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Chapter One

 


 


Life is so unpredictable, so very hard
to anticipate what happens next. No one is ever quite sure what is
going to happen within one second no matter how carefully laid your
plans are, no matter how happy or sad; one moment you could be on
top of the world, the next, where you’d rather not be, or vice
versa.

Among the many happenings, the
haphazard nature of life became very evident to Vanessa in one
tantalizing moment. Here she was, looking up into the face of the
man whom she had been fighting to keep herself from fantasizing
about for the better part of a year since he moved into the
apartment two floors above her. It was a battle she barely managed
to win most of the time, especially during the nights when she laid
next to Rick, her husband, craving to be touched.

Now as Jake’s eyes scanned her face,
pausing teasingly on her lips then drifting back up to meet her
hazy gaze, she felt herself melting, and the temptation to kiss him
was almost unbearable.

“Well…um…since my floor is
here…thank you for a great evening. I had a lot of fun,” Vanessa
managed to say as the elevator door opened.

“I feel the same and I
really hope we can do this again soon,” Jake replied with a
smile.

He exited the elevator with Vanessa,
taking hold of her hand gently before turning her around to face
him. A questioning look came in her eyes as he pulled her in for a
loose embrace. The hints of aftershave that had been teasing her
nose all evening now overpowered her senses and she felt
weak.

“What are you doing,
Jake?” she asked, trying to sound assertive.

“I wanna kiss you
goodnight,” Jake replied.

“Are you crazy?” Vanessa
said, trying to keep her composure. “That can’t happen.”

“Why not? You like me and
I like you, we both know this,” Jake reasoned, his voice lowered as
he brought his face closer to hers.

Vanessa looked up into his bright eyes
and froze; she couldn’t deny that she liked him too. Jake leaned
his head a bit and smiled. It was a boyish, almost coy sort of
smile that could have made any woman swoon within minutes and he
knew he was having an effect on her.

Surely Vanessa was melting, and she
was finding it almost impossible to resist much longer. At that
moment, she didn’t know what to do and just stood there speechless
and helpless in Jake’s arms; watching his lips,
waiting...

Just as Jake’s lips were about to
touch hers, she seemed to suddenly regain consciousness. The
realization kicked in that she was about to do something that she
might end up regretting, especially since her husband was just a
few meters away on the other side of the door just across from
them. She wanted to tell him to stop, but the words could not come
out of her mouth fast enough, so she turned her head slightly.
Truth be told, she felt slightly disappointed the second Jake
pulled back at her gesture. Deep down, in that split second, she
wished he had insisted on kissing her; that she had allowed him to,
if even to spite Rick, who had cheated on her so many times in the
past.

Numerous times she had wanted to
return the favor and in the back of her mind, Jake’s attempt seemed
like a perfect opportunity that had slipped from her grasp.
Cheating on Rick was one thing, but cheating on him with someone as
buff as Jake would possibly be the ultimate
satisfaction.

To say that Jake was an attractive guy
was an understatement. He was quite tall, over six feet, and
well-built because of all the hours he spent at the gym; a far cry
from the rotund figure that Rick had turned into. He had curly dark
brown hair, clear, light green eyes, and a crooked sort of smile
that was endearing despite its crookedness. His straight, almost
aquiline nose was complemented by an angular jaw line that added
just a bit of hardness to his facial features. He was the sort of
person who commanded attention as soon as he walked into the room,
and he often got it as well. Moreover, he exuded power and
authority even though he was very easy going most of the time. A
lawyer by profession, he was a quick thinker on his feet who seemed
to always have the last word. His self-confidence gave him an air
of carelessness, which made him even cocky, not in an offensive
way, but in a happy-go-lucky sort of way which made him very easy
to talk to. He was a proverbial alpha male.

All of those attributes made women
fall for him right, left and center, and even though Vanessa had
been dodgy with him whenever she ran into him in the elevator or
out on the street, she had realized that she was attracted to him
too.

It seemed a mystery that he was still
single, and Vanessa had never worked up the nerve to ask him why
out of fear that she didn’t want him to think that she was the
least bit interested in him.

She knew there was a woman every now
and again in his life, a few even fell for him, as her friend Sarah
who was a gossiper, told her. Actually, Sarah kept her up to date
on everyone who lived in the apartment building; it seemed it was
her duty to know all the neighbors’ business.

Still, despite her awareness of Jake’s
attractiveness, Vanessa hardly ever allowed herself to think about
him as much more than a pleasant acquaintance who would make her
smile every now and again with little jokes and kind words. As a
matter of fact, she didn’t allow herself to think about any other
guy the way she would think about Rick, no matter how enticing he
was.

She was married and her vows meant a
lot to her, so even though Rick had done her wrong more times than
she could remember, she’d always forgiven him, especially for the
sake of their son, David.

The last time she had found out that
Rick was unfaithful, they had talked about it and he’d apologized
and promised he’d never do it again. She had believed him and had
even started to think about trusting him again since he had been
coming home at nights and showing some amount of interest in her
well-being over the past month or so.

She prayed every day that her husband
would remain true this time around, or at least be respectful in
his deeds, because she was not sure if she could take it if she
caught him in the act again. She didn’t want her family to be
broken, and even though David was already eighteen years old and
living on campus at his college, she still wanted to remain in the
marriage forever as an example to her son. After all, her parents
had set the same example and were still going strong.

So as she hung almost limp in Jake’s
arms, it was the thought of losing her family that stopped her from
giving in to Jake and suppressed her desire to give Rick a taste of
his own medicine.

“Jake, you’re amazing, you
really are,” she finally managed to utter, pausing as she wondered
what to say next, “But…but I’m married and this would feel just
wrong if I were to betray my husband like this.”

She almost fell as Jake’s arms fell
away from her in one sudden movement, a look of surprise coming
into his eyes. He backed away and formed an “O” with his mouth as
he gestured with his hands.

“You are?” he finally
said, “I – I thought you and Rick were…after he...I mean…well, I’m
very sorry Vanessa. Please, just forget the last few minutes ever
happened.”

His cheeks were red with embarrassment
as he turned to press the elevator button to go up. Vanessa opened
her mouth to say something, but she just felt awkward. Moreover,
she felt as if the moment had ruined what had been the best evening
she had spent in the company of a man for a very long
time.

Jake forced a smile as he turned back
to look at her.

“Listen, I’m sorry if I
made you uncomfortable in any way ‘Nessa. It isn’t my style to hit
on married women, so please don’t think I am that kind of person.
For what it’s worth, it was fun going out with you and the gang
today. So…see you around.”

He took her hand in what felt like a
cold, formal handshake and then stepped into the elevator which had
now opened. Vanessa pursed her lips and gave a limp wave as the
doors closed, leaving only traces of Jake’s scent hanging wispily
in the air.

Turning on her heels, she walked
slowly to her door, pausing to shake her head as she placed the key
into the lock and turned it. A strange sense of satisfaction came
over her amidst the mixed feelings. It felt good to feel wanted by
a man. She had not felt like that in God knows how many years, even
though she was a regular victim of catcalls and klutzy pick-up
lines. There was just something special and different about how
Jake made her feel. Only Rick had come close, but that was way back
when they were high school sweethearts.

She felt rather pleased with how the
evening had turned out, despite the awkward moment by the elevator,
and was glad she had given in to Sarah’s prodding to go out for
drinks after work. Sarah was probably her best friend although she
was hesitant to acknowledge it. As a matter of fact, she was
hesitant to have any female friends after the way Sandy, her
dearest friend from high school had betrayed her. However, Sarah
had been there for her ever since becoming Vanessa’s neighbor
several years earlier. She had even befriended Vanessa’s friends
from school and lots of times she spoke as if she was one of her
long-lost classmates.

She had become more than just a good
listening ear when there were problems with Rick and when Vanessa
suffered from depression as a result of those problems. Sarah had
been pressing her to get out of the house for some time, but she
had always come up with some excuse as to why she couldn’t go out
for drinks or go clubbing or some other social activity.

“Come on, live a
little.”

Those were Sarah’s favorite words to
say to Vanessa on many occasions, but were hardly ever heeded.
Sarah, being a bit younger and more adventurous, was a social
butterfly and went everywhere with her husband Colin. Colin had
become good friends with Jake and soon started to drag Jake along
wherever he and his wife and other friends decided to hang
out.

On this particular evening, the ladies
had run into each other as Vanessa made her way home from work.
Sarah was alarmed that Vanessa went to work on Thanksgiving Day,
stopping short of calling her a workaholic.

“Are you serious right
now?” Sarah had asked dramatically, flashing her wild, honey blonde
hair and widening her big brown eyes, “Today is a holiday, a day
for having fun and spending time with family and
friends…”

“Don’t forget eating
turkey,” Vanessa interjected, trying to make light of the
moment.

“And turkey,” Sarah agreed
with a smile, “Seriously though Vanessa, don’t tell me you
love work that
much.”

The truth was that Vanessa’s presence
wasn’t needed at the investment company where she worked because
they were closed for the day. However, she decided to go in after
Rick advised her that he would be going out with his buddies for
most of the day. Not wanting to be alone, she decided to go to work
to finish some paperwork that had been piling up on her
desk.

“It’s not a big deal
Sarah, I didn’t have anything better to do,” Vanessa
responded.

“Well, you do now,” Sarah
had replied presumptuously, “You’re going out tonight. Colin and I
plus a few other friends are going out for drinks and you’re coming
with us…And I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer this time.”

Vanessa had initially turned her down
and tried to come up with several excuses why she couldn’t go, but
Sarah had insisted until she finally cracked and agreed to meet up
at a nearby club and bar at five p.m., after which she went home,
showered, and put on a slinky thigh-length, pastel pink dress she
had never worn, with matching earrings and five-inch heeled nude
pumps.

To say she looked stunning was an
understatement, and as she looked at herself in the mirror, she was
glad Rick was not home to see her, as she was sure he probably
would have questioned where she was going dressed like
that.

However, she was mortified and felt
like going back home when she met up with Sarah and company and all
heads and eyes turned to acknowledge Vanessa’s presence. Especially
when she realized that several of her friends from school were
there and, above all, Jake was among them. All together there were
seven of them: three couples which included Colin and Sarah, Lisa
and Henry who were Vanessa’s classmates who became involved after
leaving high school, Joshua and Hilary plus Jake. Jake was the only
one who was single and when she realized that, it became obvious
that Sarah had set her up.

Sarah had encouraged her to leave Rick
several times in the past and knew that she liked Jake from their
casual, girly conversations, so Vanessa knew what she was up to
right away.

Jake had picked up on her discomfort
and came over, pretending to fall at her feet in his usual comedic
manner, and that gesture had caused her to laugh although she
didn’t want to, and it also made her feel somewhat comfortable
among her friends. During the course of the evening, Jake had made
her laugh a lot. Much more than she had laughed in ages and in
those few hours, she forgot her problems with Rick and just enjoyed
the company of Jake and the others.

It was quite mystifying to her to
watch Jake in his element; he made everyone laugh and seemed to
grab the attention of several females, even some who were there
with their spouses. Several times Vanessa witnessed girls slipping
their numbers to him discreetly and he was a total gentleman about
it. From what she had learnt about him, she didn’t think he would
ever call them because he didn’t live his life like that. Despite
being a charmer, he didn’t sleep around and chose his women
carefully because he didn’t want to commit until he was sure he had
found the right woman.

The evening had ended when Lisa and
Henry decided to leave because Lisa was drunk and had started
behaving erratically. Jake, who had come with Sarah and Colin in
their car, invited himself to ride with Vanessa to which she didn’t
protest, and after the other couples had gone to their respective
houses, she and Jake along with Colin and Sarah, had proceeded to
the apartment complex where they all lived.

As she stepped into her apartment, the
memories of the past two-and-a-half hours and thoughts of what
might have been, were replaced with what had to be done as reality
kicked in. She remembered that it was Thanksgiving and her parents
and son would be on her doorstep very soon. It was a good thing
that most of the food was already prepared and only had to be
warmed. She hoped that Rick, who had come in earlier, would have
the presence of mind to set the table, but knowing him, she highly
doubted that he had even thought about it.

Oh well, she had come home a full hour
earlier than she had planned, so she reckoned that she still had
enough time. Kicking off her shoes, she was about to enter the
kitchen when she noticed the bathroom door slightly
ajar.

“Rick will never learn,”
she muttered under her breath as she pushed the door to look
inside.

She froze on the spot for the second
time that evening.
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Chapter Two

 


Nineteen years
ago.

Rick Malloy called out to her from
across the field. She gave one last jump to complete the routine,
pulled her pompoms off and handed them to one of the cheerleaders
in front of her, and just as she turned around she heard Sandy say,
“Oh man, she is SO lucky to be going out with him!”

Of course, Vanessa was all smiles
before taking off at a sprint, her heart skipping lightly with each
step.

Rick was the most handsome guy on
campus and he was a football player, so all the girls at school had
a crush on him. That made Vanessa the envy of Central High and
caused her to feel extremely proud. When it dawned on her that
there were hundreds of girls at school who were literally after
him, pursued him, and some who swore they were in love with him,
and yet he had chosen her to be his girl, she felt like the
luckiest girl alive.

“Baby we won!” Rick
shouted, scooping Vanessa off the ground and twirling her in
celebration of his team’s heroics, “Come give me some love, Nessi
baby, you know I love you.”

The three little words flowed
effortlessly from his mouth, as he enveloped Vanessa in a hug, his
hands roving all over her while secretly winking to Sandy over her
shoulder.

“You were so amazing
Ricky! I love you too!” Vanessa exclaimed before clinging tighter
onto him, “And I am so proud of you. Did you hear me shouting your
name?”

“Oh yes. I did, baby.
That’s the exact reason why we won. I knew you were there and it
helped me to give my best. You’re my inspiration Vanessa, and I did
it all for you. I hope I inspired you too,” Rick
replied.

He was rambling, something he did when
he wanted to sound sincere when he really wasn’t. Back then,
Vanessa didn’t know that, she just thought he was very expressive
and sweet.

“Yes, of course, honey.
You were great,” she gushed with girly gusto and squeezed him even
tighter.

With Rick’s head buried in her hair
and his breathing on her neck, she smiled in absolute glee, basking
in the moment as she noticed the begrudging looks from other girls
on the sidelines. Rick was absolutely gorgeous with jet black hair,
blue eyes, and the nicest smile Vanessa had ever seen on a guy.
Added to that, he was athletically built being the quarterback on
the school’s winning football team. She was the pretty little
cheerleader and so she thought she was living in a fairy tale. One
she saw only in mushy Hollywood productions.

It was the final year in high school
and everything about her life seemed perfect.

She was head over heels in love with
Rick, and made it her point of duty to rub it in the face of all
the other girls, including her best friend Sandy, that Rick
belonged to her. Back then, her life was colorful, she was arguably
the most popular girl at school and was viewed as being a “hottie,”
with beautiful hazel eyes, flowing dark brown hair and creamy,
flawless skin. There were lots of guys who wanted to get close and
would have loved to get even the time of day from her.

However, Vanessa Phariss had eyes for
only one and all others were ignored. Many of them stayed away even
though they wanted to approach her, because Rick’s friends were
known bullies and were behind several beat-downs in the
past.

Vanessa, her head in the clouds, was
all too oblivious to his friends’ reputation and the occasional
comments that Rick was a womanizer. She told herself that he was
the one for her and she for him; committing herself at the early
age of eighteen that she would do everything and anything for
Rick’s love.

She had been a straight “A” student
and had high hopes and great ambitions for her future, especially
since her parents were trying to get her into one of the most
prestigious universities in the state. However, her love for Rick
blinded her and she stopped using her head, choosing to only follow
her heart. She trusted Rick with her entire being and believed
every syllable that he exhaled.

Right after graduating from high
school, she found out that she was pregnant with Rick’s child.
Luckily, her parents had not yet paid her tuition for college or
they would have been doubly disappointed. While they were somewhat
disappointed, Vanessa on the other hand, was thrilled, imparting
the news of his impending fatherhood to Rick with great zeal. He
seemed equally as excited as her and so, as a result, they decided
to get married and got their respective parents to agree that it
was a good idea.

Being an only child, Vanessa had
always wanted a baby brother and that made her love babies and
little children, so being pregnant actually made her feel happy.
The thought also made her feel scared, but her parents, especially
her mother, and Rick’s parents helped her through the bouts of
morning sickness and hormonal changes often associated with having
a bun in the oven.

She and Rick had gotten married later
that year, and with the combined help of both families, moved into
a dingy little apartment near her parents’ place. Even though it
wasn’t an ideal situation, Vanessa couldn’t have been happier. She
was married to the man she loved and she was about to have his
baby. Time went by, and even though Rick wasn’t home a lot because
he had started college and was doing a part time job, she didn’t
mind. She took up courses in art and finance at a community college
to keep herself occupied, and before she knew it, David was
born.

They were happy, or at least Vanessa
was.

She was so wrapped up in her newfound
sense of motherhood, and her undying love for Rick, that she didn’t
realize that he was less than ready for the responsibility of being
a father. She really loved him, so much that she overlooked his
early indiscretions, including unexplained absences, waving them
off as symptoms of his hectic school and work schedule. She just
focused her attention to their baby and vowed to be the best mother
she could be for little David.

Slowly but surely, however, little
feelings of hurt and neglect began to prick her here and there
every once in a while. Little questions began popping up in her
head when she realized that she had to deal with every aspect of
David’s welfare without any help from Rick. She was relieved
whenever her mother came over to give her a hand; sometimes it was
only during those visits that Vanessa managed to get some
sleep.

That didn’t stop her from making
excuses for her husband whenever her mom commented on how stressed
out she looked and questioned Rick’s absence.

“Mom, don’t you know Rick
has his exams? Plus he’s working part time to pay the rent, so I
would hardly expect him to be here helping me to babysit,” she
countered on one occasion when Mrs. Phariss hinted that Rick was
not playing his part.

“But honey, he doesn’t
work or go to school on the weekends, so why is he not here on a
Sunday helping you with David while you get some rest?” her mother
replied.

“He is a man Mom, he has
to find time for his buddies, plus he is trying out for the
football team at his college,” Vanessa retorted.

Saying it, she realized that it
sounded irresponsible, but there was no way she was going to admit
it, not to her mother. Weeks later, as she lay in bed late one
night, having not heard from her husband all day, her mother’s
voice began to play in her head about Rick’s irresponsible
behavior. She began to wonder if he was avoiding her and their
young son. He was coming home later and later, sometimes with no
explanation except to say he was out with the boys, plus she swore
she smelled a different perfume on one of his shirts while doing
the laundry one day. Vanessa was too timid to press him any
further, however, but more than that, she felt she would be
annoying him if she did. Little by little though, she began to feel
more and more alone and her resentment began to build.

After all, marriage was not only for
good times or when things were smooth, but for bad times as well
and she felt that Rick was not playing his part during the rough
experience of taking care of a baby that demanded a lot of time.
The few times that they went to visit friends and family together,
Rick didn’t even want to carry David, neither did he spend time
bonding with him. Every once in a while he’d rub the child’s head
on his way out, or if Vanessa requested that he play or talk to him
he would, but that was it. These actions hurt Vanessa, but still
she kept her feelings bottled up inside and Rick continued getting
worse.

One beautiful day in the winter when
David was about nine months old, Vanessa had gone to her parents’
house with David. Rick was out with his friends because school was
out for the impending holidays and he had declined coming with
Vanessa. The change in weather had made little David sick, so Mrs.
Pharris had recommended that she go home with him before evening
came when the temperature would drop. That meant she went home
earlier than she had planned, but didn’t think anything of it
because it was for the sake of the baby.

Upon entering the apartment, however,
she got an overwhelming feeling as if something was very wrong and
as if she shouldn’t have been there. She knew something was wrong,
but couldn’t quite put her finger on it and stood in the middle of
the small living room with David sleeping in her hands looking
around, until it caught her eye. On the couch was a small black,
rhinestone studded, leather handbag that belonged to her best
friend Sandy. She knew it was
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