loves, if she's telling me she doesn't want
me, or if she's accusing me of something because the last thing I
hear is a very loud "you!" coming from her.

Like I said. Bad timing.

"Patrick," Vicky says, agitated. "I said
there's a burglary at the corner of Dorchester and Broadway. I know
you're not on shift yet, but you're around the corner."

I choose not to think about what Colleen's
telling me because I have to respond to this call. At a time like
this right now, I wish I were an accountant or something so a work
emergency didn't constitute life and death. Unfortunately, that's
not the world I live and work in.

I have to answer this call.

I shut Colleen out in an effort to regain my
composure and I tell Vicky that James and I will take care of
it.

"James! We got a 10-26 over on Dorchester," I
shout and clip the radio to my belt. James races down the stairs—as
evidenced by the sounds of a stampede that he's making; and we rush
for the front door. He tells me not to worry about the car that
we'll be faster on foot. Colleen moves to stand between me and the
front door. James is behind me and being blocked from going outside
and giving me a look that brokers no argument. We have to go.

"Wait!" Colleen yells. I stare at her like
she's grown a second head. And hell, she might have. She's started
to grow a second ass lately. Not that I'm complaining, she's always
been too skinny. "I said I love you!"

What?

So many things happen at once. My heart
speeds up as my ears finally register that she is telling me she
loves me. She places her hands on her hips, looking put out and
ticked off with the burglary around the corner. And James is
standing beside me, huffing away. I hear a commotion outside and
then screaming; it's faint, but still close by. Fuck. I say the
first thing—and probably worst thing—I can think of.

"Yeah, I heard you, crazy. Now, I have to
go!" I push past my pretty girl and run out the door and toward the
screaming, James on my tail. As we race down the street, I can't
help but smile. She said it.

"I'm going to kick your butt when you get
home, Bradley Patrick!" Colleen screams from the doorway. I spare a
moment to look back at her. She's shaking her fist wildly. She
really grew some balls in the last few minutes and it's about
fucking time. My pretty girl loves me.

We turn the corner and arrive on the scene in
time to see a late model Cadillac pulling towards us. James and I
draw our weapons and order the car to stop. The driver, a haggard
old drunk I recognize from a few busts years ago, looks panicked
and slams on the gas.

My head is only half in the game as the rest
of me is still with Colleen. She loves me. The distraction proves
costly and I rush forward just as the car jerks toward me. The
driver swerves and knocks me to the ground with the force of the
bumper.

Next thing I know James is calling the
incident in as an "officer down." I'm lying flat on my back,
panting, afraid to move. I can feel my legs and arms. Nothing is
numb. My right foot is killing me. The throbbing is out of control.
And then the dizziness sets in and everything goes black. In the
background I can hear James shouting at the driver and his
accomplice. James may be a lot of things, but he's a damn good cop.
I know he'll keep them in the car until backup arrives.

The next thing I know I'm in an ambulance,
James's at my side, and he's on the phone telling someone I've been
hit by a car. He's making it sound much worse than it actually is.
In my foggy state, I decide that James has the ability to be a bit
of a drama queen. I don't think anything is broken. I'm fairly
coherent, and the paramedics aren't freaking out trying to
resuscitate me. I'm fine. I try to tell him this but my words are
slurred.

"Sir, please just relax," the paramedic
orders me. My body is heavy and it's difficult to move so I take
her advice. We get to the hospital and they whirl me through the
E.R. and a doctor is at my side immediately. James is nowhere to be
found. They run all kinds of tests, checking for internal bleeding
and broken bones and anything else that might be wrong with me.
They find that the big toe on my right foot is broken, but nothing
else. When the fog clears and I'm able to talk to the doctor, he
determines that I have a mild concussion and the one broken toe;
otherwise I'm fine.

It feels like hours later when I'm finally
settled in a hospital room. They plan to discharge me in a few
hours as long as I don't show signs of any complications. Not a
minute after they get me propped up in bed does Colleen come
bursting through the door. Her face is bright red and she's covered
in snot and tears. My heart falls, realizing how worried she must
have been about me.

I open my arms wide and she runs into them,
sobbing all along the way. My body is sore and a little
uncomfortable with the strength she's using in clinging to me, but
I can't bear to let her loosen her grip. Colleen crawls up in the
bed with me and curls into my side.

"Shh," I try to calm her, "It's okay pretty
girl. I'm okay," I whisper and kiss her on her head. She sobs even
harder and hugs me tighter, if that's even possible. A few minutes
pass and she calms herself.

"I thought—," she begins, unable to finish
her thought.

"I know," I whisper, rubbing her back. "I'm
sorry I scared you." She nods and looks up at me. She's a mess.

"I thought you were really hurt and I didn't
know what I would do without you," she babbles. Colleen always
babbles when she's scared. Her voice gets high-pitched and she
talks at hyper-speed. "I love you so much. You can't ever do that
to me again." I smile at her words. Hearing her say she loves me
after thirty-five years of guessing, wondering, worrying, and she's
finally said it to me.

"What was that pretty girl?" I ask, a devious
smile on my face.

"I said 'you can't do that to me again' you
jackass. I thought you were dying and it was just your dumb toe!"
She scowls at me and sniffles. I chuckle.

"No, I don't think that's what you said. Tell
me, pretty girl, what did you say?" I say gently, hoping to coax it
out of her.

"I said 'you can't do that to me again'. I
love you too much!" And the moment she says it, she stops in her
tracks; frozen in fear once again. I tilt her chin up and direct
her face towards mine, gathering the courage to say to her what
I've waited a lifetime to say.

"I love you, pretty girl. I love you when
you're bossy. I love you when you're obnoxious. I love you when
you're mean. I love you when you're kind. I love you even when I
can't stand you." She smiles bright, tears forming in her eyes. She
mouths the words 'I love you' back at me and wiggles up to kiss me.
The kiss is quiet and gentle.

"I want you to marry me," I say. It takes her
a moment to understand what I mean. I want her to marry me the
right way. A warmth spreads through me that I can't describe.

"At St. Brigid's," she nods and we both grin.
St. Brigid's Catholic Church is where our parents used to drag us
every Sunday and for important holidays. St. Brigid's is where we
took our communion and where we were baptized. It's more than just
a church for us, it's a testament to how we've always been
intertwined. Even when we were apart, living our own lives, we've
always been connected.

In the middle of our conversation there's a
light knock at the door and a nurse walks in. Colleen chooses to
ignore her as she checks out my vitals. The brief pull from our
fantasy world makes me realize that what I thought was the warmth
of Colleen's love spreading through me is actually a hot liquid
seeping into the bedding. I look down and realize that Colleen is
immobile and her eyes are looking everywhere but at me. Finally she
turns towards me, pleading with me not to say anything. About what?
The nurse maneuvers around the bed and catches sight of the soaked
bed sheets.

"Mr. Patrick," the nurse asks, "Did you have
an accident?" My eyes grow wide and I realize what's happened. I
may have been hit by a car but I think I'd know if I peed myself.
Colleen nods furiously.

"Oh, Bradley," Colleen says all too
innocently, "you poor thing!" I look down, trying to inspect.

"That's not my pee," I say, nervously. The
nervousness is not helping matters one bit. It's making me look
guilty, when really, I'm afraid to find out that it is what I think
it is. Because I think Colleen peed on me and that's equal parts
disgusting and disturbing.

The nurse walks closer and asks Colleen to
stand up. She refuses. Colleen's eyes once again shoot around the
room. And that's all the confirmation I need that my pretty girl
just peed on me. She peed on me.

I'm not mad, a little grossed out, but not
mad. I'm also slightly worried about what would cause a grown woman
to pee her pants.

"Ma'am," the nurse persists, "I need to
change the sheets." Colleen shakes her head and she starts crying
hysterically.

"Okay, it's my pee. Are you happy?" She's
yelling, probably alerting the whole damn floor that she peed on
me. Just saying it makes it sound like some weird sex game. Colleen
flings herself off of me and when she stands I can see the wet spot
on the crotch of her yoga pants. Before I can tell her it's okay,
even if it kind of isn't, she rushes into the en-suite bathroom and
slams the door, wailing on the inside.

The nurse decides to throw me a bone and
smiles softly. "It's okay, Mr. Patrick. Lots of women have trouble
controlling their bladders when they're pregnant." I pause before
responding and think about that. For a few weeks I've had the
subtle suspicion on the back of my head that Colleen might be
pregnant. I wasn't sure and I thought I might be crazy or it might
be wishful thinking; but I didn't have anything else to explain her
insanity and weight gain.

"She's not—or we don't know that she is," I
fumble over my words; the nurse smiles and nods.

"She is," she says, "I can tell these
things." And then she walks out and returns with an orderly who
brings in a fresh bed and some supplies. After a few minutes of
prodding the nurse convinces Colleen to open the bathroom door and
to accept the offered hospital gown. Her small, pale hand slips
out, grabs the gown, and jets back in. After some time, she even
lets the nurse in the bathroom with her. When she emerges, she's
wearing a hospital gown and I'm, thankfully, in a fresh bed and new
gown myself. Unfortunately, I also had to undergo a sponge bath
from Alejandro, a very nice, but very male nurse.

"Waddle on over here, pretty girl and tell me
what you're thinking," I grin. Her face is fuller than it used to
be. If this was two months ago, that gown would be like a tent, but
now it gently hugs her hips and her breasts appear much larger.
She's looking shy and a little nervous.

"I think that first test was wrong, but I'm
scared for it to have been right." I nod, understanding that. The
negative results from the first test were really hard on her. I
don't want her going through that again, but damn if I wouldn't
feel better if she were knocked up and not just a drive-by peer.
There's a lot I'll live with, but getting peed on in the middle of
the night is not one of them—not on a routine basis anyway.

Colleen walks up to me but doesn't crawl in
the bed. "I don't want to pee again," she confesses. I reach over
and grab her by the hips and pull her up against the bed, letting
my hands travel. She squirms under my touch, uncomfortable in her
own skin.

"Please let me touch you." I continue to let
my hands travel up and down her sides before I go for the gold. She
tries to pull away when I touch her stomach, but I refuse to let
her.

"Whether this is all you or this is a baby, I
love you just the same. I'm not going to judge you, pretty girl."
Her body begins to relax and I continue to feel the shape of her
abdomen. I'd be lying if I said I could tell from touching her, but
I can't.

"That damn nurse made me pee in a cup," she
mutters. I laugh loudly.

"You mean you had more in you after that
water show?" She smacks my arm and laughs.

"You pee on someone once over a thirty-five
year period and they just can't let it go," she smiles ruefully,
lips pursed, and giggling.

"When I said I wanted to get you wet, that
wasn't exactly what I meant, pretty girl."

"Shut up," she says, still in a fit of
giggles.

"I love you," I say. She mouths it back to
me. It sounds natural, as it should. Loving Colleen is the most
natural thing in the world for me. I don't know another way; but
her loving me back still catches me off guard.

The nurse pops her head in just as we're
about to kiss. We both turn to her, suddenly a collective ball of
nerves, and she nods her head, smiling and mouths
'congratulations'. I lean in and ghost my lips over Colleen's ear
as the nurse closes the door to give us some privacy during this
very big, life-changing moment for us.

"So, if you're going to be peeing for the
next few months, we're going to have to get you a diaper, pretty
girl." She turns her head and narrows her eyes at me, full of
playfulness; and then breaks into a big, teary grin.

"We're having a baby," she whispers. I nod.
We're having a baby.


 CHAPTER THIRTY
THREE

(Colleen)

 


Our babies.

 


I SIGH AND blink back my exhaustion
that has been creeping up on me for months now. It seems every time
I think I turn a corner, something else pops up. First it was the
throwing up—all of the freaking time—and then it was the persistent
peeing. I flatly refuse to broach the topic of my bowel movements.
Brad must love me to survive it. He really loves me.

"Are you almost ready?" Brad calls out from
the hallway with his toothbrush in his mouth. I give him a dirty
look and point down to my bare feet.

"Do I look ready to you?" I ask. We're two
days away from Christmas and it's freezing cold outside. I can't
very well parade outside barefoot.

"Don't be such a smart ass, pretty girl," he
says and runs the toothbrush over his teeth and smirks. "I've got
enough dirt on you that you're gonna want to be nice to me." I
scrunch up my nose and pout.

"You start telling my secrets and no more
belly for you!" I grin devilishly and rub my expanding belly. His
eyes grow wide and he darts into the bathroom. Moments later he's
rushing out and giving me a warning look.

"That belly is half mine!" he objects and
stalks toward me. I scoot back on the bed and put a pillow over my
mid-frame. It doesn't do much to hide it, but I'm running out of
things to cover ye old belly.

"Nu uh, pal," I smirk and hold the pillow
tight against me. "That baby is half yours. The belly is all mine."
Brad reaches out and removes the pillow. He leans in and I can feel
his breath on my neck.

"Are you going to stop me from getting some
cuddle time with my belly, pretty girl?" I giggle and nod my head.
Being in love with Brad hasn't been all romance and hot sex.
Actually, it's been mostly bickering, gas, and back pains; but
we're in it together.

Slowly, he leans me back on the bed and he
lies down beside me and places his hand on my baby bump. I try to
smack him away but he leans in and bites my ear.

"Did you just bite me?" I ask, because
really?

"Did you just hit me?" he retorts.

I shake my head slowly and smile at him. I
feel a rumble in the depths of my belly and my face heats up. This
has been happening on the regular the past few weeks, but it
doesn't make every gassy incident any less embarrassing. But then
something unexpected happens.

Just as I'm preparing to embarrass myself and
send Brad running for fresh air, I feel movement, like a swishing,
and then pressure from the outside in, just under Brad's hand. I'm
silent, unsure if I should say anything. But then it happens again.
Brad is frozen, eyes fixed on my belly where his hand lie, and a
smile on his face. The baby kicked. I start crying immediately.

The past few months have been an emotional
mess to say the least. From my birthday on, I've been experiencing
things that bring even more tears to my eyes. For so long I had
wanted to love and be loved in return, and I had been at a point
where I didn't think it would happen for me. I had given up and
quit going out. I had given myself over to work, and had accepted
that my days and nights would consist of pleadings and
correspondence, and summons, and The Toad.

But when I had given up and thought that I
wouldn't find whatever it was I had been missing, I did. And even
more, I found it in the one person I never expected: Bradley
Patrick.

And he's here with me and our baby. The baby
I thought I wasn't having. The baby I thought was all
second-serving weight and depression. The baby that didn't bring us
or keep us together; but is now so integral to who we are that it's
unimaginable that he or she not be here: our baby.

Brad holds me and I think I hear him sniffle,
but I don't bring it up. I'm always amazed and caught off guard
when he's as moved by this pregnancy as I am. For such a tough guy,
he's a big softy.

"Someone loves their daddy," I whisper and
hiccup. He kisses my forehead. We stay like that for a few more
minutes before Brad pulls away. If we don't get a move on we're
going to be late for our doctor's appointment with the OBGYN.

Slowly but surely, Brad helps me get my shoes
on. The man is a great cop, but he's also a pretty darn good
husband. And I'm just happy that his toe is all healed up. He sure
is a damn baby when he's not feeling well.

I HATE THE OBGYN. Dr. Roth is a lovely
woman, she really is; but damn it to hell, I don't think she's ever
warmed her hands up before an exam. In addition, those plastic
gloves she wears aren't exactly warm, either. So every exam I feel
like I'm being poked and prodded by the ice cream man. It's
unnerving. That wasn’t even the hard part, though. When Dr. Roth
explained the increased risks associated with babies born to women
my age, I freaked out and couldn’t breathe. Brad was able to
eventually calm me down by telling Dr. Roth that we didn’t want to
hear anymore.

This is our baby, will always be our baby,
and we don’t give a damn what risks are associated with the
pregnancy. Nothing is going to stop us from having our baby. And I
loved him so much in that moment; I didn’t know what to do with
myself. Dr. Roth has tried to do her duty as my doctor to prepare
us for the big, scary stuff. But neither of us want to hear it.
This baby is wanted and loved and for us, that’s all that
matters.

"Hold still, Mrs. Patrick," Dr. Roth says
gently. She's spreading that damn goo all over my stomach again.
The thing is that even after she cleans it off, I can still feel it
on there, like a film that won't go away.

"Yeah, quit squirming, pretty girl," Brad
shoots me the eye. He's standing beside me, holding my hand. We're
having an ultrasound today that should tell us if we're having a
Margot or a Madison—Madison being a boy. My name choices, not
his.

"It's cold," I whine and bat my eyes at him,
like there's something he can do. He rolls his eyes.

"Suck it up, you baby," he smirks down at me
and my pouting face. After we had our big 'I love you' moment, I
thought I'd have more sway with him. I thought maybe batting my
eyes would be the golden ticket to getting my way. In reality, I
don't have any more sway than I did before. I still have a lot, but
I'd been hoping for more. Lindsay tells me that I'm power
hungry.

Dr. Roth takes the wand from the ultrasound
machine and holds it inches above my belly. "Are we ready to find
out what we're having?"

"Hell yes," Brad grins. We're at our
sixteen-week check-up. During the last ultrasound we couldn't tell
the baby's sex and there was some initial concern about the amount
of weight I've put on. Apparently, at sixteen weeks, my body has
managed to gain all I'm supposed to gain for the entire duration of
this pregnancy. Brad tried to comfort me by assuring me that it was
our son's boy parts that are causing the excessive weight gain.
He's assuming we're having a boy—either that, he says, or we're
having one chubby girl. He's a jackass, but he's my jackass.

Dr. Roth brings the wand down to my belly and
starts to move it around. We can hear the baby's heart beating. It
sounds really fast, but Dr. Roth says that it's normal.

The image on the screen is a little fuzzy,
making it difficult to see my baby. Despite the weight gain,
despite the cold goo on my belly, despite everything, this is my
baby and he or she is the reason we're here. All I want is to see
my baby.

"This," Dr. Roth points to a bean-shaped
object, "is your baby." I stare at it for what feels like several
minutes. Brad is silent. The only reason I know he's still in the
room is because he's holding my hand. I can't take my eyes off the
screen.

The little bean moves and the whole screen
looks like it's sloshing around. I blink a few times and squint at
the screen. Now I'm seeing two beans. My gut reaction is that I've
got a deformed baby and it has two heads. I automatically begin to
worry about my baby being picked on by the kids who only have one
head and I resolve to tell my baby that he or she… or them… are
just so special because they have two heads. And you know what they
say about that: two heads are better than one.

"My baby has two heads!" I point at the
screen and cry out. Just because I've decided to make sure my
two-headed baby is loved beyond comprehension doesn't mean the idea
of raising a two-headed baby doesn't scare the crap out of me. At
least my two-headed baby's daddy carries a gun. That ought to
resolve some of the teasing.

"Mrs. Patrick, please calm down," Dr. Roth
smiles. She reminds me that there are risks associated with this
pregnancy for me as well. She's all calm and collected like
two-headed babies are a dime a dozen. Bitch. "You do see two heads,
but look at this," she says. I follow her finger as it traces a
line on the screen I can hardly distinguish. There's definitely two
beans.

"Two heart beats, two tiny, growing little
bodies," she concludes and stares at us like we're supposed to
finish that for her. My brain is, unfortunately, still stuck on the
whole two-headed baby thing.

"Two?" Brad asks and I'm snapped out of my
fantasies of clothes shopping for my extra special child and the
difficulties such a task would include. I don't think Sears carries
clothing for two-headed babies.

"Two," Dr. Roth nods and smiles. Two?

Holy shit.

Two.

"So, my baby doesn't have two heads?" I ask
in disbelief. Brad laughs and kisses my forehead. Twins run in both
of our families, so this wasn’t an impossibility. We spend a few
moments letting that sink in. I'm not worried about two. Not at
all. I'm just happy to have a baby at all. Having two is a
bonus.

"This is fucking awesome," Brad says, and
then apologizes to Dr. Roth. He’s been working on his language in
preparation for the baby. Babies.

He's still grinning but there's a bit of
water in his eyes. "Can we tell what they are?" Always the eloquent
one.

"Well, this one," Dr. Roth continues to move
her finger across the screen, "is a boy."

Brad cheers loudly. I stare up at him because
as goofy and ridiculous as he is, I can't wait to have a little boy
running around just like him. But God help me, Brad has a big head.
I hope our baby boy's head is a little smaller at birth or my
vagina is in serious trouble.

"Are they both boys?" I ask, half giddy and
half terrified at the idea. I do have an older brother, so I
remember what little boys are like. Two of them could set fire to
the entire city in a matter of minutes; especially Brad's boys.

"It seems baby number 2 is being shy today. I
can't make out its gender." Dr. Roth tells us that we can try again
at the next ultrasound. So for today we'll leave the ultrasound
knowing that baby number one is a little boy (although Dr. Roth
says that both are quite large for twins at their current gestation
and seem to be very healthy); and we'll just have to wait until the
next time to find out if he has a brother or a sister.

AS THE WEEKS progress and I increase
in size, I've taken to staying home more. Not that I have a ton of
reasons to leave the house. As it turns out, my quitting my job was
the "best thing [I] ever did" according to Brad. In the months that
have passed since then, I have often wondered if I'll ever go back
to working at a firm. For now, I have Brad’s internship keeping me
busy. As it turns out, there’s a lot more red-tape involved than I
thought, but my dad has been guiding me through the process of who
to talk to and how. Hopefully by this time next year we’ll have the
first round of at-risk kids interning at the station and in line to
receive scholarships to the academy if they qualify. Lately I’ve
been hounding the Red Sox to get involved, but haven’t gotten to
speak to the right people yet.

The internship takes up a good bit of time,
but I have been doing plenty of lying around, too. Sometimes I even
lay around at Darla and James’s house with the kids. I mean, I do
some things around the house: the laundry, dishes, and the cooking;
but I'm bored. I'm bored out of my mind, so I've been thinking
about what I'll do after the babies get older and don't need me for
everything anymore. This internship won’t last forever. Then again,
judging by the way my own mother and James interact, some children
need their mothers well into their 30s. For a brief moment, I beam
at the idea of my babies never leaving me.

Today is one of my rare trips out of the
house. It's not so easy moving around anymore. I'm nearly eight
months along now and my babies are growing strong and healthy. We
still don't know the sex of baby number two. The little bugger is
good at hiding behind his or her brother. We also still don't have
names picked out for either of them just yet. Sadly, Brad has
officially nixed Margot and Madison.

The grocery store is pretty empty, and thank
God for it. The holidays have come and passed and with it have gone
the crowds. We nearly starved in all of December as I'd been
boycotting standing in lines with my swollen ankles and pea-sized
bladder.

"Colleen?" A soft voice calls behind me. I
set down the box of cookies I've been eyeing and turn to see none
other than Heather standing before me. I'm so surprised I nearly
pee myself.

"Um," I stutter and look around for Brad. We
haven't seen hide nor hair of Heather since the incident so many
years ago. Now that everything in my life is so perfect, my
immediate reaction is to fear that this could screw it all up.
"Heather, hi," I try to smile.

"You're uncomfortable," she assesses my
demeanor with accuracy. I am uncomfortable. Anyone would be, I
assume. I try to apologize but just as I'm getting the words out,
Brad walks up.

“Heather," his voice is low. Not quite the
quiet fear or heartbroken voice that I'd been expecting. He's just
surprised. I worry that he's going to get mad or upset or sad. I
know he loves me, but once upon a time, he loved her, too.

"Wow. This is awkward," Heather says. I laugh
so loud that I nearly squeak.

"And we're making it worse," Brad says. "So,
how have you been?" And slowly, things get less awkward. Brad
loosens up and so do I. Heather tells us that she's married a local
carpet cleaner to which he has to withhold a few choice comments
about carpet munching.

Heather isn't surprised to hear that we're
married—only that it took us so long. And as the minutes pass and
the conversation runs out, I can see that Heather doesn't hold the
same power over Brad anymore. I can see that he's moved past it.
He's beyond the stupid things we've done as young adults and the
angst and heartbreak we'd all endured because we were both so
stupid—so stupid and afraid. We're both beyond it. And it doesn't
matter anymore.

I rub my belly, knowing what does matter; and
I smile at my husband, knowing that he loves me. And even if our
marriage began in an unconventional way, and even if we're both
ridiculous and dumb; we're ridiculous and dumb together. It's not
about being somebody or being defined by what we do to earn a
living, or how we speak. It's about us, and being together. And
above all, it's what I've always wanted: to love and be loved in
return—unconditionally, irrevocably, and without limit.


 EPILOGUE

(Brad)

 


Just like her mother.

 


"GET YOUR BUTT back here!" I shout,
chasing behind her—my beautiful girl. I don't run too fast because
I don't want to step on her, but damn it, she's really gotten fast
lately. Her blonde curls bob around her head as her chubby little
feet fly across the hardwood floor. She squeals in delight. Chase
is her favorite game. I'll chase her forever if it always makes her
happy like this.

This girl is driving me insane. She woke up
this morning, loud as can be, and was all over me. Any guy would
consider himself lucky to have a beautiful girl all over him right?
Yeah, well, this one bit me. Like, she flat out fucking bit me. And
then she laughed. Hard. What do I do with that?

I tried to give her this look to tell her
that biting isn't nice; but then she pinched me. She's a brutal
little thing—always has been and if she's anything like her
mother—always will be.

I chase her into the living room where her
grandpa Dan sweeps her up in his arms and she laughs hysterically.
Just like Colleen, Dusty is a ham. Her twin brother is more laid
back than she is (Colleen says that Jarrod is a lot like me—hanging
out in the back, waiting for the crazy girl to have her say, before
he makes a move.) I still can't believe that Colleen let me name
our kids.

It was the end of May and Colleen was about
to pop. Dr. Roth had thought that she'd of let the critters out by
then, but they were just waiting for the right time. As it turned
out, the right time was on May 25th, smack dab in the middle of a
Red Sox game. My pretty girl had refused to stay home just because
she was due to go into labor at any given moment. She wanted to go
to the game, so I took her. In fact, she hadn't missed a home game
all season up until she'd given birth. There were countless days
that season that I'd be at work and would hear about a fly ball
knowing that my girl was at the yard. Twice that season random guys
gave her the fly balls they'd caught. Even with her massive
pregnant belly, she could reel 'em in.

That day had been a good one. Colleen felt
her first contraction during the first inning just as Dustin
Pedroia homered. I was a fucking mess. I wanted to call 9-1-1 and
wheel her out of the stadium right then and there but she nearly
ripped my nuts off and said "I'm not leaving any game where my boys
hit it out of the park in the first inning. These babies will just
have to wait." I fell in love with her all over again at that
moment.

During the 6th inning, Jarrod Saltalamacchia
hit another homerun. We made the Jumbotron when the cameramen
realized Colleen was in labor. A stadium attendant came by every
inning to check on her. He continually suggested we get to the
hospital until the 7th inning stretch when Colleen had threatened
to stretch something of his if he didn't lay off.

We didn't find out until the next day that we
had made the local news. A reporter came to the hospital and
interviewed us. When he asked the babies' names, I'd blurted out
that we'd be naming them after good old number 39 (centerfield) and
15 (second base). Nevermind that baby number two had come out a
beautiful little girl. Thank God, Colleen was drugged up and she
had agreed to it in her exhaustion. I don't think she's forgiven me
for naming our daughter Dustin just yet.

"Here," The Chief says, handing Dusty back to
me. He's blinking and squinting. I think she might have blown one
of his eardrums with all her squealing. I take her in my arms like
she's a football and I'm Tom Brady, making a mad dash for the end
zone. My dad shakes his head from across the room.

"Your mother hates it when you carry her like
that," he chides me. It's true. My mom has been getting on me for
carrying her around like she's luggage. She tells me that Dusty is
far too fragile and precious to be treated like sports equipment. I
just shake my head and wonder if we're talking about the same
kid.

"Yeah, well," I defend myself, "she's got
this thing with biting, so until she stops, this is how she
travels." Jarrod bit me once, but all it took was a slight pop on
his nose from Colleen for him to learn. When we tried that tactic
on Dusty, she went and popped Colleen right back. Since then we've
tried other measures to calm her down. Louise reminds us that
Colleen was no different and it might be a few decades until she's
a civilized human being.

"You ready, bro?" James asks from the couch.
He's got Fitz (who's now three) on his lap, and Alex on the floor
in front of him. Alex is Dusty's idol. Colleen still calls Alex her
little monkey; she's just no longer nearly as amused by his
climbing skills now that the critters are trying his antics out for
themselves.

"Damn ready," I say, looking around. "Where's
Jarrod?" The room gets silent. Casually, every man in the room
starts looking around. No one really wants to assume responsibility
for losing my kid. A moment passes and a full-on panic ensues. I
rush around the room, my human football under arm. And then I see
it—Jarrod's butt and legs sticking out of the dryer. I should have
known. He seems to think the dryer is some kind of toy, because
anytime it's left open, he tries to crawl in it. I walk over and
pull him out.

"Dryer bad, little dude." I give him a dirty
look as I hold him against my chest. I can feel drool soaking the
hand that's holding Dusty. She's probably chewing on something of
mine again. The kid is a chewer, but Colleen won't let me get her
one of those squeaky chew toys.

'It's a dog's toy, Brad.'

Yeah, yeah.

It could be anything that Dusty's chewing on;
but right now is an especially bad time to be chewing on my
clothes. I'm in my new tux about to get hitched to their mama. Or
is it re-hitched? Whatever. We're going to St. Brigid's and doing
this thing right, we put it off long enough.

"Close the dryer, damn it. My kid likes to
crawl in it!" I yell, annoyed. I finally get Colleen to remember to
close the dryer and now these goons walk around leaving it open. My
kid is going to get hurt and then I'm going to have to crack
somebody's skull open. Jarrod looks up at me, pouting, and I swear
it's like looking in a mirror. I don't remember being as chubby as
he is, but I was a baby. What can I remember about that anyway?

"Now," I say, looking around at the male half
of the wedding party. "Who wants the honor of getting these two
monsters dressed?" James makes a coughing sound, grabs Fitz, and
wanders out of the room. I roll my eyes and hand Jarrod to my dad
and Dusty to Dan.

"You get Dusty," I say to Dan, "because she's
pure Frasier." I leave them there with the twins and walk back into
the bathroom to finish getting ready. I don't even know how Colleen
got out of taking Dusty with the women. She said something about
makeup and hot rollers and then made Dusty bat her eyes at me and
stick her lip out. I can say no to one of them, but not both. Damn
women.

MY COLLEEN IS the second most
beautiful girl I've ever laid eyes on. I love her in anything and
nothing at all, but standing before me in her wedding dress, I'm
blown away. She's wearing her mother's dress. It's not real gaudy
or anything. It's just modest. Colleen didn't care either way.
Neither did I. We both just want the marriage and the family—which
we already have—so the ceremony and its get-ups don't really
matter. This is for our families and for Father Donnelly, who doled
out communion every Sunday, married both of our parents, baptized
us, baptized our kids, and has been riding us for ages to be
married in the Church. He’s probably going to regret that soon.

The good Father marries us with the big,
long, song and dance Catholic-style, which takes forever. We get
choked up a few times, but mostly make it through without
blubbering like idiots. Our family and friends are in the pews,
teary-eyed, and moved to their emotional limits. There are over a
hundred people crammed into this little Church. I think all of
South Boston is here, and possibly, most of the station has made
it. Now would be a good time to be a criminal in Southie—I don't
think anybody's out patrolling right now.

We smile at each other as Father Donnelly is
about to pronounce us husband and wife. We have a plan and may God
have mercy on our souls, because we're going to need it.

"What God has joined, men must not divide,"
Father Donnelly says, about to tie up the ceremony when pretty girl
speaks up.

"I know this isn't allowed, so my apologies
to God and everyone listening, but this is important to us." She
grins at me and giggles. I can see our parents’ face-palming and
squirming in their seats. I guess they're worried that this might
be a repeat of the time we knocked over the holy water and Colleen
pretended to melt in it after we'd escaped from Sunday School and
had been spying on Mass.

"I, Colleen Frasier Patrick, sort of, kind
of, take you, pretty boy, as my husband. You're my best friend and
my partner in crime, and my ally when the critters try to stage a
break-out. I promise to bring you beer and keep Tums and Beano on
hand, and I promise to always be your best friend and to love you
until the day Jesus lights me on fire."

I try to ignore the chuckles and gasps around
the church as my pretty girl stands before me, being the bad ass
that I know she always has been. I spare a look at Father Donnelly
who seems to be apologizing to God on our behalf. I want to feel
bad for him, but he's been witness to most of our more colorful
exploits. He had to know this was coming. I mouth 'I love you' at
Colleen and I begin my vows.

"I, Bradley Patrick, sort of, kind of, take
you, Colleen Frasier Patrick, mother of my monsters, to have and to
grope from this day forward until whenever you break my hand. I
promise to make you laugh and to shower at least weekly, and to
knock you up as many times as you wish. I promise to always do
anything I can to make you smile. Above all, I promise to always be
your best friend, and to love you until the day Jesus lights me on
fire."

The Church is silent for a long moment as we
mouth words of love back and forth, both silently praying that we
don't get kicked out of our own wedding.

"I shouldn't be surprised," Father Donnelly
begins. "Bradley and Colleen have always been spirited. I have had
the pleasure of seeing their accomplishments and milestones from
birth to now, and each step they have managed to leave their mark
along the way. It is with great respect and love to this… unique
couple, that I pronounce them husband and wife."

Colleen doesn't waste a moment. She launches
herself at me and kisses me in a way that's probably got as much a
chance of sending us to hell as our impromptu vows do. But it
doesn't matter. This is Colleen and me and if I'm going to hell,
there's no one else I'd rather be with—my pretty girl.

 


The end.

 


Thank you for reading. Please consider
writing a review.

Your thoughts mean the world to me and they
can only better my work.


And now, a sneak peek of the second book in
the

Men with Badges
series-- due out fall 2013!
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Shelby Brignac has gotten herself into some
trouble. From her awful taste in men to her poor choices, she just
can’t catch a break. After stupidly helping her boyfriend with his
loan sharking business, Shelby has decided she wants out. It’s just
too dangerous for a waitress, in her opinion. But just when she
thinks she’s free of the headache, she’s offered up one last job--
one last job she can’t refuse: retrieve a precious antique gem and
she’ll get her best friend back alive.

Hiding out in New Orleans’ French Quarter
with the rare purple diamond in tow, Shelby thinks she has no way
out of the seemingly hopeless situation-- that is until Chase
Guilliot, an off-duty cop intervenes, saving her life. Too bad for
Chase that the gunman who’s hot on his tail doesn’t care if one of
his targets carries a badge-- he just wants Shelby’s head and that
diamond back. And he’s not above killing a cop to get it.

On the run with a hot rare diamond and a
beautiful hot-headed woman, Chase’s oath to serve and protect is
pushed to the limits. Unsure if he can trust the one person he
wants to more than anything, Chase swears he’ll get both he and
Shelby out of this mess alive, but then he’s done with her for
good-- or is he?

THE SWITCH is a thrilling
contemporary romance that likes to live on both sides of the law--
available Fall 2013!


CHAPTER ONE

(Shelby)

 


Let’s not lie to each other.

THE HUMIDITY IS intense, but what
else could I possibly expect from New Orleans in August?

A slice of wind picks up from the river and
breaks through the crushing humidity. I close my eyes, take a deep
breath, let my weight settle against the railing, and relish in the
brief respite. The wind isn’t exactly cool, but it sure beats the
stagnant heat that’s set upon the city.

If Becca were here, she would say, “It’s
just a little warm out. Don’t whine. You’ll look like a tourist.” A
smile finds its way to my face and I close my eyes. Back when we
were kids, folks always thought we were sisters with how much we
looked alike. I barely see the similarities anymore, though we have
the same build and same auburn-colored hair (mine is dyed.) My
happy thoughts of the best person I know are dashed with the
reality of the situation.

Becca was kidnapped because of me, and now
she’s leverage.

And all because I got involved with the
wrong guy. I mean, I’ve had my fair share of bad boys, but this one
topped the list. Victor Abraham. Sure, he was suave and smart, and
terribly sexy. He also turned out to be a ruthless loan shark—
which I could handle. At least I thought I could. I broke up with
him, which he apparently didn’t like. He sent a few goons to get me
back, but they took Becca by accident instead. I offered myself up
to Victor, but he doesn’t trust me anymore. Having me isn’t enough.
Now Victor wants me to prove my loyalty to him by stealing the one
thing he hasn’t been able to steal himself: his great-grandmother’s
purple diamond necklace.

Beads of sweat slip down my damp, sun-kissed
skin and gooseflesh appears as another all-too-brief burst of damp
air drifts by. It’s going to rain soon. Good. I won’t have an easy
time getting away with all this damn sunshine. I take a moment to
thank Ed Carls, Channel 2’s weather man. He’s usually wrong, but he
managed to get it right today. I look down at my watch as a bead of
sweat catches at the tip of my nose and falls, splashing on the
dial. Five to noon. I wipe it away and look out at the river
and take several deep breaths. I should be going.

I push myself off the railing and give the
Mississippi one last look. With the river to my back, I cross the
train tracks, and leave the Moonwalk behind. The first cloud breaks
above my head and raindrops filter through the clouds. I lift my
hand up, catching a few warm raindrops in my palm and then it
stops. I wipe my wet hands on the legs of my damp jeans. The action
does little to dry them. Back in Michigan, the rain water is always
cold— even in the height of summer. I used to hate it when we
visited my mother’s mother there in the winter. It was too damn
cold. But not here. The tropical climate sees to that. It’s almost
always warm here.

Despite the incredible summer heat and
looming rain, Jackson Square is packed to the gills. New Orleanians
don’t mind a little heat, especially when there’s a festival going
on. To the east, toward Chalmette, where food vendors have lined up
along the street and are peddling everything from frozen lemonade
to roast beef po’ boys. To the west, toward the Garden District,
the street is packed with festival-goers, spilling out of taverns
and local lunch favorites. People walk lazily in front of cars and
trucks which have found themselves in unmoving traffic.

A cluster of people sidle up to me and wait
for a break in traffic. I take another deep breath and remind
myself why I’m doing this.

I can’t wait any longer or it will be too
late.

The slow-moving traffic stalls and the
people beside me take off toward Jackson Square for the heart of
the festival. I follow behind and keep my head low. The square
doesn’t have many cameras. Just the ones at the corners of the
Pontalba buildings and just above the entrance at Cafe Du Monde. I
have it on good faith that the only one that records is the Cafe Du
Monde camera, but I don’t know how far out the lens reaches. I only
have one chance. I can’t screw this up and risk putting anyone else
I love in danger.

I walk through the open gates of Jackson
Square and smile at the sight before me. My mother, with her dark
brown hair tucked neatly under a black and gold ball cap, smiles at
me from beneath the statue of Andrew Jackson right at the center of
the square. Her hands are tightly clutching a brown paper lunch
sack in her hands. The incredible worry shows in her light gray
eyes and she’s chewing at her lip. I want to tell her that her baby
girl will be all right. I want to tell her not to worry. There are
so many things I want to tell her but I can’t risk anyone finding
out about her. Her eyes lift slightly the nearer I get. I can only
pray she remembers what she’s supposed to do.

I roll my right shoulders jerk my right
thumb out pointing it toward the east. She nods her head once
before diverting her eyes and turning her body toward the east.
Good. She fidgets with the bag and her hands are shaking. Jesus
Christ, she’s worse at this swindling business than I am. If she
doesn’t calm down they’re going to notice. I don’t even know where
they are, but Victor has men watching, I’m sure of it.

I reach my mother, look up at the statue of
Jackson and rub the back of my neck with my right hand. As I turn
to the east my left hand takes the brown paper bag. I pull on the
bag but her hands grip the wrinkled paper.

“Be safe, baby,” she whispers and then lets
go. Out of the corner of my eye, as I walk away, I see her wipe a
tear from her eye before she lowers the bill of her cap and
disappears into the crowd. I don’t give myself the luxury of
watching her go. I can only pray that everything goes according to
plan and I’ll be seeing her in a week.

As inconspicuously as possible, I open the
brown paper bag and feel around inside. I pull out the Swiss Army
knife and slide it into my pocket. A laugh bubbles up in my chest.
It’s my father’s knife that he insisted I carry with me for
protection. I opted for pepper spray, thinking I knew better. I
didn’t like the idea of carrying a weapon— and now here I am with a
Swiss Army knife in my pocket and a hand gun in a paper bag. Now
my hands are shaking.

I slide the gun out of the paper bag and up
my sleeve. The feeling of the metal against my skin sends shudders
up my spine. Suddenly this is all too real. My heart hammers in my
chest and tears well in my eyes.

“I don’t care what you did, Shel,” Becca
says. Sitting across from me, she slides closer, pats my knee, and
tucks my hair behind my ears. She lifts my chin, forcing me to look
at her.

“It’s bad, Bec,” I say. Shame fills me
from head to toe. I’ve never been a big rule follower, but this
takes the cake.

“Just tell me,” she urges. I start
laughing— that crazed laughter that only comes when you’re at the
end of your rope— and tears fall. The ugly cry starts with snot
dripping down my face. I can barely breathe. Finally, I calm myself
down enough to talk. Not once, no matter how disgusting I am, does
Becca seem annoyed, nor does she try to rush me.

“I made some deliveries for Vic,” I say.
Lines appear between Becca’s eyes and her lips form a grim line. “I
know, I know. I screwed up.”

“Shel, you knew what Vic is.”

“Yeah, I did. It was easy money. It was
stupid.”

“Easy money?” Becca nearly shouts. I
cringe away from the disgust on her face.

“Anyway, I broke up with him,” I
say.

AT THE CORNER of Jackson Square I toss
the paper bag in the nearest garbage can and head up St. Ann
towards Louis Armstrong Park. The metal rubs against my skin,
practically chafing my arm. The walk is quick, two small city
blocks.

Before I know it I’m standing in front of the
Deep South Cigar Shop. The shopkeeper is just about to close up for
lunch. He’s slow-moving, well above sixty, I’d say. He ambles
around the shop, tidying things up before he heads down to the
festival for a little bit. It’s the third and final day of the
festival and the old man has made a visit to the square a part of
his routine.

My hands shake and I blow out a nervous
breath. The gun slides slowly down my sleeve and into my hand. I
move my hand with the gun in it behind my back and open the door to
the shop with the other. A bell rings above my head. The old man
jumps in place and turns around with his hand placed over his
heart, then a soft smile appears on his face.

“Hello,” he says. “I’m just closing up for
lunch. Is there something I can help you with before I head
out?”

Tears well in my eyes as I raise the gun up
and point it at the old man’s chest. My stomach churns. This man is
old enough to be my grandfather. And here I am holding a gun that’s
pointed at his heart.

“I sure hope so,” I say. “I’d like a box of
your best Cubans.” The man’s hands are raised in the air and he
shakes his head in confusion. His chest heaves and he moves
quickly, nervously.

“Miss, you must be confused. We don’t sell
Cuban cigars here. They’re illegal, you know.” He stutters as he
speaks. Sweat collects along his brow. A twinge of sadness engulfs
me. The gun is heavy in my hand and I realize I’ve lowered it. I
lift the gun, the barrel at his chest once more.

“Let’s not lie to each other. There’s a
wooden box of Havana’s best somewhere in this room. Where is
it?”

“I, I--” He says. His voice trembles and I
realize his cheeks are wet with tears. I fight the urge to run away
and expel my breakfast in the small alley across the street.
Running away won’t get Victor his stupid precious necklace. But
above all, running away won’t get Becca back.

“Under the cash wrap,” he says. I jerk the
gun toward the cash register.

“Get it,” I say. He backs up toward the cash
register and moves slowly around the counter. As he reaches down it
occurs to me that it’s likely there’s a gun under there. “And if
there’s a gun back there, I would leave it where it is if I were
you. Those Cubans aren’t worth dying for.”

The old man keeps one hand in the air and
dips the other one behind the cash register. He moves slowly as he
lifts a small wooden box above the counter.

“Bring it here.” I tighten my grip on the
gun. He walks toward me with the box barely staying in his hand,
nearly dropping it as he hands it to me. I grab the box and back up
to the door. It’s shut. With the gun in one hand and the box in the
other I can’t possibly open the door. With as little movement of
the gun as possible, I tuck the box under my arm and reach for the
doorknob. Heavy footfalls sound overhead followed by the slamming
of a door, then feet hitting the stairs in the back. All these old
buildings have their staircases located in the back half behind the
shops.

I swing the door open and grab the box from
under my arm. Just as I get one foot out of the door a tall man
with a gun rushes out from the back. He’s far younger than the
shopkeeper-- more able bodied and less hampered by age. His jet
black hair is slicked back and he has a wild look in his eyes. I
nearly trip as I’m running out of the door and into the crowded
street. I bump into a middle-aged couple and without thinking about
it, throw my hands up in apology. The 9mm in my palm doesn’t serve
to calm the woman’s frustrations; instead it sends her into panic.
Her shrill cries draw the attention of the crowd as people flee. I
want to run with them and hide away from the danger, but in this
situation I’m the danger.

The man rushes out of the cigar shop. He
holds his gun like a pro, his hand is steady-- unlike mine. My head
is foggy and I can’t think properly. Screams seem to ricochet off
one another and slam into my eyes. The crowd is thinning out. The
red faces of the people running for their lives makes me swallow
hard.

Run, a voice says in the back of my
head. A quick, intense sickness rolls in my stomach. I swallow hard
to keep the bile from riding up. The gunman’s eyes meet mine and he
directs the barrel to the center of my skull.

I take off running without another thought. I
run into the crowd even though it slows me down. This way I have
some coverage. We’re running back toward Jackson Square which is
about as perfect as anything can be. I slide the gun into my sleeve
and push my way through the crowd like I’m just another terrified
bystander. Well, I’m terrified that’s for sure. Up ahead is Royal
Street. I dart to the right, down Royal the first chance I get.
Still running at full speed I see a small souvenir shop a few
stores down across the street. I take a quick peek behind me and
don’t see the wild-eyed gunman. Still, I don’t slow down.

Inside the souvenir shop there’s a young
woman playing on her cellphone. Along the side wall I spot a rack
of tote bags and purses. I take a moment to poke through the
selection. I find a thin drawstring backpack and take it off the
rack. A quick look around the store tells me they don’t have any
cameras and their cashier is engrossed in her phone. I ball up the
backpack and slip it into the sleeve that’s not occupied by the
gun. The girl still hasn’t looked up. I walk out of the store
praying I was right about the cameras. Nothing sounds, nobody
shouts. And with that I blend into the crowd and manage to get the
gun and the box into the backpack. Curiosity gets the best of me
and I find myself peeking in the box. Inside, nestled in velvet, is
a beautiful purple diamond affixed to a silver chain. It feels
wrong, to leave such a precious gem-- a gem that will save my best
friend’s life-- in a flimsy backpack. I remove the necklace from
the box as discreetly as possible and place it around my neck,
hidden from view. I strap the backpack to my back.

Just as I turn the corner onto St. Louis I
see the gunman on my right heading toward me. Our eyes lock and for
a moment I think he doesn’t recognize me. But then his nostrils
flare and he runs toward me. I rush to the left back toward Jackson
Square. My heart pounds in my chest as my legs and lungs strain to
keep up with the demands I place on them. I run into the nearest
shop-- a sandwich shop and fly to the counter. I sit beside a man,
tall, muscular, who is chowing down on a muffaletta sandwich. My
heart beats in my chest frantically.

“You okay?” the guy beside me asks. I realize
what I must look like to him-- a sweaty rat, panicked and crazed.
He’s wearing a short-sleeved shirt and cargo pants-- entirely
appropriate clothing for the weather. I, on the other hand, am
over-dressed and have sweat through my long-sleeved t-shirt and
jeans.

I try to speak but my mouth has gone dry. I
realize how wet I am. The man slides a glass of water to me and I
gulp it greedily. I set the glass down and the doors burst open.
The gunman runs in and his eyes find me instantly.

“Help me,” I manage to whisper and the guy
beside me stands to a towering height, a wall of flesh between
myself and my pursuer. I peek my head around him. The gunman lifts
his gun at my savior who backs us up into the kitchen. He turns us
around, grabs my hand and pulls me through the kitchen.

“Run,” is all he says. I grip his hand and
trust that this mystery man will get me out of this safely-- even
if I have no idea who he is.
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