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      Gail

      

      I wake before dawn, my heart racing, and Scott's arm draped loosely around my waist. The nightmare was the same as it always is, only this time it wasn't me handcuffed to the rusty pipes. It was my best friend, Kate. Which is probably why I'm not panting and shaking right now. And I managed to wake up before it got too bloody.

      I close my eyes; imagine the empty beach at sunrise, the cool wind brushing my face, wet sand clinging to my toes. But the sky overhead is a rolling dark grey mass, filled with angry faces screaming down at me. Or maybe they’re just screaming in pain. My mom, my baby, Kate, Mike with his knife.  The wind is a gale now, flinging icy rain in my face, my eyes. It’s laden with all my regrets, mistakes, things that never should've happened. And I can't force this nightmare away, because I'm awake and it's my life.

      "Gail, what's wrong?" Scott's voice breaks through the darkness. It’s not strong enough to chase away the terrible black clouds. "Stop thrashing."

      I take a deep breath and scream back, but silently, just in my mind. I didn't ask for any of this. I would change it all if I could. Only I can't. I can't change a thing.

      "I'm fine," I mutter, my eyes finally wide open, the bright sunlight now blinding me.

      "You didn't sound fine," Scott says and lies back down. I know he's looking at me, studying my face. I can feel his gaze like a warm summer breeze. But I'm not ready to look at him. My tears haven’t dried yet.

      "It was just a stupid dream, go back to sleep," I whisper.

      He closes his eyes. I can feel that too, because the side of my face grows cold. I keep mine open, since I'm certain another nightmare is waiting for me if I try to fall asleep again.

      "Was it bad?" Scott asks after awhile, after I thought he'd already gone back to sleep.

      "Not really, I guess," I answer.

      He reaches for me under the blanket, his fingers soft and warm against my belly where my shirt has ridden up while I tossed and turned. Warmth pools in my stomach, cascades down, chasing the last of my tremors away. I flip on my side and climb on top of him, making him grunt because he wasn't expecting it. But he's ready enough, I can tell, because his cock is hard.

      His eyes are the light blue of a new dawn; his blond hair all messed up from sleep. It's longer than it was when we first met, seems darker, but it looks good, smoothes out the chiseled angles of his jaw.

      I slide my fingers across his soft, warm lips and rub against him, staring into his eyes, getting lost in the new day rising. Even the nightmares flee when we're together, fading beyond the horizon of my awareness. They'll return, I know they will. But for now, I can pretend they won't.

      His hands slide up under my shirt, his fingers brushing against my nipples. He squeezes the hard nubs with just the perfect amount of force.

      The pressure fades slowly as he moves his hands down my sides, sliding down my panties, his eyes never leaving mine. I lift my hips to help him as I struggle to do the same with his pajama pants. He buries his fingers into the flesh of my ass. Leaning forward, I run my tongue over the thick muscle in his neck. Just the tip, because that always makes him gasp.

      I lift my hips, let him slide in. I'm so wet his cock goes in easily, at least half way and I gasp, because I wasn't ready. Warmth erupts and I can't hold back, don't want to. I come hard. Once the wave of my orgasm subsides, he's still thrusting into me, his rippled stomach hard as rock beneath me, his arms the only thing keeping me grounded, preventing me from floating away.

      He's so close, I can feel it, hear it in his jagged breaths, his thumping heart beat that’s melting into my own. My own orgasm is building again, heat searing. He cums, sending an electric shock right through me and I whimper, shaking again because it's more than I can take.

      "We should go on another date tonight," he says later, once his breathing is back to normal, and I'm lying by his side again. He brushes my dark brown hair off my forehead, gazes right into my eyes. His are so clear I can see my whole face reflected back. And I'm beautiful, I'm perfect. "Maybe a dinner and a movie."

      A twinge of annoyance passes through my brain, but it's a distant thing, inconsequential. Scott thinks we should date now, because we never did back in the beginning. And I like it, a lot, but it never fails to remind me of the crazy way I pursued him, acting like an insane nympho.

      "Sure. But tell me the truth," I say. "There's just some movie playing that you want to see, right?"

      "Well, yes," he says evasively. "But it'll still make a good date."

      "Awesome. Since it's a date, I can finally wear my black dress and stilettos again," I say, balancing up on one elbow. "And I should do my hair, maybe get a manicure."

      He grins at me, his eyes sparkling like summer sun reflecting off the ocean. "No need. You can just wear jeans."

      "No, no. If it's a date, I should look my best," I insist. "Besides, you're so much taller than me, I can totally get away with wearing high heels on a date. And I mean to take advantage of that."

      "You wear that dress and I won't be able to concentrate on the movie," he mutters, still grinning at me.

      "I thought you preferred me in plain clothes," I counter, the memory of the evening he told me that clear in my mind.

      "Yeah, well, sometimes I exaggerate for effect," he says and smiles, probably at the shocked expression that I know is now plastered on my face.

      Scott has a way of shattering things, then building them back up, bigger and stronger than before. He does that too.

      "And besides distracting me, if you wear some sexy outfit I have to worry about all the other guys checking you out all night," he elaborates.

      "Shut up! You are not jealous in the least."

      "Oh, Gail. There you go with your denial again. I could seriously beat up any guy that looks at you for a split second too long," he says, chuckling, so I know he's only half serious. "I'm just good at hiding it."

      "Yes, I'll definitely need most of the afternoon to get ready," I muse. "Maybe even do some shopping. I could use a new dress or two. Maybe a bra."

      He brushes a strand of my hair back behind my ear, his gaze sending tingles across my chest, my nipples, all over the places I wish he'd kiss. And I know I won’t be doing any shopping today.

      "Speaking of afternoon, I think we should get up and have some breakfast." And there he goes shattering things again. But it's OK, because I know he'll put them back together again in a minute.
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      "How's this for a date?" I say on Tuesday morning, folding the newspaper and showing him the entertainment page. "The Royal Ballet is performing at Carnegie Hall. They're doing the Nutcracker."

      Scott winces, barely glancing at the article. "Sounds painful."

      "It's a very famous piece," I protest.

      "Yeah, I know," he says. "I meant ballet in general."

      "Well, I'd really like to go," I say, taking the paper back. "I bet my aunt can get us tickets."

      Scott is still cringing, like it's the last thing he wants to do.

      "What? You really don't want to go?" I ask, smoothing down the paper. I hope my anger isn't coming through too plainly in my voice. But it's always what he wants to do for these dates. Granted, he's also the one planning all of them, but still, I went to a football game with him. And I can't stand football.

      He sighs loudly, so I know it's for effect. "If it means that much to you."

      He draws out the words, sounds like it's the last thing in the world he wants to do, but he's grinning, his eyes glinting like sun reflecting off gold.

      "I do," I say, not yet ready to forgive him. "And I'm getting the tickets today."

      At four, my aunt finally calls back and tells me she can arrange something. But it's for tonight, at eight, and I'm still in class. I call Scott as soon as I get off the phone with her, and luckily he's back from the city already, because otherwise we probably couldn't make it.

      He grumbles a lot while he’s getting ready, but the tight, dark blue dress I’m wearing shuts him up.

      "Wow, Gail. How much did that dress cost?" he asks as I search for a purse to go with it.

      "Don't worry about that," I mutter.

      His gaze is sending rivers of heat all across my bare back, and I know the price of the dress is probably the last thing on his mind.

      I finally find the purse and turn, bumping into him. He steadies me with his hands on my hips. I lean into him, crane my neck up and kiss him, the fact that I'm messing up my makeup barely registering.

      The softness of his lips is so at odds with the hungry hard way his tongue enters my mouth. I could do this all night, just stand right here and kiss him until the sun came up, and set again.

      "We'll be late," I say breathlessly, when I finally find the strength to pull away from the kiss. Though all I really want is for him to peel this dress off me. But there will be time enough for that later.

      "Late for what? All the old men checking you out?"

      I make a face and struggle into my coat. The dress is so tight I can hardly move. I like the dark hunger in his eyes now; it makes me certain he wants me and no other girl.

      "And I'll have to worry about all the old ladies checking you out," I say, taking a step closer. "So we're even."

      "Yeah, but I can't help that. It's just my natural animal magnetism," he replies. "I don't go dressing up for it."

      "You took longer to get ready than me," I say, eying him up and down. He's wearing a black suit, the pants tight enough to hug his bulky thighs. My fingers actually itch from the desire to run them along his legs.  I settle for adjusting his tie.

      "Yes, you're right. I see it. Definitely animalistic," I mutter, biting down on my lip.

      His eyes turn a soft dark brown, and the desire spilling from them is almost enough to make me undress right here, call the whole thing off.

      "I'm a real hit with all sorts of creatures,” he says. “Especially small animals. I'm just your regular Snow White."

      I laugh hard and too loud but it feels good. It dissipates some of the charged air between us though.

      "But a manly one, obviously," he adds, and I crack up more, tears running down my cheeks now. I’m still picturing him in that forest scene, fluffy bunnies in his lap, cute colorful birds landing in his hair. He starts laughing too, so I guess it is contagious.

      "We should go," he says later, wiping his eyes and I nod, grabbing my makeup bag so I can fix my face in the car.

      We make it just in time. Scott spends half the time there watching me, not the performance. I mouth, What? a few times, but he just smiles and keeps doing it, so I let him. Even though it's hard to concentrate on the dancing under his hot, melting gaze. But it's been years since I've been to a ballet. Not since before my mom was diagnosed with lung cancer.

      Tears threaten to come as I remember the last ballet me and my mom went to. Swan Lake. But Mom'd want me to enjoy this. She wouldn't want me to cry. Yet I can feel her sitting next to me for the rest of the performance, I can imagine her gasping at some intricate move, tears in her eyes as the music turns soulful and sad. And my heart is exploding with the need to have her next to me now, to hold her hand for just a little while longer.

      “Is something wrong?” Scott whispers into my ear.

      I shake my head, and entwine my fingers with his, grasping hard. And just the touch of his skin makes the sadness bearable.

      "So, you want to get some dinner now?" I ask once the ballet is over and we're standing on the sidewalk, the cold wind snaking up my coat, chilling my bare back.

      "No," Scott says, and wraps his arms around me, like he knows I'm cold. "I've been wanting to go back home since we left."

      I lean my head back and let him kiss me, all cold vanishing in the warmth spreading through me from his lips.

      I fish the car keys from my purse and walk to the car, but he takes them from me. "I'll drive. It'll be faster."

      Heat rises in my cheeks like he'd just suggested the lewdest thing for everyone to hear, and he laughs, shaking his head. "You're so prudish, Gail. I blame the ballet."

      I smack his arm and climb in the passenger seat, wishing we were home already. I don’t think he’ll call me prudish then.

      He takes my hand as soon as we enter the apartment, and leads me to the bedroom, not turning on any lights until we get there. He’s good at moving around in the dark. I need all the lights on or I’m constantly bumping into things.

      He twirls me around by the bedroom door, catches me in his arms and unzips my dress. "I've been wanting to do this since you put it on."

      "The dress wasn’t the only thing that was expensive," I say and push him away, sliding off the sleeves of the dress and letting it fall to the ground.

      He licks his lips, staring at the matching black lace bra and panties I'm wearing, his eyes glinting like rubies catching the candlelight. And for a split second I see Mike's eyes boring into me, taste bile as the cold knife presses into my belly.

      I blink hard, trying to chase the memory away. It won't go, even though Scott's eyes are a perfect dark blue now, desire in them completely replaced by worry.

      "What is it, Gail?" he asks.

      But all I really hear is Mike telling me he's going to rape me with the knife. I almost fall as I stumble out of my dress backing away from him.

      Scott reaches out to hold me, but I wrap my arms around my chest, goose bumps covering my skin even though this room is perfectly warm and Scott would never hurt me.

      "Gail, say something," he urges. "What's wrong?"

      "I'll be fine," I mutter and sit down on the edge of the bed, my arms still wrapped tightly around my body. I don't know if I'm reassuring him or myself.

      "Was it something I did?" he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He stands over me, running his hand through his hair. He does that when he's nervous, I've noticed.

      "Can I get you something?"

      I'm not so cold anymore and the room is back in focus, all else just a distant, fuzzy memory.

      "A glass of water," I whisper. I need to be alone now, so I can chase away the last of this waking nightmare.

      He returns with my water like a minute later, and I choke on the first sip, spilling some on the bed as I cough.

      "Gail, you're freaking me out a little bit," he says, taking the glass from my shaking hand.

      “It was just a bad memory. I'm fine now."

      "You're really pale," he mutters. "What memory?"

      But I can't tell him. It's bad enough that I have to remember.

      "It's Mike?" he asks, his eyes searching my face for an answer, pleading that the answer is no, even though it wasn't even really a question. He knows.

      And I do shake my head, but his eyes are black now, hard like the walls of the deepest cave, and he doesn't believe me. He knows the truth.

      He places the glass on the nightstand and sits down next to me.

      "Mike'll pay for what he did. But it's all my fault," he mutters. "Why don't you lie down now?"

      And I do, because all I want is for him to stop looking at me like I'm broken and he's the one who did it. Because he didn't. I don’t blame him for what happened at all. After awhile he lies down next to me, and I close my eyes. Because maybe the nightmare won't come again tonight, since it already did.
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      Scott

      

      Fucking Mike. And I thought Gail was getting better with all the nightmare shit. That she was starting to forget. Which was obviously just dumb denial, since it's only been like four weeks, and she wasn't exactly fine before it happened. But I didn't think she'd start seeing him in me. Where the fuck do we go from there?

      She's sleeping now. No nightmares and it's been hours. I know, I've been tossing and turning, unable to sleep, for every minute of them. Fucking Mike. If only I'd seen it coming, I could've stopped him. And I should've seen it coming, I don't care what anyone says. I should’ve known he was capable of something like that.

      How can I help her now, if she sees him in me? How can I comfort her?

      I'm so sick of these looping thoughts. So sick of not being able to take a step forward. So sick of how nothing is falling back into place anymore. Just a bunch of shattered pieces, landing here and there, never where they fit.

      I don't get to sleep until dawn, and even then I'm dreaming of being awake, and it's been days and nothing fits.

      My phone ringing wakes me. Gail is tossing and turning beside me, murmuring something that sounds like a plea. It's Jerry of all people, and if he's calling at eight in the morning it can't be good news.

      "Yeah?" I mutter and get up too fast, blood rushing to my head, the room turning black.

      "Scott, we need to talk," he says in his cop voice and I actually feel my blood stop mid flow.

      I stumble out of the room and close the door. Gail shouldn't hear anything of what's coming. I know that as sure as I know my name.

      "What is it?"

      "There is a problem with the evidence collected at Mike's apartment," Jerry says, cold like it was me who did something wrong.

      "A problem like how?" I ask.

      "Like the charges against him are getting dropped," Jerry explains. Or thinks he does. Because I'm not getting any of it.

      "Aren't you people supposed to not fuck up these things?" I spit out through gritted teeth.

      Given he didn't really hurt Gail all that much, Mike will probably be out any time now if he's not charged with the car thefts. If he isn't out already. And then he'll know I set him up, planted evidence in his apartment, which is something I'm not even worried about right now. But I shouldn't have done it. I should’ve just let them find what was already there without adding to it. It's just more of that shit that keeps blowing up in my face whenever I do something wrong. Like dating Gail, which I never should have started. Should've just stayed away from her. Not that it's a possibility now, so I don't even know why I'm thinking it. But it was, way back in the beginning. I could've, should've chased her away then.

      "What?" I ask, because Jerry's saying something and I didn't hear a single word.

      "Mike's pleading diminished capacity on the kidnapping," Jerry says. "If Gail could come in and answer some more questions, maybe we can try to overthrow that."

      "She's in no state to answer any more questions!" I yell. "Can't you get Benny to testify?"

      "Benny's gone missing," Jerry says. "His mother reported it two weeks ago."

      Shit. How could Benny disappear? He promised me he'd testify against Mike. Swore.

      "Gail'll have to testify now," Jerry says, his voice maybe a little softer.

      It's raining outside, a huge puddle forming on the cracked tiles in the back yard. The whole thing will probably freeze by tonight.

      "I don't know if she can," I whisper. Hell, I don't even know if she won't wake up this morning, pack her bags and leave. She might, if I remind her of Mike. I don't know what I'll do then. Because I don't think I can ever live without her again.

      "So what do you want me to do?" I ask, and I hate the way my voice cracks.

      "Tell her," Jerry says. "Or we can call her, if you prefer."

      "No," I blurt out. She should hear this from me. I guess. Though I'm not sure I'll ever find the right words. A huge part of how well she was feeling these past few weeks was because she thought Mike would get put away for a long time on the car theft charges and she'd be safe from him. Then she wouldn't even need to testify.

      "Mike's been saying he might call you," Jerry says and my heart skips a beat, or ten.

      "You've been talking to him?"

      "Of course I have," Jerry says. "He needs help."

      "The only thing that psycho needs is to be locked away for good!"

      "Who knows?" Jerry mutters.

      "I wish you'd fucked up the evidence when it was me going to prison," I say.

      "Don't talk to me that way, Scott," Jerry says, all cop now.

      "And if I testify against him, will that put him away? Tell them new stuff?" I ask. The words don't come easily and I know I'm probably telling Jerry more than he can ignore just by offering. I'm hoping he will anyway. I know he mostly still sees me as the ten year old whose mother was just stabbed to death, and I'm leaning on that card hard now.

      He doesn't say anything and I can hear him breathing on the other side, can almost see his left eye twitching like it always does when he's nervous and uncomfortable.

      "You have your second chance now, Scott. And apparently Mike does too," he finally says. "Just take it. There may not be another. You'll work it out with Mike."

      "And if I can't?"

      "I have to go now. Call the station to make an appointment for Gail's questioning. Ask for Detective Morris, she's been assigned to the case," Jerry says, all business again. "And don't wait too long."

      My blood is still moving at a sluggish pace after he hangs up. I want to wake Gail and tell her right away. Before it starts to fester and I do something I might regret. Like call some other detective, and give myself up just so I can take Mike down with me.

      I'm standing by the bedroom door before I realize I've moved. Her heart shaped face is framed by her soft, silky hair, her lips slightly parted, pouty, like she's having a good dream. I can't ruin it for her. Can't even touch her, because I don't know if she wants me to. Even though my chest is about to explode from the need to. But I should let her sleep.
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      Gail

      

      Scott's not beside me when I wake up, and I jerk up in bed, looking around frantically for his clothes, his shoes, anything of his to tell me he hasn't packed up and left me because of the crazy fit I threw last night. But his jacket is still on the floor next to my crumpled blue dress. He wouldn't leave without his jacket.

      I lie back down, willing the pressure in my head to subside, the room to stop spinning. My phone rings, Kate's smiling face flashing across the screen. I haven't spoken to her in weeks and the guilt is strong enough to almost make me not pick up now. Almost.

      "Gail, how are you doing?" she asks when I do. But she's speaking fast, like she has other things to say after she's done with the pleasantries. I don't mind. It's classic Kate.

      "Better," I say. "How are you?"

      "Mike called me this morning," she says and my heart stops. I can't breathe.

      "He says he's sorry and wants to see me," Kate goes on. "Do you think I should?"

      "No!" How can she ask me that? How can she even want to see him?

      "He needs help, I know that, but maybe I can help him, maybe I should try," Kate says, like I hadn't spoken at all. And maybe I haven't, though my whole mind is still echoing the scream.

      But I'm being insane Gail again and Kate needs to understand the danger.

      "I think you should stay as far away from Mike as you can," I say, the firmness in my voice surprising me.

      "He just needs help," Kate protests.

      "Not from you!"

      "Please understand, Gail. Please don't hate me for it," she says.

      I don't know if I’ll ever be able to understand. Right now, the room is transforming into that cold, dank place where Mike tied me up, threatened me with a knife, made me sure I would die any second, forced me to accept my own death. I'm right back on that brink now, and I don't know how to turn away, how to still my racing heart.

      "Please, Gail-"

      "I have to go," I mutter and hang up.

      The memory won't fade, the nightmare back. And I can't wake up from it this time, because I'm not even asleep.
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