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Chapter 19

Sean cut out the general noise of the mall crowd buzzing about in the food court so he could eat the slice of pizza before him.  Elizabeth’s family was with him, chatting amiably amongst themselves about which stores to hit next.  Sean noticed Elizabeth had most of her shopping done; her family, Vanessa, Eric, and himself were the only ones she had to buy things for.  She didn’t have many friends after marrying Charles.  Sean tried introducing her to his friends but that left everyone uncomfortable, her age difference acutely felt by everyone but himself.  And after the little fiasco with Cheryl everyone would try to avoid her like they did him; everyone but Derrick, of course.  Sean cupped Elizabeth’s hand in his own and smiled at her.  She looked at him questioningly but her attention was soon diverted by Brian as he told her about his encounter with Santa Claus.  If Sean didn’t know any better he could have sworn that Brian already had put one and one together and figured that his parents were the real gift givers.

Lunch passed quickly enough as everyone wolfed down their meals and attacked the mall once again, Elizabeth dragging Sean along this time around.  Elizabeth may have gotten her shopping done for everyone else but that didn’t stop her from hunting down bargains for herself.  It seemed like she bought nearly as much for herself as she did for everyone else.  Sean followed doggedly, amazed at the amount of stamina that his girlfriend possessed when caught up in the shopping frenzy.  He nodded at the appropriate times and gave fairly useless commentary, which she didn’t pay attention to anyways as she tried various outfits in several stores.  Soon their day was coming to an end and everyone packed away into the three cars that they brought with them, their trunks stuffed to bursting with the newly purchased spoils.

When they got back Henry threw some logs in the fireplace and soon everyone was warming their feet by the cheery flames.  Alice brought in steaming mugs of hot chocolate and everyone was drowsily talking away the gathering night.  Henry got up to rustle up some sandwiches for everyone, Alice being too tired to start dinner.  Sean stood up and joined him in the kitchen, grabbing the mustard and mayonnaise out of the fridge and placing them on the counter.

“Yes,” Henry said over his shoulder as he began spreading the condiments on the slices of bread.

“Excuse me?”  Sean asked.

“You were about to ask for my baby’s hand in marriage.  I just said yes.”

Sean stood stock still for a moment as he gathered his wits.  “You realize that you just took all the fun out of asking you.”

“Yep.”

Sean breathed a sigh of relief and chuckled.  “Thanks.”

Henry chuckled while he sliced the tomatoes and lettuce.  “Well, I remember what it was like when I asked for Alice’s hand for marriage.  I swear my knees were knocking so loud everyone would have mistaken it for a small earthquake.  Her father was a really big man.  I’d have to say at least 6’7” and solid as an oak.  And he had this quiet demeanor that you really couldn’t figure what he was thinking.  Well, he turned out to be an okay guy once I got to know him better, but at that moment I was scared out of my mind.  Nah, just thought I’d save you the trouble and fright.  Do you think you’re ready for all this though?  I mean, marriage.  You’re only twenty-two.”

Sean was wondering when that would pop up.  “Yes, and Elizabeth’s thirty-four.  She may never say it but I can tell she wants kids.  I do too.  I just wish I were a little older and she a little younger so we could get this timing thing right but that just isn’t the way it is.”  He sighed.  “I love your daughter.  There’s no doubt in my mind about it.  And if she wants kids then I’m willing to sacrifice the opportunities of my youth to give it to her.  She being happy means that much to me.”  The roast beef sandwiches were done and Sean piled them on a large plate.  

Henry gave Sean’s words some thought and then patted him on the back.  “Welcome to the family, son.  You’ll do just fine.  So, when do you feel like popping the question?”

“I was thinking Christmas.  Give her something to really brag to Vanessa about.  One thing though.”

“Shoot.”

“I was wondering if you could try to keep this from your wife.  I find that news travels very fast when there are women involved.”

Henry snorted in agreement.  “You and I are going to get along just fine.  I’m not sure if I can keep it a secret if Alice gets wind of it but I’ll try.  Besides, it’ll be worth to see the look on her face when I tell her that I knew all along.”

It was Sean’s turn to bark out in laughter as he shouldered open the kitchen door and headed for the living room.  When Sean entered the room he saw there were several photo albums splayed out on the coffee table.  Elizabeth screamed and hurriedly tried to hide them behind her but it was too late.  Sean put down his plate on the cleared spot and smiled broadly, a mischievous smile on his face.  “Well, what have we here?”  He fished around behind his lover and pulled out a thick album.  He flipped it open to the first page.  “Baby photos!”

Elizabeth groaned in dismay.  “Mom, did you have to bring those out?”

“Well, you coming home after so long, I just felt it was a little appropriate to remind you that you’re our daughter.”

“I’ll go get the home videos,” Henry said as he entered the room.  Elizabeth sobbed in embarrassment while Sean shook with laughter.  Yes, he and Elizabeth’s family were going to get along just fine.

*
*
*

With one last gargantuan effort Sean hefted the last of the luggage into Elizabeth’s bedroom.  Somehow she managed to use everything in those two large suitcases during their four-night stay at her parents’ house.  Elizabeth gave him a peck on the cheek and thanked him for lugging her bags up the stairs.  Sean smiled tiredly and then sat on the edge of the bed.  The airport was packed, as would be expected, but still, he hoped it wouldn’t have been.  Their leave-taking was an emotional affair, with a lot of crying on Elizabeth and her mother’s part.  On the trip back Elizabeth was silent with sadness; she missed her family already.  Sean had pulled up the armrest and held her during the plane trip and that helped things but still, she was despondent.  When they got home she was just as quiet.  When Sean was like that there wasn’t a force on Earth that could bring him out of the funk.

Elizabeth headed for the bathroom and Sean could hear the hiss of a shower being started.  While Elizabeth showered Sean went downstairs and put a towel in the dryer for a couple of minutes.  By the time it was ready Elizabeth just finished with her shower.  Sean wrapped the warm towel around her and she smiled at him appreciatively as he dried her.  Despite his efforts, Elizabeth still had that dull, sad look in her eyes.  Sean walked her to the bed and sat her down beside him.  He didn’t say anything neither did she.  Sean thought he knew more than anyone what having a family meant, him never really having one.  He was always on the outside looking in.  Sean just held Elizabeth’s head to his chest and she nestled in his understanding embrace.  Finally, Elizabeth gave a despondent sigh, her unspoken signal that she was ready to talk.

“I like your parents,” Sean started before Elizabeth could say anything.  “How about we visit them for New Year’s?”

Sean let the question hang in the air, Elizabeth taking her time to reply.  “I’d like that,” she said simply.  Elizabeth turned her face toward him and Sean looked down at her soft brown eyes.  She tilted her head up and kissed him, gently, tenderly.  Sean returned the gesture in kind, keeping their contact light and subtle.  For the next half hour they stayed like that, kissing gently, in silence, the touch of their lips telling volumes more than words could ever say.  They lost one another in the other’s eyes during the pauses between each soft touch of the lips.  Sean tasted the subtle flavor of strawberries from Elizabeth’s lip-gloss and savored the velvety texture of her mouth.  Elizabeth finally held off on another kiss and just rested her head on Sean’s broad chest.  Sean was simply happy that he was able to lift his lover’s spirits, although a small corner of his mind niggled at him to continue with the physical aspects of their relationship.

Elizabeth had her face turned away from him but somehow Sean could feel her smiling beneath the veil of her sable hair.  “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You always make me feel better no matter how upset I am.”

“Oh, that,” Sean said and smiled himself.  “I haven’t a clue.”

They both laughed.

Sean wrapped his left arm around her slender shoulders and raised her up to meet his steady gaze.  “You,” he placed his finger on her nose, “mean everything to me.  I can’t succeed at everything but one thing I know I can do is love you.  You know I led a lonely life.  I had a lot of love to give but I don’t think anyone was ready for what I had to give.  Then you pretty much just plopped on my lap.  You are the only person I’ve met that doesn’t demand anything from me except for what I am willing to offer and because of that I offer you everything; you deserve it.  If that means trying to cheer you up then it means I will try to cheer you up.  I love to see you smile.  I love to see you laugh.  I love to see every aspect of you that makes you the woman I fell in love with.  You are why I love.”

Elizabeth listened to his words and melted into his arms.  She nuzzled up in his warm embrace and sighed contentedly.  They held each other for a while when the peaceful silence was disturbed by Elizabeth’s grumbling stomach.  The two laughed at her protesting appetite and then walked hand in hand to the kitchen.  They whipped up a pasta dish and slaked their thirst with a bottle of white wine.  Conversation was light and playful, most of which circled around Elizabeth’s photo album and home videos.  Sean teased her mercilessly all dinner long on how she chased a duck when she was only four and then in turn was chased at the petting zoo.

“You go on and keep laughing, I’ll be there when you slip up and then you’ll never hear the end of it,” she smiled at him maliciously.

Sean blithely batted away her threat.  “You and I know that’s not going to happen.”  Sean placed his hand on his chest with a flourish.  “I am perfect.”

Elizabeth laughed with him and looked around for something to throw at her arrogant boyfriend.  They returned to their meal and chatted away the evening.  Their appetites sated, Sean helped clear up the table and placed them in the kitchen sink.  Elizabeth turned the hot water on and started washing the dishes while Sean wet a sponge and wiped down the table.  Sean finished cleaning the table quickly and stood back and watched Elizabeth washing the dishes.  She was focused on the task at hand, her mind blanked of worries and cares, just flitting from one trivial thought to the next as she went from dish to dish.  It seemed to Sean that everything that Elizabeth did, even the domestic, had a certain beauty to it. It was just another reason to love her.

Sean crept up behind her and nuzzled her right ear.  She laughed and squirmed away.  “Hey, that tickles.  Stop that!”  Sean moved his attention further down and concentrated on the little hairs down the back of her neck as well as the warm contour of her jugular.  “Hey, do you want these dishes washed or not?”  In reply his hands snaked around her waist and he snuggled up closer to her as he continued to shower kisses up and down her neck.  Elizabeth murmured appreciatively at his ministrations and at the same time growled her frustration, as she was up to her elbows in soapy water.  She finally gave in when Sean’s hands found their way up to her breasts.  Elizabeth stopped scrubbing the dishes and rested her hands on the edge of the sink to help support herself.

Sean, too, stopped his attentions.  “I didn’t say you could stop,” he said teasingly.  “Keep going.”  Sean waited patiently until Elizabeth began scrubbing the dishes once again.  He continued nipping gently at her soft skin and began caressing her breasts through her oversized, white t-shirt, which she wore as pajamas.  Sean knew that Elizabeth didn’t wear a bra after taking her evening shower and so he decided to capitalize a bit on the situation.  He leaned in further until his body was mashed tightly against Elizabeth’s, effectively pinning her to the sink counter.  His hands kneaded the sides of her breasts and then trailed down her shoulders then arms and then down into the sink, caressing her hands.  Sean kept her attention elsewhere by intensifying his assault on Elizabeth’s neck while grinding his crotch into her firm behind.  He massaged her hands with his own beneath the soapy waters and then scooped up a large amount of warm water as he lifted his hands to her breasts once again.

Elizabeth shouted in protest at the mess he was making but soon quieted when the water seeped through her clothes and Sean’s firm hands began doing wonderful things to her hardened nipples with the wet cloth.  Again, her hands stopped washing the dishes and so, again, Sean stopped his ministrations.  “Uh-uh, I want those dishes squeaky clean.” Elizabeth growled in protest but Sean simply stood back and waited.

Elizabeth did something unexpected and pulled her hands out of the water then turned around, her eyes throwing lightning bolts of challenge that held Sean captive with arousal.  With one hand she lightly shoved him back and arched her eyebrow in that way that always turned her lover on.  Elizabeth held her steady gaze, her eyes never leaving his, and then reached into the sink for the large salad bowl.  She lifted it out of the sink, filled with water, and held it over her head, still her eyes never leaving his, and then poured the contents over her body.  She drenched herself down to the skin.  Her breasts and their hard nipples showed prominently through the wet shirt, her wet hair plastered to her face, and her long legs dripping with dampness.  Nonchalantly, she tossed the bowl back into the sink with a soft splash and stood there, her arms behind her on the edge of the sink and legs spread apart in a stance of sexual defiance.  Before Sean stood the perfect image of wanton lust and desire.  “Now, was there something that you wanted?”

Somehow Elizabeth had managed to turn the tables on him again.  Not one to back down from a challenge, Sean walked slowly up to his lover and kissed her brusquely, savagely.  She returned the kiss with an equal amount of lust and hunger.  “You realize that we’re going to have to mop up the floor now,” Sean stated.  Sean whipped Elizabeth’s shirt over her head and slapped it on the floor.  His hot hands ran over Elizabeth’s cool breasts and she elicited a gentle moan.  Elizabeth in turn tore all of Sean’s clothes off and dropped them on the large puddle.  They embraced each other, hot and cold, fire and ice.  Sean’s hands swarmed all over Elizabeth’s body, leaving no inch unexplored.  His body’s heat permeated into her skin.  Elizabeth’s breath quickened in excitement as she kissed him frantically, her arms flailing about madly, trying to grasp all of him at once, yearning to feel every ripple of his muscles.

Sean’s actions became more insistent, his lips pressing into Elizabeth’s with more passion.  His kisses began dipping lower and lower down her neck until finally he was worshipping the hard nubbins of her breasts.  Elizabeth moaned in approval as he expertly swirled one tip then the other in his mouth.  Sean always delighted in suckling her soft mounds and this time was no exception.  While his mouth worked on her breasts, his hands continued massaging and caressing various parts of her anatomy.  Her ass was soft yet firm from all the time she spent at the gym with him and her flat stomach had always turned him on.  But it was the damp heat from between her legs that was on his mind at the moment.  His fingers raked across the small patch of hair above her womanhood and then he gently stroked the delicate petals.  Slowly, he slipped his index finger inside Elizabeth’s steaming depths and she twined her fingers in his hair, signaling for him not to stop.  However, Sean had to since he could feel the beginnings of her knees buckling beneath her.  He scooped her up and carried her out of the kitchen.  Not wanting to take Elizabeth right there on the cold tiles but not wanting to march all the way to their bedroom, Sean settled for the couch in the nearby living room.  They never made it that far and wound up on the living room floor.

The plush carpeting was good enough for Sean, it wouldn’t be the first time they’ve had it there.  He slid his body beside Elizabeth and began stroking her body.  Elizabeth returned the favor but focused more on his cock, which had been as hard as steel rod for quite a while now.  She gave Sean a quick peck on the lips and then dove down between his legs, enfolding his shaft in one smooth motion.  Sean lay back and enjoyed the wonderful sensations his lover was eliciting.  Elizabeth turned her body around and placed her knees around Sean’s head as her face bobbed up and down on his throbbing manhood.  Sean got the hint and tilted his head up, diving into her dripping muff.  Sean licked and sucked on her petals and dipped his tongue into Elizabeth’s depths at a steady pace until finally he managed to unhood her clit.  Once it presented itself Sean attacked it with unrestrained fury.  Elizabeth, unsuspecting of such a sudden assault, lost her composure and fell on his face.  Sean immediately grabbed her behind and held her to him, pinning her steaming folds to his savage tongue.  Elizabeth’s mouth came disengaged from his cock with an audible pop and she gasped with excitement and surprise.  Her head dropped back down and returned the favor bestowed on her and began pistoning her face on Sean’s cock.  All Sean could do was moan but the vibrations added all new sensations to her already stimulated clit.  The two worked licked and sucked each other until they were sweating and bucking at a fever pitch, a tangled mass of arms, legs, and sex.  Everything one person did the other returned and with interest until bother had built up their sexual energies to unrestrainable levels.  Elizabeth snapped her head back and screamed in orgasm as wave after wave of cumm flooded out of her gates.  In her throes of passion Elizabeth gripped Sean’s shaft and that sent him over the edge with her, his large dick spraying her throat and breasts with his thick, white seed.  They rode each other’s orgasms, pulsing in unison, and then languorously taking little licks and bites of the other’s sex like diners nibbling at the end of a meal.  Their sweat soaked bodies were plastered to one another as they lay on the carpet, trying to catch their breath.  After having a relatively restrained physical relationship up in Seattle it was a relief to finally blow some steam, and each other.  Languidly, Elizabeth turned around and collapsed on Sean’s torso, idly caressing his broad chest and glowing from endorphins.

“Gods, that felt good,” Sean commented.

“Mmmm…most definitely,” Elizabeth replied.  “We should do that more often.”

“How can we do something we do all the time more often?”

“Got me, but it’ll be fun finding out.”

Sean chuckled with Elizabeth as they lay there petting one another.  “’Liz?”

“Hmm?”

“I love you.”

He could feel her smile sink through to his heart.  “Love you, too.”

“’Liz?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Can we clean up the kitchen tomorrow?”

His only reply was Elizabeth’s steady breathing as she lay sound asleep.

Chapter 20

Tiredly, Elizabeth pushed the stack of papers aside as she cleared some desk space for her lunch break.  She picked up her insulated lunch bag from beside the desk and peered inside.  A ham sandwich and a banana stared back at her.  Disgusted, she closed the flap on the bag and set it aside, propping her chin on her hand in dismay.  Just then the smell of a steamy pizza wafted past her door.  The smell reminded Elizabeth of her boyfriend.  She took a moment to think about how he had completely swept him off her feet.  She couldn’t put words to what it was exactly that she saw in him that attracted her so strongly.  He was smart, witty, nice, and he has a body that made her quiver with desire.  But that wasn’t it either.  He always thought of her feelings first, he did everything he could to protect her and at the same time he always valued her independence.  Like that time when he conceded and let her face Charles on her own first when her ex-husband came over with every intent of beating her, or more likely worse.  Sean also made every possible effort to get on good terms with her best friend Vanessa.  A smart move considering Vanessa could make any man’s life miserable if she so chose.

Just then, Elizabeth’s ruminations were interrupted by a knocking on her door.  She looked up to see Sean standing in her doorway carrying a pizza box and a long stemmed rose in his teeth.  “What are you doing here?”  Elizabeth watched her boyfriend close the door behind him and then placed the pizza on the cleared space on her desk.

“Hello to you, too,” he said as he handed her the rose.  “I was just in the neighborhood and decided to see how my lovely girlfriend was doing.”

Elizabeth blushed at being so rude and made up for it by giving him a peck on the cheek.  “Bullshit you were in the neighborhood.”  Her accounting office was clear in the opposite direction to the college campus from her house.  “You came all this way just to see me and hopefully get lucky.”  She leaned in a bit and whispered in his ear.  “They don’t call it ‘getting lucky’ for no reason.”

Sean gave her a peck on the nose and chuckled.  “Ah, busted!  Well, I saw how rushed you were when you woke up late this morning and thought it better to get you something a bit more filling for lunch then a ham sandwich and a banana.”

“Pizza.”

“Of course.”

Elizabeth laughed.  “Of course.  You’re incorrigible.”

“What’s there to fix?  I am perfect.”

“I would consider that comment arrogant if it weren’t for the fact that I agree with you.  Now come here and show me how perfect you are.”

“With pleasure,” he replied as he stepped around her desk and planted a wet one on her lips.  Their lips lingered in playful comfort that could only come from devoted trust and affection.  Elizabeth always relished his kisses.  That was another thing, he was a good kisser.  Sean broke the kiss and then sat down on the floor, his back to the wall.  He always wore jeans and a denim shirt no matter where he went, ‘a part of his style’ as he explained it, so he could sit wherever he pleased.  Elizabeth was slowly changing his wardrobe for the better, giving him slacks and nice shirts.  Who was she kidding?  He never wore them, much to her chagrin.  “Hand me a slice there, love?”

Elizabeth smiled and fished out a steamy piece slathered with chicken and pesto then handed it to him.  She picked up a slice for herself and swiveled her chair around as she double checked the windows facing the cubicles.  Thank God the blinds were down.  She watched Sean wolf down his slice in record time and then scooch up to her desk.  “Are you trying to look up my skirt?”

“And what if I were?” he commented mischievously.

“Well, all you had to do was ask,” she replied raised the hem a few inches and spread her legs wide for his perusal.  Sean leaned forward and started running kisses up and down her thigh.  “Sean, as much as I am enjoying this you are going to get me in serious trouble if we get caught.”  Sean didn’t stop his attentions but instead shuffled sideways into the legspace under her desk, swiveling Elizabeth’s chair in the process and pulling it in.  “You’re horrible!”  Sean chuckled and that sent all new sensations shivering up her spine.

Sean’s tongue decided to join in on the fun and soon enough Elizabeth could feel her loins burning with desire.  Her pussy was beginning to leak with lust and she felt Sean move in deeper to clean it up.  A small moan escaped her throat as he did so when a sharp knocking at her door snapped her attention back to the world around her.  “Come in,” Elizabeth managed to call out shakily.

Her boss, Tanya, opened the door and stepped in.  “Hello, Elizabeth.  How are you?”

“Just fine, thanks.”

“Good, good to hear,” Tanya replied, somewhat absently.  “I just spoke with your boyfriend, Sean, about some sort of trip during Christmas week so I went over your schedule.  You haven’t called in sick for quite a while so everything should be okay.”

“Excuse me, trip?  What trip?”

“Oh, he didn’t tell you yet.  I guess it was supposed to be a surprise or something.”  Elizabeth nudged Sean under her desk questioningly.  She received a long, slow lick across her labia for a reply that would have made her shudder if it weren’t for the fact that her boss was standing just across the desk from her.  He didn’t stop either, his tongue continued to bathe her in gentle licks that got her juices flowing beneath her skirt.  Elizabeth had to bite her lower lip to keep from calling out in desire.  “Sorry, he didn’t specify what he had planned, just that he wanted to take you out for a week or so.”  Tanya sat on the corner of her desk.  “Oh, and he got you lunch,” she said as she eyed the pizza.

“Help yourself,” Elizabeth offered.  She felt a sharp pain on her right thigh and nearly jumped out of her seat.  Sean bit her!  Elizabeth responded in kind and gave him a kick under her desk

“I never knew you had a boyfriend, and so young.  Looks like someone’s been robbing the cradle.  Well, at least he’s not that jerk of an ex-husband of yours.  What was his name?”

“Charles.”

“Right, that guy was a total ass.  Say, you don’t suppose your boyfriend has an older brother or something does he?”

“You have no idea how many people have asked me that,” Elizabeth said between clenched teeth.  Sean was getting rather creative under her desk and Elizabeth wanted nothing more than to kick Tanya out and tackle Sean right there under her desk.

“You sure you’re all right, ‘Liz,” Tanya asked.  “You’re looking a little flushed.”

“I’m okay, it’s just my period.  You know how that can be sometimes.”

Tanya only grunted as she worked her way through a slice of Sean’s pizza.  Elizabeth’s boss finished off her slice and then wiped her mouth with a napkin.  “Well, I hope you have a nice trip.  And tell Sean I’m sorry for spilling the beans,” Tanya said on her way out the door.

Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief as her boss closed the door behind her.  Her respite was short lived as Sean attacked her tortured pussy without abandon.  His tongue rubbed her clit furiously and when he sucked it into his mouth Elizabeth bucked in her chair at the pleasure washing through her.  Sean’s mouth pulled and teased her clit expertly and the tension mounting between her legs exploded through her body like a bolt of lightning.  Her body arched in her chair as she bucked beneath her lover’s expert mouth.  Elizabeth’s clamped shut with the sensations pounding through her and when she opened them again tiny pinpricks of light dotted her vision.  She took a moment to catch her breath, her chest heaving from her orgasm.  She felt her panties rolled down her legs and over her feet, followed by the feeling of them used to wipe up her remaining fluids that oozed from her puffy, red mons.

Sean clambered between Elizabeth’s legs and gave her a loving kiss on the lips.  Elizabeth hungrily devoured his lips with a satisfied moan.  She lingered for a moment on his warm lips then broke the kiss.  “Now, mind telling me what this surprise trip is all about?”

“Damn.”

“What, you thought making me cum would make me forgetful?”  Sean shrugged.  “Spill.”

Sean shook his head.  “Sorry, love, but no can do.  They don’t call these sort of things ‘surprises’ because people know about them.”  Elizabeth gave him a dangerously needling stare.  “I’m not going to tell.”

Elizabeth weighed his determination then gave a huff of curious annoyance.  “Fine, I’ll just have to ask Vanessa.”

“What makes you think Vanessa would know?”

“Because, if I know you then you plan on having Vanessa around during Christmas.  So she will be wherever it is we’re going.”

Sean sighed.  “Why was I foolish enough to fall in love with a smart woman?”

“Because otherwise you would be bored to death of not being challenged.  So, am I challenging you?”

Elizabeth watched as Sean chuckled.  “All true, but you’re not going to find out from Vanessa.  She doesn’t know, either.”  Elizabeth stopped midway as she reached for the phone.  The gears in her head clicked into place and she had her answer.

“Eric is in on this, isn’t he?”

“Bingo,” Sean replied, a smile stretched across his face.  “You and I both know that he can clam up tighter than a bullfrog’s butt when he wants to.  So, we’re in cahoots to pull this off.  He’s taking Vanessa and I’ve got you.  Here’s a clue, though.  Pack warm, very warm.  Whatever you miss we’ll buy when we get there.  I’m willing to spend a few extra dollars so I can keep the element of surprise in my pocket.  Eric is doing the same with Vanessa.”  The phone rang.  “Matter of fact he should be telling her right about now.”

Elizabeth’s arms zipped out and snatched the phone of its cradle.  “Hello?”  As Sean had planned, it was Vanessa on the phone.

“Elizabeth, is Sean there?”

Elizabeth answered ‘yes’ and the two took off in a long conversation while at the same time trying to pump their boyfriends for information.  ‘Pack warm’ was the only clue that they received.  After a while, Elizabeth saw Sean motion that he wanted to talk to Eric on the phone.

“Hey, Eric…Yeah…I talked to her boss and she played out her part to the ‘T’…Yea, Elizabeth didn’t even guess that her boss knew I was down there.”  Elizabeth shrieked out in surprise and mortification.  “How’d your end go?”  He paused as he listened to Eric’s tale, hearing Vanessa shriek in outrage in the background, while Elizabeth stared daggers at him.  Sean gave her a peck on the cheek to dampen her fury.  “Never saw you coming did she?  You and I are going to have to have a game of forest tag one of these days…Look we’d better let our women get back to their work.  Alright, talk to you later.”

Elizabeth snatched the phone out of Sean’s hand and slapped it back in its cradle.  “Tanya knew you were down there?”

“Oh yeah.  Why do you think she commented on you being so flush?  I nearly blew my cover from laughing.”

“You can be a mean prankster sometimes.”

“But you enjoyed it.  Look, I had to let Tanya know ahead of time what was going on just in case we really did get caught.  I’m not about to jeopardize your life outside of our relationship over something inside our relationship.  Besides, she was glad that I was telling her and the next thing I knew she wanted in on it.  Nice lady, Tanya.”

Elizabeth was too flabbergasted to comment.  Tanya knew, and Elizabeth had been seriously duped.  She was going to get back at Sean for this and said as much.

“I’ll look forward to it, love,” he said eagerly.  “Look, I’d better be heading out to look up on some experiments I’m running.  I’ll see you later tonight.”

Elizabeth followed Sean to her door then snatched Sean’s hand as he began to turn away and pulled him back toward her.  She gave him a long, lingering kiss and told him that she loved him in the open doorway, the office workers paused a moment to take in the scene then busily shuffled along as if nothing happened.  Sean answered as much then Elizabeth spun him around and gave him a playful swat on the behind.  “Out with you, you meanie.”  When Sean turned the corner out of sight Elizabeth turned around and hunted down her boss.

Chapter 21

“Goddamnit!”

Elizabeth slammed the phone in its cradle and stared angrily at her desk.  Sean walked up behind her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  He knew better than to say anything at the moment so he stood there and gently rubbed the tension out of her muscles.  “It’s Charles again.”

“I surmised as much,” Sean replied softly.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Not unless you can somehow get Charles off my case about those GenenCorp shares that he essentially gave me in our prenup.  I think that bastard is haranguing me just for the sadistic pleasure of it.  He basically loaned me ten grand as ‘play money’ to spend on the market.  You know, something for the wife to keep her occupied while she stays at home.  He never expected me to actually come out with gains.  The courts agreed though that the money was a gift and how I spent it, and the profits that go with it, were entirely mine.  I know he can’t get his hands on it but these damnable phone calls from his lawyer are starting to get on my nerves.”

“And you’re not willing to give it to him because it would be a flag of surrender,” Sean concluded.  “You really are a proud woman, you know that?”  He brushed his lips against her temple.  He continued before she took his comment the wrong way.  “It shows that you’ve got something that Charles isn’t used to experiencing.  Integrity.”  Sean thought of his girlfriend’s dilemma while she fumed.  “You know, even if you sold him the shares he’d find something else to hound you about.”

“Don’t you think I know that?  That’s exactly why I’m not giving an inch.  There’s no way I’m letting him have another single victory over me.”

Sean didn’t ask what else Elizabeth had lost to Charles.  “What if we gave him sour grapes?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve got an idea that just might work.”  Sean started illustrating his plan.

*
*
*

Finally, that useless tramp had given in and was willing to give up her shares of GenenCorp.  He’d been pressing the issue for the past week to get her to capitulate.  Sources told him that GenenCorp was going to go public with a new drug or something that the FDA just approved of that would revolutionize the fight against heart disease.  Like he cared.  All he wanted to know was that when he bought the stock it had better make him money.  Of course, Elizabeth didn’t give it to him outright.  She sold it to him, but still, at a full point below yesterday’s closing price it was still a bargain.  She just gave away close to seven thousand dollars, a fortune in her financial situation.  Charles thought of that nice house she had and how much it would go for on the market…

Charles’ train of thought was interrupted by his cell phone.  “Charles, get on the computer and look up GenenCorp, now.”  It was Albert, the tone of his voice alarmed Charles into action.  He shoved aside his leather office chair and booted up the stock software he used.  GenenCorp was dropping!  Some asshole just dumped over two-hundred fifty thousand shares on the market…at thirty-eight and an eighth!  That was a full point lower than he just bought Elizabeth’s shares at.  Several brokers were jolted into blind action and were madly selling their own shares, causing the price to plummet even further.  Charles was losing money.  Quickly he typed a few commands and dumped his shares at the going price, a point and a half below what he just bought them at.

Charles let loose a string of curses at Elizabeth.  Somehow she knew this was going to happen.  Why else would she sell him her shares after holding on to them so tenaciously for so long?  She’d fooled him again.  He didn’t know how she knew this was going to happen, but she knew.  Charles roared in rage and upended his large mahogany desk, sending papers scattering about his room and his computer crashing to the floor.  Damnable bitch was going to get her due.

*
*
*

Elizabeth stared at the numbers on the computer screen as she placed her hands on Sean’s shoulders.  “Sean.  You don’t have to do this.  It’s too much.”  She lifted her hands to fidget with the sash on her robe.

“Too late now, love.  It’s done,” Sean announced with finality.

“Sean you just threw away over half a million dollars.”

“Oh, money well spent if it keeps Charles off your case.”

“But Sean you just sold all of…”

“My GenenCorp shares,” Sean ended for her.  “I was getting tired of watching those numbers anyways.  Besides, I have other stocks that can certainly pick up the slack.”

“Other shares?  Sean you never said anything about…”

“You should know better than I, ‘Liz, that the key to a successful portfolio is to diversify.  I’ve got money scattered all over the market.”

Elizabeth let that sink in.  “All right, mister.  Just how much money are you worth?”

“Roughly speaking, about 43.8 million dollars.  Give or take a hundred thousand here or there.  Luckily I stepped off the gravy boat when I noticed that Tech stocks were over inflated.  The money’s secure.  Oh, and I have a few savings bonds and Roth IRAs with various banks.”

“Forty-three…” Elizabeth sat on the floor as her knees gave out beneath her.  She stared forward blankly as she tried contemplating the implications of just how rich her boyfriend really was.  Forty-four million.  She barely noticed the bottle of water handed to her and took a weak sip from the plastic mouth.  Sean’s hands gently rubbed her back in a gesture to comfort her as he sat down on the carpet beside her.  Forty-four million.  Slowly her brain caught up to the rest of her and she was able to breath normally again.  “You bastard, why didn’t you tell me earlier you were filthy rich?”  Her voice was playful and teasing.

“Well, after how you reacted to just my six million…”

Elizabeth thought of how poorly she reacted when on their first date when Sean told her he was millionaire.  It didn’t go well.  But since then she had been able to put her prejudices behind her and measure Sean by his heart and his actions.  If there were any words to sum him up they would be honorable and noble.  And above all else she loved him; that outweighed anything and everything.  Elizabeth leaned over to her right and rested her head on Sean’s shoulder then began chuckling.  Slowly, she built up her mirth until she was brimming with laughter.  “Sean, you really are a dear, you know that?”

Sean had a confused look on his face.  Elizabeth’s laughter died down and she gave him a chaste peck on the cheek.  “You dear, dear man.”  Elizabeth got up and headed for the kitchen to prepare lunch.

“So you’re not mad with me?”

“Mad?  Hardly, Sean,” Elizabeth replied, another small giggle tittered out of her.  “I’m just wondering what else you haven’t told me yet.”

Sean’s posture changed in a way that told Elizabeth that he had his confidence back.  “Well, I can’t very well tell everything.  How else am I supposed to keep things exciting?”  Sean smiled roguishly.

“Oh, I don’t know.”  Elizabeth said as she opened her robe and let it slide over her smooth shoulders to the floor.  “I’m sure there are other ways.”  She continued her way down the stairs toward the kitchen, Sean’s footsteps hammering after her.

Elizabeth never made it to the kitchen.

Chapter 22

“Now will you tell us where we’re going?”

“To the airport, love,” Sean said as they rode on the freeway.  Elizabeth growled at him, Vanessa echoing the same in the back seat with Eric.  Sean peered up in the rear view mirror to see Vanessa shooting dagger like determination to have the truth out of Eric.  Eric, ever the bastion of silence, didn’t say a word.  Although his pale complexion spoke of how he was fairing under the silent assault.  “We’ll tell you two when we get there.”

“Do you mean when we land at our final destination or the airport?”  Eric joked.  “Ow!  What was that for?”

Sean spared another look at the mirror and saw Eric cradling his left ribs.  Elizabeth wasn’t as bad as Vanessa but he knew he was going to get his dues later.  She was the patient sort when it came to retribution…most of the time.  Before long Sean found his exit and made his way down the off ramp.  They arrived at the airport and had to join the general pile up as other holiday goers made their own ways to loved ones abroad.  Sean peered out the window to look up at the skies.  The weather had been rainy for the past week but things had lightened up for a bit so hopefully their flight wouldn’t be delayed.

“Okay, we’re here,” Vanessa said anxiously.  “So spill.  Where are we going?”

“You do the honors, Sean.  This was your idea,” Eric said from behind.

“We’re going to Lake Tahoe,” Sean announced simply.

Vanessa squealed in delight and pounced on Eric in the back of the car.

Sean felt Elizabeth’s hand on his own on the wheel.  He looked over and saw her soft smile aimed at him.  Already, he knew that this trip was the right idea.  “I love skiing,” she said.  “How’d you know?”

“You thought I spent the whole day with your father and Frank in the wood shed and didn’t learn a few things about you?”

“Well…”

“Like how you loved skiing so much when you were five that you crashed into a tree three times on your first day out but still kept going?”

Elizabeth blushed an adorable shade of red.

“I heard that!” declared Vanessa in the back.  “What else did they tell ya?”

“Oh, no you don’t, Sean.”  Elizabeth cut in.  “That is privileged information.  Lovers only.”

“We’ll talk about it later, Vanessa…When Elizabeth hits another tree.”  That earned him a stiff punch to his shoulder.  Sean reached out and wrapped an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder, pulling her close to him.  He caught a whiff of the heavenly scent that all women possessed, of shampoo, soap, and lotion.  “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.  He heard her sigh in response as she snuggled up a little closer in his embrace.

After over a half hour of bustling about in the crowded streets, Sean and his friends found a parking space in a long term lot not too far away.  Elizabeth and Vanessa asked about their schedule and if they should rush to the terminal but Sean and Eric were unperturbed, saying that they had already factored traffic into their schedule; boarding wouldn’t be for another two hours.  Sean and Eric went to the trunk and pulled out the luggage.  Thank the gods they borrowed Eric’s friend’s minivan.  The women, not knowing what to expect seemed to pack everything but the kitchen sink.  The two men groaned from the amount of luggage the women brought and had cut down on non-essentials back at Elizabeth’s apartment where they rendezvoused.  Still, there was a large bag for each of the women whereas the men probably could have fit all they had combined into just one of the women’s gigantic bags.

Eric was wise enough to spend a couple of dollars to rent a luggage cart and the four were quickly on their way to the airport.  Ticket claiming was fast and luggage drop-off even quicker but Eric and Sean were held up at the security checkpoint because their belt buckles set off the metal detectors.  All together, their experience was pleasant and before long they were on their airplane, undelayed.

*
*
*

Sean gently shook Elizabeth awake as they arrived at their destination at Reno Airport.  Weather conditions were favorable and they didn’t have complications upon landing.  The trip was a short one-hour affair but the excitement had tired Elizabeth out a bit.  On the way, though, there was a thunderstorm raging to the west and Sean was greeted by the breathtaking view of lightning flashing up.  It was one of the most beautiful sights he had ever seen, Elizabeth agreed.  The whine of the engines died down as the plane parked by the docking bridge.  Elizabeth mumbled that she was awake and cupped her hand in Sean’s.  They rose, along with everyone else and grabbed their carry-on bags, Eric doing the same with his and Vanessa’s.  They entered the general tumult of airport traffic in the cavernous airport and made their way to the luggage pick-up as the groups split up, Elizabeth went with Eric to pick up the car that they reserved at the rental lot and Sean with Vanessa as they waited for their luggage.

“So, when do you plan on popping the question?”

“Excuse me?”

“I saw how carefully you were guarding your carry-on bag.  Like there was a fortune in there.  Oh, don’t look at me like that.  Eric’s as paranoid as you are in public places but you were triple checking the entrances where Eric only double checked.”

“I didn’t think…”

“That I would notice?” Vanessa laughed.  “I didn’t get where I am today in the corporate world by being blind.” Sean mulled over those words.  Vanessa was going to get a little surprise of her own from Eric and it didn’t seem like she saw it coming.  Perhaps she wasn’t as observant as she thought, Sean thought and smiled to himself.  “Elizabeth either,” Vanessa continued.  “She knows something’s up but I didn’t say anything.  Don’t worry.  I’m not going to ruin the surprise for her.  Although, I don’t think she’s expecting a proposal so soon.  And after that travesty of a marriage with Charles I can’t say that I blame her.”  Vanessa paused when she noticed that their bags were heading towards them on the conveyor belt.  “Here’s a little advice, don’t propose in such a public place.  She might not be ready to say ‘yes’ yet.”  They began picking up their bags, Vanessa leaving the two larger ones for Sean to lift over the rail.  “Are you sure you’re ready for this though?”

Sean double-checked the bags and the plastic lock-strips that he fastened to the zippers.  “As ready as I’ll ever be.  I don’t think I could love her any more than I already do.”

The two made their way out the glass sliding doors to be greeted by harsh, blustery winds blowing about, flurries of snow whisking about in the frozen night air.  Sean inhaled deeply and let the cold winter sting his lungs.

It was good to be back.

*
*
*

Eric pulled up to the pick-up curb in the mini-SUV and hopped out of the car.  He made his way to the back hurriedly and opened the trunk.  “She seems to think that I know what you got her for Christmas,” he said, nodding towards the back seat where Elizabeth was sitting.

“That’s probably because you do know,” Sean shouted.  He saw her waving a fist at Eric and they all laughed.

“My, my,” Vanessa said primly.  “Aren’t we the pair of conspirators.  Just to let you boys know, Elizabeth and I aren’t without our own contingencies.  Be careful, boys.  Very careful.  Elizabeth and I have been experienced at hatching plans since our college years.”

Sean and Eric looked at one another worriedly then shrugged.  Whatever happened, happened.  The bags stowed, Eric hopped into the driver seat while Sean jumped into the back with his girlfriend; Vanessa rode up front with Eric.

“Did they give us a car to my specifications?”  Sean asked.

“Four wheel drive and snow tires.  We’re covered for the drive up.  You want to head for the hotel now or later?”

“We’ll need to go to the hotel to check in and drop off our bags, change, and buy some ski wear for the ladies.”

“Right-o.”  With that said they pulled onto the streets and were on their way.

They made their way through the narrow streets of Reno, the place swarming with tourists and vacationers.  Snow was piled four feet high on both sides of the street, dirty brown and gray.  Eric found the way to the parking garage for the Harrah’s hotel and casino.  They found a parking spot by the elevator on the fourth level and quickly unloaded the car.  As was expected, the front desk was crowded with new arrivals.  It looked as if they had quite a wait for them to check in.

“Sean?  Sean!”

Sean turned around and was almost knocked to the floor as a tumult of brown hair embraced him.  He had no idea who the girl was but the voice sounded vaguely familiar.  He pulled back and forced the girl’s arms off him, taking a moment to look at the bright blue eyes staring back at him.  Memory tickled the back of his as the scent of hot chocolate came to mind.

“Teresa?”

“You remember!”  She beamed at him.

“Well, last I saw you, you were a blonde.”

“I stopped bleaching ever since you helped me out.  I’m not the only one who’s changed.  Looks like you’ve been working out.”  Sean felt self-conscious all of a sudden.  It was true; he started hitting the waits about two years ago, just a month or so since he last came to Lake Tahoe.

“Care to introduce us?”

Sean felt a cold draft snake up his spine but he knew it wasn’t from an open door or window.  Elizabeth had a detached look on her face that spoke volumes.  “Elizabeth, this is an old friend of mine, Teresa, from the last time that I visited.  Teresa, this is my girlfriend, Elizabeth.”  Sean said that and released Teresa then wrapped an arm around Elizabeth’s waist in a desperate gesture to set things straight.  “And Eric and Vanessa are friends of mine.”

General greetings were mumbled from Vanessa and Eric, Elizabeth was a bit less enthusiastic.  Sean noticed Teresa was sporting the hotel’s livery and asked if she still worked here.  “Most definitely.  Ever since you introduced me to the manager I’ve been able to stick to the job and attend the local community college.  I’ve got a small apartment not far from here.  Everything’s absolutely great ever since I’ve met you and you never gave me the proper chance to thank you.”

“Well, perhaps you can help us out by getting us checked in,” Sean said, quickly sticking to the reason they were there.  Teresa looked at Sean’s friends, pausing a moment to look at Elizabeth.  A strange look graced her face as she looked in Elizabeth’s direction then turned towards the front desk.  She called out to the man working the counter and the two talked quietly.  The man looked at Sean and began typing into a computer.  Teresa returned not long after with four keycards.

“I was just about to go on lunch.  Lemme walk you guys to your rooms.”

They shuffled into the elevator with their bags while Sean and Teresa chatted up a storm, catching up on old times.  They arrived on their floor rather quickly as the two talked animatedly about what had happened over the past two years.

“So,” Elizabeth started.  “How did you meet Sean?”

A shadow passed over the girl’s face and Sean immediately interceded.  “Teresa, don’t answer that.”

“No, she asked,” Teresa said resolutely and faced Elizabeth, chin held high in false defiance.  “If you must know, I was being raped by the guy who was giving me a lift when Sean found me in the hotel parking lot.  He pulled the guy off of me and took care of me over the winter.  He was kind enough to pay for my lodging for a month and also gave me enough money to get me back on my feet.”  Teresa looked around, embarrassed and cornered.  “If you’ll excuse me I’ll go have my lunch.”  With that said, Teresa bolted for the elevators, her eyes threatening to flood with tears.

Sean chased after her but the elevator closed quickly behind the girl.  He wheeled around and approached his friends, handing Vanessa and Eric their keycards.

All were silent.

Sean didn’t say a word to Elizabeth and opened the door to their room.  He dragged their bags into their suite, past the living room area then into the bedroom.  Neither one of them noticed the lavish decorations; the heavy, cream colored drapes, plush carpet, and large bed with satin sheets were ignored.

“Sean, I…”

“What?”  His voice was hurt, tired.

“What Teresa said, about how you met her, is it true?”

Sean sat tiredly on the bed.  “Yes.  She had three cracked ribs and a black eye.  Teresa had just broken up with her boyfriend after she caught him cheating on her.  They fought in the car when her boyfriend decided to just leave her there, after he had a little fun first.  She didn’t have any family that she could go to; her parents were drunks and alcoholics.  She had nowhere to go.  For the next month I took care of her, missing out on the first two weeks of class.  Elizabeth, she was literally in pieces.  I think the therapy has helped since then.”  Elizabeth winced when he said that.  “We sort of fell out of touch about a year ago.  We both changed e-mail addresses and forgot to update each other.  I thought something bad had happened to her.  That was another reason I wanted to come up here.  I needed to check up on her, see how she was doing.”  Sean sighed.  “Now that you know, are you still going to be jealous?”

Elizabeth was mortified by the question.  She couldn’t look him in the eye, she was too ashamed.  But she saw the look in Teresa’s eyes, hopeful for Sean’s love and jealous of Elizabeth.  But in a way Elizabeth couldn’t blame her.  Sean had done pretty much the same thing for her.

“And how do you feel about her?” she finally managed to ask.  “Was there something between you two?”

Sean was surprised by the directness of the question, then remembered that this was Elizabeth he was talking to.  He gave her the truth.  “Yes and no.  We were both, well, vulnerable at the time.  I was pretty lonely up here by myself.  I came to be alone, but seeing everyone came in groups or couples sort of made that point a little too evident to myself.  As for Teresa, well, after what I did for her I could see how she might fall for me.  But I knew better, we both did.  She wasn’t in any state of mind to make a decision like that.  Perhaps if we met under different circumstances then something might have happened.  But I doubt that.  She and I are far too different.  Teresa’s nice and easy to talk to, but she doesn’t have the things that I would want in a woman.  In the end we kept things platonic, for her sake and mine.”

Elizabeth mulled over Sean’s words.  She did feel the heel but love is a possessive emotion.  She trusted Sean.  She knew Sean better than to think that he would wind up with Teresa after the ordeal with Cheryl and how she veritably threw herself at him.  Elizabeth sat down beside Sean on the soft bed and laid her head on his shoulder.  “So there isn’t anything between you two.”

“Nor will there ever be.  My other girlfriends might get jealous.”

That earned him a blow to the ribs.  He chuckled, Elizabeth laughed.  “You really are a jerk sometimes, you know that?”

“Yeah, but I’m your jerk.”

Chapter 23


Sean and Elizabeth were sitting on the bed discussing what Sean and Eric had in store for them when someone knocked on the door.  Sean got up and went to the door, Elizabeth in tow.  He opened the door and found a bellhop waiting outside with a cart sporting a bottle of Dom Pérignon in a silver bucket with ice.


“Compliments of the Harrah’s, sir.”  Sean stepped aside and let the man in, Elizabeth charmed by the gesture.  “Oh, and my manager said to give you this as well, sir.”  The bellhop handed him a note.  He left his hand out after giving Sean the scrip of paper.  Sean fished into his pocket and placed a twenty in the outstretched palm.  The man smiled when he saw the bill and left.


Sean unfolded the small note and read it.


“What’s it say?”  Elizabeth asked, nosing her way over Sean’s shoulder.


Sean reread the letter and smiled.  “The hotel manager sent the bottle with his compliments.  Apparently, what I did for Teresa hasn’t been forgotten and the manager wanted to give us a kind welcome.”


Elizabeth was saddened by the mention of the girl’s name.  “Let’s do something nice for her; perhaps invite her over for dinner.  I think she deserves a little compensation after the way I treated her.”


Sean looked up and smiled at his girlfriend and reached an arm around her waist.  “I was hoping that you would suggest making amends.”


“Well, I’m glad I can live up to your expectations.”  Elizabeth gave him a peck on the cheek.  “However, I’ll be keeping a close eye on you two.  Any funny business and you’re sleeping in the hall.”


Sean sighed in mock despair.  “Women.”


“You can say that again,” barked Eric.


Sean and Elizabeth turned to find their friends standing in the doorway; 

Vanessa had the look of eager impatience while Eric was obviously nervous, almost fearful.


“You two said that you would take us shopping for all of the items we didn’t pack.  Well, I’m ready to go shopping.”  The eager look on Vanessa’s face nearly made Sean shudder.

“That’s right,” seconded Elizabeth.  “We have some shopping ahead of us.”


When Sean turned and assayed his girlfriend’s bright and eager countenance, he shuddered noticeably.


There were several ski shops that dotted the base of the Heavenly ski resort so the women made their rounds hitting all of the stores looking for the appropriate ski attire.  They were staying for a week so they decided to buy everything they needed instead of renting.  The bill was astronomical with the women's clothing and the ski equipment.  While the men could easily afford it, they enjoyed making a big production by complaining.  Night had fallen and by the time they were done shopping, they were all tired.  They were standing outside of the last shop with the men grumbling.


"I don't understand what you men are moaning about," stated Elizabeth matter-of-factly.  "We were the ones trying things on."


"You two didn't have to try on everything," Sean commented with Eric nodding in agreement.


"Yes we did," Vanessa retorted without missing a beat.


"Tell me again why we brought those two with us?" Eric asked.


The two women looked at each other archly and strode up to their respective men challengingly and each planted a hot kiss while stroking their crotches.  When they broke the kisses, the men stood dazed, bewildered, and rock hard.


"That was why," Sean finally managed to say.  Eric only grunted in agreement.


The women laughed and shoved all their packages at the men.  Vanessa snorted.  "Men."


Elizabeth clucked in agreement.  "Feed them and fuck them and they're as happy as can be."


"Hey, I represent... I mean, I resent, that remark," Sean stabbed.


"Speaking of feeding.  When do we eat?" Eric asked.


"Quiet, Eric.  You're not helping the situation much.  "Elizabeth and Vanessa bawled out in laughter, earning Eric a sock in the arm from Sean.


"What?"


"Never mind, Eric," Sean grumbled.  He turned up and headed for their car.  "Harrah's got the best buffet around here.  Let's eat there for dinner."


 They piled into the SUV and headed back to Harrah’s.  The former bellhop was in the lobby so he took the initiative helping them with their things.  Eric and Sean were grateful for the assistance and were able to make it to their rooms in one trip instead of two so they both tipped the bellhop. The men guided Elizabeth and Vanessa to the elevator after everything had been put away.


The four of them exited the elevator and found Teresa working the front desk.  Sean and Elizabeth asked their friends to wait a moment and then they walked over to the brunette.  Teresa was wearing a brave smile for appearances but he and Elizabeth could see the unease in her eyes.


“Hi,” Teresa greeted.


“Hey,” Sean replied.  “Look about earlier...”


“Don’t think anything of it.  It’s just been a while since anyone’s asked about the assault.”


“Yes, well…” began Elizabeth, “I just wanted to make it up to you for broaching the subject so rudely.”


For the briefest of moments Teresa shot daggers at Elizabeth and Sean now understood what was going on.  Teresa obviously was jealous of Elizabeth; it wasn’t just his girlfriend’s paranoia.  Sean had to admit to himself that he initially believed that Elizabeth was falling back into old insecurities but now he saw things in a new light and felt a little ashamed that he doubted her.  Sean’s hand gently squeezed Elizabeth’s in assurance and to convey some sense that he was beginning to understand.


Elizabeth squeezed back.


They asked her to join them for dinner and Teresa made a few attempts to decline, using the excuse that she was working.  Sean just called up the hotel manager and Teresa was allowed a long and early break.  The buffet at Harrah’s was like anything you would expect at any other hotel casino, exquisite.  Sean and Eric gorged themselves on the diverse choice meats; they had several servings of the filet mignon wrapped in bacon.  The women had a light main course of pastas and salads but once they got to the desserts they lost all self-control and had a little bit of everything.


Conversation was light and entertaining; Sean and Vanessa had an interesting argument about which was the better sex. That had everyone in stitches.


“Who cares if men can piss standing up?” Elizabeth declared.  “Women can have multiple orgasms!”


Sean shut up after that and contrived a sour disposition as he poked at his dessert.  Vanessa and Elizabeth shared a high-five as the men quietly resumed their dinner in defeat. “She’s got us there,” Eric mumbled in agreement.


During the entire dinner, Teresa listened to the conversation but never added much to it.  She knew when she was out of her league.  Two years ago, when Sean had rescued her from Matt, Teresa knew that Sean was more mature than most men his age.  But after seeing how he interacted with individuals ten years older than he, and how comfortably he did it, she realized that Sean would never be happy with someone his own age, someone like her.  She put on a brave front as she realized that she needed to reorganize the priorities of her life.


Dinner was finished with much belly patting and clandestine belching on the men’s part and small talk between the women.  They decided that they had their fill after Eric snuck in a final bite of cheesecake.  The women wrapped an arm around the appropriate boyfriend’s proffered elbow and slowly made their way out.  When they approached the elevators Teresa bid them a good night and made her way back to the front desk to continue her shift.  On the way someone tapped her shoulder.  She turned around to find Sean standing there.  Her mind was a flurry of emotions; she didn’t know what to say.


“Hey.”


“Hi, Sean.”


“Is there something you wanted to talk about?”


Teresa thought of finding some way to tell him about how she felt about him.  How she tried for the past two years to become the kind of girl that he would ask out on a date.  But after tonight she knew that it just wouldn’t work.  They were too different.  In his absence, Teresa had conjured up the image of Sean being the perfect man for her.  In many ways he was.  He had all the qualities that every girl would want; he was kind, funny, and dedicated.  But in many ways he wasn’t what she wanted.  While he was fun, he wasn’t her kind of fun.  She knew the sort of things he enjoyed doing and Teresa had tried learning about them, but she could never get into them.  They didn’t have anything in common, really.  When it came down to it, they weren’t made for each other.


Sean watched the play of emotions in her eyes, the thoughts and ideas that clashed in her mind.  But at the end he saw her piece things together, and a certain sparkle appeared in her eyes.  Sean couldn’t help himself as he leaned in and gave her a warm hug.


“Thank you,” Teresa whispered in his ear.


Sean just held her.


They broke the embrace with wet eyes and Teresa told Sean she had to get back to work. She continued her way to the front desk.


Sean smiled to himself and cheerfully pushed the button on the elevator.  He made his way to the suite and found Elizabeth waiting for him.  Before she could ask or say anything Sean swept her into his arms and planted a warm, full-bodied kiss on her lips.


“What was that for?”


“I’m happy.”


Elizabeth separated from Sean and held him at arm’s length.  “What happened?”


Sean had a distant look in his eyes and smiled.  “I just saw Teresa grow up.”


Elizabeth looked at him questioningly and Sean explained.  “She doesn’t need me anymore.  I’m no longer a part of her life, at least not in the way in which she perceived me.  It was one of the most amazing things I’ve ever seen.”


“So she’s no longer got a crush on you?”


“No, I think we’re more like brother-sister.  It’s kind of nice.”


“Good, then you’re all mine.”


Sean chuckled.  “I always have been.”


“Better believe it, buster.”  Her eyes flared saucily as she leaned in for another toe-curling kiss.  They both moaned in approval and somehow found their way to the bedroom.  The room, like the rest of the suite, was nicely decorated in a cream and mahogany motif that neither of them really noticed.   What they did discern was the king-sized, four posted bed that dominated the room.  Sean scrabbled at the layers of clothing Elizabeth wore, pulling her sweater and t-shirt off in moments.  He exposed a new lavender satin bra.  Sean smiled with pleasure when he saw it and ran his hands over Elizabeth’s lithesome body, which he loved to caress.  Sean’s throat rumbled in approval as he planted his lips on hers again.  He took his time as his hands explored the slippery smooth fabric; his fingertips meticulously memorized every stitch and seam.  Elizabeth’s moans vibrated across Sean’s lips as his hands moved on to her torso, trying to touch every exposed inch of her skin.


Their faces remained sealed together, their lips locked as their tongues wrestled in a wet and thrilling dance.  Sean’s breath became Elizabeth’s and hers his.  Who needed fresh air when you could breathe in your lover’s soul?  Elizabeth’s mouth was a gourmand’s delight.  Sean could taste her favorite dessert, strawberry cheesecake, in her breath and on her lips of peach crepe.  They attacked each other’s face as they gasped through their noses.  

Sean lived on Elizabeth’s every breath, his chest rising and falling in time with Elizabeth’s.


Elizabeth broke the soul-draining embrace and began planting kisses all over Sean’s face as her hands deftly stripped him of his clothes, scattering layers of fabric about the room.  It was ritual to them now; they habitually tossed their clothes about haphazardly during their encounters.  Elizabeth dug her fingers into Sean’s t-shirt and tore it open.  Her hands immediately sought the heat of his torso as she crushed her breasts to him, her body sizzling with excitement at the contact.  She had been trying to get him to replace his old, ragged undershirts but he was attached to them.  Elizabeth won one round of the argument and smiled haughtily as she nibbled his earlobe.


Sean took a moment to get over the shock of having his shirt ripped apart.  Then he quickly shucked the rags and began his own assault on Elizabeth’s person with his lips.  He took his time as he worked from behind her ears down to her neck and then lower.  Her breasts were lifted invitingly in the lavender bra so he couldn’t help but gorge on the firm globes. Soon enough he could hear Elizabeth panting as her fingers raked through his hair, clasping him tightly to her delicious flesh.  Sean thought his girlfriend was appropriately primed as his hands began working their way down to the top of her jeans and deftly unbuttoned them. Kisses snaked down from Elizabeth’s tight cleavage to her navel, where Sean tickled with his tongue, then down to her waist.  His hands tugged the tops of her jeans, stripping them down to her ankles.  Sean lingered at her crotch, snuffling at her matching lavender satin panties. They were cut aggressively into a narrow strip of cloth that made Sean focus all of his attention on the sensitive juncture between pussy and thigh.  His tongue flicked out, tasting the musky scent emanating from beneath the alluring satin.


“This is new,” Sean mumbled between long, languorous licks, emphasizing his comment as his tongue traced the edge between satin and smooth skin.


“Mmmm.  You like?”


Sean answered by rubbing his nose along her crotch.


Elizabeth gave a throaty laugh.  “I bought it when we were up in Seattle.  Expect more like this for the next few nights.”


Sean’s imagination flitted through the possibilities and he renewed his attack on her crotch.  His hands had been gently squeezing and massaging Elizabeth’s ass but they moved on to the tops of her panties and oh so slowly dragged them down.  Tender licks and kisses trailed in their wake. Sean could sense the smile on Elizabeth’s face as he worked his way slowly back up.  Sean’s arms hooked around her hips and he gently guided her to the foot of the bed where she then sat.


Sean found his way back to her steaming womanhood and gave the trim patch of hair a gentle nuzzling.  Elizabeth arched her hips but Sean backed away.  He placed his hands on her shoulders and nudged her over until she was lying on the bed before continuing up her body with more tantalizing kisses that made every nerve in Elizabeth’s body burn.  Elizabeth could feel the heat of Sean’s body as he hovered over her; his only contact with her was made as his lips and tongue snaked up her torso.  Sean arrived at her breasts and his head dipped down to unsnap the clasp in the front with his mouth.  It took a moment but the effort was well worth it.  Her cups flowered open and her globes slid firmly to the sides in a spectacle that made Sean’s eyes gleam with passion.


“Have I ever told you how sexy you are?” Sean asked as he eyed her breasts hungrily before diving in.


“Don’t tell me, love,” Elizabeth growled.  “Show me.”


“With pleasure.”


Sean’s whole hard body dove in finally fusing with Elizabeth’s.  She shivered beneath him from the contact.  Sean quickly unbuttoned and stripped below the waist, releasing his confined manhood.  He rubbed it along Elizabeth’s damp sex, causing her to moan in arousal.  Sean loved how responsive her body was.  He ran the tip of his rod up and down her slit to gather her moisture and with a practiced grace slid it slowly in.  Elizabeth arched her whole body in hunger and slid her hips back down to greet Sean’s cock.  They kept the slow, languorous pace that they both enjoyed.  After the emotional turmoil that Elizabeth had been through earlier, she wanted a long session of lovemaking to unwind.


Sean took his time.  He worshipped Elizabeth’s body with every smooth stroke.  Again, they breathed in synchrony, his slow strokes in time with every blissful gasp of air, in and out, in and out.  Elizabeth’s strong thighs rose up and gently caressed Sean’s sides as his hands gently cupped and fondled her heaving breasts.  Sean looked down at Elizabeth’s half lidded eyes, glazed in amorous heat, as he continued to slowly drive in between her gentle thighs.  He spared a moment to cup Elizabeth’s face and lean over to kiss her inviting lips.  It was a gentle moment suspended in time, their heat searing one another and their bodies contorted in a fusion of flesh and passion.  The kiss ended and Sean leaned over further and placed his mouth by her ear.


“I love you,” he whispered as his hand lifted to pet her luxurious hair.  “I love you.”


Sean snaked his tongue into Elizabeth’s ear, the sensation causing her body to quiver and shake.  She clutched him to her in a frantic grasping that tried to pull all of him in. Her depths seized and rippled with wet lust.  Elizabeth cried out in ecstasy as she hit her first peak.  Without warning Sean slammed into her again and again then loosed his own tension in a blinding white rush.  Elizabeth’s entire body went haywire and every nerve wanted to explode as wave after orgasmic wave surged through her.  Elizabeth’s wordless screams rang out through the room as she lost all control of her body.  Her orgasm lasted for the better part of two minutes before she finally collapsed in an exhausted heap.

Chapter 24 


Sean lay on the rumpled bed sheets wearing a tired smile etched on his face with Elizabeth spooned in his arms.  He wormed his head along her neck and breathed in the scent of her hair; sex, sweat and rosewater shampoo flooded his olfactory senses.  His right arm was sandwiched between his lover’s side and slender arm as he traced lazy circles on her pert breast.  Elizabeth was sleeping contentedly in his arms with the slightest trace of a smile curling the corners of her mouth.  Despite the fact that he was exhausted, Sean simply couldn’t sleep.  He didn’t mind; he hardly noticed the passage of time as he marveled at Elizabeth’s gentle beauty and as he replayed their most recent joining in his mind.  As always, the session of lovemaking an hour ago was intense and passionate.  Sean felt pleasantly sore in all the right places as he continued to idly caress his love’s delightfully nude form.  If Sean didn’t know for a fact that Elizabeth spent a good deal of time at the gym he would have sworn that it was their very healthy sex life that kept her in shape.


A sudden jerking from the woman in Sean’s arms interrupted his idle thoughts.  Sean sighed inwardly and braced himself for what was to come.  It was a subtle thing at first, a twitch in the fingers, a curling of the toes, but slowly the fidgeting coursed through the rest of her body like a series of tremors that had the woman struggling with invisible hands and phantom bonds.  Her breath quickened in a panic of gasps that turned into a series of frightened mutterings.  Sean did what he could to calm her in her sleep, whispering gently to her and holding her warmly for nearly half an hour, but he knew it was useless.


Elizabeth bolted upright, a wordless scream dying on her lips.  A thin veneer of sweat covered her quaking body.  Sean slowly sat up and wrapped the blankets around her shivering shoulders.  Elizabeth stared passively through the bedroom double doors to the reception area.  Sean wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders as she slowly came back to her senses.


“Pretty bad this time?” Sean asked, already knowing the answer.


Elizabeth nodded silently.


“You want to talk about it?”


There was no reply.

              Sean was aware of his girlfriend’s regularly occurring nightmares.  Including the more vivid dreams, like the one she just awoke from, Elizabeth had no idea just how regular they were.  When Sean informed her of her weekly bad dreams Elizabeth batted aside his concerns as if they were nothing.  The fact that she ignored them showed Sean how deeply scarred she really was.  She never talked about them, about her dreams nor her time with Charles. Sean knew they were intricately interwoven.


“Okay, how about a bath?  We can even use bubbles.”  Sean suggested.  When they took a bath together they usually didn’t use the scented liquid because Sean thought it a bit frivolous even though Elizabeth loved it.


Elizabeth leaned in Sean’s arms and nestled her head under his chin.  Sean scooped her seemingly frail body up in his arms and headed for the large master bathroom.  The cream marble tub was large enough to easily sit three people so it would take a while to fill.  Sean sat Elizabeth on his lap while he talked about little things, told silly stories and gave her little clues about what he bought her for Christmas, to draw her out of her shell.  Slowly, Elizabeth became more relaxed as the spa-tub filled.


Sean poured in a generous helping of bubble bath and then gently dipped his girlfriend in the steamy foam.  He grabbed a small towel, soaked it and began washing her back.  Elizabeth’s body blushed from the hot water as Sean gently stroked her hair and continued to talk.  Elizabeth pulled on his arm and asked him to join her.  Sean entered the water and held her body in his arms.  He waited for what came next.


Elizabeth began shivering and weeping.  Her body shuddered as the terror rattled her, but not a single tear was shed.  Sean cradled her head and crooned soft words to ease her pain.  Eventually, Elizabeth calmed down enough until she was silent and still.


“I’m so sorry that you have to put up with all of this, Sean.”


Sean gently nuzzled the top of her head.  “I just wish you could talk to me about it.”


“I..I can’t.  I just can’t.”


“I know.  Whenever you’re ready, okay?”


Elizabeth nodded and sat in his arms as Sean continued to wash her.

*

*
*


For the next three mornings everyone arose bright and early to hit the slopes.  The weather was very cooperative and gave them an extra four feet of fresh powder every day.  Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Sean quickly took to the intermediate slopes but then decided to return to the easier skiing when they found out that Eric had never learned how to ski. He was trying to put on a brave front for Vanessa.  They tried out snowboarding on Christmas Eve and it was Eric’s turn to shine as the instructor dubbed him a ‘natural’.  He was quickly carving furrows in the snow while everyone else fell on their rears most of the time.  That night Sean and Eric went to the front desk, greeted Teresa and picked up some packages that they wanted delivered to the hotel to avoid lugging them around at the airport.  The women knew they were presents and they constantly badgered the men for information.  Elizabeth and Vanessa ended their prodding when they discovered that the packages weren’t for them but were presents to be exchanged between the men.


That night the group dined at a nearby fancy Italian restaurant and then they retired to their rooms and bed for an early start on the gifts the next morning.  Well, that was what the women first suggested but Elizabeth and Vanessa agreed to play an erotic version of twenty questions that lasted through a good part of the night.


At the end, the game was reduced to, “Please?  I’ll be a good girl.”


The two men shook their heads and the women pouted.  Sean was very glad that he had the foresight to get a good lock on his luggage.


Christmas morning came and Sean awoke to an empty bed.  He smiled to himself, because he knew exactly where Elizabeth was.  He took his time with his morning ritual, groggily brushing his teeth, washing his face, and calling room service for some breakfast and coffee.  He purposely stayed in his room as he looked at the clock.  It was six in the morning, which meant he had gotten a meager four hours of rest.  Elizabeth flung open the double doors just as Sean placed the phone back on the cradle.


“Merry Christmas, love,” Sean said.

              “Merry Christmas, Sean.”

              “Not until after breakfast,” Sean cut in before Elizabeth could open her mouth about the presents.


Elizabeth’s face soured and she stuck her lower lip out petulantly for a moment, then she switched tactics by trying to seduce Sean to give in as they waited for room service.  Sean was very tempted but he held on to his resolve.  He calmly knocked on the adjoining door to Eric’s suite on the far wall of the reception foyer and waited for his friends to open up.  Vanessa flung the door wide open, with her hair in wild disarray barely holding up an emerald silk robe.  Sean immediately spun around and talked to her over his shoulder.


“Is Eric up yet?”


“Yes,” Vanessa replied grumpily.  “And I take it you’re being as stubborn as he is about waiting until after breakfast to open the presents?”


“But of course.”


Vanessa stuck her tongue out at Sean, which he didn’t see, and then tried storming the gates again by successfully dragging Eric out of the bathroom where he was hiding.  Sean should have thought of that.  Oh, well.  It was more fun his way when Elizabeth tried to rape him a moment ago.  Simultaneously knocks on the two doors summoned them to receive breakfast.  Two waiters came in with carts laden with French toast, croissants, coffee, and juice.  The guys tipped the two men and then pushed the carts over by Sean’s coffee table where they sat together for breakfast.  It was decided that the gift giving was to occur in his room since they had a tree decorated and placed in the room a day earlier.  The friends chatted gaily as they ate and eventually all of the food was consumed.  They finished with coffee to top things off.


“Breakfast’s over.  Time for presents!” commanded the women as they went to their respective closets to fish out brightly wrapped packages.


Sean and Eric chuckled and each took a final sip before bringing out their own gifts and squeezing them under the tree.


“Me first!” shouted Vanessa and dove into the mountain of presents.


Elizabeth followed and picked out a brightly wrapped package with her name on it.  The two women shredded the wrapping in record time and then cooed at what they got.  Vanessa held up an autographed leather bound copy of her favorite childhood book, “The Hobbit”.  She read the card and beamed a smile at Sean and Elizabeth.  Elizabeth was oblivious to the appreciation as she tore open her own gift.  She lifted the gauzy black nightgown, briefly examined it, dropped it back in the box and closed the lid as her face flushed a furious red.  Curiously, Elizabeth picked the card from the pile of discarded paper and looked accusingly at Vanessa.  Her friend laughed and told her to wait and see what she got for Sean.


Elizabeth didn’t know whether to laugh, blush, or be turned on when Sean found a skimpy silk thong in his little box.  After seeing what Sean received, Eric was a little wary of opening his present from Vanessa.  He decided to open the one from Elizabeth instead.  It wasn’t much better.  He got a gift certificate from Victoria’s secret with a letter from 

Elizabeth to use it without compunction.


They took their turns giving and opening gifts until there was a mountain of shredded paper and empty boxes.  Sean cherished the new laptop that he had been thinking of buying while Elizabeth fawned over the large teardrop diamond necklace now draped around her slender neck.  Eric looked to Sean but didn’t receive the reply he was looking for.  “Go ahead, Eric.”


Eric looked to Sean questioningly but with the women right there he couldn’t ask.  Instead, he fished into his jeans pocket and pulled out a little velvet box.  When Vanessa saw it and noticed Eric on one knee her eyes grew to the size of saucers, an audible gasp drew Elizabeth’s attention from her admirable hoard.


“Vanessa, I knew we’ve only been together for a few months but it feels like I’ve known you all of my life.  I love you.  I will love you to the ends of forever.  Will you marry me?”


Vanessa’s eyes were filled with tears and joyous surprise.  Eric opened the box, revealing a three-carat diamond solitaire clutched in a platinum setting.  Vanessa didn’t say anything; she sobbed as she wrapped her arms around Eric’s neck.  She was reduced to a blubbering mass of hugging and crying.


“Well, that’s the first time I’ve seen her without words,” commented 

Elizabeth wryly.  Elizabeth gave her friend a warm hug and joined in on the ecstatic screaming as they marveled at the exquisite ring as Eric placed it on Vanessa’s outstretched finger.


“Congratulations, Eric,” Sean said as he patted his friend on the back.


Eric leaned over and talked quietly while the women began planning the wedding.  “I thought we were supposed to do this together, you and I.”


“I know,” Sean sighed.  “I realized that my timing isn’t right.  I don’t think ‘Liz and I are ready for it yet.”


Eric nodded.  “If you want to talk about it, or need some advice, you can always count on me.”


“I know,” Sean replied and quickly changed the subject.  “I take it I’m your best man?”


“You bet,” Eric grinned.  “And I expect a top notch bachelor party!”


“Don’t worry.  The formula’s pretty simple.”

               “Plenty of booze and plenty of boobs,” they said in unison.


They noticed the two women glaring at them when they said it a tad bit louder than they had meant to.  Eric tittered nervously as the women stared the men down.


“Don’t worry, Vanessa.  Sean and I were just discussing, um, wedding plans. 

  Right, Sean?”


“Well, it does have to do with wedding traditions.”


Vanessa strode up to Eric.  “In my office, now,” she commanded and then headed for their room.  Eric hastily bundled up the presents and practically ran after his fiancée.


“Whipped!” Sean called after him.


“Oh, really?”


Sean turned to Elizabeth and was greeted with an imperious gaze.  Sean’s mouth ran dry.  She didn’t say anything, just turned around and walked steadily to their bedroom; her finger gestured for him to follow.  Sean followed obediently.


Sean shut the bedroom doors behind him.  It would be a long day and night before he would open them again.

Chapter 25


Warm sunlight slipped between the curtains and gently roused Elizabeth from a dreamless sleep.  Her arm sluggishly drifted over to her boyfriend only to feel a cold vacant spot where he should have been.  She cracked open her eyes only to see an empty pillow.  Sean must have left for work early again.  He had been doing that for the past two weeks and she missed having his warm arms wrapped around her in the morning.  Inwardly, she was disturbed by his recent absences.  


Once his three-week winter break was over, he came home later and later in the evenings and left early the next morning.  They visited her parents as promised on New Year's and there seemed to be a strange tension among Sean and her parents.  She could feel it but she couldn't quite figure out exactly what it was; perhaps it was the tightness in the corner of their eyes or how they steered around certain conversations.   Sean and both of her parents were hiding something, what it was she had no clue.

               When school started up again Sean's peculiar schedule began.  The most noticeable change was in their lovemaking.  Their passionate trysts seemed to lack a certain fire and they came less frequently.  Her heart grew cold at the possibility that Sean had grown tired of her and now had someone else in his life.  Was she doing something wrong?  Was she not attentive enough to his needs?  What was the problem?

               Slowly, Elizabeth dragged herself out of bed.  She brushed her teeth while she waited for the shower to warm up and then hopped in for a quick rinse to wake up.  The hairdryer followed as she brushed out the tangles.  She recalled how Sean always used to help her.  He said he loved her hair and the way it smelled.  Before she knew it Elizabeth was on the brink of tears.  She was losing him!  She didn't know how she knew but she did.  She felt the same way with Charles before she discovered that he was having an affair with that big-breasted bimbo.


Quickly, Elizabeth caught herself before she went into hysterics.  Her emotions shut down and the cold, calculating woman that saw her through her tumultuous divorce stepped forward.  She went through a mental checklist of questions that helped whittle down her worries and give her a direction to follow.  Her eyes flickered to the calendar.  It was a Saturday.  If Sean did indeed go to the lab then it was for extended research.  He didn't go to work on the weekends before but this was his third Saturday in a row now.  Elizabeth got dressed in a plain t-shirt and a pair of blue jeans then sped off in her car towards the university.


Elizabeth didn't remember the trip to campus; her mind was busy whirling through the possibilities of why the man she loved had changed.  Was he going to cheat on her?  No, he didn't have it in him to lie to her like that.   Besides, she would know.  Did she somehow hurt his feelings without being aware of it?  That was a possibility considering how fragile he really was behind the noble exterior.  Any armor has its weakness.  Did he believe that he had done something to upset her?  She couldn't be sure about that.  The more questions she came up with and tried to answer, the greater her confusion.  She pulled into the parking lot near the lab where he worked and paid the parking fee.  Her eyes swept the lot but couldn't find his car.  As she made her way to the laboratory she found his bicycle chained to a bike rack.  That meant his car was back at his apartment and that he might not come home to her tonight.


Elizabeth quickly suppressed the rising panic of losing the man she loved.  There was something wrong and she was going to get to the bottom of it.  She planned on walking into the building and sneaking a peek at him to see what he was up to, but she found the front door locked.  Elizabeth tried the side doors, the back doors and any other entranced she could find.  She cursed quietly and stormed back to her car and sat behind the wheel, her mind grinding a way to her next step.


The frustrated woman turned on the ignition, drove to Sean's apartment building and quickly pulled into the parking lot.  She turned her key in the lock and entered his apartment.  Her eyes panned the living room with a practiced efficiency.  Digging through a person's office was nothing new to her since she gathered all of her own evidence against Charles proving his infidelity during their divorce.  She swept through the room inspecting everything.  She drew a finger across his keyboard.  It was clean.  After almost a month of supposed negligence, the keyboard was clear of dust.  He had been using it lately.  She booted it up and scanned through his logs and files.  She discovered nothing.  Elizabeth went online and inspected the history for his Internet browser.  What she found startled her.


The log showed that he had been using the computer every night since they returned from Seattle.  The times showed that he left her place almost as soon as she fell asleep.  On the list were web addresses for several psychologists as well as self help manuals on how to deal with traumatic experiences.  She didn't know what to make of it but printed out a copy of the list for future viewing.  She shut the computer down quickly and then Elizabeth made her way to his bedroom.


Sean's bedroom seemed undisturbed save the bed with its rumpled sheets.  Gently, Elizabeth inspected the pillow and found only one furrow in it.  She sighed, thankful that there was a strong suggestion that another woman wasn't involved.  A quick inspection of the trashcan turned up nothing.  Her eyes roamed the room.  There was something different about the room.  Elizabeth wasn't sure what it was but something had definitely changed.  She took a calming breath and simply let the room come to her, fill her mind.  It was a subtle thing, but if it weren't for the fact that she looked at it admiringly so often before she would never have noticed the difference.


Elizabeth's attention shifted to the walls.  The mural with its intricate drawings that scrolled across the room always enchanted her.  She stepped up to the aggressive lines and soft shadows; her hand caressed a hard smudge on the wall.  The phoenix was marred.  Sean's fingers must have pressed hard to have broken through the fixative that prevented the charcoal from rubbing off.  He was disturbed by something; that much was clear.  And it had something to do with her.

*
*           *


Sean fished around in his pocket for his keys while balancing the pizza box in his other hand and finally managed to open the door to his apartment.  He called Elizabeth earlier on her cell, telling her he would be staying late at the lab to work on his research.  She sounded disappointed but accepted his excuse.  With a pained effort he told her that he loved her before he hung up.  He truly did, which was why he was having such a hard time with the impediments between them.  He sighed and put down the warm, flat box on the kitchen table and headed for his room.  When he flipped the switch in his room he found Elizabeth sitting on his bed waiting for him, worry etched on her beautiful face.


Sean's mind fumbled for a proper greeting.  "What are you doing here?"


Elizabeth sat there quietly, not answering.  For the first time, they experienced an uncomfortable silence that weighed on them like a heavy cloak.  Sean noticed how calm her face was, the calm before the storm.


"Sean is there something that you want to talk to me about?"


"No," he answered a little too quickly.  "Why?"


"Sean, give up with the masquerading, okay?"


Sean's mind spun in dizzying circles, unsure how to approach the issue at hand.


"No games, Sean," Elizabeth broke his train of though.  "You said that we could always talk.  I'm here, now.  You haven't been talking to me ever since we got back from visiting my family.  You stay late at night doing work and then leave right after I fall asleep.  What's going on?"


Sean didn't think that Elizabeth would have noticed his leaving for the past couple of weeks.  He was certain she was asleep before he left.  Those beautiful brown eyes that he found so enchanting were now as hard as agates as they bored into him for the truth.  His brain stumbled about in the dark.  Never before had she trained those brilliantly intelligent eyes on him.  Sean took a dry swallow.


"I should be asking you the same thing."


Elizabeth recoiled in surprise.  "What do you mean?"


"I mean how come you don't talk to me about your life with Charles while you were married.  How come you don't speak to me about your nightmares?  I'm not stupid.  I know that those nightmares have to do with Charles.  We've been together for nine months and sixteen days and you have yet to tell me why you wake up screaming on some nights and whimpering in your sleep during most of the other nights."


Now that he had gotten started the pain just flowed from him.  "I love you, Elizabeth.  You know I do.  But damn it, this waiting on the sidelines and not being able to do anything is almost more than I can handle.  I thought that you would eventually tell me, but now I'm not so sure.  It makes me wonder just how much you really love or trust me."


There it was.  He'd said it.  The words were like a slap in the face to 

Elizabeth; he could tell from the way she reacted upon hearing them.  He was angry at her sorrow.  Love is based on trust.  The motto was plain and simple.  But Sean wasn't sure just how much she really trusted him with her past.  The ten years of her marriage were a complete blank to Sean.  She never talked about it.  It was the one unapproachable area that she never allowed Sean to enter.


"I love you, damnit.  But waking up in the middle of almost every night crying is getting to be too much.  I know Charles hurt you.  And every night I hear him hurting you.  I hate seeing you in so much pain.  I want to help but you won't let me in.  I need to know if I am ever going to help you."


"You're doing enough by just being there for me."


"I am impotent in that respect.  I'm doing nothing because you won't tell me.  My love is useless to you unless you tell me.  Tell me!"


Sean was crying now, the pent up frustration finally blowing out of him like a balloon.  Elizabeth's face raced through a marathon of emotions before turning into pained anger.


"You want to know?!"


"Yes!"


Her words spilled out of her mouth in an angry torrent.  "You want to know how he beat me after I first confronted him about his affair?  How he tied me up in bed and forced himself on me while he was drunk?  How he raped me?  How later he called in his friends and let them take turns with me.  How I lived with that for two FUCKING years?!"


She was standing up now, her hair in wild disarray as tears streaked down her cheeks.  "You want to know how he killed my first unborn baby when he brutalized me in bed? How he...How he..."


Elizabeth was sobbing now, her fists beating ineffectually on Sean's broad chest as he held her.  Nothing could have prepared Sean for that.  He clutched her tightly to her as if to absorb her into his body to keep her safe forever.  Tears poured down his face as he held the quivering mass of hysterical fear that was the woman he loved.  Raw terror and grief poured over both of them as they held each other, trying to hold the other afloat in a sea of sorrow.


Sean thought of what had happened to the woman he loved.  The woman he prized more than anything else.  Two years of that hell, he thought numbly.  He could never come close to imagining how horrible that period must have been or how she quietly carried that burden for over a year after she escaped.  Three years of silence.  Three years of bad memories and nightmare.  Three years of the secret death of her unborn child.


And Sean thought he had a troubled past.  This woman, this wonderful woman who had been through so much still had the strength to help pull him out of his own pain.  Sean gripped her tightly in his arms.  He held her for over an hour as Elizabeth drained herself of grief that had been held back far too long.


Eventually, Elizabeth calmed and shivered in his grip.  She lifted her face from his shirt that was soaked through with the salty, bitter product of her sorrow, and looked at him pleadingly.  Sean looked at her puffy red eyes; so weak, so vulnerable.  He leaned down and kissed her.  It was a desperate embrace, a fusion of sorrow and relief, of fear and love.  Their lips burned with raw emotions.  There were millions of billions of words to describe what passed between but all would have been inadequate.


Sean cradled Elizabeth in his arms and led her to bed.  She fell asleep in his arms within seconds.


Sean held her all night as he planned his justice.

Chapter 26

               Slowly, Sean awoke to the smell of pizza wafting in from the kitchen.  He rolled out of the warm sheets and brushed his teeth while absently scratching his head.  After finishing up in the bathroom, Sean followed his nose to the delightful aroma of breakfast.  He was greeted with the sight of Elizabeth bent over as she fished through his refrigerator.  She had worn one of his t-shirts for pajamas.  Sean smiled at the pleasant view and snuck up on his girlfriend, while she was preoccupied with perusing his groceries.  He lifted the tail of the shirt, the sudden draft startled Elizabeth and she leapt up in the air in surprise.


"What the…" she howled as she spun around.


Sean chuckled and wrapped his arms lovingly around her waist.  "It looked like you weren't wearing anything under that shirt.  Just checking to satisfy my curiosity."


"Curiosity killed the cat," she warned him, but his grin was too infectious and soon had her smirking as well.  "Well, did you find your answer?"


"I'm not sure," Sean answered slyly as he palmed her naked bottom.  "You jumped before I could get a good look.  I think I may have to inspect a little more thoroughly."


Sean closed the refrigerator as he leaned in for a good morning kiss.  Elizabeth was more than willing to oblige and slipped in a little tongue as well.  "Mm.  Good morning to you, too."


Sean grinned when he remembered what brought him here.  "Is that pizza I smell?"


"Yes.  You left it on the kitchen table last night.  I thought I'd warm it up in the oven for you."


"Pizza for breakfast?  I knew there was a reason I loved you."


Elizabeth barked in laughter.  "You really are incorrigible.  Go sit.  I was just about to pour some juice."


Sean did as he was told and sat down on the hard wooden chair.  After living at his girlfriend's house for so long, his own apartment seemed rather crude and uncomfortable.  Sean sighed; she spoiled him.


Elizabeth brought the pizza out from the oven and slipped the steaming disk on the table.  She poured them each a tall glass of orange juice, set them on the table and then she sat in his lap. This was their preferred seating arrangement. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders and gave him a peck on the cheek as they both pulled slices from the plate.


"Mmm…  I'm starving," Sean commented as he finished his slice in a few quick gulps.  "I just realized that I didn't have dinner last night."


A lot happened last night, Sean thought.  He gave Elizabeth a gentle hug with his left arm as he recalled her ranting.  What she told him invoked a rage that he had never felt.  If it weren't for the helpless woman in his arms he might very well have sped off into the night and dealt out his own brand of fatal justice.  Thinking of it even now woke the dragon.  Exhausted sleep had finally claimed him and he awoke refreshed with a different perspective on things.  Oh, Charles would be getting his due but killing him would be letting the bastard off too easy.


"Let it go, Sean," Elizabeth said, breaking his train of thought.


"Hmm?"


"I can see the wheels turning in your head," Elizabeth responded accusingly.  "Getting back at Charles isn't going to solve anything.  Just leave him alone and he'll leave us alone."


"He hasn't left you alone yet, has he?"


Elizabeth turned her hurt expression away.  "I don't want to talk about it right now."


"Then when?  When will it ever be the right time to talk about it?"  Silence rang out between them.  "That's exactly the problem.  You never talk about it although you need to."  Sean sighed.  "You must seek professional help, Liz.  I can't do this alone."


For the first time ever Sean admitted that he was out of his league.  Ever self-sufficient, the man was willing to give up his self-styled independence for the woman he loved.

              Elizabeth looked at him almost frightfully as she considered her options.  She didn't want to visit a shrink.  To tell a total stranger what had amounted to two years of hell was beyond her.  Again she looked at Sean.  He was her pillar of strength.  Simply telling him had helped beyond words.  She valued his advice and admired his strong sense of self.  Also, she understood his willingness to give up some of that independence for her sake.  She had seen the man act as stubborn as a mule with other people but he always bent when she needed him to, always for her.  She came to a decision.


"Alright," she whispered.  "For you I will.  I'd do anything for you, 

Sean."


Sean gave her waist another gentle squeeze.  They leaned their heads 

together as they ate.

*
*
*


Sean watched as Elizabeth pulled into her driveway and he followed suit in his own car.  They decided earlier for Sean to move more of his things to her place, he practically lived there anyways.  The two lovers got out of their cars and Sean wrapped an arm around Elizabeth's slender hips.  They opened the door and stood speechless at the disaster that greeted them.


Sean reacted instantly and grabbed Elizabeth as he ran out the door.  He slammed it behind him and went straight to his car as he fingered the button on his key ring and the trunk popped open.  Sean rustled through the small compartment and pulled out his cane.  He fingered the catch, twisted the handle and pulled out two feet of gleaming steel.  Sean told Elizabeth to stay in her car as he stormed into the house, his sword leading the way.

           The door opened easily before him and Sean stalked through the living room.  Elizabeth's place looked like a tornado had gone through it.  The white leather couch on which they had spent countless hours cuddling had its insides ripped out; the stuffing was poured out like rotting guts.  The television had been kicked over along with the speakers to the sound system.  Sean's pulse pounded behind his eyes as they swept back and forth across the room.  The kitchen was not spared; the refrigerator was toppled on its side, doors ajar, spilling its contents onto the cold tile floor. Step by step he made the rounds as he searched room-by-room.  The worst damage was seen in the bedroom, the four-poster bed on which they had spent untold nights together had been torn apart. The springs and stuffing protruded through the fabric panels of the mattress gaping open like exposed ribs.  Then there was the smell. Someone had urinated on the mattress and defecated on the pillows.


This was supposed to be a home in suburbia, Sean thought, not some scene out of a novel describing a sacked town in the Middle Ages.  But that was exactly what it looked like.  Sean looked again.  No, not sacked.  Nothing was taken.  Anything that could have been considered valuable was still there.  All the electronics down stairs were still there, although destroyed beyond repair.  Sean searched the closets.  Elizabeth's clothes were shredded beyond recognition, wispy phantoms of what they once were.  Her jewelry was still sitting in the small cherrywood box beneath her clothes.

              Sean's eyes panned the room and then he looked down.  Elizabeth had very thick carpeting, the kind that let your toes sink in. It also did a good job of preserving footprints.  He studied the floor intently.  More than one person did this, other than that the tracks were beyond his ken.  He took the cell phone from his pocket, touched the speed-dial and the police answered.  They would be on their way as soon as possible.  Sean told them to take their time; the damage was already done.


"Sean?"


He turned around and found Elizabeth standing in the doorway as he sheathed his sword back in the cane.  He reached a hand out to comfort her but she walked past him to view the destruction instead.  When she saw the bed her face became a steel mask, cold and unyielding.  "This was Charles' doing," she stated calmly.  "No doubt about it."  Her fist flew out and punched a hole in the drywall.


Sean's eyebrows raised in surprise.  He stepped up to her and put a comforting arm around her shoulders.  She shrugged him off.


"No, damn it," she shivered with rage, her voice a rasping whisper.  "You were right that I needed to deal with my problem but there is no way that things are going to be resolved if he continues terrorizing me like this.  I'm tired of being the victim.  I'm sick and tired of running from him, hoping he'll leave me alone.  I'm going to deal with it my own way.  I'm going to bring that bastard down."  Her eyes flashed lightning as she spun around and looked at Sean.  "And you are going to teach me to do it."


"Elizabeth, calm down."


"I will not!  I've been trying so hard to piece my life together."  Her eyes brimmed with tears.  "So hard.."


Sean wrapped his arms around her, and this time she let him, as she broke down in tears.  The police knocked on the front door just then.  Sean guided Elizabeth down the stairs by her shoulders and let the cops in, telling them about what they had discovered.  Later others arrived and they discovered that the damage was more extensive than they had realized.  It was a serious case of vandalism.  Insurance would help cover some of the costs for the damage but it would be a long way before Elizabeth would consider this place a home.  She talked with Sean and voiced what he was thinking.  She would have to move.


"As much as I hate to admit it, I can't live here anymore."


"Excuse me, ma'am," an officer questioned.  "Do you know who might have done this?"


Elizabeth's face turned stony.  Her eyes were fiery as she readied a violent reply.  Sean interjected and gave her shoulder a squeeze.  "Yes, we believe we know who did this.  There's no doubt in our minds that it was her ex-husband who pulled this off.  I don't have any proof, but I expect you guys to find some.  I believe in justice, officer.  I intend to see it done.  This isn't the first time Charles has terrorized her.  And it won't be the last, either.  Elizabeth divorced him for a reason."


The officer thanked them for their cooperation and said that they would keep in touch.  They drove back to Sean's place and when they arrived Elizabeth called Vanessa and Eric.  The two friends arrived shortly thereafter and did all they could to console her.


"Thanks for coming, guys," Elizabeth said, "But I'm okay, now.  Honest."


Vanessa gave her a worried glance.  She was furious when she discovered the news.  She uttered a long line of curses that nearly set Sean's place on fire before she finally calmed down.  Eric said she was even worse on the drive over.  Eric took to the news as calmly as Sean did.  They both knew what Charles' actions meant.  War.


"So how can we help?" Eric asked.  The question was open ended and the offer was without limits; the nature of what he was suggesting was not lost on Sean.


"Nothing like what you're thinking," Sean replied, "although that would be fun."


Eric pulled a hunting knife out of his boot to pick at an imaginary speck of dirt under his nails.  "That's a shame.  Haven't gotten any live practice in for quite a while."


"Sorry, Eric.  We plan on keeping this above the table.  We will need Vanessa's help, though."


"Anything you want."


"We need you to find us some lawyers," Elizabeth said as she nursed a cup of tea, "the best money can buy, the blood thirsty ones.  Tell them there's a bonus in it for them if they can bring Charles' ass down to our satisfaction.  We're going to send this asshole to the slammer, not some country club, mind you.  I want him to rot in a hellhole of a prison."  The teacup shattered in Elizabeth's hands. Everyone looked at the broken shards scattered on the floor then at Elizabeth.  She calmly used a napkin to wipe her hands dry as Sean got a dustpan and sponge to clean up the mess as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


"Elizabeth," Vanessa addressed her friend worriedly.  "Are you sure you're okay?"


"I'm fine."


Vanessa and Eric stayed around for another hour or so before they left.  Eric cast a warning glance at Sean.  Their eyes clashed; a silent argument ensued.  When their eyes broke, Eric sighed and the two friends made their exit.

Chapter 27


Breathe in.  Breathe out.  Breathe in.  Breathe out.  Elizabeth took a tentative step forward in the shrouded darkness.  Her hands were spread out in front of her with her fingers outstretched.  She felt the wind on her face before she heard it and crouched.  The object whistled by above her.  She smiled to herself at the small victory.  Something hooked behind her right ankle and pulled up.  In her position she fell flat on her back with a dull thud on the canvas mat.  Elizabeth cursed and got back up.  This time she was struck in the shoulder, then behind her knee forcing her to kneel.  Her foot was hooked again but this time she managed to lift free.  The canes twirled faster, their whirling caused more movement than she could track by feel and sound alone.  They clacked across her body and appendages mercilessly until ultimately she was swept off her feet for a second time.  Again she found herself prostrate on the floor; her breathing was the only sound in the room.

               A loud crack exploded alongside both ears and Elizabeth screamed.  The lights blazed on, stabbing at her pupils until they receded to pinpricks.  Her hands shot up to shade her eyes from the assault.  Slowly, she adjusted to the brightness of the room and she got her bearings.  She found herself lying near one of the three-mirrored walls of the room.  Sean stood over her as he threw aside his blindfold.


"You have learned something?"  It was more a command than a question.


Elizabeth could only shake her head as she pulled herself up, nursing a bruised wrist.  “Nothing.  I didn't learn a damn thing."


"Think harder.  Think again."


"It's impossible to keep track of your attacks.  They're too fast."


“Exactly."


"What?"


"It is impossible to keep track of my attacks when you can't see them coming."


"Then how am I supposed to dodge?"


"Why do you stand still?  Are you afraid of running into where I am not?"


Elizabeth opened her mouth as if to reply and then caught herself.  She grew pensive and leaned against the wall.  She felt Sean's lips brush her forehead.


"Come on," he whispered to her gently.  "That's enough for one day."


"One question."


"Shoot."


"There's another lesson behind what you just told me.  What is it?"


Sean smiled knowingly then gave her a peck on the nose.  "You're learning quickly.  Yes, there is another lesson behind it.  It's somewhat symbolic.  I'll let you think about it while I get our stuff together."


Elizabeth's slid down the mirrors with her back against the cool surface until she was seated on the canvassed floor and thought about what he had said.  Symbolism.  Something about being in the dark. Being blind?  Being unable to see into the future.  Trying to predict when those damnable canes were going to hit was frustrating as all hell, and in the end it was futile.  The only thing she had control of was herself, her actions.  But when the future became the present and affected her directly, that was the time for action.  As they headed out the door Elizabeth asked if she was right.


"Close enough," Sean replied as he locked the door behind them.  "The present is the most important moment of your life.  The past has already happened, there is no point in lingering in it.  You'll only get caned if you're looking backwards.  The future has too many variables, always shifting, unpredictable.  Therefore, you can't plan too many steps ahead otherwise you just might run into a mistake.  Getting stuck in a pattern of moves is like that.  Certainly, there are prescribed combinations of attacks and blocks but eventually others will read them and then you're as good as dead.  Remember Top Gun, what Maverick said.  'You don't have time to think up there.  If you think, you're dead.'"


"Well, that's a big gamble with a thirty-million dollar plane, Lieutenant," Elizabeth replied.  "Or in this case your life."


"True," Sean answered.  "But when you become predictable, you're as good as dead."


"But what you're asking me to do is rely on pure luck," Elizabeth said as Sean opened the Jaguar's passenger side door for her.


"No, I'm asking you to rely on pure, gut instinct," Sean held up a hand to forestall her reply.  "Trust me. You'll get it.  Gods help me when you do."


Elizabeth slid into the warm leather seat and thought things over.  She had been staying at Sean's place for the past two weeks, slowly piecing together her belongings as well as her life.  She sold the house and dumped the furniture.  The police called as expected.  Charles had a solid alibi; he was at a nightclub with his girlfriend.  Several people had seen him.  Elizabeth and Sean knew that the snake wouldn't have actually done the deed.  But it certainly wasn't beyond him to orchestrate the whole thing.


Sean and Elizabeth had argued heatedly for a couple of days about getting him to teach her martial arts.  She won after she explained that she would just take self-defense classes from one of the many downtown studios if he wasn’t going to help her.  That got to Sean and he capitulated.  Elizabeth rubbed her sore wrist.  Maybe she had bitten off more than she could chew.  Sean told her that he was going to teach her more than the proper way to throw kicks and punches.  He was also going to impart a philosophy, a way of life.  He went on and talked about how the true spirit of martial arts was lost to the hyper-commercialized world where anyone could learn the drills with enough time and practice.  He admitted that doing so did create good fighters but that wasn't what he was about.  Sean said he would make her into a warrior.


They pulled into Sean's parking spot.  Elizabeth grabbed their gym bags and followed her boyfriend up the stairs.  The two of them entered Sean's apartment and Elizabeth watched him visibly unwind.  It wasn't a physical difference but the air of command slowly sloughed off his shoulders.  Sean, the Master, was left behind and in his place stood Sean, her lover.


"Go ahead and take a shower," he said as he headed for the kitchen.  "I'm going to get dinner started."


Elizabeth went to their bedroom, stripped, and showered.  The hot water felt wonderful on her tense muscles.  She rubbed her neck and upper back to release some of the knots.  She would have to ask Sean for one of his back rubs later.  His hands were magical, the way they smoothed out the kinks in her body.  They were also quite good at getting her very aroused by the end of the massage.  Elizabeth smiled as she thought of what always happened after a session with Sean's magic hands.  Yes, she was definitely going to ask for a massage.  She took her time in the steaming spray and felt like a new woman.  She slipped on a thick robe, dried her hair and then made herself look presentable.  After slipping into some clothes she left the room.


Elizabeth made her way to the kitchen where she was pleasantly greeted by 

Sean, Vanessa, and Eric with a cake aflame with candles.  She graciously feigned surprise and grinned sheepishly when her friends began a chorus of Happy Birthday.  When Sean hadn’t said much about her birthday she knew something was up.  Sean was such a dear.


"Thank you," Elizabeth said as she gave Sean a warm hug, and then proceeded to embrace Vanessa and Eric.


Sean placed the cake on the polished dining table and gave Elizabeth a peck on the cheek.  "Happy Birthday, love.  I even put on all the appropriate candles."


Elizabeth's eyes quickly counted the little flames.  "Sean, there's only twenty-five."


"You're not twenty-five?" Sean asked innocently.  "I could have sworn you were twenty-four just yesterday."


Elizabeth playfully backhanded his ribs, which were vibrating from his chortling.  “Charmer."


"Just telling it how it is, darling," Sean replied then gave a sly smile to all present.  "I swear she didn't act a day past twenty-five last night in bed."  Elizabeth elbowed his ribs.  "Go ahead.  Make a wish."


"But you already came true," Elizabeth teased as she stationed herself in front of the glowing dessert.  She closed her eyes and decided what she wanted, a home to call her own with Sean at her side, always.  She took as large a breath as she could and then emptied her lungs until her sides hurt.   Black wicks greeted her as she opened her eyes.


The rest of the evening passed in a blur of conversation and merrymaking.  Dinner was comprised of an excellent assortment of dishes from Allesio's that Eric had ordered in advance.  Then came the presents.  Eric handed her an envelope and inside it was a five hundred dollar gift certificate to a household furnishings’ store.  Elizabeth looked questioningly at Eric and thanked him.


Vanessa gave her another envelope.  Inside was a picture of a very grand looking, four-posted king-sized bed.  At the bottom, the picture said  'Yours'.  Again, Elizabeth was confused by the present but she thanked Vanessa anyways.  Where was she going to put the bed?  It certainly wouldn't fit in Sean's apartment.  Sean handed her another envelope.  Inside was a scrap of paper.  It read, "We're getting a house."


"We'll have a new home."


Elizabeth looked up and wrapped her arms around Sean's neck and kissed him.  

Tears streamed down her cheeks.  Hugs were exchanged all around as Elizabeth brimmed with joy.


"I expect that bed to get well used," declared Vanessa as she hugged Elizabeth.


"I'll make sure of it," Sean muttered under his breath.


Elizabeth felt a tap on the shoulder and she turned around.  Sean was on one knee and his hands held up a tiny velvet box.  Elizabeth's eyes widened as she gasped.


"Elizabeth Richards," Sean said with determined conviction as the room grew silent, "I love you.  I love you more than my life, more than my soul.  You are more than any man has a right to ever dream of, let alone ask for.  And I would be honored if you would accept my offer to be by your side for the rest of eternity."  He opened the box.  "Will you marry me?"


Elizabeth grew dizzy and nearly fainted.  There didn't seem to be enough air in her lungs.  Flashing in front of her eyes was a three-carat diamond bound to an intricate ring of gold fashioned in the likeness of a flaming bird clutching at the gem with platinum talons, a phoenix.  Elizabeth's mind and heart seized at the beauty of the ring.  She was speechless.  She broke down and sobbed with joy as she clutched Sean to her and wept.  He cradled her in his arms, a tear of his own streaking down his cheek.


"Oh, God, yes," Elizabeth finally managed to squeak out.  "Yes.  Yes.  Yes!"


Elizabeth broke the embrace and held out her hand.  Sean slipped the ring on her finger.  It was a perfect fit.


"Holy shit!" Vanessa screamed.  "Look at the size of that rock!"


Elizabeth held her hand up proudly and cooed over it with Vanessa.  Of course, the two women immediately began comparing their jewelry.  They tittered like schoolgirls over wedding plans.  Within seconds they agreed on having a double wedding.


"I take it I'm your best man?" Eric asked Sean.


"Without a doubt.  And I expect a good bachelor party."


"How about we have ours together?  We'll just have to double everything."


"More babes and more booze!" Sean commented.


The room grew quiet.  The two men looked over their shoulders and winced at the women’s glares.


"Uh, just kidding, darling," Sean grinned nervously.


"Eric..."


"Well, look at the time," Eric said quickly.  "Vanessa and I really must be going.  We'll talk about wedding plans later."


Elizabeth snorted derisively and patted Sean on the cheek.  "Yes, we'll discuss this later."


Sean winced then saw their guests to the door.  Elizabeth hugged their friends goodbye.  She turned around and faced Sean.  "Now, what was this I hear about other women?"


"Well, a bachelor party wouldn't be bachelor party without strippers, right?"


Elizabeth chuckled as she watched her fiancé squirm.  They both knew that 

Sean had eyes for her only.  Still, they liked playing games.  She pulled him in by the front of his shirt and gave him a smoldering kiss, tasting the smooth ice cream cake on his lips.  "I'm just going to have to find a way to make you forget about other girls."  She pulled him in for another scorching kiss.


"What other girls?"


Elizabeth smiled.  "Whipped!"


Sean chuckled and his lips tickled her as he nuzzled her neck.  "Have I ever told you that I love you?"


"Maybe," she teased.  "I think I remember you saying something like that."


His tongue snaked out and caressed the lobe of her ear.  "I love you.” Another long, torturous lick followed his words.  "But right now, I lust after you."


Elizabeth felt herself being lifted as Sean scooped her up in his powerful arms.  He loved carrying her, ever the chivalrous man, and she loved being carried.  One of the many reasons she loved him.  Her heart fluttered at the thought, one of the many reasons she was going to marry him.


Sean placed her gently on the bed.  The room was silent but for the sound of their breathing.  Elizabeth watched longingly as Sean pulled the shirt off his muscled frame.  The sight of his fine features never ceased to thrill her.  Elizabeth pulled her blouse over her lithesome body.  When she had the blouse over her eyes Sean held her still.  She could feel his hot breath on her, her skin flushed with every gentle puff that caressed her skin.  Although she was blinded, she could feel him smiling at her.  Elizabeth laughed in anticipation.  "Is this another lesson?"


"Hmm, maybe," his lips teasingly brushed against hers.  She heard the rustle of fabric at the foot of the bed.  Elizabeth waited curiously.  The blouse was yanked off, giving her a glimpse of Sean towering over her as he placed the blindfold over her eyes.  "Remember what I told you.  The present is the most important moment of your life.  Live for the moment.


"Elizabeth tried to slow her racing heart and simply let the sensations wash over her.  Sean's gentle hands began stroking her breasts tenderly, then boldly.  His lips took her breath away as they collided with her own.  Her mind filled in what her eyes could not provide, exploring the sensual moment in Technicolor.  His kisses became more passionate, demanding.  She yielded to him, gave him every ounce of her soul in a long, slow burning embrace until she began seeing bright spots.  His lips left hers and her lungs filled with air.  Elizabeth's heart quickened.


Sean's hands continued their delightful ministrations of her breasts, kneading the soft flesh with barely controlled zeal.  He really did have magical hands.  Elizabeth moaned her approval as his thumbs ran over her turgid nipples.  She arched her back to force in more of the pleasurable sensations running through the two hard nubbins.  A hot, wet sensation consumed her left breast and instantly made her ache between her legs.  She writhed beneath his expert touch, quivering in carnal desire.  His lips set her skin on fire as he switched from one breast to the other.  Her hands ran through his short hair, trying to press more of her breast into his wonderful mouth.


Elizabeth felt Sean's hand glide down her body, tracing her ribs, tickling the fine hairs below her belly button and then finally settling on the tops of her skirt.  His hands roamed over her waist, stroked her womanly hips and reached beneath the hem.  Elizabeth invited his hand as she opened her thighs.  His palm pressed into her womanhood and she ground her hips up to meet him.  Elizabeth moaned in frustration when she felt Sean's mouth leave her breast with an audible pop.


"You're a beautiful woman, Elizabeth," he kissed her tenderly.  "I love every square inch of your body."  She felt his hands loop around and beneath her as he tried to grip the zipper that held her skirt.  Elizabeth helped and lifted her hips an inch.  The skirt slipped off her hips easily and she heard it fall to the floor.  "You have a perfect nose."  He gave it a peck.  "Luscious lips."  He kissed her soundly.  "The cutest dimples when you smile."  Two more pecks on the cheeks.  "Beautiful ears."  He got a little fanciful this time and gave them both a thorough tonguing that had her gripping the sheets into knots.  "A graceful neck."  His lips descended down her throat and he began suckling her skin where her neck fell away to her slender shoulders.  He took his time there.  Then it dawned on her.  He was giving her a hickey!  Too late, the deed was done.  "Oh, and how can I forget your gorgeous breasts?"  Sean began a thorough explanation of what he liked about every part of her breasts followed by a very convincing physical demonstration of why; the sensitive undersides, her cleavage, and, oh God, her nipples!  Then he thought he should pick out a favorite part.  He was one indecisive lover as he focused intensely on one part then moved on to another, then back again.  "I think I like your nipples best," he finally decided, then went ahead and teased and played with them until they were pained from arousal.  Her insides shook with a small wave of pleasure as he concentrated on the hard nubbins.  Several times she tried reaching a hand in between her legs but Sean held her back, pinning her hands to her sides until she stopped resisting.  "Since you seem to enjoy having your nipples sucked so much I think I should pick a favorite."  Elizabeth groaned in arousal and frustration as he suckled one then the other.  There was a minor wrestling match as she reached to bring herself off with her hand and he stopped her.


Back and forth he went.  "I can't decide.  I like them equally as much.  Oh, well.  I guess I'll have to give the two first place winners their due prize."  Elizabeth couldn't believe how much control this man had over her.  She came again, a small one that both helped to ease the tension and yet pulled her body taught with even more desire.  Her pussy leaked on to the warm sheets that were already damp from sweat.


"You also have lovely ribs," Sean continued and numerated each one with delightful touches of his lips.  He took a moment to rise up and moisten her lips with his own as he lovingly brushed the damp strands of her hair from her face.  She heard a rustling down below as he kissed her again and then felt the heat of his crotch bare down on her right thigh.  "Now, where were we?"


"My pussy," Elizabeth nearly demanded.  "You were going to eat my pussy."


"Nope, I don't think that was where we left off.  Oh, yes, you have the cutest belly button. I always preferred innies."  She felt the heat of his body descend and then felt his tongue tickling her belly button.  She nearly cursed at him for stalling; she wanted to cum so badly.  His mouth began traveling lower and Elizabeth whimpered in anticipation.  As she grew anxious for his mouth to descend to where she needed it most, her legs spread and elongated.


She was filled with dread as she felt Sean massaging her calves.  "And your legs!" he exclaimed.  "I could go on forever about your legs."  Her fate was sealed.  She was doomed to be on the cusp of orgasm for all of eternity.  She nearly cried in frustration.  "You have beautiful legs," he began again, talking intermittently as he oh so slowly kissed up her calves.  "Do you know how many times I've gotten aroused from just the sight of your calves when you wear a skirt?  I had a to adjust my pants while Eric and Vanessa were over."  He paused to nibble at the delicate skin behind her knees.  Impossibly, Elizabeth felt another small wave of sexual energy course through her.


Sean's mouth moved on and began nibbling the insides of her thighs.  Her pussy flowed freely on to the drenched sheets.  "Now for my favorite part of your body.  I intend on spending a very long time here."  Oh, God yes, she thought.  Finally.  "Your elbows!"


Elizabeth howled in anguish and was about to rape her fiancé when a bolt of lightning surged through her.  If her eyes weren't already covered she would have gone blind from the orgasm that raced through her body as Sean's mouth attacked her pussy with wonderfully unrelenting fury.  Her skin exploded as she thrashed and bucked in uncontrollable spasms until her mind went dark.

Chapter 28


The night was still.  A dark, moonless sky ignored the large brick house.  A light breeze blew through the bare branches of the maple trees that guarded the large front yard, rattling their bony fingers together.  A shadow amongst shadows flitted through up along the tall, ivy clothed wall that bordered the estate and perched upon it as silent and still as a gargoyle.  The figure leapt from the ivy and alighted upon one of the trees that bordered the manor.  The shadow dropped to the soft manicured lawn and slipped from tree to tree without so much as a whisper.  In the pressing darkness two low shapes sprang across the field, their swift gaits betraying their presence as they closed in on the intruder.  A dull flash of steel flickered in the muted night and the guard dogs fell to the floor and slid across the smooth grass.  The shadow knelt beside them and inspected the precision of the strikes.  He pulled out a piece of cloth and wiped down his weapon then moved on, as silent as the shadow he emulated.


Scaling the Talworth Manor wall was easy enough with its unfinished brick façade and the shadows soft rubber soled boots.  His hands moved quickly, surely, and saw him to the ledge of English windows on the second floor.  A small pouch was produced from the strap on his thigh and revealed a row of intricate tools when unrolled.  He selected one of the instruments and slowly cut through the pane of glass near the catch of the frame.  Another device was produced from a different pocket and was placed on the windows locking mechanism, disabling the alarm trigger connected to the catch.  He opened the window and melted into the room.


A flashlight strapped to the figures head was flipped on and a small beam pricked the darkness.  The thin shaft swept back and forth across the office, revealing the large mahogany desk hunching over the plush blue rug.  The figure worked his way through the drawers one by one but moved on without interest.  He fired up the computer resting on the polished wood and examined the room as he waited for the console to boot up.  Nothing of interest caught his attention and he returned to the keyboard and mouse.  The night-clad figure worked quickly, his gloved fingers clacking the keys as he worked diligently.  Information was pulled from the hard drive and copied over onto a disk the hooded and masked figure produced from one of the many pockets that covered his black bodysuit.  He waited patiently for the information to transfer over then erased all traces of his passing.


The man slipped back into the night and disappeared with the wind.

*
*
*


“To love and marriage,” Sean toasted.  Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Eric raised their own glasses and clinked them appropriately.  The four friends had decided to get together once every week to plan their double wedding.  Elizabeth and Vanessa had taken to the assignment with fervor with some input from their fiancés.  Most of the time, though, Sean and Eric simply shot the breeze and chatted about their jobs.  At the moment Eric was talking about an upcoming Renaissance Fair and had invited Sean and Elizabeth to come along with he and Vanessa.


“They even plan on having a simulated battle with swords and armor.  It will be quite the event,” Eric pitched.


“Sounds like fun,” Sean answered.  “I’ll talk to ‘Liz about it but I’m sure that she would be interested.”


“What’s this?”


Sean and Eric turned their heads at Vanessa’s question.  The redhead was staring at a CD that she turned in her slender fingers.


“Something Sean and I ran across that could help those lawyers on Charles’ case,” Elizabeth replied.  She calmly took a sip of her wine.  Vanessa gave her a questioning look but thought better of it.  Eric did likewise with Sean then shrugged.  He knew as well as Sean did what the game they were playing was like.  Vanessa on the other hand was usually a straight shooter but just this once, for the sake of her friend, would she not pursue the topic any further.


“I’ll see what the lawyers can do with it after I take a look,” she tactfully replied.  Elizabeth nodded and they let the matter rest.


The rest of the lunch passed quickly with good table conversations and more planning for the wedding.  It so turned out that Sean wasn’t the only millionaire sitting at the table.  Eric had an inheritance from an uncle that he hardly knew but who had been keeping tabs on him.  The man died of cancer about five years back and admired Eric from afar.  The money helped launch his writing career and now he was sitting comfortable with his own earnings as a writer as well as his inheritance that had accrued a decent amount of income from interest.  Together, the skies were the limit for wedding arrangements.  Vanessa and Elizabeth had a delightful gleam in their eyes as they plotted and planned while the men grew paler and paler at how much it was going to cost them.  Granted, they were rich.  But even so, they did have some notion of frugality.  However, the women cajoled and pleaded until the men gave in to pretty much whatever the women wanted.  It would be quite the event.


They finished their lunch then headed out to several stores and phoned several other recommendations.  Hammering out all of the details, from flower arrangements to limo rental, took the remainder of the day until finally all four of them decided that they had done enough for one day and called it a night.  The real trick was finding a date that would work with all of the arrangements.  Finally, they settled on the fifteenth of July in a nice church with the dinner party in the dining hall at the Marriott.


Sean closed the door behind himself and Elizabeth then slid the deadbolt home as they entered his apartment.  “So how do you think it went?” Elizabeth asked as she kicked off her shoes and put them on the rack.


“About the disk?”


“Yes,” she answered.  “Vanessa seemed to take it well.  Although I’m not sure what the lawyers can do about it.  I never managed Charles’ accounts but I knew something wasn’t right about the numbers.”


“Well, Eric took it all in stride.  He and I think alike so he probably can guess how we got it.”


Sean felt Elizabeth’s warm hand on his shoulder.  “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?  I mean, is going to work?”


Sean turned around and reassured her as he pulled her close to him in a comforting embrace.  “Yes, we are doing the right thing.  There’s no other way that I can think of to get him out of our hair.  If we bloody his nose a bit maybe he’ll leave us alone for good.”


“Or possibly enrage him.  Believe me, I should know.  During the last couple of years that I was with him he seemed, I don’t know, irrational.”


“Irrational or not, this is the best way to handle things.”


“I hope you’re right.”


“I do too,” Sean replied and kissed her on the forehead.  “So, when are we scheduled for our next viewing of available real estate?” Sean asked, changing the subject.  They had begun home shopping not too long ago but they were as of yet to find something that they wished to call home.  Price wasn’t too big of a problem, between Sean’s inheritance and Elizabeth’s divorce settlement, so they wanted the right house, the perfect home.  There were a couple of candidates that perked their interest but nothing that seemed to fit the bill.


“Tonight,” Elizabeth finally answered.


“Tonight?”


“Yes, the agent said that a house was just going on the market tonight and that we’d be the first ones to view it.  She said it would be perfect for what we want.  Five bedrooms, two and three quarters bath, and a decent sized yard amongst other amenities.”


“Hmm, sounds interesting,” Sean thought aloud as he headed for the bookshelf.  “Alright, let’s check it out.”


Elizabeth sidled up next to him and perused the shelf as well.  When Elizabeth moved into Sean’s apartment the better part of her salvageable furniture was put in storage but Sean insisted that she bring her books.  Together, they had a large collection and now there was more than enough for either to read since they both read different genres.  Elizabeth was an avid reader of fiction and suspense while Sean was a fan of science fiction and fantasy.  It turned out that the two of them were beginning to enjoy the other’s tastes in literature, just one more interest that the two had in common.  Elizabeth realized that it was little things like that that built a lasting relationship, growing into one another’s world.


Sean tugged at the spine of a well-worn paperback and Elizabeth did likewise then curled up beside him on the couch when he sat down.

*
*
*


At eight in the evening, after Sean and Elizabeth had a light dinner of lemon catfish with rice, the two lovebirds received a phone call and headed downstairs to meet with their agent, Kathryn O’Toole.  The strawberry blonde woman greeted them in the lobby and began describing the new house that was on the market as she constantly brushed aside a stray lock of hair that would not stay in place.  They stepped into her silver BMW and then headed out into the temperate night.  The drive was pleasant as they continued discussing the house; it had a moderately sized yard with a swimming pool and Jacuzzi as well as a patio for a barbecue.  The house was perfect.  The neighborhood was very nice, situated in an upper middle class neighborhood and not too far away from either Elizabeth’s office or the university.  The previous owners were a military family and the man of the house was transferred to another base down in San Diego.  The rooms were about the right size and the design of the place was smooth and graceful.  They fell in love with the place and signed the papers that night.  Once the papers were processed the following morning everything would be ready to be moved in.


Sean and Elizabeth got back to the apartment later that night after a small glass of bubbly to celebrate the deal.  Sean went to the kitchen to fetch a glass of water when he noticed the blinking light on his answering machine.  He hit the switch and listened.


“Elizabeth, Sean,” Vanessa’s voice rang out.  “Where did you guys get this disk?  Better yet, don’t answer that.  I don’t want to know.  Do you guys realize what’s on this thing?  Looks like Charles had his fingers in the cookie jar.  According to the data you guys gave me, he did quite a bit of tax evasion and a good deal of money laundering as well.  There’s even hints in here to all out bribery of a city council member.  I’m still not sure what or who he was laundering for but the lawyers should be able to take it from here.  I gave the disk to Erin, one of the lawyers, as soon as I had a good look at it.  Charles is going to lose a good chunk of his assets as well as have all of it frozen until further investigation.  Call me as soon as you can, okay?”


Elizabeth had wandered into the kitchen by them and rested her head on Sean’s shoulder.  “I knew that something wasn’t kosher about those numbers.”


“Well, now we have confirmation,” Sean said as he picked up the phone and thumbed Vanessa’s number.  “Hi, Vanessa.”  He paused as he listened.  “Yes…I understand…How long will it take?  Immediately?”  By then Elizabeth’s curiosity was piqued and she looked determined to get her hands on the phone.  “Here, talk to Elizabeth before she tears my head off.”


“Hello?”


“’Liz, it looks like there’s justice in the world after all,” Vanessa’s voice beamed over the receiver.  “Charley-boy is going to bite the big one on this case.  The lawyers are swarming all over this one like bees on honey.  This is going to be a big case.  The lawyers let the IRS get a whiff of this and they’re going to let the dogs out on this one.  The press might even jump in on this one.  This is going to turn into a multi-million dollar smear campaign, that’s how big it is.  Charley isn’t going to be able to show his mug in a public place for a long time.”


“Is he going to jail?” was Elizabeth’s only question.


“Well, I’m not sure about that.  But what you have will certainly make his life a living hell.”


“Vanessa!”  The sharp tone in Elizabeth’s voice brought her friend up short.  “I don’t care if his assets are frozen until the stars go out.  I want that bastard in the slammer.  You got that?”


Sean quickly interceded and wrenched the phone out Elizabeth’s white knuckled grasp.  “Hey, Vanessa.  We’re very happy with what you’ve accomplished so far.  We’ll talk about it later, okay?”


“Yeah, Sean.”  The woman’s voice was subdued.  “Tell ‘Liz that we’ll get him.  I guess I got a little carried away with just how big the case is.”


“That’s understandable.  Oh, one other thing.  We just bought a house so we’ll be expecting you at the housewarming party.”


“Really?  I’m glad to hear that.  I’ll let Eric know.”


Sean hung up and turned to Elizabeth.  “What was that all about?”


“What?” Elizabeth answered acerbically.


“What do you mean ‘what’?” Sean’s voice bit.  “You just about chewed Vanessa out for bringing us such good news.”


“What good news?  You heard her.  Charles may lose some money but he’s still going to be walking around.”


“I don’t believe this.  What do you want?  His head on a silver platter?”  Sean’s raised his voice above Elizabeth’s.


“That would be good start,” snorted Elizabeth.


“I’m sorry ‘Liz but that isn’t the way it works.”


“Then it ought to be.”  She was screaming now.  “If the law can’t do anything about it…”


“Then what?  You’re going to take things into your own hands?”


“If that’s what it takes.”


“Are you even listening to yourself?  That path leads to madness.”


“What would you know?  You didn’t live through it.”


The words stung more than anything Elizabeth could possibly have ever said.  “You’re right.  I didn’t,” Sean whispered and turned away.  “And if I could have switched places with you I would have.  I would have done anything to save you from that.”  He sighed.  “But what would I know.”  He began walking away but Elizabeth’s hand stayed him.


Elizabeth realized her mistake when her last words slipped out her mouth but it was too late to unsay them.  Her emotions roiled within her.  She shouldn’t have snapped at Sean but at the same time the anger seethed inside her.  Her face grew tired and drawn with the internal conflict.  “Sean, you’re right.  I overreacted.  And what I said wasn’t very fair.  I know all of you are doing what you can to help.  It’s just that, well, it’s so damnably frustrating to know that he’s still out there walking free after what he did to me.  There isn’t even any evidence of what he did to me to show the police, so I have to settle with something else.  I shouldn’t have to settle.”  Her voice heated.


“I know,” Sean replied, his voice just as tired as Elizabeth looked.  He held Elizabeth’s hand in his own.  “But do you know what?  This is the first time that you’re actually confronting the issue and expressing yourself.  The sessions with Dr. Henry are helping.”


“I suppose so.  If tearing off the heads of friends and lovers is considered an improvement.”


Sean smiled reassuringly.  “It’s better than bottling it up inside.”  He brushed his lips on her forehead when a realization dawned across his face.  “I just thought of something.  Maybe we can nail him for something other than money.  Get him for being the bastard that he is.”


“What do you mean?”


Sean guided her to the couch and began explaining his plan.

Chapter 29 


A week passed and Elizabeth decided to drop by Sean’s laboratory to have lunch with him; she had cleared away a good chunk of her work and decided to take the day off.  They woke up a little late because she had gotten her fiancé to give her a ‘massage’ the previous night after a strenuous workout at the gym and it had taken a wonderful three hours to ‘work the kinks out’.  Come morning, Sean rushed off to class without any thought of lunch or breakfast.  However, he was thoughtful enough to give Elizabeth a very thorough good morning kiss before running off.  Elizabeth was a lucky woman and she knew it. 


There was another reason she was going out to see him.  When they were at the college rec center Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice the attention that Sean drew in the new workout clothes.  His old baggy t-shirt and sweats were so worn she was forced to buy him new tank tops and shorts. She selected his outfit because it looked good on him but she didn’t consider all of the other girls that might ogle him.  His new togs drew furtive glances from the college girls on the treadmills as he worked out, his taut muscles on display for the first time.  Elizabeth wasn’t exactly jealous but she did feel a little territorial. She stayed close to him and even gave a little public display of affection, kissing him every now and then.  Sean was a little puzzled by all of the attention but nonetheless gladly received the kisses.  Elizabeth guessed that if she hadn’t made it so obvious that they were attached, a girl or two would have been brazen enough to approach him.  Elizabeth studied her naive fiancé, if he only knew. 


Elizabeth’s musings followed her up the elevator and through the corridor to Sean’s lab.  She found him at a computer analyzing a spreadsheet. She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a warm squeeze. 


“Hey there, handsome.”


“Hi, Denise,” she heard him say; she reflexively recoiled.  Sean’s chuckle vibrated his chest as he turned around and gave Elizabeth a playful peck on the nose. “Hello, love.”


Elizabeth bristled for the briefest of moments but she couldn’t help herself, then she laughed with him. “Who is Denise?” she mockingly asked in a stern voice.


Sean nodded towards a windowed door to her left and she saw a fifty-year old woman tapping away at a keyboard. “Professor Deltrun’s wife. She comes in here to help him organize his notes. She’s a sweet lady,” Sean answered.  “And has been very devoted to her husband for the past twenty-eight years.”


“Mean trick to play on your fiancé, nonetheless.”


“Ah, you love me anyway,” Sean boasted. Elizabeth demurely smiled and nuzzled in his warm embrace. “So what brings you to my neck of the woods?”


“Well, you were in a bit of a rush this morning.”


“Someone kept me up late last night,” Sean parried.


“So I thought maybe I should take you out to lunch,” Elizabeth continued.  “To make up for a lost meal. How’s that sound?”


Sean’s stomach growled. “I think that answer’s your question.”


Elizabeth laughed and dragged him out of the lab.


“You know, I think some of my shirts are disappearing,” Sean commented as they waited for the elevator.


“Really?”


“Would you happen to know what’s happened to them?”


“Maybe.”


“And there seem to be some new shirts in my closet that I’m sure I didn’t buy.”


“Gee, I wonder how that could have happened.”


“Elizabeth.”


“Yes, dear?” She played coy as they stepped into the elevator.


“Spit it out.”


“Okay, so I chucked some of the old stuff. You need new clothes.” 


Sean sighed.  “Yeah, I know. But you could have consulted me about it.”


“I did. I kept bringing up the point that your clothes were looking a little worn.”


“So you decided to take the initiative and buy me a new wardrobe.” He playfully poked her in the ribs.


“Well, you weren’t doing anything about it.”


“Alright, alright,” Sean capitulated. “You win.” 


“That’s right,” Elizabeth quipped. “I always win.”


Sean laughed then tightened his embrace from behind her as he nuzzled her ear. “Really?”


The way his voice caressed the fine hairs of her skin ran a thrill through her.  “Yes.”


“You always win?” He slapped the ‘Stop’ button and then ran a hand up to cup her breast and the other down to massage her thigh.


“Of course I do,” she answered a little weakly.


He hummed in her ear, a guttural and primal sound that thrummed her nerves. His left hand aggressively cupped her sex through the crotch of her jeans as he breathed heavily into her ear. “Except when I win, correct?” He punctuated the question with a delicious tweak of her nipple.


Elizabeth gasped at the sensation; her body immediately responded and raced at the attention. “No, I always win.”


Sean nibbled and suckled on the lobe of her ear then licked it. His hands grew more aggressive as he ground into her backside. “I win too. Right?”


He attacked her neck and began rubbing furiously at her crotch. Elizabeth moaned as he slowly worked her up. She panted from his ministrations.


“Right?”


Oh, God.  “Yes,” her voice rasped in desire.


Sean’s hands abandoned her and she faintly heard a click as Sean thumbed the elevator console to continue the trip down. “Good,” Sean smiled. “Nice to know that we agree.”


Elizabeth’s mind whirled in a haze of lust and surprise as he moved away from her to push the damn button. She was just about to pounce on him when the doors chimed open to reveal a crowd of students waiting for them to exit. Sean led her off by the hand, a sly grin on his face.


“That was not fair,” Elizabeth growled as they left the curious crowd behind and continued on their way to the parking lot.


“All’s fair in love and war,” Sean snickered.  “I’m just happy that we agree that I win from time to time. But do you know what?”


“What?” she mockingly pouted.


His arms snared her waist and brought her in close for a soft, heated kiss.  “As long as we’re together we both win.”


They were at a crosswalk opposite the parking lot. A curious student or two watched them out of the corner of their eyes, trying to look yet not appear obvious. One student, however, was not so oblique in her scrutiny. “God, you two,” Cheryl shouted from across the street. “Get a fucking room!”


Elizabeth and Sean tried to avoid any direct eye contact with her as they crossed the street. Cheryl continued to glare at them as they passed her by. 


“Bitch.”


Something within Elizabeth snapped and brought Sean up short beside her.  “Look here, you little tart,” Elizabeth snarled, her patience evaporated in a haze of red.  “Sean valued your friendship, always did, until you threw it in his face. What he does with his heart isn’t your choice; it’s his. He was pretty torn up when you had your little hissy fit at the supermarket. Sean has done everything he could to avoid you, including staying away from his friends. He gave up almost everyone he knew just so that you could have your space. Sean cares about you. You had your shot. But guess what, you passed on him.” Elizabeth lifted her left hand, brandishing her engagement ring. “See this? He proposed to me. What we have is genuine. The least you could do is be happy for him. Instead you’re sulking like a spoiled brat.” Cheryl answered with violence, her hand snapped out and swung at Elizabeth. Sean didn’t have to intervene this time. Elizabeth deftly blocked the strike and tripped her, causing the girl to tumble to the ground. Elizabeth stood over her opponent, her soft brown eyes sad and pitying.


Suddenly her world slid away in a disorienting blur of noise and screaming colors. Asphalt rushed up and slammed into her elbow and hip. The sound of a sickening crunch made her wince, then the screeching of tires echoed across the street. She collected herself and looked up from the pebbled asphalt. She found Cheryl coming to fifteen feet away on the sidewalk as her eyes swept across the distance she had traveled. Where was Sean? Her head swiveled left and right, her mind trying to piece together the sudden chaos. Elizabeth followed the rapid tire streaks that skidded over the crossing pad and onto the street.


Oh, God.


Elizabeth scrambled twenty feet on the black road, her limp arms and knees barely supporting her over the distance. Her body collapsed as she fell beside the still form lying on the road. Oh God, Sean. Tears streaked her face as she frantically searched his bloody body for signs of life. His loose wrist held a weak pulse and Elizabeth shuddered with hope. Her heart raced as she tore out her cell phone from her purse and dialed 911. The operator calmly received Elizabeth’s frantic plea and stayed on the line with her. The voice did little for her as she knelt beside Sean and watched his still features pale.


A crowd began to gather but Elizabeth ignored them. Students and faculty stood by and watched the tragic scene as Elizabeth wept and shuddered beside her lover until the ambulance arrived. They managed to get her into a car. By the time she arrived at the hospital her mind was numb with terror and grief. Elizabeth sat silently for a short time as a nurse tended to her minor scrapes and bruises. When she began to focus again she discovered herself in a sterile hall with a squeaky linoleum floor and cold light beaming down. The distraught woman looked around and found Derrick sitting beside her. She turned to face him but no words would come out.


Derrick registered the movement and looked at her. “Hi.”


Elizabeth didn’t say anything; she couldn’t out of fear that her voice would betray the truth of reality against the false hope that this was nothing more than a bad dream. A white coat approached them and Elizabeth cringed in apprehension. Derrick’s hand gripped hers.


Doctor Lander introduced herself and spoke to them about Sean’s condition. Things looked bad, very bad. He was being operated on as they spoke. He had four broken ribs, a punctured lung, a cracked hip, a fractured ulna, and pressure in the cranial vault. It was the latter that everyone was worried about. The doctors would be able to relieve the pressure in his skull but were unsure how much damage was done. An expert was being flown in to manage the situation but it was too early to know the extent of Sean’s condition. 


Elizabeth took the information stoically and thanked the doctor for telling them. She found her purse beside her and fished out her cell. Eric was at his apartment, as always, and answered the phone. Elizabeth’s flat voice explained what had happened and asked him to tell Vanessa. He said he would and told her he was on his way. Elizabeth thanked him and hung up.


Derrick stood up and greeted a stranger at the door followed by three others. One by one, others filed in. By the time Eric showed up the room was near full with twenty-somethings. “Who are all these kids?” Eric asked when he found a seat by Elizabeth.


“I’m not sure.”


“Maybe his college friends?”


“Sean said he didn’t really have any.”


“That’s something Sean would say, all right,” Derrick remarked as he crouched in front of the two friends.


“Who are all these people?” Elizabeth finally managed to ask. “Friends of yours?”


“Mine, no,” Derrick grinned. “Sean’s.”


“Sean’s?”


“Didn’t know he was a popular fellow on campus, did you? Neither did any of these people, nor did Sean for that matter. Sean’s helped out every single one of these people but he never hung out long enough for them to thank him. Most of the time he just disappeared on them outright. Half these people had to seek out Sean on their own. I’ve been floating around hearing stories about him. See that guy?” Derrick gestured to a tall black man. “Sean pulled him out of a pool when he got too drunk at a frat party then gave him mouth to mouth.” He pointed to a voluptuous brunette. “That girl over there? She choked on a hot dog and Sean did the Heimlich maneuver. Turns out he even saved one or two girls from a mugging. More than half these people don’t even know each other; they just know Sean. When word spread about the accident everyone started popping up.”


Elizabeth sat, dumbfounded. She tried taking it all in, all of the people. “Sean never mentioned anything like this to me. I never knew.”


“Neither did I,” Derrick echoed. “Not until they all showed up that is. They’ve been talking to each other, sharing stories about how he helped them. They’re all a little curious about you and Eric but I thought it would be a little better if you had some peace before they all rushed over here.” Derrick nodded at her ring. “Being Sean’s fiancée would make you a bit of a celebrity.”


Elizabeth was overwhelmed by all of the people. Eric, also astounded by the mob, simply held Elizabeth’s shoulder. A distraught looking Vanessa barreled into the room and steered her way to Eric and Elizabeth, the whole time wondering what all the people were doing there.


The redhead gave Elizabeth a hug and sat down beside her when Derrick gave up his seat. She asked what was going on and her friends filled her in. When Vanessa learned about all the people she was amazed. “Wouldn’t put it past him,” she commented with a smirk. Eventually a nurse came into the room and told everyone but immediate family to clear out. There were a few complaints but everyone did as they were told except for the two women and Eric. A few members of the crowd raised eyebrows at the three who stayed but kept their curiosity to themselves as they filed out.


“Wow,” Elizabeth commented. The others nodded their heads in agreement; the large showing comforted Elizabeth. With her hopes bolstered, Elizabeth sat and waited for her love to get better. She smiled sadly. There was a theme from ‘The Count of Monte Cristo’, a book that she and Sean both loved. ‘Wait and hope.’


Wait and hope.
Chapter 30


He was falling.  Panic seized him in an iron grip as he plummeted for what seemed like forever.  He shouted out into the darkness surrounding him.  Falling, falling.  Black wind whipped his hair as he fell.  His stomach felt like it was trying to climb out of his throat.  He looked about for the floor that would destroy him but the darkness was so absolute that it was a futile gesture.


He continued to fall.


Slowly, Sean began to master his fear.  He was falling forever.  There was no floor for his impact, no end to his descent.  When he thought about it some more, it was more like flying than falling.  Sean floated in the eternal fall.


There was something else here with him.  He could feel it, a shadow amongst shadows.  It was blacker than darkness, this thing that followed him in the abyss, gliding on silent winds.  Sean cast his eyes about and searched for the dark terror and nightmare that crept about the corner of his vision.  He knew what it was.  He was too familiar with it to ever forget that feeling.


A great light blazed above, throwing warm beams down below and giving depth to Sean’s surroundings.  There it was, its black silhouette now on display in the light as Sean felt himself drift up.  A great winged terror with terrible eyes and a piercing beak.  Its feathers darkly glimmered in the light.  The Raven.


The feathered beast beat its huge wings, spanning twenty feet from wingtip to wingtip, and buffeted him with winds that forced him up into the light.  So, it has finally come to claim me, Sean thought.  He looked up.  It was so beautiful, the light.  Distantly he could hear a beautiful song caressing his ears as he neared it, beckoning and promising a release from his worries.  In the light a pair of shadows stepped forward.  Sean looked.


Sean was stunned by the sight of his mother and father greeting him.  They gestured for him to come with open arms.  Tears streamed down Sean’s cheeks.  It had been so long since he had seen them.  He reached out and floated towards them of his own volition.  He remembered the proud look on his father’s face as it beamed at him now.  His mother looked down as well.  Sean was saddened that he could not remember her face, so long had it been.  But he remembered her warmth when he was cradled in her arms.  He felt that now, the light holding him and bringing him to them.  Bringing him home.


A fierce cry pierced the silence from below.  Sean looked down and saw another bird racing towards him.  It was as beautiful as the Raven was terrible.  Bright flames blazed over its golden plumage, a creature of fire and passion.  It shrieked again, challengingly.  The Raven cried out and positioned itself between the Phoenix and him.  The two birds collided, a flurry of flapping wings and shrill cries echoed through the cavernous space as the battle was joined.  Beaks and claws slashed the air, sending feathers flying about.  Sean watched the crazed battle, confused.  He looked up again as his parents waved for him to join them, pleading.  He drifted up and the flaming bird below shrieked again.  His attention was split between his parents above and the battling birds below.  Sean was familiar with the Raven; it had been with him for many years.  It kept him company in his years of loneliness.  Sean looked to his parents.  If he joined them he wouldn’t be alone anymore.  The light beckoned.


For Sean the Phoenix was a recent development.  He knew there was something more to it.  Her?  Sean shook his head.  Why didn’t he remember what the Phoenix was?  Or who?  The birds clawed one another and beat upon each other with broad wings of flame and shadow.  In an exultant cry the Phoenix broke free and hurled the Raven into the darkness and rushed towards Sean.  Who was she?  Who?  Sean felt he should know the answer but his mind was muddled and confused.  He strained with all his might to bring back the name.  Her voice broke the distorting shrill cry of the bird, calling his name.  Sean!

That voice…Elizabeth?  Was that her name?  Elizabeth!  Memories of tender and joyous moments flooded into his mind and he staggered before the deluge.  The bright Phoenix changed before his eyes, melting into his Love’s familiar shape.  Stay with me! She called out to him, her liquid brown eyes reached out.  Don’t leave me!

Leave her?  Why would he do that?  Sean reached out to her, his Love.  A pair of voices called out his name from above.  His parents.  Torn, Sean stood between his choices, indecisive.  Farther below the Raven roared in fury as it raced towards them.  Harsh winds whipped at him, forcing Sean to drift higher.


Warm hands touched him, loving and tender.  His parents smiled at him and Sean felt at peace.  A tranquility he had never known flowed into him.  They loved him, he felt them say, but now wasn’t his time.  He needed to go back.  Go back.  But why?  It was so peaceful here.  His parents placed their hands on his back and pushed, taking away his choice.  Elizabeth awaited him.  That was why he couldn’t join his parents yet.  They loved him and they wanted him to be happy.  They wanted him to be with Elizabeth.  Sean wept as his parents drifted further and further from him.  Goodbye.


Elizabeth.


Sean turned for her.  Invisible winds pulled at him, trying to drag him back into the light, but he fought on.  Inch by difficult inch he struggled to reach her, his beloved.  Elizabeth, too, stretched out her arms, fighting for his touch.  The Raven shrieked in fury as its ebony wings beat at the air.  She wasn’t far now but neither was the Raven as it closed on them.  Every succeeding inch became more and more difficult to attain as he pushed forward.  Sean strained until he could feel his sinews stretch and pop.


Just…inches…away…

*
*
*


Elizabeth was too stunned to react.  He shouldn’t be here, she thought as she stared down the barrel of his gun.  She couldn’t move.  If she did, and he fired, then Sean could get hit.  Elizabeth stood her ground as she held onto the bed rail for support.


“Thought I’d left, didn’t you, bitch?”  Charles sneered.  The door was locked securely behind him as he grinned maliciously at her.  “Cute trick with the Feds.  They were all over the place but I wasn’t even in town.  Most of my money was frozen but they couldn’t touch my offshore accounts.  Got to love the Swiss, eh?  I thought I’d get a little payback for sending the Feds on my case so I decided to take a little trip to your boyfriend’s university.  Too bad I didn’t finish him off when I whacked him with the car, you too for that matter.  Oh, well.”  Charles raised his weapon and leveled it at her.  “At least it made finding you that much easier.”


Within, Elizabeth shuddered.  Sean’s plan had worked, too well it would seem.  They left behind enough clues to let Charles know that it was they.  He would come after them.  They hoped that Charles would surface and when he did, the authorities could bust him for attempted murder.  Elizabeth never thought that Charles would go through with it himself though; he always hired other people to do his dirty work.  But now here he was and Elizabeth was too stunned to react.  She had expected Sean to be with her when she finally faced Charles down, he always had been nearby ever since they found each other.  But now, Elizabeth felt very naked and vulnerable.


“What?  Nothing snide to say this time, Elizabeth?  Your poor boyfriend too broken to rescue you?”  His eyes glinted madly as he laughed.  “You always were weak.  That’s what made tying your legs open so much fun.  You made it so easy.”


Painful memories surged to the forefront and Elizabeth was shaken out of her inaction.  Those memories burned away in an all-consuming hatred for the man who stood before her.  She remembered every humiliating and degrading second of those tortuous two years where she suffered at her ex-husbands hands.  And now this, her fiancé battered into a month long coma from which the doctors were now beginning to think he would never pull out.  Blood pounded in her head as Elizabeth’s eyes grew flinty and cold.  Anger surged through her veins as the woman sprang into action.


Her actions were quick and her motions instinctively decisive from all the training Sean put her through.  Elizabeth feinted quickly to her left, then her right and charged in, closing the short distance easily as Charles first fought back the surprise of her sudden movement and then tracked her with his gun.  But he was too slow and Elizabeth far too quick, her speed fueled with ingrained fear turned hatred.  She deftly ducked as the pistol thundered in the confined room, nearly deafening her from the close quarters.  She charged forward anyways ignoring the ringing in her ears.  A swift kick knocked his hand aside but it wasn’t enough to dislodge the gun from his hand.  No matter, it perfectly set him up when he brought his arm back around again to shoot her.  Charles’ arm gave a sickening crunch as Elizabeth followed through using his momentum and her own power as his elbow snapped at a backwards angle.  He howled in pain and dropped his weapon but Elizabeth’s fury demanded more.  Her elbow swung in tight and close and a solid crack was heard as a rib gave way.  Another twist of her arms and Elizabeth tore his arm back around again, extracting another delicious cry in pain.


Lost in the bloodlust, Elizabeth rained blow after furious blow down upon her tormentor.  How many nights had his laughter caused her to cringe in fear?  How many nightmares of terrible rape destroyed her sanity?  How many times did she have to remember the feeling of a tiny unborn life die inside of her?  How many?  Charles tilted back and fell over as much from surprise as pain.  Elizabeth swung her knee up and hit him solidly between the legs.  Charles was unconscious from the pain of his testicles rupturing even before he hit the floor.


And now justice, Elizabeth thought as she raised her bloody fist for one final blow.  Elizabeth lunged, her wrath seeking completion of justice.


Slap!


Elizabeth’s arm froze in the air as an iron grip held her.  She struggled with what restrained her, the maddening fighting frenzy held at bay.  “Elizabeth, no,” his whisper cut through the haze like a blade through cobwebs.


“Sean?”


Elizabeth’s breath caught as her eyes widened at the thin voice.  Slowly, she turned around, the unconscious man at her feet already forgotten.  Sean knelt beside her, his pale body a tangle of wires and tubes that ran around him.  She stared at him, her mind scrabbling to catch up with the situation.  His tired eyes burned with fierce determination to stay her hand.  Elizabeth relaxed her arm and he loosened his grip.  Her mind crumbled as she pivoted her body around and fell into his arms on the thinly carpeted floor.  “Sean?  You’re awake.”  Tears streamed freely down her cheeks as she cried hysterically.  The past five minutes had been too much for her.  First Charles furious and now Sean awake, holding her in his familiar arms.


There was a pounding at the door.  The doorknob jangled as someone unlocked it with a set of keys.  A nurse and a pair of orderlies stormed into the place followed by Dr. Lander.  They stood shocked at the scene.  The EKG and IV bag were lying on the floor, pulled down when Sean arose. There was an unconscious man lying broken at their feet. A patient who had been comatose for the past month was now wide awake and holding his fiancé in his arms.  Dr. Lander ordered the nurse to get more help and then quickly began inspecting the large stranger lying on the floor while questioning Elizabeth and Sean.  The two orderlies and a couple more recently arrived nurses helped Sean back into bed, since he was in no shape to walk, and then set the fallen equipment upright.


A shell-shocked Elizabeth was led out of the room. She waited in the visitor’s hall by herself until a police officer came and asked her questions.  After two cups of coffee Elizabeth had calmed down enough to tell him what had happened, anxious to get it out of the way so she could see Sean.  A nurse finally came and asked if Elizabeth could go to Sean.  They were having a hard time getting him to rest because he kept asking for his fiancé.  The officer nodded and said that he had enough information and that she could go.


Relieved, Elizabeth rushed off to Sean’s bedside.  He was sitting up, arguing with Dr. Lander as she was about to administer some sedatives into his IV to calm him down.  Elizabeth smiled.  He was just as stubborn as ever.  Elizabeth was in his arms in less than a heart beat.  God, it felt so good to have him back.


They broke the embrace and had a good look at one another.  “Gods, Elizabeth,” Sean smiled at her playfully.  “You look horrible.  First chance I get to see you and you’re a mess.”  He brushed a stray lock of her hair aside.  “But you’re still beautiful.”  Elizabeth was pulled in and her lips mashed against his.  His hot breath snaked down her throat and Elizabeth felt him moan with her as they embraced.  Elizabeth felt herself flush as they held the kiss a moment longer and then looked lovingly at one another.


“I could say the same for you,” Elizabeth jibed.  “You have a month’s worth of morning breath and you dare to kiss me?  Tsk-tsk.  I thought I trained you better than that.”


“A month?”  Elizabeth watched the play of emotions roll across his face as he processed that bit of information.  “I’ve been out for a month?  Whoa.”


“Please dear, I just commented on your breath,” Elizabeth joked, trying to lighten the mood.


Sean looked up at her.  “Our wedding!  Elizabeth, I’m so sorry.  I’ve ruined the scheduling.  And then there’s…”


“Shh…” Elizabeth calmed him.  “It’s okay.  I’m just happy that you’re up.”  She hid her tired look.  She had been so afraid he was never going to wake up.  The past month was emotionally taxing.  Elizabeth had to return to work after waiting a week by his bedside.  There were several accounts that had piled up over the seven days she spent by his side. She nearly broke down from everything that had happened including having to cancel all of the wedding arrangements.  She returned to Sean’s side every evening after work.  She had lost weight from the worry and the stress and now her face now ashen and drawn.  Vanessa and Eric did all they could to help her, but there really wasn’t anything they could do for Sean.  She had spent their one year anniversary alone at Sean’s bedside weeping.


“Hey, could you do me a favor?” Sean asked and Elizabeth nodded.  “I miss sleeping with you in bed.”


Elizabeth smiled warmly at the idea and eagerly climbed in with him.  She curled up in the loving crook of his arms and nearly began crying again.  She breathed deeply and the smell of hospital fabric and stale sweat assailed her nose.  But beneath all of that was Sean’s unmistakable scent, a warm and lingering aroma that calmed her nerves.  She sighed.


Shortly after that, a police officer entered the room to a few questions about the incident with Charles.  Elizabeth reluctantly abandoned her fiancé’s bed and left the room to answer the officer’s questions for the next half hour.  By the time Elizabeth finished answering questions she was exhausted and Sean was soundly asleep in his hospital bed.  She quietly closed the door behind her and climbed into bed with Sean.  Sleep claimed her quickly.

*
*
*


Sean tried to be discreet about it but five minutes into his meal Elizabeth yawned and opened her eyes, the smell of breakfast having awakened her.  He greeted her with a smile, gave her a peck on the forehead and then took another bite of his toast.  “Morning, beautiful.”


Elizabeth looked up at him with those warm liquid brown eyes and smiled.  She rested her head on his chest and snatched a triangle of toast off the steaming tray.  Sean gave her shoulders a comforting squeeze and resumed his meal in silence as his fiancée nibbled on his breakfast.  “No pizza?” she finally commented.


“Nah, I’m not going to let hospital food mar the memory of my favorite meal.  Besides, I think I need something a little more bland before I can work my stomach up to handle that yet.”


“You mean Dr. Lander won’t let you have any,” she prodded.


“Yes,” he answered dryly then laughed.  “There’s no way to fib around you.”


“You just remember that when some young slip of a girl tries to put the moves on you.”


He laughed.  “You and I both know that won’t happen.”


Elizabeth sat up in bed and looked at him.  “Sean, before you met me what did you do in your spare time?  I mean, besides studying and working and all the usual things.”


Sean sat, puzzled.  “What do you mean?”


“Well, when word of the accident spread…”


“It wasn’t an accident,” Sean cut in.


“Don’t be difficult right now,” Elizabeth chided him and continued.  “When you were hurt word spread and a lot of people showed up at the hospital.  A lot of college students.  All claiming that you rescued them at one point or another.  Do you know what I’m talking about?”


Sean knew exactly what she was talking about.  “Yes, I used to go on long walks around campus and ran into people that needed help.  I helped them out, that’s all.”


“That’s all?”  Elizabeth chuckled.  “Sean, you selfless bastard, you saved their lives.”


“Yeah, well...” Sean tried to evade the inquiry.  He never took compliments very well.  They always made him feel self conscious and awkward.  But from the determined look in Elizabeth’s eyes he knew he couldn’t just avoid the question and move on.  “Okay, so I helped them out.  They’re alive and that’s all that matters.”


“Sean, do you realize there are at least four girls out there that have been mooning over you ever since you popped into their lives?”


“Popped in?  ‘Liz, I never even hung around long enough for them to figure out who I was.”


“Regardless, they were determined enough to find you and have been trying since forever to screw up enough courage to talk to you.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to find a knight in shining armor in this day and age?  When they found out the story behind us they started kicking themselves for not introducing themselves to you.  After they met each other...”


“They met each other?”


“Yes, when every one came to see you.  The girls met and were about to claw each other to ribbons over you when they found out about your numerous other exploits.  I had to step in and show them you were engaged, to me.  One or two of them still thought they could win you from me.”


“Fat chance of that happening,” Sean remarked.


Elizabeth sighed.  “You are horribly loyal and I love it.”


“Well, we are getting married for a reason.”


“We are, aren’t we?”


“Yes, we are.  Slightly postponed but still getting married.”


Just then there was a knocking at the door.  A tall figure entered the room and introduced himself as Detective Albreck.  He was a plain, unassuming looking man dressed in slacks and a slightly rumpled dress shirt and simple blue tie.  He said he was investigating Charles’ financial case.  They were a bit frustrated after he disappeared on them soon after they raided his house for hard evidence.  He basically disappeared after they found that he hopped on a plane to Guatemala.  It turned out the plane trip was a ruse so that he could hunt down Sean and Elizabeth.  He showed up at the hospital last night and sweet talked his way past a nurse and found his way to Sean’s room.  Needless to say she was being questioned as well and would most likely lose her job.


“Mr. Lee, do you know exactly what Mr. Talworth is being charged with?”


“Um, besides attempting to murder Elizabeth and I just last night?”  Albreck nodded.  “Some money laundering and tax evasion as far as I know.”


“Try drug trafficking.”


“What?”


“Yeah, we found about five kilos of cocaine in a wall safe at his estate.  That coupled with everything else you mentioned should put this scumbag behind bars for a good long time.  I expect you and Miss Richards will be in court to testify?”


“Most definitely.”


“Good, because sticking guys like him behind bars is what I live for,” the detective said as he made his way out of the room.


Sean nodded.  Good, it looked like this chapter of Elizabeth’s life seemed to be close to an end.  And not too soon either, Sean thought.  He knew when Elizabeth was about to kill Charles.  Granted, he probably deserved it but it wasn’t their place to decide.  It was for reasons like last night that Sean had been so reluctant to teach Elizabeth anything in the first place.  He too had been very close to that precipice.  He wondered, though, if Elizabeth was the least bit disturbed by her own actions the other night.


“I could have killed him.  He would have died and that would have been the end of it.  No need for a judge or the court process.  Swift justice,” Sean heard Elizabeth think aloud as the door closed.  “I could have killed him and there would have been no coming back.  Would there?”


Sean sighed.  “No, there wouldn’t have been.  Once you take that first step, there’s no coming back,” Sean replied and gave her tense shoulders a comforting squeeze.  “I’ve been worried since the beginning that you would take that step.  It’s why I didn’t want to teach you in the first place.  The knowledge I gave you can kill.  You see; killing is the easy part.  The hard path is allowing things to live.  Even people like Charles.  You can’t be judge, jury, and executioner.  That isn’t justice.  That’s revenge.”


“Justice or revenge, I just wanted him out of my life.”


Sean spun her around and looked at her sternly.  “No, do not mistake the two.  If you had killed him his blood would have been on your hands.  His death would gnaw at you, change you.”


“I don’t think it would.”


“Believe me, it would have.  I’ve seen it before.  Killing takes something out of you, something you can’t get back.  Your soul would be stained.  Linger not on that train of thought.  With the knowledge you possess, killing him would not have been self-defense.  It would have been murder.  That’s why killing is wrong, it’s too easy.  You step over that bridge and it will burn before you can even think to step back.”


“But with all his money and lawyers…”


“They still won’t be able to refute the simple truth that he tried to kill you last night.  You don’t bring a gun into a hospital for visiting reasons.  Trust the system.  Charles will be put away for a long time.  He’s not going to bother us any longer.”


Elizabeth sighed and rested her head on his chest.  “We still have to go to court.”


“Then we’ll nail him in court for the bastard he is,” Sean replied.  “Vanessa and the lawyers she found for us can walk us through the legal process.  We’ll get him; don’t worry about Charles.  Let’s worry about getting our wedding plans back on track.”


“Not until you get better.  You’re going to have a busy schedule doing physical therapy.  You have been stuck in bed for the last month.”


“I should be fine,” Sean fended.  “A few days of jogging and some exercise and I’ll be fine.”


“We’ll see,” Elizabeth challenged.

Chapter 31


Sean eased himself into his own soft bed after finally returning from the hospital.  It was good to be back.  The doctor kept him for another week for observation but was finally satisfied that he was doing fine.  Sean tested out his stiff shoulder.  Physical therapy was tough.  After laying in bed for over a month his muscles had become lax and soft.  He had also lost some weight.  Well, Sean always did think he could stand to be a tad lighter.


He looked out the window hanging over his bed.  It was a bright, sunny day, the kind of weather for a picnic.  Charles won’t be in any shape to enjoy one Sean thought.  Elizabeth had given her ex-husband a multiple compound fracture in his right arm as well as a broken a rib.  The crowning achievement though was her final blow.  She had ruptured and irreparably destroyed one of his testicles when she kneed him in the groin.  Even thinking about it now, Sean could not help but shudder.  As soon as the hospital was able to patch him up, the authorities immediately rained down on him and sent him to jail without bail.  It would be another six months until his trial.  It looked as if Sean and Elizabeth wouldn’t have to worry about him for a long time to come so they could concern themselves with other important things, like wedding plans.


Sean had expected Elizabeth to revive their wedding plans and coordinate things with Vanessa as soon as Dr. Lander gave the thumbs up.  Instead, his fiancée was rather quiet and introspective.  She simply held on to him every chance she could get to make sure that he was fine.  She loomed over him like brooding mother hawk every moment they had together. The only reason she wasn’t with him now was because she had to go to work.  Getting her out the door was difficult in itself; however, Sean had business of his own to take care of.  He would get to it after he had a little nap; he was exhausted.


His nap didn’t last long.  There were many things that he had planned for the day and he intended to take care of them promptly.  He made a number of phone calls, many to concerned friends and coworkers.  Eric was at Vanessa’s apartment, as expected, and was glad to hear that Sean was up and about.  Derrick, too, was home.  There was much to talk about.  Cheryl had filed for a transfer and would most likely be attending a different college.  She blamed herself for Sean’s injury and decided it best that she exit his life.  Sean didn’t remember exactly what had happened but Derrick said that Sean had shoved Elizabeth aside from the oncoming car and had picked up and thrown Cheryl.  The time it took to save both women gave Charles the time to hit him with his car.  Sean thought about that for a moment.  Yes, if he were made to make the same decision again he would not have done it any different.  To him there would have been no other course of action.


With the phone calls taken care of, Sean slowly got out of bed, dressed, grabbed his cane, and awaited Elizabeth’s return.  She came directly home as soon as work was finished, as Sean knew she would.  He noticed how her face was drawn and tired from the strain of the past week coupled with the pressures caused by a workload long neglected.  But as soon as she opened the door Sean watched all of the chronic worry lines and creases melt into wonderment.


Sean had drawn the shades closed so the low summer sun didn’t enter the living room.  Instead, the place was aglow with hundreds of tall white candles prancing atop their wicks.  The couches had been moved aside and the dining table was heavily laden with silver domed trays atop a simple white tablecloth.


“Sean,” she whispered, but too astounded by the transformed room to say much else.


“Happy anniversary, ‘Liz.”


She dissolved in his arms and wept.  She clung to him tightly as a month’s worth of strain and fear drained out of her.  Sean could only imagine how hard it had been for her, as he lay comatose for the past four weeks.  He cooed soft words in his lover’s ear and held her to him, doing what he could to blanket her with his strength and love.  Finally, her sobs tapered off and her ragged breathing returned to normal.  Sean looked down at Elizabeth and she smiled up at him.


“You are a remarkable person, Sean,” she remarked.  “But you’re a little late.”


“Yeah well, I couldn’t help sleeping on the job for a spell.  Sorry.”


“No apologies.”


Sean smiled at her and kissed her gently on the lips.  “No apologies.”


Elizabeth looked about the room once more and commented on his impromptu redecorating.  “Sean, you’re certainly in no shape to be moving the furniture,” she lightly chided.


“No kidding,” he replied.  “That’s why I paid the caterers to do everything for me.”  He flashed her a smile.  “I set up all the candles, though.  Now, how about some dinner?”  Sean seated her at the table and opened the platters with a flourish.


“Oh, you’ve really outdone yourself this time, Sean,” Elizabeth lauded as her nose and eyes feasted on the meal before her.  “All of my favorites.  Chicken parmesan, Caesar salad, and quiche.”


“The tiramisu and cheesecake are in the refrigerator,” Sean added.


“Have I mentioned that I love you?”


Sean mimed as if he were thinking hard on the question.  “Hmm, I think you might have mentioned something along those lines.”


Elizabeth reached over and pulled Sean in for a heart-bursting kiss.  “Consider yourself thoroughly informed.”


“Hmm, I may need a reminder every once in a while.”


“Careful what you wish for.”


“Or I just might get it?” he grinned lasciviously at her.  “I certainly hope so.”


“My, my,” Elizabeth teased.  “Aren’t we in a playful mood?”


“I may not have been conscious for the past month but my body certainly knows that it’s been a long time from between your legs.”


Elizabeth smiled at him and licked her lips suggestively.  “We could always skip the main course and move on to dessert.”


“Sorry, I simply wasn’t raised that way.”


“Your loss,” Elizabeth commented.  “Because unlike you I was awake while you were asleep.  And I have been conscious of every second I itched to have you in me.”


The playful banter was certainly getting out of hand and if it went any further Sean would be very tempted to throw this woman over his shoulder and carry her off to bed.  Even now he was rigid in his pants.  He shifted slightly in his seat to ease the tension.  If Elizabeth noticed she made no sign of it.  Sean sighed both with relief and a bit of regret as he poured out the wine.  He really did want tonight to be special but at the same time he could hardly control his urges.  Perhaps he shouldn’t have had that ginseng tea earlier in the afternoon.


Dinner was pleasant as they amicably chatted about mundane things.  Sean always thought that that was a sign of a good working relationship, when the seemingly mundane things in their lives could sustain the interest of two mates.  All dinner long they touched hands affectionately and looked at one another across candlelight as they talked.  The glow of the apartment lent an alluring glow to Elizabeth’s face and Sean said as much to her, earning him a blushing smile.


He found the remote in his pant pocket and thumbed the button; soft jazz crooned slowly from the speakers of his prized stereo system.  “May I have this dance?” Sean asked as he stood up, mustering all his strength to stand up without the aid of his cane.  His left hip flared in complaint but Sean bolted the smile to his face and ignored the pain.  He raised his hand invitingly.


The surprised smile on Elizabeth’s face made it all worthwhile.  “I’d be delighted.”


Sean faltered for the briefest of moments as he circled the table to her but Elizabeth met him half way and supported him as they walked to the cleared center of the living room.  They swayed gently to the music, nothing fancy; they were just holding on to one another as they reveled in their closeness.  Forgotten were the memories of the recent past.  Forgotten was the sharp stabbing in his hip.  Just the wonderful woman whose warm breath caressed the bob of his throat and the silken black hair that cascaded down his chest.


They stopped rocking to the flowing music and held one another, the tune and dance forgotten along with everything else.  Time slowed to a standstill and Sean nudged Elizabeth’s face to his.  The kiss was gentle and warm, just like her.  She parted his lips with her tongue probed tentatively and then pressed more boldly as longing memory flared like a birthing star.  Sean exhaled through his nose and drew her in with aching arms.  He felt her fingers clutch at his back and he tightened his embrace.


Elizabeth’s hands slid down and tugged urgently at his shirt.  Sean let go of her and placed his hands calmly on hers.  There was no need to rush.  Well, maybe there was.  But going slow would make it just that much better.  Sean helped unbutton his shirt and shrugged it off then began working on Elizabeth’s own white dress shirt.  He kissed every exposed inch as he went along, pausing to nibble and lick along the length of the valley between her breasts.  It was Elizabeth’s turn to take off her shirt and Sean delighted at the view of her heaving breasts as she inhaled deeply with her desire.  The simple bra was quickly discarded and left on the floor with the rest of their clothes.  Immediately Sean covered her nipples with his mouth and relished in the pebbly texture as they hardened further in his mouth.


Elizabeth’s fingers twined in his hair and pulled him in harder to her long neglected breasts and moaned with need.  Sean took his time as he ran his tongue over the hard nubbin in his mouth and sucked gently.  Old instincts surged within him and he attempted to lift Elizabeth in his arms and carry her off to bed.  Instead a searing spike of pain lanced through his hip and he was forced to put her back down with a grunt.


“Are you okay?”  Elizabeth looked down at him, concern etched into her face.


Sean suppressed his grimace and put his best face on.  “I’m okay.  Either my hip still needs recuperating or you’re getting fat.”


“You’re hip still needs recuperating,” Elizabeth growled, daring him to say something.


Sean was smart enough to keep his mouth shut but he did smirk.


They chuckled warmly at one another.  Elizabeth gave him a peck on the cheek and sauntered out of his reach with an extra sway to her hips.  Sean took the hint and slowly chased after her.  He rounded the corner and paused at the entrance to his bedroom to marvel at his lover’s delicious curves from behind as she unzipped her skirt and slid it over her hips.  Elizabeth looked over her shoulder and arched her left eyebrow seductively.  She hooked her thumbs inside her panties and slowly bent over and slid them to the floor.  Sean’s member throbbed approvingly in his boxers and he undid the belt and waist of his pants to help relieve the pressure.  He unzipped and shucked his pants and boxers as one.  He dropped them to the floor and kicked them aside with his good left leg to send the useless clothing to the corner.


Sean strode up to the enchanting woman and looked deeply in her warm brown eyes.  He kissed her.  Their lips touched like the thousands of other times before. But it still felt new and exciting.  His blood quickened and lit on fire as he reached out with one hand and caressed her cheek, her neck, and a breast.  His other arm snaked about her waist and stroked the small of her back.  Desire caused his hand to drift lower and cup her smooth bottom.  He felt her leg raise and curl around his thigh, causing her damp sex to drool on his thigh.  In reply, Sean’s member quivered in anticipation as it contacted her taut belly.  He felt Elizabeth’s small hands roam over his body, gliding over his chest and stomach.  They weren’t as firm or as toned as before but Elizabeth still moaned appreciatively.  Her hands continued to explore his abdomen then continued further down.  She grasped him firmly in her dainty hand and gave him a gentle pump and a squeeze.  Elizabeth stepped back and tugged Sean along as she lay back on the bed.


That was the end of the foreplay.  Elizabeth guided him into her and sighed in satisfaction as he slowly slid all the way in.  Sean took a deep breath so as to not risk losing it.  She felt so wonderfully hot and wet wrapped around him.  After regaining some control, Sean sawed in and out of her steadily.  Unfortunately the position and repetitive motion had caused his hip to sing out again and he had to stop and rest inside of her for a moment for the pain to recede.  Elizabeth looked at him worriedly for a moment then smiled as she hooked her legs around him and turned him over onto his back.  She straddled him and rocked back and forth on his hardness.  Sean sighed contentedly as the tension was relieved in his right hip and he lay back to enjoy the sensations that washed over him.  He used the respite to snatch the other pillow and prop his head up a little better so he could reach up and play with Elizabeth’s wonderful breasts.  She bit her lower lip in pleasure and sped up her rhythm.  She forced him into her with abandon and soon worked up a thin sheen of sweat across her body.


Sean continued to massage and gently pinch her nipples as he watched the erotic play before him.  She was now pounding at him ferociously as incoherent growls escaped her clenched teeth until, with one final convulsive push, her body went rigid while internally she undulated wildly.  His cock twitched with the wonderful milking sensations until he too succumbed to a heavenly release.  He poured into her and felt Elizabeth shudder again until she collapsed atop him.  Her legs gripped him and seemed to try to squeeze every drop from him by sheer force.  He complied and emptied himself with several heavy jerks.


They lay sweat soaked and panting for several moments before Sean could manage to shift his head to gently nibble on her ear lobe.  The hazy brain cloud that always descended on him after a session of good sex began to settle on him but he willed it aside and kept busy by caressing the delicious body enfolding him.  She stirred slightly from his attention and began kissing his neck.  Sean almost slipped out of her as he softened but Elizabeth shifted closer and squeezed those wonderful internal muscles of hers and held him inside.


“I’ve been without it for too long,” Elizabeth mumbled tiredly.  “No way am I going to let it go now.”


Sean chuckled at her…tenacity and slowly began to harden again from the feeling of her sensational grip.  He rocked his hips slightly and soon was at full attention.  “I too miss being where it’s nice and cozy.  I think I’ll stay for a bit.”


“You’d better,” she moaned slightly as he flexed his member inside her.  She began pumping her hips slowly and again gave him a heart-lurching squeeze.


Sean gasped from the wonderful sensation.  “Gods, ‘Liz.  I just got out of the hospital.  No need to give me a heart attack and send me back.”  She answered with a sultry laugh and ground her hips to his.


They made love one more time before Sean collapsed in exhaustion.  The morning’s physical rehab coupled with the busy day planning for the evening had drained most of his energy.  His midmorning nap did little to refresh him.  Elizabeth delightfully consumed the last of him in an orgasmic tour de force.  Sean slept with a wide grin on his face.

Chapter 32


Sean woke up groggily early in the morning to Elizabeth twirling his hair playfully with an idle finger.  He gave an exaggerated yawn, sat up and wrapped an arm around her shoulders and in the process managed to get her teasing finger out of his gigantic cowlick.  They snuggled for several moments in the perfect silence of the morning, which was broken only by the occasional twittering of a solitary bird.  Sean savored the sensation of her naked body curled up against him as a connoisseur would savor wine.


Elizabeth broke the perfect moment and gave him a quick peck on the cheek before getting out of bed to perform her morning ablutions.  Sean cried out as the cold morning air rushed in to fill Elizabeth’s void beside him.  He closed his eyes and counted to ten before slipping out of bed himself.  He played around with her hair and tickled her as she brushed her teeth.  She specked the mirror with paste, turned and gave him a sharp swat on his behind for his molestation as he ran to start the shower.


Sean was forced into the cold spray from behind and shouted in surprise as Elizabeth giggled and taunted him.  She eventually joined him once the water heated up to her liking and they had a delightful time washing one another.  The two spent a wonderfully idyllic morning together sharing breakfast and chatting before sadly separating when Elizabeth had to rush off to work.  Conversely Sean had a free schedule.  The day before was the last day of physical therapy and he had a small bottle of painkillers handy in case his hip hurt him too much.  Tomorrow he would get back to work and see if it were possible to complete his classes for the quarter.  But today was all his.


He wondered momentarily what he should do.  He decided on something that he hadn’t done in the longest time since he met Elizabeth.  Sean walked into the weapons room and looked at the walls.

*
*
*


Elizabeth slipped into the apartment quietly.  Work was relatively quiet and she found it difficult to distance herself from what had been frightfully occupying her mind.  She dropped her purse on the dining table and padded into the bedroom.  Sean was asleep.  She smiled sadly at his peaceful slumber.  He was such a wonderful man.  Elizabeth wondered what she had done to deserve him.  Then she considered the things of everything that she had done to deserve him.  She sat on the edge of the bed and stroked his soft hair.  Sean roused at her gentle touch and looked up at her.


“Hey there, Beautiful.”


“Hey there yourself, Handsome,” she answered and forced a smile.  “How was your day?”


“Oh, nothing special.  Just lazed about a bit and decided to take a short nap.  By the way, what time is it?”


“A little after five.”


Sean grunted and sat up.  “Well, we still have plenty of left-overs from last night.  How about we warm them in the oven and call it dinner.”


“Sounds fine,” she replied.  Elizabeth gave him a quick peck on the cheek and got up.  “I’m going to hit the shower.”


“Mind if I join you?”


“Hmm.  Yes, I do mind, you better get started on dinner.  I’m famished.”


Sean sighed and rolled out of bed.  “Yes, dear.”


Elizabeth stripped quickly and stepped into the therapeutic spray.  Water cascaded over her naked body as she washed and worked out some of the tight muscles in her back that had added to her grumpiness.  When she got out she gave herself an appraising look in the mirror.  She had lost some weight after the past month’s catastrophe.  Her skin was slightly paler than she last recalled and she seemed a little bonier too.  The circles that had been there for a month, hung beneath her eyes had lightened but were still apparent.  Perhaps with a bit more rest they would go away, perhaps.  Her thoughts gnawed at her.


Elizabeth bundled her hair atop her head in the magical fashion women innately know how to do and slipped on some comfortable gym shorts and t-shirt.  She found Sean in his favorite apron sporting a ‘Kiss the Cook’ sign emblazoned across it as he read the label on a bottle of white. She decided to heed the advice and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.


They chatted quietly and made small talk for most of the meal until Sean finally put his fork down with a certain finality.


“So, what’s really on your mind?”


Elizabeth was brought up short by his sudden query and had to fumble for a response.  Sean gazed at her inquiringly and waited patiently for her response.  She bit her trembling lower lip nervously as she swatted at the fear that had been worrying at her all this time since her vigil began by his hospital bedside.  “Sean, do you still love me?”


She watched as startlement stretched across Sean’s face and he immediately strained out of his seat, limped around the corner of the table, and sat next to her.


“What kind of question is that?  Of course I love you.”


Elizabeth shivered at his words like an autumn tree grasping on to its last leaves in the wind.  “It’s just that…” Elizabeth stumbled over her emotions and unconsciously rubbed the polish off the silver fork in her hand.  “I mean, ever since we met you’ve been threatened and have gotten into all sorts of trouble.  Charles has attacked you and has harassed us several times, you’ve lost some of your friends, Cheryl is now entirely out of your life, Charles again tried killing you with his car, and then he tried one more time at the hospital.  Sean, I think it would be better for you if we stopped seeing each other.”


She couldn’t bring herself to look in his face for a trace of agreement or any other response from him that would validate her theory.  Instead she continued to try to squeeze the silverware in her hand to jelly as she stared resolutely forward at the half-eaten plate of food before her.  The infinite silence that stretched between them scraped against her spine as she endured the frightful strain of waiting.


“You know, you are probably right.”  Elizabeth’s head snapped up in horror at his words.  “But that doesn’t mean that’s what I’ll do.”  She studied Sean’s every detail as he sat back, his focus lost in some half-forgotten memory.  “While I was in my coma, or perhaps immediately afterwards, a lot had changed in me.  Like you said, we’ve been threatened with our lives and I was nearly killed when Charles ran me over.  But then all I have to do is take a look at you or even just remember your smile and it’s all okay.”  

“I shudder when I consider how I was committing emotional suicide by locking myself up in my own little world until you rescued me.  A lot of my time was spent sulking over the past, but you changed all of that.  You now make me look forward to a future that I had never addressed.”  Sean pulled Elizabeth in close and held on to her firmly.  “Do you know what that means?  I have a life now.  I was as good as dead before with nothing to live for.  But now I have a purpose and it is all thanks to you.  So, there were a few scares and there have been a few sacrifices that I have had to make.  It’s no less than those you’ve made.  And do you know what else?  There are likely to be more obstacles that will pop up as we proceed, but they won’t matter as long as we stay together.  Okay, so I’ve nearly been mugged by Charles’ goons and yes I’ve been run over...”


“We’ve shared a lot of wonderful times together too, or have you forgotten our first kiss or our first fight, which by the way happened in the same night. I won’t forget the first time we made up after our fight, the making up was and is the fun part.  What about the wonderful time we spent in Lake Tahoe or Thanksgiving with your family?  You can’t forget how well you nailed me with the water balloon. It’s times like those that make all of it worthwhile.  I would go through it all over again, the good and the bad, just to know that you love me.  I’m better off living dangerously having a life to lose than living securely leading a life not worth losing.”


Elizabeth was pacified by Sean’s sincere words and finally allowed herself to collapse in his comforting embrace.  “I did get you good with that water balloon, didn’t I?”


Elizabeth felt Sean’s chuckle and couldn’t help smiling herself.  It still caused a strain on her long wearied features but it was a welcome feeling nonetheless.  She pulled Sean closer and returned his firm grasp and slowly let some of the worry drain out.  Still, a part of her worried that his life would be less threatened without her in it and she said as much.


“I’m just going to do the smart thing and agree with you.  But,” he slipped in, “I think it’s more interesting this way, much more exciting.  Kind of like my own personal adventure story.”


“That would make me the damsel in distress?”


“I said as much the first time I met you.”


“True…but Prince charming is supposed to marry said damsel and live happily ever after with her.”


“Well, then I suppose we should get hopping on those wedding plans.”


“You mean I should get hopping on them.  You will only sit on the side and try to cut down on the costs.”


“Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”


Elizabeth sighed.  “Yes, dear; I suppose.”

*
*
*


Elizabeth laughed until she was sure that she popped a rib out of place.  If Vanessa weren’t there to catch her she would very well have fallen off the bed and onto the floor.  Thank God Sean was busy cramming for an exam and Eric was having a meeting with his publisher, or their little joke would not have been so unanimously received.  Elizabeth had forgotten how much fun it was to have some time alone with her best friend.  Sprawled about the bedroom were countless magazines and personal referrals for nearly every little detail for a proper wedding.  They even mailed a copy of everything they had to her mother and Vanessa’s mom to better make a decision.  The floral arrangements were still up in the air, Vanessa and Elizabeth’s mother couldn’t agree on them, and the bridesmaids’ gowns were still being fought over.  Luckily they did settle on a date, Elizabeth managed to schedule it for the same day that she and Sean met at the GenenCorp. meeting.  That should keep things simple for her fiancé in the future should he ever become absent minded enough to forget.  So far he had been pretty good with keeping track of those sorts of things but he was still a man.


“Now, about the invitation list,” Vanessa began.  “I take it Sean hasn’t set a ceiling on the number of guests we can invite.”


“Of course not,” Elizabeth answered cheerfully.  “As soon as I so much as think about wedding plans Sean says that everything that we come up with will be perfectly fine.  It’s so nice being married to a millionaire, and a naïve one at that.  I honestly don’t think Sean knows just how expensive a wedding can become.”  Actually, Elizabeth reflected, she was starting to feel a little guilty over her use of the blank check that Sean had issued, yet she knew at the same time that Sean was banking on that very guilt to serve as her restraint.  Inwardly she sighed.  Sean knew her too well.  Still, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t spend all of his money.


“Did he give you a list of those he wanted to invite?”


Elizabeth snapped out of her thoughts and rifled through a pile of papers.  “Yeah, he gave me some names before he left for the library.”  Elizabeth hadn’t looked at it yet but did so now.  She couldn’t help but smirk as she looked it over.  She handed it over to Vanessa and voiced an observation.  “Check out the top three names on the list.”


Vanessa looked as indicated and snorted.  “Ha, ha.  ‘Elizabeth, Eric, Vanessa’.  Sean’s got some sense of humor.  The bottom of the list says ‘Sean’.”


“Glad he didn’t forget himself,” Elizabeth commented wryly when handed back the sheet.  She gave it a more thorough inspection and felt that it was a little too short, as if it were missing someone crucial.  She couldn’t quite put her finger on it.  She had met everyone named but it seemed to be incomplete.


“Have we settled on what kind of invitations to send?”


Elizabeth soon forgot about the list as more of the seemingly endless details swept her away.

*
*
*


Elizabeth was busily stirring the pot when she heard Sean come home.  She called out to him and told him that dinner would be ready in ten.  Sean gave her a quick peck on the cheek and said he’d be in the shower.  Elizabeth continued to busy herself in the kitchen while thinking about the numerous minutiae that she and Vanessa had so far accomplished to organize.


A pair of arms encircled her waist and Elizabeth smiled to herself.  It felt so nice to be adored.  “Molesting me in the kitchen, again?”


“What can I say,” Sean replied.  “There’s something about a beautiful woman doing the domestic that I find very attractive.”


Elizabeth sighed sarcastically.  “Here I am, under the heel of my male oppressor.”


“Male oppressor, huh?”  Sean gave her a gentle squeeze and nibbled down her neck.  “I doubt a male oppressor would take the time to make sure that the woman he loves is sexually satisfied.”


“That’s what you think,” she teased.


“Oh really?  Let’s see and find out for certain.”


“Not now, Love.  Dinner’s ready and the stew won’t taste as good when it’s cold.”


Sean began nuzzling her earlobe and suckled on it.  “You sure?”


Elizabeth felt her pulse rise and warm up; regretfully she fought it.  “Yes, I’m sure.  Now go set the table.”


He gave an exaggerative sigh.  “Yes, dear.”


Elizabeth smiled to herself.  Whipped!


Over dinner they talked about their day.  Considering what Sean had undergone recently the university was willing to let him resume his courses later.  However, at the moment Sean was considering just finishing the classes along with everyone else.  When the conversation shifted to wedding plans Sean began to realize just how complicated it all really was and Elizabeth silently thanked God that she wasn’t marrying a man entirely oblivious to so important an event.  After dinner was cleared away Elizabeth once again found Sean’s questing hands all over her body.  He may have been in a coma for over a month but he certainly hadn’t lost his touch.  She melted into his steady hands as he led the way to the bedroom.


As always Sean was frustratingly slow and tender as he undressed her.  Elizabeth did not possess his patience when it came to unwrapping presents and would have shredded his clothes to ribbons if she had claws instead of fingers.  He rained kisses down her throat to her breasts and Elizabeth shook as her heart quickened.  Already she could feel the familiar flush between her legs that made her thighs raise and greedily rub against Sean.  She both loved and hated how Sean made her lose control.  Her hands raked his hair and pulled him even tighter to her hungry nipples.  When his mouth closed over the left one she shuddered from the ecstasy.  Her breath now doggedly hurried behind her pounding heart as passion raced through her veins.  She moaned when he broke away from her breast but relished in the sensations as he attacked the one on the right.  Oh, she loved how he took his time with her breasts.  

Once he had teased her to a frenzy by simply making love to them for a little over half an hour.  However, today he was less patient and spent only ten minutes attending to them.  It was just as well, she wanted him in her and it would have been difficult for them to pull that off with his height and sore hip.  When he slid into her, she hissed and her legs constricted around him like a vise.  He attempted to kiss her as his hips stroked deep within but all Elizabeth could manage was to gasp into his mouth with ragged huffs of air.  The air felt so thin and Sean felt so powerful.  Her body exploded in a thousand different colors.  He would not stop.  Sean continued to piston in and out of her quaking womanhood and the thousand colors stretched and mixed and burst into a million, trillion… Oh, God!


When Elizabeth could once again grasp her surroundings she was soaked through from her exhausted passion.  Their bodies were slick with sex.  Sean flopped beside her and nuzzled her ear in that wonderfully familiar way of his.  Elizabeth idly caressed the firm muscles of his arm that was draped over her torso.  As her body cooled and her breathing leveled out she thought of how lucky a woman she was.  She still didn’t believe that she was worthy of him and thought again of their conversation last night.  Part of her still worried about Sean, about all the trouble she had caused him.  But she knew such worries were fruitless and Sean was as stubborn a man as she had ever known.  She couldn’t get rid of him.  The blasted man was as in love with her as much as she was with him.  She would just have to spend the rest of her life and then some making it up to him.  Elizabeth snuggled closer.


Within moments Sean was snoring gently, right into her ear.

Chapter 33


Elizabeth woke up slowly with the familiar feeling of Sean’s warm body beside hers.  Of the many things that she loved doing with him, waking up with him beside her was one of her favorites.  She cracked her eyes open and found that her fiancé was already awake.


“Mmm.  Morning, handsome.”


“Hey there, cutey,” he greeted in return and lightly kissed the tip of her nose.  Elizabeth could smell the minty scent of his toothpaste.


“You’ve been up for a while?”


“’Liz, it’s ten in the morning.  I’ve been awake for quite a while.  Stretched out my hip, went for a walk, and found some breakfast.”


“My my, haven’t we been busy?”


“Not ‘we’ but me,” Sean grinned.  “You have been asleep all morning.”


“Sean, it’s Saturday.  People sleep in on Saturday’s, especially after a good round of sex the previous night.”


“Oho,” his grin stretched into a broad smile.  “So I take it that this male oppressor has sated his woman’s lustful wants?”


“Eh,” she teased.  Elizabeth laughed and pulled Sean in close for a proper good morning kiss.  “Oh yes, you most certainly do fulfill my needs.  You can consider me thoroughly ravished.”


“Good, because if I had to pick up the pace anymore than it already is, my hair will turn gray before my next birthday.”


Elizabeth laughed with him and then yelped in surprise when he rolled her out of bed.  She tumbled off the mattress and landed most ungracefully.  She frowned at her plight and shook her fist at Sean before crawling towards the bathroom.  Sean stepped around her and playfully slapped her bare behind on his way out.  Elizabeth mumbled a few choice words out of earshot and started in on her morning routine.


Refreshed by a hot shower and a round with the toothbrush, Elizabeth headed out to the kitchen and found Sean stooped over some paperwork.  She ignored him for the moment and addressed her gnawing belly.  She seemed to have worked up quite the appetite from last night.  “Sean, I was wondering,” she called out over her shoulder as she rifled through the sparse fridge.  “I was going over your guest list and you forgot to put down any of your family members.”  Only silence answered her.  Looking around the fridge door, she saw Sean sitting at the table with his back to her; his hands stalk still.  “Sean?”


“I told you.  I don’t talk to them.”  His words were terse and sharp.


Brought short by his attitude, Elizabeth grabbed at an orange for now and shut the door.  She sat down across from him and studied his pained gaze into history.  “Well, how about extended family?  Aunts, uncles, or cousins?”


“My father was an only child and I never knew my mom’s side of the family.”


“But don’t you want to…”


“No, ‘Liz, I don’t.  If I wanted to invite them then they would be on the list.”


“Well, what if I wanted to invite them.  Or at least meet them.”


Sean sat tensely and quietly.  “I will not talk to them.”  He stood up abruptly and left the table.  The apartment door slammed shut on his way out.

*
*
*


“Elizabeth.  Hey ‘Liz!”


Elizabeth snapped to attention and looked questioningly at the magazine in her hands.  “Huh?”


“I asked if you wanted to have identical wedding gowns.”


Elizabeth took a moment to switch mental gears before she answered.  “No, I think you and I would never settle on the design.”


Vanessa scooted closer to her on the couch, concern creasing her brow.  “Something’s bothering you isn’t it?”


She didn’t answer, not trusting her voice at the moment.


“Alright, what did Sean do this time?”


“Nothing.”


“Bullshit, nothing,” her friend exclaimed.  “You’ve had that spaced out look all morning.  Now tell me what Sean did so I can pound some sense into him.”


Elizabeth smiled at her friend but the upset lines settled back in at the corners of her mouth.  “It’s nothing, really.  Sean and I just have a few wedding plan disagreements to work out.”


“Well, that concerns me and Eric, too, so spill.”


“In this instance it doesn’t,” Elizabeth argued.  Surprised at her own vehemence, Elizabeth took a calming breath and slowly released.  “Trust me.  It doesn’t.”


“I’ll be the judge of that,” she growled


“No, you won’t.  I don’t need your protection.  Not from Sean.  I’m sorry but this is between Sean and I.”  Rarely had Elizabeth argued with her friend but right now she was not in the mood for her wheedling.  As promised, Elizabeth kept Sean’s painful past to herself.  She understood what it was like to keep one’s pain a secret.  Elizabeth never told anyone what happened to her during the final years of her marriage to that monster, Charles, until Sean came along and Sean never said a word about it to anyone.  She wouldn’t know what she would do if he let slip what had happened to her in those dark years.  So, Elizabeth knew better than to tell anyone, best friend or not about Sean’s hurt.  Sometimes Elizabeth felt that her life was irrevocably intertwined with Sean’s; his pain was her own as he bore her pain with him.  Their pasts were an inviolable private place.


Elizabeth stood up and neatly stacked the magazines strewn about the coffee table.  “I don’t think that I’m in the right frame of mind to handle this right now, maybe tomorrow.”


“’Liz…”


“I’ll call you later.  I’m not mad at you.  I just…I just need some time to piece things together, okay.”


“Yeah, no problem,” Vanessa answered.  “Just take it easy.  And give your fiancé a good sock in the arm for me while you’re at it.”


Elizabeth smiled at her friend as best she could as she headed out the door.  “Sure thing.”


A chilly breeze from a nearby air conditioning blew across Elizabeth’s taut face.  She drove back to Sean’s empty apartment and looked around.  Elizabeth now paid attention to the stack of papers at the dinner table where Sean was working having previously ignored them after his stormy exit.  It was the final paperwork for the house they were going to move into.  With everything so hectic the last few months, and Sean routing her attention to wedding plans soon afterwards, Elizabeth had completely forgotten about their dream house.  When Sean went into his coma all of their plans were postponed indefinitely.  Elizabeth didn’t want to move into an empty house.


Dusk crept up on Elizabeth as she thought of what to say to Sean.  Finally he came home to the cramped apartment with a pizza.  “Oh, you’re home already.  I thought you were with Vanessa.”  Elizabeth didn’t answer, not sure what to say to him.  “Well, I wasn’t in the mood for fixing lunch.”


Elizabeth didn’t say anything and watched as he crossed the room, put down the large flat box, and went to the bedroom.  Sounds from the shower distantly hissed in her ear as she waited for him.  He came out dressed in simple blue jeans and a navy blue breaker she bought him on his birthday.  Never before had she ever felt the strange tenseness between them, like a string stretched taught with too much burden.  He sat down across from her and slipped a steaming slice of pizza from the box.  Elizabeth sat quietly and waited for him to finish the first piece.  He looked at her.


Weariness from the previous morning’s argument was etched into the corners of his eyes and set a firm line across his brow.  They stared at one another, communicating more in a glance than could be said in a lifetime.  Elizabeth gazed at him firmly, knowing her request was not irrational; but neither was Sean in the wrong.


Sean let out a breath and closed the pizza box.  “Come with me,” he said and stood up.  He walked over to his bookshelf and reached above.  Hidden from view was a large leather photo album, its worn cover free of dust.  He held it close in one hand and stretched out his other to Elizabeth.  She felt her hand in his and let him guide her gently out the door.


They drove through the warm afternoon sun with neither saying a word.  Elizabeth looked over at Sean and saw sadness shrouding his eyes.  They made a stop by a flower store where Sean bought a single orchid and a rose.  Elizabeth didn’t know what to make of his purchase so continued her silence.  Sean drove on and pulled up to an open gate, passing a large stone sign.


“Rose Hills Memorial Park,” Elizabeth read aloud.  Sadly, she pieced together the clues and laid a comforting hand on Sean’s as it rested on the shifter.


They drove up the steep green hills that seemed to roll on and on into the azure sky, weaving back and forth through various roads to the dead.  Sean found their stop without much effort.  He had made this trip many times.  Elizabeth stepped onto the springy grass and looked at Sean.  His face was an unyielding mask.  He wrapped an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder and began walking.  They arrived at a pair of stone plates lying in the grass.  Inscribed were the names of Sean’s parents.  Sean searched the grass and found the two metal cups hidden within.  He pulled them out and walked over to a nearby spigot, filling them with water.  He placed them back in their holes and slipped the orchid into his father’s cup and the single pink rose in his mother’s.


“This is my family,” Sean said.  “Mom, Dad.  I’d like you to meet someone very important to me.  This is Elizabeth.  We’re going to get married.  I just thought you’d like to know.”


Elizabeth didn’t know what to say.  Her mind fumbled for words but found none.  She held Sean’s hand tightly.  Sean stooped down and sat in the grass, pulling the previously hidden photo album out.  “These are the only pictures I have of my parents.  In many ways, these are my only memories.  I told you about them before but I never showed you.”  Sean opened the album.  Elizabeth sat beside him and laid her head on his shoulder.  He flipped through the pages one by one and told him about his earlier family life or what he remembered of it.  There were quire a few photos but he didn’t have a memory for all of them.  


Elizabeth realized just how brief his childhood was.  He really didn’t have anyone to care for his sensitive side.  He couldn’t talk to his father because he just wasn’t that kind of person and the women in his family weren’t much to him either.  He had no outlet, no shoulder to cry on.  He was very much alone ever since he was seven.  He’d been alone for fifteen years.  Elizabeth was now beginning to understand that she was a much larger part of Sean’s life than she had originally thought.


They sat together quietly, listening to the empty wind rustling acres of lonely hilltops.  Elizabeth still hadn’t said a word.  She didn’t need to.  She just held him.

*
*
*


Sean drove back to their apartment with Elizabeth quietly looking out the window as concrete and lampposts flashed by.  Elizabeth had been right, of course.  He mulled over his thoughts and feelings after finally introducing the most important person in his life to the most important people of his past.  However, there was more that he needed to share, Elizabeth deserved to know.


“I called my step-mother the other day.”  Elizabeth turned to look at him.  “Or where they last lived.  Apparently they’ve moved.  I don’t know where they are right now.”  Sean sighed.  “I guess I really am without family now.  Except this time it really is my fault.”  Sean thought about his last words.  “I suppose…”


Elizabeth cut off his words with a hand on his arm.  “There’s no need to continue that thought.  You did what you thought was right.”


“But I was wrong.”


“You don’t know that for sure.  Don’t blame yourself for this, Sean.  Don’t forget, they chose the path that forced you into your decision.  What’s done is done.  ‘What ifs’ don’t solve anything.”


Sean pulled into the garage and parked.  He sighed.  “I suppose.”


“Don’t ‘I suppose’ me.  I’m right and you’re wrong.  And that’s all there is to it.”  She smiled at him and he could feel a bit of the dark clouds that were crowding his mind begin to lessen.


Sean smiled with her and kissed her softly.  They got out and headed up the stairs hand in hand.


When they were inside Sean wrapped his arms around Elizabeth from behind.  He didn’t really know why he did, other than the fact that he loved her.  Sean reveled in the jasmine scent of her hair.  He felt the pulse at her neck beneath his chin, the steady rise and fall of her chest under his arms.  There was something naturally reassuring whenever he held her.  He didn’t know how long he held her but a tranquil calm had effused him when he finally let go.


She turned around and stared at him with those warm brown eyes and Sean could see the love radiating from them.  They kissed, briefly and tenderly.  He felt her tongue trace the outline of his lips, tasting his warmth.  Her eyes were liquid, bright.  They kissed again.  Sean’s heart beat faster with every passing moment, moments that lasted forever but were over far too soon.


Elizabeth moaned into his mouth and pulled away, a small smile coloring her face.  “Mmm…don’t think this will get you off the hook from admitting that you were wrong.”


“It won’t?”


She shook her head.  “No, but I’ll let you know when you are,” she answered as she pulled him towards the bedroom.
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