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MY NAME IS CHELSEA WHITAKER.
 
I
am a work in progress. I suspect that will always be true.
I own every single one of my lousy choices in the same way that I own my greatest accomplishments.  My epic failures sit on the same shelf as my victories. 
Life is like that, isn’t it?  A blend of shining-star triumphs and major fuck-ups. Moments of weakness sprinkled with strength you had no idea you possessed. It’s messy and it’s ugly and it hurts like hell sometimes, but I wouldn’t want it any other way.
I’m just really glad to be here. 
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
I was lost in my thoughts, musing over the colors of a soap bubble when Scott Dreyfus, my boss’s son, walked up behind me.
“Princess Chelsea washing dishes! What’d you do?  Draw the short straw?”
I must’ve looked a sight, up to my elbows in soapy water and dirty beer glasses, with my hair falling into my eyes.  “No short straw drawn. I volunteered to wash glasses tonight.  I like it back here.”
I was typically a waitress at Tapestries, the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania bar where I spent most of my nights and weekends. That particular night I had an ulterior motive for wanting to wash dishes in the utility room.  I’d miss out on the tips, but it was worth it.
 Tapestries was “the” place to play for local bands.  It was not unheard of for incognito agents from the recording industry to put their asses in our chairs.  Just the year before, a local band by the name of Brass Monkeys was signed to a lucrative contract.  The bands fought to get on our stage; we were booked solid every weekend for years in advance.  No one ever cancelled a gig at Tapestries. 
“Don’t I usually put the prettiest girls out to serve?” Scott’s eyebrows drew up to a peak in the middle of his forehead.  I turned away so he wouldn’t see me roll my eyes. 
“Couldn’t tell you, Scott. I don’t make the rules around here.”  
 Ignoring Scott Dreyfus never seemed to work for me. He stepped closer and ran his hands over my ass. I knew the drill. This would end with him attempting to grind his cock against me.  I was probably the only woman at Tapestries he hadn’t slept with yet, and I had news for him.  It. Was. Never. Going. To. Happen.
I half-turned and said as calmly as I could,  “If you touch me again, I’m going to smash a glass over your head.”
He jumped back as if I’d pulled a knife on him.  “I’ll have you fired!”
“Oh, big loss. Like there are no other bars in Pittsburgh who wouldn’t love to have an experienced waitress.” He didn’t need to know I was bluffing.  I liked my job at Tapestries and didn’t want to lose it.
 “I bet your cunt is as icy as the rest of you.” Scott sneered as he glared at me. None of the servers ever talked to him like that.  He picked up the partial bag of frozen hamburger patties he’d dropped on the floor and launched it at me. “Here. Put these back in the freezer.  You’ll be right at home there, bitch.”
 I yanked my hands out of the water and snatched the burgers out of mid-air.  He spun on his heels and stormed toward the door, turning back at the last second.
“Someone said you know the guitar player for the band tonight?  Asher Pratt?  They say he’s going places.”
“Someone is wrong.  I don’t know him.” I dropped the bag of hamburgers on the sink next to me and plunged my hands back into the warm water.
I was lying through my teeth. 
 

 
After Scott left, I turned my attention back to the soap bubbles.
The truth was, I did know Asher Pratt, lead guitar player for the band Dirty Turtles. Intimately.  It was why I’d begged to do dishes in the back room. 
We had something, Asher and I. At least I thought we did. Our relationship had ended badly five years before that fateful night at Tapestries. The night he managed to turn my life upside down for a third time.
I’ve never been able to put my finger on just why Asher affected me the way he did.  I’m not even sure I can describe what he did to my insides. 
He had a carnal vibe about him, an inherent maleness so compelling, even older women stopped to stare when he passed them by. I’d craved his presence when we weren’t together. Too bad I ended up being just another pathetic moon orbiting his alpha-male planet. 
 My family moved to Pittsburgh from Rochester, New York in my junior year of high school.  I guess I’m pretty enough—long, dark hair, round blue eyes, tall and thin, yet curvaceous.  No different than a lot of girls out there, but you know how guys sniff around the new girl at school.  
I first locked eyes with Asher Pratt nine years ago. I was sixteen, and he was eighteen. He was walking down the middle of the hall by my locker, in slow motion it seemed, as everyone scattered out of his way. I caught a glimpse of long legs encased in tight jeans, mid-length brown hair trailing out behind him.  His chin was dropped in determination, his gooey caramel eyes fastened on mine in high-predator mode. I would later find out the bulge in his pants was real. He oozed sexual promise. I couldn’t look away. 
 I’m coming for you, Chelsea. It won’t do you a bit of good to run from me. 
Run?  Ha!  I nearly went to my knees in front of my locker.  Take me.  Take me now.
I still don’t get it.  Do they have to work at having that effect on women?  Or is it in their DNA?  Some type of primal breeding instinct that assures them the pick of the best females?  Whatever it is, it’s fucking poison. 
I won’t bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, I was swept up in Typhoon Asher, taken high into the sky in a delirious whirlwind of emotion and sexual bliss, and slammed hard to the ground after a ridiculously brief amount of time.
He was a high school senior, already a big name in the Pittsburgh music scene.  “You should feel lucky he noticed you,” they said.  “He only dates the hottest girls.” 
It didn’t feel much like luck.  In hindsight, it seemed as though I’d made the choice to commit slow suicide by falling in love with Asher Pratt.
Bottom line: young rock gods are not monogamous.  Ever.  Their life is a buffet of female flesh.  They have only to smile and bat their eyes to taste the bounty.
He plucked my innocent heart from my chest, shredded it with one woman after another, then shoved it back into my ribcage. And just when I’d finally started getting to my feet, I’d been a thousand kinds of fool and given him permission to do it again. 
He was relentless with the sweet talk the second time. The big, sad, puppy-dog eyes. I miss you. I need you. No one understands me the way you do, Chelsea.
  The soapy water was warm on my hands, but I shivered. Nothing good had ever come from reliving my past with Asher.  It never brought me peace. There were so many unanswered questions.
Asher Pratt had been a drug for me, and I wasn’t sure I wasn’t still addicted.  I wasn’t going to test it. Never again would I allow myself to be the stupid moon that orbited his planet.  If he was going to be present at Tapestries that night, I was going to stay as far away from him as possible. 
 

 
Saturday nights at Tapestries were always busy, but this particular night was chaos. When I wasn’t washing dishes, I was scrambling around getting supplies for the cooks, doing prep work in the kitchen, and just generally trying to be useful without going out into the dining room and stage area.
The Dirty Turtles began their set at 10:00 p.m.   They were a good heavy metal, eighties-cover band, throwing in a few original songs here and there. More than once, I found myself dancing in the kitchen. I felt ripped off that I couldn’t go out and enjoy them properly.
The usual band sluts showed up to pay tribute.  I could see them when I walked past the half-door into the bar on my way to the kitchen.  Couple of visuals for you: tight black tops, short black skirts. Oh, and massive tits.  I knew Asher and his Turtles were getting a good eyeful, based on some of the outfits I was seeing.
When I found myself gritting my teeth, clenching my fists, and thinking about a certain guitar player, I knew it was time to go back to washing glasses in the back room.  
I slammed the door behind me, relieved that it muffled the music and the boisterous shouts of the crowd.  Someone had redrawn soapy water in the utility sink for me.  There were several large tubs full of glasses sitting beside it.  There was at least an hour’s worth of work, and I was glad.  By the time I was done, the Dirty Turtles would be finished, torn down, and gone, and my life could go on as scheduled. 
I noticed the plastic bag of hamburger patties that Scott had thrown at me, still sitting on the edge of the sink.  I’d forgotten to put them away. They’d been out for hours. I decided to hide them in a lonely corner of the large walk-in freezer until they were refrozen. 
I pulled the freezer open and went in. Making sure there were no witnesses, I hid the partially thawed patties behind several cases of frozen French fries, wiped my hands on my skirt, and turned to leave.
But something didn’t look right.  The handle was cockeyed. I took hold and pulled on it, but it wobbled in my hand. I heard a sickening, metallic clink as something broke inside the door itself. 
I yanked harder. Nothing. I took hold with both hands and put all my body weight behind it. Nada. The freaking door wouldn’t budge no matter what I did. The handle was shot.
 I remember thinking this couldn’t be happening.  This particular freezer was old enough that it didn’t have any of the newer safety features. I held my breath as I realized what that meant. 
I was trapped inside a walk-in freezer set at twenty-eight degrees Fahrenheit wearing only sneakers, a very short skirt, and a thin Tapestries T-shirt. 
Panic set in. I pounded on the door. I screamed until my throat was raw. I pounded some more. I threw things. I did all this for at least half an hour.
I started to think desperate things. They wouldn’t notice me missing with the crowd out there. No one could hear me screaming over the band playing. No one would find me unless they needed something from the freezer, and they were just about done cooking for the night.  
And by that time, I’d be a fucking human popsicle.
It was up to me to get myself out. I pried at the door with a knife that someone had left on one of the crates of rib-eye steaks.  The blade bent then broke.  
I looked over the piles of boxes and bags, foolishly hoping to see an axe or a crowbar.  Needless to say, there was no reason for either of those things to be in a freezer.
I took one last stab at screaming and pounding on the door before I pulled my skirt down a little to protect my legs and sat on a case of kielbasa.  As I rubbed my arms and shivered, I tried to think of a way to save myself before I froze to death.
The only thought that came to me was this: it wouldn’t be long until my cunt really was as icy as this freezer.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
At first, freezing to death was horrible.  My teeth clattered together like castanets. My body shivered so violently trying to warm me that I pulled a muscle in my neck.
Since I couldn’t get out, I needed to find a way to keep warm. I began opening the boxes of food and removing the large plastic bags.  Was plastic a good insulator?  I’d find out.  It was all I had. 
It helped, but it wasn’t good enough. I‘ve never been so cold in my life. Such a stupid, stupid way to die.
How much time had passed since I closed the door? I ceased to care at some point.  After a while, I began to warm up. I stopped shivering. Things were soft and dreamy, and I was drowsy. I threw the plastic off and relaxed down onto the floor, limp and boneless, and tried to go to sleep on the tropical beach I now appeared to be lying on. 
 

 
Pain was my next experience.  So much fucking pain.  And shouting.  Stop with the noise already!  I was languid and sluggish, and some asshole was touching me.  I wanted them to go away.
They didn’t go away though. In fact, there were soon more hands on me, shaking me, poking.  More shouting. I heard someone ask if I were dead.  I tried to tell them I wasn’t, but my body wasn’t taking orders from my brain.
I heard and felt plastic being pulled away, then I was lifted up in someone’s arms. I remember how warm they felt.  My chest convulsed as I tried to draw a breath.  I hadn’t needed to breathe on my tropical beach, but I did now.  It hurt like a bitch. 
“Call 9-1-1!” someone yelled.  Blah blah blah.  Don’t you know? It’s too late for 9-1-1.  Let me die.
Someone else knew it was too late, but they weren’t willing to let me die without a fight.  “She’s too cold. We can’t wait for the goddamned ambulance! She’ll be dead by then.  Wrap her up in my coat.  I’m taking her to the fucking hospital myself!”  Then I heard him—my guardian angel was male—mutter under his breath, “Son-of-a-bitch, Chelsea. Fuck!”
Somewhere, in the frozen tundra of my gray matter, I knew this voice. The night air bathed my face as my rescuer ran outside with me. He clutched me tight against his chest, wrapped in a coat that smelled all too familiar.  I tried to remember, but it was painful.
Things filtered into my cognizance as I thawed.  I was laid across the back seat of a car by gentle hands. My hero was frantic, continually pleading, “Don’t die. Don’t die. Please don’t die.” 
The car smelled familiar too. I was startled by how quickly it came to me.  Lemon and a man’s cologne I had no name for just then.   
I know who this is!  I was overwhelmed with blind panic. In my mind I flailed and escaped from the car.  I couldn’t make it happen though.  
I pried my frost-encrusted eyelids open, had a peep at the back of my hero’s head, and then squeezed them shut again.
Damnit!
I was lying half-dead in the back seat of a car driven by Asher Pratt.
 

 
Now I know the skeptics among us would ask,  Who didn’t see that coming?
Me.
My next coherent experience was a smell.  My mother’s perfume, Dolce Vita.  I loved everything about my beautiful mother, but I especially loved that perfume.
I forced my eyes open.  Mom was bent over me, cooing and clucking.  I could hear soft hisses and beeps off to one side, and I knew what that meant.  I was in the hospital, hooked up to machinery.
My father was off somewhere else in my room, muttering under his breath.  He was going to sue and make no mistake about that.  Nobody puts his little girl in danger.  
I must have faded out again, because my mom grabbed my face and forced me to look at her.  “Chelsea, wake up this instant!”
“Mom.” My voice sounded as though I’d gargled with Clorox.
She started to cry, and that made me feel bad.  I remembered everything, right up until I’d wrapped myself in plastic and laid down on the floor.  I’m just one of those people who has weird things happen to them. This time it nearly killed me. 
 “Why can’t I move?” I wanted to.  I couldn’t.  “Am I paralyzed?  Did they amputate something?”
“No, baby.  They needed to bring your core temperature up as fast as possible, so they wrapped you in electric blankets.“ My father was now at my bedside, as pale as snow. I’d never seen him so frightened.
I lifted my head and looked down the length of my body.  Wrapped was an understatement.  I looked like a butterfly pupa in a cocoon.  The only thing sticking out of the blankets was my face.  And I was still cold.  
 “The doctors said you were within fifteen minutes of dying.  I’m going to sue that miserable boss of yours for having a defective freezer.” My father’s hands were wrapped so tightly around the safety bars of my bed that his knuckles were white.
“You can’t! I’ll get fired!”  I don’t know that it came out as the shout I intended, but I put as much force behind it as possible.  Near-death experience notwithstanding, I didn’t want to lose my job.  I’d made some good friends at Tapestries.
“Don’t upset her, Greg.  We can talk about this later.” Mom smoothed the hair away from my eyes. 
Daddy scowled and moved out of my line of vision.  “God, Barb, what would we have done if we’d lost her?”  I heard my dad’s voice catch.  I’m an only child, and I knew what he was thinking. “It’s inconceivable.”
My thoughts drifted to a different subject as they talked.  “Where am I?”
“Presby hospital,” my mother said.
 “How did I get here?”  I knew very well how I’d gotten there.  I just wanted to have it confirmed.
“That boy you used to date.  Asher.  The one who plays in the band. He put you in the back of his car and brought you here. It’s a good thing he did.  The doctors said the ambulance would’ve been too late for you,” Mom told me.
I nodded, closed my eyes, and sent out my Asher-tingly senses.  I couldn’t feel him in the room.
“He was gone when we got here,” Dad said from the foot of the bed.  “I’m going to buy that son-of-a-bitch the best steak in Pittsburgh the next time I see him.”
No.  No.  No, you’re not.  We’re done with Asher Pratt! 
I was too fuzzy to fight about it, and I could appreciate my dad’s enthusiasm.  I was glad to be alive, even if the person I despised most on this planet was responsible for it.  I had a lot of stuff I wanted to do yet. 
A nurse came in and bent over me. She was a stern-looking woman, with one of those old-fashioned, stiff, white nurses’ caps pinned onto her graying hair.  “How do you feel, darlin’?” she asked with a slight Southern accent.
I turned my head to look at her. “Not bad.” I was still talking with a croak.  I wondered if my vocal cords had been damaged.
“Well, you certainly look much better.  My name is Cathy.”  The nurse smelled good and had a kind face.  She fussed at the blankets that had me immobilized on the bed.   “I just need to make sure your core temperature is up where it should be.”
“When they brought you in, it was eighty degrees. They couldn’t believe you were still alive,” my dad said.
“Well, it’s ninety-five now.  She’s going to be fine.” Cathy threw a smile at my father.  He looked as if he were going to puke.
I was suddenly exhausted.  My eyes rolled back in my head, and the voices in the room sounded muffled and far away.
“She’s tired. Let’s go home and let her get some sleep.” My mother kissed me on the cheek. 
“Visiting hours are just about over anyway,” Cathy the nurse said.  “We’ll take good care of her tonight. I promise.” I heard her fiddle with the wires on the machinery next to me. 
Even now, I remember the little details of those moments in the hospital. My mother’s perfume. The pink angora sweater she wore.  The stubble on my dad’s chin as he kissed me goodbye. That was the day I learned not to take the simple things for granted.  
“We’ll be back tomorrow,” dad said. Then my parents were gone. 
Cathy dug under the blankets and placed the call button to summon the nurse in my hand.  “If you need anything, darlin’, just push this.  I’ll be here all night.”  With a pat on my shoulder, she left, turning the light off behind her.  
I lay quietly for a moment, listening to the sound of my own breathing and the blood gushing in my ears.  The soft hiss of the oxygen cannula I had in my nose was comforting. I like a little white noise to lull me to sleep. 
My eyes fell shut. I could hear the traffic down on the street below, horns honking, people calling to each other. I never paid much attention to any of it before. It was music to my ears now. I was alive.  
“Chelsea.”
I almost didn’t hear it—it was just a whisper.  It melded with all the other noises around me, yet it stood out as if it’d been shouted from the rooftop. My ears remembered. My body remembered. My nose remembered. 
Unfortunately, my heart remembered. 
Footsteps made their way to the side of the bed. I kept my eyes firmly closed. I vaguely remember thinking maybe he would just go away if I didn’t open them.
 He was wearing Paco Rabanne cologne. 
 “Chelsea, are you awake?”
God, that soft voice. His scent. I could sense him beside me. Electric. My heart raced a mile-a-minute.
 Asher Pratt had saved my life. I owed him my thanks at least, but that was all I owed him.
I’d have to face him.  Chelsea the Human Pupa certainly wasn’t going to be able to flee. I didn’t feel very brave, but I opened my eyes anyway.
Asher stood above me, looking down into my face. Gorgeous. I’d always teased him about being the bastard child of an angel and a god. His sizzling sexuality was as strong as it had ever been. He seemed to have his own gravitational pull. At least for me. 
I absorbed every single detail, though it felt as though I’d willingly closed both hands over live barbed-wire. I hadn’t been that close to him for a long time.  
Asher was moderately tall. Rock-star lean. He was the kind of guy tight, faded jeans are made for.  His white shirt was unbuttoned halfway down the front.  He leaned over, and it was all I could do not to shove my eyes down that tempting view.  I knew what was down there.
Flat abs and pecs with just a hint of definition, always smooth and hairless under my tongue, except for that little line of dark hair that started just below his navel and disappeared down behind the zipper of his jeans.
He smiled when he saw my eyes were open; my traitorous heart went squish.  Resting his elbow beside my head on the bed, he stroked my hair with his other hand.  
“God, you almost died.  The planet almost had to spin without Chelsea Whitaker on it. That’s wrong on so many levels.”  He had a catch in his voice, but I knew what a liar he was.
I had to get him out of my room.  I had to make him go before I started to cry.  Before I begged him for yet another hopeless, futile chance. 
“Asher.” I nodded.  “Thank you for saving my life.  Now get the hell out.” 
“What? Why?”  Shocked, he backed up a bit.
 My Asher-radar honed in on his mouth then those beautiful eyes. Goddamnit. I suddenly didn’t need the electric blankets anymore.  I was pretty sure my core temp was near meltdown.  Everything about this man pulled me to him. My moon, his planet. Fuckfuckfuck…
“Stop touching me. Stop it,” I hissed. I tried to struggle in my cocoon.  “Get the hell out of my room!” 
 Should I press the button in my hand and have Cathy the nurse take care of him?  Despite the kindness I saw in her face, I knew nurses had balls of steel.  She probably had a black belt in something.  I wanted to see her split Asher’s nut sack with the pointy toe of those white nurses’ shoes.
Asher looked hurt.  “You still haven’t forgiven me, have you?”
Of all the things Asher Pratt could have said to guarantee a grade-A Chelsea Whitaker tantrum, that was it.  
“Forgive you?”  My eyes felt as if they were going to pop out of my head. I flailed around on the bed like some pathetic inchworm. “I’ll never forgive you, you son-of-a-bitch, whore-humping, fucking bastard!  Now get out and leave me alone!  I never want to see you again!”
Asher raised both hands and backed away.  “Okay!  All right.  I’m leaving.”  He stopped for a heartbeat in the doorway and ran his hands through that silky, light-chocolate hair.  “I’m really glad I found you.  I’m glad you didn’t die.” 
And then he was gone, leaving the air in my room smelling like Paco Rabanne as a final insult. 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
My dad was still livid two days later when I got out of the hospital. Fortunately, the owner of Tapestries, Bob Dreyfus, was equally appalled by what had happened.  He agreed to rip out and replace the old freezer in the back with a brand new one that had modern safety features if Dad agreed not to sue.  Truthfully, I think Mr. Dreyfus would’ve done that anyway.  He was as shaken up as everyone else about my near-death in such a senseless way.
I was supposed to stay home for a few days after I got out of the hospital—and I did—but I was itching to get back to work. I was patient through the next weekend, but I knew I’d be back waiting tables the week after that.
I went back to work on a Tuesday at the request of my mom. Tuesdays were light days at Tapestries.  I think she was afraid I’d work myself into a relapse or something.
I suffered no ill effects from the time I spent in the freezer, except a little frostbite on my ears.  Turns out plastic is a decent insulator.  I had shoved my hands under my armpits at some point during my delirium, which luckily preserved my fingers.   No harm, no foul, as far as I was concerned. 
My best friend, Willow Harper, was waiting for me at the door of Tapestries that Tuesday with tears and hugs.  I sometimes wished I could marry Willow.  She was amazing.  A high school classmate, she was the one who got me the job at Tapestries in the first place.  
“Oh, honey, I’m so glad you didn’t die,” she squealed in my ear for the fifth time as she crushed me against her. “I’d miss you so much!” 
“I’m okay.  Really.” I smiled at Marybeth Catalino over Willow’s shoulder.  Marybeth was the head bartender at Tapestries.  She was an older woman, but really cool, like one of us. Divorced, former biker chick, tough as nails.  She mothered the younger girls.  She was drying a glass, and I think she might’ve had tears in her eyes as she smiled back at me. I was surprised that Marybeth Catalino even had tear ducts. 
I felt really welcome that day, like everyone at Tapestries loved me. Mr. Dreyfus took me back and showed me the work they were doing getting the new freezer installed.  Everyone was all smiles except Scott Dreyfus, and no one gave a fuck about him.
My shift was over at 9:30 p.m., but by the time we cleaned up, it was after ten.  Cleanups were usually like a party, so I didn’t mind.  
I said goodbye to everyone and slipped out the back door to the parking lot and my gray Nissan Sentra.  I was just about to stick the key in the lock when I saw something flapping under the passenger’s side windshield wiper.
I had a bad feeling as I plucked it out from under the blade. I’m not psychic, but there are some things you just know before you know you know them.  
I set my purse on the hood, put my car keys down beside it, and opened the note with shaking hands.  
Talk to me.  Love, A
I crumpled the note in my hand and threw it on the ground. Then I clenched my fists and shouted into the summer air, “No! Never!” 
 
 

 
I took a quick bath and got ready for bed when I got home that night.  I was just about to drop between the sheets when the phone on my nightstand rang.
I had my very own phone number direct to my room, but it was unlisted. The only person who ever called me on it was Willow.
I picked it up, laughing.  “No, Willow, I won’t help you stalk your current love interest. Go to bed!”
“You’re not very nice.” 
I went blank.  The caller was male.
“Asher?”
“The one and only.”
“How did you get this number?”
“Your mom.”
 I couldn’t believe my mother was such a traitor.
“Lose it.” 
“Wanna go for drinks? My treat.”
“When hell freezes over!” I slammed the phone down then yanked the cord from the wall for good measure. I didn’t get very much sleep that night.
 

 
The next several weeks were uneventful.  Asher disappeared back into the woodwork, where all cockroaches belong, and I went back to my boring, uninspiring life.
Late July usually saw an uptick in the number of people who came to dances at Tapestries, so we ran a full staff every weekend during that time.  Last hurrah before going back to classes and all that.  
I arrived at Tapestries at 1:00 p.m. on Saturday, put my apron on, and just happened to glance up at the band chalkboard in the back room.  Bee Bop Baby had been erased off the board, replaced by a hastily scribbled Dirty Turtles. 
I turned to Willow as I tied the apron behind my back.  “What the hell?  Dirty Turtles tonight?  No one ever cancels a gig at Tapestries.”
“Yeah, I guess the guitar player’s wife went into early labor with their baby. Dirty Turtles was free, so they took the job.”
 “That’s just great.  I’m working the dining area, right out there in Asher Pratt’s sights.”
Willow knew my history with Asher. I threw up if I cried too hard, and Willow was always the one who held my hair back.  She’d listened with varying degrees of patience when I repeatedly asked, “Why am I not enough for this man?”
 She was the one who’d spent that lonely time with me when I realized—after it finally penetrated through my stupid, lovesick brain—that nothing was ever going to change with him.  
The big sigh I got from her was a clue she was tired of hearing about it.  “So what?  Go out there and ignore the bastard. God, aren’t you tired of feeling like shit over him? Put him in the garbage where he belongs.”
She was right, of course.  And I wanted to—I really did.  What the hell was wrong with me that I couldn’t?
 

 
Despite shaking like a dog shitting razor blades, I think I did all right that night.  If I had to serve drinks to a table near the stage, I turned my back to the band.  If I felt as though I had to sneak a peek, I made sure I stood back in the shadows where Asher couldn’t see me.
Halfway through the night, with things going as well as could be expected, I started to relax.  
Tapestries isn’t a very big bar, and we were packed to the rafters. At least two hundred people had gotten in before they closed the doors, and there was still a long line waiting outside.  When two or three people left, two or three in the line were permitted to enter.
Scott grinned like an idiot as he worked the cash register.  Booze flowed one way, and cash flowed the other. The noise was almost unbearable, but it was the sound of money. I was making a small fortune in tips, and it lifted my spirits.  I knew I’d be able to pay off my Sentra with what I’d made so far, and then I‘d be able to get my own apartment.  I wasn’t making enough money just then to do both. 
Marybeth was working a double shift behind the bar.  “Chelsea,” I heard her call over the noise.  She held up a bottle of Rolling Rock and pointed at a table near the stage off to the left, nearly in front of Asher.  By this time, we were so busy I was just focused on doing my job.
I reached over the people three-deep at the bar, took the bottle, and delivered it to the table.  The man paid me, and I turned to go back to the cash register.  The Dirty Turtles finished a song at the same time. 
I had only taken a step or two when I heard Asher say into the mic, “I wrote this song for a girl who means a lot to me, even if I can’t get her to talk to me. You know who you are.”
I stopped short, unable to take another step, like my sneakers were glued to the floor. The crowd quieted, as though Asher had something historic to say. I imagined every eye was on me.  I looked up and locked eyes with Willow standing at the bar.  All I could see was her round eyes and her mouth hanging open.
He started a slow, gentle strum on his Fender Strat. I closed my eyes.  Fuck you, Asher. You and your goddamned power-ballad love songs.
He began to sing softly; it filled Tapestries with dulcet notes and me with dread.  Asher had a great voice.  He used to croon Feel Like Makin’ Love in my ear when we rode the roller coasters at Kennywood just to calm me down.  
Goosebumps rose all over me.  Don’t do this, Asher.  Please don’t.  I would’ve rather talked to him one-on-one than face this public humiliation.  
She’s my fire, the air that I breathe.
My heart stopped in my chest.
When I wanna give up, she makes me believe. 
I shivered, though it wasn’t cold. 
I am ten feet tall with her by my side.
Lovin’ this girl is a wild ride.
I was really struggling to breathe at this point.  How could he do this to me?  He didn’t believe a single one of those words he was singing.  Not one.
Chelseeeaaa... come back to me. 
I spun in slow motion and found him onstage.  I knew looking into his eyes was a big mistake.  They were caramel and chocolate, two of my favorite things, and I never could resist him when he captured me in a full-on stare.
I tightened my hands around the serving tray I was carrying. There was no way I was going to let him play with me like this. Hurting me was a game for him. I had to find a way to fight back.  It felt as if my life depended on it. 
I looked right in his eyes. My jaw clenched as an electric charge sizzled across the distance between us.  He was singing to me, only to me, watching me over the crowd, his own eyes full of carnal promise.  
I flipped him the bird and mouthed, Fuck off!

 

 
When I got back to the bar, Willow gave me a hug.  “I’m so proud of you, Chels.  You really showed him!”
Marybeth watched me from the other end of the bar with a “wise witch” smile on her face.  She reached into the cooler, pulled out a Corona, and popped it open.  She shoved the lime down into it as she made her way to the end of the bar.
“I don’t condone drinking on the job, but it’s the end of the night, and you look like you could use this right now,” she said in her gravelly smoker’s voice.  “I don’t give a fuck what Scott Doofus says.” 
“Thanks.” I watched the lime fizz in the neck of the bottle as I concentrated on getting oxygen into my lungs.
 I wish I could say I felt like I’d just knocked Evander Holyfield down on the canvas. Instead, it felt as though I’d taken a bite out of a live power line.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Several more uneventful weeks passed. It was now mid-September. Clientele was light during the week this time of year, with everyone getting used to being back in class, though Saturdays were still busy.   I put on my best pair of Reeboks in preparation for being on my feet all night.
Willow met me at the door of Tapestries. The look on her face will forever be fixed in my mind. 
She was usually a no-nonsense, take-charge type of person. That day, she looked like she was being pursued by a demon. Her chest heaved in panic; her eyes were round with terror.  Gripping me by the upper arms, she pushed me back against the wall as soon as I stepped in from the street.
“What’s wrong?  Did you see Fred?”
 Tapestries came with an official ghost we all affectionately called Fred, though he usually hung out in the basement. 
Still holding me against the wall, Willow glanced over her shoulder then looked back at me. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but Asher Pratt got a job as a bartender here. He’s out there right now with Scott.”
There’s no way to prepare someone for news like that. I appreciated that Willow cared enough to give me fair warning, but my bladder nearly let loose.
My brain tried to process what she’d just said. Asher Pratt. Bartender. Working at Tapestries. They were just words at first, words with no meaning.  And then it began to penetrate.
I stiffened against the wall. Willow had her head tilted, watching me as though she thought she might have to call 9-1-1.
“What?” was all I could manage. “Why? How?”
“Apparently, he took a bartending course a couple of years ago.  He’s really good too.  He just made me the best margarita I’ve ever had.”
My chest locked up. “Willow, I can’t....I can’t...he can’t work here.  If he does, I can’t.”
“That’s up to you, but you can’t quit tonight.  Scott’s expecting a large crowd, and you’re one of the best waitresses we have.  I’ll run interference so you don’t have to deal with him that much.”
Suddenly, it was all too much. Just too fucking much for me to handle.  I knew why he’d gotten a job at Tapestries. I felt like I was being hunted.  I didn’t know what his agenda was where I was concerned, but I clearly needed to grow a pair and deal with him.  
We’d have to be in the same space. I would have to work with him. How the hell was I going to do that when being around him made my heart feel like it’d gone ten rounds with a kick-boxer?  I tore myself from Willow’s grip, sprinted into the restroom in the lobby, and went to my knees in front of the toilet. 
I shook and pleaded with the goddess in charge of fairness to fix this for me. Tapestries was where I worked. The bar was my safe-haven.  Anything but this!  
“You can’t keep avoiding the issue this way.”  Willow stood just outside the stall because I’d forgotten to lock the restroom door on my way in. I pulled my cheek off the toilet lid and turned to look at her toned calves and purple-and-black Nikes under the door of the stall. It’s another one of those moments that has stuck with me.
“For fucks sake, it’s time for you to get over him.  Sometimes I don’t think you’re even trying.”
 

 
I smoothed my skirt, tucked my T-shirt back in, and headed out to the bar for a showdown with Asher. Luckily, it was an hour before opening time—the bar was empty. 
He was pouring four or five different kinds of alcohol into a stainless steel shaker.   I stood on the brass foot rail around the bottom of the bar and leaned across the polished wood bar top.
“What do you think you’re doing?” I glared at the back of his head. He saw me in the mirror behind the bar. 
My nostrils automatically widened. The son-of-a-bitch was wearing Paco Rabanne again.
Paco Rabanne is an olfactory trigger for me. It makes me think of mind-blowing Asher-sex. If I could survive being that close to him when he was wearing it, I could leap tall buildings in a single bound.
He glanced up, his eyes bright.  A half-smile curved those oh-so-kissable lips.  “Making a Long Island iced tea.” 
“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
“Can’t a guy use his bartending skills?” He shoved another stainless steel shaker over the top of his concoction and shook it vigorously. 
“Does it have to be here?”
“Is there some reason it shouldn’t be here?” 
Classic Asher. Weave and dodge. Feint and stall. Answer all questions with a question. Mr. Funnyman.
“This is my place of employment. It’s my Asher-free zone, and you’re screwing up the karma here.”
“Now that’s just about the nastiest thing I’ve ever heard a waitress say.  So much for the friendly atmosphere at Tapestries.”  He grinned and rolled his eyes.  It lit the fuse to a stick of dynamite inside me. 
He poured the iced tea into two glasses then set one in front of me.  I noticed he had a tattoo on his right forearm that said “Mother” inside a large heart with purple banners around it.  He hadn’t had it when I dated him five years before. He’d also had both ears pierced five or six times from top to bottom.  
“Cut the bullshit. The note, the phone call, and now this.  What are you doing? This smells of desperation, and that’s not a word I associate with you.”
“I just want to be around Chelsea Whitaker, but she’s not cooperating. I’ve been forced to take desperate measures.  It’s sad, isn’t it?” He stuck his lip out in a pout.
“What’s sad is that you think I believe you.”  I leaned in for the kill. “Why don’t you just admit it? You’re looking to get laid, you’ve got nothing better going for you right now, and you think I’ll be an easy target. Here’s a news flash, asshole.  I took my turn being the flavor of the month, and I’m not doing it again.”
He took a step toward me and stared into my eyes.  Sexy toffee, gooey, sweet poison.  I was all tangled up for a moment.  I had to take a deep breath and extricate myself. 
For a second, he looked shocked. And hurt. I should’ve known better. I’d never been able to get one-up on him.  That damned cocky face slid right back into place.
“Ah, my sweet and juicy Chelsea, I do love a challenge.” 
 

 
Willow was as good as her word and made sure I didn’t have to deal with him too much that night.
Fact: Asher Pratt attracted a crowd of women to him no matter where he went.  By the end of the night, he had a bunch of drunken bimbos at the end of the bar gushing over the drinks he made them.  As the liquor flowed, more and more boob was exposed. I saw a couple of nipples. And he ate it up, judging by the thousand-watt smile he had on his face.
Watching him flirt with all those women did painful things to my insides. It brought back memories I’d worked hard to forget.  My love for Asher had been unconditional, but he refused to be faithful. It was the thing that drove the stake into the heart of our relationship. 
 “Go dump a cold drink on his crotch,” Willow suggested as we watched the disgusting display from the shadows across the room.  “That’ll cool him down.”
I shook my head. “I’m not going to stoop to his level.  Trust me, ignoring him will be more painful than if I reacted to his bullshit. That’s why he’s working here right now. I was doing my best to pretend he didn’t exist, and he can’t stand that. It’s the Asher Pratt Theory of How The World Revolves Around Me.  He thought because he took me to the hospital, it negated all the other shit he’d done to me. ”
“He is gorgeous though.”  Willow shook her head.  “I can see how something like that could burrow into your psyche and stay there.”
Yep. If I were honest, (and I will be here) I still had strong feelings for Asher.  In fact, it pained me to know I would always have feelings for Asher.  I would never be free of this charming, cheating, asshole bastard.  It would be a real test of my endurance to work with him. I would find out exactly what I was made of.
“We need to find you a date.” Willow had that peculiar determination in her eyes, and it usually meant trouble.  “That’ll send him a message. Do you want me to find someone for you?”
“No, thanks.  I’m not a charity case.  I don’t need you to set anything up for me.” 
“Charity case? You don’t see the guys checking you out, do you? Chels, you’re beautiful, but you close yourself off from everyone who tries to approach you.  You’re an ice queen. No man is going to try and chip through all that cold.” After determination came impatience. Willow was pretty predictable. 
“I don’t care. Men are nothing but trouble.” 
Liar! Liar! In fact, I was terribly lonely.  I had often wished I had someone to take me to dinner, someone I could waste a day with, sitting on the edge of the reservoir. A guy who made me laugh. I’d had that for such a short time with Asher. 
 I can’t explain it, but the pain of loss suddenly bubbled up and sat there, heavy and ugly.  At that point, I thought working through my feelings for Asher was going to be the death of me.
 

 
I mopped up the back room four times waiting for Asher to leave the bar. He was waiting for me to leave too. I would’ve mopped the floor a hundred times just to avoid him.  
He finally left at three in the morning.  Exhausted, I grabbed my jacket and purse and headed toward the door.  I thought Scott and I were the only ones left in the bar, and I didn’t want to be alone with him.  I suppose I shouldn’t have worried.  He was in the back room counting all the money he’d made that night. 
As I walked through the bar, Marybeth called to me.  I was surprised she was still there.  When I turned, she waved a Pepsi on the rocks, complete with lemon, over her head then set it down on the bar in my usual spot. It was a summons, an invitation to talk.
“It’s three in the morning, Marybeth. It’s time to go home.” I glanced toward the door, wondering if I could get away with refusing her.
“Stay with me until I finish cleaning up. Then we can walk out to our cars together.” She wiped the top of the glossy cherry bar with an old dishcloth as she talked.
Though it was well lit, and I’d never been accosted while leaving Tapestries, the back parking lot was a bit scary in the wee hours of morning.  Nothing scared our bartender though. That’s not why she’d asked me to stay.
 I was caught. You just didn’t say no to Marybeth Catalino. I turned around and sat at the bar with her.
“S’up, Chels?” She dumped the remainder of the soggy lemons and limes into the garbage disposal and pushed the button.  
“Not much. Think I may have made enough money tonight to pay off my car.  Now I can get my own apartment.”
“That’s awesome!” she said.
I took a drink of my Pepsi then pushed at the lemon floating on the top.  I thought carefully of what I wanted to say next.
“How did you enjoy working with Asher tonight?” I tried to keep my tone nonchalant, but my voice sounded like someone crinkling aluminum foil. It was a stupid question to ask—a crazy, high school girl thought—but I wanted to collect allies in the event that people started picking sides. Something inside me wanted to make him the bad guy.
“Oh my God, if I were in my mid-twenties, I’d be all over that like ugly on an ape.” Marybeth shook her head and laughed. “He’s a charmer, that one. Nice ass too.”
I slumped in my chair, running my fingertips through the drops of water on the outside of my glass. What could I say that wouldn’t make me sound like a rejected bitch?
Marybeth pulled a Brillo-pad out of the box and began to scrub the small stainless-steel sink under the bar. “Willow told me about you and Asher.”
“Willow should keep her mouth shut.”
“She only told me what I already suspected. A blind man could see you have feelings for him.”
“I do not have feelings for him. He’s ancient history. He was incapable of keeping his dick behind his zipper, and I don’t share.” I tried not to sound angry. Angry meant I cared, and I didn’t. 
“He talked about you a lot tonight. Kept looking over the crowd to see if he could see you.” 
“You mean the crowd of sluts at the end of the bar? The ones he was making drinks for? Which one of those walking vaginas did he take home with him?” 
Uh-oh.  I recognized that voice.  It was jealous Chelsea. It was bitter Chelsea. I remember covering my face with my hands so Marybeth wouldn’t see how much it bothered me.
She was too cool to react. She simply turned to the liquor shelves in front of the mirror and grabbed a bottle of Captain Morgan spiced rum.  She poured a shot into my Pepsi, her eyes never leaving mine.
“I shouldn’t be drinking and driving,” I mumbled.
“One shot’s not going to fuck you up.”  She leaned across the bar on her elbows.  “Tell me what happened.” 
I bet Marybeth Catalino was awesome when she was twenty-four. (She’s awesome now.)  She’s short—about five feet tall—solid and stocky, long dirty-blonde hair.  I wouldn’t want to be the one to cross her.  She looks a little weathered, but it suits her, like a fine patina on a copper statue.  I know she’s had a rough life. She told me once she had a husband who beat her so badly she had to be hospitalized.  She said the wisest things, and we hung on her every word.  
I opened a vein for Marybeth that night.  I told her everything, right down to how my gut still ached every single time I thought of Asher Pratt.  I told her I didn’t think I’d ever get over him, that my foolish, treacherous body still wanted to present itself to him on a silver platter.  I told her I was pathetic, stupid, it would never be what I wanted it to be. I wanted babies and a house of my own. I was the dumbest bitch on the planet to think I could ever have that kind of a life with him.
She just listened, bobbing her head occasionally, handing me a tissue when my pain started to leak out my eyes. I felt a little better. I don’t know—maybe I just needed to purge like that. 
When I was done, I slumped across the bar like a popped balloon.
She took a seat beside me and patted my arm. “Y’know, I always thought women should be more like men.”
“What?” I looked up.  “Why?”
 “Let’s face it.  You can order the best part of a man from an Adam & Eve catalog.  And yet...”  She chuckled.  “I like sex. Once in a while I get the urge to make that connection with a man.  To have him hold me, touch me. They’re warm, and I like the way they smell. I like the way their lips feel on mine; the way the stubble on their chin rakes across my face. You can’t get that from a dildo.”
“Marybeth!” My cheeks went hot with embarrassment.
She stared at her reflection in the mirror behind the bar. “Yeah, I like all that, and yet I don’t want a man in my life.  I think in that regard, I’m  more like a man. I want the sex with no commitment, no strings attached. That shit just complicates your life otherwise.”
“Maybe so, but I’m young yet. I want the dream.  I want a guy who thinks I hung the moon. I want someone to love me so hard he thinks he’ll die without me.”
The look of pain on Marybeth’s face clued me in that I’d struck a nerve.  “Jesus Christ, Chelsea. Life is not a fucking romance novel.  That’s where you young girls trip yourselves up.  You all think you’re going to get a Cinderella story. I have pins holding my right shoulder together that give the lie to that ‘cherished princess’ bullshit.”  Sighing, nodding, she looked a little wistful. “I get it though.  I felt just like you did once. And I’m sure some women do get the fairy tale.  I didn’t.”
So there we sat at 3:30 a.m. on East Carson Street in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania—Marybeth and me—losers in the love department, kindred spirits in pain.  I knew she’d opened a vein for me as well, and I appreciated it.  
“What am I going to do, Marybeth?” I had a lump the size of a tennis ball in my throat.  “I don’t know what he wants from me. I don’t know if I can work here if he does.” 
“He’s working here because of you, you know.”
“I know. Ever since he carried me out of the freezer and took me to the hospital, he seems to want to start something up again.  I just don’t....my heart is not going to be able to take this. I just want him to go away.” 
She nodded, gave me a little smile, and started to tear a straw wrapper apart.  She did stuff like that when she was thinking.  
“Well, whatever you decide to do, don’t pretend you don’t have choices here.”
“What do you mean? He took all my choices away from me!”
“No, he didn’t. You can’t control what Asher does. You can only control how you react to him.  You get to choose. Quit Tapestries if you want to.  But if it were me, I’d buddy up to that son-of-a-bitch like he was my best friend.”
I was sure I was hearing things. Buddy up? Best friend? I shook my head.  “I don’t follow you.”
“You need a little hair of the dog that bit you, sweetheart. If it were me, I’d want to know what happened so I could get some perspective. Sometimes to get over something, you have to see it for the mind-fuck it is. I can tell you one thing: avoiding him is not going to work. You’re a challenge to him right now.  Men love it when a woman ignores them. He’s going to pursue you until you give in. You go after him. Make him tell you what happened.” 
I stared open-mouthed at her. She was suggesting that I actually interact with that asshole.   
“And then what? I’ll just get my hopes up again, and he’ll hurt me. I still haven’t recovered from the last time he body-slammed my heart.”
She shrugged and looked annoyed.  “Oh, big deal.  Boo hoo, you’ll get hurt.  And you’ll find a way to deal with it and move on.  It’s what women do, Chels.  It’s what makes us strong. It’s what makes us better.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
I met with Willow the next day at McDonald’s for lunch, hoping to run Marybeth’s theories past her.  
“Marybeth used the term ‘hair of the dog.’ I had some idea what it meant, but I had to ask my dad to be sure.  It basically means I should immerse myself in the very thing that caused me pain.” I shook my head as I opened my fish sandwich.  “And that just seems like the stupidest contradiction ever. Why would I do that to myself? Seems like a strange way to get over someone.  By being around them.”
“Marybeth is a woman of the sixties.  They did a lot of that deep introspection thinking stuff back then. Still, she’s awesome smart, and she’s been through a lot in her life. She should know what she’s talking about.” Willow canted her head and looked at me. “I thought about you last night. I don’t want to sound like Marybeth, but I think what happens next is totally up to you.  You can’t ignore him.  You’ll have to ask him to make drinks for customers. No way around that, Chels. Dreyfus’ll have a conniption if you let how you feel about Asher interfere with business.” 
Willow shoved a wad of French fries into her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “That means you have two choices: you can be rotten as hell, or you can be reasonably nice. I mean, you don’t have to go jumping into his lap or anything, but  can’t you at least find a way to interact without verbally tearing his balls off?  I guess it depends on what kind of a working environment you want to have.” She shrugged.  “Personally, I’d talk to him. I think that might flip him out more than if you were mean. If you can find a way to be around him without cutting his throat, it might help you get over him. He’s just a guy.  You give him way too much power.”
I stared at her. Marybeth had basically said the same thing. I couldn’t stop Asher from working at Tapestries, but I could decide how I reacted to him. I don’t know where it came from, but I suddenly had an epiphany. 
If I were ever going to get over Asher Pratt, I would have to tear the scab off the wound and pour alcohol on it.  I would have to be like one of those snake-handlers who injects himself with a little bit of venom every day to develop an immunity to snakes.  In fact, I thought that was a damned good metaphor. 
I took a bite of my sandwich and nodded.  I swear I heard the Wonder Woman theme song playing in my head. I’d made the decision to take my power back.
 

 
“Hey, Asher.”  I slid into a stool and regarded him in the mirror behind the bar. He was replacing the pour spouts on the liquor bottles on the shelf with clean ones.
I would’ve totally missed it if I hadn’t known him. He lifted his gaze to my reflection. Mouth slightly open, eyes wide with shock. It was the second time I’d caught him off-guard. This bewildered look didn’t even last as long as the first one had.
He turned slowly, eyebrows arched. I bit the inside of my cheeks to keep from laughing out loud.
Willow and Marybeth had been right about talking to him. It was the last thing he expected from me. I’d thrown him a curve; it was interesting to watch him react to it.
“Hey, Chelsea.” He opened the drawer under the bar and deposited the extra pour spouts into it.  He bent over while he did it, more than was strictly necessary. I think he was trying to hide his surprise. “How are you today?”
“Oh, I’m just fine. And you?” I sounded airy, breezy. So far, so good.
He exhaled, a tiny huff, barely perceptible. His eyes widened again, and I thought I saw him shiver.  Yep, the frontal assault had been the way to go. 
“Dandy.” He picked up a towel and began to wipe the dishwasher spots off the glasses we’d need that night. 
It was Friday, and The Sinister Spiders were playing at Tapestries. They attracted an odd crowd: black and blacker were the only colors their fans wore. Both males and females wore enough makeup to rival Marilyn Manson. But they drank a lot. We’d use every glass we had available.
“Asher, can I ask a favor of you?”
Amusement lit his eyes. “Chelsea Whitaker asking me for a favor. Let me fix this moment in my mind forever.” He put his fingers to his temples and closed his eyes.
“If you don’t want to do it, just say so. There’s no reason to get sarcastic.” I flounced off the chair and started to walk away.  
The frontal assault had hit a snag. I’d have to withdraw and regroup. 
He ran to the end of the bar and stopped me with a grip on my arm. “I didn’t mean to say it sarcastically.  I’d do anything for you, Chels.”
Anything but stay faithful. Man, it was on the tip of my tongue, but I held it. His cheating was a sword I wanted to shove right through his gut, but I knew it would just cause a fight. Now was not the time to bring up the past.
 He smiled at me, so blinding I momentarily forgot where I was. 
“Er...yeah. Uhm.”
“You wanted to ask a favor of me?” 
“Oh, yeah. I’m getting my own apartment soon, but Mom and Dad are on a cruise right now.  I have tomorrow off—I think you do too...” I took a deep breath. Once I said it, it couldn’t be unsaid. I still wasn’t sure I was doing the right thing.
“Would you want to tag along with me and check out some apartments? I mean, I need someone to look at an apartment with a man’s eye for repairs and fixing things, and with Dad gone, I just—“
“I’d love to go,” he blurted. His hand tightened on my upper arm. “But I have to work an early shift here.  I’m off at one.”
Easier than I thought. Baited, hooked, reeling him in.  
“I’ll pick you up here then.” I extricated my arm from his hand and made my way toward the back room.
“Chels...?” he called when I was nearly to the door. 
I turned back. “Hm?”
“Can I...will you...do you want to go to dinner with me tomorrow night?” 
I froze.  He looked like a little boy asking for a puppy.  
Let’s get one thing straight: if Asher has a weakness, he’s careful not to let anyone see it.  He’s excellent at throwing up walls to keep you out just as you were about to step in.  
Yet there was an air of vulnerability about him. The look on his face was hopeful.
You’re a fool, my rational-self screamed. Run!
But as I stood in the doorway of the back room staring into the face of the man who’d stolen my heart and had not yet deigned to give it back, I heard another voice. 
 Maybe it’ll be different this time, Chelsea.  
 

 
I pulled into the parking lot of Tapestries at 12:30 p.m. the next day. I was feeling a bit cranky for being so eager to see him, yet I was anxious to test myself.  Could I be around Asher without feeling as though my insides were on fire?
He soon stepped out the back door and glanced around the parking lot.  When he saw me, that captivating smile spread across his face.
I panicked as he hurried toward my car. I inhaled, held it, and tried to get my bearings. At this point, I still had a choice. I could still close the door and avoid further pain. But avoiding the pain hadn’t worked; in fact, it had caused more.  Hair of the dog, indeed.
I let the breath out in a whoosh just as he hopped into my car.
“God, I couldn’t wait to see you.  I didn’t think the hands on the clock were ever going to  move.” He leaned toward me, just a bit. I thought he was going to try to kiss me, and there was no way I was going to let that happen. I’d have to immunize myself to him by degrees. His lips on mine that soon—if at all—were a no-no.
He drew back and blinked. “So where are we going first?”
“I have four apartments to look at today,“ I said as I started the car. “I’d like to take one of them if possible. I really need to get out of Mom and Dad’s house. I’m ready to live on my own.”
“Sounds cool.” He nodded and buckled his seatbelt.  “Thanks for asking me to go along.”
 

 
The first two apartments were beautiful but out of my price range.  The third one was up three flights of stairs, smelled like piss, and would’ve needed cleaned with a pressure washer and several gallons of bleach. The fourth one seemed to be perfect for me.
It was small, only one bedroom, but the bathroom was large with a tub for the long, nightly soaks I enjoyed. The kitchen was straight out of the 1970s (Harvest Gold!) but came with all appliances.  The living room was the size of a large cardboard box, but I could live with it. It was clean, and all utilities except TV were included in the rent. There was lots of parking in the alley behind the house. Best of all, it was within my price range and fairly close to Tapestries. 
Even now, I can remember the tickles in my stomach as I looked around. This was the one—I just knew it! I was finally going to be out on my own.
“So, what do you think?” I asked Asher. He was jiggling the hardware on the toilet.
“It’s nice, Chels. I see some things that need fixed and tightened up, and I hate the colors in the living room.  I like to paint. I can help you.”
I clapped my hands as a shiver of delight settled down my spine.  “Oh God, this is the one.  I’m going to do it. I’m going to sign a lease for this one!”
“I think it’s perfect for you,” he said. “I’ll help you move if you want.”  
  Swept away by the emotion of the moment, I threw my arms around Asher’s neck. Almost immediately, I realized I was in trouble. I tried to step back, but he wrapped one arm around me, locking me solidly against him. And of course, those toffee eyes sealed the deal.  I was stuck like a fly in a spider’s web.
I remember gasping with a tiny, pathetic squeak. Asher’s lean body pressed against the entire length of mine was causing fireworks to shoot  off inside my skull.
Still, I might’ve been okay if he hadn’t dropped one hand to cup my ass, pulling it against the raging hard-on he had. My mind automatically pictured him naked, thought of what he’d done to me with that cock. And those hands and that mouth...
“Asher, no!” I pushed back against him, but he held me captive.  
He frowned. “What do you mean, no? You and I make beautiful music together. I haven’t forgotten. Let me play you, Chels. You always made the sexiest little noises when I touched you here.” He moved one hand between my legs as he ran his lips over my throat.
Jesus Fucking Christ on toast, no! 
I worked my hands up between the two of us and shoved him with all the force I could muster. We stumbled back from each other, both breathing heavily.
“What the...?” He blinked. 
“I haven’t forgotten either, goddamn you. Goddamn your cheating soul to hell!  I haven’t forgotten opening the back seat of your car during the job you guys played at Ice Castles.  You asked me to take your guitar out for you and then you disappeared.  Remember?”  I fought to control the fury that rose in my gut.
“Chelsea, don’t...”
I was too far gone to stop. “I opened the door and found your cute little hairy white ass bouncing up and down on the bartender. I stood there for a minute, not quite believing what I was seeing. You turned around and said ‘Shut the door, baby, it’s freezing out there’. Remember?” 
 My chest heaved as I struggled to breathe.  I was hot and cold by turns.  Five years of pain tumbled across my lips. “You knew I’d find you fucking her, didn’t you? In fact, you made sure of it. And like the dumb bitch I am, I did what you told me to do. I closed the door and walked back inside, your guitar case in my hand.  We always do what you tell us to do, don’t we?  We’re content to get by on the scraps you throw our way and count ourselves lucky that you even bothered to notice us.  I’m done with that bullshit!’  Fists clenched, I spun toward to the door. “I deserve better!”
“Why did you ask me to come along with you if you felt that way?”  he demanded behind me.
“I don’t know!” I screamed in frustration.  “Why did you take a fucking job at Tapestries, knowing I worked there?”
I turned. I wanted to see the look on his face when he answered that one.
His shook his head, as though dazed. “I don’t know,” he said so softly I almost didn’t hear him. “I just...I just need to be around you.”
Well, that was an epiphany, but I understood. God, what was it with the two of us?  We couldn’t be together, but we couldn’t be apart. 
I took a shaky breath and tried to calm down.  After a moment, I felt as though I could speak.
“It will have to be friendship or nothing, and you can’t possibly know what a concession that is on my part. You have Marybeth and Willow to thank that I’m even speaking to you. I don’t know where this is headed, but my number-one rule is this: we are not having sex. Ever.  If you can’t abide by that, then we’re through. I’m quitting Tapestries, and you can play your games with the next woman stupid enough to lay her heart bare for you.” 
He looked stricken for a  moment.  I could see the pulse hammering in his neck. He opened and closed his mouth several times before he spoke, “Friendship it is then.  I can’t ask for more than that after what I put you through.”
Holy shit!  It was as close to an apology as I’d ever get from Asher Pratt.  And I knew that was a major concession on his part.  
 

 
Dinner at Red Robin was strained at first, but we worked through it.  I’d needed to give voice to the anger and resentment I’d carried around with me. With that out of the way, the night went smoothly. 
We spent a lot of time catching up with each other. I asked about his mom, only to find out that she’d died three years earlier from breast cancer.  
“I’m so sorry to hear that.  I liked your mom.” Debbie Pratt had been a thin, elegant woman with kind eyes and blond hair. Though I’d only met her a few times, I think she really liked me.  Curiously, Asher didn’t look much like her. He’d never spoken of a father though, and I’d never seen one the few times I’d been at his house.
“Thanks. I can think about her now without feeling like I want to throw up.” He swallowed and folded the corner of his napkin into a small triangle. I could see talking about her was hard for him. “She was in a lot of pain toward the end.  I kept wishing it would be over for her then I’d feel bad for thinking that. When someone you love hurts like that, it makes it easier to let them go.  Does that make me sound horrible?”
“No, it makes you sound realistic.” I thought of my own maternal grandmother’s death from colon cancer.  “No one wants to see someone they love in pain.”
“I wanted to keep her home with me, but she wanted to die at Presby, among the people she’d worked with all her life.”
“She worked at UPMC?”  Asher had kept his private life very close to the vest when we’d dated before.  I didn’t really know much about him at all.
“Ironically, she was an oncology nurse, an RN.  I can’t say if it helped her to know what she was going to go through with her cancer, but she was the strongest person I knew.  I miss her.”  He picked up the spoon by his plate and twirled it in his fingers as he stared off into space. “I’d give anything to be able to bounce things off of her sometimes. She was a voice of wisdom when I was clueless.”
“And your father?” 
“No father. No father in my life ever,” he said hastily. He must have realized he’d inadvertently given me a glimpse into a source of pain.  His expression relaxed in a smile. “I’m living in the same house as I was when we...before. In Panther Hollow.  Mom had a large life insurance policy, so I can follow my dream and keep playing with the Turtles.  We’re hoping to get signed someday...,” he scowled and looked away, “...though that seems less and less likely the older I get.” 
“Don’t give up.  You’re very good.”  I watched him across the table, my chin in my hand.  He had such an expressive face.
“Thanks. I think about giving up sometimes, but I always try to use that doubt for fuel.  Other than that damned bartender’s certificate I have, I don’t know how to do anything else.”
“Well, I’ve heard rave reviews about your margaritas. And Willow says your Long Island iced teas should be preceded by the word ’nuclear’.“
He laughed.  “They are pretty potent.”
“You’ll have to make me one. When I’m not working, of course.”  I looked at my watch.  It was 10:00 p.m. “It’s getting late.  I’ll have to get you home.”
His face went blank.  “It’s early yet.  What’s your hurry?”
In truth, I was exhausted, mostly from the emotional impact of being around him all day. I wanted to retreat to a safe place and have ice cream or something.
“Surely you didn’t think I’d make this an all-nighter.  I have to work tomorrow.”
“So do I,” he said.  “But it’s Saturday night.  I thought maybe we’d catch some bands and...”
It was a rare show of weakness on his part.  He wanted me to do something with him instead of the other way around.  I remembered begging him the first time we’d dated to take me out on Saturday night, but his best buds always came first.  More often than not, I sat home alone and fumed.
 “Nah, I’m tired. You can do whatever you want after I drop you off at Tapestries, but I’m going home to my bed and my cat. You ready?”  I picked up my purse and slid out of the booth. 
I should’ve been ashamed, but the look on his face gave me an odd sense of satisfaction. It wasn’t quite the sword I wanted to skewer him with, but it felt good anyway.
 Asher was the one feeling the sting of disappointment for a change.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
After I signed the lease for the apartment, time seemed to come to a halt.  I only had to wait two weeks, but it felt like twenty years.
Unfortunately, Mom didn’t take it well. 
 “C’mon, Mom, I’m only twenty minutes away, for God’s sake.  It’s not like I’m leaving the state or anything.” My bedroom was filled with packed boxes. The sight of them sent Mom into fits of weeping every time she stepped into my room.
In fact, Mom cried the whole time I was packing.  I understood, I really did.  Their baby was leaving the nest. Mom seemed to feel as though a door was closing for them, but I saw a door flung wide open for me. I was about to start a completely new chapter of my life, and I couldn’t wait.
“I know. But this house is going to be so quiet without you here.”  She put her face in her hands, and the waterworks started again.  
Finally, Dad showed up in the doorway. He hated to see Mom cry, but he didn’t quite know what to do with her either.
I gave him my best pleading look. I still had half my room to pack, and I wanted to get it done.
 “C’mon, Barb, I’ll take you to lunch. Chelsea needs to finish here,” Dad said quietly, averting his eyes from me.  I knew he felt as bad as she did, but it wasn’t my dad’s style to show much emotion. He draped an arm around my mom’s shoulders.
Mom nodded, her face still in her hands, and allowed Dad to pivot her out of my room.
I sighed with relief and got to work.
 

 
Asher showed up on moving day with the rest of the Dirty Turtles—Mike, Joe, Rick, and Spencer. Moving was painless with all those extra hands. I was grateful for the help, given the way the weather had turned. It was late-October, and we were getting our first snow.
The U-Haul was totally unloaded by noon.  I bought pizza, we all relaxed for a while, then the other guys left. Mom organized my kitchen while Dad and Asher reassembled my bed and other furniture.  
We moved and cleaned and arranged the whole day.  Sometime in late afternoon, I noticed my dad slumped in the recliner in the living room, head back, eyes closed.  
“Why don’t you and Dad go to dinner?” I suggested to Mom, who was doing a final inspection of my bathroom. “I think I can take it from here.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Dad’s exhausted.  So are you,” I said.  “Go home.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I’ll stay and help her, Mrs. Whitaker,” Asher said.  “We’re almost done anyway.”
Mom glanced dubiously between Asher and me.  She knew how hard I’d taken it the last time we broke up. I’m sure she was wondering if I’d lost my mind. 
There were hugs all around and tears in everyone’s eyes, even mine. “My little girl’s all grown up,” Dad said. He and Mom reluctantly left, with many backward glances and little heartbroken waves.
When the door closed behind them, I turned to Asher.  “So. What’s left to do?”
He had the largest screwdriver I’d ever seen in his hand. “I just have to finish putting up the blinds in the living room. Then we’re done.” He smiled.  “I have a surprise for you.”
I helped him with the blinds then he disappeared for about an hour. I used that time to unpack my toiletries in the bathroom and put some rugs down on the old linoleum in the kitchen.  The fuzzy green and purple carpets from my bedroom at home clashed horribly with all the Harvest Gold, but it was all I had at the moment. It would be a while before I could afford new rugs.
Asher came back with three dozen roses, a bottle of champagne, and takeout from the Wonton Buffett downtown. He deposited all of it on my table then ran back out to his car. I watched him struggle across the alley with a large, flat rectangle wrapped in brown paper.
“Asher, you didn’t have to do this for me,” I scolded, though I was secretly pleased he’d made an effort.
“Of course I did. This is a big moment. I wanted to be the first to have dinner with you in your new apartment.” He gave me a look I can only describe as cautious. “May I be permitted to congratulate you with a kiss on the cheek?”
“Of course.” 
He kissed me. Paco Rabanne again. My nostrils went wide as I breathed it in.
“You need to stop with the Paco Rabanne.”
“Oh, you like it?”  He put the roses in the vase he’d brought with him and set them in the middle of the table.  
“You know I do.” 
He pulled two plates from my cupboard, set them on the table, and then went back for silverware.  “I guess I do remember you liking Paco Rabanne,” he said absently.
I hadn’t seen him bring them in, but he had several partially burnt candles. He lit them and set them around the apartment. I wasn’t sure what he was up to, but I felt as though I had to nip it in the bud.
“If you’re setting this up to be a romantic evening, you can just stop.  It’s not going to end up where you hope.” 
“I do want it to be a romantic evening, but I have no plans beyond this kitchen table. I’m just very excited for you,” he assured me. “Please sit down and I’ll serve you.”  He scooped beef with snow peas onto plates for both of us, finally laying an egg roll alongside the mound of food. 
The champagne was popped open as well, though we had to drink it out of Styrofoam cups. 
Asher hoisted his into the air.  “To Chelsea and new beginnings!”
I touched his cup with mine and wondered what he meant by that.
 

 
We finished eating and made small talk. I was in no hurry for the meal to end. It seemed as though my fairy godmother had waved the wand of peace over both of us.
We cleaned up after a while. I insisted on doing the dishes before we went into the living room. My mind was on the large, flat package he’d brought with him, but I was in no hurry to open that either. He’d thought of someone besides himself, and I wanted to savor the moment.
The soap bubbles in the sink reminded me of the day I’d been locked in the freezer. I mused over what had caused the universe to align in such a way that Asher Pratt was there for me in my moment of need. Accident of fate?  I didn’t know, but I couldn’t help thinking it was a nice accident. 
“Hurry up!” Asher called from the living room. “I can’t wait for you to see this.”
“Give me a minute.” I grabbed a dish towel and dried my hands. 
He made me sit in the brown recliner that came with the apartment before he stood the package on end in front of me.  It was at least three-by-four feet in size, wrapped in brown kraft paper.  
“Go ahead,” he urged. “Open it.”
I took hold of the paper at the top and ripped it down the middle. It was a painting. As I continued to pull off the paper, I got a sense of what it was. The food in my stomach solidified into a solid lump, matched only by the lump forming in my throat.
“Do you like it?”  He propped the picture up from behind with his knees. Tears stung my eyes at the look on his face.
I inhaled slowly, painfully. I’d forgotten that Asher was also an artist. In fact, he’d been a damned good watercolor artist when I dated him. He’d won numerous awards in the Pittsburgh area for his colorful abstracts.
The painting itself was gorgeous, but it was the subject matter that threatened to fuck me up.  The day I’d graduated from high school, he’d taken me to Kennywood, a local amusement park, to ride the roller coasters.  
Such a magical day. Sunny, warm, perfect. We’d had such a wonderful time. He treated me like a queen.  There’d been no hint of the storm to come. I didn’t know then the biggest roller coaster I’d ever ride would be Asher Pratt. 
He’d taken a picture of me that day, standing in front of the Thunderbolt, just before we got on.  I was wearing a pink sundress with a white Kennywood baseball cap turned sideways on my head. An innocent goofball, a blend of naiveté and promise, oblivious to what was coming.  I had a silly grin on my face, one hand on top of my head, my hair blowing in the breeze. 
He’d recreated that moment for me in watercolor on canvas. 
“Oh, Asher.”  My voice was a tortured whisper.  My throat had closed up.
He bent over and asked again, “Do you like it?”
I looked up at him, my eyes brimming with tears.  He’d captured a moment of my life when I was deeply in love with him, so alive with optimism for the future that it oozed from my very pores.  How I wanted to go back to that moment, sink to my knees, and soak it in. 
I couldn’t speak.  I put my shaking hands over my mouth as my eyes spilled over.  Something that felt suspiciously like hope broke loose inside me.  I knew it was dangerous, but for that moment, I let it go. 
“It’s beautiful.  I remember that day like it was yesterday.”
“I remember it too.  I think that was the single greatest day of my life.” His eyes grew misty as he looked at the picture.  “You were just as beautiful then as you are now.” 
“Stop it.”  I practically spit it at him.  
I watched him curl his hands into fists. His eyes were as round as a summer moon as he stared down at me. Things were moving there—he was thinking—but he took care not to show too much emotion on his face.  It was all there in his eyes. 
“What are you doing?  What do you want with me?” I had to know. 
He exhaled in a slow hiss of air, shaking his head slightly. My stare must have been equally intense; he was the first to look away. “I don’t know, Chelsea.” 
“I’m not going to let you carve my heart out again.  You understand that, don’t you?”
 “I never meant to carve your heart out the first time, baby.  What we had was real.”
I was surprised to hear him say something like that. “But I wasn’t enough for you, was I? I don’t have what it takes to hold your attention.”
He swallowed.  “You should never think that.  You were more than enough.”
“Then what was it?”
“I just…” His eyes were haunted.  “I just can’t…”
“Can’t what? Love someone? Make a commitment? For fuck’s sake, it’s what everyone out there hopes for!  We had it! We had it, goddamn you, and you threw it away with both hands!”
The troubled look he wore quickly morphed into panic.  It was my first real clue that I had not been the problem in our relationship.  It wasn’t that I hadn’t been good enough. Something inside Asher’s psyche had sunk our boat.  But what?
“This was a bad idea. I should go,” he mumbled and turned away.
I stood quickly, leaned the painting against the couch, and stepped in front of him, flattening my hands against his chest.  He wasn’t leaving until I got some answers. 
“Sooner or later, we need to have this conversation.  I’ve spent years dissecting us, trying to figure out what went wrong.  I agonized over whether I was pretty enough or sexy enough, if it was something I said or did. But it wasn’t me, was it?  There’s something inside you that won’t let you take that final step. God, you stupid son-of-a-bitch, you could look for a million years and never find someone who loved you as much as I did!”  Tears welled in my eyes.  I wanted to hit something in frustration. “And you felt that way about me too, didn’t you?” 
I hit a serious nerve with that comment.  I could feel his heart racing under the palms of my hands.  It was the answer I’d spent five years trying to find.
For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like a failure.  If I could just get him to open up to me, I thought we could resolve the things that stood in our way.
He reached up, closed his hands around mine, and held them against his chest.  When he kept opening and closing his mouth, I knew he wasn’t going to let me in on any of his secrets.
I had to give him an out, let him make a graceful exit. We could revisit this some other time.
“I appreciate everything you did for me. Helping me move and all. The painting is beautiful. I’ll always treasure it.  I’m glad you stayed with me for a while tonight. Thank you.”
With one quick, guilty glance into my eyes, Asher was around me and out the door.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
I didn’t sleep a wink the first night in my new apartment. It felt strange and smelled funny, like dust and old things.  It wasn’t home.  And the whole argument with Asher was slowly driving me nuts.
Sometime past midnight I managed to drowse off, only waking when morning light began to filter between the curtains. I stared at the antique copper and glass light fixture overhead, a hundred random thoughts skittering through my mind. 
 I noticed there were at least two decades of dead flies resting on the inside bottom of the frosted glass. I made a mental note to clean it. If I were going to spend time staring at the ceiling and thinking things over, I didn’t want to look at fly corpses.  
Suddenly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what happened between Asher and me. Maybe it was just better to let our past lie in the grave with a stake through its heart. Maybe I didn’t need perspective after all.
At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to hole up in my apartment for the rest of the weekend and think. Too bad I had to work that night.
I reluctantly threw back the covers and rolled out of bed.
 

 
Willow met me at the door of Tapestries that afternoon.  “What did you do to Asher?  He’s a real grouch today!”
I shouldered past her with a scowl on my face. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”
She was smart enough to let it rest. 
We got busy very fast that Saturday night. The Bugaloos were playing, and they had a large fan base. Despite the sissy name, they attracted a crowd that was predominantly bikers. We were packed floor to ceiling. It was hard to get through the mass of bodies with a tray. I finally resorted to delivering drinks two or three at a time without it.
Around midnight, I mentioned to Marybeth that maybe we should cut down on the amount of alcohol we were serving. More than once that night, I’d had a strange hand under my skirt.
“Can’t do that, Chels.”  She glanced over the crowd then glared daggers at Scott Dreyfus.  “If they wanna keep drinking, I gotta keep serving.”  
“Then I’m going out to my car to get a pair of shorts to put on under my skirt. The last guy I served pulled me down in his lap and nearly had my undies off.” Though the weather was starting to get cold, I always kept a pair of shorts in my car just in case. 
“Do what you gotta do, sweetheart.  Just let me or Scott know if anyone makes you uncomfortable.” She glanced over the crowd again.  I knew she was talking tough, but these guys intimidated her too, and she was as badass as anyone I knew.
You get felt up once in a while when you’re a waitress in a bar. Instant asshole—just add alcohol.  I’d become a pretty good judge of who was just showing off for friends and who was serious about getting under my skirt. A gentle knee to the stones or a heel jammed down on a foot was usually enough to get an aggressive drunk to back off. If that didn’t work, we called in the big guns—Marybeth, Scott, and Mr. Dreyfus. We tried not to get too physical with our patrons though, especially when we were that crowded. Even a small fight could quickly escalate into a drunken riot. 
I slipped out the back door to the parking lot and retrieved the shorts from my car. When I turned around to go back, I ran into a group of four scary-looking bikers.  They’d surrounded my car.
I clenched my fists. Son-of-a-bitch!  
“Get out of my way. I need to get back to work.” I glared at each one of them. 
The biggest dude was already fumbling with his zipper. “I’ve got some work for you right here.” He leered at me with a mouth full of stained and rotted teeth.  I winced. His breath was eighty proof. 
And these guys meant business. 
I feinted to the left, but they moved with me.  I then twisted to the right, shoving the skinny guy blocking my path with as much force as I could muster, and sprinted toward the back door of Tapestries. They were stumbling around, drunk as hell.  That was my only advantage.  
I was moving like a freight train when I hit the door.  I grabbed the handle, squeezed, and jerked. I had it open a crack just as they got to me. One of them snagged me around the waist and pulled me backward, but I wasn’t about to let go of the door. They yanked, I held on, and the door swung wide.  I dropped the shorts I was holding, latched on with both hands, and screamed at the top of my lungs. 
“Marybeth!  Somebody! Anybody!  Help! Help me!”   
More hands were on me now, prying at my shoulders and arms, trying to break my hold. My body was parallel to the ground; I could feel my hands slipping…slipping off the handle. I screamed louder, harder.
I don’t know how they heard me, but soon enough, Marybeth and Asher were there. Marybeth, who was no slouch in the muscle department herself, seized me by the upper arms and pulled me against her. I shook like a leaf. I would’ve been sobbing, but I couldn’t breathe.  
Asher advanced on the group with a butcher knife he’d snatched from the kitchen. “Four against one,” he said. “Hardly seems like a fair fight, boys. Guess that makes you all cowards.” 
The bikers didn’t look so tough now.  The one who’d been ready to unzip his fly held his hands up in front of him.  “We was just lookin’ for a little fun, that’s all.  Didn’t mean no harm.” 
“I bet the lady thinks otherwise.” Asher spun the knife around in his hand like a ninja with nunchucks. “You owe her an apology.” He stepped toward the group.  “Let’s hear it.  Now.”
They all mumbled a lame version of “sorry” and melted away into the night.
Marybeth held me in a death grip. I think she was shaking just as much as I was. “Jesus Christ, Chelsea, if you wouldn’t have gotten to the door... I need a fucking cigarette.”
Asher was suddenly by my side.  “Are you all right? They didn’t hurt you?” 
“I’m not hurt.” Scared out of my mind, pissing down my leg, but not really hurt.

With both of them supporting me, we went back into the bar.
 

 
Of all the reactions Scott Dreyfus could’ve had to my near-kidnapping, the one I got blew me away.
The next afternoon that asshole pulled me into his office alone, shoved me into a chair, and ranted and raved for ten minutes. I barely heard a word of it. It was only when he started bad-mouthing Asher that I found my voice, my own temper at the boiling point.
“….and then fucking Asher tries to play hero by pulling a fucking knife on those guys! Patrons! Customers!  Now they’ll never come back, and those bikers drop some serious coin when they come in here!”  Scott leaned over me, his hands gripping the armrests of the chair I sat in.  He was practically purple, spitting all over me every time he opened his mouth. 
“I was almost kidnapped, you jerk!” I glared right back at him.  “If Asher and Marybeth hadn’t heard me screaming, they’d be fishing my body out of the Monongahela River right now!  But that’s okay, isn’t it?  As long as you’re making money, it’s all good, right?” 
“Don’t you talk to me like that, you little cunt. I’ll fire you, Asher, and Marybeth if I have to.  Tapestries has a reputation to protect.”
“What reputation is that, Scott? That the owner’s son is a heartless asshole who cares more about money than the safety of the female bar employees?  You are so full of shit I can smell you from here!” 
He drew in a sharp breath, and for one tense moment, I thought he was going to hit me.
“What the hell were you doing outside anyway?”  
“Getting a pair of shorts out of my car. Not that it’s any of your business.” I crossed my arms over my chest, daring him to question me further.
He straightened, looking perplexed. “Shorts? For what?”
“To put on under my skirt—a short skirt you insist we wear. I was tired of your precious customers running their hands over my ass.  I don’t understand why we can’t just wear a pair of black shorts and a Tapestries T-shirt when we’re serving.  This isn’t the first time this has happened to me.  The other girls too.  But you don’t care, do you?”
He snickered. “I don’t care. Tits and ass sell more drinks. The customers like to look at the girls’ asses. So do I. If you’d have stayed in the bar, this wouldn’t have happened.”
That was it. I was done. I shot up out of the chair, fists clenched.  “How dare you blame me for what happened, you misogynistic jackass!  Tits and ass sell drinks, do they?  That sounds an awful lot like sexual harassment to me!”
The son-of–a-bitch actually had the nerve to run his knuckles across my cheek.  “Why won’t you play nice with me, Chelsea? I’d let you wear anything you wanted if you’d give me a little taste of that sweet slice you have between your legs.”
I drew back and hit him across the face as hard as I’ve ever hit anything in my life. In fact, my fist was only half-closed when it met his cheekbone.  My hand hurt like hell. I was sure I’d broken a couple of fingers.
Unfortunately, all I’d done was stoke his own considerable temper. He staggered back, recovered, and came after me, clutching my upper arms in a brutal grip. I fought back and swore at him.  He let go and backhanded me, and I swear I heard bells ring. I collapsed back into the chair, hand to my left cheek, my head spinning.
Marybeth must’ve been standing right outside.  She launched through the door at Scott, fists flying, trying to finish what I’d started. Scott retreated behind the desk and grabbed the baseball bat he had there. Marybeth backed off, but she was so mad she was snorting.
The ruckus we were making was bound to attract someone’s attention. Soon enough, Bob Dreyfus stood in the doorway with a bewildered look on his face.
“What the glorious hell is going on in here?” I can still see his face as he glanced between the three of us.  
Scott sounded as though he were going to cry. “I want these two bitches from hell fired, Dad.  They assaulted me!”
“It this true?” Mr. Dreyfus turned to look at me.
I only had one shot at an explanation.  I inhaled and tried to calm myself. “I was nearly kidnapped last night by some customers. Bikers. Marybeth and Asher saved me. If you’ll just give me a chance to tell you what happened—”
“Dad! Surely you aren’t going to listen to anything this little bitch has to say! She hit me!”
I rubbed my cheek and glared at Scott. “Only after you asked me for sex. Does your father know you treat the waitresses here like your own personal harem?  Does he know how many of the girls have given in and slept with you to get a bigger share of the tips and a better schedule?” 
 Up until now, this had been an open secret.  I wasn’t about to let this asshole make me the bad guy.  We would all get fired for sure, but I wasn’t keeping quiet anymore.
“Scott?” There was a note of horror in Mr. Dreyfus’s voice. 
“That’s not true…” Scott looked like a cornered animal.
“It’s true, Bob,” Marybeth said. “Ask any one of the girls that work here. They’ll tell you.”  
“Scott?”  Mr. Dreyfus’s head did a funny little jerk as he swiveled to look at his son. “You know how I feel about that sort of thing.”
Scott turned purple and stared.
“I want an explanation, son. If Chelsea and Marybeth are lying, I’ll fire them. But I can’t defend you if I don’t hear your side of things.  If I ask the other girls about you, what will they tell me?”
Scott lowered his head, guilt all over his face.  Mr. Dreyfus exhaled all at once and straightened.  His hands were shaking.  I felt bad for him.   
“I’m sorry to have to do this, Scott, but you’re fired.”
Marybeth and I both looked up. Shock ran through me like an electric current. This was certainly turning out to be the day from hell. For all of us.
“Dad!” Scott’s eyes were wide with shock. The boy born with the silver spoon in his mouth was getting a taste of karma.
“You’ve put us in a terrible position here.  Demanding sexual favors for better pay and hours opens us up to all kinds of lawsuits, son.  If one of them would have complained...Well, now that I know what you’ve been doing, I have to fire you.  I have no choice.  I’m sorry. I had hoped one day to hand the keys to Tapestries over to you, but I don’t think you’re mature enough to handle it.”
Scott narrowed his eyes. The look he shot Marybeth and me gave me a chill.  He had a mean streak a mile wide, and we’d both just painted bull’s eyes on our backs. There were no winners here.
Scott leapt over the desk, rammed the door with the heel of his hand, and disappeared in a cloud of obscenities.
“I’m sorry.” Mr. Dreyfus turned to us.  “Marybeth, you should’ve told me.”
“We were afraid of him, Mr. Dreyfus.” I was shaking so hard I could barely speak. “Scott isn’t the nicest person when he’s crossed.”
He gave a long, tortured sigh. He suddenly looked like a very old man. “I knew that. I guess I hoped working here would help smarten him up. I’m so sorry, ladies.” 
 

 
Reactions from the other waitresses that night ran the gamut from glares to grins. Some of the girls didn’t mind trading sex for perks, but most of them were glad Scott was gone. Willow hadn’t slept with him either, but he’d certainly been applying the pressure. She nearly wept with relief.
I still felt sick about what had happened, but when a few of my fellow servers thanked me, it made it all worth it. No one...no one...should have to work under those conditions.
And of course there was guilt, though I fought to push it aside. If Scott Dreyfus had shown even a little distress about my near-abduction, I’d have kept my mouth shut.  
Asher was horrified when he found out what Scott had done to me. Really.  I wondered if it was just an act, but it didn’t seem like it.
“God, Chels, that was mighty fucking brave of you.  I didn’t like the way he looked at the girls here, but I had no idea he was...”  Asher kissed my bruised cheek and pulled me into his arms for a hug. I let him. It was the embrace of a friend—nothing more. I was surprised when I didn’t feel anything but relief.
“It’s over now. I don’t want to keep talking about it.”
“How do you think Scott will handle being fired?” 
I glanced up at Asher, stared right into his eyes. I didn’t feel a thing. There was no reaction from the rest of my body either. Was I just too upset to react to him, or was Marybeth’s “immolation by Asher” working?
“He won’t take it well. The girls and I have agreed to walk each other out to our cars at night.  He’s afraid of Marybeth, but he’s never liked me. I wouldn’t give in and sleep with him.”
“If he lays a hand on you again, he’s a dead man.” Asher sounded fierce. I was too numb to psycho-analyze his tone.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Black Friday was upon us. Pittsburgh goes nuts on Black Friday. Bumper to bumper traffic, short-tempered people yelling at each other in the stores, long lines trailing out of every restaurant. To make things worse, they play all that schmaltzy Christmas music in the background.  It’s worse than a Steelers’ home game. Yeah, I wasn’t interested in being out there in that insanity.
I always offered to work a double that day. First, because I’ve never been a hard-core shopper. I’ll do my Christmas shopping when things settle down a bit, thank you.  Second, it’s the day we always put up the trees and decorations at Tapestries.  My most favorite thing ever!
I stared down at Asher’s torso as he lay on the floor, his head and shoulders hidden under the branches of a fake spruce.  He was trying to level it for me so I could decorate it. Unfortunately, I was preoccupied with staring at the bulge in his jeans.  As far as I knew, there was no law that said I couldn’t look, right? 
“Chelsea!”  
“What?”
“Did you hear a word I said?”
“No.”
“What the hell are you doing up there?”
“None of your business.” I tried to stifle a giggle and snorted instead.
One hand came out from under the tree and cupped his crotch area. “Are you checking me out?”
I snorted again. “No.”  Then I thought about his package being under the tree and what a great gift that was. I laughed out loud.  “Yes!” 
“Well, stop it until we get these trees up.  Can I take you out for Taco Bell tonight?  Then you can molest me with your eyes all you want.”
“Sure!” I was in a very festive mood. “I’m on until midnight though.”
He slid out from under the tree and sat up. He had on a white T-shirt and tight jeans.  I thought he looked a lot like James Dean.
“That makes two of us then. Now I’m going back under here, and I want you to tell me whether it’s straight or not. Focus on the tree, Chelsea Whitaker.” He lay back down and shimmied under the branches. “If you can.”
I laughed again, a sound of pure delight that bubbled up from a happy place inside me.  It was one of those days I was just glad to be alive.
 

 
Tapestries was beautiful when we were done.  There was a tree in the foyer, blue and white lights hanging from the mirror behind the bar, a huge eight-foot blue spruce stood in one corner of the dining room (complete with wrapped presents beneath it), and mistletoe hung from the lights over the booths. It was a job well done.
Thankfully, we hadn’t been very busy that night, what with everyone out shopping. With all the extra hands, we’d gotten everything up in record time. The holiday spirit inside our little bar would’ve made even old Mr. Scrooge smile. 
Willow came up to me, dusting her hands together. “I finally got the lights on the foyer tree working. I had to replace the one strand.”
“It looks wonderful! I love Christmas.” I hugged her.
“Me too.  Hey, you on tomorrow?”
“Yeah, as always.”
“See you then.” Willow disappeared through the foyer door.
Asher came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishtowel. He’d been cleaning the spouts on the liquor bottles in preparation for the crowd the following day.
“You just about ready to go?” he asked me.
“Yep.”  I took one last look around the room, glowing brightly in white, blue, and gold.  Even the elf sitting on the bar shelf looked happy, his knees drawn up to his chest, eyes shifted to the right. I smiled warmly at Asher. “Thanks for everything today.  It went a lot easier with you here.  You are a handyman of the highest order.”
“Oh, so you think my working here is a good thing now, do you?” His eyes twinkled merrily. 
He tickled me when I pretended to give it some thought.  I laughed and dodged away from him. “Why, yes.  Yes, I do.”
 

 
“For such a small woman, you sure do put away the groceries.” Asher eyed my three tacos and two burritos as he sat down in front of me with his tray. 
“Well, I didn’t have any lunch, really. Just a small salad that Marybeth shoved under my nose on my way through the kitchen once. I was busy and forgot to eat.”
“Who forgets to eat?” Asher laughed. 
“I do sometimes, when I’m doing something I love. Like reading, walking, or decorating for Christmas.”  I picked up one of the tacos and took a big crunchy bite.  As I was chewing, I came up with a great idea.
“Hey, would you like to go Christmas shopping sometime?  Or are you done already?”  
He got this sad, startled expression on his face.  “I don’t really have anyone to shop for.”
“Oh, c’mon! No uncles or grandparents or cousins?  No one?”
He shook his head. “My family dwindled down to one—me—when my mother died.”
 I was horrified at the thought of him spending the most wonderful, family-oriented day of the year alone. “What do you do on Christmas Day then?”
“I usually put up a small tree, mostly because my mother loved Christmas. I decorate a little. I cook a turkey breast and watch the parades. Last year, I bought myself a brand new Les Paul guitar from Pianos N’ Stuff up in Blawnox.  I wrapped it and everything, though it wasn’t much of a surprise when I opened it.”  Asher gave me a weak smile. I felt my heart crack cleanly in half.  
I dropped the taco onto the paper on my tray and wiped my hands with a napkin. “That settles it. You’re coming to our house for Christmas.” 
His mouth dropped open then snapped shut. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly...I don’t want to intrude.”
“I’m not taking no for an answer.”
“Chelsea...”
“There is no way I’m letting you spend Christmas alone. Don’t even think about it. My parents would be horrified if they knew you sat home by yourself. It’s out of the question. You’ll pack some things and stay overnight with us. I think we both have to work early on Christmas Eve, but we close at noon. You can just ride home with me.”
A hopeful spark lit his eyes. Asher was lonely, though he took great pains to hide it from everyone.  I wondered if that was why he’d taken the job at Tapestries.  Even though you’re on the clock, working at a bar is a bit like a party. 
“If you don’t think your parents would mind, I’d like to spend Christmas with you.” He grinned.  “So when can we go shopping?”
 

 
Asher dragged me from one end of Pittsburgh to the other the next weekend.  He was like a little boy discovering Christmas all over again.  It made me want to cry as I watched him dart in and out of stores, his eyes alight with pleasure. To think he’d spent several Christmases by himself made me heartsick.
He got my dad a Lowe’s gift card and a scarf with a guitar on it, like the one he often wore.  He got my mom a foot massager and an apple-scented Yankee Candle. I didn’t do much shopping. I was content just to watch him enjoy the day.
“Do you want me to take your packages home with me and wrap them for you?” I took some of his bags from him as we walked toward the exit of the Monroeville Mall. The handles on the bags were strangling his fingers. Several of them were already blue.
“You can take them home, but make sure you hide them.” Asher spun around and walked backward in front of me.  “And I don’t want you to wrap them. Can we do it Christmas Eve when I come over?  I want us to do it together. I’ll buy the wrapping paper.”
“You think we don’t have any wrapping paper at my house?” My heart soared into the air and exploded like a roman candle, right along with the warning bells sounding in my head. He was so very fucking adorable, but that was as far as it could go.  I didn’t dare let him get under my skin.
 

 
We had a light crowd on Christmas Eve morning at Tapestries. Mostly, our patrons just wanted to come in and have a shot or some eggnog and wish us Merry Christmas before they rushed off to their own celebrations. It was snowing slightly, which added to the festive atmosphere. Everyone was happy, even Marybeth. She was seeing a new guy, and it was apparently going well.
She was cleaning up behind the bar in preparation for quitting time. “Yeah, Sam and I are going to a party then heading to my place to open gifts.  I’m making lasagna for Christmas Day....”
“Lasagna?” Willow and I said it at the same time before giving each other a horrified look.
“Yes, lasagna.” Marybeth sounded annoyed, but her smile gave her away. “Who said dinner on Christmas Day had to be turkey or ham? I’m half-Italian, you know. We have our own way of doing things. What are yunz doing tonight?”
“Asher’s coming home with me to celebrate with my family. I didn’t want him to be alone. We’ll probably just eat, drink, and laugh all night,” I said as I pushed a wide broom across the gleaming hardwood floor.  
Tanya Simons, a new hire at Tapestries, walked by me just then. “Lucky girl! Asher’s a hottie!”
“It’s not like that, Tanya.  Not anymore,” I told her.  
Soon enough it was noon. We locked the door and had a small employee Christmas party then headed out about 2:00 p.m., each of us to celebrate in our own way. 
 

 
My mom was already home from her job at State Farm Insurance when we got to the house.  Dad called to say he was just closing up the small machine shop we owned and would be home soon.
Asher and I grabbed some tape, scissors, and gift wrap and stole away up to my room, giggling like children. I was glad to have the company.  The Whitaker family Christmas Eve always involved take-out pizza and the opening of gifts, after which Mom usually stuck her nose in a book and Dad fell asleep on the couch. Tonight I would have someone to talk to, perhaps watch a movie with.   
Asher seemed rather befuddled when I retrieved the gifts that he’d purchased from my closet and laid them on the floor in front of him.  “I’m afraid I don’t know the first thing about wrapping gifts.”
“Didn’t I hear you say you wrapped your guitar last year?”
“Yes, but no one saw it.  I did a terrible job. I don’t want your mom and dad to think I’m an idiot.”
“They won’t think you’re an idiot just because you can’t wrap a gift. My dad sucks at it too, so he always makes my mom do it.  I’ll show you how.”  I picked up the foot massager, which was in a fairly large box.  “We’ll start with this one.  It’ll be easy.”
We cut, taped, laughed, and wrapped, then laughed some more.  Being his friend was turning out to be so much easier than being his lover.  I was glad I’d taken Marybeth’s advice. In fact, everything was going much better than I expected it to.  At least until I reached across to get the tape he’d dropped beside him.
I swear I never intended for it to happen.  I was just trying to get the tape.  I leaned over and got a whiff of him—not Paco Rabanne this time, but something equally heady. I turned my head to get a better sniff and found myself staring into those gorgeous eyes. His lips were a scant millimeter from mine. Both of us blew out a frustrated breath at the same time and then...
In one smooth Asher-movement—I still don’t know how he did it—he swept across my waist with one arm. Before I could blink or react, I was lying flat on my back beneath him, the full length of that long body pressing me into the carpet.
Barely breathing, I stared at him for a second, trying to take it all in. He chose that moment to drop his mouth over mine with a patently sexual groan.  He slanted those full lips across my own as though he were starving, grinding hard, pushing me to answer him.  And to my horror, I did.  Big time. 
It was the freaking Fourth of July under my skin. Every nerve ending I possessed was singing the Hallelujah Chorus. He expertly plundered my mouth with his tongue, and all I could think was he still tasted the same. Warm hands slipped under my shirt, pushing my bra up and over my breasts. Somewhere in my muddled thoughts I decided he should be stopped, but I went limp instead. His hands completed an electric circuit within me as they brushed over nipples so eager to be touched they practically leapt into his palms. 
Godgodgod. How often had I dreamt of this?  Asher was one of a kind.  I was certain no other man on the planet would ever stir up feelings like that inside me. He’d been my everything once. Could it happen again? Maybe. If only... 
My arms went around his back and I pulled him closer. His cock was cradled in the junction of my thighs, large and hard even through two layers of jean material. 
He pulled his mouth from mine, breaking the kiss with a slight pop.  We were both panting. I was soaking wet, ready to let him do whatever he wanted to me. So much for just being friends.
“I want you so bad,” he whispered against my mouth, those caramel eyes begging me for more.
Reality hit me like a ton of bricks. Jesus Christ, Chelsea, he’s got you pinned down on the floor of your bedroom, and your mother is just downstairs!
“We can’t. My parents...”
“Later, when they’re sleeping. Please.  I have a condom in my wallet...”
That statement knocked the wind out of me.  Always ready at the drop of a hat, aren’t you?
 “Oh, let me put on my surprised face,”  I hissed as I bared my teeth at him. “Get off of me! I’m not going to be a fuck buddy for you!”
His nostrils flared, making him look like a wild animal. I nearly caved.  God, he was so gorgeous. 
That look was quickly replaced by one of regret. He sighed and rolled away, running a hand through his hair as he leaned against my bed.  “I’m sorry, Chelsea. I promised myself I would respect the boundaries you gave me.  I really don’t want to ruin what we have. I’ve enjoyed being around you, and I appreciate being able to spend the holidays here.  Forgive me?”
I rolled over and scrambled back as if I faced a rattlesnake in my bedroom.  
I know it doesn’t sound like much, but apologies from Asher Pratt were as rare as diamonds. I, too, enjoyed being around him and didn’t want to lose his friendship simply because we’d slipped. This was my fault too. I hadn’t been in all that big of a rush to stop him. In fact, if my mother hadn’t been downstairs...
 “I’m sorry as well. Asher, you can’t touch me anymore.  It’s still too raw...too soon...”
He gulped and nodded. He knew it too.  We were like gasoline on an open flame. Maybe we were just fooling ourselves by thinking we could even be friends.
The silence was awkward.  Then he made me laugh and the moment passed.
I rose and started to clean up the gift-wrapping mess, but he stopped me.  “Can you leave me alone with this for about fifteen minutes?” He had mischief all over his face. 
“What are you doing?” I crossed my arms and gave him a look.
“You’ll find out later. Please?”
“Okay. Just come downstairs when you’re done.  Dad should be home any time now with the pizza.”
 

 
It was one of the nicest Christmas Eves I’ve ever had. We ate pizza until we nearly burst, opened presents, and then, as predicted, my mother started to read a book and my father fell asleep on the sofa as A Christmas Story blared away on the TV. 
Asher helped me clean up the wrapping paper and ribbon that was strewn all over the family room.  He’d been smiling and lively in the presence of my parents.  Now he looked thoughtful and bummed out.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
He gave me a wistful smile before he threw a wad of ribbon at me.  “I’m fine.  I just didn’t realize how much I missed all this.”
My heart squeezed a little, but I had no words of comfort for him. He was missing his mother, and I couldn’t do a thing about it. “I’m sorry. I wanted you to have fun tonight.”
“Oh, I did,” he assured me as he sat down in front of the tree. “It’s just that my mother always made Christmas special—just the two of us. Food and presents, and we stayed up all night watching those stupid Christmas movies. I had the same feelings when we were laughing and opening gifts tonight. It was odd to feel that way again.  They were good feelings—God, they were so good—but painful, you know?” He intertwined his fingers in his lap.  “Thanks for inviting me over, Chels. It means a lot to me.”
I plopped down in front of him and took his hand—I don’t know why—and he gave it a squeeze. He was a lonely human being, and no matter what he’d done to me, I knew I’d made the right decision to invite him to share in my family’s celebration. What is it the Grinch said? That his heart grew three sizes that day? That was exactly how I felt, sitting on the floor in front of Asher Pratt that Christmas Eve. 
“Hey, I almost forgot.” He slid his hand under the tree skirt and withdrew a small package that looked as though a Sasquatch had wrapped it. He extended it out to me with a small grin. “I got this for you. Merry Christmas.”
The box was small, clearly some type of jewelry. “Is this why you needed fifteen minutes alone in my room with the wrapping paper?”
“Yep.  It was too damned small to wrap, so I just crumbled a piece of paper around it and wrapped it with tape.  Sorry.”
I hesitated, wanting to keep this memory forever.  Asher had actually gone shopping for me. It was a first.
“Well, open it!” he said.
I suddenly felt shy and self-conscious, but I did as he asked.  Under the crumpled paper was a gray velvet box. “You shouldn’t have done this.”
He leaned forward and bit his lip in anticipation. 
My hands shook as I lifted the lid. Inside was a beautiful heart-shaped gold locket with the initial C engraved in fancy script of the front.  I could tell it had come from a jewelry store. 
“Oh, Asher, it’s beautiful.  Thank you!”  
“Open it. Open the locket.”
I held the golden heart between my fingers and gently pried it open.  Asher had inserted a picture of himself inside.  
Classic Asher. The grin was lopsided. His hair had been brushed to the side as he stared straight into the camera. The picture was small, but I could tell it was taken at Tapestries.  The white ties of his apron were visible around his neck.
He spoke as though he could hear my thoughts.  “I didn’t have anyone else to do it, so I had Marybeth take my picture in front of the bar at Tapestries. “
  “Why didn’t you take your apron off?” 
“I didn’t want to.  I’ve had the best four months of my life working with you at Tapestries.  It seemed like a good idea to leave it on.”
That did it. I was fucked. I dropped my face into one hand, held the locket with the other, and cried like a goddamned baby. He pulled me into his arms and just held me.
I started thinking dangerous, rebellious things.  I knew I was going to give voice to at least some of them.
“God, why can’t we just be? Why can’t you just love me?”
“I do love you, Chelsea. So much more than I ever thought possible.”
I sat up and glared at him, my eyes wet with tears.  I’m sure my nose was bright red as well, but I didn’t care. “Then what the fuck is wrong with you?”
He gulped. “I… I only know when I start to feel like I might have…I don’t know…a future or something with you, I panic. I feel like I have to run as far away from everything as I can. Does that make any sense?”
“No! Not at all! People look for love, you dumbass!  They do crazy things to get it, and when they find it, they do their best to hold on to it.   We have it.  And you don’t want it!  Does that make any sense to you?”
“No. Not when you put it that way.”
So there we sat—Asher and Chelsea—on the floor in front of a beautiful Christmas tree with candles burning all over the place, making the air smell of cedar and pine. Two people so close to having it all. In love but separated by something that had no name, could not be touched, but could certainly be felt.
Still, he’d said he loved me. It was more than I’d ever gotten out of him. I sniffed and gave it some thought. 
“Please don’t cry. I can’t stand to see you cry.”  He held me tighter. “You women want honesty? This is me being honest.  I don’t want to hurt you. Do you think you could at least take a stab at understanding?”
Hell no.  I didn’t want to understand. I wanted him to change, to get a clue. But I knew whatever was wrong with him went deep. Nothing I said was going to make any difference.
 What was this thing, this pseudo love affair we had? Could I exist in limbo feeling the way I did about him?  If I couldn’t, the alternative was shit-canning our friendship altogether, and I didn’t want to do that. 
Decision made, I sniffled and nodded.  “You drive me crazy. I don’t know why I allow you to do this to me. How the hell is it possible to love you and hate you all at the same time?”
“Just don’t abandon me, baby girl.” He kissed me on top of the head.  “Please don’t give up on me.”
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
The Dirty Turtles played a Saturday night gig at Tapestries three weeks after Christmas. I felt a sort of dull excitement, a tickle in the pit of my stomach.  Now that Asher and I were speaking, I could actually enjoy the band. 
I was washing up a few stray glasses in the back room of Tapestries that afternoon when Asher came hurrying in, a large box in his arms and an equally large smile on his face.
“I want you to be the first to have one of these, Chels. Mr. Dreyfus said all the servers could wear these tonight.”
He dropped the box on the floor and bent over to open it.  I grabbed a towel to dry my hands and turned my attention to him.
“What have you got?”
He plunged both hands into the box, fished around for a bit, then straightened.  He held a light blue T-shirt up for me to see. On the front, over the left breast, screen-printed in black, was a small flaming electric guitar. He spun the shirt around. On the back, it said The Dirty Turtles are Rock’n Tapestries! 
“This is a medium.  Will it fit you?” he asked.
“Yes!” I mock squealed like a groupie and pulled a Sharpie out of my apron pocket.  “Will you autograph it for me? I’m your biggest fan!”
“Of course.”  He took the Sharpie and signed on the front, right under the flaming guitar.  
 When he handed it to me, I clutched it to my chest, rolled my eyes toward heaven, and sighed. “Asher Pratt just signed my shirt.  I can die happy now. “
He just laughed. “We’re going to throw some of these out into the audience tonight, but I want the staff to have first pick.  Do you think Marybeth would wear one?”
“I think she’d break your arm if you didn’t ask. She may not wear it tonight, but I know she’ll want one.”
 

 
What a great Saturday night at Tapestries that was. The Turtles put on one of the best shows I’d ever seen them play. 
I didn’t think she would, but Marybeth wore the Rock’n Tapestries shirt Asher gave her. When I think about it now, it never fails to make me smile. 
Asher was at the top of his game. When he wasn’t making his guitar smolder with one awesome song after another, he was throwing T-shirts to the throng of people standing at the base of the stage. 
 Once, he even took his guitar off and jumped into the crowd. They promptly hoisted him into the air, passed him around a bit, and then set him gently back onto the stage.  
He was so happy, so vibrant.  So fucking hot. Pain mixed with pleasure as I stood behind the bar and watched him, waiting for Marybeth to finish my order. 
 Why?  Why can’t you just be mine? 
Asher chose that moment to speak to the crowd. “Make sure you tip your waitresses tonight.  These girls do an awesome job here at Tapestries. Keep your hand off of that one though.” He pointed across the crowd to me. “She’s all mine, boys.” It seemed like every eye in the place was on me.
My cheeks flamed hot as I stared at the floor.  Marybeth laughed and bumped me with her elbow. Willow shook her head and smiled.  I said nothing.
My heart was thumping with pleasure, but I knew better.  He was a real showman, my Asher, a consummate speaker of words that meant nothing. I swallowed and shored up the wall I’d built around my heart. It felt as though it would hold. 
 

 
We cleaned up, all of us grinning from ear to ear.  The crowd was one of the largest I’d ever seen. The cash register was overflowing.  I made a small fortune in tips that night.
Willow jingled like sleigh bells when she plopped into the chair beside me at the bar. “I have at least twenty-five pounds of change in my pockets.” She laughed. “What a great night! It should be illegal to have this much fun at work.”
“Count some of that out for me, and I’ll trade you paper dollars,” Marybeth said. “I never have enough quarters in the till.” 
When Asher finished helping the band tear down, he came to the bar and sat with us. 
“How did we sound tonight?” He was sweating and sounded winded, but he was happy.  He knew they’d done a great job. I still hold that moment in my heart.
“You were awesome, dude,” Marybeth said as she high-fived him. “You sure know your way around a guitar.”
“Thanks. I’ve been playing since I was four years old.”
“Did you take lessons?” Marybeth asked, setting an Iron City beer in front of him. 
“Nope.  I’m self-taught.  Played along with my mom’s cassettes and just figured it out for myself.” 
“Now that’s talent. It’s an honor to know ya.” Marybeth high-fived him again before disappearing into the kitchen with a handful of wet dish towels.
Willow gathered herself up and sat at a nearby table. She emptied her bulging pockets then started piling quarters up like a mad king in the counting house.   
“Can I come over to your place tonight?” 
I turned back to Asher. “What?”
“Can I come over to your place tonight?”  He cut his eyes to me and took a long drink of his beer. The grin—that seductive “I’ll make all your dreams come true” smile—was firmly in place.
“Absolutely not.” I started to slide down off the barstool. He grabbed my arm.
“Why not?”  
I couldn’t believe it. He was serious. He had no idea why I didn’t want to spend the night with him.
“Because I’ve already given you my ground rules, and none of them was ‘allow Asher to spend the night with you if he asks’.”
His mouth turned down in a comical frown.  “You make me sad.” 
“You make me crazy,” I countered.  
I grabbed my purse, slung it over my shoulder, and headed for the door.
“Let me walk you out to your car,” he said.
“No thanks.” 
“You’ll be lonely!” Asher called across the wide open space of the dining room and dance floor. It echoed back through the room and hit me hard. “I could help you with that!”
“Yes, but I won’t hate myself in the morning,” I said under my breath. 
 

 
It was three o’clock in the morning by the time I got to my apartment building.  I strolled down the hall, stopped in front of my door, and went to stick the key in the lock, when a funny thing happened.
The door swung open.
I stood for a second, blinking into the darkness. I couldn’t hear anything besides the air-conditioning/heating unit out in the alley humming away.  
Pittsburgh is a big city with its share of crime, but my apartment wasn’t located in one of those high-crime areas. My initial reaction was that I simply hadn’t pulled the door closed all the way.  It stuck sometimes, and I was still getting used to it. 
I pushed the door open slowly. It squeaked in protest. “Who’s there?” I called, just to be safe.  I regretted not leaving a light on for myself, but the bulb over the kitchen sink had burnt out, and I hadn’t had time to get another one. 
The refrigerator was running.  It didn’t look as though anything had been ransacked. In the little bit of the apartment I could see in the moonlight coming through the kitchen window, everything looked normal.
My nerves settled. I just hadn’t pulled the door shut tight enough.  
I stepped in and kicked my shoes off then turned around to close the door, giving it a hard shove this time.  I locked it and secured the sliding chain lock in place. 
It was my usual nightly routine—drop the purse on the table, grab my cordless phone from the dock in the kitchen, and go through the living room into my bedroom. 
“Chelsea.” A soft voice sounded from the couch. I just about shit my pants right where I stood.
“Who’s there? Who are you?”
“Have you forgotten me already? It’s your old pal, Scott Dreyfus.” As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I could see him, or his outline to be more precise, sitting on my couch. 
I can’t even begin to describe the thoughts that went through my head at that point. I knew he wasn’t there for anything good, but I couldn’t move. 
“What are you doing here, Scott?”
“We need to talk.”
“No, we don’t. I’m going to turn around and leave. I’m going to drive around the neighborhood, and you’re going to be gone when I get back.” I tried to sound firm, but I thought I was going to barf.
“You aren’t going anywhere, Chelsea.” 
Now I’ve never been a big gun enthusiast, but I knew the sound of the hammer being pulled back on a pistol when I heard it.  
Jesus Fucking Christ on a pogo stick! 
I started to shake so badly I don’t know how I remained upright. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I got thrown out of my house. Did you know that? My fucking old man threw me out.  All because a couple of stinking cunts couldn’t keep their mouths shut.”
My mouth was shut now, so dry I couldn’t speak.  
“Did you lock the door?” His tone was calm, smooth, like a viper about to strike.
What was the right answer?  Yes, and now I’m locked in here with you? No, and I’m lying through my teeth?
I decided on the truth.  “Yes.” 
“Good. Then come and sit down beside me on the couch.”
No way was I sitting beside him.  I sat down in the recliner across from the couch.  In doing so, I accidently bumped the buttons on my cordless phone. It beeped loudly. 
“Give me the phone.”
Oh God, no.  Not my phone. Not my lifeline, my link to the outside world.  I clutched it with desperate fingers.
“Scott...listen…”
“Give.  Me. The. Fucking. Phone.”  He leaned forward and extended a hand. I wasn’t about to refuse him when he was holding a pistol.  I laid it reluctantly across his palm. He snatched it from me and sat back.
“Please, Scott…”
“It’s interesting how you’re willing to beg now that the tables are turned.” He laughed softly. My intestines tied themselves into a knot. “I like the sound of you begging.  I’ll hear it again before this is all over.”
I will not cry, I will not cry…  
“What should I do to you, sweet Chelsea?  Torture you? Rape you? Both?  There was a time when I wanted to fuck you. Now I just find you repulsive.  I’m leaning toward torture, actually. I want you to feel the same kind of pain I feel right now.”
I didn’t really believe I’d done anything wrong.  Still, I offered an apology to try and defuse the situation.  “I’m sorry.  I never meant for you to lose your job. You just didn’t seem to care that someone tried to abduct me from the parking lot.”
“I didn’t care. I don’t give a fuck about any of you.  The only thing I give a shit about is the green that lays in the cash register at the end of the night. Doesn’t matter how it gets there. So you nearly got taken by a bunch of bikers. Big fucking deal. Who cares?” I heard him fiddle with the gun. The hair on my neck rose. Would he give me a warning before he shot me?
“And now even that’s gone, isn’t it?  No more money for Scotty. No more money, no more job, no more Tapestries. And when I got a little too loud arguing with my old man, he put me out on the street.  I’m literally living in my car now.” He leaned forward on the couch. I could see light glint off the weapon as he moved. “You don’t mind me staying here for a while, do you?  Seeing as how I have nowhere else to go, and it’s all your fucking fault!” 
He screamed the last few words at me.  I was tempted to tell him to be quiet, that it was the middle of the night and people were sleeping. Then I thought if he got loud enough, someone might call the cops.   
He was nuts. I was dealing with a psychopath.  No one had a clue he was here.  I was going to die.
“Whatever you say, Scott.” I settled back in the recliner. He had a gun. I had nothing but my wits, and I wasn’t sure I even had very many of those.  
My brain raced through all of my options and landed on the only one available to me. Even though I’d worked late for the dance, I had to put in an early Sunday shift later on that day. I was as punctual as Big Ben. Would someone come looking for me when I didn’t show up for work? Maybe, if I could keep Scott calm, keep him talking and engaged, I had a chance of staying alive until someone came to see where I was.
If they came to check on me at all.
Someone has to come. They have to. I squeezed my fists and eyes shut tight. It was my one hope, and I clung to it.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Needless to say, it was a long night.
Scott was furiously angry one minute, bawling like a baby the next.  He’d tell me he hated me and was going to kill me, and then the next thing out of his mouth would be an apology for breaking into my apartment. It was like standing in front of a snarling dog that was wagging its tail.  I didn’t know which Scott Dreyfus to believe, so I sat quietly, giving only one-word answers if I had to talk at all. 
He babbled, he raged, he seethed. As time passed, he became even more freaking unhinged. Scott was a great-looking guy who’d had most everything handed to him his whole life.  Now that the silver spoon had been yanked from his mouth, he had no idea what to do. The man had no coping skills whatsoever. He’d been handed a problem, but he didn’t have the first clue how to solve it.    
Every now and again, he’d escort me to the bathroom. On the way back to the living room, he’d throw a handful of pills to the back of his throat and grab a glass of water from the kitchen.  I don’t know what kind of drugs he was taking, but I really think they were the only thing that kept him from killing me. Fifteen minutes after he’d swallow a handful, he’d list to one side on the couch. I couldn’t see him very well in the dark, but it seemed like he was sleeping.
A couple of times I tried to slide to the edge of the recliner, hoping I could tiptoe to the door, unlock it, and slip out. Unfortunately, Scott seemed really wired and jumpy in spite of the drugs. The slightest noise or movement from me would cause him to jerk upright. Then he’d lift the gun, point it at me, and curse. 
It was now dawn.  There were no windows in my living room, but I could see the light of morning through the windows in the kitchen and my bedroom. 
The clock on the wall ticked the time by as Scott alternately ranted, cried, and fell asleep.  When it got to be 10:30 a.m., my phone, tucked beside his leg on the couch, rang for the first time. 
Scott glanced at the display then fixed me with the most horrifyingly demon-possessed look  I’d ever seen.  “Fucking Asher Pratt!  Why the fuck would he be calling you, Chelsea?”
I shrugged and sank back into the chair. 
He was on me in less than a second, shaking me so violently my teeth rattled. Then he threw me to the floor. I actually bounced when I hit. He gave me a brutal kick for good measure. 
I covered my head with my arms, drew my knees up under me, and held my breath.
“You’ll fuck him but not me. He’s a musician.” Scott said it in a snarly, jealous, sing-song voice. “All the women love a musician. Bar owners suck hind tit though, don’t they? I have to pay my employees to fuck me.” 
He was beyond insane. I lay on the floor, staring at an ant trying to crawl through the thick shag rug, as Scott began to smash things in my apartment. My computer monitor, my glass butterfly collection, my lamps.  I wanted to make myself as small as that ant and sink into the carpet too.
I heard him crush my phone beneath the heel of his boot in the kitchen then he drew water from the tap. He was taking more pills. I just wanted him to freaking pass out and leave me alone.
I lay on the floor for the better part of an hour as Scott paced and ranted about what a stupid fuck Asher was. I barely heard a word he said. I’d been up for over twenty-four hours, and all I wanted to do was sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, Scott kicked me until I opened them.
One miserable heap of regret, that was me.  I was too exhausted to be frightened anymore. I was starting to think the craziest things. Staring at the dust bunnies surrounding the ornate leg of the couch, I made a mental note to do better the next time I vacuumed. 
Scott finished his Asher-rant and sat down on the couch, planting his feet right in front of my face.  
“Are you scared? You should be. You’re on my shit list now, and that’s a bad place to be. I mess people up when they’re on my shit list.”
I wanted to laugh. I had always been on Scott’s shit list. By now, I was so exhausted and numb I didn’t care what happened to me.
“Just shut the fuck up and do whatever it is you’re going to do to me. You make me sick.”
He grew quiet.  Now that he could no longer taunt me with my fear, would he escalate to torture? I hoped not. I wasn’t someone who could tolerate a great deal of pain.
When he said nothing further, I moved my head a fraction of an inch and glanced up at him.  He had his head back, eyes closed, mouth open. The drugs had kicked in.  I wasn’t stupid enough to think he was sleeping though.
I had a lot of time to reflect then—on my parents and my love/hate relationship with Asher.  I was glad I’d gotten one last chance to talk to Asher, at least. I wouldn’t be going to my death with hate in my heart. It’s funny how you cling to the little things when your world is about to go down in flames.
Someone pounded on my door and shook me from my thoughts.  “Chelsea, are you in there?”
Asher. 
Scott came awake and pointed the gun toward the kitchen.
“No! It’s me you’re pissed at. No one else needs to get hurt today, Scott. Please.” I went to my knees in front of him.
“Then get rid of that little fuckwad or he dies too.”
I pushed myself up to a sitting position and turned toward the door. “Go away, Asher. You were supposed to come over last night, and you didn’t bother to show up.  I want you to get lost.”
My heart raced a mile a minute. Would he get the message?  
There was nothing but silence. I clenched my fists so tightly I cut grooves in my palms.  Get out of here, you dumbass.  
Finally, Asher said, “Have it your way, bitch,” and I heard him stomp away. Relief and regret flooded through me in equal measure. He never called me a bitch.  Had he understood? If he hadn’t, I was screwed. 
Scott relaxed and dropped the pistol into his lap. He was tired too. I eased myself back into the recliner. I needed to be able to move quickly if Asher realized something was wrong and managed to get in.
Even as I hoped, I knew it was hopeless.  I’d thrown the deadbolt, and the sliding chain was firmly in place. Asher wasn’t that big of a guy.  He’d never be able to break the door down by himself, and if he took too long trying, Scott would put a bullet in my brain.  And still, I refused to give up.
Scott nodded off again. I sat back, my mind numb, wondering how all this was going to end.  
After a while, I shifted in the chair and woke him up. More pills, more crying, more ranting about how unfair life was. I was surprised Scott hadn’t killed himself already with the amount of drugs he’d taken. 
I glanced up at the wall clock. It had been more than two hours since Asher knocked on the door.  Scott leaned forward on the sofa, breathing heavily, his elbows on his knees, gun held loosely in both hands, aiming at the floor.  Just pass the fuck out already.

Suddenly, there was a small explosion from the kitchen—it sounded like someone was pounding on the door with a baseball bat—and a multitude of things happened all at once.  I jerked, and Scott slid off the couch to his knees on the carpet, dropping the pistol as he lurched forward.
A voice called from the other side of the door. “Police! Open up!”  
In the time it took me to lift my head and look out through the kitchen, the police had kicked the door in.
Scott stirred drunkenly and got a good grip on the gun. I shot to my feet and headed toward the cop standing in the doorway as fast as my legs would carry me.
I don’t know what made me do it.  I wish to God I hadn’t.  As I was running, I turned to look back at Scott.
He was still on his knees.  His eyes were moist, blank with despair and anguish. I heard him whisper my name just before he put the end of the pistol in his mouth and pulled the trigger. 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
I was surprised to see the crowd gathered outside my apartment. It had snowed overnight, about three inches. Traffic had already churned the snow into an icy brown slop. The sky was gray and leaden, like my soul at that moment.
 A dozen cop cars had the building surrounded. An ambulance sat behind them.  My parents were there, as well as Marybeth, Willow, Mr. Dreyfus, and Asher.  I hadn’t heard a thing inside.
The wonderful hero cop who caught me as I sped toward my kitchen door had wrapped a dark woolen blanket around me. I guess he thought I was cold.  I was shivering, but it was from an overload of adrenaline.
They wanted to take me to the hospital, but I refused. I wasn’t physically hurt. I just wanted my dad. I broke down sobbing when they handed me off to him. He crushed me against his chest and cried too.  
The grim looks on the faces of the cops told me all I needed to know. Scott was dead in my apartment. I heard them call for the coroner as the ambulance team unloaded the gurney.
Poor Mister Dreyfus was bone-white and shaking, smoking one cigarette right after the other.  They asked him to come inside to identify the body, but he just stood frozen, a statue of grief, as smoke curled around him.  It was a horrible thing to ask a parent to do. I felt like I should say something to him, but I couldn’t think of anything.  The whole situation was beyond senseless. I’d simply gone to get a pair of shorts from my car one night and now his son was dead.   
My dad placed me into Asher’s arms so he could interrogate the police officer who’d brought me out of the building.  It was the embrace of a trusted friend.  
“How did you know?” I looked up at Asher. His face was rigid and lined with relief, but he laughed a little at my question.
“How could I miss that whopper of a clue you threw me?  You made it very clear you were going home alone last night.” He pulled me tighter against him.  “Mister Dreyfus came in this morning looking for you. Scott left what was basically a suicide note blaming you for everything. When you didn’t show up for work…I just knew. My heart was in my throat all the way over. I wouldn’t let anyone from Tapestries come with me the first time.”  He took a deep breath.  “I didn’t expect you to answer me when I called through your door.”
“You thought you’d find me dead?”
He bobbed his head, a barely perceptible nod acknowledging the unthinkable. “You’re coming home with me today.”
Of course, I had to go somewhere, with my apartment being a crime scene and all.  And I just didn’t want to deal with the fact that there was a dead body in my living room.  Still, Asher had no right to make assumptions. 
“I think you better clear that with my parents first, Mister Pratt.” 
He glanced at me and smiled. “Already done.”
“They said yes?”
“I wasn’t taking no for an answer. And your father said he owed me one.” 
Maybe going home with Asher was for the best. I had never been so tired in my life.  I needed some place where I could decompress and rest without pressure and drama. That would not be my parents’ house.  My mom would be all weepy and touchy-feely, and my dad would be homicidal that someone dared to threaten his little girl. 
I nodded. “Okay, fair enough. I’ll go home with you, but no sex.”
“Of course not.”
 I giggled at his tone of exasperation.
After some preliminary questioning, we were allowed to leave.  I think everyone could see I just needed some peace and quiet (and sleep) for a day or so before they started asking the hard questions.
 A female police officer named Terri offered to retrieve my purse and some clothes from my apartment. I thought that was nice. 
Asher walked me to his red Pontiac Grand Am and opened the door.  I think I might have been asleep before I hit the seat. 
 

 
Asher still lived in the two-story row house he’d lived in when I dated him before, in a small Pittsburgh neighborhood called Panther Hollow in Oakland.  It would’ve been an easy drive for his mother when she worked at UPMC Hospital. 
I was so incoherent from fatigue that he plucked me from the car and carried me to the back door. 
“I have to put you down to unlock.” Asher stood me on my feet on the concrete stoop.
“That’s all right.  I think I’m awake now.”  Just barely.  I tried to blink the sleep away.  My ears were ringing.  It felt as though the ground were shifting under me.
He walked me into the house and sat me down on the sofa. “Wait here. I’ll get your things from the car.” 
The sofa was large, made of bumpy brown chenille, so fluffy and soft it felt like a hug. I snuggled into it. The living room was small, but neat. I wondered if Asher did his own cleaning.
The thing that struck me the most as I looked things over was the large portrait hanging over the TV. Debbie Pratt, looking much younger than I remembered her, held a five or six-year-old Asher in her lap. He had on a black, white, and red-striped polo shirt, top button undone, collar loose and folded under, as though he’d dressed himself and no one noticed. A mop of honey-brown hair, much lighter then, swooped off to one side above bright, intelligent eyes.  A small white plastic guitar lay across his lap, his smile as wide as the Grand Canyon.  The promise of youth.
Debbie was a pretty woman, a dishwater-blonde streaked chestnut, with blue eyes and fine sculpted cheekbones dusted with rose-colored blush. She had full lips that she’d passed on to her son. His mother was smiling in the picture, one arm secured protectively around Asher’s waist, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.  She’d had it tough—a woman alone in a large city, raising a son by herself.  She must have worried herself sick over him when she realized she wasn’t going to beat the cancer.  
He’d been fiercely devoted to his mother, even back when I dated him.  They were a team, forged from adversity, and I always got the sense no one would ever come between them. I frowned at the portrait. Maybe that was the problem.  No other woman would ever compare to his mother.
The back door crashed open and Asher struggled through with my bags.  I silently thanked Terri, the lady police officer who’d gathered my things for me, though she’d gone a little overboard, packing two large and heavy overnight cases.
I jumped up from the sofa and took one from him.  “Let me help you with those.” 
“God, what’s in here?  A dead body?”
I choked. “That’s not funny.”
 “My God, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t trying to be funny. They’re really heavy though. I think I might’ve popped a nut.” 
“I believe that bag might hold every single cosmetic and bath product I own.” I laughed. “We women know what’s important.” 
He headed toward the stairs in the corner of the living room. “I’ll put you in the guest room for tonight.  Follow me.”
I got in line behind him but came to a halt.  “Oh.”
He stopped and turned to me. “What’s wrong?” 
“I don’t have a phone anymore.  Scott crushed it with his boot.” A shiver settled down my spine as I thought of the sound it’d made on my kitchen floor. I wasn’t sure why that bothered me so much.  
Asher gave me a patient half-smile. “I have a phone here.”
It’s not that, exactly.  It’s just that my parents have no way of getting ahold of me now. I don’t want them to worry.”
“I’ll call them when we get you settled and give them my number. You can tell them you’re safe.”
The sound of the phone being destroyed echoed through my skull again.  I let go of everything I held and wrapped my arms around myself.
Asher dropped the bag he was holding and ran his hands up and down my arms. When I wouldn’t look at him, he tipped my chin up with two fingers. “Chelsea, did he...did he...hurt you?  If so, maybe you should’ve gone to the hospital first?”
I understood his meaning. “He didn’t rape me, if that’s what you’re asking. He said I was repulsive and had decided on torture instead. He wanted to hurt me, but he took so many pills of some kind that he spaced himself out and couldn’t do it.” I flexed my shoulders. “He kicked me a couple of times. My back is sore, but otherwise, I’m not hurt.”
 Not externally anyway.  I could feel the fine threads of self-control starting to fray though.  Every time I thought of the crunch of the phone, I got sick to my stomach. 
He kissed me on the cheek then picked up my bags.  “C’mon.  Let’s get you settled upstairs. I’ll draw you a hot bubble bath.” 
 

 
The room he led me to was small and cozy, done up in creams, pinks, and mauves. A double bed awaited me with fluffy pillows and clean sheets, the equivalent of open arms to me at that moment. I couldn’t wait to get into it, pull the covers over my head, and shut out the world. 
As I looked around, I got tangled up in those eyes of his again. He dropped my bags on the bed, and we stood looking at each other for what felt like an eternity. Both of us were holding our breath.  Was he waiting for me to cry? Have a break down? Oddly enough, I didn’t really feel like doing either.  
At least not until he went into his mother’s room and sorted through her closet looking for a bathrobe. The sound of the hanger scratching on the rod in the closet sounded (to my ears) exactly like a hammer being pulled back on a pistol. I lost my shit. 
I started to scream and went to my knees.  Asher was by my side in an instant.  He pulled me into his arms, shushing me like you’d quiet a child who was afraid of the dark. I molded myself against him and just went to pieces. 
“God, Chelsea.  God.”  He wasn’t faking the pain in his voice. “I almost lost you again.”
I couldn’t have shaken anymore if you’d dropped me outside naked in a snowdrift.  I tried to curl into a ball away from him, but he wouldn’t let me. He held me with strong arms, and a bunch of things assaulted my senses—his scent, his warmth, the sound of his breathing, his heart beating, just him—and I made a decision that should have set off half a dozen warnings and didn’t.
Disastrous choices sometimes feels like a career to me. I am totally a “here-and-now, instant gratification” type of person. I want what I want when I want it. My mother always said, “Act in haste, repent in leisure”, and I swear to God I’m going to have that engraved on my tombstone. 
I had almost died. Again. LifeisshortLifeisshort… I couldn’t stop thinking it.  My mind’s eye kept seeing Scott put that gun into his mouth, the spray of red as he’d pulled the trigger.  I’d looked away, but not before I’d seen one side of his face explode outward against the wall of my living room, taking with it an eye so full of pain it stole my breath.
I draped myself across Asher’s lap and covered my head with my arms. I wanted something, but I didn’t know what. Then it hit me. I wanted comfort.  To touch and be touched by another human being. To be held and stroked and murmured to and loved. I wanted to be assured that I was still whole and strong enough to get through the horror that was coming in the next couple of months.  I wanted to share my soul with someone who had seen me from the inside out and was on my fucking side. 
“Asher,” I croaked like a frog. “Asher, make love to me.” 
He froze, as I knew he would.  “Jesus Christ, Chelsea.  Are you nuts?”
“No.” I wanted to feel him inside me. I’d never been more certain of anything in my life. I would deal with the nuclear explosion that choice was sure to bring about later. But right now…
“Please.” I pushed myself up to look into his eyes. If I could just forge a connection there, I knew I could make him understand. I put one hand against his cheek and felt his heat. “I need you to touch me.  I need to know that I’m still alive, and I’m still Chelsea Whitaker, and I’m going to be okay.  I want this. I want you.” 
He buried his mouth on mine with a kiss so fierce I shivered. He tongue-fucked me mercilessly, groaning into my mouth as he did so.  After a moment of the most intense sexual heat I’ve ever felt, he broke the kiss. “Are you sure about this?  My God, you went through hell last night.  It just feels like I’m taking advantage of you.”
“I want you to take advantage of me.  I want to forget. Please.” It was his turn to shiver.  His eyes were strangely glassy—he was looking at me but not seeing.  
He swept me up into his arms in one swift motion.  The next thing I knew, I was on my back on his bed, his shirt was off, and he was fumbling with his zipper. I could see the outline of the monster hard-on that was behind it. I was already wet. 
He swung over me and straddled my hips then went for my T-shirt. I stopped him. “Wait a minute. You’re not…you don’t…what about STDs? Have you been tested?”
He sat back and glared at me. “You don’t think I’m diseased, do you?” 
“Well, how the fuck should I know?  You slept with everything that could nod its head in agreement when we dated.  Did you wear condoms with all of them?”
“It wasn’t as many as you think, and yes, I always wore condoms.  I had myself tested a year ago, and I was clean. I haven’t been with anyone for a very long time. Not since I was tested.” He ran his hand through that silky hair.  “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. I’m sorry you think so poorly of me.” He planted one foot on the floor and prepared to swing himself off me.
 I grabbed his arm. “No lies this time.”
His eyes were big and brown and gorgeous, and I saw the truth there. Was I seeing what I wanted to see? Maybe. But I’d looked into those eyes enough when he was lying to know the difference.
“No lies, baby.”
“Do you have condoms now?  I don’t want to get pregnant.” 
A slight wave of relief rippled across his face.  “I don’t have any condoms.  I’ll pull out before I come.”
There were those damned warning bells. And once again, I ignored them. “You said you had one in your wallet at Christmas.”
He turned red. “I threw it away. It was a good thing we didn’t try to use it at Christmas. The wrapper was all tore up, and the expiration date was two years ago.  It might have broken.”
I frowned. Why did he have a condom in his wallet that was that far past the expiration date? Ah, yes, my Asher was quite the paradox, wasn’t he?
A thousand thoughts ran through my brain as I looked up at him. I was a few days before my period, so I was probably safe. We’d mostly used condoms before, but he’d also pulled out a few times when we didn’t have them. I hadn’t gotten pregnant. Did I feel like playing Russian roulette? 
It didn’t matter. I was past the point of no return. I wanted him. Life was so short, and mine had almost been extinguished the night before. Common sense went right out the window, along with any inhibitions I might have had.
“Then that’s what you need to do, because if you don’t fuck me tonight, I’m going to die.”
We both laughed, scattering the awkward moment.  He stood by the side of bed and stared down at me. 
“Get that T-shirt off or I’m going to rip it off,” he growled.
 I did as I was ordered.  Reaching around me with an impatient noise, he unsnapped my bra and flung it to the floor.
I’m fairly well endowed.  My girls quivered as they bounced out of the bra. I heard his sharp intake of breath, a familiar sound.  “Christ, I never thought to see those beautiful breasts again.” 
I shimmied out of my jeans and threw them to the floor. His eyes wandered over my body, lingering on the neat patch at the junction of my thighs. I knew that’s where his eyes would stop.  I was so turned on I wanted to shove both hands down there and get to work myself. I resisted the urge. 
 “One of us has too many clothes on, and I’m naked.”  I gave him a sassy grin.
“Fuck if you’re not.”  His hands went to his zipper again.  Slowly, torturously, he pulled it down, so slow it didn’t even make any noise.  Both hands planted firmly inside the waistband of his Calvin Kleins and his Levis, he pushed and wiggled his hips until the head of his cock was just barely visible…and I was the one who inhaled sharply as my gaze dropped take it all in.
“Damn you! I want to see you.  Do it!  Take them off!” I urged. 
He shoved them to the floor with one quick motion, and there it was.  Large and hard and more than ready to do some Chelsea lovin’.  It stood proud and rigid against his washboard abs, and the feeling that swept over me was beyond description.  Tonight, he was mine. 
He’d given me a good looking over; I now returned the favor.  It was more than just his cock that turned me on. He was that special kind of guy who just knew how to use the tools he was given. Not only had the motion of the ocean been highly satisfactory all those years ago, Asher had been a pro with his hands, fingers, and mouth as well.
I loved his testicles. They hung there like ripe fruit, full of hot cum for me. I reached out and cupped them. He shuddered as though he’d been electrocuted.  “Holy hell!” He tipped his pelvis forward, forcing his balls into my hand.  They were so soft, like a horse’s nose.  I caressed them as he quietly lost his mind.
The next thing I knew he was on top of me, kissing me hard, claiming my lips as though he were trying to fuse with my soul.  His hands clutched at my breasts, kneading them urgently, though he took care to be gentle.  Too bad I didn’t want gentle. I wanted to be bruised. Taken.  Claimed. I felt disturbed, unsettled, as though I had a hurricane raging inside me. I couldn’t put a name to it, but it was primal, coming from a part of me I had never tapped into before.
I could try for the rest of my life and never be able to convey how this man affected me, inside and out.  His hands on me drained every single rational thought from my head.  I couldn’t think.  I could only feel. And damn, the things I was feeling…
He drew himself up to a sitting position again, settling across my pelvis.  “I don’t even want to touch you, baby girl.  I just want to look down at you like this for hours.”
“I’m sorry, but that’s not going to work for me.” I ran my hand down one lean, muscled thigh.  His balls were hot pressed against the slight rise of my stomach. Asher’s toffee eyes…his whole face…were alive with need. He gave me a look that made my heart pound with anticipation.  I never wanted the moment to end. 
He ran his palms lightly over my nipples then curved his fingers around the contours of my breasts. He let them linger there for a moment. The expressions shivering across his face were priceless—the male mind absorbing the wonder of the female body. Slowly, deliberately, he molded his hands to the arc of my waist and moved them down to grip my hipbones with tense fingers. His throat pulsed as he swallowed.  My mouth went dry as I watched him.
His eyes glistened he moved his hands down my body. He had the strangest look on his face. I got the feeling he didn’t want to make love to me now.
  “Asher? Is something wrong?” 
He let his breath out in a quivering sigh.  “I forgot how damned beautiful you were.  I feel like…this sounds so fucking stupid…but I feel like I’m in the presence of God or something.  I shouldn’t be touching you like this. You should be in a museum.”
I reached up to touch his cheek. “Asher, that’s silly. I’m flattered you feel that way, but I’m still just plain old Chelsea, same as I was before.”
He shook his head and looked hurt. “You have never been plain old Chelsea…not to me.  Damn you, I could never get you out of my head. I wanted to. I could never forget about you.” 
I was too astonished to speak.  This was so not Asher.  After a moment, the lump in my throat subsided a bit.  “I don’t know where this is coming from, but I want you to make love to me.  I’ll understand if you don’t want to.”
“Oh, I want to.” He laughed and rubbed his palms together.  “I’ve wanted to do this ever since I carried you into the hospital.  I always wondered where you were. I wanted to come and find you, but I knew you hated me. I didn’t have the guts to face you. When I found you working at Tapestries, I knew I couldn’t let you out of my sight again. I want to make love to you. Will you just let me go at my own pace?” 
My stomach tightened painfully at his words. I didn’t understand what the hell he was trying to say, and I didn’t feel like asking questions.  I saw a side of him he hadn’t let me see before—the one that was capable of empathy. God bless him, he really did have feelings.  
I tried to reassure him with a light touch of my hands on his. “Take your time.  I’m not going anywhere.”
“I wouldn’t let you go even if you wanted to.” I felt a quiver of pleasure.  The balance between us—at least for now—had tipped in my favor. 
Shifting, he lay down next to me. My eyes fluttered closed as he reached for me. Nothing had changed. Slow, easy, and soft, classic Asher-style. The hands of a skilled musician. My thoughts swirled like water going down the drain.  Mindless pleasure disintegrated me.
Random words that made no sense skittered around in my skull.  I tried to snatch at them, thinking they would anchor me to earth and sanity, but nothing was going to save me now.  I was lifted into the air by a wet mouth on my nipples, his tongue swirling around tightening flesh. Urgent fingers pushed into my wetness, brushing across my clit.  I arched my back and shuddered through an orgasm as he expertly played me.  My hands curled involuntarily, and my fingernails dug into the smooth muscles of his back as I arced off the bed.
I dimly wondered how long he was going to torture me like that then was gripped by another O.  “Holy shit!” I managed to gasp. “You are so fucking good.”
“I still know what makes you purr.  Your body remembers me.”
“Shut up!” I pulled his mouth to mine and devoured him. He tasted and smelled and felt like everything that had ever mattered to me, and I wanted more. More.  I managed to catch that word and focus on it as my tongue glided over his. 
And then he moved again, one fluid motion, and he was on me and in me, and oh, my fucking God, I couldn’t even think.
I curved my body to his as he moved inside me. I wanted to be as much a part of him as he was of me, and then I was falling in mindless oblivion.  Our combined breathing sounded like the roar of a waterfall.  The blood gushed in my ears as I came over and over and over.  He slammed into me, each solid thrust paired with my name on his lips, and then he groaned and pulled out, shooting hot cum in long, strong spurts all over my hip. 
I drifted down to earth with a smile on my face, a breathless angel without wings. Melting, reforming against him in a tangle of arms and legs, I had the presence of mind to wonder, What does this make us now?
The scar tissue around my heart hardened instantly. Sleeping with him didn’t make us anything, really. It didn’t mean he would change because we’d shared our bodies. I’d needed what he’d given me. No more, no less. Trying to think beyond that point where Asher was concerned was stupid. Hadn’t I learned anything from my first go-around with him?
I felt the knot in my stomach relax. It had taken me five years, but I was finally getting it. I resolved to push the future out of my mind and just enjoy the now.
We spent the night curled up next to each other, safely tucked away from the rest of the world. It was the kind of peace you only get once or twice in a lifetime.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
The next few weeks were full of police officers asking a million questions. Every time I thought I’d answered every conceivable thing they could possibly ask, they found more. What about this? What about that?  What happened after? I relived that nightmare in my apartment over and over again. Needless to say, it got old fast.
One of the cops, an asshole named Neil, even insinuated a number of insulting and unsavory things about my relationship with Scott. When I’d reached my breaking point, I walked out. I told them in no uncertain terms I was not coming back. If they didn’t have enough information at that point, they were the dumbest fucking people on the planet.  
They soon labeled Scott’s death a suicide (Duh!) and left me alone.  I wish I could say I was all right, but I struggled for a while.  I stayed at my parents’ house for two weeks while the cleanup crew my dad hired tidied up my apartment. I knew I’d have to go back eventually, but the thought terrified me.  I would just have to push through the fear.
The first night back in my apartment was the worst. Mom offered to stay with me, but I said no. There were no outward signs of the violence that had occurred there—no smells, nothing.  Yet I  still shook when I went to bed that night.
It wasn’t Scott’s face being shredded by the pistol I kept seeing in my mind.  It was the raw despair I saw in his eyes just prior to his pulling the trigger.
The internal circular arguments I was having nearly drove me nuts.  Had I caused his death? Indirectly, I had. If only he’d been a little more compassionate the day he had me in his office, I wouldn’t have had to rat him out. But if he had been understanding, he’d still be sexually harassing the girls who worked at Tapestries, and that was just wrong on all levels.  But I hadn’t wanted him to die.
Woulda. Coulda. Shoulda.  I hated it.  
Tapestries was closed for two weeks during and after Scott’s funeral.  Mr. Dreyfus just couldn’t deal. Finally, Marybeth got the key and opened up, thinking it would be the best thing for all of us.  As usual, she was right. 
The first day back was subdued. Marybeth said nothing and avoided all eye contact with me. She clearly felt as bad—and as guilty—as I did over Scott’s death. I let her be. We all had to work through this in our own way.  
As the night wore on, I started to see a few smiles. Then I heard some laughter. Asher had taken it upon himself to liven the place up before the Friday night crowd arrived.  It was impossible not to laugh at his attempts to juggle various things: corks, dishtowels, and shot glasses.  When he attempted to move up to actual bottles of liquor, Marybeth put a stop to it with a smile on her face. I knew then we were going to be all right.
And Asher and I?  Well, we were all right too.  I think we both knew sleeping together was a one-time thing. I thought for sure he’d try to get me into bed again, but he didn’t. He was friendly, loving, supportive—all the things you’d want in a guy—but I hadn’t felt compelled to dip my toes in the water of Lake Asher.  The fortress around my heart had held even though we’d been intimate. I’d gotten as close to him as it’s possible for two humans to get and hadn’t lost my head or my determination not to get all tangled up in him again.
Was there a part of me that wished we could have a relationship? Of course. I knew I would always feel that way about him. But we’d become great friends, and I valued that as well. I’d learned not to waste time hoping for things that would never be. Perhaps there was something to this “hair of the dog” business after all.
We talked daily. He came to my apartment to cook for me, make repairs I didn’t even know I needed, or just to sit with me when I was having a bad night. I asked nothing of him; he asked nothing of me.
That made the things that happened next even more perplexing.
 

 
Have you ever entered a room and everyone went silent, and you just knew they were talking about you before you walked in?
I reported to Tapestries on a Thursday two weeks after we reopened, and it felt just like that. It was my first clue things had changed. It wasn’t subtle either. It was like being hit in the face with a claw hammer.
The first thing I noticed was the look Willow gave me before she ran into the back room, totally unwilling to face me. Marybeth looked up and away like she hadn’t even seen me come in. I got the feeling she was sorry she hadn’t had a chance to escape as well.  
Tanya Simons was gushing about something in the back room. The hair on my arms stood up for some reason as I listened to her noise. 
Throwing my purse onto the bar, I slid into one of the barstools in front of Marybeth. “Tanya sounds like she just laid an egg back there. What’s got her so excited?”
Marybeth mumbled something under her breath then looked me right in the eyes. “Chelsea, we have to talk.”
Just then, Tanya made an appearance in the bar. All smiles, she made a beeline for me. I had the strangest urge to run.
“Oh, Chelsea, there you are.  I hate that I have to do this to you, but—with us being coworkers and all—and I know how close you and Asher were...”
“Spit it out, Tanya,” I snapped.
“Well, he asked me out on a date, and I said I couldn’t accept until I talked to you and got your okay. He said you weren’t seeing each other anymore.”
I felt as though I’d been body-slammed.  It didn’t happen often, but I was speechless. Asher and I weren’t a thing, but I didn’t think he’d be so insensitive as to ask out one of our coworkers. And anyway, Tanya was a brainless twit. Totally not his type.
When I could finally breathe, I said, “Asher is right. We aren’t a thing anymore. I really don’t care what he does.” It came out more defensive than I intended.
 Tanya’s eyes narrowed; the corners of her mouth turned up in a satisfied smile. She was deliberately trying to goad me into a fight.
“Oh, thank you. He’s sooo gorgeous, and he said he thought I was the prettiest girl at Tapestries. I can’t wait to see him tonight. I’m going to wear my tight, little black dress. If that doesn’t make him lick his lips, nothing will.” 
The earthquake that started in my head rapidly shifted down to my heart.  I could feel pieces of me falling, disintegrating into dust as they hit the ground. Asher and I hadn’t promised anything to each other. So why did I feel as though I were dying?
“I hope the two of you have fun.” I said it as airily as I could manage.
She narrowed her eyes again, zeroing in for the kill.  “Did you think he loved you?  Sorry about that.”
“Do you think he’ll ever love you?” I raised my eyebrows. “Sorry about that.”  
She turned with a disgruntled hmpph and flounced away. Shaking, I turned to Marybeth. She kept her eyes neatly averted from me, but her cheeks were the color of a summer tomato. 
“Marybeth, what the hell...?” 
“There’s a part two to this story, Chels.”
I held my breath. This was going to hurt like hell. “And that would be...?”
“Asher called about an hour ago.  He quit his job here.  He told me to tell you goodbye. He never wants to see you again.”
And with those few words, my world completed its spin into apocalyptic chaos.
 

 
How do I even begin to describe the emotions I felt after that? There’s not a verb or noun in the English language that goes there.
Pissed, betrayed, devastated. Sad. Inadequate words for the goo that now comprised my insides.
I went home that night with Marybeth’s blessing. I didn’t want to give Tanya Simons the satisfaction of knowing my life had imploded, but neither did I want her to see me after I’d had a good cry in the ladies’ room.  I’ve never been a pretty crier.  I get the whole red-nose, puffy-eyes thing.
I lay on my bed in my dark apartment that night and bawled my eyes out.  I kept sobbing even after the tears dried up.  So many thoughts, so few which made sense.
How? How could he be so callous after everything that had happened between us? What had prompted his flight this time? I hadn’t told him I loved him. I hadn’t asked anything more of him than his friendship.  
I wanted to kill him. I hadn’t gone to his place of employment and gotten a job to be near him, had I?
Even as I tried to make sense of it, I knew there was nothing about this man that made sense.  He didn’t even know what it was about us that frightened him so much.  I had taken a chance in letting him into my life again.  Was it worth it, Whitaker?
I thought it was. In my heart of hearts, I’d known this day was coming. Asher was untouchable, untamable, that one guy you just can’t get to. That was never going to change.
As hurt and humiliated as I was, I had a strange sense of gratification.  He hadn’t been lying when he told me he loved me at Christmas. He loved me as much as he’d ever loved any woman.  Tanya would never get that from him.  
I’m surprised I didn’t drown in my own tears and snot that weekend. I went through three boxes of tissues. I soothed myself by remembering what had been good about us.
My grandmother had a saying: just when the caterpillar thought life was over, it turned into a beautiful butterfly.
I needed to find a way to become a butterfly.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
I’m proud to say I got through the Weekend of Many Tears in one piece. Though I’d enjoyed being around Asher—being his friend—I’d withheld my heart this time. I hadn’t allowed myself to get sucked in.  It made all the difference in the world.
I got up on Tuesday morning, pinched my cheeks, grinned at myself in the mirror, and did a deep soul search trying to find a fake-it-till-you-make-it attitude. I was sure I had some healing to do yet, but by God, at least I was going to look good on the outside.
When I got to Tapestries that afternoon, Marybeth had a big smile and kind words for me. She made me feel so much better. Willow approached me cautiously, but when she saw I wasn’t out of my mind with grief, she relaxed.
I was able to ignore Tanya Simons, then and in subsequent nights.  After a week or so, she called in and quit too. Marybeth said she was crying so hard the night she quit she could barely understand her. I knew I was making assumptions, but I could guess why. 
Things settled into a routine, but it was far from normal. We were still shaken up about Scott, though no one spoke of it. With Mr. Dreyfus not himself and absent most of the time, we clearly needed a manager at Tapestries. Marybeth was good, but she liked being a bartender. She didn’t want the responsibility of running the bar.
So one week and three days after Asher disappeared, I managed to land myself a bona fide miracle:  six feet, two inches of blond, blue-eyed, well-muscled Swede named Tage Sorenson. Mr. Dreyfus had hired him to manage Tapestries.
Marybeth was not behind the bar as usual the day I met him. I threw my purse on a table and called for her.
“Chelsea, I’m in the back room,” she called. “Can you come here for a minute?  I have someone I want you to meet.”
I grabbed my purse and followed her voice.
She was showing him the freezer. He wore a black silk shirt that day. My eyes automatically dropped a few notches to the tight jeans molded around a muscular ass. I don’t go for muscle-bound types, but I think I might’ve had to scoop my jaw off the ground.
The silk shirt clung to his back like a second skin, accentuating the wide shoulders and narrow waist. Hair the color of spun gold just brushed the collar of the shirt. I don’t go for blonds either, but Jesus...  He was like a beautiful mountain standing in the back room.  
I sucked in air as he turned around. I first focused on the center of his chest, past the four or five buttons that were undone, to the expanse of delicious skin beneath, then I lifted my gaze to the most compelling pair of Nordic blue eyes I’d ever seen. My very own, personal Viking god.
He smiled. My heart stopped; my lungs turned to stone. I heard Marybeth ask, “Chelsea? Are you okay?”
When she hit me on the arm, it caused a stupid smile to break out on my face. “Hi!” I chirped.  Doh!
She frowned at me then gestured at him. “This is Tage Sorenson. He’s been hired to manage Tapestries. It’s his first day here, so I hope you’ll all take it easy on him.”
I would take him any way I could get him. Easy. Hard. Rough. Whatever.
“I’m sorry, Tage. This is Chelsea Whitaker. She seems to be having a dumb day today.” Marybeth impaled me with a stern look. “She’s one of our best waitresses.  If you have any questions, and you can’t find me, you should ask her. She’ll have an answer for you.”
“Chelsea, it’s delightful to meet you.” Tage stuck his hand out, and I took it. All I can remember is how hot his fingers felt as they closed around mine. 
“Yeah,” I squeaked. Marybeth hit me again, nearly knocking me over. My manners finally kicked in. “It’s nice to meet you too, Tage.  I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have.”
 I swallowed. Or run my hands over your naked body. Or carry your babies for you.

I heard birds sing when he smiled again. He held on to my hand and pulled me toward him slightly. “I may have to play dumb just so I can ask you questions.”
Marybeth snorted. I just about peed my pants.
I worked with Tage the rest of the night, showing him the coolers, where we kept the cleaning supplies, the wine, etc.  He followed along behind me, asking intelligent questions, taking note of things that might need his immediate attention. I could tell the man knew his shit.
Closing time rolled around much too soon.  I showed him how to close out the cash register for the night then asked him if he had any other questions.
“Just one,” he said. “And I’m going to explode if I can’t ask it.”
“Go ahead.  I’m listening.”
He took my hands in his and gave me the sweetest smile.  “Are you single?”
I smiled in return. “Why, yes. Yes, I am.”
 

 
We connected right away, Tage and I. We had great chemistry. He was thirty-one years old with a Bachelor’s degree in hotel and restaurant management from Penn State.  He was a charming tease, funny as hell, and quite smart. 
We soon realized we had something special. I was elated and intrigued, and more than willing to go down that road. I actually looked forward to coming to work.
Our first date was a night at the movies, but we were more interested in each other. I don’t even remember what the movie was. We talked so much during the flick they nearly threw us out. I found myself staring at his mouth as he talked, wondering what those full lips would feel like on mine. 
 Asher Pratt soon took a back seat to everything. It wasn’t long before I opened the car door and dropped him off by the side of the road.  I didn’t even wave as I left him behind. 
 

 
Two weeks after our first date, Tage came into Tapestries with a big ol’ Cheshire cat grin on his face.  He found me in the kitchen preparing salads for that night. 
“You doing anything next Saturday?” he asked.
 “Working here,” I replied as I ripped up lettuce. “Saturdays are dance nights, and they need all available personnel.”
“Well, there ought to be some perks if you’re going to date the manager, right?”
I grabbed a towel and dried my hands. “Am I dating the manager?”  
The smile left his face, replaced by a more serious look. “Chelsea, I’ve never had so much fun on a date. Nearly being thrown out of the theater notwithstanding,” he cleared his throat, “I’d have to say it was the best date I’ve ever been on. I don’t want it to be the last.” 
I didn’t either. I’d been hoping he would ask me out again. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was about him, but I wanted more.  He was easy to talk to.  And it didn’t hurt that he was extremely good-looking. 
I certainly wasn’t used to a man baring his soul like that and being honest about his feelings.  I was speechless for a moment.  I gazed into his eyes and couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
“Well?” he prompted. “Say something.”
“I’m...I don’t want it to be our last date either.” I laughed nervously. If he was going to be honest with me, I would do the same for him.  “I can’t stop thinking about you, Tage. I’d be happy to go out with you again.”
He blew out a relieved breath.  “Great, because I already made the arrangements.”
“For what?”
“Do you have a little black dress, naughty high heels, and some bling you could put on?”
“Doesn’t every woman?”
“Good. Put them on next Saturday.  I arranged for both of us to be off that night. I’ll pick you up at five o’clock.”
“Where are we going?”
He bit his lip and smiled.  “It’s a surprise.”
 

 
I was nervous and excited all at the same time. I think I started getting ready at noon the next Saturday. I wanted to look perfect, no matter where we ended up.
He picked me up at five o’clock sharp. He was dressed in a full black tux and looked like a million bucks.  It was the car that got my attention though. A silver Porsche 911.  My eyes just about fell out of my head.
“Holy shit!” I said as he opened the door for me. “Is this your car?”
“It’s my uncle’s actually, but I’m negotiating to buy it off of him. Consider tonight a test drive. I value your opinion. You’ll have to let me know at the end of our date if I should take it or not.”
It was on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t say it.  How can you afford a car like this on your wages from Tapestries?  Either he was being paid a helluva lot more than I thought, or there were some things I needed to find out about Mr. Tage Sorenson.
I knew very little about him personally. I’d read his resume after he was hired at Tapestries, so I knew his work history and educational background.  We’d kept it light and airy during our first date at the movies, not really asking too many questions of each other. I had a feeling we were going to dig a little deeper on this date. 
We drove past Tapestries on East Carson Street, soon dropping down into Station Square along the Monongahela River.  After he backed into a parking space, he shut off the motor and turned to me.
“Ready?”
“For what? What are we doing?” Pittsburgh’s Station Square was like a small city unto itself, with numerous shops, bars, and nightclubs. We could’ve been going any number of places as dressed up as we were.
His eyes twinkled as he took my hand and pressed it to his lips. “My lovely Chelsea, would you do me the honor of dining with me aboard the Gateway Clipper tonight?”
“No way!” I’d always wanted to take a dinner cruise up the river on the fabled Gateway Clipper, but never had. 
“Yes way.  I have reservations for the two of us for the Captain’s Dinner Dance.  Just you and me and a bottle of wine, under the stars.  I can’t think of anything more perfect, can you?”
I felt the ice that imprisoned my heart crack and break away. It then took two steps to the left, toward this wonderful, thoughtful man who’d dropped into my life just when I needed him most. 
 

 
Tage bought me two large bouquets of mixed flowers from one of the outside vendors before we boarded. I didn’t know what I was going to do with them on the boat, but he insisted I have them. 
What a lovely experience. The boat was beautiful. Dinner was rosemary chicken served with Quinta do Minho vinho verde wine.  Tage filled my goblet then raised his own over the table.
“To new beginnings with the beautiful woman seated across from me.” I clinked his glass, blushing like mad.
When we finished eating, Tage took me up on the upper deck of the boat. The sun was just a sliver of orange across the river, highlighting the silver ripples of the water as we chugged along with the lights of Pittsburgh passing us by on both sides. 
I leaned against the railing and inhaled as a slight wind ruffled my hair. Tage stood beside me, his hand light against the small of my back.  The breeze carried his scent to me.  He threw off the most intriguing male vibe.  I stood close to him and tried to absorb it. It was a comforting ”she’s with me and I’ll never let anything happen to her” confidence. Not overtly sexual, yet very definitely primal.
“The lights are beautiful, aren’t they?” I smiled up at him. 
He nodded and turned his face into the breeze.  “They are, but not nearly as beautiful as you are tonight.”
“Stop!” I bumped him and laughed. “You’re embarrassing me.”
 “What do you want from life, Chelsea?” He kissed my hand as he gazed at me, his eyes smoldering with promise.
Oh, that was a stumper.  I really didn’t know.  
“I have no idea. You’d think I’d have myself headed in a direction by now, but... I know being a waitress at Tapestries isn’t a forever job. I just can’t picture myself doing anything else. Guess I don’t really have a plan.” I looked up at him. “How about you?”
“I want to own my own bar and restaurant someday.” He put a warm hand to my cheek.  “I want to share my life with the woman I love.  I want to have children to spoil.”
I wanted those things too.  I’d wasted so much time on Asher.
I could tell this conversation was heading down the road to something more serious. “Let’s go back down to the dining room so we can talk,” I said in his ear. The wind had picked up, and I could barely hear him.  
He nodded and turned me toward the stairs.
 

 
It turned out that Tage Sorenson was the grandson of a western Pennsylvania steel magnate. When the steel industry collapsed, the family poured their money into a small brewery in Butler, Pennsylvania, turning the business around and making most of them millionaires.  Tage seemed embarrassed when he mentioned he had a large trust fund he could tap into if needed.
“I think that would be awesome,” I said.  “I had to save every dime to pay off my car just to get an apartment. It must be nice not to have financial worries.”
“Yes, you would think that, but I want to do something for myself.  I want to build a business with my bare hands the way my grandfather did.  I could’ve worked at the brewery, but I know I wouldn’t have been satisfied there. It wasn’t mine, and I don’t want to ride my family’s coattails. That’s why I sent my resume to Tapestries. I intend to start small and finish large. Does that sound strange?”
“Not at all. I think that’s a wonderful attitude to have.”
He grasped my hand across the table, staring into my eyes for a few seconds before he looked away.  “Chelsea...”
“Yes?”
“I have never met anyone who makes me shiver inside the way you do.  I swear to God, I feel you here.” He placed a fist over his heart. “Will you...can we...?” He laughed nervously. “Can we make this relationship exclusive?”
I thought I understood what he was trying to say, but I leaned forward and asked, “I don’t quite get what you mean.”
“I don’t want to date anyone else. I want you and me...I want us to go to the next level. I hope you feel the same way I do.” His eyes glistened in the candlelight, those blue orbs so full of hope that I got all choked up. Men have such a hard time putting their feelings into words.
He held my right hand in both of his, separating my fingers, gently squeezing. I could see he was nervous, afraid I’d say no.
“There isn’t anyone else, is there? If there is, I’ll understand. I just thought we—“
“There isn’t anyone else, Tage. You know that.” I’d told him about Asher one night when we were cleaning up at closing time, only I’d left out the part about us sleeping together. He knew exactly how I’d once felt about the guitarist for the Dirty Turtles.
His bright eyes held mine. I wanted to dive into them. And suddenly...I just knew. It was right. He was right. My heart pounded with an emotion I couldn’t name, but I knew one thing for sure: the past was gone. I was moving on tonight.
“I’d be very proud to call you my boyfriend. Exclusive it is.”
He blew out a breath, one I knew he’d been holding, and came around to my side of the table.  Before I could blink, I had a beautiful sterling silver necklace draped around my neck.  Two silver charms dangled just above my cleavage:  one a cursive C for Chelsea, the other a squared-off T for Tage. 
He pulled me to my feet and kissed me. “I am the happiest man in Pittsburgh tonight.” 
 

 
The next two months were pure bliss. Tage was just what I needed, a balm for my wounded soul. 
 I couldn’t get over what a gentleman he was.  I saw the inside of the finest restaurants in western Pennsylvania. He opened doors for me, left me the sweetest love notes, and bought me flowers every day. I was stupefied. So this was what a real adult relationship felt like.  I fell ass-over-tin-cup in love with him.
And for the first time in a long time, I felt loved in return. 
 

 
Tage was such a gentleman he was reluctant to sleep with me. He didn’t want me to feel pressured in any way. Seriously, when they made that man, they threw away the mold. He was also afraid of getting me pregnant. It was frustrating. I loved him so much and wanted to be intimate with him, but I understood and even appreciated that he valued me that way. I asked him if he’d feel better if I were on the pill. He said yes with a relieved look on his face.
 I immediately made an appointment with my gynecologist to get birth control pills. Now that I was older, it just seemed like a safer alternative to condoms and pulling out. 
The nurse drew blood.  Dr. Sherwin gave me a routine pelvic exam then left the room.  I sat on the tissue paper in my little blue gown for what seemed like hours, shivering in the small room, before she came back. 
She walked in with my chart and threw it on the table in the corner. Then she shoved both hands into her doctors’ coat and gave me a strange, slanted look.
“Chelsea, is there any chance you could be pregnant?”
I held my breath. My mouth dropped open as I stared at her.  “Why?”
She sighed and threw my chart open with two fingers. “Because you are. About three months’ worth of pregnant, given your hCG levels.” 
Jesus Fucking Christ on toast! 
I shook my head; the blood roared in my ears.  “No. No. I can’t be. I can’t be.”
Dr. Sherwin smiled sympathetically. “I’m sure the test isn’t wrong.”
I shook my head again and stared at her, horrified. “You don’t understand. The guy I’m seeing is not the…baby’s father. I haven’t slept with Tage yet. That’s why I’m here today.  To get birth control pills.”
She frowned, sat down on the stool beside me, and took my hand. “Do you want me to look into some counseling?  You have options.”
As terrible as this situation was, what she was suggesting was even worse.  Don’t get me wrong—I’m pro-choice. It’s none of my business what another woman does with her body, but I had a baby growing inside me. An abortion was out of the question.
Tears filled my eyes. “No. I can’t do that.”
She nodded. “Okay. Will the baby’s father stand by you?”
 “No. He told me he didn’t want to see me anymore.  God, it was only once, and he pulled out. He pulled out, Dr. Sherwin. Doesn’t that mean...?” I searched her face for some sign that she might be wrong about this, but I knew better.
“I know a guy thinks he has a handle on it, but sometimes they don’t get out in time, and some seminal fluid is deposited against the cervix. All it takes is one sperm,” she said as she patted my hand. “Didn’t you think something was up when you missed a period?”
Yes, I should’ve known there was an issue when I missed the second period, but I chalked it all up to stress. That thing with Scott had been horrific then I had to deal with the whole debacle of Asher. I had been one giant exposed nerve for several months.
“But I don’t feel any different! I haven’t been sick, no sore boobs, nothing!”  
“Every woman is different, Chelsea. Every pregnancy is different. You should be glad you’re not sick.”
Everything that had seemed good and happy and right in my life was now on hold. Tage and I could go no further in our relationship now. What man in his right mind would date someone who was pregnant with another man’s baby? 
I dropped my face into my hands and fought tears. I had fucked everything—everything—up royally. I’d made an impetuous choice over three months before, and now I was going to lose the man I really loved.  
Dr. Sherwin patted my knee and got to her feet. “You have a lot to think about.  I’m going to go ahead and get you on the schedule for prenatal care appointments. If you need anything, Chelsea—even if it’s only to talk—please don’t hesitate to call me.”
What was there to talk about?  My life was over. 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
I didn’t know where to go first after I left the appointment with Dr. Sherwin.  Should I go home and tell Mom and Dad? Should I even attempt to tell Tage about the hole I’d dug for myself? Should I drive to the Liberty Bridge and throw myself off?  
I ended up going back to my apartment to think.   Unfortunately, I did very little thinking.  All I did was huddle on my bed in that dark room and cry. 
I clearly wasn’t going to be able to work that night. I called Tapestries and, thankfully, Willow answered the phone.  I told her I had a migraine and wouldn’t be in that night. I thought I did a good job sounding sufficiently headachy, but Willow had been my friend since the day we moved to Pittsburgh. She told me later she knew something was seriously wrong.
I sobbed until I gagged. I curled up in a ball and cried until my pillow was soaked. No human being had ever been more miserable than I was that long night. 
I couldn’t tell Asher. I didn’t want to tell Tage.  My mom and dad would have to be the first to hear the news. Though I knew they’d be disappointed, they loved me unconditionally. I was pretty sure Mom would even secretly be pleased by the thought of a grandchild.
Would I have to quit my job at Tapestries?  I didn’t think so, but it was a good bet I’d have to give up my precious apartment. My brief excursion into adulthood had ended. Yup, I’d dug a pretty good-sized hole for myself.  
Tage. I nearly threw up every time I thought of him.  He was going to be so angry, so hurt. I’d told him about Asher, but I hadn’t told him we’d had sex.  He was going to dump me for sure. I had myself talked into being okay with that.  Tage was a wonderful human being.  He deserved better than me. 
The brain can only handle so much pain and stress before it shuts down. After a while, I stopped agonizing over everything and fell into a deep sleep. 
 

 
I still don’t know how the hell he managed to get into my locked apartment. I woke up several hours later in Tage’s brawny arms as he sat on the edge of my bed.
“Chelsea, are you all right?” His hand rubbing my back pulled me from sleep.  
For a few blissful moments as I lay in his arms, I didn’t remember that my life was circling the bottom of the toilet.  I told him I was really glad to see him.  Then I woke up. 
I curled like a shrimp in his lap and turned on the faucet of tears again. “Tage.  Tage,” was all I could say.
He held me tightly against him.  He smelled like fresh night air with a hint of beer; his hands smelled like limes. He’d come from the bar.  I loved him so goddamned much.
“If you’ll stop crying long enough to tell me what’s wrong, I may be able to help you,” he said.  It only made me cry harder.  There was no helping me, no fixing this. 
“Chelsea, please…” He tried to shift me so he could look at me, but I stiffened and resisted. He soon dropped me back into his lap.
“You’re breaking my heart. Please don’t cry.  Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.”
I shook my head and wiped my nose with the sheet.  “It’s bad. It’s really bad.”
“I love you,” he said. “Those three words trump anything bad.”
“Not this.” I sat up and stared into his face. Everything about him was fixed into my memory.  
“You won’t love me anymore after I tell you…” I inhaled and hiccupped. “Tage, I’m pregnant.”
He jerked back; his eyes widened as they searched my face. “But we didn’t…we haven’t yet…”
I sniffed and wiped the side of my face with the back of my hand. “It isn’t yours.” I wanted to be looking right at him when I told him. “It’s Asher Pratt’s.”  
Tage shuddered.  “How?”
I told him the whole miserable story from beginning to end. I started from the moment I’d found Scott in my apartment with a loaded pistol, to later when I’d had the breakdown at Asher’s house, to the next day when he took me home to my parents’.  Then I folded up and dropped back into his lap, wholly unable to face him.
He went rigid for a few moments, his hand light on my shoulder.  His breathing seemed calm. I thought that was a good sign.  Finally, he moved his hand gently across my hair.
“Do you love him?” 
“No.” I shook my head.  “I love you.”
“Have you told anyone else?”
“No.”
He blew out a breath. “Then no one needs to know the baby is not mine. Will you marry me, Chelsea Whitaker?  I refuse to lose you. I don’t have a ring to give you right now, but we can remedy that tomorrow.  I love you, and I love this baby. Will you be my wife?”
“I didn’t even know you three months ago. No one is going to believe—”
He pulled me up to face him and skewered me with those fierce warrior eyes. “I dare anyone to question me.”
“That’s very kind of you, but I don’t want you to do this because you feel sorry for me. That’s no way to start a marriage.”
“I don’t feel sorry for you.  I love you. I want to marry you.”
 I stared into his eyes, searching for deception, but there was none. He wasn’t joking. He really did love me. The baby didn’t make one bit of difference to him.  How could anyone be so selfless?
“I thought for sure you were going to hate me. I’ll marry you, if you want me now.” I think I might have started to cry again, but he pulled me into his arms and kissed me so thoroughly that nothing else mattered.
“I want you. I could never hate you. Ever.” He dried my tears, fussing over me like a mother hen.  Then he removed every stitch of clothing I had on and made such sweet, passionate love to me that I swear it took twenty-four hours for my toes to uncurl. 
 

 
Tage stayed with me that night. We laughed, we cried, we planned, and we schemed. And in between those times, we made love again and again.  By the time the morning sun began to peek through my blinds, the world was a much happier place than it had been earlier.
We half-assed planned a wedding that night then abandoned all of it and opted for a quick ceremony at the local Justice of the Peace. I’ve never been one for a whole lot of fanfare anyway.  If I never got the chance to walk down the aisle in a white dress, I wouldn’t die.  I was just so relieved he still loved me I would’ve married him in a port-a-john wearing a sweatshirt.  
We still had to inform my parents. We cleaned up, went to breakfast, then Tage took me to the jewelry store and bought me a three-carat diamond wedding set.
“I don’t want your mother to think I’m an asshole,” he said as he placed the engagement ring on my finger. “We’re going to do this the right way.”
My mother absolutely could not contain her glee at being a grandmother. At first, my father scowled at Tage, but he was soon vigorously pumping his hand in congratulations.
Neither of them was thrilled with our JP wedding plans. 
“Chelsea, you’re my only daughter. Please let me buy you a dress,” my mother pleaded.  “I’ve dreamt of this all my life.”
“Planning a full-blown wedding would take too long and cost too much. We want it to be simple. Please, Mom.”
Tage turned to me.  “How about if I rent one of the Gateway Clipper fleet, and we get married on a river cruise?  Food, wine, a band, and a few close friends.  Simple and memorable.”
My mother sat back and grinned. My father nodded his approval. 
“Settled,” Tage said. “You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’ll take care of the arrangements.” 
And so, on May tenth, fifty of our dearest family and friends embarked with us on a voyage down the Monongahela River. Dressed in a white satin sheath gown and holding a bouquet of pink roses and white cattleya orchids, I became Mrs. Chelsea Sorenson.
 

 
We moved into Tage’s townhouse in Oakland after the wedding. I was excited to start our new life together, yet sad to leave my apartment behind. It had been my first real taste of freedom.
Tage wasn’t done with surprises yet though.  Two months after our marriage, he came home with a packet full of papers and a shit-eating grin on his face.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You and I are now the proud owners of Tapestries.”
I looked up at him, wide-eyed. “What?”
“Bob Dreyfus just didn’t have the heart to continue with it.  He wanted to retire.  He was going to put it up for sale, and I told him I wanted it.  I just need your signature on these papers, my love, and Tapestries is ours.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Tage and I worked to cultivate a very different atmosphere at Tapestries after we bought it. He said you could manage people through fear or through kindness, but you had to watch your back if you opted for fear.  I loved working at Tapestries. I wanted everyone who worked there to love it too. They were my second family.
I was roughly five months along in my pregnancy at the end of June when we bought the bar.  My belly was getting as round as a beach ball. I thought for sure Tage would insist I stop working, but he never said a word. I decided I’d work until it became uncomfortable for me to be on my feet.
 The baby moved around a lot inside me. It was a wonderful feeling. Tage never tired of laying his head on my stomach before we went to sleep at night.  As far as he was concerned, the baby was his.  I felt that way too. Most of the time.
There were days that Asher crossed my thoughts in a sad, shadowy sort of way. I didn’t really love him anymore, but he was all alone in Pittsburgh. I carried a small piece of him inside me. Wouldn’t he want to know we’d created life together? Did he deserve to know?
Unbearable pain would crush me whenever I thought like that. I’d clench my fists and silently rage.  He’d made it clear he didn’t want to see me again. He hadn’t even had the guts to say it to my face. The fucker had phoned it in to our place of employment, effectively making my humiliation public.  I owed him nothing. 
In point of fact, I wasn’t sure I could find Asher even if I did want to tell him about the baby.  He seemed to have disappeared into thin air. The Dirty Turtles never played another gig at Tapestries. I would find out later from their bass player they’d broken up. None of them could locate their lead guitarist. No one ever answered the door at Asher’s house. 
It was a process, but I worked through it. I can’t say it didn’t involve hormones and a lot of time and tears, but I wrestled all my demons to the ground where Asher was concerned.
Finally.
 

 
When I was seven months along, I had my first sonogram.  Flat on my back in a flimsy paper gown with Tage holding my hand, we learned we were having a girl.
He’s a big man, but Tage is just about as soft-hearted as they come. He held my right hand in both of his, and the tears poured down his face as he stared at our baby on the monitor. I had to bite my lip to keep from crying myself.  
“A girl. We’re having a little girl. She’ll be beautiful, like her mama.” He bent over and smothered my face with so many kisses the sonogram tech in the room with us started to cry too.
We stopped on the way home from the hospital and bought a pair of pink booties to wrap and give to my parents at supper that night.  
My mother plucked them out of the small box and shouted exultantly at my father, “Ha! A girl!  I knew it!”
“Crap.  I wanted a boy.” Crossing his arms, my father struck out his lower lip and sank into his recliner. 
 “Next time!” I laughed, dropped into his lap, and gave him a hug.  
My father held me against him and whispered in my ear, “I really wanted a girl. I just let your mother win the bet. I love you, Chelsea Ellen.”
“I know you did. I love you too, Daddy.”
  

 
“I’m going to send you for another sonogram,” Dr. Sherwin said.  “I think the baby has shifted to a head-down position, but I want to make sure. She’s a good size, so if she’s head down now, let’s hope she stays that way.”
She gripped my hand and pulled me up to a sitting position on the examination table.  I was eight months pregnant and as big as a freaking whale.  I had never been so uncomfortable in my life. 
“I can’t wait till this is over. I can’t sleep, I can’t lay on my back, everything I eat gives me heartburn…” I sighed and rubbed my stomach.
“It’ll be over soon. Big finish!” Dr. Sherwin laughed as she scribbled notes in my chart.  “While you’re at the hospital for the sonogram, be sure to sign up for Lamaze classes.  They do help.”
She scheduled my sonogram for the following Tuesday. I was now home most days, trying to stay off my swollen feet. Tage was working half-days too. I can’t say I minded. Misery loves company, and I did my share of whining.  It usually got me a bouquet of roses, a foot massage, and a pint of Häagen-Dazs chocolate ice cream. (Very big smile!)
 

 
It was another one of those weird accidents of fate, really.  Though I’d be having the baby at Magee-Women’s Hospital in Pittsburgh, Dr. Sherwin was unable to get a timely ultrasound appointment for me there, so she scheduled me at the main UPMC Presbyterian Hospital in Oakland.  I was okay with that—it was just a tad closer to our townhouse.
A cold front had moved through the night before my appointment, turning the sky to lead and ushering in our first cold weather of the year.  I was huge by that time. I’d borrowed a loose  wool cape from my mom to wear if the weather suddenly changed. I draped it around my shoulders, smiling at myself in the mirror.  My head looked like it was poking out of a large, black tent. 
UPMC Presby is a huge hospital. Freezer incident notwithstanding, I hadn’t been in it all that often. I told Dr. Sherwin I was worried about getting lost trying to find the ultrasound department.  She told me to follow the signs inside the hospital.
Yeah, right. 
Before I knew it, I’d somehow waddled out of the elevator and onto an upper floor. Yep, hopelessly lost. I walked around for a few minutes before locating a nurses’ station.
The woman sitting behind the desk pulled her headphones off and smiled at me. “May I help you?”
I leaned against the counter. “I think I’m lost.  I’m here for an ultrasound.”
“Wow, you are lost!” She laughed.  “Go out to the elevators here and go down to...”
The halls in a hospital are cavernous and carry sound very well for some distance. I can’t tell you why, but my ears stopped focusing on the woman I was talking to and noticed someone—presumably a doctor—speaking rather loudly in a room two doors down to my right.
“I’m sorry, Asher. I wish I had better news for you. We’ll do what we can.”
“Well, you can’t do any more than that, can you? I appreciate your honesty.”
At the sound of that voice, I jerked my head up and stared at the nurse, my mouth open, my eyes as big as saucers.
“Is there someone named Asher in a room down there?” I pointed a shaking finger down the hall, though I knew the answer. The voice was unmistakable. 
“Yes. Asher Pratt, in room number—”
I didn’t wait to hear.  My Asher-senses were tingling. I pushed off the counter and ran to the room.
I stood in the doorway of that room and blinked several times as I looked him over. I was certain I was not seeing what I thought I was seeing.
Asher lay flat on his back, hooked up to so much machinery I could barely see him. Several I.V. bags hung on a stainless-steel pole, the tubes draining into a port on his right hand.  Sharp green waves blipped across a computer monitor on the other side of the bed. Wires of various colors seemed to tether him to everything in the room except the TV.
It wasn’t so much the wires and tubes that flattened me. It was the way he looked. He was the gray-green-yellow color of lunchmeat gone bad.  He’d always been very slim, but he was skeletal now. The tendons in his neck stuck out like corded rope as he turned to look at me. Those gorgeous brown eyes stared back, but they were dull and lifeless.
“Asher? What the hell are you doing here?”
It’s funny the things that run through your mind at a time like that. I was acutely aware this was a fight-or-flight moment for me. For about four seconds, I had a choice.  Should I turn and run without knowing why Asher was lying in a hospital bed looking like death-warmed-over?  Or should I stay and find out, risking the pain that information was sure to cause?
“Chelsea!  Jesus...”
The doctor—his badge said Dr. Michaels—patted Asher on the arm. “I can’t remember you ever having a visitor, Asher.  I’ll come back later.”
Asher looked up at the doctor, and I swear his expression said, “Please don’t leave me!”
That look, more than anything else, made the decision for me. This little bastard was going to answer some questions, like it or not.
After the doctor left, we just stared at each other.  I couldn’t think of anything to say.
I finally swallowed and asked,  “Would you mind explaining what you’re doing in the hospital?”
He looked away for a moment and fidgeted with the edge of his sheet blanket.  I saw him wince before he looked up at me again.
“I’m dying, Chelsea.”
I don’t remember how I got to the chair by the side of the bed.  I think he might have been talking to me as I moved, but I couldn’t hear him over the roar in my ears.
I took his hand in mine, searching his face, praying  to see the lies I’d seen there so many times before.  I could barely breathe.  He wasn’t lying.
 “No. Fucking. Way. Asher Pratt cannot die.” 
He squeezed my hand tightly and gave me a weak smile.  “I’m sorry.  I wouldn’t lie to you about something like that.”
I was light-headed now. I fought to get a grip on my racing heart. I’d soon be the one hooked up to the monitors if I didn’t.
“How? Why?”
“I’m a type-one diabetic. I have been since I was a kid. I never really took very good care of myself, but Mom made sure I got my insulin.  When she died, I just quit worrying about it.  I ate and drank whatever I wanted and only injected myself if I remembered.” He smiled again. Lips that had once driven me to madness were now pale and thin. “It finally caught up with me.  My kidneys are failing, and my heart isn’t in such good shape either.”
“You never told me you were a diabetic!” I wanted to scream it at him, but I knew I couldn’t raise my voice in the hospital.
He just shrugged. “Didn’t seem important, really.”
“You asshole!” Words, angry, sad, and horrified, tumbled around inside my head like dice. “Did you think no one cared about you? Did you think I wouldn’t care that you were killing yourself?”
He winced again, as though I’d stuck a knife in his heart. “I knew you’d care too much.  Type-one diabetes is usually fatal at a relatively young age. I have always been on borrowed time. I didn’t want to be a burden to anyone.” 
I sat back and stared at him. “Is that why you would never commit to me? Because you thought you’d die young?”
The nod was barely perceptible.  
“And every time you started to feel something for me—really love me—that’s when you knew it was time to pull the plug on us.” I shoved my fisted left hand between my knees to keep from taking a swing at him.
Another nod. “Well, except this last time. I knew I was seriously sick this last time.”
Clarity filled me with pain. “And Tanya was just a way to piss me off so I wouldn’t come looking for you. You didn’t want me to see you like this.”
“Yep.”
“Asher...”Things got stuck in my throat.  Things like:  I would’ve taken care of you so you didn’t die young! I loved you enough that I would’ve taken a chance on losing you at a young age! You took that choice away from me, and I hate you for it!  
“Don’t say anything, Chels. And don’t torture yourself with what might have been. I’ve always known I was going to do things my way.  What’s done is done. My only regret is that we didn’t have a future.”
“Oh, fuck you! That’s such bullshit! You had other choices. You didn’t have to hasten your...end...like this!”
He shrugged.
I let my gaze fall to the horribly depressing gray tile on the floor as my heart threatened to explode out of my chest. This just couldn’t be happening. His eyes said it all though.  I’d looked into them enough when he was lying to know when he wasn’t. 
 “So how long do you have?” 
“Three weeks or so.  They said the choice to unhook from everything was mine. I’m still getting my affairs in order then I’ll have them shut me off.”
I dropped my face into my hands. The baby...his baby...chose that moment to leap inside me, as though protesting the untimely demise of her father, a man she would never know.  I pushed the cape aside and put a hand to my stomach in an effort to calm her.
“Ho ho, what’s this?” He laughed, his eyes roaming over my bulging belly. “What have you been up to, Miss Whitaker?”
Should I tell him? No. I couldn’t.  I just couldn’t.  Dying like this at such a young age was surely hard enough without knowing you’d fathered a child you’d never see.
“I’m Chelsea Sorenson now. I got married in May.”
The look on his face made me want to punch his lights out. Regret, sadness, devastation. Love.  He fucking loved me.  I clenched my teeth.  Too little, too late, dude.  Why didn’t you trust me enough to tell me?
“Lucky man.  Tell me about him.”
I told him about Mr. Dreyfus hiring Tage as Tapestries’ manager, how we’d connected right away.  I told him about our wedding and that we now owned the bar. He nodded his head politely as he listened.
 I wondered if he ached inside hearing it as much as I did telling him.  We were planning ahead, living our lives. Asher’s dreaming and scheming was about to come to an end. It seemed unreal, inconceivable that someone so full of life could be so temporary.

“When is the baby due?”
“In about three weeks. It’s a girl.”  He could take that much with him, at least. 
“You’ll have beautiful girls. I wish you and Tage all the best.” He winked at me and flopped back on the pillow, going pale before my eyes. “Think of me once in a while though, won’t you, Chels? For old times’ sake? Will you toast me at Christmas?”
I was so close to bawling my eyes out I didn’t know if I could talk. “I hate that you did this to yourself. I hate that you weren’t honest with me.  Damn you!” Then I said something I maybe shouldn’t have said, “Do you mind if I visit with you again? I know you don’t have anyone in Pittsburgh...”
He looked relieved. “I don’t have anyone at all anywhere. I’d really appreciate it if you’d come and see me. If your husband doesn’t mind, that is. The days are long in here sometimes. It makes me feel better to see your beautiful face.” 
 

 
I cried so hard on the way home I had to pull over to the side of the road. 
Nothing but questions seemed to hang in the air. What to do? I was starting to rethink my position on telling Asher about the baby. I couldn’t be pissed off at him for not being honest with me when I wasn’t being completely honest with him.  What would my husband say about that?
 I loved Tage with all my heart, and I didn’t want to anger him.  Everything except DNA made him this little girl’s daddy. Tage would hold her in his arms after she was born, see her first steps, help her ride a bike, and teach her to drive. Asher would see none of that. Could my big Viking find it in his heart to be compassionate to a dying man?  
Tage was the kindest, sweetest man I’d ever met, but I knew what I was thinking of doing would push his buttons. It would’ve pushed any man’s buttons. He was fiercely protective of the baby and me. Now I was going to ask him to include a third party in our little family triangle. A third party who had hurt the woman he loved.  It was going to be hard for him to look past all that.
I peeled my forehead off the steering wheel and stared out through the windshield of my Honda Accord, my vision blurred by tears.  Asher was dying. I knew I was not going to be able to live with myself if he died alone.  I had to try to talk to Tage about it. 
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
I hadn’t been married to Tage long enough to know what that blank, wide-eyed look on his face meant yet.  He didn’t look angry, but I could tell he was far from pleased. 
He inhaled, shifted his feet, and shook his head like a dog. “So let me get this straight.  You see the guy who got you pregnant and abandoned you, you tell me he has a few weeks to live, and now you want to go and visit him in the hospital?”
“He didn’t get me pregnant and abandon me. He didn’t know I was pregnant when he disappeared this last time. I didn’t know.”
“Oookay.”
“Don’t say it like that. It’s a rather important detail.  Had he known about this baby—”
“He wouldn’t have left you, and you wouldn’t be my wife right now. Finish your sentence, Chelsea. I’m a big boy. I can handle it.” 
“Don’t you dare put words in my mouth! Look, we’re going down a road I never intended to go down. This isn’t about you and me—”
“Oh, but it is.”
“It isn’t,” I insisted. “He has no one, Tage.  He’s dying. He was as close to me as he’s ever been to anyone, not including his mother.  What kind of person would I be if I let him die alone?”
Tage crossed his arms over his chest. “I sense an ulterior motive here.”
“I’m sorry you think I have an ulterior motive in all this. Look, I love you.  I’m going to be your wife for a long time, hopefully.  I don’t love Asher anymore, but I do feel a sense of responsibility toward him.  He has no one.  Do you understand what that must feel like to someone who’s dying?  I know—it’s his own fault he closed himself off from everyone who could have made a difference in his life. I’m not going to debate that with you.  But I have a choice here, and I don’t think I can live with myself if he dies alone in that hospital room knowing I didn’t make any kind of an effort whatsoever.”  I let Tage absorb that then continued,  “That’s just how I am, Tage.  And I think that’s how you are too.  You’re the kindest person I know.” 
He was silent for a long time, but I thought I saw the hardness in his eyes abate a little.
“What about the baby?”
This was going to be the hard part—the tough sell.   “I’d like to tell him about her.”
 He snorted and went to turn away from me, but I grabbed his arm.
When he turned back, he had tears in his eyes.  My heart squeezed a little for the soft-hearted man I’d married. Maybe I was pushing things too far. I was willing to compromise on this part of it, but I wanted to say what I was thinking first.
“That baby is mine,” he whispered with a catch in his voice.  “She’s mine, Chelsea.”
“She is, and she’s so lucky to have you for a father.” I stepped closer to him and wrapped my arms around him.  
“We swore we weren’t going to tell anyone any differently.” He hesitated then wrapped his arms around me as well. He was warm and solid and smelled slightly of patchouli.
“I don’t think it’s a threat to this little family we’ve started if Asher knows about her.  Can’t you find it in your heart to at least let him take this knowledge with him? It may bring him some peace if he knows a little bit of his DNA is going to live on after him.”  I looked up at him.  “I’m not trying to take anything away from you. I would never do that. If you insist he not be told, I’ll abide by your wishes. But you’re big enough to share this with him. I know you are.”  
I felt him stiffen. I got the sense he was going to ask that the baby be kept a secret between the two of us. Bless his heart, Tage asked very little of me, content to let me be myself in this marriage. That he was putting up even a little bit of a fight on this issue spoke volumes. I was prepared to let it go if he insisted.  
He rubbed my back in slow, gentle circles. He was as silent as a rock.  I laid my head against his chest and listened to the soft thump of his heart.  I loved this man so much. I knew what I was asking was causing him pain, and that was not my intention. But marriage is compromise and diplomacy, right? 
He finally pushed me back a little and looked into my face.  “I’m going to ask one thing of you. Several things, actually.”
“What’s that?” 
“First, this little girl is never to know I am not her father.  Never. I am not going to be the kind of husband who makes demands of you, but this is important to me. Can you find it in your heart to agree to that?”
“Of course I can. I know how much you love her already. I agree.”
“And no one else is to know it either. Fair enough?”
I nodded. “Fair enough.”
I watched Tage make the decision to be a compassionate human being. “Then go and tell him. I don’t mind if you visit with him, but I would ask that you take care of yourself. No skipping meals or missing naps. And I want the number direct to his room, if you don’t mind. I want to be able to get ahold of you if I need to. Will you get it for me?”
“Of course I will.” 
“And if all of this proves to be too upsetting for you, I’m going to ask you to stop visiting him.  Are you okay with that?”
“Yes.”  I knew I had to look after both the baby and myself, physically, mentally, and emotionally.  
He pulled me back into his arms—at least as much as he could with my stomach between us—and kissed me on the top of the head.   
“This hurts, but I love what you are inside. I love that you care so much about others. You’re going to be an amazing mother, and I feel very lucky you’re mine.”
I broke down sobbing against his chest. We stood there together for a long, long time. 
 In truth, I was the lucky one. I would try never to forget it.
 

 
I didn’t go to see Asher again for two days.  I needed that time to process the situation and think.  And cry. How did things get so messed up with us?
I was so freaking confused for those two days I didn’t know if I was coming or going. I wouldn’t have Tage if Asher hadn’t run out on me yet again, so no regrets there.  And yet…
 I just had to accept that I couldn’t undo what had been done. I think that’s what caused me the most agony. When it mattered—when Asher still would’ve had choices and a chance of survival—I might’ve made a difference. Now all I could do was see him through to the end.  
And still my soul was unsettled. Do women have room in their hearts for more than one man?  I can’t speak for anyone else, but I came to the conclusion that I did. I didn’t love Asher the way I loved Tage, but I knew without doubt he would always be a part of me.  
I gathered up my courage and got things right in my mind.  I would stay by Asher’s side until he took his last breath. That’s what you do for someone you care about, right? 
 

 
“There you are! I thought maybe you’d changed your mind about visiting me.” Asher pushed himself up to a sitting position in the bed.  Though his color was terrible, his eyes were bright, the smile heartfelt. 
“No, I just had some things to do, that’s all.” I  laid the magazines and pizza I’d brought for him on his tray table. “Have you eaten yet? I brought pizza from Primanti’s for you.”
He sucked in a breath and stared at me with a grin.  “Holy shit, you really are an angel, aren’t you? I don’t have much of an appetite lately, but I’d never turn down Primanti’s.” 
I laid the warm pizza box on his lap then got out the paper plates and napkins I had in my backpack.  He dug in with gusto.  I was glad to see it. He was nothing but skin stretched over a skeleton.
“I knew you liked their pizza. That’s why I brought it. It’s bound to be better than the hospital food they’re giving you.”
“It’s not too bad actually. They give me anything I want, any time I want it.  It’s sure not pizza from Primanti’s though.” He put the already half-eaten slice of pizza down on the plate and looked up at me.  
“Thank you, Chelsea.  I really appreciate this.”
“Any time.” I slid a slice of pizza onto my own plate and sat in the chair beside the bed.  
“I thought maybe your husband wouldn’t let you come back.” Asher stumbled over the word husband. If I hadn’t known him so well, I would’ve missed it.
“He’s a good guy. You’d like him.”  
Asher nodded. “I’m glad you found someone. I’m glad to see you so happy.” 
“Thank you. I am happy.”
He wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin, looking thoughtful. “Y’know, I’ve been thinking about the two of us for the past couple of days.  I’ve come to the conclusion that you and I were lovers in a past life, and we just couldn’t get it right. We’re doomed to repeat the past until we do.” He shook his head.  “Looks like it won’t happen in this one either. We’ll have to try and fix it in the next one.”  He gave me a look that ripped my heart out by the roots. “I’ll wait for you, Chelsea.” 
“Oh, God.” I reached out and grabbed his hand. A lone tear tracked down his cheek.  Now I knew the apocalypse was upon us. Asher Pratt did not cry. 
“I’m sorry,” he said as he wiped at his eyes.  “I swore I wouldn’t break down.”
I took the hand I held in mine and splayed it against the bulge of my stomach. The baby chose that moment to kick. He looked at me with wide eyes.
“I am so angry you weren’t honest with me about your diabetes.  But I can’t be angry about that if I’m going to be less than honest with you.”  I lifted his chin with two fingers. I wanted him to be looking right at me when I told him. “You’re leaving a little piece of yourself behind with me. I just wanted to thank you for that.”
He looked bewildered as another tear dropped from the corner of his eye. “I don’t get what you mean.”
The baby kicked again, and I held his hand hard against me, trying with all my might to connect my daughter with her father.  “The baby.  She’s yours.”
He shivered. I’ve never seen anyone go white so fast. “No way.  No freakin’ way.”
“She was conceived the night you made love to me after Scott killed himself.  Guess you didn’t get out fast enough.”  I gave him a half-smile.
He stared at me for the longest time. He finally glanced down at my stomach when the baby kicked again.  
“And I left you. I wasn’t there for you.”  Tears poured down his face now, in perfect, miserable sync with my own. 
“We shouldn’t cry. It’s okay.” I patted his hand.  “It worked out for the best.”
“Your husband?  Tage?  He knows?”
“He knows.”
“And he married you anyway?”
I laughed and sniffled at the same time. “I can’t believe it myself. He loved me enough to marry me anyway.”
Intense pain moved across his face. My heart broke for him. His eyes were sunken, haunted, full of regret.  I understood. We were trapped in this moment. We couldn’t go back, and neither one of us wanted to go forward. 
“He’ll be a good father to her then.”  
I nodded. “He loves her so much already.  He can’t wait to be a father.”
He scrubbed at his eyes with a napkin.  He was silent for several long moments, staring at the uneaten crust of pizza on the plate in his lap. I didn’t know what to say. The thought that maybe he wouldn’t have thrown his life away if he’d known… Well, I just couldn’t go there and stay sane.
When he looked up at me again, I saw the old Asher. There was strength there.  
“I don’t want you to come and see me tomorrow.” His throat pulse as he swallowed. “I want you to come the day after though. And I want you to bring your husband with you.  Will you do that for me?”
I sighed heavily. I didn’t know what Tage would say to this request.  “I don’t know about that.”
“Please, Chelsea.  I don’t have much time, and there are some things I have to set right. I know I’m asking a lot of you…and Tage…but I can’t tell you how important this is to me. Please?”
I wondered what he was up to. “Okay.  We’ll be here.”
 

 
“I don’t know how I feel about this yet,” Tage said as he swung the car into the parking lot of the hospital.  “I’ll be staring into the eyes of a man who has seen my wife naked.  That’s gonna be awkward as hell.”
His statement irritated me, but I laughed anyway.  When you’re married, you have to choose your battles. “All you men think alike, don’t you?”
He laughed too. “What do you think this is about?”
“I don’t know.” Asher had left me a voice  message the day before, asking that we be in his room at 1:00 p.m. sharp. He’d sounded excited, which I thought odd.
There was another man in his room with him when we got there—a man in a suit with a briefcase. It didn’t take a genius to see he was a lawyer.
Asher’s gaze lingered on Tage. He was sizing him up. My husband had been right—this was awkward. Then Asher stuck his hand out and smiled, scattering the tension that had come in with us.  “You’re a big guy, aren’t you?”
Tage rumbled with laughter as he shook Asher’s hand. “So they say.”
It didn’t need to be done, but I introduced them to each other. The lawyer, a small, thin, balding man, watched us with a polite smile before interjecting himself, “I’m Mr. Wymouth, Asher’s attorney.  He wants to discuss some things with the two of you.”
Oh, God.  
Asher cleared his throat. “Mr. Sorenson, will you act as executor for me?  I am leaving the house and its contents, my bank accounts, and other things to you and Chelsea. It just makes sense that you would be the executor.”
Tage glanced at me, alarmed. “I guess I don’t know…”
“I think you know why I want Chelsea to have everything. She’s been a good friend to me. There’s no reason to go into detail in front of Mr. Wymouth.  You have only to say yes or no and sign the papers.”
 Asher stared at me hard. I knew what was going on now. He wanted to leave his estate to me, so his daughter would have something from him.  I caught my breathe. I hadn’t told him that Tage made me promise we would never tell her who her biological father was.  I felt as though I were ever so slowly being backed into a corner.  
I glanced at my Swede. He looked as though he’d sucked a lemon. 
I glanced over at the lawyer. “Mr. Wymouth, can we talk to Asher privately for a moment?” 
He nodded his head, gathered up his papers, and left the room without a word.
“Asher, what the hell are you doing?” I asked. “You could’ve given us a warning—”
“Were you planning to tell my daughter about me?” Asher stared at me with all the intensity of a laser. I wanted to conk him over the head with my purse for putting me on the spot like that.
Tage jumped in before I could speak. “We don’t want to confuse her.  I’ve asked Chelsea that she not be told. I don’t want to be the hard-ass in all of this, but I’ve made very few demands—”
Asher raised his hands into the air.  “I get you, Tage. I totally respect your decision. I appreciate what you’ve done for Chelsea. It’s none of my business anyway. I just wondered.” He pulled his focus back to me. “I want her to have my stuff though, if that’s okay with you.  I have $250,000 in the bank, the house, my car.  I want my daughter to have it, even if she never knows a thing about me.  I was going to have Mr. Wymouth take care of my estate, but I’ve had him rewrite my will, leaving everything to the two of you. With Chelsea here about to explode…” he gave me a lopsided grin, “…it just seems to make more sense to have Tage act as my executor.”
I held my breath. I knew my husband was doing the same. We glanced at each other.
We didn’t need the money, but Asher wanted to do this one thing for a child he’d never see.  I understood. I hoped Tage would. I put several statements into my eyes as I stared at him.
After a long, silent moment, Tage nodded his head. “Okay.  I’ll do it.” 
“One other thing,” Asher said. “Will you at least encourage her to pursue an interest in music?  For me?  My black Strat and three Les Paul guitars are under my bed at the house.  Will you make sure she gets them?”
I stared at Asher’s hands and fingers. He’d given so much joy to so many with his musical talent. It tore me apart to think of those hands falling silent.  But if musical talent is a gene that can be passed on, this child would surely be a prodigy. 
Tears filled my eyes. “I’ll make sure she gets your guitars.” 
He nodded. “Thank you. Have you picked out a name for her?”
“Nicole. We haven’t decided on a middle name yet,” I told him.
Asher turned to address Tage. “You’ll be her father now.  Thank you for stepping up for both of my girls. Would you at least consider Ashley as a middle name?”
My husband had tears running down his own cheeks now. We were all a fucking mess. 
“Nicole Ashley it is.” Tage shook Asher’s hand and sniffled.  
“Take good care of them, won’t you? Chelsea deserves the best.”
“She is the best. Neither of them will want for a thing,” Tage choked.  “I can promise you that.”
Mr. Wymouth was called back into the room, the appropriate papers were signed, and that was that. 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
With all the grim decisions and paperwork out of the way, Asher seemed to decline a little more every day. Talking was becoming an effort for him. On those days, I just sat quietly beside him and held his hand.  When he was awake, we spoke to each other with our eyes. 
I tried to stay strong, but most of the time I had a wad of emotion stuck in my throat that would’ve morphed into a flood of tears at the slightest thing. I did a lot of swallowing. Asher was so accepting of everything, the least I could do was hold it together in his presence. 
I secretly hoped he’d live long enough to see his daughter.  Even though I was having her a few blocks away in another hospital, I fantasized about laying her in his arms. I hoped to witness his expression when he looked down at the tiny life we’d created so I could hold it forever in my heart.  I wanted to see it happen so badly, but I knew he wasn’t going to make it.  
In the meantime, Tage did what he could to finalize Asher’s affairs. He’d pop into the room occasionally to ask Asher a question about funeral arrangements or have him sign a few papers. Asher was so weak now that Tage had to steady his hand as he wrote. Heartbreaking doesn’t even begin to describe it.
Once, after Tage left, Asher flopped his head to one side and gave me a weak smile. “You have a good picker, Chels.  He’s a great guy. I appreciate everything.  Not many would do this.”
I kept my tears in check.  “He’s the best. I don’t deserve him.”
“Yes, you do.” And then his eyes fluttered closed and he dropped off to sleep.
 

 
Watching Asher sleep stirred up a shitload of feelings. His choices made absolutely no sense to me.  I just didn’t understand why he hadn’t fought to live.
In order to spare me the agony of watching him die young, he’d kept me at arm’s length by cheating on me. He ran when he started to love me too much. Why did he think those things would hurt less than having him in my life, even if it was only for a short time? 
There was no point in asking him because I knew he wouldn’t tell me. He had his reasons, I guess.  And I didn’t want to spend the time we had left talking about something I couldn’t fix. I would’ve loved that nitwit unconditionally, but he hadn’t seen fit to confide in me.
“You idiot. You fucking idiot.” I clenched my fists and stared at the floor. 
Trying to reconcile the incongruous emotions of loss and gain was really messing me up. I hated watching him die.  I loved that I was carrying his baby. 
He was now the color of pissed-on snow. His mouth was slightly open, his breath came in short gasps, rattling like dice on marble with each exhale.  That shiny, silken hair, always so much fun to run my hands through, was now a dull, tangled mess against the pillow.
 It was impossible for me to wrap my mind around the fact that he was dying.  I reached out and gripped his hand tightly, trying to anchor him to Earth, but I could see I was losing him.
 

 
At some point, I must’ve dozed off too.  I roused when he squeezed my hand and whispered, “Chelsea.  Wake up!”
 I’ve always been a slow waker-upper. I lifted my head and looked at him. I was a little embarrassed to see that I’d flopped onto the bed beside him, still holding his hand.
I sat up in the chair and tried to blink the drowsy away. “I’m sorry. I fell asleep.”
“I know. You were so cute I didn’t want to wake you up.”  
“I was practically in the bed with you.  I bet your arm’s asleep.”
“No.” 
 I started to pull away, but he held my hand firmly in his. Pressing his lips together, he glanced down at our entwined fingers.  “It was never as many as you thought.”
“What was?” 
“The women. When I wasn’t faithful to you.  It was never as many as you thought.”
 I stared at him.  Dear God, did I talk in my sleep?  Did he read my mind?

I wanted to tell him the numbers didn’t matter. One or a thousand—they all hurt like hell. I didn’t want to talk about it. 
“We are not having this conversation, Asher.”
“Yes, we are. I need you to listen to me.” He glanced up. “I loved you so much, but I didn’t want you to have to watch me die.”
“Oh, you fucking jerk.” I opened and closed my mouth, totally at a loss for words. “And here I am watching you die anyway. We could’ve been together. What a fucking waste of time.” I tried to pull my hand out of his, but he held me in a remarkably strong grip. I leaned into him and narrowed my eyes. “You seem to be under the assumption what you did makes some kind of sense. Go ahead and apply your demented Asher-logic to it, but don’t expect me to understand.  This is one of the dumbest things I’ve ever seen.” 
“I know.  I regret it now.  I regret so much...” He shook his head and lowered his eyes, but not before I saw tears glistening there. “Can you forgive me for everything, baby?” 
I fisted my left hand until I felt a knuckle pop. “God, I hate you right now.  I can’t even tell you...” 
 If I wasn’t careful, fury would burn me to ashes. It had taken a lot for him to ask my forgiveness.  What kind of human being would I be if I withheld it from him?
 “I forgive you, you son-of-a-bitch.” I put two fingers under his chin and tipped his head up until his eyes met mine. “And I will love you forever right down to the very bottom of my soul.”
He gave me a crooked smile. “I promise we’ll get it right next time, Chelsea.”
 

 
I was a mess the day Asher made the decision to have them unhook him from everything.  It seemed like giving up, giving in.  I wanted him to fight, but I could see he was running out of steam.  He had no fight left in him.
“Don’t cry. Please don’t cry,” he whispered.
“I’m trying not to. I really am...but...” I sat back down in the chair as the last nurse left, wheeling his I.V. pole out of the room. “Do you remember the day you pulled me out of the freezer? You came to the hospital to see me.  Do you remember what you said?” 
“No.”
His hand was an unearthly yellow color, ice cold.  I caressed his long, boney fingers, trying to absorb his essence into me, trying to hold on to something I could give to his child.  “You told me the world almost had to spin without Chelsea Whitaker on it. You said that was wrong on so many levels. This feels the same way. I don’t know how I’m going to...” 
“Hush!” He ran a finger gently over my cheek.  “No one truly dies if they can live in someone’s memories. And you and I made some great ones, didn’t we?”
That was it. I lost it. I dropped across the bed, buried my face in the crook of my arm, and thoroughly went to pieces.
As I wept for what would never be, he stroked my shoulder lightly with his right hand. “I never wanted to hurt you,” he said softly. “And I just ended up hurting you more.”
 

 
Asher Pratt died two days after they withdrew life support. Cocky funnyman right to the end, he opened his eyes and gave me a thumbs up before taking his last breath. 
His daughter, Nicole Ashley Sorenson, was born four days later on a warm Halloween afternoon. Call me crazy, but I swear I could feel his hand on my shoulder as I pushed her into the world, gently comforting me. 
We postponed Asher’s funeral until I got out of the hospital.  There was no way I wasn’t going to be there for him. Half of Pittsburgh tried to squeeze into the funeral home, all wanting to pay tribute to the excellent musician who’d given them so much joy.  We had the funeral directors set up a lectern with a microphone near his casket.  Anyone who had a memory to share was allowed to do so.
I couldn’t stop grinning as I listened to the tales told by Asher’s friends. He truly had been one-in-a-million.
At one point, I cut a glance to the big blond Swede standing at the back of the room, rocking back and forth with a tiny infant girl pressed to his shoulder. My heart swelled with love and gratitude.  I turned back to look at the man lying in the casket, a slightly mysterious smile on his face.
 Though all the stories I heard that day were hilarious and heart-warming, I had the best story of all. 
 

 
We laid Asher to rest beside his mother in the Calvary Cemetery near Hazelwood. They set the stone I’d picked out for him three weeks later. 
 I spared no expense on his gravestone. Beautiful black granite, so polished it looked wet, it stood four feet tall and five feet wide. It was a fitting tribute to his enormous personality. I didn’t want Pittsburgh to forget about him.
 I had a Les Paul guitar engraved on the front.  I also had an eight-inch by twelve-inch ceramic oval picture embedded into the back of the stone.  It made it easier to find among all the other graves.
I chose a picture Marybeth had taken the night Asher gave me the Rock’n Tapestries T-shirt. He stood tall and lean, feet planted firmly on Tapestries’ stage, bent backward slightly as he shredded his tobacco-sunburst Les Paul with expert fingers.  He was gazing out into the crowd with fire in his eyes, his mouth slightly open, as if in awe that he possessed such talent.  
No one who looked upon this picture would ever doubt that this man had been a force of nature.
 



ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS
 
 
It’s been quite a few years since I closed this notebook on Asher Pratt’s story. It’s amazing the things you find when you clean out a closet.  I had forgotten that I’d written it all down.
 As I read the words I penned so long ago, I am sitting in the dining room of Tapestries watching another force of nature. She is just a little wisp of a thing, but she has a mighty big personality. I can’t help smiling as I watch her. The unmistakable attitude of a rock star charges the very air around her. 
Nicks is nearly five years old with long, dark-honey hair and eyes the color of a Werther’s butterscotch candy.  She is standing on Tapestries’ plywood stage wearing a black–and-white ruffled skirt and a pink T-shirt with a white kitty on it.  She has one hand on her hip, the other gripping a microphone that is much too big for her hand. Her way-cool pink shades are perched on her nose.  She is singing along to the jukebox; her choice of song today is Love Shack.
She is going to be incredibly beautiful someday, with those sweet eyes and her already chiseled cheekbones. She is a perfect blend of Asher and me, though there are times when she looks at me and my heart stops.  She is all Asher then, and I am secretly pleased.
I know I will have very little to say about it, but I am going to do my level best to make sure she never breaks anyone’s heart the way mine was—and sometimes still is.  I am going to teach her to trust the truth, no matter where it takes her. 
Tage is my soul mate, the man I was meant to be with. I love him more than life itself, but I am not ashamed to say I still love Asher.  Talk about a guilt trip!  I just accept it now. It’s part of who I am. I won’t apologize for loving two amazing men with all my heart.
I am five months pregnant with our second child.  It’s a boy.  Tage is over the moon.  I told him we have to have at least five to flesh out a decent rock band.  He is in complete agreement. 
It’s odd, but I hear Asher sometimes. Mostly when it’s late and Tage and I are at Tapestries, cleaning up after another busy night.  It usually happens when I’m alone behind the bar putting things in order.
The faint chords of a screaming guitar will filter to my ears from the stage in the other room.  I’ll hear his boisterous laughter egging on an adoring crowd.  I go still then and listen, treasuring the times he comes to me that way.
It soothes my soul in a way nothing else can, because I know Asher is doing what he does best.
He’s still rock’n Tapestries.
 



WILD ANGEL: A Rock’n Tapestries Novel
 
Coming May 17, 2014!
 
Magic happened when Nicks Sorenson closed her eyes and stopped thinking. She fused with the Les Paul guitar as her fingers flew across the ebony fretboard. It was strangely intimate when she found her groove like that, as though the guitar were a lover.
 She wore the Les Paul low, pressed against her thighs. Tipping her hips forward, she tried to catch the buzz from the chords she played, tried to get the solid guitar body to bang against her clit. The only person who knew she masturbated by guitar was Charm Newell, the bass player for her band Wild Angel. The willowy blonde was in her own zone as she plucked the strings of her black Fender jazz bass. 
Shuddering through an orgasm, Nicks looked down at the crowd of men gathered at the foot of the stage at Tapestries, the bar her parents owned in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was a heady thing to come in front of them, especially when they didn’t have a clue what she was doing. 
Wild Angel played every Friday night at Tapestries if they wanted to. Though it was one of the perks of being the owners’ daughter, this group of women didn’t ride anyone’s coat tails. They were good and they knew it, rocking as hard as any band in Pittsburgh. They hadn’t been playing that long, but they already had a small group of diehard fans, mostly men. 
Nicks turned to their drummer Pip Del Torres. The girl was an amazing tattooed tornado, flawless as she laid down a beat for them. They were about to start into the guitar solo for their original song Shut Up and Bang Me. Her bandmates knew what to do.
With a quick nod at Charm, Nicks threw her shoulders back and shoved her guitar—and her pelvis by proxy—into the faces of the men standing in front of her. It was meant to intimidate, to get them all to blink and move back in the face of such awesome goddess power. 
And all of them did, but one.
That asshole Stone Jensen, lead guitarist for Heavy Remedy, another Pittsburgh band and Wild Angel’s biggest rival. In fact, he took a step toward her. 
There was no fucking way Nicks was going to let him get away with that. He was on her turf now. She walked to the corner of the stage and glared at him. His eyes smoldered in the shadows as his lips curved into a smirk.
Pea-brained, knuckle-dragging, arrogant, half-wit dickhead.
She trained pinpoint focus on the long, wavy black hair framing a sinfully angular face. It was safer that way. His dark eyes and full lips would be her undoing if she dared to look at them. As it was, she nearly forgot her place in the solo and had to reboot her brain.  
She recovered, cocked a hip at him, and pushed the tobacco-sunburst Les Paul out in front of her. She was not going to be the first one to look away.  “Suck it, Jensen!” she shouted over the music. It was the best she could do while she was playing.  He was too far away to hit with anything.
The grin that crossed his face pissed her off even more. He licked his lips as those dark eyes burned a hole right through her.  He didn’t have any right to be so gorgeous, so goddamned sexy. She gripped the pick and swung at the strings in her anger, busting the crowd’s eardrums with the chord she’d just struck. 
“Fuck you, douchebag!” She was just picking now, trying to get a reaction out of him. The crowd cheered her on. They knew who he was, knew of the rivalry between the two guitarists. She  flipped him the middle finger and turned to the two women she loved most in this world. 
“Here we go, my awesome pussies!” She ended the song with a leap into the air and a soul-shattering E-chord. 
“If that didn’t leave you boys spurtin’, you ain’t got a cock,” Nicks said into the mic. “Go clean the jizz out of your shorts and get yourselves a fucking drink. Wild Angel will be back in a few.” 
 

 
Stone Jensen was glad he’d worn his loose Levi’s tonight. Watching Nicks Sorenson on stage made his cock so hard it hurt. She was a mere four feet away from him, so close he could see sweat beading on her forehead. The delicious curve of her bottom lip made him dizzy.  Her guitar strap occasionally brushed over one nipple, yet both of them were hard, visible beneath her black spandex tank top. His fingertips itched to coax them even higher and tighter than they were.
Fuck. 
The more he thought about her, the worse it got. When she walked to the edge of the stage, with a snarling insult on her lips and her eyes shooting fire, he held his Sam Adams Summer Ale in a death grip and willed himself back from the point of no return. This little whirlwind did strange things to his insides. 
Nicks Sorenson. He’d never heard of her, scoffed when others told him she was a genius on guitar. Wild Angel had apparently been honing their skills in her parents’ garage, hidden away from all eyes until that day they’d exploded into his consciousness with all the subtlety of dynamite.  He’d first seen them at a small festival in downtown Pittsburgh the previous summer. All of them were seventeen then, a gorgeous noisy trio of girls playing at being rock stars.  Or so he’d thought.
He was surprised when they turned out to be excellent musicians. They soon had a crowd of slack-jawed men standing at the base of the stage platform that day, including him.  He’d been unable to tear his eyes away from their lead guitarist. Nicks.  What the hell is there about her? he’d thought as he watched her play.  Jealousy and admiration had oozed up inside him.  She was a natural, one of those lucky people who made it look easy.  And he resented her for it. 
It was jealousy, pure and simple.  She was a better guitarist than he was. He’d had the Pittsburgh spotlight to himself for several years. Everyone said he was the master of his craft and he believed them.  At the age of twenty-four, he stood in on occasion for the bigger acts when they played at the Consol Energy Center.  Stone Jensen had even been mentioned in Rolling Stone magazine once or twice.  Then Nicks happened, and his life hadn’t been the same since.
He’d done then what any respectable guitar god would’ve done.  He denigrated her by calling attention to her gender. “A guitar-playing pussy,” he’d told anyone who’d listen. “She should be sucking my dick instead of assaulting our ears.” 
Unfortunately, the musicians in Pittsburgh were a tight group. The things he’d said had gotten back to her as soon as they’d left his mouth. The few times they’d been in the same space hadn’t been friendly. In fact, she nearly nutted him with a tuner in the Guitar Center on Park Manor Boulevard once. It’d taken three store employees to hold her back. 
He took another drink and nodded to himself. She was fucking magnificent. He really wished he’d gotten the chance to meet her properly. 
All he could do now was watch her from afar, and watch her he did. He got an eyeful of lovely round breasts held tight by the racer-back tank top. If she were over five feet tall, it was only by an inch or two. Long honey-brown hair swirled around her as though it had a life of its own. Her eyes reminded him of a tiger-eye gemstone when the PAR can lights hit them. His brains fell out when she smiled. He’d get on his knees and beg if he could get her alone for five minutes, just to talk. 
Jesus Christ. It wasn’t just her physical form that drove him apeshit, it was the way she played that damned axe. How the hell did she make it sound sexual like that? 
The primal noises she coaxed from her guitar made him ache to put both hands on the blades of her naked hipbones and slam her with solid thrusts. He wanted to claim this pint-sized prodigy as his own. He wanted to drive the breath from her body with hot kisses.  Wanted it so bad he could taste it. He hated that this talented woman made him want to beg for one kind word. 
It’s your own damned fault, Stoney. You are one stupid fuck.
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