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  For my husband. If I were to do this all over again, I would still choose You.
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  I wake up and adjust my gaze to unfamiliar surroundings. It takes me a while to realize where I am.


  I’m here. With him.


  I try to move and find that I’m pressed against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. His arms are encircled around me, his fingers clasped together, locking me in. A sudden chill courses through my body, and I realize my clothes are still damp from last night’s rain. His are too. From the light filtering through the shades I can tell that the brand new sun has just risen.


  I sit up slowly. He opens his eyes but doesn’t let go.


  “I have to leave.” I slip my arms above his and I kiss him. Here I go again, memorizing him with my touch. Mole below his left ear, dimple on his right cheek.


  “No.”


  “We talked about this. I have to. We had last night.”


  He shakes his head, “No, please. No.” His voice is calm, but wavering. He holds my face and traces my lips with his thumbs. We stay quiet for a while, and I get up to leave. He doesn’t stop me, but buries his head in his hands. This is the last image I have of him in my mind.


  I have to get home.


  Today is my Wedding Day.
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  “Where are you going my dear traveler,


  Longing for the sea like a fish?


  You are in my heart wherever you go,


  Only that sea can quench your thirst.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  I stare out the window at the endless sky littered with clouds, some big and puffy, some thin and streaked, some resembling scattered dots of marshmallows. “Clouds are made up of wind, that’s why the plane ride can get turbulent whenever we enter a cloud,” I remember a pilot telling me once. Once. When life was simpler, uncomplicated. Or was it ever? If I close my eyes long enough, will I be able to see her face in the clouds?


  My chest starts to tighten and I feel the anguish of my heart breaking in two. Tears fall down my face. I’ll never ever see her again. I’ll never get to smell her, touch her … hug her. I haven’t heard her laugh in years. How can I live knowing I will never see her face again? Never. There is a finality to the word that feels like a stab to my very heart. I clutch my chest in response. The physical pain. As if someone has just decided to jump on my chest, strangling me, suffocating me. Squeezing the life out of me. How on earth can I ever live through my sorrow?


  I look over at my husband and our young son, fast asleep, seat belts on, blankets piled on top of each other. I reach into my purse, feeling for the bottle of anxiety medication that I now need whenever I embark on long, transatlantic flights. Knowing they are stowed away in my purse helps to ease my worry. I just want to know that those little pills will be there for me if I need them. Such irony. What happened to the girl who vowed never to touch this stuff? The girl who spent her whole life living with someone who depended on them day in and day out? I didn’t want my life to be defined by pills. I promised I would never be like her.


  I take a deep breath and remember the night I got the call. Eddie was at his soccer match, trying so hard to score a goal. He was the cutest little boy, so happy, so carefree. Just a few days before, he had made a video for his grandmother at my request. Skipping and jumping and dancing around the living room, he held his big Nerf gun in his hand exclaiming, “Pretty Namy, don’t be sick. Wait for me, I can’t wait to meet you!” He then stared at the camera and said as he cocked his gun, “Pretty Namy, wait for me, or else ...” I had told him how sick his grandmother was and how we had to rush home so that he could finally meet her.


  Pretty Namy. That’s what she made all her grandchildren call her.


  The phone’s incessant ringing stole my concentration as I rushed out of the indoor field to take the call.


  “Hey, Eddie is having his tournament right now. I’ll call you back.”


  “Isabel, she’s gone.”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “Isabel, Mom’s gone. She just passed away a few minutes ago. The nurse said she was sitting up last night telling her that soon you would be home and that she would finally be meeting Eddie. She started having difficulty breathing this morning and passed away.”


  The next few days are a blur as I struggle to put my normal life aside and focus on finding a flight home. I have a new boss at work, someone who hardly even knows me. Somehow, I have to find a way to leave earlier than planned and stay a lot longer. Eddie has school to worry about and my husband has to get off from work as well. It’s going to be a long trip. There will be affairs to wrap up, the all too familiar family meetings, lawyers, advisers, meddling family members. The list is endless. It will have to be a trip that lasts at least a few weeks. But these things are far from my mind at the moment. All I want is her peace and her forgiveness. Forgiveness for my always being too late. Forgiveness for my being so selfish, for running away from that life years ago. I left my mother alone for ten long years.


  I finally find flights that will get us there in two days. Two days too late.
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  “When you stop admiring yourself and let the eyes of the heart. Open your vision to vast other worlds, then all you do, will become admirable.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  I don’t even recall what I was doing. Isabel the overachiever, the maniacal do-it-all. Multitasking was an art form for me. I have mastered it so well; dishes, laundry, tax returns, emails all happening at the same time. Sure, sometimes I would burn the lasagna or the garlic toast, leave the clothes in the machine for hours or triple check a tax return to make sure I wasn’t doing too many things while entering the numbers. But they all got done. Ten years later, a husband, a son and a full time career as an executive — what a feat! Considering where this had all started from...


  Darn phone! Why couldn’t it just stop ringing for a few minutes? Thank God for Caller ID. I had gotten so good at avoiding calls, well, specific ones actually. Most of the time they were those of the “unknown” variety, which signified international calls. Being oceans away from home helped me maintain some normalcy in my life. My sanity. This call was a local number. Could it be the church? The school? Something I ordered and forgot to pick up?


  “Hello?”


  “Hi Isabel Francesca, it’s Mom.”


  “Oh … hi Mommy.” I rolled my eyes. Ugh! Why did this register as a local number?


  “How are you? How is Eddie? Did he get the Xbox 360 I sent him? Was it the right kind?”


  “Yes, it was. Thank you. He was going to call to thank you but with the time difference, I didn’t want to bother you while you were resting.”


  I fidgeted about, walking around, trying to think of ways to end the call. I didn’t have time for this. Not today, not really ever. I left that drama-filled life years ago.


  I checked myself out in the large mirror by our entryway. “Uh-huh. Okay, Mom, yes. Mom, can I call you back next weekend? There’s just so much going on.”


  “Francesca, I love you. I love you very much.”


  “I love you too, Mom. I’ll call you, okay?”


  “I love you, Francesca. I love you. Take care of your sisters. You are the strong one, the one who survived through it all. They are all damaged because of me. Take care of Uncle Miles. He is good to me, Francesca. Please make sure he has a roof over his head, that’s all I ask. Everything else is for you and your sisters. Treat each other fairly — there is enough for all of you. Oh, and if Uncle Miles gets another wife or woman, everything gets cut.”


  Uncle Miles was the fifth man she married.


  I stifled a laugh. That was so typical of my mother.


  “Sure, Mommy, I’ll take care of everything,” I said as I paced around a bit more, making faces in the mirror, fixing my hair, obviously very bored. More drama. I just couldn’t deal. Oh no, is that a wrinkle I see right below my left eye? Note to self: Buy more Caudalie Wrinkle Serum stat.


  “Isabel Francesca. I love you so much. I love you. I’m sorry for everything. I didn’t mean for everything to turn out so badly. I was just so hurt by what happened that I selfishly took it out on you. I missed you all these years, and I want to make up for our lost time.”


  “Mom, you don’t have to say anything. It’s okay. We’re good now, that’s all that matters. I’m so excited to come home soon. Eddie has grown so much. You’ll love him when you meet him. I’ll call you next weekend, and we can catch up more.”


  “Okay, Isabel. I love you. I love you. I love you and I’m very sorry.”


  “I love you too, Mommy. Talk next week. Bye.”
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  The next week came and went and I never called. Why should I? I had worked so hard to erase the dysfunctional memories from my mind, to pretend that I came from a perfect family. To shelter my child from ever having to know how sick and messed up my family had been. Here, far away in a foreign country, as different as it had been, it was peaceful. I had made my place, succeeded in my career. Whatever wasn’t good enough for anyone then was no longer the case now. This was my home and everything that happened before this was all just a bad dream. I can’t even remember everything that happened; yet I was so sure that it had made me the person I was now. Too bad it was all at the price of so many tears and heartaches. The biggest one of all was about to happen, and I didn’t even know it.
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  “Love begins at home, and it is not how much we do... but how much love we put into action.”


  —Mother Teresa


  


  


  “Good morning, girls, time to wake up!” my nanny announced one Sunday morning, as she drew the curtains and allowed the bright sun to filter through the pink shades into our bedroom. I yawned and stretched my arms as I gave her a big smile. A seven-year-old girl in a room full of dolls. Three canopy beds were lined up facing the window and mine was the one in the middle. I turned from side to side to check on my sisters. Sometimes, we held hands as we slept.


  “What are we doing today, nanny?” I asked sleepily.


  “We have to get ready for church now, and then you have homework to do before your cousins come for dinner tonight.” She was bustling about, folding our blankets and opening our closets to lay out our clothes.


  “Where are Mommy and Papa?” I inquired, bright-eyed and ready to start my day. I jumped up to get to the bathroom first.


  “Your mom is having breakfast and your dad’s not home. You’re going to mass with your grandparents,” she replied with a sad tone in her voice.


  She shuffled the three of us into the bathroom to wash up. There was room enough for us in there with three sinks, two toilets and two showers. This was our typical Sunday. Going to mass with my grandparents had become more of a routine for us. We saw them more often than we did our parents.


  “Good morning, my little ladies!” My mother greeted us as we all walked into the dining room. “Have your breakfast so you can go to church,” she said cheerfully, her jovial tone betrayed by her empty eyes. My mother. Even then, I thought she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Married at nineteen, she was practically a child herself. She was what they used to call a Eurasian beauty — fair with brown hair, a perfect nose, brought about by a combination of sharp European features and refined by the lesser-pronounced, smooth Asian characteristics. She wasn’t tall, but she was slim and fine and petite. She was graceful and stylish and very charming. It didn’t hurt that she had just graduated from a finishing school in Switzerland. A finishing school, by the way, where her parents had sent her to keep her away from my father. He followed her there anyway, and they eloped. My grandparents doted on my mother like she was their only child. The events in my mother’s life were documented in all the society newspapers and magazines you could find.


  “Where’s Papa?” asked my sister. My father, Felix Amarra, was a bright young man full of promise. An aspiring race car driver; handsome, debonair and making his mark in the international racing circuit. My mother and father were heirs to various fortunes built up by their respective families. On my mother’s side, my grandmother herself was a beauty queen who married one of the top businessmen in the country. My father’s parents were both doctors — one a heart surgeon, and his wife, a former neurologist who gave up her career to raise her children. Both sides of my family were of Spanish descent, my great-grandparents on my father’s side being first generation immigrants from Spain.


  “He’s got a rally today and just left for the track to practice,” my mother responded nonchalantly.


  “Why can’t you go to church with us?” I asked as I took her hand and tugged at it gently.


  “Mommy’s not feeling well today, Francesca. But I’ll be here when you get home, okay?” She took my head in her hands and kissed me.


  “Mommy, can we swim today?” asked my other sister.


  “Of course you can. Abuelo and Abuelita are coming over to have lunch here and you girls can spend the afternoon in the pool. But hurry up and finish your breakfast so you won’t be late for church.”


  From what I can remember, I was always happy as a child. I had the lightest brown hair, almost blond, and light brown eyes that would squint every time I was deep in thought. I was always deep in thought. Analyzing this and that, making sure I made decisions methodically, even at the age of seven. To this day, I envy those with smart mouths, those who can spring quick comebacks from their lips. I always had to think of my answers, craft them, and take a moment to register them. I believed that in their own selfish and twisted way, my parents really loved me. I believe it to this very day. All my life, this way of thinking allowed me to make excuses for their actions. My mom, Claudia, was sweet and loving and full of life. I didn’t really know my dad very well, but they have pictures together that showed me they must have been happy at some point in their lives.


  I wasn’t the only child or the oldest child. But I was the one who people would stop on the street and say, “You’re Claudia Holtzer’s daughter. You are an exact carbon copy of her when she was your age.”


  Even when I was young, I knew that I wasn’t as beautiful as she was, but everywhere we went, relatives, friends and strangers would tell me how much I looked like her. I attended the same school she did, and her ancient and decrepit spinster teachers would rave about how I reminded them so much of my mother. I had an older sister named Evie and a younger sister named Alicia, and like all siblings, we had contradictory and complementary personalities. Evie was always full of life, so active and outspoken as an older sister. She was a little bit on the heavier side, something that would stay with her until her high school years. I was fairer than my sisters, so much so that they thought I was afflicted by albinism when I was born. Alicia was darker and took on most of the ethnic features of my father. She was beautiful, introspective and quiet. We all looked very different but were as close as sisters could be. And although we merely spent a few years of our life growing up together, we were happy and normal in the most common sense. From our appearance you would think that everything was right with the world.


  Dressing up for church was symbolic of the life we lived in those days. My sisters and I were like triplets, each only a year apart and dressed in exactly the same clothes, down to our shoes and socks. We were like my mother’s little dolls, perfectly matched and coordinated. When Evie had a red, white and blue outfit on, mine would be white, blue and red and Alicia’s would be blue, red and white. It was that orchestrated, that polished.


  “Hurry girls, let’s start walking over to your grandma’s house now, they must already be waiting for you,” my nanny ordered as she turned around and started walking across the tiled path. We arrived back from church just in time to find lunch being served on the veranda by the pool. It was a normal hot and sunny afternoon in May. This was Cebu, after all — a comparatively tiny, bustling city in the heart of Southeast Asia. A beautiful island enclosed between transparent seas and sugar white beaches. It was also a third world country where the pace of life was easy and unhurried. There was no middle class, just the rich who owned everything and the poor who worked for the rich. This was the only life that I knew. It was a tropical environment with sweltering heat during the summer season and warm humid rains during the fall.


  Memories of these happy times are permanently etched in my mind. That one Sunday afternoon was like any other as we swam for hours under the watchful eyes of my grandparents on my father’s side. Our abuelo and abuelita. They came over every weekend to have lunch with us whether or not their son was present at home. Abuelo strictly enforced his “Spanish only” rule whenever we were with him. He refused to answer or converse with us unless it was in Spanish.


  “Isabel, you promised you’d try to jump in from the diving board!” Evie the fish egged me on, as she did a breaststroke and then a backstroke and finally a freestyle all the way to the other side of the pool.


  “Evie, I’m not ready to swim in the deep part yet!” I cried.


  “Look at me, look at me!” Alicia yelled as she jumped from the opposite side of the steps.


  “Abuelo, did you see what Ali did?” I shouted out to him.


  “Heh? No le entiendo hija. Espanol por favor.”


  Evie, Alicia and I have him to thank for growing up in a trilingual family. While our first language was always English, we spoke our native dialect as well as Spanish quite fluently.


  As the afternoon wore on, I splashed around in my rubber tubing, edging my way toward the line separating the five foot depth and the gradual descent into ten feet of water. This was me. Cautious, methodical. Afraid of the unknown. Always.
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  “In the depth of winter, I finally learned that there was within me an invincible summer.”


  —Albert Camus


  


  


  I remember the day that it happened so vividly in my mind. It was the beginning of the end for our family, as we knew it. It started out like any normal day, the three of us sisters trying to find something to fight about.


  “Isabel, guess what I did? I drooled on Pinky,” Evie announced annoyingly.


  “You what?” I demanded, as I protectively clutched my baby pillow.


  She took the pillow from me and said, “I drooled on it, just like this!” She tilted her head and allowed a sliver of spit to fall on my freshly washed pillowcase.


  Alicia grabbed Evie by the arm and screamed, “Evie, why would you do that?”


  I didn’t wait to hear her reason. I ran over to Evie and bit her.


  “Girls! Girls! Stop it right this minute!” My nanny rushed in as she tried to pull us apart. Evie cried, I furiously washed Pinky and Ali ran off to hide behind the door. “Your parents have decided to go to church with you today. Let’s stop fighting and start getting changed before you all have to stand in the corner!”


  Several minutes later, the incident had been forgotten and we were all ready to leave the house. I was wearing a pink dress underneath a pink coat with shiny white tights and white shoes. My Cat Woman glasses were lopsidedly perched on my nose as I linked arms with my sisters and we skipped down the winding driveway.


  My mother had little nicknames for the three of us; sometimes they were funny, oftentimes they were just made up words that she treated as her terms of endearment for us. She was in a good mood, ushering all of us into the car.


  “Let’s go,” she started, “my brownie, my whitie and my chubby babies.”


  We all giggled and walked down the driveway toward the chauffeur who had opened the door for us, welcoming us into the car with a big smile. All of a sudden from out of nowhere, I caught sight of my father as he stormed past me and pushed through my sisters to get to my mother.


  “You don’t call the children those names!” he yelled as he delivered a flying kick to her stomach, the sound of which I will never forget. It was a thumping sound on impact, but I swear I heard a crack right as my mother slumped against the wheel of the car.


  Everything turned into a blur, as the maids rushed to my mother and people were running to get my grandparents. Shortly after, my nanny picked me up and carried me across the garden to my grandparents’ home, which we called the big house. When I asked what happened to my mother and father, they only told me that my mother was recovering from a ruptured spleen and that my sisters had gone to live with my father. My nanny said that I would be living with my grandparents for a while. I wasn’t sure what “for a while” meant because I ended up staying there for what seemed like forever. I think this marked the first time that I knew what true loneliness felt like. Little did I know that this would be a normal part of my everyday life from then on. I was torn away from Evie and Alicia, and at that age, I didn’t really know how to come to terms with it. My grandparents tried to replace their presence with toys and books. Lots of them.


  Pictures don’t lie; they actually remind you of the memories you push to the back of your mind because you would rather not remember. There is one of me at my piano recital. I wasn’t laughing. I wasn’t smiling. I was clutching my nanny’s hand and staring out into space. I didn’t look upset or sad. I just looked really lonely.


  


  [image: ]


  


  The next time I saw my sisters was outside of a courthouse on the way to my parents’ custody hearing. It was a major circus, the news media everywhere and photographers lurking in every corner. I heard when I was older that my mother and father were represented by the two most prominent lawyers of that time. As I walked down the never-ending hallway to the courtroom holding my grandmother’s hand, I saw two tiny heads on the other end. My sisters! I screamed their names and we all broke through the crowd and met in the middle, hugging and kissing and chattering like we had never been separated.


  “Isabel!” Evie whispered cautiously. “Why haven’t you called us?”


  “Nanny said that you and Alicia were busy with schoolwork,” I whispered back.


  “Isa, I don’t think they want us talking anymore,” Alicia chimed in. “I think Mommy and Papa are in trouble or something.”


  “Where’s Mommy?” Evie asked.


  “I don’t know. After Papa kicked her, I think she’s still in the hospital,” I said, looking around as if the subject of my mother was not to be discussed.


  “What are we doing here then?”


  “I think the judge wants to know who we want to live with.”


  “Who should we live with, Evie?” I asked tentatively. “Grandma and Grandpa said that they would give me $20 if I told the judge I wanted to live with my mommy.”


  “Isa, Mommy is bad. She asked the bad men to follow Papa to the gas station and shoot him!”


  “Alicia, what are you talking about?” There were footsteps coming toward us and I desperately tried to hurry the conversation up.


  “Issy, didn’t you know? Papa can’t walk because of a bullet wound in his leg. The bad men shot him a few days ago, and he crawled up the steps to Abuelo’s house. There was blood on the steps when Evie and I walked outside to go to school the other day.”


  “Evie, why am I living with Grandma and Grandpa all by myself?” I asked, confused about how this living arrangement was working for anyone, including me.


  “Papa said that Grandma and Grandpa only chose to take care of you. If you ask me, I think it’s because you’re the only one who looks like Mom,” she said indignantly.


  “Well, he shouldn’t have hurt her. I still want to live with Mom. Can we just call each other and see each other on Saturdays?”


  Then, as quickly as we had come together, there were parties in between us, separating us. By the time we entered the courthouse to take our seats, there were two distinct factions — on the left side sat my grandparents and me, and on the right, my father’s family and my sisters. There were muffled whispers and shuffling noises, as my sisters and I sat on the floor and played with our toys while the hearing took place. After about an hour of endless droning, my older sister was led to the podium by the bailiff. The prosecutor’s lawyer started to interview her, and she calmly told him what had happened the day my mom punctured her spleen.


  I don’t remember any more of it other than this: Without warning, my sister ran up to the judge and bit him! She bit him as she screamed, “I want to live with my dad! I don’t want my mom taking me away!” A swift kick to the judge’s shins immediately followed that bite. A commotion ensued and we were whisked away together. I gave Evie the widest smile and a thumbs up as we were hurriedly escorted out of the courtroom.
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  “I walked a mile with Pleasure


  She chattered all the way;


  But left me none the wiser


  For all she had to say.


  I walked a mile with Sorrow


  And ne’er a word said she;


  But oh, the things I learned from her


  When Sorrow walked with me.”


  —Robert Browning Hamilton


  


  


  The years just melded into each other and before I knew it, I was twelve years old, and my mother had finally come back.


  My grandparents and I were having lunch one Saturday, just the three of us. It was the same kind of meal we used to share every day. Standing alongside several plates of various entrees, the chef continued to explain to my grandmother what they were.


  “And what are these garnishings you used, Felipe?” She pointed to the various dishes with swirly green things and flower shaped tomatoes. “They don’t look good, too tacky. Next time just use some sprigs of rosemary or parsley. They would look more presentable,” she instructed as she took a spoonful of one of the dishes. “I think this needs more salt or something,” she continued.


  “Yes, ma’am,” was all Felipe could say.


  My grandfather ate in silence as I sat next to him, my squeaky voice rattling on and on. Engaging my grandparents in conversation was not an easy task.


  “So, Grandpa, do you remember Melissa, the girl who came over the other day? She lives two houses away from the club.”


  He nodded his head and waited for me to go on.


  “Well, Ali’s friend Paula told her friend Marge that Melissa was caught kissing a boy at the bus stop. And she got grounded!” I squealed.


  I craved to hear anyone’s voice but my own. Just then, the maid respectfully interrupted my story, which was just about to get more exciting.


  “Ma’am Anna, Claudia is asking to see you. She’s waiting outside by the front door.


  “Claudia, as in my mom?” I didn’t wait for an answer.


  I bolted out of my chair and ran through the halls toward the front door. There she stood, looking absolutely beautiful. She was all dressed up in her designer clothes, a pair of Chanel palazzo pants and a silk blouse that was knotted up at the waist. She was surrounded by a set of matching Louis Vuitton luggage and flanked to the side by a tall, dark man with the kindest looking eyes I had ever seen.


  “Isabel! Come and say hi to your new dad!” my mother said excitedly, like she was never gone from my life for all those months.


  I ran over without any hesitation and gave him a hug. He lifted me up and hugged me back. I just knew right then and there that Dad #2 was going to be the best dad ever.
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  It wasn’t much longer than a few months when the fights between my mother and stepdad began to get worse. There would be screaming matches and crying fits. My stepdad would always end up walking out on her and staying away for days. I know they fought about money because she forged his signature on checks to pay for all her things. She was depressed when her shopping was curbed and he couldn’t control her spending. She accused him constantly about cheating on her with another woman. I don’t think this is normal, I would tell myself every time there was a commotion at our house. And yet this was the only family life I had ever known. It was either a cold and tense silence like she shared with my father, or knockdown drag-out fights like she had with my stepfather.


  One Wednesday afternoon, as I came home to get ready for a riding lesson, I rushed into my mother’s bedroom to greet her. The air conditioner made a humming sound and the room was ice cold and eerily still. My mother had migraines quite often, so the shades were pulled and the room was always pitch black.


  “Mommy, I’m home. Are you sleeping again? I have to leave for my lesson in an hour.”


  I jumped on the bed like I’d become accustomed to, intending to take a short nap beside her. I reached out for her, but she wasn’t on the bed. Just as I got up and headed out for the door, a feeling of dread washed over me. I felt a slight movement on the other side of the floor, so I climbed back on the bed and leaned over the edge to the opposite side. There, on the ground was my mother, slumped but alive, mumbling like she was drugged out of her mind.


  “Mommy, get up, what did you do? Did you fall?”


  She was crouched in a fetal position, her elbows jutting out as her arms were tucked in under her head. I tried to grab her hands and then I saw them. They were bloodied and wet, glistening red against the darkness of the room. She had cut her wrists. Both of them.
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  “The most terrible poverty is loneliness and the feeling of being unloved.”


  —Mother Teresa


  


  


  Surprisingly, when you’re twelve and you witness something as devastating as finding your mother bleeding, semi-conscious and near death, there is a defense mechanism that kicks in to protect you from falling apart. The vision of her bloodied hands would stay with me forever. But aside from that, everything I felt or thought was more or less centered on the fact that I didn’t want my life to change again. Nothing ever stayed the same. No one was in my life long enough to get to know me. Most importantly, why did I always have to go through this alone?


  Visits to a child psychiatrist began immediately after the incident. Ballet and piano lessons were quickly replaced by sitting in another waiting room; only this time, I was the patient. The first few two-hour sessions were spent doing puzzles and analyzing flash cards. Ink blots on cards. They all looked like different shapes of butterflies and I let the psychiatrist know that. When she asked what a red scribbled line looked like to me, I told her they reminded me of my mother’s wrists.


  “Isabel, do you know why you’re here?” Dr. Pressler asked at the end of one of the sessions. She was a tall middle-aged woman who wore different colored headbands.


  “Yes, I do,” I answered, looking down at the floor. “I’m here because of what happened to my mom.”


  “Tell me what happened when you found your mom. How did it make you feel?” she asked.


  “I found her on the floor, bleeding. That’s it. I was afraid she was dead, but then I heard her whispering, so I knew she was alive. She looked like one of those soldiers who are shot in John’s video games.” I continued to stare at the carpet underneath my feet. John was my stepbrother, my mother’s only connection to having a son.


  “Who is John?” She leaned back into her chair and crossed her arms.


  “He’s my stepbrother. He’s 16 and my mom loves him so much because he’s the only boy in our house.”


  “Do you get along with John?”


  “Yes, he hangs out with me a lot. He has a lot of cute friends who come over, and my sister Evie and I always hide behind the big tree by the pool to watch them.”


  She laughed. “What do you watch them do?”


  “Nothing, really. We watch them play pool on the veranda and just hang out. Sometimes I walk over to talk to them, but Evie is so shy about boys, she stays behind the tree.”


  “What about your stepfather, Isabel? Do you like him?”


  “Oh! I love him so much! He bought me a mini trail motorcycle and a horse. He always takes time to talk to me. We spend a lot of time together.”


  “How about your grandparents, Isabel? Do you get along with them?”


  “I’ve lived with them since I was seven. My grandmother is always angry at my mom, calling her names and telling me that I’m going to grow up to be just like her. Then she gets angry at me.”


  “Why do you think she gets angry at you? Do you know what she means when she says that you’ll grow up to be just like your mom?”


  “I think it’s because I look like my mom. When boys look at me or talk to me, she says it’s because I act like my mom, whatever that means.”


  Dr. Pressler shook her head slightly.


  “Isabel, tell me about school. Have you been getting into fights lately?”


  “Yes,” I said guiltily. I started to pull out a thread from the hem of my dress.


  “Do you start the fights? What are they about?”


  “It bothers me that everyone at school knows about what my mom did. Some of the kids on the bus tease Alicia and call my mom names. I don’t like it, and I don’t let them get away with it.” The inflection in my voice had notably changed. The thread kept on unraveling. This dress was going to be two inches longer by the time I got done with this session.


  “Does anyone in your family talk to you about it when they hear from the school?”


  “Just my stepdad. He never gets mad at me, though. He says that I have a love for life that he admires. He always tells me that someday some guy is going to be very lucky to marry me.”


  “And how are you feeling now?” Her voice was soft and gentle, almost calming. No one ever asked anything about me. I wanted to tell her, to keep her attention.


  “I’m okay. I miss my mom. I’m going to be visiting her again after this.”


  “Do you like visiting her?”


  “I don’t mind it. Even when I’m without my sisters, I like being close to her, knowing where she is, what she’s doing. She has no one but me to take care of her.”


  “Do you feel like you’re always the one that’s there for her?”


  “I am the only one. That’s just how it is, I even stay home from school to keep her company whenever she’s sad,” I declared with so much conviction.


  “What do you like to do, Isabel? Tell me what you do during your free time.”


  “I love to read. I also want to be in the Equestrian Olympics one day, so I try to ride my horse as often as I can. I love talking to my sisters and playing games with them,” I answered excitedly. Someone was trying to get to know me.


  “What do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked in a soothing voice as she leaned close enough so I could see the beautiful freckles on her nose.


  “A good wife and mother,” I announced self-assuredly as I snapped the thread in half with my fingers.
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  “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.”


  —Robert Frost


  


  


  As I took the final step off the landing stairs and onto the ground, the hot and humid breeze grazed my cheeks. I was home. I followed the line of people through the runway and into the main building toward the immigration booths. I was one in a sea of people. No one knew me; no one knew I was here. I smiled to myself as I thought of the normal process my family went through at the airport. Ordinarily, I would have been whisked out of the airplane into a private walkway leading to a private immigration line. There would be no waiting, just a branding of our passports and we would be on our way. It felt wonderful to be inconspicuous and unrecognized.


  As I walked through the normal checkpoints, no questions were asked. My passport was stamped, and I trudged along on the way to the luggage carousel. I was now feeling very nervous, all alone — I’ve never done anything like this before. I was excited, but scared at the same time. What if she didn’t want me? Where would I go? It didn’t matter. I was free.


  I was drenched in sweat by the time I pulled out my third suitcase and placed it on my cart. I pushed through people and carts and stood at a taxi line that was one hundred people long. It took me an hour to finally get on my way, now wary of the taxi driver who could sense that I would never know where he was taking me. I gave him the address, which was in the most exclusive neighborhood in the city, and there I sat, on edge the entire time.


  As I looked outside the window at the familiar streets, my thoughts took me back to how this homecoming came about. I was sent to boarding school to escape the scandal brought about by my mother’s suicide attempt. What started out as a trip to the States for the summer holiday, ended up as three years of loneliness, rebellion and isolation.


  


  One morning while on vacation in Canada, my grandfather invited me to go for a drive with him. I was silently observant as we drove through an elegant neighborhood and reached a beautiful wooded area high up on a hill. We entered through a tall black gate, drove on a short brick-paved driveway and stopped right in front of a huge and imposing stone structure. Above the arch-shaped doorway, a brushed nickel sign simply read, Convent of the Sacred Heart. The building looked just like the front of a castle, complete with barred windows and a round tower. A middle-aged nun dressed in a navy blue habit met us at the door.


  “Good morning, Mr. Holtzer. I’m Sister Marybeth. Welcome to our school. It is so nice to meet you,” greeted the nun as she shook hands with my grandfather. Sister Marybeth had a very heavy French accent. Hmmm. “This must be Isabel,” she continued, “what a lovely girl you are.”


  What is it about being oblivious to everything around you when you’re this age? I don’t remember exactly what they talked about, but the nun seemed quite excited to show us around the premises.


  “This is our library where we have two study periods every day. The girls love staying in here because it feels like a lounge where they can read books, study or listen to music.” She noted this as she waved her hand around like a game show host. We were led through endless long, dark hallways and peeked into many old, cold and dank classrooms. “This is going to be your classroom, dear,” she announced.


  More walking. The school was quiet except for our heavy and discordant footsteps slapping across the wooden floors. We stopped by the nun’s office for a while, and I watched with suspicion as my grandfather slowly wrote a check and handed it to the quite impressed nun. When we finally reached the top floor, she motioned for me to step inside a room with rows and rows of beds on both sides of the windows.


  “Here is the dorm you will be staying in. Private rooms are reserved for the higher grades. You will be able to have a private room next year, Isabel. In the meantime, you will love sharing a room with the other girls your age. They know we have a new student coming and are very excited to meet you.”


  There I stood, as confused as ever, absorbing what she had just said. Am I the new student they are talking about? And then suddenly, it hit me. I wasn’t going home. I didn’t say goodbye to my friends, to my mother, to my sisters. My legs felt like molasses as I slowly trudged back to the car.


  “Isabel, your grandmother and I think it’s best for you to remain here when we leave to go back home next week,” my grandfather began as I stared out of the passenger side window. I desperately tried with all my might to remain stoic about what had just happened in the school. “With what’s going on at home, your mother’s problems and all, you have a better chance of living a normal life away from everything at the moment.”


  “I’ll miss my sisters,” I muttered softly, wanting to comply with his wishes but hoping he would send them over to be with me.


  “Your sisters are living with your grandparents on your father’s side. As part of the custody agreement, our only responsibility is you at this point. We want you to have the best possible opportunities in life. This is what we are offering you.” He half-replied to my statement.


  “Who’ll look after Pepe?” My beautiful Pepe. A gift from my stepfather. My one and only friend. I turned my head toward him, my tear stricken face now no longer a secret. His demeanor remained formal, but there was warmth in his eyes that reflected some compassion.


  “If you keep your grades up, as I am sure you will, we will make sure to continue boarding him. We will get someone from the club to ride him every day.”


  “When will I be able to go home again?”


  “This is your life now, Isabel, there is no choice in the matter. You are going to be studying abroad. Your grandmother and I will be here to visit you six months during the year when we look over our investments. In the meantime, be a good girl and just believe that we know what’s best for you.”


  


  Forty minutes later, I was there. Safe and sound. The exhaustion from the trip overtook my senses and I felt way older than the sixteen years I had accumulated in my life.


  “I think this is it, miss.” The taxi driver turned his head to address me.


  I wiped my tears on the sleeve of my blouse as I gathered up my things and watched as the taxi driver sped away. My mother’s house was perched on a hill and enclosed by a massive white steel gate. It was a solid gate, so I couldn’t really get a good peek inside. I could see a line of cars in the driveway, which meant that people were home. I nervously rang the doorbell and a security guard ran to open it.


  “Hi, I’m Isabel. Is Claudia home?”


  “Yes ma’am, she is. Who may I say you are?”


  Ugh. New man in her life, new home, new people. They don’t know me.


  “I’m her daughter, Isabel.”


  Seconds later, my mother came rushing out. “Isabel Francesca! What are you doing here?” She enveloped me in a hug. It had been three years since I felt her warmth, her touch.


  “I left Grandma and Grandpa. Can I stay with you?”


  “What do you mean, Francesca? What happened?” she asked, as she backed away from our embrace but kept her hands on my shoulders.


  “It was just so hard for me to stay,” I replied, trying to choke back tears from having to open up about the past few years.


  “How did you get here? Do they know that you left?”


  “No, I got a summer job and bought my own ticket home. They’re traveling around the U.S. right now.”


  “Oh, Francesca, what a daring thing to do. You could have called me if you needed my help. Of course, you can stay. This is your home too. Mellie, take Ms. Isabel’s stuff inside. Clear out the guest bedroom and unpack her things there.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Which sheets should we use?”


  “Take the new ones I bought in Europe and the new comforter in the closet.”


  Mellie, my nanny, a familiar face. “Mellie!” I exclaimed as I rushed toward her to give her a hug.


  Mellie nervously took a step back to avoid my arms as my mother said under her breath, “Isabel, we don’t get too close to the help.”


  I ignored my mother’s warning and folded her into my arms. It was brief and quick, but I wanted Mellie to know how happy I was to see her.


  “You know, Mom, in Canada, everybody’s equal.” I smiled, as I walked away to look for Gracie.


  “Come inside, Francesca. Gracie! Look who’s here!”
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  A few minutes later, my mother was on the phone instructing her secretary to make a whole bunch of phone calls. “Have Evie and Alicia fetched so they can see their sister. Call my mother too, and let her know that Francesca will be staying here with me. And then call the school and ask for a meeting with the principal first thing tomorrow morning.”


  My half-sister, Gracie was born three years ago at the height of my mother’s drug addiction. As a result of this, she was delivered at 25 weeks and suffered from Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome. This is the medical term for the symptoms that a newborn baby experiences when his or her mother is addicted to prescription drugs. Thankfully, she was growing up to be a normal and healthy child. Gracie looked just like my stepfather. It made me miss him so much more. She had his darker skin and round eyes, jet-black hair and long limbs. She was going to grow up to be a beautiful girl. I wanted to ask my mother about what had happened, but I didn’t want to get her in a foul mood, especially when she had been so happy to see me. It made me sad to think that I would no longer be seeing him in our home. He would have approved of the way I had handled this situation. He told me that I was a strong girl, a fighter. I made a mental note to contact him as soon as I was settled.


  I met Evie and Alicia in school the next day while my mother was speaking to the principal.


  “You made it! How did you get to Mom’s house?” Alicia asked, as she kissed my cheek.


  “I took a taxi cab.”


  “Isabel, that was very dangerous. Weren’t you scared?” she exclaimed.


  “Who cares, Alicia?” Evie interjected. “The fact that she’s here now is what’s important. You’d better tell Mom that you need a dress for this weekend’s party. It’s at Becky’s house and you’ll get to meet my friends.”


  A few minutes later, I was called into the principal’s office (I’ve been there before, believe me). This was the same all girls’ private school I attended since first grade, so the principal knew my family quite well.


  “Welcome back, Isabel. I was just telling your mother how pleased we are to have you here with us again. There are certain credits that you are missing, but with a weekly tutor you will be able to catch up and graduate next year. As you know, there is a difference in grading scales between here and in Canada. You will have to enter in the 11th grade and gain those credits for graduation. This means you will be in the same grade as your sister Alicia. You can start tomorrow. We will order your uniforms, so dress in civilian clothing until you have them.”


  I was quiet and didn’t say a word. I was a little taken by surprise at the news of being pulled back a year and ending up in Alicia’s class, but I was honestly just glad that they took me in.
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  My first day of school the next day was uneventful. Literally humdrum. My old friends were in a grade higher than mine, so our break schedules were different. Alicia tried her best to have me follow her around, but the poor girl looked so stifled, I finally told her to go ahead with her friends and that I’d follow a few minutes later. I never did. I stayed by myself and looked over my whole new pile of books.


  That weekend, we were off to attend a party with Evie and her friends. I agreed with my mother that Ali was a little too young but then promised to watch over her like a hawk. We were just so excited to be together. With the three sisters, our band was back in business. In the years I had been gone, Evie had lost almost all of her baby fat and at 5’4” was the tallest. She had short and wavy dark hair, hazel eyes and a pretty upturned nose. I was much shorter at only 5’2” and although I weighed less than either sister, I had that voluptuous look about me. I was skinny but had a larger chest and a small waist. My brown hair had turned a little darker over the years, my nose not quite as upturned but my skin cream white and flawless. I also inherited my mother’s taste for clothing, which meant I was more of a trendsetter than my two sisters. Alicia had beautiful straight black hair, doe-like black eyes and a permanent tan like she had baked under the sun for the perfect amount of time. I felt so pale compared to both of them.


  “You’re not fat, Isa. You just have big boobs.” This was my sisters’ constant reassurance. Oh great. Thanks.


  We arrived at the party, and all I kept thinking was, “A party is a party is a party no matter what country you’re in.” Loud music and young people everywhere. It was also very dark, and you could hardly make out the figures that were on the dance floor. The house was huge and in between the foyer and the main reception area was a large garden with a pool. To get to the bar area, we had to walk on the grass, which was an ordeal in itself, being that we were all in stiletto heels.


  “Isabel, my friends want to say hi to you. Come with me,” Evie instructed, as she took my hand in hers.


  “Wait, where’s Alicia? Ali, come follow us here.”


  “Hi guys! It’s so nice to see you!” I screeched, as I hugged all of Evie’s friends.


  “Wow, Isabel, look at you! You’re all grown up! Still so pretty!”


  I turned around to look for Alicia. Where did she go? I decided to leave Evie and brave the heel digging process of walking across the garden back to the foyer area where the dance floor was located. I found Alicia sitting on a bench with three of her friends.


  “Hey, are you okay?” I asked as I scraped my shoes on the ground to rid myself of stuck grass.


  “Yup! I’m just going to sit here with these guys for a while. Wanna join us? Evie said we can just meet by the car at midnight.”


  “Aren’t you guys gonna dance? The music is pretty good,” I said, looking around to see if any of John’s friends were at the party. I wasn’t sure whether they would recognize me, but I knew they would remember me once I approached them.


  “Okay, Alicia, don’t go anywhere, stay here. I’m going to get us some Cokes.”


  As I turned around to leave, I smacked my forehead straight onto someone’s chest.


  “Oops, sorry,” the voice said, as I looked up into the most beautiful gray eyes I had ever seen. They were smoky, but soft and clear at the same time. Long brown curly eyelashes were connected to those bewitching eyes. Those deep-set eyes were connected to the most perfectly slanted nose that was connected to the fullest, sexiest lips I had ever laid eyes on. And that hair. Dark brown, thick and wavy, covering his eyes and masking those cute floppy ears. And tall, all 6’1’’ of him. I was barely up to his shoulders; hence, I only got as far as the level of his chest.


  “I’m so sorry. I was just about to say hi to Alicia,” the handsome boy sputtered out.


  “Oh, hi Jesse, how are you? Isabel, this is Jesse Cain. He’s the student coach for our softball team at school. Jesse, this is my older sister, Isabel. She just arrived from studying in Canada,” Alicia said, as her eyes darted back and forth between us.


  “Hi, nice to meet you, Jesse. Alicia, I’m gonna go and get us those Cokes.” I smiled at him.


  And just like that I walked away from Jesse Cain.
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  I never really made it back with the Cokes. On my way to the bar, I saw some of John’s friends, and we ended up hanging out and catching up. There was quite a bit of flirting back and forth, and by the time we were exchanging phone numbers, Evie was rounding us up so we could get home in time for our curfew. As we walked out into the driveway and over to the waiting car, Alicia subtly grabbed my arm and pointed her head to the right of my direction. Handsome Boy was leaning casually against his car with his arms across his chest, watching us as we entered the car and drove away.


  “Isa, did you know who that guy was?” Alicia asked, somewhat exasperated with me for some reason.


  “No, who?”


  “You were kind of standoffish. He’s only the crush of the entire high school.”


  “Isa is an ice queen,” Evie said, laughing, and I laughed along with her.


  “Ali, don’t you know by now? Boys are just trouble. Stay away from them and just focus on your studies.” And with that, I turned up the car radio and got lost in my thoughts.


  Minutes later, Handsome Boy’s face popped up in my head.


  “Ali, what year is he?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.


  “He’s our age, Isa.”


  I nodded and went back to secretly worrying about my mother and what she was doing that night. Earlier that evening, I had insisted on staying home to watch some movies with her, but my sisters wouldn’t hear any of it. They were very excited to reintroduce me to the world I knew and left three years ago.
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  “All that we are is the result of what we have thought.”


  —Buddha


  


  


  A few weeks passed after Evie’s party and things were starting to settle down at home. I spent quite a bit of my free time with Gracie. She was so sweet and so lovable and aside from an occasional mild seizure and her lower birth weight, we didn’t see any serious side effects of my mother’s drug dependency while she was pregnant. We were told to expect some learning disabilities along the way, but so far Gracie seemed to be focused and alert. Our home life was often tense and stressful. My mother was always on edge, trying to please the new man in her life. He had a wife and family who often called our house to harass her and to demand that she send him back home to them.


  Evie and Alicia still lived with my grandparents on my father’s side, but I saw them every day after school. My father had since married a woman fifteen years his junior that he met while she was a contestant in a small beauty pageant. Speaking of grandparents, my mother’s parents were not communicating with me and had been very upset when they returned from their trip to find me gone. Still, my grandfather continued to send my mother the funds needed for my daily support. I sent them a letter thanking them and promised that I would continue to work hard at making them proud of me someday.


  School was also going well. I was alone during the actual school day since my old friends were all one grade ahead of me. Alicia tried her best to include me with her group of friends, but catching up on code or stolen glances or mid-sentence conversations was a very exhausting process. One late afternoon, I decided to walk to the park adjacent to the school while waiting for Alicia, who had softball practice. I sped past a group of girls laughing as one of them rolled the dice and threw it across a board game. One of the girls looked up at me and smiled, and I smiled right back.


  “Hi, wanna join us? We’re playing Scattegories.” The girl was slightly smaller than me, petite and very fit with beautiful long, shiny dark hair.


  “No, thank you. I’m just waiting for my sister to come out of practice.”


  “They should be done soon. We saw them running laps just a few minutes ago. We’re from the other high school, waiting to practice on the field. My name is Betty Turner, and these are my friends from the track team.” Betty and I started talking and exchanged phone numbers after we discovered that we were wearing the exact same brand of watch.


  On the way home in the car, Alicia casually mentioned, “Isa, guess who asked about you today?”


  “Let me guess, Ali. Mrs. Martinez, who has been asking me to join the Glee Club. When will she finally get that I can’t sing?” I answered.


  “No, not her! Jesse Cain asked about you again.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Nothing, really. Asked why you came home, if you were going back to Canada, and if you ever planned on watching any of our games.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “I told him that you’re not really into sports!”


  “Alicia! That’s not true! What do you call my riding?”


  “Riding around on a horse all day isn’t really a sport.”
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  A few weeks had passed and life was uneventful. I was focused on spending time with Grace, and my mother was either sleeping a lot or out with her friends. There were daily fights and emotional screaming matches between her and her boyfriend. Nothing new. Same old routine again. I had taken to becoming the mother of the house, running the budget, giving instructions for Gracie, while my mother slept through it all. When she was awake and lucid, she was the best mother she could ever be. Loving and attentive, she always aimed to please her girls. But she was also moody and delusional, often telling us that she could spend all she wanted, knowing that her parents would bail her out of any financial bind. She also had a crying fit when she found out that my father’s new wife had given birth to a son.
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  One afternoon as I walked toward the school gates to wait for my ride, I saw a familiar figure standing by the entrance, his back turned toward me. I noticed him right away. It appeared that he was looking outside, waiting for someone. His hair was slightly longer and he was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants. His gym bag was slung upon his shoulder as he leaned on the gate with one leg crossed over the other. Everything about him — his stance, his build, his hair, the back of his neck — was perfect. I walked straight past, trying my best not to brush against him as students swirled past the gates hurrying to get out of the school premises.


  “Isabel.” That voice. Deep and raspy.


  I kept walking until I felt his presence right behind me. He touched my shoulder and a million electric sparks coursed through my body.


  “Isabel, please wait up,” he pleaded. “I was waiting for you to get out of class. I’ve been wanting to call you, but Alicia wouldn’t give me your phone number.”


  Someone as good looking and popular as him is really asking for my phone number? Why would he want to call me?


  My heart was beating in my chest, and I was suddenly nervous. He was just so unassuming, almost like he didn’t really know that he had it going on. A few high school girls shuffled past us, trying to get his attention. Each one had a ridiculously giddy smile painted on her face.


  “What can I do for you, Jesse?” I asked. I was sincerely baffled as to what he would need from me.


  He nodded his head at the swooning girls, his face blank and expressionless as he turned away from them to face me. “I was wondering if you’d like to go see a movie with me sometime.” He fidgeted with his hair, brushing it back repeatedly with his hand.


  “Sure,” I answered. “Just give me a call and we’ll plan something.” I reached for my pen, wrote my number down, and handed him a torn piece of paper. “See ya!”


  My phone rang just minutes after I arrived home that afternoon.


  “Hi, Isabel, it’s Jesse. Do you think you can go out tonight? Maybe just for coffee?” he inquired nervously.


  “Sorry, Jesse. I’m really tired today. Can we do this some other time?” I answered as I glanced around the living room to see whether my mother was home.


  “Sure. How’s everything? How has your first month back been?” Just the way he sounded made me feel like I was talking to an old friend.


  “It’s been going well. I feel like I have so much to catch up on for school,” I responded.


  “I know what you mean. Do you have plans of returning to Canada anytime soon?” His tone was cautious as he asked me this.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I lied. “It depends on what happens to me this year,” I continued.


  “Give it a chance, Isabel. I’m sure you’ll love it here. I’ll make sure you do,” he said, slowly and deliberately.


  I think I might get used to this guy.


  We talked for an hour that night. Many awkward periods of silence characterized our conversation. It seemed like all he wanted to do was pepper me with questions. I did learn that he came from a family of four children and about his love for the game of baseball. He spoke about having to coach part time to earn some extra money for college. I found out that not only was he on the varsity baseball team, but he was also Student Council President of his school. Finally, we spoke about his plans to attend a local college in the city. It was nice to have a new friend, and for no other reason than that, I enjoyed our telephone conversation that night.
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  A week later, Jesse asked me if I wanted to watch him play baseball in a home game at his high school. I didn’t really have any weekend plans, so I asked Betty to come to the game with me. Betty was actually dating a popular model who wasn’t exactly in good graces with her parents. She jumped at the opportunity to have him meet us at the game. That afternoon, we made sure to arrive fashionably late and cut through the side of the field to get to the stands while the game was in progress.


  “Whoa, Isabel, you didn’t tell me that he was the team’s pitcher!” Betty exclaimed under her breath.


  “I didn’t know,” I replied, my eyes focused on the beautiful boy standing on the pitcher’s mound fiddling with his cap and looking around the stands. He saw me and smiled. I had never been so interested in a sport in my entire life.


  I didn’t really know what to do after the game ended that afternoon. Should I get up and walk over to Jesse while he’s surrounded by a group of cheerleaders? Or should I leave and see whether he chases me across the field? Betty made that decision for me as her boyfriend Leigh and a friend walked up the stands toward us. As I looked up to see Leigh’s friend’s eyes focused on me, I actually glanced down to avoid a stare down. He had short, blond, spiky hair, dark blue eyes and day-old stubble on his chin. Alluringly full lips on a perfectly squared jaw. While Jesse was less muscular but athletically built, this guy’s body was defined in all the right places. His clothes were impeccably put together.


  “Isabel, this is Leigh’s friend, Alex Ailey. Leigh thinks we should go and get something to eat before we drop you back off at home,” Betty said in her sexy, breathy tone as she grabbed hold of Leigh’s hand.


  “Isabel, it’s so nice to finally meet you. I see you a lot at the Club.” His smile seemed real and genuine, and he had gorgeous eyes. I glanced over to the dugout. Jesse was no longer there. I didn’t know whether I was disappointed that he didn’t seek me out or relieved that I wouldn’t have to see him that day.


  “Sure, where were you guys thinking of going?” I asked, a little distracted by the way the friend was looking at me.


  “Let’s just get out of here and wing it,” said Alex, as he winked at me.


  We walked down the stairs and headed out to the parking lot. I had a good time just getting to know both Leigh and Alex. It was nice to see Betty interact with Leigh. He was much older and very protective over her. Alex, on the other hand, was just easy to get along with. He was three years older than me, educated abroad and traveled back and forth during his school breaks. I knew we would fall into a friendship after our first meeting.


  “So Alex, how do we know each other?” I asked inquisitively. Although he said he knew me, I was certain I would remember a face like that if we had met in the past. “Did you just move here?” I continued my query.


  “My dad was an expat working for Philip Morris 20 years ago. We transferred here from the U.S. and never left. He loved it here, the people, the culture, the life. He decided to set up his business here.”


  “Ahh. An Amboy.” Our slang for American Boy. “And you’re at the Polo Club often?”


  He laughed at my earlier statement. “I used to see you there when you were younger, with your stepbrother, John. He was a year older than me at the International School. He told me that you left to study abroad.”


  “And how do you know Leigh?”


  “Leigh and I have been friends since grade school. When he told me he was going to meet up with Betty and her friend, I knew who you were as soon as I heard your name. You’re pretty popular at the Club, Isabel.”


  “Me? No way. I normally keep to myself when I’m out there. You must be referring to someone else.”


  “No, I’m not. You’re not easy to forget, Isabel Amarra.”


  “I bet you say that to all the girls.”
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  Later on that evening, I arrived home to three missed calls from Jesse.


  “Hi Isabel, where’d you run off to after the game?” Jesse asked as soon as I answered my phone. If he was upset that I had left, there was no indication of that at all in his voice.


  “Oh, I went out for a bite to eat with Betty and her boyfriend,” I answered tentatively, not knowing where this was going to lead.


  “I tried to find you after taking a shower and you were gone!”


  He laughed lightheartedly.


  “Sorry about that. I wasn’t sure whether you had intended for me to wait. Great game, by the way.” I shrugged my shoulders, assuming it was a good game because they had won.


  “That’s okay, Isabel. I’m glad you enjoyed the game.”
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  The next few weeks were spent watching any baseball game I could catch on TV after school and in the evenings. Jesse invited me to another home game shortly after that. This time, I went without Betty and sat in the stands to wait for him after the game. It was another win for his team, with Jesse batting the tie-breaking home run. There seemed to be the same set of girls who were waiting for him at the end of this match as well. This time, Jesse spoke with them briefly and then ran up the stands, two steps at a time, to catch me before I had a chance to leave.


  “Isabel, don’t leave, okay? I’m going to take a shower and will be right back in ten minutes. I’d like to be the one to take you home this afternoon.”


  I gave him a smile and nodded. As I watched him walk away, I couldn’t help but stare at his backside. Despite the loosely hanging jersey, the ridges of his back muscles and arms showed through its material. His baseball pants showcased the tightest and most well-built set of thighs and legs I had ever seen.


  Sure enough, he showed up in less than ten minutes, his hair dripping wet and smelling like sweet licorice. He took my hand and we walked toward his car. Somewhere along the way, another group of girls called out his name and he waved at them. I pulled my hand away, embarrassed to be infringing on what could be someone else’s turf.


  Jesse’s calls continued every night after that last game. He would wait for me outside school on the days that he coached. We only spoke for a few minutes each time because Evie and Alicia needed a ride back to my father’s house. With school, coaching, his student council activities and his games, there wasn’t really much room for me. Not that I was looking for anything, really. Those reliable phone calls did ease my loneliness every night after having dinner all alone or while waiting for my mother to come home.


  His calls would come late at night after I had gotten ready for bed. I would cradle the phone by my ear and wait for it to ring.


  “Hi, it’s Jesse,” he would start out.


  “Hi,” I would say. My eyes closed, big smile on my face.


  “How was your day? Sorry it’s so late, just got out of practice.” He always spoke in a hushed tone, and I wondered whether there were other people in the room with him.


  “That’s all right. Mine was good. My mom’s not home yet, so I’m kinda dozing on and off. Rode for an hour today then came home to study for my Chem test. How about you?”


  “Studied a bit before practice. Practiced. That’s pretty much it ... so tell me what you reviewed for Chem.” He chuckled.


  “Hmm, I’m so tired, I don’t even know anymore.” I giggled.


  “Is it obvious that I’m just trying to keep you on the phone a little longer? I love the sound of your voice. Let me keep you company till your mom gets home,” he whispered.


  Training for the equestrian events going on at the club was taking most of my free time after school. Pepe and I had just begun to build such a good chemistry that I won blue ribbons in many competitions that year. Betty and I also went out with Leigh and his friends. They were a fun bunch, and most of the time we were at one of their houses playing Scattegories and other board games. Once in a while, Betty would tell me that so-and-so was interested in me. I think that although I didn’t admit it at that time, I was really saving myself for Jesse.


  One day after one of his games, he picked me up from the stands and introduced me to his mother. The way that he said my last name made her look straight at me with a sharp look of concern.


  “You’re Claudia Holtzer’s daughter?” she asked.


  “Yes, ma’am. It’s very nice to meet you.”


  “Mom, I invited Isabel over for dinner after the game.” I kept my stare on him, refusing to glance over to see his mother’s reaction. I remembered the fights I caused in grade school trying to defend Alicia against the nasty rumors that were being spread about my mother.


  “Of course, Jesse. Isabel, it would be great if you could join us for dinner,” she said warmly and without hesitation.


  “That would be lovely, Mrs. Cain. Thank you for inviting me.”


  Mrs. Cain insisted I ride back with her while Jesse drove separately in his car.


  “Isabel, how is your mother? I knew her from my high school days. I used to see her at parties and would read about her in the society pages. Your mother is beautiful, and you look just like her.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Cain. She’s doing well. She’s really busy with her dress shop and Grace is occupying most of her time these days.”


  “Ah, yes, your youngest sister. I hear that she is growing up to be a healthy little girl.”


  Where in the world were these people getting all their intel on my family?


  We finally arrived at Jesse’s house. The car pulled into a tiny one-car garage that had a tall set of stairs leading to the back of the house. Jesse ran toward the car to make sure he was the one to lead me inside. We followed his mother as she opened the door to us. There was such a welcoming vibe in his home that I immediately started to relax. The structural layout was long and narrow, quite small and compact. The kitchen, dining room and living room all shared the same space, and my first thought was that the area was smaller than my mother’s bedroom. Jesse excitedly pulled me up the stairs to meet his brothers and sisters. He shared a bedroom with three younger siblings and they all had smiles on their faces as he introduced me to each one of them.


  Jesse’s father was a stern military man who expected nothing but the best from his children. His mother was meek and quiet in front of his father, something I did not expect when I met her earlier at the game. The first dinner I had with his family felt more like an interrogation, but that was understandable. His father gushed about my grandfather being a self-made man, talked about his businesses, wanted to know whether I was planning to work for my grandfather when I graduated. Jesse was a bit embarrassed by all the questions, but he just held my hand and smiled at me throughout the conversation. The atmosphere was warm and inviting and they were genuinely happy to meet me. His sisters were a bit on the shy side, but I could tell that they truly adored their older brother.


  That dinner with his family was the first of many dinners we shared through the years that Jesse and I were together. Jesse’s father and I would share a closeness that I never had with my own father. We also spent many nights at the table talking about my family, my sisters and my parents. His father showed an unaffected interest in me and my plans for the future. He quickly erased all of my reservations about my mother’s reputation and how that might influence his perception of me. Those times were precious to me, and to this day, I think of him with so much fondness in my heart.


  Meanwhile, Alex and I developed a friendship that was comfortable and easy, due to the fact that I was at the Polo Club most days after school. He was funny about calling me randomly, and we would go back and forth with an easy banter. It was nice having someone who was a part of the group that I used to hang out with when I was younger. Sometimes at night, my phone would ring and it would be him with silly one-minute updates:


  “Hello?”


  “Hi Isabel, it’s me, Alex. Just wanted to let you know that Lizzy didn’t clear that last jump at today’s event. I saw how you killed it the other day. Great job!”


  “You saw me? Where were you?”


  “Watching you.”


  “Shut up.”
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  “First love is only a little foolishness and a lot of curiosity.”


  —George Bernard Shaw


  


  


  Three months after we met, Jesse and I finally went to see a movie.


  We held hands as he led me through the dark theater and walked me up to the very last row right below the projector. The movie house wasn’t full, but I was so nervous, I didn’t really care where we sat. Ten minutes into the movie, I turned my face to see him staring right at me. I was mesmerized by his nearness. Even in the dark, I could make out his features, but I was afraid to look right at him. He held my face and brushed his thumb across my cheek. He then leaned his head further down and nuzzled my neck.


  “Isabel, you are so pretty. No, exquisite. Beautiful.”


  And then it happened. Our first kiss. Slow and gentle at first, tentative and unsure. He smelled like cool grass and sun and all I wanted to do was inhale him. And though I closed my eyes, I saw him clearly. I had learned in my life that the good things were fleeting, and everything always came to an end. I wanted to remember this moment forever.


  His kiss grew more demanding as I relaxed back on the chair and let him take the lead. We were breathless by the time it was over. I leaned my head on his shoulder, and he wrapped his arms around me as we watched the rest of the movie.


  We drove home in a comfortable silence, and his voice broke into my thoughts as we pulled up to my house. “Isabel, this wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t supposed to happen. You. Especially you. We’re from different worlds. I had everything planned out, a course I needed to follow. But I want to be with you so much.”


  “What are you saying, Jesse?” I asked. Dumb question. I knew where this was going.


  “I don’t know, Isabel. I’m afraid I can’t commit to trying to have a relationship at this point. I—”


  “Seriously, Jesse. It’s okay. We were just having fun. Why would you think I’d be expecting anything from you? See you around.”


  I left his car, careful not to slam the door or give any indication that this was starting to hurt.


  My reaction to what had just happened was momentarily placed on hold as I walked into the front entrance of our house. I found my mother sitting at the kitchen table in the dark, eating her dinner with her hands, half asleep and in a trance-like state.


  “Mom,” I whispered as I bent down to kiss her on the head. “I think you’ve had enough to eat now, let’s get you wiped up and ready for bed.”


  I took a wet towel, cleaned her face and hands and slowly took her upstairs to her bedroom and tucked her into bed.
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  I didn’t shed any tears that night. My emotions were channeled into worrying about my mother. Betty called him a jerk and said I should stop waiting around and just go on with my life. Alicia said he ducked out as soon as he saw her at practice, and Evie just said the hell with it and encouraged me to go for one of Betty’s friends. Despite the hurt that I felt from Jesse’s rejection, I found myself reliving the days of my childhood.


  Memories of those years came flooding back as I vividly recalled the years in which we were shuffled back and forth between homes, or for visits to the rehab centers where my mother often stayed. One of the centers she lived in was a drab looking building two hours away from the city. Sitting in a cold waiting room with toys and coloring books while waiting for my mother to emerge from her counseling session was a weekly routine for me.


  It wasn’t my mother I was visiting then — my mother was always impeccably dressed, with not a stray hair on her head. This was someone else in a hospital gown with frayed ribbons on them. Sometimes, the ribbons extended down her arm into tight long sleeves. Other times, they would just be sewn on the back of her gown. I was allowed in her bedroom where I would watch TV and read until the day came to a close. The few times I was there affected me the rest of my life. I can still close my eyes and envision the filthy yellow walls and cold metal hospital beds that smelled of rubbing alcohol.


  Maybe some things just never changed.
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  Two weeks later, I was in the barn, untacking Pepe from a ride and brushing his tail before hosing him down. Pepe was cross tied and I had just pulled his reins over his ears and coaxed him to drop the bridle from his mouth. I never failed to admire his buckskin color, his solid neck and powerful haunches. He was indeed a beautiful animal.


  “Hey Peps. If you let me pick your hooves we can share the box of sugar cubes I brought.”


  “You eat sugar cubes whole?”


  Here we go again. That voice. Killed me every time.


  “I think you’re in the wrong stall. Looking for another horse?”


  “No, I’m actually looking for the girl that I’ve fallen in love with.”


  He walked, no, strode toward me wearing holey jeans and a faded t-shirt. His face was achingly perfect. I was entranced by those smoldering, deep-set eyes. He held my face in his hands and kissed me.


  As we continued to explore each other in silence, Pepe pushed me with his left knee and nudged me for his sugar cubes. We both laughed as I turned around to reach into my tack box and rewarded Pepe for his patience.


  “You’ve fallen in love with me?” I asked, as he planted little kisses on my lips.


  “I can’t stay away from you, Isabel. I don’t want to fight this anymore.” He moaned as his lips parted mine, and I truly tasted him for the first time.


  So this is what it feels like to be in love. My pulse raced and my knees went weak, and in that very moment, I knew that the course of my life and the integrity of my heart would be forever linked to this one sweet kiss.
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  Jesse tried to see me as much as possible in between his million other activities. He finally came over one day after school, and I introduced him to my mother. It’s a funny thing about having a mother who is well known — I didn’t have to explain anything to Jesse about her. The first time he met her, she was actually happy to see him and was a vibrant and gracious hostess.
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  “I love you, Isabel,” he said one night as we sat outside my school watching the cars go by. “I’ve never felt this way before. There’s just something about the way you draw people to you, the way you always try to find the best in every person. My parents think the world of you.”


  I smiled at him and reached for his hand. “I love you too.”


  “So, how many boys have you kissed before me?” He looked down at my hands and played with my fingers. He laid them flat on his thigh and stared straight into the distance.


  “Two. But they were dumb. How about you?” Two boys who represented my attempts at disobedience for shipping me out of the country. Jared was a handsome English boy from St. George’s who used to meet me by the woods adjacent to my boarding school twice a week before curfew. I ran the other way once he asked to see me more often. And Bruce whom I met at a party when I was supposed to be babysitting for a little girl named Daniella. Bruce was a much older boy from a neighboring public school whose father owned a houseboat. My grandparents grounded me for one month after they found out I had only babysat for Daniella once. My final act of defiance had been to take up smoking. Those boys were gone, but that one habit still stayed with me.


  “None. Why were they dumb?” He turned to look at me as he let go of my hand.


  “They just were. Really, Jesse? No one?”


  “I’ve been too busy with school and sports and had braces for the longest time.” He laughed while he eluded my eyes and looked away. “I’m jealous of those two guys you kissed. Did you like them? I mean, I guess, you’re so pretty — of course you’d have your pick of guys to kiss.” He rambled uncomfortably.


  I leaned into him and lay my head on his shoulder. We tried to avoid public displays of affection in front of my school, but I didn’t care. “Don’t be. They weren’t you, and I’ve already forgotten about them.”


  “Well, I’m glad to hear that, because from now on, these lips are the only ones that you’re ever going to know.”
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  Jesse and I graduated from kissing to touching to heavy petting and pleasuring each other. I think it was the night when he first said he loved me that I wanted so much to show him that I felt the same way.


  “So, B, I think I’m ready,” I mentioned to Betty one night over the phone.


  “Ready for what?” she asked, although the tone of her voice gave her away. She knew where this was going.


  “Ready to lose it to Jesse,” I said, hushed, despite the fact that I was alone in my room.


  “Isabel, things like that aren’t planned. That’s a big emotional investment.” She was, after all, in a serious relationship. As if I should really be listening to her.


  “B, help me make it happen, please. I love him so much, I want him to know that,” I insisted.


  She let out a deep sigh. “Okay, Isabel, let’s plan it. I know that my family will be driving up the coast next weekend and no one will be home. Leigh and I are going out of town too. Why don’t you take Jesse there, and you can stay in my room that day.”


  “Really? You’d do that for me? B, you are the best friend ever!” I squealed.


  That Saturday couldn’t come soon enough. I told Jesse that Betty had offered us her home that day just for some alone time. He didn’t ask any questions, he told me he would meet me there.


  We were both jittery when we saw each other. Betty’s parents had left, and she was waiting for Leigh to pick her up for their weekend away.


  “Hi Iss,” Jesse said, as he pulled me into a big hug. He was so much larger than me that his embrace was truly my safe place. When I was enclosed in there, I felt like nothing could hurt me. We engaged in small talk until Betty’s cell phone rang, and she ran out the door. Jesse pulled me close to him and muttered, “I love you so much, Issy.”


  I led him up the long, winding stairway toward Betty’s bedroom. It had huge white double doors, and I could register his surprise as we walked into the large area, which was as big as an apartment. “Sheesh,” he exhaled.


  “What can I say, she’s the youngest child. The baby.” I laughed, my hand never letting go of his.


  “You know, it’s only a matter of time before your family realizes that I’m not good enough for you,” he said pensively.


  “What do you mean? You’re every parents’ dream. You’re so successful, ambitious, and hard working. Any girl would be so lucky to have you.”


  “You’re MY dream. Come here.”


  He kissed me deeply again, this time licking my lips and teeth and then sucking fervently on my top lip. He pushed me against the wall and desperately pressed against me. I could feel him, all of him, strained against the front of his jeans. He slowly took a step back and whispered, “Issy, let me see you.”


  I was shaking as I pulled off my shirt, unbuttoned my jeans and stepped out in just my bra and panties. “I love you, Jesse,” I said, as I stood in front of him, surprisingly bold and confident.


  “You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen,” he said as he unclasped my bra and pulled my panties down. I was completely naked. He touched me all over and squeezed my breasts as they overflowed from his hands. “I love your breasts, Iss. Let me taste them.” He sucked and tugged at my nipples as he pressed himself against me even more. He prepared me with his fingers until I pulled at his jeans and fumbled with the buttons. He looked at me so lovingly, I was afraid that he might be confusing his feelings for pity. My doubt quickly dissipated as soon as his lips touched my skin once again. His kisses were fevered and frantic, as if he wanted to kiss every part of my face, my ears, my neck. Slowly, he picked me up and laid me tenderly on the bed.


  Jesse groaned as he slowly entered me. I let out a small cry as the sharp pain that took me by surprise suddenly felt so excruciatingly good. And just as soon as it had started, it was done. Jesse withdrew himself as soon as he felt his orgasm taking over. “I love you,” he whispered as he pressed himself against me. He came all over my stomach as I lay underneath him stroking his hair.


  This is it, I thought. It’s done. Nothing can change this. Nothing can take this away from me. Something as indefinable as this can never materialize into anything that can be lost or thrown away.


  We stayed in bed for a few minutes before getting up and cleaning ourselves in the bathroom. Later on during the car ride home, I noticed that my pager had gone off while we were in the house. When I checked it, there was a message from Betty that read:


  


  Tess driving back to the house, she forgot her phone. Do NOT make a sound or leave my bedroom until you are sure that the coast is clear.


  


  Close call.


  


  [image: ]


  


  That night, I was lying in bed, worried and confused about what happened between us. Jesse never brought it up when he called that evening. I wanted to speak to him about it and to ask him how he felt, but he avoided the topic altogether. I finally dialed Betty’s number instead.


  “Hey, I’ve been dying to call you but worried that it would be too late. How are you? How was everything?” she asked excitedly.


  “Did your sister really come back to the house? Did she say anything to you? My gosh, B, what luck!”


  “No, she didn’t say anything. It’s all good. How was it, though?”


  “I’m bleeding, but I think that’s normal, right?” I whispered, embarrassed.


  “Yes, it is, actually. How was Jesse? What did he say?” she asked.


  “Jesse hasn’t said a word about what happened. I don’t know how to feel, B. I feel so special and different, but he’s acting like nothing’s new,” I said as tears started to form in my eyes.


  “Huh. Sorry, Isabel, Leigh wasn’t like that. He was very attentive and wanted me to talk through it to make sure I was okay,” Betty hesitated. I knew she didn’t want to hurt my feelings.


  “I guess Jesse’s freaked out or something. Or maybe he really just doesn’t think it’s a big deal,” I mused.


  “That’s okay, right? You’re going to be all right?” she asked worriedly.


  I could tell that her voice was strained, and she was trying to sound lighthearted about it.


  “I’m fine,” I responded.


  As I hung up the phone that night, I wondered whether I had lost him.
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  “The most painful thing is losing yourself in the process of loving someone too much, and forgetting that you are special too.”


  —Ernest Hemingway


  


  


  Jesse and I had been dating for almost two years. We fell into the routine of seeing each other on weekends, before and after baseball games and on Saturday evenings at either of our houses. We liked to stay over at my house because of the privacy that it afforded us. We never spoke about our first time together, although our relationship had grown passionate and intense, both physically and emotionally. He was in my thoughts every single waking moment. I thought about him, I craved him, I constantly wanted to show him how much I adored him.


  Jesse was still as driven as ever, especially during the time he was trying to get a baseball scholarship into the most prestigious Engineering college in the country. He capitalized on his popularity as President of the Student Council to run campaigns and put himself out there in social events. I, on the other hand, was content with staying on the sidelines. I read a lot, I wrote him stories and poems, and I pledged my love for him. I cooked him meals; I waited patiently. He was almost a different person when he was in public — laughing, friendly and very cordial with members of the opposite sex. When we were alone, he was focused on me. He liked to experiment a lot, loved to watch me, and my only goal was to please him. It made me feel loved, important and secure, even if girls surrounded him every single minute of every day.
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  The weekend before the Equestrian Regionals, I had to beg off watching his game so I could hang out by the indoor field and run some practice rounds on the new course. Pepe was doing so well by this time. I no longer had to dig in my heels for my two point for him to clear the jumps. He was so sensitive to my movements that it was almost as if he was an extension of my legs. My form had improved over the years, both on the flats and on the hurdles. I knew in my heart that we were on to winning a few more ribbons the following week. It was 9:00 P.M. on a Saturday night and most of the stalls were empty. These times on Pepe, riding like the wind and daring myself to clear the various heights on a gallop, was the game I loved to play in the open arena when no one was there but me. A few breathless minutes later, I had parked Pepe by the corner to give him a quick rest before doing a final lap around the field. To my surprise, Leigh and Alex entered the barn and trudged through the dirt to where I was.


  “Hey guys, what are you doing here?” I asked happily.


  “We just finished a game of racquetball, and Betty’s meeting me here,” Leigh replied. “Alex wanted to come along to say hi.”


  “Hey, Alex. How’ve you been?” He was so attractive; he had actually been my back up plan until things got serious with Jesse. Alex reached out to run his hand along Pepe’s mane as I leaned back on the saddle and removed my boots from the stirrups.


  “Isabel, you look so good on that horse. Which events are you doing next week? I would love to watch you compete,” he gushed.


  A few seconds later, Pepe was startled by a rustling in the corner and bucked up as Jesse emerged with a big smile on his face. Leigh and Alex walked toward him and they exchanged cordial handshakes, making small talk about the World Series, the Indians and the Braves.


  I was ecstatic that Jesse was there. I swung my right leg over Pepe’s back and quickly dismounted from the horse. The boys looked over to me as my boots hit the ground with a thud. Jesse started to walk toward me as the boys quickly mumbled their goodbyes. He didn’t look happy and I realized that he was staring at my clothes. I’m not sure whether the smoke that emanated from his gray eyes represented heat or anger or both.


  I was wearing black britches and a white long sleeved shirt. Because I was small and easily swallowed by the tails of long button down shirts such as this, I normally hiked them up and tied them in a knot across my waistline. My shoulder-length hair was twisted up in a bun underneath my helmet. I hurriedly slid Pepe’s reins over his head and led him toward his stall. Jesse followed me without a word, and the walk to the barn seemed like forever in the silence that hung heavily between us. All that was heard was the clacking of Pepe’s hooves on the cement sidewalk. As soon as I hooked Pepe’s bridle to the cross tie right outside his stall, Jesse rushed right to me, grabbed my hand and pulled me through the barn frantically looking left and right, searching for something. He found the tack room and yanked me into the cold and dark space. He quickly shut the door and pressed me against it, both of his palms flat on the wood, his nose at my level, as he breathed me in.


  “Issy, do you look like that every time you come here? Your shirt lifts up with every little move you make.”


  Before I could even answer him, his lips were on me, crushing me, bruising me.


  “You’re going to leave me someday, Issy, I know it,” he mumbled onto my lips.


  “What are you talking about? Why are you being like this?” I could never be afraid of Jesse. I loved him for his intensity.


  “If you drive me this crazy, can you imagine what you do to the others?” He panted.


  “Others who? Jess?”


  I was breathless and could hardly get a word out. Jesse was always forceful and passionate, but this time it felt like he was blaming me for something.


  He tugged at the button of my britches, tore at the zipper and pulled my pants down as far down as they could go. He then stepped in between my legs and wrapped them around his waist.


  “Don’t take your boots off,” he said as he pulled his pants down and drove himself into me. “Isabel, you’re mine, right? Tell me you’re mine. Tell me you’ll never leave me. I can’t give you all this. I am afraid that even if I spent my whole life trying, I could never give you what you’re used to having.”


  “I’m yours. Only yours. I don’t care about anything else! I only love you. You’re all I need.”


  “What do you do when you’re here with them every day? They look at you. They want you. Do you tell them that you’re mine?”


  He pumped harder and harder, rocking me back and forth, lifting me up and crashing me down on him. He leaned his head on my shoulder and bit me. Two pain points. Two pleasure points. I was confused.


  He shuddered violently and caressed my face when it was all over. I clung to him as he emptied himself inside of me.


  “Issy, I can’t take you being here like this when I’m not around. Can you help me out with this? Maybe take a little break from this until I’m more comfortable with it?” he muttered.


  “Jess, I promise I won’t tie my shirt up anymore. I’ll wear normal loose-fitting clothes over my britches if that’s what’s bothering you,” I answered, still trying to make sense of what he meant.


  “No, it’s more than that. I don’t think I can take knowing that everyone is watching you compete.”
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  I never showed up for the regionals. I backed out of the competition altogether. I wanted to prove to Jesse that these were merely small spaces in me that he could easily fill. I cried for two weeks after we sold Pepe to a little girl who had big dreams of training for the Olympics. I couldn’t compare Jesse to a pet, an animal. No one ever wanted me like Jesse did. I would give up anything and everything to be with him.
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  Our senior year of high school came and went, with Jesse and I trying to spend as much time together as we could. I had no other activities now, so I would spend my time waiting for him to let me know what the plans were for the upcoming weekends. My mother and I were as close as we had ever been. Our roles had shifted and I was the one hellbent on taking care of her. She was fragile and sensitive and hurt and angry all the time. Her boyfriend worked long hours and never seemed to be able to give her the attention that she needed. It remained a known fact that she was heavily medicated on her prescription pills, but when she was lucid, she seemed like a normal person.


  Jesse spent many hours over at our home and became part of our family. Everything with Jesse was a plan, a goal, and I was happy to assume that I would be a part of the end prize, no matter what it was. He was awarded the baseball scholarship he tried out for and was going to attend a local university in the city. I applied to a few colleges and decided to become an Economics major. There was nothing that I wanted more than to go to the same school as him.


  Evie was seriously dating someone much older than her named Seth. He was a professional dancer and not exactly someone my family wanted to see her end up with. Alicia was in a relationship with a guy who was in the same class as Jesse. We sometimes triple dated, but even that was quite a rarity. The guys were just such different characters that my sisters and I never really wanted to force the issue of getting them all together. Alicia was also very secretive and went over to Carter’s house quite often. No one wanted to stay at our house more than necessary, because of the volatile situation we were all tiptoeing around between my mother and her boyfriend.


  Alicia continued to be an honor student and was set to graduate Magna Cum Laude at our high school. She also applied at the same school that Jesse was accepted to for a different specialty in the same Engineering field. Whereas my grades were average, I didn’t really try that hard and spent more time writing poems and letters to Jesse than taking my studies seriously.
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  One month before graduation, Jesse and I were sitting in the living room watching a rerun of Beverly Hills 90210. Jesse had practically moved in during the week that my mother had taken off on a shopping junket to Hong Kong with her friends. Alicia showed up unexpectedly, her eyes bleary and swollen as she walked silently toward us, looking at me with a pained stare that never left my gaze.


  “Isa, when is Mom arriving? Do we have a way of reaching her in Hong Kong?” she asked. Her voice was hoarse and she was obviously very nervous.


  “Nope. She arrives tonight, though. What’s up, Ali?”


  Alicia reached into her jeans pocket, pulled out a pink slip of paper, her hands shaking as she passed it to me.


  Weird. It was a little strip folded up in sixteenths. I slowly unfurled it. It contained one single word written in blue ink:


  


  POSITIVE


  


  My protective instinct kicked in full blast. Jesse and I were immediately on our feet surrounding her, holding her.


  “Ali, don’t cry. It’s okay. We’ll help you figure out what to do,” I said with so much confidence that it made me sob.


  Jesse was rubbing her back, glancing at me from time to time.


  “Isa, please help me talk to Mom. I want to keep the baby. Carter said he’d support whatever my decision is.”


  “Of course, Ali, we’ll do everything we can to help take care of this baby.”


  Jesse nodded at me, his expressive eyes filled with worry.


  I excused myself for a moment and calmly walked upstairs to my bedroom. As soon as I closed the door, I sat at the edge of my bed and cried. I didn’t cry for Alicia, but for myself. More than anything, I wished that it were me. I was filled with jealousy at the thought of Alicia having something of Carter forever. I wished that I were having Jesse’s baby instead.
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  “Toto, I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.”


  —L. Frank Baum


  


  


  That evening, my mother walked in from the airport as Ali and I sat in the living room to wait for her. Alicia paced back and forth as we heard the car enter the driveway. She walked in looking rested and refreshed.


  “Mom, we have to tell you something,” I started out, with Alicia squeezing my hand so tightly I thought it was going to fall off due to lack of circulation. “Alicia is pregnant.”


  “Who? You, Isabel? You’re pregnant?”


  “No, Mom. Alicia is.”


  “Isabel, you?”


  “NO, MOM! NOT Isabel!!! I am. I am pregnant!” Alicia stepped in front of me and held on to my mother’s shoulders, shaking them slightly. This time she had no tears and was determined to show my mother that she had it all figured out. I wasn’t even listening to their conversation. I was incensed by the fact that my mother’s mind was programmed to think I would be the one to make that mistake.


  Trying to prove everyone wrong is getting to be an impossible task for me. I’ve been stereotyped, even by the person whose past has doomed me to my future. It hurt me so much to realize that she, too, had very low expectations of me.
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  Claudia Holtzer could not stop saying that she was too young to be a grandmother. In all seriousness, however, my mother turned into the most supportive ally that Alicia could have ever imagined. Two weeks after my mother got the news, two men showed up at Carter’s doorstep at 3:00 A.M. They then went to pick up Alicia and both were whisked to a judge’s home where they were married. My mother set up their living quarters in our home. Carter was going to continue to go to school while Alicia was going to have the baby and enroll in university one year later.


  This event had such the opposite effect on Jesse. Two words to describe him were: Freaked. Out.


  “Issy, we have to be super careful now. What happened to Alicia can’t happen to us. I have so many plans for our future. I can’t be sidetracked by this, okay? You’re well protected, right?”


  Betty and I were both seeing an older cousin of hers, who despite his reluctance to supply us with our prescriptions, thought it his responsibility as a doctor to keep us safe rather than sorry.


  “Don’t worry about it, Jesse. If you want, we can even abstain for all I care.”


  I was hurt and insulted. We actually did abstain for a few weeks. Jesse found many inventive and creative ways to make sure that we were both fulfilled without actually having sexual intercourse. It took a brilliantly orchestrated plan on my part to get him to lose himself one night and for us to get back to normal. By this time, I knew how Jesse’s mind and heart worked and the stars magically aligned for me one night at a party we attended. It involved being relentlessly pursued by a boy from another school who wouldn’t leave my side. All I had to do was ignore Jesse’s fuming looks as the night wore on. As soon as Jesse saw what was happening, he quickly took me home, re-staked his claim and made me promise that I was his, and only his, forever.


  When I think back to the past, I don’t have an answer as to why I felt so brazen about our physical relationship.
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  The next few days and months flew by in a blur. College acceptance letters started coming in the mail, and Alicia and Jesse both got accepted to the schools of their choice. I, on the other hand, had applied to four schools and was accepted to all of them except the one that Jesse was going to be attending. I was devastated and worried about what that would do to our relationship. I guess it was mainly because by this time, I didn’t really have much of an existence outside of him. I called my mother from school the day we received the results.


  “Mom! I didn’t get in!” I cried to her on the phone. She knew what I was referring to because I had told her all about my four choices of schools.


  “Isabel, calm down. It’s okay. I’m surprised about that, but let me make a few phone calls and I’ll take care of it,” she assured me.


  “No, Mom, there’s no point. I guess I’ll just attend my second choice. I’m just calling because I needed someone to talk to.”


  Thirty minutes later, my mother met me at the door as soon as I walked into the house.


  “Isabel, it’s been arranged. You need to see Dean Reyes tomorrow at the College of Economics. You’re in,” she said arrogantly.


  “Huh? What, Mom? How did that happen?” I asked, still not understanding what she had done to pull this off.


  “Isa, you forget. Your grandfather is a big contributor to that school. He holds the Economics chair in that department. There was a misunderstanding. You should have gotten accepted.”


  Points for Claudia Holtzer, the best mother in the world. I couldn’t wait to tell Jesse that we would be going to the same school. Together.
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  High school graduation came and went. I didn’t really participate in my school’s festivities since I hardly had any friends there. Instead, I attended Betty and Jesse’s events with their respective family members. I was so happy to be a part of their celebrations that I didn’t really miss not attending mine. Jesse kept my graduation picture in his wallet and gushed about how beautiful I looked every time he had a chance. Our summer was filled with trips to the beach on hot sunny days, nights out with his friends and preparations for Alicia’s baby. Betty and I spoke every day on the phone and saw each other at least once every weekend. She was getting very serious with Leigh, and Alex was still a comfortable friend running around in the same social circles. My mother’s focus was now on both Gracie and the baby and her relationship troubles seemed to take a backseat, at least for a few months.
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  First day of school. Wow, the university was huge. Bernard, our chauffeur dropped me off at the front entrance. I missed Alicia so much. We were supposed to experience this together. I told Jesse I would meet him later in the evening, after we attended our classes. At that time, it was just my books and me. And my new outfit. As I walked through the enclosed walkway, I could see tons of freshmen students sitting on the side benches, people watching, jeering at the girls, making conversation. I recognized a few familiar faces from our respective schools but didn’t stop to speak to anyone. It was a bit of a hike over to the Liberal Arts building and I was going to be in a block class for the first year. I liked the idea of making friends and moving from class to class with a set group of people, kind of like a homeroom type of deal. This was the university’s way of helping new students to transition into a larger environment. Most of the high schools in the country were private schools with a limited number of enrollees. Sure, the private school kids would always gravitate toward each other, but being in these surroundings would expose us to students from all walks of life.


  Room LA432 was where I was to spend my first year of college. I walked in to find that most of the seats had already been taken. As I stood by the doorway, I heard someone say, “Miss, excuse me, miss, you can take this seat beside me.” Hmm . Cute guy. Tall and skinny, blond hair.


  “No, miss, sit here.” Another guy pulled out the chair next to him and gestured for me to come and sit down. Oh gosh. Everyone was looking at me now, those steely dagger eyes from the girls in the room.


  “I’ll sit here, thank you,” I declared rather uncomfortably, as I found the desk closest to the door.


  “Oh, hey. You’re Jesse Cain’s girlfriend, aren’t you?” A girl with fiery red hair turned around to face me.


  “Um yes, I’m Isabel Amarra. Nice to meet you. You are?”


  “I’m Terry. I was on the Student Council of my school. Worked with Jesse a lot last year. He’s something else. You are so lucky.”


  “Yes, I am. Thank you.”


  The homeroom teacher walked in, introduced himself and had everyone else introduce themselves as well. It was a fun day as we received our various syllabi and got to do some group work together. I made some new friends, some really sweet guys who remain my closest friends to this day. The girls weren’t too friendly toward me at first, but I was sure they would warm up to me in time.


  After our classes were over, I was supposed to meet Jesse by one of the stone benches underneath a row of trees by the gym. I pretended to read my notes over and over again because he was thirty minutes late. Bernard, our family’s chauffeur was waiting outside to take me home. My irritation quickly dissipated as soon as I saw my Prince Charming strutting toward me. Oh, with an entire entourage of people. Girls and guys.


  “Hi Issy. Sorry, I got stuck in a Student Council orientation.” He took my hand and all was right with the world. He had this scorching look on his face, as he eyed me from head to toe, and his eyes rested on the top that I was wearing. It was a fitted top with buttons down the front cinched with a wide belt, a mini skirt and finished off with a pair of Chanel ballet slippers. “Guys, this is my girlfriend, Isabel.”


  “Isabel, these are the members of our school party — Ryan, Karen, Ray, Marnie and Bob.”


  “Hi everyone, so nice to meet you all.”


  Jesse gently pulled me up and led me in front of them. “We’re gonna run. See you tomorrow.”


  We walked arm in arm toward Bernard, who was waiting right outside the school gate for me. Jesse held me a little bit too tightly, but I liked it. I wasn’t going to complain.


  Jesse’s house was about 20 minutes away from our school, while mine was farther into the center of the city, about 45 minutes away. I asked Bernard to swing by his house so I could drop him off.


  As soon as we were settled in the backseat, Jesse was all over me, nuzzling my neck, stroking my hair, pulling at my earlobes with his lips.


  “Issy, you look so good. So pretty. You wore this for me, right?” He grabbed my breast and fondled it through my blouse. I nodded my head absentmindedly, warmth radiating throughout my body. I missed him so much.


  “Oh wait, hey, are you wearing makeup too?”


  “You like it? Evie took me to this new store yesterday and I thought you’d like this color.”


  “Well, it’s nice. But ... I like you better without it. And since you only wear this for me, I’m telling you that you don’t have to wear any to school, okay?” His hands traveled up from my knee to my thigh as he said this, the vibration of his voice on my neck. “And this skirt. Way too short, Issy. No one should be able to see these legs but me.”


  “What are you saying Jess?”


  “What I’m saying is please, Issy, no makeup, fitted blouses or short skirts to school. Okay? Only with me. Only when we’re alone.” He tightened his grip on me.


  “Sure. But I just want to look good for you.”


  “You look perfect to me. You don’t have to do this for anyone else,” he whispered in my ear.


  Jesse took my hand and placed it on his jeans, beckoning me to pull his zipper down. The satisfied look on his face assured me that I was able to appease him by the time Bernard stopped in front of his house.
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  “If all you can do is crawl, start crawling.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Alicia gave birth to a healthy baby girl during my freshman year at college. We named her Chelsea and she brought the happiest, most radiant abundance of sunshine into our home that year. I was constantly pushing Alicia and Carter out the door for every opportunity to babysit this wonderful new member of our family. Gracie was already six at that time and she played the role of little, big sister to a hilt. It was heartwarming to watch her relationship with the baby. Meanwhile, my mother was undergoing another breakdown in her relationship. It looked like Mr. Glass had decided to go back to his wife and family. I walked into the house one late night, after attending a party with Jesse, to find my mother sprawled out on the floor right outside her bedroom door. Mr. Glass had locked her out of their room because she had threatened him with a knife. My mother was begging and crying, pleading for him to let her back in. I knocked on Alicia’s door and asked her for some help in getting Mom to my bed. As we both guided her slowly down the hall and away from her bedroom, she muttered to us that she had swallowed the whole bottle of Seconal. Instead of continuing to my bedroom, we were calling for the ambulance.
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  It had been two weeks since my mother was confined to the ICU and then transferred back to the hospital basement. Alicia and I visited her in the early evenings. She was listless, tired and always asleep. The doctors said that she would have to be transferred to a rehabilitation facility on the outskirts of the city. Mr. Glass had moved out by then, and I was worried about the financing for her treatment. I had access to the household checking account, but my mother was basically living off her allowance from her parents. Mr. Glass had not contributed a single cent to the maintenance of the house while he lived there with my mother, his mistress.
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  One evening I asked Bernard to drive me over to the big house. My grandparents were back for a brief stay before going back to Canada to manage their business. As we drove up the expansive white driveway, all my memories of the house came flooding back to me. The house had always felt foreign to me but more so now, given the reason for my visit. I had to make an appointment to see them. Their secretary tried to squeeze me in immediately, but I insisted on finding a time that was most suitable for them. I sat at the entrance of the home, on the marble steps surrounded by the koi pond. I dipped my finger in the water and one of the bigger orange fish swam up to suck on it. I laughed and pulled my finger back and repeated it a few times. For a few minutes, I was lost in reminiscent thoughts about this home, the many parties I had witnessed over the years and the opulence that accompanied such a lonely existence.


  The door opened and I was ushered in by one of their servants. “Ma’am Isabel, your grandparents are waiting for you in the library.”


  I walked up the winding staircase to the glass doors that led into the library. I felt so small. I had regressed into my adolescence and was about to get reprimanded for running away two years ago.


  “Grandma, Grandpa.” I slowly walked over to them and kissed them on both cheeks.


  “Isabel. You are looking well. How have you been?”


  I was about to answer when my grandfather interrupted, “Isabel, what you did to us two years ago was unacceptable. You ruined your future, your potential to get a good education and your chance of getting away from this mess here.”


  “I’m sorry, Grandpa, but I couldn’t live there by myself anymore. That place just wasn’t for me. I’m better here, I’m doing really well in school.” Classic Isabel. Nervous rambling.


  “So, tell us about your mother,” he interrupted, trying to change the subject. And I did. I told them about how she had been doing better focusing on Gracie and Chelsea and her dress shop. That Mr. Glass really caused her to have a relapse.


  We talked for about forty-five minutes, and I felt the tension leave the room. We spoke casually now, my grandmother was telling me about seeing Chris at Holt Renfrew the month before and that she was engaged. Chris was my best friend at the boarding school. We were like two misfits whose differences fused us together so perfectly. I made a note to myself to call Chris one of these days.


  “So, Isabel, here’s what we are going to do. Call the office tomorrow and have them write two checks — one to the hospital and one to your mother’s account. On a monthly basis, your grandmother and I will pay for your tuition, as well as your clothing allowance. Tell them I will swing by the office tomorrow to sign them. I want you to make sure you add finance classes to your major, so you can help me run the business once you graduate.”


  “Thank you, Grandpa.”


  “Isabel, your cousins tell me you are seriously involved with a boy?” My grandmother interjected as she leaned back into her seat.


  I blushed, embarrassed. “I’ve been seeing Jesse Cain for almost three years.”


  “Cain? Which Cain family? Do we know them?”


  “Jesse’s father was a General in the military, Grandma.”


  “Generals don’t make money. That’s why I don’t know the family. Nevertheless, have him come over soon so we can meet him.”
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  That night, Jesse stopped by on his way to attend an offsite Council meeting. I told him all about my visit to my grandparents. He was happy to know that I had made peace with them and ecstatic to hear that they wanted to meet him. I wasn’t going to be in a hurry for that to happen, though. Jesse was already stressed out enough about our lifestyle difference. He had to sell his car to pay for his tuition and took the bus everywhere he went. He refused my offers to have Bernard drive him around. He wouldn’t even get into my car once when I offered to take him home from school. I thought it was so romantic when we would walk hand in hand to his house from school with Bernard following behind us. He also took me on dates on the bus even if I had a car at my disposal. Jesse was just that stubborn when trying to prove a point. And in a way, this was one of the things that I loved about him.


  “Bernard is waiting in the parking lot. Let’s go to your house to pick up your stuff, and I can drop you off at your meeting before heading home,” I offered Jesse one afternoon when he met me after class.


  He took my hand as we continued to walk. “No, that’s okay. I’m going to walk home and then take the bus to the meeting.”


  “That’s kinda stupid. Why do that when we have a car?”


  “You have a car. Not me. I’m used to this. I don’t want you giving me rides everywhere I go.”


  “Why? It gives us time to spend together, even if just a few minutes in the car.” I wasn’t going to give this up too easily. Jesse was being unreasonable.


  “No, Issy, please. I’m not going to discuss this. Let me take you to Bernard. I’ll call you as soon as I’m home from my meeting. It’s at Ryan’s house, not far from here.”


  “Can I come with you?” I persisted. I’d gone that far. How much further could I push?


  He shook his head but a smile on his face indicated that he just might give in.


  “Are you sure you want to take the bus with me?”


  “Anything and anywhere with you, Jess. It’ll be fun to take the bus with you. Bernard is under strict orders not to let me venture out on my own, but I’ll have him go ahead and meet us at Ryan’s.” This did not make sense at all logistically, but Jesse was going to get his way and there was no convincing him otherwise.


  “Perfect.”


  Minutes later as we boarded a public bus to take us over to Ryan’s house, Jesse stared at me, as I stood pressed between him and a stranger in an overcrowded bus. He protectively grabbed my wrist and covered it with his hand. “Issy, did you have to wear that watch today? Next time we take the bus together, you can’t be wearing any expensive jewelry, okay?” he whispered distractedly, but his eyes felt warm and he looked entertained by me. I nodded my head obediently as we rode the rest of the way in silence. My first ride on a public bus with the boy I was willing to give everything up for.
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  Once during our freshman year, Jesse called and asked me to meet him on the baseball field late one evening after school. I automatically assumed that he wanted me to watch him practice, something I would often do when I didn’t have much homework to finish. As I walked across the newly shaved grass, I wondered where he could be. It worried me a bit to see no one there. The grounds were dark, except for a faded lamppost illuminating the walkways. The night was hot and humid, so I dressed in shorts for the occasion, fully expecting to be sitting on a bench watching Jesse play. He popped out of nowhere, just as I was about to walk up the steps toward the stands.


  “Hi,” I said, as I looked around the field. “Am I late? Did I get the practice time wrong?”


  “Nope,” he answered with a grin. “Practice ended an hour ago.”


  “Oh. Am I here to pick you up?” I asked, still confused.


  “I thought we’d play on the field for a bit,” he said, as he took my hand and led me further in toward the bases. He had his pitching glove on and carried a bat in his right hand.


  “Play what, Jess? You know I don’t know anything about this game!” I laughed incredulously.


  “Yes, you do! You’ve been watching me do this for almost three years! I thought it would be fun to watch you swing a bat,” he coaxed. “Come on, you’ll do great, I promise. Here, wear these so you don’t hurt your hands.”


  He fished into his pockets and handed me some batting gloves. I wiggled my fingers to make sure they were still in there. They were twice the size of my hand. He looked delighted and enamored with me all at the same time.


  “You look so cute. Come here,” he ordered as he pulled me in for a hug. Seconds later, he handed me the bat and then walked backwards until he was a few feet away from me.


  “This is heavy!” I said, as I lifted the bat and mockingly took on the stance — both knees bent, two hands on the bat.


  “Issy baby, you’re gonna fall over if you lean like that.” He laughed. “This isn’t tennis. Keep one foot in front of you and turn your body to face me. Now just relax and swing when I pitch, okay?”


  “Like this?” I breathed, as I stuck my leg out and swiveled my hips.


  “If you keep that up, we’ll be swinging something else,” he teased.


  Five empty swings later, I finally hit the ball. It didn’t go very far, but I whooped and he whooped and I ran twice around the bases. It didn’t take much effort for him to pursue me as soon as he caught the ball. I hit the ball two more times until he chased me down and lifted me off the ground.


  “Jess!” I panted, as he swooped me in his arms. “That was hard work! What do I get for doing this?” I flirted.


  “Me,” he responded, as I wrapped my arms and legs around him.


  “I’ll take that,” I whispered, and with a tender kiss, I gave him permission to carry me back to the dugout.
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  “Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”


  —Helen Keller


  


  


  Sophomore year was upon us. I was spending more and more time alone, as Jesse’s time was consumed by baseball practices, baseball games and extracurricular activities. He was voted in as the University’s Sports Council President and there was an entourage of people that followed his every move. I was happy to remain in the background. I knew that he saw me every chance he got, regardless of how rare those times were. He did call me every evening and we would talk about our day. Betty would see me as often as she could, too, but we both accepted the fact that her time with Leigh was a priority. Carter and Alicia were getting ready to have their second baby, and Carter’s family had purchased an apartment for them to move into. Evie was still seriously into Seth and they were making plans to get married after graduation.
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  My mother was now out of rehab and dating a doctor that she met while confined in the hospital. His name was Lance and he was an older gentleman with grown kids. He was kind to her and available at her beck and call. He came over to visit every evening and before we knew it, he had moved into our house. He cooked for her, took her dancing, worked hard and was smitten by her. But he was quiet and shy and her personality always overpowered his. She seemed happy, so who were we to question it? She insisted on marrying him, complete with a wedding dress and all. Evie, Alicia and I would share many laughs over this.


  “She’s crazy. It looks so stupid! Why is she making a fool of herself?”


  And yet, there we were. Watching her walk down the aisle to meet him in front of his best man and a priest.
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  Jesse’s university connections helped me to circumvent the twelve-credit hour requirement for enrollment in any sport. I didn’t have to choose any sport. The head of the Sports Committee had marked my course curriculum as completed. I was like royalty, actually. Everywhere I went on campus, people knew I was dating Jesse. By this time I was used to girls coming up to me just to gush about how wonderful he was. I was gracious about their compliments and would tease Jesse about it whenever we were alone together. The passion we had for each other kept me secure in knowing that it was just me for him. At parties I would feel so separated from him, despite the fact that he was holding my hand. His conversations with others would refer to events that I wasn’t there to witness. They would laugh about it — crack up about it — and I would smile until my mouth would cramp up. But right when I would start to feel insecure or doubtful, he would pull me aside and show me how much he loved me. It didn’t matter where we were. There were stolen trysts in the bathroom. At the University’s Student Center late at night. In the stalls of the gym locker room. I lived for those moments, minutes, seconds … I needed to touch his skin to make me feel alive.


  Jesse’s friend, Ryan would silently watch me at these parties and come to my rescue whenever he saw my eyes glazing over. He would crack jokes, make useless conversation, or help me find Jesse whenever I would lose him to a group of people. We became close friends and soon enough, he completed my trio circle with Betty rounding up the other end.


  My Econ classes kicked in during my sophomore year and I looked forward to these classes and the group of people that were in the class with me. James was one of them. James was of Spanish descent, tall and muscular with light curly hair and a prominent nose. He was actually a singer who performed in many plays throughout the city. He distracted me during the boring points of a class lecture by humming the instructor’s words back to me in his low baritone voice. We also did a lot of homework and group assignments together. James was funny, gregarious and I thoroughly enjoyed his company. We spent many hours doing homework together, having lunch, and working on projects.


  One weekend, Jesse took me with him to see a play entitled The Fantasticks. James was playing the lead role of Matt. Jesse knew someone in the cast who took us to a backstage party after the performance. There was a lot of carousing and drinking among the cast, crew and those of us who were invited to attend. The girl who played Luisa was all over Jesse at one point.


  “Jesse! Hey! So nice that you could make it! What’d you think? How’d I do?” She gave him a tight hug and kept her right hand on his shoulder.


  “Oh hey, Monica, you did great! This is my girlfriend, Isabel. Isabel, this is Monica. She’s in some of my Engineering classes.”


  “Hi, it’s very nice to meet you.” My standard line every time I was out with Jesse.


  “Isa!” I turned around to see James.


  “James! Oh my gosh, you were great out there! I had no idea you could dance like that. Now I’ll never look at you the same way.” I was so happy to see him. James wasn’t too smart but he tried very hard, and right then, he was in his element. It was great to see him in another light, outside of school and doing what he loved to do.


  “James, this is my boyfriend, Jesse.” They shook hands, only this time Jesse wasn’t smiling. Oh no.


  “Jesse, man, nice to finally meet you. This girlfriend of yours here, so darn smart, she’s helped me pass two classes in the past year. Not to mention too darn beautiful. You’re a lucky guy.”


  Super oh no.


  Jesse nodded his head, squeezed my hand and then we were out of there.


  On the way back to my house after the party, Jesse was quiet. Too quiet. He looked like he was in deep thought. No, seething. I grabbed his hand and placed it on my thigh.


  “Babe, what’s wrong?”


  “Just tired,” he answered without looking at me.


  I nodded my head and looked out the window. I noticed that Jesse had turned into an unknown corner and shut off the engine. I could barely hear him as he whispered, “How do you know James, Iss?”


  “Seriously? James is my classmate. We have three classes together. What is this about again?”


  “I saw the way he looked at you. It’s like he was waiting to see you all night. The guy has a crush on you. Isa, my ass. Why is he calling you Isa?” His eyes were tight; his tone was deep.


  “Me? What about you, Jesse? Everywhere we go, every time we’re together, there is always some girl gushing over you, talking about your meetings, your classes, your interactions without me.”


  “That’s different, Iss. I’m doing this all for you. I’m trying to do well so that I can give you what you need. I want to be successful for you.”


  I reached for his face and pulled him to me. “No one has a crush on anyone, Jess. Except me. I have a crush on you.” I pecked him with light kisses all over his face. His lips were shut. He wasn’t giving in to me at first. I kissed him slowly, opened up his lips with my tongue until I heard a slight groan coming from his mouth. “Please, Jess. I want you, here, now. I love you. Only you.”


  He didn’t make a move. He wanted me to do all the work. Okay, I thought. I’ll show him.


  I leaned over to his seat and kissed his chest, unbuttoned his shirt and kissed his nipple. I trailed my kisses all the way down to his stomach, pulled down his jeans and took him into my mouth. Jesse gasped as he grabbed my hair and pushed my head down further, lifting himself up so that my mouth covered him entirely. I took my time, sucking, licking … holding him with my hand.


  I stopped just in time to remove my underwear and straddled him. His jeans were wrapped around his ankles and the car seat was reclined all the way.


  “Do you like how this feels, Iss? Tell me how you like having me inside you,” he said, as he arched up again, thrusting hard. It almost felt as if he wanted to hurt me.


  “I love this. I love you. You feel so good.”


  “Issy, tell me again. Tell me you love me. That no matter what, it will be you and me forever.”


  I leaned down toward his face, my hands across his chest, and whispered in his ear, “It’s just us, Jess. Just us. I’m coming, Jess. Come with me.” And as we both fell into release, I leaned back and trailed my nails down his chest, leaving red marks to remind him of what I said and how much I meant it.
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  The following week, James walked into class thirty minutes late. He was wearing sunglasses and purposely took the open seat far away from me without a word or a glance in my direction. He dropped the class shortly after that, and I didn’t see him again for the rest of the year.
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  “Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength,


  While loving someone deeply gives you courage.”


  —Lao Tzu.


  


  


  They say that your junior year in college is the year that defines your future. You are thick into your major classes, you should be decided on what your degree will be and you are halfway to your goal of completing your education and starting your career. Jesse was as busy as ever, having won the MVP Award for his baseball team and voted Most Popular by the University student body. He was also voted Student Council President, which was the highest honor that could be bestowed upon someone looking to go places. I knew that it would open up a host of opportunities for him in the future. But to me, he was just Jesse. He continued to call me every night and made every effort to see me after class or on weekends. Sometimes he would ask me to stay late after school, so we could spend an hour or two together before he attended his meetings. By this time, I had noticed more changes in the way that I saw myself. I had become shy and withdrawn, insecure and jealous. Evie said it was because I wasn’t allowed to do anything or wear anything remotely reminiscent of the person I was before Jesse. I still couldn’t wear any makeup, and I wore pants to school every day. No nail polish had been added to one of his rules later on during my freshman year. My sisters were adamantly against my allowing Jesse to dictate what I wore, and they encouraged me to sneak things behind his back, hoping it would help me to keep a tiny semblance of the girl that I was before I fell in love with him. The university was like its own world, but it’s not as big as you think it is when your boyfriend is the ruler of that universe. I ate lunch alone, studied in the library by myself, sat on the outside benches by myself. No one spoke to me or approached me or asked me to lunch or to join their study group. It was almost as if Jesse had warned them all off. I had been alone most of my life, so it should have been nothing new to me. But somehow, this felt different. I wasn’t as accepting of this situation as I had been when I was growing up.


  Evie and Betty were constantly going against this tide, inviting me out to other parties where Jesse wasn’t a known entity. I would promise to go with them and then back out at the last minute, whenever Jesse had free time and would give me a few minutes’ notice about meeting him or picking me up at the house. They would whine in frustration every time but never gave up on me. Jesse and I were also becoming bolder with our families by sneaking off on weekend trips to the Beach Club cottage owned by my mother or to friends’ vacation homes offered to us by Jesse’s connections at school. These times alone together were precious. With me, he was loving and attentive, fragile and vulnerable. But as soon as we arrived home and were back on campus, Jesse was a completely different person. He never gave me any reason for mistrust, so whatever I felt had to take a backseat to the relationship that we had.
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  I visited my grandparents at the big house every Sunday evening, sometimes joining them for either lunch or dinner. Jesse got to meet them soon after we reunited. Nothing spectacular or out of the ordinary. As expected, they asked him about his family and his plans for the future. My grandmother was a little bit colder with him, although I think it was only because she was trying to maintain my pride for me. My grandfather spoke mostly about the business and his plans for me to work for him after graduation.


  When Jesse excused himself to go to the restroom, my grandmother turned to me and said, “Too ambitious for his own good. When will he start prioritizing you, Isabel?”


  While my grandfather responded, “I think he has great potential to be really successful in the future.”


  I smiled warmly at my grandfather who wiggled his eyebrows back at me.
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  Toward the middle of the semester, my mother announced that she was taking Gracie with her and her husband to live in Canada for a few years. She wanted out of the social limelight where we lived and wanted to start a new life in another country. I was devastated. My mother and I were just building a relationship, and she was trying hard to be clean and sober for the sake of her new husband. Alicia, on the other hand, had given up her dreams of going to college after having her little boy, Christopher. My mother decided to leave the house open for both Alicia and myself. I can’t even begin to describe how I felt as I watched my mother walk away from me and on to her departure gate with her husband and Gracie in tow. Gracie kept me strong; she kept me responsible. Who would I look after now that she was gone?


  What is my purpose in life if I no longer have her to chase after?


  The day after my mother left, I was at one of the University’s variety shows where Jesse Cain was voted Campus Hunk by a committee led by cheerleaders.


  “Oh my God. What the hell. He’s not even that cute. And no one knows how weird he really is except you, Isa,” Evie blurted out as I narrated what took me by surprise while watching the variety show.


  “I share him with the whole school, Eves. And look at me. I’m frumpy and gross. I’m no longer his equal.”


  “Isabel, stop saying that. You made him who he is now. What do you mean you’re frumpy? When is the last time those long legs of yours have seen any sunlight? You’re always covering yourself up. You fed him his self-confidence and he took away yours. You’re coming to this party with me over the weekend. Even if you have to say NO to Jesse, you’re not backing out.”


  The party turned out to be a blast, lots of drinking and dancing, no aggressive flirts, and no drama. I was a paranoid wreck half the time, afraid that I might run into someone who knew Jesse. Jesse had a speaking engagement at a hotel close to our house that evening. I told him that I was going out to a movie with Evie and Betty. Since he knew both of them were in serious relationships, he actually laughed and made a joke about how his speech that evening was going to be less boring than hanging out with these women. The truth was that both Leigh and Seth were discouraged from going so we could have a girls’ night out. It was the most fun I’d had in a long time. Betty taught me how to down some tequila shots, and Evie whipped out her cigarettes for us to partake in. It had been a while since I wore something that I had specifically put together myself. Most of the time I was dressing to please Jesse. That evening, I was wearing a low-cut sleeveless red top, a blazer and skinny jeans with the navy blue Prada shoes I had stocked away in my closet long ago. I tried to hide my top with the blazer, but Evie and Betty forced me to lose it and tossed it back into the car as we hopped out. It was like the old days, especially after Alex walked in and looked exceedingly pleased to see me. His bright eyes roamed the table and perked up as they rested upon mine. He quickly circled and sat down right next to me


  “Ahhh. Here she is. The girl who stole my heart.”


  I whacked him on the shoulder. Alex and I were comfortable like that with each other.


  “Just say hi, Isa.” He laughed as he brushed his shoulder with his hand and feigned pain.


  “Hi, Isa.” I smirked as I folded my arms across the table and shifted in my seat.


  We caught up on the happenings at the Club, the people we used to hang out with and the equestrian life that I had left behind more than two years ago. I noticed Alex leaning a little bit too close to me when we were in conversation, but I chalked it up to the loud music and hearing problems and the tequila shots that had, by that time, removed all traces of my paranoia.


  We dragged ourselves out of the party at 1:30 A.M. Alex had offered to take me home, but I took the safe route and got into the car with those two drunk nuts.


  “Betty, did you have anything to do with Alex showing up at this party?” I asked suspiciously.


  “Isabel, no need to thank me now. You can thank me later,” she announced as she leaned her head on the headrest and fell into a deep sleep.
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  I walked into our house all by myself after Evie and Betty dropped me off. I reeked of liquor and cigarettes but was just too tired to take a shower. I brushed my teeth and climbed into bed, suddenly missing Jesse and wondering if he had gotten home safely after hosting the event. Later on that night, I dreamed that Jesse had climbed into bed with me. I felt his breath on the back of my neck and his front pressed against my back, as an arm reached over my waist to clutch my right breast. I sighed happily as I placed my hand on top of his, encouraging the weight of his hand against my body.


  “Shhh. Go to sleep. I’m here. I missed you so much, my Isabel.”


  I woke up to feel an arm’s weight draped across me and sat up with a jolt. Shit. I stunk of hard drinks and cigarettes. What was Jesse doing here?


  He opened his eyes and gazed at me sleepily, his eyelids heavily laden with those long and curly eyelashes. He pulled me back down and kissed my neck. I loved it when he tickled me with his nose.


  “Hi. You smell good.” Was he testing me?


  “Babe, what are you doing here? When did you come over?” I asked, as I evaded his eyes.


  “I missed you so much last night, and I knew you would be all alone at home without your mom, so I came over right after the event ended.”


  “Do your parents know that you’re here?”


  “I told them I was sleeping over at Ryan’s house.”


  “Oh, okay then.” I relaxed in his arms a little bit more.


  “How was your movie date?” he asked as he rolled on top of me and lightly pushed my hair out of my face with his fingers.


  “It was nice to be able to catch up with them.” I smiled.


  “Good. I’m glad you had fun with the girls,” he said in between kisses.


  “We did. You know, Evie, she’s really planning to marry Seth. I think they’re about to —”


  “Issy?”


  “Yes, babe?”


  “Stop talking.”


  He pushed my legs apart and buried himself inside of me.
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  “Your task is not to seek love, but to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  I stood on the 8th floor and looked out from a huge window, while waiting for a thesis meeting with my professor. Topping the Econometrics exam a month ago earned me a slot as a co-writer for this thesis to be presented at the World Bank Summit three months from that day. The back of the building overlooked a very bad area of town. Slums and makeshift houses, shanties with no running water, mud and unclothed children everywhere. I was lost in thought, until a pair of big strong arms wrapped around my shoulders, as Jesse leaned his chin on top of my head.


  “What if we were so poor that we had to live in those conditions? Would you still want to be with me?” he cooed into my ear.


  “As long as I have you, Jess. I would live anywhere with you.”


  “You know we’ll get there, right? College graduation is almost a check. Then Master’s. Then a job. And then, we get married.” He spoke so matter-of-fact, as if reading out directions on a map.


  “Why does it seem like such a long time yet?” I sighed.


  “It won’t be too long, baby. Promise.” He shook his wrist and fidgeted with a brand new TAG Heuer stainless strap watch.


  “You’re finally wearing it.” I smiled.


  “Issy, it feels weird. Such an extravagant gift.”


  “Five year anniversary, Jess. That’s gotta count for something, right?” I reached my hands behind me to caress his face.


  “Yeah, but all you got from me was a homemade card with a poem in it,” he teased.


  “It means more to me than you’ll ever know. You took time to make that for me.”


  “I feel like a GQ model now, you’re kind of dressing me up from head to toe. First the Citizens jeans, then these Dr. Martens shoes, now the watch.”


  “Oh, don’t forget that Lacoste shirt you’re wearing. No, wait ... no, stop. Stop tickling me. I was just kidding!”
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  Senior year. Here it was. I spent the summer before school started visiting my mother in Canada. I stayed for two months, helping out with Gracie and visiting with my old friends. It turned out that husband number four wasn’t as well-to-do as she thought, so she had to get a job to help augment her spending habit. The problem was that she worked at a jewelry store, and with all her purchases, her paychecks were either zero or negative. She was back to sleeping a lot, and Gracie was growing up with my stepfather. I was still very happy to see my mother and spent many times with her at home, just talking and reminiscing about her life. Jesse was busy running two summer immersion projects at school, playing baseball and studying for his State Board exams. We tried to talk at least once a week, but he was often rushing to go or too tired to talk.


  Alex surprised me by stopping over to see me on his way to Europe to attend a conference with his father. My mother knew his parents very well, and although he took a hotel by himself in the city, he had meals with us and hung out with my family the entire five days he was there. He also met Chris and she shared many stories of our adventures together with him. He told her I wasn’t that same person anymore. I didn’t get upset with him because, in a way, I knew that what he said was the truth. Just being away from Jesse in another country was so different. At first, I missed him so much that I felt like I couldn’t function, like I couldn’t breathe. I cried when our phone calls ended and stayed up all night fearing the worst about what he was doing back home. About a month into my stay, however, my outlook began to change. I wore what I wanted to wear, kept myself busy and no longer had the time to immerse myself in my self-pity.
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  I arrived from Canada two weeks before school started to a gorgeous guy waiting at the airport gate and clutching a bouquet of flowers. My heart soared and I took in that scintillating smile as he rushed over to me and swept me off my feet. We didn’t care that people were watching. Jesse kissed me ferociously, grabbed the back of my head and leaned me against one of the pillars that separated the airport gates. A few breathless minutes later, he finally set me down and we held hands as we walked toward baggage claim.


  “You’re wearing a skirt. You look beautiful.”


  I smiled at him lovingly. I hoped he wasn’t mad about my outfit.


  “Is Bernard here?” I asked. My left arm entwined with his right while I clutched my flowers with the other hand.


  “Yup, he’s already down there picking up your luggage. How was it, Iss? How’s your mom?”


  “She’s okay, a little bit disappointed with her life right now. I think she regrets leaving.”


  “Will she be coming back then?”


  “Not sure. Who knows? Hey Jess, how was your summer? Did you get everything you needed to get done in time for the start of school?”


  “Yeah, more or less. They convinced me to run for SC President again and this time with Katrina Edwards as my running mate.”


  “Oh.”


  Katrina Edwards: tall, hot blond, former cheerleader, smart Engineering graduate, student activist.


  “I think I’m going to do it.”


  “That’s great, Jess.” What’s one more gorgeous fawning female to deal with?


  We made our way to baggage claim, only to find Bernard already packing up the car with my suitcases. “Holy cow, what did you bring back?” Jesse teased as he opened the car door for me and I slid in first. He saddled up next to me with a big smile on his face. I realized then and there how much I missed him.


  “I know, my mom bought me a few things.”


  We arrived at the house and stayed briefly while I gave instructions to the maids to put away my belongings. I had gotten Jess a few things, clothes mostly and some little souvenirs I picked up to show him how much I thought of him while I was away. He asked me to pack an overnight bag and informed me that he had his brother’s car for the weekend. He was taking me to a friend’s vacation home in the mountains, about an hour away from the city. The drive was nice and relaxing and I was as talkative as ever. That’s the one thing about having been with the same person for five years. He knew everything about everybody — aunts and uncles, weird family members, sisters, relatives, friends. He listened the whole time, turning to me once in a while to flash me that killer smile.


  The vacation home was a massive split-level, with glass walls overlooking the volcano and a surrounding bright blue-colored lake.


  “Who owns this house, Jess?” I asked. “It’s so beautiful here.”


  “My brother’s girlfriend’s family owns it. She offered it to me knowing that you’d be arriving home this weekend,” he answered, as we walked from the driveway into the house.


  “It was so nice of them to do this for us.”


  I was looking out the window as he put the bags down and hugged me from behind. “I missed you so much, Isabel. I didn’t know how I was going to survive without touching you for two whole months. Did you miss me as much as I missed you?” His voice was becoming urgent as he pressed against me and held me tightly.


  I turned my head to the side and gave him access to my mouth. “Oh babe, you just don’t know how much.”


  “How much, Iss? Tell me. I want to watch while you show me how much you missed me.”


  He unbuttoned my blouse and lifted my bra up to expose my breasts. He angled us so that we could see our reflections through the glass in the middle of the clear blue lake. He lifted my skirt up, took my hand and slipped it inside my panties. “Let me watch you, Iss. Make yourself come for me. I’ve thought about you doing this while we were apart. Did you? Did you do this?” he hissed.


  “Yes. Oh yes.” We rocked back and forth until I felt myself coming from my touch, while he watched me intently. As I stared at his reflection, I reached behind me, unzipped his jeans and pressed him against my back. He knew what to do after that. With my palms and my breasts pressed against the glass, he bent his knees and entered me from behind.


  His movements were urgent, strong … almost violent. He pinched my breasts and bit my shoulder. Moments later, I was on my knees as he continued to take me on the floor. He let out a deep groan as I felt him pulsating inside of me. He pulled me down to lean on him as he rested his back against the glass wall. He held me like that for quite some time until I felt him stir inside me again. This time it was my turn to show him just how much I missed him.


  We spent the rest of the evening talking, playing backgammon and going for a swim. Jesse patiently stayed up with me throughout the night, knowing that I was wide awake from jet lag. We talked, we laughed, and we held hands while watching television in bed. Jesse animatedly described the game plan for his campaign, while I swooned at the sound of his voice, grateful to be loved by someone who included me in his long-term plans for a successful life.


  We were both up early the next day, knowing we had to head back to town. I opened my eyes to find him facing me as he watched me sleep. “Hey.” I smiled.


  “Hi,” he sighed, “I don’t want to leave yet.”


  I sat up on the bed and leaned down to pick my sleep shirt up from the floor. He reached out to turn me back toward him and gently pushed me down under the covers. “Not yet. Let’s stay in bed for a while longer,” he whispered, as he caressed my face. “You’re so beautiful, even more when you just wake up. You look like an angel when you’re sleeping peacefully.” He kissed me.


  “I’m only peaceful with you, Jess. You’re my reward for everything I’ve had to endure in my life.”


  Except for the sound of our breathing, we were both completely silent.


  “Jess?” I turned around so he could pull me closer to him.


  “Hmmm?” he asked as he pressed himself to me.


  “What do you think will happen to us after college? What if things change between us? Do you think we’ll make it?”


  He paused for a moment. “We’ll make sure we make it,” he declared.


  “Oh, I don’t know. There are just so many girls.” I shifted my position so he could wrap his arms tightly around me.


  “There are going to be girls, Iss. Just like there are lots of guys. You have them hovering around you when I’m not there. We just have to trust that we love each other enough not to get caught up in all that. Turn around, Iss. Look at me.” And as he said this I turned to him so that our noses were touching and his legs were wrapped around mine. “I love you. That’s never going to change.”


  “I love you, Jess. I’m scared because I don’t have anyone else but you.”


  “You’ll always have me, Issy,” he whispered as his lips touched mine and I fell for him completely.
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  Jesse drove me home that afternoon and left to attend another one of his many campaign strategy meetings. And although he called me every night, it was clear to me that I wouldn’t be seeing him until our first day of school. That day, I chanced upon him as I walked alongside the field on the way to my 2:00 P.M. class. He sat on a bench and seemed to be in a deep and serious conversation with Katrina Edwards. I was running late, so I tried to get his attention to wave at him. Out of nowhere, I saw her lift her hand to comb back some bangs that had fallen over his eyes. I had to do a double take. I’d seen many girls touch him before, but not in such an affectionate way. He shook his head and persisted with the conversation as she nodded hers in agreement. I continued to walk away in a little bit of shock, but resolved to park the issue until I got a chance to ask him about it in person. Later on that afternoon, Jesse left me a message to meet him at the Student Center so we could grab some dinner together. He was in the middle of a meeting, going over some last minute notes. I decided to sit outside the office while waiting for him to finish. My phone rang. It was Alex.


  “Hi, it’s me.”


  “Hi, A! How are you?”


  “I’m good. Just wanting to check in. How was your flight back home?”


  “It was good, actually. I watched all seven movies, can you believe that?”


  “Really? Were they even any good?” We both laughed.


  “I don’t even remember half of them.” I giggled.


  “Listen, I wanted to know if I can stop by to say hi sometime this week,” he asked, somewhat hesitant.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Katrina Edwards and two friends walking out of the bathroom. She was loud and giggly, so engrossed in her conversation that she didn’t see me.


  “Well, she’s back now, so I don’t know how that’s going to work ...” she exclaimed excitedly to one of her friends. I sat straight up on the chair, knocking my purse to the floor and spilling all of its contents.


  I forgot that I still had Alex on the line.


  “Isabel, are you still there? Is Jesse with you? Will you just text me later to let me know?”


  I placed the phone down next to me as I frantically gathered my things to throw back into my purse.


  “Oh! Sorry, A, got sidetracked by something. Yes, I’m waiting for Jesse to get out of his meeting. I’m still learning this texting thing but will let you know when I’m home after school sometime this week. See ya!”


  I threw my phone in my purse and walked into the meeting room. I needed to get out of there.


  Jesse smiled when he saw me, packed his bag and rushed to give me a quick kiss as he took hold of my hand. “Hi, let’s go.”


  We decided to eat at the taco place across the street from the school. Jesse was free for an hour before he had to attend another meeting, this time with his professor for a project that he was working on. He laughed heartily, as he watched me grab some napkins to wipe down our seat before sliding into the booth. “It’s okay, Princess. This place is pretty clean.”


  The conversation I overheard with Katrina Edwards gave me a dreadful feeling in my stomach. I wanted to cry, but I didn’t know what I should be crying about. I was quiet for most of dinner, but I couldn’t help but smile at his jokes, especially because he constantly teased me about being out of my element. His warmth and attentiveness gave me permission to push my worries to the back of my mind. Why ruin our moment together when I hardly ever get to see him?
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  “We cannot change the cards we are dealt.


  Just how we play the hand.”


  —Randy Pausch


  


  


  By the time I arrived home after dinner, Alex was already waiting for me at the house. I gave him a quick hug and asked him to come sit with me on the front porch. He took out a pack of Marlboro Lights, handed me a cigarette and leaned over to light it up for me.


  “Does he even know that you smoke?” he asked with an amused look on his face.


  “Are you kidding me? He’s the superstar baseball athlete. He hates this stuff. I can’t tell him.”


  “Why do you do it, then?” he asked somberly.


  “Because it’s one of the things that I have left of the old me ... anyway ... what’s up? You didn’t come here just to ask me about my smoking, did you?”


  “No, I wanted to see you, that’s all.”


  “A, something’s up with Jesse. Okay, not necessarily with Jesse, but with this girl named Katrina Edwards who’s running for the council with him.”


  “That’s what I wanted to tell you. I saw him with her at a few parties during the summer.”


  “You did? Like as a couple?”


  “No, not necessarily. But I noticed her touching him a lot … like they were familiar with each other.”


  “Do you think it’s just because they’ve been working together all summer?”


  “Maybe. I don’t know.”


  Our conversation stopped for a moment as Mellie walked in to bring us some refreshments. I thanked her in Spanish, and she asked me whether Alex would be joining me for dinner.


  “No, gracias, Mellie. Senor Alex tiene otros planes para su noche.”


  “God, I have to tell you how hot it makes me whenever I hear you speak Spanish.”


  “Note to self. Find Alex a Spanish speaking girlfriend.” I laughed, and continued on with our conversation.


  “Thanks for telling me, A. I’ll speak to him about it tomorrow. Right now, I’m still catching up on my sleep, so I’m really exhausted.”


  “Isa. I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad at me.”


  “Why would I be mad at you? You’ve been nothing but a great friend to me. I’m really just so tired tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow for sure.” I grabbed Alex’s hand and held it for a few seconds.


  With a brief hug and a weary smile, I turned around and walked into my front door. Right before I went to bed, Betty called to check in and ask me how my first day at school went. We spoke for a few minutes until I could hardly get the words out. I fell asleep immediately after we hung up the phone.
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  I wasn’t able to see Jesse for the next two days. He had evening classes and an away game that I couldn’t attend due to a conflict in my schedule. In a way, I was happy to avoid having a conversation with him about Katrina Edwards. When your life is beset with disappointments like mine was, you somehow learn to value every minute that you have without sadness or drama. That was how I felt at that moment. I was still with Jesse. He was still my boyfriend. Maybe it was best to avoid a confrontation for a few days. We’d had fights before, lots of them. Most of them were because Jesse was unreasonable and possessive; some of them were because I was upset that he couldn’t see me as often as I had hoped. We never went to sleep in a fight. I was known for giving in and apologizing, even when it wasn’t really my fault.


  Jesse finally called on Friday morning and asked me to meet him after school. There was another get together with his school running mates at Ryan’s house and he wanted to know if I would attend this event with him. I always did. I never ever refused to see him. The mood was light and easy when I met him after school all dressed up for the party. This time I didn’t care whether or not he said something about my outfit. I wore a black fitted, short dress with a scoop neck in the back, tall red platform heels and a matching red Chanel vintage clutch. He gasped as he saw me walking toward him but smiled warmly and kissed me gently as we met at the front door of Ryan’s house.

  “Hi Issy. I missed you so much. Tell Bernard he can go home, I’ll take you home after the party.”


  As we walked in hand in hand, Ryan met us with a holler and a whistle. “Isabel, always looking sooooo good.”


  “Thanks, Ryan. Are you taking care of my man over here? Making sure he’s being a good boy?” I joked, well, half-joked. Ryan and I exchanged a look of understanding. He knows something, I thought to myself.


  “Jesse takes care of himself, Isabel. If he screws up, it’s his loss, baby, he knows that. There’s drinks at the bar, enjoy yourselves!” And he turned around to socialize with the others.


  About two hours later, the party was in full swing. Jesse and I were sitting together with a group of people who were chatting with him about things I didn’t really know about.


  “Hey, Jesse, can I speak to you for a second?” It was Katrina Edwards. In a tube top and white pants. Her hair even more sun kissed than ever.


  “I’m not really talking about work right now, Kathy. Let’s table it until Monday,” Jesse replied, visibly agitated.


  “Just for a second, Jesse. I just need to run something by you,” she insisted.


  Jesse sighed irritably, squeezed my hand and stood up to follow her.


  I gave her the two seconds that she asked for and then walked over to where they were standing.


  Their conversation suddenly stopped. Jesse took my hand and led me away from everyone.


  “What was that all about?”


  “I don’t know, Iss. She just wanted to talk about the campaign — not sure why she couldn’t wait until we were back in school.”


  “No, Jess, what’s really going on? I have a funny feeling that there’s more to this than you’re saying. At least admit that you know she’s interested in you.”


  “But I’m not interested in her!” He exhaled sharply, running his hands through his hair again.


  “So she did do something. Tell me, Jess. Alex said he saw you and her out together more than once while I was away.”


  “What the fuck were you doing talking to Alex?” He only cursed when he was with his friends or when he was really angry.


  “He’s my friend, that’s all. He’s just looking out for me.” My voice was adamant. He wasn’t going to make this about me.


  “Yeah, right, he wants in your pants. That’s why he told you.”


  I cringed, but continued on. “Well, is it true?”


  “Look, babe, we had to attend a couple of functions as running mates. I couldn’t help that. She tried to kiss me one ni-”


  “SHE WHAT??? And you’re still dealing with her?”


  “I have no choice, I have to do this. We’re so close to winning the nomination.”


  “What if I said I don’t want you to run with her? Find someone else, Jesse, please,” I pleaded.


  “I can’t,” he said resolutely.


  “You can’t, or you won’t? Is it really that important to you to win this? You have so much going for you as it stands now. If you’re really doing this for us, I’m telling you, this is going to kill us.” My voice was soft and halted. My heart was slowly crumbling.


  “Isabel, please be reasonable. So many people have invested their time in this campaign. I can’t just pull out right now. I’ll control it. I won’t give in to her. I love you so much. She’s nothing to me. I wanted to tell you about that night. I was so drunk and I missed you so much.”


  “You kissed her back. YOU kissed her back.”


  “You fucking bitch. What about you? You didn’t tell me that Alex went to visit you. Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice cracked as he shoved his hands into his pocket, as if to control himself.


  “Alex is a friend, Jesse. You made me stop seeing all of my friends. You made me give up my past life for you. He’s the only one left who can remind me of how different I was before I fell in love with you.”


  “So, that’s it then? Do you wanna break up? Because I’m not giving up the campaign or the election for some stupid notion you have that isn’t even there.”


  “Wow, Jesse. You just called me a fucking bitch and offered to break up with me all in one breath.” Do not cry. I coaxed myself to hold my tears back.


  “It is what it is. I can’t deal with your suspicions at such an important time in my life. It’s probably for the best anyway, since we can’t be holding each other back at this point.”


  “You mean I can’t be holding you back. You mean me.”


  I calmly turned around and walked away from him. I placed one foot in front of the other, I could hardly stand and my knees were about to buckle. Tears clouded my eyes but I refused to blink, knowing that once I allowed the tears to flow, they would never stop coming. Jesse didn’t come after me. I left the party, called for Bernard and sat on the sidewalk as I waited for him to arrive. We drove home in silence until we entered the gates of my mother’s house. Bernard turned to me as he switched off the car’s ignition.


  “Ma’am Isabel, when you were a little girl, you were so full of life, always happy and always laughing. I remember everyone being so worried about how you’d take everything that you went through with your mother, but you were always so positive about things, so hopeful. I haven’t heard you laugh in a long, long time. I hope that little girl is still somewhere inside the young lady now sitting in the back of this car.”


  I held his hand in mine as I lifted myself to get out of the car. “Thank you, Bernard. I sure wish it was that easy.”


  My phone rang as I walked through the front door.


  ALEX: Are you still at that boring ass student council party?


  ME: No, I just got home. So tired, can I just talk to you tomorrow?


  I didn’t wait for him to respond as I powered off the phone.
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  “He did what?”


  “He said what?”


  Evie, Alicia and Betty were all over this. Evie was the most vocal, Betty ran and told Alex, and Alicia had a quiet calm about everything she heard. She said that Jesse had called to explain what had happened that night, and she told him that it was best to leave me alone for now until he figured out what he really wanted out of his life. He told her that he’d come too far to give it all up and that he worried I wouldn’t be able to handle his day-to-day dealings with Kathy. He was right about that. Even if I wanted him back, it would never work with her working so closely with him on a daily basis.


  I stayed home for the next three days and didn’t do much of anything. He never tried to call me, but Betty and Alicia were hearing from him quite often. He didn’t mean what he said; he was angry and confused. He was jealous about Alex. I heard about all of his reasons and not one of them was enough to pull out the dagger that remained stuck in my heart. That Thursday, I decided that there was no point in me hiding from the world. He ruled the school, but the only way to move past this was for me to make sure I graduated on time. As I walked to class from building to building, I kept my head down, afraid to bump into anyone associated with him. I took the long route to the gym, not wanting to pass by the Student Center. I knew that I wasn’t strong enough to see him with someone else. I didn’t know if I ever would be. With the election campaign in full swing, his face was everywhere in posters and signs all over the school. I had a pathetic routine going — go to class, look down, sit in class, cry in the bathroom, rinse my face and repeat. The days turned into weeks and into months. Jesse and Katrina won the election. There were celebrations for a week, banners and parties. I would be walking past a group of students and I’d feel his presence somewhere in the crowd. I could have sworn I heard him call my name once or twice, but as soon as I turned around to find him, he was nowhere to be found.
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  “To live without you is to be robbed of love and what is life without it? To live without you is death to me my love, but some call it life.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Alex came over almost every other evening to keep me company. If you could call it that. Many nights were spent sitting by the front porch with me staring into space and him holding my hand. Some nights there would be bribes of rib sandwiches and chocolate shakes; on other nights, he knew to just hold me while I soaked his designer shirts with my tears. How long does it take for the shock to wear off? The physical pain was immense — I was sick to my stomach every minute of every day. No matter how much I tried, I still couldn’t believe that it had been so easy for Jesse to walk away.


  “Did you know that he had James beaten up after you guys watched that play together?” Alex asked out of the blue one night.


  “Alex, you really shouldn’t be listening to rumors. People just like to talk about him all the time.”


  “James is a friend from high school. He told me that Jesse’s friends threatened to hurt him even more if he didn’t stay away from you.”


  I nervously reached for the cigarette dangling from his lips and inhaled deeply. “Why didn’t you tell me this before? I seriously thought James just got annoyed with me about something. I never imagined Jesse would take it that far.”


  “What was the point?” He sounded resigned to the fact that it wouldn’t have made a difference. He was right.


  “A, please, please extend my apologies to James. I’m too embarrassed to reach out to him, knowing that I caused him so much trouble.”
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  About two weeks later, I stood outside the school waiting for my ride home. As I walked down the sidewalk searching for Bernard, I saw Alex sitting on the hood of his car, fidgeting with his phone. He looked up and hopped off with the most beguiling smile. As he walked a few steps toward me, it warmed my heart to see him there.


  “Hi?” I asked with a puzzled look on my face.


  Two college girls walked by and did a double take. Hot guy hopping off of a Range Rover.


  “I told Bernard I’d take care of picking you up today. I had a meeting at the Taft Avenue office and thought I’d surprise you. I figured we’d grab a bite to eat on the way to your house,” he said as he walked over to open the car door for me.


  “Oh, that sounds good.” I smiled as I got into the passenger seat. “I don’t have any homework, so thank you for coming to get me.” We were quiet for a while listening to music until I asked, “Do you wanna swing by to check whether they have anything new at Bergamo? I wanted to try out some of their vintage stuff but they’re so expensive. Maybe they have a sale,” I rambled.


  “What about going to the GAP? They have some stuff out from their boutique collection, I saw them the other day,” he suggested.


  “I feel like they won’t fit me well. The more expensive brands make me feel more confident,” I confessed.


  “Isa, you look amazing in anything you wear. Old or new. Cheap or Pricey. It’s the way you carry yourself, your demeanor. Your fashion sense.” He turned to look directly at me as he said that.


  “Eyes on the road, A.” I giggled, as I gently pushed his cheek to refocus his eyes in front of the car.


  Ten minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot at Wal-Mart. “What are we doing here?” I asked, confused.


  “Proving a point,” he said, as he exited the car and ran over to my side to let me out.


  “You’ve been here before?” I wondered out loud, sincerely surprised.


  “Isa, everyone goes to Wal-Mart. My mom likes to get her kitchen accessories from here,” Alex replied, obviously very amused with me. He took my hand and led me through the parking lot and into the store. I had never been in a Wal-Mart before. It was surprisingly well organized, despite being huge and overwhelmingly full of people. Alex never let go of my hand as we wove past aisles of stuff. I would tug him to stop every now and then, as I picked up a thing or two that interested me. When we finally stopped at the women’s section, he pulled out a few dresses and playfully handed them to me.


  “What are we doing?” I asked, still confused about the point he was trying to make.


  “Isa, humor me, try these dresses on. I’ll wait out here for you.”


  I nodded my head in acquiescence. There were actually two or three pieces that I could actually see myself wearing. Inside the fitting room, I tried them on, until I settled on a pretty white, sleeveless summer dress that was held at the waist by a tan wrap-around belt. As I walked out of the fitting room, Alex grabbed my hand and shoved me toward one of the full-length mirrors. He mischievously checked my neck and arms. “No hives here. You’re not breaking out just because it’s a Wal-Mart dress.” He laughed.


  “What is your point?” I asked, exhausted by all his energy.


  “My point is that you look just as beautiful, just as sexy and just as well put together as you do every single day, no matter what brand you wear. This dress doesn’t define your loveliness. You do.” A moment of understanding passed between us as his gaze turned heated and his eyes swept over me from head to toe. I was familiar with that look, but he wasn’t the person whose eyes it belonged to. I knew just how to bring him back from his thoughts.


  “Aww, you’re so sweet, A. Are you going to buy me this dress?”


  “I don’t have $32.99 on me,” he quickly retorted.


  We walked out of the store with that dress, two picture frames and a bag of Twizzlers.
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  Three months to the day Jesse and I broke up, I was in the teacher’s lounge in the College of Economics, performing a practice run of my thesis presentation. It was pretty late in the evening because I had to wait for my professor to finish with a 7:00 P.M. class. We worked together for a little over an hour and decided to call it a night. I was packing up my posters and shutting down my computer when Jesse walked into the lounge and stopped dead in his tracks. His face turned white as a sheet, like he had seen a ghost. I nodded and gave him the tiniest bit of a smile, while continuing to pack my things up to leave. There were still a few professors in the lounge, which made it easier for me to avoid any conversation and head out the door. He quickly turned on his heels and followed me out.


  “Isabel, wait up.” His strides were so huge that he caught up with me in no time.


  “I have to go home.” I was breathless, not from walking but from being intoxicated by his presence. I am an addict and he is my drug. Even the tiniest bit of contact with my skin, the proximity of the hairs on his arm brushing against me … I was losing it.


  He grabbed my elbow. “Isabel, please stop. Please talk to me.”


  “Why now, Jesse? Why? What do you want from me?”


  “Can we talk for a few minutes?” Those eyes. Smoky gray, pleading eyes.


  I walked over to the stairway and sat on the top step. “Okay, talk.” Oh my God. What a wimp I am. I’m going to cry, I’m going to start sobbing any minute now. Does he not know that my wounds are still raw? That nothing that’s happened in the past three months has helped stop the bleeding?


  He descended backwards a few steps and remained standing, one hand on the rail and the other in his pocket as he leaned in close to my face. “You’re still so beautiful. I miss you so much. I haven’t stopped thinking about you. I am so sorry.”


  I turned my head away. “Well, you accomplished what you worked so hard for, what you gave everything up for. Congratulations, by the way. Tell Katrina congrats as well.” He called her Kathy. She was Katrina to me.


  “Please, Issy.”


  “Don’t call me that. You can’t call me that!” I sobbed freely, swatting his hand as he tried to touch me. He glanced around nervously, making sure that no one was around to witness this scene.


  He lifted me up, carried me over his shoulder, and kicked open a door right by the stairwell. Great. How convenient, a utility room. Why did it seem that Jesse knew every single secluded area in this school?


  He placed me back down on my feet and backed me up against the wall. His breath was fiery hot, and I was hyperventilating. He gently held my face, his hands underneath my hair.


  “Look at me. There’s never been anyone else. I tried to give you the time that you needed during the campaign. I was going to call you after we won the elections, but things were just so crazy. I didn’t want to ask you back and not have the time to show you how much you mean to me. You have to know that I am doing all of this for us. For you and me. For your family to respect me … and to assure them that I can take care of you. You have a future that has been set in stone from the day you were born. I don’t have that. There’s a lot of proving that I have to do for myself, for my family and for your family. Can’t you be with me through all of this? In the end, it will be you and me anyway.”


  “But I told you I didn’t need any of this. That all I needed was you. And you left me for your ambitions. When will I make it to the top of your priority list, Jesse?” I cried.


  “Isabel, you are my priority. Look at the big picture here. These are merely steps in getting to a future together.”


  “Why would you assume I was going to wait?”


  “I didn’t. It killed me every time someone mentioned seeing you. I tried not to care, I really did. Dane Williams once mentioned that you were the hottest girl in his advanced Macro class and Ryan had to hold me back from hitting him.”


  “You can’t keep attacking everyone who wants to talk to me. You don’t own me.”


  “But I want to own you, Issy. I want you to be mine. Only mine.”


  I honestly didn’t know what to think, what to believe. I knew that I forgave him the moment I saw him in the teacher’s lounge. I was lost and he was the only sense of direction I had ever known. Where would my roads lead if not straight back into his arms?


  I want to be owned. Being owned means never being alone.


  “What do you want, Jesse? What do you want from me?”


  “I want you. I want you every day. I want to be with you. I want to be beside you, around you, in you. There is no one else.”


  I let him kiss me. I missed his lips. His smell. His mussed up, unruly hair. His kisses started out tenderly and turned more urgent as his hands roamed freely across my body.


  “Issy,” he groaned as he lifted my skirt and pulled down my panties. A tiny gasp escaped his lips as he knelt down in front of me. “Come back to me, Issy. Be with me. Let me drink you. Let me taste you. I live for your taste. Please, Issy.” And his mouth was on me, teasing me, sucking me. It felt like he couldn’t get enough of my wetness, which felt like an overflowing faucet at that point.


  I cupped his face and pulled it toward mine.


  “See how good you taste,” he whispered, as he kissed me hungrily.


  “I want you, Jess. Please. Now.”


  With that he lifted me up by my buttocks, pinned me against the wall and sat me on top of him. We moved in unison and I was filled to the brink with him and with love for him. He looked into my eyes, never breaking his stare.


  “Fuck, Iss, you feel so good. I can’t hold on much longer, I have to let go!”


  An hour later, we were home in bed together. We talked about the past three months and the things we missed while we were apart. I didn’t have much of an update — my life had been in limbo for pretty much the entire time. But not for him. In the three months since we had last seen each other, he had managed to get a job offer with a large multinational company with travel opportunities abroad during the first three months of his starting date.


  “Congratulations, Jesse! I am so proud of you!” I leaned over to kiss him.


  “Let’s make this work, Issy, okay? I love you,” he whispered as he started to undress me again.


  “I love you too, Jess.”


  I slept fitfully that night and wondered what it was that bothered me about him being there. Jesse held me tightly as he slept, the weight of his arms reminding me that he was mine. I was supposed to be at peace, my world was going to be complete once more. And yet I felt anxious and afraid, knowing that I would never recover if he ever left me again.
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  The next day, Jesse had to leave to attend an early morning meeting at school. We had a quick breakfast together, and he promised to pick me up after another thesis meeting that night.


  “I need to fatten you up a bit, babe. It looks like you’ve lost a ton of weight,” he said, as he held me close before walking out the door.


  Just as his car drove out, Alex’s car pulled into the driveway.


  “Was that Jesse I just saw leaving here?” He looked baffled, shaking his head in confusion.


  “I took him back, Alex,” I said.


  He turned right around, got in his car and drove away. As I stood in the driveway trying to make sense of what had just happened, my phone rang.


  “Hi.”


  “Isa, just tell me. What made you do that?”


  “Do what? I belong with him, A. I love him.”


  “It’s too soon. You were just getting better.” His tone was clipped, almost scolding.


  “That’s not true. I’m better now that he’s back.”


  I was taken aback by the absurdity of it all. I was defending my decision to Alex?


  “Whatever.”


  “Why are you so upset?”


  Silence.
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  The next few weeks seemed to fly by with Jesse in my life once again. Not that anything had drastically changed. I was so busy working on my thesis that it took the pressure off of us trying to make sense of his crazy schedule. I heard from Alex a week later, apologizing for having been too busy to call or text or write. Betty was more blatant about his absence than he was. But that’s why I loved her so much.


  “You know he’s pissed, don’t you? He really can’t stand what Jesse did to you, and he thinks it’s going to happen again,” she said as we locked arms while strolling through the mall one night after class.


  “He should be more supportive than that. He saw how what happened killed me, why isn’t he glad that I’m happy again?”


  “Because he lived it. He saw firsthand how it killed you.”


  “So did you, and look, you’re still here.” I pulled her closer to me and leaned my head on her shoulder.


  “Isa, I love you dearly, but I’m not in love with you.” She looked me straight in the eye.


  “Stop, Betty. That’s ridiculous. I really just want him to know how much I value his friendship. Oh, wait, here’s the Sobe Clutch I was telling you about. Bleu Nuit or Amarante?”


  Saved by the Louis Vuitton store.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  “A journey is like marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you can control it.”


  —John Steinbeck


  


  


  Evie and Seth were married on a glorious December afternoon, complete with a horse-drawn carriage, four bridesmaids and four groomsmen. The beautiful, historical Spanish church was nestled inside a park lined with trees and surrounded by a botanical garden. I took my role as maid of honor very seriously and helped significantly with the planning of the wedding.


  “My God, Isabel, you are stunning — more beautiful than the bride!” Jesse panted in my ear as he rushed up the church’s steps to greet me.


  “Shhh. Jess, Evie’s already stressed out right now!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “My mother is here!”
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  Claudia Holtzer made a surprise appearance that day that no one will ever forget. She flew in from Canada the day before without Gracie, who couldn’t miss school. Claudia insisted that her husband was going to give Evie away at the wedding. Evie remained steadfast with her decision to have my father (we do have one, after all) walk her down the aisle. My mother seemed to relent, although I always had the funny feeling that it was merely a temporary truce. As we were lining up outside the church to get ready for the procession, my mother walked up to Evie and asked her once again to allow my new stepfather to give her away. My father watched all this until he finally stepped into the ring to handle his ex-wife. She screamed and clawed at him and then finally ... she fainted. Evie was beside herself with embarrassment and was visibly upset and in tears. Finally, everyone was ushered back into the church, the procession line was organized and the wedding was off to a start. Jesse and I were riding in the back of the ambulance with my mother.


  It was the same routine when we arrived at the hospital — migraine, unbearable pain, and the need for medication. I knew the drill. In my mind, I could recite the sequence of events that would follow. Jesse and I sat outside of my mother’s private room, while doctors tended to her and tried to contact her psychiatrist.


  “I’m so sorry, Jesse, you’re stuck here with me.” My eyes were filled with sadness because despite our efforts to forge ahead with our own lives, I felt so tied down to this.


  “I’m holding the hand of a beautiful bridesmaid, I am not in a meeting, I am not in class. I am where I always want to be.”


  “Jess, she ruined Evie’s special day.”


  “We might just have to get married abroad,” he said, as he laughed and pulled me closer to him.
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  Three hours later, with my mother asleep in her hospital bed, Jesse and I made it back to the reception. We arrived just in time to join in the celebration. The reception had gone on for hours and the Spanish restaurant where it was held was reserved for the entire night. Evie was happily leading a line dance, while Seth was kicking back with his friends. Alicia looked beautiful, but troubled. I chalked it up to exhaustion with the two kids so close in age running her ragged every day. Jesse and I were contentedly doing a slow dance despite the fast beat, and it was a great way to end a very stressful evening. My mother was still in confinement, but I figured that I had until the morning to worry about it. We stayed for an hour or so and then took off to get some rest, knowing that the Claudia Holtzer saga was far from over.


  My mother remained for one more day and boarded a plane that night to return back to Canada with her husband to avoid another stint in rehab. Before she left, I was able to spend a few hours with her. We talked, we laughed; I told her that I loved her. I promised to visit her again soon and cried when I watched her walk away from the car at the airport.


  There is something to be said about a child’s loyalty to her mother, no matter what the circumstance may be. There is unconditional love that forgives no matter how much hurt is thrown your way. There is a relentless hope that a person can change and a compelling belief that things can only get better. There is acceptance.


  I learned how to love someone with all my heart, while aspiring to become the complete opposite of who she was. I loved her, but I swore to never be like her.
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  “Action expresses priorities.”


  —Mahatma Gandhi


  


  


  Before I knew it, Jesse and I were lining up to take our graduation pictures. It was an emotional time for everyone, with one more month left at school and all of the anticipation built around what our futures looked like after we walked through those gates for the very last time. I had less of an affinity to the school than Jesse did, since I spent most of my days there waiting for him. To Jesse, it was like leaving his one and only home — a home where he was revered and cherished, where he was lauded with accomplishments every single day for four years. He was in different closing ceremonies and parties and celebrations almost every day of the month leading up to graduation. I tried to attend as much of them with him as I could, and I always made sure that I showed my support during the last few months of his tenure. That year, the Varsity Baseball team also won the State Championships, another notch to add to Jesse’s belt as the team’s star pitcher. Career wise, we were well on our way to working right after graduation. He was to start at that global consulting firm two weeks after school, while I had managed to land a job working for a Senator as an aide to the Senate Committee on Economics. My grandfather’s doing, I couldn’t deny it. But I knew that once I got in, I would be able to prove my own merit and make them forget that I might have gotten the offer through my family’s connections.
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  Evie and Seth decided to move to the U.S., courtesy of the fact that Seth was born in Washington, D.C. I cried for days after she left, knowing that I wasn’t going to be seeing her for a while. Betty and I still saw each other whenever we got the chance. Alex left for Europe to find himself a year ago, and he either got lost or lost my phone number because I never heard from him while he was gone. Betty said it was because he told her that he had to get over me. I accused her of being overly dramatic and asked her to tell him that I missed him. I did miss him. He was a good friend to me and he somehow helped ease my loneliness and knew how to cheer me up. Betty was engaged to Leigh, so she was another one I suspected was going to say goodbye to me soon. Everyone had their own lives to plan, their own courses to chart. Mine was slowly coming together, but it still had Jesse in it every step of the way. I would have quit the job I hadn’t even started and thrown it all away if he were to ask me to marry him right at that moment. But he had his life plan and nothing was going to make him divert from it. Nothing at all.
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  I graduated with honors and stepped up on that stage knowing that I had made Jesse, my grandparents and my sisters as proud of me as they had ever been. And when Jesse went up on the stage to give his commencement address, he looked straight at me as he spoke his words. It made me burst with pride, but more importantly, it made me feel like all those years may have been worth it. When he spoke his last line, “Remember that if you manage to stay true to yourself in this journey called life, you will accomplish great things. Success is not measured by money, fame or friends. Its intrinsic value can be found in the hearts of those whose lives you have touched,” the whole school cheered. Caps were flying all around the stadium as he proudly walked off the stage to stand next to me. The celebrations continued for the next two weeks, a party here or there and even a huge group trip to someone’s house on a gorgeous resort island. There was a change in Jesse that was noticeable to me, but I wasn’t sure if it was because this was the first time I was seeing him around a larger group of people. He was more relaxed, louder, and more social than he ever was with me. He also drank a lot and got drunk quite often. I chalked it up to the release of all of his pent up energy for the past four years. I no longer felt threatened by Katrina, in fact, she was in all of the parties and even came along during our trip to the beach. All the years of seeing what my mother went through swore me off both drinking and any form of medication. I was used to tolerating headaches and colds and coughs only because I refused to take anything to relieve any kind of pain. So I was probably the only sober person during the three-day trip to the beach.
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  We arrived at the house on the beach a little after 8:00 P.M. The boat ride across the island was choppy and rough. The home was a stunning three-story house on the shores of the Pacific Ocean. We were assigned one of the seven bedrooms and walked on the beach with the rest of the group to find a spot to build a bonfire. Jesse was in great spirits, laughing with his friends and chugging those beers, it was a joy for me to watch him so relaxed and at ease. I was content with sitting on the sand between his legs, leaning on his chest and listening to the many conversations that were going on around me. About an hour into the bonfire, I started to feel the effects of the day trip and let out a stifled yawn into Jesse’s arm. He jumped at the opportunity and pulled me up, bidding everyone a good night and leading me back into the house.


  “I’ve been waiting to get you alone all night,” he muttered as we held hands and walked down the hall to our bedroom.


  “I have to take a shower before bed to get all this grime off me,” I said as I gave him a quick kiss and headed to the bathroom.


  Minutes later, I felt a draft on my back as the shower door opened and he stepped on to the teak-lined floor. We both laughed as it made a creaking sound, but his look turned serious almost immediately after I twirled around to face him. He had that all too familiar look — the one that he got whenever we were alone together. I stepped into his arms, and he held me under the warm and relaxing rush of the water.


  “Iss, let’s hurry so we can go to bed,” he whispered, as he unleashed a devilish smile so delicious I had no intention of staying in that shower a second longer than I had to. I pulled him down to give him a kiss. “Mmmm, you know how I am about having to blow dry my hair, right, babe? Fifteen minutes tops, I promise.”


  Ten minutes later, I climbed into bed and into his arms.


  Later, flashes of our night popped into my head as I relished the soreness that I was still feeling from being driven into while I was on my knees.


  “Oh my God, Isabel. You feel so good!” That sensuous voice in my ear would be with me that day, every day, forever.
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  The second day we were there, the guys decided to take the boat on a fishing trip off the coast of a neighboring island. Jesse had asked me if I wanted to come along, but we had already done a late night boating trip the night before and I didn’t do too well with the darkness, the strong waves and the current. None of the girls in the group opted in either, so I decided to stay by the pool and relax for the day. It was a beautiful infinity pool that stretched out over a balcony overlooking the beach. I think I was the first one there but pretty soon, the other girls in the group had pulled up their deck chairs and struck up casual conversations among each other. There were six of us, but only three of us were the better halves in a relationship. Ryan’s girlfriend, Gina, was the one who introduced me to the group and went out of her way to make me feel at home.


  “Isabel, Jesse says you’re going to be working for the government. Are you excited?” she asked as she was attempting to spray her back with sunblock.


  “Here, let me help you,” I offered, as I took the cylinder from her and continued to squirt some formula on her shoulders. “Yeah, I really believe in what Senator Rickey is trying to do to help improve the quality of life for those living in the slums.” Oops. Too much information. I knew why I was suddenly nervous. Katrina had just walked up to us and taken the deck chair next to me. Why did she even bother to wear a bathing suit? The flesh colored string bikini she had on made her look gorgeous, pathetic and naked. And what I would give for that blond mane of hers. It made me want to smooth my hand over it instead of yanking it out of her head.


  “Congrats, Isabel,” Gina continued. “And Jesse, how about that? First job and with a big time multinational! When does he leave for the training session? I know Ryan wanted to leave a little bit earlier so they can tour the place.”


  Katrina nonchalantly turned over to us and piped in. “We leave next Saturday.” We? We.


  “Oh, where are you going, Katrina?” I asked in my sweetest, most innocent voice.


  “Jesse, Ryan and I leave all together. Did you not know we were going as a group?” She threw back.


  “Oh, yes, I did, actually. I think I just spaced out for a few moments there.”


  The rest of the afternoon was pure torture for me. All I wanted to do was get up, go back to the room and absorb the new information I had just learned without having to feign my emotions. I felt glued to my seat, unable to move. I couldn’t give any indication that our short exchange had just unnerved me. We stayed by the pool for two more hours and then went in to make some sandwiches. Afterwards, I excused myself to take a nap in the room. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and noticed three missed calls from Alex. Alex? Today is certainly the day for bewildering surprises. An hour later, I woke up to my phone ringing in my ear. I searched around the room and figured that Jesse wasn’t back from his fishing trip.


  “A?”


  “Hi Isa. Where are you?”


  “I’m at Karen Michell’s beach house on the island. Where are you calling from? Are you okay?” I was wide awake now.


  “I’m fine,” he said chuckling. “I’m back in town, and you’re the first person I called. I am so sorry I just disappeared like that. Issues.”


  “Why were you angry at me? What did I do?”


  “Absolutely nothing, Isa.” An uncomfortable silence ensued. “Listen, I’d love to see you when you’re back in town. You know, catch up. Are you still not allowed to go to the club? I can swing by your house, and we can go out for coffee or something.” Why did he sound so different?


  “The club. Huh. I haven’t been there in ages. I would love to see you, Alex. I’m so glad you’re back. I can’t wait to hear what you’ve been up to.”


  “Me too. Text me when you’re back in town?”


  “I’ll be back tomorrow. Not sure what time, but I’m sure Jess will take me home directly from here.” I winced when I said his name. My heart dropped as I remembered this morning’s revelation.


  “Okay, Isa. See you soon.”


  “Yup. Bye, A.”


  I pressed END on the phone and flung my arms back as I lay in bed and stared blankly at the ceiling above me. My eyes started to pool with tears. My heart was heavy with a conflicted mixture of overwhelming love and hopelessness. What was wrong with me? I was sick. Sick with love. I couldn’t let go even if I knew that I deserved more than four Saturdays a month of his time.


  


  TEXT FROM ALEX: I missed you, too.


  


  Jesse walked in about an hour later. Night had fallen and the sky was dark. I was watching the beautiful darkness over the clear dusky water from our expansive bedroom window. Shimmering sparks of light would flash every so often, illuminating the totally black sea. I heard the door close and felt him come up behind me.


  “Hi, baby. We’re going to have the big blue marlin we caught today for dinner. You should see how huge it was!” He was pressed against my back and his arms were folded across my chest. “How was your day?”


  “It was good. I slept for two hours this afternoon. I guess I didn’t realize how exhausted I’ve been.”


  “Looks like you got some sun,” he whispered, turning me around to face him. His hands were now underneath the oversized t-shirt I was wearing. “I’m the luckiest guy in the world, this is what I get to come home to,” he breathed, as he searched for my mouth.


  “Jess?”


  “Mmmmm.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me that Katrina was going to be working at the same firm as you?” My eyes were closed. I love his lips. Focus on the conversation.


  “Who cares?” He cupped my breasts. “I’ve been thinking about doing this all day,” he whispered as he planted his lips on my neck.


  “I do. She’s also going to be flying to the States with you and Ryan.” I tried unsuccessfully to push him back from me.


  “There’s the magic word. Ryan. He’ll be there.” His hands skillfully roamed my back as he lifted me up and pressed me against him.


  “Ryan being there, ungghhhhh, has never stopped her before.” Did he have to slip two fingers inside me while I’m trying to have this discussion?


  No wait, stop, I can’t do this anymore. I gently pushed his hand down so his fingers slipped out and disentangled myself until my feet were firmly back on the floor.


  I held his face and gently pleaded, “Baby, please, let’s just talk about this for a few minutes.”


  “Okay”, he conceded. We moved back and sat together at the edge of the bed. He took my hand firmly in his.


  “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you that she was going to be working closely with me, especially during the training period. But I wanted to prove a point to you, that it wasn’t a big deal to me. I don’t care that she will be there. I don’t care about her. I’m going to train and then come back home and work as hard as I can so we can plan our life together. Isn’t that what our ultimate goal is?”


  “I think there’s a bigger issue that we’ve been avoiding here.”


  “What do you mean?” His head flinched back and his shoulders tightened.


  “For the past four years, you have been so focused on your plans for the future. Where do I fit in with any of this? I’m going to be working just like you. But unlike you, I keep waiting and adjusting to make sure that the path I take collides with yours. You don’t seem to be doing that for us.”


  “I know,” he confirmed, as he took a deep gulp of air.


  Finally, we were getting somewhere.


  “I’ve come too far to give this up,” he continued. “My whole family is depending on me to succeed. I’m not ready to start a family. I know you have always been so patient and cognizant of this fact that you have never pressured me to set a date, to marry you or to get engaged. I feel really guilty about it, and yet, I don’t ever want to lose you.”


  “Jesse, we’re at the age where we should be combining our lives together. Whether it’s our work lives, our social lives or our home lives. I can’t just be the girl that you see every weekend. It’s not enough for me anymore. I don’t think I deserve that after all these years that we’ve been together. Are you outgrowing me?”


  Silence. He rubbed his forehead and massaged his temples as if he had a headache.


  “Jess?”


  “Selfishly, there is so much I still want to do. I want to be able to map my own course without being held back. Do I want to date other girls? Sometimes I do, although in the back of my mind, I know that no one else will measure up to you. But do I wonder? Yes, I do.”


  There was the clincher. He had outgrown me. I allowed him to take away my identity. Why would I even wonder how this happened? When grown-ups advise you to see the world, gain some experiences, know that there’s truth in that. Somehow, you won’t know which grass is greener until you venture out over the fence.


  “Maybe it’s best if we broke up for a while. That way you won’t feel bad about doing or seeing whatever or whoever it is you want to do or see while you’re abroad.”


  Oh my God. Did I just stab myself in the heart, cut it in half and hand it over to him?


  “Iss, I love you. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Well, you can’t have your cake and eat it too,” I stammered.


  “I’m gonna lose you, I know I will. There are so many other guys out there waiting for the chance to take you away from me. You’ve grown more beautiful since the day I met you six years ago.”


  “And yet, therein lies the problem. I don’t want anyone else. I’ve always only ever wanted you. You keep telling me that I’m beautiful, that I’m perfect. Apparently, it’s never been enough for you to make any significant decisions to show me that I matter,” I declared shakily.


  And with that, I stood up on wavering legs, walked toward the dresser and started emptying the drawers to pack my overnight bag.


  “I don’t know what I want,” he blurted out.


  ‘Well, then let me know when you figure it out.” I could hardly see past my tears. He wasn’t going to give up a trip with Katrina Edwards. He wasn’t going to fight for me.


  That night, I didn’t want to alarm anybody by walking out of our bedroom after the conversation we just had. I gathered up all my strength to go to bed while he sat upright clenching his fists, stared at the wall, and buried his face in his hands. He finally left the room a few minutes later, which gave me permission to cry myself to sleep.
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  When I woke up the next day, I was in Jesse’s arms again. I don’t know what had happened, but I assumed that he crawled back into bed, held me, and that I had let him. Even subconsciously, my body always gravitates toward him. We gathered our things in silence and followed the group down the beach and back to the boat that was to take us to the main island.


  Jesse drove me home after we arrived back at Karen’s house in the city. The drive was long and brutal. His eyes were filled with sadness; mine were puffy and swollen. Even makeup couldn’t help me pretend that we had done what was best for both of us at that point in our relationship. He helped me carry my bag into the house and paused as he reached the bottom of the staircase.


  “Issy, tell me you’ll wait for me. Just tell me that this won’t be permanent. I’m willing to take the time to figure this out, but I don’t want to lose you.”


  “Give me something to make me wait. Tell me that I’m part of your two-year plan. Change your goals to accommodate me!” I cried. Did I even have a right to demand this of him?


  “That’s not fair. You know I can’t!”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  I turned my back to him and walked up the stairs to my room.
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  Betty came over that evening after she called the house and Mellie informed her that I was not taking any calls. She burst into my room and found me in bed in my mismatched pajamas with my bangs clipped back, holding a box of Kleenex.


  “Wanna know why you suck?” She plopped herself down on the left side of my bed.


  I sniffled and shook my head.


  “Because you’re the only girl I know who still manages to look gorgeous despite drowning in your own sea of tears.”


  “Oh, Betty, he won’t give her up for me. I was waiting to hear him offer to take a different flight, distance himself from her, anything. I would have found an excuse to accept it and stay. But he wouldn’t say it.”


  “Don’t you get it, Isa? He’s confused!”


  “He said he didn’t care about her, and somehow I believed him.”


  “He doesn’t care about Katrina Edwards. Not her. His primary focus is on his career and his ability to make decisions related to the goals he has set without having to worry about hurting your feelings. He also wants his freedom. He wants to test the waters.” She was telling me to let him go. “Isa, I can’t begin to imagine how difficult it’s going to be, but I’m here for you. We’ll get through this.”


  “I love him so much. The pain is unbearable. What am I going to do without him?” I hugged my knees against my chest and sobbed.

  “You’re going to live your life,” she said as she handed me my buzzing cell phone.


  


  TEXT FROM ALEX: Are you ok? Betty says you’re back.


  


  ME: Yes I am. Just resting. I’ll call after my nap.


  


  “B, please don’t tell Alex. I’m just so glad he’s back in my life. I don’t want to bring him into this drama just yet.”


  “Eeeeeks. I already called him from the car before I got here.”


  Good thing I didn’t miss when I threw a pillow and aimed it directly for her head.
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  The next day, I went to have dinner with my grandparents. I was exhausted from the events from the day before and was trying to find things to do just to keep me busy. My grandmother and grandfather were in the dining room by the time I arrived. I walked up to them and kissed them both on the cheeks.


  One of the maids pulled a seat back for me. “Thanks. Iced tea, please.” I took a seat next to my grandmother.


  “Isabel, how have you been? Why are your eyes so puffy?”


  “I’m just so tired, Grandma. I was at Karen Michell’s beach house over the weekend.”


  “With whom?”


  “Oh, just a group of friends.” I evaded her eyes as I reached over to spoon a serving of rice on my plate.


  “That house was featured in the local edition of Architectural Digest a few months ago. Bobby Mason was the one who designed it.”


  Bobby was a permanent fixture in my grandmother’s life. He was an interior decorator who did all of her homes, even the ones abroad.


  “It is beautiful, Grandmother. They have a lush orchid garden by the pool area. Just like ours, but I was surprised that they got it to flourish so close to the sea.”


  “Yes, Karen Michell’s mother orders them from the same place we do in Hong Kong. Speaking of Hong Kong, Grandpa and I still haven’t given you your graduation present.”


  Oh yes you have. You got me my new job. “Oh my, you have done so much for me, I really wasn’t expecting anything,” I answered absentmindedly.


  “Well, your grandfather and I want you to take a little trip for a few days. Get away from here, take a break and clear your head before entering the working world.”


  Her personal assistant suddenly appeared out of nowhere to hand me an envelope with cash and two round trip tickets to Hong Kong.


  “Go shopping for your new work clothes. Take Betty with you. Have fun.”


  “Thank you so much, Grandma and Grandpa. I think I’ll take Alicia with me if someone is available to watch the kids. I haven’t spent any time with her for a while, and I miss her terribly.”


  “Let Carol here know whose name to add to the ticket, and she will schedule your flights and hotel when the office opens tomorrow.”


  “Isabel, what happened to Jesse Cain?” My grandmother. Never Jesse. Or even that boyfriend of yours. She always referred to his full name. He never did grow on her like I had hoped he would.


  “It didn’t work out, Grandma.” My eyes must have reflected the wound in my soul for her to clearly see because she looked back at me with such pity and sadness that it almost made me cry.


  The rest of the evening was uneventful. We caught up on my mother, who my grandmother notified me had moved on from her fourth husband to a fifth.


  “Grandma, I don’t think she got married. I knew she had met someone else, but if she had gotten married, I would have heard from her by now.”


  “Don’t you worry, Isabel. With that mother of yours, it’s only a matter of time before she gets remarried. She should have been named Elizabeth Taylor.”
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  “A special spark rises from the sorrow of a burning heart. Have you ever heard how the sigh of a broken heart touches the beloved?”


  —Rumi


  


  


  The next two weeks went by fairly quickly. I tried my best to keep busy by planning my days and filling my time up with non-stop activity. The day after I left my grandmother’s house, I received a call from a popular woman’s magazine inviting me to join a pictorial for an article they were going to feature on “Society’s Beautiful Daughters.” It was going to be a photo shoot involving a few girls my age who had mothers who were models or famous socialites in their own time. Luckily, Betty’s mother was also a former model, so we were able to enjoy this experience together. We had quite a lot of fun getting our hair and makeup done, as well as modeling all sorts of outfits for the day of the photo shoot. We rolled our eyes and giggled the whole time, making fun of the seriousness of the photographers and the poses they made us do. In the end, they chose to feature me on the front page, with the other daughters each with their own article on half a page of the magazine. I was proud to say that the picture that was published clearly reflected the way I looked. They respected the fact that I wanted to look simple and without all that face paint. The best part of this whole experience was that Betty and I got to keep the designer clothes we wore for the pictorial that day.
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  Jesse called from the airport the day he left for Boston. He sounded sad, but resigned. I held on to every word he said on the phone, hoping for a hint of regret for what he had chosen over me. In the end, I didn’t even believe that he had ever loved me.


  “Iss, it’s me.” Please God. Make him come back.


  “Hi Jesse.”


  “I’m boarding in a few minutes. I couldn’t leave without hearing your voice. I miss you. Nothing’s changed. Nothing ever will. I know I’ll figure everything out eventually. I’m so sorry, I never meant to hurt you.”


  “But you did. And now you won’t fight for me.” My voice was shaking.


  “Why is it a choice, Isabel? Why are you making me choose?”


  Once again, I managed to aggravate him. “Because I deserve the truth from you.” I staunchly kept my stand.


  “And what do you think is the truth?”


  “You want to be free. And you want me. But you can’t have both.” And with that, I hung up the phone. I wondered if I could ever speak to him without sobbing or bawling my eyes out. His words just tore the Band-Aid off my wound and poured kerosene all over it. He hadn’t even given it a chance to grow a scab to heal and protect it.
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  Alicia and I left for our three-day trip to Hong Kong the following day. She was lethargic and quiet during the first day of the trip. I managed to coax her back into her normal self after a full day of shopping and eating at all of our favorite places. Every single step of our trip made me think of Jesse. He would have loved this bed, he would have loved this cool shower, he would have loved this food, he would have looked great in this shirt. Alicia tried to cheer me up, but like me, she was convinced that we needed this time apart from each other.


  “Ali, what’s wrong? You just don’t seem like yourself, and you’re being overly cynical about things.”


  “Nothing’s wrong, Isabel. I just think that you should move on from that self-serving, selfish asshole.”


  All in all, we really enjoyed our trip together. The three-hour delay at the Customs line served to remind us of just how much damage we had done while shopping through the streets of Hong Kong together.


  Alex and I were also in constant communication with each other. Betty was away on a European trip with Leigh and her parents. I think she left him in charge of me because somehow, he had a plan of action every single day. He was a man on a mission to help me kill time. He hung out with me at the club almost every single day. Well, I hung out at the club and he constantly stalked me. Not that I really minded. He was the most caring friend anyone who has had her heart torn out of her chest could have ever asked for.
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  On the day the magazine cover was published, Alex thought it would be funny to walk into the house with 100 copies all wrapped up in a big red bow. I ran down the stairs as he excitedly stood by the door with a huge bundle of magazines in his arms.


  “Oh my gosh! What’d you do?”


  “I would’ve bought more, but the lady down the street only had 100 of them. Come see how beautiful you are.”


  “Ha. A little overboard, don’t you think? I’m sure we could’ve shared a copy between the two of us. And maybe one to send my mom and Evie. You could’ve just released all those copies out into the world.”


  “What? And let the whole world see my best kept secret?” We stood facing each other, separated merely by his outstretched arms still holding the bundle of magazines.


  “What secret?”


  “You.”


  As soon as he said that, an overwhelming tightness formed in my chest.


  “What does it matter when the person I want doesn’t want me?” I reached over to take the pile from him and laid it on the table.
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  As weeks passed, I finally decided to get back on the horse. No, literally. The first time I did it, Alex had offered to lend me one of his family’s Polo horses. I was excited to try Wendy late one night for a quick run around the field. I wasn’t aware that Wendy had been exhausted from a Polo match earlier that afternoon and wasn’t too happy about being ridden again after only a few hours. She let me mount her, but once I was strapped in and ready to go, Wendy was on her heels galloping faster than I had ever experienced, trying to throw me off in retaliation for placing her back on the field. The horse groomsmen were poised to run down the arena to help me control her. They feared that Wendy would buck me off during her wild run and throw me down on the grassy ground. Riders were never afraid of the fall. It was the possibility of being trampled on that posed the risk. My helmet flew off as she galloped and no matter how hard I pulled at the reins, I had totally lost control. It took quite a few minutes, but my yanking on the reins and squeezing with my legs finally got her calm enough to slow down to a canter and then to a trot and ultimately to a walk. I was crying by the time the groomsmen reached me to help me dismount from a very perturbed Wendy. While they thought it was because the horse’s bad behavior had spooked me, my tears were more for myself and for Jesse. In getting back on the horse, I had done what he had forbidden me to do when we first started our relationship years ago. This was my way of finally saying goodbye to him.
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  Nighttime was the most difficult part of my day. The silence in the large house was deafening. I thought about my mother and wondered whether this was how one got addicted to sleep medication. Did the nights get so unbearable that you tried to find ways to bridge the gap to daylight? Jesse’s family had also become a huge part of my life and I missed them terribly. In the years we were together, Bernard would drop me off to have dinner at their house after class whenever Jesse was busy with his council meetings. His father filled a gap in my life that I never realized existed. I wondered what they thought of me now and whether they were missing me too. Jesse did mention to me weeks ago that his father and mother had blatantly told him that letting me go was the wrong decision.


  Somehow I managed to find a way to combat the stillness that plagued my nights by cranking up the central stereo system throughout the house and dancing around in my bedroom and up and down the staircase until I was so tired that I would roll right into bed after a hot shower. I thought of it as my mini-workout, and the loud music somewhat helped me to remember that there still was much living to do outside of my loneliness. Last week, I failed to hear the intercom buzzing and was dancing around so furiously that I actually bumped into Alex, who was standing by my doorway. He immediately folded me into his arms, and we stood in the noise for five minutes while he held me. By the time the song was over, I had soaked up another one of his designer shirts with the usual waterworks.
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  I finally gathered the strength to take down the pictures of Jesse and me that were scattered at various points around my bedroom. Mellie and I filled a large box up with mementos and picture frames, as well as four large handmade scrapbooks. This was where the past six years of my life had ended up. In a box to be sealed and stored away. I wished that my heart were that easy to pack up. Once again, my thoughts brought me to my mother and all of her subsequent marriages. How was it so easy for her to pack her previous husband away and move on to the next one?


  If there was one singular remembrance of our relationship that signified the love I had for this man, it was this: a picture taken by Ryan at a party years ago. I was seated on a bench, with my legs crossed, my right hand on my lap and my left arm extended upwards. Jesse was standing with his back toward me as he was in conversation with someone else. His right hand was holding mine. There was a distance between us the length of his extended arm, and yet, I was looking at him with so much love and adoration, patiently waiting until he turned back to me. Something in me had changed since then. Postponing my future for him was no longer an option.
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  A few days later, I was awakened in the middle of the night by a knock on the door. Mellie handed me the cordless telephone. “Your mom is on the phone,” she whispered as she covered the mouthpiece of the handset. I switched on the bed lamp and sat up against the headboard.


  “Hi Mom,” I croaked.


  “Isabel Francesca. How have you been?”


  “Mom, it’s 3 in the morning here. Is everything okay?”


  “Oh yes, I’m sorry to have woken you up.” Somehow her impulsive personality reminded me that she wasn’t really sorry.


  “Francesca, I heard from Evie that you’re not doing so well. What happened between you and Jesse?”


  “We’re just taking a break, Mom. He left for Boston two weeks ago and will be there for three months. He doesn’t seem to know what he wants out of his life.” My voice faltered, but I was determined to keep an even tone.


  “I’m so sorry, darling, I know how hurt you must feel. Try to be strong. Keep busy. Of all my girls, you are the strongest one. The one who always does the right thing. Don’t let your heart rule out this one. Think of your future. You’re so beautiful, you will fall in love again in no time.”


  More than anyone in the world, she should know that being beautiful means nothing when the boy you love doesn’t love you. “Mom, I don’t want anybody else. It hurts so much!” I sobbed and shook as all the pain came gushing out of me.


  “I know, baby girl, believe me. But you’ll figure it out. No man is worth hurting yourself over. Remember that, Isabel. You gave up too much for him. Don’t do it again. There is nothing wrong with who you are and where you came from. Someday when the time comes, you will realize that being socially different shouldn’t matter when someone loves you.”


  “Thanks, Mom,” I hiccupped.


  “Isa, I need to tell you what is happening in my life. I met a wonderful man. Someone I knew from high school who has come back into my life. I think this is it. He makes me very happy. I am working on marrying him but need my annulment and legal papers from there in order to file with the courts over here. Could you go into the safe and retrieve them for me? Just send me copies for now via FedEx.”


  “Of course, Mom. I’ll have them sent out first thing in the morning.”


  “Thanks, honey. You know, we were just talking about you the other day. I was telling Gracie how funny and self-confident you were when you were her age. Do you remember that t-shirt you had me buy for you that said “Pretty and Perfect”? You wore that shirt day in and day out and told everyone you met that you were pretty and perfect. It wouldn’t hurt to get that self-confidence back, Isabel.”


  “I know. I’m trying to work things out. It’s just pretty lonely here in this big house.”


  “I hear from Alex’s mom that you wouldn’t be alone if he had a choice in the matter.”


  “MOM! He is a really good friend, that’s it.”


  “A really good friend who’s crazy about you and who Gracie thinks is so hot!”


  I was pensive for a moment. I smiled warmly at the thought of Alex. “Hmm. That he is.” I smiled.


  “Okay, Isa. Call me once in a while. I miss you and love you and will pray that all goes well. Pray for me too. I’m really happy. You and your sisters will all get to meet him someday soon.”


  “Thanks, Mom. Take care and don’t worry. I’ll send those papers tomorrow. Love you too. Kiss Gracie for me.”


  “Bye. Oh ... wait, Isa?”


  “Yes?”


  “No need to sift through all those documents to find what I need. Just batch them up and ship them all to me and I’ll take care of looking through them. This way, you can send them out as early as tomorrow.”


  And then the line went dead.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  “Truth, like gold, is to be obtained not by its growth, but by washing away from it all that is not gold.”


  —Leo Tolstoy


  


  


  The next day, I woke up feeling a bit more rested and refreshed. I slept for a few hours more after receiving the call from my mother. Hearing her voice helped me feel less alone that day. Mellie and I went into my mother’s bedroom to open up her safe. The papers were right where she had said. It surprised me to find them so old and brittle. Mellie watched as I grabbed the entire batch of papers and shut the safe door. I asked her to give me some time as I shuffled through the papers to figure out what we needed to send to my mother that afternoon.


  I went back into my bedroom and laid all of the documents out on my bed. My intention was to batch together anything that had to do with her annulment to ensure that I didn’t miss anything critical to my mother’s intended application. There were legal documents — affidavits, witness statements, three divorce documents, and birth certificates. Another paper-clipped batch had psychiatric reports and daily progress reports from her various stints in rehab. I wasn’t planning to read anything — to me, this was all old news. And as I prepared to slip what I thought was the appropriate set of papers into a legal-sized manila folder, something caught my eye. Neatly ensconced in a plastic jacket was the formal and notarized set of annulment papers, complete with the tribunal approval and church seal. It was the Pandora’s Box that I wasn’t supposed to release out into the open.


  The formal Annulment decree was supported by many addendums and signed affidavits by witnesses called upon the church to testify to my parents’ marriage. One of the supporting pages was a detailed timeline and narrative leading up to the end of their union. It looked like a sworn testimony given in support of the annulment proceeding. I knew at that point that I had to step away from what I was about to do, but a tiny voice inside plodded me along. It was as if this moment in time was never going to be handed to me again. My heart was already broken. I knew that I was already damaged by what had happened to my parents. What further risk was there at that point?


  The narrative began with the date and location of a friend’s party where Claudia Holtzer and Felix Amarra met twenty-two years ago.


  


  Felix Amarra was 23 years old and seriously dating a girl named XXX. It was love at first sight for Claudia Holtzer. Young, beautiful and spoiled, she was used to getting what she wanted. She pursued Felix through some common friends and got her to take him out one night when his girlfriend XXX was on vacation abroad with her parents. One night, Felix and Claudia were in a motel room fooling around when her older brother just happened to show up. Claudia proceeded to tell Felix that he had to marry her now that they had been caught. Felix then broke up with his long-term girlfriend and asked for Claudia’s hand in marriage.


  


  Felix felt trapped and forced into a marriage where he did not love Claudia. He continued his relationship with his girlfriend, despite Claudia being with their first child. While Claudia tried her best to be a good mother, she was obsessed with keeping tabs on Felix, who was now philandering with various other women. Additionally, Claudia’s father had also paid for Felix’s tuition at a nearby university to encourage Felix to complete his studies and obtain a college degree. He never attended one single day of class. When Claudia found about this, she swore to sleep with not only the women’s husbands, but twice the amount of men than the women Felix had cheated on her with. It became like a game to Claudia, who wanted revenge for what Felix had done to her. Claudia also became addicted; not only to prescription medication, but also to various street drugs she had ready access during her part-time stint as a model. Felix responded to Claudia’s taunts and infidelities by physically striking her, once breaking her nose and the other time, rupturing her spleen. A week after Claudia was hospitalized a gunman approached Felix who was filling his car with gas at a nearby station. The gunman shot him in both legs. One of the bullets remained lodged in his ankle on the right leg. It was evident that the shooter was not there to kill him, just to disable him. This event ended his car racing career.


  


  A separate document was attached to this page, sealed and notarized with a ribbon attached to it. It was a signed document that handed down the decision of the tribunal. The petition for the annulment was granted due to the marriage being deemed irreparable and recommended a permanent dissolution and separation that was deemed best for the sake of the children.


  


  The saying “curiosity killed the cat” was an understatement to describe what reading the annulment papers did to me. I wasn’t expecting to feel the way that I did, but my eyes were opened to a new way of thinking about what had really happened to my parents. My father was forced into a relationship orchestrated by my mother. He was a coward not to stand up for himself. They played a game that ultimately affected the three daughters they brought into this world. I wasn’t angry with them. Instead, I was filled with a profound sadness for the hopelessness of their lives and the wasted time of hurt, betrayal and unrequited love.


  I calmly prepared the documents for my mother and asked Mellie to take care of getting the package delivered as soon as possible. I spent the rest of the afternoon packing up all of Jesse’s things. Somehow, the glimpse into my parents’ truth had strengthened my resolve to never settle for anybody who didn’t love me enough to make me a priority.
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  Later on that evening, I asked Betty if she wanted to meet me for a drink. I was dying to tell her what I had found out. Somehow, I didn’t think it was the right time to disclose this information to Evie and Alicia. They were going through some rough patches in their respective marriages. There was no point in burdening them with something that might minimize what they were trying so hard to save.


  


  TEXT FROM BETTY: Sorry! Leigh and I are on the way home from a seminar that he had to attend. We’re about five hours away.


  


  I decided to head out to the bar by myself. I picked out a silk Louis Vuitton printed short dress that was sleeveless and layered at the waist and paired it with open toed silver ankle strapped heels. The D Marks Bar was a popular bar located in the heart of the nightlife district in the city and frequented by people my age. We used to say that it was the Polo Club’s own private lounge because the same people that hung out at the club also hung out at this place.


  I headed straight to the bar and sat on one of the stools, determined not to call attention to myself. I was out of my element — I wasn’t even much of a drinker. If there was ever a good time to start drinking, however, that night would’ve been it. I didn’t know what to order, so I asked for something sweet. Tanqueray and Cranberry juice, he suggested. One hour and four of those sweet drinks later, the bartender was starting to look cute to me. I felt lightheaded and giddy and cool. There were people sitting next to me who came and went; we made small talk here and there. My head was spinning, I felt bold and confident. Just as I was about to call it a night, a tall, brown haired guy with bright green eyes and the sexiest mouth saddled up to the seat next to me.


  “Okay, I gave you an hour to be alone.”


  “Excuse me?” I could wallow in those eyes.


  “I was expecting your boyfriend to come sit next to you, so I waited for an hour, knowing I would approach you if no one arrived by then.”


  “Oh.” I smiled. I think I even fluttered my eyelashes. “You shouldn’t have wasted an hour of your life then. No one’s coming.”


  “Wow. How did I deserve such great luck? Mark Brimley. A pleasure to meet you.”


  “Hello, Mark Brimley,” I giggled, “I’m –”


  “Isabel Amarra. Cover girl. DLSU. Prettiest girl in the bar tonight. Yes, I know who you are.”


  “Dude, she’s with me.” Oh my God. That voice. I knew that voice.


  “Alex!” I screeched, while attempting to stand up. My right heel latched on to the base of the bar stool, causing me to fall forward. He caught me just in time, and I gratefully wrapped my arms around his neck. I leaned my head on his chest and snickered. “I. Am. So. Drunk.”


  “I know, baby. Let me take you home.” He didn’t let me go; in fact, he caressed my face and held me closer to him. I could feel his heart pounding through his shirt as I leaned on his chest. His hand was anchored on my back. His fingers stroked me through my silk dress. I must have been so intoxicated because the heat of his touch felt like it had seared a hole through the fabric. He looked so beautiful. He kept his hair longer, but those eyes were still so transparently blue. My gaze was transfixed on his mouth. I was hypnotized by the way he kept it so close to my face.


  He carried me out to his car, whispering words in my ear that I can’t even remember. And as he bent down to fasten my seat belt around me, I pulled his face close to mine. “You always save me. Why?”


  He looked into my eyes like he was about to say something but ended up shaking his head and shutting the car door. I was a non-stop chatterbox all the way home.


  “Do you know that my mom forced my dad to marry her? What a manipulative bitch.” And “A, how come you don’t have a girlfriend?” Plus “Hey, when’s your next oil change due?” To that last question, he finally let out a great big laugh and took my hand.
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  By the time Alex walked me upstairs to my bedroom, I was a drunken mess. He called Mellie upstairs to help me change into my pajamas and then came back inside the bedroom once I was all dressed and tucked in under the blanket.


  “Alex, don’t leave. Let’s watch a movie or something.”


  He laughed once again. This time, it was a nervous laugh but a laugh nonetheless. “Okay, Isa, I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep.”


  “No, A, stay until tomorrow. I really don’t want to be alone. Please.”


  I grinned and patted the empty side of the bed next to me. He relented and jumped on it — he was on top of the blanket and I was underneath it.


  “Night, Alex. This is why I don’t drink. It makes me so tired.” I leaned my head on his shoulder and fell into a deep sleep.
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  I woke up to the lightest sound of snoring and found myself with my head still on Alex’s shoulder. His right arm was underneath my neck and his left arm was draped across his chest. He was still in his jeans and socks. I glanced over to the clock by my side of the bed. 3:00 A.M. I tried to move his arm to a more comfortable position, but he woke up with a jolt and sat upright on the bed.


  “Are you okay, Isa?”


  “Shhh. Sorry, A. I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m fine. Go back to sleep. I’m going to wash up a bit and will be right back.”


  He nodded at me and relaxed against the headboard. I went to the bathroom, removed my makeup and brushed my teeth. He stared at me as I reentered the bedroom. I smiled warmly at him.


  “Thank you for bringing me home. Sorry I’m always such a pain in the ass.”


  “You’re not.”


  “I am. And I know it. I’m getting better, though.”


  “Glad to hear that,” he said as I got back into bed.


  “That guy you saved me from … he was cute!”


  He nudged my arm playfully. Suddenly, his look turned serious as he straightened himself up to leave.


  “Please don’t go, A,” I whispered.


  “Isa, if I don’t leave now, I might regret what I’m about to do. I don’t want to take advantage of your vulnerability, and yet, I’m dying to be the one for you.”


  “How do you know that you’re not? I want you to be, A. I want you to be the one for me.”


  I pushed him back on the bed and kissed him. He was in such shock that it took him a while to register what was happening. Once it did, he started to take charge. He sucked on my top lip and opened me up with his tongue, tasting me, and taking his time to discover me. Our kiss was passionate, yet tentative. I could tell he was trying to savor every minute. He stopped after a while and pushed my face back a few inches from his. His thumb traced my eyes, my nose and my lips.


  “Isabel, let me look at you. I’ve been wanting to do this for so long.”


  If there was anyone who deserved my love, it was Alex. I wanted to focus on showing him that. He sat up and lay me back on the bed. He took a deep breath and watched intently as I unbuttoned my pajama top and threw it on the floor. He cupped my breasts and thumbed my already aroused nipples.


  “More beautiful than I could’ve ever imagined,” he whispered into my neck.


  He took his time as he licked between my breasts and slowly guided his mouth to one nipple and then the other. He continued to lick a trail down my stomach until he reached my pajama bottoms and slowly pulled them down. He inserted one finger inside me and pulled out a wet trail that ended up in his mouth.


  “You don’t know what this means to me, you wanting me like this.”


  “Let me show you, Alex.” I pulled his face up and kissed him while I undid the zipper of his jeans. He helped me undress him and sat on his knees in front of me, naked and gloriously beautiful. I pushed his shoulders down on the bed and straddled him.


  “Isa, let’s go slow. I want to take our time. I want to cherish this moment. You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this.”


  He groaned as I lowered myself onto him and rocked slowly back and forth.


  “This won’t be the last time, Alex. I want to have many more moments like this. Please, I really need you now.”


  He took this as his cue to lift me up and lay me on my back. We never broke contact as he lifted my legs over his shoulders and thrust deeply into me with such ferocity I screamed out his name while his mouth covered mine.


  “I love you, Isabel. I love you so much.” And with that he shuddered and released himself into me, as I tightened my hold on him and took everything that he had to give.


  By the time I woke up, it was 10:00 A.M. and Alex’s fingers were expertly giving me the best wakeup call ever.


  “Hmmm,” I moaned. “How long have you been up?”


  “About an hour. Just thinking and watching you sleep.”


  “What were you thinking about?” My eyes were closed. I was breathing heavily and his hands were moving faster.


  “Let’s talk later,” he groaned in my ear. “I didn’t get to make you come last night. I want to make it happen now. I want to hear you say my name again.” He didn’t need to keep it up that much longer.


  “You feel so good, baby. I’m so close. I need you inside me now.” I was facing away from him so I reached over to pull his underwear down and guided him into me from behind. He continued to push himself into me until I couldn’t contain myself any longer.


  “Alex! Oh! Alex!” Those three words were all he needed to empty himself inside me once again. We both didn’t move and he stayed the way he was for quite a while. There was such a comfortable silence between us, I didn’t struggle to make conversation or pretend that what happened between us was anything more than what it was. When we finally shifted, he spoke.


  “Isabel, do you remember the first day we met? When Leigh and I went over to Jesse’s baseball game to pick you and Betty up? After we had dinner that night, I told Leigh that I was going to marry you.”


  “You didn’t even know me then. What if I turned out to be some crazy psycho? Oh wait. I am a crazy psycho.” I laughed out loud and turned around to face him.


  “I’m serious! Let’s get married. I’ve got a great job in my family’s company, I’m stable, I’m a good catch and I’m head over heels in love with you.”


  “Alex, you’re so sweet! But I hope you’re kidding. We just got together!”


  “That’s not necessarily true. We’ve been together for years. You just didn’t know you loved me until now.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that.


  “You do love me, don’t you?” he asked nervously.


  “I love you as a friend. And I know I will fall in love with you. How could I not?”


  He sat straight up, slid off the bed and started to put his clothes back on. “I’m so sorry, Isa. I was out of line there. I just remembered that I have a 2:00 P.M. meeting that I can’t miss. I’m gonna run. I’ll call you later.” He was out the door before I even had a chance to respond.
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  I spent most of the day in bed with a throbbing headache. I knew I had to reach out to Alex, but I wanted to give him some time. I ended up being on the phone with Evie and Alicia telling them about the story I had read the day before. Surprisingly, they both took it better than I did. They said it was because my father had already explained things to them years ago. That made sense since they did grow up with his side of the family. I was awakened from a short nap by being bounced off the bed by someone jumping on it. It was Betty.


  “Geez, B, you scared me!” I shrieked.


  “Nice to see you too, Princess Isabel. Must be nice to be able to stay in bed and sleep all day.”


  “Hey, I start my new job tomorrow. I was just trying to get some rest.”


  “For your new job or from all that action last night?” She wiggled her eyes and smirked at me.


  “Ugh. You spoke with Alex?”


  “Yup. He doesn’t know what to think about what happened between you. By the way, I would have been there had he not told me that he would take care of rescuing you and taking you home.”


  “I know that, B. I really need to speak with Alex. I didn’t mean to hurt him,” I muttered, my voice full of remorse.


  “Wanna know what I think?”


  “Please tell me what to do.” I searched her eyes for answers.


  “I think you need to figure things out with yourself before you move forward with him.”


  I nodded my head in agreement.


  “Okay, now get up off your lazy butt and show me what you’re wearing tomorrow.”
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  Betty didn’t leave until after three movies, a late dinner and two weeks’ worth of wardrobe planning. I was exhausted, but I knew I had to call Alex. A text message wouldn’t do. I needed to speak to him directly. I dialed his phone number and he answered on the first ring.


  “Alex.”


  “Wow, you know your name.”


  “Funny, Isa. What can I do for you?”


  “Alex, we need to talk. Did you want to meet somewhere tonight? I know it’s late, but I start working tomorrow and I know that we need to iron this out between us.”


  “Actually, I’m packing to leave for an overseas meeting with my dad. I’ll be back by the end of this week. I’ll call you and we’ll plan something then. Is that okay?”


  “But you’re going to leave tomorrow like this? Being mad at me?”


  “I’m not mad, Isabel. I can never be mad at you. I’m okay. I’ll be okay. I’ll see you in a few days.”


  “Alex?”


  “Yes?” His voice lilted as if he was excited to hear what I was about to say.


  “I don’t want to lose you as my friend.”


  He let out a deep sigh. Did I just disappoint him?


  “Don’t worry about it, Isabel. All good.”


  “Have a safe trip, Alex. Call me when you get back. And thank you again for bringing me home last night.”


  “Anytime, Isabel. Goodbye.”
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  “When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.”


  —Khalil Gibran


  


  


  My first day at work went by without a hitch. I was exhausted from trying to look busy because there really wasn’t anything much to do. After arranging my desk and setting up my voicemail options, there really wasn’t much I had accomplished. There were many other young people my age who were going to be working on the Committee and I was glad to meet all of them. No one got to meet Senator Rickey in person but me. He had asked his secretary to show me in during a break from his meetings. He shook my hand, welcomed me and asked how my grandparents were.
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  At the end of my first week, Alex was back from his trip and asked to meet me at the Polo Club for dinner. I was anxious to see him. I couldn’t explain it. I figured it was because I was harboring guilt for what I did to lead him on the other night. When I saw him sitting at one of tables by the outside swimming pool, my breath caught. He looked so different, so grown up in a suit, so dashingly perfect.


  “Hi,” I nervously blurted out as I pulled out the seat across from him. He got up to push my chair back in for me.


  “Hi yourself. You look great. How was work?”


  I paused to reach over into his shirt pocket to grab his pack of cigarettes. My smoke buddy.


  “It was good. I still have to get used to all the rush hour traffic, but I’ve been taking naps in the car all week. So tired.”


  His lips curved up in a slight smile, almost as if the word “nap” kind of aroused him.


  “Alex, I’m so sorry. I’m a stupid, selfish bitch. I shouldn’t have led you on like that the other night. You’re the best friend anyone could ever have and I used you.”


  “You used me?”


  “I shouldn’t have slept with you. I feel like I ruined our friendship.”


  “All you and I have is a friendship?” His tone was now sarcastic.


  “Yes! I mean, no — Alex! We can’t just jump into having a relationship, especially when we started off as friends. I want to. I want to try, but you’ve been gone for a year. I was with Jesse. I’m still reeling from that breakup. You’re too good to just be a rebound for me.”


  Was that the best I could do? Geez.


  “How do you propose we try, Isabel?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know how we should try, or you don’t know how you feel?”


  “Please stop repeating what I’m saying.” I was frustrated and irritated and afraid he was going to leave me. I instinctively grabbed his hand and pulled it toward me. He flinched but let me take it anyway.


  “You really should stop smoking.” His eyes were warm and his smile was so genuine.


  “I will if you will.” I smiled back as I caressed his hand with my thumb.


  “Okay, Isabel. Here’s the deal. I met someone while I was traveling in Europe and I’d been thinking of asking her out. I didn’t expect what happened the other night between us, so I didn’t say anything to you about this. You’re confused. You’re still in love with Jesse. You need time to digest everything that has happened in the past month. I know that I have to give you time.”


  Gone was the Alex of the other night, the smitten one had been replaced with the practical and clear-minded one.


  “What happens if I lose you?” I squeaked.


  “I’ll always be your friend.”


  “Who is she?”


  “She didn’t go to school here so you don’t know her, but her name is Amanda McCabe.”


  “Does she speak Spanish?” I broke out in a giggle.


  “Isa.” He rolled his eyes at me. He wasn’t in the mood for any jokes.


  I patted his hand, smiled warmly at him and pushed it back to his side of the table. “I’m happy for you.”


  “I’ll always be around to save you.” He smiled sadly. That word reminded me of everything he said to me the other night.


  “Alex?”


  “Yes?”


  “Did you mean what you said to me when we were together that night?”


  “Every word, Isa. Every fucking word.”


  The rest of the evening was easygoing and relaxed. I felt like I had my old Alex back. I made him promise to check in with me once in a while. On the way to the car, he stopped me in the parking lot and held me for a very long time.
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  A month into my new job, Betty, Alicia and I went out to celebrate my first paycheck. It was my treat, so they chose a swanky Italian restaurant downtown called Tramonte. Work was crazy but in a very self-fulfilling way. Two weeks into my job, I wrote a position paper supporting one of the Committee’s hearings. The Senator liked it so much, he asked me to write some of his speeches for him. We were leaving for a tour of the country to conduct committee hearings in one week’s time.


  “Has anyone heard from Alex?” I asked that night during our dinner.


  “I have,” said Betty.


  “Oh my gosh, Isabel,” interjected Alicia, “have you seen his new girlfriend?”


  I shook my head and looked side to side at both Betty and Alicia.


  They looked at each other and said in perfect unison, “She looks just like you!”
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  The next two months were a whirlwind in terms of work and the single life. Our tour around the country lasted for almost four weeks. We held hearings with the masses and interviewed with everyone about their current economic situation and how we could introduce government programs to help make their lives better. We met with people from all walks of life and various economic demographics. It was an invaluable experience for me. Life on the road was also exhausting and oftentimes inconvenient. I tried to fit in with my co-workers as much as possible and refused to receive special treatment everywhere I went. The Senator was aware that I was traveling with his party, so I knew that part of his security detail had been assigned to watch over me. Most of the people on our team were young males who were very respectful and helpful toward the handful of women in the group.


  I was also assigned to a few of my grandfather’s positions on various company boards. I accepted the role, knowing that he wanted me to help with his businesses someday in the future. I never asked to be involved, but I knew that it would make him happy to see my interest in the family business. Between work and my side work, I didn’t really have a chance to do much else.


  


  TEXT FROM ALEX: Saw your picture in Tarryn Jon’s column the other day. Looking beautiful as always.


  


  ME: Oh that. Yeah, I didn’t know they were taking pictures.


  


  ALEX: Who was that guy you were with?


  


  ME: Some work dude. We had to attend it together.


  


  ALEX: Lucky work dude.
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  On the third month anniversary of my job, I worked a late night, trying to complete some projections for a farm-based agricultural program that the Committee was trying to recommend. It was 10:00 P.M. by the time I stood outside the office to wait for the elevator that would take me to the parking garage. I was so focused on writing up some notes that I walked straight into the elevator as soon as the door beeped open. Bad habit, I know.


  “Isabel.”


  I looked up to see him.


  I was speechless. Stunned.


  “Jesse, what are you doing here?”


  He looked even more beautiful than the last time I saw him. He seemed sleeker, more polished. His hair was still wavy and ruffled, but tamer somehow. His eyes looked tortured, conflicted. He smelled the same. Bleu De Chanel. I had asked Alex to pick it up from Paris for Jesse’s birthday last year.


  “I saw Bernard in the parking garage, he told me you were still up here.”


  The elevator door closed as I hurriedly pressed the G button and moved away from him.


  “You look beautiful.”


  I wore a navy blue Valentino pantsuit with three-inch heels and a silk tied yellow blouse. Just as he was about to move closer to me, the elevator door opened.


  “Isabel, can we talk?”


  He didn’t attempt to touch me but merely followed me to a waiting Bernard.


  “Can we talk tomorrow? I’m just so exhausted tonight.”


  “I’ve actually been back for a week now. I really need to speak to you.”


  The worried look on his face melted my insides. Again.


  “I can follow you home, if you want to talk there. Or there’s a park two blocks from here. We can take a walk around and talk for a few minutes.”


  “I’ll have Bernard drive me there now. He can park for few minutes and wait for us.”


  I had no defenses when it came to him.


  He nodded his head and walked toward his car.


  Five minutes later, we were both sitting on a park bench surrounded by beautiful trees and a huge lovers’ fountain. I called it that because there were so many lovers holding hands while stealing kisses and throwing coins in the water as we sat there in silence.


  Jesse cleared his throat as he clasped both hands together and leaned his elbows on his thighs. “Isabel, for the past three months, I’ve thought of nothing and no one but you. I’m begging for your forgiveness. I love you and I want to make it all up to you.”


  I didn’t say a word as I stared out into the fountain. A few minutes of awkward silence passed.


  “Isabel? Did you hear me?”


  “Yes, I did. And I’m confused. What changed, Jesse?”


  “Nothing changed, Isabel. That’s the thing. I had all the freedom in the world to do whatever it was that I wanted, and all I could think about was you. I realized this after the first month in Boston. No one could replace you.”


  “What happened between you and Katrina?”


  “I tried to take what she offered me from the first day we got there. It just wasn’t what I wanted. You have stolen my heart, Isabel. I never really thought it was lost until I tried to use it.”


  “So you were with her? How long, Jesse?” I dug my nails into the palm of my hand, trying to concentrate on the pain instead of his words. I wondered if bleeding would ease the sting of his truths and provide release through some way other than my tears.


  “I swear, Isabel. One night. That was it. I didn’t try to call or write you because I felt so guilty about what happened. You didn’t deserve to be hurt again, and I didn’t deserve you.”


  “But?” My wounds had reopened.


  “But I couldn’t lie to myself anymore to think I was doing what was best for you. I told myself that I would tell you the truth and see if our six years together still meant something to you.”


  “Jesse,” I let out shakily as I took a deep breath, “you’re no longer the only guy I’ve ever been with.”


  He looked straight at me and shook his head, trying to fathom what I just said. He then shut his eyes tight, as if grimacing in pain. He stayed that way for what seemed like forever.


  Finally, he opened his eyes and said, “It’s okay. I can deal with that.”


  “I’m not the same girl that you left three months ago, Jess. I’ve learned how to be myself again. I just got back my identity, and I’m never going to sacrifice that for anyone ever again.”


  He took my hand, laced his fingers in between mine and smiled at me. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Will you think about it, Iss? Will you think about coming back to me? We can get engaged next year, if you’d like. Once I start going for my master’s degree, we can start planning our wedding. It’s you I want, Iss. Just you.”


  I can’t begin to describe how I felt as he said those words to me. They were words I’d been dying to hear, and yet somehow, they had lost their meaning.


  “Here’s my new phone number, Iss. Call me tomorrow so we can talk more. I just purchased a condo in the city and will be moving out of my parents’ home next weekend. I received a signing bonus to join a well-coveted group within that multinational firm. It was offered to me as soon as training was over.”


  I nodded my head and stood up to leave. “I’m going to head on home, Jesse. I’ll think about everything and call you in the morning.”


  That night, I dreamed that I was on a carnival ride that kept looping around and around with no end in sight. I woke up utterly confused and extremely exhausted.
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  It was a huge task to try to concentrate at work after the conversation that Jesse and I had the night before. I finally sent him a message during my lunch break:


  


  TEXT FROM ME: Where’s Katrina now? Are you still continuing your friendship with her?


  


  JESSE: Not if you don’t want me to. I haven’t seen or spoken to her since a month before we left Boston.


  


  ME: You have to stop all communication with her.


  


  JESSE: Consider it done.


  


  ME: Okay then.


  


  JESSE: Okay then, you’ll try again okay then?


  


  ME: Yes


  


  JESSE: I love you


  


  ME: :)


  


  I stayed an hour after work to put some finishing touches on a speech I had written for my boss. My phone dinged just as I was about to start packing it up for the evening.


  


  TEXT FROM JESSE: I told Bernard I would be picking you up from work today. Am downstairs just chilling. Take your time. I can make calls for work while waiting.


  


  ME: Be down in 10 minutes


  


  I crossed over from the elevator banks to Jesse’s waiting car in a secluded corner of the underground parking garage. He exited his car as he saw me approach and strode toward me with the most exhilarated look on his face. We stopped to face each other in the middle of the one-way lane. He leaned down to kiss me. He smelled the same; he tasted the same. All I could think about was the familiarity of everything that he was to me. I was looking forward to the ordinariness of our relationship. Too much had changed in the past few months, and I craved the stability that this was going to bring into my life.


  Jesse drove me home, asked to stay the night and I let him. “You look different,” he murmured, as I undressed to get into bed with him. “Your arms and legs are so toned. So smooth. So sexy.”


  “I’ve been riding at least once a week again. My instructor has me doing strengthening exercises since I lost some muscle when I stopped years ago,” I answered, looking away and embarrassed that he noticed.


  “I can’t wait to start watching you compete. I want to be at every event,” he hissed as he pinned my arms above my head while he kissed me. “I missed you so much, my Isabel. I need to know that I truly have you back. Somehow you still feel so far away from me. Tell me you’re mine, show me that there’ll never be anyone else.”


  “I’m yours, Jesse. All yours,” I gasped.


  He took his time exploring me that night and got reacquainted with every part of my body. But when it came time for my release, a face so clearly flashed in my mind and helped lead me to completion. It was the face I have long known was always with me. It was Alex.
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  A week after Jesse and I got back together, I called Alex to tell him the news. I didn’t want him to think that I was hiding anything from him. I knew that he would be happy for me no matter what I decided to do. He didn’t sound surprised; in fact, he made it seem like it was something that was inevitable.


  “I knew that all you both needed was some time, Isa. I’m happy for you if you promise me that you’re happy.”


  “I am happy, Alex. Thank you.”


  I was disappointed that he had reacted so calmly. I immediately called Betty to tell her what I thought.


  “Is he really serious with Amanda now? Is that why he sounded so nonchalant about it?” I asked.


  “Isabel, the guy is trying to move on. Apparently, so are you. So stop overthinking everything and just take it for what it is.”


  She was right. Everything had fallen into place and I was wishing it was the same messed up way it had been only a few months ago. I should be happy that Jesse was back. I loved him with all my heart. He was kind and considerate and went out of his way to see me every single day after work. His parents and brothers and sisters were ecstatic that we had gotten back together. When I called both Evie and my mother with the news, they were more apprehensive about it than I had expected. My mother told me to make sure that the girl was now out of the picture. Evie told me not to settle just because I didn’t want to be alone. There were mixed meanings in both of their messages, but I chose to chalk it up to their genuine concern for my wellbeing. They both asked about Alex and I assured them that he had already moved on.
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  “I could spend a lifetime


  Delighting in the image of the Friend.


  But once my heart beholds the Friend,


  Then pain becomes more precious


  Than a thousand delights.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Life was back to more of a routine. Alex and I had even attempted to be friends again. One night, I had the bright idea to invite both him and Amanda on a double date with Jesse and me. Dinner started out well, with the four of us just catching up on work and making all sorts of chit-chat over unrelated and unimportant things. The tension between Alex and me was palpable. Every gesture that either of us made caused more friction as the night wore on. I caught him staring at me a few times. His girlfriend’s squeaky voice and touchy-feely attitude had begun to irritate me. I rolled my eyes when he held her hand. At some point in our meaningless conversation, Jesse addressed me as his wife.


  “You’re not married,” Alex snapped back at him.


  Jesse took my hand, held it to his lips and kissed it. “But we will be,” he goaded.


  Then it was Alex’s turn to roll his eyes. No one was interested in dessert by the time dinner was over. Later on that night, I wondered whether Alex was as excited to get Amanda all to himself as Jesse had been with me. It angered me to think that could be the case. I couldn’t help myself as I picked up the phone to call him.


  “Hello?”


  “I can’t believe it, you said you loved me.”


  “Listen to yourself! You went back to him, Isabel.”
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  Exactly one month after Jesse and I got back together, Betty and I were walking around the mall trying to find an outfit to wear to a charity event scheduled to take place the next evening. Betty and Leigh had recently gotten engaged, and the four of us were going to attend the ball on behalf of our families. She was bursting at the seams to tell me something, but was trying to find the right time to do so.


  “Okay, spit it out, B. You’ve been looking at me funny ever since we got here. Do I have snot coming out of my nose or something?”


  “Isa, I think Alex is going to get engaged.”


  “Huh? What? He just started dating her over a month ago. That’s impossible.”


  “Actually, no. He met her in Europe and they toured together for almost a year. Even if they weren’t exclusive, he’s known her for a while. His mom told my mom that they were shopping for an engagement ring. I haven’t had a chance to ask Alex about it. Leigh said that he’d tell me if he wanted me to know.”


  “Of course he won’t want you to know. You’re my friend.” I was surprised at my reaction. My knees felt like buckling. I wanted to cry. I wanted Betty to take my side and tell me that he was crazy, but she didn’t. I felt worse than I had when Jesse broke up with me. That’s when I knew. I just knew.


  Without a word, I grabbed her arm, led her to a bench and pulled her down to sit next to me. Quietly and with so much certainty, I looked in her eyes and pleaded, “Help me. I love him. I don’t want to lose him.”


  “EEEEEEEK! You what?” She shrieked loud enough that I actually feared the fire alarms would go off. “My God, Isa, you need to talk to him. Now. No, wait, not now. You need to speak to Jesse first and then to Alex. NO, Alex first and then Jesse. Shit! Whatever, you know what I’m trying to say!”


  By that time, my tears flowed freely and I was openly crying to her. “I love him so much, B. Help me, please. It’s him I want. I think that maybe it’s always been him.”


  Minutes later when we had both calmed down, we came up with a logical plan. I would speak to him about it at the night of the event. Betty would try to keep Jesse away for a few minutes, while I would think of an excuse to get him away from Amanda long enough to tell him the truth about my feelings for him.
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  That night, as I was getting ready for the event, I chanced upon the dress that Alex had bought me from our afternoon at Wal-Mart. I smiled to myself as I ran my hands down the fabric. I’d worn this dress time and again, and each time he saw me in it, he teased me about being his lovely princess. I wished I could wear that dress to the event to show Alex how much I’d learned from him.


  I decided to go with a dress made by a local designer who had garnered some international attention with his creations in recent months. Working for the government had made me fiercely loyal to helping our homegrown creative talent instead of subsidizing the foreign, more established designers. The dress was a halter-type scooped back long dress with crystal beading on the back and around the waist. I paired it up with nude-colored, open toe sandals and an Alexander McQueen gold skull clutch bag.


  Jesse looked so handsome as he stood by the doorway waiting to meet me that he literally took my breath away when I saw him. He told me I was beautiful and held my hand all night. It killed me to know that all I wanted to do was see Alex. My grandparents, who had warmed up toward Jesse during the second phase in our relationship, were also at the event. A few minutes after we arrived, my grandfather walked us around and introduced Jesse to a large number of his colleagues. While Jesse was making small talk with one of the owners of a large shopping conglomerate, I spotted Alex as he walked in hand in hand with Amanda. They made a handsome pair; she was tall and statuesque, graceful and lithe. She would be good for him, I thought. I knew right then that I was making the wrong decision.


  


  You should leave Alex alone. He’s happy with her. They make a great couple. Stop being so selfish. Leave him alone. You have Jesse back. He loves you. Don’t turn into your mother and discard him after more than six years together. You swore you’d never be like her, and look, now you’re repeating history. You slept with him but didn’t love him at the time. Now you’re going to ruin his relationship with Amanda. Don’t do it.


  


  As I wiped the tears from my eyes, I turned back toward Jesse and forced myself to become involved in his ongoing conversation.


  Dinner was over and the dancing had commenced. I had to tolerate a couple of photo ops as publicity for the local designer whose dress I was wearing. I held on to Jesse’s hand while they took my pictures. I wanted him to be a part of this new phase in my life. The shy and insecure young girl that he knew before was gone. I was going to smile my way through this evening and try my best to cast my agony aside.


  Betty was nowhere to be found. I received a message from her earlier in the evening saying, “Stuck with the future in laws, crazy MIL discussing the flowers. Good luck. Text me when it’s done.”
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  “What do you say we skip out of this thing early and go home?” Jesse whispered in my ear.


  “You read my mind.” I smiled back. “Let me just freshen up and I’ll meet you by the front entrance.”


  There was such a long line in the bathroom that I rushed out as soon as I was done, knowing that Jesse was waiting. Just as I turned the corner into the main hallway, I saw Alex walking away from the men’s room, which was on the opposite side of the corridor. He didn’t see me at first, until I brushed past him as he stopped to check his cell phone. His breath hitched as he realized that it was me.


  “Isabel!” he called out.


  I turned around and said, “Hi Alex! Bye Alex!” picking up the speed of my walk as I tried to avoid him.


  He ran after me, pulled me by the elbow and pushed me against the wall. People were walking past us, but he didn’t seem to care. “You look absolutely stunning. Is Jesse here with you?”


  Was it my imagination or did he really just graze his lips past my ear?


  “He’s waiting outside for me, Alex. I really have to go. Just call me later, k?”


  “No, please spend a few minutes with me. Let’s catch up,” he pleaded.


  I pulled my phone out of my clutch and typed a message to Jesse:


  


  Stuck with my grandfather who is introducing me to his real estate broker. Need about 15 minutes. And here it starts. My first lie of the night.


  


  Alex took my hand and led me into an empty conference room. I sat on the long brown conference desk, while he stood directly facing me.


  “Why didn’t you tell me you were getting engaged?” I asked with all the attitude I could muster.


  “Because it doesn’t matter. No big deal to you, I’m sure.” His voice was taunting.


  “How can you say that? I thought we were friends, Alex.”


  “You got your happy ending, why would you care?” His eyes were venomous. His tone was spiteful.


  “Why are you so angry? Tell me. What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing, Isa. Let me take you back to Jesse. This was a mistake.” He tried to lift me by my elbows to help me off the table. I stayed seated and steered his hands away.


  “No! You started this, now let’s finish it!” I screeched. “Enough of speaking to me in riddles. What’s wrong, Alex?”


  “What’s wrong? What’s wrong, Isa? What’s wrong is that you didn’t choose me. I waited and hoped and prayed that you would realize it was me that you wanted. Me that you loved and not him. I gave you time to manage through your pain. And in the end, you still didn’t choose me.”


  His face was now inches away from mine. The tension in the room had just peaked to a boiling point, and I didn’t know what to say or what to do. I was afraid that whatever I said would change things between us. I couldn’t afford to lose him, and yet I didn’t want to ruin his life. He held my face and brushed his lips against mine ever so lightly. I closed my eyes and drew him in. This might be the last time I got to do this. My Alex was going to marry someone else. I wasn’t going to be like my mother. I wasn’t going to steal him from someone else once he committed to marriage.


  “Why didn’t you choose me, Isabel? Why? Why can’t you? Can’t you see how much I love you? Choose me. Choose. Me.” His voice was as soft as a whisper, but my heart heard every word.


  “But I do. I choose you, Alex. I was going to tell you that tonight, until I saw you walk in with Amanda. You looked so happy and content; I was done with ruining your life again. I love you, Alex. It has always been you. I love you so much that it hurts to say it. It hurts because you might not love me as much and I’m scared. I’m a mess, Alex. I try so hard not to let my family’s past affect me, but in one way or another, I know that my personal damage will surface in the future. Maybe when I become a mother myself, maybe right now as I’m cheating on Jesse. I swore to live by the truth. And now I just lied to Jesse. I don’t know. All I know is that I don’t want you to marry Amanda. Alex, I—”


  He placed his finger on my lips. His beautiful blue eyes were wide with shock. “You love me? You’re choosing me?”


  “Yes.”


  His lips were on me in zero seconds flat. He kissed my forehead, my eyes, my nose and then returned back to my mouth. He kissed me with a fervor that aroused me so much I pulled him to me and pressed him against my open legs as I ground against him. What am I about to do? I have to show Alex that he’s the one for me or else it will be too late.


  “You’re mine, Isa. Be mine. All mine,” he growled.


  I pushed him back for a second and looked into his eyes and whispered, “Everything I do — I see your face. I imagine you, I dream of you. You’re the one, Alex. I’m yours.”


  Those words triggered something in him. His face grew rabid as he grabbed me roughly and tore my panties off. “I want you, Isa, I want you now. I’m going to fuck you.” He unzipped his pants and plunged into me. Alex came unglued. It was as if he was pouring out all his emotions into his need to be one with me. He gripped me tightly as he marked my neck with his teeth. “Say my name again. Tell me you love me.” His frenzied thrusts made me feel so alive, so needed. Like his life depended on it.


  This was what I had been waiting to feel. The last time I connected like this was when I was with him four and a half months ago.


  “I love you, Alex! Please, please, show me how much you missed me!”


  Minutes later he was wiping me up and helping me get dressed. “I’m afraid you’re going to change your mind when you walk out that door,” he said tentatively, as he stepped toward me and took my face in his hands.


  “What are we going to do?” I asked.


  “I’ll speak to Amanda tonight. Will you tell Jesse tonight, too?”


  “Yes, let me go home with him so we can talk.” I gently clutched his hands and brought them down to his sides before moving back to walk away.


  “Isabel? Call me tomorrow. I don’t have to go to work if you need me. Let’s not drag this out. I’ve waited long enough. Please tell him tonight.”
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  Jesse was waiting in the lobby, sitting on one of the couches with a group of people that he knew. He had a drink in his hand but placed it on the table as soon as he saw me walking toward him.


  “Iss, are you okay? You look so flushed.”


  “I’m so sorry.” For everything that happened and for what is going to happen, I wanted to say.


  He nodded distractedly and guided me toward the parking lot.


  The car ride on the way home was tense and quiet. I leaned away from him in the car, certain that I had the smell of sex on me.


  


  TEXT FROM ALEX: I love you. Please tell him.


  


  “Who’s that?” Jesse asked, as the light on my phone flashed in the dark car. He briefly turned to look at me, and his dark eyes screamed with suspicion.


  “Just Betty, checking on us to see whether we’ve left.” I shrank further into the seat, away from him.


  We pulled into the driveway and went inside the house. Jesse had my hand and was about to lead me upstairs when I stopped him.


  “Jess, let’s talk for a minute. Let’s sit in the living room for a second.”


  “Sure. What’s wrong?” he asked, as he followed me into the sitting room.


  “I am so sorry. I can’t do this anymore.”


  “Iss, I have been trying to make it up to you. I still need more time to show you how sorry I am about what happened.”


  “You don’t have to do that, Jesse. That’s my point. Please hear me out. I want to explain something to you.” I took a deep breath and continued on. “When you left me five months ago, I didn’t know how to move forward with my life. You were everything to me, the only thing I had. My friends were your friends; my life was your life. I felt like my heart was ripped out of my chest. I didn’t know how I was ever going to recover from losing you. The good and bad thing about time is that it never stops for anyone. I learned to appreciate the people who were with me day in and day out, supporting me, helping fill my days. I didn’t have my mom — I lived alone in this house. Those people were my sisters, Betty and Alex.”


  “Alex?”


  “Alex. Jesse, I am in love with Alex.”


  Jesse stood up abruptly and paced around me a few times. He balled his fists. There was smoke coming out of his gray eyes. He ran his hands in his hair, knelt down in front of me and clasped my hands in his.


  “You think you love him. But I’m here now. We have history. We grew up together. You’re confused and just like you gave me the time to figure this out, I am willing to give you the same amount of courtesy to do the same.”


  “I don’t need time, Jess. I want to be with Alex.”


  His muscles tensed, he reared his head back and let go of my hands. His livid glare was focused on the side of my neck. I reached out instinctively to cover it with my right hand. He let out an exaggerated laugh.


  “He’s the guy you fucked, isn’t he? What happened tonight? Were you with him?”


  I nodded my head weakly.


  “There you go. Isabel Amarra. Claudia Holtzer’s daughter. History just repeated itself.” And with that, he got back on his feet and stormed out of the house.


  If words could kill, I would be six feet under by the time he finished that last sentence.


  I sat in the dark for a long time, absorbed in the gravity of what had just happened. What did I just do? That was Jesse. My first love, the one who took away all the hurt and pain I endured when I was a child. The one who opened up my heart, who inspired me to work hard to prove the world wrong. Did I just admit to Jesse that I had sex with someone else? Was all that truth really necessary? People have gotten away with much more before — did I have to be that honest?


  And just as quickly as those thoughts popped up in my head, my heart answered back very clearly. I’m not like my mother. I live with the truth. I did the right thing by telling Jesse how I felt.


  


  [image: ]


  


  I was half asleep a few hours later when I heard the bedroom door open and felt light footsteps approaching the bed from behind me. I inhaled deeply, testing myself to see whether I could flag that familiar scent. He sat on the edge of the bed to remove his shoes and socks, his jeans. I moved from the middle of the bed to the right side to give him room to climb in beside me. He wrapped his arms around me, nuzzled my hair and then kissed my cheek.


  “How’d it go? Are you okay?” he whispered.


  “He’s so angry. Compared me to my mom, but understandable,” I admitted.


  “Your mom is a wonderful, genuine person. It’s not all bad with her, you know,” he whispered.


  “I know. How was it with Amanda?” I turned to face him.


  “She cried. She asked if that was the reason why we only had sex once since we got back and she had to talk me into it.”


  I giggled loudly. “You had to be talked into having sex? You?”


  “Hey, hey! Not everyone gets a piece of this, you know,” he said, as he made a sweeping gesture with his hand. A thought flashed through my mind. They did call him the David Beckham lookalike in college. His face suddenly turned serious. “After I had a taste of you that night, no one was ever going to be good enough for me.”


  “I’m sorry that we had to break two hearts tonight, Alex.”


  He stared at me, as his fingers stroked my face. “Are you having second thoughts, Isa?”


  “What Jesse said — what if I turn into her? I don’t want to hurt you. I want this to last. I’m just thinking maybe I should be by myself for a while? To prove to you that you’re not just a rebound. But one thing you need to know, A. I’m not sorry that you’re here with me tonight.”


  “I may be a rebound now, but I know that you’ll eventually learn to love me more than you have ever loved anyone.”


  “Why me, Alex? You can have anyone else in the world that you want. You had Amanda a few hours ago. You were going to ask her to marry you.”


  “I was trying to forget you.”


  “By marrying someone you don’t love?”


  “The thought of you and Jesse was driving me nuts, Isa. I wanted to move on. I probably would have backed out anyway. I was being impulsive. After we went out to dinner that night and he was calling you his wife, I couldn’t see straight.”


  “And now? If we don’t work out? Would you go back to her?”


  “I’m not going to think about that. I’m going to do everything to make you fall head over heels in love with me.”


  “I love you, A. I do.”


  “Baby, you’re my heart and soul.”


  He kissed me passionately but stopped when I reached out to try to pull him on top of me. “Isa, you have to go to sleep. I’m okay with just holding you tonight. I want to relish this moment — our first real sleepover!”


  “Hmm,” I mumbled sleepily. The events of the evening had managed to exhaust my energy. I wanted to collapse with relief that he was the one lying next to me. “Okay, Alex. Goodnight.” I turned around and faced away from him, but my back was snuggled tightly against his chest.


  “Night, baby. I love you.”
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  As expected, we awoke to the shrill tone of the alarm clock. Alex reached over me to shut it off and stayed on top of me, trying to settle himself in between my legs. I opened my eyes and wrapped my legs around him.


  “Can you call in sick?” he mumbled into my neck.


  “Wish I could, but I’ve got two meetings this morning and then I have to meet my grandpa for a board meeting at 6:00 P.M.” I threw my head back as he laced his fingers in mine and held them tight against the bed.


  “Can I see you after that?” His mouth was already on my breast and beginning to trail down toward my belly button.


  “Only if you get back up here and give me what I want.” I pulled his face back up toward me and experienced the best possible start to anyone’s day. Ever.
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  “On the path of Love


  We are neither masters nor the owners of our lives.


  We are only a brush in the hand


  Of the Master Painter.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Alex insisted on picking me up every day after work and spending most evenings with me. Sometimes we would go to a bar for a drink before heading home, other times we would stop by the mall or store to do some last minute shopping. Unlike Jesse, who didn’t care about what he wore, Alex was an impeccable dresser. He loved to shop. We spent many evenings at Ermenegildo Zegna’s designer shop, and he was constantly being fitted for suits and shirts for every occasion. He would walk out of the dressing room and the salesladies would fight over him.


  One night, on the way home from one of our shopping trips, we found ourselves in rush hour traffic with bumper-to-bumper cars on either side of us.


  “Babe,” he began, “do you ever swear or curse?”


  “That’s pretty random.” I snickered. “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t know. I’m just sitting here trying to remember whether I’ve ever heard you cuss.”


  “You mean, aside from when we’re in bed?” I asked seductively, as I placed my hand on his leg and squeezed.


  His blue eyes turned mischievous as he turned to me and said, “Isa, I dare you. Roll down the window and yell “Motherfucker” at the guy right there next to you.”


  “Alex! What?”


  “Come on, if you love me, do it!” he dared, as he lovingly poked my shoulder. “I wanna hear you swear!”


  “Have you lost your mind? There’s no way I’m doing that. Besides, you cuss often enough for both of us.” I looked at him and shook my head, shrugged my shoulders and pretended to ignore his request. As he focused his attention on the road to inch the car up through the traffic, I pressed the button to roll down the window, stuck my head out and yelled at the top of my lungs, “Mo-ther-fuck-er!”


  The cars in front of us started to move and we were able to drive away.


  I turned to face him with a smirk on my face. “Take that, buddy. Who’s not spontaneous now, huh?” I was actually dying to wash my mouth out with soap.


  “Baby, that was awesome! I’m so proud of you!” He laughed heartily as he reached over to take my hand. “You’re my sexy, dirty girl.”
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  Whatever it was, wherever we went, Alex always made it a priority for us to see each other often. There were times when he still had to travel for his dad’s business, but he tried to limit them to day trips where he would fly back late that same day. I missed him whenever he was gone. I couldn’t get enough of being with him. My experience with men had always been to let them be free to pursue their own ambitions. My support for Alex’s career was no different from the way that I handled Jesse. The most important contrast was the security I felt with Alex. He always put me first. Alex was also very respectful of my time and never took the fact that I wanted to see him for granted. He would always ask to see me rather than assume it. Once when I spoke with Betty about it, she said, “That’s the way it should have always been. You’re smarter now about relationships because of what you’ve been through. During this experience with Alex, you will soon see that if you allow the guy to love you more than you love him, you will always have the upper hand.” In a way, what she said made total sense. Alex always acted like he appreciated every single minute we spent together. I was always reserving a piece of myself just in case. For what? For whom? I didn’t have the answer to that just yet.
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  It was two weeks after the charity event that I finally heard from Jesse.


  “Hello?”


  “Iss, it’s me.”


  “Yes, I know.” I grasped the phone in my hand a little too tightly.


  “I’m sorry for the other night. I was so jealous. I lashed back at you and said some hurtful words. I didn’t mean them,” he said shakily.


  “It’s okay, Jess.”


  “Are you happy?”


  “Yes, I am.” Awkward.


  “I’m glad you’re okay, Iss. I’m going to give you some time. Just know that I miss you so very much.”


  “Thank you, Jesse. Take care of yourself.”


  My grandmother and grandfather were probably the happiest ones of all about the news that Alex and I were together. My grandfather had always liked him and my grandmother just thought he was really good looking. It didn’t hurt that his parents were family friends as well. Evie and Alicia knew him from high school and were a little more cautious about finally accepting that this could be a long-term relationship. They saw how crazy I was about Jesse and were still skeptical about the way I had broken up with him for Alex. They liked him and were glad that I was finally in a good place in my life, but I think they thought it was merely a phase.


  What surprised them more was how driven I was at this point in my career. I was promoted twice in six months and was moving up the ranks to become a Senior Economics Consultant. My grandfather also began to count on me more and more for business decisions and advice. He was so impressed at how deftly I handled the negotiations for two of our largest supplier contracts that he passed on the commission base to me. I scored one purse each for myself, Evie and Alicia, and I took Alex to a nice romantic dinner at the top of the Four Seasons to celebrate my success. He was floored that I wanted to do this for him. At times, during our quiet moments together, a very pensive Alex would look at me like he still couldn’t believe that I was with him.


  “Thank you, baby,” he whispered, as he reached across the table to take my hand. We were dining at our favorite restaurant one night after a late meeting.


  “For what?” I lovingly rubbed my thumb on his wrist.


  “For being here with me.”


  I was so engrossed in the conversation going on behind me that I didn’t respond.


  “What?” He chuckled as he caught me smiling at him from across the booth.


  “Nothing. These women right behind me are talking about you. The one facing you is gushing,” I whispered, amused.


  This had become an acceptable fact of dating Alex. Even before you saw his face, there was no use hiding his body under anything he wore. His clothes hung on him so perfectly, like a runway model. That night, he wore a white casual button down shirt over low-slung distressed jeans that had the perfect flair to match his canvas designer sneakers. His short hair showcased his perfect jaw, his full lips, and his round blue eyes. The stubble that lined his jaw and his chin tempered his clean-cut look.


  “Come sit by me, please. You feel so far away.” His eyes were dancing like little blue lights on a Christmas tree. I stood up, walked around and slid into the booth with him. It was like he gave me his consent to claim my territory. He leaned against me, closing the gap between us as his mouth skimmed my earlobe.


  “Much better,” he murmured. “You know, I don’t care about anyone but you.”
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  One Saturday afternoon while Alex was out golfing with both my grandfather and his father, Alicia came over with the kids. Alicia normally came over on her nanny’s day off so that our maids at the house could help her with the children. She seemed different that day. I could tell that she’d been crying. Something hadn’t been right with Alicia for a while now. Even during the time we went to Hong Kong together, I saw that she was a little off.


  “Auntie Isabel!” Chelsea and Christopher, now six and five, came running into my arms.


  “Hey guys! Oh my gosh, Chels, look at that dress! Did your mommy get that for you? Whoa, Chris, what kind of a gun is that?”


  Alicia walked in right behind them. Her voice was short and curt. “Alex here?”


  “Hi to you too, my dear sister. No, he’s out golfing with the fam. I don’t expect him till about 8:00 this evening. Why? Did you need him for anything?” I asked as I knelt down to swoop both kids in my arms.


  “No, nothing. Just wondering,” Alicia said blankly.


  “Hey, I was thinking, let’s leave the babies and go shopping for an hour or so. I need an outfit for our one-month anniversary. Alex wants to go out dancing.”


  “Sure, give me a minute to get a drink. Wanna go to the new mall?” Alicia asked, as she punched the intercom button to ask the kitchen to bring her a drink.


  “Sounds like a plan,” I responded.


  About thirty minutes later, we found ourselves strolling around at a high-end mall looking at clothes in the window. Alicia was always on a budget. She couldn’t afford much these days. My grandparents effectively “disowned” her after her pregnancy. She had been working odd jobs here and there, while her husband’s parents paid for his college tuition. Once in a while, I would purchase things for her.


  “I don’t want to spend too much on an outfit for this date. I thought I would just switch up my old skirt with a nice statement piece. What do you think?”


  “Isabel, Carter left me.”


  “He let you what?” I asked, as I picked up a pretty lace blouse and held it against my chest.


  “I said he left me.” She shrugged her shoulders as she said it.


  “Oh, Alicia! What happened?” I delicately held her arm and led her away from the store. “Let’s find a place to have some coffee so we can talk.”


  A few minutes later, we were seated comfortably in a private lounge at a designer store. They had couches and free coffee and tea for all their clients. I knew the ladies at this store and it was the closest place I could find to keep the momentum going. Alicia was ready to talk, and I wasn’t going to give her a chance to change her mind. We sat and settled down while the sales ladies rushed around to get us some tea.


  “Okay, I figure a conversation like this calls for us to be surrounded by beautiful purses to divert our attention. So tell me. What happened?”


  “He fell in love with someone else. A classmate of his.” She wasn’t in tears, she wasn’t freaking out. She was just hopelessly sad. Her eyes were bleak and tortured.


  “How long ago?”


  “A few months ago. I’ve been trying so hard to get him back, Isa. It didn’t work. He wants to leave me to be with her.”


  “That asshole. What about the kids?”


  “His mom will help with their support,” Alicia responded calmly.


  “How do you feel about this, Alicia? Talk to me. What can I do to help?”


  “I’m so tired. Tired of trying. Tired of crying all the time.”


  “Alicia, does Mom know? We have to tell her. But most importantly, we have to move you and the kids back into the house. I’ll take care of you … I’ll help you. I’m here for you.”


  “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you were going through that whole ordeal with Jesse, Isa. I just felt that I wasn’t the right person to give you advice at that time. My whole life was falling apart, and I was begging Carter to stay. I didn’t want to set a bad example for you. I’m not as strong as you are, I was even willing to forgive him for being unfaithful.” She was crying now, and I was holding her. Good thing we were the only ones in the store. It was just us and a whole bunch of purses all around us.


  I stroked her hair as I continued. “You’re in a different situation, Alicia. You have two children to think about. They need their father. I don’t blame you for trying to work it out with him. But since he has already made the decision to leave, you must hold your head up high and walk away from it.”


  “Do you think I can go back to school?” she asked anxiously. She looked like a little child, cowering in my arms.


  “You can do whatever you want. We will help you. Now, let’s get out of here before I purchase this Galiera that the girl just stuck in my face.”


  She let out a subdued laugh and wiped away her tears.


  “Isa?”


  “Yup?”


  “Just an FYI. Jesse’s been calling me.”


  I looked at her as I shrugged my shoulders and gave her a half smile. “Just be a friend to him, Ali, he probably really needs one right now.”
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  Alicia and I decided that she would call my mother from her house that night, while I would make arrangements to have Bernard move her stuff from Carter’s house to our house by the weekend. All she had to do was move back into her old bedroom.


  I was exhausted and emotionally drained by the time Alicia and the kids left to return to Carter’s house. I was at a loss for words of comfort for her. I wanted to confront Carter but I didn’t see the point. Just as Alicia had been when I warned her about him, there was nothing anyone could do now that he was in love with someone else. I learned from my own experience that no one’s words of wisdom are as good as your own. Burning your hand once is the only way you’ll ever remember never to touch an open fire.
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  Alex arrived from his golf game a little later than expected. He texted me earlier asking me to join him, his father and my grandparents for dinner but I begged off, telling him that Alicia and the kids were there for a visit. By the time he reached the upstairs bedroom, he looked like a man on a desperate mission. I was sitting up in bed reading a book when he took two steps across the room to sit beside me. He kissed me as if he was going to die if he didn’t do so at that moment.


  “Hi handsome. Who won?” I asked, kissing him back. “You smell so good,” I said as I sniffed his hair and held his face.


  “I showered at the club before having dinner with your family.” He smiled. That warm glorious smile could lighten anyone’s mood.


  “How are my grandparents?” I asked. “Have they adopted you yet?”


  “Haha, funny. I beat your grandpa by three strokes. Why don’t you put that book down and show me how much you missed me?”


  “I did miss you. A lot.”


  “Show me,” he urged.


  “Well, funny you should ask. I’m starving,” I whispered back, as I gently freed him from his boxers and took him in my mouth. I loved holding his hands down in place while I did those things to him. It pleased me so much to see him come unhinged because of me.


  Later that evening, I told him about Alicia and the sorrow that I felt about the end of her marriage. We were lying in bed, me crossways on his rock-hard stomach, him slightly sitting up reviewing a contract that he had to execute the next day. Alex always had to touch a part of me, no matter where we were. While one hand was holding up the contract, the other was cupped around my breast.


  “Alex.”


  “Hmmm.”


  “You don’t have to turn the pages with your teeth. Use your other hand!” I laughed.


  “The other hand is busy right now.” He winked.


  “It’s just so unfair. Why her? She is the sweetest, kindest, most trusting person I know.”


  “That guy is a tool, Isabel. I never liked him, even when you guys were in high school.”


  Sometimes I forgot that he was three years older than me.


  “I guess they were just so young, what do you really know at that age?”


  “Maybe this is what’s best for Alicia. It will give her a fresh start. Just be there for her, Isabel, like you always are.”


  “You know that my grandparents disowned her, right? She hasn’t really gotten any support since the kids were born.”


  “She won’t need it. We’ll help her as much as we can.” The sincerity in his voice as he uttered those kind words meant more to me than he will ever know.
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  It was the night of our one-month anniversary as a couple. A Friday night. Alex and I were going to a late dinner after work. He was actually flying in from an overnight business trip, so I offered to pick him up at the airport on the way home from the office. I planned to just freshen up at work before heading out to see him. By this time I had become an expert in choosing work outfits that could easily be “converted” into evening wear for nights out with him. That day, I chose a black halter-top leather dress and matched it with a black blazer, so the only leather you could see was the skirt. I wore it with understated black pumps that were going to be transformed into understated leopard print pumps as soon as it hit 5 o’clock. I was sweating bullets in the office all day, but the look was worth it.


  The trip to the airport took about 45 minutes. Enough time to transform my outfit and freshen up for Alex. We didn’t have to wait at all by the time we got to the airport. He was standing outside in a gray suit with a white button down shirt that was already unbuttoned due to the heat. Bernard waved at him, and he stepped up to the right side of the door to get in.


  “Hi,” I said shyly.


  “Hi baby. Wow. You look amazing, as always.”


  The blazer had come off and the four-inch leopard print shoes were on. The skirt looked much shorter on me without the blazer.


  I slid toward him as he grabbed me and placed me on top of his lap. “Happy Anniversary,” he whispered sensually into my ear, as his nose traced a line from my jaw to my neck and his fingers softly rubbed the inside of my thigh.


  I giggled nervously. His touch felt so good, so safe.


  “One month down, 959 more to go,” he groaned, his hands now on my back, pulling me close.


  “That’s 80 years, A.”


  “I’m in love with a math genius.” He chuckled.
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  Alex asked Bernard to drive us over to the country club where I assumed we were going to have dinner. On the way there, we talked about his trip and how the negotiations went for another acquisition he was working on for his father. I was so engrossed in our conversation that I didn’t notice that Bernard had taken an unfamiliar side entrance to the club that I had never been through. We got out of the car to find ourselves in the middle of the large Polo field. From a short distance, I could see a table dressed in linen, all decked out with flowers and surrounded by tiny white lights strung around each and every tree around the field. The place was lit up in a beautifully vivid glow. The peripheral pond around the field was filled with tiny little floating candles. Bernard nodded at Alex and drove away. He took my hand as we walked to the beautiful table setting.


  “Alex, this is beautiful! Did you reserve the entire field?”


  “Do you like it?”


  “I love it! All this for a one-month anniversary? How’d you pull this off?”


  “I’ve been planning this ever since the night of the charity event. Every single day that brought me closer to celebrating an anniversary with you. One day. One week. One month. Do you remember all the times you were at this field during practice runs? I watched you from there, every single time.” He pointed to the spectator’s box that was off to the side of the field.


  We arrived at the table and were met by waiters dressed in tuxedos. I didn’t hear it at first, but soft swirling music was playing in the background. The table was set for four. I didn’t think anything of it because my attention was focused on a shiny teal blue box wrapped in a white ribbon in the center of the table. Anyone would have known that it was a Tiffany box.


  He took the box in his hand, unraveled the ribbon and opened it as he knelt on one knee in front of me. He was visibly nervous, but his eyes bore a hole right through my heart. This beautiful man had all this prepared for me.


  “Isabel Francesca, the first time I met you, I knew I would never be the same again. You are breathtakingly beautiful, not just on the outside, but more importantly, on the inside. You are kind, generous, loving and not to mention, mind blowingly sexy. I don’t need weeks or months or years to figure out what my future might be like with you. I need weeks and months and years to be with you. Marry me, Isabel. Your heart may not be full of love for me just yet, but I promise you that my heart is overflowing with love enough for both of us. I love you so much.”


  I was crying as soon as he uttered his first words. He was so filled with emotion that his voice cracked every so often and his eyes filled with tears. Those enticing pools of blue looked like an endless sea of love to me. I didn’t realize that he was waiting for an answer because so many thoughts were running through my head.


  How do I go from loving someone with all my heart to marrying someone else?


  My thoughts kept circling back between Jesse, Alex and my mother. Marriage? That’s such a big deal.


  Do I love him enough? Is he my forever? How could I ever let someone who loves me this much get away?


  “Isa? Are you okay?”


  “Huh? Oh, my God, Alex. Sorry! You just took me by surprise! YES! YES, Alex, I will marry you! I’m the luckiest girl in the world right now! I love you.”


  He swept me up in his arms and sat me down on his lap. He took my right hand and slipped the ring on my finger. It was an emerald cut diamond set in a platinum band. We kissed. Slowly and deeply, our lips moving in sync like a passionate slow dance.


  “Isabel, did you have to wear leather tonight?” he asked, his vibrant blue eyes so clear and dazzling.


  “Actually, Alex, I did,” I answered breathily.


  “Then let’s have dinner now so I can get my dessert,” he whispered.


  I stood up and watched him pull his smart phone out of his pocket and punch out a message. Five minutes later, a couple holding hands with the girl shrieking as she walked through the grass, approached our place in the middle of the field.


  “I thought you’d like to celebrate with our best friends.”


  Leigh and Betty.


  Leigh walked up to us with a big bright smile as he shook Alex’s hand and bumped shoulders with him in the typical man hug. Betty squealed as she hugged Alex first and then ran over to me to do the same.


  As she did so, she whispered in my ear, “Five carats, chica, and don’t get overwhelmed. It will be okay.”
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  “I am in Love with Love and Love is in Love with me. My body is in love with the soul and the soul is in love with my body. I opened my arms to love and love embraced me like a lover.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Dinner went on longer than we expected. It had been a while since the four of us had been able to catch up with each other in such a relaxed setting. Leigh was traveling so much for work, and Betty often accompanied him on those trips. Two bottles of wine later, Alex was ready to call it a night. We asked Leigh to take us back to my house since Alex had his car taken there earlier that evening. As soon as we walked in the door, Alex took me in his arms and said, “Please pack an overnight bag, we’re spending the night at the Four Seasons.”


  “Why the Four Seasons, when we can just stay here?”


  He licked his lips and broke into the widest grin. “I want you to be able to scream my name out loud without worrying about Mellie hearing you.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at that comment. I must admit that I had covered his mouth once or twice and stifled a scream during sex for fear that Mellie was going to hear us.
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  Alex drove to the hotel like a madman. As soon as we got to the hotel driveway, he jumped out of his Range Rover and threw the car keys to the valet. He knew the people at the front desk, so it was a quick and easy check-in. We held hands as we walked through the lobby. There was a wedding going on in the main ballroom, so people were spilling out of the function room and sitting all around the lobby tables and couches. As we stood by the elevator banks waiting, Alex pulled me tightly into him and was holding me by my waist. And then I felt it. The hot breath that you feel on your back when you know that someone’s eyes are on you. I turned my head quickly to the right as I caught a glimpse of Jesse directly behind us. The elevator door opened, and Alex immediately pulled me inside with him. I can still picture the registered look of pain on his face before the elevator doors closed. He stood there, staring right at me, blinking twice, three times, as if trying to ascertain whether the girl he just saw with her boyfriend wrapped around her was really, actually, me.
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  Alex was kissing my neck and untying my halter even before the bellboy was out of our hotel room. He backed me into the wall with my legs wrapped around him and my hands all over his hair.


  “Hmm, A, let me freshen up first. I still haven’t given you my gift.”


  I gently pushed him back and headed to the bathroom. Minutes later, he was sitting at the edge of the bed looking sexy as hell, his hair all mussed up, shirtless and his erection straining through his boxers. I walked toward him wearing the hotel robe and carrying a little black pouch. I knelt between his legs.


  “Happy Anniversary, Alex,” I whispered.


  He opened the pouch and smiled. Inside was a platinum men’s chain with a matching platinum Ankh-inspired cross.


  “You said you wanted to wear a crucifix. I thought this shape was a little bit more modern. Take a look at the back.” Inscribed on the back of the pendant were the words “You’re My Forever.”


  “Thank you,” he smiled, “I love it. Best present ever.”


  “I’m not done yet,” I countered. I untied my robe to reveal a completely see-through black lace negligee with a matching black lace thong with slits on the bottom. Something I bought with Betty when she was shopping for her honeymoon trousseau. Alex gulped and took a deep breath.


  “Isa. You are utterly breathtaking. I don’t deserve you. Let me look at you first.”


  I pushed my robe off my shoulders as I stood up. His hands roamed around my front, he cupped my breasts and leaned down to kiss them.


  “I had a fight with the lady at Victoria’s Secret. She insisted these were D cups, while I told her I was a C.”


  “I could have settled the bet for you. These are glorious, exquisite D’s. And they’re mine,” he said as he squeezed both of them together.


  After giving him a few seconds to savor me, I gently pushed him back and knelt down to begin what I had wanted to do all night. I gave him my best mischievous look and huskily whispered into his ear, “I get to have my dessert first.”


  I pulled his underwear down and sucked his tip in my mouth. I started taking all of him in, slowly at first, twisting my lips around him and using my hands and my tongue to fondle him.


  His hands were in my hair, as he groaned and threw his head back. “Isabel, we have to stop, I’m so close.”


  “That’s okay, babe. We have all night. I want you to come in my mouth. Now.” I pumped him with my mouth and hands faster and faster until he shuddered and poured his sweet tasting release into me.


  Minutes later, he was ready to go again. “I’m going to have a perpetual hard on all night if you keep walking around like that.”


  I had gotten up to look out the large glass window overlooking the expansive city. He walked up behind me and cupped my breasts from behind. I could feel his hardness against my back. I was getting so excited I felt the wetness dripping down my legs. It was if he read my mind when he slipped a finger inside me.


  “You’re always so ready for me. So nice and tight. Let me loosen you up.”


  I was pressed against the glass, as the one finger became two fingers and finally three. He used one hand to tear off my lingerie until I was stark naked with my breasts pressed against the cool window.


  “Mmm, Alex. I want you inside me, please.”


  He turned me around to face him, lifted me up and walked us toward the bed. “Tell me what you want me to do to you, baby. Don’t be shy. I’m here for you. Tell me.”


  “I want you, Alex.”


  “Do you like this?” He reached his head down to bite my nipples as he lay me on the bed.


  “Or this?” All three fingers.


  I moaned. “All of it, everything you’re doing.”


  He brought his face to mine and kissed me. “I want to drink you up, let your juices flow through my veins. I can’t get enough of you, Isabel.”


  “Alex, please, I want you inside of me.” I pulled him to me and guided him inside, bucking my hips to take all of him in. He was thrusting inside me, faster and fiercer. “Harder, Alex, harder. I want you in me all the way. That’s it, baby. Please.”


  He then turned me around on my stomach and lifted me up on my knees. I was panting, I could hardly breathe. He rammed into me from behind. “Say my name when you come. Come with me, baby. Say my name.”


  “Alex!” I screamed. “Oh Alex, you feel so good. I’m coming!” And as I clenched my insides to tighten around him, I came just as I felt him pulsating too.
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  Round three came in the form of leftover ice cream and chocolate sundae after ordering room service. Round four occurred as we showered the stickiness off to go to bed for the night. The screaming got louder and louder with every climax. It meant so much to Alex to hear me say his name. Making love to Alex was easier, more uninhibited. It didn’t hurt that he was much more experienced than Jesse and I combined. We used to talk about his escapades back in the day when we were just friends. I would listen attentively and ask specific questions as he regaled me about his one-night stands, sometimes he didn’t even know the women’s names. But every single time he would recount those experiences, he would always end our conversation with a statement alluding to the fact that none of those women were me.


  


  [image: ]


  


  I woke up to see the light streaming in from our hotel window. Alex was fast asleep. His right arm and leg were draped over me, and he looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to startle him by moving any part of his body. I lay there facing him and admired his striking features as he slept. How did we get this far in one month? Less than twenty-four hours ago, I agreed to marry him. And then Jesse had to see us get into the elevator on the way to our room. What was he doing here, I wondered.


  Alex slowly opened his eyes and smiled at me. “Hey.” He kissed my nose.


  “Hey,” I answered.


  “How long have you been awake?” he asked.


  “Not long, just thinking.”


  He caressed my face with his thumb. “Are you sore?” he asked.


  “Nope.” I smiled.


  He kissed me again.


  “A? Did your parents know you were going to propose last night?”


  “Yes. My mom and I bought the ring together. She chose it, I had no clue.”


  “Do my grandparents know?”


  “The day we golfed together, I asked for permission to propose.”


  “Should we be setting a date for the wedding??” I asked.


  “I know I want it to happen in the next three months.”


  “Three months? I thought people got engaged for at least a year.”


  “Not us, Isa. I want you to be my wife in three months, tops. I know I keep on saying this, but I’ve waited so long. I can’t wait any longer.”


  “I guess I have to call my mom, Evie and Alicia today.”


  “They already know. I called all of them.”


  “You did? You’re so sweet! I need to repay you for all that thoughtfulness.”


  He laughed playfully. “Okay by me. You can start now.”


  That was Round 5.
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  We spent the rest of the morning together in bed, dozing on and off. “Why do you like to sleep so much?” He was caressing my jaw with his fingers, tracing a line all the way down to my chest.


  “Why do you like to do it so much?” I jabbed back impishly.


  “Because I can’t get enough of you. I’m making up for all these years of lost time.”


  I started to lick his lips and pressed myself against him.


  “Isa?”


  “Mmmmm.”


  “Jesse called me a couple of times in the office.”


  “Huh. What did he want?”


  “Don’t know. I was in meetings both times and the secretary just left me a note about it.”


  I remained silent.


  “I don’t think he’s going to give you up without a fight, Iss. I don’t blame him.” His brows had furrowed together and he had a worried look on his face. “You know I have to accompany my dad on a business trip to San Francisco, right? I’m thinking of canceling for now, since we will probably be busy with planning the wedding and all.”


  “A, no, don’t do that. That deal is really important to your father. If you miss that auction, you’ll have to wait another year to bid on that property. Let me handle things from here. Two weeks will fly by and before you know it, you’ll be back.”


  “I know. You’re right.”


  “When do you leave?”


  “Tomorrow at noon.” He still appeared concerned, and he looked at me like he was searching for an answer. Like he wanted me to stop him from leaving.


  “I love you, Alex. I’m in love with you. Just know that, okay?”
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  “Love does not claim possession, but gives freedom.”


  —Rabindranath Tagore


  


  


  Late that same afternoon, I asked Alex to drop me off at my grandparents’ house while he went home to get ready for his overseas trip. He was going to meet me back there in time for dinner. I walked up the large, winding staircase and into my grandfather’s library where he was working on his computer.


  “Isabel, I can’t get into my files!” My grandfather. Business Man of the Year. CEO and President of multiple corporations. The only time he ever looked confused or perplexed was when he attempted to use the computer instead of delegating this task to his staff.


  “Grandpa, you’re going into another directory. Here, let me help you. Do you see this folder? I’m going to drag it to your desktop so you can find the files more easily.”


  He didn’t hear a word I said. He didn’t care to learn. Why should he? After making sure that I moved the right folders where he wanted them, he asked me to shut down the computer. Just then, my grandmother walked in. My grandfather remained seated at his desk as we both sat on the chairs directly opposite from him.


  “Congratulations, Isabel! We heard the great news.” My grandmother regarded me warmly. For the first time in my entire life, I could actually detect a twinge of love and pride in her tone of voice.


  “A little unexpected and a bit too fast, but thank you. I’m happy.”


  My grandmother then reached into her pocket and pulled out a magnifying glass. She gently took my hand and brought the diamond to the glass. “Hmmmm. Beautiful. VVS1 or even Flawless.”


  “Grandma!” I chided. These things made her happy, I wasn’t going to ruin her moment.


  “I spoke with Lori Nate yesterday and asked that the announcement be published in this week’s paper. She will include the designer’s name as well. I think we should see Pierre when you have time this week. Your mother modeled for him for years. He will only expect that we go to him. Have you picked a date?”


  “No, not yet. Alex wants it soon. In three months.”


  “Isn’t that way too soon? We should wait at least six months or rumors will fly that you are pregnant. Are you?”


  My grandfather was shaking his head, amused.


  “No, Grandma, I’m not pregnant. I think Alex is just ready to start married life with me. He’s older and really just wants to get settled.”


  “He’s afraid you will go back to Jesse Cain.”


  Boom.
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  I spent the rest of the afternoon welcoming aunts and uncles and cousins who were all joining us for dinner. I had one particular aunt, my mother’s younger sister, who was closest to me. We chatted for a long time about wedding dresses, venues, designers and the like. Alicia came over too, the first time she had been to the big house in a few years. My grandmother greeted her with open arms, and I was so happy that she was going to get the support system that she needed. It wasn’t necessarily about the financial aspect but more the foundation of a loving family for the sake of her children. We’d lived alone for so long that these weekend dinners were always a welcome event. I could tell that the lack of tension between my grandparents and my mother’s siblings was largely due to the fact that we were celebrating my engagement.


  “Isa, Jesse called me late last night, drunk out of his mind and blabbering about having seen you at the Four Seasons,” whispered Alicia, as she gently steered me away from our family members. We sat on the staircase that led to the maids’ quarters. It was dark and secluded; we used to hide there to tell secrets when we were children.


  “I know, Ali. It was so weird. I felt so guilty that it kind of ruined my moment with Alex.”


  “He was telling me that Alex had his hands all over you and that you were on your way to spending the night together. Sorry, Iss. I had to tell him you’d just gotten engaged. I thought that would justify the fact that you were seen on your way to a hotel room.”


  “Oh geez. Knowing Jesse, that only made it worse, right?”


  “Hell yes! He said that it wasn’t over between the two of you. That you were just taking a break.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  The doorbell rang at about 5:30 P.M. and Alex was ushered into the sitting room. I rushed over to him and took his hand, making my rounds to the various family members and introducing him to everyone. My younger female teenage cousins gaped in awe when they saw him. He was, after all, so handsome. He kissed me on the cheek and caressed my hand as he respectfully held conversations with members of my family.


  “Alex, have you and Isabel set a date yet?” My grandmother asked as he greeted her.


  “No exact date yet, Mrs. Holtzer, but I’ve asked Isabel not to make me wait more than a few months,” he answered as he turned to smile warmly at me.


  “March 17,” I blurted out. Exactly three months from this day. He leaned over to kiss my head.


  “Wow. We don’t have much time, then,” my grandmother said, as she shuffled away to attend to dinner.


  “Don’t say anything,” I whispered. “I just had to get her off my case. We can make it later if you want.”


  “No, the only way that date can change is if we move it sooner,” he teased.


  The rest of the evening went well. The chef had decided to cook his famous Chinese food with Peking Duck and Beggar’s Chicken as his main dishes. Everyone was fussing over Alex and making sure that he ate enough. We left shortly after dessert was served with the promise to schedule two lunch hours from work to meet my grandmother at Pierre’s dress shop. I also said goodbye to Alicia, who was going to be moving back into the house sometime that week.
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  By the time we arrived home, we were both exhausted and ready for bed.


  “Hi, Mellie, we missed you last night,” Alex joked as she met us at the front door to take our bags. I jabbed him on the chest as I giggled and gave Millie a hug goodnight before rushing upstairs.


  “What’s this?” I asked, as I walked toward a large brown box on top of my bed. From the look on Alex’s face, it was evident that the package wasn’t from him. I took the box in my hand and saw familiar handwriting on the front. “Issy” is what it said.


  “Open it, Isabel,” said Alex, his voice now somber and serious.


  “I don’t have to, A. I’m tired and just want to get some rest.”


  “Please, open it.”


  I slowly walked over to my desk to grab a pair of scissors. We sat together at the edge of the bed as I cut through the green ribbon that held the box closed. Inside the box was a scrapbook wrapped in pink tissue paper. Pink was my favorite color. Alex was silent as I lifted up the scrapbook and placed it on my lap. “The Story of Us” was neatly emblazoned on the front. I quickly leafed through the pages and found pictures and poems about the day we met, what we used to do together and our seven-year relationship. Jesse had included cards I had written him, hotel receipts and even key cards as well as little notes that I would leave in his books when we went to school together. There was one page that listed our First Times. That was the last straw for me. With Alex sitting right next to me, I couldn’t think, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t absorb anything. Nor did I want to at that point.


  “Babe, why are we doing this? Can I just put this away?” I looked at him timidly, embarrassed mostly about the innuendo symbolized by the hotel keys.


  “I’m gonna step out for a smoke for a few minutes. Be right back.” He got up from the bed and was out the door in a flash.


  I sat in silence for a few seconds before placing the scrapbook back in the box and shoving it into my closet. By the time I had showered and dressed in my nightgown, Alex was still nowhere to be found. I threw on a robe and silently walked down the stairs. The house was dark by now and I didn’t want to wake anyone. I tiptoed through the long hallway, opened the patio door and found him outside smoking a cigarette.


  “I was hoping you’d come and find me.” He smiled affectionately. His eyes looked exhausted.


  I looked at him lovingly, took the cigarette from his hand and took a puff for myself. “You said one cigarette. We should really quit together.” He took one more puff and snuffed it out in the ashtray on the table next to him.


  I straddled his legs on the chair and sat upright facing him.


  “I’m sorry, Alex.”


  “Please don’t leave me, Isabel. I can accept the history you have together, but I won’t accept a future without you. Stay with me.”


  This man had the capacity to make me forget that I was ever in love with anyone else. And yet, I couldn’t help but think about the life that I thought I was destined to have tucked into a little box in the corner of my closet. I was filled with overwhelming guilt about feeling the way I did. But I knew that I needed to show Alex just how important he was to me.


  I outlined his eyes with my lips and gently coaxed them shut. I kissed him deeply until I felt him grow hard underneath me. His hands were under my robe, exploring me. I unzipped his jeans and took him in.


  “Shhh. Baby, you have me. I love you. I’m right here.” I threw my head back and rocked him back and forth as he moved my hips up and down to meet his thrusts. I tightened myself around him, and when the time felt right, I leaned over to breathe these four words ever so softly into his ear, “Venga con migo, Alex.” He paused for a brief second, closed his eyes and said, “That was so hot, baby. I’m going!” And he muffled a groan as he drained himself once again inside of me.
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  We started the morning out early to catch breakfast and spend time together before Alex had to leave for the airport. He insisted on driving by himself and said that I should really be resting before the beginning of another hectic week at the office. Because of the time difference, he planned to block some time during his day to call me. I could tell that he was torn about leaving.


  “Get that deal done so you can come home soon, okay?” I nestled my head on his chest as he enveloped me in his arms. We stood that way for a while until Bernard showed up at the door.


  “I love you, Isabel. Be here when I get back?” he mumbled into my lips.


  “I’m not going anywhere. Oh, except to see Pierre so we can get this wedding going.”


  He broke out into a big smile. I think that relieved him a little bit.


  Five minutes after he walked out the door, he called from the car.


  “Babe, is everything okay?”


  “I miss you already. I want to turn back and cancel the entire trip.” He sounded so conflicted, so lost.


  “I miss you too. I’m here. Don’t worry.”


  “I love you so much.” His words were filled with sincerity.


  “I love you too. Have a safe trip. Call when you land, okay?”


  I walked back up to my room to get my day going. I thought I’d work out for an hour and then finalize another speech I was writing for the Senator. My mother’s house had an indoor gym that was equipped with a treadmill and some weight machines. I was lucky enough not to have to exercise, but I did love a speed workout on the treadmill once in a while. That day was a good day to burn some pent up energy. I thought about the box in my closet. Somehow my desire to open it up made me feel unfaithful to Alex.
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  Just as I held that thought, my phone beeped with another message. Alex, I thought. Not quite.


  


  JESSE: Can I call you now?


  


  Oh no.


  


  ME: Okay


  


  The phone rang immediately.


  “Hi Jesse,” I greeted him apprehensively. I was more guilty than nervous about hearing his voice.


  “Isabel, you got engaged to Alex?”


  “Yes. Last Friday night.”


  “Were you celebrating when I saw you?”


  “Jesse, what is this call about?”


  “You must be doing it with him a lot, huh? You love doing it.”


  “I’m hanging up now. Jesse.”


  And with that, I pressed END. END. END. Why can’t it just END?


  I stumbled into my closet and pulled the box out. I didn’t notice that I’d neatly wrapped the scrapbook back into its tissue paper. Slowly, I leafed through the pages. The hotel key. A picture of me trying to swing a bat. Pictures of me sleeping. My cover girl photo. Birthdays. Anniversary cards. And then this:


  


  If someone asked me what would be


  The perfect gift they could give to me,


  I’d ask them for a time machine


  And fix the things that could have been


  


  I’d use it to go way, way back


  When youth was something I didn’t lack


  Back to the time when I’d fly free


  And life was great just being me


  


  Have fun, enjoy and share each day


  With one who’d kiss my blues away


  Won’t dwell on anger, will not be sore,


  I’d laugh and dance, cry less, smile more.


  


  Fix my mistakes, turn them around


  And find a love that is not bound


  With someone whom I need not fear


  Who’d love and always hold me dear.


  


  But NOW is real, no time machine


  No going back to what could have been


  I realize this life I’ve had


  Still turned into good the things gone bad.


  


  For without all these, there’d be no you


  No one would love me the way you do


  No time machine, and yet you came


  My life has never been the same.


  


  He wrote this for me? My eyes were brimming over as I read the words again and again. And as if on cue, the phone rang.


  “Hello.”


  “Isabel, please don’t hang up. Please. I am so sorry. I really just wanted to hear your voice. I just got so jealous of you and Alex. It’s killing me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


  “Jesse, we have to end this.”


  “Did you get my book? Is that what we’re trying to end?”


  “We ended this weeks ago.”


  “You tried to end it. It’s not over for me. You’re not over for me. What is it about him, Isabel? What is it about him that’s making you forget about me?”


  “Please, Jesse. I’m begging you. Unless we’re speaking as friends, I can no longer take these calls!”


  “If you feel that strongly about him, why are you crying?”


  “I have to go.”
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  I knew I wasn’t going to hear from Alex until the next day, so I tried my best to keep myself busy. I went over to Alicia and Carter’s house to help her pack her things. We moved through the boxes rather quickly. She wasn’t in good shape, so I poured out all my energies into consoling her instead.


  “I should have listened to you, Isa, then I wouldn’t have had to go through all this. I am so sorry for not speaking to you for months that one time. You couldn’t stand him and tried to tell me.”


  “Oh, Ali, who would’ve known?” I exclaimed back. “I didn’t like him because he wasn’t a very nice person. But you loved him. And no matter what, you have your two beautiful children to prove that. They’re not mistakes.”


  “I know,” she agreed, still brooding. “Iss, what if you had gotten pregnant with Jesse? Would you have gotten married?”


  “Ali, I wanted to have his baby. So many times I thought I would just throw caution to the wind and have his baby. But I think subconsciously, I knew he was too ambitious to give it all up for me.”


  “Alex loves you so much.”


  “He does, doesn’t he? And he’s so hot.” We both laughed out loud.


  “You said that about Jesse too, though.”


  “Alex is hotter. Isn’t he?” More laughter.


  “They’re so different. Both so attractive, but opposite ends of the spectrum.” Alicia’s tone turned serious. “Isa, Jesse’s not going to give you up, I’m a little worried about that.”


  “Enough talking about me. Let’s finish this so we can check out a movie.”


  Alicia, Chelsea, Christopher and I spent the evening watching Toy Story 2 and Monsters, Inc. Chelsea had to wake me up twice during Monsters, Inc. and once during Toy Story 2. By the time the movies were over, I was ready to call it a night. I knew that Alex would be landing sometime in the next few hours, so I slept with the phone by my ear.
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  Sure enough. 6:00 A.M.


  “Hi babe,” I gurgled into the phone.


  “Hi. I should have waited, but I had to hear your voice. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. I should be getting ready for work anyway.”


  “I had a dream about you on the plane.”


  “Who dreams on planes?”


  “Okay, I didn’t really dream, I thought about you a lot.”


  “And?”


  “I love you.”


  “I love you too.”


  “Hey, do you think the paper is out yet? The engagement announcement is set for this morning.”


  “I’ll check when I get off the phone.”


  “Do you think you can ask Mellie to bring it to you? I’d love for you to read it to me.”


  I punched the intercom buttons and mouthed to Mellie to please bring me the paper. I knew just where to look for it — the society pages, of course.


  “Oh wait ... I see it. What? How does he know what he’s going to be making for me, I haven’t even seen him yet!”


  “He’s Pierre,” Alex said in an exaggerated drawl. “Please read it to me?”


  “Okay.”


  


  “Venerable Businessman of the old school, Mr. Jack Holtzer and Mrs. Anna Holtzer announced the engagement of their granddaughter, Isabel Francesca Holtzer-Amarra to Alexander Martin Ailey, son of Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Ailey of Ailey Industries. The wedding will take place on Saturday, March 17 at the Cathedral of Saint Anthony. The bride will wear a Pierre off the shoulder gown with scalloped neckline in all white Guipure lace. A family heirloom tiara of diamonds will hold the layer illusion tulle for her veil. Reception will follow at the Four Seasons Hotel immediately after the ceremony.”


  


  “Ahhh. It’s official, Isabel.”


  “I still can’t believe he already knows what I’m wearing,” I whined.


  “Baby?”


  “Yes, A?”


  “Tell me you love me.”


  “I love you, Alex. I miss you so much.”


  “What are you doing today?”


  “Going over to Pierre to ask him why he told the press what I was wearing before telling me first.”


  Alex and I continued our lighthearted conversation. He was going to dinner with some clients and then prepping for the negotiations that were going to begin the next day. He and his father were sharing a suite so they could hold meetings in their living room. Alex was a shrewd and intelligent businessman so I didn’t think many people knew how romantic and thoughtful he was underneath that steely exterior. He asked me if there was anything I wanted from Boston and I told him to find me the hot guy from AI who was there to purchase a building. I thought about telling him about Jesse but decided against it. There was no point in upsetting him while he was far away trying to concentrate on work. Besides, it was nothing to me. It wasn’t like what Jesse was saying or doing was going to affect how I felt about him.


  Right?
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  “Voici mon secret. Il est tres simple: on ne voit bien qu’avec le coeur. L’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux.”


  —Antoine de Saint-Exupéry


  


  


  The next few days were hectic with work obligations and hours of meetings with Pierre, the caterer and the wedding planner. My grandmother and Mrs. Ailey were at every meeting, and it was actually a pleasure to have both of them with me. They got along swimmingly and were a little formal with each other, but it helped to ease the tension when they had different opinions. Mrs. Ailey asked me to call her Mom.


  Betty and Alicia were with me when we went to see Pierre. When I asked him how he knew what he was going to be creating for me, Betty pulled me aside and scolded me. “Isabel, don’t you know? He goes by inspiration and you’re not supposed to question what he decides to make for you. Don’t embarrass yourself. Just go with it.”


  I couldn’t just go with it. I asked him point blank about his intended creation.


  He looked at me and said: “I’ve seen your pictures in the magazines. You have long legs and a slim waist. Fantastic figure. Flawless skin, creamy smooth shoulders. Just like when your mother was your age. This design will look fabulous on you,” he declared as he held up a sketch of my dress.


  Spoken by the expert. I loved what I saw. Who was I to argue with him? When I relayed what he said to Alex, he asked, “Do I have to worry about him too?”
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  Before I knew it, Alex had been away for a week. He called once or twice a day with updates on how the negotiations were going. They sealed the deal a few days into the trip and were now waiting to finalize all of the necessary paperwork. His dad had given him a sizable commission, which he said he was saving for our honeymoon.


  That Sunday morning, I received a call from Evie.


  “Hi Eves! How’ve you been?”


  “Isa! Congratulations again! Did you get my text the other week?”


  “Yes, I responded, did you not receive it? We were at Pierre’s the other day and he said he would fax you a list of the required measurements so someone can take them there for you. He needs it in about a week.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll send them back as soon as I hear from him. Mom needs to take her measurements too.”


  “Mom’s coming home for my wedding?”


  “She said she wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


  “That’s so awesome! Eves? Please don’t forget Gracie’s measurements as well. I want to make sure she gets to wear a special flower girl dress.”


  “Who’s in your entourage?”


  “You, Ali and Betty.”


  “That’s it?”


  “Some of Alex’s cousins and the guys are his friends from college here and abroad.”


  “None of your old friends?”


  “What old friends? They’re all angry with me for leaving Jesse. They’ve all taken his side and have stopped speaking to me.”


  “Assholes. Anyway, Isa, that’s why I’m calling. Jesse called me last night.”


  “Evie, I don’t know what to do. He called me about a week ago too.”


  “He’s distraught, Isabel. He begged me to talk some sense into you — to stop you from going through with marrying Alex.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “That you have made your decision and that there’s nothing I can do. He asked me how you could stop loving him just like that.”


  “I didn’t stop loving him. I just ran out of ways to love him. Things with Alex are so much easier, and he loves me so much.”


  “Isabel, you know I love you. I want you to make the right decision, okay? Even if you have to take time to do it. There is nothing too late about this. We can fix it if it needs fixing. Don’t be afraid to tell me if you think you’ve made a mistake. Ali and I, we jumped into marriage and repeated the same mistakes our parents made.”


  “But I’ve decided, Evie. I belong with Alex. What’s really on your mind?” My intuition told me something else was bothering her.


  “I just can’t reconcile the fact that you were head over heels two months ago.”


  “That’s the thing. Maybe I wasn’t. Maybe I thought I was. After Alex and I got together, the exhaustion from trying too hard with Jesse just got to me.”


  “But you still love him.”


  “No one can stop loving someone who had their heart for such a long time. But I am in love with Alex. Is there something else you’re trying to tell me? How are you and Seth doing?”


  “Surviving. One day at a time, Isabel. Sometimes love doesn’t last forever. I gotta go. I’m actually calling you from work. I’m on shift today.” Evie worked for an airline.


  “I love you, Evie. Take care and please call me if you need anything.”


  “I love you, Isa. Enjoy this time in your life. It’s an exciting time.”


  Jesse’s call, as well as Evie’s concern, weighed heavily on me that day. This was all happening too fast, too soon. Once again, I decided not to tell Alex about any of it when he called me that night. I didn’t want to burden him with issues while he was away trying to get work done.
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  That Monday, I showed up bright and early at work for a Committee briefing supposed to take place before the formal start of a hearing. We were going to spend the week conducting surveys about a job incentive bill the Senator wanted to spearhead. As I approached my desk, a huge smile broke out on my face. Alex had probably asked someone to deliver a single pink rose to me that morning. Only it wasn’t Alex as I opened the note.
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  When I asked the secretary how it got to my desk, she said that the mailroom had delivered it even before she arrived at the office.


  


  The next day, another note — this time it was accompanied by a small replica of his college MVP award:
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  By Wednesday, it was already a matter of expectation. I knew that this would go on daily until the end of the week. I was more afraid about the Friday surprise, only because he might end up showing up to deliver it himself. These little gifts were slowly having an effect on me. They most certainly did not make me change my mind about Alex, but they were breaking me down to thinking that I might be throwing years of my life away. I caught myself daydreaming at various points throughout the day. I also spent many moments feeling choked up; it was a physical pain, like something was stuck in my chest.


  


  Wednesday’s gift was a pair of dice but only with a five and a two on each of the four sides.
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  By this time, it had begun to rattle me. I buried myself in my work, making sure to have all calls held and sent into voicemail. The memories were just too much. He had finally found the right buttons to push. My heart felt divided. I wanted my head to take over, but the traitor was swayed and had taken sides with my heart. I stared at Alex’s picture on my desk. He was gorgeous. What else was I looking for? He loved me and I knew that life with him would be secure and predictable. Alex was proof to me that you could be driven with ambition without choosing it over love. There was really nothing to forgive Jesse for. He just wore my heart out. I lifted my nose up over my stack of papers later on that afternoon due to the constant knocking on my office door. It was my secretary trying to slip me three little pink notes. “Two calls from Mr. Ailey and one from Mr. Cain,” she announced. “Mr. Ailey would really like a call back this afternoon.”


  “Thank you, Maria. And did Mr. Cain leave a message?”


  “No ma’am, he didn’t. He did leave a call back number in case you need it. It’s on the note I just handed to you.”


  “Thank you. I’ll call Alex right now. Please just shut the door on your way out.”


  


  He answered even before the first ring went through.


  “Baby. Your cellphone is off.”


  “Hi, A. Sorry. I asked Maria to hold my calls. Am trying to finish three things at the same time!”


  “That’s okay. I was just worried that something was up. Guess what?”


  “Hmmm. Let’s see. You miss me?”


  “I do, but better than that. Catching the red eye tonight to SF so I can make tomorrow’s flight home. I’ll be back on Friday late afternoon.”


  “Oh, A. You don’t know how happy that makes me. I just need you to come home.”


  “Is everything okay? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. Just weird without my normal stalker.” Freudian slip.


  He chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for. I’ll be back at it in two days. I love you, baby. Can’t wait to be home.”


  “Love you too, A. Have a safe flight back. I’ll be waiting.”
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  On my way out of the office, I sent Betty a message.


  


  ME: D’Marks in 30 minutes?


  


  BETTY: I thought you’d never ask.


  


  The bar was crowded, loud and smoky, surprisingly hopping on a Wednesday night. The atmosphere was a little too boisterous for me, but I was afraid to be alone with the silence of my thoughts. I went straight from work and ditched my jacket to reveal a plain white button down blouse, a silver belt and black skinny pants. Same bartender; same faces. Didn’t people have a life outside of this place? Betty walked in five minutes later, as I was getting seated at the bar.


  “Someone has a new purse.”


  “You like? I picked it up after work last week. I swear the stress is making me spend money.”


  “Jesse?”


  I nodded.


  “Oh, Isabel, why didn’t you call me?” Betty motioned to the bartender and asked him to bring us two glasses of red wine.


  “Oh, and chips please.” I interjected. Salty, crunchy and full of calories. Makes any stress-filled situation feel so much better.


  “What good would it do, B? I figured I wasn’t going to drag you into this mess,” I said, as I fished out my gifts from my purse to show her.


  “Oh wow. These are pretty intense. You need to tell Alex about it, Iss. I’m afraid it will get worse as the wedding date gets closer.”


  I didn’t answer. I was deep in thought.


  “Betty, if you were me, what would you do? I feel like I need to see him for closure. But I don’t trust myself. I don’t trust that I won’t give in.”


  “You and Alex got engaged a month after you left Jesse. There was no time to really figure things out in your heart and in your mind. It’s also so unfair for Jesse to be bombarding you with these things before you get married, but in a way, this will help you decide who your heart really wants.”


  “Alex is good for me.”


  “Jesse isn’t bad either. You don’t know Alex that well. Do you go with a known or take a chance with an unknown?”


  “I love Alex.”


  “How about we assign points for best sex?” She giggled.


  “There’d be a stalemate.” I snickered. “Besides, from what you’ve told me, I’d probably choose Leigh.” We both laughed at that before her face turned serious once again.


  “Isabel, talk to me. I’m here for you. I know I’ve been so busy with my wedding, but you’ll have me back all to yourself in a few weeks.”


  “Betts, do you know what my grandfather always used to tell me? ‘Never accept a counteroffer. If they weren’t good to you the first time, they’ve lost their chance to gain your loyalty and trust. What makes you think it will be better the next time?’”


  “Ha. Makes so much sense.” Betty waved her finger at the bartender for two more glasses of wine.


  “B! Please don’t worry too much. I’ve made my decision. I just need to be strong enough to let Jesse know. I haven’t really spoken to him after he called me that one day, but I will. Eventually, I’ll face him and we’ll sort this out. He’s too much of a gentleman not to respect the fact that Alex is now in the picture. Let’s get off this subject and talk about the wedding. Did you ever address that issue about the potpourri they wanted to use for your giveaways?”


  “Yup. My mom had some dried flowers shipped from Provence.”


  “Nice.”
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  We called it an early night and I was in bed by 11. I was so tired that I crashed immediately and felt more rested as I arrived at work the next day. I spent the time on the way to the office wondering what Thursday’s gift would be. Sure enough, there was a gold pouch on top of my desk with another handwritten note. Inside the pouch was a tiny crystal heart that was attached to a pretty silver chain.
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  I never doubted his love for me. That was never the problem. When you love someone, their happiness elates you and their sorrow kills you. It devastated me to think that I was causing him all this pain. I wanted to take it away from him, but in doing so, I would annihilate the person who had loved me for so long. Either way, none of us were going to emerge from this unscathed. Jesse called the office twice that day, but Maria knew not to transfer them to me.


  I walked into the office on Friday expecting the worst. Jesse’s face popped in my head a few times, and I suspected that he would personally be delivering my gift for the end of the week. A feeling of dread overcame me as I approached my desk. Nothing. Not a thing was there. I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe he just wanted to tell me how he felt but knew that it was over between us. What a positive start to my day. Most importantly, I was going to see Alex in a few hours. I spent the day at the Senate office working with the team on a presentation due the following week. I bumped into a few of my grandfather’s acquaintances who congratulated me on my engagement. Things might work out on their own after all, I thought. I’d better tell Alex everything as soon as he gets home.
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  I left the office early to get to the airport in time for Alex to arrive. There must have been a hundred flights at the same time. Traffic was bad and the lanes were all full of cars. About two minutes after we pulled up, my phone buzzed.


  


  ALEX: Just walking down to the doors, will see you soon!


  


  ISABEL: Okay, I sent Bernard to get you. He’ll be outside waiting.


  


  I waited for a few minutes until I caught a glimpse of him walking toward the car. I didn’t tell him I was coming to the airport, and I was sure he couldn’t see through the heavily tinted glass. He seemed to be rushing to the car but was stopped by two women who engaged him in conversation as he walked toward me. He opened the car door not expecting me to be waiting. He registered a surprised look as he slammed the door in the women’s faces and slinked up toward me with a magnificent smile on his face.


  “Hi,” I whispered as he cupped my face in his hands.


  We kissed. Ravenously. It was as if he had been gone for two years instead of two weeks.


  “How was your trip? You must be tired.” I pulled away and leaned my head on his chest.


  “I missed you so much. I slept well on the plane, so I feel okay.”


  I shifted on the seat as he pulled me into his lap.


  “Alex?”


  “Hmmm?” His hands traveled up my legs, to my thighs and finally up under my skirt.


  “Can we talk when we get home?” And then just like clockwork. I felt him stiffen up from under me.


  “Isabel. You’re not wearing any underwear.”


  “Oops.”


  The ride back home from the airport was nothing short of momentous. I offered to drop Alex off at his house so he could get settled first before making any further plans for that night. I noticed two missed calls from Mellie, but we were so close to home that I thought she could just ask me her question in person. Alex insisted on coming home with me and said that he would just return home the next day.


  “Wanna stay in tonight?” he asked while leading me through the front door.


  “We can do anything you want. I know you’re tired so how about we watch movies and just relax?” I answered.


  “No movies, I just spent fourteen hours watching movies,” he gleamed. “I want some action.”
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  “You can never cross the ocean unless you have the courage to lose sight of the shore.”


  —Christopher Columbus


  


  


  As we walked into the foyer, Alex’s attention was drawn to the coral table in the middle of the entranceway. On the table were five vases of the largest pink roses I’d ever seen. He let go of my hand and quickly rushed to snatch the card on the table.


  “Alex!” I tried to overtake him.


  “Well, I know these aren’t from me,” he snorted sarcastically.


  Mellie approached and whispered, “I tried to call you.”


  I nodded at Mellie and begged her with my eyes to leave us alone to talk.


  “Sonofabitch!” he muttered under his breath as he flung the card on the floor.


  “A, please, who cares if he did this?”


  “Read the card, Isabel.”


  “I’m not going to.”


  “Why not? He took the time to write it for you.”


  “Because I already know what it says. All week, Alex. That’s what I wanted to speak to you about.”


  “I want the fucking wedding moved up to next week.”


  I had never seen him so distraught. When was I going to stop hurting everyone around me?


  “What will that accomplish?”


  “It will make you mine and he won’t have a chance.”


  “Getting married isn’t going to solve anything,” I whispered ever so softly, afraid of the effect those words were going to have on him.


  “What did you say? Is there something that needs to be solved?”


  “No. What I meant to say is that I need to fix this. I need to tell him to stop. I hate hurting both of you. I don’t know what to do.”


  “You don’t know what to do about us? You’re changing your mind?”


  “That’s not what I said. Please, Alex. Don’t take it out of context.”


  “Isa, did you really tell him what he said you did in that card?”


  I walked over to the floor and picked up the card. It read:
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  “Yes.” No lies.


  “Then how can I compete with that?” There were tears in his eyes as he slowly got up and walked out the door.
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  The look on Alex’s face haunted me for the rest of the night. I resolved not to call him or try to appease him until I myself was convinced of the promises I wanted to make to him. Alicia thought I needed to take a break and go somewhere for the weekend to help me clear my mind. We packed up the kids and headed out to a resort where my mother still owned some membership shares. I insisted on renting a one-bedroom villa, but Alicia thought I needed time alone to think. In the end, we agreed on a two-bedroom house on stilts overlooking the bright, crystal clear water. I spent that Saturday swimming with Chelsea and Christopher, while Alicia stayed inside to relax and catch up on her books. There was something about the fresh air and the tranquil sea that helped to cleanse my spirit and rendered me fearless enough to get lost in my thoughts. We had an early dinner, and I asked Alicia to take over the kids while I took a walk along the beach by myself. I trotted up the walkway away from the house and randomly turned to the right to begin my walk on the sand. Somehow, looking over the horizon at miles and miles of endless sand was symbolic of my life. Growing up with the kind of family I had was like trudging down the walkway leading from the house. I couldn’t choose that course but as I walked away from it, I had the freedom to either turn left or right, knowing only that any of the choices I made involved some uncertainty. It was just a matter of thinking about the experiences in my life with these two men and choosing the avenue that felt more right to me. My answer was always Alex. The lighthearted banter and friendship we enjoyed even before he asked for a commitment was a good foundation for the future that we were going to share. Especially knowing what happened between my parents. I was never going to be the woman who would make the man I love choose between me and someone or something else. I was always fighting for Jesse’s validation. I was never going to have to do that with Alex, simply because it worked the other way around. Maybe it wasn’t as intense or romantic as what Jesse and I had. But Alex loved me. I had spent most of my life taking care of everybody else. It was my turn to bask in someone’s love. Jesse was full on giving it to me now, but Alex had always been with me.
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  I walked along the water for what seemed like miles and rested upon a little hill, as the tide crept up the beach and the afternoon sun was setting. Not too far in the distance, a wooden boat floated close to the shore, rocking back and forth in the calm, velvety water. My feet felt so good to be buried under the warm sand. I collected some shells to bring home to the kids, so I placed them next to me as I sat on the sand with my arms wrapped around my knees. I missed Alex so much. I wanted to call him so badly but was afraid that he had decided by now that he didn’t really need this kind of stress from someone like me. He could have any woman he wanted, he didn’t have to deal with this.


  “You look like an angel sitting here so peacefully, even from afar.”


  I looked up to see those familiar blue eyes, more beautiful than any sea in the whole wide world.


  “How did you find me?” I managed to say. I was so speechless with emotion; I knew that the next words out of me would turn me into a blubbering mess.


  “I didn’t at first. I went the other way and turned around a few miles into it. I’ve been walking for an hour.” He laughed.


  I reached out my right hand to him and he sat down next to me as he clutched it. He then brought my hand to his lips.


  “Alex!” I started to sob. “I’m so sorry if I hurt you the other day. I didn’t mean to. You totally misunderstood me. I was never confused about us. I-”


  “Shhh. Baby. Please don’t cry. I’m sorry I left so abruptly that night. It killed me to think that you had loved someone so much before me. I didn’t know if I could deal with it.”


  “But I can’t help that we had seven years together. I wish I’d met you first. But in many ways, you ARE my first. You’re the first man that saw me and loved me for who I really am. You encourage me to be myself, you’re happy when I succeed, you love my crazy family.”


  He wiped my tears with his thumb and kissed me. We touched our foreheads together as he gently rubbed his nose against mine.


  “Isabel, last night I realized that I would rather have the smallest part of your heart than nothing at all.”


  “You have my whole heart. It doesn’t matter if someone had it before you. He didn’t deserve it. You do. All of it. I’ll marry you tomorrow, if it means that much to you.”


  “I want to marry you next month. Only because I want to get started on our life together.”


  “My grandma and your mother are going to kill us, but we can probably threaten elopement if they don’t agree.”


  “You’re the smartest girl ever. I need you tonight, Isabel. Let’s head back to the house.”


  I stood up and brushed the sand off my white sundress, gathered my shells and took his hand. It was a nice and slow walk back to the beach house. This just feels so right. I knew more than anything that Alex was my road back home.


  We reached the cottage and knocked on Alicia’s door. The kids were so excited to see their Uncle Alex. We looked at the shells that I brought back and then Chelsea asked Alex to join them in a game of Old Maid. Of course, he ended up with the Old Maid card, which cracked them up even more. I took Alicia’s hands and brought them to my cheeks. She looked at me with understanding and I nodded my head in reassurance. After the card game, it was Christopher’s turn to get some attention from Alex. They sat on the floor and played with the Transformers, while Ali and I ordered room service for everybody.
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  Two hours later, we walked hand in hand into our room, our energy renewed by the laughter and warmth we had just shared with Ali and her kids. Alex led me to the bed, and instead of sitting on it, I stepped up and stood on the mattress in hopes of being on the same level with him. He was so tall that it merely brought me slightly above his head. Our kisses turned frantic, only to pause as he pulled my dress over my shoulders.


  “I’m going to spend every night of my life kissing away your memories of him. I’m going to find places he never touched, places he never kissed and our first times will be a thousand times sweeter than your first times with him. Isabel, you are the love of my life.”
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  “Though nothing can bring back the hour of splendor in the grass, glory in the flower, we will grieve not; rather find strength in what remains behind.”


  —Splendor in the Grass, 1961


  


  


  Alex was serious about moving up our wedding date. Despite our parents’ protests and Pierre’s extra “rush” charge, our wedding was going to take place two months earlier on January 21. That was only two weeks after Betty and Leigh’s wedding, and I felt rather bad about infringing on their special event. Betty, on the other hand, was thrilled and tried to convince Leigh to wait for us so we could honeymoon together. Of course, Leigh didn’t go for it. Neither did Alex, for that matter.


  The days after Christmas were as hectic as ever. Alex requested additional security for me in the weeks leading up to the wedding. My grandparents were worried that Jesse would resort to extreme measures to try to see me or speak to me, so they thought that having a bodyguard for protection wouldn’t hurt.


  “I don’t need additional security. Why is it such a big deal? Senator Rickey already granted me a leave of absence. I’m not going anywhere!” I argued vehemently against any special type of extra protocol.


  “Isa, your grandparents are just looking out for your safety. And I can’t say I don’t agree with them,” Alex calmly reiterated.


  “Agree with them about what, Alex? Jesse may be persistent, but he’s not that kind of person. You’re portraying him like he’s some kind of loony criminal. He would never, EVER do anything to hurt me. I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I snapped.


  Alex’s body went rigid as he withdrew his hand from mine and turned around to walk away. I knew that my adamant defense of Jesse had upset him. I relented as soon as I saw his reaction to what I said.


  “Alex, where are you going?” I exclaimed in surprise as I turned on my heels to follow him down the hallway that led to our bedroom. I gently gripped his arm and tried to spin him around to face me.


  He backed away with a pained look in his eyes. “I think I should be asking you that question. Where do you go, Isa? Where do you go when we talk about him?”


  “Nowhere. I don’t go anywhere. I’m here with you, and I’m sorry.”


  “Sometimes I’m not too sure about that.”


  I ignored the fact that he didn’t want to be close to me. I stepped in toward him and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I’m trying, A. I really am.”


  With Alex, I knew just what I had to do to make him feel better. I knew his weakness, and I wanted to make him happy. I stood on my toes and pulled him in for a nice, slow kiss. His arms immediately wrapped around me.


  “I’m sorry, babe. If it will make you feel better, I’ll agree to being followed around for now.” I smiled sweetly as I led him into the bedroom and closed the door behind us.
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  My mother was going to fly in the week before the wedding with Evie and Gracie. We spoke on the phone several times. She was sincerely very excited for me, but there was a dejected tone in her voice whenever we discussed the attention that my grandmother and grandfather were lavishing on me. I was on leave from my real job but continued to work for my grandfather’s firms by attending at least one board meeting a day. I enjoyed the type of work that I did for him immensely. It was challenging to be able to use negotiating skills to accomplish targets and goals. Alex and I would often discuss our ongoing deals and projects. My grandfather would beam with pride in the merging of two large family legacies. Gone were the days where my grandmother would compare me to my mother. I was nothing like her.
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  Preparations for the wedding were in full swing. Pierre was the couturier/wedding planner/wedding coordinator. Apparently, he decided what your wedding was going to look like, what you were going to give to the guests and the food you were going to feed them. All my grandmother did was give him a blank check and away he ran with the Holtzer-Ailey funds like they were his. Neither my grandmother nor my future mother-in-law was worried, so I figured I would let it go. Alex was busy traveling for work, trying to finish up his obligations so that we could take a week off for our honeymoon before figuring out what we wanted to do with our lives.


  My grandparents gifted us with the house across the garden where I grew up. We were going to live with them in the big house until they got the house renovated and furnished the way we wanted it. I didn’t take anything for granted. I was very grateful that we were getting a head start in life that not everyone else was privileged enough to have. His parents also gifted us with enough cash to spend on our honeymoon and to invest or save, depending on what we chose to do.
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  The day of Betty’s wedding came, and I spent two nights at her house helping her get ready. She wasn’t nervous at all. She was the perfect picture of a calm, organized and very content bride. She was overflowing with serenity — I thought that if I stuck close enough to her it would somehow transfer onto me through osmosis. There had been many times during the last few weeks that I felt an overwhelming guilt for not returning any of Jesse’s calls. I had dialed his number a few times only to hang up right before it rang. He weighed heavily on my mind. I felt like I was hanging on the edge of a cliff, suspended in motion. I was either going to claw my way back up or release my hold and fall aimlessly to the ground.


  The night before Betty’s wedding, we lounged together in her family’s theater room, trying to watch Splendor in the Grass with Natalie Wood and Warren Beatty. We both loved that movie and would philosophize about the star-crossed lovers and why they didn’t end up together.


  “Isabel?”


  “Uh-huh?” She had interrupted me right when Natalie Wood was saying goodbye to Warren Beatty who was now a farmer.


  “What do you think married life will be like?”


  “I don’t know, but you’ll be finding out before I do.” Stop speaking to me; she’s looking at him through the rearview mirror.


  Betty threw a pillow that narrowly missed me but knocked the popcorn bowl right off the table.


  “Hey! What was that for?”


  “I can’t believe I won’t be here for your wedding!” Betty wailed. Because Alex and I had pushed up the date, she would still be on her two-week honeymoon with Leigh.


  “I’ll miss you so much, but you’ll be having such fun, time will fly and we’ll see each other again before you know it.”
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  Her wedding went by without a hitch. Betty was picture perfect, with Leigh standing next to her in all his glory. The bridal party was composed of Leigh’s model friends, both male and female, Alex and myself. Alex arrived from another business trip and landed that afternoon with just enough time to stop by his house and get changed for the event. The couple’s wedding vows were beautiful and there were many emotional moments for me during the entire ceremony. Alex held my hand the whole time and squeezed it when symbolic words were spoken, and my eyes would brim with tears. The reception was held at the Ritz Carlton with about three hundred people in attendance. It was a party of who’s who with more or less the same group of friends that my grandparents ran around with. The newlyweds and their party were seated at the bride and groom table, which was set on a stage-like platform overlooking the other guests. Alex sat on Leigh’s right side, while I sat on Betty’s left.


  


  ALEX: I miss you. You are by far the most beautiful girl in this entire room.


  


  ME: Really? Cause that bridesmaid/model next to you has been leaning too close since we first got seated. LOL


  


  ALEX: I’m scheming about the quickest way to get that big bulky skirt off you tonight.


  


  ME: Is that all you think about?


  


  ALEX: With you, yes. Wanna meet in the bathroom?


  


  ME: :)


  


  I gathered my long dress together and stood up to leave. Alex shot up immediately and followed right behind me. I took his hand, and we strolled out of the room with sheepish smiles on our faces.


  “A, I was literally going to the bathroom. I need to pee.”


  “Then go and I’ll meet you right here in the lobby. Do you think we can just ditch this reception and leave? People are dancing, dinner is over, I’m really beat and I missed you.”


  “But I won’t see Betty for two weeks, we at least need to say goodbye to her and Leigh.”


  “You’re right. Let’s do it after you’re done.”


  We stopped in front of the bathroom doors, just as I heard someone call my name. I turned around to see Mr. and Mrs. Cain walking toward me.


  “Isabel, can we talk to you for a few minutes?”


  I let go of Alex’s hand and gave each of them a kiss on the cheek.


  I nodded at Alex and said, “Can you give me some time to talk to them? I’ll come and get you afterwards and then we can leave.”


  “Sure,” he replied, as he gave me a quick kiss on the lips.


  Jesse’s parents and I walked down the hall and sat on the first padded sofa that we found on the wall opposite the bathroom doors.


  “Isabel, we tried calling you in the office a few times but weren’t sure if you were receiving our messages,” Mrs. Cain began.


  “Oh, I’ve been on leave for a week now, so I haven’t been at work.”


  “Is everything okay?” asked Mr. Cain.


  “Oh yes! Of course. I’m just so busy getting prepared for the we-” I stopped short in my tracks and decided that they knew what I meant.


  “Isabel, we wanted to talk to you about Jesse. He’s really sorry for what he did. He’s devastated and hurting. We thought that maybe if we spoke with you we could better understand why you’ve decided to do this.”


  “Mr. and Mrs. Cain, Jesse and I just didn’t work out.”


  “He wants to marry you. He’s so in love with you.”


  “I’m so sorry that he’s hurting. If I could, I’d turn time back so that we could go back to the way things were before it all got so complicated. But I’m going to marry Alex now, and I hope that you can respect that.”


  “What happened? How did you stop loving him?”


  “I never stopped loving him. I waited too long and just lost too much time and pieces of myself for something that he wasn’t willing to commit to. Please know that I’m sincerely grateful for all the years that you were in my life. Mr. Cain, you were the father I never had. Mrs. Cain, the way you welcomed me into your family — I’ll never forget your kindness and warmth toward me. I love you both and will always love you, no matter what. You have to know this. But for now, I don’t think we have anything more to talk about. Please be happy for me. I’m happy. Alex Ailey loves me more than I could ever be loved.” What a long-winded speech. But this will be the last time I ever get to speak to them like this.


  “We understand, Isabel. But as a mother, my heart breaks for my son,” Mrs. Cain could hardly speak as she broke out in a whimper.


  I took her hand in mine and avoided her eyes. There was nothing I could say to ease her anguish. Mr. Cain put his arm around his wife and helped her to get up.


  “Thank you for your time, Isabel. Please always remember that you were like a daughter to us. That we will always love you.”


  I stood up and hugged them both tightly. There were tears in our eyes as I held each of their faces and gave them one last kiss on their foreheads. And then, it was time for me to go back to Alex.
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  I scanned the room for Alex and found him dancing in a circle with Betty, Leigh and the gorgeous model. She seemed to be sticking too closely to him, but Alex was oblivious of that and genuinely looked like he was having a blast with his friends. I walked up to them and joined in next to Betty. Alex saw me and left his place to pull me in close to him. He took my hand and led me to Betty and Leigh to say our goodbyes.


  “Congratulations, my dearest friend. I love you. Have fun on your honeymoon. I’ll see you when you get back!” I whispered as I hugged her tight.


  “The next time we see each other we’ll both be old married ladies!” She giggled. Then she turned serious. “I’ll call you on your wedding day. Be strong, Isabel. Accept the love that’s being given to you. Whatever you decide to do, I’m with you all the way.”


  Her message had so much significance. It came from an old soul who knew just what I had been searching for.
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  We walked into the house a few minutes before midnight. Alex had now taken to pretending to do a sweep of the house for any undetected gifts. He took my hand as we walked around the foyer into the formal living room and then he smiled his big, sexy grin and said, “No unwanted gifts tonight.”


  I giggled as I grabbed his hand and led him to the TV room. “Let’s relax in here for a while. I’ll ask the maid to bring us some wine. And snacks.”


  I pressed the intercom to speak to the kitchen staff. I still had my bridesmaid’s dress on as I sat on the couch with my feet tucked under my dress. Alex removed his shoes and socks and laid his head on my lap. His eyes were closed, one arm bent backwards holding my waist and the other folded on his chest. I lovingly rubbed my hands through his hair.


  “Tired, huh?” I whispered.


  “Uh-huh. That flight was more taxing than usual.”


  “Maybe you just got a bit more stressed trying to fit everything in.” I bent down to kiss his head. “Beautiful wedding, don’t you think?”


  “I do,” he mumbled. “I’m so glad Leigh finally got her. He thought for sure she would tire of that kind of life. She’s not used to following anyone around.”


  I missed her already.


  “Isa, can we talk about what the Cains wanted?”


  Mellie walked in with a tray of snacks and two glasses of red wine. He sat up to lean on my chest instead, and I lovingly wrapped my left arm around him.


  “I think they just wanted to hear everything from me. Why it ended, how it could end, you know, all that.”


  “Did they mention Jesse at all?”


  “They told me about how much he’s hurting.”


  “How did the conversation end?” He sat straight up and emptied his glass of wine. I fed him a cracker with some cheese. “Mmm. That hit the spot,” he said.


  “I asked them to be happy for me.” I suddenly wanted this conversation to be over.


  “How do you feel about it? Are you okay?”


  I paused for a few seconds. “I feel guilty for hurting them all.”


  “Is it guilt that you’re feeling when you’re quiet and lost in your thoughts?”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, worried that he had totally read my mind.


  “Sometimes, even when we’re together, I still feel like I don’t have you. I can sense that you’re holding back.” His voice trembled.


  “No, no, no, Alex. Oh please, no,” I whispered, as I instinctively held him closer, tighter to me.


  “I still don’t have all of you, I know that. I know it will take time.”


  “Baby, how can you be with me if you feel that way?” I asked, terrified that he might suddenly decide to walk away.


  “Because every so often, you give me a glimpse of what it’s like to have you. You unsuspectingly open up to me and I see your heart. Sometimes, you let your guard down through your laughter, your giggles, your tears, your touch … seeing you in those moments gives me hope that one day you’ll truly let me in.”


  He was absolutely right. Betty and my sisters had often pointed out the fact that I hadn’t given myself completely to him. I just didn’t know how. “I love you, Alex. Teach me how to show you so you don’t ever doubt that I do.”


  “Babe, why do you love me?”


  This suave, confident and successful man was suddenly meek and vulnerable and unguarded.


  “Alex! What a question!”


  “Humor me, baby, tell me why.”


  “Hmmm. Let’s see, because you’re gorgeous.” I kissed him. “And you smell so good.” I nuzzled his neck. “And not to mention gorgeous.” I licked his lips.


  “Iss, seriously?”


  I laughed and once again gathered up my puffy skirt so I could straddle him face to face.


  “A, you know why. I love you because you’re my best friend.”


  “Am I also your lover?” He held my face and kissed me, and then pulled my strapless dress down to expose me.


  “That you are. My one and only,” I purred.


  “Iss? Have you taken your pill for today?”


  “Nope. Not till before bed.”


  “Don’t. I want to start making babies right now. Do you realize how beautiful our babies are gonna be?”


  “Let’s hope they don’t get my family’s crazy genes.”


  He stifled my laughter with his mouth.
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  “Love is a promise, love is a souvenir, once given, never forgotten, never let it disappear.”


  —John Lennon


  


  


  The next few days went by in lightning speed. Everything was an emergency; there were last minute decisions and changes regarding the principal sponsors’ outfits, even the food selections. I would have done away with too many sponsors, but it was a cultural tradition to have three couples who served as your godparents throughout your married life, stand by your side at your wedding. To top it all off, I had not yet seen what my dress was actually going to look like! Pierre had a way of keeping his little secret until the day of the wedding. Sure, I had seen sketches galore, different views, different versions, but the actual dress? I was told that I had fitted on the shell and that would be it. The dress would be delivered to me on the day of the wedding. And no matter how many times I called, they shrugged me off and assured me that I would love the dress and all would be well.
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  Here we were, one step closer to the big day. My grandparents’ house was prepared for one of the biggest social events of the year. Balls of light were strung high upon the coconut trees that lined the orchid garden. Lights were swirled around every tree. Tables with an unlimited variety of different food were set up all around the house. There were flowers floating in the swimming pool, the lanai was filled with tables enough to host 500 people. My mother had flown in from abroad the night before, and we were in my bedroom trying to find shoes to match the dress I was going to wear.


  “Wow, Isabel, look at this closet!” my mother exclaimed as she pushed hanger upon hanger aside, pulling out dresses that caught her eye. “Your grandma and grandpa have really spoiled you, lucky girl.”


  I was uneasy about her last statement. Somehow the look in her eyes told me she wasn’t genuinely happy that her daughter was garnering all this attention.


  “Take what you want, Mom,” I answered, trying to appease what I was afraid might give rise to some sort of drama and a repeat of what happened at Evie’s wedding.


  “Oh no, these won’t fit me. But look at these shoes! Did Grandpa buy these Ferragamos for you?” she asked as she tried on a pair of my favorite sage green patent flats.


  “Yes, he did the last time we were in Hong Kong. Take them, Mom, I don’t wear them anymore,” I reiterated nervously.


  She did take a couple of pairs that night.


  Crisis averted, I thought.


  Alex arrived a few minutes after I had gone downstairs and met me as his mother was introducing me to his family from out of town. He came directly from a client meeting looking as hot as ever in a suit and tie. Even Pierre was eyeing him hungrily. Alex grabbed my hand and gave me a quick kiss as he led me through different groups who were waiting to meet me. “My God. You look like an angel tonight. Have I ever seen you with your hair up like that?” He groaned as he pulled me tightly to him. I glanced around the room nervously, making sure that my grandfather was nowhere in our vicinity.


  “Pierre made me do it,” I whined.


  “This neck of yours looks delicious,” he murmured, as he nestled his nose under my ear.


  I squeezed his hand and smiled.


  It was a night full of various conversations, mostly about what we planned to do and where we planned to live. Alex had just closed another huge deal that day, which led to congratulatory praises being handed to him as we moved around to meet the various guests. My grandmother also invited some magazine reporters who were going to cover the events of the next two days. Needless to say, they requested an inordinate amount of poses for their pictures. We had quite a few of Alex and me, but most of them really wanted to focus their attention on my mother and me. They wanted to know what Claudia Holtzer had been doing away from the limelight all these years. How she hadn’t changed and how wonderful she looked. How much I looked like her.


  “I’m afraid I can’t take too much credit for how Isabel turned out,” she told reporters. “She grew up partly with her grandparents, but mostly on her own. I am very proud of the young woman she’s become. Alex is a very lucky young man.”


  My mother’s words touched me deeply.
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  By the time the evening came to a close, Alex knew that we couldn’t spend the night together with my mother in the house.


  “Isa, wanna get out of here for a while?” His throaty voice rang in my ear as we finished up a conversation with some reporters. I nodded my head and pulled him to the front door. The valet pulled his car up to the front driveway and we hopped in and sped away.


  “Where are we going?” I asked, giggling.


  “Oh, anywhere away from all those people!” He laughed, as he turned the corner into a secluded cul-de-sac where houses were still under construction. “Let’s get in the back seat,” he commanded.


  I slipped in between the console that separated the two front seats and he opened the side of the door by the driver’s seat and slid in. I sat on his lap and leaned my head on his shoulder.


  “I needed this,” he whispered as he kissed me lightly on the lips. “It’s still so surreal to me that we’re getting married day after tomorrow,” he continued. “I can’t wait for you to be my wife.”


  I was quiet.


  “Isa? You okay?” He was visibly nervous at my silence.


  “Oh, yeah, I’m just so tired.” My mind was going a million miles an hour. Up to that point, I was still hoping to hear from Jesse. I felt like I had to give him the closure that he needed. Oh, who was I kidding? Maybe I needed the closure, not him.


  “I know you must be exhausted, baby. I’ll take you back in a few minutes. Just sit here with me for a little while longer.” He was always so loving and considerate. What did I do to deserve someone like him?


  I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. “Where are you going for your bachelor’s party tomorrow?” I asked, trying not to break the kiss.


  “Some place downtown that Leigh arranged before he left for his honeymoon,” he answered, as he leaned back and stroked my hair.


  “It’ll be fun to see the guys all in one place. Have fun, okay? It’s your last night as a single man,” I said lightheartedly.


  “I stopped being a bachelor months ago, Isa. You make me so happy, do you know that?” he asked as he tucked a strand of hair behind my right ear.


  “Alex? Are you okay with us living in the house for a while until we figure out what we’re doing? My mom leaves the day after the wedding, and Alicia will be alone in the house. I kinda wanna stay close since I’m all she has at this point.”


  He shifted from his seat, lifted me up and lay me on my back with my head against the door. My legs were on his lap as he leaned forward to join his lips with mine.


  “We’ll do anything you want, baby,” he mumbled. “I would live in a birdhouse if it meant being with you.”


  Didn’t I say that to someone not too long ago?
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  By the time Alex dropped me off, the house was dark and quiet. Evie and Alicia were waiting for me in my bedroom, propped up on the bed watching television.


  “Where’ve you been?” Evie asked, as she got up to give me a hug.


  “Alex and I just went for a drive.” I started to undress and walked inside my dressing room. I was opening and shutting the drawers trying to find something comfortable to wear and yelled out to my sisters, “Ali, have you been borrowing my pajamas?”


  “He was here,” Alicia’s voice quivered.


  “Ali, really, I’m out of pajamas. Can you ask Mellie to bring some up?” I stuck my head out of the closet.


  “Did you hear us, Isa? He was here,” Evie said solemnly.


  “Who was here? Alex?” I was hung up on the missing nightwear.


  “No, Isabel. Jesse was waiting here when we got home,” Evie continued. Her voice sounded dim and flat.


  I walked out of the closet and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Oh. Why didn’t he wait?” I asked.


  “Evie told him not to do this. That it was so selfish of him to do this to you when your wedding is in two days,” Alicia interjected.


  My sisters were now on the bed. Evie was holding my hand, and Alicia was hugging me from behind.


  “But I need to talk to him. I do.” I started to cry. “I just feel like there’s so much left unsaid. He needs to know what he means to me. I’m not throwing him away. I’m making a choice for my future.”


  “Isabel, what do you really want?” Evie asked. Her face registered with genuine sadness. She stood up to grab some Kleenex from my desk.


  Alex loves me. Remember how you got here.


  “I love Alex. He’s so good to me. But I just want to have the chance to explain things to Jesse. I want him to move on, and I think that he needs to hear some answers from me before I get married,” I cried.


  “Look, Isabel. Alex has his entire family here for the wedding. Everything has been set in motion. I don’t think there’s any turning back now. And if you see Jesse, we’re afraid you’ll change your mind. We’ve both seen how you are with Alex, how much Alex loves you. We don’t want you to ruin that by being impulsive,” Alicia said.


  Evie was a little bit more vocal. “The damn President of the country is attending your wedding on Sunday, Isabel! Did you not see the traffic to the church today caused by her Secret Service men sweeping the place? It’s a little too late for that now. Grandma and Grandpa are vested in this almost as much as you are.”


  As I leaned back and lay my head on the bed, my sisters followed suit and stayed on either side of me. “Eves and Ali, I know you’re both speaking to me from experience. But do we ever really know how things might turn out in the future? All we have is today. There are always going to be consequences to our choices, whether they turn out to be good or bad. I’m tired of taking risks with my heart. Alex loves me. He’s going to take care of me. I would never do anything to jeopardize what he’s given me,” I stated between deep breaths.


  I knew they understood me. Evie sighed and got up to leave.


  “Ali and I are next door if you need to talk. We’re going to leave now so you can get some rest. Goodnight, Isa. All our lives, we’ve only had each other — through thick and thin. Ali and I are with you every step of the way … no matter what.”
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  Needless to say, I hardly got any sleep that night. I had the same dream that I had months ago, but this time, I wasn’t on a carnival ride. I was running through a maze and there was no exit in sight. When I woke up the next day, I desperately tried to go back to sleep so I could find my way out. I was fully awakened by the shrill ringing of my phone.


  “Hi, baby,” I rasped. It was Alex.


  “Morning. What’re you doing today?” He sounded so awake.


  “Nothing, really. Just a spa day and relaxing. I didn’t sleep well last night.” Oh no. Why did I just blurt that out?


  “What’s wrong?” His concern was so evident. I knew why he had called.


  “Nothing, babe. I think I’m just wired from all the excitement.” I slid my body on the bed and sat up.


  “Can I see you today? I just got done working out. I can shower and be there in fifteen.” I could feel the tension in his voice.


  “What’s this about? Are you okay?” Suddenly I thought, Oh no, he’s changing his mind?


  “Isa, I was out for a run this morning and I got a sinking feeling that things weren’t okay with you. I’m afraid you’ll change your mind. That he’ll try something today to convince you not to go through with marrying me tomorrow.” His voice was soft and his words were somewhat halted.


  “Please, babe. You shouldn’t be worrying about anything. I want you to relax, rest and enjoy your bachelor party with the guys tonight. We don’t have to see each other today. Spend the day with your mom. She’s been really emotional about everything. It will just make getting together tomorrow night that much sweeter.” I was making him a promise. “I love you, Alex.”


  “I love you too, Isabel. In less than forty-eight hours, you’re going to be Mrs. Ailey.” His voice was noticeably calmer.
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  “Beloved when I look upon myself, I see that my intelligence and clarity is You


  Everything that is precious in my worthless being is You.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  I spent most of the day with Evie and Alicia. Gracie spent the day visiting her dad, and my mom was out seeing friends with her husband. We relaxed by the pool and I was able to run five miles in the afternoon. I ran the route that Jesse and I used to take, secretly hoping that I would bump into him. Except for thinking about him for that one brief moment, it was nice to just have a day off. I was so thankful that Pierre, with all his bossy and mysterious ways, was handling the entire event without my involvement. That night, the three of us lounged on the patio and had a light dinner. I had my feet up on one of the rattan couches and was wearing the most comfortable pair of running capris and a tank top. We smoked a few cigarettes and drank some wine. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to handle a lot, so I had a ‘one glass and three cig’ limit. That was enough to make me feel relaxed. In fact, by 9:00 P.M., I was ready to call it a night.


  “Sayonara, sissies. I think I’m going to bed to read a book and just chill,” I announced, as I stood up to leave. I paused for a moment, surprised by a flash of lightning followed by a loud roar of thunder. “Didn’t they say that rain on your wedding day is good luck?” I teased.


  “Grandma always said that. Money shall rain all throughout your married life, according to her,” Alicia mockingly snorted.


  Evie was deep in thought and completely missed our rain conversation. “Great idea, Isa. Get that beauty sleep. Are you all packed for your honeymoon?”


  “I brought out all the clothes I wanted to bring and set them aside for Mellie to pack for me,” I answered. “I guess I overpacked, and now I’m thinking that I should probably pack lighter and just buy stuff if I need anything while I’m there. What do you think?” I lingered around to hear my sisters’ thoughts on the matter.


  “I think you should do that. You know you’re going to shop. You and Alex together in the world of couture. You’re going to shop, trust me,” Alicia chided.


  “You’re right, Ali Bali. I’ll revisit my pile before Mellie gets into it.” I laughed. “Oh, speak of the dev- I mean the best nanny in the world.” I turned to find Mellie with a serious look on her face. I should have known. Mellie and bad news always went together.
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  “Ma’am Isabel, this came for you,” she said, as she held out a sealed white envelope in her hand. Her dark eyes burned with melancholy. I could feel it seeping into me.


  I stood frozen in place as Evie reached out to take it.


  “Are you going to read it?” she asked nervously.


  “Yes.” I walked toward her and gently placed the envelope between my fingers. It was wet and flimsy and some of the ink on the front had smeared through the paper.


  I moved back to the same couch I had gotten up from and sat down as I unfolded the envelope:


  


  Dearest Isabel,


  It seems that you are no longer taking my calls, and although I would like to think that you are merely missing them on your phone, I know this isn’t the case. As I write this letter, a picture of the beautiful, innocent young girl I met seven years ago emerges in my head. How much I miss that girl, and how desperately I long to see her, to hear her voice, to touch her and hold her. I remember how much you loved me, Isabel. How much you gave up for me. You stopped at nothing to make me feel loved and secure and I took it all for granted. Now I live with so much regret.


  Remember the party where we first met? When you walked straight into me, you were so close that I had to curtail the urge to wrap my arms around you and hold you there. I still remember how I snuck a sniff of your hair — it smelled like heaven. No matter how hard I tried not to fall for you, you had me then, just as much as you have me now. There is no sweeter sound to me than your laughter, and I’ve been craving it more than I do my next breath.


  We were from two different worlds and I wanted so much to be a part of yours. But somehow I felt that I never belonged and resolved to work hard at thriving in it someday. I now regret asking you to give up your world for mine. I guess we were just so young, I never imagined how asking someone to surrender who they are will always only be temporary. While we were in college, the sudden attention and success that I had went to my head. I felt so invincible. I thought that my success would cure me of all my insecurities. I failed to recognize that your patience and love was what got me there. There was so much temptation around me everywhere I went and I felt like I was losing out by tying myself down to you. And yet, when we came together every weekend, I knew that I wasn’t willing to give you up either.


  I never stopped loving you, Isabel. Through all these growing pains we shared, it has always been and will always only be you. I was selfish and foolish to think that you would wait for me while I sorted myself out.


  I thirst for you, I long for you. There is not one moment that goes by that I don’t think of you. Nothing matters to me. I will never find my peace or happiness without you.


  Do you still think of me, Issy? When you’re with him, is it me that you see? Are you with him only because you fear that you have so much love to give? I’m here now, Isabel. I’m ready for all your love. I’m ready to love you, to fight for you. If you give me back your love, I promise never to waste it again.


  I’m outside of your house waiting for you to come to me. I’ll stay here no matter how long it takes. Come outside. Let’s continue our story. Let’s prove to the world that first loves can last a lifetime. Please, Isabel. I’m begging you. Come to me tonight.


  Jesse


  


  I felt weak and lightheaded. I was blinded with tears. But I wasn’t hysterical. I was surprisingly calm. The sound of the heavy downpour on the glass roof over our heads was deafening. I dropped the letter to the floor and walked up to Evie.


  “He’s outside. I’m going outside. I’ll text you if I need you. Please don’t follow me,” I pleaded with her.


  Evie slowly nodded her head as I turned to walk toward the front door. As she slowly wrapped me in her arms, her words were barely a whisper, “Do what you need to do to get him out of your system.”
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  I was running down the driveway when I realized I didn’t have any shoes on. I could hardly see through the rain and was soaked to the bone by the time I got outside the gates. As the security guards started to run after me, I jerked around, held both hands up to them and yelled at the top of my lungs, “Don’t! DO NOT follow me!”


  I turned to my left and saw him. As he looked up and realized it was me, Jesse got out of his car, walked a few feet toward me and fell to his knees. He was holding up a black box as he sobbed. I steadily approached him and took his hands in mine. Calmly and with wooden precision, I led him back to his car. Not a single word was exchanged between us as he started the car up and drove away. I stared out over the dashboard into the darkness before us as we rode the car in complete and utter silence.


  Before the light comes this must all be over, I thought resolutely. Tomorrow needs to belong to Alex.


  He jumped out of the car and threw his keys on the driver’s seat as we made our way into the lobby of his condo. I didn’t care that we were both soaking wet and that I was still barefoot.


  Jesse opened the door to his place and led me inside. As I stood by the entrance, he switched on all the lights and rushed to the closet to grab us some towels. He gently handed me a towel for my hair and wrapped another one around my shoulders. Minutes passed and we still hadn’t uttered a single word. He led me to his couch. I sat on one end while he sat on the other.


  “Jess!” I sobbed. “Why are you doing this to me now? Don’t you see that it’s too late?”


  He stood up and knelt in front of me, in between my drenched legs. “No, Issy. It’s not too late. I love you. I want to marry you. I’m so sorry. So sorry. We have tonight. We can make this right. Tell me how to turn it all back. Please, Isabel. I’m going to die if I don’t get to touch you. My heart can’t take it!” he cried.


  I reached out for him and took him in my arms as he continued to shed tears.


  “No, Jess, please don’t. Please don’t cry!” I wailed.


  He pushed me back and lightly traced my face with his thumbs. I closed my eyes as his fingers felt my face, my eyelids, my nose, and my lips. His hands slowly traveled down my chin, my neck and lightly brushed my arms. I leaned back and let him touch me. I closed my eyes and felt his hands touch my breasts, my stomach, my hips, and my thighs. I begged my mind to memorize the feel of his fingers, his touch, his smell. I would never get over him. He was still like a drug to me and I was getting my much-needed fix. I never wanted to forget him. I wanted the feel of him indelibly carved into my heart. I loved him once; I will love him always. If he didn’t wound me, there would’ve been nothing for Alex to heal.


  Alex. He healed me. He deserves my love.


  Just as he spread my thighs for a more intimate touch, I stopped him. I was in the right frame of mind to know that from that moment forward, Alex would be the only one to have that part of me. I took his hands and brought them to my face. I kissed his hands, brought his forehead to my lips and held them there for a few seconds.


  “Jesse, I want to say goodbye. I want to thank you for everything. For loving me, for teaching me, for being my first. You opened up my heart and showed me how amazing it feels to be in love, to let go, to be immersed in selflessness. I’m so glad that all this happened with you.”


  He was sobbing openly as he said, “Please love me, please love me again. You did it before, please try to remember what you said — you promised you’d never say goodbye.”


  For the next few minutes, we sat together, holding hands and speaking volumes through the silence of our hearts. It wasn’t like he had given up. He knew that I had made my choice. Fifteen minutes later, I stood up to leave. He remained seated, looked up at me and clutched my hand with a desperation in his eyes that pierced right through me. Those intense and fiery gray eyes that held my soul. It was the perfect photocopy of the picture that Ryan took years ago, only this time, I was the one turning my back. I slowly pulled my hand away and walked toward the door. I heard a gasp and a sob but willed myself not to turn around.


  What kind of person am I? Do I have a heart? What am I doing? Who walks away from her first love?


  I do, I calmly told myself. I have to. I’m going to regret staying. I’ll be a disgrace to my family. He can’t do this to me again. Open up your heart to Alex. Now that you’ve let Jesse go, you can fall completely in love with him. You can. You will.


  “Pleeeease, Isabel!” Those should have been the last words I heard him say.
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  I stopped right in my tracks as that high-pitched howl froze me in my place. I can’t do this. I can’t leave him. I did make him a promise. At least not like this. Have you ever been at the highest arc of a rollercoaster after the long, slow ride to the top? Do you remember how it feels when you take a deep breath as the car tips over, right before the drop? As soon as it happens, gravity sucks the air out of your lungs and for a split second, no matter how hard you try, there is no air inside you. Your lungs are barren. You’re empty. This was my freefall. I felt smothered, like I was dying. For the longest time, he was my air. He was my life.


  I snapped around and ran right back into his arms. He was standing now, about to chase after me.


  “Jesse!” I cried, as his mouth sought mine and I finally gave in to him. Give me back my air. I need it so desperately.


  It was incredibly liberating to feel such abandon. No qualms and yet no promises. We kissed as he lifted me up and pinned me against the wall. His hands grabbed my hair as he snaked his quivering lips down my neck and wrapped my legs around his waist.


  Every action has a consequence. It will be mine to pay once this night is over. Once this night is done.


  “No! Jesse, No!” I wept. “We can’t, Jesse. It’s not right. Not like this!”


  He looked at me with such sadness and resignation as he gently set me down.


  “Issy, stay with me for a little while longer. We don’t have to do anything. I just want to be with you.”


  I nodded and walked toward the couch. We sat down facing each other, my head resting on his shoulder, while my legs were tucked under my knees. He took my hand, placed it on his heart and kept it there. We spoke in hushed tones, somber and subdued.


  “Why didn’t you wait for me? How could you let him love you?”


  “His love for me is so different. It’s healthy. It’s real. All these years, he’s been my friend. He loves me for me, Jesse.”


  “I love you for you. I was just too insecure to get over your being too good for me. That’s changed now, Iss. I’m a success. I can take care of you.” His voice was louder, more emphatic.


  “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I’ve always told you that.”


  “Where did your love for me go?”


  “It never left. Alex is just here now.” I brought his hand to my lips. “You and I, we don’t bring out the best in each other. You wanted control and I let you control me. I equated it with your love for me. Now that I’ve had a chance to experience a different kind of love, I can never go back.”


  “I can change. I can be anything you want me to be. Just love me again, Isabel,” he implored.


  I balked at the pain in his eyes. I had no more words for him.


  “I have to go home soon.”


  “Please not yet, stay with me. Let me hold you, just like this.” He enveloped me in his arms, closed his eyes and breathed a sigh.


  We were both exhausted from the fight to slow down the passage of time.


  “Do you want to see the ring I got you?” His tears fell as the words came tumbling out.


  “No. I don’t need to. I’m sure it was really beautiful, though.” I smiled warmly at him.


  “I love you, Issy. I don’t want tomorrow to come,” he said sorrowfully, his eyes never leaving mine.


  “It’ll be okay, Jess. We both know what we have to do. Right now, we still have a few hours together. We’ll be ready when tomorrow comes.”


  I snuggled against him, closed my eyes, and allowed the peace in my soul to take over my heart.
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  “Accept the things to which fate binds you, and love the people with whom fate brings you together, but do so with all your heart.”


  —Marcus Aurelius


  


  


  When Ali and my mother met me at the door early that morning, there was so much understanding and sympathy in their eyes that I just totally lost it. I fell into my mother’s arms as they led me upstairs to my room. Evie looked at me searchingly, as if waiting for me to confirm her suspicions. I shook my head slightly and she understood. She looked more relieved than anything else.


  “Isabel, hija, it will be okay,” my mother said as she stroked my hair and embraced me tightly.


  Evie went about setting out some dry clothes for me to wear. Everyone was at a loss for words. My mother held me for an hour until I finally fell asleep.
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  I awoke to the sound of chirping birds. It was past two o’clock in the afternoon and I was still feeling drowsy. I got out of bed and wrapped a blanket around me as I walked down the hall to see where everyone was. My sisters and my mother were in her sitting room. I walked in and sat down on the couch beside Alicia.


  “How are you feeling, Isa?” she asked as she drew me into her arms.


  “I’m feeling better. Just a bit tired,” I answered feebly.


  “Francesca, Alex has been calling. I told him you were resting and he said to just let you know he called. That he can’t wait to see you at the church tonight.” My mother was cautiously choosing her words.


  I nodded my head and lay on Alicia’s shoulder.


  “I’m gonna get some cucumbers for your eyes.” She laughed as she stood up to leave. Evie took the cue and joined her as they walked out of the room arm in arm.


  The room was totally quiet except for the low hum of the air conditioner. “Francesca, please talk to me,” my mother started.


  “Mom, there’s nothing to say. I made a mess of everything. I didn’t know it would snowball into something I can’t control,” I cried.


  “What’s out of control, Isabel?” she asked.


  “This. The wedding. I’m getting married today. How can I love Alex when Jesse has my heart? Is there such a thing, Mom? Can that happen?” I looked at her and knew at that moment that she understood.


  “Yes, it can. My life exploded out of control when your father hurt me. I did everything to hurt him back, to the point of no return. He was the only man I have ever really loved. But after all the words and the hurt and the men, there was no way we could repair what we ruined. Isabel, listen to me. If you don’t want to go through with the wedding, you don’t have to. We can stop this. But I’m going to tell you that Alex — his love is what you need. He will fix you. He will fix your heart.” Her tears were falling as I rushed into her arms.


  “I know, Mom. I know this is what’s best. But my heart. It’s broken. What if he can’t fix it? What will my life be like?” I wept openly, as I covered my face with my hands.


  “You, my love, will be okay. You will fix yourself if you need to. You are so strong, so determined, I have no worry at all whatsoever that you will survive this. That’s what you are, Isabel. You’re a survivor.” My mother wiped my tears and kissed me on the forehead. I nodded weakly and lay on her lap.


  “Okay, here is your face mask and cucumbers for your eyes,” Alicia excitedly called out as she walked back into the room. “No more crying, please. No amount of makeup will be able to fix those eyes!” We all laughed and the drama was over. For now.


  The afternoon was spent with Ali yelling at me to not get up so the cucumbers on my eyes wouldn’t fall off. I tried to annoy her by scrunching my face until bits of the face mask started to crack and crumble. We had our nails done; the hair and makeup ladies came over. My mother’s sitting room was converted into a beauty salon.


  Betty called too, excited for me and upset that she couldn’t be here. I assured her that we would catch up as soon as she got back. “Hey,” she breathlessly greeted me. “How’s the bride to be? Nervous?”


  “I’m good. Where are you?” I tried to sound as normal as possible.


  “Sorry, I was trying to reach you now due to the time difference. Leigh and I are walking down the Champs Elysees, just shopping.”


  I could hear the shuffling of feet and shopping bags as she chatted on.


  “Oh, fun!” I exclaimed as the hairdresser was unrolling the curlers in my hair. “You’d better get off this phone, you might trip with all those bags,” I joked.


  “I miss you, Isabel. I wish I was there. You’re doing the right thing,” she mused pensively.


  “I know, B. I miss you too. Thank you for calling. I’ll see you when we get back from Paris.” I wondered if she sensed the fake lilt in my tone.


  “Hey, Isa. The lady at Hermes says that there will still be Birkins when you get here next week. Alex needs to get you your wedding gift.” She laughed loudly.


  “I can’t wait!” I squealed. “I love you, B, and thank you for calling.”


  “I love you too. And Leigh sends his love. He says, ‘Happy honeymoon!’” She snickered.


  Finally, an hour before I was to leave for the church, Pierre showed up with my dress. It was the most amazing piece of artwork I had ever seen. A strapless gown in exquisite lace with light beading all over and a big satin bow at the back. After the wedding, I found out that my dress alone had cost as much as Mellie’s salary for the year. Minutes later, the tiara was delivered by security guards over to our house. It was filled with diamonds and pearls and perfectly sat on top of my veil like it was made for me. Well, it was, actually. My grandmother had modified the old family heirloom to modernize the diamonds and settings a little bit. She felt that wearing a tiara last worn by my mother would be bad luck. She wouldn’t have gone all out like this if I were marrying Jesse. It was all about marrying an Ailey and making sure she showed them that I was their equal. That was my grandmother. I loved her for it because no matter the reason why, she finally loved me at that moment. Maybe I gave her and my grandfather their time in the limelight by marrying Alex. My sponsors were Senators and my guest of honor was the President of the country. Did I give Jesse up for this? Was he the price I paid for making them love me?
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  When the time came to get into the limousine and head out to the church, I asked for a moment alone with my mother. “Mom, I wanted to tell you how much I love you and to thank you for being here for me today.”


  She smiled at me and kissed me on the cheeks. “You’re my daughter, Isabel Francesca. And I love you.”


  “I need you, Mom. I need you in my life. I promise we’ll visit often. Alex and me. You are gaining a wonderful son. We will make it,” I said this with utmost certainty.
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  Minutes later, my grandfather and I were pulling into the church driveway. “Go ahead, Grandpa, I’d like to sit here until my sisters come and get me.” I leaned over to give him a kiss and ended up wiping my lipstick off his cheeks. “Thank you for everything.”


  He awkwardly patted my hand, nodded his head and left me alone with my thoughts. The car was heavily tinted and I was confident that no one was able to see me inside. I laughed out loud as I saw Alex rushing toward the limousine and being held back by Evie and Alicia. I watched as they scolded him, their scowling faces pushing him toward the church entrance.


  


  ME: You look gorgeous.


  


  ALEX: Your wicked sisters just accosted me on my way to you.


  


  ME: Bad luck to see the bride. Only a few more minutes, babe.


  


  ALEX: Walk straight down that aisle to me. I’ll be waiting.


  


  He made me smile. There might not have been a heart in there but whatever was left was filled with love for him. I’m going to do this.


  Tap. Tap. Tap. I placed my head against the tinted glass to see who it was. It was my father. No kidding. The Felix Amarra. Not father numbers two to five. The original. I opened the car door and motioned for him to come inside. I hadn’t seen him in years. He looked a little older and slimmer than I remembered him; his weathered brown eyes were filled with emotion.


  “Papa, hi,” I said nervously. I prayed with all my might that my mother would not see him.


  “Isabel, you look spectacular. My daughter has grown up into such a beautiful woman!” he exclaimed.


  “Thank you,” I answered timidly.


  My father had not been invited to the wedding. My grandfather, the man who raised me, deserved the honor of giving me away.


  He cleared his throat. “I just wanted to see you on your wedding day, to wish you the best. I love you, Isabel. Congratulations. I hope to be able to meet Alex someday.”


  “Of course, Pa. We’ll come visit after the honeymoon. Thank you for stopping by to see me, it means a lot.” I gave him a hug and a kiss. I knew I needed to feel more about this moment, but I didn’t. He was never in my life, he could never take credit for the good or the bad that I turned out to be.


  The car door opened to my squealing sisters, who spent a few minutes fawning over my father. Just then, Pierre came rushing toward the car, his hands frantically waving in the air.


  “Isabel, it’s time for the procession,” Evie commanded as she took my hand to help me out of my seat.


  Alicia helped to gather up my train as we walked to the red carpet that began by the church door. Voices of angels filled the church as the choir started to hum to Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major. The flower girls started to walk down the aisle while scattering rose petals along the way. The church was filled with people. The beautifully hand carved pews were overflowing with heads now turned toward the church door to witness the procession.


  Gracie followed next as a Junior Bridesmaid. She had grown into a beautiful young lady. Tall and lanky just like her father, she towered over the rest of her sisters. Alex’s sister-in-law, Molly, was next, followed by three more of his cousins and then my cousins. I missed Betty as I thought about how she was the only friend who stuck by me when I chose Alex over Jesse. It was Evie and Alicia’s turn to walk. Alex’s two cousins were approaching them to take their arms and begin the trek to the altar.


  “This is it,” I squeaked. “See you there.”


  The very moment they walked away, there he was standing right in front of me.


  Jesse.
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  “It is such a mysterious place, the land of tears.”


  —Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince


  


  


  Seventeen long hours later, a loud thud and a jolt wake me from my reverie as the plane speed comes to a screeching halt. I turn to face my husband and I realize he is speaking to me. I can’t hear a word he’s saying. I feel like I’m going to pass out, but I must hold it together for Eddie. I take Alex’s hand in mine and he squeezes it. He looks at me so lovingly, his kind eyes telling me that it’s all going to be okay. Ten years later and he was the choice that I made.


  He is the right choice.
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  The night of the wedding, as Jesse grabbed my arm and stopped me as I started to walk down the aisle, all the years I spent loving him flashed before my eyes. All the love I felt for him came rushing back. I couldn’t breathe but only for a moment. I’m not sure what it was, but just as quickly, a feeling of calmness washed over me. I knew what I had to do right then and there.


  


  “Isabel, please, don’t do this. I can’t see beyond this moment without you in my life. Do you remember, you promised you would be with me forever? Let’s just go, leave all this behind,” he gasped breathlessly.


  Evie and Alicia were quick to rush to either side, like guards, or more like my guardian angels. The church was dead quiet by now.


  Evie quickly shuffled up the aisle and stopped right between the church door and the altar. “Everyone, please, we need a moment here.”


  Alex spun around and started walking toward her. She motioned for him to stop and with her eyes, begged his brother Anthony to keep him where he was. She led me outside the church with Jesse following right behind, clutching my elbow, afraid to let go. His tears were flowing and his gaze tore right through my very core. He was wearing the same soaked up clothes that he had on the night before, and from his disheveled appearance it didn’t look like he had done much of anything since I last saw him.


  I held his face in my hands and pleaded with him. “Jesse, please, please let me go. We can’t hold on to the past and let it influence what’s best for us. Alex is waiting, Jesse. Please, I want to go to Alex.”


  “Issy, I love you, I have always loved you. How can I love anyone else? How can you let go of our seven years together? I’m begging you — I’ll make this right. I will,” he implored, while holding on to my arm for dear life.


  “Jess, I’ll never forget you. And I will always be thankful for everything we had. Please let me go. This is what’s best for me.”


  Me. As soon as I said the word me, he snapped back to reality and slowly shook his head. “I love you Isabel. Don’t forget me,” he whispered and took a step back, letting go of my arm. Letting go of my heart. Setting me free. Was it over? Truly over? Evie and Alicia readjusted my train, as I turned around and searched for my grandfather who was waiting to give me away.
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  Jesse walked away with my heart that night. He should have known, that when he touched me the night before, my fate had been sealed. Throughout the haze of the wedding, the five hundred people, the smiling, the dancing, I managed to look at the single women in attendance and thought to myself, If someone wants to take Alex away from me, I would say, “Here, please take him. Save him from this misery. Love him like he deserves to be loved.”


  I realized that this out of body experience had taken place when Alex and I were alone the night of our honeymoon. I was going through the motions, but I wasn’t really there. I actually stopped him from going further after he peeled away the layers of my wedding dress.


  “Mrs. Ailey, thank you for giving me such a perfect evening. Your beauty is daunting; you are absolutely captivating. This is the happiest night of my life.” His eyes grew dark as he unzipped my dress and slowly unwrapped every tier of fabric from my body. “I’m going to make you come in every single corner of this honeymoon suite,” he whispered as he turned me around to face him. His need made him shake with anticipation. I wanted to get there. I needed to be here. I closed my eyes and willed myself to feel.


  “Alex, please, let’s slow down,” I pleaded as my dress fell to the floor, leaving me in nothing but the white virginal corset that seemed to excite him even more. He proceeded to undress me and felt me tremble as he caressed me with his fingers. He stopped when he realized that I wasn’t ready.


  “Are you okay? What’s wrong? “


  “Nothing. I think I’m just so tired. I just need a minute.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.


  Please, please, this is Alex now. I love him. This is going to work.


  In the hours that followed, the world stopped revolving and it was just Alex and me.
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  Shortly after we were married, I announced to Alex that we were moving to the States. “The States?” He blinked unbelievingly. “Where?”


  “I don’t know, Chicago maybe? Let’s start a new life somewhere, Alex. Far away from our pasts,” I said. “What pasts? I don’t have a past, Isa. Our life is here. I can’t do that to my father. Your grandparents would be heartbroken. They’re so excited about the baby.” He stepped forward and took me into his arms.


  Days turned to weeks and despite so much discussion, the subject of moving away never really progressed. I was a wreck with my pregnancy hormones and paranoia about running into Jesse. I cried constantly, I was quiet, listless and depressed. One month after the wedding, Alex leaned over me as I faced the opposite side of the bed, away from him.


  “Isa, baby, talk to me. What’s wrong? You’ve been so sad lately. I can’t reach you, you seem so far away. Maybe we need to see the doctor again. I’m really worried about you.”


  I couldn’t see his eyes, but I sensed the concern in his voice as he leaned his head on my shoulder and wrapped his arms around me.


  “I told you, Alex. We have to leave.”


  “Why? What happened that you hate it here all of a sudden?”


  I released myself from his hold and sat up on the bed.


  “I can’t stand looking at this place. I want a new start. I need to get away from all this.”


  “Babe, you’re not making any sense.”


  “I was with him the night before our wedding,” I confessed in an almost whisper.


  He gulped and clutched his chest in response. “What?”


  I swallowed slowly and stared straight into his eyes. I held both hands up to touch him, but he backed away so quickly, the mattress shifted abruptly as he rolled off the bed and sat by its edge. I slinked my way toward him and tried to grab his shoulders. He shot straight up and turned around to face me.


  “Did he touch you?” He snorted tersely.


  “Yes, but-” I began.


  “Did you have sex with him? The night before we got married. Did you?”


  “No, Alex, I didn’t! Please, let me explain.”


  He spun around, grabbed a vase by the bedside and threw it against the wall. “Fuck!” he cried.


  There goes his heart, I thought to myself as the glass exploded against the wall into a million little pieces.


  I tried once again to touch him, but he pushed me away and walked over to the sitting room. I followed him silently, keeping my distance, certain that he couldn’t stand to be near me. Who could, for that matter? I felt ashamed and filthy. Instinctively, I wrapped my robe tighter around me in a gesture of modesty. His face was now red, his head made jerking movements and his fists were curled up into a ball.


  “Why, Isa? I thought you loved me?”


  I sat on the coffee table directly in front of him, afraid to even let my knees touch his.


  “Please, Alex. Please. I want to tell you everything. I need you to hear this.”


  His eyes looked straight through me. I knew he was gone.


  “That night, he came over to see me, I thought I owed it to him to close the book on us. I didn’t know that he was planning to propose marriage. When we got to his apartment, I was so emotional about hurting him that I got carried away. I wanted, in that moment, to take away his pain. But it had nothing to do with you. It had nothing to do with my love for you. I knew you were my future then, as I know it now. I just couldn’t leave him, he had questions; he needed answers. I felt an obligation to fix him. I never knew I could shatter someone like that, and I just couldn’t turn my back on him. I love you, please, never doubt that.”


  “He touched you.” His eyes confirmed to me that the damage was irreparable. I had broken him.


  “I don’t deserve you, but I’m begging you to forgive me, please.”


  “And you want to leave because you still love him?” His teeth were clenched. The beautiful sitting room suddenly felt dark and morbid.


  “No! No. I want to leave because too many things here remind me of the mistakes I’ve made. I’ve been dying to tell you everything. I want to go somewhere where you and I can be just us. Build a future together without being reminded of the things I’m ashamed of.” I wept openly. For a second I saw his features soften before he regained his composure and stayed the heck away from me.


  “How do you expect me to get over this?”


  I bowed my head in realization of the fact that not only did I deserve this, but that I also may have lost him forever.


  “Alex? If you want me to set you free, I will. You are worthy of so much more. We can meet with Father Ruben and ask him to help us get an annulment. This is all my fault. I will let you go if that’s what you want.”


  “I don’t know what I want anymore,” he mumbled, as he rose from the chair and disappeared from my sight.


  I stayed rooted to my seat, not knowing whether to go after him that night. My first instinct was to chase him, to beg him not to leave me. In some way, I wondered whether he would have caved in to me if I had a chance to touch him. I guess I’d never know. He was disgusted with me and I didn’t need to push myself on him. As I cried myself to sleep, I replayed the previous scene over and over again. I was certain that I had delivered the final blow to my marriage. He was done with me.


  I woke up to an empty space and untouched pillows. Alex never returned to the room.


  Early in the morning, I was awakened by Mellie’s soft knock on my bedroom door. “Ma’am Isabel, Sir Alex asked me to let you know that he will be staying at Sir Anthony’s house for a few days. He told me to tell you that he will call you.”


  I nodded, not wanting to reveal any emotions in front of her. As soon as she left the room, Alicia came in and slipped under the covers next to me.


  “He wants you to know that he just needs some time,” she said with a tone of disappointment as she shook her head. “Oh, Isa, what did you do?”


  All I could do was cry.


  I spent the first day waffling between tears of loss and visions of hope. I thought back to his actions and his words. How much he loved me. Did he love me enough to overlook this transgression? The second day without him left me desolate and lonely. I heard every sound in the house. I counted every minute. I missed him so desperately.


  By then, I had placed numerous calls to his brother Anthony’s house.


  “Isa, I’m so sorry, Alex has given instructions not to be told if you call. He’s trying his best to process everything.” Anthony’s voice was gentle and soothing. He wasn’t judging me.


  “How is he?” I asked the question, terrified of what the answer might be.


  “He’s distraught. But not because of what you did. He’s devastated because he thinks he never had you in the first place. He doesn’t know what to do about that.”


  “Oh, Tony,” I started to cry again, “please tell him to come home. Please tell him that I love him and that I’m waiting right here for him.”


  Three days passed and still no call from Alex. I knew then that the only thing left to do was to try to go to his brother’s house to see him. I was ready to take the risk, to put myself out there. I didn’t deserve his love, but I wanted it so badly. The insufferable prospect of losing him was only better than the agonizing regret I would face if I didn’t try. I had to tell him how much he meant to me. He had to at least hear it one last time. Consciously, I prepared myself for the possibility of losing him. What will I do? Where will I go? Will my child ever know him?


  As soon as I had uttered the words to him and relayed what had happened, it was as if my heart had been freed from its chains of remorse. It was beating again, this time with affection for the man who deserved it. No more secrets, no more lies. I was ready to start over with only love for him in my heart. There was no more looking back, only a future together ahead of us. I just needed one last chance to tell him. If he looks into my eyes, I know he’ll believe me.


  The sun was shining, the flowerbeds were in bloom, and the air was peaceful and serene. What a beautiful day for a marriage to end, I thought as I sat outside on the patio, lost in my thoughts and focused on writing Alex a letter. I wanted to be prepared to leave something at Anthony’s house in case he refused to see me.


  “Isabel.” I heard his voice close behind me.


  I sat still for fear that if I turned around, it would grant him permission to say goodbye. Tears flowed down my cheeks as I stared straight ahead. He walked over to me and knelt down between my legs.


  “I was writing you a letter,” I started, as he took my hands in his and held them tightly.


  “What were you going to say?” he asked, his eyes still sad but this time devoid of any anger.


  “I was going to leave it at Anthony’s in case you didn’t want to see me. I wanted to let you know how much I miss you. How sorry I am for hurting you and how much I truly love you. I wanted to beg you to come back home.”


  “Tell me,” he whispered as a tiny smile crept across his face, “I’m here now.”


  I held his beautiful face in my hands. “I have lived my entire life trying to make people happy, doing things for people, clamoring for their affection. When I fell in love with you, I couldn’t get over the fact that someone truly cared for me, instead of the other way around. When I chose to be with you instead of Jesse, it was the first time that I had hurt someone instead of them hurting me. I felt so responsible for crushing him that I wanted to stay around to help him understand why and how it happened. I failed to consider what that would do to you. I sincerely apologize for that, Alex, I do. More than anything else, I want you to know that I love you. Only you. Somehow I justified leaving Jesse by telling myself that I was doing it to make my family happy, when in fact, it’s simply because no one has ever loved me the way that you do. It’s the only love I want. I’ve always been honest with you about how difficult it has been to let go of the past. But you are my present and my future. From the first time we were together, you saved my life. You saved my soul. You made me want to make you proud. You made me realize that I deserved better. You made me unafraid to love you. My wounds are healed because of you.”


  He lifted me up, placed me on top of his lap and held me close as I leaned my head on his chest. He stroked my hair lightly as he spoke.


  “Baby, I’m so sorry I left you that night. More than being filled with jealousy, I was afraid that you might have never really loved me. I know I told you long ago that it was okay if you didn’t love me just yet, that I had enough love for the both of us. I should have understood then that you never lied to me about your true feelings for him. You were always honest with me. And even now, at this very moment, I’d rather have a part of your heart than none of it at all.”


  “You asked me for my heart. And I’m giving it to you. Without fear, without condition. I’m sorry that it’s taken me a while, but it’s all yours now. I love you and only you. Three days without you, Alex, is more than I can ever take.”


  “Show me, Isabel. Show me how much you love me. Kiss me.” He closed his eyes and waited for me to draw his face toward mine. It felt like our first kiss. Young and fresh and invigorating. Nothing about this man was ever familiar. Every single moment with him was a chance to discover something new.


  “I love you, Isa. But I need to know that I’m the only one you want. We’ll move away, and I’ll fight for you for the rest of my life.”


  “Oh, Alex,” I wept, “please forgive me. I’ll spend my whole life showing you how much I love and want only you. Take me, please. Fill me up. I’m so empty without you.”


  He kissed me. He poured his heart into my mouth, and I willingly accepted whatever it was he so generously shared with me. He pulled the straps of my dress down to reveal my breasts. I didn’t care that we were outside. I held them out to him and urged him to take them in.


  “My beautiful baby,” he groaned. “I love you so much.”


  I pressed my weight against him and held him to me as he nipped and pulled and sucked. “Alex, I want you deep inside me,” I begged as I pulled my panties to one side, reached into his sweatpants, rubbed myself against him and sunk him into me. He used his hands to move me on top of him, up and down, side to side. I threw my head back and closed my eyes.


  This.


  A few seconds later, he gently lifted me up and laid me on the ground, then continued to drive himself in, harder, rougher, more forcefully. He placed his arms behind me to cushion me from the coarse brick surface.


  “Open your eyes, Isa, look at me,” he gruffly commanded.


  I opened them up to the most arresting blue I had ever seen.


  “Who do you see?” He plunged into me.


  “You,” I whimpered, never leaving his gaze. “I see you.”


  He shoved himself into me again as he repeated those three words. I was in ecstasy, seconds away from coming undone. One word, one thrust.


  “Who. Do. You. See?”


  “Oh god, Alex. You! I see you! Only you!” I exclaimed.


  He let out a guttural sound as we both shook uncontrollably and found our release simultaneously. “Take me baby,” he said, “take all I have, I’m yours!”
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  Two months after our wedding, we packed up and left against our parents’ wishes. Alex quit his lucrative job with his dad, despite his family’s protests. I think he knew that getting me out of there was the only way our marriage stood a fighting chance. Chalk it up to naivety, but somehow we thought we would have the same jobs we had after college and that settling in as a family was going to be a breeze. Well, it wasn’t. We found ourselves with many interviews for work that stretched into nothing but false prospects. I took a job as a copy girl at a large law firm and studied at night for the board exams. Alex stayed with Eddie most of the time and worked nights on the computer doing some medical billing for a doctor’s office down the street.


  For the first time in our lives, money wasn’t a given, we had to work for it like everybody else. Gone were the days of designer outfits, fancy cars and a non-existent budget. But it made us stronger. We had each other, and we didn’t need anything else. Our one bedroom apartment, as sparsely decorated as it had been, was a home filled with much love and harmony.


  I knew that I had to truly fall in love with Alex. For our sake and the sake of our baby. It has taken a while for me to see that amidst all of the love Alex has given me and our child all these years, I fell in love with him more and more every day. When I told him I was pregnant with our child, when he changed the first diaper, when he took Eddie fishing or sledding or when he watched him all day and night as I was studying to get my license. Our years together were filled with many trials, as newlywed couples must all experience. Moving to a foreign country made it ten times more difficult. Pretty soon, we were stuck in the conundrum of life consisting of a baby and daycare and work and overtime. With perseverance through the hard times, our careers began to flourish. We were able to buy our dream house and had the luxury of spending more time together. Evie thinks I am overly protective of Eddie, always making sure that he’s in a healthy and happy environment. I guess it’s part of who I’ve become and what I’ve resolved to do.


  Alex and I visited my mother a few times before Eddie was born and we established a relaxed and easy relationship. By this time, she was with her sixth husband, a younger man whose intentions we couldn’t figure out. But she loved him. They danced together; they traveled together. She gave him everything he could ever want.
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  A few years after we were married, my grandfather passed away. With his passing came the most devastating tempest that ripped our family apart — the provisions of his will. My mother was part of the maelstrom that began when he purposely left half to her children, knowing that she wasn’t stable enough to pass it on to us. There were legal battles that convinced me to cut the ties with her completely. She was angry that my grandfather had decided to bypass her right as his child, and she took out all of her anger on me. There was lawsuit after lawsuit and legal demand letters to return what I had inherited were filling up my mailbox every single day. Someone told me that it wasn’t my mother that was orchestrating this fight. But once again, the familiar pain of her prioritizing the men in her life over her children was all too recognizable and debilitating to me. I felt like I died the very day I decided to stop all communication with her. As months passed, I missed her with such a deep longing — I could swear that the pain had translated way beyond emotional to something blatant and tangible. Her birthday, Mother’s Day, all the other holidays … for the first few years, I would find myself buying cards that sat on my desk for a few days and then eventually found themselves in the gift wrapping drawer. But as with everything else, things got easier with time. Soon enough, the constant thought and yearning for her faded away until it became nothing but a dull and permanent void. The sad thing is that I would’ve forgiven her in a heartbeat if only one of us had reached out to the other.
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  One night long ago, during my struggling period with Alex, I received a call I will never forget.


  “Hello?” I answered, thinking it was my husband informing me of a late night at the office.


  “Issy. I can’t do this. It’s still you. Do you think of me, Issy?” His words were slow and deliberate.


  “Yes, I do.”


  And just like that the phone went dead.


  I honestly think that it was divine intervention that night that made Jesse hang up the phone. At my lowest point, I think I would have blindly run away with him if he had asked me to. I was misinterpreting my regret about our decision to move away as a reflection of my marriage. My marriage was as good as it could be. I had so much love with Alex. Jesse was the hot flame that torched my heart, while Alex is the ever-glowing coal that keeps the fire burning, steady and unwavering. I just had to get out of this rut and find myself. And that’s exactly what I did.


  Ten long years and many promotions later, I finally made it. I had a career, I had friends, I had hobbies, and I had a life. Most importantly, the man who patiently waited while I pieced myself back together, finally and irrevocably owned every single part of my heart.


  


  [image: ]


  


  We found out that my mother was very ill about six months ago. She was diagnosed with Pulmonary Hypertension, a fatal disease caused by high blood pressure and an overworked heart. The doctors gave her a year to live after an assessment was made on the state of her arteries. They said that the drugs she had been taking all her life had simply tired it out. She was in and out of the hospital but would always end up at home after staying for a day or two. Alicia said she had an oxygen tank by her bed and could no longer exert much effort without getting out of breath. During this time, my mother’s siblings would visit her, have lunch with her, and stay for hours just talking and reminiscing about their childhood. My mother was making peace with herself and the people she loved. She knew she was running out of time.


  We are coming home for the first time in ten years and I’m ready to embrace it. The memories, the pain and the much-needed closure. I want to feel the love I had for her all over again, I want to mourn her and remember her. I want her to know that everything I am is because of her. I want her to be proud of me just as I am proud of her. I’m satisfied that she tried her best to be a good mother. Sometimes in life you don’t even get that much. I’m lucky that I did.
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  “Ever has it been that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.”


  —Khalil Gibran


  


  


  We take the car to the memorial home, where the final service before internment concluded hours ago. It’s late at night and only my sisters are here. They’ve been sitting in silence, waiting for me. The memorial chapel is quiet; there are candles everywhere. In the middle of the room is a large crucifix, suspended so gracefully in the air. There are all kinds of flowers, all shapes and sizes. You can tell the ones from important people — the President of the country, some senators and government officials — white tulips and orchids with obnoxiously large sashes or bows. At the foot of the crucifix, is a square shaped urn. It is a beautiful pink marble urn resting on top of a gold stand and surrounded by pictures. Alex, Eddie and I walk in and my sisters turn around. They don’t rush to embrace me. They look at me with worried eyes. I know they think I’m going to break down, but I don’t.


  I calmly take a seat on the couch right between Evie and Grace. Alicia is now somewhere in the kitchen instructing the servants to start putting away the food. We are holding hands and just sitting. Not a word has been exchanged since I arrived. Alex and Eddie take a seat in one of the pews in the back. They are kneeling down, praying in silence. My Alex always gives me the space I need.


  We finally break the silence and exchange pleasantries. “How was the flight? Did you hit traffic coming from the airport? Are you hungry? Rose left some food for you. Oh, by the way, Rose will be Eddie’s nanny while he’s here. She’ll take care of him.”


  “Thank you,” I say.


  So much has happened in the last few years. Bernard passed away and Mellie left to take care of her ailing mother.


  I don’t know how long we sit like that, but someone from the chapel comes in and starts turning off the lights. That must have been their hint for us to leave. By now it’s midnight, and although I’m wide awake, my sisters are ready to call it a night.
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  We arrive at my mother’s house and walk through the front entrance. I know the drill when I’m here. We are waited on hand and foot. I don’t even give my luggage or bags a thought — I know they’ll be carried in for me. Sure enough, there is quite a bit of rustling around as the maids help bring the luggage in and take it up to our bedroom.


  “Eddie, ask Nanny Rose to help you get ready for bed, please.”


  Eddie has this uncomfortable look on his face as she starts to take his hand and lead him to the bathroom to get washed up.


  “Mom, I don’t need any help.” He’s not used to being pampered or cared for by anyone other than Alex or me. Only his mom does those things for him. He has a nanny for a few hours before and after school, but otherwise, he spends all his time with us.


  “Okay, honey, go get dressed then. Nanny Rose will just help unpack your suitcase.”


  “Alicia, I’m hungry. Can you ask the cook to make me something?” I smile while taking a seat at the table.


  “I think she did make dinner. Let me ask her to lay it out on the table.”


  That blessed intercom. We don’t have the luxury of calling for help in the States.


  In a few minutes, the dinner table is laid out to the max with chicken and steak and salads. We sit down to eat dinner at midnight.


  “Isabel, Mom wanted so much to see you.”


  “I know. Please tell me what happened.” I delay taking a bite of my food to focus intently on my sisters’ words.


  “Ugh, I feel so guilty,” starts Evie. “She looked so well the night before, she was in great spirits and we were talking about who was going to pick you up at the airport. After she had dinner, I convinced Grace to go out dancing with me and my friends. I swear, Isabel, she looked great, if she didn’t I wouldn’t have gone out.”


  I smile at my older sister. I know her. I know she loves coming home to see her old friends. She married at eighteen and that marriage didn’t work out. Ever since then, she’s been enjoying the so-called single life. She did nothing wrong.


  “Anyway, Alicia, Grace and I were on the way to the hospital to visit Mom at about 9:00 that morning and that’s when we got the call. The nurse on duty said that she went to give Mom her medication and found her breathing heavily, murmuring, “Oh God, Oh God.” The nurse started checking her vitals and increased the morphine for her pain. Mom started to smile and speak as if there was someone else in the room with her. Even as the nurse was adjusting the medication, she took a deep breath and passed away. By the time we got there, Mom was still in her bed, but she was gone. Her liver had swollen up and her stomach was as big as a balloon. I think her liver couldn’t take the experimental drugs that she took,” Evie’s voice is shaking.


  Alicia continues. “About a week ago, Mom had already picked out her dress for the burial. She insisted on wearing her pearls, you know, the ones with the diamonds. She was beautiful. We dressed her in the beautiful beige dress that she chose, with the shoes and the pearls, and we placed the rosary you gave her from Italy in her hands. The crematorium had us remove the pearls right before they passed her through the incendiary oven.” I nod my head in affirmation. “Isabel,” continues Alicia, “we are so sorry you didn’t get to see her. She wouldn’t have wanted to remain looking like that, she said she wanted us all to remember her the way she was before she got sick.”


  We all begin to eat our dinner in silence. Just then, the doorbell rings and in walks Evie and Alicia’s new significant others. They stayed at the funeral home to help clean up and prepare for the morning. Rafael and Winston. Great guys, good for my sisters. I stand up and give them both hugs and move over to the couch to continue our conversation.


  “Rose, please ask Sir Alex to come downstairs if he would like to join us,” I request. She comes back down a few seconds later to tell me that he’s going to shower and wants to check email upstairs.


  Evie and Ali move over to the couch to sit with me. The couch of secrets. Make out sessions. The same couch we sat on years ago when Jesse’s letter arrived — funny how that thought just popped up in my head.
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  “How’s everything, Isa?” Evie asks. “Congratulations by the way — another promotion. It seems like you get one every year.”


  I smile. “Just lucky, I guess?”


  “Eddie is so cute, Isa. He’s so well behaved. Does he still have the same nanny he’s had since he was born?” Ali joined in.


  “Yup, she’s still with us. She loves him so much and is such an important part of our family of four,” I chuckled.


  “Alex hasn’t changed since he left either. He looks really good. And still so crazy about you.” Evie winked.


  The ten years abroad seemed to be good for him. Still beautiful, handsome. Youthful and fit.


  “I’m crazy about him too. It’s never been better. We’ve really weathered a lot together.” My body felt warm at the thought. I miss him even when he’s in the same house with me. I must remember to remind him just how much I love him.


  “Those Facebook pictures you posted a few years ago, the ones with the two of you in Paris? You both looked so peaceful.” Evie leans back and places her chin on her knees.


  “That was sweet, wasn’t it? He asked the nanny to stay with Eddie for three nights so he could whisk me away to Paris on the eve of our seventh anniversary. He has always had the number seven in mind, you know … his obsession with the Jesse seven.” I laugh. When we reached that milestone in our marriage, he celebrated having more years in my life than Jesse. “Seven years and one day. Score!” he said that night. And score he did. Over and over again.


  “So what now, sissies? Where do we go from here?”


  “Funny you should ask,” said the leader of our pack. “We have quite a few meetings set up with the lawyers. Mom left us everything in her will with the provision that we help her husband and support him permanently during his lifetime. We also have to consolidate the properties we now own under Grandpa’s estate. Isabel, I’m counting on you to make sense out of the numbers for us.”


  “Well, I’d like to take a look at the financials so we can start reinvesting and expanding the business. We can take some cash out to settle our obligations. I know Alex and I have some in the States.” I’m now in business mode. At two in the morning. Typical. I keep going. “Have you heard of that chain of restaurants that’s the rave now in the States? I think we should open one here. Can we look at a list of contacts to see who I can meet with while I’m in town? We planned this trip for three weeks, so I can get the ball rolling on everything.”


  This is me in my element. I’m just getting started when I notice Ali and Evie and their stolen glances. Their eyes are moving sideways and they’re looking but not really looking at each other. Evie changes the subject.


  “Isa, do you think you and Alex and Eddie can settle back here now? You are, after all, our only business-minded sister.”


  Blink Blink. Glance Glance. My sisters aren’t cross-eyed so I know that their crazy eyes are trying to talk to each other.


  “Alex’s dad has asked to speak with us after the funeral, and Alex knows he wants him to take over the business. So yes, we’ll be home permanently in a few months. But let’s go back to this business. Can you get me a contact?”


  Ali’s words are inaudible. I have to scoot over closer to hear her.


  “Jesse owns the entire business. They’re franchising, but he deals with all applicants. Over the past few years, he has bought out several of the larger companies affected by the recession. He basically owns most of the successful entities here now.”


  “Oh,” I mutter. Why am I not surprised? “Well, then we’ll just have to find something else to invest in.”


  Evie lets out a deep breath, as if she’s relieved that we can now get to the heart of this matter. “Isa, he’s been at the funeral parlor every single day during Mom’s wake. He’ll be there tomorrow. He also organized the prayer group that’s doing the nine-day Novena the day after. He’s had everything catered; he’s hosting the dinner after the prayers. We never really agreed to it, he just did it all.”


  “Guys! Why? Alex is here. We’re good now. We have to think of Alex!” I roar. A little mutedly of course, I don’t want Alex to hear me.


  “I know, Isa. Evie and I will talk to him tomorrow. He feels like he knew Mom all those years, he deserves to be there. After that, we’ll cut it off with him out of respect for Alex.” Ali puts her arm around me as she’s saying this.


  “Thank you. As I said earlier, let’s find another investment. Thanks so much for dinner, Rose. I think we should all get our rest. We have to be up early tomorrow. Are we set on what we’re wearing? You told me Mom wanted white, so I brought a whole bunch of white tops with me. Do you need to borrow some?”


  My “upset with my sisters” time frame has always been limited to a minute or two.


  “Oooh,” cooed Evie, “yes, can we look?”
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  “You can love someone so much ... but you can never


  love people as much as you can miss them.”


  —John Green


  


  


  By the time I get to the guest bedroom, Alex and Eddie are in bed. Alex is shutting down his computer, while Eddie is playing with his Legos under the covers. I climb into bed next to Alex and lie in the dark, exhausted but wide awake. I don’t think I fall asleep all night. But somehow, I don’t remember how the hours passed and daylight crept in so quickly. We rush about the next morning, trying to get ready so we can be at the funeral home before the guests arrive. The humidity is not being kind to my hair, so I finally sweep it up into a ponytail. My sisters did find tops that they wanted to wear, and the four of us are in white blouses and black pants. I look a little different from them in that I have chosen to wear a more understated Chanel ensemble, complete with accessories in black and white. My sisters laugh because they know that my clothing budget surpasses theirs. We joke about how they should probably insure the tops they just borrowed from me.


  We walk into the kiosk where the interment will take place, and it looks amazing. We have chosen to bury my mother out in the open air, surrounded by flowers and cherry blossom trees. The florist has done a wonderful job of lining the aisle and pews with calla lilies and roses. There are photographs of my mother off to the side and the first thing we do is stand by it and take more pictures. Her loyal servants are in full attendance. Even her hairdresser and personal shopper have been waiting here since the crack of dawn. Little by little, people start to file into the outdoor gazebo to take their seats. My mother would be so happy to see how many people loved her. She was adamant about not posting an obituary in the paper but through word of mouth, all of the people whose lives she touched are here. It’s heartwarming. So many people loved her. Eddie is off somewhere playing with his cousins. I’m not comfortable with leaving him to wander around, so I ask Nanny Rose to follow him. Alex and I make our rounds, greeting people, shaking hands.


  “Oh, welcome back, Isabel! You still look as stunning as ever! How is life in Chicago? Oh my! Alex is still so good looking. And your little boy is so cute!”


  Alex’s parents arrive and we rush over to meet them.


  “Eddie and I are going to sit in the back with my parents, is that okay, babe?” he asks as he takes my hand and kisses it.


  “Yes, of course. I think the front pew is reserved for me and my sisters, so I’ll just be there with them.” I give him a kiss on the cheek and move on to take my place in front. When out of the corner of my eye, I see him. His hair is shorter, still wavy and thick. And he’s in a dark blue suit. He stands by the entrance and is greeted by my cousins, relatives and friends. It’s like he’s the freaking star attraction or something. Shaking hands with everyone like he’s the host of this event.


  Calm down, Isabel, he was with your family for a long time. He went to those Sunday dinners. They all know him. They probably all do business with him now.


  I search through the seated guests and find Alex. He’s busy speaking animatedly with his parents. His dad has Eddie on his lap. I catch Jesse walking toward Alex, as Alex gets up to shake his hand. Jesse is now speaking to Eddie and the little man is shaking his hand. Alex and Jesse speak for what seems like an eternity and then he’s headed my way. I don’t know why this happens, but I shoot up and walk toward him. He hugs me; his arms are around my shoulders.


  “Hi. Thank you for coming,” I say.


  “Isabel, you look well. I’m so sorry for your loss,” he whispers as he continues to hold me.


  I break contact and step back. “Thanks, Jesse. I’m sure my mom’s happy you’re here.”


  We’re both aware that we’ve just given the entire congregation something new to gossip about, so we awkwardly smile and turn away. I take my seat and I don’t know where he goes. A few seconds later, my grandmother is escorted in her wheelchair by her nurse and her bodyguard. They wheel her over to the front pew, and I sit next to her and take her hand. The service begins shortly and is performed by a priest who has known my mom for many years. He is also the one who heard her last confession a few days before she passed away. He gives an eloquent eulogy about how my mother always tried her best, no matter how it may have come short in one way or another. He recalls her grace, her generosity, her openness and her honesty. He talks about her unconventional way of loving people, especially her daughters. Evie then stands up to thank everyone for coming and reads aloud a heartfelt letter that we quickly composed early this morning when none of us were able to sleep. It is a moving letter to her about how much we are going to miss her. We each recount which of her good qualities we inherited, and Evie evokes a few laughs when she talks about the individual obsessions that we as sisters have emulated because of her. Most of all, the letter tells her how much we love her and how she has, in one way or the other, had an impact on all of our lives.


  A side note on the conversation this morning: “Yeah, the impact she had is that you and I got married too young, and now you and I are both heading into our second marriages.” Evie smirked sarcastically. “Hey, that’s not true. Isabel is still with Alex and they have a happy marriage, so Mom did influence Isa in a good way!” Alicia argued. Amen.


  The letter is followed by a video presentation of pictures and moments we all shared together, from the day each one of us was born to family pictures we sent in over the years. I realize that my mother had a few pictures of the three of us that Evie and Ali would send her during the time we weren’t on speaking terms. Those come up on the screen, and for a brief moment, I wonder how Jesse is feeling as he’s watching this. As I sit and listen to these speeches, it dawns on me that I’m never going to see her again. I am hopelessly in a panic, craving for that one last time, even just her lifeless body. I would do anything to touch it. To feel her skin against mine. And yet, all that’s left is a box with ashes in it. I am racked with sobs and my shoulders are shaking uncontrollably. Alicia is holding me and I’m trying my best to let this go. When the priest asks her daughters to come to the altar to help sprinkle the Holy Water on her urn, I’m unable to move. My legs won’t unfold and I can’t stand up. I’m grabbing my calves with my hands and trying to straighten my knees, but they feel like they’re trapped in cement. It’s not working. I desperately turn around and look for Alex. He rushes to the front and I hand him my bottle so that he can sprinkle the water for me. He takes a seat next to me immediately after and I’m comforted by his presence.


  “One touch, Alex! Just one more touch! I’m never going to see her again! We should have come home sooner. I shouldn’t have put off this trip for so long!” I sob. He doesn’t say a word and just lovingly continues to rub my back.
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  The man she married carries her ashes outside and we follow the procession to the garden. We announce that this is a private affair for family only and we thank everyone for coming. It’s a long walk to the secluded garden that we chose, so we get in our cars to drive to the spot. I’m calmer now, I’m really just so tired and jet lagged that I resolve to have my private time with my mother in the next few days.


  As the urn is being placed into the ground, my grandmother lets out a hysterical wail and screams, “Don’t put Claudia in there! She’s not dead. Claudia’s not dead! I’m sorry, Claudia! I’m so sorry!”


  We run over to my grandmother and comfort her as she sobs into our embrace. As I look around me while I’m kneeling down with my grandmother in my arms, I see him again. He’s still here. Despite the “family only” announcement, he came. This time, he makes no secret of the fact that he’s staring at me. His burning eyes look straight at me as if he’s trying to tell me something. I ignore the way I feel about it and take my place with Alex and Eddie. The rest of the service is emotional and draining. We’re all exhausted by the time it’s over.


  Alicia keeps her word by pulling Jesse to the side as we walk back from the garden toward our waiting cars. We wait in silence until she opens the car door and slips in next to Evie. Alex and Eddie are with us so she’s careful not to say anything. She elicits a slight nod of her head and I nod mine back in response. We all lean into our seats and close our eyes for the rest of the ride home.
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  When we arrive, we have a few hours before we have to head out for the first night of prayers. It will be held at a chapel close to home, with dinner at a nearby restaurant, originally to be hosted by Jesse. As soon as the guys disperse to relax on their own, the three of us get together to figure out where dinner should be held tonight.


  “So Ali, did you tell Jesse that we’ll be handling everything from here on?” I ask as I stretch out on the couch with my feet up and my head ensconced in one of the fluffy couch pillows. I let out a yawn as I wait for her to respond.


  “Yes, he’s not happy at all. He doesn’t understand what the big deal is.” She plops herself down on the loveseat next to me.


  “Look, we can still have it at that place, but I want us to arrange and pay for it,” I say adamantly.


  “Chill, Isa, that’s what Ali told him. We’re all set for now,” Evie defends. We’re all running a little short on the nerves and understandably so.


  “Okay, thank you. He’s not coming tonight, right? Was that made clear?” I follow up. I want to be done so I can take a short nap.


  “No, he’s not coming,” Alicia pauses. “But he did ask for your number,” she teases, further agitating me. Ugh. I roll my eyes at her. Secretly I’m glad we might get the chance to catch up at least before I leave.
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  Late at night, after the prayers and the dinner and the sitting around for a few minutes with glasses of wine and tons of reminiscing, we call it a night. Eddie and his cousins have discovered the theater room and are now camped out on mattresses watching movies and playing games. Alex and I head up to the guest bedroom where we quietly get ready for bed. We’re both sitting up against the headboard, me with my Kindle and him with some Men’s Health magazine that he bought at the airport. I lean on his shoulder and point to the cover. “You’re way hotter than that,” I tease.


  “Hmm, you think so?” he asks as he drops the magazine on the floor and pushes me down on the bed.


  “A? What did your dad say?” I gently guide his head down so he’s resting on my chest. I’m stroking his hair.


  “What I expected. He wants me to come home to run the business for him. Mom is ecstatic that we’re moving back home. I told them that we want to build a house by where they live and she was all over it. We should meet with the contractors before we go back to the States.” He’s running his hands up my thighs as he’s discussing this with me. I swat his hand playfully.


  “Can we afford it?” I stress about things like that. We struggled so much during the earlier years that I don’t ever want to be in that much debt again. Ever.


  “We can definitely afford it. And more.” Alex laughed.


  “Evie and Ali expect me to run my mom’s business here too.” I pause to think about what that might mean.


  “I figured they would. Speaking of that, I thought you should know that my dad said your grandpa always bragged about how well you were doing while we were in Chicago. He was very proud of you.”


  I choke up and start to cry. “That means so much to me, A. Thank you.”


  I think he decides to lighten the mood by reminding me of something we discovered together a few nights ago.


  “Iss?” he asks, his expression light and spirited, as he traces my lips with his fingers.


  “Yes, baby?” I wipe my tears and smile.


  “Do you think we can try to do what we did the other night again? Soon? Like really soon?”


  “Did you enjoy it?”


  “I loved it, Iss! You felt amazing. It was so good.”


  “Of course we can. Anytime you want.”


  He lifts his head and kisses me. His kisses have never changed. They’re always tender and passionate at the same time. He pulls away to continue, but his hands are doing their world tour again. “We’re coming home, Isa. Just like the way I wanted to from the time we first got married. I wanted to spoil you, to take care of you. You’ve been working so hard these past few years. I don’t want you to do that anymore. You love to write. Manage your mom’s business from home, hire the people you need and take time to do what you love to do. This is what I promised you from the very beginning. It didn’t turn out that way at first, but it will be our life now. I’m going to keep my promise to you, your mom and your grandparents.” He moves on top of me and I wrap my legs around him. “You’re still so beautiful, Isa. I knew when I married you that you’d grow more beautiful each day. I still have to catch my breath every time I’m this close to you.” He shuts his eyes as I lift my hips to him.


  “Alex?” I whisper in his ear.


  “Hmmm?”


  “I’m so sorry I forced you to move away all those years ago. It was so selfish of me. I know it devastated you to move away from your family. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” My tears are flowing freely, and he’s caressing my face with his fingers.


  “Shhh. Baby. Those years we spent abroad are the best years of my life. We were our own little family. You gave me the most beautiful gift of life, and you gave me one hundred percent of yourself. Look at me,” he commands as he holds my face and I get lost in that beautiful ocean of blue. “I will never ever regret what we did because it brought you back to me.”
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  “What passed between us in that luminous night can never be written or told.


  On my final journey from this world the creases of my shroud will unfold our story.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  Before we know it, we have less than a week left to go before the three of us have to leave for Chicago. Our days have been filled with all sorts of meetings, as well as happy times with our families. Eddie has now become accustomed to using the intercom for anything and everything. Alex and I continuously caution him that life isn’t like this everywhere in the world. In a way we’re happy to watch him as he learns about this side of his heritage, who he is and where he came from. This is all new to him; he’s never experienced this kind of lifestyle. I know it will help him to be more grounded as he gets older, and I hope it inspires him to help others who are not as fortunate as he is later on in his life. Alex’s mom and I are getting closer and closer each day. She’s with me every afternoon as we meet with the architects and the contractors and the interior designer who will all be starting on our house while we close up our old life on the other side of the world. His parents have gifted us with a large piece of property adjacent to where their family home is. I live my life in eternal gratitude for all the blessings that we have. Of course when I think about it, I would still gladly give this all up for one more minute in my mother’s arms.
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  The lawyers are all on board with the drafting of agreements for all the businesses that my mother left behind. Business plans have been drawn up and our plans for expansion and reinvestment are now set for execution. Alicia and Evie will manage the actual properties while I take on the role of CFO and President to properly represent the company in all its future ventures. Our mother’s house is going to be put up for sale. We decide that there are too many painful memories in that house and that we should use the funds to build a vacation house where we all can get together every year as a family. My mother had actually requested that we do that.


  “Find a way to see each other and vacation together every year,” she told Evie. “Build a summer home where anyone who needs a break can go to seek refuge. Life is short. I want my grandchildren to grow close to each other, to be together even if just once every year.”


  We also do our best to clean out my mother’s closet and divide the items among ourselves. We cry a lot and laugh just as much while going through her cabinets, her closets, and her boxes. We aren’t aware that my mother has already set aside a box of items for each of her daughters. Ali finds them in her cabinet on the very first day that we started this task.


  “Hey guys, look what I found! They have our names on it!” She squeals in excitement. We are all dressed in sweatpants with our hair clipped up off our faces. A mere two weeks have passed and the dust that has accumulated in that closet is utterly disgusting. We gather around her dressing room as Ali hands them out. Each box has a fair amount of items; she made sure that things were divided equally. Bracelets for each one, rings and diamonds as well, and two watches for each of her daughters. Since my mother and I were the only ones to share a shoe size, I’m fortunate to be the recipient of all her designer footwear. Each daughter also received a batch of mementos that she had kept while we were growing up. I sobbed as I fished through the bottom of my box to find a torn and faded shirt from long ago. She had saved my “Pretty and Perfect” t-shirt all these years. We never really lived with her for long periods of time, but she had kept whatever she could during her brief time with us. We had also booked a trip to the beach house as a family, and she was looking forward to going there with us. In her closet are five long sleeved bathing suits (she hated the sun) as well as a matching beach bag and umbrella that she had saved for each of us. All these discoveries help to give me the peace of mind that my mother was looking forward to seeing us before she passed away. That she had the will to live and didn’t want to die. For some reason, it’s really comforting for me to know that.
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  The last piece in our three-week puzzle remains to be decided — which business to invest some of our excess funds in. At first, I refused to further entertain the thought of purchasing one of the businesses run by Jesse’s group of companies. We searched for other prospects, met with other companies. But the financial projections and off the charts prospectus for that one restaurant was just too good to pass up. Besides, I thought that since Jesse and Ali had maintained their friendship over the years, she could ask him to appoint someone on his staff to deal with us for the time being. I knew he wouldn’t refuse the offer. He’s a businessman after all, and this is a business opportunity. I left it to Alicia to manage, only interceding when I had financial questions regarding the terms of the proposed contract.


  Two days before we leave, the lawyers are finally able to complete the paperwork to allow us to purchase a franchise that will be operational at the location of their choice in eighteen months. Jesse’s company’s lawyers require that the CFO be the main signatory on the contracts, so I’m asked to attend a meeting with them at their main office. When I ask who will be attending the meeting with me, Ali assures me that he isn’t going to be there.


  “Isa, I don’t have to go with you. Jesse said his lawyers would handle it. He’ll be out of town traveling, so you won’t need to see him.”


  Am I happy about that?
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  The meeting is scheduled to take place at 4:00 P.M. on a Thursday afternoon, and I’m in the car stuck in traffic. I’m supposed to meet our office secretary and corporate lawyer at the main office of Cain Inc., and I send a text message to let them know I’m running fifteen minutes late. I walk up to reception and am escorted to a conference room on the 50th floor. The room is surrounded by glass walls and is beautifully furnished in gray and silver tones. There is a large conference table in the middle made of wood and glass combined. The walls are a light gray with recessed lighting embedded within the molded ceilings. I want whoever designed this room to design my house, I ponder to myself. I need to ask the receptionist about that on my way out. One side of the wall has pictures of a large, beautiful and modern looking house on a hill. The opposite wall has framed architectural plans of what I believe could be the same house. I momentarily have a thought flash in my head, This reminds me of that glass house where Jess and I-


  As soon as I take a seat, the company’s lawyers enter the room along with my staff, and we all move forward with our formal introductions. I’m fidgety and nervous, and my goal is to get out of there in fifteen minutes flat.


  “Thanks for organizing this meeting, Attorney Langford,” I begin.


  Attorney Langford, who is a beautiful woman, smiles warmly at me. “I’ve checked with Mr. Cain and the rest of the team assigned to this venture, and they’re okay with all of your suggested changes,” she confirmed.


  I nod my head in relief. “Thank you,” I respond.


  There is a prolonged silence as everyone passes the documents around to review and then they are passed on to me for signature. I confer with my lawyer to make sure that we are in agreement with everything. He lets me know that everything is fine to sign. A notary public is on hand to witness the signatures. Holy Cow. The amount of papers to sign is so staggering, it takes us twenty more minutes to sign on the line and initial every page. Once we are finally done, I look around the room and shake hands with everyone.


  Attorney Langford takes my hand warmly and says, “It was so nice to meet you, Mrs. Ailey. Let me personally escort you back to the lobby.”


  I nod and get up to leave. And in walks Jesse.


  Jesse saunters in and everyone is scrambling to pack up to leave the conference room. He has a serious look on his face, and I am suddenly conscious of the fact that I am in a skirt and four-inch heels.


  “Mr. Cain,” Attorney Langford addresses him. Jesse walks around the room to shake everyone’s hand.


  When he gets to me, I reach out my hand and he pulls me into a hug. “Hi, Isa.” He turns to everyone else and says, “Thanks, everyone, for coming. I trust that we’re done here? Jennifer, were we able to discuss location with Is-, Mrs. Ailey? You probably haven’t yet, but I decided we should scope out the Greenbelt location for the franchise.”


  Jennifer, a.k.a. Attorney Langford, is nodding her head.


  “Jesse, that’s our most marketable location. That wasn’t up for consideration at all,” I respond.


  “Setting up the restaurant there will guarantee its success. Let’s discuss this more, Isa.” And as he says this, he waves his hand as if to dismiss everyone else in the room. They all scurry out of his sight. “Please, Isa, have a seat. Let’s spend a few more minutes talking about this.” He sits at the head of the table and pulls out the seat to his right and offers it to me.


  I feel snowballed and unprepared. My staff has left the premises.


  “Jesse, I’m not prepared to discuss this today. I need to pull some numbers and get back to you. Let me take a look at some of the properties we have offered and I’ll call you while I’m in the States. I—”


  He interrupts me. “God, you look amazing, Iss.”


  I’m dumbfounded, but I’m no longer the girl without any quick comebacks. “You don’t look so old yourself, Jesse. Okay. Let’s keep this on track. I might be able to propose—”


  “I don’t want to talk about that now, Iss. How’ve you been? I heard you were moving back.” He places his elbow on the table and leans in.


  “I need to help manage my mom’s business now, and Alex is going to handle his dad’s affairs,” I answer.


  Jesse stares off into the distance, contemplative and deep in thought. He absentmindedly nods his head. There is an uneasy lull in the conversation, so I look around the room and focus once again on the beautifully framed prints on the wall.


  “Jess, that house is amazing! Do you know the owner?” I ask, a tad bit too excitedly.


  He pauses for a moment. “It’s mine. I had it built three years ago.”


  “Who’s the architect, I love it!” I try to be lighthearted about it. He seems to want this to be anything but, by the way he’s looking at me.


  I walk over to the pictures and point at the magnificent rooftop on one of them. “Is that a Helipad? You have a helicopter? Sweet!”


  Did I just say that? How old am I? Fifteen?


  He rolls his eyes and nods his head again, obviously very bored with our topic of conversation.


  “Yes, I have a boat, a helicopter and a plane. Wanna know what I named them all? Francesca I, Francesca II and Francesca III!” His voice is raised and he’s angry. He bangs his fist on the table, causing the pens to leap off the surface and the papers to fall on the floor. “Jesus! To think I’ve built all this by dealing with all sorts of people and situations and yet YOU have the ability to break me, make me crumble into fucking pieces!”


  I am agitated and upset now. “This conversation is over! Have your people call my people, and if the provisions of the deal are not satisfactory, I think I can look somewhere else to invest my money. Don’t start this, Jesse. Please don’t start this!” I immediately stand up and run for the door.


  He chases after me and moves in front of me, so I walk right into him. Again.


  “No, no, no, Iss. Please no — I’m sorry, please don’t go. I just want to talk. Just talk, that’s all. I can’t help that you make me feel this way, but I’ll try to calm down. Please.”


  My eyes are full of tears and I’m shaking my head at him. “Jess, what’s there to talk about?”


  “A lot of things. Please. Let’s sit back down, okay?” He leads me back to the table. This time I take a seat on the other side while he sits right next to me.


  He does the Jesse thing where he holds his hand palm side up and waits for me to slip my hand in his. I do. If this is going to calm him down, I want to help him. He grasps my hand tightly and looks straight at me.


  “Eddie could’ve been mine, you know.” He smiles as he’s saying this.


  I laugh nervously. “Actually, he’s the spitting image of his dad.”


  “Yeah, yeah I know. I’m kidding. When I saw him a few weeks ago, all that regret felt so new again.”


  “I hear you’re dating someone. That’s good, right?” I ask.


  “I guess. It took all these years to open up to someone again. She’s kind and loving and she doesn’t expect anything from me.”


  “At some point in time, she’ll need to start expecting things from you. That’s just how it goes. And you’ll want to give her more. You’ll love her enough to do that.”


  “You think so? She knows all about you and understands how long it’s been taking me to heal.” We’re still holding hands. I try to pull away, but he won’t let it go.


  “I do. I’ve learned that giving your heart away to someone is the bravest thing you can ever do. The one moment that it’s cherished, no matter how brief, can help it to survive a lifetime.”


  “You smoked the whole time we were together.” His statement sounds as if he’s revealing a fact I don’t already know. I smile tenderly at him and squeeze his hand.


  “Ryan?” I ask.


  “Ryan.” He nods.


  “It was the only part of me I kept from you. The only secret I had. The only remnant of the old me,” I say softly. There’s a long pause. I know it’s because we’re both trying to compose ourselves.


  He continues. “When did you stop loving me, Iss? Was it after that incident with Katrina Edwards?”


  “I never stopped loving you, Jess. Alex stepped in and loved me so much more. If he didn’t show me how it is to be loved the right way, who knows? I really just got tired of waiting. You didn’t love me enough at that time and I didn’t want to force you into it. Does that make sense?”


  He shrugs his shoulders. “I guess. All these years I was so sure you would wake up and come back to me. I would’ve taken you back in a second. But you never did. And I was unable to grasp the importance of the seven years and why we would go through that only to walk away.”


  I think about that for a moment. “Maybe it’s made us better as people and that’s all we can really expect from it.”


  “I loved you so much.”


  “I loved you so much too,” I reply.


  “I still love you.” He’s getting bolder by the minute.


  “You can’t. If you don’t give it up, you’ll never find happiness.”


  “Are you truly happy?” He’s still holding my hand and looking closely at it.


  “I am. Since this is the last chance we might ever have to talk like this, I’m happy in a different way. I’m content. You can never replicate the feelings of a first love, Jesse. The passion, the elation, the sorrow, the pain. When it’s the first time, everything is so much more magnified. You feel like it’s the end of the world when you’re not together. A second love is more subdued. It’s more careful, more cautious. But it’s still love and when it comes with respect and admiration and friendship, it trumps passion and elation any time.” I choke up a couple of times. My wound is still open. I guess it will always be here.


  He is silent for a while and a tear escapes from his eyes. He doesn’t try to wipe it, so I reach my free hand over to do so. As soon as my hand touches his face, he rubs it against him and kisses my palm.


  “Jess? Where were you when you called me on the phone one night many years ago?” I ask.


  “In Chicago. On the way to a business meeting in LA. I stopped over, hoping we could see each other.”


  “Well, let me tell you. It’s a good thing you hung up that night! I was waiting for you to rescue me, but it was all in my head.”


  “Glad to hear it wasn’t just all in mine.” He laughed. “Iss? How did you walk away from me after that last night?”


  “Oh Jess. That night took so much from me. I had nothing left to give to Alex. We wouldn’t have survived if we hadn’t left for the States. You had me even after I got married. I had to slowly retrieve myself back so I could fully deserve the love that Alex had for me.”


  “I don’t know whether to be happy or sad that you still loved me.” He still held my hand.


  “Know that what we had was something special. It wasn’t just a fling. It was seven years of growing up together. No one can take that away from us.” Wow. I’m amazed at myself. I’m not crying. I continue, “Who knows? One day we’re going to have daughters and sons who’ll experience the same thing. We’ll be there to tell them to hold on to what’s real and true. That disappointments in life only make you stronger.”


  He nods his head in agreement.


  I have to ask him this question. Years ago, I would never have realized how this particular event affected me. But looking back, it most certainly did.


  “Jesse, I need to ask you a question. Please be honest with me, okay?”


  “Of course, Iss, what’s wrong?”


  “The first time we made love, you never talked about it with me. I always felt like maybe in some way, you lost respect for me then? You never said a word after that, you never comforted me, and I was too embarrassed to bring it up. Why, Jesse?”


  “Oh my God! Isabel! I’m so sorry if I hurt you in any way or made you think that you had done something wrong! No! I was, first of all, embarrassed about, you know, finishing so quickly. And then, with all the plans I had in my life, I was mad at myself because it placed me at the point of no return. Once I had you, I couldn’t go back to not having you. And I was afraid of getting you pregnant and ruining our future.” He moves closer to me to make sure I hear every word he says. He lets go of my hand and cups my face instead. “Oh, Isabel. No. I never lost respect for you. The times I cursed and yelled and got angry were nothing but bad temper on my part. I always felt horrible afterwards. It had nothing to do with you but everything to do with me.”


  “Okay.” I smile. “Thank you for being so honest.”


  “In retrospect, years after that, when you ended up with Alex, I wished I had gotten you pregnant. I wished we had a baby together. I thought if I wasn’t so careful, we’d be married with kids by now. All these years, I was bent on claiming you back. Taking you from Alex, believing that he stole you away from me. But during your mom’s funeral, as I watched how he treasured you, I realized that Alex actually saved you from me.”


  “Alex brought me back to life.”


  He shoots me a look filled with shame. “Do you regret anything that happened between us, Issy? I mean except for the no makeup, no skirt thing. I can’t believe how crazy jealous and controlling I was.” He tried to lighten things up by letting out a forced laugh.


  “I am who I am now because of everything I went through in my life. No, I don’t regret a single thing.”


  We spend more time talking about his business, his life now, and the new house he bought for his parents. Before I know it, it’s 6:00 P.M. and I know that Alex will be worrying about me. There must be a few text messages on my phone by now, but I don’t want to distract Jesse by pulling it out of my purse. I stand up to get the goodbye process going. I’m afraid I’m going to cry. This is going to hurt.


  “Jess, I have to go now, okay? I’m so glad we got to have this talk. Let me look at the rest of the paperwork, and I’ll call your lawyer from Chicago.”


  He mumbles quietly, “I don’t care about that. Pick whatever property, Isa. I don’t care about that. I don’t care about anything.”


  He steps up to me and holds me close while he takes my face in his hands. In this instant, I swear I’m that same sixteen-year-old girl who is hopelessly in love with this boy.


  “Isa, when we see each other again, whether it’s tomorrow or next week or years and years from now. Whenever you see me. Look into my eyes from across the room wherever I am, wherever you are, and know that I LOVE … YOU. That’s never going to change. Look into my eyes now and feel it. It will always be only you, no matter what, no matter when.”


  I wrap my arms around his waist and hold him close. “Thank you, Jesse.”


  I take a step back and turn away from him, afraid to hurt him more than I already have.


  As I reach for the handle of the sliding door, I pause as he calls out to me. “Isa? I just want you to know, there was never anybo-- there will never be. Nothing, not all this, everything I have, I’d give it all up-”


  I cut him short and smile. I know I’ve smiled before, but this time it feels different. I don’t hurt. I don’t bleed. I love him. But it no longer threatens my love for Alex. My wound is finally healed. There may be a scar but it serves its purpose to remind me of the undeniable love that we once had. A love I’ll never forget.


  “I know, Jesse. I know.”
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  “Those beautiful words we said to one another are hidden in the secret heart of heaven. One day, like the rain, they will pour our love story all over the world.”


  —Rumi


  


  


  It’s been a year since my mother passed away and six months since we moved back home. Life is slowly getting back to normal. Eddie is enrolled in the same school as the rest of his cousins and is even learning the language. I work part time now, three days a week to attend board meetings for both my grandfather and my mother’s businesses. The rest of my days are spent doing what I have always loved to do. I’m almost done with my first manuscript and am getting ready to submit it to my critique partner. She knows I’m doing it more for therapeutic reasons, and it’s helped a lot to get everything written out on paper.


  Alex is in full swing with his father’s business and still making sure that his travels don’t take him away from his family for very long. I think about my mom every single day. Even if she was never really a permanent fixture in my life, her persona influenced who I became and what I wanted out of life. Somehow those moments, despite being brief episodes, left a mark enough to inspire me to change the course of my family’s history. I truly believe that it takes a concerted effort to thwart some tendencies to make the same mistakes your parents made, and I was just lucky to find someone like Alex to inspire me to make the right decisions. Evie and Alicia were not as fortunate, but they too, are embarking on new beginnings. Sometimes, people take for granted the closeness that they share when life is good and there’s no need for friendship or support. The four of us sisters share a love because of what we went through during our childhood. Another reason to be grateful for my mother.


  I’ve run into Jesse at public events a few times since our meeting at his office a year ago. He’s kept his promise — no matter where we are or how far we are from each other, his eyes search for mine and he holds the stare just like he’s sending me a message. This time, it’s different though. After a few seconds of that, his face breaks out in a warm and genuine smile. And I hold his gaze and smile back. We both get it now. It’s not so much an acknowledgment of love but a kindred knowing that we once shared a beautiful past together. He’s engaged to be married and he’s going to love her more than he’s ever loved anyone before. Life isn’t perfect. You take things one day at a time.


  Today, I’m celebrating what it means to be in love. And yet once in a while, when I think of thunderstorms and barns and empty baseball fields, I’m not afraid to admit that my heart will always remember. Whether it was the right way or the wrong way, I’ve been loved more in my life than most people can ever dream to be.


  My heart is bursting with love for Alex. I’ve built a friendship with the man who loved me from the day he met me. With full-blown careers under our belt and raising our child, we come together at the end of the day and laugh about it all. This is love. This is what I’ve been looking for. I’d like to think that a love that develops and grows is the love that lasts a lifetime. I am sure of it. I’m living it. I now have the kind of love that manifests itself in the quietest of moments. There’s no intensity, I’m not swept off my feet. But in the still of the night as I watch Alex sleep, I give in to the urge to touch his face. I touch his face and breathe in his scent as if it’s the last thing I ever want to feel on this earth.


  It’s a warm night in May and Alex and I are sitting on one of the couches in the patio by our pool. He has just pulled me into his lap and we’re talking about our day. I’m giddy with love for him and I know we’re about to share another special memory together.


  “So, what else happened? Did you get some writing done today?” He holds me by my waist as I wrap my arms around his neck. I kiss him.


  “I’ve got a surprise for you,” I say, “but you have to promise not to freak out or throw me into the pool.”


  I beam at him with tears in my eyes as I pull out a thin white stick I had previously hidden under one of the throw pillows. He blinks once. Twice. Three times and then tears fill his eyes.


  “You’re pregnant?” he whispers.


  I nod my head.


  “But how? We’ve been trying for years after Eddie!” he gasps, shaking his head in disbelief.


  “I guess God wanted to wait until we got everything straightened out.”


  He slowly pushes me down on the couch and kisses me. “I guess so,” he says as he takes me in his arms and lies next to me.


  “I love you, Alex.” I smile as I wrap his arms around me tighter and revel in his embrace.


  “I love you, Isabel. Always and forever.”
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  Hopefully, you are now at this page because you’ve finished reading my book. I want you to know first and foremost, how grateful I am that you have taken the time to listen to my story. THANK YOU to all my readers who have allowed me into their Kindles.


  I am indebted to so many people that I want to name them all despite the risk that you will know who I am by the time this is all said and done. I walked into the Palmer House Hilton in September of 2012 as an avid reader in love with Indie Books. The people I met there have inspired me and coached me, but most of all, they have accepted me in their lives as their friend. No matter what happens, future books or no future books, I hope you are all here to stay.


  To my Critique Partner, Rebecca Espinoza. You saw it first and still you stuck with me. It starts and ends with you. Thank you for being my friend.


  To Tosha Khoury, my book cover artist, therapist and friend. You poured your heart into making the cover of this book and the outcome of our project has bonded me to you forever. To Lori Sabin, beautiful person, editor and friend. You know I don’t trust my heart to just anyone. Thank you for looking for a parking spot. To Tarryn Fisher, my inspiration, my friend, my confidence coach. Three words to describe what the three of you have done: You saved me.


  Lindsay Sparkes and Janna Mashburn. You have been with me every step of the way. Thank you for being real in every sense of the word. There is no way I could have survived this without you. The posts, the website, the teasers, the trailer. All the time and effort you have given me straight from your hearts. I am forever grateful. I love you.


  To my A Team Beta Readers – Erin Dauer Roth, Melissa Brown, Lindsay Sparkes, Janna Mashburn, Natasha Tomic, Lisa Rutledge, Angela Cook McLaurin, Calia Read, Tosha Khoury and Luisa Hansen. Look at this list! How lucky can I be? Thank you for the time and effort and endless support you have given me throughout this journey. Each one of you brought something so special, I just want to mention it here. Erin, your humor and attention to detail, Melissa, your constant encouragement and your friendship, Lindsay, your insight and genuine concern for me, Janna, your spunk and loyalty, Natasha, your kind words and ardent advice – I will never forget the emotion in your voice as we discussed this book, Lisa, you trusted your heart to me, Angela, you stopped at nothing to try to get me to a 5, Calia, my twisted, smexy scene advisor, the prologue is for you, Toshy, no words, just hugs and kisses … and Luisa, late breaking reader and new friend. My heart belongs to all of you.


  Brandee Engle Veltri – I don’t know how you pulled it off but you managed to get the best blogs on this tour! I owe you so much for your time and effort, and I hope I am able to repay you someday. Thank you for everything. I feel so privileged to have worked with you and consider you my friend.


  Trisha Rai and Kristie Wittenberg, the FIRST two bloggers who reached out to me when I only had 100 likes on Facebook. THANK YOU for giving me a chance.


  To my friends at the Indie Bookshelf, Melissa, Stephenie & Leslie, your support and friendship mean so much to me.


  For my Street Team – Happy, Tressa, Jaime, Liz, Jennifer, Cris, Fred, Stephenie, Beth E., Beth R., Courtney, Trisha - I am so thankful to all of you.


  For authors and friends who have given me advice along the way - Kerri Williams, Michelle Mankin, Crystal Serowka, Jenn Sterling, Willow Aster, Andrea Randall - the list goes on and on - I couldn’t have done this without you.


  To all the Blogs on this tour, for your kindness and support, THANK YOU.


  Sinfully Sexy Book Reviews, Kaidans Seduction, Tamara's One Stop Indie Shop, The Book Avenue, Novel Seduction, Book Addicts Not so Anonymous, Always a Book Lover, Three Chicks and Their Books, Bookworm Brandee, Storey Book Reviews, Angie's Dreamy Reads, Madison Says, Devoured Words, Beauty Brains and Books, The Indie Bookshelf, The Boyfriend Bookmark, Book Crush, Natasha is a Book Junkie, Crystal's Many Reviews, Group Therapy Book Club Blog & Review, Book Bitches Blog, Into the Night Reviews, Book Geeks Unite, Bridger Bitches Book Blog, Love Between the Sheets, Flirty and Dirty. Books Unhinged, Me, Myself & Books Blog, Sandwich Making Book Bitches, Little Library Muse, A Love Affair With Books, Christina's Book Reviews, Candy Coated Book Blog, My Secret Romance Book Reviews, The Rock Stars of Romance, Brianna Lee Book Reviews, Nose Stuck in a Book, Smut Book Club, Whirlwindbooks, and many others who didn’t make this publication.


  Thank you, Angela McLaurin from Fictional Formats – you don’t know how invaluable it is to have a friend you trust package your heart for the world to see.


  To my sisters, Gerri, Tessa and Sandra. You are my real-life heroes and I am so proud of you. To my three work friends who knew my secret, helped pick up my slack at the office and nudged me along as I walked around the halls in a zombie-like state: Jennifer, Ellen and Debbie.


  And most of all, to my husband, Bill, and our three children, Raymond, Aurora and Eduard. I thank God every single day of my life for you.


  


  Connect with Christine Brae:


  


  Facebook:


  http://www.facebook.com/pages/Christine-Brae/251960864949578?fref=ts
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