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Summary
Bella and Edward meet at a concert as teenage strangers during the height of
grunge in the 90's. When their paths cross 14 years later, Edward is stuck in the
past while Bella is fleeing from hers.
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Chapter 1: Lightning Crashes
AU, AH, OOC, Canon pairings
Warning: This fic is rated NC-17 for a reason. There is some minor drug
use and lemons in future chapters. In addition there will be instances of
violence and assault of a sexual nature. Please do not read if this will be a
trigger of any kind.
Disclaimer: All characters belong to SM. I just stuck them in the 90' s for
a little while.

EPOV
October, 1996
Oh now feel it comin' back again,
Like a rollin' thunder chasing the win.
Forces pullin' from the center of the earth again,
I can feel it.
Líve, "Lighting Crashes"
The Field House was going to be full of bodies; thrashing music and deafening
chords were going to be filling the air and I couldn't fucking wait. Líve was on tour
for their Throwing Copper album and their concert at Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute was a good excuse for us to take a trip. We were all two months into our
freshman year in college. Alice was studying fashion at F.I.T. and I was at N.Y.U.
School of Arts and Sciences preparing for a major in God-knows-what. I was pretty
content being undeclared since I'd spent all of high school being the perfect son. I
got the good grades, was always on high honor roll, student body president,
Valedictorian. I was the most wholesome guy in school in the perfect little suburb of
Chicago where we grew up. Now, in college, I was ready to be rebellious, reckless;
ready to do something stupid and crazy. I was ready to experience what it felt like to
really live.
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I was more excited than anyone since I'd been following Líve for a while. Jasper,
my twin sister Alice's boyfriend (and a good friend of mine since elementary school)
was studying engineering there, so we'd piled into my Volvo to drive up from New
York City. Our little brother Emmett, who was still in high school, wasn't grounded
for once and was able to come along with us. We didn't tell our parents he brought
his new girlfriend Rosalie along when he took the train from Chicago to New York
yesterday. Actually, we didn't tell our parents about the concert at all. Carlisle and
Esme were great parents and all, but really, they didn't need to know everything.
The whole drive up I soaked in the knowledge that this was what it was like to
really feel free. The feeling of being eighteen, of being able to make the decision to
just get up and do something without parental consent was incredibly liberating. I
gripped the steering wheel tightly in anticipation. Once we pulled into the parking
lot at R.P.I., Alice jumped out of the car and ran towards Jasper, catapulting herself
into his arms. I hadn't even put the car in park yet. I was happy for her but it made
my chest tighten a bit. Of course I'd dated girls in high school; I'd lost my virginity to
the daughter of our family friends, Tanya Denali on prom night, clumsy and drunk in
the backseat of my car. But I'd never been in love-not the way they were.
I turned off the Volvo and stepped out of the driver's side as Emmett and Rosalie
unfolded themselves from the backseat. Alice and Jasper uncurled themselves from
their intense embrace as we walked towards them.
"Jasper, my man! How's life on your own, bro?" Emmett asked Jasper
enthusiastically as he reached in for a fist bump.
Jasper bumped him back with the arm that wasn't tightly wrapped around Alice
and responded, "Not bad, Emmett, not bad." He then looked down at her and said,
"A little lonely though." Jasper kissed her forehead as Alice broke out in a huge
smile, blushing as she leaned her head against his shoulder.
"I assume this is Rosalie?" Jasper asked. He hadn't met Rosalie yet since she and
Emmett had started dating when we all left for college. Emmett yanked her into a
one-armed bear hug. Rosalie's head ricocheted slightly from intensity of the
movement, giving Emmett an annoyed look which he didn't notice.
"Yeah, this is my girl," Emmett replied and looked down to beam at Rosalie,
effectively melting her irritated stare.
Jasper bowed his head forward slightly, gentlemanly. "It's a pleasure to meet you,
Rosalie," he said. She flashed him one of her signature smiles in response.
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I had stood there uncomfortably as all the introductions were being made, my
hands roughly stuck into my pockets. Now as each couple grinned at his or her
significant other, I stared at the ground and kicked at it with my toe, intensely
conscious of being single. I pretended not to notice as Jasper lowered his head and
coughed, becoming aware of my awkwardness. He always had the strangest way of
sensing other people's emotions.
"So, you psyched for the concert, Edward? You've been following Líve for a while,"
Jasper asked me.
I looked up from the circle of dirt my toe had created and grinned. "Yeah, I'm
totally psyched."
"Well we all know Edward is meant to be a musician," Alice trilled, grinning up at
me from her nook in Jasper's arm. "Now if he'd just get up the guts to audition for
the Tisch School of Arts and transfer out of Arts and Sciences, he'd actually be a
musician instead of just talking about it." Her teasing voice tinkled like a bell. "It's
gonna happen someday Edward, I've seen it," she said.
"Oh you and your weird dreams, Alice," Emmett groaned. "Hey are we gonna get
some booze for this party tonight? I wanna get wasted!"
Rosalie rolled her eyes and Alice darted forward, lightning fast, smacking Emmett
on the arm. "Ow!" he cried, letting go of Rosalie and rubbing his injured arm. Jasper
chuckled at him. "It's not funny, man! She hits really freakin' hard for such a tiny
freakin' pixie!"
"No getting wasted tonight, Emmett!" Alice warned. "Besides, we don't have time
to get booze. We've got to go shopping for clothes! We can't have Edward over there
looking like Zach Morris in a mosh pit tonight, can we?"
"Oh I'm totally in for shopping." Rosalie nodded enthusiastically, clearly excited. I
looked down at my faded washed jeans and button down shirt.
"Zach Morris?" I asked incredulously. Alice giggled. "All right, fine," I sighed.
"Jasper, lead us to the mall."
"There's a new store I've been dying to check out!" Alice said over her shoulder as
she speed-walked ahead of us once we entered the mall. She seemed to instinctively
know exactly where to go. She stopped in front of a store with a large metal arch
entrance, punk music screaming from within. A metal sign blaring the words "Hot
Topic" in red hung ominously over the doorway. Alice clapped her hands, cooing,
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"Here it is!"
She and Rosalie practically danced inside the store and started pulling clothes off
hangers. Jasper smiled and shook his head. "Man…women and shopping," Emmett
moaned melodramatically.
"Actually, this store is kinda cool," I said, stepping through the archway. On one
side of the store there were all women's clothes; corsets and short leather skirts,
spiked collars and Manic Panic hair color. On the other was the men's side, with
rock band T-shirts in square plastic frames hung along the walls, a myriad of jeans
and a whole section of converse sneakers and boots. The music pumping through
the sound system switched to Green Day's "Brain Stew" and my body responded, my
head bouncing to the beat. I started looking through the T-shirts when Alice's hand
grabbed my wrist.
"No way, Edward. I've got an outfit all planned out that's gonna be much better
than something you could come up with!" She launched some clothes into my hands
and pointed to the dressing rooms. "Go!" she ordered.
I knew better than to argue with Alice, especially when it came to fashion. I found
my way to the back of the store and asked a female employee with bright pink hair
and lip, nose and eyebrow piercings if I could try on the pile of clothing that was
spilling out of my grip. She nodded her head towards a black velvet curtain behind
her, which I yanked back with one hand. I dropped the merchandise onto the bench
and noticed that what Alice had picked out wasn't half bad. Actually, I thought as I
stripped off my jeans and started unbuttoning my button down, these clothes looked
exactly like what Billy Joe Armstrong would wear. Excited, I slipped into the
short-sleeved, black satin shirt and then tucked it into a pair of black jeans. It still
needed something.
"Here," Alice's voice came out from the other side of the curtain, reading my mind
as she slipped a silver studded belt, a skinny red tie and a pair of red and white
Converse Chucks under it. I smiled at Alice's infallible ability to figure out just what
I needed. I finished dressing and pulled open the curtain to find her standing there,
waiting. She smiled and dragged me out in front of the mirror, spinning me around
to see all sides, examining her fashion choices. "Perfect!" she said.
Just then a figure in the mirror startled me. I was struck as I made eye contact
with a brunette, looking adorable in the grunge uniform: a T-shirt layered over a
long sleeve henley, another flannel shirt wrapped around her waist. Her jeans were
ripped at the knees, black converse sneakers on her feet. She looked down my body,
her eyes tracing hot sparks of electricity as she gave me the once-over. She smiled
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approvingly as we made eye contact in the mirror once again. Her tongue darted out
to lick her top lip, followed by her teeth quickly biting her bottom lip. That action,
only seconds long, made my jaw drop slightly, but suddenly Alice's figure blocked
the girl from my vision.
"Ok, you're done! Go change so Rosalie and I can model!" she ordered cheerfully
and turned me around, pushing me in the direction of the dressing room. I skidded
to a stop, pushing back on Alice's insistent hands and looking around the store for
the girl. After a few seconds, my heart sank as I caught her in my peripheral vision,
just in time to see the back of her beautiful hair as she walked out the door.
"You'd better hurry up man, the natives are getting restless," Emmett quietly
murmured to me, and I look over my shoulder to see Alice and Rosalie, arms crossed
and waiting, getting irritated. Disappointed, I quickly changed back into my clothes.
I stepped back out into the glaring lights and music of the store to find Emmett and
Jasper pouring over the glass jewelry case.
"Yeah, I think Rosalie would like that one," Emmett said, pointing to a heavy
amulet held from a thick silver chain. "Whaddya think, bro?" he asked me. The
pendant had an intricate design of some kind of crest within a circle: on the bottom
was a V with three clovers on it. Standing on the V was a lion which seemed to be
breathing fire. On the top was an open faced palm.
"That's nice," I told him, disinterested as my eyes scanned the store, hoping the
brunette would reappear.
Jasper pointed out a necklace with the same design on it, except this one was tiny,
held in place by a thin silver ribbon. "Alice would probably like this one," Jasper
said. Just then I noticed the same design on a black leather armband.
"Now that's cool," I exclaimed, suddenly interested, peering into the case. The two
of them nodded in agreement.
"Oh yeah, definitely," Emmett agreed.
Jasper reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. "I'm getting one for each
of us," he said. I motioned to stop him, but he shook his head. "My grandfather is
paying my tuition and I've got money saved up. Really, it's on me. Think of it as a
thank you for bringing my lady up for the weekend." I smiled in silent thanks and
Emmett slammed Jasper on the back appreciatively.
"Ok! We're ready to be admired!" Alice called from the dressing room. She danced
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into view wearing a short-sleeved white button down shirt and a little black satin
corset over it, a plaid short with silver zippers on each of the pleats. On her legs
were black shiny knee high stockings with bows at the top, and what I've heard her
in the past called "fuck-me" boots. I winced a bit at the image, and Emmett and I
both looked at the floor uncomfortably. No guy wants to see their sister looking hot.
An unspoken communication went on between Alice and Jasper, and they both
smiled broadly. Then Alice directed her attention at Emmett. "Wait till you see how
hot Rosalie looks, Em. She's an even hotter version of Gwen Stefani."
Rosalie pulled back the velvet curtain, appearing in a white mesh cropped tank
top with a black and white striped bikini top over it, showing off her perfect abs. Her
skin-tight pants had a mini plaid pattern on them, held up by a studded belt with
silver chains hanging from loops. On her feet was a pair of blood-red, extremely high
heels. "Aw yeah, baby!" Emmett hollered as he rushed forward and swung Rosalie
up into his arms. "You look really freakin' hot!"
"So, what about them?" I asked Alice, nodding towards Emmett and Jasper. "Don't
they get to be all paper-dolled up?"
"Oh hell no! No one is taking this off me," Emmett said, pointing his thumbs to his
Giants football jersey. "Sorry sis, no dress up for me today."
Alice rolled her eyes. "Fine Emmett, whatever. You're hopeless anyway. And don't
you worry about Jasper," Alice said soothingly to me, her eyes never leaving Jasper's
face. "I've already got an outfit all picked out for him."
As we paid for our purchases, I looked in vain out the windows of the store, into
the mall, hoping to catch another glimpse of that mystery brunette.
"Who are you looking at?" Alice quietly asked me at the register. I shook my head,
embarrassed, muttering under my breath and busying myself with putting away my
wallet. She just smiled.
We arrived at the concert, buzzing with energy, all of us wearing our new
respective outfits and jewelry. The girls had loved their gifts, and had insisted we all
wear the matching crest. Alice had dressed Jasper in her pre-planned outfit: baggy
jeans, heavy boots, a blue, grey and white plaid button down and a grey T-shirt
underneath. We didn't have seats – just tickets to the floor area. As I had predicted
on the drive up, it was a festival-type atmosphere. The crowd was moving against
one another; bumping and spinning without a care in the world. Almost the instant
the band started, Alice and Jasper disappeared to make out in a corner somewhere,
Emmett threw himself into the mosh pit, and Rosalie went outside with some
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sorority girls she knew from high school for a smoke.
I stood around the fringe of the pit, lurking in the dark, my body tingling with the
realization that this could be it; this may be the moment where I would finally have
that sensation I'd been craving. I wanted to do something wild and irresponsible, to
feel alive. I ran my hand over my chin, feeling the stubble. Alice had convinced me
not to shave earlier, telling me it made me look cooler. I was reeling with the vitality
of the crowd. The band started up "Lighting Crashes" and everyone went crazy. The
people on the floor were flowing around in a wild mess; they seemed to be feeling
the music so deeply that it overtook their entire bodies. I was intrigued to join the
rush. It was volatile and thrilling, but then suddenly a figure on the edge of the
crowd caught me off guard.
It was her, the girl from the mall.
She was sitting on the edge of the low wall that separated the floor from the seats.
Her eyes were closed as she swayed to the music, mahogany locks cascading down,
framing her beautiful face. It was as if she was in a trance, held in place by the
melody. She gripped the wall and mouthed the lyrics, her hair swaying from side to
side behind her as she tilted her head in time with the beat. She looked so much
hotter than when I saw her at Hot Topic: she wore a black leather biker jacket with
studs on the cuffs. Underneath she wore a beige lace strappy dress that looked more
like lingerie than clothes and black ripped leggings with fishnets peeking out
underneath. Around her neck was a black studded collar and she had a matching
wrist cuff with spikes in the middle. I stared at her, my gaze locked on her lithe form
as she let her black Doc Martens sway beneath her, one heel kicking the wall in time
with the tempo.
It was as if a spotlight was struck directly on her - but a soft, warm light, like an
aura. In the raucous environment I could see only her, pure tranquility. For a
moment I was held rooted to the ground as I felt the immediate draw of her. A
magnetic pull drew me towards her, the feeling hot and caustic in my stomach. In a
daze I began to make my way towards her, pushing through the mass of writhing
bodies. It felt as if my feet were not even touching the ground half the time as I was
lifted with the waves of people dancing wildly, thrashing. Her eyes were still closed,
her body rocking gently to the music, this siren silently calling to me.
I stalked nearer to her, pausing feet away from where her feet swung down,
stopping short as her eyes fluttered open. I noticed immediately that they were
tinged with red in the whites. She tilted her head to the side with a look of
recognition and gave me a heavily lidded smile. She lifted one of the hands gripping
the wall and brought a joint to her lips, inhaling deeply. I was close enough to
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breathe in her scent; warm like maple, Tahitian vanilla, burning, sweet and spicy. As
the band began to play "Selling the Drama" she hopped off the wall edge and
pressed her back against it suggestively, holding her arms submissively behind her
back as if she were the prey begging to be hunted. She was looking at up me
through dark lashes, coquettish, cat-like.
I moved in closer to her, compelled, riveted. I wanted to move my mouth right by
her ear and whisper that she was the sexiest thing I'd ever seen but instead I caved,
flustered, and simply mouthed, "Hi." She answered me with a sultry smile and took
another hit off her joint. Her eyes bore into mine and I was lost in her
crimson-rimmed eyes with irises like deep pools of dark chocolate. She offered her
joint to me and I shook my head. She shrugged and took one more hit before
pinching it out and throwing it onto the floor. She closed her eyes again and as she
breathed in deeply that soft, haunting smile reappeared. I watched, thrilled as her
lips whispered along to the chorus of one of my favorite Líve songs.
And to love: a god
And to fear: a flame
And to burn a crowd that has a name
And to right or wrong
And to meek or strong
It is known; just scream it from the wall.
Mesmerized, in a trance, I reached my hand up and traced my finger over her lips.
She stopped mouthing the lyrics and froze, opening her mouth a little wider. I
noticed her arms stiffen as her hands gripped the wall tightly behind her. Her eyes
reopened slowly, hooded and lustful, my pointer finger frozen on her bottom lip. Her
mouth still open, she looked me straight in the eye and lifted one eyebrow, daring
me. Then, without warning, she lightly bit down on my fingertip. The gesture made
it feel as if she'd struck a match deep inside me. I was instantly turned on. My eyes
widened, my stomach tightened and I gasped; just like that, she saw that she'd
caught me. With my fingertip still trapped between her teeth, the corners of her
mouth turned up into a wicked grin of victory.
Suddenly, the atmosphere around us changed. The haze of serenity that had
surrounded us before morphed back into an excited crowd as the band began to play
"I Alone." The shift in the mood fueled me and I wanted to turn the tables. I wanted
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to call her bluff, meet her challenge. I gently tugged my finger out of her mouth and
ran it down her neck, leaving a damp trail on her skin. I then raised both my hands
and put my palms on the cool wall on either side of her head, holding her captive.
Nose to nose, my eyes stared her down…steady, predatory. She inhaled, taking in
my scent. She seemed high now on more than just pot, but on the mutual drug we
were providing for each other, instantly addicted. Now it was my turn to lift an
eyebrow, returning her challenge and her eyes pinched shut in response. She
arched her back, scraping the back of her head a bit on the wall. I smirked and
leaned in to kiss her neck but stopped just shy of kissing her, running my open lips
over her skin.
I listened to her breath catch, sharp in her throat. I felt my heart pound as my
pulse raged through my body, my fingertips felt as if they were on fire. I grazed my
lips up her neck over her pale cheeks and then finally kissed her lips, slowly,
tantalizingly. Her lips were soft and gentle as she responded to the kiss, a
contradiction to her tough outward appearance. She broke the kiss to take a breath
and turned her face slightly away from mine. When she opened her eyes and caught
my gaze again, she held her lips at bay from me, exhaling, the taste of pot and sex
flowing into my mouth.
She looked up at me through those lashes again and smiled, then returned her
gaze back to my mouth. She licked her lips and moved forward, breathing me in,
inching towards me. Our mouths met again but all she did was brush her lips back
and forth, teasing me, painfully slow. She looked up at me, all at once angelic and
demonic and, never breaking eye contact, slowly sucked my lower lip into her
mouth. The sensation was electric and I couldn't take another second. Something
feral gripped me and I growled, feeling an instinctual need to claim, to possess her. I
moved one of my hands from the wall to the back of her neck, gripping her hair with
one hand and began kissing her deeply, my other arm snaking around behind her.
Her hands slid up my back, her fingers digging into my shoulder blades. A chill ran
through me as her nails raked their way back down and she finally crossed her
wrists over the small of my back, the spikes of her wrist cuff digging in. She tilted
her hips against me and I moaned as I ground myself back against her. The music
flowed through us, our bodies crashing together, moving in a way that seemed to
mirror the intensity of the song.
Oh, now, we took it back too far, only love can save us now.
All these riddles that you burn all come runnin' back to you.
All these rhythms that you hide, only love can save us now.
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All these riddles that you burn, yeah! Yeah! Yeah!
I alone love you,
I alone tempt you,
I alone love you,
Fear is not the end of this!
As the music pulsed on, the crowd pushed against me, forcing my body closer
against hers. I lowered the hand that was gripping her hair and brought it down to
her shoulder, bunching up the fabric of her jacket in my first and yanking it down.
The tiny straps of her dress and the tank top she had underneath slipped down with
it. I saw her naked collarbone and couldn't resist, halting my assault on her lips and
moving to the spot where her neck met her shoulder, biting and sucking the delicate
skin there. She whimpered and I smiled against her skin, nuzzling softly where I'd
bitten and returned my face to hers.
We kissed throughout the remainder of the song, licking, nipping, sucking. When
she finally slipped her tongue into my mouth I almost forgot how to think, how to
inhale and exhale. I ran my hands down her body to her leggings and as I gripped
her ass, feeling the edges of what had to be insanely sexy lace panties beneath, I felt
her shudder against me. The intensity of the moment left me dizzy and as the song
came to an end, the crowd cheering wildly, she pulled out of my arms and looked up
at me with that devilish half smile, bit her lip and winked.
"Hey, there you are!" Alice's voice chirped from behind me. Startled, I whirled
around to find her wrapped around Jasper, Rosalie standing next to them, looking
annoyed. "We're trying to find Emmett. I'm worried he's going to get hurt in the pit."
"I'm sure he's fine," I said abruptly, then turned back to my lush-lipped siren but
she had, once again, disappeared. Vanished, like an apparition or a figment of my
imagination. I turned in every direction looking for her, but she was nowhere to be
found.
"Come on Edward, let's find Emmett. This place is getting crazy," Jasper coaxed,
cocking his head towards the pit and putting his hand on my shoulder. I scanned the
audience one more time for my brown-eyed beauty but it was no use. Once again,
she was gone.
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Chapter 2: I Wanna Be Sedated
A/N: Thanks to AwesomeSauce76 and Brits23 for pimping out Chapter 1 and
getting Chapter 2 ready to post! Love ya! Also, Please go to my profile page over on
Twilighted to check out the amazing banner by heatherdawn for CreativeB! She's
fantastic! And thanks to google for helping me with some of the references in this
chapter because yours truly is squeaky clean, like a rubber ducky!
As I've said before, NC-17 for some minor drug use and lemons in future chapters.
Twilight characters belong to SM. Grungeward is MINE!

Chapter 2 – I Wanna Be Sedated
Twenty-twenty-twenty four hours to go, I wanna be sedated
Nothin' to do and no where to go-o-oh, I wanna be sedated
Just get me to the airport, put me on a plane
Hurry hurry hurry, before I go insane
I can't control my fingers I can't control my brain
Oh no no no no no…
The Ramones, "I Wanna Be Sedated"
BPOV
October, 1996
I'd never really fit in anywhere at my high school in Forks, Washington. I grew up
in Arizona with my mom Renée, but she sent me to live with my Dad when she
married her boyfriend Phil. The truth was that I was a train wreck already. I didn't
relate well to most people my age; I was a wild girl, intense. I was voted "Most Slut
Potential" in my sophomore class. There were more than seven hundred people in
my class and I had gone out with half of the male population. Well, I guess I'd be
kidding myself if I said I was "going out" with any of them; we never went out
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anywhere. I knew my behavior was one of those "cries for help" or some other ABC
After School Special bullshit, but regardless, Renee and Phil had enough. So right
freaking smack in the middle of my junior year I was moved to the wettest, most
boring place in the continental United States to live with my father, Charlie.
I still found ways to be a rebel though. I was a bit of an adrenaline junkie, and
when I reconnected with Jacob Black, son of Charlie's best friend Billy, I found the
new source of my fix. We'd played together as kids when I was dropped off by Renee
on enforced visits with my Dad. Now Jake and I rode motorcycles and went cliff
diving, which my Chief of Police father really freaking hated. I didn't mean to piss
Charlie off; he was a decent guy and we got along fine for the most part, but given
that he'd spent most of my life as a long distance father, his parenting skills were
severely lacking. The only reason he wasn't constantly grounding my ass was
because he liked Jake and thought I was safe with him. Jake was like a brother to
me, and would have kept me out of a shitload of trouble if we'd gone to school
together. Unfortunately, he went to school at the reservation down at La Push. So I
was on my own at Forks High School with a frightening total of three hundred and
fifty-seven students, looking like it could have come straight out of
Shermer-freaking-Illinois.
I made it clear on my first day there that I didn't give a shit. Giving the finger to
head cheerleaders Jessica Stanley and Lauren Mallory seemed to get my point
across. And spiking Mike Newton, starting quarterback, on the head with a
volleyball in gym seemed to pound the final nail into the proverbial coffin. By lunch I
found out that the three of them had always made life miserable for the endearingly
nerdy Angela Weber and Ben Cheney, and there you had it: instant niche, just add
Bella. I ate lunch every day with them, and tried to break up the sheer fucking
boredom by smoking up in the parking lot and cutting class, except for P.E. I had
zero interest in playing sports since I was pretty freaking uncoordinated at that shit,
but you'd be surprised how hard pent up aggression can make a girl slam dunk, kick
or serve various kinds of rubber balls. Besides, it was a good chance to use popular
girls' heads as target practice.
It was in the cafeteria one day that Mike tried to compliment me on my aim; I
guess he was making some kind of pathetic attempt at flirting with me. I narrowed
my eyes at him and said that my good opinion, once lost, was lost forever. He
scowled and stomped off, calling me a "waste of energy" or some shit like that.
Angela's grin was practically stretching her cheeks off her face as she turned to me.
"You've read Jane Austen?" she asked, incredulous.
"Hell yeah," I replied. "Mr. Darcy is my fictional boyfriend." Angela started
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giggling furiously. Ben rolled his eyes and stabbed his school-lunch peas with a
plastic fork. She then started trying to convince me to give Literature 101 a shot
next semester, telling me about all the literary greats I'd read. I rolled my eyes at
her and leaned back in my bright orange cafeteria chair. The truth was that I loved
that shit. Reading the calm, melodic words that came from the writing of Austen,
Shakespeare, and Brontë completely soothed me.
She continued badgering me about it for the next few weeks and finally I agreed
to sign up for it second semester, partly just to get her off my back. The first day in
the class I almost bolted; all the smart kids stared at me wondering what the hell I
was doing there. However, once I joined in on a debate comparing A Doll's House
and Jane Eyre, I earned my place there. By senior year I pulled my act together
enough to get a pretty nice GPA. Charlie told me that he and Renee had both saved
some money for me to go to college, and I immediately enlisted Angela to find
schools that were as far away as humanly possible. I had to get the hell out of Forks;
I was sick of the constant goddamn rain. If I saw one more moss-overgrown rock, I'd
kill myself. I was stoked when we all got into schools on the opposite coast: Ben and
Angela at Princeton and Brown, Jake at R.P.I. in New York on a scholarship for
minority students, and me at a tiny Liberal Arts school a half hour away from Jake.
Here at college I felt like I was finally growing into myself – like my skin fit better.
I could give into my love of literature and not get razzed about it by any ditzy,
small-town cheerleaders. I'd jumped headfirst into my English major, concentrating
on Modern British Novels of the 19th and 20th centuries. I was soaking in the
lectures and loving literature circles out on the campus green with professors who
wore Birkenstocks. I'd haul my new laptop to the library and spend hours reading,
taking in the musty, leathery smell of old books. With each day spent studying in the
cool Adirondack air, I started to feel all the crap that made me act out start to melt
away. All the issues that drove me to fool around, do drugs, and act like a bitch
started to disappear. Jake and I hung out on the weekends and this cool new thing
called e-mail helped us stay in touch with Ben and Angela.
We were all a month into our freshman year when we decided it was time for a
visit. A band called Líve was on tour and coming through R.P.I. so Jake got tickets.
Today he and I sat waiting for Angela and Ben at the bus station in downtown
Albany. It was a cool, crisp morning in early fall; the sky was a crystal clear blue
with wisps of clouds streaking across it, creating a stark contrast to the crunchy red,
orange and brown leaves that surrounded us. I laid my head back on the passenger
seat in Jake's rebuilt Volkswagen Rabbit. We'd driven up here together before school
started and were amazed that it made the trip without completely falling apart. I
closed my eyes and breathed in the clean air, my right leg bouncing furiously in
anticipation.
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"Why are you so nervous, Bells?" Jake asked me, using the nickname that I found
endearing and at the same time really freaking annoying. I shrugged, bringing my
feet up and putting my Converse sneakers on the dashboard in front of me. I rested
my elbows on my knees, feeling the skin of my arms through the holes in my old
tattered jeans. Jake continued to stare at my profile, his warm brown eyes boring
holes into the side of my head.
"Because…" I started to speak but paused, pursing my lips and exhaling a sigh.
My fingers twisted together nervously as I tried to figure out how to explain what I
was feeling. "It's weird, being this new version of me."
Jake twisted his body around, putting his elbow up on the seat and propping his
head up on his hand.
"Angela and Ben are used to hard-assed Bella. Since we've been up here I've been
so good: studying all the time, no drugs, no sleeping around. I'm so clean you could
eat off me." Jake chuckled.
I turned back to Jake to see a look of amusement on his face. "And why exactly is
that a bad thing?" he asked, grinning. I shook my head, making a face at him in
frustration. He smiled even wider, making his dimples come out.
Jake was my best friend; he knew me better than anyone else, loved me inside and
out. But it was hard to admit to him, to say out loud that I was changing, growing
up. That I was ready to let go of my crazy, wild self and let my guard down. I was
becoming the person Angela had always said I was smart enough to be if I let go of
all my bullshit issues. "It's hard to be this open. No bullshit defenses. I'm just…Bella.
" I sighed, feeling self conscious.
Jake reached across the console and took my hand in his. I immediately felt
comforted; it always seemed like sunlight radiated off Jake; he was all warmth and
happiness, the embodiment of a summer day. My hand felt soothed wrapped up in
his large fingers. I loved to joke with him that his hand was so large it felt like a
paw. He squeezed my fingers gently. "I am so proud of you."
Just then a bus pulled around the block and into the depot parking lot. Angela and
Ben had met in New York City, halfway through their trips from New Jersey and
Rhode Island and took the same Greyhound up here together. Jake got out of the car
and I walked around to the driver's side to stand with him. He put an arm around my
waist and tugged affectionately at the old, worn in long-sleeved flannel I had
wrapped around me. I glared at him and playfully elbowed him in the ribs before
pulling the sleeves of my white Henley down over my wrists and crossing my arms
- 19 -

over my chest. We watched our guests step off the bus to see that they hadn't
changed a bit. Angela's pearl necklace, cat-eye glasses, pencil skirt and flats made
her look like she'd stepped right out of the 1950's and Ben's sweater vest was classic
Ivy League.
My grin was huge as they made their way towards us. I laughed out loud and
shook my head. "We've got to get you guys something else to wear for tonight."

We made our way to the mall where Jake was attempting to find Ben something
that didn't scream Brian Crackow. I'd managed to find an outfit for Angela that was
similar to what I was wearing now: ripped jeans, a long sleeved purple and pink
tie-dyed shirt and a pair of red leather boots. I'd already planned a killer outfit for
tonight – it had been forever since I'd been out and I really wanted to look hot. The
only thing I'd bought was a thin strapped, creamy-white dress with touches of lace
on the bottom hem and top hemlines. The rest – the leather jacket, fishnet stockings,
ripped leggings – they were all clothes from home that had sat in my dorm room
closet, unworn. I wanted to add to the outfit this matching wrist cuff and collar I'd
seen at Hot Topic. I left Angela at the entrance of the store and ran in quickly to buy
them. "Brain Stew" rocked out of the store stereo system.
I was just about to walk out the door when I saw what may have been the most
gorgeous creature to ever exist in real life coming out of the dressing room. He was
boyishly handsome and looked like he'd never been in trouble a day in his life. I
couldn't help wondering what on earth he was doing in here; he looked so innocent
and corruptible. I was enraptured and hid behind a rack of clothes as I stared. He
was pulled over to a mirror by a tiny girl with black hair and she clucked over him as
he and I both studied his reflection.
What struck me first were his beautiful lips; they were pouty and full and I
immediately wondered what they would feel like under my fingers, or my mouth. I
tiptoed closer for a better look, still hiding behind metal display cases. His jaw was
chiseled; fucking perfect. His eyes sparkled with a bashful sincerity as he looked at
himself in the mirror. Dressed in a matching black shirt and pants, a red tie and red
chucks - he seemed amazed by what he saw.
As I leaned in closer still, the display case behind which I was hidden creaked with
the force of my leaning and I quickly pulled back from it. I winced as my movement
registered in the mirror, but was unable to turn away from his staggering good
looks. Suddenly I realized I was caught – he had seen me. Surprise flickered across
his countenance as his eyes caught mine reflected in the mirror. He lingered on my
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eyes for just a second, and then trailed down the body of my reflected image.
Excitement jolted through me as he gazed back at me, one side of his mouth
turning up into the most adorable crooked grin. Daaaamn! I involuntarily licked my
top lip as I stared back at him, desire flaming through me with such intensity that I
had to bite my bottom lip. My mind wandered with a hundred different ways to lure
him back into that dressing room, to get him alone. I fantasized prowling stealthily
toward him, loping silently like a hunting lioness, his eyes following me in the
mirror, trapped. I imagined my lips next to his ear, watching his eyes cloud over
with lust as I whispered the words that would make him come with me.
He would have come.
I was ripped from my fantasy as the girl with the black hair started to push him
away from the mirror and said, "Ok, you're done!" I turned my head to see Angela
waving wildly at me to come join her, Jake and Ben standing by her holding bulky
shopping bags. I turned back one last time to get a look at that gorgeous boy,
gritting my teeth in disappointment at not getting to talk to him. "Gotta be good," I
huffed out and reluctantly walked out of the store.

We were all going to be crashing in Jake's dorm room on Freshman Hill that night.
His roommate was away for the weekend so that gave us girls the beds while the
boys had sleeping bags on the floor. We got dressed there before walking across the
quad to the parking lot of the Field House where the concert was going to be. It was
like a street party; music was blasting from car stereos, vendors were set up on the
perimeter selling T-shirts and food, and students were milling about everywhere.
Angela was practically shivering with excitement - bands like Líve didn't come to the
Ivy Leagues. I was decently excited myself – I liked Líve well enough, but I was more
looking forward to a night of fun and dancing.
Just then, a guy with a blonde ponytail and a leather jacket leaning against the
passenger door of an old, nondescript brown Chevy caught my eye. Nirvana blasted
from his speakers.
With the lights out, it's less dangerous!
Here we are now, entertain us!
I feel stupid and contagious!
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Here we are now, entertain us!
His skin was a sallow, pale yellow. His arms were crossed over his chest as his
eyes, which were sunken into his head, roved over the crowd, waiting for his quarry
to come to him. I immediately recognized the stance of a dealer. Suddenly I was
overtaken by the desire to be bad again…to be wild and stupid and reckless, just one
last time. It's a concert for Christ's sake, why the fuck shouldn't I? I was a footstep
behind the three of them when I quickly said, "Hey Jake, I'll be right back." I began
to pivot left, away from the group when Jake reached around behind his back and
caught my wrist in his giant hand. He gripped me tightly, turning around to look at
me. He searched my eyes and then looked past me to see the Chevy, his features
immediately turning into a scowl. Jake was always willing to hunt down adventure
with me but he'd always had a real problem with my recreational drug use.
"Don't," he whispered.
"Come on, don't be such a boy scout," I whined.
"You've been so good lately," he replied sadly, staring at the ground, his forehead
creased and concern evident on his features.
"I know, and I'm going to keep being good!" I pulled my wrist out of his grasp and
put my palms on his cheeks, bringing his eyes up to meet mine. "I'm going to be the
Bella all my friends can be proud of! But how can one more night hurt me?"
He looked at me pleadingly. "Don't. Please don't. For me?" I wasn't sure, but in
the fluorescence of the street light, I thought I saw the sheen of tears on his eyes.
But I craved the feeling of release, just one last time.
"It's my one last night to be wild - I promise! A few more hours of fun and partying
before I completely turn over that leaf and give myself over to the new and improved
'Good Bella.'"
He set his lips in a firm line, his jaw clenched, then looked away from me,
unwillingly and silently letting me go.
I kissed Jake's check and then made my way up to the dealer's car, the music from
his stereo now pulsing with the raging lyrics of The Ramones' song "I Wanna Be
Sedated." How ironic, I thought. I walked directly to the dealer as if I knew him,
head down, looking inconspicuous, my hands in my pockets. I noticed another guy
leaning on the hood of the car in a similar stance. He was African-American with
huge dreads hanging down his back. Must be his lookout. A strung-out looking girl
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with wild, curly red hair sat in the front seat of the Chevy, her eyes closed as she
soundlessly sang along with the radio.
I kept my chin lowered but looked up to the blonde from under my lashes.
"Whatchya got?" I asked in a low voice.
His lips turned into a smirk as he sized me up. His eyes, black as midnight roamed
down my frame approvingly. He scrutinized me, nostrils flaring, as if I had a scent
he wanted to savor. "What do you need, baby?" he hissed in a smooth whisper, his
voice like venom.
The lookout kept his body angled away from us but looked at me over his
shoulder. I nonchalantly returned his gaze, and then brought my attention back to
the dealer. "Let me get an eighth."
He clucked his tongue disapprovingly, then reached forward to tuck a strand of
hair behind my ear. "That's all?" he pouted. "I'd think someone as tasty as you would
want something more…" he licked his lips, "exciting." His eyes blazed hungrily as he
cocked his head, releasing my hair and tracing his fingers down my jaw. The
redhead opened one eye and glared at me. "Forty, beautiful." I pulled back slowly,
cautiously, and reached into my pocket for cash. This guy looked like he could smell
fear but I was calm, collected.
I handed him the money at the same time he handed me a small plastic bag. To
anyone else it looked like we were simply shaking hands, but he held mine a little
longer than needed, grinning wildly. When he finally let go I looked down at the bag,
pressing the buds apart, separating them with my fingers through the plastic. "You
think my shit's got seeds?" he snapped angrily at me.
I didn't flinch as I tucked the bag into my pocket. "Nah, it's good. You got some
paper you can give me?"
He spat out an irritated laugh. "What do I look like, a Seven-Eleven?"
"James," the lookout spoke in a low, warning tone.
"Oh all right." Smiling menacingly, he reached into his pocket and handed me a
few rolling papers. "We'll make this on the house. Call it a good faith incentive that
you'll come back for a little more….fun later."
He winked at me as I kept my game face on and shook my head. I started to walk
away, stepping backwards, keeping him in my sight. When I was far enough away, I
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spun around in my boots and headed back to Jake who had been waiting for me a
few yards away, fists shoved in his pockets. Ben and Angela had been enjoying hot
dogs from a vendor and were none the wiser. "I'm good, let's party!"
Once we were inside the Field House, I hopped up onto the wall dividing the
people with seats from all of us derelicts on the floor. From my perch up here I could
take in all the sights and smells. The band started up and I watched Jake lead a
tentative Ben and Angela into the mosh pit. As "Lightning Crashes" began to play I
took out my stuff and rolled a joint. I brought it to my lips and closed my eyes,
sinking into the music. I inhaled the sweet smoke and held my breath, feeling my
body relax, every bit of tension seeping out of me.
And then I saw him. The guy from the mall.
He was standing to my left, at the edge of the crowd. I watched as his friends all
left him one by one: the huge one charged the pit like a bull, the platinum blonde
squealed and greeted some other equally snotty looking girls, and the tiny girl with
the short hair practically floated away with the blonde guy, probably off to find a
dark corner to hide in. My stranger seemed to feel awkward standing alone in the
crowd. He rubbed his hand roughly over his stubble, which looked incredibly sexy.
He looked uncomfortable though, like a guy who wasn't usually unshaven. His
bronze hair was completely wild but it suited him. I watched as his eyes raked
across the Field House. He hadn't seen me yet, but I knew this second chance
meeting was meant to be. I couldn't remember a time when I'd been this drawn to
anyone. There had to be some divine explanation for why I was seeing his beautiful
face again.
I took another hit and closed my eyes and waited for fate to bring him to me. I felt
completely calm in this room full of wildly dancing bodies, feeling like I was floating
on the music. My body buzzed with anticipation, as if I could sense my stranger's
closeness. I opened my eyes again and he was there, staring at me openmouthed, an
expression of pure wonder caressing his features. I couldn't help but smile, the
moment was so perfect. I brought the joint to my lips again, needing to feel the rush
of relaxation flow through me. But instead of the pot smoke, I scented the air and
tasted him on it. He smelled like sandalwood and musk, with a hint of something
dangerous. I needed to get closer to him.
I startled him as I jumped off the wall. He stepped back but my gaze held him to
me; I imagined that I had a magnetic force akin to gravity drawing those green eyes
to me, fixated with desire. He moved closer to me, his eyes burning, and I craved
this stranger's touch. I waited, looking up at him demurely, pressing my arms
behind me. He looked pensive, as if he were trying to think of what he should say.
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"Hi," he mouthed. The sweet simplicity of his greeting made me grin.
I felt the joint getting hot in my hands so I took another breath from it, and then
held it out to him. He gave me a crooked smile and shook his head no. I shrugged,
taking one last drag and pinching it out, dropping it on the ground. I closed my eyes,
letting the music wash over me, mouthing the words to "Selling the Drama."
I've willed, I've walked, I've read, I've talked.
I know, I know, I've been here before.
Hey, now we won't be raped.
Hey hey, now we won't be scarred like that.
In the darkness, the melody heavy in my ears, I let myself sink into my other
senses: the feel of the cool wall against my hands and back, the taste of marijuana
and anticipation on my tongue, the scent of him, of lust. Suddenly the sensation of
his pointer finger tracing my mouth came upon me, perilously soft. His skin felt like
velvet on my lower lip and my entire body stiffened with the intensity of my arousal.
I almost hated him in that instant; just one effortless, innocent gesture had my heart
racing with how much I wanted him.
Lazily I dragged my eyelids open and exhaled, letting my hot breath stroke his
finger. I stared him down, challenging him for dominance in our little dance of
seduction. I held still, daring him to make the first move, to take us down the rabbit
hole. He didn't move and I raised one eyebrow at his hesitation. I wanted to shock
him, to stun his entire being. I bared my teeth and bit down on his finger, feeling my
two top incisors hit his nail and my bottom one sink gently against his flesh. I
wanted to take his digit into my mouth and taste his sweet skin, roll my tongue over
it slowly and suck on it until he felt it in his cock. But I knew then from the little
gasp that came out of his mouth that he already felt as if I'd licked him in earnest. I
had him. I kept his finger ensnared between my lips and gave him an evil grin of
triumph.
Líve began to play "I Alone," my favorite of their songs, and I watched something
in his gaze shift. He looked at me with eyes blazing as he gently pulled his finger out
from between my teeth. He dragged his fingertip, damp from my heated breath,
down my neck. I shivered and my eyes rolled shut for a brief second. When I
reopened them I saw he'd cocked his head to the side, like a hunter judging the
weaknesses of its prey. He raised both his hands and put his palms on the wall on
either side of me, just above my shoulders, and leaned his face in towards mine,
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keeping me prisoner. I needed another hit of him so I breathed in deeply, scenting
the hunger coming off him in waves. I watched as he now lifted one eyebrow,
smiling crookedly, amused at my response. My body responded to his show of
power; I felt my stomach tighten and my panties get damp. My eyes shut tightly with
the sudden onslaught of desire and my back arched involuntarily. I felt him move in
for the kill, his hot breath coming closer to my neck. He could have bitten me and
drank my blood for all I cared at that moment; I was too far gone. But all he did was
stroke the skin of my neck with his lips, teasing me, driving me closer to the edge
than I'd ever been.
I sank into Eden with you, alone in the church by and by.
I'll read to you here, save your eyes.
You'll need them, your boat is at sea.
Your anchor is up, you've been swept away.
And the greatest of teachers won't hesitate
To leave you there, by yourself, chained to fate, yeah!
He moved his face to mine, his nose gently brushing across my own. I couldn't
wait to feel his mouth on mine so I attacked, kissing him hungrily. His lips were soft
and wet like dewy roses; his kiss slow and wrought with promises of pleasure. I
pulled back for air, my eyes boring into his once again. Our mouths were only inches
apart, breathing sex into and out of each other. I tore my stare away from his
verdant, fiery eyes and stared at his petal lips. They were so lush I was overcome
with a need to bite his lip the way I'd bitten his finger. I smiled at what that might
do to him. I let my tongue dart out to moisten my lips and then leaned in, taunting
his mouth, lightly brushing my lips back and forth across his the same way he'd
teased my neck. Our open mouths still pressed lightly against each other, I fixed my
eyes on his once again and then sucked his lower lip into my mouth, expressing that
even though we didn't yet know each other's names, he was mine.
Suddenly I felt a growl vibrate through him. One of his hands released the wall
and curled in the hair at the base of my head, gripping it tightly. His kisses
intensified, now pulling my bottom lip through his teeth. My breathing became
shallower as I responded to his kisses in kind, feeling his other arm wind around my
back, holding me possessively, his grasp so tight it hurt. The pain was delicious and
I gripped his hips, pulling him closer to me by his belt loops. I ran my hands up his
back, my fingers like claws against his shoulder blades. He groaned softly into my
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mouth as I dug my nails in and dragged them back down to the small of his back.
Instinctively I rolled my hips against him, aching with my need for more.
The music pounded, the crowd surging around us and he was pushed closer
against me. I was trapped between his scorching body and the cold wall. His kisses
left me lightheaded, as if his mouth released some kind of drug specifically designed
just for me. Even when we broke for air his very presence seemed to keep me
completely intoxicated and I panted, snapping my teeth. The hand that had held a
fistful of my hair now moved down to my shoulder as he wrapped his long fingers
around the collar of my jacket and roughly pulled it down. The thin bands of my
dress and camisole were wrenched down along with it, exposing my shoulder to the
chill of the room. I angled my head away, giving him better access, inviting him in.
Without warning I felt his teeth scratch the tender junction of my neck and shoulder,
his tongue sliding over where his teeth had grazed, finally sucking my flesh into his
mouth. My head fell backwards as heat flashed down my body, settling between my
legs. I whimpered, only to hear him chuckle softly, then kissing and nuzzling against
the tender skin with the tip of his nose.
When his lips met mine once again we kissed gently, chastely. But then I pulled
back and gently licked his bottom lip with my tongue, lapping at him like a cat. His
hand returned to the back of my neck and pulled me towards him. I swear I felt him
tremble as I slid my tongue into his mouth. As he licked my tongue with his,
searching, coaxing his way into my mouth, I felt his hands gently slide under my
dress, running along my leggings. His fingers danced over the edge of my panties,
touching the lacy edge through the fabric of my pants, and then gripped my ass,
tender and demanding all at once. He pushed my hips against his and I shook as my
center made contact with his intensely hard erection, straining through the denim. I
couldn't take another second; I had to have more. I wanted him to take me
somewhere, anywhere other than here, and I needed it now. I pulled back and
smiled at him, giving him a wink.
What happened next changed me forever.

A/N: Hmmm, left you with a bit of a cliffhanger there, didn't I? *Innocent smile.*
Please review and let me know what you think! Come check out the polyvore outfits
I created for chapters 1 and 2 so far on www dot polyvore dot
com/ride_aylah50/collection?id=433309
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Chapter 3: Alive
A/N: Chapter 3 is finally up! I'm sorry that it took so long – real life can
get in the way sometimes!
Thanks so much to my betas AwesomeSauce76 and Brits 23 for your
encouragement, positive feedback and uncanny ability to seek out and
destroy all my typos! You're amazing! A special shout out to Lambcullen,
who gave me some musical inspiration for this chapter! And lastly thanks to
everyone who read and reviewed! I really appreciated all the fabulous things
you had to say about my first two chapters!
Disclaimer: All Twilight characters belong to SM. Rated NC-17 because
Grungeward likes it that way!

EPOVOctober 2009.
Thursday.
"…and that was Lightning Crashes by Líve from their Throwing Copper tour back
in '96. That song was really awesome when it came out. Man, that was ages ago! All
right, we'll be back for more classic alternative rock right after this!" My clock radio
loudly broadcasted the D.J.'s musings and brought me out of sleep. I stayed under
the warm down blanket for a minute, squinting at the sun that was streaming in
through my open window shades. It was 7:00 am and sixty-three floors below me,
New York City was waking up.
I sat up and brought my hands to my face, roughly rubbing my eyes with the heels
of my palms. I sighed as I began the same routine that I did every single fucking
day. I silently padded into my bathroom and stared at my reflection: my hair was a
mess, as usual since I'd never found a way to tame it. I lathered my face in shaving
cream and sheared off my morning scruff before stripping off my boxers and
stepping into a steaming shower. I let the streams of hot water run down my body,
preparing myself for another day in my unutterably boring existence.
Years ago I had been wild and untamed. I had spent most of college with
unrestrained abandon: indulging in binge drinking, playing guitar in a band and
taking road trips during my summer breaks. I didn't make any attempt to audition
for the Tisch School of the Arts and spent most of my time partying. By the
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beginning of my junior year I was still an undeclared major with a drastically
dropping G.P.A. One day my father surprised me with a visit from Chicago to sit me
down for a talk. He never judged my careless disregard for the consequences of my
actions, especially after four years of being the perfect high school student. Instead
his patience was endless as he looked at me with kind eyes, imploring me to find
some direction. By then even Emmett had gotten over his rebellious phase and was
making his way through a degree in Communication from Northwestern University.
So I ended up abandoning any long-since ignored dreams of becoming a serious
musician and transferred to the very sturdy and serious Stern School of Business. I
managed to graduate on time, and two months later found myself acting as the best
man at Alice and Jasper's wedding. Jasper had completed a double major in Civil and
Environmental Engineering, and pitched the idea to me of opening our own
engineering firm over cake and champagne, asking me to run the business end.
After a healthy donation from Carlisle, my brothers and I became the founding
partners of Cullen & Whitlock Engineering, Inc.. Now at 31 years old I spent each
killingly dull day as the office's Business Manager while my brother and
brother-in-law were completely in their elements; Jasper was the heart of the
company while Emmett ran our Public Relations department, which fit his
boisterous and outgoing manner wonderfully.
I turned off the shower and toweled off, pulling a crisp, white button down shirt,
black slacks and sweater from my closet. Looking out the window, I sighed as I
reached for my gray trench coat. The sun that greeted me as I awoke was no longer
able to beat back the depressing, heavy gray clouds. I took the elevator down to the
ground floor, nodding to the doorman on my way out. My luxury apartment building
was on West 50th and 8th, only a short distance from our office and right in the
heart of Midtown Manhattan. As much as I disliked my job, the company had been
quite lucrative, and its success had allowed all of us to live very comfortably.
I met the dreary mid-October day and could practically feel Autumn sinking its
teeth in, sucking away summer's warmth. As I began to walk through Times Square
to my office I was constantly jostled by all the other people heading to work around
me. They were coming into and out of subway stations, drones in corporate casual
attire robotically going to their jobs like a featureless flock of sheep.
I arrived at the office building on 7th Avenue and took the elevator to the 18th
floor, greeting our receptionist Rosalie, also known as my sister-in-law. I gave her a
gruff nod and walked into my office to discover she'd put fresh coffee and a bagel on
my desk. I appreciated the gesture, but before I could thank her she called out,
"You're welcome, asshole!" I grit my teeth to stop myself from responding. It's a
damn good thing that she's family.
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Rosalie had one hell of an attitude problem, and she and Emmett were constantly
bickering. For a while I had no idea how the two of them managed to work together
without killing each other, but finally figured out it was their form of foreplay. Their
hunger for one another was palpable in the office...and occasionally blatant as they'd
often emerge from the conference room, Rose rearranging her hair and smoothing
her skirt while Emmett, smiling broadly, retied his tie. And while Alice and Jasper
had been married almost a decade now, the love reflected in their eyes was also
tangible. Even my parents still seemed so desperately in love. It was hard to be
around three sets of perfectly matched lovers all the time; while I found joy in their
happiness, I was bitter because I was the only one still alone.
I lived and worked in the busiest area of the city, where people were constantly
bustling about day or night, but this only helped to fuel my feelings of loneliness. I
dated...if you could call a series of one night stands dating. I still slept with Tanya
every so often – as if that wasn't fucking pathetic enough, fuck buddies with my
childhood friend and prom date. But no one, including her, held any real interest for
me. I had long ago deserted the idea of finding love and settled for sweaty nights of
meaningless sex. With every drink, dinner, and awkward morning after, I felt a
hollow yearning deep in my chest, thirsting for that spark. I was searching for
someone I'd feel a connection to, a woman who would make me feel alive.
Today I was the only senior partner in the office, alone with the junior partners
and staff. Emmett was at a meeting with the Urban Green Council while Jasper was
the a construction site of a new civic building, approving the architectural
engineering plan. As I turned on my computer and sipped my coffee, I felt the dry
ache of boredom sharp in my throat. I took a deep breath and steeled myself for the
day to come which, if possible, was going to be more monotonous than the last.
Many cups of coffee later ,the day was blessedly almost over and I needed some
music to get me through the last hour. I opened the XM radio application on my
computer and set it to the Alternative Nation Channel.I was immediately pleased to
hear the grinding beat of Green Day's "American Idiot." A small smile played at the
corner of my lips as I sat back in my chair and listened to the song.
Don't want to be an American idiot, don't want a nation under the new media.
And can you hear the sound of hysteria? The subliminal mind fuck America!
Now that's music! I couldn't fathom how people liked some of the crappy
entertainers that were popular today. How the hell could anyone like The Jonas
Brothers? They look like they're twelve years old for Christ's sake! I chuckled at the
memory of my band making a miserable attempt at a Nirvana cover during an open
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mic night once, and then thought back to hearing Líve on the radio this morning. It
reminded me of the one night that started my impulsive behavior. My first taste of
recklessness, after which I spent years chasing down anything that even came close,
but nothing ever did. No girl could ever bring me the raw bliss I experienced with
the dark haired stranger I kissed that night.
"Dude!" Seth, our office intern, interrupted my thoughts as he wheeled up to my
office door with the mail cart. Speaking of idiots. "Green Day is back! They're like,
ancient man. I was like five years old when they first came out."
I ran my hand through my hair and looked up at him. He was young, fresh out of
college, and was working as a bike messenger delivering a package when he met
Carlisle. He and Esme had moved from Illinois to New York several years ago and
Carlisle had opened his own practice here. He took a liking to Seth, asking us to
give him some office experience even though all he could do without screwing it up
was pass out the mail. I envied Seth though; he was young enough to act like a
complete moron and fuck things up, but still have plenty of time to get his life
together. Lifting my head, I sat back up and took my mail out of Seth's hands.
"Thanks," I grumbled. "Dude."
"All right, man!" Sethlaughed, missing the sarcasm in my tone as he moved the
cart backwards and continued on his way through the office. I groaned and leaned
back in my chair again, lacing my fingers together and putting them over my
forehead. I felt my watch against my temple and heard the second hand ticking
incessantly; I felt the time passing, every second of my life clicking by. I sighed,
leaning forward on my leather chair and putting my elbows on my desk. I buried my
face into the heels of my palms, pressing my balled up fingers into my forehead. I
feel so damn old.
"Hey, sunshine!" A voice sang out. I looked up to see Emmett appearing at my
office door with his coat still on.
"Fuck off, Emmett," I relied and put my head back in my hands.
"Edward, you are Depression Central. You've been in a funk since like 2002."
"He's right, you know." Jasper strode into my office as well, his messenger bag on
his shoulder, jacket slung over his forearm.
"Oh man, not you too," I moaned.
"It's true, Edward. You spent most of your twenties partying. Now we're lucky if
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we can get you out of the house for a Sunday brunch," he replied, smiling gently.

"Edwaaaard," Emmett sang, clamping a thick arm around my shoulder. "You've
got to get out once in a while. Home to work, work to home. You're becoming a
freaking hermit, man!" I didn't answer him as I shifted a few papers around on my
desk, attempting to get organized for the next morning. I hate it when he's right.
"Hey," he began. "Why don't you come with Rose and me to the gym tonight? Get some e
I rolled my eyes. The gym. Fan-freaking-tastic. The idea of going to the gym with
my chiseled brother and gorgeous sister-in-law sounded about as appealing as a root
canal. It's not that I was out of shape; I was still thin thanks to decent eating habits
and a bizarrely good metabolism. I just didn't have monstrously cut arms like
Emmett, or a desire to spend my evenings sweating around complete strangers.
Emmett leaned his hulking body conspiratorially towards mine and whispered,
"Besides man, there's some really hot chicks at our gym!"
"I heard that!" Rose yelled from her desk.
He laughed. "Come on man, it'll be good for you. And we'll go get some beers
after, too."
"Doesn't that defeat the whole purpose of working out, Emmett?" I asked,
squeezing my eyes shut and pinching the bridge of my nose with my thumb and
forefinger, my knee-jerk reaction to stress.
Emmett just grinned. "Jazz, you up for it?"
"Sorry guys," Jasper shook his head. "Apparently I have to help Alice make the
boys' Halloween costumes."
Emmett rolled his eyes. "You're whipped, family man," he said, shaking his head.
Alice gave birth to twins Anthony and Mason five years ago and they couldn't have
been happier. Emmett may have found it annoying, but a pang of jealousy flared in
my stomach. An image of me eating dinner alone at my dining room table appeared
in my head; a scene that took place far too often.
I heard Seth close the front door of the office, yelling out "Later, dudes!" as he
left. Fucking douchebag.
I exhaled and grumbled, "All right, fine Emmett. Let's go."
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Emmett trailed me as I went back to my apartment to change into sweats, half to
chew my ear off about his meeting and half to make sure I didn't cop out of going. I
listened to him chatter on like a monkey as we walked to the New York Sports Club
on 44th Street. He handed in my guest pass at the front desk as I studied the class
schedule. I settled on a Spinning class; hiding in a dark room sounded good right
now, and how hard could riding a bike for an hour be?
"I'm going to take a Spin class," I announced, but Emmett looked at me
incredulously and Rose lifted an eyebrow.
"Bro, Spin is definitely not for newbies." I glared at him and he laughed nervously,
clearing his throat. "But hey, give it a try. Be my guest." He held up his fist for a
bump, giving me one of his signature smiles and I responded half heartedly.
I wistfully watched him walk his wife towards the locker rooms, then I ventured
into the room marked Spin Studio. It was filled with people on stationary bikes. A
mirror lined an entire wall, making the rows of cyclists seem endless. I grimaced as I
realized the only bike left open was in the very front row of the room. Crap. So much
for hiding in the dark.
I awkwardly made my way through the aisles between the bikes, coming up to the
front. I stared at the bike, completely befuddled. The seat was raised almost as high
as my chest, and the handrails were hanging off the front. I stared at it, brow
furrowed, utterly confused. How the fuck does this thing work?
"First time at a spin class?" a voice to my right asked. I looked up to see a massive
man with the face of a boy on the bike next to me. He looked Native American,
similar to our idiot intern actually, with dark almond colored skin, short dark hair,
and eyes so brown they were almost black. His muscled arms were crossed as he sat
up straight on the bike, cycling his legs around on the pedals, looking like some kind
of spin model.
"Yeah," I muttered. I am in gym purgatory.
"I'm a trainer here. Let me help you get set up," the man-child said as he stopped
pedaling and jumped off his bike. His arms were huge, his chest and abs ridiculously
sculpted under a gray tank top. I was instantly irritated…and more than a little bit
envious. He started unscrewing a knob for the seat and lowered it, looking at me
with his head cocked to the side and one eye squinted. He settled it into the right
spot, and then slid the handlebars into its stem.
"Hop on and let me know how it feels." I climbed onto the bike and tried not to
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look like a complete fucking moron. Man-child eyed me carefully, inspecting my
every move. Then he crossed his colossal, caveman arms over his mammoth chest
again, looking pretty fucking pleased with himself. I pursed my lips into a thin line,
unsuccessfully hiding my annoyance, but he was too busy with his spin expertise to
notice. Douchebag.
"Now, positions. You're going to spend a lot of the ride in the saddle. That's
sitting. Your hands go here in position one." He placed his hands in the center of the
handlebars to show me. I briefly felt like I was getting instructions on how to drive a
motorcycle. "Position two: standing up while you're pedaling. Position three: your
hands on the ends of the handlebars, standing up and leaning forward."
As I clumsily gave each position a try, I heard the door to the studio open and
close, some people greeting what could only have been the instructor. Man-child
then showed me how to turn on and off the resistance, and how to brake. "Okay,
you're all set!"
I said nothing, feeling like I would fall down at any moment. Why the hell did I
agree to coming here tonight? Man-child got back on his bike, and I remembered my
manners. "Thanks for your help," I grumbled, realizing that I sounded just as
annoyed as I felt.
His mouth opened into a wide grin, his teeth blindingly white. "No problem, man.
And by the way, my name's Jake."
Suddenly almost all the lights in the studio shut off except for a few tiny spot
lights illuminating the aisles, temporarily disorienting me. The studio's fans turned
on and as the cool air blew in my direction, I turned my head slowly over my
shoulder. The instructor began walking past me, and as she did her scent hit me like
a wrecking ball. I inhaled deeply – she smelled like warm maple syrup and
vanilla...delicious and... familiar?
Her footsteps were light and energetic as she stepped up to the platform where
the instructor's bike sat. I stared at her, fascinated, unable to put a finger on why I
recognized her. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, but she was not by any
means delicate. She unzipped her purple sweatshirt, revealing her smooth, flat belly
and toned arms. I was shocked as she began pushing her sweatpants down over her
hips, then saw she wore black bike pants underneath. They were skin-tight and
hugged every curve. She lifted her arms up, exposing a smooth, flat belly and
whisked her shoulder length, choppy dark-chocolate brown hair into a ponytail.
"Ok, welcome to Thursday night Spin," she said as she hopped on her bike and put
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on her microphone headset. "I'm Bella for those of you who don't already know." As
she was fiddling with the stereo, connecting her ipod to the dock above the giant
sound system, she looked my way. A fire quickly pitched in my stomach as her gaze
lingered on me and I noticed her eyes were green. They didn't sparkle - the color
seemed oddly flat. But her gaze was still fierce and intensely sexy. "Any first timers
in here tonight?"
I realized that's why she was looking at me, and suddenly felt a giant
paw-like-hand clamp down on my shoulder. "We got one here, Bells. But don't worry,
I got him all set up," said Man-child. I mean douchebag. I mean…Jake.
"Ok, great!" Bella said as she began to pedal quicker than I ever could have
imagined. "I call this my Mosh Pit Ride. Get ready to sweat!" My head snapped up
and I smiled for the first time in what seemed like ages. A grunge workout? I could
handle that! "Interstate Love Song" by Stone Temple Pilots started booming through
the speakers. My mood immediately lightened, and I mimicked the rest of the class,
moving my legs to find the beat of the song. In the dark room, with the loud base of
the music thumping, it felt oddly like a club.
As Bella commanded the class through the warm-up, I was instantly in awe of her
ferocity. She seemed completely fearless, shouting instructions at us, and had damn
good taste in music. The next song was Pearl Jam's "Even Flow" from Ten, possibly
the most epic album ever made, followed by Nirvana and Offspring. Twenty minutes
in I was breathless from the workout, sweat dripping off everything, even my
eyelids, when Faith No More's "Falling to Pieces" echoed through the room.
Because I'm somewhere in between my love and my agony.
You see, I'm somewhere in between.
My life is falling to pieces…Somebody put me together!
I thought how well those words explained my life, and when I saw Bella climbing
off her bike my heart began to pound. As she approached me I was hit with a fresh
wave of her scent and breathed in deeply, the sweet delicious aroma intensified with
her sweat. "You look really unhappy! You've gotta loosen up!"
Is it that freaking obvious? I scrunched my eyebrows down at her in shock,
amazed that she could pick up on my state of mind.
Then she laughed. "No, I mean your shoulders and arms! You're too tense – relax
your muscles or you're gonna have neck pain tomorrow!"
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She reached out, gently placing her fingertips on my shoulders and pushing down.
Sparks etched across my skin where she touched me. I stared as a bead of sweat
dripped down her neck and made a slippery path down to her breasts. I couldn't
help imagining licking the trail of moisture it made along her skin. She looked down
and saw what I'd been watching, and a beautiful rosy blush colored her cheeks. She
smiled coyly at me, both embarrassed and amused. Fuck, she's sexy!
She hopped back up on her bike, barking orders at the class again. "Welcome to
the Jungle" by Guns & Roses began to play andBella sang along as she pedaled. I
stared, her vitality captivating me. A thrill ran through me as she looked straight at
me, grinning wickedly and mouthing the lyrics.
Feel my…my… my…my serpentine! I...I wanna hear you scream!
Oh my God you've got to be fucking kidding me! I bit my lip, watching her shake
her head roughly so that her ponytail flipped over her shoulder. As she rode to the
beat of the song her breasts bounced provocatively.
In the jungle, welcome to the jungle!
Watch it bring you to your shananannana knees, knees!
I was bombarded with images of her on her knees, staring desperately up at me,
pleading to suck my cock. Where the fuck did that come from? I hadn't been so
instantly attracted to a woman like this in what felt like years. I groaned as I felt
myself getting hard, which was definitely not comfortable while sitting on a bike
seat.
"You all right man?" Jake called out from next to me. I turned his way, planning on
simply nodding when the music switched to the next song. I smiled widely as Pearl
Jam once again reverberated through the studio, playing my favorite song ever:
"Alive." I startedpushing myself harder through the workout, feeling powerful as
energy coursed through me.
"I'm good!" I said to Jake, realizing suddenly that I felt better than I had in a
while.
I turned my attention back to Bella and her vigor was contagious. She was
sweating like crazy but didn't seem to care as she pounded her legs to the rhythm of
the music. I watched as she shook her head back and forth to the beat, closing her
eyes tightly shut and mouthing words to the chorus like a mantra. "I, oh, I'm still
alive! Hey I, oh, I'm still alive!" Suddenly I had a strange suspicion that that this
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song meant more to her than just a good beat for a workout.
I made it through the rest of the ride, and found myself surprisingly disappointed
when it ended. The lights came back on and I clapped along with the rest of the
class when Bella thanked us for coming. I slowly cleaned off my bike and lingered in
the room as people started leaving. Jake waved at me as he walked out, calling out
"I'll meet you out here, Bells."
I was drenched with sweat, my clothes sticking to my body, but I really wanted to
talk to her. I was standing awkwardly by my bike when I heard Bella speak. "You did
really well for a first-timer."
I took a step towards her. "Well your class was really great. It really made me
feel..." I searched for a word. "Alive!"
She smiled as she began gathering up her things. "I'm glad you liked it," she said,
not meeting my eyes.
I moved another step closer feeling dizzy as I drank in her fragrance again. I
wanted to bathe in her sweet scent; I could practically taste her on my tongue.
"Definitely. The music was really inspiring."
"Yeah well, none of the douchebag bands of today have anything over nineties
music."
Douchebags? I smiled. This chick was really fucking cool! Fascination for her
began growing inside me. I took the plunge – I felt compelled, helpless to stop
myself. "I wanted to introduce myself – I'm Edward Cullen. I...uh, hope this isn't too
inappropriate, but I'd really love to buy you a drink."
She smiled and looked down, an odd look on her face. "No I…I don't drink," she
replied, her eyes brimming over with silent secrets. I was intrigued…she seemed so
strong but at the same time so shy. I had a sudden impulse to touch her chin with
my fingers, imploring her to look up and show me what was hidden behind those
deceptively communicative eyes.
I was flustered; I had to think of something else. I was too anxious for another
chance to talk to her. "But," she began. "Come to my class again next week and I'll
let you take me out for coffee."
She handed me her card, which read: Isabella M. Swan – Personal Trainer and
Spin Instructor. Her fingertips brushed mine and paused. Shock waves bolted
- 37 -

through me as I felt the warmth of her pulse on my skin.
"It's a date," I said. Our eyes met for a brief, charged second, our gazes lingering
silently. Standing so close to her, I could see her clothes were soaked through. I
wanted to rip those wet clothes from her body with my teeth, right there in the
studio. She broke the stare and a beautiful rose color flushed her cheeks again. She
looked back up at me from underneath her eyelashes, smiled at me and left.
I stood in the empty studio, rooted to the spot.
Who was this creature?

A/N: Did Bella's Mosh Pit workout take you back? Wanna hear those
songs? Well check out her playlist: www . playlist .
com/playlist/19589878795
Polyvore outfits for Chapter 3 are here: www . polyvore .
com/cgi/profile?id=1376264
So...how did you like modern day Grungeward? I know you wanted to find
out what happened to Bella at the end of Chapter 2...I promise you'll find
out soon! Please, please read and review! I've gotten addicted to reading
reviews...they're like a drug to me! ;)

- 38 -

Chapter 4: Take On Me
A/N: Thanks as always to the fastest betas in the west Awesomesauce76
and Brits23! You ladies are the best! I promise to include Robporn in all my
rough drafts from now on!
One of the things I love about being a part of the fandom is the new
friends I make. So I'm going to give a shout out to savanablue, whose twitter
chats with Windowward entertain me to no end, and to Renas40, who is just
lovely and leaves me the sweetest reviews! Thanks also once again to
Heatherdawn and Kassiah from Creative B for my beautiful banner - so
excited for the twitter background, babes!
And thanks, of course, to all the readers who have reviewed and favorited
this fic! I appreciate your patience with my inconsistent posting schedule!
Disclaimer: SM owns, but I'm getting them into better shape!

BPOV
October 2009.
Thursday.
Beautiful eyes. Soft lips. Tender touches. Arms, strong and warm, wrapped around
me. Legs entwined. Hot, panting breaths. Fingers tangling sinuously in my hair.
Gentle kisses morph into something mangled, angry, repulsive. Vicious.
A crunch as my head bashes into a window. A sharp rip across my scalp. Glass
shattering and splintering on the floor beside me.
Warm, sticky, dampness begins to seep through my hair. Blood is dripping on
linoleum floor.
I can't see, can't breathe.
Nauseous, dizzy.
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The sickening snap of broken bones. Excruciating pain.
A piercing scream of agony. It's mine.
"Bella! Bells, wake up!" Jacob's strong hands gripped my shoulders, holding me
still until my terrified screams quieted. My head still felt heavy with sleep, but I was
seized by an intense fear. Was I still in that dark hallway? My limbs flailed as I
bolted upright in bed. Disoriented, my hands rushed to my head – there was no
blood, but I felt the lining of a scar along my scalp.
"You're all right, Bells," Jacob whispered softly, his warm eyes searching mine for
understanding. I felt my pulse pounding through my body and inhaled slowly. A light
sheen of sweat covered my skin. "You haven't had one that bad in a while."
I cleared my throat, finding my voice; it sounded hoarse from screaming. "Well,
Dr. Clearwater did always say that night terrors can be hard to shake." I squinted
against the sunlight that streamed in through the white curtains, my contacts dry in
my eyes. The familiar city noises that echoed outside our apartment building
grounded me, bringing me back to the present.
"It's been over a decade. I thought you would have stopped having them by now,"
he responded softly.
Jacob gave my shoulders a gentle squeeze and released them from his grasp.
Putting my head in my hands, I tried to relax and calm my breathing. We sat quietly
for a few moments, me with my palms on my forehead trying to beat back the ghosts
of my past, and Jacob sitting on the edge of my bed, pensive and waiting.
Jacob came home with me after….after it happened. His face was the first I saw
when I woke up in the hospital with my leg in traction, bandages wrapped around
my ribcage and stitches pierced through my scalp. He wrapped me up in his warm
arms when I sobbed after seeing the purplish-blue bruises that covered my body for
the first time. Even though Charlie, Renée and Phil were there, it was Jake who sat
in my room like a guard dog when the doctors examined my wounds, and held my
shaking hands when the police came to take my statement.
I was too injured to go back to college and Jake dropped out as well, refusing to
stay in New York to continue his studies while I went back to Forks. He got an
apartment in La Push and worked as a mechanic while I moved back in with Charlie.
Jake stayed by my side for those first six months when I wouldn't leave the house,
watching movies in my dimly lit living room. When the nightmares began, Jake
would crash on the couch, giving an exhausted Charlie a break from nights filled
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with my horrified screams.
Ten years later and Jacob was still looking after me.
"You can't protect me from my nightmares forever, Jake," I said, resting my
elbows on my knees and putting my chin in my hands. I sighed and looked up at him.
"Someday you've got to have your own life."
His concerned look remained steadfast on his face. "I'm here for you Bells," he
said simply, reaching out to brush the backs of his fingers against my cheek, "until
you're all healed." The silence heavy around us, Jake let his hand drop and squeezed
mine tenderly, tilting his head to the side and studying my gaze. I gave him a small
smile, gently pressing my fingers around his, then sat up and laid my head back on
the headboard.
Jake had always felt it was his fault he hadn't been there to protect me, to stop it
from happening. I hated the fact that guilt drove him to give up his dreams, return
his scholarship money and come home to help take care of me. Back then I felt
completely defeated and broken; so different from the girl I used to be. I refused to
pick up a book by Shakespeare or Austen ever again; the soothing calm never again
came over me when I read their words. Instead they taunted me, acting as a cruel
reminder of when it happened. Jake walked in on me one day when, in a fit of rage, I
stood on the one leg that wasn't in a brace, yanking all my books down from the
shelves. I threw them angrily into cardboard boxes, crying tears of frustration over
the life I felt I'd lost.
It was the anger that began to propel me through physical therapy. I spent each
day focusing on my physical health with a ferocious intensity, working my body
harder every day to prove that….that it couldn't break me. Once I finished my
rehabilitation, my physical therapist suggested I continue working outsince I was so
fiercely determined. My psychiatrist, Dr. Sue Clearwater, thought it was a good idea
too, saying that exercise might lessen the magnitude of my nightmares.
I joined a gym and started with simply running on the treadmill, finding that each
day I pushed my body harder made me feel more durable, confident and
unbreakable. Soon I was taking every class my gym offered: Weight Training, Tai
Chi, Pilates, and Kickboxing. I tried a Spinning class and suddenly became addicted
to the burn; it was like a drug to me. Adrenaline rushes were a thing of the past;
now I had become an endorphin junkie. The sensation of sweat coursing down my
face made me feel powerful; it was as if through every weight I lifted, every slam of
my fist against a punching bag, and every pump of my legs on the bike I could
exorcise my demons.
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As I felt my body changing I needed to look in the mirror and see someone
different, someone who hadn't been so weak and vulnerable. I chopped off my long
mahogany locks, dying it to the darkest, most burnt chocolate color I could find in
the drug store. I started wearing green contacts, changing the filter through which I
saw the world and the way people saw me.
"So…I just can'twait for that staff meeting this afternoon!" Jake said sarcastically.
I laughed, appreciating his ability to easily change the subject to something
mindless and innocuous.
"Ugh, don't remind me." Stretching my arms over my head, I felt the unease that
followed my nightmares slip away. My confidence returned through the flexing of
my muscles, a reminder of how strong I was now, how far I'd come. Jacob and I had
been working at the midtown New York Sports Club since we moved out to New
York City last year. The monthly staff meetings were run by the gym's Senior
Director, Aro Volturi, who was a real creep. They were always held in the early
afternoon on Tuesdays, before the after-work crowd rushed in.
"I wonder if he's going to wear that awful blue sweat-suit again," I giggled.
Jacob's grin widened, his perfect teeth gleaming in his laughter. "And that
ponytail? God he's ridiculous." Our laughter softened, then petered out to quiet
again before he broke the silence once more. "Hey, I didn't get to tell you - I thought
that Mosh Pit ride you did last week was awesome."
"Thanks, it was great to see people really get into it," I replied.
"That new guy with the crazy hair I helped set up was certainly into it," he
remarked playfully. I responded by punching him in the arm.
"Hey!" he rubbed his bicep. "You know, there was a time that wouldn't have hurt
me, but you're strong now!"
"His hair wasn't that crazy," I said, smiling at my recollection of the "new guy":
those unruly locks, the way he looked up at me from under impossibly long lashes as
he introduced himself and asked me out. Edward. My heart fluttered at the memory,
a jolt of nervous excitement flickering in my stomach.
"So…" he began, waiting for me to continue with that line of thought. Please Jake,
I silently implored, don't push it; don't try to make me talk about it. "What are you
planning for this week's class?"
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I sat up and stretched, relieved that he'd let Edward drop. I brought my knees up
to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. "I was thinking of doing an 80's
ride? I've had Duran Duran songs running around in my head all week."
At that Jake began singing "Hungry Like the Wolf." I threw a pillow at him, but he
just caught it and grinned. "Eighties music should make a good ride. Brings back a
lot of good memories for me! Hey, remember that time Renée sent you out during a
school vacation when we were in the fourth grade?"
"You mean when we got snowed in and watched cartoons for an entire week?
Yeah that was a stellar visit."
"Hey, you were the one wearing leg warmers, running around your house and
pretending to be Cheetara."
"Yes," I countered. "But wasn't that also the time when Charlie nearly broke his
back tripping on the G.I. Joes and Transformers you left out at the bottom of the
stairs?"
We shared easy laughter over our childhood memories. "Ok, I'm gonna hit the
shower." He leaned forward to place a quick kiss on my forehead and left the room. I
closed my eyes and sighed. Jake was my best friend; the only person I could truly be
myself around, and there were never any deeper feelings than that…at least on my
end. We had raised some eyebrows now and again back in Forks considering how
much time we spent together, and I'd certainly received some pointed questions
from Charlie about it over the years.
It wasn't as if we hadn't both dated on and off during our twenties. I eventually
gave into going out with Mike Newton and had a fantastically boring few months of
"Friends" reruns and faked orgasms. For a time Jake was dating Leah, my
psychiatrist's daughter, as well as a random smattering of other girls, but he never
really seemed to commit to anyone and always felt most comfortable around me.
Although, if I was honest with myself, I knew how he really felt; feelings which I
never returned.
I hoped that eventually his feelings for me would change. I told him he didn't have
to move with me to New York, however despite my protests I was panicked to let
him go. I felt like a selfish monster for what could seem like stringing him along. I
knew I was hurting him, but it was unintentional; I truly did love him in my own way.
He was there for me when I needed him the most, as I continued to wake up
terrified morning after morning.
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A cool fall breeze made my curtains flap out into the room and I shivered, my tank
top and pajama shorts damp with sweat. I got up and shut the window, slipped on
some dry sweats and flopped back down onto my stomach on the bed. I started
humming a tune … Damn it, he got "Hungry Like the Wolf" stuck in my head!
Leaning over the side of my bed and reaching for my laptop, I brought it up and
placed it on my pillows. I opened up iTunes and started looking through music,
planning out my ride for next Thursday's class and looking for eighties songs with a
good beat. I clicked through song after song but found I was distracted. As my
fingertip rolled over the mouse I found my mind drifting…
Edward.
He had started the class with such a sullen attitude, his face brooding. I couldn't
help wondering why he seemed so on edge. The tension in his body was beyond
evident, and he eyed me warily when I approached his bike during class. It was odd;
he had seemed so stunned when I told him to relax, like I'd said something
completely profound.
I watched him more than I should have during the class; his long fingers gripping
the handlebars, his chiseled jaw moving as his soft, full lips, turned up at the corners
in a sweet smile, sang along to the music I'd chosen.
I remembered how his demeanor seemed to have completely changed when he'd
talked to me at the end of class, his eyes sparkling as he told me how the music had
made him feel alive. His voice was husky and soothing, like liquid honey. I felt like I
knew him from somewhere…but that was impossible.
I thought of his crooked smile, head tilted towards the floor, giving me a playful
look from under long lashes when he looked up at me and shyly asked me out. It was
hard to believe that someone so beautiful could be real….or straight for that matter!
I laughed softly at how he nervously ran his fingers through his hair when I turned
down his offer for a drink. My fingers twitched thinking about it; I thought of raking
my hands throughout his bronze locks, wondering if he'd like me tugging on those
ragged strands.
I blushed, my face hot with the memory, and I realized my breathing had become
shallow.
I had stared at his muscled forearms, covered with a mist of sweat. His t-shirt
clung to his muscled chest and I couldn't help wondering if his abs were smooth
beneath it, or if there would be a soft trail of hair leading down under his boxers.
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I felt a tingling sensation run through me from my spine to my toes, settling in a
rush between my thighs. I pressed my hips against the mattress, remembering how I
caught him staring, a wicked glint in his scorching emerald eyes as they traced the
beads of sweat sliding down between my breasts. I bit my lip as my nipples
hardened at the memory
I really hope he shows up at class this week….
I wished I hadn't said no to him, offering instead to trade a coffee date for him
attending another class. I really wanted to see him again, but I had to turn down a
drink. I'd never touched a bottle of beer or a joint since it happened. The bitter
memory ripped me from my fantasies just as my alarm went off. Eleven 'o clock. Just
enough time to shower, grab lunch and catch a train into the city before the 2:00
meeting.

Jake and I left together, getting on F Local subway line at Queens Boulevard in
Forest Hills. The train ricocheted on the tracks, wheels screeching as we roughly
turned corners, our bodies shifting on the seats from the momentum of it. As we
plunged into the dark tunnel taking us into the Manhattan underground, I winced at
the sudden pressure in my ears. The lights flickered on and off from the lack of
contact with the third rail. When the train screeched to a halt at the stop at 42nd
and 6th, we got out and walked the few blocks over to the club.
We arrived just on time. Gianna, our tall, dark and beautiful Front Desk Associate
told us that everyone was already in the break room. Aro sat at the head of a long
table, his pallor unusually pale under the fluorescent lights. His long, jet black hair
was pulled back into a sleek ponytail at the base of his head. He wore a charcoal
gray suit, his elbows perched on the table, fingertips steepled in front of his face.
Aro was a big fan of nepotism, surrounding himself with family in the workplace.
His brothers, Marcus and Caius, were investors in the company and rarely came to
meetings. On Aro's right sat his nephew Alec, our General Manager. In addition to
running the regular maintenance of the club, Alec dealt with customer complaints.
However he had such a smooth way of talking that they'd often forget what it was
they'd had a problem with, as if he'd cut them off from their own senses. To Aro's
left sat his niece, Jane, who was our Trainer Coordinator. Although she was very tiny
with platinum blonde hair, angelic wide-eyes and a child-like voice, she was a force
to be reckoned with when training; she seemed to really enjoy causing people pain.
Heidi, our gorgeous and statuesque Membership Coordinator, sat at the other end
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of the table with her amazingly long legs crossed underneath her. Her job was to
draw new clients into the gym. On either side of her sat the Group Fitness Director,
Chelsea, and Renata, the Group Exercise Coordinator. Our Pro-Trainers, brothers
Felix and Demetri, stood leaning against the wall opposite from Aro. They were
cousins of the Volturi clan as well. Both had dark hair and olive complexions, but
Felix was almost twice Demetri's size and stood with his hulking arms crossed over
his colossal chest.
When Jake and I entered the break room, Aro's face morphed from an impatient
grimace to a saccharinely sweet grin. He always liked to appear civilized and
proper. "Isabella! Jacob! The newest members of our gym family!" His wide smile
felt insincere as he clasped his hands together. "I'm so glad you were able to join us.
Please, have a seat."
"Like we had a choice," Jake whispered under his breath. We sat down in the two
empty chairs next to Chelsea, which seemed to thrill her to no end. She'd shown her
interest in Jake ever since we started, and didn't take kindly to how close he and I
were. She was very eager to slither in and try to loosen any ties that bound us, but
despite Jake turning her down often and vehemently, she continued to flirt. As we
pulled our chairs in, Jake leaned down and whispered in my ear, "No dorky
sweat-suit today." I practically snorted, choking back my laughter and turned my
attention politely toward Aro.
"My dear Jane will be leading our meeting today, as she has information pertinent
to the continued success of our club." Aro held his hand out to Jane, gesturing for
her to take over. Jane stood quietly and eyed the group.
"Our parent company, Town Sports International, wants to increase the variety of
classes offered to New York Sports Club clients. They are offering training in a
number of new fitness classes. Our first order of business is to discuss who will be
trained."
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jake doodling on a napkin. He nonchalantly
pushed it towards me. I read his messy handwriting: "She's got such a stick up her
ass." I stifled my giggle, pursing my lips together.
"They are offering training in Resist-a-ball, Cardio Ballet and Capoeira," Jane
continued.
"What the hell is that?" Felix's voiced boomed. Jane's cool glare turned his way,
but before she could answer, Jake interrupted.
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"It's a Brazilian martial art form that combines sparring, music, and dance," he
said proudly. A small smirk turned up his lips as he continued. "I'm trained in it."
Jane lips thinned into a tight line, her eyes narrowed, clearly irritated by Jake's
disruption. The Volturi family didn't like anyone acting or speaking to overstep
them, priding themselves on their education and knowledge. She continued to glare
at him, inhaling slowly like a wild panther about to pounce.
"Now, now, dear one," Aro said soothingly. "We are always happy when our new
employees share their skills and information with us." His words were calming, but
there was a sharpness behind his eyes.
What a fucked up team they are to work for, I thought. Out of the corner of my eye
I saw Jake scribbling another note. "Jane really needs to get laid." I rolled my eyes in
response, not wanting her to see our exchange and consider me on her bad side as
well.
"So, let's see who is interested in getting trained in these new classes?" Aro asked,
his smile stretching creases into his paper-thin looking skin. "Jane?"
"Capoiera?" she called out. Jake held up his hand along with all the other males in
the room. Mine shot up in the air as well, followed slowly by Renata's. She would do
well in that; as our current self defense instructor, she knew how to act as a
powerful shield against any kind of physical attack. Jane jotted down names on a
legal pad. "Resist-a-ball?" she looked around the room to see my hand up as well as
Chelsea and Heidi's in the air. "Cardio Ballet?" This time my hand was the only one
up.
"My, my Isabella, you certainly are…" Aro paused, seemingly searching for the
right word, "ambitious." His eyes bore uncomfortably into mine, as if he were trying
to read into my very soul.
"Actually, I was thinking we'd get more new members with a Cardio Striptease,
rather than Ballet," I replied, shrugging and smiling sweetly.
Aro began to cackle, almost maniacally, clapping his hands enthusiastically. "Oh
Isabella, I love your drive." I bowed my head slightly in a thank you. Jane, however,
was unrelenting in her displeased stare, her eyes sending daggers my way. So much
for staying on her good side. "Let's move on, shall we?" Aro said, gesturing now
towards his nephew.
The meeting droned on, first with Alec discussing monthly training goals and
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quotas. Next Heidi needed to brainstorm ways to increase membership. Demetri and
Felix complained that we needed more updated equipment on the free weight floor.
By five o' clock, Aro finally ended the meeting by inviting us all to his uptown
apartment for a Halloween party the following Saturday, insisting that we bring
guests. "The more the merrier," he said happily, smiling with an eerie warmth at all
of us as we filed out of the room.
The gym was busy now, but I immediately hit the only open treadmill in order to
work off some tension and to also warm up my body for the Yoga class I'd be
teaching in an hour. Putting in my ear buds, I set my iPod to play songs from the
eighties, still searching for music for Thursday's class. Depeche Mode's "Enjoy the
Silence" filled my ears and I began to pound my feet against the treadmill belt,
imagining what move I'd plan for this song in a ride.
Words are spoken to be broken. Feelings are intense, words are trivial.
Pleasures remain, so does their pain. Words are meaningless and forgettable.
I ran for a good half hour, when suddenly I caught a glimpse of golden brown hair
out of the corner of my eye. I turned to glance at the free weights section and my
breath caught in my chest. Edward! He was standing by the bench press next to a
big, muscular guy with short dark hair. He was easily benching 285 lbs and I
recognized him as a regular at the gym. I couldn't help grinning as I watched
Edward back away from the bench, his hands up in surrender, mouthing what
looked like the words "no way, man!" His eyes roamed around the room and I felt a
jolt of apprehensive excitement in my stomach as he found me, his stare locking
onto mine. Edward's grin widened and he looked over his shoulder, mouthing
something to the other man. He put his hands in his pockets as he walked over to
me at to the row of treadmills.
"I was hoping I'd see you here tonight," he said, that bashful, crooked smile
reappearing.
I slowed the machine down and hopped off it, quickly grabbing my towel and
wiping my face off. "Yeah well, this is where I usually am!" My stomach was full of
butterflies as he smiled at me again. He had to know how breathtaking he was, but
still he appeared so shy. I bit my lip as I stared, fascinated by his beautiful face.
"Are you teaching another Spinning class tonight?" he asked, breaking the sweet,
yet awkward silence between us.
I shook my head. "Nope. Tonight I teach Yoga."
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"Yoga is for pussies!" I looked behind Edward to see his workout partner walk up
behind him, now wearing a Yankees hat backwards on his head and a towel slung
over his shoulder.
Edward's eyes pinched shut momentarily, his smile half turned into a wince.
"Sorry about him. My little brother can be a real ass sometimes." Brothers? They
looked almost nothing alike, except they shared the same pouty lips, straight
nose…and beautiful smiles.
"Emmett Cullen," he said, reaching his hand out to shake mine. "I'm trying to get
my 'big' brother here to bulk up a bit."
"I've seen you around." I laughed, my hand eclipsed by his massive one. "I'm
Bella."
"So I've heard," he announced teasingly, making Edward look away from me,
trying to hide his blush. God, he was adorable! I looked at the clock and frowned.
"Listen, I've gotta go get ready for class," I said, starting to back away towards the
locker rooms to shower. "But, I'll see you Thursday?" As my heel suddenly caught on
a stray free weight, I remembered why walking backwards was never a good idea. I
lost my balance and lurched backwards, but Edward took a few quick steps in and
caught me.
We were nose to nose, my body held safely in the cradle of his arms when he
quietly said, "I'm planning on it, if it will still get me that date."
I was temporarily speechless as his smile dazzled me, my face surely blushing a
bright red with my embarrassment. I laughed and nodded, standing up clumsily and
walking away. I looked over my shoulder to see Edward still looking at me, as
Emmett attempted to drag him back off to the weights.
"Till Thursday," I said softly under my breath, biting my lip and smiling wider than
I had in a long time.

Wednesday and Thursday passed in a blur of training appointments and filling out
paperwork for the upcoming new course seminars. By the time Thursday evening
came around I was practically giddy.
"What are you so excited about?" Jake asked as he set up my bike. Since we
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started working here, he always arranged his schedule so he could take my classes.
I shrugged back at him, my eyes constantly flickering towards the door, waiting for
Edward to appear. I shook my head at my own nervous eagerness; I was like a
teenager with a crush.
Soon the classroom began to fill up and sounds echoed through the room: people
greeting one another, the clang of bikes parts sliding into place, the whir of the fan
and whoosh of the flywheels cycling around. There was one empty bike left in the
front row so I busied myself with setting it up, approximately guessing the right
height of the seat and handlebars for Edward's tall frame.
As the clock ticked to six he still wasn't here and I knew it was time for me to start
the class. I bit my lip in disappointment, the clips on my bike shoes clicking against
the floor as I walked to the back of the room to turn off the main lights. In the semi
darkness, my footsteps were heavier than usual as I made my way back up to the
instructor bike. "Ok everyone, welcome to-"
I was cut off by the sound of the door opening. The fan arced across the room and
a chill ran down my spine as I inhaled and turned my head, breathing in the heavy
fragrance of sandalwood and musk. I beamed, my heart pounding in my chest at the
sight of Edward walking straight up to me. "Sorry I'm late," he whispered. I could
hardly respond as I was enveloped in a thick haze of his delicious scent.
He hopped on the bike I'd set up, two spots over from Jake, who was now eyeing
me guardedly. I grimaced as I ignored his piercing stare, continuing with my
introduction to the class. I hooked up my iPod and clipped my shoes into the pedals
on my bike, starting tonight's warm up song: "Love is a Battlefield" by Pat Benetar. I
caught a few girls in the back row singing along, which Edward must have noticed
because he looked over his shoulder at them and laughed.
I brought everyone up to a seated climb during Kenny Loggins' "Danger Zone," a
favorite of any guy who'd ever seen Top Gun, and then led the class through jumps
during Van Halen's song "Jump." Edward cracked up at that and I was thrilled with
how much more at ease he seemed during this class. I let all the energy and fun I
felt during a class flow out of me, allowing everyone a few minutes in the saddle
during "Living on a Prayer" on the condition that they sang along, even if they were
breathless! The following song was "Enjoy the Silence," and Edward never broke eye
contact, looking at me intently as we both mouthed the chorus.
All I ever wanted, all I ever needed is here in my arms.
Words are very unnecessary. They can only do harm.
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I bit my lip as he winked at me, his legs working through my order to sprint
through the chorus, his body drenched in sweat. Jake's suggestion for "Hungry Like
a Wolf" was the next song on the playlist, and I brought the class out to position
three, standing upright on the bike and leaning forward over the handlebars. I felt a
trembling in my stomach as Edward's smoldering eyes latched on to me, mouthing
the words.
In touch with the ground, I'm on the hunt I'm after you.
Scent and a sound. I'm lost and I'm found, and I'm hungry like the wolf.
In my peripheral vision I could see Jake straining to catch my eye. It felt like a
dagger to my heart not to connect with him at that moment, but I couldn't tare my
gaze away from Edward's hungry stare.
Straddle the line in discord and rhyme, I'm on the hunt I'm after you.
Mouth is alive with juices like wine, and I'm hungry like the wolf.
By the end of the song I felt it; the tension so thick between us I could barely think
through it. I was panting, and not from the exertion of the ride.
"Take on Me" by A-ha was the last song before the cool down, and I commanded
the class to race as fast as they could. The other riders gripped their handlebars
tightly, heads bowed in effort, oblivious to the connection that sparked between
Edward and me. All, of course, but Jake.
So needless to say I'm odds and ends.
But that's me stumbling away slowly learning that life is OK.
Say after me: It's no better to be safe than sorry.
You're shying away. I'll be coming for you anyway.
I finished the class with the cult classic, "Don't You Forget About Me," and after
our cool down and stretch I was thrilled to hear people humming it on the way out,
the singing girls from the back giggling over renting The Breakfast Club and doing a
Brat Pack marathon.
As I began to clean off my bike, I chanced a hesitant glance in Jake's direction,
finally feeling compelled to look his way, the guilt of ignoring him like a thick sheet
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of humidity pressing down on my chest and suffocating me. He was visibly angry,
and wouldn't look at me as he walked to the back of the room and leaned against the
far wall. Crossing his arms, his strong hands gripping his biceps, he lifted one
muscled leg and placed his foot against the concrete behind him, waiting.
My heart sank, but electric shocks ran through my body as I saw Edward slowly
prowling towards me, sweaty and still slightly out of breath, a few wayward strands
of that gorgeously messy hair sticking to his forehead. There was no bashfulness in
his features anymore; he now seemed to be possessed by a sense of self-confidence
that wasn't present last week. Up close I could see he'd let a rugged stubble grow
in, and it only helped to heighten his glorious features. I kept thinking how familiar
he felt, but still couldn't place him.
"So," he began, exhaling a breath through his nose. I breathed in, hoping to catch
a taste of his sweet scent off the air. His tongue swept out to moisten his top lip and
my breath caught at the sight, staring intently at his mouth. He paused, catching the
tip of his tongue between his teeth and smiled, dazzling me again. How did he do
that? "Twice in one week. Does that get me an upgrade from coffee to dinner?"
I blushed and put my attention into shutting down my iPod, needing a minute to
collect myself before answering. I turned back to gaze at him, nearly shaking,
thrilling to the idea. I nodded. "Abso-freakin-lutely."
We decided on Saturday, him agreeing to call me in the afternoon with a time and
place to meet. We stared at each other for a few moments, grinning wildly, before
hearing Jake clear his throat from the back of the room.
Edward reached out and took my hand, holding the top of it to his lips, kissing it
gently, before turning and walking out. I'd never felt both so cherished and so
desired at the same time.
Jake barely spoke to me on the subway ride home, slamming his bedroom door
when we got into our apartment. "Jake," I said in a soft, mournful tone, knocking
gently on his door. He didn't answer me. I went to bed myself, feeling lousy for Jake.
I climbed under the covers and closed my eyes, letting thoughts of Edward's
beautiful face roll through my tired mind.
I woke up the next morning calmly, peacefully. Stretching my arms up over my
head with a yawn, I suddenly bolted upright, frozen. I took a breath and realized it
was the first night in fourteen years I'd slept through the night without any terrors.
Instead, that was the first night I dreamt of Edward Cullen.
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A/N: For those of my readers who: never wore legwarmers, have no clue
who Cheetara or the brat pack was, and don't get the awesomeness of this
chap's playlist, well then...I am terribly sorry for you, because being a child
of the 80's rocked the casbah!
There are no polyvore outfits for this chap, but here is a bit of inspiration
up to remind you of the 80's www . com polyvore .
com/ride_chapter/set?id=17857840 and here are links to some of the
Robporn that inspired me - hope you all enjoy! http: / twitpic . com/1ffm88
and http: / twitpic . com/1ffmt8
And here's the playlist to this week ride: www . playlist .
com/playlist/19666785803
Now, I know you're all eager to find out when Bella and Edward will
recognize each other, and I assure you it *will* happen...eventually! ;) For
now, any thoughts on what went down with Jake? Things you'd like to see
happen on the date? Click the review button and let me know!
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Chapter 5: Sweet Child of Mine
A/N: Big hugs to my betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 who are truly my
favorite people on the planet right now! Thanks so much to coldplaywhore
for recommending this fic! I really appreciate it! And thanks to all you
readers who left me such nice reviews! They really make my day!
Ok, here's the big date night you've all been waiting for! Hope you like it!
Usual disclaimer: SM owns all things Twilight related. But she can't have
Grungeward! ;)

"So, the trainer dude was just standing there?"
"Yes, Emmett."
"Looking all pissed off," he confirmed.
"Yes, Emmett," I repeated, squeezing my eyes shut and pinching the bridge of my
nose in frustration. It was close to noon on Friday, and Emmett had been in my
office for at least a half hour grilling me over what happened at the gym Thursday
night.
"But she didn't seem to be with him?" I shook my head and sighed. Leaning back
in my leather office chair, I laced my fingers together and put them behind my head.
"And she was into you? She said yes to the date?"
"YES Emmett!"
"Hey, that's my line," Rose said interrupting our conversation. She sauntered into
my office balancing a large stack of heavily filled manila file folders under her arm.
"These are the files for the downtown site," she said, depositing the heavy pile on my
desk. "What's all the drama and whining in here about?" she asked, smirking at me.
"Edward's got a date tomorrow!" Emmett said.
She turned and looked over at him and then back at me, her mouth open in mock
surprise. "Thank God. Maybe getting laid will make you stop being an ass for a few
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days." Emmett swatted her rear in response with the paperwork he had in his hands.
I shook my head at them and closed my eyes. Maybe if I keep my eyes closed long
enough they'll both just go away.
I hadn't been able to stop thinking about Bella since meeting her last week. I'd
added every song from her "Mosh Pit" workout to my iPod, grinning widely to see
that most of it was already there. Her connection to music seemed so similar to
mine; I wanted to talk to her about every song she'd ever liked.
She'd become my fixation. Suddenly I found myself waiting for the time to pass
until I could see her again, instead of the coma-like boredom of the non-life I'd been
having before.
Every morning at work I found myself distracted, thinking about the way she'd
commanded the class through her workout; so fierce and sexy. I was achingly hard
over the demure smile she had when she caught me watching her. And that
blush…I'd immediately needed to switch my thoughts to Grandma Cullen and
baseball stats, because I'd be damned if I'd start whacking off in a bathroom Emmett
and Rose had sex in.
I was desperate for another hit of her; the sweet smell that she radiated had
overcome my senses. Every time I closed my eyes I pictured the way her dark hair
highlighted her creamy skin. I was fascinated by her mysterious dual nature; how
she seemed so fierce and powerful when commanding a class through a ride, and
yet so reserved off the bike.
It was also driving me crazy how I seemed to know her but couldn't figure out
from where.
It was Emmett who had convinced me to go back to the gym again last Tuesday,
impatient with my spaced-out state of mind. He'd been trying to get me to do some
bench presses when I finally saw her running on the treadmill. I'd hoped she
couldn't tell how my heart was nearly fucking clawing its way out of my chest with
excitement as we spoke. And when she'd fallen over a weight her endearing
clumsiness brought out that adorable fucking blush again; but I was thrilled to be
able to catch her, to feel her warm body safe in my arms.
I'd gone to Bella's spin class again last night, almost missing it because of work.
The smile on her face when she saw me finally making it into class at the last minute
made my stomach do somersaults, but I noticed as I'd hopped on my bike that
man-child looked less than thrilled. He'd stood at the back of the spin studio while I
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talked to her at the end of class, like some kind of fucking guard dog. What the fuck
was that about, anyway?
I needed to figure it out, figure her out. I had so many questions, so many things I
wanted to ask her. And God I wanted to touch her, kiss her, and drown in her
delicious scent again. But I didn't want just a night of meaningless sex with her. In
fact, I realized that I didn't just want her, I wanted to know her.
"I dunno. Just don't get it, bro," Emmett said as he stood up from his perch on the
end of my file cabinet and stretched his arms out. I cracked one eye open to see that
Rose had slid into one of the chairs meant for clients across from my desk.
"You gonna ask her about it on your date tomorrow?"
"My brother has a date tomorrow?" Alice's voiced chirped as she danced into my
office.
I closed my eyes again. "What are you doing here Alice? Aren't you a little far from
Soho?" I asked.
After graduating from F.I.T. Alice had opened a design studio in Soho. It wasn't
far from where she and Jasper lived, which was just south of Greenwich Village. It
was probably one of the only good neighborhoods in Manhattan to raise kids.
"She's having lunch with me, dipshit!" Rose snarled. Alice kissed Rose on the
cheek and settled into the chair opposite her.
"So who is Edward going out with?" she questioned Rose while eyeing me, a
teasing smile on her pixie-like face.
"Some chick from the gym," Rose replied in a bored voice while fixing the collar of
her suit.
"My brother is going to a gym?" Alice asked incredulously.
"Yeah! He's got the hots for this brunette Spin instructor," Emmett taunted.
"I'm not just hot for someone!" I growled, slamming my first on my desk in
frustration. It startled the three of them and they stared at me, surprised. "I don't
know, this just feels…" I ran my hand clumsily through my hair, "different."
Rose and Emmett raised their eyebrows at each other. Suddenly our intercom
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system beeped as Emmett's secretary announced that his one o'clock appointment
was here. Rose got up to leave with him. "Meet you out front, Alice," she said as they
walked out.
We were both quiet for a moment when Alice broke the silence.
"So," my twin said with a mischievous smile. "What are you gonna wear?"

After many futile protestations on my part, I finally allowed Alice to shop for me,
agreeing to have her bring outfits over to my apartment later that night. I stood in
front of her like a mannequin as she held up a black turtleneck sweater, one of
several outfit options she'd picked out for me.
"Where are you taking her for dinner?" she asked.
"Acqua, down at Peck Slip," I answered. Before leaving work I had made
reservations for tomorrow at an Italian restaurant near South Street Seaport.
"You haven't had a real date in a while, and I don't count your hideous
meet-in-a-bar, wham-bam-one-night-stands as dates, Edward," she admonished.
"You know I haven't done that in a while, Alice."
"Ugh, I'm just so excited that you're going out with someone other than Tanya."
She stuck her tongue out at the mention of our childhood friend. Alice had been
holding a grudge against Tanya since they were nine years old when she had taken
Alice's Barbie clothes and drawn with a sharpie all over them.
"I have a very good feeling about this Edward," she said, holding a crisp brown
button down shirt up to my neck, and then discarding that idea as well.
"Yeah, you thought I'd be a musician too Alice. But that didn't work out so well,
did it?"
"It still could, Edward," she said softly, folding the shirt back up.
"You'll wear this," she said, finally settling on a snug fitting ivory cashmere crew
neck sweater and khaki-colored wool dress pants.
I thanked her with a peck on the cheek as she began to gather her things up.
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"See you Sunday morning for brunch at Mom and Dad's? I want to hear
everything!"
"I'll be there," I promised.

I woke up Saturday feeling nervous, and spent the morning watching the hands on
the clock tick by painfully slow. By the time noon crawled around I was practically
lightheaded with nerves.
I pulled out Bella's card and dialed her cell phone number. My heart sank after
three rings, thinking it would go straight to voicemail but she finally picked up on
the fourth ring.
"Hey, Bella. It's Edward."
"Hey!" She sounded excited…and strangely breathless. "Sorry, just finishing my
workout," she panted into the phone. My mind clouded over with images of her in
the dark studio, her clothes drenched with sweat.
"So I made reservations for tonight at seven o'clock at Acqua. It's an Italian
restaurant down on Water Street. Can I pick you up?"
"No…" she paused. "Let's just meet there, ok?" A bit frustrated, I asked her if she
was sure, but she sweetly insisted on meeting there. I acquiesced, giving her the
address and told her how much I was looking forward to seeing her tonight.
"Me too," she replied softly. I could picture her smiling as she said it, her eyes
downcast under those long lashes, blushing. I sat on the corner of the bed as I hung
up and groaned; even the soft cadence of her voice made me hard.
My thoughts went back to watching Bella during last week's class; her flawless
body, the way beads of sweat had dripped down her skin. I laid back on my bed and
unzipped my jeans, releasing my rock hard erection, recalling my fantasy of ripping
Bella's clothes off with my teeth, right there in the spin studio.
I thought of the beads of perspiration that had run down between her breasts into
her bra. I gripped myself in my hand and started to slowly stroke from base to tip,
imagining pulling layers of material off her taut body and running my tongue down
her chest, lapping up that delicious trail of sweat.
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A trickle of pre-cum seeped out of the head of my cock and I ran my thumb over it
on the upstroke, shuddering in response to the sensation. I imagined it was Bella's
hands on me, her mouth. I fucked myself harder, moving my fist faster as I imagined
my fingers sliding down her panties, soaked with desire, and stroking the soft
heaven between her legs.
I bit my lip at the idea, thinking about what kinds of sounds she would make;
would she whimper softly or moan and beg for more?
I continued pumping my engorged muscle firmly as I wondered what she would be
like in bed. Would she be passionate and wanton like she seemed in class? Or would
she by shy and demure, that soft blush coloring her cheeks?
I pictured her hair splayed out over my pillow, thinking about how it would feel to
have her warm body writhing under mine, her long legs spread beneath me.
Suddenly remembering how her body moved on the bike, I pictured her on top of
me, grinding her hips against mine, her breasts bouncing softly with every move.
I pinched my eyes shut, imagining what her face would look like when she came.
My hips jerked in response to the thought of Bella undone, her mouth open in a
gasp, back arched with her head pressed back against my mattress, screaming
through her release. I came along with my fantasy Bella, driving my cock into my
tight fist. I hissed out a sharp breath and panted as I erupted, feeling spurts of liquid
splash onto my stomach.
Minutes later I was hard again.I shamelessly took myself into my hand once more,
closing my eyes and imagining her dark eyes gazing up at me hungrily, her soft
pouty lip sliding between her teeth as her hand slid down my chest. With each pulse
of pleasure my fantasy Bella gave me, I couldn't help but wonder what would
happen once I had her in the flesh.
Her pale, smooth flesh….
Christ, I'm acting like a freaking seventeen year old boy!
I got up to take a shower, needing to get my raging hormones in check before she
blessed me with her presence in just a few hours.
I was so entirely fucked.
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Hours later I sat impatiently in a taxi making my way downtown. When we finally
reached Water Street, I stepped out of the cab onto the cobblestoned streets of the
Sea Port. My eyes immediately searched out and found Bella. She stood on the
corner in front of the restaurant, wearing an off-white trench coat that was cinched
around the middle, accentuating her tiny waist. Unlike other New York City women,
she wasn't frantically thumbing through her Blackberry, checking her email or
texting a friend. Instead she stood still, surrounded by the bustling crowds walking
past, her hair swirling around her face in the autumn breeze; calm as an island in
the midst of a storm.
I walked from the opposite corner to where she stood and her face flushed with
excitement as she saw me coming. I inhaled slowly, taking in her delectable
appearance as I breathed in spiced maple and delicious warm vanilla. I'd have to ask
her what that perfume was so I could buy cases of it. Fuck that – make it truckloads!
"You look stunning," I whispered to her, skipping a hello. She thanked me as she
smiled shyly. I groaned silently. There's that goddamned blush again!
Now that I was close to her I let my eyes drag over her long legs which stretched
out from under her coat. They were toned and bare and I had a difficult time
removing my eyes from the beauty of her skin. That was until I gazed lower and
noticed the sexy as hell dark blue heels upon her feet, and her blood-red painted
toenails peeking out at me. As I walked behind her to the entrance of the restaurant
I was instantly overwhelmed with the image of her on my bed; pulling those shoes
off her, listening to her pant as I ran my fingertips tantalizingly up the soft skin of
her legs.
"Ladies first," I said as I opened the door, more huskily than I intended to because
I was still fucking drowning in images of her legs on my bed. We entered the
restaurant and once we reached the table, I stood behind her to take her coat. My
breath caught in my throat as I slid it gently off her shoulders.
Fuck. Me.
She was wearing a short navy blue dress and it was too fucking tight for words,
stopping just above her knees. It wickedly clung to every mouth watering curve and
I groaned inwardly at the sight of the swooping neckline; it showed just the slightest
hint of her delicious cleavage, the thick straps over the shoulder accentuating her
shoulders and arms.
How am I going to make it through dinner without a raging hard-on while she's
wearing that?
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The hostess walked us to a table in the middle of the room and I frowned at the
location. "I'm sorry, I'd asked for something more private?" I turned towards her and
handed her a tip, passing it to her in the cool, nonchalant fashion Carlisle had taught
me.
The hostess smiled invitingly as she led us to another table nestled in a corner.
"How's this?" she asked.
"It's perfect, thank you." I pulled out a chair for Bella, who was smiling quietly. I
hoped she hadn't noticed the tip, but if she had she didn't say anything.
"Will you be ordering any wine tonight?" she asked. Bella quickly looked down,
busying herself with smoothing out her skirt. I shook my head and handed the
hostess our drinks menu, eager to get it off the table. I really wanted to know what
the drinking thing was all about, but didn't want to push the issue until I knew her
better.
For a few minutes she was silent as we both studied the food choices.
"You shaved," she said suddenly, looking up at me shyly from behind her menu
and biting her lower lip. The gesture momentarily distracted me and made my pants
tighten uncomfortably. "You hadn't when I saw you the other day."
"Oh yeah, I normally do but I didn't have time Thursday."
She smiled again, biting her lip harder and looking back down at her menu. God I
fucking loves it when she bites her lip like that.
After we ordered she leaned in towards me, resting her arms on the table. I
noticed she wore a very dainty moonstone ring on her right pointer finger, which for
some bizarre reason I found unbelievably sexy."I'm sorry, I don't know if it's just me,
but I can't shake the feeling that I know you from somewhere."
"I know!" I responded, thrilled that she'd felt it too. "It's been driving me crazy! I
thought…maybe we went to college together? I went to N.Y.U."
Bella shook her head. "No, I've only been living in New York for a year. I went
to…Seattle Community College." I quickly tried another angle.
"Have you ever spent any time in Chicago?" I asked. "That's where I grew up."
"Uh no…Actually I'm originally from Phoenix."
- 61 -

I pursed my lips, frustrated at not being able to figure out our connection, but I
was eager to hear more about her life. "That must have been a difficult change."
She laughed in a strange, sardonic kind of way and nodded. "Why did you move?"
I prodded.
"It's complicated," she said, picking at her napkin. She must have been nervous
because her knee was bouncing furiously under the table.
"I think I can keep up," I pressed.
She took a breath. "Well I grew up in Arizona with my mom. But she got remarried
when I was sixteen."
"And you didn't like the guy?" I interjected.
"No, it wasn't that," she replied, and I sensed a tinge of sadness in her words.
"Then why didn't you stay with them?"
"I was a bad kid, really wild; kind of a magnet for trouble." I made a mental note
to ask her exactly what kind of trouble she meant later. "They got tired of it, so they
sent me to live with my dad in Washington."
"That doesn't seem fair," I said, knowing that no matter how badly I behaved, my
parents had always been there for me.
She shrugged. "Charlie's a good guy; he was the Chief of Police so he made sure I
stayed out of trouble. And Forks wasn't so bad; I ended up making a lot of good
friends."
She gazed out the window, distracted for a moment, before turning back to me.
"So now are you going to tell me about your family? It has to be more interesting
than mine," she said as our salads arrived. She seemed eager to change the subject,
to not have the spotlight on her past.
I reached for my fork and began to talk but was momentarily sidetracked as I
watched her soft, pink tongue dart out to moisten her lips. I didn't realize how long
I'd been staring at her mouth until I saw her lips curl into a smile. Real smooth, I
thought, caught again!
"Well," I cleared my throat, regaining my train of thought. "I have two siblings: my
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twin sister, Alice, and my little brother, Emmett, who you have unfortunately already
met-" She laughed at that. "-for which I am truly sorry. My Dad is a doctor and he's
had his own practice for a few years, but now he's getting ready to retire. He wants
to spend more of his time assisting with medical research on pediatric cancer at
Memorial Sloan Kettering; he's on the board there."
"Wow," she said softly.
"My mom spent most of her life as a decorator but now her passion is restoring
old buildings. My brothers and I use her expertise when finishing our designs. Right
now she's working on refinishing this really stunning lakeside house on Long
Island."
"They sound great," she said, quietly thanking the bus boy as he cleared our salad
dishes.
"Yeah," I responded proudly. "I couldn't imagine two better people."
"You said you and your brothers use your mother's expertise; what do you do?"
She leaned in closer to me again and tilted her head to the side, the light and dark
contrast of her skin and hair mesmerizing me.
"Oh yeah, that. Work." I rolled my eyes. Bella giggled softly and waited. "We run
an engineering firm; I'm the business manager. We plan buildings for private
architects, government agencies and industrial companies. Our big push right now
is to get involved with the Urban Green Council. Jasper, Alice's husband, is the
engineer in the business, and he'd really like to see us create plans that work better
with the environment. Emmett does our P.R., and his wife Rosalie is our
receptionist."
"That's pretty cool. It must be great to be surrounded by family all the time," she
said, sitting back in her chair as our main courses were placed on the table. I
shrugged. "But…you don't like your job," she stated.
How is she so freaking perceptive? It was so frustrating to be so easily read by
her, but she still seemed a closed book to me.
"My background is in business, but it bores me to tears. I have no interest in the
nine-to-five monotony. I do the same damn thing every day. It's suffocating. I miss
being young when you could do stupid things and none of it mattered."
Bella grinned as she said, "In everyday life there's just no way to be…out of hand!"
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I chuckled at the movie reference. "A brat pack fan as well as grunge. I think I'm
in love with you."
She smiled awkwardly and I internally kicked myself. You just said the dumbest
thing possible ever on a first date, douchebag!
We spent the rest of the meal talking about how Bella became a spin instructor.
She admitted how she tended to be very reserved and shy except when running a
workout; that it brought out the strength in her. When I asked her if she eventually
wanted to open her own gym, she shrugged. I found it fascinating that we both had
such a detached attitude when it came to our careers.
When dinner came to an end I was anxious to spend more time with her. "Do you
want to take a walk over to the pier?" I asked, to which she smiled and nodded. We
walked silently around the seaport, her heels clicking against the ground. I wanted
to take her hand but kept my hands firmly planted in the pockets of my coat. She
kept her head down but it seemed like she wanted to look at me.
We came to a stop at the wooden slats of the dock by the water's edge. For a
moment we stood still, listening to the quiet waves of the Hudson lapping softly
beneath us, staring at the Brooklyn Bridge glittering in the distance.
"So can I assume if you love the same music and movies I do that you're my age?"
she asked. "Thirty-something?"
"Oh yes. Emmett and I had a plastic Star Wars club house in our backyard."
She giggled. "Oh yeah, the eighties rocked."
"I loved your eighties playlist too by the way; your taste in music is great! What
did you think of the new Pearl Jam album?" I asked.
"Pretty much sucked," she said and I laughed in agreement.
"Did you go to any good concerts back in the day?" I probed.
The grin slipped from her face and she went quiet again. "No, uh…I'm not into
concerts, really. I can't deal with crowds."
"Oh," I responded, disappointed. "That's too bad; the best night of my life was at a
concert." She got very quiet, and seemed to be lost in her thoughts. Damn, I would
give anything to be able to read her mind right now!
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"Bella, can I ask you a question that's been kind of…confusing me?"
"Of course," she replied.
"The guy at the gym," I began cautiously. "The trainer...Jake." She seemed to
stiffen at the mention of his name, her lips pressing together slightly. "Who is he to
you?"
She balanced her elbows on the railing and put her chin in her hands as she
stared out across the water for a moment. "Jake is my roommate," she began. "And
my best friend since we were kids."
Roommate?
"He's been there for me forever. He helped me a lot when I…." she paused and
took a breath. For a second I thought I saw her blink back tears. "I got hurt a while
ago...I don't like to talk about it." I looked at her downcast eyes, and could see that
behind the tough exterior she showed at the gym, she seemed haunted by an
unknown pain. Maybe an old boyfriend had really broken her heart?
With her chin still poised on her hands she looked over at me. "Jake can be very
protective of me, but there's nothing between us."
For a moment she seemed sad about that and a storm of resentment loomed inside
me. I was jealous that someone who knew her so well, someone who had been there
for her for years not only worked with her but fucking lived with her too? I pressed
my hands into fists in my pocket.
Where the fuck was this coming from? I barely knew this girl. What right did I
have to be possessive over her after one week? I decided not to push the issue and
forced myself to be content with the answer. For now.
She leaned over the railing at the edge of the water and I moved to stand next to
her. Like a teenager, a shock bolted through my body when our elbows touched. The
wind ruffled her hair and she shivered; the thin fabric of her coat not dense enough
to keep out the October chill.
"Do you want to go?" I asked her, but she shook her head in response. "Bella,
you're cold," I implored.
She turned to face me and her eyes bore into mine. "I want to…to be here. With
you," she whispered.
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"Me, too." I murmured. I moved to stand behind her, hoping to keep her warm. I
wrapped my arms around her waist, gingerly, tentatively, and her hands came up to
rest on mine. I ached to be closer to her, feeling an intense magnetic pull between
us. I grit my teeth against the need to press up against her, forcing myself to keep
the slightest distance possible between our bodies.
She traced her fingertips shyly over the back of my hands. The simple, gentle
touch sent shivers through me. "I know we just met, but…I feel very safe with you,"
Bella said softly. Even though she was shivering, the touch of her fingers seemed to
burn against my skin, leaving an electric pulse in their wake.
The door opened to one of the stores in the plaza behind us, and I heard "Sweet
Child of Mine" by Guns and Roses wafting out onto the breeze.
She's got a smile that it seems to me reminds me of childhood memories where
everything was as fresh as the bright blue sky.
Now and then when I see her face she takes me away to that special place. And if I
stared too long I'd probably break down and cry.
Once again her delicious scent hit me like a battering ram. Not wanting to move
my arms from around her body, I bent my head down and swept her soft tresses off
her neck with my chin. I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of strawberries off
those sweet strands of dark chocolate.
As I felt her body relax and lean into me, I skimmed my nose down her neck,
ghosting her flesh with my lips on the way back up. I kissed her earlobe softly and
breathed the lyrics of the song into her ear: "Her hair reminds me of a warm safe
place where as a child I'd hide, and pray for the thunder and the rain to quietly pass
me by. Whoa…sweet child o' mine. Whoa…sweet love of mine."
She tilted her head back and to the side, allowing me better access to the soft skin
of her throat. I felt her breathing pick up and saw that her eyes were squeezed
tightly shut. She slowly ran her palms over my forearms as I pressed a chaste kiss to
the side of her throat. I heard a tiny whimper of pleasure escape her so I did it
again; she shivered in response.
Her belly felt so soft and flat under my hands; the monster in me who had rushed
through all my recent sexual encounters gnashed his teeth in frustration. She
pushed her hot little body back against mine, searing me with her touch and the
monster writhed, aching to immediately take her back to my apartment and make
her scream my name.
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I was nearly high with desire for her, but Bella seemed so fragile; I knew I had to
take this slowly. I untwisted my hands from gripping one another tightly and rested
them on her waist. She placed her hands on top of mine and our fingers fanned out
together. I wanted to slip my fingertips inside her open coat, and I lowered my
hands to the edge of it, waiting for permission. She silently granted me access by
pushing her hips out, letting the sides of her trench fall away from her body.
I touched my fingertips to the soft gauzy fabric of her dress, running them just
below her belly button. Feeling her shudder against me, I pulled my hands back
around her to sides and gently stroked her with my thumbs. Bella's breath caught in
her throat, and I lowered my hands, running them down over the side of her pelvis,
feeling her slim hips and toned thighs. I continued my perusal of her body,
smoothing them slightly down and around so I just barely brushed against her rear,
eliciting another shivering breath from Bella. Bringing my hands around front again
to her taut belly once more, I finally pulled her tightly back against me. My cock
pressed against the top of the swell of her ass and the sharp intake of breath that
came from her showed me she'd felt how hard I was for her.
She turned her head to look up at me, her eyes pleading.
I pressed on her hip and she slowly twisted around in my arms, placing her hands
on my chest. With one hand holding tightly onto her waist, I brought the other up
and cupped her face in my palm, stroking her soft cheek with my thumb and
caressing the fine hairs at the back of her head with my fingers. She exhaled softly,
a lustful look in her eyes. She reached up and gently touched my lower lip,
recognition sparking on her face for a split second, but then furrowed her eyebrows,
confused. "I don't know why I don't remember how I know you," she whispered. "But
I don't care."
At that Bella wrapped her arms around my neck, her breath coming out in a wild
gasp as she pressed her lips to mine. I clutched the back of her neck and kissed her
deeply, blood boiling under my skin. Her fingers knotted in my hair and her lips
parted, her soft tongue inviting mine into her hot mouth. Panting wildly, she ground
her hips against me as I pushed her back against the railing, unable to stop myself. I
bit on her lower lip, sucking it into my mouth. A tiny moan escaped her throat as we
broke for air, her desperation as intense as mine.
A cough from behind us made us become aware of our surroundings and I
groaned. We pulled apart reluctantly and attempted to calm our breathing. I
skimmed my palms over her arms, trying to sooth her and still keep her warm.
Bella's timid smile returned.
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"I should be getting home," she said breathlessly.
"Can I walk you?"
With a mischievous glimmer in her eyes, she answered me with a question. "Do
you really want to walk to Queens?"
I laughed softly. "No, I guess not. Let me at least get you a cab?" My long buried
protective instinct suddenly reared its ugly head. I couldn't stand the idea of her
taking a train home by herself looking like that, vulnerable to any man who wanted
to hurt her. Or look at her. Or take a fucking breath near her.
"I can take care of myself!" she protested.
"Please?" I implored, but she shook her head, a defiant grin on her face. I
narrowed my eyes playfully. "I can see you're going to be stubborn, so I'll offer you a
compromise: we'll share it. I'll have a car take me home first and then you the rest of
the way?"
She agreed and I hailed a taxi. "Two stops," I told the driver. I gave him directions
and as soon as we were on our way, I wrapped Bella's small hand in mine. "When
can I see you again?"
"Well I assume you'll be in my class this Thursday," she said with a smirk. "But
you can take me to our 'Kick Ass Halloween party' on Saturday if you want. My boss
is hosting it. Everyone has to come dressed as a character that could actually kick
some ass."
I raised my eyebrows in curiosity and ran my hands through my hair. A 'kick ass'
character? That would take some thought. Or some Alice.
"I'd love to," I told her. We kept our fingers entwined for the bumpy drive uptown,
staring at each other like two teenagers in love.
When we reached the cross street at my building, I gave the driver a fifty dollar
bill; more than enough for the rest of the trip. I stepped out of the cab, my eyes
locked on hers and she inched her way to the edge of the seat. With my left arm on
the car door, I reached my right hand back in towards her. Wordlessly I stroked the
backs of my fingers against the soft skin of her face, from her temple to her jaw. She
turned her face up towards mine and I leaned in, kissing her exquisite lips softly.
I closed the door and watched as the cab merged into the sea of traffic on 7th
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Avenue. My chest immediately ached, anxious to be close to her again already.
Of three things I was absolutely positive. First, Bella was the sweetest and sexiest
girl I'd ever met; the shy side of her was so intriguing, such a change from how
fearless she seemed in class. Second, there was a part of her, and I didn't know how
dominant that part might be, that was hiding some kind of intense pain from her
past. And third, I was falling for her. Hard.

Here's a link to the restaurant they go to for dinner: www .
acquarestaurantnyc . com
This chap's playlist is a tribute to GnR! Feel free to check it out! www .
playlist . com/playlist/19704189707
The polyvore outfit for this chapter is just for Bella's outfit: www . polyvore
. com/ride_chapter/set?id=18034321
(I would kill to be able to afford that dress!)
So Edward's got some thinking to do on what he should be for Halloween!
Anyone got any suggestions? Leave me a review and let me know!
EPOV
October 2009. Friday.
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Chapter 6: Everything You Want
Lots of hugs for my betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 for all that you do
to keep me on track! Big kisses to Lambcullen for pre-reading when I was
feeling stuck! And thank you to the reviewers who left me ideas for Edward's
Halloween costume!
SM owns all things Twilight and she'd probably really hate Grungeward
and Spinderbella but...oh well!

BPOV
October 2009. Sunday.
Dull pain. A cold, heavy sleepiness seeps through my body.
My eyelids are pulled open. Harsh, bright light shines into my eyes.
Clinical. White. Antiseptic smells.
Voices swim around me. Flickering red lights. Sirens.
"She's really out of it. Are there drugs in her system?"
A hesitant response. "I don't know…"
"Bella!" Jacob's strong hand on my shoulder jarred me awake. I opened my eyes to
see him standing by my bed. He pulled his hand back and softly said, "You haven't
had one for a night or two."
"I thought you weren't talking to me," I responded glumly, rolling over onto my
side and away from him. I heard him sigh and walk away from the bed towards the
door. I thought he was going to leave but his footsteps halted once he reached the
doorway. We were silent for a long moment, the tension thick in the air around us.
"I'm sorry," he whispered.
I looked up and saw the back of his bulky frame, his muscular arms showcased by
a grey tank top; his body emanated strength but his head was hung in defeat.
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"Every time I think it's going to be different." He turned around and leaned back
against the wall, crossed his arms and looked up at the ceiling. "When we moved out
here I thought it was going to be different, but it never is."
"I didn't ask you to move with me." He looked at me with his mouth agape, hurt as
if I'd slapped him. "You could have kept dating Leah and stayed in Forks. You were
happy there."
He inhaled slowly, the anger palpable in his expression, as if he were an animal
pacing in a cage. "I broke up with Leah because Sue started shacking up with
Charlie." His voice was low as he tried to stay calm. "And I was happy in Forks
because of you."
"You know how I feel Jake." I said the words gently but I knew they stung all the
same. I curled deeper under the covers, unable to meet his hot, angry stare.
"I know how you think you feel. You could feel differently, if you would just let
yourself."
"Jake-" I started to say but was cut off by my clock radio clicking on. Vertical
Horizon sounded through the speakers.
He's everything you want, he's everything you need.
He's everything inside of you that you wish you could be.
He says all the right things at exactly the right time.
But he means nothing to you and you don't know why.
"I'm going for a run," he muttered, turning away from me. "I'll talk to you later."
The front door to the apartment slammed shut and his footsteps thundered down
the steps. I cringed knowing how much I was hurting him and sank down under my
blanket, burying my head under it.
It was Jake who had suggested I look into fitness training as a career, one day
handing me a pamphlet for courses in Personal Training Certification at Seattle
Central Community College. It was a three hour drive from Forks to Seattle, but
Jake said he would schedule his shifts at the shop so he could go with me. "Why
shouldn't I?" he'd asked enthusiastically. "I'm built enough to be a trainer!"
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I was panicked at the idea of going back to college but as I read through the
pamphlet, my eyes froze on one single line: "Learn basic self defense techniques to
protect yourself in real life situations." As soon as I read those words, I was in.
After eight weeks of courses I passed the National Boards and then applied to
work at my gym. Jake began training there part time as well, and on the way home
from work one night I found an application to the Mechanical Engineering program
at the University of Washington on the back seat of his car. He'd shrugged it off at
first, saying it was just something Billy had gotten for him, but I pushed at it until he
finally agreed to at least fill out the application. I needed him to at least try; after all,
he'd given up a full scholarship at R.P.I. for me.
He was, of course, accepted to the program in Seattle. It took him six years of
balancing work and school, but in the spring of 2006 I sat on white lawn chairs with
the Black family and Charlie as Jacob received his Bachelor of Science in
Mechanical Engineering. It was during his graduation party, after a few too many
glasses of champagne that he tried to kiss me for the first time. I felt like the worst
person alive when I saw the hurt in his eyes as I gently pushed him away.
After a few years of teaching middle-aged housewives how to work the elliptical, I
felt the need to get the hell out of Forks again. The thought coiled up inside me and
clung to my stomach like a tapeworm. Once Charlie and Sue got together (and what
a real fucking treat that was: my father dating my therapist) I knew it was time to
move on. I could have moved to Port Angeles or Seattle, but I really did want to go
to New York City.
Jake told me he wanted to go for himself as well, that there were better
opportunities for engineers in Manhattan, but deep down I knew he'd never let me
go alone to a place so close to where my demons remained. We promised Sue we'd
keep an eye on her son, Seth; he was barely making it by working as a bike
messenger and living in a filthy fifth floor walk-up apartment in a not so savory area
in Brooklyn.
We both started working at New York Sports Club to pay the bills but Jake was
supposed to be applying for other jobs. I knew his desire to be with me was holding
him back and I was furious with myself for that because the truth was that I selfishly
wanted Jake with me; his presence was a panacea to the monsters that threatened
to rip through my dreams. However, the nightmares only got worse when we got out
here. My proximity to where it happened ripped all my scars open and left them
seeping, like a festering wound.
I rubbed my eyes feeling a dry, sharp sting. I have got to stop sleeping with my
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contacts in. The D.J. switched songs, moving on to Duncan Sheik.
What is this attraction? I only feel the pain.
There's nothing left to reason and only you to blame. Will it ever change?
Cause I am barely breathing and I can't find the air.
Don't know who I'm kidding imagining you care.
And I could stand here waiting a fool for another day.
I don't suppose it's worth the price, it's worth the price, the price that I would pay.
Damn psychic D.J. It was as if the radio station seemed to know exactly what
songs would remind me of how Jake was feeling. I shut it off and got out of bed,
wandering into the kitchen and pouring myself some coffee. As I stood there in my
pajama shorts and tank top I shivered, my bare feet uncomfortable on the cold
linoleum floor. But suddenly I embraced the chill as it reminded me of being with
Edward at South Street Seaport last night.
I sipped my coffee and reflected on the date. I winced as the first thing that came
to mind was how weird I acted about the wine list. Could I have been any more of a
stick-in-the-mud? It wouldn't have been such a big deal if I'd had one drink; it's not
like I was a recovering alcoholic or anything. And I was sure I seemed cagey and
haunted every time he asked me a question about my past. Why did I have to act so
closed off? I wonder if he could tell how nervous I was. He must have noticed my leg
shaking under the table the whole time.
Why on earth would he want to see me again when I acted like that? I sighed, but
a smile crept across my face when I remembered how he held my hand in the cab,
asking for our next date. I guess I couldn't have been all that bad. Besides, I was out
of practice; I hadn't been on a date in…I couldn't remember how long.
Various images of Edward flickered through my mind. My stomach did flip flops
when I thought of the way he stared at my mouth during dinner, and how sheepish
he'd looked when he realized I'd caught him. I loved how he could seem so sweet
and bashful, especially when he looked up at me from under those devastatingly
long lashes. He seemed so happy when he talked to me about his family, smiling a
crooked smile so beautiful that I could only stare at him like an idiot. They all
sounded so lovely; not the dysfunctional group who I shared genes with. I thought
back to the pained look in his eyes when he complained about his job; I had loved
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the way he reminded me of "Billy" in St. Elmo's Fire. A more brooding Rob Lowe.
I was so relieved that he thought he knew me from somewhere as well. It's so
strange that neither of us can figure out from where! It still nagged at me, especially
that moment when I traced his lips with my fingers. It was odd how comfortable and
safe I felt with him. Even though I was absolutely freezing in that tiny dress and
light-weight coat, I had no desire to leave. I closed my eyes, thinking about the way
he looked at me, how good it felt wrapped up in his arms leaning against him on the
pier.
And oh my God, when he sang to me…
Shivers ran down my spine at the memory of his soft voice in my ear, his breath
dancing along my skin, his smoldering eyes locking me in his stare as he kissed me
hungrily. I leaned back against the countertop for balance, thinking about that
mind-blowing kiss. How unashamed I was when my hips ground against his, the
sensation of finally being able to run my fingers through his soft hair. I was instantly
drowning in need…every inch of my body was aching for him, and I couldn't get
enough. But it all ended too quickly. I vowed to spend more time kissing him on
Halloween. A lot more time."
Oh shit, Halloween! My eyes sprang open as I came to the realization that the
stupid party was now less than a week away, and now I was going…with Edward.
What the hell am I going to wear?

EPOV
Sunday.
By ten o'clock on Sunday morning I was in a cab heading uptown, having just
stopped at a local bakery to pick up pastries for brunch. Carlisle and Esme lived in
an old brownstone on the upper west side, and as the car whizzed up 8th Avenue I
thought about my date with Bella last night.
I couldn't believe how protective I'd felt, refusing to let her go home by herself. I
was suddenly gripped with envy as I remembered who she went home to.
Roommates, my ass! There was something more there with this Jake character; I
knew it. No guy lives with a girl that fucking gorgeous without wanting to sleep with
her. That strange possessive feeling flooded through me again, my hands
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momentarily clenching into fists on my lap. But then that soft, pleading look she had
on her face when she told me there was nothing between them appeared in my mind
and I sighed, relaxing slightly.
I hated how troubled she looked when she talked about her past. Her eyebrows
came together causing a little V to appear between her eyes, a remnant of her
sorrow. It bothered me. I wanted to smooth it away with my fingertip.
What had happened to her? Whatever it was, it was clear that she didn't like to
talk about it. She wasn't the average martyr; she didn't want an audience to her
pain. As vulnerable as she seemed she was brave; she didn't like to show weakness.
Why was I obsessing over her so much? The curiosity ached like a thirst. It was as
if every little detail of her past mattered to me. I had never expended so much effort
to understand someone. She, however, seemed to figure me out so quickly; her
perceptiveness was uncanny and really freaking unnerving. She made me feel like I
was a wide open book while she was still so difficult to read. Fascination for her
grew inside me, pounding in my chest. Already I was anxious for another chance to
talk to her and it hadn't even been twenty four hours.
The driver pulled around Columbus Circle and fiddled with the dial on his radio,
stopping on a station playing Savage Garden. The song tugged at me, making me
think about everything I wanted to be for Bella.
I'm counting on a new beginning, a reason for living, a deeper meaning, yeah.
I want to stand with you on a mountain, I want to bathe with you in the sea.
I want to lay like this forever until the sky falls down on me.
I had to see her again, and God help me I wanted to kiss her again. I thought back
to the way she shivered in my arms when I was holding her by the pier. It seemed
impossible to stop touching her, I wanted her so badly. And that kiss…I'd never been
so turned on just by kissing someone in my life.
Well that's not entirely true.
I let my mind wander back to the dim, fuzzy memories of the Líve concert so many
years ago. Truthfully I didn't remember it all that well since I had killed so many
brain cells getting wasted in the years that followed. How well can you recollect the
face of someone you spent five minutes with over 14 years ago? Still the memory
haunted me; how our lips and bodies moved together in the dark, pressed up against
- 75 -

the wall. But as hard as I tried I couldn't recall her face; only her warm brown eyes
with a lustful look that drew me to the edge of temptation and back again.
The driver stopped at the corner of 70th and Central Park West, and I handed him
some bills before stepping out onto the beautiful, quiet, tree lined road. It was
bordered at one end by the lush green of the Central Park, except now that the trees
were in the throes of autumn, a brilliant fire of auburn, russet brown and burnt
sienna rustled in the breeze at the end of the street.
I walked up to my parents' townhouse, running my fingers over the ornate
wrought iron railing that bordered the wide stone steps. When I reached the landing
I saw that the entrance had been decorated for Halloween. Stalks of straw crept up
the archway that framed the large cherry-wood double doors. Little squares of hay
were placed to the right and left, pumpkins and squash plants adorning them. Two
wreaths made of fall-colored leaves hung from large brown ribbons and were affixed
to the windows of each of the doors. I smiled at Esme's impeccable taste in
decorating; it was festive and tasteful without being campy.
I let myself in with my key and stepped into the foyer, nearly tripping almost
immediately over two small pairs of children's dress shoes which had been left
haphazardly scattered on the floor. Next to them sat a canvas bag which I
recognized as Alice's; it was spilling over with fabric, bags of candy corn and a
pumpkin carving set. No doubt the boys were going to be modeling their costumes
today.
I stilled in the foyer, listening for the sounds of my family. Up the stairs I could
hear the familiar noise of video games being played in the family room, Emmett and
Jasper impatiently shouting at each other as well as at the characters on the screen.
I stepped quietly through the living room, my feet treading lightly on the elaborate
Persian rug. The dark wood furniture and colorful-patterned fabrics were bathed in
sunlight washing through from the large bay windows, framed in lush cream
drapery.
All our furniture had been brought over from Chicago and it was comforting to be
able to sink back into memories from my youth. I stood over a pink stain that
Emmett and I had made when we tried to do a science experiment, making a volcano
out of baking soda and vinegar on the coffee table. We had both been grounded for a
week.
Ahead in the dining room I could hear my mother's soft voice; she was discussing
repainting the dining room with Alice and Rose. I tiptoed forward and leaned against
the crown molding at the entrance, staying out of sight as they mused over paint
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swatches.
"I think this butter-cream color would brighten up the room so much better,"
Esme murmured, holding a small square up to the wall.
"Oh but Mom, this coral color would really make the room pop!" Alice suggested.
"I don't know, Esme. I think this house is perfect as it is," Rose said, turning
around. "Edward, why the fuck are you lurking in the corner like that?"
Love you too, Rose.
"Edward!" Esme smiled as she turned from the wall and began walking towards
me, her arms extended. She embraced me tightly and I breathed in her familiar
scent. Her long blonde curls still framed her face although they had become tinged
with a bit of gray over the years. She pulled back to look at me, smiling widely, the
creases by her mouth and eyes crinkling. "I'm so glad you're here." She kept one
arm tightly around my waist as we turned back to my sisters.
"So how was the date?" Alice asked, clapping her hands excitedly. I placed the box
of pastries on the long dining room table next to the already large spread of food:
there was a basket full of fresh bagels, plates of cold cuts, muffins and donuts as
well as a steaming pot of freshly brewed coffee. I breathed in the food's rich aroma
and smiled, picking up a warm sesame bagel. Alice bounced on her toes impatiently
as I looked down and chewed a piece of bagel.
"She's amazing," I said, half in astonishment at myself in the reply.
"I knew it! I knew it!" Alice danced over to Rose, who had started pouring herself
a cup of coffee. Alice reached for a mug herself, a self satisfied grin on her face.
"Did you kiss her?"
"What are you, twelve?" I asked, irritated by her embarrassing question.
"Well, did you?"
"A gentleman never tells," Esme said, squeezing my side gently in affection.
"When are you gonna see her again?" Alice practically squeaked.
"I'm taking her to a Halloween party next weekend." A single second after I said it
I wished that I hadn't.
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Rose rolled her eyes. "That is so seventh grade," she smirked.
"Oh stop it, Rose! I think it's cute!" Alice beamed.
"Actually, although I know I'm going to regret this," I groaned. "I think I need your
help on this one Alice." I explained the nature of the 'Kick ass' party to her. She
clapped, giddy; I could almost hear the gears in her mind whirring.
"Does it have to be a character that could physically kick some ass? Or can it be
just a 'kick ass' character?" she asked.
"Uh, I don't know Alice," I replied, flustered and failing to see the difference.
"I think you should be Bruce Wayne," she declared, her eyes lighting up.
"Debonair millionaire by day, crime fighter by night!"
"Oooh, how about James Bond?" Esme proposed softly.
"How about a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle?" Rose shot back sarcastically, taking
a bite of a pastry. "You'd look hot with a big fat shell on your back." Alice smacked
her playfully on the arm and I groaned.
"Don't worry, Edward. I'll think of something!"
"Go on and tell your brothers that brunch is almost ready?" Esme suggested,
sensing my need to escape the limelight. "Later on I'll need your help making
jack-o-lanterns with the kids." I kissed her quickly on the cheek and bit another
mouthful of bagel as I bounded up the stairs.
I went into the family room to find Emmett and Jasper playing Wii. Neither of
them looked up at me, too busy with their game.
"Super Mario Brothers?" I asked. "Really?"
"Hey don't mess around. This shit is hard! It's a lot tougher than the ghetto game
it used to be," Emmett said, twisting his body as he moved the controller, trying to
get Luigi through some bizarre piranha-infested waters.
"How was the date?" Jasper asked distractedly, never taking his eyes off the
screen.
I smiled, my thoughts beginning to wrap around Bella, fantasies of her soft curves
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clouding my mind. "It was great," I responded. "She's great."
"Did you do it?" Emmett asked, his thumb furiously pushing down the game
controller's 'jump' button.
"That's real mature, Emmett!" I scoffed at him. My siblings are truly ridiculous.
"Oh whatever, Edward. Don't be such a weenie. You've been hard up for her for
over a week now and you didn't even get any?" He asked. "Pathetic."
"Don't be such a douchebag." I growled at him.
"What is that, your fucking word of the month?" Jasper asked, still staring at the
screen.
"Yeah, say douchebag one more time and I'm gonna have to kick your whiny little
ass," Emmet paused, smiling. "…douchebag."
I sighed at them. "Mom says the food is ready." Neither of them budged. "Where's
Dad?"
"Out in the backyard with the boys," Jasper answered distractedly.
"Arggh!" Emmett yelled out as he threw his controller down on the couch and
slammed his body against the cushions. "I freaking died again."
I shook my head and laughed as I headed back down the stairs through the long
rooms of the house to the door at the end of the kitchen. In the small yard that
stretched behind their house, Carlisle was playing catch with Mason and Anthony.
"Hi Uncle Edward!" they called out, causing my father to turn around and look at
me.
"I hear you had a date," Carlisle said, smiling at me. The baseball landed swiftly in
his glove before he reared his arm back to throw it out again. "Mason, let your
brother have a turn!"
I groaned and rolled my eyes skyward. "Why is this all anyone in this house can
talk about?"
"We've all been worried about you, Edward, especially your mother. She doesn't
like to see you alone." At first I bristled at the word, but Bella's face came into my
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mind and I no longer felt as isolated as I had before. "You seem pretty taken with
her," he continued.
"That I am, Pop. That I am."
"Well, we can't wait to meet her," he said as he caught the ball and threw it back
out to Anthony. "Good catch!" Carlisle then turned towards me, a very serious look
on his face. "And Edward, might I suggest…Indiana Jones?"
I laughed out loud, cracking up at his idea. "I don't know that I could pull off a
fedora, Dad. But thanks for the suggestion."
"Hey Uncle Edward," Mason said, running up to me. "Will you play catch with us
too?"
"Sure I will," I said, ruffling my nephew's blonde hair. Alice turned on the radio in
the kitchen and Toad the Wet Sprocket wafted out on the breeze.
But the air outside so soft is saying everything, everything.
All I want is to feel this way, to be this close, to feel the same.
All I want is to feel this way. The evening speaks, I feel it say...
I jogged out into the yard with Mason and Anthony, filling my lungs with the chilly
October air. A strange emotion came over me, one I hadn't felt in a long time: hope.

BPOV
Thursday.
On Wednesday Jane told me that I wouldn't be teaching my Thursday night spin
class because the boys and I would be going to Capoeira training instead. I was
disappointed because I'd been looking forward to the ride; not only because I'd
created a fun Halloween soundtrack to spin to but also because that meant I
wouldn't be seeing Edward for two more days.
I called him to let him know he was off the hook for class and that I'd meet him
before the party on Saturday. He was audibly disappointed that I didn't want him to
pick me up, but I thought it was silly for him to come out to Queens just to go back
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into the city again. Besides, he and Jake were so suspicious of one another already
that I felt like one of them was going to pee on me to stake his claim; I really wasn't
looking forward to seeing how they were going to react to each other at the party.
We agreed to meet at Aro's apartment, which was off Riverside Drive in the 100's
block, way uptown. My heart had been beating furiously in my chest throughout the
conversation, but it nearly stuttered to a halt when his golden voice breathed the
words, "I can't wait to see you again."
Time seemed to be moving so damn slowly.
On Thursday afternoon I arrived at one of the Upper West side gyms along with
Jake, Felix and Demetri. The New York Sports Clubs uptown were practically twice
the size of ours, and much nicer. We took the elevator up the swanky building,
standing in silence as the music piped in through the speakers and filled the small
space.
Tell me that we belong together, dress it up with the trappings of love.
I'll be captivated; I'll hang from your lips.
Instead of the gallows of heartache that hang from above.
Edwin McCain. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jake's jaw harden and his lips
flatten into a thin line as he grit his teeth. He wouldn't look at me as the song
continued.
I'll be your crying shoulder; I'll be love's suicide.
I'll be better when I'm older, I'll be the greatest fan of your life.
What is this, freaking 'Dawson's Creek' week on the radio?
I sighed as we stepped out of the elevator, Jake noticeably keeping his distance by
walking several feet in front of me. We crossed the gym floor with Hanz and Franz
lagging behind us, practically drooling over the updated equipment. When we
opened the door to the aerobics studio, filled with other instructors milling about,
we saw Aro standing next to a slight woman with chin-length dark hair framing her
face and alabaster pale skin.
This chick is going to teach us self defense? She looks like she's freaking fifteen
years old!
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"Welcome! Welcome!" Aro caught everyone's attention with a voice that oozed of
insincerity. "I'm so glad you're all here. It is my pleasure to introduce Bree Tanner,
who will instruct you all on the art of Capoeira." He held his hand out and seemed to
float away from the tiny girl as she bounced to the front of the room.
"Hey everyone, I'm so glad to be here tonight!" she exclaimed, her high-pitched
voice far too cheerful. I tried to hide my sneer; she reminded me of Punky Brewster.
"Tonight I'm going to start your training by running a class. We're going to work
on different attacks, defenses and combinations. You're going to need to be able to
teach your students basic skills and movements, so first we'll need to review some
basic martial arts moves. Do you all think you're ready for that?"
I smiled widely at her. Bring. It. On.
We stood in rows practicing our punches, kicks and sweeps as she walked around
us, observing. Next she paired us up and had us work on our blocking. Jake and I
teamed up, easily dodging each other's advances. "Well done!" Bree said, smiling
brightly at Jake.
"I'm already trained in this," Jake said, narrowing his eyes slightly. "And I'm
really…very…good." He said each word slowly, staring at her and their eyes locked.
I stepped back, slightly uncomfortable with my proximity to the tension evident
between them.
"Well then," she crooned, her eyes sweeping down his body and back up. "Why
don't you show me what you've got?"
Bree told the class we'd be moving on to more advanced moves, giving Jake the
chance to show off his skills. I moved to the back of the group of trainees, watching
as he performed cartwheels, head spins, handstands, jumps, flips, and other
dance-like evasive moves. I definitely was not the most adept at these kinds of
moves which really freaking pissed me off, especially when Bree told me in a sweet
yet condescending voice that I would "get it eventually." I gave her a very terse
thank you in response.
By the end of class I was sweaty, bruised and really fucking confused. It was
obvious how much Jake and Bree were connecting; I should be thrilled about this
but instead it made me uneasy, as if he was flirting with her just to spite me. Aro
came back to the front of the room and put one arm around our little mouse of an
instructor, thanking her for her expertise and inviting her to the Halloween party.
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She looked straight at Jake and then lowered her eyes demurely. "I'd like that,"
she declared softly.
I saw the dimples in Jake's cheeks appear as he smiled back at her. I felt a cold,
sinking feeling in my stomach as I realized I hadn't seen him smile in ages, knowing
the reason for that absent grin was me.
The gym paid for us to get a cab home since we'd all worked overtime that day.
Jake stared out the window as we whizzed through the Queens-Midtown tunnel,
yellow light flickering inside the cab as we traveled through it. When we emerged
out of the passageway the static that had been hissing out the taxi's radio morphed
back into music, playing Third Eye Blind.
How's it gonna to be when it goes down?
How's it gonna to be when you're not around?
How's it gonna to be when you found out there was nothing between you and me?
Cause I don't care how's it gonna to be.
A look resembling a smirk appeared on Jake's features. He crossed his arms and
turned as far away from me as he could in the small backseat of the car. I laid my
head back on the seat and closed my eyes, feeling an emotional abyss crack open
between us. Why does this have to be so fucking hard?
And Kevin Williamson is freaking radio-stalking me.
"Could you turn that off?" I asked the driver. We were silent the rest of the way
home.
Hours later Jake had gone to bed. Exhausted, I flopped down on the couch and
turned on the TV. I still hadn't figured out what I was going to wear and was
planning to go shopping on Friday. I knew that was cutting it close but it was my
only day off. It was times like these that I missed Angela; I really needed some girl
time, just someone to shop with. I rarely heard from Angela except for her yearly
holiday newsletter; she and Ben had two children now and were professors at
Princeton.
I kept absent-mindedly channel flicking until I came to a stop on Kate Beckinsale
wiping the floor with some nasty, hairy werewolves in "Underworld." She freaking
dominates in this flick! A mischievous smile slowly came to my face as an idea
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manifested itself in my mind.
I reached for my cell phone and began typing a text message to Edward.
Do you like black leather and corsets?
His reply appeared swiftly: If it's on you, then hell yes!
Good ;)
I settled in to watch the movie but eventually drifted to sleep, my dreams filled
with visions of beautiful bronze hair and piercing green eyes.
Saturday wouldn't come soon enough.

A/N: Did the music take you back to Dawson and Joey? Check out the
playlist for this chap: www . playlist . com/playlist/19750159883
No polyvore outfits for this chap but here's the inspiration for Carlisle and
Esme's front door http :/ media-cdn . tripadvisor .
It was so nice to see all the story/author alerts I've gotten lately - thank
you for favoriting me! But reviews make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside so
please, pretty please with a chocolate covered Grungeward on top, leave me
some? (It makes me write faster!)
See you all on Halloween! :)

- 84 -

Chapter 7: Wicked Garden
This chap took longer than I expected to write, but I hope you'll all find it worth it!
There's so many people to thank this time around! Lots of love to my betas
Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 for giving me so much encouragement! A big shout
out goes to heatherdawn from CreativeB for creating my new twitter background! A
massive thank you to the ladies at The Fictionators for recommending The Ride last
week - Kassiah, ECis4Me and tampagirl81 you really made my day! And another
huge amount of love goes out to "The Mean Mrs. Mustard" for her lovely words in
P.I.C.'s FanFic Corner blog!
I'm putting links to Bella and Edward's costumes first so you all can better picture
them throughout the chap! Here www dot /ride_chapter/set?id=18532469 and www
dot polyvore dot com/ride_chapter/set?id=18532500.
All Twilight characters belong to SM. The Ride characters are MINE!
And just a reminder, this fic is rated M for a reason!

Chapter 7:Wicked Garden
EPOV
October 2009. Halloween.
I stood at the intersection of Broadway and 103rd Street near the northern-most
edge of Central Park, not far from Columbia University where Manhattan turned
into Harlem. It was almost nine o'clock as I waited outside of the 1 line subway
station. In a white T-shirt, ripped faded jeans, leather biker jacket and black boots, I
was the spitting image of James Dean.
My hands sat idly in my pockets as I leaned against a tree with one foot on the
ground, the ankle of the other crossed in front of it. I stared impatiently at the
stream of people exiting the station, waiting for Bella to arrive.
I had been extremely doubtful about my costume earlier this evening as Alice
managed to control my hair into the signature Dean Pompadour.
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"I still don't understand how this qualifies as a 'kick ass' character," I'd
complained.
"Are you kidding? Jim Stark was the original bad boy!" Alice had encouraged,
inspecting me in the same manner she did her fashion models. "Besides," she
continued. "You want a costume that looks hot but doesn't get in your way for your
night with Bella." She brushed a few strands of hair off my forehead, making the
final touches.
I exhaled a self-conscious sigh. "Edward, stop over-thinking things so much!"
She'd said. "You're so damn serious all the time. Just have fun!"
Honestly I didn't know what had come over me; I hadn't primped so much for a
date in years, or been so damn nervous before one. I hadn't seen Bella in a week
since her Thursday spin class was cancelled, and I was buzzing with excitement to
be near her again. I had been stunned to realize how quickly I already wanted more
with her.
I was planning to try not to think about fucking her constantly during the party
like I had all week, jerking off every goddamn day to the memory of her luscious ass
pushed up against me. No, tonight I was really hoping to get her to open up and let
me get to know her better.
Although I really fucking hoped she would be coming home with me, too.
The racket of the subway roared by under my feet and a few seconds later another
group of pedestrians made their way up from the underground stairwell leading out
of the subway station. I saw dark chocolate and my heart leapt into my throat.
There she is.
All the sounds around me stopped, as if I were suddenly in a vacuum. The cars
honking, the voices of people walking by, the clattering of trains underground all
drifted away. There was nothing else.
Just Bella.
The tree I was leaning against was directly behind the exit; she didn't see me. I
watched as she paused at the edge of the stairs, slowly turning her head from side
to side, looking for me. She wasn't nervously searching for my face but rather
stealthily, like a hunter on the prowl tasting the air for my scent.
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She froze as her chin passed over her shoulder and she slowly pivoted around.
Our eyes met, causing sparks of desire to flare through my body. Bella didn't move
at first, and a sudden gust of wind lifted and ruffled her hair, making it flow around
her face. She wore a black floor-length duster jacket and the sharp current of air
forced it to whip madly around her legs.
Bella held my stare and began stalking towards me, giving me time to admire her
costume choice. As she advanced closer I remembered her text from Thursday night.
Do you like black leather and corsets?
The duster hung open, and under it I could see she wore a thick black turtleneck
with a matching laced corset over it. On her legs she wore skin tight leather pants
tucked into knee high boots, silver buckles riding up the sides. Wrapped around
each slender thigh was a holster with a fake pistol strapped inside. With her toned,
curvy body sheathed in slick, shiny leather she looked powerful…and insanely sexy.
Bella stepped right up to the tree I lounged against. Immediately I noticed the
shyness and hesitation she showed at our last date was gone. Instead her lips turned
up into a slow sultry smile. She took in my costume and I inhaled quickly, reveling in
the reappearance of my fix. She smelled like the sweetest dessert I'd ever had; I
wanted to lick every inch ofStop! Don't think about that! Fucking talk to her, douchebag!
"Happy Halloween," I simply said. Smooth, real smooth.
"Same to you! Your costume is really great." I wanted to kiss her. Should I kiss
her? I must have been staring at her like an idiot again because after a few moments
of silence she said, "So, let's get going? It's just two blocks over, right off Riverside
Drive."
We started walking in silence for a few minutes; it was awkward but sweet. We
kept stealing glances at each other like two shy and horny teenagers.
We turned a corner as I gestured towards her costume and asked, "So…Trinity?
From The Matrix?"
Her mouth was suddenly agape in mock horror before dissolving into a smile. She
narrowed her eyes in a teasing glare. "Selene! From Underworld."
"Oh, so you're into all that vampire and werewolf crap?" I taunted.
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She snickered and pursed her lips, feigning annoyance. "Hey Kate Beckinsale is a
real bad ass in that movie, and I'll see anything with Scott Speedman." She sighed.
"I loved him in Felicity."
Bella came to a stop in front of a luxury apartment building. I held open the large
glass door for her and said, "Ahh, Felicity. The My So Called Life for the college
crowd."
She turned to stare at me. "You watched My So Called Life?" she asked,
incredulous.
"I have a twin sister, remember?"
"Well," Bella responded. "I think I'm really going to like her!"
We stepped into a large ostentatious lobby; our costumes making us look
incredibly out of place as we walked across the clean marble floor. The security
guard directed us to the elevator and we rode to the 13th floor. It smoothly slowed
to a stop, opening into the foyer of an apartment. Apparently this guy owned the
entire floor.
It was a large open space, clearly elegant but transformed into a club-like
atmosphere for the party. White and black pillar candles of varying sizes were set in
hurricane vases. Every tabletop and counter was draped in black fabric, adorned by
silver and iron candelabras. Several of the light fixtures had red light bulbs giving
the rooms a crimson glow. A DJ was set up in a corner by a bar spinning Fluke's
"Atom Bomb." It was a bizarre scene to be sure; dozens of people were milling about
dressed as various super heroes and action figures.
Bella took off her coat and the messenger bag she'd had strapped around her body
underneath it, handing it to the coat-check attendant waiting by a closet.
"Isabella, I'm so glad you could make it!" A man with dull, milky-white skin said as
he approached Bella. His chalky complexion and long dark hair went perfectly with
his costume: he was dressed as a very campy Dracula, down to the cape, fake fangs
and red contacts. His eyes tracked down Bella's body and then back to her face.
"Selene?" he asked.
"You've got it," she replied. Her answering smile was broad but it lacked the
sparkle that I noticed usually came to her eyes. I wonder why she's so uneasy
around this guy.
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I wanted to comfort her so I reached around, resting one hand on the small of
Bella's back. Her eyes darted to mine briefly and I was rewarded by the sensation of
her leaning back slightly into my hand.
"I always liked the character Lucian from that movie. He was so…interesting." He
smiled widely at Bella.
There is something really odd about this guy.
"And who is this?" he inquired, looking at me.
"This is Edward, my uh….date." She shifted her weight from one leg to another, a
nervous habit she had that didn't escape my attention. "He's been to a few of my
spin classes. Edward, this is my boss Aro Volturi."
"Edward, it's so wonderful to meet you." He held out one hand to shake mine and
then clasped his other hand around them both. "You can tell so much about a person
from a handshake, don't you think?" Aro asked as his eyes bore into mine.
Okay, this guy is really fucking creepy. I felt as if he was trying to read my
thoughts through my hand, like some bizarre carnival fortune teller.
"Uh, yeah. Sure," I replied. Freak. "So, Dracula….great costume."
I was immediately relieved as he released my fingers from his cold clammy hands.
"Ah yes, well, I know it is your typical Halloween costume, but vampires do so fit the
bill, don't you think?" Bella gave him a nervous head bob in place of a nod. "I hope
you enjoy the party," Aro said as he held his hand out in the direction of the main
room.
We walked away from him, my hand still reassuringly placed on Bella's back.
"Your boss is very odd," I said quietly into her ear, allowing my nose to brush
against her hair and take in another lungful of her scent.
"Yeah,' she began sarcastically. "The people I work with are real-"
"Oh hi Bella!" She was cut off by an inordinately chipper exclamation. It came
from a woman so tiny that she almost looked like a little girl. However she definitely
seemed as if she could hold her own in the white martial arts costume she was
sporting. "I'm so excited to be here!"
She looked at me and stopped for a second; it seemed as if her eyes dilated for a
- 89 -

moment. "Who's this?" she asked, her voice suddenly sultry.
Bella began to answer but I spoke before her. "I'm Edward Cullen, Bella's date," I
answered definitively. "And you are?" I offered her a gentlemanly smile.
She took several seconds before answering me. Is something wrong with this
chick?
"Bree," she said, blinking. "My name's Bree. Actually I'm looking for my own date!
Bella have you seen Jacob?"
Bella looked surprised for a moment but then said, "Um no, I actually haven't-"
"I'm right here," said a voice to my right. Oh great, Man-child is here. Let the
party begin. Wearing a black kung fu uniform, Jacob walked up to Bree and kissed
her cheek, sliding his arm tightly around her waist.
"Jake!" she squealed, in a voice so high-pitched Bella actually leaned back an inch
or two. "We're both wearing Gi's! I bet we could kick anyone's ass at this party!"
She giggled and Jake turned to look directly towards me. "I bet I could," he said
pointedly. What the hell is with this guy?
I took a step towards him but Bella quickly came between us. "Uh, Jake…can I talk
to you for a second?" He never took his eyes off me as he acquiesced, following Bella
a few steps away from us. To stop myself from standing there, stupidly watching
them, I attempted to make small talk with Bree.
"So is that a real martial arts costume?" I asked. I vaguely registered Bree telling
me about the bizarre class she taught as I observed Bella's expression. She seemed
to be having a heated discussion with Jake. Seeing them talk like that made me feel
intensely jealous and insecure, and also like I definitely wanted to rip Man-child's
head off.
I strained to hear parts of their conversation. "I hope you're not just using her to
make me feel-"
"So, what do you do?" Bree asked.
"Uh," I shook my head, trying to focus. "I'm the Business Manager for an
engineering firm."
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"Engineer…like on a train?" she gazed up at me, smiling.
I blinked and stared at her for a moment. "Um, no…" Thankfully I didn't have to
respond to her inane question because Bella and Jake returned to us, tension still
apparent between them. He and I took our date's hands, a testosterone war evident
between us as we both staked our claims. He said nothing, just tugged Bree in the
direction of the dance floor.
"See you later!" Bree said with her eyes still fixed on me as they walked away.
What a moron.
"You know," Bella began as we moved in the opposite direction. "You really
shouldn't do that to people, it's hardly fair."
I was puzzled. "Do what?"
"Dazzle girls like that. Bree looked like she'd forgotten her own name when you
were smiling at her." I looked at Bella, my confusion obvious on my face."Oh come
on! Do you ever look in a mirror? You have to know the affect you have on people."
Dazzle? What the hell does that mean?
"Do I dazzle you?" I asked. Men don't dazzle! No, real men were rugged and…
manly!
"Frequently," she replied. Oh, well in that case, I guess it's ok!
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jacob stealing glances our way while pretending
to listen to Bree.
"Well, you accuse me of dazzling people? Look at poor Jake."
"Jake can kiss my ass!" she snapped angrily. Crap! "I don't like double standards!
I'm here with someone, he's here with someone. He's my friend, and that's all there
is to it!"
Bella huffed out a breath, anger rolling off her in waves. "When we're speaking to
each other, that is."
I definitely did not want to be talking about this and I certainly didn't want her
pissed off within the first hour we were together again. "I'm sorry, I was only
teasing," I said soothingly.
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Reaching my hand up, I put my finger under her chin and tilted her face up to
mine. She seemed to relax a bit, smiling softly and I stroked her cheek with the
backs of my fingers. A soft flush colored her face and I felt myself immediately
harden at the sight of that fucking blush again.
Once again the world around us seemed to disappear as I caressed the flawless
skin of her face. I found myself staring at her pink, full lips. Images of her lips
wrapped around my cock flashed before my…Stop! I've got hours before that
happens…if that happens…
God I really fucking hope that happens.
"Can I get you something?" a voice asked. Without realizing it we had walked right
up to the bar. Not answering at first I waited, looking to Bella for guidance. I didn't
want to get a drink and make her feel bad; I was still so fucking confused over this
not-drinking shit. Was she in A.A. or something? It was driving me mad that so much
of her was still a mystery to me.
She took a breath and stood up a little straighter. "Corona," she declared with a
decisive nod of her head. Huh?
"I thought you didn't drink?"
"Well I'm giving up trying to be good," she announced, smiling wickedly at me.
"I'm going to do what I want for one night."
I smiled back at her, surprised. The duality of her character was truly fascinating
and I was pleased to see that the fearless side of her seemed ready to come out to
play.
"I'll have one too," I told the bartender. At that moment the music switched from
techno to alternative; the heavy guitar riff and crashing drum chords of Stone
Temple Pilot's "Wicked Garden" pounded through the built in speakers that
permeated the entire apartment.
I wanna drink from your naked fountain; I can drown your sorrows.
I'm gonna burn, burn you to life now out of the chains that bind you.
Bella's head lolled backwards and she closed her eyes for a moment. "Oh man, I
love this song!" She turned towards me, suddenly animated and asked, "Doesn't this
music take you back? To a time when everything was just easier and…free?"
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I nodded fervently. "Absolutely!" Her eyes slid shut again as my leg began tapping
to the beat, an involuntary response to the music that seemed to represent my
youth. I couldn't believe that Bella felt the same way about it too.
I wanna run through your wicked garden; heard that's the place to find you.
'Cause I'm alive, so alive now! Out of the dark that blinds you.
"It's just so raw and powerful!" Her eyes fluttered open and she turned to look at
me, her gaze intense. "It reminds me of the summer before the tenth grade. My
mom had just bumped up my curfew and I'd stay out with my friends doing the most
boring shit, but looking back on it now it just seems awesome."
I was enraptured, listening to these little snippets of her past.
"We'd just sit on the curb by the side of the pavement, listening to STP blaring
from someone's car stereo, not a care in the world. That was when I tried Ecstasy
for the first time."
Oh, so that's the kind of trouble she meant.
The server brought us our drinks and Bella reached for hers eagerly, but then
froze, staring at it. She slowly brought the bottle to her lips, hesitant, uncertain.
"Just for one night," she whispered so quietly I almost didn't hear. Bella closed her
eyes as she took a sip, savoring the taste. I stared as she swallowed, watching the
muscles of her throat work as the liquid was seeping down it.
I took a quick drink and pushed the thoughts of her eagerly swallowing other
liquids out of my mind.
"So you did drugs back then?" I asked tentatively, hoping conversation would
distract me from my hard-on.
She lazily reopened her eyes. "I told you I was bad," she responded with a wink.
She quickly tilted her head back and I was shocked to see she'd finished her entire
beer while I was still barely halfway through my own. She slammed the bottle down
on the bar and licked her lips. "I'll have another," she called out to the bartender.
The music moved on to the next track: Sex Type Thing. "This DJ plays two songs
by STP in a row?" Bella mused. "Must be our lucky day!" I groaned as she got into
the music, the single beer she'd ingested clearly beginning to affect her as she
started grinding against me.
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I know you want what's on my mind. I know you like what's on my mind.
I know it eats you up inside. I know, you know, you know, you know.
She turned away so that her back was suggestively rubbing against mine, sliding
her ass down my body and back up again.
Here I come, I come, I come.
The bartender slid her next Corona across the counter top. She grabbed it and
smiled fetchingly at me before walking towards a plush leather couch a few feet
away. I turned away for a second and took a breath, not wanting to walk through the
room with my evident arousal so prominent. The bartender gave me a brotherly nod
of understanding. "I feel your pain, man."
When I rejoined Bella on the couch she'd already gotten halfway through the
second beer and immediately launched into a conversation about her favorite bands
from the nineties. We spent a while talking about some of the greats:Green Day,
Nirvana, Bush, Collective Soul, The Ramones. "Welcome to my nightmare" by Alice
Cooper began to play and Bella crinkled up her nose in response.
"The extent of my knowledge on Alice Cooper is: 'It's pronounced mill-e-wah-que
which is Algonquin for 'the good land.'"
I laughed so loudly I almost snorted my beer. "That movie completely
encapsulates junior high for me," I said. "And now I know you're going to get along
with Emmett as well as Alice since you can quote Wayne's World from memory." I
smiled widely at Bella's responding laugh.
Then I realized I'd never asked her about one of my all time favorite bands. "Hey
did you ever get into the band Líve at all?" I asked her.
Bella looked jarred for a second, and then ignored my question as a server
carrying a tray of hors d'oeuvres asked if we wanted another round. I became
concerned as Bella eagerly accepted, realizing she was starting her third beer in
fifteen minutes. "When's the last time you had anything to drink?" I asked her.
Her drink arrived quickly and Bella thanked the server before knocking back
another heavy pull. She exhaled a long 'ah' after swallowing and replied, "Nineteen
ninety-six."
Whoa.
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At that point I noticed the room was teeming with people laughing, drinking,
dancing and grinding. Voices and music permeated the space around us and it was
getting hard to hear. I suddenly remembered Bella saying she didn't like crowds.
"Do you want to get some air?" I leaned in and practically shouted in her ear. She
look relieved and nodded so I took her hand, leading her through the writhing mass
of bodies and escaping out to the balcony. Thankfully it was empty and the cold air
was a welcome shock.
Bella leaned back against the concrete wall of the terrace, the lights of the New
Jersey skyline glittering behind her. We were quiet for a moment, smiling at each
other when a wicked grin caressed her features.
"Truth or dare?" she asked.
'You've got to be kidding me," I chuckled, shaking my head. There she went again,
taking me by surprise. This girl never did what I expected.
"Truth…or….dare?" she playfully prodded again, smiling sinfully and taking
another sip of her beer. "And we each get one pass."
"Truth," I responded with an embarrassed grin on my lips. Why do I always feel
sixteen around her? I was already ridiculously turned on just from the idea of
playing this adolescent game with her.
"Hmmm…" She tapped the rim of beer bottle against her lower lip. "How old were
you when you lost your virginity?"
"Seventeen. Prom night," I replied honestly. She opened her eyes wide and lifted
her brows in a gesture that seemed to say 'really?' before taking another swig from
the bottle.
"Your turn," I said. "Truth or dare?"
"Truth," she responded. Her tongue darted out to lick a few drops of the beverage
off her lips. I began picturing her slowly licking my body…No! Stop! I tried to think
of a question, anything that would distract me from imagining her mouth on me.
"Where's the craziest place you've had sex?" That's definitely not helping.
She looked out at the horizon, thinking for a moment, and smiled. "Fire escape.
Third floor of my high school in Phoenix."
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A fire escape? Holy God, this girl was adventurous!
"Truth or dare?" She asked without missing a beat. She was biting that damn lip
again, looking sexier than I could stand. Was she insane? She had to know what that
did to me. I was aching to trace the shape of her full lips with my fingertips; to feel
the heat of her breath on my mouth.
"Uhhh, truth," I repeated.
"What's your biggest regret?"
"That's an easy one," I began, kicking the concrete with my boot. "I never did what
I wanted to do with my life."
"What was that?"
"I wanted to be a musician; a classical concert pianist. I had lessons since I was a
kid; recitals, the whole nine. I played guitar in college too," I replied with a sigh. "I
was in a band for a while but I never followed through with it."
I took a quick drink, my voice softening as I mused over my lost passion.
"Sometimes life just doesn't turn out the way you thought it would."
"I loved it when you sang to me last week," Bella said quietly.
I thanked her with a smile. We were both silent for a moment, the levity of the
game temporarily absent.
"I didn't become what I wanted to be either," she admitted softly as she leaned her
elbows on the edge of the railing. "I wanted to study literature, become a professor
or something…but that….it…" Bella trailed off. Her eyebrows pushed together,
creating that V between them again. I watched as she took a deep breath and looked
down at her hands. "That never happened either."
Here it was; the chance to ask her. "Truth or dare?" I asked. She responded with
the former and so I asked the question. "What happened to you? The thing you don't
like to talk about? When you got…hurt?"
She turned away from me, hugging her arms to her chest. I cringed immediately
and ran one my hand awkwardly through my hair. Shit, I shouldn't have asked her
this!
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She remained quiet as the haunting sound of Evanescence's song "Bring Me to
Life" echoed out onto the terrace.
"Pass," she finally said softly.
How can you see into my eyes like open doors?
"I'm sorry, Bella. I shouldn't have said anything about it. I just…you seem like
you're…Fuck!" Why can't I get a damn sentence out? "I just want to know more
about you."
Leading you down into my core where I've become so numb.
"Pass!" she pleaded, still not looking back at me. "I'm changing my answer to
dare."
"Uhhh…" Flustered, I wracked my mind for something, for fucking anything to ask
her to do that would change the tone and make her feel better.
"I dare you to chug the rest of your beer."
I was relieved to hear a tiny laugh from her and she tilted her head back,
swallowing the remaining contents of her drink. The glass bottle clinked against the
concrete as she placed it on the edge of the railing. I moved behind her and took the
empty Corona, placing it on the floor. Bella held perfectly still and I fought to do the
same.
Without warning she turned around to face me again. Our faces were now only
inches away from one another. She licked her lips and looked at me intensely.
"Truth or dare?" It came out as a whisper.
Without a soul, my spirit's sleeping somewhere cold
My heart pounded, my lust-filled stare silently mirrored in her own. "Dare," I
replied.
Until you find it there and lead it back home.
Fire flashed behind her eyes. "Kiss me."
The hot tinge of arousal hung like static in the air between us as I leaned in to put
my arms on either side of her, trapping her body between me and the solid railing of
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the terrace. I was breathing more and more quickly as I moved slowly towards her,
our mouths barely an inch away from one another.
Wake me up inside. Wake me up inside. Call my name and save me from the dark.
The very second my lips touched hers once again I was rocked by the intensity of
my desire. For a moment I pulled away from her, our foreheads still pressed
together and I panted, squeezing my eyes shut.
Bid my blood to run before I come undone. Save me from the nothing I've become.
Desire crackled around us like heat lightning and my lips twitched with the need
to feel her mouth against mine again. She angled her face closer, bringing her face
to mine for another searing kiss. As her lips parted I brushed my tongue lightly
against the tip of hers, dipping it into her mouth and lapping at her teasingly with
every kiss.
Our passion began to build and I brought my hands from gripping the edge of the
terrace, pulling her leather-clad hips to mine and pressed my body hard against
hers. Our kisses deepened, my tongue now fully exploring her mouth and her hands
came up to grab fistfuls of my hair.
By the time we broke away from each other for air the next song had come on. I
registered it in the background but Bella seemed distracted by it. It was another
Evanescence song: "My Immortal."
I pulled back and snickered, "Playing two songs in a row again? This guy really
sucks."
Bella didn't reply; instead she kept looking at the floor.
These wounds won't seem to heal. This pain is just too real.
There's just too much that time cannot erase
"Bella?" She wouldn't meet my eyes but stole a glance inside the glass windows
into the apartment, back at the party.
"Damnit," she hissed under her breath.
When you cried I'd wipe away all of your tears.
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When you'd scream I'd fight away all of your fears.
And I held your hand through all of these years.
But you still have all of me.
I followed her gaze to see Jacob inside staring at us, Bree by his side looking
confused. His jaw was tightly shut, hard lines of heartache visible in his face. He
held a plastic cup in his hand so tightly it looked like he was going to crush it.
I've tried so hard to tell myself that you're gone.
But though you're still with me…I've been alone all along.
So many emotions seemed to cloud over Bella's face like shadows: anger, defiance
and…guilt? I felt her slipping away from me, the reserved side of her taking over
again. No! I couldn't let this happen. We'd come too far in the past two hours,
opened up too much. Whatever the deal was between her and Jake, I couldn't let it
ruin this night for us.
My stomach clenched at the sadness that radiated from her expression. She sent a
pleading look in Jake's direction, then shook her head and stared at the floor. I
cupped her face in my hands, forcing her attention back to me.
"Get me out of here," she breathed in a still, small voice, strained with a pain I
couldn't understand. "Please?"
"Come home with me," I whispered, placing a soft kiss on her lips.
She looked down at the ground again, but nodded vehemently. I put an arm
protectively around her, leading her back inside and through the party,
maneuvering us carefully so as to avoid any further confrontation with Jake. I
retrieved her coat from the attendant quickly as Bella stood nervously by the
elevator, her foot tapping violently.
As soon as we were safely in a cab she put her head on my chest and I wrapped
my arms around her. I could feel her heart pounding, a frantic bird trying to escape
a steel cage. We rode in silence and I kissed her forehead, feeling her relax and sink
further into my embrace.
After exiting the taxi I took Bella's hand in mine and walked her swiftly into the
building. She clung to me as we rode up the sixty-three floors but definitely seemed
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calmer now.
I unlocked the front door to my dark apartment and started to turn on the lights
but Bella put her hand over mine, stopping me. In my dark hallway, she pulled off
her heavy boots and coat. Barefoot, she padded softly on my hardwood floors
straight to the picture window in my bedroom.
I shed my leather jacket and shoes as well before following silently behind her,
watching as she looked outside. I always kept my curtains open; I enjoyed the way
the city lights illuminated the apartment. The glow of Times Square silhouetted her
body as she gazed out the window.
I took a breath; the room seemed flooded by her enticing scent. I needed to touch
her and I couldn't wait another fucking second.
I came up behind her and put my hands on her hips again, pulling her ass against
me. Bella moaned quietly and sank back alongside my body. She started rocking
back against my now painful erection, reaching her hands up to tangle through my
hair once again and gripping it roughly.
God I hope I get to find out if she likes that as much as I do.
"You are so fucking sexy," I whispered into her ear and lowered my lips to the
smooth column of her neck. I felt her shiver as I placed an open-mouthed kiss on her
skin, tasting the gooseflesh as it rose to the surface.
When I wrapped my arms around her waist her hands came over mine, lightly
tracing her fingertips over my arms. We rocked together like that for a moment; the
only sound our labored breathing. Bella then lowered her arms and slid them
between our bodies, running her hands down my thighs. I groaned in anticipation,
waiting for her touch but was surprised when she flattened her palms against my
hips and pushed me forcefully away.
Confused, I released her and immediately took a step back. "Bella, I'm sorry. Fuck,
I'm an idiot! I know you've had a lot to drink tonight. I shouldn't just assume you
want to…." I babbled, not sure if I was making any sense. "I don't want to seem like
I'm taking advantage of you or anything."
She turned around, her pointer finger over her lips as she stopped me with a quiet
"Shhh." Under her finger, her lips curled up in the most provocative smile.
Bella then placed her hands on my chest and traced the contours of my torso. I
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closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of her fingertips tracing lazy figure eights
over my body, but opened them quickly when I felt her gently shove me again. This
time she walked me backwards, her fingertips on my chest until the backs of my
knees hit the bed. With a devilish look in her eyes she pushed me down until I was
sitting, staring up at her.
Bella then backed away until she was standing against the wall across from the
bed, which was bare except for a large mirror. My breath caught in my throat as I
watched her begin to unlace the corset. She slowly pulled away one strand after
another until it was completely undone and it fell to her feet.
"Bella," I murmured as I watched her. It was getting impossible to sit there and
watch; I wanted to touch her so badly.
She shook her head and pressed her finger against her lips once more. Her
fingertips danced around the hem of her shirt, giving me glimpses of pale, smooth
flesh. She turned around to face the wall and then pulled the turtleneck over her
head. I groaned as she gave me a sly glance over her shoulder. The darkness of the
room surrounded her in shadow, the barest of light from the window playing off the
smooth planes of her back.
Bella slowly turned around, clad now only in her leather pants and a black bra,
her breasts spilling tantalizingly over the top of the lacey fabric. I licked my lips and
dug my fingers into the bed as I watched her press herself demurely against the
wall, her arms held captive behind her. She looked up at me seductively from under
her lashes.
I paused, struck by a memory for a moment; a sudden case of déjà vu. Why does
this seem so damn familiar? But before I could finish the thought she bit that damn
lip again and I was lost.
Jumping from bed I took two quick steps toward her and pulled her to me, cupping
her face roughly in my hands and crushing her lips to mine. I reached down and
roughly pulled her arms from behind her, lifting them above her head. Taking both
her wrists in one hand I held them tightly together against the wall.
As I kissed her neck roughly, biting, sucking, I used my free hand to place the
lightest of caresses over the satiny skin of her breast. The kittenish sound that
escaped Bella nearly had me undone right then and there. I gently squeezed her
breast and stroked my thumb over her taut nipple through her bra before moving
lower, tracing my middle finger down the strong lines of her toned abs. She gasped
as I pushed my palm against her belly and slid my hand under the tight waistband of
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her pants.
I slipped my fingers under what had to be matching lace panties and groaned as I
was met with searing heat and a narrow strip of soft curls. I parted her soft folds
and began slowly stroking the swollen, sensitive skin. Her fingers, still captured
above her head, twisted into tight fists. I freed her hands and they immediately slid
down my back, grabbing my ass.
Her hips bucked and rolled with the movements of my hand. I stilled my caresses
and when an agonized whimper escaped her, pushed the heel of my palm against
her pubic bone. A breathy moan escaped her lips and I was overcome by a ravenous
wave of desire. Her eyes flew open to mine and I growled at her.
I wanted to claim both sides of her.
I wanted to bring out that tantalizing blush and make her shy side wild and
uninhibited.
I wanted to dominate her ferocity; to tame her wild side and drink in her
submission.
Frantic anticipation coursed through me as I rapidly pulled my hand out of her
panties. I picked her up, wrapping her legs around my waist and kissed her as I
carried her to the bed. I placed her down and she grabbed a fistful of my shirt,
trying to yank it off me. I did the job for her, pulling it over my head and we both
started ripping our clothes off until there was nothing left but skin.
She then uttered the first words she said since we'd gotten here, "God, I've never
wanted anyone so much." It came out as a moan. Her eyes were wild with lust as she
crawled backwards on the bed. I climbed onto it too, creeping after her on my hands
and knees. She lay back on my pillows and I felt like I'd been fantasizing about this
for years instead of weeks. I was positively fucking aching to be inside her.
Condoms! Crap.
"Bella are you…I've been tested…do I need…?" I trailed off but she shook her
head.
"I'm clean, I'm on the pill. Please, please fuck me," she begged as she reached up
and ghosted her fingers over my rigid flesh in a feather-light caress. The sensation
caused me to inhale a sharp hiss through my teeth.
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I bent down to kiss her, our tongues warring as she lay waiting, her legs spread
beneath me. Positioning myself at her entrance, I slipped just the tip of my cock
inside her tight, wet heat. Her body arched into the feeling as I pushed into her with
shallow strokes.
My arms shook with restraint as I held back from thrusting all the way into her. If
I did that, I'd be done in seconds. Instead I slid slowly inside, devastatingly slow,
inch by inch.
"Ohhh God, please Edward! Please give me more!" Bella cried out, winding one of
her hands into my hair while fisting the comforter with the other. She arched her
head backwards into the pillow and sank her teeth into her lower lip.
I grew impossibly harder as I watched her. "Fuck, you don't know what it fucking
does to me when you bite your lip like that," I said breathlessly as I began moving
slowly all the way in, then dragging myself out at the same teasing pace. "Can you
feel what you're doing to me? Oh god…"
She feels so fucking good!
She was unbearably tight and so fucking wet. I buried my face in her neck,
listening to her moan and gasp as I drove into her over and over again. I knew I
wasn't going to last much longer. I scooped my arms underneath her back and rolled
us over so she was on top, letting her control the pace.
Her thighs were slick with sweat and slid along mine as she started to ride me.
She reached down and pulled my hands up, placing them on her hips. I felt her
trembling as she ground against me. "Please…" Bella whimpered.
"Please what?" I asked. She rose up and sank down on me harder making me
moan with pleasure. "Fuck, Bella…tell me what you need."
"Please….please touch me," she begged. I moved one hand from her hips down to
her clit and ran my thumb over it in tight circular motions.
"Oh, God!" She gasped and shuddered loudly as her movements became more
frenzied, and I felt her walls begin to tighten. Her thighs clenched and she reached
both hands behind her, digging her nails into my legs.
She was so close and I was hanging by a thread, closer to exploding every time
she thrust downwards.
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"Bella," I groaned, my fingers stroking her clit faster. "You're gonna make me cum
so fucking hard."
"Edward…ohh…God!" Bella came apart above me, her beautiful body shuddering
as she screamed with pleasure, wild and writhing.
"God, Bella! Oh…Fuck!" I crashed over the edge too and exploded inside her,
gripping her tightly with the hand still wrapped around her waist. It would probably
leave bruises later but I couldn't find it in me to care and apparently neither did she.
We both slowly came down from our orgasms and her body slumped down over
mine, spent. She panted into my chest and I ran my palms over her sweaty back.
After a few moments, Bella climbed off my body and curled up in bed next to me. A
tired smile appeared on her lips as she whispered a quiet, "Thank you."
Moments later she was asleep. It had been ages since a woman had slept in my
bed but I knew as I wrapped my arms around her, spooning her naked body, that it
would be ages before I wanted anyone else in it again. If ever.

As the first rays of dawn crept through my window my eyes fluttered open. Bella
was still asleep next to me, my white sheets barely covering the soft curve of her
rear. She was lying half on her side, her left leg straight out under her and her right
bent at the knee. My hands itched to caress the soft, naked skin of her back. Her
dark hair was splayed out over her face and neck; I softly pulled it away and nuzzled
her cheek.
The sun lit up her creamy skin, giving it an ethereal glow. Her sleeping face was
so peaceful; she looked angelic with her hands tucked under her chin. I ran my
fingertips down her back tracing lazy figure eights, hoping to wake her gently,
slowly. She began to stir and I smiled devilishly, anticipating a morning filled with
more of her soft cries and panting moans.
Her body suddenly shuddered; her eyes pinched shut and a strangled sound came
from deep within her throat, an utterance that was not at all pleasurable. My fingers
paused on the small of her back and I cocked my head to the side, listening, waiting.
She trembled again. Her shoulders hunched forward as she began to curl in on
herself. She began whimpering and her legs slowly came in towards her belly as she
moved into the fetal position. Her hands began gripping the pillowcase in tight fists.
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"Bella, what's wrong?" What the hell is going on? Is she in pain?
"God, please don't!" she whispered anxiously. No, she must be having a
nightmare.
My hand flew to her shoulder and shook her gently. "Bella! Bella it's just a dream.
You're ok!"
"No!" she wailed. Her body arched in an awkward position, twisting away from the
terrors in her dream. She began panting loudly; beads of sweat were pooling on her
forehead as she continued to writhe against the sheets.
Shit! What the hell should I do?
"Bella!" I frantically shouted her name, hoping to rouse her without frightening
her more than thesubconscious demon which seemed hell-bent on destroying her. I
squeezed her shoulder and tried to pull her towards me.
"Stop it!" she tried to wrench free of my hands. "Jake! Help me! God, please make
him stop!"
Jake? What theSuddenly Bella began screaming loud, panic-filled cries. This time I used all my
strength and wrenched her struggling body against mine. She cried out in pain,
pushing back against my chest with her fists, but I slipped my left arm underneath
and around her back to stop her. I gripped her shoulder tightly, crushing her to me.
With my free hand I cupped her cheek roughly. "Bella!" I yelled. "Wake up!"
With a gasp her eyes flew open. She shot upright in the bed and shrank away from
me, clutching the sheets to her chest. I watched helplessly as Bella shifted her body
around so she was gripping her knees, pulling them tight against her chest. Her
breathing erratic, she gasped and coughed as her hair fell forward, hiding her face.
Her shudders turned to soft cries at first, then wracking sobs. I sat up quickly and
tried to wrap my arms around her, but she jerked away from me, shuddering.
She looked at me in embarrassed shock. Her eyes darted around the room as she
seemed to be getting her bearings; she looked as if she couldn't figure out where
she was or how to bring her mind to the present, out of her nightmare. She looked
down at her hands and squeezed her eyes shut. "Oh my god," she whispered.
"Are you ok?" I asked tentatively. Please Bella, look at me!
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Swiftly the sheets flew off her. I caught a glimpse of her naked body as she
jumped from the bed, grabbing her clothes. "I have to go!" she spat out.
I quickly sat up on my knees in bed and crawled out of it behind her, reaching for
her. She was desperately trying to tug her panties up her legs, tripping over herself
in the process. As soon as my fingers touched her arm, she gasped and flinched as if
I'd burned her. A sinking feeling of nausea in my stomach, I pulled my hand back
into a fist by my side and watched. I said nothing, my heart pounding in my chest as
Bella hastily threw on the turtleneck and pants, balling up the rest of her costume in
her arms. Tears still spilled down her cheek.
For what seemed like an age, but was in reality only a second, she paused and
stared at me. Even in this state of fear and shock I was awed by her beauty. I
wanted to hold her, soothe her…do anything to try to help her, but I was so confused
and worried that my arms hung limply at my sides.
"I'm sorry," Bella uttered softly, another tear slipping down her perfect cheek. She
turned away and hurried out the apartment, the slamming of my front door a loud
and painful sound, reverberating in my chest.
I stared in the direction of the front entrance after her.
What the fuck just happened?

Here's the link to this chap's playlist - all the songs mentioned as well as a few
others I threw in for fun: www dot playlist dot com/playlist/19791131659
Ok there you have it, my very first lemon! My cherry is popped - hope you all are
gentle with your reviews! ;) Please, please, please let me know what you thought of
it!
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Chapter 8: Selling the Drama
BPOV
October 1996.
The music pounded, the crowd surged around us and he was pushed closer
against me. I was trapped between his scorching body and the cold wall. His kisses
left me lightheaded, as if his mouth released some kind of drug specifically designed
just for me. Even when we broke for air his very presence seemed to keep me
completely intoxicated and I panted, snapping my teeth.
The hand that had held a fistful of my hair now moved down to my shoulder as he
wrapped his long fingers around the collar of my jacket and roughly pulled it down.
The thin bands of my dress and camisole were wrenched down along with it,
exposing my shoulder to the chill of the room. I angled my head away, giving him
better access, inviting him in.
Without warning I felt his teeth scratch the tender junction of my neck and
shoulder, his tongue sliding over where his teeth had grazed, finally sucking my
flesh into his mouth. My head fell backwards as heat flashed down my body, settling
between my legs. I whimpered, only to hear him chuckle softly, then kissing and
nuzzling against the tender skin with the tip of his nose.
When his lips met mine once again we kissed gently, chastely. But then I pulled
back and gently licked his bottom lip with my tongue, lapping at him like a cat. His
hand returned to the back of my neck and pulled me towards him. I swear I felt him
tremble as I slid my tongue into his mouth.
As he licked my tongue with his, searching, coaxing his way into my mouth, I felt
his hands gently slide under my dress, running along my leggings. His fingers
danced over the edge of my panties, touching the lacy edge through the fabric of my
pants, and then gripped my ass, tender and demanding all at once. He pushed my
hips against his and I shook as my center made contact with his intensely hard
erection, straining through the denim.
I couldn't take another second; I had to have more. I wanted him to take me
somewhere, anywhere other than here, and I needed it now. I pulled back and
smiled at him, giving him a wink.
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I slipped away from him, but something deep inside me told me he would follow. I
turned around and didn't look back as I made my way through the crowd, stepping
out of the arena and into the main hallway. There were people everywhere so I
slowly turned down another one, perpendicular to the entrance. It was darker,
emptier. I had to find a quiet spot for me and my stranger.
I didn't need to turn around and look to see if he pursued; I felt him shadowing
me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up on end with excitement.
I felt like an animal, relying only on instinct, trusting my senses. I loped down the
hall on the balls of my feet, my footsteps silent on the grey cement floor. I paused
halfway down the corridor; the music of the concert was muffled by distance and
thick cinderblock walls, painted red and white. Still I could hear the muted words of
one of Líve's older songs, "Operation Spirit."
Heard a lot of talk about my spirit, heard a lot of talk about my soul.
But I decided that anxiety and pain were better friends… so I let it go.
I looked over my shoulder slightly and saw the outline of a figure a few dozen
yards behind me. He ducked into an alcove, hiding.
Oh so we're playing that way now, are we?
I moved again, practically skipping now, giddy with our game of cat and mouse.
Moving farther down into the hallway, I hid next to a large glass cabinet filled with
R.P.I. sports team trophies. I peeked out from behind it, leaning my head forward
just slightly and saw a limb quickly disappear out of sight. I giggled, my skin tingling
with anticipation. I was overtaken with craving, luring him down into the dark, quiet
corners that waited for us.
I ran down to the farthest end; all that was there was a padlocked exit to the field
outside and vacant restrooms. Facing the wall, I stopped. I waited.
There was movement behind me. I inhaled a deep breath, letting my lungs fill up
with his scent.
That scent is all…wrong!
There was the sound of heavy breathing behind me, but no sweet aroma of
sandalwood and musk. I turned around.
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No crystal-jade eyes. No mussed bronze locks.
Instead there was a blonde ponytail; stringy, greasy strands. A beat-up leather
jacket. Sallow skin. Eyes sunken into his face.
In the arena, I could hear Líve playing "Top."
Pick me up and put me on the ground.
Set me up and spin me all around.
No, you are not the one I wish to see.
We stared at each other for a long moment. Then he smiled.
"You're not very smart are you?" he sneered at me.
"Fuck off, man. I came down here to meet someone." There was bravery in my
voice but inside I was shaking.
"That guy you were all over in the arena?" he asked, frowning. He stood only a few
feet away from me, his arms folded. "Is he your boyfriend?"
"What's it to you?" I spat, speaking with more courage than I felt.
"That's what I thought." He must have heard the lack of conviction in my voice.
Chuckling, he looked at the floor before bringing his eyes back up to mine. He took a
step closer, his smile ominous. "I figured a girl like you would be in the habit of
making out with strangers."
The comment made the air in my lungs freeze. All my senses blared a warning at
me: Not good, not good! Move! MOVE!
"Whatever, I'm outta here," I said. My need for self preservation kicked into high
gear and I started to move forward. I attempted to side-step him but every move I
made he mirrored. Feint, parry.
"Get the hell away from me, man."
I started to walk abruptly past him, but my senses felt suddenly dulled, my
reaction time slowed. I saw his arms shoot out in slow motion, one snaking around
my waist while the other wrapped itself around my chest, turning me backwards so I
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was trapped against him.
"I give you some of my best shit, and rolling papers on the house….and this is how
you repay me?" he snarled, a furious whisper into my ear. "I thought that was
motivation for you to come back to me later."
"I'm not interested," I ground out, tremors cascading down my arms, into my
stomach. My legs felt like they were made of jelly. He spun me around and gripped
me angrily by the shoulders, his bony fingers digging into me.
"You think he really wants you?" he asked as his beady eyes sent daggers into
mine. "A guy like that is just slumming. You're nothing." His words burned, singed a
wound deep inside me.
"I saw him. What would he want with you? Other than getting some cheap thrills
at a concert." The dealer let out an evil snicker as he watched my reaction to his
words.
Tears started to pool in my eyes. I tried to fight them back, but a lone teardrop ran
over and slid down my cheek. He knew the right words to say, everything that would
slice into me and make me weak.
"Yes, you're nothing but a common, strung-out slut. Just a wasted little whore!" He
hissed the poisonous words in a smooth whisper.
My entire body clenched in reaction and I turned my face away from him. No!That
may have been me last year, the year before, but not anymore. Not now! I looked at
the floor, not meeting his eyes. I wouldn't.
In the background, "Iris" played.
But the beauty of this vision alone just like yesterday's sunset
Has been perverted by the sentimental and mistaken for love.
I tried to twist out of his grip but his fingers sank deeper into my flesh and I
winced at the pain. He smiled in reaction, enjoying my distress.
"It's a shame though, really," he said, releasing me abruptly. The movement
rattled my neck with whiplash as he took a step backwards. "Maybe if I hadn't seen
you two; how your lips moved together…how your body ground against his." A
leering smile slithered across his lips. "Maybe if I hadn't seen that, I wouldn't have
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cared."
I met his eyes again; they were black. He was hungry and my fear would feed his
appetite. I stayed mute, every muscle in my body burned with a need to flee but I
couldn't; I was frozen solid, held to the ground.
"I guess you shouldn't have been so….reckless. But fair's fair. It shouldn't be a
problem now for you do me the same…honor." The walls began to shrink in on me;
in that one horrifying moment I realized what he wanted. And I would never, ever do
it. Not after tonight. My lips belonged to my stranger now; they were his alone.
I looked back into the dealer's deadly stare. I clenched my jaw and narrowed my
eyes. "Not…a chance…in…hell." I said it evenly, slowly, enunciating every word.
He glared at my defiance. His ashen skin looked practically green under the
fluorescent light. "Well then," he began. I watched as his nostrils flared and he
licked his lips. Chills ran down from the crown of my head to the back of my heels.
He seemed to arch backwards, as if he were moving into a feral crouch. "Go ahead.
Try to outrun me," he said maliciously. "I like a good chase."
My eyes flickered to the right and left; if I ran fast enough, I might be able to
escape. Adrenaline coursed through my system, making my ears ring. Forcing my
legs to move, I sprinted past him. My breath came out in shudders and my heart
thundered in my chest as I tried to run down the hallway.
Fluorescent lights flashed overhead every few feet, lines in the ceiling arcing
overhead like ladders I couldn't cross. Energy pulsed in my legs but they felt
immensely heavy; I knew I couldn't move fast enough.
I heard my attacker cackle and before I knew it he was next to me, slamming my
body against the wall. My head banged against the cinderblocks and I cried out. His
hands came up in fists and ripped my leather jacket off me, yanking it down and
throwing it on the floor as I tried to struggle away.
Both his sweaty palms came across my breastbone, immobilizing me. His
atrocious breath blew out in waves over my face and I wretched at the scent. He
moved in closer; I could see how thin and chapped his lips were as he tried to kiss
me. My hands were free enough to move so I reached up and raked my nails against
his face, scratching him with all my strength. He grunted in pain and pulled back,
giving me enough space to move.
I fled back down the direction we'd come from, panic flying through me. My heart
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leapt into my chest when I remembered the ladies' rest room. I threw the door open
and ran inside. Please let the door lock; please let it fucking lock! I squeezed my
eyes shut in despair when I saw it didn't.
I heard the door begin to creak open and threw myself against it, leaning with all
my weight but he was stronger. He shoved it open and it slammed against the tiled
wall with a hard thwack, forcing me further into the room. I look over my shoulder
as I paced backwards and saw a window, but there was no way I would be able to
open it fast enough to get away from him. I was trapped.
I wanted to scream for help. My head spun as I imagined my beautiful stranger,
only a few minutes late, coming down the hallway to find me. Where is he? Why
hasn't he come after me?
"Brave aren't you?" my attacker said as he slid towards me like a snake.
I looked around the room, desperately searching for some kind of weapon,
anything I could use to defend myself, but there was nothing. I tried another
approach. "Please don't," I pleaded with him.
"Mmmmmm." He closed his eyes as he smiled widely and inhaled my terror. "I
love the sound of begging. Do it again."
I could hear the eerie chords of "Stage" playing; the soundtrack to my nightmare.
Ooooooooooh…Come to this, I can't come to you.
Don't do this!
Wake me up tonight.
My heart pounded with the rhythm of the haunting melody. He stepped forward
again, aggressively this time. "You smell so good when you're afraid; I can't wait to
get a taste." I stared at him in horror; his face was mangled, angry, repulsive.
Vicious.
He walked me backwards until I felt the chill of the window behind me. Both of his
hands gripped my face, his nails dug into the back of my head. He trailed one hand
down, his strangely cool fingertips tracing my throat. I shuddered at his touch and
somehow found the strength to rip his fingers away. "Get the hell off me!"
I had a second's notice to see his hand pull away, steeling myself for the blow as it
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came back against my face in a stinging slap. I spat in his face in retaliation,
watching the spittle drip across the scratch marks I'd made on his cheek. "You say
I'm nothing? Look at you. You're just some burn-out hanging around a concert,
dealing to kids. You're a fucking loser."
He said nothing, but his lips pulled back into a smile; a contortion of glistening
teeth. His arms pulled back. I looked down, confused. Is he letting me go?
Before I had time to react, his arms whipped forward and a crushing blow struck
my chest, forcing me backwards. I heard a crunch as my head bashed into the
window. Glass shattered, splintering on the floor beside me and I felt a sharp rip
across my scalp where the glass cut into it.
I slid down onto the floor, too stunned to feel the pain. A warm, sticky, dampness
began to seep through my hair. Tears mingled with it, streaming down my face.
Desperate, terrified thoughts began to fly through my mind.
My stranger isn't coming for me, he's right. It wasn't special, just a grope in the
darkness.
"You know, I'm a little disappointed. I expected you to be a much greater
challenge." My attacker walked around my body, observing me slowly.
Blood began soaking my dress, dripping on linoleum floor. The smell twisted my
stomach.
I'm a fool for thinking he'd follow me down this hallway.
I tried to scramble onto my hands and knees. My head was pounding as I began
crawling towards the door. I couldn't see, couldn't breathe. Nausea and dizziness
began to overwhelm me.
God, if I live through this I swear I won't drink or do drugs ever again. I won't ever
do anything stupid or reckless again in my life, I promise!
My arms couldn't hold my body up and my legs grew limp behind me. I turned on
my side and looked up at the dealer. He cocked his head to the side. "Now, I have to
make sure you can't go anywhere, so, before we begin…"
I watched as he came over me in slow motion, raising his right leg. His foot
slammed down in a ferocious stomp to the side of my knee. I heard the sickening
snap of broken bones as he dislocated my leg; I collapsed on the cold floor in
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excruciating pain. A piercing scream of agony echoed across the walls. It took me a
second to realize it was mine.
He knelt down over me and wrenched my body so I was flat on my back, causing
me to shriek as the pain in my knee flared sickeningly. I felt myself going numb as
he yanked my dress up from over my legs. All sound stopped as I heard the sound of
metal catching; he was slowly pulling the zipper of his pants down. It was the single
most menacing thing I'd ever heard.
There was more music in the background; Líve was doing an encore of "Selling
the Drama." I wasn't certain if they were actually replaying it, or if the words were
just echoing in my head.
Hey, now we won't be raped.
Hey, hey. Now we won't be scarred like that.
Hey, now we won't be raped.
Hey, hey. Now we won't be scarred like that.
"No!" I wailed. My body arched in an awkward position, twisting away from him.
"Stop it!" I tried to beat at his chest with my fists. I would not close my eyes and
allow this to happen! I refused to prepare myself for what seemed to be inevitable.
He flipped me over and held me down, pinning my forearms against the cold, hard
floor, but his feet began to skid in the trail of my blood.
Suddenly I heard a voice outside the door. "Bella?"
Jake!
"Jake! Help me! God, please make him stop!"
I heard a crash in the hallway; the sound of glass breaking reverberated into the
restroom. The distraction was enough that I was able to kick my attacker off me
with my one good leg. I began to pull myself forward and crawl away on my arms,
dragging my broken leg behind me as the bathroom door flew open. Jake held a
large, heavy trophy from one of the hallway display cases in his hand. "Get the fuck
away from her!" he growled.
In a flash they were both behind me, out of my line of sight. They were grunting as
they fought, slamming one another against the bathroom stalls. I froze and held my
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breath as heard a sickening thud followed by the sound of a body falling against the
floor.
"Bella! Are you all right?" It was Jake's voice. Not the dealer's. Jake's sweet,
soothing voice.
I closed my eyes in relief as I felt myself being lifted into his arms, cradled against
his chest. It felt like I was floating. My consciousness began slipping. The pain was
dulled by a cold, heavy sleepiness seeping through my body.
Jake spoke to me but it sounded like the words were coming from underwater;
hollow, tinny and far away. "You're safe, now. I've got you, Bells."

I rose to consciousness with the sensation of my eyelids being pulled open; orbs of
harsh, bright light shone into my eyes.
Voices swam around me. Flickering red lights flashed like a strange disco.
"She's waking up." An extremely bright light was shining in my eyes. It was sharp,
painful. I felt my eyelids being pulled open. Clumsily I found my hands to push away
the source of the light.
"Get away from me!" I croaked. I was hoarse, my throat hurt, my voice raspy.
My leg twitched and I screamed in agony. I tried to sit up and reach for it but I
couldn't; I was strapped to something from the waist down. Sitting up too fast made
a sickening wave of dizziness wash over me.
A strong hand put pressure on my shoulder, pulling me back down, prone. I
registered that I was getting lifted up from the ground into a vehicle. It was a
shockingly bright white inside. The smell of antiseptic burned my nostrils.
I heard a voice saying, "She's really out of it. Are there drugs in her system?"
A hesitant response, "I don't know…" I knew that voice. I tried to pry my eyes
open but my lids were too heavy. My entire body ached. I was disoriented, numb. I
reached my hands to my face, my fingers brushing against stickiness on my cheek
and temple.
"Jake…?" I moaned, terrified. I was jarred as two heavy doors closed behind me,
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fists pounding on the door twice in quick succession. Piercing sirens began to wail
through the air.
"I'm here, Bells."
"What happened to me?" I sobbed.
"You've got a fractured leg, and they think some tendons were torn too." He
paused, his voice breaking. "There's some broken ribs, cracks in your skull, bruises
covering every inch of skin. You've lost a lot of blood; they're going to have to give
you some transfusions."
"Everything hurts…" It was too hard to stay awake. I felt myself getting pulled
under.
"Don't worry Bella, it's ok. You're safe."
I registered the sensation of him tracing his fingers across my forehead. Every
part of my body hurt so much that even the gentlest of touches made me wince. "I
can't believe I let this happen to you."
Sleepy. I was so damn sleepy.
"Sorry Jake," I mumbled. "So…sorry."
I drifted into blackness.

November 2009.
Sunday.
I ran out of Edward's apartment and slammed the door behind me so hard it
shook. I dropped my boots to the floor and hopped into them one by one, pulling
them up with one hand as the other frantically pushed the elevator button.
I am so freaking humiliated! I can't believe I just did that!
The night had been perfect and I'd ruined it. After a night of unbelievable sex I'd
woken up screaming in Edward's bed. My corset tumbled out of my arms as I tried
to buckle my shoes one-handed, keeping my costume balled up in the crook of my
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arm. The elevator door opened and I rushed in, slamming my fist on the 'lobby'
button.
Once the door rolled closed I breathed out a sigh and squeezed my eyes shut. I
was safe from questions, probing glances and looks of confusion that would surely
have graced Edward's beautiful face if I'd stayed. Looks that were most likely on his
face right now. I leaned my head back on the elevator wall, feeling the unfamiliar
pounding headache of a hangover.
I made such a fool of myself. Why the hell did I have to drink?
My stomach twisted as I remembered my behavior last night at the Halloween
party. I'd been so damn nervous and I knew it would take the edge off. He was so
curious about my sudden change, drinking with abandon when I'd been so obviously
opposed to it before, but I could tell he liked this free side of me. I didn't want to
seem like such a stick-in-the-mud again; I wanted to have fun!
With a wince I remembered where having that kind of "fun" had gotten me before.
Usually my night terrors were little snippets, but in this particular one it came
back more than usual. I was pretty sure I'd been completely twisted up in Edward's
sheets when I woke up. At first I didn't know where I was, didn't recognize the voice
that was attempting to soothe me. It wasn't Jake's; the voice I'd been used to
hearing all the years, the voice that had calmed me from the very moment it
happened. As soon as I realized what I had done I couldn't fight back the urge to
flee.
The elevator opened into the lobby. It was early on a Sunday morning and while
there weren't many people around, the few who were there looked at me strangely. I
wasn't surprised; I must have looked insane. The mirrored walls reflected back at
me an image of a woman dressed in all black, dark mascara smudged under my
eyes, my hair wild and unkempt.
I rounded my shoulders and hunched into myself, gripping my costume tightly as I
raced through the vestibule, pushing open the glass door to the wicked chill of
November. My cell phone vibrated in my pocket as I trudged down the street,
bracing my body against the winds that whipped my face. I was pretty sure it was
Edward, but I couldn't talk to him now, I just couldn't.
Pushing my way through a crowd of Asian tourists, I rushed down the steps into
the Port Authority subway station. Digging through my messenger bag for my Metro
card, I ran it through and pushed through the turnstile, stepping into the labyrinth
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of underground tunnels. When I finally made it onto an E line subway car, I
collapsed onto a slippery orange chair, and closed my eyes.
The memory of my nightmare began to fade. When I was conscious I could never
clearly remember all the details of my assault. The head trauma protected me from
it; it all remained locked in my subconscious, coming out to torture me at night, a
monster in the dark taunting a little girl.
"You have to deal with this, Bella." Dr. Clearwater's words echoed in my mind.
"You can keep working out, you can keep getting stronger, but until you deal with
the pain of this your night terrors will not go away."
She was right; I had always known she was. But dealing with that night remained
to this day as difficult as it was fourteen years ago. In session after session, Dr.
Clearwater had tried to get me to forgive myself for intentionally walking down that
dark, deserted hallway. She had attempted to make me see that there was no way I
could have known the dealer, who I found out later was named James Hunter, would
follow me, but I still blamed myself. My wild and irresponsible desire to mess around
with a stranger had nearly killed me, ruining me for the future in college I'd tried so
hard to build.
My eyes remained closed as I remembered the sensation of my stranger's soft lips
on mine, the memory streaking through my waking mind like a ghost. To this day I
still couldn't recall his face; I strained to picture it, but shuddered at the memory
and pushed it away.
I didn't want to remember him.
When the subway finally roared close to the Queens Boulevard stop I unwrapped
my trench coat from the ball I'd rolled it up into and slipped it over my arms. I
tucked the rest of my costume in my bag and stepped out onto the street, walking
the few blocks to Jake and my apartment.
I climbed the steps up to our floor and slipped the key into the lock. As I pushed
the door open, I saw two figures on the couch; Jake and Bree wrapped around each
other, kissing passionately. They both looked up at the same time as I froze at the
door. Bree bolted off the couch, half naked in only a tank top and panties, running
into Jake's room.
"I'm sorry!" I blurted out, flustered, and slammed the door shut. My cheeks
burned with embarrassment for a second time that morning. I ran back down the
three flights of steps, hearing Jake yelling out my name behind me.
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Sprinting back outside, I began walking down the street. Jake called out my name
again, but I didn't turn around. I heard his footsteps as he jogged to catch up with
me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw his brow furrow as he took in my appearance;
I'd forgotten that I still looked like such a mess. "Bella, what the hell happened to
you?"
"Nothing, I'm fine." I lied. "I'm sorry I walked in on you."
He took my hand, forcing me to a halt. "Bella…it doesn't matter. Tell me what
happened." His eyes were serious as he gazed at me sternly.
I sighed in defeat. "I had a nightmare at Edward's place. I woke up…like I usually
do. I freaked out and bolted."
The sound of children's laughter distracted me. We'd walked up to a small park
with a playground. Jake kept my hand held tightly in his and led me to a wooden
bench a few feet away.
I shivered in my thin coat and Jake began to take off the sweatshirt he'd thrown on
before chasing me down the steps, but I stopped him, shaking my head. We sat in
silence for a few and watched the children play. A little boy, no older than seven or
eight years old pushed a girl on a swing. She giggled, saying, "Higher, higher!" over
and over again.
I heard Jake inhale. "Bella, do you know what my tribal name is?" Confused at
what seemed like a random question, I shook my head. "When I was six years old,
just before your first visit to Forks, Billy and the tribal chiefs sent me out on my first
vision quest, looking for my spirit guide."
I turned to face him, listening to what had to be the first story he'd never told me
about himself. He continued to talk as he watched the children. "I roamed around
the forest near the Rez and saw an image darting through the trees: It was a wolf.
When I got back to La Push, they told me I'd seen Q'wati."
"Who is that?" I asked, fascinated, momentarily forgetting the sadness of my
morning.
"He is the creator of the Quileute tribe. Legend has it he created the first of us
from wolves and acted as their defender: He taught them how to survive and how to
get rid of monsters. Since my vision quest showed me a wolf my tribal name now is
Q'wati, The Protector." Jake turned to face me. "Ever since the first time Renee
dropped you off in Forks for a visit, the first time I saw you standing scared and
- 119 -

nervous in Charlie's living room, I knew my job was to be your protector."
His face crumpled into sadness. "I've never forgiven myself for not being able to
protect you…that night. I've spent the last decade and a half by your side, trying to
make up for it."
Tears welled in my eyes. He blames himself for what happened to me? Guilt
rushed over me like a tidal wave.
He filled his lungs with a slow breath again. "And last night I was furious when I
saw you drinking. I felt like all the work I'd done to keep you safe was going up in
smoke before my eyes." He shook his head. "You know I've been in love with you,
pretty much my whole life. I know you've never felt the same way about me-"
"Oh, Jake-" I interrupted, but he held up a hand, cutting me off.
"…But that's my problem to deal with." As he spoke, I felt a piece of my heart pull
away from the whole.
"You saved my life, Jake. I owe you everything," I said, sadly. "I should have
married you years ago."
"Yeah, you should have." His tone was arrogant, but a pervasive sadness tinged
his words. After a beat, he said, "I told Bree about us, how it's been. She
understands; she really seems to get me Bella."
I gave him a doubtful look. A small smile turned up the corners of his mouth.
"She's really not as dumb as she looks," he said, but I rolled my eyes. He became
quiet for a moment, then whispered, "I'll always love you Bells. But I need to move
on."
I looked away, sadness tearing at me, threatening to rip me apart. The thought of
not having Jake to rely on made it feel as if my chest were caving in, an incredible
feeling of loss tugging at my heart. But I knew I had to let him go, I had to stop
hurting him this way.
He reached up and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind my ear. "You need to
move on, too. You need to let what happened to you just be a part of your past. Stop
letting it haunt you so much."
"I don't know how." A high-pitched croak escaped my lips.
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"You should tell Edward what happened. He seems to really like you." Jake cleared
his throat, trying to hide his emotions. "I could tell."
I snorted suddenly. "You think he still does after what I did this morning?"
Pressing my eyes shut, I shook my head.
"Yeah, Bells. I do."
I put my head on Jake's shoulder and we sat in silence, watching the children play.
I felt my cell phone buzz in my pocket again. Pulling it out I saw I'd received two
texts, both from Edward.
What happened? The first one said.
Are you okay? Please talk to me.
I flipped my phone shut and tossed it back into my bag, still too embarrassed to
talk to him after what I did this morning.
It was two days later before I got the guts to pick up my cell and text Edward.
With shaking hands I typed the words on my keypad.
Can we talk?
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Chapter 9: Now That We've Found Love
A/N: A massive thank you to my betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 for
fixing all my errors, making me laugh and just generally being really
fanastic people! Thanks also to Adt216 for helping me with my legal
research for this chap!
I have to say how honored I felt with the responses to the last chapter. I
was really worried about that one, and everyone who reviewed left such kind
words. I really appreciate it!
Twilight belongs to SM. The Ride belongs to me. Please don't steal, it isn't
nice.
Now, let's see how poor Grungeward has been handling the last couple of
days...

EPOV
November 2009.
Tuesday.
The second hand on the clock ticked incessantly on; the sound seemed louder than
a freight train, like it was the only noise in the room. It was past three and I was
sitting in our conference room for a meeting with a new and important client. I was
completely uninvolved in the discussion, only nodding at the appropriate times when
questions or comments were thrown my way as Jasper and Emmett finalized the
most cost-effective solutions for the building plans.
Instead, I stared relentlessly at the outgoing text messages on my cell phone,
running my thumb over the track ball over and over again.
What happened?
Are you okay? Please talk to me.
I'd been obsessively looking at my phone over the last few days, desperate to hear
back from Bella, but there had been nothing but silence.
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Three fucking days of it.
Technically it had been two days, five hours and thirty two minutes since Bella
had fled from my apartment after waking from her nightmare, but it felt like an
eternity. Only a few days with no contact and already I felt nearly panic-stricken. I
had no fucking clue what to do and my mind was constantly racing with questions,
going over my actions again and again.
Should I have called her? Sent her more texts?
I had thought about going to the gym to talk to her but wasn't sure if she needed
space to deal with…whatever was going on. I hoped she didn't think I had lost
interest in her; as a matter of fact that was the farthest thing from my mind.
Looking back on the last few weeks, I realized how much I'd been looking forward
to each date we had, each time I knew I'd see her face, drink in her scent. Since the
first day Bella had come into my life I'd spent more time thinking about her than I
wanted to admit: her soft blush and creamy skin, all of her little nervous quirks, her
energy in spin class, hell I'd even devoted thoughts to our similar tastes in music.
Now with three days of no contact, returning to the doldrums of daily life seemed
impossible. Everything seemed even more monotonous now that her presence was
absent, now that I knew what I was missing.
When she left my apartment Sunday morning I was so freaking confused; I kept
wondering if I'd done something wrong. Our night together was amazing; she'd
opened up to me so much at the party. When I finally got her home to my apartment
I wanted to rip her clothes off and lick every inch of her body, but the way she made
me watch from the bed as she silently stripped in the dark of my bedroom, her skin
barely illuminated by the city lights outside, had held me captivated and helpless.
Every moment of that night was crystallized in my memory: the sensation of her
smooth flesh under my fingertips, the tantalizing sound of her gasps and breathy
moans, the way she begged me to touch her as she rode me, her body arching
beautifully above mine as she came.
I thought about the quiet moments I spent watching her sleep, feeling her body
which was still damp with sweat from our exertions curled up against mine, and it
made my chest constrict. I closed my eyes and invited in the memories that made my
arms literally ache with wanting to hold her; I wanted to never fucking let her out of
my bed again, and wake up every morning with the scent of her on my pillowcases.
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It had all come crashing down when she woke up from that nightmare on Sunday
morning. She seemed so completely terrified, as if whatever was hurting her in her
dreams was still in the room with us when she awoke. I remembered with a wince
the way she'd called out Jake's name before I finally roused her.
"Edward, you okay over there?" Jasper leaned over and quietly asked me as
Emmett had our client sign some paperwork. It was then that I realized my wince
must have been clearly visible on my face.
"Uh, yeah…must have been something I ate," I said, rubbing my hand over my
stomach to support my lie. I noticed with relief that they were wrapping up the
meeting.
"I think let's you and I have a little chat when we're done here, hmm?" It was more
of a command than a question. He didn't seem irritated or concerned, but for a brief
second I comprehended the fact that my muteness could have severely hindered the
deal with Eclipse Enterprises. Jasper saw the look on my face and picked up on my
mood with his usual uncanny intuition for other's emotions. He leaned towards me
as he reached for some paperwork and said, "Don't look so freaked out. I'm just
worried about you."
After a few handshakes with our very satisfied clients, I followed Jasper with a
resigned sigh back to his office as Emmett walked our guests out.
Jasper dropped the files on his desk and reclined into his chair, reaching his arms
up and lacing his hands behind his head. "So what's your deal, son? You've been a
zombie all week."
I sat in one of the chairs meant for clients on the opposite side of his desk. Closing
my eyes, I pinched the bridge of my nose with my fingers. "It's Bella," I sighed.
There was silence from his end. I opened one eye to see him looking at me,
waiting. "Go on," he prodded.
I sighed and dropped my hands into my lap, shaking my head. "I honestly don't
know what the fuck is going on. Things were going great; we were getting along
really well. We had an amazing night after the party…" Jasper raised an eyebrow at
me, a smile peeking at the corner of his lips. "But when she woke up in my
apartment the next morning she had this terrible nightmare."
I stared at the wall, not wanting to disclose any more information than I had to;
already so much of what Bella and I shared seemed so intimate, so private, I felt as
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if I were betraying her by saying too much. "It was really, really bad. She woke up
screaming."
My eyes flickered back to Jasper's to find a thoughtful look on his face, his brow
furrowed. "Wow man, you really like her, don't you?"
Leaning my forearms down onto my knees, I put my face in my hands, running
them roughly over my eyes and cheeks. "I can't stop thinking about her, everything
about her. She seemed so terrified when she woke up from her nightmare…and then
she left. She just fucking left!"
I suddenly felt my blackberry buzz in my pocket; irritated by the interruption, I
reached around and threw it on Jasper's desk. I wound my other hand into my hair
and gripped it roughly in frustration. "I haven't heard from her since she left Sunday
morning."
Saying out loud how long it had been since I'd seen her made me nauseous.
My phone buzzed once again, rattling and spinning a bit from the force of the
vibration on Jasper's desk. I watched as he leaned forward and an amused look came
over his face as he glanced at the screen.
"You might want to get that," he announced, inclining his head to the phone.
I had no idea why he'd insist on me picking up whatever business call was surely
coming in at that moment, but as I glanced at the screen I saw who was calling.
Bella!
So quickly I almost dropped the phone, I pressed the send key and answered.
"Hello?" Jasper let out a quick laugh at the all-too-obvious eager tone of my voice. I
must have sounded desperate to talk to her. I didn't care; I was desperate.
Her voice was soft as she responded "Hey," in reply. "Sorry I'm calling right after I
sent a text. I….I wasn't sure if you got it." She sounded embarrassed and exhausted.
"Oh, I didn't check it yet. But please, don't apologize," I said, gripping the phone
as I ducked out of Jasper's office and swiftly made my way towards my own. Once I
clicked the door shut behind me I quietly asked her, "How are you?"
I was answered by a staticky silence and I paced across my carpet, my stomach in
knots. "I-I'm okay," she finally said. "I'm sorry I didn't answer you until today." My
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heart clenched with each soft-spoken word. I wanted to go to her wherever she was
and soothe her; stroke her hair, see her smile, make her laugh.
"That's okay," I said shaking my head. I paused, searching for the right words.
"Bella, did I do-"
"Edward I know that-"
We both spoke at the same time and laughter ensued, breaking the tension a little.
We each insisted the other talk first, speaking over each other once again.
"Go ahead," I insisted. She let out a heavy exhale and I imagined her foot tapping
nervously as she spoke.
"I know I owe you an explanation." She cleared her throat and then whispered at a
decibel so low I strained to hear her, "God, I'm so embarrassed. You must think I'm
crazy."
"Not at all. As a matter of fact I was distracted all weekend worrying about you." I
was pretty sure I heard her gasp at my reply. "Bella," I began. "You don't owe me
anything-" but she cut me off.
"Can you meet me tomorrow?"
Tomorrow. I racked my brain for any important meetings or phone calls I might
have. If I'd cared a little more, I might have checked my schedule on my computer,
or even asked one of our secretaries, but I didn't care. Whatever it was, I would find
a way to get out of it. "Absolutely, tomorrow is fine. What time? Where?"
We made a plan to meet at noon in Central Park. She paused after we'd agreed on
it, seeming hesitant to end the call. But she didn't say anything further. "Ok,
then…see you tomorrow," she said before hanging up.
I held the phone to my ear for a few more moments, holding onto the connection
to her. Tomorrow. I can wait one more day. I sat back in my chair, rand my hands
through my hair, and groaned.

Can we talk?
I couldn't count the number of times I'd stared at her text to me since we'd spoken
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on the phone the day before. She'd sounded so uneasy and all I wanted to do was
comfort her, hoping to God she'd let me into whatever part of her past caused her
nightmares.
I'd taken a cab to the Central Park South entrance and as I walked quickly to our
meeting spot, it occurred to me that this "talk" could be her wanting to end this, to
say goodbye. The thought made my breath catch, cold in my chest. I couldn't let that
happen; the idea of not having her in my life made my stomach hurt. Only Bella had
found a way to quell the pervasive sense of emptiness I'd felt for years. Whatever it
was she had to tell me, I was damn sure I'd be as understanding as possible.
I looked down at my feet as I tread through the park. I hadn't worn a suit to work
today; I'd simply worn dark wash jeans, a black sweater and my heavy oxford shoes
knowing I'd be outside for a while. Rose had lifted one eyebrow when she saw me
coming in dressed so casually this morning, but thankfully hadn't said anything. I
was even more relieved that Alice hadn't come by the office as well.
I'd left at eleven-thirty, telling Jasper I wasn't sure when I'd be back but that I'd
return to the office later in the day to catch up. He gave me an understanding wave,
as if to say, "don't worry about it, bro." It was times like these that I was very glad I
worked with family. I'd been in such a rush to make sure I'd get to Bella on time that
I'd forgotten my trench coat, but the sun shone strong and tempered the brisk
November air.
As I arrived at the Carousel my eyes scanned the crowd, seeking out Bella.
Carnival music and children's laughter filled the air as the painted horses spun
around inside the brick, domed building. The trees rustled in the chilly breeze,
wafting out to me the scent of pop corn and candied apples sold by vendors nearby.
Two little girls ran past me, giggling ecstatically and gripping balloons and cotton
candy. As they passed in front of me, I finally saw her.
As soon as I laid eyes on Bella again I was instantly at ease. I immediately moved
closer but stopped a few paces away and stood behind her, watching the wind
caress her hair. She looked so vulnerable, so adrift in a sea of people as she stood
still hugging her arms close to her chest, watching the children on the carousel. She
looked perfectly lovely in a cream sweater and jeans, a red scarf wrapped around
her neck and an adorable brown cap on her head. I smiled as I took in her shoe
choice: black converse high tops.
I watched her chest expand as she filled her lungs with a deep breath; the look on
her face as she watched the children play tugged at me. But in the next moment she
turned her head over her shoulder and saw me, a shy smile turning up the corners
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of her lips. Nervousness seemed to take her over once again; so many emotions
seemed to play across her face at once that I couldn't keep track. She bit her lip and
for once my thoughts didn't go straight to the gutter when I saw it.
"Hey," she said tentatively.
"Hey," I repeated back to her in a voice that I hoped sounded comforting,
reassuring. How the fuck do I make a voice sound comforting?
She kept her arms wound tightly around her body and her shoulders hunched in
slightly. Should I hug her? Kiss her on the cheek? I didn't know what the hell to do
and ran my hand nervously through my hair.
"So… how have you been?" I asked lamely.
She shrugged, and did that head-bob thing again. "Ok." She kept her eyes
downcast, looking at the ground as we began to stroll in the direction of The Mall.
We walked in silence for a bit. As we made our way along the pathway I was
aware of the beauty surrounding us; the trees grandly bowing overhead, yellowed
leaves lining the pavement like a skin. I would have taken the time to look around at
the park in its spectacular autumn glory but I was unwilling to take my eyes off
Bella. Instead I studied her features; the perfect slant of her nose, the tiny dusting of
freckles on her cheeks, her flawless, creamy complexion, her soft pink lips. I was
afraid if I looked away for a second that she would disappear like a mirage, too
beautiful to be real.
I knew I was completely in uncharted territory here; I'd realized over the last few
days that in the past decade of dating I'd never cared enough to find out about a
woman's past. I didn't think I'd ever had anything that could be an excuse for a
relationship, despite my on again-off again situation with Tanya, and I certainly
never bothered to talk to her. Thankfully she'd always felt the same, leaving my
apartment the following mornings after I'd gone to work, never leaving a note,
simply locking the door with her key.
Fuck, Tanya still has a key! I'd have to do something about that, and soon.
"I'm so sorry I did that the other day," she began quietly, bringing me out of my
daydreams. I waited for her to continue. "Waking up screaming in someone's bed
doesn't bode well for future dates." She laughed slightly, nervously.
I stopped walking and reached out, taking her hand in mine. I pulled it up to my
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lips and kissed her knuckles gently. Her eyes were wide and began pooling with a
sheen of tears. With my other hand I reached up and spread my fingers so my thumb
caressed her cheek.
Her brow furrowed as she looked up at me; she seemed haunted, anxious and
hopeful all at once.
"Please Bella, talk to me," I said softly.
One lone, fat tear ran a path down her cheek and I caressed it away with my
fingertip. Suddenly, she buried her face against my chest, her voice cracking as she
spoke into my sweater. "I'm messed up Edward."
I pulled her into my arms, holding her tightly, resting my chin on her head. I felt
her breathing deeply, shaky inhales and exhales, and I rocked her gently until she'd
gained her composure. Stepping slightly away from me, she put her face in one of
her hands and wiped away her tears. The other hand held tightly onto mine.
As we began walking again, she took a deep breath and met my eyes. "The thing
that happened to me…I don't really remember it, but it comes out in my dreams.
'Night terrors' it's called."
I didn't say anything; I simply waited silently for her to continue. It seemed so
difficult, almost painful for her to speak.
"That's what I had when I woke up in your bedroom on Sunday. I have them
almost every night. It's a recurring side effect of P.T.S.D." I must have looked
confused because she continued by simply saying, "Post Traumatic Stress Disorder."
Holy crap, what could she have been through to cause that?
I nodded dumbly, unable to think of any response other than a quiet, "Okay." I
didn't want to push her, didn't want to pry. If she was going to tell me about this, I
wanted her to do it at her own pace.
She scrunched up her face and looked away again, twisting the edges of her
sweater with her free fingers. "When I was eighteen…I was…attacked…by a drug
dealer I'd bought from."
A painfully sharp inhale entered my chest and I nearly saw red with the sudden
influx of anger. She was attacked? Despite the fact that it happened over a decade
ago, I felt the urge to hunt down whoever it was who had done this to her.
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"He'd sold to me, made hints that he wanted more. I stayed away from him,
but…he saw me kissing someone else and it just drove him crazy." The words
started pouring out of her quickly. "I was really stupid though, made some bad
choices that got me into the wrong place at the wrong time. I ended up trapped with
him, and when I turned him down….he….well he really messed me up."
Speechless, I was suddenly caught by the memory of her singing along so
fervently to Pearl Jam's "Alive" in spin class the other week. The lyrics rang in my
head. I realized I was breathing heavily and grinding my teeth as anger coursed
through me. I couldn't believe that anyone had ever hurt this beautiful creature.
"I had some serious head trauma…he bashed my head…through a window." She
stood still for a second and raised our entwined hands to her head. She pulled our
fingers into her hair and guiding mine along a line of scars in her scalp; feeling the
reality of the situation made me feel sick to my stomach. Her hand dropped but I
kept mine on her head, stroking the silky soft strands. "That's why I don't remember
the entire thing very well at all," she explained.
I felt so torn; while I was so relieved she was opening up to me, my heart ached
for her. Standing before me, relaying all her past torment, she appeared so different
from the daredevil who played truth or dare with me just four days ago and the
powerful woman commanding a spin class.
She looked down at the ground, her foot tapping furiously against the pavement.
She's not done talking yet. "Is there more?" I prompted gently.
Her face scrunched up once more and she nervously twisted her fingers together.
Moving my fingers from her hair, I traced them along her face, following a path
down her shoulder and arm until I grasped her hand again.
"He broke my leg too; completely shattered my knee. I couldn't walk for months."
"Did he…" I trailed off. My lips couldn't form the words that echoed loudly in my
head. Please tell me that fucker didn't rape her! My hands clenched into involuntary
fists at my side.
"No...He tried, but he didn't." Oh, thank God! "Jake got to me in time."
Irrational jealousy coursed through me at that statement. I knew it was impossible
for me to have saved her from this horrible event; I didn't even know her then! But
still it bothered me that he had saved her and not me.
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"Jake saved my life. He's my best friend; I owe him…everything."
I cleared my throat, illogical resentment flaring hot in the pit of my stomach
"Well," I took a breath, hoping my irritation with Jake's past heroics didn't show
through. This was definitely not the time to make her feel awkward. "I'm glad
someone was there to…stop it."
We had reached Bethesda Fountain and I motioned towards it, asking Bella if she
wanted to sit for a while. We found an empty spot to sit along the rim. Bella's arms
snaked around her torso again as if she had a giant hole in her body and was trying
to hold herself together.
Her foot began bouncing furiously and she began to worry at her sleeve again. All
of her little nervous habits were coming out in full force so I rubbed my hand slowly
across her back, hoping it would soothe her.
"Jake knocked him out so it was pretty easy for the cops to find the guy. He was
brought in under a shitload of charges: predatory sexual assault, second degree
assault, criminal possession of narcotics, criminal sale of controlled substance." She
ticked them off her fingers like a memorized list. "They're all felonies so he got
twenty-five to life."
"They managed to have the trial without me; I was in no shape to show up in
court. My mother made hired an attorney who took care of everything. It was pretty
easy to prove everything though. I'd scratched his face at one point and some of his
DNA got under my fingernails."
I winced, overcome by the reality of the situation. "That's good," I managed to eek
out, unable to imagine her having to sit through a trial, answer questions, and see
that fucker's face again.
"I found out later the dealer's name was James Hunter; the guy was pretty messed
up. He had a previous record of possession and a few misdemeanors. Apparently his
parents died in a car wreck and he got landed with a huge inheritance. I guess he
didn't know what to do with himself and he started dealing. Rebellion or whatever."
She pursed her lips and bobbed her head, squinting her eyes against the sun. I
was in awe of the strength that radiated from her as she told me all this. She
continued. "Our lawyers pushed for us to follow up with a civil suit. Most of his
inheritance is mine now; we got a pretty good reparation settlement."
She looked away, out across the lake and the Boathouse. "He's still rotting in
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prison somewhere…but he'll be out there again, someday." Bella looked down again
and studied her hands.
I slowly shook my head. "I can't believe this happened to you," I said.
"If I hadn't been so reckless, it wouldn't have happened." She blames herself? The
look of shame in her eyes was killing me. "It totally wrecked my life."
Bella continued on, telling me how she'd been too injured to return to her studies
and had to drop out of school. "I was so ashamed of myself; I stopped talking to my
friends from high school who were there that night. Well, except for Jake. He took
care of me when we got home to Forks."
"So…this didn't happen in Seattle?" I had thought this was where it may have
taken place since she'd mentioned going to community college there, but she shook
her head. I was curious to know where this happened, where she'd started and lost
her college career, but I didn't want to push her to tell me more than she already
was.
"Afterwards," she began. "I stopped reading literature – it was what I was going to
school for. Even just looking at a book reminded me of everything I'd worked
towards and just…lost." Bella kicked at the base of the fountain with her sneaker.
"And I never did drugs or drank again…until Saturday night." She blushed at the
mention of her behavior at her boss' Halloween party.
"Hey, it's ok. Trust me, I'm no stranger to recklessness," I told her. "I spent most
of college totally wasted. I destroyed way too many brain cells and ended up missing
out on starting my music career. So trust me, I understand having regrets."
She smiled quietly at me. Already she seemed calmer after having unloaded her
troubles to me. "I even almost got in trouble with the cops once," I said, waggling
my eyebrows at her.
"Really, you?" she laughed. "I have trouble picturing that."
"Well, it wasn't me really. I was at a concert once and Emmett got into a nasty
fight in the mosh pit because someone tried to hit on Rosalie. The cops showed up
and we had to bail."
She shook her head at me, grinning broadly. "I'd hardly call that 'trouble,'
Edward." I shrugged one shoulder halfheartedly, but grinned at her all the same.
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The fountain area was starting to get crowded; joggers ran past, children were
running around and dozens of tourists were taking pictures. "You want to keep
walking?" I asked her. She nodded in reply. As she stood up, she suddenly squatted
down and picked something up off the ground. Holding it up to me, she showed me
it was a penny.
"Make a wish," I said softly. She looked back at me intently and then closed her
eyes for a long moment before reopening them and throwing the penny into the
water. I gently took her hand again as we walked around the lake, watching couples
bundled up in warm clothes rowing paddleboats in the murky water.
"I'm so sorry, Bella," I said, breaking the silence.
"It's all right." She shrugged. "Like I said, I don't remember much from it at all.
Just what Jake and the police told me about it…and whatever comes out in my
nightmares." Bella looked away, out at the buildings over the tree line.
"Afterwards, back in Forks, I was in therapy for a very long time. My doctor told
me the longer I wait to really deal with what happened to me, the more it will
continue to affect my sleep. But I've always been very good at repressing unpleasant
things. I've been running from my past for so many years now, I'm used to it."
As we walked, she told me how she began working out intensely after her leg
healed. Bella explained to me how she needed it to make her feel strong and began
to crave the burn. I momentarily flashed back to watching her in the gym, sweat
dripping down her body. I groaned inwardly and shook the image out of my head.
"I know I'm just sublimating, but the only time I feel free is during a ride. I can
escape all my demons, but I know they're all waiting for me when the class is over."
"Well," I said, squeezing her hand gently and looking at her as we walked. "Isn't
that what we all look for? A way to escape? Whatever vice you choose: drugs, sex,
gambling…" I paused as I saw a young woman sitting on a bench staring intently
into a book with a black and red cover. "…Unhealthy obsessions with teenage
novels. It's all a way to escape. Your choice is exercise."
She bit her lip this time as she smiled at me. "Thank you for being so
understanding."
"Thank you for telling me all this," I replied. "I know you're trying to be strong,
but I can tell that you're suffering more than you let anyone else see." I tucked a
stray strand of hair behind her ear and she looked up at me, reaching down to lace
- 133 -

her fingers through mine. A warm sensation rushed through my body as she smiled
shyly.
We began crossing over Bow Bridge hand in hand. She pulled me to the side as we
reached the apex of the overpass and rested her elbows on the railing. I leaned
down on one arm next to her, waiting. She seemed to have more to say and I wanted
to listen to every single word.
"So, um…needless to say, I haven't been in that many relationships since it…since
I was assaulted." I winced at how difficult it seemed for her to say the word. "I've
only been in one serious relationship in the last ten years, and, well…it kinda
sucked!"
I chucked in response. "I can't say I've got you beat in that department. I haven't
been so successful with that either."
"I don't think I've ever had a real relationship," she continued softly, looking down
at the water. "I'm not so easy to be with, nightly nightmares and all."
I inclined my head down to catch her eye. "Actually, Bella, I find you very easy to
be around," I said, hoping with everything in me that she truly realized this. "As a
matter of fact…uhh…I hate to admit this."
"What?" she questioned.
"It made me really anxious, not hearing from you for the last few days. I've started
to…crave your company." Her face flushed that beautiful rosy shade I loved so much
as she spoke. "So please don't think that what happened Sunday morning means
anything at all to me."
She looked down at the water again and was completely silent for what seemed
like ages. I stood quietly feeling the sun-warmed air on my face, the air around me
cool and dry. A breeze blew her hair into her face, hiding her beautiful profile from
me. I reached up and gently tamed the strands back.
"Please tell me what you're thinking," I whispered.
She took a deep breath. "I'm wishing that I wasn't afraid of opening up to
someone, of letting my guard down, letting you see me and all my scars."
"I don't want you to be afraid of me, Bella." I wouldn't let her feel bad about
herself, not for another second, so I took her face in my hands, running both my
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thumbs soothingly over her cheeks. "You can trust me."
She reached up and put her hands on my chest, the look on her face despondent.
"I'm such a mess Edward. I don't know how to be close to you; I don't know if I can."
There was nothing I could say that could encompass how I felt. I so desperately
wanted her to feel safe with me, to realize that I would never, ever hurt her. I
continued to gaze at her, inhaling deeply as her scent washed over me. I knew there
were people walking by us but I didn't notice; I didn't care.
Leaning in, I brought my face to hers and kissed her gently, chastely, our lips
pressing together softly for just a moment, a breath of air shared between us.
As I pulled back I saw her mouth was still pursed in the shape of our kiss but her
eyes were fixed on me. "I want to try this with you," she breathed quietly. "But you
have to be patient with me."
I thought I actually felt my heart flutter at her words. "Well, I think you already
know how I feel," I replied with what had to be a huge smile on my face. I couldn't
believe the turn of events in the past few hours! This morning I wasn't sure what the
hell was going on, and now here we were, declaring ourselves to each other.
Who does this in their thirties after not even a month of dating?
"Yeah, I think I do."

On Thursday evening I was back at the gym, setting up my bike in Bella's spin
class. I was surprised to realize I'd actually missed coming to the gym!
The day before in the park, Bella and I had left things very settled between us. By
the time we left the lush surroundings and re-entered the city streets, her entire
demeanor had changed. No longer anxious about my reactions, she was smiling
broadly, her body tucked perfectly into the crook of my arm.
I'd insisted on sharing a cab with her back to midtown even though she'd tried to
persuade me to take the subway. We'd agreed that I would come to spin class the
following night, and perhaps grab some dinner afterwards. I'd kissed her
passionately goodbye in front of anyone on Seventh Avenue who cared to look
before sending her off to teach a class at the gym, and I returned to the office to
spend the evening there catching up on the day's work.
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The studio was getting crowded, the popularity of Bella's upbeat classes evident
by the number of people scrambling for bikes, although I did notice the absence of
Jake. Bella smiled at me as she set up her instructor bike, and I smiled back, unable
to stop staring at her.
She looks way too fucking hot in those clothes. I knew the shiny, skin tight apparel
she wore for class was simply her work attire, but the way it outlined every curve of
her body was such a ridiculous turn on. I winked at her and she laughed, sticking
her tongue out at me in response like a five year old. I was thrilled at how much
more lighthearted she seemed now.
Suddenly a booming voice called out from behind me. "Hey bro, I thought I'd give
this shit a try tonight since Rose has got other plans." I turned around to see
Emmett's hulking frame making his way down the aisle towards me. He waved to my
girl up on the podium. "Hey Bella, you gonna give me a run for my money tonight?"
She grinned widely at him. "Absolutely!"
I watched as she helped get him set up on the empty bike next to mine, making
jokes about him being a newbie and possibly falling off it. I loved how easily she fell
into place with my family, taking his shit and dishing it right back at him.
Once he was all set, she brushed by me, placing a gentle peck my cheek. She
paused for a second, leaning in to whisper in my ear. "You said Emmett liked
Wayne's World, right?" she asked.
I nodded, confused at first. But when she loaded her iPod and began the workout
playlist with "I've Got the Power" by Snap, somehow I knew what kind of night we
were headed for.
"All right everyone, I've got some old school nineties music for you tonight!" Bella
said into her microphone as she began pedaling. "Oh hey, and before I start…any
first timers in the class tonight?"
Emmett's face flushed red as I pointed his way, glaring good-naturedly at Bella.
She giggled and returned my previous wink before leading us through the warm up.
As the class continued, I watched Bella's confidence soar; the power in her small
frame became more and more evident as she increased the intensity of the ride. Her
musical choices were cracking me up as well: "Everybody Dance Now" by C&C
Music Factory, "Bust a Move" by Young MC and "Good Vibrations" by Marky Mark.
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These songs took me to a time of lightheartedness and innocence before the
raging chords of grunge took over the airwaves. Suddenly I felt thirteen again. I
looked over to see Emmett standing, bent over the handrails of his bike singing
along to L.L. Cool J's "I'm Gonna Knock You Out."
By the time we reached the halfway point of the workout, Bella announced that we
could pedal at our own pace for our recovery track, but that she had a very special
song to play for it. As the stereo began playing the familiar introduction to Queen's
"Bohemian Rhapsody," I heard Emmett cracking up.
"All right!" he yelled out, reaching across the space between us and pounding my
bicep lightly with his massive fist. "Shee-yaah! A baking powder? And monkeys
might fly out of my butt!" I rolled my eyes at him but couldn't help from laughing
myself.
"Hey, Emmett!" Bella said through her mike. "I expect you to head-bang at the
appropriate time!"
Sure enough, as we got to the words in the middle of the song, "Beelzebub has a
devil put aside for me, for me, for me!" Bella stood straight up on her bike and led
everyone through the familiar 'moshing' scene. Emmett turned to me and mouthed
the words, "she's awesome" before slamming his head up and down as well.
Trust me Em, I know, I thought.
Bella's energy was contagious as she continued through the class, taking us on
imaginary hills and sprints to songs by Black Box, Salt N Pepa, Technotronic and
Right Said Fred.
Our cool down song was "Now That We've Found Love" by Heavy D, and Bella led
us through stretches as she moved her head in time with the beat. Each time the
chorus played our eyes met, ridiculously goofy grins on both our faces.
After Bella thanked everyone for coming and the resounding applause concluded,
Emmett strode up to the front and gave her a high five. "Thanks for the great
workout, and the blast from the past! You've got great taste in music!" Bella blushed
and grinned at him, causing me to growl irrationally; that blush was only for me!
Emmett turned around and reached his hand out to me for a fist bump. As he
passed by, he said, "She's all yours, Eddie."
"Thanks, Em," I replied, bumping him back. I took a few steps towards Bella, her
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face flushed, sweat pooling in the hollow of her throat. Now that she'd opened up to
me, I felt the connection between us even more strongly than I did before. I was
aching to be alone with her again, but I didn't want to push her.
"So, uhh…you wanna do something?" I asked. Please say yes, please say yes!
"Actually," she replied seductively, wiping the perspiration off her brow. I stared,
my breathing picking up as her teeth sank into her lower lip. "I could really use a
shower." She cocked her head to the side and reached out, skimming her finger
along my sweaty neck. "And from the looks of it, so do you." She looked up at me
expectantly, waiting for an answer.
Oh, hell yes!

A/N: My one "Wayne's World" thought about Grungeward:
"Shaaaa-wiiing!"
For photos of the parts of Central Park they walk through: http: / twitpic .
com /photos/aylah50
Polyvore outfits for this chap: www . polyvore . com
/ride_chapter/set?id=19291387
Playlist for this chap: www . playlist . com /playlist/19945267723
Please hit that review button and let me know what you thought!
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Chapter 10: Breaking the Habit
I can't say how much I love my amazing betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23!
Thanks also to all my new friends in the WC crew for helping me churn out this
chapter!
All Twilight characters belong to SM. (Duh, we all knew that.) "The Ride" belongs
to me, and because I *just* discovered I can do this, © Aylah50 2010.
Now, where were we...

BPOV
November 2009. Thursday.
7:05 pm
As we stood in the empty spin studio, Edward continued to stare hungrily at me. I
couldn't tell if his obviously labored breathing was leftover from the ride or from my
finger tracing along his neck and dipping into the sweat that had pooled above his
collarbone. Whatever the reason, he wasn't answering me. The power of his gaze
made the hair on the back of my neck stand up on end. I involuntarily bit my lip
which seemed to intensify his lustful gaze even more.
"So, the locker rooms are out there," I began, breaking the silence pointing in the
direction of the men's and women's showers. "I'll meet you in like twenty minutes?"
"Oh," he replied and his face fell. "I uhh…didn't bring anything here to shower
with…or change into," he stammered. "I think I misunderstood what you meant."
I knew what he meant, but I didn't think I was ready for that just yet. I felt bad for
turning him down, but if I showered at his place, with him, our bodies hot and
slippery and wrapped in steam, I knew I'd be sleeping with him. I was pretty sure I'd
end up spending the night in his bed, and I didn't think I could take the humiliation
if I woke up screaming in his apartment again. No, I needed to try dealing with this
on my own for a little while. But it didn't mean that I wouldn't be doing…something
with him tonight.
"Well, I could always meet you back at your place," I suggested. His beautiful eyes
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lit up and I couldn't help but smile. "I'll clean up here, finish up a few things and
meet you there in an hour or so?"
Edward's mood visibly lightened. "Okay, I could order some pizza?"
"That would be excellent! I'm starving!"
He nodded enthusiastically. "Excellent!" he said in a mock, surfer-guy kind of
voice.
I giggled in response. "Are you quoting Bill and Ted's Excellent Adventure?" I
asked him.
He shrugged, a bashful grin on his face. "I figured that 'cheesy movies' was the
theme of the evening." He paused for a second, unsure of himself. "We could watch
a movie too later, if you want?"
"Are you sure? It's a school night for you," I teased him. "Don't you have work in
the morning? I mean, I don't have to be here till the afternoon."
He looked up at me from under hooded lashes. "I don't mind."
I reached out and took his sweaty hand in mine, running my thumb over his
knuckles. "Edward, I definitely want to hang out with you tonight. I just…need to go
home and sleep by myself."
His eyes became downcast again and I felt my resolve slipping, so I gripped his
hand a little tighter.
"Hey," I said, shaking his arm slightly. "It's not anything about you. You know I
want to be with you now, it's just…I think it's something I should do. I need to learn
to stand on my own two feet about this."
He nodded quickly, but it was obvious that he was disappointed. "So, I'll see you in
an hour?" He swallowed, seeming to force away any insecurity he was feeling. "You,
uhh, remember where I live?"
I leaned in and kissed his cheek softly. "Archstone Apartments, Midtown West.
How could I forget?"
He smiled and held my hand as we walked out of the spin studio.
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Forty-five minutes later, after I'd showered and finished up at the gym for the
night I stepped out onto the street and wrapped my jacket tightly around my body.
The cold air seemed to immediately find its way to my scalp, reaching its icy fingers
through my hat and into my still-wet hair.
I shivered, but laughed and shook my head. As cold as winters in New York were,
they were nothing compared to those in Forks. Here in the city it was a dry, sharp
cold while back home winters were heavy and wet, the chill pervading every inch of
your body so you never felt like you could get warm.
I definitely preferred New York.
I made my way through the night time traffic of midtown Manhattan, hugging my
arms close to my body. Dodging cabs, commuters and hundreds of tourists, I walked
down West 50th Street to Edward's apartment building. The complex was close
enough to Times Square and the Theater District that he was only steps away from
some of the best that Manhattan had to offer. I couldn't help wondering though if he
had enough money to live here, why he didn't choose someplace quieter, like the
Upper West Side.
I realized in that moment how little I knew about Edward. The balance between us
now seemed off; he knew all my past history and trauma while I had heard barely
anything about him. I vowed to change that as soon as possible.
Stopping on the corner, I thought about my talk with Edward yesterday in Central
Park. When I told him practically everything about my assault and the lasting effects
it had on my life, he had calmly absorbed every word. I had been so afraid that he
would consider me too much, simply too broken to get involved with, but he had
been so sweet and understanding He wanted to be with me even in spite of all my
emotional baggage. A smile came to my face as I thought about the way he kissed
me gently on the bridge, accepting me absolutely. No one had ever made me feel so
beautiful.
Stepping up to the wide and glittering entranceway of the tall building I arched
my head to look at the grand overhang, painted in a shiny gold with the word
"Archstone" engraved on the side. Archstone Midtown West was the epitome of
luxury; that was part of the reason I'd been so embarrassed when I'd bolted last
weekend, still in my Halloween costume, my hair in a tangled mess and mascara
smudged on my face.
As I pushed through the rotating doors into the foyer I was met with a comforting
blast of heated air. The door man greeted me warmly, and called up to Edward's
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apartment to get clearance for me as a guest.
I stood nervously, feeling out of place. The walls and floor were made out of a
shiny orange and dark brown marble. Decorative lighting was scattered
intermittently, and a large arrangement of flowers adorned a table in the center of
the room. My dingy walk-up in Queens paled in comparison. I certainly didn't want
Edward ever seeing that.
The friendly doorman told me I could head on up and motioned me towards the
elevators. I rode to the sixty-third floor, my ears popping with the pressure of being
catapulted so many stories into the air. I quickly checked my appearance in the
mirrored walls before stepping out onto the landing.
When I reached Edward's door I paused for a moment, remembering the last time
I'd been here. Although it had been less than a week, it felt like ages ago. It had
been such an amazing night, even though I only remembered it through the haze of
my inebriation.
I closed my eyes and recalled the sensation of his eyes tracking my body in the
dark as I stripped for him, my skin tingling as he watched me slowly pull out the
strings of my corset. Shivering, I thought about the feeling of his hands on my skin
as he lost control and bounded off the bed, clasping my wrists together and holding
them above my head. I may have whimpered out loud as I stood there, my fingers on
his doorknob, as I almost fucking heard the memory of him growling at me, his lips
soft and demanding against mine as he carried me to his bed.
I stopped the trail of thought before it went any further; if I thought about
anything more I'd attack Edward the second I saw him. Steadying myself, I took a
deep breath and knocked on his door.
"Hey!" he said happily as he pulled the door open. I groaned inwardly as I took
him in; freshly showered, he looked even more adorable than he usually did. His
clean, earthy scent was almost as delicious as the musky aroma of his sweat. His
wild hair was partially dry and stuck out at odd ends. I couldn't help myself as I
reached out and tousled the copper strands. For the first time I saw him blush as he
said, "Sorry! I didn't have time to dry or style it. Even when I try, it usually does
what it wants to anyway."
He held the door open and motioned for me to come inside, taking my coat from
me and hanging it in the closet. "I wasn't sure what you wanted so I just ordered a
plain cheese pizza."
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"To go with our cheesy evening?" I quipped. He leaned forward towards me as he
let out what could only be described as a loud guffaw. He laughed with his head
bowed; his eyes crinkled up at the sides and his perfect teeth shined. It was a
heartfelt, genuine laugh that I couldn't help responding to. My heart felt lighter than
it had in years.
We sat down to eat at his large dining room table. He eagerly dug into a slice and
I was relieved to see the pizza came with a side salad. "Why on earth would you
need to eat salad?" he asked me, disbelieving and still chewing a mouthful of food.
"You're tiny!"
I reveled in the taste of the pizza, letting the delicious flavor float on my tongue.
"I'm in shape like this because I work at it, not because it comes naturally, trust
me."
He chewed his food and looked at me approvingly. "Well, I enjoy watching you
work at it," he said with a wink.
As we ate our meal I asked how his week at work was, feeling like I talked quite
enough about myself yesterday. He told me about a new client that was very
important to the business and how hard his brothers had worked to make the deal.
"I'm really not putting the effort into it that I should be," he told me. "I was at a
meeting with them on Tuesday and I was completely useless."
When I asked him why that was the case he told me that, quite honestly his
thoughts had been all about me. I blushed and looked down at my plate.
I can't get over how much he really likes me. Mike would never have been so open
like that, or any of the losers I dated in high school.
I brushed away the thought of my ex-idiot; he had hardly ever even complemented
me, let alone brought me to the earth-shattering sensations Edward had on Saturday
night. My cheeks burned as I felt him continue to gaze silently at me.
Jake was that honest with you. The traitorous thought entered my mind with a
sudden knife to my heart, but I exhaled quickly and let the guilt go. Jake and I had
come to an understanding, and while I knew that a part of him was still in love with
me, he was with Bree now and things were ok between us. Realizing I'd been too
lost in my thoughts to say or eat anything, I stabbed at a piece of lettuce with my
fork.
I looked back up at Edward from under my lashes and prompted him to tell me
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more about the client, but since we were almost done with dinner he brushed it off.
We began cleaning the table and I helped him wash the dishes. He rinsed the plates
while I loaded his dishwasher, with him playfully squirting me with water from the
faucet sprayer.
After the dishes were done we went into his living room. He asked me to make
myself comfortable while he picked a DVD from his huge collection for us to watch. I
hadn't seen this room the last time I'd been here since I'd simply made a bee-line for
his bedroom. I looked around the large room, taking in the massive flat screen TV
and large paintings on the wall, the shiny hard wood floors and dark cherry
furniture. It all radiated opulence with a definite sense of warmth.
"Did you decorate this place yourself?"
"Some of it, yes," he said as he placed a shiny disc in the DVD player. "Most of it
was my sister, Alice and my mother. Alice is a fashion designer and my mother, I
think I told you, is an interior designer."
"Oh, yes. I forgot." I remembered our first date, back at South Street Seaport,
when he told me about his family. "Well they both have excellent taste."
He smiled as he turned out the lights and came to join me on his plush couch. "Yes
they do. I've learned not to disagree with anything they suggest in terms of fashion.
In fact, I don't think I've picked out any of my own clothes or furniture in years."
Reality Bites came on the TV screen and I snuggled into the crook of his left arm.
I'd never been a big fan of the Generation X themed movies, always having been
more partial to the Brat Pack movies of the eighties, but I didn't want to criticize
Edward's choice. Besides, I really wasn't interested in watching anything at all; I
was unable to focus with his body this close to mine. The TV flickered flashes of light
across the room and I watched the way it danced off the top of Edward's right hand,
which was perched on his thigh.
Reaching across his lap, I took his free hand in mine and began tracing my
fingertips over the smooth skin of his long fingers. Caressing his flesh quietly, I
studied each knuckle, running my pointer finger up and down each of his digits. I bit
my lip as I remembered what these fingers did to me the last time I was here. My
face went hot with the memory and I was thankful that the room was dark.
I started to turn his hand over and he complied, allowing me to gently touch the
lines criss-crossing his palm. I continued my exploration upwards, stroking the
contours of his forearm with my fingertips, all the way up to the crease of his elbow.
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I heard him inhale a deep breath which he then exhaled shakily. "Is this bothering
you?" I asked.
"Bothering me?" He laughed and let out a short puff of air, as if to punctuate his
words. "Not at all. It feels great but…it's driving me crazy."
Heat flushed through me as I felt the desire charging the air between us. I could
tell he was trying not to respond to my touch; he was unsure what I wanted and I
wasn't making it any easier on him. I had told him I would be sleeping at my own
apartment tonight, but I simply couldn't help myself. I had to touch him.
Letting go of his hand, I shifted on the couch next to him and tucked my feet up
under my legs. I turned to face him, leaning my head back on his shoulder. I was
certain he could hear my heart pounding as he turned to look down at me, his face
less than an inch from mine.
Edward's eyes searched mine briefly, as if he were trying to read my thoughts. He
reached the hand I'd been caressing up and cupped my face with it, skimming my
cheek with his thumb. My heart skipped a beat as he did this; I had learned to love
this simple touch of his. In movements that were excruciatingly slow, he hesitantly
moved his face closer to mine and just barely brushed my lips with his.
It was a soft kiss, not rushed or hurried and he shifted to turn his body towards
mine. As our lips continued to move together, I felt his hand leave my face. His
fingertips trailed down my neck, ghosting light touches over my collarbone and
shoulder. He ran them back up again, leaving a path of fire in their wake and me
shivering with anticipation.
My breath caught in my throat as he slowly dragged his lower lip across mine.
Bringing his hand back up to my face, he reached around to thread his fingers
through my hair. As he gripped the strands at the back of my head tightly I reached
both of mine up to grab the front of his T-shirt. Desperate for his taste, I slipped my
tongue into his mouth and as our tongues danced together he grunted softly, as if he
were in pain.
Before I knew what was happening, Edward had scooped his right hand
underneath my top knee and hitched my legs up onto his lap. He lifted his body off
the couch slightly and parted my legs with his, leaning my body backwards until I
was lying back on the couch. He placed his palms on either side of my shoulders and
continued to kiss me with more and more urgency, our breaths coming out in short
pants. He hovered above me, leaving the smallest distance between my body and
his. Even that distance was too much for me to bear.
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I want him closer, and I want it now!
I threaded the heel of my foot over his calf while I reached my right hand up into
his hair and pulled him down until his body was flush on top of mine. I felt his
length, already hard and straining underneath the denim, against my center and I
shifted my hips to feel him more as our tongues slipped into and out of each others
mouths.
"Jesus, Bella I want you so fucking bad," Edward whispered breathily as he broke
the kiss and brought his lips around to my neck, lightly nipping the sensitive skin
beneath my jaw. I whimpered when he licked the skin he'd just gently bitten,
arching my head back on the couch. The things this man could do to me with his
mouth; his kisses, the tingling scratch of his teeth on my flesh, even his words made
me completely ravenous for him.
"I nearly attacked you when we were alone at the gym," he said as he traced a
path of kisses down and back up my neck. I shivered when he licked the shell of my
ear and then whispered into it. "Your scent when you're sweaty makes me
practically deranged."
Moaning at his words I gripped his hair tightly with my hands, bringing his face
roughly back up to mine. I loved it that I made him feel this wild and rocked my
body against his. My clit throbbed and I was aching for more as he tugged at my
bottom lip with his teeth.
Perspiration was starting to pool on the small of my back. I wanted him to rip my
clothes off and touch every inch of me. I wanted to feel his long fingers soothe the
desperate need pulsing between my legs. I wanted to run my tongue around the
head of his cock and hear him cry out as I sucked it into my mouth. I. Just. Fucking.
Wanted. Him.
Every cell in my body screamed at me not to make this stop, but I knew I had to. If
I didn't stop him now, I never would. "Edward." His name came out as a moan and it
momentarily spurred him on. I gasped as I felt him grinding his erection harder
against me through the thick material of both of our pants. "Edward, it's getting
late," I whispered.
He immediately froze, pulling his face away from mine and looked down at me. I
nervously licked my now swollen lips and squeezed his bicep reassuringly. "You
know I want to stay, but…but I should really go home now, before…"
I let out a frustrated exhale and looked up into his eyes, willing him to
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comprehend what I was saying. I knew if he asked me to, I would stay in a
heartbeat. There was no way I'd be strong enough to refuse him.
Instead, he closed his eyes and brought his forehead down to mine, pausing there
and letting out a deep breath. "It's all right, Bella. I understand."
After a moment, Edward sat back on his legs and took my hand, pulling me back
upright on the couch. I stood up to rearrange my clothing but when he remained
seated I turned to look at him questioningly. It was then that I noticed him sitting
forward, his elbows resting on his knees and his arms crossed between his legs. "I
uhh... need a minute," he said.
Ohh. I bit my lip, both in embarrassment and need, wishing I was drawing his
erection out of him in a mind-blowing orgasm, instead of waiting for it to deflate as
he calmed down.
"Ugh, please don't bite your lip. That just makes it worse." My face fell at his
comment and he chuckled, flashing me his adorably crooked grin. "Oh no! You're
pouting now! That's not fair. You're cute when you do that too, you know."
I gave him a sad smile and he finally stood up, encircling his arms around me in a
gentle hug. "It's okay, Bella," he said as he stroked my hair. "I understand why you
need to do this, and I think you're incredibly brave."
Edward pulled back to look into my eyes. "Just know that you're welcome here
whenever you're ready to spend the night again."
This isn't possible. He can't be real. I found it hard to believe he could be this
wonderful and understanding and downright fucking beautiful.
Edward walked me to his door and put my coat over my shoulders. "You know I'm
coming downstairs to put you in a cab."
I rolled my eyes at his protectiveness. "This again? You know I managed just fine
on the subway before I met you."
He ran his fingers through my hair. "Well, that was then. And you're far too
important to me now for me to risk anything happening to you."
Edward accompanied me downstairs and asked the doorman, whose name I found
out was Liam, to hail me a cab. We stood on the curb with our arms wrapped around
each other, Edward a protective shield against the November wind, until a yellow
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taxi pulled up. I promised him I would call tomorrow as he put me into the car and
pressed one last, lingering kiss to my lips.
As the door closed and we pulled away from the curb, a text came through on my
phone. I eagerly reached for it, hoping it was a sweet note from Edward, but Jake's
number flashed on the screen instead.
Staying at Bree's tonight. See you tomorrow.
I sighed heavily as I put my phone back into my purse and looked out the window.
I have to do this, I have to do this. I chanted the words in my head like a mantra.
My heart plummeted into my stomach as the cab turned a corner heading for the
Queens-Midtown tunnel, knowing that at home only an empty bed and my
nightmares awaited me.

"A guy like that is just slumming. You're nothing."
Where are you my stranger? Why didn't you come?
"Yes, you're nothing but a common, strung-out slut. Just a wasted little whore!"
Pain. Blood. I can't breath.
Hey, now we won't be raped!
Hey, hey. Now we won't be scarred like that!
Oh God, please oh God…someone help me…
I woke up with a scream wrenching its way through my vocal chords, coughing
and sputtering. Bile began to rise up in my throat and I leaned over my bed,
retching and dry heaving into the garbage can. My heart ricocheted off my rib cage,
feeling as if it would pound out of my chest. I wrapped my arms around my body and
rocked back and forth, accepting the fact that for the first time in fourteen years
there was no one here to comfort me.
Curling myself into a ball, I sobbed under my sheets, tears streaming hot down my
face and dampening my pillowcase. My cries resonated against the empty walls of
my apartment. With no one to rely on to bring me back to myself, I started drowning
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in guilt and self pity.
Why hadn't my stranger come after me? Was James right? Had it been nothing
special for him at all?
Behind the dark blanket of my eyelids, I tried to picture him. All that stood out
through my watery memory was a skinny, bright red tie. His face was a blur. All I
could remember was the way he made me feel; how he teased me with an inch of my
sanity against that cold wall at the Field House. But each and every memory
morphed into James, his eyes filled with disgust and his venomous words full of
hatred. It was a hatred I'd come to internalize.
After a while, my sobs began to peter out. My whole body shook as I pulled back
the covers and sat up in bed. I brushed my sweaty hair away from my face and
pulled my ponytail over my shoulder, nervously playing with the ends.
"Your nervous habits are evidence that you're not really healing," Dr. Clearwater
had said to me as I sat on her leather office couch, twisting my ponytail relentlessly
with my hands.
"How can you say that?" I spat at her angrily. "Can't you see how much stronger
I've gotten?"
She sighed. I knew Sue wasn't really passing judgment on me; that she was doing
her job and trying to help. She was even more invested in me now that she and
Charlie had gotten friendly.
"I see that you've gotten physically stronger, Bella. But it's what's still going on up
here," she tapped her fingers against her temple, "that concerns me."
I threw my ponytail back over my shoulder and stood up on unsteady legs. I'd
stopped therapy with Sue immediately after she'd started dating my father. She'd
tried to help me find another therapist, but I'd refused. After ten years of treatment I
felt it simply wasn't going to help me any more.
Making my way over to my dresser, I forced myself to look at my reflection in the
mirror. The girl who stared back at me had puffy red pouches under her and
tear-streaked cheeks. I looked closer at my duplicate in the shiny glass. For once I'd
actually taken my contacts out before going to bed, and brown eyes instead of green
reflected back at me.
I hardly recognized myself without my contacts in anymore.
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Pulling my hair down and out of the ponytail, I saw my roots were growing back
in. The dull brown of my natural hair color was beginning to show. I knew I needed
to make an appointment with a box of Clairol very soon.
"Why are you still hiding yourself like this?" Jake had asked me as he sat on the
closed toilet seat lid in my father's house, watching with dissatisfaction as I combed
the thick dye through my hair. "I like your real hair color."
I stared at him in the mirror. The towel around my neck was spotted with dark
splotches from previous dying. In the last year or so I'd gotten much better at
coloring my own hair, but still used this old towel to keep my clothes from getting
stained.
It was still difficult to put too much weight on my injured leg, and I needed to
keep one hand on the sink for support.
"Because, Jake," I snapped sharply at him, keeping my eyes trained on my
reflection in the mirror. "I don't want to be the girl I was anymore. She was weak
and I am nothing like her. I don't want to see anything that even resembles that girl
when I look into the mirror."
Jake looked down at the floor, kicking his heel against the bathmat. "I liked that
girl," he said softly.
I didn't answer him and went back to applying the colorant.
My breathing began to come out heavy again as I stared at myself. I felt that
familiar need beginning to take over. It seemed as if the walls of my room were
closing in on me. My pulse pounded like a drum, I could feel it in my throat.
Escape! I need to escape!
I didn't want to feel like this and my knee-jerk reaction was to pound it out of me,
to sweat and burn away the feelings of self-hatred.
Without a second thought, I threw my clothes on, grabbed my gym bag and fled
from my apartment.
Once the subway had carried me into Manhattan I hurried through the nearly
empty streets; the areas which were usually teeming with people were barren due to
the pouring rain, and I had forgotten my umbrella.
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Why don't I ever watch the Weather Channel?
I sighed and pulled my hood as tightly as possible over my head before sprinting
down the last block to the gym. Hopefully Gianna would be able to throw my
sweatshirt in the dryer they used for the towels.
As I walked through the gym doors and shook my hair out of my soaked hood, I
threw my stuff behind the front desk, leaving my sweatshirt with a note for Gianna
on the check-in counter. I opened the empty spin studio and set up a bike, turning
my iPod on to my "Angry Ride" playlist. It was a short workout, but these songs were
my therapy; the words and rhythms that helped me forget my past and feel my
strength. I let the sound of Linkin Park's "Breaking the Habit" fill my ears.
Memories consume like opening the wound; I'm picking me apart again.
I don't know how I got this way. I know it's not alright.
So I'm breaking the habit, I'm breaking the habit tonight!
I cycled my legs harder to the violent beat. The playlist advanced to the next track
which was "In the End," another Linkin Park song.
Things aren't the way they were before! You wouldn't even recognize me
anymore.
Not that you knew me back then but it all comes back to me in the end.
Listening to the words for what had to be the thousandth time, I thought about
how James would never be able to take me down now. I was too strong to ever let
something like that happen to me again.
I was determined to push James' words and the haunting memories of all that he
did to me back into my subconscious. Kanye West's "Stronger" came on next and I
turned the resistance knob a hard circle to the right, bringing up the intensity of my
ride. Kanye was a tool for what he did at the MTV Music Awards, but the song was
still a good one.
As the sweat poured down my body, the adrenaline rush began to replace the
panic that had paralyzed me when I woke up. I vowed to stop allowing this to control
my life. Breaking Benjamin's "I Will Not Bow" was next, a recent addition to my
playlist, followed by Destiny's Child's "Survivor."
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I'm a survivor, I'm not gon' give up!
I'm not gon' stop, I'm gon' work harder!
I'm a survivor, I'm gonna make it!
I will survive, keep on surviving!
The last song was "Fighter" by Christina Aguilera. With each pump of my legs,
forcing the flywheel to move despite the heavy resistance pushing against it, I felt
my anxiety begin to melt away.
'Cause it makes me that much stronger, makes me work a little bit harder.
It makes me that much wiser so thanks for making me a fighter!
As my workout came to an end I slowed my legs, sat up on the bike and hit the
pause button on my iPod. I inhaled a slow, steady breath and felt my body fill with
calm. Rolling my head and shoulders around, I let my joints loosen from the constant
state of tension they'd been in since I woke up. I was mopping the sweat off my face,
neck and arms with my towel when I heard the door to the studio open behind me.
"Hey there, sis'!" a voice called out.
Seth!
"You are sonot my brother," I replied to the voice, pulling my cycling shoes out of
the clips and swinging my legs off the bike. "But it's good to see you anyway."
I turned around to find a beaming and well-dressed version of the boy I used to
know walking into the studio, Jake trailing behind him. Seth hadn't come to visit us
in a while, too busy with his new job during the day and partying with his buddies at
night.
"Aw man, I'd hug you, Bells, but you really stink!"
I snapped a towel at him. "Thanks a lot."
"Hey, you're gonna stink too in a little while, after I'm done with you," Jake teased
Seth, leaning an elbow on his shoulder. He was a full head taller than Seth. "I'm
training the little one here up."
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"Little one my ass!" he laughed. "Yeah, Jake's gonna make me diesel! Then I'm
gonna try to get him an interview at the engineering firm I'm working at."
Jake groaned. "How's the job going?" I asked him as I cleaned off the bike.
Seth shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. "The guys I work for are
pretty decent, except for one who's got a total stick up his ass. Total workaholic
type. But whatever, it's a job. Pays the bills, you know?"
"Isabella?"
Momentarily startled by the interruption, I turned to see Aro lurking at the
entrance to the studio. "May I speak to you for a moment? In my office?"
"Uh, sure! No problem, let me just grab my things." I looked up but he had already
disappeared from the room, vanishing like a ghost.
"That dude is weird," Seth proclaimed, but I immediately shushed him.
"That dude is our boss!" I hissed at him, then looked at Jake and rolled my eyes.
He smiled warmly at me, but I could see the strain that the new boundaries of our
relationship were having on him. "I'll catch you later?" He told me that he would be
coming home that night and I wished them both a good workout before leaving the
studio.
Cautiously approaching Aro's office, I knocked on the door softly before pushing it
open. I found Aro sitting behind his desk, his fingers steepled underneath his chin.
"You wanted to speak to me?" I asked him.
"Ah yes, Isabella." He gestured grandly to the chairs opposite him. "Please, have a
seat."
I sat down nervously, clutching my bag on my lap. I racked my brain, thinking if
I'd done something wrong in the last few weeks. I'd been so distracted with the
situation with Edward, maybe I'd forgotten to clock out one day? I couldn't think of
anything.
"I see you've signed yourself out of the Capoiera training," he began, looking at a
list on his desk.
"Oh, yeah…well, I wasn't very good at it," I replied honestly.
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"And?" he prompted me, lifting one eyebrow. I looked at him blankly in response
as he leaned forward. "And Bree is dating Jake now, which makes you both
uncomfortable."
Oh shit! Was there some inter-gym dating rule they were breaking? Was I about to
fuck things up royally for them?
Aro chuckled as he sensed my discomfort. "Relax, Isabella. I have no interest in
the social lives of my employees. What I do have an interest in is you."
"How so?" I asked suspiciously.
"I've told you I think you have a lot of talent, and I think you're selling yourself
short by just being a spin instructor," he explained. "I think you could go very far in
this company."
I sat back to absorb his words. Go far with the company? I'd never really thought
about my future here; I had only been spending my days running from my past. I'd
never really thought about fitness as a career for good. A part of me, deep down
inside, had always hoped one day I'd return to studying literature.
Aro began speaking again. "I am curious to hear more about the class you
mentioned at our staff meeting a few weeks ago. What was it?" He paused and
looked up, searching his thoughts. "Cardio…striptease?"
Excited, I smiled widely at him. Is he for real? He's actually going to let me plan
this class?
I thought back to how I'd stripped for Edward, slowly unlacing my clothes,
unwrapping my body for him like a present. Each time he'd gotten a glimpse of a
new patch of bare skin I'd heard his breathing pick up a notch. He'd looked as if he
were in pain, as if the act of watching me slowly pulling the fabric from my body was
pure torture. Edward seemed positively feral when he pounced on me as I stood
there in my bra and leather pants. I liked the idea that I could train other women to
do that.
"Is this something you'd be interested in teaching?"
"Oh, yes sir. Absolutely!" I was definitely going to have to try out some new moves
to plan this class.
As I stepped out of Aro's office, I pulled out my cell phone and started a text to
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Edward.
Feel like being a guinea pig for me?
I made my way into the locker room for a quick shower and was putting my things
away when a text buzzed in.
For what?
I quickly typed out my response. A strip tease? ;)
His reply came in a few seconds later. You're killing me, Bella. Yes! Time and
place please?
I chuckled to myself. This was going to be fun.

Check out Bella's "Angry playlist" here: www . playlist . com
/playlist/20041877515
So? What do you think? Pissed at Bella for cockblocking Edward? Happy she's
dealing with her demons? Excited for the upcoming Cardio Striptease class? Leave
me your thoughts - I love reading them!
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Chapter 11: The World I Know
My betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 are some of my most favorite
people on the planet! Thanks so much to loss4words81 for hosting The Ride
as last week's readalong, and thanks also to Kassiah for pre-reading and for
liking pretzels. ;)
I know a lot of you were upset with Bella for not finishing what she started
with Edward, and not really dealing with her demons by going home alone.
She isn't dealing with it, you're right! And don't worry,
the...ahem...*stalling* ends here! :) I also know that a lot of you are eager
for them to figure out that they are each other's strangers from the concert.
They *will* I promise you! Just be patient with me!
SM wrote Twilight and has millions of dollars. I don't care cause "The
Ride" is mine and *I* have all of YOU!"

EPOV
November 2009.
Friday.
I was pretty sure that Bella was trying to kill me.
Over the last two weeks we'd been spending a lot more time together. I'd been
meeting her at my apartment almost every evening after she finished teaching; I
hadn't been able to attend her spin classes lately because of more boring dinner
meetings with Eclipse Enterprises.
We were breaking ground on the new building for them that Jasper had recently
approved a few weeks back. I'd been accompanying him to meetings while Emmett
continued to further our involvement in The Emerging Green Builders of New York.
Truly the business was making great progress, and I was going through the motions
of doing my job, but lately I had been even more distracted than I'd ever been
before.
Since the night Bella and I had watched Reality Bites in my apartment and ended
up making out on my couch, I'd been craving her. Constantly.
- 156 -

It didn't help that she was practicing for the Cardio Striptease class her boss had
suggested she run. Each time she'd want to try out a new move she'd plant me
firmly into one of my kitchen chairs, refusing to allow me to touch her. Bella
stripping for me the first time we'd had sex had been insanely erotic, and now I was
being forced to sit and simply watch it over and over again.
She'd shimmy down to the floor, sliding her palms enticingly down the flats of her
thighs as she moved, discarding pieces of clothing until she wore nothing but a
sports bra and one of those pairs of spandex pants that fit her like a second skin. I'd
gripped the material of the chair so tightly with my fingers as I watched her that I
was pretty sure I'd done permanent damage to them.
Esme would be furious at me if she saw that. I'd made a mental note to get them
repaired as quickly as possible.
Every night she came over to my apartment, and striptease or no, we'd end up on
my couch like a couple of horny teenagers. Each time it would escalate to a point
that had us both panting and grinding our bodies against one another, kissing until
our lips were swollen and raw. I hadn't even been able to touch her luscious breasts
again; every time I'd tried, tracing my fingertips over the toned muscles in her arms,
seeing the gooseflesh rise and circling my touch closer and closer, she'd groan and
pull herself away, saying if we went any further she'd end up staying the night.
I had to believe this was killing her too; it was certainly driving me out of my
fucking mind.
Last night once again Bella met me here after class and had attacked me the
second she saw me, jumping up and wrapping her legs around my waist before I'd
even closed the door. Somehow I'd managed to carry her to the living room while
she desperately fisted my hair, kissing my neck and nipping at my skin so hard that
it had nearly made my knees buckle.
We'd tumbled onto the couch, her body on top of mine and still sticking to her
sweaty gym clothes. I didn't know what it was about her sweat that made me so
freaking turned on, but I was pretty sure it meant I was some kind of sick mother
fucker. She'd let me peel off her tank top, revealing her still partly-sticky skin. I'd
begun assaulting her with my mouth, sucking at the juncture of where her neck met
her shoulder. Slipping her bra strap down her arm, I'd found a patch of sweaty skin
and licked at it hungrily, feeling myself get impossibly hard at the salty taste.
When she began to pull away once again, I'd loudly yelled out, "No!" I tackled her,
flipping her over on the couch, trapping her body beneath mine and tickling her
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until she begged me through tearful laughter to stop.
I was trying to be patient. I was trying to be a gentleman. But what I was getting
was the worst fucking case of blue balls in history.
I was constantly fantasizing about her when we weren't together, hell sometimes
even when we were, thinking about the blowjob I'd been fucking desperate for since
our first date. No matter how much I jacked off, I found myself needing her more
and more, anxious for the next time I'd get to see her, taste her, touch her, even if it
meant a painful lack of release.
I felt like I was slowly losing my mind.
Still, I knew what she was trying to accomplish by sleeping on her own, and I
knew how hard it was for her to do that. I hated it that she was still having these
horrible night terrors and there was nothing I could do to help her.
Most nights we'd talk on the phone before going to bed; the sound of my voice
seemed to soothe her. She'd cling to the phone in the dark of her room, telling me
that she wanted my whispered "goodnight" to be the last sound she heard before
falling asleep.
One time she'd been so tired she'd passed out before we'd even hung up and I'd
held on a little longer, listening to her calm breathing. Hearing her so relaxed and
peaceful soothed me, and I'd listened to her soft inhales and exhales before
reluctantly severing the connection on my cell. I so badly wanted to have her here
with me in my bed so I could chase her nightmares away. But she was adamant on
breaking the habit of depending on someone to calm her fears and I had to admire
her for that.
There was one morning last week when she'd called me at dawn, still hiccupping
from the sobs that had evidently just wracked her little body. She'd told me that her
nightmare had been particularly bad and asked if she could just talk to me for a few.
My arms practically ached from my needing to hold her, to stroke her hair and rub
her back until her breathing calmed down. I wanted to offer to come to her
apartment, but I wasn't sure if Jake was there and I really didn't fucking want to ask.
Bella told me he'd gotten together with that martial arts chick from the Halloween
party, but I still really didn't like the idea that they lived together. I tried to convince
her to take a cab over to my apartment right away but she'd turned me down, saying
quietly that she just needed to hear my voice.
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It was just as well; I still didn't know the area she lived in at all and wasn't sure if
a girl as beautiful as her standing out on the corner, trying to catch a cab with tears
streaming down her face was the best idea. All I knew was that she was safe in her
apartment and I'd do my damndest over the phone to try and comfort her.
Today was Saturday and we had planned on spending the day together. We were
going to meet at the gym at two o' clock and work out, after which she'd given me
the green light to plan the evening however I wanted. I'd been hoping, if I planned
things right, that she'd end up finally deciding to spend the night again, because
what I really wanted was breakfast in bed with her on Sunday morning.
I also wanted to invite her to my family's Thanksgiving dinner as well. I'd brought
this up to Alice on the phone the other day, asking her advice and wondering if it
was too early to introduce Bella to our parents; I was worried the suggestion would
freak her out and scare her off.
"I don't think it will," Alice had assured me. "At least, I hope not. I really want to
meet her!"
"I'm looking forward to that too," I'd replied, laughing at my twin's enthusiasm.
She'd never really taken to any of the girls I'd dated, and I was eager for her to meet
Bella as well. I had a sneaking suspicion that they would really hit it off.
"Did you ever figure out where you know her from?" she'd asked me. I sat back
and thought about it before answering her. While the lingering question of where we
may have met before had popped into my mind once or twice over the last month,
the truth was that it no longer mattered where or if I knew her from someplace. I'd
stopped caring since the moment Bella told me about her tragic past; I wanted her
to look forward as much as possible and not search her history for where I may or
may not have fit in.
"Nah, I haven't," I had finally said, cradling my phone against my shoulder as I
signed some paperwork Emmett had pushed onto my desk. "Maybe we met in a past
life or something."
Alice and Emmett had both shouted with incredulity at the exact same moment,
"Since when do you believe in that?"
I'd rolled my eyes at my brother as he walked out of my office, snorting with
laughter. I thanked Alice for her help and hung up.
This morning I'd eaten a healthy omelet for breakfast, since having Bella chastise
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me on my eating habits one day last week. "Your metabolism won't be so hot
forever," she'd lectured good-naturedly. I packed my gym bag, now stuffed with a
change of clothes and toiletries for the shower before heading out into the grey, wet
weather. Even though it was only a few blocks to the gym, I'd decided to have Liam
hail me a cab. If I was going to work myself ragged with my business, I might as well
use the money I was earning to get some perks in life!
When the driver pulled up to the corner of 44th Street and Sixth Avenue, I was
caught off guard by a familiar face standing outside.
Crap, it's Seth.
Our office intern had recently been promoted to mail room clerk, meaning that he
was probably going to be our employee for quite some time. I'd begun to protest
when Jasper had suggested hiring him full time, but realized I had no genuine
reason for being against hiring him, other than the fact that I found him incredibly
annoying.
I paid the driver and stepped out of the cab, nodding to Seth as I began walking.
"Hey, Mr. Cullen! You heading into the office on the weekend?" he asked, a
friendly smile on his face.
"No, I'm actually going to the gym. I belong to the New York Sports Club just
down the block."
Seth grinned back at me. "I go there too! I got a sweet deal 'cause some friends of
mine work there. Oh hey!" he began to wave at someone, looking over my shoulder.
"There's one of them now. Hey, Jake!"
You've got to be fucking kidding me.
Turning to look over my shoulder, I saw that sure enough Man-child was crossing
the street, looking like a fitness model in workout pants and a slim, long sleeved top.
There was no question that I was green with envy over the size of Jake's
superhero-esque arms, and vowed to work out harder with weights. Maybe Emmett
would be able to get me benching more. I certainly didn't want Bella seeing how
little I could lift right now.
Jake nodded as he stepped up to where Seth and I stood. "Edward," he said
quietly, an audibly irritated exhale huffed out his nostrils.
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"Nice to see you again, Jake," I said tersely.
"Whoa, how do you guys know each other?" Seth asked, his eyes wide, more than
a little freaked out at our connection.
Jake never took his eyes off me as he answered Seth's question. "He's dating
Bella."
Seth began cracking up, saying "Holy shit!" through his laughter until I loudly
interrupted him.
"How do you know Bella?" I asked him, irritated by this little moron now more
than ever.
He was nearly doubled-over, hugging his arms to his stomach as he laughed. "Well
dude, she's kinda like my sister!"
I narrowed my eyes at him, disbelieving and shaking my head. "Bella doesn't have
a brother," I said definitively. I was right, wasn't I?
Jake walked around me to stand by Seth. "It's complicated," he told me. "We'll let
Bella explain it to you when we get to the gym." They turned and started walking,
and I hovered a few paces behind, not wanting to be too close to them as I searched
my thoughts.
It isn't possible for Bella to be related to Seth; they look nothing alike!
We entered the gym to find Bella in the vestibule between the double glass doors
of the gym entrance. Her lips flickered into a smile when she saw me, but her face
quickly fell and she went pale immediately as she realized the three of us were
coming in together. Jake and Seth each kissed her on the cheek, snickering as they
filed past her into the club. I raised an eyebrow as I took a few steps towards her,
my hands in my pockets. I didn't want to upset her and I sure as hell wasn't mad if
she hadn't told me she had a brother, I just didn't want my girlfriend related to
anyone who called me 'dude.'
"He's not my brother," she ground out, huffing out a breath. "That's what he told
you, isn't it?" I nodded. "I really fucking hate it when he says that!"
I started to chuckle at her anger; I didn't want to demean how she felt, but her
feistiness was so endearing at that moment, and I was also really fucking relieved.
Putting my arm around her, I placed a kiss on her forehead and she snaked her arms
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around me, explaining Seth's relation to her as we walked through the reception
area.
"Seth's mom was my therapist. It was never a big deal; he was a kid when I moved
back to Forks, just some angsty teenager. But then Sue started dating my father and
the whole situation got really weird for me. It's partially why I stopped therapy."
"Partially?" I asked as we stopped in front of the locker rooms. Bella looked at the
floor and nodded.
"Yeah, partially. It didn't seem like it was really working for me." I saw her begin
to twist her fingers around so I took her hands in mine and brought them to my face
before kissing her knuckles softly. It was a cheesy, romantic move to make but I
didn't give a fuck who saw me do it. As a matter of fact, the more big beefy guys
here who saw us together, the better. Bella was mine and I wanted everyone to
know it.
She smiled sheepishly and straightened up. "Come on, you. Go put your stuff away
so I can get you all sweaty." Bella pushed lightly on my chest and walked me
backwards a few steps until I was in the locker room doorway, and I groaned as I
retreated into the room to put my bag away.
I've got about a thousand different ways in my head that you can get me all
sweaty, Bella, and none of them involve a spin bike.
We spent the next hour with Bella leading me around the weights floor, taking me
through one of her personal workout routines: jogging on the treadmill to warm up
and then vigorous circuit training with weights, jumping jacks, jump ropes, push ups
and a ton more movements I hadn't done since high school gym class. I did my best
to keep up with her, and she seemed to really enjoy training me. What I enjoyed was
watching the way her body moved as she demonstrated different exercises for me,
and she playfully slapped me several times for obviously ogling her in the middle of
her place of work.
When we were finished and standing at the entrance to the locker rooms I found
myself staring at her covered in perspiration. Her hair was up in a ponytail and a
few short strands were sticking to the back of her neck. Rivulets of sweat cascaded
down her neck, making her skin glisten.
The image brought me back to when we'd fucked after the Halloween party, her
thighs drenched and sliding along mine as she writhed above me. Once again I grew
hard at the sight of her wet body, wanting to find a dark corner to drag her into and
- 162 -

lick the drops of moisture off her.
I am really freaking perverted.
The shy smile that appeared on Bella's face told me she knew what I was thinking.
I was sure she'd kiss my cheek and head into the locker room, but Bella was always
finding ways to surprise me. What she did next completely wrecked me.
Peeking over her shoulder to see if anyone was around, she turned back and
looked up at me with a mischievous smirk playing on her face. Her eyes tracked
down my body and back up as she moved in closer, bringing her face to mine. She
didn't kiss me, just brushed her lower lip across mine and breathed into my mouth
as she said, "Maybe we'll have another opportunity to get hot and sweaty again
later?"
She darted her tongue out and quickly licked my bottom lip. As she pulled back, I
sucked it into my mouth, and held it there with my teeth. Even the taste of her saliva
makes me crazy! I stood there unable to move as Bella winked and skipped off into
the women's locker room.
In a daze I made my way into the men's locker room, lost in yet another fantasy.
Going down on Bella was a central player in the thoughts that had been plaguing me
every day. The fact that I hadn't had a chance to taste her the one time we'd been
together was something that I had been cursing myself ever since. However, the fact
that I loved the flavor of her sweat this much was making me wonder if I'd be able to
physically handle the delectable honey I'd dreamt about between her legs.
I wandered off towards the showers cursing the fact that I couldn't rinse off in my
own bathroom, because there was no way in hell I'd be jerking off in a men's gym
locker room right now.

We left the gym a little while later, our change of clothing in gym bags slung over
our arms. Bella sent a nonchalant wave in Jake and Seth's direction on the way out
and I nodded at entwining her fingers with mine possessively. She didn't seem to
mind and squeezed mine back in return. I was relieved she didn't care that I was
acting like a jealous boyfriend already, only a few weeks into our relationship.
"So, where are we headed?" she asked, swinging our joined hands as we stepped
out onto the street. The cold was like a wet, heavy blanket and the sun was
shrouded in thick, gray clouds. You could almost smell rain coming.
- 163 -

"Well I thought that since we've worked up an appetite you'd let me treat you to
something a little bit decadent." She glared at me but smiled and rolled her eyes,
not arguing as we walked a few blocks uptown. When we arrived at the Ben &
Jerry's at Rockefeller Plaza I was pleased to see her grin widen. She kissed me on
the cheek as I held the door open for her.
As we shared an ice cream sundae and drank hot chocolate, she told me she'd
always wanted to see the tree go up in Rockefeller Center, and I promised her that it
would be our next date. When we stepped out of the cozy warmth of the shop back
into the biting cold of the city air, she held her hoodie tightly to her body and
wrapped her arms around herself.
"What's next?" she asked, her teeth chattering slightly. I had planned for us to
leisurely walk through midtown until we got to TKTS, which was the discount ticket
booth in Times Square, and maybe catch a Broadway show. I could of course have
ordered front row theater tickets in advance but I thought it might be fun to go at it
as tourists. Besides, I had no idea what performance might interest her and I wanted
the entire afternoon to be a surprise.
However, by the time we got a few steps down Fifth Avenue the skies opened and
it started to pour. Hard. And of course, as always when there is a rainstorm in
Manhattan, there wasn't a single cab to be found.
Why do I never watch the damn Weather Channel?
I grabbed Bella's hand and ran half a block to the shelter of the nearest covered
bus stand, which was already crowded with people. By the time we got to it, we
were both soaked. There was only enough room left for her to fit in and I stood close
to her, rain pelting at my back.
"Sorry!" I whined, smiling sheepishly at her. "My plans had definitely involved
being outside with you!" Bella pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her wet hair
before she shrugged and smiled at me.
"I guess we're gonna have to make other plans," she said. I looked up at the street
signs and saw that we were only three avenues away from my apartment. Seeming
to read my thoughts, she took my hand in hers and said, "Should we make a run for
it?"
I wagged my eyebrows at her. "I'll race you!"
Ten minutes later we arrived at my building, drenched and looking like drowned
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rats. Bella stuffed her hands awkwardly in her pockets as we stepped past Liam,
dripping rain all over the shiny floor. Our shoes made squishing sounds as we
stepped into my apartment. We took them off at the door before pulling off our wet
jackets, and Bella laughed through an apology as we dripped water all over the
floor.
"Don't apologize!" I said, tugging on her hand and pulling her down the hallway.
"Come on, we can dry everything here."
"Um, one little problem," Bella stopped me. "I kind of don't have anything else to
wear. My gym clothes are really nasty."
I looked in the direction of my bedroom. While what I wanted was to have her
completely naked while her clothes were in my dryer, she was shivering and soaked
to the bone. I was pretty sure she wasn't in the mood for anything until we'd
warmed up a little. "You can borrow something of mine," I assured her.
We walked down the hallway to my bedroom and our socks left a wet path on the
floor. "Just grab something from one of my drawers," I told her as I opened the
folding doors that hid my washer and dryer. I stuffed our jackets in before yanking
my damp Polo over my head and throwing that in the open dryer as well. My jeans
were sticking to my legs but I wanted to make sure Bella had found something to
wear before peeling them off too.
I stepped into my bedroom and was met with the site of Bella wearing nothing but
one of my white T-shirts and a pair of my boxer shorts. She smiled at me and bit her
lip as a pink blush rose up on her creamy cheeks; a triple whammy.
Yup. She's definitely trying to kill me.
After throwing all our drenched clothes into the dryer, including her black cotton
panties and bra which I tried desperately not to picture her in, I changed quickly
into a fresh pair of jeans and a grey T-shirt. Bella was standing in my hallway,
studying a framed photo on the wall. Coming to stand behind her, I saw that the
picture on which she was fixated was an old one of me playing the piano.
"You look so…enraptured," she said softly, her voice full of awe.
She was right; music had been my first love and I had treated my parents' piano
with reverence, practicing diligently. This particular photo was of me playing at a
concert; the angle of the camera was from the back of the piano so only my face and
shoulders were seen, but it captured the look of concentration on my face perfectly.
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I wrapped my arms around her and breathed in deeply; slight traces of her
strawberry shampoo still remained. "Can I see more?"
Thinking for a moment, I said, "Sure," and brought her into the living room,
looking for a particular album among the hard-covers and paperbacks on my
bookshelf. As I did so, Bella played wit my iPod which was plugged into the dock in
my entertainment unit.
"You have a 'Grunge' playlist?" she asked, her voice pitched high with enthusiasm.
I laughed, recalling the group of songs she was mentioning; they were all ones I'd
attempted to cover with my band in college.
She hit play and Pearl Jam's "Black" began to waft softly out of the speakers. Bella
walked to the couch and leaned her head back on it as she sat. "I love this song," she
said with closed eyes.
"Found it!" I pulled a thin, leather bound volume from my shelf and brought it
over to where Bella was listening quietly to the music.
And now my bitter hands cradle broken glass of what was everything.
All the pictures have all been washed in black, tattooed everything.
Bella crossed her legs underneath her and eagerly pulled the album into her lap.
The binding opened with a crack; clearly it had been a long time since anyone
looked at it.
"Alice made it for me," I told her as she began looking through the pages. It was a
scrapbook, filled with photos and memorabilia from my concerts as well as photos of
me practicing or writing songs. Some showed me playing guitar, others on the piano
and a few pictured me singing.
As the album progressed, the photos displayed my descent into indulgence. Bella
giggled at photos of me with long hair, my beard overgrown. Her eyes widened as
she turned the pages, discovering a photo of me laughing with sunglasses on and
dressed in ratty sweats. My guitar was balanced precariously on my lap and a
cigarette was dangling out of my fingers.
"You used to smoke?" she asked me, astonished.
I shrugged. "Only socially. I stopped when I grew up, got a real job and went out
there into the big bad world."
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I laced my fingers behind my head and leaned back against the couch as the next
song came on. It was "Far Behind" by Candlebox.
And so maybe your friends they stand around they watch you crumble as you
falter to the ground.
And then someday your friends they stand beside as you were flying.
Oh you were flying oh so high.
I allowed myself to sink into the soft melody. "I love this song. I used to feel that I
could do nothing but sit in an empty room with loud speakers and just listen to this
song over and over again."
She smiled and looked up at me. "Of course," I continued, "that was during my
infatuation with acid."
"We certainly have that in common," she said, turning her attention back to the
scrapbook and reading a faded ticket showing our band's name, New Moon.
Bella traced her fingertips over my likeness' eyebrow in one photo taken of my
silhouette. I was strumming my guitar to calm myself after a fight with my
band-mate, Peter. I'd been wasted during a performance, ruining the show, and he
had shown his anger by beating the crap out of me.
"Who are the other people in the photos?" she asked.
I pointed them out to her one by one. Peter was the base guitarist. Charlotte, our
main groupie and now Peter's wife, had a decent voice and occasionally sang with us
on songs that required female vocals. Garrett was our drummer and Benjamin was
another guitarist in the group. I told Bella how he constantly wanted to play songs
by Earth, Wind and Fire. He wasn't into grunge as much as we were and left the
band by junior year.
"Jasper, Alice's husband, used to play with us also whenever he was down for a
visit from his college."
"Where did he go to school?" she asked as she turned the page.
"Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. It's an engineering college upstate," I answered,
but paused as Bella inexplicably froze and her face grew dark. I watched her jaw
tighten, her teeth grinding together.
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"Yeah, I've uh…I've heard of it." Confused by her reaction, I wanted to ask why
she'd gotten so suddenly distressed, but then the song changed and her demeanor
flipped back to cheerful.
"Ohhh I love this song!" she cheered, changing the subject. It was "Inside Out" by
Eve 6. She started bouncing as she belted out the lyrics and I couldn't help but sing
along with her.
Swallow my doubt, turn it inside out find nothin' but faith in nothin'!
Want to put my tender, heart in a blender watch it spin around to a beautiful
oblivion.
Rendezvous, then I'm through with you!
She giggled, her previous unhappiness forgotten. I was still slightly flustered; her
mood swings were giving me whiplash.
"You look like you had a great time," she said softly as she closed the album and
leaned back to look at me. "It's too bad you stopped. I'd do anything to hear you
play."
Leaning in close to her I whispered into her ear, "Stay the night and maybe you
will." She groaned. It was a low blow but I was seriously getting really fucking
desperate here!
The dryer buzzed, signaling that our clothes were ready, but I was in no rush to go
anywhere; outside the wind howled and rain pelted against my windows. I retrieved
our sweatshirts from the dyer, and then grabbed a few take out menus so we could
order in dinner.
Sometime later Chinese food arrived and we continued to listen to music as we
ate: Soundgarden's "Black Hole Sun," Bush's "Glycerine," Green Day's "Longview."
Every time a song would approach a line we both knew by heart, we'd yell it out,
laughing through the words. Before I knew it, the clock had ticked to eleven.
Bella yawned and stretched, and it seemed as if she'd be going home without even
a make out session at all! But then I remembered her request from earlier and
pulled her up off the couch.
"Come with me," I whispered and shut off the living room light, leading her into
my bedroom. Opening my closet, I pulled out my guitar case. It was covered with a
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thin layer of dust, lonely and forgotten. When Bella saw it, she flopped down on my
bed and clapped eagerly, beaming from ear to ear.
She's so adorable I can hardly fucking stand it!
She was still wearing my T-shirt under her hoodie, and my boxers were peeking
out from under it. She'd put those black cotton panties back on after they'd dried,
and the fact that they were underneath my boxers was a thought I'd been trying
desperately to push out of my mind. She'd also put on a pair of my socks earlier;
they were way too big for her and bunched up at the ankles. On my bed, wearing my
clothes, she looked fucking perfect.
Like she belongs there.
"I'll play if you stay," I said as I pulled a chair up next to the bed and took my
guitar from the case.
Bella gave me a lighthearted glare, pursing her lips in frustration. I could tell how
much she wanted to hear me play and remembered how she'd melted into my arms
when I sang "Sweet Child of Mine" to her on our first date.
Truthfully I wasn't even sure I could still play the damn thing; I hadn't touched it
in years. I held it in my hands, the instrument feeling archaic and rusty, a remnant
of my former life. But as soon as my fingers touched the strings the memories came
to life as if I'd never put it down, never locked away this part of myself I'd loved so
much.
She looked really torn as I began to tune it so I stopped and reached up, cupping
her face with my hand. I watched with baited breath as she thought it over, running
my thumb over her cheek. "Come on, it's awful outside. I don't want you to go home
in that. Please?"
"Ok," she whispered after a moment.
Yes!
Chuckling to myself I finished tuning, thinking about all the women up till now
that had thrown themselves at me, willingly spending the night in my bed without
even knowing my last name. Now here I was, begging her to stay. What had this girl
done to me?
I began strumming softly, beginning Collective Soul's "The World I Know." It was
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a song I'd often played at open mic nights and performances with New Moon.
Realizing I was actually nervous to do this in front of her, I took a breath and looked
down at my fingers as I began to sing.
"Has our conscience shown? Has the sweet breeze blown?
Has all kindness gone? Hope still lingers on.
I drink myself of newfound pity sitting alone in New York City and I don't know
why."
Stealing a glance up at Bella, I saw she was sitting with her chin in her hands, her
expression difficult to read. I returned my gaze back down to my strumming hands
as I continued to sing.
"So I walk up on high and I step to the edge to see my world below.
And I laugh at myself while the tears roll down cause it's the world I know.
It's the world I know."
I finished the song and quietly placed the guitar back in its case. Playing for her
had been both nerve-wracking and fulfilling, and I looked up at her, waiting for her
feedback.
"Please come here?" she pleaded softly, reaching for me. When I climbed onto the
bed and wrapped my arms around her, I realized she was shivering. "You're too
perfect to be real."
A fat tear rolled down her cheek and I worried it away with my fingertip before
she buried her face against my chest and said, "I'm sorry I've been pushing you
away!" The words tore out of her throat with a sob. She cried into my sweatshirt as
she spoke and I held her tightly, resting my cheek on the top of her head.
"I want to be with you so badly! You don't understand, it's been driving crazy!" she
continued, tears flowing freely now.
"I just…I don't want to wake up screaming," she paused and looked up at me, her
eyes wide and watery, tears streaking in wavy lines down her cheeks. "It was so
humiliating! I don't want you to see me like that again."
I shushed her gently and ran my fingers through her hair. All my lewd thoughts of
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luring her into my bed with music disappeared as I rocked her shaking body against
mine.
"Bella, I don't care if you wake up upset. Let me be there for you, please?" She
looked up at me, her tear-stained face achingly beautiful as she stifled a yawn.
"Come on," I whispered, nudging her towards the pillows.
I shut out the light as Bella acquiesced, pulling back my heavy comforter and
slipping her long, slender legs under the sheets.
Sliding in beside her, I pulled her close to me. She felt tense at first, but as I
wrapped my right arm around her middle I felt her body relax. I released a breath I
hadn't realized I'd been holding and whispered, "Goodnight."
If I could have a found a way to climb inside her head and protect her from her
nightmares, I would have.
We feel asleep like that, Bella's warm body in my arms and my breath soft in her
hair, praying for a morning that would come without tears.
I was startled awake hours later by a shrill scream. Bolting up in bed, the room
pitch black, I looked around frantically to find Bella fast asleep next to me. The high
pitched sound I'd heard had been the piercing shriek of the wind as it moaned
against the skyscrapers outside.
Relief flooded through me as I gazed over at Bella's sleeping form. I rubbed my
eyes roughly with the heels of my hands and gripped my hair as I breathed slowly,
waiting for my pounding heart to slow down.
I think I may have been more petrified than Bella was for her to wake up with
terrors; not because I found it to be upsetting, but because I was certain if it
happened again this morning she'd be so embarrassed it might break us.
I've got to find a way to get her back into therapy!
I'd find a good doctor for her, hell I'd even pay for it myself if her insurance didn't
cover it, but I knew I needed to wait to broach the subject until our relationship was
on more stable ground.
She was still on her side facing the window, shadows playing across her beautiful
face as clouds rushed past the moon. Lying down next to her, I propped my head up
on one hand and stretched my body behind the length of hers, lining myself up
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behind her like a shield. Gently I pulled her soft hair off her neck with my free hand
and ran my nose across her tender skin, filling my lungs with her scent. I brushed
the backs my fingers over the smooth skin of her arm, tracing down to where her
hands disappeared, tucked angelically under her chin.
She continued to breathe softly as I caressed her. Glancing over at the clock I saw
it was almost six in the morning. My heart clenched as I remembered she had most
of her terrors around dawn, the ghosts of her past coming to haunt her in that
hollow space between dreaming and the conscious mind. I was desperate to find a
way to stop her from waking up frightened.
I stroked up over her shoulder and down her back, shrouded still by my t-shirt.
Dipping my fingertips under the hem to touch the small of her back, I felt the skin
was slightly damp.
Oh fuck, she's sweaty!
I stifled a groan as I let my fingers drag slowly across her back. The heat was on
and the blanket was heavy; with both of us in the bed of course she'd be a little
overheated.
Unable to stop myself, I continued to slide my hands under her shirt, searching as
they roamed for more patches of sticky skin. When my fingers brushed against the
hem of my borrowed boxers, her breathing hitched and I felt her hips flex slightly.
The idea hit me in that moment. I wonder if I can wake her up this way…
Moving my hand over the soft swell of her hips, I pulled her tighter to me and
leaned my face over hers. Just barely touching her, I brushed my lips slowly along
her jaw from her ear to her chin, then down her neck. I traced the same path back
up, kissing the sensitive skin just underneath her ear. Bella trembled slightly, slowly
coming out of her sleepy state.
With my hand firmly pressed into her hip, I pulled her onto her back and rolled my
body on top of hers, kissing her neck now with more insistence. Her legs fell open
and I rocked my hips between her legs, the tip of my erection just barely rubbing
against her hot center. I could feel her warmth through the three layers of fabric
keeping barrier between us and groaned at the memory of how good it felt when I'd
slid slowly into her all those weeks ago.
Bella breathed in a short intake of air, waking up as her body began to respond to
mine. I felt her hands flutter up into my hair as I kissed my way down her body,
- 172 -

stopping to run my open lips over her nipple, now swollen and poking at the
confines of the t-shirt. Ghosting my fingers up her sides, I lifted the shirt up and she
arched her back slightly, allowing me to pull it up over her breasts.
Her skin was pale and smooth, luminescent in the soft streams of dawn that were
making their way through the clouds. Running my lips once again over her breast,
this time skin to skin, I let my tongue slip out and licked once at her taut peak.
"Edward." My name escaped her lips like a prayer.
Overjoyed at the knowledge that she was awake, I took her soft, warm nipple into
my mouth and sucked on it gently while gently caressing her other breast with my
hand. I drew wide circles around the soft globe before running my palm over that
nipple and pinching it.
She shuddered and her hips rose up off the bed, momentarily pressing into me. I
moaned and released her nipple, coming up to her face and kissing her as I
attempted to pull the shirt over her head. Still sleepy, she moved with me, allowing
me to free her of it. Holding my body above hers, I kissed down her side, nipping at
the spot just past her breasts where her ribs began. Shimmying my body lower down
on the bed, I continued to kiss down the flat planes of her stomach and slid my arms
under her legs, cupping her firm, round bottom with my hands.
I felt Bella trembling and listened to the soft shudders that tumbled out of her
mouth as I dragged my lower lip across the soft skin just below her belly, inching my
fingers up and pulling off both the boxers and her black panties beneath. She
moaned softly and threaded her fingers through my hair, lifting her hips to help as I
slowly slid the clothing down her legs.
Quickly I sat up on my knees and yanked my shirt off over my head, throwing it to
the side. I paused a second to take in the sight before me. My blood was racing; I
could feel the thudding pulse of it in my veins as I gazed down at her naked form
beneath me. Her dark locks were splayed out on my pillow, her sleepy, lust filled
eyes gazing up at me, and her legs spread waiting for me, inviting me in.
Remaining on my knees I traced my fingertips up both her legs, starting at her
knees and slowly moving up her thighs. Bella squirmed slightly and whimpered in
frustration as I teased her, bringing my touch closer to where she wanted it before
moving them away. Unable to wait any longer myself, I knelt back down and brought
my mouth against her pubic bone, pressing little kisses against her skin until my lips
rested on the thin strip of hair at the apex of her folds.
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"Don't….I haven't…" she mumbled incoherently. "I haven't done this…"
I raised my head slightly, shocked. "Ever?" I asked her.
She closed her eyes and shook her head against the pillow, trying to find the
words. "Not in years. My ex…he wouldn't do it."
I cringed, both at the thought of another man ever having been with her, and also
of someone else denying her pleasure. How could any man have been stupid enough
to refuse this? Now, just inches away from her, I was licking my lips at the
irresistible flavor wafting up to me.
"Please let me," I whispered, bringing my mouth down again to lightly kiss her
sweet skin.
She didn't say no and I heard her arms moving. Out of the corner of my eye I saw
her hands reach out and begin to grip the sheets. Sliding my fingers over her, I just
barely parted her folds and lightly touched my tongue to her clit. Bella gasped
immediately, her hips bucking up and I pulled away slightly, laying an arm across
her waist to steady her.
Returning my mouth to her body, I heard her whisper, "Oh God" softly as I lapped
against her sensitive, swollen skin.
Fuck, she tastes amazing! I moved lower, sliding my tongue inside her, and
became dizzy with the headiness of her sweet nectar. Suddenly I felt one of her
hands roughly gripping my hair and she pulled my face back up to her clit.
"More, more Edward….please!" she whimpered. I chuckled softly, more than
happy to comply.
Resuming my ministrations on her clit, I felt her body begin to writhe beneath me.
I began tracing circles on her with my tongue and Bella's entire body arched into
the feeling as I slowly slid a finger deep inside. Her back lifted up off the bed and
the fingers that were still tangled into my hair gripped tighter as she cried out.
"Don't stop don't stop oh God please never stop!"
The sounds that escaped her when I had my mouth on her flesh were almost too
much for me to bear. She was so fucking hot and wet and I was aching to replace my
fingers with my cock, but when I felt Bella's legs begin to shake around me I knew
she was close.
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I added another finger and she moaned loudly as I slid them in and out of her. Her
walls tightened around my fingers as I sucked her clit into my mouth, flicking my
tongue quickly over it. She gasped and her body thrashed as her orgasm tore
through her.
"Oh fuck, oh God Edward, oh God oh God oh GOD!" Both of her hands fisted my
hair with all her might as she convulsed violently through her release. I moaned
along with her as she came, lapping at her gently until her shivering body began to
quiet.
She let go of me, her hands sliding limply to her sides as she panted softly. I
climbed up her body and watched her as a beautiful smile began to appear on her
face. The sun had fully risen now, and the warm light embraced her features,
highlighting the soft slope of her nose, the tiny freckles on her cheeks, and the soft,
pink pout of her lips.
Bella opened her eyes and looked up at me in awe. She placed both hands on my
face and pulled me in for a gentle kiss. Her breathing still coming out heavy, she
looked up back at me, now with a wicked glint in her eyes.
"Your turn."

Take a look at Edward's scrapbook: www . polyvore . com
/ride_chapter_11/set?id=20007728
Listen to Edwards Grunge Playlist: www . playlist . com
/playlist/20076118795
This has been a really hard week for me and I want to thank the whole
fandom for being so amazingly supportive. I lost my job and a dear family
member passed away all within 24 hours of each other. It may take a day or
two for me to get back to all your reviews as I will have a funeral to go to,
but please know that I look forward to reading all your thoughts and will
respond as soon as I can!
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Chapter 12: Holiday
A big thanks to my betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 for helping me get
this chapter up. Thanks also to Kyla713 for keeping me on track. And thanks
to all of you - everyone in the fandom who sent a kind review, PM or tweet
my way in the last two weeks. I appreciate it more than I can possibly say.
The Ride is mine, Twilight is SM's, but maybe she'd get a kick out of this,
who knows? Oh yeah and don't copy, it's not nice. We were supposed to learn
that in elementary school.
Ok, you all know where we left off with these two. Enjoy! :)

BPOV
November 2009.
Sunday.
My fingers slipped out of Edward's hair, releasing the silky strands I'd been
holding onto for dear life as he worked me with his mouth, bringing me to the most
intense orgasm I'd had since the Clinton Administration.
Trembling with aftershocks, I panted softly as my arms fell to the bed on either
side of my body. I closed my eyes and felt Edward creeping slowly up the bed
towards my face. Rays of dawn kissed my skin, their golden warmth bringing me
into consciousness with the realization that my worst fear hadn't come true: I hadn't
woken up screaming with night terrors in Edward's bed.
Reaching up, I cupped his face in my hands and pulled him down to me. I gently
kissed his lips, on which the taste of me still lingered, thanking them silently for
what they'd just done to me. As he hovered above me, I could feel his hard length
through his boxers, slightly damp as he pressed against my thigh.
My breathing had still not calmed down when I smiled at him and whispered,
"Your turn."
A wide grin spread across Edward's face, showing his perfect teeth and causing
his eyes to crinkle up at the sides. He pressed his forehead to mine and slowly,
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sweetly rubbed his nose against mine. I closed my eyes and sank into the sensation,
but suddenly became aware of the feeling of sandpaper against my eyelids. I really
needed to clean my lenses and didn't want to do that in front of him; for some
reason I still wasn't ready for him to see my real eye color.
"I just…need a minute," I said, nodding my head in the direction of the bathroom.
He groaned with a smile and rolled off me. Edward propped his head up on his hand,
watching me intently as I searched through the sheets and blanket for my panties
and borrowed t-shirt.
I grabbed my bag off the floor in the hallway and slipped into the bathroom. After
pulling out my travel toothbrush to banish my morning breath and cleaning my
contacts thoroughly with solution, I put them back in and stared at my reflection.
The girl who looked back at me was smiling and her face was glowing.
Edward is healing me, body and soul.
A soft knock at the door caught my attention. I turned in the direction of the door
as it slowly creaked open. "You okay in here?" Edward asked tentatively as he
peeked his head in.
I nodded once, looking at the mirror, then back at his quiet, smiling face. The
feelings swirling in my heart as I gazed at him made my stomach do flip flops.
I'm more than okay, for the first time in years.
Reaching for Edward and guiding him into the bathroom, I closed the door behind
him. Stepping close to me, he pulled me in for a hug and I closed my eyes as I
relaxed into his arms. "Was that good?" he asked softly against my hair.
I smiled as I opened my eyes, meeting his in the mirror across from us. "Good?
Are you serious? It was amazing."
His crooked smile beamed back at me. I loved how Edward acted so shy and at the
same time so proud of himself for giving me something that I hadn't had in years.
And nothing about it made me feel slutty, only beautiful and wanted. Despite coming
less than a few minute ago, desire flooded through me as I trembled with the need
to return the favor.
I want him in my mouth.
Hit with the realization that I hadn't done that to him yet, I was suddenly
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overwhelmed by the need to feel him against my tongue. I'd loved doing it in high
school; the act had made me feel sexy and powerful, but now I saw it as a way to
give myself over to him. To show him how much I wanted him, wanted to be with
him, even if I was scared and broken on the inside.
Staring at the mirror, I was struck with an idea. I want to taste him, and I want
him to watch while I do it. The long mirror spanned the wall to the right of us, and
the counter was low enough that he would be able to watch me going down on him
in it.
Smiling devilishly at him, I pulled out of his embrace and pushed back gently on
his bare chest until his back was flush against the door. Taking his left hand in my
right, I picked it up and brought it to the towel rack next to us, wrapping his fingers
around the cool metal.
Leaning in so that my mouth was brushing against his ear, I whispered in my most
sultry voice, "You might want to hold on to something," before snaking my hand
down and palming his cock through his boxers.
He'd gotten slightly soft in the minutes since I left the bed, but all it took was a
few slow strokes through the cotton before he was hard and panting out short
breaths through his nose once again.
Staring straight into his eyes, I continued running my palm over the head of his
cock, feeling the sticky pre-cum soak through the material. I loved watching what
my teasing did to him; the pained look on his face only spurred me on. Sliding my
fingers down his cock, I cupped his balls gently through the fabric and Edward
closed his eyes. His head fell back against the door with a thud.
Pulling my hand away, I tilted my head to the side and watched his eyes flutter
open in protest. "Please don't tease me," he begged. "You have no idea how badly I
want you."
"You poor thing," I whispered, dipping my index finger under the waistband of his
boxers and running it back and forth along his skin.
I listened as he groaned and exhaled a tiny whimper, feeling an ember of my
former self returning to me; the girl who felt sexy and empowered. I was feeding off
of how much he wanted me, as if I could live for centuries drinking in his lust.
Leaning back slightly I took in the sight of this gorgeous man before me, putty in
my hands. His full, pouty lips were slightly open and his already wild hair was more
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of an unruly mess of copper than usual. Sliding my hand into his boxers, I wrapped
my fingers around his cock and began pumping, excruciatingly slow. I gazed at his
mouth as he pulled a sharp hiss in through his teeth, and felt my panties getting
soaked as he began moving his hips in time with my hand.
Looking down his body, I stared at the smooth planes of his chest, the surprisingly
taut abs for a guy who didn't work out much and the soft trail of hair that
disappeared along with my hand down into his shorts.
I leaned in and took his earlobe between my teeth, tugging on it lightly before
sucking gently, then whispering, "I think these need to come off…now."
He quickly pulled his hand off the towel rack, joining the one that had been tightly
wrapped around my shoulder until now, and they worked together to yank down his
boxers. As Edward stepped out of them and met my eyes once again, the puppy-dog
look on his face was so damn cute that I couldn't help but push him just a little
farther.
Grabbing his left hand with both of mine, I pulled it to my lips and sucked his long
middle finger into my mouth. A soft gasp escaped him and I saw his knees give out
slightly as I swirled my tongue around it, licking the digit as I pulled it slowly from
my mouth and then released it from my hands.
Edward looked up at me expectantly but I raised my eyebrows until he figured out
what I wanted. He obediently brought his left hand back up to the metal bar next to
him, gripping it tightly, bringing the other into a tight fist against his side.
I smiled, high off his compliance, and soothingly said, "Good boy," before sliding
down to my knees before him. A tiny moan bubbled up out of his throat as he looked
down at me.
Continuing to tease him, I ran my nails in circular patterns over his lean, muscled
thighs, moving them tantalizingly closer to his dick. I brought my mouth close to the
tip, releasing a hot breath of air onto him before darting my tongue out and licking
away the beads of fluid leaking out of him.
His hips jerked and he shuddered above me as I pulled my head back, watching
him shut his eyes tightly, reeling with need. "Oh fuck, please Bella!"
I pouted up at him, but as much as I enjoyed teasing him, I knew I'd enjoy the
sounds he made when I finally had my mouth on him even more.
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"Edward," I purred wanting him to look down at me. When we made eye contact, I
flattened my tongue against him and swept it upwards from base to tip, flicking my
tongue against the bulbous head before sucking just the tip into my mouth.
"Holy fucking Christ!" Edward cried out, his body bowing slightly at the waist
under the onslaught of sensation. I ran my tongue in circles around him, reveling in
the taste of him.
The moans and heaving pants that were pouring out of his mouth made me shiver
as I alternated between short, shallow sucks and slow, deep pulls up and down his
length. I wrapped my fingers around the skin my mouth couldn't reach. Edward's
hips began grinding in time with my movements as he choked out the words, "Fuck
yes, just like that."
I stole a glance up at him to see his hooded eyes gazing down at me. Pulling my
mouth off him but continuing to pump his cock with my fingers, I told him to watch
us in the mirror. Once I saw he'd turned his face to our reflection next to us, I
brought my lips back to him, sucking on just the tip along with the movements of my
hand for a few moments before taking him deep into my mouth once again.
"Shit Bella, please don't stop," he moaned. I peeked to the right to see him staring
at us in the mirror, watching me licking and sucking him. "God your mouth, I've
been waiting for your mouth for so fucking long."
His words were driving me crazy and I moaned around him, sending vibrations
through his cock and causing him to groan and hiss. I was so turned on from the
pleasure I was giving him, I thought I might crash over the edge myself.
I saw Edward's right hand was balled in a fist against his leg, his fingers flexing
and squeezing, and suddenly I needed to feel his fingers in my hair. I wanted that
link; to feel him guiding me to his release.
Suddenly releasing him with a pop, my stomach quivered at the anguished look he
gave me when he was no longer fully enveloped within my mouth. Looking up at his
confused expression, I reached for his free hand and threaded my fingers through
his, pulling it to the back of my head.
Please understand what I need from you. Touch me. Connect with me while I do
this to you, please.
We were both breathing heavily as we searched each others eyes and I sighed
with relief as he braided his fingers through my hair. Sliding my eyelids closed, I
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plunged him deeply back into my mouth, sucking hard and caressing him with my
tongue.
"Bella…I'm gonna, oh fuck…you're gonna make me…oh…God!" I felt him get even
harder in my mouth and his legs began to tense. Edward tugged on my hair,
attempting to pull me off him. Instead I moved faster and sucked him harder, taking
him deeper into my mouth because I had no intention of letting him cum anywhere
else.
"God…ungh…so…good…fuck, Bella!" he cried out and then grunted, shivering and
pulsing into me as I swallowed down every last drop. I kept my mouth on him,
lapping at him gently and continuing the sensation as his breathing slowed down.
Edward's hands found mine and he tugged me up to face him, kissing me with still
shaky breaths. Sinking back against the door once more, he closed his eyes and
smiled that crooked grin at me. "Thank you."
I giggled and pulled him towards the shower.
A little while later, after we were rinsed off and clean, Edward wrapped me up in
his plush, dark blue bathrobe and parked me back on the bed. When he asked me if I
wanted pancakes or waffles, I told him to surprise me.
I stretched myself out along his bed after he went into the kitchen, cupping my
chin in my hands and gazing at the beautiful morning that lay waiting outside the
window. The storm had passed and the crisp blue sky had wispy clouds arching
across it. Edward's alarm clicked on, the clock radio playing the tail end of
Madonna's "Express Yourself."
This song would work perfectly in the cardio striptease class!
I got up and grabbed my iPod from my gym bag, scrolling down until I found the
song and adding it to the playlist I'd already created for the class. I wouldn't be
teaching my usual Thursday class this week since it would be Thanksgiving. Instead
I was subbing for Jane's Tuesday spin class since she, Alec and Aro were going out
of town and I hadn't written a ride for it yet.
The D.J. announced he'd continue with more hits from the eighties with Michael
Jackson's "Billie Jean." Inspiration hit when I realized I'd never created an M.J.
Tribute ride since he'd passed away last year, and quickly grabbed my note cards
from my gym bag, jotting down notes.
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"Hey Edward, name some great Michael Jackson songs?" I called out, hoping he'd
hear me from the kitchen.
"Um...'Beat It'?" he called back. I could hear the sizzling sounds of food cooking
behind his words. "'Man In the Mirror'?"
"Great, keep thinking!" I smiled as I heard him singing lyrics as he cooked.
I'm gonna make a change for once in my life.
It's gonna feel real good, gonna make a difference. Gonna make it right.
A man who sings and cooks me breakfast? I could seriously get used to this.
"You can't forget 'Thriller,'" Edward said. "I mean that song is epic!" I jotted the
song title down as he began singing again.
That this is thriller, thriller night!
'Cause I can thrill you more than any ghost would ever dare try.
You sure as hell can! I thought, blushing hotly as images of our morning together
rushed through my mind.
"Anything else?" I yelled. The popping sounds of oil on a skillet ceased and were
replaced by the clattering of plates being stacked. The smell of warm, cooked batter
wafted in the bedroom.
'How about 'Bad'?" Edward walked into the bedroom backwards, attempting to
sing the lyrics and moonwalk while carrying a tray full of pancakes. "Because I'm
Bad! I'm Bad! Come On!"
The tray began to totter in his hands and I sprinted off the bed to help him before
our breakfast was in a pile on the floor. I laughed at his antics and kissed him on the
cheek, taking the glasses of orange juice off the tray. "You might want to not quit
your day job. Dancing doesn't seem to be your forté!"
As we ate our breakfast sitting on top of the puffy haven that was his comforter,
he helped me with other song ideas for what I was calling my Pop-Royalty playlist. I
loved talking about music with him and could see how much he enjoyed it as well.
"What about some Madonna songs?"
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He laughed softly at me and the crooked smile returned. "That's all you, babe. I
was never a big fan of hers." My heart fluttered and my stomach flip-flopped at the
way he looked at me when he said 'babe.' Mike had always used pet-names in a
condescending manner, but when Edward said it, I loved it.
"Hmm." I chewed the last of my breakfast and thought back to the fourth grade,
wearing pink frilly skirts, leggings and lace gloves. "Oh! 'Material Girl,' for one!"
Edward rolled his eyes and smiled, commenting again about how well I would get
along with his twin.
"'Open Your Heart,'...Oooh! 'Get Into the Groove!" I rose up on my knees and
started crawling towards him on the bed, singing the lyrics.
Live out your fantasy here with me. Just let the music set you free.
Touch my body, and move in time. Now I know you're mine.
"You're so sexy, Bella," he said, leaning in to kiss me but pausing a few inches
away. "But, you might not want to quit your day job either!"
My mouth dropped open in an attempt to respond to his comment, but his
laughter was infectious and I smiled in spite of myself. "That was mean! True, but
mean!"
I finished my song list and then Edward watched as I started creating my ride,
using the Spinning symbols on a note card to indicate sprints, climbs, jumps and flat
roads. I decided to run the ride's cool down to Madonna's "Holiday" because of its
nice, even cadence.
"Speaking of holidays," Edward said as he reached out and pulled me to him,
cuddling with me once more under the sheets. "I was wondering if you'd come to
Thanksgiving at my parents' house."
Momentary panic flooded through me; I hadn't met the parents of someone I was
dating in...well, ever. This was uncharted territory for me. "Isn't it too soon?" I
asked.
He shrugged as he leaned down and kissed my forehead. "I don't think so."
We were both quiet for a few moments. Edward pulled back and reached down to
put a finger under my chin, tilting my head up and gently prodding my eyes to meet
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his. "What are you worried about?"
"What if they don't like me?"
Edward chuckled as he encircled me tighter in his arms. I smiled at the sound;
even his laughter was musical. "Not possible," he said. "Besides, you've already met
Emmett. You're a quarter of the way there."
"A quarter?" I pulled out of his arms and clamored backwards on the bed. "Exactly
how many people are there in your family?" Most of my Thanksgivings in the past
decade had been spent with just me and Charlie; I hadn't ever been to a big holiday
family gathering.
"Um, nine?" He said this as a question, wincing slightly and attempting to pull me
back toward him. "But they're all great, I promise."
Edward paused, searching my eyes. "Well, except for Rose, Emmett's wife. She
can be a pain in the ass sometimes. But she'll be fine, I swear!"
I groaned, not at all prepared for this.
"Bella, I really want them to meet you." He looked down, and I gazed drunkenly at
his long lashes, pouty lips and perfect face.
"Please, will you come?" Edward pleaded softly.
Oh crap, how can I say no to that?
"All right," I responded begrudgingly as a smile brightened his features
angelically. He kissed me sweetly and I knew right then, without question, that
when it came to Edward I was a goner.

The days leading up to Thanksgiving passed by quickly. At Edward's request, I had
temporarily given up spending nights at my apartment alone. Jake was barely there
at all himself since he was spending so much time with Bree. He and I only passed
each other at the gym when he was teaching his new Capoiera class or training
Seth.
I had been mildly shocked to find out that Seth worked at Edward's firm; it was
such an odd coincidence. However Seth didn't talk about it at all when he was
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pumping iron at the gym, and Edward barely mentioned work as well. They simply
nodded quietly at one another when Edward came to my Tuesday night spin class,
but that was all.
I'd been thrilled that most of Jane's regulars enjoyed my Pop Royalty Ride,
complimenting me on the way out. They'd all worked hard throughout it, enjoying
my music choices. Some had even clapped enthusiastically during the gospel portion
of "Like a Prayer." I'd gotten into it myself, shocked at how much the song made my
thoughts turn to Edward and beaming at him as I mouthed the words.
When you call my name it's like a little prayer.
I'm down on my knees, I wanna take you there.
In the midnight hour I can feel your power.
Just like a prayer you know I'll take you there.
I was surprised at how quickly I'd fallen for him, and it seemed that every little
thing made me think of him. Every song I heard on the radio resulted in me sending
him a text message about a shared memory it might inspire.
I found myself looking forward to going back to his apartment as each day he'd
tell me more about his past, talking more about his band. He told me he also
dabbled in electric guitar in addition to acoustic, and as he talked I saw the bored,
tired office worker begin to melt away. As his inner rock star came out, I found
myself more and more eager to see him onstage.
Each night when we cuddled up in his warm bed we'd compare playlists on our
iPods. I enjoyed it for the most part, but had stiffened visibly when he'd scrolled
through his Líve songs. While I'm certain he was curious where my dislike for them
came from, he never pushed the issue.
I thought that I might as well tell him exactly how it had gone down with James
that night, but the connection with his brother-in-law having attended R.P.I. was just
too strange and I found it too difficult to talk about. One night he'd made the
suggestion that I try therapy again, and while I hadn't responded and tried to
change the subject, I'd known that he was right.

Before I knew it, it was Thursday afternoon and we were stepping out of a cab
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onto a lovely, tree-lined street on the Upper West Side, mounting the steps to a
gorgeous brownstone house.
Whoa. They've got some serious cash to be living up here.
Anxiety flooded through me and I bit my lip nervously as we stood at the front
door. Edward noticed and smiled at me, taking my hand in his and bringing my
knuckles to his lips for a soft kiss.
"Relax, Bella. They're going to love you."
I breathed in the last moment of privacy we'd share before meeting his family, and
the look in his eyes was all the reassurance I needed.
Edward opened the door and as soon as we walked into the foyer two identical
boys ran through the hallway in front of us.
"I've got it!"
"No! It's mine!"
They continued yelling as one chased the other down the long corridor of the
home. A tall, blond man sprinted quickly down the stairs from the second floor in a
breathless attempt to follow them. He stopped a few feet away from us, gasping for
air and bellowed out, "Alice!"
"I'll take care of it," a feminine voice which sounded as musical as Edward's
chimed sweetly from a room in the back of the house.
The blonde man shook his head. "They never listen to me." He smiled as he held
out his hand to shake mine. "I'm Jasper, Edward's brother-in-law. And you must be
Bella."
I reached out and placed my hand in his. "That's me," I said, hoping my unease
wasn't evident in my voice.
I knew he was the one who went to R.P.I. and I felt as if my shame over what
happened there was playing like a movie on my face. However, after a moment of
being in the presence of Jasper's warm smile and soothing eyes, I suddenly felt
completely at ease.
"It's really nice to meet you," I followed, truly meaning it as he released my hand,
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a smile breaking through on my face. Edward's arm came around me supportively
and Jasper gave him a friendly but strangely competitive nod.
"Edward, I assume you're ready for our traditional ass kicking today?" he asked in
a serious yet mocking tone.
Edward raised his shoulder on which was perched the strap of a small duffel bag.
I'd been so nervous about meeting his family that I hadn't noticed he'd been
carrying anything. "Got my sweats all ready to go."
I raised an eyebrow at them. "Traditional ass kicking?"
Jasper began to explain the boys' yearly Thanksgiving football competition as
Edward took my coat and hung both his and mine in the hall closet. I laughed at
their regaled tales of holidays with split lips, black eyes and no desserts as we
walked through the luxurious living and dining rooms.
We entered a beautiful and modern kitchen the color of sunrise. A warm,
butterscotch color coated the walls like frosting. Dark cherry wood cabinetry
covered one wall, divided by stainless steel appliances. A ceramic mosaic of
tangerine and burnt toffee swathed the backsplash, with matching tiles layering the
floor. Colorful Thanksgiving decorations adorned an island with a dark granite
tabletop, around which stood some members of Edward's family.
Two women sat on bar stools, one older than the other. The younger one was
strikingly beautiful, almost statuesque with long, platinum-blonde locks cascading
down her back. She didn't meet my eyes, her lips pursed and an irritated expression
on her face.
Well, that must be Rose. She looks just…lovely.
The elder woman resembled Edward slightly in the slope of her nose and the
kindness in her eyes. She was slender with a heart-shaped face, delicate creases
floating at the edges of her eyes. Her caramel-colored hair had some elegant wisps
of grey in it, and was swept up into a delicate bun. Behind her stood a tall,
handsome man with Edward's smile and a shock of hair that had undoubtedly been
dark in his youth but now was a lovely combination of salt and pepper.
"Bella, I'm Esme, Edward's mother," the elder woman said as she hopped off the
stool to greet me, placing a gentle kiss on my cheek. "We're so glad you were able to
join us."
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"Thank you so much for having me," I replied, stunned by her easy, open manner.
Handing her the apple pie I bought at a midtown bakery earlier this morning, I
breathed in her warm, comforting scent; like cake batter and hugs.
"The pleasure is all ours," the man who must have been Edward's father said. He
had the charm and charisma of an old time movie star. The slightest hints of smile
lines appeared at the corners of his mouth, as if his face wore the proof of so many
years of happiness.
"Thank you, Mr. Cullen."
He waved his hand at my formality. "Please, call me Carlisle. This is my
daughter-in-law, Rosalie," he said, gesturing to the blonde who immediately made
me feel nervous with her forced smile.
The door leading in from the backyard slid open and a tiny, pixie-like girl stepped
in. "And I'm Alice," she said, practically gliding toward me with an inhuman grace
and pulling me in for a tight hug. "Edward's told me so much about you, I feel as if I
know you already!"
"Same here!" Her immediate comfort with me was overwhelming, and strangely
natural.
Alice turned to Edward, a slight crease between her eyebrows. "She does look
familiar."
Her train of thought was interrupted by a booming voice. "And I do know you
already!" The back door opened up once again as two little boys with pale skin and
blonde hair were nudged in by Emmett's massive frame. "Bella's the shizzle! She
likes Wayne's World!"
"Emmett, your language!" Esme admonished him playfully, gesturing towards the
children.
"What?" He shrugged at her, a grin sweeping across his face causing two adorable
dimples to peek out of his cheeks. "I didn't say anything bad!"
Emmett stepped out from behind the boys and walked over to Rose, throwing his
arm around her and giving her a sloppy kiss on the cheek. She batted him away but
couldn't fight her smile at his affection.
"Bella, these are my nephews, Anthony and Mason," Edward said. Both boys
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waved at me shyly; I immediately recognized Edward's bashful grin as a family trait.
"Yes, and they're a lot bigger than they were last year," Jasper announced as he
walked up to his sons and pulled a football out of Mason's hands. He tossed it in the
air once before squinting menacingly and staring into Edward's eyes. "I think they're
about ready to Bring. It. On!"
"Awww yeah!" Emmett hooted and began clapping boisterously as he pulled off his
dressy sweater to reveal a football jersey underneath. He stomped back outside
followed by Jasper and the now raucous twins, shouting out with excitement.
Carlisle reluctantly pulled away from Esme and put on a navy baseball cap that
simply said Cullen on the front. "Someone's gotta keep an eye on these guys," he
said in a soft, paternal voice and winked at me as he stepped out the door.
Edward squeezed my hand gently, pulling my gaze towards him. "You ok?" he
mouthed.
"She's fine!" Alice interrupted, grabbing my other hand and pulling me away from
him. She wrapped her arm around my shoulder. "I want some girl time with the
woman who's swept my brother off his feet."
I blushed fiercely and Edward laughed awkwardly, leaning in to kiss my forehead
quickly before stepping into another room to change. By the time he had put on his
sweats, Alice had already pulled me over to the kitchen table which was snugly fit
into a breakfast nook facing the backyard. Edward waved and gave me an apologetic
grin before heading outside.
I turned so I could watch him as he strode outside to the boys; I couldn't help the
smile that tugged at my lips as he jumped into the football game and tackled
Emmett to the ground.
"Looks like she's as crazy about him as he is about her." Esme's voice brought me
back from my distraction as she handed me a glass of wine.
Staring at the glass, I hesitated, uncertain. Afraid of a repeat of Halloween, but
not wanting to seem rude, I accepted it and brought the glass slowly to my lips,
taking a tiny sip before placing it back on the table.
"Yeah, Edward's really great." I could feel my cheeks heat with my blush as I
spoke.
- 189 -

"Well so are you, from all we've heard," Alice said. She leaned in to whisper to me,
beaming conspiratorially. "He's been such a man-whore for so long. He hasn't
brought anyone home to meet us in ages!"
From across the table, Rose rolled her eyes and took a deep pull of her wine.
"So, Edward tells me you're a fitness instructor?" Esme queried. I nodded in
response. "What made you choose that as a career?"
"Well…" Uncomfortable with the attention being lavished on me, I leaned forward
on the table and crossed my arms, trying to focus on the conversation and not allow
my nervous habits to take hold. "I, uh, got hurt a long time ago and just kinda got
into exercise while I was recovering from it."
Esme seemed to sense my unease and didn't ask any more questions about it, but
an enthusiastic smile remained on Alice's face.
"She actually got Edward to take a Spinning class! He says they're a lot of fun!
Rose, didn't Emmett say that too?" A terse nod came from Rose in response, which
Alice brushed off as she continued, "Do you teach any other classes?"
"Yeah I teach Yoga and I'm…" I paused, searching their faces. Alice inclined her
head forward, waiting for me to continue. "I'm starting a Cardio Striptease class in a
few weeks."
Excitement flashed in Alice's grayish blue eyes and she clapped her hands
together. "Oh my God I am so going to take that!" She was practically bouncing in
her chair.
"I would too," Esme added, "If there was a way to hide it from your father." Alice
groaned and I couldn't help but laugh. The senior Mrs. Cullen excused herself and
began working on preparing dinner.
I began asking Alice questions and avoided Rose's ice-cold demeanor.
"So, Edward says you're a fashion designer?"
"Yes," she said, floating into her seat. "I opened a shop down in SoHo after I
graduated F.I.T." I blinked, not recognizing the initials.
"The Fashion Institute of Technology," Alice continued. "I'd really love for my
designs to go haute couture, be in Vogue magazine and do the Paris fashion shows."
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"What's your shop called? Maybe I've been there?" I asked.
"I named it Truly Outrageous," Alice said, dimples similar to Emmett's appearing
in her cheeks. It was funny that she looked more like him than she did Edward.
I caught her reference immediately and chuckled. "From Jem? The cartoon?"
"Yes!" Alice giggled. We both quoted the eighties cartoon's signature line. "It's
showtime, Synergy!"
Rose put down her glass, a tiny grin barely making itself known on her face. She
met my eyes for the first time. "I always liked Pizzazz better than Jem."
"Well that makes sense, since she was a bitch!" Alice teased Rose, who seemed to
dissolve into laughter against her will.
I smiled apprehensively at Rose and took another sip of wine, the warm liquid
helping me to relax slightly in her presence. The ice finally broken between us, I
stood to ask Esme if she needed any help preparing dinner.
A half hour later, as I gingerly carried a dish of sweet potatoes from one of the
massive double ovens over to the counter, yellow pot-holders covering my hands, the
boys clamored inside like a herd of bull calves, their words excitedly running over
one another's.
"And my team remains undefeated!" Emmett bellowed, raising the football above
his head.
Edward slipped behind them and quickly made his way over to me. His brow
furrowed and he nodded to the wine glass nearby me. I gave him a slight nod in
return, letting him know that I was ok. Still out of breath from the game, he bent
down and kissed me gently.
My heart soared with how easily he displayed affection in front of his family, and
my pulse quickened with the reminder of the last time he was out of breath. The
sounds he'd made this morning came rushing back to me; I remembered him
shivering underneath me, his fingers gripping the sheets as I straddled him and
stroked him to his release in his bed.
We still hadn't had sex again since Halloween and while I was craving him so
much it made my stomach hurt, part of me was glad we were still taking it slow.
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"Well that's no fair! You had Uncle Edward on your team," Mason complained in a
tiny, high-pitched voice. "He's really fast."
Anthony's angelic face wore a pout as well. "Yeah, we had Grandpa Carlisle. He
can barely move anymore!"
"Now, now boys!" Jasper admonished, looking apologetically at Carlisle. "That's
not nice."
"Yeah well, the truth hurts!" Emmett said, launching the football in the air in
Carlisle's direction.
"I think it's time we all got cleaned up and started helping with dinner," Carlisle
said, catching the ball with ease and meeting Esme's eyes across the room. His lack
of talent with a football not-withstanding, Carlisle's authority over the family was
evident as all the boys trudged out of the room to change.
As Edward made his way out of the kitchen I caught the briefest glance exchanged
between him and Alice; a tiny lift of an eyebrow, the slightest change in expression
and it was as if words had passed. It seemed as though they had some kind of
telepathic, twin language thing going on. It was interesting to watch. I found myself
wanting to hear more stories about the two of them as children.
A short time later we were all seated around an elaborate dining room table. A
cream colored tablecloth fluttered elegantly around our legs as we sat in
high-backed, cushioned chairs; all but the boys who sat at a folding table added as
an extension to the end, coloring books and crayons set on top of their plates. A
silver candelabra on the table glittered under the warm light of the dimmed
chandelier above us.
Carlisle sat at the head of the table and folded his hands in front of him as he said
Grace. Never having been a member of a religious family, I hadn't ever taken part in
such a tradition, but bowed my head anyway and listened to Carlisle's words of
praise for being allowed to share another year with his loving family. He then
suggested we all go around the table and say what we were thankful for.
Esme began, saying that she was thankful to be surrounded by good company for
another holiday, and also that she hoped she hadn't burned the food. Alice and
Jasper were both thankful for their children, who were in turn both thankful for
Spongebob Squarepants. Rose was thankful she'd found Emmett and joined this
family so many years ago, and Emmett was thankful for the PlayStation 3 he was
certain Rose was getting him for Christmas.
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When it was Edward's turn, he squeezed my hand gently under the table and said
that he was thankful for his family but then paused, the softest pink color touching
his cheeks as his lashes brushed against them. He seemed to be searching for the
right words. "I'm grateful for finding someone who reminded me I have things to be
thankful for."
He looked up at me from under his lashes and the emotion shimmering from them
rocked me to the core.
How did we get here so quickly?
I knew without a doubt that I felt exactly the same way but felt unable to return
such an intimate sentiment out loud as all eyes at the table turned to me.
"I'm thankful that I get to spend this holiday with all of you," I said, speaking in
the limelight more easily now that I had more than half a glass of wine in me. "And
I'm thankful I've got a job where I can work off all this amazing food."
Everyone laughed and then turned their eyes towards Carlisle, who surveyed his
family seated around him before he spoke.
"I'm thankful that you're all here with me today: those who have been with me for
decades," he gazed over at Esme, "And those who I've only known a short time." At
those words, he glanced in my direction.
"I'm thankful for my three lovely children, as well as my wonderful daughter and
son-in-law who feel like children to me as well. I'm thankful for my grandchildren
who bring joy into my life every day. I'm thankful for new friends, the food on this
table, and most of all to my wife."
Carlisle held his hand out to Esme, who was seated to his left and smiled lovingly
back at him as she entwined her fingers with his. He continued, "I love you with so
much of my heart that none is left to protest."
"Sheakespeare." I blurted the word out before I could even think to stop myself,
then reached a hand up to clamp over my mouth. "Sorry!" I muttered through my
fingers.
Carlisle turned to look at me, one eyebrow cocked. "No, not at all." He gave me a
mischievous smile. "But do you know what it's from?"
I took a breath as I lowered my hand. I hadn't quoted literature in so many years,
- 193 -

but I searched my memories without difficulty, my ability to remember quotes
surfacing easily.
"Much Ado About Nothing, act four, scene one. Beatrice to Benedict," I stated
with certainty.
Carlisle turned to Edward with a startled, yet pleased look. "Well, Edward, she's
smart and beautiful. You have excellent taste. Now, let's carve this bird, shall we?"
Hours later, after our bellies were full of rich and savory foods, Esme and Carlisle
shooed us all away from the kitchen while they cleaned up. Esme had promised me
that later on in the evening she would show me some pictures of Edward as a child.
Alice took Rose into the living room to show her some new designs she was working
on. Emmett challenged Jasper and the twins to a Super MarioBrothers marathon, at
which they all thundered up the stairs to the family room. Edward offered to give me
a tour of the rest of the house, but my phone suddenly buzzed repeatedly. Pulling it
out from my pocket I saw the readout said 'Charles Swan.'
"I'm sorry," I said, hitting the send button as I made my way to the back door. "I'll
just be a minute."
As I stepped outside into the frigid air, I brought my phone to my ear. "Hey, Dad."
"Hiya Bells. How's it going out there in the big, bad city?"
I laughed softly, his words both endearing and annoying at the same time. "It's
fine, Dad."
"You and Jake somewhere nice for the holiday? Is Seth with you?"
My stomach suddenly turned, tonight's delicious meal now heavy with guilt in my
stomach. He'd always been rooting for Jake, hoping I'd eventually realize I had
feelings for him. "No, Dad, um, actually I met someone. I'm spending Thanksgiving
with his family."
"Oh," he responded gruffly. "Well, I uh…hope you're still coming home for
Christmas? Unless you were planning on visiting your mother?"
That's a laugh! I hadn't done more than exchange cards with her in years, let
alone go to visit her, Phil and their kids in their new home in Jacksonville. Besides,
I'd promised Charlie over the summer that I would come home soon for a visit.
"Nope, not going to Florida Dad. I'm still coming to see you."
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The door creaked open behind me, and I turned around to see Edward stepping
into the backyard with a curious look on his face. "Uh, Dad, I gotta go. I'll call you
and let you know what my flights are."
"Okay. Happy Thanksgiving Bells. I miss ya."
"Miss you too, Dad." I ended the call just as Edward's warm arms encircled me
from behind. He kissed the crown of my head and inhaled a deep, soothing breath as
I sank back into him.
"Everything ok?" he asked, pressing a sweet kiss into my hair. I crossed my arms
over his and stroked my thumbs against the soft hairs on his skin.
"Yeah everything is great." I shifted in his arms and angled my head to look up at
him. "Your family is amazing."
He chuckled at my comment. "No, they're all totally nuts."
"Perhaps it is our imperfections that make us so perfect for one another."
"Is that Shakespeare too?" he asked me.
I shook my head. "No, that was Jane Austen."
Edward searched my eyes silently for a moment, his hand leaving my waist to
caress my face.
In the house behind us we could hear the sounds of dishes and silverware
scraping, the soft hush of water running, the delightful sounds of laughter and
cheering. But out here in the backyard there was total silence.
Staring into his eyes, I felt my doubts surrounding me, choking me.
Am I good enough for him?
I'm such a mess.
Can I even make this work?
But the words thundering through my head melted away as he brushed a stray
hair off my forehead, tucking it behind my ear before tracing his thumb across my
cheek. He looked as if he were about to say something but instead bent down to kiss
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me, his lips barely brushing against mine, just a breath of air between us.
We looked up at the sky, shrouded in black. Despite the lights of the city, a few
stars were still brilliant enough to show their light. I turned back around and settled
myself against his warm body, shielded against the cold and all my fears within the
haven of his arms, wishing we could stay like this forever.

Polyvore inspiration for this chap: www . polyvore . com
/ride_chapter_12/set?id=20591559
Here's the Pop Royalty Playlist: www . playlist . com /playlist/20170359051
In case anyone is interested in what spin symbols look like, here you go:
h t t p : / / 1 . bp . blogspot . com /_
Next chap, Cardio Striptease! I hope you're looking forward to that! (I
know Grungeward is!) ;)
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Chapter 13: Pour Some Sugar On Me
Thank you thank you thank you to my amazing betas Awesomesauce76 and
Brits23 because, well you know! Thanks also to Kyla713 for all our slumber
party WC's!
If any of you are wondering if a Cardio Striptease class could actually
happen at a NYC gym, I assure you it can! Here's some videos from Crunch
gym, just to get you in the right mindset for the chap! (I have taken the strip
bar class)
Strip Bar Class http : / / bit . ly/aNP3B5
Pole Dancing http : / / bit . ly/9JNmWy
SM owns Twilight, and she'd probably hate me for this chap but...oh well!
Hope you enjoy!

EPOVNovember 2009.
Thanksgiving.
We'd only been at my parents' house for a few hours and already Bella had my
entire family wrapped around her finger. Bringing her home to meet them for the
holiday couldn't have gone better; she got along with everyone, including my
cold-as-ice sister-in-law.
By the end of the evening Bella had made plans to have lunch with Rose and Alice,
sang a chorus of "Ballroom Blitz" with Emmett and had beaten Jasper in Super
Mario Brothers. Anthony and Mason immediately adored her as well, asking her to
play 'Pirates' with them after catching the tail end of Disney's Peter Pan on TV.
As Bella ran around the house with Emmett and the children, yelling things like
'arr matey,' and 'shiver me timbers,' Alice and I stood in the kitchen. My twin's smile
was wide and all knowing.
"What's the look for?" I asked, unable to contain my own grin.
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"Nothing," she shrugged. "I just knew we'd all love her."
Alice pursed her lips and looked at the floor for a moment. "Although, I do have to
apologize for one thing."
I winced, wondering what Alice could possibly have said. "What's that?"
"I may have called you a man-whore," she told me, her face scrunching up in
embarrassment.
Groaning, I gripped my hair with one hand. One thing I hadn't really told Bella
much about was my sordid past with relationships.
"It was meant to be a compliment!" Alice whined. "I was trying to tell her that she
must be special, since you haven't brought anyone home to meet us in…" she
blinked as she searched her memory, her eyebrows furrowing before looking back
up at me, "…well, ever!"
I dropped my hand from my now completely messed-up hair, smiling endearingly
at my sister who in turn reached up to smooth it down. From somewhere in the
house, we heard Bella yell out, "Now you're going to have to walk the plank!" The
boys' hysterical giggles followed.
"Oh and by the way," Alice said in a low voice, inclining her head closer to mine. "I
caught your look before, when you came in from the football game?"
I nodded at her, waiting for her to finish, but she just shook her head. "I can't
place her; I don't know why she looks so familiar either."
Jasper then stepped into the kitchen, his presence like gravity, pulling Alice to
him. She broke away from our conversation and smiled up at her husband "Anthony
just fell asleep on the stairs," he said. "And Mason keeps yawning and asking for a
parrot to put on his shoulder."
Alice snickered in response. I felt that familiar tug in my chest as I watched them
discuss their family; that overwhelming feeling of wanting nearly choking me until
Bella's smiling face brightened the room.
I found myself wondering, Could we be like them someday?
The thought that I might not remain the odd man out in the family, no longer
alone in a sea of couples, made my chest constrict with the unfamiliar sensation of
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hope.
"I think it's time to go," Alice said as she kissed Bella goodbye on the cheek,
promising to call her in a few days.
After Alice and Jasper had taken the boys home, with Emmett and Rose having
said their goodnights as well, Esme fulfilled her promise to show Bella old family
photos. I stood back and watched them crack open an old album from the dark of
the empty dining room. With their feet tucked under their legs on the living room
sofa, they sat and talked comfortably together as if they'd known each other for
years.
Carlisle came up quietly behind me, putting his hand on my shoulder as we viewed
them from the shadows.
"Everyone is quite taken with her," he said softly, approvingly. "She's lovely,
Edward."
I crossed my arms across my chest and smiled, leaning my head against the door
frame as I watched Bella. Her eyes crinkled up into a grin as she asked Esme about
a particular picture, laughing together over something amusing in it.
Watching her made my heart warm and my stomach clench at the same time; even
with just a few feet separating us she felt too far away.
My thoughts were so freaking contradictory I couldn't keep track of them. While I
was thrilled that she was getting along so well with my family, I wanted to wrap her
up in my arms and whisk her back home. We'd been surrounded by other people for
too long, and even though we'd just fooled around in my bed this morning, I was
eager to have her back there in the quiet of my sheets and blankets, all to myself.
"I was quite impressed with her knowledge of literature," Carlisle continued. After
Bella and I had returned inside from the backyard, she and Carlisle had traded more
Shakespeare quotes while drying dishes together.
When we'd stood outside in the quiet darkness, I'd wanted to tell Bella how
freaking perfect she was, how crazy I was about her already, how I wished I could
take away all her pain and doubts. But I settled for running my finger over the
creamy skin of her cheek and kissing her, afraid for the life of me that any words I
said would ruin the moment.
"She's amazing," I said softly, releasing a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding.
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Truthfully I'd been amazed by her intellect as well. She'd known the origin of each
quote Carlisle had thrown at her, down to the exact act and scene. In those
moments, staring at her unabashedly as I tried to help Esme put away the fancy
silverware, I felt as if a new version of Bella was unfolding before me. The layers of
her anxiety began to peel back, revealing a girl that was as intelligent as she was
beautiful and sexy.
Suddenly I couldn't help but picture Bella wearing only one of my shirts and ties,
sexy librarian glasses on her face, whispering words written by people I'd never
heard of as she crawled towards me, cat-like on my bed.
I had to get her home. Now.
"I'm glad you've found her, Edward." Carlisle interrupted me from my thoughts. I
had no idea how long I'd been quiet, staring at my girlfriend with depraved thoughts
pouring through my head. "You seem happy, like a weight has been lifted."
He smiled and pulled me into the light of the living room. Bella's eyes snapped up
from pouring over the album and met my own. "Ready to go?" I asked her.
She looked back down at the photos and bit her lip, seeming torn.
"Don't you worry," Esme said, patting Bella on the shoulder. "I've got tons more
where those came from, and I'm certain we'll be seeing you again, won't we
Edward?" Her last words were pointedly said in my direction.
My grin must have said everything.
Once Bella and I had hugged my parents goodbye we walked to the corner
ofCentral Park West. I raised my armto hail a cab, our coats wrapped securely
around us and holding plastic containers of leftovers in our hands. When we'd
climbed into the welcoming warmth of a taxi's backseat, Bella snuggled against my
side and wrapped her arms around me. She laid her head on my chest and I rested
my chin on the crown of her head, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath of
privacy.
We were silent as we rode downtown, Bella's breaths soft against my chest and
my fingers running through her dark locks. I already knew she'd be staying with me
tonight; it was nice to not have to convince her anymore.
Suddenly I felt her body quake as a yawn took hold of her, stretching her limbs
and causing her shoulders to roll inward. Sleepily, she asked me, "So, how'd I do?"
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Smiling, I responded, "Perfect doesn't begin to cover it." Her body seemed to relax
completely against mine at my reply. By the time the cab arrived at my building, she
was fast asleep in my arms.

Over the following two weeks, Bella stayed with me nearly every night. Although
not every morning, she was still waking up with night terrors; her screams shrill and
hollow, her body twisting at awkward angles, her knuckles white as she gripped the
sheets.
While some mornings she would let me try to soothe her, stroking the soft skin on
her back as she shuddered against me, others she would bolt out of the bed, locking
herself in the bathroom with her embarrassment and shame.
I'd stand at the door and attempt to coax her out with words of understanding and
acceptance. Eventually she'd unlock the door silently, allowing me to push it open.
I'd find her staring at her reflection in the mirror, her eyes blotchy red, paths left by
tears sticky on her cheeks. I'd held her and kissed her, telling her she was so
amazingly strong and that everything would be all right, but I wasn't really sure she
believed me.
Hell, I wasn't sure I believed me.
On those mornings, it would be an hour or so before she even spoke again. Bella's
stubborn insistence that she handle this on her own, refusing to depend on me like
she did Jake all those years, kept her locked inside her head, silent and brooding.
I was so out of my fucking element when it came to this; I had no clue how to help
her. I'd learned to keep my distance during those mornings and stay busy, doing
things like making breakfast until she'd snap out of it, creeping out to wherever I
was and falling into my arms in an apologetic embrace.
One morning was particularly bad; her screams seemed to wear her out so much
that she'd fallen back asleep afterwards. I had to go to work and realized once again
with panic that Tanya still had my spare key.
I have got to take care of that!
Leaving my only key with Bella, I taped it to a note that I laid gently on my pillow,
asking her to stop by my office before her shift at the gym.
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That December morning as I walked to work, my gloved hands pressed tightly into
the pockets of my winter coat, my chin tucked into the collar as I braced myself
against the biting cold, I thought about the night a few weeks back, before
Thanksgiving when I'd asked Bella if she'd be willing to go back into therapy. She'd
brushed it off and changed the subject, but I could see a shift in her eyes, something
that told me she might be willing to try.
However, the visible change in her moods would appear when the dull light of
daybreak and her terrors were behind her, and I'd see the strong side of Bella; the
part that was vibrant and powerful.
She'd spent a few nights sitting on the floor in front my couch, her long bare legs
stretched out under the coffee table as she worked on my laptop, typing out the flyer
for her upcoming cardio striptease class.
I'd sat behind her on the couch, aimlessly flipping through channels on the TV,
trying to peek over her shoulder and see what she was writing. She'd shooed me
away, but once I managed to strain my neck enough to see the words "costume" and
"knee socks or thigh-highs if you have them," and I'd collapsed into the pillow,
groaning.
I was still fantasizing about Bella constantly. My unrelenting frustration had
thankfully come to an end when she'd given me a blowjob that first time on my
bathroom floor. Lately I could barely walk into the bathroom without getting a semi,
which was really fucking strange.
All my fantasies about what her mouth would feel like didn't measure up worth a
damn to the real thing, which I was getting pretty persistently every night. Now,
however, every daydream was filled with thoughts of fucking Bella, since we still
hadn't done it again yet.
Not that I was complaining; I was making her come every night with my fingers or
my mouth, getting harder by the second as I listened to her moan in pleasure. And
part of me was enjoying this trip back to my teenage years, just fooling around and
not going any further. I wasn't exactly sure why we weren't doing it, and while I was
dying to fuck her again I sure as hell wasn't willing to push her. Bella fell into my
arms each night with a satisfied, contented smile, and I would do anything to keep
her feeling safe and secure.

A few days before her cardio striptease class, Bella met up with Alice and Rosalie
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for a lunch date. She and Alice had already met up a few times since Thanksgiving,
but this was the first time the three of them were getting together.
I was standing at the door to the conference room and practically spat out my
coffee as I watched Rose smile warmly at Bella, who dusted the snow off her jacket
as she entered the creamy skin on her cheeks was flushed pink from the cold, as was
the tip of her nose. She looked so damn cute, like Rudolph; I wanted to kiss it.
"Hey, Bella. Did you bring the flyers for us?" Rose asked as she pushed her chair
back, allowing one of our other secretaries to take over during her lunch hour.
"Flyers?" I repeated as Bella stepped forward to kiss me. It had only been a few
hours since she'd had me in her mouth and already I was aching for her again.
"What flyers?"
"The ones saying what to bring to Bella's strip tease class on Friday." Alice
beamed, her eyes trained on a figure behind mine.
I turned to see Jasper standing a few feet away from me, his eyebrows lifted in
curiosity. Emmett stepped in from the opposite side of the room, from the hallway
that ran parallel down the other side of the office, and balanced his colossal arms on
the doorframe.
"You're what?" Emmett asked Rose.
"We're both going," Rose said as she shrugged on her long coat, pulling her hat
down over her head and smoothing back her hair. "Bella is getting us free guest
passes."
The three of us were completely silent; no doubt images of their wives stripping
for them were flashing in front of their eyes. The picture of Bella practicing her
moves in my apartment had been practically burned into my retinas. And I still
hadn't repaired that fucking dining room chair.
"Oh and there's also free passes for the significant other of everyone who takes
the class," Bella said, searching around in the messenger bag that was slung across
her body. She pulled out a small, black piece of paper and reached across me,
handing it to Jasper.
"It's really just my boss's way of trying to drum up more membership for the club,"
she said. "But I think you'd enjoy coming." Her grin was adorable and I tried to stifle
my groan as I watched her teeth bite gently into her lower lip.
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Jasper, Emmett and I still hadn't said a word. We must have looked like
Neanderthals, staring at the girls with blank stares and our mouths slightly agape.
"Bye boys." Alice winked at us and turned to walk with Rose out to the elevator.
Bella gave me a quick peck on the cheek and dashed out, following my sisters.
It didn't take more than a few seconds of eye contact before Jasper, Emmet and I
retreated into our respective offices, slamming the doors shut.

I wouldn't have expected a midtown gym to be a hot spot on a Friday night in New
York City, but I was quickly proved wrong. Apparently word had spread about this
class and I stared in amazement at all the women lined up inside the New York
Sports Club as Jasper, Emmett and I walked past them to the front desk.
Jake was standing behind it checking in members and we nodded at each other
gruffly as I handed him my key tag. Emmett followed suit and as Jasper handed in
his guest pass, Jake spoke to me without looking up.
"Gonna be a hell of a class," he said. "She's been practicing a lot."
"Oh yeah, it definitely is," I said, rising to his unspoken challenge. "I've had some
sneak previews of her practicing already."
Jake's jaw set as he grit his teeth, giving me a look so venomous it could melt
steel. I glared back, staring him down. An unreasonable sense of possessiveness
roared to life in me the second I was around him; he may have known Bella all his
life, but she was mine now.
He broke the stare first, glancing over to Emmett and Jasper. "Have a good
workout," he said, narrowing his eyes slightly at them before turning away and
greeting the next customer.
With a satisfied smirk I led Emmett and Jasper into the locker room to change.
"Who was that punk?" Emmett asked, nodding back in Jake's direction.
"Just someone who's known Bella for a very long time." I didn't want to give them
the details; she hadn't given me permission to tell anyone in my family about her
past and I had no intention of breaking that trust.
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Once we were in our sweats and back out onto the floor, I saw Bella welcoming a
stream of women into the cardio studio. The room was in the center of the gym; a
fishbowl into which everyone using weights or running on treadmills could look. The
front wall was made up entirely of glass windows and inside the studio the
remaining three walls were covered with mirrors. Lining one of the mirrors was a
row of stacked chairs.
I caught Bella's eye and waved at her. She smiled at me and winked before
welcoming another participant. Her confidence palpable, I realized it was here that
the line between the two sides of Bella was most clear; whereas out of this little gym
world she felt vulnerable and weak, here she felt secure and strong.
Standing just to the left of the studio entrance was the man I recognized as Aro,
her boss. Next to him stood a shorter man with the same dark hair and pale
complexion, cataloging the possible new members like cattle to be slaughtered.
Aro watched Bella with a look that made my skin crawl, despite the fact that she
had already assured me that he only wanted to make money off her and only saw the
new class as an opportunity to increase club membership.
I didn't like it.
From inside the studio, Rose and Alice were dressed in sweats, carrying bags by
their sides. They glared at us for standing there and gawking. Emmett smacked my
arm and when I turned his way I saw his familiar mischievous grin.
"I almost got a look inside Rosie's bag before she left for this," he said, nodding
towards the studio, "but she caught me before I could see anything. Whatever
they're wearing for this, it's gonna be good."
I smiled half-heartedly at him. While I was excited for Bella and the popularity of
this class, and I knew how hard she'd been working to plan it, I was still
uncomfortable with the idea of all these eyes on her.
As I glanced around the gym I saw faces of men I'd never seen before, their eyes
glued to the glass windows. The word mine, mine, mine repeated like a mantra in
my head.
I heard the introduction to Madonna's "Express Yourself" pipe through the
speakers and Bella's voice boomed out through a mic headset she now wore. It was
loud enough that we could hear it through the closed doors of the studio.
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"All right ladies, welcome. We're gonna get started with a warm up but first you
can leave your bags over by the chairs." The throng of women nervously looked over
their shoulders through the glass windows as they trudged to the side of the room,
placing their bags down and looking expectantly back at Bella.
A wide smile appeared on her face and her eyes caught mine across the room. "Oh
don't you worry," she said, pacing towards the glass and reaching up to grasp a
cord. "They don't get to see anything until the very end."
As Bella pulled on the rope, a curtain began to draw along the glass much to the
dismay of the men working out. An audible groan was heard across the floor as the
curtains met the wall, obscuring the women from our view.
"Come on, let's get started," Emmett said, walking towards one of the benches.
As we began working out, we were constantly distracted by sounds from within
the studio. Bella's voice shouted out commands, and a chorus of "woo's" came from
the now more confident women, especially as each new song she'd chosen advanced
through her playlist.
I'm goin' on a manhunt, turn it around. Women have been hunted, now they're
huntin' around.
Manhunt, we all got the need. The one that's been waitin' has taken the lead!
"That's from Flashdance," Jasper said as he grunted through some dumbbell curls
with us. He blushed hotly as we turned to stare at him. "Um…Alice loves that
movie."
"They all love that movie," Emmett agreed, rolling his eyes.
"Hot Stuff" was followed by "I Need You Tonight," peppered with Bella's
instructions. "That's right, pop your hip and slap your rear!" she yelled out, causing
the three of us to pause mid-air in our push-ups, shaking our heads.
The music switched from the 80's metal and 90's hip hop sounds of ACDC and
Salt-N-Pepa to the more modern tunes of Gwen Stefani and Justin Timberlake's
"Sexyback."
Dirty babe, you see the shackles baby I'm your slave.
I'll let you whip me if I misbehave.
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It's just that no one makes me feel this way.
Jasper cleared his throat and looked at the floor after hearing those lyrics, clearly
thinking something about my sister that I definitely did not want any fucking clue
about. I attempted to ignore him and continued with my sit-ups.
After we'd listened to them cheer and holler through George Michael's "I Want
Your Sex," Bella's voice rang out, clear and calm. "Ok girls, it's time we gave our
boys a show."
The curtain pulled back to reveal a room full of women looking completely
different than when the class had started. I gulped audibly as I saw my Thanksgiving
evening fantasy appear before me: they were all wearing long-sleeved button down
men's shirts and ties.
My eyes flew past all the girls in the room and went straight to Bella's. Her hair
was pulled up and back into a twist at the nape of her neck, stray strands caressing
her face. I felt myself harden as my eyes trained over her, dressed in my blue cotton
dress shirt. It was unbuttoned just enough to see a white tank top peeking out
underneath.
Instead of sweats each girl now wore a pair of tiny shorts, and either thigh high
stockings or school girl knee socks. Bella's black shorts rode just below the curve of
her ass and hugging her long legs were fishnet stockings. I swallowed as my eyes
traveled down Bella's legs, seeing a pair of black, knee-length high-heeled boots
she'd never worn for me before.
I plan to rectify that as soon as possible.
The heavy drum pounding of the introduction to Def Leopard's "Pour Some Sugar
on Me" filled the air in the gym, filtered in from the studio. The women formed a line
facing us with Bella smiling coyly from the center.
They all began to walk forward in a line, cris-crossing each leg in front of the
other. They brought their knees up high as they moved before turning around and
performing the same sexy walk back towards the mirrors.
Love is like a bomb, baby, c'mon get it on. Livin' like a lover with a radar phone.
Lookin' like a tramp, like a video vamp. Demolition woman, can I be your man?
Bella led the girls, being the first one to run her hands in circles around hips,
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jutting them out from side to side before raising her arms up overhead. I felt my
breathing begin to pick up as I watched her.
Still facing the mirror, she looked over her shoulder and pulled her hair out of the
clasp, the rest of the girls doing the same. Bella then flipped her head around and
let her hair fan around her shoulders, a rainfall of brown satin. The girls imitated
her next move and brought their hands up into their hair, teasing and tousling it out.
Razzle 'n' a dazzle 'n' a flash a little light. Television lover, baby, go all night.
Sometime, anytime, sugar me sweet. Little miss ah innocent sugar me, yeah!
Other than the music, the gym was eerily silent; all the treadmills and machines
were suddenly off. I didn't have to look around me to know that every man on the
floor had stopped exercising and was watching the class. I locked my eyes onto
Bella's supple form, ignoring my twin and sister-in-law's risqué moves, as well as
Jasper and Emmett who stood by me, frozen.
I watched Bella bend forward, moving her hips from side to side as she touched
her thighs, then her knees and lastly her ankles. She then slammed her hands on the
floor and bent all the way forward before snapping her head back and looking up,
giving me a view of her ample cleavage. As she stood up slowly, sliding her hands
back up her legs, my heart pounded in my throat and I wondered for a moment if
this class was legal.
C'mon, take a bottle, shake it up. Break the bubble, break it up!
Pour some sugar on me, ooh, in the name of love!
Pour some sugar on me, c'mon fire me up!
The girls all looked out into the room as they lightly slapped their asses, running
their fingers along their rib cages and up over the edges of their breasts before
bringing them up to their hair once again. Her body undulating, I stared as Bella
brought her pointer finger to her mouth and captured it between her front teeth.
I'm hot, sticky sweet, from my head to my feet yeah.
The lyrics only reminded me of my ever-present fantasy of Bella's sweat and I
shifted uncomfortably, hoping my now aching hard-on wasn't visible beneath the
fabric of my track pants. Very quietly I heard Jasper mutter under his breath, "Holy
God."
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The girls walked over to the side of the room, retrieving one of the now un-stacked
chairs and dragging one to their spots in the center of the room. Each chair was
turned so that its profile faced the glass windows.
This was starting to feel like a bizarre peep show and I ran my hand through my
hair nervously, unable to look away. My head was pounding with the beat of the
song, hearing only the words Mine. Mine. Mine!
Facing the back of the chair, Bella twisted her hips from side to side, turning her
head to look at me. Following her, each girl ran their fingertips against the hem of
their shirts, pulling them up just high enough so we got a glimpse of smooth skin.
Walking around the chair to face the mirror, their hands were suddenly hidden from
view. When they turned around each girls' tie was untied, which they then pulled off
and dragged slowly through their fingers before sliding it up their sides.
You gotta squeeze a little, squeeze a little, tease a little more.
Easy operator come a knockin' on my door!
Sometime, anytime, sugar me sweet. Little miss innocent sugar me, yeah!
I licked my lips. My mouth had gone completely dry. Out of the corner of my eye, I
saw Emmett had sat down on a nearby bench and was leaning over, most likely
trying to hide the same problem I was having.
When I looked back, the girls had turned the chairs so they were facing the
mirrors, backs to the glass. Bella straddled her chair, rolling her shoulders and hips.
Her hands were hidden from view again and I realized as their elbows moved that
they were all unbuttoning their shirts. They each pull a sleeve down one shoulder
and turned to look back at us, doing the same for the other before pulling it off and
throwing it in the air.
You got the peaches, I got the cream. Sweet to taste, saccharine!
'Cos I'm hot, say what, sticky sweet from my head, my head, to my feet.
Do you take sugar? One lump or two?
For a moment I forgot where I was. As I watched Bella shimmy around so she was
facing the windows again, sliding her legs open and rolling her head around so her
hair flew about her face, I was unable to contain a groan. My hands were fisted by
my sides, attempting to suppress an intense urge to drag her out of the studio and
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take her anywhere, the fire escape, I didn't care, as long as I was inside her.
When the song came to an end the girls all slowly closed their legs, smiling shyly
as they put their hands demurely on their knees. They followed Bella, tracing their
hands up their bodies and into their hair, all of them falling out of character and
giggling. All except for my girl who looked at me from under her lashes, her eyes
dark and radiating lust.
The room came to life around me, the men hooting and hollering with applause.
Some returned to their workouts while others stood anxiously by the door to the
studio, pacing. I hung back, waiting as Bella thanked all the girls for taking the
class, asking some to consider membership and come again. Alice and Rosalie each
kissed her on the cheek, meeting their glassy-eyed husbands at the door. The four of
them went their separate ways without even a goodbye.
From the door, Bella motioned me to her, a glowing smile on her sweaty cheeks.
Sweaty cheeks. Shit.
"I have to close tonight," she said, still slightly breathless from the workout.
Sweaty and breathless. I'm done. Freaking done.
"Can you wait around a bit?"
I nodded at her, unable to squeak out a word. She gave me a sexy smile, picking
up on my state of mind.
"Are you, um…" Bella paused as she put the tip of her finger in her mouth, just as
she'd done in the striptease. Her tiny, pink tongue brushed against it as she bit
down gently. "…hungry?"
She was being playful, flirtatious, and I was far too worked up to handle it. I
growled and took a predatory step towards her, not caring where we were or who
could see.
"Whoa there, big boy!" Bella laughed, pushing back on my chest with her other
hand. She could tell from the look in my eyes that I was in no shape to be teased. "If
you're…hungry you should get a snack while you wait."
I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself as she slid past me and out onto the
floor.
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She really is going to be the death of me.
An hour later, after the gym had emptied out and I'd kept myself busy drinking a
protein shake and pretending to read Men's Health at one of the tables by the locker
rooms, I heard Jake shut down the music. He hit a switch turning off most of the
lights on the floor and said loudly that he was leaving. I realized his words were
intended for Bella who was cleaning up the studio.
"You cool to close up?" he yelled out to her, pointedly ignoring me. She called
back that she was fine and had the keys. Jake gathered his things and began to
leave, pausing at the door and looking at me just over his shoulder.
"She's not as strong as she looks," he said in a voice that screamed loss and years
of regret. "Be careful with her."
A half-smile pulled up one corner of my mouth as I turned in my chair to look at
him. "She's stronger than you give her credit for."
At that moment Bella's voice echoed from the studio, calling my name. I stood
from my chair abruptly, walking purposefully away from Jake as he silently stepped
out the door.
I entered the studio to see Bella dressed in sweats and her NYSC employee
hoodie, humming "Hella Good" as she pulled the last chairs back to the side of the
room. All but one which she left in the center of the room.
"I'm almost done," she said as she shut down the stereo. "Have a seat?"
I complied and admired her beautiful figure as she flit about the room. Her hair
was swept back up into a casual ponytail, a contented smile highlighting her face.
She bent over to pick up my shirt and tie, still balled up in the corner of the room.
"Did you like that?" she asked softly. In the mirror I watched her folding my shirt.
"Yes," I answered.
She gently placed my shirt and tie on her bag which was draped against the
mirror, and turned back to me, her eyes downcast. I became confused as she slipped
off her sneakers, but then she tugged the zipper of her hoodie down just a bit as she
walked towards me.
"Would you like a private show now?" She spoke in hushed tones that oozed sex.
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Just inches away from me now, heat sparked in the air between us like static.
I paused. We were completely alone; of that I was sure. I had been craving her for
hours and while I wanted desperately to see her come apart in the safety of my
apartment, here she was showing me her lustful, powerful side.
"Yes," I repeated, my voice wavering slightly.
Bella smiled wickedly as she stood over me. "Good."
She leaned down to kiss me, but pulled back slightly as I tried to comply, shaking
her head at me. "No touching," she whispered. I fought to stay still as she leaned
down and dragged her full, pouty lower lip over mine.
She took a step backwards and unzipped her hoodie, revealing the same tight
white tank top from earlier; I could see through it to her black bra, her breasts
spilling tantalizingly over the top of it. She turned away and slid the sleeves off her
arms, glancing at me over her shoulder. Her hands ran flat over her sides, her
thumbs dipping into the waistband of her sweats. She pulled them down her legs, so
painfully slow, sliding her hands down to her ankles to deftly slip the pants over her
socks before pulling those off as well.
I could feel my cock leaking for her already. It took every ounce of willpower to
keep from kicking the chair out from under me, ripping off her tiny black panties
and plowing into her.
Prowling closer to me, she ran her fingertips under the edge of the tank top,
showing off the smooth planes of her belly. Teasing me with glimpses of flesh, she
finally pulled it off over her head, revealing a simple cotton bra that turned me on
more than I thought was possible.
Gritting my teeth, I watched her tiny, pink tongue run over her upper lip and then
dance along the edge of her teeth.
"I want you," I growled.
She leaned down to whisper in my ear. "I know." Bella licked the shell of my ear to
punctuate her words and my breath caught as I felt her teeth clamp down lightly on
the lobe.
She knew she had the upper hand as she stepped closer, grasping the back of my
chair with me panting beneath her. She lowered herself so she was straddling me,
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our bodies nearly but not quite touching. Bella reached up and pulled her hair out of
her ponytail, her dark tresses fanning her face. I shivered as she touched my face
gently with both hands, her fingertips then running a trail down my neck, over my
chest and abdomen, hovering just above where I wanted her touch.
She had never looked more sinful.
"Let me touch you." My words came out as a moan.
"Mmm-mmm," she hummed, shaking her head once more, but finally, mercifully
lowering her body onto my lap. I could feel her heat through the thin layers of cotton
between us and my breathing grew shallow.
As she brought her lips to my neck, kissing and sucking, grazing the skin with her
teeth, I shut my eyes tightly and groaned. Bella began moving her hips in slow
circles over my groin and I felt myself get impossibly harder.
"Your skin tastes so good," she murmured, sitting back up and sliding her hands
into my hair. I gasped as her grip tightened, yanking my head backwards and
bringing her lips to mine. Her tongue dipped into my mouth and my hips lifted off
the seat, grinding my body against hers.
My fingers literally ached to touch her. I felt shameless, willing to beg, willing to
do anything to end this torture. "Please." I was whimpering and I didn't care. "Please
let me touch you."
She smiled down at me, leaning down to whisper directly in my ear once more. "I
want you to fuck me, Edward."
"Oh, God." The second I felt her hot breath against my ear, my hands snapped up
swiftly, my fingers instantly digging into her hips as I kissed her fiercely. Bolting
from the chair, I carried her to the wall, pressing her back against the mirrors as
she wrapped her legs around my waist. With one arm holding her tightly to me, I
brought the other hand up to free her breast from the cotton, sucking her pink, pert
bud into my mouth.
She shuddered and called out my name, making it echo across the walls of the
studio and I smiled to myself.
"You want me to fuck you?" I egged her on, licking her flesh in between words.
"Right here?"
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The tables were turning as Bella moaned loudly in response, showing her
desperation for me as she clawed at my shirt, trying to lift it over my head. I coaxed
her hips back slightly and she slid her legs down to the floor.
In a flurry we were both pulling my clothes off, Bella yanking my shirt up and
sucking hungrily on my neck and shoulder while I rushed to tug down my sweats. I
unclasped her bra and palmed her breasts in my hands, running my thumbs over her
puckered peaks. Pushing her back against the mirror, I rocked my hips against her,
my cock pressing hungrily against her hot center through the last remaining items
of clothing.
Releasing her breast, I slid my hand down her body and into her panties. Bella
held my ravenous stare as I caressed her clit in slow, tight circles before pushing a
finger deep inside her. Her mouth opened into a little 'O' and her face contorted in
pleasure as I slid my finger in and out. She was so wet it made me dizzy.
"Say it again," I rasped. Bella didn't understand, confusion tainting her look of
rapture. "Tell me what you want me to do."
I plunged another finger inside her, needing to hear the words. Her eyes slid
closed and her head slumped against the mirror. "Fuck me, Edward! Please, please
fuck me!"
Kissing her deeply, I slid my fingers out and spun her around. Trapping her body
against mine I rubbed my dick, still clothed in my boxers, against her ass as her
chest heaved with excited breaths.
"I want you to watch this time," I said, biting the smooth skin of her neck,
remembering how Bella had made me watch in the mirror as she took me in her
mouth in my bathroom. Her responding moan echoed off the walls of the studio.
I pulled her to the floor and her legs seemed to give out from under her. I knew I
was rough as I dragged her panties off her body but she didn't seem to care, rising
up on all fours and meeting my eyes in the mirror. Stripping down from my boxers, I
kneeled behind her, running the leaking tip of my cock against her folds from
behind.
Gripping her hips again, ready to be enveloped by her sweet, moist heat, I looked
up at her reflection. Her eyes radiated back to me everything I felt about her: desire,
trust, friendship, and maybe already, love?
"I didn't want it to be like this," I whispered, my body inches from where I
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desperately needed it, but still I waited. "When we did it again, I wanted it to be…"
"Shhh," Bella soothed me, her voice breathy and strained with desire. "It's ok,
Edward. I want you, like this."
Without another thought, I pushed into her, finally sliding into the heaven I'd been
waiting for, tight and wet. A sexy whimper tumbled out of her mouth as she threw
her head back, her dark hair cascading across her pale, smooth skin. I slid in and
out of her again slowly, over and over again, my hard shaft inside her where she was
smooth and soft, like liquid velvet.
She began to writhe beneath me, her eyes locked on me in the mirror. "Faster,
please, Oh God Oh God!"
I grit my teeth and fucked her harder, knowing I wouldn't last long and praying
the same was true for her, her body moving backwards to meet mine with every
thrust.
"I want you so bad," I cried out, the delicious friction almost too much to bear.
"You're fucking mine, Bella!"
"Oh, God you feel so good." Her moans ricocheted off the walls. "Take me, I'm
yours!"
A few more thrusts, grinding, slipping, sliding against one another and my entire
body began to shake. She felt so damn good, I was fucking losing it. "Fuck, Bella….I
can't…please come for me."
I reached around and found her clit, feeling her get wetter around me as I stroked
her with my fingers. She gasped suddenly and unraveled beneath me, slamming
back against my body. I felt her walls clamp around me and watched as her head
first bowed forward before rolling backwards, her eyes shut tight in a blissful
scream. Roaring as my release took hold of me, I tensed and spilled into her, the
ecstasy so intense it bordered on pain.
Bella trembled with aftershocks as I slid out of her and pulled her to me, holding
her quivering body in my arms. She smiled and opened her eyes, kissing me sweetly.
"Take me home now?" she asked. Even with her still naked in my arms, my
stomach plummeted at the thought of not sleeping with her tangled up in my sheets
with me.
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"No, Edward." She must have seen my face fall. "Home…with you."
Home.
I gently kissed the top of her head, my sigh of relief the only thing to break the
heavy silence in the room. I didn't bother saying anything; from the look in her eye, I
was sure she felt exactly the same as I did.

I switched over to mixpod, so you can check out Bella's Cardio striptease
playlist here: http : / / mixpod . com /playlist/60522685
The striptease outfits: http : / / www . polyvore . com /cgi/set?id=20942669
Leave me some love! :)
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Chapter 14: Everybody Hurts
The words "thank you" sometimes just aren't enough when the people who
help me with my writing become the people I talk to every day. They have
become my RL friends and I adore them from the bottom of my heart. So
thank you to my beta/hetero-lifemate Awesomesauce76, to loss4words for
pre-reading and impromptu beta-ing since the lovely Brits23 is out of town,
to Kyla713 for being a voice of reason in our sometimes rowdy WC's, and to
Shabbyapple for always being there to answer my questions.
As for this chapter, well, you knew this was coming...

BPOV
December 11, 2009
Friday
I was drenched in sweat, still shaking in Edward's arms as he kissed the top of my
head. My legs were wobbling, my knees were red and raw from rubbing against the
waxed wood floor but I didn't care. I felt perfect with my face pressed against
Edward's chest, his body slick and sturdy behind mine as I waited for my breathing
to return to normal.
I have to admit I was surprised that this was where we'd finally done it again.
Both of us had been skillfully dancing around the topic. Over the last few weeks
neither of us had brought up the fact that we hadn't had sex since our first time on
Halloween.
It wasn't that I didn't want to; I did so badly that it was nearly crippling me. It may
have been juvenile but I felt as if doing it would solidify our relationship and that
scared the crap out of me. Somehow sleeping with someone I cared about so much,
and cared for me as well in return, would mean admitting that I was actually worth
being loved.
Dr. Clearwater would have a field day with those thoughts.
However, that night at the gym I'd been nearly drunk on Edward's desire for me.
It was evident in every move he made, every predatory look he threw in my direction
- 217 -

both during and after the striptease class.
We'd had the most mind-blowing sex in the cardio studio. I'd been able to watch
his every move in the wall of mirrors as he took me from behind: the way his body
flexed, the tension in his arms as he'd gripped my hips, the pleasure coursing
through him reflected in his face. I'd watched him until I was overwhelmed by the
sensation of him sliding in and out of me, unable to keep my eyes open.
When I'd asked Edward to take me home with him the look on his face had been
indescribable, as if I'd just given him the best gift imaginable. He didn't know how
much he'd given me already; his unwavering acceptance of me and all my baggage
was more wonderful than I could have possibly dreamed.
I knew right then and there that I was head over heels in love with him; it was just
a matter of being able to say it.
We cleaned up the studio, making sure to not leave any traces of our heated
encounter behind. I was really glad the only two surveillance cameras in the gym
were by the front door and the register at the cafe. As we locked up and stepped out
into the cold night, Edward expressed his concerns over Aro.
"I don't know Bella, I didn't like the way he was looking at you in there."
I laughed, endeared by Edward's protective instincts. "How exactly was he looking
at me?"
"It was like..." he trailed off and shook his head. "Like he was your pimp or
something. I don't know, it was just weird!"
I took Edward's hand in mine, entwining our gloved fingers together and assured
him that while Aro could definitely come off as creepy, he was completely harmless.
He only looked at me as a way to make our club more popular, since now with the
cardio striptease class we had an edge and could compete with Crunch gyms.
We crossed the busy streets with our arms swinging between us. The lights of
Times Square glittered in the black sky, the ever-present traffic loud and raucous as
we hurried through the crosswalk where 7th Avenue and Broadway connected. My
life felt as if it were brimming over with possibilities. There was still so much of this
city I had yet to discover and I felt warm from the inside thinking about exploring it
with Edward.
Alice and I had plans to do things as well; we'd seen a lot of each other lately and I
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couldn't believe how comfortable our friendship felt already. I thought back to
Thanksgiving and how much I had adored Edward's family: the twins were
delightful, Emmett was like a big kid himself and Jasper had a calming influence I
couldn't quite understand. Rose had warmed up to me by the night's end, and his
parents were absolutely lovely.
I'd loved looking at photos of Edward as a baby and a little boy. Esme had shown
me albums from their home back in Chicago. There were photos of Edward, Alice
and Emmett wearing matching pajamas on Christmas morning, and some of the
three of them as infants, naked in a blow up pool in their backyard. A part of me had
hoped to see more pictures of Edward playing piano or guitar during his grunge
days, but I remembered he'd been out in New York then and Esme wouldn't have
had any of those photos.
As I looked through page after page of grinning children I found myself wondering
if Edward and I could possibly have a family of our own someday.
After passing Liam with a familiar wave on our way through the lobby, we rode
the elevator up to Edward's apartment in a comfortable silence. He was facing me as
he opened the door, his eyes trained on my smile as he walked backwards into his
home.
A light caught my eye from the living room. On the couch I saw a pair of stiletto
shoes. I froze and my heart pounded furiously in my chest. Pushing past Edward, I
saw a woman sprawled seductively against the pillows. She was wearing nothing but
black lace lingerie and heels.
In slow motion I turned back to Edward, only to see his eyes widen in confusion
and surprise.
I didn't give him time to explain.
I just ran.
EPOV
Tanya!
Fuck fuck FUCK!
For one tortuously slow moment I looked frantically back and forth between them;
the conceited look on Tanya's face, which was laced with the slightest hint of shock
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as she cocked one eyebrow from her perch on the couch, to Bella's unusually white
pallor and her beautiful eyes, filled with horror and betrayal.
In slow motion her eyes flashed to mine briefly, her hair sweeping past her face as
she sought out her escape.
"Bella, wait!" I spoke too slowly, not fast enough to catch her. I registered that
Tanya was saying something but her words were meaningless. I chased after Bella
into the hallway only to discover the elevator doors sliding shut.
"Shit!"
I pounded on the doors in frustration, a stream of profanities falling from my
mouth. I hit the elevator button repeatedly, waiting for the one on the other side of
hallway to arrive. When a quiet chime indicated the elevator's appearance, I
practically broke the doors down trying to get inside.
Bursting out into the lobby, I ran towards Liam's desk.
"Where is she?" I demanded as he turned towards me in surprise. "Bella! Did you
see her? Which way did she go?"
"I don't know Mr. Cullen…she was crying! I tried to talk to her but she just ran
out-"
I stopped listening and flew across the hallway, pushing the door open with a
vengeance. It had started to snow and my head whipped back and forth as I
screamed Bella's name. My voice echoed uselessly down the street as the peaceful
white flakes melted against gray cement.
She's gone! Fuck! How does a person vanish like that? She reminds me of…no!
I shook the thoughts out of my head. I couldn't think about that girl now! My
stranger from the concert was just a ghost, only a memory from over a decade ago. I
had to concentrate on the here and now, on Bella.
I frantically dialed her phone number. It rang endlessly, finally clicking over to
voicemail.
"Bella! I'm so sorry! Please, you have to let me explain! That...what you saw...it
was...she's-"
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A beep cut me off before I could utter the rest of my sentence: "...she's nothing."
Bowing forward and fisting my hand in my hair, I realized I couldn't even follow
Bella home; in all this time dating her I didn't even know where she lived, and I
couldn't very well roam the streets of Queens looking for her.
With a sigh and a heavy heart, my hair wet at the tips with melted snow, I trudged
back inside.
I returned upstairs to find Tanya smoking a cigarette on my couch, now with a
cream-colored silk robe wrapped around her body.
"Why are you here?" I asked her coldly. "And put out that damned cigarette."
Staring straight out the window, Tanya took a long drag before dropping the
cigarette into a glass of water on my end table. "You could have told me you were
seeing someone," she said, not meeting my eyes.
"I don't have to fucking tell you anything!" I spat, but she didn't flinch. "And it's
more than that! We're not just seeing each other, it's…it's...argh, fuck!" I rubbed my
hands over my face in frustration as I paced across the living room floor.
Even though we'd never made it official or anything, Bella was more than just my
girlfriend.
I'm in love with her.
Tanya laughed her cruel, dismissive chuckle that pierced straight through me like
an icicle, razor sharp.
"What, you were so into her that you just forgot to tell the woman you've been
fucking on and off for over a decade to drop off her spare key?"
I looked at her with loathing, but which of us I was more disgusted with I wasn't
sure.
"Yes, exactly." I checked my cell phone, just to make sure I hadn't magically
missed Bella's call. The display screen was empty, mocking me. I sank into a chair
opposite the couch and pinched the bridge of my nose with my fingers, trying to
relieve the ache that was threatening to rip my head open.
"Somehow I find that hard to believe, Edward." She wrapped her robe closer
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around her body and stood up.
"Why is that?" I dropped my hand and narrowed my eyes, staring up at her.
"Because you haven't been able to make one relationship work in your entire adult
life! You've always come back to me in between every single pathetic attempt!"
Her words were acidic, quietly hissing out of her mouth as she stared me down.
When Tanya saw I wasn't going to fight back she sneered at me, her blonde hair
falling down over her face. "If you really didn't think you were going to need me as a
backup then you would have asked me to return my key the minute you met her."
Tanya's words choked me. I didn't want her to be right, but fuck me if she hadn't
hit the nail right on the head.
Had I really kept forgetting that Tanya had a key? Or deep down had I been so
terrified that things with Bella would get so fucked up that we would finally
crumble? Had I been thinking all along that if I were once again blanketed by
loneliness I would want Tanya to suddenly appear and ease the pain?
My silence was her answer, and Tanya huffed out a bitter laugh. "That's what I
thought, Edward."
She turned on her heel and began to leave the room. I checked my phone again:
still nothing. I hit redial and was immediately hit with Bella's voicemail; this time it
didn't even ring. My heart pounded in my chest, suffocating me.
This time, I knew Tanya couldn't be the comfort I needed. I didn't want anything,
anyone, but Bella.
A wave of nausea passed through me, and I started to feel overwhelmed with
panic. What if Bella and I can't fix this? I knew then that if I had any hope of
regaining Bella's trust, it had to start with this step, here and now.
"I'm sorry," I said evenly. "I should have told you. I should have told her."
Tanya paused at the edge of the wall, her long hair a glossy wave against her robe
as she looked over her shoulder at me. Once I thought she was beautiful, that she
understood me. At one time I thought I could never have anything true, anything
real, and my nights with Tanya were a panacea to my loneliness.
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But now nothing else mattered but Bella.
I took a deep breath. "Goodbye, Tanya. Leave your key on the table on your way
out."
She didn't respond, but remained silent as she pulled on her jeans and wrapped
her coat around her body. The clink of brass being set against metal was the only
sound I heard before she pulled open my front door and closed it behind her.
BPOV
With shaking hands I slid my key into the lock of Jake's and my apartment door. I
was hiccupping, my face still slimy with tears shed in an empty subway car.
I tiptoed through the dark hallway and paused briefly by Jake's bedroom. Relief
washed over me when I heard only his soft breathing coming from his bed; I didn't
think I could deal with seeing Bree tonight.
For a moment I thought about pushing Jake's door open and crawling into bed
next to him, but I knew it wouldn't help. It wasn't his arms I wanted to feel around
me.
I stepped into my dark bedroom and sank into my bed.
Stiletto heels. Black lingerie. Blonde hair.
The images assaulted me and I coughed out a sob, pinching my eyes shut. My
chest felt as if it were caving in. An endless stream of questions ran through my
mind: How could he? Who was she?
Snakelike words from ages ago echoed in my head: "You think he really wants you
? A guy like that is just slumming. You're nothing."
My shoulders curled in involuntarily and I pulled my coat closer to my body,
attempting to fight off the chills that I was powerless to fight.
All my doubts flooded my mind and I pulled my knees up to my chest, my body
caving in as I willed Edward's face out of my mind. How on earth could I think he'd
really want me? Who was I kidding?
Despite him taking me to meet his family, despite the fact that I'd been spending
nearly every night at his place, I realized we'd never talked about exclusivity. Why
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wouldn't it have occurred to me he'd been seeing other women? Sleeping with other
women?
I moaned, humiliated as I winced at the thought. My flight instinct kicked in: I
have to get the fuck out of here as soon as possible!
Turning my phone back on, I was immediately assaulted with voicemail alerts but
ignored them. With shaking hands I reached for the airline ticket on my nightstand
and called the customer service number.
A pleasant agent answered and asked how she could help me.
Can you rip my heart out of my chest so I don't have to feel like this anymore?
"I need to change a flight," I replied.
"When did you want to change it to, dear?"
"As soon as freaking possible."
JPOV
December 12, 2009
Saturday
10:00 am
I was at the gym, signing in customers at the front desk when Bella trudged in
with a huge duffel bag slung over her shoulder. She was a mess: her eyes were red
and puffy and it didn't even look like she'd brushed her hair.
I'd been surprised to find Bella at home when I got up this morning, but I had an
early shift at the gym today and didn't want to wake her to ask what was up. I'd
hesitated as I'd stepped out the door, knowing this meant she'd be alone when her
terrors woke her, but we'd been so distanced lately I wasn't sure it was my place to
ask anymore.
Now as I watched her awkwardly drag the bag through the vestibule and into the
gym lobby, one thought pulsed in my mind: Where the fuck is Edward and how
quickly can I tear his head off?
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"What did he do?" I hissed the words through gritted teeth, my hands squeezing
into fists beside me.
I will tear that motherfucker limb from limb.
She dropped the bag in front of the counter, her head hanging forward in defeat.
"Don't…just don't Jake. I don't have time. My flight is in an hour."
Her what? She wasn't supposed to head home until next week!
She didn't clarify as she rushed past the desk to Aro's office, knocking lightly on
the door and asking if she could speak with him. I could see into his office from
where I was; Aro stood quickly from his desk and rushed over to Bella, concern
evident on his face.
He's probably just worried his star trainer is leaving the club, I thought cynically.
I listened to Bella blunder through a myriad of excuses: she needed an extra week
off, she hadn't been home in months, she missed her family and wanted a little more
time off for the holidays. Aro faltered at first but then granted her permission to go
as long as she agreed to take on some extra classes in January.
Bella seemed ready to agree to anything as long as she could get the hell out of
here.
She raced back to pick her bag up but I stepped out from behind the counter and
stopped her, grabbing her arm forcefully.
"Oh no you don't! You're not going anywhere until you tell me what happened."
"Jake, you're hurting me," she whined.
"Then talk quickly," I responded heatedly. Our friendship had been strained but I
was still her protector and I'd be damned if I'd let her bolt without at least telling me
what happened.
Bella hurriedly recounted the events of the previous night, but I only heard three
words before I saw red: Edward, and another woman.
"I'll rip him apart."
"No! Jake, please…just don't." There was agony in her eyes; despite what had just
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happened I could see how much she was hurting. There was no anger in her face,
only pain. "Just don't do anything, okay?"
I was fed up. Bella had had enough of pain.
Now she was running back to Forks again. I was imagining her curled up in a ball
on her bed in her old room, screaming through her nightmares like she had so many
years ago with Charlie standing helpless in the hallway. I knew I couldn't get away
with taking extra time off too; Aro would never let me go home early as well now
that Bella was going.
I couldn't protect her.
"You don't have to run away, Bella." I said, nodding towards her bag and the ticket
that lay hastily on top of it.
"Please, Jake…let me go! I have to get out of here!" She twisted out of my grasp
and yanked her bag up over her shoulder.
In the gym, Fuel's "Hemorrhage In My Hands" radiated out from the speakers.
Oh hold me now I feel contagious. Am I the only place that you've left to go?
As she pushed the doors open, she waved down a cab idling outside and nearly
threw herself inside the car.
She cries her life is like some movie in black and white.
Dead actors faking lines, over and over and over again she cries.
I realized she was leaving today, whether Aro had said yes or not. How much had
she been willing to risk to get as far away from Edward as possible? Why couldn't I
ever stop her from running? Every time she was hurt, she ran.
Don't fall away and leave love bleeding in my hands, in my hands again.
And leave love bleeding in my hands, in my hands love lies bleeding!
I had been planning on taking Bree home with me for the holidays, I was even
ready to buy her a ticket, but now I didn't know what lay ahead of me when I went
back to Forks next week. Like I had done for so many years, I found myself changing
my plans, rearranging my life, to be there for Bella.
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EPOV
December 13, 2009
Sunday
I couldn't get out of bed.
I'd begun calling Bella incessantly, hitting redial over and over again. All I heard
was the repeated sounds of her voicemail message, but at that point I was so
desperate to hear her voice I settled for that.
I'd tried to reach her at the gym the day before but whoever answered the phone
told me she wasn't on the schedule that weekend.
I'd barely slept the last two nights, drifting in and an out of consciousness as
Bella's devastated face appeared in my mind. I'd only left the building twice: once to
get a bottle of whiskey and then to get a second bottle when I'd finished the first.
Why won't she at least talk to me? Doesn't she trust me enough to at least let me
explain?
I realized with a groan how bad it must have looked to Bella, but with all we'd
shared recently how could she think I'd want anyone but her?
Sometime midday I realized I'd fallen back asleep because I woke up in a daze to
the piercing shriek of my phone ringing.
"Bella?" I shouted into it. I sat up too quickly, gripping my head in my hands as my
vision blurred and the room swam around me. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to
stave off the wave of nausea that accompanied my vicious headache.
"Edward?" Alice's voice chirped through the speaker. "I had a bad feeling
something was wrong."
I breathed through the painful disappointment that it wasn't Bella on the other
end of the line. "I have two words for you: Tan. Ya."
There was a pause on the other end. "I'll be right over."
I sank back into bed.
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JPOV
December 14, 2009
Monday
Before my shift I went to Edward's office. I knew where it was; I'd met Seth in the
lobby of that pretentious building before. I didn't care that Bella had told me to
leave it alone, and I sure as hell didn't care if that cock-sucker was busy at work. I
had something to say to him and he was sure as hell gonna hear it.
Anger pooled in my stomach as I rode up in the elevator; it circled and festered
like a caged animal impatient to be released. My fingers were tensed into fists as I
approached the blonde sitting at the front desk.
"I'm here to see Edward Cullen," I said through clenched teeth.
She eyed me warily, coolly. "Do you have an appointment?"
I glared at her. "No."
A forced, plastic smile appeared on her model-like features. I recognized her face;
she'd been at Bella's strip tease class.
"Let me see if he's available. May I ask your name?" She was professional, calm, a
stark contrast to my behavior as I paced relentlessly in front of her.
"Jacob Black."
"All right Mr. Black, why don't you have a seat?"
I threw myself into one of the sleek black chairs that lined the waiting room wall
and stared at the ceiling. I tapped my foot against the carpet, my knee bouncing
furiously. It was a nervous habit I'd picked up from Bella.
From across the room I could hear the blonde speaking in hushed tones into the
telephone receiver. Her voice raised a little as she said harshly, "I don't know,"
before pausing and hanging up.
"You can go right ahead in, Mr. Black," she said, saccharine sweet as she stood up
and pointed down the hallway to her right. "Third door on the left."
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I didn't thank her as I charged past her desk, marching briskly past employees
sitting in gray cubicles. The sounds of clicking keyboards and the smell of stale
coffee permeated the air.
As I stepped through the third door on the left, I expected to see Edward Cullen
cold and uncaring, typing a memo or some other office-type shit with Bella being the
farthest thing from his mind. I expected him to be callous and rude, giving me the
same "I know Bella better than you" look he tried at the gym on Friday. I expected to
be able to hate him.
Instead, I found a man with his head in his hands, gripping his hair with his fists
so tight I thought he might rip it out, and a look on his face that mirrored the pain in
Bella's the last time I saw her.
The animal inside me paced, confused; my anger didn't know where to go.
"How is she?" he croaked out. "She won't answer my calls."
"She's not here." The tenor of my voice surprised both of us; I had thought it
would come out coarse and cruel-sounding, but instead it cracked as I spoke. "She
left."
Edward's eyes widened as he released his hair from his hands, each strand stood
up wildly on end.
"What do you mean, she left? Where is she?" Panic flooded his voice and he rose
from his chair, bracing his hands on his desk. Edward swayed slightly and I
wondered if he'd been drinking.
"Back home. In Forks."
Edward turned to face the window, lacing his fingers behind his head.
"Is she coming back?" his agonized whisper both deflated and infuriated me. What
the hell is wrong with him? Is he fucking around with her, or does he actually really
care?
"I don't know," I said honestly. I knew Bella had a return ticket, but whether or
not she would use it I assumed was still up for grabs.
"She wouldn't even let me explain," he said so quietly I almost didn't hear him, but
the thought of him even trying to talk his way out of this burned a hole in my vision.
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"How could you be so damn careless?" I finally asked him, the words hot and
caustic as I spoke them, like acid on my tongue.
He slumped forward with his hands still on his neck, banging his elbows and
forehead against the glass, deflated. "So you know what happened?"
"All I know," I was seething, trying to keep my anger at bay, "is that she came
home with you Friday night to find another woman in your apartment."
He banged his head against the window as I spoke, but as the words bubbled out
of me I couldn't find it in me to feel sorry for him.
"She's an old friend-"
"Oh, don't fucking give me that shit," I spat out, cutting him off.
"It's true!" He spun around to face me. "She's an old friend who
I….she…sometimes we...ugh fuck!" Edward slammed his fist down on his desk
before slumping back into his chair. He took deep breaths and rubbed his hands
roughly over his face. My fists were so tight that my nails dug into my palms.
"Let me guess," I began bitterly. "She's your long-term fuck friend."
His palms slid off his face and he sighed as he nodded, staring at the ground.
"And Bella didn't know about her?"
Edward shook his head. "I haven't seen or heard from Tanya in months, not since
June, before I even met Bella."
He leaned back in his chair, looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. I
clenched and unclenched my fists, waiting as he searched for the words.
"Since I met Bella, I forgot that any other woman existed." His words were filled
with remorse. "I never meant to hurt her. I kept meaning to get the key back from
Tanya…"
He trailed off and gripped his hair once again. I was truly beginning to fear this
man might go bald before my eyes. "But I fucked up, okay? I admit it."
I crossed my arms over my chest, my expression unyielding as I listened to him
rant.
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"After Bella left I ran after her, but she just...vanished!"
Edward held his head in both hands and rocked back against the chair. "I kicked
Tanya out and asked her to leave her key. I just want to make this right. The look on
Bella's face when she saw…ugh!"
I huffed out a breath; anyone could tell how remorseful he was, that he truly never
meant to hurt her. If he was telling me the truth then this was all a big
misunderstanding. But Bella was too fragile for this.
"I told you she wasn't as strong as you thought she was," I warned him.
"Have I...have I actually lost her?"
"Are you asking me, or yourself?" He looked up at me with a look of desperation
and in that moment I knew, I could see it.
He loves her.
"You. I'm asking you. You…you know her better." Edward shook his head. "I want
to make this right. I'm…I'm in love with her."
I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through my nose, resigning myself to
what I was about to say. Bella had never been as happy as I'd seen her the last two
months, not since high school, not since before she was attacked. And she'd never
looked this sad, not in years. I didn't want to admit it, but I knew she loved him too.
"Well, damn it, you'd better be in love with her, if I'm gonna go home and get her
for you."
Edward's hands fell into his lap as he stared at me. His mouth hung slightly open
as if he were trying to speak but had forgotten how. I clenched my jaw and stared at
him, trying to hate him.
He cleared his throat. "Will you...will you bring her something for me? Can I come
by the gym before you go?"
I nodded, turning to leave. I had to get out of here quickly, before the bile filling
up in my stomach spilled over. "I'm leaving Saturday. The nineteenth. Get whatever
it is to me by then."
BPOV
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December 16, 2009
Wednesday
Forks.
Green blanketed by perfect white. Icicles dangled from sparkling Christmas lights.
My nightmares came at all hours because I never left the bed. Sleigh bells
sounded like sirens.
"You're nothing but a common, strung-out slut. Just a wasted little whore!"
I felt as if I were drowning.
Edward!
I cried out his name as I woke up, drenched in sweat. I wanted to hear his voice,
feel the comfort of his arms around me, but whenever I closed my eyes, all I could
see was her.
EPOV
December 19, 2009
Saturday
It had been over a week since I'd spoken to Bella. I couldn't even listen to her
voicemail message because her mailbox was full. I'd become used to the sensation of
panic and even more accustomed to the blissful burn of whiskey in my throat.
I stepped out of a taxi and onto the unfamiliar sidewalk on a street in Forest Hills.
An aging building stood before me; the concrete side had cracks in it and the roof
looked like it was in imminent danger of falling in. Jake trudged out of the main
doorway, his suitcase in tow.
"You look like shit," he said as he approached me. I couldn't help but chuckle
acerbically at his honesty.
"I'm sure I do." He was probably right. I hadn't bothered to shave or put any effort
into taming my hair, capturing the wild strands under a hat. I couldn't give a fuck
how I looked right now.
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"So?" Jake raised his eyebrows, waiting impatiently.
I pulled out of my inside jacket pocket a simple white envelope. Inside I'd written
my apology to Bella, my thoughts spilled out on a page, my soul bared by a pen.
I hesitated before handing it to Jake, nervous to let it out of my sight. It felt insane
to have him do this, but I realized just how much I was going to have to trust this
freaking douchebag.
No, I couldn't call him that anymore. Not now that he was helping me.
"Just please," I pleaded, "please make sure she reads it?"
I couldn't stand the thought of her not even looking at it, or just throwing it away.
Jake nodded and tugged it out of my grasp. "I will," he said. I watched my heart
get zippered into a compartment in his suitcase.
"And…ask her to call me?" I winced as I asked this, but I was at rock bottom.
Already I was thirsting for the oblivion of my bottle of whiskey.
He narrowed his eyes at me, most likely judging the pathetic state I was in, then
exhaled and relaxed. His moods seemed fluid, as if he were shifting shapes before
my eyes.
Jake looked away from me as he replied, "I'll see what I can do."
I didn't get to thank him. Jake swiftly turned away and hurried down the street,
disappearing down the steps to a subway station.
I hoped I could hold him to his word.
JPOV
December 20, 2009
Sunday
I padded through the familiar hallways of Charlie's house. The carpet muffled my
footsteps as I approached Bella's old bedroom door. It was open a crack and I could
see her in a fetal position on her bed.
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"She's been like that since she got here," Charlie murmured quietly behind me. "I
feel like it's happening all over again. She won't tell me or Sue anything, Jake. What
happened?"
I shook my head, resigned to the fact that I was about to stick up for Edward. "Just
a big misunderstanding," I said as I pushed open her door with my fingertips.
Bella didn't budge as I entered. I closed my eyes for a moment as I swayed on the
spot; I was jet-lagged from my red-eye flight this morning. I hadn't even gone home
after landing, but had asked my friend Paul to drive me straight to Charlie's. I was
sleep-deprived from stress and at a loss as to how to make this right.
I had to convince the girl I'd loved for years that the man she was in love with
loved her back.
How fucked up is that?
I unzipped my coat and let it fall to the floor as I sank onto her bed. It was quiet
enough for me to hear the radio playing Christmas songs downstairs in the kitchen.
The lights were all off in her room but the blinds were open, the picturesque snowy
landscape a backdrop to Bella's pain. She was turned away from me with her
shoulders hunched in protectively around her.
"It's me, Bells."
Her head arched back slightly, her chin peeking uncertainly up over her
shoulders, as if she weren't sure I was real. Bella's face crumpled into a mask of
pain and I lay down next to her, curling my body around hers.
"Why did you run away?" I asked her.
"Cause it hurt too much to stay," she replied softly.
Downstairs, the radio station was switched from the annoyingly chipper clang of a
Christmas carol to a haunting melody by R.E.M.
When the day is long and the night, the night is yours alone,
I sighed. "I talked to Edward." Bella's body stiffened against mine as I spoke, her
shoulders hunching up sharply. "Bella, it was a big mistake."
"It sure as hell was!" she huffed bitterly.
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When you're sure you've had enough of this life, well hang on.
"No, no Bells listen to me!" I said sternly. "I saw him. He's a mess. The girl you
saw...it's not what you think. She's just…something he forgot to take care of because
he was so wrapped up in you."
She angled her body back to face me, suspicious but curious. "Who was she?"
"Just someone from his past. You can understand that, can't you?"
Don't let yourself go, 'cause everybody cries and everybody hurts sometimes.
Her eyes widened in understanding. "Yes..."
"Here," I said as I sat up and reached into my jacket pocket. I'd taken Edward's
card from my suitcase when I'd left it by the front door. "Edward asked me to bring
this to you. I brought your cell charger too; I saw you left it in our apartment."
Bella sat up and took the envelope from my hands. She stared at it, turning it over
and over in her hands, as if she saw something different each time she changed the
angle.
I cleared my throat and stared at the wall. I couldn't look at her as I spoke. "You
know, things are gonna get tough between you two, but if you want a relationship
with him you can't run away at the first sign of trouble, Bella."
"I know…but I don't feel like I'm strong enough to risk getting hurt." Her voice
was hushed, barely a whisper. "I feel strong when I'm at the gym, but that's another
me…the side of me that doesn't deal with pain."
"You don't have to be so split in two, Bella." I turned to face her. "There is
strength in you; it's not just when you're spinning, or safe in the gym. That strength
is inside you, all the time. Let it show. I know you can."
And everybody hurts sometimes. So, hold on, hold on.
She averted her eyes but lay her head against my shoulder, running her finger
over the corner of the envelope.
Hold on, hold on, hold on, hold on, hold on, hold on.
I nudged her gently with my shoulder and she rocked against my arm. "Read the
- 235 -

card. I've gotta get home to Billy for while."
Everybody hurts. You are not alone.
She didn't move, but nodded slowly after I asked her if she would be okay. I stood,
pulled on my coat and walked out the door, pausing in the hallway. She sat with her
legs crossed on the bed, her eyes still on the card in her lap.
I took a deep breath and let my lungs fill with the feeling of letting Bella go.
BPOV
December 23, 2009
Wednesday
Edward's card still sat on my desk, unopened. For three days it had sat there, its
contents beckoning me but I was terrified to go near it. For over a week now I'd
been driving myself crazy wondering who that woman was and how Edward really
felt about me; the answers were in that envelope but I was too afraid to open it.
Next to it lay my cell phone, fully charged, the voicemail box filled to the brim with
Edward's unheard words.
Sue had been on my ass relentlessly the entire time I'd been home. Her incessant
questions about what was wrong, if I'd been seeing another doctor, were making me
remember why I wanted to get as far away from here as possible to begin with. Now
not only was my father dating my ex-therapist, he was fucking living with her.
Charlie hadn't been much help either; he stood quietly at my bedroom door when
my terrors woke me. They seemed to be slightly more vicious now: James' evil
laughter, pools of blood, my stranger standing at the arena bathroom door mocking
me, his face a blur.
Thankfully Seth had come home a few days ago; his presence distracted Sue from
me most of the time, as did her and Leah's preparations for Christmas dinner. I had
asked Seth not to tell me anything about Edward when he got here. He complied,
shrugging as he walked into the bedroom he'd taken over as his own. "All I can say
is that dude's got it bad."
Tonight I was going through the things on my shelves, looking at the books and
CD's I'd left behind. My old Roxette album caught my eye and I slipped the disc into
my stereo.
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I know there's something in the wake of your smile. I get a notion from the look in
your eyes, yea.
The classic sounds filled my bedroom as I sat down at my desk.
You've built a love but that love falls apart. Your little piece of heaven turns too
dark.
I pulled Edward's card towards me, fingering the corners.
Listen to your heart when he's calling for you. Listen to your heart there's nothing
else you can do.
I ripped it open.
I don't know where you're going and I don't know why, but listen to your heart
before you tell him goodbye.
As I pulled it from the envelope, I saw it was a simple holiday card. Taking a deep
breath, I opened it. His elegant script was sprawled across both pages. At the
bottom right, tucked safely under a piece of tape, was a key.
And there are voices that want to be heard.
So much to mention but you can't find the words.
I read his words; he explained his mistake, begged my forgiveness, and told me
how he truly felt.
The scent of magic, the beauty that's been when love was wilder than the wind.
Tears rolled down my face as I was overcome with relief. The drops dripped off my
nose and cheeks, spattering on the page, mixing with the ink from Edward's pen.
He loves me.
I reached over to pick up my phone. Turning it on, I hit send to access my
voicemail.
"You have nineteen unheard messages."
I took a deep breath, sat back in my chair and listened.
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EPOV
December 26, 2009
Saturday
10:00 pm
It had been two weeks and eighteen hours since I had last seen Bella. I had given
up trying to call her cell phone and hoped to God that somewhere out in the Pacific
Northwest, Jake was working on bringing her home to me.
What a freaking trip, putting all my hopes on that cocky man-child.
I took another swig from the bottle of whiskey as I sat on my bed, empty bottles
strewn around the floor. I hadn't shaved, hadn't made the bed or even changed the
sheets. I refused to change them even though Bella's scent was long gone from the
fabric.
I didn't even remember Christmas.
Alice and Jasper came to get me on Christmas Eve, dressing me in appropriate
clothes and feeding me coffee to mask my inebriated state. They tucked me into a
cab and brought me downtown to their apartment where I proceeded to drink a
shitload of eggnog, since that was the only alcoholic substance they had. Christmas
Day's babysitting job went to Emmett, who took a car downtown to clean me up and
collect me from my apartment.
The family tried to proceed with Christmas-as-usual at my parents' house; the
boys were showered with an endless stream of presents, with everyone eating good
food and taking photographs in front of the tree. This year my face would be
conspicuously absent from the family album.
Now, with the distraction of the holidays safely behind me, all I could do was wait.
I'd been drinking since noon.
I leaned down to pick up my guitar, left on the floor out of its case since I'd last
played it for Bella. Taking another sip of whiskey, I tentatively strummed the strings
as I began to play an old familiar 3 Doors Down song.
A hundred days have made me older since the last time that I saw your pretty
face.
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My voice came out strained and watery as I hiccupped in between lines.
A thousand lies have made me colder and I don't think I can look at this the same.
But all the miles that separate disappear now when I'm dreaming of your face.
My fingers played the chords with more energy, my voice stronger as I poured my
heart out into the song.
I'm here without you baby but you're still on my lonely mind.
I think about you baby and I dream about you all the time.
I closed my eyes and belted out the rest of the song to my forlorn bedroom, the
space empty and suffocating without Bella's sweet laughter echoing off the walls.
I'm here without you baby but you're still with me in my dreams.
And tonight it's only you and me.
Oh how I wish that were true.
I opened my eyes slowly, expecting to see my pale yellow walls and the dark night
outside my window before me.
Instead, I saw her.
"Bella?" I blinked, unsure if my constant state of drunkenness had managed to
bring on hallucinations. Is this real?
My vision smiled at me, her tear-streaked face a picture of beauty as she held up a
key. Her key.
The guitar slid out of my hands and hit the floor with a thud. I couldn't have cared
less. I stood on wobbly legs and stumbled towards her.
"I'm so, so sorry Bella-" I began, but she reached up and placed her pointer finger
against my lips.
"I'm the one who should be sorry," she whispered, her green eyes glittering with
tears. "Sorry I didn't trust you enough."
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Bella shrugged, her winter coat still wrapped tightly around her just as it had
been when she fled two weeks ago. "I told you, I'm damaged but…but I'm here
now…if you still want me."
I exhaled, still not sure if I was dreaming. "Of course I want you," I whispered.
Reaching forward, I grasped the air between us, needing desperately to feel her in
my arms, to confirm that she was real.
She fell forward, closing the space between us and collapsed against me. I
shuddered as I breathed in her scent, squeezing my eyes shut against the tears that
threatened to break free, pinning her small frame to me with all my might.
Pulling back, I stared at her beautiful face. I nearly fell apart at the intensity of
her gaze as she tilted her chin up. Raising herself on her toes, her eyes closed as her
lips gently pressed against mine. I was terrified to close my own eyes, afraid if I did I
would find her gone again.
"I love you with so much of my heart that none is left to protest," she said softly,
repeating back to me the Shakespeare quote I'd written in her card, the same quote
my father had spoken on Thanksgiving.
My reply was simple; words that rang more true than any others I could think to
say.
"You are my life now."

Well? Leave me a review and let me know what you thought! And if you
want to read what Edward wrote in his card to Bella, it's posted on this blog:
http : / / awordybunch(dot)blogspot(dot)com
Playlist for this chapter: http : / /
www(dot)mixpod(dot)com/playlist/61894004
The Ride has been nominated for a Golden Lemon Award - Best Oral for
Bella's bathroom bj! Go and vote if you haven't yet! :) http : / /
bit(dot)ly/glvote
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Chapter 15: This I Promise You
Thanks so much to the coolest chicks around: my fearless betas Awesomesauce76
and Brits23, and my fantastic pre-readers lazykatevamp and loss4words81.

BPOV
December 26, 2009
Saturday
10:30 pm
"You are my life now."
His words turned the corners of my lips into a smile; it was the first time I felt
genuinely happy again in what felt like ages.
He still wants me!
I relaxed into his arms and felt the strain of the last two weeks begin to melt
away.
It had been three days since I'd read Edward's card and listened to his voice-mail
messages, sitting in my old bedroom with snow settling softly outside. For three
days I replayed and reread them, needing to brand what he'd said onto my brain:
Please trust me when I say that there is no one but you in my life.
If I could, I would have walked the streets of Queens looking for you, banging on
every door.
I love you with so much of my heart that none is left to protest.
It was the Shakespeare that had truly gotten to me. His desperate words, his
promises, his pleas for understanding had completely wrecked me, and I
comprehended in that moment that he was as torn up as I was. Realization washed
over me that despite my issues, despite my haunted past and crippling self-doubt, he
loved me. If I'd only had more faith in him, in us.
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I'll be waiting for you at home.
Home. I turned the key to his apartment over and over in my hands, testing its
weight and feeling the gravity of what he was offering me. He wanted to share his
home.
In that moment I knew I couldn't get back to him fast enough.
I didn't want to call, email or text. I wanted him; whole and real and face to face. I
wanted to stand in front of him, flawed and frightened, and tell him I loved him
knowing he loved me back. Nightmares didn't claim me that night because I was too
worked up to sleep.
The holidays passed excruciatingly slowly. Sue continued to hound me about when
I would start seeing another therapist and Leah made her usual nasty commentary
that my terrors were ruining her Christmas. I still wasn't sure what Jake ever saw in
her.
Charlie stayed characteristically quiet through my entire visit, and my yearly call
from Renee was more torturous than usual, asking how my love life was going and
when I'd be bringing some nice young man down for a visit.
The Blacks had joined us for dinner on Christmas Day; even the hectic
preparations and attention to company weren't enough to distract me from my
thoughts. Only Jake knew the reason behind my noticeably enhanced jitters;
everyone else took it for my usual nervousness. When he saw me starting to break
down, terrified I'd ruined things for Edward and me, Jake had stolen me off to my
bedroom, wrapped me in his mammoth arms and assured me everything would be
all right.
I couldn't thank Jake enough for what he'd done, seeking Edward out and finding
the answers. For the first time in over a decade, I felt that things were truly right
between us now; he truly seemed ready to let me go. And if it weren't for Jake I
might not have been here, back in Edward's arms where I belonged.
Now, as Edward rocked me back and forth and pressed me tightly to him, I felt as
if my heart was healed and glowing.
"I'm so happy you came back," he murmured into my hair
I also felt like I was going to retch. This room stank!
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"I think we need to get this place...and you cleaned up," I announced, leaning back
to gaze up at him. He looked awful; while his beard was adorable, his bloodshot eyes
had bags underneath them. I felt an intense pang of guilt for putting him through so
much.
It was my turn to take care of him for a while now.
Edward swayed on his feet and latched onto me for balance. "Let's go get a bath
started for you," I said with a laugh, pulling out from his embrace but keeping one
arm wrapped around him for support.
He never took his eyes off me as I led him into the bathroom. He grinned wickedly
at me when we stepped through the door, his eyes flickering to the towel bar and
the mirror. "I like it in here," he said through a hiccup and running his fingers
through my hair. "You made me feel so good in here."
He kept trying to paw at me as I leaned him back against the counter. He was too
wobbly to stand without help but didn't seem to care. Edward's eyes were lidded and
he leaned in to whisper, "Will you do it to me again?"
Oh man, his breath reeks! How much did he drink?
I pulled back and laughed. "Why don't we talk about that later, after you're all
cleaned up, all right?" I pressed against Edward's chest so that he hopped back on
the counter, feeling his eyes on me as I stepped over to the tub. I knelt down on the
plush bathmat to start the water flowing.
I turned back to him, his smile so irresistible that I found myself once again in his
arms, having my face and neck peppered with sweet kisses. When he started to
playfully pull my shirt up I backed off. I needed to get this boy clean and sober first.
"I'm going to put some fresh sheets on your bed." He grimaced slightly at my
words which I didn't quite understand, but listened dutifully regardless. "You get in
there once the tub fills up. I'll be right back, okay?"
Edward nodded and smiled complacently as he stood up and slowly began to
undress. I couldn't help but watch as he pulled his shirt up over his head, exposing
lean muscles and smooth flesh. I had to force myself to walk out of the room or I
would have begun doing anything and everything he wanted me to do to him,
drunkenness be dammed.
I stepped back into his room and yanked the dirty sheets off the bed; they were
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mottled with sweat and alcohol spills. After making up the bed with fresh sheets
from the linen closet, I gathered up the bottles of whiskey and brought them to the
kitchen trash.
As they sank into the plastic bag for recyclable glass, I heard the water stop
running. Edward must have switched on the bathroom radio as well because music
accompanied the sounds of him stepping into the tub.
I began to fill up a very large glass of water for him, but paused at the tap as I
heard him singing.
Baby, please try to forgive me.
Stay here; don't put out the glow.
No way. He can't possibly be singing along to that.
I filled up the glass and walked back into the bathroom. Edward was sprawled in
the tub, his arms hanging over the side of it and his head back against the porcelain
as his voice kept tune with the radio.
Hold me now; don't bother if every minute it makes me weaker.
You can save me from the man that I've become, oh yeah.
Yup. He's singing The Backstreet Boys.
I tried to mentally calculate just how much whiskey he would have had to
consume in order to be singing a boy band song.
"Do you know what you're singing?" I asked, trying to force back laughter as I
stood in the doorway. He looked up and held his hand out to me as he
enthusiastically belted out the lyrics.
Lookin' back on the things I've done I was tryin' to be someone.
I played my part, kept you in the dark.
Now let me show you the shape of my heart!
Uncontrollable laughter burst forth as I set the glass on the counter. "You're just
too adorable for words," I giggled. He smiled lazily back at me and continued
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humming along.
I shook my head and reached for his shampoo and shaving supplies before
lowering myself to the bathmat next to him. He captured my face in his wet hands
and gazed into my eyes as he sang the bridge.
I'm here with my confession; got nothing to hide no more!
I don't know where to start but to show you the shape of my heart!
I couldn't help but grin widely and he leaned in to brush his nose along mine. With
our faces still pressed close to one another, he whispered, "You know she was
nothing, right? You know you're my everything?"
"'My Everything?'" I mocked him and he pulled back as he lowered his hands,
confused. "First The Backstreet Boys and now Ninety-Eight Degrees?"
He frowned at me and pouted, exhaling loudly. I knew I was making a joke to
deflate the tension; I just wasn't ready for that conversation yet, about exactly who
Tanya was to him and why she had been here in his apartment. It felt too good to be
together again and I didn't want to break that yet.
Edward's green eyes sparkled despite being bloodshot as he looked at me and
earnestly stated, "But you are."
My breath caught in my throat and I pushed back my doubts, my feelings of
inadequacy and let myself fall deeper in love with him than I'd ever thought
possible.
I reached up and brushed a wet lock of hair off his forehead. "You are too," I
whispered softly as I let my fingers trace a wet path over his cheek. "Now let's get
you cleaned up."
Edward quietly relaxed in the tub as I gently shaved him, and moaned softly as I
worked shampoo into his hair, lightly massaging his scalp. Occasional playful
splashes from him soaked my shirt and Edward smirked a little as I pulled it off.
When I was done, he leaned forward as I let the tub drain and turned on the
shower-head to rinse him off.
After I toweled him off he seemed to be able to stand better, albeit barely able to
keep his eyes open. Edward managed to brush his teeth and down the huge glass of
water before I led him back into his now clean, dimly lit bedroom. He practically
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flopped down onto the bed, crawling under the covers and looking up at me like a
sleepy child waiting to be told a bed-time story.
I unzipped the duffel bag I'd dropped in the hallway when I'd arrived and pulled
out a tank top and shorts. As I changed into them, Edward spoke quietly from the
bed.
"Did you sleep okay when you were home?"
I paused, my sleep shorts midway up my thighs and thought of how my
nightmares had consumed me in Forks. Looking over at Edward, I shook my head
slowly.
"I'm sorry baby. Maybe you'll sleep better with me?" He reached his hand out to
me from the bed and I quickly finished dressing before climbing between the sheets
next to him.
Edward pulled me against him, lining his body up behind mine like a shield and
wrapping his arms protectively around me. Weary from my travels and emotions, my
limbs began to weaken and I suddenly felt the heavy weight of sleep consume me as
I curled into the safety of his warm embrace. I stretched one arm up to shut off the
light on the bedside table and smiled as Edward yawned behind me.
In the darkness he sang soft words into my hair.
You are my everything. Nothing your love won't bring.
My life is yours alone; the only love I've ever known.
Your spirit pulls me through when nothing else will do.
Every night I pray on bended knee that you will always be my everything.
His voice was so soothing and his arms so warm and comforting around me. My
body sank into the mattress and I let sleep wash over me.
When I sat up in bed in a sweaty panic several hours later, visions of broken glass
and blood infecting my dreams, I covered my mouth with my hand and held in my
scream. Edward was sleeping peacefully beside me and I managed to find the
presence of mind to quiet myself; I'd put him through too much and did not want to
wake him.
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Sue's words echoed in my mind as I attempted to steady my breathing. "You can't
continue to ignore this Bella. Can't you find someone to work with out there in New
York?"
I looked down at Edward's slumbering form. His arm was still wrapped halfway
around my waist; how I hadn't woken him when I'd wrenched my body upwards
amazed me. I lay back down facing him and watched him sleep; I listened to his
rhythmic breathing and placed my palm on his chest to feel the persistent pounding
of his heart.
This heart that loves me.
I sighed heavily, still awestruck that he cared for me despite my problems. Though
unconscious, he seemed to instinctively sense my needs and pulled me closer to him,
rolling onto his back so that my head rested on his chest. As the dark winter sky
outside his window gave way over to the purple haze of dawn, sleep reclaimed me.
I didn't leave Edward's bed until late in the afternoon on Sunday. He'd awoken
and found me next to him; he seemed unsure if our reunion hadn't all been a dream.
He kissed me like a man lost in the desert and I was his mirage.
I was lost in ecstasy as he made love to me over and over again, bringing me to
endless brinks of passion, whispering that he loved me and moaning my name when
he came.
As we lay in bed afterwards he told me about Tanya: about their long history and
how he'd never thought he would be able to have anything real. My body was
wrought with tension as he talked, but relaxed when he told me he hadn't slept with
her since long before he met me.
Edward had trouble looking me in the eye when he told me he'd known she still
had her key, and that while it was true he did keep forgetting about it, a part of him
was still so afraid I'd disappear that he'd subconsciously avoided the whole
situation. He seemed so ashamed of himself, and so adamant in his apologies that I
couldn't let him continue.
"It's all right," I assured him softly, looking up from where my head rested on his
chest. "Don't apologize any more, please. I should have trusted you more. I should
have waited and talked to you before I bolted."
"I know, but I should have told you-"
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"Shh." I stopped him by reaching up and putting two fingers over his lips, quieting
him. "I certainly know what it's like to have skeletons in your closet. Let's just put it
behind us."
He kissed the top of my head and we lay there in silence for a few moments,
caressing each other's skin and breathing in the relief that this was over and done
with.
"Can I give you your Christmas gift now?"
I peeked up at him, a child-like grin spreading across my face as I raised my head
to his shoulder. "You got me a present?"
He shot a bashful look in my direction. "Of course. Although…" His brow furrowed
as he studied the ceiling and he let out the strangest little laugh. "You may find it
kind of odd now."
I wasn't sure what he meant, but propped myself up on my elbows as he reached
over to the drawer in his nightstand and pulled out a small turquoise box with a
white bow. My breath caught in my throat; I'd seen that color box before.
I sat up in his bed. "You didn't!" I warned nervously, glancing at the box in his
hands.
My favorite bashful, crooked grin appeared on his face as he held it out to me.
"Open it?"
With shaking hands I took the box from his hands and slowly pulled on the ends of
the satin ribbon until it slid off the box and fell to the bed. Cupping the bottom of the
box with one hand I slowly lifted the lid with the other. A tiny satchel was nestled
inside with the telltale word "Tiffany" printed on it.
Placing the box on the mattress, I glanced at Edward's face before turning the
satchel over and letting its contents fall into my palm. I gasped as I held the small
pendant up to the light: It was a tiny, delicate white gold key, no more than an inch
long. The base of the key was in the shape of a heart with tiny diamonds embedded
in it.
Tears filled my eyes. "It's beautiful," I whispered. Suddenly the gift I'd bought for
him weeks ago paled in comparison.
"You like it? I got it before all….this happened," he said, gesturing to nothing in
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particular but I knew what he meant. "I wanted you to have the key to my heart all
along."
He sat up to kneel behind me, taking the necklace from my hand and fastening it
around my neck. When he was facing me once again, my fingers ran over the
pendant, now resting against my skin. He cupped my face in his hands and kissed
me gently.
"You've unlocked my soul, Bella. I was lost without you here." I whimpered at his
words and kissed him back, trying to show him with my lips how much he meant to
me. "Please don't ever leave me again."
"I won't," I promised, shaking my head. The idea of not being with him was
unthinkable now.
We'd finally crawled out from the comfort of his bed to eat, after which I knew I
needed to get home. He nearly flat out refused to let me leave his apartment,
tackling me to the mattress when I tried to get dressed, enticing me with promises
of guitar playing. I reluctantly pulled myself free, knowing that Jake wouldn't be
home until Tuesday and I needed to check on things. Aside from the fact that I was
out of clean clothes and had no workout clothes to wear to work tomorrow, the
mailman had also probably stopped delivering our mail due to a tiny, overflowing
postal box.
"Why don't I come with you?" Edward asked.
I paused and thought about it; up until now I didn't want Edward to see where I
lived. The overwhelming luxury of his building made my apartment look dilapidated,
but now I knew he'd already seen it when he gave Jake the card.
"Well, um...yeah. Okay, sure why not?"
"Yeah?" he asked. "You're sure?"
I smiled back at him. "I'm sure. Besides, that's where your Christmas present is."
He jumped up to throw his sneakers on, a broad smile across his face like a kid
about to go to Toys 'R Us.
"I don't know what you're so excited about," I commented sarcastically, rolling my
eyes at him as I zipped up my bag. "Queens really isn't that interesting."
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"I know," Edward said, coming to stand behind me. He lifted my hair off my neck
and kissed a trail down from behind my ear to my collarbone before wrapping his
arms around me and settling his chin on my shoulder. "I'm just happy to be going
with you."
We gathered ourselves up and waited in the warm lobby for Liam to hail us a cab.
Edward rubbed his hands over my arms to keep me warm, but the dry chill of the
city air was a welcome change to the wet, heavy winter that always took hold in
Forks, keeping its icy fingers firmly entrenched until the first hints of Spring
arrived.
We were quiet for the duration of the ride, cuddled in the backseat with the dull
fluorescent yellow of the streetlights flickering in through the windows, jostled
together as the driver wound his way through the traffic. Edward paid when we
came to a stop in front of my building, and carried my bag as I let us in, pulling our
mail and the expected note from the postal carrier from our mailbox.
Our footsteps echoed up the empty staircase, the sounds of blaring TV's and
crying babies seeping through the walls. I let us into my simple, small apartment,
switching on the lights in the hallway that led into our living room. We pulled our
coats off and I placed them on the hook Jake had attached to the wall.
I dropped my keys on the bar to the left, the only surface we had to eat on and
wrinkled my nose up at the stale air. Edward silently set my bag down behind me
and I lit a large pillar candle on the coffee table. A siren wailed as a police car sped
by, red lights flashing into the room like a strange disco.
"Stay here a second?" He nodded and I stepped into the bedroom to retrieve his
gift. I came back to find him surveying the room. When his eyes returned to mine he
was smiling.
"So, this is home," I said as I turned around and shrugged at him, embarrassed.
"I like it. Show me the rest?"
"I will," I replied. "But first, here."
I handed him a smooth white envelope and rocked back and forth nervously on my
heels as he opened it. His eyes went wide as he pulled out the gift certificate I'd
bought from 30th Street Guitars, a store down by Penn Station.
"I wasn't sure if it was the best store for music supplies…someone at the gym told
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me it was a good place to go..." I trailed off while he looked at the gift card. I knew I
hadn't spent nearly as much as he had on the necklace and I suddenly felt awkward
and inadequate. "You don't have to use it if-"
Edward reached up and put two fingers on my lips, quieting me this time. "It's
perfect. I love it. Thank you."
He placed it softly on the bar next to my keys and asked to be given a tour. I
walked him through the few remaining rooms until we reached my dark bedroom.
The blinds covering the only window on the right side let in the light from the street
below, illuminating my messy dresser beneath it. I hadn't made the bed before I'd
fled two weeks ago and my comforter was thrown back haphazardly. My iPod and
laptop sat on the floor next to the bed. My closet doors hung open, hangers at odd
angles from when I'd yanked my clothes off in a hurried panic. My chair in the
corner was the only item of furniture that didn't look as if a tornado had hit it.
Edward remained smiling, his arms crossed as he leaned against the door-frame.
"It's very…you," he stated.
"Hah!" I chortled in response. "You mean because it's such a mess?"
He clucked his tongue at me, stepping forward and pulling me into his arms. "No;
because it's carefree and wild, but warm and comforting." Edward ran the knuckles
of one of his hands over my cheek, ending at my chin as he rubbed his thumb back
and forth over it. "Just like you."
His mouth covered mine and I whimpered softly, feeling his warm, soft lips, his
tongue gently asking for admittance. Even though he'd taken me in his bed just
hours before, I felt the familiar tingling in my stomach, wanting him again.
His hands found my hair and tangled themselves within it, tugging gently against
my scalp and making me moan. He walked me backwards to my bed and lowered me
gently onto it. Edward crawled over me, hovering a few inches above my body and
placed his hands on either side of my head. His knees trapped my legs closed
between them and I ached to feel the full weight of him pressing me down into the
bed. I hooked my fingers into his belt loops and tried to drag him down but he
resisted. My eyes flew open to find him smiling down at me, his crooked grin and
impossibly long lashes stealing my breath away.
He ran his nose along mine and his sweet breath washed over my face. "Did you
think about me in this room, Bella?" His whispered question sent chills down my
spine as he brushed his lips back and forth against mine before pulling back slightly.
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"When we first met, did you think about me…here?"
I thought back to that afternoon right after I met Edward when he was still a
mystery to me; just a face I thought I recognized. I remembered wondering what he
looked like naked and hoping he'd return to class so I could see him again. My mind
wandered back to how much I'd wanted him after our first date, when he'd sang into
my ear as we gazed out at the Hudson.
"Yes." My voice came out husky and I felt the moisture collecting between my
legs.
I raised my head towards his, trying to recapture his lips but he kept me at bay,
only bending back down to kiss me when I'd relaxed against the pillows again.
Edward tugged my head to the side, giving him access to my neck, licking and
nipping at my skin and causing me to squirm under him as he made his way up to
my ear.
"Did you…touch yourself when you thought of me?" His voice was hushed,
breathy; it reminded me of how he sounded when he sang.
I inhaled sharply as he suddenly rolled his hips against mine, delicious friction
punctuating the question.
"Yes," I repeated, moaning the word this time. Then suddenly I felt the loss of his
warmth as he sat up on his knees above me. His jeans hung low on his hips, just
below the waistline of his gray boxers. He reached up to pull his shirt over his head
and I was immediately captivated by the soft trail of hair that led down his belly and
into his pants.
That gets me every freaking time.
My breathing began to pick up at the sight and I licked my lips before sinking my
teeth into my lower lip, causing him to hiss in response. My mouth began to water,
desperate to taste him again. Our lovemaking in his apartment had been tender and
sweet but this felt different. The look in Edward's eyes was primal, possessive; as if
he needed to reclaim me. I growled playfully up at him, eager to be reclaimed.
He picked my right hand up and brought it to his mouth, kissing my thumb, my
pinky and onward until he reached my forefinger, running it along his wet lower lip
before sucking on it. A jolt of desire flashed through me and my hips bucked slightly.
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Edward lowered my hand and placed it on my thigh. "Show me."
His eyes glittered in the dark of the room as he panted above me. I could see his
erection straining through his jeans and reached up to palm it but he inched
backwards off the bed, denying me. I pouted as he dragged my chair from the
corner to the foot of the bed and lowered himself onto it, again whispering, "Show
me."
I was dizzy with what he was asking to see; I was already aching for his touch and
knew my own would be insufficient when compared with the bliss he could bring
me. I could see that he needed it though; a reminder of how much I wanted him.
I ran my fingertips against the zipper of my jeans as he watched. "You show me
too," I said, realizing I needed the same thing. I wanted to watch how he stroked
himself when he thought of me, before he was mine. Maybe this was what we both
needed, this mutual show of assurance so we could truly heal.
Edward smiled and complied, unbuttoning his pants and palming his cock through
his boxers. I moaned as I watched and undid my zipper, hooking my thumbs into my
jeans and pulling them down my legs. Edward followed suit, standing up just enough
to let his jeans slip down his legs and puddle by his ankles. I pulled my shirt off too,
shivering from the chill of the room and the intensity of his stare.
I brought my hand back to my panties, sliding my middle and ring fingers against
the damp cotton, applying gentle pressure and teasing both of us. I watched his
hand move over his boxers and smiled as I saw pre-cum leaking from his tip as he
strained against the fabric.
Edward's mouth hung open slightly, his breathing heavy with anticipation as he
palmed his cock, his eyes trained on my fingers. He groaned when I slipped my hand
down under the elastic, and I arched my head back against the pillows as I began
slowly rubbing my clit.
"God yes, Bella, just like that."
My flesh was already sensitive from our morning together, but something about
the intimacy of touching ourselves in front of each other sparked my desire even
higher. I traced circles against the bundle of nerves, electrified by his gaze and
grinding my hips up against my hand.
"Is that how you would do it when you were here alone?"
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Opening my eyes slightly I could see his hand moving now under his boxers, the
muscles in his forearm flexing with his movements. "Tell me," he begged. "I need to
hear it."
"Yes…Edward! Oh, God…"
I stroked myself faster, lowering my other hand into my panties and moaning as I
pushed a finger slowly inside my tight, wet opening.
"Oh fuck you have to let me see that!" Edward bolted out of the chair, pulling his
hands free to grab my panties and rip them off me. I heard the fabric tear but I
couldn't have cared less. He wrenched his boxers down and kicked them off his feet,
kneeling over me on the bed. He braced one hand on the mattress and I whimpered
as I watched him pump his other one along his beautiful, thick cock.
"You're so fucking sexy, Bella. I love knowing that you did this, thinking about
me."
His words made me shudder and his face was only inches away from my fingers; I
could feel his breath along my thighs.
I arched my back, the sounds of my fingers slipping along wet flesh getting louder.
"Me too," I cried. "I love thinking about you doing that, stroking yourself and
picturing me."
"No one but you," he growled as his hand moved faster against his hardened flesh
above me. "I don't think about anyone but you."
"Oh…fuck! Oh, God….Edward!" The words ripped from my chest, staccato-esque
as I felt my release nearing.
"God, baby I want you to come so hard!"
Those words, rumbling out of him in a deep groan was all it took. A few more
swirls and pumps of my fingers and I was crying out his name, shuddering and
writhing on the bed. His followed swiftly and my eyes flew open in time as I heard
him grunt through his orgasm, watching his face contort with pleasure and feeling
his release hot and wet on my thigh.
Edward cleaned us both off with his discarded t-shirt and rejoined me on the bed.
He wrapped his body around mine and held me close to him as our breathing slowed
down.
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"No one but you," he repeated softly and kissed my cheek. I reached back and
folded the comforter around us, cocooning us in its softness.
"I know," I whispered into the darkness as I relaxed against his body and drifted
off to sleep.
Edward stayed the night, waking up to hold me when my terrors took a
stranglehold on my sleep. I'd missed his calming influence, his fingers against my
sweaty forehead as he brushed my hair away. He held my face in his hands and
kissed my tears away, softly entreating me to speak to someone about it. Edward's
quiet pleas were a stark contrast to Sue's incessant prattling and I admitted to him
that I knew it was time.
"I'll find someone soon," I promised him as we peeled back the covers. It was still
just after dawn; my shift was hours away but we needed to get back to the city for
Edward to change before going into work.
"I could ask my father? I'm sure he knows some really good doctors."
I was wary about Edward's family knowing about my problems, but the hope in his
voice made my chest ache. "Let me think about it, okay?"
He seemed slightly crestfallen, but agreed. As we trudged out into the cold,
grabbing bagels and coffee at the corner deli on the way, I refused to allow Edward
to pay for yet another taxi and we packed ourselves into the crowded subway car.
As the train rounded corners my body was forced against his and we smiled.
"This is why I never wanted to be a B and T person," he whispered into my ear.
"But I don't mind so much right now."
"B and T?" I queried, not sure what he was referencing.
"Bridge and Tunnel person," he clarified, smiling mischievously. "New York City
slang for a commuter."
I elbowed him in the ribs and he snickered, wrapping one arm around me to keep
my body pressed against his. It was a relief to feel the return of our silly banter.
The day passed quickly, my shift at the gym quiet and Edward's workload light
enough that he sent me texts all through the day. I was particularly excited by one
that asked me if I'd like to spend New Year's Eve at a party with his siblings. My
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first New Year's in New York last year had consisted of Jake, Seth and me drinking
beers in Queens and watching the ball drop on T.V. This year would, no doubt, be
infinitely better.
Jake flew back from Forks on Tuesday, and on Wednesday we had our annual
end-of-the-year meeting at the gym. Jake was still jet-lagged and yawned into his
coffee as Aro's eyes flitted over the agenda. I could see through the back of the
paper that it looked long. I was surprised when a knock at the door revealed Marcus
and Caius, Aro's brothers and co-investors. They found seats in the back of the
room, observing quietly.
"I hope everyone had a lovely holiday," Aro began, glancing quickly in my
direction before scanning the rest of the room. "Let's jump right into things, shall
we?"
I sat back in my chair as Jake rubbed his eyes, trying to force himself to wake up.
Alec delved into his summary of recent customer complaints: the gym didn't offer
enough classes and we needed to add more. Chelsea and Renata vehemently agreed.
Jane announced that her training schedule was filled to capacity, as were Felix and
Demetri's, and we needed more personal trainers available to our clients. When it
was Heidi's turn to speak, she reminded us that the new year always brought in
more members; people re-dedicating themselves to the ever-present New Year's
resolution to lose weight, and she was sure gym membership was about to increase.
Jake and I simply stayed quiet and listened.
Aro absorbed all the information, then directed his attention to Marcus and Caius
in the back. "Brothers, do you have any suggestions as to how we can make our gym
more appealing to current and prospective members?"
Caius leaned forward to speak as Marcus studied his fingernails, looking bored. "It
would seem to me that we need to hire more staff."
"Ah, yes." Aro replied. "But given the current economic climate that's not very
feasible, is it?"
"No, it's not," Jane interjected. Aro inclined his head in her direction,
simultaneously acknowledging her comment and disregarding her.
"Hmmm, what to do," Aro ruminated, but I was wary of his apparent lack of ideas.
Something in his eyes told me he already knew what he wanted to do, and his
brothers were only jumping through hoops for the sake of the meeting.
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"I would suppose our current employees will need to take on more
responsibilities," Marcus stated, "Obviously."
Jake's eyes slid closed and I nudged him under the table with my knee. He shook
himself awake.
"Yes, it would seem that will be necessary," Aro agreed. "So I have taken the
liberty of drawing up a new class schedule."
He produced the papers and passed them around the table, everyone studying the
chart and looking for their own names. My eyes widened as I saw I'd be covering
twice the amount of spin and yoga classes I had before, including my cardio
striptease, now a weekly occurrence.
"Isabella, I'm sure you can understand why we are making your special little class
a weekly staple, what with how much attention it drew the first time." I was uneasy
as all eyes in the room fell heavily on me. "I know you'll have lots of upbeat workouts
and excellent music choices that will keep members excited for more."
"And Jacob," Aro turned his attention away from me. "We are very excited to add
your Capoeira class to the schedule. Bree has taught you well."
Jake nodded, his eyes still a bit bleary. "Yes, well she's a great trainer."
"I bet that's not all she is." Felix's snarky comment wasn't said under his breath
enough for Jake not to hear it, and he began to turn in his seat, the palpable hostility
in the room rising, but Aro deflated the situation by quickly moving on.
"Of course we'll renegotiate all your salaries as soon as we reopen in January." He
began to gather up his supplies, shuffling all his paperwork into a neat pile and
flashing a brilliant smile towards his staff. "We'll be closing early tonight, and will
start off fresh with our new schedule on January second."
Aro wished us all a pleasant New Year's and sent us on our way. When our shifts
ended, Jake and I walked outside together; Edward was working late tonight so I
was meeting Alice for dinner and shopping to find our party outfits.
"So this is really what we're doing, huh?" he asked me.
"What do you mean?"
"This!" He thrust his hand back in the direction of the gym. "We're really working
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here, indefinitely?"
I shrugged at him, immediately bristling. "You can do whatever you want!"
I began to walk ahead of him, but he stopped me by catching my arm. "That's not
what I meant," he said, softening his tone. "I just don't want this place to become a
hole for you; you have the ability to be so much more."
I looked down at the concrete, embarrassed by my outburst. "So do you. You're
the one with the degree in engineering you're not using!" Suddenly, a long-forgotten
thought popped into my head. "Hey, whatever happened with that firm? The one
Seth said he might be able to get an interview for you?"
Jake stared at me like I'd spoke in German. "Bella, are you serious? Think about it.
He works at Edward's firm."
My mouth dropped open and I slapped a gloved hand over my forehead.
"Duh!" Jake continued, poking fun at my momentary lack of intellect. "Like I'll
ever get a job there."
"You don't know that-"
Jake held up his hand to stop me. "It's okay, Bella. I have been looking into other
firms. I'm happy to work at the gym for now. I just don't want you to get stuck here."
"What, you think I'm going to go back to school and study literature again?" My
voice was dripping with sarcasm.
"Don't you want to?" He asked gently.
Suddenly the weight of all my unfinished business was too much to bear. Between
this and therapy, I wasn't sure how much I could handle.
"I'll think about it, okay?"
Jake smiled and kissed me on the cheek, informing me he'd be spending New
Year's with Bree and he'd see me next year. He waved as he blended in with the
mass of bodies moving uptown, and I headed in the opposite direction to meet Alice.
I left Edward's apartment midday on New Year's Eve, locking it with my own key
and headed downtown to Alice and Jasper's in SoHo. She'd kicked her husband out,
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sending him uptown to drop the twins off at Carlisle and Esme's, where they'd be
having a sleepover that night.
Rosalie was waiting at Alice's apartment when I got there; she'd spent the
morning setting up her apartment for us, as we'd be finishing our evening there.
Edward and Emmett had gone into the office that morning and would be meeting up
with us after we were all dressed. Alice was adamant that we have our grand
entrance at dinner.
"Here's your dress!" Alice pulled a hanger covered with plastic out of her closet.
She'd refused to allow me to bring my outfit back to Edward's last night after we
went shopping, in case he peeked. She'd also rebuffed the idea of me paying for it as
well, insisting that it was her Christmas present to me.
Even just twenty-four hours later, my outfit stole my breath away. It was a
body-hugging, black sequined dress that hit just above my knee. The top was
leather, held up by spaghetti straps. She'd bought me a silver sequined wrap to go
with it and open-toed, silver Badgley Mischka heels.
"This was way too generous, Alice," I protested once again but she waved me off,
pulling her own silver sequined dress, which was very similar to mine, out of her
closet.
Rose had arrived with her outfit hidden under a plastic-covered hanger as well; it
was a skin-tight red dress that was asymmetrical and hung off one shoulder. She
pulled a pair of blood red suede stilettos out of a bag and slid her feet into them,
making her already model-like frame even more statuesque.
"Wow, Rose those are amazing shoes," I said, laughing over the mental image of
me falling down in them. They must have been five inches tall.
"Oh these? I've had them for years. Got them when I was in high school for a Líve
concert we all went to back in '96."
Rose kept talking but I froze, hearing only the words "Líve concert" on repeat in
my head. My heart started pounding and for a moment I thought I forgot to breathe.
"Bella?" Alice's cool, soothing hand was rubbing against my shoulder, breaking me
out of my thoughts. Her face was filled with concern. "Are you all right?"
"Yeah…yeah…I just…" I trailed off, unsure if I was ready to broach this subject
with them. I decided to be vague. "I was assaulted at a concert once."
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"Oh my God, that's awful," Alice said, pulling me in for a hug. "Were you…did
he…?"
I shook my head, knowing where her line of questions was headed. "No, he didn't
rape me. He just beat the shit out of me."
Rose snorted. "Well Emmett almost got the shit kicked out of him at the concert I
wore these shoes to."
I giggled, eager for the change in subject. Rose went on to tell me how someone
had hit on her when she was standing near the mosh pit and Emmett had lost his
temper, but the other guy was stronger.
"Stronger than Emmett?" I was shocked at this image, and thanked Alice as she
zippered my dress for me.
"Well, he was only seventeen," Alice said. Rose continued her story, saying how
the cops had shown up surprisingly quickly and they all had to haul ass out of there
before Emmett ended up getting arrested.
"Edward was such a whiny little bitch for making us leave, remember?" Rose
asked Alice. "He was all upset because there was this girl-"
Rose stopped and looked at me, embarrassed but I shook my head, smiling. "It's
fine, Rose. It was fourteen years ago. I know there have been other women in his
life."
Alice ushered me into a chair and began applying my makeup while Rose stepped
into the bathroom to curl her hair. As she ran the soft powder brush over my face,
Alice spoke softly. "I'm really sorry about the whole Tanya thing, Bella. I mean, we
all really hated her and I for one am thrilled to see her go-"
"So am I!" Rose yelled from the bathroom, at which we both laughed.
"Still, that was a sucky way for you to find out." Alice's voice was barely a whisper
and I saw the same sadness reflected in her eyes that I'd seen in Edward's
I told her not to worry about it, and tried to push the faded echoes of Líve songs
out of my head. "Hey could you turn on the radio?" I asked her.
When she turned on her stereo and Britney Spears' "Baby One More Time" blared
out of the speakers. We all sang along as we put the finishing touches on our
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appearances, and I couldn't help but tell them how Edward had drunkenly sang boy
band songs to me when we were reunited.
At seven a black sedan came for us; knowing how hard it was to hail cabs on New
Year's Eve, they had decided to hire a car service for the night. The three of us
arrived at the Marriott Marquis hotel, the driver deftly maneuvering around the
throngs of people partying in Times Square. We rode a glass elevator up so many
floors I thought my ears would pop, and when we arrived in the lobby of The View
restaurant, Edward, Emmett and Jasper were waiting for us.
They eyed us appreciatively and Edward looked especially dapper dressed in all
black. His eyes trailed up my body from my heels to the edge of my dress, up over
my cleavage and landing at the key pendant lying gracefully at the hollow of my
throat. He moved in to kiss my cheek but his mouth brushed by my ear, telling me
how insanely sexy I looked, and how he couldn't wait to get me out of the dress
later. A shiver passed through me and I willed myself to wait the next several hours
instead of dragging him back to his apartment that very instant.
The hours passed quickly; hilarious conversation accompanied by a scrumptious
meal, followed by decadent desserts. Once we finished, our car was waiting to take
us to an upscale bar a dozen or so blocks away. After getting thoroughly tipsy there,
we traveled up to Rose and Emmett's gorgeous high rise on the Upper East Side to
celebrate midnight.
Champagne was chilling in their fridge, and noisemakers as well as hats and
tiaras with the words "Happy New Year" on them sat on their modern dining room
table. Emmett popped the champagne while Jasper flipped on the flat screen. It was
ten minutes until 2010.
Alice and Rose filled crystal flute glasses with the sparkling beverage while on the
TV the camera spanned several men on one knee in front of their significant others
at various points in Times Square. N'Sync overlaid the proposals on the screen,
romantic lyrics sounding through the speakers.
And I will take you in my arms
And hold you right where you belong.
Till the day my life is through this I promise you.
This I promise you.
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Edward smiled shyly at me, squeezing my hand in his and I bit my lip, swooning a
little at his incredibly handsome face.
"Hey Edward," Rose called over from the table. "I hear you're really into boy
bands lately!"
She and Alice dissolved into fits of laughter as Edward came towards me, playful
anger on his face as he tried to tickle me for telling the girls what he'd done, but
Emmett's booming voice announcing that it was midnight distracted him.
We gathered around the television holding our glasses, counting down the
seconds and kissing when the clock struck twelve. We clinked our glasses and
toasted the New Year, discussing resolutions. Edward's was to start benching
enough that he could lift more than Emmett, the impossibility of which gave
everyone a laugh.
I snuggled against Edward's chest, feeling his arms wrap around my waist and
enjoying the taste of champagne on my tongue, knowing that I wasn't going to lose
control, that I was safe.
"What's your resolution, Bella?" Emmett asked.
I took a deep breath. "I'm gonna take care of something I've been putting off for a
long time."
Looking up over my shoulder at Edward, I met his questioning eyes and nodded.
He turned me to face him and held my hands against his chest.
"I'm going to start talking to a therapist again," I said softly enough that no one
else heard. He kissed my forehead gently in response and released one of my hands
to caress my face.
I was ready to do it. I wanted to do it for myself as much as for him.
This I promise you.

I wanted to post links for Bella's necklace and The View restaurant, but FFnet is
being weird about it. If you want to see them, check out the same chap over at Twi!
:)
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Outfits for this Chap:
www(dot)polyvore(dot)com/ride_chapter_15/set?id=22072626
Playlist for this Chap:
www(dot)mixpod(dot)com/playlist/63503774
If you are reading my other WIP, ABC Countdown, you know that I will be
traveling a bit for the rest of the summer. So, rather than drive my betas and
prereaders crazy trying to update from the road, the next chap of The Ride will be
up around the second week in September.
Leave me some love! :)
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Chapter 16: What a Girl Wants
Hey everyone! I'm back from all my travels, so life as usual can resume.
Thanks to my fantastic betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23 for not killing
me when I kept churning out chaps before my vacation, and my wonderful
pre-reader lazykatevamp.
Lots of other stuff to mention, but since it's been three weeks since I
updated, I'll save that for the end.
As always, S.M. owns all things Twilight.

EPOV
Mid-January, 2010
There was a time when there was nothing I wanted to see or do; when each day
felt like a dreary repetition of the day before and there wasn't a single place on the
entire planet that held any interest for me.
I didn't feel like that anymore. Bella had breathed life back into me.
The tension that had claimed me when Bella had disappeared evaporated. It was
as if a giant weight had been lifted; being honest with her about my past with Tanya
was such a relief. We'd admitted our need for each other and it had stripped us bare
and raw, but freed us at the same time.
For the first time in what seemed like ages I truly felt alive again. Everyone
noticed the change that had come over me in the last few weeks; my family, my
co-workers, and even my clients. Now I came to work with a renewed vigor and a
smile on my face every morning.
Of course Rose couldn't contain her snarky comments, saying I was
"Mary-fucking-sunshine these days" over lunch one afternoon. Her usual smirk
turned into a grin when she said it, though.
Emmett had told her to back off before ribbing me himself. "It's good to see what
getting laid will do to my big bro."
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"He's not just getting laid," Alice taunted, having met all of us midtown after
searching for some fabric in the Garment District. "He's in love!"
She had drawn out the word 'love' in a teasing, sing song voice. Jasper held up his
soda and had all of us clink our glasses, a toast to me finally being in love.
I just sat there and smiled at my family, quietly drinking my soda. I didn't mind
their jibes; they were right.
I was in love.
And I didn't give a fuck who noticed.
In the three days between New Year's Eve and the workweek starting up again,
Bella insisted on dragging me to places all over Manhattan; she wanted to go
everyplace she'd never been.
We went to every tourist trap in the city: the Museum of Natural History, The
Statue of Liberty. She fed me wontons in Chinatown and we shared gelato in Little
Italy. Viewing the city like that with her was so much fun I wanted to don a Yankees
cap and a fanny pack. She asked a cop to take a picture of us in front of the Empire
State Building. We went to see the tree at Rockefeller Center and she even got me
into a pair of freaking ice skates.
Bella's enthusiasm was infectious. I had more fun in those few days than I had in
months.
But none of these things compared to the sweet joy of having her alone in my
bedroom.
And there was no single sight that made me as happy as watching Bella using her
key to my apartment for the first time.
At the end of that weekend we'd stepped down my hallway, rubbing our hands
together for warmth, our noses still red from the cold outside. When we reached my
door she pulled out from her bag the little piece of brass I'd sent, wrapped up with
my hopes and wishes, to her on the other side of the country.
I'd watched her quietly, reverently as she slipped the key into the lock. The click
and creak of the door opening echoed down the hallway, and she bit her lip as she
looked up at me.
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My eyes bore into hers as we stepped inside, and once the door was closed behind
us I captured her lips with mine. Her keys fell to the floor with a clatter as I'd picked
her up, wrapping her legs around my waist and kissing her incessantly as I walked
us into the bedroom.
The days had passed quickly after that and before I knew it we were halfway
through the month. Bella still spent a few nights a week at her apartment, a fact
which I didn't love but dealt with.
To be honest it still pissed me off a little on the nights she went home to the
rickety place she shared with Jake. Now that he was openly with that pipsqueak
from the Halloween party, I didn't feel the need to stake my claim and go all
cave-man on his ass. Despite what he'd done for us over Christmas, I wasn't
completely sure I totally trusted the guy.
And I wanted Bella with me all the time.
I realized one morning when I was watching her sleep that I wanted to wake up
with her every fucking day. I wanted to surround myself with all the clutter I'd seen
in her room that night after Christmas, when we'd watched each other's hands and
listened to each other panting in the dark.
I wanted her to fall asleep in my arms every single night, her chest rising and
falling with easy, calm breaths, the necklace I'd given her lying placidly in the
hollow of her neck.
I wanted Bella to move in with me. How fucked up was that? We'd barely been
dating for three months, most of which we spent too fucking freaked out to admit
how much we wanted to be with one another.
That morning the bright light of dawn made her perfect skin glow; her lashes
were dark against her creamy skin, and her beautiful, dark hair was splayed out on
my pillows. I ran the back of my knuckles against her soft cheek until her eyes
fluttered open, still heavy with sleep, and greeted me with a smile.
For the most part she seemed to be sleeping better; Bella had been so exhausted
from her heavy schedule at the gym that her terrors had become a little less
frequent.
She was now teaching several spin classes a week in addition to her yoga class,
and her cardio striptease had become a weekly Wednesday night staple. Alice and
Rose were faithful participants, making sure to attend every class, much to Emmett
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and Jasper's delight. They had joked with me that Bella had made all our lives better
now.
Word had spread about her class and each week it was completely packed. She
was driving me crazy watching YouTube videos in the living room, practicing dance
moves and incorporating them into her strip routine.
Aro had requested that all instructors come up with high-intensity playlists for the
new class schedule, and Bella had taken on this task with vigor. She had told me I'd
never live down my drunken renditions of boy band songs, and if I made it to any of
her classes I'd see why.
I did manage to slip into her Thursday night spin one freezing night. The class had
just started; everyone was already warmed up, and there was one bike left in the
back row.
I quickly set the bike up and hopped on. How Bella noticed me sneaking into the
dark room I didn't know; it was like she could sense me through scent alone. Her
eyes sought me out and a cat-like grin appeared on her face.
As she began the ride, "Everybody" by Backstreet Boys started to play. I beamed
as she smirked at me with a knowing look in her eyes.
Bella mouthed the words to me, our own private language, a connection through
our shared love of music, just as she had so many months ago when we first met.
Am I original? Am I the only one?
Am I sexual?
Am I everything you need?
You better rock your body now!
The fire in her eyes both as she gazed at me and commanded the class to speed up
made my heart race.
She was a fucking goddess in spandex pants. And she was all mine.
January was a busy time for health clubs; Bella explained to me that the beginning
of the year was when people were starting their New Year's resolutions,
rededicating themselves to their diets and healthier lifestyles. Because of that, Aro
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was working the staff extra-hard, putting more classes on the schedule to entice new
members.
I was working hard to keep my resolution as well; Emmett kept taunting me with
my desire to lift more than him. But between late night meetings making it
impossible for me to get to most of Bella's classes on time, and the massive influx of
new members taking over the machines at the gym, it was hard to keep up my end
of the bargain.
But Bella hadn't kept up with her resolution at all.
Since she'd made her New Year's declaration that she would go back into
counseling, I'd gotten the names of a few reputable therapists from Carlisle. Careful
not to let him know who I needed it for, I'd just said it was for "a friend." He hadn't
asked any questions which was good, since I had no intention of breaking Bella's
confidence.
The list of names sat on my kitchen table for days before she even looked at it.
Bella eyed me warily when I insisted I hadn't told my father who it was for. Her
brow was furrowed as she looked over the names: Dr. Siobhan Byrne, Dr. Alistair
Thomas, Dr. Zafrina Nzeogwu.
I didn't know much about shrinks myself; what I did know was that Bella needed
help and she needed to do something about it. They were all good friends of
Carlisle's from years in the medical practice and I knew if he trusted them, they had
to know their shit.
She put the list back down on the table and told me she would call one of them in
a couple of days.
I knew I needed to wait a bit, give her space to actually make the call now that
she'd resolved to get help for her nightmares. I didn't want to discourage her; she
was in such great spirits and part of me worried that she'd changed her mind since
she wasn't waking up with terrors every single morning. But by the time that more
than three weeks passed, I felt I had to say something.

January 27, 2010
Wednesday
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"Dude, you ready?" Emmett stood waiting at the door to my office, his gym bag
slung over his massive shoulder. I sighed at my desk, looking over the towering piles
of paperwork. There was just too much to do and not enough hours in the day to get
it done.
Sitting back in my chair, I rubbed my hands briskly over my closed eyes.
I don't fucking want to do this anymore.
"Come on, bro. Tomorrow is another day."
"Who the fuck are you, Little Orphan Annie?" I asked as I stood and stretched my
arms above my head. "You gonna break out into song now?"
He chuckled. "No, Edward. You're the musician in the family."
I shook my head longingly. "I was the musician."
"Things can always change," he declared with a smile, shrugging as he pulled my
coat out of my closet and handed it to me.
Ever the optimist, my little brother.
When we arrived at the gym I gave a low-key, friendly nod to Jake as he scanned
our key tags at the front desk.
At least I thought it was friendly.
It probably wasn't.
Jasper wasn't joining us tonight; he'd started taking Wednesdays as "boys' nights"
with Anthony and Mason while their mom was here at the gym. We stowed our
things in the locker room and stepped out onto the weights floor shortly after Bella's
cardio strip class had begun.
"Damn, there's a lot of women in there!" Emmett mused with wonder, searching
the group in the studio for his wife. There had to be at least fifty people in the little
mirrored room; I wasn't sure how they all fit.
My eyes quickly found Bella, standing in the middle of the crowd with a tiny green
tank top that was cut off just under her chest. Her perfect breasts filled it out nicely,
swelling slightly over the top, and the smooth planes of her abs were in perfect view
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underneath. Black stretch pants that flared just at the ankle clung sensuously to her
hips and thighs, and she'd done up her hair into two chestnut pigtails, the ringlets
spilling over her smooth shoulders.
I growled possessively, wanting to pick her up and throw her over my shoulder,
ravaging her in the nearest available dark corner.
I want her, now!
I laughed at myself and sighed; I really shouldn't go to the gym on Wednesdays.
"Pigtails?" Emmett asked me, motioning to Rose whose long blonde hair was piled
into two ponytails on either side of her head. I averted my eyes from my sister who
stood by Rose in similarly skimpy clothes, smiling innocently at us. "Dude, they're
fucking killing me."
You're not fucking kidding.
We walked out to the benches and tried to ignore the class as it began. Bella no
longer kept the curtain to the studio closed and out of the corner of my eye I could
see her teaching each sinuous move, each stretch of her slender arms down to the
floor as she twirled and shimmied across the waxed wooden floor.
For a moment my mind flickered to the memory of Bella on her knees in front of
me on that floor, the club empty and dark, her moans echoing across the walls as I
slid in and out of her. An impish grin came over my face at the image, which was
burned into my mind.
"What are you smiling about?" Emmett asked me.
I bit back my grin and shook my head at him, saying it was nothing. He cocked an
eyebrow at me and began stacking weights on the bar.
I was spotting for Emmett when Bella flipped on the stereo, Christina Aguilera's
voice vibrating against the glass.
What a girl wants, what a girl needs, whatever makes me happy sets you free.
And I'm thanking you for knowing exactly what a girl wants, what a girl needs
Whatever keeps me in your arms. And I'm thanking you for being there for me.
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Bella guided the girls through the movements I'd watched her practice at home
and I tensed, feeling my cock harden in my track pants. I heard the loud clang of the
barbell falling back against the bench, Emmett having forgotten about it while
watching Rose and me too distracted by Bella to catch it.
This class could be really dangerous to my health!
I could see Bella snickering from inside the glass; she really got a kick out of this.
It was great seeing her so strong and confident; she seemed like that more and
more lately. As I settled onto the bench and got ready to lift, I caught Bella
attempting to stifle a yawn. It made me think back to her nightmare early this
morning.
I'd felt her shuddering in my arms before I was completely awake. Her skin was
cold and clammy against mine and my eyes flew open as a pained, guttural moan
erupted from her. I knew by now that holding her closer to me would only cause her
to unconsciously fight back harder, so I tried to wake her gently, running my fingers
through her hair and whispering calming words into her ear.
Suddenly Bella had shrieked sharply, gripping the sheet in her fists and sitting
straight up. She was panting and her eyes were wilder than I'd ever seen them. I'd
propped myself up, reaching for her but she'd quickly crawled backwards like a
frightened animal.
"Bella?" I'd asked quietly. "Was it worse than usual this time?"
She'd tried to catch her breath as her eyes darted about the room, as if she were
making sure the dangers of her unconscious mind were no longer taunting her.
"No…yes…I saw…"
Bella paused, her eyes flashing to mine as a confused look crossed her
countenance.
"You saw…?" I prompted, inching closer to her.
Her eyes had narrowed and she'd looked at me strangely, as if she didn't even
recognize me at all.
"I saw…a face…one I don't usually see in my nightmares. It was fuzzy…I don't…"
She'd shaken her head and looked down at the blanket, squeezing her eyes shut. "I
don't remember it now."
- 271 -

I'd come into work an hour later than usual this morning, convincing Bella that
she needed more sleep and that I would stay with her in case she woke up
frightened again.
I could see how tired Bella was as she taught the moves to the next song; she was
overworked, stretched too thin. She covered her mouth as another yawn took over,
then sauntered around the room as Britney Spears came on the stereo.
You drive me crazy, I just can't sleep.
I'm so excited; I'm in too deep.
Ohh...crazy, but it feels alright.
Baby, thinkin' of you keeps me up all night.
It's not thinking of me that keeps you up at night, baby, I thought sadly.
I shook my head as I reached up for the bar but Emmett stopped me. "Your head's
not in the game, bro. What's the deal?"
I looked up at my little brother, uncertain if I could confide in him or not. Guys
didn't do this shit; we didn't talk about our problems like girls did. We just stew and
get angry and punch things. But as I saw the concern on Emmett's face, I caved a
little.
"It's Bella," I said, sitting up on the bench. Emmett leaned on it, jutting out his
chin a bit in a motion for me to continue. I felt a little guilty, talking about her
problems when it wasn't my issue to share, so I tried to be vague.
"She has nightmares. Bad ones."
"Does it have anything to do with the shit that went down with Tanya? I knew that
skank was bad news even when we were kids," Emmett replied distastefully, his face
screwing up like he'd tasted something bitter.
"No, no. It's got nothing to do with that," I continued with a sigh. "She had
something pretty bad happen in her past and it's fucking stuck in her head or
something. It's like she relives it every night."
"Oh, that sucks," he said, moving to sit down next to me. Emmett didn't ask too
many questions; one of the things I liked the most about him.
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In the background I could hear Jessica Simpson's voice, high pitched and squeaky,
reminding me of a time when the pop divas ruled the air waves.
Boy, I think that I'm in love with you.
I'll be doin' silly things when it comes to you.
Boy, I think that I'm in love with you,
I've been telling all my friends what I feel for you.
I didn't listen to the radio a lot those days.
"Is she getting any help?" Emmett asked me, pulling me back to the present.
"That's the problem," I answered, frustrated. "She was going for a while before we
met, but then she stopped. She told me she would get back into it but now I think
she's blowing it off."
Emmett looked thoughtful. "Well," he began, "what does she need from you?"
I pulled a hand through my hair and gripped the back of my neck, not sure of what
he was asking. "What do you mean?"
"From you, bro? What does she need to feel safe enough to do this?"
I shrugged. "I never really thought of it that way before."
"She's in love with you, dude. Don't push her; just be whatever the fuck she needs
right now so she can get from point A to B."
I sat back and listened to his wise words.
"Hell, if Rosie needed something from me, I'd do whatever it takes to help. I'd rock
a pink pubic mohawk if she asked me to."
I winced at the image. "Thanks for putting that thought in my head, Emmett."
He grinned at me. "Anytime, bro."
I paused for a moment, and then asked him, "How do you know all this?" I waved
my hand towards the studio where our women slithered to the floor, shaking their
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asses and smiling decadently.
We were both distracted for a moment before he cleared his throat and turned
back to me. "I've been with Rose for a decade and a half," he told me. "You learn a
thing or two in all that time."
"Oh," I responded sheepishly, suddenly feeling like the younger brother myself.
"Now, how the hell do you think you're gonna get stronger than me if you keep
sitting here like a wuss?"
Emmett stood and walked around to the back of the bench, ready to support the
weight of the bar while I lifted it. I leaned back, thinking about his words and
wondering when my little brother got to be so smart.
In the background, I heard Mandy Moore's "Candy" playing in the studio.
And my late nineties pop-torture continues.

Friday
Mid-afternoon
I'd thought about Emmett's advice a lot during the past few days, wondering what
Bella might need from me. I sat at my desk at the office, staring at my computer
screen but not seeing the words there. Had I been pushing her too hard? It felt as if
I'd barely even talked to her about it.
The music playing through the speakers of my computer ceased as the song
switched over to Lifehouse's "Whatever it Takes."
Do whatever it takes to help.
My brother's words repeated in my head and I thought back to the last time I'd
seen Bella relaxed and carefree; it was at the beginning of the month when we
gallivanted through the city.
Maybe she just needed to have some fun?
The D.J. on the radio station announced the upcoming tour of Daughtry and
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Lifehouse together, two of my favorite modern rock bands; I'd always loved the
post-grunge brooding sound of their music. I realized that Bella and I had never
discussed which of today's bands we liked and made a mental note to correct that as
soon as possible.
In the corner of my mind, I remembered Bella telling me she didn't enjoy concerts,
but this was too good of an opportunity to pass up. I quickly went online and
ordered two tickets to the tour's March stop in New York, and then texted Bella who
I knew would be finishing her front desk shift soon.
I was thinking about taking the afternoon off. Any more tourist traps you want to
hit?
I paused, drumming my fingers on the armrests of my chair as I waited
impatiently for her response. My phone buzzed and I quickly opened the message.
I think I could come up with something. ;) See you in a few.
Grinning, I typed up a quick email to Jasper and Emmett, letting them both know
that I was leaving early. I didn't even wait for their responses before shutting down
my computer and heading out the door.

The next morning I felt the brilliance of the sun streaming in through my open
window, the warm rays hitting my arms. I stretched them out only to discover I was
alone in bed.
Sitting up with a start I looked around, blinking my eyes against the bright
sunlight. I never woke up before Bella and had grown accustomed to her warm body
in bed beside mine, even searching for it on mornings I knew she wouldn't be there.
I was about to call out her name when I heard her moving around the kitchen and
inhaled the unmistakable aroma of freshly brewed coffee.
Lying back on the pillows with relief, I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes; Bella and
I had a busy afternoon and evening yesterday. We'd spent the afternoon bundled up
in our coats as we tromped through Greenwich Village, stopping into Alice's store in
SoHo for a bit. We'd canvassed every block in the N.Y.U. area, and I showed her
where my old dorms and classes had been. Bella laughed as she embarrassed the
hell out of me, asking a policeman to take a picture of us by the atrium in
Washington Square Park.
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When night fell we had dinner in one of the little restaurants on Bleecker Street,
talking and laughing and drinking wine until late in the evening. To be honest I'd
been a tiny bit worried; I'd seen what had happened when she'd had too much to
drink before, but Bella seemed more in control of that lately. At the end of the night
she'd snuggled into my arms as we rode a cab back uptown to my apartment, kissing
my cheek softly and thanking me for taking her "mind off things."
I stretched and swung my legs over the side of the bed, pulling on a pair of sweats
and padding barefoot out into the kitchen. I stopped at the doorway when I heard
her voice; she was on her cell phone leaving a message for someone.
"Hello Dr. Byrne, my name is Bella Swan. I received your name from Dr. Carlisle
Cullen and was hoping you had time to meet with me next week."
I smiled and crossed my arms, leaning against the doorframe of the room and
waited as Bella left her cell phone number and hung up. It wasn't until her arms
slumped over the table and her head hung down that I realized she was crying.
"Hey," I said softly, racing over and kneeling next to her. "Baby, you don't have to
cry."
"I know," she whimpered, her forehead pressing into her arms. "I just don't want
to deal with this anymore. I want to be better!"
I rubbed her leg soothingly, aching to hold her and rock her and tell her
everything would be all right. "You will be. I'm really proud of you for doing that."
Bella picked her head up and smiled meekly at me, then blinked a few times and
turned away. She bent over and held a finger to her left eye. "Fuck, my contact!"
I was taken aback. "You wear contacts?"
How could I have been dating her for so long and not fucking know that?
"Yeah, it's no big deal." She rushed through her words as she sat up, sniffled and
smiled at me. "I'm okay."
Reaching up, I cupped her face with my hand, running my thumb across her cheek
and down to her chin. Bella bent down, bringing her face to mine, kissing me softly
at first, then more urgently.
I breathed Bella in; her natural scent sweet like sugar and vanilla, the strawberry
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notes of her shampoo and the heavy aroma of her desire coating my nose and
tongue.
Sliding one arm underneath her knees and bracing her back with my other, I lifted
Bella up and carried her back to the bedroom. Laying her gently on the bed, I
climbed over her, kneeling with her legs trapped between my own. I leaned back
slightly on the bed for a moment to gaze at her, warm and perfect and wanting.
She raised a hand up towards my face, her eyes full of adoration, somehow
amazingly for me. I took her hand in both of mine and bought it to my lips, kissing
each delicate finger before looking back down at her.
"Come to me?" she whispered.
I bent forward to kiss her sweet lips once more and lay myself against her, closing
my eyes to everything but the touch, scent, and feel of Bella. When I finally slid
inside her, I knew with every fiber in my being that she was everything I'd ever
wanted.
I hoped I was the same for her.

Playlist for this chap: http : / / www(dot)mixpod(dot)com
/playlist/65096347
The Ride has been nominated to the Twilight All Human awards for "The
Fic that Had You Hooked for Drama" Voting is open until September 13th so
if you haven't voted already, do it now! :)
http : / / www(dot)kwiksurveys(dot)com /
online-survey(dot)php?surveyID=HKNEGI_c0480029&UID=2553975436
My other WIP, ABC Countdown, and my o/s The Pact at Misty Mountain,
are up for Hidden Star awards. Voting just started so go check it out! http : /
/ thehiddenstarawards(dot)blogspot(dot)com /p/voting(dot)html
An extra special thank you goes out to my buddy Sweetvenom69 for her
mad skills with the alphabet. She's a big hand in helping me brainstorm
words for ABC Countdown. Go check out her fic Bittersweet Irony!
And a huge thank you to all of you readers who were so patient with my
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crazy schedule this summer! Big smooches to you all! (Even *bigger*
smooches to those of you who review!)
-Aylah
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Chapter 17: The Reason
Thanks as always to my fantastic betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23, and
my pre-reader Lazykatevamp. You ladies keep me sane. Thanks also to my
friends Kassiah, Kyla713, Sweetvenom69 and NaughtyLawyerEd, for being
an e-shoulder to cry on when I was stressed out this week. Big smooches to
you all. Also, a belated thank you to the IndieficPimps for pimping out The
Ride!
One PSA: I guess it wasn't totally clear that Bella's contact *didn't* fall out
in last chapter; it just slipped a little in her eye but she blinked it back into
place. So Edward knows she wears contacts now, just not that they are
colored.
As always SM owns. As always, Grungeward is mine. As always, plagiarism
is bad, so don't do it. As always, this story is rated M for a reason.

BPOV
February 2010
I was seeing my stranger in my nightmares now.
After a wonderful night with Edward out on the lower East Side, I'd awoken the
next morning with my screams catching in my throat, covering my mouth to hold in
my cries so I wouldn't wake him.
Night after night my subconscious was taking me through memories I'd tried so
hard to bury, and little snippets of him would appear.
His face would float before my eyes, but when I woke up the clarity of his image
would vanish. All I would be left with were the imprints of colors on my mind: the
persistent recurrences of red and black.
I didn't know what those colors represented but I was seeing them now in every
dream, swimming and flashing in patterns I'd strained to understand. Without fail
the red would morph into my blood, flowing in rivulets of crimson on the harsh,
white arena bathroom floor.
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As I peeled back Edward's sheets, the mental picture of my stranger slid from my
mind like droplets of water on glass, disappearing into the chasm of pain I always
carried with me.
I was tired of carrying this unbearable weight. I was tired of waking up
screaming. I knew I'd been putting this off for way too long.
It was just barely dawn. I'd tiptoed silently from Edward's bedroom, lifting my cell
phone from its spot on the nightstand I'd claimed as my own. Well, actually Edward
had offered it to me. He'd cleared out the little bedside table in its entirety, as well
as several drawers in his dresser and part of his bathroom cabinet for me to use.
I flicked on the bathroom light and pulled my toothbrush from the stand where it
hung placidly next to Edward's. It was such a small gesture; offering me a space for
a few of my things in his home, and yet it had meant so much.
I was pretty sure Edward wanted me to move in with him. He always pouted or
stalled, or even occasionally got angry when I went back to Queens for the night. I
knew there was no way he could still be jealous of Jake; by now Edward had to know
that being with anyone else wasn't an option for me. But we'd only been together a
few months! That was too soon to move in together.
Wasn't it?
After washing my face and roughly scrubbing it dry with one of Edward's soft,
hotel quality towels, I examined my appearance in the mirror. I looked as exhausted
as I felt; Aro was working me so hard I felt as if I was at the gym every waking hour.
I was honestly getting a little sick of it, and found myself daydreaming about
finally doing something else with my life. Tiring as it was, I hoped my lack of
enthusiasm wasn't showing; I really didn't want to lose the only job I had. James'
restitution money wasn't going to last forever.
I shuddered at the thought of his name. Exercising all the time was making it
impossible for me to do it on my own as stress relief. I was just too damn tired.
But not tired enough to sleep through the night.
It was time.
I padded lightly down Edward's hallway, remaining as quiet and stealthy as I
could; I didn't want to wake him. Standing before his living room window, I gazed
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out at the cityscape before me.
The buildings stood, silvery-steel against the whipping winds, their windows
glinting gold with the dawn. The ever-absent blinds allowed the pinks and yellows of
sunrise to creep softly into the window and spread warmth throughout the room.
The winter sky was crisp and I could hear the hushed shriek of early morning winds
as they raced against the sides of the building.
Sighing heavily, I walked into the kitchen and made my last attempt at stalling;
setting his Starbucks-quality coffee machine to brew a fresh pot. Then I slid the list
of doctors' names from where they'd sat, trapped under a magnet against his
refrigerator door, collecting dust. I sat down at his table, pulled my cell phone from
my bathrobe pocket, and began to dial.
After I'd left the voicemail for Dr. Siobhan Byrne I dissolved into tears, burying my
head in my arms which were braced against the table. I hadn't heard Edward enter
the room, but as soon as he rushed over and began speaking, I knew he'd heard me
make that call.
I knew this was the right choice; I needed to move in this direction and finally talk
to someone. I was so damn tired of carrying this baggage around with me.
Sublimating through exercise was no longer working and I just wanted to be better.
Not just for Edward, but for me as well.
When he'd made love to me afterwards I was reminded of his acceptance, his
ability to see the person I truly was underneath all my baggage. Each kiss he
pressed sweetly into my skin, each word he murmured against my ear showed me
how much he truly loved me. The lush jade of his eyes locked with my own as we
found our release in one another quietly, reverently. Edward's silky, coppery hair
fell against the sweaty skin of his forehead when he'd pressed it against mine,
breathing words of adoration as we came down.
Afterward Edward folded me into his strong arms and placed his lips against my
ear.
'Cause it's you and me and all of the people with nothing to do, nothing to lose.
And it's you and me and all other people.
And I don't know why, I can't keep my eyes off of you.
He sang the hushed lullaby of Lifehouse's "You and Me" to me softly until sleep
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reclaimed me.

Dr. Byrne had called me back first thing Monday morning. Her first available
appointment was Friday afternoon which worked out perfectly since that was my
only half day.
Edward's days at work were getting almost as busy as mine; he'd been
overwhelmed lately with meetings and paperwork, and came back to his apartment
Tuesday evening grumpier than I'd ever seen him. He fell onto the couch without
taking his coat off and leaned his elbows on his knees, pinching the bridge of his
nose with his fingers before gripping his hair in awkward angles.
I knew by now this was how he acted when he was stressed. I perched next to him
and asked him if he wanted to talk.
"I feel like I'm living the same day over and over again," he groaned and then
looked up at me. "Well, not all the time; only when I'm at work."
When I asked him what he meant, he told me how before he met me he'd felt as if
he was suffocating, his life an endless cycle of the same boring routine day after
day.
"I'd get up, shower, go to work, do the same awful shit that I didn't care about,
just to go to bed and do it all over again the next day. I felt like that again today."
I looked over at the calendar hanging in the kitchen and grinned shyly at him.
"Maybe you felt like that because today is Groundhog Day," I said with a giggle.
Edward smiled slightly at my joke and sighed. He leaned back at the couch and
gazed over at me, tiredly reaching his hand out towards me. I took it in mine, lazily
drawing patterns on it with my fingertips.
"I really can't stand my job, but I don't see myself ever leaving it. It seems
impossible to start over again now, and besides I think it would really kill Emmett
and Jasper if I pulled out of the firm."
"I'm sure they'd understand if you told them how it was making you feel," I
reassured him.
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Edward didn't answer, and instead just shook his head. His eyes slid closed and he
was quiet for a few moments before humming softly. "That feels really good, you
know."
I smiled and reached over to help him out of his coat. He angled his body forward
and let me pull him free of it, then gathered me up in his arms. It was nice to be the
one helping him feel better for once, instead of the other way around.
"I don't feel that way when I'm with you, though," he whispered, rubbing his cheek
against my hair and taking a deep, slow breath.
Day by day, piece by piece, we were making one another whole again.

On Thursday night I met up with Alice after my spin class for dinner.
She was waiting for me in a little Italian place just a few blocks west from the gym
between Sixth and Seventh Avenues. I stepped into the little trattoria and handed
my coat to the attendant. Although I'd showered and changed after my workout, I
still felt horribly under-dressed for the chic and trendy restaurant.
The room had been painted a soft, buttery yellow and antique sconces adorned the
walls. Bottles of wine were lined up on the rich, cherry wood of the bar, and framed,
black and white photos of Italy had been hung randomly throughout.
The hostess walked me though the restaurant, past large stone columns which
stretched up to the ceiling and thick, cream-colored curtains that draped fluidly
down to the floor.
Alice was seated at a table in the corner which was covered by a crisp, white
tablecloth. She stood immediately to wrap her tiny, strong arms around me.
"Bella! I'm so glad you're here!" her high-pitched voice squealed musically. Alice
sat back down, beaming up at me and I slid down into the high-backed chair to sit
across from her.
"I hope you don't mind that I won't be drinking tonight," she said apologetically as
she held up a glass of water. "I've got an important meeting early tomorrow morning
with some of my investors and I don't want to be hurting through it!"
"No, no that's actually really fine," I replied, catching myself nervously twirling my
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hair and bobbing my leg. I was relieved; it was so much easier not to have to worry
about sticking to my limits, and not being embarrassed to say no to another glass.
After we'd ordered, Alice crossed her arms on the table in front of her and leaned
in towards me.
"So…" she began. "I kind of wanted to talk to you about what happened on New
Year's Eve."
"What do you mean?" I asked her, having no idea what she was talking about. My
knee began to bounce under the table again.
"Well, I've been feeling kind of badly about what happened when we were getting
dressed?" she put it as a question, hoping to jog my obviously vacant memory.
Alice sighed when I shrugged at her; I was drawing a complete blank on whatever
she was alluding to. Had something important happened that I didn't remember?
"When we were getting ready to go out and Rose brought up that concert…" she
paused, gauging my reaction. "You told us about something that happened to you at
a concert once."
Oh. That.
"I just wanted to apologize." Dark wisps of her short hair framed her beautiful
face as she looked down and studied her hands. "I know we moved on from talking
about it pretty quickly and I didn't want you to think I didn't care."
I shook my head and laughed nervously. "Alice, I would never think that."
She sighed in relief. "That's good, because I really did want to hear more…I just
got the sense that you really didn't want to talk about it."
"Yeah, I…I really wasn't ready."
I took a sip of my water, noticing my mouth had gone completely dry. Aice was
right; I hadn't been very willing to open up about my attack that night. Not only had
I been fairly sure I'd just humiliated myself by freezing at the very mention of the
words "Líve concert," but I also wasn't sure I was comfortable telling Rose about my
past. Although she had warmed to me, I didn't feel the closeness with her that I did
with Alice.
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I noticed the table was practically vibrating from my leg shaking underneath it.
My nerves were taking over. I kept my pain private, under the skin, where it flowed
through my veins at all times. It seemed so odd to attempt to lay it out before me
now, here, in a posh eatery in midtown Manhattan.
"Well, if you ever need to talk, I'm here," she concluded.
"Thanks, Alice. I really appreciate that."
She reached across the table and grabbed my hand, squeezing it gently. Her smile
was so real, so genuine and heartfelt that I felt my stomach tighten and a tear
slipped down my face. My eyes were so dry from lack of sleep that the sensation of
the salty, wet substance seeping out made them burn.
I'd been sleeping in my contacts so much lately that my eyes were really starting
to bother me, so the tears just made it that much worse. One had almost already
come out when I was at Edward's.
I reached up to rub the discomfort away and in the process knocked out one of my
lenses.
"Dammit!"
I looked around the table for the tiny piece of green and clear plastic, finally
locating it on my bread plate. When I looked up sheepishly at her, contact in the
palm of my hand, Alice was regarding me strangely.
"You can see without your lenses in?" she asked, cocking her head to the side.
She must have noticed I wasn't squinting shut the eye that was missing the lens.
That means she is also going to notice"And your eyes aren't green," Alice observed. Her eyebrows pushed down over her
usually sparkling eyes, an odd and distant haze of confusion on her face. "They're
brown."
"Oh, yeah, I um….I always hated my eye color." I sputtered out the words,
flustered as I reached down to search for my lens solution in my purse. "I've worn
colored contacts for years."
I stood up quickly, nearly knocking my chair backwards as I moved. "I'm gonna go
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to the ladies' room and take care of this."
Alice nodded slowly at me, that faraway look of concentration still capturing her
features.
"Um, don't tell Edward, okay?" I asked her. Before she could question why, I went
ahead with my excuse. "I'm just really self-conscious. He knows I wear contacts, just
not that they're colored."
"Okay, but…I really don't think he'd care, Bella. Besides, your brown eyes are very
pretty."
I thanked her and rushed away to the bathroom. When I returned a few minutes
later with both my eyes intact, our food had already been served.
We ate and talked happily for the rest of the evening and I marveled over how
easily we'd clicked. I hadn't had a girlfriend in years; not since Angela way back in
high school.
I walked the freezing distance back to Edward's apartment and prayed that this
friendship would fare better than the last one.

February 5, 2010Friday
2:15 p.m.
I sat in the waiting room of Dr. Byrne's office and tapped my foot nervously,
flipping through the outdated magazines which had been stacked neatly on a coffee
table. An old Matchbox 20 song was being piped in through the speakers.
Can you help me? I'm bent.
I'm so scared that I'll never get put back together.
Keep breaking me in.
And this is how we will end, with you and me bent.
Stupid psychic D.J.
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I did feel bent. How was I ever going to fix all this? I was overwhelmed for a
moment, standing at a cliff over a vast ocean of my past. It seemed so much easier
just to throw myself over the precipice into the abyss of my pain than it was to find a
way to walk away from it for good.
"Bella?" a strong, clear voice called, pulling me from my reverie. Dr. Byrne stood
smiling in a doorway off the waiting room. "Come right in."
My knees felt weak as I stood to follow her into the small office. The doctor was
large; tall and beautiful and I was mesmerized by her presence, the fluidity of her
movements. She settled into a reclining chair and waved her hand towards a plush,
leather couch.
"Please, have a seat." Her smiling face was comforting, soothing, but I was still
suspicious. She had reddish hair and pale skin that was dotted with freckles. I
guessed she was of Irish descent. Her red hair irked me, but I couldn't put a finger
on why.
I waited for her to pull out a clipboard and a pen so that she could furiously start
taking notes on my mental state, but she simply sat there and clasped her hands
together.
"You look like you don't want to be here," she noted.
"Does anyone?" I answered stiffly, settling myself onto the couch.
Dr. Byrne laughed. "Good point. However, you seem particularly guarded. Is there
a reason for that?"
"I don't have the best track record with therapists," I admitted. "But I have a
feeling you won't start sleeping with my father, so maybe I'll do better here."
Her eyebrows flew up in a look of surprise and a wide smile crept across her face,
making small creases appear next to her lips and eyes. "I certainly hope so. And
please, call me Siobhan."
She prompted me to tell her why I was there, and I slowly told her the story of my
assault, how it still haunted me in dreams that woke me up screaming almost every
single morning so many years later.
"Why do you think these thoughts are still haunting you?"
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I began picking at a frayed edge of my shirt. "I dunno. Isn't that your job to figure
out?"
I was going into self-defense lockdown mode, but Siobhan wasn't ruffled by my
attitude.
"It's your journey to healing, Bella," she said. "I'm just a guide."
I didn't respond so she continued. "Dreams are an expression of our unconscious
mind. Why do you think your mind is pushing you to re-experience that horrible
night over and over again?"
Shrugging, I curled into myself, bringing my knees up against my chest.
"Remember, I'm not attacking you here, Bella," she reminded me softly. "I'm
trying to help you get down to the issue that's causing you not to let this night go."
I shifted and took a deep breath, looking out the windows of her office. I could see
the tip of the Chrysler building and imagined Edward in his own office, distracted at
work as he worried about me, hoping I was trying to get to the bottom of this.
"Maybe I think I deserved it, I guess."
I waited for Siobhan to act shocked, like Sue had when I'd mentioned that
deep-seated fear so many years ago, but she didn't. She simply tipped her head to
the side and waited for me to go on.
"I was always this problem child, you know? My mom sent me to live with my dad
because I was such a mess; fooling around, uncontrolled and wild. I'm sure I have
abandonment issues and other crap like that."
Siobhan nodded slightly; it was as if she could see through my sarcasm to the real
issues underneath. Why had my mother given up on me so quickly? Had I been that
bad that she had to ship me away?
"And then…the same thing kind of happened that night."
The doctor leaned back in her chair, looking at me thoughtfully. "I don't
understand what you mean."
"That night, at the concert. I was crazy and reckless; I did drugs. And then I was
abandoned again. By that guy."
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She shook her head and I realized I'd left out a pivotal part of the story, only
telling her about my attack and not what brought it on. "Before James assaulted
me…I had met this…guy."
My eyes trained out towards the window again as I tried to picture his face, but I
couldn't. How do you explain a person for whom only the memory of a feeling
remained? How do you express in words the hypnotic, seductive pull you had to a
complete stranger, so much more than just lust, when you didn't even know his
name?
"We were so drawn to each other, like magnets. We kissed and had this amazing
moment. I thought he was going to follow me. That's why I went down that empty
hallway; I wanted to be with him."
Fear. Run. Blood. Pain.
Black and red flashed before my eyes.
"But he didn't want me either," I whispered.
"So, you think remembering your attack is your mind's way of taunting you with
your feelings of rejection?"
I shrugged again. I felt that squeeze in the pit of my stomach, the need to pound
out this self-directed aggression on a bike or against a punching bag.
"We need to work on rebuilding your sense of self-worth. Tell me, Bella: what
makes you feel good about yourself?"
I grinned shyly when I thought of Edward. "My boyfriend," I replied. "And working
out; it's kind of been like my therapy. Or my escape. Or both."
Siobhan asked me to tell her about Edward, which I did happily, and then about
my tendency to work out as soon as I felt too much anxiety coming on. She
suggested I start working on dealing with my issues during the day so that I might
be able to let go of them better when I was asleep.
"As soon as you start getting that feeling, I want you to take an hour before
working out. I want you to work on some positive self-talk. Try telling yourself that
you didn't deserve what happened to you. And I'd also like you to spend an hour
each day imagining a future where you are free from all these regrets."
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I snorted at her new-age psychological mumbo jumbo. What she was asking me to
do seemed completely impossible.
"It's like you're asking me to picture something and just will it into existence," I
scoffed, disbelieving.
Siobhan leaned forward in her chair, her eyes intense and captivating. "It's called
the power of positive thought, Bella."
I blinked a few times, letting the weight of her advice settle in. It did actually
make sense.
"Should I put you in for the same time, next week?"
I felt a little tiny bit of the burden I carried chip away as I stood, thanked her for
her time and headed out the door.

The week that followed passed with a myriad of emotions. I spent a few nights
back in Queens, sitting on my bed and attempting to visualize a time when I'd wake
up soundly, peacefully every single morning. Each vision had me smiling in Edward's
arms.
I also tried not to work out as soon as I was feeling stressed. After waking up one
morning at Edward's with a shattering scream, I took my time walking to work. My
shift didn't start till noon and I took a longer route, walking around Times Square
for a while. The chill was biting so I stopped into a Starbucks. I ordered my drink
and held the mug with hands that were shaking, but not from the cold.
As I sat by the window drinking the hot elixir I let the words 'I didn't deserve it'
repeat over and over again in my mind, but I didn't believe them. I wanted to be the
person Edward felt I was; he saw me as fierce and fearless, but all I felt was shamed
and broken.
By the time an hour had passed I was nearly on the verge of tears and burst into
the gym a hysterical mess just in time to clock in.
So much for the power of positive thought.
I spent a little more time with Jake and Seth that week too. We played poker one
weeknight and Bree came over to join us. I was surprised at how much beer that
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little pipsqueak could handle; she nearly drank both the boys under the table.
She fell asleep in Jake's bed and I was hesitant to stay the night with her there;
not because I was worried about overhearing them going at it, but because I was
reluctant to explain my early morning "activities" to a near stranger. I'd called
Edward and said I might be heading up to his place, but he insisted on me taking a
cab instead of the subway. Always so over-protective, he'd said he'd send a limo to
get me if I wanted it. I still wasn't sure what I'd done to deserve him.
I wanted to tell him I'd already been through much worse than I could ever
experience on an empty subway car.
My second appointment with Siobhan went a little more smoothly. The following
Friday afternoon I sat once again on her leather couch and told her about my
progress. She told me not to be frustrated by any setbacks; if anything she saw my
attempts to actually do what she'd asked instead of falling into my old habits was an
improvement in itself.
We agreed to make Fridays at two my long-standing appointment.

February 14, 2010Sunday
Valentine's Day
I got dressed for my romantic evening out with Edward back in Queens. He hadn't
told me where we were going and was sending a car to pick me up at six.
Jake and Bree were already off somewhere and I had the apartment to myself. I
turned on my Nineties Love Songs playlist and pumped up the volume on my
computer as I stepped into the bathroom to iron my hair. I hummed along with The
Calling as I slid the hot appliance over my dark locks.
If I could turn back time, I'll go wherever you will go.
If I could make you mine, I'll go wherever you will go.
I wished I could turn back time, go back and make better choices so that I was a
better person for Edward today.
But he loves me for who I am, regardless of my past.
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I smiled at my reflection for the first time in ages.
Once I finished my hair I stood poised to put in my contacts and paused for a
moment, wondering if I should let him see the real me tonight. Something nagged
me about it but I gave in, popping the plastic orbs into my eyes. I told myself I'd do it
another day. Soon.
Edward had told me to dress casually and I was thankful for that; I had enjoyed
dressing up for New Years but truthfully I was a jeans and T-shirt kind of girl.
Alice had apparently anticipated I'd decide on that, so she'd already taken me
shopping this week, picking out a deep burgundy turtleneck and a stone-colored,
short-sleeved sweater thing she'd said was called a "gilet." She said it was an old
Spanish design and people wore them today as vests. I knew better than to argue
with Alice on her fashion sense at this point.
She'd allowed me to wear jeans as long as they were slim and a dark wash, and
had asked me if I had any cute boots to wear with them. I'd said yes but hoped she
hadn't managed to install any fashion-surveillance cameras when she came over
after we'd shopped.
Once I was dressed, I reached into my closet and pulled out my old battered pair
of doc martens.
I'd worn them to that fatal concert and they'd gotten stained with my blood but
Jake had gone to great lengths to resurface them. Putting them on that night
seemed like a first step in saying "fuck you" to my past.
The buzzer sounded promptly at six. I grabbed my coat and bag and ran down the
steps to meet a black town car waiting for me.
As we pulled away from the curb, the driver told me Edward had left me a
surprise with some instructions on the back seat. A bottle of champagne was chilling
in a silver bucket. Next to it sat a small wooden box with straw cradling a container
of chocolates and a crystal flute glass. A note in Edward's elegant script was folded
on the seat above it.
"Have a drink and a bite to eat.
Then relax on the seat.
Please remember to close your eyes.
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Let the rest be a surprise."
I giggled at his adorable rhyme and did as requested, enjoying a taste of the
decadent sweets and fizzy beverage before leaning back and sliding my eyes closed.
The car came to a stop and the driver stepped around to open my door. When I
opened my eyes I saw we were at the entrance to Edward's building.
Like a giddy teenager, I flew threw the lobby, waving at Liam as I headed toward
the elevators. I knew there were girls out there who needed a fancy night out on
Valentine's Day, but that girl wasn't me. As if he'd read my mind, Edward had
chosen the exact spot I'd prefer to spend a holiday, or any night at all.
I was ready to enter his apartment with my key as I skipped down the hallway, but
Edward was already waiting for me, his arms crossed as he leaned against his door
frame. He looked adorably grunge in a white tee layered under a faded, flannel
long-sleeved shirt, black jeans, and a pair of old, worn out, red Chucks.
Red and black.
I slowed to a halt and shook my head, blinking away the odd images from my
nightmares. I wasn't going to let anything stop me from enjoying tonight.
"Mmmm, you look good enough to eat," he mused as I jumped into his arms. "But I
think I'd like to have dinner first."
Edward waggled his eyebrows at me and I blushed at his innuendo.
"You cooked?" I asked as we stepped inside.
"Yup," he answered and pulled a bouquet of flowers out from behind him. "Happy
Valentine's Day."
I clapped and took the flowers from him, breathing in the heady floral aroma.
They were lovely, but the only scent I wanted under my nose was Edward.
And whatever it was that smelled so good in the kitchen.
He led me to his dining room table and we ate the steaks he'd prepared
beautifully; lean meat of course. He'd also cooked roasted garlic potatoes and some
delicious green beans.
"You've made me like healthier things," he chuckled.
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"Well, I'm glad someone finally has. And the working out is really starting to show.
I bet you'll be able to lift more than Emmett any day now."
Edward smiled through a forkful of his food. "So, I realized a while back we'd
never talked about some of our favorite modern bands."
I glanced at him sideways. That's a strange and random topic.
"What else do you like besides grunge?" he queried.
"Was there anything else?" I quipped. "Well, I pretty much ignored the Latin and
Hip Hop explosion that happened after the boy band craze died down. Except maybe
some Pink songs, she's good for working out."
He nodded and chewed his dinner. "Yeah, I didn't really get into Hip Hop so much
either. I couldn't stand Ja Rule. He makes my ears hurt."
"It kind of helped that I was in Forks during most of that time," I explained to him.
"No one was really blasting 'Big Pimpin' or 'The Thong Song' out there."
We both laughed over that and continued to discuss the evolution of music since
grunge ended. We discussed Justin Timberlake losing his afro and the whole
Britney-Madonna kiss.
"Gwen Stefani's abs single handedly got me into Pilates," I told him and he eyed
me appreciatively, saying that now he'd always be grateful to No Doubt for that.
We started clearing the table as Edward told me that the best day of 2005 for him
was when Green Day came back. "Boulevard of Broken Dreams, Wake Me up When
September Ends; man they were just as good as the old stuff," he said nostalgically.
We washed the dishes together, a habit we'd developed over the weeks I'd stayed
there, and agreed that the other bands who had kept going since the nineties, like
Dave Matthews and the Chili Peppers, still rocked. He led me to the couch and
asked if I liked Daughtry and Lifehouse.
"Oh yeah!" I smacked my palm against my forehead. "They're awesome! How
could I forget about them?"
A wild grin appeared on his face and his eyes practically glittered with
excitement. "Good! Because this is your Valentine's Day present!"
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Edward snatched a white envelope off the table and my eyebrows pulled together
in confusion. I reached my fingers inside and found two tickets to the
Daughtry/Lifehouse concert tour at Nassau Coliseum at the end of March.
A concert?
Oh, God.
"I know you said in the past that you don't like concerts, but these guys are great
and I just…" He knelt down to the floor and front of me and gazed up at my face, his
eyes full of hope. "I just really wanted to experience it with you."
I gulped, willing the feelings of nausea to desist. I don't know if I can handle this.
Closing my eyes, I heard Siobhan's mantra in my mind: the power of positive
thought. Edward said nothing and waited quietly while I breathed through my
anxiety.
I can do this.
"Okay," I told Edward, opening my eyes. "That sounds great. Thank you."
His smile warmed my heart and he leaned forward to press his lips against mine.
"I have another present for you," he whispered.
Edward stood and went into his bedroom, returning a moment later with his
guitar in hand. The image of him dressed in the grunge uniform and tuning his
guitar washed away my fears for the moment. Edward's beauty eclipsed all other
thoughts from my mind.
He sat down on the couch next to me and began plucking the opening chord's to
Hoobastank's "The Reason."
I'm not a perfect person.
There's many things I wish I didn't do.
Though the song spoke about causing a lover pain and wishing that he could take
it away, I listened to Edward's clear voice and lost myself in the chorus.
I've found a reason for me to change who I used to be.
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A reason to start over new and the reason is you.
I've found a reason to show a side of me you didn't know.
A reason for all that I do and the reason is you.
When he finished he stood up, holding the guitar by the neck in one hand and
reached out for me with the other. He pulled me up from the couch and walked me
silently into his bedroom.
"Time for my present," he said huskily as he settled his guitar into its case and led
me to his bed. I looked around with shock and emotion; he had covered the
comforter with rose petals.
"No, wait! I have one for you-" I rambled, remembering the wrapped box of cuff
links I had for him in my purse. I'd bought them when Alice and I had shopped for
my outfit last week.
But Edward shook his head, running his fingertips along my face and wrapping
them around the back of my neck, leaving just his thumbs free to caress my chin.
"All I want is you."
I shivered as his lips brushed against mine, soft and wet and passionate. My hands
slid up his arms, over his newly-strengthened biceps. I could feel the muscle tone
even through the flannel and I groaned. I danced my fingers down over his chest
and unbuttoned his shirt, revealing the white tee underneath. I could see his
pectorals were more chiseled and I ached to touch his abs underneath.
Edward bent down to nibble and suck on my neck, nipping gently along my jaw
line as I slid my hands under the tee. I was met with warm skin and a taut stomach
with a soft trail of hair in the middle.
I tugged on his jeans to bring him closer to me, and once our mid-sections collided
a kind of frenzy took over. We began ripping clothes off, sucking, licking and biting
as we went, fingers grasping at exposed skin. We both stepped out of our shoes and
I pulled his shirt over his head as he tugged my pants down. He unhooked my bra
and sent goose-bumps through my flesh as he feathered his hands across my breasts
with the lightest of touches.
The only noises in the room were our heavy breathing and the sound of skin
sliding against skin. He rolled one of my nipples between his fingers before bending
down to suck it gently into his mouth. He repeated the action on the other one and
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then slid down my body. I felt him kneel in front of me and slowly tugged my panties
down, pressing his lips to my belly and my thighs. When I'd stepped out of the tiny
satin garment, he looked up at me with a desperate reverence.
"What's wrong?" I asked him through my excited pants as he stared at me, a look
of near-anguish taking over his features.
"I want all of you, all at once. I want to kiss and touch you every fucking second. I
need to hear your sounds, to feel you come. I want to drown in you, Bella." His voice
was gravelly and heady with lust, making my eyes slide closed and my head roll
backwards.
He stood again and picked me up, wrapping my legs around him. Edward laid me
down on the bed and I was surrounded in rose petals. I felt as if I were choking on
emotion and needed to feel him inside me.
"Edward," I moaned. "Please."
"Not yet," he whispered, leaning over me and kissing my belly, my sides. I reached
my fingers out ran my fingers through his silky hair, trying to direct his head back
up to my face. When he began kissing lower, I gave up the fight.
Edward hooked his arm around my right leg and ran open-mouthed kisses along
my upper thigh. I squirmed beneath him as he kissed just inches away from where I
wanted him, needed him, and down to my other knee. He grasped my free leg with
his other hand, spreading my legs wide.
"You're so beautiful," he murmured, and then his mouth was on me.
I cried out as he licked gently at first and my hands tightened into fists in his hair.
Every time I felt his tongue on me, it was more incredible than the last. I writhed
underneath him as he lapped gently with the tip of his tongue, and then sucked my
clit into his mouth.
"Fuck, Edward that feels so good."
Waves of pleasure were rippling through my body. He released one leg and moved
to place his forearm across my midsection, steadying me and rooting me to the
mattress. Edward let go of my other leg as well and then I felt him slide a finger
inside me.
I was overwhelmed by sensation, lips sucking, tongue swirling, fingers pumping,
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electric sparks shooting throughout my entire body, making me cry out. But I
wanted to feel him inside me so badly, I felt as if I were unraveling.
"Please, Edward, please, please, please…" I trailed off through whimpers and
moans.
"Just let me," he said between licks. "Let me worship you."
"I don't want to come like this, Edward. I need you. Please!"
He groaned and slowly made his way up my body. I placed my hands on his face
and pulled him close to me, tasting myself on him as we kissed. Edward sat up on
his knees and unzipped his black jeans, hooking his thumbs into his boxers and
pulling everything down. I licked my lips when his cock sprang free and lifted my
hips, trying to close the distance between us.
Edward shimmied around, kicking his pants and underwear off his feet and then
hovered over me, his palms on either side of my face. I reached down to stroke him,
enraptured by the sensation of smooth, soft skin wrapped around his long, hard
shaft. He groaned and bit his lip, squeezing his eyes shut.
Without words he lowered his body between my legs. I continued running my
fingers over him until I felt him positioned at my entrance. Edward pushed just the
tip of his cock inside me and we both gasped, bending our heads to watch as he slid
the rest of the way inside me.
"Oh, God," he groaned as he began to slowly thrust. "Oh, fuck, Bella."
My hands slid around to his ass and my nails dug into his skin as I tried to pull him
deeper inside me. "Fuck me harder, Edward," I begged.
His eyes snapped back up to mine, wide and clouded with pleasure. Edward pulled
almost all the way out and then slammed back inside me. My arms slid up and began
gripping his shoulders as he slid back for another thrust, and I screamed his name
as he reared forward again.
Edward found a rhythm and it felt so fucking good. I was sure we were both
moaning and grunting loud enough to bother the neighbors, but neither of us cared.
"Baby, I'm so fucking close. Come for me, please."
"Yes," I breathed, feeling myself beginning to coil around him.
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"Fuck, I can feel you," he growled as he buried his face in my neck.
I lost all senses and could only moan his name over and over again as my orgasm
crested and flowed through my body. I arched my back and my hands slid up to
grasp his shoulders as he pounded me even harder.
"God, Bella, you feel so fucking good! God…yes…oh God, oh God!"
Edward released a strangled moan against my skin as he pulsed inside me,
whispering my name when he'd reclaimed his breath. He pressed open mouthed
kisses over my chin, my neck, and then a lingering, gentle one on the silver key that
lay against my sweaty chest.
"I love you, Bella," he whispered, still inside me. He turned his head and rested it
on my chest, and I reached up to play with his hair.
"I love you, too."
His breathing slowed down enough that I could tell he was beginning to drift off to
sleep. I hummed the chorus to "The Reason" like a lullaby and rocked him against
me.
I knew I needed to accept the things that had happened in my life because they
had brought me to where I was now, and who I was with now. Those lyrics truly
applied to us: Edward was all my reasons.
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EPOV
February 27th, 2010. Saturday.
"I still can't believe you bought me this," I marveled to Bella as we climbed the
steps out of the 8th Avenue subway line at Penn Station.
"And I still can't believe it's taken you so long to spend it!" Bella beamed back at
me, her shining face nodding at the paper in my hands. We headed South past
Madison Square Garden down to 30th Street Guitars, the store where Bella had
gotten me a gift certificate for Christmas.
"It's been a busy few months," I responded sheepishly, putting my arm around her
and holding her tightly against my side.
Lately I'd been nearly buried under an avalanche of work at the office. We'd
recently been contacted by a friend of Jasper's from college who had opened her
own firm a few years back, but it wasn't doing very well and she was interested in
merging with ours. Jasper and Emmett had pondered expanding to a satellite office
somewhere, and when Maria Perez seemed willing to run her business under the
Cullen & Whitlock, Inc. name out in Chicago, a plan was set in motion.
I knew I was going to have to take a trip out there with Jasper to solidify things,
but I didn't know when yet, and I wasn't at all looking forward to leaving Bella.
She had been especially tense lately. I couldn't put my finger on why, but it
seemed to have gotten worse in the last two weeks or so. I didn't know what was
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making her so much more upset, but she'd been vacillating between sudden bursts
of anger and tearful apologies.
I'd been walking on eggshells around her nearly every day, hoping to avoid doing
anything that would set her off. In between the bouts of anger, she was getting
somewhat introverted, more quiet when we were home alone together, sinking into
herself and her thoughts.
I hoped she was making progress in therapy, but other than saying it went okay,
she didn't seem eager to talk to me about her sessions. To be honest I felt really left
out, but didn't want to push her. I'd discovered she didn't respond well to that at all.
I'd stirred when she'd woken up last Tuesday morning, shivering and whimpering,
little sobs wracking her body as she sat up in bed. The dark, cold blue of the winter
dawn was heavy and pressing in on my windows as Bella wrapped her arms around
her knees. She rocked back and forth slowly under the sheets, trying to stifle her
cries.
I'd sat up behind her and touched a tentative hand to the small of her back. Her
skin was chilled and clammy, her sleep shorts drenched with sweat. I'd quietly knelt
behind her as she brought her forehead to her knees, which were clamped tightly
against her chest.
"What did you see tonight?" I'd asked softly. Bella's nightmares seemed to be
morphing; instead of reliving her attack, she'd been confused coming out of them,
unable to understand or recall the things she'd seen.
"Black, red…blood...so much blood," she'd mumbled. "A face, I can't remember...I
thought he'd...he didn't come." Her words dissolved into shaky inhalations as I
strained to make sense of their meaning.
"Are you telling Dr. Byrne about all this?" I'd prompted gently, but was startled
backwards as her head snapped up.
"I know what to tell my therapist, Edward!" she'd barked angrily over her
shoulder. "I've done this once before you know! It's not fucking new to me!"
I'd froze, hurt by her verbal lashing, not sure what to say next. My mouth hung
open, but only a defeated breath escaped. I had only been trying to help her and all
I'd fucking succeeded in doing was making her even more upset.
Suddenly an agonized cry escaped her. "I'm sorry!" she'd moaned as she turned
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on the bed, curling her body into the fetal position. "I shouldn't take this out on
you!"
Her pain shot right through me, almost making me fall apart right there with her.
"Shhh, baby. It's okay." My comforting words did nothing to sooth the sobs that
shook her little body, so I wrapped myself around her, slipping one arm under her
head and the other around her waist, pulling her back flush against me. I ran my
cheek along hers, wet and streaked with tears. Bella arched her back against me,
curling in on herself as she gripped my hands tightly, bringing them both up to lay
over her heart.
I felt so helpless as I held her. I knew that she didn't mean to hurt me; she was so
torn up inside and was so damn brave, trying to wade through all the ghosts from
her past. But her dreams were getting progressively worse, allowing us both little
sleep, which I'm sure wasn't making anything any fucking better.
Her shivers calmed as she slowly relaxed in my arms. As dawn broke outside the
window, fingers of yellow stretching along the midnight sky, I'd held her until I
heard her breathing slow into the gentle cadence of sleep.
She'd been so exhausted lately that I was thrilled she had a weekend off; her new
schedule had allotted her only one free weekend every month. This morning over
breakfast I'd offered to do whatever she wanted, and was surprised when she'd
asked to come with me to spend my holiday gift.
We entered the store and I unzipped my coat, relieved to feel the warmth that
blasted from a radiator just above the door. I briskly rubbed my hands together, the
tips of my fingers still nearly numb from the frigid air outside. Bella glanced around
the guitar store with bright eyes, eager to watch me shop.
"So? What do you want to look at first?" Bella asked, linking her arm through
mine.
"I'm not sure," I said quietly. The emotions that flooded through me as we walked
towards the wall of guitars were hard to stifle. Even the smell of the store reminded
me of a time when my world was filled with sheet music, guitar picks and
inspiration.
I took in the immense collection of vintage electrics and the huge inventory of
amps, feeling a little overwhelmed. Other than the little bits of playing I'd done for
Bella, I'd ignored this part of my life for so long that I felt awkward and rusty, as if I
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didn't belong here anymore.
"Edward?" a strangely familiar voice spoke from my right. I turned my head and
my eyes widened in shock and excitement when I recognized the person speaking.
"Peter!" My mouth fell open in surprise as my former band-mate held his hand out
for me to shake.
"How the hell are ya, man?" Peter asked, his calm smile and preppy clothes a
stark contrast from the way he'd looked during our wild years back on campus. "It's
been a freaking decade since I've seen you!"
"I know!" I responded joyfully, studying his features as I gripped his hand. The
same face I knew from college was glowing happily from that of an older man, now
in his thirties as well. The tiniest bit of a crease outlined his smile and his hair line
had crept slightly back, but other than that, he looked the same.
I turned to Bella, her arm still linked through mine and standing patiently next to
me, a small smile playing on her lips. "Bella, this is Peter, from my band back at
N.Y.U.!"
She reached her hand cheerfully out to him, introducing herself. "It's nice to meet
you. I'll, uh…leave you two to catch up," she said, slinking off to nose her way
through some old records.
"Wife?" Peter asked me quietly when Bella had slipped away.
I realized Bella still had her gloves on, so Peter couldn't see if she was wearing a
ring or not. My chest constricted and I took a breath when I realized how much I
wanted to say yes, but I shook my head, and said, "Girlfriend."
"She's cute. Much better than that blonde tramp who used to show up at your
dorm room."
I shuddered at the memory of Tanya and changed the subject. "So, what have you
been up to? I didn't even know you were living in the city!" I exclaimed.
"Oh, I'm not. Charlotte and I moved out to Connecticut when we had our first
baby."
"First?" I asked, unable to connect the raucous boy from my youth, the one who'd
launched a fist at my eye for slurring through a song onstage, with the man who
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stood before me now.
"Oh yeah, we've got three! Two boys and a girl."
Peter pulled his wallet out from his back pocket and showed me tiny photos of
grinning children, and one of the entire family standing in front of Cinderella's
Castle down in Disney World, all of them waving happily at the camera. "Charlotte
teaches third grade and I manage a local bank. You?"
I filled Peter in on my firm and its success, trying not to sound incredibly
uninterested in my own career, but he saw right through me. "You hate it, don't
you?" he asked, a knowing smile on his face.
"Completely," I sighed.
"You still play?" he asked, nodding back to the guitars.
"Not much," I admitted sadly, shaking my head and running my hand haphazardly
through my hair. Bella caught my eye from the other end of the room and winked,
causing a huge grin to spread over my face. "But I'm trying to get back into it. What
about you?"
"Yeah, a bit, but just for kicks," he said. "I was just coming out here to scout out a
new amp for Garrett. He does coffee house gigs and shit like that."
"You're still in touch with Garrett?" I asked, suddenly feeling the stinging sense of
remorse for losing this part of my past.
"Hell yeah, man! We're neighbors. We jam in my garage while the kids play out
back and our wives complain about us in the kitchen." His eyes sparkled with
mischief. "You should come out and join us some time!"
"Oh, yeah, definitely!" I replied, still a bit dazed by the realization that they'd
managed to grow up, have jobs and families but still kept music in their lives, while
I'd thrown it all away for a life that had been slowly killing me.
Peter took out his phone to exchange numbers with me and my thoughts
wandered to an imaginary future; one where I would be living in a house in the
suburbs with Bella, away from the chaos and noise of the city. I imagined myself
playing guitar on a deck in the summer, fireflies buzzing around us as Bella settled
into a lawn chair, her belly full and round with my child.
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"Dude, where'd you go?" Peter asked, looking at me like I'd grown a third head.
"What? Oh! My number, sorry," I replied sheepishly, dictating the digits to him.
"You still hitting the hard stuff, man?" he chuckled at me. "Didn't you burn off
enough brain cells back in the day?"
My eyes shifted nervously to Bella, relieved to see she was safely out of earshot. I
knew we'd discussed my wild days in college, but given Bella's experience with
reckless behavior, it wasn't something that I wanted repeated much.
"No, man, I gave that shit up years ago," I assured him. "Never touch the stuff
now."
"Good to hear you wised up," Peter responded playfully.
After we exchanged numbers and made a promise to meet up soon, Peter was on
his way out the door and I found Bella staring up at some old Strats. I stood behind
her and wrapped my arms around her waist and bent down to rest my chin on her
shoulder.
"That was cool, seeing you chatting with a friend. I haven't seen you smile like
that in a while," she said softly.
Her comment surprised me, and then I realized it was true. "Well, maybe you'll
get to see it again. Peter asked me to come out and hang out with another former
band-mate, and maybe play a bit in his garage."
Bella turned in my arms to face me. "Oh! You really should!" she said
enthusiastically.
We strolled through the store for a while longer, and nothing grabbed me until I
saw a sign on the wall for restringing guitars. The strings on mine were definitely
wearing out; I could tell the sound was dull even when I'd tuned it. I sighed, thinking
of how badly I cared for the poor instrument, and made the decision to come back
another time and have it restrung.
As we stepped back out onto the sidewalk, Bella snuggled into the crook of my
arm. I held her to me, grateful for her warmth and every other thing she'd brought
into my life.
She smelled so good that, for a moment, I was consumed with need. But, as much
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as I wanted her right then in that moment, as much as I couldn't fucking wait to get
her back home and make her cry out my name in pleasure, I wanted more to just
relish the simple joy of standing on the sidewalk, learning to love the city I'd
wandered through like a zombie for so long.
I kissed her on the nose, already turning red from the cold, and then the crown of
her head, pressing my lips into her soft, dark strands. "I love you," I whispered into
her hair.
"I know you do," she said, standing on her toes to return the kiss, pecking my nose
lightly and then more softly on my lips. "Now, let's go. I'm freezing!"

February 28th, 2010. Sunday.
The following morning we found ourselves at my parents' house for a Cullen
family brunch. It wasn't the first one Bella had been to, but it had been a while since
the twins had seen her, and they were more worked up than usual.
"Tag! You're it!" Mason screamed, fleeing from the kitchen as Emmett chased
after him.
"Oh, you're asking for it, little man!" my brother growled, launching from his stool.
Mason peeked out from the corner where he'd been hiding and smiled wildly at his
uncle.
"You can't catch us!" Anthony squealed, following his brother. The boys took off,
speeding through the house with Emmett hot on their tails.
"Be careful of my new paintings!" Esme called out after them. She shook her head
and sighed, but the warm smile remained on her face.
"Alice, honey, could you take this to the table?" my mother asked.
My sister took the basket of bread our mother had been holding and waltzed into
the dining room, leaving the two of us alone. Jasper and Rose were upstairs on the
Wii - I could hear them yelling through the ceiling, and Carlisle had taken Bella up
to show her his library on the third floor.
"So, things are getting pretty serious with you and Bella, huh?" she asked, leaning
over the counter to where I sat on a bar stool.
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I smiled and blushed at her question, running a hand through my hair and looking
at the floor. It was the first time in my life that my mother had ever been able to ask
me that about a girl. "Yeah, I think so."
"You know," she began. "We're just finishing the house in Sands Point. It should
be ready when you go out to Long Island for that concert next month. Why don't you
take her there for the weekend?" Esme suggested.
"How did you know I was taking her to a concert?" I asked, suspicious of my
mother's motives. A giggle came from over my shoulder, and I turned around to see
Alice peering in from the dining room. She threw a guilty wave in my direction and
then dashed back out of the room.
"Oh, Edward. There are no secrets in this family, you know that," Esme laughed,
stepping around the counter and ruffling my already disheveled hair. She leaned in
to kiss my cheek. "You can take your father's car, too."
I grinned, thrilled at the chance to drive Carlisle's sleek, black Mercedes. That car
was a work of art, and driving out to the coliseum in it would be a lot more fun than
the freaking Long Island Rail Road.
"Thanks, Mom. That sounds great." With all the stress we'd both been under, a
weekend away might be really great for Bella and me.
"Food's ready!" Esme hollered as she stepped away to carry a carafe of coffee out
of the room. A thunderous round of footsteps sounded like an avalanche over our
heads.
I followed her into the dining room where Alice was already trying to quiet the
twins, who had come running in, screaming a chorus of "Not it!"
Emmett entered after them, out of breath. "I couldn't catch them!" He lamented,
panting and throwing an elbow on my shoulder for support.. "I'm not as young as I
used to be, man."
"You may not be young, but you're still freaking heavy! Get the hell off me, man!" I
yelled, nearly toppling over from my brother's weight on me. Esme warned us to
watch our language, and Emmett swatted at me as he reached for a bagel.
"That library was really amazing." I heard Bella's voice before I saw her, and
waited eagerly to see her face as she and my father reached the landing at the
bottom of the steps. She'd been elated to view the books Carlisle had in his small
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library upstairs; he'd been collecting early editions of many classics for quite some
time.
"Thank you so much for showing it to me," she added as they came into the room.
I smiled at just the sight of her.
"Bro, you are so whipped," Emmett whispered. I elbowed him in response,
knowing that it was completely true.
"The pleasure was mine," Carlisle insisted. "As a matter of fact, I have an even
larger library at our house on Long Island. You're welcome to visit it any time."
"Actually," my mother interjected, "I've just suggested to Edward that he take
Bella out to the house next month. All the work should be finished on it by then."
Esme patted the seat next to her, between her and myself, and motioned for Bella to
sit there.
"Hey! How come Edward gets to be the first to go to the house?" Emmett
complained through a mouthful of bagel.
"Because, dear, I don't have to worry about Edward doing any damage to it!" my
mother chastised.
"That was years ago!" Emmett whined. We all groaned, remembering the time
Emmett had been grounded for a month after he'd had a party at our house back in
Chicago. A pair of velvet drapes had been vomited on and Esme had never forgiven
him.
"That sounds great. Thanks," Bella interjected, thanking my parents for their
gesture. She sat down next to me and I immediately entwined my fingers with hers
under the table, noticing the tell-tale bouncing of her leg.
I wasn't sure why she still seemed nervous around my family, but she had so much
anxiety lately I had no idea what might be going through her head. I squeezed her
hand reassuringly and let it go as we began filling our plates.
Rose finally showed up at that point, pouting. "I demand a rematch!" she yelled
back over her shoulder. Jasper followed after her, holding one finger up, telling her
to hold on as he spoke into his cell phone.
"Nope...yup...that'll be great. Okay, we'll see you then. Bye Maria." Jasper ended
the call and sat down next to Alice, then looked up at me. "Edward, my man, we're
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gonna be enjoying some slices at Giordano's this week," he said, reaching forward
for a croissant.
My brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"
Jasper rolled his eyes. "Chicago! This week! To talk about the merger?" He shook
his head at my blank stare. "Dude, I was in your office talking to you about this on
Friday!"
I briefly recalled having a conversation with Jasper about the upcoming deal with
Perez Engineering, but had been so distracted worrying about Bella in her therapy
session, I'd completely forgotten what we'd discussed.
"I booked our tickets for Wednesday," he continued. "I thought we'd take a trip
out to Evanston while we're there."
Bella got dangerously quiet, and my eyes shifted from Jasper uneasily over to her.
Bella's leg was bouncing so furiously under the table that the edge of the tablecloth
fluttered.
"This sucks! I want some deep dish too!" Emmett moaned.
"What are you, eleven?" Jasper asked, smirking at him. "Besides, someone's gotta
hold down the fort at the office."
I chuckled nervously, still not sure what brought on Bella's sudden mood shift.
Alice glanced quickly over to Bella, who was staring at her plate, and then looked at
me questioningly. I lifted one of my shoulders slightly and raised my eyebrows, a
gesture my twin immediately understood as my complete lack of knowledge over
Bella's change in behavior.
"Hehe, yeah, well then maybe I can get in some extra conference-room time!"
Emmett said, waggling his eyebrows at Rose.
"Dude, your mother is sitting at this table. Cut the trash talk!" Jasper playfully
admonished him.
Esme was quiet, however, as her attention seemed centered on Bella's sudden
introversion as well. I reached under the table to touch Bella's hand, but she
snapped it away from me.
What the hell?
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"Oh, come on now, Jas," Carlisle said. "We all know what a horndog Emmett is."
"Um, children at the table, here!" Alice reprimanded, motioning toward the twins.
"What's a horndog?" Anthony asked innocently.
"Uh…It's a type of hot dog," Carlisle responded, covering up his infraction and
blushing over at Esme. The look on her face mirrored Alice's as they tried to smile
along and mask their concern over Bella.
"You wouldn't like them," Bella suddenly spoke up, looking over at Anthony and
Mason. "They're pretty gross."
The tension at the table lifted slightly at her comment, the boys and Emmett
launching into a conversation about the nastiest food they could think of. However,
Bella still refused to meet my eyes for the rest of the meal. Her attitude was leaving
me completely confused and frankly a little bit pissed off.
She was silent the entire cab ride home; I said nothing either, but just stared at
her profile and wondered what the fuck was going on now.
We arrived at my building and I followed her upstairs, keeping my distance as she
slammed the door open so hard it bounced against the doorstop. Bella disappeared
into my bedroom and I slowly trailed after her. She ripped through her things like a
tornado, throwing clothing around the room as she frantically hunted for something.
"What are you doing?" I asked quietly, trying to keep my irritation under wraps.
"Looking for my sweats," she replied curtly, rummaging around the bed. "I need to
work out."
Remembering how she told me she needed to exercise whenever her anxiety or
anger was too much to take, I sighed loudly and let my head hit the wall behind me
with a thud.
"The gym is closing soon. Where are you going to go?"
She huffed out an aggravated sigh. "I'll run along the West Side Highway or
something."
I didn't like the thought of her running alone down the sidewalk paralleling the
Hudson when it was freezing out and getting dark soon, but I knew there was no
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talking her out of it. My eyes slid shut as I listened to her curse and throw back the
comforter.
"Fuck! Where the hell are my damn sweats?" She yelled out the last word.
"I don't know where your sweats are," I responded quietly, my voice terse as I grit
my teeth. I was so freaking tired of being the one to stay calm, to keep my temper
when hers flared out of control.
"Finally!" she yelled out, apparently having found them. I slid my eyes partially
open to see her yanking her clothes off and pulling her workout sweats on.
"Why are you doing this?" My words came out low and gravelly. I took a breath to
steady myself.
"I told you, I have to go for a run!" she growled.
Bella clumsily stuffed her feet into her sneakers and jumped off the bed. She
began to push past me but I stopped her, gripping her roughly by the elbows.
"Why are you doing this?" I repeated the question, loudly this time, and
enunciating each word as my eyes burned into hers. "What the hell happened to
make you act so fucking insane all of the sudden?"
She tried to wrench herself out of my grip, but I wouldn't let her. "Answer me,
Bella!"
"Why didn't you tell me you were going out of town?" she sneered, her eyes
narrowing into angry little slits.
"I forgot!" I barked back at her, releasing her arms abruptly and pushing her back
into the room in the process.
"You forgot?" Bella accused. "Or you just didn't want to tell me?"
"Jesus fucking Christ, Bella! Do you think I didn't tell you on purpose?" I gripped
my hair in frustration. "Did it ever occur to you that I forgot the entire conversation
I had with Jasper about this stupid trip because I was so fucking preoccupied with
you and how your damn therapy session was going?"
I sighed heavily, feeling all the anger well up and rush out of me. Bella simply
stared, her facial expression a strange mix of confusion, regret and fear. I realized it
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was the first time I had ever truly yelled at her. A voice in my head told me to be
careful with her, to tread lightly, but I couldn't. Not after her display at my parents'
house.
"You're so upset all the time lately! I never have a fucking clue what's going to set
you off!" I paced back and forth as I spoke. Bella didn't respond, just glared back at
me with her cold, quiet stance.
"It used to be that I was the one who made you feel better, but it's like I can't even
do that anymore!" I continued, but stopped when Bella wrapped her arms around
her body and stalked off toward my bedroom window. I could see her reflection
painted against the cityscape, wrought with emotion. She sniffled shakily and
reached up to wipe a lone tear off her cheek.
I winced, at once regretting my harsh words. I started to walk toward her, but was
interrupted by my phone ringing. Retrieving it from my pocket with the plan to
silence the call, I stopped when I saw it was Jasper.
"Shit," I cursed softly, then looked over at Bella, who was still facing the window.
"I'm sorry, I have to take this."
She nodded and shrugged, hugging her body tightly. I stepped into the hallway
and picked up the call.
"What?" My voice broke over my curt greeting.
"Oh hell, you sound like shit. I figured with the way Bella was acting something
was up," Jasper said. "Sorry to bother you, bro. I wouldn't have called except I have
to bump our flights up to tomorrow."
"Fuck, are you serious?" I asked, keeping my eyes trained on Bella from the hall.
Now I have even less time to work this out with her! "Why?"
"Because Maria said they want to seal the deal sooner! We can meet with her
people as early as Tuesday," he answered, clearly exasperated with me. Then he
paused and sighed. "Look, Edward, I know you and Bella are going through a rough
patch, but this is important to the business!"
I wished I could tell him I didn't give a fuck about the business and that he should
take Emmett instead of me, but, instead I gave in. "All right."
"Just work from home tomorrow morning," Jasper instructed. "A car is coming for
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you at three. The flight is at five thirty out of LaGuardia."
"Great," I responded dryly, watching Bella wipe another tear away.
"Okay, I'll let you go. Oh and Alice said she'd check in on Bella while we were
gone," Jasper added.
"Tell her thanks. See you tomorrow." I ended the call before Jasper could reply
and walked swiftly back into the room, tossing my phone on the bed.
"I'm sorry," I said softly as I approached her. I wasn't sure how she would
respond, but the tension between us seemed to have dissipated a little, so I
tentatively placed my hands on her shoulders.
"Are you ok?" I whispered into her ear as I inched forward. Bella turned her head
toward me, letting her temple rest against my forehead. I sighed and encircled my
arms around her.
"How long will you be gone?" she asked mournfully.
"Until Friday, maybe less if things go well," I replied. She leaned back against me
and I closed my eyes, breathing in her scent, as familiar as home to me now. "I
shouldn't have yelled at you."
"I shouldn't have thought you'd be keeping something from me," she admitted
softly.
I shifted her in my arms so she was facing me, watching her insecurities run in
rivulets down her face with her tears. "Why would you ever think that?"
"I don't know…I just…" Bella shook her head sadly and shrugged heavily as she
struggled to complete her thought. "I'm just so afraid one day you're going to want
to get rid of me. I just go into self defense mode."
I stroked her cheek, wiping away her tears as they fell. "I would never do that to
you! You have to know that by now."
"Do I?" she replied bitterly. "I though my mother would never kick me out, just
throw me away, but she did! And I thought that he wouldn't just-" Bella stopped
abruptly and looked away.
I knew she was talking about another man. My stomach lurched at the thought of
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someone hurting her. I still didn't know much about her past boyfriends, but she had
to know I wouldn't ever desert her the way someone else had before.
"If you did...stop wanting me…it wouldn't be the first time it's happened," she
concluded softly. I took a deep breath and shook my head.
"Bella," I began. She looked back up at me and I willed her to hear the truth in my
words. "I still don't know everything that's happened in your past, but I do know that
it has nothing to do with us."
Her expression melted into one of relief and she wrapped arms around me, resting
her head against my chest.
"I'm never going to just abandon you," I promised her. Bella shuddered against me
and I held her tightly. "Whoever hurt you so badly before, it wasn't me."
Exhaustion seemed to overtake her quickly and she swayed on her feet, so I
picked her up and carried her to the bed. I laid her down gently and crawled in next
to her, laying on my back and pulling her in close.
I stroked her hair and back, feeling her warm body relaxing, her face nuzzling
against my neck. I wanted so badly for her to be able to let go of her past, to stop
running from it.
"I'll never be the one that leaves you," I assured her, the weight of my words
hanging heavy in the air.
Her quiet breathing was my only answer.

March 6, 2010. Saturday.
11:30 a.m.
I woke up from a deep and heavy sleep to the angry sound of a phone ringing.
Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I looked around my room at the Chicago W Hotel,
trying to get my bearings. Even after spending almost a week here, I was so fucking
exhausted that every morning I was disoriented, forgetting where I was.
The ringing didn't cease, practically shaking the nightstand the phone rested on.
On the fifth ring, I finally reached over and picked it up.
- 315 -

"Mmm hmm?"
"Dude, you're still asleep?" Jasper sounded way too alert for my tastes.
"I was," I grumbled.
"Well, rise and shine, Eddie boy! We've got a fun day ahead of us!"
"It's really too damn early for your cheerfulness, Jasper," I grunted, sitting up in
bed and rubbing my eyes.
I'd been so worn out after each day of negotiations with Perez Engineering, I'd
nearly fallen asleep every night with my clothes on. We were supposed to have gone
home yesterday, but that didn't happen; our merger wasn't going as planned.
Five days ago I'd flown out on the shuttle from LaGuardia to O'Hare, watching the
ground disappear from under me. The New York City skyline slipped away as we
rose up into the air, every passing second bringing me further away from Bella.
She and I had made up from our fight on Sunday night; she woke up from her nap
and kissed me softly, then more passionately and before I knew it she'd stripped off
her sweats and climbed on top of me. It had been blissful, and I'd had to have her
once more in the morning before I left, rousing her before dawn to ravish her and
make her scream my name, memorizing the sound to replay in my mind during my
week away.
But we'd had another argument before my flight; I'd said that Alice offered to
spend some time with her while I was away, and Bella had lashed out, saying she
didn't need a babysitter. We'd gone back and forth on it for a while, and I'd become
so damn frantic trying to explain things to her that I almost called Jasper to tell him
to go without me and I'd take the red-eye later on. Eventually Bella had calmed
down, sniffling apologies in my arms. I'd left reluctantly when the car arrived, but
things still weren't completely right between us.
"Come on, man! We're gonna have a good day!" Jasper insisted, bringing me back
to the present.
I groaned in protest, wanting just to go back to sleep, but my brother-in-law was
relentless. "Get your ass out of bed. We'll grab some lunch and hit the road." Jasper
had promised to make up our extended trip to me by renting a car to spend the day
roaming through our old stomping grounds in Evanston.
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Begrudgingly, I agreed and said I would meet him in the lobby in twenty minutes.
I climbed out of bed and opened the window shades, sighing at the view before me,
my chest constricting heavily as I surveyed the buildings around me. It was so odd
to feel homesick in the city I'd once called home.
My thoughts flashed back to the days passed as I got dressed.
The deal with Perez Engineering had been contingent on them existing under the
Cullen & Whitlock, Inc. name. Although Maria had been eager to speed up the deal,
when she realized the acquisition of her firm would effectively remove her as CEO,
since Jasper already held that title, she seemed ready to renege on the entire deal.
Jasper sweet talked us into another few days of negotiation, and ended up having to
fly our lawyer, J. Jenks, out to Chicago to help with the proceedings.
This deal was the first time I finally found my degree in business to be in any way
useful. Their business manager, Benito Ramirez, attempted to change the deal,
suggesting we go forward as a single, new company. This was not what Jasper had
in mind, but his polite refusal was met with ire. Maria wouldn't back down; she
didn't seem like a person who was willing to let go of any power she could yield.
Throughout the talks, sitting around a conference table in their offices in the
Prudential building in downtown Chicago, Maria's two engineers, Lucy and Nettie,
stared at us maliciously. They looked like grown up versions of the creepy twins in
The Shining. Jenks seemed incredibly intimidated by them; his hands were
trembling, his complexion blanched to a sickly paste color, and sweat beaded up on
his balding forehead every time he spoke.
The negotiations were still at a standstill by yesterday afternoon, and while I had
taken Jasper aside and encouraged him to just drop the whole fucking thing, he was
determined that a weekend to think would help everyone. Maria agreed to
reconvene the talks on Monday.
I slipped my cell phone into my pocket as I headed out the door and thought about
the brief conversation I'd had with Bella last night. When I'd asked her how her
therapy session had gone, all she'd said was, "Same shit, different week." She was
distant, unwilling to discuss it any further, so I downshifted into talking about how
her week had been, and filled her in on our progress, or lack thereof. Bella told me
she'd be spending Saturday with Alice, and while she encouraged me to enjoy my
weekend, I couldn't help this nagging feeling that some kind of shit was going to hit
the fan in her sessions with Dr. Byrne.
Being this far away from her was torturous, and all my protective instincts had
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kicked into high gear. I was so fucking worried about how unstable she was that I
was waking up before dawn each morning with a start, searching for her in the hotel
bed only to remember where I was. I even found myself panicking that she might get
attacked again somehow while I was gone, and I'd be too far away to help.
I also missed her warmth terribly, shamelessly jerking off in the shower every
morning, letting my mind replay the sounds she made when she came over and over
again. It was a shoddy substitute, and only made me crave her touch even more.
Jasper and I grabbed a bite to eat in the hotel restaurant and headed out of the
city. We passed by Northwestern Memorial Hospital where Carlisle used to work,
and headed up Route 41 along the coast of Lake Michigan for a while. We drove by
both our old houses, stopped at our old high school to shoot some hoops for a while,
and even browsed through Vintage Vinyl, a local record shop we used to go to all the
time.
While we were there I told him about my recent run-in with Peter, and we
chuckled over the rowdiness of our days back in the band. It was good bonding time
for us, and before we knew it, it was dark out and we were both starving. We made
our way over to our favorite pizza joint, Giordanos, and ordered a large deep dish
cheese pizza as well as a round of beers.
Jasper held his glass up to toast what he felt was the undeniable expansion of the
business, and I half-heartedly clinked glasses with him. After a few sips, Jasper saw
a few guys he recognized from high school and excused himself to go to the bar and
catch up with them.
I sat back against the booth and closed my eyes, missing Bella. I hadn't spoken to
her all day and already needed to hear the sound of her voice, but I hadn't called her
yet because I didn't feel like getting razzed by Jasper for being totally whipped. It
had been bad enough coming from Emmett.
I took a heavy swig and let the beer warm my throat, thinking about how much I'd
drank when Bella was gone over Christmas. I'd been like a fucking lush, drinking my
fears away. I hadn't gotten wasted like that since my reckless days of college, but
that had been different. I'd been distraught over the holidays; that was a good
enough excuse.
But wasn't I the same way in college?
Party after party, bar after bar, I'd been searching for my mystery girl from the
Líve concert, losing myself in inebriation as I tried to recreate that night. Somehow,
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I only felt that I'd find her again through the sweet haze of a drug-induced euphoria.
I searched for her in the faces of the burn-outs and groupies who came to our
shows, hoping she'd be lurking in a dark corner somewhere.
She never was.
Jasper's blackberry, left behind on the table, buzzed abruptly. I reached over to
grab it, in case it was another dreaded email from Maria with more of her ridiculous
demands.
Instead it was a text from Alice, and the preview of its contents immediately
caught my eye. Without hesitation, I opened it.
"Hey…I think I've got a hunch where we know Bella from, but don't tell Edward
yet."
I sat back, completely freaking blown away. She'd figured out the connection? And
I wasn't allowed to know it?
What the fuck?
Suddenly my phone rang in my pocket. Relief washed through me as I saw Bella's
name appear on the screen.
"Hi baby. I miss you," she cooed when I answered.
"God, it's so good to hear your voice," I replied.
"Mmmm, I'd rather hear your voice moaning my name." Bella's sounded warm,
husky, and the words she was speaking made me groan. I tried to ignore the
burgeoning erection her tone was eliciting, forcing my attention to the fact that her
words were slightly slurred. There was also a lot of noise in the background – heavy
beats and loud music.
"Are you…at a club or something?" I asked her.
"Mmm hmm," she purred. "Alice and I decided to go out."
"Oh! That's….great!"
I tried to sound enthusiastic, but the truth was I fucking hated the idea of it. Even
though she'd been slowly building her tolerance to alcohol over the past few months,
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I still couldn't help being concerned. And I couldn't fucking stand the idea of her out
anywhere; she looked good enough to eat when she was all dressed up, and the idea
of other men's eyes on her, their breath anywhere near her, made me sick.
Jesus, what kind of a crazy, possessive boyfriend am I turning out to be?
"Yeah, it's fun!" she giggled. "Some guy just offered to buy me a drink."
At that, my crazy, possessive feelings raged into jealousy. "Excuse me?" I growled.
"Relax, baby! Jake stared him down."
"Jake is there, too?" I asked, gritting my teeth.
What the fuck is he doing out with her too? Hasn't he figured out that she's mine
yet?
"Yeah, he's here with Bree, you lunatic!" she laughed. "What did you think, that I'd
go out on the prowl the second you were out of town?"
"No! I just…" I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose, frustrated. "I'm sorry. I'm
acting like an idiot. I just really miss you."
Bella's tone softened. "I miss you too, Edward. But don't worry so much! I'm fine.
I'm gonna stay out for a few hours and then sleep over at Alice's tonight."
"Oh! Alice!" I said, remembering her text. "How does she-" My words cut off as I
recalled the words in the message.
"Don't tell Edward yet."
"How does she what?" Bella prompted.
"I mean…" I cursed under my breath, attempting to back-pedal. "Does
she…uh…know about your nightmares?"
"Yeah…I told her," she replied slowly, sounding confused at my response.
"Bella!" I heard my sister call out over the music. "Get off the phone with Edward
and let's go dance!"
Bella snickered. "I've gotta go."
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"Okay," I said, sounding like a pouting child. "Just…don't…" I trailed off again,
wanting to beg her to go home, to be safe, to wear a God damn sandwich board that
said 'I'm taken' on it. But I knew that wouldn't go over well. "Don't drink too
much…okay?"
"You worry about me too much," she replied sweetly.
Like hell I do.
She said she loved me and we both hung up. I sat back against the booth and
exhaled, concerns tugging at me from every angle, and counting the minutes until I
could go back home.

March 10, 2010. Tuesday.
1:32 p.m.
Touchdown at LaGuardia was the best feeling in the entire fucking world.
We'd finally come to an agreement Monday afternoon with Perez Engineering,
consenting to calling the acquisition a merger of equals, even though we were
technically still absorbing their company. Instead of a title, Maria had agreed to a
large share of the company's stocks; once we joined, we were going to go public on
the market. It was an agreement that worked out for everyone.
While I'd wanted to fly out last night, Jasper insisted we have a celebratory dinner
with them in the evening. I'd unenthusiastically agreed, but had packed my bags
hours before it was time to go and was banging on Jasper's hotel room door as soon
as the sun was up.
I'd texted Bella when we'd landed, and as soon as our cab dropped us at our office
building, it took everything in me to stop myself from racing over to the gym. I knew
it would be hours until her shift was over, and I was sure there was a mountain of
paperwork on my desk to be dealt with.
Stupid freaking job. There must be people who actually like their jobs, aren't
there?
By five thirty, I couldn't take it anymore. My leg was bouncing out of control, shit I
was sure I'd picked up from Bella, and I looked up to hear Jasper laughing, his arms
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crossed as he leaned against my office door.
"Go," he ordered. "Get the hell out of here."
I bolted from my chair, grabbing the gym bag packed with fresh workout clothes
that I now kept as a habit at the office, and jogged down the hallway. I waited in the
lobby for the elevator, but after a few minutes impatience won over, and I made for
the stairs instead.
The gym was intensely crowded when I arrived, and when I handed my key tag to
the person at the front desk, I was so distracted looking for Bella that I didn't even
realize it was Jake.
"Welcome back," he chuckled at me. "Bella's in the studio. She's teaching her yoga
class tonight."
I thanked him and smiled to myself, planning on sneaking into the darkened
classroom to surprise her. I'd never taken yoga before, but hell, I'd done Spinning,
so how hard could this be?
Stepping quietly into the studio after changing, I took a mat and found a space in
the back of the room. Bella's back was turned as she set up the CD player, asking
everyone to start in Mountain pose. I followed the movements of the students
around me, and as the haunting chants of "Silence" by Sarah McLachlan filled the
room, Bella stiffened, as if she had picked up my scent in the close, little room.
Give me release, witness me. I am outside, give me peace.
In this white wave I am sinking, in this silence.
In this white wave, in this silence, I believe.
She turned slowly, and a wicked smile came to my lips as her eyes met mine.
Fuck, she's beautiful.
My eyes raked over her figure, a sight that felt like heaven and hell combined. Her
skin-tight yoga pants and tank top clung to every luscious curve, but what got me
the most was her incredible, pouty mouth. She gasped quietly as she saw me, two
perfect pink lips opening as she inhaled.
Bella took a step forward toward me, but remembered where she was and closed
- 322 -

her eyes, steadying herself as she began teaching the class. She quietly commanded
us through the next group of poses and I watched her, awed by the strength she
showed in each position.
Suddenly, the entire week that had passed didn't matter; her moods, our fights,
the stress of my trip. The only thing that was important was getting closer to her, as
soon as freaking possible. The sensual beat of the song reminded me of the rhythm
our bodies found together, and I irrationally hated everyone in the room, hated their
eyes on her, feeling a burning need to claim her as mine.
The next couple of songs were quieter; music that was intended to be calming just
stirred me even further. I watched her as she moved into Downward Dog, her
delectable ass up in the air reminding me of taking her from behind in this very
room.
I stifled a groan as she taught the Chaturanga pose, her body splayed across the
mat with her breasts pressed down into it. She slithered forward into Cobra, her
back arching, reminiscent of how she threw her head back when she came. As I
watched sweat drip down her chest, I tightened my fingers into fists to stop myself
from darting forward and fucking her right then and there, room full of people be
damned.
Through the melody of a song I recognized off the Tomb Raider soundtrack, she
moved from person to person, correcting an arm or a leg into the proper stance.
Every time she touched someone, I gritted my teeth, the word mine repeating over
and over in my head.
She finally walked over to me as we moved through the Warrior poses, her hot
hand on the small of my back, electrifying me. The sweet fragrance coming off her
skin was making me nearly deranged, her scent hanging so thick in the humid air
that I could taste it.
Blaqk Audio filled the air as Bella taught us how to stretch in different directions,
every note filling my head with images of her writhing, sweating, screaming.
Oh, my, my, you're oh so sly. Let's leave unsaid what's left unspoken.
And oh, my boy, you're oh so coy. Let's just pretend that nothing's broken.
She finished the class along to "Possession," once again by Sarah McLachlan, and
the lyrics only helped to fuel my need to have her alone. I looked at her and mouthed
the words, "Nothing stands between us here. And I won't be denied!"
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Bella looked pained, glancing up at the clock. She squeezed her eyes closed, only
to reopen them and stare me down, a relentless wanting in them so intense it rocked
me where I stood.
My body aches to breathe your breath; your words keep me alive.
And I would be the one to hold you down, kiss you so hard I'd take your breath
away.
And after I wiped away the tears just close your eyes dear.
The class finally came to an end, the participants gathering up their things and
hanging their mats on the wall as they left. After a few more stragglers found their
way out, I would be alone with her, but I didn't even trust myself to go near her,
touch her.
"Hi," she murmured as she sauntered up to me. Her voice made me melt and
shudder, and I ached to reach out to her, but I knew the merest brush of her skin
against mine would wreck me.
"We have to go home," I growled, my nostrils flaring as I breathed her in. "Now."
"I..I can't!" she said frantically. "I have to close!"
I panted, inches away from her and leaned in to whisper in her ear. "Well, then
you'd better find a quiet corner for us, because I really need to be inside you, right
now."
"Oh, fuck, Edward," she moaned quietly, breathless already.
We were startled apart as the studio door creaked open. Jake strode in, one
colossal arm leaning against the door.
Perfect timing, Man-child. Fucking douchebag.
"Go on, get out of here," he said to us. "I've got your shift covered."
Okay, maybe not a total douchebag.
Bella tugged my hand toward the door. She pecked Jake on the cheek, uttering a
quiet thank you, and I nodded at him as we hurried to the locker rooms. Once we
were dressed and on the street, I gripped her forearm and pulled her toward a cab.
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"Edward, it's only a few blocks!" she protested, laughing nervously.
My jaw set as I stared back at her, the ferocity of my need for her clawing at me.
"I can't wait that long."
Minutes later, when my apartment door was safely closed behind us, the honking
cars and freezing streets sixty floors beneath us, I lost it.
I slammed her against the wall, my lips crashing against hers, nipping, sucking,
biting, and my tongue sliding into her mouth. Jackets were quickly ripped off and
hands were tangled in hair, her hot body pressed between mine and the wall. Our
breathing, thick and heavy, was the only sound above her tiny moans and my grunts
as I ground my body against hers, dragging my tongue along her neck.
"Oh God, Edward!" she moaned.
"You need to be naked, now," I commanded, bending down to pull off her sweats
as she yanked her shirt up over her head. Bella kicked aside her pants as they
formed a puddle around her ankles, and I stepped back to drink in the sight of her.
Touch, taste, fuck; I was so fucking hard for her, I didn't know what I wanted to do
to her first.
Her hair was a wild mess from my fingers running through it, her chest heaving
with labored breaths of anticipation. Her skin was pebbling with gooseflesh as she
stood in nothing but a bra and panties, pressed against the hallway wall. I ran a
fingertip from her ear to her jaw, watching her shiver as I traced it down the column
of her throat, over her collarbone and against the soft valley between her breasts.
"Mine," I whispered, possessively. An untamed, primal desire flooded through me,
and I fell to my knees in front of her, desperate for a taste of her warm, wet flesh.
Warring with my wish to be tender and my need to devour, I slowly hooked my
fingers into her panties as I pulled them down, staring up at her. She stepped out of
the tiny scraps of fabric once I brought them down over her ankles, and I ran my
fingers up the backs of her calves, up to her thighs and lifted one to rest on my
shoulder.
Her hips pressed reflexively against my face as I ran my mouth against her
smooth lips. She gasped out a curse as I spread her gently with my fingers and
lapped at her clit, my body reacting in a rush as she mewled in pleasure. I teased
her with my tongue, tracing tight circles against it, groaning at her amazing taste,
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knowing that her sweet arousal belonged only to me.
"Mine," I growled again against her flesh, dipping my head lower to drive my
tongue inside her. She gasped loudly, gripping my hair with fists, tugging on the
strands as she cried out. Gripping her hips sharply, I returned my attention to her
clit, sucking it between my lips and flicking my tongue against it.
"Fuck fuck fuck, oh baby I'm gonna cum!" she cried.
One of her hands released my hair and I heard her nails claw against the wall as
she began to tremble, grinding her hips against my face. Her legs began to give out
with the force of her orgasm, and her sounds echoed down the hallway as she
screamed my name in release.
"God, Edward, oh God," she murmured quietly as her body trembled with
aftershocks, her head sinking back against the wall. "That was so fucking good."
"I'm not done with you yet," I warned, eliciting another tiny whimper from her.
I lowered her leg and stood, scooping her up and carrying her into the bathroom.
Clothes shed, the room filling up with steam, I pulled her into the shower. Wild and
needy, my tongue warring with hers once more as I held her body against mine, my
rigid flesh aching to push into her underneath the hot, streaming water. I picked her
up and wrapped her legs around my waist, her back wet and sliding against the wall
as I finally thrust inside her.
"Fuck, oh fuck, Bella!" I cried out, on the precipice already only seconds after
being sheathed in her tight, wet heat. "I want to make it good for you again, but…oh
fuck! I can't stop!"
Her moans only spurred me on as I claimed her over and over again under the
steaming spray, slamming her against the tiles as I pounded into her, biting down on
the wet skin of her neck as I felt my release draw near.
"Cum with me baby," I begged her. "Please!"
She lowered one hand in between our bodies and touched herself, the view as I
looked down and watched her fingers caressing her wet flesh and my cock
disappearing inside her causing me to groan loudly. Bella's walls began to tighten
around me, her nails digging into my back as her hips met mine, thrust for thrust. I
kissed her hard and we swallowed each others moans as we fell over the edge
together, shaking and panting as the intense pleasure slowly played itself out.
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Once we'd dried ourselves off we tumbled into bed, not bothering with clothes,
naked and warm under the covers in the dark. Bella lay on her side facing me,
enshrouded in moonlight, her eyes sliding closed as she struggled to stay awake.
"I'm so glad you're home," she whispered, her hand tucked under her face like a
child. My heart ached at how tired she suddenly looked, and I wondered if she'd
slept at all while I was gone.
I wrapped one of my hands around hers and rested the other on the pillow,
reaching forward to stroke her still-damp hair. "So am I." I leaned in and kissed her
forehead.
I heard her sigh contentedly, and as her body relaxed against mine, I tried to
ignore the unsettling feeling of dread that dwelled faintly under the surface of my
thoughts. Alice's text to Jasper came to my mind, and for a moment I ached to ask
Bella about it, not understanding why I couldn't know whatever this new revelation
was.
"I love you," she mumbled softly.
Determined to push all worries away, I rested my chin on the crown of Bella's
head and closed my eyes, letting myself drift off with her into sleep.
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and B figure out who they are to each other, and I promise you it is coming
soon. I'm sticking to the outline I wrote when I came up with this story over
a year ago. I'm not holding out on you, I promise!
Thank you to whoever nominated The Ride for the "Story you wish you
could pull off in real life, because that shit just doesn't happen.' Voting is
open until October 26th. Go vote here! http : / /
glospawards(.)blogspot(.)com/p/vote(.)html
I couldn't find all the songs for this chap's playlist on mixpod, so some are
on youtube.
Playlist: www(.)mixpod(.)com/playlist/66611173
Black Black Heart (awesome MOTU fan-made video)
www(.)youtube(.)com/watch?v=xYfFjStQKDc
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Possession www(.)youtube(.)com/watch?v=DyhdsAcwtj8
Blakq Audio
www(.)youtube(.)com/watch?v=DQSGqNJHxTw&feature=related
PM me if you want links to the places Edward and Jasper go to in Chicago!
Reviews are like a warm blanket, hot chocolate and hugs!
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Chapter 19: Ghost of Me
Thanks to my fantastic betas Awesomesauce76 and Brits23, as well as my
pre-reader lazykatevamp.
Warning: Heartfail ahead. But not *the* heartfail.

BPOV
March 12, 2010. Friday.
"So, you told Alice where you first went to college?" Siobhan asked, sitting back in
her chair.
"Well, not exactly," I grumbled, laying against her black leather couch. I'd always
hated Sue's; it was peeling and it creaked, giving me a complex that all therapists'
couches were nasty, but damn if Siobhan's wasn't comfy enough to curl up and take
a nap on.
She raised an eyebrow at me, a cue I knew by now meant she was waiting for me
to go on.
I'd had to fill her in on plenty of things during this session. I hadn't seen her in
two weeks, since Edward was away in Chicago. Last Thursday at the gym I'd twisted
my bad knee; I'd been practicing a move for Cardio Strip and wrenched it pretty
badly. I hadn't been able to walk on it at first, and had spent the following Friday
laid up in Edward's apartment with ice on it. Siobhan hadn't had another opening I
could get to all week, so we'd had to wait until the following Friday.
"We were out at a club and we'd had a few drinks," I continued. "Alice was talking
about how much she loved visiting her husband, Jasper, in the autumn when he went
to school upstate, how pretty it was up there and shit."
My foot began to tap nervously against the couch pillows as I talked. "I let it slip
how much I'd loved it up there too when I started school. Alice asked where I went,
but I didn't answer."
"So you didn't say anything?"
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"No, I just told her I transferred quickly," I corrected. "I said I didn't like it, that it
was too far away from home or whatever. She didn't ask anything else, just looked at
me all weirdly. I think I covered it up okay."
There was a moment of silence and I anxiously twisted my fingers together.
"Why did you still feel like you had to cover it up?" Siobhan asked softly, but
looking at me pointedly. This was a discussion we'd had before.
I sighed and stared at the ceiling, not answering, but she wasn't swayed by my
defiance.
"Why do you keep hiding this part of your life from the people you're close with?"
the doctor pressed insistently.
Wrapping my arms around my body, I mumbled, "They know enough."
"Bella," she began, leaning forward and trying to catch my eye. "You're hiding
your past, hiding yourself, from the people you love, the people who love you. Alice,
Edward; they already know about your assault. How would finding out the details
surrounding the event change anything, other than freeing you from having to cover
things up all the time?"
"Because they'll know how much I failed!" I snapped, suddenly bitingly angry.
"They'll know I wasn't strong enough to stay out there and go back to school!"
I huffed out an angry breath, and Siobhan listened quietly while I continued to
rant.
"They see the 'strong' Bella, the one who was not only walking, but doing fucking
roundhouse kicks two years after my knee was shattered!" I waved dismissively at
my bad knee, the resonating ache from my recent injury still lingering.
"I don't want them to know how weak I was! How I quit school and moved home. I
don't want them to know the whole attack was because of my stupid reckless
behavior!" Hot tears of shame welled up in my eyes as I kicked my heel against the
couch. "I don't want them to know anything about the person I was back then."
"Stop saying that your attack was your fault, please Bella. You didn't deserve it,
and there's nothing you could have done to stop it."
The strangling desire to run, to move, to sweat out my anxiety, crashed over me
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like a tidal wave, suffocating me, but I knew that wasn't an option right now, so I
closed my eyes and tried to breathe.
Siobhan gave me a few minutes to collect myself, and then gently said, "They care
about you, Bella. Finding out that your eyes are brown and not green, or that your
attack took place at a concert in upstate New York-"
"Alice already knows it was at a concert," I muttered, stepping on her words.
"Okay," Siobhan continued, "But finding out the details won't change anything.
They won't see you any differently."
"How can you be so sure?" I asked, my voice sounding small and child-like.
"You won't know until you find out, will you?" I opened my eyes to see a small
smile playing at the corner of Siobhan's lips.
I sighed heavily, knowing she was right. I knew I had to tell the truth, at least to
Edward, but laying myself bare for him, telling him every detail of what happened,
felt like ripping open a scab and letting it bleed. But I wasn't ready; not yet.
"I can't tell Edward now, not before we go see Daughtry. It will ruin the whole
night for him."
I knew it seemed like I was stalling, but I wasn't really. This concert was too
important to Edward. Since he'd bumped into his old band-mate and gotten his
guitar restrung, he'd been singing and playing more. He was even talking about the
possibility of performing again. Music was starting to find its place in his life again
and I didn't want anything to get in the way of that. If he found out my attack
happened at a concert, he'd never be able to enjoy it.
"After that concert," I promised. "I'll tell him then."
Siobhan seemed contented with my pledge and we moved onto other topics.
"How are the nightmares going? Any worse? Any better?" she asked, jotting down
notes on her clipboard.
I chuckled, feeling my mood lift as a song reference crept into my head. "Therapy
by GreenDay?" I asked her. Siobhan furrowed her brow, confused, so I quickly spoke
the lyrics to "Basket Case."
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"'I went to a shrink to analyze my dreams. She said it's lack of sex that's bringing
me down!'"
Siobhan laughed. "Sorry Bella, I'm a little older than you. I'm more of an Iron
Maiden and Pantera kind of gal."
"Are you for real?" I asked, my eyes widening in shock as I sat up quickly on the
couch. I never would have guessed this soft, unassuming redhead would be into
such hard-sounding stuff.
She chuckled again and nodded at me, so I shook my head and murmured,
"Awesome," in surprise and respect.
Siobhan smirked and reminded me that we were getting off topic, so I told her
how the night terrors had recently crested, staying at pretty much the same level of
confusion and terror I'd experience in the last few weeks.
"I'm still seeing red and black…I don't know why. And I know I've dreamed of
my….um, my stranger from the concert."
"And?" she asked, cocking her head at me.
I shrugged, picking at the edge of the couch, his appearance floating at the edge
of my consciousness, always just out of reach, eluding me. "I still can't remember his
face when I wake up. It's all a blur."
She was quiet for a moment as she regarded me carefully, measuring her words.
"Do you blame him, Bella? Your 'mystery man'?"
"Absolutely!" I spat out. "I mean, where the hell was he? If he'd followed me like
he was supposed to, nothing ever would have…" I trailed off, uneasy talking about
him; it felt like even mentioning him was betraying Edward somehow.
The worst part was I wasn't sure I really felt the vehemence lacing my words.
Behind them sat all my insecurities, the familiar, sinking feeling of rejection and the
repetition of the word 'why?'
Why didn't he want me? Why didn't he come?
"Can we not talk about him today, please?" I requested. She acquiesced, so we
spent the remainder of the session talking about my mood swings, and how Edward
and I had been getting along.
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I'd felt so horrible after our fight two weeks ago; it was the first one we'd ever
really had, and being separated from him for over a week afterward was just torture.
I still couldn't figure out why I'd gotten so mad at him after brunch at his parents'
house. While the rational part of me knew he would never have hidden from me the
fact that he was going out of town, the fearful, abandoned girl inside of me took
over, turning a lovely afternoon into a shouting match.
I hated that girl.
We wrapped up our session with Siobhan giving me a reminder to practice my
'positive self-talk' as often as possible.
"And please think about being honest with Edward," she persisted as she walked
me to the door.
I promised her I would try.

March 18, 2010. Thursday.
I slid my key into the lock in my apartment door and tentatively pushed it open. It
had been so long since I had been here for more than a few hours, the place barely
felt like mine anymore.
"Hello?" I called out down the hallway.
"In here," a sad, deep voice replied.
Jake had called in sick to work and he hadn't answered my calls or my texts all
day. That had been my main reason for going home that night; that and I was really
tired of wearing the same couple of outfits over and over again. I needed to rotate
out some different outfits to bring over to Edward's.
I dropped my gym bag by the door and tiptoed down the hallway. When I entered
the living room, the scene I came upon made my heart immediately fly into my
throat.
Jake was staring blankly at the television, one arm slung over the couch with the
other gripping the neck of beer bottle. A dozen or so empty bottles were scattered
around him on the floor.
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He looked like shit.
"Hey…you didn't answer my calls," I said gently, coming around the couch to sit
across from him. His eyes never left the T.V. screen. "What happened?"
"Bree and I had a fight," he said, bringing the bottle to his lips and tilting his head
back for a swig. "We broke up."
Oh, crap!
"Jake, I'm so sorry."
He shrugged, still not meeting my eyes.
"Do you want to talk about it?" I asked him.
"What's there to say?" he responded dryly.
"Well," I began, tucking my legs up under my body and wincing slightly at the
sharp twinge in my knee. "You can start by telling me what the fight was about?"
He took another long pull of beer. "You don't want to know."
I hated it that he wouldn't talk to me. "Please, Jake? I want to help."
Jake finally turned my way, his dark eyes radiating pain and anger. "Well, since I
know you won't stop bugging me until I tell you, I will."
I stared at him, anxiously waiting and chewing my lip.
"Bree broke up with me because of you."
My stomach lurched at his words and I swallowed uneasily. "What about me?"
He sighed, stretching back on the couch and letting his head fall back against it.
"She wanted to move in together," he said. "Not here, or her place. She wanted to
move into a place of our own, and I said no."
"Why did you say no?" I asked him, although I was pretty sure I already knew the
answer. I braced myself for his response.
"I'm not leaving you, Bella. Not until I'm sure you're okay. When I told Bree I
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couldn't leave you yet, she dumped me."
Jake's lower lip trembled as he spoke, and for a moment I was struck by his pure
beauty, inside and out. But sadness overtook me when I thought about what a
stranglehold my past had on the both of us.
He closed his eyes and I reached out, ghosting my fingers across the knuckles of
his free hand. His skin was so hot, for a moment I wondered if he had a fever.
"If I weren't here, if I had moved out, would you have wanted to live with her?" I
asked.
"I don't know, Bella. I liked Bree; she was fun. But we didn't really have a
connection." Suddenly, his eyes slid open and he simply looked at me for a moment,
his expression unreadable. "Wait…are you moving out?" His words were barely more
than a whisper.
Shrugging, I studied my fingers as they danced over his. I was pretty sure I
wanted to live with Edward, and it was pretty obvious he wanted me there as much
as possible. Moving out would finally give Jake a chance to be liberated of me, of
this. "I don't know. We haven't really discussed it yet. But…maybe?"
Jake's head rolled back, his eyes closing once more. We both were silent for a few
minutes, and it seemed as if Jake might have fallen asleep when he spoke again. "I
guess I could have had Bree move in, if you weren't here, but I think I'd just have
done it because she wanted to. Not because I really wanted to be with her."
His fingers curled around mine and held on tightly. "I keep thinking I'll find
someone someday who I'll love as much as I loved you."
Jake's voice broke across his words and my heart ached for him. He deserved so
much more, deserved the kind of connection I felt with Edward, deserved love from
someone who really loved him back.
I needed to find a way to set him free.
"I want that for you too," I said, my eyes stinging and hot with tears. I sniffled and
he looked up at me, a crease appearing between his eyebrows as he watched a tear
slide down my cheek.
"Please don't cry, Bella. I'm all right, really." Jake held his arms open, and I leaned
against him, allowing him to pull me close like he'd done so many times before.
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"How's your knee?" he asked, changing the subject, filling the unease between us
with small talk.
I stretched it out in front of me, testing it, feeling for its inevitable rejection of the
movement, and tensed when I felt a tender spot on the joint. "A little better," I lied.
"What are you doing for your weekend off?" Jake questioned, his voice soft and
steady. He knew I'd requested off for next weekend, but I hadn't told him why.
"Ugh. I've been meaning to talk to you about that," I said, turning my body so I
could look back up at him. "Edward is taking me to a concert."
Jake pulled his head back slightly, his eyes widening in curiosity. "A concert? You
haven't been to one since-"
"I know," I interrupted, nodding and tapping my foot nervously against the side of
the couch.
"Are you ready for that?" he asked quietly. I met his gaze and, for a moment, I saw
that night reflected in Jake's eyes, everything he went through to take care of me, to
save me.
"I don't know," I replied. Very softly, I added, "Edward doesn't know."
Jake didn't speak for a second, but when he did it was terse, clipped, and I saw he
was clenching his jaw. "What do you mean, 'Edward doesn't know'?"
"No, he knows what happened," I reminded Jake, answering hastily, "Just not that
it was at a concert, or where…or anything really specific about it."
He frowned at me. "Why?"
I closed my eyes against the word. "Because I didn't want to tell him." I felt like I
was having the same conversation I'd had with Siobhan all over again.
"Bella, look at me."
I shook my head, but then felt Jake's warm hand touching my cheek. Opening my
eyes, I gulped down a sob.
"Edward loves you, Bella. Do you really think there is anything you can tell him
that he won't be able to handle?"
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"What if I can't handle it?" I asked, my voice shaky. "I've tried for so many years to
be strong, Jake. Telling Edward everything, it's like…it's like starting all over again."
"Why?" he asked again, and this time I bristled at the word.
"I don't want to accept that part of me," I growled. "I don't want to be that girl
again."
He shook his head at me. "The girl who dyed her hair and started wearing
contacts so she wouldn't recognize herself? The same girl who was pretty awesome
when I met her twenty-something years ago, and still is?"
I let out a heavy sigh. I'd spent so many years not dealing with who I was, spent so
many days trying to get over my history by adding layer upon layer of muscle to my
body. It was a shell, a mask over a scared girl still crying under the surface. I may
have gotten physically stronger, but underneath it all I was still broken.
"Your attack is part of who you are, Bella. That girl is part of who you are. But it's
not all you are." He hugged me tightly. "You have to let yourself be…you again."
I pressed my face into his chest and exhaled.
"And you should really be honest with Edward," he concluded.
"I know. I will."
After the concert.

March 26, 2010. Friday.
6:02 a.m.
The sun greeted the day, highlighting the hazy gray-blue clouds with a lining of
pink as they swam into the yellows and oranges of dawn. I pressed my palms against
Edward's bedroom windows; they faced north, but if I craned my neck, I could see
the sunrise peeking over the horizon, silhouetting the buildings with a sparkling
halo of gold.
The glass in the windows no longer felt cold under my fingertips; winter had now
given over into spring. Already soft leaves and buds were feathering the trees down
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below, birds were returning from their long sojourn in parts southern and warm.
The days were longer, the promise of summer breathing just around the corner.
I yawned, swaying slightly and rubbing my eyes; I hadn't slept at all.
Turning around, I gazed at Edward's sleeping form, still safe and calm under a sea
of blankets. He'd held me last night, exhausted from yet another week of long days
creeping into the nights, and had fallen asleep before me, breathing softly into my
hair. I had so many bad nights in the last two weeks, waking up to my own raspy
voice, hoarse from shrill screams, that exhaustion felt normal to me now.
Siobhan had asked me to keep a pad by the bed to write down the images I'd seen
in my dreams so she could track the true crux of them. I walked over to the
nightstand and picked up the pad, looking at the words I'd etched out each morning
when I was calm enough to hold a pen.
"I'm running, the lights are flashing over my head. He's getting closer."
"Black, a strip of red against it."
"A beautiful face…I can't see him… but he's laughing at me."
I dropped the pad back down on the table. My dreams were so familiar by now,
but seeing them spelled out in front of me like that made them seem more real than
ever.
Stretching, I felt the need for sleep deep in my bones, but fought it off. I was
petrified of having my terrors the morning of the Daughtry concert, so I stayed up
all night long, hoping to keep them at bay.
Shivering slightly, I craved the warmth of the space that lay next to Edward in
bed, wanting to be there next to him when he woke up. I carefully lifted the blanket
and slid underneath, laying down on my stomach and cradling my head in my arms.
My movements must have woken him because Edward stirred slightly. "Shh, go
back to sleep," I whispered. "You don't have to be up for another half hour."
Edward rolled over and opened one sleepy eye. I giggled softly at how adorable he
looked: his was hair ruffled, messier and more wild than ever, and his long eyelashes
were brushing against his cheeks as he blinked against the waxing sunlight. He
turned on his side to face me, letting the blanket slide down his torso.
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He'd gone to bed without a shirt on, and for a moment I was enchanted by the
muscles that flexed in his shoulders, rippling as he moved. I gazed down his chest
and followed the trail of hair on his smooth abdomen down to gray boxers tucked
inside blue and white pajama pants.
"You're awake?" he mumbled softly, trying to come further out of sleep. "How long
have you been up?"
I pushed up on my arms, holding my weight on my elbows and studying my
forearms. "A while."
Edward shifted on the bed and was suddenly kneeling behind me; his hands
skimming my shirt up my sides and his lips pressing softly into the small of my back.
The sensation sent sparks flashing down my body, and I whimpered as I flexed my
hips, pressing them down into the mattress. Edward danced his fingers lightly up my
rib cage, brushing just underneath my breasts, his thumbs caressing the outer swell.
He kissed his way up my spine, his nose nudging my shirt up until it was bunched
around my shoulders, and I bowed my head to allow him to slip it off. He sat up to
pull the fabric over my forearms and then gently tugged my wrists, rolling me onto
my back.
I turned to face him but once I did, he bent his head to gently suckle my breast,
reverently running his bottom lip across my hardened nipple. I gasped quietly as he
did the same to the other one, and settled himself in between my open legs.
"You're so beautiful," he whispered, pressing open-mouth kisses against the
tender skin between my breasts.
Will you still think so when you know everything about me?
Edward began grinding against me, pressing his prominent erection against my
center. I could feel how hard he was even through the cotton layers of both of our
pajamas and arched my hips up, so hungry for him already despite my worrying.
I closed my eyes, shutting myself off from my questioning mind and held fast to
him, willing my demons away as I became lost to the ribbons of pleasure he wove
around me: lips on lips, tongues tasting flesh, clothes kicked down to the bottom of
the bed, his touch both shocking and calming me. We came together softly, sweetly,
Edward murmuring my name and words of love. I fell apart beneath him, unraveled
by his soft utterances and the insistent rocking of his body into mine. Our eyes
stayed locked together as he neared his release, and my kiss swallowed his moans
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as he stilled and shuddered inside me.
Still panting, Edward leaned forward to kiss my sweaty forehead and then smiled
down at me.
"The perfect way to start a perfect weekend," he said. I nodded meekly as he
peeled back the sheets and pulled me out of bed. We headed into the bathroom to
shower, passing by the two suitcases zipped up tight in the hallway, packed for our
weekend on Long Island.
Edward and I had both arranged to have Monday off to lengthen our weekend out
of town. I'd gone home to pack a few things on Thursday after Spin class, leaving
Jake in Seth's company when I headed back into the city a few hours later. He'd
been doing all right since his break up with Bree, and I'd been considering
suggesting that Seth move in with him if I were to move out.
Of course, Edward and I hadn't actually discussed that yet.
Once we were showered and dressed, our bellies full from breakfast, we stepped
out onto the street corner and joined the masses of people thundering across
Manhattan's sidewalks.
"So, I'll meet you back at the apartment after work," Edward confirmed. "I'll try to
get out as early as I can so we miss the traffic."
"Okay…great," I replied, forcing the enthusiasm into my voice as I leaned in to
kiss him on the cheek. We parted ways at 44th and 6th, and he began to walk
backwards with his briefcase in one hand and the other tucked into his suit pocket.
He was so beautiful, smiling quietly at me as I took several paces away from him. I
wanted to run into his arms and disappear there, getting lost in his warmth and
affection. I wanted to stay in the city and avoid the concert entirely, but it meant so
much to him. I could never do that.
Waving, I disappeared around the corner and headed to the gym.
My morning at the front desk passed quickly, save for a slightly uncomfortable
conversation with Jane where she reminded me I was on call Monday if any of the
instructors called out sick. I'd insisted that I had already cleared the day with Aro
and that there had to be other substitutes who could fill in for me, but she'd only
glared at me icily and walked away.
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God that woman had a stick up her ass.
My afternoon session with Siobhan was nerve-wracking; she gave me a pep talk to
help me stay in the moment during the concert, to keep my focus on Edward and not
let my past affect me.
She was concerned about how overtired I was, yawns overtaking me constantly.
When I refused once again to tell Edward about the reason for my anxiety before the
concert, we went over some breathing exercises Siobhan had used with other PTSD
sufferers.
"Just try to have fun, Bella," she'd said affectionately, before giving me her
emergency contact number in case I needed it.
The subways were backed up heading downtown, and by the time I grabbed a
quick coffee and got to Edward's apartment he was already there. I couldn't help
giggling as he picked me up and swirled me around, telling me how much he was
looking forward to the weekend.
His smile never waned as he got our things ready, humming music we were sure
to hear live in a few hours' time. Slinging his guitar bag over his shoulder, he picked
up our bags and gave me a dazzling smile.
"Ready?" Edward asked.
I nodded and followed him out the door and to the elevator. He'd already let it slip
that Carlisle was letting us use his car for the weekend, but I wasn't prepared for
the sleek, black, fine automobile that waited for us in the basement garage of
Edward's building.
I hummed approvingly as Edward smiled at me from the trunk, and slipped inside
where it smelled deliciously of clean, new leather. I was almost afraid to put my
shoes on the freshly shampooed mats as my body sank into the plush leather seats.
"This car is gorgeous," I said as I pulled on my seatbelt.
Edward flipped on a pair of Ray Bans, looking oddly like Tom Cruise in Top Gun. "I
know," he said, flashing me a grin.
The engine purred as we backed out of the space, and before I knew it, we were
cruising through the Midtown Tunnel and heading out East. Edward wove around
the traffic on the Long Island Expressway, and we arrived at the Coliseum with just
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enough time to grab a bite to eat before the show.
The parking lot was full of excited fans, some remaining in their cars to play music
and smoke up, discrete deals being made through open windows. They all looked so
young, so innocent; I had been like that once, free from the consequences of my
actions. I tangled my fingers through Edward's as we made our way through the lot
to the main entrance, keeping my eyes facing forward as my own bad decisions
came back to haunt me in spades.
We had dinner in the lobby at Bistro 1255, and I smiled and nodded at all the
appropriate times as Edward chatted about his past performances, how excited he'd
always been by the energy of a good crowd.
A text from Alice came in on my phone as our food arrived; Edward didn't notice
me bending my head to read it, distracted as he was by our surroundings.
"Hey Bella, sorry to bother you but I was just wondering…did you transfer to
Seattle from R.P.I., where Jasper went?"
Siobhan words echoed through my mind: be honest with her.
Alice already knew I'd been assaulted at a concert. What was the big deal in
telling her where?
"No," I typed back. "But I visited there once…for a concert."
There; I could say that much, at least to Alice, for now.
We heard Cavo, the opening band, begin their set, so we finished our meals and
Edward asked for the check. They'd finished playing by the time we hurried to our
seats, the stage being reset for Lifehouse. My astonishment was apparent on my
face when I discovered we were seated on the floor, right in the first row.
"Do you like the seats?" Edward needed to shout over the pounding of the music
even though we were standing right next to one another.
I smiled and nodded, looking around nervously and taking in the mass of people
around us. A wall separated the seats on the floor from the aisles above.
A wall.
I sat on a wall once, smoking a joint. My stranger found me there.
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Stay in the moment. Stay with Edward.
I felt him take my hand as Lifehouse appeared onstage. Lead singer Jason Wade
stood only feet away from us as he grabbed the microphone and opened up the
concert with "Halfway Gone."
Edward jumped up, bringing me along with him with our fingers still laced
together and he excitedly sang along. He pulled me in front of him, wrapping his
arms around my body. I concentrated on the solid feel of his body, so strong behind
me, securing mine as the song ended and then shifted into the softer notes of "First
Time."
We're both looking for something we've been afraid to find.
It's easier to be broken, it's easier to hide.
Hiding. Broken. The words were speaking directly to me. Edward held me tightly,
mouthing the lyrics against my ear.
Looking at you holding my breath. For once in my life I'm scared to death.
I'm taking a chance, letting you inside.
Feeling alive all over again as deep as the sky, under my skin.
Like being in love, she says for the first time.
He pressed a gentle kiss against my neck, just under my ear and I could feel him
smiling against my skin. I tried to focus on how happy he was in that moment, the
sensations of his body touching mine keeping me grounded. I closed my eyes and
tried to stay tethered to the moment, turning my head back into his chest and
breathing him in.
Sandlewood. Musk.
His scent, always so familiar, suddenly made me surprisingly uneasy, and I wished
more than ever to be able to place it, but forced myself to focus on the here and
now. Absentmindedly clapping along with the crowd, I looked up at the stage as they
began their last song, an old favorite of mine.
Desperate for changing, starving for truth. I'm closer to where I started chasing
after you.
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I'm falling even more in love with you letting go of all I've held onto.
The words spoke of my life in volumes; every day I felt as if I were hanging by a
moment as well.
They finished their set to thunderous applause and the lights came back on when
a curtain fluttered down on the stage once again.
"They were great!" Edward said, his eyes sparkling and his face flushed with
excitement. "Do you want to get something to drink?"
I shook my head, warily eyeing the throngs of people shuffling out into the narrow
hallways. "Nah, let's just stay here." I twisted my fingers behind my back and
chewed on the inside of my cheek instead of my lip.
"Are you having fun?" he asked, sitting down and slipping an arm over my
shoulder.
"Of course," I forced back, hoping my words didn't sound as strained to him as
they did to my ears.
"You sure? You seem a little…disconnected," Edward replied nervously, but I
waved him off.
"I'm fine. It's great! Really. They sounded really good."
Edward continued to talk about performing for the rest of the intermission, and
his eyes lit up as the lights dimmed for Daughtry's entrance. Spotlights shimmered
across the curtain, and then it fell quickly to the ground as the first hammering
chords of "Every Time You Turn Around" filled the stadium.
I've been me, I've been following my dreams trying to find the scene where you
believed me.
I've been true; I've been waiting here for you. I've been patient, understanding
and believe me.
Every time you turn around…
Edward was on his feet, singing along, his body moving to the beat. I looked up at
him as I stood, watching the energy flow through him, and I felt myself aching to see
him perform. He glanced down at me and beamed, singing the chorus along with the
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band.
I know you're standing there waiting for me to take it all back down the other
road, baby.
But I won't let you down every time you turn around!
I was robotically following along with Edward as he bounced his head to the beat
when a man to my right caught my eye. He was blonde with a ponytail and a square
jaw; his profile was all I could see, but I swore there was a sinister look in his eye,
making my stomach drop at the sight of him.
My vision blurred slightly, but I blinked and squinted, staring at him and trying to
get a better look. I immediately turned away when he caught my eye, but it was
enough time to see that he was much younger than me, a teenager at best, and no
where near as frightening as James had been. How could I even have thought that
was him? James was in prison.
What is wrong with me?
The crowd went wild as the song ended, and Edward clapped and hooted right
along with them. The roar made my head hurt, and my heart began pounding hard
enough to break out of my chest. My throat started to constrict and my mouth went
dry. I felt like I was going to suddenly pass out or throw up. Unsteady, I reached my
hand back and grabbed the top of my chair.
"Bella, are you okay?" Edward shouted nervously, reaching for me. "Do you need
something? What's wrong?" His words swam through my head and I winced as they
crashed sickeningly with my fears over the backdrop of deafening sound.
"I'm fine," I croaked. "Just need…need some water…I'll be right back. Stay here!"
I rushed away from him, desperate not to ruin the evening for him. I ran through
the center aisle down to the entrance, feeling nausea hit me, causing my stomach to
roil as the band began playing "Ghost of Me."
Thought it was dead and buried, then it woke you up last night.
You sounded so damn worried.
You've been tossing, turning, both ends burning.
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I fought my way into the hallway, pushing past people who cursed at my
forcefulness, but I didn't care. The vastness of the arena made me feel
claustrophobic, the ceilings closing in on me.
Panting, I skimmed my hand along the wall as I walked, sucking in hollow breaths.
People were staring at me.
I wanna put your mind at ease again and make everything alright.
I know it's getting underneath your skin.
Pulsing crowds.
An ocean of faces.
Deafening chords.
Endless hallways.
"You think he really wants you?You're nothing."
A wave of vertigo hit me as I heard the words from my nightmares in my
conscious mind and I lurched forward, bending over and pressing my fist to my lips.
Bile rose up in my throat; I needed to get to a bathroom quickly.
Racing forward, never lifting my braced fingertips from the wall, I rushed toward
the swinging door of the ladies' room just a few feet ahead of me.
A bathroom.
Oh, God!
I shut my eyes and shuddered as I ran my hand over the door, unable to push it
open. I couldn't, I just couldn't go in there.
The music vibrated through the corridor.
I've tried to tell you now don't look over your shoulder
'Cause that's just the ghost of me you're seeing in your dreams!
"Come on bitch, open the fucking door!" a heavily made-up girl spat at me.
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Shaking, I shoved the door open and bolted toward a stall, but slipped on a patch
of water on the tile. I felt my bad knee twist underneath me, and I hit the floor with
a sickening thud. Air wouldn't make its way into my lungs; every attempt to pull in
the oxygen left me panting and dizzy. Spots began to show before my eyes.
Wait, there's no rhyme or reason!
Sometimes there's no meaning in the visions when you're sleepin'!
"Hey, are you all right?" A voice in my ear, hands at my sides.
The door won't close, I can't get away.
"Don't fucking touch me!" I screamed, no longer certain of where I was. "Get the
hell off me!"
Don't wake up and believe them
You're looking at the ghost of me!
In the background, someone yelled to get help, but I couldn't make sense of their
words. Curling up into a ball on the floor, I began to sob, confusion and fear
overtaking me.
Why isn't my stranger coming for me? Why won't he save me?
No matter how many times I relived it, awake or in my nightmares, he never
would.
The last thing I remembered was a security guard, her black shoes squeaking
through the water on the linoleum before I blacked out.

Nothing like posting angst on my birthday! *toots noiseblower* Be gentle
with your reviews?
Songs for this chapter: www(.)mixpod(.)com / playlist / 70494990
*Waves* to all new readers who have favorited or put this story on alert.
I'm looking forward to hearing from you!
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Be on the lookout for my o/s contribution to the Countdown to Halloween
II. It will be posted on my profile on the 31st!
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Chapter 20: Call Your Name
A super huge thanks to my betas Awesomesauce and Brits23, as well as my
pre-readers Kyla713 and Lazykatevamp for working so hard to get this
chapter perfectly right. I love you all.

EPOVMarch 26, 2010. Friday.
8:45 pm
Where the hell did she go?
Daughtry had just rocked through another song and Bella still hadn't returned to
her seat. I kept looking over my shoulder, hoping to see her heading back toward
me, but every time I did, she wasn't there. I couldn't decide if it was irrational or
not, but I was definitely starting to get really fucking worried.
She had acted so strangely since we'd arrived at the concert, but I assumed it was
just her discomfort with crowds. I was trying to ignore it.
I didn't want to seem like an insensitive ass, but I was so fucking afraid to call
attention to her behavior; if I did, I was worried she'd freak out on me. Her moods
had been so freaking crazy for the last few weeks, and I was doing everything
possible to avoid a fight with her.
Since I'd come back from Chicago a few weeks ago, I'd been even more possessive
of Bella, wanting her to stay at my place as much as possible, especially since Jake
got dumped by his pipsqueak girlfriend. But Bella had become more and more
distant, and I found myself constantly walking on eggshells around her. Even when
we'd made love earlier today I'd felt as if she was pulling back, disconnecting from
me.
During dinner before the show, I'd chattered on like a monkey while she barely
spoke. I was trying to fill the empty space her silence left with talk of performing
and music. When Bella got a message on her phone and replied to it without telling
me who it was, I felt jealousy surging inside of me. This was supposed to be our
weekend away together – who was she interrupting our dinner to answer when she
was barely acknowledging me?
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I tried to ignore that too.
Once we were seated and the show began, she'd acted like a zombie, barely
reacting to Lifehouse's incredible performance. I didn't know what the hell was
going on; was she mad at me? Did she not like the show? Was her fear of crowds
much worse than she'd let on?
Fuck! Where the hell is she?
They started up "Life After You" and for a moment, I stared at Chris Daughtry in
awe as he took the mic in both hands, closing his eyes and pouring his emotions into
it. The power of his voice, the way thousands of people hushed to hear it, rocked me
with an intensity I hadn't felt in years. I found myself craving the stage, the rush, the
applause. The notes swirled through the air, filling it with emotion.
All that I'm after is a life full of laughter as long as I'm laughing with you.
All that still matters is love ever after, after the life we've been through 'cause I
know there's no life after you.
The words brought my thoughts back to Bella, and I looked over my shoulder
again. The absence of her face made my stomach lurch as my anxiety spiked. Sitting
there, I noticed my knee bouncing uncontrollably and let out a slightly maniacal
chuckle, laughing at how Bella's nervous habit had managed to manifest itself in me.
Unable to stand the wait any longer, I pulled out my phone and sent her a text
message.
"Where are you? Is everything okay?"
I waited and listened nervously through the rest of the song, but by the end of it
she still hadn't answered. All kinds of crazy thoughts started flowing through my
mind: could she have been angry with me and not said anything?
She wouldn't have just left…would she?
I glanced over at the empty seat next to me, reassured by her jacket still lying
over the back of the chair. I shook my head at my own paranoia; she would never
just disappear like that.
Swallowing an uneasy lump in my throat, I checked my watch and saw that nearly
fifteen minutes had passed since she'd bolted, saying she needed a drink. She'd
looked pretty pale, sick even.
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Maybe Bella's dinner hadn't agreed with her?
I knew I couldn't just sit there and wait any longer, so I decided to go looking for
her. Maybe I wouldn't be able to find her, but it had to be a fuckload better than
sitting here doing nothing.
I stood up and paused, looking back at our coats. Thinking I'd rather throw some
idiots out of our seats later on than come back to stolen jackets, I quickly grabbed
them. As I hurried away from our seats and the stage, our jackets slung over my
arm, I typed out another text to Bella.
"I'm gonna try to look for you. Text me if you get back to the seats before me?"
Like all the other messages before, this one got no response either.
Once I stepped out into the corridor surrounding the stadium, I blinked against
the harsh fluorescent lights. I searched through the people drifting by, hoping to see
her face amongst them, but she was nowhere to be found. My eyes darted back and
forth, settling on every brunette I saw and then dismissing each one.
I even saw someone at a water fountain who looked just like her from the back. I
raced over to her eagerly, calling out Bella's name, but when she quickly turned
around, startled by my approach, I saw it wasn't her. Embarrassed, I mumbled an
apology and kept walking.
Then, a few paces down the hall, I saw a massive line leading out of the Ladies'
Room.
Ohhh, so that must be where she is!
Breathing a sigh of relief, I relaxed a little, feeling as if the mystery had been
solved; I knew from having a twin sister just how long those lines could be.
But that doesn't explain why she isn't replying to my texts.
The concern lingering in my mind, I checked my phone for service in the hallway.
I had full bars, and we had the same provider, so she should have been able to get
them…
She must have gotten sick.
I nodded my head, probably looking like a fucking crazy person. Settling on that
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conclusion, I decided to wait for her near the restroom exit in case she still didn't
feel well when she finally came out. I leaned back against the wall to listen to the
band play "Call Your Name" from the hall.
Caught again and situations are the makings of all that's wrong.
And I've been standin' in the river of deliverin' just way too long.
There's gotta be a better way for me to say what's on my heart without leaving
scars
So can you hear me when I call your name?
The music flowed through me, making me ache simultaneously for the feel of my
guitar in my hands and for Bella, warm and soft and safe in my arms. Across the
hall, I saw a vendor selling a t-shirt I thought she'd like. I was just about to step
forward to buy it when I felt a buzzing in my pocket. Hoping it was finally Bella
contacting me, my heart leapt into my throat as I rushed to pull out my cell,
practically dropping it on the floor. However when I checked the screen, it was a
text from Alice, not Bella.
"Edward, I've figured out where we know Bella from, and you have to get her out
of there RIGHT NOW!"
"What the hell-" I wondered aloud, but was cut off when two aggravated girls
pushed past me, practically knocking me over on their way out of the rest room.
"Oh my God, that took fucking forever!" one girl complained, her Long Island
accent thick and whiny.
"I know! What was with that girl in there?" the other replied.
"Who the hell knows? Did you hear her screaming like a lunatic?" the first one
responded, then used a high-pitched voice to squeal the words, "'Get the hell off
me!'"
That's exactly what Bella says when she"Yeah!" the second one snickered, interrupting my thoughts as they walked away.
"She was just lying there on the floor, all curled up in a ball. What a freak!"
Alice's text flew out of my mind as I realized the two girls had to have been talking
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about Bella.
Oh shit! Shit shit SHIT!
Suddenly, it was as if the ceiling was crashing down on me, all the sound around
me disappearing like I'd been sucked into a vacuum. I was in a fog, under water,
with everything happening in slow motion. My lungs froze; I couldn't draw in a
single breath, as if I were breathing through a straw. I felt my feet start walking, but
I couldn't move fast enough.
"Excuse me!" I ran forward and pushed my way aggressively through the crowd
waiting in line for the rest room; my only thought was getting to Bella.
Some of the women stepped aside in surprise, but others protested to my charging
through them, cursing and grumbling at me.
"I think something is wrong with my girlfriend in there!" I shouted at them,
suddenly out of breath with my frustration.
They begrudgingly let me through until I was at the door. A large female security
officer stood guard, letting one woman in at a time. She scowled and eyed me
warily.
"My girlfriend is in there!" I stated breathlessly, pointing past her. "I think she's
hurt or sick or something!"
The guard raised an eyebrow at me and looked over her shoulder. As she moved, I
craned my neck and saw Bella lying on the ground in the center of the room, in
between empty stalls and vacant sinks. Another guard was kneeling by her side. It
looked as if she was only trying to take her pulse, but Bella kept fighting her off,
beating her fists against the guard until she bent down and restrained her.
"Bella!" I yelled out, fear welling up in my chest. The sweet, desperate crooning of
the song rushed forward into an intense guitar solo, the raging power of it a
backdrop to the horrific image that lay before me.
And when you fall apart am I the reason for your endless sorrow?
There's so much to be said!
And with a broken heart your walls can only go down but so low
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Can you hear me when I call your name?
"Do you know what's wrong with her?" the guard at the door said, recapturing my
attention. "She's been like that for ten minutes. We thought maybe she was…"
As she looked back at Bella and then at me again, I realized what she was
insinuating.
"You think she's on drugs or something?" I accused, but the guard simply
shrugged.
How dare she assume that! My anger flared, hot and churning in my stomach.
I was about to give the guard a piece of my fucking mind when Bella let out
another shrill cry. I flinched as she struggled against the holds on her. It took every
ounce of restraint in me not to barrel past this damn woman and rush inside the rest
room.
The music pounded on in the background, fueling my anxiety, and the seconds
seemed to rage on, each one longer than the one before.
I have to get in there! Bella will calm down if she sees me, if she hears my voice. I
know she will!
"You have to let me go to her," I demanded through clenched teeth, trying
unsuccessfully to keep my voice calm.
The guard paused and glared at me for a moment, her untrusting eyes passing
over me, judging me. Finally, she nodded and stepped aside. I bolted through the
door, hearing her announce to the groaning crowd behind me that the bathroom was
now closed before following me in.
"Bella!" I called out again, nearly losing my balance when my feet skidded in a
puddle on the floor. I knelt on the wet tiles next to her, not even acknowledging the
second guard. "Baby, it's me. Can you hear me?"
"You know this girl?" the second guard asked as she struggled to hold Bella down.
"Get the fuck off me!" Bella roared. As she flailed around, I could see that her eyes
were barely open, dilated; she appeared as if she had no idea where she was. My
heart was pounding so hard in my chest I thought it might break open.
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"Yes, she's my girlfriend!" My voice was rough, abrupt. I just wanted their hands
the fuck off her!
She dodged one of Bella's fists and looked up at me. "Well, maybe you can tell me
why she's freaking out like this?"
My teeth ground together at the words 'freaking out,' and I narrowed my eyes at
her.
What the fuck is wrong with these people?
Bella lurched on the floor, trying to get free and when her legs moved, she cried
out in pain, reaching blindly to cup a hand around knee.
She must have twisted her bad knee somehow!
"Did she fall?" I asked them.
The first guard nodded dumbly. "Yeah, I saw her slip on that puddle, but I didn't
see anything happen that would bring on this." She gestured to Bella's aggressive
behavior as she spoke the last word.
Douchebags. What the hell are you people paid for? Can't they see she needs
help?
The guard holding her darted backwards as Bella suddenly flailed, trying to force
herself free. I knew from our mornings together that trying to hold Bella down only
made it worse.
"Okay, you really have to let go of her now!" I growled threateningly.
"Are you out of your mind?" the guard replied, jolting her head backwards to keep
it safe from Bella's violent movements.
"Get the fuck off me!" Bella snarled, and at that, the two guards worked together
to hold her down with renewed vigor.
"No! Stop! Listen…she's been through something traumatic. She's just…a little
confused right now. That's all!"
They turned to look up at me and I gazed down at Bella, completely lost to her
terrors, unable to come out of it. The irrational idea that if I could just get her out of
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here, she'd be all right, took a stranglehold over all my thoughts.
"I know what to do," I lied hastily. "Just please, stop holding her down."
The truth was that I was scared shitless and had no fucking clue what to do, but I
was convinced that if I had her in my arms, if we were alone, I could calm her down,
bring her back to me.
Wary of my request, they released Bella. She stopped thrashing, but then wrapped
her arms around her body and began to sob.
I knelt over her and gently brushed her hair off her forehead. "Bella? Baby, can
you hear me?"
"Jake?" she mumbled through tears.
The breath was suddenly stolen from my chest as if she'd whipped me with the
word. I sat back on my heels and inhaled deeply to steady myself.
Jacob saved her when she was attacked… of course, she'd ask for him if she's
reliving it somehow now.
His name left an acrid taste in my mouth, but I leaned back over her and said, "It's
Edward, baby. I'm gonna take care of you. It's all gonna be okay."
"Why didn't he come for me?" she moaned. "I thought he was going…I thought it
meant...something…"
She continued to babble incoherently while I slid my arms underneath her body
and gently pulled her to me. She pushed her face into my chest, shivering. It was
then that I noticed her jeans were soaked from the water on the floor.
"She's freezing! Her pants are sopping wet!" I shouted angrily at the two
bewildered guards. "Why didn't you get her off the damn floor?"
"We tried," one of them said, shrugging once again. "But every time we started to
pick her up, she'd scream even louder."
I huffed out a tense breath through my nostrils. These people are fucking morons!
"Thanks a lot for your help," I growled angrily at them, lifting Bella up. She didn't
fight me, so I slowly stood up, securing her in my arms and heading for the door. At
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that point I couldn't have cared less about the rest of the concert or the money lost
on the tickets – all that mattered was Bella and her safety.
"Shouldn't you get her to a doctor or something?" one of the guards asked me.
Oh, now they think she needs help!
The thought that Bella might really need medical attention flashed through my
mind, and I wondered briefly if she had actually hurt her knee. But, at that point I
was too fucking irrational to think clearly, to consider letting her out of my arms for
a single second, even if it were to a doctor.
"No! She'll be all right, she just needs me," I replied abruptly before kicking the
door open and stalking off. I must have sounded like a lunatic. Even I could hear
how ridiculous I sounded, but I was too frantic to care.
Cradling her limp body in my arms, I maneuvered out of the restroom, forcing the
door open with my foot and elbow.
I headed for the exit, ignoring the eyes of the hordes of people in the hallway
staring at us. I cursed at them under my breath and Bella whimpered in my arms.
"It's okay, baby. I've got you," I assured her. I pushed through the doors leading to
the parking lot and walked briskly across the pavement. I'd hoped the cold air would
wake her up a little, but she remained in my arms, completely out of it, still
mumbling Jake's name, as well as other things I didn't understand.
"Come on, baby. Come back to me," I whispered, pressing a kiss to her temple as I
neared the car.
Once I had safely settled Bella inside the car, her listless body slumped in the
passenger seat, my terror began to settle in.
"Come on, Bella! Please snap out of it," I pleaded, holding one of her hands tightly
and rubbing my thumb briskly over her knuckles. I stroked her cheek with my free
hand, and hope bubbled up in my chest as her eyelids fluttered open.
"Jake," she groaned. Her head rolled limply, her eyes unable to focus.
"It's not Jake, honey. It's Edward. Please wake up!" But Bella didn't respond, and
her eyelids sank closed again.
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A defeated feeling sank to the pit of my stomach, and I knew, no matter how much
I hated it, that I needed help.
"Jake," I huffed to myself. "Fine, Jake it is!" I reached into the backseat where I'd
thrown our coats and pulled Bella's cell phone out of her pocket, frantically
searching through her address book for Jake's number.
He picked up quickly.
"Bella? How is it going? Are you okay?" Jake definitely sounded worried.
How did he know she might not be okay?
"It's Edward," I ground out, clearing my throat against the fear rising in my voice.
"Something's happened to Bella, I…I don't know what went wrong."
I recounted the events of the evening to him, all the way up to the guard
restraining her and Bella's reaction. Then the car was filled with silence.
Jake took a deep breath. "Is it like when she wakes up in the morning?" he asked,
his voice gravelly.
"Yeah, but worse. I've never seen her this bad before," I told him as I reached over
to stroke Bella's cheek again, and then reluctantly added, "She keeps asking for
you."
"Shit," he muttered under his breath. "I knew something like this might happen."
"What the fuck do you mean 'you knew'?" I shouted into the speaker, fighting the
need to rip it to pieces in my frustration.
There was a pause on the other end of the line before Jake said quietly, "She
didn't tell you, did she?"
"Tell me what?" The car nearly shook with the force of my shouting. Fury and
confusion were only adding to my rising panic.
"Bella's assault was at a concert, Edward," he said, his words very matter of fact.
"She's not afraid of crowds; she's terrified of going to concerts. She hasn't been to
once since her attack."
What?
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"Then why would she…say yes…to this?" I wondered aloud, barely registering that
I was speaking to Jake.
"Because she loves you. Because she wanted to make you happy." He listed his
reasons one by one. "Because she is still running from her past."
His words fell against my ears like lashes from a whip. I fisted my hair in my free
hand and squeezed my eyes shut, wincing at my stupidity.
"Why didn't she tell me?"
My voice was barely audible. I sounded so fucking pathetic, but I didn't care,
fighting back the tears that came with the knowledge that my juvenile need to be
near music again brought this on.
"She didn't want to ruin it for you." Jake let out an angry half-laugh along with his
words, and I punched the steering wheel with the side of my fist. The noise startled
Bella, and she let out a tiny whimper.
"What the fuck do I do now? How do I get her to break out of this?" I fucking
hated asking Jake for advice, but he knew her better. I had no choice but to admit
that.
"This happened a few times back in Forks right after…it happened. She needs to
rest. Are you still taking her out to your parents' house?"
I mumbled a yes, fucking pissed as hell that he knew our plans for the weekend. I
knew it made no sense, but I wanted it to be our weekend to disappear from
everyone, just go off the fucking map for a day or two.
"Go there and just let her sleep," Jake instructed. "But don't leave her side for one
single second." The warning in his voice was low and razor sharp. "I don't want her
waking up someplace she doesn't recognize, scared and alone."
"Yeah, I got it," I replied stiffly, eager to get the fuck off the phone with him.
"….Thanks."
"No problem," Jake grumbled. I moved my hand to end the call, but when I heard
him say my name, I lifted it to my ear again.
"Let me know…that she's okay. Please?"
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I grimaced, wanting to tell him no but I couldn't ignore the pain in his voice
because I'd felt it once, too: the need to protect her, the fucking impossibility of
sleeping through the night unless I knew she was all right.
"Okay," I muttered.
Behind me, the Coliseum began to empty out, excited people hooting and cheering
as they left. A lump appeared in my throat, knowing this wouldn't have happened if I
hadn't dragged her here in the first place.
I hung up the phone and drove the fuck out of there.

A half hour later, I pulled the Mercedes into the garage at my parents'
newly-renovated home. The engine roared loudly against the cement walls and floor,
so I cut it quickly, not wanting to wake Bella. She'd been out cold since we hit the
highway.
I quickly jumped out of my seat and walked around the car to open the passenger
door. Bella stirred slightly in the seat, a little groan escaping her lips.
"It's okay, baby," I whispered as I reached over and unbuckled her seat belt. "I've
got you."
During the drive, I tried to imagine what might have been going through her head
while we were at the Coliseum. Had she been reliving her attack the entire time?
And what had happened in the bathroom to push her over the edge?
Lifting her gently from the car, I held Bella in my arms, carrying her into the
house and using my elbow to nudge open the door inside.
I'd only been to the house once before, months earlier when it was still under a
ton of construction. Flipping the lights on in each room, I made my way through the
grand home, trying not to rouse Bella as I walked down the long hallway. I found my
way to the foyer at the main entrance and the large double staircase that led to the
second floor.
Once upstairs, I hurried into one of the bedrooms. I bent over a large, king-sized
bed and tenderly laid her down on the soft blanket.
Bella didn't make a sound and seemed to sink into the comforter, limp as a rag
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doll. The only thing that kept terror from gripping me once again was her soft and
steady breathing. I reached forward to brush the backs of my knuckles against her
cheek, still pale from her ordeal.
She seemed to relax in response to my touch, validating all my illogical thoughts
from the Coliseum.
"I'm so sorry, Bella," I whispered.
I stood there staring at her, wishing that I could go back in time and take this
night away.
"God I'm so fucking stupid!" My shout seemed to startle her, and then Bella's eyes
squeezed shut as an intense shiver shook her entire body. It was then that I
remembered her jeans were still sopping wet from the bathroom floor.
She needs some dry clothes.
I looked around and groaned, realizing our suitcases were still in the trunk of the
car. I gazed at Bella, weighing my options. I could carry her back downstairs so that
she wouldn't be alone and risk interrupting her relative state of calm, or I could run
as fast as possible to the garage by myself and back, hoping she didn't wake up.
As a soft sigh escaped her and she shifted on the comforter, I decided to go with
Option B.
Leaning over her, I skimmed my nose over her cheek and pressed my lips to her
ear. "I'll be right back," I promised, my voice tight with worry.
Faster than I'd moved in years, I took off down the hallway, my feet thundering
down the steps as I raced back to the garage. When I leaned into the trunk to pull
out our things, I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. I cringed as I remembered Alice's
earlier text.
It seemed like years ago that she'd sent it, but it hadn't been more than an hour.
Slamming the trunk closed, I pulled out my phone to see that since then, Alice had
sent me seven more text messages.
What has she figured out and how the fuck does it connect to the concert?
Curiosity licked at me like an angry flame, but I had no time for past connections
now. Impatient, I quickly typed out that I had Bella, and that we'd left the concert,
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then ran back through the house with our bags.
Images of Bella suddenly waking up in unfamiliar surroundings haunted me as my
shoes squeaked across the newly lacquered surface of the floors, my heart pounding
so hard that I could barely breathe. But when I rounded the corner into the bedroom
where I'd left her, Bella was still there, sleeping soundly.
I pulled a pair of sweats and a t-shirt from her bag and began to undress her.
Carefully, I pulled off her shoes and soaked jeans, keeping my eyes trained on her
face for signs of discomfort. I didn't know what was going on in that head of hers,
but I didn't want to risk her thinking someone was hurting her again.
Gently lifting her bad knee, I waited for the inevitable grimace that was sure to
come from her, but she remained perfectly quiet and still. Still having no fucking
clue what I was doing, I felt around her kneecap, trying to see if it appeared swollen
or broken, but it felt all right as far as I could tell.
I was so fucking confused. Kneeling at the foot of the bed for a moment, I
wondered what was really wrong with her. I rubbed my face roughly, thinking that
maybe I should have taken her to the hospital after all.
No. She's calmer now. I made the right choice.
Once she was in dry, warm clothes, I lifted her body gently and pulled the blanket
back, tucking her safely beneath it. I reached down and brushed a lock of hair off
her forehead.
Why didn't she tell me it happened at a concert?
Remembering my conversation with Jake, I quickly sent him a text that we were
safe, and then threw my cell phone on the floor. Sitting down on the edge of the bed,
I laced my fingers together and pushed them roughly against the bridge of my nose,
my thumbs pressing against my cheeks.
I sighed heavily into my hands, kicked my shoes off and turned around, climbing
onto the bed next to Bella. Crossing my legs, I rested my elbows on my knees and let
my head sink into my hands.
I watched her.
I waited.
- 362 -

I woke with a start hours later, sitting up sharply on top of the covers to find Bella
curled up into a ball next to me. Disoriented, I rubbed my eyes and took in my
surroundings, the events of the previous evening coming back to me in waves of
nausea.
It wasn't quite daybreak yet; the sun had just begun peeking out over the watery
horizon of Long Island Sound, the first rosy pink light of the spring morning dancing
across the walls.
Resuming my position sitting cross-legged next to Bella, I let my fingers plow into
my hair and grip the strands in frustration.
I hadn't slept well; constantly waking up to make sure Bella was resting soundly.
Every shift, every breath brought me to the edge of consciousness from the watery
half-sleep I'd been in and my head ached, my thinking foggy and slow.
I had no idea how long it would be before Bella woke up, or what state she would
be in when she did, but I was fucking desperate for her to open her eyes and look at
me. I needed to tell her that she could be honest with me about anything, that there
was nothing in her past that could possibly stop me from loving her.
"She is still running from her past."
Jake's words echoed through my head and I gripped my hair more tightly, closing
my eyes to try to shut out my confusion. Why wouldn't she tell me what she was
running from? What else was there that I didn't know?
"Edward?" a small voice whispered.
My head snapped up at the first weak utterance from Bella. Her eyes were open
with tears glistening at the corners, and her lower lip trembled.
"Bella!" I gasped, relief flooding through me.
"Oh, Edward, I'm so sorry," she whispered as one lone teardrop streaked down
her cheek. "I don't know why…I don't know what happened...I-"
"No, baby, no!" I cut her off, murmuring soothingly. I crawled closer to her and
wrapped her up in my arms. I put one arm around Bella and pulled her close against
me. She held me tightly in return, pressing her face into my neck. I felt my skin
moisten with the salty dampness of her tears.
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"Is your knee okay?" I asked her. "One of the security guards said you'd fallen."
Bella looked down as she flexed and bent her leg.
"Yeah, it's okay. It doesn't hurt much now…" she trailed off.
I let out a deep sigh and shook my head. "I'm so sorry I brought you there. I wish
I'd known…before," I murmured, kissing the top of her head.
Bella tensed. "So you know?" she asked quietly.
I nodded. "Jake told me. I had to call him…you were saying his name. I didn't
know what else to do."
Bella groaned and buried her face against my chest.
"Was I really bad?" she asked, not meeting my eyes as she spoke. "I know things
started to get…messed up when the show started, but I don't remember much from
after I fell."
"It's all right," I assured her, dodging her question. I reached over to stroke her
cheek, trying to soothe her. "You were upset."
"Hah! Who gets so 'upset' at a concert that they have a fucking meltdown?" Bella
twisted her fingers together and began nervously bouncing both her feet against the
bed. "Probably didn't help that I didn't sleep at all last night either."
"You didn't sleep?" I asked. Bella shook her head, studying her hands. I thought
back to the previous morning and remembered her being awake before me. I'd just
thought she'd woken up relaxed, without any terrors.
God I'm such a fucking moron!
"I keep trying to run away from this shit, but it keeps catching up with me," she
sighed.
My heart ached for what she'd been through.
"Jake said this kind of…thing has happened before?" I asked cautiously.
Bella nodded. "Panic attack. But I don't think I've ever blacked out like that."
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There was a heavy silence between us as neither of us spoke for a moment.
"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked softly.
Bella didn't answer, another tear sliding off her beautiful long lashes and down
her cheek. I reached down and slipped a finger under her chin, angling her
tear-streaked face upwards. She looked up at me with sad, blotchy eyes.
"Why couldn't you be honest with me?" I murmured, searching her eyes. "I never
would have asked you to go to a concert if I'd known."
"I don't know," she admitted softly a few moments later, tentatively meeting my
eyes. "You were looking forward to it so much. I didn't want to ruin it for you."
"Bella." I sighed and shook my head. "If I had known, I never would have-"
This time she cut me off. "I know you wouldn't have bought the tickets if I'd told
you where…it…happened, but going to this concert was so important to you. I love
seeing music back in your life. I thought…that I could be strong enough to handle
it."
"Nothing is more important to me than you," I whispered, wiping another tear as
it fell down the curve of her cheek.
She began to cry again but a smile played at the edge of her lips, and she climbed
up my body to press her lips gently against mine. When she opened her eyes,
though, there was something more behind them, something deeper haunting them.
"There's more," I prompted her, but she looked away. "Tell me?"
She turned over onto her back and stared at the ceiling. "I didn't want you to see
me…like I was then, to know who I was." Bella let out an angry laugh. "But I guess
there's no stopping that now, after last night, is there?"
Refusing to let her turn inward, I rolled toward her and propped my head up on
my hand. "Please tell me," I implored.
"I was a slut, Edward," she announced sharply. "In high school. That's why my
mom shipped me off to Forks; because she and my stepdad couldn't deal with me. I
was 'too wild.' I finally got my act together when I moved in with my dad," she
continued, picking at the blanket. "I stopped sleeping around, got into a really good
college."
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Tears filled her eyes and she sucked in a gasp. "I was going to get to study
literature, just read books all fucking day. I couldn't fucking wait." Bella's bottom lip
trembled. "I was finally gonna be somebody my parents could be proud of, and then
I had to fucking ruin it!"
I hated hearing her talk this way about herself, but I knew that it was my job to
listen, so I stayed quiet.
"I went to this concert with Jake and I just fucking had to get high again. I had to
be stupid one last time." Her voice lowered to a whisper, angry and bitter. "And then
I had to go and be a fucking slut again."
Bella paused, took in a deep, shuddery breath, and then continued. "I was so
fucking stupid," she spat. "There was this guy. I met him at the concert. We had
a…connection. It was intense and passionate and…" her voice lowered to a whisper,
"Amazing."
I tensed, my stomach rolling at hearing her talk about any man that way. My blood
ran cold, jealousy racing through me, but I forced it back, willing myself to listen.
"I wanted more…I thought he did, too. So I went down this empty hallway. I
thought he'd follow me…but I was wasted and so fucking blind! He didn't want me."
Bella's nose wrinkled up in disgust, and I reached over with the hand that wasn't
holding my head up and stroked her arm reassuringly. She relaxed slightly and kept
talking.
"Only it wasn't the guy I'd been kissing that found me. It was James, the dealer I'd
bought from. He saw me making out with my-"
Bella broke off and cleared her throat, then swallowed and continued, "-With that
guy and he wanted similar…servicing. When I wouldn't…" she trailed off, squeezing
her eyes shut, another tear following the same path as the others before. "That's
when he…he…"
"Shhh." I couldn't stand to see her hurting so much, and pulled her back into my
arms, letting her cry against my shirt for a few minutes.
Realization dawned as she lay against me. I finally began to understand the words
she'd babbled at the concert about someone not coming for her: she'd waited for
this guy who had kissed her and led her on, but he never showed up. What had
followed her instead had shattered her, body and soul.
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What an asshole that guy was.
Bella shuddered and sniffled, and when she pulled back from my chest, her jaw
was set in a tight line.
"I swore I'd never do drugs or drink again. I swore I'd get my body so strong that
no one would ever hurt me. I swore I'd never pick up a book again so I'd never have
to remember what I'd lost. I promised myself I'd never be that stupid, that weak
again. I never wanted to be that girl who was vulnerable and reckless."
The way she said the word 'reckless' tore at my heart, watching how her face
screwed up into a sneer. I saw the bitterness etched on her face as she recounted
losing everything she'd worked for, everything she was looking forward to, all in one
night. My heart ached for what she'd been through, finally understanding why it still
haunted her.
"But it comes back to me, it haunts me every fucking morning until my throat is
raw. His voice, his laugh, his breath."
I couldn't hold back the nauseating shudder that ripped through me as I finally
understood the intensity of Bella's terrors.
"And last night…it felt like it was happening again. I saw someone…he looked like
James."
I stiffened, but she shook her head. "It wasn't him," she assured me. "But it just
brought me back there. And the music was so loud, and then when I had to go to the
bathroom…"
Her eyes squeezed shut and I stared at her in confusion.
"My attack…it happened in a bathroom. And when I twisted my leg and fell in that
puddle, I guess I just…snapped." Bella let out that same angry laugh again as she
stretched and once again tested her injured leg. "So now you know it all. Pretty
pathetic, huh? God, I'm so fucking embarrassed."
Bella covered her face with her hands. I closed my eyes as well and took in a
breath. I couldn't believe how strong she was despite all she'd been through, and yet
she still saw herself as weak.
"You are not pathetic." I spoke the words slowly, confidently, opening my eyes and
pulling her hands away from her face so I could look into the watery depths of hers.
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"You are the strongest, most incredible person I've ever met. And I love you."
"I love you too," Bella said softly.
Capturing her face in my hands, I pulled her gently toward me until our lips met.
The kiss was soft and delicate, a mere brushing of skin against soft skin. She choked
back a sob but it overcame her, and she pulled back to rest her forehead against
mine.
"I love you so fucking much," she whimpered. Bella reached up to wipe her eyes
and then sat up quickly, looking around desperately.
"Where's my bag?" she asked, sniffling and blinking her eyes. "I need my contact
solution."
I stood up quickly and retrieved it for her. Once she'd bent her head back and
moistened her eyes, we both stretched and yawned. My limbs felt heavy with
sleepiness, but my mind was whirring with all this new information. I wanted to shut
it off and enjoy my time with her, to retrieve this weekend and make up for whatever
we'd lost last night.
"Wow, it's beautiful out there," Bella murmured, kneeling on the bed to get a
better look outside. She climbed out of the bed and walked over to the window,
looking out onto the sprawling lawn that ended at the water's lapping edge.
On the floor, my phone buzzed. I glanced at it and saw another text from Alice.
Determined not to let anything come between Bella and me for the next two days, I
shut it off and dropped it back into my suitcase. Then I walked over to Bella, tucking
my chin against her shoulder and wrapping my arms around her tiny waist.
"Are you hungry?" I asked her. "I could make some breakfast and show you
around the house?"
She turned her head so her face was barely a breath away from mine. "I'd like
that."
We shared a soft, chaste kiss in the warm sunlight. Bella turned to gaze back
outside, and I held her tightly against my body, never wanting to let her go. We
looked out the window at the hazy dawn that had settled over the sparkling water.
I kissed her shoulder and exhaled in relief, feeling like the storm had finally
passed.
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Yes, Alice knows. We're close, gang.
Playlist for this chapter: www(.)mixpod(.)com /playlist/71306411
I'm going to attempt to keep up my every-other-week update, but the next
couple of chapters may take a little longer to get right. Bear with me? :)
I love your reviews, as always.
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Chapter 21: Home
So sorry for the huge delay in posting! This chapter took a long time to
get just right, and then Thanksgiving and RL got in the way! I also wanted to
post this chapter with the launch of my blog! Details on that down below.
Thanks so much to the team that keeps me going! Awesomesauce, Brits23,
Kyla713 and Lazykatevamp - you know how much I flove you! Big thanks go
out to Dee Dreamer and for her lovely review of The Ride on RAoR! And
massive hugs to AmberDK for revamping the entire polyvore collected for
The Ride! Please go check it out when you have a chance.

BPOV
Saturday, March 27, 2010.
Dawn.
I gazed out the window as Edward pressed soft kisses along my bare shoulder.
The sun had just begun peeking up over the horizon, sending rays of gold out to
dance across the Long Island Sound in thousands of sparkling lights. The water,
which had been a pale, deep grey in the breaking light of dawn, now shimmered like
amber diamonds in front of us.
"Come on, let's go get some food," Edward said, his breath warm and soothing
against my skin.
Edward unpacked our things and I stepped into the bathroom to wash up. I turned
on the light and stared at my reflection. I still felt a little out of it from my panic
attack; my thoughts were sluggish and my body was slow to move. There were dark
circles under my eyes, which were red and blotchy, my skin still a little too pale.
Taking out my contacts, I rinsed them in solution. I paused before putting them
back in, holding in my hand the last shred of the mask I'd been wearing all these
years and stared at myself. At my brown eyes.
At me.
I still didn't like the girl I saw in the mirror.
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However, Edward did. After telling him everything about my past, he had proved
beyond any shadow of a doubt that he loved me, regardless of the skeletons in my
closet.
So why couldn't I love myself?
I blinked hard, attempting to moisten my incredibly dry eyes and slid my contacts
back into place.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, Edward seemed distracted, frowning down
at his cell phone.
"Hey, do you know where my phone is? I wanted to call Jake and let him know I
was okay."
He looked up, startled.
"Oh…it's…uh…in your bag. I shut it off last night," Edward said, quickly powering
down the phone and dropping it in his bag. "But I…did speak to Jake again and told
him you were safe."
"Oh…okay." I answered, unsure of why he looked so nervous all of the sudden.
"I was actually hoping to keep our phones off all weekend anyway," he said,
relaxing slightly and moving closer to me. "I really want it to be just us; no
interruptions."
The look on his face was so hopeful, it melted straight through me. I smiled and
nodded at him. "Sure, that would be fine."
Edward walked over to me and placed a soft kiss against my forehead, then ran
his palms over my arms.
"Good, now let's get you fed."
He led me down the stairs to Esme's gorgeous kitchen for breakfast. I settled onto
a stool at the counter and watched as Edward got the coffee brewing and prepared
to cook.
"Eggs?" he asked me. I nodded hungrily. "How do you like them?"
"An omelet would be great," I replied. Edward went to the massive fridge and
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retrieved several different veggies as well as some cheese.
"Can I help?" I asked, swiveling the stool around.
"Nope!" Edward popped the last syllable against his lips as he turned his attention
back to the pan. He seemed content to have me simply sit there, so I rested my chin
in my hands and looked around at the beautiful room.
It was warm and welcoming, the same way Esme's kitchen in the city was, but this
one was airy and light with bright sunlight streaming in through the windows. The
walls and ceiling were all painted in a soothing cream, and the appliances were all
brand new. The granite countertops and backsplash were all a soft marbled cream,
matching the tiles on the floor. The windows faced the back of the house, and
through them, I could see the wide expanse of land leading down to the Sound.
It suddenly occurred to me in a way it had never before just how wealthy the
Cullens were.
The snap and sizzle of oil in the pan brought my attention back to Edward. His
hair was adorably disheveled, sticking up at odd angles. I wanted to leap from my
stool and run my fingers through it. My eyes traveled down his neck to the long,
ropy lines of his back moving under his grey t-shirt. The muscles in his forearms
flexed as he twisted the pan, making sure to cook all the edges of the omelet.
Watching him made me momentarily forget the events of the previous night,
desire stirring in my belly and places further south. I realized, as I began to rub my
thighs together, just how detached I'd been from him lately, from us. As he looked
over his shoulder and gave me a bashful smile, I vowed to make it up to him later
tonight.
Shifting uncomfortably on the stool, I tired to clear my head by gazing around the
room.
"This place is amazing," I told him.
"Yeah it is," he agreed, sliding our breakfast onto plates. "Mom did such a great
job refinishing it. I'm really psyched to be the first ones to use it!"
He handed the plates over to me and my brow furrowed in suspicion as he poured
two steaming mugs of coffee. I frowned at him as he came over to the island and
hopped up onto a stool next to me.
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"What?" he asked, smiling through a mouthful of omelet.
"If no one has been here yet, how is it that it's stocked with food?"
"Oh." He paused, a soft blush coloring his cheeks as a tiny smile turned up one
corner of his perfect lips. "I made some calls, had some groceries delivered. The
groundskeeper unpacked them before we got here. I really wanted this to be a
perfect weekend for you."
I heard his words, and thought about how he had worked so hard to make this a
nice time for me, but my thoughts immediately flickered back to the previous night's
events, and my stomach fell.
How could it possibly be a perfect weekend after all that?
"I'm sorry I ruined last night," I said sullenly, stabbing my eggs with my fork.
"Hey," he implored softly, letting his own fork rest on his plate. Edward reached
over to take my free hand, rubbing his thumb soothingly over my knuckles.
"You didn't ruin anything," he assured me. "It's fine. I'm just glad you're okay."
I shrugged half-heartedly, and Edward lifted his fingertips to my chin, gently
nudging my face upward so our eyes would meet.
"No more sadness, okay?"
"Okay," I mumbled quietly.
Edward leaned in to brush his lips against mine, soft and tender. My mouth
curved up into a smile under the sensation of his lips on mine, and he smiled,
triumphant over breaking my bad mood. He turned playful, planting tiny butterfly
kisses all over my face and neck until I dissolved into giggles.
"Now eat," he instructed as he pulled away. "I want to go explore the rest of this
place with you!"

Once we'd cleaned up our breakfast, Edward and I began a tour of the house.
From the kitchen, we walked through the elegant dining room, where bay windows
and olive-colored drapes surrounded a long oak table with seats for ten. An
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old-fashioned, wrought iron chandelier hung from the ceiling above.
Next, we strolled into the living room, where floor-to-ceiling windows faced the
water. Lush, cream-colored curtains were spaced out between each door, matching
several couches that faced one another on the fine hardwood floors.
"The windows all open up like doors," Edward said from where he stood, between
a fireplace and a bar at the far end of the room. His muscled forearms peeked out of
his pockets as he leaned against a stool. "It was this room my mother fell in love
with. She had the idea to knock out the old frames and create a wall of windows
leading down to the water."
"It's incredible," I murmured, gazing outside. I could imagine being here in the
summer, the heady aroma of salt water wafting up from the beach, warm air and the
sounds of waves filling the room.
"Let's walk down to the water," Edward suggested.
With the early spring weather still laced with a bit of winter's chill, we threw on
our jackets and stepped out the back door, following a walkway down past a
covered, rectangular-shaped pool and a hot tub. I followed behind him as he led us
down the long expanse of grass to the rocky shoreline. A few sea gulls cawed
overhead as the waves of the Sound lapped quietly against a wet sliver of sand.
I took in the thick salt-water scent, inhaling deeply. Edward released my hand and
leaned down to pick up a stone, rearing his arm back to skip it across the water. As I
watched him, a small piece of wood on a stake behind us caught my eye.
"Isle Esme," I read aloud, reading the print off the tiny sign. "That's sweet. Who
came up with that?"
Edward smiled. "My Dad did. This house was actually an anniversary present for
her. The fact that she got to redesign it was just an added bonus." He skipped
another stone out onto the crystal blue water. "They own all the land here, straight
down to the water."
I turned back to look back over the water, and saw a dock to our right. A boat was
tethered to it, bouncing lightly in the waves. I squinted, noticing a green light that
sat atop a pole at the end of the dock.
"A green light?" I asked, turning back to Edward in wonder. "From The Great
Gatsby?"
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He grinned at me in amazement. "You really do know your literature! Yes, we're in
Sand's Point. Dad said it's the town F. Scott Fitzgerald based one of the story's
towns, East Egg on."
The entire area took on a new meaning for me as I gazed around at the other
houses, seeing the world from a book I'd once loved come to life before my eyes.
"If it wasn't for the mist we could see your home across the bay," I quoted softly,
the words coming back to me like a familiar blanket wrapped around my shoulders.
"You always have a green light that burns all night at the end of your dock."
Edward took a step closer to me. "Dad has an early edition in his library here, if
you want to see it?"
My eyes lit up, remembering the library Carlisle had mentioned and I nodded
eagerly. But first Edward pulled me gently to him and captured my face in his
hands, grazing his thumb over my cheek as his lips pressed against mine.
He led me back inside and down to the lower level of the house. Bypassing a few
rooms he promised to show me later, Edward pushed open twin doors, rolling them
into the arched doorway, adorned with stone from floor to ceiling. The library walls
were a rich dark wood, with Persian carpets spread over the floors. A large fireplace
took up one wall, and the rest were filled with bookshelves, row after row of them.
I ran my fingers over the volumes, some old and tattered, some brand-new. I
touched the letters in the titles of stories I'd loved, remembering a time when pages
and words meant the world to me.
"Remind me what The Great Gatsby is about?" Edward asked me as we perused
the shelves. "I read it in high school but I don't really remember it."
The story came back to me as easily as if I'd read it yesterday, recalling sitting
curled up in Charlie's living room, unable to stop reading. The memories peeked out
from the cobwebs in my mind, from a place I had kept dark and silent.
"It's about two lovers, Gatsby and Daisy," I told him. "They fall in love when they
are young but lose track of each other. They find each other again as adults and
profess their love, but it only ends in tragedy for both of them."
Edward snorted. "Sounds lovely," he said sarcastically. "So what's the light on the
dock about?"
- 375 -

"Daisy has a dock at the end of her house with a green light on it," I replied.
"Gatsby stares at it, night after night. It makes him feel close to her."
I found the book and let out a small gasp; the cover was a tattered cloth, worn at
the edges. Reverently pulling it from the shelf, I opened it gently, careful not to rip
the weathered pages. I flipped easily to the passages I remembered, walking to the
couch opposite the fireplace.
"Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes
before us. It eluded us then, but that's no matter-tomorrow we will run faster,
stretch out our arms farther... And one fine morning…"
I took a breath, swallowing the lump in my throat as I realized just how much the
pivotal ending line reflected my own life. "So we beat on, boats against the current,
borne back ceaselessly into the past."
A tear slipped down my face as I closed the book and faced Edward, now perched
next to me. He tenderly reached up to whisk the liquid from my chin.
"That's me," I said weakly, waving toward the closed hardback on my lap. "Never
moving forward, no matter how hard I try, constantly trapped by a past I can't
escape."
Edward gently removed the book and placed it before us on the coffee table
before pulling me onto his lap.
"I used to feel that way too, before I met you," he began, his voice soft and husky.
"I was trapped in my memories of my youth, feeling like I could never have fun like I
did back then. I was like a zombie, sleepwalking through my life; every day was this
boring repetition of the day before. I thought I'd never find happiness. That I'd never
find someone I loved."
Edward inhaled deeply before meeting my eyes and searching them deeply.
"And then I met you, and everything changed."
I sighed at his words, letting them fill my body like oxygen.
"You woke me up, brought me back to life again. And then-" his voice broke and
he took a breath. "And then I almost lost you, all because I wasn't honest with you
about Tanya."
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I cringed, remembering the holidays and how I ran from him.
"I don't care about your past, Bella. I love you, no matter what. Please don't feel
you have to hide it from me again?"
I began to cringe and apologize again, but he stopped me, placing two fingers
against my lips to quiet me. "Shhh. Just promise me you'll let me in, let me help you
find yourself, the same way you did for me."
I couldn't hold back the tears that began to slip down my face at his words. His
acceptance, his love, despite all my demons, the skeletons raging my closet, rocked
me to the core.
Edward leaned in, pressing his forehead against mine and squeezed his eyes shut.
"You're everything to me, Bella," he murmured softly. "I'd be lost without you."
We sat like that for a while, kissing softly and holding each other until my stomach
began to grumble. Laughing at how the loud gurgling sounds it made broke the
emotional mood, Edward took my hand and brought me back to the kitchen. He
made us lunch as he softly sang a Daughtry song we hadn't heard at the concert.
For the first time you can open your eyes,
And see the world without your sorrow where no one knows the pain you left
behind.
And all the peace you could never find is waiting there to hold and keep you,
Welcome to the first day of your life.
It struck me just how much those lyrics matched my life now. Over lunch, we
talked about music and literature, how meaningful the words in a song or a book
could be, and marveled at the similarities between our two passions.
"Are you ready to see the best parts of the house?" he asked me as we finished
washing the dishes. I nodded and slipped my hand into his as we continued our
exploration downstairs.
Edward opened a door we'd passed by earlier, leading us into a huge room. "This
one is going to be Emmett's favorite. He practically crushed Mom in a bear hug
when she told him about it."
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The room had the same stonework on the walls and columns as I had seen in the
library. To my left was a soft leather couch, which faced a massive flat screen TV.
On my right there was an incredibly well stocked bar, with soft cushioned stools
placed around it.
As we stepped further inside, we passed an antique foosball table followed by a
pool table. Beyond there sat two long rows of theater-sized seats and the largest
screen I had ever seen outside of a movie theater.
"Whoa." My mouth hung open as I glanced around the room. "This is an epic man
cave."
"Yeah, I doubt we'll ever get Emmett, Jazz or the boys out of here once they see
it," Edward chuckled. "But there's one more room I think you're really going to
love."
I followed Edward back out into the hallway, and he led me into another space.
When he flicked on the light switch, I found myself in the most incredible home gym
I had ever seen. Windows in the corner let in natural light, which reflected off a wall
of mirrors on one side of the room. The place had everything: treadmills, elliptical
runners, and racks of weights. However, I nearly passed out when I saw a spin bike
in the corner of the room.
Not just a spin bike. The spin bike. The most state-of-the-art one out there.
"Oh my God!" I yelled out, rushing toward it. Edward snickered behind me as I
gawked at the piece of machinery, which came equipped with a fan and its own LCD
screen.
"Mom had this installed a few weeks ago," he said, coming up behind me and
squeezing me around the middle. "She thought you'd like it. Do you want to try it
out?"
"Are you kidding me?" I shouted, practically bouncing with my enthusiasm.
"Is your knee okay to spin?" he asked warily, nodding his head down toward my
leg.
I stretched it again, and while I felt a few twinges here and there, it was nothing I
couldn't handle. "Abso-freaking-lutely!"
When we'd both changed into sweats and returned to the gym, I plugged my iPod
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into the room's built in stereo system, setting it to shuffle through my workout
playlists. Music blasted through the speakers, my iPod randomly hitting on songs
from my grunge playlist, making us both laugh.
"This was one of the songs that played during the class I took when we met,"
Edward said as he increased the intensity of his workout. "Man, I had no idea what I
was in for back then."
He winked at me and I made a face at his jibe, but truly, I was glad for the
lightening of the mood between us, the intensity of the last few days lifting.
I nearly squealed with delight as I mounted the bike, Edward smiling over at me
as he started jogging on one of the treadmills. As I began pedaling, I took in
Edward's form with appreciation. His body had changed a lot from when I met him,
muscles more pronounced, his frame leaner, stronger.
I sped my feet quickly around, feeling my heart rate increase, but for once, I
wasn't doing it out of tension or a need to escape; I was doing it because I enjoyed
it. I closed my eyes and pedaled hard, feeling the sweat coursing from my pores, my
body running clean of all my former shame.

Later that evening, Edward and I finished our exploration of the rest of the house.
We found the playroom for the boys Esme had created on the top floor, and poked
through all seven of the bedrooms, each one spaced out around the large double
staircase in the foyer.
I was in awe of Esme's design skills, the elegant, octagonal-shaped foyer
reminding me of the great mansions of the Vanderbilt era. I was truly amazed at
how she modernized this house without losing any of its classic charm.
There was one more room leading out from foyer we hadn't seen yet, and after yet
another scrumptious meal, Edward quietly led me into it.
It was a traditional sitting room, with a fireplace at one end, and curtained
windows on every wall. A plush white carpet hushed my footsteps as I walked in,
trailing my hand over purple velvet settees. A creaking noise behind me caught my
attention, and I turned around to find Edward in the corner of the room, lifting the
lid of a breathtaking grand piano.
"It's what I used to practice on back in Chicago," he said softly. "It's been in
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storage for years, but Mom insisted on bringing it here."
I watched as Edward ran his fingertips over the keys, much in the same manner
that I'd touched Carlisle's books downstairs.
"I haven't played it in years." Edward's voice was barely a whisper as he gazed
apprehensively at the instrument.
I walked back to him, sat down on the bench, and tugged on his hand, pulling him
to sit down next to me. "Play for me?"
He set his jaw in a serious line and pulled up the sleeves of the blue button-down
he had on. I watched as he prepared himself to play, rolling his shoulders back, and
straightening his posture, lifting his long fingers up to grace over the keys.
I turned to face him as he began to play Debussy's "Clair de Lune" and felt a
shiver run through my body at the magnificence of the music, the perfection of him
playing. I was enraptured, the skin on my arms rising up into gooseflesh as I
listened. He needed no sheet music; he played from memory without faltering, his
brow not even furrowed in concentration, as if the notes emanated from his very
soul.
He was so beautiful, I could have cried.
As he quietly ended the song, the last chords echoing softly against the walls, I let
out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding.
"That was incredible," I whispered.
A small, bashful smile appeared on his face as he thanked me and closed the cover
over the keys.
"You need to be playing music again," I told him.
"I do play," he replied softly. "For you."
I shook my head, knowing he wasn't getting my meaning. Being a business
manager wasn't right for him; he never should have given up his dreams, just the
way I did.
"No, you have to do this," I implored, waving my hand in the direction of the keys.
"It's who you are…like you were born for it."
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Edward took a deep breath as I searched his eyes; I could see his doubt in them,
and it was something I was all too familiar with.
My mind flashed back to a vague memory from the previous evening, my eyes
fixed on Edward as Chris Daughtry took the stage. I remembered watching the way
the way the music took over him, and I knew without a doubt that the stage was
where he belonged.
And, I knew, despite my fears, that I would do anything to see him on one.
"I want to see you on stage," I told him. "Piano, guitar, I don't care. You need to
make music your life again, and perform it."
Edward gazed back at me, his brow furrowed, uncertain. "I don't know, Bella…."
he trailed off, shrugging. "I wouldn't know where to start, and even if I did, could
you come to something like that? I mean, after last night…"
My stomach dropped at the concern in his eyes and I took his hand in mine. "It
would be different with you up there."
"Are you sure?"
"Completely sure," I insisted. "I want to see you play in front of people."
Edward laughed, the somber look in his eyes lessened, more playful now. "Oh, you
do huh?"
"Yeah!" I answered. "You said Peter and your old band-mates are still playing.
Why don't you hook up with them?"
"All right," Edward said, surprising me with his quick agreement. "What will you
give me for it?"
The playful look in his eyes made me blush. "Are we bargaining sexual favors
now?"
"No," he chuckled. "That's not what I meant."
"What then?"
His gaze turned serious but his smile remained. "I will play on stage again if…"
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"If…" I repeated, waiting for him to continue.
"If you go back to school to study literature."
I bit my lip and wrinkled my nose, smiling at him. "That's not fair," I complained.
"You know how much I want to see you play."
He turned his body toward mine and smiled, obviously enjoying how his challenge
affected me. "And you know how much I want to see you happy. I saw the look on
your face when we were in the library; you love books. I want to see you enjoying
them again."
My mind began drifting off into the possibility of this becoming a reality, of me
leaving the gym and going back to school to finish what I started, but doubt began
dodging my thoughts. "What would I do with a degree in Lit?"
"I don't know!" Edward's crooked grin made my heart flutter. "Teach it! Write it!
Read me poetry all day. Naked."
I giggled and blushed, turning away from him as my face flushed with heat. He
reached over and gently brushed his hand across my nervously twisting fingers. I
turned back to playfully glare at him.
"So will you do it?" he asked.
Edward leaned in closer to me, his scent intoxicating, rendering me helpless, and
bending to his will. He grazed my lower lip with his, just the merest hint of a kiss,
leaving me breathless and wanting. When he pulled back, the look on his face spoke
volumes.
I saw reflected in his eyes what he saw in me.
He saw promise.
He saw strength.
He saw all those things about me I was never able to see for myself.
And for once, I believed it, too.
"All right," I said softly, but with conviction. "I'll do it."
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Edward's smile broke out into a full-on grin, and he pulled me into his arms for a
tight hug. He kissed me deeply, his lips making promises of things to come.
"Come on," he exclaimed, standing quickly and pulling me up with him. "Let's go
for a celebratory dip in the hot tub!"
"But I didn't pack a suit!" I protested.
Edward stopped, his eyes sparkling with mischief as he smiled suggestively at me.
"So?"
Blushing hotly, I allowed him to lead me down the hall, holding his hand tightly.
He grabbed two thick towels from one of the bathrooms and we tiptoed outside, like
two teenagers trying not to get caught. As he lifted the heavy cover off the hot tub,
steam rose up from the placid water and into the cool night air.
"Well? What are you waiting for?" Edward grinned at me and started stripping off
his clothes.
I paused, memories flooding through me of times when I'd been much wilder than
this, and embraced the moment, relishing the feeling of being free again.
Of feeling alive again.
I giggled and pulled off my top, the air chilly on my skin as I raced to catch up
with Edward, who was already stripped down to his boxers. He pulled off his socks,
and then turned to gaze at me, standing before him in only a black satin bra and
matching panties.
I shivered, from both the air and the look in his eyes.
When we had settled into the tub, the deliciously sweltering water engulfing my
body, Edward braided our fingers together under the surface.
"Bella," Edward said, his tone suddenly serious. The sparkling green of his eyes
was hidden under the lush layer of his dark lashes. "When we get back to the city, I
don't want you to go to Queens."
I chuckled, seeing his protective side resurface. "Well I won't," I agreed. "We'll be
getting in kind of late, won't we?"
"That's not what I meant." Edward smiled faintly, studying our entwined fingers
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under the water. "I don't want you to go back there at all."
I swallowed thickly, caught off guard by his request, my stomach doing
somersaults.
"I want to be with you all the time," he said. "When I wake up, I want your face to
be the first thing I see, and the last thing I see every night. I want you to live with
me."
I gasped softly, feeling the pieces of my broken life linking back together as I
returned his gaze.
Edward looked at me with uncertainty, a nervous look in his eyes as he took deep,
steadying breaths. "Will you move in with me, Bella?"
I couldn't answer at first, unable to speak past the emotion forming a lump in my
throat. But the smile that slowly came to my face was immediately echoed on his
own.
"Yes," I finally answered. "I would love to live with you."
Edward's mouth turned up into my favorite crooked grin. His arms came fast
around me and he held me tight, pulling me down so he could kiss my forehead, my
nose, my cheeks, and then finally my mouth. He drew me to him, my body moving
easily in the water, floating over his lap, my knees resting on the ridged seat on
either side of his legs.
Edward's soft kisses turned more frenzied, sucking and biting my lips as my wet
fingers sank into his hair. He murmured my name as we broke for air, his hands
settling on my hips and grinding me down against him.
"Fuck," he panted. "You're so fucking perfect. I can't believe you're mine."
His lips latched onto mine once again, taunting me with teasing thrusts of his
tongue, matching the movements of his body beneath me.
Tiny whimpers poured out of me as he lowered his mouth to my neck, sucking on
the skin there as he reached up to unclasp my bra. Tearing the wet fabric from my
chest, he cupped one of my breasts with his hand, bringing his searing mouth to the
puckered skin of my nipple. My head arched back as he flicked his tongue over it
and bit down gently, before giving the same attention to the other breast.
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He anchored my hips to his with his other hand, and I bucked and ground my body
over his lap. I could feel his cloth-covered erection, the swollen head rubbing
against me through the barrier of my panties.
It had been too long since we'd been this frantic for one another. I found myself
unable to stop, mewling and begging for his touch, for the feeling of his skin against
mine.
"Please," I moaned, fighting the water's buoyancy to rub myself against him.
Edward let out a groan and his hands returned to my hips, helping to grind our
bodies together. I panted as I felt his length dragging along my aching center.
"Please," I begged again, louder this time. My wet nipples brushed against his
bare chest and his head rolled back against the edge of the wall behind him. I felt as
if I would come apart with need as he gazed back at me lustfully from heavily lidded
eyes.
"Fuck me, Edward," I rasped, gripping his shoulders as I stroked his body with
mine. I let out a sharp gasp each time the bulbous head rubbed against sensitive
spots on my tender flesh.
"Every fucking day," he growled, raising my body off his to roughly twist off my
panties. His look was predatory as he ripped the soaked fabric from my thighs.
"Every morning and every night in our bed."
I whimpered, thrilling to the word 'our' as he spoke it.
"I will fuck you so hard, until you can't see straight. Until the only thing you're
screaming is my name over and over."
His hands came up to my face, pulling me to him for a hungry kiss, his tongue
sliding against mine. I moaned into his mouth as the hot water swirled around my
naked skin. Raking my nails down his chest, I clawed at his boxers, desperate to get
them off, to feel him inside me.
Edward nudged me upwards and aggressively yanked the offending fabric from
his body. In an instant, his lips were once again attacking mine, his thumb brushing
against my clit, sending shockwaves of pleasure through me.
I writhed in the water and positioned myself above him, feeling the thick head of
his cock at my opening. I grasped the lip of the tub in front of me for leverage and
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lowered myself onto him, watching his mouth drop open in pleasure as he slid deep
inside me.
His hands began guiding my body by my hips; I felt weightless, floating through
each blissful thrust. He glided me along his length until he nearly slipped out, both
of us trembling at the sensation, and then pushed me slowly down again. Each time
he sank back into me, filling me completely, his eyelids fluttered as his face
contorted into a beautiful mask of pleasure.
Our breathing soon turned to ragged pants and I struggled to move more quickly
in the water, needing him faster, harder, deeper inside me.
"God, Bella, you feel so fucking good!"
"Edward!" I cried. "I need more!"
He quickly lifted me off him and I moaned at the loss of contact, but then he
positioned me on my knees facing the edge of the tub and came up behind me. His
fingers found my entrance and I cried out with relief as he pushed back inside.
Edward's hands came on either side of mine, bracing both our bodies as he reared
back and slammed inside me repeatedly.
"Is this what you wanted?" he snarled into my ear, nipping the lobe with his teeth.
"God, yes!" I screamed. My body was positioned right in front of one of the warm,
bubbling jets and a strong stream of water rushed against all my sensitive parts, and
my release careened closer.
"Oh fuck, I won't be able to last long like this," he hissed through gritted teeth.
Taking my hand in his, he pulled it down between my legs, guiding my finger along
my clit with his own.
The sensations became too much; his body retreating and filling me, his breath
heavy at my ear, my fingers tracing tight circles on my wet flesh.
Edward moaned loudly behind me and I felt his arms beginning to shake with
restraint as he held off his orgasm. "Baby, come for me, please!" he pleaded.
I opened my mouth to answer him, but was suddenly overcome by pleasure. I
cried out as my release ripped through me, screaming Edward's name. He fell over
the edge with me, grunting and cursing as his seed spilled within my body in a hot,
thick rush.
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His head fell to my shoulder as we both slowly came down. Edward kissed my
back and neck as he pulled out of me, turning my body to hold me tightly in the
water. Our breathing was still flowing out in shudders as he murmured softly to me
words of love, words of forever.

The next morning I woke up with a start, more surprised than frightened by my
terrors. For the first time, they felt a bit fainter, more like a fading memory
appearing in a dream.
We stayed in bed until noon and made love again; not desperate and frantic the
way it was in the hot tub, but slow and gentle. He took his time with me, covering
every inch of my skin with his lips, and I melted into his touch, feeling that I never
wanted to let him go and smiling with the knowledge that I never would have to
again.
We ate and took a walk along the sandy shoreline before holing ourselves up in
the movie room. By the time evening came, I felt odd at not having checked my
messages, and told Edward I needed to find my cell phone.
He grimaced and reluctantly got out of bed.
"Why are you being so weird about this?"
Edward shook his head and sighed, looking slightly pale. "No reason," he
mumbled, reaching down into the mess the clothes in our suitcases had become to
retrieve it. It almost seemed as if he'd hidden it there.
"Thanks," I said, confused by his behavior.
Edward sat down on the bed and did not move, staring at his feet as I powered up
the phone and listened to my voicemail. As soon as I heard the cold, bitter voice on
the other end of the line, I started cursing.
"Shit! I knew this was going to happen! Shit!"
"What?" Edward jumped to his feet, alarmed. I held one finger up to him as I
listened to the end of the message.
"It's Jane," I replied, hitting the end button and throwing down my phone in
disgust. "That bitch wants me to work tomorrow, even though I'd asked for this day
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off ages ago!"
I couldn't make sense of the relieved smile that took over Edward's face for a
moment, but when he saw my anxiety, he quickly came to my side.
"When does she want you to come in?" Edward asked. He walked me back over to
the bed where I flopped down and held my head in my hands.
"Tomorrow afternoon! The four-thirty spin!" I shouted, looking back up at him.
Tears began to pool in my eyes. "Jane warned me on Friday that I was on call,
regardless of the fact that Aro approved this day off weeks ago."
Edward began soothingly rubbing my back. "It's all right," he said.
"No, it's not! I knew she would do something like this!" I spat, ignoring Edward's
encouragement. "I hate working for her!"
"I thought Aro was your boss?" Edward asked, confused.
"He's everyone's boss, but Jane is my direct boss and she can manipulate my
schedule however she wants. Especially when she has already managed to convince
Aro that there is no one else who can cover the class."
I sighed again and Edward gently took my face in his hands. "Bella, it's all right.
We'll just have to leave a few hours early. It's no big deal."
I took a deep breath, hearing his words and calming myself, knowing that he was
right.
"And hating her is one more reason to look forward to leaving there and going
back to school, isn't it?"
Feeling my anger deflate slightly, I smiled at him and nodded.
We enjoyed the rest of our time there, trying to make the most of it. He played the
piano for me one more time before we left, his fingers creating a masterpiece of
sound in the air. As he pulled the car away from the house the following afternoon, I
felt a tear well up in my eye.
Edward reached over and took my hand, promising me we would go back there
again soon.
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Lush trees turned into cityscape, and as he navigated the car out of the Queens
Midtown Tunnel, Daughtry's "Home" started playing on the radio.
"How prophetic," Edward murmured, pulling my hand to his lips for a kiss. He
sang along to the lyrics.
"Well I'm going home to the place where I belong, where your love has always
been enough for me…"
I tried to sing along with him and he laughed at my inability to hold a tune. As we
rounded the corner of Sixth and Forty-fourth, pulling up in front of the gym, the next
song came on.
Líve's "I Alone."
As if on instinct, Edward reached over to change the station, already used to my
unexplained distaste for the band, but I stopped him. I listened to the song for a
minute, my hand on his and he looked at me quizzically.
Slowly, I let go of his hand, taking a breath, my other hand grasping the car door
handle.
I was ready to tell him. It was such a small detail; it didn't matter anymore.
"It was at a Líve concert," I told him. "My attack. It was at a Líve concert I went to
in upstate New York."
I couldn't make sense of the look on his face as he absorbed the information, but I
didn't have time to ask. Jane would have my ass on a platter if I didn't get there on
time.
I told Edward I would meet him in the gym. I jumped out of the car, quickly pulled
my duffel bag from the backseat, and hurried inside.
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A huge amount of love goes out to Awesomesauce, Brits23, Kyla713,
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"The Ride" hit 1000 reviews with the last chapter. Thank you so much to
all of you who review - you truly make it worth writing.

Chapter 22: I Still Haven't Found What I'm Looking For
EPOV
March 29, 2010. Monday.
4:20 p.m.
"My attack. It was at a Líve concert I went to in upstate New York."
Bella's words echoed in my head as I watched her scurry off into the gym.
So that's why she can't stand their music!
Shaking my head at my own stupidity, I pulled away from the curb and circled
around the block to the garage on Fifth Avenue. Once I'd parked, I walked around
the car and opened the trunk, scowling down at my cell phone. It felt as if it was
burning a hole in my pocket. I hadn't turned it on since Friday, and I was dreading
the wrath that was sure to come from Alice when I finally spoke to her.
I didn't want to explain to my sister why I'd been avoiding her calls. It was true
that I'd been fucking desperate to find out what she had figured out about Bella
when I'd accidentally read her text to Jasper back in Chicago.
Lately, however, I couldn't have cared less. I'd wanted Bella all to myself since her
meltdown at the concert on Friday, with no interruptions from anyone, not even my
sister and her clairvoyant realizations. Whatever she'd figured out could surely have
afforded to wait a few days.
Couldn't it?
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Sighing, I powered up the phone, ignoring the voicemail alerts and dialing Alice's
number. It barely rang once.
"Where the fuck have you been?" she screeched. Alice rarely cursed, unlike me, so
I knew she had to be really fucking pissed.
I held the phone between my shoulder and my ear as I rummaged through my
suitcase for my gym clothes. "I'm sorry, Alice. I just really didn't want to deal with
anything this weekend."
"You didn't want to deal with anything? I've been going out of my fucking mind
here!" she shouted. "The least you could have done was call me back, Edward."
"Look, I said I was sorry, okay?" I slammed the trunk closed in frustration and
headed out of the garage. "It's been kind of crazy lately."
"So, is Bella okay?" Alice asked, her voice nervous and tinny.
"She's all right, now."
"Then you know she was attacked at a concert?" she queried suspiciously.
"Yes," was my curt reply as I hurried down the street. Bella's class started soon
and I wanted to make sure I got there in time.
"And you know it was at a Líve concert." Her words came out as a statement.
How does she know that already? I just found out myself!
Not having time to worry about it, I answered quickly. "Yes, Bella told me."
"And you know that it was ourLíve concert? The one we went to at R.P.I.?"
Surprised, I stopped just a few feet away from the sports club entrance. That I did
not know. Bella had said the concert was in upstate New York, but there had to have
been a bunch of concerts around there that year.
"How did you-?" I began to ask, but Alice interrupted me.
"Bella told me enough and I figured it out. Edward, I remember her!"
Dead in my tracks on the sidewalk, I stood still, the irritated pedestrians jostling
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me as they pushed past. I couldn't deny that, for a moment, curiosity began to get
the better of me, but it battled with the lingering sense of dread that laced Alice's
tone. Whatever she had to tell me, it didn't sound good.
And it would have to wait.
"I can't deal with this now, Alice. I've got to go," I said abruptly, finding my feet
again and pushing open the gym's glass doors.
"But Edward, don't you get it? She's your-"
"I have to go now, Alice!" I snarled quietly through clenched teeth, cutting her off.
"I'll call you later."
I knew she was still talking, but I hit the end button anyway and rushed inside to
change.
When I finally got inside the spin studio, there was only one bike left, right in the
front row. Jake was set up on the bike next to the empty one. It didn't escape my
notice that it was just like the first class I took here, the day I met Bella.
"But there aren't any cue cards," I suddenly heard Bella argue. Looking up to the
front of the room, I saw a confrontational Jane facing her. "How will I know what
kind of ride to lead?"
"Wing it," she answered. "You are our star trainer, after all." Jane's tone was cold,
her expression sour as she began to walk away.
"But I don't even know what the music is," Bella called after her, waving a CD in
her hand, clearly irritated.
Jane looked back over her shoulder. "It's nineties music. You like that kind of stuff,
don't you?"
Once the nasty little blonde had left, I quickly walked up to Bella.
"I forgot my iPod in Long Island," she explained quickly, clearly distraught as she
set up her bike. "I don't have anything with me. I had to borrow a CD from Jane."
"It'll be okay," I told her. Bella took in a deep breath and then exhaled, shaking
her head in frustration.
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Everything felt so strained, so fucked up after the cocoon we'd been in all
weekend. I wanted to be back there, with her all to myself. I wanted to take her in
my arms and make her feel better, just hold her for one fucking second, but I knew I
couldn't in that roomful of people.
"Hey," I said softly. Her eyes opened and rose to mine. "It's just an hour. Then
we'll be safely back…in our apartment."
She seemed brightened by the thought, and for a moment, her hard expression
melted into a devious one. I groaned quietly, thinking of all the things I wanted to do
to her when we got home that night. Relieved at seeing her momentarily relaxed, I
told her that she'd be great, and that everything would be fine.
She put on her headset, so I turned around and mounted my bike. Jake and I
didn't speak, but there was some unspoken connection between us as he nodded at
me from his perch, cycling silently.
Bella introduced herself, her voice bouncing off the walls from the speakers, and
started warming up the class. The first song off the CD was "Brain Stew" by Green
Day, which, for the moment, made me think that Jane might not have such bad taste
in music, even if she was a stonehearted bitch.
I let my legs pump around the flywheel, remembering fondly the time I heard this
song long ago, at Hot Topic before the concert Alice had just mentioned. I couldn't
help thinking how odd it was that Bella and I had both been at R.P.I. She had to be
right; I knew better than to doubt Alice by now.
What an awful coincidence, that Bella and I had such different experiences at the
same place.
Forgetting the foreboding tone of Alice's words, my mind started getting lost in
thoughts and worries, wondering how I could broach the subject with Bella. I really
wanted to ask her about it: how her attack happened, where she was. But with
everything from Friday's Daughtry concert still fresh in her mind, I figured I should
probably wait a while.
The next song was "Smells Like Teen Spirit" by Nirvana, and I smiled faintly,
remembering hearing this song being blasted from someone's speakers in the Field
House parking lot as we headed inside. The beat pushed my feet along, and I was
totally wrapped in the music when Jake cleared his throat. I looked over to see him
staring at Bella in concern. It was then that I saw her faltering with her instruction,
apparently unsure what to do next.
- 394 -

Wow, she's really having a hard time up there.
My heart ached for her, and I wished there was something I could do. Bella shook
her head, regaining her composure, and brought us up into a standing run, but her
voice wasn't nearly as strong and confident as it usually was. She led us through
some jumps but her expression was distant, her eyes focused on the wall in the back
of the classroom.
I thought she would smile at the next song; it was "I Wanna Be Sedated" by The
Ramones, a classic nineties hit. However, she instead became flustered once again,
her eyes darting from Jake's back to mine.
Why does she look so upset?
Blinking, she finally brought us out into third position for a heavy climb. Even
though I wanted to keep my eyes on Bella, I tried not to stare at her. She seemed
stressed out enough and I didn't want her to think I was overly concerned, making
her even more nervous. She was probably just thrown off by not having a planned
ride, so I closed my eyes and focused on the music.
As if by osmosis, my treacherous mind returned to the night of the concert, the
feelings of being alive and free rushing back to me. I wondered if Bella and I had
passed right by each other at some point that night, and I smiled to myself, picturing
her as a wild, rebellious teenager.
My pedaling began to slow as my memories collided with the odd coincidence of
the next song as it came on. Líve's "Selling the Drama" began ricocheting off the
walls. As the first chords started to play, a sharp gasp echoed throughout the room.
I looked up quickly to see Bella clasping her hand over her mouth, her circling feet
slowing down, tears streaming down her face.
Oh, shit!
She looked at me, her gaze desperate, as if she were willing me to help her. I hit
the brake on my bike, concerned and without a fucking clue what to do. I hoped
Bella would just switch the CD to the next track, but she froze, paralyzed, her
labored breathing echoing through the speakers. She still hadn't given the class any
instruction, and the participants look around at one another in uncertainty as the
song reached the chorus.
Hey, now we won't be raped!
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Hey, hey. Now we won't be scarred like that!
Bella reached up and rubbed her forearm abrasively across both eyes, then
pressed both her fists against them. I watched, my stomach in knots with anxiety, as
she roughly pushed her knuckles against her closed eyelids. A sob and a gulp
followed as she scrambled to peel something from her glistening cheeks, and then
cursed softly.
I didn't know what was happening, but Bella was breaking down up there. I
wanted to rip the fucking stereo system's plug straight from the wall, but before I
could move, Jake had jumped off his bike and run to Bella's side. He pulled off her
headset, cradling her in his arms as she struggled to climb down, covering her eyes.
"This class is cancelled!" he barked, slinging her bag over his free shoulder. The
music was still blaring from the speakers as he quickly ushered Bella from the room,
with her looking at the ground the entire time.
Worried for Bella and infuriated with Jake's ability to think faster than me, I got
off my bike and rushed after them, pushing through the room of disgruntled cyclists.
Looking frantically around the gym, I finally saw him lead her into the employee
break room. As I hurried toward them, I saw Jake place her in a chair and hand her
something from her bag.
I raced quickly over to the door and started to speak as Bella blinked away the
drops she'd just put into her eyes. When she lowered her head, her gaze met mine
and it felt as if my heart had suddenly stopped in my chest, my breath frozen in my
lungs. Her contacts were in the palm of her hand and her eyes…her eyes were
brown.
Bella's eyes…are brown?
A flurry of memories rushed before my eyes: My stranger years ago, her back
pressed suggestively against the Field House wall. Her scent, warm like maple,
Tahitian vanilla, burning, sweet and spicy. Her perfect oval face, her creamy
porcelain skin, her eyes hooded by lashes…her brown eyes.
I was slammed once again by another recollection: Bella in my bedroom for the
first time just a few months back, the night of the Halloween party. The familiarity of
her body pressed demurely against the wall, her arms held captive behind her. The
way she looked up at me seductively from under her lashes…with eyes that weren't
really green after all.
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They're the same girl!
The world seemed to tilt on its axis as my thoughts crystallized into one
unbelievable truth: Bella was my stranger from the concert.
I gawked at her dumbly, too wrapped up in my own discovery to be able to take in
her fragile state.
"You're her!" I stated in wonderment.
"What?" Bella looked up at me from the chair. She was gulping down choppy
breaths and wiping more tears from her face, but I remained stunned, standing like
an idiot in the doorway.
"You're her!" I repeated from my daze. "You're the girl I met at the Líve concert!"
Bella's voice was so small, barely louder than a whisper, as she replied, "I'm…I'm
what?"
"Don't you remember?" I took a step toward her, barely registering Jake twitching
by her side like a guard dog on the defensive. "We met at R.P.I., against the wall by
the mosh pit! I was wearing a black shirt and a red tie."
"Red and black…oh…oh my God!" Bella cried softly, shrinking back into herself.
She stared back at me fearfully.
"You're her…" I repeated slowly.
And then, everything hit me: Alice's recent attempts to warn me. Bella's pained
admissions. My mouth dropped open as I struggled to process it all.
Could it be?
The moments of that night replayed at once with absolute clarity. My stranger
hadn't just vanished after we'd kissed; she'd escaped into the hallway, waiting for
me to follow, and then…
Oh, God!
"And I'm him," I croaked.
The second the words tumbled out of my mouth, Bella slid down off the chair and
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onto the floor, dry heaves wracking her body as she moaned, "No," over and over
again. My body felt as if it were falling apart, the tremors wracking Bella shaking
me as well, bile rising up in the back of my throat. A lone tear pooled over, sliding
down my face. My lips trembled and I reached for Bella, but Jake stopped me.
"You're who?" he snarled, stepping protectively in front of Bella's sobbing form.
"Jacob, stop!" she cried out, hiccupping through her tears.
"I'm him," I said again, looking up at him and swallowing back the agony that had
manifested itself as a lump in my throat. "I'm the asshole who kissed her and didn't
follow her…It was me."
I had no time to think, no time to react. All I saw was Jake's fist coming toward
me.
And then everything went dark.

October, 1996
Rensselaer Polytechnic University
"Hey, there you are!" Alice's voice chirped from behind me. Startled, I whirled
around to find her wrapped around Jasper, Rosalie standing next to them, looking
annoyed. "We're trying to find Emmett. I'm worried he's going to get hurt in the pit."
"I'm sure he's fine," I said abruptly, then turned back to my lush-lipped siren but,
once again, she had disappeared. Vanished, like an apparition or a figment of my
imagination. I turned in every direction looking for her, but she was nowhere to be
found.
"Come on Edward, let's find Emmett. This place is getting crazy," Jasper coaxed,
cocking his head towards the pit and putting his hand on my shoulder.
I scanned the audience one more time for my brown-eyed beauty but it was no
use. Once again, she was gone.
"Oh no, you've got to be fucking kidding me!" Jasper groaned.
I turned and looked in the direction he was staring to see Emmett getting up in
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some huge guy's face. I couldn't hear anything over the roar of the music and the
crowd, but Emmett was waving his hands furiously, shaking his head and gesturing
toward Rose. She moved quickly to stand next to him, her arms crossed, looking
pissed as hell.
I had no idea what had just happened, but it looked like the giant guy had been
hitting on Rose. If I knew my brother, he wasn't letting something like that go
without a fight.
Jasper rushed toward them as Alice looked back at me over her shoulder. "Come
on!" she shouted, reaching for my hand.
"No, Alice I-" I stammered, tugging on her hand and looking frantically around for
my brown-eyed goddess.
Where the hell did she go?
"Edward, we don't have time!" Alice dragged me toward the pit, just as the huge
guy's fist collided with Emmett's chin.
Realizing she was right, I dashed ahead of Alice, the need to defend my brother
kicking in. Jasper was already shoving the huge guy backwards, forcing his palms
against the dude's stomach.
On the ground, Emmett was scrambling to get back up again, blood dripping down
his chin. He lurched past Jasper and threw another punch, but it barely moved the
guy and only got him more pissed off. Before I knew it, they were in an all-out brawl,
grappling on the floor amidst the bodies still thrashing to the music.
Rosalie was screaming for Emmett to stop and Alice was starting to cry. Even
though I'd never been in a real fight in my entire fucking life, and the sight of blood
was making me a little sick, I threw myself into the struggle.
Adrenaline surged forward and I used all my strength to tear the fucking gorilla
off Emmett. I lurched forward, grabbing him and pulling him backward, while Jasper
held Emmett off, even though he was growling to be let go. He finally shoved
Emmett back with enough force that he lost his balance, toppling to the floor by our
feet. He tried to get up, but finally relented when Rose screamed at him to stop.
Then Jasper and I were both forcing the dude away, shouting at him to calm the fuck
down.
"Oh fuck, the cops!" Emmett suddenly snarled. "Someone must have seen us
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fighting and called them!"
Breathless, my palms burning, I turned to see a few uniformed policemen standing
at the entranceway. They seemed very concerned, as if they were searching for
someone. When I turned back around, the huge thug had vanished into the crowd.
"We've gotta get the fuck outta here!" Emmett said, his face bleeding and bruised,
his lip rapidly swelling. Rosalie helped him to his feet and Alice grabbed the other
hand.
"No but…I can't…just, wait one second!" I stood on my tiptoes, eyes canvassing
the crowd again. "That girl! I've gotta find her!"
"Can you worry about your fucking sex life later?" Rose barked as they walked
past me.
"Edward, Emmett's bleeding and there are cops out there!" Alice rationalized.
"Don't you think they'll be looking for a bloody face? Can you imagine if Mom and
Dad find out? We need to go!"
They raced out behind me and I reluctantly followed, walking backwards through
the huge room, hoping for one last glimpse of my girl.
I had to see her, just to get her to meet me outside…or at least, to wave goodbye.
Kissing her had been the most intense experience of my life. Something in my very
core was keeping me rooted in the room, as if I were tethered to her. The need to
find her was so intense I could barely tear myself from the spot where I stood. I
wanted to feel her lips on me again, her fingers tangled in my hair, taste her
delicious aroma, still lingering on my clothes, from its sweet, hot source.
Nothing in the world could have kept me from tracking her down in that
moment…except my sense of duty toward my family. With a frustrated growl, I
turned on my heel and ran after them into the parking lot, where I practically
slammed into Jasper.
"What the hell, man! Why'd you stop?"
He glared at me and nodded toward the half-dozen or so cop cars that had
gathered in the parking lot.
"Shit…" I groaned. Emmett was right – they were probably worried about one of
those pit stampedes and had shown up in droves.
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"Come on," Alice said. "We'll clean him up over there."
She led Emmett and Rose to a nearby tree, ducking behind it and settling him
down. Rose pulled some tissues from her purse and started wiping the blood from
his face.
My stomach lurched at the sight, so I turned away, pacing as I continuously gazed
around at all the people, hoping to see my girl appear. Once it seemed that most of
the cops were occupied, and we were safely out of view, Jasper slung Emmett's arm
over his shoulder and started toward his dorm.
"Let's go," he commanded.
"I'll catch up with you guys," I said, as they began to walk away. I thought I might
hang around the exit when the show ended, maybe chance of sighting of her. But
Alice stopped me, her body frozen, her eyes narrowing as she tried to see something
up ahead.
I followed her gaze toward the Field House door where the cops had blocked off
the main doors, ordering people in the other direction. A massive horde of people
were exiting one of the side doors, a few dozen yards away. A flurry of action
suddenly took place at the front entrance, and I cringed as a girl with a bloody mass
of tangled hair was being wheeled out on a stretcher toward an ambulance.
Queasy enough already from the sight of Emmett's blood, I quickly turned away
toward the sea of police cruisers. A few cops were leading a cuffed guy with a blond
ponytail into one, his face covered in bruises.
So they were never here for Emmett's fight, after all.
I sighed, resigned to the fact that I wouldn't see my girl again that night, but
hopeful that I might run into her around campus the following day.
"Come on, Alice," I grumbled, and followed my family across the green.

January, 1997
New York University
I sat on the fire escape outside the lounge of my dorm, absent-mindedly
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strumming the guitar I'd just bought. The dorm was too noisy, and I just wanted a
place to be alone.
It had been months since the Líve concert. Since then, I'd accompanied Alice on a
few too many trips up to Rensselear, wandering around the campus and hoping to
see my mystery girl.
I never did.
"Hey, that sounds pretty good," a guy I recognized from my floor said, as he poked
his head out the window. I'd been so lost in my thoughts, I hadn't even known
anyone was there.
"Thanks," I mumbled, not looking up from my guitar.
He climbed out onto the fire escape and sat down next to me. "I'm thinking of
starting up a band."
I didn't answer, but nodded at him, running my fingertips along the strings.
"I'm Peter," he said, reaching his hand out toward me to shake.
"Edward," I replied.
We shook hands and I watched Peter pull out a pack of cigarettes. He brought one
to his lips and held one out for me. "You smoke?"
I paused, and stared at his offering, my thoughts drifting back to the pot smoke
that wafted sensuously from my brown-eyed girl's lips. Before her, my life had been
boring, empty, but after a few moments in her wild presence, I was electrified,
reborn. Maybe I'd be able to find her again if I started living in her world, somehow.
I reached my hand out. "Sure."

March, 1998
Over a year later, I stood backstage at a seedy bar in the Village with Peter, his
roommate Garrett, and this other kid, Ben. I'd spent most of my freshman and
sophomore years rehearsing in Peter and Garrett's dorm room, playing covers of
popular songs and drunk or stoned off my ass half the time. I hadn't wasted much
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time with cigarettes and had quickly progressed to pot, Ecstasy, acid - anything that
brought me closer to that night.
I'd blown a good chunk of the money I'd carefully saved during high school on
drugs and booze. The rest was spent on musical equipment, adding an expensive
electric guitar to my collection. We'd had dozens of tiny gigs since we started up
New Moon, and had even developed a little following. The same group of people
appeared at our shows, tracking down the flyers we put up around campus. This one
chick, Charlotte, showed up at every goddamn show, practically drooling over Peter
from her usual spot at the edge of the stage.
Our first show was a complete fucking disaster. I hadn't performed since my last
piano recital in high school and was nervous as fuck. When our band name was
called for the open mic, I clumsily fell on stage, tripping over my own goddamn feet.
I discovered quickly that a few hits backstage really took the edge off, a habit I
then instilled before every performance. Peter wasn't too thrilled with that routine,
and fucked me up real good in an alley by a venue one night when I'd been too
wasted to remember the lyrics.
Still, we were pretty damn good. I was a fucking rock star when I stood behind a
microphone, like I had been born to do it. Performing made me feel invulnerable,
immortal; people screamed when we took the stage, and I fed off their energy,
feeling as if I could live forever on their applause.
My goody-two-shoes persona a thing of the past, I barely went to my classes. The
only thing that mattered was my music, and I fucking loved it. I kept getting high,
doing whatever it took to help me relive my night at R.P.I. Being wasted made me
feel like somehow, I'd find her again.
I knew that it made no fucking sense whatsoever; searching for her there, since
we'd met upstate. I wouldn't really call it looking for her, since you can't look for
someone in a certain place unless you had some reason to believe they were there.
There was no more reason to see her in New York City than in Chicago, or in China
for Christ's sake, but I did it anyway.
I believed to the core of my fucking being that she was out there somewhere. We'd
had such an intense connection; there was no way the universe wouldn't allow me to
find her somehow. Even though our meeting was just a brief moment, and my
memory of her had already begun to warp and fade, I couldn't doubt the persistent
feeling that I would see her again, that she had some important role to play in my
future. So, every time we performed, I searched the crowd, waiting for her to
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appear.
That night was no different. We took the stage and I looked down, shielding my
eyes against the spotlight. I scanned the audience, looking for brown eyes.
Strumming the first few chords, I let my voice carry a message to my mystery girl,
hoping she was out there somewhere, hoping she'd find me.
And I'd give up forever to touch you, 'cause I know that you feel me somehow.
You're the closest to heaven that I'll ever be and I don't want to go home right
now.
The audience cheered at our cover of Goo Goo Dolls' "Iris," but not a single one of
them heard the private message I put into the words; it was meant only for her.
And all I can taste is this moment. And all I can breathe is your life.
'Cause sooner or later it's over. I just don't want to miss you tonight
And I don't want the world to see me 'cause I don't think that they'd understand.
When everything's made to be broken I just want you to know who I am.
I reached out to her, pouring my heart out through my musical prayer. I ached for
her to find me, wishing as I did at every show, at every sorry-ass bar we found
ourselves playing in, that she would magically appear.
"No sign of her again, huh?" Peter asked me later as we walked the darkened
streets back to our dorms. He knew about my obsession with my mystery girl. He'd
never made me feel like the fucking lunatic I knew I was, waiting for fate to bring
her to me. A few months back, he'd even found a few gigs for us upstate, in the
hopes that she might show.
Sucking the last drag out of my cigarette, I threw it down and stubbed it out with
the toe of my boot. "Nope." I was stumbling a little, already feeling sick from
drinking too much backstage.
"Might be time to give up the ghost, man."
I only grunted at Peter's response. I knew he was probably right, that I should
have stopped hoping she would appear long ago, but when I was alone with my
thoughts, they would always go back to her. I'd wonder where she was, if she was
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okay. I couldn't help but worry: was I just some random guy she had already
forgotten? Or was it possible that she was somewhere out there, longing for me,
too?
Peter waved as he pushed through the door to his dorm, a few blocks away from
mine. When I dragged my tired body up the staircase to my single room overlooking
Washington Square Park, a figure sat in the dimly lit lobby, leaning against my door.
I was silent as I stared down at her; we'd been here before and no greeting was
needed.
Tanya stood and moved aside as I unlocked the door, her eyes quiet and hungry.
Disgusted with myself, I followed her into my room and onto my bed.
Just as I had so many times in the last year, I gave into her touch, to my need. We
silently undressed and she pulled me close to her. As Tanya's lips canvassed my
skin, I imagined I smelled maple and vanilla, not heavy perfume and beer. When she
lowered herself onto me, I pretended that long, brown hair, not blonde, was trailing
down pale, soft skin to dance along my chest.
"Oh…Edward," Tanya moaned. Her voice was like nails scratching against a
chalkboard.
Waves of nausea rolled through me, so I squeezed my eyes shut. Blocking out
reality, I imagined my mystery goddess writhing above me and surrendered to the
feeling, escaping into the past.

October, 1998
"So you're just giving up music." Jasper's question was more of a statement than
anything else. He'd come down to visit Alice for the weekend, and to play a set with
New Moon.
I stared up at the ceiling from my perch on my bed, and not over at the floor
where he sat, with Alice leaning up against him.
"Yup."
I'd become a man of few words these days. With a G.P.A. in the toilet, more fried
brain cells than I could count, no relationships to speak of and a sex life that
consisted of empty one night stands with Tanya, I hadn't had much to say. That was
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until Carlisle had flown out from Chicago the day before and told me I needed to
clean my shit up.
"Dad doesn't want you to give up music, Edward," Alice said. Out of the corner of
my eye, I could see her rolling her body in my direction, but I kept my stare straight
ahead. "He just wants you to get your act together."
Alice was right. Dad hadn't come to New York out of disappointment or anger.
He'd simply taken me out to dinner and told me he was concerned. I could barely
stand it as he looked over my scruffy appearance; my unruly hair, straggly beard, my
t-shirt and jeans that reeked of smoke. Mom would freaking pass out if she saw me
looking like that.
He told me I still had so much potential and he wanted to see me succeed in
whatever I chose, even if that was music. But what I'd turned into wasn't a musician.
He knew from Alice that I'd passed up several opportunities to go back down that
road, ignoring chances to audition for the Tisch School of the Arts. I knew all I'd
dwindled into was a loser burn-out, wasting his talent, chasing a dream that I could
never reach.
The band wasn't making any money either. We weren't marketing ourselves
toward an agent; we were just playing and having fun. And since we always played
covers, rarely singing anything original, we couldn't charge for our shows. I hadn't
cared – I just wanted to play, to feel the thrill of the stage and to keep up the futile
search of finding my girl.
I'd been looking for her for two years by that point. An internal struggle raged on
in my head, as I battled between believing my feelings for her were real, or that it
was all just a stupid, hopeless fantasy. With every month that passed, I settled into
the more likely possibility that I would never find her again. I'd spent too much time
desperately hunting for her dark, hooded eyes within the shadows of every crowd,
too many nights coming home disappointed. I wasn't sure if I hadn't gone a little
crazy.
The time had come for me to change.
So I told Carlisle I would transfer to the Stern School of Business. He'd actually
seemed disappointed at first, confusing the fuck out of me. He'd said he wanted me
to be sure that was what I really wanted. I said it was; that way I could hopefully
graduate on time and get a real job. When he left that morning, I'd called Peter and
Garrett, telling them our gig that night would be my final performance with the
band.
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"You shouldn't just stop playing music, Edward," Alice insisted. "You love it."
"Doesn't matter," I mumbled, sitting up on the bed. "Time for me to do something
real with my life. Become a grown-up."
Alice sighed and Jasper shook his head.
I rustled through a drawer, looking for a clean shirt. "Come on, Jazz. Let's get
ready for the show."
Later that night when I took the microphone, my fingers wrapping around the cold
metal, it was to say goodbye to it. Not just to music, not to the band, but to her.
When the spotlight shined on me and I strummed my pick against the metal strings
of my guitar, I knew it was for the final time. When I scanned the audience,
searching each person in the crowd, I knew it was the last time I would ever look for
her face.
I let my voice carry my farewell to her.
I have climbed the highest mountain. I have run through the fields.
Only to be with you. Only to be with you.
I had to accept that our meeting was random, that I lived in a cruel chaotic world
where there was no purpose, no benevolent spirit leading me back to her. Through
the music, I let go of the quest to find her, sinking into the emptiness it left behind.
I have run. I have crawled. I have scaled these city walls.
These city walls… only to be with you.
As I sang, I relived one final time the memory of our night together, breathing in
the heavy smoke in the air around me. I recounted her soft, dark hair and deep,
searching eyes. I remembered the sensation of her lips sliding gently along mine,
her body pressed up against me.
I have kissed honey lips. Felt the healing in her fingertips.
It burned like fire…this burning desire
Years of looking needed to come to an end. I had to move on. I'd been so certain
that fate and destiny would help me end up back in her arms again, but I needed to
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let go of this delusional search and try to forget her.
With one last song, I disconnected from the hope that had carried me.
But I still haven't found what I'm looking for.
But I still haven't found what I'm looking for...

March 29, 2010.
New York Sports Club, Manhattan
4:45 p.m.
Angry shouting. Bright lights. I came to, my head aching, my vision hazy. My
temple pulsed where it had collided with Jake's fist.
"Jacob! Back the fuck off!" a gruff voice spoke, his arms pulling me backwards.
"Stay out of it, Felix! You don't understand!" I heard Jacob snarl.
Bella was sobbing, loud, shuddering gasps. I tried to say her name, but it came out
as only a groan.
"You just fucking left her there!" Jacob growled. He grunted, fighting against the
restraints of whoever was holding him off. "I can't believe all this fucking time, and
it was you!"
His words were bitter, slicing through me, more painful than his punch. I was
dragged to my feet, but I wobbled, unsteady.
"I didn't leave her!" I shouted, finally finding my voice. My eyes snapped open as I
tried to clear my head, but I couldn't see her; the room was still a blur. "Bella,
please, you have to listen! It's not how you think it was!"
"Edward, I don't know…I…I can't-" she protested, before breaking down into tears
again.
Her doubt hurt me more than any punch could.
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Defeated, I allowed myself to be pulled from the room. My ears were ringing,
filled with the sound of Bella's anguished cries, quickly drowned out by the sound of
more shouting from the men holding Jacob back.
An emptiness like I'd never felt before consumed me.
After fourteen years, I'd finally found her. And, in that very same instant, I'd lost
her all over again.

Okay, deep breaths. Remember, this *is* an HEA. Everyone stay with me,
okay? Leave me a review and let me know what you thought.
Playlist for this chap www(.)mixpod(.)com/playlist/73694855
Polyvore outfit for this chap
www(.)polyvore(.)com/ride_ch_22/set?id=25967027
To tide you over till the next chap, take a look at the amazing Grungeward
manip that RobNipulations made for me! It's up on my blog
www(.)aylahfanfiction(.)com
Happy Holidays everyone!
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Chapter 23: Broken
Love as always to my fabulous team of betas, pre-readers and polyvore
desinger: Awesomesauce, Brits23, Kyla713, Lazykatevamp and AmberDK!
There were a lot of strong reactions to the previous chapter - the majority
of them were lovely and I thank you all so much! There were the inevitable
hurtful ones that all of us authors must learn to swallow with a grain of salt,
and there were some begging for the drama to be overwith. I just feel the
need to throw the reminder out there that SpinderBella does have PTSD
from a traumatic assault, and that is a very difficult thing to "just get over"
when she's been hiding from it for so many years. Trust me, I speak from
experience, and to those of who have shared similar incidents with me, I
know you understand.
As to the story, I promise you there won't be *too much* angst, but it
wouldn't be an interesting story if Bella simply said, "Oh, you're my
stranger? That's cool." I assure you I'm not dragging it out, and am still
following the outline I planned out over a year ago when AWesomesauce
bugged me to actually start writing this.
Ok, stepping off my soapbox. Shutting up now.
Enjoy!

BPOV
March 30, 2010. Tuesday.
8:00 am
The broken clock is a comfort. It helps me sleep tonight.
Maybe it can stop tomorrow from stealing all my time.
My clock radio woke me from what could only be considered a pathetic excuse for
sleep. I had tossed and turned all night through dark and confusing images
constantly swimming throughout my subconscious. I roused slowly, a sharp contrast
to the customary stabbing wakefulness I felt from my daily frightening nightmares.
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The heart-wrenching melody of Lifehouse's "Broken" played as I tried to pry my
eyes open, the lids swollen from hours of crying. I sat up in the dim sunlight and
cradled my aching head in my hands, as if I could somehow will the events of
yesterday out of my mind; out of existence.
I am here still waiting, though I still have my doubts.
I am damaged at best, like you've already figured out.
I still couldn't make sense of it all; how was it even possible? How could Edward
have been my stranger? How could the loving, sweet, wonderful man I'd just agreed
to move in with be the same boy who, years before, abandoned me to the worst
horror of my life?
I couldn't cross the images of the two men together. I shook my head against the
thought - it just could not be.
But, as I recounted Edward's words, telling me the exact spot where I met my
stranger at the R.P.I. Field House, the heavy weight of it began to crush me. The
things I'd always found undeniably familiar about him: his memorable scent that I
could never place, the way something about him had always clung to the back of my
mind like a hazy memory, buried in fog, suddenly came crashing to the surface. The
realization that it was him, him, who left me, ripped through me again, just as sharp
and painful as when I'd first heard it.
I'm falling apart, I'm barely breathing.
With a broken heart that's still beating.
An anguished sob escaped me as I pictured his perfect features, and I knew it was
all true. I could see the image clearly now of a younger Edward, less hardened, more
innocent, smiling in wonderment at me in clothes the color of which had haunted my
dreams.
I couldn't deny it any longer: the man I loved was the boy whose face I'd forgotten.
The one I had blamed for everything.
How could he have done that to me?
In the pain, there is healing. In your name I find meaning.
"Edward." The plaintive whisper escaped my lips before I dissolved into tears once
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again.

EPOV
8:00 am
The broken locks were a warning you got inside my head.
I tried my best to be guarded; I'm an open book instead.
I still see your reflection inside of my eyes.
That are looking for a purpose, they're still looking for life.
My clock radio clicked on, a reminder of the fact that while my world had just
fallen apart, the real one outside still existed. I took a deep breath, and the same
drab, lifeless emptiness I'd existed with everyday before I found Bella filled my
lungs. I sat up in bed, staring at the cold, barren side of bed where she should have
been sleeping.
How did this happen?
I rubbed my eyes and gripped my hair roughly, leaning over and sighing into my
hands. Just days ago, everything had been perfect. She'd agreed to live with me, to
go back to school, and now…
I'm falling apart, I'm barely breathing.
With a broken heart that's still beating.
I dropped my hands to my lap. The words to the song on the radio pierced my
heart, and I wandered into the bathroom like a zombie.
In the pain, there is healing.
In your name, I find meaning.
"Bella," I moaned softly, resting my head against the doorjamb. My arms literally
ached to hold her; it was ripping me apart inside.
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Looking up at the mirror, I was caught off-guard by my reflection, eyeing the
purple bruise that had swelled against my temple. I sighed heavily, shedding my
clothes and stepping into the shower. I let the water wash over me as the memories
from the day before rushed through my head.
After I came to, I'd been pulled out of the break room and into Aro's office. One of
the employees checked the bruise caused by Jake's first, and ran through questions
testing me for symptoms of a concussion. I answered robotically, saying I was fine,
all the while feeling like I had just fucking died inside. I wanted to race back into the
break room and beg Bella to hear me out, but I had no idea if she wanted to talk to
me. After realizing who I was to her, how I was inadvertently responsible for her
attack, I wouldn't be surprised if she never wanted to see me again.
"Is Bella all right?" I had quietly asked the girl whose nametag said Gianna. She
looked down at me with pity.
"I think she left," she'd told me before handing me an ice pack and leaving the
room.
I'd let out the groan I'd been holding in and held the cool compact to my head, my
elbows keeping me up as practically I slumped over Aro's desk. My temple was
pounding from the force of Jake's strike, my head swimming with the agony of the
truth I'd just become aware of. I barely recognized Emmett when he came through
the door.
"What the hell are you doing here?"
"I'm your 'in case of emergency' person," Emmett had replied. "They called me at
work, so I came down. What the fuck happened to you?"
I looked up at him, squinting one eye closed against the light as the pounding pain
in my head started to be too much to bear.
"Bella and me. I think…I think it's over."

BPOV
8:30 a.m.
Gentle snoring in the corner caught my attention. My head snapped up and I saw
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Jake asleep in the chair in the corner of my room. My foggy memories of the events
after Edward's admission flooded my mind in slow motion, all pictures but no sound.
It was as if my brain had shut off after Edward told me he was at R.P.I.; a dull
ringing had filled my ears from that point on.
I watched in slow motion as Jacob's arm reared back. My stomach twisted into
revolted knots as his fist collided against Edward's face with a sickening thud. I tried
to call out for him to stop, but choked on a soundless cry. It was like being trapped
in a nightmare; you want to move, you just want it all to stop, but you can't make
your body obey.
I winced as Edward's body slumped to the ground. He was only out for a few
seconds before Felix, Demetri and Alec came rushing in. Everything was happening
too quickly and in slow motion at the same time. Felix pulled Edward to his feet
while the other two rammed a struggling Jake into the opposite wall. He had started
shouting at Edward, and as much as I wanted him to stop, I could barely talk. I
couldn't think. My world was crumbling in around me.
Once Edward came to, he had tried to talk to me, but I couldn't get the words out
to respond. It broke my heart to hear the agony in his voice, but I was too freaked
out to make sense of anything. The last thing I saw was Felix pulling Edward from
the room before I was overcome by wracking sobs.
Then, Aro had come in and fired Jake for punching a club member. With a
menacing look I'd never seen on my eerily calm boss before, Aro asked him to leave.
Heated words were exchanged between them, but they fell soundlessly on my deaf
ears.
Somewhere deep inside, I felt I should run after Edward, but I was shivering on
the floor, too shocked to do anything. I wanted to rewind time to just a day before.
Back to when Edward and I were secluded in the bliss of Isle Esme before all this;
before I knew who he was.
Jake nudged my shoulder, and through the watery depths of my thoughts, I heard
him say we should get out of there. I wanted to protest, I wanted run, to scream. I
wanted to find Edward, but what would I say to him if I did? How on earth could I
look him in the eye now?
So, I'd left quickly with Jake, feeling completely torn in two.
Jake snored again and shifted in the chair in my room. I watched his sleeping form
in the corner of my bedroom; my poor friend had already endured so much for me.
- 414 -

How much more would I put him through?
In that instant, I hated myself more than ever before.
Quietly pulling back the sheets, I tiptoed into the bathroom. Once I'd rinsed my
dry mouth out with Scope and drank some water, I stared at myself in the mirror. I
should have been staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror of Edward's
apartment, not back in Queens. I should have been with him. It was all so, so wrong.
I tried once again to unravel the tangled mess of thoughts in my head. Edward
was my stranger? It was him who didn't follow me after that moment we had
together so long ago, him who hadn't wanted me? It didn't seem right, nothing made
sense. I rubbed my hands forcefully over my eyes, just as he always did.
I shut off the light and climbed back into bed. I still had a few hours until the
emergency session I'd scheduled with Siobhan, so I closed my eyes and tried to sink
back into the dark, hoping that sleep would find a way to claim me.

EPOV
8:45 am
She's better off without me, I thought as I stepped out of the shower. I wrapped a
towel around my body and stepped out into the living room. Emmett was still asleep
on my couch, where he'd been the entire night.
After collecting me from the gym, he'd had taken me home in a cab. I didn't talk
and he didn't push the issue. When we got back to my building, I found Alice waiting
nervously at the door. She'd had a hunch something had happened. My siblings then
sat in my living room, Alice staring at the floor grimly as I told Emmett what Alice
had been trying to warm me about.
"Bella is the girl – the one I met at R.P.I." I explained to him sadly. It hurt to say it
aloud again.
"Dude! You're fucking kidding me! That's awesome!" he replied excitedly, but
when he glanced between Alice's face and mine, he quieted down. "Uh…I think I'm
missing something here."
"Bella was attacked," Alice explained and Emmett suddenly tensed. "Not now,
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Emmett. Years ago. Fourteen years ago, to be exact, at R.P.I."
My brother looked from our sister, then back to me, clearly stunned. "Wait, hold
on a second here," Emmett said. "Bella was that girl you made out with at the Líve
concert, and then she was assaulted?"
I nodded, then groaned and leaned back against the couch. As I closed my eyes,
Alice began to recount all the clues she'd gotten from Bella, which had helped her
piece it all together.
"I've thought she looked familiar since Edward met her," she began, "But I
couldn't figure out where I'd seen her before."
I peeked one eye open to watch her gazing at me carefully. Not wanting to see the
apprehension in her eyes, I forced mine shut again.
"She'd told me on New Year's Eve that she was assaulted at a concert, and I found
out when you guys were in Chicago that she'd started college upstate and then
transferred."
"You've known since then?" Emmett questioned her softly.
"No." I could hear the exasperation in Alice's voice. "It wasn't until Friday, when
Bella texted me that it had been at a Líve concert, that I started putting the pieces
together. I remembered seeing her there…after."
Another groan erupted from my chest and I laced my fingers together, pressing
them against my forehead. Alice lowered her tone to a whisper, as if I couldn't hear
them.
"She was the reason the cops showed that night, Emmett."
"Holy crap!" he uttered.
"I realized it on Friday," Alice continued. "And I've been trying to tell Edward ever
since."
Not able to sit still any longer, I jumped from the couch and stepped to the
window, looking out into the black depths of the night. "It's all my fault!"
"Edward, no!" Alice had protested. "You were with us! How were you supposed to
know something was wrong when she disappeared?"
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"I should have tried harder to look for her!" I shouted. "If I had, it never would
have happened!"
"Edward, maybe you should just call her. I'm sure she would understand," Alice
pleaded.
I shook my head. "No, I can't do that. I can't put her through any more pain."
"Dude, I'm sure all you have to do is explain-" Emmett began to say, but I pounded
my fist against the glass, abruptly cutting him off.
"You don't get it!" I snarled, whipping around to face him. "She went into the
hallway and waited for the guy who kissed her – waited for me! She thought he
wanted her and he never fucking showed up!"
I was panting with anger, my hands curled into fists by my sides. I was mad at
myself, mad at a world for allowing such a hideous fucking injustice to occur.
Emmett stared back at me warily and Alice held her head in her hands.
"And then she was nearly raped, practically killed! Her life was destroyed after
that happened, and it's all because of me!" I roared.
"Edward, stop it!" Alice cried out, lifting her head. I could see tears streaming
down her face. "It was an accident! You can't hold yourself responsible for what
happened to her!"
Grimly, I turned back to the window, letting my forehead fall against it with a
heavy thud. I closed my eyes and was immediately haunted by the vision of Bella's
horrified face as she realized who I was. "Accident or not, it was still me that caused
it all."
If only I could make it as if I'd never existed.
I had kept my face pressed up against the cool glass as my siblings whispered
quietly behind me. I'd heard Alice stand up and ask Emmett to stay with me. She'd
opened and closed the door softly, calling out a forlorn goodbye to me as she left.
As I stood over Emmett in the early morning light, I let the horrible reality wash
over me once again; I had ruined Bella's life. The grey sky outside the window was
dark and depressing, a reminder that I was once again free to feel the empty
loneliness I'd existed with every day before Bella lit up my life.
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I nudged my brother's shoulder with my knee and he shot upward, awakening
quickly. Remembering his surroundings, he grunted a good morning at me before
rubbing his eyes and stretching. I left him to get himself ready and stepped back
into my bedroom. Reaching for my phone with a shaking hand, I looked at the
screen, hoping somehow I'd missed a call, an email, or even just a text from Bella.
There was nothing.
Good. It's better this way, I thought, the bitter words stabbing my heart. Talking
to me will only cause her more pain.
I dressed quickly and found Emmett in the kitchen, ready to go. He looked at me
questioningly, but I didn't have it in me to answer whatever inquiries he had; I just
wanted to get out. My apartment had, up until then, been my private sanctuary with
the girl I loved, but now it just felt as if the walls were closing in on me. She should
have been moving in with me, and instead, the walls of the once cozy space would
probably never see her within it again.
Emmett walked silently by my side as we stepped outside. The sky was dull and
grey, a soft spring rain beginning to fall. Slowly, I walked the cement blocks to work,
my trench coat fluttering out around me as the wind dodged my steps. I kept my
head low, avoiding the eyes of the people around me, even Emmett's, as I felt his
worried gaze repeatedly dart over toward me.
By the time we reached Sixth Avenue, the soft sheen of rain had steadied into a
constant current, but I didn't bother to shield myself from it. My hair soaked, I
entered the office, ignoring the concerned looks that came from Rosalie and Jasper,
who were waiting in the front lobby. Emmett quietly joined them, and they all stared
at me, obviously unsure of what to say.
I walked past them all, my jaw set and my lips pursed into a thin line.
Mechanically, I hung up my coat and powered up my computer, my nineties station
starting up automatically as I opened the browser.
So take the photographs, and still frames in your mind.
Hang it on a shelf in good health and good time.
Green Day. "Good Riddance." How motherfucking appropriate.
Tattoos of memories and dead skin on trial.
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For what it's worth it was worth all the while.
I shook my head and closed my eyes, hoping that, for the small amount of time I'd
had with Bella, I had been able to make her happy. That one day, she might look
back on it and see that the boy who had wrecked her life would have done anything,
anything to make her happy.
It's something unpredictable, but in the end it's right.
I hope you had the time of your life.

BPOV
Noon.
I trudged up the subway stairs, with Jake hot on my heels. I'd begged him not to
follow me into the city, assuring him I could handle it myself, but he'd insisted,
saying he needed to come back in to clear out his locker at the gym anyway. I
promised to meet him at a deli not far from the gym after my session, and we parted
ways with a quick hug.
A short while later, I was sitting nervously in Siobhan's waiting room, my foot
tapping relentlessly against the carpet. My legs shook underneath me as I wrapped
my arms tightly around my torso, trying to keep my body together as it threatened
to shatter into a million pieces. My head swam with unsettling memories and I tried
to calm my breathing. My chest ached; I felt as if I had a in it, expanding by the
second, wider and wider into a chasm I'd never be able to escape.
"Bella?" Siobhan's warm voice shook me from my haunted reverie, and I jumped
from my perch on the chair. She took in my appearance quizzically, seeming to
understand that my panicked request for an emergency session was about so much
more than just the Daughtry concert.
My doctor didn't speak, just nodded her head in the direction of her office. I
quickly walked in, keeping my arms tightly against my body, even as I lowered
myself onto her couch.
"Tell me what happened."
"It's Edward…" My voice cracked as I spoke his name, readying myself to say it.
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Out loud. For the first time. "He's my stranger from the concert."
Siobhan's brow furrowed as she sat back in her chair in surprise. "How do you
know?"
Slowly, I recounted the events from the entire weekend, starting at the concert
with my passing out, through telling Edward the entire story about my past the
following morning. I told her about how wonderful the weekend had been, what we
had decided for our future together, and how it had all come to a crashing halt with
Edward's admission at the gym. I repeated everything he'd said, down to him telling
me about the red and black clothes he wore, and how he had been pulled from the
room after my inability to answer him.
She was quiet for a moment, her index finger pressed to her lips in concentration,
her auburn curls falling around her face.
"Bella," she began, looking up at me gravely. It was a look I'd never seen on her
face before. "Why didn't you hear him out? Why didn't you give him a chance to
explain?"
I opened my mouth to answer her, but only silence came out.
"Don't misunderstand me, Bella, I know this was a lot for you to take in. But can
you imagine how he must have been feeling once he realized who he was to you?"
A flurry of images flashed before my eyes. Images of Edward, now and back then.
The deriding words of James cackling in my ears, crashing like the tides into
Edward's pleas yesterday for me to listen to him, to hear him out.
"Bella, I must ask you this," Siobhan continued, her voice interrupting the silent
cacophony of my thoughts. "Back at the Líve concert, did you ever actually ask him
to follow you? Or did you walk away, assuming he would?"
My mouth hung open, trying to form words. Excuses flew through my mind: what
did it matter? He didn't want me anyway. But I realized those were James' words,
not mine.
"No," I managed to croak. "I never asked him to follow me." I'd simply vanished
like a phantom in the raucous air, waiting for fate to bring him to me.
The gaping hole inside me stretched even wider when I realized fate had done
exactly that, just a decade or so too late.
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'There's a missing piece to this whole story here," Siobhan concluded, raising her
head up. "Your past is like a puzzle that's missing an integral part. Edward's
explanation is the key to solving it."
"But…no matter what he says, he can't go back in time and fix what happened," I
said sadly. "Nothing can change what James did to me."
I stared at my fingers, the silence in the room deafening until Siobhan spoke
again.
"Bella, what is the one thing you still feel about your stranger, whether it was
Edward or not?"
I searched my thoughts, staring at the carpeted floor underneath my nervously
bouncing feet. "That he abandoned me," I uttered, the words tearing the hole inside
me open even further.
"And has it ever occurred to you that your nightmares have been your mind's way
of telling you that something isn't quite right?" she asked. "That the way you've been
thinking about your attack, about your stranger and James, about your life falling
apart afterward, is inherently wrong?"
I clutched my knees to my chest, absorbing her words. Could it be that all along,
my terrors hadn't been my subconscious' way of continuing to torture me, but to try
to make me review the events of the past and see it differently?
"You have blamed this boy for fourteen years now, but how can you place all the
responsibility for what happened on Edward?"
I curled in further on myself, still struggling to accept the reality of him in that
role.
Siobhan continued softly, "You have so much anger in you; anger you've turned in
on yourself, covering yourself up so no one will see who you really are. Perhaps your
mind has been trying to help you see that all this blame is misplaced?"
Suddenly the air in the room was too thin; my mouth went dry and it felt as if the
walls were closing in me. I closed my eyes, unable to take it all in. I heard Siobhan
stand and listened to the sounds of water slowly filling a glass. I lifted my head,
sensing her nearness as she stood over me, and accepted the drink from her hands.
Sipping slowly, I glanced up at her sheepishly as she settled back into her chair.
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"To tell you the truth, Bella, I've thought your issues go back much further than
your attack."
Her tone wasn't harsh, but her words put me on the defensive. "What do you
mean?" I asked her sharply.
"Think about it," she entreated gently. "Abandonment is your biggest fear, Bella.
And why do you think that is?"
She was leading me somewhere, to a moment of clarity I felt too blind to grasp.
Frustrated, I sighed and shook my head, unable to unveil the thoughts she wanted
me to find.
"Who was the first person to truly abandon you?"
I gasped, my head whipping up as my mind swam through another torrent of
memories:
Cactuses, desert sand, the warm Arizona sun. Smiling happily as I played with my
mother. Confused tears, holding a flight attendant's hand as she sent me off to visit
Charlie. Loneliness when she started spending all her time with Phil.
And then, more images began rolling in; images from a time when I was older, and
lost…
Renée's sharp glare at my report card containing another cascading list of F's,
growling at me that I was smarter than that. Meeting me outside the principal's
office after another problem at school. Shaking her head as I was dragged in by Phil,
having found me making out with yet another boy in the backseat of a car. Holding
her new children warmly to her side as she sent me off to live with Charlie.
"…My mother," I finally responded. "She just gave up on me. I was fucking up all
the time and she didn't want to deal with it."
Out of the corner of my eye, I watched my doctor slowly nod.
"She just threw me out…like Juliet when she pleaded not to be married off to
Paris." My voice dropping to a hush, I whispered the lines Lady Capulet had spoken
with derision over her daughter's distraught form. "'Do as thou wilt, for I have done
with thee.'"
"Bella." Siobhan broke me from my daze. "I think it's important that you hear
- 422 -

Edward's side of the story, but before you do, I think we have a lot of things you
need to work on."
I nodded at her quietly. This discovery had left me mute.
"I think you need to go back and start at the beginning."

JPOV
1:00 p.m.
I couldn't believe it. I couldn't fucking believe it.
Here I was, watching Bella's life fall apart again! And once more, I was watching
my life fall apart around me as I struggled to catch her.
I slammed my things down into a booth at a diner near the gym, the bustling New
York City lunch crowd hurrying through their meals around me. I inhaled a deep,
steadying breath, waiting for the anger to abate. I'd just cleared out my locker at the
gym, enduring the withering glares of Demetri, Felix and Alec, standing guard
outside Aro's office like he was some kind of royalty. Fucking assholes.
What the hell am I going to do now?
I really didn't want to start working in another gym. I still didn't know if Bella was
going to continue working at NYSC or not. I sure as hell didn't want her to, but now
that I was out of a job, someone had to keep working to pay the rent until I found
something else. I was pretty sure the income she received from her settlement was
running out.
I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest, sinking down further into the booth.
Bella would be done with her therapy session soon and would be meeting me there.
I'd wanted to go with her and wait outside the door, but she wouldn't let me. Despite
how she'd fallen apart yesterday, she was doing better than I'd expected. I'd sat in
her bedroom all night, waiting by her side for her terrors to take hold, expecting
them to be more vicious than ever, but they never came.
I winced as my knuckles brushed against the fabric of my sweatshirt. Glancing at
the red, ripped skin, I smiled to myself at how hard I'd punched Edward the day
before. He'd fucking deserved it.
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At least, I thought he did. The whole situation was so fucking messed up. I still
couldn't make sense of everything that had happened yesterday. I'd come off a
weekend of worrying like hell for Bella, after hearing from Edward what had
happened at the Daughtry concert. All I'd gotten was a fucking text message from
him on Friday night telling me that they were safe.
Safe!
I nearly snorted out loud at the word. What the fuck was that supposed to mean?
Bella had a fucking meltdown and I was tearing my hair out waiting to hear from
her. When I'd finally tried to call her, all I'd gotten was voicemail. The only
indication I had that she was all right was seeing her name on Monday's schedule at
the gym. I'd been at the end of my shift and decided to take the spin class she was
subbing for just to get a few seconds with her.
She'd looked like shit, flustered and out of it. And when that song came on, I
knew; I fucking knew the shit was about to hit the fan.
I was still trying to wrap my head around Edward saying he was the guy who
kissed Bella at the concert. How was that even possible? There I was, feeling like I
could finally let Bella go, feeling like I could give up the ghost of loving her and let
Edward take care of her.
But then he tells her that he's the bastard who started it all!
I sighed, shaking my head and staring out the window of the restaurant. There
was no doubt that Edward looked pretty fucking crushed when he realized he was
Bella's stranger. I probably shouldn't have hit him, but once I heard what he said, I
couldn't stop myself.
The irony of the whole fucking thing was too ridiculous for me to handle. I found
myself wondering if one o'clock in the afternoon was too early to order some hard
liquor.
"Is he all right?" a familiar, musical voice from behind me spoke.
Peeking over my shoulder, I recognized Alice Cullen being seated at the booth
right behind mine. I remembered meeting her when Edward was out of town, the
night we all went out for drinks.
I shifted low down in my seat as I heard three bodies sitting down along with her.
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Of course the whole clan is here! Because there aren't five billion other
restaurants in midtown they could go to for lunch.
"He's a fucking wreck," a deep voice answered. I recognized the timber - it was
Emmett Cullen, Edward's behemoth of a brother. "He barely spoke two words all
fucking night, and hasn't come out of his office all day."
Practically hiding under my table, I cocked my head in their direction, trying to
listen in stealthily.
"I haven't gotten to talk to him at all," another masculine but slightly
higher-pitched voice replied. "I've been too busy going back and forth on the phone
with Maria, hearing how her team can't handle the workload."
He sighed as he thanked the waitress, who had just stopped by with their menus.
"She needs more experienced people out there," he concluded.
"Jazz, I really can't worry about Chicago now," Alice sighed, a tinge of impatience
to her voice. "Edward's a mess and I feel like it's my fault. Like if I could somehow
have warned him…"
Warned him? What the fu"It's not your fault, Alice," Emmett insisted.
"I wish there was something we could do," she continued sadly.
"Well," Emmett snickered, "We can start by hunting down the fucker who punched
him."
I was seething with anger and couldn't take it anymore. Without thinking, I
lurched out of my seat and turned to face them, fist bared. "Lucky for you, you won't
have far to hunt!" I growled.
I heard Alice gasp my name as Emmett jumped up from their booth, facing me
menacingly. He really was huge, but that wasn't a problem. I was pretty sure I could
take him.
I leaned forward, ready for another fight, but then the other guy, a thinner blond,
darted out of his seat quickly and placed a hand across Emmett's chest.
"Stop it," he warned commandingly. "People are looking. Act your age!"
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Emmett sat down slowly, his eyes still focused on me. Then, the blond turned my
way, glaring skeptically. "I'm Jasper Whitlock. And you are?"
"Jacob Black," I told him, my voice low and gravelly. "Bella's best friend, and," I
paused, glancing at Emmett, "Punching fucker."
He bristled, exhaling loudly and I could see his fingers curling into fists in his lap,
but Jasper interrupted once again.
"Jacob," he said coolly. "Why don't you have a seat?"
"What the-?" Emmett began to protest, but was quickly silenced when Alice
narrowed her eyes at him. I was surprised as well, and really wasn't sure I wanted to
sit with them, but then Alice looked up at me.
"Please, sit with us, Jacob?" she requested, her eyes shining with a thin sheen of
tears. "I'm so worried about Bella!"
I blanched, unsure of how to respond. I knew Edward had figured things out, but I
didn't know his whole freaking family had as well!
How much has Bella told her?
I looked at her warily, and it was almost as if Jasper could sense my unease.
"Jacob doesn't know," he said knowingly.
Alice's face twisted into a pained expression, and she leaned in closer to me. "We
were all there, Jacob. The night Edward and Bella met, the night she got attacked. I
saw her."
My breath caught in my throat and I looked away from them as my mind flashed
back to that night, to carrying Bella's limp form from the hallway and handing her
over to the paramedics. The eyes of hundreds of students and concert attendees
were on us as I followed the stretcher to the ambulance, my clothes stained with
Bella's blood. It made me sick to think that the Cullens were among those eyes.
"You've known all this time?" I seethed.
"No!" Alice cried. "I…I just figured things out. Bella's very…private with her past.
She's only told me bits and pieces."
Well that's certainly true.
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I still wasn't sure if I trusted the people in front of me, in fact I was pretty damn
sure I didn't trust them one tiny bit, but the pleading look on Alice's face was hard to
deny.
"Please! I'm still trying to figure everything out," she begged.
"I thought you knew everything?" Emmett asked her, the tiniest hint of a sneer on
his face.
She shot him a glance that let him know he was in deep trouble if he didn't shut
up. I snickered, but then received the same withering look myself, so I begrudgingly
sat down next to the dark-haired hulk and looked around at them.
"Well, what do you want to know?" I asked, still on edge.
"What was Bella doing in Rensselaer?" Alice questioned.
"Going to a concert," I responded sarcastically, and Emmett rumbled out a deep
growl. "What were you doing up there?"
"Going to a concert," Emmett replied an irritated repetition of my words, and I
glared at him.
Alice frowned and continued, ignoring us. "I know she transferred from some
school upstate, but she said it wasn't R.P.I. I'm just trying to put together all the
pieces."
It felt wrong, telling them everything about Bella's past. But, it seemed they knew
almost everything anyway, so I decided to be as upfront as I could, and maybe get
answers to a few questions of my own.
"Bella got into to a different school, not far from R.P.I.. She was visiting me that
night," I told them gruffly. "I was a student there."
Jasper raised his eyebrows at me, shocked. "You were?" I nodded in reply. With
his head cocked to the side in thought, he murmured, "So was I."
I shrugged off the coincidence, but Jasper didn't relent.
"Are you an engineer?" he asked me.
"I have a degree in Mechanical Engineering," I answered calmly, but then my
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voice dropped a notch. "Even if I'm not currently using it."
"Jazz, hush about work!" Alice admonished. "Jacob, please tell us more."
With a deep sigh, I continued to tell them the details of the night. Alice covered
her mouth with her hands as I described Bella's violent assault, how her leg had
been shattered, and her self-confidence as well. I told them how she dropped out of
school and moved back home, how she gave up her dreams of studying literature
and hid her true self behind a mask of dyed hair, colored contacts and a tough
exterior; when inside, she was still falling apart.
"Bella's blamed that guy, the guy who turned out to be Edward, for not following
her," I explained. "She's spent fourteen years questioning her self-worth because of
it. And I've been following her around ever since, from one side of the country and
back, trying to pick up the pieces."
"Oh, Jacob," Alice said softly. She reached a shaking hand out toward the fist I'd
kept pressed to the table, covering my warm skin with her cool fingers.
Her touch was soothing, but anger continued to course through me, and I still had
questions I wanted answered. "So maybe now you can tell me why the fuck he just
left her there, because I've been wondering about it ever since, too."
"That's not the way it went down." Emmett's voice was a thinly veiled threat. I
could tell he still wanted to throw a few at me.
Jasper spoke up, defusing the situation; he seemed to have a talent for that. "What
Emmett means to say, is that it was a lot more complicated than that."
With my teeth grinding together, I sat and listened to their version of the story,
glancing over in amusement at Emmett when she told me how he'd been punched by
some huge guy. He glowered back at me.
And then, my stomach began churning when Alice told me how Edward had spent
most of college foolishly searching for Bella in New York; not knowing she was on
the other side of the country all that time.
"Now, Edward thinks it would be better if he didn't talk to her anymore, if he just
disappeared from her life," she concluded.
Great! I thought, but I knew, in spite of how much I hated it, that Edward leaving
now would hurt her even more. All of Bella's issues of blaming her stranger really
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came down to her feeling unworthy of love because of the way her fucking mother
kicked her out. No matter how frightened and lost she was feeling at that moment,
she loved Edward and always would, no matter how their pasts were intertwined.
"I don't think that's what Bella wants," I admitted quietly. "But I really can't say
for sure. I don't know when she'll be ready to talk to him again." I shrugged. "It's up
to her."
"They belong together, Jacob," Alice insisted. "I need to do something to help them
come back to each other again. Will you help me? Please?"
My brow furrowed as I took in her imploring gaze.
"As a matter of fact," she continued, looking around the table, "I'm going to need
all your help."
"What have you got in mind?" Jasper asked her.
"I've got a plan," she said, matter-of-factly.
"Uh-oh. Look out, Alice has got a plan," Emmett groaned.
"Edward's so damn stubborn," Jasper interjected with a hint of uncertainty. "It will
take a lot of work to get him to throw off this martyr bit he's got going on right
now."
"You've got that right." Emmett rolled his eyes. "Count me in."
Alice then looked to me. My eyes darted from Emmett to Jasper, and then back to
her. I wasn't sure what she had up her sleeve, but she seemed to have Bella's
interests at heart.
"All right," I agreed. Alice smiled, and I couldn't help feeling a bit of relief, as if
she somehow knew it would all work out.
Then, Jasper leaned in toward me.
"So, Jacob," he asked. "Do you have any strong thoughts on Chicago?"

EPOV
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6:30 pm
The rain poured down on me as I walked home from the office. In torrents, the
heavy liquid drenched my coat, my hair, running in rivulets down my neck and into
my sweater. I let the downpour assault me – what did it matter anymore? What did
anything matter anymore?
As I entered the lobby of my building, my wet shoes squeaked loudly against the
marble, causing Liam to look up at me as I shuffled past. I barely glanced at him,
planning on hurrying quickly by, but I was suddenly bolted to the spot by the song
playing from the radio he kept at his desk.
Well I was moving at the speed of sound.
Head-spinning, couldn't find my way around.
And didn't know that I was going down. Yeah, yeah.
The smooth voice of Chris Daughtry made my heart clench, thinking how Bella
had been by my side the last time I'd heard his music; before everything went to
shit. The music from the concert was following me, torturing me.
Where I've been, well it's all a blur. What I was looking for, I'm not sure.
Too late and didn't see it coming. Yeah, yeah.
"Can I help you with something, Mr. Cullen?" Liam's voice came from a far away
place. I could hear him, but my breath had been stolen. I was speechless, drowning
in the icy loss of Bella's presence.
And then I crashed into you, and I went up in flames.
Could've been the death of me, but then you breathed your breath in me.
Our meeting had been like a crash, like a force of nature. And while it had brought
me to life, it reduced her to rubble.
"Mr. Cullen? Are you all right?"
I shook my head sadly, regaining my composure.
"No, Liam, I don't need anything," I managed to say as I headed toward the
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elevator. But I'm not sure I'll ever be all right again.
Collapsing onto the couch in my apartment, I fought the tingling in my hand that
urged for me to reach for my cell phone, to just call her. I was falling apart without
the sound of her voice in my ear. But, just as I'd done so many times during the
course of the day, I fought it back. I knew that calling her wasn't the right thing to
do.
I'm no good for her…and I never have been.

BPOV
8:30 pm
I looked intently at myself in the mirror, deep brown eyes staring back at me. The
roots of my brown hair were peeking out at my scalp, the quarter inch of growth
meeting the dark mahogany I'd covered it with. On the counter in front of me sat a
box of Clairol hair dye, opened and ready for use. Next to it, a box of Acuvue green
contact lenses.
I sucked in a heavy breath, studying my appearance. Edward had seen me when I
looked like this; the way I used to look...he'd wanted me then.
"He wanted me." I uttered the words to my reflection; I needed to make that girl,
that hurt, broken girl, believe it, too.
Music by The Goo Goo Dolls wafted out from my bedroom.
I wander through fiction to look for the truth buried beneath all the lies.
And I stood at a distance to feel who you are, hiding myself in your eyes.
I'd left my laptop running through my music on random. I had tried to plan my
next ride when I'd returned home from the city, attempting to go about the boring
responsibilities of my life, but I found myself in a fog, unable to think. Siobhan's
words were running through my head, and I knew, without a doubt, that she was
right about everything.
Every fucking thing.
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And the risk that might break you is the one that would save.
A life you don't live is still lost.
So stand on the edge with me.
Hold back your fear and see nothing is real 'til it's gone
I needed to start at the beginning, had to stop running from the problems that had
been hunting me down; chasing me, always just on my heels.
I had to confront my past, had to find a way to move forward and let it all go.
And hold on before it's too late.
We'll run till we leave this behind.
Don't fall, just be who you are.
It's all that we need in our lives.
And I needed to hear what Edward had to tell me. I needed him back.
But first, I needed to fix myself.
With a heavy sweep of my arm, I shoved the boxes of hair dye and colored
contacts off the counter, and watched with satisfaction as they all toppled into the
trashcan. Then I reached into my pocket, pulled out my cell phone and punched in a
number I hadn't dialed in a very long time.
"Hello?"
"Hi…uh…Mom. It's Bella."

Playlist for this chap: www . mixpod . com /playlist/74375211
Outfits for this chap: www . polyvore . com
/ride_chapter_23/set?id=26572197
I hope everyone has a lovely New Year's Eve, and a healthy and happy
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2011! (And if anyone would like to try a spin class for their New Year's
Resolution, PM or tweet me! It's really is an awesome exercise!)
See you all in 2 weeks!
- Aylah :)
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Chapter 24: In the Air Tonight
Thanks to the ladies who help make this all possible: Awesomesauce,
Brits23, Kyla713, Lazykatevamp and AmberDK!
Thanks also to all you readers for the overwhelmingly positive feedback to
the last chapter!
Remember the usuals: SM owns Twlight. Stealing isn't nice.

BPOV
April 1, 2010. Thursday.
8 p.m.
It had been four days since Edward told me who he was, since Jake was fired, and
I'd been doing everything in my power to avoid interacting with anyone at the gym
in the days that followed.
Somehow, I'd managed through the few classes I'd had to teach; tentatively
walking back into the spin studio like it was a tomb, with all my memories encased
within. My rides lacked their former energy as Edward's anguished face continued
to flash before my eyes, and I'd quickly stolen away back to Queens every night,
trying to dodge the pull that beckoned me toward his apartment. Every night, when
I reached Sixth Avenue, I froze, gazing forlornly down the block to Edward's office
building, the pull to go to him heavy like gravity.
I missed him. My heart cried for him. But I wasn't ready to talk to him yet. I still
had too much that I needed to fix.
As I sat in the gently rocking subway car, my mind wandered back to Tuesday,
when I spoke with my mother. Renée had been pleasantly shocked to hear my voice,
joking that she was surprised to hear from me since it wasn't her birthday or
Mother's Day. But when I told her I had something important to discuss with her, I
could hear the apprehension in the wavering tone of her response.
I'd cut right to the chase, my emotions raw and blunt from the revelations of the
previous few days. I asked her why she'd sent me away all those years before. Why
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she couldn't see how much I needed her. Why she had abandoned me when her love
and attention was all I'd wanted.
She'd immediately burst into tears, and it was with a stinging jealousy that I heard
her hush a small voice asking her what was wrong. When she'd excused herself from
my teenage half-sister, whom I hadn't seen since she was an infant, Renée spoke to
me in hushed tones that were heavy with regret. I listened quietly as she explained
her motives for a decision that had changed the course of my life.
"I'm so, so sorry, Bella," she'd proclaimed through tears. "I thought it was for the
best, really. Phil, your father and I all did."
"You…all did?" I was blindsided; I'd had no idea Charlie was involved in the
decision for me to move to Forks. I felt as if nothing I thought I knew was true
anymore.
Renée went on to explain how they'd all discussed my behavior: how I'd gotten in
with the wrong crowd at school, was acting out, and that it had been Charlie's
suggestion that I come out to live with him.
"You mean…you didn't want to get rid of me?" My words were barely more than a
whisper. "You didn't just ship me off because I didn't fit into your new perfect
family?"
"Oh, Bella! How could you even think that?" she gasped, and then quietly
continued, "Is that what you've thought all these years?"
"Yes," I admitted in a whisper, which sent Renée into a fresh round of apologetic
tears.
We talked for over an hour. She told me about how sending me off to Forks had
ripped her up inside, how she'd missed me every single day. She'd thought that
she'd made the right choice when my grades started improving, when I cleaned up
my act and got into college, and then she said how proud she'd been of me. Renée
said she'd always regretted not being there for me after my attack, but we'd grown
so far apart by then, she didn't think her presence in my life would be welcome.
Her words were healing, like a soothing rain, and tears slipped down my face as
the pain I'd held onto all those years began to wash away.
And in the back of my mind, I couldn't help but wonder as the truth of my
mother's actions became clear, if I hadn't been wrong about Edward all these years
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as well. If he hadn't actually deserted me…then what the hell had really happened?
I knew Edward's explanation would answer all my questions about where my
stranger had truly gone during that fateful night. Every second that passed since I'd
last seen him made me ache with a need I felt all the way in my bones. But I knew I
needed to be more healed, closer to whole when I reached out to him again.
As the subway shuddered past the city limits, I sent out a silent prayer that
Edward would wait for me.

The next morning, I woke to the delicious smell of breakfast cooking. I peeled one
eye open, breathing in the mouthwatering scent, and sat up slowly, letting the
confusing images from my dreams drain from my mind. I no longer seemed to be
experiencing night terrors, but awoke every morning to sift through a stream of
faces and events; I recognized them as memories from my past, but none of it ever
made any sense.
I wandered out into the kitchen where Jake was skillfully flipping omelets in a pan.
"Morning," he said, surprisingly cheerful. I grunted back at him unintelligibly and
reached for the coffee. I'd usually be working at the gym that day, but traded my
shift with an eager new employee.
We ate in silence, and Jake was quiet as he cleared the dishes before asking, "So,
have you uh…talked to Edward at all?"
I frowned, leaning my elbows forward on the table and pressing the balls of my
hands against my closed eyelids. Jake had been strangely persistent about me
reaching out to Edward since I'd told him about my session with Siobhan on
Tuesday.
"That's the third time you've asked me that this week," I complained, sliding my
hands down and looking up at him. "I told you, I'm not ready."
"Bella," he sighed as he placed the dishes in the sink and then sat back down next
to me. "I know you miss him. You want to be with him, and something tells me this is
killing him, too."
My insecurities crept up on me, the worry that Edward would be better off
without all my drama. "How can you be so sure?" I asked softly.
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A strange smile appeared on Jake's face and he reached a hand out to ruffle my
hair. "You belong together, Bells."
"I can't….I can't face him yet." I nearly choked on my own words. "What would I
say to him?"
"Maybe nothing at all. Maybe all you'd need to do is listen."
Jake's advice was warm and wise. The smile on his face as he looked down at me
radiated love, but for the first time, it was a different kind of love than I'd seen from
him before: the love of a friend.
Something has changed here.
"Did you…meet someone new?" I asked him, eager for an answer and to change
the subject as well.
Jake shook his head, a playful smile turning up the edge of his lips. "Nope."
I eyed him warily. "You're not telling me something."
"It's nothing, just a possible job opportunity," he said, beaming. I demanded to
know more, but he teasingly tapped my nose and said he would tell me more when
there was something to tell.
Just then, the phone rang, its high-pitched screech startling the both of us. Jake
moved to answer it, and a few cop-jokes later, I knew he was on the phone with my
father.
"Yeah, she's here. Hold on." Jake tossed the phone in my direction.
"Hey there, Bells," Charlie said, and I knew immediately that something was off.
Although he was attempting to mask it, my father's voice sounded strained.
"What's up, Dad?" I asked, pressing the phone to my ear and stepping into my
bedroom. Did he know about the conversation I'd had with Renée?
"Well, I…" he paused, clearing his throat. "I have something important to talk to
you about. Something that might not be easy to hear."
Haven't I had enough revelations for one week?
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I shuddered and settled myself on my bed, bracing myself for whatever my father
had to tell me.
He cleared his throat once again and took a breath. "James Hunter will be getting
out on parole soon."
I gasped, feeling the air suddenly vanish from my lungs, as acutely as if I'd been
punched.
Charlie must have been waiting for a response, but I couldn't speak, so he
continued. "I've been keeping tabs on him for years. He's been moved to the medium
security facility in Hudson. Some fancy 're-entry' program to help inmates transition
back into society."
"But…I thought…I thought he had at least ten more years," I sputtered.
"Yeah well, his sentence got shortened. Appeal from his family lawyer or
something," Charlie explained, and then grumbled, "He's apparently been the model
prisoner."
I breathed slowly, feeling the hair on the back of my neck and arms stand up. I'd
always known James would be out there again, someday, but with everything that
had been going on this week, it was a hard pill to swallow.
"When?" I asked, my voice raspy.
"About a month, if my guys have their information straight," he coughed, his
unease apparent in his tone. "Anyway, Bells, I thought you should know."
"Thanks." I whispered, curling up on my pillows and wishing with everything in
me that Edward was lying there behind me, enveloping me in his warmth and his
strength. I felt myself sinking into weakness…and then I stopped.
I needed to stop falling to pieces; needed to stop running.
I needed to deal with the villain that had haunted my dreams for the past fourteen
years.
"Dad?" I asked, sitting up quickly. "Can your guys get me on the visitor's list at
Hudson?"
There was a long pause before my father asked, "You sure about that, Bells?"
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I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. "Yeah, I am."
Jake peered around my doorway, his jaw set in a firm line, alarm evident in his
eyes.
"I need to face him. It's time."

April 3rd
Saturday.
Just before dawn.
The streets of the city were empty and dark, slick with an early morning spring
rain. Jake drove the car we'd rented before sunrise into the mouth of the Lincoln
Tunnel, and I curled myself into the plush seat, trying to let the rhythmic lullabies of
the humming wheels soothe my anxious mind. We were silent as we made our way
up the New Jersey Palisade, and I gazed down at the pavement as we flew along the
slate black road, the white and yellow lines whipping by underneath.
The gray sky loomed above and all around us as a dull light began to illuminate
the world. The sun, up until then completely obscured, somehow managed to send
its rays through the dense block of thick wool clouds. They broke apart above our
heads, turning into thin spindles of cottony white. The deep blue sky began to
change in hue to brilliant shades of dawn and, in the distance, the hazy blackness of
the nighttime horizon melted into the bright shadows of morning.
As we drove away from the mainstream of cars, slipping even farther north to the
hills of the Catskill Mountains, my nerves threatened to get the better of me. I
turned my cell phone over and over in my hand, my fingers itching to dial Edward's
number.
I'd thought about him countless times over the past couple of days; how he was
doing, if he was okay. I just wanted to hear his voice, hoping the sweet sound of it
would bolster my courage, but I knew it wouldn't do that at all. I missed him so
badly, it would have the opposite effect. The moment he said hello, I'd be begging
Jake to turn the car around, to bring me back to him.
I'd talked with Siobhan late the day before and told her about my plan to confront
my attacker, to see him face-to-face before he was set free. She was apprehensive of
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my decision, but given all the progress I'd made that week with my mother and
work, chose to give me the benefit of the doubt. She was adamant, however, that I
not go alone, so I assured her that Jake would be driving me upstate. What I didn't
tell Siobhan, or Jake yet for that matter, was that he wouldn't be coming inside the
jail with me.
I needed to do this on my own.
I had no plan of what I was going to say to my attacker when I finally saw him; I
just knew I wanted to look him in the eye and show him that he hadn't broken me.
That I was strong now.
We pulled off the interstate, our lane curving around and taking us down a
dilapidated country road lined by ramshackle cabins and trailers. Up ahead, I could
almost smell the rotting metal scent of the prison. We crossed over a rickety bridge,
and the cold metal bars looked as if they were ready to smack me on the back as we
whizzed past, dragging me further toward my fate.
Jake turned on the radio to cut the tension, Phil Collin's voice filling the car.
I can feel it, comin' in the air tonight, oh Lord.
I've been waitin' for this moment, all my life, oh Lord. Oh Lord.
The car slowed down as we approached the Hudson Correctional Facility, and I
felt as if the building had leaden arms, creaking as they tried to encircle me,
hugging me and closing me in with a deadened embrace. Jake pulled into a parking
spot, and as he cut the engine and began to climb out of the car, I reached a hand
over to stop him, shaking my head slowly.
Without a word, I hurriedly stepped out of the car. Jake jumped out and called out
after me, but I ignored him as I ran across the lot to the prison entrance. The
haunting words and notes of the song continued to linger in my ears as I went
through security, finding my name on a list just as Charlie had arranged, and then
paced in the dim fluorescent light of the waiting room.
When my name was called, an officer opening a door leading down a hallway, I
froze; fear crippling me.
I have to do this, I have to face him and move on.
Steadying myself, I took a breath, my sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor as
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I walked slowly through the threshold.
In slow motion, I padded down the hallway. Up ahead, behind a glass partition, I
could see a skinny blond with an amused look on his face being lead to a chair by a
phone.
I've seen your face before, my friend.
But I don't know if you know who I am?
Time seemed to slow as I approached him, taking in his hair, now shorn close to
his scalp. The sleeves of his orange uniform were short, revealing the sinewy
muscles of his arms wrapped underneath layers of tattoos. He moved to sit in the
chair, a sneer on his face as he waited for his visitor.
Well I was there and I saw what you did. I saw it with my own two eyes.
So you can wipe off that grin. I know where you've been.
It's all been a pack of lies.
His smile was leering as I stood just feet from him, clearly having no idea who I
was. Lifting my foot slightly, I pulled the pant leg of my sweats up to my knee. His
eyes trailed down and settled on the scar that laced the skin there, one of the few
remaining visible remnants of his attack.
Well I remember. I remember, don't worry.
How could I ever forget?
It's the first time and the last time we ever met.
I held my head high as his gaze slowly slid back up to mine, recognition finally
rushing across his face. Releasing my pants and sitting down slowly, I reached for
the phone, surprised by how calm I seemed.
"You know who I am," I stated when he'd picked up the receiver on his side of the
glass.
James nodded and leaned back in his chair as he looked me over. "Isabella Marie
Swan." He pronounced each syllable in my name carefully. "The girl who now has all
of my dead father's fortune."
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"You're the one responsible for that," I growled lowly, looking over his features.
The familiar face of my attacker was still there, but it was now worn, haggard, with
lines of work and hard time creasing his face, making him look older than he was.
He let out a bitter snicker and shook his head as he rocked backwards on the legs
of his chair. "You're right on that one, Ms. Swan."
I took a breath, the words forming in my head and beginning to flow. "What you
did…it messed me up for a long time. I'm still messed up from it."
James grimaced and looked up at the ceiling as I spoke.
"Why did you do that to me?"
I could hear the plastic seat creaking in protest form the pressure of tilting
backwards. A corrections officer on the prisoners' side snapped his fingers, and
James let his chair fall forward with a thud. He leaned down on the desk between us
and looked up at me for a moment, his eyes searching mine with what seemed to be
a flicker of regret, before quickly averting them.
"I was fucked up," he mumbled, still unable to meet my eyes. "Back then. I was
really fucked up."
I held myself steady, even though the fingers that were cradling the phone to my
ear began to tremble. It was too much; this monster from my nightmares, suddenly
humble now before me.
"I should never have hurt you…and I'm sorry." James seemed to grit his teeth as
he looked back up, his eyes boring into mine. He seemed spent, his penitent words
exhausting him. I stared at him, letting his words sink in. I saw now that there was
nothing to fear from him; he was nothing but a shadow of the demon who'd
damaged me, and was asking for my forgiveness.
And forgiving him was the only way I'd ever be able to let this go.
"Thank you," I replied simply as he lowered his gaze once more. "James?"
His head snapped up at the mention of his name, as if he were surprised to hear
me say it.
"When you aren't in here anymore…" My foot began bouncing underneath the
desk as I spoke, and I forced it still, trying to keep my anxieties at bay. "…Swear to
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me that you will never hurt anyone, ever again."
He nodded slowly, hanging his head. I moved to stand and so did he, motioning to
the guard that he was ready to go. As he turned away from me, I felt the weight I'd
been carrying for so many years slide off my shoulders. I had forgiven him for the
atrocious mistakes he'd made, and now needed to find a way to forget him.
Back in the parking lot, Jake was pacing impatiently by the car, his arms wrapped
tightly around his body. When he saw me approach, he froze, trying to anticipate
whatever reaction I might have. A twisted smile forced its way across my face as I
treaded across the pavement, and I nodded, letting him know I was all right.
He stuffed his hands deep into his pockets and leaned against the car as I got
closer, closing his eyes and shaking his head. "You make me crazy, you know that
Bella?"
"I know," I said sadly. I put Jake through way too much.
"You should have told me you wanted to go in by yourself." He kicked the heel of
his shoe against the ground as he spoke.
"You never would have let me," I replied, smiling slightly. Jake picked his head up,
his deep brown eyes swimming with worry.
It was time for him to let me go, too.
"You don't have to…you know…protect me anymore, Jake. I'm going to be okay."
He exhaled and reached his hand out, pulling me close to him for a gentle hug.
"Let's just get you home, all right?"
I filled him in on James' apology as we began our trek back to the city, every mile
bringing me closer to healing, closer to Edward, closer to home.

April 4th
Sunday.
My time of avoiding Aro had run out. I passed out as soon as we'd arrived home
from our long drive; Jake had dropped me off in Queens and then took the rental car
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back to be returned. I didn't hear the message on our answering machine,
requesting my joining Aro for a quick meeting the following afternoon until I woke
up on Sunday.
I'd hurried into the city and Aro greeted me with a smile when I arrived at the
gym. While his face was calm, serene, I sensed that there was a hint of malice
behind his words.
For several long minutes, I sat in Aro's office, alone. Waiting. I lingered nervously
as my foot bounced against the floor, my nerves running wild.
"Isabella, it's so good to see you." Aro's voice had a false warmth to it as he
entered from the doorway behind me. "You're well now, I assume?"
He looked at me pointedly, eyebrows raised, as if to ask if the insanity that had
ensued in his gym a few days earlier was now a thing of the past.
I knew it had been an issue from the whisperings and gazes I'd gotten from the
other employees, especially Alec and Jane. Aro didn't like anything interrupting the
precious order of his gym, and I was certain the reason I was sitting there was for
him to make sure it wouldn't happen again.
I was starting to get a little sick of dealing with this shit.
"I'm all right," I answered as he sat down in his chair across the desk from me. As
all right as I could be, considering all the crap that's gone on lately. "You wanted to
see me?"
"Hmm," he hummed, steepling his fingers in front of him as he so often did. He
didn't speak for a few moments, and as irritation overcame my nerves, the bouncing
of my foot under the table began to slow.
"I'm sure you can understand that what happened here with your boyfriend and
Jacob was completely unacceptable," he began.
I nodded at him, crossing my arms over my chest, eager for him just to get it the
hell over with.
"I hope, Isabella, that such a scene will not take place here again?"
I assured him it would not, and then a serpentine smile slithered across his
features. "It was so unfortunate to have to let Jacob go. He was a valuable
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employee," Aro continued. "But now my concern is, of course, for your emotional
welfare."
Sure it is, I thought sarcastically. I looked down quickly, trying to hide my
involuntary eye roll.
"Isabella, you hold so much promise," he mused, almost to himself. "I have been so
thrilled to keep you among my esteemed collection of trainers."
What am I, a chess piece? Some kind of pawn in his attempt to be the best gym in
midtown?
I was quickly losing patience and couldn't help the annoyed exhale that escaped
my lips, but then looked up to find his eyes meeting mine sharply. With marked
exasperation, he said, "I hope, now, you will be able to dedicate yourself to your
career without as many…distractions?"
The words 'your career' rung in my head, and I paused, listening to the familiar
sounds of the gym around me: the whir of the cardio machines, the clang of weights
hitting the ground.
Out on the cardio floor, Three Doors Down blared.
So hold me when I'm here. Right me when I'm wrong.
Hold me when I'm scared and love me when I'm gone.
Everything I am and everything in me
Wants to be the one you wanted me to be.
I listened to the words…and remembered the promise I'd made to Edward back at
Sands Point. I could picture as clear as day the look of relief and happiness on his
face when I said I would go back to school.
I'll never let you down, even if I could.
I'd give up everything if only for your good.
So love me when I'm gone...
I'd overcome so much in the last few days. Was I really willing to accept that
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occupation as my career? Did I want to be there, in the environment that had
become my safety net? Or was it just a sandbox to hide myself in, ignoring all my
former desires, buried deep underneath my shame and regret?
My head jolted back up toward Aro as the realization washed over me: I didn't
need that place anymore. Suddenly, I knew I couldn't wait another second to make a
decision I should have made long before.
"No, I won't be able to do that," I replied, shaking my head and standing slowly,
"Because I'm leaving."
Aro stared back at me blankly for a moment, clearly shocked at my
announcement, and then gathered his wits. "Now, Isabella, we don't want to make
any rash decisions-"
"Consider this my two week's notice."
I interrupted him with an air of confidence to my voice, then turned on my heel
and left his office. As I headed for the door, Jane smiled triumphantly at me,
obviously having heard our conversation from her perch at the front desk.
"So sad to hear you'll be leaving us," she cooed mockingly. "I wonder how we'll
ever replace you."
Jane giggled after her sarcastic taunt, causing me to halt and turn slowly to face
her, taking in her self-satisfied smirk. It was eerie, how piercingly painful her gaze
could be, as if she could injure me with only her stare. The music on the CD she'd
lent to me had made me suspect, just for a moment, if she'd known the truth of my
past all along. But I knew it had to be simply a coincidence. She was just a nasty
bitch, and being a favorite of Aro's had made me a thorn in her side since I'd
arrived.
But, I didn't need to stoop to her level.
I turned and smiled at her, not even dignifying her comment with an answer.
As I walked out of the gym and into the April sunshine, my footsteps felt a little bit
lighter.

"You quit?" was Jake's shocked reply when I entered our apartment with my news.
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"Wow, stellar week for Aro."
I shrugged and walked into my bedroom, flopping onto the bed. I threw my arm
over my face and closed my eyes.
"What are you going to do now?" Jake asked me.
"Well, I was thinking of going back to school…I'd get some kind of part time job, of
course - maybe in a library or a book store or something." I sighed. "I don't know,
I'm not sure yet."
It was too hard to make a solid decision on anything at that point. My whole life
was tilting on its axis, and I needed time before I made plans on anything.
I yawned intensely. Even though I'd only been awake for a few hours, I was
already exhausted. I vaguely registered Jake suggesting I take a nap before I was
sinking into a deep sleep.

Loud music. Swaying bodies.
Green eyes sparkling, staring.
Sandlewood. Musk. A crooked smile.
A fingertip along my lips, tracing the lines of my desire. His breath against my
neck, shuddering, shivering.
Strong arms wind around me, his mouth pressed to mine. I'm drunk on his kiss.
I don't know his name, but I want to whisper, "I'm yours. I'll be yours forever."
We're separated. He's pulled away, fading slowly into the mass of gyrating people,
reaching out to me as he vanishes.
"I'll find you again," he promises.
My eyes slid open. It was dark in my bedroom; I didn't really recall passing out
once I got home from my meeting with Aro, but I found myself nestled under
blankets, and remembered my dream. For the first time, the stranger from my
dreams' face was clear.
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Edward's face was clear.
A knock at the door roused me even further, and I heard Jake move to open it. A
tinkling, musical voice filled my apartment, and a confused post-sleep haze made me
think I was still dreaming.
Who is Jake talking to?
I swung my legs over the side of the bed and pulled a sweatshirt on, peeking
around my half-closed door. In the living room, Jake and Alice were engaged in a
hushed conversation. I pushed open my bedroom door, and the telltale creak of it
made my presence known.
"Oh, Bella!" Alice called out. Unable to stop myself, I rushed forward into the
room, throwing my arms around her.
"I've been so worried about you!" she sobbed.
"So you know?" I blubbered against her shoulder. "You know…everything?"
"Yes, Bella." Alice pulled back so she could look at me. "I know."
She brushed the hair off my face with a smile and we walked over to the couch.
Our cable music station flickered on the screen in front of us.
"How is…Edward?" I asked. It was almost painful to say his name, laced as it was
with so many emotions.
Alice sighed and looked at her hands. "Not good, Bella."
Her words sliced through me, and I choked back tears, confusion, and sadness
pressing against my chest, making it hard to breathe. "Alice, I-"
"Just listen for a second, okay, Bella?" she asked, cutting me off. I sat back against
the couch and nodded. "There's a lot more to all this than you know, a lot I'd like to
tell you, but it's Edward's story to tell."
She reached forward and took my hands in hers. "I know what happened to you
back then wrecked your life, but you have to know that it messed up Edward's, too."
I was taken aback, unsure how my attack at James' hands could ever have affected
Edward, especially since he didn't know.
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"He kept looking for you, not just at the concert, but for years afterward."
What?
"He's been searching for you all this time."
I was stunned into silence as Alice reached into her purse and produced the iPod
I'd left at Isle Esme. She slipped it into my palm, along with it, the Tiffany Key he'd
given me for Christmas; in all the craziness of this week, I'd completely forgotten I'd
left that there as well.
He was looking for me?
I gulped and tried to catch my breath a The Goo Goo Dolls' "Let Love In" played
on the TV screen.
You're the only one I ever believed in.
The answer that could never be found.
The moment you decided to let love in.
He was the only one. He alwayswas the only one.
"I know you're scared, Bella," Alice continued softly. "But please just talk to him.
He's lost without you."
When she handed them both to me, every memory, every promise Edward and I
had made to one another came rushing in, and I couldn't stop the tears that began
to flow.
Now I'm banging on the door of an angel.
The end of fear is where we begin.
The moment we decided to let love in.
The end of fear…I'd faced my fear; I'd faced James. If was strong enough to do
that, I could be strong enough to fix me and Edward too.
"Jake?" I mumbled, and he looked up at me. "Could you hand me my phone,
please?"
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Chapter 25: It's Not My Time
Thanks as always to the ever-fabulous Awesomesauce, Brits23, Kyla713,
Lazykatevamp and AmberDK!
Important note! This chapter follows the same time period as the previous
one, so we will see how Grungeward has been doing while Bella is battling
her demons.
Twilight characters belong to SM.

EPOV
April 1, 2010. Thursday.
As night fell on yet another day, I stared out my office window onto the streets
below, pressing my forehead against the cool glass. People were hurrying to their
destinations, and as I gazed down at the tiny moving dots, I couldn't help but
wonder if one of them might have been Bella.
I desperately wanted to catch a glimpse of her, just to prove to myself that she
was still out there, that everything we'd shared had been real. But, at the same time,
I was terrified to see her face; to feel, once again, how terribly I'd hurt her.
Tearing myself away from the window, I glanced across my nearly empty desk.
The piles of paperwork that had found a home there had all but disappeared with
the long hours I'd been putting in at work. The Chicago problem had given me an
excuse to stay in the office longer than usual, trying to ignore how fucking empty I
felt by burying myself in work.
In between the relentless cycle of work and home, I'd had moments of needing
Bella so frantically I could hardly stand it. I'd started dialing her number several
times over the days that had passed since I last saw her, but ended the call before it
began to ring. I'd even contemplated showing up at her apartment in Queens, but I'd
stopped before I could hail a cab, reminding myself that she was better off without
me.
I was also apprehensive; knowing that showing up at her door would mean having
to fend off Jake.
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The bruise he'd given me had begun to fade, and I was almost disappointed by its
loss. The purplish-blue discoloring around my temple had been a visual souvenir of
the pain I'd caused Bella; a firm reminder that I should stay away.
On Wednesday, I'd received a call from Bella's boss, Aro, offering me a special
V.I.P. membership as an apology for the "unfortunate incident" with Jacob. I told him
that wouldn't be necessary, and decided to suspend my membership instead; I didn't
have the energy for a workout anymore, and was sure as hell that Bella didn't want
to see me there.
Aro was sorry for my loss as a client, and assured me, despite my decision to
leave, that Jacob had been "dealt with accordingly." When I'd asked him what that
meant, he begrudgingly answered that, for the good of the entire club, he'd decided
to terminate Jacob's employment. I'd sighed heavily at the news, wondering what
this turn of events would mean for both him and Bella.
I didn't really blame Jake for punching me. Hell, I would have punched me if I'd
been in his place. I knew Jake still loved her; I could see it in his eyes. He wanted to
keep her safe, protected. And after all he'd done to help me the weekend before,
when I'd called him frantically from the concert, only to find out it had been me that
had caused all her problems to begin with. As much as it sucked, I understood how
he'd lost control like that.
I only wished he'd given me a minute to explain everything to Bella before he'd hit
me. I might have had a better chance of telling her what really happened that day so
long ago if I hadn't been knocked unconscious.
It doesn't matter anyway.
With a heavy sigh, I sat back down at my desk. I was just about to delve back into
work when I heard a soft knock at my door. Looking up, I saw Jasper giving me a
strained smile. He already had his jacket on, and was ready to go for the day. A
quick glance at my clock made me realize we were probably the last ones there.
"You want to grab a bite to eat or something?"
His expression was a mix of concern and pity. I shook my head.
"No, thanks. I've got to keep going over these numbers from Maria."
"I told you, Edward," he said reassuringly, taking a few steps into my office. "It's
going to be fine. I've got it covered."
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"I don't know what you've figured out, Jazz, but they just don't have enough
talented people out there." I sighed, running my hand through my hair and tugging
at the strands as I stared at a page full of figures. "This whole deal is going to go to
shit unless they can hire someone really good."
A strange smile flashed across his face for a second, which irked me. Jasper
seemed like he had something up his sleeve, but whenever I asked him about it, he
dodged the question. It was really fucking annoying, but lately I hadn't had enough
energy to push the issue.
"At least let me buy you a drink or something," Jasper insisted. Then, his voice
softened. "Come on, Edward. You can't hide in here forever."
Something in his words affected me, bringing my raw, torn-up emotions to the
surface. In the last few days, I'd felt lonelier than I ever had in my life. Even the
emptiness I'd felt before I walked into Bella's spin class couldn't compare. Now that
I knew what love felt like, every moment without her destroyed me a little bit more.
I sighed and gave in. "Fine," I agreed, standing up and reaching for my coat. "But
you're buying."
A short while later, we sat at a midtown bar not far from work, Jasper watching
me out of the corner of his eye as I nursed a beer. I had a feeling the whole family
was keeping tabs on me, making sure I wasn't going to start drowning myself in
whiskey like I had when she left over Christmas.
This time was different, though. I had no intention of burning the pain away while
I prayed for her return. This time, I knew I deserved every bit of agony I felt and was
determined to stay away from her.
"Have you talked to her?" Jasper calmly asked, bringing his bottle to his lips.
"Nope," I replied, letting the 'p' pop on my lips as I stared into space in front of
me.
"Why not?" His voice was so serene, it was nearly impossible to let the anger I felt
at the question boil up to the surface; something about Jasper had always kept me
calm.
"Because," I replied, taking a sip. "There's nothing to say."
He shook his head, almost laughing to himself. "I highly doubt that."
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"Really? Okay, what should I say then? 'Oh hi, Bella. I'm sorry I inadvertently
caused you the worst pain of your life. Can you forgive me and be my girlfriend
again?'"
I rolled my eyes as I spat out my answer, taking a long swig of my drink.
"You know that's not true, Edward."
I ignored him. In the bar, "Here is Gone" by the Goo Goo Dolls played.
I'm not the one who broke you
I'm not the one you should fear.
"You spent most of college looking for her! Comparing every woman you dated to
the spark you felt when you met her," Jasper continued. "You've found her again,
Edward. Don't give up on it so easily."
I thought I lost you somewhere,
But you were never really ever there at all.
"Easily?" I fumed as I turned to face him. "What exactly do you think is easy about
all this, Jasper?"
"That's not what I meant. If you just talked to her-"
"No!" I slammed my beer down on the bar, startling the other patrons around us. I
closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose with my fingers, trying to calm
myself.
And I want to get free. Talk to me.
I can fear you falling.
And I won't tempt to be all you need.
Somehow here is gone.
"It doesn't matter, anymore, Jazz. None of it matters." I tilted my head back,
downing the rest of my beer. "She's better off without me and needs to move on."
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I could feel the look of concern he was burning into the back of my head as I slid
off the bar stool and slung on my coat.
"Thanks for the drink," I muttered begrudgingly. "I'll see you tomorrow."
And with that, I slunk out of the bar and walked home to my empty apartment.
Alone.
***TR***
April 3rd Saturday.
10:30 a.m.
I slammed the cab door shut, pushing my hands into my pockets, and staring up at
my parents' brownstone. Alice had called the day before and badgered me into
coming to a family brunch. She said that everyone missed me, and insisted that
spending time with the family was what I needed right now.
Although I didn't really want to deal with everyone's attention at the moment, I
didn't have the strength to argue with her, either.
Even from as far away as the front door, I could hear the twins giggling out back,
accompanied by Emmett's deep roar. Before I could even knock, my mother opened
the door.
"Oh, Edward," she murmured, pulling me in for a hug. "I'm sorry about what
happened with Bella."
I melted into the comfort of her arms for a moment, then tensed and stood up
straight. "I really don't want to talk about it. Okay, Mom?" I didn't want to be harsh
with her, but the pain was still so fresh, I was afraid I would lash out at her, too.
She patted my shoulder and ushered me inside. As we walked through the living
room and dining room, Esme softly said, "We…received a few things in the mail you
may have left behind in Sands Point."
I stiffened as we entered the kitchen. Esme nodded toward to the bar where a
small package lay. Seated at the same counter were my father and Alice, gazing at
me with apprehensive smiles. Rose was busying herself with something at the table,
her back to me. Out in the backyard, the twins were playing catch with Jasper and
Emmett.
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My mother continued, "The caretaker at the Sands Point house called and was
concerned you may have left some things behind."
Sighing nervously, I raked a hand through my hair as I walked up to the bar,
fingering the edges of the padded envelope. I had no idea what could be in there.
"It arrived shortly after your return with Bella," my father told me.
Ripping the package open, I carefully turned it sideways and let the contents slide
onto the table.
Bella's iPod.
I stared down at the offending device, and faintly recalled her telling me she'd
forgotten it at the beginning of her spin class on Monday. If it weren't for that, she
never would have had to borrow Jane's CD, and maybe, just maybe, we never would
have remembered how we knew one another. She could have been there with me
that day, laughing softly and leaning into my side.
A smaller envelope had fallen out with the iPod as well and I peeled it open, wary
as I was under the watchful gazes of my family. I heard the chain sliding against
paper before I saw it slip out onto my palm, and I knew what it was before the metal
pendant touched my skin.
It was her Christmas present: the Tiffany key I'd bought her. I had no idea she'd
left that behind as well, but somehow it seemed appropriate, prophetic even.
It was painful for me even to look at it.
At that moment, the back door slammed shut.
"Uncle Edward's here!" I barely had time to react before the two small bodies of
my nephews catapulted against me.
"Hey there, guys." My words echoed in my ears as if they were coming from a
place very far away. I turned away from the package on the bar and patted both
their heads as they smiled up at me, both sets of their tiny arms wrapped around my
middle.
"Where's Bella?" Mason immediately asked me, taking a step back and peering
around toward the front door.
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"Yeah!" Anthony agreed, squeezing me tightly enough to make me wince. I
normally would have picked up him, but instead, gently unwrapped his arms from
around my waist as he complained, "We haven't seen her in forever!"
"Sorry guys," I sighed, tugging Anthony's arms away from my mid-section. "She's
not coming."
"Aww, bummer!" Mason howled.
Anthony pouted as well. "I wanted to play pirate with her again."
I couldn't stand the disappointment in their little faces. In everyone's faces.
My mother smiled reassuringly and patted my back, but I could see the usual
sparkle in her expression was missing. Carlisle and Alice looked over at me with
mirrored concern. Rose huffed uncomfortably behind them, and Jasper and Emmett
hovered by the back door, having followed the boys inside. Neither of them met my
eyes.
I was sure that all of them wanted me to give into my urges and reach out to Bella.
Their faces ate into my pain, and I wished I could hide from all of them; just
disappear. Unable to deal with the unnerving quiet in the room, I sank down onto
one of the kitchen stools, resting my forehead on the palms of my hands.
After a few moments of silence, Carlisle cleared his throat. It must have been
some kind of signal, because I heard Emmett say to the twins, "Come on, guys. Let's
go back outside. I think it's time your dad and I took the baseball bat out of storage."
Mason and Anthony cheered, and I couldn't help but let out a sardonic laugh at
their ability to change emotions so quickly. When I heard the door close behind
them, the boys' high-pitched shrieks now resonating from the yard, I finally looked
up from my hands.
Carlisle was giving me that fatherly stare; his eyes were so understanding, so
comforting, that I couldn't freaking take it. I quickly looked way, feeling the sharp
sting of tears pricking behind my lids.
"Ladies, do you think you could give me a few minutes alone with Edward?"
Alice, Rose and my mother quietly vacated the room, silently stealing off to other
parts of the house.
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When we were alone together, Carlisle gently asked, "What are you doing, son?"
The question was benign enough, but still it made me wince. I could take everyone
else's discontent with my decision to avoid Bella, but not his. I'd already experienced
it once, years before, when he'd visited me at N.Y.U..
"I'm doing what needs to be done," was my abrupt reply.
My father shook his head. "It doesn't have to be this way, Edward."
"Yes, it does." I started feeling the same exasperation I'd felt at the bar with
Jasper. Why couldn't they all understand that I needed to do this?
"I see how much pain you're in, son. I can only imagine she's in the same pain as
well."
I gritted my teeth, seeing again behind my eyelids the look of horror on Bella's
face when she realized who I was. "I'm doing what's best for her by staying away," I
insisted.
"How can it be what's best when you're not together?" Carlisle continued. "You
love each other, and the force of that should be stronger than any misunderstanding
from over a decade ago."
"Dad-" I cut him off by standing up, backing away from him. "Please…just…stop."
"Edward, wait." He held his hands out before him in surrender, but I hurried out
of the room, seeking refuge in some secluded part of the house.
Racing up the steps, I stepped into the family room, assuming it would be empty
with the boys all outside. Flinging myself onto the couch, I threw an arm across my
eyes, trying to decompress.
"It's my fault, you know," a quiet voice murmured.
Dropping my hand, I looked up to see Rosalie standing at the window, her arms
wrapped protectively around herself.
What is she talking about?
"How on earth would any of this be your fault?" I asked her.
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She turned around to face me, uncharacteristically quiet and humble. "Because
I'm the reason you had to be dragged out of the concert. Emmett got into a fight
with that moron because of me."
I sat there, completely fucking stunned by her words. Never in a million years
would I have thought Rosalie would feel that way. She was always so closed off, her
emotions tightly under wraps, but, if I wasn't mistaken, I could have sworn I saw a
sheen of tears forming on her eyes. Never in the years I'd known Rosalie had I seen
her so sad.
"If that hadn't happened," Rosalie continued, "You would have gone after Bella.
You would have found her, and none of this would have happened."
I sighed. My sister-in-law's sentiment was comforting, but there was no way the
blame for this could lie anywhere but with me.
"It's not your fault, Rose. Not at all," I told her, and then quietly lamented, "It's a
mess I created, and now I have to suffer the consequences."
She sat down gingerly next to me, her arms still stiffly wound around her torso.
"Edward, for as long as I've known you, you have always put everyone else first.
When you quit music and you started the business with Emmett and Jazz, you did
that for them, not for you."
I wasn't sure where she was going with this, but listened all the same as she took
a breath.
"But this time, Edward? This time, you need to do what's best for you."
Rose's words resonated in a place deep within me, and for a moment, I let myself
imagine Bella back in my arms again. Then I shook my head, knowing that was
impossible now. How could she possibly want me back when I'd put her through so
much pain?
I needed a moment before I could answer, but finally whispered, "It doesn't matter
what's best for me." I turned away from her, not sure how many more of these talks
I could endure.
"She made you happy, Edward. Happier than I've ever seen you."
I closed my eyes and crossed my arms across my chest, willing her words away.
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"You shouldn't give up on that so easily," she concluded. I was about to answer
when a soft knock at the door caught our attention.
We both looked over our shoulder to see Alice standing nervously behind us. "Can
I come in?" she asked. I let my head roll back on the couch, not sure what I was
going to be bombarded with next.
"Sure," Rose said, standing up swiftly. "I was just leaving."
As Alice and Rose traded places, I began to wonder if the family wasn't taking
shifts, working me down. But my twin sat next to me, cross-legged on the couch, and
laid her head on my shoulder. She was humming a melody softly.
"What are you singing?" I asked, unable to place the tune.
"Oh, it was on the radio downstairs. That Vertical Horizon song; 'Forever' I think
it's called."
I nodded, resting my cheek against the top of her head. We were both silent and I
could hear the music wafting upstairs. Alice hummed along until she got to a point
where she knew the words.
"Send me letters from above.
Send me strength, send me love. Such sweet love.
Sing me songs that echo in my head and in my heart.
That's where you are."
Every song I heard seemed to make me think of Bella, and this one was no
different. Although the music ripped and tore at me, I recalled the lyrics of the
chorus, and softly sang along with Alice.
"And I don't know if you feel me here,
I can tell you one thing that's clear:
I will feel you forever...Forever."
I sighed, squeezing my eyes shut, trying to force out the pain. Alice cuddled closer
against me.
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"I miss your voice," she said. "I wish you would sing again."
Suddenly, I was struck with a memory of Bella at Isle Esme. I could see it
perfectly, as if she were right there in front of me.
"I want to see you on stage," she'd said to me. "Piano, guitar, I don't care. You
need to make music your life again, and perform it."
I recalled the look in her eyes as she gazed up at me from the piano bench, saying
how she wanted to see me on stage again. How she would brave her fear of concerts
and come see me play.
There was no hope of that, now.
Alice lifted her head, turning to look at me thoughtfully. "Maybe if you sang, Bella
would find her way back to you."
"That again?" I nearly snorted with the insanity of her suggestion. "That was the
deluded dream of a drunk, stoned kid from long ago."
My sister shrugged. "It's worth a shot."
I shook my head sadly, but Alice squeezed my hand until I looked at her. "Think
about it?" she asked. Just then, Esme called from the foot of the steps that brunch
was ready. I squeezed Alice's hand back, relieved that I didn't have to tell her in that
moment just how impossible her suggestion was. We stood and headed downstairs.
Later that afternoon, once the meal was finished and the twins were passed out on
the couch, I got ready to leave. I made my goodbyes to the family, and Esme
embraced me tightly after I'd slid into my jacket. As we hugged, I heard a quiet yelp
and out of the corner of my eye, I was fairly certain I saw Alice elbowing Jasper in
the ribs.
I wonder what he did to deserve that?
As I turned toward the door, Jasper followed me, clearing his throat.
"Hey, Edward, what are you doing tomorrow?"
Pondering the reason for my existence now that Bella isn't in it? "Nothing much.
Why?"
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A sly smile came across his face. "Well, I was thinking of taking a ride out to
Connecticut to hang out with Peter and the old gang."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "How did you get back in touch with Peter?"
Jasper shrugged and smiled. "What, you've never heard of Facebook before?" he
joked.
I gave him a strained smile back, ready to say I didn't want to go, but he started to
bargain before I could speak. "Come on, it will be fun. We'll jam, knock back a
few..."
"I'm in for that," Emmett interjected, suddenly appearing behind him. I took in
their expressions, unable to stop the feeling that I was somehow being tricked, or
they were conspiring together to baby-sit me, but I didn't have anything better to do
anyway, so I gave in.
"Fine."
They both smiled triumphantly and, as I reached for the doorknob, Alice danced
toward me, wrapping her tiny arms around my neck.
"I'll bring Bella's iPod back to her," she said quietly into my ear.
I paused, ready to stop her, my heart freezing in my chest at the thought of Bella
having to face any of us. But seeing Alice had to be better than getting her things
back in the mail. Sadly, I nodded, and then slipped out the door.
***TR***
Open mouths brushing against soft skin. Gooseflesh. Heavy, panting breaths.
Wet kisses. Her soft tongue, dancing along my lips.
Bodies grinding. Music pounding.
"No, stop!" she cries out. Confusion, pain. I'm hurting her. "God, please don't!"
"It's not me!" I try to tell her. "I didn't hurt you!"
Her eyes fly open. Tears flow.
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"I tried to find you!" I insist, the agony of it tugging at my heart.
She doesn't believe me. "But you didn't. You didn't find me"
She vanishes.
"Edward!"
Loud, deep voices and a heavy pounding against my front door woke me up,
breaking me free of my nightmare. I sat up in bed, breath stolen, sweat on my
palms.
It was Sunday morning, and Emmett and Jasper had arrived to pick me up and
drag me out to Peter's house. Rubbing my clammy hands against the sheets, I
hurried out of bed and to the door.
"Dude, you're not dressed yet?" my brother asked, pushing his colossal frame into
my apartment and heading directly for my fridge. Jasper strolled in behind him.
"What time is it?" I asked, pressing my fingertips against my eyelids. I hadn't slept
well, haunted by my dreams, just as Bella had always been. I chuckled sadly to
myself at the irony of it.
"It's after eleven," Jasper answered, holding his guitar case in hand as he perused
my now-messy apartment. I hadn't seen any reason to clean lately, since I was
always here alone.
"Well?" Emmett asked, his mouth full of a bagel from my fridge. "Are you gonna
get ready or what?"
"Sorry. Yeah, give me ten minutes."
As I washed up and threw on some jeans, I could hear the two of them quietly
talking in the kitchen, but couldn't make out anything they were saying. Whatever it
was, it was obvious they didn't want me to hear it.
I tried to block them out and studied myself in the mirror. I hadn't bothered to
shave all week, the first blush of a full beard beginning to show on my jaw. There
were circles underneath my eyes and I looked worn out, tired. I looked a far cry
from the wild person I'd been in college; I wondered if the other guys would even
recognize me.
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I slung my guitar over my shoulder and grunted at my brothers that I was ready to
go.
It was a warm April morning when we stepped outside, the day clicking closer to
noon. After grabbing some coffee, we made our way down to Penn Station and
hopped a train on Metro North Railroad. The car rocked back and forth soothingly
as it thundered over the tracks into Connecticut, and I slid on a pair of sunglasses to
shield my eyes from the bright sunshine that lit the inside.
The three of us just talked about everything and nothing, carefully avoiding
anything having to do with work or Bella, and it was a relief to be free of it for a
little while. When the train screeched to a halt at the Greenwich station, we walked
out and hurried down the steps to find Peter waiting for us beside a huge minivan.
"Love the 'soccer mom' wheels," Jasper teased as he raised his hand for a high
five. Peter slapped him back and pulled Jasper in for a manly hug.
"Dude, I've got three kids. You know what it's like," our friend answered, nodding
towards the van. They shared a knowing nod and then Peter smiled at me. "You look
like shit, Edward."
I laughed, remembering his brutal honestly, and nodded. "Thanks for noticing."
Emmett and Peter shared a fist bump before we all piled into the van, stowing the
guitar cases in the back. The suburban streets flashed by us and I sat in silence
while the three of them caught up. The trees that dotted every sidewalk were just
beginning to bloom and I lowered my window, taking a breath of the fresh spring
air.
As we rounded a corner to where Peter lived, I saw a group of children playing in
the street. He honked playfully at them and turned the van into a driveway. The
house looked comfortable, showing a warmth that even the most luxurious city
dwellings never could. The front door was open behind a screen and as we hopped
out of the car, I could hear laughter coming from inside.
"Daddy!" A little girl who reminded me of Charlotte launched herself at Peter, and
he laughed as he introduced us to his daughter, Cassie. She waved shyly at us, and
then whispered up to him that she'd tell her mother we were there. Two older boys
playing hockey in the street called out a greeting to him before going back to
playing.
"Come on," Peter encouraged, his face bright. "I think Ben and Garrett are already
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here."
Emmett and Jasper eagerly followed him inside. I wished I could have shared
some of their enthusiasm, but my footsteps still felt so heavy, acutely feeling the
absence of Bella in my life.
Charlotte greeted us warmly as we stepped into her house. The same beautiful
smile she'd worn in college was now framed in smile lines. As Cassie clung to her,
Charlotte introduced us to two other women helping her in the kitchen.
"This is Kate, Garrett's wife." She motioned to a tall woman with blonde hair cut
close to her face, then to another with olive skin and long black locks. "And
Benjamin's wife, Tia."
We each shook hands and exchanged pleasantries with them, Charlotte kissed me
on the cheek and softly told me, "It's good to see you again, Edward."
Then two men boisterously stepped into the kitchen from a side door.
"Pete, that new amp is sick!" a tall blond man called out as he walked toward our
host. Although the long ponytail of his college days was gone, I immediately
recognized him.
"Garrett?"
He turned my way, his eyes widening with recognition. "Edward! How the hell are
ya, man?" Garrett pulled my hand in for a manly grasp, and Benjamin followed suit.
After all the re-introductions were made, Peter kissed Charlotte on the cheek and
told her we'd join them for dinner later on. He tried to goose her rear as he walked
away and she swatted at him playfully, love radiating from her face. Just watching
them made my chest ache with need.
Peter nodded for us to follow and I took up the rear as we stepped through a
doorway into what I thought was simply a garage. What it turned out to be was a
completely soundproofed, state-of-the-art music studio. Speakers and amps were set
up around a performance space, a few microphones stood in front and a complete
set of drums sat ready in the rear.
I gazed around the room in awe. I knew Peter had told me he jammed in his
garage when we'd bumped into each other in February, but I had no idea it looked
like this.
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"Pretty sweet, huh?" Garrett asked as he took a seat at the drums, twirling the
sticks in his hands.
"You could say that again," Jasper said, gaping at the set up with the same look of
amazement I was sure I wore as well.
"Now, that is what I'm here for," Emmett said, parking himself by a cooler. He
flipped it open, pulling out an icy bottle of Corona.
Something on the wall behind him caught my eye, and I lowered my guitar case to
the floor as I walked toward it. As I got closer, I inspected the frame hanging from
the wall. It held a flyer from one of our best shows, our band name written in bold
across it.
"Good times," Peter acknowledged as he followed me to it. "I always regretted you
leaving the band."
"So did I," I admitted sadly before letting out a deep sigh.
Peter's brow furrowed, leaning in to me while the others were getting set up. "You
all right, Edward?" he asked.
Still staring at the New Moon flyer, I asked him if he remembered the girl he saw
me with at 30th Street Guitars.
"Sure," he replied. "Your…girlfriend, right?" There was a hesitation in his voice.
"No…she's….Bella is her. The girl I was always searching for."
His eyes widened as he looked from me to the flyer and back again. "The mystery
girl? Holy shit! What the hell happened, man?"
I shook my head, not wanting to answer. I was already starting to feel overcome
by emotion, and didn't want to break down like a fucking wuss in front of my former
bandmates.
Emmett must have sensed my need for distraction, because he suddenly appeared
behind me, clapping me on the back and handing me a beer. I took it, eager for the
distracting, cracking it open and downing a swig.
Peter shrugged off my lack of answer. "Well, you've got to get her back," he
argued once my brother was out of earshot.
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"It's not that simple. I fucked up majorly, years ago."
"Wait, slow down. How did you fuck up? I thought you met her and then she
disappeared?" he asked.
"It's complicated," I told him, taking another sip, hoping the liquid would burn
away some of my pain. "But it really messed her up. I don't know if I can do anything
to change it."
There was silence between us for a few moments, until Peter finally spoke up.
"Well, for now," He said, inclining his head back to our mock performance space.
"Let's rock some tunes."
He threw his arm around me in a brotherly way, good-naturedly shaking me out of
my doldrums and walking me back to the others.
"So, what's it gonna be, Edward?" Ben asked, tuning his guitar.
"Me?" I asked, uneasy in the sudden spotlight. "Why do I get to choose what we
play?"
"You always were the group's muse," Garrett joked, tapping at the cymbals.
"Yeah," Ben agreed, plugging his base into an amp. "Every song had to have
meaning."
Jasper smiled and raised an eyebrow at me, knowing full well who all that
'meaning' had been for. Ben's dig was innocent, playful, and I laughed, letting a few
more chugs of my beer sooth the sting of his words.
"Here, how about this." Peter handed me some sheet music he'd pulled out of a
binder, then moved to the rear of the studio for a moment. When he returned, he
was holding an electric guitar that resembled one I'd used in college. "Can't go
acoustic with this one."
I perused the notes, knowing I didn't need them to play the song; I knew it well.
"It's not from back in the day, but it's still good," he added.
I gingerly took the vintage Fender from him and assumed my old place as lead
vocalist, right in front, as they all settled in behind me. My fingers wrapped around
the frets easily, and as I strummed out the first haunting notes of the song, Garrett
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let out a low 'yeah' in approval.
The song started off with a slow solo, quickly adding in the other instruments
about two measures in. As the music changed from plaintive and soulful to hard with
a strong beat, I couldn't help the rhythm that seemed to naturally take over my
body. My head bobbing, I stepped up to the microphone and sang the first verse.
Looking back at the beginning of this…and how life was,
Just you and me loving all of our friends, living life like an ocean.
But now the current's only pulling me down.
It's getting harder to breathe.
As we approached the chorus, the guys all fell in line behind me, singing along at
the appropriate parts to "It's Not My Time" by Three Doors Down.
Cause it's not my time! I'm not going!
There's a fear in me, but it's not showing.
This could be the end of me and everything I know.
Oh, but I won't go.
Singing my heart out in the small space, the words poured from me, and despite
Ben's earlier teasing, I began to see that this song had meaning as well. Just like
every other piece of music that seemed to bind me to Bella in some way, this one did
as well.
I look ahead to all the plans that we made and the dreams that we had.
I'm in a world that tries to take them away!
Oh but I'm taking them back.
I felt powerful once again as I sang, the surge of energy I'd been missing somehow
refueling my body through the music. I remembered who I was, how I used to feel;
how the combination of vocals and strings and percussion made me feel invincible,
made me feel like me.
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As we moved through the second verse, my mind wandered back to the words I'd
heard the day before: from Carlisle's encouragement, to Rosalie's shamed emotions,
and Alice's ridiculous suggestions.
Cause all of this time I've just been too blind to understand what should matter to
me.
My friends this life we live, it's not what we have…
It's what we believe in!
The truth was that I believed everything my family had said. I believed we
belonged together. And somewhere deep inside, I believed she would take me back,
if I could only find a way to explain it all to her.
Even though it was only Emmett sitting before us, in my head I could see the
crowds that used to cheer for us, the sea of faces that called out the band's name.
And in that excited mass, I could now see Bella's face, too.
"I want to see you on stage," the ghost of my love's voice whispered in my ear, like
a hallucination.
I could see her glowing smile shining up at me from the imaginary audience I saw,
and as we repeated the chorus, my vocal chords vibrating though words of belief
and hope; the fantasies I'd had in college suddenly didn't seem so unrealistic.
Maybe it could work. Maybe Alice was right; perhaps music could bring Bella back
to me this time.
As we finished the song, the guys all hollering with excitement at how good we
still sounded, my heart pounded in my chest. My mind was whirring as I stared
silently at the wall in front of me, the imaginary venue taking shape.
"You all right, there, bro?" Emmett asked, standing and handing me the
half-empty bottle I'd left by my guitar case.
I absentmindedly took it form him, still lost in thought.
Could it work?
"Yeah, just…thinking about something."
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As I knocked back a swig, in my peripheral vision I could have sworn I saw
Emmett and Jasper exchange a wink.
***TR***
Back in the city later that evening, Jasper hung around at my apartment for a
while. He told me that Alice was at a friend's and Esme was babysitting the boys, so
he had time to chill.
During the remainder of that Sunday afternoon at Peter's, we'd continued to play,
stumbling through some of the grunge songs we'd loved. Charlotte had stopped us
to serve an early dinner, and we all clambered onto their back deck, eating burgers
and warming ourselves by their outdoor fire pit.
I was quiet for most of the time, self-doubt creeping in as I mentally wandered
through the possibilities. Could we get a venue? What songs could I sing to her that
would show her how very sorry I was, and how much I truly loved her? And even if
the stars aligned and it all worked out, how could I be sure to get Bella there?
We'd thanked Peter for having us when he'd dropped us back at the train station,
and he assured us that he'd be more than happy to do it again. His handshake was
firm, our friendship renewed, and I left Connecticut feeling a little less of a burden
on my shoulders.
But that night, as I sat with Jasper on my couch, mindlessly flipping through
television stations, my uncertainty took over. There was no way I could put all this
into action without a sign from Bella, without some kind of tiny indication that it was
possible to sew back what had ripped between us.
I settled on the cable music station, closing my eyes as the end of the Goo Goo
Dolls' "Let Love In" played. The station moved onto one by Lifehouse, and, despite
the beauty of the song, I silently cursed myself for ever taking her to that stupid
concert.
Jasper's phone beeped and he lifted it from the coffee table, pressing buttons to
read his message.
"Alice gave Bella back her iPod," he told me. I sat straight up, my heart in my
throat as I realized that she was the 'friend' my sister had been with that night.
Was Alice setting something up here? Had she planted the idea in my head to
sing, and orchestrated my going out to Peter's house, all to show me that singing for
- 470 -

Bella would work?
My breathing turned panicky and shallow as "Crash and Burn" played on the T.V.
I hope that you can bring me back.
I gotta make it right!
A buzzing sound came from my pocket, and my hands shook as I slowly retrieved
it.
And if I fall and crash and burn at least we both know that I tried.
And as I crawl there's lessons learned yeah, they remind me I survive!
Whatever the result, I needed to try; as Alice said, it was worth a shot.
I closed my eyes as I opened the message on my cell, seeing it was from Bella, at
the same time terrified and desperate to read whatever it said.
Her text message was short, simple:
"Fear is not the end of this."
It was song lyrics. It was Líve song lyrics.
Jasper leaned in and peeked over my shoulder to read the screen.
"What does that mean?" he asked.
I took a breath, the first genuine smile in almost a week coming to my face.
"It means there's hope."

Polyvore outfits for this chap: www(.)polyvore(.)com / cgi/set?id=27497272
Playlist for this chap: www(.)mixpod(.)com /playlist/76027147 and the title song
www(.)youtube(.)com /watch?v=qpfhcljJ9bQ
Thank you to whoever nominated me for a Twinklings Walk of Fame Award for the
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Hot Lips Award! You can vote here: http : / twinklingswfa(.)blogspot(.)com
/p/facetfeature-nominees(.)html
Also I will have two one shots coming up:
One for Breath-o-twilight's Countdown to Valentine's Day www(.)fanfiction(.)net
/s/6618121/1/Countdown_to_VDay_The_Misplaced_love_Letter
And one for the For The Love of Women Femmeslash contest, but it's anon, so I
can't tell you which! www(.)fanfiction(.)net /u/2626072/fortheloveofwomencontest
Reviews will get you a teaser for the upcoming chapter - and yes, folks, it's
the reunion! ;)
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Chapter 26: I Alone
Big puffy hearts to Awesomesauce, Brits23, Kyla713, Lazykatevamp, and
AmberDK! Big hugs to also to SadtomatoFF.
Twilight characters belong to SM. Grungeward is mine.

BPOV
April 4, 2010. Sunday.
"Fear is not the end of this."
I sat on the couch next to Alice, my stomach in knots as I waited for Edward to
reply to my text. Each second that ticked by seemed to take an eternity.
It had killed me to hear just how much Edward had been hurting. I couldn't
believe it had only been a week since we'd last spoken, since the moment of awful
clarity when we'd realized how our pasts intersected.
In the recent days, I'd been buried in my own world. Now it felt as if I were
waking up from a long sleep, and as I came to, the only thing I could think about
was Edward's suffering.
I had wanted to reach out to him over the days that had passed; to let him know
that I still loved him, that we weren't over yet, but so much had been holding me
back. Even with so many of the ghosts of my past conquered, I still hadn't been
prepared to talk to him. I was still struggling to deal with the idea of him, the part
that he had played in my head all these years, haunting my thoughts.
It had been Alice's words that Sunday evening that had finally broken through the
fog I'd been in. It tore a hole through the blurry haze that had kept me from seeing
Edward as my true north.
"He kept looking for you, not just at the concert, but for years afterward," she'd
said to me. "He's been searching for you all this time."
The world had gone quiet after that, all the sounds around me muffled, drowned
out by the frantic beating of my heart. As she and Jake sat silently by me, I became
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lost in the memory of the moment Edward and I had shared at R.P.I. so many years
before.
It passed before my eyes in slow motion; how we were so drawn to one another,
our bodies and minds connected, all graze and pitch and heat in the dark. Despite
the fact that we barely spoke a word, I couldn't deny the sense that we belonged
together, even through my drug-induced cloud.
My eyes fluttered closed as I remembered the electricity of his touch, his kiss, the
way we moved together. His body grinding against mine in the darkness, trembling
and growling and full of need.
And then I'd slipped away, so certain that he would find me.
In all the years I'd thought about my stranger, wondered about him, I'd been so
sure he'd never bothered to look for me, that James' poisonous words of my not
being worthy were correct. As I replayed what Alice had spoken in my mind,
something snapped inside me, a glass cage around my heart shattering open, and a
thought that had submerged in my unconscious over the years bubbled to the
surface.
Siobhan had been right. My nightmares weren't torturous reminders; they were
the results of my subconscious replaying that night over and over again, searching
for some spark of truth for me to hold onto.
A part of me never stopped believing how strong the connection with my stranger
had been; that was why I continued having the dreams. Some place deep inside me
knew it and refused to be silenced. It had splashed itself across the forefront of my
mind every night for fourteen years, and as my screams ripped me from the trap of
my memory each morning, it had remained hidden, buried.
Edward had tried to find me. He'd never stopped looking.
It was what my dreams had been trying to tell me ever since; something I had
known all along.
A sense of rightness filled me, the belief that we had truly always belonged
together rushing over me like a tidal wave. And as the euphoria of my realization
settled, Edward's pain overwhelmed me. Now he was the one abandoned, feeling
lost and adrift.
How could I have been so selfish?
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I had to tether him back to me, to throw out a line to where he still was drowning,
a beacon in the darkness. A slow smile made its way over my lips as I realized what I
needed to be; just like Daisy to Gatsby, I had to find a way to be a green light at the
end of his dock.
With a renewed conviction, I took my cell phone from Jake's outstretched hand
and typed out my message. There was still so much more that we needed to say, but,
for the moment, I started small.
I started with music.
Nothing could have been truer than that line from Líve's "I Alone." I wanted
Edward to know that, despite how scared I was, how terrified I was certain we both
were, that fear could not destroy us.
I'd hoped and prayed that Edward would understand, that he'd figure out what I
was trying to say.
When my phone buzzed, notifying me of Edward's reply, I knew that he'd heard
me, loud and clear. I smiled as I gazed at the text I'd received back from him,
running my fingers over the words on my Blackberry screen:
"Let's start over. I'll try to do it right this time around."
Edward had responded to me in the language of music; he'd sent me words from a
Daughtry song.
I couldn't help but laugh at the irony of our song choices, pulling from the two
concerts that had, up to this point, bookended our relationship. But the words hit
home, letting me know he felt the same way I did; that he was waiting for me to
come back to him.
As soon as I'd read it, I felt the gaping hole that had sat like a festering wound in
my chest start to heal. But the fear remained; I still wasn't ready to see him, to hear
his voice yet. I still needed time to absorb it all, to process everything.
This would have to be enough, for now.
I looked up at Alice, and her eyes were gleaming with a look that assured me she
knew everything would work out. She wrapped her arms around me and held on
tight. I closed my eyes and sank into the warmth of her tiny embrace, but when I
opened them, she seemed to be in the middle of mouthing words to Jake.
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"What are you two saying about me?" I asked, rubbing my eyes. I was still so damn
worn out from everything that had happened.
Jake's face went blank and his jaw flexed, as he seemed to search for an answer.
Alice, however, turned to look at me and said, "Nothing. I was just telling Jake how
much I liked your natural eye color."
A look of relief came over my roommate's face. It was too freaking odd.
"Something's up with you two," I announced, looking from one to the other. "It's
weird."
"Oh, don't be silly, Bella." Alice clucked like a mother hen as she pulled me up
from the couch. Walking me toward the bedroom, she told me I looked exhausted,
and she was going to tuck me into bed.
Too weary to protest, I allowed Alice to coddle me, settling me onto my pillows
and pulling the blanket up to my chin. She stayed for a while, and I caught her up on
everything I'd done in the last few days: calling my mother, facing my attacker, and
quitting the gym.
A strange smile came across Alice's face when I told her about my impending
career change; a cat-like and slightly devious grin. It disappeared quickly, and she
clapped excitedly, insisting that she wanted to take me out to celebrate after my last
day of work. It would be just her, me and Rose - a girls' night out.
I laughed at her enthusiasm; it made me feel somewhat normal again. But when
she casually suggested that we could all go hear some live music, I immediately
tensed. Alice paused, understanding the reason for my stress. She then
back-pedaled a bit, saying it would just be a low-key thing, not a concert or
anything, but we didn't have to go if I didn't want to.
I sighed and stared down at my silver Tiffany key. I'd put it on earlier, and had
been worrying at the pendant with my fingers. Holding it like a talisman, it
reminded me of earlier times when things were so much simpler, and the shiny
metal had grown warm from being pressed against my skin.
I so wanted to be more healed, closer to whole when I saw Edward again. I knew I
had a long road ahead of me, but this one small step would bring me that much
closer. If I could hear a random band play in some little club in the city somewhere,
maybe someday soon I could gain enough courage to hear him sing onstage.
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I planned to keep the promise I had made to him at Isle Esme.
So I'd reluctantly agreed, much to Alice's delight. She'd squealed and hugged me
tightly, her eyes glittering with excitement.
She left a short while later. Completely exhausted, I was just about to drift off to
sleep, when my phone buzzed again. I reached over to my nightstand in the dark,
where the green numbers of my alarm clock told me that it was only ten. Blinking
against the bright light of my Blackberry screen, I read the text I'd received.
"Tell me your troubles and doubts? Giving me everything inside and out, out."
It was Edward, sending me another message through lyrics. Using words from
"Don't You Forget About Me," he seemed to be asking if I was willing to talk yet;
ready to tell him how I was feeling.
I wanted to be ready, more than anything. But I was so tired, and I'd screwed
things up so completely up to that point, I didn't want to risk saying anything wrong,
anything more that might hurt him.
Finding my mind blank for lyrics to answer him with, I quickly searched through
my iPod, hitting on one I hoped would make sense.
"Words like violence break the silence. Come crashing in, into my little world."
The words from "Enjoy the Silence" didn't all fit into one message, so I had to send
another.
"Painful to me. Pierce right through me. Can you understand?"
My foot twitched nervously under the sheets, and I took a deep breath, willing
myself to calm down. I hoped Edward understood that all I needed was a little time.
The vibrations in my hand startled me, even though I'd been waiting for the
response. When I read it, I couldn't help but smile as tears sprung into my eyes.
"If you're lost you can look and you will find me, time after time. If you fall I will
catch you, I will be waiting…"
A tear slid down my cheek as I whispered the end of Cyndi Lauper's verse, "Time
after time."
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My fingers fluttered up to my necklace, rubbing the smooth metal once more. I
laid my phone down on the pillow next to me, wanting Edward's words close to my
head as I slept, and drifted off quickly.
When I woke up the following morning, it was with a smile.
Slowly opening my eyes, I realized that I had slept peacefully through the night.
Even the few times when I'd been free of the terrors, my slumber had always been
fitful. However, that night had been just quiet, restful sleep. The fears that had
haunted me each and every night for over a decade seemed to have been
vanquished.
Rolling over lazily in bed, I stretched my arms up over my head. I felt the golden
rays of sunshine wash over me from the window, a glittering beginning of a new day.
The first hints of spring were chirping and blooming on the other side of the glass,
and all the life blossoming in the air mirrored the hope that was budding in my life.
Edward.
A feeling of relief and excitement rushed through me as I remembered our texts
from the night before, and I reached over to pick up my phone. My enthusiasm was
short lived though, as the first thing I saw on my Blackberry was an email from Jane
with the remainder of my schedule.
Scrunching up my nose in distaste for her, I opened the message. It seemed, with
my impending departure, that Jane wanted to work me as hard as possible; she'd
slotted me for classes every night that week, in addition to front desk time.
However, during my last week, I wouldn't be teaching anything.
Well if that's the case, why bother coming in at all that week?
I would need the free time anyway to work on my applications for literature
programs, and wanted to nose around downtown to see if any bookstores were
hiring.
I quickly punched in a reply to Jane, saying that if it were all the same to her, I'd
make that week my final one. Her response was swift, my phone signaling the
incoming message with an angry buzz on my nightstand. She curtly answered that it
was fine with her, and she would take me off the schedule for the following week. I
imagined she was more than happy to get rid of me that much sooner.
Remembering Alice's request to take me out for a girls' night, I sent her a quick
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text as I hopped out of bed, letting her know our night of celebration could take
place that Friday, and that I was looking forward to going out with her and Rose.
Setting my iPod to shuffle, I brought it into the bathroom and plugged it into the
speakers Jake had set up in the shower. As the hot water rushed over me, I listened
to the words of song after song, but I wasn't planning for my rides, or my striptease
class. I was searching for lyrics, hoping I could find another snippet to send to
Edward when I was ready.
**TR**
EPOV
April 5, 2010. Monday.
9:30 a.m.
"Alice, what are you talking about?"
I gripped my hair in frustration, confused by my sister's news. I'd called her from
work that morning, desperate to know how Bella had seemed the night before, but
what Alice was saying made no sense. When I'd asked if Bella was okay, my sister
had told me I could find out for myself when I sang for her on Friday night.
"You will sing for Bella on Friday," Alice repeated slowly, as if my hearing was the
fucking problem. I closed my eyes, trying to calm down. Needless to say, patience
wasn't one of my strong points at that moment in time.
"This Friday?" I shouted into the phone.
"Yes," my sister replied matter-of-factly.
I'd still only been considering Alice's suggestion that singing for Bella might
somehow bring her back to me; I hadn't decided on anything yet. My day out in
Connecticut with the band made me think it could work, but now she was telling me
that not only was I going to do it, but I had to make it happen in less than a week?
"You've got to be fucking kidding me, Alice! I don't know if-"
"Relax, Edward," she said in a soothing tone. "It's all going to be fine."
I groaned; it all seemed so insane. How could I rationally go through with her
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crazy plan? I still had time to back out of it, but the thing was that I truly felt like
singing to Bella was the only way to communicate how much I needed her. Music
had always been what connected us, what grounded us, and could just possibly help
us find our way back to one another again.
I'd been freaking ecstatic when Bella had texted me with lyrics the night before.
When I'd answered her Líve text with words from Daughtry's "It's Not Over," I was
begging her to understand my need to right all the wrongs of the past.
After that, I'd been desperate to get Jasper the hell out of my apartment. As soon
as he left, I'd wracked my brain trying to find the right thing to say to Bella. I
needed a sliver of hope, just the tiniest fucking clue of what she was thinking. When
I'd finally texted her again, the words she'd sent back told me that she wasn't ready
to talk yet, but still, it was a start.
I'd wanted her to know that I was going to be there for her, that I'd be waiting no
matter what the cost, and it had taken no effort whatsoever to come up with the
lyrics to "Time after Time."
"But how are you even going to get Bella there?" I asked Alice, knowing how
difficult it would be for Bella to go hear live music. "That is, if I can even make this
happen. I don't know how I'm supposed to find a venue in five days," I grumbled.
"Don't worry, Edward. Leave Bella up to me. You just work on brushing up those
vocal chords."
"Ugh, Alice, I haven't performed in twelve years. I'm gonna suck!"
"Jasper and Emmett said you sounded great yesterday," she said with an air of
confidence I didn't share. "Besides, Edward, it's not an audition. You'll be singing for
Bella."
Memories of my repeated attempts to sing for my mystery girl flashed before my
eyes. The reality that I would actually be doing it - singing to bring her back to me struck me then, stealing the air from my lungs.
Can I really go through with this?
Alice had to hang up, and in the silence that followed, I sat there, staring at my
computer screen like an idiot. Knowing I wouldn't be able to concentrate on work, I
opened up my iTunes, searching through it for songs. What could I sing to Bella that
could accurately say the things I didn't have the words for?
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I scrolled through song after song, growing frustrated with each and every one,
and finally pushed my keyboard away, rustling the piles of papers on my desk. I sat
back in my chair, roughly rubbing my hands across my face. "This is nuts," I
mumbled.
"It's all going to be fine, Edward," a voice suddenly said.
With my hands still covering my eyes, I shook my head at Jasper, who I knew was
standing in the doorway to my office. "You sound like Alice," I said, my hands falling
to my lap. "So certain it's all going to work out."
When I reopened my eyes, I saw my brother-in-law with his arms crossed, casually
leaning against the door. "Yes," he said, nodding. "And I've learned never to argue
with her."
I sighed and Jasper moved to hover over one of my chairs, bracing his hands on
the top of the seat. He smiled, raising one eyebrow at me. "Look, Edward, what have
you got to lose here?"
Staring at him for a moment, I admitted, "Everything." I couldn't forget the very
real possibility that doing this could destroy things permanently with me and Bella.
Jasper simply shrugged. "You've already lost that, haven't you? So what's the harm
in risking everything to get it all back?"
Sighing, I glanced back at the music collection on my screen, scanning for songs.
"'More Than Words Can Say?" I suggested.
"By Alias?" He cringed with his answer. "It's a little sappy. I don't know if the guys
would go for it."
"Not to mention we might get booed off the stage," I replied.
Jasper threw out a few more ideas, all of which I quickly shot down. I felt like
some stupid freaking Shakespearean character, trying to find the right words to put
into a sonnet. The thought made me smile wistfully, knowing that Bella could
probably have quoted some random play where a character was doing exactly that.
I was ready to tell Jasper to forget it all over again when my phone buzzed on my
desk, startling me. I reached for it, and sat forward excitedly in my chair when I saw
the message was from Bella.
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It read: "Ohh… living on a prayer."
I smiled. Her words grounded me, helping me to see that she was reaching out to
me, telling me she too was anxious to see this all work out.
I needed to connect to her, to show her that without a doubt, we were going to
make it through this. My response came easily:
"Take my hand. We'll make it, I swear."
The Bon Jovi tune lingered in my mind, and suddenly, inspiration suddenly struck.
I knew I had to stop searching through random love songs that might have the right
words thrown together. Instead, I had to go back to the songs that already
connected us. That was where I'd find what I was looking for.
I glanced up at Jasper. "Do you think Peter could get a place booked for Friday?"
His answering grin was huge as he nodded. "I have a feeling he could make it
work."
"We're going to have to rehearse every night," I warned Jasper.
"Oh, I think we can handle that," he replied as he turned and headed out the door.
In a way, I was grateful for the distraction; practicing in the evenings would keep
me from the temptation of going to talk to Bella beforehand. I needed her to see me
onstage first, for her to see I would do anything for her, that I'd kept my promise of
performing again.
It wasn't long before I'd figured out what I wanted to sing, and quickly sent an
email to the rest of the band. Then I sat back in my chair, laced my fingers behind
my head, and smiled.
**TR**
The days seemed to pass quickly, and each morning I felt life returning to me,
bounding out of bed, excited for that night's rehearsal. By Thursday evening, I shut
my apartment door well after eleven in the evening, feeling confident in my
performance to come the following night.
Our practices had been going extremely well. When I'd arrived in Connecticut on
Monday night, Garrett had howled out the words "New Moon reunion" like a wolf.
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Peter had been stoked when I'd told him I wanted to go through with the show and
had called in a favor from a friend to get us a spot in the lineup at Village
Underground on Friday.
Kate didn't seem to mind our sessions going late into the evening, bringing food
into the garage for us to munch on. On Wednesday night, she and their kids sat in as
our mock audience, clapping and cheering as we sang.
I'd had moments of sheer terror, thinking that there was no way Bella was going
to show up, or that she would see me onstage and totally freak. But we'd continued
texting each other song lyrics, and through each musical conversation, I felt relief.
After undressing, my clothes sweaty from our rehearsal, I flopped onto my bed,
energy buzzing through me. It was hard to go to sleep after playing and I lay there,
wide awake in the sheets Bella used to sleep next to me in. I inhaled deeply, but her
scent had completely disappeared.
Fuck, I miss her.
Wondering if she was thinking of me, too, I picked up my phone.
"Baby, it's three am. I must be lonely."
Sitting back on my pillows, I smiled and waited for her reply. It wasn't three in the
morning, but hopefully she would understand what I was saying through the
Matchbox 20 song.
Her answer came a few moments later. It was long, and split into two messages:
"Sometimes I run, sometimes I hide. Sometimes I'm scared of you. But all I really
want is to hold you tight. Treat you right, be with you day and night. Baby all I need
is time."
I laughed out loud as I read. Bella knew my borderline hatred for the girly pop of
the nineties, and she'd decided to answer me with that?
Grinning widely, I texted her back the first actual words we'd exchanged all week.
"Britney? Really?"
I stared at my phone, waiting for her reply, but wasn't fucking prepared for what
happened next.
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It rang.
**TR**
BPOV
April 8, 2010. Thursday.
11:30 p.m.
My heart thundered in my chest as I waited for Edward to pick up the phone. I
still couldn't believe I was really calling him, and my throat went dry with
anticipation as it rang. I didn't know what I was going to say when he answered.
The week that had passed had bolstered my courage, and now, I really needed to
hear his voice.
I'd had a session with Siobhan late that evening, and I'd been happy to report that
I'd slept well every night that week. I had also gathered applications for graduate
programs in literature studies at several different schools, and had made inquiries at
a few bookshops downtown. I'd even contacted Angela on Facebook. She had been
thrilled to hear from me after so many years, and we'd sent a few messages back
and forth catching up.
I'd also told Siobhan how I'd had an epiphany at the gym. When I'd announced it
was my last Yoga and Cardio Striptease classes that week, assuring my regulars that
my replacements would do just fine, they'd groaned and told me no one could teach
them like I had.
The same thing had happened earlier that night: my final Thursday night spin
class had been completely full. Every bike was taken up by the familiar faces I'd
seen over the months I'd worked at New York Sports Club. I gave it my all, taking
them through the toughest ride I'd ever led.
Afterwards, several people came up to me and thanked me for the class, saying
they were sorry to see me go. Some even said it had changed their lives, and I
realized I'd forgotten how much exercise can affect people. It made me see how
completely self-involved I'd been, using my classes to banish my own demons. Their
compliments brought me to tears, and I'd made a mental note to stay certified in
spinning, just in case I ever decided to pick it up again someday.
My therapist was proud of me, but also prodded me for my progress in other
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areas, so I'd told her about the musical conversations I'd been having with Edward,
as well as my plans to go out with Alice and Rose on that coming Friday night.
She'd raised an eyebrow at me, asking if I was ready for that. Nodding nervously,
I told her I was…that I had to be.
It felt as if that was the only thing I had left to deal with before I would be ready
to see Edward again. I needed to prove to myself that I was strong enough, that I'd
beaten back the ghosts of my past, so I could finally move forward with him.
The truth was that I had been completely dreading it. But each time the panic
started to take hold, I'd received a serendipitous text from Edward, communicating
with me through song, and was reminded why I was doing this.
I had to face down my very last demon, for us.
I'd been exhausted when I finally got home, falling straight into bed. Jake was
already asleep. We hadn't seen each other much that week since I'd been working
and he'd been following up on the mystery job lead he wouldn't tell me about.
Getting a text from Edward had given me a second wind, though; I could almost
hear the laughter in his voice when he responded to my Britney Spears text. Without
thinking, I'd found myself dialing his number and was now holding my Blackberry in
trembling fingers, listening to it ring.
When he finally picked up, my mouth went completely dry.
"Hi," Edward said softly.
The sweet simplicity of his greeting took me back to that night so long ago, when
we were just a boy and a girl at a concert drawn inexplicably together by desire and
fate. The sound of his voice, so calm and soothing, stoked the embers of the fire
smoldering within me, and suddenly I wasn't sure if I could stand to be away from
him for another single second.
"Hi," I replied, hearing my voice tremble. "How are you?" I grimaced. Real
smooth, Bella.
"I'm better…now," Edward said, making my heart flutter. "I…"
"You what?" I gently prompted, since he seemed to be holding himself back.
"…I miss you."
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I almost couldn't speak for a moment, too overcome with emotion. My chest
tightened up and tears sprang into my eyes. "I miss you, too."
I heard a sigh of relief on the other end, and then Edward did the one thing that
had always melted me; he sang.
"That's all I have to tell you…that's all I've got to say."
The tune and lyrics were familiar, but I couldn't place them. "What's that from?"
He chuckled. "The Last Unicorn."
"Ohhh, I loved that movie!"
"So did Alice. She watched it over and over again and made us call her 'The Lady
Amalthea'. When it got too annoying, Emmett and I went to her bedroom door in the
middle of the night and scared the crap out of her pretending to be The Red Bull."
I giggled in response. It felt so easy, so natural to talk to him again, but there was
still a tension, an unspoken heaviness to our words, laced with uncertainty.
I wanted that to end; I was ready for it.
"What are you doing tomorrow night?" I suddenly asked him.
"To-tomorrow?" Edward stumbled over the word, confusing me.
"Yeah…I don't know if Alice told you, but she and Rose are taking me out
tomorrow night…to celebrate. I um… I kind of quit my job."
"You did? That's great! And no I…" he trailed off for a moment before gathering
his thoughts again. His voice lowered a notch as he exhaled through his words. "I
didn't know about that."
"Well…" I began, chewing my lip nervously. "Do you…would you maybe…want to
meet up with us at some point?"
I heard Edward draw a breath and then pause, immediately putting me on edge.
Was I all wrong in this? Could it be that while I was breaking through the fog of my
past, trying to make myself a better person for him, he had finally decided that I was
too much trouble?
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I kept talking through my anxiety, the words spilling out. "We're going to a bar I
think, and then to um…listen to a band play." My voice cracked on the word 'band.'
"Maybe you could come find us…after?"
I wanted to say 'find us there,' but I stopped myself; I had to do this on my own
first.
Edward was still silent, and my insecurities were assaulting me without pause
until he finally replied. "Yeah…sure! I think that will work out perfectly!"
There was a sudden enthusiasm in his voice, and it caught me off-guard after his
previous hesitation.
"Oh! Okay…well, great!" Butterflies settled into my stomach as I realized that I
would see him again in less than twenty-four hours.
An awkward silence settled between us for a moment, until Edward said, "I can't
wait to see you, Bella."
Closing my eyes as he spoke, I imagined his sweet breath washing across my face,
and the sensation of him wrapping me in his warm embrace. I longed for the comfort
of his bedroom; the bedroom he'd invited me to share with him less than two weeks
ago.
I hoped that invitation still stood.
My mouth opened I started to tell him I loved him, but was afraid if I did, the
floodgates would open and I'd be on a subway to the city before he could hang up
the phone.
Tomorrow. After tomorrow.
So, instead, I softly replied, "Me, too."
As we said goodnight and hung up, I sat there in shock, realizing I no longer cared
why my stranger didn't come for me; why Edward didn't come. I knew for sure that
he never abandoned me, and whatever his reasons for not finding me again that
horrible night, it didn't matter anymore. All that mattered was picking up where
we'd left off, and moving forward.
I stared out my window, looking out into the night, hoping for a star to wish on, a
light to lead us back to one another once again.
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**TR**
The following afternoon, I had my very last shift at the gym. I was pleasant to all
the Volturi, stopping into Aro's office to say goodbye. He told me once again how
sorry he was to see me go, and I could feel Jane's eyes burning holes into the back of
my head as she watched us from the front desk.
With a smile on my face, I gathered my things and left, closing the door on that
chapter of my life and vowing never to look back.
I still had several hours before I'd be meeting up with Alice and Rose. It was a
crystal-clear day and surprisingly warm out, so I decided to walk around the city for
a bit. I put in my ear buds, setting my iPod to the playlist I'd created of music that
made me think of Edward.
With my hands pressed firmly into the pockets of my hoodie, I started walking,
roaming past Bryant Park and down to Herald Square. Listening to songs that had
spanned our relationship, I followed Sixth Avenue down through The Village where
it melded into the criss-crossing of streets that traversed the city south of Canal
Street.
When I finally reached Battery Park, I leaned against the railing, staring out over
the Hudson towards New Jersey, watching water splash against concrete. There was
a moment between songs when I could hear seagulls crying above me, and when the
guitar riff of the next song began, I closed my eyes, and listened.
I was waiting for the day you'd come around.
I was chasing, and nothing was all I found.
From the moment you came into my life,
You showed me what's right.
Daughtry. The words were so right, lining up perfectly with that moment in time.
And it feels like tonight.
I can't believe I'm broken inside.
Can't you see that there's nothing that I wanna do, but try to make it up to you?
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And it feels like tonight.
Could I make everything up to Edward? I didn't want to be broken anymore, I
wanted to be whole. I wanted everything to be okay again between us.
And I wanted it tonight.
**TR**
A few hours later, I was in a cab heading toward the city. As I sat, I smoothed my
hands down the sides of my tight, black ruched top and jeans, my feet tucked into
open-toed shoes. I'd checked my appearance about a thousand times in the mirror
before I left, my key pendant hanging just so it brushed against my cleavage. I
wanted it to be the first thing Edward saw when he found me.
When the cab stopped at the corner of Sixth and Bleecker, I saw Alice and Rose
waiting for me. They both enthusiastically embraced me, as if there had never been
a moment's pause within our friendship, never a time when it could all have come
crumbling down.
We went to a crowded bar and sat around a small table in a corner for an hour or
so, mostly talking about what my plans were now that I had left the gym. I spoke
vaguely about going back to school, downing a few martinis in my nervousness, my
foot tapping wildly under the table. I was so distracted thinking about what was to
come that evening – hearing music and then finally seeing Edward again – that I
could barely concentrate on the conversation. Alice and Rose seemed to notice,
because they exchanged uneasy glances.
"Bella, if you don't want to go…you don't have to, you know," Alice said.
Tipping my head, I knocked back the rest of my drink, placing the glass heavily on
the table as I shook my head. I knew I'd had enough alcohol, and needed to stop
using that as liquid courage. It was time to find the ballsy Bella, the one who was
kicking ass and taking numbers back in high school; the one who wasn't afraid of
anything.
"I'm good. Let's do it!" I told them.
A proud grin slid across Alice's pixie-like features as she raised her arm for the
check.
Out on the busy Manhattan streets, we headed up West Third Street to Village
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Underground, the bouncer whistling at us approvingly as he stamped each of our
hands with ID tags. Once inside the venue, my heart began to pound. Alice led us to
a table in the middle of the room, and I sat with my back facing the stage. I figured,
the less time I had to stare at the empty space set with musical equipment and mics,
the better.
Alice slipped out to use the bathroom, and my phone buzzed in my purse. I hoped
it was Edward, letting me know he was going to come find us soon, but it wasn't.
"Seth and I are downtown. Can we meet up with you?"
It was Jake, messaging me under the façade of simply 'being in the neighborhood',
but I knew when he was trying to protect me.
"Who's that?" Rose asked.
"Oh, yeah, it's…it's Jake. He and Seth are around and wanted to know if they could
stop by."
"The more the merrier," Rose told me, and I quirked an eyebrow at her; she was
never that friendly. She simply smiled so I shrugged and typed back the address of
where we were.
Alice returned and her eyes flickered to the stage behind me. I heard the noises of
cymbals softly sliding against one another as whatever band would be playing that
night set up. I swallowed down my anxiety, squeezing my eyes shut as a quick
sound-check began.
Opening my eyes to the feeling of Alice's fingers wrapping around mine, I saw the
caring look in her eyes; a face that reminded me so much of the man I loved, for all
that they looked nothing alike.
I can do this.
Sweat broke out on my palms as the announcer welcomed a band I'd never heard
of before: New Moon. I nervously pulled away from Alice, wiping my palms on my
jeans as the crowd applauded. When the band opened up with their first song, my
heart lurched into my throat as I heard the acoustic version of Lifehouse's
"Whatever it Takes."
"A strangled smile fell from your face. It kills me that I hurt you this way. The
worst part is that I didn't even know."
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Feeling as if I were moving in slow motion, I turned around to face the stage, my
mouth dropping open at what I saw and heard:
Edward!
He was on stage, and even though he was performing for a room full of people, I
knew that he was singing to me. In dark jeans and a plain grey t-shirt that outlined
every muscle, he was somehow more devastatingly handsome than I remembered,
the look completed with combat boots as well as a wrist cuff that looked vaguely
familiar.
"Now there's a million reasons for you to go. But if you can find a reason to stay…"
The emotion in his face as he gazed down at me, strumming his guitar, rooted me
to the spot, and for that moment, there was nothing else in the room but him, me
and his voice.
"I'll do whatever it takes to turn this around. I know what's at stake; I know that
I've let you down. And if you give me a chance, believe that I can change, I'll keep us
together… whatever it takes."
I held my breath as I listened to him sing in the spotlight in front of me. I couldn't
believe he was actually up there, a tear spilling down onto my cheek as I listened; he
was apologizing to me through song. But it was all off; I was the one who needed to
apologize, not him. I'd been wrong – all these years, and I'd been dead wrong.
"Remember the time I told you the way that I felt? That I'd be lost without you and
never find myself. Let's hold onto each other above everything else. Start over, start
over."
He was talking about Isle Esme; he'd said he'd be lost without me when we were
in Sands Point together. I wanted to anchor him to me, to know how much I loved
him, forever.
Edward sweetly played out the last chords of the song to raucous applause. He
was a natural onstage, and everyone in the crowd could see that. I was unable to
tear my eyes away from him as he pulled the mic closer and began to speak.
**TR**
EPOV
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Well, she hasn't run away screaming… yet.
I'd been so fucking sure Bella would see me and freak; that the second she turned
around and saw me on stage, she'd run out of my life forever.
Alice had called me when they'd arrived, my cell buzzing quietly in my pocket as
we waited backstage. She'd told me that Bella was uneasy, but didn't have a clue
what was about to happen, and for me to go play my heart out. I'd been visibly
nervous, and Peter had taken me aside when the rest of the guys had taken the
stage.
"You've been waiting fourteen years to do this," he reminded me with a serious
look in his eyes. "Now's your chance. Make it rock."
I nodded quickly and took a deep breath, following behind him as he pulled a
heavy curtain open and stepped into the spotlight.
With shaking hands, I picked up my guitar. We'd decided to play it acoustically,
giving it a softer feel and letting me ease into performing with my own instrument.
My fingers were fucking trembling when I took the first cautious strum of the pick
against the strings, but as the music filled the air behind and all around me, I found
my strength.
Scanning the audience, I searched as I always used to, for deep, intense brown
eyes and thick, dark hair. As I blinked against the bright spotlight, I finally saw her,
turning around slowly to face me.
There were no fucking words to express the way I felt when I saw Bella watching
me play for her, tears shimmering in her perfect eyes. For a second, my gaze darted
away from hers to the silver pendant she was twisting nervously in her fingers.
When I saw it was the key I'd given her, I knew that fate had finally brought us back
together.
She wasn't running anywhere.
I sang my fucking heart out, every word of the Lifehouse song, the words
expressing perfectly every feeling that I had. And when it was over, I smiled down at
the floor, feeling my cheeks flush with satisfaction and excitement at the loud
applause we received.

"We've got one more song to play tonight." My voice sounded husky and different;
like a musician. "It's a really special song, and it means a lot to me and someone else in t
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Lowering my guitar to the floor, I picked up the electric one I'd borrowed from
Peter.
"Something went wrong when she first heard this song a long time ago," I said,
hearing a small gasp come from Bella's direction. "But I'm going to change all that
now."
I looked pointedly at Bella, watching her teeth sink into her lower lip, and fighting
every impulse in me to jump off the stage and kiss her, audience be damned.
A deep holler from the back of the room caught my attention, and I saw Emmett
standing there, Jake and Seth leaning against the wall next to him. I centered
myself, letting the performer in me take hold, waking him up from the deep slumber
he'd been in. Looking over my shoulder to my bandmates, I counted down the
beginning to the song, and began to play.
"It's easier not to be wise and measure these things by your brains. I sank into
Eden with you alone in the church by and by…"
My lips were almost brushing against the mic as I sang the opening lines to Líve's
"I Alone," telling Bella what she already knew, what she had fucking always known;
that she was the only woman I'd ever truly loved. That I had never once, in all these
years, stopped loving her.
"Your anchor is up, you've been swept away. And the greatest of teachers won't
hesitate to leave you there, by yourself, chained to fate, yeah! I alone love you! I
alone tempt you! I alone love you! Fear is not the end of this!"
The music took hold of my body, energy coursing through me, and the heavy beat
of the song brought the crowd to their feet. Some people were even singing along.
But Bella sat there, her eyes transfixed on me as I led us through the second verse,
back into the chorus and to the prophetic words of the bridge.
"Oh, now, we took it back too far, only love can save us now! All these riddles that
you burn all come runnin' back to you! All these rhythms that you hide, only love can
save us now. All these riddles that you burn…Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!"
We brought the song to its conclusion, repeating the chorus, driving home the
message. I never took my eyes off Bella as I told her through song that I loved her,
reminding her that there were no fears of the past that could ever change that.
When the final chords rang out, the cheers and applause were loud - the lights
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were disorienting, the rush of performing going to my head. The announcer ushered
us off the stage, reminding the crowd of our name and clearing the space for the
next band. As the guys were busy congratulating each other backstage, I peeked
back into the house from the curtain to see that Bella's seat was suddenly empty.
No! She can't fucking disappear again!
Terrified that my worst fear had come true, my eyes flickered to Alice, who was
wildly pointing towards the door that led to a hallway on the side of the building.
"She's trying to find you!" my sister yelled out from her table.
Frantically pushing past my bandmates, I hurried from the wings to the hallway. It
was crowded with people heading toward the bathroom or outside for a smoke, and I
shoved past them, yelling out her name.
"Bella!" I gripped my hair with both hands, unable to breathe.
"Edward!" I finally heard her yell out over the noise in the corridor. Two small
hands appeared at the shoulders of a couple talking in the hall, and Bella threw
herself in between them as she ran toward me.
Running forward, I took a few steps before she jumped on me, throwing herself
into my arms. She held on to me, wrapping her arms tightly around my neck.
Nothing in the world had ever felt so fucking perfect.
"Edward! Oh my God, Edward, I'm so sorry!" I could feel tears streaming down
her face as she pressed her cheek along mine.
"I'm the one who should be sorry," I murmured against her hair. "I never
knew…all that time…I wish I'd known it was you. I never meant to leave you, I
swear-"
"Don't!" Bella begged, gripping me even tighter. "Don't talk about it now."
Her tiny body shuddered with sobs, and I lowered her to her feet slowly. My hand
rubbed soothing paths along her back as I bent down, keeping her safe in my arms.
"Shh, it's okay. We're here now."
The people in the hallway smiled at us, and the lights flickered, signaling the
beginning of the next set, so most of them began to wander out. I rocked Bella
gently in my arms, tears threatening to spill onto my face, trying to hold back my
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emotions until were alone.
When we were finally the only two people in the hallway, Bella slid her arms back
down and looked up at me. "You found me," she said, a trembling smile on her lips.
"I never stopped looking," I replied, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind
her neck. Tracing my thumb and fingertips across her cheek, I bent down and
whispered across her lips, "This is how it should have gone the first time, fourteen
years ago."
I kissed her tenderly, the pain that had separated us slowly melting away. Bella
gasped and sniffled against my mouth, but then, she reached for me, wrapping one
soft, warm hand around the back of my neck as she stood on her tiptoes to kiss me
back. I closed my eyes tightly, reveling in the sensation of her perfect lips tenderly
pressed against mine.
The rest of the world eclipsed in that single moment, no other thought mattering
but Bella, and the feeling of her supple, wet mouth kissing me. It lit an inferno inside
me, which boiled hot as she suddenly pulled away, letting go of me and stepping
back nervously, chewing her lip and twisting her fingers together.
Gazing down at her lovely face, her brown eyes shining up at me, I saw the girl
from long ago; the one I'd been drawn to, the one that had made me feel so alive. I
realized how, in that very moment, I felt just as intensely excited as I had at the Líve
concert so many years before. Her kiss claimed me just as the first one had back
then, and there was nothing in the entire fucking world that could stop me from
showing her she was mine now.
Reaching forward, I slid my arms around her lithe body and pulled her to me,
spinning her around so her back was against the wall. Bella's arms wrapped around
my neck and I stared into her eyes for one final second before I unleashed all the
need I had for her in a single, searing kiss.
A tiny whimper escaped her mouth as my tongue lapped softly against her lower
lip, asking permission. My hands slid up her body, gripping her by the shoulders,
and when her lips parted, I grunted with pleasure at the sensation of our tongues
sliding against each other.
Our breaths began coming out in pants as I continued to kiss her, grinding my
body against Bella's and driving her further into the wall. Wanting to feel every part
of her that I could in public, one of my hands released her shoulder, sliding up into
her soft hair while the other reached lower, squeezing her hip. Unable to control my
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need for her, my fingers curled into a tight fist against her scalp, tugging roughly at
her hair, causing Bella to moan in satisfaction. I groaned, feeling myself harden at
the sound.
To our right, someone cleared their throat and Bella broke our kiss, blushing
hotly. It was fucking adorable, but I wanted to tear the head off whoever had gotten
in the way of our reunion. It was lucky for Peter that the rest of the band surrounded
him, or I might have killed him for interrupting us. I'd been so completely wrapped
up in Bella, I hadn't heard any of them walk in from backstage.
"Just wanted to see how you two lovebirds were…making out," he joked, sending
the rest of the guys into a round of good-natured laughter.
Embarrassed, Bella leaned back against me, tucking her hands under her chin and
pressing her face against my chest. I put an arm around her, holding her tightly to
me as I turned and smiled at my friends.
"I love it when a plan comes together." I heard Jasper's voice to my left, and
turned back in his direction to see my entire fucking family standing at the opposite
end of the hallway.
"Dude!" Emmett replied to him. "We'd make a fucking awesome A-Team!"
"Yeah, you'd make a great Mr. T." That comment came from Jake, and Jasper
reached up to him for a high-five.
"Wait, did you say, a plan?" Bella asked from her spot against my chest. She
turned to glare at Alice, who was smiling smugly next to Rose. "You were all in on
this?"
"Yes, and it worked out rather well, don't you think?" my sister replied lightly,
clearly proud of herself.
"Even you?" Bella craned her neck to stare incredulously at Jake. It felt like a
bizarre version of The Wizard of Oz, staring at everyone around us.
Jake smiled, nodding once at Bella.
"This guy is our saving grace!" Jasper announced, slapping Jake on the shoulder.
"He's fucking brilliant, you know. He's been working on designs for buildings I've
never even thought about!"
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So Jake's the mystery savior of the company Jasper's been hinting at? Bella was
gaping at her roommate in surprise as well. It was all too much to take in, but at
that moment, I didn't really give a fuck. I just wanted Bella home with me.
Leaning down, I kissed her forehead, shifting my arms so they held her lower,
pressing our bodies together. Feeling her so close to me caused my body respond to
hers, and I could feel her shiver slightly as I subtly pushed my hips against hers.
"Okay, now," Alice said, stepping toward us. "I think these two have
some…catching up to do."
I rolled my eyes as Alice winked at me. She leaned forward to where I had Bella
safely encircled by my arms, kissing her on the cheek. Blushing hotly, Bella let out a
half-laugh, half groan and buried her face into my shirt again.
The others all waved at us, passing through the hallway back into the club, offers
to buy one another drinks thrown about in the air. Once we were finally alone again,
Bella tilted her head up, pressing her chin against my chest, looking up at me with
her perfect, deep brown eyes.
"Take me home," she whispered.

Polyvore outfits for this chap: www(.)polyvore(.)com
/ride_chapter_26/set?id=28166229
Village Underground - http : / / thevillageunderground(.)com/
I Alone - www(.)youtube(.)com / watch?v=FNrQOUtXYOo
Whatever it Takes (Acoustic) www(.)youtube(.)com/watch?v=0Nvv_aNigPs
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I hope you enjoyed the reunion! The lemons you've been waiting for are
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Happy Valentine's Day all!
- Aylah
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EPOV
April 9, 2010. Friday.
10:30 pm
"Take me home," she whispered.
With Bella's face nuzzled against my chest, I sighed, trying not to show my
disappointment; I really didn't want to be separated from her so soon. After two
weeks apart, the idea of Bella being out of my sight for even a few minutes, too far
away for me to touch her warm skin or breathe in her scent, was just impossible.
"All right," I said tentatively as I stroked her hair and placed a soft kiss on the top
of her head. "I'll get us a cab to Queens."
Bella looked up at me, squeezing me tighter as her eyebrows came together into
that adorable little 'v'.
"No…" she whispered, looking a little worried. "Home. With you."
I inhaled deeply, relief filling my lungs as I held her to me. Once she said that, I
didn't even want to let go of her long enough to go backstage and get my guitar.
As if she knew exactly what we were thinking, Alice suddenly hurried back
through the hallway entrance, holding a coat and a purse.
"Here." Alice smiled, handing them to Bella. She had to let go of me with one arm
to retrieve her things, and I held my girl tighter to me, not wanting even that much
distance between us.
"And don't worry about your guitar," my sister said to me. "Jasper's got it
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covered."
She turned on her heel and gracefully walked out of the room. I could tell without
even seeing her face that she was wearing a smug grin for how well everything
worked out.
Bella looked up at me, her smile shy. I lowered my arm to take her hand,
entwining our fingers together. We left the club and walked to a corner, waiting to
hail a cab.
As we stood there, I pulled our joined hands up to my lips, placing a soft kiss on
Bella's knuckles, and her blush just about fucking killed me. She laughed softly in
her nervousness, her shoulders curling in slightly as she looked at the ground.
And then she did the unexpected, keeping me on my toes, just as she always had.
Bella inhaled and squared her shoulders, raising her chin a little higher, standing
a little straighter. There was a confidence in her gaze I hadn't seen before, and it
made me wonder just how much she had changed in the time we'd been apart. I
already knew she'd quit her job, but it felt like something…more.
I didn't have time to ask because a taxi pulled to the corner in front of us, and I
reluctantly let go of her hand, watching her shimmy across the backseat before
climbing in next to her. I quickly reached out for her hand again, pulling her close to
me as I gave the driver directions to my apartment.
I kept turning to gaze at her as we headed uptown. Somehow, it was hard to
imagine that she was really there with me; that it wasn't all a dream.
Bella curled up on her knees to face me on the seat, pulling our joined hands
together onto her lap. She ran the fingers of her free hand along my forearm,
staring down intently at it, but I couldn't take my eyes off her face. In just two
weeks, I'd somehow forgotten how fucking beautiful she was. Her skin was so pale
and soft, and the fingers of my free hand twitched with the need to touch her.
Suddenly, her brow furrowed as her studious gaze froze in what looked like
confusion and wonder.
"What is it?" I asked, my voice coming out raspier than I'd intended; it was
strained from the show, my throat scratchy with the gravelly burn that had followed
so many performances in my past.
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Bella bit her lip and I held in a groan, wanting her so fucking badly I could hardly
stand it.
"Your wrist cuff."
I looked down to watch her gently touch the crest on the black wristband I'd
gotten at Hot Topic the night she and I first met. I wasn't sure if she'd recognize it,
but I'd worn it through so many performances in college, hoping my mystery girl
would see it and know it was me.
It seemed appropriate to wear it tonight.
"I remember it," Bella whispered and I held my breath for a second, not sure if
that was good or bad. But then, a tiny smile tugged at the corners of her lips, and I
was able to breathe again.
"You were amazing tonight." She traced her fingers along the leather as she
spoke. "I…I can't believe you finally did it. You finally got onstage again."
"I was so worried you wouldn't come." Her eyes snapped up to mine as I spoke,
and I could see a sheen of tears sparkling in them. "I didn't know if…if it would
be…too much?"
"You knew Alice was bringing me." It was a statement, just a thread shy of an
accusation, but her blush told me she wasn't angry.
"Yes. I wanted to….I had to show you…" The words wouldn't come out and I
sighed. Bella squeezed my hand lightly. "I told you I would do it…for you."
"I loved it."
She smiled and my heart raced. We fell into silence for a few minutes, holding
hands, feeling the cab rocking as we sped along the West Side Highway.
I started to wonder what I was going to say to her when we got back home. With
all the planning that had gone into making the night happen, and that was the one
part I hadn't thought about yet. As the cab neared midtown, my heart started
pounding, my thoughts running wild.
Where do we go from here?
The thought brought song lyrics to my mind, and the quiet breath I huffed out
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when I recognized the words was half a laugh and half a wince: the Buffy musical.
Garrett had been obsessed with the show in college, and I remembered catching the
it one night some months after graduation. It was a cheesy episode, but damn if
those songs didn't get suck in my head.
Why is the path unclear when we know home is near?
Understand we'll go hand-in-hand, but we'll walk alone in fear…
I swallowed hard; the words were dorky as hell, but the meaning still was true.
After all Bella and I had been through, could we recover from this and wipe the slate
clean? Did the lyrics I'd sang tell her just how incredibly sorry I was? Was it enough
to move on?
I still had no idea what she was feeling; I'd tried to say a few things to Bella at the
club, but she'd shut it down quickly, clinging to me in that crowded hallway.
Fuck! I have no fucking clue what I'm doing here!
I startled to the sensation of Bella's fingers suddenly tracing feather-soft lines
against my face, her other hand still tucked warmly into mine.
When I turned to look at her, Bella's eyes flickered from mine down to my mouth,
and I was fucking aching to kiss her again. I ran the palm of the hand that wasn't
holding hers across her knee as I breathed in her scent. The warm maple and sweet
vanilla both calmed and wrecked me at the same fucking time, the familiar aroma
setting my need for her on fire.
"I missed you so much," I murmured.
Tears glistened in her eyes as she smiled back at me. It took every fiber of
restraint in me to not crush my lips to hers again, right then and there.
As much as I wanted to fucking devour her, I realized I couldn't just attack Bella
the second we got into my apartment. We needed to talk first; I needed her to know
I never meant to abandon her on that dark night so long ago. I took a deep breath,
trying to rein myself in, and attempted to figure out what to do next.
The driver turned down my street, pulling to a stop in front of my building. Once
on the street, I took Bella's hand and walked her inside the building, an idea hitting
me as the elevator door closed in front of us. With my hand mid-air, hovering over
the button for my floor, I paused and turned to her.
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"Bella…there's something…I want to show you."
She nodded quickly, holding tightly to me, her hand so warm and small in mine. I
hit the button taking us to the top floor, and led her out to the building's rooftop,
which was thankfully empty of people. It was a perfectly clear night, and from there,
we could see everything: the sparkling lights of the city around us, and the Hudson,
leading up north to the place where fate had first brought us together.
"It's beautiful." Bella was gazing at the view, her hand still tucked in mine.
"Everything feels so full of life up here."
Staring at her perfect profile, I knew I felt the same way, too, but it was because
of her. It had always been because of her.
"Bella…" I began, "Before I met you, I didn't know what it meant to feel…alive."
She turned to look at me, her eyes full of concern.
"And I don't just mean in October when I walked into your class. I mean the first
time." I swallowed hard and took a deep breath. "You breathed life back into me,
twice in my life."
Bella face twisted with sadness, and I squeezed her fingers as I spoke.
"You think your…stranger abandoned you. You spent years doubting if he wanted
you, but…I was always out there, wanting you, needing you." Bella inhaled a quiet,
shuddering breath, her eyes searching mine. "You have to know that night meant
everything to me."
One lone tear rolled down her face and I reached my free hand up to whisk it
away gently with a fingertip.
"I never stopped thinking about you, not once!" My voice broke as I poured out my
heart. "I played gig after gig, singing for you. God, I was so desperate that you'd
somehow magically appear."
I ran my thumb along her tear-streaked cheek, and she clung to my other hand
with both of hers. "I compared everyone I ever met to you. Nothing ever worked
with anyone, because they weren't you."
"Edward, stop," Bella gasped, lifting a hand to my face in comfort, but I kept
talking. She had to hear me; I needed her to know.
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"I never meant to leave you there!" I blurted, the words running freely now. "You
have to believe me! I wanted to come back for you so badly, but I couldn't!"
I looked up at the darkened sky for a moment, blinking back tears that threatened
to spill over. But Bella's palm against my face grounded me, and when I could finally
look at her again, I whispered, "Can you ever forgive me?"
"Edward, shhh." She let go of our clasped hands to place both palms on my face.
"There's nothing to forgive."
I shook my head, wincing at her soothing words.
"It was just a horrible, random collision of events. I know now that it was never
your fault. That you never would have left me on purpose."
Bowing my head, I looked at the floor, but Bella shook her head sternly and
ducked lower, forcing her into my line of sight.
"My subconscious never stopped believing you cared - that's why I kept having
those nightmares! It was my head trying to tell me that I was seeing things all
wrong."
"I…I don't understand," I stumbled out.
"The truth kept trying to break free, but I would wake myself up before it was able
to. That connection we had…it was too strong for anything to break it. My mind
wouldn't let me forget it."
She pressed her forehead to mine, closing her eyes, and I did the same. Her
thumbs were rubbing soothing lines against my cheeks, and I brought my hands up
to wrap my fingers around her wrists. I held onto her tightly, letting her words sink
in, releasing of the guilt I'd been so ready to punish myself over forever.
"It doesn't matter any more, Edward. None of it does," she continued. "You helped
me find myself again. You reminded me that I was worth being loved."
She paused and I slid my eyes open, seeing her gaze at me with the deep, brown
eyes I'd been searching half my fucking life for.
"It's always been you, Edward," she whispered. "I love you."
Those three little words ripped me apart and healed me all at once. I couldn't stop
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the tears that fell down my face, and I let go of her wrists, cupping her face in my
hands while hers slid down to press against my chest.
"I always did…I never stopped," she choked out, her eyes shining with emotion.
Wincing at her tears, I breathed, "I have loved you, Isabella Swan, every day for
fourteen years."
Bella let out something that sounded like a mixture of a laugh and a whimper, her
fingers leaving my face to slide up into my hair. My breathing heavy with emotion, I
slid my fingers further back, my thumbs stroking along her jaw line, my fingers
buried in the fine hairs at the back of neck.
And then the magnetic pull, that primal desire that drew me to her so many years
before, resurfaced. Our lips brushed against one another softly at first, then with
more insistency, until we were both panting and moaning into each other's mouths.
Our kisses were hot and insistent, teeth nipping, tongues sliding, and Bella's hands
tightened into fists in my hair as I walked us blindly back to the door.
I pushed her against the wall roughly, one arm now around her tiny waist as my
other fist pounded against the elevator button. Already I was fucking desperate for
her, to kiss her neck and listen to her moan. To peel her clothes off and taste her
skin. To forget the hell of the past two weeks and bury myself inside her.
Bella kissed me back passionately, her hands leaving my hair to travel down my
sides, pulling me closer to her by my belt loops. I groaned and my hips rocked
involuntarily against hers.
When the door rolled open, I grunted with the effort of breaking the kiss, peeking
inside to make sure it was vacant. Pulling her into the empty elevator, I pushed her
back to the wall and ground my body eagerly against hers. Bella's soft moans as we
kissed were driving me crazy, her hands everywhere on me. I lifted her hair off her
neck, unable to control my need for her as I sucked and bit at the tender skin there.
We didn't stop when the door opened, and I walked her backwards down the
hallway toward my apartment, our breathing hitching with every step.
I pushed her back against the wall when we reached my door, her back hitting it
with a thud. My breathing was turning to gasps as I demanded more and more from
her with my kiss. Fumbling with my keys, I pulled them haphazardly from my
pocket, opening the door by feel alone, only pulling away to look when Bella's lips
left mine and moved to tug at my earlobe, biting it gently.
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Groaning, I bucked my hips against hers as she nipped at my neck and jaw, not
giving a fuck who heard us. When I finally got us inside, I threw my keys down and
kicked the door closed behind me with my foot, not even bothering to turn on a
light.
Bella let go of me for a minute, tugging the sleeves of her coat off and letting it
fall to the floor. As we stumbled into my bedroom, her fingers sank back into my
hair, tugging against my scalp, just hard enough to make me grunt with pleasure.
I was nearly fucking delirious with the taste of her mouth, my cock so hard for her
it hurt. My hands skimmed along her waist and back up her sides, my thumbs
brushing along the soft curve of her breasts through her shirt before coming back
up to her face.
Bella pulled back for air, and I paused to look at her. The moonlight shining in
through my bedroom window was highlighting the perfect slope of her nose, her
shoulders, and her collarbone, which rose and fell with every heavy, excited breath
she took.
We were both panting, our eyes drinking one another in. Bella loosened her grip
on my hair to trace along my jaw line, and I caressed her cheek gently with the back
of my hand, the other rubbing circles against her hip. I caressed down her chin,
along her neck and then to the delicate key pendant resting just above her breasts.
She gasped softly and brought her hand to cover mine, holding our fingers
together over her heart.
"Love you," Bella whispered again, and I closed my eyes.
"Say it again," I pleaded, feeling her hands move away from mine to dance along
my face.
She brought her face to mine and softly spoke her love for me against my open
mouth and I shuddered, reaching down to grasp her hips as my lower lip dragged
slowly along hers.
My fingers slid underneath the hem of her shirt, and when I touched the soft skin
of her belly, her sharp inhale made my hips rock against hers, She quickly let go of
me, peeling the tight, black top from her body.
My lust spiked at the sight of her lacey black bra, and then Bella was tugging at
my grey t-shirt, bunching it up in her fists. I pulled the fabric up over my head,
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feeling her hands slide along my abs, up over my chest and arms, making me shiver.
My lips met hers once more as she pressed her soft, lace-covered breasts against my
skin.
Tangling my fingers in her hair, I gazed down at her, watching the skin on her
shoulders and chest rise up with gooseflesh. The look in her eyes was equal parts
innocent and devious, and I pulled her hair back to kiss the sweet skin of her neck.
"Again," I begged her. I couldn't hear it enough.
I nibbled and sucked up the smooth column of her throat to her jaw, nipping
against the tender skin there gently as she repeated the words I so desperately
needed to hear. The rest of our clothes came off in a hurry, hands yanking at buttons
and zippers. I kicked off my boots as she slipped out of her heels, and I reached for
her again, my fingers digging roughly into her back as I pulled her to me for another
searing kiss.
She swayed slightly on her feet, her hips pushing against mine, and I finally
walked us backwards to the bed, sinking down onto it and pulling her on top of me. I
frantically tugged her bra straps down her arms, revealing her perfect breasts as I
reached around to unclasp it and yanked the lacey garment away.
Her nipples were pink and taut, her breasts somehow softer and more supple than
I remembered, even though it had barely been two weeks since I'd touched them.
Bella's labored breaths washed over me as I palmed one breast roughly, looking up
at her lust-filled eyes as I sucked the other into my mouth.
"God…Edward…oh!"
Bella's body was grinding down against me, my hard-on pushing up against the
moist heat I could feel through her sinfully small, black lace panties. She ground
harder against me, her hips rocking as she rubbed herself along my dick, leaking for
her inside my boxers. I couldn't even speak, just panted against her skin as my
palms slid down the smooth planes of her back, gripping her ass tightly.
She suddenly rose up on her knees and slid next to me on the bed, yanking her
panties down her legs. I lifted my hips to pull off my boxers quickly, and then
reached for her again. Bella straddled my lap, my cock sliding along her wet folds
making me grunt with need.
With one arm wrapped securely around her, I stilled, my cock just inches away
from where I so desperately wanted to be. I reached up to cradle her head in my
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hands and stared at her, watching the way the moonlight danced across her body,
still amazed after everything we'd been through, this amazing creature was still
mine.
"Edward." She breathed my name as a whimper, rubbing herself against me. She
felt so fucking good; she was so wet, so ready for me and I needed her more in that
moment than I ever had before. But I steeled myself, trying to make this moment
last just a few seconds longer.
I traced a fingertip along the wet skin of her lower lip, and her eyes fluttered open
and closed, those brown eyes that I had belonged to since I was a fucking teenager.
Bella smiled deviously at me, her teeth closing around my finger as she bit down
on it, the sensation and the memory of the first time she did that rushing through
me. I let out a guttural growl as Bella lowered herself onto me, consumed by the
sounds of her whimpering and the mind-blowing sensation of tight, wet heat
surrounding me.
"Oh…fuck…Bella," I moaned, my head rolling back.
The pure fucking bliss of being inside her was so intense, I could barely keep my
eyes open. The room was full of the sounds of our ragged breaths and my body
pushing into hers, slick and hard and deep. Her fingers were in my hair, with mine
digging into her shoulders as I held her to me, kissing her over and over again.
"Edward….oh…God…yes!" she cried out in staccato moans and my eyes flew open,
watching her face contort with pleasure. Her mouth opened slightly, her head tilting
back, her eyes straining to stay open as she pushed up and sank back down onto me.
It was the single most fucking beautiful sight I'd ever seen.
She was so goddamn wet and soft, so fucking tight, letting out little moans,
driving me insane. I forced my eyes to stay open as I felt my orgasm begin to build,
biting down hard on my lip until I nearly tasted blood.
Her hands pushed against my chest, urging me to lie back, and I grunted as I
moved, feeling my cock push deeper inside her. As we lay down on the bed, my
hands slipped down her back, holding by her hips and guiding her movements. Her
hands were on my face, her pleasure visible in her expression as she writhed above
me.
I could barely speak through my moans, my hips bucking up into her as I felt my
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release begin to crest. "Oh yes! Always…oh God…always you, Bella!"
"You…Edward!" she gasped. "Always…been…you!"
"Tell me again," I begged, feeling her start to clench down on me, sweat making
our bodies slip frantically against one another. A bead of perspiration slid down her
neck and I craned my head to lap it hungrily from her skin. "Say you…oh fuck…say
you love me!"
"Love…you! God…oh God, I love you! I love you, Edward!"
And then Bella exploded around me, her walls squeezing me, her shivers and wails
pushing me past the brink. I cursed and my eyes clenched shut, my entire body
shuddering with pleasure as I felt my orgasm overcome me, spilling up into her,
crying out her name.
We were both covered in sweat, our breathing slowly coming down. When I lifted
my head to kiss her, I felt her fingers slide comfortingly into my hair, drawing
patterns against my scalp. She lifted herself off me, snuggled into my side as I
nudged the rumpled sheets with my feet until I could reach for them, pulling the
fabric up over us.
We lay there quietly for a while, placing gentle kisses wherever we could reach.
Pulling myself up, I hovered above her, placing my weight on my elbows, reaching
my fingers up to stroke her face.
The bubble we were in was so freaking perfect, and I never wanted it to end.
Bella's eyes remained closed, and when I gently tucked a strand of hair behind her
ear, they opened slowly, looking up at me sleepily as she stifled a yawn. She lifted
her hand to touch my face, looking happy, relaxed…and completely fucking satisfied.
I couldn't help but grin at it.
Her fingertips danced along my lips and I kissed them reverently. "Sing me to
sleep?" she asked me.
My voice started to protest, already hoarse from the night's show, and from crying
out in bed with her. But when the perfect song flew into my mind, I shifted us so her
back was to my front, and pressed my lips to her ear.
"I could stay awake just to hear you breathing. Watch you smile while you are
sleeping. While you're far away and dreaming. I could spend my life in this sweet
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surrender. I could stay lost in this moment forever…"
My heart soared with the smile that washed across Bella's features as I sang the
Aerosmith lyrics from the movie Armageddon. She held my arm tightly against her
chest, and I snuggled closer to her, burying my nose in her hair.
"I liked Deep Impact better," she muttered with her eyes closed, a tired grin still
on her face.
"I know you did." I punctuated my teasing words by pushing my hips against her
ass and she giggled softly, scooting back closer to me. The relief at being playful
with her again took the last remaining weight from my shoulders.
I sighed, taking another lungful of her scent. My eyelids grew heavy and I settled
my head on the pillow next to her, singing softly to her as we both started to drift
off.
"I don't wanna close my eyes, I don't wanna fall asleep. Cause I'd miss you baby
and I don't wanna miss a thing."
**TR**
When I woke up to the breaking light of the dawn the next morning, it was with
Bella sleeping soundly next to me.
I'd been bracing myself as I came out of sleep, remembering Bella's night terrors
and preparing for them to be worse than before. But she was simply lying quietly by
my side, breathing peacefully.
My arms still wrapped around her as daylight filled the room; one protectively
holding her close to me and the other was under her head. Her dark tendrils were
spilling messily down between her shoulder blades and onto my pillows, the sunlight
shining on her bare skin.
We were both still undressed, with my wrist cuff and her pendant the only things
we still wore. We'd never left the bed the night before, just pulled the blankets over
ourselves and held onto each other, unwilling to let go even long enough to put any
clothes back on.
Sometime in the night, we'd kicked off the covers, and the smooth curve of her ass
was now pressed enticingly against my morning wood. Her hands tucked under her
chin angelically, like a child, holding my arm against her breast and she shifted
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slightly, humming softly. I wasn't sure how long it would be before her terrors
surfaced, but she seemed calm for the moment.
Trying not to rouse her, I pulled my hips back and carefully slid my arms from
under and around Bella's body. She sighed happily, calmly, and as I stood up, I
covered her with the sheets so she wouldn't get cold.
Tiptoeing out the door, I quickly used the bathroom, my thoughts wandering back
to the night before with Bella, and how amazing it had been. I still couldn't believe
she was there with me again, my heart lurching in my chest as I stepped back into
the bedroom, needing to make sure she was real.
Grabbing a fresh pair of boxers and a clean t-shirt, I caught a glance of myself in
my bedroom mirror and felt for a second that I looked…different.
For the first time in years, I looked truly happy. Not that I hadn't been happy with
Bella before, but now everything felt…changed. We had changed.
It felt as if all the pieces of my life were finally falling into place. I was pretty
damn sure I would to be able to find a way to keep music in my life again,
rediscovering the person I was and the passion I'd abandoned. And the girl I'd
dreamed about for so many years was lying in my bed, all the lingering questions
from our past finally answered.
I heard my phone buzzing in my jeans, discarded on the floor after our frantic
undressing last night. Reaching down to grab them, I hurried out of the room so I
didn't wake Bella. Stepping into my jeans, I pulled my phone from my pocket and
listened to the message from the call I'd missed. It was Peter telling me what a great
show it was, and that he'd call me about the next one.
Pausing to listen for signs of stress in the bedroom, I brewed some coffee and
toasted some bagels, not knowing if she'd want to eat when she calmed down.
Shit! Will she need to work out today?
Remembering how exercise always soothed Bella's frazzled nerves after her
morning fears passed, I realized she would probably need that, but since I'd given
up my membership and she'd quit the gym, we couldn't go there.
A huge clap of thunder startled me, and I nodded at the darkening sky outside.
"Well, that knocks out running outside," I mumbled to myself.
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Then it occurred to me there was a workout center right in the building; I'd never
bothered to use it before. It wasn't a huge gym, but it might do the trick. I was so
distracted going through my keys to make sure I still had the one that would give me
access, that I didn't hear Bella pad softly into the kitchen to join me.
"Good morning," was her soft greeting and the surprise at seeing her there
smiling in front of me nearly made me jump out of my skin.
"No more nightmares?" I was incredulous as I reached for her, looking rumpled
and delicious in one of my button downs I'd thrown on the floor of my room at some
point.
"Yeah they sort of…stopped," Bella admitted, smiling happily as I pulled her in for
a hug.
"What changed?" I couldn't help but stare at her when she hopped onto one of my
barstools. Her cleavage peeked out enticingly from where she'd left it unbuttoned,
and I could see those tiny black panties just beneath the hem, her toned legs going
on for miles.
Bella caught my stare and smiled, shaking her head as that familiar pink flush
colored her cheeks. I breathed deeply, my cock waking up at the sight of her blush.
Fuck, I want her again.
"Well, I….um…" She trailed off, lowering her eyes to the floor. Bella looked as if
she were afraid to tell me something.
Placing a finger under her chin, I tilted her head up to meet my eyes. "You what,
baby?"
"I went to see James in prison."
My body went cold, arousal dissipating at the name of her attacker. She went to
see that lunatic…on her own?
I had no fucking clue what my face must have looked like as I stood there with my
mouth wide open, unable to form a coherent response. She stared at me, her deep
eyes searching mine. I still couldn't speak, my voice just giving out on me, and my
brow furrowed as I shook my head at her.
"Why…?"
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She shrugged, looking sheepish. "I had to face him and he…he apologized to me."
I heard what she was saying, but the idea of her in a jail, face to face with that
monster…it made my blood boil.
"I-I wasn't alone! Jake came with me," Bella admitted.
Oh great! Man-child was there with her. Even better!
I must have looked like my head was going to explode, because Bella quickly
placed both her palms on either side of my face.
"Edward, it's okay. It helped me figure everything out!"
Thunder rumbled outside once again, a morning storm passing over the city, rain
pelting against my windows.
Gripping my hair with one hand, I stepped back and looked down at her, all at
once realizing I was no longer seeing the broken, frightened woman that had been
running from her past.
She looked strong, fearless. And then a grumbling sound even louder than the
thunder distracted me; she was hungry.
We both laughed at the sound of Bella's stomach demanding food, the tension
broken, and I asked Bella to tell me everything as I retrieved the coffee and bagels,
sitting down at the bar next to her.
We sat over breakfast and talked. Bella told me about her visit to the prison in
Hudson, and everything she'd discovered about herself in the two weeks we'd been
apart. She said that Siobhan had called it a breakthrough, and I could see from her
smile that she wasn't as haunted as she'd been in the past few months.
It's funny how therapy can make you worse before you get better again.
She asked me about the band and how everything came together. I happily went
on about rehearsals, how good it felt to be singing again, and when she asked me if I
was going to continue with it, she squealed and clapped at my answer.
"And you? You aren't going to be working at the gym anymore?" I nonchalantly
took a bite of my bagel, trying not to show how much I wanted to hear what she
might say next.
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Bella shook her head. "You kept your promise, so I kept mine."
I raised an eyebrow at her, and she grinned widely. "I'm going back to school. I've
already started filling out applications."
Unable to stop myself, I hopped off my bar stool and took her in my arms, holding
her tightly and telling her how happy I was for her.
We cleaned up from breakfast and moved to the couch, content to snuggle and
listen to the thunderstorm rage outside. I reached for the remote control, hoping to
find a movie to watch so we could just sit there and relax, but one bright flash of
lightning later and all our electricity went out.
"Well, there went that idea," I joked, tossing the remote back onto the coffee
table.
"We don't need it." Bella sat up on the couch, tucking her knees underneath her
and studied her hands. She was suddenly quiet, somber, and I turned to face her,
taking her hands in mine.
"Edward." She whispered my name so softly, leaning in to press our foreheads
together, and for the life of me, I had no idea what she was feeling. "I'm so sorry for
all I put you through."
"No more apologies," I told her, leaning in to skim my nose along her cheek.
Another flash of lightning outside made Bella jump, and I felt her tangle one hand
in my hair. My lips just inches from hers, I couldn't help but murmur the lyrics to
Líve's "Lightning Crashes."
A smile sparked across Bella's face, whispering the words along with me. Our
words quickly stopped, though, as our breathing sped up. I leaned in closer and our
mouths opened against each other into a painfully slow kiss. Her bottom lip dragged
along mine, each kiss getting more and more heated.
Her lips never leaving mine, Bella rose up higher onto her knees, the shirt shifting
open to give me a glimpse of the soft flesh peeking out. I couldn't stop myself from
letting my tongue slide against hers, and when she let out a tiny gasp, I nearly lost
it.
Wanting to take things slower this time, I gently coaxed her body to lie down on
the couch and crawled between her legs, hovering above her. I could feel her
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warmth through my jeans and I groaned, reminding myself that I wanted to make
this last.
That I had all the time in the world with her.
Slowly unbuttoning my shirt she'd borrowed, I pulled the fabric away from her
body, revealing her soft, perfect breasts. I kissed the outer swell of one while gently
palming the other, running my lower lip along the smooth skin until it skimmed
across her puckered peak. She shuddered softly under me as I kissed and licked her
nipple, and then sucked it into my mouth.
Bella panted softly beneath me, her nails raking gently along my scalp as she
pressed her breasts up to my face.
"More," she whimpered.
Eager to oblige, I ran my lips devoutly across her chest, repeating the same action
on the other breast.
I stopped to press my lips to hers and then stared hungrily down at her, licking my
lower lip in concentration before biting it, wanting her everywhere, all at once.
"God, you're so sexy when you do that." Her admission sounded painful, and she
gave me an embarrassed smile. "Want you…"
Her fingers tracked down my t-shirt to the top of my jeans, and I hissed out a
breath as she slid them under the denim and into my boxers. My dick was already
hard for her again, pressing uncomfortably against the zipper.
Sitting up onto my knees, I rid myself of my shirt and pushed my jeans over my
hips, kicking them off behind me. Bella had sat up and pulled her arms through the
sleeves of my shirt, tossing it to the side, but when she started to pull off her
panties, I stopped her.
"That's my job," I murmured and she shuddered in anticipation.
The storm railed on, my windows rattling as I bent my head to place soft kisses
down Bella's belly until my lips met the frilly seam of her panties. I glanced up at her
as I paused at the soft skin of her navel. She was gazing at me with hooded, lustful
eyes, her head lolled against her shoulder, the look on her face showing me how
much she wanted me.
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I nipped along her hipbones, listening to her pant and mewl as her body moved,
begging for my touch. Bunching up the edges of her soaked panties in my hands, I
slid them down her legs, pausing by her ankles to stare at her.
Crawling forward, I nuzzled her thighs and when I finally placed a soft kiss on her
sex, she cried out, loud enough to drown out the driving rain.
I lapped at her clit in short, teasing strokes, reveling in her taste, her sounds, her
hips bucking up against my face. When I sucked her tender flesh into my mouth, she
fisted my hair painfully.
"Edward! God, please…I need you!" Bella frantically reached for me, clawing at
my shoulders until she'd pulled me up to face her. I fell against her body, feeling her
wet, searing heat rubbing against my hardened length.
I groaned, my forehead falling to her shoulder, no longer able to go slow.
Reaching down under her, I squeezed the soft flesh of her rear before hitching her
leg up over my hip. The tip of my dick slid along her folds and she whimpered.
"Fuck, Bella," I groaned, barely restraining myself from moving just an inch lower
and pushing inside.
"Please…please Edward!"
Seeing and hearing how badly she wanted it, I couldn't hold back any longer.
Lining myself up at her entrance, I slowed just enough to stare into her eyes,
brushing my lips softly against hers as I just barely pressed against her opening.
Bella's eyes slid closed in pleasure, but I needed to see her, to watch her expression
when I slid inside her.
"Look at me, baby…please."
Her eyes snapped to mine, begging me again. Her pleas reduced me to guttural
growls, then she bit that fucking lip and I was done for.
The only sound in the room beyond that were Bella's cries of pleasure as she felt
me filling her completely.
I pulled back and pushed into her again, her slick skin sliding along mine. Bella's
fingers dug into my shoulders and I held myself above her, my palms braced on the
couch on either side of her. Every thrust and retreat inside of her body was bringing
me closer to the brink, her keening mewls turning to outright moans as I struggled
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to hold on, wanting so badly to make her feel good, to come together.
Bella gripped my ass, pulling me closer to her, and the sensation of being inside
her tight, wet heat again threatened to consume me.
"Please…don't….stop!" she begged. Her head pushed back against the cushion
beneath her, and when I lowered my head to suck gently on her breast, she began to
thrash.
I reached back to grasp one of her hands and brought it to where we were joined,
pressing it to her soft, wet flesh. When I felt her stroking her clit, I let out a
strangled moan, feeling the movement of her fingers against me.
She shifted her hips slightly and changed my angle, allowing me to go deeper and
we both gasped at the new sensation. Thrusting faster, our hips slapping together, I
felt her legs begin to tighten around mine. I was holding on by a fucking thread, and
I could tell from her breathing that she was almost there, too.
"Bella…God…you're gonna make me…fuck!" I was desperately trying to stave off
coming, wanting, needing to watch her fall apart first. "Please, baby….I need…ohh,
yes! I need to hear you!"
"So close," she whimpered.
I watched her body writhe and I remembered the way we moved together, against
the wall in that darkened arena so many years ago. Bringing my lips to her neck, I
sucked at the delicate skin there and felt her legs start to tremble.
Kissing my way up to her ear, I whispered what I had wanted to tell her fourteen
years ago. It was just one word:
"Mine."
She suddenly gasped my name, a sound that made my entire body respond and I
bit my lip, trying to hold on a second later. Bella's back arched, and her nails dug
painfully into my skin as intense shivers wracked her tiny frame.
Finally feeling her coming beneath me, I let go feeling my own climax rush
through my body. She jolted underneath me, a second wave washing over her, and
we held tightly to one another as our orgasms subsided.
Spent, I collapsed on top of her quivering body. Still inside her, I rested my head
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on her breast, listening to our breathing slow down.
The storm gradually passed, the rumbles of thunder rolling off into the distance.
The room suddenly came to life when the power returned. We laughed in surprise as
the lights flickered overhead. The stereo clicked on as well with the power surge,
filling my apartment with sound waves.
And you ask me what I want this year?
And I try to make this kind and clear.
Just a chance that maybe we'll find better days.
Goo Goo Dolls always seemed to have a way of having the right words for the
moment. Looking down at Bella, I smiled, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, then her
cheeks and her nose before finally settling on her mouth.
So take these words and sing out loud.
Cause everyone is forgiven now.
Cause tonight's the night the world begins again.
I repeated the chorus to her in offering, changing a pivotal word to show her
without a doubt that the past was behind us.
"Cause tonight's the night that we begin again."

Playlist: www(.)mixpod(.)com / playlist / 77086810
Polyvore: www(.)polyvore(.)com / ride_chapter_27/set?id=28605542
I've started up a fandom fundraiser with Coldplaywhore: Fandom for
Sexual Assault Awareness. I'll be writing a one shot for it (maybe an ABC
Countdown outtake, not sure yet) and over sixty other authors have already
signed on for the cause. Please check out our blog at http : / /
fandom4saa(.)wordpress(.)com
And if you didn't get a look yet, please check out the amazing video for
The Ride that Daretobreath made for me. It's really fantastic:
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www(.)youtube(.)com / watch?v=bcb-aNTPUJs&feature=player_embedded
We've only got two more chapters left after this one! I hope what you get
in this chapter was worth the wait. Till next time, please review?
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Chapter 28: Life is a Highway
Thank you to my loves - Awesomesauce, Brits23, Kyla713, Lazykatevamp,
and AmberDK. I don't know what I would do without you. Thanks also to
SadtomatoFF for letting me bounce ideas off you!
SM owns Twilight. Grungeward will always be mine.

April 11, 2010. Sunday.
BPOV
We didn't leave Edward's apartment at all that entire weekend.
By Sunday afternoon, though, I knew that I would need to go back to Queens at
some point. I had washed the clothes I'd worn on Friday more than once, and all I
had at Edward's place were sweats and pajamas.
We were wrapped around each other in bed, watching the sunlight wane over the
city through the windows. I wanted to ask him where we stood on the whole moving
in thing, but had no idea what to say. After all that had just happened, could we so
easily go right back where we were?
Hey, honey, I know we've fucked like rabbits for the last few days after two weeks
of not speaking to each other, but I'd really like it if I could live here with you.
Yeah. That sounded realistic.
Edward was more silent than he'd been all weekend too. He was running
tantalizing lines over my forearm when he finally opened his mouth to speak,
answering the question I'd been dying to ask.
"I still want you to move in with me." Edward gazed at his hand on my arm, as if
he were too afraid to meet my eyes. "Do you still…want to live here?"
My smile was so wide it felt as if my face were going to crack open. "Yes! Yes, of
course I want to live with you."
He breathed a sigh of relief and buried his face in my hair, wrapping his arms
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around me. He murmured something, but it was muffled.
"Hmmm?" I prompted him, turning my face toward his.
Edward propped his head up on one hand. He once again studied his fingers as he
reached a hand up to trace along my collarbone.
"I know you told me it didn't matter, but I really want to tell you what happened
that night…at R.P.I.."
It was funny; all the years of wondering what happened to my stranger, and now
that I had the answer right there in front of me, I didn't need it anymore. But, seeing
how badly Edward needed to talk about it, I nervously bit my lip and told him,
"Okay."
His eyes were downcast as he explained the fight Emmett had gotten into, how
they'd all had to rush out of the arena. He'd been desperate to find me, but had to
help out his family first. I'd had no idea the cops had been everywhere, blocking his
way inside once he finally had a chance to go back.
I'd inhaled a shaky breath as Edward told me about the bloody girl he'd seen
being taken out of the Field House on a stretcher, and the horrible realization he'd
had when he figured out that girl had been me.
I stroked his face tenderly as he talked about how he'd stuck around campus
afterward, hoping he'd run into me somewhere. It broke my heart to know how he'd
fallen into drugs trying to recreate that night, playing gigs all over New York while
I'd been back in Forks.
When he finished, I'd kissed away the heaviness that weighed on Edward's face. I
smiled through my own tears, so thankful and relieved that fate had helped us to
find each other again.
We made love again, slowly, sweetly, the intense need we'd shared up until that
moment simmering into something deeper. We stared into each other's eyes as we
found our release, each kiss and murmured whispering of one another's names
washing the pain of the past away.
**TR**
April 17, 2010. Saturday.
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The following weekend, I was packing my things to move in with Edward, and Jake
was getting ready to move to Chicago.
When I'd finally come back to Queens on Monday afternoon, I found Jake smiling
smugly in our living room. I remembered what Jasper had said about Jake being
their "savior" and how he had obviously been in on Alice's plan to get me to the club.
"Spill," was all I'd said.
With a grin, Jake told me about his secret meetings with Jasper, and how he'd
already accepted an offer to work at Perez Engineering, the Chicago-based company
that had merged with Edward's.
"They're really struggling out there," he'd told me, leaning back in his chair.
"Jasper sent them some design ideas I'd had, and they offered me a job on the spot."
"That's so great! You totally deserve it, Jake."
"Thanks! So…um…things went well with Edward?"
I grinned and blushed at his question. As if he can't tell from my
three-days-of-non-stop-sex glow.
"I kind of had a feeling things would work out with you two," Jake said, a small
smile on his face. "I hope you don't mind that I took the job without talking to you
about it first."
"No…it was the right choice to make. I'm really proud of you, Jake."
We sat and talked, and as we did, I felt the years of strain fall away from us. He
was finally on the path to doing what he wanted and he seemed more at ease, more
content and accepting of finally being just friends.
But the happiness was bittersweet, because we didn't have long to enjoy the new
state of our friendship.
A few days later, we had packed up all our things and Seth's, too. He was ready
for a change of scenery and Jake needed a roommate in Chicago. Maria Perez didn't
seem to mind bringing on another employee in the deal, and before I knew it, I was
watching them load the last box of their things in a U-Haul truck.
"Well, I guess that's all of it." Jake pulled down the truck's rear door and wiped his
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hands off. He was taking most of our furniture; I would only be bringing a few pieces
and my own stuff to Edward's.
"You're gonna love Chicago!" Emmett cheered, slapping Jake on the back. He,
Jasper and Edward had offered to help us pack. "Giordanno's. Seriously. Best deep
dish you'll ever have."
Jake laughed and nodded. "I'll keep that in mind."
Emmett moved to fist-bump Seth, who was waiting by the driver door. Jasper held
out a hand for Jake to grasp. "You're a lifesaver, you know that?"
Jake's eyes flickered to mine before returning to Jasper's and shaking his hand.
Those words, so simple, held so much meaning for both of us. Jake had always been
my lifesaver, keeping me afloat.
"Thanks, Jasper," he replied. "I really appreciate this opportunity."
"Trust me, the appreciation is all mine. This whole deal would have been shot to
hell if you hadn't come along." Jasper laughed, and then added, "Just watch yourself
around Maria. She'll bleed you dry if you don't stand your ground."
"Thanks for the tip!" Jake answered with a smile.
I stood quietly to the side as I watched Edward step up to my longtime friend, one
hand stuffed in a pocket and the other nervously gripping his hair.
Even with some lingering jealousy between them still humming under the surface,
there was something unspoken there - a bond of some sort, and I had to breathe
through the tightness in my chest at the sight of it.
"I owe you a lot," Edward admitted quietly. "She wouldn't be here with me…at all
…if it weren't for you."
Jake stood just a little taller at Edward's words, and sighed. He looked at the
ground for a minute, then cleared his throat and simply extended a hand for Edward
to shake.
"Take good care of her."
"I will," Edward promised, glancing over at me with my favorite crooked grin
sliding into place as soon as our eyes met. And when they shook hands, they both
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seemed to relax a bit, as if a truce had finally been called.
I breathed a sigh of relief, and Edward walked over slowly to stand by my side. He
kissed my temple, squeezed my hand, and whispered to me, "I'll be in the lobby."
Then he waved goodbye to Seth and followed his brothers back inside.
Jake hovered over me for a minute on the sidewalk, not saying anything, and I bit
my lip, crossing my arms over my stomach. Tears sparked in my eyes and I closed
them tightly, trying to keep myself together.
"I don't know how to say goodbye to you." My voice cracked as I spoke.
Jake's hand brushed against my shoulder, and I finally looked up at him.
"This isn't goodbye, Bells," he said softly. "Hey, I have something for you."
Jake reached into the rear pocket of his jeans. Then he gently tugged one of my
arms away from my waist, and placed something into the palm of my hand.
It was a small square of tissue paper, taped closed. I tenderly peeled the paper
away to discover a delicate chain-link bracelet with a tiny silver wolf hanging from
it.
"It's Q'wati," Jake murmured, reaching out to open the clasp and wrap it around
my wrist. As he fastened it closed, I thought back to the day when he had told me
the legend of the wolf Quileute protector, his spirit guide.
"I promised you that I'd be here to protect you until you were all healed. Until the
nightmares went away," he continued, running his finger over the tiny figurine that
hung from my arm.
I sniffled as I watched the silver wolf sparkle in the spring sunlight.
"But you don't need protection anymore, Bells. You're good now."
I nodded and gave in as the tears finally spilled over. When I met Jake's eyes, they
were glistening as well, and I watched his jaw work as he fought to keep the tears at
bay.
"I'm leaving Q'wati with you. He's a part of me…a little piece of my soul to watch
over you, and to remind you how strong you are."
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He let go of the silver wolf and took my hand in his. "But don't you ever dare
doubt how amazing you are to have overcome everything. You did it all. I was just
there to pick you up when you lost your way."
"Jake," I whispered, a fresh round of tears spilling over onto my cheeks. He was
done with words, though, and pulled me in for a tight hug.
"No more crying," he said quietly, kissing my forehead. "There's too much good
ahead for both of us now for tears."
I nodded and held him tightly. When I pulled back, I saw Edward watching us
from the doorway. He nodded and smiled reassuringly at me.
"Come on, guys!" Seth bellowed from the open door of the truck's cab. "I'm gonna
get a freaking parking ticket over here! Let's go!"
Jake stepped back and squeezed my hand. It hurt like hell to let him go, but I
knew that it was time.
After a quick peck on the cheek from Seth, and one last wave to Jake through the
window of the passenger seat, they were gone.
And when the person who had been supporting me through every stumble,
through every fall of the last fourteen years of my life, drove out of sight, I took a
minute to stand there on my own two feet.
I held up my wolf pendant and watched the metal glisten in the sun. It would take
a lot of effort to let the past go, but I was ready to move forward. Taking in a deep
calming breath, I turned back to face my future, who was waiting quietly for me a
few feet away, and smiled.
**TR**
After that, things began happening very quickly.
We spent the rest of that weekend moving furniture around, finding places in his
apartment for my things. Esme and Alice watched, making sure we decorated
everything just right, and we had a pseudo-house warming party with the whole
family.
Easter was spent at Esme and Carlisle's. They introduced me to one of the Cullen
spring traditions: an all-family baseball game in Central Park to celebrate the
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opening of the season. I laughed as Emmett and Jasper argued over who was going
to win the World Series that year, and was surprised at how well Edward could play,
because damn, that boy could run!
And living with him was pure bliss.
I couldn't believe how wonderful it was to wake up next to Edward every morning.
The faded echoes of my nightmares still occasionally stirred in my subconscious, but
I was finally able to see them as just dreams. I knew still had to deal with my
symptoms of PTSD; my weekly therapy sessions with Siobhan continued, but the
cloud that had hovered over me for so long seemed to have passed.
It was the end of April when Edward encouraged me to apply to Columbia
University's Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. Their Master's in Comparative
Literature was the one program I'd really taken an interest in, but when I met with
the dean there, he confirmed the fears I'd had when reading about it - I didn't have
enough undergraduate credits in English to qualify.
"But there is something you can do."
Dean Banner passed me Columbia's summer course catalog and continued, "If you
can get a few courses under your belt, get some good recommendations from your
professors, then I think we'll be able to get you enrolled in the graduate program for
the fall semester."
When I left the meeting and stepped out onto the green, I found Edward where
he'd been waiting for me. He encouraged me to do the summer program, and waited
patiently while I filled out the application in a café on campus.
When I received my acceptance letter a short time later, I sent Jake an email
about it. We'd kept in touch through email and texts, talking on the phone every
once in a while. Edward seemed much more comfortable with our relationship now,
and even said he liked the tiny wolf I still wore around my wrist.
I also called Charlie to tell him about going back to school. He and I had been
talking more frequently since I'd faced James, and when I told him I'd quit my job to
pursue literature once again, my father's reply took me by surprise.
He'd told me he was proud of me.
In early May, Edward and I received a package from Forks. There was no note, so
when I called Charlie to ask what it was, he said, "I figured it would be good for you
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to have these around, now that you're going back to school and all."
I gasped quietly, thanking my father once I realized what was inside. I pulled open
the box and gingerly unpacked the books I'd boxed up in anguish after my attack.
They'd sat gathering dust, waiting for me in my father's attic for years.
Edward and I looked over the books together, Austen, Bronte, Knowles and Wilde;
all authors whose words had soothed my soul when I was a wild child storming
through Forks. And as I tenderly flipped open the pages of each one, I inhaled the
dusty scent of prose and rhyme, feeling the familiar calm they offered flow through
me.
Time soon marched closer to the end of May when I would be starting my classes.
I was still working out, but only with Edward in the gym at our apartment building.
Teaching was on the back burner for now, and I spent most of my days in the New
York Public Library, reading literary critiques and reviews. Books and manuscripts
littered our apartment, a mess that Edward never seemed to mind.
We started reading aloud to each other every night: favorite passages, poems, and
scenes. One night, Edward whispered into my ear lines from Romeo and Juliet, I
nearly passed out from how sexy he sounded.
"Eyes, look your last. Arms, take your last embrace. And, lips, oh you, the doors of
breath, seal with a righteous kiss-"
I launched myself at him, covering his mouth with mine before he could finish
talking.
Our playful kisses quickly turned passionate, and Edward flipped us over, pinning
me to the bed. He continued to breathe Shakespeare huskily against my skin as he
undressed us both, and I whimpered in pleasure when he pushed inside me. When
we collapsed in a sweaty heap on the bed afterward, I asked him how he knew the
words so well.
"Don't you know?" he asked. "I was a total nerd in high school before you came
along and corrupted me."
I smiled at him, loving how relaxed he seemed. Even talking about our past
connection was easier now. He seemed so much more at ease, and our living
together wasn't the only reason why.
Edward had made changes in his life, too, since our reunion in April. He'd cut
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back on the extra hours he'd been working, and spent more time with me and the
band. I went with him to rehearsals at Peter's house out in Connecticut, sitting with
Charlotte and the children and listening to them play.
New Moon started playing shows at coffee houses and small venues every
weekend, getting better and better with each performance. Some of the guys had
written their own songs over the years, and they started interspersing those with
covers. They'd developed a little following; Kate had even made a fan page for them
on Facebook.
When Garrett was having trouble booking a gig during a rehearsal one Sunday
afternoon, arguing with a manager over fees, Kate joked that Edward should
become the manager for the band, with all of his business experience. I saw the idea
spark in his eyes for a minute, and later that night, gently encouraged him to talk to
Emmett and Jasper about pulling back his hours at the firm.
His insistence that they'd never understand began to wane, and he finally talked
to them about it the week before I started school. As I'd suspected, they supported
him, and agreed to start interviewing for an associate at the office to help take some
of his workload. I'd never seen him happier…or more alive.
On May 23rd, the day before my classes were scheduled to begin, I woke up early,
covered in sweat. I hadn't had any nightmares, but my heart was pounding all the
same. The sun was peeking out over the horizon, and I felt the familiar need to run. I
missed the endorphins that came with exercise - my drug of choice for so many
years.
I left Edward a note that I'd be back soon and head out for a run along the West
Side Highway. I pounded my heels against the pavement, running out my anxiety
and watching the sunrise over the city. When I reached Chelsea Piers, I stopped to
stretch, humming along with the music playing on my iPod. I'd reincorporated Líve
back into my playlists, and as one of their songs sounded in my headphones, I
watched the Hudson, the waves glittering yellow and red in the dawn.
Don't try to find the answer when there ain't no question here.
Brother let your heart be wounded, and give no mercy to your fear.
The quiet uncertainties I'd had that I wouldn't succeed at school, that I'd be too
intimidated by the young, successful students around me to say anything in class,
began to melt away with my sweat.
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In a moment we lost our minds here and lay our spirit down.
Today we lived a thousand years. All we have is now!
Run to the water and find me there…burnt to the core but not broken.
I had been burnt down, scorched to the center of my very soul, but I had never
been broken, as I'd thought. Q'wati dangled from my wrist, reminding me how
strong I was; who Bella Swan was, despite my past, despite it all.
And I ran back home with my energy renewed, ready to take on the world.
**TR**
From May through July, I devoured my classes, taking my lunch and a kiss on the
cheek from Edward in our kitchen like a little kid heading out to first grade. My
enthusiasm rivaled a child's, and I quickly made friends at school; no one seemed to
mind that I was over a decade older than they were.
The warm summer nights passed with me studying, writing papers on my laptop
on the couch, swatting off Edward's advances, and occasionally giving in. His
thirty-third birthday came and went with a night out with the band and the family,
and when I asked him what he wished for as he blew out the candles, he smiled at
me and told me he already had everything he could ever want.
Except for a car.
Edward had barely left Manhattan in the last decade. But, now that we were
traveling out to Connecticut almost every weekend, he finally decided it was time to
purchase a newer version of the car he'd loved in college. Emmett had teased him
relentlessly for buying a Volvo S60R, but Edward was thrilled with it. I didn't care
what kind of car he drove, as long as it made him happy.
When I finished my final exams, getting straight A's in all my courses, I met with
Dean Banner once again, my newly sealed letters of recommendation and transcript
in hand. And as Edward and I drove out to Sands Point to celebrate the Fourth of
July with the family, it was with the news that I would be starting Columbia's
graduate program in September.
We were actually beginning a short vacation together. Riley, the business
associate they'd hired at the office, was working out well, giving Edward the
freedom to take an entire week off. After the Fourth, we were heading upstate for a
- 528 -

few days. We just wanted a quick trip, somewhere we could drive, and Saratoga
Springs was beautiful in the summer. But there was another reason he wanted to go:
Ed Kowalczyk, the lead singer from Líve, was doing a show at a small venue near
there.
I'd seen New Moon perform a lot over the past few months; baby steps to get
ready to see a real show. I was confident that I'd be fine, and was actually really
excited about going.
So we left the city in Edward's new car, our trunk full up with bathing suits, books
and his guitar. We drove up the long driveway to Isle Esme, the clear blue sky an
incredible backdrop, so much brighter and more alive than it had been back in
March.
Everyone was already there when we arrived, the boys squealing with excitement
as they ran from room to room. The floor-to ceiling windows in the living room were
all wide open, and the fresh scent of the ocean wafted through the main floor.
The weekend was relaxed, lazy; exactly what I needed after a hectic few months. I
spent some time curled up with a book in Carlisle's library, and Edward reluctantly
left my side to play pool with his brothers. He tried to teach the twins some piano
chords, and they sat quietly on the piano bench on either side of him, watching his
fingers dance across the keys. And when he and I got some time to ourselves, we
took a few quiet walks along the beach, smiling wistfully at the green light at the
end of the dock, and wickedly at the hot tub, remembering our steamy evening
there.
Sunday evening, we gathered up blankets to camp out on the beach. Emmett put
together a small campfire to warm us from the cool ocean breeze. With my back
against Edward's chest and his long legs open around me, I pushed my toes into the
sand and watched the sky explode from black into starbursts of color, shimmering
down in rivulets to the sea.
The following afternoon, we said goodbye to everyone and packed up the car to
head upstate. Edward hummed along with the music playing through the car's
stereo as the exits flew by, and I breathed deeply as we passed Hudson, knowing
James was no longer there.
In June, I'd I received a letter from the Correctional Facility, forwarded to me from
Charlie. James had written me, letting me know that he was out on parole. He'd said
my visit had helped him a lot, and that he would keep his vow to never hurt anyone
again.
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Forgiveness wasn't an easy thing to come by, but it was nice to know I'd helped
him a little, too.
Edward and I spent our first two days upstate in our hotel room, never venturing
outside. We ordered room service and fed each other in bed in between lovemaking.
It was so blissful, it almost felt like a honeymoon.
On Wednesday, we took a long walk through the town, strolling past elaborate
mansions with sprawling lawns. And later that evening, we got ready to head out to
the concert.
"How do I look?" I asked Edward teasingly, facing the mirror as he walked out of
the hotel room's bathroom in nothing but a towel.
His hair was still wet, falling down onto his forehead, and little drops of water
shone on his chiseled shoulders. He didn't know how much he tempted me with
every move he made, and now it was my turn to have a little fun.
I was putting in my earrings, my hair pulled to one side and falling over my
shoulder. My white blouse hadn't been buttoned all the way yet, and my cleavage
spilled over the frilly cups of the white lace bra I wore underneath.
He froze, swallowed visibly and gazed hungrily at me. I giggled and watched in
the mirror as he moved in close behind me.
"You look gorgeous," he murmured appreciatively, running his hands over the
tight denim jeans that hugged my curves, and gazing down at my ass. "Too good to
leave the hotel room, actually. Maybe we should just stay here."
I smirked at him in the mirror, shivering as his fingers slid up over my jeans and
under my shirt, grazing my sides. He pushed me forward a bit so I pressed against
the dresser, bending his head down to suck and nip at my neck. I moaned as he
ground against me, and I could feel through the back of my jeans and his towel that
he was hard already.
His kisses were making me squirm and I closed my eyes, letting out a small gasp
as he gently bit the spot where my neck met my shoulder.
"We have to stop," I moaned. I'd just meant to tease him a little, but if things got
heated now, we wouldn't come up for air for hours.
"You started it." Edward thrust his hips against mine with his playful reply. I
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reached forward to grasp the edge of the dresser as one of Edward's hands dipped
down and slowly began to pop open the buttons of my jeans.
"We can't," I protested, letting my head roll back against his chest. I wanted to, I
really fucking wanted to, and as his fingers danced at the edge of my panties, it
started getting harder and harder to say no.
"Why not?" he whispered, biting gently against my ear. Edward traced a line back
and forth on the skin just above the hem, driving me wild.
"We'll never make the show on time," I complained in a high-pitched whine as he
ground his erection against my ass.
"I can be quick." Edward started rubbing gentle pressure against my clit and I bit
my lip, hard. I opened my eyes to gaze at his heated stare in the mirror, and caught
a glimpse of the clock. If we didn't leave soon, we'd miss half the show.
"Come on, honey." It was getting harder for me to speak as he kept teasing me. "I
know how much you've been looking forward to this."
Edward's eyes met mine in the mirror, and in his pout, I could see indecision; he
knew I was right.
"Okaaay." He dragged out the second syllable and reluctantly pulled his hand free
of my jeans. The ache I felt at the loss of his touch was nearly excruciating, but as
badly as I wanted him, I wanted to experience that night with him more.
Edward stepped away from me and let his towel fall to the floor, revealing the
happy trail that led down to his hard and needy cock.
"You shouldn't have teased me then, Bella. You were asking for it." He smiled and
winked at me, pumping his hand a few times along his erection in emphasis.
My mouth watered at the sight, and for a moment, I cursed the stupid show we
were going to. "I'll make it up to you when we get back?"
He growled at me and flopped down on the bed, trying to calm himself. "You'd
better," he groaned.
A short time later, we were standing on the small dance floor of Northern Lights,
waiting for the show to start. It was a small, intimate venue, and we were only a
dozen or so feet from the stage.
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The summer heat had been blazing even into the evening, and we sipped our
beers as we stood on the crowded dance floor, letting the air from the ceiling fans
cool our sticky flesh. I didn't care how overheated I was, and leaned back up against
Edward anyway, who was standing behind me with one arm wrapped around my
waist.
He looked good enough to eat in a simple white t-shirt layered under a short
sleeved, grey button down that he left open. He had on his favorite, worn-in jeans
that he looked so damn good in. His hair was a gorgeous mess, and since he hadn't
shaved in a few days, soft scruff lined his jaw. I wanted to lick it.
The heat in the room intensified as it filled with more people, and Edward lifted
the hair off my neck with the back of his hand, pressing a chilled bottle of beer
against my sweaty neck. I stifled a squeal and shivered, turning back over my
shoulder to catch Edward's smirk. He was going to keep me squirming as payback, I
could tell.
Then, the lights went down and the small crowd went wild. Ed Kowalczyk was
every bit the performer he had been years before, rocking the stage with some new
songs and some old favorites. The music was loud, pulsing, the bass deep, making
everything around us vibrate.
I was quickly buzzed on the energy of the crowd, the music, and the beer.
Edward's lips brushing softly at my ear as he sang along to "All Over You" nearly
had me mauling him on the dance floor.
"All over you, all over me - the sun, the fields, the sky. I've often tried to hold the
sea. the sun, the fields, the tide."
I was dizzy with lust as his breath tickled my neck. The fingers from the arm still
wrapped around my middle pressed lightly against my hip, pushing me back against
him so we were grinding to the beat. Each movement rubbed him along my ass, and
I could feel how hard he was for me through our clothes.
"Pay me now, lay me down! Lay me down, baby now…"
I was rocking back into him before I could stop myself, and suddenly I felt just as I
had a decade ago, wanting to attack him in a crowded room full of strangers.
Edward must have felt the same, because when I caught his eye, his gaze was
positively feral.
"Do you know how fucking sexy you smell?" he murmured against my ear, the soft,
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husky sound of his voice sending shocks through my body. "Even back when we met,
your scent drew me to you. I wanted to eat you alive."
He bent his head down to kiss just under my jaw, and my knees went weak as I
felt the tip of his tongue lap at my neck. "Even your sweat drives me fucking crazy."
I whimpered at his words and we swayed to the music through the next few songs,
our bodies connected. My back was sweaty, slippery, and Edward kept touching me,
tickling the back of my neck, or lifting up my shirt to skim a finger along the inside
of my jeans. If the stupid show didn't end soon, I was pretty sure that I was going to
snap.
When it was finally over, the last guitar chords reverberating through the room,
we clapped and whistled loudly along with the crowd. It really had been a good
show, but I couldn't think about anything at that point but getting Edward naked.
I turned around and pushed at his chest. "We need to leave. Now."
The sweet, crooked grin that twisted along his lips did nothing to hide the lust in
his eyes.
I couldn't keep my hands off him during the drive back to Saratoga, leaning over
the armrest to touch him anywhere I could reach. When I squeezed his upper thigh,
my fingertips grazing against his buttonfly, he hissed out a breath.
"You're gonna get us killed if you keep that up," he growled, but didn't try to move
my hand.
"You shouldn't have teased me, then," I said, mimicking his words from earlier in
the night. I watched his jaw work as he ground his teeth together, trying to focus on
the road and not my touch.
When we finally got back to the hotel room, the door was barely even closed
before I grabbed him, kissed him hard and pushed him up against the wall. His
mouth was hungry for mine, our tongues sliding together as we ripped the clothes
from each other's body. I pushed his button-down over his shoulders while he
fumbled with my blouse.
We kicked our shoes off, and Edward grunted as he sucked my lower lip into his
mouth. We walked clumsily to the bed, practically falling onto it as he sat down and
pulled me on top of him.
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I was panting as I straddled his lap, frantically tugging his sweaty t-shirt over his
head. Edward's hands clawed at my jeans as he bent down to kiss and bite at the
skin between my breasts. He reached around to unclasp my bra, and when my
breasts were free, he palmed them roughly, tweaking one nipple while he sucked
the other into his mouth.
"Edward! Oh!" My head fell back as I gripped his shoulders. His lips felt so
fucking good and I could feel myself soaking through my panties. He switched to the
other breast and bit down gently, making me yelp.
"That will teach you to…ungh!" He could barely get through a sentence as I
ground down on his hard-on through his jeans. "…that'll teach you to tease me so
much."
Edward was still being playful, but I was lost to desire, needing him beyond all
reason. I wanted him desperate and needy and crying out my name.
Pushing him back forcefully until he was lying down, I stretched my body on top of
his, and moaned when his hands gripped my waist, pulling me down harder against
him.
I was drunk off his kisses, but I wanted more. I wanted him in my mouth, at my
mercy. When I pulled away, he lifted his head off the mattress and looked at me
quizzically, asking with his eyes why I'd stopped. My hair fell over my shoulder,
tickling along his chest as I smiled devilishly at him. I began kissing down his torso
until I reached his navel, licking at the skin there as I unbuttoned his pants.
When I'd finally wrestled his legs free of them and yanked off my own jeans as
well, I didn't waste any time and reached for his boxers, too. He lifted his hips to
help me pull them down, his cock springing free, and he watched as I lowered my
head to gather up his leaking arousal with my tongue, humming at the taste.
"Oh…fuck…yes," he mumbled. I was aching to feel him come apart under me and
kept teasing him, sucking lightly on just the tip. When I finally took him all the way
into my mouth, Edward's breathing sped up and his head fell back against the
mattress with a thud.
I could tell from how worked up he was that he was going to cum fast, so I slowed
my movements down slightly, my tongue massaging him with every pass up and
down his cock.
Edward pulled my hair away from my face and I peeked up to see him watching
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me.
"You're gonna…ohh shit, just like that! Bella…I'm not…fuck! You're gonna make
me…" He trailed off as his brows knit together and his mouth opened in pleasure,
his head arching back again.
I pulled off him for a moment and his head shot back up, but the pained
expression on his face melted away as I licked teasingly at the underside of his
shaft. I paused to stroke his hard flesh, wet from my mouth. My thumb grazed along
the head, making him hiss. I had to squeeze my legs together at the erotic sight of
his eyes pinching shut and his teeth sinking into his bottom lip.
"I'm gonna make you what, baby?" I taunted, licking a circle along the tip of his
pulsing, needy flesh.
Edward answered me with a loud groan as I took him back into my mouth, sucking
hard this time, one hand at the base touching what I couldn't reach with my tongue.
Both of his hands tangled into my hair and he cursed, low under his breath, his hips
thrusting in time with each deep pull and plunge of my mouth.
"Fuck fuck fuck! Baby…I'm…oh God!"
His eyes were on mine until he gave into the pleasure, squeezing them shut as he
shuddered and pulsed into my mouth. The ache between my thighs intensified to
near pain at the sight of Edward in orgasm, and I drank his release down hungrily
until he was spent.
I barely had time to catch my breath before he'd sat up and flipped us over,
tearing my panties from my body and sliding his tongue against my clit. I had been
desperate for his touch, and the sensations of his mouth on me were so intense, I
immediately started crying out. "Edward! Yes, oh God…please, please, oh please!"
I gasped and thrashed, yanking the comforter into my fists as he lapped at me,
laving long, drawn out passes along my wet flesh.
"Gonna make you cum so fucking hard," he snarled in between strokes of his
tongue, driving me insane.
He was relentless as he brought me to orgasm, sucking my tender flesh into his
mouth and pushing two fingers inside me, curling them up at just the right spot to
make me scream. It only took a few minutes of him working me before I was
shuddering, grinding my hips up against his face and crying out his name.
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He crawled up my body to kiss my forehead, cradling my limp and sated body in
his arms. "Well I…I hope I made it up to you," I said, nearly incoherent.
Edward chuckled and gazed down at me, pushing my sweaty hair from my
forehead. "Almost." His green eyes glittered with mischief. "But I'm not finished with
you, yet."
**TR**
July 8th, 2010. Thursday.
We slept in the following morning, having stayed up nearly 'til dawn, having our
fill of one another. But he seemed a little…off the next day. I didn't know what was
bothering him, but I didn't want to push.
He started strumming his guitar late in the afternoon when I stepped into the
shower to get ready for our night on the town. I thought maybe seeing the show the
night before had reminded him how badly he wanted to perform, and I wanted to
give him some space with his music. I could still hear him practicing as I did my
hair; he was learning a new song Peter had written.
I emerged from the bathroom, dressed in a simple black sundress that floated
around my body and fell to my calves, with silver sandals to match the key that
glinted on my slightly-sunburned neck. When Edward saw me, his guitar nearly
slipped right out of his hands.
He swallowed nervously as he stood and walked toward me, his eyes crossing over
my body and leaving a path of fire in their wake.
"You're beautiful," he told me, his voice soft and reverent.
"Well, you're not so bad yourself!" Edward still seemed so edgy, so I cracked the
joke to cut the tension.
He really did look fine, though. I couldn't help but lick my lips as I studied him in a
light blue Armani dress shirt and khaki trousers. Edward blushed and smiled at my
obvious leer, looking down at the ground for a moment. When his eyes met mine
once more, it took my breath away.
He pulled my denim jacket from a hanger and reached for the door. "Shall we?"
We had dinner in an Italian restaurant downtown, and Edward finally seemed to
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relax some, enjoying the meal and a leisurely walk past quaint shops and coffee
houses. We found our way into the little park in the center of town, where a carousel
twirled around, modern music piped through its speakers.
"You want to go for a spin?" he asked. I nodded enthusiastically, thrilled to see his
smile return. We climbed onto two painted horses, and as the ride started up, Tom
Cochrane's "Life is a Highway" played through the speakers.
Life is a highway! I want to ride it all night long.
If you're going my way I want to drive it all night long!
Edward rocked along with the song, bouncing in time with the beat, and I threw
my head back and laughed.
There's a world outside every darkened door where blues won't haunt you
anymore.
Where the brave are free and lovers soar. Come ride with me to the distant shore.
He reached his hand across the space between us to grasp mine during the
bridge, singing to me.
There was a distance between you and I.
A misunderstanding once but now, we look it in the eye.
When the song came to an end, so did the spinning floor. I hopped off my horse
and Edward took my hand, leading me into the park, still illuminated by the
dimming twilight. Crickets chirped in the trees, the summer sounds soft and
comforting, and we wandered over by a fountain, away from the people and noise of
downtown.
"I was supposed to go to school here, you know?" I told him, and his face
brightened up as if he were finally putting together the pieces of a puzzle. "This was
where I went to college…before."
I thought about how much I'd looked forward to long afternoons in the library,
reading famous, long gone authors amidst the picturesque backdrop of the snow
drifts outside. I knew I had to let go of my regret, and realize that every
stepping-stone I'd stumbled over had brought me here, to Edward.
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"If things had happened differently, though," I said, "I never would have met you."
He became serious as he tucked a wayward strand of hair behind my ear, and
then took both my hands in his, moving in close to me. "You could always get a PhD
and apply for a professorship. I wouldn't mind leaving the city and moving up here."
I looked up at him, my heart thumping at his nearness. "You could be so far from
your family?"
Edward pressed our foreheads together. "You are my family, Bella."
He kissed me tenderly, and I was so lost to his kiss that I didn't notice him taking
both of my hands and gathering them in one of his own. Edward pulled back slightly
and took a deep breath, and I looked down in confusion as I felt something press
against my left ring finger.
I gasped as I caught sight of the diamond resting on the first knuckle, and
watched Edward sink down onto one knee.
"Oh my God!" I had to bring the hand he was no longer holding to cover my mouth
as the tears started to flow.
"Will you be my family, Isabella Swan?" His eyes were hopeful, glittering in the
moonlight as he looked up at me. "Will you be my wife?"
I nodded, unable to speak, but he waited until I'd squeaked out a high pitched,
"Yes!" before sliding the ring the rest of the way up my finger. It was a sparkling
round solitaire, nestled on a cushion of pavé diamonds that extended down the band.
Staring at it in disbelief, I babbled that I loved him over and over again until Edward
silenced me with a kiss.
And in that moment, it didn't matter what I'd been through or what my failures
had been, because as he took me up in his arms and spun me around, I felt as if I
were the luckiest woman in the world.
**TR**
July 9, 2010. Friday.
"Are you sure you're ready for this?" Edward asked me.
His eyes were on the road as we drove over the bridge that would bring us into
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downtown Troy, but his hand was warm and reassuring in mine.
When I'd told Siobhan that we'd be spending time upstate, she'd suggested that
we make this little detour to Rensselaer. She pressed that taking a trip to R.P.I., and
seeing it as just a place, might help me to let go of it.
I wanted to go, but I'd been getting nervous as our vacation neared. I'd been more
quiet than usual when we'd been at Isle Esme with the rest of the Cullen clan, and
everyone had given me a little space to deal with my thoughts. On the afternoon of
the Fourth, before we set out to watch the fireworks, I cuddled up with Anthony and
Mason in their playroom, each one of their tiny heads on my lap as we watched The
Lion King.
"I know what I have to do," the cartoon lion said from the screen. "But going back
means I'll have to face my past. I've been running from it for so long."
Oh Simba, I thought. I feel your pain.
Then Rafiki, the wise old monkey, hit Simba over the head with his walking stick.
The boys laughed loudly, their little shrieks filling the air.
"Ow! Geez! What was that for?" Simba yelped.
"It doesn't matter! It's in the past!" Rafiki answered.
"Yeah, but it still hurts," Simba said as he rubbed his mane with his paw.
The monkey then told him, "Ahh yes, the past can hurt. But the way I see it, you
can either run from it…or learn from it!"
"Monkeys are really smart," Anthony mused, and I tousled his shiny hair. As the
beautiful African chants from the soundtrack filled the air, I suddenly knew that I
had the strength to face down my past and leave it there, fourteen years ago, where
it belonged.
"We don't have to go inside, you know. Siobhan would understand if this was as
far as you got," Edward gently insisted as we pulled into the parking lot next to the
Houston Field House. Anxiety flickered through me at the sight of the tall
amphitheater looming ahead of us. But then, I glanced down at the sunlight dazzling
against the facets of my engagement ring, and the apprehension quickly faded.
"I'm sure," I told him. "I'm ready."
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When we stepped out of the car, Edward took my hand, and I smiled at him. R.P.I.
was vacant for the summer, save for a few tour groups leading high school hopefuls
through the campus. Overhead the sky was clear and blue, puffy clouds hovering
happily in the breeze.
"Wow, this place looks exactly the same," Edward mused. I gazed at the building
and agreed; it didn't seem to have changed one bit.
"Maybe, one day, New Moon will perform here," I said playfully.
"Doubtful." He smirked and rolled his eyes, but there was a hopeful grin playing at
his lips.
I let out a deep breath as we walked up the steps, a surge of memory passing
through me: Jake's pleas that I not buy from James, Angela and Ben's innocent
excitement, the raucous crowd milling about, dressed in the grunge uniform of
flannel, Converse and teen-angst.
And as we opened up the glass doors leading inside, I stepped forward to face my
past, one last and final time.
The cinderblock walls were exactly as I remembered them, painted red from the
cement floor to eye level, and then white up to the ceiling. We walked past a glass
display case of R.P.I. teams' trophies, and I shuddered slightly, remembering how
Jake had used one as a weapon to knock out James.
We walked slowly down the empty hallway, the light shining in from the rear
doors, a stark contrast from the dark corridor of my memory. And when we reached
the women's bathroom, I laid my hand tentatively against the door. My heart beat
fast, but I breathed through it, and held my ground firmly against the ghosts of my
past. It was time to vanquish them for good.
I pushed the door open.
Staring into the room where I'd been attacked, I didn't see James, or blood. There
were no remains of my own wretched fear. I saw nothing now but the simple, pink
walls of a public restroom, and I said goodbye to my fears, once and for all.
I'm alive.
I'm healed.
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I'm not broken anymore.
"It's just a place," I said with conviction, turning around to look at Edward.
"Nothing here can hurt me now."
He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me tenderly. I brought my fingers up
to join his, stroking his wrists and forearms.
"Thank you for coming with me," I whispered.
"Of course." Edward chuckled softly and pressed his forehead against mine. "But
there is something I wanted to see, too, if that's okay."
Pulling our hands down by our sides, Edward ran his thumb over my ring, as if he
needed to remind himself that it was still there, firmly settled on my finger. He led
me slowly across the hallway, and pushed open one of the doors that led into the
large expansive arena.
The place where we'd met.
Hand in hand, we treaded across the floor to the high wall where I'd sat once,
breathing in marijuana and the heady scent of Edward, warm and delicious in his
innocence and his desire.
"I know this isn't technically where I first saw you," Edward admitted, and I
thought back to seeing him in Hot Topic, when he'd just been a pretty face reflected
in a mirror. "But since we're here, there's just one thing I wanted to try."
He grinned, a hint of wickedness in his eyes as he gently pushed me up against
the wall.
"Hi," he said sweetly, purely, reenacting our first greeting. I laughed and cried all
at once, encircling my arms around him. He held me tightly, burying his face against
my neck and I stroked his hair, amazed at how far we'd come from so long ago.
Once, we were both wild and reckless.
Once, we'd both been lost, adrift.
For years, we'd both been entrenched in our past, anchored by regret.
Now we were free, and I felt as if a million rusted shackles were breaking free
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from my heart.
Edward pulled back, breathing me in. He then kissed me softly, sweetly, rubbing
his nose against mine, and smiled.
"I love you, Isabella Marie…Cullen."
And from that moment on, R.P.I. would simply be the place where I met and fell in
love with Edward Cullen.

I promised you a Happily Ever After, didn't I? :)
Scene from The Lion King: www(.)youtube(.)com /
watch?v=ykbx-yzFgBo&feature=related
Playlist: www(.)mixpod(.)com / playlist/78215379
Polyvore:
Part 1 www(.)polyvore(.)com / ride_ch_28_part/set?id=29188793
Part 2 www(.)polyvore(.)com / ride_chapter_28_part/set?id=29188823
Part 3 www(.)polyvore(.)com / cgi/set?id=29188844
Our final chap will be posted in two weeks. Someone hand me the tissues.
Meanwhile, if you haven't had a chance, please go and check out the blog
for the fandom charity fundraiser I am dong with Coldplaywhore. An
amazing list of authors have signed up:
www(.)fandom4saa(.)wordpress(.)com
Reviews are love, and I love getting them!
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Chapter 29: Could Not Ask For More
Here we are, at our final chapter. Starting with these first this time
around:
Polyvore: www(.)polyvore(.)com /cgi/set?id=29704874 and
www(.)polyvore(.)com /cgi/set?id=29704917
Playlist: www(.)mixpod(.)com /playlist/78215556
SM owns all things Twilight. But Grungeward is, was, and always will be
mine.

BPOV
August 13, 2011. One year later.
"Thank God you were able to make this dress in a size 'whale,' Alice."
Alice kept one hand in my hair, holding up the section she was about to pin back.
"You're not a whale, Rose," she chastised with a smile. "You're pregnant."
"Well, I feel like a whale," Rose grumbled.
I snickered, but tried to stay still, keeping my head level for Alice. She returned
her attention to my hair, securing it with a pin and tucking a white orchid amidst the
strands. She'd already finished my makeup, and I watched her in the mirror, my
hands clasped together in my lap, and took a shaky breath.
"Nervous?" she asked softly, arranging tendrils so they fell delicately from the
partial up-do she was working on.
"No, not really," I replied. It was true; I'd been looking forward to this day for
months. "But my heart won't stop pounding."
"She needs more champagne," Rose called out, making her way over to us. Her
round belly was the first thing that came into my view in the mirror, covered by
layers of powder blue chiffon. Alice was wearing the same dress, and as she stood
up straight, I was able to admire her design.
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The dress was sleeveless and ruched across the bodice, wrapping delicately
around her waist until it fell to soft waves, the seam brushing just below her knees.
She'd created a gown that invoked, through both color and form, the image of light,
frothy whitecaps on clear blue ocean water. That had been her inspiration when
we'd decided on a beach wedding. Rose's dress was the same…except in a slightly
larger size.
It had been a no-brainer for me to choose Alice and Rose as my bridesmaids; they
were already like family to me. Edward couldn't decide between Emmett and Jasper
for a best man, so they agreed they would fill the role jointly. Emmett was stoked,
saying how the joined forces of him and Jasper would create an "epic" bachelor
party.
Rose poured two glasses of sparkling champagne, which bubbled happily as it met
the clear rim of the flute, and handed one to a beaming Alice. I tried to master the
trembling of my hand as I took the other glass from her.
Maybe I am a little nervous after all.
"To the bride and groom," Rose toasted, rubbing a hand over her belly. "I would
drink a glass myself, if I weren't carrying a litter." She and Emmett were expecting
twin girls in October.
I laughed before taking a long sip of the champagne. It calmed the fluttering in my
stomach slightly, and I closed my eyes, taking in a deep soothing breath. I inhaled
the scent of sand and surf, wafting in through the open windows. I could hear
pleasant chatter outside as the guests began to arrive. We were in Sands Point, at
Isle Esme, and in a matter of hours, I would be Edward's wife.
It was a perfectly clear and sunny afternoon, with just enough of a breeze coming
off the ocean to stave off the August sun. On the beach at the end of the property,
there were rows of white folding chairs adorned with white gauze, and just before
the dock sat a small canopy, under which Edward and I would be married.
Of course, I hadn't seen all this yet. I knew what everything was supposed to look
like. I'd been able to picture a set up during last night's rehearsal during sunset on
the beach. But for now, I was sequestered inside, my dress hanging neatly against
the back of a closet door.
Once we'd picked our wedding date, I had handed all the planning over to Alice
and Esme. School was taking up so much of my time and attention, and I knew they
had better taste to plan something lavish. When the two of them would get all
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worked up over minute details, we'd threaten to elope in Vegas. I didn't think I'd
ever seen Alice seriously threaten our lives up until that point.
I took another breath, listening to the voices on the lawn. The reception would be
taking place under a sprawling white tent on the lush green of the sprawling yard.
Everything was to have a Gatsby-esque kind of elegance; the china Alice chose was a
fine pearly white. Opulent centerpieces adorned with white feathers would
compliment the flowers within them, and next to a smooth dance floor would be a
classic big band.
Alice and Rose had turned the formal sitting room into the bridal suite. Our
bouquets sat on the closed lid of the piano Edward had played for me so long ago.
White orchids filled mine to match the ones in my hair, as well as fresh calla lilies
and ivory plumeria. It smelled heavenly, with blue chiffon fabric wrapped around it
that matched the bridesmaid dresses. Alice had decided that would be my something
blue.
She had actually designed the entire wedding party's attire, from my gown down
to the tiny suits Anthony and Mason would wear as ring bearers. In fact, the day
after Edward and I announced our engagement the previous July, Alice was already
sending me sketches. She'd been so inspired by the process, she'd put into
production other dresses and special occasion-wear. In the year since, her trendy
boutique had expanded into a second store that featured all wedding apparel, and
her line was starting to receive notice in the fashion world.
Alice had a jump on creating the designs, though. The Cullens had known Edward
was about to propose when we were together for the Fourth of July. Apparently,
throughout the summer, when I'd been loaded up with my undergraduate course
work, Edward had been planning to propose. He'd made the decision to ask the day
we'd moved in together, wanting to be sure he never woke up without me next to
him again.
The moment we'd returned home from our trip to Saratoga, we had been
bombarded with texts and emails congratulating us. A phone call from Alice
informed me that our engagement party would be in October, and I couldn't help but
laugh at her quirky foresight.
"What if I'd said no?" I'd teased her.
It was odd giving the news to my parents, telling them I was engaged to a man
they'd never met. Renée had been ecstatic, saying she couldn't wait to come to New
York and meet Edward in person. Charlie had been a little surprised, reserved in his
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congratulations, and I couldn't help but feel he was sorry our relationship hadn't
been different; that he hadn't been the kind of father who needed to be asked for my
hand.
I'd always been so distant from him, and really wanted to try and change that.
However, in the months that followed, I had time for little else other than school. I
loved every minute of it, taking on my courses with the energy I'd always reserved
for spinning.
Edward had also begun balancing the band and work very well. Riley had been an
excellent hire – he was a brilliant associate who, in the year since he was hired, had
worked up to junior partner. He also had a boisterous personality that rivaled
Emmett's, making Cullen & Whitlock a more enjoyable place to work. This, of
course, was necessary, as Rose was growing increasingly cranky with the size of her
belly.
The decreased workload had taken so much pressure off Edward that he was
actually happy to go to work. He was still doing shows with New Moon at least every
other weekend, helping to book and manage their performances. They were playing
shows at bigger venues, but he realized that none of the guys, including him, were
interested in hitting the big time. Edward just wanted to enjoy playing music again,
and he was finding the balance between work and play that had always eluded him.
He had even started playing the piano again.
Whenever we visited Isle Esme, he'd play there, until I encouraged him to buy an
instrument for the apartment. It was a pretty big expense, but it made him so happy.
Hearing him play soothed me when I was stressed over exams, and he seemed so at
peace himself whenever his fingers graced the keys.
I knew he'd been working on a new song as well, something he'd written himself,
but he hadn't let me hear it yet.
The door to the bridal suite opened, loud bellowing laughter followed by
high-pitched shrieks sounding in the hallway, pulling me out of my thoughts. In the
mirror, I watched as Esme floated inside, her smile bright.
"Grandpa Cullen is here," she told Alice. "I'm afraid the boys are going to tackle
him."
"I'm on it!" Rose called out authoritatively and headed toward the door. "I need
the parenting practice."
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"Bella, your mother is here, too," Esme said as she moved to stand behind me. "I
just spoke with her. It's so lovely to see her again."
My mother and future mother-in-law had gotten along perfectly at our
engagement party, chattering away over hors d'ouvres as Carlisle and Phil discussed
the upcoming NFL season. It was a small, elegant dinner party held at a loft
downtown, looking out over the Hudson.
Edward held my hand tightly as we greeted guests, and his nervousness was
palpable when Charlie arrived. Alice charmed the pants off him right away, though,
linking her arm with his and telling him how much she'd heard about him. By the
time he shook Edward's hand, he was already so dazzled by Alice that his moustache
couldn't hide his smile.
Jake flew in from Chicago for the party as well. He'd been doing very well at Perez
Engineering, quickly turning the failed merger around into a huge success. The
distance between us had helped our friendship strengthen all the more, and he'd
been dating a girl named Maggie for a few months.
And when I heard him enter the room, smiling confidently at me with his new
girlfriend by his side, I felt that all was right with the world.
Charlie's accident a few months following that night had shaken that feeling of
security, though.
It had been the combination of the icy roads and bad traction on his old police
cruiser that sent Charlie spinning off Highway 101. He'd been trying to follow a
carload of drunken, speeding teenagers when he'd skidded on a patch of black ice.
When he slammed into a tree at such a high speed, the car practically wrapped itself
around the trunk. By the time they'd been able to remove him from the vehicle, he
was unconscious, and immediately airlifted to a hospital in Port Angeles.
I'd gotten the call about it from Embry, a long time member of the Forks police
force, and fled from my 20th Century British Literature class in tears. Edward
wouldn't think of letting me go out there alone. While we waited anxiously for a
flight at the ticket counter in LaGuardia, I found out that Charlie had punctured a
lung and was going in for surgery. He'd also had some serious internal bleeding, and
his left leg was completely shattered.
Just like mine had been.
I'd expected to find a distraught Sue when we finally got out there, fawning over
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the broken body of the man she'd lived with for almost a decade. However, the
cold-hearted bitch seemed disgusted by the idea of being his caretaker, as he would
clearly need one for several months. She moved out of their house, along with Leah,
before Charlie was even home from the hospital.
I wasn't surprised to hear several weeks later that she'd closed her practice as
well.
I met with Charlie's doctor, who told me privately that my father had months of
healing ahead of him, and likely wouldn't walk on his own again for at least a year. I
was familiar with that kind of devastating information, and sat by his side while the
news was broken as gently as possible.
After that, I told Charlie we would be staying until he'd settled in at home,
blowing off school and work despite my father's gruff assurances that he would be
fine.
He was, in fact, far from fine.
Billy, Jake's father, who had been wheelchair-bound for most of his life, but was
relatively independent regardless, stuck around that week to be Charlie's
cheerleader. Edward was quietly supportive, doing the dishes and making sure that
I ate.
We slept in my old bed; our limbs curled tightly around one another as he
smoothed down my hair and whispered against my skin that everything would be all
right. His presence, as always, chased away any threatening dreams that lingered in
the shadows of my mind.
On our last day in Washington, I sat around the house with my heart in my throat,
feeling horrible that Charlie was all alone. I'd told him I wanted to move back to
Forks, that someone who loved him should be there to take care of him, but he'd
forbidden me from doing that.
"You're not running back here again, Bells!" he warned me, his voice gravelly.
"You did that once. I'm not letting you do it again."
"But this is different-" I'd protested, but he cut me off.
"I won't let you do it!" Charlie grunted as he shifted his body, pain evident on his
face.
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We both were quiet for a moment, and Charlie turned to stare out the window. "I
haven't been the best father to you," he admitted tensely. "I wasn't there for you
when I should have been."
"Dad-"
He shook his head at my interruption, turning his gaze back toward me. "No, it's
true. You've made a fine life for yourself out there, and Edward's a good man. I can
see how much he loves you. You deserve that, Bella."
A tear streamed down my face and I reached out to squeeze his hand.
"I'm going to be all right. Now, you go right back out to New York and you finish
that degree," he told me. "That'll make me a hell of a lot more proud of you than
sitting around here watching me hobble all over the place."
I could see in his face that there was no arguing with him, and his smile showed
me how much our relationship had changed for the better.
We left shortly after meeting Paul, his new physical therapist, and Emily, a
hospital appointed live-in nurse. They both had a great sense of humor; Emily
especially was a real firecracker. Her sarcastic wit was a perfect match to my
father's cynical banter. He brightened up when she'd told him she could cook a
decent fish, as long as she didn't have to be the one catching it.
Charlie had improved greatly since the winter, but I still worried about him. By
the time spring thawed out his driveway, he and Billy were shooting hoops from
their wheelchairs. Paul had called his progress nothing short of amazing; I could see
where I got my stubborn strength from. He was walking stiffly with a cane a short
while later, but, by July, we all realized that he wasn't going to be in any shape to
walk me down the aisle.
However, the substitute I'd asked nervously asked to fill in for my father was more
than ready for the task.
Despite numerous reassurances from Paul, Emily, and Charlie himself concerning
his rehabilitation, I was still anxious as I awaited his arrival on the morning of my
wedding.
"Do you know if my dad is here yet?" I asked Esme, pushing a palm over my knee
to stop the nervous bouncing dwelling in my muscles. Although I was much calmer
overall, no longer plagued by nightmares, some of my PTSD habits still remained.
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"Jake went to pick him up at the hotel, sweetie," Esme reassured me, resting a
hand on my shoulder. "Everything is fine."
I nodded and reached for another sip of champagne to settle my nerves.
"Done!" Alice announced. She stepped back to admire her work, and I turned my
head to see what she'd done in the mirror.
My hair swept off my face and parted to the side, all twisted up underneath itself
with pins hidden from view, with a few wavy strands were pulled loose, and brushed
lazily along my collarbone. She had tucked one milky-white orchid just above my left
ear, while three others embellished the back.
We'd decided against a veil once my gown was complete. I didn't want anything to
take away from the attention Alice's design was due, and with my luck, I'd probably
sneeze on the stupid thing anyway. The flowers on their own made the perfect
accessory for a beach wedding, and matched the one that would be in Edward's
boutonnière.
"You look beautiful, Bella," Esme said. I blushed under her proud gaze, my heart
twisting with emotion as Alice's smile mirrored her own.
"Now." My tiny sister-in-law-to-be spoke with an air of authority as she crossed the
room to retrieve my gown. "We'd better get you in your dress."
I gazed at it, skimming my fingers along the fabric. Alice had sketched several
designs for me, but I'd fallen in love with that one the first second I'd laid eyes on it.
The entire gown was made of an intricate ivory lace with scalloped edging,
layered beautifully over a charmeuse slip the color of champagne. It was an A-line
shape with a sleeveless V neckline in the front; the lace that draped across my chest
sat a few inches higher than the slip, demurely masking my décolletage. In the back,
the gown dipped down nearly to my waist, where it met a stone-colored satin taffeta
sash, the lace cascading down to the floor.
Alice ushered me behind an antique, hand-painted partition, and I carefully
unzipped my white hoodie. She winked encouragingly at the white lace bustier and
matching panties I'd picked out for my bridal lingerie. I gazed down at the satin
wedding garter was wrapped enticingly around my thigh, fingering the tiny blue
bow.
We weren't planning on doing any of the cheesier wedding traditions; Edward
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didn't like the idea of running his hands up my dress searching for it in front of all
our guests. I loved how possessive he could still be, wanting these intimate moments
only shared by us. However, I still wanted it to be there for him when he undressed
me in private, later.
I couldn't help but think about how many hours it would be before I felt Edward's
hands on me, kissing and making love to me…as my husband. I turned away from
Alice, blushing as a slight shiver raced through my body.
"Bella, focus!" Alice teased, her smile knowing. "We don't have much more time to
get you looking perfect!"
"She's already perfect!" Rose hollered as she re-entered the bridal suite. "She's
not the size of a small country, after all!" I heard the sound of her falling into one of
the plush chairs in the room, groaning as she sat.
Alice unzipped the gown and I carefully stepped into the middle of the dress, the
lace puddling on the carpet. When I'd shimmied into it and she'd fastened the back, I
took in another deep, settling breath. She turned me around to face her and
squeezed my arms gently.
"I'm so glad you're finally going to be my sister!"
The emotion was too much for me at her words, the reality of my happily ever
after finally coming true. I started to tear up, but Alice quickly stifled them.
"No! No crying! You'll mess up your makeup. Come on, let's show everyone what a
beautiful bride you make."
She walked me back out into the suite, where Rose and Esme both cooed and
clapped. I turned to look in the mirror as Alice brought me my shoes.
As I looked at my reflection, with Alice preening and straightening around me, I
saw a woman I almost didn't recognize. She looked confident and beautiful, her
brown eyes matching the warm mahogany of her hair. I smiled, knowing the person
grinning back at me in the mirror was finally me, and it was Edward who had helped
me find myself once again.
Suddenly, the strain of not being near him was taking its toll. I hadn't seen
Edward at all since the night before, at the rehearsal dinner. After that, the girls had
shooed me away from him for a pre-wedding slumber party, while Emmett and
Jasper dragged him off to his bachelor night at some bars out on the Island. Edward
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had tried to sneak off to call me, but Emmett quickly caught him and pulled the
phone away.
Even though we'd both been in Isle Esme all morning, the house was big enough
that we could not cross paths at all. I'd wanted to try to sneak out and see him,
hoping for at least a glimpse of him through the windows before the ceremony;
maybe a few whispered words or a quick kiss, but Alice wouldn't hear of it. All I
knew was that he was about to head out onto the beach with Emmett and Jasper to
greet the guests and wait for the wedding to begin.
I could only imagine how incredible he would be looking in the beige linen suit
Alice had designed for the groomsmen, how his emerald eyes would sparkle in the
sunlight. Suddenly, that moment couldn't come fast enough.
A knock at the door had me turning around, Esme slowly pulling it open to reveal
my parents.
"Can we come in?" Renée asked. She had one arm firmly wrapped around
Charlie's waist. He was holding himself up with difficulty on his cane, trying to hide
his grimace. He looked very dapper in his suit though; Alice had designed it so no
one could see the brace that still encased his leg from thigh to ankle.
"We have a few minutes," Esme graciously held the door open for them as they
shuffled quickly inside. Behind them, I caught a glimpse of the flurry of people
hurrying through the hallway, servers and staff all bustling about, before the door
shut quickly.
"Hey, guys," I said awkwardly, giving them both a little wave as they came toward
me. It was so odd to see them together again. Renée beamed, but Charlie's pained
smile gave away the emotions he so rarely showed.
Alice quickly skipped over to him, and he immediately brightened at the sight of
her. "Would you like a glass of champagne, Chief Swan?"
"Uh…yeah, Alice. That might be a good idea."
She helped him to a chair while my mother came toward me. "You look radiant,
Bella."
"Thanks Mom." It was easier to talk with her now, with much of the strain of our
old relationship a thing of the past. "Where's Phil?"
- 552 -

"Oh, he's saved a seat for me on the beach with the kids. I just wanted to run in
here to wish you luck!" She kissed me quickly on the cheek and sighed. "I'm so
proud of the woman you've become, Bella."
I blushed and Esme gently interrupted us. "It's almost time to go."
My mother took a deep breath. "Well, we'd better get down there, then!"
They each squeezed one of my hands and headed for the door. Alice and Rose
busied themselves with gathering our bouquets while Charlie downed the rest of the
champagne he'd been nursing and pulled himself up to stand.
"You look…beautiful." He shook his head, then glanced down at his injured leg and
cleared his throat. "I'm really sorry I can't walk you down the aisle, Bells."
"Dad, it's okay," I mumbled as the tears threatened to fall once again.
"It would have been a real honor to give you away, honey, but you couldn't have
picked a better man to take my place." My father smiled as we heard a quiet knock
at the door. "He's always had an eye on you, protecting you, even when you were
just two kids playing in the backward."
Rose pulled the door open, and I turned to look at the figure standing there.
"Ready?" Jake asked.
He looked so handsome and relaxed, standing there in the same beige linen suit
and powder blue button down the groomsmen would be wearing, his smile bright
against his dark skin. He'd been so quietly humble when I'd asked him the month
before to give me away, and I knew in that moment that there was no one better to
do the job.
"Ready." I nodded, feeling my heart flutter again as Alice handed me my bouquet.
Jake took my arm while Alice helped Charlie to the door. Esme and Renée were
waiting to walk him to his seat, and then the four of us started down the hallway
after them. An attendant who'd been playing with Anthony and Mason, trying to
keep them out of trouble in their perfect little suits, handed them off to Alice, and
they followed her like baby ducks in a row outside.
My hands started trembling when we stepped out into the sunlight, walking the
long path down to the shoreline. I could hear a string quartet playing soft melodies
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and the humming murmur of the crowd. We paused when we got to the edge of the
beach, staying out of sight behind some trees.
A soft sea breeze caressed my skin as we waited for the music to begin. Handing
Jake my bouquet, I quickly switched my engagement ring to my right hand, leaving
my left ring finger bare for the smooth silver band that would bind my life to
Edward's. My wrist felt bare, absent of Jake's bracelet, having worn it nearly every
day since he'd given it to me up until that morning.
Still, I felt my own strength surge in the warm sunshine, the warmth of family and
love surrounding me.
"Hope I don't topple over," Rose muttered, running a hand across her belly. "Or
give birth in the middle of the freaking ceremony."
I giggled as Alice rolled her eyes, then straightened my posture as I heard the
beginning of Pachabel's "Canon in D" begin to play.
"It's time!" she squealed, then turned back to me and squeezed my hand. She and
Rose both wished me luck, ushered the twins ahead of them, and stepped out of
view toward the ceremony site.
Jake gently tucked my hand into the crook of his elbow, handed me back my
flowers and gazed at me. "I missed your brown eyes," he said. "You look like you
again."
"Just with a little less flannel," I joked.
"Or Doc Martens." He snickered back, and then took in a deep breath. "I want you
to know that…I couldn't be happier for you."
I felt my eyes begin to water once more, so I quickly blinked and smiled. "Love
you, Jake."
He smiled broadly at me. "Love you too, Bells. Always." Then he cocked his ear to
listen to the music. It had slowed in cadence, the strings softly drawing out the
melodious chords. "I think that's our cue."
Taking in one last, calming breath, I squeezed Jake's arm and we stepped off the
grassy incline and down onto sand. When the lines of chairs came into view, I
gasped softly, watching the white gauze float up on the gentle wind. Everyone stood
as Jake and I approached, smiling at us - strangers and familiar faces alike. And at
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the end of that sandy path, which had been dusted with rose petals, I finally could
see Edward where he stood waiting for me.
We made our way down the aisle, and I saw so many people who had been
important in my life: Siobhan, beaming proudly; Seth waving from where he sat next
to Maggie, giving us a thumbs-up; Dean Banner and his wife; Angela, Ben and their
kids, too.
"Ben still looks like Brian Crackow," I mumbled to Jake out of the corner of my
mouth.
He held back a laugh and whispered, "So if they're Angela and Brian, does that
make us Rayanne and Ricky?"
I winked up at him. "You'd look good in eyeliner."
"Shut it," he grinned.
We continued through the petals and sand, catching glimpses of my parents, of
Carlisle and Esme, smiling happily from the front row. And then my gaze trained
ahead of us to where the love of my life was standing.
My breath caught as our eyes met. He wore the same beige linen suit that Jake
had on, as did Emmett and Jasper, who were flanking Edward's left side. However,
my future husband wore a crisp, ivory shirt to match my gown, his hands crossed
placidly in front of his body. He was squinting in the bright sun, his coppery hair
wild as always and shining, taking my breath away.
As we neared, Edward never took his eyes off me. His perfect, crooked smile was
making me more nervous and immediately calmed all at the same time.
I couldn't believe how much I loved him, how lucky we were to finally be together.
The music slowed to a halt as we reached the altar, and Alice stepped forward to
take my bouquet from me. Then Jake took my right hand in his, squeezed it, and
stepped forward to place it in Edward's. It was one small tradition, so simple and
meaningful, and I couldn't stop the tears as Jake nodded his blessing, handing me
over to Edward.
As I looked into the eyes of the man I'd loved forever, and would love for the rest
of my life, I didn't think my heart could be any more full than it was at that moment.
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Edward's thumb brushed across my knuckle as he smiled and mouthed the word,
"Hi."
**TR**
EPOV
The ceremony passed by quickly, and I was amazed I was able to actually say the
right words at the right times. Staring at Bella, I was barely able to think straight,
let alone talk. Her dress was somehow completely modest and insanely sexy all at
the same time. Each time our eyes met, a soft pink blush colored her cheeks, the
same fucking blush that had killed me time and time again.
She was so damn beautiful, and in that moment, I couldn't believe she was going
to be mine, forever.
I had to swallow back emotion as I placed the thin platinum band on her finger,
one that matched the thicker one she slid onto mine. We repeated our vows, her
warm hand in mine, and her eyes sparkled when the judge told me I could kiss my
bride.
I barely heard him introduce us to the clapping audience, her smile captivating
me. Releasing her hand, I cupped her face gently in both of mine, brushing my lips
softly against hers and breathing in our first kiss as husband and wife.
A shower of rose petals and champagne toasts later, we actually got a few
moments to ourselves during the cocktail hour, posing for photos against a backdrop
of the setting sun. It was impossible to turn to face the camera, not wanting to take
my eyes off Bella even for a second.
"Enjoying yourself, Mrs. Cullen?" I asked, skimming my nose along her cheek. I
inhaled a thick lungful of her scent, warm maple and vanilla, driving me to
distraction.
I thought back to the proposal, how nervous I'd been in Saratoga, wondering if it
was too soon ask her to marry me. But I figured the fourteen years we'd waited to
find one another was long enough.
"Yes, I am, Mr. Cullen!" Bella giggled lightly in my arms, meeting my eyes as the
camera flashed incessantly before us. Then she gazed back to see the sun setting
behind us. "Wow, it's so beautiful."
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She was crazy. Nothing compared to her, the way she looked in that moment. I
leaned in to place a soft kiss on her neck. "Not as beautiful as what I'm looking at
right now."
Our lips met, her delicate, soft mouth just barely open against mine, her fingers
reaching up to tangle in my hair. She pulled back to smile at me, and I felt like I
could just sink into the warmth of her deep, brown eyes.
My stranger, my Bella…my wife.
From a mysterious, wanton creature gazing up at me through a fog of smoke, to
the blushing bride who clung to me now, she had come full circle, regaining all her
inner strength. And through her, I'd remembered the man I'd once been, the man I'd
always wanted to be.
As the sun sank down against the horizon, the cocktail hour flowed easily into the
reception, the guests all filing into the tent. The band was already playing as we
headed toward the party.
"So, are you going to tell me what our first dance is, or do I still have to be
surprised?" she asked me.
Music had been the one thing I'd been allowed to choose for the wedding, with
Alice being in charge of everything else. Peter and the guys in New Moon had
offered to be the wedding band, but I wanted them to enjoy themselves at the
wedding, not work at it. When I'd asked the bandleader of the group we'd hired if
they could play a few particular songs, he'd complimented me on my choices.
I'd wanted the song for our first dance to be something special, meaningful. And I
wanted to see the look in her eyes at that very moment, to see her react to the
words for the first time.
"Can't a man keep any secrets from his wife?" I asked, flashing a grin at her. It felt
so odd, and yet so right, to call her that for the first time.
The maitre d' announced us, asking the guests to welcome Mr. and Mrs. Edward
Cullen. A piano introduction was our cue and I squeezed Bella's hand, leading her
into the tent where our family and friends applauded our arrival. She let out a small
gasp as I pulled her to the dance floor, listening to the words of the song I'd chosen.
I set out on a narrow way, many years ago.
- 557 -

Hoping I would find true love along the broken road.
But I got lost a time or two. Wiped my brow and kept pushing through.
I couldn't see how every sign pointed straight to you.
"Edward Cullen turned…country music fan?" she teased, recognizing the Rascal
Flatts song.
"Shh. Just listen." It didn't matter that over one hundred people were lining the
dance floor, staring at us. In that moment, it was just Bella, me, and music.
Every long lost dream led me to where you are.
Others who broke my heart, they were like northern stars.
Pointing me on my way into your loving arms.
Tears sparkled in Bella's eyes as we swayed softly to the tune. She stilled to listen,
her eyes closed as she heard the narrative in the song. "It's perfect," she whispered.
"It's us," I murmured back to her, placing a soft kiss on her cheek. "It's our story."
Bella sniffled softly, and I placed my lips at her ear to whisper the chorus. "This
much I know is true…That God blessed the broken road that led me straight to you."
As we spun slowly across the dance floor, her hand tight in mine, I thought back
over every stumble that had led me back to Bella's arms: my endless searching for
her, the empty nights I'd spent with Tanya, the never-ending feeling of loneliness,
thinking I'd never find anyone who made me feel alive.
The world around us seemed to fade away as we swayed along to the tune that so
accurately represented our journey, losing our way and finding each other once
again. As the last chords faintly sounded, Bella held tight to my lapel, stood on her
tiptoes, and kissed me, whispering she loved me.
It made my heart race just as much as the first time, to hear her say it.
The reception began, full of good music and food. True to form, my mother and
sister had created an amazing night. My brothers gave their toasts, giving me the
traditional jab or two with their words, Peter and the guys hooting and cheering
boisterously from their table, their wives shaking their heads and pinching their
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eyes shut. Alice and Rose spoke as well, their words showing me how much they
loved Bella.
Flurries of people were constantly coming up to us in between meals and dances.
The Denalis were there, thankfully without Tanya, expressing her regrets, of course.
All the partners of Cullen &Whitlock came by to congratulate us, as well as dozens
of my parents' friends.
Their faces all started blending together as I shook hand after hand, everyone
mostly wanting a bit of the bride's time. Her advisor stole her attention for a few
moments, chatting about Bella's decisions for after graduation. Siobhan pulled her
away next, whispering something in her ear that made Bella beam.
As I stood back and watched Bella laugh and smile, her confidence shining, I
noticed someone standing next to me.
"So I, uh…never really apologized for punching you."
Nope, you didn't, Man-Child.
Something that sounded like half a snort and a laugh escaped me as I turned to
face Jake, who was holding out a beer in my direction.
"Peace offering?" he asked with a nervous grin.
I paused, taking a long hard look at the person who I'd felt was my competition,
the person who's love for Bella may have, at one point, rivaled my own.
I remembered the purple bruise from Jake's fist that had colored my face. His
punch had hurt like hell, but from his perspective, I'd deserved it. The truth was that
he'd taken care of Bella, stood by her side while she put back together the pieces of
her broken body, her broken life. I'd always be grateful to him for that.
But there's no way in hell I'm going to admit that.
Instead, I took the beer from his outstretched hand and clinked the bottle against
his in a truce.
"You're all right, Jake." I took a swig and gazed at my bride, who was smiling
happily over at us. "You're all right."
The party swelled and continued throughout the night, until the sky was black and
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the crickets sounded in the grass. The evening became warm and sticky, the linen
jacket to my suit draped over my chair and my top shirt button open. Bella had
discarded her shoes as well, and danced barefoot with me in between every course
of the ridiculously good food.
Everyone seemed to be having a great time; Jasper twirled Alice around to more
upbeat tunes, my parents dancing to a slow song while Emmett tried to please an
exhausted Rosalie, her swollen feet propped up on a chair.
I snickered at him as he hurried to the bar for yet another ice water. "Just wait till
it's your turn, dude," my brother grumbled. "You won't be laughing so much then."
"Actually," I argued, my eyes settling on Bella, twisting around on the dance floor
with our hyper and silly nephews. "I can't wait."
Soon, we were cutting an elaborate wedding cake, smiling broadly for the
incessant flashes of cameras, both of us groaning at the white chocolate icing. As
everyone enjoyed their desserts, my mother helped Charlie over to our table, and I
quickly stood to offer my struggling father-in-law my seat.
"So I still have a gift to give you two, it would seem." Esme smiled as Charlie
pulled a piece of folded paper from his breast pocket and handed it to Bella. It was a
photo of a house, and the tiny 'v' between Bella's eyebrows appeared as they knitted
together in confusion.
"You didn't…buy us a house, did you, Dad?"
"Nope." He shook his head. "I bought me a house. Just up the beach. Esme is
going to help me decorate it."
My mother's wide grin just served to confuse the hell out of me and Bella even
more.
"Paul says I'll be walking pretty soon," he continued. "But I decided just to retire
anyway."
"So you're…you're moving…here?" Bella squealed. She was equal parts flustered
and excited, an adorable combination that made her cheeks flush.
"Well, I figured I'd seen just about all there was in Forks. Thought I'd give New
York a try."
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She threw her arms around his neck, and my mother asked me to dance with her
to give them some privacy. I knew how worried Bella had been about Charlie since
his accident, and having him nearby was the best present he could have given us.
The party began winding down, and soon, we were thanking people for their warm
wishes. When most of our guests had left, the bandleader announced that they'd be
playing their final song of the evening; I knew which one it would be.
"Our first dance represented our past," I told Bella as I led her to the dance floor
one final time. "This one is for our future."
Looking in your eyes seeing all I need.
Everything you are is everything to me.
"Edwin McCain!" Bella sang out. "Oh, Joey and Dawson. How I miss them."
She was giddy, relaxed and beautiful, but I grew serious, wanting her to listen.
She had to know how much she meant to me, how being with her calmed me and set
me on fire.
It was funny, how much better I could express myself through song.
So I quieted her teasing with a kiss.
These are the moments I know heaven must exist.
These are the moments I know all I need is this.
I have all I've waited for…and I could not ask for more.
Bella tucked her head under my chin, pressing her body close to mine. She felt
incredible, my hands brushing against soft curves hidden under satin and lace.
Suddenly I wasn't sure how much longer I could stand not having her all to myself.
She looked so fucking amazing in her dress, but I had a feeling she'd look even more
delicious out of it.
I knew we'd be alone soon enough, but I wanted her so badly, I had to stop myself
from sweeping her away and stealing into the grass. I imagined watching that gown
fall to the floor by her toned and naked calves, tracing my fingers along the soft skin
on the backs of her thighs. My mouth went dry with the need to hear her moan my
name, to watch my wife whimper and writhe with pleasure. If I didn't have her soon,
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I was sure I'd go insane with need.
Thankfully, the evening came to a close, the last notes playing out to the applause
of my family and close friends. My bandmates were among the last to leave, Peter
giving me a fist bump as he gathered his family.
"Glad you finally found her again, Edward." He kissed Bella's cheek and Kate
waved the hand that wasn't being tightly held by her youngest, sleepy and hanging
off her. It was then that Alice pulled Bella away for a few moments, tugging pins and
flowers loose from her hair so it fell in soft ringlets about her face.
With the time getting shorter before I had Bella alone, before I could give her my
gift, I started getting anxious.
Bella and I would be staying at Isle Esme for the night. A few staff would still to be
there to clean up but we would have the house to ourselves once again. Then the
next day, we'd head to JFK, on our way to Oahu and Maui for our honeymoon. But I
couldn't think past that night, and the song I was about to play for her.
Hand in hand, we walked around to the front of the house, where my parents were
thanking Renée and Phil for coming. Jake was helping Charlie into their rental car,
Seth and Maggie waving to us from the backseat. Bella's goodbye hug to her father
was filled with hope, and he told her he'd be settled into his new place before the
holidays. Jake and Bella shared a quiet moment, just a look passing between them,
and then she was in my arms again.
"Enjoy your wedding night, you two!" Emmett bellowed as he clapped me on the
shoulder and winked at Bella, making her blush.
"Emmett!" Alice gaped as she nudged him with her shoulder.
"What? I've gotta live vicariously through someone!"
My sister rolled her eyes as Emmett began walking Rose to the limousine that
would take everyone back to the city. She and Jasper hugged us quickly, Alice
reminding Bella of the different outfits she'd packed for her. My parents were next,
and I could see in Bella's eyes that she was half-reluctant to let go, half-eager to be
alone with me, too. When taillights and tires along gravel gave way into silence, I
tugged on her hand.
"Come with me?"
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She nodded and we trailed through the house to the sitting room, transformed
back from the bridal suite it had been that morning. I lifted the fallboard up from the
piano's keys and sat down on the bench. I didn't need sheet music to play the piece
I'd spent the last few months working on; it was all in my head. I'd created it in
secret, hundreds of pages of crumpled sheet music on the floor while she was in the
library late at night.
"I know the traditional groom gift is a bracelet, or earrings," I admitted softly as I
pulled her down next to me. "But I wanted to give you something else."
I ran one lone finger across an ivory key as my brows knit together with emotion,
trying to find the words that flowed so much more easily through pitch and tune.
"All those nights you had nightmares, I wanted to be able to write something for
you that would calm you, something that would help you find peaceful dreams."
She held her breath as I felt mine leaving me with my words, exhaling in a rush as
I spoke.
"So I wrote you a lullaby."
A small gasp escaped her lips as I faced the keys and focused.
The first chords were plaintive, minor keys that encapsulated how lost I felt
without her. The higher notes that followed represented her reappearance in my
world, bringing light to the days that had always felt so dark and hopeless.
As the harmony rescinded to a hush and then back into a crescendo, I felt myself
remembering all the ups and downs of our relationship. From the first morning she
ran from me in tears, her screams waking her in my bed, to the night she told me
she loved me, when we finally knew and accepted the heaviness of our past
connection. Every tear, every smile, every time I buried myself in her warmth and
every stab of pain as we weathered the roller coaster we found ourselves on, I
poured out through her song.
I felt Bella moving nearer, her body warm and close by my side. The notes fell
softer, calmer, as if they were trying to lull her to sleep, and through my fingers, I
tried to show her the depth of my love for her; that I would be there by her side,
every night and every morning for the rest of her life.
I sat back when I had finished, my heart pounding, and turned to face her as I felt
her fingertips brush against my cheeks.
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"Thank you…that was so beautiful. I had no idea…" Bella trailed off, holding my
face in her hands.
As she searched my eyes, I suddenly panicked. Despite the vows we'd taken that
day, I still found myself needing reassurance that she would never disappear from
my life again; knowing I could never survive if she did.
Reaching up to her hands, I rubbed my fingers over her ring, the loop of metal
that bound our lives together.
"It's because of you. Everything good in my life is because of you."
"Edward, I'm yours forever. I always have been," she whispered, kissing me
tenderly, and then traced her finger along my wedding band in turn. "And today, I
promised you I always will be."
"I love you so much." Squeezing my eyes tightly shut, I leaned forward, pressing
my forehead to hers. "So much."
"I love you, too," Bella murmured. When she pulled back, her eyes were knowing,
burning, her voice deep and sultry. "Now, take me to bed. Make me your wife,
Edward."
Her smile flicked a switch in me, and all my anxieties washed away, suddenly
replaced by a need to have her, to claim her as my bride.
It was barely a second before I lifted her from the bench, the lace of her gown
pooling down over my arms. She held tightly to me as I walked us up the steps to the
bedroom we'd shared so long ago. Setting her down to her feet in front of the bed, I
turned her slowly, running my fingers along the lacey edge from her shoulders to
her waist. Bella shivered, and I kissed the back of her neck with reverence as I
began to pull her sash loose.
Bella looked up over her shoulder at me, her teeth sinking lightly into her lower
lip, and I growled, pulling her ass flush against me. She whimpered, feeling me hard
and pressed up against her. "Edward…please."
I didn't answer, but quickly unbuttoned my shirt, casting it to the side. I ghosted
my fingers up her sides, tugging the straps of her dress down from her shoulders.
Her breathing grew quick and heavy as I pulled the dress gently down her body,
letting my hands brush against her breasts, her belly and lower as she wriggled free
of it.
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"God…please…want you," she begged.
As she stepped out of the gown, I ran my nose along her neck, breathing her in,
knowing that scent would always be mine. Her movements kept her supple rear
brushing against my erection, and I exhaled in pleasure and frustration, biting down
gently on her shoulder.
"Then get undressed faster."
When she'd gently toed the dress away, I pulled her close to me, wrapping my
arms around her middle as she laid her head back against my chest. My hands were
everywhere; I couldn't fucking stop touching her. I traced her cleavage along the
line of the white corset she had on, carefully hidden all night under the confines of
her dress. My hands dipped down lower, brushing past where we both wanted them
to be, teasing the soft skin of her thighs until it met with more lace wrapped around
one of them.
I tried to see what it was, and she turned around, backing toward the bed, her
smile mischievous.
"Removing a bride's garter belt signifies consummation." Bella teased, gazing at
me through her lashes as she fell back on the comforter. She daintily lifted the leg
that wore the tiny scrap of lace. "Take it off me?"
Capturing her foot in my hands, I teased her, stroking up her leg so painfully slow,
she nearly pouted at me. I slid my pointer finger between the garter and her milky
white thigh, leaning forward and bracing my other hand on the bed. My lips brushed
against her thigh, my nose breathing in the aroma of her desire, and then I captured
the lace between my teeth, looking up at her as I slid it down her leg.
Bella's eyes were on me, like a doe who knew she'd been caught by her worst
predator, but was going to enjoy the hell out of being eaten alive.
I tossed the garter to the side, and as Bella looked up at me from the bed, her
chest heaving and hands reaching for me, the coil that had been wound so tightly
throughout the whole day finally sprung loose. Quickly unzipping and kicking off my
trousers, I pounced on her, falling onto the bed and resting my body between her
open legs. Our kisses were hot, desperate, her tongue seeking entrance into my
mouth and sliding against my own.
The only sounds in the room were our heavy breathing and wet, deep kisses, my
fingers getting lost in her hair as she rolled her hips against mine. She felt so
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incredible under me, I didn't want to do anything to change that, but I needed her
naked, now.
"Need this…off," I grunted as I kissed along the soft slope of her breast, still held
captive by her corset. I skimmed my hands under her back, urging her to bend
upwards slightly so I could unclasp it without breaking our position. When she was
finally free of it, my lips met her nipple, nipping and sucking as I tweaked the other
with my fingers.
"Oh…yes…Edward…"
Her keening whimpers were driving me crazy as I suckled and teased her. Bella
arched in pleasure, her legs wrapping around my waist, making me groan. I could
feel her heat through my boxers and her tiny satin panties, the only fabric still
separating us.
As much as I wanted to be inside her, I wanted to savor the moment just a little
longer, and sat back up on my knees between her legs. I slid her panties up and
away from her legs before tearing my boxers from my body. My cock sprang free,
just inches from her heat; I could feel it radiating out of her.
"Please," she whispered.
"Please what?" I teased, bringing my thumb down to graze across her lips,
watching her hips buck up, needing more friction.
"Need you!" Bella whined, nearly senseless with desire. It made me feel
shameless; I wanted to hear more.
"What do you need?" As I asked, I began rubbing her clit, growing even harder for
her as she mewled with pleasure.
I drank in watching her body move in time with my touch. Her hair splayed out on
the pillow, one of her hands gripping the sheets while the other wrapped painfully
around my wrist, trying to pull me down onto her. My cock was aching; it took all
the restraint I had not to just sink inside her.
When I abruptly stopped stroking her, her eyes sprang open, her body squirming
from the absence of sensation. "What do you need?" I repeated, my voice husky,
dark.
"You! I need you inside me!" she cried out, and I clucked my tongue at her. She
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had to know how much I wanted it, too, but I was enjoying teasing her.
"You need this?" I asked, pushing two fingers deep inside her. Bella let out a half
crazed-sounding moan, her head thrashing back and forth.
"No…yes! Oh God!" she babbled as I slid my fingers in and out, curling them up
along her walls, listening to the slick sounds of her body taking me in.
"Is that what you wanted?" I asked. It was getting hard to talk through the thick
haze of lust. I was as wild as I'd been for her when I was a teenager, grinding up
against a wall. It felt as new and uncharted as it was then.
Unable to stand it, I wrapped my free hand around my cock, pumping it a few
times, and I groaned at finally feeling some friction. She arched her head to watch
me even as her mouth opened in pleasure as I worked her. I could tell from the way
her body moved against my hand that she was getting close.
"No!" she wailed. "Edward, I need you!"
So do I, baby.
But I had to hear her say it, out loud.
"Tell me…exactly…what you need."
Suddenly, her head flew up and she grit her teeth, staring me down, vicious and
seductive and mine. "Your wife…needs you…to fuck her!"
Something primal came over me at her words; I didn't know why I needed her to
say it, to command me that way, but it didn't matter anymore, because I couldn't
wait another second. Keeping my gaze trained on her face, I guided myself to her
entrance, watching her eyelids flutter as I finally thrust inside of her.
She felt so fucking good as I plunged in and out of her tight, wet heat, her cries
turning to a string of curses as she clawed at my back, bringing my body flush
against hers. We were both shaking, nearly in a frenzy already after only a few
strokes.
"Bella, I'm not going to…oh God!"
"Edward…fuck…so close!"
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I buried my face in the sweaty hollow between her neck and shoulder, on the edge
already and trying to hold on. It was my own fucking fault for teasing her for so
long.
Reaching for the hand that wore her wedding ring, I pulled it gently between our
bodies, our skin drenched with sweat and need. Bella's free hand gripped my hair
tightly, pulling me down to kiss her, and I swallowed her moans as she fell apart
under me; her shudders and spasms bringing me over the edge with her into a
release so intense, it bordered on pain.
When we came down from it, I rested my chin on her chest, and she placed a soft
kiss on my sweaty forehead, exhaling a contented sigh.
It would be hours before we slept though, and I took her again, claiming her as my
bride over and over, her voice growing hoarse with screams, before we both finally
collapsed in exhaustion.
**TR**
The sun was bright in the sky when I finally woke up the next morning. We still
had plenty of time before our flight, though; it didn't leave until sometime in the late
afternoon.
I turned to look at Bella, sleeping soundly next to me. Over the year we'd been
engaged, she'd rarely been plagued by her demons, although some nervous habits
still remained. Siobhan had advised us that her complete recovery was still a long
process, and it was for that reason that I still relished the sight of her calm slumber.
My wife's slumber.
I bent down to kiss Bella's cheek, and her eyelids fluttered open. She smiled in the
sunlight, and I wrapped myself around her, holding her close to me.
Closing my eyes, I thanked whatever powers that existed for allowing us to find
one another again. I thought about how far we'd come since we discovered one
another at the gym, the most unlikely place I could have imagined. Bella had one
more semester left of school, and although we hadn't discussed it yet, I was pretty
sure she would want to get her PhD and apply for a professorship somewhere.
Now that Charlie was moving out east, we'd most likely be staying in New York. I
didn't mind, now that I had found a way to balance work and music. And I didn't
really care where I lived, as long as I was with Bella.
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I wasn't sure what life had in store for us, but I knew, without a doubt, that I was
ready for the ride.

This is long, so bear with me.
Sometime in 2009, my dear friend Awesomesauce convinced me to start
writing down ideas for a story I had knocking around in my head. Now, here
we are, almost exactly a year after the first chap was posted, and our story
has finally come to a close. If it weren't for her words of support, I never
would have posted it in the first place, so I want to thank her from the
bottom of my heart.
I don't have words to express how much the people involved with this fic,
and my fandom life in general, have grown to mean to me. Kyla713, I love
you so much, thank you for everything you've done to help me. Brits23 and
Lazykatevamp, I feel so honored to have had your fabulous thoughts and
insight throughout each chapter. AmberDK, thank you so much for bringing
every chapter to life with your beautiful creations. And to the first people
who realized this story's potential and gave it a rec: Kassiah, Coldplaywhore
and Lambcullen, thank you, thank you, thank you!
Most of all, thank you to the readers. There are some of you that have
been here with me from the start, connecting to the story in your own way. I
appreciate each and every one of you. I do have some upcoming projects in
the works, so be sure to follow my blog and my twitter to stay in the loop!
One last thing...
If you've been a victim of assault, please don't bury it deep inside like
Bella did. Don't feel like you're alone, because you're not. This story has
always come from a very personal place; some of you have connected with
me on that, a shared history with one another. Thank you for sharing this
experience with me. Your words have meant more to me than I can ever say.
I want to hug each and every one of you, and remind you to never let your
demons get the better of you! I want to share just one more song with you,
to remind you that you should never give up, because you're stronger than
you think you are, I promise: www(.)youtube(.)com/watch?v=ZAhpdXMh7NY
And with that, my Ride is complete.
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With love,
Aylah
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