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DEDICATION

To my mother and husband. Your ever present encouragement and belief in me is what kept me going. I am grateful and thank you.



CHAPTER ONE
 

 
 

She stepped to the ledge of the balcony, welcoming death—and the mercy it offered. 

Three more steps and she would be free. One. Two. 

The sudden bang on the door made Lexie jump. She stood, her toes curling over the cool, rough, concrete, only inches from the edge of descent.

Gripping the chair next to her, she tried to concentrate. She raised her arms straight out from her sides like an airplane. The morning air, cool on her skin, wrapped around her in a soft caress. She visualized the jump, the slap of wind on her face and in her hair. She didn’t flinch from the thought of the agony of impact, which may come before the blessed numbness. After all, she was no stranger to pain. 

Opening her eyes, she glanced down at her feet. Without a railing, the unguarded slab of stone made for easy access to the waiting street below. She straightened her toes, no longer supported by the balcony. 

The banging on the door persisted, making it hard for her to think. She tried to ignore the interruption, but the caller’s persistence made blocking out the sound impossible. Behind the pounding she heard a voice—one she recognized.

“Lexie, open up. Let me in. What the hell are you doing out there? You’re going to get yourself killed. Lex?” Sienna continued to call through the door.

Lexie glanced from the inside of her apartment back to the street below. Traffic loomed, along with the occasional pedestrian. She cursed Sienna for interfering. Why did she show up now?

All she needed was one more step, but the insistent banging outside her door thumped in the background of her mind, jarring the still thoughts of death from where they perched. She would have to wait. With Sienna right outside, plunging off the balcony was not an option. Enough agony would be caused to those she left behind, without any of them having to witness her demise. When the time came, however, she would leap at the chance to end the world in which only a fog of pain enveloped her. 

She stepped off the balcony, into her apartment. Despite the sound of Sienna’s voice, she peered through the peep hole, confirming her visitor’s identity. She unlocked the chain bolt and three dead bolts she installed after “the incident” two months ago—the effort on her part, a fruitless one. She knew all-too-well you couldn’t lock the devil out. He seldom arrived undisguised.

Sienna didn’t wait for Lexie to open the door. The second the dead bolt snapped, she threw the door open, rocking Lexie on her feet where she stood. She took inventory, looking around Lexie’s apartment, her gaze hovering over the barrage of locks. Raising one golden brow, she narrowed her eyes at Lexie, who remained silent.

“What’s going on Lex? You’re not returning any of my calls. And what’s with the horror movie locks?” Sienna asked. Her forehead wrinkled into a dozen lines.

Lexie shrugged. She hadn’t told Sienna what happened yet, and even when she did, she couldn’t tell her the whole truth. The facts for her would be too devastating. Then again, she probably deserved more credit than Lexie gave her…

Nevertheless, letting Sienna in on the events of the last two months was the right thing to do. After all, Lexie’s affinity for lying was weak, and besides, Sienna had an ability to see straight through a person, to cut through the crap.

Sienna stood, arms crossed in front of her chest, her platinum hair pulled back from her face, waiting for a response, for some enlightenment to explain Lexie’s recent behavior. 

“Um. They’re just a precaution,” Lexie said.

“Precaution? Lex, you’re scaring me. I’ve been calling you for two months, without so much as a reply. You’ve skipped out on all our Friday girls’ nights. You stood me up at the photography convention on Sunday, the one you begged me to attend with you. And this morning, I called Pittsburgh Magazine, only to find out that you haven’t been at work in over a month, that you’re taking some time off for personal reasons.”

Sienna continued to talk, following Lexie from the foyer to the couch in her living room. 

Lexie tried to make herself comfortable, but found it impossible—a notion explicably apparent in her life as of late. She fidgeted on the white sofa, which seemed to signal to her a glaring beacon of purity—suddenly out of place in the room. 

Lexie sighed, fanning her hands out in front of her, trying to find the words. “I’m just…I’m going through something right now.”

After a moment’s silence, Sienna said, “And you can’t tell me? Since when do we keep secrets from each other?”

The pain in Sienna’s rich chocolate eyes was palpable, a confirmation of sorts of why her own pain, her own shame, should be kept to herself. How did she find the words? Part of her wanted to say it. She envisioned opening her mouth and letting them flow, forming her lips around the vowels, I was raped. The thought alone, stung like venom on the tip of her tongue. 

“I…I….” Lexie tilted her head back. She gazed at the ceiling, the tiny vein-like cracks in the otherwise smooth plaster. Why couldn’t she say it? She willed the words from her mind, but still they would not come.

She looked back at Sienna, the hurt in her eyes latched onto the lacerations of her soul, bringing with them a new burden. Not only did she carry her own shame, but also guilt for the anguish imposed on Sienna by her silence.

Lexie said the only thing she could, a poor substitution for the truth. “Listen, I’m going through something right now that I can’t talk about. I just can’t…” Her voice cracked slightly. She managed to suppress a sob before continuing. “I need a little time. Please.”

“Do you promise me you’re going to be okay? You’re scaring the hell out of me, girl. I mean, blowing me off is one thing, but your job? You haven’t taken so much as a sick day in the ten years since I met you.”

“I swear.” 

She couldn’t bring herself to mutter the words, I promise. Promises were for a groom on his wedding day, vowing to be faithful in good times and bad. For mothers who tucked their kids into bed at night, assuring them safety was inexplicably theirs—that no monsters hid beneath the covers. Well, she knew all about monsters—not only did they exist, but they were all around us. She knew all about promises too. By definition, they were impossible to keep. Because among the assurance belies a certainty, which carries with it the measure of impossibility, because a promise is a guarantee. What was the saying her mother always used to say? In life, there are no guarantees. 

Sienna sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know what else to do but give you time to sort this thing out, since you won’t talk to me. I’m telling you though,” she said, jabbing a finger at Lexie. “If you don’t snap out of this soon, or tell me what’s going on, I’ll hog tie you, drag you to my place, and hold you hostage until you squeal.”

Lexie . Several things about her statement hit a little too close to home. For her friend’s benefit, however, she tried to smile.

“Finally, something other than a frown. By the way, if this has to do with a man you’ve been secretly seeing behind my back, you owe me ten Pilates classes.”

Lexie groaned. Pilates was the bane of her existence. Every time she turned around, Sienna dragged her to a class. They remained the best incentive, the highest stake, something to chain her with, like an anvil around her leg. 

Lexie shook her head. “It’s nothing like that. You know if I were seeing someone, you would be the first I’d tell. Enough about me though,” she said, trying to direct her focus elsewhere. “Since I haven’t seen you in a while, fill me in. What’s new?”

Even asking Sienna about her life was a risk because the question brought with it the good chance she may mention her husband, Brent. Lexie recognized, however, no other way of getting her to leave so soon without her actions seeming suspect. 

“I missed you these last two months.” Sienna looked down at her hands; a small tremor ran through her voice. “A few weeks ago, my period was late. My enthusiasm couldn’t be contained. I thought for sure I had finally done it, you know? After three years of trying, I was pregnant. I waited to take a test though. Deep down, I was afraid that I would test negative. I wanted to hold onto the hope that my time had come.”

This is how they always talked with each other. They shared everything, and in the past couple years, Sienna had agonized over her fertility issues. She and Brent had been trying for three years to conceive, to no avail. Doctors said she had an inhospitable womb—whatever that meant. Despite this diagnosis, however, Sienna continued trying. She kept waiting for a miracle.

Normally, Lexie would bend her head towards hers, wrap an arm around Sienna’s shoulders, and whisper words of consolation, reassurance, and encouragement even—but a thick fog surrounded her mind like an impenetrable membrane. She had nothing to give. 

The mention of Brent’s name created a physical response. Terror and panic rose inside of her like an awakened beast. She tried to choke her emotions down, but the effort only resulted in a sweeping chill over her entire body.

Sienna continued talking, unaware of the change in Lexie’s demeanor. “I’m done crying over my inability to have a baby. Being a mother is all I ever wanted, but I need to finally accept that I may never be a mother. I’m torturing myself. Brent keeps telling me to let it go, but how do you let go of something so important, so primal? My clock is ticking…”

Brent. His name swirled around Lexie like toxic gas. She closed her eyes and trembled, as she struggled to draw oxygen into her lungs. He shouted at her, his voice calculated, anger and menace flowing from his wine stained lips. Shut the fuck up or I’ll kill you. You’ve wanted this all along. I’m only giving you what you need, what you deserve.


Her breath hitched, and her hands clenched by her side. She was vaguely aware of Sienna’s voice in the background. She grasped for balance, for some way to clear her mind, but the effort was akin to catching dandelion snow. Every time she reached out, grasping at the fuzzy parachutes, the air in the atmosphere around her changed, and they eluded her.

Suddenly, a sharp clatter sliced through her thoughts. She opened her eyes. Able to take a clear breath, she stared straight ahead, trying to orient herself to the sound.

Sienna stood in front of her. She held her open purse, the size of a carpetbag, and after taking one last look inside, chucked it onto the floor next to Lexie. 

“I’m done. You can have all of them. No more trying. No more sorrow over failing at something that was near impossible for me in the first place,” Sienna said.

Lexie’s gaze moved to the large oak coffee table, the one her father made for her as a going away present when she left home. On it laid the source of the noise. What looked like half of Wal-Mart’s pregnancy test inventory lay scattered across the silky table top.

“What’s this?” Lexie asked, still disoriented.

Sienna narrowed her eyes at Lexie, concern rimming the brown of her irises. “I just told you. They’re all of the pregnancy tests I had stashed.” She sat down next to Lexie on the sofa. Then lightly brushed the mahogany hair from the side of Lexie’s face. 

“Every time I went shopping, if the store had a baby department, or carried pregnancy tests, I was drawn to them like a magnet. I’d torture myself over the tiny blue and pink clothes, the scent of powder and lavender. Then I would go buy a couple more tests to continue the cycle of torture. I’ve been hopeless, Lex.”

She looked Lexie in the eyes. “I’ve been waiting for something that’s never going to happen, killing myself over my obsession with having a baby, and week after week, you were there for me. You were there to lift me up, to dry my tears. You’ve been the best friend in the world. And that’s why I’m going to be here for you now. Well, that and I love you. You say you can’t talk about what’s going on now. I’ll accept that because I have no choice, but sooner or later, you need to tell me what’s going on, and I’ll be there for you. I’ll help you through whatever’s haunting you, just like you helped me.”

 
 

After locking the door behind Sienna, Lexie returned to the living room, where she loomed above the coffee table, staring at the pregnancy tests. She held her arms tightly against her sides, angling her body slightly away from them, as if they were a bed of coiled snakes.

Her skin pricked and the hairs on her arms stood up. Something about the tests bothered her. Or maybe in the deep-seated recesses of her mind, it was intuition. The scattered boxes beckoned her.

On a hunch, she picked one up with a trembling hand and stared at it. She couldn’t remember the last time she had her period. Then again, much of the past two and a half months were a blur, a fog of pain and fear. 

Before she could think, she sprinted to the bathroom. Ripping the test out of the box, she took the lid off, and then dropped her pants. She squatted over the toilet, peeing on the plastic stick, dribbling a small amount of urine on her hands in her haste. She put the cap on, then placed the test on the back of the toilet. 

She picked the box up off the floor, her hands quaking. She read the directions—probably something she should have done before taking the test. Her frantic gaze glanced at the clock, noting the time. She had to wait three minutes. Two pink lines symbolized a positive result—pregnancy. A single blue line meant she was not pregnant.

She tossed the empty container in the trash, gripping the sides of the pedestal sink, and stared at herself in the mirror. She looked like hell. Her once lustrous mahogany hair, the envy of all her female friends and co-workers, hung limp and lifeless below her shoulders, instead of in its usual thick waves. Her skin was pale, and purple crescents shadowed her eyes.

She stared at herself, her mind racing with a singular thought: It’s not possible; however, beneath her inner monologue, hibernated another thought, one which collided with the superstition that Sienna was meant to come over today, to bring those tests with her and leave them, because it was possible.

Lexie glanced, once again, at the clock, and although only two minutes had passed, she went to the toilet and retrieved the test. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting the oxygen fill her lungs, her bloodstream, calming her. She tilted her head down, ready to see the results. When she opened them, several seconds passed before her vision sharpened, and she was able to comprehend what she saw. Two pink lines. Positive. The test was positive.

Over the next four hours, she was crazed. She drank countless glasses of water, juice, and coffee, anything she could get her hands on. Test after test, (pink plusses, pink lines, yes’s, and the last test, a little blue smiley face) came back positive.

The blue face, the smile, mocked her. She gripped the stick in both hands, letting out a gut-wrenching scream, as she snapped it in half, and then flung the broken debris across the room. She felt like she was going mad, and maybe she was.

She ripped the shower curtain aside. Her hands tore at her clothing, until no part of her was covered. She stepped inside the shower stall and turned the water on full blast, the temperature as hot as it would go, scalding her skin, turning her pale flesh into a soft shade of scarlet. 

She took the bar of soap and washcloth, scrubbing herself raw, until her skin burned and puckered with goose bumps as the water turned cold. The problem remained that no matter how long or hard she scrubbed, she didn’t feel clean. She couldn’t erase the memories, the rough rope that bound her wrists, cutting into her flesh, his hard fist smashing into her face, or his body, heavy on hers, violating her.

She sunk to her knees and cried, the water pooling around her legs before draining—the water that would never again be clean. 

She cried for the woman that died the night of her rape, the woman she felt for certain, she wanted to get back, but couldn’t.



 

 


CHAPTER TWO
 

 
 

Gail Dodson was as practical as she was headstrong. She lived by the land, her boots never without a dusting of fresh soil and her skin with its year round kiss from the sun. Farming ran through her blood, and other than her family, she thrived on days of planting and harvesting, while relishing all of the days in-between, where her amazement at the beauty of the transformation from seed to sprout never ceased.

She grabbed the hammer from her tool belt and took the nail from between her teeth, holding it in place before driving the nail into the board. She found a second one in her pocket and did the same.

Her hair, the color of an eastern seashore, was pulled tightly back into a pony tail, leaving no opportunity for loose strands or inconvenience. She wore a pair of old blue jeans, covered with permanent stains from the earth, and a green flannel shirt. 

She moved to a stack of lumber, her son Phillip in tow, and lifted another board from the top. They worked in harmony—synchronized. Both were skilled at most any laborious project and knew, without corresponding, what needed to be done next.

Despite the distant sounds of hammer on wood, when the music to She’s a Brick House—muffled, but nevertheless obtrusive in the atmosphere mostly devoid of conversation—rang out, Gail pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and answered it. Phillip, grinning, seized the opportunity of his mother’s distraction to get a cup of coffee.

Gail removed her gloves and held the phone to her ear. “Hello.”

She squinted into the sun, her forehead and brow creasing in deep lines, the caramel tan of her skin in stark contrast to the pale blue of her eyes and her shocking white smile.

“Hey mom, it’s Lexie.”

Gail smiled and her voice instantly changed from all business to the hushed tones of a mother. “Well hi, honey. What’s got you calling me so early?” 

She turned around, her gaze moving about the construction searching for Phillip. She spotted him standing in the entryway of the building, sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup.

“Hey, Phil. Go get your daddy. Tell him Alexis is on the line,” she said, not bothering to hide her excitement.

Scowling, Phillip quickly finished his coffee, crushed the cup in his fist, and threw the demolished remains on the ground. He left, shaking his head. Gail pretended not to notice. 

“So how are you honey? Daddy’s been out plowing the fields and getting the rows ready to plant more June strawberries. You know how he is this time of year; he’s giddy as a kid on Christmas, all hyped up for the season. Phillip and I have been out here working on the new store. It’s almost finished. You should see the job your brother’s done, Lex. The new market is gonna be real nice. It’ll have the usual section for produce, but he also designed a section for baked goods, homemade jams, and we even have a section for prepared seasonal items like strawberry ice cream, or blackberry shakes, or pumpkin bread. Things really are shaping up, and when we’re done, we’ll have a beauty of a place on our hands.” 

When Ed Dodson’s, tall, lanky form, manifested around the corner of the shop, Gail held the phone away from her mouth and said, “Hey, Ed. Our Alexis is on the phone.”

“Your daddy’s coming along now…”

“Mom,” Lexie said.

“Oh, he’s here. That ‘ol face of his is smiling ear to ear.”

“Mom—”

“Oh, now, maybe if you didn’t wait so long to call us, he wouldn’t get so excited over something as little as a phone call from his only daughter.”

“Mom!” 

“What Alexis? Why are you shouting?”

“Mom, I’m coming home,” Lexie said.

Gail nearly dropped the phone. She opened her mouth, but at first nothing came out except a small hiss of air. She wasn’t sure she heard correctly. “You’re coming home?”

“Yeah. I’m leaving today, this afternoon.”

“Alexis is coming home,” she said grabbing her husband’s arm and squeezing. “What’s going on, honey? Is everything okay?” 

A few seconds passed before Lexie responded and when she did, Gail sensed hesitation behind her voice. 

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I just wanted a visit, that’s all.”

Although not entirely convinced, Gail nodded and said, “Well, you need a break from the city sometimes. You should come more often. Don’t eat anything on your way. We’ll have supper here tonight. Phil will be here too, and I’ll have him swing by and pick up Heather and the kids.”

“Great, mom. That would be nice.”

Gail said goodbye and hung up the phone. She couldn’t help but sense that everything was far from “great.” 

But her baby girl was coming home.



 

 

CHAPTER THREE
 

 
 

The Pittsburgh skyline passed by Lexie’s window, demanding attention. The first time she visited the city, she knew she belonged. She loved the majesty of the high rise buildings, the sight of the inclined railways, and the way the afternoon sun glinted off the soft ripples of the Allegheny and Monongahela River’s. 

Pittsburgh was known as “The Steel City”, “The City of Bridges”, and as she passed over the Veteran’s Bridge, she wondered if she would ever find a connection to the woman who hadn’t been raped and the one who had.

Months ago, if asked to debate the topic of suicide, she would’ve scoffed at the subject, citing those who used suicide as a means to escape their lives, as either weak or selfish. Or both. She thought she was made of tougher stuff than that. Yesterday, however, she was one step away from ending it, literally. The only reason she lived today was because of Sienna’s interruption and a positive pregnancy test (well okay, about twenty positive pregnancy tests). 

To die was nothing, because inside she had already died. But the life inside of her, however unwanted, however innocent, changed things. 

Lexie didn’t advocate abortion. Nevertheless, a part of him, a part of Brent lived inside of her, and as ridiculous as it may sound, she didn’t want her life to end with his DNA, his imprint inside her body. He had already left his mark inside her soul, her spirit. The fact he left a permanent physical impression inside her body as well, disheartened her.

She didn’t want the baby inside of her. It was an intrusion into her life and her body. It seemed unfair she would have to endure a pregnancy, because the child inside her served as a continuum of the nightmare months ago, from which Lexie had yet to escape. Pregnancy and labor would leave physical signs of change, while the rape left behind a mark of its own, an emotional one. She would never be the same. Body and soul, she had been marred. 

Yesterday, after she scraped herself out of the bathtub, trembling, and wet, she wrapped her robe about herself and sunk into bed. She slept in a fitful exhaustion and dreamt—of pastures as green and vast as The Emerald City. She dreamt of horse and buggies clopping down the road, through the horseshoe of a town, and the gritty texture of silt beneath her feet and in-between her toes on the shoreline of the Pymatuning. 

She awoke the next morning, bleary eyed and tired despite the rest, but knowing exactly what she should do and where she needed to go. Her subconscious had drawn up images in her sleep. It was Lexie’s only moment of lucid purpose in over two months. She would drive two hours until she arrived to the small, charming town of Andover, Ohio. Her destination was home—to her family’s farm and the peace and serenity of the country. 

She hoped to find sanctuary until she had the baby. Only then, would she decide what to do with herself and the scattered pieces of her broken life.

 
 

Gravel crunched underneath the tires of Lexie’s car as she pulled up to her parent’s farmhouse. Built in the mid 1800’s, the house was a relic of beauty. Most of the original features of the home remained, with only necessary modern adjustments and conveniences.

The exterior boasted the original wood siding, now painted a classic white with black shutters, adorning rows of double paned windows. An expansive porch wrapped around the front of the home, and to the back and sides of the house stood fields where alfalfa grew knee high.

Coming to a stop, Lexie got out of her car. She inhaled, taking in the sweet scent of the fields. 

In the next couple of weeks, the alfalfa would be cut and baled, becoming sustenance for their horses and cattle, before sweet corn took its place. Looking at the farm, her childhood home, and the barn off in the distance, Lexie realized she had forgotten how beautiful this place was. She had been gone far too long. And why? Maybe her wounds were responsible for her new-found yearning of home, but the reasons she had for staying away before, suddenly seemed somehow trivial.

Beside her, a door creaked, and when she turned, her mother stood on the wide porch, stoic as ever. Her strength wasn’t just physical. Though years of farming had given her muscle for a lifetime, her strength came from within; it showed in every nuance of her being—her strong smile, her intense gaze, her even voice. A type of emotional toughness emanated from her spirit. 

Along with her fortitude, came a stubbornness that couldn’t be matched, an insistence that things be seen through her eyes and her eyes alone. Her mulish tendency contributed greatly to why Lexie left and often stayed away. 

It was funny how the one thing that pushed her away before, had brought her back. She needed strength now more than ever. Lexie needed the insistence that things were not as she saw them, that maybe things could be different. Maybe her future, her life wasn’t over.

“Well,” her mother said. “Here she is. You’ve stayed away too long.” She leaned towards the door and yelled. “Ed, come on out, Alexis is finally home.” 

Lexie smiled. An unexpected relief washed over her when her mother came down the stairs and wrapped her arms tight around her. She dipped her head forward, taking in her mother’s scent. She smelled of the earth—sunshine and rain. 

She allowed herself to lean on her for a moment. Tears slid down Lexie’s cheeks and her knees trembled, signaling the brink of a collapse. Pulling back, she willed herself to put on a happy face.

“Honey, are you crying?” her mother asked, wiping Lexie’s cheek with the back of her hand.

“No. I’m just glad to see you.”

Her mother frowned and tightened her grip on Lexie’s arms, signaling her disbelief. She tended to have the kind of ESP or sixth sense only a mother possessed.

To Lexie’s relief, she heard the shuffle of heavy footsteps on the porch and the sound of her father’s throaty voice. 

“Hey, Lex. Come here so I can take a look at you,” he said. “Gail, let her go will ya. You can’t hog her all day.”

Lexie moved around her mother, putting forth her best impersonation of a woman still happy with her lot in life. “Hi dad,” she said, walking toward him onto the porch. She paused in front him briefly, before falling into his arms when he stretched them towards her.

Her father was very unlike her mother, he possessed a subtle strength, soft around the edges. He had a smooth lilt to his voice, which accompanied an even temper and ability to rationalize the worst of situations. No two people were more opposite, nor more perfect for each other than her parents, because while she ranted, he listened. He had a way like no one else, of smoothing her rough edges and maintained a knack for finding a way to get her to listen to reason when needed.

He pulled back. A smile spread across his face, his dark, chocolate eyes sparkling. Lexie’s eyes were the same rich brown as his, and as he looked into them, she wondered what he saw. 

He showed no signs of concern, however. “We’re more than happy to have you home. How long are you in for? Through the weekend?”

Lexie knew the expected response was that she took a couple days off work and planned her visit to stay through the weekend only. She nervously tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “No. Actually, I’m staying for a while. A few months, I’m not sure.”

“A few months?” her mother’s voice was sharp.

Lexie’s gaze moved beside her to where her mother stood. Her mother’s eyebrows scrunched together and her eyes narrowed. “What about your job?” she asked.

Answering questions was inevitable. She would have to explain why she was here, but she wasn’t ready yet. She just arrived and needed to get her bearings before explaining even part of her situation.

“Um. I’m on an extended leave,” Lexie said. 

This was somewhat a lie. When she called Pittsburgh Magazine, they were not too thrilled that she wished to extend her two and a half months leave. They told Lexie in so many words that if she wasn’t back by Monday, they were going to find another photographer and person to write her editorial, The Daily Life.

“Oh,” her mother said. She stood next to Lexie, nodding and giving her father the look, which meant, as soon as she got him alone, she planned on launching into her analysis on Lexie’s strange behavior.

“Well, we’re pleased to have you home,” her father said, rocking back on his heels. “Your mother and Heather have been working hard in the kitchen. They’re preparing a real feast for tonight. The kids are out back,” he said gesturing towards the backyard. “And Phillip is still working the fields. They should be about ready to plant.”

Heather, Phillip’s wife, was as soft spoken and shy as they came. Lexie often wondered how she stayed with a man as grating as her brother seemed these past years.

“I’m surprised Phil’s even coming over. I figured the second he heard I came home, he’d hightail it out of here,” Lexie said.

Her father pursed his lips and said nothing, leaving her with the distinct impression she was right. Lexie’s mother, on the other hand, tilted her chin up and said, “You’re his sister, so he’ll be here, and he’ll be happy to see you.”

Lexie smiled for her mother’s benefit, even though she knew the only reason Phil agreed to come to dinner tonight was because her mother had insisted on him being there.

Her mother and father ushered her inside, taking her bags upstairs into the guest bedroom while she said hello to Heather in the kitchen and the kids outside. Her back ache, her screaming head, and her dry eyes, all amplified her exhaustion.

She climbed the old creaking stairs to her room. Once inside, she flopped down on the bed next to her luggage, pulling the pale green quilt over her body and close to her face. She inhaled. The strong scent of Downy wrapped her in a blanket of comfort. For the first time in a long time, safety seemed somehow tangible, and she fell asleep in relative peace.

She woke hours later and hurried into the hall with her overnight bag. The last thing she wanted was to be late for supper and give Phil extra ammunition.

Going to the bathroom, she splashed her face with cool water, brushed the tangles from her thick mane, and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Her reflection told the truth. Hiding the defeat in her eyes, the dark shadows below them, or the exhausted look of her pale skin proved impossible. Nevertheless, she dabbed on a bit of concealer, some lip gloss, and applied mascara, hoping she appeared half human. She probably should have put fresh clothes on as well. Her jeans and wrinkled blouse served her façade very little, but she had no ambition to change.

She passed by the quiet bedrooms and went downstairs. The smell of roast beef, potatoes, asparagus, and apple pie wafted through the large house, making her mouth water.

She walked through the sitting room and living room, towards the chatter in the dining area. The rooms were spacious, with high ceilings, and pitched open archways connecting them. The house screamed antique, by the attention to detail and the use of fine materials, as opposed to the cheap and quick builds of modern day homes. The original plaster walls, the woodwork and detailing, done in thick slabs of hard cherry, and the fireplaces framed with marble, spoke of the house's true age. The place seemed to calm and soothe Lexie like an analgesic, and as she approached the dining room, she wondered if it was really that much of a comfort for her, or if eventually the soothing affect her childhood home had on her, would wear off.

She entered and found her mother bustling about back-and-forth to the kitchen, carrying platters of steaming hot food, while her father, Phil, and Heather were already seated around the table. Her gaze locked with Phillip’s almost immediately. He didn’t bother to hide his disapproval or the mild contempt in the gray of his eyes. But why should he? Could she really blame him? After all, she could count on one hand the number of times she had visited in the past year, and her phone calls weren’t exactly forthcoming either.

She sat down in the seat next to her father. Her mother strode in the room with a bowl of warm rolls and placed them on the table in front of her.

“I hope you had a good sleep,” her mother said.

“Uh, yeah. Sorry. I hope you didn’t wait on me. I haven’t gotten much sleep lately and didn’t realize I had napped so long,” Lexie said.

“We weren’t waiting at all. We just finished preparing the food. Besides, you look like you needed the rest.”

She felt Phil’s eyes boring into her from across the table.

“Yeah. You have bags under your eyes the size of Texas. What…is the big city keeping you up at night?” Phil asked. His tone was friendly, but under his voice ran a current of sarcasm and hostility, which couldn’t be mistaken.

She moved her gaze to him, but remained silent. Always the peace-maker, herfather said, “Phil, why don’t you go out and get the girls. Tell them supper’s ready.”

“Fine.” He took the napkin off of his lap and threw it on his plate.

Heather smiled timidly when she looked at Lexie. Reaching across the table, she gave her hand a light squeeze and said, “It’s nice to have you back for a while.”

Lexie always liked Heather, but this small olive branch, endeared Lexie to her even more.

After a moment, Phil returned with his two daughters. The oldest, Hannah, was six, and the youngest, Penelope, was three.

“Girls, did you wash your hands?” Heather asked, narrowing her eyes at them.

“Yes,” they both chimed.

Lexie smiled at them and waved. They both giggled. 

Pennelope asked,” Aunt Lexie, did you bring us presents?” She pushed back her unruly golden locks from her face and smiled.

“Penelope!” Heather’s soft features drew together in disbelief.

“It’s okay,” Lexie said. She looked over to Phillip, who appeared to be either ignoring the conversation, or just pretending to. He continued heaping mashed potatoes onto his plate as if his daughter hadn’t said anything.

Lexie focused back on the girls, taking in their porcelain skin and rosy cheeks. “I didn’t have time to get anything because I left my apartment in a hurry, but I’ll have to do some shopping while I’m here.”

Hannah gave her a toothless grin, and Penelope squealed before diving into the rolls. Lexie wished she could enjoy this, enjoy them, but her rape left a bitter taste in her mouth that couldn’t be washed out, even with the innocent smile of a child.

Silence filled the room, save for the clinking of silverware on plates, and the chink of ice in their glasses. Lexie’s mother was seated to her right, and when Lexie looked over at her, she realized she had been studying her. The unwelcome scrutiny made her nervous. Glancing again in her mother’s direction again, she gave her a half-hearted smile.

“You seem different,” her mother said. She tilted her head to the side, her eyes sharp on Lexie’s face. She wore an expression of challenge.

Lexie shrugged, but her time was up. She had to tell them. She couldn’t keep her pregnancy a secret forever. After all, to her calculations, based on the last day of her menstrual cycle, she was three and a half months pregnant. She was already bloated and in a few more weeks would be showing.

She could think of no easy way tell them, no way to make the fact she was pregnant more palatable, so she said it without hesitation, without explanation. “I’m pregnant.”

She heard the intake of breath, but from whom, she couldn’t be sure. Her sole focus remained on her mother, whose fork clattered to her plate, and spine went rigid as steel. Her eyes were wide, her mouth parted as if to say something but unable to find the words. This wasn’t the declaration she expected. Her mother’s eyes held a million questions in them, ones Lexie was not ready to answer and likely couldn’t. 

“I’m staying until the baby is born,” Lexie said.

Her mother smoothed the front of her shirt in an effort to compose herself. “When did you find this out?” her mother asked.

All eyes were on her, searing into her, except for the two girls, which she noticed, from the corner of her eye, continued to eat rolls and mashed potatoes, without so much as a blink in her direction. Apparently, pregnancy didn’t constitute breaking news to them.

“I found out yesterday.” Lexie picked at her roast with her fork.

“Who’s the father?” she asked.

“I can’t say.” 

“You can’t say who the father of your child is?”

Lexie closed her eyes. She hated the way she said, your child, as if she had an active part in conception. However painful, she couldn’t reveal the father’s identity, or the circumstances. Too much was attached to the man responsible for her condition—shame, guilt, fear. On the other hand, she didn’t want them thinking that she had no idea who the father was, or that she got pregnant from a one night stand.

“I have my reasons, trust me. I can’t talk about it though,” Lexie said.

Her mother leaned back in her chair, clasping her hands on the table in front of her. “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word, reluctant to let the issue of the father drop. “What are you going to do about work? Don’t you think it’s awfully irresponsible to leave your job right now? Babies cost a lot of money. Is the anonymous father going to help with that?”

“I didn’t quit my job.” She wasn’t exactly lying.

Her mother started to speak again, but Lexie interrupted her. She couldn’t sit through the twenty questions. “I’m not keeping the baby. I’m staying here at the farm until I have it, then I’ll figure out what to do from there. I know it’s a busy season for you, so I can help out—”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“What is?” Lexie said, rubbing her hands over her face, already tired of the conversation.

“All of it. You’re just going to give up your baby? You go and get pregnant and then you want to shirk the responsibility.”

Lexie closed her eyes. She opened them to Phillip’s blatant stare. His eyes bore into her with unrelenting intensity, and for a moment she experienced the oddest combination of both relief and fear. She thought for sure he saw right through her to the truth. 

Her father placed his hand on her mother’s arm. “Gail, we have to let Lexie figure this out. She’s an adult. These decisions are not for us to make.”

Her mother glared at him, and for a second, Lexie thought she might slap him. Her eyes flashed, and she set her mouth into a tight line. 

They started arguing, her mother demanding and stern, while her father remained cool and reasonable. Their voices moved to the back of Lexie’s mind, muted, as if she were listening in a bubble. She didn’t know what she expected when she told them she was pregnant, but she couldn’t handle the contention.

She thought of the life inside of her. The monster’s seed that grew in her womb; it bore with it a contempt of its own, and suddenly, she couldn’t take the chatter. There was nothing to celebrate, nothing for her to be a happy about, and the bickering around her only exemplified how hopeless she felt.

She braced her hands on the table. “Stop!” Her voice boomed, the candlelight flickering from the force behind her words. “I’m not keeping the baby,” she said. “I don’t want it.” 

Her mother stared at her with wide eyes, her mouth frozen in the position of whatever words had been on the tip of her tongue. Her father cast his eyes downward, as did Heather and the girls. Phillip’s stare, however, cut through her, searing a hole in the pit of her stomach. Shaking his head, he chuckled, his face contorting in disgust.

Her mother’s gaze darted to him at the sound. “Nothing about this is funny, Phillip,” she said.

“No, it’s not. You’re right. It is expected though. Your little girl finally comes home, with the joyous news that she is to have a baby. And to whom? She can’t say.” He whispered this last part, mocking her anonymity. 

He looked at his mother. “She’s going to stay here while she’s pregnant, letting you and dad watch her belly swell by the week, see the unborn grandchild you’ll never get to know, never get to hold. Then she’s going to take the baby away. And herself with it. She’ll move back to the city and her job she loves so much. But don’t worry, if you’re lucky, you’ll get to see her at Christmas.”

As hard and mean as a slap in in the face, Lexie couldn’t deny the truth in his words.

“Phillip,” her mother said, her tone as cold and hard as stone. “That’s quite enough.”

“Yeah it is. I think I’ve had enough supper. If you’ll excuse me,” he said, pushing away from the table.

“Sit down. You’re not leaving. We need to talk about this,” her mother said.

“No, I’m done. You can stick around while she hurts you, but I won’t. She can have her visit. She can have her baby, then give it away. She can hurt you again by leaving, but I’m not going to hang around to watch.”

Her mother began to rise, scarlet blooming across her face, ready to protest. Lexie was tired of the fight, however, and the realization that her rape had forever changed, not only her own life, but the life of all of those who loved her, seeped into her pores like poison.

Lexie stood up, leaning across the table, placing a hand on her mother’s arm, which stretched towards Phillip. “No, mom. He’s right. There’s nothing to talk about. Just let him go.”

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR
 

 
 

The Pinot Noir rolled over her tongue like silk. The two glasses she consumed had yet to soothe her nerves.

Sienna sat on the couch waiting for Brent to get home from his late night at the office. She took another sip of wine, unaware of the drop that slid down the side of her glass and onto her silk nightie.

“Shit,” she said. She wiped the purplish stain with her hand, but only managed to rub the wine in further. The violet smudge was incongruous with the pale green ensemble—unacceptable.

Standing, Sienna went to the bedroom to change. The spot of wine would be noticed by Brent, and she didn’t need him commenting on her clumsiness, along with her inability to keep something as simple as lingerie clean. Normally, she wouldn’t care, but tonight she had more important things she wanted to talk about, and didn’t want to go through the hassle of his scrutiny. He liked her dressed impeccably for bed, something she had gotten used to. When they first got married, he requested she abandon her cotton pajama’s, in exchange for the more luxurious evening wardrobe he purchased, comprised of silk, lace, chiffon, and some further risqué items she seldom wore. At first she protested, but in the end, she gave up comfort and warmth for the pleasure of her husband; this little sacrifice was the least she could do.

Moving to her dresser, she removed a pale blue teddy and matching robe from the top drawer. Slipping the soiled nightie off, she replaced it with the blue silk and returned to the living room, once again presentable.

She jumped, her heart leaping into her throat. A dark figure hovered next to the couch. Brent stood in front of the coffee table, pouring himself a glass of wine. She pressed a hand to her chest, an attempt to steady her racing heart.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” Sienna said.

Brent Wallace was a man who demanded order in his life, on the job, and at home. Most of his colleagues were intimidated by him, and it wasn’t hard to see why. His dark, brooding, eyes and jet black hair, leant to an ever present intensity about him.

“You look lovely,” he said, taking in her long legs and the thick locks of fair hair spilling over her shoulders. 

“Thank you.”

She moved to the couch and sat, waiting for him to do the same. “I need to talk to you about something. I’m really worried.”

He sighed. “If whatever you have to say is about having a baby, we can keep trying, but we’ve been through this a million times. Even the last round of fertility drugs didn’t help. You need to put this thing past you.”

Her husband’s flip attitude did not surprise her. She had long ago gotten over the sting of his, sometimes, careless words and his lack of sensitivity. Some men just weren’t equipped to talk about their feelings or sympathize—Brent was one of them.

“No. I’m not worried about my fertility issues right now,” Sienna said, trying to suppress her impatience. “It’s Lexie.” She wrung her hands in her lap.

Having a conversation about Lexie with Brent was easy. Over the ten years she had known her, they became extremely close, at times inseparable. They ritually went out on Friday nights, but often enjoyed a quick break from work as well, with a bite to eat at a quaint bistro, or one of the cities eclectic sandwich shops throughout the week. Many times, Brent joined them for lunch, so he was well acquainted with Lexie and the degree of their friendship. 

He removed his suit jacket. He didn’t cuff his sleeves or loosen his tie like most men after a long day at work. “What about her?”

“She’s not acting like herself. We haven’t had our girl’s night out in almost two months. She doesn’t return my calls, and when I went to her apartment yesterday, she looked awful. She hardly talked to me and seemed, I don’t know…sort of zoned out.”

“I’m sure nothing is wrong,” he said. His tone and manner were dismissive. He brushed the hair back from her face and kissed her cheek, the soft line of her jaw, moving his way down to her neck.

Sienna moved away, trying to keep her expression from conveying her impatience. “She left her job for God’s sakes,” she said, as if that one statement explained everything. “She told me she hasn’t been at work for almost two months. Something happened, Brent.”

His eyes sharpened on her face, the line of his jaw tight. “Did she say that?”

“No, but she would never stand me up on a Friday, let alone miss over two months of nights out without so much as an explanation. We haven’t had lunch together in I don’t know how long….”

Brent’s face relaxed and he smiled, his capped teeth gleaming in the soft light. “Is that what all this is about? A bruised ego? Are you just upset because she hasn’t called you?” He slid a finger down her arm, laughing.

His teasing irritated her. He was making light of one of the most important things in her life—her friendship to Lexie. Every instinct in Sienna’s being told her something was wrong. She felt it in the pit of her stomach and the ache in her chest. Over the years, Lexie had saved her. At times when her infertility made her feel like giving up on life, on her marriage, she lifted her up. She helped her recognize the good, even in the worst of times. 

Lexie needed her now, this she knew without confirmation, and she would not abandon her. 

“That’s ridiculous. How can you make light of this?” Sienna asked. She tried to maintain her composure, but anger seeped into her voice. “You know her too. You’ve spent a lot of time around her over the years. You have to recognize that something’s up. Don’t you care?”

Brent’s smile faded, his brow tightening. “I’m sorry you find my lack of concern irritating, but frankly I’m not surprised. Lexie always struck me as a loose cannon. She’s probably gotten herself into some sort of mess, and now she’s trying to scrape her way out of it.”

Sienna stood up, the silk of her robe billowing behind her with the sharp movement. She looked down at Brent, her face flushing with emotion. “Lexie is not a loose cannon. And what kind of mess, pray tell, do you think she’s in?” 

Brent shrugged, running a hand over his ink black hair, looking every bit the arrogant businessman he was known to be. “Who knows…drugs, a problem at work. Maybe she’s having a problem with a man. Obviously, whatever’s going on, she doesn’t want to tell you about it. You should give her space and leave her alone.”

“How can you say that?” Sienna’s hands trembled. 

Never before had she wanted to slap him, but her friendship with Lexie meant everything to her, and his blatant disregard to her feelings combined with the overwhelming fear for her friend, had her holding herself back. The only reason she didn’t let herself go, let her open palm cuff the side of his face, was out of fear of the repercussions of such an action.

She gritted her teeth and turned away from him, heading to her bedroom. Wrenching open a dresser drawer, she retrieved an old t-shirt and sweats she used for household chores and messy jobs, like painting. She threw her teddy and robe on the floor, pooling at her feet like a spray of sea foam, and dressed in the ratty, stained clothes.

When she reached the doorway, Brent stood before her, smiling. His amused expression, and the way he sipped his wine with ease, irritated her further.

“She’s my friend,” Sienna said. Tears sprung to her eyes, blurring her vision, but not enough for her to miss his grimace, or the disgust which swept over his face when he saw her new ensemble. 

“I’m going to find out what happened to her. And I’ll be there for her.”

His eyes flashed, then froze into something as cold and hard as steel. “If you know what’s best, you’ll leave it alone.” 

The tone of his voice and subtle threat behind his words were not lost on Sienna, and as she pondered this, he downed his wine in one smooth motion and rose to his feet.

“Time for bed,” he said, moving towards her. 

He loosened the tie around his neck as he walked, the image eerie, reminding Sienna of that of a snake.



 

 

CHAPTER FIVE
 

 
 

“None of this makes sense,” Gail said, pacing the confines of her bedroom.

Ed sat up in bed, underneath the layers of freshly washed cotton, reading the latest copy of Times magazine. He licked his forefinger, flipped the page and glanced up at his wife. “Maybe there’s more to what’s going on than she said.”

“Oh, there’s more to it, I’m sure. She won’t even tell us who the father is, Ed. Doesn’t that seem weird to you? I know we don’t always talk regularly, and it’s not as if she’s always confided in me, but something about her situation doesn’t ring true.”

Ed sighed. Nothing he said would calm his wife down and get her to come to bed. Resigning himself to the discussion at hand, he laid the magazine on his lap. “You’re right. Something about her, about her pregnancy, seems off. But we can’t force her to tell us about it if she’s not ready.”

Gail crossed her arms over her chest. “And why not?”

Ed chuckled. “She’s not married. She’s never talked about having children. Well, at least not since Elliot. So, the pregnancy was obviously unplanned. I’m sure she’s just scared. She probably doesn’t know what to do with herself.”

Gail moved to the nightstand next to the bed. She removed her Oil of Olay night cream and slathered a generous amount over her face. She kicked off her slippers and perched herself on the edge of the bed.

“Isn’t that an understatement,” Gail said, anger and disappointment finding purchase in her voice. “I thought I raised her to be stronger than this.”

She turned towards her husband, meeting the steady gaze of his eyes. They were a rich, dark, brown—the same exact shade of Lexie’s.

“She said she didn’t want the baby. She’s carrying our grandchild, and it’s already unwanted.” Gail put her hands over the ache in her chest, pushing, as if the pressure might make the throbbing go away. “I can’t let her give her child away. I won’t. I know her. She’ll regret it.”

Ed leaned across the bed, placing his hand over his wife’s. “Are you sure it’s her that you’re worried about regretting her decision?”

Gail shook her head, willing away the formidable sting in her throat. “Did you see the look in her eyes? They were vacant…dead.”

Ed’s mouth trembled. He bowed his head and said, “Yes, I know.”



 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX
 

 
 

Lexie gripped her cell phone in her hand, listening to the hushed murmur of her parents’ voices in the room next to her. They were no doubt discussing her, or perhaps more specifically, the scene at the dinner table. She didn’t care though; she didn’t have the inclination to.

Her brother had every right to be angry with her. After all, weren’t the things he said about her true? She left home almost ten years ago, without a second thought. At the time, she wanted to get away from her existing life, the one clearly written for her as if etched in stone. She had wanted more for herself. Was that so wrong? 

She had been dating Elliot Anderson for nearly eight years when she left. And it had been ten years more since she last saw him, but she still remembered the day he walked into her life.  Only a couple weeks into her freshman year of high school, he transferred into the Cherry Valley School District. They didn’t often have transfers, so such a rare occasion took notice. He was a sophomore, and he took the school by storm.

The girls gushed over him—his tall, lean build, the tan skin, caramelized from the sun, his golden hair, which brushed the back of his neck and softly curled behind his ears. Elliot captured everyone’s attention from the first, gaining a strong foothold on the school.

His charm was contagious, and he didn’t discriminate. He talked to anyone who came his way: the geeks, the most popular, farm and 4-H kids, cheerleaders, jocks. He seemed to be made for the sort of careless small talk and easy banter most envy, at ease in anyone’s presence and content to be himself; this, Lexie thought, was the biggest reason why everyone wanted to be around him.

Elliot Anderson quickly became the person to aspire to. All of the boys started growing their hair out, while the girls brushed off their fathers’ fishing poles, in lieu of their normal after school activities, to practice one of Elliot’s favorite pastimes. If they hung out with him long enough, talked with him enough, they hoped to discover the secret to his charisma, the source of what drew them to him like neodymium in a magnetic field. Even the adults in town didn’t escape his charm. Everyone seemed to sing Elliot’s praises.

Despite his popularity, Elliot seemed to be oblivious of the affect he had on people. He didn’t seem to notice the way heads turned when he walked in a room, or how the lunch ladies smiled in his presence, giving him larger portions than the rest. He remained surprisingly humble—another subset of his charm.

Naturally, when Elliot took notice of her, when he went out of his way to talk to her, she found herself falling for him. It was hard not to be enraptured.

True, the way she left had been brusque, damaging to an extent her relationship with her mother, and obliterating the one with her brother. At the time, she saw no other way. She remembered the feeling of suffocation, of being trapped by the ones she loved, no less than if they had forced something over her mouth, her nose, blocking off all airways and any viable way to sustain life. 

The thought crossed her mind that her circumstances, the events of the last two and a half months, were some sort of penance for hurting her loved ones. However, that notion made no sense, because no one deserved this hell. 

Lexie sighed. She looked out the window behind her bed, staring down at the pastures washed in the silvery glow of the moon. After high school, she and Elliot had plans to marry. They wanted a life together, but as time went by, the future they wanted for themselves and the one they wanted together, seemed to change and move in different directions, as it often did with young love. He wanted a family, a life in small-town Andover, while her mother insisted she work on their farm. Her mother’s desire and Elliot’s seemed to go hand-in-hand, creating a ready-made life which Lexie came to resent. 

Tired of the restrictions put on her by rural life, and having someone plan her future for her, she no longer wanted to work on the farm. She wanted to take the reins. Soon, she lusted after the city and the promises that came with a different way of life: a career and a new image. One which didn’t include the farmer’s daughter or “Elliot’s girl.”

She looked down at her Blackberry, at the text message from Sienna, asking if she remembered their date tomorrow. A while ago, they made plans to attend a starving artist sale in Pittsburgh. Lexie needed to call and tell her she wouldn’t be able to make the show. Sienna had been a good friend over the years, and Lexie owed her at least some sort of explanation for her absence. 

With a trembling hand, she dialed Sienna’s number and waited for her to answer.

After several rings, Sienna’s voice, urgent and flushed with worry, came on the line. “Lexie, I’ve been worried about you.”

“I know. I called to tell you that I’m fine. There’s no need to worry. I decided to spend some time at my parent’s farm. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before I left. I should’ve come to say goodbye.”

“Goodbye? How long do you plan on staying with them?”

“I’m not sure.”

Sienna was silent for a moment, then said, “I’m giving you a few weeks, Lex. Then I’m coming out to your parent’s house, and so help me God, you’re going to tell me what’s going on. I think that’s only fair.”

“Okay,” Lexie said, because there was nothing else to say.

“What’s happened to you?” Sienna said with tears in her voice.

Lexie closed her eyes and swallowed. Sienna’s raw emotions scraped at the back of her throat, making it hard to fight back the pulsating wave of grief threatening to consume her. “I’ll call you soon,” she said.

When Lexie hung up, she stared at the phone in her hand. For the first time since her rape, she wanted to confide in someone. She wanted to tell Sienna of the relentless fear, the endless questions inside of her: Would she ever be the same again? The woman who wasn’t raped? When a man passed her on the street, would she always wonder if, they too, were a monster in disguise?

Something held her back from saying the words, and the word rape wasn’t the only thing stuck in her throat; it was more than that. The obstruction was guilt. How could she tell her best friend that her husband raped her? How could she tell her that, despite Sienna’s years of trying desperately to conceive, Lexie carried her husband’s—a monster’s—child? The answer was quite easy. She couldn’t.

The discovery of what Brent did would end their marriage. Sienna would be scarred beyond belief when she discovered her own husband was the one to cause Lexie such pain and, in a sense, ended her life. All of these things were the source of Lexie’s guilt; however, guilt was a problem in and of itself, because it implied Lexie could have done something the night of her rape to prevent it. 

She often wondered if she had fought harder, she might have prevented the heinous act, but talking her way out of the rape proved impossible. She tried. Her pleading and struggles were futile. His threats to kill her implemented a type of paralysis only victims alike understood. The irrational part of her, the part that blamed herself, wondered if there had been a way to prevent the nightmare, while the rational side of her recognized there was nothing more she could have done to prevent it. The rape was not her fault, causing an irrepressible shame to take guilt’s place.

Shame, Lexie decided was the most debilitating of emotions, causing her to keep everything inside, wrapped like a sinister present, until there was room for nothing else. She was numb to everything, except the shame and pain that consumed her. If shame were a color, it would be red: for embarrassment, disgrace, regret, unworthiness.

She sunk back onto her bed, lying on her side, tucking her knees up to her chest. The emptiness in the room suddenly seemed ominous, the silence deafening. Her parents quiet arguing no longer seeped through the walls. 

She wrapped her arms around her body, hugging herself. Dark shadows abounded in the old farmhouse, and in them, ran the trickle of fear, the feeling of someone watching her, waiting for the second she closed her eyes to sleep. For her most vulnerable moment to pounce from the shadows like a Jaguar—just as Brent did the night he raped her. 

Lexie sat up slowly in the bed, careful not to alert whoever hid in wait, and tiptoed to the door. Moving past the still shadows was a calculated risk. Fear pumped through her bloodstream, making her skin prick and her face and neck sweat. She reasoned to herself. Her fear was unfounded, due solely to the memories of the darkest night of her life.

She wiped the subtle perspiration off her upper lip. Her legs threatened to stop, fear almost paralyzing her, but when she touched the cold metal of the doorknob, she opened it and stepped outside. A small lamp atop a cherry console table illuminated the hallway. Stepping into the bathroom, she retrieved a small blanket from the linen closet. 

She padded her way across the cool floor to her parent’s bedroom. The door was slightly ajar, allowing her to hear the soft snores of her father. Lexie curled up on the hardwood and pulled the blanket up around her shoulders. She wished she had thought to bring her pillow, but her desperate need to escape the room, left her with no choice but to lay her head on nothing but the firm flesh of her arm.

Lexie closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep, focusing on the image of her parent’s tucked into bed, only feet from where she lay. She tried to imagine the feeling of safety, as if it was something tangible, something she could grasp. Sleep seemed an elusive creature, meant for only those with a greater sense of security, but the snores from within the room, like the soft bellows of a morning dove, lulled her to sleep like a baby.

 
 

Dawn broke over the Dodson farm like fire over the fields. Looking up from the soil where she crouched, Lexie held one hand to her forehead, shielding her eyes from the worst of the sun’s glare. 

It was a beautiful day for planting, and she needed the distraction. These last week’s spent at her parent’s farm had not exactly been therapeutic, but she supposed they were as close to therapy as she was going to get. Helping in the fields and preparations for the new season kept Lexie busy. With her hands in the dirt, thinking about anything except the sun on her back and in her hair, proved difficult.

Her mother and father protested at first, not wanting her to exert herself too much because of her pregnancy. Lexie won the battle, however. Nothing was going to keep her inside with her thoughts.

Lexie took another strawberry cutting from her basket and planted it in the hole. Earlier in the week, she had ridden with her father in the tractor, like she had as a child. Large furrowing shovels attached to the tractor formed the raised beds now covered in a thick black plastic and later punched with holes for planting. The whole family worked in the fields today, planting cuttings to add to their strawberry crop. Soon, they would flourish into thick rows of green, and in more time, would be heavy with nature’s bounty—a deep red fruit.

Lexie stood up, from where her hands had worked the soil, and stretched. Placing one hand on her back, she glanced down at her stomach. Her abdomen was swollen with life. She didn’t place one hand lovingly over the baby, she didn’t stroke it with the affection of a mother-to-be, instead she eyed it with distaste. Having to live with her shame was bad enough without having to wear it on the outside like a scarlet letter.

“I think we’re about done. You did a fine job.”

Startled, Lexie turned to her mother and then shifted her gaze back to the soil and her empty basket. She hadn’t heard her approach and realized, much to her chagrin, that her mother must have finished planting the remaining cuttings.

“You sure planted a lot this year. You think everything will do well?” Lexie asked.

Her mother nodded, crossing her arms in front of her. “I think we’ll do just fine. Your brother’s done a great job turning part of this operation into a pick-your-own farm. Since this is our first year, I’m excited to see how well we do.”

“Everything’s planted. All you have left to do is finish the store, right?”

Her mother nodded. She wiped a strand of hair out of her eye with her gloved hand, smearing a bit of dirt on her cheek. “Yeah. We hope to have the market done in the next couple weeks. You know I always wanted to have our own store. I love that we don’t have to sell our crop away to other markets and vendors for them to sell anymore. Finally, we get to sell to the customers themselves. We owe this to your brother, you know. Ed would never have agreed to do this if it weren’t for Phillip’s persuasion and know how.”

Lexie removed her gloves and retrieved the bottle of ice water by her feet. She fought her annoyance at the reverence in her mother’s tone when she spoke of Phillip. Taking a long swallow, she asked, “When do you think people will be able to come and pick?” 

“Probably not until June. We’ll run the pick-your-own all month, and then sell the rest in the following weeks. The overflow or battered berries will be made into jam and sold in the store as well. We’ll do the same with our blackberries and pumpkins when it’s time.”

Lexie nodded. “It’s really something, Mom. I’m glad I’m going to get to be a small part of it.” She smiled.

“You could be a bigger part if you’d like. You’ve always had the option of working with us here. You could talk to Phil, smooth things over. Tell him you’re staying for the long haul. In fact, he’s probably figuring you into the picture right now, in case you decide to stay. He’ll think of a good job for you to do with a newborn,” she said.

Lexie sighed. She didn’t want to get into an argument and didn’t need the guilt trip. “I’m sure Phil would be thrilled. We both know that’s not true though. The things he said the other night were true, and now he’s just waiting for me to leave. He knows I’m not in here for the long haul. I don’t think I’m in anything for the long haul these days, life included. And you seem to be forgetting, I’m not keeping the baby.” It was the first time Lexie had mentioned the baby since her admission at the dinner table her first night home.

Her mother’s eyes flashed. She pressed her lips into a flat line. “At some point you and your brother are going to need to get over this. You’re family, and family comes first. As for the baby,” she said, pointing to Lexie’s stomach. “It’s family too. How you can just throw this opportunity away is beyond me.”

“I know, Mom. You’ve drilled the importance of family into us since we were young, but Phil doesn’t want anything to do with me, nor do I have the time or energy to make him care. He’s mad because I left, because I wanted something different than the life everyone laid out for me. None of that is going to change just because I’m going to be here for five months. And as for the baby, it’s not my family. It’s nothing to me.”

Her mother shook her head and turned her back to Lexie. She started to walk away, but only took two steps before she turned around, jabbing an angry finger in her face. “That’s right. You don’t want it, and you’ll only be here five months because you’re only staying until you can give birth to my grandbaby, then give it to some stranger. You haven’t even arranged an adoption yet. Hell, I don’t even know if you’ve seen a doctor.”

Lexie flinched. Her mother was dead-on. Making a doctor’s appointment never even occurred to her—she had been too consumed with her grief and her repulsion at the child within her. Value for her life was nonexistent, causing her own health and the baby’s to be of little priority.

Her mother’s eyes seared into her. Lexie remained silent, unable to do anything but blink.

“So I’m right? You haven’t made any plans for the baby yet or gone to the doctor.” She shook her head and laughed, though there was no amusement in the sound. “Something’s not right about all this,” she muttered.

Lexie’s stomach clenched. She didn’t want to talk about the baby. She didn’t want to talk about what happened. Suddenly, all she wanted was to go back to the house, to her room, curl up into a ball, and pray for relief from sleep.

When Lexie said nothing, her mother moved forward and put her hands on her shoulders. “You’re scaring the hell out of me and your father. You walk around in a daze. You hardly eat, especially for a woman who’s over four months pregnant. The life in your eyes is gone.” Her mother’s voice grew thick. “And for the past couple weeks, you’ve been sleeping on the floor outside our room.”

Lexie turned her face away, embarrassed her mother had discovered her sleeping habits. A thirty-year old woman unable to sleep without her parents was far from normal. Apparently, her efforts to wake early each morning and move back to her bedroom had been useless.

Lexie opened her mouth to speak, but, for a moment, nothing came out. When it did, her voice fell flat. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“How about the truth,” her mother said. 

She looked Lexie in the eye, but the strong, clear, blue did nothing to soothe her. Fear fluttered in Lexie’s chest like a winged beast. Her throat ached and her eyes stung with moisture because she knew what she must do. “I was raped.” Lexie said, so quietly, she wasn’t even sure she had actually spoken.

Her mother’s hands tightened over Lexie’s arms, her fingers digging into the soft flesh. Her eyes bore into Lexie’s, searching for answers, the truth. When Lexie heard the soft, low moan, that of a wounded animal, escape her mother’s lips, she knew she had spoken, and her mother had clearly heard her.

Clutching her stomach, Lexie bent forward, expelling the water she just drank and with it, perhaps, a tiny piece of the bond of silence.



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN
 

 
 

“Make sure you wear your life vest this time,” Elliot said. “I don’t want to hear any more stories about your sister jumping in to save your sorry ass.” He laughed.

Tommy, the short, fair skinned, freckle faced, twelve-year old, grimaced, his face turning the same shade of red as his hair. “She didn’t have to jump in and save me. I was fine. The cold water just startled me, is all.”

Elliot glared at the young man.

Tommy sighed. “I’ll wear the vest,” he said, taking his change. He turned away, dragging the gray life vest behind him like a death sentence.

Elliot chuckled and moved from behind the registers towards the back of the store. They were getting a huge order of camping gear in today, and he wanted to be sure the entire inventory arrived. After all, it was that time of year. Soon, locals and tourists alike would be cruising the aisles, and as the only nearby camping, fishing, and boating outfitter, Anderson Outfitters would profit. 

Elliot whistled on his way to the back of the store. He loved his job. Or rather, his business. He passed rows of sportswear, apparel, and meandered through the vast fishing section. Not a day went by that he wasn’t amazed all of this was his. His luck at living his dream never ceased to thrill him. Well, half of his dream anyway. The professional and business portion of his life couldn’t have turned out better. The old saying, do what you love, and the money will come later, proved to be true with Elliot. The personal aspect of his life, on the other hand, hadn’t turned out the way he had hoped. He had no one to go home to at the end of the day, no kids to greet him, only an empty house and a yellow Labrador.

Pushing through the double doors, he entered the storage area of the store. A whoosh of cool, moist air hit him, and despite the soft glow of fluorescent lights the room was dark. He passed rows of stacked boxes, equipment, and inventory. The loud blare of a horn sounded, making him smile. His timing was perfect.

He reached the end of the room and grunted, as he threw up the large metal lever. The single metal door groaned as it slowly lifted to the loading dock outside. Once the door finished retracting, the open back of a semi, along with Harold, his usual delivery man’s pudgy form, came into view. 

“Anderson,” Harold bellowed in greeting. He wore khaki shorts and a dark blue button down shirt, his large stomach straining over the belt. Despite his appearance, Harold’s physical abilities seemed uninhibited by his girth.

“Hey, there,” Elliot said, moving to the back of the truck to help Harold.

Both men unloaded the dock in quiet synchrony, using the dolly for some of the stacked boxes, while lifting others. To Elliot’s amazement, Harold hadn’t broken a sweat. With the amount of physical labor required in his job, Elliot surmised that a physique like Harold’s must require downing a lot of cheeseburgers. 

Elliot withdrew his order from the back pocket of his jeans and compared it with the inventory. Once he was satisfied, he took the delivery receipt Harold offered him, signed it, and gave it back.

He shook Harold’s hand, excited to dig into the boxes and unload his goods, but like always, Harold was in the mood to talk and in no hurry to move onto his next delivery.

“Should be a nice one,” Harold said, looking out of the loading dock from under his ball cap. 

Elliot squinted into the light. “Yeah. It’s a beauty today. Should be good for business,” he said, hoping Harold would catch the hint. He had a business to run and work to do.

“Yep.” Harold turned towards Elliot, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He looked to the ground, then back up at him again. Screwing his face up, he wore an expression like he smelled something foul, giving Elliot the distinct impression he had something he wanted to say, but was pondering how best to say it.

Elliot put his hands on his hips and waited—there was no rushing Harold.

“You been up to the Dodson farm lately?” he asked, meeting Elliot’s gaze.

Elliot knew Harold well, not only through business, but also because when Elliot’s parents relocated to Andover when he was sixteen, he moved within minutes of Harold and his two sisters. The small town atmosphere, and their business relationship, led to easy conversation amongst the two. 

“It’s been a little while. Maybe a month or so.”

Harold shook his head and looked away. Elliot fought his rising impatience. Running a hand through his blond waves, he decided to give Harold a nudge. “Why? Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yeah. The farm’s doing well, and the new market they’re building looks real nice. It’s almost done. They’re just finishing some details and painting, but it’s sure to be a real nice place.” Harold paused, looking down at the toes of his scuffed work shoes. He took a deep breath, puffed his chest like a penguin, and said, “I saw Lexie yesterday. She was out there working in the fields.”

Elliot’s eyes sharpened, his pupils focusing into pinpoints on Harold’s chubby face. 

“I guess she’s staying for a while. Isn’t that something? Hardly visiting after all these years, and all of a sudden, she shows up pregnant and wants to stay a while,” Harold blurted. In the next second, his head sprung up, his eyes wide and face red, as if he hadn’t meant to say so much.

Elliot’s arms fell from his sides. The air flew out of him, like someone punched him in the gut. His mouth opened, and for a moment, he wondered if anything would ever come out. “Oh,” he said.

Harold stepped forward, his hands fluttering in front of him. “I’m sorry man. I didn’t mean to just blurt it out like that. I probably shouldn’t have even said anything. Ah, Maria’s going to kill me,” he said, referring to his equally pudgy wife—known to have a penchant for scolding her husband and his big mouth.

Elliot swallowed hard, willing some composure back into his frozen features. “Well, that is something. A real surprise.” For Harold’s benefit, he somehow managed to smile. “I’d better get back inside,” he said, gesturing towards the store.

“Okay. Hey man, again, I’m sorry.”

Elliot shook his head and hooked a thumb inside. “Nah. Don’t worry about it. I’ve just got a lot of work to do inside.”

He turned around, leaving red-faced Harold standing on the loading dock. He walked straight towards the swinging doors to the inside of the store, his inventory all but forgotten.

He was fine, at least that’s what he tried to convince himself. Lexie was back. She was pregnant. And he was fine.



 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT
 

 
 

Gail held her husband’s hand. They sat on the loveseat in the sitting room, side-by-side, staring at nothing. Visions of their daughter, helpless and brutalized, danced behind their eyelids, taunting in their helplessness to prevent the evil that had befallen her.

While Lexie drank lemonade on the porch with Heather and the kids, Gail told Ed what she discovered earlier in the fields. Her daughter had been raped, and this revelation had been no easier for Ed to take than it had been for her.

“Does she know the…” Ed choked over the words. “The man who did this to her?”

Gail’s eyes grazed over the old wingback chair in the corner, the cherry curio cabinet, which housed mementos and knick-knacks from a life well-lived, searching for nonexistent answers. “She wouldn’t say, but I’m guessing from the way she spoke of the baby’s father, that she knew him.”

Ed nodded, clenching his free hand.

“I keep trying to think of a way to fix this. I want to make things better for her,” Gail said. 

Ed shook his head. His eyes were dark and brooding, cast with shadows of despair. “For the first time this is something you can’t just fix Gail. What’s been done to our baby is something we can’t take back. It’s irreversible.”

“If I could trade places with her, I would.”

Ed nodded. He picked idly at a small tear in his flannel shirt. “All we can do is be here for her, talk to her, and listen.”

Gail spoke between clenched teeth. “It’s not enough”

“Our support has to be enough.” Ed’s voice boomed through the room. When he spoke again, he was calmer. “I’m sorry. I’m just so damn angry.”

“It’s okay. I’m angry too. I’m angry for her, about what happened to her, and I’m angry for the baby that did nothing wrong, but nevertheless is going to be punished for some maniac’s sins.” She shook her head. “I wanted her to keep the baby, but how can I ask her now? I thought maybe even we could keep it, but I see now that won’t work either. If I were her, the child would be a living reminder of what happened. How can I ask her to relive something so horrible, so debilitating, every time she looks in her child’s eyes?”

Ed didn’t answer her, because there were no answers he could give. Suddenly, nothing seemed clear anymore. Instead, he said, “She’s been so different since she’s been here, like she’s lost and can’t find her way back. I’m so afraid we’ve lost our daughter. We’re going to lose our grandchild too.”

Gail’s eyes flashed to Ed’s face. “No. We did not lose her. We will not lose her. Do you hear me Ed Dodson? She’s going to be fine. We’ll help her in any way we can. We’ll be here for her like you said, and she’ll come back to us.”

He enveloped her hand in his. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Of course, you’re right.” Ed said, though as he did, Gail wondered if she was, in fact, wrong.



 

 

CHAPTER NINE
 

 
 

Lexie sat in the small examining room in her paper gown, clutching the open seams together. The cold and sterile room, painted in soft shades of blue, neither relaxed her, nor eased her mind. She glanced from a diagram of a baby emerging from the birth canal, to a poster on contraception, and swallowed.

The doctor knocked softly on the door, then entered. He appeared to be in his sixties, with tufts of gray hair lining the sides of his head and small frameless glasses perched over a long nose. He wore the standard lab coat overtop a pair of spotless khaki’s.

Lexie wasn’t thrilled at the prospects of having a male doctor. Originally scheduled with a female, when she checked in, she was informed due to an emergency C-section, she would either have to reschedule or see Dr. McMillan. She wanted nothing more than to get the appointment over with, so Lexie chose to stay.

The doctor pulled the stool over to where Lexie sat. He cleared his throat. “I’m Dr. McMillan,” he said, reading her chart. “I hear you’re having a baby girl. Congratulations.”

Lexie tried to smile, but found the muscles around her mouth wouldn’t budge. “Thanks,” she said, though her voice fell flat.

“It was a couple weeks earlier than usual to do the sonogram, but my records indicate here that you didn’t have an eight week one, so that’s why we chose to do it early. Everything in the sonogram looked normal though. The baby looks healthy. Since this is your first time here, we’ll still need to do an examination.”

He flipped through her records, the forms she completed in the waiting room. Meanwhile, Lexie eyed a canister of extra-long, sterile, Q-tips and shuddered. 

“Wait a minute,” he said, peering down at the last paper on her chart. “We don’t have your medical records yet.” 

A soft knock on the door, startled Lexie, making her jump. A young blonde popped into the room. She wore scrubs printed with pink and blue puppies.

“Linda, before we do the examination, you need to see if the front desk has ever received her medical records,” Dr. McMillan said.

“Um. There aren’t any,” Lexie interjected. 

Dr. McMillan’s head shot up from her paperwork. He seemed startled, like he hadn’t remembered she was there. “Excuse me?” he said.

“This is my first appointment to see a doctor since my pregnancy.” Lexie chewed her lip.

Dr. McMillan’s face tightened. His ears flattened to the sides of his head, and his mouth formed a thin line surrounded by wrinkles. “You mean to tell me, you’re eighteen weeks pregnant, and you haven’t had any prenatal care?”

He stared right through her. She wished for some explanation other than the truth to explain the reason for everything: Why she was here. Why she was pregnant, and why she had yet to see a doctor. But there were none. Instead, the truth was all she had.

“I didn’t expect this, and I’ve been having some trouble coping. I was raped,” she forced the words out, trying to ignore the bitter sting on her tongue.

Lexie’s explanation hung in the air like a wet sock. The nurse’s eyes flickered to Lexie’s hands, folded over her lap, her privates, and then looked away. Maybe she was being paranoid, but for a moment, Lexie wondered if the nurse thought she was at fault for her rape, her vagina a clear implication of blame. She glanced to the doctor, with his unwavering expression of disapproval.

“Why didn’t you immediately seek medical treatment? They would have given you a dose of Levonelle, the morning after pill.” His tone was scolding, causing Lexie to fight back the rise of blush to her cheeks. 

She reminded herself that she wasn’t at fault. Regardless, she remained silent, clenching her sweaty hands together, staring at the blood pressure cuff slung over a hook on the wall. The doctor sighed and slid forward on his stool. He instructed Lexie to lie back, with her feet in the stirrups. 

She lay down, feeling the cool air on the flesh where the gown exposed her.

“Scoot forward more,” he instructed.

Lexie moved forward so that her bottom was on the edge of the table. A cold sweat broke out over her body. She tried to ignore the anxiety bubbling in her chest and the image of Dr. McMillan’s shrewd eyes examining her, while she lay splayed, and vulnerable, like a piece of meat. 

The sharp stab of the speculum inside her made her wince. Expert hands moved over her abdomen, as he kneaded, feeling and measuring her uterus—an uncomfortable reminder of the changes occurring within her body. Lexie turned her head to the side, staring at the pristine white cabinets and sink, waiting for his probing hands to complete his examination and her humiliation to end.

When he finished, Lexie heard the snap of gloves, as he removed them and threw them in the special trash bin marked biohazard.

“You may sit up, Ms. Dodson,” the doctor said.

Lexie sat, pulling her gown down over her thighs. She clasped the seams at the back and watched the nurse leave the room with her Pap smear.

“Everything looks okay,” he said, making notes in her chart.

Lexie strained her neck to see what he wrote, but couldn’t make out even a word of his scribble. 

“Have you had any STD testing done, since your…” Dr. McMillan paused. “Incident?”

What a way to put it, Lexie thought. Incident, like what happened to her was just a passing thing, something that came and went—inconsequential—like the flu, spilt milk, a fender bender.

“Um. No, I haven’t,” Lexie said.

Dr. McMillan frowned and gave a small shake of the head, like she was the most incompetent raped woman to walk the earth; like there were no others before her too traumatized to think of such things. Because, truth be told, until this moment, Lexie hadn’t thought of STD’s. She had been too consumed with the breaking of her spirit and her will to live, to worry about the potential destruction of her body. The possibility of an STD never occurred to her; however, Dr. McMillan’s expression combined with the thought of an irreversible agent at work inside her body, left her stomach clenching and rolling. A thick sheen of sweet coated her neck and beaded her brow, while the words AIDS and HIV, rattled in her brain like brittle bones.

“You need to be tested. Especially since the baby could be affected if you contracted anything. Of course, no physical signs of herpes, gonorrhea, warts, or any others are present now, but many times physical manifestations can take years from the time of contraction.”

He handed her a blue card, “Here is the card for the lab. They’ll do the blood work we need. You don’t need an appointment. They take walk-ins, and I would prefer you went this afternoon.”

Lexie nodded, her gaze flickering down at the card, her mind preoccupied, unable to register the name of the facility, the address, nor the phone number.

Dr. McMillan sighed. “You know, we could have prevented a lot of this had you taken care of these things in the first place.”

Lexie peered up at the doctor, his head spotted with age, shining under the harsh florescent light, his wrinkled brow, and starched lab coat. He spoke as if Lexie’s situation were an inconvenience to him. 

He handed her another card and said, “This is the name and number of a therapist. She deals with situations like yours. I’m not sure if she’s worth her charge, but this is what they tell us to give women like you.”

Women like you. Lexie wondered what kind of woman he considered her. What category did she fit in: raped, broken, empty? The woman prior to her rape would have seen this callous, chauvinistic doctor for the ignorant man that he was. She would have sneered at him, told him to “stick it.” But the new woman, the raped one, couldn’t find fault in him or his attitude, because deep down, she feared he was right.

“I’ll see you back here in a month,” he said.

After Dr. McMillan left, Lexie got dressed. She grabbed her purse and the two cards the doctor gave her. She glanced down at them and pocketed the one for the lab. Without a second glance at the therapist’s card, she left it on the examination table, along with the pictures from her sonogram. She left the room, closing the door behind her. 

She didn’t need anyone else to make her feel the depth of her shame. She didn’t need anyone to point out what she did wrong or what type of woman she was. She did a good enough job of that on her own.



 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN
 

 
 

“A little bit to your right Phillip. Now down some on your end, Ed.” Lexie’s mother gestured with her hands while she spoke. “Perfect! Hold it right there,” she said, running to where Phil and Lexie’s father held the new, Dodson’s Farmer’s Market, sign.

She removed the screws from her tool belt and used her Craftsman power drill to secure the sign to the front of the building. After she finished, she stepped back and admired her handiwork.

“How’s the place look?” Ed asked.

“Like a real market,” Gail said. She crossed her arms and smiled, her eyes sparkling.

The outside of the market gleamed from the fresh paint—dark green and white. The inside was a crisp cream, with rows of barren, wooden shelves and bins, waiting to be filled with the coming season’s produce and goods.

“It looks real good,” Lexie said. “You guys did an amazing job.”

Phil stepped down from the ladder, brushed the dust off his jeans and walked past Lexie towards his truck, without so much as a word or a glance in her direction. Nothing had changed in the past weeks since her arrival, and she didn’t expect them to. 

Convinced she should tell him about her rape, Lexie’s mother had tried to reason with her, but her refusal to disclose her situation remained solid. The notion that if her brother knew what happened to her, he would be more understanding and lay off her a bit, was her mother’s motivation. But they both knew her past actions were responsible for the wedge between the two, and she didn’t want to use what happened to her as an absolution.

Lexie’s mother moved to her side. “He’ll get over it. He has to,” she said, placing one hand on Lexie’s arm.

Ed stepped down from the ladder, retrieved a hanky from his pocket and wiped his forehead. “Hey Gail, did you schedule an appointment for that mare yet?”

“No. I didn’t. I’ll call Dr. Gray when I get back to the house,” her mother said.

Ed nodded, and then went around the building, out of sight.

“What mare? Penny?” Lexie asked. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Oh, nothing’s wrong with her. She’s pregnant. She needs her nine month vaccinations, is all.”

“Oh,” Lexie said. Like me, she wanted to add, but refrained from comparing herself to a horse. “Are you going to keep the foal?”

“Probably. You know I never had a heart for weaning them.”

Lexie nodded. She thought about her own choice to give her baby up for adoption, making her even more grateful she hadn’t made the comparison. “Well, I wanted to go for a drive. I’ll stop by Dr. Gray’s office, if you like, and make the appointment.”

“That’d be nice. Save me the trouble of making a phone call. Do you think you could swing by the store and pick up some milk while you’re at it? We’re out.”

“Sure.” 

Fifteen minutes later, Lexie left the vet’s office, and was headed up Route 11. She would stop at the grocery for her mother, but first she wanted the silence and peace of a noon drive.

She rolled her windows down, letting the warm, spring, air blast through them she drove. The wind whipped through her hair, glinting red and bronze in the sun. She hoped to clear her head, give herself a reprieve from the nagging worry and anxiety, which plagued her for the past week since her visit to Dr. McMillan. 

The portion of tests she had performed in his office already came back negative. She had yet to obtain the results of the blood work she had done at the lab though. She told herself she’d feel better once she received a negative result, but kept in mind that the tests were no guarantee. HIV could take up to six months to test positive, so she would have to get retested. 

Since her appointment, Lexie receded back into her shell. When she told her mother of her rape, she thought she had taken a step in the right direction. A small piece of herself had been freed by her disclosure. There was a distinct possibility she had been wrong in her silence, that speaking out was the anecdote (if there were one) to maintaining a sense of normalcy, to releasing the fear and pain which gripped her. Disclosing her rape to the doctor, however, caused her to take two steps back. Cold and accusatory in her irresponsibility since the attack, he rebuffed her. And as a result, a part of her closed off even more than before.

She glanced at the clock. She hadn’t been driving long, only fifteen minutes, but she decided to turn around and head back into town. She didn’t feel like being alone and the drive wasn’t having the calming effect she had hoped for.

Outlines of a shopping center she had never noticed before touched the horizon ahead. Her curiosity piqued, and she found herself turning into the parking lot. Circling around, she gaped at the contemporary building. The spot once held the bones of an old farmhouse, victim to an electrical fire when she was a child.

Glancing up to the sign, she did a double take—Anderson Outfitters. Even as she rejected the notion that this store may belong to Elliot, she found herself parking the car. She unfastened her seatbelt and got out. 

She didn’t want to go inside, but found herself moving in the direction of the store anyway, her footsteps heavy on the pavement. She didn’t want to see him, not while her life lay like shards of broken glass at her wounded feet. Not when he could say that maybe she had been wrong in leaving.

She stepped inside the sliding doors, greeted by bright lights and crisp, clean air. Her eyes scanned the checkouts, the aisles of apparel, and noted the expansive fishing section in the back. 

“Can I help you?” 

Lexie turned towards the voice. A young man stood behind her with a name tag that read, Ben. 

Lexie cleared her throat. “Actually, I’m not sure I have the right place. I’m looking for Elliot.”

“Yeah, this is the right place. He just stepped out though. He should be back in a couple minutes, if you’d like to wait.”

“No, thank you. I’ll stop by another time,” Lexie said, already moving for the exit.

With the confirmation she needed, she exited the store in a rush. She stopped on the sidewalk and closed her eyes. The last thing she needed was to trigger any kind of emotions a run-in with Elliot would cause. She hadn’t seen him since the day she left home and was no more ready to face him than she had been back then.

She opened her eyes and started towards her car. A man stepped out of a blue Honda in front of her. She didn’t look at him, but as he passed, she noted his dark hair and suit, thinking the formal attire odd in this setting. He must be on his lunch break or something. He was in a hurry and passed by her, jingling his keys.

The scent of him hit her hard, like a blow to her stomach, leaving her breathless. 

Stopping mid-stride, she turned around in a circle, expecting him to be behind her. Her skin prickled with goose bumps. Her nostrils flared, taking in the familiar scent—sandalwood, leather, and spice. Brent’s scent. 

Gripping her stomach, she felt it clench and roll in waves. The smell burned in her nose and throat, and even as a part of her knew it wasn’t him, that the smell, the similar profile of the man in the suit, were just a coincidence, the other part of her screamed at her to run. 

She tried to move her feet, but found them heavy as lead and immovable. Her eyes frantically searched the parking lot in front of her, but her car was nowhere to be seen. Irrationally, her mind reeled.  Panic constricted her lungs. He must have moved it so she couldn’t escape.

Her body quaked. Brent’s hot breath kissed her skin, convincing her of his presence. He screamed at her, his voice sinister and threatening. This is your fault. I’m only giving you what you want, what you deserve. You keep your whore mouth shut, or I’ll fucking kill you. Do what I say, or I’ll kill you.

His hands clenched around her wrists, before moving to her throat, squeezing. The air escaped her lungs at once. Her throat ached, and her lungs burned like torch fire. Her body convulsed involuntarily, fighting for air, but there was none to be had.

Lexie dropped to her knees, feeling the sharp stab of concrete bite into flesh. Tears stung her eyes. For several moments, she wasn’t sure how long, the world stood still, just a blur of colors, then darkness.

She tried to fight off the warm grasp on her arms and legs, but she couldn’t move. Was this the end? She told people about the rape, and as a result, he had come to kill her, to finish what he started. 

She waited for the jagged edge of pain, but when it didn’t come, she vaguely recognized that the touch was not threatening but gentle. The familiar voice in her ear, not that of a monster, but one of her past, whispered, “It’s okay now. I’ve got you.”



 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

 
 

Swallowing, something lodged in Elliot’s throat, but nothing seemed to help push the obstruction back down. He looked in the rearview mirror at Lexie, curled up in the backseat of his truck.

Her hair spread out around her head and over the dark leather like tarnished copper, but her skin remained ghostly white. She had yet to open her eyes, and as Elliot waited in front of the Dodson home for Gail and Ed, he wondered if he should have taken her to a doctor. Even as he worried, he knew that had he taken her to a doctor in Andover, word of a pregnant Lexie and Elliot together would have spread faster than the plague. Wanting to spare them both the agony of illicit gossip, he took the safer course of action.

Lexie had curled up on her side. Every now and then, her lips twitched and her eyes moved under the lids, as if she were remembering something. And from the sound of the occasional whimper which escaped her sealed lips, he imagined, whatever she dreamt about, wasn’t good. 

His eyes moved to her stomach, which lay distended on the seat. He gripped the steering wheel tighter, the sight of her—pregnant no less—harder for him than he had imagined it would be. A million memories flashed through his head, with little hope of fighting them off—the first time he saw her, their prom, walks in the park, picnics on the lake, teaching her how to fish, and the day he asked her to marry him. So many happy memories surrounded her, but the day she left him stuck out in his mind the most vividly—the day she drove away from their future together, Elliot’s future, his dreams. 

Shifting in his seat, he focused his gaze out the window before his eyes could search for her left hand. He didn’t want to check for a ring—didn’t want to see if she was married. What difference would it make anyway? She left for a reason, to build a new life for herself, and that is obviously what she had done, married or not. Still, the thought of her belonging to another man, pledging forever to someone other than himself, turned his heart to stone and his stomach in knots.

She stirred for the first time since his drive back to her home. What would her reaction be if she opened her eyes? He wondered, once again, if driving her home had been such a good idea. Maybe he should have called Gail or Ed at the store. But the image of Lexie, moaning and lying crumpled on the concrete solidified his decision. He had been right to bring her here.

Something was very wrong. No explanation could explain her reaction in the parking lot of his store, nor why she still lay, semi-unconscious, in the back of his truck. 

When he rushed to her side in a panic, she had fought him. He called her name, bittersweet on his tongue, but she hadn’t responded. With tender hands, he tugged gently on her arms, trying to get her to sit. The knees of her pants were scraped and bits of gravel were embedded on the side of her face, where a small amount of blood oozed from her fall. Her hands moved franticly, trying to uncurl his fingers from her arms and to loosen his grip. Her voice carried with it an odd lilt of both fear and disbelief: No. Not again. Get away. Get away from me. For a moment, he loosened his hold on her, afraid she was talking to him. But when he turned Lexie to face him and looked her in the eye, her gaze remained unfocused, and her eyes glazed.

The familiar, rusted Ford came to a grinding halt in front of the house, allowing Elliot to let out the pent up breath he had been holding. Gail would know what to do. Competent hands would soon have her, and he could go home, where he would try to erase the image of Lexie from his mind.

Gail and Ed jumped down from their seats, slamming the doors of the old truck behind them.

“What happened? Where is she?” Gail asked. She rushed around the side of the truck.

Elliot climbed out and opened the door to the backseat. “She’s back here.”

With one hand braced on the shiny black paint of his Chevy, Gail peered inside. She stepped up, leaning forward, grasping Lexie by the arms. 

“Here, let me get her,” Ed said from behind her.

Gail hesitated, not wanting to let go, but after a moment, she stepped aside. Grabbing hold of Lexie, Ed cradled her in his arms like an infant, coaxing her until her eyes slowly opened.

Gail turned towards Elliot. “What the hell happened?” 

He shrugged. “I just got back to the store, when I saw her standing in the middle of the parking lot. I was too far away to hear if she said anything, but I didn’t see anyone else around. All of a sudden, she just collapsed. Right there on the concrete.”

“Mom, the milk. I forgot the milk,” Lexie murmured. She was awake, her eyes darting wildly from Gail to Ed.

“Hush. It’s okay. We didn’t need it anyway,” Ed said.

Gail blanched and rubbed a hand over her face. She stared at her daughter for a moment, before turning back to Elliot. “Ed, why don’t you take her inside. I wanna have a word with Elliot.”

Cradling a now crying Lexie like a rag doll, Ed made his way up the porch steps and into the house.

Elliot glanced from the house to Gail. It took everything in him from going inside, taking Lexie into his own arms and carrying her away. After all, old habits die hard. The haunted woman he met today, however, was not the Lexie he remembered. And besides, he had to remind himself that she wasn’t his to comfort. 

His wide eyes searched Gail’s face. Her mouth turned down at the corners and her eyes clouded with grief. He tried to swallow, but nearly choked. His mouth was dry and tasted of metal. He had no idea what Gail was about to tell him, but more importantly, he wondered why she wanted to tell him. Maybe she wanted to confide in him because she knew he still cared; that much was obvious. After all, it was no secret; he had never gotten over Lexie. 



 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 

 
 

The sun set in the West fields, churning the sky a watercolor of purple, pink, and orange. In the barn, the horses fed on hay and sweet oats, while the cattle grazed on grass and corn. Inside, Lexie’s mother paced the living room.

Lexie sat on the sage green sofa, a pale blue quilt about her shoulders, and a cup of coffee in hand. Despite the heat of the mug, as she sipped the warm brew, a chill shook her. 

The memory of her father’s strong grip on her just hours before was vague. She was told he carried her inside, where she slept for several hours before waking, bleary eyed and with a killer headache. But she barely remembered any of it. Had her brain shut down?  Had she finally lost her mind in the struggle to keep both her sanity and living nightmare at bay?

Her mother moved back and forth in front of her, while her father stood in the corner of the room, his mouth turned down, and his hands clenched inside his blue jeans. Her parents had been by her side, waiting for her to wake, and with their presence, Lexie sensed expectation.

“I don’t know what happened,” Lexie said. Her thoughts were mottled, a confusing montage of black and white clips from what happened earlier in the afternoon. “One second I was in Anderson Outfitters, and the next second, I was outside on the concrete. I thought the man in the parking lot was him. I swear he passed me in the parking lot. His profile, his clipped walk, they were so similar, and he smelled like him. But it wasn’t...It couldn’t have been.” 

Lexie shook her head, hoping to jar loose the image and sensation of Brent being nearby. She spoke more to herself than her parents. “I must have convinced myself it was him. Everything I felt seemed so real. I thought he was coming after me.”

With eyes clouded in concern and an expression paralyzed with worry, her mother glanced over at her father. Ed’s dark eyes flamed. He clenched his jaw, the muscles flexing below his cheekbones. Gone was his usual gentle and even tempered manner. It had dissipated, until nothing tender or soft was left of his demeanor.

Gail looked back at Lexie. “You must have had a PTSD attack,” she said.

“What?” Lexie asked. “No. That’s for veterans, war heroes, and stuff.”

Gail shook her head, her mouth in a tight line. “I’ve done some reading and research in the last few weeks. I wanted to get a sense for what you might be going through. Rape victims often have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. It’s not uncommon. You said the man in the parking lot looked like your rapist? The sight of him, the familiarity, must have triggered your emotions and memories from that day.”

Lexie looked down at her expanding waistline. Why didn’t she jump when she had the chance? Then she wouldn’t have to go through any of this. “I’m going up to bed now.”

“What?” Her mother put her hands on her hips.

“I’m tired.” And I don’t want to deal with any of this, she wanted to say.

Something flashed in her mother’s eyes. She moved towards Lexie on the couch. “You broke down in a parking lot today. You thought your rapist was with you, trying to attack you. Lord knows what may have happened had Elliot not been there. He said you clearly thought he was someone else. You were trying to fight him off at first, yelling at him to stop and get away. You were curled up in the back of his truck semi-unconscious, whimpering like a wounded animal. And now, after all this, once you are finally conscious and coherent, you want to just go to bed? Just like that? Like nothing happened at all?”

“You talked to Elliot about me? About what happened today?” Lexie asked.

Gail threw her hands up. “Of course I did. What did you expect? I had to find out what happened. Lord knows you weren’t going to tell me.”

Face burning in anger, Lexie matched her mother’s intensity. What did they want from her? What did her mother expect? “I don’t know what you want me to say,” she shouted. 

“Anything, would be nice. Something.”

A horrifying thought occurred to Lexie. “Did you tell Elliot about me?” Her mother took a step back, her jaw softened, and her eyes darted to the window. Lexie turned towards her father, who avoided her gaze, his eyes fixed on the painting above the fireplace. “Did you tell him I was raped?” Lexie asked again. She turned and stared back at her mother, who crossed her arms in front of her.

“Yes. I told him. I’m sorry that I did so without your permission, but I thought he needed to know.” Her tone was defensive.

“You told him. How could you?”

“Because you never talk about it. You don’t talk about what happened, Lexie. You haven’t so much as even mentioned your rape since the day you told me. And maybe I don’t want to hear the details, because they would sear themselves into my mind with more permanency than a brand. But I would listen to every horrid detail if I thought it would help you—if hearing everything would make you feel better. You don’t talk about it though, and you need to. You need to talk about what happened to you. You can’t keep all of this bottled up inside.”

Her mother moved closer to her, reaching out, her voice pleading, desperate, yet strong. “Holding everything in—your pain—is like poison. I see it eating you up inside, but you won’t share. You won’t share the burden of what happened.”

“That’s because it’s not your burden to carry. It’s mine,” Lexie said jabbing a finger into her chest. “I was raped. This happened to me, and no one can do anything to change that. You can’t just snap your fingers and make it go away. My telling you only hurt you more. I can see the anguish in your eyes. Telling you, knowing, hurts you.”

Her mother’s eyes glistened. “I know we can’t take away what happened to you. It kills me I can do nothing more for you—that I, nor your father, can take away the pain. Until you talk about what happened, though, he controls you. Your silence only further empowers him. You’re keeping yourself hostage to the events you had no more control over than the weather. Don’t do this to yourself. You did nothing wrong. Nothing.”

Lexie’s eyes filled and spilled over. The truth in her mother’s words hit her in the gut, the clarity in what she said, filling her to the core. Part of her wanted to run away. Instead, she stood up and moved towards them. She embraced her mother and father and let the tears come, let the pain leach out in pools of salty water.

“We’re helpless to save you,” her mother said. “You have to save yourself. Please.”

Her father squeezed her tight, nearly taking the breath out of her. She had seen how much her rape hurt them, but not speaking of it, acting as if nothing had happened, hurt all of them more. Like the proverbial elephant in the room, it was always there. They all felt the wicked presence her rape imposed, and silence did nothing but feed it. 

She felt the warmth of her father’s skin, his stubble rough on her cheek. “If I find him. I’ll kill him,” he said, so low, Lexie wondered if she heard him right.

Shivering, her father’s words moved over her skin like raw wool. His voice, so true, so sure of himself, startled her more than the words themselves. She had never before heard so much hatred in her father’s voice. She never would have guessed him capable of such vengeance, but as he spoke the words, she believed him. 

Squeezing her eyes tighter, Lexie realized in that moment, the extent to which her rape and her silence hurt them.  And as long as her own pain, her own suffering and shame were so raw her rape would continue to wound them because they had to watch her, this half-woman, this shell of the daughter they once knew, meander through her life with distaste so large, it was eating her whole.

She hated Brent because he hurt her and destroyed her life, but the pain he caused her parents and those she loved, almost made her despise him more. The certainty that her life would remain forever changed was only a subset of her anger. But at the moment, hate felt a whole hell of a lot better than her pain.

 
 

Lexie rubbed the dark notch in the honeyed wood. She sat at the kitchen table her father made when she was a little girl, and stared out the window at the rain. It was late, sleep evaded her, and so she slipped downstairs into the dim of the kitchen for a snack. The half-eaten peanut butter and jelly sandwich sat on a plate in front of her, a comfort to her rumbling stomach, but not her nagging anxiety.

The sound of the rain, heavy on the roof, helped ease Lexie’s mind. Something happened today after her episode at Elliot’s store and the conversation with her parents. Her mother’s words broke something free inside her. She was right. Lexie could no longer keep quiet because her silence would destroy her. As long as she held back, kept the feelings of her rape to herself, she only hurt more, while further empowering Brent in the process. By keeping quiet, she gave Brent what he wanted, she let him win.

The day’s events made Lexie realize something else as well. Whether she liked it or not, she was raped and survived to tell her story. She wasn’t dead, so she needed to stop acting like a corpse and try to start living. She must recover and find a piece of the old Lexie, even at the expense of having to merge her old self with the new one. The choice to live her life, not just get through it was one only she could make. She needed to be active in her survival. Otherwise, what was she doing here? She may as well go back to Pittsburgh, to her balcony, the cold concrete beneath her feet, and jump.

She made the decision after she discovered she was pregnant, that she would not end her life. Unwanted or not, monster or not, hideous reminder of her rape or not, Lexie would not terminate the life inside her. Nor would she end her life with his spawn within her. She came to the farm to live out her months until delivery, until she could give the baby up. Afterwards, she hoped to pick up the pieces of her life, but in order to move on, she needed to make some changes. Living her life day-to-day like the living dead was not helping her.

Lexie got up from the table and moved to the cupboard over the sink. She removed a glass, turned the sink on, and filled it, then took a deep drink. 

She had a lot of things to do. First, she had to tell Sienna what happened—well part of it anyway. Eventually, Sienna would either badger it out of her or get tired of Lexie’s silence and stop trying or caring. Lexie bet money on the first scenario, but she didn’t want to wager on her friendship, the one relationship that had meant the world to her over the past ten years. 

She would call Sienna first thing in the morning and ask her to drive up to the farm so they could talk. Then she would tell her about the rape, minus any mention of Brent. Sienna had every right to know the man she was married to, but Lexie doubted her ability to be the one to tell her that her husband was not the man she thought he was, but instead, was a hard, cold devil.

As for the pregnancy, Sienna would see that for herself. The discovery would be a hard one because of Sienna’s years of infertility, of praying, hoping, wishing, for her own child, but Lexie knew she would be supportive. She wondered, however, what her reaction would be to the news that she was not keeping the baby. Would she be angry? Resentful? Would she ask Lexie to allow her to adopt the child?

Lexie shivered. How could she tell her best friend, whom wanted a baby more than life itself, that she was pregnant and giving hers up? Part of her feared Sienna would ask to adopt the child, and although Lexie would do anything for her, giving her child to Sienna was not an option. At least not as long as Brent was alive. Besides, the baby would be a constant reminder of what happened, one she couldn’t bear, and as a result, if Sienna raised her child their friendship would all but vanish. 

The second thing Lexie needed to do was make an effort to live life on her own two feet. She needed to get an apartment or find someplace to rent. She liked the idea of staying in Andover, at least for the time being. The support of her family was invaluable, and although in many ways, she was alone in her quest to heal, having them around was important. One main reason being, her mother never let up. She wouldn’t let Lexie go without a fight and would be a constant reminder that she needed to rebuild her life.

Not only did Lexie have troubling, possibly devastating, news to deliver to Sienna, she readied herself to ask for her help as well. If she wanted to rebuild some semblance of a life and found somewhere to rent, she needed the stuff from her apartment. She hoped Sienna would be willing to arrange the packing and moving for her, since she didn’t have the stomach to move them herself. The trauma of reentering her apartment, the scene of her rape, would be overwhelming. Just the thought sent tremors down her spine. If simply passing someone in a parking lot, who looked like Brent, triggered a PTSD attack, she could only imagine what returning to her apartment would do. 

The thought of her apartment, her sanctuary, a place she once loved, saddened her. Instead of the memories of the life she built there, she thought of Brent and how he waited for her in the shadows—the evening she died inside.

Unfortunately, one thing Lexie had to do on her own, was contact the adoption agency. Sienna, as well as her parents for different reasons, would find the arrangement of her adoption too painful. She wanted to spare them.

Despite the anxiety of talking to Sienna, the complexities of finding a place to live, and contacting an adoption agency, facing Elliot scared her most. How could she not go see him after what happened? She wasn’t sure how she felt about his knowledge of her rape, knowing the baby inside her was unwanted. Would he be smug that the life she left for, the one she wanted, had in some way backfired? She didn’t think so. Smug and Elliot didn’t seem to quite fit the memory of the man she had once promised her life to. But deep down, she feared the anger and hurt he may still feel at her sudden exit from his life ten years ago. Would she see the pain in his eyes, the anger? 

Anticipation of her first conversation with Elliot and what he might think of her scared Lexie. The fear of his judgment, however, didn’t even compare to her apprehension at seeing him in the blood and flesh, taking in all the things about him she always loved and never forgot. She had no idea how she would feel once she saw him. It had been ten years. The image of the face she remembered, tan from the sun, golden curls sweeping around his ears and brushing the back of his neck, with eyes so blue she could set sail in them, came into her mind. She feared her feelings for him. The thought that she had never gotten over him gripped at her heart like icy fingers. 

Lexie shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She threw the uneaten portion of her sandwich away and left the kitchen. With the soft glow of the moon lighting the way, she climbed the stairs and thought about the next few months. Each step carried an inexplicable weight. And with it, she grew more tired, ready for sleep, but inside her something brewed. 

When she left her hometown years ago, she had never really said goodbye. Instead, she had merely shoved Elliot Anderson into a tidy compartment in her mind, hiding him away in the dark, smothering her feelings for him with the desire to flee and find a new life. To face him, meant disturbing the place in her mind where he slept, where her own feelings had hibernated, waiting for something to stoke the flames.



 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

 
 

Sienna rapped on the screen door, then stepped back to get another view of Lexie’s Prius in the driveway. This must be the right house. She knocked again. After several minutes and no answer, she threw her hands up in the air and growled. Her impatience to see Lexie grew. She sounded so troubled when she called this morning, finally ready to talk. Needing to ease her mind, Sienna ached to see for herself that her best friend was alive and well, coping with whatever happened to make her move away and withdraw from her life. 

She walked across the porch and down the steps into the lawn. Her wedge sandals sunk into the plush grass, which tickled her ankles. She shielded her eyes from the sun, shifting her gaze to the windows on the second floor, but saw no movement inside. 

Sienna turned and peered out into the endless fields in front of her. Maybe she should try searching for Lexie somewhere on the farm. Because of city traffic, she had arrived late; Lexie may have gotten tired of waiting.

She shifted her weight. Her eyes took in the empty field in front of her, the gleaming red tractor, and the barn behind the house. Without a clue as to what a farmer’s routine may be, or where to start looking, she tried to remember from earlier conversations what Lexie had told her. Nevertheless, her mind came up blank.

Sighing, she pulled her loose hair back into a pony tail and headed towards the direction of the barn—probably the best place to start her search. With each step, her anxiety grew. She had no idea what happened with Lexie, but whatever it was must have been serious, life-changing, for her to abandon her apartment, job, and Sienna herself—all the things Lexie cherished most. 

Sienna promised she would be there for her though, not only out of friendship and love, but because Lexie had been her support so many times in the past. Scores of doctor’s appointments, pregnancy tests, fertility drugs and injections, flashed through Sienna’s mind, a kaleidoscope of the trials and tribulations she had withstood with Lexie by her side. Countless times the endless pools of her own tears intermingled with Lexie’s as she mourned her barren womb. Brent didn’t handle the stress of trying to conceive well. He claimed his stomach was too weak to watch his wife go through so much just so he could have a child. And so, Lexie had been her rock, the only source of true comfort in her life.

The barn loomed above Sienna as she approached—an ancient dinosaur of aged wood and peeling paint. She grew closer, until she heard the muffled voices from within. Her ears pricked, searching for the sound of Lexie’s voice. She rounded the corner and approached the doorway from the side. In a hurry, Lexie almost smacked straight into her.

Sienna’s hands flew to her chest in an effort to slow the pace of her racing heart. “You scared the bejezzes out of me,” she said. She leaned towards Lexie, wrapped her arms around her shoulders and squeezed tight. Sienna sensed a subtle movement and realized Lexie had leaned away slightly from the hug. Apprehension filled the air between them.

“Who’d you think I was?” Lexie said, her tone light, teasing.

A soft smile touched Sienna’s lips. “I don’t know. Children of the Corn.” 

Lexie chuckled, but Sienna didn’t join in. She tried to relax, but found her body resistant. Nothing would assuage her anxiety until she saw with her own eyes that Lexie was okay. Pulling back, she slid her hands down Lexie’s arms. She grabbed her hands and held her arms out as she took a step back from her. 

Sienna’s gaze flitted from Lexie’s face—noting the knotted brow, the fading smile—down her body. A very distinct bulge, around Lexie’s midsection, hid beneath a baggy t-shirt, halting her gaze.

Sienna swallowed. She stood completely still, staring at Lexie’s stomach, which seemed to contract and grow right before her eyes. Even though a part of her knew what this meant, her mind struggled to make sense it; she couldn’t wrap her head around it. A million questions churned in her mind, intersecting to form a multitude of patterns, making a life of their own, until they congealed together into a jumbled mess of confusion.

“We need to talk.” Lexie said, her voice a mere whisper. 

Sienna dropped her hands from Lexie’s. She looked up at her, into the clear, brown eyes of her best friend. Suddenly, the questions she had moments ago untangled themselves from her thoughts. How could her stomach have grown so much in just one month? How could she not tell her? Why didn’t she tell her? However badly Sienna wanted a baby, she would never begrudge her friend the same privilege. The fact that Lexie, so obviously, hid her pregnancy from her, something so important, so magnanimous, stung as clearly as if she had been slapped.

Lexie reached for Sienna. She didn’t pull away, but instead, let Lexie grip her cold hand in the warmth of her own. Heading towards the house, Lexie pulled her along, while Sienna concentrated on the rhythm of their silent steps, trying to quell the hurt inside. 

“Let’s sit on the porch, and I’ll get us something to drink,” Lexie said.

Sienna nodded and followed her onto the porch. Lexie disappeared inside, leaving her alone and out of sorts. Her hands fluttered about until she finally settled herself on one of the wooden rockers.

Her mind raced as she tried desperately to make sense of the situation at hand. Lexie had only been with a couple of men over the years, and she didn’t date much. Any attempts at setting her up always resulted in disaster. As the years trickled by, Sienna sensed something more at play in Lexie’s botched relationships. Eventually, she concluded that Lexie had never gotten over the man she left behind, the man from her hometown—the one she had only learned of over the years, through snippets of conversation. 

Sienna closed her eyes, pressing her fingers to her forehead. She tried to think of the man, the night or event, which may have led to Lexie’s pregnancy, but her mind went blank. Like most best friends, any encounters Lexie had with men, especially ones of a sexual nature, were always shared with Sienna. Even if there had been someone, why would Lexie leave everything—the life she built and loved—just because of an unexpected pregnancy? 

She wouldn’t.

When Lexie returned, Sienna opened her eyes and removed her hands from her forehead. She smiled and nodded towards the tray of brownies and milk she carried. “Trying to butter me up with chocolate, are you?”

Lexie’s mouth returned the smile, but her eyes took on a nervous, restless edge. “I thought they might break the ice.”

Sienna nodded, but her smile faltered. “Since when do we need to break the ice.” She spoke quietly. “I’m sorry about my initial reaction. You surprised me. Let me tell you, the last thing I expected to find was you pregnant.” Needing to busy herself, Sienna took a brownie from the tray, leaving behind a trail of crumbs on her lap. She swept them off and looked Lexie in the eye. “You could have told me. You should have told me.”

Lexie sighed. “I know. I’m sorry; my situation is more complicated than just being pregnant. I couldn’t tell you before I left. I wasn’t ready. I was too ashamed.”

“To tell me you were pregnant? Honey, I know this isn’t the way you wanted to do things, getting pregnant by accident, but this is 2010, not 1920. You’re not exactly the first single woman to get pregnant in the world.”

Lexie set her glass of milk on the table in front of her and crossed her arms, rubbing her hands up and down her bare flesh. “It’s not the pregnancy I was ashamed of. I didn’t even know I was pregnant until after you left my apartment the last time I saw you. I used your tests…” Lexie’s voice trailed off. She rubbed her hands over her eyes. “I’m sorry. This is hard for me, and I’m not sure how to do this, how to talk about it. The only people who know are my parents—well, and Elliot.” Lexie looked away.

Exasperrated, Sienna sighed and threw her hands up in the air, the brownie on her lap forgotten. “Lexie, just tell me. What are you talking about?”

Lexie turned back to Sienna, her eyes clear, piercing. “I was raped. Several months ago.”

Sienna froze. “What?” Her gaze darted over Lexie’s body. She wasn’t sure what she looked for, maybe the scars, the physical evidence, which must map a person’s body after such a violation. When she finished, she returned Lexie’s steady gaze and her grave expression. A shiver shook her from head to toe, as the reality of Lexie’s situation hit home. She leaned forward, cradling her face in her hands, before reaching out to Lexie. She gripped her arms. “My God, Lex. Tell me what I can do?”

Sienna didn’t wait for a reply.  Instead, she stood up and moved to where Lexie sat and wrapped her arms around her. She wished uselessly to shield her from the awful event which passed without her knowledge. 

She pressed Lexie’s face into her chest. Tears soaked through the thin cotton of her blouse. Tremors racked Lexie’s body while she cried, and Sienna wished for nothing more than to take away a piece of her pain. She wanted to console her, but she didn’t know the words. Her mind was blank, as black as pitch.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Lexie said, her voice muffled against Sienna’s body. 

With a gentle touch, Sienna stroked the silk of Lexie’s hair clear down to her back. “No, don’t. It’s not your fault. I knew something was wrong. I should have tried harder to get you to talk to me. I should’ve done something. I never imagined…”

Lexie pulled away, wiping the moisture from her eyes. Anguish clouded the once vibrant brown. Sienna forced herself not to look away from the pain embedded in the lines of Lexie’s face. She would face this dead on and help her fight. “So that’s why, before you left, you acted so weird. That’s the reason you left,” Sienna said.

Lexie shook her head. “No. I had totally checked out of life, out of everything. I skipped our lunch dates, our girl’s night out, because I couldn’t face myself, let alone what happened. Since the rape, I’ve thought about ending my life at least a dozen times. I didn’t want to deal with my mess of a life, to live through it. I still don’t. The shame seems like an impossible barrier. But when I found out I was pregnant, I decided to leave town. I couldn’t end my own life, not with a baby inside, not with a part of him growing inside of me.”

Understanding dawned on Sienna. Not only was the life within Lexie unwanted, unplanned, it was a burden, a curse, a remnant of the wrongs the world and the evil of humanity had inflicted on her. Sienna’s eyes moved to Lexie’s stomach. She placed her hand over the child inside and said, “You can’t keep it.” It was a statement of understanding and not a question. 

As Sienna met Lexie’s gaze, her own reflection stared back at her. What she saw chilled her. Even as she sensed Lexie’s desperate need for her friend, for understanding, the woman below the surface struggled with her own inadequacies. 

“No. I can’t keep it,” Lexie confirmed.

Sienna’s hand, subconsciously, drifted to her womb, empty and useless. She nodded and said, “I’m here for you. Tell me how to help you.” 

 
 

The door unlocked and opened with ease. Sienna put one foot inside the threshold, and then paused, as if waiting for some illusive creature to come out of hiding and attack her. Since nothing lobbed off her right foot, and she remained unscathed, she stepped the rest of the way into Lexie’s apartment, closing the door behind her.

Her gaze drifted throughout the room, over the white sofa, cream carpeting, and oak tables, to Lexie’s sunny kitchen. This was where it happened, where she was raped. She wrapped her arms around her body, against the sudden chill. This place was once Lexie’s haven, but in one swift night, it had turned into her hell.

Lexie told her bits and pieces about the night she was raped. Editing out details, Sienna assumed, too painful for her to speak of. When Sienna asked Lexie if she knew the identity of the rapist, she said “no,” but by the constriction of her pupils and the way her eyes darted to the side, avoiding her gaze, Sienna surmised that Lexie hadn’t been telling her the whole truth. 

Lexie asked her to arrange for packers and movers, and because she wanted to help in any way she could to make Lexie’s life easier, Sienna agreed without hesitation. Sienna hated the feeling that she was on unfamiliar ground. Never before had she been attacked, violated, a victim, nor had she any friends with those experiences either—at least not until today. Because she had no idea what she could do to help, being an ear for Lexie, listening, and helping her with whatever she asked, would have to do.

Since Lexie left her job, her meager savings wouldn’t last long with the expense of rent and her other bills. Sienna wanted to help her in any way possible, so she decided on saving her the expense of paying packers by doing it herself. Then she would hire movers to haul her stuff away. 

She trailed a finger along the granite of the breakfast counter and realized how much she already missed Lexie. Much to her dismay, she had decided to stay indefinitely in Andover. The offer Sienna proposed to live with her and Brent until she was back on her feet was not well received. Horror and fear shined so strong in Lexie’s eyes it was palpable. She blanched trying to explain away the reasons why she couldn’t. Not wanting to pressure her, Sienna promptly let the suggestion drop without pushing. Though her reaction seemed strange, Sienna concluded that her apartment wasn’t the only thing tainted by the hand of her rapist; maybe the whole city was as well.

Sienna moved through the living room, down the hall, and past the bathroom. Although she should be tired after the long day, she needed something to busy herself with and the opportunity to work off her restlessness. She needed to get her mind off of her worry for Lexie and her own selfish thoughts of the injustice that she was not the one pregnant. 

The bathroom would be the easiest and quickest to pack, so she opened the door to the linen closet and peered inside. 

She found several empty containers perfect for storing cosmetics and toiletries. She stepped into the bathroom and bent down, opening the cabinet doors below the sink and began filling one of the containers. Something in the trash can next to it caught her eye. Inside, were over a dozen pregnancy tests, her pregnancy tests. 

She couldn’t help herself. She picked one up and held the plastic stick gingerly between her fingers. Double pink lines—something she had never seen in any of the multitude of tests she took over the years—stared out at her from the tiny window. She gripped the test in her palm, curling her fingers around it, until her hand screamed from the pain of her nails biting into her flesh. Closing her eyes, she fought against the solid burn in her throat. The image of Lexie’s stomach, swelling with life, flickered through her mind.

Though she understood Lexie’s decision to give the baby up, a sick part of her wished she had been the one violated, the one suddenly faced with an unexpected pregnancy. Disgusted with herself for desiring what Lexie had, Sienna shook her head, clearing away the parasitic thoughts that gnawed on her sanity. 

She abruptly set the container on the floor, rose, and walked back down the hall to the living room and towards the door. Maybe it had been too long a day after all. She needed rest, needed time to process everything.

Sienna took one last look around Lexie’s apartment, remembering the last time she sat in this room with her. Visions of her and Lexie laughing and talking danced like haunted ghosts. 

She opened the door and hesitated, her hand resting on the knob. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right, and suddenly, she was sure Lexie hadn’t told her everything. But why would she hide anything from her? Did she not think Sienna would understand? After years of friendship, did she not fully trust her? 

Sienna glanced over her shoulder. Whatever she had hidden from her, Sienna felt the weight of its presence in this room, like the secret had been weaved among the fabric of her things.



 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

 
 

“Oh look, Phil’s here.” Lexie’s mother peered out the kitchen window.

Lexie glanced outside. In his ball cap, t-shirt, and jeans, Phil appeared more child than man. He lugged two enormous stuffed garbage bags up the lawn, and from the look of his narrowed eyes, his red face, and vibrating lips, Lexie guessed he was either grumbling or cursing with every step.

Her mother opened the door, and moments later, Phil stepped inside and laid the bags down with a thud. Nudging one of them with his foot, he slid it towards Lexie’s feet. 

“Here. They’re clothes,” Phil said.

Lexie’s mother moved to his side, patting him on the back a little harder than necessary. With a warning glare, she said, “Isn’t that nice. Look, Lex.” She turned to her, an expectant smile plastered to her face. “He brought you some maternity clothes.”

Phillip rolled his eyes and balled his hands into fists at his side. 

Lexie glanced from her mother to Phillip. A tight smile stretched across her mother’s face, while her eyes seared into Phillip’s, who did everything he could to avoid looking at Lexie.

“Um. Thanks,” Lexie mumbled. “You didn’t need to bring them over. I’m fine with what I’ve got.”

Phil turned at last to glare at her, fixing his icy blue eyes on her face. He clenched his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “I didn’t bring them for your benefit. I was forced to. Mother and Heather made me bring them by. You can keep slopping around in sweats and t-shirts for all I care.”

Phil’s words stung, but Lexie reminded herself that she had been the one to exit their lives without warning, leaving behind a trail of destruction in her wake. And besides, he didn’t know about her rape and the circumstances surrounding her pregnancy. Part of her liked that he treated her no different. He had no reason to treat her with kid-gloves. 

Lexie’s mother pinched her son’s arm. “Ouch,” Phil shrieked, rubbing the wound.

Turning to Lexie, her mother glared at her. “You’ll wear the clothes and like it. They were Heather’s, and they’re in amazing shape. It’s time you accepted your pregnancy. You hide beneath baggy clothing. You haven’t bought yourself anything for the pregnancy. You don’t look at your stomach. You don’t touch it like most women do. This has got to stop. You’re pregnant, whether you want to be or not, and although the…circumstances are different, you may as well act like you are.” 

As much as she hated to admit it, her mother was right. In the past weeks, months even, she had been struggling to acknowledge her rape, while continuing to ignore her pregnancy. Almost five and a half months pregnant, soon she would no longer be able to ignore the baby. 

She glanced down at her stomach, which grew by the day, as did her appetite. She had yet to feel the baby move, but wondered whether that was because she didn’t want to. If she felt the life inside, everything would seem too real, too scary, and maybe an irrational part of her hoped that if she ignored the changes in her body, denied any sense of movement within, this nightmare would go away, disintegrate back into the recesses of her subconscious. 

“She looks good though, doesn’t she?” her mother said.

“Mom, please.” Lexie understood why her mother wanted to play mediator, and although her intentions were good, it wouldn’t work. Phil had too much anger to just let go. The fury and resentment were written in all of his features, every wrinkle of his brow, clinging to him like static lint.

Her mother ignored her. “Phil, did you know Lexie’s having a baby girl? I wonder if I’ll ever get a grandson, or if this family is destined to be overrun by a gaggling bunch of girls in pigtails.”

A disgusted sound escaped Phil’s parted lips. He glared at her. “You know she’s not keeping the baby.”

Her mother’s smile faded. Her eyes and mouth grew tight. “That doesn’t make her any less my granddaughter.”

He shook his head, his hard glare meeting hers, his eyes piercing right through her to her soul. “Are you going to name her too? So Mom can have a blanket monogrammed before you take her away? Or do you not even plan on saying goodbye? After all, goodbyes aren’t your specialty, are they?”

“Phillip!” Her mother’s face flushed. She reached towards Phil, but he turned, heading for the door. The muscles in her forearm twitched. She reached out again, moving after him. Lexie wondered what she planned on doing if she got a hold of him, but before she could, Phil disappeared from the doorway.

“Let him go, Mom. It’s okay.”

Her mother whipped back around. “It’s not okay. You’re his sister. You can’t leave things like this Lexie. You need to talk to him. Tell him. Make him understand.”

Lexie shook her head. “He won’t listen to me. Who knows if he ever will, but I don’t want my rape to be the reason he forgives me. I don’t want his pity.”

“Alexis Dodson.” Her mother’s eyes were wide, her posture rigid.

“I’m serious. Right now, I need to deal with things one-step-at-a-time. And right now, I have to go face Elliot.” Her face softened. “I’m sorry.”

With little choice, Lexie left her mother standing in the kitchen, flushed and angry. She wished she could give her mother what she wanted. Reconciliation with Phil may happen, but would take place in his own good time. 

Lexie removed one of the garments from the trash bag she lugged to her room, a white maternity blouse with tiny pink flowers. The shirt wasn’t completely hideous, so it would have to do. 

Once she changed into the new top and a pair of blessedly loose maternity jeans, she left her room and went straight down the stairs to her car, avoiding further confrontation with her mother. 

The hum of the engine did nothing to soothe Lexie’s nerves as she drove. Almost two weeks had passed since her “encounter” with Elliot, one she barely remembered, and after hedging as much as she could, she could wait no longer. She needed to face him.

Her confrontation with Phil this morning only exacerbated her reluctance to see Elliot. The repercussions of running away from her life years ago continued to haunt her. And facing the ghosts of her past was no easier than if she had taken care of them then.

She tuned into the driveway of the yellow house she remembered only in her dreams. She parked, taking in the tall windows which lined both stories, the milky white shutters, and the pond off to the right of the house, which glittered in the sunshine. 

This was supposed to be their house, the one they planned to occupy after they got married. The discovery that Elliot still occupied the home shocked her. But what did she expect? Selling the house would have been economically impossible for him immediately after buying it. She left him behind with a mortgage and a life half-empty. 

Stepping out of the car, she walked up the flagstone path—a new addition since she had been there last—towards the front door. She knocked, trying to steady the trembling in her limbs. When she heard the click of the dead bolt, she became instantly self-conscious. Her stomach seemed to take on a continent of its own, the maternity clothes seeming to further amplify the fact that she was pregnant. She swallowed hard, through her pride, through her nerves, and ran her hands through her loose hair, but nothing prepared her for the sight of him.

His skin was smooth and milky, with a golden glow from the sun. His hair, which once brushed his neck, the line of his jaw, was shorter, merely kissing the back of his ears. The gentle curve of his mouth turned up, the smile reaching his bejeweled eyes.

Lexie’s breath hitched. The air caught in her throat. He was perfect, just as perfect as he had been when she left. The years had been kind to Elliot, only adding subtle lines of wisdom around his eyes when he smiled.

She opened her mouth to say hello, but nothing came out. His smile faded, and Lexie wondered what he felt about her standing on his doorstep after all this time. Wondering what he saw, she quickly glanced away from his scrutiny.

“Lexie?” he asked.

She turned back towards him. Facing him was necessary to give him some sort of explanation—something, after what happened two weeks ago, after her mother told him about her rape—but when she looked at him, explanations were the farthest thing from her mind. She felt at home, like she never left. Coming here had been a mistake.

She forced herself to speak. “Elliot. I came to explain…to talk about the other day. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

His eyes softened. “You don’t need to explain anything. I’m just glad I was there. But, please, come in,” he said, opening the door wide and stepping aside.

Lexie walked into the foyer and followed Elliot into the kitchen. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” he asked.

“Um. Sure.” Lexie felt awkward in the space. Nevertheless, she made herself sit on one of the stools at the breakfast counter anyway. 

She smelled him in the house all around her, the familiar scent of fresh air, rain, and pine. She imagined living in this house. She imagined what would have been. Would they have breakfast together in the mornings? Would she hang curtains on the bare windows? Would the walls be littered with dozens of pictures of their children? Lexie closed her eyes against the memories of a life, or rather, future, she had turned her back on.

Elliot returned with a steaming cup of black coffee and slid the sugar and a spoon towards her—he remembered how she took her coffee.

“It’s been a long time…” he said.

Lexie nodded. Words unspoken, emotions and feelings unsettled, hung so heavy between them, Lexie thought for a moment, if she reached out, she may be able to touch them. She stirred, set her spoon back down and said, “I know my mother told you what happened. I’m sure you had been wondering after the condition I was in when you found me at your store.”

“How are you doing? Are you okay?” 

Her plan had been to come here and act as if everything was fine. For him, she wanted to pretend that her life was grand, just the way she intended, her rape and pregnancy just minor blips on the radar. But that was so far from the truth, she couldn‘t. “I’m okay. At least I will be, I hope. I don’t know how one gets through something like this. I’m doing it the only way I know how.”

“One day at a time, right?”

Lexie smiled. “Right.” She tried to stop the fluttering of her heart. She tried to remember the lines she had rehearsed on the way here, all of the things she wanted to say, but none of it seemed to make sense as she looked into his eyes. “Anderson Outfitters is amazing. Congratulations.”

Elliot took a sip of his coffee. Steam curled from the cup towards his face. “Thanks. I love it. The store is my home away from home.” He laughed. “I probably spend too much time there. Although time spent anywhere but here, isn’t hard when you don’t have much to come home to,” he said.

The depth of his stare soaked into her. The implication behind his words swirled around them. “You’ve done a nice job with the house,” she said, gesturing around her. “The place suits you.”

Elliot shook his head. He looked out the window, off into the distance, his mind another place. “This house suited you too, or at least I thought it did.”

He watched Lexie, taking in the way she flinched away from him, as if the accusation burned her retinas. There seemed to be no safe conversation for them. Even the simplest of statements made for a minefield Lexie was forced to tiptoe through. 

“I just wanted to stop by and say I’m sorry for what happened and thank you for your help the other day.” She started to get up, but he came around the counter and placed a hand on her arm. 

“I’m not letting you leave again. Not without some sort of an explanation.”

Her stomach clenched at his touch, the heat of his hand on her. Lexie’s gaze found his. Raw emotion etched themselves into his features, his down turned mouth, his furrowed brow, his sad eyes; the magnitude of them was too much. 

“What do you want me to say? Do you really want to rehash what happened nearly ten years ago?”

When he spoke his voice was rough. “Yes, I do. I just want to talk about it. I want an explanation, something. I think I’m owed that much.”

Lexie ran her hands over her face. “I can’t do this.”

“Listen, I know you’ve been through a lot in these last months, but—” 

Lexie shrugged his hand off her arm. She felt the heat rise from her toes to her face, flushing her skin crimson. “You have no idea what I’ve been through, and that has nothing to do with this.”

She stood up, but he moved in front of her, blocking her retreat. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…I just want to know why? Why’d you leave? I’ve spent the last ten years wondering what I did wrong. What I could’ve done to stop you. I’ve spent hours trying to mentally retrace the signs, to figure out what I missed.”

Unable to meet his eyes, Lexie wondered when she became such a coward. “I just wanted a different life than the one that was expected of me. I wanted to find myself. I wanted to be more than the ‘Dodson’s daughter’ or ‘Elliot’s girl.’ Was that too much to ask?”

Elliot stepped back, recoiling from her words as if they repelled him. “No, it’s not. But couldn’t you have told me? Would I not have listened? I would have done anything to be a part of your life. Anything. We could’ve made it work.”

Lexie shook her head, managing a glimpse at him. “Maybe what I did was wrong. Maybe it was my fault, but I’m not perfect. You, on the other hand, you’ve had this town wrapped around your finger from the moment you arrived. You can do no wrong. Why do you have to be so damn perfect?”

Elliot shook his head, a golden curl falling over his face. “I’m not perfect. I never was. Don’t you see? My biggest flaw?” He gazed at Lexie, as if she should know. “I loved you too much. I loved you too much.”



 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

 
 

Elliot leaned against the speckled Corian counters in his kitchen—the ones Lexie and him picked out together ten years before. With closed eyes, he tried to slow the beating of his racing heart, to swallow his anger, disappointment, and frustration. 

He beat an angry fist against the counter. Why did he ask her those questions? Why did he have to drive her away? After all she had been through, and after all their time apart, the first real opportunity he had to talk with her, to see her, he spoiled it.

He stood up and rubbed his throbbing fist. He needed to get away, get out of this house, where suddenly every little thing reminded him of Lexie.

Elliot grabbed his keys off the hook next to the side door and left the house. Quick and confident steps led him straight to the garage. There was no hesitation or debate as to where he would go to find peace. He would do what he always did when he needed a reprieve, the most calming thing in the world. 

He grabbed two fishing poles, one his great grandfather’s rod, an antique, and the other, his Shimano Cumara. He snatched his tackle box off the wire shelf and headed for his truck.

Elroy, his yellow Lab, sauntered towards his car as he opened the door. “No, boy. Not today.” Elroy shook his head, then opened and closed his mouth with a pathetic whine. Sighing, Elliot stared at the dog. “Fine. Come on,” he said, motioning towards the door. Elroy jumped in and moved to the passenger side, just as Elliot slid in beside him and started the ignition. “Just don’t expect me to be good company.” 

He arrived at the lake ten minutes later, thankful that, as usual, his fishing spot was clear. He walked through a thick grove of trees straight to the water’s edge, with Elroy trailing behind him. There was only a small patch of shore where Elliot could stand, but he relished the wildlife that surrounded him. Bald eagles often nested in the trees along the shores. He liked to picture them perched above him, majestic guards of the water.

Elliot took both rods and attached a lure to each, a Popper and a Zara Spook. The bizarre names of the lures did not have their usual effect. His smile was absent. 

As a child, he relished fishing with his grandfather, picking one silly, spindly lure after another out of the tackle box and asking the names. His grandfather recited them, straight faced and as serious as a poet among Elliot’s giggles. Despite his amusement, Elliot molded them into his memory. There wasn’t a lure or type of bait out there that he couldn’t name. He could tell you the species of fish at the drop of a hat and which lakes and rivers boasted the best. His knowledge of fishing rods, reels, and paraphernalia remained expansive, trumping even the best fishermen. He learned everything about fishing from his grandfather and inherited his love of the sport like a badge of honor.

With Elroy by his side, he settled into a comfortable rhythm of casting and reeling, letting the beloved pastime soothe his ragged nerves. He relished the soft breeze off the water, the moisture in the air, and the ripple from waiting fish below the placid surface. Fishing was Elliot’s form of therapy, the one thing that helped him survive the throbbing ache Lexie’s departure left in his chest all these years. Refuge existed in the silence of the water, and today was no exception. He hoped the lake, the fresh, clean scent of water and earth, would help erase the image of Lexie’s face from his mind. Despite his best efforts at forgetting her, Lexie’s defeated demeanor, the defensiveness in her voice, and the depth of pain in her eyes, replayed themselves in his mind.

He wanted to hold her so bad his arms ached. The memory of the shape of her pressed into him, until he thought he may be able to circle his arms in the air around him, and feel the warmth of her on his skin.

When he saw her standing on his doorstep this morning, his stomach dipped, his hands trembled. He let her in; afraid she may be a figment of his imagination. She stepped across the threshold and every nerve in his body buzzed. 

He swore that if he got the chance to speak with her, he would keep the conversation light. This morning, he had every intention of small talk, of keeping her with him as long as possible, but the sight of her dulled his senses. He found himself picturing the life they should have had together, and suddenly, the questions Elliot had been asking himself over the past ten years, came tumbling into his thoughts like a landslide, leaving behind nothing but the question of why she left him. 

God, he missed her—her hair, her creamy skin, her chocolate eyes, the way she smelled of lavender and shampoo. Her bowed lip and the soft melody of her voice were all the same. Deep down though, he sensed a change in her. The type of change which came from the cruelties life could inflict on a person. He wished himself capable of washing away the pain. He wanted to kiss away her tears, to erase the wicked memories of the past with new memories of a life together.

She asked him why he always had to be so perfect. He wasn’t. He never saw himself that way. People often told him of the affect he had on others, but Elliot never understood it. In his eyes, he never did anything to garner attention or special treatment. He never gave himself the label of perfection—others had. 

When Lexie walked away from him, nobody thought for a second he may be at fault. But Elliot knew the truth. He pushed her away then, just as he pushed her out the door today. He loved her so much he had built a world around her, without ever bothering to ask what she really wanted. Were there times she had tried to tell him that she wanted something different? Maybe. Maybe not. Elliot would never know because there was no going back. But, shouldn’t he have known? He knew her heart, so why didn’t he see it? He put her in a bubble. How could he fault her for wanting to break free?

Ten years ago, he was content with getting married, having a family, fishing, and someday building the business that now flourished—in part to the motivation a broken heart could lend and the desperation of a lonely man. Ten years ago, all he wanted was Lexie. He would have given everything up for her. The revelation that he still would, didn’t surprise him—not at all. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

 
 

Gail leaned on the mare, stroking the copper hair on her side. “Only another month sweetheart and you’ll have yourself a nice foal.”

“How’s she coming along?”

Gail turned at the sound behind her. Phillip, leaned on the wooden post outside the stall. 

After the confrontation with Phil, she had a long talk with Ed yesterday. She promised him she’d stay out of their feud, that she’d let them work things out, but Gail had never been good at complacency. Especially with her children.

Gail lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “She’s just fine. Dr. Gray stopped by to check in on her. The concern should be for the other individual around here who’s pregnant.”

Phil shook his head and smiled. He was used to his mother’s meddling and not-so-subtle hints. “I think Lexie’s going to be fine too.”

Gail snorted. She grabbed the pitch fork she had leaned against the wall and began to muck the stall. “And how would you know?”

“Because she’s always done her own thing. She’s a big girl.”

“Your sister is strong. She takes after me.” She raised her eyes to Phil and smiled. “But there are a lot of things you don’t know.”

Phil shrugged. “None of which is my business.”

Gail swung the last shovel of soiled hay at her son, hitting him in the knees.

“Hey,” Phil shouted, jumping aside.

Gail’s face was tight, her posture tense and rigid. “You’re her brother. She’s your business because she’s your sister. Don’t you forget that,” she said, pointing the tines of the pitch fork towards him.

“Did you give this little speech to her?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.”

“And what did she say?” Phil stuck his hands in his pockets and bent his head forward. His eyes were on the toe of his shoe, digging into a clump of damp hay. The planes of his face were smooth, unmarred. He looked impossibly young. 

When Gail spoke, her tone grew soft. “She said you had a reason to be mad, and I should leave it go.” Gail spread fresh flakes of straw throughout the clean stall.

“At least she’s right about one thing, then.”

“Phil, you need to talk to her. You can’t let things go on like this, and as mad as you are at her right now, and no matter how strong she is, how independent you think she may be, she needs our support right now.”

“What’s she need support with? She’s giving up the baby, isn’t she?” Phil’s brows were raised, his eyes wide and incredulous.

“Possibly.”

“See, this is what I was afraid of. She’s got you hoping that she’ll have some sort of epiphany and keep the baby after all. What she’s going to do instead, is give the baby over to strangers, then leave and go back to that marvelous life of hers.” 

Phil started to spit on the ground, but one fiery look from his mother, halted him mid-way. A string of spittle coated his chin. He wiped it off.

“Actually, after she has the baby, she’s staying. She doesn’t know what she wants, whether the stay will be permanent or not, but she doesn’t know whether she wants to leave either. She’s looking for a place to rent as we speak.”

Freezing, Phil opened his mouth, but shut it again when nothing came out. Gail felt a twinge of satisfaction that she shut him up for at least a moment. She didn’t hold his hostility against him. His anger came from a place of hurt. Extremely close as children, Phil idolized his big sister. Her leaving without notice affected him just as much as the rest of them, maybe more.

“Aren’t you mad she left? She didn’t say goodbye to you either. All you got was a phone call.” Hooking a thumb to his ear and his pinky to his mouth, Phil made his hand an imaginary phone, mimicking Lexie’s voice. “Um, Mom. It’s Lexie. I had to get away. I just couldn’t do it.”

Gail glared at her son. “Yes, of course she hurt me. The day my little boy got married and replaced me as the most important woman in his life hurt too, but that’s life. Your kids growing up and leaving is part of being a parent. Your kids don’t stay with you forever, so you cope. Someday Hannah and Pennelope will do the same.”

Phil flinched at the mention of his own girls. “What I did, and what Lexie did, are two totally different things, and you know it.”

“Maybe they are. But the bottom line is that Lexie left because some part of her was unhappy. She has a right to her own life, even if what she chooses is not what I want. Who knows the real reasons she left. I suspect a part of her will never know the sum of the reasons. Maybe I pushed her too much to work on the farm, or tried to run too big a portion of her life. Maybe she was too young, not ready for marriage. I don’t know—”

Phil’s eyes flashed. “Don’t try to blame her selfishness on yourself.” 

Sighing, Gail gave Penny a light pat on the rump and stepped outside the stall to where Phil stood, his posture rigid. “I’m just saying that, yes, the way she went about things was wrong, but I’ve had a lot of time to think about her departure. I realize now that I can’t control everything, I can’t fix everything, and I know that sometimes to move on, we need to accept that not everyone sees things as we do. Lexie’s reality may have been completely different than the one we saw. She did what she thought she needed to do.”

Phil let out a huff of breath. He paced back and forth in front of his mother. “Fine, but why so little visits? She called, but we were always so close. A phone call was never enough. It seemed like she couldn’t wait to get away from us.”

A groan escaped Gail as she sunk to the floor of the dusty barn, leaning her head back against the wooden post. She often wondered the same thing. She’d fallen asleep at night, the knowledge that her daughter was happy and thriving no consolation to the sting of her absence. She thought about what to say to Phillip. What could she say to make him understand? To soften his heart, make him forgive?

“I think sometimes we get so wrapped up in the moment, in life, in all the things we’re doing, or have to do. We’re so busy, that sometimes we forget the things we’re not doing. With the pursuit of one thing, we lose sight of others, of what’s really important. I always knew Lexie would find her way back home. I wish it weren’t…” Gail’s voice trailed off. She almost said that she wished it weren’t because of something as hideous as her rape, but she stopped herself before she slipped up. Lexie had warned her repeatedly not to tell Phillip. Instead, she said, “Maybe her pregnancy brought her to us sooner, but I know my daughter, and she would’ve come home again. She’s here now. Can’t we just be thankful for that?” 
 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

 
 

Who knew going up the paved walkway, lined thick with clusters of impatiens and hostas could be such a daunting task? 

Lexie stared at the quaint century home, taupe in color and muddy under the cover of thick dark clouds ripe with rain from the confines of her car. When she called to schedule an appointment with Dr. Martha Heart, she was informed that she worked from her home office. In addition, Dr. Heart usually booked up fast, and it took up to three months to get a preliminary appointment. Either blind luck or a curse, gave Lexie an immediate appointment due to a cancellation.

And today, Lexie didn’t feel so lucky. 

She didn’t want to go inside. The deep red door may as well have been marked with the scarlet letter, for Lexie’s entrance was sure to label her. An unfounded fear leached over her at the prospect of going inside, sitting in front of a stranger, and revealing all of her fears, her secrets. Never before had Lexie been opposed to therapy. She always touted therapists and psychologists as being an integral part of society—that was, until she needed to seek the help of a professional.

Lexie braced her hand on the car’s door handle. She already left the parking lot twice, only to return again. She needed to take a deep breath, suck it up, and go inside.

She opened the door, and her pulse jumped. Reluctance swelled deep inside her like a hot air balloon, ready to burst. Stepping onto the sidewalk, she continued towards the door tentatively, as if the next step might burn her. 

The weather was dismal, matching Lexie’s mood, the sidewalk wet from the heavy rain. Bits of dirt, mulch, and an occasional earth worm littered the cold dark stone.

She hesitated at the threshold, curling her fingers around the brass door knob. She took a deep breath, scolding herself for being such a wimp, and entered. A tone, likely signaling Dr. Heart, marked her entrance. To the left of the foyer was a small reception room, littered with a dozen potted plants and cheery paintings. A sign asked patients to be seated, so Lexie moved into the room, her steps methodical. She sat down, her spine wooden and ramrod straight and stared ahead, her mind paralyzed.

She resigned herself to a jaw-clenching, hand-wringing wait, when the shrill call of a voice from her past, broke her out of her trance.

“Lexie? Lexie Dodson. I can’t believe it’s really you.”

Lexie looked up. Seconds passed before she could focus on the figure in front of her. When they did, she sat face to face with no other than Carly Soborne. In school, they used to call her Carly So-bored because she never shut-up. She’d talk your ear off for hours over just about anything and everyone. She wore a pale yellow sundress, a handbag hung from the crook of her arm, and her hair, black as ebony, lightly brushed her shoulders.

Lexie’s gaze darted from the hallway and back to Carly. For a split second, panic bubbled in her chest at the irrational thought that Carly must be Dr. Heart, until logic sunk in and she realized that, of course, she wasn’t. Even if Carly had married and changed her last name, her first name would have remained the same. The relief from this revelation, however, lasted but a moment before she groaned internally at the new realization that Carly was sure to blab to everyone in Andover that she had seen Lexie Dodson, pale faced and distraught, at the shrink’s office.

Lexie managed a faint smile. “Hi Carly. It’s nice to see you.” Lexie racked her brain for an explanation, something to excuse her presence in Dr. Heart’s waiting room.

“It’s funny, I heard you were back in town and thinking about staying. I didn’t believe it though. I said, I’ll believe she’s back when I see her with my own eyes. Of course, rumor has it you were out to Elliot’s place, but that’s just pillow talk. I said, There’s no way he’d take her back after she ran off on him like she did,” Carly shook her head, her black spiral curls springing with the motion. “That man sure is a catch. I’m surprised he’s lasted as long as he did. Now that he’s got that beauty of a business up and running, I may even take a stab at him myself.”

Lexie flinched at the thought of the likes of Carly anywhere near Elliot. Unaware, she patted Lexie’s shoulder like they were the best of friends. “So, what brings you here?” she asked. 

Lexie’s face flushed. She felt instantly naked, as if Carly saw right through her. Busy listening to Carly’s talk of Elliot—fighting off the ache in her bones at the mention of his name—she hadn’t thought of a proper excuse for her presence there. “I, ah—”

“I’ve been coming here for the last two years.” Carly interrupted.

Lexie said a prayer of thanks for Carly’s impatience and constant need to occupy the conversation. She smiled over at her, her eyes wide and brimming with interest, hoping for her to continue.

“Nasty divorce. You know…” Carly said, as if that were an explanation for everything.

Without thinking it through, Lexie spoke. “Oh, yeah. Same here.” She didn’t care if rumors spread that she was coping with a bad divorce. Anything was better than the truth. She would straighten up the mess her lie caused later. 

Afraid Carly would question her further, Lexie bit her lip and glanced away, before a gentle voice interrupted them. “Miss Dodson?”

Lexie turned towards the sound. The woman before her was short, maybe 5’1” at best. Her flowing red hair set a trail of fire down her back. Except for the soft wrinkles around her mouth, she had the face of a child. 

“Well, I guess you’re up,” Carly said. “I’ll just leave you go then.” Her tone was reluctant.

Lexie turned back to Carly. “Yeah. Nice to see you again.” She lied.

“Call me, and we’ll catch up. You can fill me in on what you’ve been doing since you left town.”

Lexie nodded. Carly was merely desperate for information, some miniscule seed with which to sprout gossip. Carly wasn’t actually interested in Lexie herself. They hadn’t been friends in grade school or high school, nor was there any chance of a friendship at present. 

Lexie waited until Carly left, closing the door behind her, before standing. 

The woman with red hair smiled and stuck her hand out—offerings of peace towards Lexie’s apprehension and tremulous state-of-mind. “I’m Dr. Martha Heart,” she said. She took Lexie’s hand in hers. Despite her small frame and size, her grip was strong, solid.

“Alexis Dodson.” Her voice sounded robotic, even to her own ears. 

She wasn’t sure why she gave the doctor her formal name and not “Lexie.” It wasn’t as if she needed a medical history, or there was a necessity for it. No, Lexie was a fool, already putting up walls. Deep down, she hoped the lack of personalization would perhaps bar the doctor from her mind, or at the very least make her situation, the things she needed to share with her, seem less real, as if they happened to someone else. 

The doctor showed no signs of this evasion however. Instead, she smiled and said, “It’s nice to meet you. Why don’t you follow me.” She led her down an expansive hallway towards a room in the back, then opened the door and stepped aside for Lexie to enter. “This is where I spend most of my time,” Dr. Heart said, waving her hand around the room. “I don’t know why I bother with the rest of the house when I hardly ever see it.”

Lexie looked around, taking in the creamy walls and the silk curtains the color of a robin’s egg. 

“Please, have a seat—wherever you’re most comfortable.”

Lexie didn’t know what she had expected upon coming here—maybe stiff formal chairs, a monstrous desk, a barrier between herself and the doctor, everything cold and calculated—but what she saw as her gaze flitted about the room, wasn’t it. She took in the soft, blue sofa printed with cream flowers (possibly dogwoods), blue birds, and the two upholstered ivory chairs. Choosing the sofa, Lexie sat down, hovering on the edge, as if ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

Dr. Heart lingered towards the back of the room in front of several large custom bookshelves brimming with periodicals and tattered books, well-loved, along with a small buffet. A coffee pot and fixings littered the buffet counter. A mini-fridge revealed itself when she opened the doors below. She took out a bottle of water and looked to Lexie. 

“Would you like something to drink? I have coffee, tea, water, juice, and soft drinks—pretty much anything you’d like.”

Lexie shook her head. “No, thank you.”

Dr. Heart closed the doors and moved swiftly to one of the cream chairs. She sat, smoothing the hem of her skirt as she did. She tilted her head at Lexie, the corners of her mouth lifted and her eyes grew soft.

 Lexie fidgeted in her seat, trying to imagine what the doctor saw when she looked at her. She wondered if she should say something. Her mouth grew dry and her throat constricted. Suddenly, she wished she had taken the offered water, but knew, even if she had, she wouldn’t have been able to choke it down.

“I know we spoke on the phone the other day, but I still know very little about you,” Dr. Heart said.

Her statement surprised Lexie. During her brief conversation with Dr. Heart, she told her about the rape—the driving force for why she made the appointment. This was the only thing the doctor knew about her, and to Lexie’s mind, was the only thing that mattered. Dr. Heart’s statement that she knew very little about her, caused Lexie to realize that she had long ago forgotten any identity attached to herself aside from the label of “raped.” In the last six months, Lexie let her rape define her. The days before her rape and the woman unscathed by one night of brutality, had all but vanished from her memory. 

“What do you like to do in your free time, Alexis? Do you have any hobbies? Do you like to write?”

Lexie’s eyes widened. She expected her first question to be directly associated with the trauma of her experience. She eyed her speculatively. “I’m a photographer. I’ve always loved taking pictures and creating art. My parents gave me my first camera when I was nine, and since then, I’ve been hooked.” Lexie’s voice sounded small in her ears, weak.

Dr. Heart’s smile ate up half of her tiny face. “How wonderful. Are you still taking pictures now?”

Lexie shook her head. “No. I haven’t been…”

Dr. Heart took a sip of water, and then set it aside. She clasped her hands in front of her. “I’m a big fan of homework,” she said grinning. “Hell, a lot of my patients say I should have been a teacher, but the thing is Alexis, for this to work, you need to help me out a bit. You need to work on yourself in-between our sessions. I’m not a magician. I can’t wave a magic wand and make your past go away. I can’t magically fix your problems. But I can help you, if you’re willing. Healing will take time and hard work, but I promise you, if you work with me, I can help. I can help to give you your life back.”

Lexie looked into Dr. Heart's eyes. They were the eyes of a cat, slanted slightly at the corners, and a strange mixture of green and brown. She wanted to believe everything she said. She wanted to believe that she could help, that Dr. Heart could resuscitate her. Lucky for her, Lexie hadn’t expected magic, or a miraculous fix. No magic capable of quelling the culmination of her fears, her shame, existed.

Dr. Heart waited for her to say something, for some sort of response, but there was nothing she could think of that seemed appropriate. What should she say when she wasn’t even sure the old Lexie still existed? That resurrection may be impossible?

Seeming to read Lexie’s mind, Dr. Heart spared her. “I’m going to give you your homework now. I want you to get your camera out, dust it off, and start taking pictures again. You can take them of anything; it doesn’t matter. I just want you to try to sink yourself into the camera and the pictures. And I want you to bring them with you the next time you come.

“Now you have your assignment, so I want to tell you a little bit about myself. A lot of therapists would disagree with me on my methods. They like to remain private, disconnected and distant, but for rape and sexual assault victims, I don’t. I want you to get to know me. I need you to know the person you’re talking with every week. Being comfortable with me and gaining your trust is paramount.”

For the next twenty minutes, Dr. Heart talked only about herself. She told Lexie how she had never been married or in love, choosing instead to live on her own accord, with her miniature Yorkie and her work to keep her company. She first went to college to become a pediatrician because her father wanted her to, but her love for psychology and the human spirit led her astray. She liked helping people, relished it in fact, and felt she was damn good too. On her weekends, she either spent her time curled up reading, or with a support group she formed for victims. She spoke of her best friend and the lifesaver she was to her five years ago, when a man she didn’t know, raped her behind a rest stop off the highway—she had been fresh out of college.

Lexie’s ears perked as her heart thudded in her chest. She licked her lips, unsure if what she just heard was really true. “You were raped?” she asked.

Dr. Heart nodded. “Ironic, isn’t it? I went to school, got my PhD in Cognitive Counseling. I specialized in victims of sexual assault and rape. I had been working at a fairly prominent clinic for a year when I stopped late at night, on my way home from vacation, and was raped. Just like that, I suddenly understood with complete clarity the suffering my patients had gone through.”

Lexie opened her mouth to speak. She had a million things she wanted to say, a mouthful of questions she wanted to ask, but none of them came out.

Leaning forward in her chair, Dr. Heart touched a milky hand to Lexie’s arm and said, “I told you about my life, about all of the things that make me who I am, first. I mentioned the rape last because it doesn’t define me, but is only secondary. Your rape does not make you who you are Lexie. It happened, and you can’t take away the memories or the pain. Your rape may have changed you, but it’s a part of your history. It does not make up the total sum of your person. Right now, that may be hard to believe. But I promise you, although you may never be the same, you will find yourself again. You will find the old Lexie and merge her with the new one.”

For the first time since she entered the office, Lexie’s mouth was suddenly moist. She could take a steady breath and swallow with ease. She licked her lips. “I was so afraid…I can’t think of anything else. I barely remember what I was like before…it’s like the Lexie before my rape was a dream. Instead of the rape and everything that followed feeling dreamlike, like one big nightmare, they don’t. I remember everything, every detail, every word. The before feels unreal. I can’t seem to fathom living without fear or this cloud of despair hovering over everything.” 

Dr. Heart knotted her brow. Sitting back in her chair, she sighed. “The one thing you need to remember, as cliché as it may be, is that you were a victim. People say you’re lucky to have survived, but it doesn’t feel much like surviving, does it? You feel very much the opposite afterwards. I can assure you, the way you’re feeling is normal. ”

Lexie nodded, her eyes gleaming with fresh tears. The label of victim was one she loathed. Such a generic title contributed to the reason she hadn’t reported her rape, albeit a tiny part. The term victim implied that she had been helpless, and at any one moment in time, one could destroy someone’s life with the stroke of their hand, with her powerless to stop them. This notion meant she could be raped again. And while the intellectual part of her realized that she had been lucky to have survived, Dr. Heart was spot-on. For the past six months, she hadn’t felt alive, not at all. 

“You’re right. Nobody understands. My mother gets upset with me because I don’t talk about what happened, but I can’t tell her things without it killing her.”

Dr. Heart nodded. “Yes. Most people don’t understand how severely rape can hurt the family as well, which in turn, further hurts you. The thing is, all you can do is survive. You have to. At the end of the day, when all is said and done, surviving is all you have. It’s your only choice. You need to fight. And that’s exactly what you’re doing. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here.” 

Lexie looked at Dr. Heart—a woman whom had been through the same thing she had—and marveled at her. This woman, this strong doctor, was not broken or defeated. She talked about her own rape without the light in her eyes fading. Her rape had not snuffed out her life, her will to live, or more importantly, she hadn’t let it. 

When Lexie closed the door behind her that afternoon, she paused on Dr. Heart’s doorstep. She raised her head to the rain which fell from an angry sky. She opened her mouth, drinking the cool wet in, letting the water soothe her throat and ease her thirst like Heaven’s tears. 

After a moment, she headed to her car and got in, driving all the way home with the windows down, feeling the sting of cold as the rain pelted her skin, cleansing her. For once, her mind was clear, her thoughts distinct and she wondered if maybe Dr. Heart’s name was prophetic. 

A thing called hope welled in her chest, spreading its feathered wings like a morning dove, filling her, posing the question: Could she mend a broken heart? 



 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

 
 

Men in cargo pants and red t-shirts emblazoned with Jay’s Moving logos, stacked boxes upon bright orange dollies and wheeled them out the door, while Sienna supervised. 

The week had been more than taxing—packing the bones of her best friend’s life into boxes to be carted away, all the while, coping with life’s wicked sense of humor. Lexie experienced a form of hell-on-earth that resulted in the one thing Sienna wanted the most, the one thing she’d die for, a baby. 

If things were different, if Lexie had reason to rejoice in her pregnancy and wanted to keep the baby, then at the very least, Sienna would be able to help her, be a part of the child’s life, and thus making the pain from her own infertility less debilitating. She would have a chance to be Aunt Sienna, to baby-sit and pamper, even if the child weren’t her own offspring she doted upon. But Lexie couldn’t keep the child, and at the moment, seemed to see nothing joyous, nothing to celebrate with her pregnancy. In the end, both Lexie and Sienna would be left empty handed, save for the ache of Lexie’s wounds and Sienna with the throbbing of her own incompetence.

She felt guilty for not calling Lexie throughout the week, but she needed a few days to process everything—that, and she had worked like a dog packing Lexie’s apartment. When she spoke with Lexie this morning to tell her the movers would be bringing her things today, Lexie hadn’t seemed put off by her lack of communication. She told Sienna about the house she found and insisted her timing had been impeccable. Lexie’s pleasure at the prospect of getting her own things for her place had been palpable.

Sienna went into Lexie’s bedroom, where all of the contents had been removed, except for the huge wrought iron bed. She touched a hand to the cold iron. 

She missed Lexie. She was so used to leaning on her and hated that her current feelings were not something she could disclose. Though she wished she could share her feelings wither her, now was not the time to be selfish. She needed to step up to the plate. It was time for her to be Lexie’s rock.

Two men bustled into the room, their sneakers squeaking on the hardwood floors. They moved to the bed, politely waiting for Sienna to move out of the way, and began to take the frame apart. Their hands moved expertly, unscrewing the headboard and footboard, letting the mattress fall to the floor. They lifted the box spring and carried it deftly from the room, then came back and retrieved the mattress.

Sienna stared down at the remnants of the bed she always admired, and something caught her eye. She moved closer, the object becoming clearer. It was a cell phone. Sienna crouched on the ground, the muscles in her face tight, her mouth dry. A shiver ran up her spine. The phone was the same kind Brent had lost…how long ago? Five months? Six? 

Suddenly, the ground seemed to sink below her feet. She wobbled unsteadily and reached out a trembling hand. She picked up the phone and turned it over. Sure enough, it was the same kind of cell phone Brent had lost, and in fact, looked identical, down to the jagged scratch across the screen from the time Sienna had dropped it on the concrete outside their home and Brent had cursed at her.

Sienna’s forehead prickled. A sheen of sweat coated her face and back. Her breath came out in ragged puffs. She closed her eyes and opened them, as if hoping to cast away the phone in her hand along with the dozens of questions racking her mind.

She thought of her husband, the man she had been with for six years. Images of their time spent together flickered through her thoughts, coloring them with uncertainty. She thought of their wedding day—Sienna dressed in yards of white silk and Lexie, her maid-of-honor and only bridesmaid, standing by her side, a pillar of love and support.

Sienna gripped the phone in her hand. She closed her eyes again, squeezing her lids shut until they ached. There had to be an explanation for Brent’s phone being in Lexie’s apartment—under her bed. 

She had to charge it and make sure the phone was his.

Sienna stood. Her legs shook. She stumbled backwards into one of the movers and realized they must have been waiting for her to move. Perhaps they had even spoken to her; however, nothing seemed capable of penetrating the deafening ringing in her ears. “Sorry,” she murmured.

She walked down the hall and into the empty living room. Almost everything had moved to the waiting truck outside. The walls and floors were bare, empty, amplifying the hollow feeling in her gut.

She watched as the movers removed the last remnants of Lexie’s things. She paid them and recited the address Lexie had given her over the phone hours before. She moved stiffly, like a robot, talking only out of necessity, but not really saying anything, because only one thing, one image, coursed through every neuron in her brain—the image of Brent in Lexie’s apartment, brutal and beastly. And the fear there was an explanation for the discovery of his cell phone moved around her like a heavy mist she couldn’t wade through.



 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

 
 

“Damn you,” Lexie said. She pushed and shoved, groaning loudly. She put her back up against the Black Angus and leaned all her weight into her, but she didn’t budge. She stood in the middle of Route 193, unaware that Lexie was red faced, sweating, and tired from two hours of trying to wrangle the rogue cow.

She glanced at her watch and grimaced at the time—twelve o’clock in the afternoon. Lexie had returned to the house after being dismissed from the Dodson Market only to find one of their Angus cows had somehow managed to get lose.

Spotting a car in the distance, she stepped back from the road. Like the others, the car slowed almost to a complete stop and steered around the giant cow with a wave and sympathetic smile.

“I wish you’d just run over the damn thing,” she yelled as the car drove out of sight. 

She was angry, not only at the cow, but at her mother for treating her as if she was incompetent, incapable. Or rather, maybe it was her situation that she was really angry with. Her pregnancy rendered her incompetent (at least in her mother and father’s opinion), and, obviously, she was incapable of changing her condition. She was tired and cranky. Her appetite was insatiable, and this morning, her feet had begun to swell in the June heat.

She stepped closer to the cow, reaching for her, but she dodged her. She stumbled forward and launched herself at her once more, this time grabbing her around the neck and pulled with all her might. Nothing.

Lexie whistled, like Timmy calling Lassie. She softened her voice, trying a new tactic. “Come here, baby. Come on girl.” She tugged lightly, but the stubborn cow still wouldn’t budge.

“Ahhhh.” Lexie beat her curled fists on the cow’s side. 

The cow tilted his head towards her, her ears back, as if her pounding fists affected her no more than a pesky fly on her back. Her big brown eyes stared back at Lexie in question. 

“You stupid thing!” Lexie stomped her foot. “Fine. I’m going to leave you here. I don’t care.” Lexie crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m serious. I’m leaving.” Lexie stuck her chin out and turned around, ready to walk back towards the house. She took one step, but stopped dead in her tracks when she almost walked smack dab into a smiling Elliot. 

His truck idled on the side of the road. The realization that he must have been standing there for several minutes, which meant he witnessed her little tirade, sunk in. Lexie’s face flushed. She straightened her shirt and tried to compose herself. 

“Hi,” Elliot said. “Looks like you could use some help.”

Lexie screwed up her face and glanced back at the stubborn beast. If looks could kill, the cow would’ve been dinner. 

She turned back to Elliot, who chuckled and said, “How long have you been trying to get her?”

“Two hours.”

Elliot raised his brows. “Let me see if I can help.” He walked back to his truck and retrieved a rope from the bed. He formed a loop with it, moved to the cow’s side, and slipped the rope over the cow’s neck with the dexterity of a regular cowboy. He gave her a soft pat, made eye contact and said, “Let’s go.” Slowly, he began to walk across the road. 

The slack tightened, and at the gentle tug of the rope, the cow began to move forward, the guidance from Elliot leading her. Lexie stared, openmouthed. 

Once they both moved completely off the road, she hurried after them, with her hands balled into fists. They walked swiftly, but Lexie rushed to Elliot’s side, trying to keep up the pace, her bulging stomach doubling her effort.

Her breath came out harder than she would have liked. She imagined she looked as large as the cow, but continued to walk alongside them anyway. 

She peered up at Elliot, her hands clenched into fists. “How did you do it? You were here one minute, and all you have to do is say, Let’s
go, and the cow just moves along as if it were nothing?”

Elliot shrugged. Lexie gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes at him, eliciting another chuckle. “Your parents have problems with the fence from time-to-time. It’s not the first time they’ve had one of the cows or horses get lose. It’s all about how you talk to them though, that gets ‘em to do what you want.”

“No. I tried talking nice to her. It didn’t—”

Elliot shook his head. “There was an underlying tension in your voice. You just need to be natural. If they sense anxiety or tension, you’re done for.”

Lexie rolled her eyes. “What are you? The cow whisperer?”

Elliot said nothing, just smiled. 

They stared off into the distance while they walked, the ensuing silence between them deafening. Lexie continued to follow Elliot, stopping by the barn while he put the cow back to pasture. He secured the fence and returned to where she stood.

Staring down at her, his eyes brightened until they were the same shade as the sky. Unsure of what to say, she realized how badly she wanted him to stay and how glad she was to see him. 

Elliot broke the silence first. “So, what are you doing up here by yourself wrangling cows? Shouldn’t you be resting?”

Lexie cursed the heat that rose to her cheeks at Elliot’s indirect referral to her pregnancy. Wishing away her the baby inside her womb, she glanced down at her stomach, the child within a constant barrier between herself and the world. “I was working on the farm, but Mom sent me home. She said that I shouldn’t be on my feet all day, which is nonsense. They need the help.”

The truth was, Lexie needed the distraction more than they required the help. The first week at the market and the pick-your-own berries had gone off without a hitch. Everything was running smoothly and between the locals, tourists, and others passing through to areas such as Lake Erie and the trailing vineyards, sales were steady. The Dodson’s were set to make a nice profit.

Elliot nodded. “I actually just came from there. The place looks great. Phil did a real nice job of setting everything up.”

At the mention of her brother’s name, Lexie bristled. She wondered if he and Elliot talked, and if they did, what kind of things they had to say. The way Elliot said Phil’s name, so comfortable on his lips, left her wondering if they had become friends in her absence. Did they have reams to discuss? Did they talk about her disappearance? Her unwanted return?

“What were you up there for? Shopping?” she asked.

Elliot’s gaze found hers, boring into her and freezing every muscle in her body. She tried to focus on the steady in-and-out of her breath, but found focusing at all, difficult. “No. Actually, I came looking for you.”

Lexie’s stomach dipped. Her head was fuzzy and a weak sensation from head to toe gripped her, as if her limbs had fallen asleep. He came looking for her. 

Last week’s conversation, the barrage of questions he confronted her with, flashed through her mind, disheartening her. He hadn’t forgiven her for leaving; and who could blame him? But whatever he wanted from her, it was probably nothing more than another quest for closure. 

“What do you wanna know? I already told you why I left. You want more?” she asked, her voice shaky. She bit her lip, wanting to hold back her emotions.

“No.” Elliot shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “I mean, yes. I want to know more about why you left. But I don’t need to know right now. I just want…I don’t know what I want.” He put his hands in his pocket and moved back and forth in front of her, pacing. After a moment, he stopped, looked up and said, “When you left, I didn’t just lose my fiancé, my future wife. I lost my best friend. A piece of me went with you….” his voice trailed off. 

“Elliot.” Lexie didn’t want to listen to this. She couldn’t bear any more weight on her shoulders. How could she explain that she had lost her best friend too? All the things Elliot said, she felt as well, but leaving was something she had to do—she had no choice. 

He trailed a finger across the side of her face. Fire blazed where his skin met hers. “Can we just spend some time together? While you’re here? For however long, can I just see you? Please. I need to see you, Lexie.”

Lexie’s heart thudded. She heard the pounding of blood echo through her ears. She wanted to say yes. Standing before him, she felt completely safe, as if nothing bad could possibly happen while in his presence. But suddenly, she didn’t trust herself. She didn’t trust the truths she may discover if she spent time with him. She was scared of the feelings for him that lay in wake, but most of all, with the tumultuous state of her life at present and her fragile state-of-mind, she had no idea what her future held, and she didn’t trust herself not to leave, hurting him all over again. 

“I’m not sure. Do you think that’s such a good idea?” She barely heard her voice over the beating of the pulse in her ears.

Elliot stepped closer. She watched his hand, as if in slow motion, reach out and touch her stomach. He placed his palm, tender on the side of her bulging abdomen. A thin sheet of cotton and flesh, the only barrier between him and the life within. His eyes cast downward, widened in surprise, as if discovering some secret Lexie was not yet partial to.

“Yes, I’m sure,” he answered, meeting her gaze. “I want to get to know you again. All of you,” he said. 

The warmth from his hand seemed to sink right through her, hot into her bones.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY
 

 
 

Lexie sat in one of the plush, cream, chairs in Dr. Heart’s office. This time she had no unpleasant run-ins with Carly, or anyone else from her past. 

Dr. Heart moved to the sofa across from her with a cup of coffee in hand. Once again, Lexie’s nerves were responsible for her refusal of a beverage, despite her dry throat. She stared at the kind doctor, anxiously awaiting the start of their session. A sudden rise in her body heat had her fanning herself with her hand, while she picked at the corner of the upholstery on her chair with the other. The last few days of her pregnancy, her body’s thermostat seemed to have malfunctioned. Unprecedented hot flashes tended to hit without notice, leaving her flushed and perspiring, despite the cool whirl of the air-conditioning. 

Dr. Heart took a sip of her coffee, eyeing Lexie over the rim of her mug, leaving her to wonder what she saw. Was her anxiety obvious? 

She glanced down, briefly examining the hand she used to fan herself and stopped, then laid them on her lap where she began cracking her knuckles. When Dr. Heart’s gaze fell to her hands, Lexie pressed them flat against her thighs. She was fidgeting, when all she wanted to do was remain calm. She smiled, trying her best to seem at ease. 

“How have things been since we last met?” Dr. Heart asked.

Lexie shrugged. “Okay, I suppose. I still haven’t felt the baby move. My OBGYN and my mother think I’m in denial.”

Dr. Heart tilted her head to the side, her gold-green eyes penetrating. “What do you think?”

“Maybe I am. I recognize it though, so doesn’t that mean I’m really not? It’s not that I don’t believe I’m really pregnant, I’m not that ridiculous. I just wish things were different.”

“Coming to terms with the kind of hate and violence you suffered is not easy. If I’m being honest, it takes years. It takes work and doesn’t just happen on its own. But little by little, you’ll learn to cope and find yourself again. You need to believe that. Dealing with a resulting pregnancy on top of everything is even harder. It’s normal for your mind to shut down, to try to comfort itself by simply not thinking of what you’re dealing with, what you’re facing. Unfortunately though, you do need to accept the trauma your rape has caused. Even if you don’t deal with it now and you keep yourself numb to the feelings and issues surrounding your pregnancy, sooner or later, those feelings, everything you hadn’t coped with will come rushing back, possibly years after you’ve had your child. Facing the demons in your life is inevitable.” 

The heat on Lexie’s arms, face, and neck, dissipated. Chilled and damp from perspiration, Lexie crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I know. I know this, but it’s so hard…At night, when I shower, I’m on autopilot. I wash myself as quick as I can and get out, drying off while somehow managing to ignore my growing midsection. I can’t even look at myself in the mirror anymore. I’ve already had so much in my life, in me, change. I can’t bear to acknowledge the changes in my body too.“

Dr. Heart took another sip of her coffee and asked. “Have you decided what you’re going to do after the baby’s born?”

“I’m giving her up for adoption.”

“Have you arranged it yet? Spoken to anyone?”

Lexie bit her lip. Fearing reprimand, she shook her head and said nothing.

“You need to call an agency. I’ll get you the information for a great place here in Ohio. For your homework, I want you to call them between now and our next session.” She leaned forward, placing a hand on Lexie’s forearm. “I know you don’t want to deal with this, but you have to. Call them and set up a meeting.”

Dr. Heart leaned back into the sofa once again. “Have you thought about naming the baby?”

Lexie’s features shifted, pooling in a contortion of confusion and disbelief. “Naming her? No. I’m not keeping her.”

“Maybe you should. Name her, I mean,” she said. 

Lexie’s face scrunched in confusion.

“Look, just think about it. You don’t have to, but naming her may help you form a separate identity for the baby. You may be able to think of her not only in the terms of your rape and as the result of what happened to you, but instead, a separate entity.”

“Okay,” Lexie said, unconvinced. Naming the baby was out of the question.

Dr. Heart leaned back in her chair. Her eyes shifted to the papers in front of her. “Now, I’m only going to ask you to do this once. There’s a particular form of Cognitive therapy, where after a traumatic event or experience, the patient verbally retells the story, the series of events, repeatedly. What happens is they become desensitized to the events over time, they become less frightening, less traumatic with each retelling.”

Lexie stiffened.

“Rape is an altogether different breed of trauma, however. Maybe it’s because of the level of shame victims often feel, the feeling of degradation, or maybe because the victim’s own body, in a sense, is being used as a weapon against themselves. I’m not sure. But this form of desensitization therapy is ineffective for rape victims, at least in my professional opinion and experience. So, like I said, I’ll only ask this of you once, but I need you to tell me what happened, every bit of it, so I am aware of the particulars, and we can move forward.”

Lexie let out a shaky breath and stared straight ahead. She expected this, yet her stomach rolled in unsettling waves. The air around her thickened, and her lungs strained with the effort behind each breath. For a minute, she thought she would stop breathing. Her chest ached as if all of the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Her lungs clawed desperately at the air, searching. 

Visions of the evening Brent raped her flashed through her mind, a montage of the worst horror film she had ever seen, with her as the leading role. 

She concentrated on the present, on the feel of the soft chair beneath her, the smell of Dr. Heart’s coffee just feet away. She listened to her breathing, the ragged puffs, until they staggered and slowed into soft, steady, streams.

Several moments passed before she could open her eyes and speak. When she did, her voice was soft, nearly a whisper. Dr. Heart studied her, the cup of coffee in her hand forgotten. “It was a Friday night. It was cool and damp. We were sick of the Pittsburgh weather—the snow, the cold, the dark cover of clouds which seem to always loom until late spring. My best friend, Sienna, and I, go out every Friday. This particular time though, her husband joined us.

“The three of us often shared lunch together throughout the work week since we all worked within the city limits. He was nice enough, kind of arrogant though. Sometimes I got an uneasy vibe from him, and I often thought he didn’t treat Sienna good enough, but they seemed happy enough, so it wasn’t my place to judge. He showed up at the restaurant unexpectedly. He explained that he had a meeting which had run late. He wanted a drink, so he thought he’d join us.”

Lexie paused, the image of Brent’s face slashing through her thoughts, sharp and nasty. “We were at a little Italian place called Luciano’s. They have live bands that play on Friday nights. That particular Friday, a band called, Se La Vi, was playing. They were an odd combination between jazz and light rock. Usually Sienna and I ate, and then continued our night with drinks, a movie, or even a play elsewhere. But that night, we ate with a strain in conversation. Sienna spoke to Brent in clipped tones, the conversation terse. I ignored them, pretended I didn’t notice and instead gave all my attention to my Fettuccini. 

“I imagine they had a fight of some sort, either that or Sienna was annoyed with him for crashing our Friday girl’s night. Nevertheless, Sienna cut the evening short. She said that she was tired and wanted to go home. We all left, each in our own vehicles. I wasn’t quite ready to retire for the night though, and I needed some things at the grocery store, so I stopped briefly before going back to my apartment.”

Lexie stared out the window of Dr. Heart’s office, half expecting the sky to be dark, for night to have fallen, leaving a chill in the air and the ominous glow of a full moon in the sky. The sun and all the green grounded her for a moment, reminding her of time and place, and that it was not a cold evening in January. 

Lexie turned to face Dr. Heart once again. She spoke, her eyes trained on the spot where the doctor sat, but her mind elsewhere. She didn’t see anything but her apartment—the gleaming, honey, floors, the white couches, and the dark granite in her kitchen. “Once home, I put my things away and took a shower. Afterwards, I dried off, put my robe on and went into my bedroom. By this time I was sleepy, so I simply slipped into bed with nothing on but my robe.” 

Lexie closed her eyes. She clenched her fists together, her skin turning white and pulling taught against the bone. A trickle of fear crept up her spine. She thought of the voice she heard in the pitch of her room. She pictured his smiling face, victorious, as he approached her. The weight of each word as she spoke grew heavier. 

“It was dark. Quiet. I was in the stage between sleep and consciousness when I thought I heard something: a man’s voice, shuffling of feet. It startled me awake, and when I opened my eyes, he was there. Brent hovered over me.”

Lexie told Dr. Heart every detail, down to the feel of the hands that gripped her, the dead weight that pinned her down, and the smell of his cologne—sandalwood, leather, and spice—burning her nostrils, seeping into her skin. Hot breath covered her face as he brutalized her. Everything played out in her mind while she spoke, as clearly as if she relived the experience. There no longer seemed a present or a future, just a continuous past, one that looped and wrapped itself back around like an old film strip, replaying her nightmare over and over. 

She told Dr. Heart of her useless pleas, of his taunting laughter, his accusations. You know you’ve wanted this for years. You’re a whore. And whore is going to get what she wants. You may as well enjoy it. If you scream, I’ll kill you. If you tell anyone, I’ll kill you. Don’t even think of telling Sienna; she won’t believe you. She’ll see you for what you really are, nothing but a liar, a slut.

“I continued to plea, but he ignored me. He started to rape me. I screamed, out of terror, instinct, desperation. He clamped his clammy hands over my mouth, drowning out the sounds, muffling them. Biting down  on his fingers as hard as I could, my teeth must have cut into his flesh because he pulled his hand away and screamed at me. Fuck! You do that again, and I’ll fucking kill you. 

“I tasted his blood, which coated my mouth. Disgusted that he was inside me more ways than one, I began to spit. It was then that he strangled me.” Lexie’s hand reflexively reached up to her throat. She felt the cold grip on her neck, each finger squeezing, his thumbs on her trachea. The pain was sharp and deep. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her neck and lungs burned. She had the sensation of floating. For a moment, she wondered whether this was what death felt like. Seconds later, the pressure vanished, leaving her neck throbbing and her gasping for air. She gave up the fight. She saw herself as well as Brent raping her, as if watching from above. It was as if her soul left her body behind.

The warmth of someone’s arms wrapped around her securely, bringing her back to present. Her eyes focused. Dr. Heart crouched on the floor in front of her, holding a box of tissues. Lexie’s body shuddered with the power of her sobs. Tears streamed down her cheeks, soaking into her skin and into her clothing.

“He was my best friend’s husband. How could this happen? How could he do this? I never once did anything to make him, to give him the idea—” She hiccupped, her sobbing uncontrollable.

Dr. Heart put a hand under Lexie’s chin, forcing her to look into her eyes, the strength of her grip, a comfort. “You did not do this Lexie. Don’t put this on yourself. Rape is a societal problem. It’s disgustingly common and was all him. Rape is about control, nothing else. Nothing you could do would have stopped him.”

Lexie strained to steady her voice as she spoke. “But he didn’t have a weapon. I could’ve done something else, fought harder.”

“Look at me,” Dr. Heart said, her hand still beneath Lexie’s face. She pressed on Lexie’s chin lightly until she met her eyes. “You did everything you could. He went to your apartment, knowing you were alone and unsuspecting. He knew what he was going to do. You couldn’t stop him. You did what you had to in order to survive. Had you fought harder, you may not be alive, and don’t ever think that he didn’t use a weapon on you. He used his hands and his penis, weapons no less brutal than a blade or bullet.”

Dr. Heart got up and sat back down in her chair, letting Lexie think about the things she said. 

After a moment, Dr. Heart asked, “Do you hate him?” 

Lexie hesitated before speaking. She thought of how she felt immediately after the rape, then how she had begun to feel recently. “At first, I think I just hated myself. Now, I hate him. I hate what happened, and I hate the consequences,” she said glancing down at her stomach.

Dr. Heart nodded. “Good. For now, hate is good. Let yourself feel it. Anger is a positive thing at this point, an integral part of the process.”

Five minutes later, Lexie left Dr. Heart’s office drained. Never before had she relayed in exquisite detail her rape, nor would she again. She wanted her bed, she wanted solace, to forget the reality of her story.

She thought about Dr. Heart’s comment that anger was a good thing, but Lexie knew the anger she felt was only just the beginning. She wondered, as she got into her car and started the engine, just how ugly she would be when all the anger came spilling out, like a festering wound.

 



 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

 
 

The local Sparkle was crowded, not a surprise, considering it was the only grocer in town. Gail browsed the aisles, occasionally plucking various items off the shelves and adding them to her cart. 

She went to the deli, ordered a pound of chipped ham, farmer’s cheese, and chicken salad. After she took her items from the counter, she turned and headed for the baking isle. She planned on making strawberry shortcake. The desert was easily Lexie’s favorite, so she wanted to have plenty for her to take to her new place.

Although Lexie stayed at their house last night, the movers brought her things to her new place yesterday. She was nervous, scared of being alone in an empty house, with her emotions, the memories, and the fear that plagued her in the night, but she needed to learn to stand on her own two feet again. Lexie needed to reestablish her independence, which had always been so ripe, even as a child. Gail loved having her daughter under foot, but she wanted her to make herself a home again, to feel comfortable and safe in her new place, to build a real life for herself. 

Gail didn’t have a magic wand, however. She couldn’t wave her hand in the air and magically transform Lexie into the woman she used to be with a shower of Pixie Dust. Instead, she settled for the only thing she could think of to ease her discomfort, homemade strawberry shortcake—and a bouquet of fresh cut sunflowers she threw in the cart for good measure.

Gail walked swiftly through the store. She wanted to be home before Lexie arrived at the house; so she turned, cutting through one of the center aisles. She stared straight ahead, her mind on her daughter and the evening’s supper she wanted to prepare, when she looked at the shelves beside her. She slowed; her feet weighed down like lead, until she was no longer able to put one in front of the other and came to a stop.

She stared at the display of sippy cups, baby spoons, and assorted Gerber foods. A hand fluttered to her chest, an automatic response to her wrenching heart. She thought about her grandchild, the one without a name, the one waiting in Lexie’s belly until the day she chose to enter this world. 

Her throat ached. She wasn’t familiar with adoption or their policies. Would she even get to see her granddaughter before they took her away? Would she remain faceless, as well as nameless?

Her arms felt heavy with the absence of the infant she yearned to hold in a warm embrace. She wanted to look her granddaughter in the eyes, coo at her, rub the fuzz on her head, let her curl her tiny fingers around hers and promise her the world like only a grandmother could. 

None of that would be hers, however. She wasn’t angry with Lexie’s decision to give up the child. Because of the circumstances surrounding her pregnancy, she could bear no ill will towards her unwillingness to consider keeping the baby. Gail only imagined what the effect of having to face, in part, her attacker day-in and day-out would be like, and surely that’s what Lexie thought she would be doing.

Gail tore her eyes away from the shelves and left the aisle, trying to repress the voice inside her head, begging her to fight for her granddaughter, to keep her. 

She made her way to the baking supplies, chose a sack of sugar and baking mix, no longer focused on the task at hand. When she reached the checkout, she got in line behind a woman with short, dark, hair, which whom she didn’t recognize. She gabbed exuberantly with the cashier, Marge, bouncing from one topic to the next.

Gail loaded her purchases on the conveyor belt, praying that “Chatty Cathy” hurried. She was no longer in the mood to linger and certainly not in the mood to be drawn into conversation.

“Did you hear about the football player from Ohio State who was accused of raping that student?” The brunette asked, her eyes as round as marbles.

Gail’s ears pricked. 

Marge, the chubby, middle-aged cashier, brushed her blond bangs from her face and spoke in hushed tones. “I did. Poor girl. How awful.” She continued scanning and bagging the purchases, without skipping a beat.

Gail’s cheeks flamed and her nostrils flared as she took in every word of what the stick skinny twig, with the dark cap of hair, had to say. Gail hadn’t watched the news over the weekend. She had been too busy at the new market. 

The brunette’s eyebrows rose and she shook her head. “I don’t know. He was one of their star football players. I mean, he could have gotten any girl he wanted. Why would he force himself on a girl like her. She wasn’t even pretty if you ask me. Seems like it would have been the other way around. I heard she’s famous for partying. She’s probably making the whole thing up,” the woman said, with a wave of her hand.

Gail clenched her fists, swallowing the words that stung the back of her throat like cyanide, threatening to overflow.

“But why would she accuse him if he’s innocent?” Marge asked. 

The woman continued her tirade, impervious to Gail, standing behind her with penetrating eyes. “She probably slept with him, and then he dumped her, so she made up some story about being raped.”

Gail thought of Lexie and the terror one man’s act had inflicted on her life. She was furious, not only at the injustice of it all, but at the ignorance and audacity of women like the one that stood before her. She couldn’t hold her temper in check any longer. Rage swept over her, a rising tide of repressed emotion. She dropped her curled fist onto the conveyor belt with a loud thwack, rattling several of her items and tipping them. Her face contorted, her eyes wide and incredulous. 

She lifted her fist, ignoring the sharp burn and sting from slamming it down. She pointed her finger at the woman. Marge stared at her with bright eyes and a mouth opened so wide, she could catch flies.

“People like you—” Gail said. “Re-victimize women like that poor girl. You have no idea what she’s going through, what her family’s going through.” The words flowed from her lips, off the tip of her tongue. Suddenly, she wasn’t talking about the OSU student anymore. “You are the reason rape victims are ashamed, afraid of speaking out. No woman wants to be raped. And now she has to live the rest of her life, remembering what happened, frightened that it may happen again, that she didn’t do enough to stop it. She’ll suffer through the repercussions of that pig’s actions forever. Not one damn thing is okay with that. And there’s nothing I would want to gossip about less. Why don’t you have some dignity and spread your own garbage someplace else.” 

The twig, with cropped hair, stared at Gail, red-faced and gaping like a fish. 

Gail moved around her, not bothering to look back at Marge, the other customers, or familiar faces (which may have overheard her tirade) and left the store, her groceries forgotten.

She seethed on the ride home, the rumble of the old Chevy’s engine, synonymous with her jagged emotions. She passed the Cherry Valley Bulk Foods store and realized she had left her groceries at Sparkle, so there would be no strawberry shortcake and no flowers. 

She made a split decision and turned into the lot of the store. From Memorial to Labor Day, the Amish sold baked goods. Gail would just have to purchase a pie instead. It wouldn’t be the same, but it would do.

She got out of her car, waving to Sarah, the little Amish girl with blonde hair who played on the swing set next to the lot, and headed towards the entrance of the store. She picked out a blueberry pie on her way inside.

She entered the store. Dim fluorescent lights lit the narrow aisles and cramped quarters. The back of the store held Amish furniture for sale, while the rest held dry bulk foods. She scanned the shelves, walking past the sacks of flour, wheat, and sugar. She hoped to find something to replace the sunflowers as a housewarming gift, but saw nothing suitable. She passed the bags of candy and grabbed a bag of chocolate covered pretzels. Sighing, she decided this was the best she could do.

She walked over to the counter where they calculated her total. She handed over several bills, and while she waited for her change, glanced next to her, at a display of paring knives and bread knives. She picked a silver paring knife up and examined it. The blade seemed to glisten in the soft light, beckoning her. 

Desire, strong and vicious, gripped her. She wanted to take the knife and flee. She wanted to find her daughter’s rapist, to corner him with the stealth of a panther stalking its prey, and cut off his most prized appendage, the one that doubled as a weapon. She wanted his penis on a platter, like John the Baptist’s Head. She swayed, dizziness surrounding her, and wondered briefly if the lure of vengeance made a play for her soul. Her mind raced to 1993, to Lorena Bobbitt. She completely understood the depth of her actions, the madness of them.

“Ma’am?” Gail jumped. Her gaze left the knife. A young woman in a black dress and cap, and a white apron stared back at her. Her mouth was pressed into a thin line and her unadorned face wrinkled in worry. Gail realized she had been trying to get her attention for several seconds.

She felt moisture bead on her neck and face. She tried to smile, but her expression came out strained. “Thanks,” Gail said, taking the change from the girl’s hand.

She turned to leave, but got to the door and realized her hand was clenched around something. Her knuckles ached. She uncurled her fingers, revealing the knife. Quickly dropping it back onto the display, she left red-faced.

She got in her truck, slamming the door behind her. She gripped the wheel—her left hand still aching with the memory of the weapon—and closed her eyes. She had to get a hold on herself before she got home. If Lexie was waiting for her, she didn’t want her to see her so frazzled.

Gail started the car and swung out of the parking lot. She turned the radio up, the lyrics to a country song, she didn’t recognize, blasting over the airwaves—she wanted to drown out the rush of emotions. The drive, however, was too short. Her nerves had only begun to smooth over by the time she reached the farm house.

Lexie’s car was in the drive, which meant she was home from her doctor’s appointments.

Taking a deep breath, Gail got out of the car and let herself in the front door. She entered the kitchen and was greeted immediately by Lexie, barefoot, frowning into the refrigerator. 

Her hair was pulled back from her face, and she wore a pair of gray pants and a white maternity top. Gail wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but Lexie’s stomach seemed to have grown over night. At just over six months, Lexie wore a small basketball in front of her. Gail’s gaze moved to Lexie’s face, noting the down turned mouth and the dull sheen to her eyes—she looked unhappy.

A sudden trickle of anger took Gail off guard. Why couldn’t Lexie just be happy? Why couldn’t she find something to be happy about? Her anger was misplaced. Lexie wasn’t the one she was mad at, so she said nothing, placing the pie and pretzels she purchased on the counter.

“Hey Mom,” Lexie said.

Gail turned towards her, noting the dark crescents below her eyes. “Hey, I got Blueberry pie. I figured you could take it with you to your new house tomorrow. How’d you’re appointments go?” She wanted nothing more than to forget what happened just minutes ago. Lexie’s move tomorrow was a big step, and she needed to be supportive.

Lexie shrugged and turned back to the fridge, where she removed a pitcher of lemonade. She retrieved a cup from the counter and poured herself a large glass. “Dr. McMillan gave me a hard time. My therapy session was good though.”

Gail leaned against the counter, one hand on her hip. She remembered Lexie’s play-by-play of her first appointment with her OBGYN. Gail had been furious and insisted she switch to someone with more compassion, more, in her opinion, aptitude, but Lexie insisted that she didn’t want to meet anyone else. She didn’t want to have to go over her history again, so Gail let the subject drop.

“What did the doctor say?”

“He lectured me about the baby, as usual. I still haven’t felt her move. He doesn’t believe me though. He did an ultrasound to make sure everything was okay, which it was.”

Relief washed over Gail. She, too, had been worried about the baby, but what worried her even more was Lexie’s lack of concern. “Well, that’s good.“ 

“I guess so,” Lexie said. Her voice held no inflection, no emotion, setting Gail’s still turbulent emotions to flame. 

Gail tried to force the frustration from her voice, “What does that mean? I guess so.”

Lexie looked Gail straight in the eye. “If something were wrong, if something happened and this would just go away,” she said, with the sweep of a hand towards her stomach. “I’d be better off.” 

Gail thought she understood how her daughter felt towards the life inside her—or as much as she could understand—but maybe she didn’t after all, because it angered her that Lexie had so little disregard for the budding life in her womb. “That’s a shitty thing to say,” Gail said.

Lexie narrowed her eyes. “Well, it’s true. Maybe I’m wrong to feel that way, but it’s not like I was just careless and got pregnant. Every bit of this has been forced upon me. Every bit has been a nightmare.”

“I understand, Alexis. But you need to accept this. Trust me, when you’re in labor, you’ll be shot headfirst into reality. You haven’t even called the adoption agency yet, and you’ve got less than three months left!” Gail held up three fingers and moved towards Lexie. “You act as if you’re not even pregnant. I almost think that you don’t feel the baby move because you’ve half convinced yourself this whole thing is a nightmare and isn’t real.”

Lexie shot up from her chair, her mouth tight around the edges. “You too? What, did you and Dr. McMillan have a chat, a meeting of the minds? Because you sound just like him.”

Gail’s voice echoed through her ears. “No, it’s just that damn obvious.”

“Well, I’m sorry I can’t accept this. Everyone acts like it’s so easy, like I can just choke it down. No problem. Don’t worry about the fact that my first shot at motherhood is ruined. I’ll never be able to hold my first child with the awe and love a mother should have. I imagined the day I had my first that I’d look at him or her in exultation, knowing that my life would be forever changed for the better. Instead, my life has been changed for the worse. I won’t ever have a second chance at being pregnant for the first time, at giving birth for the first time, at being a new mother. So forgive me if it’s hard for me to accept.”

Lexie shrugged past Gail towards the door, but Gail caught her arm and held her there. She looked down at her hand; the fingers pressed into Lexie’s flesh, and loosened her grip, along with her anger.

She was sorry she said anything to her. Gail’s mind raced for something to say, something to make everything right, but came up blank. Instead, all she could picture in her head was the baby aisle at the store, and suddenly, she knew what her anger was about. She closed her eyes and sighed, torn between her shame for being selfish, for thinking only of her own loss in this moment, and justified in her desire to know her grandchild. 

She swallowed hard. She opened her eyes, staring into Lexie’s. “I know you’re going through hell. I’m sorry. I can’t even imagine…but you could make this, at least, into a good thing. You could let yourself love this child. The baby inside you, although unwanted and linked to tragedy, is yours. Your blood runs through her veins. You’re body nourishes her—”

Lexie removed Gail’s hand. “No, Mom. How can I do that? How can I ever forget? Besides, everything in my life is broken. I have no job. I just got my own place to live, which I couldn’t even bring myself to stay in by myself last night. I’m depressed at times, angry at others. The child would never have a chance. I would always look at her with resentment. I would always look at her and remember…How could I not?”

Moisture pooled in Lexie’s eyes, mimicking her own. Gail moved forward and pulled her into her arms. “I’m sorry,” she said.

They stayed like that for quite some time, wrapped in each other’s arms, exchanging tears—Gail for her daughter’s pain and for the loss of her grandchild, and Lexie for being the one to take it all away.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

 
 

Sun slanted through the floor length windows of Lexie’s new rental home. It was a small ranch, cheery on the outside with pale blue siding and white shutters. Flowers bloomed along the walk, pops of bright color against the muted backdrop of the house. 

Nestled amongst a cluster of century homes and the occasional Cape like hers, she was only a couple minutes away from Main Street. The location couldn’t have been better. 

Though small, the place was hospitable, with an eat-in kitchen, a small living room, and two bedrooms. The house didn’t feel like home, but nowhere did, not even her parent’s house. One thing Lexie had discovered these past months was that nothing or nowhere could possibly feel like home when you didn’t feel at home within yourself. Home meant peace, to be comfortable, feel secure, protected. And Lexie doubted she would ever experience those things again—within herself, this house, or life in general. 

Lexie walked into the kitchen, to her refrigerator, and grabbed the pitcher of iced tea. She filled a glass, looking around the room. Boxes were strewn about, some stacked in neat piles, while others were piled on top of furniture. Her whole life sat in stacks, wrapped up and packaged away in squares of cardboard. 

A part of her wanted to turn away—turn a blind eye to the life she led before, leaving her things packed away, forever collecting dust. Forgetting how things were, how they could be, seemed easier. 

Prior to her rape, her life had been carefree. She had a job she loved, an apartment in the city with a great view (which she fought ruthlessly to get), and the best friend a girl could ask for. She had left home with practically nothing and worked damn hard for her life. Some things were missing, sure—like love, Elliot—but she had been happy, satisfied for the time being. 

Her grip tightened on the cool glass of tea, and once again, she asked herself the one question which stalked her. How could one event, one cruel act, ruin her life so completely?

A piece of her wanted to forget the life she led before, because living day-to-day, knowing what she lost, nearly killed her, but the part that remembered, that needed her to remember, was stronger. In some respects, her old life led to her rape, and a part of her feared that if she moved back into her old apartment, the same thing was destined to happen all over again, as if it were a magnet for the viciousness that had been imposed on her. Nevertheless, at the very least, she desperately wanted the old Lexie back. She wanted to be able to go to a new town, a new city, walking the streets, stopping somewhere unfamiliar for a bite to eat, without fear of the demons which may lie in wait behind each door. She wanted to laugh again, to really laugh, the throaty, gut wrenching, kind of laugh that either left her doubled over, clutching her stomach, or wiping tears away from her eyes. She wanted to enjoy the simple things; because she no longer really enjoyed anything. Behind any happiness, any crystal clear, sunny, day, lie the memory of what happened, clouding everything good with malignance.

Lexie walked over to her sofa and sat down. She rubbed a hand over the smooth white fabric. She remembered the day she picked it out. She was with Sienna. They went to every furniture store in town until Lexie found the one sofa which suited her most, the one she said, “just begged to come home with her.”

She missed Sienna. The clincher was that she needed her more than ever, yet she had trouble calling her, looking at even a photograph, or speaking her name, without the image of Brent, dark, ugly, and threatening, overwhelming her. 

Lexie leaned forward on the sofa. She covered her face with her hands, hoping to shield herself from the desperate thoughts. She had trouble envisioning a future where her and Sienna could manage to have the same friendship they once shared—a notion which left her feeling ragged and drained. She never before thought the word hopeless would describe their relationship, but lately, that’s what it appeared to be. 

Hopeless seemed to be the theme in her life as of late, and the crushing desire to regain some part of her former self, her former life, seemed to tear her in two. She was like the baby King Solomon had the women fight over in the infamous biblical feud. She was in the middle of a fight for her life. The rape pulled her one way (towards darkness and despair), while her desire to thrive (an innate survival instinct), pulled her in another direction. She wanted to rise from the ashes, to a form of life for herself, which strived to encompass both the Lexie of old, and the new, scarred one, yet part of her wished to give in and pull herself into the desperation and despair that churned around her like a tide pool, dark and deep, soaking through her, chilling her, threatening to drown her.

She heard footsteps on the small porch just outside the front door. Her first reaction was confusion. Her parents and brother were working. Who could be here? Her second reaction was fear, pure and bitter; it rose around her like a thick fog, grounding her to where she stood. 

She remained immobile. She wanted to look out the window, see who was at her door, but her muscles wouldn’t budge. 

The pounding of blood in her ears blocked out any other noise. She no longer heard the sound of traffic on the street, or the preening of birds in the trees. 

The knock on the door rapped straight through her, matching the rapid thumping of her heart. 

“Lex? It’s Elliot.”

Her body reacted slowly to the familiar voice, but after a few moments, the tension in her shoulders dissipated, and slowly, one-by-one, she felt her extremities go liquid. The pumping in her ears disappeared, leaving behind a humming of the silence around her.

She exhaled, fighting back the tears which threatened her aching, burning, eyes. Her reaction was just another reminder of how she had changed, of how her life seemed an endless minefield, with her in the middle, just waiting for someone to step on the wrong spot, the one that would implode, taking her life once-and-for-all.

Her legs wobbled like rubber, but she managed to make her way towards the door. She peeked through the screen and confirmed the visitor as Elliot. He stood with his back towards her, peering out into the street, his hands in his pockets. 

She forced her vocal chords out of remission. “Hey.” Her voice cracked, showing her nerves.

Elliot turned around. His brows scrunched together, and his lips pressed into a thin line. The concern in his eyes was palpable as he searched Lexie’s face. 

She forced a smile, and his demeanor visibly eased. The smile she got in return was pure Elliot—slow, steady, and had the power to light up the world. “Sorry. I got nervous when you didn’t answer right away. I thought maybe something was wrong or maybe you had changed your mind about my coming today.”

She thought of his request to spend time with her. She had been reluctant to say yes, for fear of where things might lead. But in the end, she was powerless against him, and she agreed. Foolish or not, every ounce of her wanted to be near him. 

“No. I’m glad you came. I can’t tackle all this by myself,” she said, turning towards the living room. “Plus, I don’t want to be alone…” 

She bit her lip. Standing this close to him, made her remember how natural being with him was, how comfortable and easy. She wanted to go to him, to throw her arms around his neck, to lay her head on his shoulder. Loving Elliot was easy and always had been. Not loving him, even after all these years, was the hard part. 

“Come in.” She moved from the door, allowing him to step further inside. 

He brushed past her and into the living room. After a few awkward moments of small talk, they got to work on the boxes. Together, they unpacked, finding homes for Lexie’s things, while ignoring the intimacy of kneeling together on the floor, hovering over her life, finding room for her things in a new one.

They remained mostly silent with the occasional question from Elliot as to where to put something, followed by Lexie’s suggestions. Despite the lack of conversation, the air between them was charged. When she reached across him to take a framed photo of her and Sienna, she prepared herself for the zap (the kind you got on a cold day when you came indoors and touched something with static) she thought would surely come from the contact.

They pulled decorations, pictures, photography equipment, amongst other things, from the boxes. Everything they removed told a silent story—one about the life she led after him. She wondered what conclusions he drew from her possessions and how they affected the way he saw her.

“So, how have you been?” Elliot asked breaking the silence.

His simple question left a million others unasked, but she ignored the connotations behind it. “Fine,” she said.

He looked at her, his clear blue eyes, penetrating her to the core. “No. How have you been, really?”

Lexie sighed. A million answers raced through her mind, but none of them were things should say. “Okay, I guess. Scared mostly. Sometimes angry. It depends.”

“Are you scared right now?”

Lexie’s jaw clenched, her mouth tightening with the movement. What could she tell him? That she was never afraid with him near? That he made her feel safe, more at home than she had felt in over six months? She was on shaky territory, which seemed to be the constant state of every conversation with Elliot. She evaded his question, answering truthfully, yet avoiding the real question: Are you scared with me?

“Going through my things scares me…It scares me that I may never be the same person again, that I’m not the same person. I look at the remnants of a life I lived only months ago, yet is as unfamiliar to me as a stranger’s—a notion that’s scary as hell. All of my things, my furniture, scare me simply because they remind me of my apartment, of the place where…” Lexie trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

Elliot nodded, letting the sentence die. He walked over to the corner of the room and took a new box off the stack. He began to open it and unwrapped a set of dishes, which he placed in the kitchen sink to be washed.

“It’s a nice place,” he said, looking around the room.

“Yeah. It is.”

“How long do you plan on staying?”

Lexie shrugged. How did she answer a question, she herself, didn’t even know the answer to? “I don’t know. I can’t go back to Pittsburgh, at least not now. I’ve never known anywhere else, and the idea of moving somewhere unfamiliar seems…impossible. For now, this is the only place I see myself. Plus, my therapist thinks the support I have here, my family, is the best thing for me.”

She glanced up from her unpacking, gauging his reaction to the mention of a therapist. He seemed nonplussed. 

He opened his mouth, then closed it. She could tell by the clouded look in his eyes, the set of his jaw, that he was thinking hard about something. Whatever question he was about to ask, he must have decided against because he remained silent for several minutes.

After a moment, he said, “I’m glad you’re back.”

Why? She wondered. How could he possibly be glad she was back? How did his heart have so much room to forgive?

She avoided his gaze. “Thanks.” 

An hour of unpacking in the living room and kitchen passed. They moved on to Lexie’s bedroom at Elliot’s suggestion. He thought getting her clothes put away and having somewhere to sleep, most important. Otherwise, she’d be sleeping on the couch.

She entered the room in front of Elliot. The contrast between this home and her old apartment were startling. Instead of the large vaulted ceilings of her apartment bedroom, this room had typical nine foot ceilings with a modest light fixture. The floors of her old apartment consisted of gleaming hardwood in honey tones, which accented the earth tone paint of the rooms throughout. However, the plush gray carpeting and practical white walls of the rental home suited Lexie just fine. 

She glanced in the corner, where the one thing, which seemed larger than life, remained the same. Her old wrought iron bed lay in pieces in the middle of the room.

She stared at the bed, her eyes vacant, remembering bits and pieces of that night like shards of colored glass, jagged and sharp. She glanced up at Elliot. Concern shadowed his eyes, and she wondered briefly if the people in her life would be in a constant state of worry. 

“Get rid of the bed,” Lexie said, her voice flat. “Please. Can you get rid of it?”

He looked at her. Understanding saturated his eyes, the curve of his mouth. Without hesitation, he said, “Okay.” 

He took the headboard first and then the footboard, carrying each of them out the sliding glass doors to the small patio out back. He heaved them onto the stone with force. He returned for the mattress, awkwardly lifting and shifting it onto its side, and then pushed it through the door. 

Lexie followed him, watching, her hands clasped into a single ball in front of her. An irrational part of her needed to see for herself that the bed was gone, no longer in her home, drenching everything in the memories of the nightmare engrained in its every fiber. 

When he finished, he leaned against the wall of her bedroom. His forearms rested against the cool, smooth surface and his hands clenched into fists. 

Lexie turned away. Anger radiated off of him with ferocity and power in the way it often seemed to have with men. 

She gathered her hair in her hands, lifting it off her hot neck. She closed her eyes, trying to maintain a level head, trying to ease back the memories, the feelings, and the fear that had slowly begun to reach her, like a thick, choking smoke. Holding her emotions at bay seemed somehow crucial to her making a home here. 

After a moment, she opened her eyes. But when she glanced around the room, there seemed to be a gaping absence in the bare spot where her bed had sat moments before. She tried to ignore the bare spot in the room, focusing on the freeing sensation of dispensing with the one piece of furniture most associated with her rape. Eventually, her anxiety eased.

She didn’t say anything to Elliot. Instead, she began to unpack her suitcases, removing the clothing, organizing them into drawers in her dresser and onto hangers in her closet. 

She glanced over at him, half-way through the clothes in her luggage. He was elbow deep in a box of his own, pulling out a stack of photo albums—ones that had been stowed under the bed at her apartment. She watched his expression, so focused. She noted the gentle curve of his lips, the soft lines etched beside his eyes, and wondered vainly if the stress of her leaving had put them there.

He continued unpacking and pulled out an article of clothing. He stared at it, puzzled, his face contorted, most likely wondering why it was in the box with her photos.

She got up and moved towards him. “I had mover’s pack—” she started to say, but stopped cold. Her eyes widened, and her arm that had reached out to grab the garment from him, froze. The hanger in her other hand fell, clattering to the floor.

It was a robe, her robe—the one she went to bed in the night Brent raped her.

Lexie stared at the dark cotton, amazed there were no stains, nothing defacing the cloth, indicating the torture of the woman who had worn it. 

She moved forward. Elliot’s grip on the robe weakened. He was probably staring at her, wondering what was going on, coming to his own dark and menacing conclusions. She saw nothing, however, except black—the black of the robe, the black of her battered soul. 

She slowly took the robe from his hand and left the room. The combination of the bed and robe, reminders of what happened, proved too much for her. The images and scattered thoughts in her mind buzzed, a hive of activity and excitement. She was unable to calm herself, unable to make out even one coherent thought. 

Her breathing was shallow and her feet numb, moving on their own accord, without direction from her. She entered the kitchen. On the counter lay a candle she lit earlier (an attempt to feel at home) and a box of matches. 

She snatched the matches off the counter and went to the stove. She didn’t think. She couldn’t if she tried. Her body drove her. Anger and desperation drove her.

She wrenched the door open and threw the robe inside. Lighting one match after the other, she threw them on the fabric until it caught fire. 

She watched the small flame flicker and dance. When she thought it may go out, she threw the entire box on the flames. The fabric went up in a blaze. A loud whoosh exploded in Lexie’s ears. Fire, orange and yellow, and bright, licked the outside of the oven, and smoke began to fill the room.

Lexie didn’t flinch when the smoke alarms went off, but instead continued to stare at the inferno. Prior to today, she had seen bits and pieces of her anger, but mostly, her fury had grown inside of her, smoldering, layer upon layer, stacked like a pile of bricks, until there were enough to form a house for her pain. The bed and the robe were merely catalysts to the door upon the threshold of her anger. 

She stared directly into the fire with a blinding intensity, the smell of burning acrylic stung her nostrils. The flames seemed to grow before her eyes, reaching towards the hand towel that lay on the counter next to the stove, threatening to catch fire, but Lexie made no move to retrieve. 

Heat burned her cheeks. The image of the robe, her rape, every evil thing Brent did, was washed out by the flames. Soon, she saw Brent’s face in the fire, burning. And one thing ran through her head, over and over, as if looped on a reel of motion pictures.

Die.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 

 
 

“Move!” Elliot pushed Lexie aside with more force than intended. She knocked against the side of the counter, breaking her trance. The flames had been only inches away from her face.

A towel on top of the counter caught on fire, and the breath caught in his throat. His gaze glanced off the walls, searching for an extinguisher. He saw nothing.

Stepping over to the pantry, he wrenched open the doors. The gleaming red caught his eyes first. He grabbed the small extinguisher, pulled the pin, and directed it at the kitchen counter where the towel began to catch the butcher block on fire. Seconds later, the stove and counters, the floor, and even Elliot himself were covered in a fluffy white dust.

He turned to her. She stared at him, the set of her mouth soft, her eyes moving dazedly from the oven with the dead garment, back to Elliot again. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what came over me.”

Elliot sighed and ran a hand roughly over his face, lingering over the abrasive whiskers on his jaw. He wanted to shout, to ask, What
the hell were you doing? But the answer would likely be one she may not be prepared to give. 

He looked over at her, for the first time, realizing how hard he had pushed her into the counter. “Are you okay?” he asked. He grabbed her left arm, the one she hit, and examined it, as if expecting instant bruises.

“I’m fine,” she said. She paused, looking away from him. “I want him dead, Elliot. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life than to watch him burn, watch him suffer.” Lexie stared back into the oven as she spoke. “Am I sick? Is it sick to want that?” The pitch of her voice was high, indicating she was on the edge.

She looked back at him, her dark eyes searching his, waiting for an answer, preparing for him to make some sort of judgment. “No. Believe me. I’d be the first in line to watch.” 

This was the first time they had spoken about the rape. Or around it rather. Elliot had plenty to say, but expressing his own anger, his own desire to kill the man that hurt her, would be selfish. He knew he was on fragile ground, and stepping lightly was key. “After what he did to you…I can only imagine. I have no idea how you survived, or what living after something like that must be like, but I’d say you’re pretty normal for wanting him to pay. Trust me Lexie, if there was some way, something I could to do…” 

Elliot gazed up at the ceiling, as if asking for help from the heavens. His fingers twitched, his arms and hands tingled. He wanted to reach out to her, to hold her in the worst way, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to push himself on her while she was vulnerable.

“Why don’t you sit down? I’ll make you a cup of coffee.” 

Elliot went to the counter opposite the debris from the fire and the extinguisher, where he found the coffee pot. He opened the cupboard above and pulled out a bag of coffee. He threw several scoops in the pot, added water, and turned it on. 

He leaned against the counter with his back to her. He needed to collect his thoughts. He should have realized how difficult this day would be for Lexie, but when he asked to spend time with her, the other day at the farm, and she invited him to help her with the move, he hadn’t. His need to see her had been the only thing on his mind. He hadn’t thought about how scary this all must be for her—trying to live alone, rebuilding her life after what happened. 

He thought of how she looked in the pasture the other day, after she had failed at wrangling the cow. The vision of her, rumpled in jeans and a pink shirt, her belly round and soft, her hair cascading down her back, and the scent of her milky skin, was all he thought about the last two days. He couldn’t wait to spend time with her, but now he was angry and ashamed at himself for not recognizing the amount of support she needed, the amount of fear she must be harboring. 

He had no doubt the old Lexie was still there, but the new one he saw worried him. He saw the darkness that lingered in those cocoa eyes and the lines of anxiety which creased her brow. 

Protecting her, although no longer his right, came second nature to him. He wanted nothing more than to hold her. He didn’t intend on reaching out to her, but it was if his hand had been drawn to her swollen waist. Whatever provoked him, the sensation, the emotions that coursed through him when he did, the intensity of them, were stronger than anything he had ever felt. The subtle movement of the baby from within her—a tiny nudge against his palm, sent shockwaves through his heart. 

The coffee pot sputtered. Grabbing two glass mugs, Elliot filled them with coffee and handed one to Lexie. He didn’t see any sugar, as she liked, so he gave it to her black.

“It’s not Starbucks, but it’ll do,” she said. She tried to smile, but the dazed look about her remained. 

The Starbucks crack was an old joke between them, due to the fact that there wasn’t a Starbucks in over a thirty miles radius of Andover. Their only option in town for coffee was McDonald’s, so while the rest of the world drank premium coffee, they joked that they preferred the home brewed variety best. Suddenly, Elliot wondered how often Lexie had drank Starbuck’s in the past ten years she lived in the city. Once a week? Every day? He supposed it didn’t matter. What did matter was that he didn’t know the answer. But he wanted to.

He took a sip from his mug, waiting for Lexie to say something, letting her take the reins on the conversation, to return to where they left off, or change the subject.

She gripped her untouched cup of coffee, and despite the suggestion they sit down, both of them remained standing. “I just want it all to go away,” Lexie said. 

Her face contorted in the oddest of expressions, one between anger and desperation. Her lips pressed into a hard line and trembled slightly. Her eyes held the dark cast of fury and resentment, yet they glistened. 

“At first I thought my life was over; I wanted it to be. I wanted to die. Part of me still does. But now, I know I have to make a life for myself. I still think my life is over, but know that time, life, still goes on, whether I’m grieving the fall of mine or not. Even though I recognize this, how do I move on after what happened?”

Elliot reached a hand towards her, then awkwardly pulled it away. He pressed his hand against his side. “I don’t think you ever really get over it. You just find a way to cope. You find things that make you happy again. You live, whether living feels worth doing or not. You let yourself be angry, be sad, grieve what happened, but then you also force a smile on your face, even when it seems like there’s not much worth smiling for. You breathe, even when your lungs burn and tremble from the effort. Then one day, I think you look up, and, yes, time has moved on, but so have you. And you realize that you’re happy again, that you’ve found a way to live your life. Maybe it won’t be exactly like before, but it is still good somehow, just different.”

Lexie bit her lip. “Do you believe I can do it? What if I’m not that strong?”

“I know you can do it. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met. It’s part of what I love about you.” The words escaped his mouth before he could bite them back, and he wondered if Lexie noticed he used the word “love” in present tense.

She stepped forward, reaching out for his hand. She took it in hers, the palm of her hand soft and tiny next to his. Her tender touch, the way her fingers lingered and twined in his, surprised him. Elliot closed his eyes, letting the heat of her skin soak through him. 

She spoke. Her voice was soft, a whisper. “I can’t believe that after everything, you still believe in me.”

He opened his eyes and gazed upon the woman before him. She had changed in the years they spent apart, and tragedy had touched her fragile life, that was fact, but she was still the same woman. She was still his Lexie, no matter how he cut it. She always would be. 

He was probably a fool for being here. He tried to tell himself he wanted to spend time with her to gain closure, but he had been lying to himself, and not very well. There was a very good chance Lexie would leave again, this time taking the rest of his heart with her, until she carried the whole thing inside of her, beating next to her own, leaving him hollow and empty. But Elliot had changed in the past ten years too. Heartache had wizened him. He knew she loved him. He had no doubt, and the second she reached her hand to his, the decision to fight for her had been cast. This time, he wouldn’t let her run away.

He gripped her hand. He would take anything she offered. “I’ll always believe in you, Lex. I’ll believe enough for the both of us, until you’re ready and can believe in yourself.”

He took a step towards her, closing the gap between them. He put his arms around her and laid his cheek against the silk of her hair, breathing in the scent of her shampoo.

He heard a sigh, unsure of whether it was hers or his own, because in that moment, all he could think about was how right she felt in the circle of his arms, like they had waited ten years just to touch her again. Every nerve ending in his body tingled with life, as if during the years she was away, his flesh was not his own. He wanted to brush his lips over the top of her head like he used to, but he held back, his jaw throbbing with restraint. He would move slow because that’s what she needed. But for the first time since she arrived home, he felt it—that flutter in his chest, the floating of his spirit, the deep seeded notion that maybe the impossible was possible. He felt hope.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

 
 

After Sienna left Lexie’s apartment, she drove home, the whole way conjuring a million excuses for why the phone she found couldn’t be Brent’s, and why she shouldn’t charge it to find out. Several days had passed, and she still reasoned that surely Lexie would have told her if Brent had been the one to attack her. She told herself that she was being ridiculous. If she thought her husband capable of such a horrendous thing, what did that say about the kind of wife she was? She trusted Brent. Sure, they had their problems, but who didn’t? And besides, she would know if her husband was a rapist—he wasn’t. He couldn’t be.

Still, as the days slid by into mid-week, the image of the phone slid its way into Sienna’s consciousness with the stealth of a slippery eel. The phone, the question of possession, nagged at her, chewed on the edges of her every thought, until she finally removed it out of the secret compartment in her purse (where she knew Brent wouldn’t find it), while he was at work, and plugged it into his old wall charger.

She waited, too tense to sit, too tense to make a cup of coffee, or grab a glass of wine while she waited. She stared at the phone, unable to tear her eyes away, as if half expecting an image of Brent to appear, dressed in red, a forked tail, and horns. She wrung her hands in front of her, the blinking picture of the battery on the blank screen, taunting her. She wondered why, if she was so confident the phone was not his, she was so damn afraid. 

After several minutes, she picked the phone up with a shaky hand, her nerves jittering inside her like jumping beans. She took a deep breath, mustering all her courage and turned it on. She closed her eyes, heard the familiar tone signaling power, and slowly, very slowly, she opened them, directing her gaze downward.

The familiar photo of Brent she had seen thousands of times, smiling smugly, in khaki shorts, a navy golf shirt and visor, his nine iron slung over his shoulder against a manicured lawn so green, it looked artificial, glared back at her.

She dropped the phone to the floor with an ominous clatter, recoiling from the device, as if it were a Cobra. She clutched her stomach, doubling over so that the top half of her hovered over her knees and feet just above the floor. Her stomach heaved violently. She pressed one hand to her mouth, the other to her midsection. In between spasms, she sprinted to the bathroom, managing to make it just in time before she vomited on her feet and the carpeting.

Her hands grabbed onto the sides of the sink while she emptied the contents of her stomach. The skin of her knuckles went from red to white, the skin straining against the bone, until they seemed to blend in with the porcelain. 

She looked up at her reflection, her chalky complexion, her pale hair, seeming to lay limply around a face impressed with anguish. She shook her head, peering at the woman before her, wondering how she could be so blind. How did one live their life with someone and not really know them? How could she share a bed, a life, with a man so devious, so heartless, so evil? How could he do such a thing, to her best friend no less, then come home to her and act as if everything were normal?

The thought of Brent touching her, of sharing her bed, her home for the past months made her stomach quiver. She prepared, once again, for her stomach’s revolt, but nothing happened.

She could make a dozen excuses for Brent—for why his phone may have been in Lexie’s apartment (underneath her bed), even the coincidence that it went missing almost precisely the same time of her rape, but Sienna knew they would all be lies. None of the excuses would be true. Her friend would never betray her, of that she was sure, and so only one explanation remained. Brent raped Lexie. She was sure of it. 

Her certainty made her wonder. She didn’t need further convincing for her to believe that Brent had done the unthinkable, yet she would never have been able to believe Lexie may have been cheating with him, that maybe the interaction with them had been consensual. What did that say about her marriage? About Brent? About her?

Images of Brent, his sexist attitude, his caustic nature, and the harsh words he had towards Lexie in these past months, seeped into the forefront of Sienna’s thoughts. Her mind jumped from one image to the next—his control, his dominance, even in bed. The way he sometimes “got carried away” (as he always referred to it) in their lovemaking, ignoring Sienna’s pleas, leaving behind the bloom of purplish bruises, physical marks of how rough he had become.

Sienna rinsed the sink out first, then her mouth. She cupped her hands and drank some of the cool water, trying uselessly to wet her dry throat. She left the bathroom, returning to the confines of her bedroom, which no longer felt like a safe haven, but instead a prison. 

She looked around at the furnishings, the expensive, fine grained, walnut. The four poster King size bed—the one she shared with Brent for over six years—with the silk burgundy spread Sienna secretly disliked because she thought it to be garish. Her gaze fell upon their wedding picture, on the custom made jewelry box he got her for Christmas, the painting they picked out together at an art show earlier that year in New York City. Everything seemed like one big lie. 

She perched herself on the edge of the bed, wrinkling the flawless silk spread, the mattress sinking with her weight. She stared at his phone on the floor, trying to figure out what she should do. Her mind seemed to be a hive of activity, yet vacant at the same time. She couldn’t configure one thought from the other.

When she was a child and something upset her, her mother used to scoop her up in her arms and sing to her—Somewhere Over the Rainbow. Sienna would squeeze her almond shaped eyes shut, her round little face scrunched. Her mother would sway back and forth, her voice as soft and fluid as her movement. The ritual always calmed and relaxed her. Memories such as those, had Sienna wishing so badly for children of her own. She wanted her turn at making someone’s world right, for having the power to change the course of her child’s day, with only the lilt of her voice and her soft touch to soothe them.

Sienna closed her eyes tight, conjuring the image of her mother, tall and soft, with hair as light and soft as peep down. She tried singing to herself, wishing for the mother who died five years ago from breast cancer, wishing to make all her problems go away with the promise of a song. Her voice came out strained, cracked, like dry clay, proving the effort futile. 

She opened her eyes, and her gaze landed on Brent’s phone. Leaning forward, she picked it up off the floor, marveling that such a tiny thing could hold so much weight. Her hand trembled, but she managed to shove it into the pocket of her jeans. She gripped her right wrist with her left hand, pressing firmly, trying to quell the tremors in her arm.

She supposed there was only one thing to do next. 

Brent would be home in two hours. She had to confront him.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 

 
 

The graceful limbs of the willow swooped into the placid surface of the pond, with the fluidity of a dancer seeking water. Soft light, amber and gold, from the morning sun, filtered through the dripping green leaves, glinting off the water. The flight of a bowed fish resulted in a resounding splash, rippling the still surface of the pond.

Lexie raised her Nikkon D3, focusing the lens, taking her time until she got the right angle, just the right light, and snapped the picture. She only needed one shot when she concentrated, chose with a careful eye.

She had never been the type of photographer that had to take dozens, even hundreds, of pictures before deciding, later, after pouring over prints, if she captured the perfect one—the “money shot,” as those in her profession often referred to it. Sure, sometimes she enjoyed taking pictures that way, to carelessly shoot then pick through the rubble later, discovering one or two diamonds in the rough. Lexie possessed a natural talent and a honed skill, however, which led to a preciseness which allowed her to capture the essence of whatever subject she was shooting with one try. With one picture, Lexie could tell a story, show a life, a world inside of whatever subject she chose, whether a beggar on the street, a mother with her child, or like today, the mournful song of a weeping willow at the water’s edge. 

After her first session with Dr. Heart and her request for Lexie to brush off her camera and start taking pictures again, she hadn’t taken her seriously. She hadn’t so much as touched a camera since her rape. A part of her was afraid. Even this morning as she picked it up, foreign in her hands, the fear that her talent had left her and, all of a sudden, she would no longer remember how to take a picture, let alone capture still art, sunk like an anchor in her gut. 

Drastic changes had occurred in her life over the past months. Some days she hardly recognized herself and others she didn’t care to. Most of all, she lived in a state of limbo, not regressing back into the woman she was, nor forging ahead either. In many ways, she sensed the lack of progress. She felt stagnant, like she had been waiting for a push, for someone to take her hand and guide the way. Part of her wondered if that was her reason for coming home, because all of the people around her, her mother especially, seemed apt at telling her how best to live her life. 

Sure, she came home after she discovered she was pregnant because she wanted support. She was broken. She needed an escape, from her apartment—the scene of her rape—and the impression of Brent’s face in her mind, accompanied by the memories of that horrid night. Part of her also recognized the desire to be taken care of. In a way, she hoped her mother would take the reins on her life and tell her how best to proceed, how to breathe again. It seemed, however, Lexie would have to do all the breathing on her own. 

Time and circumstance had a funny way of changing things though. When she remembered the reasons she left ten years ago, they seemed muddled, as blurry as some of her earliest childhood memories. Lexie left to get away from her mother’s impositions, her insistence that she live the life of Gail Dodson. She left because her identity had become so intertwined with Elliot’s that people no longer referred to her as an individual. Instead, they were a unit. She was Elliot’s girl, but she had bigger dreams than running the family farm or being the dutiful housewife. She wanted to see a world outside of the one she grew up in. She wanted a chance to pursue her love and natural talent for photography. She wanted her own identity, her own life. 

After submitting her humble portfolio, she received the offer from Pittsburgh Magazine. She convinced herself the job offer was a sign. She was destined for, what she thought at the time were bigger and better things.

Lexie realized with time, however, that as much as she loved her new life, it wasn’t necessarily better, just different. Had she been listened to, her voice heard, she may have found a solution other than running from her problems. She did what she had to because she felt trapped—a rat in a box with no escape.

She went about her life, though fulfilling, somewhat empty, because of everything she had left behind. Finding herself and building independence came with a price. She missed her family, but even more, the void Elliot left in her heart was constant. 

At first she grieved the loss of the relationship like any other. Then she relished in her independence. She became intoxicated with her new life, but like most things, the honeymoon period came and went leaving behind the reminder of her empty heart.

Lexie moved swiftly around the pond. Her feet squished in the soft dirt where water met land. She moved around the curve of the pond, until she reached the old log, every bit as massive as she remembered. Her and Elliot had pushed the fallen trunk into place nearly eleven years ago, just a foot away from the water’s edge, so they could have somewhere to sit as they fished. 

They grunted and heaved, until their faces puffed up and turned beet red, but they finally managed to roll the log the few feet into position. The old trunk looked mostly the same, except the wood seemed to be splintering slightly in places, the bark more fragile, hanging in spots like rotted flesh. Moss still covered the length of it, the spot where they used to sit appeared to be shadowed with green fur, in the familiar way water, time, and moisture, had of making everything green.

Lexie sat down with a sigh. She once thought Elliot was perfect. In the end, this belief facilitated her desire to leave. She feared a life of always standing in his shadow. Everyone loved his easy charm and quick wit. Lexie perceived him as invincible. She thought he could do no wrong and let herself believe she was invisible next to him. Coming back home, after having found herself in another life, and losing herself again, made her realize that he wasn’t perfect. He was just as human as she, just as broken by the absence she left in his life. She should never have left the way she did. She was wrong for not talking to him more, making him understand. All these years she blamed herself for leaving, but recently, she found herself recognizing his mistakes—for listening to her, but not really hearing her. How many times had she tried to reach out and explain to him how she felt—that her life no longer seemed her own? 

Somehow, the realization she was not the only one to make mistakes, that maybe she wasn’t the only one to blame in the demise of their relationship, made her feel better. 

She had been scared to come home and see him for a million reasons—scared to face the repercussions of leaving. She feared her feelings for him, which still clung to her like a clawed beast, refusing to let go. Even more, she was afraid he may have moved on, that her leaving him hadn’t affected him as profoundly. And she had been afraid of what he would think about her returning home, scared, pregnant, and wounded.

In the times she had seen him since she had been home, all her fears subsided. She saw the same hollow look in his eyes that she felt in her heart. When they touched, she felt his skin tingle under hers, saw the way his eyes softened, and his breath caught in his throat. She didn’t feel any less beautiful around him, like she had at first. Her pregnancy and situation didn’t seem to matter to him. He didn’t treat her like a porcelain doll, yet he treaded lightly, wary and understanding of whatever pain she may be going through.

Lexie put a hand to her chest and closed her eyes. She thought of the way he pulled her into his arms the other day, his hot breath on her head, in her hair, his scent—sweet grass, pine, and rain, all around her. 

She loved Elliot Anderson before, in the innocent, inexperienced, immature sort-of-way a naive high school girl loved her sweetheart, but as she sat on the very spot they used to lounge together by the water, something altogether different bloomed inside her heart. Something much stronger than any love she had ever felt before burned inside her.

 
 

Lexie swung her legs over the bed and went to the large cherry bureau to get dressed. The absence of nightmares, tossing and turning, resulted in the most peaceful sleep she had in a very long time. She didn’t wake, startled by some noise or the other, only to scan the darkness with her eyes, the shadows in the corner of the room, searching for an intruder, searching for Brent’s face. Instead, she fell asleep thinking about how, despite the awful things that had happened to her, life had a way of coming full circle. She was back in Andover, Ohio (her hometown), and she had no plans to leave. 

She searched through the neatly folded clothes and pulled out a white cotton maternity t-shirt and a pair of jeans. Due to her growing stomach, even the largest of the maternity clothes Heather had given her, no longer fit, causing her choice of wardrobe to become increasingly limited. 

She went into the bathroom, placed her clothes and a towel on the rack, and stepped into the shower. She turned the water on, sucking in a breath as it hit her skin like ice, before turning warm. Picking up a bar of soap, she started to lather her wash cloth; however, with a loud clunk, the bar of Ivory slipped out of her hands and onto the shower floor. She bent over to pick it up, but her stomach got in the way. She straightened, once again bending down but this time from the knees, until she was crouched above the shower floor. She reached for the soap again, but her cumbersome stomach got in the way of every movement. Finally, her fingertips scratched the top of the soap, until she succeeded in clawing it towards her and was able to retrieve it. She stood up, exhausted from the simple task.

She marveled at the size of the hump below her breasts. Time on the farm had drug on, each day a desperate struggle just to survive with the aftermath of what happened. Yet somehow, the days turned into weeks, then quickly to months, until she found herself seven months pregnant, standing in the shower, wondering where the time went and how she became so pregnant.

She washed herself, struggling to reach the bottoms of her legs. Her stomach had grown exponentially in the past week. Even the most menial tasks proved difficult, requiring twice the effort and time. Her pregnancy had always felt like a burden, but lately, it felt more like a handicap. The increasing size of the baby pressed on her lungs and diaphragm, making it harder to breathe. Walking long distances was a chore, as was getting comfortable in bed or even on the couch. Her mother no longer allowed her to help with even the simplest of tasks on the farm or at the market. Any time Lexie showed up to work, her mother sent her packing, along with the advice that she needed to rest. 

After Lexie washed her hair and rinsed off, she stepped out of the shower dripping wet. She dried off and grabbed her clothes from the towel rack. She put on her underwear, then stood up so she could pull on her shirt, but her movement in the mirror caught her eye.

She froze. Moving forward, she reached out and touched the image of herself reflected. She had yet to see herself like this, undressed, unarmed. And so pregnant. Since her stomach started growing, she avoided anything that might show her reflection—even the window of a car, so the image she saw of herself now startled her.

Her body had changed entirely in just seven months. Her stomach was round, firm, and smooth, a perfect hump above hips which seemed to have widened and become somehow fleshier. A light brown line stretched from her navel to her panty line, and her belly button protruded slightly from the pressure of the baby inside. Her skin appeared to be stretched tightly over her stomach, and it seemed everywhere she looked, blue veins trailed along her belly and breasts like highways on a roadmap. Her bosom was slightly swollen and increased a full cup size in the last couple months. Though Lexie had been vaguely aware of this, she chose to ignore it, wearing the same size bra as before, leaving her soft flesh to spill slightly out of the cups. Her nipples were larger and dark. Even her face seemed rounder, fuller.

She turned her eyes away in disgust, not willing to look at herself anymore. She didn’t want to see the changes so naked and raw. She didn’t want to acknowledge them. She thought of how her old life, her old self, had been stolen from her. She despaired that her body had to be taken from her too. Inside and out, she would never be the same again.

She put her bra on, then quickly pulled her t-shirt over her head. She peered down at her stomach one more time. She wanted to place a hand on it, to feel the warmth of her own life, as well as the one inside her on her palm, but she couldn’t bring herself to make the gesture. 

She closed her eyes and tilted her head upwards. It would be so much easier if she could come to terms with the baby, if she could somehow find it in her heart to accept her—even love her—but she couldn’t. She harbored no ounce of motherly instinct towards the babe inside her. The baby was innocent, a victim in all of this, much like herself. Regardless, she still blamed her on some level for being a part of changing her life so irrevocably.

She wondered if one of the reasons she felt so cold towards the baby was because she had yet to feel her move, but she didn’t think so. If anything, the opposite was true. Like a parasite, the baby fed off her body. It was the spawn of a monster, and the thought of any movement within her, sickened Lexie, leaving her grateful she had yet to feel the flutter of life inside her.

Dr. McMillan and even her mother thought she was in denial, that she didn’t feel movement because psychologically she didn’t want to acknowledge the existence of the baby. Maybe they were right. If she couldn’t even look at herself in the mirror, to acknowledge the state of her pregnancy, how was she supposed to acknowledge the life that grew inside her?

She pulled her jeans on and left the bathroom. She tried to steer her thoughts in another direction because her good mood had dissipated some. 

Her mother called her yesterday (knowing Lexie had nothing better to do) and asked her to “horse sit” Penny, the pregnant mare. Apparently, she wasn’t due for a few more weeks, but her mother thought she would go into labor sooner. 

The combination of her mother’s knowledge and experience (and a sixth sense that couldn’t be matched), plus the fact that Penny showed a lot of the signs (a waxy colostrum gathered on her teats, her udders were full, the muscles under her tail were relaxed, yesterday she had been sweating profusely and had been restless), led Gail to believe they would have the new foal sooner rather than later. Lexie’s job was to keep an eye on her and call Gail if anything happened.

Lexie walked down the hall towards the kitchen, the cream ceramic tile cool under her feet. She made herself a pot of decaf coffee and debated on calling Elliot. If she had to sit around on the farm all day, company would be nice—especially Elliot’s company.

She picked up the cordless phone and dialed the numbers she remembered by heart and smiled. She hadn’t looked forward to anything in a long time, but as she pictured his perfect face, his gleaming smile, golden curls, and blue eyes, she found within a quiet anticipation of the day ahead.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENT-SIX
 

 
 

“You look good this morning,” Gail said. She watched Lexie walk towards her.

Lexie rolled her eyes. “Sure. My ankles and feet are swollen. My girth rivals that of a whale’s, and my face is getting pudgy.”

Gail deftly pulled on the fingers of her work gloves, removing them. She noticed the way Lexie’s eyes sparkled and shook her head. “No. When I was pregnant with you and Phillip, I was huge. I waddled when I walked. Your father used to laugh and compare me to a penguin, but you…you look great. Pregnancy looks good on you. You’re glowing today.”

“Right.”

Silence filled the air around them for a moment. Gail figured she probably said the wrong thing, but couldn’t help herself. She needed to press upon Lexie the beauty of life, of carrying a child in your womb, unwanted or not. Lexie viewed the baby as nothing more than an extension of her rape, and Gail couldn’t blame her, nor could she understand what it would feel like to be in her daughter’s shoes, but regardless, the baby, her granddaughter, was innocent.

“Penny’s in her stall. I didn’t want her out in the field. I swear she’s going to foal any time now, but I’ve got to help your father at the market, and then I have an appointment with my doctor—”

“Is something wrong?” Lexie’s eyes widened in alarm.

Gail put her hands up. “No. Nothing. Don’t worry. Just a routine checkup and blood work.” She shook her head in dismay. “But if I don’t go, your father will be all over me. You know him. He’s always on top of me to go at least twice a year. I swear that man is looking for something to happen to me.”

Lexie laughed. “He worries so much.” When Gail just nodded, she said, “He must be worried sick about me.”

Gail pushed a stray lock of hair out of her face. “Yeah. We both have been. I think he’s mainly worried about you and the baby now. You’ve come a long way since you showed up here.”

Lexie’s smile was faint. Her gaze strayed off into the distance before returning to Gail. “I guess I have. There are times when I don’t feel like I’ve come a long way though. Then there are these tiny moments, glimmers really, when I forget.”

An image of Elliot flashed into Gail’s head. Lexie had been spending time with him lately, a point which Gail had made sure not to make a big a deal out of, for fear of spoiling it, but she hoped something was happening there. “What makes you forget?” she asked. 

“Yesterday I picked up a camera again. Through a lens, everything seems different. Everything’s more beautiful, peaceful.” She sighed, meeting Gail’s gaze. “And Elliot.”

Gail suppressed a smile. “Are you going to see him today?”

“I asked him to join me for a while.”

Gail glanced at her watch. “You need to go?” Lexie asked.

“I’d better. Check on Penny though. She’s anxious and riled. She’s going soon; I can feel it. If my Ed weren’t making me go to this damn appointment, I’d just stay here.” She sighed and looked with longing at the barn. “Call me if anything happens. I’ll see you later today, and tell Elliot I said hello.” She brushed past Lexie, then turned and said, “You take care of that grandchild of mine. You hear?”

“Mom,” Lexie said, her face drawn in disapproval. “I’m not—”

Gail brushed Lexie off. She didn’t want to hear, I’m not keeping it. “I know. She’s still my grandchild either way, and I still love her all the same.”

Gail left Lexie alone with her thoughts, frowning. She got in her car and pulled out of the drive.

She was pushing it with Lexie. She shouldn’t keep pressing the issue about the baby being “her grandchild”, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. Ed would tell her to leave the situation alone. He’d say she was meddling, and maybe she was. In some weird way, by pressing the issue that the baby inside her belonged to all of them and was already loved, wanted by her, Ed, and even Phillip, she hoped it would rub off on her. Maybe it would make a decision to keep the child easier. Gail wanted Lexie to keep the baby, not only because she wanted desperately to be a part of her granddaughter’s life, but also because she thought the baby would be a blessing in disguise, the one light in all the dark which had been pressed upon her. 

Gail was determined. She had to make her see, to make her realize that giving the child up wouldn’t erase the past. Lexie remained convinced she would never see more in the baby than the man that raped her, but if she just opened her heart, she would see more than that. Lexie would have the chance at the kind of joy only a parent could understand, a chance at healing, of knowing that at least one good thing came of the situation. The fact that Lexie had yet to arrange the adoption, further convinced Gail that her mind wasn’t set on giving up the baby.

Good things were on the horizon for Lexie, Gail could feel it. 

Whatever her reasons for leaving, she was back, and if she could find herself again, she had a chance at real happiness, a real life here. Lexie’s time spent with Elliot pleased Gail and only convinced her further of Lexie’s potential for happiness. She knew her daughter, and she didn’t need to read Lexie’s mind to know what was in her heart. Lexie never stopped loving him. 

Lexie had made leaps and bounds in her recovery these past months. She was no longer the despondent, scared, woman who showed up on their doorstep nearly three months ago. Her eyes were no longer vacant. Instead, in the past weeks especially, when a real smile spread across Lexie’s face, life flickered in her solemn chestnut eyes. She went from sleeping on the floor outside of her parent’s room at thirty, to moving into her own place. She no longer talked about her rape, with shame and remorse, as if she was somehow to blame. 

For all these things, Gail had hope. Just as she had hope Lexie would not give up her baby. Lexie would hold her daughter in her arms, tiny and perfect, pink and swollen from her journey into the world, and she would smile down at her, hold onto her tightly and never let her go.



 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

 
 

The day was hot despite the cover of clouds over the sun, but even the sticky feeling of Lexie’s skin and her swollen ankles couldn’t suppress her good mood. 

She watched her mother pull out of the driveway, pushing her talk of the baby to the back of her mind. After all, Elliot would arrive any minute, and she didn’t want to be disheartened. 

She walked over to the house and took a seat on the steps of the front porch, awkwardly lowering herself down, her knees spread to provide ample room for her stomach. A car approached from the road, slowing in front of the house. Her stomach dipped, expecting it to be Elliot. She briefly wondered why he hadn’t driven his truck, until the car pulled into the driveway, and Lexie realized the man behind the wheel was Phillip.

She frowned, swallowing the lump in her throat. She hadn’t seen Phillip in a month. He avoided her as much as he could, only coming around when necessary, and honestly, Lexie avoided him as well. To say their relationship was strained would be an understatement.

Phillip glanced in her direction before stepping out of his car. He headed to the barn without a word. When he came back out, moments later, he walked past the car and stopped several feet in front of her.

Lexie stood up. “What are you doing here?” 

His face tightened. Lexie prepared herself for whatever harsh words he would have. 

“I was on my way to home. Heather’s mum’s sick, so she’s headed there with the kids for the weekend. I wanted to say goodbye to them before they left. I figured I’d check on Penny since I was passing through.” He eyed Lexie for a moment, as if he wanted to say something more to her, but couldn’t find the words.

“Oh.” Lexie said, unable to think of anything else—a fact which saddened her. She remembered the days when she and Phillip had been so close. There was a time when Phillip was the first to take Lexie’s side, the first to stick up for her in a fight, wrong or right. She hated how things turned out between them. She hated the hand she had in the poor state of their relationship, but she couldn’t seem to think of the words to make them right. 

In the sunlight, with his ball cap shading his eyes, he looked young—like he did the day she left. The anger in his eyes was the only indicator of time passed. She realized, as she stared down at him, how much she wanted him back in her life. 

He stood with his hands on his hips. “I didn’t know you’d be here,” he said. 

“Mom asked me to come over. She thinks Penny’s going to have the foal early and wanted me to keep an eye on her. She probably just wants to give me something to do,” Lexie said with a weak smile.

“Yeah, she told me Penny was close. And from what I just saw, I’d bet money she’ll go in the next twenty-four hours.”

Lexie’s stomach lurched. She really didn’t want a birthing mare on her hands, but didn’t say so. Phillip didn’t need any more reasons to get angry at her. 

After an awkward pause, Phillip said, “Well, I guess I’d better go.”

Lexie nodded. “Tell Heather I’m sorry about her mom, and I’ll be thinking about her.”

Phillip said nothing. He turned around, just in time to see Elliot’s truck pull into the drive. Elliot came to a stop and jumped out. He glanced up at Lexie and smiled, before making his way over to Phillip. They grinned at each other, and Lexie’s mouth dropped when they leaned in and clapped each other on the back in a man hug. 

Phillip had been fond of Elliot when Lexie dated him in high school. Since returning home, she had wondered whether a deeper friendship had developed in her absence. Watching this interaction confirmed her suspicions. 

Conversation flowed between them, with the ease and familiarity of old friends. They discussed Elliot’s store and old man Rutgers, the eighty year old resident and patron who liked to hang around the boating and fishing departments, giving tourist’s advice even though he didn’t work there. They talked about Heather and the kids and their plans for the weekend. Not until Phillip asked why Elliot was at the farm, did either of them even acknowledged her presence.

Phillip crossed his arms over his chest and smiled as he waited for Elliot to answer. 

Elliot nodded in Lexie's direction and glanced at her. “I came over to horse-sit with Lex.”

Phil’s smile faded. He glanced back at me. “Oh. I didn’t know the two of you had talked since she got back.” 

His tone had taken on a defensive edge, and Elliot started to say something, but Lexie interjected, feeling the need to defend him and herself. “You and I haven’t talked much. If we had, you probably would have known.” Lexie bit her lip. She probably said the wrong thing.

Phillip looked back to Elliot, ignoring Lexie. “We just hung out the other night. You didn’t mention anything to me about it.”

Lexie raised her eyebrows and glanced between the two. How often did they hang out? When did that start—right after she left? The idea of them being such good friends shouldn’t bother her, she had no right to be hurt, but the idea of two men she loved and wanted in her life, becoming so close to each other, but not to her, left a throbbing ache in her chest. 

She exhaled, relieved at Elliot’s solid stance, the lack of apology in his eyes. He didn’t look guilty. Instead, he walked over to Lexie and stood in front of her. “The subject never came up. I’m sure eventually it would have.” Elliot shrugged.

Phillip shot an icy glare in her direction, but must have made the decision to let it go, because he moved on to talk about the last night’s Indians game before saying goodbye.

Once he was gone, Elliot turned to face Lexie and smiled. Her breath hitched, and her world went fuzzy. “Sorry about that,” he said, hooking a thumb towards the road.

Lexie shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ve gotten used to his not wanting anything to do with me since I’ve been home.”

Elliot shook his head, his smile unwavering. “It’s not right, but he means well. I think he’s afraid I’ll get hurt again.”

Lexie’s face dropped. She chewed the inside of her cheek—along with her guilt—unsure of what to say. “When did you guys…I mean, how did you become so close?”

Elliot leaned against the porch railing. He tucked a curl behind his ear and squinted into the sun. “After you left, I came around a lot—sometimes to see if they’d heard from you, sometimes simply for the comfort of being around anything that reminded me of you.” He looked down at his feet, nudging a thick tuft of grass that grew in-between the cracked concrete walkway. “Your brother was only seventeen when you left. You guys were really close, and it seemed like he needed someone to talk to. I needed someone to talk to. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “We got pretty close those first couple years.”

Unwarranted jealousy tinged her thoughts, and she wondered what they talked about in the time just after she left. Did they talk about the day she would come home? About how much they missed her? How she hurt them? Did they even talk about her at all?

Lexie swallowed, her voice thick with emotion. “I’m glad he had you then.”

Elliot reached across the distance between them and grabbed her hand. He held it firmly in his, rubbing his thumb across the back of it. Lexie’s stomach fluttered from his touch. 

“So, what exactly does horse-sitting entail?” he asked, changing the subject. “Will we get in trouble once the parents get home and find me here with you?”

Lexie laughed, a bit relieved to be on lighter ground. “I don’t think there’s any chance of that. Your guess is as good as mine though. This is the first for me. I guess we just keep checking on her?”

“Sounds like a plan. Let’s do our first round.”

They walked hand-in-hand to the barn. The door, painted a faded white, creaked when she opened it. She turned her body slightly so she could maneuver more easily inside. Her stomach brushed the door jamb. She suppressed the feeling of self-consciousness at her size, focusing instead on the giddiness from Elliot’s touch. 

The inside of the barn was dim, the high pitch of the roof, and some cracks in the slats of wood, provided little light. They walked to the last stall, but Penny was missing.

Lexie glanced up at Elliot who shrugged. She led them out the other end of the barn and stepped outside in front of the pasture. Penny paced back and forth in front of the fence agitated. 

“Should she be out here?” he asked.

“Phil just checked on her, so it must be okay.” Lexie said with little conviction.

Elliot’s brow knotted in concern. “Is she supposed to be sweating like that?”

Penny’s copper coat was slicked with sweat and shined in the sunlight. “I guess that happens when they get ready to go into labor. Maybe she’s having contractions. Who knows?”

Elliot looked over to her with a crooked grin. “Somehow I think your mother sent the two worst people on this mission.”

Lexie laughed. “I think she just did it to get me out of the house. I have a lot of free time on my hands these days.”

Elliot’s eyes sparkled. “I don’t mind helping monopolize some of your time.”

Lexie smiled. “Eventually I’m gonna have to find a job. I figure there’s no point though until the baby’s born. Lord knows where I’ll find something around here.”

“What? You’re not going to be a stay-home-mom?” His voice was light, teasing, in direct contrast to the way his eyes darkened and became serious. His gaze strayed back out to the pasture where he watched the horse, waiting for her answer.

Lexie swallowed over the lump in her throat. Elliot didn’t know she was giving the baby up for adoption. She was a coward for doing so, but she evaded his question. “I’m dying for something to drink. Do you mind if we go back to the house and get some water?”

“No. Of course not.” Elliot gave her hand a small squeeze

After she returned from inside with two bottles of water, they settled themselves in the wicker swing on the patio. Beads of sweat rolled off the misty sides of the plastic. Lexie took a swig from her bottle then placed it on the table next to her and wiped her damp hands on her jeans.

The conversation remained light. They talked about the tourist season and boating on Lake Erie. They discussed the town gossip (who was dating who, and so on), the upcoming wine festival and how Lexie would, obviously, be unable to attend. 

There was a lull in the conversation, where they both swung companionably. An Amish horse and buggy rode slowly past the house, the horse’s hooves clopping on the pavement. Lexie waved, and thought of how nice it was having someone to share her time with. She had forgotten how wonderful having a partner could be, how wonderful having Elliot could be, and suddenly wondered how she had lived all those years without him. 

They were quiet for a minute before Elliot, who had been staring off into the distance towards the old silo, said, “We had a lot of good times together here, didn’t we?”

“We sure did.” Lexie smiled, images of her and Elliot, young, carefree, and in love, flitted through her head. “Do you remember the time we camped out, back by the pond? It was your birthday, and all you wanted was to spend the weekend in a tent by the lake, fishing.”

Elliot chuckled. “We needed to start a campfire, so I went looking for wood. When I couldn’t find any, I chopped some dead branches off that big maple on the edge of your property.”

Lexie smiled, glancing over at him. “And when you returned, after you lit it, I noticed that it was covered in Poison Ivy. You were so allergic; you started itching thirty minutes later. You ended up with it on every inch of your body. We couldn’t even touch each other.” Lexie started to laugh, joining Elliot. She pictured him perfectly, young and spry. He had worn a Cleveland Indians t-shirt and blue shorts—how she remembered that, she wasn’t sure. His hair had been pulled back into a tiny golden stub at the nape of his neck.

His eyes met Lexie’s. “The worst part of the whole weekend, wasn’t the itching, the red splotches, or the Calamine lotion.” Elliot grimaced. “The worst part, was not being able to touch you.” 

His eyes grew serious, his face relaxed, and for a moment, Lexie thought he might kiss her. Her nerves fluttered. She looked down at her hands, suddenly reticent, wondering what was wrong with her. “Do you remember the hot dogs?”

She looked back up at him. He leaned back slightly and smiled, his gaze unwavering. “I was starving. For some reason I hadn’t caught any fish, I had Poison Ivy, and any chance of getting close to you was shot all to hell, so eating was top priority at that point. You had to go to the bathroom and didn’t want to go all the way back to the house in the dark, so I went with you into the woods a few yards from our tent. We left the hot dogs on the table. And that damn raccoon!”

Lexie chuckled, imagining how pissed Elliot had been. “We came back and saw him on top of all our food. He even opened the chips. They were everywhere, and when you ran up to the table, he took off with the package of hot dogs. You tore after him into the woods—” Lexie laughed hysterically. Her eyes teared, and she spoke between sobs of breath. “You threw rocks at him the whole way and finally lost him, but not before he dropped two of the dogs. They were covered in dirt and leaves, but you brushed them off and roasted them anyway.”

Elliot poked Lexie in the arm. “Hey, I was hungry damnit. Bastard raccoon. I was so pissed. But I ate those hot dogs like they were the last sustenance on earth.” He laughed. “They were the best hot dogs I’ve ever eaten to date.”

Lexie’s laughter lightened. “You were adorable.” 

“Was I?”

Lexie nodded. 

“Am I still?” Elliot said. He smiled, and his voice was light, but underneath it ran an undercurrent of something serious, something which smoldered in his eyes.

Lexie cleared her throat. “You know you are.” She tried to tease him, but the lighthearted tone she aimed for fell flat. 

He licked his lips and leaned towards her. His eyes searched her face and his voice was nearly a whisper. “Lex, when you left…”

He lifted his hand and trailed a finger down her cheek, along her jaw. Lexie’s stomach tightened. Her nerves fluttered up into her throat, and suddenly she was scared—of the strength of her feelings, of what he might say, that he may kiss her, that he might not.

When he inched closer, Lexie jumped up from the swing. “Maybe we should go check on Penny.”

Whatever Elliot was about to say or do, he didn’t look disappointed. Instead, a gentle smile touched his lips. “Okay.”

They walked across the field, around the barn, and to the pasture. Lexie’s eyes searched for Penny. She no longer paced in front of the fence. Instead, Lexie spotted her laying on her side in the grass.

Lexie’s eyes widened. Panic swept over her. “Oh my God.” She awkwardly ran the rest of the way to the fence, clutching her stomach at the discomfort from the jostling movement. Elliot was right behind her.

“Is she okay? Maybe we need to get my mother. Maybe it’s time.” Lexie knelt in front of the fence near Penny’s head.

Elliot stood at the other side behind Penny. He looked down at the horse with wide eyes. “Uh, I think we’re too late for that.”

“What do you mean we’re too late!” Lexie hadn’t meant to shout, but her nerves and concern for the horse had her on edge. She closed the distance between her and Elliot, stepping over a patch of tall weeds. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw what Elliot was staring at. A small head could be seen, just barely protruding out of the mare.

“Holy Hell!” Lexie gasped. Her hand flew up to her mouth. “What do we do?”

Elliot continued to stare wide eyed at the mare, as if in a daze. He cocked his head to the side like he was trying to absorb the sight of the foaling mare. “I don’t know. We need to get inside.” Elliot said after a minute.

“What do you mean? I’m supposed to put my hands in there?” Lexie pointed to the mare with the protruding head.

Elliot looked at her and grinned. “No, that’s not what I meant. I mean, we need to get inside the pasture, around this fence.”

“Oh. Over here,” Lexie said. She didn’t have time to feel embarrassed at her assumption. 

She dashed around the fence to the metal gate. Swinging it wide, she stepped inside, Elliot on her tail. She slowed when she approached the mare, so as not to startle her or make her anxious. Her and Elliot moved to the mare’s back end and sat down on the warm grass.

Elliot’s shock seemed to subside. His face was a placid mask, his eyes determined. “We need to move her.” 

“What? Why?” Lexie looked over at him, panic etched into the plains of her face.

“She’s too close to the fence. She has no room to birth the foal.”

Lexie looked from the fence to the mare. There was maybe a foot in-between them. Elliot was right. There wasn’t enough room for her to give birth safely.

They both stood up. They worked in tandem, seeming to each know what to do without instruction. Elliot stayed behind the mare, while Lexie went to the front by her head. She put a hand under the side of the mare’s neck, gently coaxing her up, while clucking her tongue. She was slow to move, but much to Lexie’s relief, she started to get up. Lexie glided her hands down to the mare’s side, and guided her further out to pasture. She didn’t know what to do next, how to get the horse to lie back down, so she placed her hands on the mare’s neck and side. Eventually, the horse did as she wished.

Lexie sighed with relief and moved back behind the mare next to Elliot. She hadn’t known what to expect with birthing a foal, but this certainly wasn’t it. Within seconds, the mare delivered all but the foal’s legs. A minute later, she delivered the entire baby. It lay in the grass, sticky and beautiful. It had a long face, with a thick white stripe running down its nose. The foal’s hair was slightly darker than Penny’s, more of a chestnut color.

Lexie looked at Penny. “She still has to birth the placenta, right?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Lexie and Elliot continued to sit on their haunches in anticipation, both afraid the worst wasn’t over, that something may still go wrong. However, after what felt like forever, but was probably more like ten minutes, Penny birthed the placenta. Lexie breathed a sigh of relief. Mare and baby seemed fine, both healthy.

Lexie sat back down on the grass, her body aching from crouching, her muscles from the tension. She looked over at the foal.

“It’s a boy.” Elliot laughed.

Lexie wanted to turn her face to Elliot, to see if the astonishment in his face matched that of his voice, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t turn away from the beautiful creature before her that just seconds ago, had not been a part of this world. 

He was a silly creature, but utterly infectious. His legs were far too long and knobby for his little body, and his head seemed much too large. She reached out, her hand shaking, and touched his face. His hair was wet and bristly. He shook his head and Lexie laughed. She looked back at Elliot who was smiling.

Something fluttered inside of her and her smile faded—like bubbles popping inside of her stomach. Her eyes widened as a small fear swept over her, then left with a second flurry of movement within. Her hand flew to her stomach. She looked down, and this time, she saw and felt the baby nudge her from within. A little bump in her belly poked up, then disappeared just as quickly. 

Lexie covered the spot where she saw the movement, rubbing the skin until another jab bumped the surface of her stomach. Then she began to cry. Tears streamed down her face, blurring her vision, dampening her shirt. She wiped futilely at her eyes, but they kept coming.

No words described how she felt. A combination of both excitement and fear washed over her in waves. She didn’t want this child, but something about the movement, about feeling and seeing the life within her, and having just witnessed the foal’s birth, left her awestruck. 

Her tears slowed, and she dimly registered the warmth of the hand on her arm. She turned towards Elliot. He leaned towards her. “Are you okay?” he asked, the worry in his voice obvious. His eyes searched her body, looking for a physical sign of distress.

“Yeah. I’m fine. I felt her. I felt her move.”

Elliot’s eyes glazed with confusion. He likely wondered why this was the first time she felt the baby, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he placed a hand over her stomach, next to her own. He looked up at her. His eyes searched hers, and for what, she wasn’t sure. He opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Instead, he leaned closer to her, until she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek.

Her pulse quickened, and when she shut her eyes, he closed the distance. His lips brushed lightly over hers, like a whisper. He leaned in further, kissing her again, this time, his lips taking a bit more, kissing her more deeply. 

A flood of emotions coursed through her blood. His kiss, the taste of him, filled her until the emptiness inside her suddenly seemed full, making her wonder if the void wasn’t a result of the last few months, but instead, had been there all along. Lexie’s head spun, and when he pulled away, she was dizzy. She fought the urge to lay back in the grass to clear her head, but when she opened her eyes, she sensed someone standing next to them. 

She looked up. Phillip stood in front of them seething. Any thoughts of the kiss she just shared, or of the baby’s movement vanished. His hands were balled into fists at his sides, and his jaw was clenched so tight, the muscles in his face flexed and strained.

“I should’ve known you’d do this to him again.” Phillip shook his head. His eyes flashed. “Tell me, are you going to at least say goodbye this time? Or will you just leave again, making the rest of us pick up the pieces?”

“Phil—” Lexie started to say, but he turned and stalked off, his long legs making heavy strides across the field.

Elliot sighed, but when Lexie looked over at him, he seemed more annoyed than anything. “I’ll go talk to him,” he said.

Lexie placed a hand on Elliot’s arm, stopping him from getting up. “No. No, I’ll get him. This is my mess. I need to fix it.”

Elliot looked at her for a moment, then slowly nodded. He stood up and helped Lexie to her feet. She went after him, but her stomach and inability to breathe with ease, made catching up to him impossible, until he paused, and she reached him at his car. 

He paced back and forth, running a hand through his thick, dark, hair. He glared over at her, and his eyes flashed. “I came over here to check on Penny, to see if you needed help. The last thing I expected was to see…that!” he said, gesturing towards the barn.

“I’m sorry, Phil. I didn’t know that you were here, but my relationship with Elliot, whatever’s going on with us, is none of your business.”

Phil stopped pacing and moved towards her. “Why? Why do you have to do this to him? Do you have any idea what you did to him when you left? What you did to any of us?”

“Yes, I—”

“Let me tell you.” Phillip seethed. “For days, Elliot barely ate. He came and went from the farm, hoping you’d return, desperate for some word from you. When he finally accepted that you weren’t coming back, that you didn’t want him anymore...” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen a man like that before. I’ve never seen a man weak like that, like his heart had been literally ripped from his chest.”

Lexie flinched. “But he did okay without me. Look at his store.”

“Please. We all sunk ourselves into work! Why do you think Mom and Dad have made so many changes with the farm, built their own market? Keeping busy was the only thing to stave the pain. We’ve hardly seen you Lexie. For the past ten years, you’ve been a ghost.”

She knew she hurt Elliot, hurt all of them, but hearing the details, picturing it, pained her. She hated that she hurt him or any of them, but what she hated even more was that despite all the hurt she caused, she was grateful in all this time, Elliot had never stopped loving her. “I know. I’m sorry. If I could go back and do things differently, I would. I wouldn’t just up and leave. But I can’t change anything. Wrong or not, I didn’t see a different way at the time. I felt trapped. ”

“I was seventeen,” he yelled. He stepped closer, so they were only a couple feet apart. He pointed his finger at her. His voice was softer, but it trembled with emotion. “I was only seventeen. You and I, we were so close. When you left, you didn’t just leave behind Mom, or Elliot. You left behind me too. I worshiped you. Our whole lives, I looked up to you, then you just disappeared, without even an explanation, a goodbye.”

For the second time that day, Lexie’s eyes welled with tears. Phil’s face blurred in front of her. She bit her lip, pushing them back. “I know. And I’m so sorry. I was just so scared. One morning I looked around and realized the life I led wasn’t even mine. I didn’t recognize it. Somehow along the way, it had morphed into something that I no longer wanted. I was lost. I needed to find my own way, and I think a part of me feared that if I came back too much, if I visited, I wouldn’t be able to leave again.”

Phillip swiped at his eyes with his fist, hiding the moisture in them. “I just wish you would have talked to me first.” He was quiet for a moment. He looked down at his feet. Lexie was unsure of what more to say, so she kept quiet. “Why’d you come back? I know you’re having the baby, but why’d you really come back? Was it for him, for us?”

“I never stopped loving Elliot.” A tremor ran through Lexie’s voice. “And maybe I love him now more than ever. I think deep down, I always knew I would come home. You’re my family…But I had another reason.”

“Why then? Why would you come back pregnant, just to take yourself and the baby away again?” His voice was soft. The anger had left his face, leaving behind desperation to understand. 

“I was raped.”

He took the information in with a sharp intake of breath. The moment he processed it, a whole different kind of anger and desperation flitted inside his eyes.

“That’s why I’m giving the baby up.” It was something she had said repeatedly, but somehow, this time, the admission stung. Her hand moved to her stomach to dull the ache.

Phil’s eyes glanced down to the hand on her stomach, and then he moved towards her, arms out. He wrapped them around her gently, as if she might break. “I’m so sorry, Lex.” He pressed her head into his shoulder, as if to shield her from what already happened. “This whole time, I should’ve been there for you.” He smoothed her hair with his hand, then whispered. “I missed you.”



 

 

CHAPTER TWENT-EIGHT
 

 
 

As the fading light of day turned to gray, Sienna waited. She sat on the sofa in their living room, in the dark, with only the shadows to keep her company. An empty bottle of Chianti lay next to her, drops of ruby scattered on the creamy leather like spilt jewels. But Sienna didn’t care—about the spilt wine, the stained leather, that she was close to drunk, nor the chance that she was bound to have a killer headache in the morning. None of those things mattered. Nothing mattered except the revelation that her husband had raped her best friend, and her marriage had been a lie. She blamed herself for not seeing the signs, for not seeing through her husband’s quick charm to the twisted man that lie beneath.

 Her mind spun in circles, from the wine or the reality she had only begun to face, she wasn’t quite sure, but she kept circling back to the point when Lexie told her about the rape, to finding the phone under the bed in her apartment, to discovering it was Brent’s. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the couch. If only it was just a dream—a nightmare.

The familiar sound of key in lock chinked outside the door. Her eyes flew open, and seconds later Brent stepped inside, but she remained surprisingly calm, much to the wine’s credit. 

He threw his keys on the side table in his usual brusque manner. He didn’t loosen his tie, didn’t remove his jacket. Brent wasn’t the type of man to unwind after a hard day’s work with a beer. Always primed, he dressed in expensive suits, his hair perfectly gelled, his demeanor cold and professional. As Sienna watched him approach the living room, she wondered how she ever fell in love with him. 

He walked into the room, ready to pass through, into the hall—most likely towards their bedroom.

“Why?” Sienna’s voice pierced the quiet night. She looked at him, his face distorted in the dark, revealing him for the villain he really was.

He jumped slightly, startled by Sienna’s presence. He glared at her disapprovingly. He didn’t like being surprised by any measure. “You should know better than to sit out here hiding in the dark. There’s a fabulous invention, electricity.”

He started to walk away from her, but Sienna’s already raw nerves, screamed as if they had been rubbed with steel wool. She wasn’t going to let him get away that easy. “Did you really think I would never find out?”

Brent stopped. He turned around slowly. His glare was cold, and his displeasure that Sienna was keeping him from his evening routine, moved across his face. “Find out what?” he asked, his voice icy.

Sienna stared at him, her face a neutral canvas. “About Lexie. You raped her.”

Brent’s expression was smug. He said nothing, but instead, turned around and walked out of the room. 

Sienna went after him. She caught him in the hallway and grabbed his shoulder, forcing him around, her earlier calm forgotten. “You’re not going to walk away damnit!” Her voice echoed off the walls. “You’re not going to pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I want you to admit it. I want you to look me in the eye and tell me what you’ve done,” she said between clenched teeth. 

He went to reach for her, but she shoved violently at his arms. His face contorted in a combination of fury and amusement. “She wanted it, asked for it even. She always was an uppity whore. I taught her a lesson. She didn’t get anything she didn’t deserve.” He sneered.

“She was my friend.” Sienna’s eyes widened, incredulous at the audacity of his words. “You’re not going to get away with this,” she said, her voice frantic.

Brent snickered. “Yeah? Who’s going to stop me? You?” He laughed. His face sobered, his features burning with anger. He pointed at her. “Don’t even think about doing anything stupid. What’s done is done. There’s nothing you, or anyone, can do about it.”

Sienna blinked, fighting back tears. He showed no remorse, no shame at getting caught, only defiance and amusement. “We’ve been married for over six years. How long did you hide yourself from me? How long did you pretend not to be a monster?”

Brent’s smile was faint, and in his eyes sparkled something dark. “I was always this way. You were just too damn one minded to notice. You wanted a baby so bad you saw nothing else.”

Sienna flinched; his words were like a slap in the face. Brent turned his back to her and stepped into the bathroom. Her rage wrapped around her, squeezing tight like a vice. She flew at him, clawing at him, pounding her fists into his back. 

Her vision turned red. She poured all the wasted years, the life she lost, into her fists. Brent turned on her. The back of his hand crashed across her face, knocking her off her feet into the hallway. He stepped after her, hitting her once more. Sienna fell to the floor. Fire trailed across the left side of her face, and for a moment all she saw was black. 

“Like I said, there’s not a damn thing you’re gonna do about it,” Brent said. He spat on the ground in front of him where Sienna crouched, cupping the side of her face. 

“Did you ever love me?” she asked, her voice shaking with the effort.

“Of course. I still do,” he said, then turned and strode into the bathroom and closed the door.

This was his version of love? Sienna bit her lip. She would not cry. 

She tried to pull herself up, but dizziness washed over her, making her feet untrustworthy. She leaned all of her weight against the wall and slinked her way into the living room. She found her purse, where she rummaged through the items until her hand met with the cool plastic of her phone. She took a deep breath to steady herself. With shaky fingers, she punched the three universal numbers, engrained in every person since childhood, 911.



 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 

 
 

Lexie sat with Dr. Heart. She came straight from a doctor’s appointment with her Obstetrician, Dr. McMillan, and she couldn’t help but compare the feel of the cold, sterile, doctor’s office, with the warmth and welcome that she received with Dr. Heart.

Lexie reached across her chair towards the bottle of water Dr. Heart offered. “Thanks,” Lexie said. 

Dr. Heart nodded and sat across from her. As always, she was dressed impeccably in a black a-line skirt and sleeveless silk, blue top. Lexie resisted the flash of self-consciousness and the urge to glance down at her own ill-fitting ensemble. She wore jean Capri’s and a tight pink maternity shirt. The fabric strained against her growing middle. 

She was twenty minutes into her session, and thus far, they had discussed her photography, the pictures she had taken recently, and her undefined relationship with Elliot. Lexie was surprised to find Dr. Heart was pleased with the development between her and Elliot. She thought maybe she would discourage it, with the reasoning Lexie wasn’t ready for a relationship after what happened, but her feelings were quite the opposite and oddly reassuring.

Lexie sighed and shook her head. “I’ll admit, I feel better than I did. Those first few months after my rape—” Lexie paused. The word rape was still difficult for her to say. Her mouth formed the words, but the pain behind them still held a slightly shameful edge—something she was working on. “It was a pretty dark time. And that’s an understatement. I wanted to die. Although there are still days I feel that way, there are very few of them. I still struggle with merging the Lexie before and the Lexie after. I still feel like I’m split in two. I’ll never be the same, but I want to at least have parts of the old Lexie back again, and I’m scared that I never will.

Dr. Heart smiled reassuringly at her. “Everything you feel, everything you describe is perfectly normal. Someday you won’t feel like you’re split in two, but it takes time. One morning, you’ll just wake up and, poof. That very transformation will seem to have happened over night. It sneaks up on you. You need to focus, not so much on how far you have left to go, but how far you’ve come. Think about it Lexie, when you first came in here, you could barely even say the word rape. You went from sleeping outside of your parent’s bedroom to getting your own place. You’re in a potential relationship. You’re on your way to healing the relationship with your brother. And since you felt the baby kick, I think you’re finally coming to terms with your resulting pregnancy.”

Lexie looked down at the hands in her lap. A bead of sweat, from the water bottle in her hand, slid down the plastic onto her jeans. “Yeah. I know you’re right.” She sighed. “I just want this to be over, ya know? But I guess it’ll never be completely over. What happened will stick with me the rest of my life.”

Dr. Heart placed a hand over Lexie’s. Her eyes were warm. “Trust me. I know exactly how you feel. But you’re making so much progress already. One thing that helps a lot of victims is using your experience to help others. You could join a group of rape survivors, help counsel other women, get involved politically to fight for victim’s rights, do speeches. A lot of options are available. I think you should keep them in mind.”

Lexie nodded. “Okay, I will.” She wasn’t ready for any such thing. Her wounds were still too fresh, but Dr. Heart planted the seed, and she would let it grow. Maybe down the road, she would be ready.

Lexie left the confines of Dr. Heart’s office and walked past the waiting room. She was in a hurry to meet Elliot. They had plans to meet at the Covered Bridge Pizza Parlor for lunch, and she didn’t want to be late.

“Hey, Lexie,” a shrill voice called from behind her.

Lexie groaned inwardly. She considered opening the door and leaving, pretending she hadn’t heard anything. The only thing that stopped her from doing so, was the knowledge that Carly would, most likely, follow her out the door.

She turned around, a fake smile planted on her face. She hadn’t seen Carly since the day of her first appointment. It figured. Just when she had begun to relax, to arrive for her appointments without the anxiety of running into her again, here she was. “Hi Carly. How you been?”

Carly’s curly black hair was pulled into a pony tail so tight, her eyes slanted upwards at the corners. “Oh, you know.” She waved a hand at Lexie. “Same old thing with me,” she said, waiving Lexie off. “So, word is you’re seeing Elliot again. I was surprised to hear that, seeing as how you up and left last time. And because you’re so…” Carly’s eyes roamed over Lexie’s body. “Pregnant. Marla over at the pharmacy swore it was true though. She swore on her Chihuahua, Pinky, and she never does that, so she must be right.”

Carly stared at Lexie, her wide eyes too eager. Lexie bit her tongue, lest she say anything she’d regret. She wanted to refute the statement or make some kind of snide remark, but why? What she said was true. Well, sort of. And just because Carly was rude, didn’t mean she had to be. 

“I’ve seen him a few times,” Lexie said.

Disappointment registered on Carly’s face at the lack of details. She couldn’t let it go there though. “Didn’t you say you were seeing Dr. Heart about a divorce? How’s Elliot taking that? He seems like the “marry-for-life” type.”

Lexie cleared her throat. She was at a crossroads, a point where she could choose to continue to lie (once again with the divorce story), or she could tell Carly the truth. The last person in the world any sane person would want to tell anything personal to, would be Carly Soborne. However, even as the lie flitted across Lexie’s mind as the preferable response, she thought about the conversation she had with Dr. Heart. She wanted so badly to feel like herself again, and if she wanted her life back, she needed to be fearless, to put unwarranted shame aside, and talk about what happened to her. She was the victim. The time for running was over.

She took a deep breath and said, “Actually, that’s not why I’ve been seeing Dr. Heart.”

“Oh?” Carla said. Her brows lifted into arches above her glimmering eyes. No doubt, she was salivating at the thought of new gossip.

“I’ve been seeing her because, before I left Pittsburgh, I was raped.”

“Oh.” Her voice came out strangled and hard to discern. “Well, I’m glad to see you’re okay.” She placed a hand over her arm.

Lexie glanced down, to Carly’s hand, her perfectly manicured fingers. 

Carly continued, “I don’t know if I would go around telling people that though. I mean, maybe you should just keep it to yourself. Nobody wants to hear such awful things.”

“Carly?” Dr. Heart’s voice called from the waiting room. “You ready?”

Carly glanced at Dr. Heart then back to Lexie. She gave her what seemed to be a pitying smile and left. 

Lexie stood, rooted to her spot in front of the door, watching Carly’s disappearing form. Her stomach clenched and twisted. She thought she might be sick. Nobody wants to hear such awful things. 

After a moment, she willed her feet to move and turned towards the door. She didn’t notice the droves of colorful impatiens, or the humming bird that buzzed from the purple blossoms of a butterfly bush. She trained her eyes on the ground as she walked, but her mind was focused on Carly’s words.

Once in her car, she leaned forward and rested her head on the steering wheel. It was hot from the afternoon sun and nearly scorched her head, but she didn’t care. Moments ago she took a leap, thinking herself courageous. As she sat in the suffocating heat of her car, however, she believed herself to be a fool. Carly’s comments made her feel the full force of the shame she had worked so hard at repressing.

She started her car and pulled out of the driveway, her excitement at the prospect of lunch with Elliot forgotten. She repeated the whole way, with tears in her eyes, I did nothing wrong. I did nothing wrong. It’s not my fault. 

She steered through the Township of Andover, through the town square, past the video store, the antique shop, and the gas station. She arrived at the Covered Bridge Pizza Parlor just minutes later. She hadn’t been there since her return home. Its casual atmosphere, small town charm, and cheap food made it her and Elliot’s favorite place for a quick bite since high school. She peered up at the aged wood exterior, a piece of history in and of itself—a restored portion of Foreman Road Bridge, built in 1865. 

Lexie got out of her car and headed for the entrance, a multitude of memories of her and Elliot flickered through her mind. When she stepped inside, the smell of pizza and French fries assaulted her. She spotted Elliot in a corner booth and headed towards him. 

She tried to ignore the ache in the back of her throat from the exertion of holding back tears. She pretended her conversation with Carly hadn’t happened, that it was irrelevant, but try as she might, Carly’s words still buzzed in her head, making forgetting impossible.

Elliot stood up at her approach. He sat down when she did. He wore a pale blue dress shirt unbuttoned loosely at the neck, his white t-shirt peeking through, and dark jeans. His hair was a tad rumpled, but he was clean shaven, his skin smooth and smelling of shaving cream and soap. He looked impossibly handsome. 

She gave him the best smile she had to offer, but even she had to admit, it was half-assed. She closed her eyes and willed herself to get her composure together. She was here with Elliot and she wanted to forget what happened, to enjoy herself. The last thing he wanted was a woman with so much baggage. He deserved someone without a crushed spirit, someone pure, whose life was put-together, not a woman who continued to struggle to piece together the shards of her broken life. And as she looked into the blue of his eyes, she realized just how much it would hurt if he hadn’t the desire to stick around.

They ordered their food then talked for several minutes about the weather. Lexie made attempts to ask Elliot about his store and his latest fishing adventures, but despite her best efforts the dialogue sounded somewhat strained. 

“So, how did your appointment go?” Elliot asked. He ran a hand through his hair and leaned back in the booth. 

Lexie tried to smile, but her mouth didn’t seem to budge. Instead, her lips stayed pressed into a flat line. “It was alright.”

Their waitress, a chunky blond, appeared by their table, tray in hand. She placed their pizza and breadsticks in front of them along with plates. “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked.

Elliot looked to me, then said, “No. We’re good, thanks.” He waited until she left to speak again. “Dr. Heart has a really great reputation. I heard that she’s great with victims in your situation.”

Your situation? His generic reference was most likely out of respect of her privacy in a place with listening ears. Nevertheless, it irritated her. 

He took a sip of his soda and said, “Do you think she—” 

Lexie cut him off. “I don’t want to talk about it. Just let it go! No one wants to hear about such awful things.” she said. Her voice was tempered with anger and much louder than intended. Several patrons glanced in their direction. Elliot’s eyes widened. He looked startled and slightly hurt. 

“I’m sorry,” Lexie said, before she broke down. She placed her head in her hands and cried. Elliot came around the table and wrapped his arms around her. “It’s alright,” he said quietly into her ear. He rested his cheek on her head and stroked her hair.

His arms and the comforting tone of his voice, was like an anecdote to her fragile state-of-mind. She sobbed once more, then looked up at him. He wiped her wet cheeks with his palm. 

“You don’t want to be with me Elliot,” she said. Her and Elliot had yet to discuss the semantics of their relationship, so maybe Lexie assumed too much when she inferred that he wanted to be with her, but she felt a disclaimer was necessary. “I’m not the old Lexie. I don’t even know who I am anymore, and I don’t know when, if ever, I’ll figure it out. I’m broken, like damaged goods.”

Elliot leaned forward and brushed his lips over her forehead, then on each damp, tear stained, cheek. “I see you Lexie. I saw you then, and I see you now. I know who you are, and I’ll be here for you. Whatever terrible things happened to you, may have wounded you, may even have cut you to the core, but they didn’t destroy your heart. So, why don’t you let me decide who I want to be with? Okay?”

Lexie looked into his eyes, absorbing the sincerity of his words. She leaned forward and held onto him, gripping him as if he were her life preserver. He made her think anything were possible, that her past didn’t matter, only the present and her future.

She had a choice to either sink or swim. And sitting there, wrapped in Elliot’s arms, she would try her damndest to swim.



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY
 

 
 

 

Lexie sat on the sofa in the confines of her new living room. She glanced around briefly, paranoid and self-conscious of what the woman sitting across from her thought—about her appearance, her home, and most of all, the ability to give up the baby in her womb. 

At least the house was presentable. She had worked tirelessly, the monotony of unpacking, decorating, and cleaning, a great distraction from her endless search for self. Most of the boxes had been either unpacked or put in the garage for storage. And as for her, she took the time to curl and style her long chestnut hair, applied her makeup carefully, and spent all morning trying on every maternity item in her wardrobe, which wasn’t much, until she settled on the ensemble that made her look less…heartless. 

The physical manifestation of a heartless outfit: a knee length khaki skirt and royal blue blouse.

The adoption agency representative sat with her legs crossed, clad in all black—a color Lexie thought fitting for today’s meeting. Her hair was cut severely to her chin and was an odd shade of purplish brown, one which, no doubt, came out of a bottle.

“As I said at the door, I’m Jenny Fletcher, and as you know, I’m from Building Blocks Adoption. I’d like to get started by telling you a little about our agency, and then we’ll get to know you a little better, and get an understanding of your own needs and wants.”

Lexie nodded. She wondered who “we” was.

“What we here at Building Blocks like to do, is build an adoption plan with the mothers we work with. Our adoptive families are required to complete 36 hours of training, child abuse clearances, FBI and state criminal checks, financial background check, and have a minimum of three home visits with a licensed social worker in order to become approved as an adoptive family. We want to make sure you’re comfortable with the people who are going to be taking care of your child. 

“Your comfort with the entire process is paramount, and we’re here to answer any concerns you may have along the way. We have licensed social workers and one will be assigned to you.” She leaned forward in her chair and placed a hand on Lexie’s shoulder. “We’re here to help you. You never need to be afraid to talk to us.”

Jenny paused. Lexie felt like she was waiting for some kind of response from her, but she didn’t know what to say. “Thanks,” she said lamely. 

Jenny just smiled. “How far along are you?” 

Lexie pursed her lips. “Um. Seven months.”

“Okay. So, twenty-eight weeks,” she said, then scribbled something on the clipboard in front of her. “Looks like we have a lot of work cut out for ourselves. We only have two months left. That’s okay though,” she said , glancing up from her writing. Lexie got the feeling she was talking more to herself than her. “Plenty of time. It’s never too late to find a loving home for your baby.” Her lips curled up sweetly at the corners, her smile saccharine.

Lexie was nauseated. She hadn’t had even a touch of morning sickness her whole pregnancy, but suddenly, her stomach hitched, making it not all that difficult to imagine what it felt like. Despite Jenny Fletcher’s wide smile, kind eyes, and her easy nature, her words were rehearsed. Lexie felt no more relaxed in her presence than she had all morning at the prospect of the woman’s arrival. 

She placed a hand over her stomach to soothe the violent urge to spasm, but the gesture no longer had quite the same effect, because instead of pressing against the convulsing organ, it pressed against the child within. 

A quick nudge of movement poked Lexie’s hand, eliciting a quiver in her heart. Since she first felt the baby move, the sensations had become much more frequent, and the feeling of the niggling from within, while Jenny Fletcher sat only a foot away from her, filled Lexie with guilt. It was silly. But she felt like the baby knew what she was doing, knew that the woman who sat in front of her was here to take her away.

Jenny went on without notice of Lexie’s hand over her stomach, the sick sheen to her face, and white pallor to her skin. “We have a counselor that will work with you—”

Lexie’s gaze flew to the woman’s face. “Wait, I’m already in therapy. I’ve discussed my decision to adopt with my therapist. Is seeing someone else really necessary?” Her thoughts flickered to Dr. Heart’s kind face, her feline eyes that penetrated to the truth of everything. The idea of seeing a counselor other than her, constricted Lexie’s stomach. 

Jenny gave her a sympathetic smile, one, that suddenly, Lexie wanted to wipe of her face. “I’m sorry but it is necessary. These are counselor’s that specialize in what you’re about to embark upon, and this is a requirement for anyone who is giving their child up for adoption.”

Lexie’s mouth turned down, and she felt a quick flash of irritation, but swallowed it. There was no use arguing. After all, she had no choice. She had to get this done.

“At Building Blocks, you can pick the adoptive parents and you can even keep in touch with them through an open adoption throughout the child’s life.”

Lexie shook her head. “No. No, can’t you guys just pick the parents for me. I don’t need to, and I won’t be keeping in touch.” 

Jenny’s smile faltered for a moment, and was replaced by a tight lipped version. “Okay,” she said, in an exaggerated tone and scribbled something else on her clipboard. “After the birth, you are permitted to see your child. It will be still your child, after all. This along with the right to choose the parents, as I mentioned, amongst other things, are all a part of the adoption plan.”

“I don’t want to see the child. As soon as I have her, I think it’s best if she’s just taken away.” Her nausea dissipated, leaving behind an ache in her gut that throbbed until it felt like it was connected to her heart. 

Lexie wanted no direct involvement with the adoption from the very beginning, but her current desire for detachment stemmed from something else entirely. Since feeling the baby move, a stronger connection had formed, making it inherently difficult to prevent herself from attaching an identity to the growing life. She found herself wondering about the baby unlike before. What would she look like? Would she look like her? Or him? Her negative feelings and animosity towards the child, lent her to previously envision her as something wicked. But lately, she saw the baby a bit differently. Would she have her chestnut hair? Her mother’s ice blue eyes? Her father’s easy demeanor? The thoughts and questions milling around the confines of her mind, were becoming more frequent and somewhat hard to bear, considering after her birth she would be given away. Lexie was left with only one recourse—to swallow them down as soon as they started. Nevertheless, they burned in her stomach like acid.

The baby kicked hard. Her hand flew to her stomach. Deep down, she recognized the guilt and the small bit of sorrow for the child she would never know, as being yet another reason for wanting no involvement with the baby and the semantics of the adoption.

Jenny looked at Lexie, her thin lips pressed together. “Alright. It sounds like, in your case, your adoption plan should be pretty easy and straightforward.”

There was no judgment in the woman’s voice, but Lexie’s guilt made her paranoid and caused her to read accusation into everything directed towards her. “Yes,” she said.

“Well, then.” Jenny rested her clipboard on her lap. “Do you have any questions for me?”

Lexie shook her head, saying nothing.

“Okay. Do you know who the father is?”

Lexie’s eyes widened and her pulse quickened. She should have been expecting the question. But she hadn’t. She had been too preoccupied with her nerves, the ache in her gut. “Um, yes. I mean, no.”

Jenny raised her brows. “Well, which is it?

“No, I don’t.” Lexie hadn’t told anyone at the agency that she had been raped. She didn’t want the stigma to affect the child. Later in life, if she questioned her adoptive parents as to why she was given up, she didn’t want her to know the truth. Lexie could at least spare her that much—save her from the horror of her own conception.

“Okay. That shouldn’t be a problem then. If you knew who the father was though, we would need his consent,” Jenny said, eyeing Lexie as if she weren’t being completely straightforward. After Lexie said nothing, Jenny picked her briefcase up off the floor and placed her clipboard inside. She retrieved a thick folder of paperwork, emblazoned with the Building Blocks Adoption Agency logo on the cover, and handed it to her.

“Inside, you’ll find reading material about our agency, counseling services, support groups, and information about your rights and choices as the baby’s mother. It’s my recommendation that you read everything inside.”

Jenny stood up. Lexie followed suit and walked her to the door. She found her voice and tried her best to put on genuine smile. “Thank you for coming.”

“Your counselor will be in touch this week to set up an appointment.” Lexie nodded and Jenny stepped through the door, but she must have sensed Lexie’s apprehension, because she paused and placed a hand on Lexie’s arm. “Please. If you need anything, if you have any fears or doubts, please talk to us.” Then without another word, she walked out the door and to her car.

Lexie watched for a moment before returning inside. She retrieved the folder Jenny had given her off the end table, where she left it, and opened it up to the first page. Pregnant?
Considering adoption? Let us help make the right plans for YOU. Lexie shut the folder, then went into the kitchen and chucked it in the trash. 

She didn’t want to think about the adoption any more than she had to, and the urge to comfort herself surprised her. She tried to ignore her mind’s attempts at reason. Despite her efforts, one thing continued to run through her head. You just need to do this. Have the baby. Give her up. Then you can move on with your life.



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 

 
 

Farms thick with corn and soybean, and fields of green dotted with livestock, rushed past the windows of Sienna’s Ford Explorer, blending in a whirl of inky green. The drive to Lexie’s new place was short, but boring. Sienna need not fight to stay awake, however. Her thoughts, the whir of her emotions, and the events of last night, were more than enough to keep her awake.

She lifted her paper to-go cup and took a sip of her coffee—cold. Grimacing she put the beverage down, then briefly checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She wasn’t sure what she expected—her appearance to change in the two hour drive? 

Angry bruises bloomed, dark and ugly, against her cheek and the hollow of her eye. Her usually shiny blond hair, hung flat around her face, and her eyes clouded with fatigue and stress. Not a good look.

She averted her eyes, concentrating, once again, on the road. She didn’t want to see her reflection any longer, to stare down the physical proof of a life come undone. She still felt the throbbing ache and burn from the blows to her face. Despite everything she had learned about Brent, the assault had surprised her. 

She closed her eyes remembering. 

The first blow to the face caught her off guard. It knocked her back into the hallway against the wall. The breath flew out of her lungs. Her face screamed from the crushing pain where Brent had hit her. But he wasn’t done. He struck a second blow. This time, the upper part of her face and her eye caught the brunt of his backhand. He hit her with so much force, she fell to the ground. For a moment, everything went black, then red, before the slow return of the muted shades of her surroundings seeped into her line of vision. A buzzing rang through her ears, making it hard to think. 

Brent had gone into the bathroom. She peered at the closed door, perking her ears, trying to listen for the running shower, but couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in her head. 

She resisted the urge to crumple in a ball and cry. Instead, she closed her eyes, trying to focus her thoughts. She got up, slowly, trying to steady the tremors in her legs. She was unsteady on her feet, so she leaned against the wall, slinking her way into the living room. She found her purse and dialed the police. She waited, hoping, praying, they’d get there before Brent finished his shower. 

Less than ten minutes later, they knocked on the door. “Pittsburgh Police. We got a call—”

Sienna rushed to the voices and flung open the door before the officer could finish his sentence. There were two of them, clad in navy blue, guns and cuffs perched on their hips. The one that had been talking was young, possibly in his early twenties. His mouth was open, mid-sentence. They knew from dispatch that they were arriving to a domestic, but one look at Sienna, and he needed no further confrontation.

“Miss, are you okay?”

Sienna nodded, her expression weary. “Yes.”

When Sienna stepped aside, the officers entered—just in time for Brent to step into the living room, still damp from his shower, in nothing but a towel. His eyes seared into Sienna, sparkling with both amusement and disdain. His lips curled into a smug grin, no doubt ready to gloat over her inferiority, his victory. 

She would not cower to him, however. Sienna planted her feet, her lips flattened into a fierce line. Her eyes burned back at him, hungry for retribution—for her, for Lexie. Whatever shone on her face, however, he must have found amusing because he grinned wider—until the police officers stepped forward, into view. 

His smile faltered, slowly eking away, like a deflating balloon. The surprise in his eye was quickly replaced by anger, fierce and pulsating. His jaw clenched, the muscles in his face working as he tried to suppress his anger.

“What can I do for you gentlemen?” he asked, trying his best to keep his voice light and accommodating. He failed, coming off prickly instead.

“We got a call in regards to a domestic dispute at this residence,” the young officer said.

Brent’s smile fell flat. He glanced from one officer to another. “Is that so? Well, I’m afraid there must have been some mistake. As you can see, everything here’s fine.”

Icy fingers gripped Sienna’s stomach. Never had it occurred to her that the police may believe his lies and leave her alone with him. 

The second officer, the older one, with graying hair at his temples, nodded towards Sienna. “It doesn’t look like nothing.” He turned to her. “Did he hit you? Did he do that?” he said, referring to the bruises that must have marked the places on her face that still throbbed.

The icy fingers slowly unpeeled themselves from the hold on her stomach. “Yes.”

What happened next went fast. The officers separated Brent and Sienna into different rooms. Brent didn’t protest. He didn’t refuse to talk to the police, that wasn’t his style, though Sienna was sure he continued to deny touching her. 

They questioned both of them, getting the full story of what happened from both sides. Sienna also told the officer’s about Lexie’s rape. They told her what she expected, that without the victim coming forward, or physical proof, there was nothing they could do. If Lexie decided to tell her story, however, they would launch an investigation.

The officer’s left her waiting in the living room, wringing her hands, nervous that she made a mistake calling them, that somehow Brent would slide out of this unscathed. Her thoughts quickly died when Brent entered the living room. The officer’s stood on either side of him, escorting him towards the door. His wrists were encased in handcuffs, the metal digging into flesh. “I’m going to call my lawyer,” Brent spat.

The officers ignored him. The young one turned to Sienna. “We’re taking him in Ma’am. He’ll be available at the jail for pick-up tomorrow.”

The words startled Sienna, but she quickly realized most women in her situation wanted the police to intervene, but weren’t happy when they did their job. She couldn’t imagine going to pick Brent up at the station. She may have been blind but she wasn’t stupid.

“This is ridiculous. I didn’t do anything! I can’t believe you’re going to listen to her lies,” he said, staring down Sienna. Spittle sprayed from his mouth as he yelled. His lips curled back from his gleaming white teeth, making him look more like a wild animal than man. “This isn’t over Sienna. You’ll regret this.” He thrashed violently in the officer’s hands. “You won’t get away with humiliating me like this.”

Fear and adrenaline coursed through Sienna’s body as she watched her husband lose control. For a brief moment, she imagined him breaking loose of the cuffs, of their hold on his arms, and ending her. Another part of her, the stronger part—the part that confronted him and called the police—couldn’t help but relish in watching him lose his ever-present composure.

The officer’s tugged him through the doorway. His lips curled slightly at the corners. Sienna shuddered. He looked like The Joker—half mad. “This isn’t over,” he said, anger flaming in his eyes.

Sienna stepped to the threshold. Courage rose in her, and when she spoke, her voice remained surprisingly steady. “No. You’re right. It’s not over. But you’re wrong about one thing. It’s you who will pay. I’ll make sure of it. For Lexie, for me, for all the women whom you either abused or fooled before us. You didn’t win Brent. You didn’t break us.” She slammed the door in his face, thinking how fitting it was that the last memory of him she would have in their home, was in cuffs.

The memories were bright and hot, washed with the pain, fury, fear, and desperation of that night. Sienna turned the air conditioning off and rolled her window down. She needed the slap of moist air on her face, her skin, to push away the sharp edges of the prior evening and the bitter taste in her mouth that followed.

Brent would be released this morning. To Sienna’s knowledge (though that didn’t mean much because there had been a lot about Brent she hadn’t been aware of) this was his first offense. Despite his short stay in the slammer, she was grateful that the one night he spent in the jail, gave her the time she needed to pack some of her belongings and decide what her next move should be.

Sienna slowed by the pale blue Cape on her right. She double checked the address, then pulled into the drive. So, this was Lexie’s new rental house. The place was quaint, but cheery, the feel completely opposite of her contemporary apartment—a good choice for rebuilding a life.

Sienna stopped the car, took the keys out of the ignition, and held them in the palm of her hand. She steeled herself for the sight of Lexie, for the things she would have to tell her, all the things she should say, but maybe couldn’t. She thought of the last time she saw her. Lexie had been defeated, hollow. All because of Brent.

She stepped out of the car and brushed the crumbs, from the muffin she ate on her way there, off her jeans. Then without thinking, without analyzing what she would say or how—because if she did, she would never muster up enough courage—Sienna made her way up the walkway and rang the doorbell. 

When no one answered, she glanced back to the driveway. Lexie’s car was a good indicator that she was home. Sienna hadn’t called before coming to visit because she knew her voice would betray her. Lexie would sense her brewing anxiety, her desperation, and Sienna hadn’t the strength to deny something was seriously wrong, nor did she possess the strength, at the time, to talk about it, even if it were something that could be done over the phone. 

She rang the bell again and waited. She thought about what she had to tell her, her knowledge that Brent—her husband—was her rapist. Her chest fluttered as her nerves took hold. She closed her eyes, suppressing the nausea that bubbled in her gut.

When the door opened, she drew in a sharp breath and steadied herself. 

Lexie’s eyes widened. “Sienna. What are you doing here?” The words escaped her mouth before she registered Sienna’s battered face, but the moment she did, she gasped. A hand flew to her open mouth. “Oh my God, Sienna.” She tore open the screen door. “Come in here.” 

Lexie half dragged Sienna into the house. Her eyes moved from her face, all over her body, clearly assessing for the extent of damage, perhaps looking for signs of how her injuries occurred. She reached a shaking hand towards Sienna’s face, touching a trembling finger gently over the bruises. A small whimper escaped her lips.

Sienna forced her eyes shut. She couldn’t bare it—the look on her face, the concern in her eyes, not when her own pain was nothing compared to the pain which Brent had inflicted on Lexie. 

The moment she took her hand away, Sienna opened her eyes. “Are you okay? What happened?” Lexie asked.

“I’m fine.” Sienna’s voice was desperate, tinged with anger. 

Part of her was angry at Lexie’s concern. She didn’t deserve it. How could she not have known what her husband was capable of? 

“I have some things to tell you,” Sienna said. She grabbed Lexie’s hand, and her expression seemed to calm. The worry creasing Lexie’s brow dissipated some, giving way to the pleasure of seeing her best friend, and for the first time since she opened her door, Sienna noticed the light in Lexie’s eyes, the healthy color in her cheeks. The last time she saw her, the first time Lexie had told her she was raped, she looked as if all of the life had seeped out of her. Something had changed since then. Something had clearly given Lexie some of her life back. She no longer looked like an empty shell. 

Sienna wanted to be happy for her, but her apprehension at talking to Lexie about Brent, overrode any pleasure she may have at Lexie’s improved appearance. “I’ve been wanting to pay you another visit. I need to talk to you about something,” Sienna said. She didn’t want to alarm her any more than she already had. Lexie had been through enough of her own stress in the past months.

Lexie leaned in for a hug. When the women embraced, Sienna felt her stomach, round and firm, brush against her own flat midriff. She pulled back, finding it impossible to keep her gaze from moving to Lexie’s belly and lingering there. Sienna expected this to be hard, but she wasn’t prepared for the seismic blow, as she took in Lexie’s extremely pregnant figure.

She was supposed to be the one pregnant—that was supposed to be her baby, her life. Sienna swallowed hard, submersing her destructive thoughts back into submission. She had wanted a baby, a child, more than anything in the world. The recent event in her life, however, left her somewhat grateful her and Brent had never conceived. Children made for a much more complicated divorce. At least she would be spared from having to explain to her would-be children, that their father was a rapist.

Lexie’s forehead pinched and wrinkled with concern. She reached a hand towards Sienna’s face. “What happened. Are you okay?”

Sienna shook her head. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Lexie led her into the modest living room, where Sienna took a seat next to her on the sofa. Lexie shifted, moving her body around until she finally found a comfortable spot around the girth of her stomach. Sienna closed her eyes. This wasn’t the life she envisioned for herself, far from it. All she ever wanted was a loving marriage and children, but life seemed to be cruel—to her, and even more so, to Lexie. 

Sienna opened her eyes, fixing them on Lexie. There was no point in hedging. “I know Brent did it, Lex. I know he was the one that raped you.”

The smile on Lexie’s face froze, and something akin to fear shadowed her eyes. “How do you know?”

“When I went to your apartment to pack your things, I found his cell phone under your bed. It must’ve fallen out of his pocket…” Sienna swallowed, willing away the images that began to flash across her mind—of Brent forcing himself on her best friend, of Lexie pleading, screaming. “I confronted him.”

“That’s how you got the bruises. He did that to you,” Lexie said. They were statements, not questions. If anyone knew the brutality Brent was capable of, Lexie did.

Sienna nodded. Her eyes stung, but they remained dry. Last night, after the police took Brent away in cuffs, she cried—for herself, for the life she had wanted but would never have, the life that was a lie, and for all of the pain Brent had caused Lexie—until there was nothing left, until she ran her emotions dry, and lay crippled on the floor, her chest heaving. 

“I’m so sorry. I’m so, so, sorry. I should have known. I should’ve seen who he really was, but I didn’t. I was just so damn blind.” Sienna closed the gap between them and took Lexie’s hands in her own, her eyes pleading, her brow knotted.

“Stop. You had no way of knowing. I would have told you, but I just couldn’t. I couldn’t be the one to destroy everything you had. And, I think, a part of me was scared you wouldn’t believe me.” Lexie bit her lip and looked at her lap. “I should have had more faith in you, but I was scared. He threatened me, and I just couldn’t find the strength to tell you. It was wrong. You had every right to know. You needed to know.”

Sienna held no ill will towards Lexie for not telling her. She could imagine her predicament, and although the thought of remaining married to Brent without ever finding out the kind of man he really was, scared the living hell out of her, she understood why Lexie hadn’t been able to tell her. Sienna probably would have done the same thing. 

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. None of this is. And I understand completely why you were scared to tell me.”

“Really?” 

Sienna heard the doubt in Lexie’s voice. She wanted to reassure her. “Really.”

“We were both victims in this,” Lexie said. Her eyes took in Sienna’s bruises again, as if for the first time, and her face contorted into a mask of fear. “What happened?”

Sienna wanted to spare Lexie the details. “He hit me a couple times. While he was in the shower, I called the police. They arrested him for domestic violence, and I got a Protective Order. It’s not much, but the order is at least something, especially since he’s going to be pissed as hell when he receives my divorce papers.” 

Brent knew their marriage was over. Nevertheless, his gull and arrogant nature, no doubt, led him to believe that Sienna wouldn’t act on it, that she wouldn’t dare cross him and file for divorce. Any divorce, especially a nasty one (and Sienna would be sure to make it lethal) would not bode well for him in the professional world. She would be sure to destroy his professional image and bleed him dry in the process.

“Will he come after me? He said he’d come after me.” Lexie’s eyes glazed over, and her voice rose an octave.

“No.” Sienna’s jaw clenched. Her mouth went rigid. “He won’t. I know he deceived me, but his pride is too large to risk the possibility of the implications that may arise if he were to bother or harass you. He’ll leave you alone. I promise. I’m going to get him Lexie. I don’t know exactly how yet, but I’ll make him pay. For both of us.” Sienna paused, holding fiercely to Lexie’s hand. She still needed to tell her one thing, something important. “I wanted to tell you...” She looked into Lexie’s eyes, needing her full attention and was satisfied when Lexie’s gaze matched the intensity of her own. “He doesn’t know about the baby.”

Lexie’s arm wrapped protectively around her stomach, cradling it. Sienna wondered if she was even aware of the gesture or if it was automatic. She wondered whether her feelings towards the baby had changed. 

Grief ebbed and pulsated like waves into Sienna’s heart at the reality of her own barren womb. She briefly closed her eyes and shook it off. This wasn’t about her. For years Lexie had helped her with her grief, time and time again. Her time was over. This was all about Lexie. 

“I was careful not to mention anything about the pregnancy. Even if he knew, I’m certain he wouldn’t want anything to do with the baby anyway. I’m pretty sure his “desire” to have a child, a family, was all a lie, just like everything else.” She fought to keep the tremor out of her voice, but only partially succeeded. “It’s important for you to know that when I confronted him, I didn’t tell him. I would never sell you out like that. Whether you keep the child or not, he’ll never have to know.” 

Lexie nodded, her expression unreadable. She cleared her throat and slid her arm away from her stomach. “Thank you.”

For the first time since arriving, Sienna smiled.

“What are you going to do now?”

Sienna shrugged. “I’ve always wanted to travel more. Maybe once I make a hefty amount off the divorce, I’ll do just that.” Her lips turned up into a sly smile, eliciting a laugh from Lexie. “Really, I’m not sure. I’m ready for a change. I need to get away from the reminders of the life I shared with him. Maybe I’ll move out of the city. You’ve inspired me.”

Lexie’s smile spread. “Sienna Wallace goes country? I never thought I’d see the day. Maybe you could move up here.”

Sienna put her hands up. “Whoa. Now you’re getting a little crazy. I said out of the city, not to the middle of nowhere.” She laughed. “I wouldn’t mind being a little closer to you though. Maybe somewhere on this side of Cleveland. We’ll see.”

“If you need somewhere to stay in the meantime, you know—”

“I know.” Sienna grabbed Lexie’s hand. “You’ve always been such a good friend. I’ll consider the offer.” But she wouldn’t. It was clear Lexie had just begun to rebuild her life, to put the pieces back together. Sienna didn’t want to inhibit her progress, she didn’t want to slow her down.

The events of the prior evening, the conversation with Lexie, had all left her drained. She was fatigued, mentally and physically, beyond imagining. She needed some time to digest all that had happened, all she had learned. And she needed rest. “I’d better get going,” she said, standing. 

Lexie walked her to the door. “I wish you could stay.”

“I know. I’ll come for a visit in the next few weeks and stay a night. Just not now. I need some time…”

Lexie nodded. She seemed to understand.

“You look good Lex. You look as close to happy as I’ve seen you in a while. I’m glad to have my friend back again. I missed you.” With that, Sienna hugged Lexie tightly, pressing her chest against hers, but leaving room for her stomach. 

She turned to leave, but stopped in the doorway. The sun glinted off her hair, framing her in its warm light. She turned back around, and before she could think, unsure of what she was doing, or why, she slowly reached a hand towards Lexie. She placed it gently on her round stomach. A half laugh, half cry, escaped her lips. Tears flooded her eyes, and then she smiled, maybe for the first time making peace with herself. Then she turned, without another word, and left.



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 

 
 

Elliot strode into the barn and paused at the sight of Lexie on her toes, leaning over the stall, stroking Penny’s side. She spoke to the horse in a soothing tone. 

“That’s how I like my women, barefoot and pregnant.” He glanced down at her feet. “Well, feet bare in flip-flops, I guess.” He grinned.

Lexie jumped at the sound of his voice. She turned, facing him. Her mouth lifted at the corners, and her eyes brightened. The sight of her tugged at his heart.

He closed the gap between them, snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her to him. He kissed her forehead lightly. “You look nice,” he said. She wore her hair down, but had the sides swept back, revealing her high cheekbones and the angles of her face.

“Thanks,” Lexie said.

He turned towards the horse. “So, what have we got here?” His gaze flitted over Penny. “Where’s the foal?”

Lexie pointed to a stall on the other side of the barn. “Over there.”

“Isn’t it a little bit early to wean him? I mean, I may not know much about these things, but I would think the baby stays with mama more than two days.”

Lexie sighed. Her bright eyes dulled a bit. “Penny has mastitis. They’re not entirely sure why, because usually mare’s only get it when the foal is being weaned. Nevertheless, she has a pretty bad infection. She won’t let him nurse. When he tries, she kicks at him and goes crazy because she’s so sore. Even if he does manage to latch on, he doesn’t drink much. Her milk is probably watery, maybe even bloody.”

Elliot grimaced, wishing she had spared him the details.

He walked across the dirty barn floor, strewn with years of dust, dirt, and hay, to the foal’s stall. “Hey there, buddy.” Thanks to his height, he leaned over the gate with ease, not needing to stand on his toes like Lexie. He scratched a furry brown ear. “Poor guy. You miss your mama?” The foal gave the side of the stall a little kick, as if answering him.

Lexie moved to Elliot’s side, leaning into him. He put his arm around her. “We’re going to bottle feed him for now. I’m not sure he’ll get to nurse again. Penny’s reactions to him trying are so severe; my parents saw no choice but to separate them. They only moved them apart an hour ago, so we’ll see… ”

Lexie’s voice was tinged with something sad, regretful even. He turned to her, wrapping both arms around her waist. He gazed into her eyes, which warmed like melting chocolate. Leaning in, he kissed her—a soft and sweet gesture. Something he could get used to. “You seem pretty upset by it. You okay?”

Lexie nodded. “Yeah. I just feel bad, is all.”

“Why don’t we take a walk before dinner?” Elliot was pleased with his invite to the Dodson’s for a family dinner. Being there for a meal reminded him of old times, but more than anything, he wanted alone time with Lexie. She was all he could think about when they were apart. 

His business once occupied most of his time and his mind, but lately it seemed, even while he worked, he couldn’t prevent his thoughts from straying to the gentle lines of her face, the sound of his name on her lips, even the baby she carried in front of her like a buried treasure. Every thought was burned with images of Lexie, as if his mind was making up for the ten years they were apart.

Elliot grasped Lexie’s hand in his. They walked out of the barn, past the chicken coop, and down the path to the pond. They strode quietly, in that kind of comfortable silence where neither one felt the need to fill every moment with chatter. After a few minutes, the thick groves of trees opened up into a clearing and the water came into view.

The dipping sun draped the pond in gold. He guided them to the decaying maple trunk they used to share with regularity. The moss was soft and slightly slippery in spots, but Lexie didn’t seem to mind. She let out a big sigh when she sat and straightened her legs out, letting her flip-flops fall to the grass below her feet. 

The rhythmic chirping of crickets and cicadas filled the air around them, indicating mid-summer had arrived, and in another six weeks, cooler weather would return.

“Nice night,” Elliot said. 

“Mmm.” Lexie said, her gaze focused on the water.

Her expression was relaxed, serene. She seemed completely content and comfortable with Elliot by her side, which made him think of how far they had come since she first arrived back in Andover, since his first run-in with her in the parking lot of his store. She had certainly grown from the fragile woman whom arrived here only three months ago.

Naturally, Elliot had done a lot of meditating upon his relationship with Lexie. Her pregnancy and baby being the aspect most thought about. It was none of his business. He had no right to fantasize about being a part of the baby’s life, a father to the child. Nevertheless, he often found himself daydreaming about what it would be like, and because of that fantasy, he had something he wanted to discuss with her.

He cursed his nerves, wiping his damp palms on his pants. “Hey Lex? I was wondering…about the baby.”

“Yeah?” 

He sensed her tense slightly at the mention of the child. Her spine straightened and the muscles in her neck tightened, but he forged ahead anyway. “Who are you listing as the father? I mean, are you going to put him on the birth certificate?” he asked, referring to the father, her rapist. She had yet to share his identity with anyone, but Elliot had a hunch that she had known her attacker.

Lexie turned to face Elliot. She narrowed her eyes. Her pink lips parted. “No...No, I’m listing the father as unknown.”

He couldn’t help but notice the bitter cadence to her voice. He paused for a second, choosing his words carefully. He stared off into the distance, past the water’s edge, into the darkness of the tree line, before turning to her. He needed to stop wasting time and get to the point. “What if you put my name down? What if you listed me as the father?”

Lexie opened her mouth and started to say something, but Elliot held his hand up, stopping her. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on between us. I mean, I’m sure you know what I want between us, what I’ve always wanted. I’ve never been quiet or subtle about that, but I don’t know how much you feel for me.” He looked down at his empty hands. He reached for hers again, holding them in his own, stroking his thumb across her soft skin. 

“What I’m trying to say is, I know there’s a chance you may not want to be with me. I want you more than anything. I always have, and I won’t let you go without a fight, but if you don’t want to be with me, even if I can’t change your mind, I still want to be listed as the father. I’d like to be a part of the child’s life regardless.”

Lexie looked at Elliot for a long moment. He held his breath, unsure of what her reaction may be. He couldn’t let her go on with the pregnancy and give birth without asking. He wanted to be a part of the child’s life as much as he wanted anything. She was a part of Lexie, and maybe deep down his desire was selfish, because even if he couldn’t be with her, he wanted at least some part of her always. 

He continued to rub her hands, waiting for her response. He feared she’d say no, the word rejection crept in through the inner recesses of his mind.

“I don’t know Elliot. There are some things that I haven’t told you. You need to know—”

“I don’t need to know who did this to you. In fact, it’s probably best I don’t, because I’ve fantasized about what I would do to the man if I ever found him, and trust me when I say, I’d be going to jail and they wouldn’t be releasing me anytime soon.” He smiled.

She looked down at her swollen stomach and placed a palm on it. Her eyes clouded, conflict clearly waged a war within to make even that one simple gesture. “I can’t believe you would want her, would be willing to do that. For me. For the baby.” She shook her head. Biting her lip, her gaze settled on his. Tears blurred the rich brown of her eyes.

“You give me too much credit. I’m selfish. She’s a part of you,” he said, placing a hand over hers, on top of her stomach. “I didn’t fight last time. I just let you walk out of my life. Do you really think I’d do the same thing again? With you? Or this baby?”

Her eyes darted to the ground. Something turbulent and indiscernible lurked in them. Her expression—the creased brow, drawn mouth, sad eyes—almost seemed to be pleading, begging for understanding, but for what, Elliot wasn’t sure. Maybe she wasn’t ready to make this decision yet. 

He steadied his voice, trying to push back any disappointment. “You don’t need to make a decision now. I’ll give you some time to think about it. I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere, so all you have to do is let me know.”

Several minutes passed in silence, but once the sun started to dip further in the sky, casting everything in shadows, Elliot and Lexie started the trek back to the house for dinner.

They stepped inside and were immediately accosted by Phil’s girls. They gave both Elliot and Lexie quick hugs, before scurrying away, the cacophony of their giggles bouncing off the walls. Lexie greeted Phil with a tentative smile and hug. 

Elliot had to suppress a stupid grin. Phillip wanted Lexie in his life again, more than anything, and Lexie needed him desperately, so he was more than happy the two of them had made amends. Elliot always liked Phillip, but after Lexie left, to say he and Phillip became close was an understatement. He was like a brother to him, an added bonus to his love for Lexie. 

Heather announced that dinner was ready, and they each took their respective seats without hesitation, as if Lexie had never left and she and Elliot had never been apart. 

Bowls and platters heaped with food were lumped in the middle of the table. Everyone helped themselves without recourse. Elliot piled a mountain of roasted potatoes on his plate and moved onto the glazed carrots when Heather cleared her throat.

“Um. I have an announcement to make,” she said. Her tawny hair brushed her shoulders, her eyes gleamed, and the grin she clearly tried to suppress sneaked its way onto her lips. “I’m really glad everyone could be here together.” Phillip gripped her hand, and Heather’s gaze moved around the table stopping at Lexie. 

Gail put down her fork and looked at Heather, her forehead creasing with impatience. “Well, what is it? Stop grinning and tell us.”

“I’m pregnant. Phillip and I are going to have another baby!”

The table filled with excited squeals from the children and congratulations from Ed and Gail, but Elliot’s gaze flickered to Lexie, uncertain of her reaction. His anxiety was quickly replaced, when he saw her smile. They hadn’t talked about it much (mainly because of Lexie’s quick change of subject any time he brought it up), Elliot had no doubt Lexie wished the circumstances of her own pregnancy were different. Hell, Elliot would be lying if he said that the desire for the child inside her to be his own hadn’t crossed his own mind.

Lexie stood up slightly, so she could lean across the table without her stomach getting in the way. She clasped Phil and Heather’s intertwined hands in her own. “I’m so happy for you guys.”

Elliot smiled, relieved. “Hoping for a boy this time?”

Phil laughed. “Ugh, three girls. I can’t imagine,” he said, playfully nudging both Penelope and Hannah. “I’ll be happy with whatever I get, but if we have another girl, I’ll probably be completely gray by the time I’m thirty-five,” he joked.

Elliot glanced over at Lexie, who began eating. The vision of his life spread out before him, PTA meetings with Phil, Heather, and Lexie, endless birthday parties, graduations. “This is great. The babies will be so close together. They’ll even be in the same grade in school. That’ll be nice, huh Lex?”

Lexie’s expression did a three-sixty. Her expression chilled, until she was stone sober. Elliot glanced around. Everyone at the table wore similar expressions. Gail’s hand had frozen in front of her, fork mid-air, Phil’s mouth was drawn down like a bow, and both Heather and Ed’s gaze fell to their plates—the creamed asparagus suddenly the most interesting thing in the room. 

“What?” Elliot asked. He looked back to Lexie.

She opened her mouth to speak, but closed it just as quickly. The silence, everyone’s expressions, stirred his nerves. “What?” he said again.

“I hadn’t told you…I was going to, but I….” Lexie’s voice trailed off. Then she looked back at him. “I’m not keeping the baby.”

Elliot’s eyes widened. The lines in his forehead deepened into thick creases as he tried to understand. “What do you mean?” His voice sounded hollow, even to his own ears.

Lexie looked him straight in the eye. “I’m giving the baby up for adoption.” 

Elliot’s chest heaved, and the air escaped his lungs as violently as if he took a fist to the chest. He didn’t need to look around him to know everyone’s eyes were on him, he felt it like hot breath on his skin. 

“You’re not keeping the baby? How can you not keep her? We just talked about it, and you didn’t say anything. I mean, I know what happened, but…” His nerves rose, and the only thing he was capable of concentrating on was the deafening beat of his pulse in his ears. He tried to keep any hint of accusation out of his voice, but failed. Lexie had gone through hell. The baby inside her had not been conceived out of love, or even something as careless as a one night stand for that matter, but in all his daydreaming, the idea that she may not keep the child never crossed his mind. 

This whole time, right or wrong, he had thought of Lexie’s baby as a part of her, of him. He never thought to separate the identity of the baby from her, and because he so desired every part of Lexie in his life, he had foolishly associated the baby with himself. He wanted her like his own, and maybe he was wrong in doing so, but he pictured taking her to ballet classes in her pink tutu. Pictured catching fireflies with her in the backyard, taking her to the movies, learning to braid her hair, shopping, and even brushing the tears from her cheeks when she experienced her first heartache. He wanted Lexie. And he had wanted the baby. He wanted all of it.

He stared into Lexie’s broken expression, unable to mask of the churning emotions in his. 

“I just can’t,” she said simply. Her voice was slightly defensive, but it quavered, betraying her real emotion.

Elliot pushed away from the table. “I need some air,” he said, his voice thick. He threw his napkin down on his plate, the roast chicken, and potatoes untouched. He hurried out of the room, through the house, and onto the porch. 

He gripped the railing in his hands, putting his weight into his arms. He cursed himself for his reaction. He needed to be supportive and respect Lexie’s wishes, but the knowledge of how he should act, did nothing to change the way he felt. The baby she carried wasn’t his, a fact that continued to sting. Regardless, he couldn’t shake the feeling of loss, the fear that by giving the baby away, a part of her was leaving with it.

The soft shuffle of footsteps thudded behind him, and the screen door whined as it creaked shut. Lexie’s voice was next to him before he could turn around. 

“I don’t know what to say,” she said.

Elliot remained silent for a moment, trying to collect his thoughts. From the corner of his eye, he watched her. She moved closer to his side, about a foot away, and mimicked his stance, staring out into the yard. When he looked over at her—saw the stray wisps of her hair dancing in the breeze, the flush in her cheeks brought on by her pregnancy, and the defeat in those almond shaped eyes—his world crumbled. His lungs and chest constricted, and his heart thumped despondently in his chest. 

He was losing her. Suddenly, the fear that she was not going to stay in Andover, that she would flee again the first chance she got—right after she gave birth to and gave up the baby—gnawed on his soul like a nesting rat. 

He was angrier with himself than her, however. He had always been in love with her, so there was no “letting himself fall in love with her again.” No, he was angry that he foolishly let his imagination run wild, imagining a life with Lexie—with her daughter. For letting himself think that maybe he had done enough this time, that this time he would be enough for her to stay.

Elliot shook his head. All the life left his voice. No doubt, a sorry version of himself stood before her, his face a crumpled expression of pain and loss. “You don’t owe me an explanation. I was the one that thought—” He blew out a deep breath and scrubbed his hands over his face, as if trying to will away the last five minutes. “I never asked you what your plans were. You have every right to do with her what you wish.” 

It pained him to say it, and the words nearly stuck in his throat. “I just thought that you were staying. I thought we had a chance at something again, something better. All I’ve ever wanted was a life with you. From the day you showed up at my house, the house we were supposed to share, I promised myself I wouldn’t let you go again. And I meant it…I guess I pictured the three of us together.” He opened his mouth to say more, but nothing came out. He was out of words. 

Lexie stepped forward. Her eyes searched his face, and he wondered whether she could see the depth of his pain, the depth of the fear, which anchored itself to him. 

“I’m sorry. Yes, it is my decision, but I should’ve have told you. I knew how you felt about the baby. I didn’t need you to say it, to verbalize it, to know how much you cared. I saw it the first time you held your palm to my stomach—that day by the barn, after the Angus got loose. I see love in the sweep of your eyes when you look at me. I hear it in your voice, your words, when you speak of me and the baby. I should have told you. I’m not sure why I didn’t. Maybe I was afraid of losing you, of what you might think of me, that you wouldn’t understand. This baby was conceived out of something vicious and cruel, something hateful, which tore my life apart. How can I live with that reminder? How can I tell my daughter where she came from? Explain to her that her father was a rapist, and I never wanted her? I can’t.”

A tremor ran behind her voice. And maybe Elliot just imagined it there, wished it to be there, but he thought he heard some self-doubt behind the words, as if the questions weren’t entirely rhetorical for his benefit, but instead were things she needed answers to.

She stepped forward once more, gently reaching out to touch his arm. “I’m not going anywhere though. I told you, I’m staying. I have some things to figure out yet. I need a job. I’m still rebuilding my life and trying to figure out exactly where I fit in the world again, but I’m not leaving. When I first came here, I was an empty shell, there was nothing to me, but you’ve helped me live again. You’ve helped me to breathe. You’ve shown me that there’s a reason worth living. I never stopped loving you either. I had my reasons for leaving, and I’m sorry I left the way I did, but none of the reasons were ever because I didn’t love you. I still have a lot of days where I feel hopeless, and I still feel like half a woman, but the one thing I’m sure of, is that I love you now more than I ever have.”

She leaned into him, standing on her tip-toes, pressing her forehead against his. He placed his hands on either side of her face and held her there, feeling the heat of her skin, breathing her in, the scent of lavender filling his lungs, an affirmation that she really was there with him, and the things she just said were very much real. He had waited so long to hear those words from her. They were plucked straight out of the fragments of his dreams over the past ten years.

He sighed, then moved his forehead and replaced it with a kiss. He pulled back and stroked her cheek with his thumb. His throat thickened until he could barely swallow. “I’ve waited so long to hear you say that. I don’t want you to give up the baby though, and yet, you can’t keep it on account of me. For obvious reasons, that would never work.”

Her voice was a whisper. “So, where does that leave us?”

Elliot glanced away from her. He shook his head. “I don’t know.”



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 

 
 

Gail watched the spunky foal in the pasture while she waited for Dr. Gray to finish examining Penny. He turned and twisted every which way, kicking the empty air around him, pausing only to sniff and snort at the dandelions that edged the fence.

He was feisty most the time and the clumsiest foal she had ever seen, often tripping over his own feet—especially when Penny’s keening couldn’t be heard from the barn. When he heard her, he stopped playing, as if he remembered something was amiss, that he wasn’t with his mama. For the moment, while Dr. Gray examined the mare, her constant wailing ceased, leaving the foal to play in the morning sun.

“Have you named him yet?”

Gail turned slightly to the voice behind her. Lexie moved to her side. Always the mother, she noticed the small creases next to her daughter’s red rimmed eyes, her pale skin. She looked tired. 

“Nope. I’ve never been good with names. Took me the entire nine months to come up with Lexie and Phillip. Of course, your father was no help. He said that since I was the one who had to carry you two for nine months, it was only right that I name you.”

Lexie smiled. “Well, the poor little guy can’t keep going on nameless.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Gail said, but her mind had already moved on to other things. Her probing gaze wandered over Lexie curiously. “Have you talked to Elliot since the other night?” 

After Lexie returned to dinner solo, Gail pulled her aside. Lexie told her what happened, but Gail had a feeling it was the very condensed version of what was said outside on the front porch.

Lexie sighed and walked to the fence. She leaned her arms against the rough wood, taking the brunt of her weight and pressure off her swollen feet. Her eyes were focused on the foal, but Gail had a feeling she was seeing only Elliot.

“No.”

The simple answer wasn’t enough for Gail. “You need to talk to him. You are going to talk to him aren’t you?”

Lexie looked over at her and scowled. “Yes, mom,” she said, exasperated. “But what do I say? Nothing I can say is gonna change anything. It is what it is.”

Gail rolled her eyes. “It is what it is,” she mocked. “You can change things you know, make things better.” She shook her head, frustrated. “You know, in my day, if a man wanted nothing more than to marry you and raise a child together, you were the luckiest woman in the world. He was heaven-sent.”

“Mom—”

“You need to talk to him Lexie. He’s hurting. He loves you just like the rest of us, and he didn’t know you were giving up the baby, so what do you expect? Him to be elated at the news?”

Lexie turned fully towards Gail. She threw her hands up. “No, but…I mean, I knew he’d be upset, that’s why I didn’t say anything, but I thought he’d be a little more understanding.”

Gail moved forward. She placed a hand on Lexie’s shoulder and looked her square in the eye. Her voice was soft, but firm when she spoke. “I know you’ve been through hell. None of us can entirely imagine how much, but you have to understand that he has a right to be upset. Regardless of what happened, he has the right to be disappointed by the fact that you’re giving this child up. He doesn’t have to simply understand and bear his pain in silence,” she said, motioning towards Lexie’s stomach. 

“It’s time for you to decide what you want Lex. Once and for all, what do you want? No more running, no more hiding or letting people choose for you. What do you want? Is it him?”

“Mom, of course. I love him.”

Gail held a hand up. “I know, but sometimes love doesn’t matter if that’s not the kind of life you want to lead. Do you want him? Do you want to build a life with him? A family? I suspect you already know the answers, but you need to dig deep and decide once and for all, so you can give him all of you, everything you have. He wants one hundred percent of you Lex. And he deserves it. You need to be fair to him—talk to him, tell him how you feel. Don’t let what you have slip away again. Love can easily slide into something you no longer recognize if you’re not careful.”

Gail peered into Lexie’s eyes, looking for a flicker of understanding, recognition at what she said. Before she could say anything more, Dr. Gray, the veterinarian, exited the barn and pulled her aside. 

After talking briefly with him, she went back to where Lexie stood. Her eyes held the thick veil of worry and concern.

“What is it? What’s wrong with Penny?” Lexie asked. As if on cue, Penny started wailing from her stall in the barn. The sound was an awful keening, as hard on the ears as nails on a chalkboard, and as tough as Gail was, she had to fight from covering her ears. The pain emitting from the animal was just too unbearable.

Lexie glanced from Gail towards the direction of the barn and Dr. Gray’s fading form. “What’s wrong with her?”

Gail shook her head and shrugged. “Doc said that nothing seems to be wrong. He doesn’t know why she’s wailing. Her mastitis is no worse, if anything it’s slowly getting better. He sees no physical reason for her to be crying so.”

Lexie looked out to the field, towards the foal. “Do you think…Is it possible she’s crying because of the separation?”

Gail pursed her lips. She looked at Lexie when she turned to her. I thought the same thing, but the doctor said “no.” According to him, he’s never heard of such a thing…but I have to wonder. I asked him about putting them back together, but because of how severe her reaction was with the infection and her kicking at the foal, he didn’t recommend a reunion just yet. He said that they were already separated and the foal was doing just fine with a bottle, so there was no sense in putting them back together.”

Gail followed Lexie’s gaze back out to the field. The foal had stopped his antics. He no longer kicked and jumped, frolicking around the pasture. Instead, he walked soberly towards the corner closest to the barn. His ears lay flat on his head, occasionally twitching, as if the noise of his mother’s keening was as hard on him as it was on them.

“What are you thinking?” Gail asked.

Lexie hesitated. When she spoke, her voice was soft. Gail strained to hear her. “I was just thinking…never mind. I think we should try putting them back together and see. We need to put the foal back in the stall with Penny.”

Gail watched Lexie from the corner of her eye. She saw her thinking. Lexie had more than she let on swirling through her mind. 

Gail blew out a long breath and pursed her lips. “Okay, let’s try it.”

They steered the wily foal through the barn, then the front of the stall. The mare’s mulling ceased when she heard their footsteps. Lexie and Gail exchanged glances. Gail unlatched the door to the mare’s stall and opened it a couple of inches. Penny’s ears drew back. 

She spoke softly, her tone soothing. “Hey, there girl. How ya doing, girl? You feel okay now? Listen, we’re gonna let your baby boy in here with you, but you have to be good.” Her voice grew deeper, sterner. “No kickin’ your baby. No thrashing around. I don’t care if he tries to eat or gets near your udders.” She tugged on a lock of Penny’s chocolate mane, as if she meant business, but her eyes remained soft.

Gail turned around and nodded to Lexie, who slowly led the foal into the stall. They stood there watching for several moments. Gail wasn’t sure what they expected, Penny’s previous violent behavior? 

The foal stepped over to Penny’s face and gazed at her like they had never been apart. Without a care in the world, he leaned his small coffee colored head towards Penny’s down turned face and snorted. The foal bumped his head into his mama once more, and then moved beneath her wide neck and face to nuzzle her chest.

Penny’s tail swished. She no longer wailed. There was no longer the keening of a wounded animal. Gail’s mouth hung open before curling upwards in a grin. “I don’t believe it. I guess that’s what she wanted after all.”

Gail glanced at Lexie, who stared at the pair intently, as if seeing them for the first time. The smile on her face was absent. Her lips were slack, but there was something light in her eyes. Wonder?

Gail crossed her arms over her chest and looked at her pointedly, guessing what might be running through her head. “It seems the mother needed him. Looks like she needed him even more than he needed her—more than any of us, or even she originally thought.” With that, Gail brushed a hand over her daughter’s hair, a soft gesture, and left her to her thoughts.



 

 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 

 
 

Lexie stumbled over the uneven ground. Her feet sunk into the soft earth, wet from the morning rain. She made her way through the thick trees and into the clearing. Weeds and brush stood knee high in spots, scratching and tickling her bare legs.

She glanced up to the sky. No blue peeked through, only the thick cover of pale gray clouds. Lexie said a quick prayer the rain would hold out. The last thing she needed was to get stuck out there in a down pour, especially since she wasn’t feeling well. 

She woke this morning fatigued and achy, stress from the adoption likely the cause (her counselor called her yesterday), or possibly nerves at the prospect of seeing Elliot. However, she remained unconvinced of any of those reasons, so she hoped she wasn’t coming down with anything. Lexie didn’t do colds well, and without being able to take medicine because she was pregnant, she was sure it would be hell if she caught something. 

Despite her fatigue, earlier this morning, after the rain had passed and she quit hedging, she went to Anderson Outfitters searching for Elliot. Instead of finding him, however, she was greeted with old man Rutgers, who, even after she explained she was just there to find Elliot, continued to try to sell her a fly fishing reel. To make matters worse, on her way out, she got stuck talking to Shirley Maddison, her fourth grade English teacher, who apparently had a lot to say about how “sweet” it was that her and Elliot were back together again. 

In the end, some boy (he looked about fourteen) with red hair and freckles, overheard her asking for Elliot and informed her that he took the afternoon off to fish. Seeing as how mostly everything remained the same since she left home, Lexie decided to try Elliot’s old spot, in the hopes that it too hadn’t changed.

Two days had passed since the night he left her house during dinner, and she needed to talk to him. She spent all of last night thinking about what her mother said to her—about deciding once and for all what she wanted. She thought she had already done that. She loved Elliot, but her mother had been right. She hadn’t really thought about what she wanted, about her future with him. Instead, she had eased back into her feelings for him, her place in his life, enraptured by the ease of being near him and the warmth that crept through her blood at his touch. The old life she had ten years ago, the one she ran away from, unfolded in front of her eyes like a familiar road map, and she never once, since arriving back home, had stopped to ask herself if that was what she really wanted. 

She lay in bed, uncomfortable from the girth of her stomach and the baby pressing against her diaphragm. She thought about returning to Pittsburgh, to her old life, or rather, some version of it. She thought about moving to Cleveland, Columbus, or somewhere else to build a new life for herself, a fresh start devoid of the haunting memories of Brent and her rape.

She asked herself what she wanted, what she truly wanted—what kind of life she saw for herself. The answer was a relief. She wanted Elliot. And nothing but. She wanted a life with him and everything that encompassed—children, a home, a dog, and a white picket fence. She wanted it all. She wouldn’t give up her photography. In fact, as soon as she gave birth to the baby, she would start looking for jobs. Without Elliot though, nothing seemed to matter. A life without him wasn’t as sweet. Life devoid of Elliot would be akin to living in black and white, when what she really wanted was color. Lots and lots of color.

Lexie moved around the bend where the trees seemed to open into a “U”, like a great yawning mouth. The grass faded away at her feet into silt and mud where water and earth met. She closed her eyes. The moist humid air, the gentle buzzing of nature in the background, and the sweet smell of the woods, water, and earth picked at her memory, releasing with it a thousand images of her and Elliot at this very spot on the lake.

She opened her eyes slowly and peered out into the water. In the distance, to her right, a figure stood on a boat, casting. Elliot. 

Lexie hadn’t planned out what she would do if she found him and he wasn’t on shore. He wouldn’t have his cell phone with him—he never kept one on him when he was on the lake fishing, and Lexie’s voice would never carry so far across the water.

She looked around helplessly, cursing herself for not thinking of this scenario, but before she got too angry with herself, her eye caught on something red beneath the boughs of a pine. A canoe.

She walked over to it and peeked inside. Sure enough, there was an oar. She didn’t know whose it was, probably Elliot’s. Knowing him, he hid the canoe under the tree so he didn’t need to constantly lug it back and forth on his truck.

Lexie pushed on it, but it barely budged. She tried pushing and pulling from different angles with little luck. She only managed to move it about an inch closer to the water. Finally, she crouched over the canoe, holding onto both sides, rocking it back and forth, lifting each side about two inches from the ground. She looked ridiculous and hoped to God no one was watching.

She was careful not to hurt herself, but eventually managed to get it into the water. Holding onto the sides, she awkwardly lowered herself into the canoe with a grunt. She hadn’t even started paddling yet, or rowing—whatever—and already was exhausted and out of breath. Picking up the oar, she began to row, small, smooth strokes into the water. “The things you do for love,” she mumbled.

After a minute, an odd sensation pulled on her midsection, a sort of uncomfortable tightening. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. She overdid it. Before she could cry for help, Elliot turned towards her to cast, and he must have spotted her, because he waved both arms over his head, then put his rod down and mercifully steered the boat in her direction.

He was only yards away, when he shouted over the purr of the engine. “What in the world are you doing out here?”

Lexie was tired and still not feeling well, so the question irritated her. What did he think she was doing out here? Regardless, she managed to hide her scowl. “I came to find you.”

“You could have hurt yourself out here,” he said, the concern in his voice palpable. Lexie instantly regretted her irritation. His forehead was creased into worry lines and his blue eyes appeared as tired as she felt. “Come on,” he said.

Elliot steered his boat so the right side aligned against the canoe. He held out both hands for Lexie to grab. She gripped his hands tightly, afraid of falling. He bared most of her weight, making Lexie somewhat self-conscious, and hoisted her out of the canoe and into his boat.

“I’m okay,” Lexie said, stating the obvious. “I couldn’t go any longer without talking to you though.”

Elliot and Lexie sat next to each other. It was close enough for her to smell his cologne, and she wondered how he could smell so much like the earth. His hair shined like tarnished gold in the sunlight, curling softly behind his ears and beneath the edges of his faded blue ball cap. 

Lexie met his penetrating gaze. The intensity in his eyes knocked her off guard. 

“I’m glad you came. I have something for you,” Elliot said, his voice soft and subdued, giving Lexie the impression that he was still upset with her. 

He leaned forward and reached into his back pocket. “Lucky for you, I happen to have it with me. Well, part of it anyway. I meant to give this to you right after that day at your new place—the one where I came to help you unpack and move in.”

The one where I almost lit the kitchen on fire, Lexie thought. 

He pulled his wallet out and retrieved a piece of paper from inside. He unfolded it and handed it to her. “Here. It’s a security system. I paid for the installation and the yearly subscription already. They’re supposed to come by Saturday to set it up. I was going to mention it to you the other night at your parents’, but…I didn’t get the chance. I figured I could stop by for the installation. I mean, if you want me to.”

Lexie’s stomach sunk. Elliot had been so thoughtful, so kind this entire time. How did she repay him? She hid the truth from him about the baby, about the adoption. And when he found out and was angry, she got upset with him. She made him feel unimportant, unwanted, and like his opinion, his place in her life didn’t matter. She heard it in his voice, in his words, as clearly as it was written on his face.

She managed a miniscule smile. “Thanks. Some men give women roses, but you give security systems.”

Elliot looked away from her, back out to the water. He picked his rod up and started attaching a new lure. “If you don’t want the system, I can just cancel it,” he said, his tone edged with something close to anger.

Why did she have to say that? Why did she have to joke—because she was nervous? Lexie had never been good at expressing her feelings. “No, I meant it as a joke. This is perfect, very thoughtful. It will make me feel a lot safer in the house actually.”

Elliot nodded, but said nothing. He lifted his rod and cast into the water, his movements fluid and graceful. Obviously, he wasn’t going to start the conversation they both needed to have. But why should he? He was notably upset, angry even, and she was to blame.

“I came to apologize,” Lexie blurted out. Elliot’s gaze turned away from the water and back to her. Lexie met his eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the baby, and I’m sorry I acted as if I was the only one that had a right to be upset by the situation. I was wrong.”

Elliot’s eyes softened. “I thought you were coming to say goodbye.”

Lexie’s brown knitted. “What? Why? I told you, I’m not leaving.”

“I know, but I finally got you back. I guess this whole time, since you’ve come home, I’ve been sitting here waiting for you to leave again—afraid you’d disappear this time for good.”

Lexie placed a hand over his. “Well, I won’t. I’m not going anywhere.”

Elliot’s gaze intensified. His eyes clouded, as he held nothing back. “Are you still giving up the baby?”

Lexie sighed. What did she expect? Him not to bring it up again? “I don’t see what other choice I have. It just wouldn’t work. I wouldn’t be giving her the life she deserves if I kept her. I’m sorry. She needs a loving home, a mother who desperately wants her.” Lexie started to remove her hand from his, but he grabbed it, gripping it in his own.

“I don’t want you to give her up.”

Lexie nodded. “I know. You’ve made that pretty clear.” She paused, recognizing the bitter edge to her voice. “I have a little over two months left, maybe by the time I have her, I’ll change my mind.” Even as she said it though, she knew she wouldn’t. Her decision had been made, and there was no turning back. 

As if on cue, she felt her stomach tighten like someone wrapped a band around it. She wondered for the second time, if on some level, the baby sensed what she was talking about. She hoped not. 

“Does that mean…whatever this is with us…does it have to be over?” she asked.

“What is going on with us Lexie? What am I to you?” His gaze moved out to the rippling water, unable to meet her eyes. Sun glinted off the surface in a stunning array, like a million crystals dancing on the surface.

Lexie’s stomach dipped as a new kind of fear ripped through her. She was scared of losing him again. He wanted the baby and she didn’t—something that seemed irreconcilable. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t know. I love you.”

“But do you want to be with me?” His gaze moved back to hers, his light eyes locking with the dark of hers.

Finally, the reason she came to see him. “Yes.” Her voice was a whisper. “More than anything. Maybe the way I left was wrong, but I never stopped loving you. I was up all last night thinking about it, about you, and I need you in my life. Not because of all of this.” She motioned towards her bulging stomach. “Maybe it took me leaving to realize just how much, but I want you in my life, desperately. I’m ready to build a life with you. I’m ready for all of it, everything, if you’ll still have me.” 

Elliot sighed and leaned towards her. He placed one hand on her cheek and the other cupped the back of her head. He leaned his forehead against hers for a moment and closed his eyes. “I love you more than anything. I’ve waited so long to here you say that,” he whispered.

He kissed her, brushing his lips against hers, his mouth soft and deliberate. Neither time nor place existed when his lips met hers. He tilted her head, kissing her deeper. All of his emotions soaked through her, giving her the courage to relinquish her own. The last piece of armor on her heart gave way, flooding him with all of the pent-up desires of the last ten years. 

He pulled away from her, tracing the line of her jaw with his thumb. He leaned in again, kissing her slowly this time, as if trying to remember every detail, everything about the way her lips moved in time with his, as if they were meant to never part. When he pulled away again, he kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her neck, and her hands. Lexie shivered, suddenly chilled, despite the warm afternoon, without his lips on hers.

He pushed a lock of hair out of her face. “I don’t like it—that you’re giving her up. And I’d be lying if I said that from now till the day you have her, I won’t try to convince you to keep her, because I probably will. She is a part of you. And so, she’s a part of me too. It doesn’t matter who her father is or what kind of man he was, I’d love her like my own. I already do. Ultimately though, all I want is for you to be happy. That’s all I ever wanted. So, I will try to trust in your decision…and accept it.”

He winced slightly at his last words, at the pain they caused. 

She took Elliot’s hand and held it against her chest, over her heart, which beat wildly, above the baby in her womb. She looked into his eyes, into a depth of love she wasn’t sure she deserved. He loved her child because it was a part of her. She made the decision to pledge herself to him, to give herself to him completely, yet that wasn’t really what she was doing because she was going to deny him the infant inside her. He said he would trust in her decision, but how could she deny such a man, that loved her so wholly, anything at all?



 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 

 
 

Lexie grunted. She used her arm to push herself up in bed, and then leaned forward, using the momentum to stand. The things she had once taken for granted before she was pregnant, amazed her. She wondered how she went, each day before her pregnancy, completely unaware of the freedom of movement and ease of sleep. 

She shuffled across the room towards the bathroom. She had some errands to run and wanted to get an early start. She had a dinner date with Elliot, but first she planned to check out the local newspapers and magazines to see if they were in need of a photographer.

Lexie smiled, the thought of Elliot automatically turning the corners of her mouth up. She got him back, and this time she wouldn’t make any mistakes. This time was their forever.

Lexie opened the linen closet and took out a towel and washcloth, then started to undress. She removed the men’s t-shirt she slept in—the only garment she found comfortable for sleeping—and her flannel pajama bottoms, stretched at the waist. She slid off her underwear and leaned into the shower, turning the water on. 

She put one foot in the tub, ready to get in, when something caught her eye. Her underwear. 

Lexie sucked in a sharp breath. A pink spot stained them. The blemish wasn’t very dark, but was, undeniably, blood. Her stomach dipped wildly. Was something wrong? She placed a hand over her womb, as if the baby would tell her.

Lexie tried to think through the jumble of thoughts in her head, but she couldn’t seem to reach out and catch anything coherent. She took a deep breath and waited until her mind cleared and her heart stopped racing. The amount of blood was minute. She was just spotting—maybe. Regardless, she decided to call Dr. McMillan.

She turned to leave, catching her reflection in the full length mirror on the bathroom door. She paused and stared at her pale face. She was fine. She had nothing to worry about. She was not going into labor, no way. It was way too early.

She called Dr. McMillan and explained the situation. He questioned her about contractions. Lexie scoffed, reassuring him that she hadn’t been having any—until he described them. She started to second guess herself. Her mind flashed to the fatigue yesterday, the subtle tightening in her abdomen, the sensation of a rubber band stretching around her stomach. 

“Maybe I did have some contractions yesterday. I don’t know. I’m not sure. I’ve never done this before.” Lexie forced the panic out of her voice, but it lurked below the surface.

“How often were you having them?”

“On and off throughout the day.”

“You need to come to the hospital so I can check you out. You may be going into preterm labor.”

Lexie hung up the phone. With a shaky hand, she dialed Elliot, but he didn’t answer. He was probably working, so rather than waste any more time; she called her mother, who left the second she talked to her.

Lexie went back into the bathroom, quickly showered and dressed, her legs stiff and wooden from nerves. She continued the attempt at convincing herself that she was not going into labor—until she felt her first real contraction.

Lexie closed her eyes. The pain spread across the front of her stomach, squeezing and contracting in waves. She tried to walk, but only managed to stumble. She stood still, incapable of movement, but a second later the pain ebbed and faded away like she had imagined it.

Her mother arrived shortly afterwards. Despite her wide eyes, her demeanor remained calm. She hid her nerves well, but drove like a bat-out-of-hell to the hospital. What followed blurred together in a giant whirl of events. 

Nurses ushered Lexie into labor and delivery while her mother filled out her registration. They put her in a private room and handed her a pale blue gown that was open in the back and told her to put it on. Lexie changed in the bathroom, gripping the sink as another contraction, slightly stronger than the ones before, ripped through her.

She reentered the room to find a nurse patiently waiting for her. Lexie quickly took in her surroundings, the pale blue walls, the stark white bed with rails, the sink across the room, and the cheaply framed print that hung on the wall. A sterile smell hung in the air, which threatened to turn Lexie’s stomach. 

She went to the bed and sat, completely unprepared for what was about to happen. She hadn’t taken any labor classes. She hadn’t even done a hospital tour. She had been too busy denying the fact that this day would come, ignoring the inevitability of it all.

The nurse had kind eyes. She spoke softly while her hands moved efficiently over Lexie, the bed, and the hospital equipment. Her dark blond hair was swept up into a knot on the nape of her neck, and she wore dark pink scrubs. She questioned Lexie and took her vitals, raising a brow when she told her she may have been having contractions since sometime yesterday. Her eyes darted to Lexie’s chart, alarmed at either something she saw, or what Lexie told her. 

She wrapped some sort of Velcro strap across Lexie’s stomach, which had a monitor on it. Next to her, the screen of one of the machines came to life. Green and red miniature peeks formed quickly. Moments later, after she had another jaw clenching contraction, she noticed the peaks had turned into mountains, jagged and sharp. Lexie didn’t have any more time to contemplate the change, however, because Dr. McMillan burst into the room, his demeanor gruff as ever, the only difference in his presence being Lexie’s relief at seeing him.

“She’s been having contractions,” the nurse said, glancing at the monitor.

Dr. McMillan nodded and said, “I’m going to check you. See how far you’re dilated.” He lifted the cotton sheet over Lexie’s legs. “Just relax,” he said. 

The doctor stared straight ahead, as he put his hand inside her. Lexie winced, the pain of his hand sharp. “Looks like you’re over four centimeters. You’re going to have this baby,” he said, his voice calm.

“What?” Lexie leaned up further on the hospital bed, but Dr. McMillan had turned away from her and was already talking to the nurse.

“We’re going to have to get NICU ready. The baby’s only going to be twenty-eight weeks.” His tone was somber, chilling Lexie to the bone.

NICU? Lexie shuddered as she recalled the term—Newborn Intensive Care Unit. She was only twenty-eight weeks pregnant. The baby needed at least nine more weeks to be considered full term. 

Her hand flew to her stomach, and a second later, a contraction tightened it. She squeezed her eyes shut and gripped the rail of the bed until it passed. When she opened her eyes, Dr. McMillan faced her. The metallic taste of fear coated her mouth as she stared at him, her eyes wild.

“Why am I going into labor now? What’s happening?”

Dr. McMillan shook his head, impatient with her. A nurse grabbed Lexie’s hand and told her it was time to insert the IV. She nodded, ignoring her, and looked pointedly at the doctor. She hardly felt the needle because her mind was focused only on the impossibility of her situation. 

“I don’t know. Most likely an infection triggered the preterm labor. But extremely high stress levels throughout pregnancy can also trigger it.”

Lexie choked on a nervous laugh. Extreme stress was the definition of her life for the past seven months. Guilt rushed her, as strong as any of the contractions. She was going to have the baby early and it was her fault. The baby may not survive, and she may be to blame. Had she wanted her, had planned to keep her, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. 

Lexie swallowed hard, but found even such a small reflex to be difficult. Her throat was raw and screamed for something to wet it. “What will be wrong with her?” She rasped.

Dr. McMillan hesitated. He searched her face, but for what she wasn’t sure. “There are several things. The baby isn’t fully developed, so the lungs will be underdeveloped as well.”

“What are her chances of survival?”

“Let’s not worry about that now,” he said, then turned back to another nurse who entered her room. Both his answer and tone were generic and it made Lexie want to lash out and scream.

Lexie’s mother stood behind the nurse, her face no longer a mask of calm, but instead clouded with worry. She rushed to Lexie’s side and gripped her hand, just in time for another contraction.

This one ripped through her. Her entire midsection felt like someone had it in a vice and was squeezing. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think about anything except the sharp and throbbing pain, which seemed to last forever.

When it was over, Lexie gasped for air and slumped back into the bed.

“I called Elliot,” Her mother said next to her.

Lexie looked over at her. “Good. I want him here.”

“He’ll be here.” Before she could say anything else, another contraction assaulted Lexie. She tensed her body, closed her eyes, and whimpered in pain.

Somewhere next to her, she sensed movement. “Whoa. The contractions have spiked and are close. We better check her,” the nurse said.

The contraction passed and Lexie relaxed. She opened her eyes and saw two nurses. One hovered over her. Dr. McMillan was nowhere to be seen. “We need to check you again honey. Lay back and scoot forward.” 

Lexie focused on the nurses kind eyes and did as she was told. “That’s it,” the nurse said. “Now if you get a contraction, tell me, and I’ll stop.”

Lexie nodded, too exhausted to do otherwise. She held her breath, preparing herself for the nurses probing hand. The nurse sensed her apprehension. “Just relax.” 

Lexie wanted to slap her.

“You’re six or seven centimeters.” She removed her hand. Lexie let out her pent up breath. “You’re moving quickly. We’ll check you again in an hour. I’m going to go update the doctor. If you need us, just buzz,” she said, then left with the other nurse in tow.

Forty minutes later, and too many contractions to count, a light knock rapped on the door. Elliot walked in followed by the nurse. Lexie had never been happier to see him.

His forehead was tensed, his mouth drawn into a tight line of concern, and his light eyes seemed unusually dark “How are you?” he asked. He nodded to her mother, who stepped aside. He ran a hand over Lexie’s hair, smoothing back the unruly locks.

Lexie couldn’t imagine how awful she looked. Her forehead and hairline were coated in sweat. Her face was hot and likely flushed. “Okay,” she said between clenched teeth as a contraction, vicious and sudden, took hold on her body and stole her breath away. The muscles in her body froze as pain enveloped her like a thick fog. She tried to remind herself to breathe, to relax, because tensing up would only make it worse, but she couldn’t seem to do anything. Her body wouldn’t listen.

When it was over, she opened her eyes. “You can do this, Lex,” he said. His voice was reassuring, and his face set in grim determination. 

An hour later, Lexie thought she would die if she had another contraction, would rather die than have another. She no longer had a break in-between. Instead, one contraction seemed to bleed right into the next with little more than a second of reprieve. But the pressure between her legs, and the tremors in her stomach, told her she wasn’t finished. 

The doctor came into the room. He checked her, declaring her ten centimeters dilated and fully effaced. She was ready to push.

What happened next was quick. The doctor left to wash and prep for delivery, while the nurses quickly broke her hospital bed down so that it was no longer a full bed, but instead, a birthing chair. Seconds later, the doctor was kneeling in front of her—or maybe he was on a stool, Lexie couldn’t tell. He instructed her to hold her breath and push. One of the nurses and her mother held her legs, while Elliot stood next to her shoulders and gripped her hand. 

All thoughts of modesty were swept away by her relief for the pain to end. Relief quickly turned to desperation, however, when the pain of pushing overcame her.

Ring of fire, the term often used to describe when the baby’s head crowned, suddenly made sense. Lexie’s bottom blazed like burning flesh. Her body screamed. She felt like she was ripping open. Her world seemed to turn black with the pain, making any sense of time impossible, so she gritted her teeth and waited for the doctor to tell her to push again. 

He gave her the signal. The pain grew sharp, followed by a warm gush of water and something slippery between her legs. She laid her head back momentarily, aware of nothing except the absence of the stabbing pain between her legs. She heard the doctor saying something, his voice sounded too loud, but Lexie’s mind was mottled from adrenaline and the sudden absence of pain. 

She felt pressure on her hand, squeezing. Elliot? 

She quickly looked to him, and her heart stopped. His eyes were fixed on something, the fear in them raw, unlike anything she had ever seen before—that’s when Lexie noticed the eerie silence. Where was the sound of the baby’s cries? She looked in front of her, where the doctor stood with something too small to be an infant wrapped in a blanket, in his arms, and a chill ran down her spine.

Her baby was grey. She was only slightly larger than the doctor’s hand and appeared to be unnaturally still. Lexie thought she was already dead, and suddenly, the pounding of her heart filled the ominous silence in the room, too loud for her own ears.

She looked to her mother—for comfort, to tell her that it wasn’t so, that everything was going to be okay, but she was no longer a pariah of strength. Her hand covered her mouth and tears streamed silently down her face.

Lexie glanced back to the doctor, now by her side. “She’s not breathing, and her heart’s only beating every ten seconds. There’s nothing we can do. Oxygen at this point will be of no use, it will only prolong her dying. She maybe has a couple minutes. I’m sorry…” Despite his usual gruff demeanor, his voice trailed off, and something sad replaced the glimmer in his eyes.

Lexie stared at the baby, the one she never wanted, the one born from the seed of a monster. Nothing about this tiny creature looked monstrous, only fragile and helpless, as she clung to life by an invisible thread. A feeling Lexie had never had before, one she couldn’t name, washed over her. Maybe this was what it felt like to be a mother. She reached for the baby, for her baby. “I want to hold her,” she said.

She took the baby into her arms. “She’s so cold.” Lexie’s voice was nothing but a whisper. “I don’t want her to die cold.” Her eyes filled and spilled over, as she tugged her gown down enough to place the baby on her chest, then pulled the cloth back up and around her, locking in her body heat. She held her hand over the baby, over her still body, stifling her tears, scared of jostling the infant with her violent sobs.

She stared at the baby’s hands, the size of nickels and cold as ice. This was the only time she would have with her, and she wanted to remember it. This one memory would have to last a lifetime.

 Lexie wasn’t sure how much time had passed. She looked over to Elliot, whose fierce expression was fixed on her and the baby. The pain in them, undoubtedly matched her own, making it hard to look at him. She looked away, back down to her child. Then something amazing happened. 

The baby took a breath. Lexie’s gaze focused on the small form on her chest, unsure if what she saw was real, or her subconscious desires playing tricks on her. 

Lexie’s eyes opened wide, and she heard the soft gasp of someone behind her. Her mother? She couldn’t turn away to find the source of the sound because the baby took another breath. 

“She’s breathing,” Elliot said, rooting Lexie to reality with his voice.

The doctor came into view, leaning down to the baby, checking her. “Her heart’s beating regularly,” he said, the wonder in his voice matching that of Elliot’s.

She let out a tiny cry, and Lexie sobbed. Dr. McMillan’s voice rang in her ear as he spoke to the nurse. “Go get Dr. England. I want him to take a look.”

Several minutes passed. The doctors took the baby’s vitals on Lexie’s chest, to which they both declared there was still no hope. She would die. They recommended, if she wished, to have a priest or chaplain come in to see the child, to bless her before she passed from this world to the next.

Lexie’s heart broke into pieces and scattered to unknown places in her chest. She nodded in agreement and requested a priest. His voice, everything about him, was kind. He came in and blessed the child, but none of it comforted her. 

Lexie looked to Elliot and her mother, but for what she wasn’t sure. Comfort? Answers? But they all had none. They too were heartbroken, devastated.

After the priest left, Lexie lay for another hour with the child on her chest. She had yet to expire, and Lexie held onto her as if she might disappear at any moment. 

Slowly, hope surged, ebbing into her like a drug. The baby no longer felt so cold. Lexie’s body heat had managed to warm her. She continued breathing, her cries periodic. 

When the doctors came in and checked on her, their expressions remained grim, but Lexie refused to listen to them. The baby was alive. Every bone in Lexie’s body, every fiber of her being, told her that this child, her child would live. 

She wasn’t sure when she became hers. Maybe it was the moment she was conceived by pure biology, maybe it was that first moment on the farm when she felt her kick, or maybe it was the moment of her birth and Lexie held her cold, tiny, form to her chest. Whatever the reason, she knew, with certainty, this was her daughter. And her daughter, like her, was a fighter, a survivor. 

She would live. She would survive.
 

 

Thirty minutes later, doctor’s moved the baby into NICU. Lexie sat up in the hospital bed in her room, freshly showered and in a clean gown. A tray of shaved turkey breast, mashed potatoes and gravy, with a cup of fruit cocktail, sat on the table in front of her. She hastily ate forkfuls of the nearly cold meal, not even tasting it. Despite her rumbling stomach, she hadn’t felt like eating. All she wanted to do was see her baby, but at Elliot and her mother’s insistence, she ate. Besides, she wouldn’t be able to see her yet anyway. The nurses and doctors were tending to her and likely doing tests.

Elliot sat next to her in a blue vinyl chair, his arm awkwardly draped over the bed rails and across her shoulders. His face was no longer pressed into thick lines of stress. Lexie’s mother was across the room, walking towards her, with the cup of coffee she requested in her hand. 

“You would think this place would at least know how to make a decent cup of coffee.” She scowled, as she set the cup on the tray in front of Lexie. “You’re paying enough ya know. You would think this was a five star hotel with how much they charge you for the stay after delivery.” 

Elliot smirked at Lexie. His thumb brushed across her clavicle in gentle strokes. She gave him an exaggerated eye roll.

“Do you think it’s time to see the baby yet?” Lexie asked.

At the mention of the baby, her mother’s expression softened. 

“No.” Elliot shook his head. 

“But it’s been well over an hour,” Lexie complained.

“They’ll come get us. The nurse promised you a million times already.” He smiled at her. The depth of love in his eyes warmed her and eased her anxiety.

“You have to give her a name, you know. They need it for the birth certificate. We can’t just keep calling her, the baby,” her mother chided. 

Neither she nor Elliot mentioned anything about the fact that, since delivery, Lexie had been referring to the baby as “her baby.” Nor did they comment when Lexie asked her mother to call the adoption agency for her, to tell them that she delivered the baby and no longer needed their services. Lexie was sure she would need to speak with them herself, maybe even meet with them, but that was the last thing on her mind and of little concern.

Lexie heard a knock at the open door and strained over Elliot to see who her visitor was. Her father, followed by Phillip, Heather, and a nurse, all filed into her room. “You have some visitors.” The nurse smiled. “And just in time. Would you like to go see your baby now?” 

Lexie nodded furiously and had to stop herself from hopping out of the bed. However, her stiff muscles and sore bottom from delivery, quickly reminded her to take it easy. Elliot helped her up. She briefly said hello and soaked in the warm hugs and greetings from her family on her way out the door, but her mind was on one thing—seeing her baby.

When they finally approached the room to the NICU, the nurse smiled apologetically at them and said, “I’m sorry, but only the father and mother are allowed into the room. The rest of you will have to look on from out here.”

Lexie heard the murmured voices of her family’s agreement, registering them like background static as her eyes roamed the room for her daughter. 

Elliot gripped her hand. “Ready?” he said, but she didn’t answer him, she was too focused on every step into the room that brought her closer to her daughter.

“Here she is,” the nurse said. The baby was impossibly small, smaller than she remembered. She lay in a plastic cube, with several tubes attached to her body and a tiny respirator taped to her nose. But her skin was blessedly pink, and her tiny chest moved with each intake of breath. 

A tear slid down Lexie’s cheek. Warmth spread throughout her body from the center of her chest reaching towards her fingers and toes. 

“She really is a miracle. A mother’s miracle,” the nurse said. 

She had no idea how right she was, because not only was the baby a miracle, but she was her miracle. And suddenly, as Lexie stared at her living, breathing daughter, she wondered how she ever lived without her.



 

 

EPILOGUE- 15 Months Later
 

 
 

Elliot crouched in the grass; dry brittle leaves, scattered at his feet. The crisp cool air indicated winter would soon be there, but the tang of fall still clung to the autumn air like incense. Elliot clapped his hands, and then held his arms out. “Hope! Come see daddy, Hope.”

Lexie sat on the steps to the porch of their house and watched as Hope bobbed clumsily across the yard.

“Da-da,” she called in her high pitched sing-songy voice. 

She walked clumsily towards Elliot, almost falling at least twice, as her little feet trudged across the lumpy earth and into his arms. She pulled away, holding her chubby, dimpled, hand out for him to see, making it clear that she had something for him. 

“Weaf,” she said, holding out a golden maple leaf.

Elliot opened his mouth into an exaggerated “O”. “Wow. Where’d you find that? That is the most beautiful leaf I’ve ever seen. Almost as beautiful as your mommy,” Elliot said smiling. He raised his eyes above her head to Lexie. 

“Man, Elliot’s layin’ it on thick,” Phillip said. Heather chuckled next to him, where they sat on the swing with baby Christina, sound asleep in her arms. 

Hope giggled and Elliot scooped her up onto his chest.

The screen door opened behind Lexie and out walked her mother with a tray of pie and coffee, her father and Sienna behind her.

“Watch out Lex,” her father said. “Your mother’s already talking about where to have Hope’s second birthday party.” Her mother swatted at him.

“Mom, she just had her first birthday. Can’t we just take it one month at a time?”

Her mother glared at her husband. “I was just saying how we could have it at the farm, give the children pony rides, that’s all,” her mother said, her tone indignant. 

Sienna laughed and came to sit next to Lexie on the steps. She handed her a cup of coffee. “Your parents crack me up,” she said, nudging Lexie’s shoulder.

“Yeah, they’re funny alright.” Lexie took a sip of her coffee, her diamond wedding band glinting in the sun.

Sienna and Lexie sat quiet for a moment, both of their gazes on Hope as she played horsey with Elliot. After Sienna left Lexie’s house the day she came to tell her she knew about Brent, she moved out of her home with him, took some time off work, and did a little digging. Turns out, Brent sexually assaulted and harassed several of the women he worked with, all of whom more than willingly gave reports to the police and consented to testify in court. 

After hearing their stories, and discovering charges were being brought against him, Lexie reported her rape to the police as well. They opened an investigation and discovered the surveillance tapes at her apartment, which showed him picking the lock and sneaking inside, only twenty minutes before Lexie arrived home that night. 

Brent was to stand trial next month. Whether he ended up behind bars or not, he was ruined in the way that hurt him most. Sienna took him for everything he was worth in the divorce, using his charges to her benefit and destroying his wallet and his precious career in the process. 

Sienna moved to a brand new condo overlooking Lake Erie, only forty minutes away from Lexie. The two hung out weekly, reinstating their girl’s nights, which sometimes included Hope. When time permitted, and grandma and grandpa babysat, Elliot, Lexie, Sienna, and her new boyfriend double dated. His name was William Dixon. He was English and entirely enchanted with her, as he should be. 

Sienna laughed as she watched Hope. “She’s just too precious,” she said. Hope sat on Elliot’s back, one hand gripping his hair, the other smacking him on the back as she squealed. “She looks so much like you,” Sienna said.

And she did. Chestnut hair brushed her shoulders, and eyes the color of melting chocolate, framed a perfectly round face with rosy cheeks. Although there was no sign of Brent, even if there had been Lexie would have loved her just the same. 

Sienna stood up abruptly and ran over to Hope, scooping her off Elliot’s back. She giggled in the infectious way toddlers had, as Sienna tickled her and said, “It’s time for you to come see Aunt Sienna. You’re daddy’s hogged you long enough.”

Lexie watched her family from the porch and smiled, completely content, acknowledging how lucky she was to have the ones she loved around her. 

Occasionally, she still had difficult days, ones where the memories of her rape, still crept up to her like a scavenger in the night, leaving behind the bitter taste of fear. But mostly, she was completely and utterly happy. She had finally found herself again. The old Lexie had merged with the new one, to create a stronger version of herself for having risen like a phoenix out of the flames and ashes of adversity. 

The days following the birth of her daughter impressed in her the resiliency of the human spirit, the will to survive, to live. And she recognized the very thing that pushed her back from the edge, the one thing that took hold of her and never let go, growing from seed and fluttering inside her until it thrived. Maybe all along, she had just been waiting on Hope. 
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